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DEDICATION: 
 
   
To those who like their hero with a potty mouth and dirty mind, I deliver to you Declan Reede. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   

GLOSSARY:
 
   
 
 
   Note: This book is set in Australia, as such it uses Australian/UK spelling and some Australian slang. Although you should be able to understand the novel without a glossary, there is always fun to be had in learning new words. Temperatures are in Celsius, weight is in kilograms, and distance is (generally) in kilometres (although we still have some slang which uses miles).
 
   Arse: Ass.
 
   AVO: Apprehended Violence Order.
 
   Bedhead: Headboard.
 
   Bench: Counter.
 
   Bitumen: Asphalt. 
 
   Bonnet: Hood.
 
   Boot: Trunk.
 
   Bottle-o: Bottle shop/liquor store.
 
   Buggery: Multiple meanings. Technically bugger/buggery is sodomy/anal sex, but in Australia, the use is more varied. Bugger is a common expression of disbelief/disapproval. 
 
   Came down in the last shower (Do you think I): Born yesterday 
 
   CAMS: Confederation of Australian Motor Sport.
 
   Cherry (Drag racing): Red light indicating that you “red-lighted”/jumped the start. 
 
   Cock-ups: Fuck-ups/mistakes.
 
   Dagwood Dogs: Corndogs
 
   Diamante: Rhinestone.
 
   Dipper: See S Bends below. 
 
   Do (Charity Do): Function/event.
 
   Dob: Tell on. 
 
   Doona: Blanket/comforter.
 
   Face Washer: Face cloth.
 
   Fairy-Floss: Cotton candy.
 
   Fillies: Girls.
 
   Footpath: Sidewalk.
 
   Formal: Prom.
 
   Fours: Cars with a four-cylinder engine. 
 
   Gobful: Mouthful
 
   HANS: Head And Neck Support.
 
   Hydralyte: Hydrating formula (electrolytes).
 
   Loo: Toilet. 
 
   Message bank: Voicemail. 
 
   Mirena: An IUD that contains and releases a small amount of a progesterone hormone directly into the uterus.
 
   Mozzies: Mosquitoes.
 
   Necked: Drank from.
 
   Newsagency: A shop which sells newspapers/magazines/lotto tickets. Similar to a convenience store, but without the food. 
 
   Off my face: Drunk/under the influence (including of drugs). 
 
   Pap: Paparazzi.
 
   Panadol/Paracetamol: Active ingredient in pain-relievers like Tylenol and Panadol.
 
   Pavlova: Meringue-based desert, usually served covered with fresh cream and seasonal fruits (aka: sugar heaven). 
 
   Phone/Mobile Phone/Mobile Number: Cell/cell phone/cell number.
 
   Prep (school): Preparation year. 
 
   Privateer: Someone who finances their own races.
 
   Real Estate: All-inclusive term meaning real estate agency/property management firm.
 
   Rego: Registration (general); cost of vehicle licence.
 
   Ricer: Someone who drives a hotted up four-cylinder (usually imported) car, and makes modifications to make it (and make it look) faster.
 
   Rugby League: One of the codes of football played in Australia. 
 
   S bends (and into the Dipper): Part of the racetrack shaped into an S shape. On Bathurst track, the Dipper is the biggest of the S bends, so called because there used to be a dip in the road there before track resurfacing made it safer. 
 
   Sandwich with the lot: Sandwich with the works.
 
   Schoolies: Week-long (or more) celebration for year twelves graduating school. Similar to spring break. The Gold Coast is a popular destination for school leavers from all around the country, and they usually have a number of organised events, including alcohol-free events as a percentage of school leavers are usually under eighteen (the legal drinking age in Australia). 
 
   Scrag: Whore/slut.
 
   Scrutineering: Process of going over the car and rules to ensure there is no corruption or mistakes.
 
   Shout (referring to drinks or food): Buy for someone. “Get the tab.”
 
   Silly Season: Off season in sports. Primarily where most of the trades happen (e.g. driver’s moving teams, sponsorship changes etc). 
 
   Skerrick: Scrap.
 
   Slicks: A special type of racing tyre with no tread. They’re designed to get the maximum amount of surface on the road at all times. Wet weather tyres have chunky tread to displace the water from the track. 
 
   Skulled: (can also be spelled sculled and skolled) Chugged/Drank everything in the bottle/glass. 
 
   Soft Drinks: Soda/pop.
 
   Stiff Shit: Tough shit/too bad.
 
   Sunnies: Sunglasses. 
 
   TAFE: (Technical And Further Education) Trade school
 
   Tassie: Tasmania (in the same way Aussie = Australia)
 
   Taxi: Cab. 
 
   Thrummed: Hummed/vibrated.
 
   Titbit: Tidbit.
 
   Tossers: Pricks/assholes/jerks.
 
   Tyres: Tires.
 
   Year Twelve: Senior.
 
   Wag: Ditch school.
 
   Wank: Masturbate
 
   Wankers: Tossers/Jerk-offs. 
 
   Weet-Bix: Breakfast cereal brand.
 
   Whinge: Whine/complain.
 
   Uni: University/college.
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PROLOGUE
 
   

 
 
   “What we call the beginning is often the end.
 
   And to make an end is to make a beginning.
 
   The end is where we start from.”
 
   ~ T.S. Eliot ~
 
   
 
 
   
AT THE AGE of nine, life was easy. 
 
   Boys and girls were able to be friends, just friends, with no ulterior motives and no pesky hormones getting in the way. That’s the way things were between me and my best friend, Alyssa Dawson. Simple. Easy. Whether we were at her house on a Sunday afternoon playing monopoly with her brother, Josh, watching a movie, or swimming at the local pool, it was all effortless.
 
   Life itself was something measured in the moments of fun between the drudgery of school lessons and helping with chores. Marriage, kids, the future, they were all foreign concepts not needing any consideration on a day-to-day basis. A career was something parents had and didn’t require any thought outside of creating an endless list of “when I grow ups.” My own list was a little less endless than most. It only ever consisted of one item. One goal: I would be a V8 driver, or I would die trying. 
 
   At some point after nine, things changed. There was no discernible moment when it happened, it just did. One day things were uncomplicated, the next, they were different. Girls were no longer just people to befriend on the playground. They were interesting in a way that boys never were—at least not for me. Girls became mystifying and bizarre. 
 
   At that point, it seemed like boys and girls couldn't be just friends anymore. 
 
   That's how it was with Alyssa and me. She was still my best friend, but something had shifted. When we entered high school, I noticed things about her that I’d never seen before, and it wasn't just the obvious physical changes like her boobs and hips. A hundred smaller things grabbed my attention, without me even realising I’d seen them. 
 
   Little things, like the way her lips would caress the end of a pencil as she studied. The way her fingers would twine loosely in her chestnut hair when she was deep in thought. The way her mouth would curl up in a secretive smile when she daydreamed. Her cute pout when something didn’t go her way and the fire that flashed in her eyes when someone pissed her off. 
 
   It wasn’t just Alyssa either. 
 
   By the time I was fifteen, it was like all girls were a different species that both fascinated and frightened me. They all gave me the feeling of snakes writhing in my belly. Hand-quivering, pit-of-my-stomach dread when I needed to talk to them alone. They all made me yearn for things that I didn’t really understand—newly-awakened desires that filled my nights with fantasies. Emotions I could no longer control roiled and duelled within me. 
 
   More than anything, I wanted to experience the soft caress of lips like the ones Alyssa wrapped around her pencils. Have gentle fingers stoke my hair or trail along my skin. 
 
   About the same time I first noticed those things, life in general changed.
 
   In no time at all, things became complicated. Our focus was no longer board games, TV, and summer fun, but study, university, careers, and, well, life in the broader sense. The future was no longer a distant objective we could worry about at a later date. It was real and it was happening. We each needed to make a plan for the future and work hard to earn it. In order to steer our lives in the right direction, we had to make choices. 
 
   I had to make choices. 
 
   My vision for what I wanted had always been so clear, but suddenly I was paralysed with fear. 
 
   What if I chose wrong?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER ONE: THE END OF FRIENDSHIP
 
   
 
 
   
OUR KISS WAS soft and slow. 
 
   It was warm and welcoming. 
 
   Alyssa tasted absolutely divine as our lips dragged across one another’s in a perfect melding. The scent of the crushed grass around us provided the backdrop to our surprise first kiss in the hot December sun. I knew if I opened my eyes, I would see the unbelievable image of her body pinned beneath me while I kissed her until we were both breathless. No doubt her hair would be fanned out behind her, rich deep brown against the green ground. I didn’t want to open my eyes though, because it would only ruin the moment. 
 
   She hummed against me as one of my hands found its way to the base of her neck, twisting gently into her hair. She cupped my face before fisting her fingers into my hair and tugged slightly, pulling me closer to her. I opened my mouth in response, granting her tongue access to explore. Every swirl of her tongue or shift of her fingers was done in a way that I was certain was designed to drive me mad. Each touch drew a new sound from me, one I’d never made before, or had even known I could make. 
 
   The kiss was passionate and fuelled by desire. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. In the instant it had started, I knew I’d never really kissed anyone before. Not properly. Not like this. I’d wanted to. Just three days earlier, I’d been half mad with desire for Darcy Kinsley. I’d been obsessed in the way only a fifteen-year-old boy could be. I’d imagined having my tongue in her mouth and her boobs in my palms. 
 
   All thoughts of her had been completely obliterated by one kiss. 
 
   The fact that I was sharing it with Alyssa was more than I could have ever imagined. 
 
   She’d been my best friend for years, but maybe not anymore. 
 
   I pulled away a fraction and met her honey-gold eyes. Her breath brushed across my mouth, and my tongue trailed forward to slick my lips in response. My gaze refused to move from hers despite the call of her lips. A quiver ran through my body and my heart pounded against my ribs. My voice held almost no volume, was just a breathless whisper as I uttered the only word running through my head. “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah,” she breathed back. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I tipped forward and touched my lips to hers again. The instant we reconnected, a throaty groan escaped from her and she opened her lips for me once more. The action made my stomach clench and sent chain reactions echoing down my body. I was so completely lost in her—in us—that I didn’t hear anyone approaching. “Declan? Alyssa!” 
 
   I jolted at the sound of my name. Alyssa chuckled against my lips. The feel of her shifting beneath me sent a surge of whatever new emotion I was feeling through me. My heart clenched, my stomach fluttered, and my lips burned with the need to touch hers again. Unable to resist, I renewed my attack on her mouth. 
 
   “Seriously?” A tone of disgust rang in Josh’s voice. 
 
   Although I was tempted to ignore Alyssa’s older brother and just keep kissing her, she seemed less than comfortable with continuing our PDA in front of him. She placed her hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me away. Despite the movement, a dreamy smile lit her face and I could see she had no regrets—even after being caught in the act. 
 
   After pulling myself up into a seated position, I offered my hand to help her up too. We sat cross-legged, facing each other. My hands played with her long locks, twisting the dark ends around my fingers as I studied her gaze, looking for any signs of what might happen next. I refused to relinquish my hold on her completely though, or break the moment so soon, because I wasn’t sure I’d get the chance to do it ever again.
 
   “What the hell are you two doing?” Josh asked. 
 
   I risked a quick glance at him, and then around the park we were in. Scattered around us was half a deck of cards. The other half had been blown across the park by the wind while we’d been otherwise occupied. 
 
   Totally worth it, I thought to myself as Alyssa’s tongue stroked her lip before she offered me a small, shy smile. The kiss was obviously playing through her mind again, just like it looped through mine. 
 
   “Strike that,” Josh said. “I really don’t want to know.”
 
   In the moments before the kiss, we’d been playing snap with that deck of cards. I’d accused her of cheating, mostly because she always did. About four months earlier, she’d found ways to use her boobs to distract me when she had a match. My accusation had led to a tickle fight—as it usually did. Which had somehow led to that kiss—which had never happened before. Although I’d had growing desires for something similar for a while.
 
   When I met Alyssa’s gaze again, the realisation that with one little kiss everything had changed struck with more ferocity. From that moment on, everything would be different. It had to be. There would always be the time before we’d kissed and the time after. I had no clue what that might mean for our friendship though. If things went badly, it could end nine years of being there for each other. Nine years of sharing everything with each other. Homework, dreams, desires. 
 
   Everything. 
 
   There wasn’t a single detail of our lives we’d kept hidden from each other. Well, aside from my growing affection for her. I’d kept that secret because I’d thought that any relationship between us was off-limits. Still, she’d told me all about her first kiss with Blake. “Disgusting and slobbery,” were the words she’d used to describe it. I only hoped I’d done a better job than he had. 
 
   In return, she knew about the many times I’d been rebuffed by Darcy Kinsley. Only days before, I’d spent half an hour whining to Alyssa about my continuing heartache over Darcy, and the fact that the blonde bombshell still didn’t know I existed. Even then, I’d cared less about Darcy than I let on. Instead, it was the desire that had been growing second-by-second for my best friend which had overtaken my mind. 
 
   “Dad’ll be home soon so Mum wanted me to find you,” Josh said, after clearing his throat once more. “I had a feeling you would be here. But that I did not expect.”
 
   Is he pissed off? 
 
   I took the fact that I was still breathing as a positive sign. Even though he was her brother, he’d always been like a brother to me too. Our parents had always joked that they should just arrange joint custody, with the amount of time the three of us spent at each other’s houses. Both sets of parents treated each of us as if we were their own children.
 
   I’m sure that friendship was the only reason he hadn’t ripped me from Alyssa’s side and beaten me to a bloody pulp. After all, he had just witnessed me kissing his kid sister in a way that was anything but brotherly.
 
   Considering that he had a good three inches on me, and was practically double my size in width, a wall of muscle already at sixteen, I really didn’t want him to be pissed off with me. I dreaded to think the damage he might cause if he was.
 
   “Five more minutes, Josh. I just want to talk to Declan alone for a sec.” She brushed her hand through my hair, drawing my gaze back to her. I closed my eyes at the sensation. 
 
   “Sure, talk,” Josh muttered. He did walk away and give us some privacy though, at least if we whispered. 
 
   “Um, okay, so what was that?” she asked me once he was out of earshot. The smile that played on her lips told me that despite the uncertainty in her words, she wasn’t upset by the kiss. 
 
   I wasn’t either, but I could hardly admit just how much I’d enjoyed it, or how much I wanted to do it again. At least, not until I knew she wanted it too. If she didn’t, I had no idea where that left us. 
 
   “What, you attacking me?” I asked. A nervous chuckle escaped my lips as my stomach clenched at the thought of her lips on mine. 
 
   God, I want to do it again. 
 
   “I seem to recall that you started it.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure that I had, but I couldn’t say for sure that I hadn’t either. True, I’d been the one to pin her to the ground when she’d refused to submit to my tickle torture. But in the seconds before our lips had touched, I’d had no control. It was as if some magnetic force had pulled us together during a brief lull in our laughter. 
 
   “That’s not how I remember it,” I said. 
 
   “I thought you still had a thing for Darcy?” she teased. 
 
   I raised an eyebrow at her. “Darcy who?”
 
   Alyssa grinned at me.
 
   Casting a quick glance over at Josh. I leaned closer to her so that my mouth was just centimetres from her ear. “To be honest, I really don’t know who started that, but I’d like to spend a lot more time doing it. If it’s okay with you, that is?”
 
   A shiver raced through her as my breath raised a series of goose bumps on her neck. She grew breathless and nodded. Her voice was a hushed whisper when she said, “It’s okay with me.” 
 
   I cupped her chin and guided her lips back to mine. It was almost a chaste kiss—open-mouthed but no tongue. It wasn’t the all-encompassing experience from earlier, but it was still damn good. It was still worth locking into my memories. 
 
   “Alyssa, will you be my girlfriend?” I asked when I dropped my hands away. 
 
   “Wow,” she breathed. 
 
   Josh was starting to get impatient and paced back toward us. I cast him a quick glance, desperate to know what she thought before he was back with us. 
 
   “Wow isn’t technically an answer,” I teased, as I stood and offered her my hand. When our palms touched, she looked at me. I could see the same fears I had echoed in her eyes. To proceed would mean the end of our friendship as it had been. Then again, any friendship we’d shared was gone already anyway. It would be impossible to ignore the kiss that changed everything, which still blistered through me even without her lips on mine.
 
   We shared two more shaky breaths before she answered. “Yes, but only on one condition.”
 
   I wondered what it could possibly be. My heart started to race as I imagined the countless demands that she might make in order for me to be with her. Can I meet them? “What condition?”
 
   “That you’ll be my boyfriend,” she said with a teasing grin.
 
   I laughed in relief. “Well, that’s easy.”
 
   “C’mon, kiddo, before Mum starts to worry,” Josh muttered, reaching for Alyssa’s hand.
 
   “One more second,” she said, pulling free of his grip. Standing on her tiptoes, she pressed her lips to mine once more. My hand reached for the base of her neck to hold her close while I deepened the kiss. There was nothing chaste about it. 
 
   Josh cleared his throat and I reluctantly let go of Alyssa once more.
 
   “Declan, you do know what I’ll do to you if you hurt her.” Even though Josh’s words were designed to be threatening, the smile he wore was anything but. 
 
   Keeping my gaze focused on Alyssa, I answered Josh. “I know, man. But I could never hurt her. She’s too important to me.” As I said the words, I traced the curve of her cheek with my knuckles and met her eyes. I may have been answering Josh, but I was also reassuring Alyssa of the way I felt. I planted one more kiss on her lips and then whispered in her ear, “I’ll call you later.”
 
   She smiled and gave me a small wave before following Josh out of the park. 
 
   I sat back on the grass, took a deep breath and let my imagination run wild. One thought seemed more important in my mind than any other at that moment: there would never be another girl for me. It seemed like a certainty branded onto every inch of my body. 
 
   I glanced in the direction Alyssa had just gone, wondering if her parents would mind one more for dinner again. On any previous evening, I wouldn’t have even hesitated. Given what had just happened though, I decided to give it a miss for one night. Even though I was ready to see Alyssa again, I also wanted to remember the kiss for what it was. Most of all, I didn’t want her to get sick of me just yet. 
 
   After cleaning up all of the playing cards I could find, and abandoning them in the park’s rubbish bin because it was nowhere near a full deck any longer, I raced home. When I pushed the door open, I was ready for the lecture that Mum was sure to have prepared for me because I was so late. She would have already checked in with Alyssa’s parents, Curtis and Ruth, and discovered I wasn’t there. I could only hope Alyssa had told her parents that I was on my way home—even if I’d lingered at the park a little longer than I really should have. 
 
   “It’s just me, Mum,” I said as I threw my backpack down beside the front door, ready for the next day. There was some homework inside that needed to be done, but it would still be there in the morning. It was pointless trying to drag it out and do it then. After all, there was fat chance of concentrating on anything else as thoughts of Alyssa—of kissing Alyssa—danced in my head. 
 
   “Do I even need to ask where you’ve been?” Mum asked as I snatched a piece of carrot from her cutting board. She swatted me away but laughed as she did. After my last growth spurt, she barely came up to my chin, so it was easy to dart out of her reach with my prize still in hand. 
 
   “Not really.” I jumped up onto the bench and threw the chunk of carrot in my mouth. With my newfound height, I was getting too tall to fit under the cupboards any more so I had to lean forward a little. The action of hopping up on the bench was habit though, and a bit of a routine for Mum and me. Despite how much she protested me parking my arse on the food-prep surfaces, it was clear she loved it when I sat and talked to her while she was cooking. Especially when Dad came home late from work.
 
   She glanced up from her task. “And how is Alyssa?” 
 
   I couldn’t hide the shit-eating grin my lips formed. “She’s good.” 
 
   Really good, I added in my head. Especially at kissing. 
 
   “What are you hiding?” 
 
   My grin stretched even wider. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
   The corners of her eyes pinched together. “Something’s happened.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Why on earth would something have happened?” 
 
   Mum reached out and grabbed my chin, turning my head from side to side and assessing me carefully. “Because your darling baby blues are brighter than I’ve ever seen them before. Sparkling even,” she teased, grinning. 
 
   After pulling away from her hold, I jumped from the bench. The more she confronted me about my afternoon, the less inclined I was to tell her about it. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
   She shrugged and shifted her gaze back to the vegetables she was chopping for dinner. “Keep your secrets then, but I need you to go get some milk.” 
 
   “Sure. How long’s dinner?” 
 
   Her lip pulled up to one side and her eyes—the same unique off blue, almost turquoise, colour as mine—danced toward blue in her amusement. “A metre and a half.” 
 
   I snorted. “And you have the nerve to call me a smart-arse.” 
 
   She shot me a glare, no doubt for my language—she couldn’t stand the thought that I was getting older and she couldn’t control the words I used anymore—and then glanced at the clock. “Well, if you will insist on using bad grammar, what can you expect? You’ve got about an hour.” 
 
   I grabbed a handful of coins from the bowl on the end of the bench. “Okay, back soon.” 
 
   After I’d left the kitchen, I heard Mum’s voice calling after me. “Declan?” 
 
   I backtracked. “Yeah?” 
 
   “You know parents have eyes and ears everywhere, right? I’ll find out what it is you don’t want to tell me.” She raised her eyebrow at me in challenge. 
 
   I shrugged. “Well, I guess I don’t have to tell you then, do I?” 
 
   Her eyes narrowed as she followed my logic. Feeling victorious, I walked away. 
 
   “Oh, and Dec,” Mum called out again.
 
   I backtracked again.
 
   “Put your uniform in the laundry.” 
 
   I laughed. “Sure thing.” 
 
   After dumping my dirty clothes from my hamper into the laundry pile, I stopped back by the kitchen. 
 
   “Is Dad going to be home tonight?” I’d half decided to tell them both about Alyssa and me over dinner because there seemed little point having the conversation twice.
 
   Mum jumped at the sound of my voice. “Haven’t you left yet?”
 
   I chuckled. “I’m going now. You didn’t answer my question though.” 
 
   “He’ll be home late.” She turned to me with narrowed eyes and her hands on her slender hips. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
   I shrugged. “No reason. Back soon.” 
 
   Within ten minutes, I was at the small corner shop. Instead of heading straight inside though, I paused at the door. Lining the large window out front was a bank of novelty toy machines that grabbed my attention. Nestled among the modern machines was an ancient gumball-style machine that took twenty-cent pieces. That in particular caught my eye because it held a variety of toys, including hi-bounce balls, figurines, and a number of different-coloured plastic rings, hidden in clear plastic eggs. Near the top, I spotted a purple one and was struck by how perfect it would be for Alyssa. It was meaningless really, a bit of plastic junk, but I wanted to get her something to commemorate the day we’d shared our first kiss, and something to prove that I knew her well enough to know her favourite colour. 
 
   I fed the one twenty-cent piece I had into the slot and turned the dial. When the plastic container dropped into the prize shoot, I lifted the flap and checked to see what I’d got. A pink ring. Pretty enough, but not the purple one I wanted. I raced into the shop and changed the three one-dollar coins I had for fifteen twenties. 
 
   One after the other, I fed the coins into the machine and turned the dial. Each time, I got something else and not the ring I wanted. A little boy walked past, and I gave him a couple of hi-bounce balls, but I still had an array of them littered all around the area as well as five rings in different colours. With each coin I fed in, I got more frustrated, but also more hopeful. My logic was that the odds were better with every attempt. 
 
   Finally, with just two twenty-cent pieces left, I pulled a purple ring from a plastic container. I would have been elated if not for the fact that I had a pile of junk around me and no money left for the milk Mum had wanted. By the time I got home, grabbed more money, and then made it back to the shop, it’d be shut. 
 
   With a deep breath and a growing feeling of dread, I figured there wasn’t much I could do but go home and face the music. 
 
   I left all the rings and hi-bounce balls that I didn’t want on top of the machines, hoping some kids might grab them and put them to use after I’d gone. 
 
   Mum was waiting at the door when I got home. “Where have you been?”
 
   “I went to the shop, remember?” 
 
   “Then where’s the milk?” 
 
   “Um, well, about that.” I tucked the ring between my fingers so she wouldn’t see it. “I got a little sidetracked.” 
 
   “With what, exactly?” 
 
    My face burned—I had no doubt I was turning red. “Nothing.” 
 
   “Declan Anthony Reede.” She didn’t say more. She didn’t have to. Her tone said everything. 
 
   “I just had to get something.” I hung my head. “For Alyssa,” I added almost silently. 
 
   “What did you have to get that could possibly be so important and take so long?” 
 
   I closed my fingers more tightly around the ring, the edges of the plastic digging into my skin. 
 
   “Declan.” Mum’s voice held a clear warning. 
 
   Without saying anything, I held out my hand and uncurled my fingers. Mum looked at the ring and then up at my face. 
 
   “Why on earth would you get her a toy ring?” 
 
   I attempted a smile, but it was hard with the weight of the guilt that I’d spent Mum’s money on something that maybe was a little less important than I’d hoped it would be. 
 
   “Because she’s my girlfriend?” I’d hoped the statement would come out assertive and strong, but instead my voice squeaked and I sounded more like I was asking a question.
 
   Mum’s eyes widened and then she chuckled. She shook her head and turned away. 
 
   “Finally.” 
 
   I frowned. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?” 
 
   She spun back toward me and leaned against the back of the couch. “It means that I’m happy you two have finally woken up to the one thing that has been blindingly obvious to the rest of us for years now. You care about each other, and not just as friends.” 
 
   “You didn’t think to fill me in on this apparently obvious secret?” 
 
   She lifted one shoulder in a weird half shrug. “You had to come to the conclusion on your own. Both of you did.” 
 
   My mouth hung slightly agape as I tried to process the fact that apparently everyone else knew Alyssa and I wanted to be more than friends, even though we’d only just realised it ourselves that afternoon. 
 
   “This doesn’t get you off the hook though. Your dad isn’t going to be able to have his coffee in the morning now. He won’t be happy.” 
 
   An urge to tell her that he could have juice instead built in me, but I bit my tongue to stop it. I didn’t need to push my luck any further. As it was, I’d probably have my pocket money docked for the money I’d spent. 
 
   Luckily, I didn’t have to face the music with Dad before going to bed. Just as Mum had said, he was late home so Mum and I had dinner alone. In fact, Dad still wasn’t home by the time Mum shooed me off to bed.
 
   Before I went to sleep, I put the plastic ring on my bedside table so I wouldn’t forget it in the morning. Even though I knew I’d done something a little stupid, I couldn’t regret the prize I’d won for Alyssa. There was no doubt in my mind that she’d love it. For the first time in ages, I was looking forward to going to school, if only for the chance to announce to our classmates that she was now my girlfriend. 
 
   The thought was enough to give me cause to relive the pleasure of her kiss, using the palm of my hand as a substitute for her body beneath me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER TWO: THE END OF AWKWARD
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I WOKE, there was a weight on the end of my bed and someone speaking. Through half-opened bleary-eyes, I saw my father sitting near my feet. I couldn’t believe he’d come into my bedroom uninvited. Mum had stopped doing that after interrupting an incredibly quiet and awkward moment by barging in unannounced. 
 
   Between his fingers, Dad held Alyssa’s ring, occasionally twirling it around as if he were lost in concentration over it. 
 
   “Your mother told me what happened,” he said when he saw I was awake. 
 
   “I told her I was sorry.” 
 
   “You didn’t actually.” 
 
   “Well, she knows I meant to.” 
 
   “I’m sure she does.” He looked down at the ring again. “That’s not really what I wanted to talk to you about though.” 
 
   “Well, then what do you want? I’ve got places to be.” 
 
   “Declan, I don’t know what has gotten into you lately.” 
 
   It was almost impossible to resist the urge to roll my eyes, but I managed somehow. I swear with every passing week Dad spent less time at home but somehow more time making demands of me.
 
   “What exactly is this for?” He held the piece of purple plastic out to me. 
 
   Sitting up, I reached forward and snatched it from him. “It’s just a present.”
 
   “Yes, for Alyssa. Your mum told me that. But why?” 
 
   My fingers traced a path through my hair. I really didn’t need to be dealing with this shit first thing in the morning. “Because I wanted to buy her a present.”
 
   “But what for? You’re not getting serious, are you?” 
 
   “Getting serious? Are you serious? I’m fifteen.” Throwing my blankets off, I leapt out of the bed. I moved through my room with the intention of ignoring him while I organised my uniform for the day. I picked up a school shirt, unsure if it was dirty. With a sniff, I decided that clean or not, it was passable. When I saw he wasn’t moving or saying anything further, I spoke again. “We’re together, but God knows what that means.” 
 
   He nodded solemnly and considered his hands for a moment. A second later, he spoke again. “Are you two being sexually active?” 
 
   “Jesus Christ, Dad.” 
 
   He held his hands up in surrender. “Okay, I don’t need you to tell me. Just promise me you’ll be careful if you are, or if you do.”
 
   I was struck dumb by my disbelief that I had to have this conversation with him. Especially after he’d come into my bedroom without permission.
 
   Dad took the hint provided by my silence, and moved to leave. He paused at the door. “You don’t want to throw away your life before it’s even begun. Just remember the dream we’ve been working toward. You’ve got a chance to make something of your life. Don’t squander it by settling down too early.” 
 
   His words caused me to pause. A girlfriend would put a dampener on my long-term plans for a career in racing. But I was sure Alyssa would be different. She knew my dreams; she wouldn’t stand in the way of them. 
 
   
 
 
   
DESPITE DAD’S early morning attempt at the talk, his reminder of the potential cost of a girlfriend, and the fact that I had no milk for my cereal, my mood was practically euphoric when I left for school. There was so much for me to look forward to. 
 
   The plastic purple ring felt almost heavy in my pocket as I walked to Alyssa’s house. 
 
   When I knocked on the door, I was greeted by the normal call of, “Hey, Dec,” from three different voices and took that as a cue to head straight inside. The door was never locked on school mornings because they expected me at some point. 
 
   “Have you had breakfast?” Alyssa’s mum, Ruth, asked when I reached the kitchen.
 
   “No, we ran out of milk.” I chuckled once the words were out. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” Josh asked. 
 
   Ruth had already poured a bowl of cornflakes and placed them in front of me. 
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “Where’s Lys?” 
 
   “Still getting ready,” Josh muttered. “Said something about needing to dress up for her new boyfriend.” 
 
   Warmth spread through me at the thought. That was me. I was her boyfriend. Each new breath was a little harder to take than the last as an overwhelming sensation filled my chest. She wanted to look nice for me—because of me. Not that she didn’t usually look nice. It was just that she was a bit of a tomboy, especially when it came to clothes and hairdos. That much had been clear from the very first time I’d met her. 
 
   
 
 
   
WE’D BEEN just six when she’d moved from New South Wales to Queensland. Her boyish body was wrapped in a pair of short bike pants and an oversized t-shirt. When the teacher introduced her to us, her eyes watched the ground in front of her instead of meeting anyone else’s gaze. Despite that, she held her chin up high. In the time since, I’d learned the second part was because she was so incredibly stubborn. She would never let anyone think they’d gotten the better of her. The contradiction struck me immediately.
 
   It was the first day of school and the class was playing tunnel-ball as a way of getting to know each other. Because I’d won the game of continuous cricket we’d played the day before, I had been selected as one of the team captains. I took one look at her, with her plain clothes and her hair pulled into two unruly pigtails, and figured she had to be a tomboy and therefore good at sports, so I picked her first for my team. The look of immediate relief that crossed her face enamoured me of her completely. During that game, I discovered how uncoordinated she was, not to mention terrible at sports, but it didn’t matter. From that day forward, I always picked her first when I was team captain.
 
   In return, Alyssa had been there for me over the years. Like when we were ten and she’d come to my rescue on the playground. My sometimes friend, sometimes enemy, Blake Cooper, had spent the morning relentlessly teasing me for my not-quite-blue, not-quite-green eyes and fiery hair. 
 
   Over and over, he’d called me ranga until I’d finally snapped and leapt at him. We became a flurry of fists as I demonstrated the reason redheads had a reputation for being short-tempered. Instead of running off to the teacher, Alyssa had joined in the fray and copped an elbow to her lip. Hurt, she’d turned on the waterworks and sat on the edge of the sandpit, while the jerk Blake tried to apologise and blame me. Alyssa wouldn’t accept his apologies though, demanding he say sorry to me instead. 
 
   When he refused, Alyssa stood, grabbed my hand, and led us away declaring, “C’mon, Dec. Who cares what that jerk thinks, I love the colour red.” 
 
   There was also the time, just before my twelfth birthday, when I’d had my first proper girl-inspired boner over Darcy Kinsley’s overnight breast enhancement—which I found out later was nothing but tissues and padding. Instead of laughing or telling the school about it, like I was certain Darcy would have, Alyssa distracted those around us so that I could make a quiet retreat. 
 
   Of course, she’d teased me about it after, but only once the bitter sting of my embarrassment had burned away.
 
   We’d been there for each other through everything. The sort of friendship that seemed impossible to most people was second nature for us. Teasing one minute, sincere the next, but one thing was always constant—seeing Alyssa was always the highlight on my day. 
 
   
 
 
   
SITTING IN her kitchen with her family surrounding me, the ring I intended to give her was burning a hole in my pocket. Maybe it was a stupid idea after all. Maybe she’d read too much into it, or think it was silly, or she’d just flat-out hate it. 
 
   I’d barely eaten the breakfast Ruth had laid out for me, even though I’d been starving when I’d arrived. There was no room for food around the knot that built in my stomach at a rapid rate. Despite the way we’d left everything the day before, the fact remained that it wouldn’t be Alyssa-my-friend walking down the hall. Instead, I would be seeing Alyssa-my-girlfriend for the first time. 
 
   My breath caught as a lump grew in my throat to match the one in my stomach.
 
   “Are you okay?” Ruth asked me. “You look a little pale.” 
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. My voice squeaked at the end, giving away my nerves. 
 
   A moment later, Alyssa’s bedroom door opened and she came down the hall. I was relieved to see she looked relatively normal. Her hair was up in a ponytail like always and she wore the maroon-and-white uniform with a knee-length skirt like she always did. I had no complaints though. I liked her just as she was. I didn’t need her to be someone new or different. 
 
   It was the little things that made her special to me. Like the fact that her legs were just a little on the skinny side, and her knees were just a little too big. Those things weren’t flaws; they added character to her body. Her boobs formed two perfect mounds that looked like they’d be just the right size to fit into my palms, and my hands practically itched at the thought of testing the theory, especially now that there might be a chance I could. There was nothing about her I would have changed, even if I’d been given the choice. 
 
   In the end, all she’d done to dress up was run a slick of fairy-floss-pink lip gloss across her lips. I wondered whether it tasted like fairy floss too. I practically leaped from the stool at the breakfast bar and rushed to her side. Before I’d even thought about what I was doing, I pressed my lips to hers and stole a kiss. 
 
   It was only as I pulled away, licking my lips to taste the sweet candy flavour of her gloss, that I realised perhaps she hadn’t told her mum about us yet. I clutched Alyssa’s hand and turned back toward Josh and Ruth. 
 
   The grin on Ruth’s face told me that either she already knew or she’d just assumed, like my own mother, that our relationship was inevitable. 
 
   “You coming, Josh?” I asked as Alyssa tugged me toward the door. 
 
   “No, I’d rather hang around here for a moment and keep my breakfast down than follow you two lovebirds to school.” 
 
   “Suit yourself,” Alyssa said with a laugh before pulling me outside. 
 
   Once we were alone on our way to school, she glanced down at our joined hands and then back up at me. Her wide smile and bright eyes told me she was feeling the same warm feelings I was. 
 
   “Hey, boyfriend,” she said as she gave my hand a squeeze. 
 
   The shit-eating grin lifted my cheeks again. “Hi yourself, girlfriend.” 
 
   “We probably shouldn’t play hooky today, should we?” Without releasing my hand, she sped up a little before turning to walk backwards so that she could meet my eyes. 
 
   I thought about the day we could have if we did and ached to say yes. “We probably shouldn’t. It’s probably a better idea to prove we’re going to be responsible even if we’re a couple.”
 
   “Hmm, couple. I like the sound of it.” She turned around again, resting her head against my arm as we walked.
 
   I dropped her hand and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. 
 
   “Maybe we can still be responsible if we’re a little late though?” she asked. 
 
   “Maybe. Why? What do you have in mind?” 
 
   She dragged me in the direction of the park where we’d played cards the day before—the park which had been “ours” for as long as I could remember and where everything had changed. 
 
   “Well, our first date was cut a little short, don’t you think?” 
 
   The ghost of her lips tracing over mine filled my mind, together with the memory of her tongue tangling with my own. 
 
   “Definitely,” I said, unable to keep the lust and desire from my voice. 
 
   We walked in silence until we arrived at our park. Without any verbal agreement, we made our way toward the table we’d claimed as our spot years earlier. 
 
   Alyssa sat on the bench and I took my usual place perched behind her on the table. I placed my legs on either side of her body and leaned my chin on the top of her head. It was a position we’d sat in hundreds of times before as we chatted about anything and everything. Only, this time it was different. Neither of us spoke, which had never really happened before. The silence around us was almost maddening; the only sound, our matching breaths. 
 
   “So—” we both said at the same time, before stopping at the same time. 
 
   “You go—” Again our voices were almost perfectly in sync. 
 
   I chuckled as she turned around and knelt on the bench to look at me. I helped her up onto the table beside me and just looked at her for a moment. Her lips called to me, and I wanted to kiss her, longed to with every part of me, but I didn’t know if I should. I didn’t want kissing to be the only thing we had. There was so much more that I liked about her and none of those things had changed. Yet it was still different. Everything was different. 
 
   “Don’t hate me for asking, but is this weird as hell for you too?” she asked.
 
   My relief that I wasn’t the only one who was feeling the new, odd atmosphere surrounding us escaped in a quiet laugh. “So weird.” 
 
   “It shouldn’t be though, should it?” 
 
   “No. I mean, we’re still us, right?” 
 
   She practically leapt in place. “Right!” 
 
   “We’re still friends,” I added. “We always will be.” 
 
   “Exactly. We’re just friends that kiss now.” 
 
   As she said the words, my gaze was drawn to her bright pink lip gloss. I licked my lips. “Friends that kiss a lot?” 
 
   “If you’re lucky.” 
 
   I trailed my hands into her hair, drawing her face slowly closer to mine. “Am I?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” she whispered. Her lips were so close to mine that I could feel her breath on my skin. “I’m starting to think that maybe I’m the lucky one.” 
 
   I closed my eyes and covered the last of the distance between us in a heartbeat. Her lips were warm as they brushed against mine. Almost instantly, her tongue slipped into my mouth. My breath caught and my throat constricted. It would take some getting used to, being able to kiss her in that way. 
 
   “I’m definitely the lucky one,” I said as we broke apart again. “And this”—I pressed my lips to hers again—“doesn’t change anything between us. Okay?” 
 
   “Never,” she whispered. “You’re still my best friend, Dec. Nothing will change that.” 
 
   “Good. Now, we’d better get going or we’ll be late for school.” 
 
   “It’s the last week of the year. We could wag. No one would notice.” 
 
   I shook my head. Although I really wanted to just go with her suggestion and forget about school for the day, I didn’t want to do anything to make our parents think our being together would cause trouble. I jumped off the table and grabbed my bag. “Josh would.” 
 
   “He wouldn’t tell.” She lay back on the table. The movement caused her school blouse to lift away from her stomach. I averted my eyes, something I’d never done before. It was all different now. I didn’t know the rules when it came to ogling her now. I guessed I was allowed to because she was my girlfriend, but I didn’t want her to think that she was my girlfriend only because of her assets. 
 
   “He might.” I picked up her bag as well. “Not today, Lys. I don’t want anyone giving us shit about us being together because we wagged the first day we were official.” 
 
   As soon as I said the words, I was reminded of the little gift I’d bought for her to celebrate our first kiss. I dropped both bags to the ground and grabbed the ring out of my pocket. 
 
   “I almost forgot. I got you this.” I held out the ring between two fingers. 
 
   “What is it?” She sat up and reached for it. “A plastic ring?” 
 
   Her gaze lifted, seeking mine. Her brows knitted together and her lips pursed. 
 
   The way she said it made me feel stupid, especially when I’d wasted Mum’s money trying to get it. 
 
   “Why did you get me a plastic ring?” 
 
   “I thought you’d like it.” My voice was a little icier than I’d intended, but I hadn’t really anticipated that she would reject my gift. 
 
   “I do.” The words were said almost as a question. She spun the ring around in her fingers. “I’m just not sure what it’s for.” 
 
   She held up her hand; the ring was on her pinkie finger, and didn’t even fit all the way down to the first knuckle. A moment later, laughter escaped her. 
 
   “Seriously, it doesn’t even fit my pinkie.” 
 
   I stepped forward and snatched the ring back from her. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it then,” I said as I tossed it into the long grass that circled the park. “I thought that maybe I should get you something to commemorate our first kiss, but I guess I was wrong.”
 
   She scrambled off the table and looked at the place where I’d tossed the ring. “God, Dec, stop being such a drama queen.”
 
   “Well, if I’m such a drama queen, maybe the ring isn’t the only thing I was wrong about.” I ducked and grabbed my bag, slinging it over my shoulder before stalking off toward the school without looking back.
 
   
 
 
   
BY THE time I reached the school gate, guilt over the way I’d left Alyssa filled my stomach. I knew I was being overly dramatic, but I couldn’t help it. There were times it felt like a switch had been flipped inside my brain. When that happened, I was set to autopilot and self-destruct all at the same time. 
 
   I turned around and headed back for the underpass, intending to walk back to the park and apologise. Instead, I met her halfway through the concrete tunnel. 
 
   “I was coming back to find you,” I said. 
 
   “What the hell was that?” she said, with unmistakable venom in her voice. 
 
   “Do you know how much trouble I went through to get you a damn purple ring?” 
 
   She closed her eyes and sighed. “No, why don’t you tell me?” 
 
   For the next few minutes, I ran through the story of the milk and the many attempts at getting that specific ring, the one in her favourite colour. By the end, we were both laughing. 
 
   “I don’t understand you. You go to all that effort to get me a present and then you throw the damned thing away before I can even enjoy it.” 
 
   “You didn’t want it.” 
 
   “If I didn’t want it, would I have gone into that grass, even though I knew darn well it’s going to give me hives, just to retrieve a hunk of plastic?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   She held out her hand, the purple ring rested on her palm. Up the length of her arm splotches of red already marred her pale skin. 
 
   “Lys,” I admonished. “You should have just left it.” 
 
   “I didn’t want to. Like you said, it’s something to remember our first day together.” 
 
   My lip twitched. “And now our first fight as a couple too.” 
 
   “And the first time we kissed and made up.” She touched her lips to mine. 
 
   “Hmm, I like the sound of that. Maybe we should fight more, just so we can have the making up kiss again and again?” 
 
   “Or we can just have the kissing without the fighting?” 
 
   “Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
   She started to scratch at her arm. 
 
   I frowned. “Come on, let’s get to sick bay and see if they’ve got anything to help with that rash.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER THREE: THE END OF SCHOOL
 
   
 
 
   
DESPITE THE ROCKY start to the morning, our first day at school as a couple went better than I’d expected. Of course, Alyssa and I had to spend more time apart than we did together—we had very few classes in common. Although, being that it was the last week of school each class pretty much consisted of a rotation of movie marathons and various games.
 
   Even my other best friend, Ben, was in more classes with Alyssa than he was with me. Instead, I had to put up with the blonde brigade—a group of two boys and two girls who tormented the school. Darcy Kinsley, Blake Cooper, Spencer Patterson, and Hayley Bliss: the kids who thought they were popular, who acted popular, but who were the butt of everyone else’s jokes behind their backs. I got along with them all well enough generally, especially individually, but it wasn’t as effortless as being with Ben or Alyssa. Especially not when all I wanted to do was find Alyssa and kiss her some more. It wasn’t long before I realised I should have just let her convince me to ditch school for the day. We could have spent the day together. It wasn’t like we were really needed at there anyway.
 
   “I’m going to ask Alyssa today,” Blake whispered to Spencer while they had their heads down on the desks behind me. It was in the middle of math class—and the latest round of heads down thumbs up. 
 
   His statement earned him my undivided attention. 
 
   “Dude, you’ve been saying that for two weeks now,” Spencer replied with a laugh. “You’ll pussy out today just like every other day.” 
 
   “I haven’t pussied out. Just decided to delay it. You saw what she was like last time. She just wants to get all serious and shit. I’m just looking for a proper make-out session in the back of the movies. Maybe even a chance to take a punt at second base.”
 
   Even though my forehead was on the desk and my eyes were closed, I could easily imagine the looks on their faces while they discussed my Alyssa. I clenched my fists. 
 
   Spencer chuckled. “Yeah, I could totally see her being a one man kind of girl. Not like Darcy. Man, I swear she’ll chase anything with a dick.” 
 
   When a finger brushed along my thumb, I almost leapt in my seat. The game had completely slipped my mind as I listened to the two bozos behind me chat in hushed whispers. I tucked my thumbs in and waited for Mrs. Turner to call time on the current round. Any guess I made would be exactly that—a guess. I didn’t even try to concentrate on the touch, just on the conversation behind me. The only consolation was that once the bell rang for the end of this period, it would be lunch time and I’d see Alyssa again. And maybe we’d even announce our news to our small group of friends. 
 
   
 
 
   
“ALYSSA!” BLAKE Cooper’s shout pulled me from my thoughts. 
 
   For most of lunch, and while I waited with Alyssa by her classroom, I’d been lost in her beauty. It wasn’t that I’d never noticed it before, I’d always thought her beautiful, but I’d just never really concentrated on all the finer details. Not really. It felt impossible for me to take my eyes off her now. 
 
   Blake’s shout had interrupted my study of the swell of her lips. Alyssa turned toward him with a slight smile on her face. His face lit up in return, and I knew the reason—his conversation with Spencer played in my mind. 
 
   A smirk played across my lips while I watched the scene play out. Because of the way we were standing, he wouldn’t have seen the way Alyssa’s hand joined with mine or the way my thumb stroked along hers. He hadn’t realised he was already too late to ask her out again. 
 
   “What is it, Blake?” Alyssa asked. I could have imagined the trace of annoyance in her voice. 
 
   He closed the distance to where we stood fairly quickly. “Can I talk for a min . . .” He trailed off as he took in our pose and Alyssa’s hand tightly clasped in mine. 
 
   His eyes flicked to mine and my smirk grew wider. I tried very hard to communicate with only my eyes. Yes, fucker, she’s mine now. You snooze, you lose. 
 
   To demonstrate my point, I kissed her lightly on the cheek, earning a blush.
 
   Blake narrowed his eyes at me and I had to stifle a chuckle. Yeah, it was a ridiculous male ego thing, but I couldn’t help but rejoice in the fact that Alyssa picked me over not only him, but over every other wanker in the school. I decided to show off just a little. I wrapped my arms tightly around Alyssa’s waist and kissed her cheek again. “I’ll catch up with you later. Okay, Lys?”
 
   I didn’t really want to leave, especially not with Blake sniffing around, but the bell had already rung for the next period and I still had to get to class. Unfortunately, Blake and Alyssa were in the same room, whereas I was on the other side of the school.
 
   She turned to me and she kissed me hard on the lips. Her tongue snaked out and slid across my lower lip, tempting my tongue forward. I grinned at her when she pulled away. She was staking her claim as much as I had. 
 
   “Later, then,” she said to me.
 
   I walked off with a loopy grin on my face. It was amazing how easily Alyssa was able to affect me. If Alyssa’s kiss made me smile though, the exchange I heard between her and Blake made me positively beam.
 
   “So, you and Reede, huh?” Blake asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Alyssa was almost breathless.
 
   “I don’t like it.”
 
   “You don’t have to.” I could hear the bristle in Alyssa’s voice. I risked one last glance back to see her brush past Blake and into the classroom. My grin was so wide it was almost painful. 
 
   
 
 
   
BEFORE I knew it, the last few days of school had finished, the Christmas holidays had started, and summer was in full force. It would have been nice to say that my summer was filled with lazy days hanging with Alyssa and Josh, or even Ben, and not a lot else, but that wasn’t the case. Like every other school holiday, I’d planned to spend hours and hours at the kart track. Only, when I woke the first weekend after school had let out, I had a surprise visitor—one of Dad’s cousins, Dean. 
 
   Dean was . . . unique. For all of my life, he’d sworn that both he and my Dad could have been champions, up there with the greats of motorsport. For years, they’d raced together. Only, Dad had stopped racing before he was twenty, selling the car and leaving Dean, two years his junior, without a vehicle or sponsor and unable to continue in the sport. By the time Dean finally got back into it, he believed he was too old to make anything of himself. For years, he and Dad hadn’t spoken but eventually he came around and started to support my karting career. 
 
   When I emerged from my room sometime around ten, he was sitting at the dining table with Mum and Dad. 
 
   “You still keen to get behind the wheel of something with a bit more grunt?” he asked when he saw me.
 
   I brushed my hand through my hair and tried to act nonchalant even though I had a suspicion I knew where the conversation might be going. He’d talked a few times about letting me take his VK Commodore round the track on a hot lap or two. “’Course. Why?” 
 
   “I’m getting too old and too fat to get the VK around the track and I need someone a bit younger and hungrier to drive the season.” 
 
   My eyes widened. It wasn’t just what I’d hoped, it was better. “You’re shitting me?” 
 
   “Language, Declan,” Mum admonished. 
 
   “Sorry, Mum.” I gave her a sheepish smile before turning back to Dean. “You’ll let me drive your baby?” 
 
   “She’ll be your baby on the track.” 
 
   “That’s so awesome. When can I give her a go?” My face fell as I considered the fact that I couldn’t go for my sprint series licence for another half a year—not until my sixteenth birthday.
 
   “You can come with me now if you want? We’ve got some testing to do. It’s not actual track time, but it’ll get you behind the wheel for a while.”
 
   “What about licencing? I can’t get my track licence for another six months.” 
 
   “Let me deal with that,” he said. 
 
   I had no idea what deals he was wheeling, but I wasn’t going to argue if it got me proper track time. “Can I do it?” I looked to Mum to check it was okay. I didn’t even bother checking with Dad; he’d been the one to push me into karting originally, even if Mum had been the one to drive me to every race, practice session, event, and test day. 
 
   “It’s okay with me, just so long as you don’t have any other plans today?” 
 
   “Just hanging with Lys, but she’ll understand.” 
 
   Half an hour later, I’d spoken with Alyssa—who was as understanding as I could expect considering I’d cancelled our plans minutes before I was due at her house—and was heading out to Ipswich with Dean. 
 
   Two hours later, Alyssa rang me. 
 
   “Are you going to be ’round tonight?” she asked after we’d gotten past the greetings. 
 
   I was only half listening to her because Dean was taking the car through her paces with me in the passenger seat. His driving lesson was light years away from the ones Mum had given me. Where she preached safety and caution, his only commandment was speed. Taking us into a back street in the industrial area which housed his garage, he threw the car into a series of doughnuts and figure eights. The momentum caused me to drop the phone. By the time I picked it up, Dean was silently asking if I wanted a go. Despite the fact that I didn’t even have my learner’s permit yet, I was eager. If he was willing to let me control his baby for a while, who was I to refuse? There was a risk we’d get caught by the police, but that would be on Dean—not me. 
 
   “Dec, are you even listening to me?” Alyssa’s voice was cold as she tried to get me to pay attention to her again. 
 
   “Sorry, Lys. I’ve gotta go.” 
 
   “When will I—”
 
   I hung up before she finished the sentence and practically raced for the driver’s seat. Sure I was going to cop hell for it later, but the chance at taking over the car with Dean’s blessing was too hard to refuse. 
 
   For the next week, I split most of my days between Dean, learning the specifics of handling his VK Commodore, at the Willowbank drag strip—learning how to handle getting the car off the line as fast as I could—and the kart track, honing my skills ready for my first big race. Even though the kart track wasn’t ideal, the race fundamentals, like picking the racing line, feeling the track, and knowing when to corner and how hard to brake, were somewhat universal. 
 
   By the end of the week, I had a special exemption provisional race licence. Dean mentioned something about it being a trial run. That the motorsport body was thinking of lowering the age to fourteen the following year to line up with other international rules. Apparently I was to be one of a handful of test cases across Australia, but I didn’t listen to it all because I had my licence in my hand. That was all that mattered. 
 
   Despite how hard I had to practise for the next season of racing—in a car for the first time ever—I still had a little down time. Every spare second I did have was spent with Alyssa. Some days she’d come to my place, some we’d go to hers, but the best were when we’d meet at our park in the middle. 
 
   When the time I had spare grew from almost full days to less than an hour every couple of days, Alyssa complained about the lack of time we had together, I promised her something special for Christmas. Only, I didn’t know what the hell that was going to be. My mind rolled with a thousand different possible presents to buy her to prove my loyalty. 
 
   We’d exchanged gifts for as long as I could remember, but it felt different buying for her as a girlfriend rather than just buying for a friend. I wanted our first Christmas as a couple to be memorable, so the usual presents just wouldn’t suffice.
 
   I’d read through all of the girlie magazines I could—hiding in the back corner of the newsagency of course, because there was no way I would let myself be seen buying them—and they seemed to be full to the brim of ideas at first glance. Most of the ideas just didn’t seem right for her. 
 
   Perfume? I liked the way Alyssa smelled. I especially liked the scent of her coconut skin cream and fairy-floss lip gloss.
 
   Jewellery? I had no idea what style she liked, and the limited funds I had to spend would only go far enough to buy her crap that would probably tarnish and break in no time.
 
   Gift card? Too impersonal.
 
   Lingerie? Too personal. Plus, I got a boner every time I even walked past the shop.
 
   Other clothing? It meant taking a wild guess on shape, colour, style, and size. Too hard to get right, and far too dangerous to get wrong.
 
   I searched high and low before deciding on the perfect gift for her— on the last shopping day before Christmas. It represented the three things I wanted to shower her with: my heart, my time, and my love. 
 
   Christmas came and went, and I gave Alyssa a photo book of all my favourite pictures of us. Even though I had worried she might think I was just being cheap, she seemed pretty cool about the gift. I wondered whether that was because she could tell I had a little more planned.
 
   On Boxing Day, I had Josh drive Alyssa to the Grand Plaza and drop her at the food court. I met her there, presenting her with two tickets to see a movie. I didn’t really pay much attention to the screen, I couldn’t. Not with Alyssa beside me. 
 
   Throughout the movie, I kept distracting her with my desperate need to kiss her and touch her. She never stopped me though, so I assumed she didn’t mind. After the movie, we wandered the shops for a while. When we passed Kmart, I asked her to wait while I ducked inside. After grabbing what I needed, I came back out and offered her the rest of my gift: a chocolate heart and a calendar.
 
   She offered me a confused look as she thanked me for them. 
 
   “It’s the three things I want you to have more than anything. My time, my heart, and our future.” 
 
   The burgeoning smile on her lips and the tears welling in her eyes proved that the sentimental shit meant more to her than the most expensive present in the shop. I wrapped my hand around hers, “C’mon, let’s walk back to mine.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER FOUR: THE END OF THE FIRST TIME
 
   
 
 
   
UNLIKE OUR FIRST Christmas as a couple, our first Valentine’s Day was a disaster. 
 
   Even though we’d been dating for about four months, and everyone in the school knew how intense we were about each other, some weren’t happy with it. Blake constantly sniffed around Alyssa, waiting for me to screw things up, and Darcy had been trying to cause a fight between me and Alyssa ever since the school year had started again at the end of January. I’d heard rumours that her plan was to sweep in after the fact, play the good friend, and get the man. It was stupid really, and more than a little ironic, that by the time she was finally interested in me, being with her was the last thing on my mind.
 
   I had no real clue why Darcy had developed her sudden attraction, other than the fact that I was off-limits and no longer interested. Spending so much time training and at the track probably didn’t hurt my case either. The extra work had grown the muscles across my arms and chest, causing them to swell and firm in a way that was appreciated, certainly by Alyssa. 
 
   When the bell rang for lunch, I headed up to the racks at the front of the classroom to grab my bag. Shoved underneath the backpack was a huge pink envelope. I grinned as I reached for the card, assuming it was Alyssa doing some over-the-top gesture for Valentine’s. 
 
   Darcy moved straight to my side, her fingers twirling in the ends of her blonde hair. “What’s that?” 
 
   I rolled my eyes as I grabbed the card. “What does it look like?” 
 
   “It looks like someone got a Valentine. Is it from anyone special?” 
 
   “What do you think?” 
 
   Darcy leaned against the port racks, thrusting her chest out as if I might actually be interested in her because of the action. “I think maybe you should open it.”
 
   I put the card back on top of my bag. “I’m not going to open it here in front of everyone.” 
 
   Grinning, she leaped forward and grabbed it from me. “Wait. It’s got my name on it.” 
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I snatched it back. 
 
   She twisted it in my hand. “It’s got my name on it. See?” 
 
   I glanced down at the card in my hand with a frown. It did have her name on it. I had no clue why it was under my bag, though. Her books were in a metallic pink backpack, mine were in a Holden bag, to represent my true racing colours. It wasn’t like the bags would be easily mixed up. 
 
   With a feeling of suspicion that there was something else happening that I didn’t understand, I handed it back to her. “Well, if it’s yours . . .”
 
   When it was in her hands, she looked around at the little crowd that was gathering around us. Not only the students from our class, but also from the classroom beside us and the ones whose next class was in our room as well. 
 
   “Should I open it?” she asked, lapping up the attention. Her voice was too sugary sweet, and it made my suspicions grow even further. 
 
   Everyone nodded, no doubt waiting to see which hapless sap wanted to be Darcy’s Valentine. 
 
   “It’s yours isn’t it?” I shrugged and grabbed my bag. 
 
   She tore open the envelope. “Oh my God, Declan!” 
 
   I stopped mid turn as she said my name. The tone of her voice screamed danger. 
 
   “What?” My voice was ice as I turned to look at her. 
 
   Her body collided with me and her arms wrapped around my neck. She managed to kiss my cheek before I pushed her off. “I can’t believe you got me a Valentine.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   A murmur of surprise went through the crowd and I could already hear the gossip mill as it started to grind.
 
   “Darcy, I didn’t—” 
 
   Darcy smiled as she looked over my shoulder. “Oh, sorry, Alyssa. I didn’t see you there.” 
 
   I spun around to meet Alyssa’s gaze. The frown on her face told me she’d read the worst into what she’d just witnessed. She huffed out a breath, spun on her heel, and stalked away. 
 
   “C’mon, Lys, you can’t be serious,” I called after her. 
 
   Before I could give chase, Darcy grabbed my arm. 
 
   “She’s a lost cause,” she oozed. Her fingers trailed into my hair. “I knew you liked me. I was just silly for not realising sooner that I wanted you too.” 
 
   I pulled my head away from her touch. “Piss off.” 
 
   She raised an eyebrow at me. “Wow that hurts, coming from the guy who just gave me a Valentine.” 
 
   “I’m guessing you set that little scene up,” I hissed at her. “But it won’t help you, Darcy. I may have had a crush when I was younger and stupider, but I will never want to be with you.” 
 
   She stood blinking at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dec.” 
 
   I could have stood arguing with her, but the more time I spent with her, the farther away Alyssa would get. Without looking back at Darcy, I chased after my girl.
 
   When I caught up to her, I grabbed her arm to stop her from running from me again. 
 
   “What are you doing, Lys?” 
 
   “You didn’t expect me to hang around and watch that display, did you?” 
 
   “You know I didn’t give her that card.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I know that, Dec. I’m not stupid. I’m pissed that you let her make a scene like that. Do you know how many people saw that? How many people don’t know what that cow has been doing, and will think that you actually gave her a card?”
 
   Her logic didn’t make any sense. Even though she knew I hadn’t given Darcy the Valentine’s Day card, she was still pissed at me. “So?”
 
   “I just can’t believe you’d be stupid enough to let her do that to you. To us.”
 
   “So I’m stupid, am I?” 
 
   She tugged out of my hold. “If the shoe fits.”
 
   “What exactly did you expect me to do?” 
 
   After making a sound filled with frustration, she paced a short distance away before spinning back toward me. “How about rip the card up the instant you saw it?”
 
   “I thought it was from you, Lys, otherwise I would have.” 
 
   “Why would I have left you something like that?”
 
   By now a crowd had gathered around us, mostly eighth and ninth graders snickering at the lover’s tiff between two eleventh graders. Their presence just served to piss me off more and I took it out on Alyssa. “I don’t know, maybe because I thought you actually cared or that just maybe you’d want to give me a Valentine’s Day card. I guess I was wrong, huh?” 
 
   “Of course I do, but I thought I’d give it to you in private.” She glanced around at everyone nearby, retreating into herself at the attention. “I’m starting to wonder if you even know me at all.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid, of course I do.”
 
   “Don’t call me stupid.” 
 
   I threw my hands in the air and groaned. “You called me stupid.” 
 
   “Because you were acting stupid.”
 
   “God, stop being so stupid!” I reached out for her and tugged her into my arms. “Alyssa, you’re the one that I want. The only one I want. Will you just be my goddamn Valentine?” 
 
   She rolled her eyes and huffed before tugging free of my hold. “Well, with an offer like that, how can I possibly refuse?” 
 
   Before we had a chance to finish the conversation, Mrs. Turner saw us out of class and came out of her room to shoo us along. 
 
   Alyssa shot me a glare and I knew it wasn’t over. 
 
   After school, I couldn’t find Alyssa anywhere. She wasn’t waiting in our usual place. Around me, other kids rushed toward the oval. 
 
   I grabbed one of the tiny eighth graders as they raced past. “What’s happening?” 
 
   “There’s a catfight on the oval. Some chick dragged another down there by her hair.” He practically leapt with joy as he pulled from my hold and kept running toward the bottom of the school.
 
   Although I couldn’t say how I knew, I was certain Alyssa was involved. It was the only explanation I had for why she’d failed to meet me. I raced toward the back of the school with everyone else, hoping she could hold her own until I got there. 
 
   When I reached the oval, the fight was all but over. Alyssa had Darcy’s ponytail curled in her fist and was dragging her around the grassy area. Along Darcy’s cheek was a scratch that could only have come from Alyssa.
 
   I approached the pair with caution, trying to catch Alyssa’s eye. 
 
   “Call off your dog, Declan!” Darcy shouted at me. 
 
   Alyssa gave a primal cry and yanked Darcy’s hair. “Say that again, bitch.” 
 
   “Lys,” I said, drawing her attention to me. “Is she really worth getting in trouble over?” 
 
   “You should have heard her going on about the Valentine’s card she pretended you got her, Dec. She’s a fucking scrag!” Alyssa punctuated her sentence with a tug on Darcy’s hair. 
 
   “But she’s really sorry for her stupidity, isn’t she?” I bent over to talk to Darcy, trying to warn her with my tone that the only way she was getting out of Alyssa’s hold would be if she cooperated with me. 
 
   She rolled her eyes and didn’t say anything. 
 
   Alyssa pulled her hair again. “He asked you a question.”
 
   “Let go of me, you cow!” 
 
   “You’re really sorry, aren’t you?” I gave the idiot another chance to apologise.
 
   “Fuck you!” 
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, that’s never going to happen.”
 
   She growled and pulled against Alyssa’s hold, which only managed to pull her hair more. 
 
   “I’m going to tell you how this is going to go, okay? You can either agree, or I can leave you here with Lys.” 
 
   Darcy growled at me like the dog she is. Throwing my hands up in the air, I walked away. 
 
   “Fine. Fine!” 
 
   I moved back toward the pair. “What’s going to happen is that Lys will let you go, you’ll get it through your thick head that Lys and I are together and happy, and you’ll leave us alone from now on. Okay?” 
 
   “Fine!” Darcy cried. Once the words left her mouth, Alyssa let go of her hair and gave her a shove. 
 
   “Alyssa Dawson, my office. Now,” Mrs. Turner snapped before turning and heading for the English block. 
 
   Neither Alyssa nor I had seen the head of the English department approach the oval, but it was clear she’d seen the fight or at least enough of it to present a damning case. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I mouthed before Alyssa spun on her heels and followed the teacher. 
 
   I stalked behind the pair of them, keeping just enough distance that I didn’t draw attention to myself. 
 
   “Mr. Reede, I’m sure your parents will be expecting you soon,” Mrs. Turner said when she spun to open the door for Alyssa. “Unlike Miss Dawson’s, I won’t be calling yours to escort you home.” 
 
   Knowing there was little point hanging around the school unless I wanted to get in trouble myself, I headed straight to our picnic table and waited for Alyssa to meet me. 
 
   For at least two hours, I sat on the bench, paced the length of the park, and generally loitered, while keeping an eye out for her. When she never showed, I headed straight to her house. It was already dark by then, and I knew Mum was probably having kittens, but I needed to find out what had happened. I needed to know that Alyssa was okay. 
 
   When I knocked on her door, Josh answered it. 
 
   “Huh, I guess I lost my bet. I didn’t think you’d be by tonight,” he said by way of greeting. 
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be? I wanted to check that Lys was all right.” 
 
   “Well, Lys doesn’t want to see you.” 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Just tell her I’m here, will you?”
 
   “Can’t, man. She’s grounded and not allowed to speak to you.” 
 
   I leaned against the doorframe. “You just said she didn’t want to, now you’re saying not allowed. Which is it?” 
 
   “A bit of both. Mum and Dad aren’t overly impressed with her little fight today and think you two need some space for a while.” 
 
   “I don’t want space. I want to see Alyssa.” 
 
   “Sorry.” He didn’t sound very apologetic as he shoved me off the doorframe and then slammed the door in my face. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” I knocked on the door again. After no one answered, I knocked again. 
 
   The door swung open, but this time Curtis, Alyssa’s dad, filled the frame. “Go home, son.” 
 
   “I just want to speak to Alyssa.” 
 
   “She made it pretty clear to us that she doesn’t want to talk to you.” 
 
   “Please?” 
 
   “You can see her tomorrow. She’s grounded for her little stunt, but I’m sure we can give her a little leeway if you drop by for a few hours.” 
 
   “I can’t. I have a race tomorrow.” 
 
   “Can’t help you then, son.” 
 
   I grunted in frustration. 
 
   He chuckled. “Maybe come by for dinner.” 
 
   I said a cursory goodbye and let him shut the door before walking around to the outside of Alyssa’s bedroom. I tapped against her window. 
 
   “Lys, are you there?” I whisper-shouted. 
 
   I heard a bump and a scrape from inside. She was definitely in her room. All I had to do was convince her to come to the window. 
 
   “Please, Lys?” 
 
   She drew back the curtains, but didn’t open the window. She pressed a note against the glass which just read, Go away. 
 
   I shook my head. “Not until you talk to me.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes but opened the window. “What do you want?” 
 
   “I want to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
   “Besides being grounded and suspended, you mean.” 
 
   A chuckle escaped my lips before I had the good sense to stop it. 
 
   “Ugh,” she groaned before moving to slide the window closed again. 
 
   “Wait, Lys, why don’t you want to talk to me?” 
 
   “Why do you think?”
 
   “I really don’t know.” I pressed my face against the window screen. I wished it wasn’t there. I probably could have climbed into her room and convinced her not to be mad at me with my lips. 
 
   “If you hadn’t been stupid enough to fall for Darcy’s stupid trick, I wouldn’t be grounded right now.” 
 
   “Well, I didn’t tell you to fight her.” 
 
   “You just don’t get it.” 
 
   I frowned. She was so unreasonable sometimes, and it just made no sense. “No, I really don’t.” 
 
   She rubbed her temples as if talking to me was exhausting her. “This could ruin my chances to get into the uni courses I want to do.” 
 
   “I don’t think the school will let it get that far, will they?” 
 
   “They might not have a choice. Darcy’s father threatened to press charges unless the school dealt with the matter.” 
 
   “He can’t do that. Can he?” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter if he can or not. The school decided to suspend me. That sort of shit follows you around, Dec. And it’s your fault.” 
 
   “My fault?” I snapped. “How the fuck do you figure that? I didn’t tell you to fight her.” 
 
   “What other choice did I have?” 
 
   “You could have ignored her.” 
 
   “Says the guy who threatened to bash Blake just for asking me to sign his yearbook.” 
 
   “That was different.” 
 
   “How?” Alyssa crossed her arms over her chest. I knew I was skating on thin ice, but I had no clue why. “How is it different?” 
 
   “Fuck! It just is.” 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this now. Come back tomorrow when I’ve had time to calm down.” 
 
   “I can’t.” 
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “I’ve got a race. You know that.” 
 
   “One day, Dec, you’re going to have to choose between the damn karts and me.” 
 
   I frowned as Dad’s warnings came back to the surface. She would cost me my dream. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the thoughts back down. Lys is different. She knows how much this means to me. “It’s not a kart race, it’s at Queensland Raceway. In Dean’s VK. My first proper race.” 
 
   Because Dean lived at Ipswich, he maintained the car but I was free to use it for the race season. She knew how big a deal it was to me; a few days earlier she’d been bouncing with excitement for me. 
 
   “Same difference.” 
 
   I frowned. “No. It’s really not.” 
 
   “Yes. It really is. Either way, you’re picking a pile of metal and gears over me.” 
 
   “It’s not like that.” 
 
   “Well, it sure feels like it. Come back tomorrow, Dec, or don’t bother coming back at all.” She slid the window shut, yanked the curtains closed, and ignored my attempts to coerce her back to talk some more. 
 
   When I arrived home, Mum was waiting by the door. “Where on earth have you been?” 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.” I pushed straight past her. 
 
   “Declan Anthony Reede, if you take one more step before explaining where you were, you will be grounded until you’re twenty-five.” 
 
   I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want to listen. The only thing I wanted to do was lock myself in my room and play my music until my ears threatened to bleed. It was the only way to stop thinking—which was the only way to stop hurting. 
 
   Behind me, Mum continued her tirade, but I didn’t listen. When I reached my bedroom, I slammed the door shut behind me and shifted my bed to brace the door so Mum couldn’t follow me. 
 
   When she shouted at me to get out and speak to her, I just turned my music up louder. 
 
   The next morning, I woke and got ready for a day on the track. I’d spent the night planning it out. If I was ready for the track when I went to see Alyssa, I might be able to balance both tasks. 
 
   I walked into the kitchen for some breakfast. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re dressed up for,” Mum said. Her tone was still sharp. She was obviously still upset about the previous evening. 
 
   I frowned at her. She knew the importance of the race. “I have the first championship race today.” 
 
   “You were given the car on the proviso that you did well at school and acted responsibly.” 
 
   “And?” 
 
   “And your behaviour yesterday wasn’t responsible.” 
 
   “Fuck. It’s not like I made Darcy that Valentine, or forced Alyssa to fight her.” 
 
   “Language! And what are you talking about?” 
 
   “The fight. Lys calling it off. Everything going to shit. Isn’t that what you mean?” 
 
   “I’m talking about the disrespect you showed me. I could almost have accepted you turning up here as late as you did without letting me know you weren’t coming home, but the rest of it?” She assessed me for a moment before sighing and sitting at the table beside me. When she spoke again, her tone was softer. “It sounds like there is more you need to tell me though.”
 
   She waved her hand for me to tell her more. 
 
   We sat at the dining table and I told her about everything with Alyssa and Darcy, and the stupid Valentine that caused all the trouble. In the end, she agreed that there were enough extenuating circumstances to allow me to race, but that I was on my last warning. By the time we’d finished our chat, there wasn’t enough time to see Alyssa before I left for Queensland Raceway. 
 
   I only hoped that Alyssa would understand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER FIVE: THE END OF IDIOCY
 
   
 
 
   
THERE WAS NOTHING worse than seeing Alyssa dating someone else. 
 
   After I’d apparently proven to her that I didn’t care for her at all, that I’d rather have a race car than a girlfriend, she’d refused to take me back. 
 
   It killed me because I couldn’t even talk to anyone about it. Ben had just started dating Alyssa’s friend, Jade—they’d got together over a fucking Valentine of all things, and the only other person I wanted to talk to was exactly the person I wanted to talk about. My chest ached each time I saw her, but I couldn’t do a damned thing about it. For the first two weeks, she’d refused to talk to me at all. 
 
   Eventually, she’d grown civil toward me, but that was it. I was granted precious few words. “Hello,” “Goodbye,” and the occasional, “How are you going?” but that was it. After two torturous months of living in limbo, waiting for the day she’d finally talk to me like we used to again, I found out that she’d accepted Blake’s offer of a date. 
 
   After that, the two of them paraded around the school holding hands and I swear she’d kiss him every fucking time she saw me. Each time, my throat would clamp shut and my eyes would sting. 
 
   To pay Alyssa back for dating Blake-the-asshole, I even tried my luck with Darcy. It lasted a week. All she wanted to do was make out and there was nothing enjoyable about kissing her. It was all kinds of wrong, and not at all like it felt with Alyssa. Plus, I missed the conversations I’d shared with my best friend between the snogging sessions.
 
   Instead of worrying about it when everything went to crap with Darcy, I threw myself into racing. I spent every weekend at the kart track or at Queensland Raceway. I even convinced Dad to take me to Willowbank for the drags on a few Saturday nights. He seemed happier after the breakup, telling me that I didn’t need Alyssa in my life, not if she wasn’t going to support me in pursuing my dreams. 
 
   By June, I heard through Josh that Blake and Alyssa had broken up. 
 
   Not that I cared. 
 
   Or asked about her at all.
 
   After their breakup, Alyssa started to hang around with Jade again. Which meant she was hanging out with Ben, and therefore me, again. Whenever the four of us were together, Alyssa’s gaze would slide to look at me before shifting away the instant she was caught. A heaviness rested on her brow, so she walked around the school with an almost constant frown. 
 
   The air between us was awkward, stilted in a way it had never been before. Being in her proximity made my skin feel too tight and my heart ache like it was three sizes too big for my chest. 
 
   After three weeks of the same stilted, awkwardness, I couldn’t cope anymore. I found someone else to sit with at lunch each day and watched Alyssa from a distance. When I got home, I just couldn’t sit still at all. I had energy to burn so Mum sent me out of the house. Each evening, I found a new direction to walk. 
 
   When I came home from school on the last Friday of school before the June holidays, Mum shooed me from the house as usual even though it was my birthday. 
 
   Without even thinking about where I was going, I headed to the park where I’d shared so many happy memories with Alyssa. We’d spent every birthday together for as long as I could remember. When I realised where I was, I dropped my head as the loss of the time with my best friend echoed keenly through my body. It wasn’t the physical stuff I missed—although I did long for that too—it was the familiarity and the comfort she offered simply by being at my side. Shuffling forward, I didn’t even notice Alyssa sitting at our table until I was practically on top of her. 
 
   “Hey,” I said with a nod as I debated whether to simply keep walking. It would be easier to pretend I hadn’t planned on sitting there and reliving the way things had been before we’d made the leap to boyfriend/girlfriend. 
 
   “Hey, Dec,” she said as she slid over to make room for me to sit. Her voice was filled with sorrow and a heaviness I wanted to soothe away. I just didn’t know how. 
 
   When I studied her face in the dusk, I saw tears tracking slowly down her cheeks. 
 
   “Happy birthday,” she added.
 
   I climbed onto the table beside her. “What’s up?” 
 
   She shook her head and swiped away her tears. “Nothing.” 
 
   “C’mon, Lys, I know you. Something’s up.” 
 
   She hung her head, letting her hair fall in curtains around her face. 
 
   “It’s nothing,” she said, but her voice was filled with fresh tears. 
 
   Without thinking, I moved closer to her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “I know it’s not nothing.” 
 
   She leaned into my hold before clutching at my shirt and pressing her face to my chest. “I miss you, Dec. I miss everything about you. I miss this. I miss us.” 
 
   I closed my eyes and held her tightly, both arms wrapped around her body. Her words echoed my own thoughts almost perfectly. My chin rested on the top of her head, just like always. The movement was so familiar, so comfortable. 
 
   “Me too,” I croaked out as best as I could. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I was an idiot. Can we try all of this again?” 
 
   I reached my finger underneath her chin, lifting her head so that I could claim her mouth. 
 
   “Of course,” I murmured before moving in to kiss her. 
 
   She pulled away at the last second. “Shit. No. I don’t mean that. Last time we tried that, everything went wrong. I just meant friends. Can’t we be friends again? I don’t like not having you around.” 
 
   Her words shot through me like an arrow and I dropped my arms away from her. Turning away so she couldn’t see the impact of her rebuff, I nodded. “Sure thing, Lys. I’ve got to get home though.” 
 
   I jumped off the table, and didn’t miss a stride before heading back to my house. It was a damn good thing the sun was setting so early lately and the sky was already darkening—it meant she couldn’t see the way my cheeks burned. 
 
   “Dec, wait.” 
 
   Closing my eyes, knowing without doubt I was powerless to resist her call, I stopped. I heard her footfalls behind me, and then she grabbed my arm and spun me around. 
 
   “You don’t want to be friends again, do you?” 
 
   I shook my head. “No, Lys. I really don’t.”
 
   Her expression fell, and a tear slipped from her eyes. 
 
   “I don’t because I want more than that. I want what we had before Darcy pulled that stupid stunt and we let her get between us.” I took her hands in mine and guided them to my chest so she could feel the way my heart raced when I was near her. “I want you, Alyssa. Not as a friend, but as more. You are always going to be more to me.” 
 
   “Just promise you won’t hurt me, Dec.” 
 
   Even though I could have taken the chance to remind her that she’d been the one to do the hurting, that she’d been the one who’d decided not to be with me because of a stupid argument, I didn’t. It might have broken whatever magic spell was guiding her back into my arms. 
 
   “I promise. I’ll never be an idiot again.” I grabbed her around the waist and swept her up to claim her lips. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER SIX: THE END OF THE RACE
 
   
 
 
   
WE HAD TWO perfect weeks of school holidays, where Alyssa and I could just be alone together. It ended too soon. 
 
   Within a month, as the cold set in around us, we’d broken up again. I’d refused to talk to her after she’d gone to the movies with Blake and the blonde brigade, and hadn’t invited me along. By August, we’d found our way together again. Even when September melded into October, we’d repeated our same destructive pattern. We’d only just gotten back together, when the most important race of the ProV8 series threatened to derail us once more. 
 
   Bathurst. An eight-hour trial by fire of the premium drivers in their million-dollar cars. I’d never missed watching a single one. Ever. 
 
   It was only half an hour before the big race was due to start, and I was still running around like a blue-arsed fly. Usually, Ben would have been at my house by then. We'd have already had eight hours’ worth of snacks and drinks set up at the ready so we would only have to move from our seats for piss-breaks. It was the way we’d spent the Bathurst race every year, but this year he was being a pussy and spending the day with Jade. I was just glad that Alyssa understood that this was one race I couldn't miss.
 
   Placing the esky on the table, filled with ice and drinks, I took a moment to breathe and assess my temporary man cave. It was perfection; a junk food heaven. Usually I tried to be mindful of what I ate, but Bathurst was the one day I indulged. My logic was that in a few years, when I was the one on the track, I'd be able to remember the influx of calories to get me through. Maybe it wasn't very logical really, but it gave me an excuse to have a guilt-free day of freedom. 
 
   I'd just settled into the spot on the couch which would house me for the next eight hours when there was a knock on the door. The cars were already out on the grid, and there was no way I was getting up again, so I called out for Mum. It was unnecessary in the end because she was already on her way to the door.
 
   “Heaven forbid you miss a single minute of the race,” she said as she walked behind me.
 
   “I'm glad you understand,” I said, making her laugh.
 
   I turned my attention back to the TV as she greeted whoever it was that should have been parked at home watching the sacred race.
 
   “I didn't expect to see you here today,” I heard her say. The statement was enough to pique my curiosity and I listened more intently. “I thought you had plans.”
 
   My mouth lifted into a grin. I should have known Ben wouldn't back out of our man-date, not for Bathurst.
 
   “So, did you demand Jade give your balls—” I turned away from the TV to greet him properly, but met Alyssa's unimpressed gaze instead. “Oh, shit, sorry, Lys.” I turned back toward the TV, but slid over to give her some room beside me. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Nice, Dec. I thought I'd come see what all the fuss is considering I knew you'd be here alone, but if it's going to be easier for you, I'll just go.” 
 
   I was torn. On one hand, it was the first time—ever—that she'd shown any interest in cars or watching a ProV8 race, but on the other, I didn't want to spend my day explaining the rules, the teams, the cars, and every other little detail that she could ask about. Not for Bathurst--the sort of race which could be won or lost at any second. There were rumours flying that it would be my idol, Sinclair Racing's Dane Kent's, last Bathurst ever, and I didn't want to miss a minute of the action. With him and the team’s newest driver, Morgan McGuire, behind the wheel, they were promising to be the team to beat. 
 
   “No, Alyssa, please don't go, I really, really want you to stay,” Alyssa said in a half-mocking tone, pulling me from my thoughts.
 
   Her words could have easily pulled a foul mood from me, and on most days might have, but it was Bathurst, so not much could faze me. “See, I didn't need to say anything because you read my mind.” I laughed and held my arm out to invite her to sit beside me. 
 
   She nestled under my arm, before looking over the spread I’d laid out for myself. 
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much junk food in one place outside of a supermarket,” she teased. 
 
   “It’s an eight hour race, baby.” I grinned. “Gotta keep up my stamina somehow.” 
 
   “Eight hours?” 
 
   “Well, the race itself is a little less than that, but with the start and the podium, it’s about that long.” 
 
   “Eight hours of watching the same cars go around the same track?” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. Here we go. “Yeah, it’s an endurance race. The point is to stick it out to the end, it becomes about the asset management and pit crews as much as the drivers. It’s racing at its finest.” 
 
   She waved her hand dismissively. “Do you really have to watch the whole race then?”
 
   I pulled away from her to check if she was being serious. “Of course, it can change in the blink of an eye.” If you don’t wanna watch it, there’s the door. I bit back on the words because we’d been broken up until so damn recently that I was willing to give a little to be with her. Still, some of her comments made it pretty hard. 
 
   “So—”
 
   Holding my hand up, I silenced her. “The race is starting.” I sat forward, anxious to see whether Kent could get a good jump off the line. 
 
   “So—” she started again. 
 
   I spun to cast her a quick warning glare. The start of the race was vital, with everyone jostling to be the first off the line. Although the first corner wasn’t vital like it was for shorter races at other tracks, it was easily the most exciting corner. With the exception of the last. She held up her hands in surrender and pretended to lock her lips as she rolled her eyes. 
 
   My breath was caught tight in my chest as I watched, ready for the jump. It was too easy to imagine what it must be like for the drivers. The excitement; the thrill of the chase; the noise and feel of the car rumbling beneath them. I’d experienced that in karting, and more recently in the VK, but I was sure it was barely one-tenth of the thrill of handling one of those beasts. When the green flag went up, I perched forward in my seat, willing Kent’s car to go. 
 
   He lurched off the line from pole position and surged forward. The Ford driver, Hunter Blake, bit his heels, but Kent arrived first and made it through clean. Positions four and five hit the corner at the same time and touched door handles, but kept control over their cars. With relief that Sinclair had such a good start, I sagged back into the couch, ready to relax into an awesome day of petrol-head fun. 
 
   “That’s it?” Alyssa asked. 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “That’s what I needed to be quiet for?” 
 
   “Yeah. I needed to concentrate.” 
 
   She laughed. “You know you’re not driving the car, right? You have zero control over anything that is happening.”
 
   “One day I will though.” 
 
   With a roll of her eyes, she turned away. 
 
   “I will, Lys, just you watch me.” 
 
   She offered me an indulgent smile. “I know that’s the dream.” 
 
   Ignoring the race, I turned to her. “No, it’s not.”
 
   “Huh?” she asked, teasing her fingers through my hair. 
 
   “You say, ‘the dream’ like it’s something that won’t happen. This will happen.” 
 
   “You’ve still got another year of school left though.” 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You might change your mind by then.” 
 
   It was my turn to offer an indulgent smile. Sometimes, it was like she didn’t know me at all. Deciding it wasn’t worth the argument, I settled into the seat and invited her to snuggle into me. 
 
   The silence lasted three laps, and then Alyssa started to ask about my plans for Christmas, for a double-date with Ben and Jade, and for a whole heap of other things that I didn’t really care about while the cars were on the track. “Lys, can you at least wait for the ads?” 
 
   She gave me a look of innocent confusion. 
 
   “I’m trying to watch the race.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes, but stopped talking and shifted so that she was lying on the couch with her head in my lap. I smiled when she rolled over to watch the TV, seemingly interested in the race. 
 
   Then she yawned and rolled back over to glance up at me. “Can’t we go for a walk or something?” 
 
   “I’m watching the race.” I was certain I’d failed to keep the irritation out of my voice. 
 
   “But there’s hours to go, right?” She reached up and stroked my face before tickling her fingers over the skin of my neck. “Can‘t we go for a walk and come back closer to the end of the race?” 
 
   “But then I’d miss the race.” 
 
   “Not the end. That’s the important bit isn’t it?” 
 
   “I don’t think you understand how it works.” 
 
   She sat up and pressed her lips to mine. “C’mon, let’s go do something.” 
 
   I pushed her away gently. “Lys, please.” 
 
   She huffed and sat on the opposite end of the couch. When I was certain she wasn’t looking, I rolled my eyes. It was exactly the reason why I hadn’t invited her over. It was impossible for her to understand how important every single lap was. There were so many different things that could shape the race in an instant: someone pitting early—or late, a safety car, the weather, overtaking, or even brake failure. At any stage, a driver could make a critical error. If I left, and then came back for the last fifteen minutes, I’d have to spend that whole time scrambling to figure out who was where and what had happened. 
 
   Without words, I stood and headed for my bedroom. When I passed the door to Mum and Dad’s room, Mum looked up from her book and gave me a questioning look. I just shook my head to tell her not to ask. 
 
   After grabbing my laptop from the dresser, I turned around and headed straight back to Alyssa. I tossed the computer onto the couch beside her. 
 
   She glanced down at the laptop. “What’s this for?” 
 
   I shrugged. “Just watch a movie or something.” 
 
   “So I came over to spend time with you, and you want me to watch a movie instead?” 
 
   “You obviously don’t want to watch Bathurst. I’m trying to be thoughtful.” 
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Fine” rarely meant anything good when it came to Alyssa, but she’d opened the laptop, and I wasn’t going to push my luck or it would cause more issues.
 
   Settling back in to enjoy the race—paying extra attention during the next lap to ensure I hadn’t missed anything important—I leaned against the couch. A few minutes later, I heard Alyssa sniffle. For a second, I closed my eyes and wondered just how bad it would be if I just ignored her for a while. Maybe she was just watching something sad. 
 
   Releasing my breath, and opening my eyes, I gave a quick sideways glance at her. The computer screen was off—she wasn’t watching anything. I frowned and gave in to the guilt. 
 
   “Lys, I’m sorry, but you know how important this race is to me.”
 
   She nodded, but sniffed again. Then a fat tear rolled down her cheek. “I just wanted to spend some time with you. I’m sorry that I don’t like the same things you do.” 
 
   I swiped her cheek with my thumb. “Don’t cry. Please?” 
 
   “Do you want me to go?” Her lip quivered as she asked the question and I wanted to kiss away her pain. 
 
   Turning toward her, and ignoring the TV, I took her hands in mine. “You’re here now. Rather than just piss each other off, can’t we spend the time together doing different things?” 
 
   She frowned and then nodded. Within minutes, she was resting her head in my lap again with the laptop open watching something—I didn’t really pay attention to what. All that mattered was that I had the ProV8 series on TV, my girl beside me, and I’d narrowly avoided yet another damn catastrophe in our relationship. 
 
   
 
 
   
THE DAYS grew hotter, and November came again. The first of the month signalled the run to the end of the school year, and the lead-up to the anniversary of our first kiss. Our relationship was still as turbulent as ever though. It was easy to blame everything else—everyone else—but it was us too. Sometimes Alyssa’s moods seemed to shift without warning and she’d grow sullen and impossible to talk to. 
 
   Sometimes it was me who caused the issue. Some days it was difficult to stop the vicious words that left my mouth before I’d really thought about them—or their possible implications—all the way through. 
 
   Our life kept running the same vicious cycle. We’d date for a few weeks, maybe a month, and then be off again for a while. It was fucked up. We were hurting each other more than anyone or anything else ever could. It was worth it all though, because we also healed each other in ways no one else ever could. 
 
   Between racing, Josh’s football games, and my being dragged to conferences at beachside locations with Dad’s work, Alyssa and I spent more weekends apart than we did together. It sucked, but it made the desire to be near each other that much stronger during the week—when we were actually together at least. Of course, having so little time alone made us more inclined to wag school to catch up. 
 
   Alyssa was standing in front of our homeroom. She was looking for me, but hadn’t spotted me yet, so I crept up behind her and grabbed her hand. Startled, she turned to look at me. I pressed my finger to my lips and pulled her along behind me. I’d been away from town for the weekend, yet another boring banking conference in Noosa that Dad had dragged Mum and me to, so I really needed my fill of Alyssa time. I knew that conversations between classes just wouldn’t cut it, so I’d decided to wag and didn’t give her much of an option. She knew my decision as soon as I dragged her in the direction of our park. If she had a problem with my idea, she never voiced it.
 
   As soon as we were far enough from the school, I pulled out my mobile phone and dialled the office. 
 
   “Hello, this is Curtis Dawson. I’m calling to let you know that Alyssa won’t be in school today. Unfortunately she’s not feeling very well.”
 
   It was easy to convince the office staff of my story; it was all about having the right amount of confidence in my voice to bullshit my way though. Once I’d hung up, Alyssa and I burst out laughing. We were free for the day, and couldn’t have been happier. I couldn’t speak for her, but I’d missed the fuck out of her while we were apart and longed for some time together, just the two of us. While we walked the short distance to the park, we chatted and laughed. It was just like old times.
 
   “Who called in for you?” she asked.
 
   “Josh. I caught up with him just before we left.”
 
   Alyssa stepped in front of me and walked backward. “Tsk, tsk, letting his little sister wag school with strange boys. He’s supposed to watch out for me.”
 
   “Strange boys?” I grabbed her waist, lifted her up, and spun her around. “I’m offended.”
 
   “Sorry.” She smirked and there wasn’t an ounce of apology in her voice.
 
   “I mean, I’m sixteen, I’d say I’ve developed into a man by now. Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
   She laughed. “But I’m right about the strange?”
 
   “Baby, do you know anyone stranger?”
 
   She shook her head. “You know that’s what attracts me.”
 
   I grinned at her before reaching forward to brush her ponytail off her throat. It was really just an excuse to touch her.
 
   “So, what’s this in aid of anyway?” She indicated our park.
 
   “Does a boy really need a reason to wag with his girl?”
 
   She raised her eyebrow at me. 
 
   “Fine. I just really missed you this weekend.”
 
   “So you didn’t find any easy beach babes willing to give it up as soon as they looked at you?”
 
   “Oh yeah, loads and loads, but I bored the shit out of them all by telling them about this fantastic girl I had at home.”
 
   “And what would that fantastic girl think about this?” She waved her hand between us and winked.
 
   “Oh, she’d be insanely jealous. She’s the real jealous type you know.” I beamed at her and then pushed my lips against her ear. “And she’s so fucking sexy when she’s jealous. Her lips plump up and a delicious blush crosses her cheeks.”
 
   “Yeah?” She blushed, which made me grin. “What else is so great about this fantastic girl?”
 
   With a trail of kisses, I skimmed my nose and mouth across her collarbone. “Well, her skin smells like coconut.”
 
   She moaned at my touch and her breath tickled my hair.
 
   “She’s ruined me though.”
 
   “How’s that?” she asked as she panted with desire.
 
   “I can’t smell coconut anymore without feeling mildly aroused.”
 
   She raised one eyebrow. “Only mildly?”
 
   I lowered my eyes to the front of my school shorts. They were pulled and stretched out of shape by my hard-on. Her gaze followed, so I palmed myself and chuckled. “Maybe just a little more than mildly.”
 
   She brushed her hand along my side, teasing her fingers along the hem of my shirt. With a moan of pleasure building at the back of my throat, I moved my mouth from her hair to her face before pressing my lips against hers. There was no urgency in my movement. We had hours to just be with each other. My lips danced across hers without a care; our breaths were steady to prolong the kiss. For the moment, we were simply enjoying the taste of each other.
 
   One day, maybe one day soon, we’d both take the leap beyond the two bases we’d reached together so far, but neither of us was in a hurry to push us to that next level yet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVEN: THE END OF SILENCE
 
   
 
 
   
“AND THEN SHE said that Ben told her that he loves her!” Alyssa gushed. “Isn’t that great?”
 
   I pretended to not care, but my blood burned and boiled within me. That fucker, Ben, had stolen my thunder. I’d spent the better half of the week telling him how I was building up to saying the big “L” word to Alyssa. How we’d danced around it for long enough and that I knew how I felt and was ready to voice it to her. How I had planned to do it for Valentine’s Day but decided against it because it just seemed far too cliché—not to mention the bad memories that day dredged up. I didn’t want to fall into the trap of doing what was expected when it was expected. Instead, I wanted to surprise her with the words at a time when I meant them the most.
 
   Instead of letting me have my moment though, he’d obviously decided to beat me to the punch. It was ridiculous, and he’d backed me into a corner. After he’d already made that leap, if I just said the words to Alyssa, she’d think I was only saying them in order to keep up. I didn’t want our relationship to be driven by the speed of other people. 
 
   As I read through Alyssa’s math homework, checking her answers and helping make corrections, I tried to think of some way of telling her how I felt without having to just come out and say the words so soon after Ben had released them into the world. 
 
   Taking a chance, I scrawled, Declan Reede is at the bottom of the page.
 
   “I mean, that’s a huge step for them. Don’t you think?” Alyssa pushed, distracting me from my work.
 
   Honestly, I couldn’t feel too congratulatory when it was my idea that Ben had just stolen to use first. “Yeah, it’s great. Whatever.”
 
   “‘Yeah, it’s great, whatever,’” Alyssa mimicked me. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
   I shrugged and pulled her book out of her line of sight so that she couldn’t see what I wanted to write before I’d finished it. 
 
   “I just don’t see what the big deal is, Lys,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant, all while trying to finish what I was writing on her page. Madly in. “It’s just a word.” 
 
   My heart pounded as I wrote the letters that spelled the word. Love.
 
   “Just a word? How can it be just a word? It’s the word. The word that defines where you place in your partner’s life.”
 
   I shrugged again as I finished the sentence, with Alyssa Dawson, and nudged the book back toward her. I even tapped the page with my pen. “I just don’t see it that way. Surely actions speak louder than words.”
 
   My breath caught in my throat while I waited for her to look down. 
 
   “Are you freaking kidding me?” 
 
   “What?” I said. 
 
   “You don’t think people need to hear that someone loves them?”
 
   I rubbed my hands through my hair. I was losing control of the situation, and my grand gesture had failed. I needed to convince her to look down, to see the truth. 
 
   “You hear the words thrown around so much these days. Every celebrity is in love with someone new every week. How is that special? Maybe sometimes, you just need to open your eyes and see what’s right in front of you.”
 
   She frowned. 
 
   “Let’s just finish our homework, hey?” I asked. 
 
   She shut her book and leaned over the top of it. “Tell me how you feel about me.”
 
   I blinked at her. If she just looked down in her fucking book, she’d know the answer. 
 
   “Don’t you feel anything?” 
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” I snapped. She was backing me into a corner where I felt like the only right thing to say were the three little words I’d written for her, but I didn’t want to say them just because she wanted me to say them. I wanted her to know I meant them with every part of me, not just the parts that didn’t want to draw out her inner bitch. 
 
   “Why is it stupid?” she shouted.
 
   “Because you know the answer already.”
 
   “Do I?” She shoved her book into her bag before swinging the backpack roughly onto her back.
 
   “Of course you do, Lys; you know you mean everything to me.”
 
   “Then say the words.”
 
   She just didn’t get it, and the more she insisted on fighting instead of just listening to me, the less inclined I was to say anything to her at all. “I’m not going to say that just because someone else has or because you want me to. I don’t need to compare us with anyone else. Why don’t we get back to our homework? There was a question there I still wanted you to double check.”
 
   “So what I’m hearing is that you really don’t give a shit.”
 
   “Fuck, Lys, seriously?” How could I claim any sort of feelings that were coerced out of me by anger? “I’m not going to be pressured into this shit!”
 
   “Fine,” she retorted. “No pressure. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Good. I won’t.” 
 
   She grunted in frustration. “God, you’re infuriating sometimes.” 
 
   “Well, you’re confusing as fuck.” 
 
   Slumping back down into her chair, with her backpack still on, a barrage of tears started to fall. Sometimes I really wondered what went through her head. How could she go from flashing anger to waterworks in a matter of seconds? 
 
   Part of me wanted to comfort her, part of me wanted to throw my hands in the air and say fuck it all, but all of me wanted her to stop crying. 
 
   “Just stop crying will you?” 
 
   She cast me a withering glare harsh enough to send my balls retreating into my body. 
 
   “I’m not going to say the words just because you’re crying.” 
 
   “Christ, Declan, you think I’m crying just to get you to say that you love me?” 
 
   “Well, I don’t see any other reason for you to be in tears.” 
 
   “How about having an arse for a boyfriend?” She sniffed and sobbed as she said the words. 
 
   “Well that’s simple. If I’m such an arse, don’t be my girlfriend.” 
 
   Her tears started afresh. “Fine.” 
 
   Her voice held a finality I’d heard a few times before. Each time it preceded terrible events. It was enough to stop my heart and still my tongue. 
 
   She glanced up at me from between her wet lashes, as if expectantly waiting for me to say something, or move toward her, but I felt like I was two steps behind the conversation and desperately lost. 
 
   “It’s fine,” she said after a beat. Her voice held a dangerous calm. “You’re right. I shouldn’t settle for an arse as a boyfriend.” 
 
   She stood again, shoving the table at me and blocking me in. Shaking her head, she walked away. “It’s over, Declan.”
 
   “What?” I couldn’t comprehend how quickly it’d disintegrated from a discussion about saying I love you to her walking away declaring we were over. Again. Fighting against the desk, I pushed it away and fought my way out. By the time I did, she was already at the library door. “Lys, wait!”
 
   If she wanted the words so damn much, I was just going to give them to her.
 
   The door slammed shut behind her. 
 
   Fuck! I raced to the door to follow her, but I couldn’t shout that I loved her across the school while she was pissed at me. She’d eventually think I only said it to stop her, and then I’d never get her to trust that I meant it the first time I said it. 
 
   “Can I come over later?” I shouted after her. 
 
   She didn’t even glance over her shoulder. “I won’t be home and you won’t be welcome. I want to be with someone who isn’t afraid to tell me how he feels.”
 
   I glanced at her bag which held her homework—and my words. I didn’t want to leave it with us pissed at one another though. “But, baby—” 
 
   She spun around and raised her hand. Her eyes flashed with anger and my words froze on my lips. “Don’t you ‘baby’ me, Declan Anthony Reede. We’re through.”
 
   I’d learned a while ago when to follow her and when to let her go. This was a let her go sort of moment. She needed to simmer with her anger for a while, but that didn’t mean her dismissal didn’t swarm around my body and churn everything up in the meantime.
 
   Alyssa climbed into Jade’s mum’s car and then she disappeared. The lump in my throat grew bigger with every minute she was out of my sight. 
 
   Mum wasn’t home when I got there, so I went to Alyssa’s. I knew she wasn’t going to be there but I found the next best thing to my own mother instead. 
 
   “Oh, Dec, I didn’t expect to see you. Alyssa’s not here,” Ruth said as she pulled open the door. 
 
   “I know. I just needed to see someone.”
 
   “What’s up?” 
 
   I didn’t really know where to begin. Honestly, I didn’t really feel like talking about it. I just didn’t want to be at home alone. Neither did I want to see the traitor, Ben, who’d caused the issues. I sighed in frustration. “Nothing. Can I just hang here for a while?” 
 
   She gave me a smile. “Our home is your home. You know you’re always welcome.” 
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   She handed me a Coke. “If you want to chat, I’m a good listener.” 
 
   I scoffed. Unlike Alyssa. 
 
   We sat in silence while we watched TV. After a few moments, her silence drew a question from me. “When did you know it was the right time to say I love you to Alyssa’s dad?” 
 
   She looked quizzically at me, but then a knowing smile graced her lips. “I just knew.” 
 
   “Did you worry that you were saying it too soon?”
 
   “Not that I mind, but where’s this coming from?” 
 
   “Lys demanded I tell her that I love her today.” 
 
   She chuckled. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” 
 
   “The stupid thing is I was going to say it anyway, but instead we had a fight about it.” 
 
   “She’s headstrong. That’s one of the things you like about her, isn’t it?” 
 
   Despite the fact that my chest ached and my head swirled with doubt and confusion, I smiled. “Yeah. It’s also one of the things that pisses me off about her.” 
 
   Ruth laughed. “That’s often the way it is with these things.” 
 
   “I just hate the expectation that our relationship’s supposed to follow a certain path. What’s wrong with doing things at our pace?”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with it.” 
 
   “Then why’s she so pissed off at me for not doing things exactly when she wants me to? Why can’t I say I love her when I mean it and not just use the words to make her happy?” 
 
   “Weren’t you going to say it anyway?”
 
   “Yeah, but . . .” I trailed off. My argument died on my lips at the look on her face. “I just don’t want them to be meaningless.” 
 
   “Why on earth would it be meaningless?” 
 
   “It’s just used too much, isn’t it? Every Tom, Dick, and Harry seems to use it to get what they want these days. Where’s the value in it?”
 
   “It’s not the words as such that hold the value. It’s what they mean to you both.” 
 
   In that statement, she’d struck a huge nail on the head for me. The one thing that had held me back in the days and weeks before whenever I’d considered saying the three words to Alyssa. “What if they don’t mean the same thing to Lys as they do to me?” 
 
   Ruth wrapped her arm around my shoulders and rested her cheek on my hair. “I really don’t think that’s something you have to worry about.”
 
   “I just don’t know. Sometimes it feels like our path is too hard.” My voice trembled with the tears that threatened to fall. “We spend more time apart than we do together.” 
 
   Ruth ruffled her fingers through my hair. “That’s high school for you.” 
 
   “Is it just that though? How do I know if we’re supposed to be together or not?” Tears sprung into my eyes and I leaned farther into Ruth’s motherly embrace. “It just feels like all we do lately is tear each other apart.” 
 
   “Sweetie, trust me when I say things get easier once you’re out of school. Right now, you’re stuck in a big melting pot of hormones and stress. Things seem bigger than they will in a few years. In fact, I’m sure one day you’ll look back on all of this and laugh.” 
 
   “Maybe.” 
 
   “If you really love each other, which I suspect you do, it’ll work out eventually.” 
 
   “Thanks, Ruth.” 
 
   “Maybe tomorrow, you can tell Alyssa what she wants to hear.” 
 
   “I wrote it in her book.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I wrote it for her. I didn’t want to tell her, because Ben had just told Jade, but I wanted her to know.” 
 
   “Well, I’m sure when she finds it, she’ll appreciate the gesture.” 
 
   I sat with Ruth for a little while longer, thinking about everything she’d said. 
 
   When I got home, I found Dad was back from his latest three-day banking convention. He grilled me about where I’d been and when I told him about the fight I’d had with Alyssa and my conversation with Ruth, he sat me down.
 
   “Just be sure that this is what you want.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “You two are very intense. You don’t want to be making any decisions or choices that will trap you in the long term.”
 
   “Trap?” 
 
   “Well, you want to race V8s long-term, don’t you?” 
 
   “Yeah. Of course.” 
 
   “Well, how do you think kids fit into that equation? A wife?” 
 
   “Fuck. I’m just telling Lys that I love her. I’m not talking about kids or marriage.” 
 
   “You might not be thinking of those things, but you can bet your bottom dollar that they’ve passed through Alyssa’s mind more than once.” 
 
   Past conversations rolled through me. There had been times Alyssa had spoken about those exact things. At the time, I’d thought she’d meant in the abstract, but Dad’s words made me wonder. Had she meant it as an actual plan for the future, the way I talked about racing V8s with her? 
 
   After the conversation with Dad, I couldn’t fight the niggle of doubt that had taken hold in my mind. I went to bed wondering whether maybe Dad was right. 
 
   When I woke the next morning, the seeds of uncertainty that had taken root the night before were still there. Accompanying them were nerves unlike any I’d ever experienced before. It was likely that Alyssa would have already found my note. 
 
   What would she think? Would she appreciate the gesture or think I was a coward for not voicing the words aloud? 
 
   My hands were sweaty and I kept fidgeting as I drove Mum’s car to school in an attempt to get enough hours up in my log book before it was time to take my driver’s test. Mum sat in the passenger seat talking about some crap; I wasn’t really listening. It wasn’t like I needed her guidance when it came to the road. I’d been driving for as long as I could remember. If I could get around a racetrack cleanly, a suburban street was hardly a challenge. 
 
   By the time I got out of the car and headed for homeroom, I was a sweaty mess. It seemed likely that I had a fifty-fifty chance of being kissed or ignored. Of having my love returned or my heart stamped into the dirt. I spotted Alyssa on a bench in front of the classroom. Her smile grew exponentially when her gaze locked with mine and all of my nervous energy rushed from me on my next breath. 
 
   My own grin grew to match hers. She’d obviously found my note. She’d found it and knew how I felt. She ran toward me, and I sped to get closer to her too. 
 
   The instant she was in my arms, all of the doubt Dad had instilled in me dissipated. Everything disappeared except her. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Dec, I’m an idiot.”
 
   I leaned over to whisper the words she needed so badly to hear, but before I could get them out, she pressed a finger to my lips. 
 
   “I know,” she murmured. “I love you too.”
 
   “Don’t ever doubt it.” I nuzzled her hair and kissed her neck. “No matter what happens—don’t ever doubt it.”
 
   She shook her head and smiled. “Never again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHT: THE END OF PRIVACY
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I LED Alyssa into my parents’ home, my mind was filled with thoughts of the events of twelve months earlier. My birthday: the day we’d got back together after our longest breakup. This birthday had been so different already. Alyssa had met me at the school gate with my present in her hands and a kiss on her lips. Instead of spending the day avoiding each other, we’d spent it ignoring everyone else.
 
   Before we’d even finished crossing the threshold, Mum was at the door preening over Alyssa. I stifled a chuckle. Once, Alyssa had been as much of an installation in my house as I had been in hers. It had been a while since I’d last brought Alyssa home though, mostly because her parents were home less often than Mum. Even when Josh was there, he didn’t care or want to know what we did, so we were usually left alone. Whenever we were at my place though, Mum practically became a helicopter. I knew it came from a place of love, but it was still annoying as fuck to have Mum looking over our shoulders when I wanted to kiss my girlfriend. 
 
   “It’s so nice to see you, Alyssa,” Mum said, pulling her into a hug. Despite the fact that Alyssa was tugged away from me by the move, I refused to let her hand go. 
 
   “You too, Kelly,” Alyssa replied, her voice sugar and sweet despite the things she’d been whispering to me not too long before. “Your hair looks lovely.” 
 
   Mum touched her new cut and smiled before turning to me. “You hide this young woman away far too much. You should bring her home more often.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes, but held my tongue. There wasn’t much point trying to explain that Mum’s reaction was exactly the reason why I didn’t bring Alyssa home very often. 
 
   “I hope you brought your appetite,” Mum said to Alyssa. “I’ve cooked Declan’s favourite, and I’ve catered for an army again. You know me.”
 
   As soon as Mum’s back was turned, Alyssa met my gaze, and the look in her eyes bypassed every logical part of my brain and travelled straight to my dick. Fuck me! I fought against the urge to drag her straight to my room mid conversation. 
 
   “I’m starved,” Alyssa said. It took my mind a moment to catch up to the fact that she was talking to Mum and not me. She turned away to meet Mum’s gaze, and I was finally able to breathe again. “I’m really looking forward to dinner.” 
 
   “Very good. It’s still another hour away, so I hope you two can amuse yourselves for that long.” 
 
   Alyssa grinned at me. “I’m sure we can find something to do to occupy our time.” 
 
   My throat went dry as Alyssa said the words. I hoped she meant it in the way I took it, but had no way of knowing for sure. At least until she practically pushed me in the direction of my bedroom. 
 
   Before the door had even closed behind us, her lips were on mine and my hands had found their way to her back. Without wasting a second, I unclasped her bra and cupped her boobs. 
 
   She pushed me until I crashed against the side of my bed and then she climbed onto my lap and ground her hips against mine. We’d discovered this little dance just a few weeks earlier and fuck if it didn’t feel fantastic. Her tongue clashed with mine as she kissed me with a rhythm that matched the sway of her hips. 
 
   Between the feel of her silky skin and hard nipples under my palms, the relentless grinding of her heat against my cock, and the way her lips caressed my mouth and jaw, I knew I wouldn’t last long. 
 
   Years ago, when I’d first discovered the pleasure of my own hand, I’d never dreamed that I could feel so damn good without direct skin-to-skin contact. Although as incredible as it felt to have her on top of me, a new fantasy struck me. I thought about Alyssa’s hand snaking down the front of my pants, of her gentle caress wrapped around . . . 
 
   The thought was enough to do me in. With a grunt and a moan Alyssa stifled with her mouth, I came hard. For a moment, Alyssa stared at me as I collapsed into a spent heap. Then with a frustrated look, she grabbed my hand and guided my fingers to her centre—over the thin material of her panties. 
 
   With gentle strokes, I matched the same rhythm she’d set when she was grinding her body against me. A moment later, she tipped her face up to the ceiling as her body grew ever more restless. Her hips rocked forward, urging my fingers to press harder until I could feel her dampness through her panties. I considered how easy it would be to brush aside the thin scrap of material and touch her properly. She tilted her head down and met my questioning gaze. 
 
   With a tiny nod, she gave me permission. I groaned nearly as loudly as she did when my fingers brushed across her slick flesh. 
 
   Her hands came to rest on my shoulders and fisted in my shirt. The movement brought her body closer to mine and I could feel her hot breath rushing against my ear as she panted and gave low, almost inaudible moans of pleasure. 
 
   I reached out with my free hand, drawing her face closer and forcing her lips to mine. 
 
   “Fuck,” she muttered under her breath as her body grew rigid. 
 
   “Declan. Alyssa.” Mum’s voice came at the exact second she knocked. But she must have pushed the door handle at the same time because the door swung open. Alyssa and I sprang apart in a flash and she crossed to the other side of my room, surreptitiously crossing her arms in front of her chest to hide the fact that her bra was unclasped. 
 
   For a brief moment, which might have been comical if not for the mortification that rolled through me, Mum’s gaze swivelled from left to right, between Alyssa and me. A deep red swept up her cheeks, and from the corner of my eye, I spotted the same colour rising on Alyssa’s face.
 
   “Uh, I, um, I just wanted to see if you wanted something to drink?” Mum’s voice was high-pitched and filled with nerves. Both Alyssa and I shook our heads and answered with a hasty no. 
 
   I risked a glance over at Alyssa, meeting her gaze. A nervous chuckle almost burst from me. She was bright red and flustered, whether because she’d been denied her release or from embarrassment I couldn’t tell—it may have been a combination of the two. Her eyes flashed with irritation and she was glaring at me as if she expected me to do something. 
 
   “Look, Mum, sorry. Can we just have a moment?” I asked when my brain finally reconnected to my mouth. 
 
   For another moment, Mum looked a little dumbfounded, but then nodded. “Yeah, uh, yeah. Of course.”
 
   After she’d left the room, the nervous laughter I’d been holding in burst from me. 
 
   “I’m glad you find it funny, you arse!” Alyssa snapped, but there was no anger in her tone. Only incredulity and embarrassment. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, but I couldn’t stop my laughter. I stood and crossed the room to her, trying my hardest to ignore the sticky wetness in my boxers.
 
   Pulling her into my arms, I touched my lips to hers, even though the laughter was still on my tongue.
 
   “It’s not funny,” she said, giving me a gentle nudge away. Laughter fell from her mouth as she said it though, so I knew she wasn’t pissed at me. At least, not for the moment.
 
   I moved closer to her again, pinning her to the wall with my body. My laughter gave way to desire as I drew her in for another kiss. When I moved to deepen it, Alyssa pushed me away. 
 
   I trailed my fingers through her hair and brushed her cheek. “What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
   “Your mum is right outside the door!” 
 
   “Nah, she’ll be in the kitchen now.” I trailed my lips along the column of her neck. 
 
   “But she could come back in at any moment.” Alyssa’s argument was breathless and weak. 
 
   My fingers brushed along the hem of her shirt, teasing her stomach and earning a shiver in response. I walked my fingers over her silky skin, trailing over her stomach and tickling her ribs. “You don’t really want me to stop, do you?”
 
   “Dec,” she murmured. It wasn’t a request to stop, nor was it a plea for more. She seemed torn, but I was willing to play dirty to convince her to do things my way. 
 
   “Where was I before?” I didn’t add the, “we were interrupted,” because I refused to offer any reminder of the incident moments earlier and risk her stopping me. I wanted to show her how much she meant to me and finish what we’d started.
 
   My hand brushed her thigh, and my fingers skimmed the hem of her skirt. With a desperate sigh, she tilted her head back against the wall. The small sound gave me courage and I lifted my hand higher, pushing the material up out of my way. 
 
   When my fingers reached the edge of her panties, I pushed them aside and grazed her clit. 
 
   “Oh, God,” Alyssa’s exclamation flowed across my skin in a warm rush. 
 
   I claimed her mouth as I rubbed the pads of my fingers back and forth across her heated flesh. Her breathing sped up and her hips bucked in time with my movements. 
 
   “Can I try something?” I asked in a hushed whisper. 
 
   “Always,” she murmured. 
 
   “Tell me if I do something wrong, okay?” 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   I increased the slide of my fingers against her skin, rubbing along the length of her pussy. Her hips rocked forward in time with my movement and, when they did, I slipped the tip of my finger inside her.
 
   The gasp that issued from her was the best sound in the world. It was part surprise, part needful, and all wanton. She wrapped her hands around my neck and used the hold to support herself as I repeated the action. I used her reactions to guide my touch, increasing the things that caused her to issue throaty, needy moans, and not repeating things that made her pull away. I brushed my thumb over her clit while sliding my fingers in a rhythmic motion until she came, desperate and panting, around my fingers. 
 
   “You are so fucking beautiful when you come,” I murmured to her as I held her boneless body against my chest. 
 
   “What about—” 
 
   I silenced her with a kiss. “Just enjoy the moment, will you?” 
 
   She chuckled but relaxed against me. I picked her up and carried her across to the bed, dropping her down as gently as I could. 
 
   “Can you roll over and face the wall?” I asked. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I just need to sort out . . . my situation.” I glanced down at my crotch. “It’s uncomfortable as hell and I just need some privacy for it.” 
 
   “Oh. Okay.” She rolled over to face the wall as I’d asked.
 
   I yanked off my shorts and boxers, using the dirty clothes to clean myself up before balling them up and tossing them in my hamper. I reached for clean shorts and boxers. A sound from my bed made me turn my head toward Alyssa. 
 
   She was on her side, facing me, and her eyes were wide. A grin stretched across her lips. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” The words left me before I could stop them. I couldn’t really be pissed at her. After all, when the shoe was on the other foot, I’d copped all the “accidental” eyefuls that I could. 
 
   She looked a little contrite. “I was curious.” 
 
   I pulled on the boxers. “Like what you saw?” 
 
   The corners of her lips twitched. “Maybe.” 
 
   With a chuckle, I pulled on my shorts. “It’s a damn sight more impressive when you work your magic on me.” 
 
   She laughed in response. “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
   I flopped onto the bed beside her and drew her to my side. For a moment, we just held each other while we lay on my bed, silent, with our gazes locked and small smiles on our faces. Her fingers entwined with mine and our breathing fell into sync. 
 
   “This is perfect,” I said after she brushed her hands through my hair. 
 
   “So perfect,” she agreed. 
 
   I rolled onto my stomach, wrapping my arm over her chest. “Why can’t it always be like this?” 
 
   A tiny sigh escaped her lips. “I wish I knew. All I know is that when I’m with you like this, alone, it all makes sense. When other people are involved . . . it’s just different.” 
 
   I rested my cheek on her chest. “I know exactly what you mean. Maybe we should just run away together? Live like this every day?” 
 
   She laughed. “It’d be nice. But where would we live? What would we eat?” 
 
   “You don’t have to be the sensible one all the time, Lys. Dream a little with me, please?” 
 
   “I’ll try.” 
 
   We spent another ten minutes talking about what we might do if we just up and left, before I was finally ready to give up my alone time with Alyssa and head out to spend time with my parents. 
 
   The instant we emerged from my room, dinner was on the table—almost as if Mum had been waiting for us but had refused to come in to draw us out. Dad had obviously arrived at some point, and was sitting at the head of the table staring pointedly at me. I could almost hear the words running through his head—all to do with being “safe” if we were getting serious, and not getting too attached. 
 
   I held Alyssa’s chair for her, earning a glare from Dad, and then Mum placed plates down in front of each of us. 
 
   “It looks lovely, Kelly,” Alyssa said, as polite as always. 
 
   Mum seemed almost startled at the words—as if she’d been lost in her own world. “Oh, thank you. It’s Declan’s favourite.” 
 
   “So what have you two been doing while squirrelled away in Declan’s room?” Dad asked. 
 
   Mum kicked him under the table and Alyssa flushed bright red. I reached for her hand and brushed my thumb across her knuckles to reassure her. She glanced down at my fingers—the same ones that had carried her to pleasure not half an hour earlier—and her blush grew. 
 
   “Playing snap and doing our homework,” I said, glaring at Dad and daring him to continue. 
 
   “How’re your parents, Alyssa?” Mum asked, even though she’d probably spoken to Ruth no more than a week earlier. 
 
   “Good,” Alyssa squeaked. 
 
   I started dinner, hoping that everyone else would follow suit and the awkward air surrounding us would die down. Unfortunately, no one else seemed ready to touch the food. 
 
   “An interesting report was circulated today at work,” Dad said. I was relieved that he was changing the subject. At least, until he looked straight at me. “Did you know new estimates place the cost of raising a child in today’s environment to be somewhere in the vicinity of a million dollars?”
 
   With a groan, I rested my head in my hands. Alyssa cast me a questioning look, but I just shook my head. 
 
   “Interesting, isn’t it?” Dad said. “It definitely gives you pause to consider the benefits of waiting as long as possible to have children.” 
 
   “I disagree, Mr. Reede.” Alyssa’s voice was clear and without any waver. “A child needs love and not money. You can raise one on a fraction of that cost if you need to.” 
 
   “But at what sacrifices? The child will miss out on so many opportunities.” 
 
   “Opportunities that can be forged in other ways. Throwing money at a problem isn’t the only way to solve it.” 
 
   “How’s school?” Mum asked both Alyssa and me. 
 
   I shrugged. “Okay, I guess.” 
 
   Alyssa went into detail about her latest English assignment—an in-depth study of Romeo and Juliet. She made a backhanded remark about fathers putting their own desires and dreams before their child’s needs, which made Dad roll his eyes. There didn’t seem to be any safe topics any longer.
 
   It was easy to see the conversation was disintegrating into something uncomfortable for everyone. With nothing more than a meaningful glare across the table, Mum and I had communicated our need to divide and conquer. 
 
   I launched into a conversation about some of the changes Dean wanted to make to the VK. Dad’s eyes lit up at the shop talk while Mum distracted Alyssa just as beautifully. After the deed was done, Mum and I shared another loaded glare and a knowing nod. At least I’d avoided birthday heartbreak—for the moment. 
 
   After dinner, Dad headed for his computer and Mum, Alyssa, and I played cards for a while before Mum offered to drive Alyssa home. Of course, I had to accompany them because there was no way I was going to leave Alyssa alone with Mum, just in case the opportunity to ask about our secretive activities in the bedroom came up. 
 
   I walked Alyssa to her door and we shared one last, almost chaste, kiss on the doorstep. 
 
   “What you said earlier, about running away? You’re right. Maybe one day, we should elope and just get away from all of this.” 
 
   My face fell as she shut the door. She’d taken my impulsive statement about freedom and turned it into some type of marriage proposal. I wasn’t ready for that. Not at all. 
 
   Maybe Dad had been right about Alyssa’s dreams. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER NINE: THE END OF WISHING
 
   
 
 
   
THE TRACK WAS the one place Alyssa refused to spend time with me. Even though I was going well in the series, she wouldn’t come and support me. It was too boring for her, apparently. 
 
   It probably wasn’t far off the truth really because once I was in the zone the car was my only focus. I couldn’t afford distractions, not if I wanted to continue my fuck-hot debut year running as well as it had been. She wouldn’t even come to the kart track with me, which was a little more fucked up considering that was usually just for fun. Once, I’d been able to convince Josh to go with me, but after I’d handed him his ass by lapping him multiple times he refused to go ever again. 
 
   Tightening my hands around the steering wheel, I forced myself to focus on the task ahead—the car and the race—and not concerns about Alyssa’s lack of support. I barely had time for three deep breaths before the flags went down. 
 
   The thrum of the engine filled my veins and I came alive with the press of the accelerator. Just like I had for the whole season, I was feeling the car. It was nothing but an extension of me. The race, the season, it was all mine for the plucking. Turning seventeen had given me a new maturity behind the wheel and I’d taken every advantage of it for the last couple of months. Even though I was up against wannabes at least twice my age, there was no one who could touch me. So far, of the six rounds we’d raced, I’d earned a podium in them all. Three of those were in first place.
 
   The car hugged the turns, with barely any body roll as I floated through the bends. In the car, I was at home. Nothing ever made me feel as powerful and potent as I did behind the wheel. With the narrow view of my visor, I was free. I was able to dream of the day my fantasies came to life. Unlike half the wash-ups on the track, I had the potential to make it onto the professional circuit. 
 
   I just needed the right person to notice me.
 
   That didn’t mean I was sitting back and waiting for someone to chance across me. It was already October and I only had a little over a month left to plan my next step after I graduated school. In the hope of securing a contract with a team, any team, I’d drawn up a portfolio detailing my successes in both the karting and sports sedan series I was in and sent it to every racing team I could. 
 
   There was one I wanted to attract the attention of more than any other though: Sinclair Racing. Their Holdens were the most formidable on the V8 track, and I’d dreamed of being in one of their cars long before I’d ever jumped behind the wheel. Even when I’d started in karts, it was with dreams of a place with Sinclair running in my head. It was their logo I imagined on my race suit when I kitted up for a race. 
 
   The only drawback with Sinclair was their location. The team headquarters were in Sydney, which meant that I’d have to move if ever I was lucky enough to be granted a position. 
 
   Alyssa and I had never really discussed whether she’d be willing to move if my dreams did come true, mostly because she didn’t actually believe they would. We rarely spoke about my racing at all outside of how inconvenient practices, races, and my dream was to the time she wanted to spend with me. Her every action proved to me that she saw my racing as nothing more than an expensive and time-consuming hobby. For some, that might have been the case, but not for me. There was no doubt in my mind that I would make it one day. Someday. Somehow. And even if I did fail, it wouldn’t be for lack of trying. 
 
   When it came to her dream, things were different. I’d spent so many of my precious few spare weekends with her walking around university campus after university campus. She’d initially told me there were two she wanted to look at, but that had ended up being four—including one down on the Gold Coast. She was just lucky I loved her. 
 
   By the time the flag went down at the end of the race, I was a good two seconds in front of second place. The win basically stitched up my season. There was no way anyone else could take the series from me, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be at the track the next race—the weekend after the formal. Every second on the track was practice for what was to come the rest of my life. 
 
   When I pulled the car off the track, I had a wide grin on my face. Nothing could hold me down or spoil my elation over my latest win. 
 
   Just like I always did, I left the car for Dean and his crew to pack up. I’d done my part as far as the sponsors were concerned. Before I’d even rounded the car, I had my phone in my hand to text Alyssa with my results. She didn’t really care about whether I came first or last, but she would still be happy for me. 
 
   “Declan,” Mum called out to me, but I ignored her to finish the text to Alyssa. 
 
   My phone was my sole focus after I hit send, certain Alyssa would text me straight back. 
 
   “Dec,” Mum said again. She sounded a little breathless with glee, which was odd. 
 
   Sure, I’d all but won the series, but that didn’t fully explain her excitement. It wasn’t like I hadn’t won a race before. Or a series for that matter. Mum was always thrilled when I won, but the tone in her voice was different.
 
   I lifted my gaze to see a man standing with Mum. Despite the fact that he was shorter even than Mum, he had a presence which made him seem at least a foot taller. Beneath his red cap, with the logo I desired so desperately, his brown hair was clearly on the verge of giving up the fight to go grey. He looked at me with a wolfish grin on his lips, as if I was some prize pig, and my heart pounded at the sight. There was only one reason he’d be looking at me that way, and that was if he’d seen my potential. 
 
   My mouth went dry at the sight of him. It was as if my dreams had manifested themselves into reality in front of me. I’d hoped and prayed for the moment, but for it to be real, and really happening, was almost more than I could handle. 
 
   “Declan, this is Danny Sinclair,” Mum introduced him, completely unnecessarily. Her voice wavered as she spoke because she knew as well as I did just how big a deal it was for Danny Sinclair of Sinclair Racing to have come to this meet just to watch me. “He received your portfolio and wanted to stop in and watch you race in person. Mr Sinclair, this is my son, Declan Reede.” 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Mr. Reede.” He stepped forward and offered me his hand. 
 
   I didn’t hesitate to take it, but I tried not to think about how much of my future might be riding on a handshake and the conversation that would follow. “You too, Mr. Sinclair, and you can call me Declan if you’d like.”
 
   “Impressive driving out there, son.” 
 
   “Thank you, sir.” 
 
   “Our race strategist told me about the package you sent. It was very thorough and shows a natural talent for not only racing, but also race management.” 
 
   “It is my dream to drive in the ProV8 series, sir. It has been for as long as I can remember. I will do anything it takes to get the opportunity; if that means being thorough, well I’ll be as thorough as needs be.” 
 
   Mum nudged me, and I realised why. I wasn’t giving him the full details of my dreams. 
 
   “To be honest, sir, Sinclair is the ultimate destination for me. I would take any driving position, but your team is the crème de la crème and would be my first choice if I was given a chance.”
 
   “That is what I am here to talk to you about. Our lead driver, Dane Kent, is retiring in the next few years. As a result, we’re undergoing a reshuffle in the ranks and might just have a position opening up in the production car series.”
 
   I blinked, speechless. For all the dreams I’d had of getting a chance to go into the V8s, never in my wildest dreams had I imagined the head of a team would personally come to see me. Especially not Danny Sinclair. The man was a race legend in his own right, from back in the early days of Bathurst. 
 
   He led me away from the crowd, and Mum discreetly disappeared. While the afternoon sun dipped, I chatted with the legend. Our conversation covered everything from why I’d started in racing, why I wanted to race for Sinclair, different racing techniques, my goals in the short and long term, and whether I was happy to move to Sydney. By the time we wrapped up our chat, we were laughing and joking with one another. He seemed happy with the answers I’d given, and his relaxed smile made me relax. 
 
   With a final handshake, he told me about the contract he’d be willing to offer me. Even the starting salary was more than my father made, more than I could have ever dreamed of making straight out of school. To be paid so well for doing the one thing I loved more than anything else was almost unbelievable. 
 
   “I think you would make a great addition to our team, Declan. You would of course have to submit to the standard testing: personality, driving ability, psychoanalysis. If all of that comes back satisfactory though, you will be offered a contract in due course. With your looks and charm, I think you’ll be a bit of a sponsor’s delight.” 
 
   When I drew my hand back, I couldn’t stop the quiver that ran through me. In one afternoon, my dream had apparently become a reality. I didn’t want to get too far ahead of myself—there were still lots of things to consider—but the door had been opened and all I had to do was walk through. “Thank you so much for the opportunity, sir.” 
 
   
 
 
   
“SO, MY handsome winner, what spoils will you claim for your victory?” 
 
   I hadn’t told Alyssa about the conversation with Danny Sinclair or his conditional offer. Mostly because there were still so many steps to go through before I would even be considered for a contract, and there was no point stressing us both out unnecessarily if it didn’t work out. 
 
   Instead, I thought we’d enjoy our last weeks of school together. In a little over a month, we’d be having our formal and graduating high school. We’d work out what came next once we got there. 
 
   In the meantime, it was still vitally important to keep my nose clean and get good grades. One thing Sinclair had specified was decent results on my high school certificate. Not because I necessarily needed the math or English skills for the job, but because it showed dedication and commitment. In each conversation I’d had with their recruitment team, those words cropped up over and over, together with the word family. Apparently, Danny didn’t like to think of the team as anything less than a family. 
 
   It was why I tried so hard to concentrate on my algebra homework despite Alyssa’s desire to celebrate my win. She made it harder to focus on my work by looking so damn fine as she sat on her bed, her back against the headboard and long, slender legs extended in front of her. Each time I glanced at her, I kept thinking I would much rather study her bra.
 
   “Well?” She looked at me with come-fuck-me eyes. 
 
   Even after almost two years, I wondered if she knew exactly what that look did to me. I was instantly hard and all thoughts of algebra, Sinclair Racing, and everything outside of her bedroom went out the window. 
 
   I climbed onto her bed and crawled over to her. With a teasing smile, she leaned back away from me as I moved to kiss her. Our dance—her retreating while I advanced—only stopped when she was lying beneath me. Releasing a contented sigh, I captured her mouth with mine. My legs straddled her thighs, my weight pinning her gently beneath me as I kissed her with every ounce of passion I felt for her.
 
   After we were both breathless, I moved my mouth from hers and trailed small kisses along her neck, finishing at her collarbone. With teasing nips of my teeth, I sucked her skin into my mouth, marking her as mine with a purplish blemish. As I did, she ran her hands up along my chest, undoing the buttons of my school shirt one by one.
 
   I knew Josh, Ruth, or Curtis could come barging in at any moment. Alyssa had a lock on her door, and always kept it locked when we were alone together, but all of her family knew the secret trick to opening it with a butter knife. 
 
   After all, they’d each had to break into her room at one time or another after she’d accidentally locked herself out one way or the other. The thought that someone might come crashing through the door at any second only upped the excitement factor for me. I ran my hands up her back and she arched to make room. I undid her bra in an instant and circled my hands around to cup her breasts. She moaned as my fingertips found her nipples and traced gentle patterns over them. I continued to trail kisses up and down her neck and onto her mouth. Despite the risk of intrusion, we were in no hurry. 
 
   We’d been taking things a little further each time we’d been together. After the make-out session where we’d moved beyond dry humping to actually touching each other, things had continued to progress. We’d laid hands on, and in, very private areas and each time it had felt fucking fantastic.
 
   She pushed me gently to roll me over so that I was the one on the bottom. 
 
   “Sit,” she said, and I didn’t hesitate to follow her instruction, leaning against her headboard. She sat back on my outstretched legs, gazing up at me. Her natural shyness battled with some desire brewing inside of her. The sight just about did me in. She leaned toward me again, but rather than kissing me, her lips brushed across my earlobe.
 
   “I want to try something,” she whispered.
 
   “Anything,” I managed to whisper back, despite being utterly breathless. My stomach tightened and my cock was rock hard. She had me straining for release already, and she hadn’t even touched me yet. The anticipation of her touch was driving me insane, which was clearly having an effect on her too. Her pupils were dilated, and her heart beat rapidly against her ribs. I could feel it pulsing against my palm as I caressed her breasts—it was a heady sensation. 
 
   Her hands trailed down my chest, over my stomach, and onto my shorts. She fumbled with the button, obviously nervous about whatever she wanted to try. She managed to pull down the zipper and then she tugged my shorts and boxers down a little, allowing her access to my cock. It was the most she’d do to undress me. Because of the easily unlocked door situation, we’d learned not to throw our clothes off entirely. It was impossible to know when someone might come in and we’d have to scramble to dress. It was far easier to just pull up a zip than to hunt down a pair of shorts. 
 
   Her hand closed around me and my eyes drifted shut. I didn’t understand why she’d asked permission to do that; it had been exactly what she’d done last time, and God, I wanted it. After a moment, I felt a shift in her position. The feel of her touch was heaven, but I needed to know what she was doing. I opened my eyes just in time to see her tongue come out and lick the tip of my dick.
 
   Fuck me.
 
   She caught my eye and smiled as she did it again, eliciting a moan from my lips. It was clearly what she’d wanted because she brought her whole mouth down around my length as soon as the sound had left my mouth. The sight and feel of her mouth around me, the sensation of her lips dragging down to my base, made me come on the spot. I clutched at the sheet as I exploded into her mouth. I expected her to be repulsed by the action, to jump up and make a run for the bathroom to spit it into the sink but instead she swallowed, then dragged her lips up to my tip again and released me with a smile.
 
   “Fuck me, Alyssa.” 
 
   “Soon.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Well, I kind of thought . . .” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Forget it. It’s lame.” 
 
   “I’m sure it’s not lame.” I pulled her closer to my chest, holding her in order to give her the courage to tell me what she’d meant. 
 
   “I just thought, rather than going to one of the after-parties, we could organise our own.” 
 
   “Why would we do that? There’s so much to organise and who’d come anyway with Blake and Darcy hosting theirs at her Dad’s apartment?” 
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “No, I don’t mean like that. I mean a private party. Just the two of us.” 
 
   My brain caught up with my cock. “Oh! Wait, are you sure?” 
 
   “Well, it’s only a month before the second anniversary of our first kiss. And two weeks before my birthday. Plus, it’s the biggest night of our lives so far.” 
 
   “That it is.” 
 
   “Wouldn’t it be nice to celebrate that together? Without the risk of interruptions?” 
 
   “It would definitely be special,” I said. 
 
   “And memorable.” 
 
   “Only if you’re sure though? It’s not something you can take back.” 
 
   “Dec, you’ve had most of my other firsts. There is no one I would rather share my first time with.” She brushed her hands through my hair. “I love you. You own my heart and soul, why not my body too?” 
 
   “Fuck, when you put it that way, Lys, how can I possibly refuse?” 
 
   She grinned. “You can’t. That’s what I was counting on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER TEN: THE END OF INNOCENCE
 
   
 
 
   
THE NIGHT OF our high school formal finally rolled around. 
 
   Even before our pact and plan to share ourselves on the night, we’d spent ages planning for the perfect evening. After we’d both agreed to give our virginity to each other as a combined graduation/anniversary present, there were a few other things to organise, but they were easy final touches for me. When the day finally came, we were both ready for it—both to say goodbye to school with the dance and to take the next step in our relationship. In fact, during the two weeks before the formal, we’d had to stop ourselves a number of times before we took things too far.
 
   I’d arranged for my dad to hire a hotel room at the Suncrest Hotel—where the formal was being held—ostensibly to “get ready in” but I knew I hadn’t fooled him and he knew the real reason. Thankfully, he kept it secret from both our mums.
 
   For the better part of the afternoon, I was at the hotel setting up candles and rose petals around the room. I’d sourced a playlist of classical music and loaded it on my iPod for some atmosphere and set up another containing all of our special songs. I’d planned everything perfectly, and was sure nothing could go wrong. I’d even arranged for a bag of Alyssa’s clothes to be collected and left in our room so that she’d be able to get out of her formal dress and into something comfortable afterward.
 
   After dressing in my tuxedo, I went to meet my best friend, Ben, in the lobby. We greeted each other with shoulder slaps before heading to the basement for my car so we could go get the girls back in Browns Plains. 
 
   Alyssa was at her house getting ready with Jade. When we arrived, I beeped the horn as we climbed out. Alyssa and Jade came out of the house together with huge smiles on their faces. I was floored when I saw the dress Alyssa was wearing. Sex on legs was too feeble a term to describe how utterly fantastic she looked. 
 
   Her dress was a bright electric blue, floor length and very low cut. In fact, it may as well not have had a top; the only thing giving her any semblance of modesty were the two flimsy pieces of material which rose in triangles from her hips and climbed over her breasts before meeting in the middle at the back of her neck. Everything else above her hips was on show, including her stomach, which had an opal belly-button ring residing in the middle. Her hair was swept up into a high bun full of curls with a few loose tendrils framing her face and neck. Her make-up was light and natural, but served to enhance her features perfectly.
 
   As soon as I saw her, I wanted to put her high on a pedestal with a plaque that read, Property of Declan Reede, and that thought scared the shit out of me. After all, my contract for Sinclair Racing was already well into discussions. I’d already been told I’d passed the tests. It was really just a matter of the final terms of the contract. 
 
   After I’d finally nutted up and told Alyssa about it, she kept trying to be the voice of reason—telling me I should go to uni first and get back into racing after I finished, because that way I would have a fallback plan. 
 
   In my mind, I could already see where the uni path would lead. I would go to uni for three years. In that time, I would be so busy studying that I wouldn’t be able to race at all. Then when I graduated, I’d be rusty and not able to drive anyway. I’d have to settle for some lame-arse job that I would never enjoy. In that direction, my life was safe, boring. Signing off on a uni placement was akin to signing the death warrant on my dreams and that really scared the shit out of me. These thoughts flooded my mind almost the instant the pedestal ones left, and I wanted to run. Fast.
 
   Alyssa smiled and wrapped herself around me and then nothing else mattered. All of that other stuff: race or uni, life in general, it all seemed so unimportant in the wake of us. Those details would sort themselves out later. Being with Alyssa, then and there, that was what was important. I smiled back at her and led her to my car. 
 
   Ben and Jade were already waiting alongside it. Ruth came rushing out of the house with a camera and we spent five minutes getting photos of us as a couple, us with Jade and Ben, just Ben and me, just Alyssa and Jade. Ruth would have kept going, except we finally escaped into the car and were away.
 
   The dance itself went off without a hitch. We mingled with all of our friends. We headed to the dance floor for a bit of bump and grind—much to our teachers’ displeasure. We said teary goodbyes at the end of the night—even though we would all be back at school the following Monday for our final week. 
 
   Eventually, everyone dispersed, mostly to go to whatever after-formal party they had arranged to attend. As they filtered out, Alyssa and I waited anxiously by the elevator, casting nervous glances at each other. The hotel room key card burned a hole in my tuxedo pocket the whole time. We were both ready, but both nervous as hell. 
 
   When we finally stepped out of the elevator onto our floor I told Alyssa to wait there. I ran into the room, turned off all the lights and lit the candles. I noticed a bottle of champagne in a cooler in the middle of the room and a box of chocolates to the side of it. I put the key card down to read the note that sat on top of the chocolates. It simply read, Be safe, in my father’s handwriting. Underneath the paper was a strip of condoms. 
 
   After gulping down a breath, I threw the note in the bin and pocketed the rubbers. Alyssa would freak if she thought my dad knew what we were planning. Then I thought of Alyssa in that dress and I raced from the room to get her. I put my hands over her eyes as I led her down the hallway. I reached for the door handle to let us back in. Only the door was locked, and the key card was inside—right next to the chocolates and the burning candles. 
 
   Alyssa laughed and kissed my cheek when I told her what I’d done. Then she waited patiently next to the door as I ran down to the front desk to try to get someone to open the room for me. Once they did and we were in the room, we were both lectured about the danger of unattended candles. After the hotel clerk finally left, I sat on the couch looking sheepishly at Alyssa. I felt like I’d fucked up the whole night and that she must think I was such a loser. 
 
   Instead of laughing or calling me a fuckhead, Alyssa moved closer and ran her hand down the inside of my thigh, causing my stomach to tighten. Her soft lips brushed my cheek. With my body burning from the inside out at her touch, I turned my head and captured her mouth. I ran my fingers up into her hair, underneath her bun as I had done on so many other occasions, but my hand caught on something. Yanking at my fingers to shake them loose, I accidentally jerked her head back. I tried again to pull my hand back from her hair, but it was stuck. When I gave it a third tug, Alyssa groaned with pain.
 
   “Just give me a second,” I said anxiously, gently coaxing her to look away. 
 
   She chuckled as I started to pull out all sorts of wire and crap from her hair until I released my hand. I seriously wondered how she could have that much metal in her head and still be upright. 
 
   “Sorry, I think the hairdresser might have gone a little overboard,” she said, followed by another throaty chuckle. 
 
   Ten minutes later, I finally had her hair loose and we were laughing together at the pile of fasteners.
 
   “Are there any other traps I should know about?” I asked.
 
   “Well, there is the chastity belt.” 
 
   “There'd better not be,” I murmured, sliding my hand up the outside of her thigh, pushing her dress up as I went. Once I reached her hips, I found her panties. I grazed my finger from her hip into her centre and back out. She pushed her body against my hand.
 
   “That’s lucky,” I whispered.
 
   “Maybe you need to check again?” she asked, her eyes hooded with lust.
 
   I grinned at her. Fuck, she was a goddess. “Soon.”
 
   Full of desire, I tried my seduction again, pressing my mouth to hers. Our tongues danced together and she let me guide her against the seat of the couch. My body pinned hers and I had no doubt she could feel the hold she had over me. My cock strained for her touch, and I could barely imagine being inside her. After running my hand over her shoulders, I tried to brush my fingers through her hair again, but it was still full of hairspray. It crinkled to touch, and the sensation was distracting. I liked Alyssa au natural.
 
   “Why don’t we have a shower?” I suggested.
 
   It was her turn to grin at me, her breathing nervous again. It wasn’t like we hadn’t seen each other naked before—but we both knew this time would be different. There were expectations and a new weight in every movement. “Okay.”
 
   I stood and offered her my hand. When she was standing, I swept my arm underneath her body, lifting her as she giggled and squealed. 
 
   “Put me down, Dec,” she said through fits of laughter. 
 
   “I’ve got you,” I said. 
 
   Her fighting slowed. 
 
   I met her gaze. “I’ve got you, Lys. I always will.”
 
   Her laughter and mock-fighting stopped as she wrapped her arms around my neck. She pressed her face against my chest and I could have been wrong, but I swore she inhaled. 
 
   Although she wasn’t heavy, she was balanced a little oddly and her dress trailed between her legs. I kicked it out of the way twice, but the third time it tangled around my ankle. I knew putting Alyssa down would spoil the moment, so I was determined to keep going. With one leg tangled, I half walked, half hopped toward the bedroom. 
 
   I hit a clump of the rose petals I’d scattered earlier, and felt my footing slip. “Shit!” 
 
   Alyssa wiggled in my arms, no doubt sensing I was about to fall. “Dec!” 
 
   I managed to keep us both upright long enough to throw Alyssa onto the bed, but the action made the material caught around my leg pull taut and I tripped over it. The sound of ripping satin filled the air and a large section of Alyssa’s skirt came away. She lay on the bed laughing as I stood, the blue material of her dress draped around my shoulders and over my head. I started laughing too and offered her my hand for the second time.
 
   Once she was standing, I saw that what little of her dress remained intact had no structural integrity. I brushed it away with my hand and it fell to the floor. All thoughts of showers, romance and everything else flew out the window. I attacked her with the ferocity of my kiss—that’s the only word for it. My mouth was urgent against hers and her tongue responded in kind. She pushed my jacket off, and yanked on the bowtie that was resting around my neck. It was like she couldn’t undress me fast enough, couldn’t kiss me hard enough, and couldn’t touch me as much as she needed. Each item of clothing she removed was tossed across the room haphazardly. Once she’d relieved me of my shirt, her mouth moved to caress my chest, and her tongue performed minor miracles on the skin there. 
 
   I stood and unzipped my pants. I pulled them free and did a move that in the moment I thought would be impressive—I whirled them around my head before launching them across the room, straight into a fucking lamp, which crashed to the ground with a bang.
 
   Alyssa and I roared with laughter. I had no idea how much that would cost my dad—or how many times I would have to mow the lawn to pay it off—but at that moment, I didn’t care. I was right in front of Alyssa and there was nothing between us but her panties and my boxers. We met each other’s gazes and she smiled before nodding. 
 
   We each made short work of our own barriers and then the reality hit me. Holy shit. We were actually going to do this. My heart hammered at a thousand RPM as I slid the condom on. I wondered whether Alyssa’s heartbeat matched mine, racing in her chest and filling her with need. I leaned over her, going back to taking it slow. With two fingers on the hand cupping my erection, I teased her open. I pressed my mouth to hers and her tongue brushed against my lips. 
 
   I hovered over her with my erection straining near her entrance. She tilted her hips up slightly, pushing my fingers deeper and rubbing her wetness along the tip of my cock. I almost exploded then and there. 
 
   If we hadn’t spent so many months experimenting with hands and mouths, I probably would have. I drew her into a kiss, hopeful I could distract her as I pushed into her. My biggest fear wasn’t disappointing her, but causing her pain. My heart beat like a military tattoo against my ribcage, but not only out of need. I was so anxious that I might hurt her if I pushed too hard or too fast that I almost couldn’t enjoy myself. As desperate as I was to claim her, there wasn’t a single part of me that wanted my pleasure at any cost to her.
 
   With a tilt of her hips, I slipped in deeper and she grunted. 
 
   “Did you want me to stop?” I asked, concerned.
 
   She winced, but shook her head. “Just give it a second.”
 
   I stayed as still as I could, kissing her neck and face as a way to distract her. After a moment, she bucked her hips up toward me. I let her control the rhythm and the depth, but fuck it felt so good to be inside her. 
 
   After another few minutes of slow, deliberate movements, Alyssa arched her back and moaned. There was no pain in the sound, and I took it as a sign to push a little deeper. Drawing myself almost the whole way out before plunging back down again felt better than I could have ever believed, and her accompanying moan told me it worked for her too. 
 
   Staring into her eyes, I repeated the action. We moaned in unison at the sensation. Alyssa’s hand found my arse and she pulled me even farther into her, hitching one leg around my waist.
 
   “Ow, fuck,” she cried out. 
 
   I stilled immediately. 
 
   A reassuring smile graced her lips. “It’s all right . . . just a shock.”
 
   “Are you sure? We can try again later if you prefer.”
 
   She shook her head. “I want this. I want you.”
 
   I put my hand on her cheek and pressed my mouth to hers again, moving slowly with her. Slowly, our intensity built and my orgasm crashed over me without warning. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   It wasn’t what I’d planned. I felt like a loser as I rested over the top of her trying to catch my breath. Alyssa kissed my bowed head.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, knowing she had to be disappointed.
 
   She laughed. “It’s all right.”
 
   I climbed off her, feeling myself slide from her, depleted and flaccid. She pushed herself up and rested on her elbows. After I ascertained that I was actually able to stand, I pulled the used condom off, tied it off, wrapped it in a tissue, and threw it into the bathroom bin. 
 
   Then I moved back over to the bed and leaned over Alyssa. It wasn’t fair if only one of us was satisfied our first time, and I intended to rectify the issue. 
 
   I kissed her mouth deeply before trailing my lips and tongue over her chest, taking each of her nipples into my mouth in turn. My hand traced a path along her thigh, over her stomach, and then over the patch of hair at the apex of her thighs. With a gentle touch, I slipped two fingers into her, moving them slowly and steadily, rocking into her body with a rhythm I knew worked for her. She bucked against my hand and the most wondrous sounds left her lips. 
 
   She was so wet and warm around my fingers that I grew hard again in no time. Without thought, I pulled my fingers out and slid my renewed erection inside her. It felt even better with nothing between us. Pressing myself as deeply as I could inside her, I was determined to give her the same pleasure I’d just experienced. I stilled my body so that I didn’t get too excited and come inside her, before rubbing my fingers and thumb along her thighs and tracing across her clit. 
 
   She moaned deeply and squeezed her legs tightly around me, pulling my hips flush against hers. My thumb brushed her clit a few more times as my lips worshipped her skin until she came hard around me. Her walls squeezed tightly around my length and my eyes rolled back as I issued a matching groan. I didn’t think anything could ever feel as fantastic as what we’d just shared.
 
   I pulled back out before I got too excited and came again. I stood and noticed a small amount blood on the sheets and around her thighs.
 
   “How about that shower?” I asked her with a smile on my face that I thought would never leave. She reached up and I pulled her off the bed. She limped a little as she stepped away from the bed.
 
   “Fuck. Did I hurt you, Alyssa?” I asked. The thought that I might have caused her pain twisted in my stomach in a torrent of guilt.
 
   She shook her head. “No, it just feels . . . weird.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around her waist and kissed her neck. “We’ll try again soon.”
 
   “I should hope so. I plan on doing that a lot.”
 
   “So you’re really not hurt?”
 
   She kissed my cheek in response. “I’m really, really not,” she whispered into my ear as she brushed her hand through my hair. 
 
   
 
 
   
WE SHOWERED and cleaned ourselves up. At her request, I shampooed her hair and massaged her scalp to remove all the gunk the hairdressers had used. I had to use the small bottles the hotel provided as I hadn’t thought to bring anything special with me. It was nice knowing that she’d be back to the natural Alyssa I loved again—free of hairspray and make-up—once we were out of the shower. 
 
   While she finished in the bathroom, I headed out to get dressed and frowned when I once again saw the slick of blood across the sheet. 
 
   Fuck, I must have hurt her! 
 
   I closed my eyes and sighed, hating that I’d done anything to cause her pain. Slowly, sense started to return to me. If it hadn’t been me, it would have been someone else. Someone who might not have had any regard for her well-being at all—who would have taken his pleasure and not given a shit about her needs. Even if I had hurt her, I’d given her pleasure too. 
 
   Knowing she would be embarrassed by the sight of the blood, I remade the bed to hide the small stain. When she came back out wearing one of my t-shirts and a pair of baggy boxers, we curled up underneath the blankets with matching contented smiles on our faces.
 
   Lying together, talk turned to other things. Her fingers played with mine as we both stared at the ceiling. Neither of us seemed willing to touch on the one topic that was certain to cause an argument—my potential race contract that she seemed convinced would never come.
 
   “How many kids do you think you’ll have?” she asked dreamily as she started to succumb to sleep. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys, please don’t talk about kids after we, you know.” 
 
   She chuckled. “After we what, Dec? Had sex?” She rolled over and rested her head on my chest. “It’s just a question.”
 
   It wasn’t just a question though. Not for me. It was loaded with consequences and choices. How could I even think about kids until I had my career set up? Even then, there were risks in the job. Could I subject children to that? Then there was the simple fact that I just didn’t know if I wanted kids—ever. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t really want kids.” 
 
   “What? Ever?” 
 
   “Maybe one day. A long way away. After I’ve done what I want to on the track.” 
 
   She frowned at the mention of racing, before rolling onto her back. “I think I’d like two. A boy and a girl, just like Josh and me.”
 
   With her words rolling in my mind, I tried to turn the conversation away from the unsafe topic of the future. Instead, we chatted about what we had planned for the last week of school and then our plans for Schoolies week. 
 
   As we talked, she eventually succumbed to sleep. I was too mesmerised by her and by what we’d discovered together to relax though. Thoughts of sharing those things over and over with her in our hotel room as we celebrated the end of school with our friends at Schoolies consumed me. 
 
   While she slept, she gravitated even closer to me until she was curled under my arm with her head on my chest. Then she started to talk. At first it was nonsense, about the school exams we had just finished. About her mum. Her friends. After a while, it turned serious. “I love you, Declan.”
 
   I squeezed her a little tighter. After our argument over using the L word we used it somewhat sparingly. We’d both agreed we’d rather it mean something when we said it rather than have it become a flippant term for every greeting or parting.
 
   “Of course, I’ll marry you.”
 
   What the fuck?
 
   My eyes shot to the smile that graced Alyssa’s lips. The words rang in my head together with her earlier questions, and all of the doubts I’d ever had came flooding back. It was evidence of Dad’s words. She wanted marriage. Kids. The boring suburban life that was sure to follow three years of uni. 
 
   I extricated myself from her hold and climbed out of the bed. After pacing for close to an hour with all my fears racing through my head on a never-ending loop, I spent the rest of the night sitting on the couch staring at nothing. I didn’t want that life. I didn’t want to be the small-town boy married out of school. I had fucking dreams and one thing was becoming clear. 
 
   From that point on, they couldn’t include Alyssa “small town” Dawson.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE END OF THE DREAM
 
   
 
 
   
YAWNING AS SHE walked, Alyssa headed out from the bedroom to sit with me on the couch. My shirt hung to one side, exposing the soft curve of her shoulder. Her hair was piled like a haystack on her head. She’d smoothed it into a ponytail as best as she could without a brush, but because she’d slept with it wet, the curls were out of control. 
 
   She climbed lazily onto my lap and wrapped her arms around me before planting a kiss against my throat. I put my arms around her too and pressed my cheek against the top of her head. I didn’t want to admit to the fact that I’d been up the whole night worrying about something she’d said while she slept. The smell of her had a calming effect on me. It drove thoughts of leaving from my mind. Maybe I’d just been scared. I could get past fear—I wasn’t a fucking coward. I gripped her tighter, almost afraid to let her go.
 
   “What’s the matter, Dec?” she asked, pulling back to look at my face.
 
   I shrugged. I didn’t know how to voice what I felt. On the one hand, I knew she was all I ever wanted, but on the other I was terrified of being that dependent on someone. Of needing them as desperately as I needed oxygen. I couldn’t imagine being tied down at just seventeen. Or giving up my dream. 
 
   “I can’t believe we only have one more week left of school,” she said, trying to distract me from my reverie.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Have you thought some more about going to uni? I really think that’s the better option in the long run.”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   She scrunched her eyebrows together. “Declan?”
 
   I looked into her eyes and I was her captive. The doubts I had seemed crazy. She was it for me, I knew it. Everyone knew it. 
 
   Everything else will work itself out, right? 
 
   I leaned closer and kissed her and she quickly reciprocated. When I closed my eyes, I saw the life she’d obviously been dreaming about the night before: her in a white dress walking toward me down the aisle, a house in the suburbs, kids. 
 
   Fuck! 
 
   I was too young to have kids—I was too young to even be thinking about having kids. I pulled away from the kiss and shifted Alyssa onto the couch next to me. I stood and walked to the table, leaning against it in an attempt to catch my breath.
 
   “What is it? You’re starting to scare me.” Alyssa walked up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist. Her voice was strained and tight. 
 
   I turned toward her and unwrapped myself from her arms. “I don’t want kids.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t fucking want kids. I don’t want to get married. I don’t want any of that shit.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Dec? Where is this coming from?” She grabbed for me again, pressing herself tightly against me. 
 
   “It’s what you want, isn’t it? Uni. Kids. Marriage.”
 
   “Sure.” Her voice was slow, cautious. “I mean, eventually.”
 
   I shook my head, trying to clear it. “I don’t want any of that shit.”
 
   She didn’t say anything, just tightened her hold on me. I closed my eyes and tried to use her presence to calm myself, but it just made me see that life more clearly and that scared the hell out of me.
 
   “I want to race.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “When the contract for Sinclair Racing comes in, I want to do it. I’m going to do it.”
 
   “I thought we’d discussed going to uni together and then seeing what options we had after that.”
 
   “No, Alyssa—you discussed that. You’ve never once asked what I want.” I pulled away from her again and held up my finger to tell her to stay away.
 
   She gasped. “Declan?”
 
   “You don’t think I can make a career of racing, do you?”
 
   She looked into my eyes for a few seconds and then shook her head slightly.
 
   “You’ve never even seen me fucking race.”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry that cars bore the shit out of me.”
 
   “I fucking let you drag me all around that fucking university open day, and yet you’ve never once come to watch me race.”
 
   “That was for both of us.”
 
   “No, that was for what you wanted for both of us.”
 
   “Fuck that, Declan.” She was shouting at me now. “Can we not get into this shit today?”
 
   “Why not? It’s as good a fucking day as any other.”
 
   “I’m not having this same argument again and again.”
 
   “Maybe we keep having it because we’re kidding ourselves that we’re meant to be together.”
 
   “Maybe!” she screamed. She stalked into the bedroom and before I knew what was happening she was walking back out, carrying her bag and the remnants of her dress. She pushed the hotel room door open and stormed out. I watched after her for a few seconds, confused about what had just happened. I heard the elevator ding and everything caught up. We’d just broken up. Again. 
 
   After the best night of my life, I’d thrown it all away. 
 
   Fuck! 
 
   I ran down the hall just as the elevator doors closed in front of her tear-streaked face.
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I saw Josh waiting on my doorstep, I’d thought he’d come to deliver a message from Alyssa, like he had so many times before when we’d had a break. I felt terrible about the things I’d said to her, and for the way we’d ended it that morning, so I was actually glad to see him. Hopefully it meant Alyssa and I could sort some shit out before any long-term plans were set. It had been a while since he’d last played messenger—not since he’d left high school himself—but I figured Alyssa had decided we needed an impartial third party this time.
 
   “Hey, Josh,” I said. “How’s Alyssa? She was really pissed at me when she left—not that I can blame her.”
 
   His reply was a fist to my stomach with such force it made me vomit. He waited until I finished heaving, then he pulled me back to my feet by my shirt collar.
 
   “You stay the fuck away from my sister. I would never have believed you to be capable of that fucking shit, Reede.” His eyes were narrowed and full of anger.
 
   “You’re acting like it was all my fault. She’s the one who fucking walked out in the middle of it!”
 
   He roared at me as he started his attack again. His fist connected with my eye. Then his hand was in my hair and he pushed my face downward at an alarming velocity. His knee rose toward me just as quickly and impacted with a nauseating, wet thud that I felt through my entire skull. Blood trickled from my mouth and nose. I spat out a mouthful and launched at Josh in return. It didn’t matter though. I may as well have punched a brick wall for all the impact I had. All I did was burst my knuckles open.
 
   He pulled my collar again, the front this time, and held me up off the ground and close to his face. He waited until my eyes were focused on his face and then he hissed venomously, “You fuck with Alyssa—you fuck with me. You remember that, Reede.”
 
   He pushed me back into the brick wall of the house before climbing into his car and driving away.
 
   I slumped to the ground; the bricks bit into my shirt and ripped it as I went. I didn’t care about that though. I didn’t care about my face, or any of my injuries, either. Because none of that mattered, and none of it hurt nearly as much as the gaping hole that opened in my chest as I realised Josh’s attack had been a message from Alyssa. 
 
   I knew Josh well enough to know he would never have done that on his own, not over something as stupid as an argument. After all, Alyssa and I argued all the time, but we’d always made up. His visit was obviously her way of telling me she didn’t want me anymore. That if I couldn’t commit to uni and marriage, and fucking kids, then she didn’t want to be with me anymore. 
 
   I’d made my case pretty fucking clear on those issues that morning. 
 
   She’d just made her point equally as clear in return.
 
   As the hole in my chest gaped wider, I couldn’t get enough oxygen. Every breath I took pushed me closer to the edge. My head spun. I leaned my head forward into my lap. Tears sprang unbidden to my eyes. Then I cried. I bawled. Over Alyssa.
 
   My tears ran freely down my cheeks, mixing with blood from my split skin before forming splotchy patterns on the concrete. I tried to breathe, but every time I did, I found that everything smelled and tasted like the blood that ran thickly down my throat. When the blood hit my already agitated stomach, I vomited. Again and again my stomach clenched and I heaved until there was nothing left.
 
   Panic rose within me and made the tears fall faster. I couldn’t breathe and my heart raced so fast and hard I was certain it would give up at any second. The bitter taste of blood still tainted my every breath. My stomach twisted against itself in its empty state.
 
   My father came home to find me doubled over on the concrete. He raced into the house and grabbed an ice pack and a towel before leading me to the car. I pressed my forehead into the cool glass and cried the whole way to the hospital. When he asked what happened, I made up some lame story about being mugged in the city. I didn’t want to answer the questions that would be raised if anyone knew Josh was responsible. 
 
   My father asked how I’d managed to drive in that condition, but I just refused to answer him. He stopped pressing for details fairly quickly, almost as if he sensed there was something I didn’t want to tell him. He didn’t ask how my night with Alyssa went. There was little doubt in my mind that he would have known about the broken lamp, the unopened champagne, and probably the lock-out as well. I was certain he’d probably pieced everything together to come close to the truth, even if he didn’t know the full details.
 
   When I got home from the doctor’s, I headed straight for my room. From wall to wall, it was stuffed with memories of Alyssa and me. In particular, there was one photo of the two of us from a school trip to Movie World. Without even thinking about it, I stalked to the photo and ripped it from the wall. 
 
   “Fuck you, Alyssa,” I said through my tears as I tore the photo into pieces. “Fuck you, and your brother, and your kids and your goddamn marriage.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER TWELVE: THE END OF IT ALL
 
   
 
 
   
IN THE END, I missed the last week of school because of the damage Josh had caused. That whole week, I had two black eyes, a swollen cheek, severe bruising down my left side, and ringing in my ears. Worse than any of the physical injuries, though, was the gaping chasm that had replaced my heart. No matter what I tried, it wouldn’t close.
 
   Alyssa tried to call on the first day I missed school, but I just pressed ignore each time her name popped up on the screen. 
 
   On the Tuesday, she called again. This time I spoke to her, cutting her off before she could say anything and telling her that Josh had made her point very fucking clear thank you very much, so leave me the fuck alone. 
 
   On the Wednesday, I got my contract from Sinclair Racing. Mum, Dad, and I sat around the dining table with the contract sitting in the middle. With the tension in the air, it was almost as if we were playing a game of Russian Roulette. In a way, I guess we were—just with my career.
 
   “Are you certain this is what you want?” Mum asked. “It’s a long way from home. A long way from us.” A long way from Alyssa. I heard the words even though she didn’t say them. Ever since the contract appeared and the vague possibility of me leaving home had manifested, Mum had become an advocate of caution. 
 
   There was so much I would leave behind if I signed on the dotted line. It was likely that I’d never get a second chance at success though. It wasn’t like there were hundreds of openings in the field every year. 
 
   “It’s everything we’ve been working toward,” Dad said. “How can you refuse such a generous offer that will bring you all of your dreams?” 
 
   When I glanced at him, I could practically see the dollar signs rolling through his eyes like they did on cartoons. 
 
   “There’s more to life than money and success. There’s family. Family matters, doesn’t it, Declan?” She looked to me to support her argument, but I was lost. 
 
   My mind was with Josh, reliving the beating he’d given me. It was with Alyssa as we’d kissed for the first time—and as we’d given ourselves to each other. It was mourning everything I’d lost, celebrating everything I’d gained, and spinning in relentless circles of guilt, confusion, and overwhelming betrayal. That’s what Alyssa had done—she’d betrayed me by getting her brother to deliver the message so savagely. 
 
   “He’s got years to worry about family and settling down. Right now, he’s young and he’s unattached. There’s nothing holding him back.” Like Alyssa. Again, the words never left his lips but I heard them as plainly as any he’d spoken. “Isn’t this what you wanted, young man?” 
 
   I stared toward the contract again, the Sinclair Racing logo branded onto the front page, and took a deep breath. Mum and Dad continued to debate. Even though I tried to listen to them both, and consider the different options, all I could hear was Alyssa’s voice. “One day, Dec, you’re going to have to choose between the damn karts and me.”
 
   It wasn’t karts though; it was ProV8s, everything I’d ever dreamed of. I’d considered my options again and again since my fight with Alyssa, and since Josh’s message, and I wanted to sign the contract. I wanted to race. How many other options did I have, after all? It was that or go back to Alyssa, begging on my knees. Go back to the small-town plans of uni, marriage, and kids.
 
   Ignoring Mum and Dad as they talked themselves in circles, I released my breath in one sharp exhale, picked up a pen and signed. The sound of the pen scratching across the page was enough to draw their attention. 
 
   “This is what I want,” I said when Mum opened her mouth—no doubt to question me again. “It’s the only thing I want.” 
 
   Because I was still a minor, one of my parents had to sign the contract as well. Before Mum could even attempt to talk me out of it, Dad’s signature joined mine. I nodded my thanks. 
 
   It was done. 
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA CALLED again after school had finished, sobbing down the phone line and begging me to see her again so she could explain what had happened. I agreed, but only because I needed to tell her I was leaving. After my move to Sydney was scheduled, I’d become firm in my decision and I had no intention of returning home. 
 
   Ever.
 
   That was how I ended up face to face with Alyssa on the Saturday night exactly a week after we’d given ourselves to each other.
 
   It was the worst fucking night of my life.
 
   The only thing I promised myself was that I wouldn’t cry, and I wouldn’t back down. I wouldn’t leave her with the image of me as a weakling. I would be strong, and leave her with the knowledge that I was doing what was right for me. And for her too.
 
   She sat next to me on the table. Her eyes were already red-rimmed before she’d arrived. Her hair was pulled back into a haphazard bun. She didn’t look like she’d paid any attention to her clothes or appearance at all before leaving the house to see me.
 
   “Declan,” she started as her gaze assessed the heavy bruising that was still evident around my eyes and cheekbone. “About Josh . . . I just wanted to say . . .”
 
   “Don’t,” I said, cutting her off. “Just fucking don’t. I don’t want to know why you made him do it. I really don’t fucking care. Consider your message delivered.”
 
   “What message?” she asked, sounding as confused as she had when I’d said the same thing to her over the phone.
 
   “Fuck it. Whatever. It doesn’t matter anymore.” I yanked my fingers through my hair. “The only reason I agreed to meet you tonight was to tell you I’m leaving.” 
 
   My voice was hard because I couldn’t cry. I wouldn’t allow myself to show any emotion. I couldn’t or I would crack. 
 
   “What?” she asked, breathless. Her tears spilled over again. It was almost enough to make me lose it too. Almost.
 
   I bit the inside of my mouth to stop my tears. 
 
   “I told you before. I want to fucking race.” My voice quivered slightly. I stopped, cleared my throat, and continued. “The contract came. I’m going to Sydney to race. It’s a done deal.”
 
   “But Declan—”
 
   “Don’t, Lys. It’s signed. I’m not going to change my mind.”
 
   “So that’s it?” Her anger broke through her tears. “No fucking discussion? Just an ‘I’m leaving.’”
 
   “This is for your benefit too,” I murmured.
 
   “How the fuck do you figure that you leaving is for my benefit?” she snapped.
 
   “Because you want things that I can’t fucking give you. Things you deserve. You deserve happiness, Alyssa. It just can’t be with me.”
 
   Her tears were joined by chest-wracking sobs. It took everything in me not reach out to comfort her. “But it’s you I want, Dec. I don’t give a shit about anything else.”
 
   “You do, Alyssa. You might not think so, but you do.” 
 
   “Don’t try to tell me my own mind. I fucking know what I want. You.”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s too late, Alyssa. I leave on Monday.”
 
   She recoiled as if I had slapped her.
 
   “Monday?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “What about Schoolies?”
 
   I shrugged. “Go by yourself. Or don’t go at all. I don’t really give a shit.”
 
   She dropped her head into her hands and a wretched sob escaped her lips. I acted instinctively, pulling her into my chest, and she cried against me.
 
   “Don’t go,” she whispered, her voice strained and broken. “Please.”
 
   She pushed her face up to mine and I felt her warm lips moving against me. My own moved against her in response. My tongue worked its way into her mouth, and fuck, she tasted good. It was almost enough to break my resolve. Almost, but not quite. 
 
   I finally remembered myself enough to push her face gently away from mine.
 
   “I’m sorry Alyssa.” I bit back my own tears and ignored the chasm tearing open my chest. “This is what I want.”
 
   “And you don’t want me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She slapped me and then stalked off into the night.
 
   Good riddance, I thought as a way to stop the pain that held my aching heart in a vice-like grip. It was done, and Alyssa hated me; we were over for good. There would be no more on/off, just a permanent, unending off. 
 
   There was no reason for me to ever see her again. 
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CHAPTER ONE: BATTLE AT THE MOUNTAIN
 
   
 
 
   
MY CAR THRUMMED to the tune of the V8 under the bonnet. Each time my foot grazed the accelerator, an angry growl reverberated around me. The sound coursed through my body like fuel burning through my veins and sent exhilaration rushing through me. Black bitumen stretched out as far as I could see, filling my narrow field of vision with the only sight I needed to truly feel alive. The track, and my place on it, was all I cared about. 
 
   In the distance, crowds pressed against the fences, pushing each other and vying for the best position to see the start of the race. They would watch me leap from pole position and gain further advantage over all of those lined up behind me. There was no one in front of me. No one to come between me and my victory. 
 
   No one but me—my fucked-up mind. 
 
   Realistically, I should have been buzzing with confidence, like I had been the last time I’d lined up for this race, but I wasn’t. Instead, a constant loop of all the reasons I was going to fail ran through my mind, diminishing my purpose and causing my hands to shake. I tightened my grip on the wheel and took a deep breath to steady my nerves. Another press of the accelerator—another roar from my beast—reminded me of the power I wielded. The whole scenario was almost achingly familiar. My last eight starts had been from pole position, but my last five races had ended in a DNF. Did. Not. Finish. 
 
   I couldn’t even get one damn car around a simple fucking racetrack in a series of clean laps. Not anymore. Not since Queensland Raceway. I couldn’t explain it exactly, but every time I’d felt close to victory, something clicked out of place in my mind and for a tiny moment everything fell down around me. It shouldn’t have been an issue; it was barely a lapse in concentration. It was a problem though, because it always happened when I was barrelling down a straight at speeds just shy of three hundred kilometres an hour. At that speed, even a fraction of a second was too long, especially if the straight ended with a sharp right corner. 
 
   This time, I was lined up for the fucking Bathurst 1000. A partnered endurance race. It wasn’t only my arse on the line this time. My co-driver Morgan McGuire’s championship hopes were resting on our joint performance. He’d already taken a moment before I’d climbed into the car to warn me of precisely what he would do to me if I managed to total the car this time. It involved a pair of rusty pliers and a part of my anatomy that I was particularly fond of.
 
   I brushed my foot over the accelerator again, taking comfort in the snarl that issued. The car was the best it had ever been. No doubt that was partly in thanks to the complete rebuild it had needed after my last outing, but I chose to ignore that fact. I tried to focus on the roar of the engine and not on the fact that my team had informed me that I actually was close to getting one record this year. 
 
   According to Sinclair Racing’s bean counters, I was one wreck away from passing the all-time repair cost in a single season. Suffice it to say this wasn’t the record they, or I, wanted. In fact, Danny Sinclair and his board were so unhappy with me at the moment that it was highly possible one more wreck would see me lose not only the championship—which was all but out the window anyway—but also my career. And I fucking loved my job. I was living my dream. 
 
   It wasn’t just the fast cars and loose women that excited me, although they were a benefit. A distinct benefit. My mind wandered to replay the previous night’s activities with a pair of girls. There was nothing they hadn’t let me do to them. By the end of the night, I’d screwed both of them in every way possible before sending them on their way. 
 
   Swallowing heavily, I discovered that thinking about my night-time activities at that moment was not the best idea. I needed the blood to stay where it belonged—in my head—and not be rushing south to fill my cock. I shifted in my seat and focused on the track in front of me and the chatter of my team in my ear. 
 
   In mere minutes, I would have to wrestle a six-hundred-horsepower, thirteen-hundred-kilogram roaring beast around a racetrack. That couldn’t be done with a distracted mind. Especially not at Bathurst, a track that required the utmost concentration from even the best of drivers. Like I used to be. Before Queensland.
 
   I closed my eyes, blocking out the track in front of me as the thought struck. Just twelve short months ago, I’d been at the top of my game. King Shit. No one was able to touch me when I was on the track. I had started the previous season as the dark horse, one that couldn’t possibly be a threat, but I’d finished as the youngest driver ever to win the championship. At my age it was a fucking miracle I was in the car at all, let alone being discussed as a possibility for lead driver within the next few years. Or at least I was being discussed. Now, after a string of incidents, I was practically a wash-up who couldn’t even finish a race. I was barely twenty-two, and my career was already hitting the skids. Unless I pulled a miracle—and a finish—out of my arse, I was finished. The chequered flag would drop on my career and I’d never see the track again. At least, not for Sinclair.
 
   The drivers behind me revved their engines in anticipation of the start, reminding me of where my attention should have been. My mind raced with too many thoughts, and I tried to push them out, to focus only on the most important of them all. Number one: I needed to get away clean. Number two: I needed to keep my head on the track. At least that way I might have a fighting chance of finishing, which would be fan-fucking-tastic. 
 
   I can do it.
 
   The thoughts I’d been trying to keep at bay, to keep off the track, started to flash in my mind. I beat back the vision, refusing to let her screw with my head before I’d even started. 
 
   Can’t I? 
 
   My head spun as the doubt crept in. I pushed it down and decided that maybe that’s all I needed to do: think positive or some shit. Be the change I wanted to see in the world and all that other bullshit. 
 
   Or maybe I should just try to stop over-fucking-analysing everything. 
 
   The simple truth was that I needed to spend more time focusing on the race and less time chasing the doubt that raced through the memories in my own fucking head. If I worked out how to do that, I might stand some chance of salvaging something of the shit that was left of my life. I just couldn’t see a way past my particular issue. At least none that I wanted to do. 
 
   A voice in my ear confirmed the flags were due to go up in less than a minute. I allowed myself one second of solitude and closed my eyes. Pressing my foot deep onto the floor, I listened to the throaty roar that issued from my beast. It blocked out all other sounds and left me with a moment of peace.
 
   My eyes snapped open as I heard the familiar sounds signalling me that it was time to go. The instant the green flag was raised, I jumped. Wrestling the heavy car into line was never an easy task—stalling was always a concern—but I got away clean. 
 
   Ride on instinct.
 
   Don’t think.
 
   Don’t overthink.
 
   You know what you need to do. 
 
   Just. Fucking. Do. It.
 
   I would do it. It was only one thousand kilometres, and I didn’t have to drive them all. Morgan would have his shot—he would do it clean. The championship was his for the taking if he did his part. I just had to do mine. 
 
   Easy.
 
   Starting in pole position had given me an advantage. I’d capitalised on that, and jumped from the starting line fast, which made it easy to stay at the front of the pack. My skills and awareness of the other drivers only helped to strengthen that lead. 
 
   My radio blared to life less than a minute after the start. The crew informed me of an incident in the first corner. It was already behind me, so I was ready to ignore it. There was only one thing I needed to know about it. 
 
   “No safety car,” Eden, the woman I put my faith in on race days, confirmed a second later, alleviating the lingering concern. 
 
   Her statement meant there mustn’t have been any major damage to the cars. That was all I needed to know. I didn’t listen to the rest of Eden’s information as she listed the cars involved. I didn’t really care. My only concern was the track ahead of me.
 
   My fingers danced across the instruments. Up. Down. Clutch. Accelerator. Brake. It was a rhythm I’d memorised years ago. The cadence of the movements matched the private symphony in my mind. Hard to the left. Up Mountain Straight. Hard to the right. Through the cutting. Reid Park. Past McPhillamy. The track, the car, everything came together to form a routine I’d done so often before that I probably could have done it with my eyes closed. Of course, taking the mountain for granted was asking for trouble. 
 
   Especially considering my recent performance issues.
 
   In the last four years, I’d raced at the track a number of times. First, it had been in a production car, and then finally one year ago, I’d taken on the mountain in a Sinclair Racing V8. I’d fucking finished strong. My debut in a V8 and I’d finished second. It was almost unheard of for someone my age, but I was just that good. I’d driven with McGuire then as well. Buoyed by that win, as well as my other ones earlier in the season, I’d won the championship. I’d had such great fucking prospects. It was the stuff of legends—hall of fame worthy. 
 
   And then I fucked it up. Or more specifically, she did. 
 
   Refusing to linger on the thought, I focused on the track. I was coming into Skyline and I needed my head in the game. I’d learned from previous races and my many practise laps that with the time to enjoy it, the view from the top of the mountain was breathtaking. Under any other circumstances, I would have taken a moment to appreciate the scenery, but midrace it was more important to focus. To stay in the moment. To feel the car and let it guide me safely down the mountain. Especially with so much on the line. My balls being first on the list.
 
   For a breathless moment, I hung suspended in the sunlight before the road dropped away beneath me and I paced through the S bends into the dipper. 
 
   A soft right. A hard left. Accelerate hard down Conrod Straight. 
 
   The start/finish line flashed away beneath me in a blur of white and black. 
 
   You’ve got this, I reminded myself as I exhaled a shaky breath. 
 
   One lap down. One hundred and sixty to go. Thankfully, I would only have to drive around half of those. Morgan would drive the rest so I just needed to get through the laps the only way I could at the moment—one at a time.
 
   The track map was as strong in my mind as ever. Despite the fact that I’d driven Mount Panorama enough for it to be almost ingrained in my psyche, I’d spent hours studying it again over the last few days. It was never enough though; it was always a track that managed to surprise even the most experienced drivers. 
 
   I refused to let the doubt-filled thoughts creep in. I needed to keep my head focused on each lap, one at a time, and not think beyond my current stint. Thirty more laps, give or take, and then Morgan would take over and I would have nothing to think about while he drove his bit. I’d have nothing to do but watch on and be ready to take control again when the time came. Thankfully, the track in front of me was still empty and I’d already built a small buffer between me and second place.
 
   
 
 
   
THE LAPS continued to drop away in a haze of sun, heat, and speed as the cars behind me jostled for positions. My radio squawked to life at regular intervals, directing me to watch my fuel, my tyres, or just issuing directions for the small adjustments I needed to make inside the car. I fell into the comfortable pattern of the track and felt my mind start to drift. Brown eyes filled my mind, even as I resisted the urge to think about her. 
 
   “Safety car, Declan. Bring her in.” Eden’s lilting voice shrilled in my mind, focusing me back on the track for lap thirty-one. “Morgan’s ready to go.”
 
   Thank Christ. 
 
   All I needed to do was bring the car safely into the pits and then I was in the clear for roughly thirtyish laps as Morgan took control of the car. If he crashed, well, that was all on him. I briefly wondered if he’d let me anywhere near him with the rusty pliers if that happened. 
 
   Once the car was in the pits, I breathed freely again. The love I felt for the job was fast becoming a noose around my neck, dragging me down to the depths of doubt—and it was all her fault. 
 
   The changeover between drivers was hectic as usual, but I was free and had done a decent job increasing the lead by fractions of a second at a time. 
 
   I pulled off my helmet and shook my head before brushing my fingers through my hair to return some shape to the dark auburn mess. I would hate if anyone saw my trademark spikes flattened against my head in a terrible case of helmet hair. Or worse, for some damn pap to catch a shot of it. Even though I earned my pay on the track, I had a reputation among the ladies that I had to maintain. Morgan and I both did really. Although he’d been all but taken off the market, we were still the poster boys of the series. Women wanted us and men wanted to be us. With his surfer-style blond looks and the blue-eyed charm I’d been gifted with by my Irish heritage, we provided the perfect package to the sponsors. 
 
   There was a time where I’d had issues with posing for the magazines and other duties. Then I saw the benefits. Especially on shoots with other models—it was rare that I didn’t bring at least one of them home with me. 
 
   Knowing I had some free time, I headed into the garage to take a breather. As soon as I was clear of the immediate pit area, I unzipped my fire suit and pulled it loose. Freeing my arms, I tied the top half around my waist to give me some air. It was so fucking hot. Being October, the air temperature was easily over thirty degrees. On the track though—in the car—it had been closer to sixty. I grabbed my water bottle, downed it almost too fast, spilling some of it down my chest. Reaching for another, I was tempted to just pour the whole thing over my head before sitting to watch the race on the monitors.
 
   By the time I was settled, Morgan had already pulled the car cleanly back onto the track and was working his way past the slower cars. He was a speed freak like me and, even though I would never admit it to his face, a fantastic driver. He had just the right balance of brains and balls to find success on the track. That was why he’d finished second behind me last year. He was older and more experienced—and the current lead driver for Sinclair Racing. If I had one or two more championships under my belt, our positions might have been different. 
 
   It was being fucking discussed. 
 
   But that was before Queensland Raceway.
 
   Once, that track had been my main stomping ground. It was close to where I had grown up, was near where I’d gotten my start in karts, and also where I had eventually cut my teeth in the early stages of racing cars. I’d moved rapidly up the ranks while I was still in high school, before being offered a place on Sinclair Racing’s team. They were the elite Holden team in the ProV8 world. 
 
   Danny Sinclair, the team owner, had courted me onto his team by offering me a five-year contract for a lot of money. No, not just a lot—a shitload of money. More money than a suburban boy like me had ever expected to make in ten years or more. The only problem with the offer was that it had meant relocating to Sydney. Which meant leaving my friends and family behind and saying a final goodbye to her. 
 
   We’d already broken up by the time I’d got the contract, but it was still devastating to say that final goodbye. Seeing her that last night—the night it ended for good—it was clear the hurt we’d inflicted on one another the day we broke up was still so raw for the both of us. 
 
   After I’d moved to Sydney to join his team, Danny had told me that as soon as he’d watched me race, he’d wanted me to be part of his “family” and everything else had just been a formality. I started as a junior driver in production cars almost straight away. Within two years, I’d moved up the ranks and had been given the chance to drive as part of their V8 team. I had more than exceeded everyone’s expectations—I was just that damn good. Or at least, I had been. Until Queensland Raceway.
 
   That was where I saw her again.
 
   I had no idea what she was even doing at a race. She hated the sport. She’d always told me that she couldn’t understand the fascination boys had with their “toys.” Regardless, she’d been at that racetrack—my home track—mere metres away and separated from me only by a group of about twenty people. I’d wanted to speak to her so badly, but I didn’t want to force open old wounds for either of us. That was if she even still bore any scars. 
 
   We hadn’t spoken since I’d left for Sydney around four years earlier, and that meeting had been difficult. She’d tried to call, often in fact, especially in the beginning. I’d known that if I wanted to have a chance of making my career work I needed to avoid her. She was too small town for me, and her dreams would only drag me into a suburban life I would never be happy with. A clean break was the easiest option for her. For both of us. 
 
   Over time, her calls had slowed until, almost a year after I’d moved, they’d stopped altogether. Once the calls stopped, I’d almost been able to put her out of my mind for good. She still resided in my dreams and nightmares and in memories of both good and bad times—smiles and tears. Our past played out on instant replay every night, but other than that, she’d never crossed my waking mind.
 
   Until Queensland Raceway.
 
   Until I’d seen her in person once more.
 
   She, Alyssa Dawson, the knobbly-kneed girl I’d loved, had blossomed into one hell of a woman. Her hair, mahogany brown and hanging to her waist, was silkier than I remembered it. My fingers twitched at my side as I thought about the feel of it tickling against my skin as we’d kissed. At some point, her hips and boobs had taken a womanly shape that her previously boyish frame had never hinted was even possible. 
 
   When I’d spotted her, it was clear that she was waiting for someone. Her gaze scanned the crowd at regular intervals. For half a second, I’d arrogantly assumed it was me. That maybe she’d come to beg for another chance. That she was willing to admit she’d been wrong and that my racing was a career after all. 
 
   With a satisfied smirk on my face, I’d begun to move in her direction. That’s when I saw him. When her lips split into a wide smile the instant the hulking figure headed in her direction, I knew she’d well and truly moved on and had no further interest in me. The guy cut an imposing figure, towering at least a head over most of the crowd as he walked toward her from the concession stand. He held a hot dog in each hand and had two cans of Coke balanced in the crook of one arm, which proved it wasn’t an accidental meeting. 
 
   His perfectly tanned face returned her grin before he planted a kiss on her lips and handed off her half of the food. Watching as their lips touched, my hands formed into fists at my side. It didn’t matter how brief their kiss had been, it hurt like a son of a bitch to witness. In that instant, I wanted nothing more than to pound him into the pavement. Not just because he’d kissed my girl. 
 
   She’s not yours anymore.
 
   It was painfully obvious that she’d willingly come to watch a race with someone who wasn’t me and seemed to be enjoying herself even though she’d protested against the series the entire time we’d been together. 
 
   It was clear that it was love—she’d never once come to watch me race when we were together. A new emptiness clawed its way into my chest as I watched them sit happily together and chat as they ate. When they’d finished, she ruffled her fingers through his jet-black hair. With a laugh, he’d picked her up and thrown her over his shoulder, caveman style, while she giggled and pretended to protest. Even though it was the last thing I wanted to see, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the pair. 
 
   I’d been the one to gouge a chasm in our relationship and walk out on everything we’d shared. I should have been happy for her. Instead, I felt like charging over to the fucker who’d claimed her heart and ripping him limb from limb before carrying her off myself. Maybe I could even show her some of the moves I’d learned in the time we’d been apart.
 
   That was Queensland Raceway.
 
   That was immediately before I climbed in the car.
 
   That was the first race, ever, that had ended in a DNF for me.
 
   That was why the former love of my life had become the bane of my existence. It was the memory of her that appeared and haunted me around the race track, leaching my concentration away for vital seconds at a time. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWO: ON REPORT
 
   
 
 
   
WITH MY HEAD cradled in my hands, I tried to clear it of all thoughts of Alyssa. I tried not to think of her dark mahogany hair that curled at the ends and was almost unmanageable in the summer humidity of Browns Plains. It was vital I didn’t focus on the memory of her light honey-gold eyes, or the long black lashes that framed them. Any thought of her boobs—so well developed since I’d last seen her—were strictly forbidden. 
 
   “Declan,” a voice called. 
 
   I glanced up to see Gary, one of the pit crew, leading one of the roving pit reporters over to me. It wasn’t the normal TV guy, who was an ex-V8 driver himself and now provided expert commentary on the race. Instead, it was a pretty young brunette who wouldn’t have been out of place as a grid girl. I flashed her one of my winning smiles, even though she was officially off-limits—and not just because she was at my “workplace.” With a growing blush, she held up a mic and made it clear she wanted an interview before I went back onto the track. I nodded. It was part of the job after all—the part that sponsors paid for, in fact. 
 
   Standing, I slipped the arms of my fireproof suit back on and zipped it up. The reasons were twofold. First, I wanted to be ready to take control of the car as soon as the mini interview was over and Morgan had arrived back in the pits. Second, all of my sponsors’ badges were displayed prominently on my outfit. The more screen time I got them, the more they loved me. It was win-win.
 
   The plump-lipped reporter—I probably should have known her name, it wasn’t the first time she’d covered a ProV8 race that season—was already talking to the camera by the time I made my way to her side. 
 
   “I’m here with Declan Reede,” she said before moving to cover the last inch of distance between us. Her boobs brushed my forearm as she talked. “Declan, how are you feeling about your chances today in light of your recent form?”
 
   I bristled. Of course she had to bring that up. I chose to ignore most of the question and give the standard-issue response. “The car is feeling really good today. With a bit of luck and perseverance, I’m sure McGuire and I will both be on the podium at the end of the race.”
 
   “How about you?” She twisted her body in a way that forced her boobs to brush across my hand. “Do you have anyone special cheering you on today?” 
 
   I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at her. It was well known that Declan Reede did not have a personal cheer squad at any race meeting. I didn’t have a significant other—didn’t want one because it would only spoil my fun.
 
   Instead of answering her, I checked the monitors. Morgan was just finishing lap sixty-two, and was being called back into the pit. 
 
   I was up. For a double stint at that—sixty-odd laps straight before handing it back over to Morgan to bring the car home. We’d agreed that would be the safest option; it was always sometime in the last ten laps that I choked . . . and crashed. I shuddered. Not today. 
 
   “So no special little lady here?” The reporter prompted when I didn’t answer. 
 
   It almost sounded like she was fishing for a no. Maybe she was hoping for a ride with a champion. If so, she would be sorely disappointed. I didn’t do brunettes, not anymore. It was my one rule when it came to selecting my “dates.” The fact that she was asking such ridiculous questions only made me less inclined to dance the horizontal tango with her. 
 
   I cast her a withering glare. 
 
   “I thought you were here to cover a race, not gather juicy titbits for Gossip Weekly,” I admonished before walking away, leaving her flustered and covering for the camera. 
 
   I’d probably get my arse kicked for being rude while we were live to air, but these rookie fucking reporters needed to learn that some questions were off limits. Especially by reporters with brown hair and big-arse doe eyes like the ones that haunted me on the track. 
 
   By the time I reached the pit area, it was clear that I’d been sitting in the corner of the garage for so long, not paying attention to anything but my meandering thoughts, that I hadn’t even noticed the rain setting in. I should have known, really. Rain at Mount Panorama during the Bathurst enduro was almost as regular as the race itself. That didn’t make it any easier to drive in though. 
 
   Unless the rain was a consistent downpour over the whole area, the track always ended up with dry patches. It happened because of way the bitumen stretched up over the mountain. That left all of the teams with a difficult choice: stay out on slicks and risk sliding all over the track if it’s too wet, or put on wet-weather tyres and risk chewing through the tread and slowing the car down if it’s too dry. 
 
   The decision came down to forecasting and the wrong decision could cost time later on. If we stayed on slicks and the rain continued we would need to pit that much earlier to change to wet weathers and vice versa. Luckily, we had Eden on our team. She had a knack for it, an innate ability to read a track. She very rarely got it wrong. I knew she’d already had a plan in place because she had the guys warming a fresh set of slicks. It seemed unlikely I’d be driving on a wet track for long.
 
   I was flicking through the stats of Morgan’s last laps, checking for any information, when Eden darted to my side. Her willowy frame was flattered by the team shirt, and even though her curves were fairly boyish, the presentation did the sponsors proud. Black pants wrapped her long legs which only served to make her appear taller and thinner than she really was. She pulled her mic away from her mouth so that whatever she had to tell me didn’t accidentally get repeated to everyone. 
 
   “It’s going to be a bit wetter at first, but I think it’s clearing. You’ll hopefully be all right on slicks. You just gotta keep your head these first few laps and you’ll do fine. Watch yourself on Forrest Elbow.”
 
   I nodded absently, running over the information I needed on the car’s handling and performance over the last few laps that Morgan had run. 
 
   “Dec,” Eden said. 
 
   I glanced up at her in confusion when she didn’t say anything further. 
 
   She grinned at me, her hazel-green eyes sparkling. With her sandy-brown hair pulled up away from her face and the giant headset on, the expression made her seem like an overgrown child. 
 
   “Relax out there,” she ordered. “You’ll do fine.” 
 
   I gave her a genuine smile in return. Sometimes, especially lately, it felt like she was the only one on the team who was on my side. “Thanks, Edie.”
 
   I finished getting ready for my next drive and headed into position, ready to jump back in the car. 
 
   Minutes later, Morgan slid the car to a perfect stop and the frantic driver change occurred once more. The instant he was out, I climbed in, and set about reattaching everything and fastening my harness as fast as I could. The instant I’d finished, I clipped the window netting back into place and gave the thumbs up to let my crew know I was in and ready to go. I was acutely aware of the fact that most races were won and lost as much by fast pit stops and good strategy as by any actual driving. And of course, by not crashing. 
 
   The instant the car dropped back to the ground, I pressed my foot to the accelerator. Despite my rush, I was careful to keep the speed limiter on—the last thing I needed was a stop/go penalty for pit lane speeding. When I reached the end of the pits, I exploded out of the exit and onto the track. 
 
   In that moment, at that speed, I felt invincible. Thanks to my original lead and Morgan’s perfect driving, we were currently in fifth position on track, but first overall after adjusting for compulsory pit stops. All I had to do was keep us there.
 
   And so the dance began again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THREE: HAUNTED
 
   
 
 
   
I’D BARELY REACHED Forrest Elbow on the first lap of my latest stint when I felt the tail start to slide. I hit the marbles on the edge of the track and struggled to retain control. 
 
   But I did. I got the car back where it needed to be, and it felt fucking fantastic.
 
   Maybe I can do this after all.
 
   I allowed myself to hope for a few seconds, but then my mind offered up a vision of her eyes. Red rims around honey-gold irises—the way they’d looked when I said goodbye a little less than four years ago. I shut down the images as quickly as I could when I felt my tail slide loose again. My rear kissed the side of a car attempting to come up my inside before I managed to right it.
 
   My radio crackled to life and Eden’s voice came through my headset. “Watch it, Declan. Morgan’s asked me to remind you about the pliers.”
 
   Focus.
 
   Just think about the track ahead.
 
   Concentrate.
 
   Three more laps and I’d found my groove again. Despite the incidents at the top of the track, the lighter fuel load and drier track helped me keep the car straight. The distance between me and the other cars behind me grew. 
 
   When I came down Conrod Straight, I overtook a Ford, which put me in third position overall and still outright first. My breathing steadied as I felt the car fall into a comfortable rhythm. It seemed impossible that we could lose, but I didn’t allow myself to get too cocky. Not with my form, and certainly not at the notorious Bathurst. 
 
   Up. Down. Clutch. Accelerator. Brake. One, two, three, four. Hard to the left. Up Mountain Straight. Hard to the right. Through the cutting and Reid Park. Past McPhillamy and into the skyline. Breeze through the Esses into the Dipper. Soft right. Hard left around Forrest Elbow. Race down Conrod Straight.
 
   Eden had been right about the track. By the ninth lap of my second stint, the bitumen was bone dry and the teams that had gambled on the rain staying were scrambling to the pits to change back onto slicks. I used the time to push even further ahead. Eden’s voice squawked over the radio, telling me that I had just achieved the fastest lap time of the day. If I didn’t have to keep both hands on the wheel, I would have given a fist pump in celebration. Things were finally going my way. 
 
   I was celebrating the small victories when I came across the top of the mountain again, across Skyline. The glare from the sun reflected in the top corner of my windscreen and I was blinded. Not by the light, but by the vision which the sun called to mind. 
 
   Alyssa. 
 
   My heart stopped and my eyes slammed closed. 
 
   Smiles and laughs; the sun glinting off her watch as we kept an eye on the time. 
 
   I could almost hear her voice bouncing around the car, laughing over some ridiculous shit we’d done during the day. We’d been so happy. So innocent. So fucking naive and stupid. 
 
   The memory was from one of the days we’d ditched school to hide out in our park. With a gasp, I swallowed oxygen down into protesting lungs. My hands shook and tremors raced through my fingers and into the wheel. 
 
   My stomach clenched as I remembered just how beautiful she’d been. She didn’t have supermodel looks, she had something better. An honest to goodness girl-next-door quality that shone through from within and made her ten times sexier than any over glossed supermodel could ever be. The truth was, as bad as the visions of Alyssa’s red-rimmed eyes were, the happy ones were worse. They became tangible reminders of how much she’d once meant to me, and I almost didn’t want to suppress them.
 
   With two more gulping breaths, I forced my eyes open and pushed the thought away. My grip tightened on the steering wheel, but it was already too late. 
 
   Though it’d been mere seconds, I’d been in my own world—my past—for too long and hadn’t prepared to take the turn before falling into the Esses. I had no time to do anything but adjust the angle of my car as it smashed into the concrete barrier with a teeth-rattling bang. I prepared myself in the only way I could for a second crash as the car ricocheted off the wall, spun across the track, and then smashed into the side of a passing car. The sound of crunching metal and squealing rubber filled the space around me, but I could do nothing but hold on and hope for the best. My car lurched sickeningly toward the wall again, shunting hard into the concrete and rocking me into the hard surface of the door. 
 
   By the time I came to a rest, I was angled nose into the wall in a stationary car. 
 
   Unable to move, I panted as I struggled to comprehend just what had happened, aside from the fact that I’d crashed—that part I got loud and fucking clear. Closing my eyes, I mentally ran through my body to ensure I wasn’t too badly injured. I wiggled my fingers and my toes and was relieved when everything did what it was supposed to. Except for my heart racing at a million miles a minute, and the fact that I couldn’t breathe down nearly enough air to stay in control, I was okay. 
 
   My eyes snapped to the rear-view mirror when I heard the sound of protesting tyres.
 
   Shit! 
 
   Another car, flying down from Skyline, hadn’t seen me until it was too late. Although the driver was braking hard, he wasn’t going to be able to stop or avoid crashing into me. I was too far out on the road. Waiting for the impact was maddening. It was as if time had stopped as I sucked down a breath and prepared for another jolt. 
 
   When time seemed to have restarted, it jumped to fast forward. The car slammed into the back of mine hard enough to lurch my whole body forward. My teeth smashed together, the impact rattling my skull until stars exploded behind my eyes. I said a silent thanks for the HANS device and harness holding me in place. 
 
   The nose of my car ploughed farther into the wall with a loud crunch before the tail lifted and spun my car again. The motion tossed me around like a rag doll as my car was hit once more. I finally came to a rest with the passenger side of the car hard against the barrier.
 
   I risked a glance around to see two other damaged cars parked close to mine. The officials had the yellow flags out at last, and I had no doubt the safety car was already on its way around the track. At least it meant it was unlikely any other cars were going to join the pile-up. 
 
   “What the hell, Declan?” Eden’s voice admonished me. “Danny’s going to have your arse for this.”
 
   Yeah, yeah, tell me something I don’t know. 
 
   I smacked the steering wheel hard before scrambling out of the wreck. The car was totalled. The once sleek red and black exterior now a mangled mess of broken glass, ripped stickers, exposed metal, and broken plastic. 
 
   I guess I win the record after all. Go me! 
 
   In frustration, I kicked the door. A sharp ache echoed up my leg. 
 
   “Fucking shitter of a fucking bastard of a fucking car!” I screamed as I ignored the pain and kicked the car again. 
 
   I knew I was supposed to leave the track immediately to avoid further injury, but I couldn’t resist kicking the car a few more times to vent my frustration. 
 
   Finally, after a few more, “Fucks,” “Fucking hells,” and kicks for good measure, I climbed over the barrier. 
 
   Even though it was clear I was okay, I headed for the medics for clearance, ripping off the sleeve on my race suit as I went. Three of them came over to me and ran me through a series of concussion tests and other bullshit. Even though my ankle still ached from kicking the car, and a pain niggled along the right side of my body, I refused to tell them. I’d ice whatever I needed to when I got home, and deal with the rest later. I didn’t have time for any of it. I just wanted to be gone. Not just from the car, but from the track. The team. The whole place. My life in general. The farther away, the better. 
 
   Eden was right, as usual. Danny was going to own my arse over the crash.
 
   Fucking Alyssa “small town” Dawson. If it wasn’t for her, none of this shit would have happened.
 
   “Reede!” 
 
   I rolled my eyes at the sound of another driver’s voice behind me—Hunter Blake, with Ford’s Wood Racing. Ignoring the ache in my ankle, I walked faster to escape him. I couldn’t deal with his bullshit. 
 
   Obviously uninjured, he covered the distance between us faster than I could walk. Grabbing on to my shoulder, he spun me around. “What the fuck was that?” 
 
   I shoved him off. “Go fuck yourself, Blake.” 
 
   “You had to pull that crap didn’t you? What’s that, six in a row now?” His eyes narrowed.
 
   “What the fuck do you care?” 
 
   “I don’t give a fuck about your performance issues, until they affect me. They’re affecting me, so you better fucking watch—”
 
   “Hunter.” His name was barked in a sharp tone by a unique voice on the circuit. Paige Wood, the owner of Wood Racing. She was a relatively new team owner, having taken over from her father when he retired, but she ran a tight ship and her team was second only to Sinclair. “Back to the pits.” 
 
   Like the little lapdog he was, Hunter sneered at me once more and then spun around and retreated. 
 
   Instead of turning to follow him, Paige came up to me. Her short blonde hair was pristinely coiffed, and despite her garish make-up she was kind of pretty. The team polo she wore showed the benefits of her fantastic surgeon—she was full in all the right places. All in all, she wasn’t bad looking, for an older woman. A wild cougar displaying her true colours, and definitely someone I wouldn’t say no to bedding if the offer arose. “Mr. Reede.” 
 
   I nodded. “Mrs. Wood.” 
 
   She chuckled, a throaty laugh which was clearly designed to be seductive. “It’s Ms and please, call me Paige.” 
 
   I nodded, and waited impatiently for her to get to her point. 
 
   “That was an unfortunate incident on the track.” 
 
   Raising one eyebrow, I scoffed at her. “Unfortunate?” 
 
   She stepped closer to me, brushing her hands through the front of my hair. 
 
   With an eyebrow raised at the overfamiliar touch, I reached out and captured her wrist before lowering her hand back to her side. 
 
   A sly, challenging smile lit her lips. “Well, it wasn’t exactly deliberate, was it? What else can it be called besides unfortunate?” 
 
   There were a hundred other things I could have called it, but I wasn’t going to say them all. In fact, I was surprised how calm she was considering she’d lost a car in the tangle.
 
   “You’re not injured I hope?” she purred as she trailed her gaze over my body.
 
   Glancing down at my ankle, I shook my head. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
   “I assume Danny isn’t going to be very happy with you?” 
 
   I barked a laugh. “That’s an understatement.” 
 
   She chuckled again, another throaty sound which echoed into my cock. “Well, maybe it’s time you and I had a little chat about things?” She brushed her hand over my shoulder. “I like to give my boys extra-special attention.” 
 
   I smirked at her. The attention she was lavishing on me certainly gave me something positive to concentrate on rather than the shit I was going to have to deal with back at Sinclair’s pits. Some of the dealings I’d had with her in the past were a little less than desirable, and I had no interest in joining her team, but there was something about having the undivided attention of a woman who clearly looked after herself. Something told me she’d be a firecracker in the sack too.
 
   “How about we have dinner sometime?” she said as she brushed her fingers through my hair again. “Talk about your future.” 
 
   “I’m locked in with Sinclair for another year,” I said. Assuming he doesn’t fire my arse. “So I’m not sure what there is to talk about.” 
 
   Another one of her throaty chuckles slipped past her lips. “Even if you’re locked in for twelve months, there’s plenty to discuss. I’d do almost anything to get you under me.” 
 
   There was no missing or confusing the double entendre in her words. “Maybe it’s worth having that chat one day then.” 
 
   She brushed her fingers over my cheek. “Later then.” 
 
   I turned around to go back to the pits, but stopped when I saw Hazel Sinclair—sweet Hazel, Danny’s wife—staring wide-eyed at me in disbelief. When I gave her a wave to let her know I was okay, she frowned and turned away. It was a sign of the things I would be facing when I went back into the pits. 
 
   Fuck that shit. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOUR: GETTING AWAY
 
   
 
 
   
INSTEAD OF REPORTING back to the pits to deal with the punishment I knew was coming, I fucked off. I climbed into my Monaro and drove straight back to Sydney. 
 
   The press would probably have a fucking field day at my expense, especially the snooty brunette reporter I’d spurned during the midrace interview. I didn’t want to face them, or any of the drivers I’d taken out in my wreck. There were five of them who wanted my arse for the crash—Morgan more than any other. I just didn’t see the point in hanging around the track long enough to get grilled, beaten, and investigated. 
 
   Or worse: fired. 
 
   My weekend was over by that point anyway. There was no way the boys would get the twisted mess that used to be my car back on the track. Which meant I wouldn’t be getting back into the car for any reason, and unfortunately, neither would Morgan. I had little doubt he was already hunting down the pliers to follow through on his threat. 
 
   Only bad things waited for me back at the pits. If Danny was going to give me the sack, it was going to be easier to deal with later—after everyone cooled off. Hopefully in a private meeting where my dirty laundry wouldn’t be aired all over the TV. I really didn’t need my shame to be any more public than it already had been. It was almost a certainty that I would cop a fine for my outburst at the top of the track after I’d crashed. Short of a summary dismissal by Sinclair, it really couldn’t get much worse for me. 
 
   Besides, by the time I’d finished with the paramedics, I barely gave a flying fuck what else happened to me. I was so far beyond caring about anything. All I wanted to do was get wasted and get laid. It didn’t even have to be in that order. 
 
   I drove straight home. Throughout my drive, my phone kept ringing, but I steadily ignored it, hitting the end button on the steering wheel. There was no way I wanted to talk to anyone. It didn’t matter who it was, they’d only destroy the little that remained of my sanity. When the caller still didn’t take the hint, I turned the phone off completely. 
 
   After I’d parked the Monaro beside my Prado, I called a taxi so that I could have a good night without worrying about any of my cars being left unattended in the city. The trek from the garage to my upstairs bedroom had never felt longer. Weariness weighted my limbs and made each step difficult. The only thing that kept me moving was the promise of a drink at the end of the effort. 
 
   I jumped straight into the shower. Once the water was cascading around me, I thought about the accident and shuddered. I’d been in so many lately: six crashes from six starts. It wasn’t possible to grow accustomed to it though—at least, I hadn’t. Despite all of the safety precautions, there was always one instant where I wondered whether I would survive the impact. Somewhere between the brakes squealing and the metal crunching, my heart stopped beating. It only started again when I could feel my teeth aching and my brain swimming from the impact. As if reminded of the ache by the memory of the crash, my ankle niggled and my chest protested. I’d have to ice it before long, but that was something I could do later. 
 
   My body trembled as the adrenaline that had carried me through the three-hour drive home wore off. 
 
   I needed a drink. 
 
   Badly. 
 
   I couldn’t think of anything else that would get rid of the shakes or the memories. I didn’t bother washing my hair, it could go another day. I did wash my balls though, twice in fact, revelling in the fact that Morgan couldn’t get his rusty pliers near them as long as I avoided him. It was more a precaution though. I wanted to make sure they got some special attention tonight from some lucky chick. Between the need to let off steam and Paige Wood’s casual teasing, I needed to get off. 
 
   As I washed off the soap, I debated a quick wank to alleviate the pressure before going out; something to tide me over until I could find some little cutie willing to fulfil my wishes. The issue was, there was only ever one image which could get me off that way, and I definitely didn’t want to be thinking about her just then. Not so soon after she’d caused me to crash. Again.
 
   Turning off the water, I shoved open the door and grabbed a towel from the rack nearby. While I was towelling off, I caught sight of my own reflection and scowled at myself in disgust. 
 
   What have you become? You’re fucking pathetic. 
 
   I threw the towel at the mirror, and turned to leave the room to find an outfit that was guaranteed to help me score. Black satin boxers were my staple item for a night out, and over the top I threw on a pair of slacks that did nothing to hide any boner I would have. I topped it off with a collared shirt that had sleeves easy enough to roll up to show off my arms—that always seemed to drive women crazy. I usually would have thrown on a team shirt, but I didn’t want to be reminded of the fact that I might no longer be part of Sinclair Racing. 
 
   My solution to the whole situation was simple. I was going to do what I always did: hit the town, get absolutely shitfaced, and find some pussy to bury myself in. The problems would still be there in a day or two, but at least I could get some semblance of relief before I had to face them.
 
   The taxi arrived while I was still getting dressed, but I just waved at the driver through the window to let him know I was aware that he’d arrived and then finished what I was doing. He could wait five minutes; it wasn’t like he wasn’t getting paid after all. Before I left, I downed a shot of whiskey to get a jump on things, and then grabbed a Corona from the fridge for the road. 
 
   Within half an hour, I was being ushered into the VIP room of my favourite club, Firebird. I loved it more than most clubs because I felt at home there. The whole place was themed with a garage motif. The sign out front was a bonnet from a Firebird, complete with phoenix, secured to a chrome bumper in front of an old roller door. Inside was more of a typical nightclub, with an ambiance aimed at privacy and secret deeds. The music was always loud, the drinks were always flowing, and the women were always loose. It was the perfect place to disappear and satisfy my cravings for booze and a wet pussy to sink myself into. 
 
   The VIP area was set up better than most I’d seen. Lining the edges of the space were six private booths, each with a set of black satin curtains that could be drawn for a little extra privacy. It meant I could take what I needed without having the hassle of bringing any girls back to my house. It certainly saved a taxi fare and awkward conversation in the morning. 
 
   I secured my booth, ensuring I had one regardless of how many people were allowed past the velvet rope, and then ordered a drink. Once I was comfortable, I sat back to scope out the talent. 
 
   There were three blondes, four brunettes, and a redhead. That meant my choices were instantly narrowed from eight to four. I couldn’t do brunettes. I’d tried, a few times actually, but I just . . . couldn’t. They’d all been absolutely fine pieces of arse too. It was just that every time I saw one of them sucking my cock, or bent over in front of me, I’d pictured Alyssa. And I couldn’t picture her as one of these skanks—as some random piece of tail to use, abuse, and recycle. She was special. 
 
   The redhead and her blonde friend were dancing rather closely together on the dance floor. When she spotted me watching her, a smirk broke across her lips and their dancing grew even more risqué. I necked my beer and drank, all without taking my eyes off of the pair of them. 
 
   The redhead grinned at me, winked and then starting kissing her friend, making certain that I saw every stroke of her tongue and every shift of her fingers over her friend’s cheeks, neck, boobs. 
 
   Fuck me. 
 
   I was definitely up for another threesome. The way they were behaving, I was sure I could fuck them both multiple times before the club closed. I called over the private bartender. He knew what they were drinking—one of the perks of the VIP room—so I ordered them each another drink, and a Corona and a double shot of whiskey for me. I downed the whiskey while he made their fruity-arse cocktails. Once I had our drinks in hand, I ambled over to the pair.
 
   “Hey, ladies,” I said, oozing every ounce of charm I could muster after my shitty-arse day. “I thought you might be thirsty after all that dancing.” 
 
   I flipped them my wicked smile, the one that practically guaranteed I got lucky, as I openly gazed over their entwined bodies. They both giggled in response. 
 
   This’ll be easier than I thought.
 
   The redhead moved closer to me. “You’re Declan Reede, aren’t you?”
 
   “The one and only. And tonight I’ll be your personal escort.”
 
   She giggled again, and it was clear she was already fucking wasted. I had the night in the bag; nothing could stop this score.
 
   “I’m Tillie, and this is Talia.” She indicated her blonde friend, who was kissing her way up Tillie’s throat. They continued to bump and grind against each other as we talked. What little doubt I’d had about how easy a score it was going to be was swept away by their movements. The sight of them practically dry humping one another had me hard and ready to go.
 
   “Well, Tillie, Talia, mind if I come between you?” I ensured I put extra emphasis in the right places to give them no doubt what my intentions were. 
 
   They both giggled and downed the drinks I had brought them like the glasses contained nothing but water. I skulled my Corona just as quickly and then they each grabbed one of my hands and pulled me between them. Within minutes, we were a meld of hands, mouths, and gratuitous grinding. I didn’t think it was possible for me to get any harder. 
 
   Breaking free momentarily, I signalled my bartender for another round of drinks.
 
   The two girls pressed themselves into me, and I was sandwiched between a wall of pussy and tits, fingers and tongues. It was my happy place, and I forgot about all the shit that had gone down on the track. I was even able to forget about Alyssa—almost. 
 
   I brushed my hand along Tillie’s chest, gently at first, but when I got no negative reaction, I moved more deliberately. My fingers traced her nipples through the skimpy metallic shirt that barely covered her breasts. She moaned, so I captured her mouth with mine and her fiery red hair with my free hand. The position gave me enough control to push our way over to my booth, recessed in the dark wall. As soon as we reached our destination, I slid my hands up inside her dress, pushing it over her hips, and hooking my fingers into her panties. She reached for my zipper, pulling it down and pressing her hand over the front of my boxers. 
 
   I was tangled with her when another pair of hands traced the muscles along my back before joining Tillie’s hand palming me over my underwear. I released Tillie’s mouth to look behind me and met Talia’s gaze as she leaned against my back.
 
   “I was feeling lonely,” she purred against my ear, as she moved her hand below Tillie’s to stroke my cock. 
 
   “Don’t worry, baby, there’s plenty to go around,” I said as I reached behind me, grabbing Talia’s hair and guiding her head closer so that I could claim her lips to thank her for her help. The angle sent a sharp pain jolting through my side, but with the girls’ magic hands touching me, I was able to ignore it. Tillie’s fingers closed around my cloth-covered balls, drawing a moan of pleasure from me, which Talia kissed away with an open mouth and plenty of tongue.
 
   My cock strained to escape and hide away deep within one of these girls, but Tillie’s hand began working miracles even through the silky material as Talia held my face, running her tongue along mine. As Tillie stroked my cock, I felt her shift, drawing my attention to her. I watched as she sat up further, bringing her face to my stomach. She teased me through the cotton of my shirt, and ran her tongue between the buttons. 
 
   With one hand, I teased her nipples thought her shirt as I closed my eyes and relished the sweet ache of their combined touches. A flash of light erupted. For a fraction of a second, the world behind my eyelids shifted from black to red. 
 
   Shit.
 
   My eyes snapped open just in time to be assaulted by another flash. And another. I pushed backward away from Tillie, knocking Talia to her arse as I did. I swung around just in time to see the filthy pap jump over the barrier and leave the club. 
 
   After helping Talia up, I made my excuses to leave the two women. Zipping up my pants as I moved, I gave chase to the pap even though it was too late. My ankle protested every step, and by the time I reached the door, I could barely stand on it. My night was ruined. The mood was officially killed and I needed to get ice on my injury more than anything else. One thing I liked about the club was its discretion, and yet they’d allowed a photographer in to capture the moment. 
 
   See if they’ll get my fucking business again. 
 
   There was no doubt I’d soon be featured in Gossip Weekly again. 
 
   It was just what I fucking needed after the shit of the race meeting. One more incident for Danny Sinclair to nail me over. I didn’t even want to imagine what he might have to say about it all. In pain, and ready for sleep, I gave up on the idea of an easy screw and headed home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIVE: SURPRISE ENDINGS
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER I GOT home, I camped out on the couch to assess my shitty-arsed weekend. With a cold beer in my hand, I tried to ignore the ghost of Alyssa dancing just behind my eyes. It was proving hard though, especially when I was inside my own head trying to concentrate on anything except the ache in my ankle and the pain that was blossoming steadily over my side. 
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder how things had slid so out of control so fast. One thing was clear, Danny would demand some answers when I saw him next, and I knew I’d better have some damn good ones if I wanted to stay on the team. 
 
   I sighed. Maybe the first step to moving on was working out where my life had started to go wrong. The problem was that nothing had changed. Not really. I knew that—was acutely aware of it. The reality was before I’d seen Alyssa again, I was fine. After seeing her with the new man in her life, I was fucked. But the sighting hadn’t changed a single goddamned thing. 
 
   When I’d first left Brisbane, I’d realised Alyssa was going to date again—so that hadn’t changed. I hadn’t said anything to her when I saw her—so that hadn’t changed. I hadn’t made any embarrassing cock-ups or done something which would sear myself into her memory or her into mine. Nothing. There was no fundamental shift or cosmic U-turn which had occurred. I still felt the same as I always had, only now she was there whenever I closed my eyes. Fresher in my mind maybe, and sexier than ever. 
 
   It wasn’t like I wanted Alyssa back in my life though. Not really. She might have been the subject of my fantasies on the rare occasions I jerked off, but that wasn’t a sign of anything serious. Neither was it new. It had been that way ever since I’d left her. There was logic in that though. She’d been the one woman who’d had something of a semipermanent role in my sex life when we were younger, during my formative years at that. With my revolving bedroom door and buffet of choices, I never had time to study any of the women long enough to actually remember faces or specific details. That was all it was, I was certain of it. 
 
   Besides, I doubted there were many red-blooded men who wouldn’t fantasise about Alyssa if they’d seen her naked. Especially the way she’d bloomed in the last four years. I swallowed hard just thinking about it. Some things hadn’t changed though: she still had the ideal girl-next-door look, clearly still didn’t slather her face with inches of make-up, and I was certain still had just enough snark in her personality to guarantee a wild night in bed. 
 
   Is she wild in bed? My palm slid down to caress my cock before I’d given it a thought. I bet she is.
 
   Those new curves . . . My mouth went dry as I cupped myself. 
 
   Stop! 
 
   Fuck!
 
   The fact that Alyssa starred in my dreams or kept me awake every night wasn’t entirely unusual either. That had been happening for as long as I’d been in Sydney. It certainly wasn’t a sign that I wanted her back. If I’d wanted that, I never would have left Brisbane in the first place. I would have at least returned one of her phone calls. Or something.
 
   Even after I’d seen her at Queensland Raceway, the reasons we’d broken up were still as true as the day we’d parted. She was too focused on her small-town views—she had wanted the regular life. The husband, white picket fence, and two point four kids. She didn’t understand racing—the excitement of being behind the wheel and overtaking someone or standing atop the fucking podium holding high a trophy that was earned through blood, sweat, and tears. She didn’t understand the perks that came with it—the fame, money, and hot women.
 
   No, I definitely didn’t want her anymore. 
 
   I didn’t want that life. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I relaxed against the couch. At some point, I must have drifted off because the next thing I knew, a pounding filled the house. A second later, the pounding stopped but then the doorbell chimed. With a glance at the clock on the wall, I confirmed it was almost four thirty in the morning. 
 
   Who the fuck makes unannounced house calls at this time? 
 
   The doorbell rang again, and again. Whoever it was, they were persistent. 
 
   “I’m coming!” I shouted over the noise as I limped to the front door. “Hold your fucking horses.” This better be fucking important. 
 
   I pulled the door open, but before I even had a chance to get a look at who it was, I was greeted by a fist connecting with my left eye. A second fist smashed hard into my gut and my breath flew from my body, expelled in one painful burst. Doubled over, and with blurry vision, I could only make out vague shapes and not specific details. 
 
   “What the fuck!” I wheezed out while trying to suck in some air around the piercing agony in my chest. Even though the attacker was unarmed, images of a knife embedded in my skin swum in front of my eyes. It couldn’t have been more painful even if I had been stabbed. Stars danced in front of my eyes. Gasping for air, I couldn’t get enough.
 
   “Just repaying what I owe you.” I recognised Morgan’s beachside drawl the instant he spoke. The purpose of the visit was clear—my accident, and our subsequent DNF, had all but put him completely out of championship contention. “And delivering a warning. If, against my better judgement, we’re ever partnered again and you fuck up my chances for the championship again . . .”
 
   The sound of my desperate attempts for breath filled my head and darkness overtook me. Pressing one hand against the doorframe to support myself, I tried to pull myself upright and met his gaze. His lips twisted in a grimace and fire flickered in his hazel gaze. The expression, coupled with the lack of any words in his threat, was more potent than any words that could have come out of his mouth. 
 
   A few weeks ago, I would have called him a cock, punched him back, and then we would have fought until one of us was on the ground. We would’ve laughed, had a few beers to get over it, and then he would have left my house after we were back on okay terms. As it was though, with me unable to force air into my lungs, it was taking everything I had not to fall in a heap at his feet. I staggered forward, leaning against him. My hands groped at his shirt as I tried desperately to suck down oxygen—any air. 
 
   “Fucking hell, man!” Morgan snapped at me, shocked by my lack of retaliation and by the wetness that was threatening my eyes. “Seriously, Reede! You need to get your shit together.”
 
   I coughed around the ache, but the action caused the vice around my chest to tighten and squeezed the last of my breath out of me. I fell to my knees in front of Morgan. Despite trying to force the oxygen in with gasp after gasp, I couldn’t get the oxygen I needed. My mind spun and I sank to the ground. 
 
   “Shit,” Morgan muttered as he looked at me. 
 
   The last thing I saw was Morgan’s frowning face swimming in front of me before the darkness claimed me. 
 
   
 
 
   
“DECLAN.” ALYSSA’S voice filled my mind and I knew I was dreaming. 
 
   I was too comfortable, felt too light. It was as if all the weight in the world had been lifted from my shoulders. 
 
   “What are you doing to yourself?” The worry echoing through her voice didn’t touch my euphoric mood as the familiar scent of coconuts and everything that was her surrounded me. I inhaled deeply, and as I did, a sharp ache echoed through me and stole my breath. I cried out in agony. 
 
   Something wet dropped onto my hand, and I tried to force my eyes open but they refused to cooperate. All I got were blurry images that I couldn’t piece together properly. 
 
   “Is this really your dream? Is this what you gave up everything we had for?”
 
   What I could see through the haze was dark mahogany hair, frosted with streaks of blonde near the top—just like Alyssa’s had been when I saw her at Queensland Raceway. 
 
   “Lys,” I croaked, still certain I was dreaming and wanting to hold on to the image as long as I could. Her nickname slipped from me despite the years it had been since I’d used it last.
 
   An answering sob filled my ears as a hand gripped mine more tightly. A cool sensation flowed up my arm and I sank back into the darkness. 
 
   
 
 
   
I WOKE alone in a hospital bed. 
 
   It was a sad indicator of the hole my life had become that no one was there to fuss over me. I pushed the call button to get the attention of a nurse to at least find out why the fuck I was even there. A matronly woman walked in—nothing like the nurses I would have liked to be treated by—and started to check my vitals with a string of questions on her lips. While she spoke, I recalled Morgan’s visit. Fucker. He’d put me into hospital—he’d never gone that hard on me before. 
 
   She was halfway through her examination when she brushed her fingers over my hand. The sensation reminded me of the vision I’d had of Alyssa crying at my side. Is her vision stalking me even here? 
 
   “Was there someone here?” I asked. 
 
   The nurse shook her head. “Not that I saw, hun,” she said. “I do have instructions to ring a”—she paused to read something off the chart—“Danny Sinclair when you’re awake and lucid.” 
 
   I offered what I hoped was a winning smile. “Can I not be awake and lucid for a little while longer?”
 
   She frowned and waited for me to elaborate. 
 
   “He’s my boss. He’s going to chew me out as soon as he gets here. I just . . . need a break first. Please?” 
 
   A moment passed without her saying anything. Then she nodded. “I’ll wait until you’ve had some food at least. How are you feeling?” 
 
   I scoffed. “Do you want the truth?” 
 
   “Best not to sugar-coat it otherwise we won’t know if you’re healin’, will we?” 
 
   “In that case, I feel like shit.” 
 
   She chuckled before stifling it. “I’m not surprised. You’ve fractured two ribs and strained a few muscles to boot.”
 
   “Well, fuck me.” It meant I would be out of the car for at least a month—maybe more. My season was all but over, and that was assuming Danny didn’t just fire my arse. 
 
   “There’ll be none of that for a little while,” the nurse said with a chuckle. 
 
   “Shit, really?” I pushed myself upright, and regretted it instantly as the pain in my chest vice-gripped my lungs. 
 
   “You need to give your ribs a chance to repair without undue stress.” 
 
   I didn’t tell her that a severe case of blue balls would be undue stress. “So a couple of days?” I asked, wondering whether I could do it. 
 
   “A couple of weeks, just to be on the safe side. And no heavy lifting in the meantime.” 
 
   Even though it was tempting to crack a joke about not being able to hold my junk then, I kept my mouth closed as I considered a couple of weeks without sex. 
 
   “What about . . .” I glanced around to make sure we were definitely alone—the last thing I needed was for some pap to overhear me asking if I was still okay to jerk off. “Wanking,” I added in a whisper. 
 
   “The doctor will talk you through the dos and don’ts, I’m sure, but you’ll have to listen to your body. It’s the muscle spasms that will do you in.” 
 
   I winced as I thought about the ab-tightening, chest-compressing euphoria of an Alyssa-induced self-loving orgasm. “Damn.” 
 
   True to her word, the nurse didn’t call Danny until after I’d had something to eat, and was practically ready to be discharged. Instead of him coming in person, I was just left with a message to be at his office in two days. I doubted the meeting would bring anything good. 
 
   
 
 
   
TWO DAYS later, after the team got back from Bathurst, I limped into Danny’s office and sat staring at the trophies that lined the wall behind him. It was easier than meeting the slate-grey gaze of the man I’d disappointed—and forced into spending a fortune in the process. 
 
   “You’re still hurt.” Somehow Danny’s observation came out as an accusation. 
 
   I hid my foot under the chair. Both my ribs and my ankle still hurt like a son of a bitch, but I’d done a decent enough job of managing by myself at home in the time since I was discharged from hospital.
 
   I swallowed down my nerves. “It’s nothing.” 
 
   After narrowing his eyes at my assertion that I was still fit, he launched into a ten minute tirade about being a team and how my actions affected other people. 
 
   Even though it was almost impossible to hold my tongue, I did. Anything I said, any words I let loose in a sarcastic comeback, would only add fuel to the fire. Fuel that was definitely not needed in light of the crash, my injuries, and everything else. 
 
   After he’d finished his lecture, he laid three things in front of me—the latest issue of Gossip Weekly with my public threesome gracing the cover, a letter from the ProV8 officials, and a plain envelope.
 
   “You’ve really messed things up for yourself this time, Declan,” Danny said, his voice firm. His grey hair looked like it had been through a wind tunnel, probably because of his nervous habit of running his fingers through it when he was stressed. Given the pressure of managing a ProV8 team, it was a wonder he wasn’t bald. He’d raked his hair no less than fifteen times since I’d entered his office.
 
   I just nodded in response to his statement. What could I say, really? I couldn’t exactly deny any of it, the evidence was irrefutable.
 
   “You’ve been fined ten thousand for your outburst at Bathurst,” he continued.
 
   I nodded again. Ten grand. It was painful, but not unmanageable.
 
   “And another ten for that display.” His hands indicated the magazine cover. “For bringing the sport into disrepute.”
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Twenty thousand in fines in one week. I wondered whether maybe it was another record. As if my life wasn’t screwed up enough already. I knew better than to argue though; it wasn’t as though Danny had set the fines. Besides, he might have exuded calm at all times and seemed to be the very picture of patience, but I knew just how explosive he could be if you argued back. 
 
   Despite his short stature and thin frame, I’d seen him bring grown men to tears. I knew only one person who could put Danny in his place, and that was his wife, Hazel. Over the years, she’d made her thoughts on my womanising very clear, so I couldn’t count on her leaping to my defence anytime soon. Especially not after she’d seen me talking to Paige Wood. I wouldn’t be surprised if Danny brought that up next. 
 
   I waited for Danny to continue, but he just sat, hands clasped together, and assessed me. He knew how to psych out the competition, and at that moment, that was me. Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his arms with the accompanying sound of the creak of leather as his old jacket refused to move as swiftly as he did. 
 
   For a brief moment, I wondered whether I was excused. I hadn’t been explicitly dismissed from his office though, so I didn’t think I had been. I gulped down a breath and met his gaze again. There was still the matter of the third item. The plain envelope. The one I was almost certain held my marching orders. I almost hoped he’d say that it was just to put me out of my misery. 
 
   When Danny stared impassively at me for a moment longer—locked in a silent battle of wills I was sure to lose—the air in the room thickened into a palpable presence surrounding me, clawing down my throat as if trying to force words from me and the envelope loomed larger before me, magnified by my fear of it. 
 
   “Is—is there anything else?” I asked when I couldn’t handle the waiting any longer.
 
   Danny frowned. “What do you think?” 
 
   “I—I don’t know.” 
 
   He stood and circled his desk, perching on the edge of it and gazing down at me. “What’s going on with you, Declan?” 
 
   My mouth went dry. I was tempted to say I didn’t know again, but I knew that wouldn’t satisfy him. Panic gripped my chest as I waited for him to say the words I knew were coming. He was going to ask what was wrong, I was going to tell him nothing, and then he was going to fire my arse. 
 
   I dropped my head. “It’s a ghost from my past,” I muttered down at my lap. 
 
   “And what, precisely, does this ghost have to do with me?” 
 
   “Nothing. It’s just something I need to deal with.” 
 
   “How?” 
 
   “What?” I looked up at him. 
 
   “How are you planning on dealing with it?” His gaze was steady, unwavering as his cold slate gaze assessed me. 
 
   “I just need some time?” It wasn’t assertive, or cocky, or anything of the things he probably expected of me. It was a sign of just how far I’d fallen in a few short months. 
 
   Danny spun around and grabbed the plain envelope, sliding it closer to me.
 
   “What’s this?” I asked timidly as I took it into my hands. 
 
   He pushed himself off the desk and crossed to his window. “Open it.” His tone gave nothing away.
 
   Swallowing down my fear, I peeled open the envelope slowly. There was no point speeding to the end of my career—or my dreams. Inside was a key and a smaller envelope with airline details printed on it. 
 
   “What’s this?” I asked again, my voice lifting as I examined the contents. It certainly wasn’t what I’d expected. Instead of the dreaded notice of dismissal, I’d pulled an airline ticket from the envelope and then inspected the details. It was a ticket to London on a flight due to leave the following day.
 
   Danny crossed the room again and sat in his chair, his slate-grey gaze steady on me again. “You are taking the rest of the season off.” 
 
   It wasn’t what the doctor had indicated. After assessing the damage to my ribs—just a hairline fracture—she’d said there was a chance I could be back in the car again before the end of the season. There was no question in Danny’s voice though. The time off wasn’t a choice I was being offered, but a directive from the boss. Something I couldn’t argue with, not with the tenterhooks I was already hanging from. 
 
   That didn’t stop me from trying. 
 
   “What about the sponsors?” The team’s sponsors paid for a certain amount of track time each year, and the sponsorship money was refundable if that time wasn’t met.
 
   Danny laughed sardonically. “This isn’t open for discussion, Declan.” 
 
   He leaned forward in his chair, placing his elbows on the desk, and then stared at me. 
 
   “Do you honestly think any of them will miss a crash every single meet? It’ll probably end up being cheaper for us to back out of every deal than to have to build a new car every couple of weeks. Besides, the way you’ve been driving, it’s unlikely we’ll meet the track time requirements anyway.”
 
   I hung my head in shame. My cheeks burned red and I longed for a drink to take the edge off the guilt eating at my stomach. 
 
   “This is a one-time offer, kid. A last chance, so to speak,” Danny said. There wasn’t a trace of anger in his voice, but somehow that made it seem all the more serious. “Take the time off like you wanted. Go to London; the doctors have given you clearance to fly. Get your shit together, and then come back fresh next season and get back to winning me some races.”
 
   I didn’t need to ask what would happen if I refused or if I couldn’t do what he wanted; the answer danced in his eyes. The ticket wasn’t much more than a stay of execution if I didn’t do as he ordered. 
 
   That didn’t stop me from questioning him though. “Why London?” 
 
   “Because you sure as shit haven’t sorted yourself out here. I think you need a change of scenery. Plus, it’ll keep you away from Morgan until he’s calmed a little.” 
 
   I nodded. “But what’s the key for?”
 
   “An apartment I own in London. You’ll have free access to it while you’re there, but that’s the only thing I can offer you until you return for the preseason testing.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered, even though I wasn’t sure that it shouldn’t have been, “Fuck you.” 
 
   I didn’t want someone telling me what to do, or where to holiday, but maybe he was on the right track. Maybe it was exactly what I needed—to get out of the country and away from any possible reminders of Alyssa. 
 
   It was a chance to try to get my head together. To break whatever hold it was that Alyssa had over me after one chance sighting of her happy smile in the arms of another. Happy without me.
 
   “You do realise this means your pay will be suspended?” 
 
   I nodded, mentally calculating what I had in liquid assets. With luck and good management, I should’ve had enough to make it through to preseason without compromising too much of my lifestyle. I would miss the twenty grand I had to pay in fines that much more though.
 
   “And I shouldn’t have to remind you that your contract is up for renewal next year. I’m a reasonable man. I’m willing to overlook this last six months, providing you can prove to me that you are back on top next season.”
 
   After standing and gathering up the documents with all the fines, I offered him a small smile. At least it wasn’t an outright dismissal. There had certainly been enough grounds for one. “Thank you, Danny.”
 
   “I meant it when I said you have the potential to be a great driver, Declan. Nothing’s changed since then. You just need to get your head back in the game.”
 
   ”Thank you.” 
 
   “That is all.”
 
   I knew not to hang around after getting dismissed from his office, lest he change his mind. 
 
   As I walked down the corridor away from his office, I kept staring at the plane ticket in my hand. The flight left the following day, and I had three months before I needed to be back for preseason testing for the following year’s races. That gave me three months to sort myself out. 
 
   Three months to get Alyssa “small town” Dawson out of my head for good.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIX: CHANCE ENCOUNTERS
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER I ARRIVED home, I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at the plane ticket. It felt heavy in my hands, much heavier than a piece of card rightfully should. It was weighted with expectation and fear. If it didn’t work . . . nothing would. I would be done. My career, the one thing I’d worked so damn hard for, would be gone. I’d given up everything for it. If it were gone, I’d be left with nothing. I’d have to crawl back home a failure and watch Alyssa flaunt her new love at every turn. 
 
   Realistically, the ticket should have felt light in my hands. It should have felt like the life preserver it was designed to be. One last lifeline thrown in to stop me from sinking further into the deep shit filling my life. For that reason, I was willing to cling to it with both hands. However, it also raised the question of how exactly I was supposed to get my head back in the game. How did I even start to try? It wasn’t as though I hadn’t tried to sort myself out. 
 
   I sighed as I threw the ticket onto the bed beside me and fell backward to stare at the ceiling. Almost two hours passed that way, with me lost in the same cycle of thoughts as always, before I decided that if I was catching a plane in the morning, I really needed to get some shit organised. Like clothes . . . and a suitcase. 
 
   In my head, I ran through a list of tasks. I thought it would probably be polite to contact my parents at some point before I left, to let them know I was leaving the country for a while. It was the sort of thing they liked to be kept in the loop about. For a second, I debated calling them. Mum would no doubt have already heard about the whole Gossip Weekly thing though, so I decided a text would probably be easier and involve a little less lecturing. 
 
   I turned my phone on and instantly regretted it. The thing went crazy, beeping and vibrating with all the missed calls and texts I’d received while it was off. I ignored them all, sent Mum a quick text and then turned the phone off again. I wouldn’t have time to call Telstra in the morning to turn on international roaming so no one would be able to contact me. I would be unreachable—which sounded fucking fantastic.
 
   My list of things I needed to do before I left grew with every passing second. I realised I would definitely need my passport, so I’d have to hunt it down. The last time I’d used it was the team trip to Bahrain, but the trip back home had been a bit of a blur and I struggled to remember where I’d put my passport after that. I ran downstairs to check in the study, and saw my passport on the desk next to my old answering machine. The sight made me pause. 
 
   It was a relic of the days when I’d first moved to Sydney and was no longer used. It wasn’t even plugged in to the phone line anymore. All it was good for now was storage. With everything running circles through my head, it would be dangerous to listen to a single message, but I couldn’t help myself. 
 
   With a deep breath that hurt like a motherfucker, I steeled myself and pushed play. 
 
   “Hey, Dec. I hope you don’t mind your mum giving me this number, but I need to talk to you. Call me. Please?” Alyssa’s voice filled the room. Even though she started strong, her words were teary at the end, especially as she added her quiet plea. The recording wasn’t the first time she’d tried to call—I didn’t have those early ones. Instead, it was from after I’d first moved into something slightly more permanent than Morgan’s spare bedroom, a little over a month after I’d arrived in Sydney. I didn’t know why I kept it, but I just couldn’t bring myself to delete it. 
 
   I frowned as my finger hovered over the delete button. She’d moved on anyway, why should I keep her old messages? Before I had a chance to act, the next message started. 
 
   “Dec, please. I need you to call me.” Her tone was harsher, but still filled with sorrow and the weight of expectation. “What happened to you always being my friend? To you always having my back? I need—” The message cut off as I yanked the machine off the desk, pulling the plug on the power with the movement. With Alyssa’s tear-filled voice echoing in my ears, I hurled the answering machine across the room, turning away before it smashed against the wall. She’d moved on from that—moved on to smiles and races with another man. 
 
   “Fuck you, Alyssa,” I said to the empty house. 
 
   Maybe I didn’t have her to keep me company, but I had something better: I had my wet bar. Screw the doctors and their no alcohol with the pain medication rules. 
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I woke the next morning, it was with a throbbing headache. A strong urge to just crawl back under the covers overtook me. At least until I remembered why I’d set the alarm in the first place. 
 
   The flight. 
 
   I jumped out of bed and called a taxi. While I waited, I dashed madly around the house getting the last items together. 
 
   For the first time in ages, I missed my family. I regretted not having someone to help me get to the airport. Mum and Dad were still up in Brisbane and other than Eden and Morgan, I hadn’t really made any friends in Sydney. All of my time, spare or otherwise, was spent with the team. With Morgan’s foul mood over my crash, and the team’s attitude toward me in general since the crashes started, I didn’t think any of them would help me out. Truthfully, I didn’t want any of them there to see me off. Especially when Morgan had no doubt shared the gory details about what a pussy I’d been when he’d confronted me. 
 
   Despite the early morning, I grabbed my sunglasses to cover the deep purple shade that still covered my left eye, and also to protect my bloodshot eyes. Throwing on a baseball cap, I pulled it low over my face in an attempt to remain as incognito as possible. My stomach protested every movement I made, and I seriously thought about cancelling my flight entirely. Even though I’d managed to swallow a couple of painkillers, they hadn’t taken the edge off the throbbing ache in my skull or in my chest down at all. The thought of having to face a trip through the airport, and then onto a plane full of strangers, was just too much.
 
   Still it was go, or leave Sinclair Racing. Danny wouldn’t offer me another chance for redemption. 
 
   The taxi beeped when it arrived out front and, with a head filled with all the reasons I needed the trip, I rushed out to greet it. 
 
   
 
 
   
BEFORE LONG, it was my turn to check in. I tossed my bag onto the scales and dropped my ticket and passport onto the desk, waiting while the chick behind the computer did her thing. She tried a few times to engage me in conversation, but it was too early and my aching skull left me too pissed off to do much more than grunt responses back at her. 
 
   What the fuck am I doing here? I wondered. 
 
   What was it exactly that I expected the trip to give me? Did I really expect three months would change everything? What did I want to change anyway? I mean, obviously it would be nice to get around the racetrack without crashing out. Did that mean I had to exorcise Alyssa out of my mind completely though? I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that. I didn’t have feelings for her, I was sure of that much at least, but my chest still clamped shut at the idea of never thinking about her again, of never seeing her face while I dreamed. 
 
   I briefly considered calling Danny and just cancelling my contract to save everyone the hassle of the charade. Maybe I would be able to find a job on the sidelines of racing that would give me the thrill without the repair bill. It was the coward’s way out though, and I was no fucking coward. Besides, I didn’t want to throw away my dreams just because of some stupid visions that stopped me from completing a race. That would change . . . somehow. I just needed to figure out how.
 
   The simple fact was that I needed to do what Danny had commanded. I needed to go to London and get my head back in the game. Or at least give it a red-hot go. It was my only chance and if it didn’t work, what would it have cost me? 
 
   Even after I’d checked my baggage and gotten my boarding pass, it was still a little too early to deal with security. There were a couple of hours before my flight and I needed to recover from the overly cheerful girl at the check-in desk before I wrangled with any other airline employees. 
 
   Instead, caffeine was the next item on my agenda. 
 
   After finding my way to one of the airport coffee shops, I ordered a double-shot latte. Once I had my coffee in hand, I walked straight into a booth at the back, which was unfortunately close to the counter but put me away from the general public at least. I slumped down into the booth, hiding my face as much as I could. The last thing I needed was for a roving photographer, or worse, a desperate fan, to find me and ruin my day.
 
   The warm coffee was slowly bringing me to life when I saw a ghost from my past. Alyssa Dawson’s meathead older brother, Josh, walked past my booth and headed for the counter. I shook my head to clear it because it wasn’t possible that he could be there. The only explanation I could come up with for his presence was that I’d gone completely and certifiably insane. I wondered whether Morgan’s fist had been one knock to my head too many. Josh had to be a vision, just like all the ones I’d had of Alyssa. There was no other reason I could think of for him to be in Sydney. Especially not at the international departure lounge just metres from where I was. 
 
   Regardless of how small the possibility was that it was him, I did everything I could to avoid any eye contact and limit the chance of him spotting me. I sank further into my seat and dropped my gaze. The last time we’d met, he’d almost put me in hospital just for breaking Alyssa’s heart. I really didn’t feel like adding another black eye to my current collection of complaints, or risk him turning hairline fractures into something much worse. 
 
   The man I hoped wasn’t Josh headed for the counter. I turned my head to the right to stare at the wall to avoid catching his eye. The instant his booming voice greeted the cashier, I was left with no doubt that it was him. The sound sent my heart racing. Even though I hadn’t seen Alyssa for years, and he had no reason to have any continuing beef with me, I wasn’t willing to take the chance that he wouldn’t smack me in the mouth just for the fun of it. After our last meeting, I wouldn’t put anything past him. 
 
   He was built like a brick shithouse and had fists to match. For a while, Ruth and Curtis, Alyssa’s parents, had thought Josh might end up playing Rugby League professionally. I wasn’t sure whether he’d followed through on that dream, but I hadn’t seen him in any games so I doubted it. He’d probably followed Alyssa’s career advice and given up on those dreams because they were too impossible. 
 
   He ordered a short black and a caramel macchiato. I froze and my mouth went dry. I may not have seen Alyssa in years, but I could easily recall her favourite drink. She’d tried a few different things before settling on the caramel macchiato. Her voice echoed through me, filling my mind with the words she’d said when she’d raved to me about it after she’d gone into the city with her other best friend, Jade. Alyssa’s smile had been bright as she’d told me about this drink she’d found that was heaven in a cup. 
 
   I closed my eyes and focused on naming each of the corners of Bathurst in my mind in order to block the memory. Nothing positive could come from reliving the good times Alyssa and I had once shared. It was a long time ago, before I’d shattered her heart to follow my dreams. 
 
   When I thought of Forest Elbow, my mind spiralled back into the place I’d been straight after crashing at Bathurst. I put my head on the table and groaned. Surely my own personal demon could not be at the airport to haunt my escape as well as my races? My heart pounded in my chest and it became harder to breathe. 
 
   It doesn’t mean she’s here, I reasoned with myself as I brushed one hand through my hair. After all, how many people in the world must drink caramel macchiatos? It wasn’t like Alyssa was the only one and had invented something completely unique. It was a standard menu item, for fuck’s sake. 
 
   Get a fucking grip, Reede!
 
   Without lifting my head from the cool surface of the table, I turned slightly to glance at Josh. He gave no hint why he was there, or what he was doing in Sydney in general, as he casually flirted with the barista before collecting his drinks. To go. 
 
   I kept my head down until he’d walked past me again without giving me a moment’s consideration. 
 
   My mouth twisted and my stomach plummeted. With him gone, I would never know whether or not she had actually been there. I felt the loss of that information acutely before I pushed it away. It wasn’t like I cared about her or wanted to see her anyway. Not really. No more than I would have wanted to see anyone from school who had suddenly materialised in my vicinity. I downed the last of my coffee despite my protesting stomach. 
 
   Pushing the sighting out of my head, I made a beeline for the newsagents, determined to pick up the latest copy of a few of the various Holden magazines so that I’d at least have something to read on the plane. I hadn’t even entered the newsagency when I saw part of the reason for the trip staring out at me from the stands at the front of the store. Multiple copies of the latest Gossip Weekly lined the wall. I pulled my hat down even further and ducked my head as I pushed past the display. 
 
   Please God, don’t let anyone recognise me in front of the Gossip Weekly stand. 
 
   I moved straight into the men’s magazines section. The one housing the magazines filled with cars, bikes, girls, or some combination of the three. Once I was there, I breathed a little easier. It would at least be less embarrassing to be recognised away from that wall. 
 
   I had three different magazines in my hand, debating the merits of each one, when I heard Josh’s booming voice again.
 
   “God, that Declan Reede thinks he’s all that and a bag of fucking chips, doesn’t he?”
 
   Holy fuck! Instinctively, I ducked down lower than the top of the shelves. A grunt of pain rushed from my lips as the movement strained my injury. I pressed myself against the magazines to ensure he didn’t see me if he spun around. 
 
   Even though my first thoughts were of avoidance, and my second were wondering why he was there, I had enough sense to figure he was commenting on the Gossip Weekly cover. If he’d seen me, I doubted his voice would still hold the jovial edge it had. Just in case though, my gaze darted left and right to ensure he wasn’t beside me. I practically rested against the shelves, trying to ensure I was well and truly out of sight. Why couldn’t he just disappear already and leave me alone to get on the plane in peace? 
 
   “Yeah right, babe, you need to face facts.”
 
   It was clear someone had responded to him, but I hadn’t heard what they’d said or even whether it was a male or female. My fists clenched and my teeth ground together. I wanted so badly to look, but stayed crouched on the ground instead. I may not have been a coward, but I wasn’t a fucking idiot either. The dude was at least twice my size, had fists like tenderising mallets, and I couldn’t be certain whether he was over his vendetta against me or not. Considering the way I’d left Alyssa, I wasn’t willing to put my head on the chopping block on a maybe. The vivid memory of him pounding me into the ground over and over again, and then of the long recovery, was enough to force me to keep low and out of sight. 
 
   “That boy is so far up himself he’d need a compass and a flashlight to get out again.”
 
   I thought I heard a female laugh. With my heart smashing against my ribs, I straightened a little to get a look. My hands shook as I reached up to try to move closer to the top of the magazine stand. All I could see was Josh’s back as he paid the cashier for whatever he’d purchased. When he left the store, he walked just behind the person he was with; almost stalking them like a bodyguard would. Because of his position, I didn’t get a clear view of his companion. 
 
   I didn’t want to risk following them to find out. My curiosity was not worth the pain, and not just the physical one. If by some unfortunate miracle, he was with Alyssa, I didn’t necessarily want to see her when the whole purpose behind my trip was to get her out of my head. Just before he disappeared around the next corner, I heard him ask, “So how do you think Phoebe’s going to go while you’re off on this little adventure?”
 
   I didn’t hear the reply. Once I heard his voice retreat far enough away I moved out of my hiding spot and toward the counter. I purchased all three magazines I’d been looking at. The covers were warped and bent due to the sweat from my palms seeping in as I’d wrung them while hiding. Besides, I wasn’t willing to risk hanging around the newsagency any longer than I needed. Josh and his friend might realise they’d forgotten something and return. If they did, I didn’t want to risk running into them. 
 
   While I debated possible safe hiding places, I thought about Josh’s words. 
 
   “You’re off on this adventure.” 
 
   I presumed that meant he was saying goodbye to someone and not flying himself. On that assumption, I headed straight to security. At least if he didn’t have a ticket, he couldn’t haunt me through there.
 
   I shoved the magazines into my carry-on luggage and placed it down onto the conveyer belt. After checking to ensure that Josh was nowhere to be seen, I put my wallet, keys, sunglasses, and hat into one of the little boxes and slid that behind my bag. The security officer called me through the metal detector. 
 
   He looked a little bored as he waved me through, but then he did an almost comical double-take as I walked closer to him. 
 
   “Holy fuck! You’re Declan Reede.”
 
   Oh really? I’m glad you told me because I’d been wondering who the fuck I was. I bit my tongue and smiled as politely as I could manage. “Yeah.”
 
   “Can I get you to sign something for my son, he’s a huge fan.”
 
   Sure, your “son.” I resisted the eye roll that was building. Most people asked me to sign for someone else, but I often wondered how many were just using it as a ruse rather than admit the autographs were actually for themselves. 
 
   “No problem,” I said. “Have you got a pen and paper?”
 
   He hunted for something, and I wanted more than anything to just tell him to forget it and walk away rather than let him waste any more of my time. It was the usual issue though, and the biggest problem with doing autographs. If I refused to sign things, the fans thought it was because I was too arrogant. If I did sign stuff, anyone who saw me assumed it was because I was full of myself. It was absolutely a lose-lose scenario. 
 
   My jaw tightened as the guard took another minute to find something. I didn’t owe him anything—not my time or my squiggle. I was on holiday, not there in any official capacity. 
 
   Maybe Danny won’t be too pissed if I tell this guy to fuck off. 
 
   The only thing that stopped me was that I’d learned long ago the two groups of people to never be rude to: those who prepared anything I ate or drank and those who had special potential to make my life more difficult. The guard definitely fell into the second group. I’d likely be held in some interrogation room, strip searched, and probed if I was too rude. 
 
   When he shoved a pen and paper in front of me, I quickly scribbled down a note. It was just the usual, “Race hard! Declan Reede” crap, but it made him happy. Handing it back to him, I breathed a sigh of relief that no one else had noticed. Or at least, no one else had approached. I understood that fans were important in the grand scheme of things, but when I was at a fucking airport trying not to draw attention to myself, the last thing I needed was a pack of autograph hounds chasing after me.
 
   I quickly slipped my cap and sunglasses back on, ready to return to some semblance of anonymity, but it was too late. I’d barely taken two steps when the people who came through security behind me raced after me, calling my name loudly before asking for my autograph. Half an hour later, with a severe cramp in my hand, I’d finally signed autographs for almost everyone who wanted one. The one I hadn’t signed was a copy of Gossip Weekly thrust in front of my nose. Even I had my limits in vulgarity. 
 
   Once I’d broken free of the pack, I headed straight for the airport lounge, thankful that I had a membership considering Danny had only sprung for premium economy rather than the usual business class seat. I hid away in the corner with my back to all the other passengers and my cap tipped low over my face. I just wanted everyone to leave me the hell alone. There was enough shit going through my mind without needing to worry about other people. 
 
   I waited until the last normal call before I boarded. I really didn’t want to be stuck on the plane any longer than necessary, but I also didn’t want the airline to call my name over the loud speaker, effectively telling everyone in the airport that I was one of those arrogant people who think the whole plane should wait for them. Not to mention the risk that they’d announce my name on the plane as well, thereby informing everyone that they had a celebrity in their midst. 
 
   Walking up to the attendant at the gate, I handed over my boarding pass. When I did, I flipped her the best smile I could manage in the circumstances. Although I was positive it was more of a grimace, she let it slide and returned with a lifted lip of her own. She directed me through to the tunnel and then I entered the plane. 
 
   The next flight attendant looked at my ticket and pointed me in the direction of my seat. When I followed her directions, I smiled. There was a fine piece of tail bent over across the seats already. No doubt that gorgeous arse belonged to the person who would be sitting next to me for the duration of the flight. Or at least the first leg of it. More than enough time to find out if I’d have her joining the mile-high club, regardless of the doctor’s no-nookie rule.
 
   As I walked closer, I admired the view. Whoever it was, she was struggling to get something out of her carry-on bag. Then I saw it. The now sickeningly familiar cover of Gossip Weekly. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   At least ten hours, and possibly another twelve if we shared similar seats on the next leg, stuck next to someone who not only read Gossip Weekly, which would have been bad enough at the best of times, but who also had the issue with me ungraciously gracing the front cover as their early inflight entertainment. 
 
   The woman stood, and, if possible, things got worse for me. She was a fucking brunette. Which meant there wasn’t even a chance of me trying to add another notch to my mile-high club belt if by some miracle she was impressed by public displays of lewdness and wanted an example of my prowess. 
 
   Great. 
 
   It was crystal clear the flight was going to be an hours-long torture test.
 
   She pulled her bag up from the seat and tried to stow it in the overhead compartment, but was just a little too short to balance it properly. I watched her struggle for half a second, her blouse pulling up away from her stomach and displaying a sliver of her silky-smooth, milk-coloured skin. When it was clear she couldn’t do it alone, I closed the last of the distance between us and reached my hands up to help. Even though I wasn’t really in the position to be lifting anything, the bag looked light enough.
 
   “Would you like some assistance?” I offered.
 
   At first, I assumed that I’d startled her, because she froze and everything she held in her hands came toppling down on top of both of us. I wasn’t prepared for it, so the bag slipped straight through my hands, knocking off my hat and sunglasses as it fell. 
 
   I stumbled to catch my hat and then dropped to the floor to retrieve my sunglasses. 
 
   “Fuck!” I cried out as the move caused a sharp stabbing in my injured side. 
 
   Not wanting to be an arse, despite my injury, I put my hand out to help my seat-neighbour with her carry-on. At some point, she’d bent down too. Her breathing was shallow and her hands quivered as she reached to grab her bag off me. I thought she must have been a fan or something, so I raised my eyes to offer my assistance again.
 
   Holy fuck!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVEN: UNDISCOVERED TERRITORY
 
   
 
 
   
I COULDN’T MOVE.
 
   I couldn’t think.
 
   All that kept running through my mind was holy fuck!
 
   A flight attendant tapped me on the shoulder and I felt some semblance of feeling return to me. Too bad it was a hollow feeling that churned my stomach and stopped my breath. Finishing the coffee earlier despite my roiling stomach was an infinitely stupider decision than I’d thought. My stomach coiled back on itself and the taste of stale coffee rose in my throat like bile. 
 
   “Are you two okay here?” the attendant asked. “We need to get everyone seated for take-off.”
 
   I nodded vaguely as I saw the red blush run up her cheeks. Her gaze hadn’t left mine since I’d met it, and she held me captive like a proverbial deer in the headlights. I wondered if she felt as breathless and empty as I did. 
 
   Hollow. Empty. Cold. 
 
   Finally her honey-gold eyes turned from me to the cabin crew member, releasing the hold she had over me and leaving me free to think again. As if a levee wall burst, my mind was filled with images, memories of the last time I’d seen those eyes. That blush. 
 
   Alyssa. 
 
   Her name was on my lips, but I couldn’t speak it. My mouth was dry and my eyes burned. The memory of the vision I’d had while in hospital filled me and I was rendered completely mute. 
 
   “Sorry,” she mumbled before picking up her bag. 
 
   The flight attendant helped her stow it away securely and then tossed mine in too. Although I’d stood up, I still couldn’t move or think enough to offer any further assistance. I watched as she slid into the seat closest to the window. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t be stuck next to my past for the better part of a day—or more. Not the way my heart raced and my palms sweated. Not now. Maybe not ever. 
 
   “Excuse me,” I asked the attendant as quietly as possible. “Is there any chance of getting another seat?”
 
   “I’m sorry, that’s not policy.”
 
   “Even in economy? Or first?” I begged urgently. “Any seat anywhere else on the plane? I’ll pay extra if I have to.”
 
   She frowned. “I’m sorry. I’m not able to help with that. Now, please take your seat and fasten your seatbelt.”
 
   Fasten my seatbelt is right. 
 
   Hours stuck on the plane next to Alyssa fucking Dawson was not a good start to the whole getting her out of my system plan. The worst part was that the way she stared steadfastly out the window, her face a shade of red so bright she would have put a tomato to shame, made it clear she’d heard me asking for another seat. 
 
   After I’d sat down, I threw my sunglasses and hat into the storage pocket and then pinched the bridge of my nose before realising that fucking hurt with my still-black eye so I tugged at my hair the way Danny did when he was pissed. 
 
   I had no fucking clue how to handle the Alyssa situation. Talk? Don’t talk? Reminisce? Ignore? If someone wrote a book of helpful hints that dealt with running into your ex on an almost day-long flight to another fucking country, I wanted ten copies.
 
   “Alyssa,” I finally murmured in greeting, the feel of her name rough and awkward on my tongue. Even though it was tempting I couldn’t just ignore her, or the giant fucking elephant between us. 
 
   Her head shifted almost imperceptibly in my direction and she seemed to be having a similar internal debate. Then she closed her eyes, sighed, and nodded. “Declan.”
 
   Why did my name have to sound so fucking good on those lips?
 
   At that exact moment, the safety announcements started. It provided me with a few precious moments where I could ignore Alyssa without feeling guilty. I’d never been more fucking interested in having an emergency situation before. All too quickly the video was over, and then the uncomfortable silence began as the plane started its run-up for take-off. 
 
   Of all the fucking shitty luck I had; only I could end up stuck on a plane next to the very reason I was leaving the country. 
 
   The plane vibrated as it raced faster and faster down the runway. The sensation set me on edge. I wasn’t a bad flyer necessarily, but I figured it would be just my luck to crash on take-off or something equally as crappy. When the vibration increased to a bounce, I instinctively reached for the armrest, ready to dig my fingernails in and hold on for grim life. Only Alyssa had beaten me to the one between our seats. My hand grazed hers before I pulled it back. She turned her head away and moved her hand to her lap. When her hand was gone, I moved mine back. There was no point neither of us using the damn thing. 
 
   Once we were settled in the air, she pulled out her magazine and I could have sworn a small smirk crossed her lips as she looked at the cover. 
 
   I rolled my eyes and pushed myself back against the seat. Fucking great!
 
   She buried her face into the magazine, holding it up so every time I looked at her all I saw was myself sandwiched between two strangers whose names I didn’t even fucking remember. Their faces were blurred and unrecognisable both in the photo and in my mind.
 
   I don’t know what compelled me, but I had to speak to Alyssa again, if only to dispel whatever thoughts she must have been having reading that trash.
 
   “You can’t believe everything you read,” I whispered to her conspiratorially.
 
   She dropped the magazine onto her lap. “Oh really? So you’re not really a megalomaniac arse who finds it impossible to keep your pants on? And you’re not more interested in screwing random women than you are in doing your job properly?” she replied in a curt tone.
 
   Ouch. I deserved it, but it still hurt to have the confirmation that she thought so little of me. I’d somehow managed to convince myself that after I’d left, she would just hold onto the memory of what we’d had. That she wouldn’t look for anything else about me—that she’d care enough to forget me and ignore whatever mistakes I made. It was clear I’d been wrong. 
 
   I glanced around, wondering how long it would be before the cabin crew started to serve the drinks, because I desperately fucking needed one—or ten. It would be the easiest solution to my current situation—just get so shitfaced that I couldn’t speak even if I wanted to. It fixed almost everything else in my life, or at least made the crap more manageable. This wouldn’t be any different. 
 
   “Josh is still a huge fan,” she said, with a sarcastic edge to her voice. A definite smirk twisted her lips. Was she enjoying my obvious discomfort that much?
 
   “Yeah, I heard.” It slipped out before I thought about what I was saying.
 
   She froze. “What do you mean you heard?”
 
   Fuck. ”I was in the newsagents when I heard his voice.”
 
   “I didn’t see you there.”
 
   I scoffed. “You really think I’m going to show my face anywhere near Josh? I’m not a complete fucking idiot. What would I even say to him? ‘Hey man, how’ve you been? Haven’t seen you since the day you beat the shit out of me. Wanna give it another go?’”
 
   For a moment, her face was aghast, but then she chuckled. To my ear, it sounded forced and nervous, but maybe that was just the way she laughed these days. How was I supposed to know? It wasn’t like I knew anything about her anymore. 
 
   “There are some benefits to having a big brother like him. He keeps the fuckheads away at least.”
 
   My smile fell to form a scowl. We’d almost had a civil conversation—our first conversation at all in almost four years—and she’d used the opportunity to call me a fuckhead. It was no less than I deserved, but still . . .
 
   I turned my body away from her and stared out into the aisle instead. Despite picking a random spot and devoting my entire focus to it, I heard her laughter behind me. I didn’t want to know what she found so fucking funny, but inch by inch my body betrayed me and drifted back toward her to see what it was about.
 
   “Did I offend you?” she asked when I caught her gaze. Her lip twitched and I frowned. The action made her laugh louder.
 
   “Why the fuck would you think that?” My voice was ice and steel. I didn’t want to talk to her. She obviously didn’t want to talk to me either. I didn’t know why we were wasting each other’s time—aside from the fact that neither of us could escape. 
 
   “Yeah, because the way you just turned away from me wasn’t a dead giveaway.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and turned away again.
 
   “You’re acting like a three-year-old, you know.”
 
   I resisted the urge to twist my head and poke my tongue out at her.
 
   “Look, I don’t need this,” she snapped. “Frankly, I couldn’t care less whether you’re offended or not. I’m not sitting here to please Declan Reede. I just thought I should try to be pleasant, considering it looks like we’re stuck together for the better part of a day.”
 
   She pulled out her purse and grabbed a small box of pills.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked.
 
   “None of your business,” she snapped back.
 
   “Maybe not,” I said. “But I’m still curious.”
 
   She sighed and closed her eyes. I could almost hear her counting in her head as if it would ease her frustration. “If you must know, they’re sleeping pills. I had them prescribed for this trip. It just struck me that spending as much as possible of the next ten hours unconscious seems like a pretty good option considering the alternative.”
 
   “The alternative being me, the megalomaniac arse? Or as you implied, the fuckhead.” 
 
   Her lip twitched. “I thought that much was pretty clear.” 
 
   “Well, if that’s the case, are you sure you can trust me to keep my pants on?”
 
   “Who would know?” she asked. She took a deep breath and glanced at me again. Buried in her gaze was a pain I didn’t understand. “You’re still making friends I see,” she said after a moment.
 
   At first, I thought she was referring to the magazine again, but her gaze was locked on my face. Oh right . . . my black eye. A mirthless chuckle slipped from me as I touched my fingers to the swollen skin and winced. “Yeah. My co-driver wasn’t too impressed by my performance at Bathurst.”
 
   “Right.” She nodded and her fake half smile was back in place. It was as if she had a mask she’d slipped on to hide her feelings. I hated it, only I wasn’t sure why. It was only her eyes that gave away any emotion at all, and that was pain. “What’s up with that anyway? You’ve crashed out of the last, what, five meets?”
 
   What the fuck? How does Alyssa “I Hate Cars” Dawson even know that? 
 
   After a moment, I remembered. The bloke she’d been with at Queensland Raceway. He’d obviously changed her in ways I never could. It must have been fucking love if he’d turned her around to the point where she actually knew how many rounds I’d crashed out of. At that thought, the coffee I’d forced down twisted in my stomach until I was certain I was going to retch. The image of her lips on his seared into my brain and raced down my spine in a shiver.
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “Why what?” I snapped as I was forced back to the present by the sound of her voice. 
 
   “Why do you think you’ve been crashing?”
 
   “If I fucking knew don’t you think I would have stopped by now?” My tone was still harsher than I’d intended, mostly because the vision I’d had of her kissing that other fucker had twisted into something more in my mind. I swallowed hard to force down the bile that rose in my throat. 
 
   “Sorry for asking.”
 
   We sat in silence for a few minutes. 
 
   “You, uh, ended up in hospital after the last one, didn’t you?” 
 
   I scoffed. “That wasn’t the crash.” I pointed to my black eye. “That was Morgan.” 
 
   “Why would he do that?” 
 
   “Why does Morgan do anything?” I laughed as memories of Morgan’s past exploits ran through my mind. Even though he’d delivered the blow that had landed me in hospital, I couldn’t stay pissed at him for it—I’d have done the same if the roles were reversed.
 
   “You were in hospital. How can you be so blasé about it?” Even though I didn’t see what business it was of hers, Alyssa seemed aghast at the idea.
 
   “It’s just the way it is between us.” 
 
   “What happened to you, Dec?” 
 
   I frowned at the way she said the words, as though my not being pissed at him was something terrible. “What do you mean what happened? I’m living my fucking dream.” 
 
   She nodded and her lip quivered. “Of course. How could I forget?” 
 
   Turning away from me, she ended the conversation. 
 
   After a while, she sighed and reached for the box of pills. She slid out one of the blister packs.
 
   “I’d really rather you didn’t do that,” I murmured before she could pop the tablet out onto her hand.
 
   “Like I said before, it’s hardly your business. I don’t see why it matters to you. It doesn’t affect your dream after all.” She was clearly exasperated with me. I wasn’t sure I could blame her. 
 
   “Because I have a problem with gratuitous drug use.” I didn’t feel ready to spill all the gory details. She didn’t need to know them. Considering I’d likely never see her again after we stepped off the plane, there was no need for her to ever know. “Those things are addictive.”
 
   “Well, it’s my body.”
 
   “Your body is a temple.” The instant the words were out, I realised the possible double meaning. Holy fuck—I did not just say that to her. 
 
   “Really? Well, I can see how well you treat your temple.” She pointed to the magazine cover. “I guess you practise open worship?”
 
   Now it was my turn to blush. “Fuck! You know what? Whatever. Do whatever the fuck you want,” I muttered as I turned away from her again.
 
   The silence enveloped us both. It called to me, tempting me to say something more and not just let the moment rest. 
 
   With a sigh, I turned back to her. “What I meant is that you’ve got to look after your body. Too many of those things and you won’t be able to get sleep naturally.” I should know, I added in my mind. “Why don’t you at least wait? You can’t need sleep, it’s still only morning. I promise that even though you’re stuck here next to me, I’ll try and keep out of your way as much as I can. If you really can’t sleep later, take them then.” I was beginning to ramble. Not good. “Just don’t use them only to avoid talking to me.” Please? I couldn’t voice the word; she didn’t owe me favours. 
 
   She didn’t answer, but she did lean over to her bag, I assumed to put the pills back away. I smiled slightly at my small victory. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said. 
 
   She nodded, but rubbed her fingers against her temples. Her eyes seemed damp, her lashes sticky. The sight burned my insides. Something was wrong, and I wanted to question her about it. She didn’t owe me an explanation though, and to ask for one would just open up a can of worms too big to be able to close again after the end of our journey. 
 
   “Are you just going to Hong Kong?” I asked after a brief pause. 
 
   She shook her head. “London.” 
 
   My heart leapt at the word, even though it shouldn’t have. 
 
   “You?” she asked a moment later. 
 
   “Same.” 
 
   “Do—do you think we’ll be sitting together on the next flight?” 
 
   I couldn’t tell whether her tone was hopeful or fearful. My throat was sticky and dry as I grabbed my boarding pass for the next leg. “Only one way to know.” 
 
   Instead of demanding that she show me hers in exchange, I just handed my pass over to her. She compared it to her own and frowned. I wondered whether the frown was because she wouldn’t be seated next to me, or because she would. I was almost afraid to ask, but I needed to know. Maybe she wouldn’t be beside me. My chest ached a little at the thought of losing her so soon.
 
   “So?” I found the word eventually.
 
   With shaking fingers, she handed the boarding pass back to me. “Looks like we’re in this for the long haul.” 
 
   Her words dredged up ancient memories of the reasons I’d left Brisbane. I hadn’t wanted the long haul—I’d wanted the freedom to pursue my choice in career. As if her words had reminded her of similar things, she wrapped her arms around her legs and stared out the window. 
 
   We sat in silence for a while. I was doing my best to fulfil my promise of pretending I wasn’t there, but it was impossible. The familiar bubble which always seemed to encapsulate us whenever we were alone was back in force, pressing on me and urging me to speak to her. While I sifted through topics, trying to find something that might be safe to discuss, I remembered something. A curiosity. Josh’s words at the airport. I tried to push it out of my mind, but it nudged back. Finally, after who knows how many minutes of silence, I turned back to her.
 
   “Who’s Phoebe?”
 
   She looked at me with wide, startled eyes. Her hands traced into her long, dark locks before finding the ends. Her breathing sped as she twisted her hair relentlessly around her fingers. “What?”
 
   “At the airport, when you were leaving the newsagency, Josh said something about a Phoebe.”
 
   Alyssa’s gaze darted away from me as if searching for an escape. “She’s . . .” A sigh crossed her lips and she closed her eyes. “No one you know.” 
 
   I could tell that Alyssa was going to say something else before her evasive answer, which piqued my curiosity even more. “Is she like a girlfriend or something?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Declan. I was so ruined after you, I knew no men would ever compare, so I turned into a lesbian.”
 
   Even though I knew she was being sarcastic, a part of me was turned on by the thought of Alyssa with another girl. I’d had enough experience with multiple girls to know how hot it could be—especially if it was Alyssa. 
 
   Stop! There was no doubt if I lingered on that image for too long, I’d be in urgent need of a trip to the loo. 
 
   “No, I meant of Josh’s,” I said. 
 
   She laughed.
 
   “What’s so funny about that question?”
 
   “I just couldn’t imagine Josh dating.” 
 
   My confusion must have been clear on my face. 
 
   “He’s married. Has been for about three and a half years now.”
 
   “What?” I couldn’t deny that her revelation surprised me. He’d been dating a stuck-up cow the last time I’d seen Alyssa. He must have moved on pretty quick, unless . . . “To Ruby?” I asked incredulously.
 
   She smiled. “The one and only.”
 
   “That sucks for you.” Alyssa and Ruby had never gotten along.
 
   “Actually, not really. She and I get along great now.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, apparently she used to question my taste in men. She doesn’t have the same problem anymore.”
 
   “So she had a problem with me?” I snapped. Fucking bitch.
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “Yeah, something like that. She has the same high opinion of you as Josh does.”
 
   “Is there anyone in your family who doesn’t hate me?”
 
   She shrugged. “None that immediately spring to mind.”
 
   I guessed that I shouldn’t have been surprised, what with the way I’d left things, but it was pretty fucking nice to have it confirmed so bluntly. 
 
   “How are things back home anyway? What’s everyone been doing?” Surprisingly, I found myself wanting to talk to Alyssa, more and more with every passing second, but I couldn’t think of any decent topics of conversation that wouldn’t end in an argument. Old friends and reminiscing about the way things used to be seemed a safe-ish topic—providing I avoided the topic of us at least.
 
   She shrunk away from me and frowned. “Good.”
 
   “Just good?” I raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
   Her frown deepened, but she didn’t say anything else. 
 
   I twisted to face her. “Seriously, that’s it? I’ve been away for four years now, and all you’ve got for me is good?”
 
   She sighed and closed her eyes. “You’re the one who left, Dec. You’re the one who doesn’t check in with anyone. What do you want me to say?”
 
   “But surely something’s happened since high school? Someone’s gotten married, had kids, something?”
 
   “Don’t you talk to your mum?” Her voice was quiet, reserved. Her body curled inward, as if she wanted to get as far from me as she possibly could in the small space. 
 
   I shrugged. “Sure, but not about home.”
 
   “I guess your life is much too interesting to care about those of us who were left behind in the backwater town you grew up in.” Her voice rose higher with each word. No doubt the result of four years of repressed feelings.
 
   I scowled at her. Just because I’d been slightly cordial, she had obviously decided to make a big deal out of the fact that I was successful in the ways she’d doubted I could ever be. “It’s not like that, and you know it. All I wanted to know was whether there was some hometown scandal that might offer up a few minutes of conversation in this long-arse plane trip so that we didn’t end up talking about the fucking obvious white elephant.”
 
   “Fuck you, Declan.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “You can’t sit here and ask me about the town fucking scandals when you have no fucking clue what’s been going on in anyone’s life but your own. You can’t talk about white fucking elephants when it’s obvious you don’t even care let alone know anything real. Do you have a single clue what I’ve been doing for the last four years? Did you even care enough to ask anyone about me at all? I could have died for all you cared, you arse. You don’t have to answer, because I know you never once even checked in to see if anything major had happened to me!” She was screaming by the end of her tirade and tears welled in her eyes before spilling onto her cheeks.
 
   The flight attendant came over to her. “Excuse me, ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to calm down. You’re disrupting the other passengers.”
 
   “Fine. Sorry.” Alyssa’s face was burning red and her voice was clipped but apologetic. 
 
   I blinked at her, wondering where the fuck her anger had come from or how it had dissipated again so quickly. 
 
   “Can I have a glass of water, please?” Alyssa asked.
 
   The flight attendant nodded. While she was gone, Alyssa reached into her bag. I heard the tell-tale sound of two blister packs popping. As soon as the attendant came back with a small plastic cup in her hand, Alyssa dropped the pills into her mouth and skulled the water. She turned her back to me and pressed her head against the window. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Alyssa,” I murmured, even though I wasn’t sure I really needed to apologise. Her reaction seemed far too over the top for what should have been a meaningless conversation. Then again, her reactions to simple things had always left me a little confused. “I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
   Her body stiffened, and I thought I heard her sniff. She didn’t turn back to me or acknowledge my apology. I guessed the conversation was over. I closed my eyes and wondered what the hell her reaction was all about.
 
   “And you’re right. I never cared enough to ask.” I lifted my chin, pressing the back of my head against the headrest as a stifled sob sounded from beside me. Fuck her. 
 
   Half an hour later, Alyssa was fast asleep. As she slept, she drifted closer to me and soon her head was resting against my shoulder. I was inundated with the scent that was unique to Alyssa—cinnamon and sugar. With a sigh, I gently coaxed her head back off me onto her chair. The sensation was just too much for me to handle. I needed space to roam, to pace, but the small aisles of the plane were far too narrow. Instead, I tipped my head back and stared at the vents above me. What did I do to deserve the fresh hell being delivered by Alyssa’s presence? 
 
   Before long, her body was curled against me again, only this time I couldn’t find it in myself to move her. Her breathing was steady and she looked too peaceful. I couldn’t help but wonder what might have happened if I hadn’t left Brisbane. She murmured in her sleep, and the sound was enough to set me on edge. My body grew rigid beneath her and I held my breath. It was a hideous reminder of the last time I heard her talking in her sleep—the last time we were happy together. 
 
   The night after our school formal, we’d given ourselves to one another. 
 
   It had been a night of highs and lows, but in the end we’d overcome the difficulties of locked hotel rooms, embarrassing lamp breakages, and an up-do filled with booby traps to have one of the best nights of our lives. The moment we’d shared was better than I could have ever imagined—possibly better than any I’d had since if only because it was real. It was raw. With the memory in my head, and the weight of Alyssa’s body against me, my chest tightened. The ingrained reaction was exactly why I had run from her. That night as she’d slept, she’d murmured an acceptance to a marriage proposal. One I’d never even planned to make. It was just the push I’d needed to leave. A perfect reminder that she wanted me to settle down with her—a life filled with kids, weddings, and the death of my dreams. 
 
   I glanced down at Alyssa’s sleeping form and wondered what might have happened if she hadn’t uttered those words. They’d been the catalyst for everything that happened after. I’d broken up with her shortly after she woke in the morning and then she’d run from the room in tears. 
 
   That afternoon when I arrived back at my house Josh was waiting to beat me into a bloody pulp. Despite the concussion I’d suffered, the whole day was seared into my memory. It haunted me as I stared, unseeing, at the screen on the back of the headrest in front of me. Being with her would have cost me everything. She’d wanted to follow the path from uni, to marriage, to kids and had never believed that I could earn a living from racing. 
 
   If things had gone differently, it was likely that I would have been trapped in a small-town life. I would have been forced to give up my dreams of racing in the ProV8 series. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHT: REVELATIONS
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA ROLLED IN my arms, and muttered the names Phoebe and Flynn before a small frown furrowed her brow. With the weight of the memories in my mind, her closeness was too much. I lifted her off me and once more coaxed her back to her seat. 
 
   I closed my eyes and leaned back against my own headrest. Fuck I was tired. Not just from the long night, but tired deep down in my soul. I’d experienced the sensation before, but it was usually easy to push aside. Now, the darkness around my heart seemed as thick as molasses and threatened to swallow me down into its depths. With a sigh, I let it take me. 
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA STALKED out of the hotel bedroom. In her hand, she held her bag and the remnants of her formal dress—torn apart in just one in a series of stupid moments the night before. Without another word, she pushed the hotel room door open and stormed out. With a frown, I watched as the door swung closed. Just before the click, I heard the elevator ding and everything caught up to me. We’d just broken up. Again. After what had been the best night in my life, I’d thrown it all away because of some words muttered in her sleep. Fuck! 
 
   I threw open the hotel door and ran down the hall, arriving just as the elevator doors closed in front of her tear-streaked face.
 
   “Alyssa! Stop!” I flew forward out of my seat. My heart pounded in my chest and my mouth was dry. I was disorientated for a moment as I glanced up at the screen in front of me which showed an airplane closing in on a flashing circle. 
 
   It was just a fucking dream.
 
   “Declan! What the fuck?”
 
   I froze. Alyssa’s voice was right beside me. When I turned to look at her, the events of the last week crept into my mind. I blinked a few times at Alyssa before realising that my scream had obviously startled her, and she’d spilt coffee down the front of her shirt.
 
   “Shit, sorry,” I whispered, pushing the call button for the cabin crew.
 
   I clambered out of my seat to allow Alyssa the room to wipe off her shirt. Despite the bundle of napkins she had in her hand, she wasn’t making any progress.
 
   “Oh, fuck it,” she said. “I’ll have to change. Can you just grab my bag down for me?”
 
   I nodded like an idiot and grabbed her bag before passing it to her. She dug around in it for half a second before producing another shirt. Before I realised what she was doing, she pulled her soiled shirt off and handed it to me. I should have turned away. I shouldn’t have stared, but shit, how the fuck was I supposed to look away?
 
   At least three seconds passed before she pulled her new one on. The delay had given me more than enough opportunity to scope out her bra and the silky white skin of her breasts spilling over the top. Beneath her left breast was a new tattoo, but I couldn’t make out what it was. Her belly-button ring, once a turquoise to match my eyes, was just a plain silver barbell now. Her boobs were fuller than I remembered them, and I itched to see whether her skin was as smooth and tasty as I remembered. The shirt she’d given me was still warm from the proximity to her body and I found myself gripping it tighter, unwilling to let anyone steal it from me. With a strength I didn’t even know I possessed, I resisted the strong urge I had to put it to my face and inhale. While she changed, I stood, no doubt looking like an idiot, gaping at her with her shirt bunched between my hands.
 
   She snatched the dirty shirt from me and then turned to the toilets to rinse it off. I could have sworn I saw a hint of a smirk on her lips. That’s when I realised she’d been awake while I was asleep. She’d been awake while I was dreaming. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   She knew I was dreaming about her. 
 
   Can this plane trip get any worse? 
 
   I looked at the time. We were less than a half hour from Hong Kong. Not quite halfway to London, but nearing the end of the first leg. Thank Christ for that.
 
   I stood in the aisle until Alyssa came back to reclaim her seat. When she passed me, her smirk was unmistakable.
 
   “It looks like gratuitous drug use suits you,” I commented as I climbed back into my seat.
 
   She gave me a quizzical look.
 
   “Well, you look much happier now.”
 
   “Did it occur to you that I was happier because up until a few moments ago you were unconscious?”
 
   Despite the urge to react to her words, I didn’t. Instead, I chuckled. “Ah, but I’m not unconscious now, and you’re still much happier.”
 
   She shrugged, but her smirk grew into a genuine smile—if only for one nanosecond. “We’ll see. I guess it depends on the quality of conversation that my neighbour on the next flight is willing to engage me in.”
 
   “Well, I’m steering clear of Browns Plains—that’s for sure.” I laughed and she joined in.
 
   “You were dreaming about me,” she accused, the smile dancing on her lips again—as if that thought gave her great pleasure.
 
   It was my turn to shrug again.
 
   “What was it about?”
 
   I closed my eyes and debated what to do. We’d finally started a somewhat pleasant conversation, joking around with each other the way we used to. I’d even started to hope that maybe we could have made it through the next ten hours without another argument. That would likely change if I dredged up the memory of our formal and of me breaking up with her. It was especially dangerous considering we were about to land and even though she’d indicated we’d be side by side for the next leg, I hadn’t confirmed it for myself. Maybe she’d just said that because she’d thought it would get a reaction from me. 
 
   “Aren’t you going to tell me?” she asked.
 
   I opened my eyes and turned my head to face her. “I’m worried it will upset you.”
 
   She laughed. “You’re worried about how I might feel?” She sounded incredulous.
 
   “Don’t be so surprised. I’m not the prick the media thinks I am.”
 
   “Not always,” she mused. Her smile disappeared as she turned pensive. “But I’ve seen you do some pretty fucked-up things.”
 
   “You have.” She hadn’t seen the worst of it, but she’d seen enough.
 
   “Please tell me?” she pleaded quietly. Her bottom lip even stuck out in a cute little pout. 
 
   I frowned. “I don’t—”
 
   “I have a right to know,” she argued when I didn’t respond appropriately enough for her. 
 
   “How exactly do you figure?”
 
   “Well, apparently, I was the star attraction. I think that allows me certain privileges.”
 
   I debated again, before going with a half-truth. “It was about our high school formal.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me. “The formal? Or what happened after?”
 
   Shit. What did she hear? I stared at her in silence.
 
   “You know, Josh thought you’d raped me.” Her statement was a quiet, almost-whispered confession.
 
   I choked on the air as the statement left her lips. Pushing myself forward in my seat, I coughed as I struggled to comprehend what she’d said. The action caused a redoubling of the pain in my chest, and I coughed harder. “What?” I managed to utter between convulsions. 
 
   “What else would you expect him to think? I turned up at home, early, alone, in tears, my feet sore from walking from the bus stop, my dress in tatters, and calling you an arsehole. He put two and two together and came up with rape. You have to believe me that I didn’t know about what he planned, or what he did to you, though. Not until after I found out why you weren’t in school that last week.” The sorrow in her eyes confirmed her words. She had no reason to make any of that up, not now after so long. It would gain her nothing.
 
   “Well, at least that explains his reaction,” I murmured when I got my breathing back under control. I’d always thought he was delivering a message from Alyssa—to tell me to back off because I didn’t want to follow her rules. I’d simply assumed he’d gone a bit over the top with the delivery as punishment for breaking his sister’s heart again. I’d never suspected that he thought I’d hurt her. The truth was, he’d probably gone easy on me. If I’d thought someone had raped Alyssa, there would be no almost about the hospital stay part. In fact, they’d be lucky if they didn’t find themselves in a morgue. 
 
   “He copped a bit of a serve from me once I found out,” she said with a sad smile on her lips.
 
   “I really am sorry.” I buried my head in my hands as I considered what I was about to say—and how dangerous the words might be. “I mean about the freak-out I had that morning. I just, I don’t know. I felt trapped, I guess. It felt like we were barrelling along at a million miles an hour. I could already see myself as a grandfather sitting on a porch wondering what the hell happened to my life and when my chance to go racing would come.”
 
   She nodded, but her brow bent into a frown. “I know. I get it. I felt like that too sometimes. We were pretty . . . intense.” She chuckled darkly after the last word.
 
   We lapsed into silence, both deep in thought about what could have been. It made me remember the fucker at Queensland Raceway. I wanted to ask her about it, but didn’t want to admit that I had seen her there or the impact—literally—she’d had on my life since.
 
   “So is there anyone in your life now?” I asked, almost silently. I wasn’t sure whether or not I wanted to hear the answer. Before she had the chance, an announcement was made that we’d be landing soon and instructed the cabin crew to prepare. 
 
   After a moment, Alyssa said, “Not really.”
 
   It took me a moment to realise it was a response to my question. “What does ‘not really’ mean?”
 
   “It means . . . I don’t really want to talk about it.”
 
   “Okay.” Even though I was desperate to know, I didn’t want to press her and end our civility.
 
   “I’d ask you the same question,” she said, “but we both already know the answer to it.”
 
   I nodded; she had me there. The whole world knew that Declan Reede liked to screw random women in clubs thanks to Gossip Weekly. Not to mention the fact that I had declared, on numerous occasions, that there was no way I was going to settle down for anyone. That I didn’t need a woman in my life telling me what to do. By Alyssa’s side again, it was almost embarrassing to consider the various things I’d said over the years. 
 
   “Declan, there’s something I do need to talk to you about—”
 
   She was interrupted by a crew member and after we were alone again, seemed more interested in packing her belongings into her handbag than continuing the conversation. 
 
   After the plane had landed, I pulled both of our carry-on bags from the overhead cabinets while Alyssa collected her handbag. Grabbing her bag from me, she hastily shoved everything inside with no real rhyme or reason. Her hand hovered over the Gossip Weekly magazine in the pocket of the seat in front of us. For a moment, I was certain it would continue to haunt me for the rest of the trip, but eventually she moved her hand away and left it where it was.
 
   I packed my cap and sunnies away in my bag because I wouldn’t really need them in Hong Kong airport. ProV8 may have been big in Australia, but it hadn’t taken over the rest of the world yet. At least, it wasn’t popular enough to see me inundated with autograph hounds in a foreign city. 
 
   Alyssa slung her bag over her shoulder and slid into the aisle in front of me. 
 
   “I’ll see you in a few hours, I guess,” she said and the dismissal in her tone was clear. 
 
   It certainly left me with no doubt where I stood—only worthy of being spoken to when there was no other choice. “Yeah. Sure.” 
 
   I let a few other people go before making my way into the aisle. If she didn’t want me to be anywhere near her in the airport, that distance might as well start as early as possible. 
 
   Once I was free of the gate, I thought about the things I needed to do in the five hours I had free. Having a shower was certainly on the agenda; I’d spent too long cramped up in the airplane seat and needed to clean. A decent coffee was also on the must-do list. 
 
   Convincing myself not to look for Alyssa, I headed off to try to find a shower. Eventually, I found a lounge that offered food, showers, and a space to relax. Within fifteen minutes, I was under the steady stream, trying to wash away the tension that being near Alyssa had elicited within me. Unfortunately, there was only one way I knew would work for sure. 
 
   Clasping my cock in my hand, I closed my eyes and let Alyssa in. The sight of the few genuine smiles she’d granted me on the trip, the smell of the coconut body wash she clearly still used, and the feeling of her warm body against mine as she’d slept. With her right there in my fantasies, fresher than ever before, I stroked along my length. Visions of the glimpses I’d been given of her new body danced through my mind. The tattoo, her new belly ring, the swell of her breasts. I groaned with need as my hand worked faster. 
 
   Before long, I was tumbling over the edge into a painful bliss. My stomach clenched and released as my orgasm ripped through me, and I gritted my teeth as the agony in my side grew steadily with every spasm. Despite the pain, the relief that filled me was worth it. It’d been too long since I’d come, and it was a literal load off. Especially when I’d have to see Alyssa again before long. 
 
   After drying and dressing in the other outfit I’d packed in my carry-on, I went in search of a coffee and something to eat. 
 
   
 
 
   
BY THE time I headed for the gate, it’d been almost four hours since I’d seen Alyssa. I’d considered going to the airline desk and asking if there was any chance I could get bumped to the next flight to London. When I was halfway there though, an ache, which had nothing to do with my ribs, invaded my chest. It was possible the next twelve-hour leg would be the catalyst for purging the memories of Alyssa—even if the first half of the journey hadn’t been. 
 
   My gaze scanned the waiting passengers until they landed on the one person I wanted to see. Pretending not to notice that she was across from where I wanted to sit, I sauntered over to the row of chairs and took a seat. It was only after I was settled that I risked a glance up and acted as if I’d noticed her for the first time. 
 
   “Alyssa.” I nodded and couldn’t help the tiny smirk that twisted my lips as I considered that less than two hours earlier, I’d gotten myself off with thoughts of the first part of our trip. It was like a dirty little secret only I knew, and that was so fucking hot. 
 
   When she looked over to me, her eyes were red-rimmed and filled with sorrow. All thoughts of my happy ending were wiped away at the sight. It was clear she’d spent the better part of the time crying. 
 
   I frowned. Had she been crying over me? It just didn’t seem likely. I mean, I was a fucking catch, but I doubted she had any tears left to cry for what we’d shared. It was too many years ago to still affect her. 
 
   I moved from my position across from her to sit at her side. “Are you okay?” 
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “I just miss—” She risked a quick glance at me and then swallowed heavily. “Home.” 
 
   “Haven’t you only just left?” 
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve been in Sydney for a week already.”
 
   Holy fuck! She’d been in Sydney for a week and I hadn’t known. My chest burned at the thought. What would I have done if I had found out? I frowned. Really, the least she could have done was contact me to let me know she was close. We could have had dinner or some shit. 
 
   Why would she? It’s not like you have a fantastic track record for answering her calls.
 
   I frowned and leaned back in the chair. 
 
   “There’s just so much going on,” she murmured. “I can’t deal with it.” 
 
   “You can talk to me if you want,” I offered. 
 
   “Don’t do this, Dec.” 
 
   “Don’t do what?” 
 
   “Don’t act like you care, when you’ve made it clear you don’t.” She stood and moved away from me. 
 
   I sat dumbfounded as I watched her walk away. Did I care? Scarily, the answer might almost have been yes. At very least, I cared much more than I should have. 
 
   Deciding that I didn’t really need to buy into her crap, or invade her life, any more than I already had, I stayed where I was and considered what the fuck I’d said which could have tipped her over the edge like that. And what the fuck she’d been crying about. 
 
   
 
 
   
MORE THAN a little pissed at the way Alyssa had stormed off after I’d offered her my shoulder to cry on, I decided to wait to board. I didn’t want to be stuck sitting next to her for a minute longer than I had to be. 
 
   I gladly became the arsehole who waited until his name was called before boarding. Of course by the time I found my new seat, Alyssa was already seated. Her ears were already covered with headphones and she stared unblinkingly at the screen in front of her—even though the in-flight entertainment wasn’t on. The closer I got, the clearer I could see that she was still upset. Tears wet her lashes. 
 
   Without a thought, I yanked my bag up to push it into the overhead lockers but the movement was too rapid and sent a jolt of blinding agony through me. I dropped my bag and clutched at my chest. In an instant, Alyssa was standing in front of me with my bag in her hands. 
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
   As if you care. I clenched my jaw and snatched the bag back from her without a word. Ignoring the renewed pain, I carefully lifted my carry-on and forced it between other bags in the overhead locker. Then, without a further word, I plonked myself down on the seat. 
 
   “God you’re such an arse,” she muttered before returning to her seat. 
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t want you to have to act like you care,” I retorted with a sneer. 
 
   A frustrated growl left her lips, but at least her tears had stopped. She jammed her headphones on again and I thought about how similar the take-off would be to the last one. As the thought ran through my head, a chuckle escaped me. 
 
   She glanced in my direction when she heard the laugh, but didn’t say anything. After a minute of silence, she turned to me with a frown. “What’s so funny?” 
 
   I shook my head and laughed again. 
 
   “Dec.” Her voice was filled with a deadly warning. “Tell me.” 
 
   “Just us.” 
 
   Her confusion grew. “I don’t see anything funny about us.” 
 
   “C’mon, Lys.” I laughed. “We’ve barely spent a day together and we’re already doing exactly what we’ve always done.” 
 
   “Which is?” 
 
   “This. Fighting. Talking. Rinse and repeat. Throw in a kiss for good fucking measure, and it’s a condensed version of our entire relationship.” 
 
   She didn’t say anything, but instead turned back to sit in her seat properly, clearly lost in thought. 
 
   “Dec, there . . . there’s something I need to tell you,” she said after another beat. 
 
   I spun to look at her, and saw that her face was pale. She looked like she was about to hurl. I wondered whether she was getting motion sick, but the last flight hadn’t seemed to have caused her any issues. 
 
   Her eyes shifted to the window, she stared out of it for a few seconds as if steeling herself. “I . . .” She met my gaze and her expression fell. The tension in her body released and she slumped like a puppet cut from its strings. “I might be leaving Australia soon.”
 
   “I’ve got news for you. You already have,” I whispered with a chuckle.
 
   She shook her head. “No. I mean for good.”
 
   “Oh.” For reasons unknown to me, that news made my heart plummet to my stomach. “Why?”
 
   She looked away from me, staring out the window as she spoke. “Well, I’ve just finished my last round of exams at uni. Once I do, I’ll have my Honours in Law.”
 
   “What’s that got to do with leaving? You can practise law in Australia, can’t you?”
 
   “I’ve been offered a position with Pembletons. They are the preeminent barristers in London. Well, the world really. They have offices all over.”
 
   I had no air left in my lungs, and I couldn’t draw any in. The ache along my side intensified as I struggled to breathe. I wondered if the cabin had depressurised in the seconds that she’d spoken. No oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling though, so I considered that maybe it was just me. 
 
   It couldn’t just be me though. My lungs felt too tight—too sizes too small. And my heart . . . it was aching like it would burst at any second. 
 
   My fingers clawed the armrests as I glanced around searching for signs that anyone else was struggling for breath. 
 
   Alyssa kept her focus on the window. “They look for the best of the best of the best, and they’ve offered me a position in either their Sydney or London offices. I just have to choose.”
 
   I couldn’t breathe. Seriously, shouldn’t those oxygen masks fall soon?
 
   Alyssa kept talking, but I wanted to scream at her to shut up. The most important thing was the fact that the plane was losing air, not her happy fucking plans for the future. 
 
   “London seems like the smart choice for the opportunities it will provide. It means a little bit more study but the client base is fantastic.”
 
   My lungs tore painfully with each breath I tried to gasp down. The reason settled over me with a thud as I looked up into Alyssa’s eyes. I didn’t want her to leave. 
 
   A wave of nausea washed over me and my body started to shake. How the fuck could that be the issue? Why did it matter if Alyssa went to London permanently? I hadn’t spoken to her in almost four years. What difference would distance make to that sort of relationship? Surely having Alyssa be on the other side of the world would make it easier to focus on the racetrack? So why did it feel like she’d just ripped my heart out with her bare hands and was now consuming it while it was still beating in her palm?
 
   “Don’t go,” I whispered as I clutched at her arm. My voice was broken, pleading. “Please.”
 
   She gave no indication that she’d heard me, except to close her eyes for half a second. Then she turned toward me, but stared blankly past me and into the aisle. “Dec—”
 
   My next move shocked even me, but I could only blame the lack of oxygen. My brain was screaming, “No!” even as I moved in toward her. Something compelled me forward though. My lips were on hers in an instant and I felt alive in a way I hadn’t in so long. A tightening sensation washed over my stomach, twisting it in ways which made me almost instantly hard. 
 
   She pulled away from me, her eyes were wide, and her mouth opened into a little O. 
 
   I was still trying to come to grips with what I’d done when her hand whacked across my cheek. The area heated and burned, but was nothing compared to the pain that ripped through my heart after her action. I put my hand over the spot where she’d just slapped me. Shock filtered through my system and tears sprung to my eyes. It took every ounce of willpower I had to stop them from falling.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, trying to keep my voice low and even. I didn’t even know what exactly I was apologising for—the kiss or . . . everything else. 
 
   Alyssa sighed and closed her eyes. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have slapped you.” She paused. “God knows you deserved it”—she sighed—“but I still shouldn’t have done it.”
 
   The thing I couldn’t explain to her was that my lips burned more than my cheek. They wanted to taste her once more, to claim her again. Her mouth became a beacon for me, drawing the attention of my gaze. 
 
   “When?” I asked after a minute of silence, forcing my eyes to meet hers rather than stare at her lips. 
 
   “When what?” she asked. Her voice was quiet and cold. Tired. 
 
   “When are you leaving?”
 
   “If I decide to go, it’ll be after graduation, next February.”
 
   “That’s the reason for this trip, isn’t it?”
 
   She nodded. “I’ve got to decide whether the London branch is right for me. That’s why I was in Sydney; I’ve spent the last week in that office.”
 
   “Then how long are you in London for?”
 
   “About the same, I guess. I’m anxious to get home as soon as possible though, especially if I’m going to be moving away for good. There are things I need to get sorted out.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Like, none of your goddamn business,” she snapped.
 
   “Sorry.” She’d practically just cast me aside and proved that she had a life that I wasn’t a part of, and it made me want to know more. Moving to London was a far bigger dream than she’d ever had before. Despite how desperate I was for more information, I didn’t want to press her and piss her off. 
 
   “No, I’m sorry. It’s hard to explain, but I just don’t think I’m ready to let you into my private life again. Not when you’ll waltz off into whatever party will have you, to throw down with whatever random chick you can find, as soon as this plane lands.”
 
   “I don’t have to,” I said.
 
   She paused, even her breath stopped for a time. “You don’t have to what?” she asked in a quiet voice. 
 
   “I don’t have to waltz off to any party. Or throw down with any random chick. All I’ve got going on over there is a key to an apartment. That’s it. I’m free to do anything I like.”
 
   “And?”
 
   I didn’t know how to answer her “And?” but I knew I didn’t want this leg to end like the last one. I didn’t want whatever it was we had developing between us to end so soon. I wanted to extend our time together for as long as I possibly could. “And, well, maybe we can go out to dinner while we’re both in London?”
 
   She closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. “You want me to go on a fucking date with you? After everything you’ve done?”
 
   “No,” I said but only to stop her from shutting me down. It was exactly what I was asking. “Not a date. Just two old friends catching up.” Maybe from there, I could figure out some way to get her out of my head.
 
   “I don’t think so, Dec. I’m sorry, but I don’t want to get involved with you again. I—I don’t know if I can.” Her voice was brittle, like the thin ice I was no doubt treading on by even asking for more time with her. 
 
   “I understand.” Her words shattered me. I didn’t understand any of my emotions anymore, but I knew pain when it sliced through my heart. I fixed my eyes on the seat in front of me—desperate not to let her see how deep her words had cut. My lip may have quivered as tears pricked my eyes. 
 
   “Fine . . . a drink,” Alyssa said and I turned my head toward her. She had her eyes closed and looked pained.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ll go out with you for a drink, one drink, once we get off the plane. But that’s all. Then I need to be on my way so I can live the life that you left me to.”
 
   “That would be nice,” I said. One drink was at least a start. 
 
   We fell back into silence again. After a few minutes Alyssa put her headphones on and concentrated hard on whatever was happening on the TV in front of her. I felt myself drifting off to sleep again. It had been so long since I’d had good, natural, uninterrupted sleep, but something about the airplane made it almost easy. Perhaps I needed to fly more often. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINE: PANICKED
 
   
 
 
   
BY THE TIME I woke again, we were only about five hours out of London. I wasn’t sure whether I was relieved or disappointed by that fact. The one thing that struck me was how amazingly comfortable I was. More than I’d ever been on an airplane. More than I had been in a very long time in general if I was being honest. 
 
   It took me another second to realise that my arm was wrapped around a sleeping Alyssa, and my fingers rested on her hip. Her head rested on my chest, and her shoulder was tucked into my underarm. In fact, her whole body was turned toward me and her arm draped across my stomach. The position left her fingers brushing across my thigh, and dangerously close to my now raging hard-on. My head turned toward her, leaning against her hair, and every breath filled me with the comfort of her presence.
 
   It was clear just how dangerous the position was. How the fuck did we end up like this?
 
   I carefully tried to extract myself without waking her but failed miserably. At the worst possible moment, when my hand hovered just near her boobs, her eyes fluttered open. She took a second to take in our position, and my hand at groping level, and sat bolt upright. Her hand connected with my face for the second time in less than six hours.
 
   “What the fuck, Dec?” she snapped.
 
   “Fucking hell, Lys,” I hissed back at almost exactly the same time. 
 
   “How the hell do you expect me to react when I wake up with your paws all over me?”
 
   “You were all over me!” I protested.
 
   “Yeah right,” she said. “As if I would come near you with a ten-foot pole.” A small smirk crossed her lips.
 
   “I wouldn’t want you near me with a ten-foot pole,” I joked. “That would fucking hurt.”
 
   She chuckled. “You know what I mean. There is nothing that I find attractive about you.”
 
   “Come on, just admit it . . . you want this.” I ran my hands over my body.
 
   She blushed, even as she shook her head.
 
   Holy fuck! ”You do, don’t you?” I asked incredulously. Then I realised I was seriously close to another slapping, and I definitely didn’t want that. If her hands touched me, I wanted it to be for altogether more pleasurable reasons. 
 
   She managed to rein her blush in a little and controlled her slap-happy hand for the moment. “Been there, done that. Not interested in an encore. Especially not with all the other guests you’ve had lately.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow at her words, which contradicted the look in her eye as her gaze roamed my body as if seeing me for the first time. “I seem to remember you saying to me once that you planned on doing it a lot.” 
 
   Part of me wondered whether I secretly wanted to be slapped by Alyssa again. I was certainly going the right way about it.
 
   “Who says I haven’t?” she said with an almost innocent look on her face. 
 
   Fuck, she’s a sex goddess. 
 
   My mouth went dry as I pictured her in various positions, but then I recalled that other fucker and had to stop the image when he invaded the visions. Seeing that would do nothing more than make me hurl. An ache built in my chest and my hands quaked. I wanted to demand names, addresses and phone numbers of every man she’d been with after me so I could hunt them down and kill them.
 
   “It may surprise you to learn that you’re not the only man on earth.”
 
   It was hypocritical considering how many women I had been with—I couldn’t even begin to tally numbers—but the thought of anyone else being with Alyssa that way made my fucking blood boil. 
 
   “You mean that fucker who took you to Queensland Raceway?” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I thought about them.
 
   “What?” she asked. Her eyes were wide and unblinking. “How do you even know about that?”
 
   “I saw you.”
 
   Her brows pinched together and she wiggled on her seat. “You saw me? When?”
 
   “After qualifying. Before the first race. I saw both of you, getting food.” I couldn’t work the accusing edge out of my voice; not that I tried too hard. “And you looked pretty fucking comfortable in his arms.”
 
   She chuckled. “Trust me, there’s nothing going on between Flynn and I.”
 
   Flynn. That’s the fucker’s name, is it? I recalled her dreamy words on the earlier flight. She was fucking dreaming about him with me sitting right next to her! Motherfucker! 
 
   I thought of his lips touching hers and my fingers curled into a fist. “Sure, it looked like nothing.”
 
   She burst out laughing. Her whole face lit up with a smile brighter than any she’d worn since I had the fortune—misfortune?—of sitting next to her. “Declan . . . he’s gay!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s just a really good friend that I met through uni.”
 
   I shook my head. Her statement didn’t make sense, not with what I’d seen. “But he kissed you.”
 
   She raised one eyebrow. “If you think that was a kiss, I think you need to brush up on your bag of tricks. Here I was with the impression you were some sort of sex god or something.”
 
   Maybe you should show me what you regard as a kiss. I couldn’t bring myself to say the words even though they danced the tarantella on my tongue. I’d already been slapped twice, and I didn’t really want to try for a third . . . Do I? “If he’s just a friend, how the fuck did he convince you to go to a race when I couldn’t the whole time we were dating?”
 
   She bit her lip and it was clear she didn’t want to tell me something. She nestled back into her seat, facing the front of the plane once more. “Umm . . . he’s into all that car crap too. He helped me out a lot; taking him to a race was the least I could do.”
 
   There was something more, I knew it. Even with the years that had gone since I’d last spent any time with her, I could read her expressions like a fucking book. I was about to ask her to clarify, but the cabin crew interrupted with a meal for each of us. I’d missed the last one because I was asleep, so I was famished. Even airline food was acceptable in my empty-stomached state.
 
   By the time I’d finished talking to the flight attendant, Alyssa had slipped her headphones back on and the conversation was over again for a while. While I ate my meal, I thought about everything that had happened over the last day. How much information I had learned, but how much more she still seemed to be hiding. Then again, it wasn’t like she owed me anything at all. 
 
   Except her company for a drink like she promised. 
 
   When I’d finished, I glanced over at Alyssa just in case I could get her attention, but she’d started an in-flight movie. Instead of talking to her, I watched as she smiled and laughed at what was on the screen. She really was as beautiful as ever, maybe even more so now she’d grown into her curves. I thought about all the shit that had happened between the night in the hotel and the last time I saw her. The night we’d sat side-by-side at our picnic table as I’d said goodbye. I hadn’t allowed any room for negotiation and didn’t let her say anything that might convince me to stay. After I’d shattered her heart, she slapped me and stalked off into the night.
 
   I hadn’t seen her again.
 
   Until Queensland Raceway. Until the dude I thought must have been fucking her, but was apparently just a friend. Would the last five races have ended differently if I’d known that piece of information? I dismissed the thought as soon as it came into my mind. That would mean I felt more for her than I allowed myself to, and that couldn’t be right. 
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Alyssa’s voice was soft beside me. I didn’t even realise her movie had finished, or maybe she’d just grown bored with it.
 
   I didn’t see any point in lying to her. She’d be able to see through me as clearly as I could her. “You.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I was just thinking about all the fucking mistakes that drove us apart.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, I thought Josh attacked me because you asked him to. I never even realised he thought . . .” I couldn’t even say the words. How could he ever think I’d rape her? “I just thought it was your way of telling me you didn’t want me anymore.”
 
   “But I told you after that that I did want you,” she said. The smiles and happiness she’d worn when she’d been watching the movie were completely wiped away. “Repeatedly. Even after you moved to Sydney, I tried to call you, but you never answered the phone yourself and no one seemed to pass on my messages.” Her voice sounded close to tears.
 
   “They passed them on,” I whispered, leaning forward and putting my head in my hands. “I’d just shut down the part of myself that still cared about you. Maybe it was callous, but I couldn’t be there in Sydney and still be in love with you. It would have torn me in two.”
 
   I closed my eyes as I felt her hand rubbing a small circle on my back. My tears were dangerously close again. I bit the inside of my cheek to try to hold them off.
 
   Just as I was relaxing with her touch, the plane dropped and my stomach lurched. 
 
   Fuck. What was that? 
 
   The plane plummeted and jumped. 
 
   Fuck! 
 
   I reached for the armrests, clawing the material as I tried to grip harder. My teeth clenched together as the plane bounced again. 
 
   “Fuck!” 
 
   The beginnings of a panic attack crashed over me. My palms felt itchy and sweaty and I couldn’t breathe. The plane felt suddenly too claustrophobic and tight as it fell through the air again before leaping back up. I leant back in the chair, squeezing my eyes shut as I started to hyperventilate. I tried to open up my lungs and force oxygen in, I tried all the techniques my quack had given me for this situation, but nothing did anything. It wasn’t working. Nothing was working. Nothing would work. 
 
   Even though I recognised the start of a panic spiral, there was nothing I could do to stop it. My teeth clenched tighter, practically grinding the surface away, as I tried to no avail to breathe through wave after wave of blinding panic that threatened my hold on sanity. 
 
   “Declan?” Alyssa asked softly. “Are you all right? It’s just turbulence, and it’s stopped now.”
 
   “Talk to me,” I whispered to Alyssa through my laboured breaths.
 
   “About what?” Her voice was full of concern. The sound of her worry made my panic intensify. “What do you need?”
 
   “Talk to me about anything, just say anything. I need . . . I need a distraction.” The last words came out as a high-pitched squeak. I was getting dizzy and I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   I’d done a good job of hiding the full force of my panic attacks from everyone else. Only my ex-psychiatrist knew about them. Never in my wildest nightmares would I have thought I’d have to suffer through one on a plane. In a public place no less; where gossip and lies easily started and could spread like wildfire. And with Alyssa at my side. When I could, I started to repeat my mantra to myself silently in my mind, I can get through this, I’ve had one before and I made it through then. I can get through this, I’ve had one before and I made it through then.
 
   “I went to Queensland Raceway to see you,” Alyssa’s voice cut through my mantra and her words left me stunned. 
 
   “What?” I turned toward her, my internal monologue forgotten.
 
   “I’ve been to every race of yours I could get to.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if her admission was easing my attack or not. It was definitely distracting, but I couldn’t decide if it helped me—and my decision to leave her all those years ago—knowing that.
 
   “Why?” I asked. After a moment, I realised it was definitely helping. My breathing had started to come a little easier. My heart slowed almost back to a normal speed.
 
   “Because you were right. When you said I never thought of it as a real career, I mean. I never thought you could make a living from it, and I never went to a single race when we were together. When you left, I kind of wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”
 
   I shook my head. “But that explains one meeting. Why did you keep going?”
 
   She laughed a little and her cheeks grew a little pink. “I . . . well, I found I actually enjoyed the thrill of being there at the track. Especially with Flynn. He was full of information and was always patient with me while teaching me the rules. Now we go on friend-dates whenever you come to town.” While she was talking, her eyes had taken a faraway look, as if she was reliving some memory. I wished I could see what it was. In that moment, I felt every single day of the years I’d shut her out of my life. After a moment, she chuckled and ducked her head. “Actually, he was surprised when he found out I used to date you, and a touch jealous.”
 
   “Jealous of you or me?” 
 
   “Of me.” Her chuckle grew into genuine laughter. It fucking killed me that her smile was so genuine, real, and carefree when she was talking about that other fucker. “After the first meet, I got grilled for three hours on what it was like to kiss you and whether your body was really as smoking hot as it looks when you’re walking around with your race suit on.”
 
   Before I could stop myself, I was laughing in response to her honesty. “I’m not sure whether to be offended or flattered.”
 
   “Oh, you should be flattered. He’s quite the catch.”
 
   I laughed again.
 
   “Better?” she asked. 
 
   For a moment, I wondered what she meant, and then I recalled the reason for her admission and the conversation that followed. My panic attack. She’d certainly helped to sweep it aside. “Much. Thanks.”
 
   She put her arm around me and guided me closer to her side. I rested my forehead on her shoulder and I breathed deeply. The proximity worked even better than her talking had. I raised my gaze to meet hers and was pulled toward her lips once more, but this time I resisted it. 
 
   Leaning back out of her embrace before the siren call of her pink pout grew too strong, I rested my head back against the seat and closed my eyes. A moment later, she pushed headphones onto my head and then my ears were full of the calming sounds of classical music. I closed my eyes as her fingertips traced gentle lines over my face. I allowed the music, and Alyssa’s touch, to calm me completely.
 
   I didn’t even realise that another hour had passed until I opened my eyes again. I was more relaxed than I had been in, well, ever. I pulled off the headphones and then smiled at her.
 
   “Thank you. I’m all better now.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   I shrugged, not really wanting to make a big deal out of my weakness. If Danny or his boys found out about the attacks, they might never put me in a car again. “Nothing really. Just a panic attack.” I tried to make a mental note of how easy they were to dismiss when I wasn’t in the grips of one. 
 
   “Are they the reason you’ve been crashing out?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I’ve never had one while driving. They usually only hit at night when I can’t sleep.” Or when I wake from dreams of you. I sighed. 
 
   “You suffer from insomnia?”
 
   I nodded. “For . . . quite a while now.” I’d stopped myself from saying four years before it was too late. 
 
   She seemed to consider this information for a while. “Is that why you have a problem with gratuitous drug use?”
 
   “Maybe. Like I said, it’s easy to grow reliant on those pills.” I shrugged, still unwilling to get into the full nitty-gritty of that story with her. We fell into silence, but it was at least a slightly more comfortable silence than the last time. 
 
   A few minutes later, Alyssa spoke again.
 
   “It was actually really nice running into you, Dec,” Alyssa said. Her words reminded me that we only had about half an hour left before the plane was due to land. She chuckled. “And those are words I never thought I’d say.”
 
   “I still owe you that drink.” I wasn’t ready to give up my time with her just yet.
 
   “It’ll be like six in the morning when we land. Why don’t we catch up tomorrow after we’re both rested?”
 
   I nodded, but then I had a thought. “Where are you staying?”
 
   “I was just going to find a place somewhere in the airport to shower and maybe crash for a few hours. My hotel room isn’t ready until later this afternoon. There wasn’t much point booking anything when the plane landed so early.”
 
   “I have free unlimited use of the apartment I mentioned earlier. Why don’t you have a shower and catch some sleep there?”
 
   “I’m not really sure that’s such a good idea,” she said with a hesitant edge to her voice.
 
   “Come stay. Please?” I begged, pouting a little to get my point across. “I promise I’ll keep as far away as you want me to. I just want to know that you’ll be safe. I wouldn’t feel right letting you wander off into the night in a foreign country with nowhere to stay.”
 
   She pursed her lips together in thought for a moment before nodding. “Okay, but only if we can change the drink to breakfast.”
 
   “Why don’t we start with breakfast and see where it takes us?” I offered her my panty-dropping smile and turned on the charm. 
 
   When she nodded, a worried grimace crossed her features instead of a smile. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I was happy to celebrate the small win I’d had. 
 
   Finally the plane began its descent, and I couldn’t help thinking that Danny had been right to send me on this trip. It may just change my life after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TEN: NO COMPLICATIONS
 
   
 
 
   
ONCE WE’D BOTH arranged our things, I carefully pulled both my and Alyssa’s bags down from the overhead and slung them onto my shoulders. Even though I knew she was more than capable of carrying her own, there was no way I was going to risk her darting off on me and disappearing into the crowd like she had after the first flight. Not when I felt so close to a breakthrough on my crashing issue. It wasn’t sorted yet, I was sure of that much. Deep down though, a certainty grew that more time with Alyssa was going to be the easiest way to find a solution. She was the cause after all. I just needed to pinpoint why. 
 
   When we headed into the terminal, I managed to convince her to stop at the duty-free shops for a few supplies. When she said she didn’t want to buy any alcohol, I used both of our quotas to grab some premium grog for my stay. We walked side-by-side as we went through the motions of customs and baggage collections. Our conversation wasn’t exactly awkward, but it was weighted down in ways it had never been when we were kids. 
 
   A little less than an hour later, we were free of the bustling Heathrow Airport. We found our way to the taxi ranks and waited in line for our turn. I gave the driver the address of Danny’s apartment in Kensington. Alyssa was silent through it all, but she never stopped chewing her lip. It felt like she had something she wanted to tell me, but wasn’t sure how to start. I decided if it was really important, she would let me know when she was ready. All I hoped was that she wasn’t regretting her choice to agree to spend a few hours in the apartment with me. 
 
   On the drive to the address Danny had given me, I grew anxious. I hadn’t asked anything about it really, assuming it was going to be just me for the length of my stay. Well, me and any titbits I brought home to satisfy my urges. Either way, I hadn’t considered needing more than one bed. Panic coursed through me that it would be a tiny studio with only a bed and not much else. 
 
   Maybe it was a bachelor pad style apartment filled with all the latest tricks for snaring the ladies. The nearer we got, the keener my anxiety became over inviting Alyssa to stay without having seen the space first. What if it was some sort of semi-brothel sex den? Would she believe it wasn’t mine? Or maybe it would be a shithole with rats and cockroaches breeding on every surface. Truthfully, I couldn’t see Danny owning anything that even remotely matched either of those descriptions and I definitely couldn’t see him giving me the keys if he did. Still, the panic was impossible to shake.
 
   Here goes nothing, I thought as the taxi pulled up in front of the building. The facade of the building gave me some hope that it wouldn’t be a hovel inside. It was so old school it was almost art. I didn’t know one era from another, but it reminded me of my childhood, of hours spent watching Paddington Bear with Alyssa at my side. It was so different to what I was used to—the hustle and bustle of modern Sydney—that I could almost have believed that I’d stepped back in time. I gave the driver my credit card for payment, letting him run it while I unloaded our bags. 
 
   My heart pounded in my chest with each step as I led Alyssa to the front door. I tentatively turned the key and took one last deep breath before I pushed open the door. It turned out all my fears were unwarranted. She followed me with her suitcase as I carried our carry-on bags and my own suitcase up a short flight of stairs into the large open-plan living, dining and kitchen area. Although the apartment was long and narrow, the colour choices and furnishings gave it a dramatic feeling of light and space, even in the dark grey of the early morning. 
 
   Despite the historic facade, the interior was very modern. It looked decked out with every luxury you’d want on holiday. 
 
   The kitchen was an expanse of stainless steel, including a giant island in the middle. Monstrous ovens and equipment filled every cavity. Looking at the array of knobs and dials, I decided I was best leaving them alone. At least the ice maker on the fridge looked easy enough to use. That fact alone meant that I would at least have ice and water for the duration of my stay. Takeout would have to suffice for the rest of my needs. At least nothing would be too different from home there. 
 
   Opposite the kitchen, in the only enclosed section of the area, was a staircase which I assumed must lead up to the bedrooms and bathroom.
 
   The dining area led off from the kitchen, to the left of the main living space. A large oak dining table, with pews running down each side for seats, rested in the middle. The colour scheme of the whole apartment seemed to be based on a natural palette, a mix of dark hardwood floors, sea grass carpets, and eggshell walls. In the living area, a chocolate-brown leather sofa and two plush beige linen armchairs clustered around the fireplace. Three large windows behind the sofa gave panoramic views of the cobblestone street below. To the right of the windows was a wood and glass door which appeared to lead out onto a terrace.
 
   Dropping the luggage I held, I walked slowly through the open space, absorbing all the little details. On top of the fireplace, flush-mounted and blending almost seamlessly into the wall, was a huge flat-screen TV. An antique roll-top desk sat in one corner of the room; the top was open so I could see there was a desktop computer and phone tucked inside.
 
   The wall behind the armchairs was lined with open bookshelves, filled to bursting with old leather-bound books, lending the space just a touch of the old-world charm that covered the exterior. I ran my fingers along the spines, wondering whether they held some old treasures or were just there for decoration.
 
   “Wow!” Alyssa murmured from the kitchen. 
 
   “Yeah,” I replied, turning to look at the area from just in front of the fireplace. Between the money I was on, and the team I belonged to, I was used to a touch of opulence. My own house was a multi-million-dollar McMansion that I’d probably be repaying until the day I retired, but it had nothing on the apartment. With a perfect blend of old-world charm and modern technology, the place took my breath away. Looking at Alyssa as she spun a small circle, no doubt to take in all the details like I had, I figured she thought the same thing. In that moment, it felt like I’d come home at last. Who knew I had to travel halfway around the world to find a place I’d feel so instantly comfortable?
 
   “Whose place is this?” Alyssa asked, running her fingers along the stainless steel of the kitchen island.
 
   “Danny Sinclair’s,” I replied. “He’s the one who made me take this trip.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Can’t you guess?” I raised one eyebrow and made the sound of squealing brakes and a car crash.
 
   A small chuckle escaped her; it had an edge to it that I didn’t understand. “Oh, I see. Well, at least he didn’t just fire your arse, I guess.”
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s next if I don’t get my shit sorted.”
 
   “What’s to sort?” she asked, seeming genuinely confused. Her gaze met mine and offered the perfect answer to her question. It was the memory of those eyes that haunted me around the track. I wasn’t about to admit that to her though. How could I tell her that she was the reason my career was in the fucking toilet even though we hadn’t spoken two words to each other in years? Before I’d wound up seated next to her on the flight at least. 
 
   There was a softness to her stare that I didn’t want to acknowledge. A compassion almost, which I certainly didn’t need. I couldn’t cope with her looking at me like that. It set me on edge, making me clench my fists even as my cock swelled. 
 
   “I don’t fucking know, all right?” My jaw pressed together tightly as I twisted free of her gaze. I leaned against the fireplace mantle. “That’s the hard part. How do you fix something when you don’t know what’s fucking broken?”
 
   She issued an exasperated sigh from behind me. I wasn’t sure what I would see if I turned to look at her, but I was certain it wouldn’t help me. 
 
   A minute passed, then two, and neither of us said anything more. I stared steadfastly at my own reflection in the darkened TV and regretted asking her to come back to the apartment. It had seemed like such a good idea on the plane, but I didn’t expect her to launch straight into questions that cut to the crux of my visit. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to discuss those questions with her. 
 
   “Um, okay, well.” Alyssa was no doubt trying to break the tension that made the room stifling when she spoke, but her voice sent the image of her eyes and the sound of crunching metal coursing through me again. “I’m going to take a shower and then try to get some sleep. I want to be awake when it’s time to get settled into my hotel.”
 
   I nodded before allowing my gaze to leave my own reflection and focus on hers. With a few deep breaths I was able to purge the emotions that had taken me in their grips. The reminder that she would be leaving in just a few hours made me more inclined to hurry up and work out what the fuck I needed to do to get her out of my mind when I was driving. I could have said something to invite her for a drink and get the process started, but I didn’t feel up to it yet. 
 
   “Sure. I’ll try to find you a towel,” I said instead.
 
   I carried Alyssa’s suitcase up the stairs. There were two bedrooms; one had a king-size bed, the other two singles. I put her suitcase on one of the single beds before thinking better of it. She’d always loved her space when sleeping. Even in primary school, she’d slept on a double bed. Whereas I could sleep anywhere, and had when the occasion had called for it. With her in the next bedroom, I doubted I’d get much sleep anyway. My insomnia was bad enough when she was almost one thousand kilometres away, I couldn’t begin to imagine how terrible it would be with her just metres away. 
 
   “Would you prefer the king-size?” I asked. 
 
   “No, it’s fine. You’re the one staying here for your holiday. You may as well get settled as soon as possible.”
 
   Nodding again, mostly because I couldn’t find adequate words to say anything else at that point, I left to hunt through the cupboards for a towel. I hoped the fact that it was a guest accommodation would mean everything was fairly strategically placed. While I searched, I heard Alyssa start on the water in the bathroom. The door was shut when I passed again, so I didn’t enter. Even though the thought was somewhat tempting—after the glimpses I’d got on the plane, I longed to see all of the changes in her body up close and personal. 
 
   When I spotted the open door for what would be her bedroom for the night, I decided I would just leave the towel on the bed for her. It hadn’t taken her long to get somewhat settled in and the contents of her carry-on bag were scattered all over one of the beds. Her suitcase sat next to the mess; open and practically calling out an invitation to snoop. Even though I tried to resist the call, my gaze slid across the contents as I laid the towel on the bed. Everything was mussed up in the suitcase, as if she had been looking for something. 
 
   Holy fuck!
 
   At first, I couldn’t believe my eyes, but the longer I looked, the less I could deny what I was seeing. Resting pride of place on top of the messy mountain of clothes was a pink vibrator. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen one of course, but the thought of it being Alyssa’s made my cock hard and my cheeks burn red. I spun to leave the room before she caught me intruding so absolutely on her privacy. In my haste, I hadn’t noticed that the water had stopped in the bathroom or heard the footsteps in the hall, but I collided with Alyssa in the doorway. In her hands, she clutched a shirt I recognised as the one she’d spilt coffee over when we’d been on the plane.
 
   “Hey, I was just rinsing this again . . .” Her voice trailed off as she took in my blush. Her eyes flicked over to her suitcase, and then it was her turn to blush. She walked over to the bed and flicked the lid of her suitcase shut. When I looked over to her, she had her eyes closed and her hand rested on top of the black material of her luggage as if it was trying to burst open again. I could almost hear her silently willing the ground to open up and swallow her whole. Something needed to happen to relieve the tension in the room or it just might kill us both.
 
   “So how long are you over here for?” I asked. My brain chose that exact moment to see the hilarity in the situation, so my voice was infused with laughter.
 
   She covered her face with her hands and groaned into them. When she pulled them away though, it looked like she had a small smirk on her face. “A week.”
 
   “Wow, only a week?”
 
   She turned to me. She was definitely smirking now. “I’m a woman, Declan. I do have needs.” 
 
   It was clear that I’d been right when I’d assumed she must have grown into an absolute sex goddess. “Needs that must be met regularly, I see.”
 
   “Well, it’s not like I get loads of external offers like you.”
 
   I cast an appraising eye over her body and moved closer to her. “I find it hard to believe you wouldn’t get all the opportunities you wanted.”
 
   Her smile fell a little in response. “You’d be surprised. Besides, I’ve found it easier to make my own opportunities. That way I don’t have the messy complications after the fact.”
 
   “What complications?” I asked, lifting one shoulder up in a half shrug. I was so close to her now, I could reach out and touch her—so I did. My fingers brushed the hair off the back of her neck so that it fell over one shoulder. A slight shudder raced across her skin at our contact. “If you really want it, there’s always someone willing to give you a bit of wham, bam, thank you ma’am without the strings.” I whispered the last words against her neck, my lips practically ghosting her skin. If I was any closer, she would have felt my erection poking into her back. 
 
   I ran my words over in my head again after they were out. Had I really told her she should go and screw a random stranger?
 
   She moved away from me, climbing onto the bed to escape. When she looked back at me, there was sorrow in her gaze. “There’s always strings.”
 
   I shrugged. “Not in my experience.” 
 
   Which was plenty enough.
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me, and then she swallowed hard. “Maybe.” She moved to the side to get around me, a change of clothes and the towel I’d brought in held tightly in her arms—almost as a shield. She danced just outside of my arm’s length and as she moved, kept her front to me the whole way. “I guess I’ve never investigated it that thoroughly. I’ve always been too busy with uni and Ph—stuff.”
 
   She only turned when she reached the door. I took that as an indication that she was ready for the conversation to be over. I wasn’t sure that I was, but I wasn’t exactly sure about anything since I’d realised I’d be sitting next to her on the plane. Following her out, I wondered what the hell was going on with my head. If he wasn’t such a quack, I would have almost considered calling Dr. Henrikson, my former psychiatrist, to figure it out. 
 
   “I’ll, um, I’ll be downstairs if you need me,” I said as she retreated to the bathroom. I leaned against the wall and watched her fight with the bathroom door with her arms full. 
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’ll just shower and then head to bed.”
 
   I nodded. “I’ll go next.” 
 
   “Oh shit, actually, is there a phone here?”
 
   I frowned at her question. “I don’t know if it is connected, but I saw one on the desk when we came in. You can give it a try.” 
 
   “I have to make a phone call first, if you don’t mind? Mum will probably send Scotland Yard if I don’t call her soon.”
 
   It was something I could see Ruth doing—at least the Ruth that I remembered. “Easy fixed then, you make your call and I’ll shower first. I’ll be done before you’ve finished saying hello.” 
 
   Grabbing one of the towels, I headed out of her room. At the very last second, I stopped and my eyes trailed back into the bedroom—to her suitcase—and then back to her. She blushed again, and I couldn’t help but smirk at her before I left.
 
   When she went down to make the call, I followed her to the stairs to see if she’d get through. After a moment, I heard her say, “Hi, Mum,” so I assumed the phone must have worked. I tried not to listen as I turned for the bathroom, but the occasional sentence, like, “How is she? Is she eating?” and, “Put her on,” floated up the stairs to me.
 
   While I showered, my brain was running loops around our conversation. Not only had I learned that Alyssa couldn’t go a week or two without an orgasm, but she didn’t get them from other people very often. At least, she hadn’t until then. I just had to go and convince her to fuck random guys because it wasn’t that difficult to fuck without attachments. 
 
   Fucking idiot!
 
   How on earth had that conversation gone so far off track? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER ELEVEN: WHISKEY AND ICE
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER I’D HAD the briefest of showers, focused on hygiene and not much more, I headed downstairs. Alyssa was just hanging up and offered me a small smile. 
 
   “See you in a few hours,” she said. 
 
   I nodded and headed toward my goal. My suitcase was still by the kitchen and held a rather bountiful supply of duty-free alcohol. I opened it only far enough to pull out a bottle of top-shelf whiskey and set about hunting down a glass in the massive kitchen. Once I’d found one, I pushed the glass under the ice-maker on the fridge, half filling it with cubes. I poured a triple shot of the whiskey over the top.
 
   My intention was to relax and enjoy the flavour, but once the glass was at my lips I tipped it all down my throat. I hadn’t realised how much I needed it after the flight and subsequent revelations. It was still difficult for me to process the fact that at that precise moment, Alyssa was in the bathroom upstairs—naked. 
 
   I poured another, larger, drink and carried it with me over to one of the oversize armchairs. I flicked on the TV but didn’t pay attention to it. My mind was occupied thinking about what it might be like to be upstairs in the shower with Alyssa. Instead of wild imaginings of what she would look like, I recalled the time we had a shower together, in the hotel room after our year twelve formal. 
 
   Even as I sat on the sofa, removed by years and proximity, I could easily recall the feel of my hands running along her water-heated skin. The lather from the soap removing all the friction between our bodies. The taste of the water as I sucked it off her breasts. I downed the second glass of whiskey in a rush. I was so fucking hard it was uncomfortable. 
 
   After getting a third drink, I returned to the couch and turned the TV off. It was pointless noise that I didn’t really need. I tried to savour the taste of the whiskey instead of gulping it down like a lifeline. For the price, it was a drink designed to be enjoyed, not skulled as fast as possible.
 
   I put the glass to my lips again and sucked a small sip into my mouth and let it rest on my tongue. While I did, my mind supplied me with the incredibly hot, but unhelpful, images of drinking it off Alyssa’s skin. I decided that maybe I needed to make opportunities of my own. 
 
   Alyssa was safely tucked away upstairs in the shower, and apparently had no intention of coming back downstairs. She’d said she was going straight to bed after her shower after all.
 
   I raised the glass again taking another, slightly larger, sip. While I did, I sucked one of the ice cubes into my mouth and rolled it around on my tongue, imagining I was swirling it around Alyssa’s nipple. I moaned at the thought. 
 
   The cold focused my attention on my mouth, making it a little less noticeable that it was my own hand sliding up my thigh. It was almost easy to pretend it was Alyssa’s. 
 
   I popped the button on my jeans and slowly slid down my zipper. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on the taste of the ice and alcohol in my mouth as I pushed my hand into my boxers. I thought of Alyssa under the shower, wet and glistening, and so fucking tasty. 
 
   The water in my mouth from the ice seemed to become infused with her flavour. I grabbed hold of my cock and slid my hand along the length. This was my perfection. It was the sort of relief I’d sought with hundreds of nameless, faceless women and never found. The sort of relief which only fantasies of Alyssa could provide. I closed my eyes and leaned back into the chair, sinking further into my fantasy and allowing my hand to glide up and down the length of my exposed shaft to the image of Alyssa imprinted in my brain. It wasn’t me holding myself—it was her. Her hands. Her mouth. Her body.
 
   Her on her knees in front of me, her head in my lap and her lips wrapped around my cock.
 
   Oh fuck, baby. 
 
   The ice in my mouth grew smaller and smaller as my body heated with the lust and excitement that raced through me. It had been so long since I’d let myself truly enjoy a fantasy about her. I rolled the ice cube around my mouth one last time before swallowing the mouthful. I left my hand on my erection as I leaned forward with the other to grab the glass and claim another piece of ice. I opened my eyes to locate the side table and met an amused, honey-gold gaze staring at me. Her delight only increased as a warm blush crept up my cheeks.
 
   “Don’t stop on my account,” she said with a chuckle.
 
   Holy fuck!
 
   I pulled my hand out of my boxers and zipped myself up. My erection was almost painful, pulling my pants tight as it sought desperately for the release promised only moments earlier. It would have to wait though. It wasn’t polite to masturbate in front of guests.
 
   “Fuck. Sorry, Alyssa.” I said, running my hand—the one that hadn’t been down my pants—through my hair quickly before downing the rest of the whiskey.
 
   She laughed. “I guess everyone has needs.”
 
   She had no fucking idea. 
 
   My needs grew exponentially when I saw the tank top and pants set she was wearing. It was thin white cotton with small pink flowers all over it. She had no bra on and the white cotton was almost completely see-through. Through the material, I could see the thickest black lines of her tattoo, and could clearly make out her erect nipples. The sight was too much. I wanted to put my mouth on her tank top and make out with her nipples. She wasn’t wearing panties either; I could see the dark triangle of hair between her thighs. As if I hadn’t already been hard enough before she came downstairs.
 
   “I just came to get a drink.” She smiled, seeming completely oblivious to her lack of adequate coverage.
 
   “You want some whiskey?” I croaked, holding up my empty glass. Fuck knows I need some more.
 
   She gave a half-hearted shrug. “Sure. Why not?”
 
   When I stood, my erection rubbed uncomfortably against my boxers and jeans. With some difficulty, I walked with an air of nonchalance toward the kitchen. I tipped the mostly melted ice from my glass into the sink and topped it up with some fresh cubes. Then I grabbed another glass for Alyssa, put some ice in it and poured us both a double shot. 
 
   The whole way through the actions, which should have been routine and easy, my heart pounded. My head swum, but I wasn’t sure whether that was from the alcohol or from the lack of blood in my brain. I turned to take Alyssa’s drink to her but found she’d followed me into the kitchen.
 
   “So . . .” Alyssa said awkwardly as I handed her one of the glasses.
 
   “So?” I responded, finding it difficult to understand what she wanted to say. In fact, I was finding it difficult to even stay upright or think. Processing anything other than the need for another sip, and my aching desire for her touch, was so far beyond my capabilities it wasn’t funny.
 
   “So, do you really think two people can just fuck with no complications?” She rolled the glass between her hands, sloshing the liquid around and clinking the ice cubes together.
 
   Confused why we were back on the topic, I struggled to keep up. She’d ended the conversation about it pretty abruptly when we’d been upstairs. “Sure. What I mean is, I’ve done it before. If everyone’s upfront about what they want, what’s the issue?”
 
   “And you’ll do it again.” I wasn’t sure if it was a statement or a question.
 
   “I guess.” I wondered what her point was. Was she going to have a go at me about sleeping around? If she was, she was going to have—
 
   “Good,” she said, stopping my thoughts in their tracks. She smiled and held up her glass. “To fucking—with no complications.”
 
   After she clinked my glass, she threw her drink back like a pro.
 
   I placed my untouched glass back on the island in front of me as I frowned in confusion. Alyssa rested hers beside it. I tried to get my head around the conversation, but nothing added up like it was supposed to. I’d had far too much to drink for it to make sense. 
 
   Before I could register what was happening Alyssa’s lips were on mine. She tasted like the alcohol and her tongue was cold from the ice in her drink.
 
   I was asleep. It came to me in one blinding realisation. It was the only thing that made a lick of sense and the best explanation I could come up with for why Alyssa’s tongue was in my mouth and her hands were tangled in my hair.
 
   It was only logical that I’d fallen asleep during my little fantasy while I wanked, and my subconscious was torturing me for letting her in. It was exquisite torture, but torture nonetheless. Later on, I would wake up and have to face Alyssa and try to drive the thoughts of the dream out of my mind.
 
   Despite knowing I was going to pay for the dream in the morning, I was sick enough to run with the fantasy. My hands found her hips and she moaned at my touch. 
 
   Her hands clutched at my hair and she pulled me against her. Her lips wrapped around my bottom lip and she sucked on it in a way that drew a sound from me that was new and utterly unique to her. With her body wrapped around mine, her breasts pressed against my chest and I could feel her erect nipples brushing against me. 
 
   “Lys, oh, fuck, Lys,” I muttered around kisses. I’d thought I was hard and desperate before, but it’d been nothing by comparison. After the way her kiss blazed through me, my dick was probably harder than the stainless steel bench she’d backed me against. 
 
   I pushed my hand against the waistband of her pants and slipped inside with no resistance. My fingers brushed across the smooth, naked span of her arse. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   My erection strained and ached, the exquisite pain being the physical evidence that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t a dream after all. 
 
   I broke the kiss off, but my lips didn’t move from her skin. I traced a path over her chin, onto her neck, and then down along her breastbone until I reached the material of her tank top. My mouth sought her nipples through the material. A fresh sound of needful pleasure ripped from me as I caressed her perfect peaks with my mouth. Teeth and tongue worked in unison, dragging the cotton around her tight buds. Even though bending over strained my already sore ribs, I honestly didn’t give a shit. I could have had two broken legs and I still would have found a way to stand there and worship her body. 
 
   “Oh, fucking hell, Dec!” Alyssa cried. Her voice dripped with pleasure and need.
 
   I spun us around, picked her up—swallowing down the whimper of pain that threatened to escape—and placed her onto the kitchen island. She yelped a little as her arse hit the cold steel, but I stood between her legs and she quietened. Dream or reality didn’t matter any longer. I was going to take everything offered and I wasn’t going to let either of us leave the kitchen without being thoroughly fucked first. 
 
   Grabbing my glass, I took a small mouthful of the amber liquid and then I met her mouth again. Our tongues twisted around each other, swapping the liquid back and forth until it was finally warm. Little by little, it trickled down the back of my throat, but it wasn’t enough. With my eyes open and my gaze firmly meeting hers, I swallowed what was left in my mouth. Fuck, it tasted like Alyssa. A moan of delight left me before I claimed her lips again and my fingers rubbed the wet circles on the front of her shirt. 
 
   She shifted against me, leaning into my touch. 
 
   After a beat, where I thought I might just burst from the perfection of the moment, I pulled back. 
 
   “Do you really want this?” I asked. 
 
   “Please, Dec.” She reached for my cheek and traced her fingers over the corner of my mouth. I sucked her finger between my lips and stroked the tip with my tongue. Her eyes rolled back as the pleasure of the sensation rolled through her body. 
 
   I pulled her hand away from my mouth and grinned. 
 
   “In that case, I have plans for you,” I murmured before grabbing an ice cube from the glass with my fingers. 
 
   Holding it between my teeth, I rubbed the ice across the front of her tank top, tracing the cube across her already tight nipples. A hiss of pleasure escaped her and she squirmed in my hold. I used the fingers I’d grabbed the ice with, cold and dripping with whiskey, to trace patterns along her inner thigh. She mewed with pleasure as her body bucked away from the cold even as she leaned into my touch. 
 
   Her hands tugged at my shirt, unbuttoning it as quickly as she could. Once it was loose, I shook it off to give her free access. Her fingertips moved to gently caress the swollen bruise around my ribs. Ever so gently, she pressed her lips against each rib. The alcohol haze I’d been suffering from was clearing more and more by the minute, only to be replaced by an Alyssa-induced one. All I could see, hear, smell, and taste was her. I was completely and utterly lost in her. 
 
   In us. 
 
   How in the hell had I ever let her out of my life? 
 
   I’d forgotten just how fucking good she was at getting my body to react. How fucking tasty she was. How the sound of a moan or my name on her lips was almost enough to do me in without any kind of touching.
 
   Her hands ran up and down the length of my back excruciatingly slowly, until finally she circled them around to my front. Fingertips traced my muscles, and I wanted to let her take control and fuck me the way I knew only she could, but I had things I wanted to do to her first. 
 
   I alternated between using my tongue and the ice cube on her nipples, drinking down the water as the ice melted. The cold cotton was the only barrier between me and perfection. When I went to lift my head to free her from the material, her fingers found my hair and she directed me back to her breasts. Using my fingertips at the hem of her tank top as an indicator of what I was going to do, I went to pull away again. I leaned back and pulled her tank top off in one swift movement. She relinquished her grip on my head only at the last second but then reclaimed her purchase to guide me straight back to her breasts the instant her shirt was off. I used my mouth on one breast while I worked the other with my hand, pinching and rubbing and caressing. God it felt good to have her in my hands again. It was something I had barely known I was missing, but despite the countless times I’d tried to replicate the feeling, there was no one else in the world who made me feel the way she did. 
 
   Looping her legs around my waist, she bucked her hips against mine. Her arse slipped off the bench when she did, but I had her. She was pinned between my hips and the bench. Even though she wasn’t particularly heavy, her weight was enough to cause the constant niggle in my side to blossom into an ache. Her body, and her touch, were enough to soothe it down again. 
 
   More than anything, I wanted to rip her pyjama bottoms off, bend her over the bench and fuck her silly, but it was Alyssa. I owed her far more than that. I reached down and slid her pants off before pressing my palm against her mound. 
 
   Her hands were at my waistband, tugging on the button and zipper on my jeans. I pushed her back up and onto the counter, pressing her backward until she was lying on it. She squirmed a little at the cold but it warmed quickly on contact. My jeans dropped away as soon as her weight was off my hips.
 
   Taking a moment, I gazed up her body, absorbing every inch—like a man granted just a glimpse of heaven. Who knew how long I’d have with her, whether she’d call a stop to everything and I’d have nothing but the memory to satisfy me. The first thing that drew my eyes was the tattoo under her left breast. I could see now that it was a constellation or something, but fucked if I could tell which one. I longed to trace it with my fingers—or my tongue. 
 
   I noticed a new mark running across her stomach, near her pelvic bone. I’d memorised all of the scars on her body one time, and knew where each one had come from. I wondered what sort of accident she’d had to get the new one.
 
   “Declan,” she moaned desperately, drawing my focus back to the moment and letting the question give way to far more important matters.
 
   Lifting the glass of whiskey to my lips, I drew a small mouthful of the amber liquid and another ice cube into my mouth. Hooking my arms around her legs, I lifted her hips up to meet my mouth. I kissed her inner thigh, rolling my tongue through the alcohol to taste her. I twisted my head to the other side and repeated the process. Catching the ice between my teeth, I swallowed down the whiskey. 
 
   I rubbed the ice against her clit, fighting the urge to smile as her hips writhed in my hold. In an agonisingly slow circuit, I traced the ice cube from the top of her pussy, down over her lips before brushing it against her entrance. I repeated this a few times until she was screaming and panting for more. Then I swallowed everything that was in my mouth, moaning at the combined flavour, before burying my tongue inside her.
 
   “Holy fuck!” she cried out. Her hands twisted into my hair and she guided me to the position she wanted. I pressed my tongue up against her and she bucked. I ran my nose along her clit and she yanked on my hair again. I traced a small circle around the area and then rubbed at her clit with the tip of my tongue over and over until she was quivering against me. Placing her arse back on the counter, I added two fingers and continued my assault with my tongue until she came hard, screaming out my name and clutching tightly to my shoulders, my hair, anywhere she could get purchase to hold me firmly against her.
 
   Once I felt her orgasm slowing, I pulled back to look at her. With her head tilted upward in pleasure and her body shaking from the way I’d made her come, she was a fucking goddess. More than ever before. 
 
   In high school, she’d still been a little clumsy and awkward, still growing into her body. Now, she’d flourished into a woman, and knew exactly what to do with her curves. 
 
   After a moment, she’d gathered her breath and sat up. Her arms wrapped lazily around my neck and she pressed her face into my shoulder, licking and sucking at the crook of my neck. I downed the rest of my glass of whiskey. There was no point in letting it go to waste after all. 
 
   When I set the glass down, I picked Alyssa up to head to the stairs. She was coming to bed with me and I wouldn’t accept any arguments. I’d barely taken two steps before the pain in my chest was too much. Placing her on the ground, I took a handful of deep breaths to shake the agony. I needed something stronger than the alcohol to dull the sensation. 
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked, tracing her fingers over my back. 
 
   Bent over and trying to breathe, I shook my head. “Just need a minute.” 
 
   “Dec, are you sure . . .” She trailed off, but the way her eyes glanced over my body before settling on my hard-on suggested that she was asking whether I wanted to continue. 
 
   Straightening, I nodded. “I’m fucking positive about this.” I needed her more than I needed the oxygen in my lungs. When I met her eyes, the emotions hidden within nearly fucking slayed me. There was so much hurt, so much . . . doubt. “Are you?” 
 
   She nodded, but ended it with a shake of her head. “I just . . . I need a minute.”
 
   I frowned as I felt her pulling away. She stepped closer to me, placed her hand over my heart and kissed me like she meant it. 
 
   “Just one minute. Please?” 
 
   With a nod, I granted her the time she needed. I wanted her to come to me willing and ready. When she did, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to let her go again. Not easily. 
 
   “Thanks.” She kissed my mouth, dragging her tongue across my bottom lip. “You go ahead. I’ll be up shortly.”
 
   I walked up the rest of the stairs, my head full of promises of better fucking tomorrows. 
 
   Alyssa was back in my life. 
 
   My head finally acknowledged what my heart and body always knew: she was the one thing I wanted. The one thing that I needed to make my dreams complete. All the denials were just ways to convince myself that I didn’t need her. How could it get any better than what we had?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWELVE: NO STRINGS
 
   
 
 
   
FOR FIVE MINUTES, I waited on the king-sized bed upstairs, wondering what kept Alyssa. I’d expected her to be in the room almost instantly—or maybe hoped was the better word—but she wasn’t. With each second that passed without her coming to finish what we’d started downstairs, I grew more and more impatient. Just as I was climbing from the bed to check on Alyssa, she came into the bedroom wearing only a smile. In each hand, she held a fresh glass of whiskey.
 
   “You are so fucking beautiful, Lys,” I said, holding my arms out for her.
 
   She put the glasses on the bedside table and climbed onto my lap. With the look of the devil in her eyes, she opened her mouth and showed me the cube of ice that was already sitting between her teeth. Before I could even begin to fantasise what she planned with it, she pushed me onto the bed and helped free me of my boxers. Even though it was tempting to just lie back with my eyes closed and take whatever pleasure she dished out—like I would have if it had been anyone else in my bed—it wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to watch her, to study her every movement, so I propped myself up so I was resting on my elbows. Even though the position renewed the ache in my chest, it was worth it for the view. 
 
   My breathing sped as she fell to her knees at the side of the bed. With her gaze locked on mine, she wrapped her mouth around my erection, rubbing the ice from the base to the tip with her tongue, repaying my actions in the kitchen with her own version of the sweet torture. The contrast between the ice and the warm cavern of her mouth was fucking unbelievable. It was a hundred times better than my little fantasy earlier. A thousand.
 
   In long movements, clearly designed for pleasure but not release, she traced her mouth, tongue, and that blasted, blessed ice cube over my cock. She fucking knew what she was doing and I grew harder than I’d ever thought possible. I longed for her to move faster, suck harder, but I also wanted her to keep going at the same steady pace so that I could enjoy the sensation for as long as possible. 
 
   When I tangled my fingers in her hair, desperate to speed her motion, she pulled away completely. An audible protest escaped me. I didn’t want her to stop—I never wanted her to stop. Before I could argue too much though, she climbed up my body, dragging her lips, tongue, and the ice cube over the skin of my hips, stomach, and chest. Bucking my hips, desperate for contact, I grabbed at any part of her I could reach. Hair. Waist. Back. Side. Breast. My hands were in constant motion over her warm body.
 
   With soft movements, she touched the bruise on my side, kissing each of my injured ribs with tender affection. Gentle fingers rubbed another ice cube over the area. I fell back against the bed as a moan fell from my lips. 
 
   She straddled my hips and her lips pressed to mine. She pushed the ice cube in her mouth against my tongue and I brushed it back against hers. The heat and the cold fused with her taste and I was in heaven. When I grew overwhelmed by the sight of her lust-filled eyes staring straight into me—no doubt providing a new image to be burned into my mind as I raced around the track—my eyelids sank closed. Her hand found my cock, trailing from base to tip before she rubbed the head against her slick skin. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” I groaned at the sensation. 
 
   With her hand and a twist of her hips, she guided me into her warm, wet centre.
 
   “Holy fuck, Alyssa!” I cried out, as my eyes flew open, startled but oh-so-aroused. 
 
   I could barely breathe as the feeling of being bareback inside her took over my every function. It was just as enjoyable as it had been the last time. Her flesh was soft and tender and warm. Utterly unlike the clinical feel of a condom and utterly fucking enjoyable. I didn’t want a kid though, or an STD, so I tried to pull out and away. It wasn’t that I thought she’d be unprotected or have an infection, but I couldn’t know for sure—we hadn’t exactly had the “are you safe and clean” talk. “Shouldn’t you wait until I get some protection on?”
 
   With a breathless moan, she lifted her hips before shifting down tight against me again. My fingers found her hips and I bit the inside of my cheek to stop from crying out from the pure, unadulterated pleasure 
 
   “You usually wear one don’t you?” It was a question but held an edge which indicated she already knew the answer.
 
   Clutching her hips, I nodded. “Always.”
 
   “Then it doesn’t matter. I’m clean and I’ve got a Mirena.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Do you want all the gory details or do you want to keep going?” she asked, a look halfway between indignation and amusement on her face. Without waiting for an answer, she rocked her hips over me again.
 
   “I just . . .” 
 
   She raised herself off me before sliding back down again. 
 
   “. . . oh fuck . . .” 
 
   With a moan escaping her, she bucked her hips. 
 
   “. . . don’t . . .” 
 
   Twisting her body slightly, she shifted the angle and allowed me deeper inside of her. 
 
   “. . . oh shit . . .” 
 
   She placed her hands on my chest, before leaning forward to kiss my skin. My hands found her hair and she looked down at me with a devilish grin. 
 
   What the fuck was I saying? 
 
   It took me a moment to recover my equilibrium while she fucked me and nipped at my skin with that sexy-arse smirk on her lips. 
 
   “. . . want kids,” I finished my thought finally. 
 
   She stopped moving, and her smile fell. I wondered why she paused, but could only think it was the reminder of our one other night together—the night after the formal. Knowing I needed to bring her back to the moment, I pulled myself up into a seated position and wrapped my arms around her waist. Her face was impassive, and I was certain she was seconds from walking away from me—which would just leave me with my hand and a headful of her to keep me company. Desperate to avoid that situation, I kissed her neck and shoulders, trying to draw her attention back to me. I clutched at her hips and used the hold to move them over mine. 
 
   Alyssa wrapped her arms around my neck and leaned her weight away from me, giving me full control. Her back was arched and her neck extended as she leaned back, tipping her head, allowing her erect nipples to point to the ceiling.
 
   Despite the fact that I was buried so deep inside her, I wanted more. Holding her tightly, I rolled us both over so that her back was on the bed. One at a time, I lifted her legs and rested them on my shoulders, tilting her hips off the bed. I leaned over her, pinning her beneath me. In long slow strokes, I took her over and over, rubbing my pelvic bone deliberately along hers. She moaned in ecstasy underneath me. Grabbing her hips, I set a perfect, relentless pace, burying every inch of myself inside of her. I pulled almost all of the way out before thrusting hard into her again. Caressing her body, I kissed her greedily, wanting to get my fill but knowing it would never, ever be enough.
 
   I pushed harder and faster, adding my fingers into the mix to press against her clit until she was writhing in ecstasy beneath me. When she came, her walls tightened around my length and drove me to release too.
 
   “Holy fucking hell!” I cried out as my body convulsed against hers. My arms gave way a little and I fell onto her. She wrapped her arms and legs tightly around me and held me in place. 
 
   It was perfection. 
 
   The sensation of releasing inside her with no barriers was just fucking bizarre. More sticky and wet than I would have imagined, but somehow that made it all the more sexy. When I regained some control over my body, I pushed myself up just enough to look at her. “So, what’s a Mirena?”
 
   She laughed loudly, her body shaking against me, tightening the hold she had on my cock and causing my body to quiver. I captured her mouth with mine and moved my tongue passionately against hers. 
 
   I love you, my mind screamed. And I knew without doubt the sentiment was the truth. As much as I’d denied it over the years, I was one hundred percent in love with Alyssa Dawson. I just couldn’t force my mouth to make the words. Not in that moment at least. It seemed contrite, as if I were saying it out of some weird obligation because I’d just fucked her. As if love had anything to do with fucking. 
 
   Pulling out slowly, I stood and offered her my hand. When she was standing, I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her into a tight embrace. I let her presence wash over me and relished in its calming effect.
 
   “Thank heavens for fucking without complications,” she said after a beat. Her voice shook slightly and her breathing was still irregular. It almost sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “I really needed that.” 
 
   She kissed my cheek and pulled out of the embrace before making a hasty retreat from the room. Confused, I watched as she pulled the door closed behind her. At first, I figured she must have been going to clean herself up, but then I heard her bedroom door close. 
 
   What the actual fuck?
 
   My stomach sank down to my feet as I replayed what I could remember of our conversation in the kitchen before we’d started. She’d asked me if I could fuck without complications. She’d asked me if I would do it again. She toasted to fucking without complications.
 
   Oh God.
 
   No strings.
 
   Oh fuck.
 
   Just fucking.
 
   Oh hell.
 
   I ran to the toilet and vomited up all the alcohol I’d had.
 
   Oh Christ.
 
   My stomach twisted. I hurled again. Palpitations stole my heartbeat. The symptoms of a new panic attack washed over me, rendering me almost helpless. I grabbed the edge of the sink and dragged myself to my feet. I flushed the toilet and rinsed out my mouth. I couldn’t break down there. Not just then. Alyssa could come out and find me, and I couldn’t let her see how much she fucking affected me. Not when there were no strings attached for her. Fucking without consequences.
 
   How could I be so fucking stupid?
 
   While I tried to focus and think of anything but the wave of panic and fear rising within me, I stood with my grip firm again the sides of the sink, desperate for oxygen. I pushed myself forward, back toward the safety of the bedroom. Sanctuary. Where I could let go and let the panic take me away. Maybe this time it wouldn’t let me come back. Maybe this time I would be lost forever. I felt sure of it, and the certainty grew with every laden step back to the bedroom. 
 
   Holy fucking heaven in hell. 
 
   I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. Pressure constricted my chest. I couldn’t walk. My knees buckled weakly beneath me. 
 
   Fucking hell. 
 
   I crawled the last of the distance, inch by agonising inch past her bedroom door. It was closed. 
 
   Just like her fucking heart.
 
   Sounds echoed out from beneath the door. It might have been sobbing, but it could have just as easily been laughter. Either way, I couldn’t face her. 
 
   Finally, I was in my bedroom, but it smelled of sex, and of Alyssa. I saw the two untouched glasses of whiskey in the corner. I crawled over to them, picking them up and downing them one after the other. I shrugged into a pair of pyjama pants and staggered back out of the room, my head spinning in vicious circles the whole time. When I reached the stairs, I stumbled down trying to ensure I didn’t make too much noise and disturb her—the fucking harpy who’d decided to completely fucking ruin my life. She’d tricked me and brought me back to life with her magical touch, just to leave me dead inside once more. 
 
   I wanted to be angry with her. To hate her. But I couldn’t. Even though she’d ripped my heart out and stomped it into the carpet, I couldn’t hate her. She didn’t know how madly in love with her I was. Fuck, I didn’t even know until a few minutes earlier. I pushed myself into the kitchen, yanked the bottle of whiskey off the bench, and slumped to the floor.
 
   To wipe away the pain, I drank deeply straight from the bottle. I barely acknowledged the tears running down my cheeks. Whenever I felt the need to try to breathe, I drank instead. I didn’t even realise that I’d emptied the bottle; instead I continued to try to drain it further. Hugging the empty bottle tightly to my chest, I began to sob. Once the sobs started, and the lack of oxygen really kicked in, the full throes of my panic hit me. My heart raced and I was utterly breathless. My palms were sweaty and I was both too hot and too cold all at the same time. 
 
   I was going to die. 
 
   It was a simple, inescapable fact.
 
   My heart was going to stop beating at any second because it was beating much too fast, I was certain of it. I tried to breathe in, but all I managed were weak, wheezing gasps. I tried to stand, even though I didn’t know where I was planning on going. All I knew was that I had to get the fuck away from there. Away from her. I pulled myself up along the counter, desperate for something undefinable. 
 
   I took a tentative step away from the counter, relying on my own legs to carry my weight. It was a monumental error. My head whirled from the alcohol I’d downed—easily over half a litre. My chest ached from my struggles to breathe. 
 
   The floor slipped away underneath my feet and I heard a loud smash an instant before my face impacted on the hard surface.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: A BIG EFFING COMPLICATION
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I CAME to I had no idea where I was or even when I was. I assumed my head was pressed to the floor, but it didn’t make sense because it was too soft.
 
   Much too soft . . . 
 
   My head pounded.
 
   Not just pounded. There was a fucking jackhammer attached to the inside of my skull. It wasn’t the normal hangover pounding though, which gave the feeling of too much blood pulsating against my temples in a regular, thudding rhythm. Instead, my whole brain felt swollen and at least two sizes too big. My face ached and burned; the whole right side tingled with non-existent flames. My tongue was swollen and my teeth felt loose inside my jaw. 
 
   I tilted my head to one side and instantly regretted it. The pounding wasn’t just confined to my head; it ran down the length of my body too. Every inch of my right side throbbed with a blinding agony similar to the one I’d experienced after Alyssa’s brother beat the shit out of me. 
 
   What happened? 
 
   Bits of memory filtered back in, as well as a feeling that this was all too familiar.
 
   Ice. 
 
   Whiskey.
 
   No consequences or complications. 
 
   Oh fuck! 
 
   Alyssa . . . 
 
   She was what happened. 
 
   I raised my hand to run it through my hair, but felt a tugging sensation when I tried to move it, which stopped me. My other hand was wrapped in something warm, someone’s hand maybe. I would have to open my eyes to figure it out—together with finding out where the fuck I was, because I sure as fuck wasn’t still in the kitchen at Danny’s flat—but doing so would allow reality in. And pain. With the throbbing in my head, even the smallest amount of light would only increase the agony. All of that would come when I opened my eyes, as well as awareness and the need to face Alyssa before she left. A groan left my throat, scorching the dry surface, before sticking to my parched tongue. 
 
   “Oh, Declan, thank God.” Alyssa’s strained voice was beside me, yet all around me. It came from the side of the bed with the warm, possibly enclosed, hand. The volume of her voice sent a new ache through me and my head pounded harder than before. The words, and the way she made it sound like she actually gave a shit about me, made my heart throb with an agony ten thousand times worse than the one which held my body captive.
 
   When I risked opening my eyelids for half a second, light flooded into my eyes. The fucking pain ramped up and my assessment of the situation started all over again. I slammed my eyes shut again and issued another groan. Despite my sticky mouth, I tried to slick my lips with my tongue—which was pointless because both were as dry as the other. 
 
   “What the fuck did you think you were doing?” Her voice rose higher than before. 
 
   I almost felt like smiling at the frustration in her tone. That I recognised. That I could almost understand. At least, it made far more sense than the caring tone from moments before. Only I didn’t know what the fuck she could have been angry about.
 
   Opening my eyes completely, I tried my hardest to ignore the light, and the pain, and focus on Alyssa’s face.
 
   “Why did you go downstairs and drink the rest of that bottle? There was almost a whole fucking litre left.”
 
   The room behind her was wrong. It was so out of place that I couldn’t focus on her words. Instead of neutral tones and a warm palette, it was white and expansive. Sterile. I raised my head again, ignoring the throb, and looked left and right.
 
   “Where am I?” I asked, although I recognised the place on some level. My voice croaked and my throat was desiccated. I coughed to clear it, but the action pinched my ribs and sent a new agony rushing through me. I fell back onto the pillow with a fresh groan building in my chest.
 
   “You’re in the fucking hospital. Where else would you be?”
 
   With some effort, I focused back on Alyssa’s face. She looked like shit. Black bags rested under her eyes and her hair was a mess. Despite that, the sight of her was still enough to twist the knife in my heart and leave it red raw and bleeding. I pushed the agony to the side because there was something I was missing . . . something I needed to find out. “Why?”
 
   “Because you’re a fucking idiot.”
 
   I tried to sit up. “No. I mean what for? What the fuck happened?”
 
   “I went to bed last night after . . .” She looked away and a blush crept up her cheeks. 
 
   Yeah, after you tied my heart up with your fucking strings. I kept my mouth shut even though the thought raced through me. 
 
   “Half an hour later, I heard a godawful crash. I ran downstairs to see what it was and found you, unconscious, over a smashed bottle. I was so scared. I . . . I didn’t know what to do.” Her voice sounded close to tears. 
 
   It was the breaking point for me. Biting the inside of my cheek, I closed my eyes so that she wouldn’t see the tears threatening me. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing what she had reduced me to. 
 
   “I didn’t even realise until after the ambulance came that you’d fucking cut your arm and almost bled out. They had to pump your stomach because of how much you’d drunk. Why would you do that?” 
 
   “I want to go home,” I murmured without looking at her. I didn’t want to be in the hospital anymore. Not with Alyssa at my side pretending that she gave a single fucking shit what happened to me when I knew the truth. Fucking with no complications was the truth. London no longer held any appeal—I just wanted to be home. In Sydney. Alone and coping with everything the best way I knew. 
 
   “I’ll see what I can get the doctors to do,” she said, clearly misunderstanding the meaning of my statement. Whether her lack of understanding was deliberate or not, I couldn’t say. 
 
   An hour later, after getting some painkillers, a little disgusting food, and a lecture on the dangers of alcohol abuse, I was released into Alyssa’s care. As I dragged myself down the hall—the painkillers had only dulled the ache in my body, not destroyed it completely—all I could wonder was what sort of fucking hell was I being forced into by the hospital quacks. I wanted to be away from her, not having her play nurse—despite the fact that my cock sprang to life at the thought of her in a sexy nurse’s outfit. 
 
   Alyssa hailed a taxi and gave the driver Danny’s apartment address. After helping me from the car, she unlocked the front door and led me through. The way she acted, it was almost as if she fucking thought she owned the place. I wondered how long would be polite before I could tell her to fuck off. Knowing her as I once did, she’d probably force me to follow the doctor’s advice to the letter, which would see her hanging around for another couple of days. 
 
   Just kill me now. 
 
   I climbed up the small flight of stairs to the open living area and walked straight to the couch. Folding myself into the seat as carefully as I could with my swollen side, I tried to relax. I stared off into the distance, unsure what I was seeing, or even what I wanted to see. After a moment, Alyssa sat beside me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted her to. No, I knew that I wanted her to; I just didn’t want to want her to. 
 
   She didn’t want me in her life again. She’d made that perfectly fucking clear the night before. Fucking with no strings. Another nameless, faceless woman to add to my bedpost. Except Alyssa was never that. I’d never wanted that of Alyssa. She was my one perfect woman, even if I didn’t always admit it, and she’d forced me to use her like any other woman in the world.
 
   Fucking hell, Reede. You’ve cocked it up again haven’t you?
 
   With soft, feather-light caresses, she ran her fingers through my hair. I was sure it was supposed to be a comforting gesture, but I wasn’t sure if I was helped by it. Instead of telling her to stop though, I just closed my eyes and leaned into her touch. For a moment, things were quiet, with only the sound of our breaths puncturing the silence. 
 
   “Do you know what the worst thing about our break-up was?” she asked in a breathless whisper as her head rested near mine on the back of the couch. Her words carried across my skin in a way that told me she was close. If I opened my eyes again, she would have been within kissing distance. 
 
   My heart constricted at the thought. I squeezed my eyes closed tighter to avoid the temptation of checking if I was right.
 
   “That I lost my best friend too.” Her tears were clear in her voice “For almost eleven years we hadn’t gone more than what, a month, without talking to each other. Then all of a sudden you were gone. Right when I needed you the most.”
 
   Even though I didn’t want to admit it, I knew exactly what she meant. I could still picture the first time I ever saw her. Every moment of our friendship crashed over me and I had to open my eyes to escape the barrage of images. 
 
   Even though I’d expected Alyssa to be close to me, I hadn’t expected her to be as near as she was. Another centimetre or two and her forehead would have rested against my cheek. Her eyes were closed now, tears staining her eyelids black with moisture and running down her cheeks. It seemed she was as deep in thought as I’d been, no doubt lost in the past too. I took the chance to examine all the little changes time had wrought on her face. She didn’t have wrinkles or anything like that, but the bags under her eyes seemed to have a degree of permanency and her skin was paler than it had been years ago. 
 
   She opened her eyes again and captured my gaze. The sorrow and loss buried within almost killed me on the spot. I didn’t know what could have caused it, but I couldn’t cope with it. My lips pulled down into a frown. 
 
   Her eyes darted away, as if embarrassed to have caught my gaze. 
 
   “You hungry?” she asked, pushing herself back up off the couch.
 
   I closed my eyes and shrugged. My throat stung like a bitch and my stomach churned. The food they’d tried to force on me at the hospital just didn’t cut it, but I didn’t want to rely on her to be fed either. I could manage on my own if she would just go away. Even though I wanted her gone, the thought forced my heart into my stomach. 
 
   “How about some takeout,” she asked.
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   I heard her opening a book, no doubt some phone book she’d found on the roll-top desk. Obviously finding something she deemed suitable, she picked up the phone to place an order, walking from the room as she did. She didn’t ask me what I wanted, but I didn’t care. She knew what I liked. Despite the years that had passed, nothing had changed there. After a few minutes, the springs on the couch shifted as she settled back beside me.
 
   “Did you want me to stay tonight?” she asked. “To look after you?”
 
   Did I? Yes. 
 
   Should I? No. 
 
   Opening my eyes to look at her, I shook my head. “You should probably check into your hotel if it’s booked anyway.”
 
   “Okay, if you think so,” she whispered. Then she bit her lip, deep in thought again. She took a deep breath. “Declan . . .”
 
   She stopped. That’s what drew my attention. If she’d kept talking, I probably wouldn’t have noticed. I might have barely heard what she said after that. When she stopped though, she guaranteed she had my undivided attention. I turned toward her. “What?”
 
   “You know . . .” She trailed off with a sigh. “Why is this so hard?” she added, but I didn’t think the words were meant for me. 
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her. “What is it?”
 
   “There’s so much I need to tell you, and no way to start.” 
 
   “You open your mouth and let the fucking words out.”
 
   A half smile lifted her cheek. “Thank you. For last night. It’s been a while for me.”
 
   “What’s a while?” I asked. She had captured me with her eyes and I felt compelled to continue the conversation.
 
   She looked off into the distance. “About two years. I was with Cain, Flynn’s brother, for a while, but I just couldn’t . . .” She took a deep breath. “I couldn’t commit to him the way he wanted.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She shrugged. “Complications.”
 
   “How did you know about the condom thing?” It was a weird, random thought that flew from my mouth long before I’d managed to stifle it. It had just sprung from my lips the moment it entered my head. When she’d said I always wore them, it wasn’t a question, she’d known. Somehow.
 
   “Darcy Kinsley,” she said as if that name was supposed to explain everything.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You slept with her almost a year ago. She took great pride in telling me all about it, including the little detail that you’d told her about condoms.”
 
   “Why?” I tried to remember Darcy. I remembered her from school, trouble-making bitch that she was, but I had nothing more recent than that. It must have been evident on my face because Alyssa laughed at something she saw there.
 
   “Yeah, I figured it was like that. Apparently, it was at a masked ball on New Year’s Eve. She recognised you immediately because of your eyes. Such an odd colour blue; not many people have truly turquoise eyes like yours.” Alyssa seemed to smile at something unseen, before shaking herself back to attention. “Anyway, apparently you fucked her in the cloakroom. But not until you’d hunted through half the bags looking for a condom to do it, even though she swore she was on the pill.”
 
   I swallowed heavily as her words jogged the memory of that night in my head. Truthfully, I had no fucking idea I knew the chick. She was just another blonde. Just another screw. Nothing special or memorable, except for the fact that we never removed our masks. 
 
   One thing didn’t make sense about Alyssa’s admission. “Why would she tell you all that though? It’s not like you’re friends. Or are you now?” Maybe that was one of the things I’d missed by being away. 
 
   Alyssa shook her head, the deep sorrow at the corners of her mouth back in force. 
 
   “No, we’re not friends. She told me because . . .” She stopped and stared at her hands for a second before bursting into tears “Because I . . . God, Dec, I—I tried to tell you . . . I really did . . . but . . .” She disintegrated into tears and giant, gulping sobs.
 
   My arms were around her, comforting her, before I could even think of all the reasons why I shouldn’t. 
 
   “Hey, now, what’s wrong?” I asked, swiping the fresh tears from her eyes with the pads of my thumbs.
 
   She shook her head and sobbed into my shoulder. “I wanted . . . I tried . . .” She was drawing deep gasps of air. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she was having a panic attack. “You . . . you need—”
 
   There was a knock on the door. I frowned at the interruption before I remembered the food that she’d ordered.
 
   I unwrapped myself from Alyssa and grabbed my wallet. Because I’d left early and the cash exchange wasn’t open in Sydney airport, I hadn’t had a chance to get any money converted. When we’d landed, I’d been so focused on not letting Alyssa out of my sight the thought to get cash changed hadn’t even crossed my mind. 
 
   “Do you take Visa?” I asked the delivery boy after I opened the door for him.
 
   He shook his head. “Cash only, sorry.”
 
   “There’re some pounds in my purse,” Alyssa whispered. She was curled up into a ball on the couch. “It’s on the counter.”
 
   I reached out to grab it, when Alyssa shouted. “No! Shit! Declan, stop!”
 
   Practically flying from the couch, she leapt for me. She was inches from me, hand held out to grab her purse, but it was too late. I’d already found what she was clearly trying to stop me from seeing.
 
   In her purse, in a clear pocket opposite her driver’s licence was a photo of a young girl. She easily could have been Alyssa. She had Alyssa’s face; the same nose and mouth. She even had the scraggly brown pigtails Alyssa used to wear on either side of her head.
 
   It could have been Alyssa.
 
   Except for the eyes.
 
   Alyssa’s statement from earlier flooded back into my mind. “Not many people have truly turquoise eyes.”
 
   Like mine.
 
   I turned to stare at Alyssa. Her face was twisted into a mask of horror. She didn’t want me to see the photo. My jaw clenched. She didn’t want me to know. How the fuck could she keep it from me? For four fucking years, she’d kept this a fucking secret. Questions ran through my mind in an endless circle.
 
   “Get out,” I hissed venomously. 
 
   I’d been right in the first place; Alyssa “small town” Dawson was fucking poison.
 
   She looked up at me, her eyes wide and her body shaking. Tears ran freely down her cheeks and dripped to the floor even as her eyes welled over with fresh ones. She opened her mouth to speak, no doubt to spill more lies and bullshit, but I cut her off.
 
   “Get the fuck out of my life!” I pushed past her and stalked up the stairs to the bedroom. The instant I was through, I slammed the door shut behind me and collapsed against it. I couldn’t deal with the revelation that had just been thrust upon me. It was likely that I’d never be able to fucking deal with it. How could I even begin to process something so huge? So monumentally enormous that my life had shifted completely off-axis in one instant. 
 
   I listened as Alyssa paid for whatever she’d ordered. There was no doubt in my mind that she would be apologising to the driver about the display—her cheeks probably burning with shame. 
 
   Good. She should have fucking told me! 
 
   She fucking owed somebody a great big apology, and I wasn’t in the mood to hear it. Her footfalls were slow and heavy as she made her way up the stairs and I could hear the sound of her tears, and her steady stream of sobs, but I ignored them. I could almost sense her through the door as her footsteps paused in front of the room. Not long after, they trailed into her room. 
 
   A few minutes later, I heard her on the stairs again, along with a thudding that suggested she was dragging her suitcase behind her. My anger must have made my hearing more acute, because I could have sworn I heard the sound of a key being dropped onto stainless steel counters and then the front door being pulled closed. Or maybe I just imagined, and hoped, that I could. 
 
   I couldn’t believe I hadn’t realised earlier. But then Alyssa had been very careful about keeping it hidden since the first time I’d spotted her. As I thought about the secrets and lies, the realisation that, against my better judgement, I’d fucked her with no protection smashed into me like a freight train. My stomach heaved emptily and I wondered if that’s what the previous night was for her. The chance for another child. A perfect matching fucking pair to the same unknowing, unwitting, arsehole father. Maybe her boy, Flynn, wasn’t gay, just firing blanks and I was nothing more than a ready-made sperm bank she knew was up for anything. 
 
   The worst thing was that everything was crystal fucking clear. All the pieces of the jigsaw I hadn’t even known existed had clicked into place: the photo, the silences, the pauses, the strange half-completed words, the blow up about town scandals, Josh’s words at the airport, even the fucking scar. They all added up to one startling, fucking scary conclusion. That conclusion was Phoebe.
 
   My fucking daughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: REGRET
 
   
 
 
   
I HAD NO idea how long I’d sat with my back against the door and my hands tugging through my hair, but eventually I realised that time had passed even though I hadn’t felt its passage. It was growing light again when reality eventually crept back in, shifting the bitter blackness that had taken up residence in my brain. When that left, regret steadily filled the gap. 
 
   I stood and threw the door open, darting down the staircase. With the new emotion building in my chest, I hoped that what I’d thought I’d heard was wrong; that Alyssa hadn’t left after all. Maybe she was just sitting downstairs at the dining table or on the couch. I pictured her like that, suitcase in front of her, tears in her eyes—but there. Ready to shout at me for being an arse, or plead with me to understand—but there. My hopes were dashed when I hit the bottom of the stairs. The whole space was too dark and too quiet to be occupied.
 
   Even before I’d cleared the last step, I saw the key sitting on the kitchen island. A piece of paper sat next to it. Hoping it was a hotel name or phone number, or something—anything—that would help me get in contact with Alyssa, I grabbed at it. As I pulled the paper off the bench, a photo fluttered to the floor. Not just a photo, the photo. Of Phoebe. 
 
   Once more, I was caught by the oddity of my own blue-green eyes staring out from a miniature Alyssa. Grabbing my wallet, I tucked the photo safely away inside. I turned my attention to the piece of paper. At first I thought it was blank, but then I noticed two words, I’m sorry, in small, fine print along the bottom edge. The ink was splotched and leached into the paper around it, making it difficult to read. She’d obviously been crying when she wrote it.
 
   I read the words again. She was sorry? 
 
   I’d fucking ignored her for years and she was sorry. 
 
   I was the one who kicked her out onto the street in a fucking foreign country and she was sorry. 
 
   My mouth went dry as I processed the thought and guilt that accompanied the knowledge that she was alone in London because of me. The image came to me crystal clear: Alyssa walking alone on the streets, dragging her suitcase behind her, tears streaming down her face. Any one of a hundred horrific situations could have happened to her. I leaned over the kitchen island, and tried desperately not to think about those. Instead, I tried to focus on where she would go. She’d said she had a hotel room, but she’d never mentioned where or which hotel. 
 
   She’d said something about being in England to check out some law firm that’d offered her a job, but I couldn’t remember its name either. I’d been my typical, self-obsessed dick self—too fucking interested in my own issues to even fucking pay an ounce of attention to anyone else. Other than to fuck her like the cock I was, of course. 
 
   No fucking strings? Bullshit! 
 
   A child would constitute a pretty major fucking string. I wanted to leave the house and run; to scour every inch of London until I found her and spoke to her. It was pointless though. She could be anywhere, and I didn’t know London at all.
 
   I was lost and I had no way of contacting her. 
 
   She was lost to me. 
 
   Think, you idiot! Fucking think! How can I get hold of her? 
 
   In an instant, the answer was there.
 
   Her mum! She’d know where she is and Alyssa called her last night. 
 
   For half a second, I hoped the number would be on redial. 
 
   Shit! 
 
   Alyssa had used the phone twice since then. For the ambulance and the food.
 
   I turned on the computer assuming that if the apartment had a phone, it had to have the Internet too.
 
   Fucking wrong! Damn it.
 
   Even though it was a long shot, I decided to try Alyssa’s childhood phone number. Those digits were so deeply ingrained into my brain after years of dialling them that I would probably remember them for the rest of my life. I just had no idea if Alyssa’s parents had moved or not in the four years since I’d left town. Again, I was reminded just how fucking little I knew about any of the people to whom I’d once been so close. I’d fucking alienated myself from everyone and everything. In fact, I couldn’t remember speaking to Ben at all after the fucking formal, and he’d been my best friend, besides Alyssa.
 
   I picked up the phone and dialled but all I got was a recorded message in a high-pitched voice that the phone number had been disconnected. I hung up the phone and growled in frustration.
 
   I needed to find her. My anxiety shot through the roof and I was positive I was about to have another fucking panic attack any second. I wasn’t sure I would be able to survive another one in my current state. 
 
   If anything happened to Alyssa, I would forever hold myself personally responsible.
 
   There was only one other number I could possibly ring. It was by far the longest of long shots, but it was the only other number I had. My childhood home. Mum answered the phone on the third ring. She heard the tone to indicate it was an international call and sounded confused when she said, “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Mum.”
 
   “Declan?”
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Seriously, who else would be calling you mum?” I was going to ask whether she had a love child I didn’t know about, but the words froze on my tongue when they hit too close to home. 
 
   “Sorry, it’s just a little odd. I mean, getting a call from you.”
 
   “Actually, I was calling to ask a question . . .” I hesitated. How could I ask for Ruth’s phone number without sounding like a complete fucking lunatic?
 
   “What is it, Declan?” She sounded worried.
 
   I sighed. “Do you have Ruth Dawson’s phone number?”
 
   Something dropped and clattered in the background, a pan or pot or something. It clanged loudly when it hit the ground. 
 
   “Why?” Her voice was low and harsh.
 
   “I need to speak to her.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “About Alyssa.”
 
   There was a sharp intake of breath. “Declan, what’s going on?”
 
   What is this? The fucking Spanish inquisition? I decided to answer with as much of the truth as I thought I could handle speaking aloud. Which wasn’t much. I still didn’t know if my mouth would work if I tried to form the word “daughter.” 
 
   Fucking daughter! 
 
   Not even a baby, but a ready-grown fucking little lady daughter. I tried to do the math to figure out how old she must be, but my brain just wouldn’t fucking work. I wondered if someone had permanently disconnected the fucking thing. 
 
   “I ran into Alyssa and got some news. I was . . . well, I was a fucking dick to her. Now, I need to find her, but I have no fucking idea where to start. I’m hoping Ruth might be able to give me a fucking clue.”
 
   “Declan,” Mum admonished. I thought I was going to get a lecture about swearing—God knows it wouldn’t be the first—so I was surprised by her next words. “As if that poor girl hasn’t had it hard enough. You had to go and make things worse, didn’t you?”
 
   “What the fuck do you know about what Alyssa’s been going through?” I asked harshly. How the hell was I going to explain to my parents that I had a fucking child running around in the world?
 
   “A whole lot more than you do, I’d be willing to bet. God help me, Declan, if you’ve hurt her—”
 
   When the words hit my ears, my brain decided to kick in with a painful thud as it recognised the truth in her statement. “You knew?”
 
   She sighed, then whispered, “Yes.”
 
   “You fucking knew and you never fucking told me?” My fingers formed a fist around the handset. 
 
   “It’s a bit more complicated than you make it sound.”
 
   “Well, then un-fucking-complicate it, Mum, and tell me why you didn’t fucking feel the need to tell me I have a fucking kid.” The neighbours on both sides of Danny’s apartment could probably hear every word I said, but I didn’t give a crap. 
 
   “I promised Alyssa I wouldn’t.”
 
   “When?” I was trying very, very hard to keep myself together. It really wasn’t working. I drew in measured breaths through gaps in my teeth as my heart thudded against my chest. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “When did you promise Alyssa you wouldn’t tell me?”
 
   “When Alyssa first told me she was pregnant. She came to me and told me everything and then begged me not to tell you. She wanted to do it personally. She was so excited about telling you, but she was never stupid enough to think it would change anything. She was still so scared and happy, but then you wouldn’t take her calls and day by day I saw her heart break. And then . . .” She paused, and took a deep breath to calm herself. “Well, I don’t know if you’ll ever really comprehend just how much you hurt her.”
 
   “Why didn’t you fucking tell me though? Didn’t you think I had a fucking right to know?” I asked again, trying to be demanding, but my voice just didn’t have any volume anymore.
 
   “After I realised you weren’t going to talk to Alyssa, I told myself I would tell you the next time you asked about her. But you never did. You never even rang home. Alyssa brought Phoebe around to see me at least once a week, and I didn’t even get a single phone call from you.” It sounded like she was in tears.
 
   “I called,” I argued, but it sounded weak even in my own ears, because honestly, I couldn’t remember calling her. Had I? Surely in four years I’d called at least once? I remembered emails and texts, but I couldn’t recall ever picking up the phone and calling my parents.
 
   “No,” Mum argued. “In the four years you’ve been gone, the only time I’ve spoken to you was if I called you, and then I was usually off the phone again within five minutes.”
 
   “So you’ve met her?” I felt hollow.
 
   “Yes. Like I said, Alyssa brings her around regularly. She wanted to make sure I had a chance to get to know my granddaughter.”
 
   I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. My heart was somehow both in my throat and my feet at the same time. My head and face were starting to pound once more, which was probably a good fucking reminder to take some pain medication for the fucking bruises that now lined my body, not to mention the lovely cut now gracing my arm. All because of Alyssa and her fucking with no complications. 
 
   “Whatever,” I said dismissively, anxious to get off the phone. “Do you have the fucking number or not?”
 
   She rattled it off from memory and I hastily wrote it down.
 
   “Don’t hurt her again, Declan.” It almost sounded like she was begging.
 
   The fear in her voice chilled my blood. What sort of monster was I that my own mother was afraid of me on behalf of the woman I’d once loved? 
 
   “I think it’s too late for that,” I admitted in a whisper as I hung up the phone.
 
   I picked up the receiver again. I knew this next call was going to be even worse than the last.
 
   “Hello?” The voice belonged to Alyssa’s arsehole brother. 
 
   My mind spun with questions. Why was Josh even there? Wasn’t he married now? Shouldn’t he be out fucking living in his own fucking house by now? I knew I couldn’t speak to him about Alyssa. He would probably find some way of reaching down the phone to kill me. Not that I didn’t fucking deserve it.
 
   “Would Ruth Dawson be available please?” I asked, hoping with everything I had that he wouldn’t recognise my voice. The issue of course was that I was too well known by him, both personally and professionally. Despite the intervening years, there was no way he wouldn’t recognise me. 
 
   “No, sorry she’s out for the day.” The new edge to his voice confirmed my fear.
 
   “Can you help me then?” I asked with desperation. Another minute more and I was sure he’d hang up the phone. I just needed to try to appeal to his compassionate side before then. 
 
   “No, fucker, I don’t think anyone can fucking help you.” The phone clicked and then beeped. He’d hung up on me. 
 
   Shit! I forgot the arsehole didn’t have a compassionate side. At least not when it came to me. Maybe he had once, but not anymore. 
 
   I picked up the phone and dialled again.
 
   “Hello?” There was no joviality in Josh’s voice this time. No doubt he suspected it was me again.
 
   “I need to find her, Josh.”
 
   “No. What you need to do is leave her alone, fuckhead. You’ve done enough fucking damage already.”
 
   The phone clicked again. I dialled for the third time. I didn’t wait for him to say hello.
 
   “Look, I feel pretty damn shitty about all of this. I just need to fucking know that she’s safe, all right?”
 
   “She’s safe,” said a female voice that I didn’t recognise. It was almost soft and caring. Then the phone went dead again.
 
   I wasn’t sure if my frustration or defeat was winning when I dialled the number again.
 
   “Please, I just need to speak to her. Tell me the hotel she’s at. Anything?” The defeat—and the tears—climbed to the top for the moment.
 
    “I . . .” It was the female voice again, and I hoped she’d help me, but then she paused. “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because Alyssa asked me not to.”
 
   What? ”You spoke to her?”
 
   “I told you she was safe didn’t I? Did you think I was fucking lying?” 
 
   Whoa, the bitch is back. With the comment, and the attitude her voice contained, recognition rammed into me. It was Ruby, Josh’s wife.
 
   “Look, I know I fucked up by throwing her out like I did. I know it was a dick move. I fucking know all of that. But it was a bit of a fucking shock to find out that shit like I did.”
 
   Ruby chuckled slightly. “Yeah. Although in her defence, she did try to tell you earlier. Quite a lot actually.”
 
   “I know,” I whispered. “I just wish she’d tried harder.”
 
   “How exactly?” Ruby snapped. “Turn up at Sinclair Racing with a fucking gift basket saying ‘Congrats, Daddy’?”
 
   “I don’t fucking know, all right? But she should have found some fucking way to tell me.”
 
   I was greeted by a beat of silence. I was sure the click and tone of a hang-up were about to follow. I calmed myself down as best I could, but my frustration was taking over and bursting from me in uncontrollable ways.
 
   “If you won’t tell me where she is, can you at least do me a favour? Can you please tell her how fucking sorry I am and let her know I’m ready to listen whenever she’s ready to talk?”
 
   “What if she’s not ready to talk?”
 
   “Then I’ll wait until she is.”
 
   I was about to hang up when I heard a small voice. “I wanna talk to Mummy.”
 
   “It’s not Mummy, sweetheart,” Ruby responded to the little girl.
 
   “I wanna ta-alk.” The voice became demanding and whiny.
 
   My heart hammered in my chest. That was her. That was Phoebe. That was my daughter. 
 
   Oh my fucking God! 
 
   “Can I speak to her?” I asked tentatively, not knowing what the fuck to say to a child but knowing that I absolutely fucking had to try to find some words.
 
   “No. I don’t think that would be best right now.”
 
   “I have a right, you know.”
 
   She snickered. “Actually, you don’t.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You need to talk to Alyssa about that.”
 
   I growled. “I’m fucking trying to talk to Alyssa, but no one will help me.”
 
   “I’ll let her know that you called. But if you call again, we’ll regard it as harassment. I’m sure Curtis will be more than willing to have his mates press charges, or something.” Alyssa’s Dad, Curtis—Killer Curtis—was a prison warden at Wacol. He knew plenty of cops, and just as many criminals. With that threat looming between us, she hung up.
 
   Fuck! 
 
   I was no fucking closer to finding Alyssa than I had been before all the fucking phone calls. I didn’t feel better about anything either. I felt even worse. 
 
   My own fucking mother knew. My mother had known and kept it from me. Because I was too much of a fucking dick to give two shits about anyone but my own fucking life.
 
   My life is just fucking perfect right now, isn’t it? 
 
   It was daylight but with a murky grey sky that had no warmth at all, I was fucking hungry, and my brain was dancing a fucking conga against my fucking skull. All of that, and I still didn’t have a fucking clue where Alyssa could be. At least I knew she was safe though. It was a small consolation, but better than worrying about her lying dead in a gutter because of me. 
 
   I grabbed the rest of the duty-free alcohol from my bag. I had another bottle of whiskey, although I wasn’t sure I wanted to fucking touch that yet. Not with the reminder it was of the previous night. There was also a bottle of vodka. Preferring my vodka chilled, I opened the fridge to put it in, planning to drink as much of it as I fucking could later that night. 
 
   What I saw in the fridge was something I hadn’t expected. Alyssa had ordered enough takeout—Indian curries—to get me through about four fucking days, all in individual containers. She’d left it all there, nicely stacked in the fridge waiting for me, despite the fact that I’d thrown her out onto the fucking street. There was a moment where I wondered whether it was actually possible to hate myself any more than I already did. 
 
   Fucking fuck!
 
   I risked Ruby’s ire, and Curtis’s possible punishment, and made one more phone call to Alyssa’s mother’s house.
 
   “Hello?” It was Ruby again.
 
   “Please.” My voice was laced with the tears that had sprung to my eyes and were running uninvited down my cheek. “Please. I need to speak to her.”
 
   There was a pause and the phone was being handed to someone else. Fuck. Josh was probably going to fucking threaten to rip my balls off or something. Well, fuck him. There was nothing he could fucking say to me that could make me feel any worse than I already did.
 
   One small word, “Hello,” in a small fucking voice told me I was wrong. 
 
   Ruby had clearly misinterpreted what I’d meant. 
 
   That was my fucking daughter. On the phone. 
 
   Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. How do I fucking deal with this?
 
   My breathing hitched. More tears flowed and I squeezed out, “Hello?”
 
   “You’re not Mummy. Who are you?”
 
   Fuck. 
 
   What a loaded fucking question. How the fucking hell was I supposed to answer it? “I’m just a friend of your Mummy’s. My name’s Declan.”
 
   “I’m Phoebe Castor Dawson.” Each word was said with such gusto and enthusiasm, I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
   “It’s nice to talk to you, Phoebe Castor Dawson.” I was surprised she could even hear me over the beating of my heart. “How old are you?”
 
   “I’m three and on my next birthday I’ll be four, and I’ll have a yellow birthday party with a yellow chocolate cake and my friends will be coming to my house.”
 
   My lip twitched. I had no idea what to say to her. “That sounds fun,” I said eventually. 
 
   “It’s time to go now, sweetie. Say goodbye.” I heard Ruby say in the background.
 
   “Okay, bye-bye, see you later.”
 
   I hung up the phone and sank to the floor trying to breathe around the lump in my throat. That was my fucking daughter. 
 
   I knew in that instant, no matter what else happened, my life had irreversibly changed. I was a father now. A fucking father. Nothing could change that. I would always be a father. Now I just needed to figure out if I was ready to be a dad.
 
   I thought about the photo that was sitting in my wallet and the voice over the phone line. Two pieces of irrefutable evidence that she was real, that she actually existed. 
 
   What a fucked-up ride the last few days had been. If the trip to London had done nothing else, it helped to confirm in my own mind just how fucked up I really was—much more than I’d ever admitted to anyone else, or even myself. I grabbed some of the painkillers the hospital had given me, washed them down with a mouthful of vodka, and then threw one of the meals into the microwave. I had no idea how to work the damn thing so the food was blistering hot in some places and ice cold in others, but it was edible. I wondered if it was just the luck of the draw that Alyssa had ordered a beef vindaloo, one of my favourites.
 
   After finishing the food, I grabbed the bottle of vodka and headed up to bed. I figured if I drank myself into oblivion there at least I wouldn’t have far to fall. As soon as I hit the bedroom, the events of the previous twenty-four hours crashed down on me—hard—and I couldn’t breathe. I skulled as much of the vodka as I could and took another painkiller. Then I closed my eyes and let the panic take me away, stealing my breath and exploding my heart. 
 
   Maybe it wouldn’t bring me back. At least then I wouldn’t have to deal with any of the shit I faced.
 
   The last thoughts I had before unconsciousness took me was that I was fucked-up. Too fucked-up to inflict myself on an innocent child. She didn’t deserve to be stuck with a fuck-up like me in her life in any capacity, not even watching from the sidelines. 
 
   She deserved better than that. She deserved Alyssa, who could do this a hundred times better on her own than she ever could having to put up with my shit. A thousand. I decided I would call the airline first thing in the morning and book my return flight. There was no fucking point staying in London any longer than I already had. There was nothing there for me. Maybe there was nothing for me anywhere. Not anymore. 
 
   Not long after that thought, I blacked out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: WAKE-UP CALL
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA STOOD IN front of me, her face lined with tears. She held her hand protectively over her stomach. Her eyes were downcast, staring at my feet. I followed her line of sight and saw a gaping chasm between us. As soon as I saw it, the distance seemed to grow exponentially until I could barely see her features anymore. Except her eyes—they were clear as day to me.
 
   “Alyssa, I want to talk to you!” I shouted to her. “Is there any way to cross?” 
 
   I couldn’t look for myself, I was completely immobile.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Please, Alyssa? I need to make this right!”
 
   She raised her eyes and they locked on to mine. I expected to see them full of pain, or anger, or something. But they were dead. Flat lifeless pools of golden brown stared back at me. I cried out in strangled agony.
 
   “Please, Alyssa! I need to talk to you!”
 
   She shook her head and then turned away, walking slowly into the distance.
 
   “Come back!”
 
   She stopped but didn’t look back at me.
 
   “Please?”
 
   She shook her head slightly.
 
   “I love you!”
 
   She turned back toward me and opened her mouth to speak, but all that came was a shrill ringing.
 
   Waking with a gasp, I opened my eyes. My heart raced in my chest as I tried to calm myself. Just a fucking dream, I realised, only the ringing from within it continued.
 
   I sat up in bed, and regretted it the instant that I did. My head swam and my stomach churned. I didn’t know if the pain was because I needed more painkillers for the bruising on my face and cut on my arm, or if it was a result of the—oh fuck—bottle of vodka I’d drunk the night before. I really couldn’t start with that shit again—it was a slippery slope that I’d climbed to the top of not that long before, and I didn’t want to end up back at the bottom. The drinking needed to stop.
 
   The ringing still continued. Rubbing my temples to try to clear some of the cobwebs and cottonwool that seemed to have taken up residence overnight, I wondered what the fuck it could be. Where the fuck was that ringing coming from?
 
   I climbed—fell—out of bed and staggered toward the stairs. Whatever the fuck was ringing, the noise definitely came from downstairs. I held tightly on to the railing; my head was spinning too much to risk trying to pick my way down safely without the support. When I saw the desk, I worked out what was making the sound. The fucking phone. 
 
   Who the fuck has this number? 
 
   I debated ignoring it, but it had been ringing persistently for a while now—more than just a casual caller would try for. I walked over to it and stared at it for a few seconds, daring it to stop ringing before I could pick it up. It didn’t, so I cradled the handset to my ear.
 
   “Hello?” My voice sounded like I’d downed a cup of bleach. Although I supposed downing a whole bottle of vodka probably wasn’t far off that.
 
   “Declan.” I recognised Danny’s voice of calm authority immediately. Fuck. I really didn’t want to talk to him while I had the hangover from hell and my body ached.
 
   “Danny.” I responded. I couldn’t think of anything more appropriate to say.
 
   “I trust you had a productive flight.”
 
   What the fuck was that supposed to mean? Productive flight—not safe flight, not easy flight, fucking productive flight. Who the fuck talks like that? Oh yeah, fucking multibillionaire team bosses obviously do. Who the fuck am I, the hired fucking wheelman, to argue?
 
   “It was very interesting,” I countered.
 
   “How are you going with our little agreement? Are you getting yourself together?”
 
   Fuck no. I’m more fucking shaken apart now than I have ever been in my entire fucking existence, and I don’t know which fucking way is up anymore. “Sure, or at least, I’m working on it.”
 
   “I just wanted to let you know we’ve decided to run you in the new car next season, so I’ll need you back a month earlier for fitment and testing.”
 
   Fuck me. The new fucking car. He was really hanging his balls out there on this one. Actually no, fuck it—he was hanging my balls out there. 
 
   “Why?” I managed to force the solitary word out around the lump in my throat. I really shouldn’t have felt as terrified about it all as I did. 
 
   “Morgan’s stoked with the way his car has been running lately and wants to stay in it. And I decided it was more beneficial to spend the dollars on the new car than to repair yours after Bathurst.”
 
   Fuck me. “So when do you need me back?”
 
   “January. So get your shit together by then.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Fuck me.
 
   I hung up the phone and grabbed some more painkillers. This time, I washed them down with water. For a moment, I thanked my lucky stars that I’d had the fall and the hospital grade painkillers because normal paracetamol wouldn’t have done shit all for the fucking roaring ache in my head. 
 
   After the pain slowly lulled to a dull throb, I realised I was famished again. I wondered if it was too early in the morning for curry, but then figured fuck it, because there was nothing else in the apartment anyway. I’d have to go get some normal fucking groceries soon if I was going to stay. And that was the kicker: despite my moment of “clarity” the night before, I couldn’t fucking decide whether to stay or go. 
 
   If I stayed, I could only hope that Ruby spoke to Alyssa and that by some fucking miracle she could convince her to come talk to me. I still didn’t know if I wanted to inflict my fucked-uppedness on Phoebe, but I did know that I needed to talk to Alyssa before I made any definite choices. If only to find out what Ruby had meant by her statement that I didn’t actually have any rights. 
 
   Rubbing my eyelids, I thought about the phone conversations I’d had. I wanted to know what the fuck had happened. Everyone seemed to hint about there being more to the story, but no one was willing to spill their guts on exactly what that might be. They all just told me to fucking ask Alyssa. Too bad Alyssa was the one person in the fucking world I couldn’t fucking find.
 
   I heated the curry in the microwave for longer than the previous night. This time none of it was cold. Instead, it varied from lukewarm to molten lava. I’d really have to fucking learn how to use that shit properly if I was staying. Fucking if.
 
   While I ate, I tried to remember what Alyssa had said on the plane. I was certain she’d told me how long she was in the country for, but as I ran through what I could remember of our conversation, I came up blank. 
 
   After a moment, I remembered she was staying for a week, but she hadn’t told me while we were on the plane. No, she’d imparted that information while she was standing over her fucking vibrator. 
 
   Oh God! 
 
   The thought of her using that on herself took over my mind and made me instantly fucking hard. The image was clear in my head—her hand sliding the silicone dick in and out of her body. Her moans would grow louder with each thrust. Her other hand would massage her breasts or her clit. Her mouth might scream my name as her orgasm took her away. 
 
   A boy can fucking dream can’t he? 
 
   Had it really been just a little over thirty-six hours ago that we’d had that conversation? My whole fucking world was different then.
 
   My mind was rebelling, picturing her the way I wanted to, rather than figuring out the problem at hand. Fuck, what was I trying to work out? 
 
   How long she was in London for, and how long I wanted to stay myself. I jumped on the phone and booked my return flight. If Alyssa was only there for a week, I wasn’t going to stay any longer than that. I figured Danny would probably be pissed that I used his fucking expensive-arse seats for a week-long holiday, but I honestly didn’t give a flying fuck. I was doing what he told me to do—I was getting this fucking shit out of my head so I could race. Or at least, I was trying to.
 
   With that organised, I raced upstairs. When I hit the bedroom, I was lost in memories of Alyssa and me in that space. Part of me wanted to just sit and relive the images, but I couldn’t. I needed a fucking shower. It had been far, far too long since I’d had one. 
 
   It was only when I reached the bathroom that I recalled Alyssa was the last one in there. With that thought, her naked body was back in my head. She would have been all wet and hot from the steam. I could almost see her sliding her hands up into her hair to brush the water off her face. Fuck me. I shouldn’t be thinking about her like that. 
 
   The small tattoo on her chest raced into my mind. For the first time ever, I wished I knew which constellation was which. Maybe the stars and lines had something to do with the story everyone kept mentioning—the one they said was Alyssa’s to tell me. 
 
   Knowing there was nothing else to it, I turned on the water and stood under the stream while images of Alyssa assaulted me relentlessly. 
 
   The trip wasn’t supposed to go that fucking way. I was supposed to get Alyssa out of my head—not lodged even more permanently inside. Standing under the water, the images of our fun-filled night raced into my head again. I couldn’t stop my hand making a quick downstairs visit. I needed to think clearly and as long as my cock was in charge, I wouldn’t be able to. 
 
   Stroking up and down in rapid succession, I brought myself to the edge as fast as I could. I needed relief, not love. Closing my eyes, I didn’t even need to try to fantasise—Alyssa was already there. I saw her as she had been that night, lying on the floor underneath me, her legs wrapped around my neck. Oh fuck. I leaned against the bathroom wall as my orgasm hit me almost painfully, providing only a fraction of a moment of brain-emptying, mind-numbing relief before everything flooded back in. Fuck!
 
   I climbed out of the shower and dried myself off. For the first time since before I’d jumped on the plane, I looked at myself in the mirror. Fuck, I was fucked-up. I still had the black eye, although it was more yellow, green, and brown now. Along the right side of my head was a long, deep black bruise from where I’d smashed into the floor and passed out. I shuddered to think what the fuck might have happened to me if Alyssa hadn’t been there to call the ambulance. Especially with the cut on my arm. I looked at the waterproof covering. Fucking five stiches they’d told me I had. I looked at myself in the mirror again, meeting my own gaze. I saw Phoebe’s face staring back at me. Did she deserve that sort of fuck-up as a father?
 
   The answer was a resounding no, but what exactly did that mean? Did it mean I couldn’t—shouldn’t—even bother? Maybe it just meant I needed to try to be less of a fuck-up. 
 
   The first step was going out and facing the fucking world. If I hid away in the apartment, I would go fucking crazy. I would drink the other bottle of whiskey, and I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t return to that fucking lifestyle. A shudder ran through me at the thought. I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t submit to it and live like I did just after I joined the team, between the November I arrived and the February before the first race of the season. 
 
   Now that was fucked up. I was only lucky that Danny had never found out about how badly I’d fucked things up then. If he had, I wouldn’t still be on the fucking team. I was fucking thankful that I was just driving production cars then. Their drug testing wasn’t nearly as rigorous and preseason activities were much more limited.
 
   I could still remember the first time I’d given in to the temptation of the lifestyle Morgan had introduced me to. 
 
   The spiral had escalated pretty quickly after that night. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIXTEEN IT’S IN THE PAST
 
   
 
 
   
“COME HERE, SQUIRT,” Morgan called over the pounding music. 
 
   He’d given me the nickname on my first day with the team, even though he was only six years older than me. Because he was already in a ProV8 car, and I was only a production car driver, he thought he was king fucking shit. 
 
   Truthfully—he was. 
 
   That was just the ranking in the team. Morgan was it. He couldn’t shit without fifteen people knowing about it. Me, on the other hand . . . I got to skulk around doing whatever fucking shit I wanted to most days. So long as I was in the car on race day, and ideally on podium at the end of the event, I was left alone. 
 
   Even though it meant losing my anonymity, I wanted what he had. The thrill of the fucking V8, the roar of the engine, the bonus money for every win, and the fucking women coming at him from all angles—if only as a way of getting rid of the one who haunted my dreams. I hadn’t admitted it to anyone, but I hadn’t been with anyone since my one night with Alyssa. In Morgan’s eyes that left me practically still a virgin. The thing was that I wasn’t sure whether I even wanted to be with anyone else. The thought of it hurt my chest and made it hard to breathe. 
 
   To make things worse, she’d called me practically every day since I’d first moved to Sydney. It was all I could do to ignore her. A big part of me wanted to call her back and beg for forgiveness, but she deserved more than I could ever give her. She was due to start uni around the same time that the racing season kicked off so it would never work between us. I was better off not returning her calls at all. Calling her would start me down the path of getting back together with her.
 
   It was easier to try to forget about her and go out on the town when Morgan had invited me. The thought raced through me that maybe he was right. Maybe I just needed to get over myself and get my dick wet. 
 
   “See those sweet-arse honeys over there?” He tipped his head toward a gaggle of girls wearing nothing more than thin slips of clothing. 
 
   I nodded. Moments earlier, the three had been dancing with him in a very seductive fashion while I minded the booth and drank anything that Morgan ordered for me. I was definitely a third—or possibly fifth—wheel. With his wavy blond hair, ice-blue eyes and boisterous personality, he’d been centre of attention at every venue and could have taken any number of girls home—maybe even had some of them on the spot. 
 
   While I wasn’t bad on the eyes, I didn’t have the confidence he had either—especially not when I knew I wasn’t even supposed to be in the club. I wasn’t even eighteen, and yet Morgan had dragged me along with him from nightclub to nightclub all night long. None of the bouncers had questioned him or even batted an eyelash at me, but I still didn’t want to draw extra attention to myself. 
 
   “What about them?” I asked.
 
   “They’re coming home with us.”
 
   I didn’t see any point in arguing. 
 
   “Betty and Veronica are coming with me.” He pointed out two of the girls. I knew Morgan enough to know the names weren’t real names. He often came into work telling stories of his conquests, always giving them names from comics. Betty and Veronica had obviously been duelling for his affections, like most of the other girls, and he’d obviously convinced them to do a double act. The things I’d learned from the periphery of his life would probably have made my mother’s hair turn grey. “I’ll toss the third your way. Trust me, she’ll be an easy catch. She’s ready and waiting for it.” 
 
   I did a double-take at his words. “W-what?” 
 
   “C’mon, squirt, it’s time we made a man of you.” He slapped my back. 
 
   My breathing came in fast bursts. At that moment, I couldn’t even remember why I’d gone along at all, except I didn’t have anything else to do but mope around my apartment and try not to think of Alyssa. “But . . . I . . .” 
 
   He laughed. “Seriously man, you are far too uptight. Maybe getting fucked by a woman who knows what she’s doing is exactly what you need.”
 
   Before I could argue, he moved away—back toward the group of girls. He whispered something in the ear of the one he’d designated for me and she’d laughed before casting a sneaky glance at me with a smirk on her face. 
 
   It was a little after two in the morning when we left the club. My head spun with whatever alcohol Morgan had funnelled down my throat all night. It was the first time I’d ever been truly drunk. Like really fucking-smashed-off-my-face drunk. 
 
   We stumbled into a maxi taxi. Inside the cab, Morgan had started his night with Betty and Veronica. The three of them were going hard at it right then and there. I tried to look away as he pressed his hands against the breast of one of the women as the two girls kissed each other but I had to admit that the sight was making me so fucking hard. 
 
   The girl who sat next to me looked a bit more timid up close than she had in the club. A bit younger too maybe—although she still had a couple of years on me. I smiled shyly at her in apology for the way Morgan was acting. As soon as we got back to his place, he disappeared into the bedroom with the two girls, only to come out minutes later and grab a can of whipped cream and a bottle of chocolate sauce from the fridge. He threw a couple of condoms at me and winked.
 
   I sat next to the girl he had graciously “tossed my way” as he’d fucking put it, and wasn’t sure what to do. The moans and sounds of sex had started in earnest from the bedroom and I was fucking hard as a rock. I didn’t want to do anything the girl didn’t want though, especially when I still didn’t even know if I wanted it.
 
   “Is there another bedroom?” she whispered in my ear after a minute.
 
   I nodded and pointed in the direction of Morgan’s guest bedroom where I’d stayed during my first month in Sydney and still did from time to time.
 
   “Let’s go then.” She stood and gave me what I guessed was supposed to be a seductive smile. It had nothing on Alyssa’s though. The thought was enough to push me into action—however long my ex danced in my head, I would never be able to enjoy my life. 
 
   I allowed her to pull me to my feet. Once we reached the bedroom, she pushed me down onto the bed. She grabbed something out of her purse and popped it into her mouth. Then she climbed over onto me, straddling my waist and kissed my mouth deeply. Her tongue pushed a small tablet into my mouth, and it fell to the back of my throat. Before I could protest or ask what it was, it was gone; washed away as I’d swallowed. I moved to sit, to question what the hell she’d done, but she silenced me with a finger pressed to my lips. Sitting up, and brushing her fingers through her hair, she moved her hips against mine. The sensation of her hips rocking against my cock distracted me and sent thoughts of the tablet rushing from my mind. 
 
   While she writhed above me, she peeled her shirt off to reveal a lace and diamante bra. It occurred to me that she wasn’t quite as shy and reserved as I’d assumed. She grabbed my hands from the bed, where they were lying prostrate at my side, and pressed my palms against her breasts. I massaged them in small circles over the cups as she tipped her head back and moaned a little. Although the sound was a little off, and very different from the sexy little moans my ex had offered when I’d been with her, it was enough to keep me moving. I slid my hands around to her back and unfastened her bra. Quickest hands in the west I was—I’d taken off my ex’s bra more than enough times to have perfected it to a fucking art form. The constant thoughts of Alyssa made me harder, and the girl above me took it as a sign of interest. 
 
   The chick leaned over and dropped the tip of one of her breasts into my mouth. I sucked it as deep into my mouth as I could, and held her sides as I licked and nipped at her skin. It felt wrong, because it wasn’t like Alyssa’s. It didn’t fit the same way, or even feel or taste the same. It just wasn’t what the sensation was supposed to be like. Nothing about the situation was right. 
 
   I tried to push her off, but whatever she had given me started to take effect on top of the alcohol. I felt dizzy and woozy and wanted to be fucking sick. Obviously she’d taken one herself because her eyes had grown glassy and she started to giggle. She pulled my pants down just far enough to pull out my dick before rolling a condom over me. She pushed her panties to the side and holding my shaft tightly in her grip, slid herself over the top of me. Just like that, I was fucking someone else. Someone who wasn’t Alyssa. That’s all it was though—fucking.
 
   Throughout it all, my mind was disconnected from my body. I could have been watching a porno for all I accepted the actions as happening to me. A complete fucking stranger bounced on top of me and although my balls grew tighter and tighter until they finally released into the latex wrapped around my cock, I felt nothing. Not even when the fucking whore who straddled me had licked my neck to entice me to come. 
 
   No joy, no love, no anything except a vague sensation of release. It was fucked-up, pure and simple. I was empty and wasn’t sure if I was even capable of feeling anything outside of the hole which had opened up inside of me and sucked the joy from me like a giant fucking black hole. 
 
   My head spun and even though Alyssa and I had well and truly broken up—even though I didn’t plan on ever seeing her again—I still felt like I’d just cheated on her. 
 
   Once I was done, the chick slid the condom off my cock before taking my shaft into her mouth to lick me clean. The move was too much for me to fucking stand. It seemed far too intimate and left me disgusted.
 
   “Fuck off,” I said to her, pushing her head away.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said fuck off, slut.”
 
   At first, she looked shocked. A moment later, she went fucking nuts, launching herself at me. She beat at my chest with her fists and called me every name under the sun. I endured it for a minute before her words, the alcohol, and whatever the hell it was that she’d given me pushed me to the edge. 
 
   In less than a second, I went from irritated at her actions to pissed off. I just wanted her to get the fuck off me. I screamed and shouted, telling her to fuck off, but when that did nothing to stop her attack, I grabbed her arms and shoved her away. I pulled myself to a sitting position and scrambled backward on the bed to escape her. She came at me again, swinging her arms wildly. One of her hands connected with my cheek, and her nails raked the skin like talons. Not even trying to be gentle anymore, I pushed her again. She smashed into the wall near the door with a loud thud. For a moment, she appeared dazed and disorientated. 
 
   When she looked back at me, she spat in my direction. “Fuck you, arsehole.”
 
   
 
 
   
ONLY CERTAIN things of the following three months stayed in my memory. I remembered the races, the track tests, and the days when I was at the team offices. Around those times, my days and nights were a fucking blur of alcohol, bongs, pills, and women—anything that could offer even a semblance of relief from the pain I felt constantly. Without fail, my trysts all ended the same way: me having my fill—not giving a shit about what the bitches wanted—then angrily throwing them out on the street. Somehow in my mind, it was always their fault. In every case, I threw them out for one simple reason—they weren’t and never could be Alyssa. That fact alone was enough to piss me off, especially when I was high.
 
   Eden had been the one to help me wake up to myself. There’d been a moment when I was at a true crossroads between straightening up and fucking up. Every day after, I thanked my lucky stars that she’d been there just as I was starting to slip even further into the clutches of drugs and alcohol abuse. 
 
   On my absolute worst day, I’d turned up to work stoned. Eden had grabbed me just as I was about to walk into the offices.
 
   Danny would’ve had my arse ripped to pieces if he’d seen me. The one thing he’d demanded was clean drivers.
 
   
 
 
   
“DECLAN!” EDEN’S voice was shrill and as sharp as her nails, but neither were enough to pierce my mellow. The only thing that surprised me was that she knew my name. She was the strategist for the ProV8s and didn’t have anything to do with my class. We’d probably had four conversations in total since I’d started.
 
   “What?” I asked with a lazy smile.
 
   “You go in there,” she pointed to the offices, “like that,” she pointed to my eyes, “you will be given your marching orders quick smart.”
 
   I went to shrug away from the hold she had on my arm, but she just gripped more tightly. My mellow dissolved and my lips curled into a snarl. “What does it fucking matter to you?”
 
   “It matters because you’re fucking talented. You’ll be a fantastic driver one day and I would love to work with you on the ProV8 team. In fact, I’d be willing to bet it’ll be sooner rather than later that you’re given a chance in one of those cars. That will never happen if you get kicked off the team though. You think anyone else wants to touch Danny’s trash? They all know Danny’s regulations. The simple fact is you fuck up here, you’re fucked everywhere.”
 
   It was easiest to pretend I didn’t care, so I shrugged.
 
   She wasn’t buying it. She squared up her six foot frame and, despite her slender build, somehow managed to be fucking intimidating as she stared into my eyes. “Why’d you come here?”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Why’d you move here? To Sydney. Why are you here at Sinclair? What is it that you want to do?”
 
   My brows knitted into a frown. “I want to race. Why the fuck else would I come here?”
 
   She sighed. “If that’s what you want, then you have to do yourself a favour and listen to me. Go home, get yourself sorted, and come back in tomorrow clean. Then get off the fucking drugs for good.” She paused for a second to let her advice sink in. “If you don’t, I will tell Danny everything you’ve been doing in your spare time.”
 
   “And how the fuck would you know what I’ve been doing?”
 
   “Morgan.”
 
   I snarled at her. I’d forgotten that she’d straightened him out a few weeks prior and they’d been fucking each other exclusively ever since. Honestly, I could threaten to expose them to Danny, but it wasn’t worth making enemies, especially when she was just trying to look out for me.
 
   “Fucking whatever,” I said, but I still took her advice and turned away.
 
   “Oh, and Declan?” she called after me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Give this guy a call.” She handed me a card for a fucking shrink, a Dr. Henrikson. “He’s discreet, he’ll help, and it won’t get back to Danny.”
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER EDEN had straightened me out and put me onto Dr. Henrikson, I didn’t actually stop drinking, but I’d never touched illegal drugs again. Since that day, I’d known it was a fucking fine line for me to end up back there whenever my life went to shit. 
 
   The thought made my guilt over my actions spike. Drinking a whole bottle of alcohol in one fucking night, two nights in a row, was a damn scary start.
 
   I grabbed the apartment key and my wallet, sparing a second to glance at the photo that now resided in there. With the image of my daughter firm in my mind, I swept out of the apartment, unsure what to expect of the rest of my day. 
 
   Unsure what to expect from the rest of my fucking life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: LONDON
 
   
 
 
   
FOR FOUR DAYS I’d been alone in London.
 
   Four fucking days.
 
   For that time, I’d been petrified to venture any farther than the corner store half a kilometre from the apartment. A lingering dread filled me whenever I thought about going out and exploring anything else. I was certain that the one time I went any farther than that would be the time Alyssa chose to visit me. It was stupid that I felt that way even though it was pretty fucking clear to me that she wasn’t coming. Four days of absence and silence had proven that. Still, I was trapped like a prisoner in Danny’s apartment. 
 
   In two more days, I was due to be on a plane flying back home, which left just one day of prison. I had absolutely no clue what the fuck I was going to do after I got home though. I’d half debated going back to Browns Plains to confront her, but that would only have landed me squarely in the lion’s den. I’d have to deal with too many fucking crazy people, most of whom were all kinds of pissed at me. Not that I blamed them. I just didn’t want to be forced to deal with them. 
 
   Frankly, I was fucking terrified of some of them—Josh and Curtis in particular. If I faced either of them, I’d been surprised if I ever walked again—let alone drove—for the dick manoeuvre of throwing Alyssa out on the street after I’d learned about Phoebe. True, Alyssa already had a hotel room she was able to go to, but it was still a fucking dick move. I knew that and tortured myself mentally—her family’s torture would be physical and would ensure my agony was complete.
 
   Even without the thought of the hate I was certain I would face, I didn’t think it would be a good idea to follow Alyssa home for another reason: I wanted to talk to her alone because I needed to know the truth and I was sure that was the only way I would get it. If I wanted to know what she was thinking, and to try to figure out what the fuck she’d been through, it had to be just her and me. The fact that there was much less chance of my face being mangled was just an added fucking bonus. 
 
   Although, truthfully, there was no guarantee no mangling would occur with me alone with Alyssa. She could be a fucking wildcat when cornered. A memory from school came to me unbidden, something I hadn’t thought about in years. I snickered to myself as I recalled the time she’d caught Darcy Kinsley trying to pretend she’d received a valentine from me.
 
   Thinking about Darcy dredged up Alyssa’s confession of her reason for knowing I always used condoms when I fucked random chicks. She only knew because Darcy had been one of the masses and she’d wanted to make damn sure Alyssa knew it, the fucking scrag. I hadn’t been physically violent with a woman since putting the drugs behind me, but fuck if it didn’t sound like a good idea where Darcy was concerned. Maybe she’d be a little less likely to fuck with Alyssa then. I should have made her take her mask off; maybe then I would have known who she was and told her to fuck off. Although, it was just as likely I wouldn’t have made her leave—and that fact made me feel like shit. 
 
   Recalling the things I’d done to distract myself made me feel a hundred times worse about myself than I already did. I’d been the one who’d stuck my fucking dick into Darcy. Ultimately, I was responsible for the ammunition she’d used to hurt Alyssa. Every fucking day we’d been apart, I’d fucking hurt Alyssa in some way, even when I didn’t allow her to cross into my thoughts. 
 
   I was such a fucking arsehole.
 
   The guilt that ate me slowly from the inside out was the ultimate reason I sat on the kerb in front of Danny’s apartment every day until at least nine at night. Then I would go inside and ring her parents’ house in Australia and get chewed out by whoever answered the phone, all while begging them to let me know where she was staying, or give me a contact phone number, or fucking something. That was what my fucking life had been reduced to. 
 
   A fucking dog waiting to be either kicked again, or given a fucking treat, depending on the whims of one fucking woman. A woman who clearly didn’t want anything to do with me despite the bombshell she’d unwittingly dropped.
 
   Fuck this shit!
 
   I needed a night out. One good night to forget it all, to go out and get myself completely fucking wasted, and hopefully get laid. All I could think was four days and that fucking bitch hadn’t even bothered to call, even though I’d left the apartment number with her family every time I called them. 
 
   Why should I wait for her anymore? 
 
   Standing from my position on the kerb, I brushed myself off before walking back into the apartment. Before jumping in the shower, I pulled my black slacks and the formal grey team shirt from my suitcase. Whether the grey formal one, or the casual orange, the team shirts always guaranteed me a screw in Australia. They might not have quite the same pull in the UK but one could only hope. I was getting sick of my own fucking hand being the only thing that came near me, and four fucking days for me was like a year. Especially with all of the shit going on inside my head. I needed some fucking tension relief; the sort that only a wet pussy or willing mouth could provide. 
 
   After I’d finished in the shower, I pulled on my boxers and grabbed my electric razor. The blade was already set to just the right length to allow a little of the rough stubble that seemed to drive women crazy. When I was about halfway through the job, the phone rang. Stopping the razor, I headed down the stairs to answer the phone. It stopped ringing just before I answered it.
 
   I was almost at the top of the stairs when it started ringing again. Whoever it was they must have really wanted to talk to me. I figured it was probably Danny again. He was the only one who had the number—at least the only one who was actually likely to call. When I answered it, I was surprised that I didn’t hear the usual beeps indicating that it was an international call.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   The line was still almost silent, but I could hear faint sounds, like barely contained sobbing or possibly someone hyperventilating.
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   I heard a sigh. Then I had a thought and my heart did the strange throat/feet combo thing again.
 
   “Alyssa? Is that you?”
 
   The phone line clicked and the call was disconnected.
 
   Fuck. Was it her? It was the only thing that made a lick of sense. Who else would call the apartment number from within the UK? Someone dialling a wrong number wouldn’t have remained silent for so long. Grabbing the phone directory, I leafed through it to find the number I needed to dial in order to call back the last missed call. I waited anxiously as it rang once . . . twice. It was answered on the third ring by a pleasant female voice. 
 
   Pleasant, but not Alyssa.
 
   “Suncrest London, Caroline speaking.”
 
   “Hi, I . . . um, I just had a missed call from this number.”
 
   “All of our rooms dial out over this number, sir, so I won’t be able to put you through unless you know the room number or name of the person who called you.”
 
   It was a long shot. “I think there’s an Alyssa Dawson staying there. She’s the only one I can think of who’d have called me.”
 
   There was a pause and tapping on a computer. “I’m sorry, we have no record of any rooms registered in that name.”
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it hadn’t been Alyssa. There was no one else who would ring me from a hotel in London though. Maybe she was staying there under another name, which could be fucking anything. It was a long shot, but it was also a possible lead. I knew it would sound suspicious if I asked Caroline for the address when I’d just admitted to not knowing who was there, so I finished the call with her with a polite, “Thank you for your help.”
 
   I hung up and then pressed redial, hoping I got someone different.
 
   “Suncrest London, this is Suzette.”
 
   “Suzette, would you be able to give me your street address please?”
 
   She gave it to me. It was too late to be making a polite visit to the hotel, but I had a plan to go first thing in the morning. It was my last hope. My only hope. I climbed back up the stairs, set the alarm beside the bed for five the following morning, dressed in just a pair of sweats ready for bed, and then grabbed a towel from the bathroom. Fuck the randoms; my hand would just have to do the trick again for another night.
 
   
 
 
   
FIVE A.M. was far too fucking early. 
 
   There should be no reason in the world to be up at this time of the morning unless it was a fucking race day. Then again, it almost felt like a race day. It felt like I was racing toward Alyssa. Toward answers. I still didn’t know what I would do once I got those answers, but I knew I fucking needed them if I wanted any semblance of sanity. Realistically, going to the Suncrest was my last chance at finding her while I was still in London. In thirty-six hours’ time, I would be on a plane and heading back to the fuckery that was my normal life. At some point during the night, I’d decided for certain that I wouldn’t chase Alyssa to Brisbane. I couldn’t. If she tried to contact me again, I’d be willing to listen, but part of me still thought both she and Phoebe would be better off without me forcing my way back into their lives. 
 
   The hotel was my only chance for answers. I decided that if Alyssa was trying out a law firm, she would presumably leave the hotel early. With that in mind, I was ready and waiting near the front by six thirty.
 
   My location of choice was a bus stop about fifty metres away from the hotel entrance. I watched the face and body of every woman with dark hair, keeping an intent eye out for Alyssa. Everyone was so rugged up against the cold as they stepped outside that it was hard to see much of anyone. I did see one potential candidate and followed her halfway down the road before she disappeared. I’d been calling Alyssa’s name, but the girl didn’t turn around. Of course, that didn’t mean it wasn’t Alyssa. She might have just been deliberately ignoring me.
 
   I slid the photo of Phoebe in and out of my wallet as I waited and watched. I couldn’t decide whether to confront Alyssa with it or without it. I wondered if she’d want it back eventually. If that was the case though, why had she left it with me in the first place? Was it designed to seep away the last fucking remnants of my sanity? Was that the reason she’d given it to me? I wondered if Alyssa honestly enjoyed fucking with my mind. Having me sit patiently waiting for her like a fucking lap dog must have been a heady drug.
 
   For the entire fucking day, I sat at the bus stop and never saw another prospect. No one else that looked even remotely like the one I wanted to see. I finally returned to the apartment at a little after nine that night. My entire being was completely shattered, and I was fucking exhausted. I was due to leave on a fucking flight at eight the next morning, so once more I’d need to be up at five. Only it wouldn’t be to get answers. It would be to leave, most likely leaving any chance at peace behind.
 
   I set the alarm and grabbed the remaining bottle of whiskey, swallowing a big swig. I threw everything I had back into my suitcase and then took it downstairs to the living room. When I was set, I glanced around the empty apartment. The first day I’d arrived, the place had felt like home. For the last five days, it had felt like an empty fucking prison cell. Nothing there drew me in, nothing fucking called to me. I couldn’t fucking figure out what the difference was.
 
   It was a little after ten when I decided that I was going to go out. If Alyssa wouldn’t even fucking talk to me when I’d dragged my arse all the way up town to see her, then she could go fucking fuck herself. She had the equipment. On that thought my fucking dick stood firmly to attention. 
 
   Fuck, I need to get laid. 
 
   I would get some fucking sleep on the plane.
 
   
 
 
   
THE TAXI beeped out the front. I raced downstairs in the outfit I’d planned to wear the previous evening—my black slacks and grey team shirt. I climbed into the cab and—once I realised the driver was a young, red-blooded man like myself—asked him where was the best place to go for an Aussie to score a root. He drove me to the nearest Uluru Inn. Apparently they were the Aussie bar in the UK. I found it mildly amusing that in Sydney every second fucking pub was Irish, and yet the UK seemed flooded with Aussie bars.
 
   We hadn’t gone very far when he pulled up, maybe three kilometres. I could fucking walk home, provided I was lucid. That was good. It gave me a fucking exit strategy that didn’t rely on waiting for a taxi.
 
   After tossing the cab driver some cash, I went into the bar and ordered a beer. When I took my first sip, I thanked my fucking lucky stars that it was cold. There was nothing worse than drinking warm beer. Settling in to a stool at the bar, I scoped around at the talent in the place. As was habit, my gaze immediately brushed over every brunette in the place. They weren’t going to cut it for me. I couldn’t do that shit, not with my brain supplying constant fresh images of Alyssa fucking herself. 
 
   In one corner, taking up two tables, there was a large party of pretentious fucking snobs. All of them dolled up in power suits, even the fucking women. I ignored them. Women in power suits don’t do random fucking against club walls, and that was all I needed at that point. I wasn’t going to fucking take anyone home after all. I needed a screw—that’s it. 
 
   I saw a possible candidate alone in the back of the bar. She was a bit plain, but then everyone was in comparison to Alyssa. Her short-cropped jet-black hair was just different enough to please me. Surrendering my seat, I moved to sit on the stool next to hers. Once I had her attention, I flagged down the bartender and ordered another of whatever she was drinking. She gave him her order and I heard the unmistakeable twang in her accent that told me she was an Aussie too. 
 
   She smiled shyly at me, then she glanced up again and her recognition was clear as day. Her eyes widened into saucers and her face flushed.
 
   “Holy fuck!” she shouted. “You’re fucking Declan Reede!” So she was an Aussie, and a fan apparently.
 
    “You could be too, if you play your cards right.” I winked at her before giving her a panty-dropping grin and waiting for my statement to settle into her alcohol-addled brain.
 
   Her gaze settled on mine, the light brown colour a little too close to the one I really wanted. Why did that one simple thing have to remind me so much of Alyssa? I was about to turn away when her hand came onto my thigh and quickly grazed over my dick. God it felt good for someone else to touch me again. It was the wrong sort of touch, not exactly the way I liked it, but it was enough to distract my focus from her gaze. 
 
   I shot her a wicked grin and then asked her name. Not that I cared or it even mattered; I wouldn’t remember it in the morning. However, I knew from experience that women were more likely to fuck you if you at least knew their name.
 
   She whispered it into my ear, taking the opportunity to lick the lobe as her mouth was close. Talk about fucking shooting fish in a barrel. 
 
   “It must be amazing to drive a V8?” 
 
   My grin became a smirk. I fucking loved it when women knew what I did, because it gave me the chance to pull out the usual shit about the power of the car, the roar of the engine, the vibration of the seat—that one usually got chicks hot. 
 
   Her fingers stroked long lines up and down the length of my thigh as I spoke, and I was ready to go. I didn’t want to make small talk with this random stranger any longer. I put my hand to her face and caressed her cheek for half a second, pretending to hesitate in anticipation of the kiss. Girls went fucking nuts for that shit. I’d done the whole routine enough to know precisely what to do to have them eating out of my hand, or more precisely sucking on my dick.
 
   I pressed my lips to hers, slipping my tongue straight into her mouth without any hesitation. If she had any qualms about moving fast, she definitely didn’t show it. After humming into the kiss, she moved off her stool to straddle my lap. I brushed my fingers into her hair, and she moaned. It was easy, but it was wrong. The taste was off, the feeling wasn’t there. 
 
   With the recent reunion with Alyssa branded onto my brain, all the things that usually made the encounters less than perfect were magnified to make it almost a turn-off. With just one night, Alyssa had ruined me. Instead of letting it destroy my night, I tried to push her out of my head. It might not have been exactly what I needed, or wanted, but it was just a chance for a random screw, just like it always had been. A chance to find momentary relief and nothing more. 
 
   The air around us shifted as someone came up to the bar to order a drink, but I didn’t open my eyes or break off the kiss. Why should I? If the fucker had never seen kissing before, well, maybe they could learn a fucking thing or two. My hands slid up the inside of the random’s shirt and played with the straps on her bra. A promise of things to come.
 
   A warm breath brushed my earlobe and a thrill ran through me. The right kind of thrill. My eyes snapped open and I broke off the kiss with . . . whatever the fuck her name was.
 
   “Well, I see some things never change,” an icy voice that sounded desperately close to tears whispered in my ear.
 
   I turned to see one of the women from the group of pretentious bitches in the power suits running for the door. Her dark hair was swept up into a bun and her hands covered her face, but there was no doubting who it was.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Miss Random, who was still straddling my lap, peppered small kisses all over my face, even though I was clearly no longer into it. She probably figured she could draw my attention back to her by grinding her hips against my dick. Pulling my face away from her, I tried to push her off gently, but she didn’t move.
 
   “Get off,” I said, glancing back at her without feeling. 
 
   She stopped her kissing. “What?”
 
   “I said get the fuck off me.”
 
   She slid from my lap and the instant I was free, I raced to the door. Bursting out onto the street, I looked side to side, but it was empty both ways.
 
   Fucking hell!
 
   “Alyssa!” 
 
   I ran to each corner and looked up every street in the vicinity, but she was gone.
 
   God, you’ve fucked it up royally this time, Reede!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: MURPHY’S LAW
 
   
 
 
   
JUST AS I’D planned before my night out, I didn’t go to sleep that night, but for entirely different reasons than I’d hoped. 
 
   Instead, I crawled into my last bottle of whiskey and took up residence there. I sat on the couch and drank swig after swig until the bottle was dry. Like I always did when I took comfort in a bottle, I tried to make my head as empty as the bottle. Only, it didn’t work. I just kept seeing image after image of Alyssa’s pain: her hands over her face as she fled from the bar; her terror as I shouted at her to get out of the apartment; her tears when I’d told her goodbye before I left Brisbane. There was no point going to bed while these images danced in my head. I’d learned that lesson the hard way years earlier. It was always useless. Even if I could silence my mind long enough to fall to sleep, I would just be haunted by the twisted arsehole that was my psyche. 
 
   There were only three ways I could possibly get a restful sleep: tablets, a sufficient quantity of alcohol to make me black out, or a combination of the two. The fucking alcohol hadn’t worked, and I didn’t have any sleeping tablets. Hadn’t for so long. 
 
   It was a relief when I finally heard the alarm going off upstairs. It meant it was time to do something. Action meant that for a brief moment, I could push all of the thoughts out of my mind and focus on what I needed to do. Dragging myself to my feet, I staggered up the stairs to turn the alarm off. Then I jumped into a quick cold shower to shake off the sleepless lethargy that had settled over me. I hoped it would also sober me up a little, but I worried that it failed on both counts. I gathered all the used towels and sheets, throwing them in the hamper for Danny’s year-round maid service to deal with. At least it meant washing and cleaning was one less thing I had to worry about before I left.
 
   For the trip home, I dressed in a t-shirt and a pair of sweats—nothing fancy. It wasn’t like I had anyone to impress, and I didn’t really care to try. Once I was dressed, I threw some essentials, including my sunnies and hat, into my carry-on bag and roughly shoved everything else back into my already packed suitcase.
 
   By the time the taxi arrived, I was ready and waiting out the front of the apartment. The driver joked that people usually looked like shit when they got off the plane, not on the way to the airport. In a trial of patience worthy of Mother Theresa, I bit back the “fuck you very much,” that rose in my throat. Once we’d arrived at the airport, I slumped my carry-on over my shoulder and rolled my suitcase toward the check-in counter.
 
   “Window or aisle?” I was asked. Outside of that, the clerk didn’t seem interested in conversation—which I was incredibly fucking thankful for. 
 
   The only thing that ran through my mind when the question came up was that Alyssa had been in the window seat on our last journey. The thought sent my mind wandering. Did she prefer a window seat or was she just placed there by sheer luck? What would our return trip have been like if we’d been able to take it together? If I hadn’t reacted the way I had to the photo, would I know the full story now? 
 
   “Sir?”
 
   I glanced up at the clerk. “Aisle,” I coughed out. My voice was hoarse and sounded like I’d spent the whole week puffing down on cigarettes. 
 
   The clerk nodded and finished checking me in before handing me my boarding pass. “Have a nice flight.”
 
   Fucking doubt it. “Thanks.”
 
   Just like I had in Sydney and Hong Kong, I had some time to kill between check-in and needing to get through security so I found a cafe and crawled inside a coffee. I fucking needed it like oxygen. My brain was already starting to tick with the beginnings of a hangover, or possibly a fatigue headache. Either way, caffeine would help it, at least temporarily.
 
   Sipping my latte, I heard an unfamiliar female voice at the counter ordering a caramel macchiato. Even though I knew it wasn’t Alyssa, my gaze travelled in that direction as wishful thinking overtook me. A red-haired woman, whose clothes were practically painted on, was the offending orderer. I fought the urge to scowl at her for not being the person I wanted her to be. Instead, I picked roughly at the chocolate doughnut that had seemed like such a good idea when I’d been at the counter, but was currently making me nauseous.
 
   While I sat finishing my coffee, I tried not to think about anything. Especially not Alyssa, and double especially not Phoebe. Most of all, I was trying desperately to avoid thinking about the last flight I’d had—the one shared with Alyssa—and the evening that followed it. Even as I tried not to think about it, I felt myself harden at the memories and the image that my own mind had conjured up that had been haunting me since. The one of Alyssa using her vibrator to fuck herself silly with my name on her lips. 
 
   Fuck, I was so hard. I wondered if I had time to knock off a quick one in the airport toilets. Even though I was completely disgusted, as I adjusted myself I realised I had little choice. My cock had a hair trigger and the sweats weren’t designed for the concealment of large objects.
 
   I moved to stand, but the redhead who’d ordered the caramel macchiato slid into the booth beside me. Her hands were empty and her drink was nowhere to be seen. The tiny silver top she wore captured the light, and practically hung from her nipples. Almost nothing was left to the imagination, and I figured if I looked under the table it would all be on show. She tilted her body toward me, grazing my arm with her tits. Once, that might have excited me, but I was too filled to the brim with thoughts of Alyssa. 
 
   “I think you and I have some unfinished business,” the red-haired stranger purred at me from across the table.
 
   “How’s that?” I asked, frowning in confusion.
 
   She smiled wickedly and giggled a little. “It’s Tillie. From the club. Remember?”
 
   I looked at her blankly. Was I supposed to know who the fuck Tillie-from-the-club was?
 
   “You made me famous. I mean, how often do people like me get on the Gossip Weekly cover?” 
 
   Oh fuck me.
 
   She giggled. Straight-up schoolgirl giggled. Once, I would have found that shit sexy but it just made me realise how much I didn’t want to deal with games and random hook-ups.
 
   “We could finish it now if you like?” She raised her eyebrow at me in what I guessed was supposed to be a seductive way but just ended up looking a little pathetic. 
 
   Oh God!
 
   Her hand dropped under the table and she pushed it up the length of my thigh and into my already hardened crotch. I pressed myself back into the seat a little. I needed to think before my head became too clouded with . . .
 
   Oh Christ, what is she doing? 
 
   She slid from the seat, her whole body lowering under the table. Glancing up at me, she licked her lips in promise before her head disappeared out of sight. Not that long ago, I would have jumped at the chance. At that point, I couldn’t think of anything I wanted less. 
 
   Holy fuck. 
 
   Her hands brushed across the top of my dick through my pants. She gripped it firmly before her fingers played with the waistband, trying to get inside. I quickly pulled myself onto the seat and climbed over the table, grabbing onto my sweats as I went to make sure I didn’t lose them.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tillie, I just can’t.” I reached under the table and grabbed my carry-on from beside her disappointed face. Once I had it, I turned and fled out of the cafe as quickly as I could. My erection rubbed painfully against my sweats as I walked as quickly as possible without drawing attention to myself. I was probably pitching a tent out front if any wandering eyes cared to look down there, but there was fuck all I could do about it. Making a beeline for the men’s toilets, I jumped in a cubicle and ground one out to get rid of the bulge in my pants. 
 
   Wanking in a toilet—what have I been fucking reduced to? 
 
   I felt no relief when I was finished, just nausea. Just fucking hungover and sick. Ignoring my reflection in the mirror, I washed up and moved on to security.
 
   As I was putting my things on the conveyer, I saw a woman ahead with hair the exact same dark shade of brown as Alyssa’s. At first, I thought I was seeing things, but the more I watched the girl, the more convinced I became that it had to be Alyssa. I just wanted to make the fucker doing security hurry the hell up, but he pulled me to the side, saying something about random fucking bag searches or some shit. Wasn’t that what the fucking X-ray machines were for? I kept my eyes on the back of the girl’s head for as long as I could, but realised my mistake fairly quickly when she walked into the first class lounge. Even if by some miracle Alyssa was on the flight, she’d be in premium economy class like me. I laughed at myself for being such a fucking idiot to think we could possibly be on the same flight together twice. It was purely wishful thinking on my part. 
 
   I boarded the plane on the first boarding call. Then I waited restlessly in my seat. I wasn’t sure why, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe I wasn’t being a total fucking idiot to think that Alyssa could be on this flight. She was only staying a week after all, and I had stayed a week. It wasn’t like there were hundreds of flights to Australia every day. 
 
   Perhaps the feeling was nothing more than a desire to see her again. To speak to her. Fuck knows what I wanted to say to her though. I didn’t have a single fucking clue what I wanted to say or what she wanted to hear. I just had a burning desire to be close to her again and to talk to her. It felt like anticipation hummed around the plane; as if my body just fucking knew she was nearby. I glanced anxiously toward the door every time a new passenger climbed on board. Not one of them was the one I wanted.
 
   After the cabin crew started giving me strange looks—obviously trying to decide whether I was up to no good or just a nervous flyer—I decided to try to calm myself down. I closed my eyes, leaned my head back against the headrest and pinched the bridge of my nose—relieved that the action was finally pain-free again. I wondered vaguely just how big a hobo I looked at that point. I felt faint, dizzy, and nauseated. My sleepless night—or maybe the alcohol—was catching up with me. 
 
   I figured that perhaps it would be better for me to forget my fantasy of Alyssa being on the plane. She wasn’t, and even if she was, seeing me like this would probably be a major turnoff for her. I was in sweats for Christ’s sake. Just as I’d given up all hope, I felt a shift in the air beside me as someone reached up and put a bag in the overhead compartment. Opening my eyes, I saw brown hair and my heart skipped a beat. 
 
   If I’d been paying any kind of attention, I would have instantly noticed the little things that made it clear it wasn’t Alyssa. The shade of her hair was the wrong colour, and her skin was a little more tanned. I wasn’t paying attention though, and as her hair danced in front of me for one second as she climbed over me to her seat hope bubbled up in my chest. For that one split second, I believed it was Alyssa and my heart grew in size so rapidly that it stopped my breath. I was convinced that we would be able to talk again, and start on the path of being friends—just like the last flight. That hope was pricked and burst like a balloon when the girl took her seat beside me.
 
   The reality of the last week crashed on top of me and I fucking broke down. Tears and sobbing and all that shit men weren’t supposed to do. It was going to be a long fucking flight.
 
   The woman who’d just sat next to me seemed to regard me for a few minutes, no doubt wondering whether to fear or pity me. At some point in her assessment, she obviously settled on pity because she twisted in her seat, patted my arm and asked what was wrong. Before I could control my tongue enough to stop, the verbal diarrhoea hit and I was telling her everything about the fact that I was going crazy—that I had been so certain Alyssa was on the plane. After I finished, I asked, “So do you think I’m fucking crazy or what?”
 
   She just patted my back and comforted me silently.
 
   I sat with my head pressed against this stranger’s shoulder for far longer than circumstance and decorum would probably dictate. Strangely though, the non-Alyssa offered me some small semblance of comfort that I’d only ever been able to get from Alyssa, Ruth, or my own mother before. She calmed me and eventually I was able to pull myself together and sit up away from her shoulder. After so long in her embrace, it was a little awkward to know how to move the conversation. In the end, I held my hand out to her and said the only thing I could think of. 
 
   “Hi, I’m Declan.”
 
   She laughed in reply. When she spoke her voice was traced with a thick Irish accent. It reminded me of my grandmother, and I couldn’t help but reminisce. “Well, that was certainly the most interesting introduction I’ve ever had. I’m Siobhan.” She shook my hand in hello.
 
   Trying to put the awkwardness behind us, I asked her about her trip. As she explained that she was backpacking around the countryside for a few months, talking with a familiarity that shouldn’t have existed between two people who were still strangers, it made me think that maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad flight after all.
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I woke from a dream about Alyssa—filled with memories of our time together—my first reaction was to adjust my newfound erection. I grabbed my cock through my sweats to shift it a little to the left. Someone nearby cleared their throat and I looked toward the sound to see Siobhan staring out the window with the start of a smile at the corner of her lips.
 
   I released the hold I had on my dick. “Oh, shit, sorry. Just . . . oh, fuck. Sorry.”
 
   Raising her hand, no doubt to silence me before I disintegrated into a blubbering mess again, she looked back toward me. “So why did you let this fantastic girl go anyway?”
 
   I didn’t understand where the question had come from.
 
   “You were talking in your sleep. You said something about having a fantastic girl at home. I assume you were talking about . . . Alyssa, wasn’t it?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Well, from your tears and your dreams, I’m guessing she’s still important to you. So why did you let her go?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   Siobhan smiled at me. “It’s a long flight.”
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN WE climbed off the plane I gave her my number and told her to call me if she was ever passing through town. Somehow over the course of the twenty-four hour flight we had come pretty close to friendship. I’d certainly felt better for having been in her company. She made me think that maybe, just maybe, I could fix this. That I did deserve to have Alyssa in my life, as a friend at the very least.
 
   The problem was that the feeling of hope she inspired, the thoughts that maybe I wasn’t a complete and utter nut job, only carried me as far as the baggage collection area. Then the truth smashed back into me with no remorse. I really was too screwed up to function. For a long time, I’d been fucked-up, but functional. In the last few months, I couldn’t even do my day job properly. Worse, I was starting to see reminders of Alyssa everywhere I went. I could have sworn the chick who grabbed her luggage from the carousel just before I got there was Alyssa, but when I double-checked, there was a blonde in her place.
 
   It was clear to me that I needed to go home, have a shower and get settled back into whatever sort of life I could carve for myself. If nothing else, I needed to try to push this trip out of my head. I needed to forget about the little girl whose image was seared into my mind, but who was far better off without me in her life. 
 
   Most of all, I needed to forget about any chance of having any kind of relationship with Alyssa. I’d fucked up too much, and hurt her too many times. It was no fucking wonder she didn’t even want to talk to me. Just when she’d maybe considered it, I’d fucked it all up again. 
 
   It was almost seven at night by the time I got a taxi home. Before I even reached my door, I found something out of place. Resting on my doorstep was a letter, which should have been impossible. I never gave my address to anyone. The team had a post box for fan mail and all of my bills and shit went to a post box that my accountant had a key for. It was easier that way; I didn’t have to do mail. Usually anyone who wanted to contact me direct did so through email or text. There was no stamp on the envelope either, which was another oddity. It meant someone had hand delivered it. I spun on the spot, just in case whoever had left the letter was still hanging around—even though realistically it could have been left at any stage over the last week. 
 
   After I flicked on the light in the entryway, I ripped open the top of the envelope and yanked out the paper inside. There was nothing extra written on it, but I realised it was a photocopy of a birth certificate. Phoebe’s birth certificate. 
 
   My jaw snapped shut and my teeth ground together when I saw the name printed under “name of father,” but then something else caught my eye and my blood froze in my veins.
 
   I raced inside, hunted down my mobile phone, and grabbed my car keys. It was a twelve-hour drive to Brisbane, but it would still be quicker than ringing the airline and trying to get a flight. Especially considering by the time I made it back to the airport the last flight for the day would have already left. Without stopping to get any new clothes, I threw my suitcase into the backseat of my Monaro. 
 
   My heart was pounding in my chest and tears pricked at my eyes as I turned the ignition. 
 
   I took two deep breaths to try to steady myself and then I put my foot to the floor.
 
   When I hit the highway, I brushed away the tears that had started to form and floored it past the speed limit. My mind rebelled against what I’d read, refusing to acknowledge it, but it still fucking hurt. 
 
   All the while my mother’s voice rang in my mind. “As if that poor girl hasn’t had it hard enough. I don’t know if you’ll ever really comprehend just how much you hurt her.”
 
   Message received loud and fucking clear. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINETEEN: DESTINATION
 
   
 
 
   
THE HOURS DRAGGED by as I forced my car through the dark of night up the M1 toward Brisbane as fast as I dared. Despite the weight of sleep on my eyes and the sorrow in my heart, each holding me in a tight embrace, I only stopped for fuel. The only time I slowed was when I came to the stretch of road with a number of fixed speed cameras because the last thing I needed on top of everything else was to have my licence suspended. Not that it mattered anymore. Nothing mattered anymore. 
 
   My heart ached for Alyssa, for Phoebe, and selfishly, even for myself.
 
   How did I not know? 
 
   My mind was still stuck on the details of the birth certificate, and I was thankful for the lack of cars on the road. The fact that the name, Flynn Olson, was listed under father’s name had pissed me off when I’d first seen it, but even that wasn’t what compelled me forward. It wasn’t the reason I drove my car as fast as I possibly could in the direction of the one place I’d sworn I’d never return to. 
 
   For so many years, I’d felt as if going back would somehow signal failure. Failure to stay away from Alyssa. Failure to live my dreams to the full. Staring at the moonless night, with the darkness completely circling both around the car outside and within my soul, it was crystal fucking clear that the true failure had been not going back. Not fucking being there for Alyssa when she’d needed me the most. She’d said those very words before I’d thrown her out in London and in the messages she left on my answering machine. Now, I’d learned the precise meaning of them, and hated myself for letting her down so fucking badly. After hours of being stuck on the plane, and then squeezing myself into the car, every inch of me hurt. The ache that blossomed on the outside of my body was nothing compared to the agony trapped inside though. 
 
   For the first time since learning about Phoebe, I tried to put myself in Alyssa’s shoes. She’d been left not only without the father of her child, but without her best friend. How did she cope with that, pregnant and alone? 
 
   “Fuck!” I smacked the steering wheel.
 
   Even though I guessed she was never completely alone, because her family would have supported her, it still had to be tough. It was more than I’d ever had to cope with. 
 
   I am such a fucking arsehole. 
 
   And then to fucking have to cope with . . . with . . . 
 
   My mind shut down, refusing to allow me to think about it. I swiped the tears away again. For the moment, I had to fight the sorrow off. It wasn’t doing shit to help me stay focused on the road. Eventually though, I would have to let the sorrow win—no fucking person in their right mind would be able to cope with shit like this without tears.
 
   More than ever, I longed to talk to Alyssa, if only to understand what happened and why. More than anything, I had to know if it was my fault. If I could have somehow prevented it by being around. If things would have been different. 
 
   
 
 
   
THE SUN was just cresting the horizon when I crossed the border between Queensland and New South Wales. It was climbing higher in the sky as I drove past the Gold Coast and up through Yatala. I couldn’t believe how much everything had changed and yet somehow nothing had. So much of the highway had moved and shifted, stomping through in a mass of concrete and cutting off so many corners and twists to be just one big expanse of road. Yet all the landmarks I remembered remained unchanged. I wondered if I would find the same thing when I returned home—that somehow everything would be different and yet nothing would.
 
   When I saw the sign for a travel centre along the side of the highway, I pulled in to wash up and change. I really didn’t want to stop until I reached my destination, but it didn’t feel right turning up in my current attire either. I pulled on my team shirt and black pants—it was the nicest outfit I had. It was crushed to buggery having been forced into my suitcase after my failed night out, but it was at least cleaner and more presentable than sweats and a tee.
 
   After dressing, I splashed my face with cold water. When I glanced up, I saw my reflection. Behind the stubble and the bags under my eyes, I looked haunted. The fact remained that I was. 
 
   My eyes were still filled with unshed tears. I wondered if they would ever leave, but I wasn’t sure I even wanted them to. The birth certificate had shattered my heart into a million pieces and each piece wanted to have its turn at expressing the grief etched into my very being. Meeting the failure and fear in my own gaze, I was sorely tempted to let go then and there. With another splash of water, I beat the tears back into submission. Turning away, I raked a wet hand through my hair and decided I was as presentable as I could hope to be under the circumstances.
 
   At the attached cafe, I grabbed a coffee and then I was back on the road. My heart pulled me in, dragging me to Browns Plains faster even as I closed the distance. It was almost as if it knew some part of it had been left behind. A fucking bigger piece than I could have ever believed possible. 
 
   Finally, after a little over twelve hours on the road, I was within the borders of my home town. The place where I had spent my entire life, save the last four years. The place that would now forever hold a wretched chunk of my heart. 
 
   Biting my cheek to hold back the tears that threatened, I moved onward with my mission. I was too late to be useful, too late to change anything, but I wouldn’t budge from my course until it had been run.
 
   
 
 
   
I DROVE past the street that would take me to my old house—my parents’ house. My hands started to shake as I edged closer to my destination. 
 
   Too late, and yet also far too soon, I arrived. 
 
   Parking the car, I tried to take a few deep breaths to steady myself. I didn’t know how I was going to do it. Wasn’t sure I could. I knew I needed to though. There was nothing that could stop me from seeing the evidence of my failure. Not after all this time, not with all my regrets laid bare in my soul. For all I knew, he could have been in a hundred other places, but somehow I knew he wouldn’t. He’d be close to my family; Mum would have insisted. It would have been easier for Alyssa that way too. 
 
   Willing my legs to carry me over the final distance, I moved to find my nana’s grave. It was near the back of the cemetery and she’d been buried with plenty of room around her. Mum and Dad had bought a number of plots when Nana had passed, just so that they could all be together in death. My legs were on autopilot as I stepped forward, the line from the birth certificate rolling on repeat through my mind.
 
   As prepared as I was, my heart shattered when I saw what I’d come in search of.
 
   The first thing that captured my eye was the cold, white marble cherub. So tiny. No bigger than the size of a newborn baby. The cherub had his head buried in his hands and white wings extended out from each shoulder—reaching up for the sky.
 
   Carved onto the stone plinth beneath the little angel were two horses. Each the mirror image of the other, they faced inward with their forelegs reared. Each had a name engraved beneath: “Castor,” and “Pollux.”
 
   Underneath the horses was an inscription that made the line of the birth certificate achingly real. I fell to my knees as I saw the words. 
 
   “No.” The word was barely a breath. I shook my head as my chest tightened. The grief I’d experienced during the drive was nothing compared to the cold chill freezing my body and stopping my heart. 
 
   Even though nothing was different in the world compared to the day before, the little monolith, with the angel perched on top, changed everything. The day before, I hadn’t known about him. I’d been living in a state of oblivion as fucked-up as it had been blissful. I’d had no knowledge of the levels of pain that a heart could endure and yet still continue to beat. Had the keen sting of the agony of truth not been twisted around my body, tightening like a tourniquet, I wouldn’t have thought it was even possible to hurt so much and still be alive.
 
   The twenty-nine words and two dates on the plinth were tangible proof of just how badly I had let everyone down. Of just how badly Alyssa had needed me when I refused to talk to her. 
 
   A name: Emmanuel Pollux Reede Dawson. 
 
   Two dates: 11th June and 14th June.
 
   And an epitaph: An angel opened the book of life and wrote down my baby’s birth. Then she whispered as she closed the book, “too beautiful for earth.”
 
   They were all that was needed to make everything final.
 
   They were what marked the grave of my son.
 
   I fell to the ground with a wail as each of the million pieces of my heart let loose their agony in a simultaneous release, rendering me helpless to the waves of grief that battered upon my soul.
 
   My fingers raked at the grass, gripping hard and trying to ground me. Trying to hold myself in place—to stop myself from floating away. I crawled over and placed my hand on the cold marble of the tiny angel. I bent toward it and rested my forehead against the top of his petite head, baptising him with my tears.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, as I moved to kneel at his side. 
 
   They were words I owed him, Emmanuel, a thousand times over. Words I owed Alyssa and Phoebe. 
 
   “I’ll tell them too,” I promised. “I swear to you, I’ll tell them until they know how fucking sorry I am.” 
 
   Even though I’d never met him, had never even dreamed he’d existed, the agony of having lost my child was unbearable. I had no doubt that my pain was only a fraction of what Alyssa would have suffered. 
 
   Had suffered. 
 
   Alone.
 
   A sob ripped from me and I fell to the ground again. 
 
   “I’m so, so fucking sorry, Lys,” I murmured, wishing the words would find their way to her ears. 
 
   They will. I’ll tell her. I’ll make her see how truly sorry I am. Somehow. 
 
   My gaze lifted back up to the stone angel. But it won’t fix this.
 
   All the physical torture in the world would be preferable to the pain ravaging my soul. I would have faced a hundred of Josh’s beatings to avoid the pain. A thousand. Being burned alive at the stake would have been preferable to the fire that consumed my lungs and left me unable to breathe around the ashes in my throat.
 
   Anything would have been preferable to the absolute agony that twisted inside my stomach as I looked at my son’s tombstone. That one line from Phoebe’s birth certificate, “Siblings: Emmanuel Pollux Reede Dawson 11th June (Dec’d),” would be burned into my brain forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY: HOMECOMING
 
   
 
 
   
I HAD NO way of knowing exactly how long I’d sat beside Emmanuel’s grave. All I knew was that it had been midmorning when I’d arrived, and it was almost dark again when I heard footsteps behind me. By then, I was practically curled around the cool marble of the headstone, taking comfort from the pain of the sharp edges digging into my body. It drew my attention away from the fog that had taken residence in my brain. 
 
   Raising my head, I glanced up to see who had arrived. The outline was unfamiliar. Although the guy was tall and muscled, it wasn’t Josh. This guy was a little bit shorter and a little less bulky, but not by much. His jet-black hair was short and spiked. When my eyes adjusted to the low light, I could see that it was the fucker from Queensland Raceway, Flynn. The fucking arsehole who’d claimed paternity of my daughter, and no doubt my son too.
 
   A small voice inside my head, the one I usually drowned in alcohol, reminded me that he’d claimed that place only because I hadn’t. Because I wouldn’t answer the phone when Alyssa called. Because I’d been so damn scared that she would drag me back into a suburban life—where I would have to settle for a dead-end job rather than doing something I loved—that I didn’t even consider she might have her own shit going on.
 
   Another sob escaped my lips. I didn’t know how many that was; I’d lost count long ago. 
 
   My tears were long since dried though. Not because I didn’t want to cry or anything like that but because there were just no more tears left inside me. All that remained was an empty husk filled with bitter remorse and empty regret. I wanted nothing more than to fill the void with half a bottle of whatever sleeping pills I could lay my hands on and a bottle of whiskey. 
 
   If I could have, I would’ve just lain on the spot and let the earth fucking swallow me. I knew I couldn’t though, and the reasons were multiple and complex. First and foremost was the fucker still staring at me through eyes narrowed into thin slits.
 
   When I met his gaze his face brightened just a little. “I hoped I might find you here.”
 
   I grunted at him, but didn’t move to stand. I wasn’t sure if I even could. Instead, I pulled myself into a seated position and rested my head against the side of the headstone. Flynn sat next to me and passed me a beer. I debated whether it was too fucking morbid to be sucking back on a beer in the middle of a cemetery at twilight, but decided I fucking needed it too much to care. I snatched it from his hand before popping it open and sliding the bottle cap into my pocket. I may have been an arse to even consider drinking at the side of Emmanuel’s grave, but I wasn’t going to desecrate it with litter on top of that.
 
   “I’m Flynn, by the way.” The fucker held his hand out for me to shake.
 
   I didn’t take it. “Declan.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” He fucking smiled. How the fucker could smile when my world had just crashed into tiny fucking pieces was beyond me. He seemed to understand my thoughts because in my peripheral vision, I saw his face flick to Emmanuel’s tombstone before returning to my direction.
 
   “Sorry about the fucked-up way you had to find out about this. I just . . .” He sighed and then brushed his hands through his hair. “I knew that if it was left to Alyssa you might not have found out the whole story for a while longer. And I thought it’d be better for her if you knew.”
 
   “You left me the birth certificate.” I wished my voice would be something other than flat and lifeless. It held no emotion, not even anger or sorrow. I couldn’t even ask it as a question. The words came out as a bland, monotonous statement. My gaze remained focused on the grass in front of me.
 
   He nodded. “I was in Sydney yesterday to meet Alyssa. I flew down a little earlier, so I paid your house a quick visit.”
 
   I glanced over at him.
 
   “She told me about the near misses you two had on the flight back. She managed to get herself bumped to first class just because she didn’t want to talk to you.”
 
   I nodded. Although I should have been surprised, or shocked, or angry, or well, something, it all just seemed too much to manage. Anything beyond hollow, empty, and filled with agony was too much.
 
   “She will speak to you again, man, she’s just . . . afraid.”
 
   She was afraid of me. Again, I supposed I should have felt something about that revelation, but I didn’t. I closed my eyes and exhaled everything that was left in me; it wasn’t a lot. I went to ask a question, but once more it left me as a hard, uncaring statement. “She really suffered.”
 
   I opened my eyes again to see his reaction. His eyes flicked back to the tombstone again. He nodded. “I think you might be beginning to see just how much. The most fucked up thing is she never said a bad thing about you. In the almost four fucking years that I’ve known her, she has never once said anything negative about you. She’s always made excuses for you, man. Even after what happened in London, she tried to justify the arsehole things you did.”
 
   “What happened?” I touched the horses on the tombstone. Castor and Pollux. I vaguely wondered what the significance was supposed to be. Considering Emmanuel’s middle name, there had to be one. 
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry, that is Alyssa’s story to tell. I just wanted you to get your arse up here so she could tell it.”
 
   I buried my head in my hands. “If she ever talks to me again.”
 
   “I told you, she will . . . eventually.”
 
   “Why the fuck do you even care?” I could feel some semblance of emotion filtering back into my body. That emotion was anger—which probably wasn’t a good emotion to take out on somebody who could very likely beat me to a pulp. It couldn’t hurt more than the gaping wound torn into my heart though. 
 
   “I care because I care about Alyssa. I care about Phoebe. They’ve been a pretty fucking permanent feature in my life for the last few years, and she’s my best friend. I hate that this is fucking hurting her. That you are hurting her. The sooner you two figure this shit out, the sooner she can move on.”
 
   I shook my head, but I didn’t know what I was denying. I knew what he said was the truth. Hearing him use the words that once belonged to me hurt though—there was a time when I’d been Alyssa’s best friend. Then I’d broken her heart. Then she’d moved on. Or so I’d thought. And now, she really did want to move on but needed to sort shit out with me first. 
 
   “Denial isn’t just a river in Egypt you know,” he said as he sucked back deeply on his beer.
 
   “How did you even know I was here?”
 
   He laughed. “Browns Plains isn’t exactly known for its prevalence of hundred-thousand-dollar Monaros, especially ones with Sinclair Racing on the back.”
 
   “But why—”
 
   He cut me off and stood up. “My house is about fifteen minutes that way”—he pointed to the left—“Alyssa lives that way”—he pointed to the right—“I was driving past and saw the car. I figured it would be you. At least, I hoped it would be.”
 
   “You live here?”
 
   “Sure. I moved here from Chermside to be closer to Alyssa after the twins were born. To help her out, you know. It’s what friends do. They’re there for each other. They answer calls and they don’t run away.”
 
   Was the fucker trying to infuriate me? What was his fucking game? Did he want me to fucking attack him so that he could play the innocent card with Alyssa? I stood up and got in his face. Apparently my emptiness had been completely filled with stupidity and rage. “You just want to fucking get in her pants don’t you, fucker!”
 
   He rolled his eyes at me but didn’t react in any other way. “First, if I wanted to get in anyone’s pants, they’d be yours and not Alyssa’s.”
 
   My mouth fell open. 
 
   Before I could think of a response to that, he continued, “Second, I would’ve had my chance at her many times if I really wanted it. Third, and most important, as much as it might surprise you to learn this, there are people in the world who want to do things for other people just because they fucking care. They care about other people and not only themselves.”
 
   I didn’t want to listen to him. All I wanted to do was fucking smash his smug fucking face into the ground. I didn’t want to hear the truths that were coming from his mouth. Instead, I said, “Just fuck off and leave me alone.”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t really give a shit about you, man. It’s Alyssa I care about. Right now, she needs you to know about this. To deal with it. That’s the only reason you’re here. If you fucking hurt her again—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I fucking know. Like I haven’t heard it before.” I walked straight past him, shoulder checking him on the way to my car.
 
   I’d just turned the key in the ignition when he walked slowly out through the gates of the cemetery. He folded his arms and narrowed his eyes in what was clearly supposed to be a threatening manoeuvre. His thoughts were clear. If you hurt Alyssa, I will hurt you. Well, he could get in fucking line. 
 
   Instead of making me afraid, the sight pissed me off. Every fucking person acted like I wanted to hurt her. I revved the engine in defiance. Fucker.
 
   Throwing the car into reverse, I kept my eyes trained on him as I pulled out of the park, only stopping when I was less than half a metre in front of him. Then I deliberately dropped the clutch and sent the wheels spinning. I fishtailed up the street and flipped up my middle finger at him. As I drove, I had no destination in mind. I just needed to be moving again. Now that the loss and emptiness had burned into anger, I needed an outlet for the burn. It may have been completely irrational, but it was potent enough that I could explode at any fucking second.
 
   For a while, I drove aimlessly. Then I saw a pub and my stomach snarled at me. Aside from the coffee I’d had on the road, and the airline food on the plane, I’d had nothing to eat for two days. Hoping the food inside would be decent, and not a pile of greasy crap, I pulled into a parking spot. For a moment, I wondered whether I would have been better off just having a liquid dinner. If nothing else, it would dull the agony. I couldn’t though—I needed to think straight as I worked out my next step. I needed to see Alyssa, but I didn’t even know where she lived aside from the vague direction Flynn had offered. For half a second, I debated swinging back to the cemetery to beg him to give me her address, but I didn’t want to owe the fucker any more than I already did. 
 
   I slipped my sunnies and hat on before I slid from the car. In that moment, I didn’t care how much of a tosser I might have looked wearing sunglasses at night, not if it stopped even one person from approaching me. I was beyond my capacity to deal with people. Agony and rage burned through my veins like fire, searing me and giving me the feeling of superhuman strength.
 
   When I entered the pub, I headed straight to the counter and ordered the first halfway healthy thing on the menu. Then I headed to a secluded corner to wait for my meal. Sitting at the table, I slumped my head forward against the hard surface and tried not to think about or feel anything.
 
   “Oh my God! Look who fucking decided to slum it with the little people.” I heard the voice shout from across the bar and my heart sank. I didn’t recognise the owner, but whoever it was I just fucking hoped that they weren’t talking about me, even though I was almost certain they were.
 
   “It’s fucking Declan Reede!”
 
   Fucking hell. The voice was closer. 
 
   “Dec! It’s me, Blake!”
 
   I kept my head down.
 
   “Blake Cooper? We were at school together.”
 
   Without waiting to be invited, he sat in the seat across from me at the table. I raised my head and nodded to acknowledge his presence. Knowing I’d been recognised anyway, I slipped off my sunglasses. What else could I do? Tell him to fuck off? As tempting as it was, I didn’t really want to establish those words as my standard greeting.
 
   “So, what are you doing back here?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged. “Just visiting.”
 
   “You catching up with anyone while you’re here?”
 
   I shrugged again before glancing in the direction of the kitchen, wishing my food would make an appearance already. It couldn’t be that hard to make a steak sandwich with the lot, could it?
 
   “So, we all know what you’ve been doing since you left school, talk of the fucking town and all that.”
 
   It took a mammoth effort, but I managed to resist rolling my eyes.
 
   He seemed to be getting frustrated with my nonverbal communication. “Yeah, there’s been lots of stuff happen here since you left.”
 
   Leaning back on my chair, I crossed my arms and stared wordlessly at him.
 
   “I got married.”
 
   I tried to feign interest.
 
   “To Darcy Kinsley. Remember her? Blonde with a smoking hot body.”
 
   That little titbit piqued my interest. “How long ago was that?”
 
   He fished a gaudy, tarnished bronze ring from his pants pocket and twisted it in his hands. “We’ve been happily married for two years now.”
 
   I refrained from raising my eyebrow and asking why, if they were so fucking happy, he was alone in a pub with his ring in his pocket rather than on his finger, and she’d been out screwing me on New Year’s Eve not even a year ago.
 
   “Did you hear Alyssa got herself knocked up after you left?”
 
   I set my jaw and tried to warn him silently that he did not want to continue on that path. Not if he wanted to keep his fucking face intact. He was not big and muscled like Josh or Flynn. He was exactly the right size for me to pummel into fucking shit. And if he said one more fucking word about Alyssa . . .
 
   “Yeah, I mean after you left, I kinda thought she was fair game and asked her out.”
 
   I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose with one hand. The other was clenching in and out of a fist under the table. The force I exerted on my knuckles echoed up my arm into the strained muscles around my ribs. 
 
   “She always refused and I realised why pretty quickly when she started getting fat.”
 
   My hand was no longer pinching the bridge of my nose. At his words, both my hands were under the table clenched into tight fists and my whole body coiled as I tried to stop myself from leaping across the table at him.
 
   “And when it was obvious she was pregnant, I stopped chasing her and went for Darcy. No one wants sloppy seconds after all.”
 
   Blake started to laugh at his own joke but his face fell as I tipped the table between us over with a primal cry on my lips. His drink and the rest of the contents went flying and seconds later, the sound of smashing glass echoed around us. Without stopping, or slowing at all, I launched myself at his throat with one hand. The other rounded quickly and connected with his cheek. He backed away almost as fast as I pushed forward, but after a handful of steps found himself trapped between me and the wall.
 
   “If I ever hear about you saying one more thing against Alyssa, I will fucking hunt you down and gut you.” I shoved him against the wall before pinning him in place with the hand around his neck. “And if I were you, I’d stop my wife from going to masked balls. You never know who might bang into her.” I made sure my voice was dripping with innuendo. With one final shove, I pushed away from him and left the pub. The kitchen staff could keep my fucking sandwich.
 
   I hadn’t heard Blake following me until he grabbed my shoulder when I was near my car. He pulled me around roughly and opened his mouth to speak. The anger that was simmering in me burned into a raging fire with his touch and the memory of his words. I turned and swung at him, knocking him to the ground. Then I fell over him, pinning him beneath me and pouring my anger at the world and at myself into him. My fists rained down on him over and over, pounding into him again and again, even as he lay on the ground trying to shield himself with his arms. I kept going until three guys came out of the pub and forcibly pulled me off of him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: CASTOR AND POLLUX
 
   
 
 
   
IT WAS ONLY when I climbed into the car that sense flooded back into me. My whole body shook with tremors of rage and regret, each new spasm like twisting a knife in my already aching side. My knuckles were bloodied and sore. The cut on my arm felt like I’d been torn open all over again. 
 
   I welcomed it all. 
 
   The physical pain gave me an outlet to focus on so that I didn’t have to feel the emotional scars as deeply. 
 
   Glancing down at my bloodied hands, I didn’t know how much of the blood was mine and how much was Blake’s. My knuckles had burst from connecting with the concrete during my frenzy, so it must have been at least a little of each. After a handful of breaths, the anger leached out of me, leaving me unfeeling and emotionless again. With shaking fingers, I started the car and drove from the car park before the police arrived—if they’d been called. For the second time that night, I drove without thinking and with no set destination in mind.
 
   When I stopped the car, I was at my mother’s house. I blinked, trying to remember how I got there but I drew a blank. There was no way I could leave again though, not until I’d had a chance to stop and process. 
 
   Leaving the car parked at a skewed angle to the kerb, half on Mum’s front lawn, I stumbled to her front door. My brain refused to process anything; my body was numb. The only thing I could feel was the painful throb of my heart. That was obviously enough to compel me to return to a place of familiarity. I hadn’t seen my mum face to face in almost eleven months, not since the previous Christmas, when we’d met for coffee while I was in Brisbane. Of course I’d stayed in a hotel then, not wanting to return to Browns Plains. At the time, I hadn’t wanted to risk seeing Alyssa.
 
   How could I have been so stupid?
 
   I banged on the door with my open palm because my knuckles were too badly scraped to use. I didn’t know what the time was and I only hoped it wasn’t too late. The door pulled open to reveal my mother’s shocked face. She was still dressed in her normal clothes so I couldn’t have been disturbing her too much.
 
   “Declan?” She looked out into the darkness at me.
 
   Even though I towered over her, I’d never felt more like a little boy in all my adult life. I’d never before wanted so badly to be pulled into an embrace and reassured that everything would be all right, even though I knew it wouldn’t be. Couldn’t be. I just wanted to feel like maybe, just maybe, I could find a way past the pain. I wanted to hear from someone on my side that maybe Alyssa would talk to me soon and we could at least try to be friends again. With those thoughts in my head, I collapsed into my mother’s arms, rested my head on her shoulder and began to sob again.
 
   She held me like she used to when I was a child, gently brushing her fingers through my hair. She didn’t ask what was wrong—no doubt she suspected the reason. She just stood there and comforted me until I felt able to move. When I could, I headed for the living room but stopped dead at what I saw there.
 
   Alyssa was curled on my mother’s armchair. A coffee mug sat abandoned beside her on the small side table. She looked like a deer in headlights, a gasp frozen on her lips. 
 
   At the sight of the shocked expression, I remembered what Flynn had said. She was afraid of me. 
 
   I didn’t want her to feel that. 
 
   After taking two steps to cover the distance between us, I fell to my knees at her feet. I ducked my head and pressed my fists into my eyes. Gut-wrenching dry sobs tore from my chest and I couldn’t get the breath to say what I wanted—needed—to say. I could feel the blood from my fists ooze from between my fingers and rub into my eyes, but I didn’t care. Couldn’t care. After a moment, the blood mixed with the moisture in my eyes and dripped down my face in small tear-like drops.
 
   In a gentle gesture of comfort, fingertips brushed hesitantly through my hair. Even though I couldn’t look to confirm my suspicious, I realised they were Alyssa’s by the sensation of rightness that raced down my spine. One of my hands was gently coaxed away from my face. Cool, wet material ran over the knuckles and wrapped softly between my fingers. I kept my eyes pressed tightly together, not wanting to break the spell of the touch—her touch. 
 
   If I opened my eyes, she would see how broken I was. The one who’d been too scared of her hold to pick up the damn phone, leaving her alone in her time of need. Before I understood what she was doing, she’d wrapped dry material around my knuckles. I relished the contact and didn’t do or say anything that might risk her stopping. 
 
   She let go of my hand, and I let it fall to my side. With a gentle touch, she coaxed my other hand toward her and repeated the process. Once she’d finished wrapping it too, her hands gingerly touched my face, just on the either side of my jaw. When she used her hold to tilt my head from side to side, I followed her desire without words or resistance. The wet rag ran over my eyes and down my cheeks, washing away the blood and the salt tracks that remained on my face.
 
   She ran a finger along my arm, just to the side of the covering over the cut my arm. Taking obvious being care not to hurt me, she pulled the dressing off, checked over the wound, and then re-covered it with something new. 
 
   Throughout the whole thing, we were both silent. I couldn’t find the words I needed, because I was too concerned they’d only drive her away. That I would. 
 
   Slowly, I opened my eyes, and fresh tears sprang up from God knows where when I met the honey-gold depths of her gaze. There seemed to be a knowledge buried within them, an instinct to care and protect. In that moment, I wanted to be cared for. I wanted to be protected. I was selfish enough to take everything she offered me. I leaned over her lap, clutching her hips between my hands and pressing my face against her thighs as I sobbed. Her hand traced small circles on my back.
 
   “I’m sorry you had to find out like this, Declan,” she whispered to me. “You don’t know how many times I tried to tell you when we were on the plane and in London. It’s just . . . it’s not very easy to talk about. Especially not to you.”
 
   I shook my head. I wanted to tell her that I was the one who should have been apologising. I was the one who hadn’t returned her calls. I was the one who’d thrown her out on the streets rather than listen to her story. All of it was my fault. I couldn’t get anything out other than, “I’m sorry,” so I whispered that into her lap again and again. The soft denim of her jeans brushed my cheek as I clutched her hips to keep myself grounded.
 
   Eventually, I found other words. 
 
   I whispered them in the same hushed tones as my apologies. “What happened?”
 
   “Do you know the story of Castor and Pollux?” she asked in response.
 
   The names were from the tombstone, but I didn’t really know more than that. I shook my head.
 
   “In Greek mythology, Castor and Pollux were the twin sons of Lēda and Zeus. In the myth, the twins shared the same mother but had different fathers, so Pollux was immortal while Castor was mortal. At one time, they were involved in a dispute with their cousins, and Castor was mortally wounded. Pollux begged Zeus to save Castor’s life. Zeus agreed, but on one condition: Pollux would have to give up half of his own immortality in order to save Castor. Pollux agreed and so they spent their days alternating between Hades and Mount Olympus. Eventually, they were cast into the heavens and form part of the Gemini constellation.”
 
   My eyes flicked to her chest, just beneath her heart. Although she had a shirt on, I could still picture the small tattoo hidden beneath it. From her words, it was obvious that the stars were shaped into the Gemini constellation—the twins. My heart sank to the floor at the thought. 
 
   She stopped rubbing the circles on my back, presumably to wipe away her tears. Her voice was full of them. I wished I could do more, but I was struck by grief and wound so tightly under her spell that I couldn’t move an inch. I waited for her to continue. The story she’d told obviously had some greater relevance, but she needed to tell it all in her own time.
 
   She took a deep breath and then the circles on my back started again. When she spoke again, her voice sounded far off, as if she was allowing someone else to take control of her body or reading a story from a script. “When I was a little less than eight months pregnant, Phoebe’s placenta detached from my womb. She started to suffocate and I was rushed for an emergency caesarean. They delivered both her and Emmanuel.”
 
   I waited for the impact of her telling me he’d already passed by the time they got the babies out. 
 
   “Despite being so early, Emmanuel was a fighter. I can still see him in his humidicrib. He was so strong and so healthy despite his tiny size. Although they got to us in time to save Phoebe, not long after delivery, they found she’d had issues which had irreparably damaged her kidneys and liver. She probably would have been stillborn if I’d gone to term. As it was, she was on dialysis from the hour she was born.”
 
   I couldn’t understand what she was saying. Emmanuel had been the healthy one? But then why . . . 
 
   I started to sob again as my thoughts turned to him—to the son I’d never met and never could.
 
   Alyssa’s voice continued with the same ghost-like quality as before. “Then, when they were three days old, Phoebe was getting worse. The doctors said that if she didn’t get a transplant, she would die. It’s next to impossible to get a matching donor organ for a baby though. An adult’s organs are just too big. Then Emmanuel—” She choked back a sob. “The doctor said it was SIDS—Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. They couldn’t give us a reason for it other than that. I knew though. I knew exactly what had happened. He’d given up his life to save his sister’s. He protected her and saved her, the way a big brother should.” She said it with such conviction and certainty. “The operation was so difficult they still could have lost her. It took hours and hours.” Her voice was thick with tears, and I found myself drawing less comfort from her and trying to provide it instead. “The next few days and weeks were touch and go to see if it worked. Transplants in ones so little are so rare they are practically non-existent. We were just so blessed that it did.”
 
   I wanted to say that I was sorry again—over and over until everything was back to the way it should have been—but I didn’t want to stop her story. I needed to hear it all—even though every word was a dagger to my heart. 
 
   “I named Phoebe for the moon. I’d always thought of her that way. From the first moment I knew I was pregnant. She helped give light to the empty night my life had become without you in it. Emmanuel’s sacrifice helped me to see that sometimes there’s a plan for things and even though that plan isn’t always what you think it should be, you need to have faith, so I named him for that faith. While he was trying to comfort me in the hospital, Flynn told me about Gemini and the legend of Castor and Pollux. They just seemed like the perfect middle names after what happened.”
 
   I pulled back into a kneeling position and was finally courageous enough to meet Alyssa’s gaze. Her eyes were brimming with tears, but surprisingly none fell. It was then that I remembered she’d been dealing with the heartache for almost three and a half years. Although it was clear she still ached and grieved, the wounds weren’t as raw for her as they were for me. 
 
   In that instant, looking deep into her eyes, I saw the depth of the heartbreak she’d endured. At my hand. 
 
   I didn’t break eye contact as I whispered. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She broke.
 
   Then I did.
 
   I climbed onto the seat next to her and we both sat wrapped in each other’s arms.
 
   Each broken in our own way.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: JUST A FACT
 
   
 
 
   
I DIDN’T KNOW how it happened. 
 
   I didn’t know who initiated it.
 
   I didn’t even really know why.
 
   All I knew was that one second Alyssa and I were in each other’s arms, sharing our sorrow over our joint loss, and the next our lips were pressed together. Our kiss was slow and soft. It was warm and welcoming. In some ways, it was like the first kiss we’d ever shared, with one exception: our shared tears wet our cheeks and coated our skin. She tasted of sorrow, heartbreak, and broken promises.
 
   She hummed against my mouth as her hands found their way into my hair. I reciprocated as best as I could with my bandaged hands, running them up the side of her face, cupping it and pulling it to mine. My eyes were closed as I felt my world become completely immersed in her.
 
   She made no move to stop the kiss, and neither did I.
 
   She made no move to take the kiss any further, and neither did I.
 
   Even though our lips dragged slowly across each other’s, our tongues didn’t meet. The kiss wasn’t passionate or fuelled by desire. It was just about comfort. About sharing with each other the love we both felt—that we always had felt and would always feel. It wasn’t about the fevered love shared between lovers, but the peaceful love shared between best friends—the type of love that distance, barriers, and problems couldn’t break. An innocent and pure love that reached between our souls, transcending all the crap that had gone on between us.
 
   The kiss was a perfect salve for my fucked-up soul and utterly unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.
 
   At some point, my mother must have returned from giving us our space to talk because I heard the audible gasp when she re-entered the room to offer me a drink. What had started as a question became an admonishment.
 
   “Declan!”
 
   I pulled back from the kiss to meet Alyssa’s gaze. The sorrow was still there and so was the fear. I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against hers. I didn’t want to move. Moving would mean talking, which would mean getting to the fucked-up part of the evening where the little progress we’d made would be wiped away with one wrong word. To the moment we would shout at each other, and hurl barbed insults, and would probably end with one of us walking out the door forever. 
 
   Most likely me.
 
   In the imperfectly perfect moment we’d shared, I could feel the connection that ran between us. The same connection that had scared the shit out of me and sent me running when I was seventeen, but that I now wanted to cling to in order to pull myself out of the mire of my life. When I was with her, I could pass half of my pain and suffering on to her and take half of hers in return. Somehow that made it easier to deal with the agony.
 
   Alyssa’s hands fell away from me and she moved her body as far away from mine as she could in the armchair. I followed her lead and pulled farther away too, even though the action threatened to shatter me anew. 
 
   Then Alyssa spoke. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to go. I . . . I can’t do this. Not now. You need to deal with this yourself first.”
 
   I nodded and slumped forward under the weight of my own grief returning in full.
 
   “Kelly, thanks for the talk before.” I watched impassively as Alyssa walked across to my mother and pulled her into an embrace. “I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”
 
   Alyssa moved to the front door, opened it, and then she was gone. Out into the dark night.
 
   No! Fuck that shit! There was no way I was letting her just walk away from me again. 
 
   I leapt from the chair and rushed to the front door and sprinted up behind her. “Alyssa, wait!”
 
   She stopped for a second and then took another step toward the car in the driveway that was obviously hers.
 
   “Please?”
 
   She turned slowly toward me. “Declan, I—”
 
   “Marry me,” I cut her off.
 
   Her jaw dropped and her face fell into a frown. It didn’t seem like the usual reaction to a marriage proposal, but who the fuck was I to know? I’d never done this shit before. Never planned on doing it either.
 
   “What?” she asked. Her voice held no joy or even sorrow, only indignation. 
 
   “I want to fix this,” I explained. “I want to make it right.”
 
   “And you think getting married will somehow magically make everything better?” Her voice pitched higher and higher as she spoke.
 
   Taken aback, I retreated from her rage. “No, but it’s what I should have done four years ago. Instead of running, I should have married you.”
 
   She stared at me with her jaw slack and the same frown still marring her features. As I watched her, I could see her anger slowly melt away, leaving her with nothing but a pained expression. I wanted to do everything I could to wipe away her agony. 
 
   “I love you, Lys.”
 
   She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. When she opened her eyes again and spoke, it was as if she was explaining something simple to a three-year-old. “No, you don’t.”
 
   “Of course I do,” I argued. I’d discovered just how much when we were in London and I’d learned that apparently all she’d wanted was a casual fuck. “I always have. I know that now.” 
 
   “You love who I was, maybe, but you don’t know me, Dec. Not anymore. I . . . I’m a different person now. And so are you.”
 
   I shook my head. Didn’t she feel the same way as I did? Didn’t she feel the thrill when we kissed? Didn’t her heart race from something as simple as holding hands with me?
 
   “We’ve both changed,” she continued. “Four years is a long time, and a lot has happened. To both of us.”
 
   Her refusal to even acknowledge the way I might feel was too much. “Then what the fuck do you want from me?”
 
   A tear slipped down her cheek. “Nothing. Remember you’re the one who came here, Declan. I haven’t turned up on your doorstep begging you for anything.”
 
   At the sight of her fresh tears, of the sorrow I was responsible for, my anger left me. I stepped closer to her, reaching out to caress her tear-soaked cheek. She jerked away from my touch. 
 
   “I want to fix it,” I whispered. “What can I do to fix this?”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you.” Her voice was strained.
 
   “Tell me how to make this right,” I begged.
 
   “I don’t know how!” Her voice came as a shouted cry. “All right? If I knew how to make it right I would have done that by now. But nothing is going to change the fact that you left four years ago and nothing is going to change the fact that Emmie is dead. Those are facts, Declan. Facts don’t change, but they do change people.”
 
   “Please, Lys, even if you don’t believe that I love you, you have to believe that I care about you. I don’t want to just leave it like this between us.”
 
   She sighed and stepped away from me, closer to her car. “We won’t. At least . . . well, what I mean is, it’s your choice. If you’re still here tomorrow, maybe we can talk again then.”
 
   I nodded. “Tomorrow it is then, Alyssa, because I’m not going anywhere. I’ll prove it to you.”
 
   Covering the distance between us, I went to pull her into an embrace, but she jerked backward at my touch once again. I dropped my arms and my head before turning and stalking back into the house without a second glance behind me. Her little leap away from me had torn out the last little part of me that had been left unharmed.
 
   
 
 
   
MY MOTHER was waiting for me in the living room when I came back inside. “Declan, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I didn’t know where else to go.”
 
   “I don’t mean why are you here, because of course you’re always welcome home. I mean, why are you in Browns Plains in general? You’ve made your opinion of the town very clear in the past.”
 
   “Flynn. He left a copy of Phoebe’s birth certificate at my house. When I saw . . . I . . .” I couldn’t finish the sentence, because a lump had spontaneously grown in my throat and I couldn’t manage to breathe around it.
 
   “You found out about Emmanuel?” Her voice was soft but not surprised.
 
   I nodded and fresh tears sprung to my eyes as the pain Alyssa had kept at bay came flooding back in.
 
   Mum patted the seat next to her on the couch. Without even thinking about it, I walked over and sat beside her. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d been close like this. We’d probably seen each other face to face two or three times since I’d left for Sydney, each time over coffee and each time discussing nothing but me and my career. Mum had been as reluctant to talk about Browns Plains as I always was, but I’d never really understood the reason until now. It wasn’t good enough though—she should have found a way to make me see the truth.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” I said in the most demanding voice I could muster, which honestly wasn’t very demanding. More . . . broken. Defeated.
 
   “I told you, it’s complicated.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her. “This whole fucking situation is complicated, Mum. I know you said you promised Alyssa, and I get that, but it’s not the only reason is it? How could you not have told me I had two kids, for fuck’s sake?”
 
   Her brows pinched together as I swore at her, but I could also see her biting back on her desire to tell me off for it. She looked away from me and out the living room window. “You really don’t remember do you?”
 
   “Remember what?”
 
   “The phone call we had during the first Christmas you had in Sydney or the meeting that February?”
 
   I frowned as her words brought up nothing; I had no memory of either event. Then I froze. Both of the times she mentioned were during my troubled time. I scoffed at myself for using that term, as if I wasn’t still troubled. Shaking my head, I turned to follow her gaze out the window. I didn’t want her seeing the guilt in my eyes over what I’d done to myself—and to other innocent people—during that time.
 
   “On Christmas morning, I rang you and wished you a merry Christmas. You weren’t interested in talking, and when I tried to keep the conversation going, and steer it toward Alyssa—trying to hint that you should call her, because I knew she missed you so much—you told me you were getting your Christmas present as we spoke so you weren’t interested in talking to me anymore. You made it pretty clear there was a woman with you. Of course, none of us knew about the babies then.”
 
   There was so much I’d done wrong to everyone I loved, and I could sense from the growing tension in my mother’s body that whatever she said next was only going to be worse. 
 
   “Then in the February, about a week before you were due to start your first season with the production cars, your father and I flew down to Sydney to surprise you. We knew you were settling into the team and everything, but we wanted to see you before you got really busy. Alyssa had been trying for months to get a hold of you. She even tried sending an email. The reply she got had her in tears for hours. I don’t know why though, because she never let anyone see it.”
 
   I tried to remember an email or the visit Mum was talking about. Honestly, I struggled to remember any fucking thing from those few months, but unless it involved the hours I spent at Sinclair Racing I had nothing. I drew a complete fucking mental blank—or maybe blur was the better word.
 
   “We stayed in a hotel in Sydney and arranged for a table at a restaurant nearby. That lovely girl, Eden, from your work arranged for you to meet us there. We didn’t want to spoil the surprise so she told you that you were meeting a couple of fans.”
 
   I turned back to look at her again because her voice was quiet. She was watching her hands and wringing them together.
 
   “When you arrived, you were already drunk. Instead of being happy or even surprised to see us, you were furious. You started yelling about how you thought we were going to be an easy score for you and how we’d ruined your plan for the evening. You just didn’t stop. You went on for ages, tearing the place apart. We were kicked out of the restaurant, and I was so worried for your safety and sanity. I was so close to taking you back home then and there. 
 
   “Finally, your father managed to settle you down and we asked to meet up for breakfast the next morning to give you some time to calm down and sober up. You agreed. The next morning you turned up with a strange woman practically attached to your hip. You still seemed drunk or something.”
 
   Or something was right. I could have taken any number of drugs that night. Fuck knows what I’d been on.
 
   “You sent the girl on her way pretty quickly though and I thought that maybe we could have a talk. I tried to raise the issue of Alyssa. I wasn’t going to go back on my promise to her as such, but I just wanted to give you another gentle push to call her so that you would find out.”
 
   She had tears running down her face. I wanted to comfort her, but I was so disgusted with myself that I couldn’t.
 
   “When I mentioned Alyssa’s name you went crazy again. You threw every piece of furniture you could get hold of and told me that you were happy with your lifestyle of having, and I quote, a different chick on your dick every night, and that if I ever mentioned Alyssa’s name to you again, you would slit my throat.”
 
   She sobbed openly.
 
   “Mum, I am so sorry. I wasn’t myself those few months. I had a difficult time adjusting.”
 
   She held up her hand to stop me, she took a few steadying breaths and then continued. “That afternoon Eden called to find out how it went, and I couldn’t help it. I told her everything that had happened with you. I just wanted to help you, to take you home and save you from whatever was causing you to act like that. 
 
   “Eden said that she would sort you out and because she had some distance you would be more likely to listen to her than to me. She promised that if she couldn’t help you, she would let me know. The next time I spoke to you after that you seemed better, but still anxious to get off the phone. I never knew whether it was safe to mention Alyssa or not. Not that I thought your threat was serious as such, but I’d just never seen you fly off the handle like that before. It terrified me.”
 
   “Did Eden know too then? About Alyssa?” Did the whole fucking world know but me?
 
   Mum shook her head. “I never told her that. Not even when we spoke afterward and she let me know of your progress. It didn’t seem right to tell her if you didn’t know.”
 
   “But why didn’t you tell me after . . .” I didn’t think I would be able to say the words. At least not yet. But I hoped she knew what I meant. There was only one after anymore, after all. 
 
   After Emmanuel.
 
   “The day Alyssa gave birth, I tried calling you, but there was a meet on and you refused to come to the phone because of a drivers’ meeting. I left messages for you to call me urgently. I tried to call you so many times that whole weekend, but I never got a single call back. After Emmie passed, it just became a blur of arranging birth certificates and death certificates, funeral arrangements and birth announcements. Everyone’s hearts were broken. There wasn’t any joy except when we were told that Phoebe had survived her surgery. We all wanted time to stop, to stand still so that we could grieve properly, but there was too much to do. Alyssa had piles of paperwork that needed to be signed by the father, including the two birth certificates. There were ways around it, but they would have all taken time—time we didn’t have and didn’t want to waste. Until everything was signed, we weren’t going to be able to bury Emmie.
 
   “She came over here and begged for permission to put Flynn as the father because she knew he would be around for them and would be willing to sign any paperwork she required. He helped her so much during her pregnancy. She cried with me for hours about how we both wished you would just call so we could explain.
 
   “Then days turned into weeks, turned into months and you still never showed any interest in Alyssa. Whenever I rang you and raised the topic of what was happening at home you’d change the subject or hang up. The problem was the more time that passed, the harder it was to just come out and say the words.”
 
   I nodded, unsure what to do with this information. I figured my brain was AWOL and I had no idea when it might decide to return. Until it did I just needed food, a shower, and a bed. “Thank you for telling me this.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I know you’ve been hurt by this too, but you isolated yourself from everything so effectively I just . . . I didn’t know how to get you back. Your father wouldn’t let me fly down by myself just in case you got violent again, and you know what his hours are like.”
 
   I nodded, but wasn’t willing to offer anything more. I knew I should apologise for my side of the issues, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t even find it in my heart to tell her it was okay or that she was forgiven. I just didn’t know anything anymore. “I need to get my suitcase from the car.”
 
   Stumbling up from the couch, I headed into the cool night air once more. Needing a moment to myself, I climbed into the driver’s seat of my car. I was so fucking tired. I hadn’t slept since the plane, and that was twenty-four hours earlier. My brain was numbed by grief in a way that was far more effective than alcohol or sleeping tablets had ever achieved. I sat in the car pinching the bridge of my nose until I felt like I was ready to go back inside. Then I pulled my suitcase from the backseat and headed back for the house. I looked at the clock on the wall. It was later than I’d thought.
 
   “Where’s Dad?” I asked, surprised. Between seeing Alyssa and Mum’s revelations I hadn’t noticed his absence until now.
 
   Mum looked away. “He had a business meeting to attend.”
 
   “Until ten thirty?”
 
   She shrugged. “You know the crazy hours they keep. It’s to speak to people all over the world you know.” She wouldn’t meet my eye.
 
   I put my finger on her chin and guided her face toward mine. “Is there something you’re not telling me still?”
 
   Her eyes flittered away before settling back on my face. “Of course not, everything’s fine. Your dad’s always worked strange hours.”
 
   I nodded, partly because there was some truth in her words but mostly I didn’t have the energy to drill her for more information just then.
 
   “You can sleep in your old room if you like? I think there are some old clothes still in the wardrobe if you want to change.”
 
   “Thanks, Mum,” I said. Then I smiled at her, or at least gave her the closest thing to a smile that I could manage. “It’s nice to be home.”
 
   She smiled back. “It’s nice having you back.”
 
   When she pulled me into her embrace I could feel her silent sobs wracking her body. I stood there with my arms around her until I felt the tears stop and then carried my suitcase to the bedroom door at the end of the hall. For a moment, I paused and took stock. Just like everything else I’d encountered since being back home, I had no idea what the closed door kept hidden. It was possible I could find a shrine, untouched in the years I’d been away, or a blank canvas, a spare bedroom with every bit of my personality stripped away. I wasn’t sure which would be worse. After a deep breath to settle myself, I opened the door. 
 
   It was the former. The only thing that had been moved was the dust. It was clean and tidy but exactly as I had left it, including the Holden posters plastered on every surface. Back in high school, I’d never had girly posters because Alyssa came by too frequently, and I thought it was in bad taste to have other chicks on the wall while I made out with her.
 
   It was with thoughts of her in my mind that I noticed the one change in the room. A photo of Alyssa and me. After Josh’s attack, I’d torn it from the wall and ripped it to shreds. Someone—Mum or possibly even Alyssa—had lovingly taped it back together and put it back in its rightful spot.
 
   I traced my finger over the Alyssa in the photo and realised that she’d been right when she said I didn’t know her anymore. The Alyssa I’d known was probably buried alongside our son. I vowed then and there that I would get to know her, and if she’d let me, I’d get to know our daughter too.
 
   I changed into an old pair of pyjamas, ignoring the shower because I knew that would only wake me up more, and settled into my old bed. Even with my stomach churning I fell asleep in record time. 
 
   It turned out to be the best night’s sleep I’d had since the plane ride to London.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: TOMORROW
 
   
 
 
   
IMAGES OF MY night with Alyssa in London haunted me while I slept. Every sight, smell, and taste echoed through my mind on repeat. The feel of her hair brushing over my skin, the sensation of taking her bareback. Over and over, her moans and sighs filled my mind. It wasn’t like the normal dreams I’d had of her, where I was shaken awake in a cold sweat. Instead, I relaxed further into the dream until it encompassed every part of me.
 
   I woke up from the highly erotic dream with a start. Without thought, my hand crept down to adjust the erection I was sure to have, but instead hit a sticky mess. Fuck. Just the thought of Alyssa had given me a wet dream. 
 
   Am I fucking thirteen?
 
   Climbing from bed, I went in search of my suitcase and a fresh set of clothes. It was gone though. I looked around to see if maybe Mum had moved it somewhere else in the room, but I couldn’t see it anywhere. 
 
   Fucking great.
 
   Remembering what Mum said about the clothes, I pulled open my closet. When I saw a pair of baggy-arse jeans hanging in the closest, I had to laugh at the memory of how cool I’d thought I was when I’d got them. Alyssa had loved them, but only because they were so easy to pull down for quick access. Reaching for the hanger, I pulled them from the shelf. They were likely the only thing in there that even had a hope of fitting me, and that was only because they were so baggy. My time with the team, and the fitness regime Danny had us drivers on, had left me bulked in a way I hadn’t been when I was seventeen. It was more than likely that none of my old underwear or shirts would fit so I figured I’d be going commando and topless until I could figure out what happened to my suitcase. First, I needed to clean up though because there was no way in hell I was going to face Mum in pants full of jizz.
 
   I grabbed the jeans and a towel and headed straight into the shower. With careful attention, I unwrapped the bandages on my hands—worried what I might find beneath. Aside from a few scrapes and a couple of swollen joints though, they actually weren’t too bad. Between the almost faded bruises on my face and chest, the stitched wound on my arm and the new litany of scrapes on my knuckles, I was a fucking sight. As well as all the visual reminders of my injuries, my body hurt whenever I moved. My ribs protested, my fingers ached. Despite the job I had, and how many times I’d crashed in six months, there was only one other time in my life when I felt so fucking sore all the time, and that was after Josh beat my arse. 
 
   Turning away from the banged-up version of myself in the mirror, I climbed into the shower. The water ran down my back and washed away the dirt and grime from the past few days. It felt . . . not great, because I didn’t know if great even existed anymore now that I knew about Emmanuel, but better. Like I could actually face the day and not just hide out in my bedroom in an alcoholic daze. I had no clue what caused the difference, but I suspected it was the fact that Alyssa had said we’d speak again. She hadn’t shut me out completely. 
 
   Climbing out of the shower, I realised I had no fucking idea what the time was. The sun was bright and the day was hot, but it was summer so the sun was pretty much fucking bright and the day was fucking hot almost constantly after five a.m, so that didn’t mean much. Drying off as fast as I could, I pulled on my old jeans, taking care not to catch anything vital as I pulled up the zip. They actually fit better than I’d expected them to, still hanging slightly from my waist as was their style. I walked out from the bathroom toward the dining room, ducking my head and drying my hair as I went. I dropped the towel just as I arrived in the room.
 
   Oh fuck me.
 
   Flynn and Alyssa were sitting at the dining table. Both of them wore matching expressions with their eyes as wide as their mouths. My mind raced. What the fuck were the two of them doing there? Surely it was too early for visitors? I looked at the clock. It was eleven a.m.
 
   “Um . . . hi?” I offered, not sure what else was adequate.
 
   Both Alyssa and Flynn mumbled “Hi,” in response. Even as my gaze fell onto Alyssa, hers raked over my body again, bringing my near-nakedness back to my attention. When she met my gaze, her face burned bright red—no doubt from being caught out. I turned away from her, feeling my desire grow at the thought that my body excited her so much. Still, I needed to find some fucking clothes. There was no way I could sit and have a conversation with Alyssa with nothing on but a pair of jeans. I’d be sporting a raging hard-on the whole time, which wouldn’t be appropriate for the type of conversation we needed to have. I walked into the kitchen where I could hear my mum fussing around.
 
   “Did you move my suitcase?”
 
   “I put all your clothes in the wash.” 
 
   Ah, mothers. I might have been twenty-one but to her I would always be her baby boy who couldn’t wash his own clothes. I was just fucking thankful that I hadn’t packed anything too embarrassing. The thought reminded me of Alyssa’s vibrator, which reminded me that she was sitting at the table just metres away. I peeked out through the gap in the door to look at her. She had her head buried in her hands and was laughing about something with Flynn. It killed me to watch their obvious comfort around one another. 
 
   “They’re in the dryer at the moment. I put them on early this morning, so they won’t be too much longer. Do you want something to eat?”
 
   Fuck yes. I was famished, especially after not getting to eat my meal the night before because of Blake fucking Cooper. “Yeah. What is there?”
 
   “I made some pancakes this morning and there’s some batter left over. I can cook that up for you if you like.”
 
   “That’d be great. Um, do you think Alyssa or Flynn will want some?”
 
   She chuckled. “Who do you think I cooked them for originally?”
 
   “Oh.” I nodded before attempting to ask the most vital question. “So, is . . . um . . . is . . .” 
 
   I couldn’t manage to force the words out and ended up standing there making odd gestures with my hands instead.
 
   Thankfully, Mum seemed to understand and answered me as she pulled the frying pan down to cook the pancakes. “No, dear, Phoebe’s with Ruth for today.”
 
   I nodded, relieved. I was still unsure what to do about Phoebe, especially seeing as though Alyssa and I still needed to have our talk. I did know I wasn’t quite ready to meet my daughter yet, even if that did make me an arsehole. The truth was, I didn’t know how to deal with kids—especially not my own. While Mum started cooking, I took a deep breath to steady myself and walked back out to greet the two people in the dining room again. I sat down across from them. With the table blocking my pants from view I somehow felt even more exposed. Especially with the way both Flynn’s and Alyssa’s gazes kept dropping to stare at my naked chest.
 
   “Excuse me for another second,” I said.
 
   I raced back into my room and tore around trying to find a shirt or something, anything that would cover my nakedness. I finally found something in the bottom drawer—my pyjama drawer. It was an oversized boy band t-shirt that Alyssa used to wear at night when she’d stay over, always in the spare room of course—or at least so our parents believed. The tee was the only thing from my old room that might fit. Wearing a too-tight shirt would be just as bad as wearing none at all. When I pulled the t-shirt on, I felt like I’d stepped five or six years back in time.
 
   Mum was just putting the pancakes down on the table when I arrived. I offered Flynn and Alyssa some more, but they just politely refused. It was obvious Alyssa was trying hard to hold in her laughter at the sight of me. She had to remember the shirt just as well as I did. The boy band tee was given to me on Christmas by an aunt who was told that they were the band for the kids. She’d bought the XL because she wanted to make sure it would definitely fit me. As such, it had swum on me and Alyssa had claimed it as a nightshirt. No doubt me wearing it was as vivid reminder for Alyssa of our time together as it was for me. It was obviously too much for her because she grabbed Flynn’s hand and pulled him into the living room. Although I wasn’t entirely sure whether it was to get away from me and my ghastly outfit or because she thought I would want some privacy while I ate.
 
   I spread butter and sugar over the pancakes and quickly tucked in. Fuck it felt good to have something in my stomach after so long. The more I ate, the more I felt ready to face the day. To face Alyssa. I didn’t know why the fuck Flynn was there, but I was sure I would be able to convince Alyssa to talk to me alone without too much coaxing.
 
   First I needed clothes though. Proper clothes. My clothes.
 
   Once I’d finished eating, I took my dishes into the kitchen and cleaned them off before heading into the laundry. Mum was just pulling my clothes from the dryer. 
 
   Thank fuck.
 
   I could hear the sound of Alyssa and Flynn talking in the living room as I grabbed the thinnest shirt and pants I could find in the pile of clothing. Unfortunately, I had packed for winter in London, not summer in Brisbane, so my choices were limited. If I was going to stay in Brisbane for any length of time, I would need to go shopping or risk dying of heat stroke.
 
   While I changed, I heard the front door open and close and then a car drive off. The sound sent my heart racing as I worried Alyssa had grown impatient waiting for me to get my shit together and talk to her. I cursed myself for fucking around so much worrying about what fucking clothes I had on. I threw the old jeans and t-shirt back onto my bed and then walked to the living room, fearful I would find it empty.
 
   Thankfully, it wasn’t.
 
   The fucker, Flynn, had left, but Alyssa sat there staring down at her lap. I walked over to her and offered her my hand and what I hoped was a winning smile. “Walk with me?”
 
   She didn’t answer, but did put her hand in mine, which I took as an acceptance.
 
   “Mum, we’re going out for a bit,” I called, leading Alyssa out the door before Mum had a chance to respond.
 
   Alyssa and I walked in silence. I held her hand in mine, refusing to let go unless she pulled away. She seemed almost as reluctant to break the contact as I was though. Without words, we both headed straight to our table. For so many years, the park—and specifically the table in the middle of it—was our spot to go to after school when we couldn’t decide whose house to go to, or when we preferred a general lack of parental supervision. The park was where we’d shared our first kiss, and also where I’d said goodbye to her. It seemed fitting to continue our history there. 
 
   Alyssa didn’t drop my hand until we were only a few metres away from the table. She led the way over to it and sat sideways against the table, curling one leg underneath her. I sat next to her, turning into her and mimicking her position. Then I sighed. 
 
   Last night, I had been terrified of her walking away and not talking to me and now, with her right in front of me and us alone, I just couldn’t think of anything to say. She rested her hand on the seat in front of her and once again, I copied her position. Our hands linked between us—even though I hadn’t specifically planned on touching her. I wanted to ask why she was waiting at Mum’s house for me and why Flynn had been there. I wanted the answers to so many questions and yet now that she was in front of me only one thing mattered. Her.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, knowing how grossly inadequate the question was, but it was a start.
 
   She looked away from me for a second. When she looked back, she had a question rather than an answer on her lips. “Are you?”
 
   I laughed darkly and then shook my head. “Not really, I don’t think.”
 
   She nodded. “It’s a lot to take in, to understand. Even after almost three and a half years, I still find there are days when I just don’t get why it had to happen the way it did.”
 
   “Will you tell me about him?”
 
   She smiled and her eyes developed a faraway gaze. “He looked just like you. A perfect miniature Declan. It’s strange because when I was pregnant that was one thing I dreaded most. I had no idea how I would react, how I would cope, if the babies looked like you. Once he was in my arms, though, it didn’t matter what he looked like.” She dropped her eyes. “Of course, he was already gone by then, so he was just my little sleeping angel.”
 
   “You didn’t get to hold him while . . .” The lump had grown inextricably in my throat again.
 
   She shook her head. “No. Because they were premmie, they were in humidicribs. I didn’t get to hold him until after, when I had to make the decision about donation.” A tear ran down her cheek. Unthinkingly I raised my hand and brushed it away.
 
   “I’m such a huge fucking arse,” I said. “It’s no wonder you hate me.”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t hate you, Dec. I just don’t know you anymore, not the real you.”
 
   “I’m still the same though, Lys. Just a little bit more fucked-up.”
 
   She chuckled but there was no humour in the sound.
 
   “I think you were right when you said that I don’t know you anymore,” I admitted. 
 
   She dropped her head and nodded. 
 
   Touching my fingers to her chin, I guided her to look at me. “But I’d like to get to know you again. If you’ll let me.”
 
   “I’d like that too, Declan. I just . . .” She trailed off, uncertain how to word her feelings.
 
   “You’re afraid?” I guessed.
 
   She nodded as fresh tears sprung to her eyes.
 
   “Of me?”
 
   She seemed to struggle with her composure for a second. “Not of you as such. I know you’d never hurt me physically or anything. I just . . . I can’t trust you. I don’t know if I can survive what we had before. Not anymore. Not with someone else to think about.”
 
   “I want to fix that. How can I?”
 
   She shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know. But I guess time will be one way.”
 
   Time? I thought about that. I had another month and a half or so before I was due back in Sydney. But I knew that wasn’t the sort of time Alyssa was talking about. Then I remembered Alyssa’s words on the plane. She was leaving Australia for good. She was only in Australia for another couple of months. A fissure ripped open in my chest and my breathing sped as a panic attack gripped me in its icy claws. 
 
   They’d never been as frequent as they were now. I turned so that I was sitting with my back to the table and leaned forward to put my head between my knees. I cupped my hands against the back of my head and tugged on the hair there. I tried to calm myself down but it wasn’t working. The thought of Alyssa leaving for good in just a few months, of never seeing her again, tore at me. Once again, she rubbed small, calming circles on my back.
 
   “Tell me what you’ve been doing,” I panted, trying to get her to talk about something that would hopefully stop the panic.
 
   “I’ve pretty much been full-time at uni. Between that, a part-time job down at the local shop and Phoebe, I’ve been pretty busy. And then I got the job offer from Pembletons.”
 
   Fuck, that wasn’t helping. My breathing hitched again and Alyssa seemed to sense that because she shifted her body a little closer. I was treated to the scent of her, and that did help calm me a little.
 
   “I’m not taking the London offer,” she whispered.
 
   My breath left my body in one exhausted, but relieved, sigh. “Why not?”
 
   “I can’t be that far away from my family. Or from Emmanuel.”
 
   I nodded. Which meant she’d never move to Sydney. Which meant if I wanted to be with her I had to give up what could be a promising fucking career or at least one that could be promising again if I could get my head back in the game. And that meant we were right back where we’d started.
 
   Something inside me screamed at me to run again. Run as far away as I could as fast as I could. Get the fuck away from Alyssa and all the drama she was sure to bring into my life.
 
   No! I thought in response. Fuck that.
 
   Sydney wasn’t that far from Brisbane, a little over an hour by plane. If I could be fucking man enough to pick up the phone, maybe we could at least be friends again. Although, I wasn’t sure whether friends would work when I was getting hard as a fucking stone just from her rubbing comforting circles on my back. This smallest amount of contact from her did more for me than being balls-deep in any of the whores from the clubs. 
 
   I didn’t understand why she had so much sway over me, but it had always been that way. That’s what made me run initially and had kept me running since. I didn’t want to be tied down and unhappy in my job like my father was. He’d worked crazy hours for as long as I could remember and he’d told me so many times how he’d had his dreams and maybe he could have achieved them if he hadn’t married so young and fucked up his chances.
 
   As always, I was torn between what half of me wanted and what the other half feared. Alyssa and the fucking perfect connection that made me want to bury myself in her.
 
   Finally, I was able to gather control over my breathing and the panic subsided. I turned back toward her, resting my arm on the table and putting my fingers in my hair instead of linking them with hers again.
 
   “Where does that leave us though?” My heart hammered my ribs, trying to break free as I asked the question.
 
   “Is there an us?”
 
   I thought about it for a minute. “I’d like there to be. Would you?”
 
   She shrugged. “Yes and no. I don’t want to get hurt again, Dec. It nearly tore me in two when I saw you—” Her words died on her lips. She met my eye and seemed to have an internal debate. “In the hospital,” she added in a hushed whisper.
 
   I frowned. The hospital was after so much other stuff between us. Unless . . . 
 
   “You were there? After Morgan . . .” I trailed off. 
 
   She closed her eyes and her tears wet the lashes. She didn’t confirm it, but she didn’t have to. Her reaction made it clear that I hadn’t been having visions. She’d actually visited me in the hospital, but obviously hadn’t wanted me to know. 
 
   “Then when you got on the plane beside me, I cursed fate. How could I be so unlucky? And then we . . . ” She tailed off, but I didn’t need her to elaborate. I knew exactly what she meant. 
 
   Fucking without complications. Yeah, fucking right.
 
   “Do you know the real fucked-up thing about that night?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I wanted to tell you that I loved you before you bolted from the room.”
 
   With a frown, she narrowed her eyes at me.
 
   “I didn’t even realise you meant sex without strings until after you’d left. I was so fucking drunk when you found me, I just didn’t know what was happening. It ripped my heart apart when you walked out of the room.”
 
   I thought she might see the truth in my words, and realise that I’d been changing since that night. But instead her face was set with anger.
 
   “Is that why you went back downstairs? To the bottle of whiskey?”
 
   I nodded. “It was the only thing that made sense.” I wasn’t trying to make her feel guilty, I just wanted her to know the truth. Her reaction, however, startled the fuck out me.
 
   She started to scream at me. “You thought the best way to deal with that apparent pain was to drink a fucking litre of alcohol?”
 
   I was shocked and sat blinking at her, unsure of what she wanted me to say. She seemed to be demanding a response though so I nodded again.
 
   “Fucking hell, Declan. You really haven’t grown up a fucking bit have you?”
 
   I just stared at her, uncertain of what I was being blasted about, but unwilling to add to it by saying the wrong thing.
 
   “This is what I fucking mean about trust. One thing goes wrong and you fucking drink yourself into oblivion and end up in hospital. I mean Christ, what if I’d left for the night or didn’t hear that bottle smash. You could have been fucking dead. How would I explain that to Phoebe? How could I tell her that her father died in a fucking alcohol binge session because one thing didn’t go his fucking way?” She’d started her rant in shouts but ended it in tears. As soon as the crying started, I felt emotion return to me. I pulled her tightly into my chest. She sobbed against me for a few minutes before her breathing settled.
 
   “This is what I mean, Dec. I can’t trust you to make decisions if that’s the sort of place they lead you to. And if I can’t trust you to make responsible decisions, how can I trust you with Phoebe? How can I trust you with me? I think you need therapy.”
 
   I scoffed. “Been there, done that.”
 
   When she pulled away, her face was set into a mask of determination. “You need to talk to a psychiatrist. If you genuinely want me to try to trust you again, that’s what I need you to do. Before we can ever have a hope of there being an us you need to sort yourself out. I won’t allow Phoebe’s life to be ruined just because you don’t have yourself together.”
 
   “So let me get this straight. You’ll only allow me into my own fucking daughter’s life if I see a shrink? And I don’t get a fucking say in that shit?”
 
   Her eyes flashed. “Legally, she’s not your daughter.”
 
   “Fuck that. You and I both know she is. I don’t give a flying fuck about legal. If I want to see her, I fucking should be able to see her.”
 
   “Do you want to see her?”
 
   Alyssa’s question startled me with its frankness. “Um . . . I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know?” she asked incredulously. “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “Look, fuck, I’m trying to be honest here. I’ve known for all of a fucking week that I’m a father. I don’t fucking know how to deal with that shit. What I want to do though is what’s right.”
 
   “What’s right is sorting yourself out and then seeing her.”
 
   A dark chuckle escaped me. She had no fucking idea. “Sorting me out could take fucking years.”
 
   Alyssa’s response was a genuine laugh. She either didn’t realise just how fucking serious I was or she was trying to lighten the now tense atmosphere. “At least start trying, that’s all I’m asking.”
 
   “What do I get in return?”
 
   She raised her eyebrow at me. “Besides being less fucked-up you mean?”
 
   A scoffed exclamation left me. “Yeah, besides that.” 
 
   “What do you want in return?”
 
   “Will you agree to let me take you on a date?”
 
   She thought about it for a second and then nodded. Then she smiled slyly. “One date for every session.”
 
   It was clear she thought she’d outfoxed me. “How will you know if I’m actually going?”
 
   “It’s about trust, Declan. I will try to trust you again. Part of that will be you earning my trust by showing me you are worthy of it. If you lie to me about something as simple as whether you’ve had a therapy session or not, how can I ever trust you on anything else?”
 
   I nodded. It made sense. “Do phone sessions count? If I have to see a fucking shrink, I’d at least like to go to one close to home but”—I dropped my voice and broke eye contact because it was hard to admit to my feelings after hiding from them for so long—“I don’t want to wait until I go back to try us again.” 
 
   I didn’t voice my greater concern that by going back to Sydney there would be no more us.
 
   “I’m not just going to jump into bed with you,” she said.
 
   “Is that what you think I want? Fucking nice vote of confidence, Lys.”
 
   “Just going off recent evidence.”
 
   “Gossip mags and fucking innuendo.”
 
   “Are you saying they’re wrong?”
 
   Fuck. “No.”
 
   “Then you can understand why I would think that.”
 
   “Fuck, Lys, you should know you’ve always been more than that to me. It’s why I can’t do brunettes.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and huffed. “Nice. You draw the line at fucking brunettes. I guess I should be glad that you believe at least some part of the population to be off limits.”
 
   “Shit, Lys. I didn’t mean it like that. I meant . . . Fuck. I’m sorry I said that, okay? I just, well, fuck, I just want to be honest with you.”
 
   She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. “I have a few more conditions on the dating thing.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “First, you do so exclusively. No screwing random chicks. You wait until I’m ready and have a relationship with me alone. Even if that takes six months or more.”
 
   It’s fucking disgusting to admit, but I did have to consider it for a few seconds. I was already so fucking wound up that I needed stress relief and my hand just didn’t fucking cut it. The promised land at the end was Alyssa, though. She was worth the serious case of blue balls I would no doubt encounter. I nodded.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “What else?”
 
   “You stop drinking, and drugs if you are on any.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m not on anything illegal.” 
 
   She cast me a doubtful stare. 
 
   “I’m not,” I reassured her. “Not anymore,” I added in a quiet voice. 
 
   “And the alcohol?”
 
   “C’mon, Lys, it’s not like I’m a fucking alcoholic.”
 
   She considered me for a second. “Fine, not completely then. But you’ve got to stop drinking to excess and definitely not as a solution to your problems.”
 
   “I can try. All of what you are saying. Everything you’re asking, I promise I’ll try.”
 
   “I would say that’s all I can ask, but instead I’ll say this: whenever you think you are trying your best, then try just a little harder. Make yourself someone who is worthy of that little girl. As much as it will kill me if you fuck up, she’s the one I really need to protect here.”
 
   “Some people would say I’m a pretty fucking good catch.”
 
   She smiled slightly. “And they’d probably be right.” 
 
   I preened a little. 
 
   “Once you’ve sorted yourself out, that is,” she added before pressing a kiss to my cheek. 
 
   Without another word, she walked off. 
 
   For a dazed moment, I sat, unsure whether I should follow her or not.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: LET’S RIDE
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I CAME to my senses, I jumped from the table and chased after Alyssa. I wanted to show her that I would follow her lead in things for the moment, but that I wasn’t going to back away. That I wouldn’t run again. I would go as fast or as slow as she wanted to, but I also wanted to take the chance to show her that we could be friends again. All things considered, we’d actually gotten along fairly well. It was a reminder of what we’d shared before lust and heartbreak had interfered with us.
 
   “Alyssa, wait!” I called.
 
   She stopped and then turned back to face me. When she did, the small smile from before had disappeared. “What is it, Declan?”
 
   My steps slowed and my confidence faltered. Maybe I’d misread the signs and she wanted space. “I, uh, just wanted to ask you if you wanted to hang for a while, and maybe go shopping.”
 
   She burst out laughing. When she collected herself, she raised an eyebrow at me. “Shopping? Seriously?”
 
    “Um, yeah.”
 
   “Why on God’s green earth would I want to go shopping with you?”
 
   My face fell as fast as my hopes. I hadn’t expected a rejection quite so harsh, especially to an offer which was only one of friendship.
 
   A look of horror crossed Alyssa’s features. “No. I—I didn’t mean it like that, Dec. I’m not saying I don’t want to spend time with you. As a friend.” She gave me a pointed look. “I just don’t understand why that has to be spent shopping.”
 
   “Oh, fuck, sorry, I should have fucking explained better.” I chuckled as relief flooded through me that her words hadn’t been intended as a flat-out rejection. “I need to go shopping. Because I left home so quickly”—I left the reason for my speed hanging in the air for a moment—“all I brought with me was winter stuff I already had packed for London. I just thought you might . . . I don’t fucking know. Oh fuck it.” 
 
   I couldn’t seem to form any fucking words for some reason, especially not any that could be misconstrued or twisted away from their intended meaning. With a frown forming, I turned to walk back to the table thinking that chasing after Alyssa had been a fucking mistake. I should have just sat still and shut up until she was gone so that I didn’t fuck up the progress we had made.
 
   Alyssa’s hand closed around my arm to stop me, and my gaze shot to it, unbelievingly.
 
   “It’s okay,” she said with a cautious smile. “I’d like to go shopping with you.”
 
   “Good ’cause I’ve got no fucking clue when it comes to this shit.”
 
   She chuckled darkly. “And you think I do? Obviously you don’t remember me very well.”
 
   Despite regular visits to the Grand Plaza when we were younger, we’d very rarely actually shopped. I found myself laughing along with her. She was always far more focused on textbooks and texting than designer Dior. 
 
   “If you want style advice, Flynn’s probably a better companion,” she teased.
 
   I decided two could play at that game so I trailed my eyes up and down over her body in a mock appraisal. “Yeah, probably. Do you have his number?”
 
   She laughed. “So you don’t want to take me now?”
 
   I pretended to sigh. “Well, I mean, you’re obviously no Flynn, but I guess you’ll do.”
 
   She slapped my chest and smiled, not one of those half-hearted small smiles she’d been giving me before, but a true fucking light-up-the-room type of smile. It made my heart clench with something as close to joy as I could feel. 
 
   “You’re so fucking beautiful when you smile,” I said before I’d had a chance to consider the possible ramifications. 
 
   The smile fell straight away and she looked away from me and sighed. The she stepped away from me, locking her emotions away. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m willing to try and be friends. I’m even willing to try dating with the conditions we’ve discussed. But I can’t have you saying shit like that to me; it’s just not fair.”
 
   I mumbled an apology even though I didn’t want to apologise because it was just the fucking truth. After a moment, I said, “Alyssa, you’re going to have to tell me what to do, all right? I have no fucking clue how to handle any of this shit. I just know I wanna try. If I step over the mark, just fucking tell me to shut up or something. Don’t push me away, okay?”
 
   She nodded and a hint of a smile crept back onto her face. She held out her hand to me. “I guess this is okay.”
 
   With a grin, I grabbed her hand and led her back to Mum’s house to get my car. Truthfully, we could have walked to the Plaza, but I didn’t want to have to lug home a pile of heavy fucking bags if I actually managed to find some clothes that I wanted to buy. I fucking hated shopping. Most of my wardrobe consisted of gifts from corporate sponsors, so I rarely had to actually step foot inside a shop. They generally loved it if you were caught out and about in public wearing one of their shirts. It’s what they paid for after all.
 
   The walk back to the house was just as silent as the walk to the bench, and again our hands didn’t break contact the whole way. I pulled my car keys out of my pocket and unlocked the Monaro. Heading for the passenger side, I held the door open for Alyssa. She climbed in and took a deep breath. My car may have been a few years old—it was the last CV8 Monaro off the production line and I had wanted to buy that shit for posterity—but I kept it pristine, so it still had the lingering new car smell. The smell of the leather seats was fucking intoxicating. I smiled to myself that Alyssa noticed that shit too.
 
   “Nice car,” she said after I’d climbed into the driver’s seat. 
 
   “Thanks.” I smiled at her as I started the engine. “I didn’t think you liked cars though?”
 
   Shifting into first, I checked the road and then squealed the tyres as I left the kerb. Showing off for Alyssa a little, I revelled in the sounds that issued from my baby. I always loved the fucking soft purr of the engine. It was the only music I needed, and the rhythm of my life. I’d even put a new exhaust system on the beast to get the note just right. 
 
   Alyssa laughed, but I wasn’t sure what at and when I looked at her she shook her head to indicate she wasn’t going to tell me. “I guess between you and Flynn I didn’t really have much choice.”
 
   “He’s into cars too?”
 
   “Yeah. He’s more into fours though. He’s got a Silvia.”
 
   “Fucking ricer.”
 
   “I don’t know . . .” Her voice held a quiet challenge, as though daring me to react to her next words. “He gets that thing to do some crazy shit. He got a fourteen eight at the drags.”
 
   Although I wasn’t going to admit it, I couldn’t help but be slightly impressed by the numbers. Despite the fact that he was gay, he was still my rival for her attention. I couldn’t help but be jealous that he was the one who got her into cars when all of my attempts had failed. She’d never once shown any interest in that shit before I’d left for Sydney four years ago. Instead of saying anything complimentary toward the fucker, I turned to Alyssa and raised one brow. “You wanna see how a real fucking car handles?”
 
   She shrugged but the corners of her mouth turned up slightly. “I can’t be gone too long. I need to pick Phoebe up from Mum’s in a few hours.”
 
   I shook my head. “This won’t fucking take long.”
 
   Then I had a thought. “Actually, why don’t we go to Garden City for shopping instead? Kill two birds and all that.”
 
   “That should be okay.” I took that as an acceptance and headed toward the motorway. When I hit the on ramp, I slowed right down. After ensuring there was no one behind me, I pulled to a complete stop. Then, when the motorway ahead was clear enough, I dropped the clutch and floored the accelerator, slamming through each gear and pinning Alyssa back in her seat with the G-force of my take-off. 
 
   It felt good and right. It was what I was made to do. When I tore past one-twenty, I hesitated because I wasn’t sure about Alyssa’s reaction. I honestly thought she would scream or get pissed with me like she used to when I pulled this shit after first getting my licence. She fucking surprised the shit out of me by giggling and fuck if it didn’t sound terrific. It made me forget everything that had happened in the last four years. I was simply a fucking boy taking his girl for a drive. I flicked it into sixth as we sailed past one-fifty kilometres per hour before finally slowing back down to the speed limit.
 
    “So, will—” I cut myself off. I was going to ask whether she’d tell me a little about Phoebe, but wasn’t sure I was ready to hear it or broach any topic that wasn’t completely and certifiably safe. “Why don’t you tell me about uni?”
 
   Alyssa told me all about her course, her studies, and what she’d been doing. I listened with rapt attention as I headed in the general direction of Garden City, hoping it wasn’t a wasted trip. For all I fucking knew the place had been torn down or whatever in the years I’d been gone, but I assumed Alyssa would have said something if it had been. Back when we were kids, it was always bigger than the Grand Plaza, so I figured it still would be. 
 
   
 
 
   
IT TURNED out my instinct was right and the shopping centre was fucking huge. It was the sort of place you could easily get fucking lost in. After parking the car, I walked to Alyssa’s side and offered her my hand. I pushed the lock on the remote and prayed to high fucking heaven that no one touched it. For their own sake.
 
   When I walked into the shopping centre and saw an expanse of white marble and flashy shopfronts, I freaked the fuck out.
 
   “Where the hell am I supposed to go to get clothes from?” I thought out loud.
 
   I didn’t really expect a response, but Alyssa laughed and pulled my hand, tugging me away from the food court and in the direction of some shops. We passed a surf shop and I pulled her inside. Grabbing a few pairs of boardies and a couple of surf tees, I headed straight into the change rooms. Usually I wouldn’t have given a shit whether they fit or not, or even what they looked like on me, but I wanted to prolong the time I spent with Alyssa. The fact that it meant she had to look at my body to see whether the clothes looked any good was just an added fucking bonus.
 
   We spent the next hour going from shop to shop, but I only found two pairs of shorts and three fucking shirts that Alyssa said looked good. I refused to buy anything that she didn’t like. The few items we’d got weren’t going to be enough to get me through for long. Which meant that I had a ready-made good fucking excuse for another day of shopping with her. Internally, I celebrated, but outwardly, I sighed. “I guess we should head back?”
 
   I glanced up and noticed we were back where we started from, near the food court.
 
   Alyssa looked at her watch and nodded. “Do you mind getting something to eat first?”
 
   Fuck no. I shrugged. “What do you feel like?”
 
   She shrugged. “Sushi?”
 
   “Okay, my treat.”
 
   She looked like she was going to argue. I put my finger on her lips, partly to stop her argument, but mostly because it gave me an excuse to fucking touch her lips again. “For dragging you around against your will.”
 
   She laughed and muttered something about it not being totally against her will, but relented.
 
   
 
 
   
ON THE way back to Browns Plains, Alyssa’s phone rang. She had a quick discussion with whoever it was and then hung up.
 
   “We’ll go straight to my house, if that’s all right?” she asked.
 
   “Of course, but what about Phoebe? Isn’t she at your mum’s house?”
 
   “Flynn picked her up and took her home after her nap.”
 
   I felt my eyebrows scrunch reflexively, but tried not to let it show to Alyssa. There was no way I was going to screw up our decent day. “Are those two close?”
 
   “I guess. I mean he’s practically been a father to her since she was born. So she’s comfortable around him at least.”
 
   “Does she love him?” Do I really want to know?
 
   Alyssa shrugged. “Yeah. I mean as much as a three-year-old truly loves anyone. He dotes on her though.”
 
   I wanted to say that it was all right, that I understood, but I couldn’t. My fucking chest burned too much. Even though I knew I had no right to be angry about it, and that I only had myself to blame, I couldn’t get over the fact that some other fucker was playing dad to my daughter. I fumed.
 
   “She takes after you so much,” Alyssa said. I could tell it was a distraction. I wondered how she knew exactly the right moments to fucking distract me—especially when she claimed to not know me anymore. “She’s a little hothead too. And so stubborn.”
 
   “Stubborn?” I asked, my eyebrow raised. “I seem to recall you had the market cornered on stubborn.”
 
   In my peripheral view, I saw her open her mouth to say something, but then she shut it again almost immediately and her expression fell.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Tell me what you were going to say, please?”
 
   “Uh-uh. No way.”
 
   “What were you saying about stubbornness being my trait?” I laughed.
 
   Her replying chuckle made me smile. “Okay, maybe you have a point, but you still out-stubborn me.”
 
   “What makes you say that?” I asked. Then I glanced at her and groaned. Sorrow filled her eyes, forcing me to see exactly what made her say that. Despite the news she’d had to impact, she’d given up calling me long before I would have ever accepted her call. In fact, even if she’d called every fucking day for the past four years, I probably wouldn’t have answered the phone. It was only a pure fucking coincidence that threw us together on that plane. If it hadn’t, I’d still be ignorant to everything and ignoring the pull to return home—to return to her.
 
   Some say ignorance is bliss; I say fuck that shit. Despite the pain and heartbreak I’d experienced, I was glad I’d learned the truth. If not for the plane ride with Alyssa, and everything after it, I’d still be fucking around through life wondering exactly what the fuck was wrong with me. Now, at least I knew what was causing me to crash: regret. 
 
   I regretted leaving Alyssa. If I’d stayed with her, I would have regretted not going to Sinclair Racing and probably grown to resent what I had. My life was destined to be filled with regrets whichever path I took. And apparently it made me whinge like a bitch.
 
   “Forget I asked,” I said, acknowledging her pain without voicing the words.
 
   Alyssa gave a small nod—either of gratitude or acceptance, I didn’t know which. Except for Alyssa’s whispered directions to her house as we drew closer, we were quiet the rest of the trip home.
 
   I pulled the car up to the kerb near her house. Despite the silence between us, she seemed as reluctant to leave the car as I was for her to go.
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “For coming today. I think you saved me from a few fashion disasters.”
 
   She stared steadfastly at her hands. “I don’t know about that. I just told you what I preferred. Nothing really looks bad on you.”
 
   “That sounded dangerously close to a compliment,” I teased. 
 
   She raised her eyes to mine and then lifted one eyebrow. “Why are you fishing for one?”
 
   “Would I have to fish hard?” 
 
   She sighed. “Of course you’re hot, Dec. But you know it, you know? That does take away some of the appeal.”
 
   “Is that why you came on to me in London?” As soon as the words left me, I felt a surge of regret. It was the first time either of us had mentioned what had happened on the plane, and I was certain I’d just fucked up what had been a mostly decent day. 
 
   She cast her eyes down. “That was . . .” 
 
   When she trailed off, I wondered how her sentence was going to end. A mistake. Nostalgia. Desperation. Perfection. 
 
   She met my eyes again and shrugged. “Well, it was what it was, and perhaps it’s better if it’s left at that.”
 
   Even though my heart plummeted at her words, I nodded with the best smile I could. When the air between us grew awkward, I decided I couldn’t let the moment hang. “I don’t know if I’m going to get in trouble again for this shit, Alyssa, but I was telling the truth before when I said you were beautiful. I mean you were always fucking beautiful but now you’re just stunning.”
 
   She blushed and her eyes dropped back to her hands. I wasn’t sure what to expect, especially after being shut down over the London thing, but when she raised her gaze again she simply whispered, “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s just the truth.” I brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. The atmosphere between us shifted again, and the sensation of touching her ran from my fingers straight down into the pit of my stomach. She closed her eyes and leaned ever so slightly into my touch. The urge to reach across and kiss her burned in the pit of my stomach like a fucking desperate need. 
 
   Instead, I dropped my hand and leaned back, feeling a little breathless, but in a really good way. It was amazing how strong the impact of one innocent touch shared with her could be. 
 
   Alyssa exhaled and her breath quavered a little as it came out. She put her hand on the door handle, and I knew I had to stop her. I didn’t want our day to be over yet. Even though the morning had been heavy and hard, the afternoon shopping trip had been like nothing I’d experienced in a long time. The whole time we’d bantered, joked, and basically acted like we were actually friends. We’d fallen straight back into how it had always been for us. It just felt so fucking natural.
 
   I had to think of some way to prolong our time together. I could only think of one. “Do you think I could meet her?”
 
   As soon as the words left my mouth I realised it wasn’t just a way to stay with Alyssa. I actually genuinely wanted to meet Phoebe. My daughter. I couldn’t say if it was because Alyssa had told me about our similarities, or whether it was something I’d wanted all along but just couldn’t admit to myself. With the words out in the open, a burning and urgent desire to meet my daughter had built.
 
   Alyssa seemed to consider my words and stared at my face for a long time. She twirled the ends of her hair around her fingers—a nervous gesture from years ago—and frowned.
 
   “I don’t care how you introduce me. You can just say I’m a fucking friend of the family or whatever, but please, Alyssa? Please, let me do this?”
 
   She considered me for another half a minute. “On one condition.”
 
   “You and your fucking conditions,” I muttered, but tried to keep my tone light. I knew she had every right to be as fucking demanding as she wanted after what she’d been through. But fucking hell, it wasn’t as if I wasn’t trying my fucking hardest to do what she needed.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Just watch your mouth, please.” Alyssa paused and I thought that she was just admonishing me for my muttering until she continued, “She picks things up very easily.”
 
   I nodded and smiled. “I’ll try.”
 
   With her permission solidified, my heart pounded in my chest. Could I really do it? I was going to do this, but fucking could I?
 
   Alyssa smiled at me quickly and then turned and opened her door. I was frozen in place. I took a deep breath and eventually found the strength to open my door and climb out too. When I shut the door, it was harder than I usually would and I cursed myself for slamming it. If anyone else had fucking done it, I’d have been all up in their face. At that moment though, I was dazed. Alyssa seemed to realise how lost and anxious I was.
 
   “Are you sure you’re ready to do this?”
 
   I shook my head and took another deep breath. “No, I’m really not,” I said, determined to be honest with her whatever the cost. “But I want to do this, and I don’t know if I’ll ever really be ready for the first time.”
 
   She played with the ends of her hair again. It was proof that the thought of me meeting Phoebe was as nerve-wracking for her as it was for me. “Would you rather wait until you’ve had some time to discuss it with someone else?”
 
   Figuring she was referring to the agreement that I see a shrink, I shook my head. If I didn’t do it right then, I’d always find some other reason. Some other excuse. Partly, I was worried about screwing up and saying the wrong thing. Underneath everything though, I knew what my fucking problem was: the knowledge that one little girl would likely have a pull over me one hundred times stronger than Alyssa did. That truth echoed into the very depths of my soul and it frightened the living shit out of me.
 
   Alyssa grabbed hold of my hand. “You can do this. She’s just a little girl. She won’t bite . . . hard.” She laughed.
 
   I walked to the house, unsure of how my feet were moving because I sure as shit knew I wasn’t telling them to. Alyssa pushed open the door. “Flynn? Pheebs?”
 
   My heart thundered in my ears until it was drowned out by an excited squeal. “Mummy!”
 
   The little girl from the photo, the miniature Alyssa with my eyes, rounded the corner. Her eyes widened and she froze in place when she saw me. Alyssa bent over and put her arms out and Phoebe ran into them. She wrapped her tiny arms around Alyssa’s neck and Alyssa stood, pulling Phoebe up with her. She whispered into Phoebe’s ear, “This is Declan. He’s a friend of Mummy’s.”
 
   When Alyssa said my name, Phoebe’s face lit up into a huge smile. It looked just like my fucking smile. The sight was so surreal. Her eyes were bright as she declared, “Declan . . . Auntie Ruby’s friend.”
 
   “What’s that, sweetie?” Alyssa asked.
 
   My heart started to thunder again. I wondered whether or not Alyssa knew about that phone call and I didn’t want her to be pissed at me if she didn’t. It wasn’t like I’d deliberately kept it from her, it’d just never come up. 
 
   Thankfully, the moment was interrupted by Flynn coming out from the hallway. “Hey, Lys. Oh, hi again, Declan.”
 
   I nodded, but didn’t look at him. I couldn’t look anywhere else. The vision of Alyssa and Phoebe together was too powerful for me to even try to tear my eyes from. Apart, they were each beautiful and held my heart captive, but the two of them together like that was enough to fucking cleave my heart in two at any thought of ever leaving again.
 
   “Are you going to come to my birthday party, Declan?” Phoebe asked.
 
   My mouth was dry, I couldn’t even think of anything appropriate to say.
 
   “Your birthday is a long way off, sweetie,” Alyssa whispered. 
 
   I could hear in her voice the doubt that I would still be around then. I wanted to tell them both that without a doubt I would be there, but I couldn’t. There was too much that was still unknown. Too much damage still to fix. The fact that I would be back in Sydney then was a big fucking issue too.
 
   I stood and stared at Phoebe, and she stared back at me, that fucking grin plastered across her face.
 
   “You’ve got blue eyes like me,” she said, pointing at my face. 
 
   Fuck. The elephant in the room grew exponentially. I closed the distance a little. 
 
   “My hair’s different though,” I said, running my hand over my auburn spikes. I looked to Alyssa for guidance, because I had no idea how the fuck to talk to a child.
 
   “It’s pretty and red,” Phoebe said. “My hair’s brown.”
 
   I smiled. “It’s pretty too. It looks just like your mummy’s used to when she was little.”
 
   Alyssa had tensed and looked uncomfortable throughout our exchange. Even though I wanted desperately to alleviate the tension, there was only one way I could think of and I didn’t want to fucking do it. Not yet. Still, I decided to man up and do it for Alyssa. For the first time in fucking years, I did something I didn’t want to do for the sake of someone else. “Well, thanks for the help today, Lys. I’ll . . . um . . . I’ll be heading off now. I’ll see you later though, yeah?”
 
   She nodded, the look of relief on her face both astonishing and fucking depressing. Feeling it was clear she didn’t want me there, I turned to leave. Then I debated with myself for one second before turning and giving Alyssa, and then Phoebe, a quick peck on the cheek. I swept out the door before my resolve to leave dissolved completely. I pulled the door shut behind me, and then braced myself against it for a few seconds, knowing without doubt that my life was different to what it had been before. The simple fact was my life was no longer my own. It now belonged to the little girl with the turquoise eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: SHRINK
 
   
 
 
   
MUM WAS OUT when I arrived home from dropping Alyssa off. I hoped like fuck she’d left me a spare key somewhere because I had no idea where my house keys were. I couldn’t even remember if I’d taken them with me when I’d left for Sydney. Even if I had, I certainly hadn’t brought them back up with me. I hadn’t even thought to grab any before I left on my walk with Alyssa. I searched in all the usual hiding spots, but couldn’t see anything. Even the letterbox was empty. I decided either Mum hadn’t given it a second thought or, more likely, was probably punishing me for taking off in the car without telling her and then being gone for so long without a phone call.
 
   I walked through the gate into the backyard to wait. Sitting at the outdoor setting, I pulled out my phone. For the first time in over a week, I turned it on. Mostly because I needed it to make a vital call, but I’d also decided it was time to face the messages from Bathurst and deal with the fallout. Despite the fact that almost two weeks had passed since I’d crashed, I still hadn’t looked at them. 
 
   There was a steady stream of early messages from Morgan, all containing pretty much the same sentiments he’d offered when he’d arrived unannounced on my doorstep the night of the race. There were a few dozen from Eden, the latest one from just the day before. Somehow, she knew I was back in the country and wanted to catch up. 
 
   Fuck me. 
 
   The thought of having to explain to anyone from Sinclair Racing why I was in Brisbane was almost inconceivable. Especially when everything was still so fucking up in the air with Alyssa. I wondered how I could even begin to tell them about Phoebe or worse—Emmanuel. I was still trying to fucking understand it all myself, I didn’t think I could explain it to anyone else.
 
   I’d barely finished reading the texts and listening to the voice mails when my phone rang. Eden’s number flashed up on the screen. For half a second, I thought about not answering it but I knew what Eden was like. The fact that the phone was even ringing at all and not going straight to message bank would tell her that my phone was on. If I hung up on her before talking to her, I’d never hear the end of it. She’d probably send me out on slicks when it was going to pour down with rain. It was early in the game that I’d learned it was best not to fuck with anyone who held your safety in their hands.
 
   “Hi, Edie,” I greeted, pretending everything was fucking sunshine and roses. 
 
   “Well, if it isn’t the missing man himself.”
 
   “I wasn’t missing, Eden,” I explained with a slow measure. “I was in London. I know you know that.”
 
   “But you got back the night before last and I haven’t had a single phone call from you.” 
 
   Somehow, I just knew she was pouting as she said the words.
 
   “I just decided I needed more of a break away from everyone.”
 
   “What do you mean? Wasn’t that the point of London? Why’d you leave there if you still needed to be away?”
 
   “Didn’t really like it. It was too cold for me.” God this lying shit was far too easy, especially over the phone.
 
   “Sure.” She didn’t sound like she bought the lie as readily as I’d hoped. “So where are you now?”
 
   “In Brisbane.”
 
   All I heard was her stunned silence.
 
   “You there, Edie?” I asked, trying to stifle the amusement in my tone. 
 
   “You’re in Brisbane?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Eden, why on earth would I lie about where I am?”
 
   “I just . . . Well, I guess, I just didn’t think you’d go back there.”
 
   “I’ve come to Brisbane plenty of times.” Which was technically true, although it was the first time I’d returned to Browns Plains. Usually I gave it as wide a berth as possible.
 
   “Sure, I guess, usually with someone from here though. I can’t remember you ever going there voluntarily. So whereabouts in Brisbane are you?”
 
   Fuck, she was annoying. I could lie again, but I found I didn’t really want to deceive her. She was the closest thing to a friend I had in Sydney. Fuck, she was the closest thing I had to a friend, full stop. At least until I could rebuild what I’d once shared with Alyssa. 
 
   “Browns Plains.”
 
   She laughed, a nervous kind of chuckle. “I really didn’t think you’d ever go back there.”
 
   You and me both. I decided to play her for a bit and see if she’d admit to the whole talking about me to my mother behind my back thing. “Why not, Eden? My parents are here after all.”
 
   “I didn’t think you got along with your parents?” I could hear the hesitation in her voice.
 
   “Is that just a gut feeling?” I paused but not long enough for her to answer. “Or something you gleaned from your multiple conversations with my mother?”
 
   To my surprise, Eden laughed. There wasn’t a trace of embarrassment in her voice. “She told you about that, did she?”
 
   “Some of it.”
 
   “Kelly and I have become close over the years.”
 
   Kelly? It was so weird hearing Mum’s name come from Eden, as if they were long-time friends. I guessed they were, even if I’d only just learned of it. 
 
   “She’s really lovely, and she was really worried about you.”
 
   “Yeah, when I went off the deep end four fucking years ago. That doesn’t explain continued conversations.”
 
    I could almost hear the eye rolling going on at her end of the call. “You think I shouldn’t care about her just because she’s your mother?”
 
   “Really, I don’t give a fuck whether you’re friends with her or not, I just don’t like people sneaking around behind my fucking back. Especially not people who I fucking counted as a friend.”
 
   “Declan, of course I’m your friend. Morgan is too.”
 
   “Leave that fucking boyfriend of yours out of it. There was nothing friendly about his last visit.”
 
   She chuckled. “If you’d just given him a black eye in return like usual you wouldn’t be so pissed at him right now.”
 
   I couldn’t argue because she was right but regardless, I was pissed. Although at what exactly I wasn’t sure anymore—the world in general would do. “I bet the three of you thought it was fucking hilarious talking about all my dirty laundry.”
 
   “Yes, Declan. You’re right. We do nothing else with our time but talk about you.” Each word was dripping with sarcasm. “I have no other possible reason for calling your mother.”
 
   I sighed. I really didn’t need her giving me sarcastic shit. More than anything, I was regretting turning my phone back on.
 
   Her tone snapped back to normal, if still slightly pissy. “It might surprise you to learn this, but the world doesn’t revolve around you. Yes, you may have been the reason Kelly and I started to talk, but I honestly can’t remember the last time you were discussed other than in passing. Anyway, I didn’t call you up to fucking get abused.”
 
   “Sorry. I’ve just had a fucking stressful week.”
 
   She laughed. “You have had a stressful year.”
 
   She was fucking right about that, and I knew what I needed to do to start fixing that. “Eden?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Do you still have Dr. Henrikson’s number?”
 
   “Sure. Somewhere at least. I can find it for you if you like? I thought you stopped seeing him though?”
 
   “Yeah, I did.”
 
   “So why do you want his number?”
 
   “’Cause he’s the only fucking shrink I want to talk to. Is that okay with you or did I forget to ask your fucking permission?” I snapped.
 
   “Yes, of course. Sorry for fucking asking. I think it’s a good thing you’re going back to see him.”
 
   She honestly couldn’t resist fucking sticking her nose into my business, could she?
 
   “Can you just text me that number when you find it.”
 
   “Sure thing. So can we expect to see you back in the office soon? I know Morgan is hanging for a night out.”
 
   “I don’t know, Edie, I’m not sure whether Danny wants me back before the testing in January. Besides, I’m not sure how long I’ll be in Brisbane for.”
 
   “Mmmm? And what’s so special that it’s keeping you there for an extended stay?”
 
   My heart hammered in my chest knowing the answer to that question. Well, the two answers. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to talk about it all to anyone yet. Then again, Eden would be the most understanding, and it would be nice to have someone on my side of the fence knowing about it. For another minute, I continued my internal debate. 
 
   “My daughter,” I finally managed to whisper when the “tell her” side won.
 
   I got no response. I wasn’t sure whether Eden had heard or not, but I sure as fuck couldn’t speak again. Not without throwing up. My hands were shaking so badly that I could barely hold the phone up to my ear.
 
   “Your what?” Eden whispered back; her voice had no more volume than mine.
 
   If I’d had any doubts about Mum’s story about Eden not knowing, they were swept away by the shock in Eden’s voice. She wasn’t that good of an actress. 
 
   “Phoebe.” Her name gave me a little bit of strength. “My daughter.”
 
   “Wow. Daughter. You have a daughter. Wow. That’s just . . . Wow.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Do your parents know?”
 
   I humphed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “They’ve fucking known all along. Ever since Alyssa found out she was pregnant.”
 
   “Wait, wasn’t Alyssa your high school girl or something?”
 
   “How the fuck would you even know that, Eden?” I’d never told her. Only one person in Sydney knew about Alyssa at all, and he was forbidden from telling anyone else under Doctor/Client privilege.
 
   “It was just something your mum said, when I helped arrange the surprise meeting— Wait, did she tell you about that?”
 
   “Yes, she fucking told me about that. Now, don’t change the fucking subject.”
 
   “Well, being a father hasn’t cleaned your language up any.”
 
   “Eden—” My voice was a low warning. 
 
   “Your mum said she wanted to tell you something about an ex-girlfriend. She’d hoped that the two of you might work things out. I didn’t have the heart to tell her you were out screwing around all over town. She mentioned Alyssa’s name then.”
 
   “Well la-de-fucking-da. I’m glad everyone knows all my shit.”
 
   “Declan, I’m hardly everyone. And I swear I knew nothing about your daughter.” 
 
   “Whatever, Eden. I gotta go, all right? Can you text me that number?”
 
   “Is that why you haven’t been able to concentrate on the track? Because of your daughter?”
 
   “No,” I growled. “I only just fucking found out about her a week ago.”
 
   “Sorry. I had to ask.”
 
   “Please don’t tell anyone. I just want to sort shit out for myself first.”
 
   “Sure thing, Declan. And I’ll get that number to you soon.”
 
   “Thanks, Edie.”
 
   I hung up the phone and stared at it until the tone beeped to indicate that I had a new message. I pulled up the number and looked at the clock through the kitchen window as I dialled. It was just after four in the afternoon. Dr. Henrikson kept precise hours and closed the office at five. I figured I would have time to call quickly, and maybe schedule a phone hook-up for the following day. 
 
   The sooner I spoke to him, the sooner I could take Alyssa out on our first date. I rang the number and got an answering machine. I hung up the phone and as I did, I realised the time on my phone screen read just after five. I hurled the phone across the patio in frustration. I’d fucking forgotten that Queensland was too fucking backward to introduce daylight savings, so it was a fucking hour behind Sydney during summer. Damn. 
 
   It meant I’d fucking have to wait until the next day to schedule a meeting, which would put everything a day behind. 
 
   I walked over and grabbed my phone to assess the damage. It had busted apart when it hit the wood decking, but thankfully still worked when I pieced it back together again. I dialled Dr. Henrikson’s number again. At least I knew he wasn’t going to be there this time.
 
   “Dr. Henrikson. It’s DR. I want to schedule an appointment for a phone consultation. Soon. Today if possible,” I knew he wasn’t going to get the message that day, so I left the message in anticipation of him checking it in the morning. “Sorry . . . about the last session, I mean. Anyway, I’m not in Sydney, but if you call me to arrange a time, I can call you back for the session.” I rattled off both my mobile and Mum’s home number so that he would definitely be able to reach me. Vaguely, I wondered if he would actually call me back. Especially after what happened the last time we saw each other. It was hard to fucking believe that it was almost a year ago. Just after I won the championship. I thought back on that time in my life.
 
   
 
 
   
“I NEED tablets, Doc. I’m just not fucking sleeping anymore.”
 
   “Declan, we’ve discussed this before. Giving you sleeping tablets is not going to help in the long term. They are a short-term remedy. We need to find the root cause for your insomnia.” Dr. Henrikson’s slight British accent usually made his voice calming but in that moment, it just annoyed the fuck out of me. I didn’t understand why he couldn’t just give me the fucking prescription and be done with it. Each time I returned to his office, he’d been increasingly difficult about prescribing what I needed.
 
   “I know the fucking cause, Doc. I can’t stop my mind from ticking over without the help of the fucking tablets.” I paced back and forth across his office. 
 
   He sighed. “You’ve supplanted illegal drugs with legal ones. I cannot in good conscience sign a prescription for a drug addict.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I’m hardly a fucking addict. I haven’t touched the hard stuff for years now.”
 
   “You know a lot of people think that once an addict, always an addict. Besides, there are different levels of addiction and it’s been my experience that it is a constant battle often lost at the most minor of infractions.”
 
   “I was never fucking addicted, all right? It was just a bit of fun and fuckery, and when it went too far, I came to see you. I gave it up.”
 
   “If you say so. Why don’t we discuss what is keeping you awake at night.”
 
   I growled in frustration as I flipped around for a fresh lap in my pacing. “I told you, I just can’t turn my fucking brain off.”
 
   His gaze followed my steps with a practiced patience. “You must be thinking about something? Is it to do with work? Are there any problems there?”
 
   I stopped pacing long enough to give him an incredulous look. “Do you even fucking watch the news at all? I just fucking took the championship. Youngest driver ever to do it. So, no, there’s no fucking problem at work.”
 
   The end of his blond moustache lifted as he met my look with a smug smile. “Well, there must be something? What about Alyssa?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I fucking told you about her once because you asked about my past fucking relationships. I don’t understand why you feel the need to fucking bring her up each fucking session. If I wanted to talk about Alyssa, I would fucking talk about Alyssa. I don’t—so case fucking closed.”
 
   “Do you dream about her?”
 
   I flinched, because I did. Every fucking night she was there. I’d managed to purge her out of my waking thoughts, but there were two times when she invaded my life. In my fantasies if I ever indulged in the use of my hand—which was why it was easier to go to a club and pick up an easy score—and at night when I closed my eyes. During those two times, Alyssa was all I could see. “I thought I just said case fucking closed.”
 
   He chuckled. “And that makes me want to talk about it all the more. You’re not an off-limits type of guy. You’ve told me about your drug use, about your drinking, about the violent acts you can remember, and about your regular night-time activities. That makes me wonder why Alyssa is off-limits.”
 
   “Because she is,” I snapped.
 
   He raised his eyebrows at me. “That’s all? ‘Because she is.’”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why is she off-limits?” he asked patiently.
 
   I threw my hands in the air and started on my well-worn path again. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because,” I snapped.
 
   “In more than one word.”
 
   I sighed, and pinched the bridge of my nose. He was really starting to grate on my last fucking nerve. “Because she’s in the past, that’s why.”
 
   “Everything we talk about is in your past.”
 
   “She’s in my past as in another fucking life. I don’t talk about my parents either. I don’t talk about any of my old fucking school friends. Because they all belong to another part of my life that no longer exists.”
 
   “But they do still exist, Declan. Don’t you see that? You can try to cut that part of yourself off, but it’s still there. It’s still part of what makes you who you are today. So why won’t you tell me about Alyssa?”
 
   “Because I can’t stand to think about her. Because thinking about her fucking stresses me out too fucking much. Because every time someone mentions her fucking name I feel like someone has ripped out my heart and lungs and I don’t fucking like feeling like that. So shut the fuck up about Alyssa fucking Dawson!” By the end of my rant I was standing just inches from him, shouting while tears of rage pricked my eyes.
 
   “Is it possible you still love her?” he almost whispered.
 
   In the next instant, I had him pinned against the wall. To his credit he didn’t even look afraid. “You are a fucking lunatic! Why the fuck do I pay you a small fucking fortune each fucking week? You don’t do shit for me. You won’t even give me the one thing I fucking need and yet you insist on harping on about the one topic I’ve said is off fucking limits.” I shoved him into the wall and pushed away. “Fuck you, man, you’re nothing but a two-bit fucking quack.”
 
   Turning away from him, I kicked his coffee table over before slamming his door open to leave. I stalked past the receptionist without a second glance. I hadn’t shown up for another session since.
 
   
 
 
   
AS I sat, reliving the memory, I grew more unsure of what to do next. I took a deep breath and, recalling the agitation which had been such a constant in my life for so long, paced up and down the length of the patio. I had no idea how long it would be before Mum got home and until then, I was locked out and unable to change or eat or anything. I could go for a drive, but to where? The realisation of where I needed to be hit me like a lightning bolt.
 
   I walked back to the front yard and grabbed a piece of paper from the car. Jotting down a note for Mum, I let her know I was going for another walk, that I’d be home later, and that my mobile was on. Before long, I was back at our park. Instead of heading to the table though, I moved toward the base of the giant tree which provided shade to a section of the park. Sitting on the roots, I tilted my head back and relaxed. 
 
   If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend Alyssa was beside me. After a while, I twisted to lie on my back between the roots of the tree, feeling the cool, shadowed ground beneath me and enjoying the slight breeze in the air. I kept my eyes closed and felt at peace. For the first time in a long time, I was able to turn my mind off. I still saw Alyssa as soon as my eyes were closed, but I didn’t fight it. 
 
   Instead, I spent my time revisiting all my favourite features; the way her fingers curl through the ends of her hair when she’s nervous, the almost opaque colour of her skin, and the soft honey-gold gaze that burned me from inside in the best possible way. From there, my thoughts turned to Phoebe. I wondered how many traits she’d inherited from Alyssa. How much was she like me? 
 
   A spark of curiosity burned deep within me, and I realised I wanted to know more about her. I wanted to know everything about her. With that thought in my mind, I was determined that somehow Alyssa and I would make it work.
 
   My mobile rang, startling me back to reality.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Declan. It’s Dr. Henrikson. I believe you wanted to talk to me urgently.”
 
   “Fuck. I mean, shit, thanks for calling back. I just didn’t expect you to call so soon.”
 
   “You asked me to call you back today. I assume you have something you need to discuss.”
 
   “I actually didn’t think you’d check your messages until tomorrow. But, Doc, I have to apologise, for . . . well . . . for the last time we spoke. I guess I just didn’t know what was fucking going on in my head.”
 
   “That is usually the reason for seeing a psychiatrist isn’t it?”
 
   I settled back to the ground with my eyes closed and the phone pressed to my ear. “I guess.”
 
   “I have to admit, I was a little bit surprised you decided to reach out to the two-bit quack again though.”
 
   “Shit, you know I didn’t fucking mean that.”
 
   “I’ve known you long enough to know you don’t say anything you don’t mean, at least on some level. Enough about last time though. To what do I owe the pleasure now?”
 
   “I need to sort some shit out. And trust me, I’ve got some deep fucking shit to sort out.”
 
   “Are you back on the drugs, Declan? Is that why you’ve been crashing?”
 
   Why does every fucker have an opinion on why I’ve been fucking crashing? “No. I’m not back on the fucking drugs. I just need to fucking know whether you’ll help me with some phone sessions over the next few weeks.”
 
   “I can probably pencil you in. I can have Lucy call you in the morning. Are there any particular times of day that would be better for you?”
 
   “Any time is fine. I just need at least one a day for the next few weeks.”
 
   “Every day?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   He seemed to consider it for a while. “I guess if you want a session a day, I can get Lucy to squeeze you in.”
 
   I smiled to myself. An hour a day on the phone with Dr. Henrikson would be absolutely worth a date every night with Alyssa. After all, she was the one who made me agree to the condition of one date per session. She’d never specified how many sessions she wanted me to have though, or a maximum number. It was a loophole of her creation, I was just happily dancing through it. 
 
   I said goodbye to Dr. Henrikson and placed my phone on my stomach. Without his voice in my ear, I greeted my visions of Alyssa again. I must have started to drift off to sleep because a sound near my head jolted me back to consciousness. I turned my head to see what it was, and was greeted by a sight that made me leap to my feet in surprise: a pair of turquoise eyes, and a shining bright smile, set in a tiny little face surrounded by a curtain of brown hair.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: TWO ON ONE
 
   
 
 
   
“FU—” I THREW my hand over my mouth before the word could come out. Truthfully, she’d scared the hell out of me. I hadn’t expected to see Phoebe again so soon and I definitely hadn’t expected her to fucking sneak up on me while I was lying beneath the tree which held so many perfect memories for me. I looked up and saw Alyssa standing timidly by our table. 
 
   I stared at Alyssa as if she were an apparition. Just moments ago, I’d had my eyes closed and was going over her face and body in my mind again and again. Seeing her for real, I realised my memory was not accurate. In my memory, Alyssa was beautiful. Standing in front of me she was fucking astronomical—nothing less than an Aphrodite.
 
   Alyssa stared at me too, seemingly just as transfixed.
 
   “Look, Mummy, it’s your friend, Declan.” Phoebe’s voice suddenly filled the air between us, drawing my attention.
 
   “That’s right, sweetie,” Alyssa cooed at Phoebe. She walked a few steps farther into the park. “I don’t think we’ll stay here tonight though, Declan probably wants to be alone.”
 
   “No,” I said quickly. “Don’t leave on my account.” I wasn’t sure why Alyssa was there, so far from her house, but I didn’t want to force her out. “Why don’t you stay?”
 
   Alyssa stared at me, no doubt trying to figure out how sincere I was.
 
   “I need to talk to you anyway,” I continued. “I mean—if that’s okay with you?”
 
   Alyssa looked undecided for a few moments. She glanced at Phoebe and I could almost see her weighing up her options. When she started walking over to me, I breathed a fucking sigh of relief. I sat back down on the grass and she sat beside me. After unloading a few toys from a backpack she was carrying, she threw a small soft soccer ball at Phoebe who squealed and started to throw it away and chase it around.
 
   Alyssa watched me cautiously. “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   “I did it.” I smirked at her, knowing she had no idea what I was talking about. “I called Dr. Henrikson, my psychiatrist, and he’s going to organise for me to start sessions tomorrow.” I didn’t want to tell her I’d arranged daily sessions just yet, otherwise she might try to stitch up the loophole.
 
   She raised her eyebrow at me. “That was fast. I’d expected you to think it over a little bit first.”
 
   I shrugged. “What’s to think over? I’ve already told you I want to make a go of this,” I waved my hand between the two of us. “You’ve already told me that to do that I need to see a fu—” Her eyes narrowed and shot over to glance at Phoebe before settling back on me. Right, I’ve got to watch my fucking language. “—that I need to see a shrink.”
 
   She shook her head sadly. “It’s not going to be a quick fix.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You think I don’t fucking know that?” 
 
   I put my hand over my mouth once I realised I had let loose a fucking swear word. I was used to talking without swearing when I fucking needed to, like at press conferences and shit like that, but when it came to any emotive issues, the words tended to just fucking fall out without any conscious thought. I realised it was going to take a lot of effort to watch my mouth around Phoebe.
 
   She stared down at her hands. “You’ve done a lot of hurtful things.”
 
   I sighed. “I know. And I can never really apologise enough for them all. But we had a good day today, didn’t we?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes.” Her eyes remained fixed on her hands.
 
   “What is it, Alyssa? Please talk to me.”
 
   “I keep waiting for it to happen.”
 
   “For what to happen?” I asked, confused at her change of tack.
 
   “For the moment you run away.”
 
   I put my finger on her chin and directed it toward me until I could capture her gaze. “I’m done running, Alyssa. Running hasn’t made me happy. It hasn’t made anyone happy.”
 
   Her gaze penetrated through me, right through to the very depths of my soul—or at least the parts of it that were undamaged after my recent discoveries. She seemed to be searching for something. She shrugged and looked away. “We’ll see.” 
 
   The sadness in her voice made my jaw clench.
 
   I knew there was no point fucking arguing. The only way to convince her that I had changed was to fucking show her that I had changed. And there was no time like now to start. “So are we on for tomorrow night then?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, I’ve got a session with the doc tomorrow, so that means you owe me one date. If we’re going one for one, like we agreed, it’ll be easier to have the date on the same day as the session won’t it? So we don’t fu—so we don’t lose count.”
 
   She laughed a little, but it wasn’t a proper laugh; there was no joy in it. “Aren’t you getting sick of me yet? You’ve seen me every day since being in Brisbane.”
 
   I brought my hand up to her face, wrapping my fingers around her cheek. There was a brief second when she closed her eyes and leaned into my hand. “And if I had my way, I’d see you every day the whole time I’m here.” I still wasn’t going to tell her my plan about daily dates, but I was damn certain I would make it work somehow.
 
   She recoiled, but I wasn’t sure whether it was from my words or my touch. I saw there were tears in her eyes and they were threatening to spill. “I can’t . . . I’m not going to pretend everything is perfect—”
 
   Phoebe selected that moment to interrupt. Apparently she was bored of playing by herself with the ball. I grabbed it from her gently and then cast what I hoped was a winning smile but really I had no idea, because I’d never been a kid person, so I had no fucking clue what I was doing or what to expect. “Do you want to play soccer?”
 
   Phoebe scrunched her nose up; her blue eyes sparkled in the slowly fading sunlight. “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s a game. You kick the ball up the field and try to get it in the goal.”
 
   She tilted her head to one side. “What’s a goal?”
 
   “In soccer, it’s a piece of metal that’s shaped like this”—I made the shape of a soccer goal with my fingers—“and it has a net on the back.”
 
   She looked up and down the field, obviously trying to find the goals. “There’s none. We can’t play.”
 
   “Sure we can.” I pulled myself to a kneeling position and whispered into her ear, “We can pretend there are goal posts.” Then I pulled back and furrowed my brow. “Do you know what pretend means?” She was fucking three, I didn’t know what shit she did or didn’t know.
 
   She nodded enthusiastically. “It’s when it’s not real. Like my daddy, I pretend him all the time.”
 
   It was such an innocent statement, said with no malice or hatred, and yet somehow it hurt more than the worst fucking insult that had ever been hurled at me. How the fuck could a three-year-old girl know exactly what to say to break my fucking heart? I closed my eyes and took a shaky breath.
 
   “Declan, you don’t have to do this, we can go,” Alyssa said, already halfway over to Phoebe.
 
   I shook my head, steeled my resolve and plastered a fake smile on my face. “How about a game of two-on-one?”
 
   Alyssa seemed to consider it for a moment and then nodded. I picked up my phone and slid it into my pocket. Then I grabbed her backpack and moved it over to the side of the park and we started our impromptu game of two-on-one soccer. Technically, it was Alyssa and Phoebe against me, but what happened in reality was that Alyssa or I would kick the ball softly to Phoebe who would boot it in any direction and jump up and down declaring she got it in the goal. She was too fucking cute to argue with.
 
   The game continued for around half an hour or so until Phoebe decided she was bored with it and wanted to pick flowers instead. Who knew that three-year-olds could be so fucking fickle?
 
   Alyssa and I walked slowly behind Phoebe as she started to duck in and out of the trees around the park finding flowers and yanking the tops off. Then she’d get bored with the one she’d picked and move on to another colour.
 
   “Why did you come here, Declan?” Alyssa asked quietly.
 
   “I don’t know. Mum was out and I didn’t see the point hanging around home when I couldn’t even get in the fucking house.”
 
   “Please watch your mouth,” Alyssa said, but she smirked, so there was no real anger.
 
   “Sorry.” I shrugged. “Habit.”
 
   She nodded. “You’ll work on that, won’t you?”
 
   I grinned at her, before giving her a little wink. “I’ll try.”
 
   She laughed at the reference to our previous conversation. “Fair enough. That doesn’t explain why you came here though, just why you’re not at home.”
 
   I stopped walking for a second, contemplating what she was asking. Why did I go to our park? Did I even really know? “I guess I just wanted to be reminded how good we were. We were good weren’t we?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, we were good.”
 
   “Until I fucked it up.”
 
   She smacked my arm with her eyes opened wide, motioning in Phoebe’s direction, but then chuckled. “Yeah, until then.”
 
   We fell into silence as we walked side by side. I could hear Phoebe talking to herself and to the trees and to any-fucking-thing that would listen.
 
   “Well, I told you why I’m here. Why are you here?”
 
   “Phoebe and I come here almost every day. It’s the one place that’s just ours. Don’t get me wrong, I am so grateful for all the support I get from Flynn and my family, but sometimes I think I just need some time to be alone with her. This place always held so many good memories for me.” She kept quiet on the bad ones. 
 
   “I’m sorry for intruding on it. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather I left?”
 
   She shook her head. I reached out and grabbed her hand in mine. She didn’t pull away which made me smile. She glanced over at me and smiled in reply. It was like it always had been—when I was with Alyssa none of the other shit mattered, nothing else mattered, but then we’d part company and all my shitty thoughts would come flooding back in.
 
   Phoebe came back to us with three flowers in her hands. “Mummy, which one do you want?”
 
   Alyssa put on a look of mock concentration. “Um, let me see. The yellow one?”
 
   Phoebe beamed at her and passed her the yellow one.
 
   It was still so surreal seeing the blend of Alyssa and me in a walking, talking little package. A fucking cute little package with the perfect mix of each of us. I began to wonder what she would look like as she grew, and instantly regretted the thought because she would get older—and no doubt prettier—and then she would date. 
 
   Fuck me. 
 
   I didn’t even want to think about that but I couldn’t help it. Questions came unbidden into my mind. Would she have her heart broken by some dick? Would she find someone who was good to her? Would she be the sort to go to clubs and fuck random arsehole strangers? God, I hoped not. It may have been hypocritical of me—in fact there was no fucking may about it, it was hypocritical of me—but she was too good for that. She was too good for every fucking man who walked this earth or ever would. My free hand went to the bridge of my nose as I tried to put the thoughts out of my head before I went fucking crazy. For some unknown reason, I had a sudden compulsion to lock her into a room and never let her back out again.
 
   Alyssa seemed to sense my stress, or maybe she just fucking knew my tells too well, and gripped my hand a little more tightly with hers, as if trying to hold me in place. “What is it, Declan?”
 
   I knew it would sound stupid to Alyssa, fuck it sounded stupid to me, but I wanted to be honest with her. I didn’t want her to imagine the worst possible scenario for what was stressing me out. I looked at Alyssa, stress eating me alive from the inside. “She’s going to date.”
 
   A look of shock passed across Alyssa’s features for a second before she burst out laughing. She laughed so hard, for so long, that tears started to run down her face. Phoebe started to chuckle at Alyssa. I stood there open mouthed because that was not the fucking reaction I expected. My stress grew into aggravation as the laughter continued. The longer the laughter went on, the more my irritation grew.
 
   “I’m glad you find it fucking amusing,” I snapped.
 
   Alyssa wiped a tear from her eye. “Sorry. It’s just . . . well, for someone who wasn’t sure he even was ready for this you’ve jumped on the protective ship pretty quickly.”
 
   She seemed to choose her words carefully. I noticed she hadn’t used the words “dad” or “father.”
 
   “It’s all right, Declan. That’s years away. And when the time comes, I’ll deal with it.”
 
   I shook my head and pulled Alyssa closer to me. “No. We’ll deal with it. Together.”
 
   Alyssa dropped my hand and looked away with a frown. The shift in her demeanour was instant and confusing. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked, reaching for her arm.
 
   “Just stop making promises you won’t keep,” she hissed back at me. “Especially around her. I can deal with another broken heart, she shouldn’t have to.” 
 
   “Lys, I—”
 
   She shot me a glare that froze my blood and stilled my tongue. Every ounce of agony and anger she’d experienced poured from the momentary eye contact. Then, scooping Phoebe up into her arms, she made a beeline for her backpack. 
 
   Placing Phoebe on the ground near the bag, Alyssa knelt in front of her and whispered, “We’re going home now, honey. Okay?”
 
   Phoebe shook her head. “I want to play some more.”
 
   Alyssa closed her eyes and sighed. “Please sweetie, Mummy needs to go now. If you’re a good girl we’ll get a treat later, okay?”
 
   Phoebe pouted but didn’t complain. Alyssa started roughly shoving the toys back into the bag. I walked over and started to help but she pulled the bag off me.
 
   “I can do it on my own, Dec,” she said. Something told me she wasn’t just talking about the bag. 
 
   “Alyssa, how can I get you to trust me?” I asked, needing an answer to that question more than ever before.
 
   “I can’t . . . I just don’t . . .” Alyssa just shook her head. She waved her hand at me in dismissal, put the bag over one shoulder, hitched Phoebe onto her hip and practically ran from the park. “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
   “Now who’s running?” I shouted after her. I was pissed. I knew I had no right to my anger, but I couldn’t help it. My irritation was already at its maximum because of her laughter over my protective streak. Her running away only made it spike.
 
   She didn’t respond and just kept going, disappearing into the trees before long. The last thing I saw was my little girl turn and blow me a kiss before waving goodbye. 
 
   A big part of me wanted to chase after them, to make Alyssa understand that I wasn’t going anywhere. Another part though, the small part I was trying to silence—the part that wanted to run from Alyssa and her magnetic fucking draw—told me to stay the fuck where I was because she wasn’t worth it. Those two parts ripped at each other until I told the smaller part to shut the fuck up and then ran after Alyssa. I escaped from the trees just in time to see her taillights disappear around the corner. I ran down the road after her, but she was gone.
 
   I didn’t know what this meant for us. Did she just need space? Should I chase after her or wait for her to call me? The one thing I needed was to try to find some calm, because my anger was still simmering through my veins, burning me from the inside. If I had chased after her sooner, it probably would have been a disaster. Any conversation we tried to have would likely have been explosive. 
 
   For a moment, I sat on the kerb and tried to gather my thoughts, but the longer I thought about the way Alyssa shut down after my promise, the more my doubt seeped into my every pore. The negative words rolled through me—she would never trust me, so why should I bother to try to convince her to? Eventually, I pulled myself up off the kerb and headed back to Mum’s house. When I arrived, the front door stood open. 
 
   “Decided to grace us with your presence again, have you?” Mum asked.
 
   “Mum, just fucking don’t, all right. Not now.” My mind was still twisted in knots and undecided over what I should do about Alyssa.
 
   “Don’t talk to your mother like that.” Dad’s voice came from the kitchen.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t the fucking invisible man,” I snapped back at him. Then I ignored him as I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a can of Coke out of the fridge. 
 
   “Declan, you sit down at that table—” he started.
 
   “Fuck off.” I was ready to head back out the door again less than a minute after I arrived. Alyssa’s mood swing had put me on edge; I couldn’t deal with my parents’ shit too. Without waiting for him to start again, I headed for the front door.
 
   “Declan!” Mum called out as she chased after me. “What has gotten into you?”
 
   Her brow dipped into a frown and she reached for me before hesitating. A ghost of doubt crossed her face, and I wondered whether she thought I was going to fly off the handle like I apparently had during my parents’ trip to Sydney. 
 
   Pinching the bridge of my nose, I took a deep breath. “What the fuck do you think?”
 
   “Why don’t you just tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
   “Alyssa. Alyssa’s what’s fucking wrong. Alyssa is what has always been fucking wrong.” I turned away from her and took a couple of pacing steps, my hands clenching and unclenching at my sides. 
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   I spun on my heels. “That’s nice, Mum, real fucking nice. Of course it has to be something I’ve fucking done, doesn’t it? She couldn’t possibly have her own shit to sort out either? It couldn’t possibly be anything but my fuck-up, right?” 
 
   Mum looked like she was going to say something more, but I didn’t want to listen. All I could think was what a fucking waste of time the whole trip had been. All I’d done was rip open old wounds in my heart, tear some new ones in my soul, and it was all for nothing. Nothing had changed. I was still as empty as ever. 
 
   “You know what? I’m sick of everyone assuming the fucking worst of me. I know I’ve done some fucked-up shit, but seriously, don’t I get any fucking credit for trying to fix it?”
 
   “You have to understand that one day of interest doesn’t make up for four years of neglect, Declan. It just can’t. Especially considering how roughly you treated her when you first left.”
 
   Right . . . the three months I could barely remember. I closed my eyes and sighed. It did nothing for my sanity. I could only think of one thing that would, but doing it would be breaking the rules Alyssa had set for me. Fuck her, and fuck her rules. “Whatever. I’m going out. I don’t know when I’ll be back.” 
 
   She nodded and then pressed a key into my hand. “Come home when you’re ready.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   She frowned, but didn’t say anything more as I climbed into my car and gunned the engine. I peeled off from the kerb with a squeal and drove into the ever-darkening horizon. Alyssa didn’t trust me. My mother had lied to me. My heart had been shattered and broken. My soul twisted and destroyed. More than anything, I needed to get away. To blow off some steam. There was only one way I knew how—a decent night out. A night of drinking and debauchery.
 
   It wasn’t like Alyssa was trying to keep up her end of the bargain, so why should I? Would she even care if I just disappeared again? I doubted it. She had her perfect life already planned out, and it was clear from her, “I can do it on my own,” that she wasn’t including me. 
 
   Well, fuck her then. 
 
   Ten minutes later, I was tearing down the motorway in the direction of the Gold Coast. 
 
   Pushing the car past one eighty, I inched closer to home with every passing second. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: UNFORGIVEN
 
   
 
 
   
TRAVELLING AT ALMOST twice the speed limit down the M1 toward the Gold Coast, my mind was filled with the past, and with past mistakes. 
 
   As I drove along the highway, I passed the rides at Dreamworld, the studios at Movie World and the waterslides at Wet’n’Wild. On autopilot, my body knew just where it wanted to go. I took the Smith Street exit off the highway and followed it through Surfers Paradise and onto the Spit. I was going to our old hangout. After I finally had my licence, halfway through year twelve, Alyssa and I would come cruising regularly to the Spit with Ben and Jade. It had always bored Alyssa to tears because cars had never been her thing, but she’d had Jade to talk to and had endured the rest of it for me. Of course the shitty Datsun I’d driven then was nothing compared to my Monaro.
 
   I knew the Spit wouldn’t be busy because it was a weeknight, but it didn’t matter because I wasn’t coming for company. In fact, I wouldn’t have complained if I was the only car there. After pulling into the Sea World car park, I put the handbrake on, leaving the car running but not in gear. I locked my car so no fucker could disturb me. 
 
   Once I was settled, I thought about the last day and how much everything shifted and changed constantly with Alyssa. It was almost impossible to track where I stood with her. 
 
   Just that morning I’d had no idea what to expect, but then we’d agreed to try for an us and my hopes had skyrocketed. We’d had fun at the shops, like old friends, and then she’d frozen up when she introduced me to Phoebe and I’d taken the high road even though I hadn’t wanted to. Then, when I thought things were finally turning around, it went to shit. Somehow, I’d fucked it up in the park when I hadn’t even expected to see her there. 
 
   Why did I have to go there?
 
   If I hadn’t, maybe I’d know still know where the fuck I stood now. Instead, I was down at the Gold Coast, trying to capture old memories of a better time. All I got instead was a constant loop of all the ways I’d fucked up over the years. Alyssa, my career, everything. It had all gone to shit. The only thing that connected all those dots was me. 
 
   I turned my stereo on, threw in a CD and cranked it up. The sounds of Metallica thumped from the stereo. Closing my eyes, I let the general noise of the band, and James Hetfield’s voice in particular, take over my mind. Just like I had as a teen, I let the angry words fill me, drowning out my thoughts completely. Tapping the drumbeat on my steering wheel, I allowed the music to do its job and distract me. It worked. At least until track four came on, and I felt like the song had been written for me and everything came flooding back. 
 
   Singing along at the top of my lungs, I vented my frustration through song. I was just fucking glad I was alone in the car park.
 
   Just as I was finishing the last chorus, with an extra flourish on the “drums” on my steering wheel, I spotted a security guard wandering over. I turned down my music and pushed the button to wind down my window.
 
   He noticed he had my attention when he was halfway to my car.
 
   “Sorry, son, this is private property. You can’t park here.”
 
   I nodded and waved to let him know I would be going. I pushed repeat on the CD player before putting the car in gear and driving off. I spent twenty minutes circling the Gold Coast, not knowing what the fuck to do or where the fuck to go. In the end, I drove around the streets that were closed off to become a racetrack once each year. Those streets, I knew fucking well after four years racing there in both production cars and ProV8s. 
 
   Those streets, I understood even if nothing else made sense. 
 
   I clung on to the corners in my car, craving familiarity. Only there was nothing familiar there anymore. The track was cleared, the stands dismantled, and the crowds tucked in their beds all around Australia and the rest of the world. The roads were just that—roads. I longed for the comfort of my race gear, the feeling of power that came from throwing the race car around the track. I ached to feel in control of something—anything—rather than just feeling like a passive bystander in my own life.
 
   Parking in Surfers Paradise, I walked along the beachfront until I reached Cavil Avenue and the nightclubs that lined the road. They were ones Alyssa and I had always talked about visiting after we turned eighteen, but we’d never made it. I doubted she had even after I left; the twins were born shortly before my own eighteenth and her birthday was almost two months after that. Grief and a three-month-old would hardly have put her in the mood for clubbing. 
 
   On a whim, I walked inside one. I didn’t notice what the name was; didn’t really care. Something to do with moons or stars or some shit. I just wanted a drink. I longed for control, but if I couldn’t have it, oblivion would do.
 
   It cost me a ten fucking dollar cover charge to get into the club. I ordered a double whiskey and a Corona and was out another twenty. I downed the whiskey in one gulp and chased it with the beer. At that rate, it would cost me too much to get sufficiently blotto. Once, I wouldn’t have blinked at the cost, but with my recent fines and pay suspension, I had to give a shit about things like that. 
 
   Even though I had no idea where things stood with Alyssa, I wasn’t interested in chasing tail; for once my libido was tucked away—or perhaps I’d just left it in Browns Plains with Alyssa. On top of that, the music was shit. All in all, there was no fucking way I would be able to relax in the club, so I left. Instead, I pulled into the first bottle-o I saw and bought two small bottles of whiskey.
 
   Within minutes, I was back on the highway. I put “Unforgiven II” on repeat to drown out my thoughts, and drank deeply from the bottle as I drove up the highway back to Browns Plains. It was only when I turned off the highway that I decided I couldn’t leave it like it was. I drove straight to Alyssa’s house. I wasn’t happy with the way things had ended in the park and I needed to know where we stood. I just needed to get her to understand how much I needed her now. How inescapable she was for me. That I wasn’t making any promises I didn’t fully intend to keep.
 
   I hadn’t realised I had downed three quarters of the first bottle until I climbed out of the car and my legs didn’t work quite the way they were supposed to. I staggered across her front lawn and banged on her door. “Alyssa!”
 
   There was no answer from the dark little house, so I banged again and shouted louder.
 
   There was still no response. I tried for a third time and a light came on. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a light in Alyssa’s house but her neighbour’s. Less than a minute later, someone came out of that house. An old lady wearing a floral nightgown and a hideous pink velvet robe stared down her nose at me with a mouth pinched into the shape of an arsehole.
 
   “What are you doing banging like that at this hour of night?” the nosy old bitch asked.
 
   “I gotta talk to Alyssa,” I shouted at her. I couldn’t seem to figure out how to find the volume control for my voice.
 
   “Well, she’s not there.” The old bitch started to shut her door, closing my one connection to answers at the moment.
 
   “Wait! Do you know where she is?”
 
   Mrs. Nosy looked me up and down as if I were some animal pissing on her roses. “It’s not really my place to say.”
 
   Sure, as if you don’t fucking gossip all up and down this town. 
 
   I didn’t recognise this old woman, but I knew her type well enough. Luckily for me, I also knew how to charm them. I took a few steps toward her yard, careful not to actually enter it because that would put her off-side. I put my best smile on my face, hoping like fuck it worked but too drunk to tell for sure. “Please, it’s really important. I have to talk to her, or at least get a message to her.”
 
   Mrs. Nosy looked me over again. “I know where she is. I can get a message to her for you.”
 
   “Tonight?” I interrupted.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “It’s too late to be politely calling on people, son.”
 
   “It’s really urgent.” I didn’t know why it was so fucking urgent, just that I needed to see her again and I felt that if I didn’t do it now, I’d never have another opportunity to try. I knew I was being irrational, but I couldn’t turn it off. A night of panic attacks and haunted dreams would be my reward if I refused to chase Alyssa right then. I wondered if it was just the words of the songs I’d been listening to that had me so worried, but I needed to see her to know that she would still try for there to be an us. I didn’t understand why she’d walked away from me at the park. Why she didn’t see that I was trying and just allow me the fucking opportunity to show her how devoted I could be if she’d just let me. Why she ran every time the future was mentioned in passing or I told her how beautiful she was.
 
   “Look, young man. I know Josh and Ruby wouldn’t appreciate getting a phone call this time of night—”
 
   I didn’t listen to the rest of her sentence. I knew enough for now. I stumbled back to my car and climbed in. I pulled out my phone and brought up the Internet. I flipped to the White Pages and entered Dawson of Browns Plains. There were fifteen names but only one J and R so I drove to the address listed for them. Why fucking call if I could just turn up? At least that way I could turn on the charm and have some chance for success—however limited that might have been.
 
   I finished the last of the bottle on the way to Josh’s. I needed liquid gold courage in order to be able to face him again. I could clearly remember the pain of our last meeting—a beating that severe takes a lifetime to forget. I parked the car one street over from their house. There was no point putting my baby in harm’s way if Josh decided to try to knock my block off. I wouldn’t put it past Ruby to fuck up my car somehow either.
 
   I walked the short distance to Josh’s house. It seemed to take forever, but I wondered whether that was because each of my steps seemed to take me farther sideways than forward. I checked each letterbox carefully, taking all my energy to focus on the numbers to make sure I got the right house. Once I was certain I had the one I needed, I thanked the Lord because the house was still mostly lit up. Someone had to be awake at least. I banged on the door once, but didn’t call out for Alyssa. That would be a sure-fire way to make sure she wasn’t the one who answered.
 
   The porch light came on above me and it drew my attention. I stared at it for a few moments, blinking. I didn’t even hear the door open, but I did hear the sigh. It was the smallest sound in the world but from the most important person.
 
   “What are you doing here, Declan?” Alyssa asked, sounding tired. “I thought we were going to meet up tomorrow night.”
 
   I smiled a little. “You still want to meet tomorrow?” I squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them quickly to try to focus on her.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Declan! Are you drunk?”
 
   Oh . . . fuck. Not drinking was one of her fucking requirements or some shit . . . wasn’t it? I scratched my head trying to remember. I recalled something along those lines. Shit! I shook my head enthusiastically. “Nope. Not me.” A chuckle escaped my lips.
 
   Alyssa pushed me away from the door and stepped out herself, pulling it closed behind her. “Declan, how stupid do you think I am?”
 
   I was confused by her question. “I don’t think you’re stupid at all.” Reaching out to stroke her hair, I continued. “I think you’re pretty.”
 
   “I’m going to ask you another question and you need to think very carefully about how you answer it, okay?”
 
   “Wait, was that the question?”
 
   She sighed and pressed on. “Have you been drinking tonight?”
 
   I nodded. I’d remembered I was allowed to drink, just not get drunk.
 
   “Well, at least you’re not trying to lie to me anymore.”
 
   I scrunched my eyebrows. “I may be a fuck-up, Alyssa, but I’ve never lied to you. Well except maybe when I told you I didn’t want you anymore.”
 
   She pinched the bridge of her nose but remained silent.
 
   “I never stopped wanting you. Never. I never stopped seeing you. Never ever.”
 
   I stepped closer to her and put my hand on her shoulder to steady myself. I rested my mouth against her ear.
 
   “I never stopped loving you. You’re in my dreams every night.”
 
   My vantage point gave me a good opportunity to drink in all her features, and I found that was more satisfying and helpful than the entire bottle of whiskey had been. I pulled back a little and examined her whole face. A lone tear ran down her cheek. Lifting my hand, I traced my finger across her skin to wipe away the tear before cupping her face. Her eyes closed and her lips parted. I guided her face closer to me. I gave her plenty of opportunity to pull away, but she didn’t. The instant our lips met the haze lifted from my mind.
 
   Her lips were moist and warm as they brushed against mine. Her tongue pressed forward into my mouth and made my breathing speed. I shifted my hand from her cheek to the back of her head. I wrapped my other hand around her waist and pulled her tightly to me. 
 
   Her hands came up into my hair and tugged at it gently. My mind was sending my body all sorts of crazy impulses. Some part of me realised that this was a mistake. I was pushing her too far and I needed to back off. I savoured her taste for another few seconds before gently pulling away from her lips and resting my forehead on hers. After the magic was broken and we’d parted, I kept my eyes closed. I didn’t want to see the expression on Alyssa’s face. I knew it didn’t matter what it was, it would kill me. If it was revulsion, it would mean I was fucked when it came to second chances. If it was need, it would drive me to decisions I needed to avoid. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   Alyssa responded by pulling her hands, which were still in my hair, toward herself and forcing my lips back to hers. She kissed me fiercely and I responded, wrapping both my arms around her waist and lifting her against my body. Before I was ready to let go again, Alyssa’s hands dropped out of my hair and she broke off the kiss.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   I chuckled. “That was my line.”
 
   She laughed softly, without any mirth.
 
   “I am sorry for everything I’ve ever done to you, Alyssa. More sorry than you will ever know.”
 
   “Even for the email?” Her voice held a little resentment.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: SPIRAL
 
   
 
 
   
“WHAT DO YOU mean?” I asked, wondering what the hell she could mean by her question. 
 
   “For the reply I got to the email asking you to call me.”
 
   “You never emailed me asking to call you. You called me asking to call you but never emailed.”
 
   “I did. You even responded.” Her voice was thick with emotion.
 
   I shook my head trying to clear the cobwebs that were quickly settling back over my mind. Email. Mum had mentioned something about an email too. What was that? That Alyssa had been in tears for hours after receiving it. I was afraid to ask the obvious question, but I had to. I had to know how badly I had hurt her if I ever wanted to make it right. “How did I respond?”
 
   “With photos and video attached of you screwing three other women. At once. And the email message said that I could go fuck myself, because you were no longer interested in talking to me.” Alyssa’s gaze fell to the ground as she fought back tears.
 
   I guided her face to look back at me and met her gaze as best as I could. “I’m sorry. You’ll never know how big an impact you’ve had on me. How big the hole in my heart was when I left. I fought against it, because I was consumed by you. Fighting it just made me hurt you over and over. There’s nothing I can say other than sorry, but I’ll say it a hundred times if I have to. A thousand. I’ll apologise every damn day for the rest of forever if that’s what it takes for you to forgive me.”
 
   The tears were flowing freely down Alyssa’s face now and she began to sob. I wrapped my arms around her and clutched her tightly to my chest. I could feel all of her curves moulding to the front of my body and found myself instantly hard. I dropped my arms and stepped back quickly, landing on my arse but unsure how I got there.
 
   Alyssa sighed. “Why do you have to be drunk to have this conversation? You probably won’t even remember this in the morning.”
 
   I smirked at her. “I mingh’t . . . mightn’n . . . might not, but you will. And that’s what’s important.”
 
   I waved my arm in the air to punctuate my point and she laughed. After I’d offered her what I hoped was a sexy wink, she shook her head a little as her laughter continued.
 
   She held out her arm to me to help me off the ground. “Come on, Casanova, let’s get you up.”
 
   I didn’t think it through before I put my hand up to hers. As soon as her hand was in mine, I pulled, trying to help myself up. Instead, I succeeded only in pulling her on top of me. The weight of her body on just my upper torso pushed me to the ground and I instinctively wrapped my arms around her to stop her from getting hurt. We were soon a pile of jumbled limbs and laughter.
 
   When we settled, I was lying on the ground and Alyssa was above me staring intently into my face. She dipped her face again and pressed her lips to mine for the second time that night. I reciprocated hard, my body taking over and drinking in every bit of her it could. My hands roamed up the back of her shirt. She moaned against my mouth and that was all I needed. I rolled us together so I was on top of her and kissed her fiercely. Our tongues danced with each other and we both began to explore each other’s bodies.
 
   I broke off the kiss and raised my head when I heard the front door open.
 
   “Lys, you all right out here?” Josh asked quietly from the porch. Then his eyes focused on Alyssa and me. His voice was full of rage as he shouted, “What the fuck, Reede?”
 
   I extricated myself from Alyssa’s arms as quickly as I could and crawled backward. I lost control of my limbs and ended up on my arse for the second time. I raised my hands up in an attempt at defence, but knew it was futile in my current state. I wasn’t even able to find my own fucking voice.
 
   “Josh, stop!” Alyssa seemed to come to her senses quickly and stood, holding her hand out to him.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Josh snapped.
 
   Alyssa’s voice was thick with both rage and embarrassment. “Josh, I’m a grown woman. I can make my own choices.”
 
   “You’re lying underneath Reede in the middle of our fucking lawn, Alyssa. That’s not a wise choice.”
 
   “I—I fell. Alyssa was helping me up.” I found my voice finally. Even I recognised how piss-weak I sounded.
 
   Josh scoffed. “Sure, that’s what it looked like. I swear to God, Reede. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t fucking knock your block off right now?”
 
   “Because I came over to fucking apologise to Alyssa,” I shouted, managing to push myself up off the ground.
 
   “You’ll never be able to apologise enough for how much you hurt her.”
 
   For some reason, I took a few steps toward him. It seemed my brain had overridden my sense of self-preservation. “You think I don’t know that? You think I don’t realise that nothing I ever do will erase how I’ve made her feel? But how about the shit that you did?”
 
   He seemed amused that I was coming at him and confused by my words. “Like?”
 
   “Don’t give me that ‘like?’ crap! Like fucking kicking my arse for no fucking reason. You don’t think that hurt Alyssa too? Especially considering your fucking beating was a big part of why I signed the contract and went to Sydney.” I was right in his face now. I was ready for him to take a swing at me. Practically begging for it.
 
   Instead, he just laughed and shook his head. “Keep telling yourself that. You can’t even own up and say that you made a decision because it was the one you wanted to make.”
 
   “Of course it was the fucking decision I wanted to make. Why the hell would I want to stay in this shithole town and be a fucking housebound husband when I can go live every fucking male’s dream driving race cars?” I realised how bad the words sounded the instant they left my mouth. I turned quickly to look at Alyssa, but all I saw was her back as she pushed past Josh and ran back in the house.
 
   Josh just stood there looking smug. “I think it would be best if you left now, Reede.”
 
   “No. Fuck you. I’m not leaving until I talk to Alyssa again.”
 
   “What if she doesn’t want to talk to you?”
 
   “I don’t fucking care. I need to tell her that she’s the reason.”
 
   “She’s the reason for what?”
 
   “For me—no, fuck it! I’m not explaining anything to you. I don’t owe you shit. I owe Alyssa explanations. Explanations I don’t even fucking understand myself.”
 
   “I’m not getting Alyssa for you.”
 
   “I’ll talk to her again. I’ll wait here all fucking night if I have to.”
 
   “Do what you want.” He shrugged and turned back into the house.
 
   I walked up to the door and put my hand on it, unsure what to do next. If I knocked, there was every chance that Josh would answer. Which meant there was every fucking chance he would knock my head off. The alcohol haze over my head didn’t help the decision-making process. The only thing I knew for sure was that I was unable to leave. I couldn’t even if I tried. In the end, I slumped against the door and rested my head against the doorjamb.
 
   At some point, I must have fallen asleep because I was woken by the sound of a woman’s screams. I stood and stretched out. Every part of me ached from the uncomfortable position I’d been in. My head ached most of all. The screams came from the room with the window just down from where I was standing and I just knew who it was who’d screamed. It was strange how I could recognise any sound Alyssa made. It was as if it registered in some part of my brain that was reserved only for her.
 
   I tapped gently on the window, hoping I could wake her from what I assumed was a nightmare. The curtain slid back to reveal Alyssa’s confused face staring at me. She opened the window a little.
 
   “Declan, what are you still doing here?”
 
   Fucking Josh. I knew he wouldn’t tell her. “I’ve been waiting for you to come back out, so that I can explain.”
 
   She rubbed her forehead as she assessed me. 
 
   “Dec, what . . .” She trailed off with a sigh, as if whatever she was going to ask hadn’t been that important. When she continued, she sounded exasperated, as if I’d been wearing on her last nerve and had just destroyed it. “I’m not going to talk to you about this while you’re drunk. Can you just ring me later or something?”
 
   Her voice held the same finality I’d heard so many times when we were kids. The confirmation we’d reached tipping point and I’d pushed her too far. It almost felt like she was about to tell me to get out of her life just after I’d realised I needed her in mine. “W-will you talk to me if I call?”
 
   “Yes.” She frowned and started to slide the window closed. “For some reason, I can’t avoid you. Even when I want to.” Her words floated to me less than a second before the window clicked shut. 
 
   Bile rose in my throat. I didn’t think she’d intended for me to hear the statement, but it was impossible to ignore now that I had. She wanted to avoid me. The words were knives to my heart, slashing at the still-fresh wounds on my soul. I couldn’t take it anymore. Certain aspects of my life might have been fucked up, but I’d never felt so much—good and bad—as I had in the last few days and I was ready to turn it all off again if that’s what she wanted. “Fuck it!”
 
   Without looking back, I turned and headed for my car. The thought solidified that maybe I should just give up and go home—take whatever consequence was coming to me. 
 
   If she wanted to avoid me, that was fine by me. I would just have to cope with it the best way I knew. My life had been empty, but so had I. As far as I was concerned, empty beat the constant fucking ache in my heart since the moment I’d seen Alyssa on the plane. 
 
   The night was filled with heavy, black clouds, just like the ones that surrounded my fucked-up soul. Even though I prayed that they’d hold long enough for me to make my retreat, I’d barely reached the end of Josh’s street before it started to spit. As if the sky itself wanted to take its shot at me, the raindrops grew heavier with each step I took and by the time I was halfway back to the car, it was bucketing down. Fat drops hit the road in loud splats, and soaked through my clothes in no time. 
 
   By the time I reached my car, I was soaking wet and pissed off. I threw open the door and grabbed the second bottle of whiskey from the passenger seat. With barely a consideration of all the reasons I shouldn’t, I threw back a mouthful. 
 
   Instead of helping, and easing the pain, it just reminded me of Alyssa’s ridiculous rules for trying for an us. A fresh wave of nausea rolled through my stomach. Even the booze couldn’t give me comfort now. 
 
   Alyssa had charged back into my life, fucked everything up and now she wanted to avoid me. Worse, I couldn’t even soothe the ache in the usual way. 
 
   Fuck her.
 
   Holding the bottle of whiskey by the neck, I drew back my arm and tossed it at the kerb across the road. The loud crash as it hit the cement offered a momentary salve that lasted only as long as the sound hung in the air. I wanted to do more damage. Needed to burn down the world, to lash out and tear open scars at least the size of the one on my heart.
 
   Just as it had with every other crossroads in my life, part of me screamed to run to get the fuck away from it all. Before I’d even considered what I was doing, I was in the car and the engine was running. 
 
   It was only when I put the car in drive that I stopped. I froze because I didn’t want to run. Not this time. I wanted her. More than that, I wanted to deserve her. With a new determination burning through me, I glanced back in the direction of Josh’s house.
 
   “I will earn you back, Lys,” I said, as if she’d be able to hear me despite the distance between us. “Whatever it takes.”
 
   Putting the car in first, I drove away even as a plan for winning Alyssa back formulated in my alcohol-addled brain. 
 
   Without really planning where I wanted to go, I headed for my parents’ house. No doubt Mum would be waiting to lecture me like I was a teenager again, but I’d deal with it. I’d take all the shit in the world for Alyssa. And I’d take it all twice for the little girl with turquoise eyes. 
 
   For my daughter. 
 
   For Phoebe.
 
   It was her name that burned through my heart and a vision of her that danced behind my eyes as something darted onto the road in front of me. I smashed my foot against the brake. The rain slicking the bitumen made it difficult to wrestle the Monaro back onto the road. 
 
   My heart was in my throat as I lost control of the car and it went into a slide. I tried to correct but pushed too far in the opposite direction and the tail spun loose. With my usual instincts dulled by the whiskey, I couldn’t stop the car from pirouetting into the opposite lane just as a pair of headlights came around the corner in front of me. 
 
   I lifted my arm up to shield my eyes from the light seconds before I heard the impact. 
 
   I lurched forward against my seatbelt with a sickening crunch.
 
   Seconds later, everything went black.
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CHAPTER ONE: WAKING UP
 
   
 
 
   
A BANGING YANKED me from dreams of Alyssa. Of her panting beneath me as I kissed her. Of her body pressing against me. 
 
   The sound smashed through me, echoing the throbbing in my head. Or maybe it was the other way around; maybe my head beat a rhythm in response to the banging. I didn’t fucking know. All I knew was that it was too fucking early to be awake and I didn’t want to be bothered by anyone. Not when it felt like my whole body had been passed through a meat grinder. 
 
   Twice. 
 
   “Fuck off!” I called into my pillow, not giving a shit who it was. I wasn’t interested in a conversation with anyone. Not until I’d had a handful of pain pills and at least another twelve hours of sleep. Maybe another bottle of whiskey.
 
   When the door opened regardless of my wishes, I groaned in complaint. I lifted myself just far enough off my pillow to pull it out from under me and stuff it over my head, blocking out all light and sound. The movement stabbed at my ribs, which were sore along one side from multiple injuries. First a crash on the racetrack, and then a fall while I was in London trying to recover from the accident. A cry of agony slipped from me as my other side joined in the party, sending a cascade of pain rolling through my body before stealing my breath away entirely. 
 
   Unable to breathe through the torture, I stilled and did what I could to will the blinding ache away. One thing was certain, there was no way I was moving again—not even to get painkillers. 
 
   “Declan.” My father’s voice boomed through my skull, reminding me that I wasn’t home in Sydney. 
 
   Instead, I was up in Queensland. Back in Browns Plains, the one place I’d sworn for so long to never return to. All in an attempt to woo back Alyssa, my one-time best friend turned ex-girlfriend. I’d spent so long pretending not to care about her that I’d almost convinced myself it was true. The wake-up call had come in the form of a battering on the racetrack by my subconscious mind. It was almost comical how pussy-whipped I’d become in the week I’d been home. I’d done almost everything she’d asked me to, and in response, she’d spurned me. 
 
   A groan rose in my throat as everything that had happened in the last few weeks came flooding back in. When it had, the aches in my body seemed meaningless compared to the ones in my heart. I’d been gone for so long, denying the parts of myself that wanted to think of Alyssa, that I’d missed so much in the lives of those I’d left behind. My thoughts turned to my son, who’d passed away days after his birth, and had been mourned by everyone but me because of the fucking secret-keepers, who included my own damn parents. It was a good thing my eyes were screwed shut under the pillow because otherwise they might have filled with tears. 
 
   My mind turned from death to life. To Phoebe, my daughter; already a little girl, even though I’d barely known about her for two weeks. I hadn’t spent more than a few hours with her, and I didn’t know whether I’d be able to after the way Alyssa had left the previous afternoon.
 
   My throat grew clammy at the thought. The recollection of my attempt to make her see that I was here to stay and the subsequent anger that had burned through me in response to her walking away from me came crashing back. Fuck! I wanted to go back to sleep and forget about how I’d lost her yet again. I wanted to rush to her and beg her to take me back. 
 
   “Declan!” Dad repeated my name all too fucking loudly, his tone pissy and simmering with heat.
 
   “I thought I said fuck off,” I uttered in a breathless murmur before my voice was stolen by a fresh groan. 
 
   The pillow was ripped from my hands, causing a stabbing pain to radiate through my ribs again. I growled as it sailed across the room. 
 
   Fucking prick.
 
   “I cannot believe the stunts you pulled last night. What were you thinking? Do you know what it could do to your career if you were caught? Not to mention what people might say about your mother and me with the way you arrived home. Do you have any sense at all?”
 
   Taking my time in order to avoid more pain—not that it really helped—I rolled over onto my stomach to stop the influx of light burning my eyes even through my closed eyelids.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Every syllable hurt. Every breath wheezed. My head still throbbed and I couldn’t concentrate. What the fuck happened last night? 
 
   The absolute last thing I needed was a lecture. My father’s tone made it clear one was coming regardless of whether I was willing to listen. Arguing with him would only delay the inevitable and quite possibly result in an explosion of anger from one of us. Probably me. It was better for me to lie there and at least pretend to pay attention. Even if I was really thinking about everything except what he had to say. 
 
   While he started to speak about some shit, I did my best to concentrate on his words but failed miserably. I opened one eye, wincing against the harsh light, and raised my head slightly off the bed. Ignoring the shooting pain in my sides as I turned, I looked over to where my father stood watching me with an expectant look on his face. With a groan, I closed my eyes and dropped my head again. 
 
   “Have you listened to a single word I’ve said?” he snapped.
 
   I shook my head against the mattress. My dark auburn hair, overdue for a cut, fell into my eyes as I did.
 
   A sigh escaped him seconds before he sat on the bed next to me. The jerk of the mattress as he sat down sent a fresh wave of pain rolling through my body. 
 
   “Son of a bitch,” I muttered under my breath.
 
   “Honestly, you’re old enough to know better than this stuff.” 
 
   I opened one eye again after something landed on the bed beside my arm. An empty scotch bottle met my eye and the throbbing in my head made a little more sense. 
 
   How much did I drink?
 
   “Your mother explained how much you hurt her when we saw you in Sydney. I’d have thought you’d have learned your lesson about alcohol by now.”
 
   Even though I was barely awake, I was cognisant enough not to admit that it was a hell of a lot more than alcohol in my system when I’d apparently destroyed a cafe in Sydney rather than let Mum talk to me about Alyssa. 
 
   “And drunk-driving? What the heck were you thinking? And as if all that wasn’t bad enough, coming home in the arms of that boy was the last straw. What will the neighbours think?”
 
   Like I give a shit what your neighbours think. Instead of letting the words fly from me, I swallowed them down. My ribs protested the action. In fact, they protested every breath and tiny movement. I had no idea why they were so much worse than they had been any other day since I’d injured them—why the other side now ached just as badly. I only hoped the pain meant they were healing and not getting worse.
 
   While I focused on the pain, more of Dad’s words made it through my treacle-like mind and my confusion grew. Drink-driving? 
 
   As if a dimmer switch was being turned in my head, a little more of the picture grew clear. I’d gone to the Gold Coast after Alyssa had run from me when I’d made a reference to a future together. Then I’d . . . 
 
   Fuck, he’s right. 
 
   I had driven drunk, hadn’t I? The fact was I couldn’t remember much of what’d happened after I’d stopped at the bottle-o for two bottles of whiskey. All I’d wanted to do was drown the bitterness that the sight of Alyssa walking away had burned into me. 
 
   Illuminated by the recollection, a memory niggled of kissing Alyssa. Even as it clarified, I knocked it down. There was no way Alyssa would have allowed me to kiss her that way under the rules she’d set when I’d asked whether we could try once more. She certainly wouldn’t have kissed me back like my mind taunted. It had to be a dream, an extension of the dream I’d been having when Dad woke me maybe. Only, it didn’t feel like a dream—my hands burned with the memory of tracing them along her body. My lips, though dry as fucking sand, felt heated and worked over. 
 
   While Dad droned on about responsibility and stupidity, I spent a minute going over Alyssa’s rules again to be sure there wasn’t something I’d missed that would explain the memory of the kiss. 
 
   First, one date for every psychiatrist session I had. Second, I had to wait for her to be ready to take things further, I couldn’t fuck random chicks or I’d lose her forever. 
 
   And lastly, no using alcohol as a salve. 
 
   Oh shit!
 
   I’d broken at least one of her rules—I’d drunk alcohol. To excess and in order to forget a problem. Fuck! 
 
   Worse, I’d had so much to drink that I didn’t even know if I’d broken her second rule. The memory of Alyssa’s warm body beneath me, of her honey-gold eyes meeting my turquoise ones in the instant before we kissed, of her breasts pillowing against my chest, made me think that something had happened while I was drunk. But what?
 
   Maybe it was just a dream. I’d had enough of those about her lately. The theory made some sense. After all, the memory of my hands searching her familiar curves while she lay beneath me with her mahogany hair fanned behind her could only have happened in a dream. It just . . . felt too real in my mind for that to be the case. I wanted it to be real, but all I could do was hope to hell that I hadn’t done something stupid with a stranger and had just imagined Alyssa in her place. If only I could remember a little more of the night. 
 
   As I nursed my aching head and sore body, I wondered whether Alyssa had a point about alcohol. Drinking so much only got me into trouble; it had certainly never done me any favours. 
 
   Something else Dad had said finally registered as I finished berating myself for being such a cock-up. “Wait! What fucking boy?”
 
   “You’d have to ask your mother,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “All I know is that he all but carried you in from your car. Which is a mess, by the way.” 
 
   At his words, I threw myself out of my bed. Even though my ribs and side stabbed me with even the smallest movement I made, and my head felt like I’d had cotton wool shoved into every spare inch, I had to see what he meant. 
 
   My baby? A mess? 
 
   I dragged my tired, sore arse through the house as fast as I could with the agony I was in and threw open the front door to get a look at the damage Dad was talking about. 
 
   At the sight, my stomach fell to my feet and I almost dropped to my knees. Along the driver’s side of my once pristine black Monaro was a huge-arse scratch that went from fender to quarter panel. Around the main damage, the black paint was torn away to expose the bare metal underneath. 
 
   My lip quivered as I took in the image of the side mirror hanging on by little more than the electrics. My baby was thoroughly fucked.
 
   “What the fuck happened?” I cried out as I headed back into the house, slamming the door shut on the sight behind me. If I looked at it for one more second, I’d lose it. I was used to seeing cars in various states of disrepair, but other people’s cars. Not my fucking Monaro. 
 
   I met Dad halfway down the hallway. 
 
   “What happened?” I asked again. 
 
   “How am I supposed to know what you did to your car? It is a perfect example of what I’ve been saying though. If you hadn’t been so irresponsible last night, it would still be undamaged, wouldn’t it?”
 
   I rolled my eyes as he used the opportunity to start his lecture again, only now I was too awake to ignore him and too sore and sorry for myself to put up with it. 
 
   “You need to think through your actions. How long do you think Sinclair will keep you on as a driver without a licence? If you lose that job, then what will you do? ”
 
   His words made me think of Phoebe. Of Alyssa. Of the life that I wanted to have; the one I wanted to deserve. The one I absolutely didn’t deserve if I made stupid-arse choices like getting behind the wheel while I was drunk. It put the damage to my car into perspective a little, and my fingers unclenched from the fists they’d formed. 
 
   “I always told you not to settle down and ruin your life, didn’t I? I said to make sure you practised safe sex. You obviously didn’t listen to me.”
 
   Even though talking to him about whether or not I wrapped my cock was the last thing I wanted to do, the statement made me think of the fact that he hadn’t told me about Phoebe and Emmanuel. He’d known about the pregnancy, about everything, and had kept it quiet. Mum had explained her reasons, but Dad . . . he wasn’t bound by any such promise or desire to protect a relationship with Alyssa. 
 
   While he’d been something of a surrogate father to her while we were younger, just like her Dad had been to me, things had changed around the time she and I had shared our first kiss. From that moment on, Dad seemed to view her as a threat to my dreams and had not been overly welcoming toward her. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
 
   “Your mum promised Alyssa.”
 
   My gaze cut to his. There was no way that was the reason. “Don’t pull that bullshit cop-out answer. Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   The corners of his eyes pinched together and he frowned. It seemed like he was issuing some silent challenge. I didn’t back down though. After a moment, he raised one brow. “I didn’t want you to be trapped.”
 
   My hung-over brain took a minute to process the intent behind his words. “You think Alyssa was trying to trap me?”
 
   He lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “She wouldn’t exactly be the first girl to use that trick to get what they wanted. There’s plenty of girls out there willing to do anything to land men like us.”
 
   The ache in my ribs burned as my heart pounded against my chest without relief. My cotton-filled and swollen head throbbed in time with my rapid heartbeat. “Why would you even think that?”
 
   “You made it clear that you had dreams elsewhere and then suddenly she came here and announced she was pregnant with your child. Come on, son, it doesn’t take a genius to work it out.”
 
   I stood as tall as I could, until I towered over him. The movement sent stars bursting behind my eyes, but I didn’t care. “You don’t know shit about her.”
 
   “I know she’s manipulative. Most of these girls are, son.”
 
   With great effort, I bit back on my rage and didn’t just lash out at him with my fists like I had with others when they’d spoken about Alyssa. 
 
   “Watch what you’re saying.” My voice was a low hiss squeezed through my clenched teeth.
 
   “You only have to look at the way she has all the boys running around after her. It’s like she’s the queen bee or something.”
 
   “Back off her,” I seethed, as my fingers curled into my palms.
 
   “You’re making my point for me.”
 
   With my fists still clenched tightly at my sides, I closed the distance between us until my face was inches away from his. “Fuck off,” I spat at him.
 
   “You have her so high on a pedestal you can’t even see how much she schemes to get her own way.”
 
   “She schemes?” The tight rein I’d had on my temper snapped. “You think it was a fucking scheme that I decided to stick my unprotected dick in her? You think it was a fucking manipulation that I was too much of a prick to take her calls when she needed me the most? You think it was a fucking ploy of hers that I haven’t been able to have a single night’s sleep without her living in my dreams? You think she somehow arranged for visions to show up in the middle of every fucking race to distract me? ’Cause you know what, Dad, I can’t fucking see how she could have arranged any of that shit. I can’t see how she had one ounce of control in any of those things. And I don’t see how she’s ever fucking tried to do anything other than try to make me a better person.”
 
   “So, Josh wasn’t the one that beat you up that day?”
 
   His question threw me and I took a backward step. “What?”
 
   “After the formal, when I had to take you to the doctor. You were spouting some bullshit story about how you were mugged, but I’m not stupid. I know it was that boy Josh.”
 
   I blinked at him, trying to figure out what that had to do with anything. “Why does that even matter?”
 
   “Well, you break up with Alyssa and then suddenly her big brother is beating you up. Tell me how that’s not manipulating the situation.”
 
   “God, you’re a fucking idiot. If that hadn’t happened, I might have had to think long and hard about whether or not to go to Sydney. That made my decision easier. So if Alyssa was trying to trap me, why the fuck would she send Josh around here?”
 
   Dad stared at me in stunned silence.
 
   “You really wanna know why Josh came here? Because he fucking thought I raped her, that’s why. Because all the shit you put in my head about not being trapped by our relationship bubbled to the surface on what should have been the best fucking night of my life and we argued about it. She took off in tears with a ripped dress in her hands and Josh filled in the blanks the way he wanted to.”
 
   “I didn’t know.” It didn’t escape my attention that his voice didn’t hold an ounce of apology.
 
   “No, you fucking didn’t. So shut the fuck up about shit you know nothing about.”
 
   He huffed but then collected himself and tried to appear in control of the situation again. “There is no point arguing about the past. However you will need to learn some respect if you expect to stay in our house. You will apologise to your mother and if I hear of you doing one more thing to upset her, I will kick you out on your arse.”
 
   “Yeah?” I raised my eyebrow. “Well, if I ever hear you disrespecting Alyssa again I will kick your arse.”
 
   He shook his head and curled up his nose. “You’ve still got it bad for that girl, don’t you?”
 
   “If you mean do I still love her? Then yeah, I do. And I’m going to go fucking tell her that right now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWO: PIECING IT TOGETHER
 
   
 
 
   
DESPITE MY WORDS, when I turned away from him I went in search of Mum first. As pissed as I was at Dad, some of his words had made sense. Not the shit about Alyssa of course—that was utter bull. But about the way I’d treated Mum. Ever since I’d left for Sydney, I’d been an absolute fucking jerk. 
 
   After a short search, I found her in the laundry. The way she was hiding behind the door made me think she might have been trying to avoid me. The thought made my heart ache almost as much as my ribs did. 
 
   “Want a hand, Mum?” I asked, trying to make my voice as apologetic and sincere as I could through the pounding in my head. I wasn’t sure how to go about mending things with her. Truthfully, she probably didn’t expect me to try, but I needed to grow a pair and grow the fuck up or I would never deserve Alyssa. I’d certainly never deserve Phoebe.
 
   Mum turned to me. For a brief second, shock flittered across her features before being pushed down again. “No, thank you, love. I can manage.” 
 
   There was no doubt in my mind that she wanted to chew me out over my stupid-arse actions the night before, but just like when I was a child she’d leave me be because Dad had already had his say. She offered me a smile, which I was certain was supposed to be a peace offering for both of them.
 
   “Fine, don’t say I didn’t offer though.” I smirked at her as I jumped up to sit on the laundry bench. It took me a moment to catch my breath after I had, and I wondered what the hell had happened. Before I could ask, Mum spoke again. 
 
   “You seem in a better mood than you were last night,” she observed. 
 
   I shrugged. The truth was that I wasn’t, but I was willing to try to be. If I didn’t think of my car, or the shit Dad had said, I could stay in an almost decent mood. At least to the outside world. In my head, it was a different story. “Not really. But I gotta deal with this shit sometime, don’t I?”
 
   She shook her head as she folded a towel. “Declan, you really should watch your language.”
 
   And that’s when I knew things were okay between us, because she was at ease enough to admonish me again. “I know, Mum. Look, about last night—”
 
   She cut me off with a wave of her hand. “I don’t expect you to be perfect, Declan. I know you’ve got a lot to deal with. Just try to remember that Alyssa does too and you’re going off the rails will only add to her stress.”
 
   “I know. I think I might have really fucked things up last night. I . . . I can’t remember what I did after I left the Gold Coast though. Between Dad and my car”—the thought of the damage entered my mind and I wanted to whimper—“I know something bad happened. Dad mentioned something about me being dropped off?” I let the statement hang in the air as a question and a request for more information. 
 
   “You really shouldn’t drink so much,” Mum lectured in response. 
 
   I frowned that she hadn’t filled in the blanks. “I know.”
 
   “I thought we’d raised you better than to get behind the wheel like that?” 
 
   A knot of emotions rose in my throat, and I swallowed hard to shift them. The words were not that different from what Dad had said. Except where his comments were armed missiles of rage and bullshit, fired with a precision strike to rile me up, the soft disappointment that echoed through Mum’s voice broke my heart and ramped up my guilt. 
 
   I hung my head. “I know. It was stupid.” 
 
   “You’re lucky you didn’t kill yourself or someone else.”
 
   Without raising my gaze, I nodded. My lips turned down into a frown as I considered her words and the truth in them. Who knew what I could have done—had done, considering the damage to my car. I really was such a fucking idiot. “Never again, Mum. I promise.” I drew a cross over my heart with my fingertips like a kid. 
 
   She grabbed my chin like she used to when I was younger, and forced me to meet her eyes. “That’s all I need to know.” 
 
   I offered her a half-hearted smile. 
 
   “Alyssa called for you earlier, but I didn’t want to disturb you while you were sleeping.” 
 
   There was an emotion in Mum’s voice that made me wonder whether she thought I’d have a reaction similar to the one I’d had when she visited me in Sydney—when I’d been so off my face on drugs and booze and had been trying so hard not to think of Alyssa and home. When I’d threatened to kill my own flesh and blood just for mentioning Alyssa’s name. God, I was such an arsehole.
 
   All traces of my slightly decent mood were washed away. Although I wanted to apologise to Mum, I knew words wouldn’t make a difference. The best way to do it was exactly the same way I would win Alyssa back—not fucking up again. Proving through action that I could be better. That I could do better. 
 
   One thing Mum’s words gave me was hope. Alyssa had called for me. Surely that meant she was still talking to me . . . for the moment at least. 
 
   If I’d fucked up too badly, and she didn’t want to speak to me anymore, surely she’d just cut all contact like she did when we were in London. She wouldn’t call just to tell me to fuck off out of her life, would she? 
 
   “And you should probably find a way to thank Flynn for bringing you home.” 
 
   My attention shot back to Mum, all thoughts of London and the shit that went down there between Alyssa and me forgotten in an instant. 
 
   Flynn? 
 
   Flashes of the night before crossed my mind, but I couldn’t remember Flynn. I ran the few things I could remember over in my mind again and again. A nosy neighbour in a pink velvet robe over a floral nightgown. Kissing Alyssa. Josh? 
 
   Kissing Alyssa. 
 
   Even though I couldn’t recall it all—everything was a haze of fuzzy memories and drunken recollections—it was clear that whatever had happened, I hadn’t shacked up with some random chick. The certainty that I hadn’t broken that rule gave me another small glimmer of hope. Something told me that would be the most unforgivable of crimes, at least as far as Alyssa was concerned. If Danny Sinclair found out about the damage to the Monaro, or the fact that I’d been drinking before I’d crashed, I would probably be kissing my position at Sinclair Racing goodbye. 
 
   I would have to make sure the repairs were done to the car before I went back home to Sydney. Both Eden and Danny would be likely to stick their noses into my business to find out the dirty details otherwise. 
 
   As I wondered how the hell I’d find a good panel beater, and whether I might be able to get the car straight in, a thought struck me. I’d lost all track of time and had no clue how much time had actually passed since getting on the plane in London.
 
   “Fuck, what day is it today?” I asked. 
 
   “Language, Declan. Honestly.”
 
   A smart-arsed grin twisted my lips. “In that case, what day shall I call this beautiful sunshine morning my dearest mother?”
 
   “Smart-arse,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
   “Language, Mother. Honestly.” I chuckled. 
 
   She stopped midfold and took a playful swipe at me.
 
   I jumped down from the bench to avoid her. When I landed, a fresh stabbing pierced both my sides, causing a vice-like grip around my chest, and I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   “Fuck!” I wheezed as I doubled over, clutching my chest. 
 
   “Declan! Are you okay?” Mum’s voice cut through the fog of pain that had surrounded me. 
 
   I tried again to draw in a breath, but it felt impossible. My heart rate soared, each thump increasing the agony in my ribs. When I struggled to get enough oxygen into my system, panic clawed at my throat and made it even harder to squeeze any air into my lungs. Turning around, I grabbed hold of the side of the laundry bench and tried to focus through the pain and creeping dread. Tears pricked my eyes as I fought against the ache radiating from my ribs to encompass my whole body. 
 
   “Declan?” Mum’s hand came to rest on my side, ramping up the pain until it was almost unbearable, making it difficult to not cry out in response. 
 
   With a tender touch, she lifted my shirt. A horrified gasp crossed her lips. “Is this from last night?” 
 
   Distracted from my panic by her words, I followed her gaze to my left side. Fresh purplish-black bruises blossomed opposite to where the yellow-brown ones were just starting to fade. Fuck. No wonder I was so goddamned sore. Sucking down a breath, I shifted to get a better view of the bruises and winced when the lightest touch of my fingers sent a fresh wave of agony around my body. The pain swelled through me, twisting my stomach and making me want to hurl. Just the thought of the pain that would accompany the action was enough to make me swallow it down. 
 
   “I think you should see a doctor,” Mum said. The concern on her face was clear. Her eyes flicked to the dressings on my arm which covered a cut I’d earned in London after another night drinking and I could see the worry running through her mind. She thought I was going to end up killing myself. 
 
   If I kept on my current trajectory, she wasn’t far off. 
 
   Dropping my shirt to cover the bruises, I tried to ignore the pain. “It’s okay.” 
 
   “Decl—”
 
   “Really, Mum, I’ve had worse.” 
 
   Although she frowned, she didn’t argue further. “Did you want me to get you something to eat?”
 
   It took me a second to connect her response to my earlier question. She was changing the subject, and I was grateful. “Honestly, Mum, I’m fucking twenty-two . . . I can handle getting myself some breakfast.” I looked back at her. “Thanks for offering though.” It was the closest thing to “I love you” I could say to my mum without handing my balls back in and requesting a pussy.
 
   Leaving Mum to her chores, I headed to the kitchen but decided I really couldn’t face having anything to eat. Instead, I thought I’d investigate getting quotes on my car. Mum was probably right, I should go to the doctor about my new injuries, but if I didn’t book the car in before too long, I risked it not being done if I needed to head home to Sydney. Plus, the longer I left it, the greater the potential for the elements to increase the damage.
 
   Knowing I needed to clean myself up and wake up properly before I could go anywhere, I headed for the shower. I was halfway back to my room with just a towel around my waist when I heard my phone ringing in my bedroom. My thoughts immediately went to Alyssa. Hoping against all odds that it was her, I raced down to grab it before whoever it was gave up. I didn’t even look at the display before pushing Answer and putting the phone to my ear.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Declan, it’s Danny.”
 
   “Oh. Hi.”
 
   I heard him chuckle. “There is no need to sound so disappointed.”
 
   “I was hoping it might be someone else, that’s all,” I said, trying to push the fact that I was talking to my boss wearing nothing but a towel out of my mind. 
 
   He hummed in response before moving on. “Now Declan, I was hoping you might be able to enlighten me on something?”
 
   Taking not too deep a breath, I answered with care. I couldn’t help the feeling that I was walking into a trap. “Yeah?” 
 
   “You flew back in from London over the weekend, correct?”
 
   The certainty it was a trap grew stronger. Considering I’d had to organise the travel arrangements through Sinclair Racing, there was no way he didn’t know I’d come home. After a moment of silence passed, I realised he was waiting for an answer. 
 
   “Yes.” My voice squeaked as I said the word. God, I sound like a pussy! 
 
   “And we agreed that you would stay in London as long as necessary to sort yourself out?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you see where I might be a little confused?”
 
   “Confused?” I parroted the word, feeling the epitome of it myself. 
 
   “Yes, confused. If you were supposed to stay in London until you got yourself sorted, and you are now back home, it would be logical to assume that you have sorted yourself out, would it not?”
 
   “Umm—” I didn’t get anything more out before he cut me off. 
 
   “But if you had sorted yourself out, I would have expected you to come back into the office to talk to me about returning.”
 
   “Well. See. The thing is . . .” I swallowed down the nerves, wincing as it sent a fresh shooting agony through my ribs. “Something came up.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “I bumped into an old girlfriend on the plane. She wasn’t able to stay for an extended visit in London and I wanted to spend some more time with her.” Why did I feel like a schoolboy explaining something to his father?
 
   “And this girl. Is she helping or hurting your goal this silly season?”
 
   “Helping.” I couldn’t tell him it was a bit of both. Frankly, I was a little terrified of climbing into the new car next year because I didn’t know whether my visions of Alyssa would be gone, or if they would be replaced by visions of Phoebe instead. Maybe both turquoise and brown eyes would haunt me in unison. “At least I think so.”
 
   “And you’re not thinking about jumping ship on me are you, Declan?”
 
   “What? No fucking way. Sinclair is my home.”
 
   He hummed again before issuing a half-hearted, “Okay.”
 
   I felt like that was the crux of his call and the rest was preamble. My heart was in my throat as I asked a question that burned through me in response to his interrogation. “Why would you ask that?”
 
   “I keep my ear to the ground. Sometimes I hear interesting things.”
 
   “Like?” My heart raced as I remembered Danny’s wife, Hazel, watching my conversation with Paige Wood—the owner of Wood Racing, Sinclair’s closest rival. I hoped like hell she hadn’t told Danny, but I knew the chances of that were slim. She had no reason to hide it, even if it wasn’t something I wanted discussed. 
 
   “Like the rumours that Paige Wood has been courting one of my drivers.”
 
   “Well, it ain’t fucking me. And if she did, I’d tell her where to stick it.” It may not have been the full truth, but I didn’t need to stir things up more than they already were. The fact was that even though Paige had made it clear she had her eyes on me, I hadn’t considered her offer seriously. The only reason I’d even stopped to talk to her was because I’d wanted some positive attention after the crash, and for an older woman she wasn’t too hard on the eyes. Considering driving with Wood meant driving with the psycho motherfucker Hunter Blake, nothing she could have offered would have been worth the hassle. It would have also meant moving back to Brisbane, and at the time that hadn’t been appealing.
 
   Danny was quiet for a second. “That’s reassuring to hear. Remember you still have a year left on your contract.”
 
   Wondering why he’d bring that up, why then, I swallowed down the lump in my throat and asked, “And then?”
 
   “Well, that’s up to you. Isn’t it?”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Meaning if you stop costing me so damn much money on the track, I’ll consider renewing your contract.”
 
   “Thanks, that’s very gracious of you.” The sarcasm dripped off every word.
 
   He chuckled, no doubt more satisfied by my returned snark than he ever would have been by words of reassurance. “Actually, I think that it is. You do know how much you cost me last year, don’t you?”
 
   “Not exactly,” I said, “but I have a rough idea.”
 
   “Bear that in mind when you hit the tracks next year then, and we’ll be fine. I do still believe in you, Declan.”
 
   His words were yet another reason why the offer from Wood Racing would never have been interesting to me. As much of a monster as Danny could be when it was needed, he also made his team a family. He made you feel like he cared and did whatever he had to do to keep everything working. “Thanks, Danny. And . . . thank you, for giving me some time to sort this stuff out.”
 
   “Where would I be if I strung out my best drivers every time they hit a rough patch?”
 
   “Between Morgan and me? Without any drivers.” I was being a smart-arse but Danny knew that side of me. It was who I’d been before Queensland Raceway. Before I thought Alyssa had moved on with someone else and the memory of her haunted me around the track. Before I knew that it was actually me, and a genuine growing love for the sport that held my passion, that had led her trackside.
 
   He laughed heartily. “Exactly. Well, if there’s nothing else?”
 
   “Actually, there is one thing.” An idea for a date with Alyssa had struck me and I knew Danny would be well placed to pull some favours and arrange it for me. I explained what I wanted to do, and he actually sounded excited as he agreed to help me with my request. All I had to do was organise my part and wait until Saturday.
 
   And get my car fixed. 
 
   After I’d hung up, I dressed and then went looking for Mum again. I needed her help to pull off my plan. When I found her, she was in the kitchen rearranging the cupboards. 
 
   I frowned as I watched her work. Does she ever just stop and have a break? 
 
   And I was going to add to her load.
 
   “Hey, Mum?” I gave her my best puppy-dog look. 
 
   She didn’t stop her incessant cleaning, but took a moment to glance up at me. “What is it?”
 
   “What are you doing on Saturday?”
 
   “Nothing I can think of. Why?” Her voice held just a hint of concern.
 
   “I was wondering if you were available to watch Phoebe if Alyssa can’t get anyone else.”
 
   She stopped and stood up properly, leaving her rag on the bench. “What are you planning?”
 
   I winked at her. “Nothing . . . much. At least, nothing until I know for certain that Alyssa is willing to go out with me on Saturday.” Or at all. “I’m just trying to make sure she doesn’t have an easy reason for saying no.”
 
   “I take it you haven’t rung her yet then?”
 
   “No, I was going to call her after my shower but Danny rang instead.” 
 
   “I hope it was nothing serious?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ll tell you all my secrets when you tell me yours.” I paused. “Actually scratch that, I don’t want to know your secrets and you sure as shit don’t want to know all of mine.”
 
   “Declan—”
 
   I cut her off with a laugh. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Watch the language.”
 
   “Exactly. And ring Alyssa.”
 
   “Have you got her mobile number? I don’t want to call Josh’s house.”
 
   She sighed. “Will I regret giving it to you?”
 
   “I’m not going to stalk her, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “And if she tells you that she’s had enough and wants you to go?”
 
   Fuck. I wondered whether Alyssa had said something along those lines to Mum during the phone call that morning. The question was on my lips, but I couldn’t ask it in case the answer was yes. 
 
   Fuck me. I’d called in a favour from Danny that I hadn’t really earned or deserved—one that would no doubt cost me in the long run—to organise my planned date with Alyssa. The entire fucking experience I was trying to put together for Saturday would be for nothing if she didn’t want to see me again. My hand gripped at my hair, tugging the auburn locks with concern.
 
   Mum shook her head lightly and chuckled. “Don’t stress so easily. She didn’t say anything in particular.” There were times I thought Mum could fucking read minds or something—it was scary how intuitive she could be. “Between your behaviour last night, Flynn bringing you home, and Alyssa’s phone call this morning, I guessed something must have happened between you two. I just want to know that if she honestly wants you to leave her alone, you will.”
 
   I nodded. “If she said that, and really meant it, I guess I’d have no choice, would I?”
 
   She mulled it over for almost a minute before scribbling a number down on a piece of paper. Grabbing it off her with a grin, I headed to my bedroom, programming the number into my phone as I went to make sure I didn’t lose it.
 
   Just as I was about to dial Alyssa’s number, my phone rang again. 
 
   Fucking popular today, aren’t I? I sighed but then looked at the name displayed and was smiling by the time I pressed Answer. “Hello, Doc.”
 
   “Good morning, Declan. Are you ready for your first session?”
 
   “Sure thing, Doc. Shall I call you back, ’cause I know you’ll add a surcharge to my arse if you pay for an interstate mobile call.”
 
   He chuckled. “Are you implying I’m opportunistic?”
 
   “I ain’t implying anything, Doc,” I said with a laugh. “I’m saying it straight out.”
 
   “Shooting straight from the hip, like always. Do you ever think that maybe that’s what gets you into trouble?”
 
   “Always.” Despite the pain I was in, talking to Dr Henrikson made me almost buoyant. So long as I could convince Alyssa that my fuck-up with the alcohol was a one-off that would never happen again, I might be able to look forward to a date with her. After all, she’d agreed to a date for every session, and I was ready to have my first. 
 
   With those thoughts bouncing around within me, it was easy to ignore everything else. Okay, there was still a lot I had to arrange with Alyssa, but overall I was feeling pretty fucking elated. “I thought you were going to have Lucy call and schedule though?”
 
   “I had a cancellation,” the doc said. “I figured you were desperate to talk to me and wouldn’t complain if I was the one to call in this instance.”
 
   “’Course not.”
 
   “So, tell me: where would you like to start?”
 
   Fuck. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Alyssa had specified I try to sort myself out, but there was so much to sort. I didn’t know where to start or how much to tell him. Especially not after what had happened in our last meeting—where I’d threatened him for trying to force me to talk about Alyssa. The truth was I hadn’t really thought the whole therapy thing through. Sucking down a painful breath, I just let the first thing I could think of free. “I think I know why I was crashing?”
 
   “Is that a question or a statement?”
 
   “Um, I’m not really sure, I guess.”
 
   “Well, why don’t you tell me what you think is causing it?”
 
   “Alyssa.”
 
   I don’t know what the sound that I heard down the phone line was. It might have been the sound of him choking on a drink, a cough, or possibly even him stifling a laugh. “I thought Alyssa was off limits?”
 
   I really hadn’t thought the whole therapy shit through. “She’s, uh, she’s not anymore.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Because almost everything I need to talk to you about from here on in centres around her in one way or another.”
 
   “And why is that?” His voice definitely had a hint of amusement to it. He was probably just itching to mutter those four fucking words.
 
   “Because I fucking love her. I always have, and I—I was running scared of that.” Once I’d opened my mouth to start, the words escaped me in a rush.
 
   There was a beat of silence on the other end.
 
   “Just say it already,” I said, to break the silence. Even though phone sessions weren’t ideal, I was actually a little relieved not to have to see his expression. Although if I closed my eyes, I could easily imagine the smug smile that had to be lifting the ends of his moustache.
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
 
   “Yeah, right. You know you’re itching to say it.”
 
   “It would be highly unprofessional.”
 
   “Fuck professional. Say the words. I dare you.”
 
   A chuckle echoed down the line. “I told you so.”
 
   I laughed. “See, doesn’t that make you feel better?” 
 
   His laughter grew in response. “You really are in a good mood today aren’t you?”
 
   “I guess.” I started randomly cleaning shit up in my room, pinning the phone between my shoulder and my cheek. Each time I bent over, a new pain shot across my chest. It was starting to become clear that Mum was definitely right—I needed to see an actual doctor before long. 
 
   “Why do you think that is?” Dr. Henrikson pressed. “What’s so special about today?”
 
   “Today is the first day of the rest of my life?” I couldn’t even say the words with a straight face. “Isn’t that the sort of shit I’m supposed to spout in these sessions?”
 
   “You know you can say anything you want with me, it’s just between us.”
 
   “I just . . . I don’t know. I feel like something’s shifted in the universe, know what I mean?”
 
   “Go on.” 
 
   “I’ve had the week from hell and yet I’ve survived. More than that, I know what I want now, and I’m ready to claim it.”
 
   “Do you think you deserve it?”
 
   “Fuck no. No one deserves Alyssa, especially not me, especially not after what I’ve put her through. She’s too good for every fucking person on this planet. But I want to work toward the possibility of maybe deserving her one day.”
 
   “It’s not good to hold people up on pedestals, Declan. The higher you hold them in your regard, the further they have to fall when something goes awry.”
 
   “Yeah, but you haven’t met Alyssa.”
 
   “No. But I’d like to if this is the influence she has on you.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, first there is the mood. You sound happier than I’ve heard you. Ever. And second, you’ve said a total of six cuss words the entire conversation. I used to be able to count that many per sentence.”
 
   Well, fuck me. Am I that obvious? “I guess she’s calming me a bit. Although I think I may have screwed up last night. I don’t really remember.”
 
   He sighed. “Tell me all about it.”
 
   So I did. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THREE: WALK AWAY
 
   
 
 
   
I HUNG UP the phone and took a minute to recap in my mind the conversation I’d just had with Dr. Henrikson. I’d expected him to ask me probing questions about why I was in Brisbane, why I wanted to talk to him daily, and mostly why I was drinking to excess again. 
 
   Instead, he simply listened as I told him the little I could remember about the previous night, then he questioned me about random stuff. What the weather was like, how long I was planning on staying in Brisbane; he never asked a single question about Alyssa and me. I was actually glad for it. I knew I needed to talk to him about my drinking, about Emmanuel and Phoebe, and Alyssa and everything else that was happening in my life. I hadn’t wanted to go into an in-depth analysis during our first phone call after the way my last session had ended. 
 
   I didn’t relish the idea of going over the twelve months that had passed in the meantime either. He seemed to sense that, or perhaps he just knew better than I did that I needed time to broach those subjects. He was the fucking shrink after all, and a highly recommended one at that. That’s why he got the big bucks.
 
   After I hung up, I felt as though a small part of the stress I’d been feeling was lifted. Between my mood and the phone call, I was feeling pretty fucking fantastic when I picked up the phone again to call Alyssa. It was only as I listened to the dial tone that I realised Dr. Henrikson had kept me on the phone and therefore would charge me extra for the cost of the call. 
 
   Fucker, I thought to myself in amusement. He was a great therapist, but definitely opportunistic. He never missed a single chance to get in extra billings.
 
   “Hello?” Alyssa answered, obviously wary and not recognising my phone number.
 
   “Hey. It’s me.”
 
   “Mmmm-hmmm, so you finally decided to pick up a phone and call me did you?” Her irritation was clear even down the phone line. 
 
   God, I hope she’ll let me apologise. I couldn’t explain—there was no explanation or excuse good enough—but I could apologise. Again and again if I had to. 
 
   “Yeah. Sorry. I’m only four years late.” I tried for the lame joke to break the tension. 
 
   There was a strangled sound, but then more silence.
 
   “You, uh, you wanted me to call,” I said, trying desperately to draw her back into a conversation. If it was any other woman, I was certain I’d be able to charm them into whatever I wanted. With Alyssa though . . . She had my tongue tied up in knots so big I was lucky to be able to get any words out at all. 
 
   “Right. So do you care to explain what the hell that was about last night?”
 
   Shit. I knew I’d done something to fuck it up with her. If only I could fucking remember the conversation we’d had or what I’d done. “I’m sorry, Lys. I just . . . fuck. I don’t even have an excuse. There is no excuse. I fucked up. Plain and simple.”
 
   “I thought you’d agreed to try my rules.”
 
   “I did, Lys. I am. I just fucked up. Please, let me try to make it up to you. And to Phoebe.”
 
   “Did you mean what you said?”
 
   “When? About trying? Didn’t I just say I did?”
 
   “No, last night at Josh’s. Did you mean what you said?”
 
   I tried in vain to remember what I said. “Fuck. Look, Lys, I promised I’ll be honest with you, and the truth is I can’t remember anything I said last night. The last thing I can clearly remember is . . .” I trailed off, because the last thing I could remember was buying the alcohol and climbing into the car down the Gold Coast.
 
   “Getting drunk?” Alyssa finished for me.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m sorry about that. I . . .” I couldn’t finish because there wasn’t an excuse. I understood that on some level. Although, it was easier to see how stupid and selfish it was when I had Alyssa on the phone and knew she was still talking to me. When she’d run away the day before, it had just felt like it was all too much and I had no other option. “Look, can I take you out to dinner?”
 
   “What about our agreement?”
 
   A small smile reached my lips as I sighed in relief. Alyssa was still going to hold me to the agreement. Which meant she still wanted to see me. “Already had my first session.”
 
   “Really? When.”
 
   “We finished about five minutes ago.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And what? You expect him to fix all my fucking problems in one hour?”
 
   A hard bark of laughter echoed down the line. “No, I guess not. When are you talking to him again?”
 
   Fuck. I knew I’d have to tell her this part sooner rather than later, but I’d been hoping to discuss it when she was in a good mood, not when she was pissed over something I did while drunk and stupid. “Tomorrow.”
 
   “So soon?” Her confusion was evident.
 
   “I meant what I said, Lys. I know I fucked up last night, but I want to make up for that. In fact, the doc and I agreed that it would be best for me to talk to him daily for the moment.”
 
   “Uh huh, and I suppose that decision was in no way influenced by our agreement?”
 
   “Maybe just a little,” I admitted. I wasn’t going to lie to her about it, but I also wasn’t going to tell her that she was the only reason for daily sessions. Although I was starting to see benefits for myself too. After all, I had a reason to be better. I remembered London, looking in the mirror and wondering whether Phoebe should be saddled with someone like me in her life. I realised now that I wanted to be in her life, but it was more than that—I wanted to deserve to be in her life.
 
   There was silence echoing down the line from Alyssa’s end. I could almost picture her face and the way she would be spinning her hair between her fingers as she tried to decide whether or not she was happy about that.
 
   “Don’t worry, Lys, I’m not going to hold you to the agreement of one date for each session.” It killed me to say it, but if it made her happier, it was the truth. “Of course I’d like to see you as much as possible, but I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want to.”
 
   She sighed. “Okay.”
 
   “So, can I pick you up tonight? I mean, if that’s okay with you?”
 
   “What about Phoebe? I’m not going to palm her off on people every night. She’s my daughter, I want to spend time with her.”
 
   I began to feel hopeful that maybe I would get to see Alyssa as much as I wanted to; well, maybe not quite as much, because if I had my way I might not let her out of my sight again. “Bring her too.”
 
   “Declan, have you ever gone out to dinner with a three-year-old?” Somehow I could hear the frown in her voice. “It’s not much fun.”
 
   “An early dinner then? Don’t worry so much, Lys, I’ll sort it out.” Trust me. The words were poised on the tip of my tongue but I couldn’t say them because that was part of our problem. She didn’t trust me—and might not for some time. 
 
   “If you say so.” I could hear the amusement in her voice now. She’d come full circle from when we started the call.
 
   “What time?”
 
   “Um, five?”
 
   “Perfect. Looking forward to it, Lys.”
 
   “Okay, I guess I’ll see you later, Dec.”
 
   I love you, Lys. It was too soon to say it, so I bit the words back down. For the moment. 
 
   I would tell her when the time was right though. Just like I would tell her about the visions I’d had of her while racing. That although it wasn’t her fault, every crash I’d had was because of her. I sighed. Despite ending the call on a positive note, just talking to Alyssa reminded me we still had so much to work out, so much trust I had to regain. Between that, the reminder that my car was busted to shit, and my aching side, my optimistic mood was positively dead.
 
   More than anything, I wanted to show Alyssa that she could trust me. I would make the date perfect and stress-free for her. I would show her that I could plan ahead and be a . . . father. No, that I could be a dad. The only problem was I had no fucking clue how. I didn’t know what I needed to organise for a three-year-old. Like Alyssa had pointed out, I had absolutely no freaking clue about kids. Luckily I knew someone who did and who just happened to be sitting out in the living room right now watching some shit on TV.
 
   “Mum?” I said as I walked up behind her.
 
   “Did you ring Alyssa?” The words were out before she’d even spun around.
 
   Of course that’d be the first thing she asked. “Yeah. I just got off the phone with her. I’m taking her out to dinner tonight.”
 
   “It’s not fair to take her away from Phoebe all the time.”
 
   “Yeah, Alyssa said the same thing. That’s why I’m taking them both out.”
 
   Mum laughed. “Somehow I don’t think your idea of a romantic date is compatible with a three-year-old.”
 
   “So I’ll change my idea of a romantic date.” I shrugged, and regretted the movement almost instantly when the pain in my side spread through my body again. 
 
   “Wow, Declan, is that the sound of you growing up that I hear?”
 
   “Fuck off.” I laughed to let her know I wasn’t serious.
 
   She shook her head but didn’t say anything.
 
   “I’ve never spent much time around kids. At least other than signing autographs, but that hardly qualifies as ‘quality time.’”
 
   “No, not really.” I could tell Mum was struggling to keep the amusement out of her voice.
 
   “So what the fuck do I need?”
 
   “Well, first you need to clean up your language.”
 
   After making sure I was out of arms’ reach, I said, “So no saying fuck, shit, arse, dick, or pussy then.”
 
   She shook her head again. “Declan, whatever will we do with you?”
 
   I smirked at her. “Love me. It’s all you can do.”
 
   She chuckled, but didn’t argue. 
 
   “Second,” she said. “You’ll need to arrange a car seat. I know Alyssa has a spare one that she lends us when I look after Phoebe.”
 
   “Okay, car seat. I’ll get one. I’ll need it again anyway.”
 
   “You seem confident.”
 
   “I know how Alyssa feels about me, or at least I think I do. I mean, she hasn’t sent me packing yet even though I did some stupid shit. That’s got to mean something, right?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
 
   “Just trying to keep you grounded in reality.”
 
   “I know the reality. I’m also trying to fix it.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   Talking about reality reminded me of my earlier conversation with my father. “What’s Dad’s problem anyway?”
 
   “What?” Mum was caught off guard by the shift in the conversation.
 
   “This morning he was going on about how he thought Alyssa was trying to trap me.”
 
   She closed her eyes. “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”
 
   “I think it is something to worry about if he’s going to go around bad-mouthing the woman that I love and the mother of my child.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you, Declan. I’m sure he’s made his thoughts clear to you in the past.” Her voice sounded . . . resigned.
 
   I knew he’d always regretted settling down young, having me early, but it felt like there was more to it than that. “Are you trying to tell me he feels he was trapped somehow?”
 
   “I don’t know. You’d have to talk to him about it.”
 
   “I’m trying to talk to you.”
 
   “It’s not my place.”
 
   “Are you okay, Mum?”
 
   “I’m always okay, sweetheart. I can’t tell you how happy I am that you are making an effort with Alyssa. She’s a good person.”
 
   “Fine, change the subject, but I will find out what’s going on.”
 
   “You’ll need something to keep her entertained too.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Phoebe. If you expect her to sit nicely while you two eat, you’ll need crayons and a colouring book or something.”
 
   Even though I knew it was just a distraction, I let the conversation move on. “Okay, so car seat and something to keep Phoebe occupied. Anything else?”
 
   “I don’t think so, dear. So I assume that means you are going out now?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You’ve still got the key?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Are you going to try to see a doctor about your side while you’re out?” 
 
   “I’ll try.” 
 
   “Well, I’ll see you later then.” It was a dismissal and I understood why when she turned on the TV. Some daytime soap was on. I chuckled. Some things never changed.
 
   I hunted for my wallet, phone, and car keys. Then I grabbed my sunglasses and hat because I decided to brave the Grand Plaza but still wasn’t sure that I wanted to be recognised.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOUR: REPAIRS
 
   
 
 
   
THE REMNANTS OF my somewhat happy mood were wiped away when I got outside and saw my car again. The scratch along the side—the one I’d caused . . . somehow—looked even worse than it had the first time I’d seen it. My Monaro was my baby, and I’d done everything I could to keep it pristine. Even though it was a few years old, there wasn’t a scratch on the paint or the rims. At least there hadn’t been until I’d fucked it up good and proper. After popping the locks with the remote, I ran my fingers across the exposed metal surface. 
 
   Fucking hell. It was just lucky that I’d only damaged the car. It was a miracle I hadn’t killed myself or someone else. 
 
   Taking care not to hurt my ribs any further, I ducked down to examine the damage closer. The scratch had torn off the paint, but as I ran my finger over the worst of it, I found that it hadn’t bent the metal too badly along most of the car. The front fender was rooted and would probably need to be replaced. Still, from what I could tell, the chassis wasn’t bent. The car wasn’t a write-off. It was the sort of damage that would take the boys back at Sinclair just a couple of hours to fix with their ready spare parts, willing hands, and array of tools. Considering they could repair a car overnight, it would have been an easy task for them. The longest part would be the paint booth. I didn’t expect that any local smash repairers could get it done that fast, but there wasn’t much choice. I needed it repaired before I went home. 
 
   Adding find a repairer into my mental to-do list, I climbed behind the wheel. When I did, I stopped and stared at the card on the dash. Sitting in front of the gauges was a card for Eastern Smash Repairs. I figured it was Dad’s way of trying to mend the bridge between us. He was a car guy at heart after all. If anyone understood how much the damage hurt to look at, it would be him. 
 
   Putting my child seat shopping on hold for a little while, I headed toward the address on the card. At least it was close, so it wouldn’t be a huge detour to, at minimum, get a quote. 
 
   A little less than five minutes later, I pulled up into the car park at Eastern Smash Repairs. It was more sophisticated and bigger than I’d expected for a suburban smash repairer. The front of the building, no doubt housing the admin offices, was all tinted glass, shiny aluminium, and navy walls. Four large roller doors faced the road, each one painted a pristine white. It certainly looked like the sort of place I could trust to work on my baby. 
 
   After I’d parked in one of the covered parking bays, I headed into the reception area. Chimes sounded when I pushed the door open and a young man who couldn’t have been more than seventeen glanced up at me with a polite, welcoming smile at the ready. A second later, recognition lit his eyes and his smile widened. Behind his desk was a large plastic sign bearing the business name. 
 
   “Declan Reede,” the receptionist said in awe as his eyes grew as wide as his smile. 
 
   “Um, hi.” 
 
   He stood and practically leaped around the desk to get to me. “I was told to expect you, but wow, I didn’t think I’d actually get to meet you.” He stuck out his hand. “It’s a huge honour, sir.” 
 
   I shook his offered hand. “Just call me Declan.” 
 
   After everything that had happened in the last few days, I’d almost forgotten my celebrity status. It had been so easy to get sucked into a well of darkness, that it was almost refreshing to see the hero worship on his face. 
 
   Although he looked like he might choke on his own tongue in his happiness, he nodded and repeated my name. 
 
   “You said you were expecting me?” 
 
   He nodded. “Mr. Olson said you might come in for a quote.” 
 
   “Olson?” The name rang a bell in my mind, but I couldn’t immediately place it. I was so certain Dad had been the one who’d left the card. Who else would have had access to my car to put the card on the dash? 
 
   Motherfucker! The answer struck me in an instant and I couldn’t believe the interfering arsehole. “Flynn Olson?”
 
   The receptionist frowned, his confusion clear on his face. Then he nodded. “Yes, Mr. Olson said you had some damage on your—”
 
   Without waiting for him to finish, I turned around and headed back out the door. The chimes that had greeted me sounded again and drowned out the last of the sentence.
 
   “Bastard,” I hissed under my breath. As if it wasn’t bad enough that he’d taken over my place in Alyssa’s life, now he wanted to call the shots when it came to repairing my fucking car.
 
   When I hit the car park, I saw the fucker kneeling down in front of my car inspecting the damage. One hand lifted to rub over his short, jet-black hair. 
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” I called out. 
 
   He stood and spun on the spot, but the face that greeted me wasn’t the one I’d seen with Alyssa at Queensland Raceway or the one from Emmanuel’s graveside. It was almost but not quite the same. His eyes were the same as Flynn’s, especially the way they narrowed at the corners as the man glared at me. 
 
   “Well, I was inspecting the damage so that I could give you a quote, but I don’t need the hassle of rude customers so I don’t think I’ll bother.”
 
   “Just ignore his grumpy arse, Cain. It’s me he’s upset with,” Flynn’s voice called from behind me.
 
   Cain . . . the fucker Alyssa had been with. I clenched my jaw tightly as I considered it. Images of his hands trailing paths through Alyssa’s hair assaulted my mind. His tongue exploring her mouth. His body pressed against hers. Her hands— 
 
   My teeth ground together as I tried to push the thoughts out of my mind. Fuck this, I don’t need this shit. 
 
   I didn’t need to be there. There had to be other smash repairers around. I unlocked the car with the remote and moved toward it. 
 
   “Wait,” Flynn said. His voice was closer than it had been. “I need to talk to you.”
 
   I spun on him. “Yeah? Well I don’t have anything to say.” 
 
   “Tough shit, because I do. And I’m sure Alyssa will be interested to hear of your unwillingness to listen.” 
 
   I curled my fingers into a fist around my keys. Motherfucker. I sighed, forced my hand to relax, and locked the car again. 
 
   “Leave the keys with Cain,” Flynn directed, as if he actually had some authority over me.
 
   “Why—”
 
   “There’s no one better, that’s why. At least, not nearby and maybe not at all. I’m sure you’ll want that damage fixed before you have to explain it to Alyssa.” His smug look indicated that he knew exactly what had happened. Added to Dad’s words and Mum’s assertions that I needed to find some way to thank Flynn, it was clear that he’d been there. Somehow, he’d found me and taken me—and my car—home. 
 
   That was the only reason I muttered, “Fine,” and threw the keys to Cain. 
 
   Without another word, Flynn spun on his heels and headed back into the building. After balling my hands into fists again, I huffed out a breath to calm myself and then followed him inside.
 
   He led me past the receptionist and into a spacious office. With a wave of his hand, he motioned toward two tub chairs along one wall. I stood in the middle of the room until he turned around. My fists curled and uncurled at my sides. I wasn’t going to make it easy for the fucker. 
 
   “Just sit will you?” 
 
   I crossed to the chair and sat, letting out a huff as I lowered myself down. This better be fucking worth it. 
 
   He leaned against the desk and looked at me.
 
   “Want a drink?” he asked, but his tone indicated it was a smart-arsed remark not a polite offer. I knew his true colours would come out as soon as we were alone.
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   “Charming. I can really see why Alyssa likes you. You’ve got that whole warm and fuzzy thing—”
 
   I’d stood and crossed the room halfway through his sentence. “Shut the fuck up.”
 
   “You’ve got this whole nice-guy thing going on when it comes to her, but you don’t fool me. You’re a self-entitled arsehole.”
 
   I got up in his face, a sneer curling my lips. “I’m only an arsehole when people make me one.” 
 
   He clenched his fists at his sides. “The only reason you’re still standing right now is because I know how to control myself. Now, sit.” 
 
   “You know what, it’s not even worth it.” With the sneer still cemented on my face, I reached for my car keys before I remembered Cain had taken them for his fucking quote. Fucking shit! 
 
   I stopped and clenched my fists before turning back to Flynn. “You wanna get to whatever point you wanted to make? ’Cause I sure as hell don’t have all day to sit around and shoot the shit.” 
 
   He raised one eyebrow at me. “What the hell was that last night?”
 
   “What fucking business is it of yours?”
 
   “Your drunk arse almost ran me off the fucking road before you crashed into that guard rail, that’s what.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   “Yeah. ‘Oh.’ Seriously, what the fuck were you thinking?”
 
   Unwilling to explain my life to him, I crossed my arms and raised one eyebrow.
 
   “Not only that, I don’t know why you’d do that to Alyssa. She’s trying—so damn hard—to trust you again for Phoebe’s sake, and how do you repay her? By breaking her rules at the first opportunity.”
 
   “How do you—” I was going to ask how he knew that but there was only one way. My jaw clenched tightly as I thought about the fact that Alyssa had spilled our secrets to him. “She told you.” 
 
   “Everything. From the whiskey to the whispered declarations. I know it all.” 
 
   My fists clenched and unclenched against my legs. I itched to wipe the smug expression from his face. The fact that his brother had the keys to my baby—to my escape route—was the only reason I didn’t. “Well, that’s just—” fucked up “—great.” 
 
   “Even if you hadn’t agreed to follow Alyssa’s requests, what the hell were you thinking getting behind the wheel in that state?” Before I could say anything in my own defence—not that there was anything I could say to excuse my behaviour—he continued on. “Do you know how many cars we have come through the doors here because of drunk drivers? Do you know how many lives have been lost because wankers like you got behind the wheel?”
 
   “I didn’t come here for a lecture.” 
 
   “Well, stiff shit. If you’re going to make stupid decisions, you’re going to have to listen to one. What if it hadn’t been me? I can control my car well enough when arseholes try to run me off the road, but what if it’d been another car you swerved toward? One with a family? You could have killed someone. What if you’d had Alyssa in the car with you? Phoebe?” 
 
   His words twisted in my stomach, writhing like snakes and increasing the guilt. “You think I don’t know that?” 
 
   “I don’t know. You were the one who—” 
 
   Holding up my hand, I cut him off. “Yeah, yeah, I know. And I really don’t need to fucking hear it again.” 
 
   “You do realise that if I hadn’t been there, if I hadn’t driven your drunk arse home, you might have been caught DUI? Anyone else would have probably called the police.”
 
   “What do you want, a fucking medal?” 
 
   He moved over to me and sat in the other tub chair. “You know, each time I see you I find myself thoroughly confused over what it is that Alyssa sees in you. I still wonder what she’d say if she knew you almost ran me off the road.” 
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “You didn’t tell her?” 
 
   He sighed and looked away. “I was going to. And I still think she needs to know.” 
 
   “Then why didn’t you? After all, it’d earn you some points against me.” 
 
   “God, you are such an idiot. This isn’t a fucking contest.” 
 
   Despite his words, it felt like one. 
 
   “She cares about you. God only knows why, but she does. If it was up to me, I’d be kicking your arse to the kerb over what you did.” 
 
   “Are we done here?” 
 
   “You don’t get it do you? I’m trying to help you out. I know Alyssa better than you do.” 
 
   “No. I really don’t think you do.” I couldn’t help the smirk that crossed my lips. Sure he might have her confidence for the moment, but there were things about Alyssa I knew that Flynn never could. Things that fuelled my fantasies and filled my nights. 
 
   “Whatever, man, I just want to know you’ll stop doing stupid shit that can kill other people.”
 
   “Not that it’s any of your business but no, it won’t happen again. And you can tell Alyssa that when you speak to her.”
 
   He seemed to consider my words for a few moments, then he nodded. “Just know that if you do, I won’t hesitate to call the cops and get your arse arrested for DUI.” 
 
   Before I had a chance to say anything in response, there was a knock on the wall beside the open door. Without waiting to be invited in, Cain walked through and offered me a sheet of paper.
 
   “I’ve got your quote,” he said. “If you’re interested, I can probably fit you in today.”
 
   “Are you serious?” The rest of my question, Why on God’s green earth would I leave my car with you? died on my tongue as I flicked open the quote. I’d been certain it was going to be jacked up to twice the normal price, but it wasn’t. In fact, it was a good few hundred less than I would have expected for the damage. “How long will it take?” 
 
   Cain and Flynn shared a loaded glance before Flynn nodded. 
 
   “I could probably have it back to you by Friday,” Cain said.
 
   “Friday. Huh.” It timed out perfectly, but could I actually trust him with my baby?
 
   Except, if I did, and they fucked up the Monaro worse than it already was, I could probably use it to my advantage. Alyssa would be pissed at them if they knowingly screwed me over. Plus, a bad word about their business by Declan Reede could probably cause them some grief. It was worth the risk to have my car repaired before Saturday with as little effort as possible. 
 
   “I guess I can leave it here, but then I don’t have another car.” I didn’t add that I needed one to take Alyssa on a date. 
 
   “We can probably help out with that,” Flynn said. “We have a few loaner cars.” 
 
   He walked over to his desk and grabbed a leaflet. When he handed it to me, I saw it was for Eastern Car Hire. 
 
   “We actually run a hire company,” he explained. “It’s a good secondary source of income.” 
 
   “Flynn’s a wicked businessman,” Cain said. “He came up with the idea after he finished uni last year. We haven’t looked back since.”
 
   “It was easy to build on the back of his skills with the wrench.”
 
   That’s fucking nice. Resisting an eye-roll at the mutual wank-fest, I nodded. Even though it killed me to ask, I found the words. “Well, what do you have available?” 
 
   Cain and Flynn grinned at each other and somehow I knew I was fucked. 


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIVE: WILD ROSES
 
   
 
 
   
AN HOUR LATER, I was standing in front of a dizzying array of baby shit. I didn’t understand how the fuck there could be so many different types of car seats. How the fuck was one significantly different to the others? All they needed to do was keep Phoebe safe, what the fuck else mattered?
 
   I was in a big, faceless chain department store so there weren’t even any ready assistants around that I could ask. 
 
   Each of the seats seemed to have weight ratings on them but how the fuck was I supposed to know what Phoebe weighed? She was little, that was all I knew. I looked around to find assistance, but the best I could do was ask at the CD counter. Which was unattended. Hoping someone might be in the little back room there, I rang the bell for help. 
 
   Not long after, a ghost from my past walked out to meet me. His dark hair was cropped short, and his once rake-thin body had expanded, but he was easily recognisable.
 
   “Declan Reede!” Ben called in surprise. 
 
   There had been a time he’d been my best male friend, but I hadn’t spoken to him since I moved to Sydney.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “Ben! Fuck, man, it’s been too long.” 
 
   “Yeah? Well, you knew where I was.” His words were clipped. After the initial surprise of seeing me had worn off, he’d obviously decided he was going to aim for pissed off. 
 
   “True, bud. Sorry. It’s been brought to my attention recently that I was an arse for the way I left.”
 
   “Just a bit.” He dropped his voice. “You know about Alyssa, right?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. Do you speak to her much?”
 
   “Jade tried for a while, but Alyssa sort of froze everyone out as much as you did. I think it was because of the gossip. Arses like Blake Cooper and that bitch, Darcy. They made sure Alyssa’s life was a living hell as soon as they learned she was pregnant. Of course none of them knew who the father was. The truth is most of them are still too stupid to realise.”
 
   “Of course, that means you know then?” I asked, to confirm my suspicion. “Because you and Jade were never stupid.”
 
   He shrugged. “Wasn’t hard to figure it out, I mean we knew your plans. Then you’re gone and Alyssa’s pregnant.” 
 
   He started to look a bit annoyed, as if he might take a swing at me. Then I realised what he probably assumed. It would have looked like I was avoiding them all to ignore my responsibilities. 
 
   “I—I didn’t know.” My admission was barely a whisper. I was still ashamed that the reason I didn’t know was my own damned refusal to pick up the fucking phone.
 
   “Serious?”
 
   “Serious, man. I, well, I was a bit of a dick to Alyssa when she tried to contact me after I moved to Sydney.” My voice faltered as the thoughts flitted through my mind. I shook it off as I remembered my mission. “But that’s in the past now. Do you know anything about fucking car seats? I need to get one.”
 
   He raised his eyebrow at me. “It’s like that, is it?”
 
   “Hopefully.” A small grin crossed my lips as I allowed myself to admit to the growing excitement about the date with Alyssa and Phoebe.
 
   “Sure, I know a bit,” he said. “Give me a sec to get someone to cover me here and I’ll help you out.”
 
   “Thanks. Oh, and I really am sorry for the way I left. But I’m home now, and I’m trying to fix my fuck-ups. All of my fuck-ups.”
 
   “It just took hitting half a dozen walls to knock some sense into you, hey?” He laughed as he walked into the back room. He emerged a few minutes later wearing a normal t-shirt rather than the uniform he was just in.
 
   “I’m going to have lunch while I’ve got cover,” he said in response to my quizzical look.
 
   “Oh shit, don’t let me take up your lunch hour.”
 
   “You won’t. It’ll take five minutes to get this seat. I assume you want one designed for a toddler?”
 
   “You fucking know me too well.” I laughed.
 
   “I used to,” he said sadly. It was man code for, “I missed you.”
 
   “Yeah.” Which was man code for, “me too.” “Hey, why don’t I shout you lunch for helping me out?”
 
   He shrugged. “I won’t say no.”
 
   It wasn’t long before he’d selected the “perfect” seat and we were at the counter paying for it. I tried to quiz him on why it was the right one and he gave me a stack of shit about anti-submarining straps, adjustable height, head support, seat-belt slots. I understood most of it in theory, but in terms of a fucking baby seat I had no idea. About the only thing I understood was that it had cup holders. Cup holders were good. Not that anyone would be allowed to eat or drink in my Monaro when I got her back. 
 
   We took the seat back to the car because there was no way in hell I was carrying a box that size all the way around the Grand Plaza. When the indicators flashed on the red five-door Barina hatch, Ben turned to me with a questioning look. 
 
   “Just don’t say shit about it, okay?” I said.
 
   He raised his hands in surrender. “I won’t say a word. It’s just not what I pictured you in.” He smirked. 
 
   “Fuck off, it’s a hire car. Mine’s getting repaired.”
 
   “Are you crashing off the track now too?”
 
   “Fuck you,” I said, but the grin on my face let him know I wasn’t serious. 
 
   As it turned out, Ben was a fucking champion and even installed the seat into the car for me. I definitely owed him a fucking meal for his help.
 
   We went back into the centre and grabbed our old favourite, roast beef rolls, from the food court. I was surprised by just how easily we fell back into conversation. For a little while, we reminisced about high school and then I filled him in a little on what I’d been up to. Before long, I was bored with me and was much more interested in what he’d been up to.
 
   “Well, I married Jade. We’ve got two little ones.”
 
   “Really? How old?” Even as the words left me, I wondered at what point exactly I stamped the daddy card and started asking questions like that. Usually my response to, “I’ve got kids,” was, “Do I look like I fucking care?” but just then, I did care. I was genuinely interested. Which even surprised me.
 
   “Two and a half, and eleven months.”
 
   “So that’s why you’re a genius when it comes to car seats?” I laughed.
 
   He grinned at me. “Yeah, well, I had to do a hell of a lot of research. Jade dragged me around to a stack of shops before we settled on the seat that you’ve got for our oldest.”
 
   For a moment, I stood back and assessed my old friend. It had been a few years, and despite the physical differences, in my mind he’d still remained unchanged. Standing in front of me though, was a young man miles away from the teenager I’d left behind. “Wow. Married with kids.”
 
   “Well, you’ve got one yourself.”
 
   I shrugged. I wasn’t going to go into the full details about why I wasn’t on the birth certificate. Why she wasn’t legally seen as my daughter. Or why I didn’t feel like I deserved to be her dad yet.
 
   “So what brought you back up to Brissie anyway?”
 
   “Actually, Alyssa did. I went to London to get away for a bit and kinda ended up on a plane beside her.”
 
   He laughed. “So you tried to run away but fate had other plans?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Wow. I still can’t believe you’re here in front of me, man. I guess I should get your autograph or something while I got this chance.”
 
   “How about my phone number instead?”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “I’m serious, man. I told you I’m trying to make up for my mistakes. Losing contact with my friends is one of them. Maybe I can even bring Lys around one day.”
 
   “I’m sure Jade would love that. I know she’s missed Alyssa, and we heard that Alyssa was leaving soon so it’d be nice to patch things up before then.”
 
   “Oh, Lys isn’t going to London anymore. She didn’t want to be that far away from her family, so she’s staying.”
 
   Ben shook his head. “No, she’s not. She’s definitely leaving. Jade works for the real estate that Alyssa rents from. The day before yesterday she was in to discuss finalising the lease and talked about how hard it would be to leave. Jade was real upset when she came home.”
 
   “The day before yesterday?” I whispered. 
 
   Alyssa was leaving? Had she lied to me when she said she wasn’t going to London? My mouth was dry and my heart began to thud in my chest. I was going to have a panic attack, I just knew it. I needed to get away from prying eyes before it could hit. Rumours of panic attacks could kill my career just as completely as crashing into walls. 
 
   “Um, Ben, I’m sure you’re probably due back at work and I’ve gotta go.” I quickly rattled off my phone number and he programmed it into his phone.
 
   I almost ran through the centre back toward the car. As soon as I arrived I climbed into the driver’s seat and tried to breathe. I turned on some music and tried to concentrate on the rhythm. My eyes hit the car seat in the rear-view mirror and I felt my heart rip in two. Alyssa was leaving Brisbane and wasn’t going to tell me. Worse, there was no legal way I could stop her from taking Phoebe out of my life.
 
   Fuck that!
 
   I picked up my phone and rang my lawyer. After a fifteen minute conversation, I discovered I could go to court and contest the paternity to prove Phoebe was mine. The only problem was it would mean a potentially public battle with Alyssa. My lawyer also advised me that I would be liable for child support going back to Phoebe’s birth, but I didn’t give a shit about that. If I’d known sooner, I was positive I would have helped Alyssa out more. Although it worried me to think what would have happened if I’d found out about Alyssa’s pregnancy during my worst three months.
 
   As I hung up the phone, I decided I would wait Alyssa out. I would see if she’d come clean to me and tell me what the fuck was happening. Why was she discussing getting out of her lease as recently as two days earlier if she wasn’t leaving? And if she was, why would she have told me she wasn’t taking the London position? Was it just to stave off my panic attack? 
 
   I took a deep breath and started the car before remembering another item on my to-do list: something to keep Phoebe entertained. 
 
   For a moment, I considered going back into the shops, but I still felt the signs of an impending attack and I couldn’t risk one of those in public. Not with my reputation already hanging by a thread. I breathed out and put the car in reverse. I would just have to deal with it. Whatever happened, I would just have to cope.
 
   The thought struck me that I should probably find a doctor or something, but the pain in my ribs wasn’t getting worse and the new bruises were no worse than the old ones. Until something happened to change that, the injuries could wait and just heal on their own. Why get shit on permanent record if it might affect my chances of getting to drive again soon? 
 
   As I drove, I saw a sign for a shop I would never have considered entering before but once I’d seen it, an impulse built in me. The sign across the door of a small shop front read Wild Roses Tattoo. 
 
   It was all too easy to recall the small dark markings on Alyssa’s skin that symbolised our children, and I wanted something too. I needed to commemorate my son. Wanted to celebrate my daughter. Especially if she was going to be torn from my life too.
 
   The thought cemented my plan and I slammed on the brakes so hard that a white Nissan X-Trail almost went up my arse. Ignoring the almost carnage around me, I turned into the car park for the small set of shops. When the X-Trail followed, I thought I was going to have some issues. 
 
   Great. Just what I fucking need. 
 
   Parking the little red Barina, I climbed out and waited for a confrontation with the other driver, but the doors didn’t open. The windows were too heavily tinted to see inside, but the fact that no one climbed out of the car made me think maybe it was a coincidence. Shrugging it off, I found my way back to the shop. When I was inside, I glanced around at the artwork-covered walls and nodded to the woman behind the counter. I was thankful not to recognise anyone. Of course, that didn’t mean they didn’t recognise me.
 
   “How can we help you today?” the receptionist greeted me. She was tall and lean, with spiked black hair, a piercing in her nose, and a full sleeve of tattoos up one arm. I thought it was safe to assume she was more into bikes than V8s, but even if I was wrong, it didn’t show in her eyes if she did recognise me.
 
   “Um, I was thinking about getting a tattoo done.”
 
   “Okay, have you got a design in mind?”
 
   “Not really.” Fuck, I hadn’t thought this through.
 
   “Well, you can have a look through our books if you like.” She pointed out a stack of ring binders. I flicked the first one open and saw that it was filled with print-outs of various tatts.
 
   “Have you done any horses?” I remembered the engraving from Emmanuel’s tombstone. I didn’t know what the significance of the horses was, but I knew they were important.
 
   “Any particular style?”
 
   “Style?” Fuck, I was so far out of my depth it wasn’t even funny.
 
   “Well, you can go for realism or tribal.” She showed me a sample of each.
 
   “Tribal, I think.” There was something beautiful and strong in the twisted black patterns of one of the designs she showed me. “Do you have any that are rearing?”
 
   She pulled out another folder and flipped it open. I had to give it to her, this girl knew her job and was fucking good at it.
 
   “Something like this?” She showed me a picture of a tribal horse reared up on its hind legs. It reminded me of the design on the tombstone.
 
   “Yes, that’s perfect. How soon can you fit me in?”
 
   She chuckled. “You’re eager.”
 
   “I just have to do this before I can pussy out.”
 
   After tapping on her computer for a moment, she said, “The earliest I can fit you in is a month from Friday.”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s not going to work. It has to be soon. Today.” 
 
   “We’re booked out this afternoon.”
 
   “I’ll pay you double if you reschedule them.” I gave her a winning smile. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t just—”
 
   “Call them and tell them that I’ll pay for their tattoo if they take the appointment in a month’s time.” 
 
   “I’m not—”
 
   “Please?” I cut her off and turned on the charm. “I really need to do this today.”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll call them, but I can’t guarantee anything.” 
 
   Grinning that I’d at least won her around, I stepped back from the desk to let her do her thing. “Just see what you can do.” 
 
   She turned and headed into a small office to one side of the reception desk. A little less than ten minutes later, she came back with a smile on her lips. “Looks like you’re getting inked today.”
 
   “Fuck yeah. How long will it take?”
 
   “Where would you like it?”
 
   “Between my shoulder blades.” Even as I’d looked through the designs, I’d settled on the position. I wanted it to be close to my heart but also somewhere I could hide it easily.
 
   “And do you want that exact design?”
 
   I shook my head. After seeing the design, I could picture the exact tattoo I wanted. “I want that and then a mirror of it alongside. I want each of the horses to have an initial on them and a date between them.”
 
   “Facing inward or turned away from each other?”
 
   “Inward.”
 
   “What initials and what date?”
 
   “A C and a P and the date is the eleventh of June.”
 
   She took the design out of the folder and went to the photocopier. Within five minutes, she had a drawing of the two horses side by side, facing each other. Then she quickly stencilled in the initials and the date. “Like that?”
 
   I smiled. She had somehow managed to capture exactly what I was looking for on her first attempt. “That’s perfect.”
 
   “Okay. Give me a few minutes to set up my station.” She smiled. 
 
   Holy shit. The fact that she was actually the tattoo artist was kind of hot. Something told me she’d be wild in the sack. Only a few weeks earlier, I would have definitely tried for a post-tatt happy ending. 
 
   Now, I was a one-woman man. Or at least, I was trying to be.
 
   A little while later, the tattooist came back out and led me into the back. She showed me her equipment, running me through her safety and hygiene practices. As happy as I was that it was all above board, I just wanted her to get going already before I pussied out. 
 
   “C’mon then, get your shirt off.” Her lips curled into a flirtatious smile. 
 
   Meeting her eye, I peeled off my top with a smirk on my lips. Maybe I was a one-woman man, but that didn’t mean I didn’t appreciate being admired. 
 
   “Holy shit, what did you do to yourself?” she asked, as her eyes raked over my ribs, taking in the dark blemishes that covered my left side and the yellowish ones on my right. 
 
   “Uh, well, it’s a long story.” 
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing we’ve got a bit of time.” She pointed in the direction of the chair. “Let’s get you comfortable and then you can spill.” 
 
   My heart started to race when she pulled her chair in close and turned on the machine. 
 
   
 
 
   
IT WAS a little after four when I finally left the tattoo parlour with an aching back and a list of aftercare instructions. Although the tattooist had been a willing ear, I hadn’t told her everything. I’d told her enough to satisfy her curiosity without leaving her with enough gossip to sell as a story to Gossip Weekly or some other similar magazine. 
 
   As I’d talked to her about Alyssa, by hinting at a girl I was interested in, I’d come to the decision that I wasn’t going to show Alyssa the tatt until it had healed. At least that way, she’d see it in the proper glory rather than as the weeping mess it could be for the next few days, according to the tattoo artist. 
 
   It wouldn’t be that hard to hide it from Alyssa anyway. After all, it wasn’t like she had any reason to look at my naked back. She’d made it pretty clear nothing was going to happen in that department for a while yet. 
 
   When I arrived home, the house was empty. Although I wondered where Mum was, I figured Dad was probably at work, considering he’d left late that morning just so that he could have his little discussion with me before going. 
 
   I scribbled a quick note on the whiteboard in the kitchen to let Mum know that I’d been home and not to worry about me. She already knew I had a date with Alyssa, so I figured I didn’t need to stress too much about letting her know why I wasn’t there.
 
   Changing into something a little more formal, I couldn’t help but laugh when I thought about the date I’d organised during a small break from the tattoo chair. It would show her that I could do romantic and kid friendly.
 
   At twenty to five, I left the house. My nerves sprang to the surface as I considered the fact that it was technically our first date. By the time I pulled up to Alyssa’s house, my palms were sweaty and my mouth was dry. I hadn’t been on a proper date in forever. Not since the formal. My usual nights out were a lot less formal and with more guarantees to score by the end. 
 
   Standing on her doorstep, I took a few deep breaths to calm myself. When I knocked, the door opened almost immediately to reveal two lovely ladies both wearing fine attire and beautiful smiles. Alyssa was in a soft pink dress that crossed over in front of her bust, enhancing her cleavage. It fell to just above the knee, but the material was so flowy it looked significantly shorter.
 
   “Hello, you two,” I said.
 
   Alyssa smiled.
 
   “Declan!” called Phoebe, waving enthusiastically.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” I asked Alyssa.
 
   “Yeah. I’ll just go get my car keys.”
 
   “Uh-uh, I’m driving you tonight.”
 
   “Declan, I’m not going to put a car seat in a coupe in this dress.”
 
   Even though I was in the tiny Barina, I mentally pictured Alyssa leaning over into the backseat of the Monaro. The image had me gulping for air. When I saw that Alyssa and Phoebe were both staring at me, I pushed the picture from out of my mind. “It’s all sorted, Lys. I told you I’m all over it tonight.”
 
   She raised her eyebrow and smirked at me. “If you say so.”
 
   “Trust me, I say so.” Then I remembered one small problem. “Although I don’t know how to fasten the child seat I got.”
 
   Alyssa laughed. “Yep, sounds like everything is under control.”
 
   I almost felt like she was waiting for something to go wrong, but she locked up the house and followed me to the drive without any further questioning.
 
   “Uh, Dec, what’s with—”
 
   “It’s nothing. My car just needed a tune-up.” The words fell from my lips before I’d had the chance to consider whether lying to her was really the best option. 
 
   “Okay.” When she spotted the brand-new car seat in the back, she paused for a moment but recovered quickly and helped Phoebe into it. 
 
   As Alyssa leaned forward to fasten Phoebe in she gave me the exact view I’d just been picturing, even if it was in the wrong car. The long lengths of her thighs were creamy and white and I wanted to run my fingers along them. Instead, I took a deep breath and climbed behind the wheel. 
 
   After Alyssa was in the car, she turned to me. “So where are we going?”
 
   “It’s a surprise.”
 
   I started the car and reversed out of Alyssa’s driveway. The drive to our date took about ten minutes. Alyssa burst out laughing as I pulled into the car park. “We’re a bit overdressed, aren’t we?”
 
   I smiled and shook my head. “We’re dressed just right in my opinion.” 
 
   Alyssa helped Phoebe back out of the car and then the three of us headed toward our date with the future.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIX: GOLDEN ARCHES
 
   
 
 
   
AS WE CROSSED the carpark, Alyssa held one of Phoebe’s hands and, at Phoebe’s demand, I held the other. I couldn’t believe how small and warm Phoebe’s hands were as her fingers curled around mine.
 
   “So do you want to line up?” Alyssa asked. “Or shall I?”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s five-star all the way tonight.”
 
   She laughed. “Five-star? At McDonald’s?”
 
   “Well, as five-star as Macca’s can be. Come on, this way.”
 
   I led her through to the kids’ party room. This had all been arranged with the manager when I called from the tattoo parlour. I pushed open the door and smiled when I saw everything was done to perfection. The long table was covered with a crisp white tablecloth and was adorned by a vase containing a dozen red roses. We’d barely sat when the waiter brought out our meals. I wasn’t sure what Alyssa ate now, but I knew McChickens had always been her favourite so I’d ordered one of those for her and a chicken nugget Happy Meal for Phoebe.
 
   “Kid friendly and romantic,” I said triumphantly, indicating the room with my hands.
 
   “Very good,” Alyssa said with a growing smile. “You seem to have considered everything.” She chuckled as if thinking there was something blatant that I’d missed.
 
   “I don’t want chicken nuggets,” Phoebe complained. 
 
   Alyssa giggled again.
 
   “What would you like then?” I asked.
 
   “Pizza.”
 
   “They don’t have pizza here, sweetie,” Alyssa explained. “Declan was kind enough to bring us to dinner. I’m sure you can have chicken nuggets just this once.”
 
   Phoebe shook her head and started to whine a little. I felt my perfect night slipping away faster than my V8 could get off the line.
 
   “Is there anything else you want?” I asked. “A burger maybe?”
 
   She nodded. “Yep. Burger.”
 
   I called our waiter back again and asked for a cheeseburger for Phoebe. After it was placed in front of her she pushed it away. “Don’t want that.”
 
   With a sigh, I looked to Alyssa for help. I wasn’t sure what to do and I wanted to defer to her.
 
   I was relieved when Alyssa touched her hand and spoke softly. “Just eat what you like, sweetheart. You can have something else later if you want.”
 
   “I want a milkshake.”
 
   I smiled. “That I can do.” I pushed the chocolate thickshake I’d ordered toward her.
 
   She took a deep sip and then beamed at me. Our perfect night started to get back on track. 
 
   Eventually Phoebe ate what was in front of her without too much complaint. Alyssa and I didn’t talk much while we ate. Instead, Alyssa sat back and watched as Phoebe regaled me with stories about her day and her week. For at least half the time, I had no idea what she was saying but after asking “what” fifteen times, I’d decided just to smile and nod as she spoke. 
 
   Every time I looked over at Alyssa she was staring at us with an unknown expression on her face. It was not quite a look of longing, not quite a look of love, but because of the pain buried in her eyes, it was almost heartbreaking to witness.
 
   “Are you all right with her for one minute?” Alyssa asked.
 
   I nodded. “We’ll be fine, won’t we, Pheebs?” I winked at her. She giggled and nodded in reply.
 
   Alyssa walked off and pulled out her mobile phone.
 
   “I want more.” Phoebe held up her empty cup. I ordered another thickshake for Phoebe and cleared off the rest of the table. Alyssa came back a few minutes later.
 
   “Sorry, Mum asked me to check in with her when we got to the restaurant. I didn’t want her to worry.”
 
   “She doesn’t trust me, does she?”
 
   Alyssa smiled at me. “No, not really.”
 
   “I don’t know what it will take to convince everyone that I am here for good, but I’ll do it. Eventually, I’ll prove to everyone that I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”
 
   The look from before, the almost painful look of longing and desire, crossed her features again. 
 
   “I know.” Somehow she made the two words sound more like, “I wish I could believe that.” 
 
   It left me certain that I had a lot to prove to her too.
 
   “Is everyone finished?” I asked. I was unable to shake the sorrow from my voice. Even though a few weeks ago I would never have considered the possibility that a date at McDonalds with a three-year-old in tow would be a good time, I’d actually really enjoyed myself. 
 
   Both Alyssa and Phoebe nodded.
 
   “Did you want to go onto the playground?” I asked Phoebe, to delay the inevitable moment when we’d have to go home.
 
   She nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please.”
 
   Alyssa took Phoebe out to the playground while I went inside and paid for the meal, for the staff member, and for the room. I’d never paid so much for McDonalds before; in fact I probably could have fed a family of four for a week for what it cost, but it was worth it. At least the night hadn’t been a total disaster, so I was happy.
 
   Before I joined Phoebe and Alyssa, I grabbed sundaes for all of us and another Coke for Alyssa and me to share. I smiled tentatively at her as I sat beside her on the parents’ seat inside the playground. She grabbed her sundae from me and I watched appreciatively as her tongue curled around the spoon to clear it of ice cream and chocolate sauce.
 
   Phoebe climbed through the holes and around the ladders all the way to the top of the playground. There was something almost joyous in her simple act of play. An emotion built within me that I couldn’t explain, a warmth that spread through my chest and lifted the corners of my lips. 
 
   Alyssa’s hand was extended out onto the seat between us and before I realised what I was doing, I’d wrapped mine around it. She glanced down at our entwined fingers briefly but didn’t pull away.
 
   “I saw Ben today,” I said, mainly to fill the silence between us.
 
   She nodded, a sad look crossing her face. “How is he?” 
 
   I heard the unspoken questions, the desperate urge she had to get acquainted with her old friend, Jade.
 
   “He and Jade are still together.” I wasn’t sure how much Alyssa knew, only that—from what Ben had said—she’d pulled herself away from them. “They have a couple of kids now.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, I know.” Her thumb began to brush a trail along the back of my hand. I closed my eyes briefly, relishing her touch and the simple pleasure she gave me.
 
   “He really wants to catch up with us both.”
 
   She nodded vaguely and watched Phoebe intently. “I want to, too. I just don’t know if I can.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Do you know why I stopped talking to them? Why I prefer to spend my time with Flynn?”
 
   Horrified by the overwhelming sadness in her voice, I shook my head.
 
   “When you left, well, everything reminded me of you. Like I said before, it wasn’t just a break-up . . . I lost my best friend. For a while, I tried to see everyone and pretend everything was normal, but it was different. We were no longer the awesome foursome. There was Ben and Jade the couple, and Alyssa the rejected one. I couldn’t face it. I felt like a third wheel all the time. And then I found out I was pregnant and I just . . .” She closed her eyes and blew out a breath. 
 
   When she reopened them, her eyes had a hardness to them—as if she’d closed off the part of herself that felt the pain. I wondered how I’d never noticed the difference before. “And then Flynn came along one day and he was new. There were no ties to you. I could finally just be Alyssa, and not the one you left behind. It was refreshing.”
 
   I let go of Alyssa’s hand and put my arm around her shoulders. I wasn’t sure how she would react but she nuzzled into me as I squeezed her gently. I was beginning to see how much of a struggle it had been for her. 
 
   When I left, I’d forged a new identity for myself. I was completely free of all memory of her, of us, and any time I found something that was a reminder, I ignored it or pushed it away. But Alyssa had been faced with our past every single day. Her entire support network was saturated with memories.
 
   “Did you and Flynn ever . . .” I couldn’t even finish the question.
 
   She laughed. “No. I tried once or twice but he’s firmly in the other camp.”
 
   “Was there ever anyone else?”
 
   “Not really. Just Cain.”
 
   I nodded. “What happened?” I didn’t really want to know, but I needed to know her and that included learning about her past after us.
 
   “I don’t know. I guess I sort of thought I could have something with Cain, so I chased him. I learned pretty quickly that I really only wanted him because of his resemblance to Flynn though. He was like Flynn-lite. Then not long after we broke up, I found out he was in love with his boss’s daughter, Kirsty. The way they are now, it was like they were made for each other. There’s no hard feelings there at all.”
 
   “Why did you chase him so much?” It didn’t really sound like the Alyssa I’d known.
 
   She stared straight ahead and I could almost see thoughts formulating, so when she spoke, I knew each word was chosen with care. “When you’re at the track and something happens, and you know you can’t get first place, no matter how hard you work, do you try hard for second?”
 
   “Of course.” I was confused by her change of tack and wasn’t sure where she was going with the question, but allowed her to go with it.
 
   She glanced at me, and the intensity in her gaze burned through me. “And if you can’t get second? You fight for third?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “But then, at some point, you realise third place might be good. It might be the best you can ever get, but it’s never going to be first, no matter how much you might want it to be. Third place is never really going to get you anywhere.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” Even as I said the words, it hit me. I couldn’t help the grin that crossed my face even though my heart broke for her. “Are you saying I was your first place?”
 
   She smacked my chest playfully at my smile. Then she grinned in return. “Yes, you were.”
 
   “I’m offended,” I mock-protested. I wrapped my arms tightly around her and began to tickle her lightly. “Am I still first place?”
 
   “More like a consolation prize, I think.” She managed to squeeze the words out between squeals.
 
   Phoebe ran back over to us with a smile on her face. She wrapped her arms around Alyssa’s neck while I held Alyssa’s waist. I couldn’t even begin to explain how right it felt to be together like a family.
 
   I was forced to relinquish my hold when Phoebe climbed onto Alyssa’s lap and started to eat her sundae. I watched as the two of them giggled and played, Phoebe feeding Alyssa occasionally. 
 
   In that instant, I knew my world would shatter if I was unable to see them again. The doubt I felt over Alyssa’s apparent departure began to niggle in the back of my mind. I wanted to talk to her about it, but I didn’t want to ruin our date—which had gone surprisingly well given its start.
 
   After Phoebe had finished her sundae, she ran back into the playground. I put my arm back around Alyssa’s shoulders and we sat like that in silence, both watching Phoebe running around, playing on her own. I felt the missing part of our life so sharply. I wondered whether Alyssa did too. A quick look at her face told me she did. I squeezed a little to let her know silently that I was there for her. That I understood.
 
   Phoebe darted off the playground. “I want to go home, Mummy.”
 
   “What’s the matter, sweetheart?”
 
   Phoebe just shook her head before resting it against Alyssa’s chest.
 
   “Is she all right?” I asked. “She looks a little green?”
 
   “I think it’s just time to call it a night,” Alyssa said. Despite the situation, I was pleased to hear the tinge of regret in her voice.
 
   I nodded then held out my hand to help Alyssa to her feet. She clutched Phoebe to her chest as she carried her back to the car and put her into the car seat. As she bent over the seat I was once again afforded a view of her creamy thighs. I clenched my fists to stop myself from touching her and walked around to the driver’s side.
 
   “Everyone okay?” I asked when they were both loaded up and had their seat belts on.
 
   Phoebe nodded from the back, but I was starting to get concerned about her; she was a definite shade of green.
 
   “What did she eat?” Alyssa asked as I drove. “I only saw her with one small thickshake, some chips and then half a sundae.”
 
   I stared at the road. “Actually, I got her another thickshake while you were on the phone.”
 
   “Declan!” Alyssa groaned. “Does she look like she’s big enough to fit two thickshakes in?”
 
   She turned to the backseat and stroked Phoebe’s hair.
 
   “I’m sorry. She said she wanted another one, and well, I couldn’t say no to her.”
 
   Alyssa bit her lip and looked back at Phoebe. I got the feeling the topic wasn’t closed but she didn’t want to say anything in front of our daughter. She stroked Phoebe’s hair again. “Do you have a sore tummy?”
 
   Phoebe nodded and her bottom lip wobbled.
 
   “Don’t worry sweetie, we’ll be home soon then you can lie down for a bit,” Alyssa said. “Declan, pull over!” she cried out a second later.
 
   She said it with such urgency there was no way I could refuse. As soon as the car was safely on the side of the road Alyssa ripped open her door and pulled open the back door to get to Phoebe but it was too late. A stream of milky vomit came pouring out of Phoebe’s mouth and down her front. The smell was wretched and a small part of my brain immediately worried about the state of the seats. It was just lucky that it wasn’t my car. 
 
   “Fuck!” I shouted as an instinctive reaction.
 
   I climbed out of my seat too, pulling it forward to give more room in the back. Alyssa and I juggled our way through the vomit to pull Phoebe from the car seat.
 
   “You help her, and I’ll see what I can do about cleaning this up,” I said. I pulled my shirt off and used it to soak up as much of the vomit as I could from the baby seat. 
 
   The floors could wait until we got back to Alyssa’s house, but I didn’t want Phoebe to have to ride the rest of the way home in a pool of sick. As Alyssa loaded a still wet, and quite miserable-looking, Phoebe back into the car seat, I wound down all the windows so that we’d be getting fresh air into the car because quite frankly the smell was making me feel utterly nauseous. 
 
   I smiled apologetically at Alyssa and she just shook her head slightly. I could have sworn she uttered the word, “Honestly,” under her breath.
 
   A short, quiet, stinky ride later we were in front of Alyssa’s house. She ran to the door and unlocked it returning with half a dozen old towels. “You better clean the car out before it gets too dry. I’ll take care of Phoebe.” 
 
   I felt a little insulted that she wanted me to worry more about the car than I did about Phoebe, but ignored it because I knew she was a bit pissed at me for giving Phoebe that extra thickshake.
 
   I cleaned the interior of the car as best I could, pulling the once lovely new car seat out and hosing it off. Then I dampened one of the towels, spotting it on the cloth seats to soak up the rest of the vomit. It took me close to half an hour to finish. When I was satisfied I’d cleaned up as much I could, I opened the car right up and left it to dry. I bundled the towels up, together with my vomit-soaked shirt, and took them back inside.
 
   I stood waiting for Alyssa in the living room, feeling self-conscious because I didn’t have a shirt on. I could hear her down the hall, singing softly to Phoebe. Then I heard the song finish and Alyssa whisper, “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”
 
   “Okay. I love you very much, Mummy,” Phoebe’s small voice called.
 
   “I love you too, sweetie.”
 
   Their simple, honest declarations of love warmed my heart but at the same time made me feel like an intruder in their home. I waited at the end of the hall as Alyssa walked out of Phoebe’s room, a soft smile of contentment on her lips. She stopped in the hallway when she saw me. Her eyes swept over me in a quick appraisal. “Oh God, Declan. I’m sorry. I completely forgot you used your shirt in the car. I’ll see if I can find you something to throw on while I wash yours.”
 
   I nodded. “Do you want me to put these somewhere?” I held up the bundle of clothes.
 
   “Just throw them in the basket and put your shirt in the washing machine—” She pointed to a door which I presumed housed the laundry. “—I’ll put a load on in a second. We’ll get your shirt washed and back on before you go home.” She laughed. “People might talk otherwise.”
 
   “They’ll talk anyway, you realise.”
 
   “Yeah. I know,” she said with a sad edge. No doubt she knew it better than I did. 
 
   I went into the room she pointed to and worked out which machine was the washing machine and I threw everything in. I was walking back to the living room when I heard a door shut and a slight gasp from behind me.
 
   “Declan? Did you hurt yourself again?”
 
   At first I thought she meant the fresh bruises on my ribs, but then her fingers traced the outline of the bandage that still covered the tattoo. I blushed. I hadn’t anticipated showing her quite yet. In fact, I had no idea how she’d take it. 
 
   “Um, no. I . . . ah . . . I . . .” My voice dropped to a whisper. “I got a tattoo.”
 
   “You what?” she asked. “When?”
 
   “Today. Did you want to see?” Her hands were still on my back and her skin felt too good so close. I needed a distraction and showing her my tattoo was perfect.
 
   “Should I be scared? You didn’t do anything crazy did you?”
 
   I laughed. “Besides get a tattoo in general? No.”
 
   I felt her gently lifting the bandage and she gasped. Her hand came to rest on my shoulder, just beside where the horses now took pride of place on my back. She remained quiet behind me and I was worried it was the calm before the storm. I was so stupid—I didn’t even think about how Alyssa might feel about the work I’d had done. I was just so desperate to make something permanent in my life. A moment later, she pressed the edges of the bandage down once more, covering the tattoo. 
 
   When I turned slowly to see her face, to figure out what she was thinking, she had tears in her eyes and was chewing her lip. She looked seconds from losing it and I worried that maybe I’d overstepped some boundary I hadn’t known existed.
 
   “Lys, are you all right?” I asked.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “Why did you do it?”
 
   “I wanted a permanent reminder of my children.”
 
   Alyssa dropped the shirt she was holding and fell against my chest, sobbing. I moved her over to the couch and sat with her, just holding her until her tears began to subside.
 
   “Do you mind?” I asked her.
 
   She shook her head. “Do you know how long I’ve waited and dreamed that one day you’d come back and say words like those?”
 
   “You dreamed and waited for me to get a tattoo?” I knew it wasn’t what she meant, but I also understood that the moment needed a little levity. 
 
   She gave a half-laugh, half-sob. “No, you jerk. I—”
 
   “I know, Lys. I’ve proven myself to be an arsehole a hundred times over. Let me prove that I can be the man you need me to be, yeah?”
 
   Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. “Are you sure you’re not going to regret it?”
 
   I wasn’t sure if she meant the tattoo or my promises, but either way the answer was the same. “Never. I only have one regret now.”
 
   She didn’t ask what. I wondered whether it was because she knew it was leaving her, or because she was afraid it was something else.
 
   “Was tonight okay?” I asked. I was afraid she would hate me for the disaster it had turned into.
 
   “It was a start,” Alyssa replied through her tears. Then she shook her head and barked out a hard laugh. “Although, why did you give her that second thickshake?” 
 
   “A start is good?” I wanted to clarify.
 
   “Yeah, a start is good. But it doesn’t make up for last night.”
 
   “I know. It was stupid . . . I was stupid. I just—” I cut myself off because I knew there were no excuses to warrant what I’d done, not in Alyssa’s book. “I fucked up.”
 
   “You did. But you also said some things I think I needed to hear.”
 
   “Like?” 
 
   She shook her head. “I think that’s better left alone for now.”
 
   More than anything, I wanted to know what she’d needed to hear, what it was that had put her in, not so much a good mood, but an accepting one. At least one which had given her a willingness to go along with my idea of a date. 
 
   “Lys.” I said her name in a quiet whisper, certain my next words would be a mistake but unwilling to deceive her any longer. “The Monaro isn’t in the shop for a tune-up.” 
 
   She pulled away from me with a frown.
 
   “I didn’t mean to lie to you. I just didn’t know how to tell you the truth.”
 
   “Which is?” 
 
   “There was an accident.” 
 
   She practically leapt to her feet, her eyes tracing my body and settling on the fresh black blemishes on my side. “Fuck, Declan. Those bruises? What happened?” 
 
   After her reaction, I almost regretted telling her the truth because I still had to admit the worst part. “I don’t remember.”
 
   “You don’t remember?” She paced to the window before spinning back around to shout, “Jesus Christ, Declan, did you drive last night?” 
 
   Staring at my lap, mostly because I was unable to stand looking at the anger and disappointment in her eyes, I nodded. 
 
   Throwing her hands in the air, she covered the distance between us as her lecture started. “You could have killed someone, Dec. God, you could have killed yourself. How could you have been so stupid? I didn’t see a car last night. I thought you must have walked. Jesus Christ, if I’d thought you were driving, I would have driven you home. What if you’d killed someone?” 
 
   If it had been anyone else, I would have told them where to shove it, but I understood her anger was at least partially linked to her worry. “I know. God, I know it was stupid. And I don’t even know what happened. All I know is Flynn found me and—”
 
   “Flynn? He knew about this?” She paced away from me again. “I spoke to him this morning and he didn’t say a damn thing about it even though he knew?” 
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you, Lys.” It was the moment to throw him under the bus if I wanted to. It was so tempting, if only to score a few points considering how many I’d probably lost with my err in judgment. Only, I couldn’t do that—to Alyssa. “I don’t think he meant to hurt you. He probably just didn’t want to make you unhappy.”
 
   “Yeah, well, he didn’t do a very good job.” She slumped onto the couch beside me.
 
   “I didn’t mean to hurt you either.”
 
   Her eyes fluttered closed and a small exasperated sigh left her. 
 
   “I know there’s no excuse. I’m not going to try to make one. All I can do is promise it won’t happen again. You mean too much to me to fuck it up over something so stupid.”
 
   We sat in silence. After a moment, another small sigh escaped her and she glanced up at me. “I just don’t know how many chances I can give you, Dec. Not with Phoebe around. I—I can’t let you hurt her.”
 
   Her words were agony to hear, but strangely, I understood. If it was someone else hurting Alyssa or Phoebe, even accidentally, I would kick their arse. “At least one more?” I said, offering a small smile—the sort that usually got me anything I wanted. 
 
   Alyssa gave me a begrudging smile in reply. “Maybe one more.”
 
   “I promise, no more fuck-ups.” 
 
   Despite the fact that she nodded and curled into me, I didn’t think I had her entirely convinced. The truth was I had no idea what Alyssa was thinking, but my mind raced with everything that had happened in the last few days. Ben’s assertions regarding Alyssa’s lease flooded into my mind and my heart raced at the thought that I could be losing my little family before I had a chance to win them back. 
 
   “Are you going to take Phoebe out of the country?” I asked. My voice came out in a choked whisper.
 
   Alyssa pulled away and looked at me. “No. Why would you ask that?”
 
   “You’re breaking your lease.” It came out in a more accusing tone than I’d anticipated.
 
   Alyssa looked surprised. “Yeah. I told you I was offered a job.”
 
   “Yeah, but you also told me you weren’t taking it.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   My brow pulled together in a frown. It didn’t make any sense. She had told me exactly that.
 
   “I told you that I wasn’t moving to London, not that I wasn’t taking the job.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She sighed. “You really don’t listen do you?”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?”
 
   “Pembletons offered me a job in their Sydney or London office. London’s just too far from my family. I’m moving to Sydney in February.”
 
   With three sentences, my world flipped upside down. A smile beamed across my face at the thought. Alyssa was moving to Sydney. She would be close to me when it came time to return home. There would be no need to decide between Sydney and Alyssa. 
 
   When she moved, everything would be fucking right with the world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVEN: CLUELESS
 
   
 
 
   
I COULDN’T WIPE the fucking smile off my face and I couldn’t believe my luck. Alyssa wasn’t leaving the country. She wasn’t taking Phoebe away. Better yet, Alyssa was wrapped in my arms. Even though it put excess pressure on my side, and hurt like a bitch, I couldn’t ask her to move. While she remained still, the pain in my side abated until it was bearable. Especially with her in my arms. Neither was she trying to shift away from me. The scent of her coconut skin cream was right under my nose; it smelled fucking terrific as she leaned into me. 
 
   It was exactly what I’d been missing for four years. 
 
   I was home. 
 
   She tucked her legs up underneath her and nestled into my shoulder. Her hair brushed across my chest as she nuzzled close to me. I didn’t know what Alyssa was thinking as her hand gently wrapped around my arm. Her touch felt so good. Peaceful. 
 
   I closed my eyes and blocked out the last four years, pretending none of it had happened. The formal was just yesterday and I never freaked out after it. We were just happy together and I’d never hurt her.
 
   It was a nice fantasy.
 
   We sat like that for a while. Half an hour or more passed before either of us dared to move. Silence emanated from Phoebe’s room so I assumed she was asleep, but I really didn’t fucking know.
 
   Alyssa’s hand came up to her face as she wiped away the last of her tears. As she swept her cheek, her hand brushed across my chest. My abs tightened, and a fresh pain stabbed my ribs, but if I said anything I risked breaking whatever spell was keeping her in my arms. 
 
   When her skin stroked mine, it was soft and warm. An involuntary moan rose in my throat. Her touch was so perfect, eliciting a fresh wave of tension through my stomach and a flutter of nerves across my skin. Nothing I’d experienced had ever compared. Nothing could. 
 
   I opened my eyes and looked down at her. When our gazes locked, I saw she’d been staring at me. She gave me a small smile and played with the ends of her hair when she discovered she’d been caught. I smiled in response and ducked my head a little without thinking through the move. 
 
   Alyssa echoed my movement, tilting her head back and parting her lips. I grazed my own lips against hers and rested them there for a fraction of a second. It wasn’t quite a kiss, but our lips definitely met. I didn’t dare push it any further. Pulling apart, I rested my forehead against hers. With my eyes closed, I breathed in her presence. It was calming and soothing, and just perfect.
 
   While my eyes were still closed, Alyssa made her move. Her tongue pushed forward and traced along my bottom lip. I groaned again, wondering if she knew exactly what she did to me. Opening my eyes, I was greeted by the lust dancing behind her gaze.
 
   Every muscle in my body was primed and ready for action. 
 
   Every muscle. 
 
   Taking my time, giving her the chance to stop me if she wanted, I slid my tongue forward to greet hers. Her eyes closed and it was her turn to moan. My arm moved from her waist to her hair and my fingers trailed it. I used the hold to guide her closer, drawing her to me until there was barely a breath between us. Her hands gripped my shoulders, the increased pressure sending a sharp ache down my side. A moan ripped from my lips, but the sound seemed to spur her on. I wondered whether she’d mistaken it for lust—I wasn’t game to tell her otherwise. The pain was bearable—just—and worth every second to be able to kiss her again. 
 
   With her hold on my shoulders, she gripped tighter, as if she couldn’t decide what she wanted. Like she was pushing me away even as she moved forward into the kiss.
 
   I was seventeen again, with the images of the life Alyssa wanted in my head. University. Career. Marriage. Family. Only now, I wanted it too. I still wanted to race, but I’d proven that could be a career. 
 
   Maybe I didn’t have to choose; I could have it all. The thought raced through my mind, and sent a course of fresh desire rushing through my body. 
 
   There was a long road to walk, but I wanted to prove to Alyssa that I could do it. Which meant knowing when to slow down. Like right then. I was sore, bruised, and freshly tattooed. Alyssa still didn’t completely trust me. Nothing would be served by continuing down the path of seduction, even though I really wanted to. Sleeping with Alyssa so soon would only prove that I was an arse who couldn’t keep it in his pants.
 
   Even as I battled to maintain control, my body reacted instinctively and my hands traced down to her neck. She pulled away from me but only to tilt her head up and issue a breathy sigh. 
 
   My lips moved to her exposed throat, tasting and sucking her smooth skin. Another wanton groan slipped past her lips. Her hands clasped my neck, pulling me closer still. A garbled cry at the fresh wave of agony down my side made it as far as my lips before disappearing against her skin. It was torturous, but I didn’t want it to stop. 
 
   My kisses reached her shoulder and I desperately wanted to keep going, to push the material out of the way and continue down to explore her breasts. With an effort worthy of a Bathurst win, I finally gathered up enough control to pull away from her. As I did, I sank back against the armrest, trying to put some distance between us. 
 
   Only, Alyssa followed my retreat. 
 
   Her torso twisted and stretched to lie on top of me. Her hands threaded into my hair and she pressed her lips to mine again. Before I could fight it, I was lying beneath her on the couch, her warm body resting between my legs and my hands positioned on the small of her back. It made my ribs ache, and my back burned where it was pressed into the couch, but I couldn’t ask her to stop because she might.
 
   She was on top of me, in front of me, all around me. Despite the pain rolling over my body in waves, I couldn’t complain about a damned thing. Over the top of her thin dress, I drew small circles, tracing the tiny dimples near her tailbone. She pressed her hips forward, grinding lightly against mine. 
 
   “Oh, fuck,” I whispered into her mouth.
 
   I grabbed at her hips, pulling them over mine, relishing the feel of the pressure. It was almost enough to take away the pain of my ribs. I had never wanted anything, or anyone, more than I wanted her in that moment. 
 
   “Shit, sorry, that must be painful,” she said as she pushed herself up so she was sitting on my lap. With a tender touch, she leaned over and, just like she had in London, kissed each of my ribs.
 
   The part of me that was screaming resistance was getting smaller with every passing second, and with every swipe of Alyssa’s tongue against my skin. My fingers played at the hem of her dress. It would be so easy to pull it off. Then I’d be able to feel her skin against me once more. I’d see her in whatever underwear she was currently wearing. 
 
   Just the thought of it made me groan in anticipation. It had only been a few weeks since we’d been together in London, but it felt like years. Placing a hand on either side of her hips, I played my fingers upwards, inching her dress higher and higher.
 
   A loud beeping sound broke the silence in the house. The noise wasn’t so unbearable that I couldn’t ignore it, but it was enough to distract Alyssa.
 
   “Oh, shit,” she said, as she climbed off me. 
 
   Standing in front of me, she smoothed down her dress and ran her fingers through her hair. Her gaze shifted from my face to my crotch and back again. A moment later, blushing brightly, she walked off in the direction of the noise.
 
   I stood quickly to follow her, adjusting myself to find some space in my pants as I went. As we passed the spot where she’d dropped the clean shirt earlier, she ducked down and picked it up before throwing it back to me, all without turning her head in my direction. I slid it on without a second thought. Obviously my bare chest was making her uncomfortable and that was the last thing I wanted.
 
   It was only as I reached the laundry a split second behind her that the obvious question came to me. 
 
   “Why do you have a man’s shirt?” I asked, as she opened the machine lid.
 
   Alyssa turned to look at me. “It’s Flynn’s,” she said, as if the question was absurd and the answer obvious.
 
   “Why do you have Flynn’s shirt then?” I wondered whether the fucker made a regular habit of coming to her house and getting shirtless. 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You’re kidding me aren’t you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   She reached into the washing machine to pull out the clothes. “You aren’t seriously still jealous of Flynn, are you?”
 
   Am I? In a way, I was. At least a little. Not because I thought the fucker was into Alyssa or was a threat to me in that way. But he had almost four years of Alyssa’s life that I’d never have. 
 
   He had three years with Phoebe that I’d never get back. 
 
   He was in their lives in ways I had never been—in all the ways I wanted to be now that I knew the truth. I wondered if he’d been there to experience all of Phoebe’s firsts. Had he held her hand and helped her with her first steps? I felt physically ill at the thought. 
 
   It should have been me. It would have if I’d just picked up the damn phone. 
 
   Wouldn’t it?
 
   Before I got a chance to consider the answer to my own question, Alyssa huffed, bringing my attention back to her. “Seriously. You never listen properly do you?”
 
   “What?” I expected to get a lecture about how Flynn was gay and there was nothing between them, so her next statement confused me.
 
   “I said to put the towels in the basket and your shirt in the washing machine.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   I thought about that. I’d come inside and . . . fuck. I’d just thrown everything in the washing machine. It was my turn to blush. “Sorry.”
 
   She pulled out my shirt. It was covered in multicoloured fluff.
 
   “What happened to that?” I asked.
 
   “Someone put towels in the washing machine with it.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Shaking her head, Alyssa examined it. “It might be salvageable,” she said. Then she put my shirt into the dryer on its own. “Hopefully this will get rid of some of the pilling.” She cleaned some dust out of a cover on the front of the dryer and pressed some buttons to start it.
 
   I was lost and wasn’t afraid to tell her so. “Thank you for this. I don’t know what I would have done otherwise. Probably left it for Mum to do in the morning.”
 
   She laughed and shook her head. “You are pretty clueless about all things domestic, aren’t you?”
 
   I put my arms out to her in apology. “I’m pretty clueless in lots of things. But I’m trying.”
 
   She considered me for a minute, then nodded. “Yes, you are trying.” She stepped into my outstretched arms and wrapped her arms around my waist. It didn’t escape my attention that she was being careful not to put too much pressure on the bruises on my side. 
 
   I rested my cheek on the top of her head. My breath came in long, shaky gasps. I wanted her so badly. Just being near her was driving me crazy. I felt myself losing the semblance of control I’d finally achieved, and knew it would be a mistake to stay any longer. There would be no way I’d be able to resist turning on the charm and trying to get her into bed with me. The way her heart pounded against my chest as I held her tightly, I didn’t think it would be a massive challenge. I dropped my arms and stepped back.
 
   “Alyssa, I’d better go.”
 
   “Why?” She seemed shocked.
 
   I tucked a loose strand of hair back behind her ear; she closed her eyes and sighed as our skin made contact When she looked back at me, her breathing as unsteady as mine, I smiled.
 
   “That’s why. I don’t think we should . . .” I trailed off, sure the look in my eyes and straining crotch were enough to communicate to her what I didn’t think we should do. Even though I really, really wanted to. 
 
   She nodded. “No, we definitely shouldn’t,”—she bit her lip and her voice fell to a whisper—“at least not yet.”
 
   I ducked down and our lips met in a chaste kiss.
 
   “Can I see you tomorrow?” I asked. Then I added, “Only if you want to though.”
 
   “Sure,” she breathed. “You’ll need to come back to get your shirt anyway.”
 
   “Oh, and while I remember, are you free on Saturday?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I want to take you somewhere, just the two of us. Then I’d like us to go out on Sunday, as a family.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’d like to, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to get a babysitter at such short notice.”
 
   “Mum’s going to do it,” I said. Only after the words were out did I understand that it might sound like I’d been working behind her back. “That is, I asked her if she wouldn’t mind if no one else could.”
 
   Alyssa looked shocked but didn’t say anything.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Your mum agreed to have Phoebe on a weekend?” she asked with a frown.
 
   “Yeah. I mean I thought you said Phoebe went around there a bit, so I . . .” I trailed off. The look on her face worried me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d mind.”
 
   “I don’t, as such. It’s just . . . your mum doesn’t usually watch Phoebe on weekends, that’s all.”
 
   I felt my eyebrows pinch together. “Why not?”
 
   “No reason, I guess.” Her voice was full of stress and her eyes brimmed with concern.
 
   I cupped her cheek. “There is a reason, what is it?”
 
   She squeezed her eyes tightly shut. “Please don’t”—she inhaled deeply—”don’t make me explain. Not now.”
 
   I hated seeing her in this much pain—especially knowing it was my fault, even though I didn’t know the reason. “Okay. No explanations necessary tonight. But when you are ready, I’ll be here.”
 
   “I hope so,” she whispered.
 
   “No, not hope so,” I replied. I lifted her chin so I was looking directly into her eyes. “Alyssa, when you’re ready. I will be here.”
 
   She looked deep into my eyes as if trying to hunt out the lie.
 
   I wanted her to believe, to understand. I kept eye contact. “I am not going anywhere.” I emphasised each word, hoping she would believe me.
 
   She nodded. “Okay.”
 
   I pressed my lips gently to hers again. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Call me when you are ready for me to come over.”
 
   She smiled. “Okay, Declan, and . . . thanks.”
 
   She threw herself into my arms and kissed me goodbye properly.
 
   I shot her a quick smile as we pulled apart. She stepped back and leaned against the washing machine for support. Her lips were twisted into a goofy smile and her eyes seemed to scream of the things she wanted to do. 
 
   I knew the feeling.
 
   Breaking away from the spell of her gaze, I walked to the car on shaky legs. When I reached it, I checked that the seats and carpet were dry, and wound the windows up. There was a slight lingering smell, but if it moved Alyssa and me on to the next step, the cleaning bill would be a small sacrifice to make.
 
   
 
 
   
“MUM, I’M home,” I called as I entered the house.
 
   “How’d it go?” she replied from the kitchen.
 
   “Good.” I walked up behind her. “Actually, no, not just good. Great.” I leaned against the kitchen bench, not willing to jump up and risk a repeat of the morning. 
 
   “That’s good. Did you all have fun?”
 
   I laughed. Vomit, attitude, and McDonald’s weren’t really my idea of fun but it was a good night regardless.
 
   Mum turned slightly to look at me. “What happened to your shirt? That wasn’t the one you wore was it? It’s too big on you.”
 
   Nice, I thought. Of course she would notice that. “Phoebe got sick in the car.”
 
   “Oh no, is she all right?” The concern and love in her voice was evident.
 
   “Apparently she’ll be fine; she just had too much to drink.”
 
   Mum nodded.
 
   We lapsed into silence for a few minutes, the only noise being the sloshing of the dishwater as she washed up.
 
   “Are you still ’right to watch Phoebe on Saturday?” I asked, breaking the silence.
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “And you really don’t mind?”
 
   “No, I really don’t mind. Why?”
 
   “Alyssa just said something about you not usually watching Phoebe on weekends.”
 
   She shrugged and the dishes in front of her were suddenly very interesting. “I guess I haven’t. I’ve never thought about it too much.”
 
   Her voice was a little too dismissive, her actions a little too blunt. She was lying.
 
   “Bullshit,” I said. “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   “Declan, please! Watch your language,” she snapped. She grabbed a tea towel and dried her hands. She threw it onto the bench. “And I said there wasn’t a reason.”
 
   “Mum, cut the crap and tell me.”
 
   “Just leave it.” She stalked out of the kitchen. 
 
   Half a minute later, I heard a door slam down the other end of the hall. I sat stunned for a few seconds. I tried to remember a time Mum had ever snapped like that before. There was more to this fucking situation than everyone was telling me. It made me more determined than ever to find out what it was but there was no fucking way I was going to walk into Mum and Dad’s room just then to find out. I didn’t know if Dad was home or not, and Mum was obviously in no mood to talk.
 
   I looked at the half-washed dishes and decided to try my best to finish them. I hadn’t been lying to Alyssa when I said I was clueless. Usually, I just ate with the team or grabbed something on the way home. I didn’t cook and I certainly didn’t clean. Like everything I didn’t want to do, I just paid people to do it for me. Just then though, I wanted to help Mum in whatever way I could. At least it would be one less thing for her to stress over later. I left the pots because I had no fucking clue how to clean them, but did the glasses and plates and left it all to air dry in the drainer beside the sink.
 
   After I’d finished, I locked up the front door and poured myself a glass of Dad’s whiskey, on the rocks. I took it to the bedroom and locked the door behind me. Then I spent the next little while reliving the memory of the things I’d done with Alyssa in London.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHT: JAMMED
 
   
 
 
   
HAVING SLEPT THROUGH yet another uninterrupted night, I woke late on Thursday morning. I didn’t know what it was about being home, but I hadn’t slept so restfully for nearly four years. I was so used to the insomnia, the constant waking, and the nightmares, that it felt almost hedonistic to get so much sleep.
 
   In fact, it left me feeling fantastic and ready to face the world. I grabbed the empty glass that’d held the whiskey from my bedside table and headed toward the kitchen. I was halfway down the hall when I heard Mum’s voice in a hushed whisper.
 
   “No, don’t worry. He won’t be here over the weekend. He’s got other plans.”
 
   I stopped dead in my tracks and listened to the one-sided conversation.
 
   “I know. It’ll be fine. In fact it’ll be nice spending some time with her.” Mum paused then said reassuringly, “Yeah, I’m sure.” Her voice dropped even lower. “Listen, I know it’s not my place but I’m glad you two are trying. You are good for him.” She gasped. “He didn’t.”
 
   I walked a little further so Mum could see me. Her eyes widened slightly with surprise and she abruptly said goodbye and hung up the phone.
 
   “Who was that?” I asked, trying to sound politely disinterested. I had a very strong suspicion I knew exactly who it was, but I wanted to see if Mum would lie about it.
 
   “It was just Alyssa,” she replied.
 
   “What, were you two getting your stories straight? Making sure you know exactly what to tell me?” All this secrets and lies bullshit was beginning to grate on my nerves.
 
   “It’s not like that,” she objected. “She just wanted to make sure I was okay to watch Phoebe.”
 
   Narrowing my eyes, I assessed her carefully. She clearly wasn’t going to give me any extra information even if I pushed hard on the issue. I shrugged. “Whatever.”
 
   I banged the glass on the bench, causing Mum to jump a little. She was definitely wound up. “A parcel arrived for you,” she said, no doubt to distract me. She pointed to a huge-arse box near the front door.
 
   Walking to the box she’d pointed out, I checked the sender’s address and smiled. Danny had come through for me, like he always did, but I couldn’t believe he’d paid for overnight freight on it. Then again, knowing Danny it would probably come off my next pay cheque.
 
   The sight of the parcel made me think about the team. The time off, reconnecting with Alyssa—even if we were still a little up in the air—it all felt fantastic, but I was also ready to go home. I was ready to return. In fact, with the newfound knowledge of Alyssa’s upcoming move, I was actually anxious to return to Sydney. 
 
   We could begin again there—together. I wanted to celebrate the progress we’d made. I wanted to shout from the rooftops that Alyssa and I were going to be together. The sentiment was fucking miles ahead of where we actually were, but I was certain we would get there. Our date had been proof of that. Despite the disasters, we’d managed. We would manage. We would face the world together.
 
   The love that still existed between Alyssa and me despite the hurt was evident in everything we did. It would overcome our issues, I was sure it would. 
 
   Then there was the chemistry. That was going to kill me before long, but the exquisite torture was worth it. I wondered how much longer I could be in her presence without dragging her to the bedroom, caveman style. 
 
   In fact, just thinking about her filled my mind with visions of our time together—and what visions. It was hard to believe that we’d only been together twice. I’d slept with a couple of casual flings more than that. But Alyssa was no casual fling, and she was worth waiting for. 
 
   Every second of our time together was etched permanently into my memory, whereas all the other girls melded into a blur of remorse. If I could take back every one of them I would, but I couldn’t. All I could do was prove to Alyssa she was all I ever wanted. All I would ever want. And I had a few ideas of how to do it.
 
   Pulling open the box that Danny had sent, I grinned at the contents. A note rested on the top of the pile with Danny’s handwriting.
 
   All organised for Saturday as requested.
 
   At the sight, I desperately wanted it to be Saturday already. The thought brought me back to the present, to the secrets Mum and Alyssa were hiding. I took the parcel down to my room and dropped it on the bed before heading back out to Mum. “I’m going for a shower. I need to go to Alyssa’s later to get my shirt.” 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “And Saturday’s definitely okay?” 
 
   “Definitely.” 
 
   I walked straight into the bathroom and locked the door behind me. Something was happening and it was starting to get on my nerves. Why were they trying to hide whatever the fuck it was? I showered and dried off as fast as I could. 
 
   Wrapping the towel around my waist, I walked back into my room to find some clothes, formulating a plan as I went. Mum had said “he” wouldn’t be here. I knew she wasn’t referring to me because Alyssa knew my plans. There was only one other he I could think of, and I needed to know why it mattered whether Dad was here. I dressed in a pair of slacks and a short-sleeved shirt; I needed to be presentable for a visit to the city.
 
   When I walked back into the kitchen, the glass was gone from the counter. It was an additional indicator that something was wrong—Mum always cleaned when she was nervous.
 
   “I was thinking about talking to Dad about some possible investments. Is he free on the weekend?”
 
   “No, he’s going away for business tomorrow night. He won’t be back until Tuesday,” Mum said, with a degree of caution. I think she was waiting for the “inevitable” explosion and demands that she tell me what was going on.
 
   I wasn’t going to give her that though. It was clear I’d get more information through subterfuge than outright honesty. “Oh, that’s too bad. I guess I’ll have to go into his office to talk to him. I really wanted to get this sorted.”
 
   “Sure thing, dear,” she said. “I’m sure he’ll be able to fit you in. Just give the office a call first and make an appointment. He’ll be glad to know you’re willing to start doing something with your money.”
 
   I resisted the eye-roll. There was a fucking team of brokers that worked for Sinclair Racing and handled that shit for me. I was sure they were ten times better than any two-bit banker could be—even if that two-bit banker was my father. 
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be sure to call first,” I said, knowing full well I wouldn’t.
 
   “By the way, Alyssa said she’s free whenever you are ready, if that means anything to you.”
 
   I nodded. Although I was glad she’d called early to ask me over—it meant she was as anxious to see me as I was to see her—I couldn’t see her just yet. She’d asked me not to push her about the situation with Mum, and I wanted to respect that request, but I knew if I went over there right away, I would push her. Whatever was happening, I had a goddamned right to know. It was easier to wait for a few hours until I had it sorted before going to Alyssa’s. 
 
   And I would fucking get it sorted.
 
   “If she calls back, can you tell her I’ll be over later? I just have some errands to run first.”
 
   Mum’s gaze shot to me. “Errands?”
 
   “Oh, you know, I still need a couple more outfits if I’m going to be here until I’m due back for testing.”
 
   “When’s that?”
 
   “January.”
 
   “You’re staying until January?” Mum asked. Her shock was clear in her voice. It occurred to me that we’d never discussed exactly how long I’d be in town for, and I hadn’t really asked for permission to stay.
 
   I dropped my head, suddenly worried that maybe she wouldn’t want me around for that long. “Yeah. Well . . . I mean . . . if it’s all right with you, I’d like to.”
 
   She walked over to me, placing one hand on either cheek and pulling my face down to look at her. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want. I just didn’t realise you’d be here through Christmas.”
 
   Christmas? Holy fuck. I hadn’t thought about Christmas. I felt the colour drain from my face. 
 
   My first Christmas as a father. 
 
   My first Christmas with a family. 
 
   How the hell was I going to do that? Would Alyssa expect me to dress up as Santa and all that shit? Would we have to spend time at her family’s house? The thought of it terrified me. Alone with Josh and “killer” Curtis. Worse—Ruby. I knew I would have to face them all sooner or later, but frankly later suited me just fine.
 
   Before I could go into panic mode, I cut off the thoughts. Christmas was still a month and a half away, I could worry about it then. For the moment, I needed to focus on the here and now, otherwise I risked screwing things up with Alyssa again. In the here and now, I needed to find out what the fuck was going on between Alyssa, Mum, and Dad.
 
   “Well, if that’s settled,” I said, stepping out of Mum’s grasp, “I’m just going to go . . . run those errands.”
 
   She furrowed her brow at my evasiveness, but just said, “Sure.”
 
   I climbed into the hire car to head into the city. The smell of the vomit was worse than it had been the night before. Winding down all the windows, I hoped to get some fresh air through the car. 
 
   As I turned onto the motorway, the wind swept through my hair. I drove for all of ten minutes before I came to a grinding halt in the last dredges of peak-hour traffic. The sun beat through my windscreen and I cursed myself for the clothing choices I had made. Not that I’d had much choice in the matter, with my limited supply.
 
   I glanced over at the car next to me to see someone staring slack-jawed through their window. Once I’d glanced in their direction, they waved frantically and the passenger rolled down their window.
 
   “You’re Declan Reede, aren’t you?” they shouted across the divide between our cars.
 
   Fuck me. During my time in Sydney, I’d almost forgotten what it was like to be anonymous. My time in London and in Browns Plains had almost brought it back to me. Especially the last few days with Alyssa. I’d felt normal again—just a boy trying to woo his girl. It was nice. I hadn’t realised how nice until that moment, sitting in a car that was the equivalent of a fishbowl. A small, Barina-shaped fishbowl at that. All around me, people’s gazes seemed to light up with recognition. I sank deeper into my seat, trying to hide away from them. 
 
   The worst part was that I hadn’t thought to remove the child seat, so it was sitting in the back of the car as evidence of my new life. I could almost hear the thoughts of everyone around me as they pondered the development. The gossip mill was already starting to grind around me. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I wanted to avoid that part of my life coming anywhere near Alyssa or Phoebe. I had two choices: I could either leave the windows down and endure the stares, or wind them up and allow the lingering smell of vomit to cycle through the air-conditioning. Either way, I was going to be stuck in traffic for a while yet and both choices had their drawbacks. 
 
   In the end, the sun made my decision for me. By the time the traffic had crawled halfway into the city, it was too fucking hot to have the windows down any longer. Sighing, I raised the windows up and set the climate control, adjusting it to as low a temp as I could. Ducking my head, I let the cool breeze from the vents run through my sweat drenched hair. When I caught sight of myself in the rear-view mirror, at the mess my hair had become, I tugged my hand through it a few times to try to tame the unruly strands, but nothing seemed to work. 
 
   After a while, I gave up and simply rested my head in my hand and leaned my elbow against the driver’s window, contemplating just what the fuck I was doing. Yeah, I was heading into the city, but to do what exactly? Walk up to my father’s work and ask him the questions I was dying for an answer to? Could I do that? Should I? 
 
   I flicked the radio on to distract me. If I allowed myself to overthink it, I might never find out what was going on. I’d never know why Mum didn’t usually have Phoebe on the weekends. Why Alyssa had called to check that it was okay, and why Mum had needed to reassure her.
 
   The car inched forward along the highway and I felt my courage dissipating a little more with every passing minute. The radio did nothing to quell the doubts creeping into my mind or the sick sensation in my stomach.
 
   My phone rang loudly in my pocket and vibrated against my leg, causing me to startle a little. I gathered my bearings, pulled my mobile from my pocket, and pushed Answer before flicking it on to speaker.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Declan. It’s Dr. Henrikson. I’m calling for our appointment.”
 
   “Oh fuck, Doc, I forgot.”
 
   He chuckled a little. “Is now a convenient time? Or would you like me to call back?”
 
   “No, now’s fine. Or at least, it’s as good a time as any other.”
 
   “Perfect. So what would you like to talk about today?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. Where do I begin? “You’re the shrink. You tell me what we should talk about.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me a little bit about Alyssa?”
 
   She was a topic he’d been itching to discuss in Sydney, and I’d always shut him down. His constant prompting to talk about her was the reason I’d stopped seeing him. No matter how many times I’d told him she was off limits, he wanted to know more. Now, he’d get his wish. “Like what?”
 
   “How did you meet?”
 
   “At school.” Even though I’d decided to be an open book, it was hard to put into words everything that Alyssa and I had once shared.
 
   “Just ‘at school?’ Won’t you elaborate?”
 
   There was no point in evasion. If I was serious about trying to get better for Alyssa—for Phoebe—I needed to talk as honestly as I could. With those thoughts burning though me, I told him about the first time I met Alyssa, when we were six—how she was a walking contradiction and I’d been immediately enamoured.
 
   “And then what happened?”
 
   “Then we became friends. For about eight years that’s what we were. Friends. Best friends. We shared everything. Barely a day passed when I didn’t see or speak to her.” It was confronting, recalling exactly what Alyssa and I had once shared. I didn’t think I could articulate exactly what we meant to each other—even back then, long before we discovered our mutual attraction, long before girls stopped having germs—Alyssa was always there for me. According to all the other boys back then, I’d been risking cooties every time I spoke to her, but I never cared. 
 
   Just thinking about it all made me want to smile, and made me want to cry.
 
   The beep of a horn behind me reminded me that I was driving. Lost in the past, I’d tuned out and the traffic had moved on. In fact, it was gaining speed. I pressed down on the accelerator as I continued to talk to Dr. Henrikson.
 
   “She was there for me through everything. No one else knows this, but there were quite a few nights when we would sneak out after everyone was asleep and meet at our park bench. It was never planned, but somehow we both seemed to arrive within minutes of each other. I don’t know how to explain it, Doc, in fact it probably makes me sound like a fucking looney, but it was like we were linked. Like we could communicate without words.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound unreasonable. Many people would say they have a similar connection with their partners.”
 
   “Maybe, fuck, I don’t know. All I fucking know was that whenever I needed her she was there for me. Always. And I was always there for her . . .” I stopped. I couldn’t continue on that train of thought, because it wasn’t true. I hadn’t always been there for her. The opposite was true—I’d deserted her during the one time she needed my support most.
 
   “What are you not telling me, Declan?” I should’ve known better than to assume the doc wouldn’t hear my pause.
 
   “I abandoned her,” I choked out. My eyes stung and I was finding it hard to concentrate on the road ahead of me. I watched the taillights of the car in front as carefully as I could and followed their line.
 
   “When?” Dr. Henrikson asked in a strangely calm, almost hypnotising voice. “How?”
 
   “When I moved to Sydney . . .” I couldn’t say any more. There were no words to explain the shame I felt. A sob ripped from my chest instead.
 
   “Declan?” Confusion laced his tone, and it was easy to understand why. He’d heard me rage, and scream, and swear, and argue. He’d never once heard me cry.
 
   “I fucked up, Doc.” Another sob ripped out of my chest but the tears were merely swelling. None had fallen yet. Thank fuck. “I fucked up real bad. So bad that I don’t even know how to begin fixing things. It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t left her . . . God, things might be different now.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Doc. I . . . I can’t . . .”
 
   “Would you like to stop for today?”
 
   Did I? I felt like it was cheating Alyssa if I didn’t complete the session, but I couldn’t keep going either. At least, not while I was driving. I was already finding it difficult to even see the car in front through the tears that hazed my vision. Eventually I found my voice enough to manage a small, “Please.”
 
   “Declan, you know I would like nothing more than for you to clear the air on every issue. But you must do it at your own pace, or it could be counterproductive. If you feel something is too difficult to discuss, we can approach it another day.”
 
   “Thanks, Doc.”
 
   “Would you like to pick this up tomorrow, same time?”
 
   I didn’t think I really did, but I knew I would have to talk it over with him eventually or else I might as well kiss any hope of rekindling with Alyssa goodbye. 
 
   “Please.” 
 
   “Okay, we’ll pick this up at the same time.” 
 
   I knew he would still charge me for the full hour—and for the cost of the phone call—but I didn’t care. I needed to get off the phone.
 
   Throwing my phone onto the passenger seat, I bit my lip to fight off the tears that were still threatening. Once again, I felt dangerously close to a panic attack. Doing everything I could to turn my mind off the ways I’d let Alyssa down and get back in control of myself, I weaved through the traffic as quickly as I could before taking the Elizabeth Street off-ramp. Parking in the city was always expensive, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about public transport when I was finished my meeting with Dad. 
 
   I glanced down at the clock on the dash, it was just before eleven. As I drove along Elizabeth Street, my heart thudded in my chest. I’d completely forgotten that the Suncrest Hotel was right above the car park I’d been aiming for. 
 
   The fucking Suncrest Hotel. 
 
   The last time I’d been there was when disaster struck. 
 
   When I left Alyssa. 
 
   The night of our school formal.
 
   I hadn’t stayed at any Suncrest hotels since then, but this one in particular I couldn’t handle. Focusing on the car park entry, and only the car park entry, I was determined to get in before I broke down. It was all too fucking much.
 
   I ripped the ticket from the machine, glad they had the unmanned booths now. The boom gate opened and I drove underneath. Without even looking at what parks were available, I headed straight for the bottom level, twisting around the ramps and corridors without letting myself concentrate on details. I only stopped when I saw a group of unoccupied parks clumped together in one spot. After I’d pulled up, I slammed my fists against the steering wheel in frustration. Why the fuck had I come here? Ugly reminders of the formal were everywhere I looked. Every level of the fucking car park was the same—each one looking exactly like it had been when I’d had to drag my sorry arse from the hotel room after Alyssa had left.
 
   Every agonising second of that dreadful walk rushed back into my mind. What should have been a short walk to the car with Alyssa at my side on the best morning of my life had instead felt like a funeral march after the death of our relationship. I couldn’t even feel satisfied over the fact that we’d made love for the first time the night before. In fact, I felt sickened at the fact that it happened right before our break-up. 
 
   I recalled with perfect clarity how, somewhere between the lobby and level P3, I’d resolved that regardless of anything else that might happen, I would win Alyssa back. That I wouldn’t run away and leave it as we’d left it. I’d hoped that with a little space, we’d come back together to discuss uni and my contract with Sinclair Racing again, and come to some sort of compromise. Of course, when I’d reached that resolution, I hadn’t counted on Josh waiting by my door to beat the shit out of me.
 
   My breathing came in ragged heaves as the panic attack that had been threatening for so long hit with full force. The reminders of the past were too much. It was all too much. Somehow the last two weeks had simultaneously been the best and worst of my life. 
 
   I couldn’t do it though. I couldn’t cope with everything I was facing. How could I win Alyssa back when all we did was hurt each other? Even if we got past that, how could we ever have a future with the obstacles in our way? Her family hated me, she’d admitted as much. 
 
   They would never forgive me. 
 
   I would never forgive me.
 
   Twisting in the seat, I pulled my legs up to my chest, ignoring the biting pain as the steering wheel dug in to my shins, and the stabbing that shot through my side. Putting my head on my knees, I tried to breathe but it didn’t help. Nothing helped. I couldn’t stop the thoughts that were consuming me for long enough to draw oxygen down into my lungs. A vicious cycle of heartbreak and doubt.
 
   Wrapped around myself, one thing was certain: I was going to die. And a fucking car park in the city was going to be the cause. 
 
   Fumbling with the door, I reached the handle and yanked it open. I half-climbed, half-fell from the car and landed on all fours on the concrete. Struggling for air, I pushed the door shut to remove it from my path and crawled to the front of the car. Squeezing myself between the front bumper and the concrete wall, I tried to hide from the prying eyes of passers-by. Once hidden, I sat staring at the blank concrete and leaned against the car, dropping my head back to rest against the bumper as I tried to get my breathing under control. 
 
   What the fuck am I doing?
 
   Hours later, that may have only been minutes or even seconds, I felt my breath begin to return, bringing my sanity along with it. I was able to remind myself that despite the odds, Alyssa was willing to give it another go. She was willing to try to forgive me, even if her family couldn’t accept that. That was what mattered.
 
   Standing, I drew one more shaky breath, steeling my nerves and my resolve. I would find my father and talk with him, find out what the hell Alyssa and Mum were hiding. Then I would use that knowledge, and all of the information at my disposal, to work hard until I earned Alyssa’s forgiveness. Until I deserved it. 
 
   Without glancing back or around me, I locked the car and headed toward the elevator. One more reminder of the night it had all fallen apart might have been enough to kill me. Not for the first time, I wished I could turn back time and make it all better. Do it the right way the first time.
 
   Inside the elevator, my eyes scanned the levels and my finger hovered over the buttons. An idea formed. Maybe I could make it better. I couldn’t actually turn back time, but maybe I could do the next best thing.
 
   Making up my mind, I pushed the button for the hotel lobby rather than the shopping centre entrance below. I gulped nervously and said a silent prayer that my plan would work.
 
   As the elevator doors opened, I planted a smile on my face and walked up to the concierge. I saw recognition light up his features immediately. The look was enough to leave me hoping it would be like shooting fish.
 
   An hour later, my plan was set into motion and I didn’t even have to organise a fucking thing. It was likely the hotel manager would have eaten his own shit if I’d asked him to. Sometimes the whole celebrity thing wasn’t so bad, especially when you could call on favours from fans by greasing the right wheels with a few autographs and a couple of happy-snaps.
 
   After heading back down to the food court in the shopping centre beneath the Suncrest Hotel, I had a quick bite to eat. While I ate, I thought of the week I had planned out for Alyssa. If it wasn’t the best fucking week of her life, something was wrong. I grinned stupidly as I imagined the look on her face. I very nearly turned straight around and headed back to her house to see her. But then I remembered I’d actually come to the city with a purpose. 
 
   I cleared my table and walked out into the Queen Street Mall. I knew the route to Dad’s work by heart and my feet trailed along the familiar path while my mind wandered elsewhere.
 
   As I passed Post Office Square and approached the building that housed his bank, my eyes scanned the small cafe across the road. I couldn’t say what had initially drawn my attention, but once I looked there, I couldn’t turn away. My hands clenched into tight fists at my side. 
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, but it was there plain as day. 
 
   In that moment, I saw everything.
 
   I saw him.
 
   Then I saw her.
 
   And then I saw red.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINE: COLLAPSE
 
   
 
 
   
“WHAT THE FUCK do you think you’re doing?” The words left my lips as soon as my brain had taken in the details of the scene. 
 
   Even as I spoke, I tried to work out which part of the scene I found most disturbing. The fact that my father had his hand in another woman’s lap, the fact that she was feeding him and he was pulling all sorts of ridiculous faces as he licked the fork clean, or the fact they were doing it out in public, without any shame. As if it was just a normal relationship, and not a filthy fucking affair.
 
   Despite all of that horrid detail, there was one thing more disturbing. 
 
   Much, much more disturbing.
 
   And that was the fact that the girl was Hayley Bliss. One of the members of the blonde brigade who’d been in my year at school.
 
   As if signalled in on cue, a tonne of questions and doubt smashed into my brain. Was Hayley the first and only, or just the latest in a string of lies? Had there been others like her over the years? Countless others? Had all of the late nights and the weekends away when I was in school been because of affairs? My stomach turned at the thought, and I felt sorry for Mum, stuck at home doing all the housework while Dad was off shoving his dick into a scrag.
 
   At the sound of my shouting, Dad looked up. I wasn’t sure whether it was because he recognised my voice though, because almost everyone in the cafe raised their head at the noise. 
 
   I tuned out everything around me except for him and her. My sole focus was on my father and his floozy. I didn’t even watch for cars as I stormed across the busy intersection. 
 
   Dad leapt to his feet, knocking over his chair in the process. It clattered loudly behind him. “Declan? What . . . what are you doing here?” He looked around between me and that tramp, as if willing himself to understand. Or maybe he was just trying to come up with some bullshit excuse.
 
   I didn’t stop my charge until I was in his face. In the same motion, I raised my hand and fisted his shirt collar. Using it as leverage, I lifted him to my level. It hurt like a sonofabitch but I didn’t give a shit. He needed to pay. The look of terror on his face was evident. For years, he’d always managed to maintain a certain level of authority, even as my height towered over his. It was only during the last week that his power had waned. I couldn’t say at exactly what point I’d lost my respect for him, but it was definitely sometime between his words about Alyssa and the sight of him with her. 
 
   I’d been raised believing that marriage was for life, and that vows were sacred—special. That you made promises and kept them for life. That was part of the reason I’d been so fucking terrified of my feelings for Alyssa. To discover that the very person who taught me that—the same man who’d claimed he had to give up his dreams to get married—was off on dates with a whore half his age . . . 
 
   “What. The. Fuck. Is. Going. On?” My face was right in his as I spat the words at him.
 
   When I finally tore my eyes away from him, I turned to look at Hayley. She was still sitting at the table with a look that rested halfway between fear and amusement.
 
   Before I could do any serious damage to him or myself, I pushed Dad out of my way in disgust.
 
   When I turned on her, Hayley gave a nervous giggle and said, “Um, hi, Declan. I, ah, didn’t expect to see you here. Although Robbie had told me you were back in town.”
 
   Robbie? What the fuck. I took a step toward the table and she shrank back in shock. Her eyes widened as she speedily moved her chair backward, as if getting ready to run at any second. 
 
   My head swung back and forth between her and my dad, not trusting myself to talk. I knew that in my current mood a stream of invective would be the most conversation I was capable of. Not that they didn’t deserve it. Both Dad and Hayley kept their eyes on me. Both wary as if I were a hungry predator preparing to strike.
 
   I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself, but the red haze still filled my vision.
 
   “Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on here?” I shouted, kicking out and knocking over the table in front of Hayley. She screamed and leapt out of the way as the contents went flying, spraying coffee or chocolate or something all over the ground and on some of the surrounding patrons, who all fled as quickly as they were able.
 
   “Calm down, son,” my father said, placing his hand on my shoulder. Knocking his arm off roughly with my elbow, I twisted out of his grip.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” I spat at him.
 
   His eyes darted from side to side, making me partly aware of the gathering crowd. It wasn’t enough to stop me though. I couldn’t give a fuck about anyone watching, I just wanted answers. 
 
   At the same time, I really didn’t want to know.
 
   “Does Mum know?” I asked through gritted teeth. My heart pounded against my ribcage so hard I was surprised that it wasn’t audible to everyone nearby.
 
   “Can’t we go somewhere a bit more discreet to discuss this?” Dad asked, glancing around once again. 
 
   “Does Mum know?” The words burst from me as I picked up the nearest chair and hurled it at the wall. Screams from the bystanders filled the air, but I couldn’t care less. Anger burned through me and I needed to release it. At least it was only a chair and not Dad’s face. For now. 
 
   Dad hung his head. “She knows.”
 
   “Does she fucking know it’s with a slut who’s three months younger than me?” I growled. “I mean, what the fuck?” I picked up another chair and threw it to punctuate my sentence. Someone behind me put their hand on my shoulder. 
 
   “Sir,” a calm but authoritative female voice said from behind me. I shook my shoulder free of the loose hold. 
 
   Dad squared up in front of me. “Hayley and I are in love, Declan. In a way I’ve never truly felt about your mother.”
 
   A different hand rested on my shoulder, once again trying to turn my attention away from my father. A male spoke this time, “Sir, we’re going to have to ask you to—”
 
   Ignoring whatever it was he wanted to say to me, I shook free of the hold. Despite voices murmuring around me, words like damage, police, and leave, my focus remained pinned to Dad. “Are you fucking kidding me? You are screwing Hayley, and you have the gall to call it love? She’s the town fucking bicycle for fuck’s sake. Worse, she’s younger than me—your fucking son! All of that and you have the nerve to tell me you’re in love?” 
 
   I was dangerously close to losing control, but was surprised when Dad did first. I saw his fist the second before it connected with my jaw. The impact hurt, but I’d had worse. Morgan and I had swung at each other often enough over the years to leave me more than ready for a fight with my middle-aged father. 
 
   I retaliated—hard. 
 
   Grabbing at the side of his head, I caught a fistful of his hair and yanked his head backward. My other fist flew at his face with all the power I could muster. At the last second, he yanked himself away from my hold, but my fist still connected in a glancing blow. 
 
   Without waiting to recover, I threw myself at him in a tangle of limbs. My chest protested the movement, but I couldn’t stop myself. He landed a blow along my left side, and the breath rushed out of me as I gave a strangled cry. It didn’t stop me though. It only gave me motivation to hit harder, faster. 
 
   Fuck him! 
 
   My fists smashed into his body again and again until I felt myself being pulled off him. I struggled against the arms that had me, kicking out and knocking over more tables. Everything was tinged in red and I was beyond all reasoning. 
 
   All I saw was the object of my fury in sharp relief. Everything else was a blur. I heard murmurs of conversations, and screaming, and the sun reflected off the metal tables over and over, flashing in my eyes each time.
 
   Before I could process what was happening, I was being dragged back across the road. My father stepped forward and embraced Hayley fucking Bliss. As if he was fucking comforting her. At the sight, I went to launch myself across the road at him again. How dare he do that to Mum? How could he be so brazen and uncaring as to flaunt his fucked-up relationship in public? 
 
   Before I could make my point again, two meathead security guards from the building that housed the investment offices of the bank, including Dad’s office, stepped in front of me. They were obviously the ones who’d dragged me away. Without me realising it, I’d been backed into a corner by them. I could have tried to fight my way out, but I didn’t really like my chances. Instead, I turned toward the wall and butted my head against it, focusing on the pain of the brick biting into my forehead to take the mind off my burning rage, aching side, and twisting stomach.
 
   I kicked off from the wall to face the security guards again. They stared impassively at me, as if daring me to try to run. I knew they had no legal power to hold me against my will, but they were also big enough to beat the shit out of me if I tried to make a break for it. While I was cornered, a police car turned up and two officers climbed out. Dad stepped straight up to them and shook their hand. Ever in control. 
 
   Ever the slimy bastard, more like. 
 
   I turned back toward the wall and let loose a roar of primal anger before pounding my fist against the brick, just imagining it as my father’s face. I pulled my fist back and shook my hand—the action had fucking hurt and only made me madder.
 
   I spun around again when I heard his voice barking out instructions to the guards. They turned and left, and suddenly I was face-to-face with the man who had been my hero while I was growing up. 
 
   The man I now despised. 
 
   Without even thinking about it, my fingers curled into fists at my sides. My knuckles protested. They were swollen and sore and wouldn’t form a fist properly, but it would be enough to do some damage. 
 
   “I’ve smoothed things over with the cafe owner,” he said. “He’s agreed not to press charges if the damage is paid for.”
 
   “Like I give a shit,” I spat at him. “How could you do it?”
 
   “I’ve told you, son—”
 
   I cut him off. “Don’t you fucking dare call me that! You need to be a fucking father before you get to call me son.”
 
   He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose—a gesture I’d actually learned from him. “Declan, go home and calm down. I’ll talk to you about this later.”
 
   “Like fuck you will.” I wanted to smack his smarmy face again, but instead I thought of Phoebe. What sort of father would I be if I kept it going? If I wasn’t the bigger man by walking away? 
 
   I took a deep breath and stared him down. Shifting my gaze behind him, I saw Hayley cowering near the building entrance. When I looked between them it occurred to me that I had never hated two people more in all my life. 
 
   “You are fucking dead to me,” I spat as I shoved him away. “Stay away from me. Stay away from Alyssa. And stay the fuck away from Mum. You don’t deserve her. You don’t deserve any of us.”
 
   Before he had a chance to respond—and before I had a chance to lose the sliver of control I had on my temper—I turned and stalked away. Even then, it was only thoughts of Alyssa and Phoebe that stopped me from turning around and kicking his arse. Well, thoughts of them and the fact that I knew the two boofhead security guards would be there waiting if I did. 
 
   I may have been angry but I wasn’t fucking suicidal.
 
   I made it back to Post Office Square before my lungs threatened to collapse on me. Anger still coursed through me and I had no way of releasing it. My fingers began to shake as I felt my breath leave me entirely. While my legs felt weak beneath me, my brain began to muddle. Needing to get out, get away, I picked up my pace and headed back in the general direction of the Barina. 
 
   By the time I hit the end of the Queen Street Mall, I was practically running. While I raced toward freedom, I drew quick laboured pants through my teeth. 
 
   I needed . . . 
 
   I fucking didn’t know what I needed. 
 
   I just needed to get away. I needed to forget. I needed to wipe the image of my father’s intimate interactions with Hayley fucking Bliss out of my mind. Questions I really didn’t want the answers to raced through my mind on an endless track. Why was she in the city? Did she work with him? How long had he been fucking her? Did it go back to high school? 
 
   A shudder ran down the length of my spine.
 
   I took the stairs into the Suncrest Shopping Centre two at a time before screeching to a halt at the bottom when I saw a sign. 
 
   A way to cope. 
 
   The only way I knew how. 
 
   The temptation of the pub—the sweet siren’s call—was too great and I couldn’t resist. Hiding my bloodied hand behind my back, I nodded briefly to the bouncer. I didn’t want him to stop me, or ask me questions, because questions led to thoughts and I didn’t want to think about Dad, or Hayley, or anything really. 
 
   I wanted to bring on oblivion. 
 
   Oblivion and ignorance.
 
   When I reached the bar, I didn’t hesitate. The order for a triple shot of Jim Beam was on my lips the instant I had the bartender’s attention. Past experience had told me that a couple of those would get me sufficiently blotto as fast as possible. 
 
   The bartender slapped the drink down in front of me and I tossed him a twenty. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath, trying to clear the images of him and her from my head. 
 
   I reached for the glass and raised it to my lips, ready to wipe it all away. 
 
   As I did, a new picture entered my mind. 
 
   Phoebe. 
 
   Phoebe and Alyssa, smiling and waving. 
 
   The look of disappointment in Alyssa’s eyes as I’d told her about driving while I was under the influence. 
 
   I can’t do this! 
 
   The glass slipped from between my fingers before I could comprehend what was happening. I opened my eyes just in time to see it hit the ground—crashing against the metal footrest that ran the length of the bar and spilling amber liquid everywhere.
 
   “Fuck!” I jumped backwards, but it was too late. The splashing liquid went as high as my knees and soaked into my pants.
 
   “You all right, mate?” the bartender asked.
 
   “Um, yeah . . . um . . . no . . . I—I’m sorry. I’ve . . .” I turned and fled without a second glance.
 
   
 
 
   
I COULDN’T say exactly how I’d ended up at Alyssa’s. I had no recollection of reaching the car or climbing in. Neither was there a memory of driving out of the car park and onto the freeway. 
 
   I didn’t even know how I managed to get out of the car and into the house. All I knew was that when I’d left the city, I’d had a burning need to be in Alyssa’s embrace. It was a new, healthier way to find the oblivion I sought.
 
   Sometime after I’d stumbled through the door, my anger long burned away and tears flooding my eyes instead, I found myself coming back to reality. My chest still heaved from the weight of the sobs that had started while I was driving back from the city. I had no recollection of how long we’d been in our position, with me lying on the couch with my head in her lap, before I finally rolled onto my back and stared up at my personal angel. 
 
   She brushed the hair from my eyes, and ran her fingers along my cheeks to brush away the remnants of my tears.
 
   “Hey, you,” I said.
 
   “Hey, yourself.” She smiled softly at me and brushed her fingers through my hair again. “What’s wrong?”
 
   I shook my head. I’d finally composed myself enough to talk—I couldn’t tell her that my entire world had crumbled. Again. 
 
   Everything that I’d known to be true, no longer was. 
 
   Everything kept piling up on top of me, forcing me to shoulder one burden after another. Dad’s affair was one burden too many.
 
   “You scared me before,” she said matter-of-factly, “barging in here like that.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I just didn’t know where else to go.”
 
   It was true; I had no idea how I was going to go home or face Mum. She’d known about Dad’s affair. She’d known about all the disgusting things my father did while at work—probably more than I ever would. 
 
   My heart plummeted as my memory started to work and reminded me of the phone calls between Mum and Alyssa. The whispers and secrets. Had Alyssa known too? 
 
   She must have, it was the only thing that made sense. 
 
   “You . . .” I rolled off her lap and was across the room an instant later, staring at her accusingly. “How could you, Alyssa? How the fuck could you keep that from me?” Without thinking about why I was doing it, I shouted at her. My voice was wild and hysterical.
 
   Standing to follow me, she looked back at the hallway, as if seeking an escape path, before turning back to me. She held her arms in front of her, palms upturned. I took it as a silent plea for understanding.
 
   “How could you!” I screamed again.
 
   “Declan,” her voice was low and calm, “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
 
   “About him. About fucking Dad and his little whore! You knew, didn’t you? You knew and you never fucking told me.”
 
   She looked down the hall again. When she turned back, her face was full of anger. 
 
   “Watch your language!” she hissed.
 
   “Fuck that! Why didn’t you tell me my own fucking father was sleeping with Hayley fucking Bliss!”
 
   Alyssa’s jaw fell open and she gasped loudly. “What?”
 
   I froze. Her expression of surprise looked genuine, but could I trust it? 
 
   “You didn’t know?” My voice was full of the disbelief I felt.
 
   She shook her head. “I really didn’t,” she whispered. “How long?”
 
   I took a step away from her, until my back pressed against the wall. As soon as I felt the support behind me, my legs gave beneath me and I slid down to the floor. I wrapped my arms around my legs and laid my head on my knees. 
 
   “How could he do that to Mum?” I sobbed. “How could he say he loves that little slut?”
 
   Kneeling in front of me, Alyssa’s hand enclosed my own, and she enticed me to raise my head just a little. She put her hand on my cheek. “Why don’t you have a lie down? It sounds like you’ve had a bad day.”
 
   I wanted to laugh at the understatement, but I just didn’t have it in me. There wasn’t a single thing about my life that was the same as it had been a few weeks ago. 
 
   Just a few short weeks and everything was different. 
 
   I was hit with a paralysing fear of how short life really was. How quickly things could change. I climbed forward onto my knees and clutched at Alyssa. I placed one hand on either side of her face, and pushed my fingers into her hair. I caught her eyes with mine. A last sob escaped my throat before I managed to stifle them. 
 
   One of her hands shifted to the back of my neck and the other held my waist. She pulled me against her, and cradled me to her body and moved to help me stand. I resisted the pull though, instead taking a moment to relish her embrace. Taking a few deep breaths to calm my breathing, and never breaking eye contact, I pressed my lips to hers in a gentle, chaste kiss.
 
   “I love you, Lys,” I whispered as I pulled away. My gaze was still locked with hers, and I knew she’d heard every word. “You were right when I said I loved who you used to be. But you were wrong about one thing; I do love who you are now too.”
 
   “Come on,” she said, apparently ignoring my statement. “Let’s get you into bed. Things will look better in the morning.”
 
   I shook my head and nuzzled into her neck. “This won’t. I don’t know if this will ever be better. How am I supposed to deal with this shit?”
 
   “We deal with things because we have to,” she said, the pain in her voice evident. 
 
   I felt like an arse because as bad as the revelation over Dad’s affairs was, it wasn’t half as bad as the things she’d had to face. 
 
   “It’s called life, Declan.” A sad sigh left her as we stood and she led me to the hallway. “At some point you just have to learn how to deal with it,” she added quietly, her voice almost sarcastic.
 
   There was no way for me to answer her that wouldn’t make everything worse. So I didn’t. Instead, I let her guide me to wherever she wanted me to go. I was a little surprised when she walked past the spare room door. Sounds that seemed far too bright and cheery for the day issued from behind that door. I knew it was still only early—far too early to be going to bed—but I couldn’t care less. I wanted to cocoon myself in there, preferably with Alyssa, and block out the rest of the world. The rest of the world hurt like fucking hell and it was easier to block out that pain with Alyssa beside me.
 
   After I’d climbed out of my still bourbon-soaked pants, I slid between Alyssa’s sheets and curled in on myself. She helped and supported me as best as she was able, muttering something incoherent as she worked. When I was in bed, she grabbed my pants and headed out the door. 
 
   Once again, I found it hard to breathe. By the time she returned, I was seconds away from another panic attack. As if she sensed my rising angst, she ruffled her fingers though my hair and curled around me. I grabbed her hand and held it around my body. Right then, I needed her to survive. It felt like she was the only thing tethering me to reality. Sooner than I would have expected, I felt myself drifting toward unconsciousness.
 
   The last thing I heard was Alyssa’s soft voice whispering in my ear, no doubt assuming I was already asleep. Her voice was filled with sorrow as she said, “Why is it you can only tell me how you feel when you’re drunk?”
 
   I wanted to argue, but I was too far gone. My protest came out as a garbled murmur.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TEN: INTERRUPTIONS
 
   
 
 
   
I FELT THE bed shift and opened my eyes to try work out where exactly I was. The night was too thick to allow my tired and sore eyes to see anything. Pulling myself up onto my elbows to try to get a better view, I heard a small voice call through the dark.
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” It was Alyssa.
 
   “Hi,” I said, feeling that it was a completely inadequate statement considering what had happened earlier. “What time is it?”
 
   “It’s just after eleven.”
 
   “And you’re just getting to bed now?” I asked, my fuzzy brain trying to work out the events that led me to being in Alyssa’s bed. Slowly things started to come back. “Weren’t you with me before?”
 
   She laughed a little as she climbed underneath the blankets. “Yeah. But it was too early for me to go to bed.”
 
   A beat of silence fell between us. 
 
   “I didn’t have the same benefits as you when it came to falling asleep,” she added in a voice as bitter as it was muted.
 
   “What benefits?” I asked, confused. By now Alyssa was lying in bed beside me and it was seriously clouding my ability to concentrate on anything but her, and how I really wanted to reach out and hold her. And how I really shouldn’t reach out and touch her.
 
   “Like being drunk,” she whispered into her pillow, as if confessing her sins. I could hear the tears in her voice.
 
   “I—I wasn’t drunk, Alyssa.”
 
   She sighed, her exasperation clear. “I’ve heard that before. You ‘weren’t drunk’ but you’ve been drinking. Just like when you came to visit me at Josh’s.”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Dec, please,” she begged, cutting off my protest. “Don’t lie to me. What did I tell you when we had our talk? I want to trust you, but how can I if you’re just going to lie to me?”
 
   I turned completely onto my side, ignoring the crushing ache it caused in my ribcage. The position allowed me to meet her eye, because I wanted her to know the truth. “Alyssa, listen to me. I wasn’t drunk. I didn’t drink today. At all. I wanted to. God knows how much I fucking wanted to, but I didn’t. I stopped.”
 
   “And let me guess, you just happened to smell of alcohol because you spilled it on yourself. Do you think I came down in the last shower?”
 
   With a sigh, I turned away. It would be harder to get her to accept the truth than it would be to apologise for the lie. Regardless, I wanted her to know the truth. 
 
   “Didn’t you just say you were going to try to trust me? Think about it, Lys, what reason do I have for lying now? You’re here in bed with me even though you think I was drunk. Why would I try to convince you that I wasn’t, if it’s not true? What more would I get from it?”
 
   “I’m hardly in bed with you, Dec.” She sighed. “I mean, sure, I’m in bed with you, but I’m not in bed with you.”
 
   “I’m glad you cleared that up.” I chuckled.
 
   “I had nowhere else to sleep.”
 
   “Not that I’m complaining, or want to leave, but I could always take your spare bed if you’d prefer.”
 
   “No!” she said, a little too quickly. I smiled. She didn’t want me to get out of her bed. In fact, she sounded almost desperate for me to stay.
 
   I moved a little closer to her, and her breath hitched. It was hard to tell in the darkness but I could have sworn her eyes closed for half a second before they fluttered open again.
 
   “Just stay over on your side,” she said. I couldn’t tell what the emotion I heard in her voice was—it almost sounded like desire, or maybe need, but that didn’t marry up to her words.
 
   “Really,” I said. “I don’t mind going to your spare room if you think it would be easier. I mean . . . I saw that the bed was made and everything when I was here yesterday.”
 
   “It’s not really a spare room.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It’s . . . it’s Flynn’s room. For when he stays over to help me out and stuff. I guess it doubles as a spare room when he’s not here but no one’s ever really stayed in—” She’d started to babble and I held up a hand to cut her off. 
 
   “Flynn’s room?”
 
   She nodded and cowered against the pillow.
 
   “Flynn’s room? He’s got a whole fucking room at your house?”
 
   “Declan, you need to understand the relationship I have with Flynn. He helps me out. Sometimes he’s the only thing that keeps me sane. And he’s always there for Phoebe. That’s just easier when he can stay over whenever he likes, especially if he’s looking after her late or in the morning.”
 
   Then the other part of what she’d said hit home. It doubled as a spare room, “when he’s not here.” I lost it. “Fucking hell, Lys. You mean that fucker was here the whole time? I was fucking pouring out my heart and fucking soul to you and that fucker heard everything? I bet he was having a merry old fucking laugh.”
 
   “No, Declan, it’s not like that at all. He was here anyway and then you came in and he took Phoebe into his room. I didn’t want you to scare her, not if we are going to tell her the truth soon.”
 
   Alyssa’s words stilled me. “Tell her? You mean, who I am?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean, if you’re serious about staying, I’ll have to. She’s so clever, she’s going to realise something soon and I don’t want her to find out from someone else. I just don’t know how to do it.”
 
   “Do you think it’d be okay if we told her together?” I asked. She was trying to redirect me, I could tell. I wasn’t sure I wanted to drop the Flynn subject, but I was also reluctant to climb out of the bed if our argument spiralled any further.
 
   “Maybe.” 
 
   It wasn’t quite the answer I’d hoped for but in the end, I allowed the subject to be dropped. I could always bring it up again in the morning. She turned away from me and settled into a comfortable position.
 
   I waited a few minutes, trying to fall back to sleep, but it felt so wrong to be so close and yet so far away from her. When I moved a little closer to her, she settled back into me. Taking it as an invitation, I snuggled against her and pulled her close. Wrapping my arm around her waist, I guided her back so that I was spooning her properly without putting too much pressure on my ribs. It reminded me of times when we’d slept over at each other’s houses when we were teenagers. We’d always start in separate rooms, but sometime around midnight we would sneak across the hall for a few hours to spoon with each other before crossing back to our own separate rooms before our parents woke.
 
   “This is just like when we were young,” she said, echoing my thoughts.
 
   I chuckled against her, tickling the spot at the base of her neck and sending a small shiver rippling down her spine. I laughed at her reaction to my breath; it hadn’t changed over the years. 
 
   “Let’s play pretend then,” I whispered into her hair. “Just for tonight let’s pretend that we’re back there again, that none of the shit that’s gone down in the years since has happened. It’s just you and me against the world like it always was.”
 
   “Instead of you and me against each other like it has been lately,” she said sadly.
 
   “No, Alyssa, it’s not like that. I don’t ever want to fight you. You protect me. You and Phoebe are the reason I didn’t drink today. The only reason I stopped before I did.”
 
   “You really didn’t drink this afternoon?” Her voice was still sceptical.
 
   “I really didn’t.”
 
   She rolled over in my arms and I was aware of just how close she was to me. Her breasts ended up pressed against my chest. Her thighs, which were uncovered, lay against the length of mine. I groaned as my body became hyperaware of her nearness. I tried to pull away from her a little to allow room for growth, but without making it seem like I was distancing myself from her.
 
   In the darkness I saw her eyes searching my face, presumably trying to find evidence of the lie.
 
   “What can I do to prove it to you?” I asked. “Try me. I guarantee I don’t smell or taste of alcohol,” I joked, puckering my lips.
 
   “Well, if you are willing to subject yourself to that sort of test, you must be telling the truth,” she teased back.
 
   “Oh yeah,” I said sarcastically. “Kissing you would be real torturous.”
 
   “Really?” she asked. I could hear the smile in her voice. “Well, it’s a good thing you won’t be doing it for a long time.”
 
   I picked up on the opening she had left. “But I will be doing it eventually?”
 
   She mock-punched me.
 
   “It’s funny,” I continued, “it didn’t feel that torturous yesterday.”
 
   “Declan Reede, you’re an arse.” She laughed.
 
   “Isn’t that why you love me?”
 
   She froze, her entire demeanour shifting in an instant. I wondered what had caused the shift.
 
   “You really weren’t drunk earlier?” she asked.
 
   “No. I honestly didn’t drink anything today. I dropped the glass I was going to drink and ran from the pub. In fact, I can probably make some calls and get the footage if you want.”
 
   “So everything you said earlier . . .”
 
   “Was true. Induced by stress, maybe, but true. I meant every word.”
 
   She chewed on her lip and her eyes found mine. I could see into the depths of the honey-gold irises, even through the gloom that shrouded the room. Raising my hand, I coaxed her lip from between her teeth with my thumb. 
 
   Understanding dawned on me, and I saw what it was she was asking. Her words earlier came back to haunt me. “Why is it you can only tell me how you feel when you’re drunk?” I wanted to prove her wrong and knew only one way.
 
   “I, Declan Reede, world-class arse, love you, Alyssa Dawson, exquisite goddess, with all of my heart. I love who you were. I love who you are. And I have no doubt I will love whoever you grow to become.”
 
   She watched me balefully for a few minutes and then spoke so quietly I almost didn’t hear. “Thank you.”
 
   Leaning forward, she kissed my cheek gently and then pressed her head against my chest. She breathed deeply and I closed my arms more tightly around her. It hadn’t gone unnoticed that she hadn’t told me she loved me back. I was torn apart by that fact; part of me recognised it was still too early for her and understood, but part of me—mostly my ego—was bruised and damaged. After the day I’d had, I really needed something solid in my life to cling to. I wanted that something to be Alyssa and me.
 
   “When will we tell Phoebe?” I asked.
 
   Alyssa was quiet for a while and I wondered if she hadn’t heard or maybe she was ignoring me. I was just about to ask again when she answered with a sigh.
 
   “Sunday?” she answered, but it almost sounded like a question.
 
   “Sunday’s good.” I answered. I could see Sunday working. I wanted a family day on Sunday anyway—I would give Phoebe the best day of her life and then Alyssa and I would tell her that I was her father. 
 
   My breath caught in my throat just thinking about it. Terror gripped me—what if she rejected me? Or didn’t like me? Or hated me for leaving Alyssa? Logically I knew she was too young to feel those things now, but what about in years to come? Could I ever make it up to her? I wanted to try, but I wasn’t sure if I would be able to succeed.
 
   I was lost in my own thoughts and fears for so long that Alyssa had fallen asleep and was snoring softly against me. I gently shifted her so she was facing away from me again and wrapped my arms around her, pressing my face into her hair and drawing comfort from our proximity. I stayed in that position, awake and planning out the various ways we could tell Phoebe for at least an hour before I finally succumbed to sleep myself.
 
   
 
 
   
MY FINGERTIPS brushed against something soft and delicate. I stroked back and forth a few times, trying to work out exactly what they were rubbing against. A soft moan sounded out nearby. Opening my eyes, I found that my hands were currently residing inside Alyssa’s pyjamas and my fingers were playing along the underside of her breasts. For a second, I worried what she must think. The moan had sounded like it was issued in pleasure, but I couldn’t be certain. I raised my head to look at Alyssa’s face but realised quickly she was fast asleep still, her lips parted but drawn into a small smile. Slowly, reluctantly, I drew my hand back from her skin and pushed myself up to a sitting position. 
 
   Swinging my legs out, I sat on the edge of the bed and rested my elbows on my knees. I cradled my head in my hands, and tried to process all the events of the last twenty-four hours. I knew I needed to go home eventually, but I had no idea what I would say to Mum. What could I say? I was disappointed in her, in Dad, in everyone who had known and not done a damn thing about it. But wasn’t that a bit fucking hypocritical, considering my own actions? Then again, nothing I had done with intent while sober was as bad as what he’d knowingly chosen to do.
 
   I wanted to wake Alyssa up and quiz her on why Mum didn’t have Phoebe on weekends if it wasn’t because she knew about Dad and Hayley. I believed her when she told me she didn’t know; the look on her face and her reactions were enough to convince me. But that still meant there were too many secrets and too much lying bullshit going on. 
 
   I wanted to get all our cards out in the open. To know about everything I’d done to hurt Alyssa during my darkest times, but I also wanted to know about the other secrets people were still hiding from me. Dragging my hand through my hair, I stood. I had nothing to get changed into but decided my shirt/boxer combo was modest enough not to scare Phoebe if she surprised me when I left the room.
 
   At the door, I turned back to take in the sight of Alyssa before leaving her. She was curled up in a ball and the smile from earlier was gone. A frown had replaced it. I wanted to rush back over to her and smooth the worry off her brow, but I wasn’t sure how Alyssa would feel about me doing something so intimate if she woke up and caught me. I opened the door as quietly as I could manage and went in search of the toilet.
 
   After I’d drained the main vein, I walked out to the kitchen. I saw something move in the living room out of the corner of my eyes but chose to ignore it as I opened the fridge, taking in the contents. I grabbed out the juice and turned around to hunt for the glasses, pushing the door shut behind me. 
 
   I started and then groaned when I ran into the hulking form of Flynn. He crossed his arms and glared at me, like I was supposed to be scared of his pansy arse or some shit. Okay, so maybe I was a little—I knew he could probably beat me down if he wanted to—but I wasn’t going to let the fucker know it.
 
   Trying my best to ignore him, I set about hunting through the cupboards for a fucking glass. I probably could have just asked him, he had his own fucking room there after all, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked, his tone rough, rude, and unapologetic.
 
   Ignoring him, I poured myself a glass of juice. As I drank it down I could feel his eyes boring into my back. After I’d finished drinking, I put the glass down on the bench and turned around. He was staring at me, clearly waiting for a response.
 
   “That’s Alyssa’s business,” I said with a shrug.
 
   “Alyssa’s business is my business,” he said in a voice of ice. “So what are you doing here?”
 
   “Things are gonna start to change around here, Flynn.” I said his name like a curse. “You’re not going to be number one in Lys’s life anymore.”
 
   He scoffed.
 
   “What the fuck do you find so funny?” I asked, stupidly getting in his face.
 
   “I was never number one. I don’t want to be number one.”
 
   “Whatever. Just know that things are going to change.”
 
   To my surprise he laughed. “You just don’t get it do you? After our last conversation, I thought maybe you might, but you don’t. I hoped maybe you’d learn, but you’re just a fucking idiot with his head up his own arse.”
 
   I wanted to ask him what the fuck he meant but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
 
   “You know the way Alyssa used to talk about you, I honestly thought you were a decent guy who deserved to be in their lives. That was the reason I left you the birth certificate. That was the reason I convinced Cain to fix your car.”
 
   “You know nothing about me,” I hissed icily.
 
   “Clearly,” he said. “The media certainly got a few things right though.” 
 
   “Fuck the media.” 
 
   “You should leave Alyssa alone.” 
 
   “Why? Give me one good fucking reason.” 
 
   “Goddammit, what do you think she’s going to go through when you fucking kill yourself with your stupidity?”
 
   “Fuck off.” 
 
   “You’re inflicting all your issues on Alyssa. Hurting her.”
 
   “That’s what you do when you are a couple, you share your issues.”
 
   “Maybe, but you’re not a couple.”
 
   “We’re fucking trying to be. If only every other fucker wouldn’t stick their noses in and keep fucking trying to ruin things for us.” I made my point by poking his chest with each word. If I wasn’t in Alyssa’s house, I probably would have smashed his face against the cupboards by now. 
 
   He laughed. “The funny thing is you do a good enough job fucking things up yourself.”
 
   “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Turning up here drunk like that. Honestly, man.” He shook his head at me.
 
   “Just keep your fucking nose out of my business. She knows the fucking truth about yesterday and really that’s all that fucking matters. I’m not going to justify myself to you. I really don’t fucking need to.”
 
   “Will you two please just stop already!” Alyssa called from the hallway. Her voice was quiet, but deathly and filled with tears. 
 
   I shot Flynn a look intended to kill. He fucking couldn’t leave well enough a-fucking-lone, could he? Now Alyssa was pissed at me again. After we’d found our way to an amicable place before falling asleep the night before. It was like we were back to square fucking one again, and it was his fault.
 
   I turned to comfort Alyssa but somehow that fucker got there first and walked her back down the hallway away from me. As he wrapped his arms around her, he whispered an apology and asked, “We didn’t wake the princess did we?”
 
   Alyssa shook her head. “No, thank goodness—” 
 
   They disappeared into Alyssa’s room and the closing of the door cut off the rest of her sentence. 
 
   “Fuck!” I cried, kicking at the kitchen cupboards. 
 
   Leaning my weight against the counter, I tried to steady my breathing. Flynn was going to be a fucking problem. Alyssa’s family was going to be a fucking problem. No one seemed willing to give me a fucking second chance. 
 
   Except for her. 
 
   The thing was, I understood their anger. I’d fucked up big time where Alyssa was concerned. I knew it. It didn’t seem to matter to any of them how hard I was trying to fix it though. It meant nothing to them. In their eyes, I was still just the big fucking arsehole trying to hurt her. 
 
   My anger made me twitchy. I needed to lash out. To do . . . something. I couldn’t stay still any longer. Couldn’t stand in her kitchen looking at the closed fucking doors without wanting to tear something apart—preferably the arsehole who’d taken her away from me. 
 
   I had to go. There was no fucking point staying when Alyssa was already upset with me—all I would do was fuck things up more. I hunted quickly for the essentials—wallet, car keys, phone, and pants. I found a scrap of paper and wrote Alyssa a note.
 
   I meant what I said last night.
 
   Call me.
 
   — D
 
   I pinned it underneath a magnet shaped like the letter P in a prominent position on the fridge. Then I rinsed the glass I’d used and left it to dry beside the sink.
 
   After unlocking the front screen door using the key that was already in the lock, I crept out of the house as quietly as I could. I climbed into the Barina and felt a surge of regret. Why did that fucker have to rile me up so fucking much? That morning could have been a fucking magnificent morning, based on how Alyssa and I had been the previous night. I slammed the car door shut in frustration. 
 
   Frustration at myself, at the world, at Flynn, at everyone and everything. 
 
   Releasing a frustrated growl, I turned the key in the ignition and slammed the car into reverse. By the time I reached the end of the road, it was clear I had nowhere to go. I had no one I could go to. 
 
   I could go home, but I still didn’t want to face Mum. There was nowhere else I needed to be. Without thought, I drove through the streets until I ended up outside our old school. I parked the car and climbed out. 
 
   There was only one place I could go to get any peace of mind: our park.
 
   I walked the short distance as quickly as I could. My phone started to ring just as I sat down in at the table. I pulled it out anxiously, hoping it would be Alyssa because it’d been almost an hour since I’d left her house. I hoped she had kicked that fucker out and we could talk properly. My face fell as I read the number on the screen. It was only Dr. Henrikson. It was earlier than he’d called before, but I wasn’t going to argue with his schedule. 
 
   “Good morning, Declan,” he said after I answered the phone. “Are you feeling better than yesterday?”
 
   The events of the previous twenty-four hours crashed down on top of me and my voice croaked as I responded, “No, not really.”
 
   “Are you ready to continue our discussion?” he asked.
 
   Part of me wanted to say no, to hang up and pitch the phone across the park, but instead I swallowed down a painful breath and said, “Yeah. I think I’m ready now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER ELEVEN: IT’S SEMANTICS
 
   
 
 
   
“WHY DON’T YOU tell me what happened?” Dr. Henrikson asked in his smooth tones.
 
   With the story on my lips, I found myself recalling sessions in his office; his voice hypnotic, soothing. In that moment, it occurred to me that we never actually talked about anything real. We’d talked about bullshit like what happened during races, about clubs, about life in Sydney, about the things I’d done while high—at least the things I could remember. It was clear now though that I’d had no life in Sydney. I wasn’t living there, and I’d never hurt this much there either.
 
   “Doc,” I said. “This story, it’s real fucked-up. I . . . I don’t know where to begin.”
 
   “The beginning is usually the best place. You were telling me about how you met Alyssa yesterday. Why don’t you tell me about how you fell in love?”
 
   He was trying to ease me into the harder stuff, that much was clear. I decided to try and let him. He was the shrink after all. Plus, I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to get the rest out otherwise. How could I just come out and tell him the things I needed to say when the lump in my throat was so large I could barely swallow? 
 
   “I guess a part of me always knew I loved her,” I said. “Even if I couldn’t admit it to myself. When I was fifteen . . . Well, it just kind of happened one day. The school year was coming to a close and we’d finished a big test, so we wagged our last class and went to our park.”
 
   The air felt heavy as I spoke, as if the world around me held its breath while I whispered my secrets. 
 
   “That first kiss,” I said, closing my eyes as the memory washed over me. When I opened them again, I paused and glanced around me. It had happened no more than a few metres from where I sat. My lips burned at the memory, scorched forever by Alyssa.
 
   “Even now, I don’t know who actually started it. I think it may have been me, but I’ll never know for sure. We had one of those movie moments, you know? Where you pause and stare at each other’s lips for a second that feels like forever, then slowly, one of you starts to move forward, before pausing once more to assess the situation, then . . .”
 
   I stopped as the memory overtook me again. Her lips had been so warm against mine. She’d thought I had lots of experience, but she was the first girl I’d ever kissed like that. Despite the lack of knowledge on both our parts, we just fit. It was perfect.
 
   “What happened then?” Dr. Henrikson asked, pulling me from my thoughts.
 
   “Well, that was it. From then until I left Brisbane, Alyssa was the only one for me.” It wasn’t entirely true. There had been the extremely brief, terribly regrettable week with Darcy, but I preferred not to linger on memories of that. Even if both Alyssa and I had been with someone else at the time, our hearts had belonged to one another.
 
   “So would you say you had the perfect relationship?” he asked, his voice reserved.
 
   “Hell no.” I laughed a little as memories played through my head. “We fought like wild cats. We probably broke up at least once every few weeks, but we always found our way back to each other, at least eventually. There was never anyone else. Not really.”
 
   “So why did it end?”
 
   “A lot of reasons, I guess. I had the contract for Sinclair Racing. She wanted me to go to uni. Neither of us was willing to compromise.”
 
   “So that was what ended your whole relationship? Just a disagreement over where life was headed?”
 
   “Well, that and her brother beat the shit out of me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I sighed. “Because he thought I raped her.”
 
   “Why did he think that? Is that what Alyssa told him?”
 
   “Fuck no. Josh is”—I tried to think of the right word to describe him—“a little overzealous sometimes. He jumps to conclusions way too easily. Alyssa and I fought after our first night together and she stormed out in her nightclothes with a ripped dress. She spent the whole trip home crying too.”
 
   “And so he confronted you about it?”
 
   “No, he beat the shit out of me. He didn’t even let me say anything. It was what ended up making my mind up about moving to Sydney. I only saw Alyssa once more after that, at least until recently.”
 
   “You believe Josh is the reason you moved to Sydney?”
 
   “Well, he was a big part of the reason.”
 
   “And if he wasn’t there, waiting on your doorstep, what would you and Alyssa have done about your departure?”
 
   I couldn’t answer. I knew the answer, but I couldn’t say it out loud.
 
   “Do you think you might have left anyway?” he prompted.
 
   “Yes.” My voice was small and weak in my own ears and yet I knew it was the absolute truth. “But I would have tried harder to make things work with Alyssa.”
 
   “Would you? You always seemed quite certain that you liked the life you had here, the . . . freedoms it afforded you.”
 
   “I don’t know, Doc. I mean I was young and fucking stupid, and terrified of the power she had over me. Whenever I was in her presence, I just wanted to lock us both away in our own secret bubble and never have to face the world again. That frightened the hell out of me.”
 
   “It sounds like you two were pretty intense.”
 
   I chuckled. “That’s one word for it.”
 
   “So what happened next? Did Alyssa just let you go?”
 
   All traces of the good mood that was building inside me at memories of Alyssa and me fell away as I remembered what happened next. “No, she, ah, well . . . I ignored her phone calls for almost a year before she finally stopped calling.”
 
   “Is that what you meant yesterday? When you said you abandoned her.”
 
   I closed my eyes to hold back the tears and nodded, stupidly forgetting I was on the phone and that he couldn’t see me.
 
   “Abandoned is a very strong word, Declan. Why do you think you chose that word specifically?”
 
   “Doc, the . . .” A sob ripped through my chest. Taking a deep breath to get myself back under control, I continued. “The things she went through.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “She lost a child . . .” My son, I finished in my head.
 
   “That’s a terrible thing for anyone to have to go through, especially if you had been there for her in the past. But it doesn’t explain the use of the word abandoned, or is there something more?”
 
   I sobbed again. My chest burned with a lack of oxygen. My eyes stung with tears that refused to fall. 
 
   “She lost our child.” I launched straight into the story Alyssa had told me, not trusting myself to pause for breath or I risked stopping entirely and collapsing in a heap. When I finished there was silence on the other end of the line.
 
   “Declan, I would like for you to come in and see me as soon as you are able. In person.”
 
   “Sure, Doc.” I was certain Alyssa would make me stick to the sessions for a while anyway and to be honest, I felt just a tiny bit lighter after telling him the story. It would never be forgotten, and I didn’t know if the pain would ever go away, but it had helped in some miniscule way to talk about it.
 
   “Where are things at between you and Alyssa at the moment?”
 
   “Fuck, Doc, I don’t know. Things were fucking great last night but then this morning . . . that fucker got in the way.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Flynn,” I said his name like a curse. “He can’t fucking keep his opinions to himself. Not even when he knows nothing about what’s going on!” I ranted. I stood and paced a tight circle around the table. Just thinking about that morning, about Flynn in general, was making my blood boil. Especially when he and his brother still had my Monaro in their care. My free hand clenched and released in time with my steps in a useless attempt to alleviate some of the tension.
 
   “And who is Flynn?”
 
   “He pretends to be Alyssa’s friend. I don’t fucking know what his deal is. Apparently he was there for her when . . .” I growled loudly before walking over and punching a tree just for being in my line of sight.
 
   “When you couldn’t be?”
 
   “Yeah.” I choked on my frustration as I shook out the pain in my fist.
 
   “I take it he means a lot to Alyssa?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Why do you feel so antagonistic toward him?”
 
   “Because he’s a wanker,” I snapped.
 
   “You don’t think part of the problem is jealousy?”
 
   “Fuck, Doc, he’s living my fucking life. He’s living in her goddamn house for Christ’s sake! According to the world at large he’s Phoebe’s father. She’s my fucking daughter, and yet he gets the benefits. I don’t want him in her life.”
 
   “I think we need to discuss this at a later stage,” the doc said, trying to calm me. “Why don’t you tell me what happened this morning?”
 
   “I was there, at Alyssa’s,” I seethed. I wasn’t able to remove an ounce of venom from my voice, just thinking about the way things had turned that morning made my body shake with anger. “And that fucker started having a go at me over shit that he knew nothing about. Then when Alyssa came out and was upset at both of us, he fucking comforted her. He fucking wrapped his arms around her and led her away. And she let him.”
 
   “Did you talk to Alyssa about it afterwards? Explain why it made you upset?”
 
   I paused. “No. I haven’t spoken to her since.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked, sounding genuinely surprised. “Surely, you talked to her before you left her house?”
 
   I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to clear the doubts and fear that were creeping up. “No, I . . . couldn’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because he was with her.”
 
   “You didn’t stay to talk to her?”
 
   “No. How could I? How the fuck could I wait there knowing that his arms were fucking wrapped around her and she was taking comfort from him.”
 
   “Declan, that would have been the sensible thing to do.”
 
   “What the fuck, Doc? I thought you were supposed to be on my side? I thought you were supposed to be helping me and not fucking telling me how to live my fucking life.”
 
   “All I am saying, Declan, is to try to put yourself in Alyssa’s shoes. Do you think she would have wanted you to stay to talk about things?”
 
   I thought about what he was saying, and what Alyssa herself had said about not trusting me. “Fuck, probably. Sorry.”
 
   “It’s not me you need to apologise to. As you pointed out, I’m just here to help you. Unfortunately though, I do have to get to my next appointment.”
 
   “Will we talk again on Monday?”
 
   “Would you like to talk to me again on Monday?”
 
   I barely gave it a thought before I answered. “Yes.”
 
   “Then I’ll call you on Monday. But I would really like to schedule an in-person meeting as soon as you get back to Sydney.”
 
   “I’ll let you know my plans as soon as I know them.”
 
   “No problems, Declan. We’ll speak on Monday then.”
 
   I’d barely hung up the phone when it rang again in my hand. I answered it without looking at the screen.
 
   “What are you doing tonight?” An overly excited voice exclaimed in my ear before I even had a chance to say hello.
 
   “Hello to you too, Eden.” I chuckled. It was hard not to be swept up by the infectious joy in her voice.
 
   “Oh, fine then. Hello. What are you doing tonight?”
 
   “I don’t know, Edie, I don’t really have any plans.” Other than grovelling at Alyssa’s feet until she’d forgiven me for being a fuckwit.
 
   “Ha! Wrong. You’re picking me up from the airport, that’s what you are doing.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. Fucking great. As if things weren’t fucking hard enough at the moment. The last thing I needed was Eden’s particular brand of friendship. 
 
   “I’m getting on a flight to Brisbane at around five, and I need you to pick me up just after five thirty.”
 
   “Why are you flying to Brisbane?” I tried not to sound too blunt. It didn’t really work. A suspicion over the reason was growing within me, but I didn’t want it to be true.
 
   “Duh, to see you, silly. It’s been too long.”
 
   I sighed. “It’s been three weeks. I saw you at Bathurst, remember?” Even though I’d said the words, I didn’t want to remember. Thinking of Bathurst and the shithole my career had fallen into made me more depressed than ever.
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t just mean physically see you. I mean go out like we used to. Have a good time. I kind of think you need it.”
 
   There was no point arguing with her, as much as I wanted to. Knowing Eden, she’d already booked and paid for every event and drink she had on her agenda. With a sigh, I gave in. “What time?”
 
   “Just be at the airport at five thirty. I’ll be through security and out as quickly as possible. I’ll be flying in on Virgin.”
 
   “Sure thing, Edie,” I said, resigned. “Have you got accommodation?” I knew she would, but it was the question she’d be dying for me to ask. 
 
   “Of course! I’m staying at the Suncrest.”
 
   Of course, she’s staying at the fucking Suncrest Hotel. Why wouldn’t she be? “How long?”
 
   “Just the night. I’ve got to get back ASAP for the preparations for the Bahrain race.”
 
   Fuck, I’d forgotten about the Bahrain race. I’d travelled with Danny and Morgan a little more than a month earlier to scope out the track and the conditions. I’d been fucking looking forward to that race so badly. Now, I would miss out. 
 
   My entire body longed to be back behind the wheel of my V8. It was what I knew. It was what I wanted. When I closed my eyes, I could almost see the track stretching out in front of me. I could almost hear the rumble of the motor. I couldn’t wait until I was back in the saddle. Maybe when Alyssa moved to Sydney, I’d actually be able to have it all.
 
   “Okay. I’ll be there,” I said, as if I had a fucking choice in the matter. I had to admit though that the idea of a tiny link to my former life was a little exciting. It was like the two parts of me were slowly drawing closer together.
 
   Eden’s plans had pretty much made up my mind that I needed to go back to Mum’s. I had to, mostly because Eden would have a pink fit if she saw the clothes I was in. Between the sleep-crushed shirt and unironed pants, I was a fucking mess. With a sigh, I picked myself off the ground. 
 
   I glanced around the park once more, taking comfort in its familiarity, and readied myself to confront the mother who’d been lying to me since I arrived back in Brisbane—and who the hell knew how long before then.
 
   
 
 
   
FOR A long time, I stood staring at the front door. Minutes passed while I let my indecision still my feet. Should I use my key and just go inside, or knock and wait to be invited in? How could I confront her? Just shout and scream until she told me everything, or try to pretend I knew nothing, just like she did?
 
   I had no idea what to do, so I just fucking did what I always did. The way I always did it—with no thoughts, no consideration, just balls to the wall and a bravado I didn’t really feel. With a breath as deep as my protesting ribs could take, I reached for the door handle. 
 
   I found Mum sitting at the dining table looking frazzled. 
 
   As soon as she saw me she threw herself across the room at me and wrapped me in her arms. “Oh, thank heavens! We’ve been so worried about you. Your father told me about yesterday, and then Alyssa said you were there last night. But then you just disappeared. Everyone’s been frantic with worry over you.”
 
   “I just needed time to think.”
 
   She let me go and walked back to her seat at the table. She looked at me expectantly, like she was waiting for . . . something, but I had no idea what.
 
   “Declan,” she began. 
 
   I held up my hand to stop her and asked her the only question I wanted the answer to. “Why are you still here, Mum?”
 
   She looked at me blankly. I wasn’t sure whether it was because of the bluntness of my question or because she genuinely didn’t understand what I was asking.
 
   “I’m assuming that little whore isn’t that bastard’s first,” I said.
 
   Mum gave a small headshake, confirming my suspicions.
 
   “Then why are you still with him? I don’t get it, Mum. Don’t you have more respect for yourself? I mean, fuck!” I slammed my fist on the table to drive home my statement. 
 
   “It’s not that easy,” she murmured.
 
   “Fucking hell! It’s exactly that easy. He’s a fucking prick and you shouldn’t have to put up with it.”
 
   “Declan, he’s still your father. Please, just calm down.”
 
   “Not until you tell me why you’re still here. Fucking supporting him at that. Even now you can’t find one bad word to say about him, can you?”
 
   “Of course I can, Declan,” she snapped at me. “There probably isn’t a bad word in the entire world that I haven’t thought about him at one point or another. But you idolised him. You followed his every footstep from the moment you could walk. How could I ever shatter your world like that?” The sadness in her eyes echoed the truth in her words.
 
   All the breath in my body left me in a rush. “You stayed because of me?”
 
   “Of course, Declan. You’re my son. You’re the most important thing in the world to me. Even now, with you all grown and living your own life, you’re still my little boy. There was no way I could be selfish and break up our family.”
 
   “But after I went to Sydney, why didn’t you leave then? Why stay?”
 
   She stared at her hands, which were knotted together on the table. “Where else could I go?”
 
   I moved closer to her and knelt at her side. “You could have lived with me for a while. I would have helped get you back on your feet.”
 
   She shook her head sadly. “I don’t think you would have. I think that’s how you feel now, but that’s Alyssa’s influence.” A small smile lifted the corner of her mouth. “She’s good for you.”
 
   I smiled a little too, but it fell almost immediately. Alyssa was good for me, and I just kept fucking it up. I decided that it was time to get everything on the table, while Mum was talking anyway, and find out what the deal was with Alyssa and Phoebe and the weekends. No more bullshit and half-truths. Those had fucked everything up enough as it was. “Why don’t you look after Phoebe on the weekends?”
 
   Mum either understood I wasn’t backing down, or she just didn’t have the energy left to fight. “Just lots of little reasons.”
 
   “Like?” I shifted to sit in the seat beside her as my side began to ache. 
 
   Mum sighed. “Do you know you were born six months after your father and I were married?” she asked. At first I thought she was trying to change the subject.
 
   “So?”
 
   It was her turn to raise her eyebrow at me.
 
   Slowly realisation dawned on me. “Are you saying that you and Dad got married . . . because of me.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I was an accident?”
 
   “No.” Her voice was emphatic, but then her brows knitted. “Well, technically. I mean, you weren’t expected or planned, but I would never call you an accident.”
 
   “Semantics.” I wasn’t planned. When I stopped to consider it, everything was obvious in hindsight. Like working out why a crash had happened in the moments after the car had hit the wall. It was the reason Dad and Mum had married early. I was the reason. All of Dad’s whispered warnings made more sense. They weren’t cautionary tales of what might happen, they were regrets over what had happened. 
 
   Mum moved her hand over mine. “No, it’s not semantics. You may not have been planned, but you were loved from the minute I found out I was pregnant. I was overjoyed.”
 
   I didn’t miss what she’d said, and also what she’d left unsaid. “You were overjoyed and Dad . . . felt trapped?” I guessed.
 
   “Not at first.” Her response was a whispered admission. 
 
   “But eventually he did?”
 
   Mum’s eyes turned glassy, picturing what exactly I didn’t know, but her voice was emotionless when she spoke. “We were married at eighteen. It didn’t take long for him to feel like he was stuck at home while his friends were able to go out and live it up. I think that made him a little resentful.”
 
   “Toward me?” I felt like I had been punched in the stomach. As much as I hated him at the moment, he was still my father. Hearing that he resented my existence stung and made me hate him even more. Will Phoebe feel that way about me one day?
 
   She shook her head and reached out to stroke my cheek gently. “No, it was never toward you. He loved you with every fibre of his being. He still does. It was everything he had to give up to provide a stable household for you.”
 
   “Like racing?” 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “That’s why he said all that crap the other morning.” I had meant it as a question, but knew it so absolutely that it came out as a statement. “And why he warned me to be careful so often?” 
 
   Mum looked away.
 
   My blood turned to ice. Had he said similar things to Alyssa? Was that why she was uncomfortable around him and didn’t bring Phoebe around on the weekends when he might be home?
 
   “What else?” I asked. My voice was small and weak, lacking all the anger that burned just below the surface.
 
   Mum’s eyes fell back on me for a second before dropping to the floor.
 
   “What else happened?” I asked, more loudly. “Did he fucking say something to Alyssa? After everything she went through, did he accuse her of trying to trap me?”
 
   “No, he’s never said anything like that to Alyssa. At least, not that I’m aware of.”
 
   “Then what did he do?”
 
   “Nothing,” Mum whispered, before picking up a rag that was sitting nearby and cleaning the table, wiping it in small, tight, anxious circles.
 
   “What did he do?” I asked, kicking away from the table. My entire body was on alert. I was ready to turn around and hunt the fucker down. I had no idea where he was going for his “business trip” but I had a sudden desire to know and to go there. To introduce him to both my fists again and again. 
 
   Mum pressed harder as she cleaned the table. 
 
   “Tell me,” I commanded, thumping my fist against the table. The noise resonated throughout the house and a small exclamation of shock left Mum’s lips. 
 
   After her initial squeak of surprise, Mum fell silent. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to protect Dad or not betray Alyssa. I’d scared her often enough with my lack of control, she’d likely only give up the secrets if she thought I wouldn’t fly off the handle in response to them. The calmer I was, the more likely it was that she would tell me the details. I swallowed down the emotions clawing at my throat and tried to release the tension in my body. 
 
   “Please.” I forced the word past clenched teeth. 
 
   “It was just little things—lots of little things—that made Alyssa feel uncomfortable.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “You have to understand the full situation. I already felt like I’d lost you. I couldn’t stand to lose Alyssa and the twins as well.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “I didn’t want to drive her away. So after it all happened, it was just easier for her not to be here when he was. To come during the day while your dad was at work. Alyssa seemed okay with that solution too. We’ve stuck with it ever since.”
 
   “What. Did. He. Do?” Each word hissed through my teeth as I tried everything I could to keep my anger in check.
 
   “I told you, just little things. There wasn’t anything specific.”
 
   I pulled at my hair and decided to pull out the big guns. With a sigh, I leaned against the table. “Mum, please, I need to know. I’m trying to gain Alyssa’s trust and I think if I know everything she’s been through, it’ll be easier.”
 
   She eyed me sceptically. “You’ll overreact.”
 
   My heart struggled to pump the ice-cold slush that filled my veins. I tried to keep that chill out of my voice. “No. I won’t. I promise.”
 
   “It’s really nothing.”
 
   “Fucking hell, Mum!” I snapped, slamming my fist onto the table again. “Just fucking tell me.”
 
   “He used to compliment her,” Mum whispered, almost silently. I had to strain to hear the second part. “Especially once the pregnancy hormones kicked in.”
 
   That didn’t sound too bad, and I wondered why it would be something to keep Alyssa away. I struggled to think of what pregnancy hormones did but I knew so fucking little about that shit that nothing came to me.
 
   “And he accidentally walked in on her in the shower one day.”
 
   “What?” Mum’s words cut through all of my thoughts, and I needed to know more because it didn’t make sense. “Why would she shower here?”
 
   “It was when she was about six months pregnant. She’d had really bad morning sickness through the early months. She was finally getting past it, or so she thought. But then she had a bad bout when she was here one day.” 
 
   Her words layered a fresh serving of guilt over the ones that already surrounded my heart. I hadn’t been there for Alyssa during those hard months. Whatever had happened to her because she was trying to keep a relationship with my mother was my fault. 
 
   “I loaned her some of your old clothes and offered her the shower.”
 
   I clenched my fists at my side. “Then what happened?”
 
   “Are you sure you really want to know? I don’t think the specifics are important.”
 
   “Like fuck they aren’t.” I needed to know whether I just needed to hurt Dad, or whether I needed to murder the fucker.
 
   “All I know is that he was in the bathroom when she got out of the shower,” she said. Then added in a guilty rush, “I’m sure it was just a misunderstanding though. He said he’d only just walked in.”
 
   “Misunderstanding, my arse,” I whispered with barely contained rage.
 
   Mum rested her hand over mine, no doubt trying to show me some support. “After that, Alyssa never felt comfortable here with him around. I never questioned her, not if it meant I still got to see her and Phoebe.”
 
   The only sound I could hear was the grinding of my teeth. Mum’s words were a reminder that I hadn’t only left Alyssa behind. The more I learned about the way things had been at home, the more I regretted my actions. It was no wonder Mum hadn’t gone out of her way tell me the truth about it all. It wasn’t the sort of thing she could just say over the phone. 
 
   Dad, the dirty prick, was getting around with a scrag younger than I was. Who knew what other fuckery he’d gotten up to over the years. My fingers curled into fists at the thought. My hold on my temper was tenuous at best. It took everything I had to keep my heart rate under control. Any additional revelations would push me over the edge. Without another word, I turned and walked away from Mum to my room. 
 
   Halfway down the hallway, I stopped. I didn’t turn around to look at Mum when I spoke. “You will leave him. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
   Mum didn’t say anything. 
 
   Closing my eyes and releasing a frustrated breath, I spun back toward her. “You deserve better than the way he’s treated you.”
 
   Without waiting for an answer, I turned around again and headed for my room. As I walked down the hallway, I passed a framed photo of us as a family. It was taken in my senior year, about three months before I left for Sydney. The three of us were all fucking smiles and happy family. 
 
   It was a fucking lie. 
 
   I yanked it off the wall and hurled it at the other side of the hallway. The glass sliced into the photo, scraping a line down my fuckwad father’s face and halfway through my own. 
 
   Burning from within, I moved to my room and slammed the door closed. Leaning against the wooden surface, I took a few breaths in a useless attempt to calm myself. The fact was my words to Mum were as fit for me as they were for Dad. Alyssa deserved better than the way I’d treated her in the last four years. Better than I’d treated her just that morning. Growling as my frustration bubbled over, I punched the wall. The crunch of plasterboard beneath my fist didn’t satisfy my need to break something. 
 
   Kicking away from the door, a primal cry flew from my lips. Without a thought, I grabbed the box on my bed and dropped it against the closed door. I ripped the doona off my bed and threw it to one side before twisting to yank the drawers out of the bureau, hurling them across the room one by one. Clothes went flying in all directions. 
 
   Still burning with the need to punish myself, my dad, everyone, I pushed the bureau over and kicked the side. It was the punishment my father deserved. The punishment I deserved. I took every ounce of it out on my room. 
 
   By the time I was finished, my clothes were strewn across the room, splinters of wood from the bureau covered the floor and bed, and the wall bore three new fist-shaped holes. 
 
   Panting with the effort of tearing my room apart, a need built in me to get out. I needed to see Alyssa. I needed to apologise to her for my father, for me, for everything. 
 
   Grabbing any clothes I could get my hands on, I threw them into an old bag I found at the back of my closet. Then I found an outfit to change into and headed for the traitorous bathroom. 
 
   Even as I entered the room, I felt sick as I wondered what the hell Alyssa had been through in there. Had Dad been spying on her? My stomach roiled at the thought.
 
   After I’d showered and dressed as quickly as I could, I grabbed the bag I’d packed and headed for the door. Mum wasn’t anywhere to be seen, but I figured she was probably hiding from the sounds of my rage. Regardless, I wouldn’t come back again until it was absolutely necessary.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWELVE: A CHANGE
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I REACHED the Barina, I jumped inside and just drove, not thinking about where I was going. Instead, my mind was stuck in the past. Stuck on Dad and his whores. Stuck on the countless women I’d been with, and how I was no better than him. Stuck on the future, and Eden’s visit. She’d been my unexpected ally and saviour when it came to my job. She’d always hated what I did. It wasn’t just the drugs she protested against either. She’d been vocal about the girls, about the alcohol, and about my lack of respect for myself. 
 
   I had no doubt Mum had filled her in on everything that had happened since I’d arrived back in Brisbane and about Alyssa. I had no fucking clue why Eden was flying up, but I was certain I would get the third degree about everything live and in person as soon as she arrived. 
 
   Which left one question: should I subject Alyssa to that? Eden could be very full on, and I could only imagine she was already picturing herself as Alyssa’s best friend just because of what Alyssa meant to me. It would be easier to introduce Alyssa and Eden on Alyssa’s terms, and not on the Friday afternoon before our big fucking date. If our big fucking date was even still on. 
 
   The more I thought of it, the more annoyed I grew that Eden had picked that night of all nights to come to Brisbane for a flash visit. She had to have known what was happening for my date. There wasn’t much that happened at Sinclair Racing at all without her knowledge. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought she was Danny’s fucking daughter or something. But it was common knowledge that Danny and his wife, Hazel, had been unable to have children.
 
   In the end, it was the thought that Eden was almost certainly hoping to get the inside scoop on Alyssa that made my mind up. It was too much to ask of Alyssa to put up with that after everything else. I decided I’d go meet Eden, but I wouldn’t introduce her to Alyssa. At least, not yet. Maybe I could convince Eden to come back again before Christmas, after Phoebe knew the truth and things were a little more . . . settled. 
 
   If they get settled. 
 
   Pulling the car over on the side of whatever the fuck street I was on, I glanced at the clock on the dashboard. A little less than an hour had passed since I’d left Mum’s house, almost three since I’d left Alyssa’s. Yet, Alyssa hadn’t called despite my note. I wondered what it meant. The thought caused a flurry of questions to race each other in my mind. 
 
   Should I call her? Or did she not want me to? Was that why she hadn’t called yet? Or was that fucker Flynn still there? Had he convinced her not to call me? Had he convinced her not to see me anymore? My heart thumped painfully at the thought. Before I had a chance to think it over or panic, I pulled out my phone and called the mobile number Mum had given me.
 
   “Hello?” Alyssa said, her voice high-pitched and her breathing ragged.
 
   “Hi,” I replied timidly. I didn’t know what reaction to expect.
 
   “Dec,” she breathed. “God, are you all right?”
 
   “I am now.” It was amazing how much calmer I felt just listening to her voice.
 
   “What the hell was that this morning?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Lys. I just . . . I saw you in his arms and I just . . . I—I just couldn’t cope.” I hung my head as I acknowledged that fact.
 
   “Gah, you have to stop this being jealous of Flynn bullshit. Don’t you see I have no interest in him outside of friendship? And I’ve already explained that he has zero interest in me in that way.”
 
   “It’s not a matter of me being worried that he’s trying to fuck you.”
 
   “Nice.” Her voice was full of venom and raised in anger.
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out like that. It’s just . . . well, he’s living the life I should be fucking living. It should be me there to comfort you when you are upset. It should be my name on the fucking birth certificates.”
 
   She was silent. I knew why. There was only one thing she could say and it was sure to inflame the conversation even more. It was my fault I wasn’t living that life.
 
   “Look, can we just fucking start over? Hey, Lys. How are you, I’m okay for now, but I really want to see you.”
 
   She giggled a little. “I can’t today, Dec. I have to work.”
 
   “Work?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s what those of us who don’t have million-dollar contracts do to afford mortgages, food, and clothing.”
 
   “Smart-arse,” I said. “I just meant you haven’t mentioned it before.”
 
   “It’s a part-time job in the local shop, hardly worth discussing.”
 
   I got a picture of Alyssa in a cute little outfit behind the check-out of the corner store we used to go to. I smiled at the image. “So check-out chick to world-class lawyer.”
 
   “Actually, we prefer the term product-currency transfer supervisors,” she joked.
 
   “That’s a mouthful.” I laughed.
 
   “Better to be a mouthful than a handful.”
 
   I almost choked on the laughter as I processed what she’d said. I heard her laughter on the other end of the line.
 
   “I really am sorry I left like I did this morning,” I said, knowing it would drag the mood down, but feeling that it absolutely had to be said.
 
   “Why don’t you come around tonight?” she asked. “I finish work at seven thirty.”
 
   “I can’t, I have a teammate flying in from Sydney to meet up with me before they start preparations for Bahrain.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, and I could hear the disappointment in her voice. The sound was like music to my ears. 
 
   “But I’ll be there first thing in the morning to pick you up.”
 
   “Is your Mum still ’right to look after Phoebe?”
 
   “Umm, I’ll have to check . . .” I trailed off. 
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   In response to her question, I squeezed my eyes shut. I was so fucking sick of everyone always assuming the worst of me. Maybe in this instance it was warranted, but the assumption still pissed me off. “I’ll check with her, but I’ll be there tomorrow morning to pick you up regardless.”
 
   “Okay, Dec, I’ll trust you to arrange it.” It sounded like that trust was resting on thin ice. 
 
   “I’ll be there early. Get a good night’s sleep ’cause it’s going to be a long day.”
 
   “And you won’t tell me where we are going?”
 
   I smiled. “Of course not.”
 
   “Fine. Be like that.” I could hear the pout in her voice.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow, Lys.”
 
   “Okay, Dec.” 
 
   “And Lys?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She hung up the phone.
 
   It was the second time I’d confessed my feelings with her knowing I wasn’t drunk, and it was the second time she hadn’t said anything back. I dwelled on the implications for a few minutes before deciding I would simply have to show her a fucking fantastic time tomorrow so she wouldn’t be able to resist telling me. I didn’t care if it was too soon after we’d decided to try again, because it was the truth. Why hide behind bullshit and lie about how I feel just because someone else dictated that the timing was wrong? More than that, I was sure she did love me, at least on some level, even if she couldn’t admit it. I’d fucked up and been forgiven once too often for her not to feel something. Not that it gave me free rein to fuck up anymore. 
 
   Before I did anything else though, I needed to go and do some more apologising.
 
   I pulled up in front of Mum’s house—I refused to think of the idiot who was my father at all anymore—and took a deep breath. It was time to pull on my big boy pants and get my fucking arse in the house and apologise to Mum.
 
   I knocked softly. When there was no answer, I used the key to unlock the door. Walking into the house, I looked around for Mum but I couldn’t see her anywhere. I passed the portrait in the hall; it was still exactly as I’d left it. Taking care not to cut myself, I picked up the fragments of glass and carried them to the bin. Then I moved the picture so that it was leaning up against the hallway, turning it so that our faces, frozen in perfect smiles, were staring at the wall. I listened out for any noise to indicate that Mum was home. I heard nothing at first but slowly I noticed a soft, rhythmic sobbing sound echoing down the hall from under Mum’s bedroom door. 
 
   I knocked softly on the door. “Mum?”
 
   I heard a clatter and a few bangs before Mum opened the door. Her turquoise eyes conveyed a deep sorrow I’d never seen before. She blinked a few times at me before her face fell into a smile. It was almost believable, but the sorrow in her gaze gave her away.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mum,” I said, hanging my head. I was ready for her to yell and scream at me for destroying her house.
 
   She sighed and ruffled her hand through my hair before using it to lift my chin so that I’d meet her eyes. “You have nothing to apologise for. You have been under so much stress lately. I’m surprised it took you this long to snap.”
 
   “I’m not just apologising for that”—I lifted my hand and pointed to my room’s closed door—“I’m saying I’m fucking sorry for everything that I did before I left, for everything that happened when I was in Sydney. I abandoned you, and I abandoned Lys, and I’m fucking sorry for it all.”
 
   “I think we all made mistakes in the last few years. Let’s just move past it, shall we?” Her smile widened a little but it still wasn’t believable. I could sense that she wanted to drop the conversation though.
 
   “Fine, if that’s what you want.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I have to go out tonight. Eden is flying to Brisbane and wants me to show her around.”
 
   “Eden is coming?”
 
   “Yeah. She’s not staying though, she’s just here for the night. But you already knew this didn’t you?” I still figured Mum and Eden were orchestrating something.
 
   Mum shook her head. “No. I really didn’t. I mean, I rang her this morning when no one knew where you were and your phone was engaged. But I just wanted to know if she’d heard from you.”
 
   “Well, obviously she’s decided I need to talk, or some shit. I’m not sure. She’s only getting in sometime between five thirty and six so I don’t know how late I’ll be. To be honest, I’ll probably just crash with Eden at the hotel if the night goes the way they usually do.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I nodded. “Are you still all right to look after Phoebe tomorrow though?”
 
   She smiled widely, and for the first time I believed it. The difference between the genuine smile and the one she’d worn earlier was remarkable. “Definitely. In fact, I’m looking forward to it. I might have to clean up a little first.”
 
   “Let me do it,” I offered.
 
   She laughed. “You? Clean?”
 
   I grinned in response. “Well, let me pay for someone to clean it.”
 
   She waved her hand to dismiss me. “Don’t worry about it. It’ll give me something to do while I rattle about the house on my own.”
 
   I kissed her forehead. “You’re too good to me.”
 
   She shooed me out of her room.
 
   “Oh, and that package from Danny? I’ll need that in the morning.” I chuckled to myself. I knew Mum would have seen the contents by now.
 
   “Declan, you’re not taking Alyssa—”
 
   I cut her off. “Yep, I sure am.”
 
   “Well, that should be interesting.”
 
   “I know.” I grinned as I said goodbye and headed back out the door.
 
   I’d barely made it to the Barina before my phone rang. When I checked the screen I didn’t recognise the number. For a moment, I was going to ignore it, but decided I needed to find out who it was while I still had a few hours up my sleeve. 
 
   “Mr. Reede? It’s Brenton from Eastern Smash Repairs. I’m calling to let you know that your vehicle is ready to be collected.”
 
   My mouth split into a grin. It could have been a trap by Flynn to draw me into an argument, but I really doubted he’d let his company’s name be dragged in the mud just to have a go at me. “When can I come in?” 
 
   “Whenever you are free, sir.” 
 
   “I told you, just call me Declan. I’ll be there in fifteen.” 
 
   
 
 
   
FLYNN WASN’T at the repair shop when I arrived. Brenton, the receptionist I’d met the day I’d dropped the car off, completed all the paperwork, took the payment, and handed over the keys. I was actually a little relieved that I didn’t have to deal with either of the Olson brothers. 
 
   After I had the keys in my hand, I inspected the repairs and had to admit, albeit begrudgingly, that they’d actually done a good job. It was impossible to tell where the scratch had been and the mirror was firmly in place. Then I moved the car seat from the hired Barina back into the Monaro—with a little help from Brenton.
 
   Sliding back in behind the wheel of my baby felt like coming home. For a moment, I just sat and absorbed it all. The smell of the leather seats filling the cabin, the feel of the wheel beneath my hands. I traced my fingertips along the dashboard and issued a contented sigh. 
 
   It put me in such a positive frame of mind that I got a new urge to see Alyssa, even if she couldn’t spend any time with me. 
 
   
 
 
   
I’D BEEN to three local shops and still hadn’t found Alyssa. I glanced at the clock and figured I had time to check one more before I really needed to get a move on to go pick Eden up at the airport. 
 
   At the fourth, I had some success. When I walked through the door, I spotted her behind the counter, smiling and chatting animatedly with the customers she was serving. I stood back, where she couldn’t see me, and watched her for a while. It was nice to see her that way—happy and seemingly carefree. Every now and then though, between customers, she would glance at her hands with a look of concern on her face. I wondered if it was me causing the worry that marred her features or something else.
 
   When I’d made my decision to find Alyssa, I didn’t have a plan for a particular conversation in mind. I just knew I needed to see her again before I went into the city for a night out. I needed to capture and carry with me a fresh memory of her perfect honey-gold eyes, of the curl of her lips, and of the way she lit me up from the inside.
 
   I grabbed a can of Coke from the fridge—not that I particularly wanted anything, but a purchase gave me a reason to speak to Alyssa for a few minutes. Unfortunately, Alyssa seemed to be serving a little old lady who did her entire week’s shopping at the shithole little store and it was taking forever. Instead of going to the other cashier, I let a handful of people cut in front of me. Finally, the old biddy finished and I practically ran to place my item in front of Alyssa.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” she asked.
 
   I shrugged. “I had to see you.”
 
   “But you’re seeing me tomorrow.” 
 
   “I couldn’t imagine waiting until then to see you.”
 
   She smiled. The sight of it made my mouth dry and my stomach clench with anticipation. “I’m at work. I can’t exactly stop and talk to you.” 
 
   “I know.” I brushed a loose strand of hair off her face, tucking it back up into her ponytail. “But I had to see you anyway.”
 
   She blushed bright red as she slipped back into professional clerk mode and gave me the total.
 
   I handed her some coins, ensuring that my hand brushed along hers as I let go of them.
 
   “I’ll be there early tomorrow. I checked with Mum and she’s still good to look after Phoebe.”
 
   “Sounds good, Dec. I’ll see you then.”
 
   “Bye, Lys.”
 
   After I’d left the shop, I held on to the picture of her smile and drove toward the airport.
 
   
 
 
   
FORTY MINUTES later, I was standing in the airport, cap and sunglasses on, trying to avoid the glares and glances of the passers-by as they realised who I was. I wished I could just meld into the wall and be ignored like the rest of the faceless masses. Instead, I was reminded once more that I couldn’t just be anonymous. 
 
   A squealing from the baggage carousels pulled me from my thoughts. “Declan!”
 
   I looked up and smiled when I saw Eden bouncing toward me. She dragged her bag as she ran toward me. At the last second, she dropped it and launched herself into my arms. Her legs came around my waist as she gave me her patented full-body hug. When you were around her as much as I was you got used to them quickly. I gritted my teeth as her legs brushed against the bruises on my ribs. 
 
   I dropped her as quickly as I could before pressing my hand against my ribs. 
 
   “Oh shit, Dec, I’m sorry.” She sounded genuinely contrite, but then a second later her enthusiasm had returned in force. “You ready to go?”
 
   She bounded off in the direction of the car park. With a sigh, I moved to collect her abandoned baggage. I shook my head as I picked it up. Morgan had spoiled her. She expected all men to bend over backwards for her like he did. I didn’t even think she fucking realised what she was doing.
 
   I caught up with her quickly. “Did you have a good flight?” I asked.
 
   She stepped into the sun and cast her face up to the sky. “Yes, but I’m so glad to be off. I hate planes.”
 
   “You never seem to complain when we fly around for racing.”
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “Why? ’Cause Morgie-worgie’s there to protect you?” I teased.
 
   “Protect . . . have hot sex in the airplane toilet—whichever one you want to go with.” She said it so casually and without an ounce of embarrassment. That was the thing about Eden, hanging around so many men meant she could talk trash like the best of us. Very little embarrassed her anymore.
 
   I curled up my nose. “Edie, that is way too much information. You know you’re like a sister to me, and I do not want to think of my sister having sex.”
 
   She laughed and then shrugged. “As if you don’t know what we do anyway. I know Morgan pretty much shares everything with you. You tell him your conquests, he tells you his.”
 
   She turned on me and walked backward. “Speaking of which . . .” She raised her eyebrow in an expectant way.
 
   I knew it. She’d flown to Brisbane just to get the goss on Alyssa. “There’s nothing to tell, Edie. Really.”
 
   “If you say so,” she said. I wasn’t stupid enough to think the topic was going to be dropped.
 
   “So where to then?” I asked.
 
   “The Suncrest Hotel first. Then I’ve got plans for us.”
 
   I laughed. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
 
   “Because we’re friends, and you know me too well. Just like I know you.” She cast me a meaningful look as I put her suitcase in the boot. She opened the passenger door and climbed in.
 
   When I climbed in the driver’s seat, I saw her casting a long glance back at the child seat in the back.
 
   “Well, that’s a change,” she said, turning back to the front again as I started the car. 
 
   I remained silent. What could I say?
 
   We drove for about five minutes before she spoke again. It was the longest Eden had ever been silent in my company.
 
   “Is it a change for the better?” she almost whispered.
 
   I didn’t look at her as I nodded. “Yeah, I think it is.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: A NIGHT OUT
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER TWENTY MINUTES, I pulled into the car park that had been the scene of my panic attack just the day before. Although my heart started to race a little, I managed to contain myself by putting on my poker face and taking a few calming breaths. I might have been friends with Eden, but we weren’t close enough that I’d allow her to see me that fragile. After all, I still had an image to protect around Sinclair Racing. As it was, my reputation was going to take a hit with the daddy card, but I didn’t really give a shit about that. That didn’t mean I wanted to be seen as a complete fucking pussy though. Father and pussy-whipped partner, fine. Freaking out in a random car park, not so much.
 
   It was too much to hope that Eden wouldn’t notice the slight pause I’d taken before driving into the car park, though.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked as soon as the car was stopped.
 
   I feigned innocence “What do you mean?”
 
   “I know you well enough to know when something is wrong. It’s just you and me here now. No Morgan, no team, no family. Just two friends. What’s wrong?” She placed her hand on my knee in a calming gesture.
 
   I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the headrest. “I’m fine.”
 
   “No really, Dec. Tell me.”
 
   “No really, Edie. I’m fine.”
 
   Not wanting to let her push the issue, I shoved open the car door and climbed out. Without stopping, I headed straight to the back of the car to get her suitcase and my bag out of the boot. 
 
   Eden was just a few steps behind me when I reached the call buttons for the elevators. She didn’t ask whether I was okay again, so I hoped she was willing to drop it. 
 
   The silence was stifling as we rode up to the hotel. When the elevator doors opened, I stood back and waited with the bags while Eden went to the counter and checked in to her room. Swallowing down, I looked around. The familiarity of the hotel put me on edge. All of the memories of my night with Alyssa, and the consequences that followed, flooded into me. I paced in front of the bags as emotions coursed through my body unchecked. 
 
   The concierge from the previous day was on again and he gave me a small, polite wave as I continued to pace. I nodded and gave him a small smile in reply. It was a much-needed reminder of the plans I’d set into action and my smile naturally curled my lips at the thought. It didn’t completely dispel the discomfort of being in the one place that held so many memories, but it did give me something else to focus on. 
 
   “So, tell me all about Alyssa,” Eden demanded as she led me to the elevators up to the guest rooms.
 
   My smile grew more natural. My cheeks ached from the shit-eating grin as I thought about Alyssa. “She’s fucking great, Eden. I mean, she’s smart, and beautiful, and just fucking . . .” I couldn’t find adequate words. “She’s perfect.”
 
   Eden looked at me with unconcealed shock as she reached for the elevator call button. “Wow.”
 
   I furrowed my brow at her. “What?”
 
   “Well, I just . . . I never realised just how much you actually cared for this girl.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It’s written over every part of your face, and in every movement you make. You’ve got it so bad for her.”
 
   I rubbed my hand along the back of my neck. “Yeah, I think I do. I, uh, I think I always have.”
 
   The elevator arrived and the doors opened. We stepped in and Eden leaned against the silver bar that circled the mirrored walls. 
 
   Looking at my reflection brought back memories of the ride I’d had to leave the hotel room after Alyssa had stormed out the morning after our night together. My smile fell into a frown as the recollections haunted me. So many mistakes. So much heartache. My fists clenched at my sides as Eden’s mouth began to run. 
 
   “Good. I’m glad it’s working out. It’s funny, ’cause I always knew someone out there was the right girl for you. The way Kelly spoke about your relationship with Alyssa, well, it all sounded so out of character for the Declan Reede I knew. Part of me always wondered if maybe she was telling stories, or was mistaken in just how much you cared about each other. But I don’t know, I guess I couldn’t help but wonder whether maybe you were still pining for Alyssa.” 
 
   The walls of the elevator felt like they were closing in on me, forcing all the guilt I felt over everything that had happened since I’d left for Sydney came rushing in on me. 
 
   Eden continued to babble and I tuned her out as best as I could. She could talk under wet cement when she went on one of her tangents. Obviously my love life was one of those tangents. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you two are making a go of it. And God, your daughter! You’ll have to tell me all about her too. I was so worried when you were sent to London. Honestly, I wondered if you would actually come back. I thought Danny’s plan—” 
 
   She stopped talking, which drew my attention to her last words. Her face drained of all colour as I tilted my head trying to process the last words she had said. I thought Danny’s plan . . .
 
   “Danny’s plan?” I asked as my heart sank to my toes. “About putting you in the new car. It’s great, isn’t it?” Eden said quickly—too eagerly for it to be the truth. Not to mention it didn’t make sense in the context she’d used the words.
 
   “Don’t even try that, Edie!”
 
   She gave me a sideways glance. “Are you okay?”
 
   “That depends,” I said, trying to remain as calm as I could despite the bile rising in my throat and the painful thudding of my heart against my ribcage. “What the fuck was Danny’s plan?”
 
   “I really shouldn’t be telling you this.”
 
   “Eden,” my voice held a warning, “I thought we were friends?”
 
   “Of course we are.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   “Then why not tell me all about this lovely plan of Danny’s.” I tried, and failed, to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.
 
   She sighed. “Don’t you think it was a huge coincidence that you ended up next to Alyssa on that flight? For the second leg too? Like a mega, huge fucking coincidence? The sort that doesn’t ever really happen in real life?”
 
   Feeling like the wind had been forcibly knocked out of me, I stepped back until I fell against the back wall of the elevator. 
 
   “Are you . . .” I couldn’t find enough breath to talk.
 
   Eden’s next words confirmed the horror that was running through my head. “Danny arranged it, Dec. He found out about Alyssa’s job offer with Pembletons and her trial in the London office. He just tweaked a few of the arrangements so that you ended up next to her on the way.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Are you kidding me? There isn’t a single person on the team who couldn’t pinpoint the fact that your career was fucking flying high until one race meet, near your home town. Then all of a sudden, you couldn’t even finish a race. It wasn’t hard to connect the dots. Especially not with what your mother had told me.”
 
   I turned and grabbed the railing for support, dropping my head between my arms. Eden’s hand rubbed my lower back in comfort. The walls were definitely getting closer, and the ceiling too. I was boxed in with nowhere to go and nowhere to hide from the truth. “I’m sorry, Dec. If I’d known about your daughter, if Danny had, we probably would have tried something different.”
 
   “Why?” I repeated. My brain was having trouble processing exactly what she was saying.
 
   “Danny thought that maybe if you could see Alyssa again, it might help. That if you could be forced by proximity to speak to her, it would help you get past whatever was causing the crashes. With the amount of money you cost him in repairs last year, can you really blame him for trying anything? A few plane tickets were a drop in the ocean compared with a complete rebuild every race.”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief. “How did he know about Alyssa’s offer though?”
 
   She smiled sadly at me. “You haven’t looked at your employment contract lately, have you?”
 
   I didn’t understand what she was asking.
 
   “Pembletons is the firm that represents Sinclair Racing. Danny was in the offices when Alyssa was in for her week trial in Sydney. Apparently, Alyssa’s mood fell after she saw him. When Andrew Kent spoke to Alyssa about it, she admitted to knowing you and told him a very condensed version of your history. When Andrew raised it with Danny, telling him how small a world it was, Danny put two and two together.”
 
   “Why?” I asked. My voice was without volume and I wasn’t even sure I expected an answer. 
 
   Everything that had happened over the last two weeks, meeting Alyssa again, London, Phoebe, everything. It was all because Danny couldn’t keep his fucking nose out of my fucking business. Because he had to play puppet master to everyone. He’d done it so often in the past, with so many little things. It was a big part of the driving force behind the team’s success on the track. But what right did he have to interfere with my personal life? What right did he have to play with Alyssa and me like we were pawns in some sick game of chess? 
 
   My blood boiled, and my breath grew short. Images of everything that happened played over and over in my head. It burst from me in a rush and I slammed my fist into my reflection in the mirror. The glass cracked under my fingers with a dull thud. I leapt away, my heart racing and my hand sore. 
 
   “Why?” I screamed, turning to face Eden. My face was contorted into a mask of hatred, displaying the anger that burned inside me to the rest of the world. “What gave him that right?”
 
   Eden cowered away from me. I’d never once seen her scared of me. Even when I was at my lowest and she’d confronted me about it, she hadn’t been scared. The terror in her eyes reflected the betrayal I felt in my heart. The last two weeks, the fucking hurt, the pain, the secrets and fucking lies. All of it was because fucking Danny thought he knew better than everyone else. 
 
   Arsehole!
 
   The elevator dinged, signalling we were at our floor and Eden composed herself.
 
   “Come on, Dec,” she whispered as she guided me away from the wall. “Let’s get you cleaned up. Then we can go out and talk.” She picked up her suitcase and grabbed my hand as I followed her out of the elevator.
 
   She swiped the card to unlock the hotel room. I hadn’t stayed in one of these rooms—especially not in this hotel—since my night with Alyssa, and I was shocked to find they hadn’t changed much at all. Practically everything was exactly the same as it had been four years ago. Even the shitty lamps on the bedside tables were the fucking same. It was all too much.
 
   Pulling free of Eden’s grip, I headed straight for the bathroom. The instant I was through the door, I slammed it shut behind me and twisted the lock. Then I raced to the toilet and lost the contents of my stomach. Over and over, I threw up until I was dry retching. When my stomach finally gave up trying to purge the anger from my body, I retreated to the door and pressed my back against it.
 
   As I sat, staring at nothing and seeing only Alyssa, one question ran in a loop around my head.
 
   Why?
 
   A few minutes later I felt the door vibrate behind me rather than hearing the knock.
 
   “Declan?” Eden’s soft voice floated in through the door. I expected to hear revulsion or disgust in her voice, but instead there was just sadness and worry. “Can I come in? Or will you please come out?”
 
   After another couple of breaths, I stood to gather my thoughts. I splashed my face with some cold water, rinsed out my mouth, and rubbed my hand along the back of my neck. Then I adjusted my shirt, as being pressed against the door had irritated the fresh tattoo on my back. The permanent reminder of my children. Children I may never have known about if it weren’t for Danny’s misguided plan. 
 
   If I really thought about it, I knew he was just trying to help me in his own way—albeit as a puppeteer with a fucking shitload of tangled strings. Strings he hadn’t known existed. Without his interference, I’d still be in the dark and still wouldn’t know about Phoebe. It was that thought that made me see I should probably find a way to thank him.
 
   I flicked the lock on the door and looked Eden up and down. Her whole body was frozen with anticipation. She didn’t know what to expect. Neither did I.
 
   Trying to show that I’d be calm, I moved closer to her. “I think we should sit,” I said.
 
   She nodded, clearly not daring to speak.
 
   “Want some fresh air?” I asked, pointing to the small balcony that came off the room and overlooked the city.
 
   Eden nodded again and I indicated for her to go first. As soon as she hit the balcony she sat and perched on one of the chairs.
 
   “Declan . . .”
 
   I held up my hand to cut her off. “Edie, I want to tell you something. I just don’t know how to start.”
 
   I was going to be as honest as I could with her. At some point between unlocking the door and arriving on the balcony, I’d decided I would take her on as a true confidante for perhaps the first time ever. We both seemed to recognise that a major shift in our relationship had just started. Eden had gone from a teammate with whom I hung out regularly, to a true friend with whom I was willing to share my darkest secrets. One of very few. 
 
   “Dec, no matter what you tell me. I’ll be there for you.” She wrung her hands together as she spoke. “That’s the real reason I’m in Brisbane. I guess I figured you weren’t at your best right now. I mean, between your mother’s phone call this morning and you asking for Dr. Henrikson’s number the other day, I just figured . . .” She trailed off.
 
   I couldn’t tell her how close to the truth she was. She shifted her chair a little closer to mine and grabbed my hands in hers.
 
   “I think of you as my baby brother. You know that, right? I’m here for you. Always.”
 
   Her statement shocked me, but the depth of emotion in her eyes made me see it for the absolute truth that it was. I didn’t know what words I could respond with—didn’t even know how to start. I settled for something simple. “Thanks, Edie.”
 
   She ruffled my hair to lighten the mood. I growled playfully at her and then she clasped my hands again. 
 
   “So . . .” She raised her eyebrow at me and held up my cut knuckles.
 
   I sighed and pulled one hand from her loose grasp and began to scratch my back without thinking. “I don’t even know where to fucking begin.”
 
   I pulled myself away from her completely and stood against the railing, looking down over the busy mall below. Bending forward, I let loose a grunt of frustration. I spun around to look at Eden again. She was sitting patiently, waiting for me to be ready to continue talking.
 
   “I told you a little bit of the story already. About Phoebe.”
 
   Eden nodded and beamed. Obviously she was anxious to get on to that topic. I thought of Emmanuel and Alyssa, and decided to dwell on Phoebe for a little while longer. I grabbed my wallet out of my pants and pulled Phoebe’s photo from it. I handed it to Eden, who took it eagerly.
 
   “Oh, Dec. She’s beautiful. She has—”
 
   “My eyes.” I cut her off. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
   I shuddered when I thought about my initial reaction to seeing the photo. To knowing instantly that she was my daughter because of those eyes. 
 
   “She’s so beautiful, Edie. And smart as a fucking whip too.”
 
   Eden looked over the photo for another moment before handing it back. I stared at it as I continued, drawing comfort from those soft, gentle eyes staring out at me. Even in this photo it felt like she could see into my soul, but it didn’t feel like I was being judged. 
 
   “What I haven’t told you though is that when I left Brisbane, Alyssa was pregnant with twins.”
 
   “Twins?” Eden’s face lit up, but then fell on seeing my expression. I didn’t know what I looked like, but I knew what I felt. I put the photo of Phoebe back in my wallet because I could swear her eyes had turned accusatory. Eden walked over to me and wrapped her hands around my waist. I dropped my forehead to her shoulder and took comfort in her presence. In her friendship. 
 
   “What happened?” she asked in a quiet voice.
 
   I told her what Alyssa had told me. When I finished the story I was surprised to see the tears on her face, matching my own.
 
   “I had no idea,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry. How is Alyssa now? I can’t even imagine . . .”
 
   “Alyssa’s . . .” I tried to think of the best word to use. “Strong.” I hoped to God Eden knew what I meant. I didn’t know how to articulate it better than that. There were parts of Alyssa that were broken beyond repair, but she had the inner strength to pull together the damaged parts and continue to live. To love. 
 
   I pulled at the collar of my shirt again. It was really starting to irritate the fuck out of me.
 
   “What is it?” Eden asked. “You’ve been playing with your shirt on and off since you picked me up. Did you use the wrong washing powder or something?”
 
   I shook my head and turned around. I pulled the collar of my shirt down a little to show her the now uncovered, but quickly scabbing, artwork on my back.
 
   “Wow,” she said. “Can I get a better look at that?”
 
   A week ago, a month, I might have told her to fuck off, and that I wasn’t getting half-naked in front of her. But I was proud of my children and wanted to show her that. With my back still turned to her, I undid the buttons on my shirt and pulled it off. A second later, I felt her fingers tracing along the outside of the design.
 
   “It’s just beautiful.” She wrapped her arms around me and rested her head against my shoulder. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”
 
   I nodded. Like I’d noticed with Dr. Henrikson, sharing with Eden had taken another tiny weight away. So small it was barely noticeable, but enough to help my frame of mind. 
 
   After we stood like that for a few more minutes, I decided the mood had been too heavy and serious for too long. I owed it to Alyssa to let go of my stress for a while so that I could show her a good time tomorrow. With Alyssa in mind, I twisted my body, grabbing Eden into a headlock and mussing up her hair.
 
   “Declan, you jackass!” she squealed, trying to yank herself from my arms. “We almost had a grown-up moment then.”
 
   “I know, Edie,” I said. I let her go and ran back inside the room. I glanced around it—I still had find a way to get rid of the images of Alyssa the morning after the school formal, but Eden was doing a good job of keeping me sane at the moment. “So, what have you got planned for tonight?”
 
   “Dinner at the Sunshine Room, and then daiquiris at the casino.” She grinned widely. 
 
   “Eden, you know I’m a dude right? This—” I grabbed my crotch. “—qualifies me as such. Dudes don’t do daiquiris. Those are girly drinks.”
 
   “Oh, but look at those pretty locks of yours, Dec.” She jumped up and grabbed a handful of my hair, which was rapidly getting out of control without my regular trips to get it cut. “I’m sure I could put a nice barrette in there, maybe slip you into a turquoise dress to match your eyes. With your inch-long lashes and pretty pout, I think you’d make a hot chick.”
 
   I scowled at her. “You know you are just about the right weight for me to pick up and toss over that balcony.”
 
   She smirked at me. “I’d like to see you try.”
 
   I feigned a shrug and walked away, before quickly running back at the last minute and throwing her over my shoulder. I carried her back outside and sat her on the railing, with my arms wrapped around her to ensure she didn’t accidentally slip.
 
   “Declan Reede, you fucking arse, let me down,” she screamed as she clung tightly to my shoulders, squeezing her eyes shut. “You know I hate heights.”
 
   “What were you saying about me?”
 
   “That you are a manly man who has no feminine aspects at all.”
 
   “Exactly,” I said, before pulling her back off the balcony rail. I flipped her around me and put her back on her feet. She smacked my chest before running into the room. Before I could follow her inside, she slid the door shut and locked it. She stood on the other side of the glass and poked her tongue out at me.
 
   “Oh, you are going to get it, Edie!” I shouted.
 
   She pretended she couldn’t hear me, making ridiculously overemphasised gestures of cupping her ears.
 
   “All right, you’ve had your laugh,” I said. “Now, let me in.”
 
   She shook her head and laughed.
 
   I clasped my hands together and held them in from of me. “Please?” I begged, pushing my bottom lip out.
 
   “Uh-uh.”
 
   “What do I have to do to get back inside?”
 
   She tapped her chin. “You have to say Morgan is the best driver at Sinclair Racing.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” I said, laughing. “So for me to come in, I’ve got to lie. Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.”
 
   She shrugged and started to walk off toward the bathroom. I’d been on the road with Eden enough to know that her in the shower “getting ready” usually meant a good hour or two. I debated whether I wanted to remain on the balcony with no entertainment for that long.
 
   “Fine,” I said with a sigh. “Morgan McGuire is the best driver at Sinclair Racing.”
 
   She unlocked the door and slid it open a little. I pushed my way past her and heard the door slide shut again after I’d passed.
 
   “Apart from me,” I added, before ducking for cover.
 
   “You’re lucky we’ve got reservations. Otherwise . . .”
 
   “I’d like to see you try something.” I winked. 
 
   She poked out her tongue at me one last time before disappearing into the bedroom to get ready for our dinner. A second later she came back out, carrying a suit bag. 
 
   “I brought a suit from home for you. I figured you wouldn’t have packed one for London.” 
 
   Giving her a half-smile, I thanked her for thinking of it. At least I wouldn’t look a complete shambles beside her no-doubt perfect appearance. 
 
   I pulled my shirt back on before I sat on the couch and flicked on the TV. For a moment, I debated ringing Alyssa while I waited for Eden. I really wanted to hear her voice again. It wasn’t hard to see that I was already completely and utterly pussy-whipped but couldn’t find it in myself to care. I pulled out my phone to ring her but when I saw the time, I stopped myself. She wouldn’t finish work for another hour.
 
   Not really focused on anything, I flicked through the channels for a while. I knew Eden would be a little while yet. Half an hour later, I grew bored of the TV. I walked over and knocked on the bedroom door. 
 
   “What time were the reservations for?” I asked through the closed door. 
 
   “Seven thirty,” Eden called back.
 
   Because it was a little after seven, I figured it was time for me to get ready. Within ten minutes, I was ready to go, just as Eden pulled open the bedroom door to reveal a red dress, coiffed hair, and face full of make-up. She could have been heading out for a red carpet event rather than a casual night on the town. 
 
   We walked the short distance to the Sunshine Room, with Eden talking non-stop about Morgan the whole way. I just smiled and nodded in the appropriate places—at least, I think they were the appropriate places. I really didn’t know for sure.
 
   Eden gave her name at the door and we were ushered through to a table. She watched me meaningfully as I sat across from her.
 
   “So,” she said after a moment. “Tell me everything about Alyssa.”
 
   One meal, four hours, and eight daiquiris later, we finally stumbled back to the hotel room, giggling. I don’t know what was funny—I wasn’t sure if it was the palm trees in front of the casino, the dumpsters we passed in Elizabeth Street, or the hushed whispers of the hotel clerks as we passed them. Whatever it was, it had Eden and me in hysterics until we finally collapsed side by side onto the couch, unable to breathe.
 
   “Thanks, Eden,” I said when I was finally able to draw some breath. “I had fun tonight.”
 
   It was the truth. It was nice to have a night without the stress of a potential relationship and without worrying about upsetting anyone with what I said. For the first time in weeks, I could just be me. Eden could like it or lump it—stay or fuck off—and it wouldn’t really matter. The drunker we got, the more we insulted and teased each other. The barbed words didn’t affect either of us, because it didn’t matter. Neither of us gave a shit. We would still be teammates and friends at the end. There was no bullshit between us.
 
   With Alyssa, I felt like I was walking on fucking eggshells all the fucking time. I hoped the date I had planned might fix that. Eden knew all about my plans from Danny and had offered me a few suggestions to tweak them. Suggestions I was more than happy to implement.
 
   “I’m going to bed, shithead,” Eden said with a giggle as she stumbled to the bedroom. We’d never agreed that I was staying the night, but we didn’t need to—it had been an unspoken agreement between us.
 
   “Whatever, bitch.” I laughed.
 
   “I gotta be at the airport early in the morning,” she slurred. “I got an early flight.”
 
   “You gotta be at the airport early ’cause I got a fuck-hot date to get to and I am not missing that for shit. If you’re not ready, I’m leaving you here.”
 
   “Touché.” She pointed at the ceiling and did a funny little pirouette, twisting her legs around each other until she was tangled and fell unceremoniously on her arse.
 
   I didn’t stand or offer to help; I couldn’t, because I was laughing far too hard. I’d end up on my arse if I tried. My laughter continued until one of her shoes sailed over my head. Then I stared blankly at the wall where it hit for a few seconds before I couldn’t control the laughter anymore and it burst out again. I heard Eden giggling once more as she shut the bedroom door. 
 
   With a goofy smile on my face, I laid myself out along the length of the couch and thought about the night. It was almost fucking perfect; the best escape I could have asked for to help cope with all the shit that I’d had to deal with lately. I was actually happy Eden had taken time out of her schedule to come to see me. I’d gathered fairly quickly that this trip was actually impacting her preparations a little, but she’d been worried about me. There was only one thing missing from the evening that would have made it absolutely perfect—Alyssa.
 
   I pulled out my phone, stifling another giggle that rose to my throat—Eden had forced the fucking girlie drinks on me, and now I was fucking giggling like one. I wrote Alyssa a text to let her know I was thinking about her even though I couldn’t be with her.
 
   After putting my phone on the coffee table in front of the couch, I let my thoughts of Alyssa take over my mind. I fucking wanted her—so badly. The forced celibacy hurt more than I’d expected it to. I was happy to respect her wishes, but goddamn did I want to re-enact our London night as soon as I could. 
 
   The alcohol coursing its way pleasantly through my system was making me so fucking horny it wasn’t funny. I rubbed my hand up and down the length of my thigh, desperately aching for Alyssa’s touch to soothe the fires that erupted there. I pictured her as she had been that afternoon when I’d seen her at the shop. Professional, smiling, blushing, and fucking gorgeous. My hand had just made its way up the length of my thigh and grabbed my shaft when my phone rang. I grabbed it quickly, thinking it might have been Alyssa.
 
   “We need to meet.” I didn’t recognise the voice. It was female, but it definitely wasn’t Alyssa.
 
   “What? Who is this?”
 
   “It’s Ruby.”
 
   Fuck. I sat bolt upright. “Why?”
 
   “I need to talk to you, now.”
 
   “Well, you’ve got me on the phone now.”
 
   “No. In person. Can you meet me down at the Grand Plaza?”
 
   “Ruby, no offense, but why the fuck would I meet up with you when it could be a fucking set-up for an ambush by that boofhead husband of yours.”
 
   To my surprise she laughed. “No Josh, I promise.”
 
   “I can’t anyway,” I said, bristling. I still didn’t know what she was ringing for and I wasn’t sure if I could trust her. “I’m in the city with a teammate. I can’t just leave. Edie needs a lift to the airport in the morning.”
 
   “Too bad, I need to talk to you before this big date you have planned.”
 
   “Well, unless you’re willing to drive your arse into the city, I’m afraid you’re shit out of luck.”
 
   “Fine,” she said. I thought she was ready to hang up. “I’ll be there in half an hour. I’ll meet you at the McDonald’s at the end of the Myer Centre.”
 
   “Fuck, really?”
 
   “Yes, really. I told you, Declan. I need to speak to you.”
 
   Why did I get the feeling this wasn’t going to be any good?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: PRELUDE TO A DATE
 
   
 
 
   
MY KNEE BOUNCED uncontrollably as I sat on the marble stool at the end of the Myer Centre. The cashiers at the twenty-four hour McDonald’s kept giving me awkward glances. I wasn’t sure whether it was because they recognised me but were too afraid to approach, or if they thought I was a crazy person getting around in a crumpled suit, mumbling to myself, and doing a one-legged jig.
 
   The agitation working its way through my body grew stronger with every passing second because Ruby was apparently due at any time. At least, she was due if she hadn’t decided to stand me up and make me wait unnecessarily at the end of the Queen Street Mall until I’d had enough. 
 
   Glancing around again, I tried to see if any of the vehicles around could be hers. Not that I knew what she drove, or what to look out for. There was so much I didn’t know. I had no clue what she wanted. No idea when she would arrive. The simple fact that she wanted to meet scared the crap out of me. Especially considering Alyssa had already confirmed her family hated me. That meant whatever Ruby’s intentions were, they couldn’t be good. 
 
   I tried to focus on anything but the worry running through my head. It was impossible though. I thought about Eden, back in the hotel room, oblivious to my night-time rendezvous with Alyssa’s sister-in-law. I hadn’t wanted to wake Eden to tell her where I’d gone, but I hadn’t wanted to steal out unannounced either. In the end, I’d left a note just in case the meeting was an ambush and I ended up buried in the middle of a state forest somewhere. At least Eden would be able to tell the police who I’d met with. Despite that precaution, I expected her to sleep through to morning without any knowledge that I’d gone out. 
 
   Forcing myself not to worry, I focused on the people rushing around me. It was a bit of a surprise that the streets were still so busy at a little after midnight. I expected it in Sydney, but Brisbane had always been more of a large country town, where everything closed by ten. It had obviously grown up in my absence. It boded well for me that there were so many people around. At least if it was an ambush, Josh would have a harder time trying to stuff me in a boot if there were witnesses handy.
 
   Just as I was about to give up waiting, a cherry-red ’69 Mustang pulled up in front of me. It was a nice car, and I couldn’t help admiring its sleek lines. It was no Monaro, but it was still a fine piece of iron. The blonde in the driver’s seat leaned across the car and the passenger door flew open.
 
   “There’s nowhere to park around here. Hop in,” Ruby’s voice called. It looked like she was alone. If she was, at least I’d be able to handle her if it turned nasty. I ducked down and double-checked the backseat just to be safe. Josh was too big to hide easily.
 
   “Just get in the fucking car!” Ruby snapped.
 
   This is for Alyssa, I thought as I climbed into the passenger seat. I hadn’t even reached for my seat belt when Ruby accelerated hard down the road. 
 
   “What do you—” I started to ask, but Ruby cut me off with a glare and a raised palm.
 
   I sat in the passenger seat and stewed. The way Ruby had treated me was ridiculous. The fucking bitch hadn’t even spoken since telling me to get in the car. Ten minutes later, we were pulling up to a park overlooking the usually muddy-brown Brisbane River. The water shimmered black in the night. Once the engine was off, Ruby climbed out of the car and walked to the railing without another word or backwards glance.
 
   I lost my patience as I followed her. “Ruby, what the fuck do you want?”
 
   “I was about to ask you the same thing,” she seethed as she spun on me.
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. “What are you fucking talking about?”
 
   “What do you want from Alyssa?”
 
   “How is it your business?”
 
   “Alyssa is my sister. That makes it my business.”
 
   “Fuck! Alyssa must be everyone’s fucking business. Seriously. Why can’t she be her own business?” 
 
   “We care about her and want to make sure she’s getting what she needs.”
 
   “Well, I’m so fucking happy that everyone else has figured out what the fuck they think she needs. But what about what she thinks she needs? What about what she wants? What about what I want? Where is her fucking privacy in all of this? Or mine for that matter?”
 
   Ruby’s blonde hair fanned out behind her in the wind as she closed the distance between us. “You don’t deserve shit”—she emphasised her point by poking my chest—“not after everything Alyssa’s been through in the past four years.”
 
   “You’re right, I don’t deserve shit!” I shouted back. “I definitely don’t deserve someone as pure and fucking fantastic as Alyssa. But she wants to give me one more chance, and you know what? I’m selfish enough to let that happen.”
 
   “Of course she wants to fucking give you another chance. She’s never been able to let you go. But fuck, Declan, what do you think it’s going to do to her when you leave again? You take her out, sweep her up in the romance of it all, and promise her all these things. It’s going to crush her when you go again and we’ll be the ones who have to pick up the fucking pieces.”
 
   I crossed my arms. “The answer to that is simple. I’m not leaving. I’ll never be able to leave her again. I love her.”
 
   She scoffed. “If that’s how you really felt, well, you wouldn’t have left in the first place, would you?”
 
   “I left because I felt like that, because I felt . . . fuck it! I don’t need to explain myself to you.”
 
   She shrugged. “Maybe you think you feel that way, but I don’t think you know what love is.”
 
   I was going to interrupt her and tell her to fuck off, that she didn’t know how I felt, but she held up her palm again and raised her voice as she continued. 
 
   “Regardless, I just want to give you a piece of friendly advice. Me to you, so to speak. If you hurt Alyssa in any way, then you’ll have to answer to me.” She raised her eyebrow before grabbing my shirt and pulling me in close, her lips practically brushing the side of my ear as she continued. “If you take Alyssa out on whatever date you have planned for tomorrow and build her hopes up, just to crush them, then I will personally ensure that you feel every ounce of pain you cause her.”
 
   Holding my hands up in surrender, I backed away. I’d been worried about an ambush by Josh, but I’d clearly been worried about the wrong person. Ruby was one fucking scary bitch. When she released me, she started to head back to the car. Did she really think she could say that shit and then just walk away? There was no way I would let her have the final word. Not like that. I grabbed her shoulder and spun her around.
 
   “You’ve had your say, now I’m having mine.”
 
   The soft light coming from the CBD across the river lit her features so I could see every minor detail. She raised her eyebrow at me, as if shocked that I would dare speak back to her.
 
   I didn’t allow her to interrupt. “I fucked up. I know it—you know it—the entire fucking world knows it. But I’m here to right my wrongs. I’m here because I fucking love Alyssa. I love her. I fucking adore every inch of her with every fibre of my being. I refuse to let anything stand between the two of us anymore. It’s bad enough that I have to prove to her that I love her and that I’m not going to hurt her again. I refuse to be forced to explain it constantly to the rest of the world as well. That’s between her and me.”
 
   Ruby’s face was a mask of incredulity, her lips twisted into a snarl as if more poisonous words were poised right behind her red lipstick. 
 
   Before she had a chance to speak, I continued. “Respectfully, you and the rest of her family, the rest of the fucking world in fact, can kindly fuck off and leave us be until we’ve sorted ourselves out.”
 
   For a few long seconds, she looked at me without saying anything. Then she laughed.
 
   “Well, fuck!” she said. “You’ve certainly grown some balls. Do you mean it though? That you love her? That’s the part I am finding hard to believe. You walked away from her so easily.”
 
   I laughed without mirth, the sound harsh and out of place in my throat. “You have no idea what I went through to walk away from her.”
 
   “So enlighten me.” She walked back over toward me, but gracefully slid past me and stood near the railing.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “’Cause I can be your ally or your enemy. The choice is yours.” She climbed up onto the railing, perching herself on top, and looked at me expectantly.
 
   “What’s the difference?”
 
   “The difference is whether I tell the rest of the family to back off or close ranks.”
 
   “Like I give a shit. I told you, the only one who can get rid of me now is Alyssa. I’m here until she orders me away.”
 
   “Like that will ever happen,” she mumbled under her breath. “Still, you have to admit the path will be smoother if Josh isn’t blocking you. Or Dad.”
 
   I thought about it for a second. Killer Curtis on my side. Josh staying the fuck away and not threatening me with violence. I had to admit it sounded easier. Climbing onto the railing next to Ruby, I sighed. I turned my body to face the river so that I didn’t have to look at her while I spoke.
 
   “I don’t owe you explanations,” I whispered. “But it would be nice if you leave us alone for a little while. For Alyssa’s sake.”
 
   “Bullshit you don’t need to explain.” Ruby turned around to face the river as well.
 
   “I didn’t say I don’t need to explain. I said that I didn’t owe you explanations. I owe them to Alyssa.”
 
   She turned to me. Her expression was softer than I’d ever seen it before. She seemed to consider me for a minute before turning away again. I didn’t know what she was seeing, but her eyes were focused on a spot in the distance. All I could see were a few small boats with flashing lights to indicate their location. “I never thought I’d see you so . . . grown up. You were always so fucking cocky. Nothing and no one could touch you. And then everything I saw on TV and in the magazines only convinced me that you were a bigger arse than ever.”
 
   I stayed silent. My eyes trailed to the spot she found so interesting, but I still saw nothing.
 
   “I know a thing or two about people making mistakes when they’re young.” I got the feeling she wasn’t talking about me anymore—not really. “Mum was young when she had me, and I’ve never even met my father. Fucking bastard ran out the minute she found out she was pregnant. I guess if someone were man enough to try to correct a mistake . . .” her voice trailed off.
 
   I looked closely at her face, seeing the tears that were moistening her eyes, but I knew would never fall. She probably wouldn’t even acknowledge they were there. I was at a complete fucking loss about what to do. We were having a heart to heart that I hadn’t expected to have. Watching her eyes glisten in the soft glow, I debated my action for a second but then put my arm around her shoulder to offer her some comfort.
 
   My touch seemed to rouse her from her thoughts. She pulled away from me, quickly climbing back over the railing and backing away. “What the hell do you think you are doing?”
 
   I followed her over the guardrail and stared blankly at her. “I fucking thought we were having a moment.”
 
   She sighed. “I came to deliver a message.” She seemed to consider what happened for a second then turned on her heel and headed back to her car. “Message delivered.”
 
   She climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car. When the car started to edge forward, I was sure she was going to just drive off and leave me there in the middle of fucking nowhere.
 
   An exasperated sigh issued from her open window. “You coming or not?”
 
   I ran to the car, confused and trying to process what happened. Something fundamental had shifted in the world. Then one key thing Ruby had said hit me. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed it earlier.
 
   She’s never been able to let you go.
 
   The statement lit my face up with a smile even as it broke my fucking heart. After I’d walked back to the hotel, and settled back onto the couch, I didn’t sleep much. My mind was too busy ticking over with everything Ruby had said. Even when I was finally able to shove that out of my mind, I was too excited and nervous about my date with Alyssa. I was so wound up thinking about it—about her—that I couldn’t find comfort. 
 
   In the end, the only way I could get some relief was to stop trying not to think about Alyssa. Instead, I let her invade every part of my conscious mind. Without much thought, my hand worked its way down my body, and I was soon stroking my length as visions of Alyssa danced in my head. Her face, her smile, even the scent of her coconut skin cream—every part of her drew me in and held me captive. Better yet, there were only a few short hours before I would see her again. 
 
   That was the thought that sent me tumbling over the edge. With a barely stifled moan, I came across my hand and stomach. After relaxing back, and allowing the peace that invaded my mind to take over for a few moments, I cleaned up quickly before falling into a few short hours of peaceful sleep where Alyssa was wrapped in my arms.
 
   I woke to a high-pitched voice “singing” in the shower. After taking in my surroundings and seeing I was still in the hotel, it struck me what the noise was. It was a good thing I’d never had any interest in Eden; her voice alone would send me packing. I was still laughing about it when she emerged from the bedroom, dressed and towel-drying her hair.
 
   “What?” she asked with a smirk.
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing.”
 
   “Tell me.” She pouted.
 
   “No way, I value my manhood and everything that goes along with it too much.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me, then quirked her eyebrow. “Speaking of your manhood and everything that goes with it . . . you might wanna put the car back in the garage.” She nodded her chin in my direction and then started laughing as she began to throw her belongings back into her suitcase.
 
   Glancing down, I saw what she meant. My prominent morning wood was hidden only by my boxers—and barely hidden at that. My pants hung low on my hips with my zipper wide open. 
 
   Tucking myself back into my pants, I did up my zipper before dragging myself off the couch. It was only when I stood that I felt the effects of my night of drinking. A headache pounded just behind my eyes and my mouth tasted like arse. 
 
   The last thing I needed before my big date was a hangover. Worse, butterflies were doing loop-the-loops in my stomach making me feel nauseous. I put it down to an empty stomach after a long night of drinking. Coffee, food, and a few painkillers would hopefully make it a little better. If not, being with Alyssa again would definitely help.
 
   At the thought of Alyssa, the butterflies turned into dive-bombers, smashing against the walls of my stomach. It was as if I was nervous about seeing her again, but that couldn’t be the case. What I had planned for the day was perfect, wasn’t it? I was going to be back in my element, albeit with Alyssa by my side, but that only made it better. If nothing else, I was going to show her my world—my life. That thought had me floating into the bathroom with a change of clothes. I needed to shower and shave before our date.
 
   An hour later, I pulled in to the airport to drop Eden off. I offered to escort her all the way through to check-in but she argued with me, telling me in no uncertain terms that she was a big girl and there was no point in keeping Alyssa waiting. She pecked my cheek and wished me luck as she climbed out of the car. 
 
   Before I drove off, I glanced at Eden waving at me in my rear-view mirror with a knowing smile on her face.
 
   When I stopped for a quick bite to eat on the way back to Browns Plains, I popped a couple of paracetamol to shake the remnants of the pounding headache from a night on the daiquiris. 
 
   As I closed the distance to Alyssa’s house, my hands started to shake and I had to grip the steering wheel tighter to stop the quivers. It was ridiculous how nervous I was. It was only Alyssa after all, but then again . . . it was Alyssa. With everything else that had happened, it felt like the date was a last chance attempt to be together. If I fucked up, she would be lost. 
 
   When I pulled up in front of her house, I saw the curtain ruffle. By the time I turned off the car, she was already locking the door, with Phoebe standing beside her. Both of them were smiling broadly. Clearly they’d been waiting for me. I checked the clock to confirm I wasn’t running late. 
 
   I wasn’t. 
 
   Without even stopping to think about my actions, or whether it was a good idea, I ran from the car and pulled Alyssa tightly into my arms. It felt like I hadn’t seen her in a week, even though it had only been a day. I placed one hand behind her head and buried my face in her neck, breathing deeply, before turning my face and kissing her softly on the cheek.
 
   “I missed you,” I whispered against her skin. Her eyes closed and she took a deep breath. I could see her mouth turning up into a smile. After I knew she was happy, I knelt down beside her, and turned my attention to Phoebe.
 
   “Hey, Pheebs,” I said quietly. Her eyes met and held mine as she gave a small grin.
 
   “Declan!” she squealed, throwing her arms around my neck and surprising me. “I’m going to see Aunty Kelly today.”
 
   I gave Alyssa a quizzical look. “Aunty?” I mouthed.
 
   Alyssa shrugged and glanced at Phoebe. I guessed it meant she wasn’t willing to say more while Phoebe was around.
 
   “Do you like Aunty Kelly?” I asked.
 
   Phoebe nodded and her ponytails bounced in time with her enthusiasm.
 
   “That’s good, ’cause I have it on good authority that she’s very excited about spending time with you.” I stood back up. “You both ready to go?”
 
   Alyssa seemed anxious, but they both nodded. I indicated my car and Phoebe ran over to it and smiled at me.
 
   “Do you like my car?” I asked her, because she’d only been in the tiny Barina the last time I was with her.
 
   “Yes!” Her eyes lit up.
 
   “Well, hop in. We’ll go for a quick spin before we go to Aunty Kelly.”
 
   I helped her into the backseat and then stepped back so Alyssa could do up the child seat, granting me exactly the view I’d fantasised about before I’d taken them on the date to Maccas. It was everything I’d imagined it would be, but with my sweaty palms and dry mouth, I couldn’t really enjoy it as much as I’d thought I might. 
 
   Alyssa climbed into the passenger side and gave me a small, nervous smile as she put her seat belt on. I leaned over and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, giving her what I hoped was a calming look. The flutters in my stomach had gone from loop-the-loops to full aerial acrobatics, including death-dives and barrel-rolls.
 
   For a few minutes, I drove around the local streets. Each time we reached a set of lights, I took off hard, mostly because it elicited a round of giggles from Phoebe. After a ten minute joyride, I pulled up at Mum’s and waited beside the car while Alyssa helped Phoebe out.
 
   With a wide smile firmly in place, Mum opened the door almost the same second I finished knocking. Phoebe dashed into her arms, and they gave each other a hug. I was amazed to see the relationship they had despite the struggle of having to dance around my mistakes and my fuckwit father. Mum whispered to me that the box I needed was in my room.
 
   I left the three of them to say their hellos as I walked down the hall to grab the box Danny had sent. Other than the few dents, holes and scratches in the walls, the room was completely straightened and it was impossible to tell the extent of damage I’d caused in my rage. Making a mental note to thank Mum later, I took the box out to the car, ignoring the strange glances from Alyssa as I passed.
 
   “You ready to get going?” I asked her when I returned to the house.
 
   She took a deep breath before swallowing audibly. After a moment, she nodded. She seemed to recognise, like I did, that today was pivotal for our relationship. I hoped after today we could stop the pussyfooting bullshit and just be together. We needed to decide whether we were going to have a relationship or not, and move on either way. My heart ached at the thought that it might go wrong. There was a chance Alyssa might run after today. But I could only hope for the best and do what I could to sway her in my direction.
 
   “What was in the box, Declan?” she asked when we were pulling out of Mum’s driveway.
 
   I smiled at her. “You’ll see. I promise.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Soon. Real soon.”
 
   After all, it was only a little under an hour’s drive to Willowbank.
 
   To Queensland Raceway.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: QUEENSLAND RACEWAY
 
   
 
 
   
“SO, AUNTY KELLY?” I asked Alyssa, to break the silence in the car.
 
   She shrugged. “It was just something we agreed on after the twins were born. We could hardly call her Nana. Not without telling the whole town that I was your loser ex-girlfriend who—”
 
   “Don’t,” I said, cutting her off. 
 
   “Don’t what?”
 
   “Don’t ever call yourself that.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   I grabbed hold of her hand and brought it to my lips. “No. I won’t let you refer to yourself that way. You are the woman who’s held my heart captive for years, even if I was a fuckwit and didn’t see it.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her shake her head as her tears fell. “I haven’t though. I wasn’t enough for you.”
 
   I checked my blind spot, ensuring no one was in the lane next to me, then swerved into the emergency stopping lane and pulled the car to a hard stop. Before she could resist, I turned her and gently cupped my hands around her face. “You can’t think that. This—all of this shit—it’s about me. It’s my fault and has nothing to do with you. You were always too good for me. Too pure and wonderful. You held my heart in your hands from the first moment I saw you, and that scared the fuck out of me.”
 
   She closed her eyes, and the tears fell in earnest. “You left. So easily. And you never once called me or asked anyone about me. I didn’t hear from you for four years . . . except the email.”
 
   Her pain was etched onto every line of her face and clear in the timbre of her voice. I needed to explain the one thing that I had only just recently understood myself. “I left . . . and I couldn’t ask about you. Don’t you see? If I’d asked about you, if I’d allowed myself to believe for even one second that I still cared about you, I would have been back in Brisbane in a heartbeat.”
 
   I gently brushed the tears off her cheeks before leaning forward to kiss the salt trails left on her face. My eyes closed as I tasted her sorrow on my lips. It was a palpable presence around her, and I knew the path to us would only be accessed by confronting it. 
 
   Her fear and mistrust were born of that sorrow. They were the walls and gatekeeper, protecting the entrance to her heart and soul. I saw it clearly in that moment. I couldn’t say exactly when I had grown the fuck up and understood that fact, but I knew that it could only be a good thing. A positive thing for myself, for Alyssa, and, most importantly, for Phoebe. 
 
   I gave Alyssa one final chaste kiss on the mouth before pulling back and taking in her beauty. My thumb grazed along her right cheek and she leaned in to the touch. “You may not believe in me, but believe in that. Believe in my touch and our love. I know you feel it too . . . that thing that happens when we come together. I’ve never found that with anyone else.”
 
   She opened her mouth to talk, her eyes filled with self-doubt, but I pressed my finger lightly to her lips to silence her.
 
   “And I don’t want to try. Not ever again. I’m not my father, Alyssa. I am committed to you . . . to us. Until the day you send me away.”
 
   “Declan, I . . .” She trailed off with a sigh and put on a smile, which was obviously forced. “I’m sorry I brought it up. Let’s just go to Willowbank.”
 
   “Okay, that’s—” I stopped when I realised what she said. “Wait, why do you think that’s where we’re going?”
 
   She laughed, and it almost rang true. “You think I don’t know the way to Willowbank? I mean, honestly, what else is out here? Not to mention you look like a schoolboy who’s just been told his school is closed for the day.”
 
   I held up my hands in protest. “Fine. You caught me,” I said jokingly. “Do you still want to go?”
 
   “I’m still willing to see what you’re going to subject me to,” she said with a smirk. Her smile turned more genuine, and I made a silent oath to keep it there all day. Grinning, I winked at her, put the car in gear, and then pulled back out onto the highway.
 
   Once the car was back up to speed, I reached across and grabbed Alyssa’s hand. With a smile on my face, I rested our joined hands on my lap. She didn’t attempt to pull away or shake off my grasp, which made my smile wider. After a few minutes she did break away, but only for long enough to turn on the radio before placing her palm back where it had rested on my thigh.
 
   The radio proved to be the perfect distraction, and soon we were both singing along at the top of our lungs. The radio station was doing an “All Naughties” music special, playing all the songs we’d fallen in love to. I took it as an omen that it was going to be a fuck-awesome day.
 
   I pulled into the car park and stopped in front of the sign that read, V8 Experience. Alyssa turned to me with a dazed look on her face. 
 
   “Is this . . . is that what we’re doing? Are you driving us around the track? In one of those?”
 
   “No,” I said, with an innocent smile on my lips. 
 
   She breathed out in relief.
 
   “You are.”
 
   Her jaw dropped, and her eyes widened. “Really?”
 
   I jumped out of the car and ran around to her door before she had a chance to open it. “Really.”
 
   “So then . . . what’s in the box?” she asked, with a little bit of fear—or possibly anticipation—in her voice.
 
   “Your suit and helmet. And mine.”
 
   When she looked at me she had a wide grin on her face. 
 
   “Really?” her voice was high-pitched, almost a squeal. The doubt I’d felt over my choice in date evaporated.
 
   “You want to check it out?” I asked, and offered her my hand.
 
   As she nodded, her excitement was evident and rippled through her. Her fingers clutched tightly around mine. I led her to the back of the car and pulled open the boot. Resting just inside was the box that Danny had sent up—complete with two Sinclair Racing race suits and two matching helmets.
 
   “Can I?” Alyssa asked, her hands already extended halfway to the box.
 
   I shrugged. “The small one is yours to do with what you will. Although, I do hope you’ll put it on and go for a spin.” I ran my eyes over her body, just imagining her curves squeezed into the suit. My dick sprang to immediate attention. I turned toward the bumper so that my situation wouldn’t be obvious to Alyssa. Then I reached for the box and positioned it to provide coverage.
 
   “C’mon,” I said, nodding toward the office.
 
   “I’m not going to have to drive with someone else am I?” she asked, glancing around anxiously.
 
   “Alyssa, look who you’re with!” I said, pretending to be offended. “Danny’s organised the lot. I’m going to take you round and show you how to do it. Then it’ll be your turn. You’ll just have to trust that I’ll keep you safe and listen to my instructions carefully.”
 
   “So are we really going on the track?”
 
   I put the box down on a bench. “This track and the car are ours exclusively for the next four hours. Obviously the safety people have to be around, but other than that, we’ll be left completely alone.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   I smiled. I knew this date would either bring us closer or drive a bigger wedge between us. Judging by the wide-eyed expression on her face, the day was going exactly as I’d dared to hope. 
 
   “Through there to get changed,” I said as I threw her suit at her. “Just make sure you leave your t-shirt on underneath, otherwise it’ll chafe like a bitch.”
 
   She giggled a little as she caught the suit and disappeared into the ladies’ room less than a second later. 
 
   Yep, she was fucking excited. My heart skipped a beat or two at the thought. 
 
   After she’d disappeared, I grabbed my own suit and headed to the men’s room. I dressed as quickly as I could because I didn’t want to leave Alyssa alone for long with the number of wolves that were no doubt hanging around the track. I’d seen the draw of female drivers often enough. There was something about a sexy girl in a tight-arse driving suit in control of a fuck-hot V8 that just did things to men.
 
   When I left the men’s room, I stopped short. Alyssa was waiting for me and walking was no longer an option. She was red-hot; so hot she was on fucking fire. I’d seen plenty of women wearing a race suit, and none of them even came close to looking as sexy as she did. 
 
   She’d taken her hair out and was shaking it loose, sending the curls flowing down over her shoulders. The black of the suit contrasted deliciously with her milky skin. I swallowed as hard as I could to remove the lump in my throat, but nothing was going to shift the one in my pants.
 
   She must have heard my steps, because she started talking to me. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” she asked as she turned toward me. “Cat got your—” 
 
   She stopped short as her eyes raked over my body. For the first time ever, I felt self-conscious in my race suit. I’d done promotional shoots with at least a dozen grid girls, but no one had ever made me feel so attractive, and at the same time attracted me so much, as she did in that instant. I felt the need to run over to her and mark her as mine in any way possible. Particularly in any way that including rubbing up and down against her lemur style. Instead, I gave her an unsteady smile and released the breath that was stuck in my throat. “You ready?”
 
   She nodded, but her lip quivered and her hands shook. 
 
   God, she’s going to be the death of me. Reaching for her helmet, I slid it under my arm and closed the distance between us. When I was close enough, I kissed her forehead then whispered, “Trust me.”
 
   I didn’t know if she understood that I meant in general, and not just on the track, but either way, she nodded as I slipped her helmet on.
 
   Reaching for the box again, I grabbed my own helmet before linking arms with Alyssa and leading her out to the V8 we’d be driving. It wasn’t quite as powerful as my own ProV8, but it was a Tickford XR8 that had been modified with high-performance ECU and was race prepared with roll cages, safety harnesses, race seats, and slick tyres. It was going to be a decent enough ride and would definitely give Alyssa the closest possible experience she could have to my life. At least until I could convince Danny to let me take her out in one of our cars.
 
   “Just remember, I’ll run through everything first, take you on a couple of laps, and then I’ll hand it over to you,” I said to her as I opened the passenger door. The most important thing for me was to keep her relaxed and excited. If the experience wasn’t a good one for her, I might never be able to truly make her understand why I loved racing so much,
 
   With wide eyes and a nervous smile, she looked around the relatively bare interior. Once she’d settled into the race seat, I leaned into the car to strap her into the racing harness. As I did, I took extra care to ensure all the straps were tight enough to be protective, but loose enough that they wouldn’t cut off her circulation. To check, I ran my finger down the lines of each strap, first following the length from shoulder to waist across the front of Alyssa’s chest. Both of our breaths grew shakier with each extra inch of her body my finger travelled along.
 
   When I moved to check each of the straps that rested across her hips and the ones along her inner thighs, my gaze met hers and I lost my mind. Her eyes stared at me, practically unblinking but filled with lust that scorched straight through any sense of self-control I had. All I wanted to do was kiss her and then maybe use the restraints for something a little more fun . . . 
 
   My mouth went dry at the thought, but before I made a suggestion which might get me into trouble considering Alyssa’s whole wait-until-I’m-ready rule, I reined in my desire and continued with my safety checks. 
 
   I gave the buckle one final pull to ensure it was secure before reluctantly withdrawing and moving to the driver’s side.
 
   For the next half hour, I ran through some of the key aspects of driving a race car. I showed her how to keep to the racing line, how to approach the corners, and where to hit the apex for maximum exit speed. I ran through braking techniques and general car control. 
 
   During the first two laps, she clung tightly to her harness. Because of her nerves, I didn’t push the car as hard as I knew it could go. Instead, I concentrated on training her and trying to show my natural passion for the sport. Watching her carefully, I saw the moment when her nerves broke and she allowed the excitement to creep back in. 
 
   That was the moment I knew she was ready to take control. I pulled the car up and helped release her harness. When I guided her out of the car, she clutched at my arm. It was as if her nerves were back in force now that she knew she was going to be in control.
 
   “Are you sure I can do this?” she asked with a shaky voice. 
 
   “Lys, baby, you can do any fucking thing you want.” I didn’t even think about the endearment until it had slipped past my lips. Her eyes widened slightly, but she said nothing about it as she slid into the driver’s seat. 
 
   Once again, I helped her do up her harness, taking extra care while checking the straps this time. Not because she hadn’t been safe the first time, but because it gave me a chance to touch her without complaint. As I slid my hand between the strap and her breast, I watched her face. When I ran my fingers beneath the straps on her hips, I bit my lip and held my breath. The breath released in a slow, steady exhale as I checked the strap between her legs. I might, or might not, have imagined the small, low moan that she issued in response to the caress of my fingers. 
 
   Fuck, I wanted her. 
 
   I had never wanted anyone more in my entire life. 
 
   Before I could completely lose control and do something she would make me regret—like kiss her—I pulled myself out of the car.
 
   On the way back to the passenger side, I adjusted the hard-on growing in my pants. Once I slid into the seat, I did up my own harness. “You ready?” I asked.
 
   She nodded, but I could see how tightly she was gripping the steering wheel. I placed my hand over hers and gave it a gentle, reassuring squeeze until I felt her relax under my hold. Then I drew my fingers down her arm and placed my hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “You’ll do great,” I assured her. “Just remember what I told you.”
 
   “What? All of it? What if I forget something?” she asked, concerned and perhaps a little frightened. “What if I crash?”
 
   I laughed. “I’m here, Lys, I’ll help you through it.”
 
   During the first lap, she almost killed the car by going too slow. I tried my hardest to bite my tongue so that I didn’t snap at her to just put her fucking foot down already. 
 
   The second lap was a little better. 
 
   By the fifth lap she was starting to relax into it and was averaging 120 down the straight. I wanted her to push it even harder. With encouraging words, I coaxed her faster each time until finally, on her tenth lap, she hit 200 klicks an hour down the straight. 
 
   She pulled over shortly after, her whole body shaking with adrenaline. I unbuckled myself and practically fucking ran to her door. The combination of her speed and killer looks was enough to do me in, but I had to let her know how fucking proud of her I was. 
 
   Before I had a chance to help her out she’d already undone her straps and virtually leapt out of the car into my arms. Our helmets met with a clash, so I quickly pulled mine off and placed it on the bonnet. Alyssa followed suit before throwing her arms around my neck again, squealing like a little girl. Even though my ribs weren’t healed, and still ached like fuck, the pain was totally worth it. 
 
   She was so close to me and smelled so fucking good. Her body rubbed against me as she did her celebratory dance, and I couldn’t resist her anymore. I wrapped her body tightly in my arms, pulling her against me with all my strength. 
 
   Without hesitation, I claimed her lips, walking her backwards until I’d pinned her between my body and the car. The instant I made the move, I expected her to slap me or to pull away, so I was fucking shocked when the tip of her tongue traced my lips. With a groan, I ground my hips against her. 
 
   If she’d had any doubts about exactly what she did to me that action alone had to have erased them. I was so fucking hard it was painful. I needed her. My fingers traced gently through her hair as she tilted her head upward to allow for better access.
 
   My other hand ran along her back and cupped her arse. I hitched her leg onto my hip and she moaned against my mouth. It was like my own private cheer squad, spurring me on to greater heights—or in this case toward greater depths. I pulled away from Alyssa for half a second, to ensure she was willing to partake. Her eyes were dark with lust and her lips plump and red from our hard kisses.
 
   The sight called me to her, and I was so ready to take her then and there over the bonnet of the car. Clenching my fists, I resisted with every part of me but the one that stretched forward as if to reach for her. 
 
   “Oh, fucking hell,” I whispered, as I took another step back. “This wasn’t what I planned. I just wanted to show you my life—my passion. I don’t want you to think . . .”
 
   She cut me off by throwing herself into my arms and kissing me with a passion so fierce it was impossible to resist. 
 
   Before I even understood what she was doing, she slid down the zipper on my race suit, and pushed it open and off my shoulders. She planted small kisses across my chin and down my neck. Her fingers played along the bottom edge of my t-shirt, teasing my stomach maddeningly with her warm skin.
 
   “Do you know what these suits do to me?” she asked, her voice husky and seductive.
 
   “Oh, fuck, Alyssa,” I moaned. “Tell me.”
 
   She pushed me away, and not wanting her to be uncomfortable, I took a few steps back. With a sexy smirk, she peeled the zipper open on her own suit. It was evident pretty fast that she wasn’t wearing anything beneath it except a bra. The suit formed a V of nearly bare skin from her shoulders to her waist. I wanted to run my tongue along that patch of skin. 
 
   Or fall down on my knees and worship at the temple that was Alyssa. 
 
   Instead, I stood, wide-mouthed and powerless as she stalked toward me like a predator. 
 
   Her body called out to me, and I finally gathered my senses enough to run my hands into her suit, trailing my fingers along her bare skin. Kissing her again, I ran my fingertips along the patch of skin at the base of her spine. I pressed my t-shirt-covered torso against her bare chest. 
 
   The warmth of her body radiated though the thin material, and I knew without a doubt I had to have her—often and repeatedly. It was the only thing that could help save my sanity. I wondered if I could get a script from the good doctor for that: Alyssa Dawson, sunny-side up, repeated at least three times a day until cured. 
 
   And if that was my medicine, I didn’t ever want to be cured.
 
   With a regretful sigh, I pulled back from the kiss. Even though I was unwilling to back away completely, I knew all too well how many people were around. With any other girl, I wouldn’t have given a shit. But this was Alyssa. And she was too fucking pure to be screwed in the middle of an open racetrack in full view of the safety staff. 
 
   I zipped her suit back up, but not before running my finger from her belly button to her chin, and then from her chin to her ear.
 
   “Do you want me to show you how it’s really done now?” I whispered in her ear.
 
   A shiver raced through her. I wasn’t sure which emotion dominated her features the most—fear or excitement. But she nodded once and so for the third time in as many hours, I strapped her into the car. This time took the longest as I checked, double-checked, and triple-checked her straps, taking all the time I could to enjoy the sensation of my hands on her body.
 
   After I was in the driver’s seat, I took her for a genuine lap, at proper race speed. Trying to impress her, I hit the track like someone was on my tail. I fought hard for the line against imaginary competitors. Through the straights, I drove hard and fast, braking deep into the corners, and cutting across the racing line. 
 
   Alyssa alternated between fits of screams and giggles as she was thrown around the passenger seat. I couldn’t deny I had enjoyed every fucking second. It’d been far too long since I’d been able to properly stretch my racing legs. The fact that she was beside me, enjoying every second, just made it sweeter than ever. 
 
   After a few more laps, I pulled to a hard stop in front of the office. Then I turned and grinned at Alyssa. I couldn’t believe that we’d been at the track for almost four hours—it felt like five minutes. 
 
   I was euphoric and she was grinning.
 
   And the day had only just begun.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIXTEEN: LIFE’S A DRAG
 
   
 
 
   
LIKE A CAT rising from sleep, Alyssa stretched her hands out above her head languidly. After dropping the car back with the track officials, we headed down to a secluded spot for an intimate picnic. We’d eaten, and then taken a moment to just enjoy one another. 
 
   With her warm body tucked between my thighs, I couldn’t have been happier. Her shoulders rested across my hips, and her fingers raked my sides. I chuckled as she tickled my ribs. She dropped her head back, resting her chestnut locks against my stomach. She smiled a little and tilted her head so that she looked up at me. When she noticed I was watching her she flipped herself over and her smile widened.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “For this morning and for today. It’s been . . .” She trailed off with a sigh. 
 
   “Perfect?” I asked, hopeful.
 
   She offered a small smile and nodded. Then she crossed her arms across my stomach and rested her head back down on them. I ran my fingers through her hair, brushing it all to the side so I had an uninterrupted view of her face. 
 
   “You’re so beautiful,” I said to her.
 
   She swatted my stomach lightly, but I wouldn’t be deterred. We’d had a perfect morning at the track, followed by a picnic in a quiet, and most importantly, secluded little corner of the Ipswich race precinct. I’d left explicit instructions that we were not to be disturbed by anyone, for any reason. 
 
   Which was a good thing, because almost as soon as I had unfolded the blanket, Alyssa had pulled off the top half of her racing suit and tied the sleeves off around her waist. She pulled a t-shirt on almost immediately, but not before I had a good look at the ivory planes of her back.
 
   As if driven by the memory, my hand dropped from her hair to the collar of her shirt. My fingers dipped in and out as I rubbed a small circle there, relishing in the feel of her silken skin. 
 
   In response to my touch, Alyssa gave a small moan of approval, which spurred me on further. I rubbed my hand along her back over the top of her shirt. She groaned again. Each time she did, her chest vibrated against my groin, sending shivers of desire through my entire body. 
 
   She had to know how she was affecting me because my erection was pressing hard against her breasts. My hand went to her chin, lifting it up so that she was looking at me.
 
   “I love you,” I told her.
 
   She looked me in the eye and smiled. Then she dropped her head back onto her folded hands. She closed her eyes and seemed lost in thought. I dropped my head back to the ground and closed my eyes. Even if she still couldn’t say it, I was sure she felt the same way about me. After all, she’d put her trust in me around the track. She’d allowed me to push her boundaries and get her driving up over the 200-kilometre mark. 
 
   Lost in my own thoughts, my hand ran absentminded trails from her hair to her shirt and back again. I thought nothing of it when she shifted her weight—she’d been wiggling and moving most of the time she’d been lying between my legs anyway. 
 
   It wasn’t until soft lips touched mine that I realised she’d shifted her entire body on top of mine. I opened my eyes to see her grinning at me from above. Once she knew she had my attention, she dropped her lips to my ear.
 
   “I love you, Declan Reede.” She whispered it so quietly I was almost sure I was hearing things. 
 
   Then her lips crashed onto mine, and her tongue pressed forward. I opened my lips and allowed her tongue into my mouth. Her hair fell in curtains around our faces as we became consumed by each other. I reached down between us to untie the knot in her race-suit—it was pressing hard against my stomach and was uncomfortable. Alyssa gasped as my hand slipped inside the suit to grab hold of the knot. Her mouth pressed harder against mine, and she moaned into me.
 
   That small moan was it for me. I reached around her, pulling her closer. Then I flipped us over so she was pinned beneath me. I pushed her t-shirt up and tasted the skin of her stomach. I groaned in ecstasy. She tasted so fucking good. My hands explored north of where my head rested, pushing the cups of her bra up and releasing her breasts to my waiting fingers. I rolled her nipple gently between my thumb and forefinger. My mouth longed to join my hands, but was too busy exploring other parts of her stomach. Finally, with a trail of kisses, I climbed up her body. My head scooped low and tasted her breasts. 
 
   “Perfect,” I breathed against her skin as my fingers traced the constellation tattooed near her heart.
 
   She pushed her head back, bucking her hips and exposing her neck in the process. My mouth found her throat, my lips grazing and gently nipping at her skin. My hands parted ways; one ran to the back of her neck, supporting her head by resting against the base of her skull. The other traced a straight line between her breasts, over her stomach, and down into her racing suit without hesitation. 
 
   My fingers trailed across her panties. The heat radiating from her was exquisite. I claimed her mouth with mine again as my hand pushed down under the material covering her pussy. With a soft touch, I brushed my fingertips across her wet and ready flesh. A groan escaped me in unison with hers as I dipped my fingers inside her, first one, then two.
 
   Alyssa’s breaths became heavy pants against my mouth. I pressed my body against my hand, grinding my crotch against hers, sandwiching my fingers deeper inside her and rubbing my palm over her clit. Sucking her bottom lip into my mouth, I grazed my teeth along it. 
 
   With desperate thrusts, she pushed closer to me, sending my fingers deeper still. 
 
   Shifting my body away enough to move my hand, I grazed my thumb against her clit as I thrust against her again and again. She tipped her head back as a sigh of ecstasy escaped her lips. 
 
   Dragging her closer to the edge with every movement of my hand, I watched her face as she tensed in my arms. With a desperate moan, she came around my fingers. The sight and sound of it left me desperate for more. I pulled my hand out and rested it on her hip as I kissed her throat again.
 
   “I want you so badly, Alyssa,” I whispered, unthinkingly, against her hair.
 
   “I’m yours . . .,” Alyssa breathed back. Then, almost silently, she added, “Please . . . be careful with me.” 
 
   A small tear in her eyes told me how honest her request was.
 
   I kissed the corner of her eye. “Always,” I told her, reverently. “I’ll never hurt you again.”
 
   I wrapped her tightly in my arms, and twisted so I was lying on my back before pulling her in to my side. Her hand moved up to my face and her fingers grazed along my chin. She dropped her head against my shoulder.
 
   “Just see that you don’t,” she murmured into my chest.
 
   In response, I pulled her closer to me. The more time I spent with her, the more it became clear that I could never intentionally hurt her again. I could never leave her side again, because I needed her like air.
 
   We lay there alongside each other for a few minutes more. We were both sleepy from the sun and food, and were soon completely relaxed into each other. I didn’t want to move from the perfect slice of heaven we’d created in our private little corner, but I also knew we needed to get a wriggle on if we were going to make the second part of my date.
 
   With a sigh, I pulled myself away from Alyssa and moved to my feet. Once I was standing, I turned and offered Alyssa my hand. “Coming?”
 
   “Where?” She narrowed her eyes at me as she accepted my offer and rose to her feet.
 
   “To our date: part two.” I tied the arms of her racing suit back around her waist again as I spoke.
 
   She laughed. “There’s a part two?”
 
   I raised my eyebrow at her. “Damn right there’s a part two, and it’s going to be a drag.”
 
   I laughed at my own pun, but Alyssa just stared blankly at me for a few minutes before recognition of what was right next door lit her features.
 
   “Of course. It had to be that,” she said.
 
   “Of course. I mean, why pass up the opportunity while we’re here.”
 
   “You know it won’t be my first time?”
 
   I cocked my head to the side. “Really?”
 
   She blushed. “Yeah, Flynn brings me down a bit. He’s quite into it.”
 
   “That’s right, he drives a fucking ricer Silvia or some shit, wasn’t it?”
 
   She patted my chest. “Be nice.”
 
   I clasped to her hand and pulled her into my arms, leaving her fingers resting against my heart. 
 
   “I can be nice,” I said. “But only because I get to do this—” I pressed my lips to hers, pushing my tongue forward and running it along her upper lip. 
 
   Her lips parted, and I brushed her tongue with mine. I deepened the kiss, bringing my hand to her hair. When I drew away from Alyssa again she was breathless, her eyes hooded with lust. I just smiled and winked at her, before pulling the picnic blanket up off the ground and shoving it into the basket. I’d have to thank Eden later for arranging this part of the day; it had been one of her last-minute suggestions.
 
   Linking my hand with Alyssa’s, we walked back to my car in silence. I began to wonder whether I was being selfish by dragging her to do the things I wanted without checking that she was happy to do it. Once we reached my car, I opened the boot and put the picnic basket inside. Alyssa slid into the passenger’s seat without another word. 
 
   “If you’d rather go home, we can,” I said as I climbed into the car.
 
   She smiled at me, and shook her head. “No, I’ve enjoyed myself today. It really has been,” she gave a small sigh, “perfect.”
 
   “And you want to go to the drags? I mean, I just thought that we’re kitted out in the suits anyway and we even have the helmets.”
 
   “It’s fine, Dec. I told you, I’ve been with Flynn before.”
 
   “Yeah, but have you driven?” I asked excitedly, almost guaranteeing I knew the answer.
 
   She bit her lip and nodded. 
 
   Fucking son of a bitch! My brows knitted together in a frown.
 
   “So when Flynnie-poo brings you down here, which one of you races powder-puff?”
 
   She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. I could see the pain that I’d finally shifted begin to form on her features again.
 
   “Fuck!” I exclaimed, drawing her eyes back to me. “Just forget I said that, okay? Please? I’m sorry . . . I just . . .” Can’t fucking stand the fact that Flynn has stolen everything in my life. 
 
   I couldn’t tell her how that sentence was going to finish.
 
   I turned to her. “Please?” I repeated, more softly. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine, Dec. Let’s just go to the drags.” Her voice held a certain resignation that I knew, and hated.
 
   I shook my head. “I’m not moving this car until you forgive me. I was an arse and I’m asking you to accept my apology.”
 
   Her lip twitched just a little, and then she smirked. “You were an arse.”
 
   “And?” I prompted.
 
   She sighed. “And . . . I forgive you. At least, so long as you promise to try to get along with Flynn,” she added quickly.
 
   “I promise to try.” I said.
 
   “Fine then, let’s go.”
 
   I grabbed her hand and kissed her knuckles lightly. “Thank you.” 
 
   After driving the short distance to the Willowbank Raceway drag strip, I joined the queue of cars that were there for the Street Meet. The tension in the car was still palpable, but Alyssa seemed as content to ignore it as I was. I couldn’t believe that I’d fucked things up so soon after our fuck-awesome date, part one. 
 
   I paid our entry and drove into the pits. Alyssa sat quietly, playing with the stereo, while I began to unpack all the unnecessary shit from the car, putting it all to one side so that I could lighten the car and get a better time. I’d just finished unpacking the baby seat when I looked up and saw a familiar shape climbing out of a gunmetal-grey Silvia S14 which, judging by the number stuck in the window, was a regular here. 
 
   It took me all of two seconds to work out who it was. Fucking Flynn. 
 
   “Fucking perfect,” I muttered to myself. I wasn’t looking forward to facing him so soon after I’d had to endure watching him take my role to comfort Alyssa. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” she asked, turning her head. If I’d hoped she wouldn’t notice the fucker, I was disappointed almost immediately. She sighed audibly.
 
   “It’s fine, Lys,” I said, through gritted teeth. “Do you want to go see him?”
 
   I decided I would try to be the bigger man, the better man. The fucking best man. I knew I was, I just had to get Alyssa to see it.
 
   She bit her lip, and I could see her desire to say yes warring with her anxiety about my possible reaction.
 
   “Really, Lys, if you want to see him, it’s fine. Go. I’ll finish unpacking the car, and then run it to scrutineering.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Breathing heavily through my nose so that I wouldn’t swear, I nodded. I could do this—I could be the supportive person Alyssa needed me to be. With my arms crossed, I watched as she waved at him before walking over to his car. The fucker picked her up and gave her a giant bear hug. 
 
   I turned away and let loose a stream of invective when she smiled widely and laughed at something he said. It just seemed so effortless between the two of them. It was the way we used to be. The way I wanted us to be again. The way we almost were when no one else was involved. 
 
   After yanking out the spare tyre and my toolbox, swearing and cursing the whole time, I shoved them onto the ground in our pit area. When I’d finished, I risked a quick glance back at Alyssa and Flynn. He was pulling on the sleeves of her racing suit, and they were both laughing. Fucking arsehole. I’d hoped that this would be a good date for Alyssa. To show her part of my world and why I found racing so addictive. But she just found it all so fucking hilarious instead. 
 
   I’d opened myself up to her, and she was fucking laughing with that fucker about it.
 
   Kicking the tyre, I let loose a low growl. Then I climbed into the car, started the engine, and headed off to the scrutineering shed, kicking up dirt as I went. In my rear-view mirror, I watched Alyssa. Her body was leaning against Flynn’s car, and she was talking to him still, but her eyes followed my car the whole way. I raked my hand through my hair as I thought about the disaster the date had become. The thing was, I wanted to fix it, but I had no fucking clue how.
 
   Climbing out of the car, I passed my helmet and paperwork across for the officials to check. I popped the hood so they could check the engine mods and exhaust system. They wrote the class and temporary number in white shoe polish on the rear passenger-side window and told me I was good to go. I double-checked that I’d signed Alyssa up for the powder-puff event. The thought of her taking control of my car scared the shit out of me. No one else ever drove my car. Usually I didn’t even allow valets to touch the steering wheel. Especially considering it’d only just come back from being repaired—the last thing I wanted was new scratches. 
 
   In the small gesture of handing over control, I was trying to show my trust in her—my love for her. I’d told her as much so many times in the last few days that saying it again would mean little, so I had to show her with my actions instead.
 
   I drove back to the pit area and saw that Flynn had shifted his car to be in the space next to me. Fucking great. As if it wasn’t bad enough knowing he was there, I’d have to deal with him all fucking night. Alyssa jogged over to me when I was parked and pulled my door open. She knelt in front of me, placing one hand on my thigh. 
 
   “Try,” she whispered to me, before pressing her lips to mine. “For me.”
 
   Closing my eyes, I allowed my body to take control for a few minutes. I needed to stop overthinking it. I needed to focus and think of it like a race. In my professional life, I was used to being on an opponent’s arse on the track, trying to get by. If I rode hard enough, and was patient enough, they would usually make a mistake eventually and allow me to pass. 
 
   It was the same thing here. Before long, Flynn would make a mistake, and Alyssa would stop wasting her time with him.
 
   “Anything for you, Lys,” I whispered against her lips, before opening my eyes again.
 
   She smiled at my compliance. Her hand came into my hair. “Thank you, for trying.”
 
   “It’s not too late to go home if you want?” I offered, even though I was anxious to get out on the strip and kick the fucker’s arse, but if Alyssa wanted to go I would.
 
   “Are you kidding?” she said. “I wanna see what ET this thing gets.”
 
   Despite my shock that she even knew what an elapsed time was, I couldn’t help the smirk that crossed my face. “Shall I go lay a time now then?”
 
   She nodded and smiled. “I’ll be watching from the stands.”
 
   “No,” I said, grabbing her hand. “Come with me. At least until you have to get out. I don’t want to wait in the lanes alone.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   
 
 
   
ONCE WE were in the lanes waiting for our turn on the strip, I turned to Alyssa. “You know what? Why don’t you take first go?”
 
   She shook her head lightly. “No way.”
 
   “But you said you’d driven here before?”
 
   “Yeah, but only in my old Cortina. Flynn convinced me to bring it the first time we ever came down.”
 
   “So Flynn’s never let you drive his car?”
 
   She laughed. “Are you kidding me? As Flynn always tells me, there are two things of his I’ll never touch, and one of those is his car.”
 
   “What’s the other?” I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me. 
 
   I glanced over toward Alyssa; she was bright red and stifling a giggle. I thought about it for a second. My nose crinkled as understanding dawned on me. I didn’t want to think about her hands and that fucker’s cock.
 
   She laughed heartily at something she saw on my face. Then she shrugged. “I told you before, there’s no competition.” She placed her hand on my thigh, running it up to my crotch and pulling it away at the last second.
 
   “Well, that decides it. You’re taking the first run,” I told her.
 
   “I’d rather not. I mean, what if I break something?”
 
   I shrugged. “If you break something then I’ll kill you,” I deadpanned before laughing to show I wasn’t being serious. At least, not completely. “Relax, you’ll be fine. You just drove at over two hundred ks around a racetrack. This is a simple straight line. It’s easy. There are really only three things to remember. Accelerate, change gears, and brake.”
 
   “You’re sure? Most guys are like uber-protective of their cars.”
 
   “I’m sure,” I said, but it sounded like a lie even to me. “I mean, yeah, I’m one of those guys. But I trust you, Lys. I know you can do this.”
 
   On hearing my affirmation, she squared her shoulders and nodded. “I’ll do it.”
 
   I spent the next five minutes running through the finer details; when to take off, halfway between the second and third amber light usually worked for me; when to change gears, I told her speeds to change at rather than having her worry about listening to the engine, and how to change gears quickly. When we got to staging, I climbed out of the car, and she jumped in the driver’s seat. She nervously clutched the steering wheel, like she had in the race car. And like then, I reached in through the window, placing my hand over hers, and held her until she relaxed a little. 
 
   “Good luck,” I said as I gave her a peck on the cheek. “When you get to the end, just drive around and I’ll meet you by the tower. I’ll get your ET slip.”
 
   She nodded, and the look of fierce determination on her face was just so goddamned sexy. I tore myself away as she wound up the window. Then I ran off the track to stand in front of the tower and watch her pass. It may have only been practice, but I had a fucking hard-on watching her control my car. She launched it hard and drove it smoothly down the track for a 14.6 second pass. I smirked as I saw the time. Fuck Flynn and his 14.8. 
 
   Pussy.
 
   I walked over to the tower to wait for the slip to give to Alyssa. Once I had it, I turned to go meet her.
 
   “Reede!”
 
   I scowled when I heard my name called from behind me, but only because I knew the voice. I turned, forcing my face to form a smile, and walked back to Flynn.
 
   “I see you picked your car up and have managed not to trash it in another DUI yet.” 
 
   I snarled at him, and bit back the “fuck you” that I wanted to say. Instead, I released my breath and said, “It was a good repair job.” 
 
   It almost killed me to be complimenting him or his brother, but at least I could say that I’d tried. 
 
   “Nice pass,” he said with an air of forced civility.
 
   “Yeah, that wasn’t me,” I said innocently, as I waved the elapsed-time slip. 
 
   He scrunched his forehead briefly, then he raised his eyebrow and smirked. “Oh, you think you’re so clever, don’t you?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know what you are talking about. I’m just here to show my girl a good time.”
 
   Before he could react, Alyssa pulled up in front of us. She practically bounced out of the car to meet me. 
 
   “What did I do?” she asked, breathless. “It felt so fast.”
 
   “You did a 14.6, baby.” I made a show of wrapping my arms around her and pulling her lips against mine. I was sure not to overdo it—it wouldn’t do to have Alyssa thinking it was just a show for the fucker’s benefit. The fact was, I would have done it regardless, but it felt good to fucking show him what I could offer her that he never could. “Do you want to go back ’round so I can have a run?”
 
   She nodded and I wrapped my arm around her shoulder to lead her back to the car without a backwards glance toward Flynn.
 
   Score one, Declan Reede.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: IT’S ALL ABOUT THE STRATEGY
 
   
 
 
   
I COULDN’T BELIEVE how fucking awesome the date had gone. The morning and afternoon were just . . . well, I didn’t think Alyssa’s choice of the word perfect was too strong. Then, just when I’d been worried about the whole thing being derailed by the appearance of Flynn, it had actually turned out to be a blessing in disguise. 
 
   Every step of the way, I’d done exactly what Alyssa asked me to do—I’d tried. I tried not to be insulted at the barbs Flynn sent my way. I tried not to punch his face when he made a comment about my racing suit. And I tried not to be upset when he pulled a 14.5 out of his arse, beating Alyssa’s time. 
 
   Mostly, I was successful. 
 
   Of course, it helped that for each insult Flynn issued Alyssa seemed to grow more affectionate.
 
   When he said my arse looked good in a racing suit, she ran her hand over it and pressed her mouth to mine. When he made a supposedly off-the-cuff comment about deadbeat dads, Alyssa wrapped her arms around my waist and quizzed me on what I had planned for our family day the next day.
 
   In retaliation to Flynn’s childish crap, I decided to show him again what I could offer Alyssa that he never could . . . 
 
   And again . . . 
 
   And again. 
 
   Alyssa didn’t issue a single complaint when I wrapped my arms around her or kissed her. 
 
   Even when we were wrapped so tightly around each other we were practically fucking each other against the side of his car, she never whispered a word to stop me. Sure, I was marking my territory and letting the arsehole know she was mine, but at the same time it felt so fucking unbelievable to touch and kiss her that it was hardly torturous. 
 
   Making the date even better was the fact that Alyssa’s on-track ability in the powder-puff division was nothing short of amazing. Especially considering she hadn’t raced in a long time and never in a performance vehicle like my Monaro. The truth was the most important aspect of dial-in drag racing was a good reaction time and consistent runs. She had both of those in spades. 
 
   Each run, she came within a fraction of a second of her dialled-in time. She only bowed out in the third round, technically coming in fourth place. I almost fucking died when I saw the cherry in her lane that indicated she had taken off a fraction too early. But she was happy with what she’d achieved, and that was enough for me.
 
   Personally, I was pleased with the times I’d achieved during my own practise runs. I found a consistency which had seen me through four rounds and led me to be head-to-head with Flynn in the fifth. 
 
   Driving my car onto my side of the track, I let it rip and then dropped my clutch. The tyres lost traction in the water on the track and my tyres smoked up. I risked a glance at Flynn’s car as the thick plumes of smoke rose from my rear tyres
 
   My helmet restricted me a little, but I could see well enough to notice the smart-arse look on his face. I snarled at him as my car shot forward from the burnout and sailed past the Christmas tree. 
 
   Putting the car in reverse, I rolled backwards to prepare for staging. Flynn pushed his car forward into pre-stage. With practised care, I inched my car forward into pre-stage, ensuring I didn’t slip it straight into stage. After all, I didn’t want to go in first. That needed to be his honour, but only because it was a way to increase my own chances at scoring a win. 
 
   Because he was in a turbo, he needed to spool it up as much as possible before leaving the line to get maximum power, but if he revved his engine too much he would risk overheating it. It was a timing game, but by forcing him to stage first, I could ensure he had to wait the maximum time in stage. Plus there was the psych-out factor of being the first one in. He revved his engine hard but didn’t move any further forward. With just the top pre-stage light on in both our lanes, I waited patiently. 
 
   Finally he jumped forward and the stage lights were lit on his side. I had thirty seconds before I needed to be there, or I would lose the race before we even started. 
 
   Let the mindfuck begin, I thought.
 
   Breathing through my nerves, I waited. Ten seconds. Twenty. Flynn revved his engine hard again, trying to spool the turbo enough to give him a good time down the track. 
 
   Idiot.
 
   I let twenty-five seconds pass, and waited for a dip in the revving of Flynn’s engine, before I finally pushed my car into full stage. Almost as soon as I did, the Christmas tree lit up. Because I’d dialled in a time of 14.2 against his 14.5, I had a 0.3 second delay before I had to leave the line, meaning I had to chase Flynn down. 
 
   Amber-amber-amber fell on his side, and then, so quickly the difference was almost imperceptible, the lights fell on mine. 
 
   He launched his car hard.
 
   I hit my accelerator between the second and third ambers on my side of the tree. 
 
   Once I left the line, I risked a quick glance in my rear-view mirror. The green lights were on for both sides of the track. I blew a quick sigh of relief. 
 
   Part one, get away clean, was a success. 
 
   Part two, chase him down and get ahead of him, was just beginning. 
 
   As the seconds passed and my car sped, I edged closer and closer to him. At around the hundred-foot mark, I was level with his rear quarter-panel. Then his passenger door. Finally, I closed in on the nose of his car. I snapped through the gears as quickly as I could, using my left foot to hit the clutch. My right foot barely lifted off the accelerator before slamming straight back down. 
 
   Despite the speed of the run, it felt like time had stopped. It was midtrack, just over eight seconds into the run, when I saw him dropping away behind me, agonisingly slowly, but he was going. 
 
   I was ahead. 
 
   I was winning. 
 
   Fuck yes!
 
   By the end of the quarter-mile, I was half a car ahead of him. As I slowed down, I gave myself a mental fist-pump. I’d shown that arsehole what it takes to be a real fucking race-car driver. With a smile on my face, I checked my rear-vision mirror to see the light on the time boards that would confirm my win.
 
   As I did, my jaw dropped and I slammed the brakes on hard, pulling the car to an almost complete stop. What I saw was impossible.
 
   The win light was on, but in his lane.
 
   Flynn’s car continued to roll smoothly off into the distance in front of me, turning the corner at the end of the braking area and disappearing out of sight. I stared blankly at the board behind me. My head was reeling. Two questions, “What the fuck?” and “How?” played on an endless, alternating loop through my mind.
 
   Eventually, I put my car back into gear and edged it around the end of the braking area. I watched from the end of the road as Alyssa ran to Flynn’s car, elapsed-time slip in hand. He jumped from the driver’s seat and pulled her into a bear hug. I ground my teeth as he kissed her cheek. I wanted to ram my car into the back of his. The fucker! How dare he kiss my woman like that, especially after what had just happened. 
 
   I still couldn’t understand how I’d lost. To him. 
 
   Everything in my fucking life went to him. No matter what I did, I came in second place to him. I just couldn’t win. I could never win. Not with Alyssa, or Phoebe, or anything else in my life. I may as well cut off my balls and hand them to him, considering he seemed to own everything else I cared about.
 
   I revved my engine loudly and rolled the car forward a little further. I watched as Alyssa disentangled herself from Flynn and glanced back at my car. I stared impassively as a wide grin came across her face and she waved the slip in front of her. Flynn walked off toward the tower. It became clear then that even though she’d gone to his car, she’d actually grabbed my slip. Maybe she didn’t care that I was the loser. I frowned in confusion. She ran toward my car, not even pausing for a second before pulling open the door and jumping into the passenger seat. Instead of sitting, she leaned across the car and claimed my lips. 
 
   “Congrats, Dec.” She grinned at me.
 
   I grew even more confused. Why the hell was she congratulating me? “I fucking lost, didn’t I?”
 
   “Only because you smashed your dial-in time.” Her enthusiasm was a little contagious, and I felt my lips curling up . . .slightly.
 
   “What’d I get?” I asked. I reached out to grab the elapsed time from her, but she pulled it away at the last second and giggled.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her. “Tell me,” I commanded.
 
   “Or?” She raised her eyebrow and giggled again, hiding the slip of paper behind her back.
 
   “Or . . .” I pulled the car out of gear and reefed on the handbrake. I twisted in my seat to get leverage and leaned across the car, pressing my lips to hers. I kissed her deeply, pushing her into the passenger door. I snuck my arms around her waist as she moaned into my mouth. When she was sufficiently distracted, I snatched the piece of paper off her and sank back into my own seat, trying to calm my raging hard-on. The slip announced my elapsed time was 13.9. My smile grew at the sight. 
 
   Fuck yes! 
 
   It was the first time I’d had a sub-14 run. Not that dragging was a common pastime for me, but I’d gone often enough to be fucking elated with the time.
 
   Between my time and Alyssa staring at me with come-fuck-me eyes, the fact that I’d lost began to mean little. I felt like throwing the ET slip out the window and fucking Alyssa right there and then, but I couldn’t. Instead, I put the car in gear, released the handbrake and drove back to the pit area.
 
   “Did you want to watch his last race?” I asked her. “I’ll pack up while you do.”
 
   She shook her head and smiled at me. “I’d rather help you. It’s been a long day and I think I’m ready to go home.”
 
   I nodded. As much as I hated the date to be over, I was ready to head home too. I packed as quickly as I could. I’d just finished securing the spare wheel back into the boot when a thought occurred to me. Sitting against the edge of the boot, I turned to Alyssa.
 
   “It was a good day though, yeah?” I asked, feeling uncertain about my choices again. “You enjoyed it, didn’t you?”
 
   She walked over to me and pushed her body between my legs. Then she ran a finger from my forehead, down my nose and rested it on my lips. “You are so cute when you’re insecure.”
 
   I laughed. “Declan Reede is never insecure.”
 
   She quirked her eyebrow at me.
 
   I shrugged. “What? I got a rep to protect.”
 
   She giggled and dropped her hand before kissing me softly on the lips. “It was a good day.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and rested my forehead against her chest. “I’m glad.”
 
   I lifted my head and captured her lips. My eyes closed of their own accord as I pushed my tongue forward. My entire body was aware of her proximity. I wanted her so badly. A small groan and parted lips told me she was just as anxious for me as I was for her. Regardless, her rules ran through my mind. It was all up to her, but if she wanted to take it further I would be there in a heartbeat. 
 
   If not, well, I’d have to work something out or have an ice-cold shower. 
 
   Cupping my hands along her chin, I pulled her mouth harder against mine. I wrapped my legs around her hips, pinning her to me. I relished the sensation of her taste and smell.
 
   It was only when I heard an engine revving beside us that I became aware of my surroundings again. I ran my fingers into her hair and exhaled heavily. 
 
   “Let’s go home,” I whispered, releasing the physical hold I had on her.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Go say goodbye,” I said, nodding in Flynn’s direction. “I’ll finish here.”
 
   It took less than fifteen minutes to get everything else back in the car. I didn’t worry about changing back into normal clothes because we’d be driving straight home to Mum’s to pick Phoebe up anyway, so I figured I could shower there.
 
   Once I was finished, I waited for Alyssa. I watched as she and Flynn laughed about something and wished again that it could be that easy between her and me. I decided to be the bigger man—again—and walked over to them.
 
   “Congratulations, Flynn,” I said stiffly. I may have been trying, but that didn’t mean I could find it in myself to be overly friendly. Especially not after the way things had gone down the previous morning. 
 
   “Umm . . . yeah, thanks, uh, Declan,” he said in response, clearly shocked at my words. “Are you leaving now?” 
 
   He looked briefly to Alyssa and mouthed something. She nodded slightly, as if in response. It was almost like there was some secret between the two of them.
 
   “Yeah, Alyssa and I were just about to go,” I replied, wrapping my arms tightly around Alyssa from behind. I didn’t even realise that I was rubbing my hard-on against her arse at first. But then she pushed back against my cock. I imagined pushing my cock into her from that angle, with my hands cupping her breasts, and groaned in response to the mental image. Alyssa stifled a giggle as I pressed my hips forward against her once more. 
 
   “Are you ready?” I asked, with my lips against her neck.
 
   “You don’t know how ready I am,” she replied in a breathy whisper that sent aches running through my body. 
 
   Damn the hour-long drive home.
 
   
 
 
   
ONCE THE car was enveloped in the darkness of the night, it was even harder to take my mind off Alyssa. In my peripheral vision, I saw flashes of her face lit by the headlights of oncoming cars. My car was filled with the heady scent of desire, with an undercurrent of sweet sweat from the race suits. Every breath I drew filled my mind with thoughts of Alyssa. She was making me mad with desire. 
 
   Even though the plan was to just drop her off at home after collecting Phoebe, I didn’t know how I would be able to do that without some way of relieving my tension. It would have been so easy to pull the car over to the side of the road and beg for something—anything—to help my situation, but I didn’t. Instead, I reminded myself that technically it was our first real date. At least, the first outside the vomiting disaster at McDonald’s or the friend-only shopping trip. 
 
   Surely it wasn’t right to fuck her mindlessly on the first date, no matter how desperately I wanted to.
 
   We were halfway home when my phone rang. I answered it on the hands-free, relieved to be back in my car and where things were set up my way. It was Mum letting me know Phoebe had fallen fast asleep and that it might not be a good idea to wake her. After a quick discussion, the three of us agreed we’d leave Phoebe undisturbed at Mum’s because the next day was going to be a big one with the things I had planned. It was going to be big for all of us.
 
   For the rest of the drive, Alyssa sat playing with her hair. Even though it was the last thing I wanted to do, I planned to drop her off at home before going back to Mum’s house to shower and sleep. I figured I could bring Phoebe around in the morning and collect Alyssa on our way out. It would mean being alone with Phoebe, but I was sure I’d be able to cope with that for the length of the drive from Mum’s to Alyssa’s. 
 
   When I’d pulled into Alyssa’s driveway, I climbed out of the car and grabbed her clothes out of the boot. Like me, she was still in her race suit.
 
   I followed close behind her as she walked to her front door. Not knowing we’d be out as long as we were, she hadn’t left her porch light on, so the black beneath the eaves was almost absolute. I could only see a vague outline of her body. Yet, I could tell the she was regarding her feet with great interest.
 
   “Well—” I started.
 
   “Would you like—” Alyssa said at the same time, slowing raising her head to look at me.
 
   “You go,” I told her.
 
   “Would you like to come in for a drink?” I could see her eyes clearly despite the intervening night. They stared at me, pleading silently for something as she continued to play with the ends of her hair.
 
   I nodded before raising my hand to still her motion. The movement drew me closer to her and I couldn’t resist the call of her lips. I dipped my head and drew her lower lip between mine, sucking on it for a second before rolling my tongue across the plump surface. In response to my touch, her eyes closed, and her breath hitched. My own breaths were unsteady, but it wasn’t like the gasping lack of oxygen of my panic attacks. This was a type of breathlessness I enjoyed. The type I only ever experienced around her. I stepped back away from her, ready to follow her inside. In the darkness, the memory of her taste lingered on my mouth.
 
   With shaking hands, Alyssa pulled her keys from her bag and raised them to the door. The tremors grew more pronounced as she struggled to find the right key. Just like I’d done earlier in the day, I put my hand over hers to steady it. The thrill that passed between us was almost too much to handle. I stepped closer to her, pressing my front against her back. She leaned into me, and all thoughts of keys, doors, and drinks were forgotten. 
 
   The black of night surrounded us like a blanket, cocooning us in our own private world. With my free hand, I brushed her hair over one shoulder before I pressed my lips to her neck. She murmured my name as she moved her head to grant me better access.
 
   Reaching around to the front of her, I slowly drew down the zip on her suit until I’d undone it completely. My hand crawled from the zipper to her stomach, working its way beneath her shirt. I moaned and increased the intensity of my kisses on the curve of her neck as my fingers found their way to her nipples. 
 
   The keys left her hand, but the jingle when they hit the ground was easy to ignore when her fingers reached backward to caress my hair. She guided me closer to her, twisting my face against her neck. Possessed with need, I licked, sucked, and nipped at the skin of her throat. 
 
   Pulling her closer to me, my hands worked with only one intention—nudity. I yanked at the arms of her suit, pulling them away from her delicate skin. I worked the back of her bra, releasing the clasp. My mouth only left her throat for the briefest of moments as I swept her t-shirt off over her head.
 
   I gathered both of her hands in mine and pinned them against the door in front of us. With my lips exploring her shoulders, I dragged one of my hands down over her body. Inch by inch, I trailed my fingers over her arm, down her back and then around to caress her warm breasts. My fingers played with her nipples, and I watched every movement over her shoulder. 
 
   “Dec.” My name flew from Alyssa on end of a breathy moan. 
 
   I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to possess her, to take her the way I’d longed to since London. It was an almost unstoppable primal urge that built from deep within. Only she could stop me now; there was no way I could stop myself.
 
   My free hand pushed down on her suit until it fell to puddle around her ankles. The almost non-existent moonlight seemed to search out Alyssa’s skin as desperately as I did and shimmered off her. The radiant beauty of it spurred me on. One word from her and I would have stopped, but all she offered were soft mews and moans as my fingertips and tongue explored her body. 
 
   My mouth moved from her neck to her shoulder and across her back as my free hand began to work on freeing me from my own confines. As I stripped off my suit, I released Alyssa’s hands, but she compliantly left them where I’d placed them. She didn’t turn or move except to push her body back against me. I wondered whether perhaps she was as concerned about breaking the spell as I was. 
 
   The moment I’d removed all barriers between us, I used my knee to spread her legs a little, grazing across her arousal in the process. She was warm and wet and ready for me. 
 
   Nothing could stop me. I needed her—I needed us.
 
   I grabbed hold of my shaft and ran the tip down toward her heat. Her head fell forward until her forehead rested against the door. I could tell she had her lip between her teeth again by the way her moan was stifled. With an indrawn breath to stop my own desperate moan, I pushed forward into her, filling her completely. 
 
   It wasn’t the way I’d planned our first encounter of our new relationship, but I was powerless to resist her even one second longer. Bracing my hands on the door, each placed slightly above her head, I surrounded her. She moved her hands to intertwine her fingers with mine before pushing her body back to meet me as I thrust forward into her again. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys,” I murmured as I kissed her jaw, her cheek, everything I could lay my lips on. 
 
   I’d been waiting for the moment for so fucking long and there was no way I’d be able to make it last, especially not with the way she was pushing her arse back against my cock. I couldn’t care though. In that moment, I was selfish, taking her and possessing her with little regard for anything else besides my own desperate need as I took pleasure from her body in hard, fast thrusts. 
 
   I shook loose of one of her hands, and she laid her palm back on the door as she pushed into me again. My hand grazed along her body, desperately needing to touch every inch of her skin, to commit it all to memory as if this were a one-time thing.
 
   She whispered my name reverently over and over and I couldn’t restrain myself. My hands wrapped around her body, and I lifted her against me. As she braced herself against the door, one of my hands came to rest against her throat; the other brushed her clit. Her head fell back onto my shoulder as I nibbled on her earlobe. My desire for her rose to heights I’d never imagined seconds before I came hard into her. 
 
   As I came, my breaths were nothing more than rough pants against her neck. I was hyperaware that she’d not been granted the same release, but I was spent. Releasing her from the hold I’d had her in, I braced my hands against the door again, and whispered her name repeatedly into her neck like a prayer to heaven.
 
   My breathing began to steady, and the strength returned to my body. “Fuck, Lys, I’m sorry,” I whispered.
 
   “I’m not,” she murmured, as she twisted to kiss my cheek.
 
   When I’d collected myself, I pushed off the door and slid my hands down her back, running my fingers across her hips and down the backs of her legs. Then I dropped to the ground to collect the keys, fumbling in the darkness to find them on the doorstep. 
 
   Finally, I heard the rewarding jingle as my hand brushed past them. I clutched them, desperate to get inside and show Alyssa that I wasn’t just a selfish arse by loving her properly all night long.
 
   As I worked my way back up to a standing position, I ran my tongue across the back of her thighs and kissed the base of her spine. Then I placed the keys in her hands because I had no idea which key fit in which hole. She fingered through them quickly in search of the right one. 
 
   Her hand was steadier than it had been when she pushed the key into the lock. She stepped out of her suit and through the now open door. She turned back to me, her naked skin still reflecting softly in moonlight, and I knew I was done for.
 
   I’d told her once that her body was her temple, and I was determined to worship there repeatedly and exclusively. Starting straight away.
 
   Stepping forward, I swept her into my arms and kissed her with all the passion that burned through my body.
 
   Lifting her over the threshold, I kicked the door shut behind us, leaving our discarded clothes where they lay on the porch, casualties of our lust.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: BREAKTHROUGH
 
   
 
 
   
I PUSHED ALYSSA further into the house, tasting her mouth and pulling her body against me as we went. We collided with the wall, and I ground against her. My fingers found their way into her, gliding in and out to a rhythm I’d long ago perfected. Her mouth opened wide as her eyes shut, and her head tipped back against the wall. My palm grazed against her clit as I pushed into her over and over. When I felt her tightening around my fingers, I withdrew them.
 
   She whimpered softly. “Please,” she begged, pushing her hips forward.
 
   “Soon,” I whispered against her hair as I kissed her temple. “But first . . .” I bent down, grabbed her around the waist and threw her over my shoulder. The movement sent a shockwave of pain down both sides my ribs, but I didn’t care. Nothing was going to stop me taking her and claiming her every way I could. 
 
   Laughing and squealing, she mock-protested in my arms as I carried her down the hallway. I pushed open the door to the bathroom and placed her on the floor in front of the shower. It was one of the old shower/bathtub combos, and ever since the first time I’d seen it the first night I’d stayed at her house, I’d dreamed of doing exactly what I was about to.
 
   I turned on the water, checking it to ensure the temperature was just right. Once it was, I turned to look at Alyssa. She stood waiting patiently, playing with her hair. Confusion was printed on her features. With a reassuring smile, I offered her my hand and helped her under the water. After a day of sweating in the suits, being under the water felt like fucking heaven. 
 
   Without releasing the hold I had on her, I reached for the soap and washed her perfect body. I paid particular attention to her breasts, using my soft palms instead of the rough loofah on her delicate skin. 
 
   As the water washed away the soap, I pressed my mouth to her wet nipples, tasting her as I sucked the water into my mouth. I reached for her shampoo to wash her hair, but she swatted my hand away. Grabbing hold of her hand, I brought it to my lips. 
 
   “Please, let me make up for the front door,” I whispered against her skin. “I want to worship every inch of you.”
 
   Panting with need, and with a quiver racing through her, she gulped and gave a tiny nod in response to my words. 
 
   I lathered up the shampoo in my hands before running my fingers through the length of her hair. Being so close to her; touching her so intimately, but yet so innocently, was driving me crazy again. I grew hard again, but I worked to contain myself. Pushing thoughts of claiming her again out of my head, I rinsed the shampoo from her hair and repeated the process with the conditioner. Alyssa moaned as my fingers raked against her scalp and again as they ran down her neck.
 
   After I finished with her hair, I curled my finger under her chin and used it to guide her lips to mine. I kissed her lazily, taking my time to experience the sensation of the moisture on her lips and the difference in her taste under the warm water. My hands explored her body as I kissed my way down her chest once more. I spent some time circling there, nipping and licking the water from her skin. 
 
   With her eyes closed and her fingertips tracing through my wet hair, she murmured and muttered desperate pleas for me to take her. 
 
   I couldn’t . . . not yet. There was something I wanted to do first. 
 
   Wrapping my hands around the tops of her thighs, I pushed my face against her stomach, kissing an agonisingly slow trail down to her pussy. I licked my lips in anticipation as I watched small droplets of water from the shower touching her intimately. My tongue slid forward and collected the droplets into my mouth, barely grazing her skin in the process.
 
   The guttural groan from above me was as sweet as an angel’s voice. I pushed forward hard with my mouth as I pulled her closer with my hands to taste her. I sucked on her clit, relishing the flavour of the water that cascaded around her. Her hands fisted against my scalp as she leaned back further into the stream. With my tongue, I swirled the water against her clit. She moaned as I stroked her pussy back and forth with the tip of my tongue, lapping up every droplet of water that trailed down her body. When I buried my tongue in her, I glanced up at her. Her eyes closed and she shook slightly in my hold. The sight was phenomenal and I wanted nothing more than to prolong her ecstasy.
 
   Drawing away from her, I twisted her around to sit at the end of the bathtub. “Sit back,” I commanded in a whisper. Adjusting the angle of the shower, I let the stream of water rain down on her hips and thighs. She squeezed her legs tightly together. Her breathing came in shallow pants, and shivers raced through her. I knelt in front of her before pressing her knees to the sides of the tub, allowing the warm water from the shower to cascade over her pussy. She dropped her head back, her breath shallowing out further. 
 
   “Oh, fuck,” she cried.
 
   With tender movements, I brushed my fingers around the tops of her thighs, eliciting a moan. When I pressed my fingers into her again, I worked them slowly, watching with great fucking interest as they slipped in and out of her entrance. My hard-on grew and demanded fresh attention. Desperate for more, I leaned down to press another kiss against her pussy. 
 
   “Fucking hell, Alyssa,” I said. “I want you.”
 
   She shook her head before lifting it so that her eyes met mine. “I—I need you. So bad.”
 
   I quickly assessed her current position. She was against the hard tub, her legs spread wide, and the water was starting to cool. It wasn’t a great position for some quality loving so I decided I would torture her with just one more move—for her own comfort. 
 
   I stood and turned off the shower before stepping out onto the bathroom floor.
 
   She groaned in frustration, the sound drawing a laugh from me. I reached down and helped her up and out of the tub.
 
   “I don’t want you getting sick,” I said as I wrapped a towel around her shoulders. She started to towel dry herself, but seeing the beads of water resting on her breasts and clinging to her pussy made me want to lick them off myself so I held up my hand to stop her.
 
   “Just dry your hair,” I whispered, my voice low and hoarse. “I’ll get the rest.”
 
   She smiled wickedly at me as she fluffed the towel through her hair. I watched excitedly as one of the beads of water on her shoulder collided with another, growing heavy. My eyes followed it as it made its descent down her body. Lifting my hand, I followed the path with my finger until it reached her thigh. 
 
   I grabbed the towel off Alyssa and wrapped it around her back, using it to pull her into the bedroom. She sat down on the edge of the bed, and I gently pushed her to lie down with the towel beneath her. Kneeling in front of her, I collected the remaining droplets of water with my mouth, kissing, licking, and nipping her entire body. She was writhing beneath me before long, begging me repeatedly to take her already.
 
   When I stood, she shuffled higher on the bed so I could lie down with her. I wrapped myself over and around her completely, pinning her to the bed, staring deep into her eyes as I entered her for the second time. A hiss left my lips as I slid into the warmth of her pussy. 
 
   Her eyes rolled back as she gave a fuck-sexy cry of relief and ecstasy. I moved with her slowly, unwilling to release her eyes, which were filled with a love and desire that damn near broke my heart. 
 
   How had I missed four years of this? I was a fool. A fucking arrogant fool. I was never going to get better than this . . . better than us.
 
   I kissed her softly on the lips and proclaimed again how much I loved her.
 
   “I’m yours,” was all she could mumble in response before her body clenched tightly beneath me. She cried out loudly again as she came hard. I continued to move so she could ride out her orgasm, but then I stilled. I wanted to remain in the moment forever.
 
   I rose up onto my elbows and brushed her hair off her face. The depth of the emotions she’d shown as I’d taken her had burned through my lust and left the raw, exposed edges of my soul showing. 
 
   “I am so fucking sorry for everything I did to us,” I whispered as I brushed my hand through her hair. My voice cracked as I spoke.
 
   She raised her hand to my face and wiped away a tear I didn’t even realise had fallen.
 
   “I can’t say it’s okay, because we both know it’s not. I’ve been to hell and back, Dec.” Her own tears started to fall. “But I forgive you. I love you.”
 
   I dropped my head to her chest so she wouldn’t see the tears that were now falling in earnest. Her heart thundered against my cheek, a reminder that she was there. It wasn’t too late to change. To fix things. The understanding that washed through me at the thought was overwhelming. A sob overtook my body, followed by another. I clung to Alyssa’s shoulders tightly as I sobbed against her chest. I never wanted to fucking let go again. I never would.
 
   
 
 
   
I HAD no idea how long I had clung to Alyssa before finally succumbing to sleep, but obviously at some point I had. Morning light streamed into the bedroom, I was lying on my back and her hand ran through my hair as I came to my senses. I lifted my hand, snagging hers and bringing it to my lips. She gasped at my sudden movement, and I smiled with her fingers still pressed to my mouth.
 
   Raising my eyes, I glanced at my fucking beautiful angel. She was on her side, with her head propped up by her other arm. I released my hold on her hand, and it resumed its strokes through my hair.
 
   “Good morning, gorgeous,” I said.
 
   “Morning.” She offered a small smile before tucking herself into my side and resting her head on my shoulder. “I still can’t believe you’re here, like this.”
 
   I held her tightly. “Believe it, because I’m not going anywhere, Lys. Not unless you send me away.”
 
   “What about my family?”
 
   For a moment, her words concerned me, but then I understood the one thing that might win them back to my side. I curled my finger under her chin and raised it so she could look at my face and see how serious I was. “Do they want you to be happy?”
 
   She nodded. “Of course they do.”
 
   “Well, do I make you happy?”
 
   She smiled and it was so blistering and filled with genuine happiness that I’d want to kick my own ass if I ever made her lose it again.
 
   I lifted my head and kissed her softly. “Then we’ll work it out.”
 
   “I don’t know how you can have such blinding optimism after the week you’ve had,” she said.
 
   “I guess it’s just easy to be optimistic when I’ve got a fuck-hot woman in my arms.”
 
   She slapped my chest lightly. “And here I thought we were having a moment of honesty.”
 
   “I am being honest.” I stroked my hand lightly up and down her side. “Are we really going to do it today?” I murmured, silently praying Alyssa knew what I meant without me having to say the words out loud.
 
   She was quiet for a while, making me wonder if perhaps she hadn’t understood. Just when I was about to clarify, she spoke. “It’s up to you. I just don’t want to tell her anything if you are going to disappear again.”
 
   “I’ve told you—”
 
   She pressed her fingers to my lips to stop me from repeating what I’d said so many times since I’d started trying to win her back. “I know,” she said. “And mostly I believe you. It’s just—” She sighed. “—I guess history has taught me to be on guard.”
 
   “I know, Lys. I told you last night though, I’m sorry for all the shit I’ve done. Here’s the thing though, my life hasn’t been all roses and sunshine. I know it’s nothing compared with what you’ve had to deal with, but I don’t want to go back to it. At the time, I guess I thought I was doing okay, but I wasn’t. I couldn’t sleep, had nightmares most nights, and took copious amounts of sleeping tablets just to be able to function. I had panic attacks that I had to keep hidden from everyone or risk my job. Now, having you in my arms like this . . . sleeping like I did last night . . . it just makes me see how bad I really let things get.”
 
   She planted a soft kiss on my chest. “Let’s not get into the past now. You’ve got something planned for us for today, right? Let’s just go pick up Phoebe and get this show on the road.”
 
   I smiled and nodded. “Sounds good, although . . .” I trailed off deliberately.
 
   “Although what?” she asked, the corners of her eyes pinching together with suspicion.
 
   I rolled myself onto my side before pushing her over onto her back and climbing between her legs, resting my pelvis against hers. “Although I can think of something I wouldn’t mind doing before going.”
 
   She grinned at me. “Yeah? And what’s that?”
 
   “You.” I captured her lips as my hands began to wander.
 
   
 
 
   
A LITTLE over an hour later, we pulled up in front of Mum’s house. The kamikaze dive-bombing butterflies were back in my stomach as I thought about what the day would bring. To Phoebe, I would start the day as Mummy’s friend, but I would finish it as her daddy. 
 
   Just thinking the word brought a lump to my throat. I didn’t know how we were going to tell her. Didn’t really know if we even should so soon. But I wanted to do it. I wanted her to know, even though it scared the shit out of me. 
 
   Alyssa and I had discussed it while we’d showered and dressed. We discussed it again in the car on the way from Alyssa’s house. Still, we were no closer to a decision. Instead, we agreed to simply wing it. To tell her together when we both thought the moment was right.
 
   When we entered the house Phoebe practically launched herself into Alyssa’s arms with a squealed, “Mummy!” 
 
   I held my breath as I watched their interactions. It damn near made my heart explode. I felt breathless and anxious, but I wasn’t having a panic attack. At least, not yet. I had to stop myself from wrapping them both up in a group hug, choosing to walk over to Mum instead.
 
   “Did you two have fun yesterday?” I asked.
 
   Mum nodded. “How was your date?”
 
   “It was fucking awesome, Mum.” I beamed. I saw Alyssa give me the evil eye when I said “fucking.” Shit, I’d have to watch my language.
 
   “I need to talk to you before you go,” Mum said, wringing her hands together. 
 
   She turned toward the bedrooms, obviously wanting some privacy, which had the butterflies in my stomach kicking up their aerial acrobatics another notch. What could be so bad she didn’t want to say it in front of Alyssa? Or was it about her? I began to picture all the worst-case scenarios. The optimism Alyssa had accused me of having that morning seeped away as I followed Mum. 
 
   She walked into my room and shut the door behind us.
 
   “You and Alyssa,” she prompted. “You seem to be getting back on track.”
 
   I nodded, not willing to attempt to speak through the emotion and fear constricting my throat.
 
   “I mean, I know you’ve got a long way to go, but she’s there for you, right?”
 
   “I guess,” I squeezed out. “At least, I think so. I hope so.”
 
   Mum sighed and seemed relieved. I felt the anxiety slip away a little. It couldn’t have been anything bad to do with Alyssa and me if Mum was relieved we seemed okay . . . could it?
 
   “I’ve decided . . .,” she started, but trailed off.
 
   “What is it, Mum? Tell me?” I spoke as softly as I could, trying to coax her around whatever nerves she was feeling.
 
   “I’m leaving your father.” The words fell out in a tumble and seemed to take the last of her strength. She sat on the edge of my bed and stared into space.
 
   Without thought, I sat next to her. It was probably a strange reaction, but I was happy for her. No, I was more than happy. I was fuck-arse thrilled for her. She needed to get away from that prick for her own confidence and sanity. More than that, she needed to burn him for everything he had. While I ran through the thoughts, I decided I’d have to talk to Alyssa to see if she knew any good divorce lawyers. No, not good ones—great ones. Ones that would take everything Dad owned except the shirt off his back, and maybe even that. I would cover the retainer if I had to. I didn’t care. It wasn’t about the money. It was about ensuring that bastard got what was coming to him for lying to me for so long.
 
   “That’s great, Mum,” I said as softly as I could manage. I could see the look of devastation on her face, and realised that me whooping it up in celebration probably wasn’t such a good idea. At least, not for the moment. “If you need anything—anything at all—I’m here for you.”
 
   She shook her head slightly and looked up at me, as if she’d forgotten I was there. “I was actually thinking of going away for a while. Far away.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   She shrugged. “Anywhere. I’ve just taken everything out of the savings account. That should keep me going for a while. I was thinking maybe London to start.”
 
   “That’s sounds good,” I said. A smile lit my face. “It worked fucking wonders for me.”
 
   “You’re not upset?” She sounded surprised.
 
   “Why the fuck would I be upset?”
 
   “Because I’m breaking up our family.”
 
   “No, Mum, you’re not. That arsewipe broke up this family long ago when he began cheating on you.” Plus insulting and spying on Alyssa, I added mentally. I still owed him an arse whooping over that. I wondered if he understood that he’d be better off staying as far from me as possible while I was still in Brisbane. Just the thought of him being in that bathroom with Alyssa made my hands curl into tight fists that longed to connect with something.
 
   “Declan, please don’t—” She was going to defend him.
 
   I cut her off with an incredulous glare. “Look, Mum, I’m happy you’re leaving him. Ecstatic even, because he is a fucktard of a human being. He seriously needs to get a personality realignment or something. Until then, he can go to hell.”
 
   “I don’t want to cause problems between you and your father.”
 
   “You aren’t. Any problems are of his own doing.”
 
   She shook her head. “Declan—”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I cut her off. It was clear that arguing with her wasn’t going to help either of us. “I think it’s great you’re going away. Do this for yourself. Alyssa and I will be fine without you. Like you said, we’re heading down the right track at least. You need to be selfish for a while. So book your fucking ticket and go.”
 
   “It’s booked,” she whispered.
 
   “Excellent. When do you leave?”
 
   “Wednesday week.”
 
   Fuck! I looked around the room in a blind panic, trying to calm myself. If Mum left a week from Wednesday, that meant I only had a week and a half of accommodation in Brisbane. I couldn’t stay with Dad on my own. I’d beat the living shit out of him on the first day. 
 
   I shuddered as I considered whether he’d use the opportunity to move Hayley, his little tramp, into our family home. Would Mum want to leave the house sooner? I wondered for a second if Alyssa would let me stay with her, but it was too early for that still. As much as I slept better when she was beside me, it wasn’t fair to Phoebe to tell her I was her daddy and then force myself into her life and into her house within a week.
 
   “Have you talked to Dad?” I asked, tentatively.
 
   “Not yet. I’m going to tell him not to bother coming home though. He’s got an apartment near the city he doesn’t think I know about. He can stay there.”
 
   I nodded, breathing a sigh of relief for myself. “Is that where she lives?”
 
   Mum nodded sadly and wiped an errant tear from her face. “But I’m ruining your day here.” She plastered on a fake smile. “I’ll be all right. You go have fun with your two beautiful girls.”
 
   I pulled her into a hug. “You don’t want to come with us?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I want you and Alyssa to have some alone time. Lord knows you need it. And you need to bond with that precious little thing, Declan. Don’t make the same mistakes your father did.”
 
   “I won’t.” I couldn’t. Whenever I thought of Phoebe, I felt nothing but regret for how much time I’d already lost. Fatherhood might not have been the plan, but I wasn’t going to shirk away from it—from her—now that it had found me.
 
   I stood, helped Mum to her feet, and then gave her shoulders a quick squeeze.
 
   Alyssa turned to me with a confused expression when I came back into the living room. 
 
   “You okay?” she mouthed.
 
   I smiled and nodded. I was about to spend the day with the two most precious things to me.
 
   Who wouldn’t be okay?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINETEEN: WIGGLE ROOM
 
   
 
 
   
ANXIOUS TO GET the day underway, I helped Alyssa load Phoebe and her gear into the car. When I got the car on the road, my hands shook and my mouth was dry. 
 
   Glancing in the rear-view mirror as Phoebe wiggled in her car seat to the music on the radio, I wondered whether it was possible I was actually more anxious to get the white elephant out in the open than the events of the day. Each time I looked at her, my heartbeat ramped up a notch, and I grew more terrified of her possible reaction to the news. The truth was, she didn’t know me. Hell, I barely knew me anymore. The concerns I had over telling her the truth raced around my head as if running laps on a track. 
 
   How could I force myself into her life so fast? How were we even going to begin to tell her? Would she even understand when we did tell her? Would the word “daddy” mean anything to her? 
 
   The question brought to mind the afternoon I’d spent in the park with her and Alyssa. From what I recalled of that day, it was clear she would absolutely understand. She would know what the word meant, at least in the broader sense. Which meant she would either accept what we told her, or reject me outright. Either way, there was not a damn fucking thing I could do about it.
 
   My heart could be crushed under the heel of a three-year-old’s boot. What would I do if she said she didn’t want me to be her daddy?
 
   From across the car, Alyssa’s hand reached for mine, snapping me from my thoughts. She must’ve sensed my blind panic creeping up. Taking my hand in hers, she gave it a light squeeze. It was her silent way of letting me know she was there for me. With her touch, the fear dissipated. The anxiety still ran as an undercurrent through me, but the suffocating terror disappeared. I gave her a small smile of thanks before turning back to the road.
 
   “Where are you taking us anyway?” Alyssa asked. I still hadn’t told her exactly where we were going, even though she’d insisted I needed to let her know the details so she could pack Phoebe’s bag. All I’d told her was that we were going to be out for the whole day.
 
   “You’ll see.” I kept my eyes trained on the road. The truth was at that point, I had so many conflicting emotions and thoughts in my head that it wouldn’t take much for her to get the answer from me. She’d find out soon enough anyway. We were already over halfway to the Gold Coast and about ten minutes from my planned destination.
 
   I hoped to give Phoebe the best day out I possibly could, and the theme parks in Queensland were world renowned. I had done a little research to find out the best one for kids under four, and all fingers pointed to Dreamworld or Sea World. I didn’t want to spend the entire fucking day watching sea animals doing stupid tricks, so that left Dreamworld. The moment I took the Coomera exit off the highway, Alyssa knew our destination.
 
   “Dreamworld, Dec? Really?” 
 
   “I figured you two deserve a fu—” I caught myself just in time. “—treat.”
 
   “But this is too much. I haven’t brought any food or anything with us. It’ll cost a fortune. I—I can’t afford it.” She almost seemed ashamed. 
 
   I frowned. The last thing I’d intended to do was make her feel inadequate. She also didn’t seem to understand one fundamental aspect. “It’s my shout.”
 
   “No, I can’t expect you to pay, it’s too much. Have you seen—” 
 
   I put my finger on her lips to cut her off. “I said my shout. Now, we’re going there, no arguments, and no worrying about what anything costs.”
 
   She regarded me for a minute.
 
   “Please?” I asked. “I’m sure Phoebe will love Wiggles World.”
 
   Phoebe squealed and jumped around at the mention of the W word, and Alyssa was caught. It was a dirty trick on my part, but I didn’t care. Not if it got me what I wanted.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   With a victorious grin, I climbed out of the car.
 
   It wasn’t until I reached the queue to get in that I discovered my mistake. I’d been so focused on Alyssa, and on Phoebe, that I hadn’t grabbed my usual coverings. Without a hat and sunnies, my trademark auburn hair and turquoise eyes drew the attention of everyone around. Almost instantly, I was plagued by people wanting my autograph. I wanted to tell them all to fuck off, that I was trying to have a day with my daughter, but I couldn’t. I was stuck between looking like an arse if I said yes and looking like a prick if I said no. Instead, I stood and signed everything that was pressed in front of my face. In the end Alyssa came to my side, brandishing the entry tickets.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that,” I said. Then I dropped my voice, “I’m sorry, I’ve ruined it already—haven’t I?” I ruined everything just by being Declan fucking Reede.
 
   She shook her head. “It’s not your fault. Besides, look how happy you’ve made them.”
 
   She indicated a family nearby. One of the men who’d got me to sign something passed it to his young son. At a guess, I would have said the boy was nine or ten, fucked if I knew for sure, but the smile on his face as he looked at the grubby pen mark I’d left on his hat was mind-boggling. It actually meant something to him. 
 
   Watching the look of rapture on the little boy’s face, I was awed, and more than a little humbled. I’d honestly never really paid much attention to the aftermath of an autograph frenzy. Usually, I was always more concerned with the cramp in my hand and the time I’d wasted. Trust Alyssa to notice the smaller, but infinitely more important, things like the look on one little boy’s face. I wrapped one arm around her waist and kissed the top of her head.
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured into her hair.
 
   “For what?” she asked, clearly bemused.
 
   “For being you.”
 
   She smiled and dropped her head onto my shoulder.
 
   After enjoying the hold for a moment, I clapped my hands. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
 
   We walked through the entry gates, and I watched as Phoebe’s face lit up in excitement when she saw the fountain in the middle of the entrance. I didn’t get what the big deal was, it was just a fucking fountain, but the way her face exploded into a smile was just perfect. My own enthusiasm took over in response to the sight.
 
   I crouched down in front of her. “Where would you like to go first, Phoebe? ABC Kids World or to see the animals?”
 
   “Umm . . .” She looked around at the signs; the pure choice was obviously overwhelming. 
 
   “You’ve got tigers or the Wiggles and Giggle and Hoot.”
 
   “Wiggles and Hoot.” She jumped a little as she spoke.
 
   “Wiggles it is, because today, little miss, you are in charge.”
 
   I stood and looked around to figure out which way we needed to go. I pointed in the right direction. “Thataway.”
 
   Phoebe ran off excitedly. Linking hands with Alyssa, we followed closely behind. I wondered if Alyssa understood just how nervous I still was. She seemed to be letting me take charge and control the situation though, and for that I was thankful. I felt like I was being given the opportunity to bond with my little princess. Or maybe I was being monitored to see whether telling Phoebe was a bad idea. 
 
   When Phoebe came to a dead stop upon seeing the entry into ABC Kids World, I couldn’t help but chuckle. She turned to Alyssa, with eyes as wide as saucers. She was just too fucking cute.
 
   Alyssa nodded but hung back, as if waiting for me to step up. When she caught my glance, she nodded slightly in Phoebe’s direction. My heart was in my throat as I crouched in front of Phoebe again. 
 
   “What do you think?” I asked her.
 
   “Hoy there, hearty,” she said, moving her arm across her chest. Alyssa laughed, and I looked at them both like they’d gone nuts. In fact, I was sure they both had.
 
   “It’s what Captain Feathersword says,” Alyssa explained. It still meant shit to me, but they both seemed to be enjoying the laugh they were having. I wasn’t about to spoil it by asking who the fuck Captain Feathersword was supposed to be. “That’s his boat behind you.”
 
   I turned and there was a bright green-and-red cartoon-like pirate ship. Phoebe danced around, hopping from one leg to the other. 
 
   “Did you want to go look?” I asked.
 
   She smiled brightly and nodded. “Yes, please.”
 
   I held out my hand, and she took hold of my pinky without question before running off in the direction of the boat. Walking quickly to keep up with her, I let her drag me along everywhere she wanted to go. 
 
   Even though there wasn’t much for me to see in the area I didn’t care. Phoebe bounded from one end of the ship to the other before stopping at a porthole. Even standing on tiptoe, she was just a little too short to look out of it. I knelt next to her and let her stand on my leg to get the extra height. I saw a flash out of the corner of my eye and glanced in that direction. Alyssa was standing with a smile on her face and a camera in her hand.
 
   “Sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t resist a photo op like that.”
 
   I just smirked at her. The day would be full of shit I wouldn’t dream of doing on my own—kiddie rides and boring animals—but I knew I would endure every minute of it to keep the smiles fixed firmly on my girls’ faces.
 
   “Declan—look.” Phoebe tugged on my shirt collar and pointed in the direction of a man in an over-the-top pirate costume. He had black pants and boots, a puffy white pirate shirt, and a red-and-gold vest. In his hand he clutched a massive purple-and-pink feather. On his head he wore a pirate hat with a matching feather. I couldn’t stifle the chuckle this time. Phoebe raced off toward him, dragging me along behind her. 
 
   Alyssa skipped up to my side. “That’s Captain Feathersword,” she whispered with a chuckle.
 
   “Ahoy there, me hearties!” he exclaimed as we closed in on him. He crossed his hand, and “feathersword,” in front of his chest. Phoebe’s little action suddenly made perfect sense; obviously it was some sort of catchphrase.
 
   As I drew closer, I saw a gleam of recognition in his eye. He knew who I was so I figured he couldn’t have been all bad. Kneeling down, he started talking to Phoebe and in an instant had her eating out of the palm of his hand. He was damned good at his job.
 
   I saw the camera flash a couple of times before Alyssa called, “Group photo.”
 
   Fuck me dead. I could only imagine the damage photos of me next to a children’s entertainer might do to my career. When I saw how excited Phoebe was though, I sighed and manned up. I crouched on one side of Phoebe, while the good Captain took the other. 
 
   Alyssa took five or six damn photos before finally declaring she had a perfect one. To his credit, the poor sucker in the costume didn’t complain about the time Alyssa had taken, even though he had other kids practically clamouring to talk to him. Once she had the photo, he stood and whispered something to Alyssa; she giggled and nodded. Then she passed him a pen and paper. He handed it back a second later. Alyssa smiled at him again. I was beginning to wonder if I needed to kick some pirate booty.
 
   Alyssa was back with us less than a second later. 
 
   “What was that about?” I asked, unable to completely remove the suspicious edge to my voice.
 
   “He wants a copy of the photo.” She giggled again. “Apparently he’s a fan.”
 
   I watched as he was mobbed by another family. 
 
   Two hours later, after going on every slow and child-friendly ride in the area, we headed on to the animals. I managed to convince Alyssa and Phoebe to go to the tigers at Tiger Island first. At least they were proper animals. Their strength and agility made for more interesting viewing than some damn ball of fluff stuck to a tree. When we got in front of the glass overlooking the enclosure, I lifted Phoebe on my shoulders for a better view. We watched as the keepers played with the tigers. I could have paid a little extra to get us in there with them, but there was no way in hell I was going to let my daughter near something that dangerous and I didn’t want to spend time away from them either.
 
   Over the next few hours, we covered most of the park, except the extreme rides that I would have done if I’d been there with anyone else. Listening to the screams and shouts of amusement coming from them, I actually felt a pang of jealousy. The Tower of Terror was a near-constant rush of noise during the day as it zipped back and forth along its track, while we puttered underneath it on the steam train or walked alongside it on our way back to the kids’ rides. Alyssa took photos at every possible opportunity. It was almost as if she thought she’d never get the opportunity again. Perhaps she did. It was clear that at least some part of her still didn’t believe me when I said I wasn’t going.
 
   At least once an hour, someone new hounded me for an autograph. Each time Alyssa just patiently waited off to the side for me to finish up, and then she and Phoebe would come back to my side. When Phoebe complained of being hungry, we found somewhere that served chicken nuggets for her. 
 
   During the day we had our photos taken with an array of people in odd-looking costumes and took up every photo opportunity on every ride. We finally got to go on something halfway decent by going on the log ride. Phoebe giggled the whole time, and in the official photo, snapped on the way down, she wore a smile I would treasure forever.
 
   It was barely two o’clock, still hours before the park closed, when Alyssa told me it was time to head home. Phoebe was getting tired, or so Alyssa said. All I knew was Phoebe was getting louder, crankier, and clumsier. She’d tripped over her own feet no less than ten times in fifteen minutes. Each time, she’d been able to collect herself relatively quickly and with no tears. 
 
   While we prepared to leave, Alyssa ducked into the ladies’ room, leaving Phoebe outside with me. I watched as Phoebe ran loops around one of the direction signs. On one loop, she tripped and went sprawling across the ground. She landed in a heap with a scream ready on her lips. 
 
   I didn’t know if she’d done any major damage, but my first instinct was to run over to her and scoop her into my arms. Even as I comforted her, she screamed for Alyssa.
 
   “Shh,” I whispered as I rocked her gently against my chest. “Daddy’s got you. You’re all right.”
 
   It was only when I heard a soft gasp behind me that I realised what I’d said. Spinning on the spot, I passed Phoebe to Alyssa. I paced away from them, running my fingers through my hair. It wasn’t how I’d wanted to do the big reveal. Blowing out a breath, I turned back toward the pair. 
 
   Phoebe had her face buried against Alyssa’s neck and nothing more was mentioned about the D word. Either she hadn’t heard what I’d let slip, or hadn’t understood the significance of it. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or not. Alyssa smiled at me, reassuring me that she wasn’t upset. I was over beside them both in a flash, my hand resting on the base of Alyssa’s spine. I pressed my lips to her hair. “Let’s go home, hey?”
 
   “Sounds good,” she responded.
 
   “But first . . . we have to get an ice cream.”
 
   Phoebe lifted her head off Alyssa’s shoulder and grinned at me through her tears. We headed back to the main gate, stopping to pick up a copy of every official photo we’d had taken throughout the day. It cost a fuckload of money, but was worth every single cent for the permanent reminders of the log ride, the river rapids, and the big red car. Once we’d finished there, I led the two of them to the ice-cream parlour near the exit. 
 
   “What’s your favourite flavour?” I asked Phoebe.
 
   “Umm, pink.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow and Alyssa smirked.
 
   “Pinks not a flavour,” I whispered conspiratorially to Phoebe.
 
   “Pink! See,” Phoebe said, pointing to the strawberry ice cream with a victorious grin.
 
   I sighed in defeat. “Fine. Pink it is.” 
 
   “I’ll have the usual,” Alyssa said, and I wondered if it was a test to see if I remembered. 
 
   As if I’d forget her favourite ice cream. I ordered two strawberry ice creams and one hokey pokey, all smothered in chocolate fudge but no cream.
 
   “You remembered,” Alyssa said as I handed her the hokey pokey. Despite her words, her voice was clear of surprise and brimming with confidence. It felt like she trusted my promises more with every passing hour. I wasn’t going anywhere, and she was finally starting to understand that.
 
   I twisted a loose strand of hair back into her ponytail. “How could I forget?” I asked.
 
   Alyssa chuckled, no doubt as the memories returned. When we were twelve, she’d gone on a skiing holiday to Queenstown in New Zealand with her parents and Josh. When they’d arrived back in Australia, Alyssa had raved non-stop for three months about hokey pokey ice cream, chocolate fish, and some drink called L&P. For Christmas, I’d forced Mum to hunt around so many different stores trying to find that shit just for Alyssa. In the end, we’d paid a small fortune to get them from a specialty ice-cream parlour in the city. Now, just ten years later, it was everywhere.
 
   “You’ll have to come to New Zealand with the team when we race in Hamilton next year,” I said to her. “You’ll be able to get the proper stuff, direct from the source.”
 
   She nodded but didn’t say anything. Her confidence from moments earlier seemed to falter. The hesitation was still there. I wondered what I could possibly do to try to convince her I wasn’t ever leaving. A ringing on my mobile pulled me back to the present. Because I didn’t recognise the number, I answered it hesitantly. As soon as the caller spoke though, I recognised Ben’s chipper tones. I walked from the table so that Alyssa and Phoebe didn’t have to listen to my conversation.
 
   “Hey, man,” I said enthusiastically. “It’s great to hear from you.”
 
   He chuckled. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure whether or not you were serious about me calling you. Jade pushed me to do it.”
 
   “I’m glad you called, we have to arrange that catch-up. Maybe you can bring Jade and the kids ’round one day. I’ll have to double-check when’s good with Alyssa though.”
 
   “No problem. Just let me know the details.”
 
   “Cool, man.” I wanted to hang on the line and talk to him some more, but I was growing desperate to get back to Phoebe and Alyssa. As I hung up I heard a bit of a whispered conversation. Alyssa was smiling, but looked nervous as hell. I wondered what had changed in the last few minutes.
 
   “Really?” Phoebe asked Alyssa in a whisper. Then she looked over to me—her eyes were as wide as they had been when she’d seen the Wiggles sign. It was like all her fucking Christmases had come at once.
 
   “What’s up?” I asked, but neither of them would answer. “Fine . . . keep your secrets,” I said, then instantly regretted it as Alyssa’s face fell.
 
   “Declan, I—”
 
   I cut her off. “Don’t worry. It was a stupid thing for me to say.” Something I seriously needed to wipe from my lexicon. “Are you guys ready to go?”
 
   Alyssa and Phoebe both nodded.
 
   Scooping Phoebe up onto my shoulders, I carried her out to the car that way. Alyssa walked beside me with her hand resting on my back. We felt like a family, even if we hadn’t yet told Phoebe exactly who I was. Instead of handing the task over to Alyssa, I put Phoebe in her car seat. I’d watched Alyssa enough that I finally had it worked out . . . mostly.
 
   “Did you have a good day today?” I asked Phoebe.
 
   She nodded and beamed. Her smile was so wide it had to have hurt.
 
   “Declan,” she said, before pausing to regard me for a second. Finally, she learned forward and whispered, “You’re a good daddy.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY: INNOCENT TRUTH
 
   
 
 
   
“YOU’RE A GOOD daddy.” The four words ran on repeat through my mind. Seconds had passed since Phoebe had uttered them, and yet it felt like centuries as I tried to figure out how to react. When my brain didn’t respond fast enough, my body took over. My face had broken into a smile to match hers. Then I leaned forward and planted a tender kiss on her forehead. “I’m glad you had a good day.”
 
   I backed out of the car and saw Alyssa watching our interaction intently. She had the ends of her hair twirled around her fingers. I reached out to still her actions.
 
   “Well . . .,” I started, my heart still hammering in my chest, my smile cemented on my face. “That was unexpected.”
 
   Even though I’d said the words when she’d fallen, the delay in her response had thrown me.
 
   “She’s very observant.”
 
   “She takes after her mother then,” I whispered.
 
   When I climbed behind the wheel, the silence in the car was absolute. My own thoughts were centred on Phoebe’s words. Alyssa stared out the window, her mouth smiling, but her eyes filled with concern. I wondered whether she still doubted whether I’d stay. In the backseat, Phoebe passed out before we even hit the highway.
 
   “Is she all right?” I asked, concerned, as I glanced in the rear-view mirror, watching her little head resting against the side of the car seat. Her head rested at such an odd angle it looked like it must hurt. 
 
   “She’s fine. It’s just been a long day for her,” Alyssa replied.
 
   “And for you?” I asked, hoping desperately that I hadn’t fucked anything up with my slip or with my choice of destination.
 
   Alyssa continued to look out the window for a few more seconds before turning back to me. “It’s been a long weekend.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I’m ready to go home and climb into bed.”
 
   I wondered if it was an invitation. If so, I would be there with bells on. 
 
   Or nothing on. 
 
   “But I think we need to talk to Phoebe first,” she continued. “I want to make sure she really understands.”
 
   I nodded. “What do we say?”
 
   “I think we tell her the truth.”
 
   “Which is?” I asked, terrified of what Alyssa would have me say—and whether it might change Phoebe’s opinion of me.
 
   “That her daddy made a mistake and wants to make up for it. That’s about right isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s an oversimplification, but it just about sums it up, I guess.”
 
   Alyssa laughed. “Declan, she’s three. She doesn’t need complicated. All she needs to know is whether you will be there for her.”
 
   “Always,” I said without hesitation.
 
   “Then there’s nothing to worry about, is there?”
 
   I shook my head. “I guess not, it’s just . . . I worry about, when she gets older, you know.”
 
   She gazed at me questioningly.
 
   “Well, if she finds out more about what happened when she’s older . . . will she hate me?”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll hate you.”
 
   “How do you know?” I asked, my stomach twisting into knots at the thought.
 
   “How did you feel when you found out about Phoebe? Specifically about the fact Kelly knew?”
 
   I couldn’t figure out the best way to answer her. Mostly because I didn’t know what she wanted to hear. In the end, I settled for the truth. “I was fucking pissed off,” I whispered.
 
   “Did you hate her?”
 
   “What?” I was thrown by the question. “No, of course not. I was annoyed, but I could never hate her . . . she’s my Mum.”
 
   Alyssa quirked her eyebrow at me. “Exactly. It’s hard to hate your parents. The love is unconditional.”
 
   “I hate my father,” I seethed.
 
   Alyssa suddenly found her hands very interesting. “You might be angry with him, but I doubt that you hate him . . .”
 
   “But?” I asked. I could sense the ‘but’ a mile off.
 
   “Well . . . he’s done some pretty horrible stuff, and he’s hurt people you love. Plus, he knew he was hurting people when he did it, but he did it anyway.”
 
   “I knew I was hurting you when I left.” I rubbed madly at my face, trying to wipe away the tears that were pooling in my eyes and obstructing my vision. I tightened my grip on the steering wheel and clenched my teeth to stop the flow. “I mean, I never imagined . . .”
 
   She caught my hand in hers. “I know.”
 
   I pulled my hand free and stroked her cheek. “I love you. So much,” I croaked.
 
   “I love you too.” She leaned into my hand. I could feel the warmth radiating off her and desperately wanted to get her home. I needed to hold her in my arms and wrap her in my embrace. She controlled my sanity; all it took was a word, or a touch, from her and my thoughts would calm. I owed her more than she would ever know, and I would spend the rest of my life making up for everything I’d done.
 
   We fell into a comfortable silence as I drove us back. All the while four little words ran on repeat through my head. “You’re a good daddy.”
 
   Phoebe woke just as we stopped. There were a few minutes of awkward silence as the car was unloaded and we headed inside.
 
   “I’m just going to put some dinner on,” Alyssa announced. “Phoebe, why don’t you go get a book that Declan can read to you while you wait.”
 
   Phoebe shook her head and grabbed my hand. “Come to my room, I’ll show you my toys.”
 
   I shot Alyssa a quick look of concern. Entertaining Phoebe at Dreamworld was one thing—being alone with her on her turf was something else entirely.
 
   “Go on,” Alyssa said. “I’ll be down once this is on.”
 
   I nodded, before gulping down on a lungful of air. The unspoken words “and we can talk to her” hung between us. 
 
   Phoebe pulled on my hand and led me into her room. I spent the next half hour being shown every doll, teddy bear, puzzle, and book she owned.
 
   “You’ve got lots of cool stuff,” I told her. I was sitting cross-legged in the middle of her floor with my back to the door. “What’s your favourite?”
 
   “That depends on the day,” Alyssa announced from behind me. She walked over and sat on Phoebe’s bed. She patted the pink comforter in invitation, and Phoebe ran over to sit beside her.
 
   My heart began to pound, knowing what was about to happen. Something shifted in the atmosphere of the room as a quiet tension seemed to settle over everyone.
 
   “Sweetie, you know how Mummy always told you that your daddy wasn’t around, but that he loved you, wherever he was, and nothing could change that?”
 
   I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth. Alyssa could have easily spent the last three years telling Phoebe her dad was a fucking arsehole who needed his head read; she wouldn’t have been lying. Yet, even through her darkest time—even after I’d fucking abandoned her—she’d been kind when speaking to Phoebe about me. It might have been more for our daughter’s sake than mine, but I was still touched.
 
   When I opened my eyes, Phoebe was looking at me. Her gaze seemed to reach right down to my soul. Alyssa inclined her head in Phoebe’s direction, silently instructing me to take over. She wanted me to be the one to say the actual words. I knew I already had earlier, but that had been some weird instinct to soothe a crying child. Now it was just so fucking difficult to find the right thing to say. How did you even broach the subject? Should I just come out and say, “I’m your daddy, and I’m a fucking idiot for ever leaving your mummy?”
 
   I opened my mouth to speak, but closed it again and took a deep breath. My eyes were prickling so I closed them. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered finally. “I . . .” I was going to say I couldn’t find the words to make it right; that I didn’t know what to say. Even at this simple task, I failed.
 
   A tiny set of arms wrapped around my shoulders, and I felt Phoebe’s hair against my cheek. I wrapped her in an embrace and tried to force back the tears. I couldn’t even open my eyes for fear the traitorous tears would escape.
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you, Phoebe, but your mummy is right. Your daddy loves you. I—I’d do anything for you.” The last part of my sentence was so choked that I didn’t know if she understood or not, but I didn’t care; saying the words out loud to her was a hundred times better than any therapy session.
 
   “Can I say a question?” Phoebe asked and I finally grew brave enough to look at her. Her green-blue eyes, near perfect replicas of mine, were clear and untroubled. She wore a small smile. “Can you be my daddy for always?”
 
   I choked back the lump in my throat and looked away from her captivating eyes. It was only then that I saw Alyssa was gone. I didn’t know at what stage she had left, or why. I reached my hand out to stroke Phoebe’s cheek gently as I nodded. “Forever and always, baby. I’m never going to leave you again.”
 
   Phoebe gave a little jump with a double-handed fist pump. “Yay!”
 
   I smiled through the threatening tears and a chuckle left my lips. “Why don’t we go see what Mummy is doing?”
 
   She nodded sweetly at me and walked from the room. I sat on the floor a second longer, trying to gather myself. My heart was thumping and my stomach twisting, but I’d done it. I knew without a doubt that Phoebe understood who I was and what that meant. She accepted it. Fuck, she even seemed to be excited about it.
 
   After a few more breaths to let the fact that I was on my way to becoming a card-carrying member of the father brigade settle over me, I picked myself up from the floor and wandered out to find Alyssa and Phoebe. 
 
   They were both in the kitchen when I found them. Alyssa stood at the bench and Phoebe had climbed onto a little stool behind her, watching as she worked her magic. Alyssa’s breathing was a little erratic and a moment later, she lifted her hand and swiped her cheek. Obviously hearing me approach, she turned around to smile at me. The remnants of tears wet her lashes. I walked up to her and wrapped my arms around her waist from behind. 
 
   “Dinner smells good,” I said out loud. Then I whispered in her ear, too quietly for Phoebe to hear, “Thank you.”
 
   She nodded. “It’ll just be a few minutes. Phoebe, did you want to show Declan where everything is so that you guys can set the table?”
 
   “Daddy,” Phoebe corrected Alyssa, her voice was full of awe. I couldn’t imagine her being more excited, even if she’d woken on Christmas morning to see Santa himself delivering her presents.
 
   “Of course,” Alyssa said, her voice strained and filled with emotion. Despite how well Phoebe was taking it, I could tell it’d been a long-arse day for Alyssa. It’d been a fucking long day for me too. “Can you show Daddy where to find the plates?” She rested her hands against the counter and ducked her head down a little before drawing a couple of short, quick breaths.
 
   Had my conversation with Phoebe upset her? 
 
   Maybe she regretted the decision to let Phoebe know. I wanted to reassure her once more that I wasn’t leaving, but Phoebe was practically shouting at me in order to get my attention.
 
   Dinner was a fairly quiet affair for Alyssa and me, but Phoebe kept up a near-constant stream of chatter to fill the silence. She told me all about her friends at day care and about her Nana, Pop, Aunt Ruby, and Uncle Josh, letting me know she couldn’t wait to tell them that she had a daddy now. During that part of her speech, I could have sworn I saw Alyssa wipe more tears away. Under the table, I rested my hand on her thigh to give her what comfort I could. She startled a little at the contact but didn’t pull away so I figured she wasn’t too upset with me. 
 
   It must have been overwhelming for her. I was fucking overwhelmed too. 
 
   We spent the rest of the evening just hanging out on the couch. We watched some TV and movies, and generally avoided any extra talk about the D word. I didn’t approach Alyssa to find out whether she had any regrets about the day or the decision. That conversation could wait until after Phoebe was asleep. 
 
   When it came time for Phoebe’s bath, I waited on the couch while Alyssa handled it. I might have signed up for the name and the responsibility, but I wasn’t up for doing any of that shit just yet.
 
   When they were finished, Alyssa called out to me from Phoebe’s room. I wandered down but stopped short in the doorway when I saw Alyssa reading a story to Phoebe. Even though I’d known that Alyssa was a mother for weeks, even though I’d interacted with her with Phoebe, it wasn’t until that moment that I truly saw how much of herself Alyssa gave. How much love she had to give. It made my heart weep for the time I’d lost. What would it have been like in the early days of Phoebe’s life? I had no fucking clue what babies did, or what looking after one involved, but I somehow just knew Alyssa would have been a natural mother even while she was dealing with her own heartache.
 
   I was lost in thought when Alyssa used a nod and soft touch to my hand to call me out of Phoebe’s room. She led me into her bedroom and half-closed the door. Without a word, she closed her eyes and leaned back against one of the walls. A long sigh escaped her perfect lips, breaking the silence that surrounded us.
 
   Following her, I pressed my body against hers, leaning my hands on the wall on either side of her head for support. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked in a whisper.
 
   She nodded and gave me a small smile. “It’s funny, you know, part of me never thought this day would come. But the other part? God, I’ve been hoping, wishing, and praying for this for so long, but kind of dreading it all at the same time. It just,” her voice dropped to a whisper, “changes everything.”
 
   To offer her what comfort I could, I ran one hand along her cheekbone. Then I moved closer to her, so that my lips almost brushed against hers. I could feel the warmth of her body pressed against me. 
 
   “I know,” I murmured. “I get it. But it’s for the better, yeah?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah. At least, I hope so.”
 
   I closed the space between us. Her mouth was warm and inviting as I moved my tongue inside. She moaned against me, and I felt the wetness of fresh tears fall against the hand that still cupped her face.
 
   “You are happy though, aren’t you?” I asked as I pulled away, terrified of the answer.
 
   “Yeah, I am. It’s just so much to deal with.”
 
   “I know.” Jesus fucking Christ did I know. Taking in Alyssa’s obvious stress, I decided to do the one thing I absolutely didn’t want to do. “Look, it’s been a long day for everyone. I think we just need some space tonight, and I need some fresh clothes anyway. Maybe I should go back to Mum’s now.” I rested my forehead against hers.
 
   Her arms lifted around my waist, holding me to her. “You’re probably right,” she said. Instead of letting me go though, she held me more tightly than ever. 
 
   “I can stay for a little while . . . if you’d like, that is?”
 
   She nodded and rested her head on my shoulder. “I just really don’t want today to end.” 
 
   I smiled to myself, knowing I’d achieved my goal. She was mine again. My heart swelled with pride at being able to say that. I could never let her go again. If I were to lose her it would break me. Lifting her in my arms, I lavished soft kisses along her cheek and neck as I carried her across to her bed and laid her down gently. Even though I needed her, it was clear she needed comfort and closeness, not sex. I curled around her and pulled her against my body.
 
   “Can you stay until I fall asleep?” Alyssa asked the darkness.
 
   I nodded and kissed her cheek once more. “Of course.”
 
   We lay in silence. For my part, I just enjoyed being wrapped around her, hearing her soft breaths in the near silence of the night. An hour passed before her breathing steadied, and I knew she was asleep. As I carefully extracted myself from the bed, she moaned and grumbled a little in her sleep before clutching the pillow.
 
   “Declan.” She murmured my name on a breath. A smile crept onto her features, and I found it almost impossible to leave the room.
 
   After watching her for a moment more, I managed to withdraw from the magic of Alyssa, leaving the room and heading down the hall. When I passed Phoebe’s room, I paused to peer inside. She was stretched out on her back, her arms raised high above her head and her lips parted in a small pout. With her eyes closed, she looked so much like Alyssa. As I watched her sleeping, I couldn’t help but remember the first time I had ever seen Alyssa sleeping. I was eight at the time.
 
   
 
 
   
“DECLAN, MAKE sure your room is clean. We’re having guests tonight,” Mum called out. My thoughts immediately went to my cousins who stayed over much too often for my taste. I hated when they came because Toby always smelled like pee and even after he’d gone, the house stank for a week.
 
   “Aw, Mum, do we have to?” I whined. “I don’t like Toby and Scott.”
 
   “Who said anything about Toby or Scott?” Mum asked, her voice full of secrets and smiles.
 
   “Who then?” I asked, running to find her.
 
   “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.”
 
   She laughed when I pouted.
 
   “Always so impatient,” she said, scuffing my hair fondly. “Curtis Dawson is rostered on tonight and Ruth has just been called in to work, so they’ve asked if I can watch Josh and Alyssa. If that’s okay with you, of course?”
 
   My excitement burst from me. Josh and Alyssa were my best friends. Well, Alyssa was my best friend and Josh was the cool older brother I always wished I had. Racing down to my room, I made sure all my stuff was packed away. Not that Alyssa would actually sleep in my room, she’d get the guest room, but I would have to share with Josh.
 
   For the rest of the afternoon, I couldn’t relax. Ruth and Curtis turned up just after six with pizza and my two closest friends. We all wolfed down our pizza and ran to my room to play with my Xbox and watch some movies. We stayed up until Mum finally put her foot down and shooed us all into bed.
 
   In the middle of the night, I woke to the sound of a soft whimpering. Climbing out of bed, I stepped around the trundle where Josh was sleeping to investigate. I walked through the darkened hall until I located the sound. It was coming from beneath the guest room door—where Alyssa was sleeping.
 
   I pushed the door open before sneaking into the room. Glancing down at the bed, I could see the ghost of her outline. Her hair was spread out on the pillow behind her. Her face was drawn into a frown and she was whimpering and kicking. Still, she looked like a sleeping angel. 
 
   I knelt next to her bed and gently stroked her cheek. “Shh, Alyssa, I’m here.”
 
   Her whimpering quietened and her movement stilled. I climbed onto her bed, staying above the comforter but determined to stop her nightmares.
 
   I slept there the rest of the night and Mum found me the next morning.
 
   
 
 
   
I STOOD watching Phoebe for what I thought was just a few minutes, but must have been longer because I felt arms stretch around my waist, drawing me back to the present. My hands found their place over Alyssa’s hold as she rested her head on my back. “You didn’t leave?”
 
   I shook my head. “I guess I got a bit distracted.” 
 
   After another glance in Phoebe’s room, I turned in Alyssa’s embrace. I was so overwhelmed with emotion, and there was only one way I could think of to release some of it. I captured Alyssa in my arms and pushed her back against the hallway wall, kissing her deeply. When she didn’t resist, I cupped her arse with my hand and pulled her against me. She moaned into my mouth, and I carried her back down to her room.
 
   I spent the next hour devouring her body in every way I could, burning the taste of her lips and skin into my memory so that I could make it through Monday morning without her. After we were both satiated, I held her tightly to me and told her how I felt about her, Phoebe, and life in general. There was really only one way I could sum it up.
 
   “Things are finally on track,” I whispered.
 
   
 
 
   
THE EARLY dawn light was just rising when I woke again. I leaned over and kissed Alyssa’s cheek softly.
 
   “I’ll be back later today,” I whispered.
 
   Obviously still fast asleep, she mumbled something incoherent in response. I wrote a quick note, letting her know I would be back later in the morning after my phone call with Dr. Henrikson. Then I crept out the door, pulling it locked behind me. 
 
   The shit-eating grin wouldn’t leave my face the whole way back to Mum’s. 
 
   When I pulled up in front of her house though, I saw a figure slumped on the doorstep. I recognised the shape at once and nearly ripped the car door off in my haste to get out.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?” I shouted as I ran across the lawn.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: DADDY ISSUES
 
   
 
 
   
I COULDN’T BELIEVE my eyes. Lying prone in front of Mum’s front door, using his suitcase as a pillow, was my father—a man who’d always been proud and strong, and the man I had once looked up to. He leapt up from the position he’d been in when he heard my voice. In a series of short strides, I crossed the lawn and grabbed the front of his shirt. 
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?” I repeated in a menacing whisper as I got right up into his face.
 
   “This is my house,” he replied, trying to draw himself up to my height and assert some level of authority. In reality, he just looked pathetic.
 
   “Not anymore,” I hissed in reply. “Mum made it very clear to me that you are no longer welcome.”
 
   He slunk back down again, his shoulders slumping and his head bowing. “I know.”
 
   “All that shit you fed to me about respect. You’re fucking scum.”
 
   He pressed his hand to his face, and if I hadn’t known he was a fucking heartless bastard, I might have thought he was crying.
 
   “Just go, before you hurt her more.” I pointed toward his car.
 
   “I have nowhere to go.”
 
   “What about back to that fucking little whore that you had the nerve to call the love of your life?”
 
   “I can’t.” His voice broke.
 
   Not that I cared, but his statement took me by surprise. “Why not?”
 
   “We had an argument, and she wants her privacy. I . . . gave her the apartment a little while ago, it’s in her name. She doesn’t want me to live with her.”
 
   I didn’t know what I was more pissed about. The fact that he had given her an apartment, or the fact that he had thought he could just come begging back to Mum when he fucked it up with his whore.
 
   “Mum doesn’t want you here either.”
 
   He growled before turning his back on me. He kicked the door in frustration and I thought I heard a quiet yelp from inside the house.
 
   “Really, Declan? You don’t think I realised that from the voice mail she left me? Or the fact that she changed the locks? Or maybe the fact that she drained our savings account?” His voice was full of sarcasm. Then he dropped his head. “I just need to talk to her. To work this out.” His voice was broken, despondent.
 
   I almost felt sorry for him. Almost. 
 
   If I didn’t think he would only be faithful as long as it suited him, I might have found a solution to help him, but I knew his type. 
 
   I also remembered his words at the cafe and what happened with Hayley. The look on Mum’s face and the pain in her voice when she spoke about what happened between them. Most importantly, I remembered what he’d done to Alyssa.
 
   I took a deep breath. “I am going to give you three seconds to get the fuck out of here.”
 
   “Declan, I need to talk to your mother.”
 
   “One!”
 
   “This isn’t all my fault, I just want her to listen—”
 
   “Two!” I roared, cutting him off. I clenched and released my fists in anger.
 
   “It’s never mattered before.”
 
   Launching myself at him, I grabbed the cuff of his shirt and pressed him into the door. Tears of rage pricked my eyes as I allowed the emotions I felt to flow through me. I was in his face, screaming, “How dare you say that, you sick son of a bitch! Does the fact that you have a family at home not matter? How can you come home at night extolling the virtues of fucking respect when you have none yourself?”
 
   He cowered against the screen door.
 
   “How many were there?” I asked, my voice dropping low and dripping with venom. The hatred I felt for him rose in my throat like bile.
 
   He shook his head and raised his hands protectively.
 
   “How many?” I shouted. No doubt all the neighbours up and down the street could hear me, but I didn’t care. I raised my fist to force an answer, but was distracted by the wooden door behind the security screen opening just a crack. Mum’s face appeared through the mesh.
 
   “Declan, don’t,” she whispered. Her face was streaked with tears, and it looked like she hadn’t slept all night.
 
   “What the fuck, Mum? Are you going to defend him now?”
 
   She shook her head, her eyes never leaving my face. “No, but I don’t want you to fight with him,” she whispered, her gaze steadfastly ignoring the shape of my father’s head in front of her.
 
   I used my grip on his collar as leverage to twist him away. I threw him onto the grass before shoving his suitcase after him with my foot.
 
   “Go back inside, Mum,” I ordered.
 
   “Declan . . .,” she started with a voice laced with worry.
 
   “Just shut the door. I’ll deal with this.”
 
   “Please, don’t,” I heard her whisper behind me.
 
   I turned back to look at her. “I won’t do anything stupid,” I reassured her. “I just have to get rid of him.”
 
   She nodded and closed the door.
 
   I walked over to where my father was lying prone on the ground. Nothing remained in him of the man I’d once admired and loved. 
 
   “Get up,” I hissed, nudging his side with my foot.
 
   He pulled himself into a sitting position.
 
   “Get up!” I screamed.
 
   He scrambled to his feet.
 
   “Now fuck off and never come back. Leave Mum alone.”
 
   “What if she wants me back?” he challenged, even as he grabbed his suitcase and backed toward his car.
 
   “Then I will be advising her to go see a fucking shrink.” I stalked in his footsteps, my fists clenched tightly at my side. It took everything in me to allow him to walk away unscathed.
 
   He threw his suitcase into the back of the car before climbing into the driver seat and winding down his window. “You’ll never understand,” he spat at me.
 
   I reached into the car and stopped him from turning the ignition. “You’re right . . . I never will. Because I couldn’t imagine ever hurting Alyssa that way.”
 
   “You think you have it all worked out, don’t you?”
 
   “No. But I have it worked out a damn sight better than you do,” I murmured, preparing to pull my arm from the car and let him go. I was going to be the bigger man, I wasn’t going to let violence or alcohol be my first resort anymore. For Alyssa and Phoebe, I would be the bigger man.
 
   “That slut will take your money and leave you dry.” His voice was so soft I almost missed what he said, but it registered enough for my elbow to snap back sharply into his nose. I listened with satisfaction to the wet sounding crunch as it connected. 
 
   Although I wasn’t going to let violence rule my life, I wasn’t about to let him trash talk Alyssa that way either.
 
   I pulled my arm back out of the car and watched as he clutched one hand to his nose.
 
   “You’re fucking crazy,” he said as he switched on the ignition.
 
   “Yeah,” I scoffed. “I get that shit from my father.”
 
   “Mark my words, boy, you will regret this. I . . .” He stopped himself short, glancing at the damage I had caused in the rear-view mirror. “God, to think I was about to throw it all away . . . for you,” he muttered into the hand he held up to his nose to stem the bleeding.
 
   I didn’t want to listen to any more of his bullshit and lies. “Just fuck off, and stay away this time.”
 
   He scowled at me before pulling out of the drive. Unable to resist, I stuck my middle finger up at his car as it retreated into the distance.
 
   Covering the distance back to the front door, I knocked lightly on the screen. 
 
   “Mum?” I called out. “He’s gone.”
 
   The wooden door opened and Mum stood in front of me. She looked terrible as she unlocked the screen door. Her eyes were red-rimmed with huge black bags circling underneath them, her skin was pasty and white, and her always-perfect auburn hair was dishevelled. She handed me a key.
 
   “I . . . I changed the locks.”
 
   “Good.” I nodded as I gave her appearance another quick assessment. “Are you going to be all right?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “How long was he there for?”
 
   “Most of the night. I told him to leave, but he wouldn’t. He said he would stay as long as he needed to until I spoke to him again.”
 
   My mouth twisted and I frowned at the fact that she’d let him hassle her all night. “You should have called me.”
 
   She shook her head. “You were with Alyssa. It’s important that you two sort through everything. I need to know that you two at least are okay before I leave.”
 
   I grabbed her hands in my own, and my face broke into an involuntary smile. “We’re better than okay. Mum, it’s great,” I gushed. Then I continued, my voice dropping lower, “In fact . . . we told Phoebe last night.”
 
   She looked shocked. “So soon.”
 
   “Why wait?” I asked with a shrug. “I wouldn’t want to lie to her. I know how that bullshit feels. And I think Lys gets that.”
 
   Mum looked away. “I’m sorry for the mistakes I’ve made, Declan. I should have tried harder to tell you about Alyssa and the twins.”
 
   I shook my head. “Don’t. The truth is I probably wouldn’t have listened. I certainly wouldn’t have been ready to know. To be honest, I probably would have run a mile if I’d found out differently. It sucks that I’ve missed so much of Phoebe’s life, but . . .” I raked my hand through my hair. “I feel like I’m in a better place now, you know?”
 
   She touched her finger to my chin. “I can see that, I think anyone could see how good Alyssa and Phoebe are for you.”
 
   “What can I say?” I said as a loopy grin formed on my lips. “They’re my girls.”
 
   Mum smiled through her obvious exhaustion.
 
   “If he comes back, call me. Anytime. Alyssa will understand.” I patted her back gently. “Now go to bed,” I ordered softly, kissing her cheek. I turned my back to her, walking toward the kitchen to get some breakfast.
 
   She laughed. “Look at you, Mr. Responsible.”
 
   With a grin on my face, I shrugged and continued on my way. When she’d headed to bed, I fixed myself my favourite delicacy—vegemite toast. Holding one piece of toast in my mouth, I carried the other in my hand and went to the living room. Leaning my toast on my knee, I sat on the couch and flicked on the TV. I couldn’t get into anything that was on. Weekday morning TV held little that interested me, especially when my head was filled with thoughts of Alyssa and Phoebe. 
 
   With the mood I was in, I doubted even motorsport would’ve held my attention. Instead, I allowed the drone of the TV to fill my mind as I clutched my phone, anxiously waiting for Dr. Henrikson’s call. Once he’d called, I would shower, change, and head back to Alyssa’s arms. I trailed my hand through my hair as the time ticked by so goddamn slowly.
 
   When my phone finally started to vibrate, I had it to my ear almost before the first ring could escape.
 
   “Doc!” I almost shouted down the line, excitement ringing in my tone. I couldn’t wait to tell him about my weekend and everything that happened between Alyssa, Phoebe and me.
 
   “Declan,” he greeted cautiously. “You seem particularly cheerful this morning.”
 
   “Fuck, Doc, why wouldn’t I be? The sun is shining, the birds are chirping, and I’m in love with two beautiful girls.”
 
   “So I’m guessing you talked with Alyssa after our phone call on Friday.”
 
   “Yeah, Doc. We talked.” I couldn’t help the double entendre that came through when I said the last word, but visions of the weekend and everything Alyssa and I had done came into my mind. I considered how much had changed between us in just a few short days. On Friday, I would have thought it would be months before we’d enjoy that kind of fun. There were still so many obstacles for us to overcome, but at least it seemed like she was on my side now. Or more specifically, that we’d formed our own side.
 
   “Why don’t you tell me about that conversation?”
 
   “I don’t know what to say, but we talked, we had fun, we both got some things out of our system.” I was trying to will away the erection that was building quickly as I thought about the type of things Alyssa and I got out of our system. It was highly inappropriate for me to be talking to my shrink with a raging boner, but I couldn’t help myself.
 
   “What did you talk about?”
 
   “About everything.”
 
   I spent my hour on the phone giving him the clean version of the weekend, all the while the real events played over and over in my head. Halfway through the call, I moved from the comfortable confines of the couch and headed to my room to start packing a fresh bag of clothes. I threw all the ones from my night in the hotel with Eden and my weekend with Alyssa into the clothes hamper. I wasn’t sure what Alyssa would have to say about me staying at her house for a few days, but figured it couldn’t hurt to pack for it . . . just in case.
 
   I sat on the bed just as I began to tell him about Phoebe. “We even told my daughter. Who I am, I mean.” I choked on the last part.
 
   “How do you feel about that?”
 
   “Honestly? I don’t think ecstatic is too strong a word. I mean, she took the news so well. She was excited about it.”
 
   “Children are very resilient.”
 
   I wondered what he’d meant by that, but decided to let it roll off my back. “She was happy. That’s all that mattered.”
 
   “You’re right. So what’s next for you and Alyssa?”
 
   “Well, I have some plans. Then I guess it’s a matter of working out our timing. She’s moving to Sydney.” I was beaming inside, excited about my plans for Alyssa at the Suncrest Hotel and her move to Sydney. We hadn’t discussed what would happen after the move, but I knew that moment would be pivotal to our relationship.
 
   “Have you spoken to her family?”
 
   “God, no,” I exclaimed. “I’ll be happy if Alyssa and I can move to Sydney without me having to see them again.”
 
   “You know that’s no way to start a relationship.”
 
   I laughed. “I know, Doc, it’s just . . . well, to be honest, her brother scares the shit out of me.”
 
   “That’s understandable, considering your past.”
 
   “But he has nothing on Curtis.” Killer Curtis would have my balls on a silver platter if he had half a chance. He was shorter, thinner, and had less brute strength than Josh, but he also knew ways to dispose of a body without getting caught. 
 
   “Is Alyssa close to her family?”
 
   “Fuck, yeah. She always has been. They’re a fucking tight-knit group.” A group I was once part of many years ago. There was a time I had been Ruth and Curtis’s quasi-son. That had changed when I’d left. If I’d had any doubt over whether they did indeed hate me, the meeting with Ruby in the city had made it abundantly clear. “But it’ll be all right, Doc. Once they see how happy we are, they’ll leave us alone.”
 
   “Declan?” Dr. Henrikson asked, ignoring my statement.
 
   “Yeah, Doc?” I replied, wondering why he had changed tack.
 
   “It’s good to hear you this way.”
 
   “What way is that?” I was confused.
 
   “Almost optimistic.”
 
   I laughed. “You’re not the first one to call me that this weekend.”
 
   “I have to admit I am a little concerned though. Please . . . take this slowly.” I could tell he was choosing his words carefully.
 
   “Who’s the pessimist now?” I asked.
 
   “I just don’t want to see you falling into any of your”—he paused—“old patterns.”
 
   “You mean running?”
 
   “Amongst other things, yes.”
 
   “I’m never running from her again.”
 
   “I believe that you feel that’s the case.” He was obviously trying to placate me. “But I would like you and Alyssa to come in for couples’ therapy when you can.”
 
   I laughed at the concept. Sure, I had issues which impacted on Alyssa, but Alyssa and I, we didn’t have issues. “You’re just trying to sting me for more money.”
 
   He laughed in reply, but it was hesitant and forced.
 
   I sighed. “What makes you suggest that?”
 
   “It is a little,” his voice was slow, careful, considered, “concerning how insular your relationship with Alyssa seems to be. And how fast things are moving. You describe a world where everything is perfect, but only so long as there is no one else around. That is not a realistic scenario in the long-term. There will always be other factors impacting on the two of you. I would just like to see you both equipped with the right tools for having a relationship that will survive the real world.”
 
   I grew irritated. I had just told him about the fuck-awesome weekend I had with Alyssa and Phoebe, and his first suggestion was that we needed help? 
 
   “Fuck you,” I said. “You don’t know a fucking thing.”
 
   “Declan,” he replied, with a calm voice. “I’m going to leave this here. But please, think about it. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   “Don’t fucking bother,” I murmured, but he’d already hung up the phone. I threw the phone onto my bed. “Fucking quack!” I screamed at no one in particular.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: QUALITY TIME
 
   
 
 
   
GRABBING AN OUTFIT to change into, I stormed into the shower. I slammed the door shut behind me. The doc’s words had planted seeds of doubt in my mind and I was anxious to see Alyssa again. Once I’d finished, I dried myself off and dressed in a rush, before grabbing my bag and writing Mum a quick note to let her know where I was going.
 
   By the time I arrived at Alyssa’s again, the small seeds had grown into weeds that tangled themselves around my memories of the weekend. I began to consider that maybe I was misreading the situation between Alyssa and me. Maybe things weren’t as resolved as I wanted to think. With my heart in my throat, I knocked on Alyssa’s door, unsure how she felt about the way I’d left earlier or whether my absence had given her time to reconsider everything that had happened.
 
   The door pulled open and Alyssa mouthed, “Hi,” to me and smiled. She had a phone handset squeezed between her shoulder and ear as she stepped backwards from the door to allow me entry.
 
   “Daddy!” Phoebe squealed from in front of the TV before leaping up to give me a hug. 
 
   The sound of the word made my stomach clench and my heart pound. A nervous excitement raced through my veins as she wrapped her tiny arms around my legs.
 
   “Nothing important,” Alyssa said into the phone, turning her back to me and heading down the hall toward her bedroom. She continued her conversation the whole way. By the time she reached the end of the hall, I could barely make out the words but I heard “Can’t someone else?” and “You are absolutely certain?”
 
   I sat on the couch and Phoebe climbed up beside me.
 
   “You were gone when I woke up,” she accused.
 
   “Sorry,” I said to her. “I needed to go get some more clothes and have a shower.”
 
   Her eyebrows creased together and she was silent for a minute.
 
   “We have a shower here,” she said eventually, the confusion in her tiny voice clear.
 
   “I know,” I replied. “But I’ll have to go away sometimes. But never for long, and I’ll always come back, okay?”
 
   She considered it for another minute then nodded and turned back to the TV, laughing loudly at Tom and Jerry. I didn’t know that shit was still on TV; I remembered it from when I was young. 
 
   Watching her as she watched the TV, I was soon laughing along with her. She would turn to me whenever something happened that she found particularly funny and tell me what she’d seen, as if I wasn’t sitting right next to her. I could have found that irritating—and if it had been anyone else, I probably would have. For some reason, I found it endearing coming from the little angel perched next to me. Every now and then, I would hear a snippet of conversation float down from Alyssa, but I still couldn’t hear many words.
 
   “Declan?” Alyssa called, before appearing behind me. She was dressed in her work uniform and I frowned at the sight. She hadn’t said anything about needing to work. “I’ve been called in to work. It’s an emergency, and they’ve got no one else who can take the shift.”
 
   “Okay.” I tried not to let my disappointment show in my voice. I’d been hoping to have some fun and extend the weekend. 
 
   “I, well, I don’t have anyone else to watch Phoebe. Would you mind? It’ll only be for a few hours at the most. I’ll be at work until at least six, but Mum can drop in and pick Phoebe up earlier.”
 
   I heard what she wasn’t saying as loudly as what she had. She didn’t trust me to watch Phoebe. She’d checked every other resource and had no other options. I was the last fucking person she’d asked to babysit my own fucking daughter. 
 
   Dr. Henrikson’s words began creeping through my mind again. I wanted to scream and shout that we would be all right. That we didn’t need help. But I saw in that instant that I would be wrong. Terribly wrong. As much trust as I had gained from Alyssa over the weekend, I still had to work my arse off to earn the rest. There was only one way to do that.
 
   “Lys.” I stood and wrapped my arms around her. “I can handle it. It’ll be great. What better way for us to get to really know each other?” 
 
   It was hard to sound reassuring. Even in my own ears my voice was weak and pitiful, and full of fear. I drove heavy, high-powered vehicles around a racetrack at high speeds for a living without batting an eyelid, and yet the idea of spending the day alone with my own three-year-old daughter frightened the living shit out of me. 
 
   I could do it though. 
 
   I would do it. If only to prove to everyone that I was committed to Alyssa and to Phoebe. 
 
   “You want me to get Mum to come over when she’s free? She can take Phoebe back to her house and give you a break.”
 
   I shook my head. The idea of speaking to Alyssa’s family any time soon frightened me much more than spending a day with Phoebe. 
 
   “We’ll be fine. I can handle it,” I repeated, as much to reassure myself as Alyssa.
 
   Alyssa raced around getting ready, calling out instructions for Phoebe’s routine as she went. Before long, she’d told me when to feed her, when to put her to sleep—apparently she needed to sleep at midday but couldn’t sleep for any more than an hour or she wouldn’t go to sleep later in the night. I was fucking exhausted just from Alyssa’s explanations of what I needed to do—and I hadn’t even started yet. My apprehension grew with every passing second. There wasn’t an opportunity for me to change my mind though, because with one last kiss and a whispered warning to Phoebe to be on her best behaviour, Alyssa was gone.
 
   I stood staring at Phoebe, and she stood staring at me. I smiled a tight smile at her. “What would you like to do?”
 
   “I want to go to Nana’s.”
 
   “No, baby, we promised Mummy we’d stay here,” I said in my gentlest voice.
 
   “But this house is boring!” She stamped her foot and crossed her arms.
 
   Shit. Alyssa hadn’t explained any of this to me. I knew the whens of her routine, but had no idea what to do if she didn’t want to do something.
 
   “Why don’t you watch a movie?” I suggested.
 
   She nodded before turning and running into her room. She came out a few seconds later with a Wiggles DVD. We sat and watched it. 
 
   And then we watched it again. 
 
   And again. 
 
   By the fourth run-through I was going utterly crazy. I even knew the words to some of the goddamned songs. When Phoebe tried to get me to get up and dance with her, I drew the line. Like she had with Tom and Jerry, every time something came on that she liked she turned to me and told me all about it. Even on the fourth run-through.
 
   Needing a break from the endless cheer on the TV, I looked at the time. Time for lunch, and then a sleep, according to Alyssa’s schedule. I checked the fridge, where Alyssa said she’d left some tuna sandwiches. I pulled them out and arranged them on a plate for Phoebe. I put them on a little table that was obviously designed for Phoebe to eat at. Then I headed back into the kitchen to fix something for myself.
 
   “I don’t want stinky fish.” I turned to look at Phoebe when I heard her voice. She had her arms crossed again and a frown on her face.
 
   “That’s all I’ve got,” I replied.
 
   “I don’t want it,” she said more loudly, shoving the plate away from her.
 
   Fuck! I wondered if Alyssa would be upset if I called her at work to find out what to do. 
 
   I couldn’t do it. Whether or not it was intentional, the day was a test. Alyssa might decide I wasn’t worth keeping around if I couldn’t even look after Phoebe for one day. If I failed now, I might lose them both.
 
   “Please, baby?” I turned on my charm. It worked on retail workers and hotel managers but I wasn’t sure if it would work on her too.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “What do you want to eat then?”
 
   “A lollipop.”
 
   “You can’t have a lollipop for lunch.” I laughed at the absurdity of the request.
 
   “I want a lollipop.”
 
   “After you eat something else?” I countered.
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   I fixed her with a stern look, trying to let her know I wouldn’t back down. 
 
   With a little frown scrunching the skin between her eyebrows she stared back at me, equally unwavering. Then she put her hands on her hips and pouted. Just when I was about to relent, she spoke again. “I want a vegemite sandwich.”
 
   “Now that I can help you with,” I said with a smile. “I just happen to make a mean vegemite sandwich.” 
 
   I whipped around the kitchen for a few minutes making the vegemite sandwich for her. I cut it into four squares and placed it in front of her. She took one look at the plate and pushed it away.
 
   “I don’t want it.”
 
   “That’s what you asked for,” I said, exasperated.
 
   She shook her head. “I want it in triangles.”
 
   What the fuck difference does that make? It’s a fucking vegemite sandwich for fucks sake. Vegemite is vegemite, regardless of how it’s cut. I bit back the words and swallowed down the frustration rising in my throat. 
 
   “Just eat that,” I said, trying to keep the annoyance out of my tone.
 
   “No.” She turned her head away.
 
   “Eat it.”
 
   “I want triangles.”
 
   With a sigh, I grabbed the plate and turned back toward the kitchen. I spent the next few minutes remaking the vegemite sandwich. This time I cut it into fucking triangles. I placed it down in front of Phoebe. She took one bite.
 
   “Yuck,” she said, pushing the plate away. 
 
   Wondering whether I’d done something wrong, I grabbed one of the quarters and took a bite. “There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s a vegemite sandwich cut into triangles.”
 
   “I don’t like vegemite.”
 
   With a great effort, I resisted the urge to growl at her. I tried to remind myself that she was just a child.
 
   “Then what do you want to eat?” I asked.
 
   “Ice cream.”
 
   I sighed. “You can’t have ice cream . . .” I started, but then decided it wasn’t worth the argument. After all, I didn’t have to tell Alyssa that I’d fed Phoebe ice cream for lunch. “You know what—fine. Have ice cream.”
 
   I dished up the strawberry ice cream from the Neapolitan tub in Alyssa’s freezer. Phoebe ate it all quickly and smiled at me. That smile alone was worth a thousand uneaten vegemite sandwiches. We watched the Wiggles . . . again . . . before I told her it was time for a sleep.
 
   “I don’t want to sleep.”
 
   I sighed. “Mummy said you have to sleep.”
 
   “I. Don’t. Want. To,” she said forcefully.
 
   “Please?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Please, baby?” I pulled out the charm again. “For Daddy?”
 
   She shook her head violently and recrossed her arms.
 
   “Mummy said you needed to sleep though.” Alyssa had been very clear on the need for Phoebe to sleep. She said it had to happen no matter what.
 
   Phoebe shook her head forcefully. Her brown hair flew around her face. 
 
   “Phoebe, we are having a sleep,” I said, trying to sound forceful but not scary. How the hell did anyone do this shit?
 
   She shook her head again.
 
   I stepped forward and picked her up gently to carry her into her room. She kicked her legs out and screamed. When I tried to put her back on the ground, she was still kicking and screaming and wouldn’t get her legs underneath her. Her cries were so loud the neighbours must have heard them. 
 
   Fuck me dead, I thought. How the fuck do people deal with this?
 
   I couldn’t ring Alyssa. As desperate as I was for assistance from someone, I knew no one who could help. 
 
   Then I remembered there was someone I could call who had experience with children. I dialled Ben’s number and spoke to him briefly. Somehow through Phoebe’s screams, he was able to decipher the reason for my call. He told me some techniques that he used. Basically it boiled down to bribery and distraction. Too bad I couldn’t get a word in edgewise to try to distract her. I hung up the phone with a promise to call him later. For the moment, I had to deal with the still-screaming child who was now flailing on the floor.
 
   Picking her up, and holding her as gently as I could while avoiding the hazards that were her arms and legs, I carried her to her room. I lay down on the bed with her and began playing a game Ben had suggested, Round and Round the Garden. Eventually, Phoebe began to calm, and even giggle, and I was able to convince her to lie still with me while I read her a story. Then I began to hum a tune to her. I couldn’t remember the words, but it was something Mum used to sing to me.
 
   After what felt like hours of battling her, her eyes began to drift closed, and she fell asleep leaning against my chest. I didn’t want to move for fear of waking her. Allowing the peace and quiet of the now still house to wash over me, I closed my own eyes. Phoebe’s rhythmic, soft breathing made my mind drift slowly into slumber.
 
   My eyes snapped open when I heard the front door click unlocked. A second later I heard a voice, that wasn’t Alyssa’s, call out, “Only me!”
 
   Fuck. I knew that voice. It was a voice I hadn’t heard in over four years. The voice of a woman I’d once considered my second mother. I panicked, not sure whether I should call out in reply or not. In the end, I remained silent and hoped that she’d think no one was home.
 
   After what felt like an eternity, Phoebe’s bedroom door cracked open.
 
   I heard a sharp intake of breath.
 
   “Declan?” Ruth exclaimed.
 
   Fuck me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: MY APOCALYPSE
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER THE SMALLEST of glances at Ruth, I felt the panic and terror brand my face as it twisted into a contorted mask. I hadn’t felt a surge of fear so strong since hearing Josh’s voice at the airport. Working to pull my thoughts together, I put my finger to my lips to instruct Ruth to stay quiet. Which wasn’t entirely necessary because she just stared at me with her mouth gaping slightly anyway. 
 
   I shifted position, gently rolling Phoebe away from my chest. Silently, I stroked her cheek a couple of times to ensure she was still in a deep slumber before pointing to the door, indicating to Ruth to leave the room. Watching Phoebe the whole way, I backed out and pulled the door shut behind me. With the tones of the death march ringing through my mind as I went, I began the slow walk out to the living room.
 
   By the time I spotted Ruth again, my heart was pounding as if Lars Ulrich was using it to practice his percussion. The more I thought about the things Alyssa and Ruby had said, the more I was certain I could hear the beat of “My Apocalypse” drumming against my chest. The words began to echo through my head.
 
   Clenching my fists at my sides, I tried every technique I knew to stave off the panic attack I felt building within me. My chest was tight—my lungs too small to draw the correct amount of oxygen from the air. The room slanted to the left and began to spin. 
 
   Through the haze of fear that was rising within me I sensed, rather than saw, Ruth come from behind and circle around in front of me. A cacophony of sounds hit me. My own heartbeat became amplified in my ears. I could hear Ruth’s voice echoing above it, just slightly louder. It felt like she was screaming at me. 
 
   Louder and louder. 
 
   Words I couldn’t understand or hear properly. I crossed my arms on top of my head, using my biceps to block the violent rush of noise. The room skewed further off balance, and my breaths grew shallower. Hands clutched at me from what felt like all directions, pulling and tugging while the screaming and thudding continued. 
 
   I shut my eyes tightly and tried to chant my mantra silently to myself. I can get through this. I’ve had one before, and I made it through then. I can get through this. I’ve had one before, and I made it through then.
 
   I became aware of a second voice mixing with Ruth’s. It took me a moment to realise it was mine. Slowly, the rushing sound in my ears quietened. Something soft hit the back of my knees and they gave way beneath me. What felt like a large pillow stopped my descent before I hit the ground. Fingers closed around my hands and the yelling slowly abated, although the voice didn’t quieten, it just began to sound less harsh in my ears.
 
   “Declan . . .,” was the first clear thing I heard, but then the voice faded back into obscurity.
 
   I dropped my head down to my knees and began to rock softly. My mantra wasn’t helping. There was only one thing I knew for certain that would help and unfortunately she was at work.
 
   “Declan.” Ruth’s voice broke through the haze again. She sounded . . . worried?
 
   Curiosity brought me back to the present. I tried to breathe again and was relieved when I found that my lungs seemed almost regular-sized once more. Lifting my head, I opened my eyes. Ruth was sitting on the couch beside me. She held her hands out toward me and her face was traced with concern.
 
   “Declan?” she asked again as my eyes focused on her face. “Are you all right?”
 
   I nodded, then shook my head, then nodded again. I honestly wasn’t sure whether I was all right or not. Whether I ever would be.
 
   “Panic attacks?” she queried.
 
   My lip quivered and I couldn’t find the word yes.
 
   Her face softened. “You really did miss her, didn’t you?”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes as I nodded again.
 
   “Aw, baby.” She held her arms out in invitation. I crawled across the couch and into her embrace before letting the sobs overrun my body as it recovered from the rush of adrenaline that my panic attack had inspired. The last time she’d comforted me that way was when I was sixteen. It was after Alyssa and I had fought at school, over something as stupid as not saying I love you.
 
   Despite our past, and how much she had been like a mother to me at times, I couldn’t fathom why Ruth was being so nice to me now. After everything I’d put her daughter, and her granddaughter through, why wasn’t she kicking my arse? I didn’t want to break the spell and ask, but eventually I had to. Extracting myself from her arms, I sat beside her on the sofa.
 
   “Don’t you hate me?” I asked.
 
   She brushed the hair off my face. A small frown graced her brow and her lips turned downward. “Sweetie, I may be disappointed in some of the decisions you’ve made, but I could never hate you. And it’s obvious you are in pain right now. That trumps everything else. Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “I was . . . scared,” I admitted. “When you came in. I thought . . . I didn’t know what you’d do. Everyone else hates me.”
 
   She laughed, just a soft chuckle. It reminded me of Alyssa. “Curtis and Josh have thick heads, that’s all. You hurt their baby girl. But you know that, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “And you hurt yourself just as much, didn’t you?”
 
   Swallowing down the lump in my throat, I nodded again. Ruth had always been intuitive and there was no point lying to her.
 
   “Ruby told me about your talk, and Alyssa told me about your dinner at McDonald’s. I can tell you’re trying to do the right thing. That means something. I wanted to see you sooner, to talk to you, but Alyssa asked me not to. She thought you might need your space.”
 
   “Thank you,” I managed. I wasn’t sure whether to feel touched that Alyssa had thought to ask for space on my behalf—or offended because it was another sign that she still didn’t trust me. Did she think I could be run off? “But why are you here now then?” It wasn’t until after the words had escaped that I could see how rude they might sound. “Shit, fuck, I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   She smiled. “It’s all right, Declan. I usually drop by to see Alyssa a couple of times a week when she’s not working. Where is she, by the way?”
 
   “She got called in to work. Apparently, it was a big emergency.”
 
   Ruth raised her eyebrow at me. “And she left you alone with Phoebe?”
 
   I bristled. Her amazed tone pissed me off. Was it really that hard to believe that Alyssa would trust me to look after my own fucking daughter? Okay, so I was apparently the last resort, but it wasn’t that unthinkable was it? After all, I’d had to endure the mother of all temper tantrums and I’d survived. With my mouth twisted in distaste, I went to say something but Ruth cut me off.
 
   “I just meant that Alyssa very rarely leaves Phoebe with anyone. Me, Flynn, Ruby, and occasionally your mum. That’s it. We practically had to drag her down to enrol Phoebe in day care. She’s very protective of her. I think sometimes Lys still sees Phoebe as the broken baby who wouldn’t have survived without her brother’s gift, and not always as the strong, smart child she has grown into.”
 
   Her words came as a shock. The thought of how hard it was for Alyssa to trust anyone else with Phoebe had never even crossed my mind. It dawned on me just how big a deal it was that Alyssa had allowed me to babysit at all so soon after coming back into their lives. A smile crossed my face as Ruth’s words cemented the fact that Alyssa did in fact trust me. 
 
   “Would you like to stay for the afternoon?” I asked Ruth.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to intrude. I didn’t realise you would be here or I wouldn’t have come.”
 
   “Don’t fucking worry about it. I’m glad you are here.”
 
   “Alyssa was right about you,” Ruth said, as the corners of her lips lifted again.
 
   “What?” I asked, wondering what Alyssa might have told her mum about me.
 
   “You’ve lost none of your charm, but gained a real potty mouth.”
 
   I laughed. “There’s nothing fucking potty about my mouth,” I joked.
 
   “Come on,” she said, rising to her feet. “Why don’t I make us a cup of tea and you can tell me what you’ve been up to?”
 
   “That, well, actually that sounds great. Thanks, Ruth.”
 
   Without thinking about it, I hopped up on the kitchen counter while Ruth busied herself making the tea. I rarely drank the stuff these days, but she was being cordial to me and I didn’t want to fuck it up. If I made an effort, I had no doubt Alyssa would find out. Not to mention the fact that being on Ruth’s good side would help my cause with Josh at least—he was nothing if not a mama’s boy.
 
   “So what have you been up to in Sydney?” Ruth asked as she set one of the steaming mugs on the dining table and sat in the seat across from it.
 
   I smirked. “You really don’t want to know.” There was no way I could tell her about the scores of women I’d bedded, the alcohol I’d drunk, or any of the horror that was my first few months down there.
 
    “Something must have been real fascinating to keep you away from our little Alyssa?”
 
   “Not really. That was just me being a stubborn arse. I—” I took a deep breath. “—well, I almost had myself convinced that I was over her. It was only in the dark of night that I knew I wasn’t.”
 
   “You dreamt about her?” she guessed.
 
   Shrugging, I leaned forward for the hot mug and cradled it in my hands. “If I was lucky. If not, I’d lie awake for hours staring at the ceiling while memories of our time together ran endlessly through my head.”
 
   “When did the panic attacks start, sweetie?” Her voice was still full of concern. I just wanted to hug her and say thank you again.
 
   “Almost immediately,” I admitted, my voice almost silent. These were things I’d barely covered with Alyssa. “It started small. Alyssa would call and I would listen as she left a message. Within a week, I found I had to actually clutch tightly to something to stop myself from answering the phone. I honestly thought she’d be better off without any ties to me. I thought she’d move on eventually. Do the things she always wanted to do, you know?”
 
   “That was never going to happen though, you should have known that. Even without the twins, she could never have forgotten about you any more than you could forget about her.”
 
   “I know that now,” I whispered. “But I thought I knew better. Eventually, holding on to something wasn’t enough. That was when the insomnia started. All within a few weeks of being in Sydney. I should have known then that what I really wanted was to be back by her side. But the real problem was that I wanted to be at Sinclair Racing too. It was my dream job, and I couldn’t just walk away.”
 
   Ruth glanced over the rim of her mug as she waited for me to continue the story. 
 
   I put my own mug back on the table and stared into the milky-brown liquid.
 
   “That’s . . .” I sighed. “Well, that’s when things became dark.” I wasn’t going to tell her exactly how dark, I wouldn’t be able to bear the look of disgust or pity that might cross her face. “I began to manage the only way I was able.”
 
   “Alcohol and women?” Ruth asked.
 
   I nodded because there was no point denying what she clearly knew. It was pretty much public record after all. “For a while I tried sleeping tablets too, and they worked, but they just became another in a long line of addictions. The more time that passed, the harder it was just to pick up the phone. I think I knew that if I did, I’d be back in her arms in an instant.”
 
   Not for the first time, I wondered what life would have been like if I had succumbed to the urge to reconnect sooner. Would I have had to give up racing, or would we have found a way to make it all work? 
 
   Glancing over at Ruth, wordlessly absorbing my confession like a priest, it became clear once more that the hole in my life hadn’t just been Alyssa-sized. There had been so many other connections I’d severed to avoid a reunion.
 
   “I kept all her phone messages though,” I continued. “I would play them occasionally when I was unable to sleep. I did such a good job of convincing myself that I didn’t need her—I told myself it was only a piece of home I was missing, not her—that hearing her voice reminded me of easier times.” My words reminded me of my temper tantrum with the answering machine. I’d lost all of the messages because I’d thrown the damn thing against the wall. I hung my head. “I was a fucking fool.” 
 
   “But you’re here now,” Ruth said.
 
   Raising my head again, I met her eyes. “And I’m not leaving her again.”
 
   She smiled at me. “That’s all I need to know. Alyssa has made it clear to me what she wants and if my baby girl wants you, I’m not going to argue. I just need to know you’re not going to hurt her again.”
 
   I shook my head. “Never.”
 
   She stood and took her mug to the sink. “Then I wish you both well. And Declan?”
 
   Twisting in my seat, I glanced at her.
 
   She turned and gave me a small smile. “Don’t leave it so long before you talk to me again, yeah?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I said, giving her a mock-salute.
 
   A noise from the bedroom—a small voice calling out—indicated that Phoebe was stirring.
 
   “Shall I?” Ruth asked.
 
   “Do you mind if I do?” I didn’t want to cause problems between Ruth and me, especially when I’d just aired my dirty laundry, but I was the one Alyssa asked to babysit and didn’t want to shirk my duties. Ruth shook her head and gave me a little smile. 
 
   When I poked my head into Phoebe’s room, she beamed at me. I wondered if she’d thought I’d be gone when she woke. She stood on her bed and held out her arms. “Cuddles!”
 
   I walked over and collected her into my arms. “Did you have a good sleep?”
 
   She nodded and snuggled into my chest, and I carried her out into the living room. When she saw Ruth she almost squealed the house down. 
 
   “Nana!” She wriggled out of my arms and was across the room and into Ruth’s an instant later.
 
   Ruth gave me an apologetic look, but I waved her off. If she made Phoebe happy, I was happy. The fact that Ruth was smiling and hadn’t ripped me a new arsehole like I’d thought she might, helped to keep me in a good mood.
 
   
 
 
   
HOURS LATER, the three of us were set up on the floor in the living room playing with Phoebe’s toy cars, car mat, and her dollies when Alyssa came home. 
 
   When she walked in the door, her eyes widened in surprise as she caught sight of us. “Mum? What are you doing here?”
 
   “I decided to drop in and see you, to find out how your date went, considering you never called me.”
 
   Alyssa blushed scarlet and I chuckled.
 
   “Are you two all right then?” Alyssa asked warily as she glanced between us.
 
   “Thick as thieves,” Ruth answered as she cast a conspiratorial glance in my direction.
 
   Alyssa looked over at me and I smiled and nodded. She breathed an audible sigh of relief. “Well . . . all right then. Shall I set the dinner table for one more?”
 
   “No, sweetie, it’s all right. I’ve gotta get back and feed your dad. You know how he can get if he doesn’t eat.”
 
   Alyssa laughed, but I made a mental note to ensure Killer Curtis was well fed before I met him again. Ruth hugged everyone goodbye and was gone within ten minutes of Alyssa’s arrival. Although a slight paranoia built that Ruth had only hung around because she didn’t trust me, the truth was she’d never once made me feel like I couldn’t take care of Phoebe. 
 
   While I kept Phoebe entertained, Alyssa set about preparing a meal in the kitchen. I felt like an arse for not even thinking about dinner before then, but Ruth, Phoebe, and I had been getting along so well that nothing else had crossed my mind.
 
   I snuck up behind Alyssa while she was at the sink washing some vegetables and wrapped my arms around her from behind. She leaned back against me and gave a small, delectable moan in response. I used one hand to brush the hair away from her neck and began trailing small kisses along her skin. The things she inspired in me. Every nerve ending sang with a need to be closer to her. I spun her around and captured her mouth. She kissed me back ferociously. If I hadn’t been hyperaware of the little ears in the next room, I would have taken her then and there. 
 
   I released her lips, but held her waist. “I was thinking, maybe I could stay here for a few days. I mean, that is if you don’t mind.”
 
   She let out a shaky breath and shook her head. “I don’t mind.”
 
   Moving one of my hands around her body, I caressed her crotch through her pants. “That’s good. Because I have a number of plans and it might take some time to work through them all.”
 
   I pressed her into the bench so that she knew what she’d done to me. I was solid as a rock.
 
   Alyssa breathed into my ear, “I like plans.” She grabbed my erection and it was my turn to groan. Her skilful fingers wrapped around it even through my shorts. God, I was so ready for her. She knew it and she smirked as she dropped her hand. “Unfortunately, I have to prepare sustenance for everyone and then get a certain little someone off to bed first.”
 
   I blinked but was unable to do anything more. Not with the promise of hot sex burning in my mind. I wanted her so badly, even more after the little things I’d learned today. Gritting my teeth, and breathing through my nose, I willed away my erection. I just had to wait a few short hours. Finally, I gathered up enough strength to move my mouth and ask how her day was.
 
   The night ran smoothly from there. We all ate and then watched a bit of TV. Phoebe—the little Judas—ratted me out to Alyssa, telling her about the ice-cream lunch, but thankfully Alyssa didn’t seem too upset. She cast me the evil eye for a moment, but then smiled and shook her head a little in a slightly mocking way. As if that was what she’d expected to happen. It should have made me feel like a failure, only it didn’t. 
 
   Fuck, she was good for me.
 
   Alyssa bathed and dressed Phoebe again, and then at bedtime we both read Phoebe some stories until her eyes shut, and we left the room in silence.
 
   The instant Alyssa had pulled Phoebe’s door shut, Alyssa attacked me. Her hands were in my hair, then tugging at my pants, and then pulling at my shirt. Even as her fingers worked their way over my body, her lips touched my lips, then my neck where she nipped and sucked at my skin. Her whole being was in constant motion in my arms. I held her as close as I could, grinding myself against her as we connected. She turned to head toward the bedroom, but I stopped her. There was something else I wanted to do. 
 
   The thought of screwing her near the kitchen sink, of finishing exactly what she’d started earlier, had been playing through my mind, and I wouldn’t be satisfied with anything less. 
 
   Leaving the light off, I moved her into position and worked my zipper down, leaving the button done so my shorts didn’t fall around my feet. Then I pushed down my boxers just far enough to release my erection. I propped Alyssa up on the bench, pulling her skirt up and pushing her undies to the side. Lining myself up, I drove hard into her.
 
   She cried out a little, her voice thick with lust. “Oh, fuck me, Dec.” She bit her lip and dropped her head as her hands gripped my shoulders, holding me as I followed her instruction.
 
   Reaching down between us, I rubbed my thumb along her clit while I continued to slam against her. Before long, she came around me, and I followed just moments later.
 
   Without breaking our connection, I started to love her the way she deserved. First kissing her lips, and then trailing my mouth along her neck and shoulders. I pulled her shirt open and caressed her breasts softly.
 
   “God, I can’t help myself around you. I need you so bad,” I whispered.
 
   “It’s okay. I needed that too.” I could see her small smile even in the darkness. “More than you could know,” she added in a whisper. 
 
   Lifting her off the bench, I carried her to the bedroom where I would spend all night loving her if she allowed me to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: DO-OVER
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER A LONG sleep-in and pancakes for breakfast, Alyssa, Phoebe, and I finally emerged from the house around noon. The doctor called my phone while I was in bed, but recalling his words of doubt, I didn’t want to talk to him so I let it go to message bank. 
 
   When our day finally got underway properly, I took them both to Ben and Jade’s. I had, despite Alyssa’s concerns, organised for the pair to watch Phoebe for the evening while Alyssa and I had our date in the city—the one I’d planned with the concierge at the Suncrest Hotel. Phoebe, for her part, was overjoyed by the idea of staying somewhere new. When she saw their baby, her eyes lit up with excitement. It was an un-fucking-real experience. 
 
   I stayed for about an hour with them all, but then I had to leave—there was still too much to be arranged. When I left Alyssa with everyone else, it was with the promise of arranging a car to pick her up and bring her to me when everything was ready. It meant that she and Phoebe had to stay with Ben and Jade for the better part of the afternoon, but that played perfectly into my plan. 
 
   Alyssa still had no idea what I’d arranged. The only clue she had was that it required dressing up, and that was only because I’d arranged to have a dress delivered to her a little after three. 
 
   The truth was, I was as nervous as fuck about my plan, but I was also determined not to fuck up the opportunity. If I could, I would have actually rewritten history. 
 
   Because that was impossible, I was instead going to try replacing it with something a little happier.
 
   When everything was nearly ready, I glanced around the room and surveyed the handiwork of the team of staff who were still running around doing the final preparation for the night. Fairy lights covered almost every inch of the ceiling; they were the only thing lighting the room. Sheer white curtains enclosed the dance floor, making it into a private oasis. Satisfied, I walked around the table and dance floor one last time, greeting everyone personally. I could tell the racing fans from the others—they were the ones with a star-struck look when they shook my hand. 
 
   Finally, I called everyone together for a quick explanation of how the night would run. I ensured the DJ had the playlist I had created as well as strict instructions not to play a single damn song that wasn’t on that fucking list. Everyone nodded and agreed, and I smiled. 
 
   It was going to be perfect or heads were going to roll.
 
   With nothing else left to do, I pulled out my phone for the fifteenth time. Ben was supposed to call me the instant Alyssa left their house so that I would have time to change without being dressed too early, and he hadn’t called yet. For a few more minutes, I watched the screen, before throwing the phone in my pocket again and heading to the toilets to get changed anyway. It wouldn’t matter if I was in the monkey suit for a few minutes longer than absolutely necessary. For the night, I’d gone all out and bought a proper tuxedo, with a bowtie and all. The suit was sharp lines of black and white, but the bow tie was bright red and matched the dress I’d bought for Alyssa. Or more specifically, the dress the shop assistant had assured me would be perfect based on the photo I had of Alyssa.
 
   I was halfway through doing up my shirt when my phone finally rang. I stumbled around after it, pulling it loose from the pocket of the pants I’d cast off moments earlier. “Hello?”
 
   “Young Declan,” a female voice I didn’t immediately recognise said. It had a certain calm menace to it.
 
   “Who is this?” I asked.
 
   The voice laughed and a shiver ran down my spine. The cougaresque tones gave away who it was. “I’m hurt, Declan.”
 
   “Ms. Wood,” I said coolly.
 
   “Please, I’ve told you before, call me Paige.”
 
   “What do you want, Ms. Wood?” Calling her by her first name would indicate comfort and familiarity. Despite the moment between us at Bathurst, I felt neither.
 
   “I’m calling to see if I can borrow your star power.”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Why?”
 
   “There’s a little fundraiser in town tomorrow night and I’m trying to drum up some extra interest.”
 
   I was confused why she was calling me, and for more reasons than just the obvious—that I’d turned down every offer she’d ever made to join her team. Bathurst hadn’t exactly been the first, it had just been the first I’d even partly stopped to listen to her. “Aren’t you supposed to be in Bahrain?”
 
   “Ah, see my boy, that’s where the problem comes. I promised I would front a driver for this charity thing in Brisbane, but I didn’t realise how close it was to the Bahrain race. Unfortunately, Hunter has already left the country and is unavailable to attend.”
 
   How the fuck is that my problem? I remained silent.
 
   “Then it occurred to me that you had some spare time on your hands, and I wondered if you might like to go in his place?”
 
   I blinked, uncomprehending. “You want me to go to some charity event to represent you? I drive for Holden and Sinclair, not for Ford or Wood.”
 
   “I know,” she said, her voice almost soft and musical. Her attempt at seductive. Once, it might have worked on me. Now, it had nothing on Alyssa’s voice, which was sexy without her even trying. “Alas, you are my last resort. I hate to let down a charity. They wanted to raffle off signed ProV8 merchandise to raise vital funds.”
 
   I closed my eyes and rubbed my thumb and forefinger across my eyelids. I was getting tired of this dance of hers. “Look, Paige,” I relented, using her name in the hope she’d think I’d seriously considered her request. “I’d love to help. I really would. But I’ve got my own stuff going on right now, and frankly, I don’t think they’d like a Holden driver signing Ford merchandise.”
 
   “Young Declan,” I could hear the condescension in her voice, “I will ensure they have ProV8 materials only, nothing to reference either Ford or Holden.”
 
   “I just don’t think I can make it, I’m afraid.” I was still trying to be polite, but my voice was cold.
 
   “Oh, that is a shame. Especially when it’s such a worthy cause. Those poor sick children.”
 
   I knew I was going to regret it as soon as the thought came to mind, but I had to ask. “What kids?”
 
   “The money is for the children’s hospital. They’re raising money to help save the lives of children and babies. You know Danny loves that it when you show your support for those sorts of causes.”
 
   I pulled the phone away from my face and let loose a stream of vitriol. With a growl, I banged the fist that held my phone against my forehead. How the fuck was I supposed to say no to something that would help the people who helped my baby? Who had saved her life? “Fine,” I murmured into the phone. Generally I would have ran this past Sinclair’s PR team, but I was certain they’d be too busy with the Bahrain race to worry about what I was doing. Plus, how could they disagree? So long as it was generic ProV8 items, there wasn’t any bad publicity that could come from a fundraiser for a children’s hospital. 
 
   “Wonderful news,” Paige said, her voice full of quiet confidence, as if she’d expected that result all along. She probably had. Manipulative bitch. “I have two spare tickets at the table. I’m sure, based on your reputation, that you shouldn’t have too much trouble finding someone to attend with you. We can’t have our leading man turn up alone, after all.”
 
   I gritted my teeth. “First, I’m not your ‘leading man,’ and don’t worry I won’t be alone. Just send the details through to my phone.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Paige’s delighted voice was as soft and creepy as her persuasive tone. 
 
   “Is that all?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. Although I do wish you would reconsider my offer? I know you’d be very happy here, and we would definitely benefit from your unique talents.”
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll help out for charity, but that’s it. I’ve told you, I’m still Sinclair through and through.”
 
   “Such loyalty.” She chuckled before disconnecting the call.
 
   “Fuck!” I shouted into the empty room, my temporary state of undress forgotten. My phone beeped and I noticed I had a missed call from Ben’s number. Ten minutes earlier. He must have called just as Paige had. 
 
   Shit. Fuck. Damn. 
 
   It meant that Alyssa was already on her way and I had about twenty minutes to finish getting ready. I spent another couple of minutes giving Ben a quick call back to apologise and thank him for helping out. I ended the call asking how Alyssa was when she’d left.
 
   Ben laughed. “She was a bit pissed about the car you got.”
 
   I joined in with his laughter, easily able to picture the look on her face when the hot pink stretch Hummer rolled up in front of Ben and Jade’s house.
 
   “And can I just say wow! You should see her. If I wasn’t married . . .” He gave a low whistle. I heard Jade laughing in the background.
 
   After hearing Ben’s words, I was even more excited to see Alyssa. She was beautiful to me anyway, but I had a feeling tonight she would look extra special. I pulled on the tuxedo as quickly as I could. Then I checked everything in the ballroom one last time before walking down the stairs to the lobby. My original intention was to wait near the staircase, but because I was so anxious to see her, I soon moved just outside the entrance to greet her there instead. As the minutes dragged on, I kept edging closer to the road until I was standing right next to the bellhop who was helping people from their vehicles.
 
   Fidgeting with my suit, playing with the bowtie around my neck, and raking my hands through my hair, I counted the seconds as I waited for her. When the huge pink monstrosity turned off the street to head to the hotel, I couldn’t stop myself from leaping forward, knowing that my heart rested inside. I had the door open the instant it stopped.
 
   When I saw Alyssa, my breath caught. She was too beautiful for words. As I helped her from the Hummer I noticed just how soft and silken the floor-length dress was. The colour made her skin appear almost luminous. The material clung tightly to her body, showing off her curves and leaving nothing to the imagination. I could already envisage peeling it off her later. Her hair was swept up into a loose bun, some curls falling loosely around her face. Her make-up was light and natural.
 
   Once we were both on the footpath, I guided her into my hold before sweeping one hand from her shoulders to her thighs. “Fuck, Alyssa, you look—” I struggled to find the appropriate sentiment. “Fuck.”
 
   She flushed a deep shade of crimson before she looked me over. “You look great too, Dec.” She eyed the hotel apprehensively. She whispered, “What are we doing here?”
 
   “I’m exorcising my demons, and humbly requesting a do-over.” I held out my arm to her. When she linked her arms around it, I led her into the hotel.
 
   Ignoring the looks from the staff and other visitors, I headed straight for the stairs and walked her into our private function in the ballroom. As soon as the doors opened the sounds of Chicago’s “Hard for me to Say I’m Sorry” filled the room. 
 
   She glanced around her in awe. “What is this?” she asked in a hushed tone.
 
   “I wanted to tell you what you mean to me. To show you what you’ve always meant to me.”
 
   “What do you mean?” She looked up at me, her eyes soft and trusting. I led her to the enclosed dance floor, pushing the curtains out of the way. They fell back in place around us, wrapping us in their soft cocoon. I pulled her close and began to slow dance with her while the words I needed to say played around us.
 
   I looked into her eyes. “I never told you that this is what it felt like when we danced at the school formal.”
 
   She cocked her head to the side but remained silent.
 
   “Just the two of us. In our own little world. Everything else around us just . . . faded away.” I pointed to the gossamer curtains, explaining their relevance.
 
   “I . . . I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. Tears deepened the brown in her eyes, but she was smiling widely.
 
   “You don’t have to say anything. Let’s just dance for a while, shall we?”
 
   She nodded and then rested her head on my shoulder.
 
   I tucked her even closer into me, until her hair brushed softly across my cheek. The song ended and the next one began. Song after song came on as we danced in our own little circle, never breaking contact. I didn’t know if Alyssa realised the significance of the playlist. Each song was a message of apology, or a promise that I wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
   We swayed to our own unique beat regardless of the tempo of the music. I closed my eyes and allowed everything else to fall away. The rhythm of our synchronised breathing was more beautiful than any sounds musicians could compile.
 
   Finally, it was the time in the playlist for “The Reason” by Hoobastank. It was the message I wanted to deliver more than anything else. I whispered the lyrics against Alyssa’s hair, trying to impart to her exactly how much I meant them. I felt small sobs wrack her body as the words reached her. When I got to the chorus, I pulled back and stared into her eyes.
 
   Our bodies stopped moving as we pulled back and stared into each other’s souls. I felt that some part of me was repairing slowly. That some place that had gone dark years ago was filling with light. I could only hope Alyssa felt the same way.
 
   I’d arranged with the DJ for there to be a pause in the apology songs for some instrumental music so we could sit and talk for a while, over dinner. But before we did though, there was one last thing I needed to do. 
 
   I brushed away the remnants of her tears with my finger. Then, after kissing her tear-stained cheeks, I stepped away from her and pulled a small box from my pocket. I sank to my knee in front of her.
 
   She shook her head a little in disbelief.
 
   “Lys, I know it’s only been a few weeks that you’ve been back in my life, but you’ve changed me, even in that short amount of time. I feel better about who I am when I’m with you. I love you with all my heart, and I know there will never be anyone else for me. I have no doubts anymore.”
 
   She shook her head more fiercely and started to talk. I held up a finger and pleaded silently with her to wait. She closed her mouth again.
 
   “I know this is fast, and I know it is the backwards way of doing things, but I would love for you to move in with me when you come to Sydney.” I flipped open the lid on the box and showed her the set of keys I had arranged to be cut especially for her. The key ring that held them was a smooth, unending silver circle that looked vaguely like a snake eating its own tail. The sales assistant had informed me it was an eternity circle. It was the perfect gift for Alyssa. Of course I could never tell her that it cost almost $300. She would freak if she knew.
 
   She laughed, relieved. “Oh my God, Declan! You arse. I thought—” She cut off as she slapped my shoulder.
 
   I stood back up and closed the lid again. I held out the box for her, but she just stared at my hand.
 
   It was clear what she thought, and I decided to put her worries at bay. “Maybe one day,” I responded wistfully. “But we’re not ready for that just yet.”
 
   She looked from my hand to my face and back again. “Can . . . can I think about it?”
 
   I nodded but pressed the box into her hand. “Keep the keys regardless. I want you to be free to come and go as you please. I want you in my life. All of you, or at least, as much as you’ll give me.”
 
   “Thank you. For the weekend. For tonight. For being here. For everything. This . . . this is something I never even dared to let myself dream of.”
 
   I pulled her close to me again and put my lips to her ear. “I just want you to be happy. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too. And I am happy.”
 
   After pressing my lips to hers for a fraction of a second, I pushed aside the curtain and announced it was time to eat. Half the fairy lights had been turned off and a candlelit table for two had been set up in the room. I had to hand it to the hotel, they were doing everything right, and I hadn’t even noticed them making the changes they had while they set up the dinner table.
 
   I pulled Alyssa’s chair out for her. When she sat, I kissed her cheek before taking my own seat.
 
   “Do you ever do anything that is just plain and simple?” she asked, looking around again.
 
   I grabbed the champagne from the cooler and popped it. As I filled our glasses, I responded, “Why would I do something plain and simple for someone so extraordinary?”
 
   My words had the desired response—a red flush crossed her cheeks and ran down her chest. She dropped her eyes to the table and fidgeted with the loose strands of her hair. A moment later, she brought her eyes back up to meet mine and gave me a smile.
 
   “Are you telling me I should just be quiet and accept what you do for me?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m telling you.” I clasped one of her hands in mine, bringing it to my lips before placing it back on the table, still entwined with my own. I didn’t know if you could eat grilled barramundi with one hand, but I was willing to give it a try if it meant not breaking the connection with Alyssa. 
 
   “So what are your plans for tomorrow?” I queried, as we began to pick at our meals.
 
   “I probably should have told you sooner. I work every Wednesday through Friday, while Phoebe goes to day care. I was on holidays until last Friday and this is my first full week back. So . . .”
 
   “So, I’ll have to fend for myself.” I quirked my eyebrow at her. “That’s what you’re telling me?”
 
   She smiled. “However will you cope?”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll manage . . . somehow,” I joked. I thought now would be the perfect time to tell her about the fundraiser that I had agreed to attend. “Although, there is a way you can make it up to me.”
 
   Her fork stilled halfway to her mouth and she eyed me warily.
 
   “I’ve agreed to attend a fundraiser. You know the sort of thing—sign some V8 gear that’s going to be raffled off, have some dinner, and schmooze with the wealthy and wannabe elite. I was wondering whether you’d like to come and be my date. You can help keep me sane.”
 
   “Well, if your sanity is on the line,” she deadpanned.
 
   “Absolutely it is,” I argued. “Two hours in a room full of strangers—knowing all the while you are at home waiting for me—may just be enough to destroy my last hold on reality.”
 
   “We wouldn’t want that.”
 
   “Exactly. So will you come with me?”
 
   She tilted her head to the side and then smirked at me. She put the forkful of fish in her mouth and chewed it slowly, as if deliberating. She swallowed. “Okay, but only on one condition.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You pick me up from my parents’ house. Mum’ll grab Phoebe from day care like usual so it’ll be easier for me just to get ready and go from there.”
 
   “Oh, I see how it is,” I joked. “You’re sick of me already and don’t want me around anymore, but you just don’t know how to tell me that.”
 
   “No,” she said adamantly. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “Because you know full well Curtis is going to kill me if I go anywhere near your parents’ house.”
 
   “It’ll be fine,” she said. “He won’t do it while Phoebe’s in the room.”
 
   I made a mental addition to my list—Curtis needed to be well fed, and Phoebe needed to be around, when I saw him next. Which was going to be tomorrow. I drew a shaky breath. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?” she asked, surprise evident in her voice.
 
   “Okay. I’ll be there at six thirty to pick you up. Curtis be damned.”
 
   She smiled and reached for my hands. “It’ll be fine, Dec.”
 
   “No,” I argued. “It won’t. He hates me.”
 
   “You’re probably right. And he’ll probably have a million and one questions and demands.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” I said. “Or at least—I’ll try. For you.”
 
   “Thank you, Dec.”
 
   “I’ll get a dress delivered to their house. I’ll just need the address.” I figured that they must have moved because their phone number had been disconnected when I’d tried it in London.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I can pick my own clothes, Declan.”
 
   “I know. I just know you won’t have time—and I want you to look stellar . . . not that you don’t always.”
 
   She laughed. “You’re hopeless.”
 
   “Hopelessly in love.”
 
   “Fine, if you have to buy me a dress,” she said the words in disgust, “Do it. But no damn pink Hummer this time.”
 
   “No problems, baby.” I brought her hand up to my lips again and suddenly had no appetite, except my insatiable desire for her. “Are you done?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Did you want to dance some more—or can I show you something?”
 
   She shrugged. “I’m ready to go if you are.”
 
   I nodded as I stood. The concierge suddenly appeared at my side. “I trust everything went to plan this evening?” he asked.
 
   “Absolutely,” I said, but I couldn’t tear my eyes off Alyssa long enough to glance in his direction.
 
   “Well, enjoy the rest of your evening, sir, madam.”
 
   “We will,” I said. My voice was probably laden with carnal promises, but I couldn’t have cared less.
 
   “Your car will be waiting out front.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, without a backwards glance. “Be sure to leave yourself a little something when you charge my card.”
 
   Alyssa glanced back, no doubt beginning to wonder just how much it costs to hire the ballroom of the Suncrest Hotel for a private function like the one we’d just shared. I didn’t want to tell her, because the answer was a fuckton of money. But it didn’t matter to me, it was only money, and if I had achieved my goal of erasing some of the pain of the high school formal, it was worth every cent.
 
   Once Alyssa and I were in the car, I drove across to West End, close to the spot where I had taken Ruby—or more specifically, she had taken me.
 
   I helped Alyssa across to the railing, and we sat side by side with my arm wrapped over her shoulder, watching the moon over the city. We stayed still for almost half an hour, just revelling in each other, in our relationship, in the quiet. 
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
 
   “It’s nothing compared to the beauty I can see in front of me,” I said, staring at her.
 
   She smiled at me before nuzzling in closer for a moment. “Let’s go get Phoebe and go home.”
 
   I pulled her in to me, kissing her hard. Then I nodded. “Sounds good.”
 
   Even though I’d had another plan for the spot, I’d realised earlier that she still wasn’t ready for what I wanted. I was glad I had done the bait and switch with the key ring. It had given me the perfect opportunity to see how she would react to the more important question. 
 
   I now knew that the ring burning a hole in my pocket would have to wait for a little while longer.
 
   
 
 
   
I HELD Alyssa in my arms, a satisfied smile on my face. Helping her from the dress had been every bit as enjoyable as I’d thought it would be. Phoebe had fallen asleep before we’d arrived home, so we’d just carried her into the house and put her straight into bed. Then I’d enjoyed every part of Alyssa—repeatedly. I still marvelled that I had ever sought comfort in the arms of anyone else. No random encounter could ever match what we shared. 
 
   “Declan!” Alyssa called unexpectedly, her voice filled with terror. “Don’t go . . .,” she whimpered.
 
   I pulled her closer and kissed her mouth softly. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re my reason to live,” I whispered, to comfort her. “I want to be with you forever.”
 
   She smiled in her sleep and curled in to me.
 
   I watched as her emotions flitted across her face. Even though I was starting to grow tired myself, I fought the urge to sleep, more content to watch her sleep.
 
   “You want me to marry you?” she asked.
 
   My heart thudded as I held her tightly, waiting for the answer to the dream proposal.
 
   “Yes,” she breathed.
 
   I kissed her cheek and settled down to sleep, comfortable in the knowledge that eventually—when the time was right—I might get the response that had once scared the hell out of me, but that I now wanted more than anything in the world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: CREATIVE VISUALISATION
 
   
 
 
   
THE NEXT MORNING, I woke to an empty bed and a silent house. A note from Alyssa rested on the bedside table, thanking me for the previous night, and again for early that morning. She also reminded me to pick her up from her parents’ house, leaving their address at the bottom. I folded it up and put it into my wallet, but not until I had taken an extra minute to read the words a second time.
 
   Taking a moment to relax, I rolled over onto Alyssa’s side of the bed, relishing in the smell of her that clung to the blankets and sheets. I began to imagine what it would be like if—no, when—she was living with me. When I could roll over in the morning and she would be there. Her presence would be stamped on every surface of every room in my house. I could already picture which room I would change to give Phoebe a toy room as well as planning out a dream bedroom for her. It was easy to imagine a swing set beside the pool in the backyard. Everything was going to be . . . maybe not perfect, because nothing ever was, but it would be real.
 
   With those images in my mind, I stood and began to get ready for the day. First, I made a mental list of everything I needed to achieve before the time came to collect Alyssa from her folks’ house. I tried to put the actual reunion with Killer Curtis out of my mind, because when I allowed my mind to brush across that subject, my knees began to quiver, my heart began to pound, and my palms grew sweaty. 
 
   Despite pushing it from my thoughts as best as I was able, the worry remained buried inside me, waiting for the worst possible moment to strike me down with panic. Each time I’d thought I was finally free of the panic, it clawed down my throat and clenched my heart in its icy grip. 
 
   Getting ready for the day, I grabbed a change of clothes. As I yanked them out of my bag, it struck me that I really needed to get some more casual clothes. Especially as I was planning on an extended stay. With things working so well with Alyssa, there was no need for me to return to Sydney until I absolutely had to for preseason preparation.
 
   The shopping trip Alyssa and I had taken a week earlier hadn’t exactly stocked up my wardrobe. I had two choices: wear the same outfit every few days and learn how to wash my own clothes, or buy more shit. The “buy more” option won hands down.
 
   After I’d set my plan, the first thing I did was ring the dress shop I’d visited the previous day. I asked for the assistant who’d served me and was in luck, because she was on. When I had her on the phone, I double-checked that she remembered me. It was a stupid question really, because how many blokes came in, ordered an Armani tux off the rack plus demanded a dress—which must be available immediately—with only a photo and a borrowed dress to work out sizing. 
 
   The clerk asked how our evening had gone, and I politely told her it went well—which was the understatement of the century—then I told her I needed a favour. A new dress, exactly the same size, delivered to a different address. I explained the basics of the type of event it was for but left it in her court to select what Alyssa would wear. I also ordered a new bow tie to match the dress. It was going to piss me off that I couldn’t be completely ready for Alyssa when I picked her up, but there was little I could do about it if I wanted us to match.
 
   I packed my tux back up into the bag it came in, getting it ready to take to the dry-cleaners. With those two items ticked off my to-do list, I climbed into the car for the rest of my tasks. I was halfway down the street when the phone rang. I pushed the Bluetooth button to answer it.
 
   “Declan.” Dr. Henrikson’s voice filled my car.
 
   “Doc,” I replied as I pulled the car over to the side of the road so I could give him my full concentration. “Sorry I missed your call yesterday. I, uh, wasn’t sure whether you’d call back today.”
 
   “I told you I would in my message.”
 
   I didn’t say that I’d told him to fuck off last time we spoke, and that was part of the reason I hadn’t answered when he rang while Alyssa and I were having our lie-in. That and the fact that I was buried balls-deep in the woman I loved. But, now that he was on the phone, I was happy to ignore the issue of our last phone call and the things he’d said. At that moment, I actually needed to talk to him. A moment passed in silence while I tried to think of the best way to raise my problem.
 
   “Did you want me to stop calling?” he asked tentatively, when I still hadn’t spoken.
 
   “Fuck, no, Doc. I mean I was pissed off over your suggestion.” Couples’ therapy. I wanted to laugh, especially considering how well our last two dates had gone.
 
   “I still think it’s a good idea,” he said. “Even if you do it just to prove me wrong.”
 
   “I dunno, but I’ll talk to Alyssa about it,” I conceded.
 
   “I think that would be a step in the right direction. You need to keep the lines of communication open between the two of you if you want to have a stable relationship.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, and I knew the matter was dropped. “Why don’t you tell me what has happened since we last spoke? Are there any new developments?”
 
   I smiled to myself. “Are there ever,” I said enthusiastically. “I asked her to move in with me.”
 
   Although I wanted to be honest with him, I refrained from telling him about the engagement ring I’d purchased. He would be about as supportive of the idea as Alyssa had been when I was down on one knee.
 
   “And what did she say?” His voice was still tentative, as if he was uncertain what to say—or maybe he was just unsure how I would react to his question.
 
   “She said she needs to think about it.”
 
   He breathed in relief. “She sounds like a wise woman.”
 
   “What? Why?” I wondered why her needing to think about it was such a good thing.
 
   “Because, as I said the other day, I think you need to be careful about pushing things too far too soon. You’ve only just come back into her life. You’re still adjusting to the idea of being a father and of being in a committed relationship again. Don’t misunderstand me, I think it’s commendable that you want to make up for past mistakes. I would just like to see that you don’t make an even bigger one in the process.”
 
   “There are no bigger mistakes than leaving Alyssa,” I snapped. Then I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed to calm myself down. “Sorry, I’m just . . . on edge.”
 
   “What about, Declan? Remember you have the ultimate control in our conversations. We can discuss anything that is bothering you.”
 
   “I’m seeing Alyssa’s parents again tonight, or at least her dad. It’ll be the first time since . . . well, since everything happened. I saw her mum, Ruth, the day before yesterday, not long after our last conversation actually, and it went pretty well, but I don’t think a reunion with her dad is going to go nearly as smoothly. He hates me, both Lys and Ruth have said as much.” I had a major case of verbal diarrhoea, but I couldn’t stop the word vomit once it had started.
 
   Dr. Henrikson chuckled a little. “Yes, you do sound a little nervous. What worries you most?”
 
   “You mean besides the fact that he’s a prison warden who knows entirely too many criminals and police? So many in fact that he would probably know how to murder me and get away scot-free?”
 
   He laughed. “Yes, besides that.”
 
   “I guess my biggest concern—besides the fact that I honestly think he may very well kill me—is that I’ll disappoint Alyssa somehow.”
 
   “Why do you think that?”
 
   “I just . . . well, what if I have a panic attack and then pass out or something? I’m going to look like a fool.”
 
   “You’ve been having the attacks more regularly lately?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me.
 
   He must have guessed at my answer because he continued. “Have you been using your mantra when you’ve experienced the attacks?”
 
   “I’ve been trying, but sometimes it’s hard to focus on the mantra with the thoughts and images in my head. I just feel so tightly wound, like someone is crushing every part of me.” I felt the sensation begin to build in my chest even thinking about it.
 
   “Maybe we need to work on some other coping techniques. I don’t think they’ll help you tonight, unfortunately; generally it takes time to be able to exercise your mind to the point where it is able to work logically through the panic.”
 
   “What sort of tools?” I asked. Anything that would help me, even a little, was a good thing. I was sorely tempted to have a glass or two of scotch before picking Alyssa up—just a little something to help take the edge off—but I knew I couldn’t. I owed Alyssa more than that. And I definitely owed Phoebe more than that.
 
   “Creative visualisation techniques.”
 
   “What the fuck?” I asked.
 
   “Imagining that you’re in your happy place,” he explained.
 
   I smiled—and then groaned—when I thought about what I would regard as my happy place. How was I supposed to not panic around Killer Curtis when I was picturing myself between his daughter’s thighs? “I don’t think that will help.”
 
   “It won’t in the short-term. As I said, you need to train your brain to react to stimuli the way you want it to. It’s not an instant fix, but unfortunately there are no instant fixes.”
 
   Typical quack talk to try to leech as much money from me as possible. He spent the next twenty minutes talking about various coping strategies and how I could implement them.
 
   “Doc?” I asked, as he began to wind up.
 
   “Yes, Declan.”
 
   “I just wanted to say thank you. I know I’ve given you a hard time about some things, but I do think you’ve helped me. I just wanted to tell you that.”
 
   “That’s what I’m here for.”
 
   “And, well . . . I’m not sure if I’ll be needing daily sessions anymore.”
 
   “You don’t want me to call anymore?”
 
   “No, it’s not that. I think, in fact I know I’ll still need to talk to you. Just maybe only once a week for a while.”
 
   “No problems, Declan. I’ll have Lucy arrange a regular appointment for you. Once you get back in Sydney, we’ll make it our face-to-face time too.”
 
   “Thanks, Doc. That sounds great.”
 
   As I hung up, I felt marginally better about the night. Nothing would save me when faced with the wrath of Alyssa’s father, but at least I had a feeling that someday things would be all right again. I would be able to cope with the panic when it built. After all, I could do it on the track—the focus I needed to drive the car usually put all thoughts of panic attacks out the window. I considered what the doc had talked about as I drove the rest of the way to the Grand Plaza before my mental to-do list took over my thoughts.
 
   I found a dry-cleaners and put my suit in, insisting they have it ready for me in no more than four hours. To ensure it happened, I promised them a huge-arse tip if I had it back in time. Then I went through the small collection of surf shops that Browns Plains had to offer. It was a reminder that I hated shopping for clothes. No, I despised shopping for clothes. The only reason my last shopping trip had been bearable was because of Alyssa.
 
   As if things weren’t bad enough—having to trudge from shop to shop to stare at mindless, repetitive fashion—I found I was followed by stares and whispers wherever I went. Everyone seemed anxious to celebrate the return of the small-town boy who made it big.
 
   I was in City Surf, or Beach Biz, or something surfer-wannabe sounding like that, leafing through their meagre selection of shorts, when hands came to rest over my eyes. 
 
   “Guess who,” a horrid, nasally voice whined in my ear.
 
   It wasn’t Alyssa, that was clear, so whoever it was had no fucking right to be touching me. Twisting roughly out of the hold, I dislodged the hands from my face. When I spun around, I found an overly tanned face smiling up at me from beneath too-blonde hair.
 
   “Darcy,” I said in greeting.
 
   “I heard you were back in town,” she purred. “I was hoping for a reunion.”
 
   She took a step toward me, and I retreated straight into the clothing racks. When she reached for me, I twisted out of her grasp. Stepping away as far as I could, I watched her constantly. I couldn’t believe her gall. Of course she knew I was in town—I’d beaten her husband to a bloody pulp on my first night back. 
 
   Yet she was coming on to me in the middle of their local shopping centre. It said a lot about the state of their relationship.
 
   “How’s Blake?” I asked. I didn’t really care, but I wanted to remind her of her marital vows—not that they’d mattered much to her during the masquerade ball when she’d let me fuck her in the cloakroom. 
 
   God, I was a fucking idiot.
 
   She giggled—fucking giggled—before she replied. “He’ll be fine. He has a thick head, so it’s hard to do much permanent damage. But I don’t want to talk about him. I want to talk about us.”
 
   She lunged toward me again, her hand reaching toward my crotch.
 
   I jumped backwards. Because there was nowhere for me to go, I just smashed against the rack, dislodging a few pairs of shorts. “Whoa! Back the fuck up, bitch,” I said, as the plastic hangers clanged against the ground. “There is no us. There never was, and there never will be.”
 
   She ran her finger down my chest; her nails were like talons and were painted fairy-floss pink. “Honey, you know you’ve never had it as good as I gave it to you. And that was just a sampler.” 
 
   Her voice sounded like she was aiming for seductive, but it simply came out sounding needy and pathetic.
 
   I smiled at her—a genuine panty-dropping smirk—before leaning in to her a little. Placing my lips against her ear, I whispered, “You think we were good together?”
 
   Her breathing hitched and she nodded.
 
   “You want a repeat performance?”
 
   She nodded again before tilting her face toward me a little as if to claim my lips.
 
   “What about Blake?” I asked, still in a hushed tone.
 
   “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” Her voice was so breathy it was almost silent. 
 
   Her body inched closer to me. I would have felt sorry for her, having delusions that anything was ever going to happen between us again, except I remembered she’d used our one-night random fling as a way to hurt Alyssa. She used me to hurt Alyssa—as if I hadn’t caused enough suffering. 
 
   Worse, Darcy didn’t even seem to regret it. She didn’t care that she was hurting her own husband. Any empathy I might have had for her evaporated.
 
   My voice changed from a throaty whisper to a low growl. “You don’t have a fucking clue what good is. You were nothing more than an easy lay who threw herself at me like a slut while I was too drunk to care what I was fucking. Why don’t you just back the fuck off?”
 
   I used her surprise at my words to push past her. Without stopping, I walked straight from the shop without a backwards glance. My heart hammered in my chest and I could feel my blood pressure rising. How dare she come on to me publicly like that? As if she had some kind of claim on me. I huffed out a breath and tried to release the anger with it. There were bigger things, more important things, than Darcy happening in my life. Like seeing Curtis again. If I could remember those other things, anything she did was insignificant.
 
   As I headed for the food court, I heard high heels clicking against the hard flooring at a rushed pace behind me. They were following me. I wheeled around as soon as Darcy’s hand tugged at my shirt. She was red-faced and her eyes flashed with madness. Her mouth twisted into an angry knot, but somehow her forehead didn’t shift. The look on her face was almost too funny, and I had to bite the inside of my cheeks to stop from laughing.
 
   “Blake was right,” she spat at me. “You’re a fucking arse, Reede. I could have given you pleasure unimagined, but you’ve chosen the path of pain. Enjoy it, wanker!” She turned on her heel and stomped off.
 
   Whatever, Psycho Bitch. I’d seen similar displays from so many women in the past it almost didn’t bother me—except now I was with Alyssa and I knew it would bother her that I’d treated the women I’d been with so badly. Darcy retreated into the distance, her faux-blonde hair swaying around her shoulders. For a moment, I debated going after her and apologising but thought better of it. Alyssa might care if I treated women badly, but I figured even she’d make an exception for Darcy.
 
   As I went about the rest of my day, I pushed thoughts of Darcy and Blake out of my head. No matter what I did though, I just couldn’t shake the dread that was building in the pit of my stomach.
 
   
 
 
   
AT THE appointed time, I arrived at the Dawson residence. I’d been cool, calm and collected the whole time I was getting dressed, and remained so right up until I reached the turnoff for their street. In the time it had taken me to drive from the corner to their house—less than a minute—a series of tremors had broken out across my body and sweat dampened my shirt. The ache in my ribs, which had finally dropped to a dull, manageable pain, grew more pronounced—demanding attention. 
 
   When I climbed from the car my knees almost buckled beneath me. I took a moment to lean against the Monaro and do some of the deep-breathing crap that Dr. Henrikson had suggested.
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to visualise positive things. Happy things. The problem was the only happy thoughts I could summon involved Alyssa and me in various tangled positions in her bedroom. 
 
   My fingers running over the curve at the base of her spine. My tongue tickling the spot right behind her ear—which always earned me the most perfectly sexy moan. Her hands clutching me as I pushed myself inside her. Her fingernails digging in to my arse cheeks as she came. 
 
   None of those thoughts helped to calm my breathing or stop my shakes. Instead they just gave me an instant raging hard-on and a rising sense of guilt that I was thinking about her in those positions moments before greeting her family.
 
   I made my way slowly down the path, walking carefully so I wouldn’t fall on my arse but also so my erection would stop rubbing painfully against my zipper. Even when I knocked on the door, I was still sporting a sizable lump in my pants. 
 
   When I heard Curtis call out, “I’ll get it,” I immediately grew flaccid. I felt like running. Even though I was too old for a game of ding-dong-ditch, I couldn’t help the flight instinct that struck me. 
 
   Then again, running while my knees were jelly probably wouldn’t do me much good anyway.
 
   Plastering what I hoped looked like a confident smile on my face, I tried to ignore the fact that my insides had turned to liquid. The door swung open, and I was face-to-face with my worst nightmare. Killer Curtis in all his glory.
 
   “Declan,” he sneered at me from behind his beard. His hair, which had been the same colour as Alyssa’s when I’d left, had greyed considerably and his beard was filled with salt and pepper streaks. 
 
   Fuck! I hadn’t planned properly for this. I had no idea how to address him. Years ago, before I left, he was just Curtis to me. He was just a father figure whom I’d looked up to and who’d treated me as one of his own children. I gaped at him. Curtis. Would calling him that now be interpreted as a sign of disrespect? But then I worried that I would look like a bigger tosser if I called him sir, or worse, Mr. Dawson. 
 
   I shuddered at the thought. After blinking a few times through my blind panic, I just stared at him. His sneer morphed into a scowl and he stepped closer to me.
 
   Oh fuck.
 
   He closed the door behind him. Leaving me outside with him.
 
   Alone.
 
   In the dark.
 
   With no Alyssa or Phoebe between us. I took a step back, wondering if it would be rude to ask whether he’d eaten yet tonight.
 
   “Aren’t you going to say anything?” he asked.
 
   Fuck, he was a scary bastard. It wasn’t that he was bigger than me. Physically, I probably could have taken him in a fight. He was just . . . intimidating. There was something about him that made him seem ten feet tall and bulletproof. He worked with hardened criminals all day, so nothing frightened him. Nothing I could do could ever hurt him. Unless I hurt Alyssa, which I never wanted to do again.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I squeaked. Fuck, I sounded as terrified as I felt. Worse, it was a grossly inadequate way of expressing how much regret I felt over everything I’d done to Alyssa. 
 
   He tilted his head to the side before walking away from the door and down an alley at the side of the house with only a metre of space between the brick wall and the fence. I eyed his outline as he walked, trying to see if I could make out the shape of a Taser or truncheon. Anything that he might use to murder me before Alyssa could come to my rescue. I couldn’t see anything obvious, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have something hidden away.
 
   My gaze lingered longingly on the door. Alyssa and Phoebe were behind it, waiting. My entire life in Browns Plains was being blocked from me by that piece of wood. With one more wistful glance, I turned away and followed Curtis into the dark. I knew whatever happened next had to happen for Alyssa and me to move on to the next phase of our life together.
 
   Curtis pulled open the side gate to the house and indicated that I should go first. I took three steps inside before I hit something solid. It would have been okay if it had been a brick wall, but it wasn’t. Instead, it was Alyssa’s big lug of a brother. I turned back the way I came in just in time to see Curtis pulling the gate shut.
 
   The soft click sent chills down my spine. I swallowed hard and put my hands up in surrender.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: FOR WHOSE BENEFIT
 
   
 
 
   
“WHAT ARE YOU doing here, Declan?” Curtis asked. His voice was gruff and without any warmth.
 
   I turned to face him. He was blocking the gate with his arms crossed tightly across his chest and his mouth pulled into a frown. The sound of the gate clicking shut still echoed in my ears, along with the thunderous rush of my own heartbeat.
 
   “Alyssa was doing fine without you,” Josh chipped in from behind me. I couldn’t decide whether or not I should turn back toward him—largely because I couldn’t figure out who was the greater threat.
 
   “You hurt her so fucking much. Yet you waltz back into her life and immediately expect everything to be fucking hunky-dory again?” Curtis barked.
 
   “I can’t believe your nerve,” Josh added.
 
   “I know,” I whispered. “I fucked up. I fucked everything up. I’m trying to fix it.”
 
   They both scoffed at me.
 
   “Trust me, I know I don’t deserve a second chance after everything that’s happened since I left—”
 
   “That’s right,” Josh interrupted. “You don’t.”
 
   Ignoring him, I stared at Curtis. “But Alyssa has been gracious enough to offer me one. And I’m not going to hurt her again.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before,” Josh snapped. “You won’t hurt her, because she’s too important to you. It’s all bullshit isn’t it? You wouldn’t know real love if it jumped up and bit you on your fucking arse.”
 
   “That’s not true.” I turned, glaring at Josh, raising my voice. “I love Alyssa. I love her, and she loves me.”
 
   “I won’t let you hurt her.” Curtis’s voice was strained. The menace in it dripped off every syllable. “It’s better that you go now before she gets her hopes up any higher.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “You are,” Josh said, taking a step closer.
 
   “I don’t want to leave.” 
 
   “I don’t care.” Josh was in my face. I could see his fist clenching and releasing by his side. It was clear he was getting ready to hit me, but as scared shitless as I was of him, I wasn’t ready to back down. Not when it concerned Alyssa.
 
   “What about what Alyssa wants?” I retorted. “Doesn’t she get a say before you decide that I should be run out of town?”
 
   “I know what Alyssa wants,” Curtis said.
 
   “What’s that?” I challenged.
 
   “Not to have her heart broken again. We were barely able to pick up the pieces last time. I won’t see my baby suffer through that again.”
 
   My fingers raked into my hair and I tugged it roughly. “What do I need to say to convince you?” I sighed in exasperation. “I’m in it for life. Fuck, I’m in it for forever if she’ll have me that long.”
 
   Josh laughed; one single hard laugh.
 
   I was getting dizzy from spinning back and forth between them. Leaning against the house, I scrubbed my face with my hands. “I don’t know what else I can say that will convince you.” My voice was broken, but I was determined to keep it together. No tears. No panic. Just facts.
 
   “You may have fooled Alyssa, but you can’t fool me,” Josh said.
 
   “Or me,” Curtis added.
 
   “Alyssa’s happy with me. Can’t you be happy with that? For her sake. Or for Phoebe’s.”
 
   “Don’t you dare bring my granddaughter into this. She’s better off not knowing who her father is.”
 
   “She already fucking knows who I am.”
 
   “How dare you decide something so life-changing on Alyssa’s behalf,” Josh said, cracking his knuckles.
 
   I sighed. “Lys wanted to tell her. She doesn’t think I’ll hurt her. If you can’t trust me—trust that.”
 
   “Alyssa is a lovesick fool,” Josh said.
 
   “You’re your father’s son, that’s for sure,” Curtis muttered in disgust.
 
   “I am nothing like that fucking bastard!” I roared, pushing off from the house and stepping up to him.
 
   “Sure, I mean you’ve got nothing in common, do you? Screwing random people without concern for who you are hurting?” Josh scoffed.
 
   I whipped my head around. “That was before. I . . . I’ve changed. For Alyssa.” My voice was a hoarse whisper as I repeated myself. “I’ve changed.”
 
   “Well, that’s quite the turnaround in a month,” Josh scoffed. “From a threesome in a fucking club to a lifelong dedication to one woman.”
 
   I felt the weight of his words. They pressed in on me so heavily that I couldn’t even stand up straight. Staggering backwards, I came to rest against the wall again. I shook my head weakly as it drooped on my shoulders. Once more, I tried to argue in my own defence, but spoke without conviction because he was right. I wasn’t any good for Alyssa. I’d hurt her so much and every girl I’d screwed while we were apart was another fucking nail in the coffin. By now, it must have looked like a fucking sieve. 
 
   “No. That wasn’t me,” I protested weakly. “It isn’t who I am, or who I want to be. It was . . . a mistake.”
 
   “How many women have you made your mistakes with over the years?” Curtis’s voice was low and menacing.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.
 
   “Exactly, son.” His voice softened, sensing my weakness. “Can’t you see that you’re no good for her? She needs to be with someone who treats women with more respect than you do. Phoebe needs a chance to have a father who can show her the way she deserves to be treated.”
 
   I sagged further into the bricks, wishing that the house would open up and swallow me whole—removing me from the situation and the pain from Alyssa’s life. 
 
   He was absolutely right. I didn’t deserve her. I didn’t deserve any of her sunshine to brighten my dismal days. I didn’t deserve the life I’d pictured when I’d woken that morning. The urge to go built in me. I needed to leave before I dragged her down with me. 
 
   If only I had the strength to move my legs. If I tried to stand, to support my own weight, I would either collapse in a heap or vomit.
 
   “Just go,” Curtis said, even more softly than before. It was almost as if he was trying to give some sort of much-needed fatherly advice. “She’ll be better off once you’re gone.”
 
   I nodded, barely aware of anything around me. All I could think of was the myriad of ways I’d hurt Alyssa over the years. The things I could remember doing and the things I couldn’t. The sorrow I’d intentionally inflicted and that which had been forced into her life by the wicked hand of fate. A single tear ran down my face and dropped off my nose onto the ground.
 
   A gasp alerted me to the presence of another, but I couldn’t raise my head to see who it was. I was sinking into an ocean of despair and I was drowning. Everything I saw, heard, and felt was black and edged in pain. 
 
   My first fear when I’d been cornered by Josh and Curtis was of being physically beaten. However, as I leaned up against the wall—physically unable to move due to the emotional weight on me—I began to think it would have been preferable. That I could have fought against. 
 
   But I couldn’t fight my mind viciously projecting images of the broken look on Alyssa’s face when I’d left her. Nor could I fight the memory of the ghost of pain that continued to live behind her eyes, despite everything I’d done to try to remove it. 
 
   I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t cope. I couldn’t be there anymore.
 
   “Dad! Josh? What the hell are you doing?” Alyssa’s voice broke through the darkness like a light. I turned my head in her direction, needing to tell her they were right. 
 
   That I was sorry. 
 
   That I couldn’t stay.
 
   “Oh, God, Declan,” she whispered, when her eyes locked with mine. She could obviously sense my revelation. I wasn’t worthy of her. I would never be worthy of her, no matter how much I did to improve myself. She shook her head disbelievingly, her mouth forming the word “no” over and over again.
 
   My eyes filled with tears. Even in my sacrifice for her, I was going to hurt her more. I could do nothing right by her. She would’ve been better off if I’d never existed.
 
   In a heartbeat, she was next to me. Her scent overwhelmed me, giving me the ability to breathe again. Her hands became warm centres I could concentrate on. I knew I was all wrong for her, but I couldn’t help but cling to her desperately and pray for absolution.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Lys,” Curtis said, touching her shoulder. “Why don’t you go inside? We can handle this.”
 
   “Just go, Dad,” she hissed. “I think you’ve done enough damage.”
 
   “But Lys—” Josh started.
 
   “You too!” she snapped.
 
   Josh and Curtis made no move to leave.
 
   “Go!” she yelled.
 
   They both took a step back.
 
   “Now!” She sobbed as the word left her mouth.
 
   “Lys . . .” Josh’s voice was hesitant. 
 
   “No! Just leave Declan alone. Leave us both alone. You’ve got no clue what he’s been through, or what he’s done for me.”
 
   “They’re right though,” I whispered to her as she gathered my face between her hands. The tears began to fall in earnest, both of us shedding our share. “I’ve done everything wrong by you. I should go so you can find the happiness you deserve.” I blinked rather than focus on the pain in her gaze. “You’d be better off without me.”
 
   She shook her head again before staring hard into my eyes. Her voice was firm but full of sorrow when she spoke. “I haven’t had a day of true happiness since you left. Even the days that were good would have been so much better with you by my side.”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief.
 
   She brushed the hair from my face before pulling me away from the wall and further into her embrace. “I love you, Dec. Only you. Stay. Please? For me.” Her voice was softer as she said the final words. She met my gaze; her eyes searched mine for something. Tears pooled around her lashes, no doubt reflecting the ones in my own eyes. 
 
   With our gazes locked, one thing became clear. I couldn’t deny her a single fucking thing. If she wanted me to stay, I could never leave again. My eyes closed as I nodded once. A sigh passed her lips and she rested her forehead against mine. 
 
   “Thank you.” The words were silent and perfect. Meant for only me. 
 
   My stomach clenched at the thought and I reached for her hand, clasping it in mine. 
 
   Curtis took a step toward us and touched her arm. “Alyssa—”
 
   “Get away from us,” she spat the words at him as she shook off his touch. 
 
   Leaving her forehead resting against mine, she brushed her hand across my cheek and touched a soft kiss to my lips. After a moment, she turned away from me. 
 
   “Lys,” Josh said. 
 
   “How dare you!” she said, whipping around to face her father and brother. “Both of you! I’ve made my thoughts on this matter very clear.” 
 
   She turned back to me, and I cupped her face between my hands. Her tears ran down my fingers. 
 
   “I love him,” she said, as she met my gaze again.
 
   “I love you too,” I whispered back.
 
   She turned her full attention to me. I lifted my head a little. The faith she was putting in me provided me with strength.
 
   Her hands came to rest against my neck. 
 
   “Why don’t we go inside?” she asked. “I know there’s someone in there who’s been asking for you.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked in response. “If I just disappeared now, she’d forget me. Maybe—”
 
   “No! Stop. It wouldn’t be better. We wouldn’t be happier. It wouldn’t be preferable. She needs you. Goddammit, I need you, Dec. Now’s your chance to step up and be a fucking man.”
 
   I chuckled despite the gloom that had settled on me. I nodded. “There’s just one thing I need to do first.”
 
   A grin twisted my mouth as she tilted her head in confusion. Without waiting for permission, I pushed my hands into her hair and drew her face closer to mine. I kissed her hard, trying to show her my need and desire—even my fears—in that one kiss.
 
   
 
 
   
WAITING FOR Alyssa to finish getting ready was a subdued and uncomfortable experience. An uneasy truce had settled over the house. Curtis and Josh made themselves scarce, but at one point I’d heard Ruth chewing them both out in another room. It was the type of thing I would have usually found hilarious, but I couldn’t find any amusement in it with the doubts that were playing in my mind.
 
   Even Phoebe seemed to absorb the sombre atmosphere. Although she was excited to see me at first, she quickly fell into thoughtful silence. I could easily say it was one of the most unpleasant experiences in my life—which really was saying something considering how fucked-up parts of my life had been. Thankfully, Alyssa didn’t take too much time to finish dressing. Just before we left, I stopped to give Phoebe extra cuddles, trying to draw comfort and composure from her. I had no idea how I was going to cope with being on display all night. Pressing the flesh and playing nice with the charity crowd seemed an impossible task with the dread still coursing through my body. 
 
   The drive to the city was just as awkward; the conversation stale and stilted. Even though I’d promised Alyssa I would stay, the urge to run still built within me. It weighed down my limbs and made every action more difficult than it should have been. 
 
   “I’m sorry about Dad and Josh,” Alyssa said. It was the fourth time she’d tried to apologise on their behalf.
 
   I shook my head. “They were just looking out for you.” 
 
   I couldn’t meet her eyes, because if I did, I would falter. I would have broken down. The problem was that nothing Curtis and Josh had said was a lie. Every word was the truth—a truth I needed to remember so I didn’t hurt Alyssa worse than I already had. With the choices I’d made, I’d damaged her in ways I couldn’t possibly begin to fix. 
 
   Glancing across the car, the thought that staying with her would cause her more problems in the long run ran on a loop in my mind. To stop the words coming out of my mouth, I sighed and raked my hand through my hair. 
 
   “They’re wrong!” she said. Each word was pitched higher than the last. “Ask me again.”
 
   The insistent tone in her voice drew my attention. As I parked the car, I watched her carefully as I spoke. “Ask you what?” 
 
   “What you asked me last night. On the dance floor. Ask me again.”
 
   “Move in with me?” I asked, trying to confirm whether that was the question she wanted me to ask.
 
   “Yes, Declan. Yes. I want to.”
 
   “But what about—” I wanted to raise all the concerns the doc had raised, the points her father and Josh had made. I wasn’t to be trusted. I was poisonous. Because of me, she would be hurt again. She pressed her fingers to my lips to cut me off.
 
   “I don’t care about anything else. The details will work themselves out in the end. All I know is that I don’t want to be apart from you again. I let you walk away once, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to do it again. These last few weeks have been un-fucking-believable. I’ve dreamt about you sweeping me back into your arms so many times during the years. That’s why I needed another taste of the forbidden fruit in London. How could I resist it? Resist you. You’re every dream I ever had. But this, Dec, everything you’ve done and become since coming home, it’s all been so much more than I could have ever imagined.”
 
   “But, Lys—”
 
   “No, no buts. It’s my fault we had a bad start to the night. I thought my father would be more mature than that. He seemed to understand . . .” She trailed off and then sighed. “Let’s worry about that later. For now, let’s go inside and enjoy ourselves.”
 
   I scrunched my nose in disgust—it might have been for a good cause, but at the end of the day, I was still going to be stuck as the “celebrity du jour” for the night.
 
   Alyssa laughed a little, the melodic tune helping to lighten my mood. At least a little.
 
   “Okay,” I whispered.
 
   “Okay,” she repeated with a firm voice. “Let’s do it.”
 
   I took a deep breath and pushed open the car door. As she came near me, I eyed Alyssa’s shoes. They were fuck-hot and made her legs appear longer, but they weren’t exactly practical. Especially considering I’d had to park under King George Square secure parking, and we’d have a short walk to City Hall, where the benefit was being held. 
 
   “Aren’t those a bit of a health hazard?” I asked, nodding at her feet.
 
   She lifted one foot and twisted it left and then right. Fantasies of fucking her with those shoes on raced through my mind as she did. “They’re just shoes,” she said, after a moment. 
 
   At first, I thought she was responding to the fantasies playing through my mind. 
 
   “No, I mean you used to have a habit of tripping over thin air,” I teased. “Do you really think stilettos were a good choice?” 
 
   She poked her tongue out at me and I narrowed my eyes.
 
   “Do that again,” I dared her, wrapping my arms around her waist and holding her tightly. 
 
   When she stuck her tongue out again, I captured it between my lips. With a small moan of delight rumbling in my throat, I sucked it into my mouth before pushing my own forward to meet it. She melted into me as our kiss grew hotter and less PG-13. She shivered in my hold, and I backed away. “Let’s get you inside. It’ll be warmer in there.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   I slung my arm around her shoulders, and together we walked to City Hall. As we came up onto the top of the square, two thoughts struck me. The first was that the last time I’d been to City Hall was for the New Year’s Ball—the one where I’d fucked Darcy in the cloakroom. It made me sick to my stomach to think that I had ever stuck my dick into that skank, but the thought that sickened me the most was that she was by no means the worst. I’d sunk to much deeper depths during my time away from Alyssa.
 
   The second thing that struck me was that by going into the fundraiser with Alyssa on my arm, I was announcing to the public that I was a changed man. I was arriving at a function with a date rather than just leaving with someone else’s. It might have seemed insignificant, but I was telling the world that Alyssa Dawson owned me completely. That I was trying to put my past behind me for a better future. The doubts and concerns, which had threatened to drown me all night, lifted with the thought. I stole a glance at Alyssa and saw she was watching me intently.
 
   “Wow,” she whispered. “What just happened? You look . . . lighter somehow.”
 
   “I just realised I love you.”
 
   She chuckled. “Good, because I love you too.”
 
   I moved my hand so that it rested on her hip and pushed her into the room slightly ahead of me. A few heads turned to look at her, before looking away. Then many turned back for a second glance. She was stunning, so I wasn’t surprised by the lingering gazes, but it was the way the realisation of who she’d arrived with seemed to domino around the room that surprised me. Whispered conversations broke out everywhere. I felt like hoisting Alyssa up onto my shoulders and declaring to everyone in the room that yes, she was mine. Or perhaps more appropriately, that I was hers. And always had been.
 
   I held my head up high—unable to stop the huge-arse grin that crossed my features—as I led Alyssa to our assigned table. It was sitting empty, and I cringed when I saw the sign on the table that read Wood Racing. I should’ve known Paige would do something like that to set me up somehow, but I’d already promised. I didn’t want to let the kids down either, so I didn’t make a fuss. However, I did grumble about it in Alyssa’s ear when I pulled her seat out for her.
 
   “Don’t stress,” she whispered back. “You still have your autograph session or whatever is going to happen. You can mention your true colours then.”
 
   “You’re not only beautiful, and sexy, but wise too.” I kissed her on the cheek and took my own seat. “What did I do to deserve you?”
 
   “You got lucky, I guess.” A small grin crossed her lips. 
 
   I leaned across the gap between us, placing one hand in her lap and the other on the back of her chair so I could get close enough to her that I could whisper in her ear without anyone else listening in. “Do you think I’ll get lucky again later?” 
 
   Alyssa flushed and squirmed in her seat before glancing around the room. After a moment, her eyes grew wide as she looked at some of the other attendees—she was clearly in awe of the B-list celebrities and obvious money in the room. 
 
   I’d neglected to tell her that to get a ticket for a fundraiser such as the one we were at generally cost between two and five hundred dollars a seat. Not to mention it was upwards of two grand for a table. It was where the wannabe rich and powerful came together to show how willing they were to unite for a good cause. This one was for a children’s hospital, but another night it might be for cancer research or the RSPCA. At the end of the day, it was often more about showing how philanthropic they could be than it was about the specific cause. 
 
   Usually I hated having to attend them, but with Alyssa at my side, it wasn’t so bad. 
 
   The seats at our table filled slowly. With each new arrival, my heart sank further. I recognised each and every one of the faces who had taken seats near us, and they were all associated with Wood in one way or another. Alex, the Wood PR agent, walked in with her business partner, Ross. They sat across from us at the table. Alyssa gave Alex a small smile but earned nothing but a glare in response.
 
   “Do you know her?” I asked Alyssa, even though I had my suspicions about the reason for the look. After all, being driverless, and forced to rely on the competition for help, was no doubt a PR nightmare for Alex. That made me, for all intents and purposes, the enemy at the table. Unfortunately for Alyssa, she was tarred with the same brush by association.
 
   My suspicions were made stronger when Alyssa shook her head and whispered back, “Never seen her before in my life.”
 
   Right before the doors were due to close and dinner was to begin, another couple entered. I watched as they walked across to our table, filling the two remaining seats. One of them I recognised instantly. Felix Wood—Paige Wood’s son. He’d gone into football instead of cars. Despite that, I wasn’t overly surprised to see him representing his mother’s team at the fundraiser. He was as big a drawcard as anyone else at the function after all. 
 
   I didn’t immediately recognise the woman on his arm, but there was something vaguely familiar about her. Her bright red hair was twisted into a loose mess at her nape. She wore a tight-fitting green dress that hung so low on her chest that only her nipples were covered, and they were so erect they almost held the material away from her skin anyway. I pondered the familiarity of her a little more, watching intently as she sat down beside me.
 
   While I was still starting at her, she turned to face me, her face forming a small smile. 
 
   “Declan,” she purred. “What a surprise to see you here.” 
 
   She sounded anything but surprised, and I wished I could place where I knew her from. A sinking suspicion grew within me that she was a one-night stand come back to bite my arse. 
 
   Alyssa gasped beside me. At first, I thought it was purely because of the obvious note of recognition the woman’s voice held as she’d spoken to me. When I turned to look at Alyssa though, she was staring at the other woman as if they were old acquaintances. I stole another glance at the vaguely familiar stranger—who seemed to know me—for a moment, trying to figure out where I knew her from. 
 
   And where Alyssa might know her from. 
 
   She took Alyssa’s hand and introduced herself as Matilda, and in that moment, I understood exactly who she was. And just how dangerous it was for her to be at my table with Alyssa.
 
   Fuck me. I wanted to groan into my hands and then drag Alyssa from the table. To go anywhere else. 
 
   It didn’t make sense. Why the fuck was “Tillie from the club” at the fucking fundraiser? Tillie from the magazine cover. Tillie of the fucking infamous public threesome after Bathurst that had been a major catalyst in everything that followed. 
 
   Even though I probably should have thanked her, because everything that had happened after that had led me back into Alyssa’s embrace, I couldn’t. All I could think about was whether she might be the reminder that would force Alyssa to understand the truth in her father’s words. 
 
   I felt a strong urge to apologise for dragging her to the event and making her have to sit across from the woman from my past. The last thing either of us needed was any further reminders of my prior indiscretions after the way our evening had started. There was no way for me to do that without drawing further attention to the uncomfortable situation though. I turned my face up to the ceiling so I didn’t have to look at either woman and begged the ground to open up and swallow me whole. When that didn’t work, I excused myself from the table and almost raced into the men’s room. 
 
   For a few minutes, I paced the room, screaming obscenities at the mirror before splashing my face with water to try to force myself to focus. When I walked back to the table, I found Alyssa and Tillie in conversation. Alyssa was actually smiling—either she was a better actress than I thought or she didn’t actually know who she was talking to.
 
   “Dec,” Alyssa said, looking up at me with a smile. “I never told you about my flight home from London, did I?” 
 
   It seemed a random statement, and I didn’t know what to make of it. With the question dancing on the tip of my tongue, I shook my head as I squeezed myself back in between the two of them. 
 
   “I—I was on the same flight as you,” Alyssa admitted. 
 
   My jaw fell open as all of the near misses I’d written off as impossible came flooding back. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alyssa continued. “It was childish, I know, but I just couldn’t—” She cut herself off. “Well, you know.” 
 
   With my jaw still gaping and my mind still racing over where she might be going with her admissions, I nodded. I understood her need to run, to protect herself and Phoebe. I’d been an arse to her and she had every right to avoid me. 
 
   “Anyway, Tillie here rescued me when I was in desperate need of a coffee.” 
 
   My stomach plummeted as I recalled seeing Tillie order the drink, and exactly what happened after when she returned to my table. 
 
   “Declan and I actually had a conversation after I got your coffee.” Tillie placed her hand on my arm. 
 
   I wanted to snatch away from her hold, but there were too many gazes levelled in my direction to do anything stupid. 
 
   “Of course, I had no idea he was the one you were trying to avoid.” Tillie’s mouth stretched into a Cheshire grin. 
 
   My plea for the world to swallow me up grew louder in my head. 
 
   “We really must continue that conversation one day,” Tillie said, turning her grin onto me. 
 
   It was a no win situation. If I went as far to admit the conversation wasn’t a conversation at all, but her trying to suck my cock in the middle of a busy airport, Alyssa could assume the worst. But if I entertained even the slightly possibility of a continuance, I would risk Tillie getting the wrong idea and not understanding that my cock, and every other piece of me, belonged to Alyssa now. 
 
   I plastered on the best fake smile I could muster. “I think I’ve said all I needed to say about that subject.” 
 
   “That’s a shame. Then again, never say never. You don’t know when opportunities for conversations will arise.” Her hand grazed my thigh under the table and I leapt away from the touch, banging my elbow against the table and causing the drinks on the table to splash around in their glasses.
 
   All gazes at the table, and at the ones on either side, turned to me. I just gave them the fake smile that was still twisting my lips and then proceeded to ignore them all. 
 
   “So what do you do for a living?” Alyssa asked Tillie politely, no doubt trying to cover for my faux pas and move the conversation along.
 
   “I’m in publishing,” Tillie responded.
 
   They continued their conversation, barely acknowledging my presence any longer. Burying my face in my hands, I sank down in my chair. From across the table, I heard Alex snicker. When I looked at her, she was wearing a barely concealed smirk. 
 
   Fuck me. It was going to be a long night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: WINE AND DINE
 
   
 
 
   
THE NIGHT WENT from bad, to worse, to downright horrendous. Alyssa and I endured a three-course dinner with snickers and murmurs all around us. 
 
   At one point, a TV sports journalist even came over and asked why I was at Wood’s table. As the question and follow-ups left his lips, his eyes lit up as though he was thinking he was about to land himself a major scoop. Not wanting to let him jump to any further conclusions, I explained that I was the only driver available because I was on hiatus and not needed in Bahrain. 
 
   He smiled and nodded as if it made sense, but I saw him glancing at me covertly throughout the evening, watching me intently every time I opened my mouth to speak to anyone at the table—which wasn’t often given the company I was in.
 
   The night seemed to drag on forever, but there was nothing I could do to speed it along. I couldn’t leave until I’d fulfilled my signing commitments, especially not when the silent auctions were already underway. All I could do was wait. 
 
   Eventually, I got tapped on the shoulder and told it was time. Together with the other celebrities at the event, I was ushered away from my table fifteen minutes before the auction started to be debriefed on the events. After the debriefing, I would be led to a desk and handed a pile of stuff to sign. Some larger pieces, like a framed ProV8 poster, were to be auctioned off. But the rest were all being sold individually, and I had to be available for an hour to sign personal autographs. 
 
   It was only then that I found out that there was going to be a slide show of some of the families the foundation had helped over the years. I kicked myself mentally for being so fucking stupid because they always did something to show where the money went. I should have realised sooner, but I hadn’t and Alyssa would be unprepared for what she might see. 
 
   Being at the benefit to help raise money because of my children was one thing, subjecting Alyssa to what was sure to be a heartbreaking display considering her personal experience of dealing with Phoebe’s condition and Emmanuel’s death, and not even being there to help her through it was something else entirely. I couldn’t even go back into the room to warn her. On top of everything else, I was given strict instructions to sign autographs and do nothing else. I wasn’t to leave my post, and each winner only had a set time limit at my stand. It meant I wouldn’t even have an opportunity to explain to anyone that I was still Sinclair through and through despite sitting at Wood’s table for the night.
 
   As soon as I was directed back into the main hall, and onto the makeshift stage, I looked around for Alyssa. She was sitting at our table with a small smile on her face. I didn’t even think when I broke rank and ran to her. I whispered a quiet warning in her ear, telling her of the slide show and reassuring her that no one would think any less of her if she stepped outside while it was on. 
 
   That was all I had time to say before Alex stalked over to me and told me that I was to get back into place and not step out of line again. I went to tell her to fuck off because I was doing them a favour and not the other way around, but Alyssa stopped me with a quick shake of her head and a kiss on the cheek. It was almost as if she was telling me without words that now that I was here it would be easier if I just cooperated. I gave her a quick kiss on the lips in response. It earned a few murmurs around the room as I headed back to the stage.
 
   When the slide show started—filled with picture after picture of kids lying in hospital beds, babies in incubators, and kids wrapped in bandages—I turned to check on Alyssa. Small tears ran along the side of her nose but her eyes were glued to the screen. I followed her gaze and saw beyond the images on the screen. I saw Phoebe in the face of every child. Saw echoes of Alyssa’s pain etched into the face of every parent. 
 
   On the table, my fingers clenched to form fists at my own stupidity. How could I be so fucking dense? I wanted to run over to her and pull her against my chest. To hold her tightly and tell her it was okay. It would have been a lie—it would never be okay—but it might have helped her. 
 
   She locked eyes with me and something unspoken passed between us. In that second I understood. I felt the loss, the devastation, more acutely than I ever had before, but I also felt the hope and the love. I couldn’t say what happened from that point on because I was so focused on Alyssa. Even as I signed autographs, I glanced at her as often as I could. 
 
   She surprised me by getting up from our table and purchasing a poster. 
 
   I chuckled when I saw what she was doing. She brought it over to me to sign.
 
   “You don’t need my autograph.” I laughed.
 
   She shrugged. “It’s for a good cause though.”
 
   “That it is,” I said, as I signed the poster.
 
   “Besides, one day you might be really famous, and then this could be worth something,” she deadpanned.
 
   “If I’m ever that famous, you’ll be right there alongside me, so you won’t need the money.”
 
   I rolled up the poster and Alyssa reached for it, but I snatched it away at the last second. 
 
   “You need to give me something else first,” I said.
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   With a smile, I tapped my lips. She leaned across the table and touched hers to mine for a brief second. Too brief. I couldn’t wait to be done with this night so I could take her home. 
 
   A sigh escaped me as I watched her walk away.
 
   “Do we all get to pay the extra price?” It was Tillie who’d asked the question.
 
   I shook my head and offered her an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid I’m a one-woman man.”
 
   She looked surprised. “Even though I’ve seen it myself, I still don’t know that I believe it.” She looked toward Alyssa. “So tell me, what does she have that the rest of us don’t?”
 
   “My heart.”
 
   She laughed. “Some people might think that’s romantic, but between you and me it’s all just crap, isn’t it?”
 
   I scowled at her. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means that we all know what you’re like, Declan. You think it was your exceptional pulling skills that had me interested in the club?” She laughed. “You were a guaranteed lay, and rumoured to be a good one at that. The great Declan Reede screws around. That’s what he does. That’s all that he does. Even if you’ve forgotten that for the moment, it won’t be long before you remember. Maybe you just need the right women to remind you.” She raised her eyebrow at me as if I might change my mind at any second and beg for a repeat performance with her and her friend.
 
   I shook my head. “Nope. Never again. She’s it for me.”
 
   Tillie laughed. “If you say so.”
 
   She moved the glass of water I had stationed beside me to another part of the table and placed a shirt in front of me. She opened it out fully and showed me where she wanted the autograph. I complied quickly, mostly because I wanted her away from me as quickly as possible. Even after I’d finished though, she lingered.
 
   “Why are you even asking me things like that anyway?” I asked. “Aren’t you with Felix?”
 
   She gave a throaty, seductive chuckle. “He’s just my ticket in and a bit of arm candy. A girl can hardly come to an event like this alone.” She sighed, glanced around quickly and then leaned in close to me. “If you must know, it’s his sister, Talia, who holds my attention. You remember her too, don’t you? I just like a little dick every now and then. We both do in fact.” Her voice made no secret of the fact that she was actually giving me an open invitation to have a do-over of our fateful night in the club.
 
   “Well . . .,” I said, unsure how to end the conversation after her comment. “Good luck with that.”
 
   I signalled for the next person to come forward, cutting Tillie off before she could make another lame attempt at seduction. I took a sip of water before signing the keychain that was thrust in front of me, noting the odd taste in the water. Swallowing down the foul mouthful, I grimaced. There was a reason I never usually drank unfiltered water in the city. I had few other options though, at least until I was free to leave the signing table again. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, I was finally finished and was able to leave to try to find Alyssa. I hoped I could convince her to go now that the official shit was done. 
 
   When I stood, my legs almost collapsed beneath me and my head spun. I reached for the table, but my arm felt too long. My tongue felt heavy in my mouth. 
 
   I tried to figure out what was going on, but my brain refused to work right. It wasn’t normal, and the sensation that something was wrong built within me. I took a step and stumbled. I couldn’t have been drunk . . . could I? I’d had two rum and Cokes with dinner, but that had been much earlier, and I hadn’t had anything more since then. 
 
   Even as the thoughts chased each other through my mind, I staggered back toward Alyssa at our table. My stomach roiled and pitched with every step. 
 
   “Declan?” she asked, her voice filled with concern. “Are you feeling all right?”
 
   I looked at her—trying to make the three Alyssas I could see combine into one. When I failed, I shook my head. “I think I need the bathroom.” My voice was slurred and unsteady even to my own ears. 
 
   She placed her arm around my waist and held me steady as I headed for the bathroom. 
 
   Pushing the door open with my shoulder, I stumbled inside and headed straight into a cubicle. At first, I vomited, then when I had nothing left to bring up, I heaved until my chest ached and my stomach burned. When I finally got myself under control, I wanted nothing more than to curl around the base of the loo and rest my head against the cool tiles, but the unhygienic nature of a public pissing hole turned me off.
 
   I struggled to get my legs under me again before dragging myself to the sink. Barely holding myself upright, I splashed my face with cold water. When I raised my head again, I was shocked by what I saw. My eyes were bloodshot and glazed. With rising horror, I recognised the face reflecting back at me. It was someone I hadn’t seen in a long time. A face I hated—the face of my darkest days.
 
   The walls started to close in on me, drawing closer together with every second. I had to get out of there. Staggering to the door, I pulled it open. I’d expected to find Alyssa waiting for me, but she wasn’t. Stumbling as I went, and unable to make out anything with the haze blurring my vision, I headed toward the front door. Even though I wasn’t thinking straight, it was clear to me that I needed some fresh air.
 
   “Declan . . .,” a voice whispered to me.
 
   I spun on the spot, almost losing my footing and narrowly avoided falling on my arse. I looked around to find the source of the voice. The door to the cloakroom was open a few inches, and the voice within called out to me once again.
 
   “Alyssa?” I asked, trying to work out whether the voice was actually in my mind or was coming from the darkened room.
 
   “I’m in here,” she whispered. Her voice sounded off. Deeper, and more infused with desperation than ever before. I wondered if it was the effect of whatever was flowing through my veins.
 
   Wanting to find Alyssa, I stepped toward the room, pushing the door open and taking a few steps inside before pausing and turning around. The door closed, and I looked to see who had closed it but my head swum too much to make out anything in the darkness.
 
   “Alyssa?” I repeated. I didn’t know if it was some kind of sick joke. I couldn’t understand why she would go into that room. She knew what’d happened in there with Darcy. Why would she want to share any time with that memory?
 
   “Come here, Declan.”
 
   I stepped back toward the door and suddenly lips were on mine. A warm tongue pressed forward, seeking entrance to my mouth. My lips parted slightly while my brain struggled to catch up. 
 
   Something was wrong. 
 
   Alyssa was taller than usual. A memory flashed in my mind of her sky high heels. Maybe that’s all it was. When I wrapped my arm around Alyssa’s waist to respond to her kiss, it seemed to skinny—too lean.
 
   Something was off. 
 
   Something was stroking my dick. 
 
   I moaned instinctively in response to the touch, but warning bells were going off inside my mind. In slow motion, my brain finally caught up with everything happening and it screamed at me that the touch was wrong. The taste was wrong. Whoever had their hand around my cock and their tongue in my mouth wasn’t Alyssa. That realisation left me reeling and I jerked away from the touch. Too quickly. All of my balance went out the window and I fell backward into a rack of coats. I retreated as far back as I could and shouted, “You’re not Alyssa.”
 
   Whoever was with me shushed me, but I couldn’t be quietened. Someone’d had their tongue down my throat and it wasn’t Alyssa. I wasn’t that guy anymore, and I didn’t want to be. I never wanted to be again. 
 
   I couldn’t do that to her. My emotions spiralled out of control faster than my heartbeat raced. 
 
   Through it all, I shouted for Alyssa. My voice didn’t seem to be making it through the swirl of noise around me, and I knew if I didn’t shout as loud as I possibly could, Alyssa would never hear me. She’d never come rescue me. 
 
   I held my hand up to shield myself from the light that started small but soon grew to encompass the whole room. People barged in around me. More and more spilling in until it was suddenly full. In all directions I saw men and women; some confused, some scared. 
 
   My angel cut through the crowd and knelt in front of me.
 
   “Shh, Dec,” Alyssa—my personal angel—said. “It’s all right. I’m here now.”
 
   Without thought, I reached for her and rested my head against her chest. She held me tightly, and calmly directed everyone else to leave. There were murmurs of dissent at first but somehow she convinced them all to leave us alone for a moment.
 
   After a while she pushed me off her and stared into my eyes. “I’m going to ask you a question, and I don’t want you to lie to me.”
 
   “I never—” I was going to tell her I would never lie to her again, but she cut me off with a wave of her hand.
 
   “Just promise me.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Did you take anything tonight? Anything to take the edge off?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Are you feeling okay now?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head again. “No,” my voice sounded broken, even to me.
 
   “Can I have your car keys? I want to drive you home.”
 
   I looked at her incredulously for a second. I wondered if she realised no one drove my car. Certainly no one else drove it while I sat in the passenger seat. The night of the drags, I had made a once-off exception for her. 
 
   Regardless of that, I reached into my pocket and fished out my keys. I placed them into her hand, twisting her fingers into a fist around them.
 
   She stood and helped me up. As she led me from the cloakroom to the front door, I heard whispers all around. I didn’t know what they were saying, and frankly I didn’t give a fuck. I just wanted to go, to be home, with Alyssa. That, and maybe to vomit a few more times before bed. I had no idea who had lured me into the cloak room, but it was clear they’d intended on seducing me. Fucker. 
 
   Why couldn’t people take, “I’m happy leave me the fuck alone,” as an answer. 
 
   With her shoes off and carried in her hands, Alyssa supported me as we walked back to the carpark. As she unlocked the car, I rested against it and tried to stop my head from spinning. Alyssa came back to my side and she helped me into the car.
 
   I crawled into the passenger seat, leaning my head against the headrest as Alyssa fastened the seat belt around me. Even though I’d been worried about handing over the keys, I was too far gone on the ride home to acknowledge whether Alyssa was treating my car right.
 
   I didn’t even realise we were home until I woke up in bed with Alyssa fast asleep beside me the following morning. 
 
   When I went to climb out of the bed, it became clear I still wasn’t fully recuperated from whatever had happened the night before. My hands shook and my head spun. My lips were dry, so I slicked my tongue across them. It didn’t help because my mouth was just as parched. 
 
   Standing as still as I could for a few moments, I thought about the night before. The more I considered the way I’d felt, the reactions I’d had, the more certain I grew that I’d been slipped something. It was the only logical explanation, because I sure as fuck didn’t take anything. Nor had I had enough to drink to cause that sort of response. 
 
   With a glance down at Alyssa, lying peacefully in the bed, a thought formed in my mind. Had she truly believed me when I’d said I hadn’t taken anything? Had our relationship really grown that strong again? Or did she think I was lying to her?
 
   I snuck out of the bedroom quietly. It was only when I’d made it halfway down the hall that I realised I was wearing nothing more than a pair of boxers. I didn’t know if Phoebe was at home or still at Alyssa’s folks’ house, but I was glad I had something covering my arse just in case.
 
   Heading straight for the fridge, I grabbed a glass of orange juice to get rid of the taste in my mouth and relieve my desiccated throat. It honestly felt like I’d spent the night licking an ashtray. After I downed my first glass of orange juice, I hunted through Alyssa’s pantry for some paracetamol, or anything that would at least reduce the throbbing in my head to a dull ache. I threw a couple into my mouth and downed them with a second glass of O.J.
 
   “You popping pills again already?” Alyssa asked from behind me.
 
   The sound of her voice startled me—I’d thought she was still fast asleep. I spun around to face her. Her words confirmed my fears from earlier; she didn’t believe me after all. She thought I’d fallen back to my old patterns. I had to convince her otherwise or she might run.
 
   “I . . . um . . . I really didn’t . . .” I shook my head furiously, fighting back the fear.
 
   Her face dropped and she stepped over to me quickly. “I’m sorry, poor choice of words. I know you didn’t take anything last night.” She pressed her lips to mine, and I relaxed into her. “At least not knowingly.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “When was the last time you took drugs? And I don’t mean sleeping tablets or prescription medication.”
 
   I dropped my head to my chest and murmured, “Over three and a half years ago.”
 
   “Exactly,” she said, nodding. “I know you have . . . issues . . . with alcohol. But that wasn’t alcohol that made you act like that last night. I think someone might have spiked your drink.”
 
   I met her eyes and smiled slightly. The faith she showed in me was one hundred times more powerful than the doubt Josh and Curtis had brought back to the surface.
 
   “But what I can’t figure out is who or why?”
 
   I shrugged, too happy that she believed me to worry about the reasoning behind the sabotage. That was something we could worry about later. Closing the small distance between us, I cupped her face in my hand and brought her lips back to mine. She pushed her tongue forward into my mouth, and I was reminded of the surprise that was waiting for me in the cloakroom.
 
   My brow furrowed. The two events had to be connected. I told Alyssa about it—about the tongue and the hand. My heart broke as I watched her expression drop, and her brows pinch. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I needed her to know. Not only because it might be important to figuring out who the fuck slipped me something, but also because I didn’t want to lie to her. I didn’t want her to find out some other way and know I’d omitted the truth. When I finished, I explained that the kiss was the reason I was bundled in the corner of the cloakroom calling out for her.
 
   She placed her fingers over my mouth when I started to apologise for the fifteenth time. “It wasn’t your fault, Dec. You didn’t ask for it. I’m glad you told me though.”
 
   I pulled her close to me. “Let’s get all thoughts of last night out of our heads for a while,” I suggested. “What’s on the agenda for today?”
 
   “Work,” she said, with a grimace.
 
   “Of course,” I said. “Work.” The word was a curse as far as I was concerned.
 
   I stood staring into her eyes. “Where’s Phoebe?” I asked softly, leaning my lips down toward her.
 
   Alyssa’s eyes fluttered closed. “She’s still with Mum. I didn’t want to pick her up last night . . .”
 
   I’d heard all I needed to. Even though I was happy to have Phoebe in my life, I was a little relieved she wasn’t going to walk out of her room at any second. I closed the distance to Alyssa’s lips and kissed her fervently. I continued to step forward as my tongue battled with hers. Cupping her arse, I pulled her legs around my waist and walked toward the bedroom. If I only had a limited amount of time with her before she started work, I was going to make damn sure we got the most out of it.
 
   I didn’t stop walking until I hit the bed and tumbled on top of her. My lips went from hers to her neck, trailing kisses down to her sternum. My fingers worked the buttons on her pyjamas, pulling them open one by one. Each one that I undid revealed a new expanse of skin for my mouth to explore. Her legs remained hooked around my waist as she ground her hips up to meet mine and moaned in response to my touch.
 
   Leaning all my weight onto one hand, I used the other to start exploring. I kneaded her breasts before bringing one of her nipples into my mouth. I swirled my tongue around the tip, eliciting a panted “oh God” from Alyssa. With my eyes closed, enjoying every sensation, I moved to give the other side some attention. 
 
   Alyssa’s hand came to rest on my chest, and then she pushed me away from her. I worried that it was because the memory of what I told her had happened last night was still too fresh.
 
   She stood, pushing me backwards, before twisting me around and pushing me onto the bed. She ripped my boxer shorts off in one fluid motion, and I sat completely motionless while I waited for her to execute whatever it was she had planned. She knelt down on the floor and pulled me to the end of the bed. Before I could really process what was happening, her mouth surrounded my cock.
 
   I threw my head back and groaned. The sensation of her warm tongue flicking across the top of my dick was fucking amazing. I grabbed a pillow and propped myself up, because I didn’t want to miss another second of watching myself slide in and out of her perfect mouth. The sight and feeling were enough to push me to the edge.
 
   “Fuck, Alyssa, you’re fucking amazing,” I whispered, my voice stolen by desire. She sucked the whole of my length in, and I felt myself brush against the back of her throat. 
 
   When she pulled back, I stopped her. As much as I wanted her to keep going, there was something more I had a sudden desire for. I sat on the edge of the bed and wrapped my arms around her. I took a moment to explore her skin with my mouth again before pushing her pyjama bottoms off.
 
   “Come up here,” I whispered, pulling her hand to lead her onto the bed. I lay back down and guided her so her legs were straddling my shoulders. I licked her inner thigh while my hands ran up and down over her arse. She moaned at the sensation, but seemed to catch on quickly to what I wanted to do. While her pussy hovered over my mouth, she leaned forward and took my length back into her mouth. I hummed against her skin before turning my head to the other side and gently nipping the delicate skin near her perfect pussy.
 
   I spent a little time running my fingers and lips around her hips and thighs, taking great care to lavish attention on everything but the one spot I really wanted to touch. She moaned around my cock and bucked her hips, presenting herself to me. 
 
   Needing to prolong the moment for both of our benefits, I rubbed my nose along one lip before pushing my tongue forward to meet her clit. The instant I made contact she gasped around my dick. I pressed forward more forcefully, running the flat of my tongue across her arousal in long, slow motions as her breath hissed around my cock. 
 
   The louder she groaned, the more daring and ambitious I grew. One of my hands ran up and down the small gap between our bodies while the other joined my mouth on her pussy.
 
   With practised, unhurried movements, I pushed one finger inside her, rolling it around in a slow circle until I could feel her muscles tighten around the digit. The harder I worked her body, the harder she worked her mouth. I took her clit gently between my teeth and rubbed it with my tongue, all the while moving my fingers in, around, and back out in a slow cycle. 
 
   Alyssa’s legs tensed around my shoulders, and I began to work my fingers faster. Even though I sucked and nipped at her body, and it was all fantastic, my focus was somewhere else—lost to all sensation but Alyssa’s mouth around my cock. Speeding my movements, I worked her body hard to ensure she got off before I did, but it was a damn close race. 
 
   As she came, her entire body fell apart around me in a series of tight spasms—including her mouth and throat. Nothing felt better than her coming over me. The sensation was enough to finish me off. I blew my load into her mouth and her tongue caressed my length as I came.
 
   “Holy fuck!” I cried as Alyssa dropped her head onto my thighs.
 
   With her whole body boneless and pliant on my stomach, I stroked her back for a few minutes, trying to gather myself back up. My headache was gone, replaced with a general feeling of bliss. Eventually, Alyssa climbed off the bed, grabbing my hand and pulling me up as she went.
 
   “Come on,” she said. “I have to have a shower if I have any chance of getting to work on time.”
 
   It didn’t escape my attention that she was pulling me with her into the bathroom.
 
   After starting the water in the shower, she pulled her hair out of the loose bun it was in. I leaned against the door, watching her perfect, naked body as she went about her tasks. After she’d climbed into the tub and stood under the water she turned back to me, granting me a great view of her incredible tits.
 
   She smirked. “Are you just going to stand there and watch, or are you going to join me?”
 
   She extended her hand to me. I took it, thinking there were many, many worse ways to start a day. It was too bad I wasn’t going to have enough time to completely get my fill of her—then again, that was probably an impossibility anyway.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: ALONE
 
   
 
 
   
IT WASN’T UNTIL after Alyssa had left for work that panic over the previous night’s events set in. For hours, I obsessed about everything that had happened. I couldn’t help contemplating the various possibilities of whether someone could have spiked my drink, and who. Who had the means, motive, and opportunity? Who had the most to gain by publicly humiliating me, if that was their intention? The fact was any one of the people at my table could have slipped something into a drink while I wasn’t looking.
 
   Unable to stay still while my mind was so active, I paced around the house. My mind ran circles on itself, twisting down ever-darker paths as I considered the possible suspects. But regardless of how often a name came back around in my mind, I was still unable to answer two key questions: why, and was it connected with whoever was in the cloakroom? The more time I spent fixating on it, the more confused I grew.
 
   After pacing for hours, I gingerly tried some exercises, mostly push-ups and sit-ups, because it had been too long since I’d paid proper attention to my fitness. If I went back to Sinclair unfit for racing, I’d get my arse kicked by my personal trainers. 
 
   With only my own thoughts and panic to keep me company, the day passed as slow as treacle. At one point, I ordered pizzas for dinner, specifying a delivery time about half an hour later than Alyssa was due home. Talking to the operator was the highlight of my day.
 
   Finally seven o’clock crept around, the time Alyssa was due home. When I heard a car pulling up out front, I practically ripped the door off the hinges to get to her. I was at her car door in the next second, ready to pull her into my arms. After kissing her to let her know how much I’d fucking missed her all day, I turned and helped Phoebe from the car. As I worked, I asked her about her day. Freeing her from the car, I slung her onto my hip the way I had seen Alyssa do. Phoebe giggled and grabbed on to my shoulders.
 
   “I missed you so much today,” I told Alyssa.
 
   “I missed you too. Unfortunately, real life gets in the way every now and then. I’ve still got bills to pay.”
 
   “Let me,” I said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Let me pay them. I fu—I owe you. I owe both of you. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   She laughed. “I can pay my own bills.”
 
   “But . . .” I trailed off, readying arguments so I could get them right. “If you’re going to move in with me, then what’s mine is yours. So it won’t matter if I give you some now, will it?”
 
   “I can pay my own bills, Dec,” she huffed. A frown pulled her eyebrows together and I saw it was an issue of contention. 
 
   “All right.” I held up my free hand as a peace offering. “But the offer’s there.”
 
   She sighed. “Thank you, but I’m happier paying my own way.”
 
   I put Phoebe down just inside the door.
 
   “What’s for dinner, Mummy?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know, sweetie. I’ll have a look shall I?”
 
   “Don’t bother,” I said proudly. “I ordered pizza.”
 
   Alyssa laughed. “That’s hardly healthy.”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s a treat. Besides, I wanted to cook and I didn’t have a clue where to start. This just seemed easier.”
 
   “Well, I guess it shows you are thinking about us at least,” Alyssa whispered, as she stepped closer to me.
 
   “I always think about you,” I replied. Her mouth met mine with a soft, warm kiss. A proper welcome home. It was strange how comfortable I felt being so . . . domestic. If someone had told me two months ago that I would be back with Alyssa, that I would be a father, and that I would be the fucking happiest I’d ever been, I wouldn’t have believed them. In fact, I probably would have turned around and smacked them in the mouth just for daring to mention her name. 
 
   Now, I was ready to do anything to have a life with her. 
 
   To have both my girls permanently by my side—the sooner, the better.
 
   “So!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands together for emphasis. “Who’s up for some games before dinner comes?”
 
   We spent half an hour playing with Phoebe’s toys before the pizza arrived. Then we settled down and watched a little TV. Phoebe drifted off to sleep sitting beside us on the couch so I carried her to her room. As I placed her in the bed I placed a delicate kiss on her forehead.
 
   “I love you, baby,” I whispered, before turning to follow Alyssa into our bedroom.
 
   Friday passed in much the same fashion as Thursday. Except it was even less exciting, and my mind had more time to contemplate all the darkness I’d experienced lately. I still wasn’t any closer to figuring out the culprit behind the drugging at the charity event. My mind kept vacillating between Alex and Tillie, but I couldn’t figure out a motive. Somehow Tillie didn’t strike me as the sort of person who needed to spike drinks to get what she wanted. 
 
   Thankfully though, there had been minimal fallout on TV and in the newspapers. It was the third headline of the sports segment on the morning news, but they didn’t talk about drug use or alcohol, instead rehashing old press statements regarding the “stress” that had seen me go on hiatus from Sinclair Racing, and speculating if it was the cause of my breakdown. It made page five of the sports pages in the newspaper. I knew enough to know that negative front-page headlines were bad news when it came to sponsors, but buried on page five hardly rated a mention—maybe a slap on the wrist.
 
   It was heading into the late afternoon before my boring peace, and non-stop inner monologue, were silenced by a phone call. Danny’s voice came down the line.
 
   “Declan, I need you back in Sydney,” he said, without any introduction or small talk.
 
   “Uh, sure . . .,” I replied. It was unlike Danny to not make at least a little small talk before launching into business.
 
   “I’ve arranged a flight for you for tomorrow morning. It’s imperative you come straight here on arrival. I need to see you as soon as possible.” His clipped tone was so unlike the last time we’d spoken, and it made my breath catch in my throat.
 
   “Sure thing,” I said, trying to stop my heart from racing in my chest and stealing my voice. “Can I ask why?” 
 
   “We can discuss that when you arrive. Your itinerary is on your email. See you tomorrow.”
 
   He hung up, leaving no room for discussion. I stared blankly at my phone for a number of minutes until it beeped a few times and switched off. I’d spent so little time on it lately that I hadn’t realised the battery was so low. I found a spare outlet in the bedroom and plugged in my charger, not bothering to turn my phone back on. There was no need for it if all it was going to offer was more confusion and questions.
 
   As I stood, a sick feeling crept up on me. Trying to force it down, I reminded myself that page five was not a big concern. I’d seen drivers get worse and not be reprimanded. Fuck, I’d done worse without rebuke. 
 
   Working to avoid a panic attack, I even tried to convince myself that Danny wanted to see me just to run some tests with the new car. It didn’t work. There was no need for a test so early, and even if there was, all of the engineers were still in Bahrain. Fuck, even Danny was supposed to be in Bahrain. My heart pounded and my head spun with possibilities. 
 
   The worst thing was, no matter whether the reason Danny wanted to see me was good or bad, I wouldn’t find out until the next day. Familiar feelings crept up in my body. My heart raced, my palms grew clammy, and my throat constricted. My stomach twisted, and I couldn’t contain the food I’d eaten any more. I ran to the toilet and hurled. Falling onto the floor of the bathroom, I curled into a ball. I couldn’t get my breathing back under control, no matter how hard I tried.
 
   Alyssa found me a few hours later, curled into a corner in the bathroom experiencing a full-blown panic attack. As soon as she came near me—as soon as her skin made contact with mine—my breathing calmed and I was able to open my eyes. She helped me to my feet, and I held her close to me until my heart rate returned to normal and I was able to function again.
 
   She brushed the hair away from my face. “What happened?” she asked in a quiet murmur. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Danny Sinclair called today,” I said. “He . . . he wants me back in Sydney, but I don’t know why.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fucking terrified, Lys. I don’t know what to do.” My words ran together and fell out of my mouth in a jumbled mess.
 
   “Do you think it’s because of the other night?”
 
   “I . . . I don’t know.” I raked my hand through my hair. “But I just can’t help feeling that something’s wrong. Very wrong.”
 
   “How are you going to get to Sydney?”
 
   “He’s arranged flights. I need to go online and get the details. I just don’t know what to do.” I rested my head on her shoulder.
 
   “You get the details. You fly to Sydney and find out what he wants. We’ll work out the rest after we know what it’s about.” She brought her lips to my cheek.
 
   A mirthless chuckle left me. “As easy as that, huh?”
 
   She smiled. “I never said it would be easy. But we can get through anything together, right?” It was as if she was trying to confirm I wasn’t going to run.
 
   Holding her more tightly in my arms, I confirmed in a hushed whisper against her hair, “Together.”
 
   Phoebe interrupted the moment by running into the room. “Mummy! I’m hungry!” she exclaimed.
 
   Alyssa laughed and dropped her arms, grabbing my hand in one of hers. “C’mon, Dec.” 
 
   We walked to the kitchen, and she started throwing together a meal.
 
   After dinner, we put on a movie for Phoebe before retreating to Flynn’s room, where the computer was. As Alyssa booted up the system, I looked around the room. I hadn’t noticed before, but it was surprisingly sparse. Besides the computer, there was a bed and a very small chest of drawers. Half a dozen shirts and a winter coat hung in the cupboard, but there was nothing to suggest a living arrangement of any permanence.
 
   “How often does Flynn stay over?” I asked, trying to keep the jealousy out of my voice.
 
   “It depends,” Alyssa answered distractedly. “But generally one night a week, I guess. It’s helpful, especially if I have to work late.”
 
   “Are you going to miss him when you move to Sydney?”
 
   Focusing on the screen, her fingers found the end of her hair.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, knowing her well enough to know that was her anxious face.
 
   “Well, before—” She cut off. She took a deep breath before continuing, “Before us, he was talking about moving to Sydney with me. To help with the costs and everything.”
 
   There was more, I knew it. “And if you’d moved to London?”
 
   She sighed. “He was planning on trying to come too.”
 
   I was floored, but it helped me see one thing more clearly than I ever had before. He and his brother had what appeared to be a successful business in Browns Plains, but he was willing to move to help Alyssa out. “He really does care about you, doesn’t he?”
 
   She nodded. “And Phoebe is his world.”
 
   The reminder that due to my own stupidity someone else had been playing dad to my daughter for the last three and a half years stung. 
 
   “Please, don’t be jealous,” Alyssa said, turning to me. “I know how you feel about him and everything, but I’ve relied on him for so long. He’s my best friend.”
 
   One day, I would earn that mantle back. “What’s going to happen now that there is an us?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” She turned away, her face thoughtful. “I guess we’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it. I still need to finalise all my plans when it comes to the move.”
 
   I nodded. She stood and offered the computer to me. The browser was open, and all I needed to do was log in to my webmail. Somehow, the minutes that it took to do that were the longest in my life. It wasn’t long before I found the airline itinerary amongst the pile of unread emails. My hands were shaking by the time I pushed the print button. 
 
   When I turned back toward Alyssa, she was staring into space, seemingly lost in thought.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, touching her arm.
 
   She started a little and dropped her gaze. When she spoke, her voice was so quiet I had to strain to hear it. “I was just thinking that perhaps, well, maybe, we should investigate getting the birth certificates amended.”
 
   The emotion in her voice was so thick it was painful to hear, but it also spoke to me of the trust she’d started to feel toward me. Trust I’d thought I might never earn back, and yet ran deeper than I ever would have guessed. A wave of emotion crashed over me. To avoid sinking under it, I stood and pulled her into my arms.
 
   “I’d like that,” I whispered. “If you’re sure?”
 
   She nodded against my chest. “I’m sure. I think, well, I think I would like it too.”
 
   In that instant, it was clear that having to put Flynn’s name on the birth certificate had hurt her as much as it had hurt me to see it there. If things had gone differently, if she hadn’t needed to grieve and hand the reins over to someone else for a while, she might have never done it. 
 
   After the conversation, I felt braver. In fact, I almost felt ready to face Danny and anything he could throw at me. After all, how bad could it be?
 
   When Phoebe was tucked in and asleep, I lay in bed with Alyssa curled in to my side. My mind ticked over with all the changes that’d happened in such a short time frame. Despite the pain they’d caused me and my loved ones, I struggled to regret a single thing that’d happened. Each event had led me one step closer to being right where I was. Back to Alyssa. Back to love. Swallowing down the rush of emotion rising within me, I squeezed her more tightly.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” she murmured in a sleepy tone.
 
   I’d thought she’d already drifted off to sleep. “Nothing. Everything. Life,” I said cryptically.
 
   “Fair enough,” she murmured.
 
   I held her close until sleep finally claimed me.
 
   
 
 
   
“COME ON, you two, or we’re going to be late!” Alyssa ordered from the living room. She seemed keener to get me on the flight than I was to go. I’d decided it was much more enjoyable to continue playing in Phoebe’s room, even though she was making me dress and re-dress all her dollies repeatedly. I didn’t want to leave the known safety of Alyssa’s house. At some point over the last few days, it’d become my sanctuary. Part of me feared that being back in Sydney would make all of this seem less real. That it might somehow lessen Alyssa’s trust. It wouldn’t change the way I felt about Phoebe and Alyssa, but being in their house made the whole thing less dreamlike.
 
   Every minute closer to the time of the flight was a minute less I could spend with my family. I was dreading the moment when I had to tell Phoebe I was going away and I didn’t know how long I’d be gone for. Even though I hoped I wouldn’t need to be away for too long, I wouldn’t know for sure until I’d talked with Danny. Watching Phoebe play, I decided it was better to tell her now before we got in the car. At least I could make sure she understood. 
 
   Swallowing hard, I bit the bullet. 
 
   “Just give us a minute,” I called back to Alyssa, then I turned to Phoebe. “Honey, you know your daddy loves you and is sorry he hasn’t always been here for you, right?” 
 
   She nodded and then stood to wrap her little arms around my neck. “I love you too.” 
 
   “And you know that I never want to leave you or Mummy again, right?” 
 
   She squeezed tightly and I wrapped one arm around her waist. 
 
   “But Daddy needs to go away for a little while, okay? I promise I’ll be back as soon as I can and that I’m never going to go away for a long time again. I’ll always come back for you and Mummy.”
 
   Her mouth turned down into a frown. “Why are you going?”
 
   “I have to do something for work, but I’ll come home as soon as I can.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around me again and pulled my neck so hard it almost choked me. 
 
   “I don’t want you to go,” she whined.
 
   “I know, and I don’t want to go either. But I’ll leave my car here, hey? That way I have to come back.”
 
   She perked up a little. “When?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’ll ring you and Mummy and tell you both as soon as I know, okay? And I’ll ring every day when I’m gone.”
 
   Her bottom lip remained extended into a pout, but she nodded a little.
 
   “Shall we go?” I stood and swung her up onto my back.
 
   She giggled as she wrapped her arms around my neck before I jogged out to the living room. 
 
   “Aren’t you ready yet?” I called to Alyssa as I raced past her and out the door.
 
   She followed me out the door and locked it behind us. “Nervous?” she asked.
 
   It was clear she could see straight through my bravado, so I nodded. I placed Phoebe in her car seat and then turned to see Alyssa watching me.
 
   She stepped closer and linked her fingers with mine. “Whatever happens, I’ll be right here waiting for you.”
 
   I nodded, and then lifted our joined hands to my mouth before brushing my lips across the skin on the back of her hand. “Thank you.”
 
   We climbed into the car, and I pulled out of the driveway slowly. A solemn silence seemed to fall over the three of us. Any attempt to break the quiet, whether through conversation or music, seemed to thicken the atmosphere further. Or maybe it just felt that way to me. For some reason, I couldn’t stop feeling like I was on my way to a hanging, and it would be my neck in the noose. 
 
   Finally, we pulled in to the airport, and I stopped the motor but left the keys in the ignition. We’d already agreed Alyssa was just going to drop me off and keep the Monaro while I was away. After we’d both climbed out of the car, I gave her a lingering embrace and a kiss worthy of a goodbye. Even though I didn’t want to let her go, eventually a security guard came to wave our car on. With a sigh, I released Alyssa from my arms, but clutched her hand as she hopped back into the car, only letting go at the last second. She wound the window down, and I leaned into it.
 
   “Take care of my baby,” I whispered to her as she started my Monaro.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Your car will be fine.”
 
   I looked in the back seat. “I wasn’t talking about my car.”
 
   Her face softened into such a sweet expression. “We’ll be okay, Dec, just . . . call when you can, okay? As soon as you can.”
 
   I nodded and gave her one more quick kiss.
 
   The flight was painful. I buried my head in my hands and ignored the world at large as best I could. But every kilometre closer to Sydney was another stake in my heart. The minutes passed in a vague blur as I drew nearer to whatever fate waited for me at the end of my journey. I couldn’t even recall disembarking the plane or climbing in the taxi.
 
   The drive to Sinclair Racing headquarters was a blur of shadows and greenery. Despite the speed with which the morning had passed, time stopped as soon as I was standing alone in front of the building.
 
   During the steps from the footpath to the front door, my feet were weighed down with doubt and fear. I reached my hand into my pocket to pull out my phone and call Alyssa but there was nothing there. I tried to recall the last time I’d seen it, but the thought made my heart plummet. It was when I put it on to charge back at Alyssa’s house. I had been so concerned with spending time with Phoebe that morning that I hadn’t even thought to check for it. Which meant I had no immediate way of calming myself down before heading inside.
 
   I sighed before I swiped my security card to gain entrance. My footsteps echoed off the marble floor of the vast entryway. I had never been there on the weekend; at least not without other people around. It was altogether eerie.
 
   I walked up the stairs toward Danny’s top floor office. No one else was in any of the other offices, but Danny’s door stood open. I took that as an invitation to walk straight in. He wasn’t behind his desk, but I crossed the room anyway to wait. 
 
   As I neared his desk, I saw something sitting on the green leather. My heart dropped to the floor, and my stomach twisted when I saw what it was. There was no doubt in my mind about this trip anymore. Any tiny semblance of hope I’d felt dissipated in a fraction of a second. 
 
   I was absolutely, completely, and totally fucked.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: THAT’S ENTERTAINMENT
 
   
 
 
   
WHAT HAS PROV8 bad boy Declan Reede done now?
 
   The fights. The drugs. The alcohol.
 
   Only Gossip Weekly has detailed coverage of Declan Reede’s wild week in Brisbane. You don’t want to miss a single detail. Don’t stop reading until the end of our eight-page article.
 
   
The headline was splashed across the front of the magazine, lying almost innocently in front of me on Danny’s desk. It was emblazoned across a collage of photos of the time I had spent in Brisbane, but by far the biggest photo on the page, taking up the majority of space, was a photo of Eden and me on the hotel balcony during her one-night stay. I was shirtless, her arms were wrapped around me and her head rested on my back. If I didn’t know the truth of the moment, I would have thought there was something romantic about the embrace.
 
   It was bad—very, very bad—but I had to know just how terrible it got. I took a deep breath and turned to the first page.
 
   
Declan Reede’s Wild Week in Brisbane
 
   By: Miss M. (Photos by W.T. Entertainment)
 
   Prominent V8 driver and notorious bad-boy, Declan Reede—currently on leave from Sinclair Racing due to his disastrous on-track performance—has dipped to new lows during a recent trip to Brisbane. Now his off-track performance has been called into question as well. His descent started with his public sex act in Firebird, the renowned nightspot for the young and upcoming stars in Sydney (featured in Gossip Weekly issue 294). During the past week there have been repeated reports of violence, drug-fuelled rampages, and public womanising. Gossip Weekly has secured exclusive interviews with close family friends and people central to his downward spiral.
 
   
The short paragraph introducing the photos was terrible. It was as if someone had been following me around specifically gathering information, and twisting everything that happened to show me in the worst possible light. I glanced around at the photos printed on the page. My eyes locked on one set, and the block of text that they centred around.
 
   
The Cafe attack:
 
   “I was so scared,” Hayley Bliss, formerly a close personal friend of Declan Reede, has revealed to us.
 
   “I was sitting at a cafe with Robbie, Declan’s father, talking about my new role with the bank. He’s my work mentor, you see. He came out of nowhere, screaming like a lunatic. The next thing I knew, he was throwing tables around and threatening us both. It was terrifying.”
 
   Hayley told us she was thankful that Reede’s father was there to control the situation. “Declan really respects his father. If he hadn’t been around, I just don’t know what might have happened.”
 
   Having gone to the same school as Declan, Hayley was able to tell us about the changes that have taken place in Declan’s life lately.
 
   “He used to be a sweet, caring person. But in the last few years he’s been slowly losing it. I know for a fact that he started taking drugs shortly after he left for Sydney.”
 
   When asked who was the worst influence Hayley’s answer was surprising. “By far the worst influence is the floozy who claims to be the mother of his child. Despite repeatedly telling her he didn’t want children, she apparently tricked him into getting her pregnant. Personally, I think that’s what started this whole spiral. It’s all Alyssa Dawson’s fault.” (For more revelations about Alyssa Dawson, turn to pages 7 and 8).
 
   
I growled at no one as I read through Hayley’s interview. Close fucking family friend my fucking arse. She was a fucking whore who no doubt had my fucking father’s dick in her mouth every fucking night. My fingers trembled and my heart beat louder with every second, pounding so hard I could barely focus enough to keep reading. I couldn’t believe a photographer had been close enough to get these specific angles without my knowledge. They had to be mere fucking metres away. I tried to recall that day. I knew my anger had blinded me to everything besides my father and his godawful fucking slut.
 
   Recalling that day, I remembered seeing the sun flashing in my eyes as I was being pulled away. I couldn’t believe how fucking idiotic I’d been for not fucking realising it was a fucking camera flash. Maybe it was because I wasn’t a complete narcissist and I’d assumed I could get through one fucking day without a camera crew on my arse.
 
   Even though all I wanted to do was to slam the magazine shut and declare it all fucking bullshit, it was clear Danny had seen it all. It explained the phone call and the terseness. It didn’t, however, explain his current absence.
 
   I recalled the last words my father had issued to me. “Mark my words, boy, you will regret this.” Had he tried to stop this? Had he agreed to let Hayley paint me in such a harsh light after I’d thrown him out on his arse? It was all too obvious that he was the one filling Hayley’s head with nonsense about Alyssa. I hadn’t thought it was possible to hate my father more than I already did, but somehow he had just reached new lows.
 
   I turned the page, not knowing what else would cover the next three double spreads.
 
   
The Women:
 
   Declan Reede has always been known for his womanising ways, however during his week in Brisbane he took it to new heights. He was seen in public with three different women within the space of twenty-four hours. Our sources reveal he told each of these women he was changing his ways and was interested in monogamy.
 
   It seems even his teammates aren’t off-limits for Reede, with our sources spying him at the Suncrest Hotel with team strategist, Eden Bishop. The pair were seen freely embracing on the hotel balcony before heading off for an intimate dinner at the Sunshine Room. They were spotted much later stumbling through the streets back toward the hotel.
 
   Despite spending the better part of the evening with Miss Bishop, Reede later met up with an unknown blonde to drive to a secluded location at West End. The two were seen in an embrace. Our sources have confirmed Reede was later seen returning to the Suncrest Hotel room he shared with Miss Bishop.
 
   Early the next morning, Reede saw Miss Bishop off to the airport and met up with his third apparent conquest, Alyssa Dawson.
 
   
Photos were lined up across the page, one after the other after the other. Me with Eden on the hotel balcony. Me with Eden at a table in the Sunshine Room. A grainy shot of me with Ruby at West End—whoever had taken that one had managed to capture the one second where we were actually touching. Me with Alyssa at the Queensland Raceway.
 
   
The Racetrack Romance:
 
   Insiders reveal Reede was granted exclusive use of Willowbank Raceway to keep his on-track skills honed during his time away. It has been revealed to us, however, that he decided instead to use the time to arrange a rendezvous with his sometimes lover, Alyssa Dawson. The two were oblivious to prying eyes as they were all over each other, both on and off the track. He even handed control of the vehicle over to her for a period, allegedly ignoring instructions to the contrary.
 
   
A handful of photos accompanied the article, including one of Alyssa and me kissing up against the car. There was even a handful taken while we were on our private picnic. I sank down in the chair, my anger giving way to exhaustion as I turned the page again and grimaced at the next part of the article.
 
   
Planning on jumping ship?
 
   Our reporters spotted Declan sitting with Wood racing hierarchy at a fundraising event at City Hall. When asked about his future he seemed to indicate changes were coming and that he had a new focus. When we asked Sinclair Racing officials about Reede’s appearance, they claimed to have no knowledge of the event or why their star driver was in attendance.
 
   Combined with recent rumours of discontent in the Sinclair camp, this suggests there may soon be a changing of the guard at Wood racing. We spoke to PR representatives who indicated that a switch might indeed be on the cards. Although they would neither confirm nor deny the rumours, they made it clear it was no secret the team wanted Declan Reede and had been courting him for months.
 
   One has to question, however, whether any potential offer at Wood racing will remain on the table after the apparent drug-fuelled paranoia exhibited by Reede during the night. Multiple sources have confirmed that after the official part of the evening had concluded, Reede exhibited various signs of intoxication ending with a tryst in the cloakroom with an unknown woman and an apparent psychotic episode. Staff psychiatrists have expressed concerns over Reede’s mental stability.
 
   The question remains: where will Reede race next year? But perhaps the better question is: should he be allowed back on the track at all while exhibiting such dangerous and destructive behaviour?
 
   
Photos of Alyssa and me dressed up for the benefit accompanied the spread. As did photos of me in the corner of the cloakroom and of Alyssa helping me out the door and back to the car.
 
   I was almost too scared to turn the page. Even without knowing the full details of what was on the last spread, I could see these eight pages ruining my life. There was no way Alyssa would think that things were innocent between Eden and me. How could I possibly explain to her that we were just friends? Especially with my history. Everyone who read the damned magazine would be on watch for “dangerous and destructive” behaviour. With my past, would Mum believe me if I said I wasn’t taking drugs anymore? 
 
   To top it all off, no doubt Danny now thought I was planning on switching to Paige’s team. My breathing was ragged. I needed Alyssa. I needed her to tell me that everything would be all right. I wondered whether she would still feel the same as she had before she saw me off. Would we still be as strong? Would we still face anything that came along together?
 
   Closing my eyes, I yanked at my hair. Then I blew out a breath, opened my eyes, and turned to the last two-page spread of the article.
 
   
Mother of all lies:
 
   By far the most shocking of the revelations our sources have provided is the existence of a love child between Declan Reede and his on/off lover, Alyssa Dawson.
 
   “Oh, Alyssa was well known in school, if you catch my drift,” former school friend, Darcy Cooper, revealed to us. “Everyone knew she was the go-to girl for the boys if they wanted a good time.”
 
   Darcy also provides an insight into the relationship Reede and Alyssa Dawson had while still at school. “They were always fighting. It seemed like they broke up every other day. But everyone knew Alyssa wanted to get her claws into him permanently.”
 
   “That’s why she hatched the scheme to fall pregnant; she thought it would make him stay with her.
 
   “Because I used to be her best friend, she told me what she planned to do one day. I tried to convince her not to, but no matter what I said, she wouldn’t change her mind.” Darcy told us of her sorrow at the loss of a once close friendship due to the deception Miss Dawson planned. “But then he left town. He made the smart choice and left her for his career.”
 
   Darcy told us that a few months after Declan left town it was discovered that Miss Dawson was pregnant. “She never said who the father was, but it was obvious she was trying to pin it on Declan. I was never sure though—the timing always seemed a little off to me.”
 
   The scandal has apparently torn apart families, and even Darcy’s devoted husband, Blake Cooper, was pulled into the fray. Darcy confirmed a fight had broken out between Reede and Cooper on Reede’s first night in Brisbane. The exact reason for the altercation still appears to be unknown, but it is clear from the video that Reede was the aggressor, attacking a defenceless Cooper without warning.
 
   “All Blake did was make one little comment about Alyssa’s pregnancy,” Darcy told us. “Declan Reede is a loose cannon. And he doesn’t understand commitment. In fact, he’s propositioned me repeatedly even though I am a happily married woman.”
 
   
My eyes burned with unshed tears as I read the spiteful lies of Darcy. She’d promised me pain, but I never thought she would use Alyssa as the tool to deliver it. I didn’t believe a single word of the article, of course. There was no way Alyssa would have planned for the things that had happened. Sure she’d wanted kids, but on the horizon, not straight out of school. Regardless, Alyssa’s reputation would be marred by the words. It could cost her the job she wanted. It would hurt her. It killed me to think of Alyssa in pain. I leaned forward in the chair, burying my face into my hands.
 
   “I see you’ve found the interesting reading material that was delivered to my office yesterday.” Danny’s voice was hard and cold as he spoke behind me.
 
   I didn’t bother twisting around in my seat. There was nothing to be gained from meeting his eye. I didn’t need to see the disappointment on his face, not when I could hear it in his voice. I didn’t even bother lifting my head. Instead, I just nodded into my hands.
 
   “Do you care to offer an explanation?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged. “Will it make a difference?” I asked. My voice was broken and almost silent, because I already knew the answer. And it was echoed through my body before he’d even issued it.
 
   “No. But I want to know how long you’ve been lying to me.”
 
   “I haven’t—” I started.
 
   “Bullshit!” he exclaimed. “Look, I know some of that article is rubbish. I’d be willing to overlook half the crap they’ve written. But Wood? How the hell could you not tell me about her trying to court you, goddammit?” He slammed his fist down on his desk on the last word. “I asked you outright and you lied to me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’ve had a lot on my plate.”
 
   He scoffed. “You’ve had a lot on your plate? I was supposed to be on a plane to Bahrain yesterday, but this—” He indicated the magazine. “—arrived. So instead of watching my loyal driver who doesn’t ruffle too many feathers actually make me money, I had to stay here and deal with you.” His voice was filled with such venom as he said the last word that I knew I was done for.
 
   What was left of my career was fast flying away from me. I pinched the bridge of my nose.
 
   He stood inches from me, his grey hair dishevelled and out of place. Clearly, he’d been working his hands through it repeatedly. “The worst part, Declan, is how many chances I’ve offered you. Any other owner probably would have kicked you off the team a hundred times by now, but I didn’t. I saw the value in you and offered you chance after chance. And this is how you repay me?”
 
   I shook my head vehemently. “Can I please explain?” I asked.
 
   “No.” He said the word with such finality. My career at Sinclair Racing was over and there was no room for negotiation.
 
   Even though I wanted to explain, I didn’t push the issue. Instead, I bit my tongue and held back my tears as I handed over my security pass and other possessions. His words, his lack of forgiveness, had torn a fracture through my heart, but I couldn’t blame him. He was right. I’d been given so many chances, and I’d fucked up every one. 
 
   I fucking loved my job with the team. Despite it all, I was still Sinclair through and through. The entire way back out of the building though, my heart clenched with fear. There was every possibility that losing my job would be the least painful of the losses I would suffer as a result of the article. Alyssa could believe every word written and never want to see me again. She could take Phoebe out of my life, and because I wasn’t listed on the birth certificate there wouldn’t be a damn fucking thing I could do about it without fighting. Only now, I had no means with which to fight.
 
   As I trudged through the foyer, with Danny following my every footstep, my anger grew. It wasn’t some fucking coincidence that there was a photographer at all of those events. 
 
   Someone had fucked me over big time. 
 
   Someone had taken everything precious in my life away, and I had no damn fucking clue who it was or why. All I wanted to do was destroy something—to rip something, or someone, apart with my bare hands. I waited under Danny’s watchful eye for a taxi. We stood in silence while I debated whether or not to say anything. 
 
   In the end, I turned to him right before climbing into the taxi and said, “Thank you, for the opportunity and for everything. I’m sorry I’m nothing but a fuck-up.”
 
   I turned away before I could see the look on his face. Mostly because I didn’t want him seeing the tears in my eyes. For the first time since making my choice to go to Sydney, I had no idea what the fuck I was going to do with my life. I was facing my first night as an unemployed person with no future and no hope. Worse, I had no one I could talk to. No friend I could ask for help. It was just me. And that’s all it would be. 
 
   In my mind’s eye, I could already see Alyssa’s reaction to the article. To the sight of Eden and me on the hotel balcony in Brisbane. 
 
   I’d already had two chances to make things right with Alyssa—I didn’t deserve a third. 
 
   I threw my credit card at the taxi driver as I barked out my address. Trying to make it obvious I didn’t want to make small talk with him on the way home, I turned to face the passenger window.
 
   Once he’d dropped me back at my house, I ran inside. I picked up the phone to call Alyssa. I had to explain about the magazine before she saw it and jumped to the wrong conclusion. Although I had no way of making her believe me, I had to try. 
 
   After I rang directory for her numbers, I phoned her house. When her home number rang out, and her mobile went straight to message bank, I rang Mum and begged for Ruth’s number again. I didn’t tell her what was happening though. She didn’t even know I’d gone home to Sydney, and I didn’t want to break her heart again.
 
   My leg bounced as I waited for someone to pick up at the damn phone. Finally, I heard Ruth’s voice at the end of the line.
 
   “Declan?” she asked when I’d said hello. “What the hell is going on?”
 
   My heart sank. From the tone in her voice, and the fact that she’d cursed, it was clear she knew something. 
 
   “I have to talk to Alyssa,” I said uncertainly. I wasn’t sure what I would do if she refused to come to the phone. I couldn’t afford to waste money anymore, so I couldn’t exactly get a return flight in a hurry. I would probably have enough cash available to get me through to the end of the year, but then I would have to talk to my broker about liquidating some of my other stocks after that. Maybe the house too.
 
   “She’s not here.”
 
   “Where is she then? Can you please give me the number? It’s urgent. I need to talk to her.”
 
   “No,” Ruth whispered. “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?” I demanded, ready to challenge any excuse.
 
   “Because she isn’t here.”
 
   “What?” My blood froze in my veins.
 
   “She’s not here.” Ruth sobbed.
 
   “Where is she?” I felt a shroud fall around my mind. I couldn’t process anything. Ruth’s quiet sobs only added to my stress. Where could Alyssa be when I needed her so desperately?
 
   “Alyssa’s gone, Declan.”
 
   My stomach plummeted. I needed to vomit. She couldn’t be gone, she just couldn’t be. 
 
   “Why?” I asked, my voice cracking halfway through the word.
 
   “I don’t know. She called here a little over an hour ago, shouting about a magazine or something. I couldn’t get a straight answer out of her—except that she was leaving town. She hasn’t answered her phone since.”
 
   “No,” I whispered, my brain refusing to believe Ruth’s words. “She can’t.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” I heard the line click as Ruth hung up the phone.
 
   “No!” I shouted to the empty room and silent phone. I yanked on the base for the phone, tossing it across the room. “She’s not gone! She can’t be!”
 
   My voice fell as I repeated it again and again, trying to convince myself while knowing the truth. I’d hurt Alyssa too much this time—she was gone. Lost to me forever, right when I needed her the most. 
 
   I sank to the floor as the last of my sanity seeped away from me. I couldn’t believe it. Out of everything I’d experienced over the past few weeks, this was the worst. The life I’d convinced myself I could have, that I might even deserve, was over.
 
   She was gone.
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CHAPTER ONE: AN END IS A NEW BEGINNING
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA IS GONE.
 
   The words repeated in my mind on an endless loop until they were hollow. 
 
   Meaningless. 
 
   Empty.
 
   Like me. 
 
   Like my life.
 
   The thoughts whipped through my mind until they filled the void the words had created, replacing everything I was with an agony that crushed my lungs and stopped my heart. The truth in it all raced through me, the pain ripping through my heart and soul. It clawed through my chest, tearing my heart into a thousand pieces that scattered like dust in the wind. 
 
   How had I gone from having everything to having nothing? All gone because of one stupid article, filled with a bunch of bullshit. 
 
   After dropping the phone handset and sinking to the floor, my mind tortured me with an endless loop of everything I’d lost. 
 
   My career. 
 
   My future with Alyssa. 
 
   My daughter, Phoebe. 
 
   The life I’d hoped I might deserve one day. 
 
   The words Ruth, Alyssa’s mother, had said before ending our phone call moments earlier raced through me over and over. “She called here a little over an hour ago, frantically shouting about a magazine or something. I couldn’t get a straight answer out of her—except that she was leaving town.”
 
   Even though Ruth hadn’t known what magazine Alyssa was talking about, I did. 
 
   The damn fucking magazine that had fucked up so much for me already. It was the latest issue of Gossip Weekly—an article filled with little more than a fucking stack of half-truths and lies. They’d printed a series of compromising photos teamed with innuendo and bullshit as “facts.” It had already destroyed my career after an early copy had been sent to Danny Sinclair, the owner of Sinclair Racing, my former employer. 
 
   After rushing down to Sydney to see him at his request, all of my dreams had gone up in smoke in a matter of minutes. 
 
   All of my dreams, including my new one. The one I’d barely started to have; barely dared to imagine. A life with my girls: Alyssa and Phoebe. 
 
   But now Alyssa was gone, and she’d taken Phoebe with her. 
 
   Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the bitter disappointment and heartbreak in Alyssa’s honey-gold eyes. I’d seen it—caused it—often enough and this was obviously one step too far. 
 
   How could I come back from this when I’d been on my last chance as it was? The evidence that I was having an affair with Eden, my former teammate and friend, was compelling in print. The truth was that I was no more attracted to her than I was to the other subject of the article, Alyssa’s sister-in-law, Ruby. 
 
   If I’d had a chance to explain, maybe I could have fixed things. I couldn’t though.
 
   Because my Alyssa was gone. 
 
   The knowledge that she’d run after seeing the article clawed at every happy memory I had from our time together since my suspension. Made me question every word I’d said. Every kiss we’d shared. Had I given her reason to doubt me? Had I not told her enough that I was ready to stand up and be the man she needed me to be? Or had I left her so broken over the years that any happiness we’d shared was weak enough to shatter at the first test? 
 
   The doubt, the fear, and the loss all pulled at the recollection of each smile. Every memory was torn to pieces like old photographs until I was nothing more than a shell filled with my bad memories and four years of regret. 
 
   One thing was clear. Whatever Alyssa believed because of that article was my fault. I’d given the gossip magazine so much ammunition, and not just in recent months. She’d had the image of me with other women shoved down her throat over and over. During my life in Sydney, I’d become the poster child for the bad-boy image. For so long, I’d thought I loved it. I’d fed it, encouraged it, and watched my notoriety grow. It’d left women lined up at my door, scrambling for a piece of the great Declan Reede. Every woman but the one I’d really wanted, even if I’d denied it at the time. 
 
   Now, that life—those choices—had come back to bite my arse big time. Even without the magazine in front of me, without my own face, turquoise eyes, and auburn hair staring back at me from the pages, I could recall each damning picture and every spiteful word. 
 
   With the thoughts of everything I’d lost, everything I’d thrown away before I ever really had it, racing through my mind, I sat on the floor and cradled my head in my hands. The pressure growing in my chest, stealing my breath, and throbbing against my skull made it impossible to move. I was unable to do anything but give in, and unwilling to even try to resist. 
 
   My fingers fumbled in my pocket to draw out the small box I’d brought with me from Brisbane. I’d slipped it into my pocket at the last second, not wanting to leave it at home just in case someone else stumbled across it. Plus, I’d thought it’d be a good luck charm. 
 
   Good fucking luck indeed. 
 
   I flicked open the lid and looked at the ring inside. Thousands of dollars I’d invested in a future that had looked to shine as brightly as the diamonds inside the white gold band, but was now as empty as the hole in the middle. Unable to look at the symbol of my shattered dreams any longer, I snapped the lid shut and shoved the ring back in my pocket. 
 
   My mind cried out, begging for relief. For a sweet tonic to salve the agony. There were plenty of options nearby. A fully stocked wet bar sat just metres away, waiting to be tapped. 
 
   Blissful oblivion hid at the bottom of each bottle. 
 
   Damn, was it fucking tempting. 
 
   My tongue slicked my lips at the thought of the liquor burning down my throat. Of it razing away the layers of doubt and remorse until they faded into the blur of hazy memories. God, I wanted that. Nothingness more complete and numbing than the blistering ache that scorched my skin with the imprint of Alyssa’s touch.
 
   I wanted a drink. 
 
   I wanted freedom from the agony of remembering.
 
   More than anything, I wanted to drown the pain that threatened to tear apart my chest. 
 
   It’s not like it would take much. A bottle. Two. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about magazines or Alyssa, anything. For a few hours, I would be numb. 
 
   Unfeeling. 
 
   Uncaring.
 
   Blissfully unaware.
 
   It was almost too easy. I was at the bar before I had even decided to move. Just the sight of the bottle of whiskey front and centre on the shelf was like a punch to the gut. 
 
   I snatched the bottle off the shelf and sank to the ground, nursing it against my chest. One hand was already on the lid, unscrewing the top as my throat ached with the need to burn. 
 
   Alyssa’s rules rushed through my head as a warning. 
 
   If I did it, if I resorted to using alcohol as a salve, I would lose her forever. 
 
   But what did it matter when she was gone anyway? 
 
   When everything was gone.
 
   What was the point of anything? 
 
   It wasn’t just the loss of the life I’d thought I might be able to have, it was the fact that I’d lost everything. I didn’t even have the small victories my job had provided to hide behind any more. 
 
   I had nothing. 
 
   I was nothing. 
 
   Without my girls, I was less than nothing.
 
   The bottle slipped from my hands and I let it fall into my lap. Reaching up, I clawed at my hair, fisting it. More than anything, I longed for the chance to explain myself to Alyssa. If I could convince her to grant me that tiny concession, maybe I could prove to her what she meant to me. I wanted to tell her that I hadn’t meant to hurt her. That I’d never cheated on her. Never even felt the smallest desire to try. 
 
   From the moment I’d set foot back home in Browns Plains, every piece of me had belonged to her. 
 
   Even the broken parts. 
 
   I’d hoped that love and desire would be enough to piece us back together. I’d been wrong. So wrong, about so many things. And I’d left things in a bigger mess than when I’d arrived. 
 
   If only she’d let me explain that all I’d ever done was love her, even if my love wasn’t enough to save us. 
 
   All my love had done was hurt her more. 
 
   Sinking into the foetal position, I found the blinding truth of it all. I should have trusted my first instincts and stayed the fuck away from her. I should have listened to her father, Curtis, and brother, Josh, when they’d tried to warn me away. To the voice in my head that had whispered that Phoebe didn’t deserve a fuck-up like me as a father. 
 
   I couldn’t even imagine the pain Alyssa must have been in at that very moment. She’d told me, and shown me, so often how much it hurt her to trust me. How frightened she’d been of me. 
 
   And every one of her fears had been proven right with one fucking magazine article. 
 
   I’d caused enough pain to force her to leave. To make her feel that running away without even allowing me the chance to tell my side was the only option. All because of the crap I’d brought into her life and dropped onto her lap. How much of the eight-page article had she believed? Did she think I was sleeping with my friend and teammate, Eden? Had she been poisoned against me by the bitter words of her enemy, Darcy, and my father’s little whore, Hayley? 
 
   If only there was a way I could take away some of the pain. Both hers and mine.
 
   I knew from my experience in London that if she wanted to disappear it would be impossible for me to contact her. She’d been as stubborn about being contacted then as I had once been. That didn’t mean I couldn’t get her a message somehow though. 
 
   There was one way I knew of to do it.
 
   The thought gave me a small sense of purpose. It was weak, and I didn’t know how long it would last, but it was enough to force me to set the bottle of whiskey beside me, climb to my feet, and get to my study. 
 
   After stumbling across the room, I yanked open the drawers. With one hand leaning on the wood to support myself, I rifled through the shit in my desk to find what I wanted. 
 
   Without letting myself stop and think about what I was doing, I slammed the pen and piece of paper onto the desk and sat my arse on the chair. In that moment, I knew it was vital that I tell her what she meant to me, even if she never believed a word of it. I would write her a fucking letter and I would make her read it. 
 
   Somehow. 
 
   If I had to, I would mail a copy of it to anyone whose life she’d ever touched. Hopefully at least one of them would be able to convince her to read my honest words.
 
   
Alyssa,
 
   
I’ve made so many mistakes over the years when it comes to you. To us. So many that it would be impossible to even try to list them all. 
 
   
The first, and biggest, was letting you go. 
 
   
I can never fix the wounds inflicted by that one action, or change what happened next. There is nothing I can do to wipe away the consequences of that decision. I’ve hurt you in ways I can’t even imagine.
 
   
Because of all the ways I’ve fucked up, I know I don’t deserve anything from you, least of all your understanding or acceptance. But I still want you to know what you mean to me. The time I spent with you in Brisbane was so fucking perfect. I might never be able to find the words to tell you exactly how special it was. All I can say is that rediscovering you was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. Despite what happened after it.
 
   
I promise that no matter what anyone else says, I was completely and utterly faithful to you for every second I was with you. You’re the only woman I want for the rest of my life, but I get why you ran. I’ve screwed up so utterly and completely that you may never be able to find it in your heart to forgive me. 
 
   
Just know that for those few weeks I was happy, genuinely fucking happy, for the first time in I don’t know how long. Ever since I moved to Sydney, there’s been a void in my life. An absence that I’ve tried to fill. But I’ve never been able to. That’s why I turned to drugs. To other women. Even to alcohol. I tried it all to see me through when all I really needed was something much more wholesome and pure.
 
   
You.
 
   
I can see that now. You are by far the best thing that has ever happened to me. The best thing that ever could happen to me, save for Phoebe. 
 
   
Our little miracle. 
 
   
I’d never expected fatherhood to be like this, to feel like this. I would lay my life on the line if it would guarantee her safety and happiness. I’ve only known her for a few short weeks, but I can’t imagine ever forgetting the impact she’s had on my life. 
 
   
That is why I have to beg you, even if you can’t find it in your heart to forgive me, please don’t take Phoebe from my life as well. Please allow me to continue to be her father. It pains me to think that I’ve lost you, but if I were to lose her as well . . . it would kill me. 
 
   
If you can’t offer me that, then please can you at least make sure she always knows she was made by love, even if things got a little broken along the way?
 
   
With the way things are right now, I don’t expect anything more from you. I hope in time, you’ll recognise the honesty in my words. Maybe you could even find some small degree of forgiveness in your heart. Regardless, I need you to understand that you will always be my only true love. You will always be the last one on my mind when I go to sleep and the first one I think of when I wake up in the morning. 
 
   
I love you, Lys. I always have and that will never, ever stop, even if the reverse isn’t true. 
 
   
Yours forever,
 
   
Declan.
 
 
   Once I was happy with the words, I rewrote the letter a number of times. I didn’t care how many tears I shed over the pages. When I was done, I folded each of the copies up and placed them in envelopes ready to send to any address with even the loosest connection to Alyssa. I didn’t know if it would be enough to get her to understand, but I had to try something. I couldn’t just let her go without some fight, however pathetic it might be. 
 
   With that task done, and the purpose it had instilled in me burned out, I made a fresh move toward the alcohol. Plucking the bottle from the floor, I balanced it in the crook of my elbow. Then, reaching into my liquor cabinet above the wet bar, and the bar fridge below, I gathered up every bottle. Without letting myself think about what I was doing, or feel guilty for what came next, I carried them upstairs.
 
   The mere sight of the drinks tempted me, calling to me like a mistress and begging me to give in.
 
   Just a little bit. 
 
   The bottom of each bottle held the promise of oblivion and a temporary peace. Not long ago, I wouldn’t have even paused before draining every single drop in a desperate attempt to find that momentary forgetfulness. 
 
   Even as the thought of the numbness I could achieve entered my mind, Alyssa’s words from the day we made our agreement replaced it. They ran through my mind as the bottles clinked together in my arms. “This is what I fucking mean about trust. One thing goes wrong and you fucking drink yourself into oblivion and end up in hospital. I mean Christ, what if I’d left for the night or didn’t hear that bottle smash. You could have been fucking dead. How would I explain that to Phoebe? How could I tell her that her father died in a fucking alcohol binge session because one thing didn’t go his fucking way?”
 
   As much as I wanted to drink it—all of it—I couldn’t.
 
   I couldn’t do it to Alyssa or Phoebe. 
 
   I couldn’t do it to myself.
 
   When I reached the top of the stairs, I headed for the bathroom and lined the bottles up in a row on the floor. The longer they were in the house, the stronger their siren call would become. I had just enough reason left to be certain I wasn’t strong enough to resist for long. 
 
   Even as I stared at the bottles, there was a small voice in the back of my head that whispered to me, working to convince me to keep just one bottle aside. To drink just a little. Whispering that I could stop after one.
 
   A little bit wouldn’t hurt. One glass. One sip. 
 
   Something. 
 
   Anything.
 
   Tuning out the voice as best as I could, I shifted so that I was standing next to the line-up of booze. One by one, I picked up the bottles and hurled them into the bathtub. I flinched away as the bottle exploded on impact, sending shards of glasses flying around the tub.
 
   The sound of the glass crashing and the liquid glugging down the drain filled me with a sick sense of purpose. Each smash brought back another memory of Alyssa, or of Phoebe. Of things that I’d done in the precious time that I’d had with them. Such a minute amount of time out of my whole twenty-two years, and I’d lost it again already. 
 
   The images raced on repeat. 
 
   Our family trip to McDonalds. Smash.
 
   My date nights with Alyssa. Crash.
 
   The trip to the track where I was able to show Alyssa the reason for my passion toward V8s, and thought she’d finally understood. 
 
   The last thought stopped me cold. Mid-throw, I held on to the bottle of vodka. That trip to the track was the one Gossip Weekly had featured in their exposé. The private moment Alyssa and I had shared, on display for the whole of Australia to fucking see. My hands shook as the happy memory burned at the edges. The bottle in my hand weighed more and more with every passing second. 
 
   The voice in my head screamed that it would be a lighter load if I just pressed the neck to my lips. If I drank down a draught—just a shot—of the clear liquid, it would make things better. It would ease the pain that surged through my body. Lessen the ache in my heart. Shake the memories from my head. 
 
   It would be one tiny step toward oblivion. 
 
   Toward peace. 
 
   It was so fucking tempting it was ridiculous. 
 
   One. Just one sip. Now. 
 
   Do it!
 
   Sucking in a deep breath, I tossed the bottle across the bathroom just like I had all the rest. It landed higher than the others had, smashing into the tiles on the wall behind the tub. When it broke, I fell to my knees on the cold tiles and buried my face in my hands. 
 
   What have I done?
 
   The voice in my mind cried a lament for the loss of my salvation and kicked off the chain reaction that threatened to drive off the last of my sanity. My chest constricted, my heart sped, and I couldn’t focus on anything but the rising panic clawing at my throat—the beast the alcohol would have appeased. Closing my eyes, I ran my affirming mantra through my head. I can get through this; I’ve had one before and I made it through then. I can get through this; I’ve had one before and I made it through then.
 
   It barely worked, but barely was enough. After another couple of calming breaths, I stood. Without another glance, I turned my back on the alcohol-stained, glass-filled tub to drag myself into my bedroom. 
 
   I’d intended to cocoon myself under my blankets, but simply stepping foot into that room filled the space with inescapable memories. Ghosts of the past rose up to surround me, boxing me in with my own regret. The gasps and wanton cries of so many random screws flooded the space around me. Although I preferred my conquests far away from my private areas, there were still plenty that had made it through the door. Who’d given themselves to the great Declan Reede to do with as he pleased. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   It was no wonder Alyssa was gone. No wonder she didn’t want to put up with my shit anymore. I was poison of the worst kind. Even though I hadn’t cheated on her while we’d been together, I’d done it so often in the time we were apart. Each time I’d bedded a new woman, it was always a way to stave away visions of Alyssa for just one more night. Even when I hadn’t admitted it to myself, I loved her. And yet, I’d fucked them all.
 
   Fucking arse! 
 
   Needing a place as dark as I was inside, I squeezed into a tight corner in the back of my wardrobe, shutting out both light and life. It hid me from the ghosts and the demons that haunted my bedroom and quietened the cacophony of remembered moans in my mind. 
 
   Safely tucked away, I let the pain take me. Every tear I’d ever held in. Every curse I’d ever bitten back. Every bit of pain and agony that I’d ever suppressed came to the surface. A wave of remorse so powerful it threatened to wipe away every piece of me rose up, and I curled in on myself, letting it sweep me into the abyss. 
 
   Four years of wasted life ripped into my chest like a monster from a childhood nightmare, tearing me apart at the seams. 
 
   My throat was dry and ached with my need for a drink. My lips were parched and no matter how many times I wet them, they ached. Only booze would soothe the fire, but I’d smashed every bottle and lost every drop. 
 
   Fucking idiot! How could you be so stupid? 
 
   The pounding in my head crashed against my skull so hard that it rattled my mind and left me breathless. 
 
   Flashes of the life I’d missed with Phoebe rushed through me. The mistrust Alyssa had shown me—the look in her eyes whenever she didn’t believe my promise that I wouldn’t leave again—raced through my mind. Thoughts of my son, Emmanuel, and the fact I’d never hold him in my arms like I might have been able to if I’d been at Alyssa’s side through it all. Rage at the unfairness that he’d never grow up burned my soul before razing through me like a bushfire. 
 
   Instead of being there for Alyssa, for Phoebe, and for Emmanuel, I’d been in Sydney with a revolving bedroom door. 
 
   The thoughts were stolen away when I gave in to the chest-wracking sobs that struck me. Each sob was so painful, I was certain it would be my last. It was beyond me to fight the beast back, so I gave up and let it consume me.
 
   I longed for the bliss of unconsciousness and cursed that I had nothing to speed me into the darkness. A few tablets, a shot, anything. 
 
   At some point, someone knocked on my front door, as if trying to draw me back from the ledge. At first, I could barely hear it, but then whoever it was banged against it harder than before. The sound offered tiny distractions from my destructive darkness, but I couldn’t find it in myself to move. Nor could I give the pounding anything more than a moment’s attention. 
 
   I couldn’t even raise my head to acknowledge the noise. There was no way I would be able to climb to my feet, trudge down the stairs, and answer it. Ultimately, it didn’t matter who it was because nothing mattered anymore. 
 
   Everything important to me was gone. 
 
   My career, which had once flown so high, had sunk to depths so low that I couldn’t see any way for it to be salvaged. It was in the trash somewhere in Danny’s office, hidden among the pages of a glossy magazine. 
 
   By far the worst loss I had endured though was the love and family that I’d barely admitted I wanted. They’d been cruelly ripped from my life far too soon, just when I was finding hope for a different future. I would give back everything I’d ever achieved on the track for another day with Alyssa. For just a single hour more with Phoebe.
 
   After some time, the banging stopped, and I was alone again. I didn’t know minutes from hours, or hours from days. I could have been hiding in the back of my wardrobe for any length of time. I had no idea, nor any inclination to care. 
 
   The blackness in my heart and surrounding my eyes was too absolute. I was happy to reside in that pit for the rest of eternity. I deserved it for the darkness I’d bestowed on those who’d done nothing but offer me their love.
 
   Thoughts of Alyssa crept into my mind again, invading all my senses. Reckless hope that she might one day see the article was a fabrication created a devastating cocktail when mixed with unending despair that she never would. Together the hope and fear twisted through my insides, forming knots that might never be undone. 
 
   Eventually, my mind cracked, and I heard the voice of an angel call my name. 
 
   For a moment, the beautiful sound held me in place as my heart began to beat once more—whole and undamaged at just the imagined sound of my name in that perfect voice. When it called again, it compelled me to rise from the ground. It was enough to pull me from my hiding space and send me hurtling out of my bedroom. Especially as it continued to call my name on a desperate loop, sounding more concerned with each repeat.
 
   Racing down the hallway, I tried to work out where the sound was coming from. 
 
   When I reached the stairs, the sight waiting for me at the bottom stopped me dead in my tracks as my heart all but exploded in my chest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWO: THE DREAM
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA WAITED ON the ground floor. At the sight of her, I said a silent thank you to whatever god had granted my prayers.
 
   She was dressed in the same clothing she’d worn when she’d left me at the airport. Her hair was up in a ponytail, but little strands of chestnut poked out at random intervals as if she’d been rubbing at her head repeatedly. Tears streaked her face, and it looked like she had just endured the worst twenty-four hours of her life. 
 
   In that moment though, it didn’t matter. Because she was there. 
 
   I didn’t know if she was getting ready to scream and shout at me for the stupid things the magazine had accused me of doing, but I didn’t care. She was there.
 
   “Lys,” I sobbed.
 
   At the exact same time, she glanced up at me and whispered, “Dec.”
 
   I threw myself down the stairs with no regard for my own safety. I took them two at a time, screaming toward the bottom as fast as I could. My only goal—my one objective—was to get to Alyssa. I needed to hold her and know that she was really there, that it wasn’t some sick joke my mind had invented to torture me.
 
   My heart beat against my throat, each painful thump evidence that this was real. 
 
   As soon as I hit solid ground, Alyssa’s warm body smashed against mine. Her hands grasped my face, guiding my lips to their home. My tongue pushed forward without waiting for invitation, attempting to imprint the memory of her taste on itself just in case this was the last time she would ever allow me the opportunity. 
 
   My hands gripped her waist and I pulled her against me, not allowing even an inch of space between us. Despite that, I couldn’t get nearly close enough. I had to prove to myself that it wasn’t a dream. Even though I could see, feel, and taste her, I still couldn’t believe she was actually there.
 
   After releasing her mouth, I planted continuous small kisses on her lips and cheek. Her name left me again and again as a reverent prayer. With each passing second, the light of her presence penetrated further into the darkness that had welled up inside me.
 
   Finally, I laughed in spite of myself. 
 
   The joy I felt at having her close again pushed aside any concerns that it wouldn’t be for long.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re really here.” I chuckled again as I rested my forehead against hers. I kept the questions of how and why suppressed because I didn’t want to break the spell that was keeping her in my arms.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head and gently clasped her face between my hands as I continued to pepper her with kisses. “It doesn’t matter how I am. I don’t matter. You’re here. You’re really here.”
 
   But for how long?
 
   “Dec,” she started, but I stopped her.
 
   “I need to talk to you. About the magazine. About Eden . . .” I trailed off as I braced myself for the worst. When I thought about the fucking magazine, about how guilty it all made me appear, I wasn’t sure how exactly to form the words I needed to say without risking losing her. 
 
   “It’s too late,” she said. “I already know about your relationship.”
 
   I froze. Her words confirmed my worst fears. My body sagged against her, and I pulled her closer to me, fearing the moment she would speak the words that would finish me off. Terrified of the moment she would leave. It was too late. 
 
   “Please don’t take Phoebe away from me,” I whispered. “I couldn’t bear it if you did. I need her in my life. I need both of you in my life. Please . . . don’t . . . leave.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.” Her voice was breathy but reassuring as her hand brushed across my cheek.
 
   “But the magazine . . . the story. Eden.”
 
   She offered me a small, knowing smile. “I know.”
 
   The calm she exuded confused me. “Don’t you think I cheated on you?”
 
   With her honey-brown gaze locked on me, she said, “What did I tell you, Dec? I wanted to trust you. Somewhere along the line, I think I genuinely started to. If I’d seen that filth a few weeks ago, I probably would have believed every damn word. But now? After everything you’ve done? With the way you reacted to finding out about your father? I just don’t believe it. I can’t. You might have done some shitty things over the years, but you’re not a bad person. And you’re not a hypocrite.”
 
   I could have argued her last two points, but I didn’t want to stop her perfect words. 
 
   “Unless of course you’re trying to tell me that you really did have an affair with your co-worker.”
 
   I shook my head. “Edie’s just a friend. That’s all. There’s nothing else between us.”
 
   “I thought so.”
 
   “But why?” I frowned as confusion bubbled within me. “Why do you believe me?”
 
   Her brows pinched together and a breathy chuckle left her. “Would you prefer that I didn’t?”
 
   I held her tighter still, squeezing her against my chest. “No.”
 
   “I stopped to get bread and milk on the way home from the airport. Because I was at work, I popped into the back room and saw the magazine. At first, I was shocked and prepared for the worse. Then I decided to ignore it and see what you had to say about it when I saw you next. But I couldn’t help myself; I had to know what they’d said. I’ve been buying everything with you on the cover for as long as I can remember.” When Alyssa spoke, she rubbed the back of my neck, just above my still-fresh tattoo. “Even as I read the article, I saw a number of things that didn’t make sense.”
 
   “Like?” The hope that maybe things weren’t permanently damaged between us took root as a tiny ember in my heart and warmed me from the inside out.
 
   “Well, for starters, I know for a fact that nothing’s going on between you and Ruby, even though the article insinuated there was.” Amusement lit her voice, and I understood why. Ruby had hardly been my biggest ally over the years. Even if she’d softened slightly toward me after our little chat the night before I took Alyssa to the track, she would hardly be willing to jump into bed with me—nor me with her. “Second, you might not remember, but you sent me a text the night you were out with Eden. You told me about the great time you were having with your friend and that you missed me. You went on about how you wished I could meet her. I really don’t think you would have texted me if you were sleeping with her. 
 
   “Finally, and most importantly, when I got back home, magazine in hand, I found your phone. I was worried someone might try to contact you about the article, so I turned it on. I thought I could at least tell them to contact you on your home number if they had it. It lit up instantly with about twenty missed calls, all from one number.”
 
   “Eden,” I whispered.
 
   “Eden,” she confirmed with a smile. “Not long after I’d turned the phone on, it rang again. Because I assumed it had to have been important for her to call so often, I answered it. She didn’t even stop for breath as she told me what Danny was doing, and checked whether I knew about the article. She made sure I knew it was all BS.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Lys,” I said as I recalled the things the article had said about her. “I didn’t mean to drag you into my shit. Maybe it would have been better if I’d never come back into your life.”
 
   “Don’t say that. Don’t you ever say that!” Her words were spoken so vehemently that I tugged her closer again to give her some comfort. The undercurrent of pain, the doubt and fear that I’d worked to wash away, existed once more in her impassioned cry. I wondered whether she was as scared of me running as I was of her pushing me away. 
 
   With her in my arms, a sense of sanity returned to me and I could think properly again. I turned the article over in my mind. 
 
   “I just don’t understand why they would attack me like that,” I murmured. “And why they would attack you at all?”
 
   “To sell magazines?” she offered.
 
   I shook my head. That would have been part of it, for sure. A cover with a scandal almost guaranteed a greater circulation, but a one-page article hinting at a relationship with Eden would have done that. Even the revelation of Phoebe’s existence would have been enough to bump up sales. The article was too long to be just about numbers. There was something else happening. There were too many coincidences. Too many times that a photographer was close at hand and ready to capture my mistakes. “It feels like there’s more to it than that. It’s almost like it’s connected somehow—”
 
   “Like everything’s connected,” Alyssa finished my sentence.
 
   “Exactly.” The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. It was no coincidence that the photographers were at the benefit, and someone had to have been following me to have gotten the photos of Eden and me, as well as the photos with Ruby in the one tiny moment we’d embraced. They had to have been waiting for that shot. 
 
   Even the fight with Dad had been over too fast for a random pap to have stumbled across us—unless they were already in the area. 
 
   “Alex,” Alyssa whispered.
 
   “What?” I pulled away, shocked. My own mind drifted toward the one woman who seemed to be around each time things had gone to shit. And that was a certain redhead from a nightclub, not Alex, the PR representative for my former employer’s rival. 
 
   “Alex,” she repeated louder. “She mentioned something to me, at the benefit, about hearing something around Wood Racing. While you were in the bathroom, she pulled me aside and warned me that Paige was not above using dirty tactics to get to you. That’s why I wasn’t there when you came out to find me. She wouldn’t say anything more though.”
 
   “You think all of this might be a fucking recruitment campaign to get me to go to Wood Racing?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe it’s not what she meant. Maybe it’s not related. But if it is, well, it’s worked hasn’t it? I mean . . .”
 
   I closed my eyes to block out the unfinished part of her statement. Yes, I was sacked. She knew it and I knew it, but neither of us could use the word. “No, it didn’t.”
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “I might be out of Sinclair Racing, but there is no way in hell I would race for that fucking lunatic Wood. Especially if she’s orchestrated this. I’d rather stay unemployed.”
 
   “You know you’ll probably never know for sure whether she did or didn’t.”
 
   “I know. But regardless, it would mean moving to Brisbane when you’re moving down here.” I cupped her cheek with my hand and met her gaze. “I’m not going to choose a job over you again, Lys. Not again. That’s a mistake I’m not going to make twice.”
 
   She kissed me softly in response.
 
   I closed my eyes and rested my head on her forehead. “Not that I am complaining, but what the hell are you doing here? And where’s Phoebe?”
 
   “After I spoke to Eden, and she told me what Mr. Sinclair was doing, I knew you’d take it badly. I know it was always your dream to race for them. I didn’t even think about what I was doing. I just threw together a few basics for Phoebe and me, climbed into your car, and drove. Phoebe’s outside right now. With Eden.”
 
   “Eden?” I asked. I was still amazed that this beautiful, understanding, loving woman was actually standing in front of me. But it was even more astounding that she trusted my judgement enough to put our daughter’s care in the hands of one of my friends, especially one she’d never met.
 
   “She was camped on the front doorstep when I arrived. She’d tried calling, but the phone must be off the hook or something. We weren’t sure what state you’d be in, so we thought it might be better for me to come in alone. Just to be on the safe side.”
 
   “You mean just in case I was lying in a pool of my own vomit after passing out from a drinking binge?” I challenged, seeing the real reason she’d put her trust in Eden. It was the lesser of two evils. But I wondered whether she’d admit the direction of her thoughts out loud. 
 
   “Something like that,” she said, stepping back and linking her fingers with mine. The shy apprehension on her face as she continued made it impossible for me to feel even slightly upset with her words. “I’m sorry. I tried to have faith, I really did, but . . . I couldn’t be sure. And if something had happened, I didn’t want Phoebe to see.” She frowned, no doubt recalling the situation in London when I’d passed out and cut my arm badly enough to need stitches. “I didn’t want her to have that memory seared into her mind.” 
 
   I sighed. “I don’t blame you. Not really. It was a close one, Lys. Even I wasn’t sure I could resist.”
 
   “But you did?” She beamed at me, already guessing my answer.
 
   With a smile lifting my lips because of her confidence—even if it was tentative—I shook my head. “I couldn’t do it.”
 
   She brought our linked hands to her mouth and kissed mine softly.
 
   “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   “I love you, too,” I said, shifting my hands so my palms caressed her face. I met her gaze and refused to break our stare until I knew she understood not only the truth in my words, but the depth of my love. “Now, let’s go get Phoebe. I need to see her too.”
 
   Hope, happiness, and love filled the void I’d felt since climbing onto the plane to come back to Sydney. I refused to release Alyssa’s hand as we walked to the front door. Together: the way we would be doing everything now.
 
   “How did you get in anyway?” I asked.
 
   “Have you forgotten already?” She laughed before holding up the three-hundred-dollar key ring I’d given to her with my house keys dangling from it.
 
   I smiled in wonder at the amazing woman who’d blessed me with her love.
 
   As I walked out the door, Phoebe threw herself at me. “Daddy!”
 
   I let go of Alyssa’s hands just in time to catch Phoebe. Alyssa wrapped her arm around my waist as I stood back up holding Phoebe.
 
   “Is this your castle, Daddy?” 
 
   I looked back at my house and tried to see it through the eyes of a three-year-old. The two-and-a-half story building was huge, especially compared to the three-bedroom house she and Alyssa lived in. It was easy to indulge her. “It sure is, sweetie. And you know what? It’ll be your castle too very soon.” 
 
   It wasn’t until after the words had left me that I wondered whether Alyssa might not want Phoebe to know that just yet, but it was too late to reel the statement back in. 
 
   “Declan.” Eden’s voice reminded me of her presence. 
 
   “Eden,” I greeted semiformally. Despite the fact she’d tried to warn me and had helped Alyssa out, I wasn’t sure where things stood between us. She was Sinclair through and through, even more than I’d ever been. Now that I’d been sacked, I worried she might consider it a reason to end our friendship. 
 
   “Wow, this”—she indicated Phoebe and Alyssa—“really suits you.”
 
   “Thanks.” I couldn’t meet her eye. She’d read the magazine. Considering we’d been linked as an item, she had to know it was mostly bullshit, but did she believe any of it? 
 
   She tickled the back of Phoebe’s neck before resting her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry about Danny,” she whispered. “I tried to convince him to let you stay, or to at least give you a chance to explain. I told him that there was a lot of BS in the article and the rest was probably a misunderstanding too, or flat-out lies, but he just wouldn’t listen. You know him. He’s so old-fashioned sometimes. Loyalty is the thing he values above all else. I guess he felt betrayed by the stuff with Wood.”
 
   “It’s okay, Edie.” It wasn’t. I was putting on a brave face, but still there was some truth to my words because I had Alyssa and Phoebe. Nothing else mattered compared to that. “But why aren’t you in Bahrain with everyone else?”
 
   “I couldn’t just go,” she said. “Not after Danny told me what was going to happen. I’ll be flying out to meet the team in the next few days.”
 
   With those words, it was clear that at least some of her loyalty still resided with me. She’d sacrificed so much, staying home and risking disciplinary action herself so that she could contact Alyssa and help me. “Thank you for your support.”
 
   Even as she nodded, she eyed the arm Alyssa had around my waist with a small grin. After a moment, she obviously felt she was intruding. 
 
   “I’m going to leave you in Alyssa’s capable hands,” she said, beaming as she looked at Phoebe again. “But I’ll be back soon. I don’t care if you’re not with Sinclair Racing anymore. Don’t think you can escape me that easily.”
 
   I just nodded, although inwardly I blew a sigh of relief that things between us could at least return to status quo. 
 
   She turned to Alyssa, grabbing her hand. “And you . . . I’m awed at how fast you’ve been able to domesticate him.” She winked at Alyssa and they both chuckled. “Keep in touch, won’t you?”
 
   Alyssa nodded and gave her a small hug. My little family stood watching as Eden climbed into her Holden Cascada and drove off. I perched Phoebe on my hip and wrapped my arm around Alyssa’s shoulders.
 
   “Shall we go inside?”
 
   “I get to look inside the castle?” Phoebe asked. 
 
   Alyssa met my eye and nodded. “Of course, sweetie. Daddy told you, it’s going to be your castle soon too.”
 
   Phoebe clapped her hands. “Yay!” 
 
   I didn’t care that it took Alyssa saying the words to make them real for Phoebe, because hearing them offered a sense of relief that I hadn’t anticipated. I put Phoebe back onto the ground and reached for her hand. “Let’s go then, princess.” 
 
   Alyssa chuckled and I led them inside. The smile on my face was half a lie. Even though things seemed okay for the moment, I worried about what might come next. What could I offer them but my love? I’d lost everything except them. I was unemployed, with no skills, and with a sizeable mortgage hanging over my head. 
 
   “We’ll be okay,” Alyssa whispered, as if reading my thoughts. 
 
   All I could do was hope she was right.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THREE: FAMILY
 
   
 
 
   
AS SOON AS we were inside, I led Alyssa and Phoebe around the house, showing them from room to room, starting on the ground floor. Then I took them upstairs and continued the tour there. When we hit the bathroom, I paused at the door. Liquor stained the wall and the bathtub was full of glass. 
 
   “Daddy, your barftub’s messy.”
 
   “Uh . . .,” Alyssa started, but then trailed off before she asked any questions. Curiosity blazed in her eyes, though.
 
   “It was a close one,” I said, repeating my words from earlier as I hung my head. 
 
   “But you didn’t,” Alyssa whispered.
 
   The reality of everything came crashing over me. There was so much on the tip of my tongue. So much I needed to say—that I wanted Alyssa to know. The letter I’d written her when I’d thought hope was lost sprang to mind. The longing I’d felt when I thought she was gone. 
 
   While Phoebe was otherwise occupied, I turned to Alyssa. “Lys, I—” 
 
   She cut me off by pressing her finger against my mouth. “There’s time for that later. Let’s just enjoy being together tonight? Please?” 
 
   It was clear she was asking for herself as much as for me. Even though the day had no doubt been harrowing for her, just as it had been for me, she was there and willing to push it aside for a little longer just to be a family. 
 
   “Okay, but I think you need to call your mum,” I said. “She was a little frantic when I spoke to her last.” 
 
   “Which means she’s probably talked to your mum.” 
 
   Alyssa’s words were a reminder that Mum was due to leave the country the following morning. “Shit, I better call Mum.”
 
   “Language,” Alyssa said, nodding in Phoebe’s direction. 
 
   “Sorry. Habit. I’ll try to clean it up, I swear. After all, I have a reason to now.” 
 
   I held out my arms for her, and she stepped inside. Phoebe wrapped herself around us, one arm around my leg and one around Alyssa’s. 
 
   “Two reasons,” I added, running my fingers through Phoebe’s hair. She looked up at me with a grin and I couldn’t resist picking her up and resting her on my hip. 
 
   “We should probably get the phone calls over with so we can enjoy our night,” Alyssa said.
 
   The next hour was a whirl of me entertaining Phoebe while Alyssa called her mum, and then the airline to book a return flight for her and Phoebe. Because she’d driven my car down to meet me, rather than waiting for me to fly back up to claim it, she needed to get back to Brisbane another way.
 
   Once she’d done what she had to, we swapped so that I could call Mum to say goodbye before she left to jet-set around the globe. 
 
   “You’re okay with this, aren’t you, Declan?” Mum asked. “With me going away, I mean? I can cancel if you’d prefer. Maybe come to Sydney for a while instead.” 
 
   “Mum, how long have you been dreaming about going overseas?” 
 
   “W-what are you talking about?” The innocence in her denial was almost comical. 
 
   “Well, clearly you’ve wanted this for a while. The decision to leave was too impulsive, too fast. Too . . . like me. Not like you at all. You’ve obviously wanted it for a while, and maybe even planned it out in your head.” 
 
   “I—” The guilt in her voice was clear. 
 
   I cut her off with a laugh. “It’s okay, I get it. Really, I do. With the shi—stuff Dad did, I’d be surprised if you hadn’t been planning this escape for years. Who am I to tell you not to go?” 
 
   “You’re my son, that’s who. If you need me to stay until this magazine stuff blows over—and it will blow over—that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
   Turning so that I could watch Alyssa and Phoebe, I smiled. “No. I think I’ll be fine. After all, I’ve got Lys.”
 
   “If you’re certain?” 
 
   “I’m positive, Mum. Go, live your life for you for a while. We’ll all be here when you get back. Maybe you can spend some time with us in Sydney then?” 
 
   “I’d like that.” 
 
   We chatted for a little while longer, in a way we hadn’t ever done while I’d been at the peak of my career. Later, after I’d wished her a safe flight, I disconnected the call feeling lighter than I had since before flying in for the meeting with Danny.
 
   After I’d finished the call, I sat on the floor with Phoebe and watched while she and Alyssa played with a doll Alyssa had obviously brought with her from Brisbane. Near the door was an overnight bag stuffed to a point just past full and looking ready to burst at the seams. 
 
   “So when are you going home?” I asked, even as the thought of them leaving caused a lump to grow in my throat. 
 
   “Wednesday.” She frowned as she said the word. “I just booked our flights home. I’m sorry, Dec, I can’t get any more time off work.” 
 
   The mention of the W word reminded me that I no longer had to work. No longer had a job. Was unemployed and most likely unemployable. After all, what team would want a driver that has scandal follow him everywhere? My knowledge of sponsorships and the way they worked might not have been perfect, but it was enough to understand that I was a liability. 
 
   “Dec,” Lys said. Her voice was soft as she drew me from my thoughts. “It’ll work itself out. Somehow.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.” 
 
   “How about we put it out of our minds and see what’s for dinner?” 
 
   I laughed.
 
   When Alyssa tilted her head in confusion, it made me laugh harder, which caused Phoebe to giggle. 
 
   “I told you before, Lys. I don’t do domestic. There’s fu—nothing here.” 
 
   “Well, I guess you get to show us your favourite restaurant.” 
 
   “There’s an awesome Chinese place just around the corner.”
 
   “Great. Let’s go. And we can grab some bread and milk on the way back home.” 
 
   We headed out for dinner, giving me the chance to get things right for a change. 
 
   
 
 
   
I SAT bolt upright as a scream pierced the night. 
 
   “Mummy!” 
 
   My heart raced at the sound of Phoebe’s terrified shriek. 
 
   The few days I’d stayed in Alyssa’s house in Brisbane, when Phoebe had slept through the night without any issue, hadn’t prepared me for the sleeplessness of an unsettled child. It was like an all-night bender, but without the booze buzz before we started. 
 
   It was worse than I’d expected it could be. Mostly because it’d been a hell of a night after such a shitty-arsed day. First the bathtub had needed to be completely cleaned and scrubbed before Phoebe could have her bath, which she apparently could not possibly go to sleep without—not even for one night. I’d done what I could to get rid of the glass, and used the sprayer to shift the bulk of the sticky liquid that coated the tub and tiles behind. After I’d finished, Alyssa had gone over my handiwork to make sure there was nothing left. 
 
   Then, when Phoebe was settled into the spare bed—the first time—I led Alyssa into my room. Once again, I was struck by regret that I’d brought my conquests there over the four years I’d been alone. My legs liquefied with each step and my hands grew clammy at the thought. I was such a fucking player. Any plan of a proper reunion with Alyssa flew from me. Each fresh glance around the room dragged another muddied memory through my mind. 
 
   The bed, most of the bedroom, was tainted with the history of things I now regretted. Tying a blonde to the frame there. Being pinned against the headboard there while redheaded twins fought over my cock. Holding on to the bedpost there while the chick with black curls and huge boobs rode me. A rotation of faces, bodies, and positions. My stomach churned as they assaulted my mind. 
 
   I buried my face in my hands. Any one of the nights would probably have been enough to fill most men’s spank banks for life, but it was never enough for me. 
 
   Each empty encounter only made me long for something more. 
 
   For Alyssa. I understood that now. 
 
   If only I hadn’t been such a stubborn arse and refused to take her phone calls, I could have avoided all the twisting aches that had taken up a permanent home in my gut each time I even glanced at my king-sized bed. 
 
   As regret sank deep into me, I’d argued that we should find somewhere else to sleep—that she didn’t belong in the room filled with the ghosts of the past. Only, there weren’t many options. Either we had to squeeze into the double in the spare room with Phoebe or crash on the fold-out sofa in the other spare room. There wasn’t anywhere else. I’d relented to Alyssa’s need to sleep even though it made me feel like shit doing so. 
 
   Before Phoebe’s frightened cry had died away, Alyssa was already halfway out of bed. 
 
   I put my hand on her shoulder and stopped her. “Don’t. I’ll get her.”
 
   “It’s my—” 
 
   Certain that her sentence was going to end with the word responsibility, I cut her off. After all, Phoebe was as much my responsibility as she was Alyssa’s.
 
   “Lys, you’ve spent the better part of the day on the road.” Even as I said the words, I climbed out of bed.
 
   “But—” 
 
   “And you’ve got up to her three times already,” I added as I walked to the door. The more we argued over who should go, the longer Phoebe’s sobs would continue. “Let me go.”
 
   Right before I left the room, I turned to say to Alyssa that I’d have to get used to it anyway, but she was already lying back down and her eyes were closed. The rise and fall of her chest was too rhythmic for her to not be well on her way back to sleep. 
 
   Her exhaustion had to be almost complete, but I couldn’t blame her. I knew from experience how dreadful the almost twelve-hour drive was when it was vital to reach the end destination. She’d had a long couple of weeks. We all had. 
 
   So much had changed. There were things I’d learned that I’d never forget. People who’d become so important, 
 
   I’d discovered children I’d never thought I wanted. Experienced heartbreak I’d never anticipated. Phoebe had gained the father she’d always imagined. Alyssa had claimed her rightful place in my life and won my heart in return. 
 
   I couldn’t help feeling like she got the short end of the deal. 
 
   “Hey, princess,” I said to Phoebe as I walked into the spare room—the room that would be hers when they moved in permanently. “What’s up?” 
 
   I hoped I would be enough to quieten her fears on my own, but I was still a practical stranger really. The thought that I wouldn’t be enough for her terrified me, but it wasn’t enough to stop me from trying.
 
   “D-Daddy?” 
 
   I sat on the edge of her bed and stifled a yawn. “Did you get scared again?” 
 
   She nodded, her loose brunette curls bouncing around her head. “I woked up and no one’s there.” She crossed her arms and pouted at me. 
 
   Through the darkness, I could see the accusation in her turquoise eyes. I reached out and cupped her face. “We’re here. Just up the hall, remember? Like I showed you before bed.” 
 
   “I don’t like this room.” Impossibly, her pout deepened. “It’s scary.” 
 
   “Why’s it scary?” 
 
   “It’s dark. And there’s monsters.” 
 
   “Where?” 
 
   She pointed to the window. “Out there.” 
 
   Following the line her finger made, I walked to window and made a show of peering out into the darkness. “There’s no monsters, just trees. Wanna come see?” 
 
   She shook her head and whimpered. “Scary.” 
 
   “It’s okay, no monsters will come near the window while I’m with you,” I promised. “You know how I know?” 
 
   The only response I got was another shake of her head. 
 
   “Because they wouldn’t dare mess with your daddy. Not in his castle.”
 
   A glimmer of a smile crossed her lips but she still didn’t move. 
 
   I pretended to rub my chin in thought. “You know what? I think you’re right. I think this room is a little scary. But do you know what I think the problem is?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “The walls.” I ran my hand over the beige surface. It was the first time I’d really noticed that the house was just a building with my stuff in it. There was no personality. No life. Everything was architecturally designed and set up for maximum resale value. It was all without any of my influence and every wall was beige. Just like my life had been without Alyssa and Phoebe in it. “They’re not the right colour, are they?” 
 
   Phoebe shook her head. 
 
   “What colour would be the right one?” 
 
   “Umm, yellow?” When she said the word “yellow,” her mouth stuck on the Y to make it sound almost like an L. The sound made my heart skip a beat. She was too fucking cute.
 
   I nodded. “Yellow could work.”
 
   “Or purple?” 
 
   “Purple could work too. Maybe we can pick four colours and do one wall of each?” 
 
   She giggled. “Don’t be silly.” 
 
   “I’m not being silly.” I crossed back over and sat on the edge of the bed again. “This’ll be your room, so you get to choose whatever colour walls you want.” 
 
   A grin lit her features. 
 
   “But you have to be able to sleep in here, or it can’t be your room, can it? We’ll have to pick a different one.”
 
   Her teeth captured her lip. “There’s none closer to Mummy.” 
 
   “Nope. This one is the closest. We’re just down the hall, remember?” 
 
   She gave a small nod. 
 
   “So, are you happy with this room then?” I asked as I sat on her bed again.
 
   “Can we leave the light on?” 
 
   “We can look at getting a night light for the hall if you like? Will that work?” 
 
   She gave me another little nod. 
 
   “Well, I guess that’s settled then. When you and Mummy move in, we’ll paint the room any colour you want.” 
 
   “Daddy?” She looked up at me from beneath her lashes. It was a look Alyssa had perfected years earlier. One that made me willing to agree to almost anything. With little gestures like that, the resemblance between mother and daughter was uncanny. Except for the colour of Phoebe’s eyes. 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Can I sleep with you? Just one night?” 
 
   There was no point even trying to resist. I had no idea how I would survive the two of them, but I also knew I couldn’t survive without them. “Sure, sweetheart. Just for tonight though.” 
 
   I picked her up and carried her back to my bedroom where Alyssa was fast asleep. The moment I placed Phoebe on the bed, she climbed next to Alyssa and snuggled against her shoulder. Even though I was tired as fuck, I had to take a moment just to watch and appreciate how much my life had changed. I’d experienced what my life would be like if I lost them; I never wanted to feel it again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOUR: RELEASE
 
   
 
 
   
WHAT FOLLOWED WAS a terrible night of sleep, made worse by the tiny foot shoved in my face for a while. Then kicked against the green-yellow bruises along my ribs. Then buried in my armpit. I’d never known anyone who fidgeted so damn much while they slept. Even after getting to sleep between Alyssa and me, Phoebe still woke at regular intervals. 
 
   I was torn from sleep by the sound of the phone in my study ringing. Although getting up was the last thing I wanted to do, I didn’t want the noise to wake up Alyssa or Phoebe. I raced downstairs to answer it. 
 
   Even before I said hello, I’d guessed who it might be. The international beeps only strengthened my suspicion. There were only a few people who would be calling me from overseas, and I didn’t think Morgan would be calling while he was in race-preparation mode. If at all. 
 
   As soon as the caller spoke, my assumption was confirmed: Paige Wood, the owner of Wood Racing, and Sinclair Racing’s rival. The call wasn’t exactly unexpected. Not after everything that happened and my conversation with Alyssa about the possible reasons for the in-depth and highly damning magazine coverage. 
 
   “I heard the unfortunate news,” Paige said, almost sounding sincere. My sacking from Sinclair Racing had yet to be announced publicly, but she’d found out anyway. Most likely she’d heard it from one of the boys in Bahrain. Gossip spread fast through the pits, after all. 
 
   Or maybe she’d made an assumption based on her prior knowledge of what the magazine article would contain. Danny’s expectation of loyalty wasn’t exactly a state secret. It wouldn’t have taken much to use it against me. A few tugged strings to get a photographer to snap a photo of me sitting at the Wood Racing table would do it. Added to the history I had with Paige—history I’d hoped hadn’t made its way to Danny’s ears but that Danny’s wife, Hazel, had witnessed herself at Bathurst—it would have been far too easy for her to set me up. 
 
   “Yeah, well, these things happen, don’t they?” I didn’t feel like chatting idly on the phone with her. More than anything, I wanted to demand whether she’d been involved in the destruction of my reputation, but I couldn’t accuse her of anything without proof. 
 
   “You do know that this setback need not be the end of your career, don’t you?”
 
   What’s her game?
 
   “I mean, I’m right in assuming you’re free of your contract now?” Even down the telephone line, I could hear her Cheshire cat grin. It confirmed for me that she wasn’t just lucky to be the one who’d been courting me prior to my unceremonious dumping. 
 
   “So what if I am?” 
 
   “Well, it leaves you free to discuss your options elsewhere, doesn’t it? Like I said, it doesn’t have to be the end. There are other teams willing to get behind you. Team owners who’d just love to have you.” 
 
   “I’m not looking to race anywhere else, Paige.” My voice was cool as I ignored the innuendo in her tone. When I said her first name, I said it with such contempt it had to show my complete lack of respect for her. 
 
   “You know you’ll always have a position available under me. I can use a driver with your . . . skills.” The pathetic cougar was trying to lure me with techniques that might have worked six months ago, but had lost all of their power now that I was back with Alyssa. 
 
   I’d tried the softly-softly approach in telling her I wasn’t interested in racing for her, but I couldn’t do it any longer. There was only one way I could face the situation: head-on. Fuck the evidence, I’d call her out. There was no point just standing around and shooting the shit on the phone when there was no doubt left in me that even if she hadn’t coordinated it somehow, she’d known about the article. “Did you have something to do with this?” 
 
   “With what, darling?” 
 
   “With the article.” 
 
   She laughed, each of the shrill vibrations sounding less sincere than the last. “How would I have any influence over what goes to print at a gossip rag?” 
 
   The words and her tone made it sound like a lie. If I hadn’t already been convinced, it would have been proof enough for me. “You turned me into a fucking liability.” 
 
   Her throaty chuckle came down the line again and I wanted nothing more than to reach down the phone line and cram something into her mouth. 
 
   “I did no such thing, my dear. But you should know even the biggest liability can be turned into an asset, with the right amount of spin.” 
 
   Sick of her voice, of her laugh, of everything about her, I decided to end the charade of polite conversation. “Why don’t you go spin on it?” 
 
   “You’re turning me down?” She seemed genuinely confused, as though everything had been a done deal. In her mind, it probably was. 
 
   I had no doubts left that she’d had it planned for a while. The timing might have been pure luck on her part, because I was in Brisbane at just the right moment with just the right reason to attend the fundraiser, but I was certain if it hadn’t been then and there, some other fabricated bullshit would have caused my downfall. “Yeah, I’m turning you down. I’m a Sinclair man through and through.” 
 
   “Sinclair is done with you, boy. They chewed you up and spat you out. No one else will want their leftovers.” 
 
   I chuckled at the way she’d turned. Her true colours were definitely on display. “You obviously do.” 
 
   “This position was an act of charity. A last-ditch effort to save your career before you pissed it down the toilet.” 
 
   “Well, you can shove your charity up your fucking arse, Paige. I don’t want it.” 
 
   She blustered and muttered a few words I’d never heard from someone who pretended to be so refined before hanging up the phone. Good riddance. I’d rather never drive again than go work for her. 
 
   I headed back to bed, ready to enjoy a lie-in with my girls, but Alyssa stopped me halfway up the stairs. 
 
   She put her hand on my chest and gave me a wary smile—no doubt still coming to terms with everything that had unfolded in the last two days. I sure as shit knew I still was. 
 
   “Who was that?” she asked. 
 
   “Paige Wood.” 
 
   The corners of her mouth twisted like she’d tasted something bad. “And?” 
 
   “And I’m pretty sure we’re right that she’s part of it. I just wish I knew how.” The why seemed pretty fucking obvious after her phone call. 
 
   Alyssa lifted her hand and brushed her fingers through my hair. “We’ll figure it out together. But first, let’s get started on a game plan. She’s asleep again for the moment,” she said, indicating my room where Phoebe had obviously settled again. 
 
   With Alyssa at my side, we headed back to my study to dig out my contract with Sinclair Racing. While she wasn’t looking, I slid the letters I’d written her into a drawer, embarrassed that I’d been such a pussy when I’d thought she was gone. Every word was the truth, but I didn’t need her to see my weakness. 
 
   After an hour of studying every clause and paragraph, she declared there was nothing I could do to fight the dismissal. The contract was lopsided, with the power almost completely in Danny’s court. I couldn’t cancel early without penalties, but Danny had ultimate veto over the agreement and could cancel it at his own discretion. I kicked myself for not having someone more skilled than my fuckhead father go over it to ensure it was fair. Then again, Danny might never have signed me if he hadn’t had an easy out. After all, I’d been young and stupid when he’d drafted me. 
 
   Dropping into my office chair, I buried my head in my hands. “What am I going to do, Lys? Racing’s the only thing I know.” 
 
   Even as the words came out, it struck me that it was an opening for a great big fucking I told you so if she was so inclined. If I’d gone to uni like she’d wanted me to, if I’d had a backup plan of any sort, I wouldn’t be completely screwed. But I might not have ever had the chance to race either. 
 
   Instead of an I told you so though, she reached over and grabbed my hand in hers. “It’s okay,” she said. “We’ll work something out. There are other teams. Maybe there’s a way to get you onto one of them.” 
 
   I stood and paced away from her. “Why would they take me though? It’d be a PR nightmare for them.” I didn’t add the bigger concern, that most other teams would mean moving away from Sydney. Neither did I admit that I wasn’t sure whether I even wanted to race for anyone but Sinclair. They’d been my home for almost four years, and I knew what to expect. I knew the cars, the crew, and the inner workings. A new team would be an unknown entity. 
 
   “Not necessarily. People have been through worse scandals and come out with their careers intact.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It’s all about how you handle the next few weeks.”
 
   I moved back to her side. “Okay. So what do you suggest?” 
 
   Even as the words left me, a sense of relief flowed over me that she was in my corner and fighting for me. I was certain if I had to face it alone, I’d have cracked and be somewhere at the bottom of a vodka bottle by now. 
 
   “I think we need to present a united front. Both of us in front of the media to prove there’s no scandal.” 
 
   “No. Absolutely not.” 
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Because I’m not dragging you through the mud just to find a fucking job.”
 
   She rested her head on my shoulder and linked her fingers with mine. “You did read the article, didn’t you? I’ve been dragged. This is about showing all of those people who tried to hurt us that we’re stronger than that.” 
 
   Her words meant more to me than I could ever express. “God, I love you, Lys. I—I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I kissed the top of her head. “Are you sure you’re ready for this though?”
 
   “No. But I’m ready for us, and that’s enough for now.”
 
   What she didn’t say was as clear as what she did. It was make or break time for my life. I had to stand up and be ready to claim what I wanted as soon as the opportunity arose, or I would risk missing out. She’d proven her faith in me, that I had her trust, and now I just had to keep it. 
 
   No more fuck-ups. 
 
   Not long after, Phoebe woke up in tears, sobbing because she’d woken alone and hadn’t recognised her surroundings. Alyssa had raced to her side before bringing her down to the kitchen for some breakfast. 
 
   Guilt wracked me that I couldn’t provide an environment to make my own fucking daughter feel safe. Feeling the familiar spiral of panic sinking into my stomach, I closed my eyes and took two deep breaths. Alyssa clearly picked up on my mood because she came up to me and grabbed my hand in hers. As it always seemed to, her touch instantly tugged me back from the edge.
 
   “It’ll take some time for her to settle in.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s all it is? I want everything to be okay for her.” 
 
   “Just wait until we’ve moved in properly, and all of our stuff is here. It’ll make it easier.”
 
   “Really?” It was hard not to be insecure when it came to Phoebe’s happiness. Or Alyssa’s. 
 
   “She’ll be drawing on the walls and running around like she owns the place before long.” 
 
   “Drawing on the walls?” I swallowed down the swear words that rose to the tip of my tongue. I may have been happy to have her paint her room whatever fucking colour she wanted, but that was worlds away from vandalising the goddamned walls. 
 
   Alyssa leaned back and grinned at me. “Dec, she’s three. It’s inevitable.” 
 
   “So what are you saying? That I should just let her get away with it?” 
 
   Alyssa’s grin morphed into laughter. “No. She’s three; she still needs discipline. I’m just trying to get you to understand the level of crazy that comes with having a live-in toddler.” 
 
   Even as she said the words, Phoebe saw the two of us in an embrace and rushed to our side, once again mashing her face between our legs. 
 
   “There are benefits though,” I said.
 
   Alyssa just laughed. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Toddler. Remember?” 
 
   Wondering what the hell Alyssa was talking about, I glanced down. Fucking hell. Running from just behind my knee around to my shin was a huge smear of vegemite, butter, and crumbs from Phoebe’s hands. 
 
   Alyssa picked Phoebe up to rest on her hip. “Are you finished with your breakfast?” 
 
   Phoebe nodded as she sucked on one of her vegemite-coated hands. Did any of it stay on the fucking toast? 
 
   “Do you mind getting the dishes while I do this?” 
 
   I flashed her a smile. “I’m sure I can manage that.” 
 
   What I hadn’t realised was that doing the dishes included wiping down the entire fucking table because somehow Phoebe had got vegemite over at least a third of it. 
 
   Fuck, kids were messy. 
 
   Messy, but worth it. 
 
   
 
 
   
I SPENT the better part of my day with my girls, mostly running around the backyard and trying to push everything out of my mind. A little after five, Eden came to visit with a copy of a press release from Sinclair Racing. We set Phoebe up with a Wiggles DVD and sat at the dining table to chat.
 
   With an apology on her lips, Eden passed the soon-to-be-issued document to me. The release announced my termination from the team. My heart shattered as I read the words ready to go to all major press agencies in the country. My termination in black and white. The devastation that swept through me made one thing clear: at least a part of me had been hoping for a last-minute reprieve. For Danny to call and say he’d made a mistake and had reconsidered. 
 
   It wasn’t going to happen though. The release made that much clear, especially considering the second piece of information it contained. 
 
   I screwed my eyes shut to block out the words. My hand holding the offending paper dropped to the table so that I wouldn’t reread the words printed on it over and over. A sigh that carried the last of my hope for another chance at my dream left my lips as I leaned my weight against the table and dropped my head. 
 
   “What is it, Dec?” Alyssa asked. 
 
   “He—he’s already replaced me. He has a new driver starting in the new season.” 
 
   “So soon? How? With who?” 
 
   I couldn’t even form the words. How could Danny recruit the biggest lunatic on the track? Morgan and I could both be a little reckless, but neither of us took our personal vendettas onto the track. Not like—
 
   “Hunter Blake,” Eden answered when she saw I wasn’t able to.
 
   “Is he a good driver?” Alyssa asked. 
 
   “Does it fucking matter?” I shouted. “He’s not me, is he? He’s taking my fucking spot on the team!” 
 
   “He’s with Wood Racing,” Eden explained to Alyssa. 
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose, wanting to block out the nightmare. Not only had I been replaced in a matter of days, it’d been by a psycho. 
 
   After a few deep breaths, I finally felt calm enough to join the conversation again. 
 
   “How did it happen so fast?” Alyssa asked. “Wouldn’t he have been under contract?”
 
   “Apparently Danny paid out the remaining years,” Eden said. “Cost a small fortune. I don’t understand it. It’s not like he’s the best driver out there. Top ten maybe, but his driving style doesn’t really fit with Sinclair’s strategy.” 
 
   It was Eden’s polite way of saying the dick was a lunatic on the track who was overly aggressive and often refused to listen to team instructions—usually to his own peril. 
 
   She didn’t even know the worst of it. His behaviour was even worse off the track. There were things I’d learned about him that no one at Sinclair knew or would probably suspect. If Danny had known even a fraction of them, he’d never have signed up the bastard. He’d definitely never have paid extra for the fuckstick. 
 
   Now, it was too late for me to say anything. No one would accept my story as the truth. They’d assume it was just sour grapes on my part. I doubted even Eden would believe me if I told her how despicable he truly was. 
 
   All I could do was remind myself that it wasn’t anything to do with me. Not anymore. I wasn’t with Sinclair and any choices Danny made didn’t affect me. Even if they did make me feel like I had a thousand eels churning in my gut.
 
   My focus had to be my family, and trying to figure out what the hell I was going to do with the rest of my life. One thing still bugged me though. 
 
   Why Hunter? Why now? 
 
   “An eye for an eye,” I murmured as the reason became apparent to me. 
 
   Both Alyssa’s and Eden’s heads whipped around to me. They’d continued the conversation, but my words had silenced them in an instant. 
 
   “What?” Alyssa’s voice prompted me to continue. 
 
   “It’s Danny’s version of an eye for an eye. Paige was trying to recruit one of his drivers—”
 
   “So he recruited one of hers,” Eden finished my sentence. 
 
   “Exactly.” My voice lacked enthusiasm. Numbness had replaced the anger. “The question would be why Hunter would go from being number one at Wood team to playing second fiddle to Morg.” 
 
   “You,” Eden said. “It’s because of you.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “As if you don’t know,” Eden snapped. I felt like we were coming to the reason she’d come in person to deliver the press release. “I’d heard rumours, but I’d never believed that you . . . That you could . . .” Her expression twisted into something I’d never seen on her features before. I couldn’t pin it down exactly. It wasn’t anger, neither was it disappointment, but it seemed to be a bitter cousin of both. 
 
   “That I could what, Edie? What do you think it is I’ve done?” 
 
   “You were in talks with her, weren’t you? This whole time, I’ve been sticking up for you and you’ve been planning on leaving the team as soon as you could. That’s why Danny wouldn’t listen to me. He’s got other evidence about you and Paige.”
 
   I stood and paced away from the table. It was clear gossip had spread around the ranks of Sinclair long before the magazine came out. No wonder Danny was so fucking quick to believe it. My heart pounded in my throat. “It’s not what you think.” 
 
   “So she wasn’t trying to recruit you?” 
 
   “No. I mean, yes, I mean, fuck.” Maybe I should have told everyone at Sinclair sooner that Paige had made plenty of noise about wanting me to join her team. Maybe I should have made it crystal fucking clear that I’d turned her down every time. Maybe then Danny would’ve had less reason to doubt my loyalty when the article crossed his desk. My focus was on Eden as I looped back around with my hands trailing through my hair. With my gaze locked with hers, I admitted the truth. “She approached me, okay?”
 
   Eden gave me her best bitch brow.
 
   “A few times, actually. But each time, I told her the same thing.”
 
   “And that is?” 
 
   “That I’m Sinclair through and through, and always have been—even before Danny recruited me. That, well, that he gave me a shot at my dream, and I’ve never regretted saying yes.” 
 
   In my periphery, I saw Alyssa’s smile fall. Her brows pinched together slightly in pain, and the reason was immediately clear. Fuck! Would my big fucking mouth ever stop causing trouble? By trying to dodge one bullet, I’d stepped right into the path of another. 
 
   Without pausing, I strode straight to her and drew her into my arms. “I regret the way I handled some things,” I murmured against her hair before looking back to Eden, “but I’ve never regretted the choice. Maybe I should’ve said something earlier, but Wood’s offers just meant that little to me.”
 
   Eden assessed me for a moment, and then a smile took over her frown. She crossed to me and gave my shoulder a playful punch. “I knew it. Or at least I didn’t think you’d be able to keep it from me if you were thinking about jumping ship. I can usually read you like a book.” 
 
   “Why would I jump ship on the best fucking job I’ve ever had?” It might have been the only real job I’d had, but that was beside the fucking point. “But that still doesn’t explain why Hunter left Wood.” 
 
   “All I know is he’s been running his mouth off around the track in Bahrain. Something about him not wanting to waste time with a team that’d put in so much effort to recruit a cockhead.” 
 
   “Some fucking recruitment campaign,” I said. “She’s trying to ruin my fucking life.” 
 
   Eden tilted her head in question. 
 
   “The magazine,” Alyssa said. “We think she was behind the article.” 
 
   “I don’t think . . .” Eden trailed off. “I mean why would . . .” She hummed in thought. “Okay, maybe, but how?” 
 
   “That’s the mystery. But just think about it. Who stood to benefit the most from my contract being cancelled by Sinclair?”
 
   “Why not wait though? Twelve months and your contract would have been up.” 
 
   “Because I think she knows as well as anyone that I would’ve renewed with Sinclair if I’d been offered a place.” 
 
   “But if that was the case, she’d have to know what’s happened by now. Surely if she’d been trying to get you on her team, she’d have offered you a pos—” Eden cut off, no doubt seeing something in my expression. “Oh. She already has, hasn’t she?” 
 
   “She rang this morning,” Alyssa confirmed. 
 
   Eden’s mouth twisted in distaste. “So she’s won then? You’ll be back on the track next year with her?” 
 
   “Fuck no.” 
 
   Her eyes flared. “What?” 
 
   “What do you take me for, Edie? I’m not going to race for someone who’s willing to pull those tricks to get me on her fucking team.”
 
   “But it might be your one chance to race again.” 
 
   Lifting one shoulder, I gave a half-hearted shrug. “So? It’s not worth it.” 
 
   “Don’t be noble if it costs you everything.” 
 
   “I’m not being noble. I’m just not racing for a bitch. Especially if it means moving north while my family moves south.” 
 
   “You know the worst part of it all?” Eden asked. “Hunter has been given the new car.” 
 
   With everything happening, the news didn’t really surprise me. Morgan had already confirmed he’d be running his car again because he was happy with the set-up. “Well, that was the one that was supposed to be mine, I guess.” 
 
   “He’s an arrogant arse!” Eden exclaimed. “He doesn’t belong on our team.”
 
   The statement almost drew a grin from me, but only because there was a time she would have said the same thing about Morgan, and about me. My smile fell again because in Hunter’s case, she was right. 
 
   “Apparently, he’s done nothing but brag about everything he thinks he did at Wood Racing. If I was to believe everything he’s told Morgan, he single-handedly built that team from the ground up.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say, Edie. I think you’re right. But I also think Hunter is dangerous. Just be careful around him, won’t you?” 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I’ll be okay. I think I know a thing or two about how to handle jerk drivers.” A half-smile lit her face when I raised my brow at her. 
 
   Phoebe came darting up to the table and the conversation stalled. “Wiggles gone,” she said, pointing toward the TV where the DVD had reset to the start menu. 
 
   I’d seen her restart the DVD from there before—heck, the day I’d spent alone with her at Alyssa’s house, she’d completely kicked off the DVD on her own—so I figured that she must have wanted to join in the conversation rather than actually being concerned about the DVD stopping. 
 
   “I think that means it’s time to put this conversation to bed,” Alyssa said, obviously understanding Phoebe’s mood as well as I had—or more likely even better. “Unless there’s anything else?” 
 
   Eden shook her head. “Only that the release is going out tomorrow morning.” 
 
   “Shit.” 
 
   Alyssa elbowed me in the ribs, clearly less tolerant of the swearing now that little ears were around and listening. When she caught the bruising that, although faded, still covered a good portion of my ribs, I winced. She gave me an apologetic look, but indicated Phoebe with her eyes—her silent way to tell me to lay off the fucking cuss words. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said, rubbing the pain of Alyssa’s wayward elbow away. “I was just hoping for a little more time before the vultures descend.” 
 
   “They’re already circling, Dec,” Eden said. “At least this way it’ll all be over at once.” 
 
   It didn’t even sound like her words had convinced her, but I nodded anyway to end the conversation. 
 
   “Would you like to stay for dinner, Eden?” Alyssa asked. 
 
   “As unique as a home-cooked meal in Declan Reede’s house would be, I have to decline. Morgan’s supposed to be calling me from Bahrain when he breaks for lunch. I don’t want to miss the call. I just wanted to make sure you knew what was coming. I didn’t think it was fair for it to be sprung on you without warning.”
 
   “Thanks, Edie. I appreciate it.” 
 
   As I saw Eden out, she hugged me tightly. “Is Alyssa here for good?” 
 
   “No, just until Wednesday.” 
 
   Eden’s mouth mashed into an unhappy line. 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “I’m leaving for Bahrain in the morning and I won’t be back for a little over a week.” 
 
   “So?” 
 
   “So, I don’t think it’s a great idea for you to be alone right now.” 
 
   I scoffed at her insinuation. “I’m hardly going to top myself.”
 
   The look in her eye told me she didn’t believe I could cope alone for a few fucking days. “I’ll have my phone on roaming. If you need anything—and I mean anything—call me whenever. Any time. Day or night.” 
 
   “Yeah, sure, Edie.” I was done with the conversation. I’d managed without Alyssa before, I’d be able to do it again. Especially when it was only a temporary thing.
 
   “I’m serious, Declan.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   After Eden left, Alyssa and I started to strategize on how we would present the united front Alyssa herself had suggested earlier in the day. It wouldn’t be hard in some respects, like spending time together in public, but others would be more difficult, like keeping the vultures away from Phoebe. We both agreed though, that task had to be our number-one priority.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIVE: VULTURES
 
   
 
 
   
IT DIDN’T TAKE long before I needed to put Alyssa’s advice into play. Mere minutes after the press release was issued the following morning, I received my first phone call from the press. 
 
   After that first call the phone rang almost non-stop. 
 
   The media had a raft of questions, but mostly they boiled down to the two most vital ones. Who was I driving for now, and what was the reason behind the split from Sinclair Racing? 
 
   Following Alyssa’s advice, I gave the same answer each time: “I’m not driving at the moment, and no comment.” 
 
   Some of the more reputable organisations left it at that. Others weren’t so professional. They’d gathered information about Alyssa, about Phoebe, and one or two had even found out about Emmanuel. 
 
   With an effort worthy of a fucking saint, I held my tongue as they tried to bait me to get a sound bite of me losing control. The one thing that helped me the most was to concentrate on Alyssa and Phoebe. Together, they did a fantastic job of distracting me from my worries over the whole situation between phone calls. After fielding the tenth call of the morning, I decided enough was e-fucking-nough and left the phone off the hook. I left the study with a snarl on my lips and Alyssa glanced over at me with a concerned look on her face. 
 
   “You know what? Let’s blow this joint,” I said. “How’s a trip to the beach sound?”
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “As much as I’d love to, I didn’t exactly pack for the beach when we left.” 
 
   “So, we’ll go to the shops first then.”
 
   “You can’t just spend money willy-nilly, Dec.”
 
   Not now that you’re unemployed. Even though she hadn’t said the words, they were as loud as the rest of her sentence in my head. A reminder that I had to start being more frugal. That I had to call my banker and work out my finances and see how long I could last without having to liquidate everything.
 
   Fuck it. That could be tomorrow’s problem. “Can we just have one more day without worrying about it?” I asked. “I know I’ll have to start being careful soon, but not today. Okay?” 
 
   “If that’s what you need.” 
 
   “I need a day with my girls. A day without any stress. Most of all, I need a day away from that goddamned telephone before I give one of those leeches everything they deserve for their stupid-arse questions. Plus, you leave tomorrow.”
 
   Her gaze fell and she moved closer to me. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
   My lips twitched upward, knowing that it was as unpleasant a thought for her as it was for me. 
 
   Within ten minutes, we were in my Prado—it was at least a little more discreet than the Monaro—and headed for the local shops. Within an hour, we’d grabbed a basic swimsuit for each of them and were at Bondi Beach. The beach was busy enough to allow us to blend in, but not so busy that we couldn’t find a quiet spot near the water. Hiding under my hat and sunnies, I was able to sit with Phoebe and help her make a sandcastle. 
 
   I pulled my shirt off to enjoy a little of the sun and to take Phoebe into the water to splash around in the shallow waves. 
 
   “Should you really go in there?” Alyssa asked, glancing at the ocean.
 
   I gave her a questioning look, and she indicated her back. 
 
   “You know, with your tattoo.”
 
   “It’ll be fine. I don’t think I need to be up to my neck in the water with Phoebe.” 
 
   “Okay, if you’re sure.” 
 
   “I’m positive.” I turned to Phoebe. “You wanna go swim to wash off the sand?” 
 
   She nodded before taking off straight for the ocean. Unsure about how confident she was in the water, I rushed off behind her. 
 
   When I turned back to tell Alyssa to join us, I caught her gaze lingering on my back—on the tattoo celebrating Phoebe and commemorating Emmanuel. In the water up to my knees, I smirked at her to let her know she’d been caught staring. She just shrugged and gave me a look that said, “What do you expect?” before relaxing back against the towel.
 
   I followed Phoebe a little further out, watching her like an eagle the whole time. She spun and danced in the ocean, jumping over some waves and diving under others. Each time a wave approached, she’d squeal and dance. 
 
   A couple of minutes later, a hand grabbed my arse. I twisted in place to give the molester a gobful, but the abuse stilled on my tongue when I saw it was Alyssa. 
 
   For a moment, I was completely stunned and it wasn’t just the abusive words that died in my mouth. I couldn’t even form a coherent thought, let alone make it into a sound. 
 
   It was probably a sign of how distracted I’d been that even though I’d caught a glimpse of the small black bikini at the shops as Alyssa had scanned it through the self-service checkout, I hadn’t really imagined what it might look like on her. If I had, I don’t think my imagination would have drummed up an image even half as hot as the one in front of me. 
 
   Black Lycra contrasted against her milky white skin. Her hair curled around her shoulders, the ends calling my attention downward. The ruffles along the top of the cups accentuated the perfect fullness of her boobs. The ties that were knotted at her hips hinted at just how easy the bottoms would be to remove. Without thought, I moved closer to her. 
 
   Alyssa’s gaze shifted to Phoebe for a moment, checking that she was okay, before heading back to meet mine. On the way, her eyes trailed a smoking-hot path over my body. 
 
   “Don’t look at me like that,” I murmured to her as I captured her in my arms. I glanced quickly at Phoebe, playing not even an arm’s length away, to ensure she was okay. “Or I can’t be held responsible for what happens later,” I murmured in her ear as I pulled her closer to me. Unable to resist her, I nibbled her neck. 
 
   Her breath came as a needy sigh before she chuckled. “Where’s a babysitter when you need one, right?” Her eyes focused on Phoebe as she brushed her hair behind her ear, exposing more of her neck to me. 
 
   I moved us so that her back was against my front, my cock pressed between her arse cheeks. It was like heaven. Her words and the feel of her in my arms were sharp reminders that the previous night, for the second night in a row, Phoebe hadn’t fallen asleep easily and had woken constantly. Between that, the stress of the situation, the fact I refused to make love to Alyssa in a bed where I’d seduced other women, and Alyssa’s exhaustion when she’d first arrived, we hadn’t exactly had the chance to reconnect properly. The need to take her was getting stronger with every passing second. I was dying for her.
 
   “Hopefully she’ll sleep better tonight,” Alyssa murmured, leaning against my body. The heat in her eyes when she turned her head slightly to meet mine was too much. Need for her raced through my body and down to my cock, causing it to swell further and ache with need. 
 
   “Fuck, you really can’t say things like that to me in public,” I whispered against her neck. 
 
   “Why not?” Her voice was filled with false innocence. After checking Phoebe once more, she spun in my arms, put her hand on my chest, and whispered into my ear, “I guess I shouldn’t tell you how badly I want you to fuck me.” The last two words were nothing more than a breath against the shell of my ear. 
 
   I swallowed down the lump in my throat, but that didn’t help the one growing in my boardies. “Fuck me,” I murmured, a little louder than I’d intended. 
 
   “Maybe later,” Alyssa said with a throaty chuckle as she moved away from me and closer to Phoebe. “If you watch your language.” She turned and winked at me.
 
   The lack of her warm body in my hold was instantly noticeable, but wasn’t enough to deflate my raging hard-on. Knowing I needed to get myself under control considering we were on a beach filled with families, I checked Alyssa was close to Phoebe and then headed deeper into the tepid seawater. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Alyssa called after me, but I just raised my hand to tell her to give me a moment. 
 
   Looking out at the open ocean, I closed my eyes and breathed in the sea air as the water surrounded my lower half. The salty breeze whipped through my hair and around my face. After another deep breath, another lungful of the cleansing air, I turned back toward my girls. I watched for a moment without them knowing as Alyssa lifted Phoebe over a wave and then in a loose circle through the air. The wind carried their laughter to me. The moment was so fucking tender, it made my heart swell with pride that I was able to call them mine. 
 
   I was heading back over to join them when I saw someone standing on the beach. At first, I was almost willing to ignore the guy, but something about him demanded my attention. He was a young man—he couldn’t have been more than eighteen. His camera was slightly too big to belong to a tourist—especially with the telephoto lens sticking out the front. My fingers curled into fists at the sight. A fucking paparazzo. 
 
   Did he know I was there? His camera certainly seemed trained in my direction. 
 
   A flood of other questions rushed through my mind. How long had he been there? Had he tipped off any others or was he a greedy arsehole who wanted a scoop? Had he seen me with Alyssa and Phoebe—had he gotten a photo of Alyssa and me? Of Phoebe?
 
   I walked past where Phoebe and Alyssa were playing together, striding straight back toward the beach. 
 
   “Dec, what is—” Alyssa’s question died on her lips, no doubt seeing the direction I was headed and making the connection. “Don’t do anything stupid,” she said. I heard her splashing behind me and figured she was following me. 
 
   I stopped midstride and spoke to her without meeting her eye. “Just wait here for a few minutes and then leave the beach. Pretend you don’t know me and make your way back to the car. I’ll deal with the vulture and meet you there.” 
 
   “Dec . . .” Her voice trailed after me. 
 
   “No, Lys. I won’t hurt him, and I won’t do anything stupid, but I don’t want him hassling Phoebe. She doesn’t need it. Not yet. Just trust me, please?” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   I was already walking again before I heard her confirmation that she’d follow my instructions.
 
   The pap started to back away when he saw I was making a beeline for him. 
 
   You’d better run, fucker! I wanted so desperately to shout the words, but I bit back on them so that I didn’t cause more problems for myself. The last thing I needed was yet another article about how I couldn’t control my temper. But what type of sicko followed someone around on a family day to the beach, for fuck’s sake?
 
   By the time I was out of the water, the pap had turned his back completely and was heading up the sand away from the crowd. The fucker had the lead, but didn’t count on the fact that I was fit and had plenty of stamina. More than some skinny-arsed dipshit photographer, at least. Despite the lingering injuries from my crashes, I was certain I could catch him. Especially because I wasn’t willing to let the fuckwit get away with stalking my family. As soon as my feet hit the dry sand, I sprinted in his direction. Each time my bare feet hit the sand, a spray of sand kicked up behind me, no doubt hitting the tourists and sunbathers lying on the beach, but I didn’t give a shit. 
 
   “Hey!” I shouted after him, hoping he’d turn and see that I was gaining ground. I wanted to see the blind panic in his eyes as he saw how close I was. “Hey you!” 
 
   People around us turned to look in my direction, no doubt wondering who the hell the crazy man running along Bondi Beach was, and why he was screaming at the man with a camera. 
 
   “You wanted a photo of Declan Reede, didn’t you?” I shouted louder. “Well, take your fucking photo.” I slowed my pace and held my arms out in invitation. 
 
   More heads whipped around in our direction. The crowd was more tourists than locals, so I didn’t think they were paying attention to my name—just my shouting. 
 
   “Come on, you coward, turn and take my fucking picture now.” 
 
   Even though I’d stopped running, by the time he reached the boardwalk, I was practically on top of him. I grabbed his shoulder and spun him around to face me. The kid was at least six inches shorter than me, and easily half my weight. It would almost be unfair to pummel him to dirt, but that was all I wanted to do. The only thing stopping me was the promise I’d made Alyssa. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” I snapped, getting in his face to intimidate him. “Don’t you want a fucking close-up? You’d rather take long-range photos like some sort of peeping fucking Tom, would you?”
 
   “I—I’m just doing my job.” He held his hands up in the air in surrender, his camera aloft and his face turned away as if he expected me to strike at any moment. A week ago, I probably would have, and even now it was damn tempting. If only he hadn’t been quite so pathetic. 
 
   “Well, now your job needs to be taking happy-snaps of any-fucking-one else but me, do you understand that? If I see you around again, there will be issues.” 
 
   “I just go where I’m told. I don’t make the decisions.” 
 
   I curled up my nose and laughed at the coward. “Well, how about you decide to grow a pair and say no for once.” 
 
   “Why would I? It wouldn’t make a difference.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “If I refuse, she’ll just send someone else.” 
 
   “She?” My heart pounded against my ribcage at the word. “What fucking she? Paige?” 
 
   “Who? What?” 
 
   “Did Paige Wood put you up to this?” I asked again. When he didn’t respond straight away, I grabbed his collar. “Is she the one who sent you here?”
 
   “The owner of Wood Racing?” His face twisted with confusion. “What’s she got to do with anything?” 
 
   The hope that I’d stumbled onto someone who could provide evidence of a set-up fell as quickly as it had been inflated. I used the hold I had to push him away from me. “Which she, then?” 
 
   “T. My fucking boss, you lunatic.” 
 
   “Well, you tell T from me that she and all of her lackeys can kindly back the fuck off, won’t you?” I stepped back and the look of relief on the kid’s face would have been comical in any other situation. He must have seen I would be behaving myself; or at least that his face wasn’t in any immediate danger of an introduction to my fists. “If she dares send anyone after me or my family again, I’ll fucking make her pay.” 
 
   Clearly feeling safer than he had when I’d chased him down, he laughed as he turned away. “You really don’t get how this works, do you?” He spun back around to glance at me once more. He raised another camera, one with a shorter lens, and snapped a few photos as he walked backward a few steps. “You don’t have a choice in the matter. As long as the public are willing to read about the many and varied ways you fuck things up, someone will be there to document it in pictures. The sooner you accept that fact, the happier we all can be.” 
 
   Even though I recognised the truth in his words, I refused to acknowledge it. I moved closer to him and held up my finger in warning. As much as I wanted to smack the smarm off his face, I forced my temper down. “Just stay the hell away from me.”
 
   “That’s not gonna happen, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Maybe next time, I’ll focus on photos of that sweet, sweet arse that you’re tapping. Or should I say, tapping for now.”
 
   Unable to control myself any longer, I charged after him. He whirled around and snapped another photo—one of my fist flying at his camera. Once he had the shot, he ducked to the side and narrowly avoided my punch. 
 
   Fuck. The whole running-scared act had clearly been a fucking set-up to try to get more incriminating photos. The smug expression he wore, with a wolfish grin and eyes set in challenge, confirmed it. 
 
   “There’s the money shot.” With a laugh, he turned his back on me. “See you tomorrow, Reede,” he shot back over his shoulder. “Keep an eye out for your close-up in the magazines. Click click.” 
 
   It took everything in me to walk away, and by the time I did, my breath came in short, sharp pants. As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. There would be no escape from the photographers so long as there was any public interest in me. They would bait me, just like the reporters with less class had tried to over the phone. 
 
   And in this case, I’d fallen for it. Not just hook, line, and sinker, but reel and fucking rod as well. 
 
   Fucking idiot! I kicked the tyre of the nearest car and let loose my irritation. 
 
   All I could think was thank fuck Alyssa and Phoebe were heading back home to Brisbane the following day. As much as I needed them with me, I wanted to spare them the humiliation of being front page features just to sell a magazine or two. I could only hope that returning home would keep them away from prying eyes—at least mostly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIX: LOCKED IN
 
   
 
 
   
I WAS STILL trying to calm myself when I met Alyssa back at the car. She already had Phoebe in her seat and was looking around anxiously for me. 
 
   “Fucking vultures,” I muttered under my breath before forcing my mouth into a smile as I pulled the door open. 
 
   “What happened?” Alyssa asked. 
 
   My smile fell. “Nothing. I told him to piss off.” To stop myself from uttering a hundred other curses that were on the tip of my tongue, I clenched my teeth together until my jaw ached. 
 
   “Are you okay?” 
 
   “Fan-fucking-tastic.” 
 
   “Dec,” Alyssa’s voice held an admonishment, no doubt for my swearing.
 
   I held up my hand just to ask for some time. I needed a moment in my own head, as dangerous a place as that could be. 
 
   “Daddy, where was you?” 
 
   The sound of Phoebe’s voice should have calmed me, but it didn’t. It only reminded me of the fact that I’d have to contend with the fucking paparazzi for the foreseeable future. That they’d be trying to get photos of me fighting, in any compromising position at all, but the money shot—the ultimate prize—would no doubt be a clear photo of me and my daughter. 
 
   My mind travelled back to the days after I first learned of her existence, of looking into the mirror and trying to decide whether I should inflict my screwed-up life on her. Had I made the wrong decision? Not because I didn’t want to be in her life, because I wanted that more than anything, and more than ever, but because being near me would see her caught up in the whirlwind of fuckery. I closed my eyes tightly and squeezed my hands around the steering wheel until my knuckles ached and protested holding on even a second more.
 
   “Daddy just needs a minute, sweetie,” Alyssa said. 
 
   My jaw clenched tighter. Their lives may not have been perfect before I came back, but at least they weren’t hunted by the fucking media. 
 
   Alyssa’s hand came to rest on my arm, causing my eyes to jolt open. With a frown pinching my brows together as all the reasons the two of them would be better off without me ran through my head, I turned to glance at her. 
 
   “Let’s just go home, yeah?” Even as she said the words, her hand traced the length of my arm. When she reached the steering wheel, her fingers closed around mine. My traitorous body followed her lead and my grip on the steering wheel loosened until she was able to pry my hand away and hold it in her own. 
 
   “Lys, I—”
 
   She met my gaze and shook her head. “No. I know what you’re thinking—” 
 
   “I—” I wasn’t even sure what I wanted to say, but I had to say something. 
 
   “I know, Dec. I can see it, and you’re wrong. Just like you were wrong when you thought it in Brisbane.” She leaned across the car and whispered in my ear, “She needs you. I need you.” 
 
   The intensity that burned in her eyes when I met her gaze was too much for me to deal with on top of everything else. Without another word, I turned away from her and started the car. The drive home was tense. To try to alleviate some of the stifling silence in the car, Alyssa turned on the radio, but it wasn’t enough to distract me from my thoughts or break the stilted atmosphere. 
 
   When I turned down my street, the first thing that caught my eye was the two cars parked in front of my house. The circular drive down to the garage was long enough that they wouldn’t be able to see everything, but with their telephoto lenses, they’d be able to capture enough. I’d never wanted, or needed, a six-foot-high fence to enclose my front yard, but having to pull into my property and see just how open and vulnerable it was, I wanted one more than anything. 
 
   “Fucking vermin,” I murmured as a camera lens poked out one window, confirming my suspicion about the purpose of the cars. 
 
   I drove down the drive and into the garage. After I’d killed the engine, I glanced in the rear-view mirror as the garage door rolled down. 
 
   It was when the door was completely closed that I noticed Phoebe was asleep in the back seat. I blew out a sigh of frustration. It should have been easy to pick her up and carry her the short distance to the house, but with the visitors I had camped outside the house waiting for the perfect shot, I couldn’t risk it. I had to draw their attention onto me. 
 
   “You’ll have to carry her,” I said to Alyssa even as I shoved open my door and climbed out of the car. Without glancing back, I headed to the small side door to the detached garage and pushed through it. 
 
   My steps carried me away from the house and closer to the front of the property. One of the paps obviously saw me coming because a moment later, there was a small flurry of activity as cameras were pointed at me. I paced back and forth along a section of the circular drive, my hands fisted in my hair and a stream of filthy words just behind my lips ready to fly from me at any second. 
 
   The desire to curse out every pap, to scream and shout until they all just fucked off and left me alone, was so strong, but I couldn’t. It would only make things worse. 
 
   It was almost fucking ironic that I’d spent four years boozing up and fucking almost anything with tits, but the paparazzi only became interested when I was settled down and living a calmer life. When I was trying to do the responsible thing. 
 
   Despite the lack of bars, I felt like a caged animal. A fucking zoo exhibit. Trapped within the confines of my own home. 
 
   Certain I’d distracted the photographers long enough for Alyssa to get Phoebe into the house, I turned and headed back inside—but not before flipping the bird at the cameras. Let that be their fucking money shot. 
 
   The first thing I did when I got inside was to ensure every set of blinds in the house was closed, that every curtain was drawn. I didn’t want any of the fuckers getting a look inside my house. As I paced from room to room in my crazed state, I heard Alyssa singing to Phoebe, no doubt trying to get her back to sleep for an afternoon nap. 
 
   I was in the study, trying to see if I could see any of the fuckers on the street from the small window there, when Alyssa found me. 
 
   “Do you want to talk about before?” Her voice held no judgement. No anger. Just support. 
 
   It was enough to spur me into action. I crossed the room to her, drew her into my arms and claimed her lips. My tongue followed, probing at her mouth to demand entrance. She complied willingly, opening for me in every sense. I stepped between her legs and grabbed her arse to pull her closer to me. 
 
   All the fun and desire we’d shared in the water, the fun teasing, had gone—replaced by a craving deeper than any I could explain. I needed to give myself to her; needed her to take me in return. I had to surrender to her hold so that she could remove the doubt surging through me. The salt water lingered on her lips, adding a new dimension to her flavour I’d never tasted before. Each and every time I’d been with Alyssa was like a new experience—one I would never tire of. 
 
   All of the doubts that had been slowly twisting through my mind, taking root as dark thoughts and twisting into thick vines through every memory and emotion, were swept away by her touch. 
 
   She seemed to understand what I wanted. Seconds after I’d initiated the kiss, the sundress she was wearing came off over her head. Underneath was her still slightly damp bikini. 
 
   “Fuck.” The word slipped from my lips at the fresh sight of the black against her skin. It was clear that visions of her wearing that outfit would be frequent visitors while she was back in Brisbane and I was stuck in Sydney. 
 
   I kissed my way down her neck, my fingers reaching for the ties on her hips. First one, then the other, and the bikini bottom fell away completely. Without stopping, my fingers explored her skin, pushing the cups of her bikini top down to expose her perfect nipples. 
 
   Matching sighs were on our lips as I took one breast in my mouth and rolled the other in my fingertips. 
 
   “I need you, Lys.” 
 
   “I’m yours, Dec.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure if she realised I meant in general, and not only right then, but either way her answer pacified the need I had to tell her how I felt. Knowing that no further words were needed, I claimed her lips again as my hands explored her body.
 
   Desperate for more, I guided her closer to my desk until her arse was pressed against the edge. I ground my hips against hers, desperate for more. I could feel her heat though the thin material of my boardies as my covered cock brushed against her wet and waiting pussy. 
 
   My lips pressed little kisses down her neck. “So fucking tasty,” I whispered against her skin. 
 
   She pushed down my boardies and pulled out my cock. The feel of her palm against the engorged flesh was fucking superb. I was so hard it was painful. The relief her touch elicited merely hinted at what was to come. 
 
   Without any preamble, she lined me up at her entrance before stroking the head of my cock along her wet pussy. A hiss slipped past my lips at the pure bliss of the sensation. Barely a thought crossed my mind before I thrust hard into her, burying myself deep within her. 
 
   My lips and hands roamed and explored, touching and tasting every bit of her that they could. I was a hungry man desperate for a meal—possibly the last I’d enjoy for some time with her going home. 
 
   The thought was too much. I pulled away and sank to the floor, dragging her down with me. Taking the hint, she straddled over my hips and lowered herself onto my cock. Sitting up, I wrapped my arms around her waist as we moved together slowly. The dried salt on our skin moistened with the slickness of our sweat. Her breasts pressed against me; her hardened nipples tracing lines along my chest. The moment was messy. It was real. It was perfect. 
 
   In my lap, Alyssa was slowly coming apart. I could feel the tension coiling in her body, her pussy clamping tighter around me. I wanted to whisper to her to let go, but the sound of footsteps upstairs stole the moment from me. 
 
   “Fuck, Phoebe’s awake,” Alyssa said, climbing off me and instantly breaking the connection. She was dressed again and out of the room before I’d even finished the frustrated groan that left me. 
 
   My cock was stiff and sore, slick with the wetness of Alyssa’s pussy. I needed release. Craved it. 
 
   Craved her.
 
   But it would have to wait. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   I slipped my boardies back up and tucked myself away. Taking a moment to promise my cock that he’d get another chance later, I called out to let Alyssa know I was going for a shower. 
 
   A fucking cold one. 
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER I’D showered and changed, I felt a little more human. At least partly. I went in search of Phoebe and Alyssa. When I found Phoebe, she was alone in the living room playing with her dolls. 
 
   “Where’s Mummy?” 
 
   “She had to maked a phone call.” 
 
   A frown pulled at my brow as I wondered who she could be calling. 
 
   “I sorry I made you angry before, Daddy.” 
 
   My gaze cut straight to Phoebe. Her eyes were round as saucers and her lip quivered. My frown deepened. She was fucking apologising to me? I sank to my knees and forced my mouth into a smile even though her words had been like daggers. “No, baby, you didn’t. You and Mummy make me happy. Happier than I probably deserve to be.” 
 
   Phoebe’s mouth turned down and her eyes pinched together in confusion. 
 
   “Before I found you again, Daddy . . . hurt some people. I didn’t mean to, I just wasn’t thinking. That’s what made me angry. I was angry with me.” 
 
   “Did you say sorry to dem?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “If you hurt someone you should say sorry.” She placed her hands on her hips and gave me a withering stare. It was a look I’d gotten often from Alyssa, and the sight of it on her little doppelganger was enough to bring a genuine smile to my face. 
 
   “To some of them I have.” 
 
   “Well, I guess that okay. But you should say sorry to the others.” 
 
   “You’re right. I should. I’ll start now, shall I?” 
 
   She tilted her head in confusion. 
 
   “I’m sorry for all the times you had to go to bed not knowing where your daddy was, or even who he was. I’m sorry for every birthday, Christmas, and milestone I’ve missed. I can’t ever make up for that lost time, but I’ll do everything I can to make every day special from here on out. Deal?” 
 
   Her little arms wrapped around my neck and she planted a kiss on my cheek. “Love you, Daddy.” 
 
   I cuddled her close to me. “I love you too, baby.” 
 
   “Guess what?” She pulled away and grinned.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “We’re going on a plane tomorrow!” 
 
   Even though her words made my mood slip, I tried to keep a smile on my face so she didn’t think I was upset with her again. “Are you excited?” 
 
   Her hair bounced around her face as she nodded. “I’ve only been on one twice before. When Mummy came to work and Nana and Josh came down. I didn’t like it when Mummy went away.”
 
   “I can understand that. I’m not going to like it when you and Mummy leave tomorrow.” 
 
   Her jaw fell slack and her eyes filled with horror. “You’re not coming?” 
 
   “No. I’ve got to stay here.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because—” I had no reason for her. There wasn’t really anything keeping me in Sydney, not until they moved down at least. “Because I don’t have a plane ticket.” 
 
   “Did Mummy forget to get you one?” 
 
   “No, baby, I told her not to.” 
 
   “Don’t you want to come?” 
 
   “I do. Very much.” 
 
   “Then, why?” 
 
   It was impossible to explain the complex reasons why I couldn’t just jump back on a plane to Brisbane. Especially with the paparazzi causing me grief. “I have a few people I need to see first, then maybe I can.” 
 
   “When?” 
 
   “Soon. I promise.” I drew a cross over my heart. “Maybe while I’m waiting I can paint your room?” 
 
   She grinned. “Yes, please!” 
 
   “Shall we pick a colour?” When she nodded, I led her into my study and booted up the computer. Phoebe climbed straight onto my lap and “helped” me with the computer. Even with her playing with the keyboard or the mouse every time I took my hand off them, I managed to pull up a paint chart. 
 
   We were halfway through the purples when Alyssa came to find us. 
 
   “Well, I’ve got some good news,” she said. 
 
   I shifted Phoebe over to my other knee so I could talk to Alyssa better. “That’s good, because I could sure as shi—could really use some.” 
 
   “I just spoke to Mr. Kent—he’ll be my supervisor at Pembletons—and he said that I’ll be able to start work when they go back after their Christmas break rather than having to wait until after graduation.”
 
   Christmas. It was still over a month away. If Alyssa wasn’t going to start her new job until after then, there was little hope that she’d be moving down sooner than that. I wanted to ask how that was good news. 
 
   “It’ll mean I’ll have to fly home to attend my graduation ceremony rather than staying for it, but at least we’ll be able to move down almost two months sooner.” 
 
   Two months sooner was something to fucking celebrate. 
 
   I could only hope I’d be able to shake the presence of the paparazzi by then, otherwise we’d never have a normal life. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVEN: EXORCISM
 
   
 
 
   
“WHAT ARE YOU going to do after we leave?” Alyssa ran her fingers through my hair as the question left her lips. 
 
   After getting Phoebe fed, bathed, and into bed, Alyssa and I had headed back downstairs to watch TV and try to find a moment together. Almost the second we sat on the couch, she’d curled her body around mine and seemed intent on touching me as much as possible. I wasn’t going to complain, and in response, my fingertips dragged lazy trails over the thigh she rested in my lap. 
 
   I captured her hand in mine and brought it to my lips. “Don’t talk about it.”
 
   “I have to know you’re going to be okay tomorrow night.” 
 
   Her insinuation and the concern in her voice made my teeth clench. After everything we’d been through, everything we’d battled, I thought she finally trusted me. With a simple statement, she’s showed she didn’t. Barely a day earlier, Eden had made similar comments. 
 
   It was like the two of them thought I would fall apart the moment I was alone. Their lack of faith in me was un-fucking-believable. I dropped her hand and leaned away from her. “I’m sure I’ll manage. After all, the keg’s been ordered and cheerleaders are on speed dial. Maybe the sex tape can help pay the bills.”
 
   Even though my words had been barbed, I’d expected her to laugh, call me ridiculous or a jerk or some shit, and then make me feel better about the fact that she was leaving with her mouth, or her pussy. Instead, she twisted away from our embrace, stood, and then walked away without a word. Before she’d even left the room, a quiet sob left her lips.
 
   Shock shook me as I watched her walk away. Overreact much?
 
   “Lys?” I leapt off the couch and followed her. I caught up with her at the bottom of the stairs. Not wanting to let her walk away on such a sour note, especially when we wouldn’t see each other until I could fulfil my promise to Phoebe to go back up to Brisbane, I coaxed her to turn around. “I was fucking joking. What happened to what you said about wanting to trust me? What happened to me not being a hypocrite or like my father?” 
 
   She refused to allow me to hold her, shrugging out of my arms. “I can’t do this right now, Dec. I just need . . . I need a moment. Please?” 
 
   “No.” 
 
   She spun around. Tears flooded her eyes, but her mouth was set in a hard line. 
 
   The emotions that swelled in her honey-gold irises were almost enough to drive me to my knees. The heartbreak and the pain echoing inside made me want to take back the words, even if I had no idea why they’d elicited such a strong reaction after she’d taken all the lies in the magazine article in stride. Almost as soon as she’d looked at me, she dropped her gaze again. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys, I was joking.” 
 
   “You don’t get it, do you?” 
 
   “How am I supposed to get anything, when I don’t even know what the fuck I’m supposed to be getting?” 
 
   Her tear-stained eyes turned up to meet mine again. The corner of her mouth lifted in a smile that held nothing but sorrow and regret. I lifted my hand up to caress her cheek, thankful when she didn’t pull away from me as I swiped her tears with my thumb. 
 
   “I told you all of this before. Why did you have to be drunk for it?” Her eyes sank closed as she leaned into my touch. “When you wouldn’t answer your phone, after you first left home I mean, I tried sending you an email. I had no idea whether or not you’d get it, but I hoped that you would. I hoped it’d help you understand how desperately I needed to talk to you.” 
 
   “Okay?” I had vague recollections of Mum mentioning something about Alyssa emailing me. At the same time, a flash of a conversation with Alyssa flittered through my thoughts, but the image was so fleeting it was hard to know if it was a drunken dream or born out of a desire to know why my words had hurt her so much. My brows dipped as I tried to grasp the elusive edges of the memory. 
 
   “When I opened your reply—”
 
   “I wouldn’t have replied.” The words had left me before I could stop myself. They were enough to cause Alyssa to twitch away from my hold. In response, I shifted closer and moved my hand from her cheek into her hair to guide her gaze back to me. “I wouldn’t have, because if I’d let myself have a conversation with you, it would have ended with me back in Brisbane. Trust me, I wouldn’t have let myself reply.” 
 
   “You replied all right,” she said, tugging free of my hold again. Her sobs grew harder and it took everything in me to give her the space she so clearly wanted while her need for comfort was obvious. Only, it was equally clear she didn’t want to find her solace in my hold. “You replied telling me to go fuck myself. That you were no longer interested in hearing from me. And then you attached photos and video of you fucking three other women for good measure.” 
 
   Watching the pain in her movements made my heart ache for her. As much as I wanted to demand what her words had to do with why she’d walked off, I didn’t want to insist on anything that might hurt her further. 
 
   “Three cheerleaders.” The words were barely audible, but they struck my ears louder than thunder. My barbed, thoughtless statement had struck a nerve that was still raw and throbbing. Had clearly reminded her of one of the worst moments of her life. My knees quivered at the thought. No wonder she’d pulled away. It was probably a small miracle she was even allowing me to try to talk it out. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys, I—” I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against hers. She didn’t pull away from me and I was so fucking grateful it hurt. “I can never apologise enough.” 
 
   “The worst part was that I couldn’t even force myself to stop watching. Even after I saw the photos, with them and their pom-poms all over you, I couldn’t stop myself from pressing play. I was so pathetically desperate to hear your voice again, to see your face, that I couldn’t help it.”
 
   I clung to her, hoping she’d keep me buoyed even as her words set me adrift on a sea of agony. She was the current dragging me away, and the life jacket holding me afloat. “I’m sorry, Lys. It meant nothing. They all meant nothing.” 
 
   “I know—” Her voice was thick with tears, and it seemed like an effort for her to squeeze out any words. “That’s what made it worse. I almost could have taken it if you’d moved on with someone else. If you’d found something meaningful. But to go from—” She choked back a sob. “From what we had, to a series of flings. To record them and share them. Seeing that video . . . it was the moment when I knew that the Declan I loved—the one who’d fathered the lives growing inside me—was gone. It shattered me, Dec.” 
 
   Tears were in my own eyes as I considered her words. I tried to reverse the situation in my mind. How would I have coped with the knowledge that she was happily screwing half the town? I wrapped my arms tighter around her waist and pulled her body against mine. 
 
   “I’m so fucking sorry.” My voice was hoarse as my throat held the words tighter than I’d wanted it to. “I can’t even explain why I did it. All I know is that I’m a better person when I’m with you.” 
 
   Even as the words left me, I could see the truth in them. 
 
   That was the real reason behind Alyssa’s lack of faith. Being alone would leave me stuck in my own head. She knew as well as I did that I kept my demons in control better with her at my side. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust me to win the battle, but that she didn’t want me to have to fight myself the whole time she was gone. And I’d accused her of lacking trust. Fucking arsehole. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you and Pheebs while you’re gone, so fucking much, but I’ll get through it because of the prize at the end. You’re my first place, Lys, and I’m going to fight my way to it.”
 
   She rested her head on my chest. “I’m sorry I overreacted.” 
 
   “No, you didn’t. I’m sorry I made a crass joke without realising why it would hurt you. And I’m sorry for ever throwing away what we had and for making so much ammunition that would cause you pain.” 
 
   I held her in my arms for a few moments more, unwilling to let her go or give her any reason to doubt the sincerity in my words. 
 
   “Let’s head up to bed, shall we?” I said. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
   When she nodded, I swept her up into my arms. 
 
   “Put me down! I can walk.” Her tears evaporated as she protested. 
 
   “Nope. Because tonight is my last night with you for a while, and I’m not letting you go until I absolutely have to.” 
 
   She laughed. “You’ll drop me!”
 
   “Just because I did the last time I carried you like this, doesn’t mean I will this time. After all, you’re not wearing a ridiculously long dress this time.” 
 
   “Dec, please?” 
 
   “And I’m stronger than I was then.” 
 
   I glanced down at her and caught her staring at my shoulders, no doubt checking the truth in my words. Her breaths grew heavier and when her gaze met mine again, it carried a heat that I couldn’t resist. Needing to touch her, to kiss her, and hold her close, I moved to claim her lips. As I did, I placed her back on the floor so I could run my fingers into her hair and hold her to me. 
 
   My lips moved against hers, our tongues danced a slow waltz—tasting and teasing during the back and forth. With the sensation of the kiss racing through my body, my cock leapt to attention—ready for a take two on the disastrous attempt that afternoon. 
 
   At the thought, flashes of the night with the cheerleaders flittered through the edges of my mind. I stepped away from Alyssa as my mind repeated the events that had led up to our kiss over and over. It wasn’t fair to her to taint our last night in Sydney by making love while I had any thoughts of other women in my head. Even if the thoughts were ugly, grey, and tinged with regret. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Her breath was short and her chest heaved. 
 
   “I don’t know if I should . . . If we should . . .” My frustration at being unable to articulate my thoughts slipped from me on the end of my breath. “I don’t want to make love to you while I’m being haunted by thoughts of other girls.” 
 
   Alyssa’s eyebrows lifted at my words. They were poorly chosen, but accurate. 
 
   “I mean, we were just talking about the ways I hurt you, and now . . . well, I can’t help thinking that I don’t deserve it.” 
 
   “Dec—” 
 
   I silenced her with a look. “I don’t deserve you.” 
 
   “You’re right,” she said. 
 
   My heart stopped. Was this it? The moment where she saw how strong my demons were and walked away? 
 
   She grabbed my hands and wrapped them around her neck. “The you that sent that email doesn’t. But we both know that’s not who you really are. The you in here,” she put her hand over my heart, “deserves every bit of me. And you need to start believing that. I was upset at your words, at the reminder of what happened, but that doesn’t mean I was upset with you.” 
 
   “So you were pissed at me, but not actually pissed at me?” My mind refused to wrap around her words. “You know that makes no sense, right?”
 
   She chuckled. “I’m a woman. We don’t have to make sense.” 
 
   “I’m going to shut my mouth, because anything I say now will probably just get me in trouble.” 
 
   Her smile widened and her laughter hung in the air. “See, you’re learning already. Now c’mon.” She held out her hand to me. 
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked as I wrapped my fingers around hers. 
 
   “Well, you said you were being haunted by ghosts and the demons of your past, right?” 
 
   “And?” 
 
   She pulled me toward the staircase. “And I think I’ve lived in their shadow long enough already.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “So I’m going to perform an exorcism.” When she turned back to glance at me, her gaze smouldered. Her tongue slicked across her lips in a way that made my cock twitch. 
 
   Fuck me.
 
   “Besides,” she continued. “I’m not going to leave you alone in Sydney in a house filled only with memories of other women. I’m claiming my territory and giving you something to remember me by while I’m gone.” 
 
   Fuck, possessive Alyssa was fucking hot. Instead of letting her drag me up the stairs, I dashed ahead of her and pulled her along with me. Both of us were practically running by the time we hit the landing. We didn’t even make it to the bedroom door before we crashed together in a meld of lips and limbs. 
 
   We tumbled into my bedroom together. Her hands tugged at my shirt; my fingers caressed her hair. Kicking my leg out behind me, I snagged the door and swung it shut. A huge bang echoed through the house. 
 
   “Fuck.” The word left me between kisses and then I stopped and held my breath while I waited for the telltale scream that signalled the noise had woken Phoebe. When everything was still quiet after a couple of seconds, I renewed my attack on Alyssa. 
 
   Our clothes fell away as we kissed and performed our messy, uncoordinated dance to the bed. By the time we tumbled onto the mattress, all that was left were my boxers and Alyssa’s underwear. 
 
   The moment we hit the bed, Alyssa climbed on top of me and straddled my hips. Her lips peppered hot kisses over my jaw and down my throat. The swell of her breasts pillowed against my ribcage. The sensation of her hips rocking over mine removed all thoughts of everything but what I was feeling. 
 
   My hands traced small circles over her hipbones, playing with the cotton resting over them. When Alyssa kissed me again, I pushed the material down over her hips. She lifted off me just far enough to give me room to maneuverer her panties over her thighs. Climbing backward off the bed, she pushed the scrap of material the rest of the way off. 
 
   “The bra too,” I said, my voice hoarse with need. 
 
   With a smirk on her lips, she reached behind her and unclasped her bra. The weight of her breasts was released and I longed to hold them in my palms. 
 
   “Come here,” I murmured. 
 
   She climbed back over the bed, one leg on either side of my body. When she reached my hips, she stopped. 
 
   I shook my head. “Higher.” 
 
   She frowned in confusion, but moved further up my body, stopping around my stomach. 
 
   “Don’t you know one of the staples of an exorcism?” I asked as I hooked my hands around her arse and forced her to move higher up still.
 
   “What?” Her thighs were level with my waist when a nervous chuckle escaped her. All the bravado and possessiveness from downstairs was gone, and yet she was still just as hot. 
 
   “The poor sucker who’s been possessed almost always ends up speaking in tongues.” I waggled my eyebrow at her as I licked my lips. The lean muscles of her arse clenched at my words, or maybe it was the sight and promise of my tongue. 
 
   Without wasting any more time with words, I used my hold on her hips to slide down the bed so that my face was under her pussy. My tongue pressed forward and I kissed her clit with the same desperation I’d kissed her lips. Her body jolted with the shock of the connection and her hips surged forward to add more pressure to the mix. 
 
   One of my hands curled around her thigh and gripped her arse to guide her hips closer to me. The other lifted to follow the contours of her body. My gaze followed my fingers as they trailed over her stomach and up to her breasts. 
 
   With her breath coming in short, sharp bursts, she leaned her hands against the headboard and held on tight. Her head dropped downward and a tiny, desperate moan left her as I grazed her clit with my teeth. When her gaze met mine, I shifted my attention from her clit to the rest of her pussy. Meeting her eyes, I pressed my tongue against her entrance. My lips curled into a semi-smile at the way her eyes rolled back when I pushed my tongue into her, slow and steady so I could relish the taste as I prolonged the sensation for her. 
 
   Seeing she was clearly enjoying the attention, I closed my eyes again and turned myself over to my other senses. The taste of Alyssa’s sweetness dancing on my tastebuds. The feel of her nipples tightening at my touch. The sound of the little moans escaping her with every thrust of my tongue or caress of her clit. Even though we’d joked about it being an exorcism, it was more like heaven. 
 
   Alyssa’s body quivered above me as I continued to lavish my attention on her pussy. 
 
   Needing to taste her, to feel her, and to hear her as she shattered around me, I added a finger into the mix. Then two. Her thighs clamped around me as she dropped her forehead onto the headboard. Her hips thrust against my mouth in erratic jerks as her soft moans grew louder and louder. 
 
   With my tongue, I traced the letters of the words I love you against her clit. I was up to the L when she came apart, but I finished the letters as she rode out her orgasm. Her first for the night. The first of many, if I had anything to say about it. 
 
   While she was still boneless with a loopy grin on her face, I shifted her so that she was resting over my hips again. To my surprise, and extreme satisfaction, she leaned forward and kissed me hard. The taste of her filled my senses as our tongues danced together.
 
   “Lys,” I murmured as she shifted herself away from me. The movement left me bereft and wanting more. 
 
   “Relax, Dec,” she whispered back. “I’m just getting rid of these.” Her fingers trailed into the waist of my boxers and she dragged them down my legs. 
 
   The instant my cock sprung free, I was reaching for her, pulling her back against me. 
 
   “Please, Lys. I need you.” I guided her over me. 
 
   Taking the hint, she grabbed my dick in her hand and lined it up with her entrance. 
 
   “Fuck.” The word squeezed through my clenched teeth as the feeling of Alyssa’s body opening for me overtook every other sensation. It might have only been a few days since I’d last had the ability to fully experience her body, but even that was too long. 
 
   Lifting my hips, I bucked them against hers to bury myself as deep in her as I could. I wanted more. Everything. I wanted to take her in every possible way so that we could both have enough memories to carry us through until we were reunited. Maybe planning to keep her awake as long as I could was selfish, considering she’d be climbing on a plane with a three-year-old, but I couldn’t care less. Not when I needed her so desperately.
 
   “You’re not getting any sleep tonight,” I warned as I claimed her lips again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHT: NOT ALONE
 
   
 
 
   
MORNING CAME AROUND far too quickly and with it came the realisation that I would soon be completely alone. My family would be gone. I’d have no job to go to. I’d have nowhere important to be. Nothing to do at all. 
 
   Melancholy settled over me. 
 
   When Phoebe woke, I tried to force a smile on my face, but worried that I failed. We had breakfast as a family, and I tried to keep Phoebe entertained. The last thing I wanted was for her last hours with me for a while to be miserable ones. As I played with her, trying to give her some memories so that she wouldn’t forget me, Alyssa repacked the overnight bag that had slowly been unpacked over the few days they’d been with me. 
 
   Barely an hour after we were awake, it was time to take them to the airport. I’d almost forgotten about the paparazzi until I was halfway up the drive and saw the cars from the night before were still stationed in front of my house. 
 
   My fingers gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles were white and my jaw clenched. 
 
   Alyssa’s hand came to rest on my thigh. “They’ll leave when they realise there is no story.” 
 
   “I know,” I said, more to pacify her than because I actually believed it. 
 
   The drive to the airport was quiet, stilted. Unlike when she’d dropped me off at Brisbane Airport for my flight down to Sydney, I didn’t just drop them at the gate. I found a parking space and walked them in. I didn’t want to leave them.
 
   I didn’t want them to leave me. 
 
   We found a secluded little corner, hidden away from prying eyes. Thankfully, the paps hadn’t caught up with us before we found the quiet spot. 
 
   When the time came that I had to say goodbye, I picked Phoebe up and held her close against my chest. It was ridiculously impossible how readily she’d twisted her little self through my life and imprinted herself on my heart. In such a short time, she owned me completely. I buried my face in her hair and told her I loved her. 
 
   “Remember your promise,” she said.
 
   “I do.” 
 
   Alyssa gave me a questioning look and I realised in all the stress of the previous evening, I hadn’t mentioned to her what I’d promised to Phoebe. “That I’ll come up to see you as soon as I can. If you’ll have me, of course?”
 
   “Don’t be silly, of course I want you to come up. Maybe we can tie it up with our move? Then we can all come back home together.” 
 
   The word “home” slipping so easily from her lips made my heart clench and a smile stretch across my lips. “I’d like that.” 
 
   I pulled her into my arms and kissed her in a way that probably wasn’t entirely appropriate. When we broke apart, I rested my forehead on hers for a few moments before closing my eyes and releasing a sigh. 
 
   When I couldn’t delay any longer, I cupped both Alyssa’s and Phoebe’s cheeks with my hand and said another goodbye, ready for Alyssa to lead Phoebe through security. We’d already agreed I’d go first in case any of the paps from home had caught up with us, but I couldn’t turn away from Phoebe and Alyssa until the last moment. 
 
   Once I’d left them behind me, my mood plummeted. 
 
   Why hadn’t I insisted on going with them? I had shit to sort out at home, but that didn’t seem like a good enough reason. Not anymore. Not without anyone at my side. 
 
   I’d barely gone a dozen steps away from the alcove when the vultures descended. I was thankful I was in Australia and only a race driver, not a rocker or movie star in the US. I couldn’t imagine having to deal with the constant presence of the photographers. The pack around me was only six people. If I’d had to deal with more, I would have probably gone batshit crazy. Trying to ignore their catcalls and cries for attention, I paced back in the direction of the car park. 
 
   “Hey, Reede, did you see your pretty face on the Gossip Weekly site?” The voice was too familiar. I risked a glance in the direction it’d come from and spotted the pap from the beach. 
 
   My fingers curled into fists at my side. 
 
   “Captured the moment you viciously attacked me real well. If I do say so myself.” 
 
   I blew out a breath through my nose, not trusting myself to unclench my teeth even to breathe. 
 
   Needing something to distract me, I turned on my mobile phone. It was the first time I’d turned it on since Alyssa had returned it to me, and it lit up with notifications. I sighed as I flicked through them all. There were at least a dozen text messages from various other drivers, mostly trying to get the lowdown on why I was out of Sinclair. Some of them I only spoke to at race meets, so I felt no obligation to call or message them back in any hurry. 
 
   Scattered throughout those messages were ones from Morgan. I knew I’d have to speak to him before too long, but I didn’t know what I’d say. He’d gone from my hero to my friend during my time at Sinclair Racing, and I wasn’t sure how to approach the situation now that I’d gone back to being a nothing. Would he even still want my friendship?
 
   By the time I’d finished glancing over the text messages, I was at the short-term parking bay. With the small gaggle of photographers following my every step, I headed for my car. As soon as I was locked away inside the Monaro, I called message bank to listen to my messages on speaker as I headed home. I had no doubt that I’d have cars following me before long, but I was a better driver than any of the paps, so it didn’t worry me too much. 
 
   As expected, there was a stack of messages from Eden, mostly ones trying to warn me about the magazine before I turned up at Danny’s office. 
 
   How different would it have been if I’d known what I was walking into? I tried not to think about it. The worst thing I could do was start to turn over all the what-ifs in my head. After all, Danny had been set on his course. He’d set it up so that I would know exactly what was happening before he even had to say a word. I doubted me having any additional warning would have done much except given me something extra to stress over on the plane.
 
   After Eden’s frantic messages, there were a few relatively normal ones. Mum had called to ask whether Alyssa and I would be willing to come around for a dinner before Mum’s flight overseas. I felt bad that I’d missed the message, and that I hadn’t been able to see her off in person, but at least I had spoken to her before she went.
 
   The last message was from Dr. Henrikson.
 
   “Declan, I saw the Gossip Weekly article and the press release from Sinclair Racing. I think it is important that you call me as soon as you are able. Please, do not wait for our next appointment.”
 
   Checking the time, I decided to give him a call. After a short chat with Lucy, I was put straight through to the doc. 
 
   “Declan, I am glad you called.” 
 
   “You did ask me to.” 
 
   “Indeed. However, that didn’t mean that you would.”
 
   A chuckle escaped me. “Ain’t that the truth?” 
 
   “You sound like you’re in a better mood than I would have expected under the circumstances.” 
 
   “Circumstances? You mean having someone try to destroy my life with a magazine article and then getting the sack on top of it all?” 
 
   “Yes. Those circumstances. How are you coping?” 
 
   “The last few days have been better than I would have expected. I’ve been able to spend some time with Alyssa and Phoebe. I’ve just dropped them at the airport now.” 
 
   “Is Alyssa aware of the article?” 
 
   “Yeah. That’s why she was in Sydney. She was . . . worried. About whether I’d have any issues.” 
 
   “Did you?” 
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek and reminded myself that there was little to gain out of the sessions if I wasn’t honest with him. And with myself. “It was close. I was so damn tempted to drink myself into oblivion—especially when I found out Alyssa was gone.” I told him about the phone call with Alyssa’s mum and the night that followed. 
 
   “I would like you to book in some face-to-face sessions as soon as you can.” 
 
   “Uh, doc, I really don’t know how I can afford it.” The words tasted like poison in my mouth. It was the first time I’d admitted to anyone besides Alyssa that I had worries about my finances in the long term. “I don’t have a job. I don’t even know what I can do for a living. I mean, what transferable skills has being a driver given me? I don’t—”
 
   “Declan,” he cut me off. “This is exactly the reason I would like you to come in. I know this situation is likely to set you into a long-term panic spiral. Especially with everything else that has occurred over the last few months. In regards to payment, you are entitled to ten sessions from Medicare. All you’ll need to do is get a GP referral and consultation. Outside of those sessions, we can discuss a sliding scale payment system. I’m here to help, and I think it is important we don’t lose any progress you have made in the last few weeks.” 
 
   “Thanks, Doc.” 
 
   He gave me the name of a GP. It might not have been my usual doctor, but she had a relationship with Dr Henrikson and would give me the referral to Henrikson on his word. 
 
   “Come see me on Friday afternoon; that’ll give you time to see Dr Ling for the referral.”
 
   We set a time for my appointment, and I thanked him again. 
 
   The conversation left me feeling a little more in control. By the time it finished, I was almost back home. Letting my eyes slide past the cars gathered in front of my house and quickly trying to find parking along the street, I pushed the button to open my garage and drove straight inside. 
 
   I had no plans for the rest of the day, but I wanted to be in a familiar setting, around the new memories I’d made of my new family. As I headed into the house, I called the GP Dr. Henrikson had recommended, making an appointment for the following day. Then I called my finance broker’s office to arrange a meeting to plan out my finances. 
 
   After I’d hung up from the broker’s receptionist, I just found a seat at my dining table and rested my head in my hands. The words I’d said to the doc came back to me. What the fuck was I supposed to do with my life? I had some basic mechanical skills, some minor race management knowledge, a little bit of an idea of sponsorships. None of those had anything to do with anything outside of racing though. Even inside the racing world, none of my knowledge was complete enough to make it a new focus. 
 
   For a fraction of a second, I wondered whether maybe I should ring Paige Wood and take the position she’d offered. Without Hunter, she’d have no lead drivers ready to step into a ProV8 car. She’d be desperate and no doubt willing to offer anything I fucking wanted. 
 
   It wasn’t worth it though. 
 
   Giving her what she wanted wouldn’t make me happy. Yes, it’d be a job. Yes, I’d still be able to race, but at what cost? She’d have my balls in a vice and she’d fucking know it. 
 
   Alone, and lost in my own thoughts, it was easy to regret not listening to Alyssa when we were kids. If I’d followed her advice, if I’d taken my head out of my arse long enough to consider that maybe racing wouldn’t be there for my entire life, I might have something else to do. Or at least a plan. It wasn’t like life came with a built-in guidance counsellor, like school.
 
   I hadn’t realised how long I’d sat lost in thought until my mobile rang. When I saw Alyssa’s name on the screen, I leapt for the phone and had it at my ear in a second. 
 
   “We’re home,” she said. “There were no paps waiting for us, which is good. I think they’re just targeting you at the moment.” 
 
   It was something to celebrate, for sure. The last thing I wanted, or needed, was for Phoebe’s life to be made into a living hell just because she’d been saddled with me as a father. 
 
   “I still need to get Phoebe down for a nap, but I wanted to call and see how you were.” 
 
   “I’m as good as anyone can fucking expect, really.” I told her about my conversation with the doc, and my meetings the next day. “I keep coming back to the same question though, Lys; what the fuck do I do now?” 
 
   “You’ve got a little time to think about it. Maybe jump onto one of those job sites and see what grabs your attention. You’re not stupid, Dec, you can do anything you put your mind to.” 
 
   “At least one of us has some faith,” I muttered. 
 
   “When does Eden get back?” 
 
   I wasn’t sure whether Alyssa hadn’t heard my statement or if she was ignoring it. “Next week.” 
 
   “Talk to her about it then. She knows you better than anyone—”
 
   “Except you.” 
 
   “In some ways, she knows you better than I do. Especially about this. She might have some suggestions for jobs for you.” 
 
   Life might not have a built-in guidance counsellor, but Alyssa was right. Eden knew me, knew my style, and knew the many positions that went into a race team. Maybe I’d have some way of staying around racing, even if I wasn’t driving. 
 
   “I still don’t know how I was lucky enough to get you back in my life.” 
 
   “I wonder the same thing, Dec. I really am happy.” 
 
   Her statement drew a chuckle from me. “Sure, an unemployed, drunken fuckhead with a pack of paparazzi on my tail; I’m a total catch.” 
 
   “I happen to think you are, and no one will convince me otherwise. Not even you.” 
 
   We spoke for a little longer before the sound of a key in my front door drew my attention. There was only one other person who had a key to my house. Christina. 
 
   “Shit, Lys, I’ve gotta go.” I tossed out a quick, “Call you later,” before hopping up from the dining table and heading to the door to meet Christina.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINE: CLEANING UP
 
   
 
 
   
“HI.” 
 
   WHEN I MET Christina near the front door, she stopped in her tracks. Her green eyes widened at my greeting and her hands moved to play with her mousey-brown hair. She unknotted and retied the messy bun as she returned my hello. 
 
   After the initial greeting, I was uncertain where to start or how to approach her. Even though she came to my house every Thursday, we’d never really had much conversation. Usually, she’d be in and out without more than a handful of words shared between us. “We need to talk.” 
 
   “Okay?” She blinked, clearly still uncertain about how to take my direct approach. 
 
   I led her over to the kitchen table. 
 
   Indicating a chair, I said, “Sit. Please.” 
 
   Smoothing down her skirt, she sat. Then she folded her hands in front of her and watched me with uncertainty in her gaze. 
 
   “You know how easy you’ve made my life over the years, don’t you?” 
 
   “Sorry?” 
 
   “Having you come and clean, do the washing, all of that shit. It’s made my life so fucking easy.” 
 
   “It’s my job, Mr. Reede.” Initially, I’d hired her mother, Susan, but when Susan had gotten sick, Christina had taken over all of the clients and we’d had a great working relationship ever since. Christina understood that I didn’t want to be disturbed and kept to herself whenever she came. She’d handled everything to do with maintaining the house and keeping my closet stocked with clean clothes. She’d done it all silently and mostly in the background. She’d been fucking discreet about my ways and had earned a decent Christmas bonus off me every year because of it. 
 
   “Yeah, maybe, but you’ve done a good one. I want you to know that. I want you to know I’ve appreciated it even though I’ve never really said it.” 
 
   “Okay. Sorry, but what’s this about?” 
 
   “Do you read gossip magazines?” 
 
   Her eyes widened and she swallowed hard before squirming in her seat. The reaction was enough to confirm that even if she didn’t make a habit of reading them, she knew the reason behind my question. 
 
   I found myself smiling in spite of the situation. “Obviously you’ve seen the one I’m talking about at least.”
 
   “I saw something, and I wasn’t sure what to believe.” With some of the things she’d seen and parties she’d had to clean up after, it didn’t surprise me that she suspected some truth in the words. “But of course it’s not my place to speculate.”
 
   Something told me that she had in fact speculated regardless of her assertions. 
 
   “I don’t really give a flying fuck what anyone thinks about what was printed, but it’s mostly bullshit.” 
 
   She nodded, but I could see her mind working. No doubt she was trying to figure out the “mostly” part. 
 
   “After it was released though, Sinclair Racing released me from my contract.” The words seemed almost too gentle for what had actually happened, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything worse. “Because of that, I’m going to have to start cutting costs.” 
 
   “Oh.” Her gaze met mine. “I understand.” 
 
   “I’m sorry. If I could keep you on, I absolutely would. You know how domestic I am.” I chuckled at the thought. Alyssa really didn’t know what she was getting herself into. I didn’t expect her to do everything, in fact unless I found a job I knew the bulk of it would likely fall on me, but that didn’t mean I had a single fucking clue what I’d have to do. 
 
   “No, no. It’s okay, I get it.” 
 
   I felt bad to be giving her the shaft after close to two years. “Can you work through to Christmas? I’ll probably be going away again soon, and I’d like to know there’s someone looking after the house.”
 
   She smiled, her eyes softening and her posture relaxing. “Sure. At least, I’ll stay until then unless I find another client to fill the gap.” 
 
   “That works for me. Thank you, for everything you’ve done for me.” 
 
   We made a little small talk around her mother’s health. She said it was deteriorating less rapidly than it had been—which was the most anyone could hope for. After that, she set about doing her job and I headed into the study to find out just how bad the website article the paparazzo at the airport had mentioned was. 
 
   Only seconds after I’d clicked to load the website I saw how bad it was, but despite that I felt nothing but relief. The article painted me as a monster unable to control my temper, but I didn’t care because there were no photos of Phoebe. It made me think Alyssa was right—they’d been told to target me. It was clear they were still trying to paint me in a negative light, and showing happy snaps of the family man I’d become wouldn’t do that. It made me more certain than ever that there was something more behind it. 
 
   It was good and bad because it meant it would likely continue until I took Paige up on her offer. Or found some way to prove that she was behind the article. 
 
   If only I knew how to do that. 
 
   The need to figure out who was trying to ruin my life was strong. If it was Paige Wood, as I suspected, I needed a way to gather some evidence to prove it. Despite that, I decided to follow Alyssa’s advice. I opened up the job search website and started scrolling through jobs in the area. 
 
   Three pages in, I still had no idea what exactly I wanted to do. No, I knew what I wanted—to race—but it was impossible. I grabbed my phone and texted some of the drivers who’d left messages about my dismissal from Sinclair Racing. I didn’t say much, but quietly put my feelers to the ground for information about any roles available with their teams. 
 
   Once I’d done that, I returned to the list of jobs on my screen. Accountant. Lawyer. Panel beater. Data entry. Apprentice chef. Dish-hand. Everything either required a trade and experience, or sounded as boring as bat shit. It wasn’t that I expected to come in at the top, just that nothing grabbed my attention. I was just contemplating giving up and getting off the computer to look for something for dinner when my phone rang. 
 
   It was Alyssa. 
 
   “Dec, they’ve done it again.” 
 
   “Who’s done what?” 
 
   “There’s a new article about you up at Gossip Weekly Online.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I said, letting her know I’d already seen it. “That fucking pap yesterday sure made me look like a violent arsehole.” 
 
   “No, Dec. A new, new one. It seems someone is determined to keep you in front of the public, and maybe drive a wedge between us.” 
 
   Fuck. I reopened the website. It loaded instantly and on the front page was a picture of Christina unlocking my front door. The headline screamed about cats being away and mice playing. 
 
   “Just hours after his love child and her mother left his luxury home, Declan Reede was spotted entertaining a mystery guest.” 
 
   I couldn’t read any more. “Fuck.” 
 
   “What’s going on?” Alyssa asked. Her voice didn’t seem to hold any suspicion or doubt, so I didn’t think the question was about the article, but I couldn’t be certain. I didn’t want to lose her over something as stupid as a fucking employee though. 
 
   “That’s Christina, she’s my housekeeper. Nothing—” 
 
   “I don’t mean that. I mean why are they doing this? Why put up those pictures, and yet leave me and Phoebe alone? What’s the game?” 
 
   I told her about my suspicion that it was all part of a plan to make me a villain. The words Paige had said to me on the phone played in my mind. That it was all about the spin. I wondered whether that was the plan—make me look as bad as possible and then use my family in an attempt to improve my image just as fast. Was that the reason the paparazzi had so far avoided the shots I had thought would’ve been the most valuable? Was that why I had such a small but seemingly dedicated group of paps following me? 
 
   Or maybe I was just being paranoid.
 
   One thing was clear—I had to get to the bottom of it. And to do that, I had to figure out who the fuck T was and why her paps were following me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TEN: CABIN FEVER
 
   
 
 
   
I PACED THE length of my living room. With each day I faced alone, I grew a little bit crazier. 
 
   The qualifying session for the Bahrain race played on my TV in the background but it wasn’t doing much to calm or even distract me. Somehow, the weekend had already arrived and I felt like I was trapped in my own home. Technically I could go out. But where. And why? 
 
   I’d tried calling Alyssa, but she wasn’t answering. I was stuck alone and unless I wanted to go outside and invite the handful of paparazzi doing a rotating shift in front of my house in for dinner, I had no one to entertain me. 
 
   Morgan’s name on the TV drew my attention momentarily as he claimed the fastest lap of the session. My lips curled up in celebration before falling again as Hunter’s car, decked out in the Wood Racing livery, flashed onto the screen, showing he was faster in the splits. I wondered whether the fact that he was nearing the end of his last season with Wood Racing would give him more or less incentive to win. 
 
   “Fucker!”
 
   My pacing started again, heading from one end of the lounge to the other. As it did, the words of my finance broker played over and over in my mind. With my current expenses, I would probably have enough in liquid savings to last until Christmas, maybe the end of January. 
 
   Cashing out my longer-term investments would maybe get me another twelve months, even with getting rid of the cost of having Christina clean my house. After that, I was fucked unless I could get some income coming in. An income greater than I could earn flipping patties at the local burger joint. I had no idea how I was going to do it, especially when the costs of two extra people were factored in. 
 
   Why had I been so reckless with my money? All of the nights where I’d dropped a grand at the casino, a few hundred at a strip club, or God only knew how much in the VIP room of a nightclub. All of those stupid nights out that I could barely remember because of the free-flowing alcohol. If I’d stayed home for even half of them, I could have had enough money to last another few months. To go from not having to worry about what money was coming in because it was always more than I spent to having nothing was an adjustment I wasn’t sure I could make. 
 
   The clawing sensation of icy fingers at my throat grew as I looped around in front of the couch again. My chest tightened and my breaths grew shorter—each breath shallower than the last. My fingers clenched and unclenched as my steps grew longer and faster, so each lap of the room took less time. The walls closed in on me and the sound from the TV seemed to come through a tunnel. 
 
   My throat ached, screaming for the delicious burn that only a shot could bring. I tried to roll my tongue around my mouth, but it felt sticky and swollen. As if it were three sizes too big and couldn’t fit behind my teeth any longer. 
 
   On my next loop, I stumbled. My feet were moving too fast and I couldn’t control them. The ceiling pressed downward and I fell to my knees to sink away from it. Curling into a ball, I gasped for air. It was too much. 
 
   I needed . . . something. 
 
   I needed Alyssa. Only, she was a thousand Ks away.
 
   Without her, only one thing could get me through. I needed a fucking drink.
 
   Forcing myself to my feet, I staggered into the hall even as I gasped for air. I leaned against the wall and tried to catch my breath. When I reached the side table, I grabbed my Monaro keys and headed out to the garage. 
 
   I needed to get out of the house. There was a bottle-o up the road where I could find what I needed. 
 
   With my breath coming in sharp, painful pants, I forced myself to move to my car. After I climbed into the driver seat, I shoved the key in the ignition and pushed the button to lift the garage door. 
 
   Two seconds after the purr of the engine echoed around me, the radio kicked into life. 
 
   Blaring from the speakers was a CD we’d listened to on the way to the airport and that Alyssa had forgotten. A fucking CD full of stupid Aussie nursery rhymes and songs that Phoebe loved.
 
   The icy claws of panic that had held my heart in a vice grip only seconds earlier disappeared at the sound of the beginning bars of “Teddy Bear’s Picnic.” A peal of laughter burst from me. Even though she was almost a thousand Ks away, Phoebe could warm my heart. I flicked the car into reverse as a plan for the rest of the day doing came into my mind. Instead of drowning myself in the bottom of a bottle of whiskey, I’d get started on a new project. After all, I’d promised my little girl I’d paint her room.
 
   On the way to the hardware store I thought about the fact that I’d have to mention the renewed panic attack to Dr. Henrikson. My meeting with him the day before had been relatively uneventful. There was an initial layer of awkwardness being face-to-face with him again. Of being able to see his reactions to my admissions rather than making them into the impersonal speaker of a phone. 
 
   Despite that, we hadn’t really covered too much that we hadn’t spoken about earlier. He once again expressed concern that Alyssa and I were perhaps moving things too fast with her moving into my house, but he countered the statement with his delight that her influence on me was so positive. 
 
   By the end of the session, we’d done little more than set a structure in place that would allow my continued visits for as little money as possible. After he’d finished laying out his plans, I almost had to take back all the cracks I’d made over the years about him being opportunistic. They were true at the time, and if I was still raking in the big bucks he probably still would have charged top dollar. But with my chips down, he showed he did care about more than just the bucks in his bank account. 
 
   I wondered what he’d have thought about my little project to paint Phoebe’s room. No doubt he’d have some warning about how dangerous it was to make big life decisions in a time of crisis, but fuck him. Paint colours were hardly life-altering, and if it made Phoebe’s life that little more comfortable when she returned to our house, that was all that mattered. 
 
   An hour later, I returned home with all the essentials to paint and redecorate her room, including tins of paint the precise shade of purple that Phoebe had selected on the computer, rollers, and drop sheets.
 
   Walking past the TV I’d left on in my haste to get out the door, I saw that Morgan had claimed pole over that fucker Hunter, which put a smile on my face. Sometimes good things did happen. 
 
   The rest of the afternoon was a meld of physical labour and painting. First I stripped the bedroom out, then I laid the drop sheets. As I used the rollers to paint the walls, I discovered I had no idea what I was really doing. The paint went in every direction, coating some areas darker than others. Even though it threatened to overwhelm me, I took a deep breath and started again. 
 
   I was halfway through my second coat when I wondered whether maybe I should paint the whole house. Maybe it would get rid of the ghosts of the past. Before I could get that far, I shut down the idea. One thing was clear: I had too much time on my hands. Before long, I’d be tearing down the walls just for the sake of it.
 
   
 
 
   
“HEY, DEC.” Alyssa’s voice was a welcome change from the monotony of silence I’d been surrounded with all day. “You want to see me and Phoebe again as soon as possible, right?” 
 
   Her voice was ringing with excitement—she was planning something. “Uh, yeah.”
 
   “Are you free next weekend?”
 
   “Unless a job miraculously falls into my lap, I’ll be free for the rest of my fucking life. Why?” 
 
   “Well, Flynn came over for dinner tonight—” 
 
   I clenched my jaw at the mention of his name. Even though I’d agreed to try with him for Alyssa’s sake, that didn’t mean I had to like the smug arsehole, or the way he spoke to me. He always seemed so fucking happy about my misery that it wouldn’t have surprised me if he was laughing it up big time after the Gossip Weekly article and subsequent online stories. Fucker probably thought it was all my just desserts or something. 
 
   “—and he had a really good idea.” 
 
   “Uh huh.” I couldn’t manage to form any other words or I risked saying something I’d regret. 
 
   “He suggested we have a mini-break. Just you and me.”
 
   I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right, but it didn’t seem like she needed a response from me anyway. 
 
   “He thought it could be a good chance to get everything out in the open. You know, a weekend where nothing is off limits. Where every question we ask each other has to be answered, regardless of how bad the answer might be.” 
 
   Fucker! There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he was trying to set me up for a fall. And what about Phoebe? Where the fuck was she supposed to go while we had this weekend away?
 
   “And the more I think about it, the more I think it’s a great idea.” 
 
   “Where?” It wasn’t what I wanted to ask, but I wasn’t sure what else I could say. Even though I wanted to say no, I couldn’t. If I argued against it, she’d only think I had something to hide. Even though the words, “Fuck Flynn and his fucking idea,” were on the tip of my tongue, I couldn’t let them go. 
 
   After all, Dr. Henrikson had made a similar, albeit less outright, suggestion. In my session, he’d advocated getting everything between Alyssa and me out in the open. Especially with the paparazzi breathing down my neck, seemingly desperate for a scandal. At least if Alyssa knew everything, anything they dug up that could threaten the happiness we had would be meaningless. Or at least, she’d be aware of it long before it could become an issue. On the doc’s advice, I’d already decided I was going to share any details she wanted, but I’d hoped it would be at our own pace and not all at once. And certainly not to a timeframe dictated by her fucking friend.
 
   Obviously my discomfort over the idea was evident in my question because when Alyssa answered, it was with less confidence than before. “We don’t have to do it. I mean, if you don’t want to, I’m not going to force you to. It has to be something we both agree on or it’ll be pointless anyway.” 
 
   “It’s okay. It might be good for us.” My jaw was still tightly clenched so I had to force the words out between my teeth. 
 
   “Can you pick us up at the airport on Friday and drop us back the next Monday?” 
 
   “Airport?” 
 
   “Yeah, I, uh, I’ve already booked a weekend up at a motel near Bondi. It was a last-minute special and I . . . well, I really think it’s worth us going there for our weekend of truth. I mean, I booked it hoping you would agree, but figured the deal was worth it even if I just had to use it for some time away. I could take Mum and Phoebe for a girls’ weekend or something instead, if you’d rather.” 
 
   There was no way Alyssa was going to come to Sydney and not spend time with me. “No, it’s okay. I can pick you up.” 
 
   “Great. Mum’s going to come with me to watch Phoebe for the night. Did you want her to book a hotel?” 
 
   A weekend of letting Alyssa sort through my dirty past and having to see Ruth again for the first time since the magazine shit went down. Fucking great. 
 
   “Dec?” 
 
   A silent sigh slipped from my lips. “No, of course not. She can stay here. Hopefully Phoebe will be a little more comfortable than if she’s at a hotel.” 
 
   I found out all the details before disconnecting the call. The excitement that overtook her voice for the rest of the conversation almost made everything I’d agreed to worth it. Almost. 
 
   Placing my phone down on the counter, I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer for strength. And for Alyssa. There was so much I needed to tell her, and I could only hope my demons wouldn’t chase her away. 
 
   As if to stave away the panic, the memory of the ring I’d purchased before our do-over date at the Suncrest Hotel flittered through my mind. Needing to have it in my hands again, to confirm that I was doing the right thing—that we were heading in the right direction—I headed straight to my bedroom. Digging through the top drawer of my dresser, I shoved aside my boxers and stray socks to find the little velvet box I’d hidden there shortly after Alyssa arrived on my doorstep. 
 
   Flicking open the black lid, I looked at the ring. The diamond was bigger than I remembered. I was fucking grateful I’d purchased it before I’d lost my job or I never would have splashed out on something so extravagant.
 
   I gently plucked the white gold ring from the stand inside the box and held it between my fingers. It was the perfect ring for Alyssa. Slender enough to be feminine, but still packed with enough diamonds to shine like her inner beauty. The one-carat princess-cut diamond in the centre was set in a twist at a forty-five degree angle to the rest of the stones. I’d picked that setting because the rotation of the main stone represented the twists we’d faced on our way back to each other. 
 
   Cradling the ring between my fingers, the words Alyssa had spoken the night before she’d left Sydney floated back to me. Of wanting to chase away the ghosts and exorcise the demons from my past. That’s what the weekend was about. If we were strong, the weekend would purely be a continuation of that process. My cock grew hard at the thought, because it would be two days and a night of nothing but Alyssa. 
 
   Besides, she knew most of the shit, and she was still there for me. Still willing to give me her trust despite the campaign Gossip Weekly seemed to be running against me. 
 
   I drew a deep breath, and forced away the negative thoughts. The positives were growing. Day by day they were gaining strength. I needed to focus on them, that was all. It was easier with Alyssa at my side, but it wasn’t impossible to do it alone. After all, I’d done what I’d set out to do: I’d regained her trust. I’d earned it back despite the odds and the shit we’d faced since. 
 
   For a moment, I debated giving Alyssa the ring over the weekend, but it didn’t feel right. The process was supposed to be about getting everything out into the open. Even if there was a positive outcome, the admissions I would make weren’t the sort of things I wanted to associate with the day I asked her to be mine forever. 
 
   With one more glance at the ring, I put it back in its box. One day, when the time was right, I would offer it to her. In the meantime, all I could offer was my love. That would be enough; it had to be. It was all she’d asked for, after all. 
 
   As the positives that could come from the weekend solidified in my mind, I felt the stress rush from my body. Alyssa trusted me. She loved me. Those truths were all I needed. All I ever would need. I thought back to the moment Ruth had told me she’d left and wanted to laugh at myself for thinking she could be going anywhere but back to my side. How could I ever have doubted her? How could I have thought she’d leave over something as stupid as a few photos and a bunch of bullshit?
 
   I slid the drawer shut and tried to think of something else I could do to distract myself until she came back to me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER ELEVEN: ON TRACK
 
   
 
 
   
SUNDAY, I WOKE up to an empty bed and a nightmare that everything I’d experienced had been nothing more than a dream. The thought left me hollow. Empty. My heart raced and my head throbbed as the possibility bounced around my body. 
 
   No! Fuck that. 
 
   It had to be real. It was too perfect and at the same time too fucked-up for it not to be. 
 
   I went to roll over to where Alyssa had slept, to see if the pillow still smelled like the lingering scent of her coconut skin cream, but stopped short. I couldn’t move. It hurt too much. At first, it was the proof my mind needed that it’d all been a fantasy. Maybe I was really in a hospital bed in a coma after the last time I’d hit a wall in my V8. 
 
   Then it occurred to me that it was the wrong type of pain for that to be true. It wasn’t the sharp agony of broken bone and torn tissue, but rather a slow, rolling ache. My whole body was stiff and sore. It ached from being overused after too many days of not enough use. I was out of shape. Sure, my muscles were as defined as ever, but clearly I hadn’t used them enough. The more I woke, the more I understood the pain was proof of everything that I’d shared with Phoebe and Alyssa. It was my arms and shoulders that hurt the most, the ache of holding the roller for too long the day before. 
 
   The painting hadn’t felt particularly difficult at the time, but it had obviously worked muscles I hadn’t used in a while. It fuelled my desire to spend the day working out in my gym. Maybe I wasn’t driving anymore, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t keep myself fit, and other than the heavy bedroom sessions Alyssa and I had shared, I’d hardly been keeping up my fitness. 
 
   With nothing better to do, I climbed out of bed and headed to the treadmill. Hopefully a workout on that would loosen up my stiff muscles. There was only one way I would have preferred to work myself out, but Alysa was too far away for that. 
 
   After I’d completely exhausted myself on the gym equipment, I headed back downstairs to watch the last race in Bahrain. 
 
   It was strange watching the sport, and the team I’d been such a big part of for so long, as nothing more than a spectator again. With each lap, I shifted closer to the edge of the couch, until I was barely resting more than an arse-cheek on the suede as I watched Morgan and Hunter race practically door-to-door around most of the track. Red and blue dancing over the track, the way the fans loved it. The rivalry between them was as strong as ever. 
 
   “Are you fucking blind?” I shouted at the track officials as Hunter dived in front of Morgan, cutting him off in a barely legal move. He braked late, cut the corners too hard, and rode the chicanes. They were the actions of a lunatic, someone who gave less than zero shits about the car, the team, or the other drivers. 
 
   Along the next straight, Morgan caught him again. Sinclair had the power, even if Hunter had the crazy. My heart was in my throat as I said a thousand silent prayers for Morgan to get up. The championship was so fucking close; a win for Hunter could put him in the lead. My DNF at Bathurst had set Morgan back, but thankfully because I’d taken Hunter out too, he hadn’t gained any ground. Instead, Andersen, the driver in third, had crept up on both of them. Despite everything, I wanted Morgan and Sinclair Racing to win that championship. I felt like Sinclair retaining the championship would in some small way keep me connected to the team—even if I wasn’t part of that team anymore. 
 
   The rest of the race was nail-bitingly close and I watched most of it from the edge of the couch. Each time it looked like Hunter was sure to gain a position on Morgan, Morgan managed to pull out a minor miracle. When an incident further back on the track caused a safety car and the leaders came in for their final pit stop, the Sinclair team showed why they were the best on the track, beating every other team’s time by a good half second. The flurry of activity around the car in the seconds Morgan was in the pits made me miss the race almost as much as watching him loop around the track did.
 
   I counted the seconds while they were filling the fuel and worked out roughly how many litres they must have put in. It didn’t seem quite enough, which meant Morgan must have had a little in reserve already. I could only hope he’d make it. Strategies that they might be running ran through my mind. The sport was part of me. The thrum of the engines echoed in the beat of my heart. Fuck, I missed being out there. How had I sat and passively watched it for so many years? How could I sit on my arse and not be in a V8 for the rest of my life?
 
   I missed every aspect of racing; the camaraderie at the track, the feeling of being a part of something greater than myself. It was all stuff I’d taken for granted, stuff I’d ignored, but now I could see it all from the outside and knew just how much I’d lost. Alyssa had told me to check out some job search websites, but that wasn’t what I needed in the end. All it took was a day watching what I loved to know that the job I wanted was there. I didn’t care what I was doing, but I wanted to do something on a team. Something important. Something that meant something bigger than me. Just like I had for the last four years. 
 
   After watching Morgan claim the chequered flag, I turned off the TV and flicked Eden a text to congratulate her. Because of the time difference between Bahrain and Australia, the race wasn’t broadcast live, so I figured she would probably already be half-tanked celebrating, but it didn’t matter. At least she’d know I watched the race. Know I was happy for her, for Morgan, and even for Danny, despite what happened. 
 
   Five minutes later, my phone rang. 
 
   “I didn’t think you’d watch us,” Eden slurred down the line. She was more than half-cut. In fact, she was probably well on her way to shitfaced. The team must have retreated to one of the hotel rooms because drinking in public wasn’t exactly allowed. Especially not for an unmarried woman out with a bunch of blokes. 
 
   “Of course I watched it, Edie. I wanted to see Morg wipe the floor with that fucker, Hunter.”
 
   “Except next year, that arsehole Hunter Blake will be a Sinclair man and they’ll be teammates.” Eden held nothing back when it came to showing her distaste for the bloke who would be driving what should have been my car.
 
   I scoffed. “Maybe he’ll have the Sinclair colours on his car, but he’ll never be a Sinclair man. And Morg will still wipe the floor with his arse.” 
 
   “I know. I wish it was you still on the track. You may have been a manwhore and an arse, but at least you weren’t a lunatic.”
 
   I laughed. Eden always had an eloquent way of speaking the unfettered truth. “Thanks for the compliment.” 
 
   “How are you going, anyway?” she asked. It was clear she meant without Alyssa. 
 
   “Well, I haven’t started twisting the noose just yet.” 
 
   “That’s not funny, Declan. I’m worried about you.”
 
   “I know, Edie. I’m worried about me too. I have no idea what to do with myself now. I mean, ‘disgraced V8 driver’ hardly makes a winning resume when it’s the only thing on there.” 
 
   “Maybe you should take Wood’s offer?” 
 
   “I don’t even know if it’s still on the table. Even if it is though, I told you I don’t want to race for her.” 
 
   “Maybe another team will want you after the shuffle Hunter’s move will cause has settled down.” 
 
   “Maybe.” I wasn’t sure if she could hear the doubt in my voice, but I didn’t know that I wanted to race for another team. If I did, I’d always have the shit that went down with Danny hanging over my head. “I already know the team I really want to be with doesn’t want me though.” 
 
   “Well, if you’re not going to drive you should at least try to get into something around the track.” Alyssa had been right about Eden knowing what I could do. Not that I hadn’t already thought of it, but it was nice knowing that I was at least on the right track and someone else had faith I could slip into another role.
 
   “Maybe.” But what? “Why don’t you keep your ear to the ground? I know you know about these things long before they become public. Perhaps you can point me in the direction of someone willing to take a chance on someone who used to matter.” 
 
   “You still matter, Dec.”
 
   “You know what I mean.” I wanted to move the conversation on. Move it away from the uncomfortable topic of what I’d lost. “How’s Morg? He must be pretty stoked to have those extra championship points under his belt.” 
 
   The statement was enough to draw the conversation away from me, just like I knew it would. For the next twenty minutes, I heard everything about every corner of the race and had a pit-side play-by-play of the session. There was so much that I’d missed only being able to watch it on TV. One day, I’d get trackside again, even if I had to beg for Eden to issue me a pit pass for the day out of pity.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWELVE: CLEAN OUT
 
   
 
 
   
MONDAY CAME AND went in a blur. First I had my next face-to-face appointment with Dr. Henrikson, where we started to delve into greater depths of why I had been crashing, and he offered his own version of career advice. It didn’t clear anything up, but left me feeling like I could actually do anything I put my mind to. Near the end of the session, I told him about Alyssa’s planned weekend, and he was supportive of her suggestion. 
 
   A weekend where no question was off limits and where we would confront our past—our demons—with no one else around to interrupt. It was going to be hard, and with each minute that drew it closer, the realisation of what we’d really be doing struck me with more intensity than ever. We’d agreed to ask anything that was on our mind and in return we would tell each other exactly what we felt. I braced myself for a weekend of agony. The bittersweet agony that only Alyssa could deliver to me. I just hoped that nothing I admitted was bad enough for her to change her mind about our life together. 
 
   “You need to work these things out together,” the doc told me. “To plan a way to deal with issues as they arise. Ideally, I’d still like you to consider couples’ therapy, but for now keeping open and clear lines of communication will only help.” 
 
   Despite being put out by his continued push for couples’ counselling, it was the confirmation I needed that the weekend might not be a bad idea. After confirming my next appointment date—we’d decided to maximise my visits before the end of the year to get the most benefit out of the Medicare arrangements—I headed back to my car, flipping the bird to the now-familiar faces of the paparazzi as I went. I might have been trying to keep my nose clean, but that didn’t mean I needed to be a goddamned saint. 
 
   In a wave of vigour after I got home, I dismantled my whole study and rearranged it according to some article I found online about feng shui. Apparently the whole area was set up in a way that made wealth and prosperity flow out of the door. 
 
   Even though it had occurred to me that there were probably better things to spend my time on, my fear of what I could expect from the weekend struck me motionless. 
 
   While I tried to keep positive, I tried to prepare myself too. It was possible that once everything was laid bare, Alyssa might choose not to move in with me. She might decide I was just too fucked-up, that I’d screwed up too often. Regardless, I owed it to her to get everything out on the table. The thoughts that spun around my head were too confusing. Too reckless and dangerous. They risked rendering me totally immobile. 
 
   It was far better to distract myself with busy work and try to keep my mind off everything until it came time to pick her up. I couldn’t face the daily grind as worries about what questions Alyssa might have lurking danced around my head. What would she want to know? Would I be able to be completely honest? 
 
   Would she kick me out the instant she learned the truths buried in my past? 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Turning back to my tasks and away from the deadly thoughts, I swung my desk around to face the door. Once more I debated whether maybe it was worthwhile to take the ring, but I talked myself out of it. Did I really want our engagement tainted with my past if she said yes? Worse, what if she said no? What if the things I said turned a yes into a no? How would I be able to pretend everything was hunky-fucking-dory if that happened? 
 
   When I finished the office, I decided I might try to redo the whole house. It was only after I’d emptied out half the contents of the linen closet that I’d decided that maybe, just maybe, I’d gone stark raving mad purely because I was alone and had nothing better to do. I shoved everything back into the cupboard and moved back to my gym to do a couple of hours on the bike. 
 
   Around three in the afternoon, my mobile phone rang. The display showed a Brisbane number, but not one I was familiar with. 
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Hello, son.” 
 
   My teeth clenched and my lips curled up into a snarl at the sound of Dad’s voice. “What do you want?” 
 
   “Is that any way to speak to your father?” 
 
   “Father?” I snorted. “You haven’t been my fucking father since you decided it was more important to get your dick wet than look after your family. Your wife.”
 
   “Declan, that’s not fair. You don’t understand what it’s like to have your dreams snatched away from you. To live with the festering regret over decisions you made.” 
 
   His words turned my stomach. That was me he was talking about. I’d snatched his dreams away. Sure, he might have blamed Mum, but I was the cause of the regret that had festered until he believed he had no other choice but to cheat again and again. That thought made it hard to feel even remotely charitable toward him. 
 
   “Fuck off,” I said. “I know exactly how that feels. That’s been my life for the last four fucking years because of the doubt you forced into my fucking head. If you hadn’t had your own fucking head up your own fucking arse so much, you might have seen how much I suffered being away from Alyssa. How good we were together. You would have fucking tried to help us find a solution to our issues and told me about the twins. You would have been a fucking parent. I’ve lost my fucking racing career, and I’ll give you the hot tip: even though it sucks, it doesn’t suck half as much as having to say goodbye to Lys did.” 
 
   “I’m not going to get into an argument about this.” He sounded tired, but that didn’t make me feel sorry for him. 
 
   “Good, because there is no argument. There’s no way I’m willing to bend. Get to your point, ’cause I’ve got shit to do.” 
 
   “I need to know where your mother moved the money she stole from our bank account.” 
 
   I scoffed. “Good luck with that.” 
 
   “You’ll tell me, or I’ll get the police involved.” 
 
   If he wasn’t so pathetic, I would have laughed at the pointless threat. Mum was an authorised signatory on the account so she hadn’t legally done anything wrong. “What does it matter? It’s not like you don’t have other money.” 
 
   “That’s not the point.” 
 
   “Of course it is. You’ve spent years donating all your money to your little whore, buying her houses and financing whatever fucking lifestyle the two of you have been living, and Mum’s been at home managing the rest of the finances. Anything she saved up in that account is rightfully hers.” 
 
   “I need that money.” 
 
   “Why? It’s not like you don’t earn enough at the bank.” 
 
   There was silence on the other end that said more than his words ever could. 
 
   “Unless you lost your job, of course,” I taunted. A smile danced on my lips at the thought that he’d been served his just desserts. 
 
   Again the silence was deafening. 
 
   “Let me guess . . . your bosses found out you were porking your secretary and weren’t impressed?” 
 
   “That article you inspired has caused me nothing but grief.” 
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s the price you pay for letting your little whore open her mouth to try to ruin me, isn’t it?” The justice in the situation settled over me like a comfortable blanket. 
 
   “If you’d just stopped and listened to me, she wouldn’t have been forced to resort to those measures. I would never have allowed her to speak to that reporter.” 
 
   “Allowed?” I scoffed. “I knew Hayley in school and I doubt she would have stopped just because you asked her to. She saw her chance at her fifteen minutes of fame and took it. I doubt you could have talked her out of it.”
 
   “If you hadn’t attacked us, she never would have—”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding?” I snapped to shut him up. “Stop blaming everyone else for your fuck-ups.” It was something I’d done for so long, and now I could see I’d learned it from the best. Only, I was trying to get better where he just wanted to keep on fucking up. “You have to own them or you’ll never be able to move on.” 
 
   “Don’t you dare try to give me advice! You’re nothing more than a boy!” 
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m a boy who’s hanging up on your arse. Don’t call me again, or I’ll get the police involved.” 
 
   My hands shook as I pressed the End Call button. For so many years, I’d idolised my father. I’d looked up to him and wanted to fulfil my dream of racing so that he could live his dream too, albeit vicariously through me. Now I could see I’d lived in the shadow of his regret all my life, and the bastard had let me. In fact, he’d revelled it in, letting me worship him as a fucking hero. 
 
   Fuck him. 
 
   Fuck him and fuck his mistress. They could have each other. They fucking deserved each other. They could live in their twisted world where everything was everyone else’s fault. Their eventual self-destruction seemed almost inevitable.
 
   If only there was some way I could truly make them pay. Them and everyone else who was involved in the article that had cost me so much. That had stolen my job, and could have easily cost me Alyssa and Phoebe as well. At least karma was coming to get Dad and Hayley. I’d just have to give it a helping hand with Blake and Darcy Cooper, Paige Wood, and T—whoever the fuck she was. 
 
   Driven by the need to do something, I booted up my computer and loaded up the Gossip Weekly Online website. Thankfully, because I’d stayed locked away, I’d given the paps out the front of my house nothing to use, so I was no longer on the home page. Now, the top story was about Australia’s soapie princess, Katie Medler, shacking up with some fucking Yank singer. Why the public needed to know the details of her sex life was fucking beyond me. Ignoring the current stories, I searched for my name on the site. 
 
   In addition to the articles I’d expected: the one with Christina, the “attack” from the beach, the teaser to the eight-page scandal in the printed magazine, and details of the almost-threesome in the nightclub with Tillie and her girlfriend, there were at least thirty other articles. Many were from days and nights I’d rather forget. Times I’d have to tell Alyssa about on our weekend. 
 
   Forcing the memories from my mind, I focused on the latest scandals, trying to get any information I could about the elusive T who was making my life hell. The last three articles on me, from the nightclub onward, all had the same byline credit: By: Miss M. (Photos by W.T. Entertainment). 
 
   Following the lead, I searched W.T. Entertainment, but when I got to their website it was just bare bones. There were no details about who T might be, just a series of photos of various celebrities they’d hunted. Photos of me from the beginning of my career right up to date were splashed around the page together with some of Morgan, Hunter Blake, and a few of the other drivers. Intermixed with the ProV8 drivers were a number of traditional TV and radio celebrities. 
 
   One thing was clear: this W.T. Entertainment seemed to have a heavier focus on the ProV8 series than any normal paparazzi group would. There was a connection there, somewhere just out of my grasp. Once I found that connection, I’d know why T was in league with Paige Wood and how to deal with them both for trying to ruin me. 
 
   My heart leapt into my throat as a potential lead crossed my mind. There was a woman with a name starting with T who popped up far too regularly to be a mere coincidence. 
 
   My mind wandered back to the night in the club, and the magazine cover that followed. My face was clear in all of the photos, but the faces of my two female accomplices had been obscured. At the time, I’d thought nothing of it because, although they were in the VIP room, I hadn’t recognised them. I’d assumed that, unlike me, their faces weren’t going to sell any magazines. It had never once crossed my mind that they’d been blurred because of who they were. 
 
   Could Tillie from the club be T? 
 
   My mouth went dry at the thought. I had no idea how to even start looking to confirm my suspicion or where I could turn for more information. Hadn’t she told Alyssa she was in publishing?
 
   I was focused on the computer, scrolling through a number of websites trying to get ownership or employee information for W.T. Entertainment, when my phone rang. It yanked me from my search and sent my heart racing for a second until I placed the noise. 
 
   When Alyssa’s voice greeted me, I couldn’t help myself. 
 
   The possibility of T’s identity came flooding from me. Before I’d thought the words through, everything spilled from my mouth. The fact that she was at the club when the photographer captured that moment. The fact that she was miraculously at the airport on my way home. Her appearance at the benefit—and the fact that she’d had plenty of opportunity to spike my drink, either over dinner or when she came to get me to sign her T-shirt. I paced around my living room as I spoke, unable to keep still with the nerves coursing through my body over the fact that I might have a lead. 
 
   For a moment, Alyssa was quiet. The silence seemed more deathly than shocked as her breathing sped. 
 
   “Lys?” I asked, wondering what the fuck could be wrong. Was it the realisation that we might have both been played?
 
   When she finally spoke, her voice was tight. Controlled. As if she were trying to stop her tears. “She was one of the girls from the nightclub?” 
 
   Fuck! It’d completely slipped my mind that I hadn’t told Alyssa the full details of the history between Tillie and me. I couldn’t answer her, mostly because I didn’t know what words would make it better, but I had no doubt my silence spoke volumes. 
 
   “You let me sit there and talk to her like a friend when both of you were well aware that there was stuff going on I didn’t know about? Did it even cross your mind to mention it to me, considering what happened at that event?” 
 
   “How exactly was I supposed to mention it? Lys, this is Tillie. She and her girlfriend nearly shagged me rotten in a nightclub, and then she tried to suck my cock at Heathrow airport. Really? How could I have told you that? How would that have gone down at the charity event?”
 
   “You could have found some way to let me know.” 
 
   I closed my eyes while I clenched and unclenched my free hand. God, I needed a drink, but I still didn’t have anything in the house. “I know. I should have. I just didn’t think. She tried to crack onto me during the fundraiser too, but I told her that I was a one-woman man.” 
 
   “You have to understand, Dec.”
 
   “Understand what? Help me here, Lys, because more than anything I don’t want to fuck this up—fuck us up—but you need to help me.” I moved and sat at the dining table. With my free hand, I spun one of the coasters on its corner. 
 
   “Photos of you around random women I can deal with. I know you’re not living in some bubble where you’ll only ever interact with men. But real history, actual people you’ve screwed or come close to screwing, that can’t be swept away. I have to know about those.”
 
   I slapped my hand down on the coaster, stopping the spin. “But—” 
 
   “No, Dec. No buts. I have an issue making small talk with someone else who’s seen your dick, and I don’t think that’s unreasonable.”
 
   It would be impossible for me to tell her all of the people I’d slept with because the list was too long. I was smart enough not to mention that fact at that precise time though. “If it comes up again, I promise I’ll let you know.” 
 
   “Is it likely to come up again?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe. God knows I wasn’t a fucking saint without you in my life, Lys. You know that as well as I do. But that’s changed now. I’ve got a case of blue balls like you wouldn’t believe because of how badly I need you.” 
 
   A quiet chuckle echoed down the line. It’d clearly slipped out in spite of her anger because it stopped as soon as it had started. 
 
   “That’s what this weekend is about anyway, isn’t it? Get it all out in the open. Although, I don’t think I’ll be able to give dates and times or names and addresses.” 
 
   “I don’t want a play-by-play, Dec. God knows I don’t need that. I just need to know if the mouth forming words in a conversation with me is one that’s been on your cock.” 
 
   “Maybe we need a code word. Like a safe word. Something I can use whenever we’re near anyone I’ve slept with.” 
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “How about regret?” 
 
   She was silent, but I didn’t know if it was because she was upset or thinking. 
 
   “I’ll work that word into the introduction and then you’ll know.” 
 
   “That might work.” 
 
   “We’ll make it work. I can’t change the past, Lys, but I can change the future. And I can learn from my mistakes.” 
 
   “I know that you’re trying. It just caught me by surprise. I mean, she’s just . . . I don’t know, the complete opposite of me.”
 
   I played with the coaster in front of me again, concentrating on that rather than the words that were about to leave me. “That was kinda the point.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   There was a moment between us that was entirely awkward in a way things hadn’t really been on the phone before. 
 
   “Do you know any way to do a search to see if my suspicion is right?” I asked, trying to break the silence and lead the conversation away from the specifics of past conversations with Tillie and onto more proactive focuses. 
 
   “There might be a few. Let me look into it for you.” 
 
   I thanked her and then we started chatting about Phoebe’s day. It was too late to talk to my little girl, because she was already in bed, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to know about the things she’d done. After a little more conversation with Alyssa, I confirmed some firmer plans for the weekend before we said our goodbyes. When we did, she dropped the bombshell that she’d be working for the rest of the week so our calls would be very limited. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: COINCIDENCE
 
   
 
 
   
SOMEHOW, I MANAGED to make it through to Thursday without tearing down any walls in the house. I’d even managed to go grocery shopping at one point without completely losing my mind. My meals since Alyssa had left might have consisted of the same three dishes she’d cooked in her time in Sydney, and had shown me how to make in the process, but at least I was eating something more than just vegemite toast and takeaway for every meal. 
 
   Better yet, the number of cars parked out in front of my house waiting for the hint of a scandal had shrunk to just one lone photographer—the same one who’d baited me at the beach. I didn’t know where the others had fucked off to, but I didn’t really give a shit either. They were off my case, and that was enough for me. The one guy left had to have been bored out of his fucking mind considering I’d only left the house twice in almost a week. 
 
   Around two in the afternoon, while Christina was busy cleaning the messes I’d left throughout the house in my demolition phase, the phone rang. Since I’d decided to use her presence as an excuse to lock myself away in my gym, I was a little over thirty minutes into my run and more ready for a break. I hopped onto the sides of the treadmill while the mat kept spinning at a little over ten kilometres an hour. Blowing out a breath, and sucking down a drink, I took a second to recover from my workout before jabbing at the button to stop the treadmill.
 
   The phone had stopped ringing before I got to it, but when I saw Eden’s name as the missed call, I waited for her return call. She never called just once and gave up. It was more her style to try two or three times before resigning herself to the fact that she’d have to wait for a call back—usually after leaving some smart-arsed voicemail. 
 
   While I waited, I grabbed my towel and patted down my shoulders. With the summer heat setting in early and November storms, my house was like a sauna. Normally I would have run the air con to keep it cool, but with my money growing tighter and tighter every day, it felt far too indulgent to have it running for just me. Instead, I was just making my exercise routine as clothing optional as possible, and had spent most of the day in little more than a pair of gym shorts. 
 
   Barely a minute had gone by before my screen lit up as Eden rang again. 
 
   “Be ready at six, I’m taking you out for dinner.” She hadn’t even said hello. At least nothing had changed between us despite everything that had gone down. 
 
   “Well obviously you’re home then,” I said. 
 
   “Yep. Flew in last night, and now I wanna meet up. There’s some stuff I need to talk to you about.” 
 
   “Okay.” There were some things I needed to discuss with her too, but I wasn’t sure whether her statement should excite or scare me. 
 
   “See you tonight then.” She hung up the phone before I could ask for more information. 
 
   Knowing the worst thing I could do was linger on the possible reasons for the call, I turned back around and jumped on the treadmill again. Maybe I was spending too much time on that and my bike in the last few days, but focusing on getting my technique right, on keeping my feet in the right place and getting the most out of my workouts was a good distraction and kept my monsters at bay. For a few moments at a time at least.
 
   A little over two hours later, I was dressed in a button-down shirt and black slacks. I had no idea whether Eden was taking me somewhere formal or out to the local KFC, so I wanted to be ready for either. It was a little before six when she knocked on the door. 
 
   “Ready to go?” she asked. “Or do you need a few more minutes to fix your make-up?”
 
   “Fuck off, Edie. I don’t have to spend time with you, you know.” 
 
   “Who else have you got to keep you company? And I don’t want to hear about Mrs. Palmer and her five daughters all wrapped around your cock all night long.” 
 
   “Yeah, because all I’ve been doing since Lys left is masturbating furiously.” I held up my hand, palm facing her, before spinning it around and dropping the right fingers to flip her the bird. “Seriously, why are we friends again?”
 
   “Because you love me?” She fluttered her eyes and made kissy noises. 
 
   “I wouldn’t be too confident about that.” 
 
   “Because I’m the only one who puts up with your shit?” 
 
   The amusement that had been growing with our banter released in a chuckle. “That’s probably closer to the truth.”
 
   “Although Lys puts up with it too.” 
 
   “Yeah, but Lys gets other benefits.” I waggled my brow at her and clutched my crotch. 
 
   “Fuck off, Reede, you’re a dirty manwhore.” 
 
   “Only for one woman.” 
 
   “Get in the car and you can tell me all about your undying love on the way.” 
 
   We ended up going to Il Riscatto, a little Italian restaurant about forty minutes from my house. 
 
   When we arrived, I half expected Morgan to be there to meet us. “Where’s Morg?” 
 
   Eden grimaced. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “He’s being a little precious about the whole thing.” 
 
   “About what exactly?”
 
   She sighed and rolled her eyes. “About you. Things are a little tense around Sinclair at the moment. There are two firm camps; those who want you back and those glad you’re gone.” 
 
   “So Morgan isn’t going to be my friend anymore because some fuckers have said he shouldn’t? What is this, the fucking third grade?” 
 
   “No. It’s not like that exactly.” 
 
   “Well, then what’s it like exactly?” 
 
   “Morg’s so close to claiming the championship. Even with the Bathurst crash, he’s clinging on to it by the skin of his teeth. Right now, the last thing he needs is any controversy around him distracting him from the last few races.”
 
   “And I’m controversial.” 
 
   She shrugged. “At the moment you are. You know Morg doesn’t want this. Obviously he’s hanging for a boys’ night out. He just wants to wait until he can do it properly without the paparazzi hanging around and without worrying about any issues around work.” She indicated out the window, where the lone pap who was still following me around stood with his camera in hand. He gave a twisted smile and little wave. The fucker didn’t even bother to try to hide anymore. 
 
   “And what about you? Why are you here then?” 
 
   “Well, for starters, I don’t give a shit what the press says about me. For second, I’m already tangled up in all this crap, so it doesn’t make sense for me to keep my distance. It’ll only make us look guilty.” 
 
   “Except it could fuel rumours that we really are an item.” 
 
   “Ha! If they are going to think that anyway, we should give them something to really froth at the mouth about.” She grabbed my face in her hands, leaned across the table, and planted a kiss on my lips. I recoiled in shock as she fell back into her chair, laughing. “Seriously, if anyone can think there’s anything going on between us, they need their head read. Besides, you, me, Alyssa, and Morgan all know the truth so fuck the rest of them.”
 
   “Fuck the rest of them? Very philosophical.” 
 
   She held up her hands and gave an exaggerated shrug. “What can I say? I’m a freaking thinker.”
 
   “A regular fucking Plato.”
 
   She flipped me the bird but laughed as she did. 
 
   After we’d eaten, I was ready to leave to go home and give Alyssa a call before she headed to bed after her shift at work. Before I could make it that far though, Eden gave me a quick sideways glance and then gasped. “Danny? What are you doing here?” 
 
   “What have you done?” I mouthed to her. 
 
   A sly smile tipped up her lips and she gave a far too innocent shrug as she moved around me to greet him. “I didn’t know your reservations were for tonight.” 
 
   Bullshit. With my heart beating against my chest at a few thousand RPM, I spun around in the direction she was headed. He already had Eden in a warm embrace, dropping away when he saw me. 
 
   “Declan,” he said with a curt nod. His voice was tight. Restrained. 
 
   My jaw ached with pressure as I shot daggers at Eden. I’d thought her impromptu dinner was a gesture of friendship, not her being an interfering cow. My tone matched his as I nodded in reply. “Danny.” 
 
   Hazel, Danny’s wife, gave me a polite smile that lacked all of the warmth she’d shown in the years I’d been with the team. I bit the inside of my cheeks at the sight. 
 
   It was just further evidence of how badly I’d screwed up everything with my surrogate family. As if I’d needed more. 
 
   “I need to go powder my nose,” Eden announced. “Hazel, would you care to join me?” 
 
   Danny gave Eden a look of betrayal that echoed my own, but then his gaze met mine and something in his eyes softened. He nodded to Hazel, who quietly slipped away at Eden’s side. 
 
   “It appears we’ve been set up,” Danny said as his gaze followed the pair toward the restrooms at the back of the restaurant. 
 
   “So it would seem.” My tone was as dead as my career. Even though I wanted nothing more than to prove that I was doing fine despite the way he’d shafted me, I couldn’t infuse my voice with warmth, or life, or anything. 
 
   “Care for a drink?” he asked. 
 
   “Not really.” 
 
   “I’m guessing Eden set this little stunt up to give you a chance to explain yourself. Do you really want to give up that opportunity?” 
 
   “Why should I explain myself to someone who is uninterested in listening?” 
 
   His fingers rubbed along his forehead and then he sighed. A moment later, he nodded toward the bar. “Come on. You might not want a drink, but I think I need one.”
 
   Even though I wanted to tell him to shove his drink up his fucking arse, I followed him to the bar. My gaze drifted back toward the restrooms, and I wondered how long Eden was going to keep me waiting. How long she was going to force me to make small talk with the guy who’d fired me less than two weeks earlier. 
 
   When we reached the bar, Danny waved over the bartender and ordered a drink. I just shook my head when I was offered again. My eyes were trained on the marble in front of me, following the intricate patterns and imperfections so that I had something to concentrate on other than Danny beside me. 
 
   “I heard a rumour you were offered a place at Wood,” he said, without trying for any small talk first. 
 
   Lifting my gaze from the marble to meet his, I shrugged and tried to play it nonchalantly. I feared that I was failing when I had to swallow down the lump in my throat.
 
   “I also heard you turned it down.”
 
   Not trusting myself to speak, I nodded.
 
   He leaned forward onto the bar, resting his weight on his forearms. “Why?”
 
   “Because I don’t want to race for just anyone.” Especially not a psycho who likely coordinated this whole thing.
 
   He raised his eyebrow.
 
   Spinning so that I could face the wide open space of the restaurant rather than the small corner the bar was in, I sighed before continuing. “There was always a reason I took the job with you. Why it was barely a consideration to sign the first contract you offered me. I wanted to race for Sinclair Racing long before you offered me a chance. As a kid, it wasn’t just about being behind the wheel of a ProV8. It was about being behind the wheel of a Sinclair car.” I lifted my face to the ceiling because it was hard for me to make my admission. Especially after everything that had happened since. “It was always the dream.”
 
   I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye and saw him nursing his drink, sloshing the contents around as he stared into the amber liquid. “I’m sorry for how things went down, son. It’s possible I was a little rash in my decisions. Eden tells me that things haven’t been easy for you in recent weeks.” 
 
   I scoffed. “That’s a fucking understatement.”
 
   He took a sip of his drink and then placed it back down on the bar. “She wouldn’t tell me why, though.” 
 
   It was clear he was fishing for more, but I didn’t owe him anything. Not only that, but if I got into all the details about Emmanuel and Phoebe, about Dad and Hayley, about all the things I’d discovered and faced in the last month, I would be demanding a drink of my own before long. 
 
   Probably a bottle of the stuff. 
 
   And if I started that, it wouldn’t end well. Not while I was alone. 
 
   “No offense, sir, but I don’t really want to talk about any of it with you.” 
 
   He twisted his hands up in a gesture that obviously meant he wasn’t going to press. Then he chuckled. “You would not believe how much Eden has been in my ear about you the whole time we were in Bahrain.” 
 
   “Fuck, I can’t do this.” I pushed away from the bar and headed out into the night. Fuck Eden and her interfering. Fuck Danny and his pretence of being friendly. I didn’t need pity or an accidentally-on-purpose encounter to try to get me my job back. Or whatever the fuck this was supposed to be. When I hit the street, I paced along the footpath while I waited for Eden.
 
   The paparazzo outside smirked at me. “That looked like an intense conversation. Wanna tell me about it? Better yet, why not go inside and tell him how you really feel? There must be something you want to say to him after the way he hung you out to dry.”
 
   Even though I tried, I couldn’t ignore the fucker. “Fuck you!” 
 
   He laughed, but I just turned away from him. 
 
   As I did, all of the things I’d wanted to say to Danny since he’d given me the sack rammed against my skull. Maybe the arsehole photographer was right. Every thought smashed against my tongue and demanded to be released. 
 
   In the next second, I was back through the door and stalked straight to the bar. 
 
   “Actually, I do have some things I need to say to you.” The words flew from me without thought as I got closer to Danny. “I’ve been Sinclair through and through since the day you hired me, but fuck if I haven’t made some mistakes. There are some you know about, some you don’t, but not one of them was ever done with an ounce of spite. 
 
   “What you did to me, giving me the arse over hearsay and rumours during what was in some ways the worst month of my life, was something I never in my darkest imaginings would have thought you’d do. I thought we were like a family.” 
 
   He stared at me. His face was impassive, but his eyes raged. It was clear why. We were like a family, which was exactly why he’d done it. 
 
   “Fuck, I get it, okay? I didn’t tell you about Wood’s offer. Offers. Multiple. I didn’t see you after Hazel saw me talking with Paige to reassure you that I wasn’t planning on leaving. Maybe if I’d told you the truth then, you’d have known there was no way I would do that to you. To the team. And I fucked up by not checking with you about the fundraiser. In hindsight, I can see that I should have. Even before that, I wasn’t honest with you about the issues I was having on the track, but only because I wasn’t being honest with myself. I own all of that. What you have to own in return is that you didn’t even give me a chance to explain myself. You didn’t even pause or stop and think about it before you assumed the worst.” 
 
   “You think I didn’t pause? You think I didn’t stop and think?” He shifted closer to me and grabbed my arm. His fingers dug into my bicep as he tugged me closer. When he spoke again, his voice was a dangerous whisper. “I was willing to turn the other cheek when I found out you were doing drugs because I knew you were getting treatment. I was willing to put you on the track, meet after meet, when you told me you were okay to drive only to watch you crash hundreds of thousands of my dollars into the fucking wall. How was I supposed to react when I saw that you were representing Wood Racing at a function? What was I supposed to think other than the fact that maybe you’d been sabotaging the team, and would continue to for the last few months you were there before jumping ship?”
 
   I yanked my arm out of his hold. “You knew about my issues when I first started?” 
 
   “It’s my team, Declan; it’s my job to know everything that happens.” 
 
   “Eden told you, didn’t she?” My lips mashed into a hard line as I glared in the direction of the restrooms. I’d thought she was my friend, and yet she’d thrown me under the bus. 
 
   “Don’t be so foolish as to think Eden and I didn’t discuss it the day you decided to come in stoned. She was firmly on your side even then. Begged me to give you another chance. Promised me that she’d get you straight. I’ve tried so hard to be on your side too, Declan. But sometimes you make it very hard.” 
 
   “Fuck!” The curse left me a little too loudly as I ran my fingers through my hair and paced away from Danny. Still, it wasn’t loud enough. I wanted to scream the word at the sky. To howl at the moon until I released all the demons swirling through my body. I spun back around. “You know the most fucked-up thing in all of this is that a few more fucking months and I would’ve been a different man. I am a different man. That arsehole kid I was a few months ago is gone. He’s buried under a pile of shit so big he’ll never get out because I know things now that I didn’t then. I can’t ever let that fucked-up kid make a reappearance, or I’ll lose things that are way more important than a damn fucking job. Despite all that, it’s now that I get the arse.” 
 
   “We all have to pay for our choices, Declan.”
 
   “And what about your choices?” I challenged. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
   “You were the one who put me on that plane next to Alyssa without any regard to what the outcome might be.” Even though the action had worked out well for me on a personal front, it was also the catalyst for everything that had happened since. Except the paps were apparently already on my arse before then, or they wouldn’t have caught everything that they had. Still, Danny needed to accept his portion of the blame, just like I was willing to accept mine.
 
   “I paid for that choice by losing someone who could have been a damn fine driver if he pulled his head out of his arse long enough to get around a race track.” 
 
   “You didn’t lose. You tossed away.”
 
   “I still don’t know what you expect me to have done? Having a liability on the track is a danger for everyone.”
 
   I scoffed. “Yeah, well, you’ll know all about that soon enough.” 
 
   “What exactly is that supposed to mean?” 
 
   “It means that Hunter is a lunatic. If you think I’m a loose cannon, you have no fucking idea.”
 
   No fucking clue at all. 
 
   Then again, how could I expect him to when I’d kept the information hidden for so long?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: ON THE PROWL
 
   
 
 
   
“IF YOU HAVE information about Hunter you think I should know, I’d appreciate it if you shared.” Danny raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
   Despite how much I’d raged and shouted at him, he’d mostly kept his calm. I’m sure the pap outside was annoyed by that fact. He’d probably pissed his pants with excitement when we’d started arguing.
 
   It would have been so easy to open my mouth and tell Danny the deep dark secrets I knew about Hunter, but I couldn’t. Too much time had passed, and it would add dirt to the top of my already nailed-shut coffin. It was yet another secret I’d kept from the team, another thing I’d confided with the enemy. Even Eden didn’t know about the night I’d met Hunter out on the town almost eighteen months earlier. 
 
   
 
 
   
THE BEAT of the music in the club called to me like a siren song. It pounded out a rhythm that would become my heartbeat for the night, eliminating the need to listen to my own—or to the irregular beat from the piece of me that was missing. The intensity of the sound drowned out all need for thought and left me in my element. 
 
   While I scoped out the local talent, I stood to one side dancing to the music with a drink in one hand. Although bobbing was probably a more apt description for my movement, considering I didn’t move any part of my body besides my chest and head. In the ten minutes I’d been there, I’d already assessed the crowd and performed my usual quick analysis. Thirteen girls had been immediately ruled out based of the colour of their hair, three girls based on the number of layers they were wearing, four scary-looking girls for their potential STD risk, and six girls because there was just no way in hell I could go there. 
 
   Of the remaining pool, I definitely had my eye on a few with talent. A couple with a lot of talent. Initially, I was going to go out into the room on a bit of a fishing expedition, but after a few minutes, I decided to bait the line and wait to see what came to me instead. Those ones tended to be a bit easier to hook, and tonight, I wanted easy more than the chase. 
 
   It was still early in the night. I was having a kick-arse time on my own, celebrating my win on the track and my lead in the championship series. I thought about Morgan locked away somewhere with Eden and pitied the poor bastard. Who’d want to be stuck fucking the same woman every night? Especially when, like me, he could’ve had his pick of the pond if he hadn’t shacked up with Eden.
 
   I watched the girls in the club closely. It was important to ensure whomever I took to my hotel room was ready, willing, and much more than able to do anything and everything I asked. 
 
   It wasn’t like I wanted too much, really. Just one—or two—hot little fillies I could ride all night long. Already hard just thinking about the fun I could have, I licked my lips in anticipation. No ties meant no limits, no restrictions, and definitely no repeat performances. 
 
   With one eye still on the talent in the room, I made my way back to the bar for a refill on my whiskey. As I ordered my drink, I nodded to Hunter Blake. I barely knew him beyond the fact that he was the lead driver for Wood Racing. He was sitting at the bar licking his wounds because although he was coming third in the championship behind Morgan and me, he’d suffered a DNF in the second race of the Winton round earlier that day. 
 
   I felt for him. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what a DNF would feel like. The thought alone was soul crushing.
 
   Throwing caution, and party politics, to the wind, I decided to have a few drinks with him. It would probably cause a scandal. I could almost see the headline: Holden driver drinks with Ford driver. 
 
   I smirked, knowing it wasn’t quite that bad but, other than a few drivers who had made the dreaded crossover, drivers tended to be either red or blue, through and through. We had to be because some of the fans were rabid in their distaste for the opposing manufacturer. 
 
   “Hey,” I said. “Whatcha drinking?”
 
   He grunted a response. I called the bartender over and indicated he should give us another round.
 
   “That was shit luck today,” I said, offering him one of the glasses.
 
   He regarded it for a second and then shrugged. “I’ve learned there’s no such thing as luck on the track. You’ll learn that in time too, kid. If something is wrong with the car, it’s the mech’s fault. Today, the stupid pit crew fucked me over, plain and simple.”
 
   “It’s not like they could have anticipated brake failure,” I said in defence of the people who worked in his pits—a crew I didn’t even know.
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s your opinion. Mine is that they fucked me over.” He shrugged again and then said, “Fuck it, nothing I can’t make up in the next few rounds.”
 
   “If you say so,” I said. “I might have to stop those plans though.”
 
   He snorted. “You can try.” 
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure I give you a run for your money at least.”
 
   “Yeah, kid, you sure got some kinda magic when you’re on the track.”
 
   I nodded my appreciation of the compliment.
 
   “What’re you doing here anyway?” he asked. “It’s not like you need to drown your sorrows.”
 
   As if to demonstrate his point, he knocked the rest of his drink back and called for another. He ordered a new one for me as well, so I drained the contents of my glass too.
 
   “I’m just looking for a good time,” I said, nodding in the direction of the dance floor filled with girls. “I’ve been wound so tight in getting ready for this race. I just really need to get some fucking relief.”
 
   “I hear ya,” Hunter said, raising his glass. “Maybe that’s a better way to drown my sorrows too.”
 
   “Well, it certainly never hurts,” I laughed.
 
   “That it doesn’t, kid. That it doesn’t.” He looked around the room. “What’s caught your eye so far?”
 
   I shrugged. “There’s a few around that are interesting.”
 
   He smirked. “What’s your type?”
 
   A flash of honey-gold eyes and brown hair appeared in my mind for a split second before I tuned them out. “I don’t really have a type. But I’m a tits and arse man, and tonight I think I just want an easy score.”
 
   “I hear ya,” he said, offering me a fist bump.
 
   We spent a few minutes in silence, watching the girls in the room bump and grind against each other, steadfastly appearing to ignore any male presence even as their eyes darted around to ensure they were being watched. I noticed one pair, a blonde and a brunette, sitting at one of the few tables around. Both of them were shooting us regular appreciative glances. They were definitely ready to be targeted.
 
   “Lock and load?” I asked.
 
   “I got the blonde,” he said as he stood.
 
   I shook my head. “Nah, man, I don’t do brunettes.”
 
   He gave me an odd look. After my talk of wanting an easy score, he probably assumed I wouldn’t be fussy, but I had my reasons for avoiding brunettes and he didn’t need to know them. 
 
   I shrugged. “I just . . . can’t go there. I won’t.”
 
   He made a hand signal to indicate he didn’t care. “Whatever. A pussy is a pussy, I guess.”
 
   I laughed and followed his lead as he collected another round for us—beers this time—as well as two frilly, fruity-looking cocktails for the girls.
 
   “They go wild for this shit,” he whispered, before turning back to the bar. I turned away as he reached into his pocket for his wallet. He threw a couple of notes at the bartender before putting his wallet away. With a wink, he handed me my beer and one of the drinks. “They’ll be putty in our hands after this.”
 
   It was strange having a Ford driver as a wingman, but good to have someone to work with again. Although Morgan had introduced me to the lifestyle, he’d quickly dumped me when he’d hooked up with Eden. I still went out with the pair of them on occasion, but Eden was very vocal, especially when it came to her opinion on my choices. When it came time to go trawling the bars and clubs, I was usually on my own.
 
   “Ladies!” Hunter schmoozed as soon as we were close enough for them to hear us. He grinned at the brunette and offered her a drink. She took it straight away and drank deeply from the concoction.
 
   The blonde looked at the fruity drink with all the bells and whistles, including a tiny umbrella, and shook her head. “That,” she inclined her head toward my beer, “is much more my style.”
 
   I grinned. “A girl after my own heart.”
 
   She chuckled as I passed her the beer. Her tongue pressed forward and circled the tip of the bottleneck, before tipping it back and chugging it down.
 
   I was more than slightly turned on watching her full lips tease the neck of the bottle as she drank. My mind immediately offered the image of my cock slipping into her perfect pout. I trailed my eyes down her neck and across her breasts, before she caught me looking. Lust blazed in her eyes as her gaze performed a similar, unabashed assessment of my body. She smirked and placed the empty bottle on the table. Hunter scowled at the still full cocktail on the table—not that I could blame him, because that shit was expensive. That was the risk in buying a drink for someone with unknown tastes though. I’d had my share of losses over my time in the club scene. 
 
   After promising I’d be right back, I headed for the bar for two more beers. When I returned, I pushed one of the beers toward the blonde. While I spoke to her, I tried to remember the name she’d given me when she’d introduced herself. Not that it mattered. By morning, she would be gone and her name forgotten. I only tried to use her name because in my experience chicks gave it up easier if they thought you were actually interested in who they were as a person regardless of whether it was true or not.
 
   The four of us sat talking for a little while, sharing laughs about nothing in particular. The good thing about hooking up in clubs was that the music was loud enough that it was impossible to carry on a conversation that consisted of anything more than one-liners and small talk. It was the perfect environment for meaningless encounters. 
 
   Hunter pulled the brunette to him and started to rub her back. A moment later, he turned her in his arms and kissed her deeply. I couldn’t help feeling a slight disgust in the pit of my stomach as I watched his hand run through her long chestnut locks. A memory tried to take hold in my mind, but I shook it away. There was no room for her in my life. I was happier now than I’d ever been back home. I turned to the blonde to try to get all thoughts of brown hair and honey-gold eyes out of my head.
 
   The girls excused themselves to go “powder their noses” or some shit. As she stood, the brunette staggered. Her legs were like jelly beneath her. I acted instinctively, reaching out to stop her from falling. As soon as she was able to right herself, I let her go, dropping my hands quickly to my sides.
 
   “I told you, man,” Hunter said, indicating the drink in front of the brunette’s seat and winking. “Putty.”
 
   He reached into his pocket and had his hand closed around something when he pulled it back out. He shifted slightly until he was in front of Blondie’s drink, then he pushed his hand forward slightly, touching the top of her bottle.
 
   My hand shot out and grabbed his wrist.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
   “Making putty.” He smirked at me.
 
   I yanked his hand around and found a small white tablet resting between his thumb and palm.
 
   “What the fuck?” I exclaimed.
 
   “You said you wanted easy. I’m getting you easy.”
 
   “Fucking easy, man, not fucking drugged!”
 
   He shrugged. “What’s the difference?”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” I stared at him for a few seconds, waiting for him to laugh and tell me it was all some sick joke and it was actually just a sugar tablet or something.
 
   He sneered back at me. “What’s wrong? Don’t have the balls to go through with it?”
 
   I blinked at him. “You’re fucking nuts!”
 
   “You’re a fucking pussy!”
 
   “Go!” I said, hoping my tone would tell him it wasn’t a request. “Get the fuck out of here before I call the cops on your fucking arse and ruin your career.”
 
   He dropped the pill into the blonde’s drink. “I’m not the one whose fingerprints are on not one, but two drugged drinks.”
 
   “Fuck you!” I spat at him.
 
   “Thanks for the offer, Reede, but I’d rather let the girls do that.” He leaned back against his chair and smiled at me, daring me to do something. 
 
   What could I do though? He knew as well as I did my hands were tied unless I wanted to implicate myself too. 
 
   “Speaking of which . . .,” he added. 
 
   The two girls emerged from the crowd in that instant. Hunter yanked his hand from my grip and lifted Blondie’s drink, offering it to her. He watched me intently the entire time, glaring at me, as if goading me to stop her. Daring me to out him, all the while knowing I would be fucked by association if I did.
 
   I watched in horror as the chick raised the bottle to her mouth. I knew I couldn’t let her drink, but I couldn’t risk my career either. It left me only one option. I stood quickly, pushing my chair back roughly as I did. Then I “accidentally” smacked into the blonde, being sure to knock the drink from her hand as I did.
 
   “What the fuck?” she exclaimed as the cold drink spilled down her front. Her nipples puckered to attention with the icy wave.
 
   “I apologise,” Hunter snarled, not sounding sorry in the least. “My friend is one clumsy, and stupid, motherfucker.”
 
   The blonde turned on me. “I’ve got nothing to change into, you fucking prick!”
 
   It wasn’t quite a, “thank you for not letting this asshole drug and rape me,” but I wasn’t sure what more I could expect when she didn’t know what I’d saved her from. 
 
   Hunter stood and whispered something into her ear. She seemed thoughtful for a second before nodding. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder possessively and began to lead her back through the crowd. I had no doubt he was going to have his way with her—willing or not.
 
   “Wait,” I called after them. “Please, don’t go with him.”
 
   She raised her eyebrow at me. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t?”
 
   I looked down at the table, trying to think of anything that would stop her from leaving with him.
 
   “What about your friend?” I said. “She doesn’t look well.”
 
   She took a second to regard the scene. Luckily for me—and her—her brunette friend took the opportunity to open her mouth and hurl all over the table before slumping into her chair.
 
   “Well, isn’t this the fucking perfect evening?” Blondie exclaimed.
 
   Hunter looked at the brunette in disgust for a second. Then he glared at me. “Just bring her with us,” he suggested. “The more the merrier. Or better yet, my friend here can take care of her. Let Mr. Chivalry get her home safe.”
 
   The blonde regarded him for a second before sighing. “No, I’d better take her home. If something happened to her . . . Well, I’d never forgive myself.”
 
   “I’ll organise a taxi,” I offered. “I’ll even pay for it—to make up for the shirt.”
 
   Blondie’s face softened as she looked at me. “Sure,” she said.
 
   “But what am I supposed to do? Your friend there got me all revved up. Someone’s got to take care of my situation.” Hunter grabbed his crotch as if to prove that he was hard and ready for action. 
 
   “Why don’t you go home and take care of it solo?” the blonde asked.
 
   “Why, Hunter,” I said snidely. “I do believe the lady just told you to go fuck yourself.”
 
   As the blonde collected her friend from the table, Hunter grabbed hold of my wrist. “You watch yourself, Reede. You’ll get yours. When you least expect it . . . I’ll be there. I’ll make sure you fucking pay.”
 
   I laughed. “You don’t scare me.”
 
   “Don’t I?” he asked, raising his eyebrow. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”
 
   “Oh, I think I have some idea, you sick fucker,” I said, eyeing the still untouched cocktail on the table.
 
   I yanked my arm away from him.
 
   “Now fuck off, because I’ve got to help these girls into a taxi.”
 
   “You’re a fool, Reede.”
 
   “I’d rather be a fool than a fuckwit,” I quipped back at him as I helped Blondie juggle the brunette out of the club.
 
   “Can your shirt wait?” I asked Blondie when we were out in the cool of the night.
 
   “I don’t know. Why?” She sounded more than a little annoyed. I imagined the night wasn’t going quite as well as she’d hoped. The July air was crisp and cool, and through her wet shirt, her nipples were so hard and pointed they probably could have cut glass. 
 
   I pulled my jacket off and offered it to her. “I didn’t want to make a scene in there, but I think your buddy may have been drugged.”
 
   She gasped. “What? Why? By who?”
 
   I closed my eyes. I could man up—and risk the consequences of being labelled as guilty even though I wasn’t—or I could lie. As I opened my eyes again, I sighed. “I don’t know who. I just know the signs.”
 
   “Oh my God!” Blondie exclaimed. She began to pace. “Oh, fuck! What should I do?”
 
   “Calm down,” I whispered. “Panicking won’t help the situation. We’ll get her to the hospital. They’ll be able to make sure it’s nothing serious. Then you’ll be able to take her home, and she can sleep it off.”
 
   I helped both girls into the taxi and asked the driver to take us to the hospital. Once there, I waited with the pair in Emergency. The brunette was practically paralytic, but kept stroking my cheek and telling me how beautiful she thought I was. At one point, I turned to say something to her, but her almost-black eyes looking out from underneath her fringe of brown hair that was too familiar a shade, was just wrong. The words stuck in my throat as I pushed thoughts of my hands caressing a girl with similar-coloured hair so long ago. Another lifetime ago.
 
   After Hunter’s victim had been seen and cleared by the hospital, I helped the two of them into another taxi. By then, the brunette was passed out cold and snoring loudly. I looked down at her peaceful face and was consumed by a sadness I didn’t understand.
 
   “Thank you,” Blondie said. “For being so sweet back there. Most men probably would have just thanked their lucky stars and taken her home to fuck her.”
 
   I shook my head. “I couldn’t do that,” I said.
 
   “Could you help me bring her upstairs?” Blondie asked, pointing to her house.
 
   I nodded. Within half an hour, the brunette was firmly tucked up in bed, and I was firmly up inside Blondie. 
 
   I used her, every part of her, to elicit my own sweet pleasure and drive images of my past life from my mind. While I claimed her body, I relished her cries of ecstasy. Each one was proof that I was a free agent. A man able to do what I wanted, and who I wanted. It was just fucking for fun and, although her body didn’t make my own sing like only one had before, I enjoyed my release anyway.
 
   It was only afterwards that I began to feel like an arse. Not for fucking her—I would have done that a hundred times over—but because I hadn’t really stopped anything. I may have saved those two girls from the night from hell, but I couldn’t help but wonder how many more had suffered at Hunter’s hand or how many more would. 
 
   I was all for a drunken fuck, and nights of regret, but not without consent. The thought of going as far as drugging girls horrified me—especially considering I knew all too well how easily drugs could fuck up your life. And at least my usage had been my own choice—mostly. 
 
   I crept out of the house early the next morning, unable to completely shake my feeling of guilt. For the next day, I was on edge. I worried about news of the night getting back to Danny, Eden, or Morgan. If someone made the connection between the girls and the nightclub, then it would be easy to trace the fact that I was the one who had been at the hospital. What if someone then connected the drugging with the drinks with my prints on the outside? The police might turn up and accuse me of the worst possible crimes.
 
   I made it back to my hotel room, quickly checked out, and began my long drive back to Sydney with all of those concerns racing around in my mind.
 
   I had to think of a way to make Hunter pay. I had to make him realise that what he was doing wasn’t fun or right. But I had to do it in a way that wouldn’t risk fucking up my own life. 
 
   In the end, I decided I had nothing to lose—nothing Hunter could take from me at least—so I told his boss, Paige, about the roofies. I didn’t know what happened to him from there—I’d heard nothing about it in the media. 
 
   The fact that he was still on the track the very next week proved that Paige hadn’t done much—if anything. In the races after that, he began to ride my arse harder. Almost to the point of dangerous driving. He’d developed a serious grudge against me, and there was nothing I could do but drive to the conditions. Even if one of those conditions was a lunatic in my rear-view mirror.
 
   After that, I didn’t see Hunter out at any clubs, so I was largely able to put my concerns about him taking advantage of women out of my mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: DICK MOVE
 
   
 
 
   
I STARED BLANKLY ahead of me as memories of the night I’d learned just how psycho Hunter was ran through me. Knowing what I’d learned about Paige over the past few months—the measures she’d taken to get me on her team—I had no doubt she’d swept my accusations under the rug. She’d probably bought off countless other women over the years. She’d probably even covered it up in the press if she really did have the sway I thought she might. In hindsight, it was easy to see I’d been stupid and naïve to think that Paige was even remotely like Danny and cared about things greater than her own team.
 
   “Declan?” Danny prompted. 
 
   “He—he’s not Sinclair material. He’s only in it for himself and—” Meeting Danny’s gaze, I swallowed down the words the memory had forced into my throat. What could I say without sounding like I just had a bad case of sour grapes? It was years ago, and there was no proof by my testimony. I had nothing at all to back up my claim. 
 
   Why would he believe me? I was the dumped driver, desperate to get my job back. 
 
   Maybe if I’d said something when it’d happened, I would have had a case. But now I had no hope of having anyone believe me. “No. Just that he’s a menace on the track, but you already know that.” 
 
   Even as I said the words, Danny’s eyes narrowed at me. It was clear why. Hunter might have been a liability, but he’d only crashed out of one race recently—and that was only because he’d become tangled with me. 
 
   “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I said, backing away. “Look, Danny, it’s been solid, but I have to go. Tell Eden I’ll be waiting out front.” 
 
   “Wait.” 
 
   The commanding tone in his voice stilled my feet. 
 
   “I was serious when I said I didn’t want it to go down this way. I’ve had a chance to think things over, and I think I would do things a little differently if I could. It’s too late to change it now, but I wanted you to know that.”
 
   I shrugged. His words were little more than platitudes really. They wouldn’t get me another job. The best it might do is allow me to use him as a reference, but that still left me with the issue of trying to figure out what sort of job I was actually qualified for. 
 
   “Yeah. Me too. See you ’round I guess.” I turned and walked away without shaking his hand or letting him say anything more. The whole conversation was just a reminder of my failure. 
 
   I waited outside for almost fifteen minutes before Eden came back out to greet me. She had her head dropped and didn’t meet my eye. 
 
   “How could you fucking do that, Edie?” I paced toward the car as soon as she was at my side.
 
   “Fuck, you men are so pig-headed.” 
 
   “It’s not pig-headed to try to have some scrap of dignity left. To not have to face the fucking man who sacked me.” 
 
   “Sorry, Dec, I just thought that if the two of you were face-to-face, you might be able to work it out.” 
 
   “Work out what exactly? It’s not like there’s a spare car anymore.” 
 
   “No, there’s not. But there are other positions. I want you back on the team, Dec. It’s just not the same without you.” 
 
   I shook my head at her blind faith that things could just go back to how they were. “I wouldn’t hold your breath if I were you.” 
 
   “I won’t, but you shouldn’t write off the possibility either.”
 
   “Who says I want to go back?” 
 
   “I know you do, Dec. If part of you wasn’t hoping for it, I think you would have taken the job with Wood Racing.” 
 
   “I told you—”
 
   “I know what you said, but I still think I’m right.” 
 
   “And you say I’m pig-headed.” 
 
   She laughed. “I guess we both are. Must be why we’re friends.” 
 
   I stopped my fast stride. She took one more before spinning to meet my gaze. 
 
   “Look, if Danny came begging for me to come back, I wouldn’t say no,” I admitted. “But why would he? What possible reason could he have for wanting me back when he’s got that cock Hunter now? He’s only got two licences, and now he’s got two drivers.” 
 
   “You’re right. And maybe it was a bit of a dick move forcing you together like that, but we’re all entitled to one of those every now and then, aren’t we?”
 
   In spite of the situation, I chuckled. “Some of us more than one.” 
 
   She bumped her shoulder against mine. “Exactly. So when are you seeing Alyssa next?” 
 
   “Tomorrow. She’s flying down from Brisbane so that we can have a couple’s retreat weekend where she gets to grill me over everything that happened while we’ve been apart.” 
 
   “Sounds fun.” 
 
   “Oh, it gets better. Her mum’s coming down to look after Phoebe while we’re away.” 
 
   Eden laughed. “Man, sucks to be you.” 
 
   “It could be worse, I guess. Her dad could be coming too.” I told Eden all about the tenuous relationship I had with Curtis, and Alyssa’s brother, Josh, as well, while she drove back to my house. 
 
   After Eden had dropped me at home, I saw I’d missed a call from Alyssa while I was out to dinner. It was too late to call her back though. She had an early flight in the morning. The thought was enough to send me to bed. I was like a kid on Christmas Eve—desperate to sleep the night away but too excited to actually close my eyes. 
 
   
 
 
   
I SLEPT late the following morning. Even though Alyssa’s plane left Brisbane early, the time difference due to daylight savings meant it would be almost eleven in the morning before her plane arrived in Sydney. 
 
   When I woke, I actually felt better about the situation with Danny. I’d never admit it to Eden, but seeing him again, being able to speak my mind and apologise in my own way for not telling him about Wood’s offers was actually a little cathartic. I breathed a little easier. The weight on my shoulders was just that little bit lighter. I was practically fucking buoyant by the time I climbed into the car to head to the airport. 
 
   I pulled up into the passenger pick-up loading zone and pulled out my phone to text Alyssa to let her know I was there. As I did, I saw I had a message from her already that simply read, Sorry. 
 
   The sweat that leapt to the skin of my palms at the sight of that word made the phone slippery in my hold. Sorry? For what exactly? My throat ached as I thought of the reasons she might send me that one-word text. My gaze lost focus on the screen. Had she changed her mind? Was she not coming? 
 
   As I tried to decipher the meaning in her one word text, the passenger door swung open. 
 
   “Wanna pop the boot?” It was Alyssa and I wanted to reach across the car and pull her lips to mine. 
 
   Instead, I nodded and, after wiping my hands on my pants, reached for the boot release. A tiny smile crossed my lips at the thought that the word sorry clearly didn’t mean that Alyssa wasn’t coming. Whatever it did mean was something I could work out later. 
 
   A second later, the door swung open again and Alyssa climbed into the passenger seat. Without hesitation, she leaned across the centre console and cupped my face in her hands. “God, I missed you, Dec,” she murmured before pressing her lips to mine. 
 
   I put my hand to the back of her head and clasped her tightly against me. “I missed you too,” I said before deepening the kiss.
 
   The back door opened and a throat cleared. Fuck. I hadn’t meant to devour Alyssa’s mouth with her mother watching. Or Phoebe, for that matter. 
 
   I turned back to greet Ruth, but instead I met a pair of ice-blue eyes. Amusement danced in Ruby’s irises as she helped Phoebe into her child seat.
 
   Fucking hell. 
 
   “Hello, Ruby,” I said, as politely as I could manage given the shock of seeing her in my car. 
 
   “Mum couldn’t make it,” Alyssa said. When I glanced at her, she mouthed the word, “Sorry.” 
 
   “Luckily for you, Mum had a flexible ticket, a deal came up on flights for me, and I had nothing better going on,” Ruby said as she buckled up her own seat belt. “But I do have to go back on Sunday rather than staying through to Monday with Alyssa.”
 
   As soon as she was in, I put the car in gear and headed back home. 
 
   “When Mum couldn’t make it, I agreed to come with Alyssa so that you two could still have your weekend of debauchery.”
 
   Alyssa rested back into her seat with a sigh. “How many times do I have to tell you it’s not that sort of weekend away?” 
 
   “Mummy, what’s da-bor-tree?” 
 
   After glaring at Ruby, Alyssa rubbed Phoebe’s knee. “It’s an adult word, honey, it means work.” 
 
   I snorted. “Yeah, like that won’t come back to bite your arse.” 
 
   “Declan!” 
 
   “Sorry.” 
 
   “He’s right, you know,” Ruby said. “She’ll go to day care next week and tell them all that Mummy’s having a day of debauchery.” 
 
   “Will you stop saying debauchery!” Alyssa’s arm flailed as she snapped at Ruby. “It’s an adult word, honey,” she said to Phoebe. “Okay?” 
 
   “Okay, Mummy.” Phoebe’s smile was wide and her absolute innocence made me chuckle. 
 
   “Don’t you encourage her,” Alyssa said, snapping her eyes to me. 
 
   With a smile on my lips, I made a one-handed gesture of surrender. “Leave me out of this. I’m innocent, isn’t that right, Pheebs?” 
 
   I met her gaze in the rear-view mirror and winked. She curled up her nose and nodded. I wasn’t sure she knew what I was talking about, but it was cute that she was willing to go along with it. 
 
   “So that’s how it’s going to be, is it?” Alyssa asked with a chuckle. “The two of you ganging up on me?” 
 
   She reached back and tickled Phoebe’s stomach. 
 
   “Oh my God, would you guys cut it out already?” Ruby laughed as she said the words. “This happy family thing is just too surreal.” 
 
   “I told you, didn’t I? This is us now.” Alyssa reached for my thigh and cast a look over her shoulder at Ruby.
 
   Ruby’s gaze darted between me and Alyssa. “I still can’t believe it. But I’m happy for you.” 
 
   During the drive home, Alyssa told me about her week at home and about her mum’s emergency dash to help a friend in the hospital. Ruby and Phoebe interjected from time to time. I kept my mouth shut, just revelling in the noise. It was such a difference from the near silence of the rest of my week. 
 
   For a long time, I’d filled my life with random noise. With nightclubs and the blissful moans of strangers. With V8s and the sweet purr of my Monaro. The sounds of my family in my car, of Alyssa at my side, were far more pleasant than any others. It was only as I pulled into my garage that the reality of what came next struck me. 
 
   I grabbed Phoebe’s bag and Ruby’s bag out of the boot, but left Alyssa’s in place. As I did, I huffed out a breath—trying to release my apprehension as I exhaled. 
 
   Carrying the bags inside, I saw Phoebe and Alyssa in the living room setting up a DVD. 
 
   “I’ll show you to the spare room,” I said to Ruby as I passed her with her bag in my hand. 
 
   She followed me up the stairs. “Nice place.” 
 
   I nodded and thanked her. It was easier than launching into a whinge about the fact that I didn’t know how long I’d be able to keep it without some way to pull in the wage I’d had before. Taking a detour past Phoebe’s room, I dropped off her bag. 
 
   When I turned around to leave, Ruby had one brow raised at me. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “That’s a very, um, feminine room.” She waved her hand at the two pale purple walls. Tiptoes, according to the label. It was paired on the other two walls with Apple Slice at half tint. At least that’s what the consultant at the hardware had told me when she’d run me through it all. 
 
   “What?” I walked away, toward my other spare room. The one that originally had only a fold-out couch, but now sported a double bed. “Phoebe wanted purple walls. So I gave her purple walls.” 
 
   “And the bed? I can’t imagine that was there before.” 
 
   I didn’t see why she was making a fuss over the fact that there was a white bed with a headboard in the shape of a tiara in the room. “The double was too big for her. It made her feel scared, so I got that one.” 
 
   “And the doona?” 
 
   My brows pinched together as I looked at the new pink blanket on the bed. “I couldn’t exactly leave a double-sized doona on a single bed, could I?” 
 
   “And the teddy?” 
 
   “Fuck off. I told you when we had our little chat that I was going to try, didn’t I?” 
 
   “See, there’s the Declan I know and love to hate.” Ruby laughed. “Did you cover up the whore slide while you were making the changes to Phoebe’s room?” 
 
   “The what?” 
 
   “You know, the escape hatch to kick the girls out quickly in the morning. Did you board it up or just put a temporary cover on it?”
 
   “I would have thought it was pretty fucking clear that part of me is done.” 
 
   “Is it though? Really?”
 
   “Seriously, Ruby, I—”
 
   “I’m sorry that I find it hard to believe that you’re willing to give up the life you were living down here. How do you go from screwing a different girl every night to being a faithful daddy overnight?” 
 
   “I made mistakes. Why won’t everyone let me put that behind me?” 
 
   “You were an arse to Alyssa for four years. You can’t expect everyone to forget that because you’ve been nice to her for a few short weeks.”
 
   Dropping her bag on the floor, I shoved one hand out to stop her from walking. “I don’t know how I can make you understand if you’re not willing to, but I could have a thousand women in my bed—”
 
   “You probably have.” 
 
   “And,” I emphasised the word as I spoke over her, forcing her to let me continue, “not one of them would come close to satisfying me the way Lys does.” 
 
   When Ruby grimaced at my words—no doubt thinking about her sister-in-law and me bumping uglies—I decided to dig the knife in a little more. 
 
   “The things she does to me.” I moved closer to Ruby, boxing her in against the hallway wall. “The way she makes me feel. There’s nothing else like it in the world.” 
 
   “I—”
 
   “But even Lys doesn’t hold my heart half as much as that little girl. In a matter of weeks, she’s twisted every preconceived notion I’ve ever had about being a father and left me willing to do anything to make her life better. Even if Lys wasn’t everything I dreamed of, I’d be willing to try to do the right thing by her just to keep a smile on Phoebe’s face. She makes me want to live better. To be better. That’s all you and any of your family needs to know. And that’s why I bought the goddamned fucking teddy bear.” 
 
   She held her hands up in surrender. “Okay, I’ll back off. Convincing Dad and Josh might be a bit harder though. I did try after our last chat.” 
 
   “But they got to you.” I pushed away from the wall and ran my fingers through my hair. “They convinced you that I was going to hurt her.” 
 
   “This weekend. Are you really going to be honest with her?” 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Even if it hurts her?” 
 
   It was my turn to wince because there was a truth in her words that maybe she didn’t fully understand. Every aspect of my life in Sydney had the potential to hurt Alyssa, and yet if Alyssa wanted the details, I would tell her. I didn’t want secrets between us that could risk tearing us apart. “Yes.” 
 
   “Even if it means she walks away at the end?” 
 
   The steel fingers of doubt and panic clawed at my chest, tearing into the parts of me that were still fragile and shattered. Still, there was only one answer. I swallowed, trying to dislodge the icy sensation, and nodded. “Yes.” My voice was almost silent as I said the word. 
 
   “I guess all I can say then is good luck. Is this my room?” She reached for her bag with one hand as she pointed in the direction of the door across from the bathroom. 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “I’ll show myself to it.” 
 
   Without another word, I stalked to my bedroom and sat on the bed. My hands lifted, tearing into my hair, and I buried my face against my palms as a growl ripped from my throat. With the stress already bumping around my body, I really hadn’t needed Ruby’s words.
 
   “Hey, you.” Alyssa’s voice pulled me from my thoughts before they could spiral into self-loathing. I glanced up to see her leaning against the doorway. “Ready to go?”
 
   Sucking down a steeling breath, I met her eye. “Yeah.” 
 
   “Just before we do, there’s something I need to tell you.”
 
   “What’s that?” My heart hammered as I considered the possible bad news she might need to impart. 
 
   “Apparently, the CEO of W.T. Entertainment is Talia Wood.” 
 
   “Paige Wood’s daughter?” I leaned forward. That was an interesting piece of information. It was the link I’d needed to figure out why I’d been targeted—continued to be targeted. I’d been right in thinking it couldn’t have been a coincidence. I’d known someone was playing a long game with me—I’d been correct in my suspicions that Wood was involved. 
 
   Despite her denials, she’d obviously exploited her own fucking daughter, Talia, to try to ruin me. Had she recruited her daughter’s redheaded lover, Tillie, too? It made sense that the three of them might all be involved. If so, they’d played me like a fucking fiddle.
 
   I wanted to get angry and exact revenge on them, but then I looked at Alyssa and my rage burned itself out. If not for that first article, I wouldn’t have them back in my life. If not for the second—more scandalous—article, I would never have known how much faith Alyssa had in me or how strong I could actually be when tested. Maybe I’d given in to the depression, but I’d resisted the lure of the bottle. It was a fucking hard trial, but I had passed it. 
 
   It wasn’t that I didn’t long for revenge, but the understanding gave me the patience I needed to wait for it. 
 
   Still, the vindication that settled over me at the poetic justice that had been dealt to Paige grew with the revelation. She’d worked a campaign of fuckery to try to get me on her team, and had ended up heading into the silly season without any drivers. Served her bloody right. 
 
   Of course, there was still no way for me to prove that Talia was definitely the T the paparazzo had referred to. Or that Paige had anything to do with it all. At least, not without forking out a fortune for a private investigator and a good lawyer.
 
   I knew the truth though, and that was worth something. 
 
   “There’s something else too,” Alyssa said. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Well, I had Dad do some searches a little deeper than what I could. And it turns out Matilda—”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   “Um, Tillie, I think you called her.” 
 
   The final tumbler in the lock slammed aside in my mind, opening to reveal the full picture. “She’s Miss M, the writer, isn’t she?” 
 
   Alyssa’s eyes widened. “How did you know?” 
 
   “I didn’t. It was a lucky guess, but it makes sense. Fuck. Why didn’t I see it sooner? The three of them have been fucking with me since Bathurst. Maybe longer.” I thought back to the other articles I’d seen on the Gossip Weekly Online website. None of them had been career-ending scandals, but they possibly could have been if I hadn’t had Eden and Danny on my side. Had this been Paige’s plan since the first time she courted me to drive for her? 
 
   “Do you think Tillie was the one that drugged you?” 
 
   I glanced up at her. “Who else? She had the access, the opportunity, and what better way to guarantee a story than to fabricate one?” 
 
   “Fucking bitch. God, if she was here right now, I’d tear out her fucking eyeballs.” 
 
   “Language.” I chuckled and grabbed Alyssa’s waist. “Fuck, I love you, Lys, and I have to say it’s almost cute when you threaten physical violence.” 
 
   She swatted my shoulder lightly. “I guess there’s not much we can do about them right now.” She let loose a shaky breath. “Shall we get this show on the road?” 
 
   In an instant, I was at her side and leading her out of the room. On the way past Phoebe’s room, I watched Alyssa’s reaction. Her head turned to take in the refurbished space. A small, satisfied smile lifted the corners of her mouth, but she didn’t say anything.
 
   “Actually, there’s one thing I want to do first,” I said. 
 
   Alyssa gave me a smirk, as if she guessed what it might be. 
 
   “Hey, princess,” I called down the stairs. “Come upstairs, I’ve got something to show you.” 
 
   A few seconds later, I heard Phoebe’s footsteps on the stairs. “Yes, Daddy?” she asked as her head poked over the top of the stairs.
 
   I knelt down in front of her bedroom door and waved her over to me. “Have a look.”
 
   She turned around and squealed. “It’s purple.” She looked around the room again before running into it. As she neared the bed, she looked back at me and made another excited little squeal. “Mummy, see it’s purple! And there’s a princess hat bed.”
 
   “I saw. The tiara bed is perfect, isn’t it? Did Daddy do a great job or what?” 
 
   “Is that a little bit less scary?” I asked.
 
   “It’s not scary. It’s pretty.” She raced back to me and threw herself into my arms. 
 
   I picked her up and slung her onto my hip to carry her back downstairs. “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
   Downstairs, we said goodbye to Phoebe and Ruby, and prepared our bags. Two nights away—alone and baring all. It was either going to be the best or worst weekend of my life. I couldn’t see any in-between.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIXTEEN: GETAWAY
 
   
 
 
   
THE DRIVE TO Bondi passed without a word between us. We were both lost in our own thoughts, and I wasn’t willing to break the silence in the car. I wondered whether Alyssa was mentally tabulating a list of questions for me or if her mind was somewhere else entirely. Perhaps back with Phoebe and Ruby.
 
   Once we arrived at the motel, I left Alyssa to check us in while I unloaded our bags from the boot of the car. I cast an eye over the exterior of the motel and my lips curled up in disgust. There was nothing wrong with it, per se; it was just a standard cut-price motel. 
 
   But that was exactly the issue. 
 
   It was so different to anything I’d stayed in recently. When the team was away from home, I had stayed in nothing less than five-star hotels. Perhaps that had made me a snob, but it was easy to get used to the finer things in life with Sinclair Racing. Now, though . . . I guessed I was going to have to get used to the not-so-finer things again. Having no income would change that attitude pretty damn quick. 
 
   I was glad when Alyssa appeared with the room key in hand, cutting off my thoughts before they could spiral down into darkness.
 
   After following Alyssa into our room, I dropped the bags on the floor. A quick glance around confirmed my assessment of what the room might be like. The faint scent of mould filled the air. The air-conditioning hummed so loud that it had to be at least ninety decibels. Even though the bed was a double, it looked like it was at least a foot shorter than the one I had at home, and it only had a thin wool blanket over the top sheet. The kitchenette, with mustard-yellow and tan tiles patterned with little daisies, looked like it was probably new in the seventies and hadn’t been touched since. 
 
   Despite all of that, when I lifted my gaze to take in the view in front of me, I realised I was better off in the small space than I ever had been at any five-star hotel I’d ever stayed at previously. It was easily going to be my most pleasant stay anywhere, even with the plaid couch that looked less comfortable than a sack of potatoes.
 
   The reason the room was better than any other was the one thing it contained that none of them had before: Alyssa.
 
   I reached out and grabbed her wrist, tugging lightly to drag her into my hold. Without letting myself overthink it, I picked her up so that she was completely encased in my arms and buried my nose into the hair at her nape. In that moment, I needed to feel close to her—I needed to be close to her. I carried her across to the bed and laid her down on top of the blankets.
 
   She curled herself into me, and I rested my chin on the top of her head.
 
   I closed my eyes and just relished being near her. It was ridiculous how much I’d missed her in the week and a bit we’d been apart. After just enjoying our proximity for a while, I ran my hand up and down the length of her back. Although I’d meant it as a purely comforting gesture, Alyssa hummed into my chest in response to my touch. The sound travelled all the way to my dick, making it stand instantly at attention.
 
   Alyssa shifted slightly, and I tipped my head down. Our mouths seemed to gravitate toward one another’s without conscious thought. As her tongue swept across my bottom lip, I groaned and shifted us both so that I was lying on top of her.
 
   I still hadn’t opened my eyes and part of me was concerned that perhaps I had fallen asleep and was dry-humping the air, thinking I was with Alyssa. The image made me chuckle.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Alyssa asked with a hushed voice, breaking the contact I had with her sweet, sweet mouth.
 
   At first, I shook my head to dismiss the question. But then remembered the rules of the weekend: no unanswered questions; no withheld information. “I was worried this might all be a dream. That I might wake to find I’d been assaulting you while we slept.”
 
   She smirked a little at me. “I wouldn’t complain if you were.”
 
   “I’ll remember that tonight.” I ducked to capture her lips again, my mouth eager and desperate. One hand trailed through her hair in soft strokes. Each movement of my fingers against her scalp elicited another small moan of desire.
 
   The urge to be closer to her built in me. I wanted to crawl inside her and take up residence. What we were starting wasn’t necessarily the intention for the weekend, at least not explicitly, but I didn’t care. In that moment, I didn’t need questions or answers. I needed her. 
 
   Judging by the way she kissed me back, and by the way her hips lurched forward to brush against mine, the feeling was completely mutual. 
 
   My fingers found the hem of her shirt as my tongue brushed against hers. In unison, we sat up so that I could slide her shirt up her chest. As one, we broke off our contact so that I could sweep the cotton tee up over her head. Our lips met again as my hands roamed her body. 
 
   Her fingers curled around the buttons on my shirt one by one, undoing them in a rhythm that matched the dance of our tongue. Her hands caressed my chest through the opening she’d created. My eyes rolled back as her fingers dropped to clasp my cock through my shorts. 
 
   Spurred on by her actions, I pushed her skirt up to reveal her panties while she yanked down the fly on my shorts. Barely minutes after I’d initiated the kiss, I was undressed and wrapped around a naked goddess. Once I had her beneath me, naked and writhing—waiting for me to make a move—I slowed down. I needed her desperately, but I didn’t want to just fuck her senseless. I wanted to make love to her—slow and sweet. 
 
   It might have made me a pussy, but it was also the one thing that we alone shared. In all my experience, I’d never made love to another woman. I’d only fucked. It may have been semantics, but in my heart and head there was a big difference. I’d screwed around and I’d used women for my own benefit. My mind and heart had been absent as I’d let my dick take control. 
 
   But not with Alyssa. With Alyssa every part of me wanted to be near every part of her. I wanted to enjoy not only her pussy, but every inch of her beautiful body. All of her perfections and imperfections. Everything that made her her. 
 
   Working my way down her body with my hands and mouth, my fingers found her nipples. A soft growl left me. A moment later, I claimed one with my mouth. She arched her back and gave a cry of unadulterated passion. The smouldering gaze she gave me when I looked up her body to meet her eyes proved how desperate she was for me. Without breaking eye contact, I dipped one hand down between her legs and brushed my fingers across her arousal. 
 
   Fuck. She was so wet and ready for me.
 
   Her hips bucked up to meet my touch as her eyes drifted closed. Tension coiled in her body, giving away her desires. I could read her like a book; read every inch of skin as she longed to be touched. 
 
   “Declan, please!” She half-sat and reached for my hips, the fingernails of one hand grazing over my arse. With her other hand, she reached for my head and tugged me closer to her so that she could claim my lips. 
 
   Taking her obvious hint, I lined myself up and pushed into her. The hiss of pleasure that rushed from her lips was music to my fucking ears. My movements were unhurried inside her as my mouth explored her neck, chin, and breasts.
 
   She panted my name as her body tensed beneath me, spurring me on.
 
   “I love you, Alyssa,” I whispered as I moved back to meet her gaze.
 
   Alyssa looked up at me with a smile beaming on her lips, and the sight made my heart clench. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for this woman.
 
   I dropped my forehead to her shoulder as my thrusts became harder and deeper. My lips found her body. My teeth gazed across her smooth skin, sinking into her shoulder as I pushed myself as far into her as our bodies would allow.
 
   Her lips blew soft breaths across my ear as she whispered her devotion to me.
 
   Raising myself up onto my elbows, I took a moment to revel in her subtle beauty. Desperation grew in me to drink in every feature, as if it were my last opportunity to see her like this. I tried not to linger on the fact that it could be, because the doubt would ruin the moment. 
 
   Resting my forehead against hers, I pushed my hips forward harder, getting deeper and more aggressive with each thrust. In turn, her hips bucked back against me faster and faster.
 
   Her eyes closed as her back arched, and her mouth formed a delicious O as the muscles of her thighs began to tighten in anticipation of things to come.
 
   I felt myself coming undone too, and I knew it wouldn’t take much for me to fall.
 
   When I kissed her lips again, Alyssa came around me. Her walls clenched and released around my length. The sensation was my undoing. I gave one last grunt as I followed. 
 
   After the last tremors of my orgasm stilled, I dropped onto the bed beside her, dragging her with me so she stayed in my arms.
 
   Neither of us moved for the longest time. Moving would be taking that first step toward the difficult conversations we anticipated sharing this weekend. 
 
   Anticipated but feared—at least in my case.
 
   Eventually, she sighed and shifted, indicating a desire to get up. When she climbed out of the bed, she headed straight for the bathroom and started the shower. Because she’d left the door open, I was able to watch as she climbed under the stream, sending rivers of water flowing over her breasts and down the length of her legs. Water cascaded along her beautiful body, and the sight was too much for me. 
 
   I practically leapt out of bed to join her. Unable to suppress the desire she raised in me, I took her in my arms under the warm stream. With her in my hold, it was easy to caress her body and lavish her mouth with soft kisses.
 
   Anxiety built in the pit of my stomach, and I wanted to get the hard part of our isolation out of the way. There was never going to be a right time, so I just took a deep breath and launched into the first question. One that had been burning at the back of my mind since the race meeting that had started my downward spiral. Since the day I’d seen her in the arms of Flynn, and the fires of jealousy were stoked deep within me. 
 
   I knew now that he was gay, but the image still gave me pause.
 
   “How many have there been?” I asked as I kissed along her collarbone.
 
   “What?” she asked the ceiling, her voice little more than a soft pant.
 
   “How many . . . men?” I asked, adding the last word almost silently against her skin.
 
   “You’re asking me this now?” she asked, disbelief evident in her tone.
 
   I rubbed the tip of my nose along the curve of her neck as I whispered, “It’s what this weekend was supposed to be about, right?”
 
   “Ugh! Yes, but . . . now?”
 
   A soft chuckle left my lips and brushed her skin, raising a small trail of goosebumps.
 
   “Fine.” She turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. She handed me a towel before wrapping one around herself as she walked back out and sat on the end of the bed. She was quiet as she dried herself off, and I could understand why. It wasn’t the sort of conversation you had dressed in nothing more than a towel. I pulled on a pair of boxers and my shorts before sitting on the bed beside her. When I did, she rested her head on my shoulder. I assumed the position was so that she didn’t have to look at me while she spoke, but it left me comforted by her touch, so that was fine by me.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I murmured. Although she was the one who’d suggested no unanswered questions, I was willing to let her off the hook if she didn’t want to answer it. The truth was, since asking the question I was more anxious than ever to learn the truth.
 
   “No. We said everything on the table, right? That means for both of us.” She moved her head a little, kissing my throat. I wrapped my arm around her, and she snuggled against my chest. “I didn’t even try dating until after the twins. And then, well, I attempted a few times. For a while at least. Not a lot, just some nights out after uni and things like that. It was all too hard though. So many guys just wanted an easy lay and nothing else, you know?” 
 
   I flinched at her words because that was me. That was who I’d been for so long. 
 
   “Oh, Dec, I didn’t mean . . .” She trailed off. 
 
   “You did.” I twisted so I could gather her completely in my hold. “Remember, we promised honesty.” 
 
   “Okay, maybe I did. But I never wanted that. Sex without emotion. It’s just not me.” 
 
   “I know, Lys. And now, I can see why.” I caressed her cheek and lifted her chin so she’d meet my gaze. “It’s better when it comes from here.” I pressed my hand over her heart. 
 
   She clasped my hand and lifted it to her lips. When she dropped it again, she wore a small smile. “In the end, outside of a couple of sloppy end-of-date kisses, there was only really Cain.”
 
   Cain—Flynn’s brother. She’d told me a little about their relationship previously.
 
   “Did you ever . . .” I wanted to ask whether she had fucked him, but the question stuck in my throat.
 
   She seemed to understand anyway and shook her head. “No. I mean, we weren’t completely celibate, but we never—” She cut off and sighed. “You’re the only one I—” She chuckled darkly. “Why is this so hard?”
 
   It was hard watching her struggle. It was harder listening to her talk about being with other guys—even though I was the one who’d asked the question. Now that the conversation had started though, I could see the advantage behind getting everything out in the open and moving forward with no secrets. There wouldn’t need to be any lingering doubts over what happened to each of us during our time apart. 
 
   As her words settled over me, relief and joy bubbled up within me. It was absolutely fucking hypocritical of me, considering how many girls I’d been with while we were apart, but I couldn’t help but be glad that I was the only one who had known her carnally. It wouldn’t have made me think less of her if she’d slept with a hundred guys, but I still felt a little bit of tension leave my body with the knowledge that she hadn’t.
 
   “Will you . . .” She trailed off before sucking in a deep breath. “Will you tell me what happened after you left?” 
 
   I nodded. “It’s a long story though.” I pulled her up the bed and lay down with her in my arms, her head tucked against my shoulder.
 
   Before I could second-guess my words, I began my story of a dark descent into drugs, alcohol, and screwing random women. Shifting as far away from Alyssa as I could without actually letting her go, I dropped my head back and whispered my tale to the ceiling. I was unable to meet her eyes for fear of seeing the disappointment I was certain would be buried beneath the honey-gold surface. I told her the story of the nightclubs and strip clubs. I held nothing back, explaining how Eden had saved me—how she’d prevented me from going to work under the influence. In the middle of my explanation, I told her about my recent discovery that Danny knew all along. 
 
   I didn’t stop there.
 
   I launched straight into my train wreck of a life. Without pause, I told Alyssa all of my secrets. The fact that she’d haunted my dreams, making me unable to sleep. How whenever I was finally able to find rest, I was subjected to nightmares of our break-up strong enough to render me helpless. Of how I spent so many nights cowering under my blankets, hiding from her memory until I would finally throw them off and go in search of alcohol or tablets to numb the pain I felt in my chest. How I began to rely on sleeping tablets to get the bare minimum sleep I needed to function. 
 
   Without waiting for her disapproval or rejection, I moved straight on to the details of my sessions with Dr. Henrikson. The things we’d covered and what I hadn’t told him. The way he’d guided me through rehab for what could have easily grown into a serious drug addiction. How we’d ended the relationship when I’d thrown a temper tantrum in his office over his refusal to listen when I’d said Alyssa was off limits. She moved closer to me after the admission, laying her head on my chest. She’d already known she was the reason I was back in contact with him, but she hadn’t known she’d also been the cause of our rift.
 
   Her silence was no doubt simply her rapt attention, but it scared the hell out of me anyway. I worried that the instant I stopped talking, she would leap from my arms in disgust at the things I admitted to doing. 
 
   So I didn’t stop. 
 
   I confessed that everything I’d constructed, every lie I’d told myself to stay sane, had fallen apart when I’d seen her in Flynn’s arms at Queensland Raceway. How from that day forward memories of her filled my waking hours too. How I’d seen visions of her during every race and that my regret over letting her go—giving her the chance to move on and be happy with someone else—was the reason I had crashed so often.
 
   Holding on to her shoulders to ground me, I barely took a breath before recapping how I felt seeing her on the flight to London and how the night we’d had “sex without strings” had been one of the lowest points in my entire life. Not because of what we’d shared, just because she’d left the room—left me—moments after I’d finally realised how much she actually meant to me.
 
   Trying to reassure her that it wasn’t all negative, I told her about the first time I saw Phoebe. How in just a few hours, our daughter had been able to twist herself through every piece of my heart, weaving between the broken pieces to become the thread that held them all back together again. And how I’d felt when Alyssa had granted me the chance to be in their lives permanently.
 
   Finally, when I had nothing left to say, I felt truly exorcised. I expelled a breath and waited. The demons I’d long grown used to in my mind were finally silenced. They’d had their voices heard, and Alyssa was still at my side. There were no doubts left in me. No little niggling warning telling me to run from Alyssa or worrying about what the attraction to her meant for me.
 
   I kissed the top of her head before pulling myself from her arms and standing. With the strange peace filling me, I went into my bag and grabbed a letter I had brought with me. For the first time since I’d started my story, I met her gaze. By sharing the words I’d written, I was revealing the most vulnerable parts of myself. 
 
   Her face showed signs of concern and worry. Her eyes were slightly reddened from the tears that had been welling and quite possibly falling as I’d spoken. I wasn’t sure whether the tears were the result of some pity she felt for me or whether my confessions had caused her genuine pain. Either way, I wanted them to be the last ones I caused her, even though I knew they probably wouldn’t be. 
 
   I handed her the letter. “I want you to read this. I wrote it after I found out you’d left Brisbane. When I thought you’d left because you thought I’d cheated on you.”
 
   My heart pounded somewhere in my throat as I watched her eyes scan the page. A range of emotions flitted across her face as she read the words I’d wanted so desperately to tell her at the time. Words I’d worried could never convey the depth of my sorrow at the thought of losing her and Phoebe.
 
   In the days that followed her dash to Sydney, we hadn’t talked about anything more than my absolute pleasure in seeing her again and my devastation over losing my position on the Sinclair Racing team. Alyssa had stayed in Sydney for such a short amount of time that we didn’t really have the opportunity to reflect on the past—only look to the future. The thought had occurred to me at the time to show her what I had written during what was without doubt the darkest period in my life, but I didn’t think I could open myself up like that. 
 
   Once she’d talked about the weekend of getting it all out, I knew she had to know what I’d felt. If there was anything that could convince her how much I felt for her—how desperately I wanted her as a permanent part of my life—it was that letter. 
 
   After she had finished reading, she stared intently at the page. “Dec, it’s . . . I . . .” She trailed off and took a deep breath. She looked up at me. The warmth and desire reflected in her eyes was obvious, even through her fresh tears. “I love you.”
 
   I knew then that regardless of what happened next, we would be all right.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: UNITED FRONT
 
   
 
 
   
FOR THE REST of our weekend, Alyssa and I talked a little but fucked a lot. Whenever a question popped into her head, she’d ask it, but having the cathartic start left us free to spend the time exploring each other’s bodies rather than our emotions. By the time lunch rolled around on the Saturday, we were treating the motel room as clothing optional, only dressing long enough to get food to take back to the motel. 
 
   “I’m so glad you suggested this weekend,” I said as I curled up behind her, cupping her arse with my hand. The instant the words were free, I nipped at her neck. 
 
   She tipped her head back so that I could explore more. “You’re insatiable. You know that, right?” 
 
   I chuckled. She was only saying that because we’d only finished our last session minutes earlier—me taking her from behind over the end of the bed. It didn’t matter though, my cock was already starting to stir once again. “Well, after you leave on Monday, who knows how long it’ll be before I see you again. I’m getting my fill.” 
 
   She rolled over in my arms, pressing her breasts against my chest. “I don’t want to think about it.” 
 
   “Me either. Let’s just think about this instead,” I said as I kissed her neck. 
 
   “You’ll have to come up for Christmas.”
 
   My lips trailed over her collarbone, peppering kisses over her skin. “That’s weeks away still.” 
 
   “Come up sooner then. It’s not like you’ve got anything you need to do urgently here.” 
 
   I pulled away with a grimace. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
   Failure. Jobless. Arsehole. The words raced each other through my brain, each jostling for position so that it could be the one to do the most damage. 
 
   She cupped her hands around my face, drawing my lips to hers and stopping the words in their tracks. “It’ll work out.” 
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well, have you thought about what you want to do?” 
 
   “You?” I nuzzled my face against her neck.
 
   “C’mon, be serious. What else can you see yourself doing?” 
 
   Reluctantly, I rolled away from her and stared at the ceiling while I contemplated my answer. “I’d like to still be at the track . . . somehow. It was the one thing that kept me going over the years. I know you probably think it’s what kept me from you, but really it’s what kept me sane. Or at least, as sane as I was. It just feels like home, you know?”
 
   Instead of arguing or trying to persuade me of a different career choice, Alyssa simply asked, “Well, what other positions are there?”
 
   “Race controller, but I don’t have enough experience to do that. Then there are all the tech guys, but those positions all involve qualifications I don’t have.” 
 
   “What else?” 
 
   I hummed as I considered my options. “There’s the pit crew.” 
 
   “But?” 
 
   “Well, they’re crack teams. It’s not like you can just walk onto the team with no experience. Besides, there’s still the issue of the scandal hanging over my head.” 
 
   “Maybe we need to fight fire with fire,” she said. 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I wasn’t going to say anything, because I wasn’t really considering it, but I had Woman’s Idea contact me the other day.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “They wanted to get my side of the story, apparently. They’d done a little digging and knew about Emmanuel. They found out a little about the history and thought I’d been portrayed a little too negatively.” 
 
   At the mention of our son’s name, stillness settled over us. I’d been moving my lips over her body before, but in that moment, I stopped and pulled her body closer to mine to offer my comfort. 
 
   “They seemed willing to do a more balanced article. Maybe we can offer them an exclusive in exchange for final editorial approval.”
 
   I frowned. “But you didn’t want to do it.” 
 
   “Not alone, but, Dec, I meant what I said about presenting a united front. Maybe this is a chance to do that. I hadn’t really thought about suggesting it to them until now, but how good would it be to have the truth out there? Our truth. To be able to shove the lies back in the faces of all of those bastards who were so willing to sell you out?” She sounded almost desperate to have it done.
 
   I had to admit her plan had some merit. “It’s all about the spin,” I murmured. It was what Paige Wood had said to me when she’d been trying to persuade me to join her race team. 
 
   “Exactly. Maybe it’ll be the start of making you into someone that the sponsors clamour to get behind. You know if you can do that, you’ll have all the teams banging on your door.” 
 
   “All except the one I want.” 
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “I know Danny. His pride will stop him from getting me back on the track, even if I had a thousand corporate backers all lined up and ready.”
 
   “Why do you want back on Sinclair Racing so badly then?” 
 
   “It’s hard to explain, but it’s like a family. He’s been more of a father to me in the last four years than my dad has. Being dumped the way I was, it fucking hurt, but you can’t hate your family even when they hurt you.” Mostly. My father was one exception. 
 
   “Have you tried explaining that to Mr. Sinclair?” 
 
   I laughed. “No. And our last conversation didn’t go much better than the one where he fired me.” 
 
   “Maybe you should?” 
 
   “Maybe.” It was more an automated response than an agreement.
 
   “Will you?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted. 
 
   “So your pride won’t allow you to go back, even though you say it’s the perfect workplace?”
 
   I chuckled. “Touché.” 
 
   “On Monday, I’ll talk to the reporter who called me the other day. I’ll see if they’re still interested.” 
 
   “Okay, and I’ll call Danny and tell him I want back in even if it means cleaning the fucking toilets.” I really hoped it wouldn’t mean that. “Who knows if he’ll listen though.” 
 
   
 
 
   
AROUND MIDNIGHT on Saturday night, Alyssa’s phone rang. And then kept ringing. It took a moment for her to wake enough to reach for it. The ringtone shut off seconds before her groggy voice whispered, “Hello?” 
 
   A second later, she sat bolt upright and threw the covers off. Her voice grew panicked, but I was still too sleepy to understand the rushed words as she moved around the motel. 
 
   She threw some clothes at me before wiggling into her own. 
 
   “Get up, we’re leaving,” she said to me before turning her attention back to the phone. 
 
   I did as I was instructed, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. 
 
   While I struggled to wake up fully and get my pants back on, she dashed around the room packing everything back into our bags. Her hands moved constantly, throwing the items into haphazard piles. 
 
   After another moment, she disconnected the call and threw her mobile down onto the bed. 
 
   “What is it? What’s up?” I asked, my voice deeper than usual because of the vestiges of sleep clinging to my vocal cords. 
 
   She threw my keys at me. “It’s Phoebe.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: FULLY SICK
 
   
 
 
   
WITHIN TEN MINUTES of the call waking us, we were in the car heading back home. I left the motel room key in the after-hours box, together with a note to explain our speedy departure and leaving my number in case there were any dramas. 
 
   “She’ll be okay.” I reached across the car and placed my hand on Alyssa’s knee before giving it a small, reassuring squeeze. 
 
   “I know. I just hate it when she’s sick. I worry it’s going to be the one thing that sets her back. I can’t lose her, Dec. I just can’t.” 
 
   “What did Ruby say was wrong?” I hadn’t been able to get that out of her yet; all she’d said was that Phoebe needed her and we had to go home. 
 
   “Phoebe’s been vomiting for the last hour and her temp is close to forty.” 
 
   “And forty’s bad?” 
 
   “Yeah, Dec,” she snapped. “Forty’s pretty fucking bad.” 
 
   “She’ll be okay,” I said again. 
 
   “You can’t know that. I shouldn’t have left her. I shouldn’t have gone away.” 
 
   It was clear Alyssa wasn’t in any position to be reasonable. “We’ll be home soon, okay?” 
 
   For the rest of the drive home, I whispered reassurances to Alyssa. I was sure she didn’t want to hear them, but I couldn’t let the time pass in silence either. Especially when she was panicking. I just wished I was enough to cut her panic in half the way she did for me. 
 
   The instant I pulled the car into my garage, before I’d even killed the ignition, she was out of the car and running for the house. 
 
   Leaving our bags where they were in the boot, I followed her inside. I found her at the top of the stairs drawing Phoebe into her embrace. 
 
   “Mummy, I don’t feel good.” 
 
   “I know, sweetie. Aunty Ruby called me and let me know, so I came straight home. Where do you hurt?” 
 
    Phoebe’s response was to hurl over Alyssa’s shoulder. Seeming to sense my gaze on her, Alyssa turned to me. “Can you get me some towels and a wet face washer?” When I didn’t move instantly, she huffed out a breath. “Please?” 
 
   Not knowing what else to do in the face of an obviously sick child, I followed her instructions. I was running the face washer under the tap in the bathroom sink when Ruby found me. 
 
   “I’m sorry for cutting your weekend short,” she said, with something that almost resembled a friendly smile gracing her lips. 
 
   “It’s okay. You don’t have kids of your own so I guess it would be hard to know how to cope.” Fuck knows I didn’t have a clue. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” She yanked the washer out of my hands and snarled at me. “Alyssa packs a small chemist for Phoebe everywhere she goes. Between that and what’s between my ears, I have all I need to look after a sick child. But if I hadn’t called and Alyssa found out Phoebe had been sick, I would never have heard the end of it. That is the only reason I called her.” 
 
   She stalked off before I could say anything more. I wasn’t sure what had caused her turnaround, but all niceties had been wiped away in an instant. “Well, fuck you very much too,” I muttered as I grabbed the dry towels from the linen cupboard.
 
   By the time I got back to Alyssa, she had Phoebe lying down in my bed with the wet face washer over her forehead. When I walked into the room, Phoebe hurled again. She sat up and aimed for the container Alyssa had, but still managed to coat the bedding and mattress in vomit. I tried not to think about how expensive the carpet in the room was, or how much the deluxe mattress had cost, and concentrated instead on the sick little girl leaning into Alyssa’s embrace. 
 
   I offered the towels to Alyssa, who took them and made a little shield around herself and Phoebe. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked Phoebe. 
 
   When she turned her gaze to me, the sight shattered my heart. Her doleful gaze and small pout made her appear like a completely different child from the one I knew. 
 
   “Her temp is coming down,” Alyssa said. “Ruby gave her some Panadol before we got home. Hopefully her stomach will settle soon, and I’ve got some Hydralyte in her bag for her to sip on once it has. Ruby’s making it up now.”
 
   I nodded. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
   Alyssa shook her head. “Not at the moment.”
 
   Feeling like I was intruding, even though it was my bedroom, I stood to leave. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Alyssa asked.
 
   “I just thought you’d want to be alone with her.” 
 
   “You’re not going anywhere, buddy. You can lie down with us. That’ll make her feel better. Won’t it, sweetheart?”
 
   With her lip still pouted, and quivering slightly, Phoebe met my gaze and nodded. Climbing onto a bed with vomit on the sheets wasn’t exactly something I wanted to do—even if it wasn’t the first time I’d done it—but because Phoebe needed me, I shifted onto the bed on the other side of her, away from the towels covering the puddle that still needed to be cleaned up, leaving her sandwiched between us. 
 
   “This won’t make her too hot?” I asked. 
 
   Alyssa shook her head. “Just give her space and she’ll be fine.” 
 
   Using the wet washer, Alyssa wiped Phoebe’s brow. Phoebe whimpered and cuddled into her a little more. Feeling useless that I couldn’t do something more, I just rubbed my fingers along Phoebe’s arm and whispered to her that I was there as well. 
 
   Even though it wasn’t anything life-threatening—at least I hoped to God it wasn’t—I felt helpless. More than anything, I wanted to have some magic cure that would make her better. I marvelled at Alyssa’s strength once more. She’d dealt with Phoebe in hospital, with her practically on her deathbed. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend how constantly terrifying that must have been. How would I have coped if I’d been there? I wasn’t sure I would have. 
 
   Within a minute, Phoebe was dozing. Once she’d drifted off completely, Alyssa towelled her down and removed her wet clothes before slipping her into a fresh nightie. Watching her work, doing so much with only one hand because the other was still tucked around Phoebe, I was amazed. She was some sort of fucking natural at it all. 
 
   “I’ll change the sheets in a minute too,” Alyssa said. 
 
   All I could do was nod. 
 
   When Ruby brought in a clear sippy cup filled with an orange liquid a few minutes later, she didn’t say anything. She slammed the cup onto my bedside table. With her eyes narrowed, she gave me such a glare my dick shrivelled away to protect himself from the beating promised in her ice-blue stare, before leaving the room again. 
 
   “What did you say to her?” Alyssa whispered. 
 
   “Nothing. Why?”
 
   “Something happened when you were getting the towels to put her in the foulest mood I’ve seen in . . . well, in a very long time.” 
 
   “And you think it’s something I said?” 
 
   “I’m just going from history, Dec. She’s never been your biggest fan. Although, I had thought you were winning her around.” 
 
   “She just apologised for interrupting our weekend.” 
 
   “And?” 
 
   “And nothing. I said it was okay because she couldn’t expect to know how to deal with a sick kid when she didn’t have any.” 
 
   “Are you serious?” Alyssa’s gaze flashed with something not entirely dissimilar to the glare Ruby had given me. My hand dropped to protect my balls because I was sure they were going to be ripped off or kicked or something based on that look. Especially with two out of the three other people in the house giving it to me. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can’t say things like that.” 
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “Saying that she doesn’t know how to be a mother just because she doesn’t have kids.” 
 
   “But—” 
 
   “She’s been there for Phoebe from day one. I couldn’t even count the number of nights she came over to take a shift in Phoebe’s room and forced me to get some sleep.” 
 
   “I—I didn’t know.” 
 
   “And she and Josh have been trying for a baby for years. It’s not by choice that she doesn’t have children.” 
 
   “Oh.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I considered what Alyssa was saying, and the repercussions of my thoughtless words. 
 
   “Yeah, oh. It’s no wonder she’s so upset.” 
 
   “I’ll try to make it up to her.” 
 
   “You can’t tell her I told you about not being able to get pregnant.” 
 
   “So I have to apologise for something without telling her what I’m apologising for?” 
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “Something like that. Can you take her for a moment?” She gently coaxed Phoebe to roll into my arms.
 
   Once I had our daughter wrapped in my arms and settled again, Alyssa got up and expertly stripped the dirty sheets off most of the bed without spreading the mess that the towels had covered. With a few hand gestures and nods, she directed me to move just right so that she removed the sheets completely without having to get Phoebe out of bed. A few minutes later, she brought in another clean face washer and wiped Phoebe down once more. On her next trip, she brought up a blue-and-white box of white powder. 
 
   “It’s bicarb. It’s for the smell,” she explained. 
 
   I wondered where the hell she pulled it from, but figured it was probably something from Christina’s supplies. She sprinkled the bicarb powder over the slightly damp patches on my mattress before laying down another fresh towel and putting a fresh set of sheets down. I had to lift Phoebe out of the bed to let her spread them out, but I was able to do that without waking her. 
 
   “You still all right with her?” Alyssa asked as I laid Phoebe down again. 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “When she wakes, have her sip on the Hydralyte.” Alyssa pointed at the cup. “But just sips. We don’t want to overload her stomach.” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “I’m going to check on Ruby and then have a quick shower. Call me if you need a hand.” 
 
   “Sure thing.” 
 
   At some point, I must have drifted off to sleep because the next thing I knew, Phoebe was calling to me. 
 
   “Daddy.” One of her hands pushed my shoulder. It wasn’t enough force to shift me, but it roused me from my sleep. 
 
   I grunted, trying to figure out where I was and why she was rocking my shoulder. After a few blinks, my eyes had adjusted to the darkness. When Phoebe met my gaze, her eyes sparkled through the darkness. Instead of the pout which had been present before she’d fallen asleep, her lips were curled into a little smile. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked. Sleep still strangled my voice so I cleared my throat and started again. “Better than before?” 
 
   “Little bit.” 
 
   “Mummy wanted you to drink a little of this,” I said as I reached for the cup, wondering where said mummy was. 
 
   Taking the handles on the cup in her hands, Phoebe took a big gulp of the drink. 
 
   “Just little sips. You don’t want to get sick again, do you?” 
 
   She shook her head and offered me the drink back again.
 
   I took the cup off her and put it back on the bedside table. 
 
   She snuggled against my chest. “I missed you, Daddy,” she murmured sleepily before settling back to sleep again. 
 
   I fell asleep again soon after and the next time I woke, the muted early-morning light crept around the barrier of the curtains. My arm was above my head with Alyssa’s hand wrapped around mine. Between our bodies, Phoebe lay on her back, fast asleep with her mouth hanging open a little. 
 
   My gaze slid between my two girls. Despite the interruptions during the weekend, it had been helpful. It had helped solidify a few things for me—namely the lengths I would go to in order to keep my girls happy, safe, and healthy. I would walk to the ends of the Earth over broken glass just to make either of them smile. 
 
   I would do any job, take any role, if it meant I could provide for them the way I was supposed to. 
 
   Taking care not to wake either of them, I climbed out of the bed and grabbed clothes to change into. 
 
   After I’d showered and changed, I headed downstairs for an early breakfast. Sitting at the table, with a steaming mug of what I assumed was coffee in front of her, was Ruby. She glanced up at me as I approached, but didn’t say anything. 
 
   “About last night . . .” I trailed off because I wasn’t sure what to say or how to word it. “I didn’t mean what I said. It was thoughtless.” 
 
   With a wave of her hand, she tried to tell me it was okay, but I wouldn’t be deterred. 
 
   “I mean it, Ruby. I know you’ve been there for both Alyssa and Phoebe when I wasn’t. I won’t ever be able to thank you enough for that. The entire fucking support network she had makes it a little easier to forgive myself for the shit I did to her.” 
 
   “Do you really think you deserve forgiveness?” 
 
   I wasn’t sure whether she meant for the unintentional hurt I’d inflicted with my words or for my misdeeds in the time after Alyssa left. Either way, my answer was the same. “I don’t know, but I’m willing to do everything I can to earn it.” 
 
   “Alyssa told you about Josh and me. Didn’t she?”
 
   I could have denied it, pleaded innocence and possibly avoided dumping Alyssa in the mess, but for all I knew, they’d had a deep and meaningful conversation last night and Ruby knew all the details. I was damned either way. “She mentioned something briefly, but no details.” 
 
   Ruby nodded. 
 
   “Are you upset with her?” Seeing that I wasn’t in any immediate danger of having my balls cut off, I moved into the kitchen to make some breakfast while we continued our conversation. 
 
   She shook her head. “No. How else could she have explained my reaction? I know it wasn’t entirely rational. But . . . I don’t know. It’s a little hard to explain to someone who’s never been in the situation. It’s just something that I’ve wanted for the longest time. To fail month after month would be like you getting kitted up for a race, event after event, and every time you make it to the car you’re called back to the pits and told that this isn’t the right race for you. That maybe you’ll get your chance at the next event.” 
 
   A bark of laughter ripped from my lips as I pressed down the toaster. 
 
   In response to my chuckle, she frowned at me and tilted her head in confusion. 
 
   “Did you just describe bumping uglies with Josh as an event?” I asked. 
 
   She joined my laughter. “Well, it fits.”
 
   So that the image her words called to mind didn’t stick, I concentrated on my memory of Alyssa in a race suit. With that picture in my head, and no more laughter on my lips, I started the conversation again. “Look, I don’t know anything about making babies.” 
 
   Her laughter grew into a howl and I realised what I’d inadvertently said. 
 
   “Wait, I take that back. I know plenty about what it takes to make babies, but usually I try to avoid making babies when I do it.” 
 
   Her nose curled up and her lips twisted as though she’d just tasted something unpleasant. “When did we get to the stage that it was okay to discuss our sex lives?” 
 
   “Sometime between vacations and vomit, I think.” A smile grew on my lips as I buttered my newly popped toast.
 
   A fresh chuckle slipped from between her lips. “I’ll deny it if you ever tell anyone, but I actually don’t mind this new you.” 
 
   After spreading a thin layer of vegemite over the butter, I turned around and met Alyssa’s questioning gaze. She had a sleepy but seemingly better Phoebe in her arms. I nodded to let her know everything was okay. 
 
   “You won’t be able to deny it,” I said to Ruby. “There are witnesses.” I indicated Alyssa and Phoebe.
 
   “Witnesses to what?” Alyssa asked, winking at Ruby. 
 
   “Oh, I see how it is. All the hens in the house ganging up on the lone cock.” 
 
   “Rooster,” Alyssa said the instant after the last K sound crossed my lips. “They’re called roosters in our house.” 
 
   Phoebe peeked her head out from where she was hiding against Alyssa’s neck and crowed like a rooster. 
 
   “And that’s why they’re roosters,” Alyssa said.
 
   With things mostly squared with Ruby, I sat with Phoebe on my lap and ate my breakfast while Alyssa prepared some plain toast for Phoebe. 
 
   “Did you tell Declan about that cow?” Ruby said. 
 
   Phoebe made a mooing sound, but I didn’t pay much attention because there was something in the way Ruby asked her question that made me think there was something Alyssa had intended to tell me during our weekend of truths that we either hadn’t got to—or she’d chickened out and not said it. 
 
   “What cow?” 
 
   “That girl,” Ruby said. 
 
   It didn’t slip my notice that Alyssa hadn’t said anything. When I looked at her, she was studying the light spread of butter over Phoebe’s toast with attention greater than it really warranted. 
 
   “What’s her name?” Ruby continued. “D something. Da . . . Dar—”
 
   “Darcy?” The name slipped from between my teeth. 
 
   The butter knife in Alyssa’s hand clattered to the bench as I said the name, confirming that Darcy had done something else to hurt Alyssa. 
 
   “That’s the one,” Ruby said. “Nasty piece of work, she is.” 
 
   I nodded, wondering if she knew the half of it. Did Ruby know that I’d had a one-night stand with Darcy? That Darcy had then lorded that over Alyssa?
 
   “What did she do?” I wanted to get up and offer Alyssa some comfort, but it was hard with Phoebe on my lap, and I didn’t want to jostle Phoebe around too much, considering the night she’d had. 
 
   Alyssa dropped the plate of toast in front of Ruby. “Phoebe, sweetheart, can you sit with Aunt Ruby while I talk to Daddy for a moment?” 
 
   Taking my cue, I carried Phoebe around the table and placed her in Ruby’s lap. By the time I’d done that, Alyssa had already left the room. 
 
   “She’s getting back at me for telling you she can’t have kids,” Alyssa said when I approached her. 
 
   “What?” I’d thought we were going to be talking about Darcy, so Alyssa’s words confused me. 
 
   “Ruby. I told her last night that I’d let her situation slip to you.” 
 
   A relieved sigh slipped from me that I hadn’t lied to Ruby. It would have caused more trouble if she’d known the truth the whole time. The Ruby situation wasn’t the one I was worried about though. 
 
   “What happened with Darcy?” 
 
   “She’s just doing everything she can to make my life hell. It started when she saw me at the Grand Plaza after I got home from here. She just kept talking about how you were already bored with me and that was why I was back in Browns Plains while you were still in Sydney.” 
 
   My jaw snapped shut at her words. I should have known Alyssa going home alone would fuel more rumours. “And?” I asked through clenched teeth. 
 
   “And she came into work to hunt down copies of last week’s Gossip Weekly. I had to serve her and watch as she opened every single page of that damned article on each and every copy so she could make sure it was all there. All while discussing the article in great detail and pointing out all the reasons why you’d gotten bored with me. It meant that most of my regular customers found out about everything even if they’ve never picked up a gossip mag before. Worse, she comes into the shop every few days now. It’s like she’s decided my shop is the only one she can go to when she needs something, even though it’s not the closest one to her home. Of course, I can’t say anything to my boss because the customer is always right.” 
 
   “Bitches like that will get their comeback,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
   “It wasn’t important. It won’t be long before I’ll be leaving and then I won’t have to see her again.” 
 
   “But that’s still weeks away. Are you just going to put up with it until then?” 
 
   “A snotty bitch bent out of shape because you won’t screw her again is hardly the worst thing I’ve had to deal with.” Her gaze dropped to the floor.
 
   “Fuck, of course it’s not. But that doesn’t mean you have to put up with it, either. What happened to the girl I knew, the one who dragged Darcy down onto the school oval just because she gave me a Valentine?” 
 
   Alyssa’s gaze shifted up to mine as the hint of a smile graced her lips. “You know, I’d forgotten about that.” 
 
   “If I hadn’t already been mad about you before then, I think that would have been the moment that cemented it for me.” 
 
   “Except we broke up that afternoon.” 
 
   “You broke up with me, not the other way around.” 
 
   She laughed. “God, we were crazy weren’t we?” 
 
   I cupped her cheek and moved so my mouth was inches from hers. “I’m sure I’ve still got a bit of crazy in me.” I claimed her lips. Even though I did crave her, I kissed her for another reason. I wanted to change the subject. It wasn’t that I wanted Darcy to get away with what she was doing—in fact, I wanted to make sure she paid. I didn’t want to tip Alyssa off to that fact, though, because if I did, she might tell me not to. I wouldn’t go against her wishes if she asked me not to do something, but what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. 
 
   I just had to think of the perfect plan. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINETEEN: SUCK IT UP
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER WE DROPPED Ruby off at the airport, Alyssa, Phoebe, and I went for a walk along the beach to get some fresh air. The whole time, Alyssa watched Phoebe like a hawk, looking for any sign that she was going to be sick again. 
 
   I was relieved to notice that I’d apparently lost my lone stalker photographer. Either he’d decided that I wasn’t worth following anymore, or T had recalled him for some reason. I had no idea which, but I was happy for the break. Overall, it was the best fucking day I’d had in a while. 
 
   It was clear even to me what made the day so different from the others I’d faced in the last week. Life just wasn’t complete without my family near me. Maybe that made me a sap, but I was the happiest fucking sap in the world. 
 
   After getting our fill of fresh air, we headed back to the car and I saw that I wasn’t as lucky as I’d assumed. The pap was there, leaning against a white X-Trail and grinning at me. Knowing that what he wanted more than anything was a picture of me reacting in a negative way, I tuned him out and focused on Phoebe and Alyssa. When I reversed the car out, he was right behind me. All I wanted to do was put my foot to the floor to try to lose him, but I knew there wasn’t much point. He knew where I lived and would no doubt be camped there before long anyway. At least if I stuck to the speed limit, nothing could be reported about me driving recklessly or any other bullshit they wanted to try to invent. 
 
   “You’re handling him well,” Alyssa said. “I don’t know if I could be quite so patient.” 
 
   Even though her words hadn’t been a joke, I couldn’t help laughing at them. “Patience isn’t exactly my strong suit. It’s taking everything in me not to thump the guy every time he gets that damned camera in my face.” 
 
   “And it’s good that you’re not doing it, for Phoebe’s sake.” 
 
   I glanced back at Phoebe in the car seat in the back. She was already well on her way to falling asleep again. Her little head bobbed and nodded, then she startled upright for a few seconds. A moment later, her eyes drifted closed and the routine started again. Before long, she’d nodded off completely. 
 
   To give her a proper chance for a nap, I drove the long way home, winding out through the suburbs and blasting along the highways. It was actually nice being able to stretch my legs a little in the car again. To not have to be driving to somewhere, but just in the car for the sake of it. 
 
   I drove Alyssa around Sydney Olympic Park in Homebush, and then out to Parramatta. The music was playing and Alyssa was watching out the window. It was peaceful. Relaxed in a way I’d never imagined a drive could be without it being in my ProV8. 
 
   When Phoebe started to stir, I headed home. Alyssa and I spent the rest of the afternoon and all of that night just doting on Phoebe. We played games, watched a few movies, and just spent every second we could with her before she crashed early after her late night of being sick. 
 
   My weekend alone with Alyssa might have been cut short, but I had no real complaints. Especially not when I was able to take her into my bedroom at the end of the day and claim her body on the clean sheets. 
 
   I woke before everyone else in the house on Monday. When I first opened my eyes and looked down at Alyssa’s body snuggled against my chest, I thought about what I’d said to her about my love of Sinclair Racing. My heart began to race faster than the engine in my V8 at the thought of what I was going to do, but I didn’t have much choice. After having some breakfast, I swallowed down my pride and rang Danny’s office. Even though it was still a little before eight, I figured he’d be there. He usually was. 
 
   “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked after realising it was me. His tone indicated he thought the call was anything but that. 
 
   “First off, I wanted to apologise if I seemed rude the other night.” 
 
   “Seemed?” 
 
   “Fuck, okay, I was an arsehole and I’m sorry. It just took me by surprise, seeing you there. I still can’t believe Eden would do that.” 
 
   “Really?” A small chuckle came down the line. “You can’t?”
 
   I joined his laughter. “Well, yeah, I guess you’re right. It was totally in character for her. I just didn’t think she’d do it to you and me.”
 
   “Apparently, she thinks there is some stuff we need to sort out.”
 
   “Evidently.” As I spoke to him, I moved around, picking up some of Phoebe’s toys. Some of them would be going home with her, but just as many would be staying to start the transition of her life to Sydney. Looking at the little stuffed dog that was practically falling to pieces—one of the dark brown ears had split at the seam and stuffing was poking out of the hole—I knew I had to suck up my pride and beg. It was the reminder I needed; I was calling him for Phoebe. A job somewhere close to home would only benefit her. It was what I’d promised Alyssa I’d do. Fuck if it didn’t feel like I was taking a rusty razor blade to my pride though—and maybe to my balls as well. “I think she’s right too.”
 
   “Is that so?” 
 
   “Yeah. See, I want to come back.” 
 
   “I can’t have you race for me anymore, Declan,” he said. The tone he used was frank, almost confrontational. I wondered if he was trying to gauge my reaction or if it was that cut and dried for him. Either could be true. 
 
   Despite the fact that I’d known it was impossible, it still stung to have him confirm that I had no chance of driving for the team again.
 
   “Your latest series of stunts, whether true or not, have generated too much bad press,” he continued. “The sponsors that bring in the big dollars these days are the family-friendly ones and frankly, you don’t have anything to offer us in that department after the latest scandal.”
 
   A scoff left me at his words. With Alyssa upstairs asleep, and Phoebe in her little tiara bed, we were practically the perfect picture of domestic fucking bliss. Very few drivers were more family-fucking-friendly than I was when my little family was with me. 
 
   Despite that, it wasn’t worth having the argument and pushing Danny even further offside. That could wait until I had a steady pay cheque again. “So I won’t race then. I still want back in.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   I sat on the couch with the phone cradled between my ear and my shoulder, holding the stuffed dog in my hands. “I have a family I need to support, Danny. They mean the world to me, and I’d do anything for them. Anything. I don’t particularly want to, but I could take the position that Wood offered me. However, that would mean moving to Brisbane when Alyssa is due to move down here to start at Pembletons. So the thing is, even if I wanted to be part of that team, which I don’t, I don’t want to move away from my family. I made that choice the last time I had a contract to consider, and I fucked it up then. I’m not going to fuck it up again. I owe them better than that.” I owe me better than that. 
 
   “I don’t understand what that has to do with me.”
 
   “Sinclair is a family. You know that, man. You foster that environment. Even if I can’t be out on the track, I want to be nearby. Watching the Bahrain race from home almost killed me. I was fucking counting down the seconds in the pit stops. I was holding my breath with every corner. I want to be part of that success on the fucking track. Of course I’d prefer to be out there behind the wheel, but if that’s not possible, then I want to do whatever it takes to prove that I’m a team player. To prove that you fucked up by firing me.” 
 
   “How do I know you’re not just telling me what you think I want to hear to let you back on the track? You have to understand my hands are tied.” 
 
   I gritted my teeth. “I’m not gonna lie, I want back on the track more than you could possibly imagine.” Even as I said the words, I understood it was possible they weren’t entirely true. He knew what the drive to be in control of the car was like; he’d been there before he’d retired almost twenty years earlier. But he’d never had the choice taken from him by someone else either. He’d simply raced until he didn’t have that hunger any longer, and then he’d retired into team ownership. “Being out there, at one with the car, it’s like nothing else. You know that at least. The need for that pumps through my veins like lifeblood, but I don’t want that just anywhere. And I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get back there. If that means I’ve got to clean the fucking toilet so that I can pay the bills and be near my girls in the meantime, that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
   “And what if it means that you never get to drive again?” 
 
   “Well, then I fucking deal with that like a big boy, don’t I?” 
 
   “This is a very different attitude from you, Declan.” He sounded skeptical, as though at any second I might tell him I was joking and to fuck off. It was fucking tempting. I wasn’t the sort to grovel and beg. Except maybe where it came to Alyssa, but that was fucking different. 
 
   I would have my say, leave it with him, and never beg again. If he really didn’t want me, well, I’d cross that bridge when I got there. “I told you. I’m a different person now. It might only be a few weeks since she crashed back into my life, but Alyssa is good for me.” I’d had my say and now I just needed to let the dice fall where they may. 
 
   “I appreciate what it would have taken to make this call, Declan. Will you give me the time to consider what you’ve said?” 
 
   “Sure, just don’t take too long or I might have to reconsider the role with Wood Racing, after all.” I laughed so that he could tell I was joking. There was no way I would become indebted to the person who’d tried to destroy my family and did destroy my career. If he didn’t come back to me soon though, or came back with a no, I would still be fucked. Then I’d have no pride and no fucking job. Maybe it was a mistake after all. 
 
   I took a calming breath and tried to focus on the positives. 
 
   By the time I’d ended the call, Alyssa and Phoebe were awake. Phoebe was sitting at my dining table while Alyssa danced around the kitchen singing a song to her. With a smile on my lips, I caught Alyssa on her next twirl and held her in my arms for a moment before planting a chaste kiss against her mouth. As the three of us sat and ate breakfast together, I looked around the table. I couldn’t help but laugh at the perfectly domestic scene.
 
   “What is it?” Alyssa asked.
 
   “Just that for someone who is supposedly not ‘family friendly,’ this is a very Norman Rockwell moment.”
 
   Alyssa laughed in agreement.
 
   “What’s Normal Rockwall?” Phoebe asked, causing Alyssa’s laughter to grow.
 
   Alyssa patted her arm. “I’ll explain when you are older, honey.” She turned her gaze to me. “So I called that reporter while you were on the phone.” 
 
   “Really? And?” 
 
   “And they sounded like they were still really keen for the idea. The only problem is when we might be available to do it. Obviously they want to do it sooner rather than later because in another few weeks—” She cut herself off and grimaced at me. 
 
   The rest of her sentence was obvious though. In another few weeks, no one would care. I had a big ex in front of my position as driver for Sinclair Racing and my stock as a person of interest to the public was falling almost by the hour. If we were going to try to get our side of the story public, it had to be while there was still some interest in the story. In me. “When are they available?” 
 
   “Whenever we are.” She twirled her hair around her fingers. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Well, they actually said my call was perfect timing because they had a hair and make-up artist, and a photographer set up in a hotel in town for a shoot with Katie Medler, but apparently she had to cancel because of some filming commitment.” 
 
   “Shit.” I glanced at Phoebe even as the swear word escaped me. I shot Alyssa an apologetic look and continued, “Uh, I mean, really? You wanna do it today?” 
 
   Alyssa shrugged. “We don’t have to, but if we don’t we’ll have to arrange for you to come home, or me to come back here. I’m not sure when we can do that.” 
 
   Despite the fact that my palms were getting sweaty and my heart was pounding in my chest at the thought, I nodded. “Today is probably doable. Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m sure,” she said, giving me a smile which somehow both showed her confidence and her fear.
 
   “You never know what they might ask,” I warned. My fear was that they’d ask about Phoebe and Emmanuel. “It might be difficult.”
 
   She swallowed hard but nodded. “I know. No one said our life was going to be easy, but it’s ours. I want to tell our side. If we don’t, those little—” She huffed and cut herself off. “Darcy and Hayley just get away with it all. Publicly, at least. People will believe the lies they’ve told, because it’s uncontested.”
 
   Even though I didn’t want to talk about the bitches who’d been heavily involved in my downfall, possible plans for revenge started to form in my mind. Karma was going to bite both their arses anyway. Even if I had to force its hand. 
 
   Instead of focusing on that part of Alyssa’s words, I asked what was my greatest fear about the situation. “How do we know that the magazine isn’t going to twist the events and make it worse though?” 
 
   “I’ve already told them that we’ll only agree to it if we get ultimate copy approval and veto if they don’t agree to our suggestions. I’ve also instructed them that Phoebe isn’t to be included in any photos, and discussed a sizable donation to the children’s hospital foundation rather than cash remuneration.” 
 
   All I could do was blink at her. 
 
   Fuck, she was efficient. 
 
   And damn sexy when she spoke all professional. If she wasn’t going into corporate law, I had no doubt she’d rule any fucking courtroom that she stepped foot in. Between her ability to argue, her way with words, and her looks, she’d be a deadly opponent regardless of the guilt or innocence of her client. 
 
   The things she’d already had the magazine agree to were things that probably wouldn’t have even crossed my mind to ask. 
 
   “Is that okay? I know you’re not working and we could probably use the money, but I figured it would help the whole positive-PR spin if you donated the story proceeds.” 
 
   God, she was fucking smart. And beautiful. And sexy. I pushed away from the table and stalked toward her. “Of course it’s okay. I’m just wondering how the hell someone as sexy, smart, and beautiful as you ever fell for such a dumb fuck as me.” 
 
   “Well, it wasn’t for your vocabulary, that’s for sure.” She nodded toward Phoebe. 
 
   Her subtle hint to watch my mouth raised another question. “If someone’s not going to be involved in the photoshoot, what are we going to do for a babysitter?” 
 
   Alyssa’s slight smile twisted downward, no doubt at the reminder that getting a babysitter wouldn’t be as easy for her when she moved to Sydney. “Who do you know?” 
 
   “Only Eden. She’ll probably have to work though. They’ll be prepping for the Tassie race this weekend.”
 
   “Maybe it’ll be easier to tell the magazine that we’ll do it another time.” 
 
   “No, it makes sense to do it sooner rather than later. I’ll call her and see what she says. It’ll only be a few hours right?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m not sure when though. This afternoon sometime. Then I have to be at the airport by seven, too.” 
 
   I pressed my fingers to her lips. “No talking about airports. It doesn’t exist until at least six tonight, okay?” 
 
   “Sure thing, Dec.” She sounded as reluctant to discuss it as I was anyway. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll give Eden a call. You call the magazine and work out a time.” 
 
   “What ’bout me, Daddy?” 
 
   “You sit there and look cute.” I winked at her. 
 
   “That’s hardly going to give her the confidence to rely on her intelligence rather than her looks.” 
 
   I raised a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me eyebrow at Alyssa, but she just shrugged. “Well, shit, okay then, you sit there and do some maths.” 
 
   “I don’t know what’s maths,” Phoebe spluttered with her mouth full of toast.
 
   Giving Alyssa a look that was supposed to convey the thought, “See, my way was better,” I quickly hunted down a piece of paper and pencil. “Well, then, why don’t you draw?” 
 
   “Draw what?” 
 
   “Something that makes you happy.” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   With her satisfied and the plan sorted, I pulled out my phone and called Eden. As soon as I told her the reason why we needed a babysitter, she wouldn’t let me tell her it was okay if she couldn’t. 
 
   “I was leaving at lunchtime anyway.” 
 
   I wasn’t entirely sure I believed her statement. It would have been just like Eden to tell me that even if it was utter bullshit, just so that she’d get her way. 
 
   “Besides, it sounds like Alyssa has organised a kick-arse deal with them. It’d be stupid to have to give up something like this, something that could be a positive, just because you can’t find a babysitter. Just let me know when you want to drop her off.” 
 
   “Thanks, Edie, you are a lifesaver.” 
 
   “I actually thought you were calling about something else,” she said. 
 
   “Like?” 
 
   “Like a certain phone call this morning.” 
 
   A lump rose in my throat. Should I deny it or admit I’d basically tried to trade my balls for a job? 
 
   Eden didn’t let me do either. “I think it was a step in the right direction. Even if it doesn’t mean anything happens with Sinclair Racing, at least Danny will be more likely to help you find your feet somewhere else.” 
 
   Her words sent any hopes that had been building in me plummeting to the floor. It seemed the best I could wish for was a driver role at a team that wasn’t completely terrible. All of the top teams had their drivers stitched up tight. Except Wood Racing. 
 
   My silence must have warned her of my shifting mood. 
 
   “It’ll work out for the best, Dec. Just trust me.”
 
   I wasn’t sure I could, but it was just easier to say, “Sure thing, Edie. I’ll text once I know what time we’ll need you.”
 
   Alyssa was still on the phone when I headed back out of my office. Phoebe was colouring in her drawing, but she held up what she’d done so far. On the page was a picture with three blobs, each with hands and faces, and a small square, standing next to a big square filled with a pattern of circular shapes. 
 
   “That’s nice,” I said. I had no idea what it was, but I figured telling her that in such a harsh fashion wouldn’t be good for her confidence. “What’s that bit there?” I pointed to a circle inside the square, hoping if I could weed out some clues, I could guess the scene. 
 
   “Silly, that’s da window.” 
 
   Fuck, well, that gave me some frame of reference at least. “It’s a lovely house with all those windows.” 
 
   “It’s your castle, Daddy.” 
 
   “And that’s us, is it?” 
 
   She gave an exaggerated nod and pointed to each of the blobs with hands in turn. “That’s you. And that’s Mummy. And that’s me.” 
 
   There was one part of the picture I still didn’t understand. 
 
   “And what’s this down here?” I pointed to the square right next to the person she’d said was her. 
 
   She sighed. “Daddy, you’re silly. That’s Emmie’s stone.” 
 
   My stomach twisted. I was glad that Alyssa had never hidden the truth from Phoebe, and that Phoebe understood as much as she could about the situation considering her age, but I hadn’t considered that she might have the expectation that we could somehow bring him with us when we moved. Alyssa had explained to me how they went to visit him every couple of weeks, so it shouldn’t have been a surprise that Phoebe expected that to somehow continue. How did we explain to her that Emmanuel’s grave had to stay in Brisbane?
 
   Because I didn’t want to ruin Alyssa’s mood before the photo shoot with questions that were so depressing, I stuck the picture to my fridge with a magnet, and then distracted Phoebe with something else. When Alyssa got off the phone, she nodded and told me it was all set up. 
 
   Within half an hour, we had everything lined up for the photo shoot. 
 
   Just as we were getting into the car, my mobile rang. Seeing the name that flashed up on the screen, I told Alyssa who it was and asked her to get Phoebe sorted in the car. I headed just outside the garage door so I could talk without risking Phoebe trying to chatter over me. 
 
   “Danny,” I said in greeting.
 
   “I hear you’re having a photo shoot with Woman’s Idea this afternoon.” 
 
   Fucking Eden. Does she ever keep her mouth shut?
 
   “Yeah.” What’s it got to do with you? 
 
   “I think it’s a great idea. Getting your image into a more positive light will only help your case in the longer term.” 
 
   I don’t remember asking your fucking position on the matter. I sighed. I’d all but begged him for a job just that morning. The mere thought of the way my effort was basically dismissed had put me in a foul mood, and I needed to shake it or I would just cause myself more trouble. Despite the fact that I knew I needed to fix it, my tone was still a little snippy when I said, “I’m in a hurry, Danny, was there something you wanted?” 
 
   “Yes, actually there was. I was wondering if you can come in to the offices to see me tomorrow?” 
 
   I blinked. Swallowed. Wondered whether I’d misheard. “Tomorrow?” 
 
   “Yes. Around nine if you can make it?”
 
   “Um, yeah, sure.” 
 
   “Excellent. I’ll see you then.” 
 
   Unable to think of anything else to say, I repeated my last line again. 
 
   Alyssa was practically jumping out of her skin with anticipation when I approached the car. “What did he want?” 
 
   “He, uh, he wants to see me. Tomorrow.” 
 
   “Well, that’s good, right?” 
 
   “Maybe.” Despite the fact that I was trying so hard not to get excited, I couldn’t help the little bubble of hope that grew in my chest. He wouldn’t want to speak to me if he didn’t have something to tell me, right? For good, or for bad. 
 
   “Let’s get to Eden’s,” Alyssa said, drawing me from my thoughts. 
 
   When I turned on the ignition, I took a second to put things in perspective. I had a great family and awesome friends that I’d never really appreciated before. Regardless of what Danny said, none of those things could change. 
 
   I’d already hit rock bottom, and now the only way to go was up. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY: GOOD MORGAN
 
   
 
 
   
A LITTLE BEFORE one, I pulled up in front of the block of flats that housed Eden’s swanky little inner-city Sydney apartment. Of course, despite it being so expensive, there was no off-street visitor parking. Although it meant arriving in the city during the lunch rush, and having to fight to find a place to park, I’d wanted to make sure we had plenty of time for Alyssa to get comfortable before we’d have to leave Phoebe there. 
 
   So that they wouldn’t have to be in the car while I drove around to find a park—or listen to the swearing that would no doubt occur when I couldn’t find one—I pulled into a loading zone in front of the building so that Alyssa could unload Phoebe and take her ahead while I found a spot.
 
   After lucking out and finding a park just up the road, I walked back to Eden’s building. When I got there, I found Alyssa out front—with Phoebe perched on her hip—looking flustered and more than a little frustrated.
 
   “What number apartment was it again?” she asked when I was close enough.
 
   “Seventeen,” I said, confused because she’d double-checked it with me before climbing out of the car.
 
   “That can’t be right,” she said. “There was a man there . . . And before he opened the door, he grumbled something about not being allowed to have any afternoon delight, and didn’t people respect the concept of privacy anymore. He opened the door wearing black silk boxers, Dec. Not to mention that he was . . .” She glanced at Phoebe to make sure she wasn’t paying too much attention before nodding down toward her crotch. “You know.” Her eyes widened, as if she was trying to psychically force the information into my mind. “He was excited.”
 
   Eden had said she was planning on having the afternoon off. Surely she couldn’t . . . She wasn’t . . . I was sure Morgan would still be at work but maybe . . . 
 
   Oh shit. I realised that in the excitement of picking outfits, packing so I could take them straight to the airport, getting some entertainment organised for Phoebe, I’d completely forgotten to text Eden the time we’d be at her house. 
 
   “Was he blond?” I dreaded the answer. God, if I’d interrupted Morgan’s chance for afternoon delight before he needed to go away with the team, I’d never hear the end of it. 
 
   Alyssa nodded. 
 
   My suspicions confirmed, I chuckled. Great. “Well, that’d be the wonderful Morgan McGuire.”
 
   “Morgan McGuire? You mean your teammate?”
 
   “Yeah, I’d say so,” I said. “They must have decided to have some time alone before the team goes on the road again. And it looks like we coc—uh, interrupted them. Honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t recognise him from the promotional posters.”
 
   A pink stain crept up her cheeks. “I never paid much attention to anyone else on the posters,” she admitted.
 
   Despite the knowledge that she was mine, I couldn’t deny the rush of desire her admission caused within me. 
 
   “Morgan!” Phoebe said over Alyssa, obviously trying out the name.
 
   “Are he and Eden . . .?” Alyssa asked.
 
   I nodded. “For a few years now.”
 
   “Wow . . .” Alyssa said. “Nothing like keeping it in the team.”
 
   “Yeah.” I chuckled. “They never really let it affect their race-day performance though, so I think Danny just lets it slide.”
 
   Holding Alyssa’s hand, I led her back to Eden’s door. Once again, Morgan answered it and, not noticing me, gave Alyssa a curious glance. At least he was wearing pants and a shirt this time. 
 
   “You again?” he asked, the corners of his mouth turning up into a slightly worried smile. It was a look I recognised—one reserved for crazy-arse stalker fans.
 
   “Yes, you arse,” I said, earning a kick to the shin from Alyssa for my language. “Now are you going to let us in, or do we have to stand in the hallway all day.”
 
   “Squirt?” he said, his gaze spinning to me with surprise evident on his features. Then realisation dawned on his face, “Oh, then this must be the little woman and the munchkin.”
 
   “Who’s a munchkin?” Phoebe asked.
 
   “You are, munchkin,” Morgan replied, tousling Phoebe’s hair before cupping her cheek.
 
   I could sense Alyssa bristle beside me and instantly understood why. Unfortunately, I couldn’t warn Morgan that she didn’t like unknown people being touchy-feely with Phoebe. Ruth, Alyssa’s mum, had explained it to me, how Alyssa still viewed Phoebe as the broken little girl who needed a new kidney to survive. 
 
   Morgan was just being Morgan though. He didn’t mean any harm and probably hadn’t even thought through the movement before he’d acted. He always exuded an air of confidence and people generally liked him; it was one of the reasons he was regarded as being a gold mine to the family-friendly sponsors, despite his past being almost as chequered as mine.
 
   “I’m not a munkchin,” Phoebe declared. “I’m Phoebe Castor Dawson!”
 
   “You tell him, missy,” I said, laughing. Then I pushed my way past the still slightly dazed Morgan into Eden’s living room, ready as I would ever be for the first real collision of my two worlds. Eden might have been there to help Alyssa when they were worried about me, but that was different. Then, circumstances had forced them to at least be cordial. Now, there was nothing binding them besides their mutual friendships with me. 
 
   Eden flittered out from the bedroom at that moment and grinned at me. Her jeans-clad legs poked out from the bottom of an oversized short-sleeved flannelette shirt that looked at least three sizes too big. She was doing up the button on her jeans as she moved. 
 
   “You could have at least got dressed before we showed up,” I teased. 
 
   “Well, you were supposed to text before you showed up, buddy, so you’re lucky I’m not standing here in my birthday suit.” 
 
   “Sorry, I got a little distracted. So did you, evidently.” All of the buttons on her blouse were buttoned through the wrong holes. 
 
   She looked down at her shirt, adjusted the belt holding it tight around her waist, and then grinned at me. “Morgan hasn’t been formally introduced yet?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Allow me,” she said, as if I could have stopped Cyclone Eden if I’d wanted to. “Morgan, this is Alyssa, Declan’s . . .” She seemed to struggle over the word. I wondered how I would have filled it. Love, life, future—any one of those words fit. Eden settled for “Partner. And this,” she pointed to Phoebe, “is—”
 
   “Phoebe Castor Dawson,” Morgan said. “That introduction, I did get.”
 
   Alyssa put Phoebe down on the floor. Ignoring Morgan’s disbelieving expression, I pulled the colouring books and crayons out of the backpack I had on. In no time at all, Phoebe was sitting at Eden’s coffee table colouring in a book of princesses. 
 
   Eden led Alyssa away to chat about something or other, no doubt trying to ensure the list of instructions for Phoebe’s care was set in stone. I watched with a goofy smile on my lips as they talked like old friends. It made my life easier that Alyssa and Eden had fallen into such an easy friendship. If nothing else, it meant Alyssa would have one more person in Sydney she could rely on. 
 
   “Boy, are you ever whipped,” Morgan said to me after pulling me away and offering me a beer. “Who’d have thought it? Declan Reede, the eternal bachelor, having a photo shoot that will all but declare him off limits.” 
 
   “What can I say? London changed me.” The grin on my lips wouldn’t be shaken, not even for his negativity.
 
   “And playing daddy.”
 
   “I’m not playing, man.” 
 
   “You know what I mean. It’s just a shock to see you being, I don’t know, Mr. Mum or something.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up, bro,” I said. “You’d do the same.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I might have to one day soon. No thanks to you, I should add.”
 
   “What?” I asked, glancing over at Eden. Was this his way of announcing a new arrival? “She’s not . . .” I couldn’t even bring myself to say the word.
 
   “Nah, man, but she’s clucky as hell, thanks to your little munchkin.”
 
   “Uh, uh, uh, remember, she’s not a munchkin,” I said, laughing.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, whatever, man,” he said. Before I could say anything more, he continued, “So the little girl . . .”
 
   “Phoebe.” 
 
   “Yeah, Phoebe, is she . . . really yours? I mean, are you sure? Have you been tested?”
 
   “Are you kidding me, dude? Tested? She’s not some fucking disease. Besides, I don’t need to have DNA work done to know. I mean, did you see her eyes? She’s mine. There’s no doubt about that.”
 
   “Sorry, man, it’s just, well, you know as well as I do what some of these fangirls can be like.”
 
   His words made me think of my father’s assertions that Alyssa had been trying to trap me or some shit. I sighed. “Yeah, I get it. If the roles were reversed, I’d probably ask the same thing. But trust me when I say it’s all legit, and that I’m actually happy about it.”
 
   “That’s all I need to know, bro. How the heck have you been about the rest of the shit? It’s been odd not having you on the track. Especially after all the prep for Bahrain. It was so weird not having to worry about overtaking your arse.”
 
   I shrugged. “It just makes it that much easier for you,” I teased, ignoring the first part of the question because I was still working it out myself. “Less real competition.”
 
   “Yeah, right. As if you offered any competition.” He must have seen the brief pain that crossed my features, because he quickly changed the subject. “So what happened with you and . . .,” he trailed off and looked over in Alyssa’s direction, “anyway? Edie hasn’t really told me much. Says it’s your story to tell.”
 
   With a sigh, I started to formulate an answer that would satisfy him without giving him all of the dark details. It was a story I was going to have to tell repeatedly over the next few months, but that didn’t make it any easier.
 
   “Basically, I left Alyssa behind when I left Brisbane,” I said. “What can I say, we were together in high school, had the cliché after-formal moment, and weren’t careful enough.” Even as soon as the words were out, I wanted to reel them back. I had basically called Phoebe an accident, which was exactly what my father had thought of me. I wouldn’t be him. She might not have been planned for, but I didn’t ever want her to think she was resented or loved less than completely. 
 
   “Oh shit,” Morgan whispered, pulling me from my worry. He glanced at Alyssa again. “That’s the girl?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “You were tapping that before you left?” he asked. His gaze trailed her body once again, this time with a more appraising eye.
 
   I clenched my jaw and bit back the harsh words in my head. It wouldn’t pay to piss off Eden’s boyfriend in her apartment, or to alienate one of my few friends in Sydney.
 
   “And you still left?” 
 
   I nodded. “I was a fucking idiot.”
 
   “You’re not wrong,” he whispered again with a grin, his gaze roaming up Alyssa’s legs to her arse.
 
   I punched his shoulder to draw his eyes off her. “I’ll tell Eden you were perving on her,” I threatened.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, his eyebrow raised as if daring me to say a single word. “Well, I’ll tell your little woman about your life down here.”
 
   “No point.”
 
   For a moment, a victorious smile twisted the edges of his mouth.
 
   “I’ve told her everything.”
 
   “Everything?” He raised an eyebrow at me.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That’s—”
 
   “Brave?” I finished for him, cutting him off.
 
   “I was going to say stupid.”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s the only way I know to earn back all of her trust. I don’t want some bullshit I didn’t tell her coming back to bite us in the arse later, you know? That almost happened with that damned magazine, and I won’t let it happen again. I’ve only just found her again after so long apart. I’m not willing to throw that away over a past mistake—or a future one.”
 
   “God, man, you left with a frank and beans and came back with an empty plate.”
 
   “Fuck you,” I said, laughing. It barely registered with me that the words were a little louder than the rest of our conversation.
 
   “Declan,” Alyssa called out, before inclining her head in Phoebe’s direction.
 
   I nodded sheepishly. It was easy to fall back into old habits talking with Morgan. I turned back toward Morgan to continue our conversation but stopped when I saw he’d paled until he was as white as a sheet.
 
   “Holy fuck,” Morgan whispered almost silently. “That’s the girl. From Brisbane. The girl you left behind.”
 
   “Yes, Morgan,” I said, speaking slowly, as if trying to explain a very fucking difficult concept to a child. “That’s Alyssa.”
 
   “Wait, I didn’t think you ever wanted to talk to her again? Didn’t she do something to make you hate her?”
 
   I shrugged. “I know that’s what I said, but I’ve never stopped loving her. At least on some level. I know that now.”
 
   “Holy fuck,” Morgan repeated. His face was growing paler, yet somehow greener, by the second.
 
   “What is it?” I asked. “You look like you’re gonna barf.”
 
   “I swear, I didn’t know,” he rambled, his eyes flicking between Alyssa and me in rapid succession. “Fuck, how was I supposed to know? When you said . . .” His hands came up to scrub his face. “Fuck!”
 
   “Eden, you’re going to have to come over here and decipher for your boyfriend again,” I called out jokingly, trying to draw something solid from him, even if it was just a “fuck you.”
 
   Eden and Alyssa both turned back toward us.
 
   I saw Morgan’s eyes roam to Alyssa’s face, and she offered him a small smile. I smiled at my girl, so willing to give him a chance just because he was my friend and Eden’s boyfriend.
 
   Morgan exhaled heavily beside me.
 
   “Seriously, dude, what the fuck’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   Morgan didn’t turn away from Alyssa’s face as he spoke. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just wanted to help you out, squirt. You said you didn’t want to talk to her anymore and . . . I . . . when I heard the message . . . Then on your computer . . . I just thought . . . well, I . . . Fuck. I never knew she was pregnant. I didn’t think before . . . I wasn’t thinking. Well, I wouldn’t have been would I . . . with everything we were taking that night.”
 
   Something clicked for Alyssa with his incoherent rambling. “It was you!” 
 
   Morgan finally stopped staring, dropping his eyes to the floor instead.
 
   I looked to Eden to see if she could enlighten me to what was happening, but she looked as confused as I felt.
 
   “You fucking arsehole!” Alyssa screeched before launching herself at him.
 
   Eden quickly spun around and grabbed Phoebe, pulling her swiftly from the room.
 
   I wrapped my arms around Alyssa, pulling her away, but not before she threw a couple of punches in Morgan’s direction. Judging by the soft thud, at least one connected. We could deal with the fallout from that after she was calm. More important was figuring out exactly what those two had worked out about each other. Eden seemed as out of the loop as I felt. I held Alyssa tightly in my arms as she fought against me.
 
   “Calm down, baby,” I murmured into her hair.
 
   “You don’t understand,” she screamed. “It was him.”
 
   I spun her in my arms so that she was facing me instead of Morgan. Hopefully if he was out of her sight, it would allow her to calm a little. I took the risk of loosening my grip and used one hand to brush her hair off her face. “What was him?”
 
   “The email, Dec,” she seethed even as tears filled her voice. “He sent the email. That’s why you don’t remember. It’s because you were right. You didn’t do it.”
 
   Her words sunk in. Morgan had been the one who sent her an email of me in an orgy with cheerleaders, in an attempt to have her stop contacting me. Somehow, despite that information, I couldn’t find it in myself to blame him as much as she obviously did. I wasn’t thrilled about the fact that he’d taken that choice into his hands, but ultimately I was still to blame. He may have pushed the send button on the email, but he hadn’t coerced me into the middle of the girls; he hadn’t set up the camera. He hadn’t kept the recording. The timing of the email—before he hooked up with Eden—meant he was likely as off his face on whatever I’d procured as I’d been. The footage was already there and that was my fault. 
 
   Plus, I’d also been the one who told him, repeatedly, that I never wanted to speak to, or about, Alyssa. In the haze I had of my memories from that time, I could remember some of the things I’d called her and I deserved to have her hate me for them all. 
 
   I pulled her tighter to me and whispered to her, “It’s in the past. We’re making a new start now. One where I’ll never hurt you, and Morgan wouldn’t dare.”
 
   She shook her head. “Don’t you see? It hurt so much to see that. Of everything that you ever did to me, that was one of the most painful.”
 
   I saw Morgan turn and leave the room, his hands clenched into tight fists by his sides.
 
   I tipped her chin back lightly with my finger, drawing her gaze to my face. “Baby, I’m sorry that I ever did anything so stupid and allowed it to hurt you. I will never again do anything that will hurt you.” I dipped my head and pressed my lips to hers.
 
   “You did what?” Eden’s voice screeched from the bedroom. “So help me, Morgan John McGuire, I cannot believe you would deliberately try to hurt a young girl like that.”
 
   Phoebe started to wail, no doubt as a result of all the raised voices.
 
   “Come to Mummy,” Alyssa called to her. She ran across the room and practically flew into Alyssa’s arms.
 
   Eden came out from the bedroom with an apologetic look on her face.
 
   “I’m sorry, Eden,” Alyssa said. “I think it would be best if I took Phoebe with me.”
 
   Her pronouns worried me. The use of I instead of we, and me instead of us wasn’t a good sign. Wondering just how much Morgan’s stuttering confession had set me back, I sighed.
 
   Alyssa turned to me, obviously misunderstanding the reason behind my sigh. “I’m sorry, I know he’s your teammate and friend, but I just . . . I can’t deal with this.” She shook her head and raised her free hand in a dismissive wave. “Not today.”
 
   “Forget Morgan,” I said, shooting Eden a remorseful smile. “We’ll just get the photographer to work around Phoebe, okay?”
 
   Alyssa nodded.
 
   Eden grabbed her keys. “Let me come with you to the shoot. I can watch her there.” 
 
   Alyssa went to argue. 
 
   “Please? It’ll just be me, and it’ll mean you can relax and enjoy the process.”
 
   With the corners of her eyes still pinched, Alyssa relented. “Okay, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to relax anyway.” 
 
   “Look, I know he can be an arse, but he usually means well.”
 
   “That sounds like someone else we all know,” I joked. It didn’t bode well for me if Alyssa and Morgan didn’t get along, not when Morgan had always been such a big part of my life in Sydney. Instead of a laugh, my joke earned an if-looks-could-kill-I’d-be-dead type glare from Alyssa.
 
   “Thanks for changing your plans to come with us, Eden,” Alyssa said, clearly ready to leave the apartment entirely. “Are you sure you don’t mind? Like Dec said, we can probably ask the photographer just to shoot around Phoebe if he needs to.” 
 
   “It’s fine. I need some time away from the bozo in there anyway, before I do something he’ll regret.” She indicated the bedroom where Morgan was still hiding from Alyssa’s rage. “Ready to go?”
 
   I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for Morgan; not only had we interrupted his afternoon delight, but he’d also become public enemy number one where Alyssa was concerned.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: SNAP HAPPY
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN WE REACHED the hotel, I’d thought it would be a fairly easy afternoon. I was so fucking wrong, it wasn’t funny. While Phoebe sat and watched, under Eden’s supervision, the make-up team transformed both Alyssa and me. 
 
   For a little over an hour Alyssa was primped and preened to within an inch of her real appearance. For almost half of that, the two person make-up team slathered all sorts of crap on my face too. The feeling of an extra layer of stuff over my skin wasn’t something I could get used to. Although I’d had to do it in the past, for promotional shoots and the like, it was never something I enjoyed. 
 
   After the gunk was on my face, and my hair was styled into a slightly longer version of my trademark spikes, the photographer called me over to help block the lighting and get a few solo shots. 
 
   “The camera loves you two,” he called.
 
   The remote flashes linked to the photographer’s camera lit up the room again.
 
   I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at him. After the first thirty minutes of his over-the-top enthusiasm, I was definitely done. And that had been over an hour earlier. I wondered how much longer it would take, just so I could escape his constant chatter. I didn’t really have too much cause to complain about any other part of the shoot. In fact, as photo shoots went, it was relatively pain free. The fact that I’d been able to spend 90 percent of the time kissing and snuggling with Alyssa was a definite advantage.
 
   When Alyssa had finally joined me, we were put into a range of poses that weren’t entirely natural, but that we were assured would look awesome in print. Even though the positions were awkward, they drew a smile from my lips because in each one, I was entwined around Alyssa—in poses designed to show off our obvious love.
 
   Better still, Phoebe was in our line of sight the whole time, playing with Eden off to the other side of the room. Once we were done with the photo session, we’d just have the interview, and Phoebe could join us for that. Just like we’d agreed with the magazine, she was off limits to the photographer and they’d kept to their word so far which gave me some confidence for the overall article. 
 
   It was good that they didn’t press the issue because neither Alyssa nor I would allow our daughter’s photo to be splashed all over a national magazine. Not if we could help it, and definitely not for an article we were doing to try to salvage my career. Even though I needed to be family friendly to get sponsors back onside, I wasn’t going to allow photos of Phoebe to be the catalyst for the turning point in my future. I wouldn’t use her in that way, as a pawn in some fucked-up game of someone else’s design. 
 
   Ultimately, although Alyssa had stood by my side for the photoshoot and would join me for the interview, it had been her choice to do so. I wouldn’t make that decision for Phoebe or force her into the spotlight. It was too much of a burden for my little girl.
 
   I wasn’t stupid though. I understood that even though Talia’s paparazzi campaign seemed to be targeted at me for the moment, it was still possible, likely even, that Phoebe would be papped at some stage. Especially after the Woman’s Idea article went to print and brought her into the public’s attention, at least in print. How long would it be before another magazine included photos? Then people would know what she looked like, and regardless of whether I was able to salvage something of the shit my career had descended into, she would be known as my daughter. 
 
   That was already more than any three-year-old should have to deal with.
 
   “Just a few more shots,” the photographer called. “Let’s have you here.” He grabbed my arm and dragged me so that I was sitting on the couch, close to the armrest. With a little twirl of his fingers, he silently instructed me to twist so that my body faced down the couch, with one leg hanging off the front and the other resting up against the backrest. “And you here,” he added as he helped Alyssa into position. 
 
   I swallowed heavily as she settled into the pose that he was after, lying between my legs with her chest facing mine. Most of her body rested between my legs—her hip pressing against my cock—and her head was curled against my shoulder so that I could feel every breath she took blowing against my ear. Even though I was trying to be professional, the pose put her in the right spot to send thoughts of her shifting slightly to a reverse cowboy position into my head. 
 
   I glanced down at Alyssa’s face and saw her stifling a smile. She had to have been able to feel my ever increasing hard-on. God, I wanted to kiss her, to toss her against the back of the couch and fuck her hard. 
 
   “Now, caress her face.” The photographer’s voice reminded me where I was, and who else was present. 
 
   Taking care not to twist in a way that my body would be blocking hers, I lifted my hand and cupped her cheek. 
 
   “Perfect.” 
 
   The shutter whirled a couple of times and then the flash exploded twice. 
 
   “Now, lean in as if you are going to kiss her.” 
 
   Taking my time, and waiting for him to call stop, I moved my lips closer to Alyssa’s. 
 
   “A little closer.” 
 
   My lips barely grazed Alyssa’s when he said to stop. It took everything in me to stop myself and not continue on to the kiss. I did though. Instead of claiming her mouth, devouring her the way that my whole body longed to, I hovered my lips over hers so that each whispered breath she took brushed over my skin. It was agony. The sweetest torture I could imagine. I met her gaze, and the hunger coursing through my body was echoed within their honey-gold depths. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   The shoot was a bad fucking idea for one reason and one reason alone—she was going straight to the airport and I’d be left in Sydney with nothing but my hand to satisfy the fires she’d stoked within me. 
 
   The camera clicked a few more times. A couple of times the flash accompanied it, a couple of times it didn’t. He was obviously playing with the lighting. 
 
   “And now let’s get an actual kiss.” 
 
   I didn’t even wait for any further instructions; I was so desperate for her. My lips crashed against hers and my tongue darted straight into her mouth. Her replying kiss was just as needful. 
 
   The photos forgotten, I moved my hand from her cheek to her hair, drawing her closer to me. A sigh slipped from her into the space between us. For a few blissful seconds, I forgot about everyone else in the room. The kiss was so all-consuming. My body twisted so that Alyssa and I were chest to chest, and then I rolled slightly to pin her beneath me. I rubbed my cock against her pussy and drew a small moan from her lips. 
 
   It was only when I pulled away and watched Alyssa panting for air that I remembered where we were and what we were doing. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   I only hoped Eden had the good sense to keep Phoebe occupied while I’d practically dry-humped Alyssa in front of everyone. 
 
   The photographer cleared his throat. “I, uh, I think we’ve got everything we need.” 
 
   “Brilliant,” I said. “Can I get this shit off my face now?” 
 
   He laughed. “Sure. I think they left some make-up removal wipes in the bathroom. Sara will be here in about ten minutes for your interview.” 
 
   Without letting her argue, I grabbed Alyssa’s hand and dragged her into the bathroom. The second she was in the room, I shut and locked the door behind us. 
 
   “Dec, what are you—”
 
   I silenced her by clasping her face between my palms and drawing her lips to mine again. 
 
   “We’ve only got ten minutes,” she said as she pulled away. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys, with how much I want you right now, I won’t even need that.” 
 
   “There are people right outside the door.” Despite her arguments, when I guided her hand to my crotch, her fingers caressed my cock over the material of my shorts. 
 
   My lips formed a familiar smirk. “We’ll have to be quiet then, won’t we?” I raised one brow at her as I ran my hand up her thigh and over her panties. With one stroke of my fingers along her pussy, I confirmed she was as wet and ready for me as I was hard and aching for her. 
 
   I pushed my shorts down just far enough to pull my cock out, guided her to turn around so she was leaning against the vanity, and slid her panties down to her ankles. Meeting her gaze in the mirror, I entered her from behind. 
 
   When the sexiest little moan left her lips, I clamped my hand over her mouth. I used the hold to guide her backward to lean against me. 
 
   “Remember, you have to be quiet,” I whispered against the shell of her ear. 
 
   She nodded, but I didn’t move my hand. Twisting her head slightly to the side, she moved her mouth to my fingers and drew one between her lips. Her eyes closed as she sucked my finger as far into her perfect mouth as she could. In a matching rhythm, she rocked her hips back against mine. 
 
   “Fuck,” I groaned against her throat. The way she was going, I’d be lucky to last a couple of minutes. 
 
   Because I didn’t want her lasting memory of me to be someone who two-pump chumped her in the bathroom, leaving her unsatisfied hours before she got back on a plane, I used my free hand to reach for her clit. My fingers danced around that magic button, causing her to suck harder on my other hand. 
 
   “Fuck.” The word left my lips louder than before, but still quiet enough to be captured by the walls around us. 
 
   Needing more of her, I slammed into her, pushing her hips against the vanity and capturing my hand in the process. I opened my eyes and met her burning gaze in the mirror. The position left everything exposed and it was a damn shame I didn’t have more time to fully appreciate it. My mind ran rampant with imaginings of what the position would be like if she’d been completely nude. The way her breasts bounced in time with the thrusts of my hips was such a fucking turn-on. 
 
   Craving her lips, I pulled away from her, twisted her around so that her arse was perched on the marble counter, and then lined myself up before slamming into her again. The new position allowed me to capture her mouth, and I took full advantage, letting my tongue mimic the rhythm of my cock. 
 
   It was fast and hard, but I didn’t feel I had much choice. I needed her too much to walk out of the room without us both being satisfied.
 
   Because the bathroom wasn’t as cool as the rest of the hotel room, a sheen of sweat broke out across her brow and my own felt damp too. It wasn’t long before she tumbled over the edge, dragging me along with her. 
 
   After taking a quick second to clean up, Alyssa pulled her panties back on and set about cleaning off her make-up. Not quite ready to face the interview, I stepped into the space behind her and nestled my cock between her arse cheeks. “You know that shade of lipstick looks great on your lips,” I murmured as I kissed her. “But do you know where I think it would really look awesome.” 
 
   “Where?” 
 
   “Wrapped around my cock,” I said. 
 
   She met my gaze in the mirror again. Her mouth formed a little O, as if anything I could say could still shock her despite the time we’d spent together. She spun around to face me before leaning against me so that her boobs pressed against my chest. “I’ll try to find a matching shade, and we can test that theory next time I see you.” 
 
   “Fuck, Lys, you make it hard to let you go.” 
 
   “I know the feeling. Now, we need to get this stuff off our faces and go talk about ourselves for the next half hour or so.” She sounded as enthusiastic about it as I felt. 
 
   After getting off most of the crud on my face—and getting her to help me with the rest—I made sure I was decent, that I didn’t have jizz on my shorts or anything like that, and we both headed out. 
 
   The reporter hadn’t arrived yet, but when I caught Eden’s gaze it was clear she knew, or had guessed, what had transpired in the bathroom. To fuck with her a little, I fixed a smirk on my lips and adjusted my crotch as I walked. 
 
   She raised an eyebrow and I waggled my brows at her in return. Even though she’d missed her afternoon delight, I’d had mine, which was what mattered. 
 
   “Mummy, you looked beautiful,” Phoebe said. “Like a princess.” 
 
   “Thank you, sweetie. Didn’t you think Daddy looked very handsome too?”
 
   Phoebe nodded. 
 
   “The camera really does love you two,” Eden said. “I saw a couple of the photos as they came onto his screen. They look great, and that’s before the Photoshopping.” She laughed.
 
   “Thanks again for being here to look after Phoebe,” Alyssa said. “It definitely made it easier.”
 
   “No problems at all. It was too easy. She’s a sweet kid. I can stay right up until your flight, Alyssa,” Eden said. “I’ve got plans for dinner with Morgan a little later tonight though. And then who knows?” She winked at the implications.
 
   “I do not need to know about your sex life with Morgan,” I said.
 
   “Well, you seemed so willing to share yours with me a minute ago. It seemed only fair to reciprocate. Especially considering your lack of a warning left us thoroughly, shall we say, interrupted.”
 
   I shook my head at her as Alyssa laughed. God, I fucking loved the sound of that laugh. It spurred me into action. I reached down and grabbed her again, pulling her to me and kissing her sweet lips.
 
   Seconds later, the door opened and gave us our cue to break apart. 
 
   A young woman, probably no older than Alyssa and me, bounced through the doorway. Her platinum-blonde hair was swept up into a haphazard bun, with bits sticking out everywhere. Her legs were wrapped in a pair of jeans so faded and torn it was surprising they were still holding together. The soft blue blouse she wore over the top helped to restore some of the professionalism that her jeans wiped away. 
 
   “Hi, you must be Declan and Alyssa.” The way she introduced herself reminded me of an overly excited puppy. In another life, her orange-painted lips, blackened eyes, and obvious stamina probably would have been a target for my heat-seeking dick, but now I could just chuckle at her exuberant personality. She stuck her hand out as an introduction. “I’m Sara.” 
 
   Alyssa and I both said, “Hi,” and then Alyssa introduced Eden and Phoebe. 
 
   After nodding in greeting to Eden, Sara crouched down in front of Phoebe. “Lovely to meet you, Phoebe.” 
 
   With a shy smile, Phoebe glanced up from her colouring and said, “Hello.” 
 
   Sara asked a couple of questions to Phoebe, just simple things like what she was colouring. Things clearly designed to make Phoebe more comfortable. Despite the fact that the questions were all directed down at our daughter, it was clearly working on Alyssa as well. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her stance relax, her smile grow, and the mask she put on so often with strangers slowly fade away. 
 
   After a few minutes chatting with Phoebe, Sara rested her hands on her knees and looked up at me. “Are you ready to do this?”
 
   Swallowing down my fear over the possible questions she might ask, I nodded. “I am. Lys?” 
 
   Alyssa gave me a smile that suggested her worries were at least as deep as mine. Maybe deeper, because she’d never had to deal with the press before. I’d been grilled before in interviews, with questions that covered everything from my meteoric rise to my spectacular crashes. It was easier knowing that we had control over what would go to print. 
 
   When Alyssa nodded as well, Sara pointed to the couch. 
 
   Flashes of the photo shoot, and the resulting bathroom session, flooded through my mind. I tried to hide my smile as I sat, but was sure I failed when I met Alyssa’s questioning gaze. 
 
   “You don’t mind if I record, do you?” Sara put a tablet on the desk. It was already recording, but I figured she was just getting our permission on record.
 
   Both Alyssa and I told her we didn’t.
 
   “Now, Declan, I know you’ll be familiar with this process, but Alyssa, just pretend it’s the three of us and you’ve invited me around to chat, okay? Try not to think of the recording. I know you’ve managed to get final copy approval, so nothing that you want off the record will go to print anyway. Okay?” 
 
   “Yeah,” Alyssa said. 
 
   “Awesome. Let’s start with the easy stuff first, shall we?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: INTERVIEW WITH AN EX-DRIVER
 
   
 
 
   
SARA PULLED OUT a notepad and flicked through it, clearly having a specific page in mind. Her eyes scanned the page, and then she obviously found the list of questions she must have organised. “Declan, until recently, you’ve had a reputation as a ladies’ man. You’re even on record multiple times stating that you didn’t think there was a woman out there for you. It’s, uh, quite the turnaround to now be revealing that you are in a committed relationship with the mother of your three-year-old daughter, isn’t it?”
 
   That was the easy stuff? Fuck. A nervous chuckle slipped from me as I tried to work out the best way to explain the shift that had happened for me in the last month. “What can I say other than denial isn’t just a river in Egypt? I’ve always loved Alyssa. On some level, I think I knew that. I fought so hard against it because I didn’t know how to cope with it. The last month, having her in my life again, has reminded me of all the good and bad we shared back in high school. Everything that makes us who we are, both as individuals and as a couple.”
 
   “So you were high school sweethearts?” 
 
   Both Alyssa and I said “yes” at the same time. 
 
   “And why did that end?” 
 
   A loaded glance passed between Alyssa and me. She was silently asking me to answer, but I would have anyway because ultimately the decision to leave had been mine. After all, she’d tried to reconcile even before she knew about her pregnancy. 
 
   “I was offered a chance to race, and at the time I thought that was the most important thing.” 
 
   “And now?” 
 
   “Now, well, I wish I knew then what I’ve learned in the last month. I think the choices I made would have been a little different.” 
 
   “How so?” 
 
   “Even though the thought was terrifying at seventeen, I actually think that Lys and I could have made a go of things in Sydney. There were universities down here she could have gone to. At the very least, we could have tried to make it work long distance.”
 
   “With that being the case, do you regret the choices you made while you were apart?” 
 
   I cast my gaze in Alyssa’s direction and she wrapped her hand around my arm. We’d touched on this between us in so many little ways, but I wanted to frame my answer in a way that wouldn’t hurt her. “Yes and no. All of those things hurt people, hurt Alyssa, but they also ultimately led me back to her. They forced me to hit rock bottom and now I know that the only way is up. When I rebuild, I’ll be building on a stronger foundation than I’ve ever had before. Plus, I’ll be doing it with Alyssa at my side. And Phoebe.”
 
   “Your daughter?” It was clear it was a question purely for the recording. 
 
   As if she thought I’d called her, Phoebe wandered over. We’d told Eden that it was fine for her to be around us during the interview if she was getting unsettled.
 
   “Look, Daddy.” She held up the colouring book to show me the now purple-skinned princess she’d been working on. 
 
   “Very nice! That one deserves a high five,” I said, holding my hand up. She smacked her palm against mine and then ran back over to Eden. “She’s, uh . . .” My gaze followed her, and I trailed off while I tried to think of the appropriate words. When I moved my focus back to Sara, I was certain a smile a mile wide crossed my lips. “Well, she’s the light of my life. God, that sounds so clichéd, doesn’t it? But it’s true. She gives me a reason to be better, in a way that even Alyssa could never provide.” I reached for Alyssa’s hand and clasped it in my lap, letting her know I hadn’t meant the words in a malicious way. She gave my fingers a gentle squeeze, reassuring me that she hadn’t taken offense. “Just a few months ago, anyone who knows me would have said I wasn’t exactly the daddy type.” 
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “You would have said that about yourself.” 
 
   I couldn’t help laughing because it was true. “Probably. Now though. Well, I can’t imagine a life without her in it.”
 
   “He’s so good with her too.” Alyssa’s smile made my heart melt. “A natural.” 
 
   My grin matched hers. Fuck, I was growing into a sappy wanker being around her—the worst part was that I couldn’t even find it in myself to care. “I wouldn’t say a complete natural. The first time I was alone with her, man she had me by my—” I cut myself off before I finished my sentence by naming parts of my anatomy best not discussed with a national magazine. “Let’s just say she had me wrapped around her little finger the whole time.” 
 
   We talked a little more about Phoebe, and about the mistakes I’d made in the past. Alyssa chipped in where she could. Before long, the conversation turned to the article in Gossip Weekly. We were careful with what we said, because they could easily sue us for libel if we said anything too derogatory about them, but by the same token, we didn’t want to let anyone think that we were happy with the bullshit they’d printed. 
 
   Sara was a complete professional, touching on subjects just deeply enough to be interesting to readers, without delving too deeply into the story about how I left Brisbane in the first place and why Alyssa and I hadn’t had any contact in the intervening years. She even skirted around her knowledge of Emmanuel expertly, leaving his history off the record completely. 
 
   Although we had no real clues what they’d ask before we started, we didn’t have any complaints by the end. We’d been certain they wouldn’t bother to ask anything that we would veto anyway, because it would be pointless and a waste of everyone’s time. Especially when we just wouldn’t answer the question. In the end, because Sara had avoided the worst topics for us, neither of us had shied away from any of her questions. 
 
   The interview had become a study in reflection of things that had happened over the past few months—years really—of my life. Sara’s frank questions had forced me to consider some things that I’d been happier to ignore, and reminded me of some things I never wanted to forget.
 
   When we finished the interview, Sara told us we were welcome to use the hotel room for the night if we wanted, as it was paid for until the following morning, but I refused, explaining that Alyssa and Phoebe were due on a plane. And I sure as shit didn’t need, or want, a hotel room on my own.
 
   “The issue is due to the printer at the end of the week, so I’ll courier a copy to you tomorrow afternoon for final copy approval. I have no idea how you managed to wrangle that. You must have one hell of a negotiator on your side.”
 
   Alyssa looked to the floor as Sara said the words. 
 
   I wrapped my arm around her waist. “The best.” 
 
   And after almost an hour reminiscing about what my life had been like before, I couldn’t be happier that she was at my side. In a little over a month’s time, she’d be down in Sydney permanently, and our life could truly begin. 
 
   Before that, though, I needed to ensure that the ones who’d almost cost us our happiness paid for their interference. 
 
   Whatever the price. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: SECOND CHANCES
 
   
 
 
   
AT EIGHT THIRTY the following morning, I was parked in front of a familiar building trying to stave off a panic attack. I was breathing through my nose, repeating my mantra over and over, and trying to think of Phoebe and Alyssa. It was all failing. 
 
   All of it was useless. 
 
   I was fucking useless. 
 
   The impression of the steering wheel was probably branded across my forehead because I’d pressed my face hard against it to hide from prying eyes. My heart sputtered and raced, pounding so hard that I could almost taste each beat. Sweat coated my palms no matter how many times I rubbed them against my pants. My fists were clenched so tight around the leather that my short fingernails were digging into the flesh of my palms. I was a bundle of nerves strung together with a pile of contradictions. Saliva flooded my mouth, but my throat was too dry. I couldn’t breathe. My was heart too big in my chest; my lungs too small. A churning rocked my stomach as it both twisted around the quickie breakfast I’d had, and yet felt empty at the same time. 
 
   Why was I even bothering to turn up for the meeting with Danny? From the moment I’d awoken, every possible outcome of Danny’s request had assaulted me. None of them were great. 
 
   It wasn’t like he was going to do a one-eighty and give me my fucking job back. He’d said as much in every conversation we’d had so far. He was probably just going to rub my nose in his decision one more time. Remind me of all the reasons he didn’t want me on his fucking team. 
 
   Why am I here? 
 
   Would anyone even notice if I drove home and never showed? It was a thought I’d had at least ten times on the drive over. Twice, I’d even got to the point of pulling over and bringing up Danny’s number on my phone, ready to tell him I wasn’t coming in. 
 
   Despite that, I was cleaned and pressed, and ready for the meeting. At least on the outside. Inside, I was a quivering mess. It was only made harder by the fact that I’d had to fend for myself all morning. I’d awoken alone. Had breakfast alone. Showered alone. 
 
   Just like last time they were in Sydney, the precious few days I’d spent with Alyssa and Phoebe had spoiled me, and crashing back to reality was fucking hard. 
 
   Fuck, Morgan was right. At some point I’d definitely traded my cock for a vagina. Not only that, I’d done it willingly. I’d fucking do it again to see the awe in Phoebe’s turquoise eyes as she looked at me when we told her the truth about me. To taste Alyssa’s lips over and over. To spend mornings having breakfast together and making jokes over our Weet-Bix. 
 
   Fuck, I missed them.
 
   A chuckle escaped me as I lifted my gaze to the rear-view mirror. “You’ve had a night where you thought you lost them,” I chastised my reflection. “You made it through that. Is going for a meeting with Danny really worse than that?” 
 
   Letting my feet carry me from the car before the doubts could settle back in, I headed into the office. At the security desk, I greeted the guard. He didn’t seem surprised to see me, but I didn’t think he would be. Even though it wouldn’t be news that was shared with everyone in the building, Danny would have told key staff that I was coming. 
 
   What did surprise me was that after getting me to sign in and giving me a guest pass, the guard left me to find my own way to Danny’s office. Generally guests would only be allowed past reception with supervision. It could only have been on Danny’s instruction. None of the security staff would have risked their jobs doing something so reckless just because they knew me. 
 
   Was Danny trying to give me some sense of normalcy? But why?
 
   I walked down the hallway of Sinclair Racing’s headquarters, thankful I was alone for a moment as the memories of the last time I walked through the corridor flashed through me. The last time I’d tread the path, it had led to one of the darkest moments of my life. Now, it seemed to offer a ray of hope, however miniscule that might be. 
 
   When I reached Danny’s office, I paused in front of the door. My heart was in my throat and my hands shook slightly. I tried to tell myself there was nothing that could happen that would be worse than what already had, but it didn’t help the nerves that had come back in force, racing laps around my body and dragging my sanity away in their wake. 
 
   I tried not to think of what came next and reminded myself that regardless of the outcome, I would be seeing Alyssa and Phoebe again in person in four weeks—for Christmas—at the longest. 
 
   Sooner if I could. 
 
   And after that, they’d be moving in and everything would be the way it was supposed to be. 
 
   Still, the questions looped. Questions that would be answered as soon as I opened the damned door, but it felt like too much effort. Was Danny going to offer me another chance like Eden thought? Would I take it if he did? Alyssa seemed cautiously optimistic when I’d told her. 
 
   Even after time to think on it—to stress over every implication that might come from going back—I still wanted to be back with Sinclair Racing. Despite his knee-jerk reaction to the magazine, Danny had always been understanding—especially considering he’d known the worst of my drug use and had been willing to overlook it because I’d gotten clean. He genuinely gave a damn about his staff, and that was worth something to me. If my hope wasn’t misplaced, then maybe he was big enough to swallow his pride, admit he’d made a mistake in sacking me, and offer me a role on the team. Any role. If he did, didn’t I owe it to myself and my family to accept?
 
   If I had a job lined up before Phoebe and Alyssa moved to Sydney, it would only make our lives easier. I couldn’t get ahead of myself, though. Knowing my luck, there was probably just some paperwork he needed me to sign to formalise everything with my sacking. 
 
   Sucking down a deep breath, and pushing all hope from my mind lest it let me down, I knocked on his office door.
 
   “Come in,” his voice called. 
 
   When I pushed through the door, I was greeted by Danny stationed behind his desk. He regarded me sternly as I entered before standing and moving around the small space to shake my hand. 
 
   “Thank you for coming today, Declan.” 
 
   “Of course.” My words coated my tongue so that I had to give a small cough to clear my throat. 
 
   “Sit,” he said, waving his hand toward the chair across the desk from him.
 
   I didn’t wait to be asked again, taking the seat he’d indicated. 
 
   “I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you to come by.”
 
   Worried that if I tried to speak through my stress, my voice would come out high and scratchy, I nodded and gestured for him to continue. 
 
   His fingers formed a steeple in front of his nose. “Your phone call yesterday certainly gave me cause to stop and think.” 
 
   Drawing in a calming breath, I waited for him to continue. 
 
   “I meant what I said though, Declan. I can’t have you race for me anymore. Even if I had a spare car, there are simply too many factors that would make it a bad business decision.”
 
   “The magazines?” 
 
   He parted his hands, giving a half shrug before clasping them back together in front of him again. “Among other things.” 
 
   “But?” I knew there was one. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been sitting across from him in his office just days before the team was due to race in Tasmania. The behind-the-scenes prep would have well and truly started. In fact, Danny was probably due in Tassie later that day or early the next. If it was just a friendly chat, it would have waited until after the season had broken in two weeks. 
 
   “Well, despite the difficult days you have endured recently, including some undoubtedly caused by losing your position here, you have shown fierce loyalty to Sinclair Racing. Loyalty like that is rare indeed, and I believe it should be rewarded.”
 
   My heart started to stutter, but I tried to remain outwardly calm. I leaned back into the chair, attempting desperately to give off an air of indifference even though all I wanted to do was lean forward, slam my hands against the desk, and demand he tell me more.
 
   “I believe we might be able to find you a position here. However, it’s unlikely to be the one you want.”
 
   Fuck. He probably was planning to have me scrub the toilets or some shit, just like I’d joked. I forced my jaw closed, clenching my teeth. My cheeks and jawline probably showed the telltale signs, but if Danny noticed he didn’t say anything. 
 
   “After our phone call, I talked at length with Liam, and he’s agreed to take you on as an apprentice mechanic. If you’re interested, that is. I believe you have some talent in that area.”
 
   Despite my offer to come back to any position, and Danny’s repeated confirmation that I wouldn’t drive for him again, part of me had obviously still clung desperately to the hope that he’d backflip on the issue. Even though it had been battered and wounded almost beyond recognition lately, my pride had me wanting to push out of my chair and leave, telling Danny to shove his offer up his fucking arse on the way. What a fucking long way to fall. From driver to apprentice grease monkey. I would be the laughing stock of the team. 
 
   It was so fucking tempting to tell him to piss off. 
 
   Only, I had Alyssa and Phoebe to support now. Being an apprentice would give me a trade. Something to fall back on—or move on to, as it were. I stared impassively at Danny as the two sides waged war in my head.
 
   “I still think you have a lot of potential as a driver, young man. It’s unfortunate a lack of sponsorships make that impossible right now. I’m sure you understand that I have to think of what is in the best interest of the whole team, not any one individual within it. But I do feel that it would be pertinent at this juncture to remind you that you’re still young. You have a lot of life left to make up for certain mistakes. Right now, the most important ally you have is time.” His gaze was stern. Steady. It held me captive as I tried to decipher the message he was trying to portray, hidden within his words. Something he couldn’t say outright lest it bite him on the arse, but something he wanted me to know regardless. “If enough time passes, some controversies can be forgotten by the public. And by the sponsors. Especially if no new ones come to light.”
 
   I nodded. My heart was in my throat as I pieced together his cryptic clues. Despite everything he’d said so far, there was hope. A huge fucking hope. If I interpreted him correctly, he was telling me that not only was there a position for me at Sinclair Racing as an apprentice, but that perhaps another position—maybe even my old position—would open up if I could avoid being in the spotlight for the wrong reasons for long enough. 
 
   There was a possibility I could be back on the track before too long. It might be small, but it was there. In the meantime, I could learn a fall-back trade and support my new family. My heart was in my throat as I considered it. It was as close to a win/win as I could ever expect to be offered under the circumstances. 
 
   I could have told him to shove it and waited for another driving role, but there was no guarantee another one would be offered to me. Especially if sponsors were using their money to keep me out after the scandals. Not all teams would be willing to make the gamble that Paige was willing to make, and I was certain she was only making it because of her connections to the media. 
 
   Even if I were offered another driver role, there was no guarantee it would be in Sydney. Or with a team that valued each member as much as Sinclair Racing always had. 
 
   “So, Declan, what do you think of my offer? Obviously it will mean a reduction in your salary, but you could start back on Monday. That is, if you’d like.”
 
   It wasn’t until he’d spoken again that I realised I’d been sitting, staring at him like a tosser as the possibilities ran through my mind. 
 
   Swallowing hard on the mixture of fear and shattered pride that had risen in my gullet, I glanced at the hand extended to me across the desk. The metaphoric olive branch that might one day see me back in the seat of a V8 without having to sacrifice Alyssa, move, or work for an insane cougar. 
 
   Meeting his gaze across the desk, I considered my options. The thing was, I truly didn’t blame him for the decision he’d made to kick me off the team. He’d felt hurt and betrayed. I could easily understand those emotions—it was how I’d felt after Josh’s attack years earlier. The decisions I’d made then, with a knee-jerk reaction, hadn’t been all that dissimilar to Danny’s. I’d cut Alyssa from my life because I’d assumed something that wasn’t entirely true. I hadn’t trusted her or myself enough to believe we’d be able to work it out. 
 
   Besides, all the evidence presented to Danny had pointed in the direction of the conclusion he’d reached. It was likely I would’ve thought the same thing if the article had been about anyone else. 
 
   The fact that he was even admitting he was at least partly wrong showed his integrity. It would be difficult to swallow my pride each day and deal with the shit that was sure to result from my choice, but to make up for it, I would be back at my dream team. 
 
   After everything we’d been through, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Alyssa would be by my side through it all. She wouldn’t look down on me for accepting the role. She’d just want me to be happy. 
 
   It wasn’t a difficult decision, but I wrestled over something internally for a few more seconds before stating, “I accept. On one condition.”
 
   The hand wavered and dropped just a little. 
 
   “What’s that?” Danny asked sceptically, as if shocked by my unwillingness to accept the offer point-blank. No doubt my words to him over the phone were playing through his mind. 
 
   Was he wondering whether I’d lied to him? 
 
   “Can I start after the Christmas break?” I asked, offering my hand in response. “I have a few issues to deal with at home first and I’d like to finish what I started when you put me on that plane to London. I want to come back without the shit of the past hanging over my head. I’ll also need time off to visit my psychiatrist. I don’t want to turn my back on the progress we’re making.” 
 
   “I’m sure we can manage both of those, especially if it will help with some longer-term goals.” Danny smiled broadly at me as he grasped tightly to my hand with both of his own. “Welcome back to the team, son. It’s time to start fresh.”
 
   As I shook his hand and we worked out the basic details, I felt like I was planning my trip home. I couldn’t wait to tell Alyssa the good news.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: TRIPPING OUT
 
   
 
 
   
I WAS ON the phone to Alyssa before I’d even reached the car, bursting at the fucking seams to tell her the news. 
 
   “So?” she prompted. I climbed into my car but didn’t start it. I wanted to finish the call before I went anywhere. Not that I really had anywhere to go. 
 
   “So, I miss you already.” 
 
   “Funny, Dec. How’d it go?” 
 
   I couldn’t help teasing her a little. “I wasn’t trying to be funny. I miss you.” 
 
   “I miss you too.” The impatience crept into her voice even though I was sure she was trying to hide it. “Now, how’d it—” There was a bang in the background and Alyssa swore under her breath. “Damn, I’ve gotta go, Dec.” 
 
   She hung up before I could finish my sentence or say goodbye. 
 
   I blew out a breath, wondering what could have been so vital that she’d had to cut our conversation so damned short. With my mind turning over the various possibilities, I dropped my phone on the centre console. Dropping my head back against the headrest, I closed my eyes. 
 
   A second later, the passenger door popped open. 
 
   “What the fuck?” My eyes were open and my hand was on my phone in a heartbeat.
 
   Morgan had stuck his head into the car and laughed at my reaction. “Hey, shithead.” 
 
   “What do you want, Morg?” I asked, unable to force any emotion into my voice. 
 
   “Geez, curb your enthusiasm next time, would you?” He slid into the seat beside me.
 
   “Sorry, I just . . .” I trailed off before I could admit to him just how big a pussy I now was by saying I missed my girls. Or that I was desperate for Alyssa to call me back already. It was less than a minute since she’d hung up, but that felt too long. After rubbing my face with my free hand, I blew out a frustrated breath. “What can I do you for?” 
 
   “So, you had a meeting with Danny today?” 
 
   “Well, that would explain why I’m in front of the fucking building now, wouldn’t it?” 
 
   “I hear you’re coming back.” The excitement in his voice as the words slipped from him was almost contagious. In different circumstances, it would have been. Knowing Morgan, though, he was probably building me up for some practical joke.
 
   If I were coming back as a driver, I might have been unable to resist responding in kind, but because the situation wasn’t that ideal, I just blew out another breath. “Apparently good news travels fast.” 
 
   “Fuck, what bug crawled up your arse and died today? Do you know how big this is? Sinclair doesn’t give second chances. Not once you’re out.” 
 
   “If you’re just stopping by to congratulate me, save it. I’m not interested in hearing it right now.” I wanted someone else’s congratulations. 
 
   “God, you’re an arsehole.” 
 
   I shrugged. In some ways, he was right. On a personal level, it was something to celebrate—at the very least it would mean that we could have food on the table—but professionally, it was anything but. “What can I say, Morg, being in the pits is a long way from being out on track.” 
 
   “Still, I think it’s worth a celebration. What are you doing tonight? Or are you so pussy-whipped by that wildcat of yours that you can’t go for a few drinks?” 
 
   His statement actually drew a half-smile from me. “She’d kill you if she heard you calling her that.” 
 
   He chuckled. “I don’t doubt that. But c’mon, what d’ya say? Let’s hit the town. It’s been too long and I’m off to Tassie tomorrow.” 
 
   “I won’t be good company.” 
 
   “Well, yeah, I know that, but when have you ever been?” he teased. 
 
   His words, an attempt at the banter we’d always had, managed to draw a slight chuckle and something of a smile from me. “Fuck off, McGuire.”
 
   “Seriously though, I feel like I haven’t spoken to you in months.” 
 
   I didn’t feel like reminding him that was because he’d spent the entire lead-up to Bathurst walking around making threats that included bringing rusty tools near my tool. Instead, I just said, “I don’t think it’s a great idea to be heading out when that bullshit article is still so fresh.” 
 
   “Okay. I’ll be at yours at seven then.” 
 
   “Wait, what? Why?” 
 
   “’Cause you need a boys’ night so that your cock doesn’t fully retract. From what I’ve seen, it’s at least halfway there.” 
 
   “My cock is perfectly fine. Thank you for your concern though. It’s been noted and reported to management.” 
 
   “Please? Eden’s informed me she needs me out of the apartment tonight. She’s got some girly shit to do or something.” 
 
   Knowing I wouldn’t be able to resist them tag teaming me if I continued to refuse, I relented. It was easier than waiting for Eden to be involved. “Fine. If you’re that in love with me that you can’t resist coming to see me, at least bring dinner. I’m not that easy that I’ll put out without a meal.” 
 
   He punched my shoulder. “Sure thing. I’ll see you then.”
 
   Once he was out of the car, I started it up and left. I was halfway home when Alyssa called back.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she said. “Phoebe got into the cupboards and was dismantling the house to help me start packing.” 
 
   Picturing it, I laughed. “It’s okay.”
 
   “So?” she prompted. 
 
   “It wasn’t what we expected. He confirmed that I definitely won’t be coming back as a driver.” 
 
   “Oh.” The disappointment in her voice was too fucking cute. Even though me having a driving career had once seemed impossible to her, she was actually upset that I hadn’t got my position back. 
 
   “But he did offer me a different position.” 
 
   “Oh?” 
 
   “An apprenticeship.” I blew out a breath, hoping she wouldn’t think less of me because I was going from prime position in the team to bottom of the fucking ladder. “As a grease monkey.” 
 
   “Really? And what did you say?” 
 
   “I told him I’d take it. What other choice do I have?” 
 
   “You could hang out for another team.” 
 
   “But that might never happen.”
 
   She hummed in agreement. “Are you happy?” 
 
   “Baby, it’s a job. With everything else going on, I don’t think I can be picky. Besides, Danny seemed to suggest that if I keep my nose clean, I might even get back on the track one day.”
 
   “That’s great news. So when do you start?” Alyssa asked. 
 
   “After Christmas break. It all works out perfectly. There’s only one thing missing in my life now.” 
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “My family.” 
 
   “You’re cute, Dec, but there’s only a month or so to go. In fact, I had a meeting today with the real estate agent about breaking my lease. They’ve got someone who’s able to move in a few days before Christmas.”
 
   My smile widened. Without a doubt it was the best fucking day I’d had in a long time. After so many shitty things piling up on me, it was overdue. “So, you’ll be coming down here for Christmas?” 
 
   “Oh. Um, no. I’ve already planned to stay with Mum and Dad for Christmas and then come down before New Year’s.”
 
   And there was the sting in the fucking tail. I could just picture myself sitting around my house in my underwear and socks, alone on Christmas fucking day like a pathetic loser even though it should have been my first with my family. “Oh, okay.” 
 
   “I still need to figure out all the details for the move, but seeing as though your house is pretty much furnished, I’ll get rid of anything that I don’t have a sentimental attachment to, and then hire a truck or something to bring down the rest.” 
 
   “Uh-huh.” I wasn’t really listening to her. Instead, I was imagining what my solo Christmas would be like. It was supposed to be my first as a father, and now it looked like it’d be the first where I would be alone. Before Alyssa, it would have been an excuse to get wasted and have my fill of lonely women desperate for companionship. That option was out, but apparently so was spending the time with my family. 
 
   “So, when do you think you can get here?”
 
   “Huh?” I’d obviously missed something.
 
   “Well, you are coming up for Christmas, aren’t you?” The way she said it, it was like it was a given.
 
   “Didn’t you say you’re staying with your parents?” 
 
   “Yeah. So?” 
 
   “So, I hardly think I’m your dad’s idea of a great Christmas guest.” 
 
   She chuckled. “Dec, it’ll only be for a few days. Besides, he’s got to get used to you before long anyway.” 
 
   “I guess. You really want me to come up?”
 
   “Do you think you’re the only one who misses what we have when we’re together?” 
 
   The sorrow in her voice made me long to be at her side, to smooth it away with a kiss. “Of course not.” 
 
   “Besides, you said you would. Phoebe has been asking about you already. Wanting me to remind you of your promise.” 
 
   It took me a moment to remember what promise. “She remembered that?” 
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “She’s like an elephant when it comes to things she wants.” 
 
   Even though I was physically sitting in my car in the middle of traffic, my mind was already halfway back to Brisbane. Then it struck me that there was no reason for me not to go. Things were falling into place for the following year already, and there was nothing more I could do to speed it along anyway. There was nothing I needed to be in Sydney for. In fact, some things would be easier from Brisbane. Like my plan for revenge. 
 
   “Tell her I’ll be there tomorrow,” I said. 
 
   “What?” Her shocked voice echoed through the speaker.
 
   “If it’s okay with you, that is.” 
 
   “What?” The surprise had morphed into something a little closer to excitement. “Are you kidding?” 
 
   “Why not? I’ve got nothing I need to be here for until after Christmas. And I’ve got every reason in the world to be up there with you two.”
 
   “Are you telling me that you’re going to stay up here for a month?” I wondered whether butterflies were racing through her stomach as she asked the question. It certainly sounded like it. 
 
   “If you’ll have me that long.” 
 
   “God, Dec, of course. Of course, I will. I know I hesitated when you first asked me to move in with you, but that was only because I was scared. I was so scared that I’d let my hopes rise to the point where I’d never recover from the heartbreak that followed. But, now . . . What can I say, Dec, my hope is so sky-high right now. You’ve raised it there and now it—” She cut herself off. “Sorry, I’m rambling and that probably sounded really pathetic.” 
 
   If she could see me, she’d be able to tell from the smirk on my face that her words were anything but pathetic. If she found her words embarrassing though, I didn’t want to linger on them and prolong her pain. “If I leave first thing in the morning, I should be able to make it there by the time you finish work.”
 
   “Okay, Dec.” 
 
   “And Lys?” 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “I’ll be counting the minutes till then.” 
 
   “Me too.” 
 
   “Actually, maybe you should keep it from Phoebe for now. We’ll surprise her tomorrow night.” 
 
   She chuckled. “Yeah, I think she’d like that. I’ll see you tomorrow, Dec.”
 
   When I got home, there was a parcel sitting on the front doorstep. Bending down, I saw it was from Woman’s Idea. A moment later, I pulled the advance copy of the article from the envelope and read through it to ensure I was happy with the overall portrayal of both Alyssa and me. 
 
   I smiled at the photos that accompanied the article. Eden was right; they were fucking hot. The thought even crossed my mind to ring and see if I could get copies of some of them. When I was still in my ProV8, I’d endured many photo shoots, but none had ever made me want copies of the prints before. 
 
   Happy with the article, I took it inside and scanned it into my computer. I emailed a copy to Alyssa, and another to Danny. Maybe getting Danny to look it over was brown-nosing, but now that I had a job hanging in the balance again, I would do what I could to keep it. If I had him cast his eyes over the article before I gave it my final approval, he couldn’t argue later that it wasn’t positive enough or caused more problems. Besides, if it took a little bit of arse-kissing to get another step closer to being back behind the wheel of a ProV8, it was worth it.
 
   While I waited for a response from Alyssa and Danny, I slid the copy back into the envelope and went to start packing.
 
   
 
 
   
HOURS LATER, nursing a beer that was well on its way to being warm, I tried to quell the heat of the jealousy racing through my veins as I listened to Morgan’s glowing endorsement of the Bahrain track. With no chance of getting back behind the wheel in the foreseeable future, it was extra maddening to hear him wax lyrical about the performance of his car and give a fresh driver’s-eye play-by-play. 
 
   It was almost a relief when my phone rang and interrupted the evening. When I saw Alyssa’s number, I thought maybe she was calling to talk about the magazine article, even though she’d already emailed the magazine with a few minor changes.
 
   “Dec, I don’t know if it’s a great idea for you to come up anymore.”
 
   My heart stopped beating and dropped to my stomach. “What?” I could barely find the volume to say the word. Part of me wondered whether there was some chance she’d changed her mind after our conversation. Had something happened to shift what had seemed to be unshakable faith? I moved away from Morgan into my study, because if she really was trying to get me to stay away I wanted to be able to argue my case without him thinking I was pussy-whipped. Or more than he already did at least. 
 
   “There’s just . . . some stuff happening, and I think it would be better if you stayed away for a while. Maybe just come up before we need to move.” 
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “It’s hard to expl—”
 
   “No, Lys, don’t give me excuses. Tell me what it is, or I’m getting in my fucking car right now and I’ll be on your doorstep before you know it.” 
 
   “It’s that pap who was following you around.” 
 
   I clenched my fist as I tried to recall whether I’d seen the guy or his white X-Trail that day, but I couldn’t recall that I had. Was it because he was now in Brisbane? “What about him?”
 
   “He was at Emmie’s grave when I took Phoebe there today.” Her voice was quiet, filled with tears that I was sure had been falling since whatever altercation she’d had. “He knows. He knows all about Emmie, and . . . and he said that Emmie’s death would be a great focus for the next article. He—he took photos of Phoebe and me, and I just . . . I’m just glad that Flynn was there. But the guy threatened to make me look like some sort of monster for trying to hide the details. He accused me of lying to you. If you’re here too, it’s only going to give him more ammunition. It’s better if we stay apart, at least for now.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “What do you mean, no?” 
 
   “I mean, no, Lys. I’m not going to let them dictate our lives. United front, remember? Like you said. Besides, if he’s there causing you trouble, I want to be the one to shove his fucking camera down his throat.”
 
   “This is why I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to be here. He’s trying to goad us. As it is, he got photos of Flynn and me together with Phoebe. I can’t even imagine what will go to print next. It’s only going to make everything you’re facing harder if you’re mixed up in it too.” 
 
   “I don’t give a shit, Lys. You and me.”
 
   “But—” 
 
   “You and me, Lys. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “And when our article comes out, it’ll prove the truth, okay?” 
 
   “You know some people won’t believe it. Darcy isn’t going to back off just because of an article. There will be people who think there’s something going on with Flynn and me. They’ll think I’m some sort of gold-digging liar.” 
 
   “All the more reason for me to be up there. Fuck, if it helps I’ll get the paps to photograph me and Flynn together.” The thought wasn’t one I welcomed, but I wasn’t going to live my life running scared from them anymore. I refused. 
 
   “What if no one believes the truth though?” 
 
   “I don’t give a shit who believes it at first. It just means that we have to prove it. Day by day, we show everyone how fucking happy we are. By being together and being there for each other.”
 
   Alyssa gave a sad little chuckle. “That sounds almost easy.” 
 
   “Yeah, well, loving you is easy.” 
 
   Her laughter grew. “You think you’re such a sweet-talker, don’t you? Think your mouth can help you get away with anything.” 
 
   “Oh, baby, you don’t even know everything my mouth can do.”
 
   “That’s the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard.” 
 
   “But did it work? Did it make you picture my mouth on your body? My tongue licking your pussy?” 
 
   She didn’t respond, which I took as a yes.
 
   “Are you now imagining all the things I could do to you, Lys? Because I sure as fuck am, and it’s making me hard as a fucking stone.” 
 
   I heard her swallowing even as her breathing sped up.
 
   “Did you still want me to stay away for another month?” 
 
   Once more, she didn’t say anything in response, but it didn’t matter. I knew the answer by the sound of her shallow, needy breaths. 
 
   “Or do you want me to come up there and show you the things my mouth can do?” 
 
   “Yes.” She breathed the word. 
 
   It was issued with such need that it bypassed my ear and went straight to my cock. “Good. You can’t get rid of me that easily. I’ll see you tomorrow night, okay?” 
 
   After reassuring her again that it would all be okay, I disconnected the call. I headed back into the living room and skulled the last of my beer. I was certain a scowl crossed my lips, and I didn’t say anything to Morgan. 
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” he asked, looking genuinely concerned. 
 
   A frown tugged at the corners of my mouth. “Maybe.”
 
   After grabbing another beer for each of us out of the carton he’d brought, I opened up. Taking him in as a true confidant, just like I had with Eden, I told him the whole story of Alyssa and me, ending with my desire to pay Darcy, Hayley, Paige, Tillie, and Talia back for their roles in my downfall. 
 
   Whatever else happened, I would make them pay. 
 
   And Morgan might be the perfect ally in that.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: COMING HOME
 
   
 
 
   
THE ALARM ON my phone blared. 
 
   The high-pitched beeping pierced straight into my skull and pulled me from my dream. 
 
   Fuck, how much had I had to drink? I dropped my head back against my pillow and tried to piece together reality from dream. 
 
   What a fucking dream too. 
 
   It was all about Alyssa. For a half a second, I smiled as I recalled the girl I’d left behind when I’d moved to Sydney. To retain the images of the dream, which had featured her in full, living colour like so many had in the past, I screwed my eyes shut. I was desperate to cling to the memory my mind had offered up of her body.
 
   My hungover brain ticked over with the reasons why it was a bad idea to be thinking about her. For so long, I’d turned to sleeping tablets whenever I’d woken from similar dreams. 
 
   Only, this one wasn’t exactly like the others. This one was a dream where we’d been together again. Happy. Where I’d met her on the way to London and followed her to Brisbane after I’d learned of our child. Where I’d lost the job I loved, but was somehow okay with it because I had her. 
 
   Where I was travelling to Brisbane to meet her again soon. 
 
   In the dark of night, alone and hungover, it seemed too impossible to be true. 
 
   Glancing through the darkness, I tried to make out the ceiling with my tired eyes. Tried to work out why my alarm was set for such a stupid-arse time of the morning. Tried to work out how the fuck to get it to shut the fuck up without me having to move a fucking muscle. 
 
   The blaring surrounded me, smashing against my skull. 
 
   “Fuck off!” I croaked as I threw my pillow at my phone. 
 
   When all it did was change the angle the sound was coming from, I finally dragged myself out of bed. As I did, I pressed my lips together. They were dry and my mouth tasted like stale beer. I’d definitely had too much to drink. 
 
   What the fuck would Alyssa think if she knew how drunk I’d let myself get? 
 
   As soon as the thought struck me, I laughed at the absurdity of thinking it was all just a dream. As if my mind had the imagination needed to dream up Alyssa’s new curves and full chest. The thought of being at her side again by the time I went to bed that night brought a smile to my lips, despite the pounding in my head. 
 
   I had a quick shower, which left me feeling halfway human again, and then dressed in something comfortable for a day of driving. When I’d finished, a memory of the previous night struck me, and I chuckled. 
 
   Morgan had been too drunk to drive home. When he’d called Eden to come get him, she’d chewed him out for letting himself get to that stage and refused to come. He’d ended up having to stay with me like he had in the past.
 
   I left my room and headed straight for the spare bedroom at the end of the hall, where Ruby had stayed when she’d been there. Morgan’s name was on my lips as I pulled the door open, but he wasn’t in the bed there.
 
   Either he’d passed out where he’d been sitting on my couch, or . . . 
 
   The door to Phoebe’s room stood slightly ajar and I pushed it open silently. I had to bite my lip to stop my laughter when I saw Morgan’s tall form draped over Phoebe’s white princess bed. He was lying on his back, with his head dangling off the side and his blonde waves extending in all directions, like he’d just stuck his finger in a socket. One arm was lifted up over the back of the tiara-shaped headboard. 
 
   Before I woke him, I pulled out my phone and snapped a handful of images from different angles. You never knew when a little bribery image might come in handy. God knows he had a few of me from over the years. 
 
   After I was satisfied I’d got the photos I wanted—and texted one to Eden for good measure—I tried to wake him. Always a hard task after a night on the piss. 
 
   “Morning, princess,” I said, kicking his foot. 
 
   He groaned and rolled over, dragging his head back onto the bed and drooling on the pillow. 
 
   I kicked his other leg. “Fucker, are you seriously going to drool on my little girl’s pillow?” 
 
   “Fuck off, squirt, what fucking time is it? The sun’s not even up.” 
 
   “It’s five in the morning, and you need to get your arse out of my house because I’ve got a hot date in Brisbane tonight.” 
 
   “Can’t drive. Still drunk.” 
 
   “Well, at least drag your arse out of bed and get started on some breakfast.” 
 
   “Five more minutes.” He buried his head under the pillow. 
 
   “Two minutes, or your new nickname at work will be princess.” I wiggled the phone in my hand.
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” He lifted his head and took in the bed. “Fucker, what happened to the bed?” He glanced around with bloodshot eyes. “What happened to the room?” 
 
   “It’s Phoebe’s room now.” 
 
   “God, it’s worse than I thought. Not only are you pussy-whipped by your pseudo-wife, you’re wrapped around the finger of a little girl too. We need some serious man counselling.” 
 
   “Ha ha, now fuck off out of her bed. Your two minutes are up.” 
 
   He held up his hand in surrender, but got up. 
 
   “You smell like a brewery,” I said. “You should have a shower.” 
 
   “Yes, Mum.” 
 
   I was already halfway out of the room by the time the words left his mouth. Nothing he could say could bring me down. After all, I was going to Brisbane and when I came back home again, I’d be bringing my family with me. 
 
   While Morgan pottered around getting food and coffee, and trying to work out when he might be safe to drive, I packed the stuff I was taking with me into my Prado and wrote a note for Christina explaining I would be away and letting her know how to get in touch if she needed to finish up early. True, I probably shouldn’t have trusted her; for all I knew she could plot to steal all my shit for firing her, but she’d been privy to so much shit over the years that if she were a dishonest person, she probably would have sold a stack of stories to the gossip rags. Call me a sap, but I trusted her. 
 
   “You’re not taking the Monaro?” he asked, standing at the door to my garage with a bowl of Cornflakes cradled in one hand. 
 
   “I figured we might need to tow something back.” 
 
   “You’re leaving your baby here for a month? Alone?” 
 
   I shrugged. “She’ll be fine.” 
 
   “God, what happened to you, man?” 
 
   “I got my priorities straightened out by a three-year-old. Maybe you should try it sometime.” 
 
   “Got no immediate plans to hand over my balls to anyone just yet, thank you very much.” 
 
   “I’m sure Eden will be thrilled that you said that.” 
 
   A look of genuine fear crossed his face. “You wouldn’t tell her.” 
 
   “Nah, not yet. I’ll wait until I need something first.” I smacked his shoulder as I passed him to grab some food for the trip. 
 
   “Fucker.” He chuckled.
 
   After I’d finished packing the car and grabbing enough snacks to get me most of the way, I placed the keys for my Monaro in Morgan’s hand. “Check on her every few days, won’t you?” 
 
   “I knew you couldn’t leave her completely alone.” 
 
   “And make sure the house doesn’t burn down or some shit, hey? Christina will still be coming by to clean up like normal, at least until Christmas, but there’s a house key on that key ring if you need to get in.” I might have trusted Christina, but I wasn’t a complete idiot to give free run of my house unchecked to someone I had effectively fired. 
 
   “Sure thing.” 
 
   “It also means you can let yourself out.” 
 
   “Anyone would think you’re in a hurry to go.” 
 
   “Hey, I got a hot woman with a wet and ready pussy waiting for me at the end of my trip. Who wouldn’t be eager to start?” I climbed in the car.
 
   “Don’t let me stop you.” 
 
   “And you’re still okay, for that other thing?” 
 
   He flashed me an evil grin. “Looking forward to it. I’ll text you the details once I get them sorted.” 
 
   “Awesome. Catch you on the flip side.” I stuck my key in the ignition and started to reverse out before realising I’d forgotten the most important thing. Something I wanted to give Alyssa before we came back home. “Shit!” 
 
   I leapt from the car and raced into the house. Less than a minute later, I had what I needed and was back at the car. 
 
   “Is that what I think it is?” he asked. His eyes widened to the size of saucers as he glanced at the velvet box in my hand. 
 
   I lifted one shoulder in response. “You know me. Pussy-whipped. And what a fine fucking pussy it is.” 
 
   “Whatever, it’s your dick that’s going to suffer from disuse once you slip that ring on her finger.”
 
   “You underestimate the quality of my dick.” I started the car.
 
   “I really don’t want to think about your dick.”
 
   “Sure you don’t. Now it’ll be all you can think of until I get back.” 
 
   I laughed as he flipped me the bird. 
 
   
 
 
   
THE DRIVE up to Brisbane wasn’t as comfortable or as fast in my Prado as it had been in my Monaro. True, then I’d been driven by the ghosts of the past, whipping me into a frenzied state where I couldn’t stop unless I had to, and now it was just my own desire compelling me onward.
 
   By the time I hit the Gold Coast, the sky was stained with pinks and purples. The big black clouds and increasing humidity hinted that a storm would roll in before long. I could only hope to make it to Alyssa’s before that happened. 
 
   As I continued north, the clouds overhead grew thicker and darker in the fading light of the day, casting an almost apocalyptic shadow over the world. When I turned onto the motorway just fifteen minutes later, the clouds had opened up. Even through the heavy rain on the roof, I could still hear the near-constant rumble of thunder. In the distance, lightning flashed, illuminating the area around me for fractions of a second at a time. It wasn’t the sort of weather that was good for driving. In fact, visibility was down to almost nothing, but that was typical of a November storm. 
 
   It slowed me down as I drove to match the conditions. All I wanted was to be back at Alyssa’s side. Between her telling me not to come and the weather delaying my arrival, it felt ominous. 
 
   I shoved aside the worry that it was a sign of things to come. Instead, I worked to convince myself that none of the shitty things really mattered. Alyssa’s family would either come around or they wouldn’t. The lingering threat of the paparazzi and gossip columns would ease if we didn’t give them anything to focus on. 
 
   Almost an hour later, long after I’d promised I would show, I pulled up in front of Alyssa’s house. After I’d stopped the car, I hid the ring box in the back of the glovebox, but left all my other bags where they were in the boot. Unpacking could wait until after I’d said hello. 
 
   Fuck, it could all wait until the morning if it needed to. 
 
   I practically ripped the door off its hinges to get to my family. The first breath I took outside the car was filled with the still air, heavy with the heat of the day trapped by the clouds overhead. 
 
   The rain had paused momentarily but was gearing up to fall again. Hopefully it would bring release from the cloying humidity.
 
   Glancing through a small gap in the curtain, I saw Alyssa sitting on the end of the couch chewing on her thumbnail. I wondered if she knew I was there and was just restraining herself, or if she was still unaware of my arrival. As if feeling the weight of my stare, she glanced up and met my gaze. The grin that crossed her mouth was fucking worth every kilometre I’d driven.
 
   She was at the door and pulling it open before I could knock. With a gentle tug on her arm, I pulled her outside for a moment of alone time. I didn’t even say hello before taking her face between my hands and guiding her lips to mine. The sheen of sweat that had burst across the back of my neck in the warmth didn’t deter her as she gripped my hair and pulled me close in response to my kiss. My lips melded with hers, and my eyes sank closed as I fell into her. 
 
   Knowing that there was someone else I needed to say hello to, someone who was likely needing to head to bed soon, I pulled away from Alyssa. 
 
   “Hi,” I murmured before resting my forehead on hers and planting one more open-mouthed kiss against her lips. 
 
   “I’m glad you ignored me when I said not to come.” 
 
   I slid one hand down to her arse and pulled her hips against mine. “I’ll be coming all right, and so will you, just as soon as Phoebe is asleep.” 
 
   She flushed red and gave me a playful shove, but the need in her gaze told me that it was a false protest. 
 
   “Speaking of . . . I should probably say hi to her too.” 
 
   “She doesn’t know you’re here yet.” 
 
   “Okay.” After one more kiss with Alyssa, I headed in through the open door. 
 
   Phoebe looked up as I came into view. Almost instantly, her gaze dropped back to the book in front of her, but then lifted to mine again. 
 
   “Daddy!” She squealed the word and the sound of it made my heart explode with joy. 
 
   I knelt down to her level and opened my arms for her. She was across the room and in my embrace in a heartbeat. The force of her flying-leap hug was almost enough to knock me on my arse. 
 
   “Hey, baby. I promised I’d come up as soon as I could, didn’t I?” 
 
   After she’d finished hugging me, she stepped back and fixed on a frown that could have melted even the coldest heart. “We should stay together.” 
 
   “We will, baby. I’m here until you guys are ready to move into my castle.” 
 
   “Good, ’cause Mummy is sad when you’re not here. And I don’t like it when Mummy’s sad.” 
 
   “I’ll let you in on a secret,” I said, moving closer to her ear while looking up at Alyssa. “I don’t either. Mummy has spent enough time being sad, hasn’t she? From now on, I only want to make her smile. And I want to make her laugh. Is that a deal?” 
 
   Phoebe nodded and then squeezed my neck again. “I liked it when Mummy laughs.” 
 
   “Me too, princess. Me too.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: FAILURE AND FATIGUE
 
   
 
 
   
THE FOLLOWING DAY Alyssa contacted Phoebe’s day care to give them notice that her last day would be the following Friday. Her name was already down on a waiting list at a couple of highly recommended centres in Sydney, but because I was in town until the move, Alyssa and I agreed to take her out of care. It had the double benefit of letting me spend some time with her while also saving Alyssa some money in the short term. 
 
   Because Phoebe was still booked in for care the next day, and Alyssa still had to work, I had some free time. I spent the day alone reminiscing about our reunion as I followed the directions Alyssa had left, helping her to start sorting and packing one of the rooms. 
 
   Even though she said thank you at the end of the day, I was certain I’d fucked up more than I actually helped. Some of the stuff I’d packed in one of the boxes was discreetly rewrapped and moved into a different box. Regardless, it was all pushing us closer to the day when she’d be in my house. 
 
   Our house.
 
   Each time I peeked out the window, the paparazzo was hanging around out front. At one point, he caught me looking and waved. I gave him the finger in return. Unfortunately for him, he was too busy gloating that he wasn’t quite quick enough to catch it on film. 
 
   Two days later, Alyssa and I were up to our elbows in boxes after Phoebe had gone to bed. While we were going over our plans and timeline again, she broke some slightly unwanted news to me. 
 
   “I’m not having the garage sale like we talked about,” she said over a pile of boxes in what was once Flynn’s room. Instead of the usual two piles—stuff coming with us and stuff going—she was creating three. The third was all the stuff to go back to him. 
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Because we’ve got another option now. A better one. Well, an easier one at least. We just need to hire a truck and take it over to Mum and Dad’s. Dad wants to put the stuff in storage.” 
 
   “Really? Why?” 
 
   She grimaced and looked away. 
 
   “Why?” I asked again, my tone making it clear that I wouldn’t take silence as an answer. 
 
   “Dad wants me to store everything. Just in case.” 
 
   “Just in case?”
 
   “You know, just in case I need it again later.” 
 
   “Just in case I screw things up, you mean?” 
 
   She gave me a sad smile and a shrug. 
 
   “And you agreed to go along with it?” I stared at her impassive expression, which confirmed my words without any need to speak. “Because you think I’m going to screw things up too.” 
 
   She zipped the tape across the top of the box she was working on. “Dec, it’s . . . it’s not like that. Not really. I told you I trusted you, and I do. But Dad didn’t give me much choice.” When she looked up at me, her expression called to me, begging me to understand.
 
   “Here I was thinking that we were past this bullshit, Lys.” I shoved the trinket I’d just finished wrapping in newspaper into the box a little harder than was probably advisable, but I couldn’t shake my irritation. 
 
   She sighed and rolled her eyes. “We are. But Dad is going to buy the furniture for double the price I’d ask for it at the garage sale and then pay to store it. And we don’t have to put aside a whole day to have people rummaging through all my stuff. Plus, there’s no guarantee that what I have would even sell. With the cost of day care and the fact that I wouldn’t start work for a week after we get to Sydney, we need the money.”
 
   Even though her words were meant to reassure me, all they did was dig the knife in further. Everyone thought I was going to fail her, and I already was because I couldn’t afford to tell Curtis to shove his offer up his arse. The fact was that the wage I would be bringing home would barely cover my mortgage payments and Alyssa’s would barely cover the day care and other expenses. That meant we’d need every extra cent we could get. I hated it. I’d failed them both before we’d even left Brisbane. 
 
   As the money issue swirled anew through me, it occurred to me that by taking the lower-paying job as an apprentice mechanic, I’d probably signed the sales notice on at least a couple of my precious cars that were stored in the back shed. My decent collection of classics, the one I’d added to over the years whenever a beauty I couldn’t resist came along, would soon be decimated. Between rego and insurance, it cost a significant sum each year to maintain them. I couldn’t even begin to consider which ones to get rid of first, though. That was like asking me which limb I wanted to lose the least.
 
   I taped up the box I was filling, and noticed the writing on the outside— “going.” 
 
   Or fucking not, apparently. 
 
   With a growl, I shoved the box to the side and pushed myself up off the ground. Alyssa gave me a look that was halfway between a question and an apology. It made me feel worse. More than anything else, I just wanted to leave. I wanted to climb in the car and drive, but I had the wrong fucking car. I needed my Monaro or one of the classics in the back of my shed for thinking. Regardless, I left the room without another word.
 
   My jaw was clenched tight so I didn’t let loose the stream of curses that was on the tip of my tongue. Alyssa didn’t deserve the harsh words, but they danced on my lips regardless. I didn’t stop until I’d found my way to the kitchen. With my fingers curled around the laminate of the counter, I leaned heavily against the bench, took a handful of breaths, and tried to force out my frustration without making any sound. 
 
   Alyssa followed me. “I worried you’d react like this.” 
 
   I twisted my head to cast her a look, but I couldn’t look at her for long without all the emotions bubbling in me again. “Like what, Lys? Like the fucking failure I am.” 
 
   She stepped back in shock. “Failure? What?” 
 
   “What else would you call it? You feel like you have to do a special deal with your father just to put food on the table. Six months ago, I had a contract worth more money than you could imagine, and now I’ve got Jack and Shit and even they’re thinking of leaving.” 
 
   “That’s not true, Dec.” She moved closer to me before running her fingers up along my spine. “You’ve got a house.” 
 
   “And the fucking mortgage to go with it.” 
 
   “You’ve got a job.” 
 
   “A low-paying, shitty job.” 
 
   “You don’t know that. You might love it.” 
 
   “You don’t get it, Lys. I’m the man. I’m supposed to provide for you guys, and I’m failing.” 
 
   She wrapped her arm around me and rested her head on my shoulder. “Says who?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Who says you have to provide for us? Because you know what I think? I think that’s patriarchal bullshit.” She ducked under my arm and I moved back to allow her to come between me and the bench. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and she smiled the sweetest, most heartbreaking smile I’d ever seen her wear. “We need to provide for her. That’s what’s important. And in that respect, we’re not failing. She doesn’t need a fancy house, or a pile of expensive junk, she just needs our love. She needs food and clothes, and the rest doesn’t matter.”
 
   “But what about—” 
 
   She placed her fingers over my lips. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll find a way. We’ll manage.” 
 
   Instead of responding with words, I moved my hands from the counter and wrapped them around her waist. “When did you get so wise?”
 
   She flinched away from my words. 
 
   Fuck. My stomach twisted as I saw the flash of heartbreak over her face. What a stupid fucking question. She got wise when she fucking had to, arsehole. 
 
   With a deep breath, she wrapped her arms around me. She hadn’t slid the mask she sometimes wore back into place, which I was glad of. If I was being an arsehole, I wanted her to call me on it, not mask her feelings and pretend everything was okay. 
 
   “About Dad, I just thought it would be easier,” she said. “It’ll make him happy if he thinks I have a backup plan. It’s easier for us if he’s happy.”
 
   “I don’t plan on fucking this up, Lys. You have to know that. I need you both too much.” 
 
   “I know, Dec.”
 
   She’d stopped a panic spiral dead in its tracks with nothing more than her presence and a few key words. I didn’t think she fully appreciated that. But I wasn’t going to argue with her anymore. “C’mon, let’s give packing a rest for the night. I’ve got something I want to unwrap instead.” I grabbed her hips and lifted her legs around my waist and carried her to the bedroom. 
 
   
 
 
   
AROUND SPENDING time with Phoebe and Alyssa, I managed to watch most of the Tasmanian race. Alyssa even sat with me when Phoebe had her nap. Seeing Morgan rip up the track made me almost excited to be in the pits the next year. Almost. 
 
   “Are you looking forward to being there next year?” Alyssa asked as I shifted forward on the couch when Morgan went into the pits. 
 
   I shrugged. “It’s not exactly the dream. But it’s good enough for now.” 
 
   Not long after Sinclair Racing had won the event—and almost secured the championship—Morgan called my mobile.
 
   “I’m all set for next weekend, and have sorted those things you wanted. Do you think you can arrange your part?” he asked after some preamble and my congratulations. 
 
   “I’m pretty sure it’ll be a cakewalk, but I’ll let you know if I’ve got any problems. Where are you going to be staying?” 
 
   “Edie’s booked a room for us at the Suncrest.” 
 
   Eden and her fucking Suncrest Hotel obsession. “Okay. Keep in touch, and I’ll let you know how I go.”
 
   When I saw Alyssa coming closer, I ended the call.
 
   “What are you planning?” she asked.
 
   “Boys’ night with Morgan to celebrate his win.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Ugh. I know he’s your friend and all, but I just don’t get the appeal.” 
 
   “He was looking out for me. We’ve both had to deal with crazed stalkers in the past, and he didn’t know the truth about us.” Even as I said the words I tensed, ready for the fight. 
 
   Right or wrong, she was still pissed about his interference with the email. It seemed unlikely that she’d ever find a way to get past it. On one hand, I could understand that it had hurt her. On the other though, I’d agreed to try when it came to her friend, and I didn’t see why she couldn’t extend me the same courtesy. It wasn’t like he knew our history and wanted to deliberately hurt her. 
 
   “That doesn’t change what he did.” 
 
   “No, it doesn’t, but I can’t turn my back on him for trying to help either. It doesn’t have to be a boys’ night,” I said, deciding to make a bluff and hope she didn’t call me on it. She couldn’t come because I didn’t want her involved in the plan for the moment. She might tell me not to do it. “We could leave Phoebe with your mum, or Ruby, and go to see him together.” 
 
   “I’d rather gouge out my eyes with a rusty spoon.” She glanced up at me and must have seen the frown that tugged on my brow. “But you go, have fun. I don’t want to stop you from being friends; I just don’t want to be in the same room as him.”
 
   “He’ll be here next Saturday.” 
 
   “Fine. I’ll call Flynn to see if he wants to come around for pizza, just like old times.” 
 
   I clenched my jaw and glared at her. She was playing a game: she’d see the friend I didn’t like if I saw the one she didn’t. Two could play at that game though. “Fine. I’m sure you’ll have a great time.”
 
   “I’m sure we will. Phoebe loves spending time with Flynn.” Something behind me caught her gaze and her eyes widened in shock. 
 
   I understood a second later when Phoebe’s excited voice cried, “Flynn’s here? Yay!” 
 
   Hearing her enthusiasm at seeing the fucker who, for all legal purposes, was still regarded as her father was too much. I stormed from the room. Even if it hadn’t been intentional, it pissed me off that Alyssa used Phoebe to hurt me just because I wanted to spend some time with someone from my other life. I intended to go straight to Alyssa’s room to get some space and cool off, but when I passed Phoebe’s open door, I stopped in my tracks. Remembering our conversation in Sydney, I knew she’d likely assume any anger I showed was her fault.
 
   With two deep breaths to centre myself, I turned back to head to the kitchen again. A fake smile was on my lips as I watched Alyssa explaining that Flynn wasn’t there now, but they’d invite him around for dinner on Saturday. 
 
   Alyssa glanced up at me, an apology in her gaze. My smile became more genuine and I mouthed the word, “Sorry,” back at her. 
 
   “Phoebe, what do you say we go to the park this afternoon?” I asked. “We need to get out of the house for a while, don’t you think?”
 
   Seeing her enthusiasm over something so simple made me glad I’d made the suggestion. After Alyssa ordered her to find some shoes, Phoebe disappeared from the room.
 
   “Do you think there’ll ever be a day where we don’t argue about something?” I asked. 
 
   “Who was arguing?” Alyssa asked with a chuckle. 
 
   “You know what I mean.” 
 
   “I do. And probably not. But that’s what life is about. It’s not about agreeing about everything, it’s how we act after each disagreement that’s going to make a difference. “ 
 
   “Are you sure you don’t mind me hanging with Morg next weekend?” 
 
   “I guess I don’t. I mean, if you can deal with me hanging with Flynn, I can extend the same courtesy, right?” 
 
   I nodded, but used the opportunity to redirect to another issue I’d been meaning to raise with her but hadn’t. “You know what burns me the most there?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “That it’s still Flynn’s name on the certificates.”
 
   “Shit, we were going to fix that, weren’t we? Sorry, Dec, there’s just been so much going on. I hadn’t even thought—”
 
   “I understand, Lys. I really do, but now . . . I don’t know. I guess I want the world to know she’s mine. To celebrate that fact.” 
 
   “The world hardly looks at birth certificates.” 
 
   “You know what I mean. How do we do it?” 
 
   She nodded. “It’ll probably be best if we have DNA tests done to make sure there are no hiccups in the process. That’ll be undeniable proof that there was a mistake on the original certificates.”
 
   “Won’t that paint you as some sort of hussy who slept with more than one man and didn’t know the real father?” 
 
   A laugh slipped past her lips. “Hussy? Really, does anyone even use that word anymore, Dec?” 
 
   Ignoring her remark, I pressed my question. “But you’re okay with people thinking that?” If she was hesitant or worried about it, she didn’t show it. 
 
   “It’s better if the world thinks that, considering the alternative is that I falsified a legal document, which is much worse, especially when I’m supposed to be getting into law soon.” 
 
   “There were extenuating circumstances though.” 
 
   “I know. It’s stupid. I would’ve preferred to keep it blank, but there was just too much paperwork for me to cope with on my own. I was drowning and all I wanted to do was sink under it all. If it hadn’t been for Phoebe needing me and Flynn supporting me however he could, I don’t think I would’ve kept afloat.” 
 
   My heart broke listening to her and once again, I wondered whether I’d ever fully understand just how hard that time was for her. All of my pain—all of the agony that had torn through me after learning the truth—was removed from the heartbreaking events by time and distance.
 
   “Can we play soccer ’gain, Daddy?” Phoebe asked as she came running back into the room with a pair of pink sandals with Velcro straps on her feet. 
 
   Alyssa swiped her fingers under her eyes, wiping tears that I hadn’t even seen fall. A smile lifted her lips and the mask was back in place. I wrapped my hand around hers and led them both out to the car. We could have walked, but it would have been well after dark before we got home, and I for one didn’t plan on fighting away the mozzies and midges. Plus, it was easier hiding from the pap in a car. 
 
   Later that night, Alyssa jumped online and booked to have DNA testing done and also started the process of amending the birth certificates. I had no idea how we’d get to the facility without the paparazzo following us, but we’d deal with that when it came. 
 
   Slowly, but surely, the pieces were coming together. 
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN WE woke Monday, it was with a little trepidation, because the Woman’s Idea article was due to hit the stands within twenty-four hours. It could only go three ways. Either it’d go over well with the sponsors and public, and things would start to turn away from the constant negative press, it would be slammed as nothing more than a publicity stunt, or it would be ignored completely by everyone. As much as I hoped for the former, I thought it was much more likely to be the latter. People just didn’t seem to buy the magazines for the happy stories, only the fucked-up ones. 
 
   I just hoped that the bastards who’d set me up so far didn’t take it as an excuse for a renewed attack, but there was little I could do about it. 
 
   Around lunchtime, the calls started. 
 
   For me, it was Eden first, calling to congratulate me. There was no doubt in my mind that she’d already seen the article when I’d emailed it to Danny. When I confronted her about it she just laughed and said that it looked better in the full-gloss magazine. 
 
   Then it was a few other drivers I’d been on the track with. Each one told me that their wives or girlfriends had purchased the magazine and shown them—even the ones that I was certain had neither a wife nor a girlfriend—and that they wanted to offer me their support. 
 
   For Alyssa, it started with her mother. Ruth called and gushed over the article, spouting about how happy she was to see us so happy. So in love. She demanded we investigate the possibility of getting some of the photos for her too. 
 
   Around four, my phone rang again with a Brisbane number. The first person that sprang to mind was my cockhead father. Considering his little bit on the side—if they were even still together—was so heavily into the gossip magazines, I had no doubt she’d have seen the cover with Alyssa and me staring into each other’s eyes with a hunger and need that was unmistakable. I wondered what he would have thought about the proceeds being donated to charity. He was probably having conniptions over the fact that we’d never see a cent.
 
   Good. 
 
   With the expectation that he was the one calling, I moved away from Alyssa and Phoebe and answered the phone with a, “What do you want?”
 
   “Declan, wonderful article in Woman’s Idea. Absolutely darling!” The voice wasn’t the one I was expecting. Instead, the smooth tones of a female voice filled my ear. 
 
   “Ms. Wood.” Even though she wasn’t exactly top of my list to talk to, it would at least give me a chance to put my plan in place.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’ve reconsidered your position on the driver role I have here for you? It’s ripe and ready for the plucking if you want it.”
 
   I glanced through the window at my family. Fuck, Alyssa would be pissed if she knew what I was about to do, but I didn’t have much choice. I had to do what I could to look out for my family. And that meant finding a way to show the haters and the doubters, the ones who’d try to hurt us and pull us apart, that we were as solid as a fucking rock and that they would be better off backing the fuck off rather than push me. “Yeah, actually I have. And I’m definitely considering it.” 
 
   “You are?” It was the reason she’d called, and yet she sounded surprised as fuck at my answer.
 
   “Yeah. It’s just, well, I was wondering whether you might be able to do something for me before we talked more about it.” 
 
   “Anything.” She was almost too eager. Something told me things weren’t as rosy at Wood Racing as she’d have everyone believe. 
 
   “Have you got tickets to the New Year’s Masquerade Ball?” I figured she would; they usually went to all the local charity events, and even Sinclair Racing came up to Brisbane every year for the event. It was the reason I’d even been there, and how I’d hooked up with Darcy. Even if they didn’t, I figured if things were so bad that she needed star power enough to launch the dirty campaign against me, she’d do whatever it took to get the tickets I wanted.
 
   “We have a table.” 
 
   “I’d like to come along and discuss my options with you there, if you’re attending. I think it’s fitting, don’t you? Considering that we might be unmasking my future in the sport and all that.” 
 
   “Of course, and I assume you will need more than one ticket?”
 
   “Yeah, one other. Can, uh, can you send it out for me though? I have a different woman in mind and don’t want to have to explain that to anyone else.” 
 
   “Trouble in paradise already, young Declan? Is your girl not woman enough for you?” 
 
   I forced a laugh. “You know how it is. There’s only so much you can drink from the same well without craving a different taste. And what my family doesn’t know won’t hurt them, right?” Even saying the words made me feel sick. I was trying so damn hard to implicate myself without saying anything that would be regarded as concrete evidence if she were recording the conversation—I wouldn’t put it past her—but I had to give her enough to be convincing. 
 
   “I can appreciate that. Why do you think I’ve never stayed married for long?” She gave her throaty, I’m-so-sexy laugh that probably would have made old me’s dick stand on end. Instead, my cock hung flaccid between my thighs, waiting to come alive at Alyssa’s command. “So where can I send the other ticket?” 
 
   I gave her Darcy’s address. “And can you send a note with it?”
 
   “Of course. Anything for my new star driver.” 
 
   It was almost too fucking easy. “Okay, I want it to read, ‘It might not be New Year’s but I’m humbly requesting a do-over. DR.’ Have you got that?” 
 
   “Every word. I don’t suppose I can tempt you to come in to see me earlier and start on some of the negotiations?” 
 
   “Sorry, Paige,” I said her name with as much honey in my voice as I could muster. “Alyssa has been watching me like a hawk while she plans her move to Sydney. She’s agreed to let me find out more about this ball because it’s for charity. Besides, it’s not that far away anyway.”
 
   “Can I take it that this, Alyssa was it? That she’s moving to Sydney regardless of where you drive?” 
 
   “That’s right. But I’ve gotta have my own priorities sorted, right? I’d be an idiot to throw away something so important over something so insignificant.” Not one word was a lie. It was hardly my fault that Paige would interpret it to mean that I wouldn’t leave a job for a relationship and not the other way around. 
 
   “I think that’s very reasonable. I’m sure if it’s needed, I can find you some accommodation near headquarters until you’re back on your feet.” 
 
   I could imagine. The room would probably come with an all-you-can-eat Paige Wood buffet. A shudder ran down my spine at the thought. How could I have ever had the slightest interest in her when I had someone like Alyssa waiting for me the whole time? 
 
   After we’d said goodbye, I headed inside. Phase one of getting revenge on those who’d tried to ruin my life was set. Morgan would help with the planning of phase two on the weekend. Then all I had to do was wait for the pieces to fall into place. In the meantime, there was little more I could do but keep organising our move and doing what I could to look out for my family. 
 
   “Everything okay?” Alyssa asked around Phoebe, who was curled against her chest, fast asleep. 
 
   “Perfect,” I said. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: TESTING
 
   
 
 
   
THE DAYS SLIPPED away like laps at Bathurst, each one passing in a blur as a set-up for the next big one. The move, the ball—Christmas—everything was so close, and barrelling down the straight far too fast. 
 
   It was amazing just how quickly time went with them at my side. More amazing was how fast I’d settled into the whole domestic scene that I’d once avoided like the plague. Existing on a diet of takeout and booze had been fine when I was single, but it wasn’t like Alyssa or Phoebe could, or should, live the same way. While Alyssa cooked most nights, there were some nights I had to. The ones where she was at work, it was step up to the plate or risk a super-tantrum from a hungry toddler. Given a choice between the stove and Phoebe, I knew which one I was more willing to fight. 
 
   Because Alyssa only worked a few nights a week, Phoebe didn’t need to go to day care anymore, and I had no other place I needed to be, we spent most of our time together. We went to the park as often as we could, and tried to ensure Phoebe had as much quality time with both of us as she could, considering we had no idea what to expect when our lives started over again in Sydney. 
 
   I was so determined to make the most of our time in Brisbane that I arranged playdates for Phoebe with Ben and his kids. We even managed a dual family outing to the movies one day. It ended up as a disaster because none of the kids would sit still long enough to get through the movie, but it was a good day anyway. 
 
   Outside of that though, Alyssa and I mostly cleaned and packed her house. I had no idea there was so much involved. When I’d moved to Sydney, I had a suitcase full of clothes, and that was about it. Everything else stayed with Mum and Dad. 
 
   As the days had gone by, Alyssa’s place had become less and less a home, and more and more just a house, as every bit of personality was stripped away and boxed up. We were constantly busy, but it still felt like there was a pause button over our lives, as if they wouldn’t truly begin until the new year. Until we were all settled into our new life in Sydney.
 
   The closer it got to the day Alyssa and Phoebe would be moving in with me permanently, the air between Alyssa and me seemed to grow thicker. Or maybe I just imagined it because of the blanket of guilt I’d wrapped myself in ever since the phone call with Paige. 
 
   Even though I probably should have told Alyssa of my plan, I didn’t. I was certain she’d only tell me to stop. Only because she didn’t understand. She’d already moved on, and had said she was happy it was all behind us now. That she was ready to move on with the next part of our life. 
 
   As much as I wanted what she said to be true, it wasn’t for me. Mostly because she didn’t need revenge like I did. She was too forgiving, but I couldn’t be. Not when our future happiness could be attacked. I needed everyone who’d hurt her—who’d tried to hurt me—to burn. I needed to look in the eyes of every person who’d tried to bring me down—and very damn near succeeded—and show them all how happy I was. How happy we both were. 
 
   If I didn’t make them pay, how could I ever really be free? When the tables finally turned, and I had them crushed and disappointed at my feet, maybe then I could let it go and move on in peace. Even though I couldn’t bring Alyssa in on the plan, I was certain she’d thank me once it had all gone down. She’d be just as happy as me to rub their noses in the fact that they’d not only failed to bring us down but had given us the chance to be stronger than anyone could have imagined. 
 
   After all, if Tillie and Talia hadn’t run that first article, Alyssa and I might have never been forced together on the plane to London. I would never have learned the truth about Phoebe and Emmanuel, and we certainly wouldn’t be planning to move all of her shit into my house. 
 
   In just a few more weeks. 
 
   Around the family stuff, my night out with Morgan had come and gone in a flash. Just like he’d promised, he’d played his part perfectly, getting me a pair of tickets to the New Year’s Masquerade Ball, and booking a room at the Suncrest, where the ball was being held this year. 
 
   He’d had another surprise for me too. Tickets to the last race of the season. “I can’t exactly celebrate stealing the championship from you without you there, can I?” he’d said as he’d given me the details and insisted I attend. It was close to my house, so at least I wouldn’t have to worry about accommodation. 
 
   Telling Alyssa about the trip was a dance around our feelings. A part of her obviously wanted me to go because I wanted it so badly, but it was also clear she didn’t want me to go. Because of that, there was a part of me that wanted to stay, even though I really wanted to be back at the track again. Neither of us wanted to disappoint the other, but she’d ended up winning—and losing at the same time. As much as I wanted to stay for her, I couldn’t say no to her when she told me to go. 
 
   Because I was going to be away for three days, and we still had to arrange the changes to the birth certificates, we’d planned a day in the city with just the two of us. Only the day before, we’d got the DNA results—which came back exactly as expected. I was Phoebe’s father, not that there’d ever been even the tiniest doubt. 
 
   “She’ll be fine,” I said reassuringly as Alyssa stared out the Prado window at her parents’ house. We’d just dropped Phoebe off to spend the day with them while we went into the city to organise all the shit we needed to do to lodge the forms to update Phoebe’s birth certificate. 
 
   Alyssa had agreed when I suggested I should wait in the car while she got Phoebe settled. The last time I’d been at the house was the disastrous reunion that had resulted in Josh and Curtis cornering me against the side of their house and trying to run me out of town, Wild West style. Considering it had almost worked, I understood Alyssa’s ready approval of my request. 
 
   “Think of it as an opportunity for them to spend some time together before we take her away,” I added. “We’ve only got a handful of weeks left in Brisbane now.” 
 
   “I know she’ll be fine.” Alyssa sighed. “Just dropping her off here, it’s a reminder that I won’t be able to do that soon. That we’re moving. It’s an adjustment, that’s all. This place is all I’ve ever really known, you know?”
 
   My chest tightened as I wondered whether she was starting to regret her decision. I knew she trusted me. I knew she loved me. But in that moment, I wondered if it was enough. Was I being selfish asking her to move in with me so soon? 
 
   “Did you want to stay?” 
 
   She shook her head, and her hand came to rest on my thigh. “No. I’m happy about where I’m going . . . where we’re going,” she added with a smile. “And the job is what I’ve been working toward. I just can’t help feel a little sad about having to leave all this behind too. I guess in a perfect world, we could have it all. But if it was a perfect world—” She cut off and looked down at her hands. I didn’t have to ask what she was going to say because I already knew. 
 
   I picked up her hand and placed it against my lips, kissing it softly. I didn’t have words to comfort her, because they would just be trite and meaningless anyway. 
 
   “Do you think we can do a bit of Christmas shopping while we’re in the city?” she asked, clearly trying to change the subject. 
 
   “Of course.” The mention of the C-word was another sharp reminder that I’d soon be facing my first Christmas as a father. More than that, we’d be doing Christmas with Alyssa’s family, and staying through until New Year’s for the ball. So many challenges all lined up to greet me. All I could do was grin and bear each one as they came. 
 
   The positives were that ever since my phone call with Paige, our friendly neighbourhood pap had fucked off to whatever assignment his bitch of a boss had for him next. Which left us free to just be a family without being goaded into reacting negatively to bullshit, and also confirmed my suspicions that he’d only been following me to dig up more dirt. 
 
   It was good that he was off our back before we went to the clinic clearly marked as a DNA testing facility. And before we hit our itinerary for our city trip. DNA tests and trips to Births, Deaths, and Marriages weren’t exactly the sort of things you wanted random photographers following you to. 
 
   A little over an hour later, we’d completed all of the paperwork that would facilitate new birth certificates. The office had been a little cold, clinical, and the process had been free of emotion, and yet I was still a bundle of nerves by the time we left. It was like I was on my way to becoming official. 
 
   “So this ball, is it really fancy? Can I still wear that same dress? I’m not sure I can afford a new one.” Alyssa’s stream of questions was obviously a way to fill the space between us as we walked back up to the Queen Street Mall. 
 
   After Morgan’s visit, I’d given Alyssa one of the tickets for the masquerade ball—at the Sinclair Racing table. Although she’d been reluctant at first, it wasn’t hard to convince her that we needed one last hurrah in Brisbane. A night out alone, without Phoebe, before moving into what would be our new life. After all, we’d barely spent much time alone, and when we arrived in Sydney we wouldn’t have much opportunity. Our only ready babysitter would be Eden, but that would mean leaving Phoebe with Morgan as well, which Alyssa wasn’t keen on.
 
   “It’s a proper ball. You’ll need a proper gown, and I’ll have to wear my tux.” I’d packed it the last time I’d gone to Sydney in preparation for the night. 
 
   “Do you know how much ball gowns cost?” 
 
   “Surely there’s a way we can hire one or something?” 
 
   “Maybe . . .” She sighed. “And it’s here at the Suncrest isn’t it?” 
 
   “Yeah, in the same room we had our date.” 
 
   A dreamy look glazed her eyes for a moment. “It won’t be as good as that date.” 
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. It might be better.” After all, what better way to get my revenge on everyone who tried to break us apart than to propose to her in front of them all? 
 
   With a nod, she dragged me up the mall. She moved with such purpose I knew she had a destination in mind. 
 
   “Well, I guess if I have to hire something fancy, it makes sense to hire it from here. The place I got my formal dress is just around the corner here.” 
 
   Even though I would rather race for Paige than go spend time in a dress shop, I sucked it up and followed willingly behind her. 
 
   
 
 
   
“ARE YOU sure about your plan of action?” 
 
   I sighed when Dr. Henrikson started up his psychobabble. Because I’d gone back up to Brisbane, he’d agreed to another phone session in place of my scheduled face-to-face visit. 
 
   During the call, after we’d celebrated my job at Sinclair Racing, I’d told him my plan to get my revenge and the girl all in one fell swoop. His reaction was less enthusiastic than I’d hoped. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “Let’s put aside the most obvious issue, about how unhealthy your need for revenge actually is, and deal with the next one. Are you sure marriage is a good idea after being reconciled for only a few months?” 
 
   “Of course I’m sure. I mean, getting engaged is hardly the same thing as being married. We can set a date a year away if she wants. Two. But we fucking love each other, and there’s Phoebe to consider. Her parents should be married.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because parents should be married.” 
 
   “That’s quite an old-fashioned notion coming from someone with your past, Declan.” 
 
   “For an ex-manwhore, you mean?” 
 
   “That’s putting it in a slightly less eloquent way than I would have.” 
 
   I paced around Alyssa’s backyard as I spoke to him. “Fuck you. I’m full of old-fashioned fucking values. I just got a little lost along the way. I’m finding my way back now, thanks to her. I’d have thought you’d be fucking happy about my progress.” 
 
   “I am delighted with your progress. I just don’t want you to make any rash decisions while you are still in a transitional phase of your life.”
 
   I gave a non-committal grunt in response. 
 
   “Putting that issue aside for the moment, there’s the bigger one to consider.” 
 
   I stopped midstride. “Which is what exactly?” 
 
   “How will Alyssa feel having her engagement linked with your desperation for revenge?” 
 
   “She . . .” I trailed off. “She’ll be . . . I don’t fucking know.” The truth was, I did know. 
 
   She was sentimental about shit like that. I’d probably have my balls cut off if I even tried it. But it would be the best revenge I could imagine and why shouldn’t I kill two birds with one stone? She’d understand. 
 
   “I would suspect she’d much rather the moment be meaningful just because of its significance for you as a couple, rather than because of some perceived justice you inferred from the event.” 
 
   “You don’t know that. You’ve never even spoken to her.” 
 
   “I know. Although as I’ve explained in the past, I would like to change that when you are comfortable—”
 
   “We’re not doing fucking couples’ therapy. We don’t need that shit. We’re perfect. Better than fucking perfect. We’re so peachy-fucking-keen we may as well live in a fucking orchard.” 
 
   “If you say so, Declan.” 
 
   “I do.” 
 
   “Will you at least consider what I’ve said?” 
 
   I didn’t answer him. Even though I tried to resist it, his words had crept under my skin and were writhing like insects. Perhaps it was worth thinking things over after all. Regardless, I would still make everyone who’d hurt me, who’d hurt Alyssa, pay. He spent the rest of our call going over what he thought was the greater concern as he pleaded with me to reconsider getting revenge at all. His words mirrored Alyssa’s—be thankful it’s over. But neither of them understood just how ruthless Paige could be. As soon as my return to Sinclair became public, I’d probably have a team of reporters on my arse all over again. 
 
   No. It was much better to make a stand and show them exactly why they should never have fucked with Declan Reede in the first place.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: SET UP
 
   
 
 
   
BEING BACK IN Sydney, at Homebush to watch Morgan race live, was un-fucking-believable. I hadn’t been trackside at an event without the intention to race since I was sixteen, and I’d almost forgotten the thrill of standing near the barriers as the cars roared past. Of course, just like it had then, the noise and smell made me yearn with everything in me to be out there in one of the cars. 
 
   The urge was almost strong enough to force me to hunt down Paige and tell her that I would do whatever it took to be back in the driver seat. The only thing that stopped me was the knowledge that if I played my cards right, I could be back in the seat at Sinclair. 
 
   Of course, because I’d been in my own little bubble of it being just Alyssa, Phoebe, and me for so long, I didn’t even consider what attention my visit to the track might garner. Especially considering I’d had Morgan swing by my house so I could grab my Sinclair Racing team shirt. Most of the morning, I’d been approached by fan after fan, getting autographs on everything from shirts to posters. 
 
   It was strange feeling like someone noteworthy again, especially considering the track was my domain. Most of the people who’d approached me weren’t just autograph hounds desperate for any squiggle. They were genuine fans. Some of them expressed their disappointment that I wouldn’t be back the next season. A few seemed to think I had something big buried up my sleeve. They were right, but not the way they expected. 
 
   Of course, one out of every dozen seemed to want to approach me for an entirely different purpose. I’d been propositioned multiple times—each one promising me that they would give me an experience that would change my new monogamous ways—and I’d also been screamed at for my “disgusting” past. One girl even went as far as slapping me for being a deadbeat dad. Luckily the roaming security guards saw her and escorted her out before it could become a worse situation for me. Why she thought my business was any of her concern was beyond me, but I guess that was the price of fame. 
 
   Once the initial shock of my appearance among the crowd had died down a little, I walked around the venue. Each step was one I’d taken before, but only as a driver. I’d never been to Homebush just as a spectator. A tangible excitement seemed to buzz in the air that was thick with the scent of hot asphalt and burned rubber. It was something I’d never fully noticed or appreciated during race preparations. 
 
   Then, every thought had been on the car, on the track and its corners, and on finishing first. It had been stressful, and had turned what I loved into a job. A job that I still loved, but a job nonetheless. 
 
   I’d missed just being able to breathe in the atmosphere. More than I cared to admit to myself. Without the worries about whether the next time I was on the track would end in a DNF, I could watch the other categories and just enjoy them. At one point, the Micro series raced past with their tiny four cylinder engines buzzing like mosquitos. Then an hour later, the trucks had their turn—tonnes and tonnes of chrome and gleaming paint travelling at such speeds it seemed almost suicidal. 
 
   Although Morgan had offered to lean on Danny for a pit pass, I was happier without one. It meant I could wander around without the expectation of talking to those people I’d be working with next year. It gave me an excuse for not having to tell my story over and over. 
 
   It also occurred to me that Danny would probably prefer me to stay away until my agreed-upon start. After all, he didn’t want my plans spilling over into the new race season. He’d said as much when he gave me his tacit, if uncertain, approval for my plan, just so long as he didn’t know what it was.
 
   If Paige said something more to Danny, he’d likely dismiss it. After all, he had something she didn’t—my signature on a piece of paper outlining the details of my new employment contract. It had come when I’d dropped by the Sinclair Racing headquarters late on Friday night when I arrived in Sydney. It was only when we were finishing up our conversation, just before I actually signed the document, that he mentioned hearing about a fresh offer from Paige, and of my potential signing with her. 
 
   There was no doubt that the information had been passed straight from the horse’s mouth, but it didn’t really bother me. I admitted to the conversation and started to explain.
 
   He held up his hand. “Have you ever heard of plausible deniability, Declan?” 
 
   I grinned at him. Of course I had, because it was exactly what I was giving Alyssa by keeping her out of the plans. 
 
   “Just keep whatever you’re planning out of the papers, try not to get into too much trouble, and turn up on time on your first day and we won’t have any issues.” 
 
   Agreeing readily, I asked just two favours—his short-term silence on my hiring and his agreement to announce my return at the New Year’s masquerade ball. True to his keep-me-out–of-it policy, he didn’t ask any questions as he agreed. Without a second thought, I thanked him again for the offer—which was actually a little more generous than what I’d expected after our first meeting—signed the contract, and then left to find Morgan again. 
 
   Once it was all set, I had nothing left to do but wait and make sure I’d executed my plans before I started so that they didn’t blow up in my face later on. 
 
   
 
 
   
DURING ONE of the production car races, I caught sight of Paige madly dashing around, and thought I’d bait the hook a little more. Racing after her, I managed to corner her away from everyone at the back of the grandstand. 
 
   The instant she spotted me, she turned around with the smile of a predator adorning her cherry-red lips. Her smile fell for a fraction of a second when she took in the shirt I was wearing, but it lifted again when I moved closer to her with a smile of my own. I indicated I wanted her to follow me. She complied beautifully, coming with me until we were around the corner and out of view. 
 
   “Declan, I didn’t expect to see you here this weekend.”
 
   “I’m here to watch Morg take the championship. Hand off the reins, you know. Even though I’m not out there now, I’m still the reigning champ.” As I’d said the word, designed to remind her what a fucking prize I was, I’d moved even closer to her, invaded her personal space the way she’d done so often to me. “And Danny wanted to see me about something too.”
 
   When I had her backed firmly against the grandstand, I pressed a hand against the wall on either side of her head, trapping her between my arms. The position felt almost too intimate, but that was kinda the point. I was trying to flood her with just enough false hope that the fall would be spectacular, while also giving her a reason to give me the proof I needed that she was behind everything. 
 
   Her cougaresque smile pulled at her thin lips. “I don’t suppose I can tempt you to come cheer him on from my office?” 
 
   The thought of going anywhere near the Wood Racing pits or truck wasn’t appealing, especially when I was wearing a Sinclair Racing shirt. I’d be booed by the crew and fans alike. 
 
   “Nah, sorry, Paige,” I leaned in closer as I spoke. “I’m just here as a spectator. Wanted to see how the other half lives, you know? It’s been so long since I was at a race just for the fun of it.”
 
   “And where’s your little family?” Her gaze was focused on my eyes, and even though I was the one cornering her, it felt like some power had just shifted back into her court. Maybe it was because my family was the reason I was doing this. Was I pushing things too far though? Was the doc right? 
 
   My stomach twisted into knots, but I let my smile grow. “Not here. I didn’t want them to spoil my fun.” 
 
   “Ah, so it’s one of those weekends, is it?” 
 
   The fact that she was openly approving, perhaps even encouraging, the thought that I would ever betray Alyssa was enough to cement my decision to make her fall. She’d spent too long allowing her drivers to get away with far too much. How bad would things have to be before she’d intervene? The questions over what exactly she’d done about Hunter’s habit of drugging girls leapt to my tongue, but I swallowed them down. I couldn’t tip her off, or she’d be suspicious and might find a way out of it. I couldn’t allow that. She had to suffer—and she deserved everything that was coming to her. 
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be hunting down some sport a little later.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll have no issue finding some. A young man of your—” Her tongue pushed forward to slick across her lips and her gaze dropped down to trail over my body before landing squarely on my crotch. “—reputation.” 
 
   “I don’t think I’ll have too much trouble at all,” I said. “In fact, I was thinking about hitting Firebird again. Maybe those two hotties I almost scored with last time will be there.” Letting memories of Alyssa fill my mind, I pretended that the thought of meeting with Talia and Tillie again turned me on. I waited for half a second before tipping my head to the side as if some thought struck me with my words. “Actually, did you know that one of them knows you?”
 
   The shock that flooded across her face was priceless. 
 
   “Yeah, that, um, what was her name again? T. T something . . .” 
 
   Paige was almost white as a ghost. If that wasn’t enough, the fear that flickered through her eyes proved she knew all about Talia’s role as T. It didn’t surprise me, but it was nice to know for a fact.
 
   “Tillie!” I exclaimed, as if I’d just remembered. “That’s her name. She went to the fundraiser in Brisbane with your son.” 
 
   The relief that sagged through Paige was almost palpable, and yet it was clear she’d hoped I wouldn’t make even that association. 
 
   “Fuck, it’s hard to remember names sometimes. Not that it matters really, right? Just so long as it’s my name they’re screaming at the end of the night.” I winked at her. “It’s a damn shame I didn’t get to finish what I started with her and her friend after Bathurst. Something tells me those two would be wildcats in the sack.” 
 
   I was trying to push all the right buttons to stoke the fires of jealousy toward her own daughter. 
 
   “You know, I think Felix might have her phone number,” Paige said. “I’m sure I can help arrange a rendezvous.” 
 
   I’m sure you can. And I’m sure you can ensure there are cameras there to capture every fucking second so that you have some collateral over me. “That would be,” I licked my lips, “a fucking delight. You should definitely tell her to invite her friend.” 
 
   She grinned. No doubt thinking she was gathering more shit on me. My earlier mention of Sinclair Racing courting me and the fact I was wearing their shirt were surely playing havoc in her mind. I’d have a pap on my arse before the day was through, and all the proof I needed to feel vindicated in making her fall.
 
   “Actually, she said something to me at the charity do. What was that again?” I narrowed eyes and pretended to wrack my brain. “Oh, that’s right, that she was actually in love with his sister. But that must mean . . . Oh, wow! Is Blondie your daughter?” Without waiting for an answer, I moved so that my lips were right against her cheek. “What can I say? The apple certainly doesn’t fall far from the tree.” 
 
   I pushed away from the wall, and took a backward step to put some distance between us again. 
 
   A devious glint lit her eyes; it might have been lust or it might have been some new, crazed plan for blackmail. Who could tell with her? “I don’t suppose I could tempt you to come out to dinner to discuss your future with me beforehand?” 
 
   Fuck, she was desperate and it was too easy. 
 
   Taking another step back from her, I shrugged and flashed her a panty-dropper smile. “Sorry, I have a dinner planned with Sinclair Racing already. How about a rain check for next time though?” 
 
   Her smile morphed into a snarl for a fraction of a second before she fixed it back in place. I was playing a dangerous game and would have to be damn careful that I didn’t step even a toe out of line or I’d be headlining in Gossip Weekly again, but it would be worth it. I hoped. 
 
   After giving her a little wave, I disappeared into the crowd before she could press me further. I didn’t want to have to string together too many lies, because the more I told, the more things would stack up and risk falling over. 
 
   I spent the better part of the day trying to avoid the pits and Paige. Morgan and Eden hunted me down during one of his breaks, and we had a quiet lunch together—at least as quiet as possible with autograph seekers coming up to us at regular intervals. 
 
   It was a little after four before I received a text from an unknown number. 
 
   Looking for some fun tonight?
 
   Paige had obviously lived up to her promise to try to arrange a meeting with Tillie and Talia. Not that I’d doubted she would. She was like some sort of fucking pimp, and even her own daughter wasn’t off limits. If Hunter expected the same sort of treatment when he started at Sinclair Racing he’d be in for a rude-arse shock. 
 
   I had my phone in front of me as I walked back toward the track, trying to frame a text reply that wouldn’t incriminate me if it was publicly released. Halfway through my reply, someone shoulder checked me. 
 
   “Watch where you’re walking, arsehole.” Hunter Blake’s voice was practically a growl. Even though less than a second had passed, I could see the exact moment when he realised it was me. The fire of anger in his eyes grew more intense, but his mouth formed a self-righteous smirk. “Well, well, I didn’t expect to see your face within a hundred miles of a racetrack again.”
 
   It was hard to hold back my own smirk, knowing that I’d soon be at every single race again. Maybe not in the same capacity as before, but that didn’t matter. “You might be surprised to see just where I turn up in the future, Blake.” 
 
   “Funny, ’cause the way I hear it, you were too pussy to take the job with Wood, and there’s no other positions coming up, so I don’t think I have too much to worry about.”
 
   I shrugged. “Guess not.” 
 
   “Why the fuck are you here, Reede?” 
 
   “Just enjoying the event. Here to support Morg, you know, as he claims the championship.” 
 
   “It’s not his yet.” 
 
   I chuckled. “But it will be.”
 
   “Like fuck. I can still win it.” 
 
   “You’d have to come first, and Morg would have to finish mid-pack. I can’t see it happening.” 
 
   “He could always DNF.” 
 
   The way he said it made me stop. The menace in his voice made it seem more like a threat than an idle statement. “I don’t think so. Morg’s got his game face on this weekend. He’s not racing for the win, just the points.” 
 
   “Well, then, he’s a pussy isn’t he?” 
 
   “No, he just knows that you’re more likely to win a championship when you’re not tangled with other cars.” My words hit their target, and I watched as Hunter’s mouth curled into a menacing snarl.
 
   “And you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you? You know the championship could have easily been mine if you hadn’t fucked me up at Bathurst.” Hunter was practically seething.
 
   “You’re an idiot. If that hadn’t happened, Morgan and I would probably have won.” 
 
   “Whatever, loser, it doesn’t really make any difference to me, does it? It’s not like I give a crap if Wood gets the trophy. Next year, I’ll be in Sinclair colours, and you can bet your arse there’ll be a new pecking order. McGuire is going down. And you . . . Well, it doesn’t get much lower than where you are already. It’s pathetic really.” 
 
   “Have you always been an arrogant wanker or is that something you’re just trying on for size?” 
 
   “Fuck off, Reede.” He snapped the words at me loud enough that three families nearby all turned to stare wide-eyed in shock. 
 
   I resisted the urge to laugh. When needed, I could hold back the curse words that were always dancing near the tip of my tongue. Days at the track were usually one of those times. Of course now that I wasn’t there in any official capacity, it didn’t matter. For me. Hunter was just lucky that he wasn’t near any race officials, or he could have been facing a reprimand. It was fine in the pits, or places where it wouldn’t be heard or accidentally broadcast. 
 
   He glared at me. “Stay the hell away from me.” 
 
   “Gladly.” I didn’t worry about telling him that we’d be seeing each other soon enough at Sinclair Racing. What was sure to be a priceless look on his face wasn’t worth the risk of him telling Paige or someone else at Wood Racing before I could spring the trap. 
 
   Without waiting for him to reply again, I walked away. Within a second, I’d finished the text he’d interrupted. I’d decided in the end that simple was better, so just sent Tillie or Talia, whichever it was, a text that read, Sorry, booked for tonight after all.
 
   A second later, another message popped up on my phone. Can’t we tempt you to change your plans?
 
   With the text came a photo. Even though I was worried what exactly it might be, I clicked to open it. If nothing else, it could be good for blackmail. The image was relatively PG, just an image of a woman with red curls and one with blonde hair tangled together in a kiss. Neither face could be made out because they were blurred and out of focus. It was obviously a selfie that hadn’t been taken properly because of the locked lips. 
 
   Sorry, plans are immovable. What about New Year’s?
 
   What about it?
 
   Suncrest. Brisbane. Ball. Going?
 
   Yeah.
 
   I’ll slip you key and room number at dinner. Come by after ten, I’ll have company until then.
 
   A second later, another message popped up on my phone. Family? 
 
   No. Fun.
 
   If she spoke to Paige about the night, I was certain Paige would tell her I had indeed invited someone other than Alyssa. Paige just didn’t know that I’d actually donated my ticket at her table to another party. Or at least, Eden had on my behalf. A second later, my phone pinged again. 
 
   Game on.
 
   A smile crossed my lips as I put my phone back in my pocket. Game on, indeed. If I was right, there would be some hell to pay on New Year’s. God, I could be a prick sometimes but fuck if those bitches didn’t deserve it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: ROLL ON
 
   
 
 
   
“HELLO?” RUTH CALLED from the front door. 
 
   My heart began to stutter as I considered the reason Ruth was there, and the fact that Curtis and Josh would be with her. Even though I’d offered to do two trips to get the truck over to their house, and had considering trying to lug the fridge all on my own just to avoid them, Alyssa had insisted. Something about not wanting to see me pancaked by white goods. 
 
   “In the kitchen,” Alyssa answered in invitation. We hadn’t worried about locking the front door because we’d been in and out of the house so much lugging the boxes. Even Phoebe escaping wasn’t a concern because she’d been hovering around our feet, being extra clingy as the house was torn apart and the boxes and furniture were packed up.
 
   With the exception of three items, everything was packed and sorted into either the rental truck, the back of my Prado, or Alyssa’s Swift. Two of the three items that were still to be packed were both from Phoebe’s room: a small chest of drawers and a dressing table. They were the only big items coming with us. The third item was the fridge.
 
   Each trip outside was done under the watchful eye of our friendly neighbourhood paparazzo, who’d made a miraculous reappearance after I’d mentioned the possibility of a Sinclair Racing return to Paige Wood. It was exactly the confirmation I needed that Paige was doing what I’d thought she would: trying to gather dirt in case another smear campaign was needed. It had been easy enough to ignore him this time though, especially considering his life watching us would have been boring as bat shit, because the three of us had been the picture of domestic fucking bliss, and his boss didn’t want photos of that. At least, not yet. I was certain that aspect was the spin Paige had mentioned the first time she’d called to offer me the role with her team. 
 
   Ruth walked into the kitchen with a smile on her face, and Phoebe squealed, “Nana!” throwing herself at her. It was only as Ruth bobbed down to catch her that I saw Curtis standing behind her. Although I knew he and Josh were coming with Ruth to move the fridge and then drive the truck to their house, I’d expected him to wait in the car. Especially considering the reason they were even taking the spare furniture was because he’d refused to let Alyssa sell it: just in case. 
 
   Just in case I broke her heart again. Fucker! 
 
   “Declan,” he murmured when he saw me staring.
 
   “Sir,” I said. My voice squeaked as I choked back my fear. I’d offered to do a return trip to take the trailer over, so that he didn’t have to come around, but Alyssa had refused. 
 
   He raised his eyebrow at me. I’d never called him sir before. He had always just been Curtis to me. Curtis, who had been like a second father to me. Curtis, who, in hindsight, was probably a better role model, and father, than my own had ever been.
 
   Curtis, who’d tried to drive me out of town barely a month earlier.
 
   “Are you ready to go, pumpkin?” he asked Alyssa. 
 
   I was trying very hard not to be reminded of the fact that “going” meant leaving the relative sanctuary of Alyssa’s three-bedroom rented house and the three of us moving into one bedroom at Ruth and Curtis’s house. Alyssa’s old bedroom, in fact. 
 
   “Is Josh here?” she replied.
 
   Curtis glared at me for a moment before answering. “No. He wanted to wait in the car until it was time.”
 
   “I’ll go make myself scarce then, shall I?” I muttered. 
 
   Even though I hadn’t intended anyone to hear me, Alyssa’s gaze moved to me. “No, Dec, this has been your house too for the last few weeks. You’re in my life for good now, and Josh has to learn to be a big boy about these things.”
 
   “Yeah, so far in your life you need a just-in-case escape plan.” The words left me as I headed out of the room. Louder, I added, “It’s okay, I’ll just be down in the bedroom.” 
 
   I didn’t wait for any further argument, but none was exactly forthcoming either. Heading straight down the hall, I went into the master bedroom and started working, double-checking the bathroom cupboards and in the top of the built-in wardrobe just in case something had been missed while we were packing. Nothing had been, and I knew that because I’d performed the exact same checks before, but it gave me something to focus on. 
 
   “Hey, Declan, are you okay?” It was Ruth’s voice that sounded from the bedroom door. 
 
   “Peachy keen,” I snapped. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
   “I know it’s not easy, but they’ll come around eventually when they see how much you two mean to each other. You just have to keep doing what you’ve been doing.” 
 
   “Yeah, ’cause that’s worked so damn well for me so far.”
 
   “They’re men. They’re stubborn. The best way to show them that you really won’t hurt Alyssa and Phoebe is to be there for her.” 
 
   “I am. Always. I’d rather shove my hand into a meat grinder than hurt her again.” 
 
   Ruth chuckled. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come down to that.” 
 
   I smiled in spite of myself. “It won’t.” 
 
   “So, have you got everything ready in Sydney? It’s got to be a big adjustment, right? I mean, are you sure you’re ready for living with a three-year-old full time?” 
 
   Ruth’s expression and laughter made it clear that she’d intended the statement as a joke. Except Alyssa had made similar statements in the past. Was I ready? Did I know what I was really getting myself in for? I’d barely lived with her for a handful of weeks. Plus, I’d had my own house, my own space, that I could retreat to when I’d needed it. Okay, so I hadn’t used it, but it had been there. Was I ready to lose that space? Could a few weeks living with Alyssa as a guest in her house really prepare me for what I would face next? 
 
   Before I answered, Ruth nodded toward the doorway. “They should be out of the house by now if you want to resurface?” 
 
   “I think I might just take a minute.” Although I didn’t want to say anything to Ruth, and I’d tried to hide it during our conversation, I wasn’t okay. In fact, with every second that had passed since Curtis and Josh had arrived, I’d become less okay than ever. The truth was my heart was beating faster and faster with every passing minute. It was so rapid that the beats melded one into another so that it was an almost constant hum in my chest. It must have been too fast. Fast enough to kill me. 
 
   The reality of what was happening was closing in on me. The fucking walls were closing in on me.
 
   The instant Ruth walked out of the room, I leaned against the wall. At least that way, I could ensure that the walls were never closer than an arm’s length away. In an attempt to quiet my heart—which was still thumping a rapid tune against my ribcage like a crazed pianist—I closed my eyes and let my head fall between my outstretched arms. 
 
   The room was too quiet, the silence causing a buzz in my ears. Having my eyes closed was a mistake because vertigo struck me almost instantly. Despite the dizziness though, I couldn’t force myself to open my eyes and look at the empty room. 
 
   There were too many changes all happening at once, too much to cope with. I’d been so obsessed with having Alyssa by my side that I hadn’t stopped to consider what it meant. 
 
   She was moving in with me. 
 
   The words were heaven. And yet, they were hell. I was tearing my chest open and letting her waltz on in. All the fears I’d had as a teen came rushing back to me. All of the doctor’s words of caution flooded my mind. 
 
   What the fuck was I doing? 
 
   Of course I was going to hurt her. It was fucking inevitable. It was what I did. And when that happened—when I fucked up—and she left, my entire being would be torn to pieces. Wouldn’t it have been better to keep my distance and not go skipping merrily down Heartbreak Lane? 
 
   Why was I moving so fast? How had I let that happen?
 
   What the fuck was I thinking? 
 
   “Dec?” Alyssa’s voice came to me through the tunnel of darkness I’d been spinning down. It was like she was throwing a rope into the void and hoping I’d catch hold. 
 
   Her hand came to rest on my shoulder and I jolted. My eyes sprang open and I met her worried gaze. 
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
   I turned and leaned against the wall. “Are we doing the right thing here, Lys?” 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “This. Moving in together.” I rubbed my hands over my face. “Don’t you think it’s too soon?” 
 
   A chuckle left her lips before her face fell. “Are you being serious?” 
 
   “Yes. No. I don’t fucking know, Lys. It’s just, well, you’ve arranged for the stuff to go into storage in case I fuck up, and it’s because I will, isn’t it? We both know it. I’ll do something stupid and you’ll leave, and then what? I don’t know that I can survive that.” 
 
   Instead of the anger I expected, a tender expression came over her face. She moved closer to me and brushed her hand through the hair over my ear. “Did you want me to find my own house in Sydney?” 
 
   “Fuck no.” The words were out before I could stop them, an instinctive need to have her near me. I frowned as the reality of what her living so close but so far from me would be like. Only seeing her and Phoebe for a few hours a day, or maybe even less. Maybe as little as once a week. “No, definitely not. I—I—”
 
   “It’s just a little case of cold feet. You’re letting yourself panic.” 
 
   No, that wasn’t it. I had a reason. A logical reason. It was . . . it was . . . 
 
   Fuck, what was it? 
 
   “It’s okay to be scared, Dec. I am.” 
 
   “I’m not scared. I—wait, you are?” I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. I wanted her to feel safe. Protected. I’d thought I’d been able to shake the fear she felt toward me.
 
   She laughed again, a nervous little chuckle. “Are you kidding? I’m terrified. I’ll be away from my family, away from Flynn, away from everyone that’s ever made up my support network. Away from everything except for you.” 
 
   “But that’s my point,” I said, feeling the weight of expectation crushing me. On one side, I had all of her hopes, on the other, her dad’s doubt, and I was sandwiched in the middle as it grew tighter and tighter. “What happens when I screw it up?” 
 
   “The fact that you’re worried about that is exactly the reason I trust that you won’t.” 
 
   I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her against me. “I’m sorry I freaked out.” 
 
   “Honestly, I was kinda waiting for it,” she admitted as she nuzzled against my neck. “This is a huge step, and we’ve barely found each other again.”
 
   “So you don’t think I’m stupid?” 
 
   “I think you’re cute.” 
 
   I laughed, loudly. “Cute is hardly what I work for.” 
 
   “Hmm, how about manly then?” She worked her way along my jaw with a series of small kisses as she spoke. “Sexy? Virile? Perf—”
 
   The door swung open and Curtis glared at us. “We’re ready to go,” he said. 
 
   “Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?” I snapped.
 
   “There’s something I can think of knocking,” he muttered as he turned away. 
 
   Yeah, the next week and a bit was going to be fucking awesome. Alyssa’s family always spent most of the Christmas period together. That meant staying with Ruth and Curtis would mean a lot of face-to-face time with not only them, but also Ruby and Josh. Fuck.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY: NOT SO SILENT NIGHT
 
   
 
 
   
DESPITE MY TREPIDATION, life with Ruth and Curtis wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. Probably because I just stayed in the room until after Curtis had got up and left for work. And knowing that it was only for a few days before the full Christmas craziness started, and then a matter of holding tight until New Year’s, made it easier to cope too. 
 
   We treated it as something of a retreat for the three of us. The only complaint I had was that Phoebe was in the room with us, which I wouldn’t have minded except for the case of blue balls I was developing, sleeping next to Alyssa every night but being unable to touch her and take her the way I wanted. The luckiest I got was when I snuck across to the bathroom to shower with her, but we’d had to be so quick and so quiet that it barely counted. 
 
   Christmas Eve saw us rise early and head off to Ben and Jade’s house to catch up with them again. It would be the last time before we left, because they were heading to Fraser Island for a camping trip. It had been fucking fantastic to watch Alyssa fall back into an easy friendship with Jade on our few family outings, and I hoped it would survive us moving to Sydney. 
 
   While the girls clucked around after the kids, Ben and I snuck down to his man cave at the back of his shed to spend some time catching up and have a couple of drinks. We chatted easily about his job and my upcoming apprenticeship. Although I’d told him all the details, he was sworn to secrecy, along with all of my other co-conspirators. I’d signed the contract, but as per my request, Danny hadn’t made the announcement yet. 
 
   The best part about catching up with the two of them was that it was less time I had to spend dealing with the awkwardness of being at Alyssa’s parents’ house while Curtis wasn’t at work. Even though we’d only spent three nights there, that was three nights too many, and because of my plans, we’d still be there for another week. 
 
   Fuck my life. 
 
   We spent a number of hours with Ben and Jade before finally saying farewell. We left with promises to keep in touch, and offers to stay at their house the next time we were in town. We offered the same in response, but I think everyone silently knew—with the three kids screaming and giggling around our feet—that it was likely neither would happen. The best we could hope for was catching up online and maybe coffee when we were next in town. 
 
   After we returned to Alyssa’s parents’ house, Alyssa and Phoebe set off for Flynn’s in her Swift so they could have their Christmas with him. Even though Alyssa had said I’d be more than welcome, I didn’t accept the invitation. Alyssa had been missing Flynn in the time that I’d been in Brisbane. It came out in tiny, obvious ways almost every day that I’d lived with her. She’d even said his name a few times when asking me to help with something—only to catch herself at the last second. Although I was a little more comfortable with the idea of their friendship than I had been, I couldn’t deal with the twinge of remorse that hit me each time I had to watch her or Phoebe run to him and give him the pieces of themselves that he’d captured in my absence. The pieces that would have been mine but for my own fucked-up response to her calls when I’d left Brisbane the first time.
 
   Even if interrupting their quality time hadn’t felt uncomfortable, I couldn’t have gone. I had a few things of my own to sort out both for Christmas and New Year’s Eve.
 
   After Alyssa had climbed out of the Prado, I retrieved my prize from the bottom of the glovebox. 
 
   When she’d driven off with Phoebe, I headed inside to arrange a few things. First, I pulled Ruth aside and asked her to arrange a small picnic for Alyssa and me to take on a walk after Christmas lunch. 
 
   “What for?” she asked, with a glint of suspicion in her eyes.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, trying to stop the knowing smile crossing my face. “I just thought Alyssa would like a little bit of time alone with me as her Christmas present. After all, when we get to Sydney, we won’t have much of it.”
 
   “Sure.” She winked at me, and I chuckled. “I’ll get it organised,” she promised. “Are the leftovers from lunch going to be okay?” 
 
   “They’ll be perfect.” I thanked her and then retreated to the door of the room I was calling home until we left for Sydney. “Would you mind watching Phoebe for a few hours tomorrow evening while Alyssa and I have some alone time?”
 
   She looked like she was about to choke on her happiness. “Of course not.”
 
   Pushing closed the door for some privacy, I sat on the bed and plucked the engagement ring from the velvet box in my hand. I twirled the ring in my fingers, gazing at it vaguely while my mind alternated between nervousness and elation. 
 
   Since my freak out about her moving in with me, I’d been thinking more and more about the ring. About the way I’d felt when I’d bought it, and how stupid I’d been. It may have been less than a month earlier, but I somehow felt more mature now. Despite the certainty that it had been a mistake buying the ring so soon, when so much was still uncertain between us, I was more determined than ever to find a way to give it to her. Only, I didn’t want to do it as a plan for revenge. It had to be special.
 
   Which was why it would be her Christmas present. 
 
   I’d spent a lot of time over the past month trying to figure out exactly what to get her, before realising I already had the perfect gift. And when I asked her, it would be without any doubt in my body that it was what we both wanted. My freak-out, and her calm, measured response, had been enough to prove to me that we were stronger together. We didn’t need to be married to have that strength, but just like with the name on the birth certificates, I wanted to have something to show the world how I felt. Something more than trite words and a magazine photo shoot. 
 
   Since my decision, I hadn’t doubted it once. Just her response. Would she really want to marry a fuck-up like me? Yes, she’d accepted me back into her life. She’d even gone so far as to agree to move in with me. But marriage? That was a whole other step.
 
   Still, it was a step I was ready to take with her. 
 
   A knock on the door startled me and had me racing to hide the ring back in my pocket. 
 
   “Come in,” I squeaked.
 
   “Is there something going on, Declan?” Curtis asked, crossing his arms and leaning against the doorjamb.
 
   I shook my head quickly. “No—” I couldn’t talk, my voice was strained and pitched too high. I stopped and cleared my throat before continuing. “I just wanted to give Alyssa some space at Flynn’s.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   I closed my eyes. “Why is that bullshit?”
 
   “Because it is. You know it is, and I know it is. What’re you up to?”
 
   “I just want to make our first Christmas as a family special. What’s so wrong with that?” I asked, feeling my hackles rising by the second. I wouldn’t back down though. Not this time. He needed to learn to back the fuck off. 
 
   “It depends on exactly what you are planning on doing to make it special.”
 
   I sighed. “You liked me once,” I murmured. “Remember how much easier it was then.”
 
   He raised his eyebrow. “And then you hurt my baby. I won’t allow it again.”
 
   “I’m not going to hurt her. I’m never leaving her again. The only reason we’ll ever be apart is if she leaves me, and even then I’ll fight tooth and nail for her. I know what life is like without her, and I’m not going to do it again.”
 
   “You know she could break your heart, the way that you broke hers.” He sounded a little too pleased by the thought. 
 
   I winced. Wasn’t that exactly why I’d freaked out just days earlier? I couldn’t take losing her. It would kill me. And yet, my action was as much for the thought of Alyssa’s pain when I left than any concern for myself.
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me, obviously not missing the small gesture. His face softened slightly in response. Not that he’d ever admit it.
 
   I decided my shoes were very interesting, turning my head in that direction. I didn’t really want to be having this conversation with Killer Curtis. Not now—not ever.
 
   He cleared his throat to draw my attention back to his face. Once he knew he had my full attention, he said, “Just promise me that you are looking after my daughter and granddaughter.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “And that you aren’t going to do anything stupid.”
 
   “Like?” I gulped.
 
   “Like rush into marriage.”
 
   I choked. “I’m not going to promise that.”
 
   “Thought so,” he said, any trace of the softness from moments earlier wiped away to become hard edges and hate-filled eyes.
 
   I sighed, growing confused. “You thought what exactly?”
 
   “Are you going to ask Alyssa—”
 
   I cut him off. “I don’t see how that’s your concern.”
 
   He scoffed. “No matter how old she gets, or what happens, she will always be my concern.” He eyed me off for a second before starting again. “You know, traditionally men asked their prospective father-in-law for permission before asking a woman for her hand in marriage.”
 
   “Why would I give a fuck what’s done ‘traditionally’?” I asked.
 
   “Because it’s a way of showing respect.”
 
   “You’ve got to give respect to earn it,” I told him. He looked as though he was ready to smack me in the mouth. I almost dared him to. It wouldn’t change the way I felt though. After all, he’d done nothing but show contempt and disgust for me since the day I’d shown up in Brisbane. Why should I show him a modicum of respect in return? I owed him thanks for letting me crash in his house each night, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think that was his decision. I had no doubt Ruth had overruled any objection he’d had. 
 
   “Maybe you should follow that advice yourself, smart-mouth,” he muttered.
 
   “Besides,” I continued quickly. “What about showing some respect for the one person who has suffered the most at both our hands? How about Alyssa being given the opportunity to decide what she does and doesn’t want? When the time is right, of course.”
 
   He blinked and all the anger dissolved from his features. He stared at me blankly for a minute.
 
   I went in for the kill. “I am not going to ask for your permission, but when I’m ready, I will ask for hers. I’m not even going to ask for your blessing, because quite frankly if you love your daughter you will honour her choice.”
 
   He swallowed and was silent for a beat. Then he quirked his eyebrow. “But will you?” he asked.
 
   “Always,” I replied without a hint of doubt or deception. 
 
   He rolled his eyes but didn’t reply. I took it as a chance to make my exit. 
 
   About ten minutes later, my phone rang. The display showed Alyssa’s number. Thinking there must have been something wrong, I was half-panicked when I answered it. 
 
   “You know how we talked about selling my car because I wouldn’t need it in Sydney? That our works are close enough that we’ll probably carpool, and you’ve got plenty of cars for the days that we don’t?” 
 
   “Yeah.” It was something we’d discussed in passing. I also didn’t want her to drive to Sydney in a separate car because I wanted her beside me, but that was another issue. 
 
   “Well, it turns out Flynn was looking for another four-cylinder car for a rental at his work.” 
 
   “Was he just?” It seemed like a pretty huge coincidence to me, but I didn’t say anything that might get me in trouble. 
 
   “Yeah, he’s offered me a good deal so I figured, why not? I mean it’s easier than trying to have Mum and Dad sell it for me later on, right?” 
 
   “I guess.” 
 
   “So Flynn’s going to drop us back to Mum and Dad’s and keep the car.” 
 
   “Makes sense, I guess.” It still seemed a little odd that he’d randomly need exactly the car she was selling. “So what did he offer you?” I wondered whether he’d lowballed her. 
 
   When she told me the figure, my jaw dropped open. It was at least twice the private sale market value of the car. With that piece of the puzzle, his desire to buy the car made sense. There was no doubt in my mind that it was his way of helping her out with the cost of moving without giving her a handout—which she’d never accept anyway. It was probably his way of contributing now that I’d taken away her need for him to move to Sydney with her. 
 
   “So, do you think that’s a fair price?” she asked. I wondered whether she suspected what he was doing. 
 
   Even though I wanted to out his plan to her, I felt I owed him something for shaking up his plans and taking away a chunk of the time he’d been able to spend with Alyssa and Phoebe lately. Even though he’d only gotten as close to them as he had because of my absence, the fact was he had been close to them and I’d torn them out of his life. With those thoughts in my head, I said, “Yeah, that sounds about right for the age.” 
 
   She thanked me and said she’d be home soon before hanging up, as if that had been the primary purpose of her call. After she’d disconnected, I realised she probably figured I would be the one person who would tell her if Flynn’s offer wasn’t reasonable. Too bad the guy had found a way to worm under my skin without even being around. 
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN CHRISTMAS morning dawned, I was almost as excited as Phoebe. Only almost though, because it would be impossible for any adult to be that excited without suffering a heart attack.
 
   My own joy had little to do with my surroundings or the presents, or even what I had planned for the afternoon, and everything to do with the fact that it was my first Christmas as a father. I was still coming to terms with it on one level, but on another, I just couldn’t imagine my life ever returning to the way it was. 
 
   My existence would be hollow and meaningless without Phoebe in it. Her little smile and chatty mouth were a constant source of amusement. If I’d thought I’d loved her when the prospect of losing her had felt so real when the Gossip Weekly magazine hit the shelves, it was nothing compared to how I felt after being with her almost full-time for close to a month. 
 
   The fact was, I had a hell of a lot to be thankful for.
 
   Ruby and Josh came around early for the usual gift exchange. From the moment they arrived on the doorstep before I was even fully awake, I knew the day would be a fucking barrel of laughs. What was already an awkward situation—having to sit around and make pleasantries with a man who beyond any shadow of a doubt hated me—was made even worse by the addition of a second man who would kick my arse if given even half an opportunity. I sucked it up though, for Alyssa and for Phoebe. They were the important ones.
 
   The time came for the pre-lunch gift giving. I knew all about Alyssa’s family’s tradition; I’d even participated in it a few times when we were still in high school. They played an almost rotational game. One person would select a gift and read out the name on it. That person would open their gift and then select the next present before reading out the name on the card. It would continue in that vein until all the gifts had been opened.
 
   Alyssa helped Phoebe out whenever it was her turn, which was often because Phoebe had been spoiled rotten by all and sundry. In addition to the few small items Alyssa and I had purchased, Ruby and Josh seemed to have bought her four or five gifts each, then there were the ones Ben and Jade had given us, and the one Mum sent over from wherever the hell she currently was. Surprisingly, there was even a gift from Dad that he’d apparently mailed directly to Ruth and Curtis. The only tense moment of the morning was when I had opened my present from Alyssa and had selected a present to hand out in return, only to realise it was for Curtis. I walked over to him and passed him the gift. As I read out the tag, he watched his hands, rather than me, no doubt mulling over everything that had happened between us lately.
 
   When it came time for lunch, I found a spot at the far end of the table, and then positioned Alyssa on one side of me and Phoebe on the other. There was nothing I wanted more than to just ignore everyone else at the table, so being needed to cut Phoebe’s food, to help her feed herself, and to keep her entertained, gave me the perfect excuse to be a little antisocial. It also gave Alyssa the opportunity to relax and enjoy herself with her family during what was probably the last time they’d all be together before we moved to Sydney.
 
   When Phoebe started to get fussy, I was the one who took her into our room to help her sleep. 
 
   It was a little after five before I’d finally managed to break Alyssa free from the pack. When I did, I took the hamper Ruth had prepared in one hand, and wrapped the other around Alyssa. We walked slowly through the quiet streets until we arrived at our park. I had everything else I needed tucked safely away in the backpack I was carrying. Even though she clearly wondered what we were doing, I didn’t want to ruin her Christmas surprise. 
 
   It was almost twilight when the park finally came into view. The day had been so hot that after the short walk, a light sheen of sweat clung to our bodies. The sky was filled with a haze of light grey clouds, holding the promise of an evening shower to cool things down. 
 
   My nerves were on edge, and my hand shook as it held Alyssa’s when we walked closer to our tree.
 
   “What’s wrong, Declan?” Alyssa asked.
 
   My behaviour must have been concerning her. I shook my head. “Nothing’s wrong.”
 
   “Then what is it?” she asked, chewing her bottom lip.
 
   “I just wanted to spend a little time alone with you,” I said. “Is that so bad?”
 
   “Of course not, I just . . .” She gave me an odd look. “Well, you’re acting a little strange.”
 
   I tried to laugh at her words, but it came out sounding a little choked even to my own ears. Deciding to stop trying to be casual because it was giving me away faster than showing my nerves, I turned to her. “Close your eyes,” I whispered.
 
   She obliged, and I quickly wrapped a blindfold around her eyes.
 
   “Declan? What’s—”
 
   I cut her off with a kiss. Her mouth moved of its own accord against mine, needing no guidance from her sight. I stepped back when we both began to get a little breathless. Her lips were full and plump, begging to be kissed again. 
 
   I turned away and quickly began setting things up for our date. First, I set up the pop-up tent. It wasn’t big, but was closed in and would block us from prying eyes if things went the way I hoped—I needed some time alone with Alyssa. To add to the privacy, I’d set up our little picnic in the corner of the park that farthest from the houses, hidden away between the long grass around the edge of the park and the giant tree that had seen so much of the relationship Alyssa and I had shared. I laid out the picnic blanket, and set up the tea light candles. The dinner I’d organised wasn’t anything fancy—just leftovers from the massive Christmas spread as Ruth had promised. 
 
   As far as co-conspirators went, Ruth was pretty perfect. I had no doubts she knew what I was planning, and I was certain she knew that I guessed her suspicions, but we didn’t mention it—each pretending we had the other fooled. 
 
   All I’d done though was ask her to pack something small for us, but she’d gone one step further and got a few of Alyssa’s favourite foods, and then packed them all away in her nicest Tupperware. Then she began throwing together everything I would need for some privacy—especially with the photographer still hanging around. Not that I’d seen him on our walk. 
 
   Once the picnic was all set up, I guided Alyssa to her place. I helped her to the ground before dropping the blindfold away from her eyes.
 
   “Ta-da,” I said, immensely proud of the feast I had laid out for both the senses and the stomach.
 
   “Wow,” she breathed before smiling widely. “What’s this for?”
 
   “It’s your Christmas present,” I said. “Some time alone, just the two of us. Unless you want me to leave, of course? It is your present, after all.”
 
   She laughed. “Oh, well in that case, you most definitely should . . .” She paused for a beat too long for my comfort. “Stay.”
 
   She leaned forward across the mat, kissing my lips softly before turning to the food. “Although, I really don’t think I can eat another thing after the lunch Mum put on today.”
 
   I smiled, not upset in the least by the turn of events. If she wasn’t hungry, it gave us more time to enjoy being alone together.
 
   “I can fix that,” I said, putting the lids back onto the containers and packing them into the hamper.
 
   “You sure you don’t mind?” she asked. “You went to all this effort.”
 
   “The effort wasn’t about the food, Lys,” I said.
 
   I hoped she didn’t notice the fact that my voice wavered at the end. Even if I didn’t care about the food, it meant that things were speeding hastily toward the part of the evening I was dreading and anticipating in equal measures.
 
   She raised her eyebrow at me, obviously not missing the quiver in my voice. A small smile crossed her face as she watched me fumble with the last of the containers.
 
   I turned back toward her—nerves now wracking my body and causing my fingers to shake. She wrapped her hands around mine, and I watched our intertwined fingers for a moment, trying to settle my stomach.
 
   “There was something else,” I whispered finally, not willing to meet her eyes for fear of turning chicken. I tried to continue, but the words stuck in my throat.
 
   After a moment’s silence, Alyssa released my hands. “What is it?”
 
   “I have something else,” I repeated. “For your Christmas present.” I reached my hand into my pocket. “Actually, now that I think of it, it’s a selfish gift. Very selfish, in fact. I hope you’ll forgive me for that.”
 
   Her brow furrowed in confusion.
 
   I pulled the little velvet box from my pocket and opened the lid to reveal the contents to her. A few drops of rain started to fall, but I barely noticed them. It was time. It was perfect. It was happening.
 
   My heart was pounding as I spoke. “I want you, Alyssa. I want only you, forever. Will you be mine? Not just for Christmas, but for the rest of our lives?” I held out the diamond ring to her, once again feeling relief that I’d purchased it when funds were less restricted.
 
   She stared at me and didn’t breathe for the longest time. The rain was coming down heavier, but the night air was warm, so I didn’t mind. Her eyes lingered on the ring for a moment, before moving to my face. She regarded me for a second before nodding. 
 
   “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
   I couldn’t help my wide grin or my sigh of relief. I didn’t know what to say, knowing nothing—not all the words in the world—could ever be as beautiful as the little affirmation she’d just issued. I let my fingers do the talking instead. I closed my eyes and leaned toward her, cupping her face softly with my hand and pulling her lips against mine. I kissed her softly at first, becoming more hungry as the seconds passed. The whole time, a new mantra ran on a loop through my head. She said yes, she wants to be mine.
 
   She moaned against me in encouragement as my fingers found her hand and gently slid the ring onto her finger while keeping her lips busy. She didn’t even glance at the way the ring looked against her skin before moving her hands into my hair to pull my mouth harder against hers.
 
   It really had been too long, for both of us. I was ecstatic that she seemed to want me as much as I wanted her.
 
   She hummed as she released my lips. Both of us were oblivious to the rain as it poured down and soaked through our clothes.
 
   My hands caressed her arms before reaching for the buttons on her shirt. I made short work of them as I let my desire overtake reason and control. I pushed lightly against her, and she complied, falling back onto the blanket. My lips caressed the skin on her neck and collarbone as I pushed her shirt up out of my way.
 
   The rain moistened her skin and raised small goosebumps over her stomach. Needing to have her naked beneath me—or on top of me, I wasn’t fussy—I offered her my hand and we moved into the relative privacy of the small tent, dragging the blanket with us.
 
   I sucked one of her nipples into my mouth and ran it softly between my teeth. I trailed my mouth lower as she ran her fingers through my now wet hair, pushing it back off my face. Her skin was flushed and warm with desire, but the rain had cooled it as it landed. I worked on the button of her shorts, quickly pulling them off with a flourish. I didn’t care that we were—for all intents and purposes—still in a public place. We were hidden enough, and I needed her so badly. I hadn’t been able to taste her properly in the longest time. The sex we’d had in recent weeks was always rushed, as we hurried to finish before Phoebe woke or so that we could get a precious few moments of sleep. 
 
   Now that I had Alyssa alone, and we weren’t due back for at least another couple of hours, I was going to enjoy every second with her—and every inch of her.
 
   My tongue circled her belly button before trailing small kisses along her stomach. I pressed my cheek against her thigh as I adjusted myself lower. I ran my nose along her inner thigh and down to her knee, before tracing the same line back with my tongue.
 
   She muttered indecipherably as she writhed in pleasure—the sound and movement heading straight through my body to my already hard dick. It twitched against its material cage, begging to be released and allowed to return to its home between Alyssa’s legs. It would have to wait though; I wanted to taste her first. I wanted her to scream my name as I kissed her deeply. I grazed my teeth lightly along her clit, and she moaned throatily. Needing to do more, I planted a small kiss where my teeth had been seconds earlier, and her legs closed around my shoulders, wrapping me in heaven.
 
   I ran my tongue up the length of one of her lips, circling around and running it down the other. Alyssa shuddered beneath me and clenched the picnic blanket tightly in her fists.
 
   I pulled back from her. “Alyssa,” I whispered softly. “Can you show me how you fuck yourself?”
 
   Her head rose off the blanket, a look of shock on her features. I wanted her to feel comfortable, but I also wanted to see her own fingers dance across her skin. It was something I hadn’t been treated to yet. 
 
   “Please,” I begged, before adding, “But only if you want to.”
 
   She regarded me for a minute, before nodding minutely and running her hand across her stomach and over the apex of her thigh. Her finger dipped to her pussy, and then she ran it lightly across the surface. After following her movements with a hungry stare, I dipped my head and followed the trail of her finger, eliciting a sweet groan.
 
   I raised my head slightly and watched as her finger trailed back to her clit. When it did, I licked her fingertip where it met her sweet spot. She pulled her hand back a little, permitting my tongue to take the lead, but I couldn’t allow that. Instead, I held on her hand and guided her fingers toward her entrance. A moan of delight left me as I watched her digits move in and out, slowly at first, but faster and more fluidly with every passing second. Sitting back on my haunches, I watched her pleasure herself. My cock was screaming at me to stop the madness already and bring him into the game, but I couldn’t. At least, not just yet.
 
   A pink tinge ran up the length of Alyssa’s body as she saw my eyes appraising her. Her hand stilled and her bottom lip was captured by her teeth.
 
   I smiled at her, trying to make her see how fucking beautiful I thought she was. Then, reaching out, I grabbed her hand, pressing her fingers softly into my mouth and rolling my tongue around the tips. Without missing a beat, I replaced her fingers with my own, enjoying the warmth surrounding my fingertips as they entered her. She was so wet and ready. Moving my fingers in a slow circle, I grinned when Alyssa bucked her hips toward me. I leaned over her again and dipped my head to press my mouth against her skin again.
 
   Her left hand grabbed my hair, pulling me even closer to her. I could feel the band of the ring there grazing against my skull and couldn’t help smiling. She’d agreed to be mine—I could think of nothing I wanted more in the world. The thought made me kiss her more deeply, wrapping my tongue around her clit until she cried out my name repeatedly in blissful elation.
 
   As soon as her walls began to tighten around my fingers, I slid them out and stripped off my shorts. My cock crowed with delight as I positioned myself between Alyssa’s thighs. Her legs wrapped around me and guided me home. I slammed into her again and again, harder and harder, as she came around me. The rain had eased off and was little more than a light mist against the tent when I twisted us around so that Alyssa could ride me.
 
   She turned her face up to the ceiling and cried out in delight.
 
   My hands caught her breasts as they danced in time to her rhythm. My fingers grazed her nipples as I tried desperately to stop myself from coming too soon and ruining the little time we had together. I bit my lip and moved my hands to her hips, pulling them tightly against mine to still her movements, relishing the feel of my full length within her. I pulled myself upright, keeping Alyssa in position, and she wrapped her legs around me in response, mirroring the action with her arms around my neck. I softly kissed her neck before allowing my lips to slowly graze a tender trail from her breast to her hair.
 
   “I love you, soon-to-be Alyssa Reede,” I whispered against the smooth column of her throat.
 
   I silenced any argument she might have had to the name by pulling her hips against me, pushing my length deeper into her.
 
   Her response was a throaty groan, and I knew I couldn’t last any longer. Yanking her hips roughly against me again, I spilled into her.
 
   Desiring to be even closer to her, knowing all the while that I could never be close enough, I wrapped her securely in my arms. As my breathing slowly returned to normal, I rested my cheek against her heart and listened to it slow to a steady beat while her fingertips brushed lightly through my hair.
 
   We sat like that for an unknown time before she began to extract herself from our tangle. I grabbed her hand and pulled her back toward me. “I’m not finished with you yet,” I growled softly.
 
   She laughed and swatted my hand away playfully. I moved quickly before she could put too much distance between us, and pulled her back into me.
 
   “You think I’m joking?” I asked, before nipping her neck. I ran my hand along her thigh. “I am so not finished with you yet.”
 
   “Declan, we can’t,” she argued with zero conviction. “We have to get back.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, ducking down to suck one of her breasts into my mouth.
 
   “Phoebe—” she started.
 
   “Is with your mum and is perfectly fine,” I countered.
 
   “Umm, Ruby and Josh—” she continued.
 
   “Will still be there when we get back.”
 
   When I saw that she would be compliant despite her debate, I released her. I reached outside the tent to pick up the blindfold that I’d discarded earlier and wrapped it around her eyes before she realised what I was doing.
 
   “Declan?” she questioned, obviously uncertain about the turn of events.
 
   “Trust me,” I whispered.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “We’ve had the main course,” I told her. “Now it’s time for dessert.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: A BLESSING AND A CURSE
 
   
 
 
   
I LIFTED MY head off Alyssa’s chest, surveying the scene, before freeing one hand from its hold around her and lightly brushing the remnants of crushed strawberries out of her hair. I grabbed the blindfold that had recently been discarded and gently wiped the last few smears of chocolate sauce from her chest. I stared down at her, marvelling at her beauty. Her brown hair lay fanned out around her face, and her eyes were loosely shut as she rested. Goosebumps littered her body as the night air cooled her skin. She was stunning, but most importantly she had agreed to be mine.
 
   Thinking back on the evening we’d just shared, I smiled. If someone had asked me what my favourite dessert was when I was younger, I probably would have said pavlova, or maybe cheesecake. But after my evening with Alyssa, a new favourite topped the list. Who would have thought that simple strawberries with chocolate dipping sauce could be quite so . . . appetising? Even then, though wholly and completely satiated, the thought of her plump lips closing around the red flesh of the berry as her teeth broke through the skin made me hard. I imagined her tongue darting out to catch the juices or lick a little of the chocolate that had dripped onto her lips, and groaned.
 
   How had I got so lucky? Not only was she stunningly beautiful, and wholly in love with me, she was a willing participant in all things I introduced to her. 
 
   Like the blindfold. 
 
   Knowing she couldn’t see me as I moved around her, touching and caressing her, was surreal. She made new noises that I’d never heard before. By the end, I’d had her gasping for breath as she came hard. Even as the moments played on repeat in my mind, I wondered whether she would still taste of the strawberries and chocolate if I kissed her.
 
   I trailed my eyes down the length of her body, lifting myself up further, so that I was kneeling above her. My attention roamed around the soft peaks and valleys of her body before landing on the ring that had adorned her left hand for a little less than two hours, but would stay there forever.
 
   When I kissed her again, I felt relieved that our pap stalker hadn’t been spotted once. Maybe he’d been given Christmas off. Even if he was skulking about somewhere hidden, it was too dark for him to have snapped any photos of us naked in the very public park without a night-vision camera with the ability to see through the walls of the tent. 
 
   “What’re you smiling at?” Alyssa asked sweetly. Her voice startled me; I’d thought she was dozing. I looked back at her face, but her eyes were still shut.
 
   I leaned into her neck, kissing it softly, and murmured, “How do you know I’m smiling?” I closed my own eyes as I renewed my ministrations on her skin.
 
   “I always know when you are smiling,” she said simply. “It’s my job.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I mused. “Is it your job just to know, or to put a smile there?”
 
   “Both.” She grinned.
 
   “I know a way you could make my smile wider,” I said suggestively. “And maybe yours too.”
 
   She remained silent, but her hips rolled a little in my direction, telling me to go for gold. I nudged her thighs a little wider with my knee before sliding straight into her. I knew I needed to get my fill of her before heading back to her family, and eventually to real life. At least I could do that absolutely secure in the knowledge that she was mine.
 
   Holding her tightly, I pushed deep inside of her. I wanted something more than just sex—more than fucking. I wanted to communicate to her all the joy I felt from her “yes.” If it meant I had to give her a third orgasm in as many hours, well, that was a price I was more than willing to pay. I stared into her eyes as I took her over the edge and back into oblivion.
 
   Eventually, we untangled ourselves and pulled on our clothes. They were wet from the rain, and the night air was cooler, so it was going to be a very uncomfortable walk back to her parents’ house. Entering looking like we did was not going to be any picnic either, but it was worth it for the “yes” and our time alone.
 
   Alyssa tightened her grip on my hand as we neared the house. She turned to me and shot me a quick smile. I beamed in response. The truth was, I’d never been happier. Still, I wondered if she was thinking about what came next. Walking through the door to her parents’ house would be opening a huge can of worms. We would need to give her family the awesome news in a way that they would accept. Ruth would be over the moon, but I honestly wasn’t sure how it would go over for everyone else. I knew Curtis wouldn’t be happy, but screw him.
 
   We walked past the front window, but the curtains were drawn, so I couldn’t see what everyone was doing. There was a lot of noise and laughter coming from inside.
 
   “I don’t want to hear that about the father of my grandchild!” Ruth shrieked with laughter.
 
   I froze, wondering who had said what about me. Alyssa coaxed me forward gently with a tug at my hand.
 
   “Well, you asked.” Ruby’s laughter joined the mix.
 
   “I didn’t mean I needed all the intimate details of my son’s sex life. There are some things a mother just doesn’t need to know.”
 
   It was Alyssa’s turn to freeze. Her mind was obviously five steps ahead of mine. While I struggled to catch up with the conversation, she quickly turned, pulling me back down the drive and away from the house. Once we were a short distance away from the house, she shook her head in disbelief before smiling at me. She glanced down at her ring, twisting it in a circle around her finger, and then she shook her head again, before finally settling on chewing the inside of her lip.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “We can’t tell them,” she murmured, looking back up toward the house. “At least, not tonight.”
 
   I followed her gaze, then back at her, and then back at the house again as if it would reveal whatever information Alyssa had worked out from the conversation we’d overheard. “What? Why not?”
 
   “Ruby’s pregnant,” she said, as if it were obvious. The huge-arse grin crossing her features again told me she was happy about the information.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I’m not going to take away from her news.”
 
   I scrunched my eyebrows together in confusion. “So?”
 
   “Dec, I told you. She and Josh have been trying for . . . well, for forever. If it’s worked. It’s . . . wow . . . it’s . . . great! I’m not going to take any of her joy away from her. Not tonight. I can’t do it.”
 
   I looked back up toward the house again. “But how is us announcing our engagement going to take away from her news?”
 
   Alyssa sighed in exasperation. “It just will.”
 
   “I think your parents know anyway,” I coaxed. “Or at least your mum suspects, and your dad is dreading that it might be the case.”
 
   “Let them speculate,” she said. “Just for tonight?” She slid the ring off her finger and, after realising her outfit had no pockets, slipped it into mine. “Please? For me?”
 
   I closed my eyes so she wouldn’t see the hurt there. I tried to tell myself it was just a ring, just a symbol. She wasn’t telling me no—she’d already said yes—but part of me felt like she’d just ripped out my heart and handed it back to me, before it had even stopped beating. 
 
   “Fine. If that’s what you want,” I muttered.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, placing her hands on my face and gently stroking my cheek. “For everything.” She planted a light kiss on my cheek. “Today was perfect. Everything I could have hoped for and more.”
 
   I nodded, unwilling to try to get any more words past the lump in my throat.
 
   Alyssa led us back to the house, planting another quick kiss on my cheek before unlocking the door and walking into what could only be described as a shitstorm of estrogen. 
 
   Ruth screamed as we walked in. “It’s finally happened,” she shrieked. “My baby boy is giving me more grandbabies!”
 
   “Congratulations,” Alyssa said. I stood back and ignored everything. At least until I saw Ruth’s eyes fall to Alyssa’s left hand, taking in its bareness, then to my face. 
 
   Disappointment crossed her features, but after taking in whatever emotion was currently on my face, it turned to pity. She obviously thought I’d asked and been turned down.
 
   Worse than the look of pity on Ruth’s face was the smug look of derision Curtis wore. I wanted to rip the ring from my pocket and force it on Alyssa’s finger. The next time it went on, I would make sure it would stay there forever.
 
   “Congrats, guys,” I said, to distract myself from my own horrid thoughts. I waited for what felt like the appropriate length of time, listening to bizarre conversations about things that didn’t seem polite to discuss outside of the bedroom, before whispering to Alyssa, “I’m heading for a shower.”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll go next,” she said, before starting up a conversation with Ruby about weeks or due date or some shit that I didn’t want to hear about.
 
   I grabbed a change of clothes and gently stepped around the trundle that held Phoebe’s sleeping form safe. I showered quickly, and then headed straight back to the bedroom. I couldn’t listen to anything more. The last thing I did before going to sleep was to lay Alyssa’s ring on her bedside table. She would put it back on in the morning. I was sure of it. 
 
   Wouldn’t she?
 
   Lying in the bed, trying to sleep, my heart was doing so many erratic laps of my chest that I felt like I’d run a marathon. With each passing second, the “yes” Alyssa had given me seemed less and less real. By the time I fell asleep, I was convinced it was nothing but a dream. 
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I woke, it was dark and a strange sound filled the air. I took a second to shake the sleep from my head to figure out what it was. When I did, I realised the noise was a soft sobbing. I turned over and felt Alyssa shaking with tears beside me.
 
   “Hey, what is it?” I whispered.
 
   She shook her head and nestled into me.
 
   I brushed her hair back with my hand and held her against me. “Please, tell me.”
 
   “It’s just seeing how well Mum and Dad took Josh and Ruby’s news.” She sobbed a little harder. “I never had that. I mean, they came around eventually of course, but their first reaction was anger and disappointment. I guess I just feel . . . I don’t know. It just makes me sad that my pregnancy is so different to Ruby’s.”
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” I felt like I was always apologising for leaving her, but I would apologise every day for the rest of forever if that was what it took to wipe away her pain. “But do you know what? I’m not sorry it happened. I can’t image my life without her. Without both of you.”
 
   Alyssa nodded. “I sound stupid, don’t I? I mean, I wouldn’t change a thing if it meant I’d lose her, but I guess I never understood how much I really wanted that approval.”
 
   “It’s only as stupid as me telling you that I really didn’t like you giving your ring back to me tonight. It made me feel like you were rejecting me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She sobbed harder. “I didn’t mean . . . I didn’t know . . . I’m sorry.”
 
   I shushed her and held her tighter. “It’s okay, baby,” I whispered. “I know you didn’t mean to hurt me. Just like Ruby and Josh, and your parents for that matter, didn’t mean to hurt you.”
 
   She nodded against me.
 
   “Sleep now,” I told her softly.
 
   “Dec?” she whispered.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I didn’t like the feeling of it being off either.” She pressed her hand against mine, and I could feel the band of her engagement ring. “Thanks for leaving it out for me.”
 
   I hummed. It was about the most I could manage as emotion clogged up my throat. 
 
   “Can we tell them in the morning?” she asked.
 
   I smiled. “I’d like that.”
 
   “Me too,” she murmured sleepily.
 
   
 
 
   
THE NEXT morning was interesting. Alyssa and I were up early with Phoebe—too fucking early after the night we’d had. We stumbled sleepily from the bedroom while Phoebe bounced down the hallway. I slipped my hand onto Alyssa’s arse and gave it a gentle squeeze. When she slapped my shoulder, I captured her hand and kissed it gently. Then I slipped off to the toilet, while Alyssa led Phoebe off to the kitchen for some breakfast.
 
   The squealing that echoed from their direction carried all the way in the bathroom, and I buried my head in my hands. Honestly, how many times could those chicks squeal over a baby? I briefly debated going back to hide in the bedroom for the next week. But then I remembered Alyssa’s sleepy promise the night before and practically skipped down the hallway.
 
   I was immediately wrapped in a huge hug by Ruth. “It’s about time you joined the family properly.”
 
   “Thanks for the support,” I said. “I have a feeling we might need it.”
 
   “Don’t worry about Curtis. He’ll be fine. Trust me . . . he just wants what is best for Alyssa.”
 
   “That’s all I want too.”
 
   She smiled. “See, you do see eye to eye on something.”
 
   I chuckled. “I guess so.”
 
   “So,” Ruth started, turning back toward Alyssa. “When’s the wedding?”
 
   Alyssa buried her head in her hands and mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like, “Oh, God.”
 
   I walked over to her before wrapping my arms around her waist and lifting her slightly so that I could plant a row of kisses along her neck. “What’s the matter?” I asked.
 
   She turned back toward me. “We have to have a wedding.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust.
 
   I laughed. “Isn’t that every little girl’s dream?”
 
   “You knew me as a little girl, Dec,” she said, rolling her eyes. “When did I ever indicate that was my dream?”
 
   It was true. Whenever she’d mentioned the future, it was almost more in regards to being married rather than getting married. If I could have Alyssa beside me forever, without all the white wedding bullshit, I had no complaints. “That’s fine, a quickie down at the courthouse suits me.” I chuckled.
 
   She smiled at me. “Sounds perfect.”
 
   “Don’t you dare!” Ruth gave me a look that easily rivalled any of the evil glares I’d received from Curtis.
 
   Alyssa rolled her eyes again, and I stifled a chuckle.
 
   “You can’t take that away from your father, Alyssa. You know he’s been chomping at the bit to walk you down the aisle.”
 
   It was my turn to roll my eyes. I knew the last thing Curtis wanted was to walk Alyssa down the aisle and hand her off to me.
 
   I pulled Alyssa into me, kissing her cheek softly. “You get what you want—don’t worry about anyone else.” I was already planning just how quickly we could get married and get all the nonsense over with. Information that had actually been posted publicly in the Births, Deaths, and Marriages offices. A month and a day, and she could be mine officially.
 
   She nodded and turned her face to kiss my lips. “Thank you; but Mum’s right. We should do this properly.”
 
   I sighed but didn’t argue. I couldn’t because Killer Curtis seemed to take that as his cue to enter. “Do what properly, pumpkin?” he said lazily, from somewhere behind me.
 
   I watched Alyssa’s face carefully. She flinched a little as he spoke, and I realised it wasn’t going to be pretty. I didn’t want Alyssa to have to say anything she would regret later, so I decided to man up and take the pressure off her.
 
   “Our wedding,” I said boldly, turning to face him. I was glad that neither Alyssa nor Ruth could see my face because it gave me the opportunity to sneer at him just a little. I returned his smug smile from the previous night, more than willing to rub Alyssa’s acceptance in his face.
 
   He choked and his face turned pink, then red, then an odd shade of purple. His eyes shot to Ruth.
 
   “But I thought—” He started.
 
   He was obviously cut off by a look on her face or something, because he stopped short. He stood, mouth gaping, staring between Alyssa and Ruth, not even sparing another glance in my direction.
 
   I took this as my opportunity to score some Alyssa brownie points. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to ask your permission first, but the decision was made so quickly. I guess I’ll just have to ask for your blessing instead.”
 
   He finally looked at me—although glared was probably the better word. The look made my lips twitch upward. I didn’t doubt that murder was crossing his mind at that point in time. Alyssa, misinterpreting his glower as an objection to our plans, walked closer to me, and wrapped her hands around my arm. Score one for Declan.
 
   “It’s what I want, Daddy,” she said. I could hear the defiance in her voice. “He’s all that I ever wanted. You know that. Please, can’t you just be happy for us?”
 
   Ruth, who’d obviously seen the anger coming, sat a plate of food down on the table for Curtis at that exact second. He regarded it for a moment before deciding that Alyssa and I could wait.
 
   He chewed his food and seemed to be deep in thought before he finally spoke—when he did, he drew each word out. 
 
   “I’ll support you,” he said. “I’ll even give you my blessing.” He shot me a dark look. “I’ll walk the prettiest bride in the world down the aisle. But I don’t have to like the person at the end.”
 
   “Dad!” Alyssa exclaimed.
 
   “Fine by me,” I said at the exact same time without a word of a lie. 
 
   Now I just had to survive until New Year’s Eve without him killing me in my sleep, and we’d be fine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: CATCHING ON
 
   
 
 
   
EACH MORNING I woke, I was thankful. 
 
   There were so many things I was thankful for. First, I was alive. That meant Curtis hadn’t found a way to sneak past Alyssa and murder me while I’d slept. Second, the fact that the prison didn’t close for the holidays, meant Curtis was still required to leave the house every day. Third, my ring still adorned Alyssa’s hand—a promise from me to do the best I could, and a promise from her to love me even when I fucked up. And fourth, that it was one day closer to an escape from living with the soon-to-be in-laws. 
 
   During the days since Christmas, there had been a rotating front door of friends and relatives of Ruth and Curtis coming and going, almost at whim. After living alone for so long, the constant presence of so many other people was driving me insane. But during the brief lulls, when no one else was home and Phoebe was asleep, the silence was just as unbearable. 
 
   The need for constant noise, but not constant chatter, was one of the reasons I always felt so Zen in my ProV8. It was easy to focus on the drone of the engine, on the hum of the rubber on the track, on the telemetry information and feedback from the team, rather than on everything else. Other than the brief moments where Alyssa’s memory had haunted me, I’d never felt more focused than when I was on the track. Which was why I’d insisted on heading out to the kart track the morning of New Year’s Eve. I needed clarity before all the shit was supposed to go down that night. All the things I’d kept hidden from Alyssa were buzzing around my head like a swarm that I needed to escape. 
 
   Throwing the kart deep into the corners, feeling the arse slide out as the drift took over, being so low to the ground—low enough that I felt like it was just me and the track—wasn’t quite the same as being in a car, but it was close enough to be a much-needed salve to balance everything else I’d been doing. 
 
   While I tore up the track, Alyssa and Phoebe just watched from the stands. Even though it felt a little selfish doing something that I needed—something only I would truly enjoy—neither of them complained as they watched me run lap after lap. One day soon, that would change. In a little under two years, Phoebe would be able to go on a tandem kart, and damned if I wasn’t going to try to make a little revhead out of her. My little girl could be a princess and kick arse on the track. And Alyssa could choose to join us or wait in the café. 
 
   When I came back in from the hour-long session on the track, Alyssa was waiting with Phoebe perched on her lap. 
 
   “Feeling better?” she asked. 
 
   “Much.” It was amazing how much a few laps could make a world of difference. It had clarified some things for me, and thrown other things into sharp focus. In a little under twelve hours, I’d have shown Paige and her lackeys that I wasn’t someone to be trifled with. Then in the morning, Alyssa and I would be picking Phoebe up from Ruth and Curtis and starting the journey home. 
 
   But first, we had to get ready for the night. 
 
   When we left the kart track, we headed for Alyssa’s parents’ first, dropping off Phoebe and grabbing my tux, before driving straight into the city. 
 
   Alyssa’s expression during the drive was enigmatic. I had no idea what she was thinking, and part of me didn’t want to ask. I didn’t want to start any conversation that might lead back to the evening’s plans.
 
   We were almost into the city when Alyssa turned to me, curling up in the passenger seat and staring at me with such a reverent look that I couldn’t help but reach for her and brush a strand of hair off her face. 
 
   “It’s funny how quickly life can change, isn’t it?” she asked. Her voice was wistful and full of wonder. 
 
   Unsure what she was getting at, and what she expected me to say in return, I simply nodded. Obviously, she’d been thinking something over and it was dangerous for me to try to guess at what. A second later, her gaze dropped to her engagement ring and she started to play with it, using the diamond to twist it around her finger. 
 
   A gentle sigh left her lips. “I mean, this time last year, I was panicking about how hard the last year of uni would be, trying to get over the fact that things would never work with Cain, worrying about what I’d do for work when I graduated, because I had no prospects lined up. Being at the end of the uni year just seemed so far away.”
 
   I tried to ignore her mention of Cain, but it surprised me that it had been so recent. The way she’d talked about him made it sound like it was ancient history—not something that had happened a year ago. 
 
   “God, New Year’s always makes me so sappy.” She laughed. “I guess I’m just trying to say that this time last year, I was terrified of what might come next for me. It was all so unknown. And it’s still unknown, but knowing that I’m heading there with you at my side, Dec, that’s . . . I don’t know. Amazing. I never allowed myself to believe we’d be here, but I never stopped loving you. Never.” 
 
   “Me either, Lys.”
 
   “And now, well, the BS with the paps is all behind us. I won’t have to pretend to be nice to Darcy to keep my job ever again. We can finally just look to the future, and we’ve got the rest of our lives ahead of us.”
 
   “Lys, I—” The details of my plan were right on my tongue. It would have been easy to warn her, but I needed her reactions to be real so that no one implicated her. If the plans didn’t go the way I wanted, she needed to have plausible deniability—just like Danny. After a gulp of air, I swallowed down the words, along with the rising tide of guilt that washed up from within me. “I can’t wait.” 
 
   Ten minutes later, we arrived at the Suncrest Hotel car park. We’d already planned for what came next. I’d go to our hotel room and get dressed with Morgan, while Alyssa and Eden went off to have all sorts of shit done. Words I didn’t even know the meaning of had been discussed: mani-pedis, blow-waves, up-dos, and a whole range of other things. I was happy enough to leave the two of them to get that sorted. It gave me time to sort some other stuff. 
 
   Almost as soon as Alyssa had left, I texted the random number in my phone. 
 
   Room 607. Room key will be at your table. 
 
   The reply came back almost instantly. Looking forward to it. 
 
   After an hour of messing around in the room, throwing back a few beers, Morgan and I decided it was probably time to get ready. He slipped across the hall to his room while I dressed in mine. We’d already agreed to meet the girls downstairs, because they’d be cutting it close to the start time. 
 
   So much of the night felt reminiscent of the formal. Even though I’d had the do-over date with Alyssa and had exorcised most of the demons from that night, a nervous energy built in me. When I met Morgan at the lifts, he was practically buoyant. For him, the night was just going to be a fun-filled night of pranks and mischief—exactly his type of thing—but the revenge I’d planned felt so much more important than that to me. 
 
   “Are you ’right?” he asked, staring at me as I paced back and forth in front of the elevator. 
 
   “Yeah. I just, well, I can’t help wondering if this is the right thing to do. Maybe I should have just left it.”
 
   “Dude, it’s too late to back out now,” Morgan said when we got into the lift. “It’s time to strap those balls of yours back on for one night and get this done.” 
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “No guessing. The time to back out was last week. Now, there’s nothing left for you to do but hold on for the ride.” 
 
   And hope that I don’t lose anything important along the way. 
 
   It didn’t take long to find Alyssa and Eden in the crowd. In fact, the instant my gaze slid to Alyssa, it stuck. Although I’d seen her silver-and-turquoise dress before, during her shopping trip when she’d said she wanted to get it because it matched my eyes, it didn’t seem like the same outfit. 
 
   Maybe it was the way her hair was styled, the make-up, or the lingerie beneath, or maybe it was the way the soft lighting in the foyer seemed to backlight her body, but the outfit had gone from pretty to downright illegal. The way the strapless dress hugged her breasts, and slipped down to accentuate her waist and hips, left my mouth dry and my pants tight. The silvery lace overlay that curled around the curves of her breast highlighted the delights hidden by the satin underlay. 
 
   My lips curled as I thought about what Phoebe would say if she saw Alyssa just then. She’d no doubt think her mother had become the living embodiment of a Disney princess. Although there was nothing Disney about the things I wanted to do to Alyssa. Especially with the turquoise mask she wore over her face that just made her look like sex in disguise. 
 
   God, the things I would do to her while she wore that mask, if given half a chance. The colour made her eyes gleam almost gold, and when she focused them on me, they shone like stars in the night. Despite how shit-hot she was, she looked at me like I was the centre of the fucking universe or something. I wondered if my own simple black mask did the same things to her imagination as hers turquoise one did for me. 
 
   Almost as soon as I met her gaze, every thought of what the night might hold, disappeared. I wanted nothing more than to drag her back to the elevators, up to our hotel room, and have her fuck me every way she wanted to—so long as it was with that mask in place.
 
   When she saw me devouring her with my gaze, she grinned and smoothed down imaginary wrinkles in the dress. My body moved closer to her long before my brain had caught up after it’s appraisal of her fuck-hot look. 
 
   “You like?”
 
   “God, that dress looks fantastic on you.” 
 
   “But let me guess, it’d look better on the floor?” She laughed as she teased me. 
 
   “Fuck, you stole my best line.” 
 
   “I find it amazing that you were able to charm anyone with your cheesy lines.” 
 
   Even though I had a retort, I bit down on it. With everything that was lined up for the night, I didn’t want to give Alyssa any extra reminders of what had happened at the New Year’s Ball the year before. Especially when she would soon face a pretty major one. Maybe it was time to warn her. At least she wouldn’t be totally blindsided by what she was walking into. 
 
   “Lys, can we talk for a moment?” My voice was as sombre as I felt, but I’d decided in that moment that I needed to warn her. Plausible deniability be damned, it was more important to ensure she didn’t assume the worst when everything came out. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” 
 
   “No, it’s—”
 
   Morgan came up behind me and elbowed me in the back. “You’re up.” 
 
   Alyssa’s gaze flicked to him and she grimaced. It was clear she still wasn’t comfortable with Morgan’s presence, but that was the least of my problems. Time was up, and I’d missed my chance to warn Alyssa. Fuck! “It’s fine, Lys. Shall we go in?” 
 
   When I walked into the ballroom with Alyssa on my arm, I had no doubt I was the proudest guy in the room. She looked like a million dollars, maybe more, and turned so many heads. Including the one I wanted to notice her. 
 
   “Declan? What’s going on?” Darcy’s voice cut through my pride, and reminded me of the reason I’d had Paige invite her for me. 
 
   “What do you mean, Darcy?” I afflicted the most innocent tone I could muster. “I’m here to celebrate the coming of the New Year with my future.” I gave Alyssa a reassuring smile. 
 
   “But why is she here when you invited me?” 
 
   Alyssa gasped and turned to me. Fuckity fuck! 
 
   Ignoring the pain radiating off Alyssa, I spoke directly to Darcy. “I thought I made myself clear in my note,” I said. “I want a do-over of last New Year’s. More than anything.”
 
   Darcy puffed out her chest and wore a victorious smile. I wanted to shake my head at her stupidity. Even if there were a chance in hell I wanted to go anywhere near her—which there wasn’t—I wouldn’t exactly be telling her I wanted to fuck her while Alyssa was at my side. 
 
   Alyssa tried to pull from my hold, but I held her waist tighter, curling my fingers around her stomach, and refused to let her go. 
 
   “I think you misunderstand, Darcy,” I said, ensuring my air of innocence was unaffected by the tightening of my throat at Alyssa’s reaction. “If I could have the do-over I want so badly, I wouldn’t let this,” I grabbed my crotch, “come within a thousand Ks of your poisonous pussy. In fact, I would never have left Alyssa, because I’m hers and hers alone. Utterly and completely, and no amount of smear campaigns will ever change that. All it will do is make me rain fury down on anyone who says a single bad word about her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s why I invited you here tonight, so that you can see just how in love we are.” When I saw the person who’d just slipped in the door pass us, I smirked. Timing couldn’t have been better if I’d planned it—which I kinda had. After all, Morgan had been watching for Darcy so I could ensure she was inside the ballroom before I led Alyssa in, and I’d had Eden keep Blake Cooper amused for a few minutes outside. “Oh, I probably should have told you too.” I pretended to grimace. “I gave the other ticket I had at Paige’s table to Blake. You know, your husband. I thought that couples should be together on a night like this. Although, to be honest, I’m a little surprised that neither of you mentioned it to one another.” 
 
   Darcy fumed. I could almost see the smoke curling from the top of her perfectly coiffed head. And she hadn’t even noticed her husband was right behind her yet. 
 
   “Of course, he might not have mentioned it because he thought he’d been invited to a date with the leggy strategist from Sinclair Racing. I hope he’s not too disappointed to find out who his date really is.” 
 
   “Fuck you, Declan!” 
 
   I chuckled. “I thought I’d just explained that, Darcy. Never. Again.” In the next breath, I called out, “Hey, Blake! Over here.” 
 
   Darcy went from a red so deep she’d almost gone purple to a white that would rival the finest china. She’d clearly thought I was bluffing about inviting Blake. 
 
   “Declan? What—” He cut off when he saw Darcy standing with Alyssa and me. “Darce? What are you doing here?” 
 
   “I could ask you the same question, Blake!” The words were spat with such disdain, I almost felt sorry for him. But only until I remembered the things he’d said about Alyssa in the pub when I’d first arrived back in Browns Plains. 
 
   “God, you’re both as bad as each other,” I muttered and then led Alyssa away as the two of them started a shouting match that soon filled the entire room with their voices. 
 
   When I was far enough away from them, I turned to Alyssa. I almost didn’t want to look at her, because she’d fallen suspiciously quiet and her back was ramrod straight as she’d walked at my side.
 
   “What the fuck was that about?” she asked. Her mouth was tight, mashed into a line that showed her clear displeasure. 
 
   Fuck. I’d hoped she’d see the funny side of it. “Exactly what I said it was about. I wanted to be sure Darcy got the message loud and clear that we’re together and to back off.”
 
   “So you tricked her into coming into the city, spending a fortune on a dress, getting made-up, just to prove a point.” 
 
   Across the room, the sound of a slap echoed around the hall and Darcy stormed off, out of the ballroom. Despite Alyssa’s unease, I chuckled at the sight because honestly, I was feeling pretty damn proud of the reaction I’d got. It was no less than either of them deserved. 
 
   “Are you kidding me right now?” Alyssa’s gaze was wild as she turned back to me. 
 
   The laughter died on my lips. “What?” 
 
   For a moment, all Alyssa did was stare at me. She barely even blinked. Then she turned away. “We should probably find our table.” Her voice sounded like something had defeated her—as if she’d been the one on the receiving end of the payback I’d dished to Darcy. She walked off without waiting for me to escort her. 
 
   It took me a moment for my thoughts to catch up with what had happened. “Lys?” 
 
   I started after her, but Paige’s hand caught me instead. Her talon-like nails dug into my forearm. “I didn’t think you were bringing, um, what was her name again.” She waved her hand in Alyssa’s direction as if to dismiss her as unimportant. “Oh well, I’m sure we can squeeze her onto our table.”
 
   “I don’t have a seat at your table.” 
 
   “Don’t be silly, Declan, of course you do.” 
 
   “No. I don’t. Sorry, Paige, I was given a better offer for tonight, so I gave my ticket away.” I nodded over to where Blake was sitting in the seat that should have been mine, looking like someone had just run over his puppy. “He’s an old school friend. I didn’t think you’d mind.” 
 
   I tugged my arm free of her hold and started toward Sinclair’s table, where Alyssa was just finding a seat. 
 
   “You’re sitting at Sinclair’s table?” Paige’s voice pitched higher than I would have thought possible. 
 
   “Yeah. See, Morg and Edie invited me. They were so excited about seeing me again that I didn’t have the heart to tell them no.” 
 
   “What about our little chat?” 
 
   “Yeah, about that. Can we rain check it again for a couple of hours? I have some entertaining to do soon, while Alyssa is otherwise occupied.” I winked at her, certain that she would have been in the loop about the hotel room date I had with Tillie and Talia. “I should be back down around eleven if you want to chat then?” 
 
   “Maybe we can chat in your room?” 
 
   I chuckled. “Sorry, Paige, I’m hoping that will be occupied most of the night. I’ll meet you at your table, and then we can go somewhere private. Although, I probably should tell you that Sinclair Racing have made me an offer too. One I’m very tempted to accept.” 
 
   The corners of her eyes pinched as she glared at me. “I thought you were set on coming to race for me, darling.” The way she said the word darling made it sound more like she wanted to choke the shit out of me than anything else. 
 
   I shrugged. “Nothing’s set until it’s in print, right?” 
 
   After assessing me carefully, she nodded. 
 
   “Oh, and Paige.” I slid my hand into the right-hand pocket of my pants, where I had one hotel room key. Being as inconspicuous as I could, I placed it into her hand. “Can you pass this to Tillie for me?”
 
   She nodded and slipped the card into her bag. 
 
   I headed over to the Sinclair Racing table, and took my seat next to a very frosty Alyssa, who was deep in conversation with Danny’s wife, Hazel. 
 
   Danny welcomed me with a nod before giving me a questioning look, no doubt in response to Alyssa’s refusal to even acknowledge I’d sat down. I just waved off his curiosity and concern. She’d come around once she realised what having Darcy and the others off our backs meant for the longer term. 
 
   Before long, the first course was dropped to the table. All throughout the meal, Alyssa barely said a word to me. Even once dessert had come and gone, I was still facing the cold shoulder. Although it didn’t seem arctic as much as bottled-up and ready to burst. 
 
   Not for the first time, I cursed the fact that I hadn’t warned her what the night was really about. There was still one more stage too, and after her reaction to the first part, I was more determined than ever to keep her out of it. Not only would she have plausible deniability, but it would also mean she’d have less reason to be pissed at me. 
 
   Around eight thirty, I excused myself from the room. In some ways, having Alyssa not talking to me was easier for this part. At least she didn’t demand to come with me. 
 
   When I was near the door, and close enough to Wood Racing’s table that Tillie could see me, I walked up to Sophie, one of the women who worked in promotions at Sinclair Racing. She was partially in on the scheme, so she knew I’d be interrupting her evening for a little while. With a nod, a smile, and a touch to her arm, I led her out of the room and toward the hotel elevator. 
 
   While I was waiting, I caught sight of Tillie watching me from the door to the ballroom. 
 
   Turning my back on Sophie, I tapped my watch and mouthed, “See you later,” to Tillie. 
 
   The risk of course was that she’d go straight to Alyssa and let her know where I’d disappeared to, but Eden and Morgan were on hand for that, at least for the next ten minutes before they moved into position.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: CAUGHT OUT
 
   
 
 
   
A LITTLE BEFORE nine, I was waiting alone in room 608 of the Suncrest Hotel with the door ajar, listening for movement outside. Sophie had headed down to her hotel room with instructions to keep herself amused for around an hour before heading back to the ball if she wished. Her part in the night was done, and now there was nothing to do but wait.
 
   Wait for the trap to spring. For the concrete evidence that Tillie and Talia were trying to ruin me, with Paige pushing them from behind the scenes. The fact that from the time I’d agreed to discuss the position at Wood Racing I’d been paparazzi-free until I’d mentioned Sinclair again, and had the paps back on my arse, made me almost positive about my assumptions. If I was right, and she had been running some sort of smear campaign, the news that Sinclair Racing had made me an offer would be sure to send her into a frenzy. 
 
   After that would come a fresh round of scandal. Or at least, an attempt for it. The scandal she’d end up with, though, might not be the one she was hoping for. 
 
   Just as I suspected, around ten past nine—almost an hour before the time the girls were supposed to arrive for our rendezvous—there was movement in the hallway. Moving with so much care that I was barely even drawing a breath, I crept toward the door with my camera in hand. 
 
   Through the crack in the door, I spotted the two women—one a mess of red curls and the other with sleek blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. The key card that I’d given Paige was in Talia’s hand as they crept up to room 607—the one directly across the hall from mine. 
 
   Following in their wake was the young pap who’d baited me at Bondi and had followed me for so long since then. I slunk back into the shadows a little as he passed, rushing to catch up with the other two. Then I pushed the door open a little wider and stuck my camera through the gap to follow them. 
 
   Without a word between them, the three of them set themselves up in a row in front of the door. Tillie held up her hand and Talia poised the key card near the door. With a silent count of one-two-three using her fingers, Tillie counted them down. On the three, Talia slid the card into the reader on the door and shoved it open. 
 
   When they did, I crept out of my room and followed them with the camera.
 
   “Declan, sorry we’re early, we—” Tillie’s voice grew quieter as she moved into the room before cutting off completely, no doubt as she spotted the actual guests. “What the hell! You’re not Declan!” 
 
   She swung around and spotted me. I couldn’t stop laughing when I came up behind the trio and saw that Morgan and Eden had obviously decided to take our plan a little bit too literally—they were both in a state of undress. The only thing left on the pair was his boxer-briefs, which were doing nothing to hide anything because of the way his dick made them tent out, and Edie’s bra and panties. 
 
   Morgan grinned and waved for my camera. Fucker never was a shy one. 
 
   “What the fuck is this?” Tillie practically screeched. “I thought we were supposed to be hooking up for some fun?” 
 
   “I don’t know what sort of kinky shit you’re into, bringing him with you.” I nodded toward the photographer. “Or maybe you just thought that you could catch a few photos of me in action if you got here early enough. Isn’t that right, T?” 
 
   Talia’s lip curled upward in disgust. If I’d been paying more attention to her face in the club rather than her boobs and her body, I might have seen just how similar her eyes were to Paige’s. They were a different colour, a slate grey rather than blue, but the same shape. 
 
   “I guess you might have got a scoop, even if it wasn’t the one you wanted. Sorry guys.” I winked at Morgan and Eden. “It really was time you two came out into the open with your relationship. Although, I didn’t expect you to get quite so . . . carried away.” 
 
   Morgan grinned at me. He was enjoying himself way too much—not that I could blame him because I was feeling pretty damn jubilant myself. Especially knowing that Alyssa was downstairs, unaware of what was happening. Hopefully that meant it wouldn’t make her madder at me. She’d come around about the Darcy thing before too long, I was sure of it. 
 
   “What can I say?” Morgan said. “This woman makes me insane.” 
 
   He wrapped his arm around Eden’s shoulders as she shot me a death stare that told me she hadn’t entirely been expecting visitors so early. I shrugged, but I didn’t think Morgan and I would be in too much trouble. We were still alive, for one thing. 
 
   “But the texts,” Tillie said, as if she genuinely believed she had something over me because of half a dozen completely innocent texts between us. 
 
   “What about them?” 
 
   “You promised me a good time.” 
 
   “What is this? A fucking men’s bathroom? ‘For a good time, call.’ Plus, I offered nothing. All I gave in my text was a time and a place. How was I supposed to know you meant you wanted to meet up for sex? All you asked is for some fun. For all I knew from your texts, you just wanted a game of checkers.” 
 
   Morgan sniggered into his hand before Eden—who’d slipped her dress back on—slapped his bare chest with the back of her hand to silence him. 
 
   “You’ll pay for embarrassing us like this.” Talia looped her hand through Tillie’s arm and started to pull her back toward the door. 
 
   “How? Another article in Gossip Weekly? Is that supposed to scare me? At this point, you’d just be flogging a dead horse. It’s not like the public gives a shit about me.” 
 
   Tillie started to argue, but I held up my hand to silence her. 
 
   “However, they might be interested in a scandal involving a team owner running a smear campaign against an opposition driver just to get him to change teams. And about how she used nepotism and family favours to pull the strings to do it.”
 
   Talia’s eyes widened a little. I could see the genuine fear flash across them for a fraction of a second. Her business probably meant the world to her; I wondered what her mother had on her that she’d agreed despite it all. Although looking at the way she looked at Tillie, I wondered whether maybe Paige had less influence than someone else. 
 
   “You can’t prove that,” Tillie said.
 
   “Just like I can’t prove that it was you who drugged me at the benefit in November.” 
 
   Her smile was victorious. 
 
   “But,” I added before she could celebrate too much. “Gossip magazines don’t really need proof, do they? They just need enough evidence to make it not be libel. Say a recording of a trio of people entering a private hotel room looking for a scandal.” 
 
   “You can’t prove that’s what we were doing.” 
 
   “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we should let the public decide? I’ve got people ready to send the feed to the Internet.” I was bluffing, but it wouldn’t take long to upload the footage. “All it will take is a one-word signal from me and it’s up for the world to judge. What do you think?”
 
   Talia grabbed Tillie’s hand again. “Can we just go, please?” 
 
   “You should listen to your girlfriend, Tillie. Or should I say, Miss M?”
 
   She snarled at me. 
 
   “I know all about your little scam that you’ve been running. Chasing me all over town with your tits out and your tongue hanging from your head, pretending to be interested in me just so you could implicate me in scandal after scandal. And yeah, I probably did a pretty damn good job of helping you out, considering the shit that’s been going on in my life lately, but you crossed some pretty big lines.” 
 
   She glared at me. 
 
   “Sending anyone after Alyssa was the biggest. I can deal with anything anyone wants to say about me, I’ll take it all day every day, but bring her into it, and you can bet your bottom fucking dollar I will burn down every motherfucker who tries to hurt her.”
 
   “You’ve only got yourself to blame there. She’s a two-bit nobody. No one would even give a shit about her if you hadn’t been involved.”
 
   “Til, let’s just go,” Talia said, tugging at her arm. 
 
   I ignored her pleading and focused on Tillie. “She’s worth ten thousand of you.” 
 
   “You wouldn’t even know a good thing if it hit you.”
 
   “And you’re a good thing are you? ’Cause from what I’ve seen, you’re just desperate for a story—any story—and if you get laid along the way it’s just a bonus. Admit it, it was all a set-up. Even when you were at the airport on your knees wanting to suck me off, it was all part of this game wasn’t it?” 
 
   Talia flinched away as I said the words. “What?” 
 
   I glanced between the girls and saw that there were secrets between them. “Oh! She didn’t tell you? How she got under the table at the fucking airport cafe, on her knees, begging me to let her suck my cock. How she kissed me in the cloakroom at the benefit, and probably would have done so much more if I’d let her? How she told me that she needs a bit of dick from time to time. Don’t tell me you’re keeping secrets from each other?” Each statement I said drew a new reaction out of Talia. Tillie looked like she was about ready to launch at me, claws bared. 
 
   “It was supposed to be together or not at all.” I didn’t know if Talia actually realised she was talking aloud. Her voice was quiet, almost pathetic, and her words were laced with agony. In the space of less than a minute, her face had paled to the point where I was surprised she was still upright. The sight was almost enough to make me feel guilty, but then a quick glance at Tillie wiped the guilt away. 
 
   Her face grew redder and redder, until I could almost see the blood vessels swelling beneath her skin. “How dare you!” 
 
   I scoffed. “How dare I? God, you’re pathetic. Just admit defeat and move on.”
 
   “I’ll make your life a living hell.” 
 
   “No, you won’t.” It was Talia who’d spoken. “I won’t have you and Mum using my reputation this way anymore. Let’s go, Brad.” 
 
   The pap snapped to attention at her words. 
 
   Tillie snarled at me before moving to stop Talia. “But, baby, it was all for the story, I promise.”
 
   “For the story,” Talia scoffed. “Then why wasn’t it on the list of things to include?” 
 
   I grinned at the fact that I’d just captured her admission on camera. It wasn’t enough to do anything legally, but I didn’t give a shit about legal. I just wanted them to back the fuck off and stay away. If I did something newsworthy, I deserved to be in the papers, but the muckraking had to stop. 
 
   “It didn’t feel like it was ‘for the story’ when you were clamouring to get under the table,” I said, to dig the knife in a little deeper. I couldn’t deny I was enjoying myself immensely. 
 
   Talia left the room, with Tillie close behind. 
 
   “Or when you were clutching at my cock through my pants,” I added as I rounded the corner to follow them with my taunts. 
 
   I practically collided with Alyssa. The hurt, the pain, and the heartbreak that shone in her eyes stopped me dead in my tracks. Fuck. How long had she been standing there? 
 
   How much had she heard? 
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Her tone was deadly. 
 
   I was fucked. 
 
   “Lys, I can explain,” I said as I led her back into our hotel room. The last thing I needed was Tillie coming back and witnessing the fight. 
 
   “You just can’t leave it, can you?” she asked as soon as we were through the door. 
 
   “Don’t you get it, Lys? We won,” I said. 
 
   “Won?”
 
   “They’re going to back off. They’re not going to keep trying to dig up shit about me to get me kicked out of Sinclair again.” 
 
   “You could have done that yourself by not having anything for them to report on. There’s been nothing new despite the photographer being back.” 
 
   “They were just waiting for an opportunity because they thought I was actually going to change to Wood Racing. Now I’ve got something on them in return. Something that could threaten W. T. Entertainment’s reputation.” 
 
   Her frown deepened. “What about your reputation?” 
 
   “It was fucked anyway.” 
 
   “And mine?”
 
   “They’re not going to come after us, Lys. We’ve got them by the balls now.” 
 
   “God, you’re nothing more than a man-child who’s so obsessed with revenge and proving something that he doesn’t give a shit about anyone else’s feelings in the matter.” 
 
   “Whose feelings? Darcy’s? Talia’s? Tillie’s? Paige’s? As if any of them don’t deserve a bit of heartache after everything they’ve done to me. To us.” 
 
   “No. Mine, Dec. You didn’t give a shit about me. Or Phoebe. I asked you to leave it, because it was finally settling. Because I’m supposed to be starting work at a professional law firm, one of the biggest in the world—a firm that could give me access to so much if I work hard enough—and just days before I’m supposed to start, you drag me back into these games. Do you think any of them are going to leave it be now?”
 
   “Lys, I’m—”
 
   “Don’t ‘Lys’ me, Declan. I can’t believe you’d do this. Worse, is the fact that you’d deliberately sneak around behind my back to set it all up. If you’re capable of lying to me about that, what else are you capable of lying about?” 
 
   A quiver raced through my body and my blood pounded in my ears as what I’d thought would be my moment of victory quickly became a disaster greater than any I’d faced. Even when I’d thought she’d left after the article, I didn’t have to face her anger or her obvious hurt. “I—I didn’t lie to you, Lys, I—”
 
   “God help me, Declan, if you finish that sentence with ‘I just didn’t tell you,’ I won’t be held responsible for what I say next. Even Phoebe knows that lying by omission is still lying, and she’s three!” 
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit! I could see her pulling away, closing off. The blank mask that had slipped back over her eyes, covering the hurt and the agony, was more effective at blocking her off to me than the one she wore over her face. I’d thought I’d lost her after the magazine, but that had been because I didn’t understand how deep her love actually ran. Love that had been stitched back together with trust as the thread—a thread I’d picked at, until now the whole thing threatened to unravel. “Tell me how to fix this.” 
 
   “Just leave.” 
 
   My heart hammered and my breathing sped. “No. I can’t, Lys. I can’t leave it like this.” 
 
   “I have nothing to say to you right now. I need some space.” 
 
   I reached for her, grabbing her wrist. “Please, let me fix this. You have to let me try.” 
 
   She tugged her wrist free of my hold. “No. I can’t do this. Not now. Go!”
 
   “No.” 
 
   A growl of frustration tore from her lips. “Fine. Then I will.” 
 
   Unwilling to touch her against her will, even though every part of me screamed to just pull her into my arms and kiss her until the pain went away, I stood by and watched as she walked past me and out of the room. Just before the door swung closed, my vision blurred and my eyes burned. She hadn’t even looked back once. 
 
   “Wait, Lys!” I pulled open the door. Memories of the day after the formal flooded through my mind, threatening to send me to my knees. 
 
   Even though barely a second had passed, by the time I reached the hallway, she was gone. I had no idea whether she’d disappeared into one of the bathrooms on the level, into the elevator, or where. I raced up to the end of the corridor, watching for any sign of her. Too many bad memories flooded me. She couldn’t walk out on me again. I had to find her. 
 
    “Fuck!” Twisting around, I sat on the steps and buried my head in my hands. How could I be so stupid? I’d ignored everyone who’d warned me that she might not understand. Dr. Henrikson. Eden. Even Danny had been cryptically cautious. 
 
   I’d thought I knew better than all of them, though. I’d thought I knew Alyssa better than they did. What a fucking joke. It was clear I didn’t know her at all. Not enough. In my need for revenge, I’d lost the second-most important thing in my world. Thankfully, I was sure that no matter how badly I’d screwed up, she wouldn’t take Phoebe from my life unless she thought there was some danger. Even though that was a relief, it wasn’t enough. I didn’t just want Phoebe part-time. I wanted our family. Together. 
 
   Needing to speak to her, to apologise and explain, I turned around and headed back to the room, intending to carry on past the hotel room to search down the other end of the hallway, but stopped when I saw the turquoise-and-gold mask she’d picked for the night. The one she’d picked because it matched my eyes.
 
   Was discarding it her way of telling me she was done with me for good? Had the “just in case” her dad had made her plan for eventuated already before we’d even left Brisbane? Reaching behind my head, I untied the ribbon on my own mask, and slipped it off. I held both of the masks in my hand as I looked around again with her name on my lips.
 
   The door to room 607 cracked open. A second later, Morgan came out. 
 
   “Perfect plan, squirt! Couldn’t have gone better,” he said, holding his hand up for a high five. When I didn’t respond or slap my palm against his, he waved his fingers in my face. “Don’t leave me hanging.” He stared at me for a moment, no doubt trying to figure out why I wasn’t celebrating. “Shit, what is it?” 
 
   Not trusting myself to talk without sounding like a total wimp, I just shook my head and held up one finger to tell him to wait. I swallowed down on the ball of emotions in my chest and then uttered just one word. “Alyssa.” 
 
   “Oh, shit. Did she hear that?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “I take it she didn’t appreciate the shove you gave karma’s arse?” 
 
   “Something like that. You didn’t see her, did you?” 
 
   “No. I haven’t seen anyone else up here.”
 
   “I have to find her.”
 
   “You go downstairs, I’ll look around up here.” 
 
   I headed back for the elevators and hit the call button. As soon as it came, I mashed the button marked for the ballroom. Instead of going into the party though, I headed into the quieter areas. Here and there couples were taking some quiet time together—some talking, some practically dry-humping in the low light. 
 
   Almost twenty minutes had passed since I’d last seen Alyssa, when the sound of soft sobs caught my ears. With my heart in my mouth, I followed them.
 
   “Lys, look, I—” My words died on my tongue when I saw Darcy sitting on the floor with her arms wrapped around her legs, and her head resting against her knees. 
 
   She glanced up at the sound of my voice and her lips curled into a snarl. “I hope you’re fucking pleased with yourself. Blake’s going to leave me. It would have been okay if that tramp reporter Miss M. hadn’t come over and told him about your fucking do-over note.”
 
   As much as I wanted to say that I was happy, seeing her in tears was a hollow fucking victory. Sure, she was a grade-A bitch, and had made Alyssa’s life more difficult than it had needed to be, but wasn’t plotting her downfall just as bad? I’d fought fire with fire, and everyone had gotten burned. Maybe she deserved what had happened, but was it really my place to decide that?
 
   “Actually, I’m not,” I said, kneeling in front of her and resting my hand on her knee. “In fact, there’s something I need to say to you. Something I should have said a long time ago. I’m sorry, Darcy.” 
 
   Her eyes widened as she recoiled from my touch. “What?”
 
   “I’ve made a lot of mistakes over the years, and I know you’ll deny it, but at least a couple of them hurt you. So I just want you to know that I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’re a freak.” She shoved at me, pushing me off balance. 
 
   “Whatever. I really don’t give a shit what you think about me, but I’m done thinking about you. I’m done letting you have any sway over me or Alyssa.” 
 
   “You shouldn’t have fucked with me. I’m going to call up Gossip Weekly and tell them all about this. They’ll know the truth.” 
 
   I shrugged. “You know what? Try it. I don’t even care anymore.”
 
   Climbing back to my feet, I moved away. I’d said everything I needed to, and I hadn’t been lying. She wouldn’t even be a blip on my radar anymore. I had more important things to focus on. If it cost me Alyssa or Phoebe, revenge wasn’t worth the price. 
 
   I continued looking around the floor, asking everyone who wasn’t glued to another if they’d seen her. Each second that passed, I was more certain I’d lost her for good. My body shook, quivers to rival the worst tyre shake. My knees threatened to buckle. The last time she’d left that way, she’d gone straight home. Then Josh had been waiting for me. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Needing to see whether she’d perhaps returned to the room to pack up her things, I headed back for the elevator. 
 
   I slipped the key card into the door, fearing the worst—a room that contained only my bag. When I pushed open the door, I saw something that made me forget all about the key card and the lock—everything but her. 
 
   Sitting on the edge of the bed, she looked up at me when the door opened. 
 
   Her eyes were brimming with tears, the rich honey colour glistening as she stared at me. Her body sagged and a small smile lifted her lips as she looked at me. I could have been wrong, but it looked like a small sigh left her too. It was almost as if she were relieved to see me. Fucked if I knew why after what had happened. 
 
   “Thank goodness,” she said. 
 
   “Please don’t leave,” I begged at exactly the same time. 
 
   She rushed over to me. For a moment, I thought she’d throw her arms around me, but she slowed as she came closer. The doubt and anger were still there, even if the relief had temporarily overridden it. 
 
   “Hi.” The word was almost inaudible and I only caught it because of how closely I was paying attention to her. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys, I thought you’d left.” I clamped my mouth shut before I could add the “me” to the sentence. “You were so mad.” 
 
   “Am.” 
 
   My eyes narrowed and I frowned as I struggled with my confusion over the word. 
 
   “I’m still mad,” she said. 
 
   I gave her the most winning grin I could muster and dared to take another step closer to her. “And I’m still sorry.” 
 
   She sighed as she turned away. “I know. That’s why I came back here. I worried what you might do if you thought me needing space was a permanent thing.”
 
   Even as she said the word, I felt the tension leave my body, sinking through the floor and draining away. “It’s not?” 
 
   She gave a soft laugh and shook her head. “No. Trust me. You’ll know if we’re off for good. I don’t want to lose you, Dec. No one else will ever be able to make me as mad as you can sometimes, but that won’t stop me loving you.”
 
   I stepped closer to her again, needing to look in her eyes as she spoke to me. 
 
   Before I could reach her, she wheeled around on the spot. “But I won’t blindly accept you lying to me either.”
 
   “I won’t lie to you ever again,” I promised. “Not even a white one.” 
 
   “Not even if I ask if my butt looks too big?” 
 
   I chuckled and reached for her. “Baby, your arse is always perfect to me and that’s the God’s honest truth.” 
 
   She melted into my arms. All of the bullshit I’d clung so tightly to, the need for revenge, the twisted desire to be right, all of it meant nothing in that moment. The tension I’d been feeling every time I thought of her move to Sydney was gone. Clearly it was my own guilt—my own subconscious—trying to force me to reconsider my plans. 
 
   Just as I pressed my lips to hers to whisper all of that to her without words, Morgan burst into the room. For a second, I wondered how, but then I recalled that I’d left the key card in the door. 
 
   “Oh, you found her.” It was hard not to hear the irritation in his voice. 
 
   With a frown furrowing my brow, I turned to him. “What the fuck, dude?” 
 
   “You didn’t think to text me to tell me you’d found her?” 
 
   I shook my head. “Actually, no, I had slightly more important things on my mind. Is there a problem?” 
 
   “No, it’s okay. No problem. I just spent the last fifteen minutes completely embarrassing myself by ‘accidentally’ going into every ladies’ room in this damn place to find her while you’re in here making out, but it’s okay. It’s all good.” 
 
   I chuckled, and even Alyssa smiled in spite of her dislike for him—or maybe because of it. 
 
   “Sorry, dude,” I said through a fresh peal of laughter. “I was too busy grovelling and demanding she take me back.” 
 
   “It’s true,” Alyssa said, meeting my eyes. “He’s been on his knees practically begging me to take him back the whole time.” 
 
   “Anyway, it’s almost eleven. Danny is about to make the big announcement. You need to get back in there.” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “What the fuck do you mean, no?”
 
   I pulled Alyssa against me again. “I mean, I’m exactly where I want to be for New Year’s. After all, what you’re doing tonight is supposed to be what you do for the rest of the year, right?” I planted a small kiss against her cheek before letting her go and turning back to Morgan. “And if that’s the case, there’s definitely something I need to be doing right now.” 
 
   Picking up what I was putting down, he smirked at me and backed out of the room, leaving the key on the floor and letting the door shut behind him. Releasing my hold on her waist, I moved to pick up the masks I’d dropped in my haste to get to her. 
 
   “I’m looking for the girl who was in this mask. Have you seen her? I think I might have hurt her, and now I want to kiss it better.” 
 
   “I’m not sure if I’ve seen her,” Alyssa said. “Maybe you should try the mask on every girl in the land and see who it fits.” 
 
   I snorted. “This ain’t fucking Cinderella, and my girl won’t be going at midnight, she’ll be coming.” 
 
   A genuine laugh left her. “You are so goddamned cheesy.” 
 
   “If it makes you laugh like that, you can call me King Fromage.”
 
   “As much as I’d love to stay here all night, we probably should get back for Danny’s announcement.” She nodded at the masks in my hands. “I think one of the ribbons broke before, though.” 
 
   “You can wear mine if you like?”
 
   Shaking her head as she moved, she grabbed both of the masks and threw them onto the bed. “I think we’ve had enough hidden agendas for one night. Let’s remove the mystery for now, shall we?” 
 
   “Okay, but do you think that your mask is repairable?” 
 
   She tilted her head in confusion as she said. “Maybe. Why?” 
 
   “Because you cannot believe how many fantasies I’ve had of looking down at you wearing it while you suck my cock.” 
 
   “Declan!” She flushed red and playfully swatted my shoulder. “You only saw it for the first time a few hours ago.”
 
   I captured her hip and pulled her side against my front. My cock was hard and aching for her, had been ever since our almost kiss. Kissing along her neck, I whispered against her skin, “Baby, you would not believe half the fantasies I’ve had about you or how quickly they can form. And I intend to make them all come true.”
 
   She shivered in my hold as I ran my hand over her arse and brushed my fingers as far between her thighs as I could with her dress in the way. 
 
   “Fuck, baby, I can’t wait to apologise to you properly.” I stepped away from her. It took everything in me, but I managed it. “But if you’re really intent on getting back to the party, we should probably go, because I don’t know how much longer I can resist you.” 
 
   “Just until midnight. Then maybe we can come back up here and I’ll see if I can fix the mask,” she breathed. 
 
   Fuck yes! 
 
   We made it as far as the ballroom lobby before Paige came storming out of the room. Her eyes were wild and when her gaze fell on me, she snarled at me like the cougar she was.
 
   “You signed with Sinclair as a goddamned grease monkey? Don’t you know what I could have offered you? You’ll burn for this. I’ll make you pay.” 
 
   Rather than stopping to talk, I smiled and pressed my hand against the small of Alyssa’s back to encourage her to keep moving. “It’s been an insightful evening, hasn’t it, Ms. Wood?” 
 
   Before she could respond, I led Alyssa into the ballroom. Danny was standing up at the podium still, talking about the year ahead for Sinclair. 
 
   “Aren’t you worried about what she might do?” Alyssa whispered. 
 
   “No. I don’t think her daughter will be her willing lapdog anymore. Not with the evidence I have against them.” 
 
   “And here’s the man of the hour,” Danny said, lifting his hands to point to me when he noticed I’d arrived. “And his beautiful bride-to-be.” 
 
   Alyssa flushed and I could almost see her itching to rush upstairs and fix the mask sooner so that she could cover her face. 
 
   Moving as one, we circled the room until we arrived at Sinclair Racing’s table. Across the room, Blake and Darcy Cooper were in the middle of a heavy make-out session. I only hoped her embarrassment would lead to some changes there. I doubted it, but at least it wouldn’t affect my life anymore.
 
   “We’re very happy that Declan will be joining us during his break from racing. And for those of you disappointed that he won’t be on the track next year, all I can say is you never know what might happen, and I firmly believe he will be racing again when the time is right.” 
 
   Alyssa squeezed my hand, and my stomach flip-flopped at his words. Every other time he’d hinted at a possible comeback, it’d always been coded and hidden. It wasn’t an announcement that I’d be back in the driver seat any time soon, but it was also a very clear message for anyone in the room—including race journalists and representatives from major sponsors not only for Sinclair but for ProV8 in general—that I had his support when the time was right. 
 
   I just had to wonder when the fuck that might be. 
 
   One thing was certain, whatever came next, I was going to deal with it with my girls at my side. 
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CHAPTER ONE: MOVING ON
 
   
 
 
   
I PULLED MY car into the cemetery car park and cut off the engine. 
 
   With it off, the silence in the car was stifling. I didn’t even need to look at Alyssa to know that her expression would probably match my own. 
 
   Sombre. 
 
   Today was the day. The day Alyssa and I would move forward with the rest of our life. First though, we had to look to the past. 
 
   “Are you ready?” I asked, grasping her hand to ground myself and show her that I was there for her. Neither of us desired to be the first from the car. Even though the keen agony of regret sliced through me, Alyssa’s pain was greater than mine. She’d suffered through the heartbreak firsthand, and I’d only learned of it years later, when it was too late to mourn with her. 
 
   Alyssa turned to me, her honey-gold eyes filled with tears, and shook her head. She ran her free hand through the fringe of her mahogany hair. “I don’t even know how to do this, Dec. I—I already said goodbye to him once, I don’t know how to do it again.” 
 
   How could we say goodbye knowing it could be months, maybe even as long as a year, before we could come back to visit again?
 
   I held her hand in mine and gave it a gentle squeeze, trying to offer her some strength even though I had none left to give. Part of me wondered whether it was harder for her having me there. Whether my presence was a sharp reminder of the fact that I wasn’t there when she’d needed me.
 
   Eventually, with a small sigh that echoed her heartbreak, Alyssa turned to me and nodded once.
 
   I climbed from the car. By the time I’d reached the front, she still hadn’t moved. 
 
   Realising she needed a figurative push, I opened her door and offered her my hand to help her out of the high vehicle. She practically fell into my arms, so I wrapped them around her as fast as I could. I wondered whether her mind was solely on the cemetery in front of us, or whether part of it was still thinking back over the events of the night before. In the harsh light of day, facing our last visit to our son, I thought back to how stupid I’d been. I’d risked losing Alyssa, risked my happiness and the happiness of my family, for what? Revenge? I was such a fucking tool. 
 
   After a moment, Alyssa pulled away from my hold and reached for my hand. The sun beamed brightly in the sky as we weaved our way through the plots to the back, to my family plot and the little angel we sought. Halfway through the cemetery, Alyssa and I dropped each other’s hands. Maybe it was because this goodbye was one we had to face alone, or maybe neither of us had anything left to give. 
 
   My feet were on autopilot, remembering the way from my last visit such a short time ago. As it had then, the first thing that captured my eye was the cold white marble cherub. He sat with his head buried in his hands while his white wings extended out from his shoulders. My gaze fell to the horses on the tombstone, the symbol of Castor and Pollux. 
 
   Of Gemini. 
 
   Of the Twins. 
 
   I could almost feel the horses tattooed onto my back come alive, as if granted some magical power from the proximity to their inspiration. I didn’t need to read the inscription on the stone; it had been burned onto my heart the first time I’d seen the grave.
 
   A name: Emmanuel Pollux Reede Dawson. 
 
   Two dates: 11th June and 14th June.
 
   And an epitaph: An angel opened the book of life and wrote down my baby’s birth. Then she whispered as she closed the book, “Too beautiful for earth.”
 
   As if she was reciting them again, Alyssa’s words when she’d first told me the story of Castor and Pollux came to mind. Then something she’d admitted to me later—that Emmanuel had been a replica of me. I wondered whether he’d have grown to have my turquoise eyes, like Phoebe, or if they would have darkened to Alyssa’s honey-gold. Would his hair have been the same auburn as mine, or the richer brown of his mother?
 
   I sensed rather than felt Alyssa by my side. The distance between us was gaping, but I wasn’t ready to attempt to bridge it yet. Neither of us were, it seemed. We both needed time alone to process, to think. It occurred to me that at least this visit wouldn’t be like my last. 
 
   Then, I’d felt nothing but desolation and destruction, tearing at me from inside and with no way to return from the agony. Just like then, an apology was seared across my soul and an agony keener than any other in my life twisted through my body. This time, though, I had something I didn’t have before. Hope and love tangled with the pain, protecting me from the worst sting of the barbs.
 
   Alyssa’s hand curled against mine. She clutched me so tightly her knuckles turned white. I traced my thumb along the back of her hand in response. She took a deep breath and swallowed around the lump in her throat. When I glanced at her, I could see her lips moving. She was talking silently to our son. When I saw her mouth form the word, “Daddy,” I closed my eyes as my tears pooled in them.
 
   We stood hand in hand for at least an hour before the wind shifted and it grew cold. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders, but neither of us was willing to move. It was as if there was a cosmic signal we were waiting for, something to tell us the time was right to say goodbye, even though we knew it would never be the right time.
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you,” I whispered. Even I wasn’t sure whether the words were intended for Alyssa or Emmanuel. Possibly they were meant for both of them. 
 
   Alyssa nodded as fresh tears slipped down her cheeks. She stepped forward out of my grasp and dropped to her knees in front of the cherub. Reaching out her hand, she placed something against the marble base. I hadn’t even realised she’d brought anything with her. 
 
   Once she’d left her gift, she stood and slipped her hand over one of the cherub’s hands, cupping his face. Then, without another word, she walked back to my side. I couldn’t see past her to see what she had left, but even if I could have, I didn’t want to look. I didn’t want to invade the moment she’d shared as she said goodbye. She turned when she reached me, grabbing my hand and wordlessly leading me from the graveside.
 
   I followed her, allowing her to guide me away, because I wasn’t sure my feet would trail the path away from our son without her help. I resisted glancing backward for as long as I could, but finally, I couldn’t help myself. I flicked my head around and saw a small toy car resting in front of the little angel. I almost choked at the image of Sinclair Racing’s colours. It was a promotional item from last year—a die-cast model of my car.
 
   “I wanted to leave something of each of us with him, so he knew we weren’t abandoning him,” Alyssa said softly when I turned back toward her.
 
   I nodded, embarrassed that she’d caught me looking. I wondered what she had left of herself, and of Phoebe, but couldn’t ask. What I had seen was already an intrusion of what I was certain was supposed to be a private goodbye.
 
   We remained silent as we headed back to the car. For me, I was partly lost back at Emmanuel’s grave and partly preparing myself for the journey ahead. 
 
   “Do you think we should have brought Phoebe?” I asked as I opened the car door. It hadn’t occurred to me to ask until that moment. As far as I knew, she was still working on the assumption that we would be able to take Emmanuel with us somehow. 
 
   Alyssa shook her head. “I needed that. Mum brought her down yesterday and told her what was happening.” 
 
   I swallowed down the emotions that threatened to overwhelm me. Part of me wanted to celebrate the fact that we were just hours away from being on the road to the rest of our lives, but the rest was still at Emmanuel’s graveside. 
 
   Alyssa gave my hand a gentle squeeze of encouragement. “Let’s go get Phoebe and load up the trailer.” 
 
   As I started the car, I nodded. It was the reminder that as hard as the goodbye had been, it wasn’t the only one we needed to face in the next few hours. 
 
   By the time I pulled up in front of Alyssa’s parents’ house, my stomach was in knots. She’d want to spend as long as she could saying goodbye. I just wanted to grab the last of her shit and go. Her dad, Curtis, was still not my biggest fan. He’d seemed to begrudgingly accept that we were together, and that Alyssa wanted to marry me, but it hadn’t made him any less cold toward me. I had no hope that we’d ever get back to the relationship we’d once shared. 
 
   Alyssa went into the house while I hitched up the trailer. While I was debating whether I could maybe just wait in the car, Phoebe came to their screen door and waved at me. An easy smile lifted my lips at the sight as I walked straight to her. 
 
   “Hey, princess,” I said after I’d opened the door and scooped her into my arms. “Are you ready to move into your castle?” 
 
   She nodded before snuggling against my chest.
 
   I took a moment to draw her into a hug. “It might take a couple of days to get there, we’ll have to see.” 
 
   “Nana said. No planes.” 
 
   I chuckled. “Nope. No planes. Not this time.” 
 
   “We’re in the kitchen, Dec,” Alyssa called to me. 
 
   Drawing in a bracing breath, I followed the sound. Alyssa sat at the table. Her mother, Ruth, sat next to her, but Curtis stood at the bench, shooting daggers at me with his eyes. 
 
   “I made some food,” Ruth said, waving to Curtis in a clear instruction to give her what he had. With a sigh, I sat on Alyssa’s other side. Curtis dropped the platter of fruit and cheese on the table before sitting down at the table with his arms crossed. 
 
   It was clear the two women had obviously planned this awkwardness masquerading as a goodbye in advance, no doubt trying to make things better between us, but it was never going to work so long as Curtis had the bee in his bonnet about me.
 
   To break the silence, Ruth asked Alyssa something about Josh and Ruby, and my heart plummeted. I twisted my mouth into the best smile I could offer, which wasn’t much, and hissed through my teeth at Alyssa, “Don’t tell me Josh’s coming too?” That would be just what I needed.
 
   She shook her head and I sighed with relief. Then she ruined the moment. “We’ve got to drop in and say goodbye to them on our way out.”
 
   Even though I turned to argue with her, one look at her earnest, pleading expression left me unable to. How could I deny her the opportunity to say goodbye to her brother before tearing her from his life? I closed my eyes and asked a question I knew I was sure to regret later: “Did you want to go to Flynn’s too?”
 
   Her eyes flicked up to meet mine and, with the ghost of a smile on her lips, she nodded. “Only if you don’t mind.”
 
   I bit back on the jealousy and the accompanying bile that rose in my throat, reminding myself of all the reasons I shouldn’t be jealous. That Alyssa and I had lodged the forms to amend the birth certificates already, and had received confirmation the new certificates were on their way. He’d soon have no claim on my daughter. I reminded myself that he was gay and not interested in Alyssa as anything more than a friend. Finally, I forced myself to recall the generous offer he’d made on Alyssa’s little four-cylinder car.
 
   Covering the swell of emotions with a widened—but fake—smile, I shook my head to let her know I didn’t mind. Having to deal with Curtis and Josh had already put a damper on the day, so it would be easier to get all the fucked-up shit over with at once. If that meant fake-smiling my way through a shitload of awkward meetings for Alyssa’s and Phoebe’s sakes, so be it.
 
   Ruth seemed to sense the unease around the table and rose to her feet. “Declan, I want a quick word with you please . . . alone?”
 
   With a nod, I stood. Once I had, I dipped to press a few small kisses onto Alyssa’s cheek, partly because I wanted to remind her that I loved her, but mostly to rub Curtis’s face in the fact that she’d chosen me.
 
   I followed Ruth into the room we’d been staying in. Everything we’d been using temporarily was packed into the back of the Prado, so it was back to looking like Alyssa’s old bedroom—except without the personality of her photos and mementos. After glancing around the room, I looked down at Ruth and saw the tears on her face.
 
   “Hey, now, what’s up?” I asked, as softly as I could. I reminded myself that regardless of how Curtis reacted to me and Alyssa being together, Ruth had been in my corner. She at least was happy about my reunion with Alyssa.
 
   “It’s just sinking in that she’s really going. I won’t be able to just pop in to see her anymore.”
 
   “Sydney’s not that far away, and there’s always Skype, and phone calls,” I said, trying to cheer her up a little. “And emails.”
 
   “You’ll look after them, won’t you?” She looked at me pleadingly.
 
   “With my life.” Every word was sincere. I wouldn’t let anything hurt either of my girls. I’d made enough mistakes where both of them were concerned. 
 
   She nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   She pulled me down to her, wrapping her arms tightly around me. In that moment, she was a mother saying goodbye to her son. For me, it was the goodbye I hadn’t been able to say to my own mother.
 
   “Ruth?” I asked, my voice soft and filled with the emotions roiling inside me.
 
   “What is it, sweetie?” she asked.
 
   “When Mum comes back, can you make sure that she’s not alone?” I couldn’t bear the thought of Mum returning to her old life since she’d been freed from my cheating fucking bastard of a father. I didn’t want to think of her going back to him, or worse sitting around an empty house consumed by her loneliness.
 
   “Of course,” she said before pulling me into one final embrace.
 
   We walked back into the kitchen to find Alyssa and Curtis in a tight embrace of their own. Phoebe was on the floor, switching between their legs.
 
   Alyssa’s eyes were closed, but it was easy to see she’d been crying. “I’m going to miss you too, Daddy,” she whispered.
 
   In that instant, I had a moment of crystal-clear clarity. Despite the fact that I’d only been in her life for a short time, I couldn’t imagine losing Phoebe. Even if she was an adult, it’d be hard to say goodbye. It would be impossible knowing I couldn’t see her whenever I wanted. When Curtis and Alyssa finally broke apart, I walked over to him and offered him my hand as a peace offering.
 
   He stared at it for a beat before shaking it with his own.
 
   “Don’t worry, sir. I’ll be there for them both.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alyssa smile before darting off to give Ruth a hug goodbye.
 
   “You’d better be, son,” Curtis whispered venomously the moment she was out of earshot. “Or you’ll have me to deal with. I won’t have you hurt her again.”
 
   His hand tightened around my own. Before he could hurt me though, I responded in kind. We shook hands for a few seconds longer than was strictly necessary, both tightening our grip as much as we could. I was certain his hand would be aching as much as mine when we finally let go. I vowed to myself that I would make him trust me and when I had, I’d make him eat his words.
 
   The visit with Josh and Ruby had gone much the same way. Truthfully, I would have been happier to have avoided it altogether, but I sucked it up for Alyssa. Instead of tempting fate, I stayed outside in the car. The temperature was well over forty, and hotter still inside the car, but it was better than the icy reception waiting inside. Not that it mattered when the goodbyes spilled out onto the front lawn and Josh shot pointed gazes and a shouted warning at me from his front door. It took everything I had not to shout at him in response, but I did flip him the bird when no one else was watching. 
 
   “Daddy, why was Unca Joshie mad at you?” 
 
   “It’s a long story, sweetheart,” Alyssa said, saving me from having to explain. “Granddad and Uncle Josh just take a while to let go of the past.” 
 
   Phoebe nodded as if that were all the explanation she’d ever need. Maybe it would be. 
 
   When we pulled up at Flynn’s, I expected the same harsh words and cold stares I’d borne the brunt of the last time I’d seen him—the same ones that were the only thing both Curtis and Josh were willing to offer me before I left—but he was actually polite, even if he barely spent any focus on me as he ensured Phoebe was fed and had gone to the loo before our drive. 
 
   As Alyssa was loading Phoebe into the car, after she and Flynn had shared a long, teary goodbye, he called me over to him. Before I could think of a few smart-arse responses to the cutting remarks I was certain he’d make, he pulled me into a hug. Shocked by the movement, I stiffened in his hold. 
 
   “I was wrong about you,” he said as I pulled away.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “Not long after you got here, when Alyssa was telling me all about the things that you were doing, I was so sure I knew the sort of person you were. When you came crashing back into her life, like a drunken arsehole, I thought that’s all there was to you.” 
 
   My jaw ached with the pressure I was exerting to stop myself from telling him to fuck off while I waited for him to get to his point. 
 
   “But I was wrong. I’d have to be an idiot not to see the smile on Lys’s face when you’re around.” He looked over to the car. “She loves you. But the thing that changed my mind the most is that you’ve got the same smitten look on your face whenever you don’t think anyone is watching. You try to hide it, but you can’t. You should let your guard down more often, Declan. You might be surprised by how people respond.” 
 
   I cleared my throat, uncomfortable with the intensity of the conversation. 
 
   “I’d tell you to look after them both, but somehow I think it’d be a moot point.” 
 
   Nodding once to acknowledge his words, I moved toward my car. After taking one step, I swung back around. “Thank you,” I said. The words were genuine, but they tasted funny on my tongue. I was sure my face indicated my discomfort in issuing them. “For being there for her when I wasn’t.” 
 
   He ran his hands through his hair and nodded, his mouth twisting downward into a frown. “Let me guess, that’s a thanks, but now you’re back in her life, so I can just get fucked?” He looked like he had a number of arguments against it ready on his tongue. 
 
   “Actually, no.” The words were out before I’d thought about them, and they surprised even me. “As hard as it was to accept it at first, it’s actually nice knowing she has someone else she can rely on if anything was to happen to me. Or if she’s so pissed at me that she can’t see straight.” I chuckled. “Just do me a favour when that happens and remind her of what you told me today.” 
 
   There was no point saying if, because I was certain there would be days I’d piss her off, just like there’d be days she’d get on my last nerve. Just like the night before at the New Year’s Eve party. But those moments would only be temporary, fleeting, and then we’d find our way back to the happy. I understood that now better than I ever had before. 
 
   He laughed. “Sure thing, Declan.” 
 
   I shook his hand. “Just call me Dec.” 
 
   “Don’t let her be a stranger, will you?” he asked. For an instant, his heartache flashed across his face. He may not have wanted her as a lover, but it was clear he loved her in his own way. 
 
   “Never.” 
 
   “And thank you, for, you know, not telling her the truth about the value of the car.” 
 
   I laughed. “Who am I to interfere with a private transaction?” 
 
   He nodded and I waved as I walked away. 
 
   “Oh, and Dec?” Flynn called from behind me. “Keep your nose clean so that you’re back on the track soon, yeah? I miss seeing your fine arse on TV.”
 
   I choked on my spit as he burst out laughing. With a shake of my head, a smile on my lips, and heat in my cheeks, I waved him goodbye. 
 
   As I walked back to the car, Alyssa gave me a questioning look. “What was that about?” she asked as I pulled my car door open. 
 
   “You,” I said before laughing at the expression on her face. 
 
   “Are you good?” she asked. 
 
   “Baby, I’m better than good. All of my dreams are coming true.” 
 
   The trip home ended up being slower than any I’d ever taken before. Between the toddler in the backseat, and the trailer behind us, the stops were more frequent, the car slower, and the trip more tiring. In the end, just like I’d warned Phoebe we might have to, we stayed at Coffs Harbour for the night so we didn’t have to drive through the night with a cranky arse in the car—and that was just me. 
 
   In the morning, we stopped briefly at the Big Banana and did the obligatory family photo before driving the rest of the way to Sydney—to the rest of our lives.
 
   We were a little over an hour out of Sydney when Eden, the team strategist for Sinclair Racing and one of my few friends, called. She let us know that everything was arranged for our arrival—they’d flown back on the first. Even though I’d given the key to my house to Morgan, he obviously didn’t want to risk calling when I might have him on speaker. 
 
   “Thank you for all of your help, Eden,” I said after she had given us the information about where she’d left the key. 
 
   Alyssa offered her thanks too. 
 
   “Anytime,” Eden said. “That goes for Morgan too . . . when you forgive him.”
 
   Alyssa groaned and I stifled a chuckle. Morgan and Alyssa’s first meeting hadn’t been anywhere near as smooth as her introduction to Eden, and his assistance with my little New Year’s plot hadn’t helped his case.
 
    “I know you love him, Eden,” Alyssa said. “But I still can’t face him yet.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if she didn’t want to see him yet because of the email, or because she was embarrassed by how she had reacted.
 
   “I know,” Eden said. “I’m sure you will one day.” 
 
   “Maybe,” Alyssa replied. 
 
   “And you, mister,” Eden added, “don’t forget tomorrow’s the big day.”
 
   I groaned. How could I possibly forget that I was returning to Sinclair Racing the next day? It was the day I had been looking forward to, and equally dreading, ever since I’d accepted Danny’s offer to return. It was the day the life Alyssa and I hoped to create in Sydney would start—the real life of work and routine, of day care and dinnertimes. It scared the absolute fuck out of me even while I looked forward to every minute.
 
   “It’ll be fun,” Eden said. “You’ll learn new things, and you know Danny will look after you. In fact, he has a surprise for you when you get in tomorrow.”
 
   I swallowed around the lump that had taken up residence in my throat. “What is it?” I croaked.
 
   Eden let out a titter. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?”
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “She has you there.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her. “Don’t you start on me too,” I said.
 
   Alyssa pouted. I moved quickly, grabbing her hand and pulling it to my lips. “Don’t tease me,” I whispered threateningly.
 
   “Or what?” she asked, licking her lips.
 
   “Or I just might have to punish you.” I grinned.
 
   “That’s enough about that. I’ll see you guys later,” Eden chirped.
 
   I chuckled. I’d all but forgotten that Eden was still on the phone, or that Phoebe was in the back seat for that matter. God, I couldn’t wait to get Alyssa home. 
 
   Home. 
 
   Never had I heard a more beautiful fucking word. 
 
   And with home came Danny’s surprise. I could barely wait to find out what it might be. Especially when Eden’s teasing reminded me of Danny’s words from the New Year’s party just days earlier. Something told me there was a lot more in store in the next chapter of my life. 
 
   Bring on the new season.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWO: MINI MOMENTS
 
   
 
 
   
THE ALARM BLARED loudly, interrupting my peace. There had to be something wrong, because there was no fucking way in hell I needed to get up when it was still dark outside. Especially not when I’d been up unpacking the car until late the night before; the aches in my body were testament to the work. 
 
   I lifted my head off the pillow and growled at my phone, trying to intimidate it into silent submission. When that didn’t work, I unwrapped one arm from Alyssa and reached for my phone, sliding to snooze the alarm and ending the horrid sound. I groaned, dropped my head back onto the pillow, and prepared to go back to sleep.
 
   “Come on,” Alyssa murmured beside me, nudging my shoulder. “You have to get up.”
 
   “Don’t wanna,” I muttered as I moved closer to her side. I wanted nothing more than to pull the blanket over my head, curl around Alyssa, and forget about the rest of the world.
 
   Alyssa broke that desire by pulling away from me, sitting up, and pushing the blanket off us both.
 
   “Fucking hell,” I murmured. “It’s too early to be up.”
 
   She chuckled beside me before leaning over and kissing my cheek. “You’ve just gone soft with all the sleeping in that you’ve been doing lately.”
 
   “Fuck off!” I said. “I’m as hard as ever.”
 
   I grabbed her hand and pressed it against my morning wood, just to prove my point.
 
   Alyssa surprised me by tightening her hand around my length and giving it a gentle rub.
 
   “Oh, baby, that feels good,” I moaned.
 
   She giggled before letting go of me and climbing out of bed, tugging the blanket back up over her side of the bed. As she moved, her short baby-doll nightie pulled up, revealing her boy-leg panties. The sight of her perfect, pert arse covered by the black cotton made my mouth water. 
 
   Once her side of the bed was made, she leaned forward, giving me a glimpse down her top at the creamy skin of her breasts. 
 
   “I’m going to have a shower,” she said as she headed for the door to the en suite. She turned back around to look at me and ripped off her little dress. Her nipples were already standing to attention, begging to be licked. “You know,” she continued, “it seems a shame to waste all that room under there. That huge shower really is far too big for just one person.”
 
   I was out of the bed and across the room in less than a second, all fatigue gone with the promise of shower sex with my personal goddess. I clasped her thighs in my hands and wrapped her legs around my waist as my mouth found hers. It was exactly the reason the alarm was set so early, so that I had a few moments to spend with Alyssa and Phoebe before I had to go to work. 
 
   Alyssa wasn’t due to start her new job for another week, when Pembletons, the firm she’d be working with, opened again after their Christmas closure. 
 
   Holding her tight, I carried her into the en suite, pressing her roughly against the wall in my desperation to taste her. Once I had her pinned securely, I took one of her breasts into my mouth and tasted her skin—she was sweetness and honey, just like always.
 
   Releasing her from my hold, I slid her underwear down her legs, slowly following them to the floor. I paused along the way to kiss her breasts, then her stomach and one of her thighs before pulling her panties off completely. Once she was naked, I ran my tongue over her thigh. 
 
   “Oh, God,” she panted as my mouth trailed from her thigh to her pussy. She reached for my hair and guided me closer. When she shifted slightly, widening her stance, I slipped a finger into the mix. Even though I had her panting for more, she sighed and gently pushed me away. 
 
   I growled and gripped her hips tighter, refusing to let her out of my hold.
 
   “Shower first.” She laughed as she pulled away from me. With a teasing wiggle in her hips, she walked past me and turned her back to me to turn on the shower.
 
   Standing with another growl, I followed her under the now-running water. Without giving her the chance to spin, I dragged my fingers up the length of her thigh before cupping her arse. I couldn’t help myself; I pulled my hand back and gave her a quick, gentle slap. “That’s for teasing me,” I whispered against her neck.
 
   My morning wood had turned into a full, raging boner, and I needed her. I made short work of my now-wet boxers. In the time it took to strip them off, she turned around and grinned at me. In two steps, I had her in my arms then claimed her under the water. I pulled her up and slid my cock into her ready pussy.
 
   “Fuck, baby,” I whispered into her neck.
 
   With my lips on hers, I pushed her against the tiles in the shower. A small squeal left her and her nipples hardened even further as the cold pressed into her back. I took one into my mouth and bit down gently. Alyssa gave a small cry of pained pleasure. Pinning her in place with a kiss, I pressed harder against her, slamming my cock into her and pushing her body flush against the wall. The sounds of our bodies slapping together under the water filled the room like a fucking symphony. Dipping my head, I ran my tongue up between her breasts, sucking in some of the water as it cascaded down.
 
   I wanted to enjoy Alyssa some more—the pace my body was setting was much too fast—so I sank to the ledge in the shower, pulling her down with me. She climbed on top of me and slid over my cock. Her hips rose and fell in a slow, steady rhythm. I used the extra freedom to explore her body more thoroughly with my hands. My fingers found her nipples and they danced there for a moment, pulling, rolling, and gently twisting them.
 
   She gave a delicious groan when my thumb brushed against her clit.
 
   I ran my hands around to cup her arse before pushing her hips down harder on me while pushing up with my own. I brushed her clit again, and she brought her eyes to mine. The love and passion I saw there filled me with confidence. It was exactly the boost I needed to face the day ahead—my first day back at Sinclair Racing. 
 
   The day was going to go well, but I would miss the hell out of her. My time in Brisbane had spoiled me with late nights, sleep-ins, and lots of uninterrupted time with both of my girls. Getting back to reality was going to be tough.
 
   Wanting to enjoy the precious moments we had before real life came crashing into my day, I moved my thumb against her clit softly, no longer caring for my own needs or desires. I wanted to make her feel good. I wanted to show her how much I fucking loved her. While she moved her hips in a delicate pattern, I continued gently thrusting. My other hand cupped her face and guided her mouth to mine. I pushed my tongue forward to meet hers and closed my eyes, relishing her body’s response to my touch. 
 
   Her hips swivelled against my hand and dick as she found her way to her climax. I kissed her long and hard until she was unable to contain her orgasm any longer, and she dropped her head back to moan softly into the water. When that happened, I simply moved my attention from her mouth to her breasts. Her hands clenched around my shoulders, and her nails dug into my skin. My tongue flicked across her nipple as my thumb grazed her clit one final time before she found her release around me.
 
   “Fuck, baby, you’re so beautiful when you come.” 
 
   She dropped her head to my shoulder as she came back down to earth. Once her breathing was almost back to normal, I stood, pulling her up with me. I kissed the tip of her nose and smiled at her. I turned to grab the shampoo, but when I turned back with a dollop in my hand, Alyssa grabbed hold of my dick and began to stroke lightly. All thoughts of actually getting clean in the shower flew out the window as I got lost in her touch. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the glass of the shower wall.
 
   The next instant, I felt her warm mouth close around me, and I whimpered with pleasure. I felt my balls tighten almost immediately. My fingers found her hair, running back and forth through her wet locks as she sucked my length in and out, and my knees grew weak as the sensation overwhelmed me. The intensity was too much for me to bear, and I soon grunted as I found my own release, collapsing back against the wall.
 
   “Wow!” I panted. “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning to you too,” Alyssa said, a huge grin on her face.
 
   “So, do I get a wake-up like that every morning for work?”
 
   She swiped at my shoulder with her hand playfully before answering, “Maybe not every morning.”
 
   It was the best start to the day I could have asked for. I was feeling so blissed out that nothing could bring me down. We finished our shared shower and got dressed before waking Phoebe up. She was starting at her day care in preparation for Alyssa’s return to work the following week. The reasoning was that it was better to have Phoebe get used to full days while Alyssa was available to pick her up early if it was absolutely needed. 
 
   Thankfully, Phoebe had been excited about her new “school” when we told her about it. So excited, in fact, that she’d picked out her outfit while I was unpacking the car. Apparently, she’d pulled one outfit out of her suitcase. Then another. And another. Finally, she had worn herself out so much that she couldn’t make any more choices and had fallen asleep. That was where Alyssa had found her the night before.
 
   After we woke Phoebe, she picked a new outfit. Then, an hour and three more last-minute clothing changes later, we finally had her wrangled and in the car.
 
   She chatted animatedly while I drove, and Alyssa held my hand in the passenger seat. 
 
   Truly, life couldn’t get any better.
 
   We arrived at the day care earlier than we had planned, which turned out to be a good thing as Phoebe sobbed into Alyssa, refusing to let her go. All of the previous night’s excitement had fizzled away and only fear remained. Finally, one of the caregivers had to simply pull Phoebe away and try to distract her with some toys, while I tugged Alyssa away.
 
   Once we were back in the car, Alyssa sat staring at her hands. “I shouldn’t have left her there. She’s going to hate it. They’re not going to look after her properly. They . . .”
 
   “Alyssa, baby, shhh,” I whispered, trying to infuse my voice with as much calm as I could. “She’ll be fine. We looked at the options, remember, and Eden checked it out for us. We picked this one because they had the best caregivers.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts. She’ll be fine.”
 
   She gave a little nod before turning to me. “Okay. I’m all right now. Thank you.”
 
   We drove on to Sinclair Racing headquarters. As soon as we pulled into the car park, I was the one who needed to be calmed. The building loomed into view and my hands began to shake. 
 
   Pull yourself together, fucktard. 
 
   My thoughts did shit all to calm me. I let out an uneven breath as Alyssa and I climbed from the car after I had parked it. With my hand shaking, I dropped my car keys into her hand.
 
   “You’ll be fine,” Alyssa whispered, kissing my cheek.
 
   “Of course I will,” I lied.
 
   “I’ll be back later to pick you up.”
 
   I nodded. “Promise me you won’t go pick Phoebe up early,” I said.
 
   She looked at me innocently. Too fucking innocently.
 
   “Promise?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me, but nodded. “I promise.”
 
   I pulled her to me and kissed her tenderly. I filled my mind with her scent and the feel of her touch so I could get through the day without her by my side. This was us, living in the real world. I walked up to the glass doors, pausing briefly to take a deep breath. I reached for my security card to gain access, but then I remembered I didn’t have it anymore. Danny had destroyed the old one and had refused to give me a new one until I actually started back at work.
 
   After sucking down one more breath, I pressed the buzzer and waited for security to come to the door. It was the height of fucking embarrassment, waiting for someone to escort me in. I swore that if anyone even so much as smirked at me, I was going to beat their fucking arses.
 
   Luckily, the security guard was quick and didn’t seem to find my situation amusing in the least.
 
   “Declan,” he greeted me with a nod. He led me straight into his little security office, snapping a photo of me for my new pass. Within minutes, he’d printed the card. 
 
   When he handed it to me, I cast my eyes over it quickly. After a moment, I looked again, because there was something unexpected on the pass. “Wait . . . there’s a mistake here,” I said. 
 
   Under Employment, it had, Mechanic/Driver.
 
   The guard cast his eye over the page in front of him, and then looked at his computer. “Nope, that’s what I got.”
 
   Maybe it was a practical joke, but there wasn’t an ounce of amusement in his voice. 
 
   “But it says driver,” I said, my voice pitching slightly higher than normal. I tried desperately to shake the hope that maybe, just maybe, Danny had already changed his mind and was letting me back behind the wheel of a ProV8.
 
   “Yep, that’s what I was told,” the guard said. “If there’s a problem, you’ll have to take it up with the boss man. I’ve got instructions to take you straight to him anyway.”
 
   After giving a small nod to let him know I’d heard, I stared at the card in front of me. The word “driver” was printed in letters so small they may have seemed insignificant, but they leapt off the card and danced in front of my eyes with such promise that I couldn’t help but grin.
 
   As I followed the security guard to Danny’s office, I clutched my security pass tightly. I slipped my hand, pass and all, into the pocket of my jeans. I silently dared anyone to try to take that little piece of plastic from me. 
 
   Driver. I could still see the word emblazoned in front of my eyes; six little black letters that meant so much.
 
   The guard left me at the door to Danny’s office, and I knocked to get permission to come in.
 
   “Enter,” Danny called from his desk.
 
   I walked into the room with a newfound purpose. Driver.
 
   “Declan Reede,” Danny started, a small but welcoming smile crossing his features. “I trust everyone is settled in at home.”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, sir.”
 
   Danny raised an eyebrow at me. I wondered if he could sense my excitement and my willingness to toe the company line if it meant I could be back in the hot seat. Or maybe he was just relieved that there hadn’t been any new scandals despite my plans for New Year’s.
 
   “Liam is very excited to have you on board,” Danny said. “Although, I have to say you are the oldest first-year apprentice we’ve ever had.”
 
   I nodded, afraid that talking would break whatever magical spell or good mood Danny was in.
 
   “I also have some news, Declan, concerning your position here.”
 
   “Yes?” I forced out around my nerves and building excitement.
 
   “I’ve decided to run another car this year.”
 
   My mouth involuntarily crept into a grin. Another car. Three V8s—three drivers. I swallowed down the huge bubble of excitement building in my middle. With thoughts of being back in the car again racing through my head, I had to remind myself to breathe.
 
   Already, I could smell the rubber and hot bitumen. Could feel the vibration of the car on the track. Sense the heat in the cabin. It was all so familiar and I wanted it all so desperately. Danny continued to talk, but I was lost. My mind filled with the track, with the music of the machine, and with the hum of the crowds trackside at an event. It pulsed through my veins and hummed in my ears. Perfect. 
 
   “. . . of course, your pit duties will take precedence on race day,” he finished.
 
   “Huh?” I asked, confused because I hadn’t listened to the first part of his conversation. My mind raced over the possibilities of how I could be in the pits and on the track at the same time. It didn’t make sense.
 
   “I don’t want you losing that unique touch that makes you such a skilled driver,” he said. “But I also think the time with Liam will serve you well. Understanding how the cars tick can only help in the long run.”
 
   I nodded, wishing I could ask him to repeat himself, but knowing that admitting I hadn’t been paying attention wouldn’t be the best move right now. Not within the first hour of being back on board.
 
   “So?” Danny asked. “Do you want to see your new car?”
 
   I grinned. “Fuck yes!”
 
   “I have to say, Declan, you’re really surprising me,” he said as he pointed me out of the office toward the garages. “I wasn’t sure how you would take this. I was a bit worried, in fact, but you seem to be very understanding.”
 
   “I get to drive again,” I said. “That’s all that matters.”
 
   “I’m glad you feel that way. That sort of mature attitude is going to take you far.”
 
   As soon as we reached the shed, Liam came over. His palms were greasy, but he stuck it out for me to shake regardless. It was clearly a test, so I met his eye and shook his hand anyway. I had worked on my karts when I used to race them, and serviced my own cars at home, so I wasn’t exactly afraid of a bit of grease.
 
   “Welcome aboard, kid.” He chuckled, slapping me on my back.
 
   “Thanks, Spanners,” I said, using the nickname his crew had given him. Drivers and the team management almost never used the nickname, but I figured if I was going to be working alongside him, I should get used to it. After all, it would seem like I was brownnosing to use his real name. It would be easier to be accepted if I acted like I belonged in the pits. More than anything, I had to be one of the boys if I wanted to find my feet there—not that I’d need them for long if I was going to be back in the driver seat.
 
   “That reminds me,” he said. “We’ll have to think of a nickname for you too, kid.”
 
   “Try squirt,” Morgan called as he made his way over to us. “It always worked for me.”
 
   “Fuck off,” I hissed at him. That nickname had been nothing but trouble for me over the years.
 
   “Aww, is ickle squirt angwy about his nickname?” Morgan asked in a mock-baby voice. He slapped me on the back. “Seriously though, dude, welcome back.”
 
   “Fuck you very much,” I replied through gritted teeth.
 
   “Well, I don’t think you’ll have too much trouble fitting in with the boys down here with that attitude,” Liam said. “I never really doubted that too much anyway, or else I never would have agreed to Danny’s suggestion. I wouldn’t want to put a cat among the pigeons.”
 
   I nodded, but was largely ignoring him because I saw Danny pull out his key card to get into the end shed. The new car was obviously in there. I wondered whether it was a brand-new VFII Commodore or one of the old VFs rebuilt. Not that I minded either way; I was just happy to be back.
 
   I stood anxiously behind Danny as he pushed open the door. The car was red and almost bare, with only a handful of sponsor stickers. Based on the placement, I guessed they were the series sponsors stickers and nothing to do with the team. But worse, so much worse, was that it was not the car I was expecting. 
 
   Not even close.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I shouted as I took in the car. To say it wasn’t what I expected was a goddamned understatement. To say the sight of it pissed me the fuck off would be, too. “What the fuck is that?”
 
   Danny turned to me, surprised. “That’s the new car. We’re trialling the series this year, as a privateer for now. If it’s successful, we’ll run it again next year with sponsors.”
 
   “But,” I said incredulously, “it’s a fucking Mini!”
 
   “You’d be surprised how much the crowds are getting behind these cars,” Danny said. He shot a pointed glance at Liam, who left the room without saying another word. In fact, Liam looked almost relieved for the opportunity to escape.
 
   Oh, fuck. 
 
   Danny shut the door and locked it so that we were completely alone before he turned back to me.
 
   “Why didn’t you give me this reaction up in my office?” he asked with a voice of ice and steel.
 
   Fuck. I’d fucked up again.
 
   “That’s why I met you up there first.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Are you deliberately trying to embarrass me in front of everyone? Because I guarantee you, Declan, that will not work out well for you. Not as far as a position here goes at least.”
 
   “Shit, no, fuck,” I said, trying to backpedal as fast as I could. “I just, uh, well, I-just-thought-it-would-be-a-V8.” The words tumbled from my mouth as one jumbled mess.
 
   “A V8?” He was incredulous and his eyes flashed with something akin to disbelief. 
 
   I swallowed down the rising tide of oh fucks and holy shits that bubbled to my tongue. 
 
   “After everything I told you about sponsors and racing when we discussed you coming back, you seriously thought I’d put you back into a V8 already? Do you have any idea how much those things cost to run? To fix? I can’t do that without sponsors, and no one is willing to put their name anywhere near your reputation at the moment.”
 
   “So, who’s paying for this car then?” I asked, confused.
 
   “I am.” Danny’s voice was still cold. Hard. 
 
   Fuck!
 
   “I thought you’d appreciate the fact that I was trying to ensure you still had some time on the track and would be able to keep your skills honed, even if it isn’t in the car you wanted. But if you’re satisfied with wielding a goddamned wrench for the rest of your life, then suit yourself.”
 
   I needed to do some serious backpedalling, and a shitload of grovelling. “No, fuck, I mean thanks. I get it. I was just . . . surprised.” I looked at the Mini again and winced. 
 
   Why a Mini? Why couldn’t I just go back to a fucking production car or some shit? Even as the thought struck me, I knew the answer. It was also a test. My life until I got back behind the wheel properly was no doubt going to be a series of fucking tests to see if I had the mettle and maturity to be driving again. Until I’d proven it without a doubt, Danny wouldn’t let me near anything more expensive. 
 
   Well, if that was what they wanted to do, I would just have to man the fuck up and deal. At least I would be back racing competitively again.
 
   Even if it was in a fucking Mini.
 
   
 
 
   
THE REST of my first day back at Sinclair Racing passed relatively smoothly. Most of the mechanics seemed to be willing to accept me—even if they did choose the nickname Spark Plug for me because I was replaced so easily when the spark went out of my career. Fuckers.
 
   The only dark patch on my day, besides the fucking drama with the Mini, was Hunter Blake, the fucking psycho who’d replaced me in the driver seat and seemed to have made it his objective to give me hell. And not in a “find me a left-handed screwdriver” way, like the boys in the sheds. 
 
   Instead, he found my weak spots and rode them hard all day. He asked about Alyssa, insisting she was too far out of my league, and that he would show her what a real man was like the first chance he had. He said things to me which, had they come from Morgan, would usually have warranted a fuck-you and a laugh before we’d have moved on. But because they came from Hunter, his words stuck in my craw and scratched until I was irritated and aching.
 
   By the end of the day, I was dirty, tired, and sick to fucking death of the lunatic. It had been a long time since I’d had a day quite that hard. Usually, my hours at Sinclair were filled with meetings, strategy, and just general fucking around. 
 
   I rang Alyssa to ask her to bring my 4WD to pick me up rather than the Monaro, and to put a garbage bag over the seat as well. There was no fucking way I was going anywhere near my Monaro covered in as much grease as I was. I made a mental note to remember how dirty I would get in the future, even though I nearly cried thinking it. Driving my Monaro home to be with my girls should have been the highlight of my day every day, but now it would be reserved for special occasions. I needed to know I was able to drive at least one V8 and not live in a world full of fucking Minis and Micro-series cars.
 
   Eden found me just before I left for the end of the day. Her excitement bubbled onto her face when she bounced up to me. 
 
   “Welcome back!” She threw her arms around my neck even though I was covered in shit. 
 
   “Thanks, Edie. It’s good to be back.” 
 
   She leaned against the toolbox. “Did you like your surprise?” 
 
   “You could have given me a little more warning,” I said before telling her about the incident with the Mini.
 
   As my story went on, she was all but doubled over with laughter. “Only you could manage that,” she responded when I finished. 
 
   “Fuck you, Edie,” I said, but my laughter told her I wasn’t serious. 
 
   “I heard a rumour on the grapevine today too. I thought you might be interested.” 
 
   She was better connected than most team owners. “Yeah?” 
 
   “Yeah, apparently after your first no, Paige started working to get Anderson on her team.”
 
   “Okay. And?” 
 
   “And she pulled out of negotiations when she thought she had another driver stitched up. A driver who fell through on New Year’s.”
 
   I chuckled. “Well, sucks to be her, doesn’t it?” 
 
   “Yeah, now she’s scrambling to get another driver. Any other driver. She’ll probably have to bump Jenkins from production cars, and you know he’s not ready.”
 
   “If she puts him up now, what’s she going to do for a second driver in the enduros?”
 
   “That’s the question, isn’t it?” 
 
   “You know what? It couldn’t have happened to a more deserving person.” 
 
   She chuckled. “I thought the same thing. I saw Alyssa drop you off this morning. Is she picking you up too?”
 
   “Yeah. In fact, she’ll be due any minute.”
 
   Eden linked her arm with mine and led me to the door. “Well, let’s not keep her waiting. I want to say hi.”
 
   I shouted out a “see ya” to everyone else left in the workshop as I followed Eden out. 
 
   Alyssa was already waiting when we reached the car park. She’d picked Phoebe up on the way over to my work, which was probably a good thing, because I was just anxious to get home, have a shower, and crawl into bed. I was ready to wash away the filth of my first day and hope for better ones to come.
 
   Five minutes down the road, I started to tell Alyssa about my day. “Danny's running a new car this year. In a new series.”
 
   “Okay?” It was clear she had no idea where my conversation was going.
 
   “He wants me to drive it,” I finished.
 
   A broad smile stretched across Alyssa’s face. “Really? That’s awesome.”
 
   “No, you don't get it, Lys.” I buried my face in my hands. How could I admit that I was going to be driving that car? “It’s a fucking Mini!” 
 
   “Language,” she said, nodding toward the back of the car. “Little ears are always listening.”
 
   "What are little ears, Mummy?" Phoebe asked. 
 
   Alyssa raised her eyebrows as if to say, “I told you so.” “Your ears are little, baby,” she said aloud.
 
   Phoebe thought for a moment, and nodded.
 
   “Now, what were you saying?”
 
   “Danny wants me to drive a fu—a Mini.”
 
   “But he wants you to race again. Isn't it a good thing?”
 
   “No. I mean, yes, I guess it is, but God, it's a Mini! What're people going to think?”
 
   Alyssa looked like she was trying to hold back laughter. “You're not worried it will somehow make you less manly, are you?” she teased.
 
   Even though she might have hit close to the mark, I wasn’t about to admit the truth. “Please, Lys, be serious. This is a big deal.”
 
   “I agree. Just a few days ago, Mr. Sinclair—”
 
   “Danny,” I interrupted. 
 
   She waved her hand to dismiss my correction. “He indicated that you wouldn’t be driving for Sinclair Racing for a while. He’s really showing his support by giving you this chance.” 
 
   “I guess.” 
 
   “You guess? It’s a huge deal. You’ll be driving professionally again. How many people get that chance once, let alone twice?” 
 
   Of course she’d try to make me see the positive in the situation. I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
   “How was your day otherwise?” Alyssa asked, still trying to draw me from my funk. 
 
   I shrugged. “It was okay, I guess. I've had worse.” 
 
   My words were the reminder that I’d had a lot of shitty days lately. Both the best and worst days of my life had all happened in just the last few months. It was enough to force me to relax my position, moving one hand to Alyssa’s thigh for comfort. 
 
   “Things will only get better from here,” she said, putting her hand on my knee.
 
   Thinking how right she was, I nodded and rubbed my palm lightly against her jeans.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THREE: HOME
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER JUST A few days of having Phoebe and Alyssa in my life—in my house—so much had changed. Toys littered almost every room. The shelves under my entertainment unit housed a dozen or so new DVDs, from the Wiggles to Disney. Each time I saw a new addition, it reminded me of Morgan’s comments about being pussy-whipped and wrapped around little fingers. The odd thing was that I didn’t care. Sure, many people might have thought of me as the eternal bachelor—for a long time I had nurtured that image—but I actually liked seeing the little signs of my girls around the house. 
 
   Even with them in my life, I still had the occasional night where things weren’t perfect. Where I would wake in fucking cold sweats as nightmares ripped through my mind. I had a new method for coping though. One that didn’t involve letting my insomnia take over or force me to turn to tablets and booze. 
 
   The few times I’d woken in the middle of the night, I had padded down the hall to Phoebe’s room and found solace in the knowledge that she was there and safe. While I stood guard in her doorway, I would watch as her chest rose and fell softly in time with her light snores. As it had so many times since learning the truth, my mind turned to her brother, the child I would never know but who would always hold a place in my heart. 
 
   Once more, the loss that our small family had been forced to endure rocked me to the core, but I took comfort in the thought that maybe he was somewhere out there watching over us. That he would guard his baby sister from trouble and look after her from afar.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Alyssa asked, pulling me from my thoughts.
 
   I shrugged. “About life. About where we were versus where we are now.”
 
   She wrapped her arms tightly around my waist, and I turned to press my lips to the top of her head. “We’ve got each other,” she said. “That’s half the battle won before we even start.”
 
   “I know.” I wanted to leave it at that, but the worries that had woken me still raced through my mind. “But what are we going to do? Even with the higher wages Danny is giving me, we’re barely going to make ends meet.” The money had pushed us over a tax threshold, cutting the amount of child care help we would get, and the day care centre had put their fees up for the new year. Between those two things and the extra tax, the slightly higher wage of the driver mantle had been more than offset. 
 
   It was more than just that though. Money concerns were something I’d never had to consider before. When I’d been given the contract for Sinclair Racing at seventeen, I’d seen the money I would earn and thought I’d be set for life. I hadn’t counted on losing the contract just four years later. Or having a family to support when I did.
 
   “We’ll manage,” Alyssa said against my chest. It was what she said every time I voiced the concern.
 
   Regardless of her assurance, I felt like a failure. I wouldn’t be able to provide for my family the way that I should have—the way I wanted to. Even though I’d been back at Sinclair Racing for a week, I still had to face each day treading the road from high-flying driver to pit-dwelling grease monkey. Because Danny’s offer of driving the Mini was being kept under wraps except for a few key people, I couldn’t even tell anyone that I’d be back on the track when the season started. 
 
   The divide that Eden had mentioned, between those who wanted me back and those who were glad I was gone, seemed to have festered and split wider with my return. How could I have expected anything else? I’d gone from the top of the heap to the very bottom. 
 
   Eden was on my side, I was certain of that, and her position as strategist would see her residing in the pits alongside me on race days. Those were the days I dreaded most of all. Those would be the days where the ache in my chest would fester as I thought of that psycho, Hunter Blake, driving onto the track in the car that should have been mine. 
 
   That still could be mine, I reminded myself. 
 
   I just had to let the controversy and stress of the last few months blow over. Becoming someone the family-friendly sponsors would support was my top priority, and then the money would come, allowing me to support my family. It was easier to deal with stepping into the apprentice position when I was able to remind myself that it might only be for a short term. 
 
   After the initial shock of seeing the Mini had worn off, I was able to see it for what it was: a peace offering and a chance to prove that I still had what it took to be out there, running the curves and kicking arse. Spend the next twelve months in a car—even if it was a fucking Mini—rather than purely trackside. I would still have to work hard to prove I was willing to do the apprenticeship, but that was the part that actually excited me. It was nice to know that I was working toward a goal, even if that goal wasn’t my initial dream. 
 
   The rest of my first week back at Sinclair Racing passed in much the same fashion as my first day. I settled in quickly, so much so that I’d learned more about my fellow mechanics than I had in my previous four years there. I wasn’t sure whether the new knowledge was because of the forced proximity, and becoming one of the boys, or simply because I’d previously had my head so far up my own arse that I hadn’t given a shit about them or their lives. Regardless, I was enjoying their company more than I ever would have thought.
 
   In fact, I’d struck up a quick and easy friendship with a few of the other mechs. We were allocated into two crews, with each team assigned to a car. My little gang consisted of Johnno, Calem, Sam, Ryan, and Mia. I hadn’t really known any of them except Mia. 
 
   I knew her because she’d been with Sinclair Racing longer than I had, and I’d learned very early on not to question why she got into the trade. If you were on her good side, and didn’t ask stupid questions about her sexuality, she was a ripper chick. If, however, you crossed her or implied she was a dyke, well, that was it. You were on her bad side, and that was neither a nice place to be nor easy to recover from. I knew that very well from when I’d first arrived in Sydney as a rookie driver.
 
   Two of the boys, Calem and Ryan, were a couple of years younger than I was, but they were second-year apprentices and therefore technically outranked me in the pits. I was the lowest of the low, but my crew didn’t treat me that way. To them, I was just another apprentice. A not altogether hopeless one, at that. I suspected some of them thought I might have been useless, so it was probably a relief for them. 
 
   My crew had tried all the usual tricks on me, even requesting that I go to spares and ask for a long weight. I told them to fuck off because there was no way in hell I was waiting for anyone. I was not falling for that shit. My retort probably helped me to gain at least a little respect because they could see I wasn’t a complete moron. 
 
   On the Friday of my first week, Danny posted the new racing season schedule on all the notice boards as well as sending around an invitation to the preseason launch party. My eyes quickly scanned the dates, and I sighed with relief when I saw the wedding date gamble Alyssa and I had taken had paid off perfectly. The Townsville race was being run over the weekend before our wedding, and then there was nothing else until the first of the enduro races in September. It gave us a few weeks to have a proper break, depending on what holidays Alyssa was able to wrangle off work.
 
   After the initial elation, I studied the schedule in more detail and my heart sank. It was different to the previous year. 
 
   Very different. 
 
   In the previous season, the Bahrain race had been run near the end of the year. In the new calendar, they’d added a race in Abu Dhabi and moved the two offshore races to February. I wanted to scream and shout or kick something as I read the dates again. The first race was the same weekend as Alyssa’s university graduation.
 
   I’d promised her we would fly together to Brisbane so she could attend the ceremony and collect her diploma in person. I’d planned on sitting proudly in the audience and watching her march in her graduation gown. Even though I hadn’t been there for her during her time at uni, I knew she’d worked her arse off. It was clear in the fact that she’d graduated with high distinctions on top of single-handedly raising our daughter and working in the shop to pay the bills. I would never be able to tell her how much I admired her for that—attending the ceremony was a way to start showing her.
 
   Only now, I couldn’t do it. I’d be halfway around the world, once again choosing my career over her.
 
   I dreaded going home and having to tell her the news. For the first time since she’d moved in, going home wasn’t going to be the highlight of my day. 
 
   Even though it would have been easier to get the pain over with as fast as possible, I decided to wait until Phoebe went to bed before I raised the issue. If Alyssa wanted to get “drag ’em out, shoot ’em down” over it all—and I wouldn’t blame her if she did, considering our past—at least Phoebe wouldn’t have to witness it. 
 
   “Lys, can we talk?” I winced, knowing I had to tell Alyssa some good and some very bad news.
 
   Her face paled as she looked at me. “What’s wrong? I haven’t seen you this nervous since . . .” She trailed off, but fiddled with the ring on her finger, showing me the direction of her thoughts. At least then my nerves had been about something good.
 
   “Danny posted the race schedule.” 
 
   “Okay?” 
 
   “The break in the season is between the middle of July and sometime in September. The seventeenth is free.”
 
   I could see Alyssa practically bounce with excitement over the fact that our wedding date was free. She knew I would be there regardless, but she’d been worried about Eden not being able to attend.
 
   “But I’m going to Bahrain and Abu Dhabi in February.”
 
   She nodded, but then her features turned downward as she no doubt put together my concern and the news I was giving her. “Do you mean that you won’t be able to make it to my graduation?”
 
   “I can ask for the time off, but it probably won’t go down well. I want to do everything I can to ensure I’m in that car at the end of the year.” As soon as I’d said it, I wanted to reel it back in. Fuck, I sounded like an arse. Once again, I was picking my career over her. “Fuck it. I’ll tell Danny I can’t go.”
 
   She shook her head. “You can’t do that.”
 
   “I won’t pick my career over you. Never again.”
 
   “It’s not picking if I tell you to go and give you my support to do whatever you need to do.”
 
   “Baby—” I started, but was cut off.
 
   “No. Don’t baby me. You’re going. I’ll have Mum and Dad there, and I’ll have Phoebe. I’ll have them get lots of photos for you.” Her tone left no room for arguments. Her foot was decidedly down.
 
   It was the conversation about my weekend away for the last race of the previous season all over again. Just like then, I was certain she would win. I couldn’t say no to her, but that didn’t stop me from trying to argue. “I really want to go to your graduation.”
 
   “I know you do, and that alone means the world to me,” she said, smiling softly as she moved to straddle my lap.
 
   I reached for her, wrapping my arms around her and resting my head against her chest. “And you mean the world to me,” I replied.
 
   She leaned forward so her cheek rested against my hair. “You’re still going. We have our wedding date free. That was the important one.”
 
   Nodding in agreement, I decided that maybe a change in topic was needed. “Are you ready for Monday?” 
 
   Her wary smile belied her worry even as she shrugged and assured me she was. 
 
   “This is what you’ve been working for, Lys. Years of study for this. Just remember that. And the fact that they wanted you out of everyone who applied.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, Dec. It just marks the start of so much. There’s so much more I need to do before I can practise law on my own, and it’s still a little overwhelming sometimes.”
 
   “You’ll do it the same way you’ve done everything else so far. With one added bonus.” 
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You’ll have me too.” 
 
   “And that’s a bonus?” 
 
   “Well, the bone part is right.” I thrusted my hips forward to emphasise my words.
 
   A peal of laughter left her lips as she leaned back in my hold. “That could be a hindrance to my career, you know?” 
 
   “How do you figure?” 
 
   “Well, you and your bone are much more distracting than anything I’ve ever had to contend with before.” 
 
   Shifting her in my lap so she could feel said bone, I thrust my hips up toward her. “It is a pretty damn good distraction though, if you ask me.” 
 
   She cupped her hands around my face and drew my lips to hers. “No arguments here.” 
 
   Within minutes, I’d been swept away with the need to touch her and taste her, and all thoughts of anything that didn’t involve having her naked disappeared. 
 
   
 
 
   
IT WAS a good thing in the end that I’d had the week to gather my bearings, because things changed when Alyssa started her new job at Pembletons the following Monday. 
 
   Technically, it made no difference to my day or schedule, and yet somehow it made all the difference in the world. 
 
   Rather than waking to foreplay and shower sex, like I had almost every day for a week, I found a raging monster tearing through the bedroom. She hissed at me to pack Phoebe’s bag while she ironed her blouse. Then she decided that the blouse was all wrong for her first day, put it back in the wardrobe, and proceeded to iron another. It was in that moment that I saw precisely where Phoebe had inherited her indecisive wardrobe gene.
 
   We had raced out the door with barely a minute to spare. Alyssa had all but thrown Phoebe out of the car at the day care. Maybe that was a slight exaggeration, but we definitely didn’t have the luxury of time to settle her in that we’d had the previous week. As we’d planned, I’d dropped Alyssa off at her job in the city then driven myself to Sinclair Racing.
 
   That afternoon, I ran the same race in reverse; I collected Alyssa in the city before speeding to the day care to pick up Phoebe before they closed at six. We arrived home in an exhausted heap. 
 
   I was desperate to have a shower to get the grease and shit from the day off me. Before I’d even hit the first step to go to our en suite, Alyssa declared she would organise dinner, and directed me to please bathe Phoebe while I was upstairs. The notion terrified me, because I’d only ever helped Alyssa out with the bathing arrangements a few times. I’d never been left alone to handle that shit. It was all still a little new and a lot scary. I had managed eventually though, even if Phoebe’s pyjamas had ended up buttoned through the wrong holes, and Alyssa had needed to fix them all before serving the food.
 
   Finally, after wrangling with Phoebe and getting things organised for the next day, Alyssa and I had collapsed into bed, drained and exhausted. I rolled over, pulling her into my arms. Needing her touch, I kissed her forehead once before trailing my attention along her cheek. I captured her mouth with mine.
 
   She kissed me back for less than a second then pulled away from me. She smiled slightly at me before uttering eight little words that ruined my entire evening, “Not tonight, honey. It’s been a long day.”
 
   Fuck me.
 
   The whole week followed the same pattern, except instead of organising things in the morning, we arranged it all the previous night, using those few precious minutes in the morning to sleep in. 
 
   All and all, it was a successful week, except for the serious case of blue balls I’d developed. Lack of sex was definitely a form of torture, especially when it was coupled with sleeping next to Alyssa every night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOUR: THREE’S A PARTY
 
   
 
 
   
“SQUIRT!” MORGAN SHOUTED from the other side of the almost Olympic-sized swimming pool before diving in. 
 
   I gave him a wave before leading Phoebe and Alyssa further into the party. Danny and Hazel had given up their backyard for the preseason launch party, just as they did every year. It was great, because the house was enormous, had ample parking on the street and in the drive, a huge swimming pool, a large patio close to the house, and a gazebo near the pool. Why a couple in their early forties with no kids needed that much in their backyard, especially a pool that size, was beyond me, but it did make for a good entertainment venue.
 
   Eden appeared out of thin air and pulled Alyssa and Phoebe off in another direction. I watched as Alyssa walked away, heading toward a group of WAGs. I took a second to admire the outline of her hips, visible through the almost-but-not-quite see-through material of the sarong she was wearing over the top of her black swimmers. I squirmed a little in my boardies because the sight of her arse wiggling was turning me on, and because things had been lacking on that front, I wanted her so fucking badly. I was entranced by her when Sam sidled past me.
 
   He whistled. “Nice legs.”
 
   “Hey, fucker, that’s my girl!” I said.
 
   He laughed. “Who said I was talking about the girl?” he asked before winking at me.
 
   I made a mental note to introduce him to Flynn if the opportunity arose.
 
   Morgan rose out of the water, hoisted himself out of the pool, and walked over to me. When he got close enough, he shook his ridiculous mane of hair over me like a fucking dog, drenching my shirt and boardies.
 
   “Hey, shithead,” he said. “Where’d the little woman go?”
 
   “Your woman bundled her and Pheebs off to chick central.” I nodded in the direction of the girls. The sound of cooing and all the other noises women make when confronted with babies and little children issued from the pack. I shuddered, glad to be able to head off in the opposite direction.
 
   We walked over to the almost car-boot-sized esky, and he bent over into it.
 
   “You want a Pure Blonde?” he asked.
 
   I chuckled. “You offering, beautiful?” I made kissing sounds. “Then again, I wouldn’t say there was anything pure about you.”
 
   “Fuck off!” he exclaimed as he stood. “And just for that, you get a XXXX.”
 
   I wrinkled my nose in disgust, but accepted the beer he threw at me.
 
   “Man, I’ve barely had time to talk to you at work,” he said, cracking open his own. He didn’t mention the fact that we never hung out outside of work, mostly because Alyssa hated him. “What’s this shit about you driving a Mini?”
 
   “You heard about that, huh?” I asked.
 
   Danny had kept the Mini under wraps for as long as he could, because he didn’t want anyone to think I was getting preferential treatment—as if being shoved in a four-cylinder tin can was something to crow about. 
 
   Like any good secret though, news had spread like wildfire. Especially once the update hit the official website to include the Micro Series logo underneath the ProV8 and Production Series ones. It served as a reminder of the pecking order—as if I didn’t already know that the fucking Mini was going to be putting me at the bottom of the heap, racing wise. 
 
   At least I was in a car; that’s what both Alyssa and Dr. Henrikson, my psychiatrist, said I had to keep telling myself.
 
   “Everyone’s heard about it by now,” he said.
 
   “And let me guess, I’m the fucking laughingstock.”
 
   “Nah, man. In fact, I think you’ve even started to win over some of your biggest detractors.”
 
   I scoffed before taking another big swig of my beer. I hadn’t had anything to drink in such a long time it felt like saying hello to an old friend.
 
   “Seriously, man, most everyone I’ve spoken to has agreed that they think it’s gonna be great seeing you back on track. There wasn’t anyone who wanted to see the shit hit the fan like it did.”
 
   I could imagine exactly who the main exception to the “most everyone” was. I could guarantee his name started with a H, and he was a psycho who’d stolen so much that was important to me. I chugged the last of my beer before grabbing another one.
 
   Morgan continued to talk shop, telling me the goss from upstairs, where the drivers, publicists, strategists, and other “important” people worked. I couldn’t believe how long I’d held the same belief, but in my short time with the mechs, I had grown to realise that the people on inflated salaries were no more important than the lowest apprentice. After all, the promoters signed the sponsors, and without the money there would be no car, but without a decent driver and a well-maintained car, the sponsors wouldn’t get their required track time. 
 
   It was the circle of life, baby—or at least the circle of racing.
 
   The afternoon passed quickly in a haze of swimming, sun, and booze. I gazed in the direction of Alyssa and the girls regularly to make sure she and Phoebe were having a good time. 
 
   Eventually, Morgan and I became surrounded by my crew. Ryan and Calem had clearly decided that knowing me gave them an “in” with Morgan, a reason to shoot the shit with him—something that would generally never happen—and they used it to their full advantage. Although it could have been seen to be opportunistic and maybe should have pissed me off, it didn’t. It made me feel somewhat important to be the bridge between the two worlds. 
 
   By the time the sun was starting to set, I figured it had been a while since I’d last seen Alyssa and decided to go look for her. As I stood, my head spun a little from the alcohol and sun. I hadn’t realised quite how much I’d had to drink. It made me a little unsteady on my feet as I staggered off toward the last place I’d seen her.
 
   I hunted around the party for a little while. Most of the couples had come back together and paired off, so I couldn’t understand where she could be. Eventually, I spotted her sitting in one of the banana lounges a distance away from everyone else. 
 
   She was shaded by the darkness, but it was clear she’d been in the water because the moonlight shone off her wet skin. She’d tied her sarong loosely around her hips, revealing one of her perfect legs right up to her thigh. I licked my lips, longing for a taste of the creamy skin there. I was getting ready to go over to her when I heard her laughter ring out and realised she was talking with someone. I squinted through the darkness to see her companion, expecting to see Eden, or possibly even Hazel, but was instead greeted by the image of Hunter’s dark hair and beady black eyes.
 
   Without thought, I raced over to her. 
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” I asked, looking between them for a second before closing my eyes. I tried to do my creative visualisation shit that Dr. Henrikson had been teaching me, but it was doing jack shit when faced with the sight of Alyssa and Hunter having a cosy little chat, face-to-face alone in the fucking dark.
 
   “Declan?” Alyssa asked, sounding surprised.
 
   “Who else would it be, Lys?” I couldn’t stop the anger that infused my voice.
 
   “I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone, shall I?” Hunter said, not even attempting to mask his sarcasm. He touched Alyssa’s shoulder, and whispered, “I’ll talk to you later.” The innuendo he managed to squeeze into those five words stuck in my craw.
 
   I growled at him, conveying that Alyssa was mine and I was not to be fucked with. I didn’t care what the hell Danny said about being a team and my neck being on the line; if Hunter laid even one finger on Alyssa again, I would break it off. Fucking gladly.
 
   She stood quickly and skipped over to me. “What’s the mat—” She cut herself off. “God, Dec, how much have you had to drink?”
 
   I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is you going off into a fucking secluded area with a man who wants nothing more than to devour you.”
 
   “Please,” Alyssa snapped, the sarcastic tone in her voice clear and undisguised. “We were talking, that’s all.”
 
   “Don’t be so fucking naive, Lys.”
 
   “Naive?” She raised her eyebrow. “You think I’m naive?” 
 
   “Yeah, I do. Especially if you think Hunter wanted to do anything other than to corner you in a dark place and fuck you stupid.”
 
   She stepped back from me. “How stupid do you think I am, Dec?” she spat before turning away.
 
   I reached out for her arm just before she disappeared, grabbing hold so she didn’t walk away. I didn’t want a repeat of New Year’s. “Alyssa, wait!”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because . . . I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have reacted like that.”
 
   She stopped.
 
   “But I do know that he just wanted to bend you over and screw you.”
 
   “Oh, you read minds, do you?” The bitter tone in her voice was hard to ignore, and ignited its counterpart in me.
 
   “No, of course not,” I snapped back. “But I know the look in his eye and the tone in his voice. He’s scum, Lys.”
 
   “And how would you know that, Dec?” she asked.
 
   “Because I used to have the same look in my eye and the same tone in my voice. I used to be scum, until I found you again.”
 
   She huffed but didn’t say anything else.
 
   “Lys,” I said, trying to fill my voice with a calm that I didn’t feel. I still wanted to go track Hunter down and give him a blow-by-blow on what would happen should he come near Alyssa again, but I needed to fix things first. “I’m sorry. This is supposed to be a party. Can we just forget it and have a good time?” Thinking of having fun reminded me of the missing person in our little party of three. “Where’s Phoebe?” I asked, knowing Alyssa wouldn’t have just left her alone or with anyone she didn’t know.
 
   Alyssa gave a heavy sigh, turned on the spot, and walked off without another word. The set of her jaw and her heavy breathing were like a neon warning sign that I’d overstepped the mark and made her mad. 
 
   No, she was more than mad; she was fucking pissed off.
 
   She grabbed something off a small plastic table beside the banana lounge and began to stalk off. I followed her instinctively.
 
   “Alyssa? What the fuck is wrong?” I demanded when she refused to acknowledge me behind her as she walked toward the house.
 
   She whirled on me. “I really shouldn’t have to explain it to you!”
 
   I laughed disbelievingly. “Didn’t we just fucking work out that I’m not actually able to read minds?”
 
   She sighed. “It’s nothing.” She turned and started walking again.
 
   “No, fuck that.” I reached for her arm. “I know it’s not nothing. So spit it out.”
 
   When she turned back to me, tears filled her eyes. The sight left me instantly disarmed.
 
   “I came here to support you today, because I wanted to show everyone that we’re a family. That we’re strong. A united front.”
 
   “Yeah, and I appreciate that,” I whispered, pulling her in to me.
 
   She let loose a sob. “I’ve barely seen you all day. I don’t know anyone else here. At Hazel’s insistence, I put Phoebe to bed in the main house, and then I was alone. I couldn’t see you in the throng of people who surrounded you. Then when you finally bother to try to find me, the first thing you do is accuse me of trying to run off or something with the one person who actually made the effort to come over and talk to me while the rest of you boys were doing whatever the fuck it was you were doing.”
 
   “What do you want from me?” I asked.
 
   “A little support and some trust.”
 
   I had to make her see that I trusted her—it was the snake in the grass, Hunter, I didn’t trust. “Baby, do you know that when I was . . .” I didn’t think bringing up a reminder of my past would be the wisest thing at that moment. “Well, before, I didn’t give a shit who someone came to a party with? Only who they left with.” 
 
   Which was usually me.
 
   “What’s your point?” she asked, growing angry again.
 
   I knew I had to be careful stepping around the minefield she was slowly laying out. If I didn’t catch shit for the Hunter thing, then it would be for leaving her alone. If I managed to sidestep that devastation, it would be my past that would blow up in my face. But I could see those things coming—what would really set me on my arse were the bombs I didn’t expect.
 
   “I love you and you’re mine.”
 
   “Yours?” she repeated, rolling the word around on her tongue. “Like a piece of furniture? To be paraded around as needed and then dumped when it suits you?” She pushed away from me.
 
   Damn! ”You know I don’t think of you like that,” I growled. “You and Phoebe are everything to me.”
 
   “Whatever,” she muttered, turning away again.
 
   Fuck! ”No, not whatever!” I exclaimed. I grabbed her arm and pulled her roughly against me. To silence her argument, and show her the truth, I kissed her. Hard. Without giving her a chance to resist, I pushed my tongue against her lips and demanded entry. She stiffened at first, her hands pressing against my chest to push me off, but after a beat she responded as I’d hoped she would. She relaxed into me, and her own tongue snaked forward to meet mine.
 
   We moaned with desire in unison. It had been too long. Far too long. My hair trigger was back in force, and my dick was pressing hard against her thigh, with only the material of my board shorts separating us. She hitched one leg around my waist, and I supported her weight with my hands. With her in my arms, I staggered forward until we hit the house. Pressed hard against her, my head swum from the heady combination of Alyssa and alcohol.
 
   She hummed against my mouth before kissing my neck. Even without her touching me, I was just about ready to drop my load.
 
   “Fuck, I want you . . . so badly,” I whispered to her.
 
   “Me too,” she said, her voice little more than a sigh. “It’s usually right about now that Phoebe interrupts us. Or one of us falls asleep.”
 
   I grinned wickedly. “Good thing she’s inside the house fast asleep and we’re out here wide awake, right?” I winked at her.
 
   She smiled slyly. “Good thing,” she agreed.
 
   Running her fingers into my hair, she brought my lips back to hers. Then she dropped her hand down to gently rub the tip of my cock through my shorts.
 
   I grunted at the feel of her touch. 
 
   Fuck me. 
 
   Someone came up behind me, but I was willing to ignore them.
 
   “Well, I guess it isn’t a Sinclair Racing party unless Declan Reede is grinding into someone pinned against the house,” one of the promoters said with a laugh on his way past.
 
   Fuck me! I thought. That fucking prick! And just when I’d managed to get Alyssa back onside. I turned back toward her, but she was blushing bright red, and I knew it was over. She untangled herself from me and then set about adjusting her sarong to cover herself back up. 
 
   Fuck me!
 
   “I’m going to check on Phoebe,” she whispered before running for the door.
 
   I growled to the empty night. I was alone, pissed off, and had a raging boner to contend with.
 
   Fuck my life.
 
   After a moment, I sucked down a breath and followed Alyssa into the house. Even if I had no chance of getting lucky, at least I could apologise so I didn’t spend the rest of the week in the doghouse. Sometimes being a grown-up wasn’t much fun.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIVE: WHAT’S IN A DATE?
 
   
 
 
   
OVER THE NEXT few weeks, we both became time poor and exhausted from the combination of both working full-time and childrearing, making the well dry up even more. I was nearly at the end of my rope most nights, and most mornings I had to service myself in the shower just to get through the day.
 
   Two afternoons a week, I left work early. On Danny’s insistence—and because he was picking up the tab—I started back with private weekly sessions with Dr. Henrikson. In addition, I went with Alyssa one afternoon a week for couples’ counselling. It had actually been her suggestion. Rather than simply enjoying our post-setting-a-date high, she’d pushed for the appointments. Even though I wanted nothing more than to tell her to fuck off when she made the suggestion, she’d quickly backed it up by saying that she wanted to make sure everything was on the table before we took the final plunge so we could enter married life unencumbered by the shit of our past. 
 
   I couldn’t say I blamed her for wanting that. 
 
   Maybe it was too early to judge, but the sessions we’d been to so far seemed like a waste of time to me. We never talked about the future during our joint sessions, and despite the reason Alyssa wanted to start them, we rarely talked about the past, either. It was only when something was said that hit one of our “hot buttons” that we would discuss anything other than our day-to-day lives. 
 
   All we seemed to do was rehash what had happened during the week between our visits, talking about our high points and our low points. Alyssa had blushed scarlet when I’d listed her giving me a midnight blow job as a high point in one session, but Dr. Henrikson hadn’t even blinked. I often spent the sessions wondering why we were paying to see someone to do what we could do at home for free. After all, it wasn’t like he was helping us through issues the way he did with me privately. 
 
   At one of my private sessions, the irritation became too much and it all boiled over.
 
   “Declan, you are the one who requested additional meetings,” Dr. Henrikson responded calmly. “I just want to ensure that you have the space and tools to discuss your lives and any issues which may arise in a calm and rational manner. That will be the key to a successful, long-term marriage. If you wish to stop our sessions, just say the word.”
 
   “Alyssa wouldn’t like that,” I grumbled.
 
   “Have you asked her?”
 
   I stared at him blankly.
 
   “Have you asked her how she feels about the sessions? Whether they are a benefit to her? Whether she feels they are a benefit to you both?”
 
   I shook my head and crossed my arms.
 
   “Talk to her about it.”
 
   “What’s the point?” I said. “She’s the one who wanted to do weekly fucking sessions.”
 
   “The point is to communicate,” he replied.
 
   I harrumphed and crossed my arms tighter. He correctly interpreted it as a desire to change the subject.
 
   “How’s the Mini coming along?” he asked, almost conversationally.
 
   I groaned and buried my head in my hands, thinking of the disastrous attempt at testing a few days earlier. 
 
   The car had fit me like a pair of boxers two sizes too small. With all the gizmos, gauges, and gadgets squeezed into the cabin with me, there was barely room to move. In fact, everything was so cramped and tiny, I could practically taste my balls. Worse, I’d barely had ten minutes on the test track before my time was cut short when Hunter decided he needed to urgently test some adjustments made to his car. 
 
   The call in my ear telling me to “bring ’er in” so Hunter could do his thing was proof of the pecking order—the reminder I didn’t need that I was bottom of the heap. Lowest of the fucking low. 
 
   “Seriously, Doc, why would you even bring that shit up?” I asked.
 
   “Because I don’t know if you see it as the positive that it is yet. I think one day you will see that it is a step in the right direction.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “I know you don’t believe me. But will you at least trust me?”
 
   “It’s a tin can on wheels,” I snapped. “There are no positives in that. And before you say it—I know, I know ‘at least I’m racing again’.” I mimicked his accent and made a mocking face at him.
 
   He chuckled. “You know, Declan, if nothing else, you bring me amusement.”
 
   I covered my face with my hands. “If nothing else I bring you a pile of money, you mean.” Once I’d lost the more lucrative paycheque of being a driver, he’d dropped his billing rate and bulk billed as many sessions as he could to ensure I could continue to get the help I needed. But now that it was back on Danny’s dime, he was earning a small fortune every week. 
 
   He was silent for a while, and I peeked out from between my fingers. He was smiling when I glanced at him. 
 
   “There’s that too,” he said with a laugh. 
 
   I chuckled and shook my head.
 
   We moved swiftly onto other topics. I had to hand it to the doc; no matter how unorthodox he might have been, he could read my moods and respond accordingly. Overall, I did actually feel better after each session.
 
   Between the counselling sessions and having Alyssa and Phoebe living their lives with me, things seemed to get better day by day. Even work was pretty decent. The only stain on my first weeks as an apprentice grease monkey was the same as my first day: Hunter. 
 
   Fucking Hunter. 
 
   Somehow, our team drew the short straw, and we ended up being allocated as the primary crew for Hunter’s car. No one else on my crew seemed to mind too much, but I hated that jumped-up fucking prick and his bullshit ideas. Memories of the way he’d disrespected his pit crew at Wood Racing were stuck in my head at every turn. 
 
   Not to mention the fact that his head was so far up his arse he’d need a map and a flashlight to ever find his way back out again. Although, he would probably refuse the torch considering he thought the sun shone from there anyway.
 
   It seemed as if his day wasn’t quite complete until he had found me and given me shit about something. At first, it was about my apparent inability to drive, even though I had driven circles around him when we were both on the racetrack the previous few years. 
 
   The article in Woman’s Idea was also a source of fun for him, with him quoting my own words about Phoebe and Alyssa back at me with a voice filled with derision. He’d also taken to asking me about my “gold-digging” girlfriend. It got to the point at one stage where I stalked up to Danny’s office near the end of January and barged in, not even waiting for an answer after knocking on the door.
 
   “You have to get rid of that lunatic,” I said, waving my arms as if Hunter-the-fucker was right behind me.
 
   Danny looked up at me and sighed. “What is the problem now, Declan?”
 
   “It’s that psycho, Hunter!”
 
   “Hunter is a valued driver with this team, Declan,” Danny said, his tone patient even if that patience seemed to be wearing thin.
 
   “No, he’s a fucking disaster. He’s arrogant. He doesn’t have any regard for what anyone else thinks. He’s hit on or slept with every female in a hundred-mile radius of this building—”
 
   Danny cut me off with a quiet chuckle.
 
   “What?” I demanded.
 
   “You could be describing someone who is standing not very far from me right now, you know.”
 
   I realised he meant me. “I am nothing like that fucker.”
 
   “Maybe not now,” Danny answered diplomatically. “But it wasn’t that long ago that almost those exact words were used in complaint about you.”
 
   To say I was fucking stunned was an understatement. “Who by?”
 
   He shook his head. “I never betray the confidence of a source, but I will tell you what I told them. Your comments have been noted, and I will take them on board, but as long as he keeps his nose clean, stays away from bad press, and gets around the racetrack cleanly and quickly, I have no reason to let him go.”
 
   “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”
 
   “Declan, of anyone’s neck around here, yours is the one I would worry about.”
 
   “What?” I asked, shocked. I’d been working my arse off to learn the trade. I’d done everything asked of me and, in my opinion, I’d kept my nose clean.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong,” Danny said. “I’ve heard good things about you from Liam and, as I’ve proven to you, I believe in giving you this second chance. But at the end of the day, this is a team and all members need to get along with each other. If you can’t make the effort to get along with Hunter, we might have problems.”
 
   I gaped at Danny for a second before murmuring, “Fine, I’ll make an effort.” I turned away. “But I guarantee he won’t.” I stalked from his office without another word.
 
   Danny no doubt thought I was just mad that Hunter had stolen my position on the team, but that wasn’t the only thing that pissed me off. He was the epitome of arrogance. He propositioned every girl in sight, harassing them until they finally submitted, and then spread rumours about how easy they’d been to bed. 
 
   At least I hadn’t heard any whispers about spiked drinks yet, and I was listening pretty hard. The smallest shred of evidence and I would have been up in Danny’s office over and over to demand action. 
 
   Even though it seemed impossible, I did as Danny asked. I tried to make nice with Hunter, at least as much as I could, but I found it far easier to avoid him completely. 
 
   
 
 
   
I WAS at the end of my fucking rope when Liam sought me out. It was a typical Tuesday early in February, except for the fact that prep for the overseas races was in full swing and had left all of the crew up to their eyeballs with shit to do. I was tired, dirty, covered in grease, and had just narrowly escaped another encounter with Hunter. 
 
   “Sparky, you need to speak to Danny,” Liam said when he caught me.
 
   “Hi to you too,” I muttered.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Just get your arse up to Danny’s office, would you?”
 
   “Fine. Whatever.” I really wasn’t in the mood to argue. All I could do was hope that Danny wasn’t going to pile more shit on me; I was already at my limit for the day. Especially when I was due to fly out for Bahrain in just a few days, and while I was preparing for that, Alyssa was getting ready for her graduation. A huge event in her life that I was going to miss just because of a fucking car race. 
 
   I trudged myself up to Danny’s office, wondering whether he’d be upset if I asked to be excused from the Bahrain race. Maybe I could make it to Alyssa’s graduation—and be left jobless in one fell swoop. 
 
   With a sigh, I gave up the thought. I knocked on his door and waited.
 
   A quick rustling of papers sounded from within before his voice called out, “Enter.”
 
   I walked in and sat without waiting for further invitation. It was hard to forget the last few times I’d been in his office—the good and the bad. It was hard to know whether to be anticipating or worrying about what was going to happen next. “You wanted to see me?”
 
   “Indeed.” He met my eye as he leaned back against his chair. “A little while ago, I was given some information about the new race season, and I’ve been wondering what to do with it.”
 
   I nodded, thinking he was trying to tell me they weren’t going to race the Mini after all. Even though I’d expected to be relieved, I actually didn’t. Instead, I felt . . . disappointed almost.
 
   “It seems that ProV8 officials have changed the rules for the endurance races. All championship drivers have to race in their own cars.” He paused and regarded me.
 
   I nodded to show I was listening—intently this time, not like when he told me about the Mini in the first place.
 
   “It means, of course, that we can’t pair up two lead drivers like we have in previous years.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, surprising myself at my outburst.
 
   “Something about helping to even up the odds and trying to increase the number of cars in the field. A whole pile of reasons really, but regardless of why, it’s happening and will be formally announced just before the Bahrain race.”
 
   “Okay.” My fingers bounced against my leg as I considered the possible reasons he could be telling me this. 
 
   “Now I’m left with something of a quandary. I need to find another driver for each of the cars I’m running in the races.”
 
   I tried to beat back the bubble of hope building rapidly in my chest. I really didn’t want another disappointment like the one with the Mini. And yet, it expanded until I could barely breathe and swallowing became impossible.
 
   “I was wondering whether you—”
 
   I was nodding my agreement before he’d finished the sentence. Yes, dammit, yes! 
 
   “—know anyone who knows how to handle a ProV8 car?”
 
   “What?” I asked, slumping back down in my chair as the bubble burst, leaving a cold emptiness in its wake. I couldn’t believe he would ask me that. Did he want me to go on a fucking recruitment drive on his fucking behalf or something?
 
   He chuckled. “So you don’t know anyone who would want to drive a V8 again, and who knows how to get around a track?”
 
   “You mean other than me, right?” I snapped, pinching the bridge of my nose to try to calm myself.
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   I sat bolt upright in my seat, my eyes wide, barely daring to hope that I was hearing him right. “Are you asking me?” I asked. “To drive?” 
 
   “I’m asking whether you would be interested in the potential for the opportunity to drive.”
 
   “You’re shitting me?!” I couldn’t stop the shit-eating grin that spread across my lips.
 
   “I most certainly am not shitting you,” Danny said with a chuckle. “I’m saying that there just might be an opportunity for you to hop back in a car for a few races at the end of the year—”
 
   I cut him off. “What’s the catch?”
 
   He shrugged. “The usual. Keep your nose clean. Keep yourself together. Do what we need you to do. Any questions?”
 
   “Just one,” I said.
 
   He raised his eyebrow at me.
 
   “Can I drive with Morgan?”
 
   His returning smile was enigmatic. “I wouldn’t dream of putting you in a car with Hunter.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, thank fuck for that.”
 
   I practically skipped out of Danny’s office once we were finished. I spent the day working hard, knowing I needed to finish early to make my couples’ appointment with Alyssa and Dr. Henrikson.
 
   
 
 
   
“SKIPPING OFF early again, huh, Reede?”
 
   I rolled my eyes when I heard Hunter’s voice behind me as I was packing away the last of my tools. I didn’t respond to him though.
 
   “I heard a rumour that you leave early often so you can go home and have a bit of afternoon delight with that chick of yours.”
 
   With a deep breath, I clenched my fist but said nothing as I continued to pack up. He leaned against the wall that my toolbox rested against, and I could see him in my periphery.
 
   “Of course, I don’t blame you. God, if I had a chance I’d be all up in that again and again. I’d have her screaming my name so loudly. In fact, I would make sure I ruined her for all other men.”
 
   I dropped a spanner roughly into the box. I couldn’t react. I knew I couldn’t react. I needed to be Zen. I took a deep breath and returned to my stance of trying my damnedest to ignore him.
 
   “I can just imagine what her tight pussy would feel like,” he said, groaning softly. “Wait, it is tight, isn’t it?”
 
   A low growl escaped my chest—so much for my “ignore him” policy.
 
   “It’s not all stretched from childbirth, is it? I just thought . . . Well, she looks like she’s too posh to push.”
 
   “Shut. Up,” I warned.
 
   “Of course,” he continued, dropping his voice lower. “If her pussy was too loose, I could always fuck her mouth. Her sweet little mouth . . . I bet she’d like me fucking it hard while I pull her hair tight.”
 
   I spun toward him, my hand clenched into a tight fist. He anticipated my move and ducked out of the way seconds before I contacted. My fist slammed into the wall behind him. I cried out as it impacted.
 
   “Uh-uh, Reede,” he said, as he wiggled his finger in front of my face. “Careful now, you wouldn’t want to tarnish your reputation, would you?”
 
   “Fuck you,” I spat at him, shaking my hand in an attempt to relieve the pain.
 
   “Temper, temper.”
 
   “You talk about Alyssa ever again, I’ll show you a fucking temper,” I warned. “If you talk to her, I’ll fucking kill you.”
 
   He smirked.
 
   “You wipe that smile off your face, or I’ll fucking wipe it off for you,” I threatened.
 
   He held his hands up in surrender. “I just came to congratulate you on your engagement, man. I don’t understand why you hate me so much.”
 
   I scrunched my eyebrows in confusion. What the hell was his game? “Just stay the fuck away from me and from Alyssa.”
 
   I turned to leave and almost ran straight into Danny. One look at his face told me he’d seen the end of the conversation, but not the beginning.
 
   Fuck my life.
 
   “Declan, can I have a word before you go?” His clipped tone told me it wasn’t really a question.
 
   “Mmm-hmmm.” I forced the sound out through clenched teeth. I couldn’t trust myself to say anything more than that. Not now. My mouth was liable to get me in even more trouble.
 
   Once I was tucked away in his office, I listened silently to Danny’s rant about how he was disappointed that I didn’t keep up the improved attitude I’d demonstrated so far. I nodded and said I’d try harder in all the right places. Of course, what I really wanted to say was that he needed to get rid of Hunter because he was a troublemaker, but I held my tongue. 
 
   At least until I got to my appointment with Alyssa and Dr. Henrikson.
 
   “That fucker!” I fumed as I slammed open the door and entered the room. “That motherfucking son of a bitch.”
 
   “Dec, what is it?” Alyssa asked, leaping up to rush over to me.
 
   I sighed. Holding her in my arms helped to lessen some of my anger. “It’s nothing,” I said. I sighed again and looked into her eyes, softly brushing my thumb along her cheek.
 
   “No, Declan,” Dr. Henrikson interrupted our moment. “It’s not nothing. Something was clearly upsetting you, and you should take this opportunity to share it with Alyssa.”
 
   I huffed. “It’s really nothing,” I said. “Just that motherfucker, Hunter.” I felt Alyssa stiffen in my arms. Even though she’d apologised a hundred times, she still felt guilty over the preseason party incident. We’d discussed it a few times during our sessions, so I knew she didn’t know who he was at the time and hadn’t meant to be so crazy. I just hoped she understood now that he wasn’t as clean-cut and wholesome as he’d appeared then.
 
   “What happened?” Dr. Henrikson knew all about my past with Hunter, and everything that had happened since his start at Sinclair Racing.
 
   “He said some not very complimentary things about Alyssa,” I said. “The fucker,” I murmured under my breath. “And he might have cost me my chance to get back into a V8.”
 
   Alyssa pulled back from me. “You might be back in a V8?”
 
   I smiled slightly at her. “If I keep my nose clean.”
 
   “Wow, that’s awesome news.” She smiled.
 
   “That bastard makes it awfully hard though,” I said. “I just want to take his face and smash it into my toolbox sometimes.” I saw the doc open his mouth, but I cut him off by raising my hand. “I know, I know, I need to work on my temper. That’s what I pay you for though, right?”
 
   Alyssa giggled. The sound of it was like angels fucking singing or some shit—it was enough to soothe the beast that wanted to make an impression in someone’s face with my knuckles. 
 
   “That’s exactly what I needed to hear,” I told her. “That makes my shitty-arse day that much better.” I leant in and touched a gentle kiss to her lips.
 
   We sat on the couch and I listened as Alyssa spilled about her day. Apparently, some new chick had started in her office. Some bird named Lily or something. Alyssa listed it as the low of her week, saying she’d met the girl on her trip to London, and they didn’t exactly hit it off. As she spoke, she leaned further and further away from me. She cast odd looks in my direction whenever she looked up from her hands, which wasn’t often as she’d been staring at them for most of the conversation.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   I saw Dr. Henrikson nodding out of the corner of my eye. I could see this was what he was trying to get us to do—ask questions and communicate with one another.
 
   “It’s just that, well, you know her,” Alyssa muttered into her hands.
 
   I shook my head. “I didn’t meet anyone you worked with there—”
 
   She cut me off. “At the bar.”
 
   I couldn’t understand what she meant at first, but then I remembered. After almost a week of waiting for Alyssa to call, I’d been ready to give up the search. Then, she’d called but hung up before I could speak to her. With the new hope and information the call had left me with, I’d waited in front of her hotel for nearly an entire day. 
 
   Then, I had given up well and truly and decided I needed to get my own needs serviced. I’d dressed up, gone to a bar—an Australian-themed one recommended by the cabbie—and . . .
 
   “Fuck, baby, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you worked with her. I didn’t even know her name.” The words tasted poisonous, and worse, they weren’t even a lie. 
 
   A tear dropped from Alyssa’s eyes, closely followed by another. “That’s worse,” she whispered. “You would have screwed her, wouldn’t you? I mean, if I hadn’t been there.”
 
   I ducked my head so I wouldn’t have to meet her gaze if she looked up at me. She knew the answer as well as I did. After all, she knew my past. She knew everything about me. I’d thought she’d accepted it, but obviously being faced with such a sharp reminder of it must have bought the pain back.
 
   “Yeah,” I whispered, refusing to lie to her even though the truth was a barbed pill. “I would have.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her nod once as her mouth mashed into an unhappy line.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, turning to her and grabbing her hand softly. “I was an arse. A fucking jerk. I know I’ll never be able to apologise enough for what I did when we weren’t together, for the way I treated you and, well, fuck, everyone really, but I hope one day you’ll be able to forgive me completely.”
 
   “I have,” she murmured. “At least I thought I had. Seeing Lily today just sent my mind back to the place I was in while in London. I was so scared, and so angry, and I just didn’t know what I wanted. I couldn’t believe your reaction to Phoebe was so strong—or so negative.”
 
   I bobbed my head in shame, still unwilling to meet her gaze. “It was just a shock. I should never have acted like that.”
 
   “No,” she whispered. “You shouldn’t have.”
 
   Those four words, and the pain that echoed in them, hurt me more deeply than almost anything else she had ever said. I bit my lip. I knew apologising again wouldn’t do anything. 
 
   “But you shouldn’t have found out like that, either. I should have found the courage to tell you on the plane. Or when you were in hospital after Bathurst.” 
 
   Instead of focusing on the what-ifs and the regret, I decided to turn my mind to what we had. 
 
   “That doesn’t matter now. What matters is this . . .” I held her hands in mine, tracing my thumb over the line of her engagement ring. It was the reminder of what I needed to say to her. “Thank you. For raising our daughter into the wonderful child she is now, despite all the odds you faced.”
 
   Her shoulder lifted into a half-hearted shrug. “I did what I had to.”
 
   I finally looked up to meet her eyes. 
 
   “No, you didn’t,” I disagreed. “You went so far above ‘what you had to.’ You could have sat around on the single-parent pension and not got a job, but you didn’t. You showed our daughter the value of hard work. You could have given up on your dreams and not gone to uni, God knows it would have been the easier path, but you didn’t. You’re the strongest person I know. When we were apart, I took the easy road. I turned to drugs, alcohol, and loose chicks to try to satisfy what was missing. You were so much stronger than I ever could have been. And not only did you not give up on yourself the way I did, you raised another person. And you did it all without becoming bitter or twisted. Without telling Phoebe what an absolute shithead I was.” I reached out for her hand and pulled it gently to my mouth. I kissed each finger softly. “I am in awe of you.”
 
   She gasped as I finished. Dr. Henrikson applauded lightly. At the sound, I turned to look at him. I’d completely forgotten his presence.
 
   “Declan, you were asking what the point is behind these meetings.”
 
   Alyssa glared at me, and I gave her my best “I’m innocent” look.
 
   “This is the point,” he declared. “You have taken the mundane, the everyday struggles, and used it to raise and discuss a bigger issue from your past without shouting and arguments. When you argue and fight, you need to try to find the reason behind the argument, because it is rarely what you are actually fighting about.”
 
   We talked a little bit more, with Dr. Henrikson chipping in occasionally as needed. It was probably our best couple session ever, and I couldn’t help the not-so-small amount of pride I felt, knowing that we got to that point ourselves. I had to hand it to him—the doc was a fucking genius.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIX: EVERYTHING
 
   
 
 
   
I STARED USELESSLY at the ceiling, just as I had for the past four hours, willing myself to sleep, but failing miserably. Despite the progress Alyssa and I had made at Dr. Henrikson’s earlier, I couldn’t shake the remorse I felt over what had almost happened with Lily right in front of Alyssa’s eyes—the guilt that Alyssa had to deal with the fallout every day—or the anger I felt toward Hunter. I shivered as dark memories of the night he’d shown me the depths he’d go to in order to get what he wanted invaded all of my senses. 
 
   The scariest thing for me was that his darkness was only a few steps away from the way I’d lived my life. True, I’d never gone so far as to drug someone, and I hoped I never would have no matter how bad things got, but it was still a fine fucking line I’d been toeing. 
 
   I’d honestly fooled myself into thinking that had been the ideal lifestyle. I’d been so certain that nothing in the world could satisfy me more than a quick screw with a complete stranger. I had been so utterly and completely wrong. Despite going days without sex due to our day-to-day life, the moments I shared with Alyssa still satisfied me more than anything else ever had or could. 
 
   Even as I recalled the blonde and brunette I’d saved from Hunter’s clutches that night, I knew it was too late to share my knowledge with anyone else regardless of what he did to me at work. Too much time had passed. Too much of everything had passed. It would just look like sour grapes if I brought it up with Danny. It was why I had kept it hidden for so long; nothing could come from sharing what I knew—nothing but more retribution and heartache.
 
   I could take comfort in knowing that if it was still happening, Danny would not allow Hunter to stay on the team. Above everything else, Danny had a prevailing sense of justice. It was a cold comfort though, and one I hated myself over for trying to find. 
 
   As dark memories swirled, threatening to choke me, I shivered in the night. There was no way I could ever let myself fall back into those habits, or let anyone subject Phoebe to that sort of treatment. 
 
   “Cold?” Alyssa mumbled sleepily before sighing and cuddling into me.
 
   I hummed in response, not wanting to wake her further.
 
   She curled herself onto my chest with half her hair splayed out over my arm and the other half curled around under her chin.
 
   I shifted my gaze from the ceiling and onto her angelic face. My heart expanded looking down over her. She and Phoebe looked so similar when they slept. Both held my heart hostage, and I never wanted that to change. 
 
   Alyssa’s fingers twirled through her hair as if she weren’t able to kick the nervous habit, not even in her sleep. I captured her left hand with my right and interlocked our fingers. I still couldn’t believe the joy I felt every time I touched the warm metal band and diamonds of her ring. It was a small reminder that she’d agreed to spend her life at my side. The thought made me smile and shoved the darkness aside for a moment. I pulled her tighter into me, kissing her forehead while silently reaffirming everything I’d previously promised her aloud. 
 
   I would never hurt her again. 
 
   I could never leave her again. 
 
   I couldn’t imagine my life without her. 
 
   It was the reason I had to keep her as far away from Hunter as humanly possible. 
 
   With that thought came the sickening reality that he could seriously hurt me now. After all, I had something that I hadn’t had during our previous encounters. 
 
   I had something—everything—to lose.
 
   And in the morning, I was getting on a plane and leaving everything important to me for two weeks. I tightened my hold on Alyssa, not wanting to let her go until I absolutely had to. 
 
   
 
 
   
WITH MY eyes closed, I tried everything I could to ignore the turbulence rocking my seat. Every time I thought it might finally be over, the plane would dip or bounce. My nails were practically embedded in the armrest and my mind overran with thoughts that I’d seen Alyssa for the last time. That I’d kissed Phoebe goodbye forever, not just for the trip. 
 
   The plane was going to go plummeting into the ocean; I was certain of it. 
 
   The turbulence on the way to London had been a fuckload easier to contend with because I’d had someone to distract me. To soothe me and talk to me—even if we had spent half the flight fighting. A smile crossed my lips just thinking about that eventful trip. God, it was crazy how pussy-whipped I’d become, but the truth was there’d been an Alyssa-shaped hole in my life for a damn long time before then. 
 
   A ding indicated that the seatbelt lights were off, but fuck if I was going to chance opening my eyes just to see the plane lunge downward again.
 
   “What are you smiling about, fuckhead?” 
 
   The decent mood that had been slowly gathering over me, that might have been enough to wipe away the terror I’d felt over the crazed leaps and falls the plane was making, dissipated the instant I heard Hunter’s voice. 
 
   The space beside me, that had been occupied by Morgan until about fifteen minutes earlier when Eden stole him away—no doubt for some mile-high action—was now filled with Hunter. 
 
   I huffed out a breath and ignored him as best as I could. 
 
   “Are you picturing that fine arse you left at home? I’d be smiling too.”
 
   Even though I pretended to be completely unaffected, my breath grew harsh and my fingers were curled into fists, so it was impossible for Hunter not to see that his words were hitting their target. 
 
   “You know, if I’d had just a few more minutes alone with that woman, she wouldn’t have been yours. She would’ve been screaming my name while I stripped that little black bikini off her body.”
 
   A low growl reverberated in my chest. I needed to shut him up. My fingered curled and uncurled as I formed fists over and over. “Shut up.” 
 
   “Aww, what’s the matter, squirt, can’t take a little ribbing?” 
 
   His use of Morgan’s nickname on top of everything he said forced my eyes open. “Fuck. Off.” 
 
   “Do you really think that she won’t have guys sniffing all over her while you’re gone? How long do you think she’ll resist before falling to her knees and sucking their cocks?”
 
   With one hand, I pinched the bridge of my nose. The other curled around the end of the armrest so it didn’t fly at his face.
 
   “I can see her now with those fuckable lips of hers wrapped around cock after cock. Can’t you just picture it?”
 
   “I said shut the fuck up!” The words burst from me without thought, filling the whole cabin. 
 
   Two cabin crew turned to look at me, each wearing a frown. Fuck. If I kept it up, I’d probably end up tied up in the back of the plane—or at the very least booted back to economy.
 
   “Touchy,” Hunter said, his lips curling into a smile that was almost a sneer. A second later, he moved away back toward his seat. 
 
   A couple of minutes later, Morgan slid back beside me with an I-just-had-sex grin on his face. Fuck. Between Hunter’s fucking mouth and Morgan and Eden having it on as if to remind me what I was missing, the trip was going to be hell. 
 
   It was going to be a fucked-up couple of weeks before I could finally go home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVEN: YAS, DEAR
 
   
 
 
   
I ROLLED OVER, trying to let sleep claim me. As if she were there, and aware how badly I needed to rest, Alyssa’s voice called to me from the void, tempting me into the darkness to join her. 
 
   “Hey, you,” her words carried to me, and I turned to greet her. It’d been too long since I’d looked at her face, too many days I’d spent away from her. 
 
   My eyes practically bugged out of my head at the sight that met me. She stood beside a car, which barely earned a second glance despite how hot it was. From my cursory inspection, I could tell it was a red 1969 Chevelle with full chrome accessories, but that didn’t matter. It was a shit-hot car, but had nothing on the chick in front of it.
 
   The saliva left my mouth as I watched her move. A vivid purple halter-neck bikini top held her breasts front and centre. The round curve of her cleavage was on display, begging me for attention. She twisted her hips slightly and the micro-mini skirt she wore rode up just a little, revealing the bottom of her arse cheeks and the lace of the boy-leg shorts wrapped around them. A pair of black thigh-high come-fuck-me boots encased her feet and most of her legs, hinting at the shapely calves within. A messy bun on the top of her head and aviator sunnies completed the look.
 
   She was hot. 
 
   Fucking hot. 
 
   Melt my dick before I got it anywhere near her hot. 
 
   It was all I could do to root myself to the spot so that I didn’t bend her over the hood of the car and fuck her stupid. I grew painfully hard at the sight of her. The slightest touch would have been more than enough to set me off.
 
   I grinned goofily at her. “Hey, yourself.”
 
   She hitched her leg up onto the car’s chrome bumper. Usually, I would have freaked at a car being disrespected in such a way, but I was too distracted by the way the lace of her boy-leg panties hugged her thigh. I licked my lips hungrily as I imagined my hand trailing under the lace.
 
   “You wanna ride?” she asked, her voice dripping with innuendo as her fingers traced along her thigh.
 
   I nodded silently.
 
   “Well, come inside then,” she said, dancing her fingers over the material that covered her pussy before moving her deft fingers lower to the top of her boot, causing her waist to bend and more of her arse to be revealed.
 
   I gulped and stepped closer to her. I took my time in examining the small patch of skin showing at the top of her legs. It may have been small, but it hinted at things that sent my body racing. I shivered with pleasure as I slid my hand along the outside of her thigh and pushed it up under her skirt. I hooked my finger into her panties and slowly peeled them off without removing any other item of clothing. I hoped she understood that, given the chance, I would fuck her all night long with those sexy-arse boots on. I pushed her forward over the bonnet of the car, her micro-mini unable to cover her arse or pussy any longer. I ran my fingers over the curve of her cheeks and lightly slapped one, earning a soft moan in response.
 
   Alyssa stayed in the position I had placed her in while I stepped back to admire the view. The combination of fuck-hot car and even hotter chick had my boner raging and begging for attention. I closed my eyes and slid the zipper of my pants down. I wrapped my hands around my cock and pulled it free before pushing my hips forward. I ran my hand along my length, anxious to drive it into her.
 
   I squirmed in the seat in anticipation. 
 
   A frown crossed my brow. Seat? What the fuck?
 
   Something was wrong. 
 
   Panic rose in me, choking me until all thoughts of Alyssa were gone as I clawed at my throat to shake loose the lump that stopped me from breathing. Gulping down on oxygen, I tried to work out what happened. I was sitting, but I’d been standing seconds before. The movement wasn’t possible, and yet it had happened. I opened my eyes and they met Alyssa’s. 
 
   She was staring at me through the windshield of the car with a smile on her lips. A low moan escaped her as I met her gaze. Seconds later, her eyes rolled up in pleasure and she grunted as her pelvis pushed against the car, causing the whole thing to shake.
 
   “More,” she whispered. “Oh, God, yes.”
 
   I was almost unable to turn away from the look of pleasure on her face, but when I did I saw Hunter snarling at me from behind her as he rocked to the rhythm of her body. His hands clutched her hips tightly as he pounded into her relentlessly.
 
   “No!” I screamed.
 
   “Yes!” Alyssa cried in unison.
 
   I tried to get out of the car, but I couldn’t. I tugged on the door handle repeatedly. My heart beat like a drum, louder and louder. As it sped up, so did the rocking of the car. I clawed at the lock to break free, but it wouldn’t budge.
 
   “Right there, oh, baby,” Alyssa moaned. “Oh, fuck, yes. Oh, God.”
 
   I pulled at the door lock urgently. “No, Alyssa, don’t . . .” I cried, body-slamming the door in a vain effort to get free. 
 
   “Alyssa!” I cried, sitting bolt upright.
 
   Holy shit. I panted as the efforts of my nightmare left me breathless. I sighed and collapsed back onto the bed, relieved that it had just been a dream. When I rolled over to pull Alyssa in to me, to remind myself that she was mine, she wasn’t there. My heart pounded faster again as I rolled to the other side of the bed, wondering where she was. 
 
   When I was unable to find her or even a trace of her existence, I couldn’t breathe. I patted her side of the bed, but it was cold. Her smell didn’t linger on the pillow the way I had come to expect.
 
   Was everything that had happened just a dream? Would I find myself back in the arms of a different woman each night, seeking solace that I would never find? Nightmares and dreams were an ever-present part of my life back then, but I’d mostly escaped them since being with Alyssa; although I didn’t know that my insomnia would ever fully abate. 
 
   Oh, God, had I even been with her? I silently begged God, or whoever would listen, to not let it all be a dream. I needed her. I couldn’t live in a world where I didn’t have her.
 
   Stumbling out of the bed, I hip-checked an unfamiliar dresser. A loud clinking sound disturbed me. God, was I in some stranger’s house even now? I shook my head to try to clear the fatigue, and struggled to remember where I was. There were two empty Jack bottles resting on top of the dresser. Things weren’t looking good for me. Two bottles was pushing the limit—even for me. Although part of me reasoned that my head wasn’t aching as badly as it would have had I drunk that much on my own.
 
   I fumbled along the wall to find a light switch. As soon as my fingers touched the smooth panel, I flicked the lights on. The room burst into sudden brightness. The generic, un-lived-in feel startled me at first. Then I sighed as memories of where I was came flooding back. 
 
   Sagging with relief, I walked over to the window and looked out at the Yas nightscape. Fuck, I missed Alyssa. I’d only been in Abu Dhabi for a couple of days, but it was too long. I remembered that my crew, as well as Morgan and Eden, had come to my room last night to attack our duty-free supplies for a post first-race celebratory drink. 
 
   We’d only had a few each in the end. Enough to leave me buzzed and disorientated, but not enough to warrant an apology to Alyssa. 
 
   I sat on the end of the bed, trying to calculate the time difference. It was early Sunday morning in Abu Dhabi, so I guessed it would be sometime during the day on Sunday in Brisbane. The exact time didn’t really matter though; what mattered was that I was an arse. Because Saturday was Alyssa’s graduation. Which meant I’d been in a foreign country, most likely drinking with my work buddies, while my future wife had walked across the stage to get her diploma. I sucked. I’d failed as a husband before I even became one.
 
   Needing to talk to her, I picked up the phone to dial her mother’s number in Brisbane. I knew there was a risk I’d get Curtis or Josh, but I didn’t really care. I just needed to talk to Alyssa—especially after the nightmare I’d had. If they didn’t help me do that, they could go fuck themselves.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief when she was the one to answer.
 
   “Hi,” I said sheepishly. I wasn’t sure if she’d be upset with me now that she’d actually gone through her graduation ceremony without me.
 
   “Declan!” I could hear the genuine smile in her voice and it helped calm some of the worry I had felt.
 
   “How’d it go?” I asked.
 
   “Congratulations,” she said at the same time.
 
   We both chuckled nervously.
 
   “You first,” I said.
 
   “It was good. I think Phoebe got a little bored though. Mum ended up taking her out of the room to get her to quiet down.”
 
   My guilt ratcheted up another half-dozen notches. I should have been there for her. I should have been the one trying to calm Phoebe down. I couldn’t help the thought that if I’d been there I would have miraculously settled Phoebe, and we both could have watched as the most important person in our lives crossed the stage.
 
   “I’m so—”
 
   “Don’t apologise, Dec, I understand. And from the looks of it, you kicked some butt out there.”
 
   I smiled at her attempt to cheer me up. “Anyone else could have done it.”
 
   “Your team placed first and fourth. That’s great by anyone’s standard.”
 
   I shrugged. It had been worth celebrating the night before, but faced with what I’d missed, it seemed irrelevant. “First, second would have been better. Besides, it’s not like I had any real control over it.”
 
   She sighed. “Isn’t it a team effort? If you hadn’t completed the pit stops as quickly as you did, Hunter would never have won.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that fantastic,” I muttered. “I can change a fucking wheel faster than anyone else. Yay, me.”
 
   She laughed. “Are you going to be this moody after every race?”
 
   “Probably,” I contended. “But more at the moment, because I feel like a jackass for missing your graduation just so I could change a few fucking tyres.”
 
   “We’ve been over that, and you know that I understand. Besides, from what I’ve been told, there’s plenty of video of it. You’ll be able to watch me falling flat on my face again and again.”
 
   I couldn’t help chuckling before I bit my lip to stop myself. “You didn’t.”
 
   She laughed loudly. “Oh, I most certainly did. Much to Flynn’s amusement. I didn’t hear the end of it all night.”
 
   “Flynn was there?” I don’t know why, but that piece of information surprised me and pissed me off just a little too. Even though things had been on decent terms when we’d left Brisbane, the fact that Alyssa hadn’t mentioned anything to me made me wonder whether I had cause for concern. Had she confided in him the disappointment that she didn’t feel she could show me?
 
   “Of course. You didn’t think he was going to miss it after spending so much time studying, did you?”
 
   My gut twisted tightly on itself. Once a-fucking-gain, Flynn had been there when I couldn’t. I just growled something noncommittal in response.
 
   She stifled a laugh. “Are you jealous?”
 
   “No!” I snapped too quickly.
 
   “Dec, it was his graduation too, you dill. Even though he started before me, he studied part-time for a while, so he ended up finishing the same time as I did.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes. God, you worry about the strangest things sometimes.” She laughed for a second, but then her voice turned serious. “I miss you.”
 
   I clutched the phone as I stood and leaned against the window, looking at the sky. Somewhere, many kilometres away, Alyssa was under the same sky. The thought comforted me a little. “I miss you too. So fucking much.”
 
   “There’s only a little over a week left now. It won’t be too bad,” Alyssa said, but she sounded about as convinced about it as I was.
 
   Due to there being only five days between the Abu Dhabi and Bahrain races, Danny had decided it was better for the team to stay overseas. He had booked out some workshop space and had shipped over more than enough materials and equipment to make all the necessary repairs to rebuild before Bahrain. Unfortunately, it meant that I would be away from home for at least another eight days—despite the way Alyssa had tried to spin it to sound like it was shorter than that. It also meant that I had to be in close quarters with Hunter not only for our usual working hours, but practically 24/7.
 
   Fuck. My. Life. 
 
   “It’s fucking torture,” I admitted. “I’ve barely been sleeping.”
 
   As if my words reminded her of the time difference, she asked, “What time is it there?”
 
   “Fuck knows,” I said. I didn’t want to admit the actual time, because I knew she’d kick me off the phone and back into bed.
 
   “Should you still be asleep?” she asked.
 
   “Probably,” I admitted. “But I can’t sleep. I need you.”
 
   “You’ve managed without me before.”
 
   “Barely,” I whispered. If only she knew just how hard I had to work to keep her out of my mind, to get through even one day without her. I couldn’t expect her to ever really understand though. It was only after I’d stopped trying to do it that I had realised it.
 
   “So, what’s on the agenda for you for today?” she asked, clearly trying to change direction.
 
   I sighed. “Just the usual shit. I have to be at the track in a few hours to help prep the car.”
 
   “You should probably get back to bed then,” she murmured.
 
   “I probably should,” I agreed. “But I really don’t want to. I’d rather keep talking to you.”
 
   “I know. Me too. But I’d feel guilty if your performance suffered because you were up at all hours talking to me.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit.” 
 
   “You will if Danny sees the bill and realises what you were doing.”
 
   She was right, which was the only reason I relented. That didn’t make it any easier to actually disconnect the call though. In the end, she did it and I was left alone again.
 
   Fucking hell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHT: PREDICTABLE PATH
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER I’D HUNG up the phone, I kept my fingers pressed against it, wishing I could drag Alyssa through it to be with me. I stared at the bed for a few minutes but realised it was useless—I wasn’t going to be getting any more sleep anyway.
 
   I flicked on the TV and scrolled through the channels, but nothing held my interest. Only one thing interested me—and she was thousands of kilometres away. I ended up turning the TV off and heading out of my room. I didn’t know what to do with myself. Usually when my insomnia hit, I would go to Phoebe’s room and watch her sleep, but I couldn’t do that. 
 
   Instead, I paced the hallway.
 
   After fifteen minutes or so, Eden’s room door cracked open a little. “Is the carpet too thick?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Well, you seem to be content to wear it down.” She smiled.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Can’t sleep?”
 
   I shook my head. I paced the length of the corridor once more under Eden’s watchful eye. Then I turned to her and blurted out everything about the nightmare I’d had earlier.
 
   “You don’t actually think Alyssa would cheat on you though, do you?” She laughed as if the idea was preposterous.
 
   “Course not,” I muttered. “I don’t know why the fuck I feel like this. All I know is I’ve been having the same sort of fucking nightmares for four years. Practically every night I have had to sleep without her beside me I’ve woken to similar dreams. Or worse. They went away for a while, but now they’re back with a vengeance.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise it was so bad,” she whispered.
 
   “How could you?” I snapped. “I never told anyone.”
 
   Eden nodded. “It’ll get better. Everything will. You’ll see.”
 
   “Is that one of Eden Bishop’s infamous predictions?” I asked, strangely feeling better as the words hung in the air.
 
   “Damn straight.” She laughed.
 
   “I’ll hold you to it then.”
 
   “Why don’t you come in, considering you’re keeping me awake with all your wanderings anyway?”
 
   I smiled. “Sure. Thanks.”
 
   We talked until the sun began to rise. Finally, about an hour before I was due to leave to go back to the track, I snuck back into my own room for breakfast and a shower.
 
   I arrived at the Marina Circuit as fresh as could be expected after only having a few hours’ sleep. Of course, fucking Hunter was there to brighten my fucking day. Just the sight of him brought back visions of my nightmare—of Alyssa licking her lips while he fucked her from behind. I could recall every detail with almost perfect clarity, the pitch of every note in her cries of ecstasy. My skin crawled every time I looked in his direction—more so than usual. I gritted my teeth and did what I needed to do to get the job done.
 
   Thankfully, Morgan won both the second and third races, with Hunter coming in third and ninth. At least that meant I didn’t have to put up with the insufferable prat crowing about how good a driver he was on top of everything else.
 
   
 
 
   
 
 
   BY THE third day in Bahrain, I was going out of my mind. Even though I knew I was being an irritable bastard, I couldn’t find it in myself to care. I snapped at anyone and everyone—even Danny at least twice. He was the only one I apologised to.
 
   Hunter had picked up on my obvious discomfort and used it to taunt me.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he declared loudly, making the whole workshop pause. He held his hands up in the air as if to gain everyone’s attention. “Dec’s just got a case of blue balls. I know just the remedy—a couple of blondes. Maybe I should order him some room service tonight.”
 
   He winked at me as everyone turned back to their tasks.
 
   “Fuck off,” I muttered under my breath.
 
   “Aw, what’s the matter, squirt.” Once again, he used the nickname Morgan had given me, as if he had any right to it. “Don’t you know the time zone rule?”
 
   I didn’t ask what the time zone rule was—I could imagine, and I wasn’t interested in instigating it. In the end, my interest in the conversation wasn’t required because he continued regardless.
 
   “You know the one—it’s not cheating if you aren’t in the same time zone. I’m sure your girl is taking full advantage.”
 
   I turned on him, pinning him quickly against my toolbox.
 
   “I don’t give a shit if Alyssa is on another planet, it’s not happening.”
 
   “Pussy,” he growled.
 
   I gave him one last shove before releasing him. “Stay out of my way.”
 
   He smirked at me. “I’m the one in the fucking car. You stay out of my way. It wouldn’t take much for me to accidentally turn the wheel at the last minute.”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare. Danny would have your arse and you know it.”
 
   “Out of the two of us, I think Danny would be more inclined to think it was your fuck-up in the pits than anything I did.” He shrugged and walked away, leaving his threat hanging in the air.
 
   I growled at his retreating form. His comment pushed me past my limit, and it was all I could do to stop myself from charging after him. Between the late nights we were pulling to get the cars ready in time and my inability to sleep without nightmares, I was a fucking mess. 
 
   The months I’d spent with Alyssa had spoiled me with mostly restful nights, and even when I hadn’t been able to sleep, at least I could find peace knowing my girls were safe and well. But it wasn’t like that now. Being away from Alyssa was hurting like hell. The stolen minutes on the phone when the time zones aligned just weren’t enough to cut it for me. Worse, for over twenty-four hours, she hadn’t answered on any line and no one would tell me where the fuck she was.
 
   On the Friday of the race meeting, I was awake far too early once again. Even though it was the first day of qualifying, and I needed to have my head in the game, a series of nightmares had woken me up once again just like they had the rest of the week. 
 
   Knowing there was little to do at the hotel, I went to the track early, eager to just throw myself into the day and my work. The more I did that, the faster time would go and the sooner I’d be back home.
 
   I’d been there for a little over an hour, just messing around in the pits, when noises started to fill the space around me. Something small barrelled into my legs. After buckling forward with the weight, I looked down, startled. When I did, I thought maybe I’d gone crazy because what I saw looking back at me was a mini-Alyssa. A near-perfect replica, but with sparkling turquoise eyes.
 
   “Daddy!” the vision in a pink sundress squealed.
 
   Bending down, I picked her up, hoping for the life of me that my mind hadn’t snapped and that I wasn’t accosting some poor stranger’s child.
 
   I looked up in the direction that she’d hit me from and saw Alyssa standing back, watching me. It looked like she was itching to run to me too, but was holding back for some reason. She wasn’t dressed as provocatively as in my dreams and nightmares, but fuck if she wasn’t shit-hot. I smiled at her, still uncertain that it wasn’t just a dream. That seemed to break whatever bond was holding her back and she sprung at me.
 
   I held Phoebe securely on one hip while I pulled Alyssa close to me, breathing in her scent. It was heaven. Absolute fucking heaven. I spent a few minutes just setting the moment in my memory.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked when I had finally convinced myself it wasn’t a dream.
 
   “Danny flew us over. He even pulled some strings with Pembletons to have me here on official business so that I didn’t need to take the time off unpaid. Apparently, someone has been a little disruptive. For some reason, he thought I’d be a calming influence on the team. Any idea why?” She pulled back and raised her eyebrow at me.
 
   My lips curled upward and I chuckled. “None at all.”
 
   Phoebe wrapped her arms tighter around my neck and squeezed. It was fucking awesome. I grabbed Alyssa’s hand and the three of us did a walkthrough of my “office” in pit lane. When we got to my station, I placed Phoebe on the ground and showed her some of the tools I used before promising to let her sit in one of the cars later. As the rest of the crew began to gather, I pulled Alyssa aside and thanked her for coming. I reacquainted myself with my fiancée while we watched our daughter dance around in excitement. With the two of them so close, the pain and heartbreak of the previous week became nothing more than a bad memory. 
 
   Not even Hunter could ruin my good mood.
 
   At least as long as I could keep Alyssa and Phoebe away from him. 
 
   Easy.
 
   Within half an hour, Hazel had come by to whisk Alyssa and Phoebe away again. It didn’t matter too much though, because just the knowledge that they were nearby was enough to force everything else into focus. They were all the good reasons I was in the pits, after all. 
 
   The rest of the trip was uneventful, and Hazel’s impromptu adoption of Alyssa meant I didn’t need to have half of my thoughts on whether Hunter could be going near them. I could just relax and enjoy the last of my overseas adventure.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINE: PRACTISE RUN
 
   
 
 
   
I WAS SUITED up and ready . . . almost. 
 
   Regardless, I climbed into the car and prepared mentally for the run. I tried not to think of how quickly the days were disappearing or about the fact that it was only Thursday, which marked the halfway point between leaving Alyssa and Phoebe and when I’d be able to see them again. 
 
   Being away from home once more was harder than I’d imagined. I hadn’t anticipated how much time I would spend away during the season. It hadn’t even occurred to me before how much I’d travelled for my job. It never mattered to me whether or not I was in Sydney. I was either in Sydney with a random girl or at a hotel with another; it ultimately made no difference. But since Alyssa returned to my life, and introduced me to the joy of a family—to Phoebe—every minute I spent away from the house was a noticeable ache. 
 
   It had nearly driven me insane while I was overseas, or at least it had until they were back in my arms. Then when we’d arrived back in Australia, I wasn’t even home for a week—a crazy week with long hours in the sheds at Sinclair Racing, rebuilding the cars—before it was time to head off for Adelaide for the meet.
 
   Rather than an empty house, takeaway food, and random fucking in-between race meets, it was filled with games, laughter, and healthy food. How the fuck had I not realised what I was missing? At least until I’d had to leave them—again. Packing up and leaving them alone every couple of weeks was already getting fucking old and the season had only just started. 
 
   It was an important race for so many reasons. Not only was it the first Australian leg of the ProV8 calendar, it was the first round of the Micro Challenge. Which meant it was the first official round where I was racing again.
 
   I can do this. 
 
   My hands shook as I thought about what happened next. It was fucking ridiculous how nervous I was. It wasn’t like I was rolling out in a beast of a machine that had to be wrestled under control. And it wasn’t like I hadn’t driven the red Mini before—after all, I’d had a couple of practise laps while Liam and the boys tuned it. But somehow getting ready to lead it out onto the racetrack, even if it was just for the practise session, made it all different. 
 
   It’s easy. Just a matter of accelerate, brake, and turn the wheel. 
 
   It’s not hard . . . I’ve done it a million times before.
 
   Yeah, but not in a Mini, a snarky part of my brain countered. I tried to tell it to fuck off, but it had already instilled doubt—the self-hatred bubbled through my body and threatened to derail my ability to drive a fucking car. It was as though downsizing the car had also downsized my confidence. I may as well have been back in karts for all the power the Mini would deliver.
 
   I edged the car down through the paddock and lined up with the other racers. Moments later, the gates were opened, and we all took to the track for the first of the practise sessions. As I drove through the turns, I tried desperately to get comfortable in the car; its compact size took some getting used to every time I jumped in. Not that I’d had the luxury of space in the V8 even with its larger cabin, but the Mini had almost as many gadgets with only half the room. 
 
   Drawing down a breath, and adjusting myself in the seat, I tried to keep my mind on the positives as I drove. 
 
   One, I was back in a car. 
 
   Two, I was racing professionally again. 
 
   Three, if the worst happened, and I wrecked the car, it wouldn’t break the bank—or more to the point, Danny’s pocket. The whole thing could probably be replaced for less than the cost of a single panel or component on the ProV8.
 
   During the first few laps, I prepared myself mentally for being back on the track, and that I would soon be under race conditions. This time it was only a twenty-minute practise session. Over the next few days, it would progress into qualifying before finally entering into the first three races of my new life.
 
   As I got a few laps under my belt, I began to picture Alyssa and Phoebe in my mind. Instead of fighting off the images like I had done the last time I was in a car, I embraced them. I wrapped my girls tightly in my thoughts and used it to spur me on to greater things. I pictured Alyssa smiling by my side as I climbed the podium. I imagined the greeting I would get when she arrived with Phoebe on Saturday if I qualified in pole position, hoping it would involve some positioning of my pole in our hotel room after Phoebe was asleep.
 
   I made my way cleanly around the laps and began to get a better feel for the car. I knew the technical aspects because, over the past few months, I had stripped the engine down and learned everything I could about it. On top of that, I’d absorbed all the information I could from the various fact sheets about the series, but focused more on the specific car that Danny had put me in. I knew that despite its smaller size and engine, the Mini was only a couple of hundred kilograms lighter than the V8s I was used to handling. It was capable of producing just shy of one-sixty kilowatts of power, which seemed like nothing compared to the four-fifty the V8 could get. It was also shorter and had a higher centre of gravity than the V8, which made it easier to roll and harder to corner.
 
   But all the theoretical knowledge in the world couldn’t tell me that the Mini was a little more skittish around the corners or that I wouldn’t need to brake as early or as hard. In fact, some corners I barely needed to brush the brakes. I had to adjust my driving style, but it was nothing I couldn’t respond to quickly. I was made to drive, and ultimately it didn’t matter what fucking vehicle someone wanted to shove me in. I was nothing if not adaptable.
 
   Fifteen minutes into the session, I actually found myself disappointed by the fact that there were only five more minutes of practise left. Despite all of my fear and concern over the Mini, driving it around the track was actually fun. The pressure for a win wasn’t as great as in the ProV8, especially considering there were no corporate sponsors for my car. 
 
   Although I still would have killed to be behind the wheel of the bigger cars, in the Mini I could just drive for the enjoyment of driving. And it was fucking enjoyable. 
 
   To make matters even better, the ProV8 division didn’t begin practise or qualifying until the following day. Technically, it meant the drivers weren’t required at the track, which meant no Hunter. 
 
   Morgan was unique though, and came in regardless. He always liked to be there with his crew to help set up the pits and, of course, he wanted to be there to give me shit about the Mini.
 
   I pulled the car off the track and followed the procession of cars into the pits. Our pits were located toward the back of the paddock, in one single tent way behind the ProV8s, reflecting our lower status on the race circuit. But I didn’t care. Nothing could bring me down from the high I felt after taking control of the Mini so effectively. 
 
   There was one more practise session later in the afternoon to get the feel of the car down, and then qualifying started the following day. I was determined to nail the techniques in the next session, and I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to be in pole position at the end of it. 
 
   That was my goal for the weekend. Well, that and winning the round, of course. I fucking knew I could do it. It felt fucking fantastic being back on the track, and nothing could stop me. It was like gasoline had replaced the blood that pumped through my body. 
 
   “Man, you owned that car!” Morgan enthused, slapping me on the back as I unzipped my race suit. 
 
   Once I had air circulating, I removed my helmet and balaclava and ran my fingers though my hair to shake out a little of the sweat. I’d been having so much fun out in the car that I hadn’t even realised just how hot it was inside the cabin. I grabbed the cold, wet towel Morgan held out for me and wiped my brow down, ran the towel over my hair, and then wrapped it around my neck so the water could drip down into my fire suit.
 
   “You think?” I asked as I reached for the water bottle and drank deeply. I hadn’t looked at my times; I hadn’t been concentrating on racing per se, just on getting a feel for the car and the track. Excitement over the weekend bubbled inside me, and a smile naturally radiated onto my face.
 
   Morgan watched me for a moment, and then chuckled before shaking his head. “Man, you don’t even realise how fucking much you’ve changed, do you?”
 
   I stood stoic for a second before answering. “Actually, man, I think I do.”
 
   Morgan nodded briefly. A second of silence passed before we got over the girly shit and started discussing the car again. “Watching you shake the shit out of this thing around the corners really had me wishing I was out there with you. It looked like a hell of a lot of fun.”
 
   “It was a hell of a lot of fun.” I grinned widely. “In fact, I’m sure I could talk Danny into putting you in one too. Maybe the team can ditch the V8s altogether,” I teased.
 
   He laughed. “It looked like fun, but not enough that I’d give up my V8.”
 
   I punched his arm. “I fucking hear you, bro. I know which car I’d rather be in.”
 
   “Oh, that has to be the Mini, right?” He laughed.
 
   I laughed with him. “Definitely. It’s the Mini all the way.”
 
   “Sparky,” Calem called to me from the back of the pits. He and Ryan had volunteered to be my pit crew under Mia’s watchful eye. It knocked a few extra hours off their apprenticeships while also giving them the opportunity to work with another type of car and a different engine.
 
   “Yeah?” I replied.
 
   “The boss man is looking for you. He came by while you were on the track and said to send you to the trailer when you were done here.”
 
   I nodded. “Thanks, man.”
 
   I stripped off the top half of my race suit, securing it around my waist before pulling off my undershirt. The cool air and warm sun felt good against my bare skin. I took a moment to enjoy the feeling while I had a little more water to rehydrate myself. Eventually, I felt refreshed enough to face Danny. I quickly ducked into the back of the pits, grabbed a t-shirt, and slipped it on. I spent half a minute trying to tame my hair before giving up and allowing it to stick up in long wet spikes as I walked off to see Danny.
 
   I wandered over to the trailer, trying not to stress about the call-up. I knew from experience that Danny would just be interested in finding out what I thought about the car. He regularly saw drivers after their races, especially the first few times in a new car.
 
   I knocked on the door of his room in the trailer. He called out his permission for me to enter and I stepped into his home away from home at race events. He treated the room as his office, so much so that at any given moment during a meet, he would either be in the trailer or in the pits. One wall was lined with monitors. Some showed the racetrack from various angles, others were continually updated with the in-car telemetry during a race. The last one in the bank was permanently tuned to the weather channel. He liked to keep his finger on the pulse of the team, and the information provided by those screens allowed him to do it and make all the necessary calls on the fly.
 
   “So?” he asked, turning to face me before leaning forward on his desk to steeple his fingers over his mouth.
 
   “So?” I queried back, raising an eyebrow at him. I was being a smart-arse, forcing him to ask the question, but I couldn’t help it. I was still on a high from being back on the track and the fun of hurtling the Mini around the corners at reckless speeds.
 
   “How was that session?”
 
   “It doesn’t have the boogie of a ProV8,” I said seriously, my face set into a frown. “It corners like a freight train.”
 
   He raised his eyebrow at me and waited.
 
   “And the cabin is too small.”
 
   My statement was met with a stoic glare.
 
   I decided to end the joke and grinned at him. “It was a fuckload of fun.”
 
   “So I presume by that reaction that you aren’t taking this seriously?” he asked, his face impassive and his voice cold.
 
   My heart fell a little as my body stiffened with fear. I’d been having a little fun with him, the way we used to, but maybe it was too soon. Maybe he would never be that carefree with me again. Had I fucked up with my little attempt at a joke? 
 
   Just as my thoughts began to descend into a full-blown panic, he laughed.
 
   “Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter, Declan,” he joked. “I’m glad you had fun out there. Just remember that this is still ultimately about winning the races.”
 
   Relief flooded me and I slumped into a more relaxed position. “Absolutely. Truth be told, I can’t wait to get out there and kick some arse.”
 
   He smiled. “Good. That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   “Really?” I smirked.
 
   “I just wanted to give you a little added . . . incentive,” he said. 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Yeah. I’d like to offer you a sweetener.” He watched me carefully to ensure I was paying attention.
 
   “Go on,” I murmured, eager to find out what he was going to offer.
 
   “I’m going to give you a bonus each time you place.” He slid across a piece of paper with the details on it. 
 
   I nodded. It wasn’t anything new really. There had always been a bonus system in place for winning a V8 race. Of course, the bonuses he was offering now looked paltry in comparison to those, but I understood that. The Micro Challenge wasn’t as big a drawcard as the ProV8s—to the crowds or the sponsors—so the money didn’t flow as freely. Especially considering the lack of formal sponsors on my car. 
 
   “And if you claim pole twice between now and Townsville, I’ll give you three flights and access to my unit in London for your honeymoon. If you want it, of course.”
 
   I thought about earning the opportunity to take Alyssa back to the unit and fucking her in the bedroom again . . . or on the cold steel of the counter in the kitchen. I was thankful that the knot of my race suit was low enough to hide the fact that I was straining against the zipper. 
 
   Just thinking about the intoxicating taste of the whiskey-and-Alyssa cocktail that I’d enjoyed there made me hard, and my mouth watered. I was certain Alyssa would love a do-over of our time in London. A chance to make right all the things we’d done wrong, and to repeat all the things we’d done right. I quickly calculated my chance of success. There were four rounds before our wedding. Two poles from four starts. I was certain I could do it, which was why I grinned at Danny and offered him my hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”
 
   “Great.” He nodded and shook my hand. Just before he let it go, he spoke again, his voice low and solemn. “Seriously though, great work out there today, Declan.”
 
   I grinned widely.
 
   “It’s exactly the sort of behaviour I need to see from you going forward.”
 
   I couldn’t miss the barb in his final words, but decided to ignore it. Nothing was going to put a damper on my day. My life would have been perfect were it not for the blight of having to work in the pits for Hunter over the weekend.
 
   I decided to hunt down Eden to tell her the good news, and eventually located her in the pits, setting everything up for the coming event. While she buzzed around organising her workstation, I sat my arse down in one of the chairs and watched. I would have offered to help, but I valued both my balls and knew her well enough to know she would rip one off if I set anything up wrong.
 
   She chuckled as I told her about the offer for London and finished with Danny’s parting words.
 
   “He really does like you, you know,” she murmured.
 
   “Sure,” I said, dragging out the word to show my scepticism. “He has a funny way of showing it.”
 
   “Don’t you see? It’s because he likes you that he expects so much from you.”
 
   Her twisted logic made me laugh. “That makes absolutely no sense.”
 
   “It makes perfect sense when you think about it.” She had her wiser-than-thou sage-like voice on, the one that didn’t leave room for argument. “If you had no potential, he would’ve just fired you long ago, and you would’ve been nothing more than a blip on the radar of ProV8 history. Not even a footnote. But he didn’t. He stuck with you through the drugs.” She stuck her finger at me. “He offered you a second chance after realising that he’d made a mistake in firing you rashly, and he’s giving you another opportunity to drive despite it all. And don’t give me any of that ‘but it’s a Mini’ crap. You know he’ll have you in a V8 as soon as he works out the best way to handle the press and sponsors. I think you remind him of himself when he was younger. Except the whole leaving the love of your life and love-child behind thing, of course.”
 
   I rolled my eyes as she finished her speech. Even though she was arguing why he apparently liked me, it was clear she was defending his actions just as much. She could be weirdly protective of him sometimes.
 
   “Anyway,” she said brightly as she turned to me with a smile to show she’d finished. “On to another unrelated topic—we need to organise a date for you and Morgan to get your suits fitted.”
 
   Fuck. I hadn’t wanted to think about anything wedding-related over the weekend because wedding-related was Alyssa-related, which made the hole in my chest swell to swallow my lungs as well as my heart. 
 
   “Isn’t it the bride’s job to hassle me about that sort of thing?” I laughed in an attempt to cover up the ache. “Or at the very least the matron of honour’s?”
 
   “Oh, that’s nice,” Eden said. “Rub that one in again.” She winked at me to let me know there were no hard feelings. 
 
   Alyssa and Eden had come to an understanding that although Ruby was going to be the matron of honour and help with all the Brisbane arrangements, Eden was Alyssa’s on-the-ground assistant in Sydney—and in charge of keeping Morgan in line when it came to the stag party arrangements.
 
   “Well, how about the weekend before Townsville?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “That’s no good. I’m going to be in Brisbane that weekend.”
 
   I tilted my head in confusion and she giggled.
 
   “The hen night, remember?”
 
   “Fuck, that’s right. I forgot.” 
 
   Alyssa had already marked the weekend off her calendar, telling me that someone else was going to arrange the event. I hadn’t pushed her for any more details yet; I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
 
   “Forgot, or forced it out of your mind?”
 
   I groaned. “The latter.”
 
   “Don’t worry, squirt, it’s just a night out with a couple of strippers.”
 
   “Strippers, Edie?” I asked, an ill feeling spreading through me. “Really?”
 
   “What do you expect?” she asked as she shrugged. “It is a hen night after all. You don’t expect her to celebrate her last night of freedom without looking at semi-naked men, do you?” 
 
   “Why the hell would Alyssa want strippers?” I spat the word out in disgust.
 
   “Surely you’re having strippers?” Eden asked.
 
   “You’d have to ask your boyfriend about that. I haven’t arranged a thing.”
 
   “Declan, I know you well enough to know you’d be happy as a pig in shit to be surrounded by boobs and half-naked women. Why deny Alyssa the same privilege?”
 
   “Alyssa’s going to be surrounded by boobs and half-naked women?” I asked with a snicker. “Now that’s a party I could probably get behind.” 
 
   In fact that would be preferable to having skanky strippers hanging around me at my bachelor party. The part of my life where I enjoyed that was over. It was over from the moment I decided that I wanted Alyssa in my life. 
 
   Eden rolled her eyes at me. “You know what I mean. If that’s what Alyssa wants . . .”
 
   “Is that what Alyssa wants?” I asked, feeling sick at the thought. Had she expressed some desire to get down and dirty with a mob of G-string-wearing Hercules wannabes?
 
   “I don’t know. I told you already, I haven’t organised anything.”
 
   I felt like I was pulling teeth. “Okay, so who is organising it?”
 
   Eden shook her head as if I were stupid. “The matron of honour, of course.”
 
   “Ruby,” I muttered under my breath.
 
   “Yeah, she’s arranged a night out at the Ball Pit.”
 
   “The Ball Pit? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
 
   Eden shrugged. “Dunno what to tell you, it is what it sounds like.” 
 
   “Fucking strippers. The fucking Ball Pit. Fuck, I have to talk to Ruby.” 
 
   Eden was practically doubled over with laughter when I left her to make a phone call to Brisbane. I hoped Danny wouldn’t mind me abandoning the pits for a moment. In fact, I was sure he would understand. It was life or death, after all. 
 
   I yanked out my mobile and scrolled to Ruby’s number, which Alyssa had programmed into my phone, together with a few others, so I would always be able to contact her family in case of an emergency. 
 
   “Hi, Declan,” Ruby answered cheerfully. Apparently, Alyssa had given her my number as well, because I sure as shit had never called her before. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
   “Strippers, Ruby?” I asked, my voice dripping with incredulity. “Seriously?”
 
   “So, you heard about the plans for Alyssa’s last hurrah?” 
 
   “Yeah, I fucking heard about it. And all I can say is what in the actual fuck?” 
 
   “What’s good for the goose and all that,” she answered, her voice still too fucking cheerful considering she was talking about my future wife ogling other men’s junk.
 
   “Don’t give me that shit,” I growled. “I don’t like it.”
 
   “Oh, I get it. Me, Declan. You, Alyssa.” She made some ridiculous fucking monkey sounds before laughing.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “You’re a caveman!” she exclaimed. “You’ll happily go look at strippers, but the mere suggestion that Alyssa is going to and you freak.”
 
   “If I have to go see strippers, it won’t be happily.”
 
   “Whatever. I’m not going to deprive my baby sister of the opportunity to make a final comparison before settling down.”
 
   I growled, beyond words. The thought of Alyssa being around half-naked men made my skin crawl. But just as bad was the thought of having half-naked strangers pawing all over me. I’d been there before, and I didn’t want it again.
 
   “What if I don’t have strippers?” I asked.
 
   She laughed loudly. “I know you are turning over a new leaf and all that, but somehow I find that hard to believe.”
 
   I pulled the phone away from my ear and flipped her the bird. I didn’t care if she couldn’t see me—I fucking knew I was doing it and it felt good. I lifted my mobile back up again and said, “Watch me.”
 
   She laughed. “Well, I do believe you are stubborn enough to not do it if you’re dared. But really, you should be able to enjoy your night. So should Alyssa.”
 
   “And enjoying the night entails looking at half-naked men? Is that what you’re saying?”
 
   She laughed harder. “I had no idea that was your idea of enjoyment, Declan. I’m sure Flynn would love to hear that. Are you sure you’re marrying the right person?”
 
   “Fuck off, Ruby.”
 
   She pretended to gasp between her hysterical laughing fits. “Such language! And to a mother-to-be at that.”
 
   She wasn’t going to be of any further assistance, but I decided to try one last time. “So, nothing will change your mind?”
 
   “Not that I can think of.”
 
   “Fine,” I seethed. “Bye, Ruby.”
 
   I didn’t want to hassle Alyssa about it. Especially considering it would mean calling her in Sydney during a work day. Besides, she had enough on her plate, between worrying about me and the stresses of the graduate program at her job. I decided maybe Ruby had a point. If it was genuinely what Alyssa wanted for her last hurrah, who was I to deny her? If only I could be sure the boys—and the other hens, for that matter—would behave.
 
   A stroke of inspiration hit me, and I headed off to hunt down Morgan.
 
   I had no doubt he would be a more-than-willing accomplice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TEN: GOOD VIBRATIONS
 
   
 
 
   
THE SECOND PRACTISE session of the day went exactly the same as the first. With each lap, I learned a little more about the car and how to treat it around the Adelaide circuit. I took time to dance from one side of the track to the other and pushed the car harder into the corners to try to find its limit. 
 
   Somewhat surprisingly, I was able to put all thoughts of male strippers out of my head and just focus on my driving. By the time the session was finished, I felt the fastest I ever had . . . at least the fastest I had in the Mini. I pulled the car into the shed at the end of the last practise lap, leaving it ready for early qualifying the next day.
 
   After debriefing Danny and Liam on how I felt about the session, I packed up the little I had and said goodbye to the few people who were still around. By the time I left the track, I was practically jubilant.
 
   I climbed into a cab and gave him my hotel address and Visa card. For a brief moment, I debated going out to celebrate. Only I didn’t know where to go or what to do. In the end, I decided to head straight back to the room to call my girls instead. 
 
   A phone call home and room service for dinner were on the agenda. Except for the phone call home, it was how I’d spent my evenings before a big race. At least until the last six months of my former career, when I’d ramped up the efforts to get the images of Alyssa out of my head by trying to score before the races. Even though everything about my life was different, I figured I should stick to my pre-race routine as best as I was able.
 
   My post-race routine—celebrating and relieving my tension with a random screw—could go and get fucked completely. There was only one girl I wanted to celebrate and release my tension with. And I only had to wait one more day until she was with me again.
 
   When I arrived back at the hotel, I realised it was still a little too early to call Alyssa, so I jumped in the shower, ordered my dinner, and then surfed the TV channels for a few minutes. 
 
   I tried to work out what would be the best time to catch both Alyssa and Phoebe. I was in the middle of that internal debate when room service arrived. While I ate, I surfed the channels again, without finding anything that grabbed my attention, and waited as another hour passed—albeit slowly—before I was sure things would be more organised back home. It was close to seven when I grabbed the hotel phone and dialled home. 
 
   Alyssa picked it up on the first ring.
 
   I laughed at her enthusiasm. “Anyone would think you were waiting for a call.”
 
   “I knew you’d call.” I could hear her wide smile. “So, yeah, I’ve been waiting for you.”
 
   “Of course I’d call. What can I say? I’m under the thumb,” I joked.
 
   “You’re in a better mood than I was expecting,” she mused.
 
   “I had a better day than I was expecting.”
 
   “Well, that makes one of us,” she murmured.
 
   The sadness in her voice stopped me cold. 
 
   “Talk to me about it,” I offered, feeling immensely proud of myself for noticing the tone in her voice and acting upon it. Dr. Henrikson would have been pleased.
 
   She quickly ran through her day, how it started with her spilling coffee on her white blouse on the way to work and ended with having a run-in with one of the other graduates—whose father just happened to be a partner of the firm. Apparently, after leaving the office, Alyssa had broken down in tears as soon as she reached the car.
 
   I was proud of her for not giving them the satisfaction of breaking down in front of them. The bastards didn’t deserve that victory. 
 
   “I’m sorry to hear it was fucked-up,” I whispered. “If I was there, I would kiss and hug”—and fuck—“you until it was all better.”
 
   She giggled lightly down the line. “It’s better already just hearing your voice. Thank you.”
 
   I grinned. Since we’d reunited, she’d often had to be my oasis in this shitty-arsed world, so I was glad I could do the same for her at least once. We chatted a little more about her day, and mine, before being interrupted by a ruckus on her end. I could hear Phoebe asking something, but I couldn’t make out all the words. I wondered if Alyssa had her hand on the mouthpiece.
 
   “Would you like to talk to Phoebe?” she asked when I had her attention again.
 
   “Hell yeah,” I said, perhaps a little too enthusiastically, but I’d been missing my little girl just as much as my bigger one.
 
   I heard Alyssa chuckling as she passed the phone on.
 
   “Hi, Daddy!”
 
   It was amazing how those two little words made my whole fucking day even better. “Hi, baby, how was your day?”
 
   “Good. I did some painting and played in the sandpit today.” She barely took a breath before telling me all the other details of her day. “Netty said she’s my best friend, and Miss Mary read us lots of stories and taught us a new song.” She launched straight into it, singing down the line about a town that was upside down or something.
 
   I smiled as I listened to her. It was actually a little frightening each time I spoke to her because it forced me to see just how grown-up she was. Talking to her over the phone made me appreciate how well she could converse. After she finished her song, I told her how good I thought it was, and in return she made sure I knew all the words before we were allowed to move on to the next topic.
 
   “Did you win today, Daddy?” she asked.
 
   I snickered, but then decided it was easier to tell her I had won rather than try to explain the differences between practise sessions, qualifying, and races just yet. That could be a conversation for another day when she was older. Besides, I did feel like I’d won. The Mini was never going to be my dream car, but being back on the track was indescribable. “Yes, I won today.”
 
   I heard her squeal, and then she was off and talking to Alyssa rather than into the phone. I chuckled when Alyssa came back on. “I think I’m going to hear about your win for a while. Everyone at her day care will know about it in the morning. I’d better go get her into bed. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
 
   I felt suddenly bereft. An overwhelming pang of homesickness and loss washed over me at the thought of ending the call so soon. Even though it would only be a little over twenty-four hours before they’d be in Adelaide with me, it wasn’t soon enough.
 
   “Can you call me back after Phoebe is in bed?” I asked Alyssa with a desperation I’d never thought I’d feel coursing through me. I needed more of her. I needed all of her.
 
   I heard delight colour Alyssa’s voice as she agreed. She took down the hotel number and promised she would call back the moment Phoebe was asleep.
 
   
 
 
   
I WAITED impatiently for Alyssa’s phone call. I tried to distract myself any way I could, but nothing worked. Nothing could occupy my mind for more than a few seconds. I gave up on distractions and paced across the room, missing my family more with every step.
 
   Finally, the phone rang and I raced to answer it. I reached it by the third ring.
 
   “You took your time,” Alyssa joked.
 
   I laughed. “Give me some credit. I was on the other side of the room.”
 
   “Here I thought you wanted to talk to me?” I could hear the laughter in her voice. “I can always go if you’d prefer?”
 
   “Don’t you fucking dare,” I growled playfully.
 
   “I won’t,” she murmured. “I couldn’t.” She sighed. “I miss you.”
 
   I sighed as well. “Me too, baby, me too.”
 
   “This bed’s so cold and lonely without you in it to warm it.”
 
   I pictured her sprawled out on our bed—alone and waiting. My mouth grew dry. 
 
   “Are you in bed at the moment?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, I thought it was the best place to call you from. Less distractions.”
 
   “I’m in bed too,” I told her. 
 
   My mind offered up an experience that I’d never had, but now wanted more than anything. Or at least, more than anything else I could have while she was in a different state. It was something I could share with Alyssa, and only Alyssa. 
 
   “What are you wearing?” I asked my voice dropping lower and quieter.
 
   “Just my pyjamas, why?” she asked, but then a startled “Oh” came down the line as she understood the intent behind my question.
 
   “I want you, Alyssa,” I whispered. “I wish you were here with me already.”
 
   “Me too.” She sighed.
 
   “But since you’re not with me, you’ll have to be my hands.”
 
   “Dec, I don’t know if—”
 
   I cut her off. “Please, Lys, for me.” I paused, desperate for her to understand exactly what I wanted and why I needed it. “I need you.”
 
   I heard her almost muted acceptance down the line. As soon as the little “okay” reached me, I was assailed by images of her pleasing herself. Forefront in my mind was the vision I’d had a lifetime ago in London, after I’d seen the vibrator in her luggage. Even though I’d found out later that Ruby had put it there as a joke, I could still readily retrieve the mental image I’d had of Alyssa using it on herself while she panted my name.
 
   “You’ve still got the toy that you had in London, right?” I asked.
 
   Her voice was shaky when she replied. “I . . . umm . . . yes.” The last word was almost silent.
 
   “I want you to use it,” I instructed. I could tell that the same thing that was driving me into a frenzy, and causing me to be utterly and completely erect, was also causing her more than a few nerves. By being assertive, I hoped I could give her more courage. I didn’t want her to be embarrassed or anxious about what I wanted—needed—in that moment. With the amount of travelling I’d be doing during the season every year, I could only hope a good outcome would mean many repeat performances.
 
   “Please, Lys,” I cooed after getting no response. “You would not believe how hard I am just thinking about it.”
 
   That seemed to be the motivation she needed. She breathed heavily into the phone.
 
   “Okay,” she squeaked.
 
   I heard her standing up before moving to rifle through the drawers. My heart pounded as I heard her footsteps as she walked back to the bed. I closed my eyes and pictured her lying on my pillow.
 
   “Put the phone on speaker and place it beside you on the pillow,” I directed.
 
   “Why?” she asked. Her voice quivered, but I wasn’t sure if it was with need or fear.
 
   “I want you to use both hands,” I explained.
 
   An instant later, I heard the slight echo of the speakerphone.
 
   “That’s a good girl,” I murmured. I was so fucking hard it hurt. “Now, turn on the toy and have it near you ready to go.”
 
   I heard the click and then a soft buzz echo down the line. I was getting harder by the second at just how readily she was following my instructions.
 
   “I’m going to unzip myself now,” I whispered, pulling the zipper on my jeans down as I said the words.
 
   I heard her gasp, but then her breathing grew heavier. When she spoke again, her voice was husky. I could tell she was starting to get into it. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked seductively.
 
   “I’m rubbing my hand along my stomach, picturing your hands. Oh, fuck. They’re so smooth, and light, and warm.” I growled. “I love it when you touch me.”
 
   She moaned softly.
 
   “What would you want me to do to you?” I asked. I was already palming myself lightly, trying to ease some of the pressure without blowing my load too soon. I wanted to prolong the experience as desperately as I wanted to just jerk off and release the pent-up energy humming through my body.
 
   “I like it when you kiss my neck,” she whispered.
 
   “Close your eyes. Now, picture me kissing your neck. I’d start just below your ear before running my lips and tongue over your jaw. I would swirl my tongue to get more of a taste of that delicious skin of yours.” I closed my eyes too and imagined my mouth tracing the path I was talking about.
 
   “Then what?” Her voice almost sounded like a plea.
 
   I moaned in response to the lust I heard. “I would kiss into the collar of whatever blouse you were wearing . . .” 
 
   “I’m not wearing a blouse,” she murmured.
 
   “Are you wearing a bra?” I hoped not.
 
   “Not at the moment.”
 
   I growled again and my palming grew a little more frantic. I didn’t know how long I would take to release, but I was damn well going to take Alyssa with me when I did. “Then I would suck on your breasts one at a time. I’d take the nipples between my lips and stroke them with my tongue. My fingers would play with the other, rolling it between my fingertips until you arch your back and beg me for more.”
 
   “Oh, God,” she exclaimed. “That feels—” Her voice broke off breathily and I could picture her hands tracing the imaginary path I was describing.
 
   “While I still have my mouth on your fucking fantastic breasts, I would run one of my hands along your stomach and dip my fingers down into your panties.” I slid my fingers frantically up and down my shaft, groaning as I imagined my fingers slipping into her slickness.
 
   She moaned and she panted. “Then what?” 
 
   “Then, I’d move my mouth down to join my fingers. I’d taste you and lick you until you begged for me to fuck you.”
 
   She grunted. “Oh, God, Dec, I want you. Tell me . . . tell me what you would do next.”
 
   “Then, baby . . . then, I would worship every inch of you. I would kiss my way back up to your mouth and position myself at your entrance.” I hoped she realised this was where her little toy came into play. I heard the vibrations move further away from the phone. “I would touch your silky skin as I slid into your warmth. We would find our rhythm together, baby, the way that only we can. My cock would fill your tight pussy over and over and my lips would find yours.”
 
   My voice was straining. It was thick with desire, and I was sure she would be able to hear the sounds my hands were making as I pictured my words. I was so close it wouldn’t take much to push me over the edge, especially not with the little moans and mews she made as the sound of humming undulated as she moved the vibrator rhythmically within her. 
 
   “Tell me how that feels.” I groaned. “Tell me how it feels when I fuck you.”
 
   “It . . . it feels so good. I want you, Declan, I want you so badly. What . . . what now?”
 
   “As I move inside you, my mouth would find your nipples again, and I would take my time playing with each one. I would suck them until you came, hard, squeezing tightly around me while I was still buried deep inside you.”
 
   The undulating sound of the vibrator dipping in and out of her body buzzed through my ears. Her ragged breathing indicated she was just as close as I was. 
 
   “I’d make you come so fucking hard, baby,” I said. “Can you feel my fingers on you? My lips against yours?”
 
   “Yes, Dec. Oh, God yes.” 
 
   “Fuck baby,” I cried out as I heard the sounds of her moans signalling her release a moment later. I groaned as I came over my hand and stomach. “Oh, fuck.”
 
   We panted to each other for a few minutes before she giggled nervously. 
 
   “Well, that was different,” she said.
 
   “Good different? Or bad different?”
 
   “Good different.” She laughed then sighed. “Definitely good different.”
 
   I was glad that she’d enjoyed it, because it meant that we would be able to do it again . . . and again . . . whenever I was away. After all, not all locations were close enough that she could fly out for the weekend.
 
   We chatted for a few more minutes before we both needed to go. We both had early starts and huge days ahead of us. She had work and then negotiating a flight with Phoebe. I needed to be at the track by seven to prepare for my qualifying round, and then I had a full afternoon of racing and working the pits.
 
   Between talking to Alyssa and our little adventure, I felt almost relaxed and ready to sleep. I flicked on the TV to distract me long enough to settle completely. The next day couldn’t come soon enough.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER ELEVEN: RIPPLE EFFECT
 
   
 
 
   
I WHIPPED THE car around the track, faster and faster each lap. A euphoria spread through my body as I poured my energy into the accelerator. The connection between me and the car was flawless. It responded to my touch the same way Alyssa’s body did. 
 
   I was on track for the perfect race.
 
   The engine of another car roared behind me. A much bigger car, one I had no chance of outrunning, filled my rear-view mirror seconds later. I should have tried to get out of the way, but I was on track for such a good lap that I couldn’t.
 
   Glancing up at my rear-view mirror, I saw the new Sinclair Racing ProV8. Hunter’s number, sixty-six, was printed on the windscreen. The car drifted closer and closer. I was surprised to see that Hunter wasn’t wearing any safety gear; not even a race suit. He snarled at me in the mirror before his car dropped away just as quickly as it had appeared.
 
   The roar of his engine sounded again and then he was on me. 
 
   I heard the impact before I felt it. 
 
   The keening of metal on metal reverberated through my ears as I was pushed toward the cement barrier. As his car shunted mine roughly, I noticed a flash of colour out of the corner of my eye. Something was on the passenger seat of my car. I couldn’t turn to see what it was, because at that moment, my car collided roughly with the concrete barrier of the track and my forehead smashed against the steering wheel. I was tossed like a rag doll as the car barrel-rolled back onto the track.
 
   After the car finally came to a rest back on all fours, I flicked my head around to see what had caused the flash I’d seen. Alyssa was curled on the seat beside me. She was completely still and her head slumped forward to her chest, causing her long hair to form curtains around her face. I couldn’t tell whether she was sleeping or something else; I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. I reached my hand over to touch her lightly.
 
   She didn’t respond to my attempt to rouse her, so I shook her gently. 
 
   Still no response. 
 
   I grabbed her chin gently and turned her face toward me. The instant I saw her face, I gasped and choked with horror. Her lips were blue, her skin even paler than normal—grey and chalky—and her eyes looked through me, unfocused and unseeing. My heart stopped as the reality of it all struck me. 
 
   I was seeing the face of death. 
 
   My Alyssa was dead.
 
   
 
 
   
“NO!” I shouted the word into the empty hotel room as I jolted back to consciousness. 
 
   Tremors of shock ran through my body, each of my muscles quivering in response to the images that were still on replay in my head. Without thinking, I picked up the phone and dialled home. I waited as the phone rang; each extra ring caused the certainty that something had happened to her to grow and my panic to rise.
 
   “Hello?” Alyssa’s sleepy, confused, and groggy voice was on the line.
 
   Tears of relief sprung to my eyes. “Lys. Thank fuck,” I whispered.
 
   “Dec?” she asked. I could tell she was still trying to shake off her slumber.
 
   “Yeah, it’s me. I’m sorry for ringing so late, or early, I don’t fucking know.”
 
   “Why are you calling? Is something wrong?” I could detect the panic rising within her.
 
   “No,” I murmured. “I just had a . . .” I couldn’t finish, unable to admit that I had practically torn from the bed to call her just because of a nightmare. That would make me sound like a monumental pussy. I squeezed my eyes shut, but each time I did, all I saw were the images of her grey pallor and lifeless eyes. “Fuck, Lys, I can’t lose you.” My hand found my hair and I pulled hard at it, trying to force the images out of my mind.
 
   “Declan? What is it?”
 
   I sighed. I needed to get my shit under control. The dream was obviously a reaction to having to deal with Hunter at the track over the weekend, and a manifestation of the danger he posed to me and to Alyssa, but it had felt so real. Even now, fully awake and conscious, the images of her death were right behind my eyelids. “I love you,” I told her. “Never forget that. No matter what happens, you can’t forget that.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked. “You’re scaring me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby. I am so, so sorry. I really don’t mean to scare you.” I couldn’t keep my voice level or my thoughts sane. I just kept picturing her face as I’d held it in my hands before I’d awakened. “I just don’t want anything to happen to me”—or you—“without you knowing just how much you mean to me.”
 
   She gave a little sigh, but there wasn’t any frustration in the sound—more relief. I wondered if she had climbed back into bed while we were talking. “Don’t worry, I know.”
 
   “Lys?” I asked. My voice still clung to my vocal cords as anxiety squeezed my throat.
 
   “Mmm,” she hummed sleepily.
 
   “I’m sorry for calling you so late. I just needed to know that you were okay.”
 
   “I’m okay,” she whispered. She sounded incredibly tired, and I felt fresh guilt over waking her about something as silly as a dream, even if I could still see her hollow eyes staring past me.
 
   For a few minutes, I sat on the bed quietly, holding the phone in my hand, and listened to Alyssa’s steady breathing. I was sure she was falling back to sleep. I waited the length of a few more peaceful breaths before I finally, begrudgingly, said goodbye and let her get back to sleep. I felt a little calmer, but there was no way I could risk going back to bed myself. It was easier to sneak down to the hotel gym and get a little bit of exercise in before it was time to head to the track.
 
   When I reached the gym, I jumped on the treadmill and ran like a man possessed. It was as if I were trying to outrun all my demons, even though I knew it was impossible. I used the time to try to get my head together and concentrate on what I needed to do on the track and in the pits. The last thing I needed to do was start crashing out of races again. 
 
   Surely that wouldn’t happen now . . . 
 
   Would it?
 
   I tried not to think about Hunter, or my mind would invariably wander back to his face in my dream, which would lead me back to Alyssa . . .
 
   When it was a reasonable enough hour to head to the track, I packed up and left the hotel. It would be easier to put my nightmare out of my mind when I was surrounded by other people. Morgan and Eden met me at the track early. They weren’t required until much later in the day, but they were keen to watch my qualifying session and support me as much as they could from the sidelines. The other boys from my pit team were already in the garage when I arrived.
 
   “It’ll be good crewing for a driver who’s head isn’t utterly up his arse,” Calem said as he did a final run over the car—even though nothing had changed since my previous session.
 
   I laughed. “You do realise there isn’t any actual crewing involved, don’t you?” The races were too short for more fuel or extra tyres so the only reason I’d be in the pits at all would be if there was an accident, and usually there wasn’t time to get the car repaired and back out again in time to finish the race. 
 
   He shrugged. “We might not be in the pits like we would if you were in a V8, but we’ll be with you on the track in spirit. Our blood, sweat, and tears have gone into that car just as much as yours.”
 
   “I know, man,” I said, slapping one hand on his shoulder and the other on Ryan’s. “And I can’t thank either of you enough.”
 
   “You wanna thank us? Then get out there and kick arse!” Ryan enthused, handing me my helmet.
 
   I stopped, my dream coming back to me full force as I looked over the car. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the nightmare out of my mind. 
 
   I climbed into my seat and glanced at the passenger side in my periphery—I was relieved, but not surprised, to see that no one was there. When I was satisfied that the circumstances of the dream were impossible, I drove out to meet my destiny.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWELVE: LONG WEEKEND
 
   
 
 
   
I PULLED OFF my helmet and balaclava before shaking out my hair. Running my fingers through the sweaty tendrils, I brushed them back off my forehead while trying to force them into some kind of shape. Then I pulled down the zipper of my race suit, waited for the final confirmation of my results, and prepared for scrutineering to begin. 
 
   When I’d pulled the car back into the holding area, I was certain I’d had a good lap in my qualifying. I felt fast . . . or at least fastish. It wasn’t nearly as speedy as the V8, but I’d felt the fun in the laps. More than that, I felt the joy of racing again. Something I hadn’t really experienced in such a long time; certainly not since I’d seen Alyssa with Flynn at Queensland Raceway, and perhaps not even for quite some time before then. Even if I hadn’t really realised at the time how much better it could be. 
 
   I could barely wait for my first race later in the afternoon. There was just my stint in the pits for Hunter to contend with first.
 
   After the officials did the weigh-in and looked over my car, I was told that I’d qualified in second place. I couldn’t help the small disappointment I felt over the fact that I didn’t make it into first—especially with the London offer on the table for poling twice—but I was still fucking happy with the result. Especially when I hadn’t raced in so long, and never in a Mini. If I could translate it into success on the track in the afternoon, I would be over the moon.
 
   After parking the Mini in the pits, I had very little to do for the day, so I spent as much of my time as possible in hiding. I retreated to the very back of the small garage and tinkered away on the car. I knew I would get more peace and quiet there than in the Sinclair Racing trailer or pits. I made appearances as needed at both the pit crew briefing and Danny’s little pre-practice pep-up that he always did. The second they were over, I hid away again. 
 
   The result was a slightly boring day—there wasn’t much to look at in the garage—but it also meant that I didn’t have a single run-in with Hunter. At least, not until it was time to pit for him.
 
   Hunter’s practise laps didn’t go nearly as smoothly as he might have liked. Liam decided the first session was a good time to make a few adjustments to the car on the fly. My team did everything exactly as specified as Hunter ended up back in pit lane again and again. He began to curse us out each time Liam called him back in for another slight adjustment. I could almost understand his frustration at not being able to get a solid run on the track, but the changes were being made for his benefit. There was no need for him to be such an arse about it.
 
   Once time was called on the practise, and I could be free of the pits, I ran straight for my garage. I only had a matter of minutes to get in my car and into the marshalling area for my first race. My stomach was full of butterflies at the thought of being back under proper race conditions again. I had eight laps—a little less than twenty minutes—to prove to the world, and myself, that I wasn’t a failure and that I could get around the track cleanly under full race conditions. 
 
   I felt the pressure bearing down on me, and it was almost enough to make my knees buckle. Bile rose in my throat as I started the car and put it in gear. 
 
   My heartbeat thumping in my ears was louder than the drone of the engine. 
 
   Fuck. Fuckity fuck fuck!
 
   Would an image of Alyssa haunt me now? I’d exorcised my demons, but would they return to attack while I was most susceptible? Would I see her face from my dream? 
 
   My fingers clenched around the steering wheel and I had to take some deep breaths to stop myself from hyperventilating. There was so much riding on this first race, it seemed impossible to overcome the pressure. And with the way my heart raced, I was going to have a fucking heart attack or something. 
 
   I wished that Alyssa were alongside me, but that thought brought back images from my horrendous dream in force. Squeezing my eyes shut for half a second, I took another deep breath and imagined instead that Alyssa was in the stands waiting patiently for me. I pictured her mouth turning up into a smile as I lined up on the grid. Instead of haunting me, it slowed my heart and let me breathe a little easier. It was just the inspiration I needed to put the car into gear and drive onto the track.
 
   While I sat on the grid waiting for the green light, I focused only on the pedals at my feet, the gearstick to my left, and my hands firmly planted on the wheel. I closed my eyes in my usual pre-race ritual, allowing myself one second of solitude. I pressed my foot deep onto the floor, listening to the far too quiet buzz that issued from the Mini’s tiny engine. It didn’t block out the thoughts quite the way the V8 had during the same routine. I took a deep breath, then my eyes snapped open and it was time to go.
 
   Ride on instinct.
 
   Don’t think.
 
   Don’t overthink.
 
   I threw the Mini into gear, floored the accelerator, and mentally willed the car to go as fast as possible. I watched as the car beside me—driven by Randall Wilkins, the championship winner the previous year and the one touted as the one to watch this season—dropped away slightly. 
 
   At corner one, I had the inside line. If I could just make a clean dive for it, I would be in the best position possible for the rest of the lap. And the rest of the race. 
 
   This style of racing was completely different to the ProV8 series. In the bigger cars, there was so much strategy at play. Pit windows and mandatory stops. So much was outside of the driver’s control and everything could change in a heartbeat. In the Mini, it all came down to the skill of the driver, and getting to the front of the pack as quickly as possible really could be the difference between winning and losing. 
 
   I threw the car hard into the corner, braking as late as I could—using the knowledge I’d gained in my practise and qualifying sessions to my benefit. I edged Wilkins out and drove in hard across his nose. I knew I needed to leg it to turn two or he would have the line there. I scraped it in. 
 
   He rode my tail tightly as I charged through turns two and three. By turn four, I was just starting to put some distance between us.
 
   I flicked the car around the hard right before banking straight across for the hard left to block anyone who could have dived around me on the inside. I hit the straight and gunned it. I pushed as hard as I could, wishing that I could find an extra kilometre or two per hour—just that little edge over my competitors—even though I knew the cars were all equal.
 
   My car swept around the soft curve of turn eight, hitting the racing line perfectly. Then I braked hard and cut sharply inwards to get around the tight bend. My eyes flicked up to the overpass that extended over the track and I imagined Alyssa up there, watching and waving as I sped by. It gave me the boost I needed. 
 
   I passed the V8 paddock, refusing to give into the little niggle that started at the back of my head. You could have been in one of those if things had gone differently.
 
   If things had gone differently, I might not have had Alyssa back in my life. I would rather drive a Mini in every race until the end of eternity than give her up again.
 
   I steadied the car, enjoying the freedom of my half-second buffer, and drove it hard around the last few turns, to finish the first lap in first place. When I did, I let out the breath I’d held tightly in my chest for the last quarter of the lap. I was one-eighth of the way to the end of the race. I was in first with a bit of a lead, and I didn’t have to worry about my concentration being invaded by guilt over leaving Alyssa or stress over her finding comfort with another.
 
   Despite that, the next seven laps were not exactly a walk in the park. With the Minis being so evenly matched, one bump in the road or one misjudged corner and the game completely shifted. My buffer was reduced, and then eroded completely. 
 
   Before long, I was staring at the arse of another car. I began to panic about being unable to finish on podium. I needed a solid finish so badly for so many reasons. To reward Danny’s gamble, to silence the critics, but most of all, to earn Alyssa’s pride. She would love me no matter the outcome, but I wanted her to be proud of what I’d achieved. I wanted there to be a genuine reason for her coming to Adelaide to support me.
 
   By the start of the eighth lap, I was door to door with Wilkins. He was taking the aggressive lines as often as he could, neither of us willing to give up our track position to the other. We drove side by side through turns eight, nine, and ten. Despite the tight grip I had on the wheel, the set of my teeth as I clenched them tightly, and my absolute focus on the track, I was actually having a lot of fun.
 
   I knew turn fourteen was critical. Gaining control over that corner at that stage of the race would place me in either the winner’s or the loser’s seat, so I wanted to be out front when we hit it. I dropped back a little, pushing the car hard to the left side of the track. I took a deep breath—and a huge risk—drove in hard, broke late, and cut across the nose of Wilkins’s Mini just as he was entering the turn. I whipped my car around and exited the corner on the far right-hand side of the track. I didn’t even pause to breathe again as I moved my foot from brake to accelerator and smashed it to the ground. One hand steadied the wheel as my other snapped through the gears.
 
   A smile graced my lips when I saw the gamble had paid off. I was ahead. By a few fucking whiskers, but that didn’t matter. Wilkins made a last-minute push for the line, but he was too late. The smile stretched into a mile-fucking-wide grin. 
 
   I was back. 
 
   I’d finished a race. 
 
   More than that, I’d won, and fuck if it didn’t feel fan-fucking-tastic.
 
   Although I just wanted to celebrate, I didn’t have time to revel in the afterglow of my win. By the time I’d finished in scrutineering and parked the car back in the garage, I had less than a minute to sprint to the pits for Hunter’s second practise session. I was panting as I took my position, thankful that Ryan and Calem had covered my arse by having everything I needed ready and waiting.
 
   I rolled my eyes as I heard Hunter’s complaints about his crew not being ready, knowing full well he was referring to my close-to-being-late arrival, but it wasn’t like he’d been delayed at all. The car was more than ready when he rolled out onto the track right on time.
 
   Once Hunter had disappeared around the first corner and we knew we weren’t likely to see him again—it was Morgan’s turn for the bulk of the fine-tuning—I said a quiet thank-you to my boys. They in turn congratulated me on a job well done in the Mini.
 
   “That looked like so much fun,” Calem said. “I wonder if I could convince Danny to put me in one next year.” 
 
   I grinned. “It was a fuckload of fun.”
 
   Hunter only came into pit once during the thirty-minute practise and then only because he wanted to practise on the new soft-control tyre.
 
   I was out of the pits the moment I was able to leave, retreating into the Mini garage once again. Not that I had anything to do there. Sure, I was being a coward, but at least I was a coward who was keeping my arse out of trouble, which was why I was so surprised when Mia dropped by and told me I needed to get up to the Sinclair Racing trailer to see Danny immediately.
 
   At first, I thought maybe Danny wanted to congratulate me on the race, but his main priority for the rest of the day and into the evening was the V8s, so it didn’t really make sense. 
 
   My race was little more than a blip on the radar in the grand scheme of the weekend. I knew his schedule well enough from when I was in the V8. He would go over all the statistics, have a brief discussion about tactics with Liam, and then he would meet with the drivers and go over the plan for the qualifying run in the morning. At the same time, he would be meeting with sponsors, arranging grid girls, and organising meet-and-greets. 
 
   In other words, he was far too busy to be seeing me over something as trivial as my win.
 
   As it turned out, it wasn’t Danny who wanted me at all. Hunter had decided to pull an impromptu meeting to discuss “tactics” of his own for the race. I openly objected to some of the suggestions he was making; some of what he was planning was sabotage thinly veiled as strategy. But even I had to admit that at least some of his requests were valid.
 
   I tried to be the first to leave when he finished the meeting, but unfortunately he called my name. Ryan and Calem hung back a little when they realised I would be alone with him, but I waved them forward. If he wanted a confrontation, I’d give him one.
 
   “I know your game,” he said, smiling his stupid smirk. “You think that by being the good boy of the team, you’ll get your shot in my car again. You’re wrong though. Danny wouldn’t let you touch the controls of a V8 with a ten-foot pole. But I don’t care what you think may or may not happen; you just better fucking watch yourself and your smart mouth when you pit for me tomorrow. If I lose, it’ll be on your head.”
 
   I scoffed. “If you lose, it’ll be because your head is so far up your own arse that you can’t see the track.” 
 
   I turned and left the room as quickly as I could, taking just one brief second to enjoy the look on his face at my words. He obviously hadn’t expected me to fight back. As I pushed out of the room, my mobile rang. I smiled when I read Alyssa’s name on the screen.
 
   I answered it, knowing that hearing her voice would be the icing on the cake for the pretty fantastic day I’d had. Especially when I suspected she was calling to let me know she was about to board the plane. “Hey, baby.”
 
   Instead of her voice though, I heard a choked sob. 
 
   All traces of good mood were wiped away in an instant. 
 
   Had something happened? 
 
   Was something wrong with Phoebe?
 
   “Alyssa?” I asked, beginning to panic. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s—It’s Ruby—” She managed to squeeze out the words between sobs. Then a stack of words fell out in a jumble. I could only pick out random ones, but they were enough to make the cold grip of fear clench tightly around my heart.
 
   Hospital . . . baby . . . danger . . . Brisbane.
 
   “What is it? What’s happening?” I felt inadequate, utterly unable to deal with whatever it was. But most of all, I felt isolated. I was in another state when Alyssa needed me. I may not have known all the details, but I knew that much.
 
   Alyssa took a couple of deep breaths and managed to calm herself enough to speak. “It’s—It’s Ruby, she’s been rushed to hospital. Oh, God, Declan, they think she might lose the baby. It’s all just too—” She cut off as her voice was stolen by a series of chest-wracking sobs.
 
   I could easily imagine what was causing Alyssa’s pain. It was all too similar to what happened with the emergency with the twins. With her own experience of birth.
 
   “I need to go to her. I need to be there for her . . . like she was for me.” Alyssa’s voice was little more than a whisper.
 
   “Go,” I told her. It broke my heart to say it, but it wasn’t the time for being selfish. As much as I wanted her beside me, as much as I needed her in my arms again, I couldn’t demand that she come to Adelaide rather than go to Brisbane.
 
   “I’m so—so—sorr—sorry.” She sobbed.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” I murmured. “I know you’d be here if you could, but if Ruby needs you, you need to go.” 
 
   I leaned against the side of the trailer, feeling the blood draining from my face even as I said the words. I couldn’t help but wonder how Alyssa would feel being back at the hospital. Would it bring back too many painful memories for her? Would she have to relive all of them with me in another state and unable to help? 
 
   I longed to be able to rush to her and support her in all the ways I didn’t before. But I couldn’t see how that was possible, at least not without pissing off Danny. It was career suicide to do that. 
 
   Alyssa sobbed again, and I decided I didn’t care. Danny could go fuck himself if he didn’t realise how important this was. 
 
   “Alyssa, you organise your ticket. Use the emergency money and just fly home. Let me know your flight details when you can.” I hoped my tone was such that it wouldn’t allow for argument.
 
   “Okay,” Alyssa said softly, then, “Are you sure about this?”
 
   “One hundred percent. Go.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “And Alyssa,” I added.
 
   “Yeah?” Her voice was still muffled, and she was sniffling.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   After I had hung up the phone, I headed straight for Danny’s offices. I knew he would be busy, and I was certain my course of action would result in me upsetting the apple cart, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care. Alyssa needed me, and that was all that mattered. 
 
   When I reached my destination, I saw Danny facing away from the small window, but Eden was facing toward it. Toward me. I waved to get her attention and signalled for her to leave the strategy meeting before quickly explaining what had happened and what I needed to do.
 
   “I’ll get you a meeting with Danny as soon as possible,” she said before rushing off to join the meeting again. She walked straight up to Danny and whispered in his ear. His eyes darted quickly to me before he held up his hand to stop the meeting. Moments later, he came out and nodded for me to follow him into his office.
 
   Because I hadn’t expected Eden’s “as soon as possible” to be instantaneous, I wasn’t entirely prepared. I swallowed nervously as I walked behind him. Would he understand why I needed to leave? Would he be okay with it? Or would it jeopardise the effort I had been putting in?
 
   Did it matter if it did?
 
   I trailed about three steps back as he walked wordlessly into his office. He headed straight for his desk drawer and pulled out his mobile. Without a word to me, he scrolled though his contacts before putting the phone to his ear.
 
   “Ashley, it’s Danny Sinclair. I need to book a seat on the next flight from Adelaide to Brisbane.”
 
   I felt my jaw drop as I listened to him book a return flight for me. After he’d ended his call he finally turned to me. “I booked the return flight just in case you can make it back. But family comes first in situations like this.”
 
   My eyes burned as he handed me a sheet of paper with the details on it and wrote down Ashley’s number so I could reschedule the flexible return flight if necessary. He told me that he’d get Ryan and Calem to prep my car for the morning, just in case.
 
   I thanked him profusely before pulling out my phone to ring Alyssa to tell her the good news. As soon as she answered, she launched into the details of her flight. I realised as she ran through the details that my own flight would arrive about fifteen minutes before hers. 
 
   In that moment, I decided to make my own dash to Brisbane a secret.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: EMERGENCY DASH
 
   
 
 
   
ONCE MY FLIGHT had landed, and I’d fought my way off the plane, I ran through the domestic terminal to get to the gate that Alyssa would be coming through. Every one of my spare fifteen minutes was needed to ensure that I was there before she disembarked. When I arrived, I waited anxiously, watching the gate carefully for her arrival. 
 
   I stood by the door, my eyes taking in every person as they passed by. Finally, she emerged. She was almost the last one off, carrying her overnight bag over one shoulder and Phoebe on the opposite hip as she walked. 
 
   Her body was bent and weary. It was as if a hundred years had wreaked havoc on her since I’d last seen her just a few short days ago. Her eyes were red and puffy, showing that she’d clearly been crying on the plane. I hated that I wasn’t able to do anything more for her earlier, but silently vowed to do everything I could for her now.
 
   Phoebe was the first to see me. 
 
   “Daddy!” she called as soon as her eyes locked with mine.
 
   I gave her a small smile as Alyssa hushed her quietly, telling her that Daddy wasn’t there.
 
   Phoebe shook her head and laughed. “Silly! He’s right there, Mummy!” she exclaimed, pointing at me.
 
   Alyssa raised her head a little as her eyes followed Phoebe’s finger to find me, widening as they traced over my body.
 
   I smiled, walking over to her as quickly as I was able and wrapping my arms around the pair of them. Phoebe curled her arms around my neck before giving me a quick peck on the cheek. I felt Alyssa surrender herself to my embrace almost instantly. Clearly, it was sheer perseverance and determination that had carried her onto the plane and then through the terminal.
 
   “You came,” she whispered against my chest as she descended into tears again. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.”
 
   “Here for you,” I murmured into her hair. “For as long as you need me.”
 
   “But your race? Your pit obligations?”
 
   “If I can get back to Adelaide before the meet is over, then I will. Otherwise . . .” I trailed off, letting her know through touch instead that I would remain by her side for as long as she needed.
 
   She leaned heavily against me as I moved her away from the gate.
 
   “Did you have any luggage?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head and indicated her small overnight bag. I reached out and slid it from her shoulder before pulling Phoebe into my arms. I needed to take as much of the physical load from Alyssa as I could. Unfortunately, there was nothing more I could do for her emotional one.
 
   “Have you heard anything more?”
 
   Alyssa shook her head. “Nothing. All I know is that Ruby was rushed to the RBH earlier. Josh was beside himself when he called.”
 
   “It’ll be all right,” I assured her, hoping like hell I wouldn’t be proven wrong when we arrived at the hospital.
 
   After we’d found our way up to the right floor, we looked for Alyssa’s family. 
 
   Ruth saw us first and rushed over to our side, surprise at our arrival evident in her features. She thanked us for coming and took Phoebe from my arms. I sank back behind Alyssa, using her as a shield between myself and her family. Not that I really thought I needed it. Even Curtis wouldn’t be so heartless as to attack me at such a time. 
 
   I placed my hand lightly on the small of Alyssa’s back, wordlessly letting her know I was there for her.
 
   “What’s happening?” Alyssa asked. “How is she?”
 
   “She’s okay,” Ruth said as she embraced Phoebe tightly. “She gave us all a major scare though, passing out the way she did. She’s just come back from a round of scans. The doctors were most concerned about the bleeding. They’re not saying much at the moment, but they are taking extra precautions because of her high-risk pregnancy. Josh is in there with her now.”
 
   Alyssa sighed in relief and leaned back into me. I wrapped my arms around her and rested my hands on her stomach. I ducked my head to rest my cheek against the crook of her neck. I was thankful it was nothing too serious. I wasn’t sure how Alyssa would have coped if anything had happened to Ruby or the baby.
 
   “Can I see her?” Alyssa asked finally.
 
   Ruth nodded. “But she’s only allowed two guests at a time, so you’ll have to go in alone.” She eyed me apologetically.
 
   I brushed my lips along Alyssa’s neck. “Go. I’ll be waiting here when you come back out. I’m sure she’ll be happy to know you’re here for her.”
 
   Alyssa turned and gave me a questioning look that was filled with concern, no doubt trying to seek out the lie in my words, but I nodded to indicate she should go. That I’d be okay. After all, it was what she’d come to Brisbane for.
 
   Once she’d moved off, I sat in the corner of the waiting room, trying to blend into the walls so no one noticed me. I felt like an interloper on a private family time.
 
   After a short time with Ruth, Phoebe came and planted herself on my lap and gave me a hug. “I missed you, Daddy,” she whispered.
 
   “I missed you too, baby.” I hugged her closer. “I hope you were good for Mummy?”
 
   She nodded and smiled. I could tell she was getting bored and restless, so I grabbed a small pile of magazines from under the waiting room table—the most recent one was from Christmas the previous year—and began to make up little stories about the people in them.
 
   “Look, Daddy! It’s you!” she squealed as she recognised me on one of the covers.
 
   In the fraction of a second it took for me to look at the magazine, I hoped like hell it was the issue of Woman’s Idea from when Alyssa and I had gone for our joint interview. 
 
   Instead, I found myself staring at the cover of Gossip Weekly and the photo of me sandwiched between Tillie and Talia—the two bitches who’d had a big hand in securing my public fall from grace.
 
   I shoved the magazine to the bottom of the pile and tried to distract Phoebe with other stories. I resorted to looking at the Christmas edition of Woman’s Idea; at least Christmas held positive memories for me. After all, it was when Alyssa had agreed to marry me.
 
   Finally, Alyssa reappeared in the waiting room, looking like the world had been lifted from her shoulders. She gave me a small smile as she found her way over and sat on the chair beside me. “I’m sorry I dragged you away from your race meeting for nothing.”
 
   I put my hand up to silence her. “It wasn’t nothing.” I wanted to say it could have easily gone the other way, but I didn’t want to be the reason the stress returned. “I wanted to be here.” For you. “How is she?”
 
   She rested her head against my shoulder. “She’s fine. They are keeping her in for a while just to be on the safe side, but the baby seems to be fine too.”
 
   “That’s good,” I murmured, knowing Alyssa would have been close to inconsolable if Ruby had lost her baby.
 
   “Mum’s asked if we want to stay at their house,” she whispered, knowing that under normal circumstances I would’ve preferred a hotel.
 
   But I was well aware we weren’t in Brisbane under normal circumstances. I nodded, knowing that accepting would mean that our accommodation would be one less thing for everyone to worry about.
 
   Over the next few hours, Curtis drove home to get their spare child seat and then drove the three of us home. Then we had the news that Ruby was being released from the hospital, and Ruth refused to let Ruby go home alone, despite the fact that Josh wouldn’t leave her side.
 
   In the end, Alyssa and I went to Josh and Ruby’s house while everyone else stayed with Curtis and Ruth. Because neither Alyssa nor I had eaten since before our flights, we grabbed takeout on the way to our temporary accommodation. 
 
   We were all so exhausted that we crashed into bed almost the instant we had finished eating. Alyssa fell asleep quickly in my arms, drained from the stressful day she’d had. As I watched her sleeping, I rested my hand on her stomach, trying to imagine what it had been like for her when she had been pregnant with the twins. 
 
   After experiencing her grief firsthand over the course of the day, I was even more disappointed with myself than ever that I hadn’t been there for her during that time. I vowed to never let that happen again. 
 
   I woke early the next day and caught a cab back to the airport, leaving Alyssa to spend some more time with her family. I arrived back at the track just in time to jump in my Mini for the second race of the meeting. It was a reverse grid race, so I had to fight my way through the pack. I came in third, but somehow I couldn’t find the same enthusiasm that I’d enjoyed the previous day. 
 
   Instead, my mind was filled with concern for Alyssa.
 
   On Saturday night, I rang Alyssa at her parents’ house and got all the latest news on Ruby. The doctors said that she was still high risk and that she needed to relax, putting her fainting spell down to a combination of heat, exhaustion, and being pregnant.
 
   On Sunday, I woke early and dragged my arse to the track. My final race of the meeting was over before 9:00 a.m., and I’d managed to wrestle another first place in that one. 
 
   It meant that I was already in first place on the Micro Challenge leader board. I was able to muster a little more enthusiasm now that I had the knowledge that Ruby—and therefore Alyssa—was all right. But I still missed Alyssa and Phoebe terribly and wanted to be with them. It was almost a relief when the weekend was finally over and it was time to go home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THREE DAY BREAK
 
   
 
 
   
BEFORE I KNEW it, March was almost over—passing in a flash of repairs, race meets, and a lot less time with the family than I would have liked. The Grand Prix had raced past just like the rest of the month. Luckily for me, and for my honeymoon plans, I had taken pole position at the Melbourne meet. It meant I only needed one more pole out of my next two races to secure our getaway.
 
   The end of March saw the arrival of Easter coming at me fast. During the lead-up, it dawned on me that it was going to be a year of firsts for me. It was my first Easter as a father, and I’d be damned if I was going to screw it up.
 
   The Thursday before we broke for the long weekend was a particularly difficult one. 
 
   It was the first of April—April Fools. Around the workshop, there were countless opportunities for April Fools pranks, and I had to stay on my toes the entire time. There was glue on seats and phones, thumbtacks in tool boxes, and fake spiders on toilet seats, to name just a few. The muffins Alyssa and I had made the previous night—baked with salt instead of sugar—went over a real treat in the staff kitchen at morning tea. I found myself still chuckling about the look on everyone’s face as I packed up for the day. 
 
   Even though Alyssa and I usually carpooled, I’d driven myself in to work that day so I could hit the shops on the way home in preparation for my first Easter Bunny gig. I had the whole scenario planned out in my head, and I hoped it would work exactly as I imagined. 
 
   By the time I left the shop, I had four huge bags containing more chocolate than Phoebe could probably eat in a year, but I didn’t care. I was going to make sure my little girl had an Easter to remember—screw the cost . . . and the consequences. As soon as I got home, I hid the bags at the top of the pantry.
 
   The long weekend was going to be exactly the break I needed from my hectic schedule. It was the break we all needed. 
 
   On Good Friday, we all woke early and had hot cross buns for breakfast. Then the three of us headed to pick out one of the classic cars buried deep in my back shed. I decided on the ’67 Chevy Impala—black, of course. 
 
   Alyssa almost gagged when she saw the size of it.
 
   “That’s huge!” she exclaimed loudly. “I’d ask if it were compensating for something, except I know it’s not. How does it even fit through that gap though?” she asked, pointing at the door to the garage.
 
   “It’s a tight squeeze, but the opening is more accommodating than it looks,” I said as seriously as I could, even though my mind had gone to dirty places. “You just have to pay extra attention as you slide it in.” I couldn’t stop the small chuckle that escaped me.
 
   Alyssa looked at me quizzically, and I burst out laughing.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head and tried to stop the laughter. Phoebe looked at me with confusion all over her face but giggled at my laughter.
 
   Alyssa must have run through her words because just as my laughter died down, she giggled and shook her head. “You and your dirty mind!”
 
   “You were the one who said it, baby.”
 
   “I was talking about the car.” She was scarlet as she quickly explained herself.
 
   I stepped up to her, kissed her forehead, and whispered, so quietly that only she would hear, “I know, but I’d be up for more practise fitting other big things into small spaces later if you like.”
 
   She slapped my chest lightly. “Let’s just go.”
 
   I nodded and shifted the car seat from my Monaro to the Impala. Then I left Alyssa to load Phoebe into the car as I opened the roller door.
 
   “This is a big car, Daddy,” Phoebe told me as I eased it out of the shed.
 
   “It’s a fast car too,” I told her. “I’ll show you later.” I grinned at her in the rear-view mirror.
 
   “No, you won’t,” Alyssa insisted.
 
   I pouted. “I’ll take it on the highway. I’ll make sure she’s safe.”
 
   I eyed Alyssa out of the corner of my eye. 
 
   “Please?”
 
   She sighed.
 
   “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt either of you, but you gotta have a little fun, right?” I added a shrug and tried to throw her a smouldering look—anything to tilt the argument my way. It’d been too long since I’d driven any of my collection, and I really wanted to stretch the legs of the Impala. 
 
   “We’ll see.” The way she said it was so final, I doubted she’d say okay.
 
   Even though the conversation was closed, I couldn’t help spinning the tyres as I left the driveway. A grin was planted firmly on my face as I did. I hadn’t had much of an opportunity to drive my other cars between my responsibilities at work and home, the study I had to do at TAFE for my apprenticeship, and trying to assist in the planning of the wedding as much as I could—especially with Ruby on enforced bedrest for most of the day. 
 
   Now that the opportunity to put my foot down just a smidge had presented itself, I was going to take full advantage.
 
   I stopped to fill the tank up—I tried to leave all my cars with minimal fuel so it wouldn’t go bad in the tank—and then we drove to the beach. I intentionally drove around the long way, ensuring I got to spend as much quality time as I could with my big, black beauty of a beast.
 
   When we arrived at the beach, we claimed a small patch of sand for ourselves. I spent the morning making sandcastles with Phoebe before she knocked them over or poured water on them, leaving them twisted and destroyed. Each time she busted one, I would pretend to chase her, and she would run away giggling. Alyssa sat on a blanket beside us, reading a book, catching some sun, and occasionally giving suggestions for a better design for my castles.
 
   Once Phoebe started to complain that she was hungry, we walked across the road to grab fish and chips for lunch. We sat watching the passers-by as we ate, talking about everything and nothing, just reconnecting in ways that we hadn’t had the chance to during our usually hectic work weeks.
 
   After we’d all finished eating, and waited the appropriate time according to Alyssa, we returned to the beach for a splash in the waves. We spent the better part of a few hours in the sand and surf. The best part of the day was listening to Phoebe’s squeals as she darted into the retreating water before running from it as the next wave came.
 
   By five, we’d had enough sun, sand, and waves, so we headed back to the car. I made sure everyone brushed the sand off before climbing in. Before we hit the road, we scouted for a restaurant for dinner. We picked a family-friendly place that had an all-you-can-eat buffet so Phoebe could be as fussy as she liked but still get fed. 
 
   On the way home, I took the highways so I had plenty of time to give Phoebe a small taste of just how fast the car could be. She giggled as the momentum pressed her into the seat each time I nailed it. Before long though, her laughter had died off as she fell asleep in the back seat. Once that happened, I just cruised in the car with Alyssa at my side, my hand in her lap. 
 
   When we got home, I slid the car into the shed then negotiated a sleeping Phoebe out of her car seat. As I carried her to bed, I realised it had been the best day I’d had in a long time. But more than that, I found myself regretting again that I’d missed so many of the early days of Phoebe’s life. 
 
   For the first time, I felt a pang of something else, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. A little niggle in the pit of my stomach that had made my eye follow the path of the expectant mothers during the day. 
 
   I was certain it was just lingering concern for Ruby—even though she was fine.
 
   Once Phoebe was bathed and settled in bed, I followed the sound of the shower to find Alyssa in our en suite. I stripped quietly before climbing into the shower and wrapping my arm around her. She squealed and jumped at my touch before spinning around in my arms.
 
   “Sorry,” she murmured. “You startled me.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to.” I pulled her against me.
 
   “I was just distracted, I guess.”
 
   I glanced down at her naked chest before kissing the base of her neck. “I don’t blame you,” I whispered. “You’re all wet after all. I find I get easily distracted when you’re all wet.” I growled the last word against her skin. I had only joined her in order to rinse off, but I was quickly getting new ideas.
 
   Alyssa mewed softly, and I took it as an encouragement to continue. I licked and sucked along her clavicle before kissing her neck softly. I traced a path up to the soft skin just underneath her ear, kissing it softly, and then murmured, “Very distracted, in fact.”
 
   I ran my tongue along the shell of her ear before breathing softly on her skin, and relished the way she shivered against my body.
 
   “But I don’t find my wetness to be a distraction,” she teased.
 
   I ran my hands along the sides of her body, pushing against her and pinning her to the tiles. “Do you find my wetness distracting?”
 
   She grinned wickedly then shook her head.
 
   I rested my lips against her ear and ran one hand down her body, cupping my hand against her pussy. “How about when I make you wet, is that distracting?”
 
   I slid my hand down to her arousal, slipping two fingers inside and curling them around to rub gently within her. I pulled my face back from her delectable skin to ensure that she was satisfied. The look on her face was one of such ecstasy that it was clear I was more than welcome to continue. I trailed my free hand over her sides and across her breasts before running it down onto her stomach. Without removing my fingers or slowing their pace, I kissed my way down her body before finding myself almost eye to eye with the small scar on her stomach—the tiny reminder of her pregnancy. I traced a finger across it lightly before kissing along her hip and touching my mouth to the apex of her thighs. I enjoyed the sensation of kissing her deeply while she raked her fingernails across my scalp. She was making such delectable sounds—amplified by the enclosed space of our en suite—that I was painfully hard long before I was done satisfying her.
 
   I removed my fingers and trailed my way back up her body with my mouth. As I stood, I lifted her legs one at a time, wrapping them around my waist and positioning myself to plunge deep into her. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and I pushed her upper body harder against the tiles; her shoulders rested flush against the wall and her hips angled out perfectly toward me. I thrust into her hard and fast, my need for her driven by a desire for intimacy that I couldn’t explain. I needed to be near her—and in her. I needed her to surround me completely. I just needed her. 
 
   I clutched her hips tightly, shifting her ever closer to me, until she came undone in my arms and fell against me, spent and exhausted. Then I carried her to the bed and made love to her again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: BUNNY DAY
 
   
 
 
   
SATURDAY, WE SPENT the day around the house. I tinkered with a few of my cars because I’d been champing at the bit to apply some of what I had learned since starting my apprenticeship. Phoebe trailed around behind me, wearing a set of little overalls with her hair in pigtails and my tools in her pockets. 
 
   She looked up at me, pleased as punch with herself for being like Daddy. 
 
   “There’s something missing,” I said, staring at her thoughtfully. 
 
   Her gaze trailed over her outfit. “Nah-uh.”
 
   “Yah-huh,” I said. I ran my finger over the carburettor I was working on, and then ran a small trail of grease over her cheek. 
 
   She squealed with laughter before declaring I was missing it too. Obliging her, I ran my finger over my cheek as well. 
 
   I really enjoyed showing Phoebe a little bit more of that side of myself and was surprised about how proud I felt about the smallest things she did that demonstrated she was paying attention to me. Like when she explained to Alyssa what the rattle gun was for minutes after I had given a demonstration. I joked with her that she would be able to start an apprenticeship under me one day. The earnest look of pure excitement she gave me in response was enough to melt my heart.
 
   
 
 
   
ON SUNDAY morning, I set my alarm super early and woke to do the Easter Bunny thing. I littered a course of Easter eggs around the house. It started with a trail of tiny eggs and powdered “rabbit tracks” from her bedroom door, leading to slightly bigger eggs down the staircase, and finally to a collection of large eggs and a rabbit in the living room.
 
   I padded quietly back to the bedroom and waited for Phoebe to wake up. I knew the instant that she realised what was waiting outside her door—I think the whole neighbourhood did. She squealed excitedly then ran into our room at top speed and skidded to a halt in front of our bed. She already had chocolate smeared across her mouth and a wide grin on her face.
 
   “The Easter Bunny camed!” she shouted excitedly. “He left me lots of chocolates! Dey’re everywhere! Come see!” She grabbed one of my hands and one of Alyssa’s and pulled us from the bed. I wrapped my arms around Alyssa and walked in step with her. I was grinning widely because she had yet to see my handiwork.
 
   “Oh, my . . .” Alyssa gasped as we came to the staircase and she saw the trail of eggs running down the stairs.
 
   I suppressed a chuckle and released her in order to chase after Phoebe who was halfway down the stairs and babbling about the rest of the eggs she got. She stopped on each stair, picked up the egg, and put it with the ever-growing pile that she was gathering in a makeshift basket she made with the front of her nightgown.
 
   Alyssa covered her face with her hands when she saw the contents of the living room. She spun toward me quickly, staring at me with one eyebrow cocked. “The Easter Bunny really went over the top this year, didn’t he?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “It’s mores than I got last year!” Phoebe exclaimed, picking up one of the giant rabbits that sat on the couch.
 
   “How about you go and find them all and take them into the kitchen?” Alyssa said to Phoebe.
 
   I turned to help, but Alyssa stopped me. “Daddy and I need to have a little talk.”
 
   I gulped as I spun back to Alyssa. She had her arms crossed and a “what the hell were you thinking” look on her face. I shrugged again and gave her an “I’m new to this and wanted to make it memorable, really . . . I’m innocent” look. 
 
   We were certainly getting the non-verbal communication thing down pat.
 
   I stepped closer to her. “I acknowledge that I may have gone a little bit over the top,” I murmured as I wrapped my arms around her waist. I wasn’t above using tools that Dr. Henrikson had given us to show her I was serious. “I couldn’t help it though, I got a little excited.” I ducked my head to meet her eye.
 
   Alyssa looked up at me, and I could see the shock and anger had melted away a little in the face of my admission. “She would have been happy with one or two eggs and then to just spend the day with you,” she said exasperatedly.
 
   I nodded. “I’m sorry. I promise I won’t go quite so over the top next year.” I drew a little cross over my heart. 
 
   “I’ll hold you to it.” She smiled, and I knew I was out of the doghouse. 
 
   Thank Christ. 
 
   We managed to convince Phoebe to put the chocolate down long enough to eat a healthy breakfast and get changed to ready ourselves for the arrival of our lunch guests.
 
   Morgan and Eden arrived first. Phoebe practically threw herself into Eden’s arms and wished her a happy Easter. Soon after, the rest of my motley crew—Calem, Sam, Ryan, Mia, and Johnno—turned up. A couple of girls from Alyssa’s work were the last ones to show. Apparently, Alyssa had invited the one girl she was friendly with, who had in turn invited the other girls in the office. I immediately recognised one of them as the girl from the bar in London. I felt Alyssa bristle beside me as I said hello, but Lily seemed as willing as I was to put the incident behind us and not mention it at all.
 
   I stoked up the BBQ and passed around a few beers. Before I knew it, there was a party in full swing.
 
   I made sure I didn’t leave all the hosting duties to Alyssa; instead, I mingled and served drinks. I entertained Phoebe and got her to help me out a little—just simple things like grabbing food from the kitchen and drinks from the eskies. I noticed Alyssa approach Morgan and Eden and strike up a tentative conversation. I knew that Alyssa and Morgan would never be best friends, but at least they were being civil and trying to put their differences behind them, which meant the world to me.
 
   At one point during the afternoon, I had Alyssa under one arm and the other around Phoebe. As I watched over our friends mingling with one another, I couldn’t believe how shockingly and absolutely domestic my life had become. As much as I would have been loath to admit it a few months earlier, I was in my fucking element and blissed the fuck out. Aside from a few special days with Alyssa and Phoebe, I couldn’t think of a day when I’d had a better time.
 
   When evening started to close in on our little party, most of the people started to leave; although Eden and Morgan stayed for the clean-up, which was greatly appreciated. After the paper plates were discarded and the dishwasher was running, Alyssa, Eden, and Phoebe raced upstairs for some girly shit to do with the wedding, so Morgan and I sat to have a beer.
 
   “Man, can you believe how different your life is now?” he asked.
 
   I laughed. “I was just thinking that earlier. Last Easter . . .” I trailed off with a shudder as I recalled my adventures of the previous Easter. Sure I’d thought it was fun at the time, but it just couldn’t compare now.
 
   “I’m thinking about doing it.” Morgan choked. His face was earnest, but his wide eyes and tight lips made him look dreadfully afraid.
 
   “Doing what exactly?” I had a suspicion, but I wanted to make him suffer.
 
   “Asking Edie.” He made the strange choking sound again. “To marry me, I mean.” His voice squeaked as the last few words escaped past his lips.
 
   I grinned. “I guarantee it’ll be the best question you ever ask.”
 
   He sat bolt upright and choked a little more—I was beginning to wonder if I needed to take the big-boy drinks off him. “Holy fuck! When did my little squirt grow up so much? I mean, sure you’re getting married and all, but fuck, to hear you talk about marriage as if it’s the best thing in the world . . . and you aren’t even married yet!”
 
   I shrugged. “Man, marriage, kids, all that stuff. It’s scary as fuck, but it’s the biggest thing you will ever do with your life. More important than any fucking championship.”
 
   He laughed. “Seriously, who are you and what the fuck have you done with Declan Reede?”
 
   I sat grinning like the cat that got the cream. “The Declan Reede you knew . . . Well, he’s gone. I am the new and improved version.” I sat back and stretched out along the sofa.
 
   “Well, new maybe.” He pretended to size me up. “Not sure about improved.”
 
   “Fuck you!” I punched his arm.
 
   He laughed. “Fuck you!” He punched me back.
 
   We fell into our old dynamic and had a mock-wrestle in the living room before the girls came down to break us up. As we said goodbye, Morgan turned to me. “I’ll talk to you later for some more advice . . . about that thing.”
 
   Alyssa and Eden looked between us, puzzled, but I just nodded. “Anytime, dude.”
 
   Alyssa quizzed me after he’d left, but I didn’t spill his secret. Over the years, he’d protected so many details about my life. I figured I at least owed him the same courtesy.
 
   
 
 
   
ON MONDAY, Alyssa and I took Phoebe to Luna Park. We had a great time—thanks in no small part to far too much fairy floss, dagwood dogs, and soft drinks. It was interesting to watch Phoebe on all the kiddie rides, but even more interesting to watch her sizing herself up against the adult rides and come away upset when she wasn’t quite tall enough for them. 
 
   In order to give her some thrills, I took her on the Tumble Bug and then on the Rotor. Her giggles and excited screams were all the reward I needed.
 
   Both Alyssa and Phoebe laughed as I wrestled against the forces sticking us to the wall to try to get sideways. Phoebe begged to go on it again, but she was already looking decidedly green so we opted for the Ferris wheel instead.
 
   After the Ferris wheel and the carousel, we went on to the bumper cars. The first time, I took Phoebe in the car with me and avoided the worst of the carnage. The second time, she was with Alyssa. Freed from the responsibility of making sure she didn’t get hurt on my watch, I took great joy in ramming into the other cars, especially any that came too close to my girls.
 
   Overall, the weekend was fan-fucking-tastic. I was glad for the respite and the breathing space with my family, because a little over a week after Easter, I was heading to New Zealand for the Hamilton 400. It would be an excruciating torture for me for three reasons. 
 
   One, I would be away from my family. 
 
   Two, I would have to pit for Hunter. 
 
   And three, I wouldn’t even have the luxury of the Mini to escape from his fuckery.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SIXTEEN: FAMILIAR FEELING
 
   
 
 
   
THE HAMILTON 400 was every bit as horrid as I’d thought it would be. 
 
   Hunter rode my arse the whole time, never letting the opportunity to insult me, or Alyssa, pass. When we were around others, it always sounded mischievous and light-hearted, like when Morgan and I bantered, but as soon as we were alone—even momentarily—it took a darker turn. It took every ounce of my patience to not smack his smart-talking mouth.
 
   It was hard, but somehow I managed to continue my resistance against assaulting him physically. I realised I had to fight him my own way—a way that wouldn’t get me in trouble with the Sinclair Racing brass—so I started tailing him to the nightclubs in town and cock-blocking him at every possible opportunity. 
 
   After all, what we did in our own spare time had nothing to do with the team, so I had the opportunity to get a bit of vengeance without repercussions—from the team at least. It didn’t even affect my family moments because of the two-hour time difference between New Zealand and Sydney. I was able to call home before I hit the town and again when I returned to the hotel.
 
   He was so tense by the end of the weekend, it was fucking hilarious. Especially so, because I knew he was heading home to a lonely and empty house. I was going home to a lovely house, a beautiful daughter, and a highly fuckable fiancée who had missed me terribly. In fact, she’d demonstrated just how much during our late-night phone calls. We’d been practising our aural technique regularly and were at the point where it was almost as good as the real thing. Well, at least as good as I could expect without any skin-to-skin contact.
 
   On top of avoiding Hunter at the track, and chasing him through the clubs, I spent the weekend trying to stay out of Morgan’s way. He was wound tighter than a tin soldier over some special plans he had for the trip. He’d arranged to stay a couple of days longer with Eden, but he wouldn’t tell me exactly what was happening. I knew they were heading to the Waitomo Glowworm Caves and figured that meant that somewhere beneath the dark earth, by the tiny light of thousands of glowworms, he was going to ask her a question that could change the course of both of their lives. 
 
   If that was the case, I couldn’t be happier for them.
 
   My suspicions were confirmed a few days after arriving home when Eden called and squealed down the phone. She demanded I put Alyssa on, and the two of them squealed to each other again. I rolled my eyes at Phoebe, who giggled and reached out for me.
 
   All I got in actual confirmation from Morgan was a text message. I did it. Best Man?
 
   I laughed and texted back. Definitely.
 
   
 
 
   
APRIL HAD headed toward May much too quickly. As it did, Alyssa and I seemed to spend most of our time passing each other like ships in the night. I was putting in crazy hours at the office, and whenever I was lucky enough to be home at a reasonable hour, she was always on the phone with either Eden or Ruby. My own phone had been going crazy with phone calls from one Brisbane number. Although I didn’t know the number at first, the corresponding voicemail that arrived told me all I needed to know. Dad was trying to reach me, but I wasn’t ready to talk to him again. I wasn’t sure I ever would be. 
 
   Things started to look up a little when Alyssa booked flights to go to Brisbane for the weekend I was racing at Ipswich—at Queensland Raceway—for the first time since I’d begun crashing out. The thought that she’d be supporting me there, where I’d need it the most, left me ecstatic.
 
   My excitement over her travelling to Brisbane with Phoebe was short-lived when I realised that she was going primarily to arrange some more of the finer details of the wedding—the things that were impossible to arrange over the phone. 
 
   She and Ruby had already lined up back-to-back meetings with the photographer to select the shots and locations for the photos, the bakery to choose the type of cake we would serve—I voted mud cake rather than that horrid fruit stuff—and with the decorators to pin down the colour for the bows for the fucking chairs or something.
 
   It all boiled down to one simple truth: I wouldn’t get any quality time with her despite being on our old home turf. I would have to relive so many memories while at the track—of crashing for the first time ever, of the date I’d arranged for her after my return to Brisbane, of many visits during my youth—and I would have to do it all alone.
 
   Fuck my life. 
 
   The team truck left for Ipswich on the last Wednesday in April with Danny in tow. The rest of the crew were flying up on Thursday morning to meet up at the track. I got permission to drive up on Wednesday night rather than leaving with the rest of them. It was a hard decision, because it meant an extra day away from Alyssa and driving would take a little longer. But it meant I would have my own car, which hopefully would leave me free to come and go from the track as I pleased to see my family at least a little.
 
   The drive was long and lonely. I tried putting the radio on, but it did little to distract me from my thoughts. An uneasy feeling settled into me. I found myself stopping at every service station along the highway. I didn’t want to be on the darkened road anymore; it was making me mad. Something began to eat away at my sanity, but for the life of me I had no idea what that “something” was.
 
   As I drove, I longed for some kind of peace. I longed to see Alyssa by my side and Phoebe giggling at me from the rear seat. Instead, the car was empty and silent. I drank more coffee and ate more shitty servo food than was probably healthy in a twelve-hour period. If I tried to think about my race, I inevitably became more wound up and would need to stop again.
 
   When I arrived at the track on Thursday morning, I helped everyone with the set-up before heading to the hotel to sleep and prepare for my early start. I was due at the track for my first practise session at eight the following morning.
 
   
 
 
   
IT WAS hard to put the memories of my first DNF out of my head as I drove around the all-too-familiar track of Queensland Raceway. I’d learned the cause of it I was now able to deal with; Alyssa was back by my side, Flynn wasn’t the love rival I’d thought he was, and I had mostly come to terms with the stupid decisions I had made to get Alyssa and me to that point. But knowing the reasons for my crash didn’t help when I drove that section of the track. The crash itself played over and over in my head. Back then, if I’d been killed in an accident, I probably would have welcomed death, but now I had too much to lose.
 
   Instead of focusing on that first DNF, I tried to think of other times I had driven the track, like on my date with Alyssa, but it was no good. At the time, I’d had her presence in the car to distract me while I was driving. 
 
   I didn’t have that anymore. 
 
   There was nothing to distract me in my Mini. There was nothing except my own mind and the squawking of the radio to offer me companionship—and my mind wasn’t good company away from Alyssa.
 
   I stumbled from the car once I got it off the track, feeling much worse for wear. My chest was tight, and I was beginning to feel the familiar constriction that had always pre-empted my panic attacks. I’d thought being on my home ground, so to speak, would help me. I’d thought Queensland Raceway would be the easiest track to conquer, but instead it was overpowering me. Even though I’d hoped to get the opportunity to prove myself on the track that was the most familiar to me of them all, it proved to have too many lingering ghosts.
 
   After practise, I parked my Mini and walked away from it for a while, knowing I only had a few hours to get my head back in the game before my next practise session. This race meeting was going to be an extra-long one for me with four races in total—on top of the practises, qualifying, and my usual pit crew duties.
 
   The next practise was just a little bit more calming. God knows how, but I managed to get around smoothly and without too much hassle. I found a groove on the track that I’d missed during the first session, but I still felt wildly off task. I should have been able to push it faster, but I just couldn’t. I wasn’t able to get my head into the game properly. Images of my first DNF, along with the sounds of the car hitting the wall, flooded my mind, and I felt like a failure. 
 
   Those memories melded into the vision from my recurring nightmare of Alyssa being in the seat beside me. I couldn’t get my head clear. I needed something, some kind of inner peace that I’d managed to feign at other meets, but that had been impossible to even imagine since my horror drive up from Sydney.
 
   I went back to the hotel disappointed. Alyssa wasn’t arriving in Brisbane until sometime on Saturday, so I rang home. Even that didn’t help. It was a quick conversation with both my girls before I was cast off the phone so they could have some sleep in preparation for their early flight.
 
   The next day, I just went through the motions. I survived the qualifying session and was not at all surprised when told I had qualified fifth. I could see the London dream slipping away. I had to get pole in Townsville or I was fucked.
 
   I walked around like a fucking zombie the rest of the morning, doing what was required of me and nothing more. I didn’t have the energy to try, and I just couldn’t shake the dreadful feeling in the pit of my stomach.
 
   Finally, it was time for my first race. I had no idea how I was going to make it through. My stomach was wound up in knots, and I was a few short breaths away from a full-blown panic attack. Everything in my body told me not to get in the car, but I needed to buck up and move past my demons if I was ever going to be successful at Queensland Raceway again. 
 
   I couldn’t ever expect to get back into a V8 if a simple racetrack could beat me.
 
   Lined up on the grid, I took a few deep breaths, running through my usual routine while the light was red. When the light turned green, I planted my foot and flicked through the gears. As the race wore on, I managed to get into the swing of things a little. I was actually jostling for third at turn six on the final lap when everything turned to shit.
 
   The driver beside me took a line that was too aggressive and raced through the corner with far too much speed. I felt his car nudge mine roughly and saw his tyre mount my wheel arch. I closed my eyes for a moment, knowing this was what I’d been dreading the whole time, but thankfully when I opened them again a split-second later, my car was still on the track and still pointed in the right direction. 
 
   I looked back to see what had become of my competitor, but he wasn’t there. My eyes flicked back to the track, and I watched in horror as his car completed a roll before beginning to cartwheel toward the safety barrier.
 
   My heart stopped as his Mini missed the barrier completely and sailed over the top of the fence that separated the crowd from the track. His car settled roughly in the middle of a scattering crowd. My heart raced and all I could think was that Alyssa could have easily been standing there. She would be in Brisbane by now, and if she hadn’t been off doing her wedding stuff, she could’ve been standing in the path of that deadly weapon.
 
   I managed to keep my wits about me enough to execute the final turns and finish the lap as the stewards cancelled the rest of the race. My hands shook wickedly as I climbed out of the car. I raced to the fence separating the scrutineering field from the Paddock to find Eden—I knew she’d be all across the incident.
 
   “How many people were—” I couldn’t finish the sentence.
 
   “I don’t know, Declan.” She held out a mobile phone for me. “But I’ve got someone on the phone for you.”
 
   I grabbed the phone, knowing who it would be.
 
   “I just heard about an accident or something there. Are you all right?”
 
   I sighed in relief as Alyssa’s voice washed over me. “Yeah, baby, I’m fine. I wasn’t involved.” I didn’t think I needed to clarify that I’d been only seconds away from being involved.
 
   “Oh, thank goodness.” I could hear her physically slumping in relief over the phone. “Do you need me to come there?”
 
   I debated being selfish for a moment and saying yes, but decided against it. “No, I’ll be fine.”
 
   Eden looked at me sympathetically. She knew I wasn’t fine, but she also wouldn’t argue with me or worry Alyssa unnecessarily.
 
   “How did you hear about it so quickly?” I asked.
 
   “I was actually on the phone with Eden about something else when she started swearing and shouting about a Mini that’d crashed. God, I was so worried . . .”
 
   I was too, I thought, but I didn’t want to add to her concern.
 
   “Actually, I needed to talk to you about something else too.”
 
   I knew from her tone of voice that now that she knew I was okay, she was back to business—wedding business.
 
   “I finally got a call back from Miss Wendy, the dressmaker. She said she can fit me in this weekend, but it’s got to be tonight. Is it okay if I meet you later on? Around eleven? Mum’ll come with me to look after Phoebe. But if you need me to be there for you when you get back to the hotel, I’ll tell her no.”
 
   I sighed and shook my head. “No, go. You should do this while we’re here anyway. It’ll be easier in the long run. I’ll see you later tonight.”
 
   “Thanks, Dec.”
 
   Even though she couldn’t see me, I plastered a smile on my face and wondered if it looked as fake as it felt. “No problems.”
 
   My second race was an unqualified disaster; I was too afraid to go near another car for fear of being involved in another incident and breaking the car. I couldn’t stand the humiliation if I was thrown out of the Micro Series on top of everything else. I took the pussy-line on every corner, braking early and accelerating late. I hated myself for being unable to get past the worry, but I just couldn’t find the thing that was missing. Missing to the tune of third last at the end of the race. 
 
   After I finished at the track, and the Mini was wrapped up safely for the night, I headed toward Browns Plains. I had no idea where exactly I wanted to end up, but I felt the need to drive my old streets. I drove aimlessly until I pulled up in front of the Browns Plains cemetery. 
 
   Once there, I knew my purpose. I knew why I’d been unable to find peace, why my heart had been clenched ever since my drive to Brisbane. 
 
   The last time I’d driven to Brisbane on my own, I was in the middle of a crisis. It had been a crisis of my own making, and one that I’d only gone part of the way toward fixing. I was certain I would be able to find peace where I always found it—with family. I climbed from the car and followed the familiar path toward the tiny cherub in the back rows.
 
   Unlike previous visits, this wasn’t one filled with sadness or a need to make amends. I was purely visiting my son to spend time with him. I ran my fingers along the little headstone and stood beside his grave for a few moments. Resting on the marble of the headstone, right in front of the tiny cherub, were a few items that I assumed were the gifts Alyssa had left with Emmanuel before we’d moved to Sydney. 
 
   Except the car she’d left to represent me was gone. 
 
   Once upon a time, I probably would have taken that as an omen. Instead, I decided to see if it had simply fallen into the grass.
 
   As I bent to look around the base, I briefly examined the other items that had been left. A purple plastic ring—the kind you get out of a gumball machine. Despite it being faded by the sun, I recognised it as the gift I’d given Alyssa the day after our first kiss. I felt my chest clench to know that she had kept it through everything I had put her through and that she’d given it to Emmanuel as a keepsake. There was a tiny hospital band looped through it, but the weather had wrought a bit of damage on the paper inside so I couldn’t tell whose it was. I could only assume it was Phoebe’s. 
 
   I brushed a small pile of leaves off the corner of the marble at the base of his headstone, and my hand brushed across something solid and metal. I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. The little Commodore was decked out in red with a flaming car along both sides—the traditional Sinclair Racing design. The paint on the toy car was patchy, faded to a soft pink in a number of places. 
 
   Looking at the car, I felt something stir inside of me. I’d never been afraid when I drove its likeness. 
 
   At least, not before my last race at Queensland Raceway.
 
   I turned it over in my hands again and again as I wrestled with the best thing to say. I settled for, “Hi.”
 
   I sighed and sat down on the grass where I had lain in agony less than six months earlier. I stared at the little car in my hands. “I’m sorry I haven’t been back to see you much lately. I hope you understand why we had to move to Sydney. Both Mummy’s and Daddy’s jobs needed us down there, but we haven’t forgotten you. Not a day goes by when you aren’t in our hearts. I just wanted you to know that.”
 
   I rested the car back in its rightful place and looked up at the cherub.
 
   “You know, I really regret never getting the chance to meet you and that you never got the chance to live your life. I know I would’ve been so proud of you. You would’ve been my little man. But I worry sometimes. I worry that you wouldn’t have been proud of me.” I stopped to inhale deeply.
 
   “I worry that I can’t be everything I need to be . . . for your mummy and for Phoebe. Don’t get me wrong, I love them both so much, and I’m never going to leave them again, but what if I fail them? What if I don’t get a chance to be back in a ProV8? Or worse, what if I get kicked off the team entirely one day? What if Hunter does something that I can’t fight?”
 
   Closing my eyes, the images from my dream assaulted me again, now with the vision of the Mini crashing into the crowd edited into the mix. I continued in a pained whisper, “What if something happens to your mummy because of me? I don’t know if I could live with myself.”
 
   I wrung my hands together and took another deep breath before pausing to look around. The trees at the back of the cemetery rustled slightly with a soft breeze. It was such a peaceful place, which was strange because it was the worst place in the world in so many people’s minds, and yet I found it calming.
 
   As I listened to the utter peace in the darkening cemetery, a realisation struck me, as if it had been whispered through the night. A revelation that untangled the knot in my chest in a heartbeat carried in on the breeze. 
 
   “You wouldn’t actually care if I was kicked off the team . . . would you? You’d be proud of me anyway.” I felt a bubble of hope. “Phoebe and your mummy would be too, wouldn’t they? They wouldn’t care if I was a mechanic at a country servo earning squat for the rest of my life, would they? As long as I was with them, and being the best father and husband I could be, they would be proud of me. Because that’s what family is about.”
 
   I stood as my epiphany settled over me. I felt an inner peace unlike any I had ever experienced before. It didn’t matter to my family if I won or lost. It didn’t matter to them if I ever drove a ProV8 again. They supported my efforts because they wanted me to do it, for myself. I smiled widely at the little cherub. 
 
   “I can do this.” I didn’t know what this meant—marriage, fatherhood, racing—but it didn’t matter because I had realised that I could do it. All of it. 
 
   And if I did fail, my family would be there to help me through.
 
   As I stood beside Emmanuel’s grave, I couldn’t help but think of my own father. He’d been making an effort to reach out to me, and I’d been steadfastly ignoring his calls. I’d done that to someone once before and, as I’d since discovered, it had had disastrous consequences.
 
   I said farewell and thank you to Emmanuel before walking back to my car. When I got there, I pulled out my mobile and rang a number I had been pretending didn’t exist.
 
   “Dad? It’s me. I was wondering if you wanted to meet up for a drink?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: UNEXPECTED
 
   
 
 
   
THE CALM I had found at Emmanuel’s side faded quickly as I edged closer to the city. I was going to see the man I’d once admired and looked up to, but whom I had lost all respect for in one fell swoop. 
 
   I didn’t know if we would ever mend the bridge between us, but I had to try. I had to be the bigger man, especially after my epiphany that family was what mattered in the world. It might be what I needed to push the demons from the track out of my mind for good.
 
   After parking my car, I walked to our agreed-upon meeting place—an Irish pub on a busy corner in town. I think we secretly hoped that the loud music and busy atmosphere would help us to avoid having an in-depth conversation—at least that was certainly my hope.
 
   As I approached the bar and saw his familiar figure waiting for me, I breathed deeply. I began to wonder whether I was making the right choice, and was about to turn to leave before he had a chance to spot me. As if he’d sensed me behind him, or maybe because he was watching in the mirror behind the bar, he turned before I could make my escape.
 
   “Thank you. For, well, for agreeing to, uh, meet with me,” he stammered. He offered me his hand for a handshake before deciding against it and leaning in for an awkward hug instead.
 
   I stepped back quickly and held my hands up to him, palms facing out. Just seeing his face brought all my anger back to the surface. I might have been willing to try and be the better man, but I wasn’t going to blindly ignore everything he’d done. 
 
   He’d cheated on Mum, he’d barged in on Alyssa when she was in the shower—accidental or not—and he’d allowed his whore of a girlfriend to sell me—his own son—out with a story that was utter bullshit. I wasn’t about to hug him in greeting as if all of that hadn’t happened. 
 
   “I may have suggested a meeting, but I’m not completely ready to jump back onto the father/son bandwagon,” I told him.
 
   “Then how do you see this playing out?” he asked.
 
   I sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I made a mistake. I should go.”
 
   His hand reached out and grabbed my arm. “Don’t. I need to talk to you about something. Please, just let me buy you a beer.”
 
   Against my better judgement, I agreed. I slid onto the bar stool beside him and ordered a Pure Blonde; if it was going on his tab it was going to be something better than a local beer.
 
   He asked about my race meeting, and I waved him off with an, “I really don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “I heard about the big crash today. Someone died, didn’t they?”
 
   I shook my head in exasperation. Did he always have to fucking exaggerate? “No, two spectators had minor injuries, and the driver was taken to hospital to be safe.”
 
   Even as I started to explain the truth, his eyes wandered around the bar; he was clearly disinterested in everything I had to say. I followed his line of sight to a group of women in the corner. I couldn’t believe I’d ever looked up to him, or worse, that I’d actually been like him.
 
   He tried again to make some small talk, but I found that I just couldn’t keep it up. It was too exhausting, because I had nothing I wanted to say to him.
 
   “So, how are things at home for you?” His question surprised me.
 
   “Terrific. Alyssa is the absolute best. I couldn’t even imagine being with anyone else again.” I answered sincerely but with a touch of venom in my voice. I honestly meant it, but I also wanted to let him know that he was the one who’d stuffed up by cheating on his wife. 
 
   He’d made his own damn bed.
 
   “So, you’re not sick of being trapped?” He laughed, sickening me.
 
   I clenched my fist. “I’m not trapped.”
 
   “Okay, so you’re happy.” He held his hand up in apology. “Then again, that little woman of yours certainly has a long list of assets.” His smile appeared more like a leer in my mind.
 
   A wave of red washed over me as the image of him watching her in the bathroom when she was pregnant grew in my mind. I slammed my hand down against the bar. “Don’t you dare talk about Alyssa,” I said with a tone that left no room for argument.
 
   He sighed. “Just sit and stay calm, will you please? I will not have you making another scene like the one at the café.”
 
   “I made a scene?” I scoffed. “You were the one who was all over a two-bit whore, who, by the way, is fucking younger than me!” I was shaking with rage and trying very hard to calm down. The last time I lost my temper with Dad was when he’d made up his mind to sell me out—or at least when he’d justified it to himself. I shook my head and turned away. “This was a fucking mistake.”
 
   “Declan, wait!” he cried desperately as I pushed away from the bar. “I need a favour.”
 
   I shook my head without looking back at him.
 
   “I need you to sign a statutory declaration stating that your mother stole the funds in our joint account.”
 
   I was livid. I turned back to him in shock, my rage mixed equally with disbelief. “What?”
 
   “I have nothing, son. Nothing. I can’t even get a job. All I want is my half of what was in that account.”
 
   I laughed. “You are fucking pathetic. You really want me to dob on Mum? You really think I would ever sell her out like that? Anything you got out of this, you deserve. I hope she spends every fucking cent.”
 
   “Please? I think Hayley is thinking about leaving me, especially now that my account is running low.” His voice was pure desperation. “I can’t let that happen.”
 
   I wasn’t surprised by the fact that he had all but admitted having a hidden account; I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had a handful of them. However, the fact that he honestly thought he had some claim over the money Mum took—money that I had no doubt he rightfully owed Mum, probably with interest—blew me away. To try to use me to steal half of it, and set Mum up as some kind of criminal, just pissed me off. “Not in a million fucking years. And if that gold-digging whore leaves you, then, well, I think you should consider yourself pretty damn lucky.”
 
   “How dare you!” he roared. “I don’t care what you say about me, but you will stop calling Hayley such horrid names.”
 
   Half the bar was watching us, but I didn’t care.
 
   “You had a perfectly good, loving, beautiful woman waiting at home for you every night, but you treated her like shit and fucked scum like Hayley fucking Bliss. That’s how dare I! How could you even think I would ever turn my back on Mum in support of you and that little slut?”
 
   I turned and stalked from the bar before I could do something that I would really regret; something that might give Danny a reason for kicking me off the team.
 
   Without looking back, or stopping at his shouts to come back, I raced to my car as quickly as I could. I practically ripped the door off in my attempt to get inside. I slid onto the seat before slamming the door shut with a growl on my lips.
 
   Where in the hell does he get off?
 
   I should’ve known better than to try to see my scumbag father. There was an old saying I’d heard a hundred times, “Let sleeping dogs lie.” The meeting had made me understand the exact meaning behind it. 
 
   I sat in the car and waited, trying to calm down. The hood light clicked off after a few minutes, but I was still livid and breathing heavily. Definitely not in any fit state to drive.
 
   After the shitty start to the weekend, I’d finally managed to find calm and was ready to race after my visit with Emmanuel. Yet, a few seconds spent in Dad’s presence, and it had all been completely erased.
 
   My thoughts turned to Alyssa, and how she had been encouraging me to take the step toward forgiving Dad. She’d argued that I needed to look at Phoebe and decide if I would want her to forgive me if I fucked up badly. I already had and hoped that she would in the long run. But there was one key difference—I actually wanted to do better. 
 
   I didn’t know if I could tell Alyssa about my failed attempt. I would have to admit just how big a piece of scum I came from. How could I be certain that no more of his shittiness rubbed off on me? I didn’t need to make a choice just yet. I wasn’t sure what time Alyssa was due back from her fitting, and I wasn’t even sure she’d bother coming all the way to Ipswich if she finished up too late. She might just crash at her mum’s. 
 
   I took another couple of deep breaths to try to calm down a little more before finally putting the car in gear and heading back to my empty hotel room.
 
   It’s times like these I could use a drink, I thought to myself, even while knowing I could never go back to using alcohol to dull my anger.
 
   
 
 
   
“DEC?” A hushed whisper echoed through my dreams. A giggle followed.
 
   I mumbled something incoherent, not completely awake.
 
   There was a bang then another giggle.
 
   “Alyssa?” I tried to see through the thick night. “Is that you?”
 
   A third giggle burst from the dark shadow in the middle of the room.
 
   I was about to climb from bed when the shadow ran toward me at full steam. 
 
   She leapt onto the bed at the last moment. When she landed, she knelt on top of the covers of the bed, pinning me beneath them.
 
   “Hi.” Alyssa giggled.
 
   I chuckled in response. I’d missed her so much and after the fucked-up evening I’d had, her silliness was welcome, even if it was a little unexpected.
 
   She leaned her face in to mine, and I was treated with the sweet scent of champagne. 
 
   “I bumped into something before.” She giggled again.
 
   Because of her proximity, her hair fell into my eyes and across my face. I tucked it gently behind her ear and cupped her cheek. She crinkled her nose and grinned at me.
 
   “Lys? Are you drunk?” I asked, unable to hide the amusement in my voice.
 
   She shook her head, taking my hand with her. “Nah’m not drunk, I’m just really happy to see you, baby!” She wiggled her hips over mine. 
 
   I bit my lip to stop myself from laughing at her again. I gently placed my free hand on her other cheek, guiding her face back toward mine in an attempt to refocus her attention on me. “Lys, baby, where’s Phoebe?”
 
   She stared at me with confusion in her eyes before turning her head to the door. 
 
   “Mum!” she exclaimed suddenly, turning back to me. “Mum’s got her. I was worried about you when they were squeezing me into my dress, so they gave me some wine.” She closed her eyes and licked her lips. “It was really yummy,” she whispered, as if it was a secret. “Then Mum took Phoebe to her house. And Eden took me here.”
 
   “Did you have fun?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “I was worried about you.” She brushed her face along my neck and her tongue pressed forward to run a sloppy trail over my throat.
 
   “I know. I was worried about you too.”
 
   “I wish I coulda been there today.”
 
   “No!” I exclaimed, startling her. She sat up and gave a small cry of surprise. I wrapped her up in my arms again. “Sorry, just the thought of you being anywhere near that out-of-control Mini . . .” I held her tightly as I trailed off.
 
   “I’m safe. I’m here.”
 
   “I know,” I whispered against her hair. “I can’t tell you how glad I am about that.”
 
   She obviously sensed I needed a change in the conversation, or maybe she was upset about losing her buzz, because she shifted her body so her hips were flush with mine. She turned her head so her hair fell around both our faces, enclosing us in our own private world.
 
   “How are you?” she asked.
 
   Flashes of the disastrous meeting with my father crossed my mind. “Don’t ask.”
 
   She frowned.
 
   “I’ll tell you about it later.”
 
   I could see she was going to ask more, so I cupped her face gently and guided her lips to mine. I kissed her passionately, and she moaned loudly in response.
 
   She laughed as she pulled away. “You don’t want to tell me.”
 
   I grinned. “I didn’t think I was making it that obvious.”
 
   She giggled before leaning back in to kiss me again before pulling away. “That’s not the only thin’ you’re making obvious.” She wiggled her hips, rubbing herself against the boner that was growing steadily.
 
   “Well, can you blame me when a drunk, sexy woman just crashed into my bedroom and climbed on top of me?”
 
   “Told you, I’m not drunk.”
 
   “Ah, maybe not completely, but you are sexy.”
 
   She smiled. “You think I’m sexy?” She sat up and ran her hands across her breasts and down her body.
 
   “Fuck yeah, I do.”
 
   She leaned into me again. “I think you’re sexy too.”
 
   I smirked. “I know.”
 
   She smacked my chest lightly but left her hand where it landed. Her fingers splayed on my naked chest. She looked down at me in deep concentration.
 
   I lifted my hand and clasped her fingers. “Something on your mind?” 
 
   “I’m just wondering how far down this skin goes.”
 
   I chuckled. “All the way to my toes.”
 
   “I meant without being covered.”
 
   I grinned. “All the way to my toes.”
 
   She gasped. “You’re naked under there?” She wrinkled her nose.
 
   I laughed. “I will be by the time you get under the covers.”
 
   She laughed loudly and kissed me again. As she was focused on the kiss, I grabbed her shoulders and flipped her so she was beneath me. In one movement, I pushed my satin boxers down to my ankles and knelt in front of her, my hard-on reaching out for her through the night.
 
   “See,” I said, waving my hand over my body.
 
   She blushed lightly—something I would never tire of—and kissed my thumb. 
 
   I groaned at the sensation. “Don’t tease me like that.”
 
   She gazed up at me and licked her lips. “Like what?” She turned her head and took my thumb into her mouth.
 
   I closed my eyes and moaned as she sucked my thumb in and out of her mouth. “Like that,” I groaned.
 
   “Who said I’m teasing?”
 
   I growled as she pushed me off her and scooted up the bed a little, resting against the bedhead. Then her hands reached forward to grasp my hips and guide me toward her mouth. I clasped the wood behind her as she sucked my length into her. I passed control of my hips over to her, closing my eyes and relishing the sensation as her hands gripped my hips tighter.
 
   She hummed around me, and I groaned in response. She certainly knew the right way to get my mind off shitty evenings. I kept one hand tightly gripping the bedhead while the other gently traced through her hair. I tried to express how fucking good it felt, but was largely past words.
 
   Alyssa giggled again and pushed me away from her a little. She licked and sucked her way up my body before reaching my mouth and kissing me deeply. My hands travelled to the hemline of the dress she was wearing, and I pulled it over her head in one tug. My fingers made light work of her bra, and I tossed it across the hotel room. I tasted her greedily, needing to take every part of her in.
 
   I pulled off her panties and helped her gently back onto the bed, laying my body gingerly over hers.
 
   She looked up at me and laughed. “You’re just taking advantage of me ’cause I’m drunk.”
 
   I shook my head. “But you’re not drunk.”
 
   She smiled and kissed my cheek.
 
   I turned my face and traced my nose gently along her jawline before kissing her softly. My hands and lips began to roam her skin possessively, claiming every inch of her as mine. I wanted to ensure she understood just how much I adored her as I slid myself into her.
 
   She moaned as I filled her completely and then again as we moved in rhythm together. We loved each other absolutely, harmonizing together and rolling from side to side in a battle for dominance.
 
   We both burst out laughing when we rolled off the bed. Not that it stopped us from our perfect game of parry and thrust. 
 
   After we’d both taken each other to satisfaction, I slid down her body and rested my head on her chest—both still panting and laughing. A few moments later, once our breathing had calmed and our laughter had died down, we began to talk about our days. I told her about my fears on the racetrack, and she told me about the photographers and wedding cake.
 
   I told her about my visit to Emmanuel’s grave, and she seemed genuinely touched that I would even consider visiting on my own. I still couldn’t tell her about meeting my father, at least not just yet.
 
   “How’s Ruby?” I asked, both out of curiosity and to turn the subject away from my evening.
 
   Alyssa chuckled. “She’s doing great. She’s getting really fat now. It’s so funny to see Josh doting on her at every turn. Not that he didn’t always dote on her, but somehow it’s just different now.”
 
   I touched the scar on her stomach lightly. “Will it be different for us when we have more kids?”
 
   Her body jumped lightly before stiffening.
 
   I pushed up onto my elbows to look at her face. Concern and stress were evident across all of her features. All the happiness and light-heartedness was wiped away. Her eyes sought mine out, fear and desperation dwelling in their depths.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “I never thought I’d hear those words come out of your mouth,” she whispered.
 
   I shrugged. “A lot has changed for me over the past few months. Now, I—well, I guess I’m more than open to the idea.” I trailed a few kisses over her stomach.
 
   “Oh, God,” she muttered.
 
   “Alyssa, what is it?” Her body was so tense, and her eyes so afraid, that she was starting to scare me. I quickly scrambled up her body to touch her face. I cupped one of her cheeks delicately.
 
   “Nothing’s changed for me.” Her voice was quiet and her words broken.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t want another baby, Dec.” She sounded like she was close to tears.
 
   “What?” I was absolutely confused. “But you always wanted a big family. We broke up because you wanted kids . . . and I didn’t.” And because I was a fucking fool.
 
   “That was before . . .” She closed her eyes and scrunched her face in pain. “After . . . the twins . . .” She stopped and took a deep breath before opening her eyes again. As her eyes found mine, she whispered. “I just don’t know if I can go through that again.”
 
   I pulled myself up into a sitting position and helped Alyssa to sit beside me. I wrapped my arm around her, and we leaned against the side of the bed. 
 
   “But you wouldn’t be going through it alone,” I murmured. I couldn’t explain the feeling of loss that had settled over me at the thought that we might not have any more kids. 
 
   At some point, having to speedily adjust to Phoebe’s presence in my life had become a genuine desire to have kids—lots of kids. I hadn’t realised just how badly—or how soon—I wanted it to happen until the instant Alyssa had said she didn’t feel the same way. 
 
   Was that how she’d felt when I’d been so insistent years ago?
 
   “I’m sorry, Declan, I just . . . I thought you knew . . .” She sobbed lightly against me. “I didn’t think you wanted any more either.”
 
   “I guess I just never thought—” I cut myself off, mentally pounding my head against the wall for being so stupid and tactless when raising the issue. I’d just assumed that nothing had changed for her since high school. But she was a different person now. We both were. 
 
   She went to apologise again, but I cut her off. “We don’t need to talk about it anymore tonight.”
 
   She sobbed a little more, until I picked her up off the floor and carried her into the bathroom where I ran a warm bath in the built-in spa. I helped her in then climbed in behind her. I didn’t say anything as I gently massaged her back, trying to bring us back to where we were before I had shot off my damn stupid fucking mouth.
 
   After we’d climbed out, we wrapped ourselves up in the huge fluffy hotel bathrobes and fell asleep in a tangle of limbs and terry-towelling.
 
   
 
 
   
I LEFT Alyssa asleep in the hotel room to head to the track early on Sunday.
 
   Somewhat surprisingly, given the fucked-up night I’d had, I successfully managed to put the negatives from the previous evening behind me and clung tightly to the positives. 
 
   Dad, kids, everything else could wait for another day. I was determined to prove to myself that I could win at Queensland Raceway again. My epiphany stood, reminding me that it didn’t matter to Alyssa or Phoebe how I went, which somehow spurred me on more. 
 
   I wanted nothing less than first. 
 
   Not because they wanted me to get it, but because I wanted to get it for them. It made all the difference to my on-track performance, and I got my desire, claiming victory in the third race.
 
   The fourth race managed to rattle me a little when another car speared off the track. 
 
   Worse, it happened at the same corner that the Mini from race one had lost control. Luckily, the driver hadn’t leapt the guardrail like the previous incident, and no one was hurt. I held on to my sanity and finished in second.
 
   I ended the weekend just a handful of points behind Wilkins in the Micro Challenge leadership table, with four rounds left to race. I had one last chance to claim pole to be able to take Alyssa to London for our honeymoon, but unfortunately I had to get through Tasmania and Darwin first. No Mini, no family, just me alone with Hunter and the rest of the Sinclair Racing team.
 
   Then there was the birthday party Alyssa was planning for Phoebe. A gaggle of twenty or so four-year-olds running around my former bachelor pad.
 
   I honestly wasn’t sure which of the events would be worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: LIFE’S A PARTY
 
   
 
 
   
“SO, DID YOU get the information we needed?” 
 
   Morgan chuckled down the phone. “Oh, I got it all right. Eden is surprisingly talkative when plied with some alcohol and some of my particular brand of torture.”
 
   I smiled to myself as squeals of glee echoed from the backyard, reminding me of the party in full swing—the party I was taking a quick breather from. Watching through the window, I saw Alyssa herd the screaming mass of children around the jumping castle, trampoline, and bubble machine. As if she could feel me watching, Alyssa’s head tilted up to glance at the window. I gave her a smile and a small wave, and though she smiled back at me, it was obvious she was exhausted. 
 
   Knowing I had to finish up so I could relieve her before long, I tried to concentrate on the call because Morgan was talking again, running through some of the details about timing and shit for Alyssa’s hen night that he’d been able to find out from Eden.
 
   Once he’d given me the information, and we confirmed our own plans for the night, it didn’t take very long for the conversation to steer off onto complaining about Hunter, who was snapping at Morgan’s heels in the championship. I was torn between wanting Sinclair Racing to win the team trophy—which meant both Morgan and Hunter needed to rank as high as they could—and wanting Hunter to come dead last in the series. Of course, I had no real control over the situation, so I just had to grin and bear it either way.
 
   Morgan and I finished our little anti-Hunter rant and said our goodbyes. After all, there was no reason for a drawn-out conversation, as I’d be seeing him later that evening. He probably could have come around sooner, but had volunteered to stay away from Phoebe’s party so as not to put extra stress on Alyssa. Secretly, I suspected it was more that he wanted to stay as far away from the horde of screaming children as possible. Instead, he would be coming around after the kids left—for my part of the birthday celebrations.
 
   Before heading back to the party, I made another call—to Danny. It was that call, the one Alyssa had begged me to make, which was the real reason I’d been allowed a moment away from my party hosting duties, but I’d wanted to take the opportunity to call Morgan first while Alyssa had been otherwise occupied.
 
   When I dialled Danny’s number, I launched straight into an explanation of what I wanted—or more specifically, the request Alyssa had asked me to make. She wanted to give someone the chance of a lifetime with a visit to see the inner workings of a race team. Not surprisingly, Danny had listed out a series of rules and requirements that would need to be met for it to be possible. I agreed readily, knowing the reason behind them instinctively. Once we’d set everything up, I said thank you and goodbye to Danny before heading back down to rescue Alyssa from the rampaging horde, collecting a few stragglers lost in the house on my way. 
 
   Eden—who was in the kitchen helping out our latest arrival, Flynn—called out as I passed to let me know that it was time for cake. I had to laugh when I saw Flynn fanboying over Eden. His obsession with all things Sinclair Racing had been off the chain since he arrived in Sydney, and I hadn’t seen Eden anywhere this morning without him glued to her side.
 
   Initially, I’d been a little surprised when Alyssa had told me that Flynn was coming down for Phoebe’s birthday. She’d sprung it on me just after my time in Tasmania—time that would have been nicer if I’d spent it in Hell. 
 
   After letting me know that Flynn was coming down, she’d explained that he hadn’t missed one yet and really didn’t want to miss this one either. He’d offered to stay in a hotel, but Alyssa and I had agreed that he should stay with us. After all, I really did owe the life I had to him. If he hadn’t left Phoebe’s birth certificate on my doorstep, I might have never found the courage to fight for Alyssa. I owed a lot to him; it just took me a while to realise it. That was why I had agreed to help Alyssa make his dream come true. 
 
   I found Alyssa near the back door, taking a quiet breather herself.
 
   “So?” she asked, wrapping her arm around me. “Is it all arranged?”
 
   I nodded. “There are a few rules, but nothing too outrageous.”
 
   She smiled. “Thank you.” She kissed my cheek as I hugged her gently.
 
   “No problems.” I grinned. “It might even be fun. But for now . . .” I headed in Phoebe’s direction before turning back to Alyssa briefly. “I have a birthday girl to catch.”
 
   I ran off and scooped Phoebe up in my arms. She squealed with laughter as I tickled her stomach before lifting her onto my shoulders.
 
   “You ready for cake, princess?” I asked.
 
   She screamed, “Yes!”
 
   I grabbed her stomach and flipped her until her feet were back on the ground. “Go gather everyone up then.”
 
   She raced off and gathered up her friends. The rest of the afternoon was filled with cake, games, and lollies, resulting in about twenty hyperactive kids.
 
   I put in my share of face time with the other parents, encountering every reaction from awe to indifference. I think in general most were surprised that I was Phoebe’s father. We hadn’t really made much of a deal about it at the day care, and were usually in and out before more of the parents arrived. Plus, for the time being, Phoebe was still a Dawson. After the wedding, both she and Alyssa would be Reedes. 
 
   By the time the parents took their children home, the sugar high was wearing off, and I had no doubt most of the kids would fall asleep during their ride home.
 
   For us though, the evening was just starting. Since I was going to be in Darwin for my actual birthday, we were having an early bash for me. It had just made sense to get it all over with on the one day. Flynn had offered to get Phoebe settled so Alyssa and I could just relax and enjoy the night. 
 
   We’d settled on having an intimate dinner with just a few friends around—my pit crew mates, plus Eden and Morgan. It was quiet and low key, but the drinks flowed readily and I had a good time. Once Phoebe was settled and Flynn joined the table, I thought he was going to have a heart attack; he was so fucking excited. The only moment that caused concern was when Alyssa asked whether Flynn was coming to my bachelor party. Unable to answer, mostly because I couldn’t admit what my bachelor party was going to consist of, I’d shifted the conversation onto another path. It wasn’t that I didn’t want Flynn there, per se, just that he would make my plans a whole lot more difficult.
 
   After a great night, people started heading home. Each of them wished me a happy birthday as they left, even though the majority of them would be with me for my actual birthday. 
 
   Once everyone was gone, and everything was cleaned up, Alyssa and I headed up to bed. When we got there, Alyssa dragged a box out of the cupboard. It was a surprise because I hadn’t expected her to get me anything, let alone give me something before my actual birthday. 
 
   “What’s this?” 
 
   “It’s a present, silly.” 
 
   “Well, duh, but I mean why now? Why don’t I take it to Darwin?” 
 
   “It might be a bit big for your carry-on. Besides, I want you to open it now.” She was right; the box, wrapped in gold wrapping paper, was rather sizable.
 
   “If you’re sure?”
 
   “Yeah. I was going to give it to you earlier, but I didn’t want to in front of everyone else,” Alyssa said, twisting the end of her hair around her finger. “Just in case . . .”
 
   I furrowed my brow. “In case of what exactly?”
 
   “In case you don’t like it,” she whispered, looking at me with such vulnerability, I almost wanted to throw the box aside and take her as my present instead.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I like it?” I put the box on the bed beside me and pulled Alyssa onto my lap.
 
   She shrugged and rested her head against my chest. “Why don’t you just open it and see?” she murmured.
 
   I was starting to get worried about what she might have bought me, so I turned our bodies so I could reach around Alyssa to unwrap her gift. With my arms wrapped around her, I pulled the paper off slowly. The box was blank and gave away nothing about its contents. 
 
   With my curiosity well and truly piqued, I gently opened the box. Inside was a genuine race spec helmet. It was the same brand that we used at Sinclair Racing, but so different to anything I’d seen before. It wasn’t the style or even the shape that was different though. Instead, it was the decoration. 
 
   The helmet was completely black, rather than the usual red, and instead of the Sinclair and sponsors’ logos, I could see the top of two horses airbrushed onto the back.
 
   My arms were still wrapped around Alyssa as I eased the helmet out of the box and turned it from one side to the other to inspect it. One of the horses was airbrushed in pinks and purples of varying shades, all blending together seamlessly. The other was painted almost identically, but in greens and blues. The thing that struck me the most, though, was that it was an almost perfect duplicate of my tattoo. I brushed my fingers over the horses one at a time, surprised by how seamlessly they’d been integrated into the helmet. Alyssa stiffened under my silent appraisal of her gift. I needed to put her out of her misery, but I couldn’t find a way to speak.
 
   “Baby—” I couldn’t continue as my voice chose that moment to give out. I swallowed the emotion that was blocking my throat. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “I thought of it after you told me about your visit to Emmie’s grave. I thought it would be a good reminder of why you want to get in the car each meet. But I wasn’t sure if you would want it or not though.”
 
   “I do. I would be honoured to wear this . . . if I am allowed.” I wasn’t sure whether Danny would agree to me wearing something that wasn’t team colours.
 
   “Danny will let you,” Alyssa whispered. “He actually really liked the idea when I suggested it.” She looked a little sheepish. “I’m sorry I went behind your back to ask him, but I just wanted to make sure the helmet was the right one, just in case you did like it.”
 
   “Like it? Baby, I love it.” I held the helmet in one hand and used the other to pull her tighter into me. “Thank you.”
 
   I felt her sigh of relief and stifled a laugh. She had given me something so personal, so perfect, how could I not love it?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER NINETEEN: WORK ON IT
 
   
 
 
   
FLYNN SAT IN the car beside me grinning from ear to ear. I had never seen a grown man so excited. I was certain if I looked at his crotch—which was not going to happen—he would be sporting a massive hard-on. 
 
   Even though Alyssa had begged me to give him this experience, and told me again and again just how badly he’d wanted it, I hadn’t really believed just how desperately until that moment. It might have started with a desire to grant a request from Alyssa—something she’d suggested and something I’d been more than willing to give him—but I hadn’t understood how much it meant to him. Now that I did, I was almost humbled that I could be the one to offer it. 
 
   “Now remember,” I said, trying to break the silence, “no cameras and no recording equipment of any kind.”
 
   Flynn nodded and smiled stupidly back at me.
 
   “You’ll need to surrender your mobile phone until it’s over.”
 
   He nodded again.
 
   “And you’ll have to sign a non-disclosure agreement.”
 
   His grin stretched wider. “I can’t believe this is really happening!”
 
   I couldn’t help grinning back. “It’s really not that big a deal.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? It’s a huge fucking deal!”
 
   “It’s nothing,” I murmured again, suddenly embarrassed about how excited he was. I acted like it was nothing because, to me, it wasn’t that big a deal. It was something I did every day, and now I saw that perhaps I’d become a little too blasé about it.
 
   I pulled into the parking lot at work. “Okay, are you ready to do this?”
 
   His eyes widened as he looked through the windscreen as if he was looking at the gates to Heaven. “I was born ready.”
 
   I thought he might wet himself as we walked through the doors and I directed him to security. Once he had the temporary pass, I led him to Danny’s office. He spent the whole time glancing one way and another as quick as he could. It was almost like his head was on a stick, swivelling from one side to another. The grin on his lips didn’t falter at all. 
 
   Danny ran through the formalities, getting Flynn to sign off on the NDA, and then they started talking about some new development that was installed on the ProV8 at the beginning of the year. I knew a thing or two about cars, and since my apprenticeship, a lot more about motors, but I had no idea about what the two of them were discussing.
 
   They spent about ten minutes talking about aerodynamics and downforce before Danny said, “You’ve got some great ideas, you know. Have you ever thought about relocating to Sydney?”
 
   Flynn grinned widely. “Once or twice.”
 
   “Well, if you do, send your résumé to this address”—Danny slid across a business card— “and we’ll see if we have something open in R&D.”
 
   When that happened, I saw they were finishing up their conversation, and I joined back in as Danny welcomed Flynn again and dismissed us from the office.
 
   “Oh, and Declan?” Danny called as my hand was on the doorknob.
 
   “Yeah?” I turned back to him.
 
   “Flynn knows your crew, right?”
 
   I nodded. “They met over the weekend.”
 
   “Well, get him settled in with them and then come back up to see me. I have something I want to discuss with you in private.”
 
   I nodded again. As soon as my back was to Danny though, I swallowed heavily. I had no idea what he wanted to discuss, but “in private” didn’t sound promising. Very few good things had followed his uttering those words.
 
   Still, I did as Danny asked and took Flynn to get him settled with my crew before returning to the office. I didn’t even get the chance to ask what he wanted before he waved his hand at a seat.
 
   “Sit.”
 
   It was an instruction, not a request, so I complied without argument.
 
   “I have some news for you.”
 
   I wanted to ask him to elaborate. At the very least, I needed to know if it was good news or bad news. I nodded in an attempt to get him to keep talking.
 
   “I’ve had a couple of sponsors call up recently, a couple of whom are very interested in getting behind you.”
 
   My heart stopped beating for a second or two as the implications of what he was telling me sunk in. His words from when he offered me the apprenticeship came back into my mind. “I can’t have you race for my team, Declan. Your latest series of stunts, whether true or not, have generated too much bad press. The sponsors that bring in the most amount of money are the family-friendly ones. You just don’t have anything to offer in that department.”
 
   “Who?” I asked timidly.
 
   He rattled them off quickly and I had to stifle my grin. One of them was a company that had backed me before everything had turned to shit. If they were willing to get behind me again, well, it boded very well for me. But I tried not to get my hopes up too much; it didn’t necessarily mean anything yet.
 
   “Starting at Townsville, your Micro Challenge vehicle will have corporate support.”
 
   I grinned. It may have been a small step, but it was a step in the right direction. It meant that I was getting attention again, positive attention, and that put me closer to the driver seat of a ProV8.
 
   Danny’s surprises weren’t finished yet. He slid a small pile of paperwork over to me.
 
   I picked it up curiously. “What’s this?” The question had fallen from my lips before I ever had a chance to think it through or read the first page.
 
   “It’s a temporary driver contract. By signing that, you are agreeing to drive one of our ProV8s during the endurance races.”
 
   “Holy fuck!” We’d discussed the possibility of me being the second driver in Morgan’s car, but seeing it printed in black and white made it real.
 
   “Take it home and read it over. If you’re amenable to all the terms, you’re in.”
 
   I practically jumped for joy. “I’m in?” I couldn’t believe how fucking happy those two words made me.
 
   Danny chuckled. “Indeed. And I can imagine there is now a phone call you want to make, so you’re excused.”
 
   I nodded and thanked him for giving me the chance to prove myself. I took the contract—I was going to hold that sucker tight until it was signed and returned to Danny—and ran off to ring Alyssa and give her the good news.
 
   
 
 
   
FLYNN WAS almost as thrilled as Alyssa had been when I told him my news in the car. I had debated glossing over the subject, but then I decided if I was going to make a legitimate effort to be friends with him, I needed to be genuine. I needed to be open and honest, and that meant allowing him to both celebrate and commiserate with me.
 
   After I’d told him that, he asked me about the bachelor party. “I get it if you don’t want me to come, man, but if it’s ‘cause you think I’ll be uncomfortable in a strip club then don’t be. Just ‘cause I like dick doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate the occasional fine female form.”
 
   Oh, God, how to explain it to him? He was still Alyssa’s friend after all. “It’s not that, seriously it’s not. I’m just, well, I’m not actually having a bachelor party. I haven’t told Alyssa ‘cause I don’t want to make her feel uncomfortable that she’s having a hen night.”
 
   He gave me a disbelieving look, but after a moment, his eyes widened and he laughed. “Oh, my God, the Declan Reede, eternal bachelor and ladies’ man, isn’t going to have a last hurrah before walking down the aisle?”
 
   I shrugged. “I had my last hurrah long ago, before I asked Alyssa to move in with me. I haven’t been interested in being the ‘eternal bachelor’ since then.”
 
   His nose wrinkled and I could have sworn he was about to say something along the lines of that’s so sweet, but I shot him a look to shut him up.
 
   “Fair enough,” he said diplomatically, as if he didn’t really understand it but wasn’t going to press the issue. “Thanks for today though. It was great.”
 
   “Are you going to send in your résumé?”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe. Would you mind if I moved to Sydney?”
 
   “It’s your life. You need to seize any opportunity you want.” I took a deep breath and pushed the small niggle of jealousy I felt out of my mind. “I know the girls would love to have you closer.”
 
   He smiled. “You really have changed, you know?”
 
   Even though he didn’t really know the me I’d been, outside of the gossip rags at least, I appreciated the sentiment.
 
   “I’ll think about it, just don’t tell Alyssa yet, hey? I wouldn’t want to get her hopes up if I decide not to.”
 
   “Sure thing, just so long as you don’t tell her about the no-bachelor-party thing.”
 
   He laughed. “You are probably the only bloke I know who is worried about being caught out not wanting to see strippers.”
 
   I chuckled. Put that way, it did sound crazy. But I had my reasons, and I didn’t want to tip Alyssa off early. 
 
   
 
 
   
DESPITE HOW good my birthday bash had been, and how much fun we’d had in the lead-up to leaving for Darwin, my actual birthday weekend was fucking shit. It was stinking hot on the track all weekend, with the afternoon temperatures in excess of thirty degrees Celsius in the shade—in the pits, it was closer to forty. It was fucking June, for fuck’s sake. It was supposed to be winter. 
 
   Hunter had given me shit from the moment I’d arrived in Darwin. I tried to put him out of my mind as best as I was able, but it was difficult because he qualified in pole position. 
 
   Then he’d gone on to win the first race, which put him in the championship lead. 
 
   My Saturday couldn’t have been worse, but at least it ended on a positive note. Eden, Morgan, and I had dinner together in my hotel room. I told Morgan in no uncertain terms that beating Hunter on my birthday would be the best present he could possibly give me. 
 
   He’d laughed and told me that it was one birthday wish he was more than happy to grant. We had a few quiet drinks before I told them to get the fuck out of my room, because it was time to call Alyssa.
 
   She and I spoke for an hour before our call slowly became hotter and heavier. I palmed myself anxiously as she talked me through what she was doing to herself. Needless to say, I wanted a live-action replay when I got home.
 
   Hunter came into the pits early on Sunday morning with some dirty skank. He’d announced loudly that she was my birthday present and that he’d warmed her up for me all night long. The worst part was the chick actually thought he was serious and all but threw herself at me. I told her to get the fuck off me, but not before she’d managed to grope me with her fucking quick hands.
 
   Hunter thought it was fucking hilarious and had his phone in hand taking a series of photos as I tried to get the bitch to back the fuck up. A few months earlier, I might have been worried about Alyssa seeing the photos, but with her knowledge of Hunter’s sneaky tricks and the, no doubt, disgusted look on my face, I wasn’t overly anxious. She’d shown trust in me for much more incriminating things—like with Eden where there was a genuine care, even if there was no attraction. I was more concerned with the fact that Hunter wouldn’t just leave me alone to do my fucking job. It was going to cause me trouble in the long run, I was sure of it. 
 
   Thankfully, Morgan had won on Sunday. His win, and Hunter’s fourth position, meant Morgan had wrestled back control of the championship.
 
   I could only see a handful of positives coming from the weekend. It was my last race meeting without my Mini until after the wedding. Morgan had retained the championship lead, and my stag night was just two weeks away—even though I wasn’t actually having one.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY: SHE RIDES
 
   
 
 
   
MY LEG BOUNCED nervously as I waited for my turn in Hell.
 
   I couldn’t think about what I was wearing or I would die of embarrassment. The lights from the stage alternated randomly from red to blue to yellow—a never-ending rainbow of illumination. The colours twisted sickeningly as they reflected off Morgan’s outfit, which gave me another reason not to look at him. 
 
   As if I needed another reason. 
 
   As if his outfit alone wasn’t enough to ensure that I didn’t even glance in his direction.
 
   I was still amazed at how easy it had been to get Morgan onside when I’d told him my idea. All I’d had to do was remind him what Eden would be doing at Alyssa’s bachelorette party, and he’d jumped right on board. But he’d surprised me when he’d suggested that he go alongside me—or more precisely, before me.
 
   Eden was a little bit more difficult to get onside, but she was the key to everything. I knew that unless I could win her over, I didn’t really stand a chance of pulling off my planned gatecrash. While finalising arrangements with Morgan, it became clear that she could give me an in, and would be more likely to accommodate me than Ruby would ever be. I hadn’t approached her until the Darwin races. 
 
   When she was on a high about Morgan’s win, I struck. I’d sworn her to secrecy before I even told her what I was planning. But once I’d spilled the beans about what I wanted to do, she’d laughed. Then I told her that if I didn’t do this, Morgan would probably organise me a proper bachelor party . . . and who knew what would happen then? 
 
   I wasn’t sure whether it was the thought of Morgan’s participation or my humiliation that caused her to agree in the end. Maybe it was both. I didn’t really care, because I got my wish. Although, I was seriously fucking regretting making the decision, but it was way too late to back out.
 
   I just hoped the plan didn’t end in a disaster like the last time I’d made plans behind Alyssa’s back—on New Year’s Eve. This time was different though; this time, the few confidants I’d told thought the plan wasn’t terrible. Even Dr. Henrikson had chuckled, questioned how I think Alyssa might react, and then given his support. Of course, I’d told him during the same session where I’d been worked into knots about the fact that Alyssa didn’t want to have another baby, so he might have been a little more concerned about that. 
 
   The music started, and I rolled my eyes at Morgan’s choice. How fucking predictable. He’d turned his surfer-boy looks into a country-boy thing that he was going to use to his advantage. If the guy wasn’t a fucking great driver, he probably could have turned a dollar or two doing what he was about to go out and do for free.
 
   As he stood he leaned over to me. “You owe me for this. Big time.”
 
   I turned my gaze away so he couldn’t see me biting my lip to stop from laughing at his outfit. I was also turning away so I didn’t have to look at said outfit. Under no circumstances should shiny silver chaps ever be allowed to be worn by a man. 
 
   Not ever. 
 
   Especially not shiny silver chaps with fucking tassels down the sides and nothing but a G-string underneath. 
 
   Then there was the matching silver-glitter cowboy hat. Why he’d picked that costume was far beyond me. Maybe it had always been a deep-seated desire of his to be a fucking shiny wannabe cowboy. I just hoped the silver mask around his eyes would stop Alyssa from recognising him long enough for me to get out there for my turn.
 
   As the first chorus of Morgan’s song started, I heard what sounded like every fucking woman in the house clap their hands and sing the words. I rolled my eyes. I guess Big & Rich got something right—some girls loved to ride the cowboys.
 
   Morgan’s song neared the end far too quickly. 
 
   By the time the final chorus came over the speakers, my nerves were practically eating me alive as I pulled on the gloves that matched my outfit. Fucking red vinyl. It was fucking tight, but at least it wasn’t shiny. It looked like a very tight, very red version of my racing suit, but unlike my normal suit, it wasn’t a one-piece. There were at least four pieces to the outfit, each of them able to be removed separately. 
 
   And in a flash.
 
   My leg wouldn’t stop bouncing as Morgan’s song drew to a close. I wasn’t sure whether the appreciative catcalls he was getting made me feel better or worse. All I could focus on was that his moment in the spotlight was ending and mine was about to begin. 
 
   Why the fuck did I think this would be a good idea?
 
   I slid my helmet on. It was a lightweight costume one so it wouldn’t hinder my moves, but at least it would hide my identity.
 
   Seconds later, Morgan raced back off the stage. He held his hat clutched to his groin and wasn’t wearing a skerrick of clothing, at least none that I could see and definitely not enough for me to be comfortable in his presence. I couldn’t be certain whether he’d taken everything off himself, or if he’d been attacked. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to know, but I sure as hell didn’t want to ask.
 
   “Man, those girls are nuts!” he exclaimed, grinning goofily. “Good luck out there.” 
 
   He scuttled off, no doubt in search of some pants. Then again, maybe he was meeting Eden for a private encore. 
 
   Again, I really didn’t want to know.
 
   “Who likes a man who knows how to handle curves?” I heard the emcee start the introduction. “I know there’s one little lady here who has the hots for things that go fast. I give you our red-hot racer!” 
 
   The first few bars of my song came on, the steady drumbeat, and I put all thoughts of embarrassment out of my mind. The wailing guitar had started by the time I reached the stage. 
 
   I was doing this for Alyssa, even if she didn’t know it was me. 
 
   Better her hands explored my semi-naked, G-string-clad arse than some random stripper dude’s. Before I knew it, the girls were hollering for me to “take it off,” and I was bumping and grinding my way toward the only woman I had eyes for.
 
   I took my time crossing the small stage to where Alyssa sat front and centre. The lyrics still hadn’t kicked in, but I was gyrating my hips to the beat of “She Rides” like nobody’s business. 
 
   When I was close enough to see all the details, I took a moment to regard Alyssa’s outfit. The black dress she was wearing was wickedly short, but only because of the way she was leaning back on her seat, her face hidden behind her hands while she cringed at the stage. 
 
   The veil that Ruby had no doubt made her wear was red-and-black netting with little pink charms dangled intermittently along the edges. When I looked closer, I realised that the little “charms” were in fact small plastic penises. I had to stop myself from bursting out laughing at the ridiculousness of the situation.
 
   I was three-quarters of the way to Alyssa when I reached out and ripped off the top of my outfit. I saw her eyes gaze appreciatively across my exposed chest and abdomen. All that was left on my top half was a loose vest that rose high enough to cover the tattoo on my back so Alyssa wouldn’t recognise me too readily. I danced my way a little closer, close enough to touch her. I gently grabbed her hand and ran it along my stomach. She flinched and looked away. 
 
   Good. At least she wasn’t enjoying the show. Even if it was me beneath everything, it wasn’t like she knew that yet. 
 
   I pulled her other hand away from her face and trailed them both down my stomach, allowing her fingers to hit the muscles of my six-pack. I was sure she must have known it was me by the way my skin danced beneath her touch. No one else’s fingers had ever done to me what hers could, and I was certain it was the same for her. She had to feel the connection, even if she didn’t recognise the feel of my muscles beneath her fingertips. 
 
   She was mesmerized by the waistband of the bottom half of the suit, so I pressed her hands gently underneath the material. The girls around her were squealing and hollering, but a sly grin crossed her face, and she looked up at me. I could see the recognition in her eyes, but obviously she’d decided to play along.
 
   Her hands bunched into fists, holding the material tightly.
 
   “Pull,” I whispered, and she did.
 
   The entire bottom half of my outfit ripped away, leaving me standing in nothing but red gloves, the small red vest, a red helmet and a red G-string. I couldn’t help the fact that I was incredibly turned on with Alyssa right in front of me, oh so close to all the areas I wanted her to lavish attention on. I grabbed her hands and ran them along my thighs. She shocked the hell out of me by leaning in and kissing my stomach. Unconsciously, I thrust my hips against her.
 
   Her hands circled around the backs of my thighs and pulled my body closer still as I gyrated and danced in front of her. I groaned as she peppered small kisses along my stomach.
 
   “Alyssa!” Ruby exclaimed, calling my attention back to the fact that we were not alone. “Watching is one thing! Declan would flip if he knew you were handling the strippers.”
 
   Alyssa laughed. “Oh, I don’t know. I think Dec would be okay with this.”
 
   I reached down with one gloved hand and stroked her cheek tenderly. Then I busted out my best stripper moves and ground against the bride-to-be. My dick was straining to be released, but that could wait until I had Alyssa back in the privacy of our hotel room. 
 
   My body cried out knowing that wouldn’t happen until at least the following night. But I understood this was Alyssa’s hen night, and even though it was all I wanted to do, I wasn’t about to steal her away from her friends.
 
   As my song drew to a close, I jumped back up onto the stage and did a little dance for the benefit of the other girls. I knew they wanted me. Half of the girls in the club were practically leaping out of their seats like cartoon wolves with bugging-out eyes and thumping hearts in their chests. But none of them would ever see any more of me.
 
   None of them would touch me. 
 
   None of them—save one. 
 
   I blew Alyssa a final kiss and gave a little bow before I exited the stage.
 
   I was back in the dressing room getting dressed when the club manager came up to me.
 
   “You two boys made a great impression tonight. If you ever want to consider doing this full-time, I’ll be more than happy to take you on.”
 
   I laughed. “Thanks, but no thanks. It was a one-time affair.”
 
   He shrugged. “I have one more offer for you. One of the girls has asked for a private lap dance.”
 
   I shook my head. “Definitely not. Despite doing this, I am a one-woman man.”
 
   “She said you’d probably say that. She also asked me to tell you to reconsider. She gave me this and said to tell you this time, she would be the one doing the moves.” He held out his hand and I saw one of the plastic penises that had been dangling from Alyssa’s veil.
 
   I’d never been happier to see a fucking penis in all my life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: CRIME AND PUNISHMENT
 
   
 
 
   
I SAT IN the small room . . . waiting. 
 
   I didn’t want to think about how many other people had been given private lap dances in this particular room. My dick was entirely too ready for action to care. I hoped to God I had interpreted the tiny plastic penis correctly and it was Alyssa coming in to see me. If not—if I was wrong and some other random chick came in instead—I was going to chuck a fucking fit.
 
   After almost ten minutes, the curtain pulled back and my jaw dropped. My eyes leapt out of my fucking skull and my mouth turned into the Sahara fucking Desert. 
 
   Alyssa sashayed into the space wearing a shiny black vinyl bodysuit. Spaghetti straps rested across the curve of her shoulders, her nipples were just barely covered with the sharp V shape of the bustier. Laced fastenings crossed her cleavage, leaving just the right amount of skin on show. Her legs were bare, pale white and silky smooth to contrast the dark colour of the vinyl. Six-inch heels and a black whip completed the ensemble. Just the sight of her made me anxious to drop to my knees and beg for her permission to touch.
 
   “You were very naughty, crashing my hen night like that, weren’t you?” she said in a downright husky and sexy-as-fuck voice.
 
   I nodded. “So bad,” I whispered, more than willing to call her bluff. “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   Her eyes widened in surprise. “Um, wait. Do you actually want me to use this on you?” she asked, sounding just a little mortified as she looked down at the whip in her hand.
 
   “Fuck no!” I assured her. I would do anything she wanted me to, if she genuinely wanted me to, but I’d never been spanked before and a Brisbane strip club wasn’t exactly my ideal choice of location to start exploring being on the receiving end of some BDSM.
 
   “Have you . . .,” she started before trailing off.
 
   I raised my eyebrow. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   She hesitated and I opened my arms.
 
   “Why don’t we discuss it later? Right now, I’m waiting for the striptease I was promised.” I winked at her.
 
   She stepped closer to me. “I don’t really know how to do it,” she stammered.
 
   “Baby, you don’t have to. Just standing there, you are a thousand times sexier than any chick who has ever graced any stage.”
 
   She smiled. It ruined the overall Domme effect of her outfit, but it made her so much sexier in my eyes.
 
   “Come here,” I whispered, crooking my finger to call her closer to me.
 
   She moved toward me, staggering a little in her ultra-high heels. I stood, reaching out to stop her from tumbling. I ran my fingers along the inside of her thigh and wrapped her legs around me one at a time before lifting her up and carrying her back with me to the sole chair in the room. As I walked, I trailed kisses along her throat. I slid down onto the seat, ensuring Alyssa’s feet rested on the floor as I loosely held her hips.
 
   “So, did you want to learn how to do this?” I asked.
 
   She bit her lip, but I could see the excitement in her eyes at the idea.
 
   “Stand back just a little.” I pushed her off my lap. I made sure she had her legs under her and then sat back to enjoy. I spread my legs to accommodate my cock, which was so hard it almost hurt.
 
   She watched me adjust myself, taking obvious pride in my raging erection.
 
   I smiled encouragingly. “Just do what comes naturally.”
 
   She began to swivel her hips slightly to the music that filtered into the room from the main stage. Although muffled, we could hear that it was a slow, tantalizing beat overlaid by breathy female vocals. She closed her eyes, her half-naked arse beginning to sway gently back and forth as she moved in a tantalisingly slow circle.
 
   “Oh, fuck, Alyssa!” I exclaimed as she dropped down and ran her hands along her own leg, sticking her arse squarely in front of my face in the process.
 
   As her circle completed, she closed the small distance between us and leant her knee onto the chair between my legs. I felt the slightest pressure from her knee resting against my balls, and fuck, it felt good. I moaned and shifted lower in the chair to be closer to her. 
 
   She twisted suddenly, raising one leg over mine so she was facing away from me and her thighs were grazing along mine. The loss of contact between her body and my balls almost hurt. I raised my hands, grasping loosely on to her hips. She continued to sway from side to side while my fingers ran along the bottom edges of the outfit. I was trying to calculate exactly how difficult it would be to fuck Alyssa without having to remove the whole thing, because it seemed like such a shame to waste something so fuck-hot.
 
   As if she sensed what I was thinking, she murmured, “It releases at the back.” Her fingers twisted around to show me the fasteners.
 
   Oh, fuck me! It has an access panel!
 
   I wanted to thank whoever had dreamt up the design as I made short work of releasing her pussy and then turned her around. I pulled her onto my lap, slipping two fingers down between us.
 
   “Oh, fuck!” Her hot breath blew across my ear as I massaged my fingers into her. “That feels so—” Her sentence ended in a long, throaty groan.
 
   I licked a trail along her chest, running from the opening of the suit to her collarbone.
 
   “I . . . I need you . . .,” she stammered as I pushed her closer to the edge.
 
   All thoughts of stripteases and seduction were lost in the rampant desire coursing through us both. She lifted herself off my lap long enough for me to push my pants down to my knees. I pulled her straight onto me, relishing the warm wetness that surrounded my aching cock.
 
   “Holy fucking Christ,” I cried out as I thrust into her. I began to work the lacing that crisscrossed her breasts, longing to release them into my touch. I needed them under my fingers and in my mouth. I needed her. Finally, I managed to free them and brought my mouth to meet her nipples.
 
   The same slow swaying motion she had used to tease me was now bringing me to ecstasy. I clenched her arse tightly with my fingers as I came in her, the slow burn igniting into a flash fire.
 
   “Holy hell, that was hot,” Alyssa panted against my neck.
 
   I wasn’t finished with her yet. I took the flesh of her throat into my mouth before ravishing her breasts again. As I kissed her, she began to giggle.
 
   “I have to get back soon,” she murmured.
 
   I shook my head, all my previous thoughts about not wanting to spoil her hen night gone. I didn’t want to let her go; in fact, I wasn’t sure that I could.
 
   She pulled away from me. “We can continue this tomorrow, if you’d like.”
 
   I nodded against her skin before a thought hit me. “Wait . . . where did this come from?” I ran my hands up the sides of her outfit.
 
   “Eden.” Alyssa chuckled. “She gave it to me as a gift tonight. Said she thought it might come in handy sooner or later.”
 
   “That cheeky minx,” I whispered. “She wasn’t supposed to give it away.”
 
   “Don’t worry, she didn’t. Trust me, I was surprised.” Alyssa laughed loudly. “But not as surprised as Ruby. I’m still not sure she knows it was you.”
 
   I joined in her laughter. “I guess you should put her out of her misery.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.” Alyssa giggled. “Or I could let her squirm for a little while longer.”
 
   I guided her lips toward mine. “Wait a minute. That means this outfit can have an encore?”
 
   She grinned at me. “Oh, it’s definitely getting an encore.”
 
   “I love you,” I said after we’d shared a sweet kiss.
 
   She rested her forehead on mine. “I love you too. I can’t believe we’re actually getting married in a few short weeks.”
 
   “Believe it, baby. There is nothing I am looking forward to more.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: THE PITS
 
   
 
 
   
I WAS HAVING a shitty day. 
 
   No, I was having a shitty weekend, and it was only Saturday. 
 
   And it’d looked so promising at the start.
 
   With the wedding just one week away, Mum had arrived back in Australia and wanted to spend some time with her granddaughter. Even though Alyssa was anxious about leaving Phoebe in Sydney, Mum had convinced Alyssa to fly up to Townsville with me and the team. I’d been a little worried about taking her to a race meeting after the accident at Queensland Raceway, but I knew I had to get over that insecurity if I wanted to spend time with my girls, doing what I loved.
 
   My Friday had sucked. I’d failed miserably in my bid to get two pole positions. 
 
   Four races, two poles. It wasn’t a tough task, and yet, I had failed. 
 
   I’d qualified in third position, which wasn’t bad, but wasn’t good enough either. I’d failed Alyssa; I wasn’t going to be able to provide her with the honeymoon we’d planned on. 
 
   To suffer that blow just one week out from the wedding was the worst.
 
   And earlier that morning, my helmet had gone missing. I’d taken it with me to the event as my good luck charm, not that it had worked on Friday. But on Saturday morning, when I went to find it just before my second race, it wasn’t where I’d left it. 
 
   I searched all around the Mini garage and just couldn’t find it anywhere. Luckily though, Alyssa was in the Sinclair Racing trailer, and I’d decided there was no need to tell her just yet that it was missing. I pulled out my spare helmet and used it to go racing. I’d have a better look around once I was finished.
 
   As I pushed the car around the track, I thought about Alyssa watching from the sidelines. It gave me a little boost. I finished in second and decided that even if I hadn’t won the right to return to London, it wasn’t that bad a result for the meeting, and overall my season had been pretty decent. I was first in the championship after all, and that was something worth celebrating.
 
   I pulled up into scrutineering, ready to meet Alyssa like we’d agreed, but she wasn’t there. A niggle built in the pit of my stomach, but I tried to push it aside. No doubt she was just caught up on the phone with Ruby or in the trailer with Eden. It was nothing to worry about, I was sure of it, but that didn’t stop me from stressing.
 
   After the officials were finished, I took my car back to the sheds, but Alyssa wasn’t there either. I tried her mobile, but there was no answer. With each failed attempt to find her, the suffocating fear I felt gained more traction. I’d completed at least three laps of the pits, but she wasn’t anywhere. 
 
   I raced to the Sinclair Racing truck, thinking that maybe she was in the office there with Eden. When I saw she wasn’t there either, full-blown panic set in.
 
   For the first time in a long time, my chest swelled and my breath shortened. I struggled to get enough oxygen into my system. Something was wrong. I just knew it. 
 
   There was no way Alyssa wouldn’t be waiting for me. Not without trying to contact me in some way. 
 
   Every inch of my body was on edge. Alyssa was in trouble, and I had no idea where she was, or how to find her. The weight of it was staggering. I fell to my knees as a strangled sob ripped from my lips. 
 
   I tried to think logically, but I couldn’t. All I could think of was my desperate need to find Alyssa and my hopelessness over not knowing where to start. I buried my head in my hands and leant back onto my heels. I knew I had to get up and start searching, but the task seemed insurmountable.
 
   Knowing that if I let the panic overwhelm me, I would never find Alyssa, I staggered to my feet and did one more lap of the pits. I couldn’t see or hear clearly through the mist that had invaded my head, but I made my way around as best as I could, certain that seeing Alyssa would clear my mind instantly.
 
   After a moment, I grew aware of someone walking over and talking to me, but I couldn’t make out the words or the face. Hands pulled me aside and pushed me against a wall.
 
   “Are you all right, man?”
 
   I blinked, trying to clear the fog in my head.
 
   “Sparky?” a different voice added.
 
   I swung my head back and forth between the two voices who kept talking to each other and to me. Then I was jostled inside a trailer. I was aware of being shaken slightly. I wanted to be sick. My stomach twisted and my chest heaved with each breath I tried to take.
 
   “Alyssa,” I croaked. I didn’t care what happened to me, which seemed to be what the two boys were concerned about. I didn’t care about exposure, or photos, or fans, or any of the other shit they were saying. I just cared about Alyssa. “Where is she?”
 
   “I haven’t seen her,” one of the voices—which I finally realised belonged to Calem—said.
 
   “Me either, but Hunter was asking about her earlier. He was over near the carrier trucks.”
 
   “Hunter!” His name burst out of me like a curse and suddenly, I could see clearly. I took a deep breath, needing every ounce of strength I could muster. If he’d laid even one finger on Alyssa . . .
 
   I yelled a “thanks” behind me as I scrambled from the trailer and ran toward the freight area. If Hunter was talking to Alyssa, I knew what he wanted. He’d been trying to find a way to get to me for the longest time. I growled at the memory of his taunts at work. I knew exactly where he would have led her, if given the opportunity. The one place at the track that was always deserted once everything was set up.
 
   The trucks that brought all the support equipment were lined up in a car park on the far outskirts of the track. I raced there as quickly as my legs, and the hot race suit I was wearing, would allow. I’d barely reached the gate when Alyssa slammed into me. She was running as fast as she could, looking behind her anxiously.
 
   Relief flooded through me. She was safe and back with me, where she belonged. I wrapped my arms tightly around her. She screamed at first as I held her, but then she realised who I was and relaxed into me.
 
   “What happened?” I asked. “Where were you?”
 
   She pressed herself hard against me. “Hunter.”
 
   I set my jaw, furious. I couldn’t believe she would wander off with him. I’d warned her—repeatedly—how much of an arse he was. How fucking dangerous he could be. I’d even told her about the girls I’d rescued, even though it was a reminder of how things used to be for me. The things he’d whispered to me at work came racing back into my mind and my hands clenched into fists. I lifted Alyssa and turned around, leaving me positioned between her and the direction she had been running from. The direction where Hunter, the snake, was slithering in hiding.
 
   I’d begun to head in that very direction when Alyssa grabbed my arm.
 
   “Don’t!” she cried, as tears pricked her eyes.
 
   “Why not, Alyssa?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   I scoffed. “You don’t think it hurts that you would go off with him, knowing everything he’s done to me?”
 
   She looked up at me. I could see rage and sorrow battling behind her eyes, and the mix stole my voice. I wanted to apologise, immediately knowing that I was out of line.
 
   “You . . . you mean the world to me,” she forced out finally between sobs. “I went with him, because I thought it was you! He . . . he has your helmet . . .”
 
   I stared at her, my mouth dry and my heart between my teeth. I heard the sound of a muffled cry and whipped my head toward it. I guessed it was coming from near where Alyssa had appeared from.
 
   I took a step in that direction, but again Alyssa reached out to stop me. It was hard to understand why, when I was so much stronger than her, a light touch of her hand was enough to paralyse me.
 
   “Please don’t,” she cried. “I couldn’t stand it if you got hurt.”
 
   “You think I’m going to get hurt?” I asked. “That fucker, he’s the one who’s going to get hurt. I am going to make him pay for ever laying his eyes on you.”
 
   She flinched.
 
   “Wait, that was all he laid on you, wasn’t it?”
 
   She dropped her eyes to the floor, and I thought I saw her shake her head slightly. I didn’t wait to find out what else the fucking bastard had done. I was off and running in the direction that I’d heard the sound come from. As I drew closer, the sounds of muffled fighting grew louder. I rounded the corner and saw Hunter and Morgan locked in a tight embrace. Both of them were throwing punches wildly.
 
   “You prick!” I screamed. “You rat-bastard fucking prick. How dare you go anywhere near my girl!”
 
   Hunter and Morgan both paused at the sound of my voice. Morgan was quick to use the momentary break to his advantage. He wrapped his hands around Hunter’s shoulders, pulling his arms back and exposing his stomach to me. I cracked my knuckles and sneered at Hunter.
 
   “Now, you pay. Fucker.”
 
   I drew my fist back and slammed it hard into Hunter’s side, listening to his pained holler with sick satisfaction. I went to strike again, aiming for his face this time, but before I could connect, I heard the absolute last voice I’d wanted to hear at that moment.
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” Danny asked, low and venomously.
 
   “They dragged me out here and attacked me,” Hunter said, his voice pathetic and pitiful.
 
   “Tell him the truth!” I demanded. “Tell him what you did!”
 
   Hunter shook his head. “I didn’t do anything,” he pleaded to Danny. “I swear.”
 
   “Morgan?” Danny’s eyes shot straight to the third party in the situation.
 
   “Hunter was out here alone with Alyssa—” Morgan started before Danny cut him off.
 
   “And that’s justification for this?” Danny asked, his tone indicating that the correct answer was not yes. “Let him go!”
 
   Danny’s calm authority was clearly not to be messed with, and with a firm shove, Morgan released Hunter.
 
   “Get back to the pits. I’ll deal with this later. Declan, I’ll see you in my office as soon as the next race is over. Alone.”
 
   Hunter turned back to me and smirked. He knew as well as I did that I was going to bear the brunt of this. I was the fuck-up. I was the one with the history of fighting. I was the one who’d complained bitterly about Hunter. I was the one Danny had overheard saying that I would do whatever it took to get rid of him. I was the one who was supposed to be racing with Morgan in the enduros after the break, but now that dream was drifting away into the fucking distance, despite the contract. All I could hope was between Alyssa, Morgan, and I, we would be able to convince Danny that Hunter wasn’t as innocent as he claimed. 
 
   Hunter snickered and licked his lips as he passed me. “Mmmm, tastes good,” he murmured, just loud enough for me to hear.
 
   “You fucking bastard!” I cried and leapt at him again. Before I could do any serious damage, Morgan and Danny dragged me off him as I fought against them to try to finish the arsehole off. I noticed with satisfaction that Morgan used the opportunity to get another kick or two in.
 
   “Hunter! With me!” Danny snapped. “Now!” He led Hunter off without a second glance.
 
   “What the fuck happened, man?” I asked Morgan, scooping down to pick up my helmet that Hunter had obviously stolen and worn to lure Alyssa away from the crowds.
 
   “I don’t know exactly. I just saw some kid talking to Alyssa earlier. Then she walked off in this direction, or skipped off might be more appropriate. A little while later, someone said you were looking for her. I couldn’t find you, so I went in search of her.”
 
   I closed my eyes, almost afraid to ask what he found.
 
   “It wasn’t good,” he said, confirming my worst fears. “He had her pinned tightly against the trailer. She was trying to fight him off, but he wasn’t listening to her.”
 
   I growled. “I’m going to kill him. I am going to fucking kill him.”
 
   “Man, I get it. I really do. But you need to back off for a bit. You’re already in enough hot water with Old Man Sinclair as it is. Just leave it to me. I’ll set Danny straight.”
 
   He smiled, and I felt like agreeing, but I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied unless Hunter suffered because of me. Only when I heard the crunch of his bones under my fists would I feel vindicated. I wrung my hands together in anticipation at the thought of inflicting pain and suffering on him.
 
   “Go to Alyssa,” Morgan said, resting one hand on the custom-designed helmet she’d given me for my birthday. 
 
   Of course, he would remind me of the one thing more important than revenge.
 
   With that thought in mind, I rang Alyssa’s mobile. Eden answered it and let me know that they were back at the trailer. I ran the whole way there and straight into Alyssa’s arms. I let her sob against me until I finally had to leave. It was time for me to do my proper job. It had been drilled into me thoroughly that my pit job was my first and foremost responsibility at these events.
 
   When I arrived in the pits, Ryan sidled up to me. “I hope you don’t mind that I got Danny before. I’d hoped he’d see the truth about Hunter.” 
 
   I waved him off. “Of course not.” 
 
   “What happened?” Calem asked. 
 
   Even though I was certain he was asking what I’d found, I answered the alternative interpretation of his question. “I’ll find out after the race.” 
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at the knowledge that Hunter had committed the cardinal sin in racing—never fuck with anyone who has your safety in their hands. I wondered whether anyone would notice if I didn’t completely tighten the nut on his wheel when he came into the pit. Although maybe it was safer for me to convince one of the other boys to do it, considering any fuck-up on my part would be assumed to be intentional. 
 
   The cars had one final check-over then rolled out onto the grid. Morgan and Hunter waited by their cars, with Eden and Liam darting between them, while the official proceedings started at the start/finish line. 
 
   Despite my prime position in pit lane, I couldn’t hear anything that was said over the blood pumping loudly through my ears as I watched the slimy bastard posing for photos with the grid girls. I could see his hands wandering all over their bodies, and I couldn’t help picturing his hands roaming over Alyssa while she struggled to fight him off. I snapped the pen I had been holding in half, drawing my attention back to the sheet in front of me. I tossed the broken pen and the clipboard to one side.
 
   Pull yourself together.
 
   Danny already wanted my arse because of what happened by the trailers. At least, I could only assume he was going to take it out on me. Regardless, I couldn’t make it worse for myself. No matter what anyone told him, he would likely assume that I was at fault. Despite the progress we’d made, I had no doubt this would put us back to square one. I would be the baddy and there was jack shit I could do about it. I wondered if that would ever change. I even began to wonder whether it was even worth it.
 
   I looked up in time to see Eden come running into pit lane.
 
   “Look sharp, guys,” she called. “It’s time.”
 
   She nodded to me briefly. The look in her eyes confirmed that she knew precisely what had happened with Hunter. I tried to put it out of my mind and took my position with the rest of my crew, waiting for the first pit window to open.
 
   We were all on tenterhooks as we waited for the call that our driver was hitting the pits. Every one of us knew that pit stops were where the races were really won or lost. I may have hated Hunter, I may have wanted him gone from the team, but I was still a Sinclair man through and through and wanted us up on the podium. The V8s roared past us at regular intervals and, although it was still early, everything looked on track for a Sinclair Racing one/two.
 
   Finally, the call came in to ready the pits. Morgan was due to come in for his first pit stop in four laps. Two laps passed quickly and Morgan’s crew got ready to meet him, rolling his wheels and tyres into the pit area.
 
   The lap before he was due to come in, Hunter’s voice squawked through the radio. “I’m coming in.”
 
   “Hunter, no, we’re ready for Morgan—not you,” Eden said.
 
   “Well, get ready for me,” Hunter snapped. “I’m coming in.”
 
   “Fuck!” Eden exclaimed. She pulled her mic away from her mouth. “Everyone scramble!” she shouted before spending the next precious few seconds arranging with Morgan to stay away from the pits for another few laps.
 
   “My tyres are wearing out,” Morgan growled. “I need to come in.”
 
   “Hunter’s coming in this lap—give us two laps,” Eden said, exasperated. “Please?”
 
   “Fine!” Morgan snapped. “What the hell is his game?”
 
   I was wondering the same thing myself as I joined the rest of my crew getting everything we needed for Hunter’s car out onto pit lane, sidelining all of Morgan’s equipment. Hunter was already in the pits and waiting long before we were ready. Precious seconds had already slipped away before we even started.
 
   I finished changing his front wheel and raised my hand to let everyone know I was finished and clear. I looked down through the netting and saw Hunter was giving me the finger. With a surge of anger rushing through me, I leaned forward to slap the car. At the same time, Hunter got the all-clear to go. He took off, almost taking my arm with him.
 
   “Fucker!” I screamed.
 
   “Reede!”
 
   I snarled at the back of the car before turning around to look at Liam.
 
   “What have I told you?” he snapped. “A thousand times. When you raise your hand, it means you’re clear. Once you’re clear, stay away from the damned car!”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I said. I knew there was no point arguing, because I knew the safety rules well enough. No matter what happened once you’d given the all-clear, you stayed back. It was far too easy to lean back into the car and have your foot run over or your arm broken. 
 
   Or worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: RECKLESS
 
   
 
 
   
I WAS FUMING by the time I walked back into the pit garage.
 
   “Take it easy,” Eden said, slapping me on the back. “Try to stay calm.”
 
   “Fucker tries to hurt Alyssa and then has the nerve—”
 
   Eden cut me off with a motion of her hand. It wasn’t the time or the place. 
 
   I cleared out of the way so she could direct Morgan in. Glancing past the pits, I watched as Hunter circled again. I didn’t know what the fucker’s plan was, but I knew he’d deliberately fucked Morgan over with the pit stop.
 
   Morgan had ended up having to run at least three laps on old tyres, which would definitely have caused him some delays. Not to mention that it fucked with the whole race strategy Danny, Liam, and Eden would have worked out with Morgan before sending him out.
 
   Thankfully, the race wore on without any further complication. Lap after lap the cars raced past, and just as I had every other race meet, I felt my fingers twitching with need and desire to be out there with them. I loved being in the pits and, through my experience, I understood how things worked better than I ever had before. But that didn’t mean I didn’t want to be out there. 
 
   The inner workings of the cars were no longer the mystery to me that they’d once been. I’d always known the theory of course, and I’d been more than able to service my own cars, but actually stripping an engine down and rebuilding it was a priceless experience. Still, nothing could ever compare to the thrill of chasing down a competitor or the ecstasy of being out there with six hundred horses at the mercy of my right foot.
 
   Another pit stop for tyres and fuel came and went.
 
   Once the dust had settled on the second pit window, Hunter and Morgan were first and second on the track, with Will Reid right behind them. Hunter was defending his position aggressively against Morgan, throwing his car around the track and driving hard into the corners. 
 
   I couldn’t understand why he wasn’t just using his lead to push himself further forward. That’s what I would have done. Leave second and third to battle it out while relishing the additional speed granted by the clean air. Instead, he was allowing himself to get mixed into the battle and slowing himself down. It was just all-around bad race strategy.
 
   The defensive driving techniques of Hunter allowed Morgan to sneak up on him and slingshot around him coming out of turn thirteen. They were neck and neck as they hit the straight, with Morgan edging slowly in front.
 
   “Go, you good thing,” I whispered. Similar sentiments were murmured all around me. Although everyone wanted a Sinclair Racing one/two combo, there wasn’t a single person in the pits who wouldn’t have preferred to see Morgan in front.
 
   Just as they approached the small bend in the straight, Hunter twisted his wheel sharply, clipping the rear right-hand side of Morgan’s car. To anyone else watching, it may have just looked like Hunter had oversteered for the corner, but I knew him, and the car, well enough to know that it wasn’t an accident. 
 
   “Motherfucker,” I cursed under my breath. 
 
   He’d managed to hit Morgan’s car in exactly the right place to send him pirouetting down the straightaway at top speed. It left little doubt in my head that it was deliberate. Will slid past Morgan’s car harmlessly as soon as it started its fast spin. I heard Eden’s horrified gasp when she realised what was going to happen, almost at the exact time that I did. There was only one way it could go. Unless Morgan pulled some kind of fucking miracle out of his arse and wrestled control of the car, he was heading straight for the wall.
 
   I turned to Eden and saw the colour drain out of her face. She chewed on her lips briefly before bringing her fingers into her mouth. The stress in the pits was palpable, despite the fact that only seconds had passed since Hunter’s deception. I wanted to shout out that it was all right and to explain that the cars were designed for safety—that it was rare for anyone to get seriously injured in them—but everyone around me knew that just as well as I did. 
 
   I, who had crashed so many times in the last six months of my career, had never experienced the level of fear that ran through the pits as they watched helplessly. Those who couldn’t see the track from their current position had their eyes firmly glued to the monitors.
 
   I watched in horror as the rear of Morgan’s car barrelled into the concrete barrier. The force of the hit was so hard that a ripple ran down the fence all the way back to us in the pits. The car ricocheted back across the track before finally rolling to a stop in the middle of the track just around the loose bend. Everyone in the pits crowded around the monitors and held their breath as the car finally settled.
 
   “He’s in the blind,” I whispered. I remembered the track from last year. It was a loose turn, you barely had to twist the steering wheel, but there was a small section of track that couldn’t be seen until you were committed to the line. Morgan’s car was currently resting in that exact spot.
 
   “Fuck!” Liam cried. He jumped onto the radio with the track officials, quickly explaining the full situation with Morgan. We were monitoring his vitals, but he hadn’t left the car yet. We weren’t sure whether it was because of safety concerns or injury—he wasn’t answering any radio calls. Eden was practically a statue with nerves. I could see the tears behind her eyes and her lips were moving quickly as she muttered something indecipherable. No doubt a prayer for his safety. 
 
   Less than a second passed before the cars in fourth and fifth shot out of the hairpin and down the straight.
 
   “No!” Eden cried from nearby me, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the monitor to see her new pain. “They’re going too fast,” she whispered. “They’re going too fast!”
 
   The officials brought out the yellow flags and both cars started to slow, but it was too late. There wasn’t enough room for both of them to get around Morgan, especially when they didn’t even know he was there and hadn’t seen his car until the last second.
 
   I closed my eyes as the sound of metal twisting against metal rent the air. The sound of the collision was bad enough; I didn’t need to see it too. Eden’s pained cry made my heart ache. I turned and watched as, for the first time since I’d known her, she went against every rule in the book. She ripped her headset off and ran down pit lane in the direction of the accident. I didn’t have time to consider just how out of character it was, though, because I was running right behind her.
 
   
 
 
   
I CAUGHT up with Eden just at the exit of pit lane. We couldn’t see the carnage, and without our headphones, there was no way of knowing what was happening. We did see the marshals change the flags from yellow—meaning caution on the track and advising that the safety car was in control—to red. 
 
   Red: the conditions were too unsafe to continue the session and all cars had to stop. 
 
   The impact ahead was bad.
 
   I grabbed Eden seconds before she ran blindly onto the track. I snaked my arms around her waist and held on to her from behind. She pummelled my arms with her fists.
 
   “Let me go!” she wailed. “I have to go to him.”
 
   “We will, Edie,” I said to her as calmly as I could while pulling gently against her. “But there’s no point in getting yourself killed in the process. Come up along the inside of the barriers. At least until we know the track is clear and the cars are stopped.”
 
   I tried not to look at the red flags waving ominously from the sides of the track as we jumped over the barrier and ran in the relatively safe zone to where Morgan’s car had finally come to rest. Whenever the flickering red material did catch my eye, I tried to remind myself that red flags meant nothing more than a total track blockage. It didn’t mean Morgan was injured or . . . worse.
 
   I held Eden’s hand as we rounded the corner, partly out of a desire to comfort her in some way but mostly to ensure that I had a good hold so she didn’t go barrelling off again. She wasn’t thinking straight. Hell, I was barely thinking straight.
 
   The scene wasn’t pretty. There were three cars stretched from one side of the track to the other; although, I wasn’t sure Morgan’s wreck would still classify as a car. It was upside down, no longer had four wheels, and the entire front end rested near the far boundary fence, having obviously been torn off by the impact with car number fifteen.
 
   Eden froze. She shook her head in disbelief before closing her eyes.
 
   “No,” she sobbed softly. “No, this isn’t happening.”
 
   I watched as the drivers of the other cars pulled roughly on Morgan’s doors, trying to wrench them open.
 
   “Stay here,” I commanded Eden. The last thing the scene needed was a hysterical woman, and even the most stoic professional was bound to become a little hysterical when confronted with a car accident featuring her fiancé. Regardless, I needed to help.
 
   Despite there being five men on the track already, Morgan’s door still wasn’t open. Worse, from the little I could see through the netting, he wasn’t moving at all.
 
   I started off for the track and felt Eden close by my side.
 
   “Eden, please?” I begged. “Stay.”
 
   “No! If . . .” She trailed off.
 
   I could see the blind panic in her eyes. She closed her eyes and swallowed roughly. When she opened them again, her face was calmer and she was slightly more in control, but I knew from my own experience that her control would be tenuous at best. 
 
   “If anything happens, I want to be there.”
 
   I looked over at the scene. More people were flooding in now—not just track officials and fire marshals, but TV and photo crews. Each one trying to get the perfect photo of Morgan’s broken car, or even better—in their newsworthy, jaded eyes—his broken body.
 
   “Fucking vultures,” I muttered under my breath.
 
   Just as we climbed over the barrier and back onto the track, the rescue crew finally wrestled Morgan’s door open and pulled him from the wreckage. He was on a stretcher and into the onsite ambulance in next to no time. Even as he was loaded onto the stretcher, he remained motionless.
 
   At the sight of Morgan’s prostrate body, Eden collapsed. Luckily, I saw what was going to happen seconds before it did and was able to get my arms around her just as she fell. 
 
   Unable to control herself any longer, she sobbed against me as I held her tightly. I picked her up into my arms as gently as I was able and carried her back through the pits and toward the trailer. I knew Morgan would want her by his side as soon as possible, but for the moment I needed to take care of her for him. I would make sure she was there for him before he woke. And he would wake. I couldn’t even bear to imagine any other possibility.
 
   By the time I got back to the trailer, all of the crew were outside waiting for news. The sight of Eden in agony sent a shockwave through them. She’d always been the strong one in the team, the one to rally the troops and give them hope when something went wrong. 
 
   Everyone parted before me as I walked toward the trailer, giving me space to take her through to the control centre. Each of the monitors was a reminder of Morgan’s current situation. His car’s in-car telemetry was ominously still, all of the on-track cameras were trained on the accident scene, and the in-car camera was cracked and showing an upside-down image.
 
   After helping Eden onto a chair, freeing up my hands, I turned off all the monitors. Neither of us needed the harsh reminder of what we’d just witnessed firsthand.
 
   I sat on one of the spare chairs and pulled Eden onto my lap. I cradled her against my chest like a child and gave her the opportunity to cry it all out so she could be strong when she went to see Morgan in the hospital. If she went in her current condition, she would be of little help to him.
 
   My boys seemed to understand what I was doing and set themselves up as bodyguards at the door. They didn’t allow anyone to pass, except Alyssa. She was in tears as she burst into the small room. She pulled the other chair up to my side and held my hand as I supported Eden. The three of us sat in near silence, broken only by Eden’s heartbreaking sobs and Alyssa’s quick, whispered update. Apparently, Danny had left for the hospital, but nothing more was known. 
 
   I wanted to give Eden the time she needed to recover, but started to grow more anxious about the passing minutes. I had to ensure she was by Morgan’s side as soon as possible. I knew I would have wanted Alyssa beside me immediately if the situation was reversed. After a few minutes, Eden’s body stopped shaking as violently, and she climbed off my lap. 
 
   She took a few tentative steps as she wiped the remaining tears off her cheeks.
 
   “I . . . I’m ready,” she whispered. “Can you . . .?” Her voice gave out.
 
   I nodded. “We’ll take you to him.”
 
   As soon as we hit the stairs to exit the trailer, the flash bulbs started. Although Eden and Morgan had never really gone public with their relationship—at least outside of our admission on New Year’s that had never made it to print—they had never hidden it either, so the speculation had always been rife in the media. Seeing her on-track reaction seemed to have confirmed many suspicions, so everyone wanted her take on the accident. As we stepped outside, I had Alyssa’s hand tightly held in one of mine, and my other arm was wrapped protectively around Eden.
 
   Through the throng of reporters, I spotted Hunter out of the corner of my eye. He was leaning casually against the trailer parked alongside Sinclair Racing’s, looking smug as fuck. If my mind weren’t so preoccupied with getting Eden to Morgan, I might have taken the opportunity to pummel the living shit out of him.
 
   I felt Alyssa’s hand squeeze mine a little tighter. She must have seen Hunter too and was trying to keep my focus on the task at hand. Or gain comfort for herself. I guided Eden through to the car park, and she handed me the keys to her rental car. She climbed into the passenger seat, curled herself into a ball, and squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Alyssa sat in the seat behind me and rested one hand on my shoulder in support the whole way.
 
   It was a silent and anxious drive to the hospital. I could feel the tension rolling off Alyssa, but I could also sense something else. Relief. I knew she’d never admit it, but I could tell that beneath her worry and concern, she was glad it wasn’t me on the track. 
 
   I wondered whether it would make things harder when it came time for me to get back into a V8 for the endurance races. Then I remembered that I still needed to talk to Danny, and that I might not be back for the enduros at all. Momentarily, I considered the possibility that Morgan might not even be back in a car before then, but I pushed it out of my mind. 
 
   He would be okay. 
 
   He had to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: WAITING
 
   
 
 
   
I SAT WITH Alyssa in the waiting room. Now that Eden was in with Morgan, I was able to stop trying to be strong for her, so I fell apart in Alyssa’s arms. We had moved closer and closer during our short stay in the waiting room. At first, we’d sat side by side on the cheap suede couch, Alyssa’s two hands surrounding one of mine, lending me some of her warmth, but somehow over the course of an hour, I had ended up with my top half curled in her lap as she gently stroked my hair.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered to her for probably the fiftieth time. I glanced up at her face and took in her sad smile.
 
   “I’m just glad that I’m here and that you didn’t have to go through it alone.”
 
   I turned my face back to the wall. “Me too,” I murmured so quietly I wasn’t sure that she’d even heard me.
 
   We weren’t family or important enough to be kept up to date on progress, so we just had to wait patiently for either Danny or Eden to remember we were there. The small TV in the corner kept getting turned on and off intermittently as we hungered for more information. 
 
   We soon tired of seeing the same footage again and again: Morgan’s car coming to rest in the bend before being slammed by the other two cars; Morgan being loaded onto a stretcher and carried away in the ambulance; me helping Eden from the trailer, her eyes red-rimmed and bloodshot.
 
   It was late evening, well past eight, when Eden finally emerged from Morgan’s room. She looked like death warmed up. Pale skin; wide, bloodshot eyes; and pink, puffy cheeks where she’d rubbed her tears away. I reminded myself that as hard as the last four hours had been for Alyssa and me, they’d been even harder on Eden. 
 
   I sat up to give her space to sit and give us the prognosis.
 
   “He’s awake,” she started before coughing lightly to clear her throat. “He’s badly concussed though. He has a broken leg, two broken ribs, a punctured lung, a concussion, and a sprained wrist. They . . .” She stopped again, summoning strength from somewhere within—it was a wonder she had any left.
 
   Alyssa’s hand reached across my lap to hold Eden’s.
 
   “They can’t say whether he’ll be back on the track this season.”
 
   “But he will be back?” I asked softly. Even though there would be an opening if he was forced to leave the team, I didn’t want my opportunity to come off the back of Morgan’s tragedy.
 
   “They won’t know for sure until he’s started physio. They—they’re hopeful. But there’s no guarantees.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “He wants to see you,” she murmured. “There’re just a couple of minutes left before visiting hours are over.”
 
   I swallowed and felt Alyssa squeeze my leg gently. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to see him just yet, but I had no choice. He was asking for me, and what an injured man wanted, an injured man received. I stood before following Eden’s directions to Morgan’s room.
 
   I knocked on the closed door and heard a soft, “Come in,” coughed from the room.
 
   I pushed the door open and took in my surroundings. The curtains were half-drawn around the sole bed.
 
   Morgan rested heavily against the pale hospital sheets with the bed angled up slightly so he was sitting almost upright. He was awake, but he still looked a little grey. Various monitors made a cacophony of sound in the room, ensuring that it was never completely silent. 
 
   He smiled weakly up at me as I entered.
 
   I sat in the seat beside his bed, at a complete loss for words.
 
   “Did you see what happened?”
 
   I nodded, but then paused. I wanted to see what he remembered. “A car turned sharply into you and you lost control. When it stopped, you were in the blind. Two cars came through behind you, but they didn’t see you in time.”
 
   “Who won?”
 
   I chuckled. Of course that would be one of his primary concerns. “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I’m sure Eden is finding out as we speak.”
 
   “Thanks, man,” he said, breaking the tension that was starting to creep into the room. “For looking out for Eden for me.”
 
   “Of course,” I muttered. “Anytime.”
 
   He reached out for my hand. “You are a good man, Declan Reede. You’re my best buddy.”
 
   I smirked at him. “What brought that on?”
 
   “I just love you man. I absolutely love you.”
 
   I bit my lip to stop from laughing harder. Clearly, he was on some serious painkillers. I decided to have a little fun with him, and find out a few truths. “I have to ask you a question, and I need your honest answer,” I started.
 
   He looked at me seriously, his face full of an earnest desire to please.
 
   “What did you think of me when I first started?”
 
   “You were like my little bro, bro.”
 
   I chuckled, deciding to see how far I could push it. “Have you and Eden ever done it at a track?”
 
   I half expected him to laugh or tell me to fuck off, but instead he seemed to think hard about his answer. “Once or twice.” He grinned. “Per meet.”
 
   I wasn’t sure whether to grin or grimace. I knew for certain that I would be more suspicious whenever the two of them disappeared in the future. “How do you really feel about Hunter?”
 
   “I wish it was you I was driving against. You—you gave me something to beat.”
 
   “What about Alyssa? What do you think of her?” It might be dangerous territory because of their tenuous relationship, but I wasn’t going to give up the opportunity for complete honesty when it arose.
 
   “Alyssa . . .” He grinned cheekily. “She’s a good sort. She’s good for you. And she’s got a killer arse.”
 
   I immediately regretted asking him about Alyssa and decided to stick to safer topics. “Has Danny been in to see you?”
 
   “Yep, he was here with Eden for a while.”
 
   “Has he said anything about the accident?”
 
   Morgan shook his head. “No, but man, I’m glad for good family. Danny’s paying for everything in the hospital. He’s even getting me a transfer to Sydney. I can’t fly with the hole here apparently.” He was pointing to his chest, no doubt referring to his punctured lung.
 
   I was a little taken aback by his statement about family, until I realised he had to mean it figuratively. I knew how he felt; I often thought of the Sinclair Racing crew as an extended family, especially lately. It was the reason I wanted back in so bad. Besides, if there was any actual family in the team, I was certain I would know about it. Eden would have told me; she knew all the goss.
 
   I didn’t get a chance to press him further because a nurse came in to shoo me out—apparently visiting hours were over for the night.
 
   
 
 
   
GOING TO the track the next day and pretending nothing had happened was almost impossible. The track was clear, the damaged cars completely repaired—the rest of the pit crews had spent a long night fixing them all—and the officials were preparing to start the new day of racing. But the scars were still evident in my team at least; one of our drivers was absent, everyone was exhausted, and we were all counting down the hours until the race meet ended. 
 
   The news slowly filtered through the ranks that Hunter—who’d gone on to win the race after the restart—had been investigated for being at the centre of a red flag event. Unfortunately, it was regarded as an accident and he’d gotten off scot-free.
 
   Eden arrived late to the track with heavy purple bags under her eyes. She’d obviously had a very hard night. I felt bad that we hadn’t hung around the hospital longer to support her because, by comparison, our night had been easier.
 
   When we’d arrived back at the hotel, Alyssa had quickly called our house. It had been too late to speak to Phoebe, so she’d had a brief conversation with Mum instead. We assured her that we were okay, that it was just a long night, and that we’d see her the following evening. After that, Alyssa and I’d curled into one another in bed and held each other silently the whole night long. I don’t think either of us had any sleep, but at least we had each other.
 
   I hadn’t been at the track for long before the meeting I knew was inevitable was called. Liam came to find me and told me that Danny wanted to see me in his office. I refused to leave Alyssa alone, so I hunted down my boys to ensure they would be stuck like glue to her side.
 
   
 
 
   
“I CAN’T believe either of you would do something so reckless!” Danny was pacing from side to side along his desk and wasn’t looking at either Eden or me as we sat in his makeshift office.
 
   To my surprise, we’d both been called in to face the music together. I assumed it was an act of mercy. He would have been within his rights to tear strips off us individually, which would have been infinitely harder for us to handle. Neither of us needed an explanation of what we’d done wrong, because we both knew that our run onto the track was not only stupid and reckless, but dangerous as well. Either or both of us could have been hit by a car, not to mention we had no doubt distracted the race officials at a time they should have been concentrating on other things.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I started, but Eden raised her hand to stop me.
 
   “It’s my fault, Danny. Declan was just chasing after me. I just—I lost my head. I would’ve been in more danger if he hadn’t been there.”
 
   She was throwing herself on the fire for me, but I couldn’t let her. I had taken off with exactly the same mindset she had. I’d wanted to help. I’d wanted to get to Morgan and ensure he was okay. Even if Eden hadn’t made the dash, I probably would have done exactly the same thing. It was only when it became evident her needs were so much greater than my own that my intentions changed. 
 
   “Danny—” I tried to explain, but Eden again cut me off.
 
   “Declan got me off the track. He stopped me from running blindly to Morgan. He was also the one who stopped me from falling onto the track when it got to be too much. Please, I know what he did was wrong, but he shouldn’t be punished for my stupidity.”
 
   “No one is getting punished,” Danny assured us. He’d migrated to his seat and sat slumped with his fingers bridged on his nose. “The tribunal agreed to accept the extenuating circumstances and have given you both suspended sentences. But they don’t want to see either of you do anything so stupid again.”
 
   We both nodded.
 
   “Eden, I’m relieving you of your duties. Liam is going to monitor the next race on his own. Go back to the hospital and be with Morgan. They’ve said he’s able to be released later this afternoon, but he can’t travel by air. A car will be around to pick you both up and start the journey home later this afternoon.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said before standing and crossing to his side of the desk. She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly for a second. He patted her arm gently in a loving, almost familial gesture.
 
   She unwrapped her arms from his neck, and he nodded toward the door to indicate that she should go.
 
   After she’d exited the room, he sat staring at me for a second or two. I wondered if he actually did have some punishment for me that he hadn’t wanted to dish out with Eden in the room. She wasn’t the fuck-up after all. That was all on me. 
 
   “You make it very hard for me to put you in a V8 sometimes,” he murmured finally.
 
   I’d blown my chance. I cursed my own stupidity for leaving Alyssa alone when I went on the track for the Mini race, for not telling her about misplacing my helmet, for allowing my temper to take over and giving that fuckhead Hunter a taste of what he deserved, for running onto the track after Morgan’s accident. So many screw-ups in just one weekend. All I could hope was that I could get him to understand why I’d reacted to Hunter the way I had. The fucker had assaulted Alyssa, and he deserved to pay for it. 
 
   I wanted to beg him to reconsider taking my chance away from me. I opened my mouth to try to come up with a magical statement that would fix everything, but I couldn’t think of one.
 
   “Would you care to explain what happened yesterday before the race?”
 
   I decided to go with the truth. “Hunter tricked Alyssa into thinking that I was waiting for her by the trucks. When she got there, he pinned her against the truck—” The rest of my statement was stuck in my throat. During the night, I’d managed to find out that he hadn’t been able to do much more than stroke Alyssa’s cheek and kiss her before Morgan had interrupted them, but it didn’t matter. He’d intended more—and that was as bad as the actual act in my eyes. My anger was rising just mentioning the incident. Alyssa and I had discussed going to the police, but she knew how unlikely it would be that anything would come of it. 
 
   “And Morgan found them like that?”
 
   I nodded. “I didn’t see what had happened . . .” I trailed off. If I had seen Hunter with Alyssa, I would have fucking killed him. He was just lucky Danny had turned up when he did.
 
   “Do you think Hunter had a grudge against Morgan as a result of that incident?”
 
   I gaped at Danny. Was he really asking what I thought of Hunter? Did he think Hunter had a more nefarious role in the accident? I swallowed down my hope before it could grow. “Yes. Without doubt, but not as big as his grudge against me.”
 
   Danny nodded. “Thank you for your honesty. I’m sure you understand that I take all actions and accusations very seriously.”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “And I want you to know I will be keeping a very close eye on the situation while watching for hard evidence of wrongdoing.”
 
   Mine, or Hunter’s? His words didn’t make it clear, so I read between the lines. 
 
   “I will be speaking to Hunter about this as well, and making my thoughts clear on the matter.” 
 
   Make the fucker pay! Even though the words were on the tip of my tongue, what came out was, “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.” 
 
   “Do you feel up to your race today?”
 
   I wondered whether I could, but I knew my response would no doubt count toward Danny’s mental tally of how hard it was to put me back into a V8. If I couldn’t even race a Mini after witnessing the accident, how could I possibly be trusted with anything more? 
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll take you off pit duties though. We only have one car after all. Just compete in your race and then you’re free to go.”
 
   I nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   “Then I guess I’ll see you in Brisbane for your big day.”
 
   I froze. In the madness, I’d completely forgotten that this weekend was the last time I would see the Sinclair Racing team before my wedding. I blinked and couldn’t help smiling a little. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said again, unnecessarily. I decided against giving him the same hug Eden had and settled on a handshake before leaving the office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: IT IS YOU
 
   
 
 
   
I STOOD AT the end of the red carpet, a conspicuous gap to my left where Morgan was supposed to have been. He should have been beside me to celebrate the happiest fucking day of my life, but instead, due to the sick fuckery of Hunter, he was back at home in Sydney still recovering from the accident. Even if he’d been well enough to stand next to me, he was still unable to fly because of the hole in his lung.
 
   Flynn had agreed to be Morgan’s fill-in, but stood a small distance away out of respect for the man who couldn’t be there. Even though I appreciated Flynn’s help, it wasn’t really the same.
 
   I looked around the room, marvelling at the details that Ruth and Alyssa had put into the planning. It was simple but elegant. There were no extravagant floral arrangements, just a single lily at the end of each row of chairs. I was in awe of her choice to have our wedding at the Suncrest Hotel, a place that held so many good and bad memories for the two of us. 
 
   Virginities and innocence were lost there, fights and make ups, and promises had been made and kept.
 
   Drawing in a deep breath, I tried to dispel some of the nervous energy racing through my body. When I blew the air out slowly, I shook my legs and brushed my hand through my hair. 
 
   It had been over twenty-four hours since I had seen Alyssa. Ruth insisted that they needed to have a girls’ day before our wedding, and I’d relented, especially after my own mother turned traitor and insisted on it too.
 
   Even as they fussed over Alyssa and Phoebe, it was clear to me that I would spend the whole day as one big jumble of raw nerves. I had no one to offer me the level of support Alyssa had been given leading up to the event. I’d wanted to spend some time with Ben, but despite our attempts at renewing the friendship we’d once had, I just didn’t feel right dumping all my pre-wedding crap on him, so I’d avoided him. 
 
   The thought of baring my soul in front of our families and friends terrified me. I’d managed to speak to Dr. Henrikson on the phone that morning to settle my pre-wedding jitters—something he’d offered as he’d wished us luck after the final couples’ counselling session he’d had with Alyssa and me a few days earlier. It was good to get a chance to talk through the last of my nerves, but as soon as I’d hung up the phone, the stress had come back in force. 
 
   I’d even considered spending a few hours in another futile attempt to reconnect with my estranged father, but realised that his continuous pleas to see me were made out of the same selfish desire as the first. He truly had no wish to be a part of my life outside of what he thought I could do for him.
 
   Since leaving Alyssa at her parents’, I’d barely slept, only catching an hour here and there between nightmares and insomnia. All in all, it was not the way I’d expected to spend the night before the big one. At least the following night would be significantly better. 
 
   Once morning had arrived, I’d dragged myself out of bed, shaved, and then dressed before heading in to the Suncrest Hotel to help out with the final arrangements. In reality, though, there wasn’t much to do, because Alyssa had planned it down to the last place setting. 
 
   The hall was set up with a makeshift altar and aisle for the ceremony. After we’d said our vows, we would head out for photos at the Botanical Gardens and a few other locations around town, while our guests were ushered out into the ballroom lobby for drinks and canapés. The hotel staff would use that break to convert the ballroom into the reception. Our guests would then be invited back in and shown to their allocated seats to await our arrival.
 
   Part of me was excited about the evening, but mostly I just wanted it all to be over. I wanted to be back at home living as man and wife. Being married didn’t frighten me as much as getting married. I was ready to know that Alyssa was mine, just as I was hers, forever.
 
   I looked over the crowd, worried that trying to single out any individual face would make me ill. A quiet murmur ran around the room, providing a constant noise that I tried in vain to tune out. Ever since taking my position at the front of the gathering, I’d been counting down the minutes left in my head. The countdown ended, and then before I knew it, I was down to negative ten, which didn’t bode well for me, because it meant Alyssa was late. I closed my eyes and tried to convince myself that she was still coming. She wasn’t standing me up; it was okay for a bride to be fashionably late. 
 
   How late is fashionable though?
 
   My count increased by another five minutes before music burst into life through the loudspeakers hidden inconspicuously around the room. I blew out a relieved breath, knowing that it was finally time. A silence fell over the room as everyone turned in their seats to watch the bride’s entrance. My own eyes fell to the door as I waited for my perfect woman to walk through. I couldn’t concentrate on the lyrics or the music—just the door.
 
   Finally, it opened just a crack and a vision with brown hair walked through it. Her turquoise eyes were accented perfectly by the baby-blue dress she wore. Her hair was set in loose ringlets that rested on her shoulders. The little clips we’d picked out together pulled her curls up off her face beautifully. On seeing me, her mouth broke into a huge grin.
 
   “Daddy!” she squealed, dropping the basket of rose petals she was carrying and hurtling toward me at top speed. She launched herself into my arms as giggles and muffled laughter broke out randomly throughout the crowd.
 
   I pulled her in to me and gave her a small embrace.
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” I whispered quietly.
 
   “You should see Mummy,” she whispered back. “She’s beautiful.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” I murmured before placing my finger on my lips to indicate she should be quiet.
 
   Ruby walked through the door just then, glowing in her soft pink bridesmaid’s dress. It flowed gently over her now-sizable baby bump. She shot me a knowing smile—obviously a reaction to the wide-arse, shit-eating grin on my face.
 
   The doors opened again and suddenly everything stopped. 
 
   The world existed in perfect clarity as the music changed and Alyssa stepped forward. I could see, hear, and feel everything. 
 
   Her white dress was tight at the top, flaring out just below her hips. It was shaped perfect to accentuate her hips and bust. I was glad that all eyes were on her because it gave me a second to drink it all in. Her veil covered her features, but was thin enough that I could still see her clearly. Half of her hair was pulled up away from her face, but the rest fell in loose curls around her shoulders. She took a deep breath in the doorway as the lyrics began.
 
   I met her eyes and caught her chewing her lip before her mouth broke into a smile almost as wide as mine. The lyrics that timed Alyssa’s slow march down the aisle were perfect. We’d found the song on a Shrek soundtrack of all things, but the words had never been more fitting. 
 
   “I love you,” I mouthed to her, causing her smile to widen even further.
 
   “See, Daddy!” Phoebe shouted. “I told you Mummy was beautiful!”
 
   I agreed with her, laughing a little before setting her down onto the ground, readying my arms to accept the second most important person in my life. Ruby quickly called Phoebe over to her side.
 
   Each second of the minute or two that it took Alyssa to walk toward me felt like it stretched on forever.
 
   Finally, she reached my side and Curtis’s rough hand passed her soft one to me. He wrapped his hand around our joined ones. At any other wedding, the moment would have been the perfect opportunity for the father of the bride to whisper words of encouragement, or give his final blessing, but this was our wedding, so of course, Curtis whispered, so quietly only I could hear, “If you hurt either of them . . .”
 
   I met his eye, refusing to let him ruin my perfect moment. “I won’t.”
 
   That said, I turned back to Alyssa, the one person who deserved my attention the most in this almost-perfect moment. The guests, Curtis, everyone else could go to pot. As long as I had Phoebe and Alyssa close to me, everything would be perfect.
 
   The song finished and I couldn’t help but smile through the nerves that had built steadily again as the room quietened, but only because I didn’t want to fuck anything up. I wanted the day to be perfect for Alyssa.
 
   The celebrant began by welcoming our guests, and as he did, Alyssa blushed brightly. I wondered if it was the first time she’d even realised they were present. She glanced across everyone, tears springing to her eyes as they met back with mine.
 
   I grabbed her other hand and held them both tightly, unwilling to let go now that I was so close to having my dreams fulfilled. Even then, with every eye in the place on us, it was impossible to completely quell the nerves. Oddly though, I wasn’t nervous about what I was about to do. No, instead it was a desire to not fuck something up accidentally that made my hands shake. I barely paid attention to the celebrant as he said all the required bullshit. 
 
   Finally, it came time to say my vows. We had agreed—despite my unease with the idea—to write our own. Unfortunately, I had to read mine first. Begrudgingly, I released her hands and unfolded the piece of paper on which I had unleashed my heart. A better man may have been able to memorise the words, but I was more concerned with getting them right than knowing them by heart. My hand shook so much it was hard to read them.
 
   “Alyssa.” I had to stop as my voice quivered. I cleared my throat and tried again. “In my life, I have faced the unexpected and made many mistakes. Through my trials, I have learned that you are my safe place to land. You are my heart’s keeper, and despite the pain it caused you, you treated it with care throughout our separation.
 
   “From this day on, I choose you, my sweet Alyssa, to be my wife. To live with you and laugh with you; to stand by your side, and lie in your arms; to bring joy to your heart, and warmth to your soul; to bring out the best in you always, and, for you and our daughter, to always be the most that I can be.” 
 
   As I spoke the words, the rest of the room disappeared. There was only Alyssa and me. I was making her an earnest promise, one I never wanted to break. 
 
   No, that I wouldn’t break. 
 
   “I promise to laugh with you in good times, to struggle with you in bad; to console you when you’re downhearted; to wipe away your tears with my hands; to comfort you with my body; to mirror you with my soul; to share with you all my riches and honours; to play with you as much as I can until we grow old and, still loving each other sweetly and gladly, our lives come to an end.”
 
   I folded the piece of paper back up and slid it into my tuxedo pocket. I clasped one of Alyssa’s hands so she could feel the truth in my words. As it always did, her touch steadied my nerves, and I managed to give her a tender smile.
 
   Alyssa took a deep breath then launched into her vows. She kept her hands steady and her eyes on me as she spoke.
 
   I could feel my eyes burning with emotion as she recited her words.
 
   “I choose you, Declan, as my best friend and my love for life. I promise you my deepest love, my fullest devotion, and my tenderest care. Through the pressures of the present and the uncertainties of the future, I promise to always be faithful to you.
 
   “I promise to love you completely, to commit to you fully, and to support you absolutely. I pledge to respect your unique talents and abilities, and to lend you strength for all of your dreams.
 
   “Today, I join my life with yours, not merely as your wife, but as your best friend, your lover, and your confidant. Let me always be the shoulder you lean on; the rock on which you rest; the companion of your life. From this day on, you shall not walk alone. My heart will be your shelter, and my arms will forever be your home. As I have given you my hand to hold, I give you my life to keep.”
 
   I squeezed her hand gently and she smiled as a tear ran down her cheek.
 
   Refusing to relinquish my hold on her, I guided our joined hands up underneath her veil and swiped gently at her tear with my finger. The crowd watching us no longer existed. I was in my own perfect bubble with her. Time stretched on endlessly and I didn’t want it to end. I vaguely heard the minister saying something, but I was no longer listening to him. It wasn’t until I heard a titter from the crowd and felt Flynn nudging my back that I realised something else was needed.
 
   With a flutter of nerves, I turned to Flynn. He was holding out Alyssa’s wedding ring. I grabbed it off him carefully, not wanting to drop it and look like a tool in front of everyone. When I twisted back to Alyssa, she offered me her left hand. I repeated what the celebrant said as I slid the plain gold band onto her ring finger. “To marry the person you have set your heart upon is a joy unparalleled in human life. Alyssa Celeste Dawson, take this ring as a sign of my faith and my commitment to our love, and share this joy with me today.”
 
   Alyssa pushed a wedding band onto my finger as she repeated the same promise.
 
   I turned back to Flynn and he passed me another piece of jewellery. I ducked down onto one knee and motioned for Phoebe to come back over. It was maybe a little unorthodox, but I wanted to show my commitment to her as well as Alyssa. 
 
   When she was in front of me, I looked her in the eye. “Phoebe, you are the light of my life. I promise to always be the best daddy in the world. I will do everything that I can to make you proud of me. I will protect you, cherish you, and support you in everything you choose to do in your life.
 
   “No matter what happens from this day forward, I will always be your daddy, and I will always hold you high in my heart. You mean the world to me. I promise you that I will always love and honour your mummy, and I will always be there for both of you. I am proud to be your daddy.” I grabbed her hand gently, wrapping the little gold bracelet around her wrist. “I love you, my baby girl.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek before skipping off to show Aunt Ruby her new jewellery.
 
   I stood back up, seeing tears flowing down Alyssa’s cheek unchecked. With a smile on my lips, I wiped them away softly. She leaned against my hand and the moment was fucking perfect.
 
   The next words of the celebrant were without doubt the best words I had ever heard.
 
   “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”
 
   I eagerly grabbed the corner of Alyssa’s veil and lifted it off her face, resting it onto her back. I placed one hand on her nape, snaking the other around her waist. I pulled her in to me, twisting at the last second to dip her as my lips hit hers. I moaned against her as I realised this was the most important kiss of my life—our first kiss as a married couple.
 
   I lifted her back up and set her on her feet, softly kissing her plumped-up lips once more.
 
   Ruby and Flynn each took one of Phoebe’s hands and led her back down the aisle. Alyssa and I followed close behind, accompanied by a chorus of cheers.
 
   “Are you happy?” I asked Alyssa quietly. It was a ridiculous question considering the smile plastered widely across her features, but I had to be sure.
 
   “Deliriously.” She turned to me and her eyes were flooded with tears. “I never dreamed . . .” She trailed off but she didn’t need to finish. I understood. 
 
   I refused to let go of Alyssa’s hand as we met the photographer at the entrance. She shut the doors behind my wife so we could get some photos on the grand staircase and beneath the chandelier. Finally, we went through the doors to the waiting limo. It was only a short distance to the Botanical Gardens, but I didn’t want anyone to get sweaty between the wedding and the reception.
 
   Once we reached the gardens, the photographer arranged a series of photos. We spent almost two hours in various poses, smiling and laughing together. It was actually kind of fun, but I hated the fact that Morgan couldn’t be there and that Flynn would be smiling out from our wedding photos instead. Because Eden had stayed back to look after Morgan, it felt as if our lives in Sydney had no representation at all.
 
   As the sun started to set and the city lit up, we walked to the Goodwill Bridge and had a few more photos there against the backdrop of the river and Southbank.
 
   After the photographer was satisfied that we had captured enough memories, we headed back to the limo and drove to the Suncrest Hotel. The photographer got a few more photos in front of the entrance before we all headed back upstairs to the ballroom. The room was closed off—all of our guests were already inside.
 
   We waited as the photographer went ahead, closing the door behind her. Before I knew what was happening, I heard the emcee announcing Ruby and Flynn. They walked in together to a round of polite applause.
 
   Then the emcee started our chosen song for our introduction. “And now,” he said. “It gives me great pleasure to introduce to you, Declan and Alyssa Reede.”
 
   My stomach twisted and my heart leapt hearing her name alongside mine in such a fashion.
 
   I tugged Alyssa forward into the room filled with our family and friends.
 
   Without warning her what I was going to do, I dragged Alyssa into the centre of the room and spun her around gently. It was all I could do not to spin her right back out of the door and to our suite in the hotel.
 
   After one more kiss in front of everyone, I led Alyssa over to the bridal table and pulled out her chair for her.
 
   The emcee took over proceedings, instructing the room that any time anyone clinked their glass with a spoon, Alyssa and I were supposed to kiss. This of course led to immediate glass clinking, especially from the boys in my pit crew team. I leaned over and kissed Alyssa’s cheek. There was a general cry that I could do better than that, so I guided Alyssa’s lips to mine and kissed her with every ounce of passion I could muster.
 
   The emcee then went on to explain the order of events before announcing the food was due to be served. 
 
   “Thank God,” Alyssa murmured beside me. 
 
   It was barely a minute later that our meals were laid in front of us. Alyssa dug into her food almost the instant it was set in front of her.
 
   “I haven’t eaten since breakfast,” she explained to me between mouthfuls that were neither ladylike nor matched her picture-perfect appearance. It only reaffirmed my desire for her. “I’m famished,” she finished. 
 
   I cast my eyes around the room at our family and friends. I watched, smiling, as Ruth and Mum doted over Phoebe down one end of the table closest to the bridal table. I was dumbfounded to see my father sitting at the table farthest away from us. I didn’t know who had invited him, but I was shocked as shit to see he had actually turned up. Although I didn’t really want him there, I was thankful that at least his skank Hayley wasn’t with him.
 
   Overall, the dinner was great and the service was impeccable. The night was passing as fast as the wine was flowing. Before I knew it, it was time for the speeches. I glanced anxiously at Curtis, knowing he was first up to the plate. I also knew that there was no one to give a speech on my behalf.
 
   Fuck. My. Life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: PROS AND CONS
 
   
 
 
   
AS THE EMCEE introduced Curtis, Alyssa placed her hand over mine in a soothing gesture. She must have noticed the tension in my body, because she gave me a small knowing smile when I looked at her. She was a vision in white, and the reminder that she’d agreed to be mine forever just a few hours earlier helped to relieve a little of my anxiety. Nothing Curtis could say would take that away from me 
 
   Even that thought wasn’t enough to force me to relax enough to keep from gritting my teeth as I watched Curtis take the wireless microphone though. He staggered a little as he reached for it.
 
   “I can’t believe my little girl got married today,” Curtis started. It almost sounded like he was choking on his emotions or that he was drunk; I couldn’t work out which. “But then, this is what she wanted. She has always been stubborn when it comes to getting what she wants. When she was little, she would dig her heels in about almost anything and once she’d chosen a path, it was all but impossible to stop her.
 
   “The first day she saw Declan, her first day at Browns Plains Primary, she came home and told us about her hero. When we’d asked her what her hero had done, she responded that he picked her first for a sport. From that day on, Declan became a near-permanent inclusion in our family. If he wasn’t at our place, she was at his. Back then, I always thought this day was a foregone conclusion. Everyone thought so. It was easy to see their devotion for one another. I thought nothing could ruin it.
 
   “But then he left her.” 
 
   His statement hung in the air like a bad smell, and he allowed it to fester. Ruth reached over to him, grabbing his jacket and whispering something, but he just dismissed her with a wave of his hand. 
 
   He took a sip of his drink and people were starting to wriggle in their seats uncomfortably by the time he started again. “I remember everything about the night he left. I can still see it all as clear as day. It was a Wednesday night. They’d fought the weekend before. Alyssa had called him regularly to try to talk it out. Everyone assumed it was only a matter of time before they were back together again. Like always. Every night that week, I heard her sobbing herself to sleep. I remember so clearly wishing I could comfort her but knowing I would never be able to.”
 
   He stopped, taking another swig of whatever he was drinking. Drunk was starting to beat out choked up with emotion in my mind. Why had anyone thought it was a good idea to let him give a speech? 
 
   “She went out that night, to meet Declan, and when she came back, she was different. She was hollow. The daughter I’d raised was gone, leaving a mere shadow in her place.”
 
   I could see the mortification on Alyssa’s face, and I wanted to stand up to stop him from saying anything more, but I wasn’t sure that it wouldn’t make it worse.
 
   “This isn’t the speech Mum wrote for him,” Alyssa muttered. “He promised he’d read that one.” 
 
   Even as she spoke, Curtis continued, “The look on her face when she came home that night.” He shivered. “I never want to see that look on anyone’s face again for as long as I live. For weeks after that, she would barely even move. The first time she showed us any real emotion, anything solid to demonstrate that she was still alive, was when she told us about the baby. Babies . . .” he trailed off. Ruth tried once more to grab the microphone off him, but he pulled it away and continued talking. Because of the shifting microphone, his voice blared louder than ever as he said, “I blame Declan for everything she went through after that night. Everything she lost, he owes to her. I never want to see my baby girl shattered like that again. Now, I propose a toast: may Declan never again break her heart so utterly and completely again.”
 
   Utter silence followed his toast, but the emcee picked it up quickly. 
 
   “Join me in a toast to the bride and groom,” he said as cheerfully as he could manage under the circumstances. “May their joys be as bright as the morning, and their sorrows but shadows that fade in the sunlight of love.”
 
   At his words, everyone stood and toasted. 
 
   The emcee looked almost afraid as he said, “And now we’ll hear a few words from the groom.”
 
   I swallowed deeply and stood. The words I’d prepared were useless in the face of Curtis’s speech, so I decided to speak directly from the heart. I took Alyssa’s hand as I raised the microphone to my lips.
 
   “Alyssa, I’ve made stupid choices over the years, but I’m not an idiot. I know I hurt you, and you know I will never forget how deeply.
 
   “I will forever regret the pain I caused you, and I will always mourn with you what we both have lost.
 
   “But through our separation, I have come to better understand the depth of my love for you. I understand what it is like to live apart from you, so I will never take you for granted. What I said in my wedding vows was 100 percent true. If I ever forget a single word of them, please remind me.
 
   “You and Phoebe mean the world to me, and I will never hurt you. You are the keeper of my dreams and the guardian of my soul. You hold me safe from all the troubles which threaten to overtake my mind. I can never thank you enough for what you have done for me with the simple act of agreeing to be by my side for the rest of my life. I love you. I know my toast was supposed to be directed at my new family, but I can’t toast to that.” I pointed in Curtis’s direction. “So instead, I propose a toast to you, Alyssa. You and Phoebe. You are my life, my love, and my family.”
 
   There were murmurs around the room after the toast.
 
   I passed the mic down to Ruby who was being introduced by the emcee. I wasn’t sure which way her speech was going to go. I just hoped the Declan bashing didn’t continue. I didn’t know how much more I could stand before I just shouted, “Fuck the lot of you,” and whisked Alyssa off to our suite.
 
   “I’ve known Declan and Alyssa since they were both around fifteen. I have seen them in their highs, and their lows.” Ruby looked pointedly at Curtis. “When Declan arrived in Brisbane last November, I would never have expected to be on his side. 
 
   “But when I warned him not to break her heart, he did something to me that no one ever does. He answered back. I told him to back away from Alyssa so she wouldn’t get hurt, and he fought for her. I knew right then that I’d encountered a changed man. 
 
   “Since that day, I have borne witness to his utter devotion to his girls. I know the path hasn’t always been easy for either Alyssa or Declan, and I know that mistakes have been made by both of them along the way, but I can unequivocally say no one will ever love Alyssa the way Declan does.
 
   “He has been unwavering in his course to get his life back on track with Alyssa, and I think he should be praised for the bravery and commitment he has shown along the way. Especially considering the bumps in the road, like magazine articles which anyone with half a brain could instantly see was nothing more than fabrication and lies.” She glared at Danny, and I groaned into my hands. “I toast to the happy couple. May the best of your yesterdays be the worst of your tomorrows.”
 
   Most of the guests were stunned into silence and the rest were laughing raucously—not that I could see anything fucking funny about it. The speeches were supposed to be an opportunity to share insights and, to be honest, I’d been hoping for a bit of a love-in from them. Ruby’s should have been filled with fun anecdotes about Alyssa. Little moments of insight into the times I’d missed. I may have been expecting a little too much, but I really had wanted something more than what we had: a pro- versus anti-Declan debate.
 
   “It’ll all be over soon,” Alyssa whispered into my ear. “We’ll be in our hotel room, and I’ll show you how happy I am about all this then.”
 
   Swallowing down my surprise at her words, I grinned. She always knew the perfect fucking things to say.
 
   I expected Ruby’s toast to be the last, since it wasn’t like Flynn knew enough about me to have much to say. But once Ruby was finished, the screen that had been set up to show photos of Alyssa and me at various stages of our lives on a constant slideshow suddenly went blank for a second before Morgan’s ugly mug filled the screen.
 
   “Squirt,” he said, moving a little and wincing in pain before he spoke. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you in person. You know if the docs had given me clearance, I would have been there in a heartbeat.”
 
   I nodded stupidly, not knowing whether it was a two-way feed or not.
 
   “I haven’t known Declan for as long as some of the people gathered in that room, but I’ve known him long enough to see that Alyssa was made for him. I’ve seen him do some pretty crazy stuff.” He laughed, no doubt remembering some fucked-up thing we’d done together. I rolled my eyes; as if the anti-Declan people gathered in the room needed more ammunition against me. “But since reuniting with Alyssa, I’ve seen a change come over him. He’s softened in some ways, but he’s so much stronger in others. On the track, he is more focused and determined than I think I have ever seen him—even if he is just driving a Mini.” 
 
   He chuckled to himself.
 
   “His strength and commitment to his family are second to none. Even though it’s something I never expected to see, it is clear he is devoted to not only Alyssa but also to Phoebe. 
 
   “Alyssa, I know we didn’t get off to the best start, and I have to apologise again for what I did. It was stupid, inconsiderate, and I can’t even begin to try to justify it. All I can say is that I did it during a time when I didn’t understand love properly. Before I knew how much hurt the one you love can inflict on you. Love can cut you so deeply that you think there is no way you will ever survive the injury, but it can also heal you. I know this because I have seen you heal Declan in ways that I never thought possible. In ways I hadn’t even known he was broken. 
 
   “I’m sure he won’t ever admit how broken he was; perhaps he doesn’t even understand it himself. I never realised until you came back into his life. In fact, if you’d asked me a little over a year ago, before Queensland Raceway last year, I’d have said he was in complete control, unbroken and unbreakable. But in making him stronger, you have demonstrated just how vulnerable he was. I hope we can begin to mend the bridges I have broken, because you are important to the two most important people in my life.
 
   “It says on this piece of paper that Eden gave me that I’m supposed to toast to the bridesmaid, Ruby. I can’t see you, I had to prerecord this, but I’m looking at your picture in Gossip Weekly, and I have no doubt you are smoking in your dress. To Ruby, for being there for Alyssa now and always.”
 
   I stood and toasted Ruby, giving her an extra round of applause. The emcee grabbed control of the night again, and everyone else seemed as relieved as I was that the speeches were behind us.
 
   Before long, Alyssa and I were called over to cut the cake. We waited for the photographer to take what felt like 101 photos. Then after the official photographer was finished, we had to pose for all the amateur photographers amongst our family and friends. Finally, it was time to cut the damn thing, but it almost seemed a shame to take a knife to the three-layer masterpiece covered in sugar flowers.
 
   The cake was whisked off as soon as our hands left the knife. We had ordered mud cake so it could be served as dessert. While it was off being sliced, diced, and garnished with cream, we were directed to the dance floor. The night was flying by in a haze.
 
   The emcee gathered the crowd before starting the music, lowering the lights and setting the spotlight on us. “Please welcome to the floor, Mr. and Mrs. Reede for their first dance as a married couple.”
 
   “Mrs. Reede,” I said as I offered Alyssa my hand in invitation. Even though I had known what was coming, I was blown away by the emotions that coursed through me as I guided Alyssa in front of me to dance to “Ocean Wide” by The Afters. I was glad that the music was a decent speed, because it allowed me to lead Alyssa smoothly around the floor with what little rhythm I had. Every few seconds, I had to swallow down the emotions that threatened to burst from me. 
 
   Alyssa didn’t know, but I’d listened to the song over and over in the car. I wanted to be able to sing the lyrics to her as she danced. There was a reason I’d selected the song after many hours of deliberation; it was our song. It told our story more succinctly than I ever could.
 
   At first, I twisted Alyssa around and gently dipped her as I serenaded her. The song was an extension of my vows. Before long, the rest of the world fell away, and it was just Alyssa and me swaying gently in our own private bubble. I brought her hands to my chest, pressing them gently so her palms rested over my heart. I dipped my head down and infused every word I sang with all the meaning I could muster.
 
   We swayed against each other through the chorus and continued even after the music had faded away.
 
   “I love you so fucking much, Lys,” I whispered to her, causing her to giggle. It broke the moment, but it had to; if the intensity weren’t broken somehow I probably would have taken her right there in front of all of our guests. I figured that wasn’t exactly the sort of “first dance” they wanted to see.
 
   “Wow,” the emcee enthused. “Feel that love! Let’s keep the lovefest happening, with the daddy-daughter dance. And just in case you are wondering, there is a bit of a difference tonight because all the songs were specially requested by the groom.”
 
   I dropped Alyssa’s hand, but didn’t leave the dance floor. Alyssa looked uncertainly at me, but I just winked at her and indicated she should go to Curtis. I headed in my own direction as the song started. I’d picked the music for this dance too, and had stumbled onto a song named “Call me Papa.” It was a nice slow song but with a surfer-style sound. I held out my arms in invitation for my own daughter, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her up to my height. I slotted her into place on my hip and headed around the dance floor with her in my arms.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alyssa and Curtis dancing too; there seemed to be a little bit of tension between them. Alyssa’s entire body seemed rigid, much more so than in our dance just a few minutes prior. For our part, Phoebe and I just danced and giggled until the song came to a close.
 
   “Aw, how’s that?” the emcee called. “Any sweeter and we’d all have cavities.”
 
   I flashed Alyssa a smile as the next song came on. The emcee invited everyone to dance and announced the cake would be served in fifteen minutes. The music switched up to some party starters. Some people took to the dance floor, while others returned to their seats. But almost everyone took at least a minute to come up to either Alyssa or me to congratulate us and wish us good luck.
 
   I was so fucking happy. The formalities were largely over and done with, and Alyssa was officially mine. It was just time to let down our hair and party. We mingled and mixed, but found ourselves constantly drawn back to one another. 
 
   Inevitably, every time we came within a few metres of each other, someone would clink their glass and we would have to kiss. My only complaint in the whole deal was that my cock was getting harder and harder each time. I wanted her so fucking badly, but I knew I was still a few hours off claiming her to consummate our marriage. I considered asking if she would complain about running upstairs to the suite for a quickie, but I knew it was impossible because people would realise we were gone.
 
   After the cake, Mum brought Phoebe over to say goodnight. We both kissed her and hugged her, wishing her happy dreams. We’d already organised that she would stay in the hotel, but in a room with Mum. That way, she’d be close by if anything happened, but—barring an emergency—Alyssa and I would be uninterrupted.
 
   All. 
 
   Fucking. 
 
   Night. 
 
   Long. 
 
   Alyssa raised her eyebrow when she noticed my smirk, but I just shrugged. She knew what I was fucking smiling about. In fact, she was thinking the same things. I could tell by her come-fuck-me eyes.
 
   I circulated some more, spending a few minutes chatting with my teammates. Danny and Hazel came over and gave me their best wishes.
 
   “I’m sorry that you didn’t make the two poles needed to claim your honeymoon,” Danny said. “I had hoped to be able to offer you a chance to get away.”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. I’d been looking forward to going back to London too. It changed so much for me.”
 
   He sighed. “If only circumstances had been a little different. But it might be a good thing in the end. I’ll need you at a few track days coming up if we’re going to get things tuned properly.”
 
   I grinned, knowing it was his way of letting me know I was still in the V8 for the enduros. I wasn’t sure exactly how he was going to manage it with Morgan off the track, but I was willing to go for a little trust. “Tell me when and I’ll be there. What happened to Morgan is all kinds of fucked-up”—in ways I wasn’t sure Danny was willing to acknowledge—“but we’ll get through it.”
 
   He nodded and looked across the room. I followed his eyes and saw him regarding Alyssa. “She really is good for you. You two are made for one another, don’t let anyone tell you any different.”
 
   “Don’t worry, old man, I won’t.” I slapped his back gently.
 
   “Less of the ‘old man’, thank you very much.” Danny laughed. “I can still call everything off.”
 
   I shrugged. “Yeah, but who else could you get on such short notice?”
 
   “Oh, you’d be surprised.”
 
   “Okay maybe, but would they have my mad skills?”
 
   He laughed.
 
   Alyssa came over and touched my arm lightly. “I think they want to do the bouquet toss now.”
 
   I nodded and clasped her hand. I never knew how much fucking organising went into this wedding shit. Even while I was supposed to be having fun and socialising with guests, I was being pulled from pillar to goddamned post.
 
   The emcee gathered all the single girls around and lined them up. Alyssa turned her back to them and threw the bouquet into the air. Before it had even landed, the girls were clamouring for it, roughly pushing and pulling at it and each other. It wouldn’t have surprised me if they’d started sinking their teeth into one another next. 
 
   Women were fucking scary sometimes.
 
   After watching that ruckus, I was a little worried about the next part of the evening. Alyssa had no idea what Morgan and I had hatched up, but I had absolutely no doubt that she would not approve in the least. I was glad that Flynn had seen the humour in it and agreed to go along with it when I’d told him about it.
 
   Finally, one of Alyssa’s uni mates emerged victorious with the tattered bouquet held aloft. I shook my head at the lunacy of it. 
 
   Then my heart plummeted as I watched them bring out the chair and set everything up for the garter toss. Fuck. I was looking forward to having a little fun, but I hoped I’d still have a wife at the end of it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: NAUGHTY NASTY BOY
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA SAT ON the chair provided for her. It had a white cover over it that fell to the floor so no one could see what was hidden underneath. The emcee started the song for the removal of the garter, and I began performing my stripper moves for Alyssa, which brought a delicious shade of pink to her skin as she no doubt recalled our night out where we turned stripper for one another. 
 
   I glided my hand down Alyssa’s dress then gently clasped her ankle. Making a little circle there with my thumb, I offered a subtle promise of things to come later. I slid my hand further up her leg under the cover of her dress and teasingly ran my fingers softly along her inner thigh.
 
   “All right,” the emcee started, “he’s going in! Now remember, Declan, you want the garter. Just the garter—not the whole belt.”
 
   I lifted Alyssa’s dress over my head and settled in to the wonderful little space with her barely covered legs.
 
   Taking my time, I kissed Alyssa’s thigh to distract her while I fished under the back of her dress and reached below the sheet for the box of goodies Flynn had left under the seat while the girls were fighting over the flowers.
 
   I pulled a tiny, lacy G-string out of the box first. I continued to run my lips along Alyssa’s thigh while I lifted my “prize” out from under her dress before shaking it a few times then pressing it into Flynn’s hand to show the crowd.
 
   “Not those, Declan!” the emcee exclaimed as the crowd giggled, and I lapped it up with a few waves of my hands. “Aim a little lower maybe?” he suggested, and I gave him a thumbs up in reply. 
 
   Never breaking the contact of my lips on Alyssa’s skin, I reached back under her dress and into the box. I wondered if I would be able to push my lips higher. The thought of being covered by her dress kissing her pussy in front of everyone made me hard as a fucking rock. My lips inched a little higher and I snaked my tongue out and licked a patch of flesh that was showing just above her lace-topped stockings, enjoying it all the more when she squirmed slightly in her seat.
 
   Knowing I had to keep focused on the gag or I’d never get through it all, I pulled the Yellow Pages out of the box and slid it along the floor between my legs and out into the open. The book had been hard to find, but totally worth it. 
 
   “Well,” the emcee quipped, “we can see that he sure lets his fingers do the walking.”
 
   I reached back into the box, knowing the next lines of the song were about icing her cake. To match the music, I reached in and pulled out a novelty toy cake that sang “Happy Birthday” when it was switched on.
 
   When I held it aloft, I heard the emcee chuckle into the microphone. “Are you giving her your special frosting, Declan?”
 
   I nodded emphatically under the dress, feeling the material rise and fall rapidly against my back as I did.
 
   Knowing I wouldn’t be able to get away with the jokes too much longer, not if I still wanted Alyssa to like me at the end of the night, I reached in for the second to last item we’d placed in there. I clasped the toy cat and held it up as high as I could without relinquishing my hidey-hole before passing it to Alyssa.
 
   I heard the emcee laughing hard before he gathered himself enough to speak. “Well, it’s obvious someone knows how to handle her pussy.”
 
   Alyssa whacked the back of my head, and I shrugged against her. Sure, I felt a little guilty for her embarrassment, but I was making sure our wedding was one to be remembered. Besides, I was quite happy in my private tent. Just me, her legs, and her . . .
 
   With one more kiss to her thigh, I pulled the remaining item, a black lace garter, free and held it aloft as I climbed out from beneath Alyssa’s dress. I decided I would definitely have to revisit there later—hopefully not too much later. I turned back to wink at her, and I knew a goofy-arsed grin was probably plastered across my face, but I didn’t care.
 
   Her actual garter remained in-situ and I would remove it in private . . . preferably with my teeth. The garter I held in my hands was a spare I’d put into the box because there was no way in hell I was going to throw anything that had rested against her thigh into a pack of salivating wolves.
 
   I flung the garter high into the air aiming at the loosely gathered men then pulled Alyssa into me.
 
   “You’re going to pay for that later,” she threatened in a low whisper.
 
   “I was counting on it,” I whispered back before kissing and nibbling on her lobe. I was harder than fucking cement, and I didn’t care who saw it.
 
   “Come on, let’s dance a while,” she said, rolling her eyes and pulling me gently to the middle of the half-full dance floor. 
 
   I felt the weight of someone’s stare on us as we moved, so I turned to look at the crowd. Curtis stood off to the side, unabashedly watching us as I twirled her around the room. One look at the snarl on his lips told me that the time was right for my other plan. My “get back at Curtis for being a wank during the speeches” plan. In truth, I’d arranged it long before then, but his performance during our special moment gave me all the ammunition I needed to follow it through. 
 
   With a wave and a nod, I let the emcee know I was ready for my next song request.
 
   Less than a minute later, the song I’d selected began to play. I swept one hand slowly down Alyssa’s spine before pushing against the small of her back to press her tightly against me. With the other hand, I brushed the hair off her neck and as the song started, I breathed the lyrics for “Let’s Make it a Night to Remember” by Bryan Adams against her neck.
 
   As we danced, and I whispered the lyrics to her, I rubbed my hands along her bare shoulders. Slowly, I traced my fingers from her nape to her wrists and back up again.
 
   I twisted her around so her back pressed into my chest. With her moving against me, I wrapped my arm around her waist and ground my hips against her arse. When she dropped her head back to rest against my shoulder, I guided her hands behind her and onto my thighs as I continued to caress her stomach. 
 
   Alyssa was letting herself go, relishing in the sensation and the music.
 
   She turned her head toward mine, closing her eyes and moaning softly. I kissed her cheek then made my way down her throat, breathing the words across her skin.
 
   I turned my head to make sure Curtis was watching his daughter unravel in my arms. I knew what I did to her—it was the same thing she did to me. My hard-on was pressed firmly into her arse as I splayed one hand out across her throat and chest. The other pressed her stomach firmly, guiding her body ever closer to me and pinning her there. There wasn’t even a centimetre of space between us. If I’d been able to, I would have held her in place right there as I fucked her silly. 
 
    “Fuck, I want you, baby,” I whispered to her, pulling her closer still.
 
   “Mmm,” she agreed. “I need you.”
 
   “Soon, baby, soon,” I promised as I pressed my lips against her collarbone.
 
   I risked another glance over at Curtis. He was attempting to look distracted and keep his eyes anywhere but firmly planted on us. However, I could tell by his rigid stance and the way he kept clenching and unclenching his fists that he could see me. No doubt, he was disgusted with our display on the dance floor, but I couldn’t care less. 
 
   The way Alyssa’s body reacted to mine, and mine to hers, was a big part of the reason I wasn’t afraid of forever with her. Not anymore. I’d come to cherish our magnetic draw, the one that had once scared the living shit out of me.
 
   With a sigh on my lips, I ran my hand along her thigh on the outside of her dress. I brought my mouth back to her throat before turning her around to face me again. I kissed her hard, forcing my tongue into her mouth. She responded, returning every ounce of passion I gave her. It was almost surprising that we didn’t rip our clothes off then and there. God, I wanted to. 
 
   After the song ended, Alyssa backed away, panting slightly. Her eyes held the promise of a long night to come.
 
   I turned away from the crowd so I could adjust the now-painful lump in my pants.
 
   In the two seconds I was turned around, Alyssa was whisked away by Jade and Ruby for something or other I didn’t understand—although I was certain I had heard the words “Jager” and “bombs” used repeatedly in their conversation.
 
   I turned around to mingle some more, and came face to face with Curtis. 
 
   “I know what you’re trying to do,” he said in a gravelly growl.
 
   “I’m not trying to do anything.” I shrugged innocently.
 
   “It’s bad enough to know that you two are married now, I don’t need to be subjected to displays like that one.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “Alyssa is my wife. I will touch her where I want, when I want, and how I want.”
 
   “Even against her will?” He had seized onto my words and bent them to his own requirements.
 
   I scoffed. “If she’d asked me to stop, I would have. I mean, I don’t know what you think you were watching, but that was hardly ‘against her will’.”
 
   “I was watching you use my daughter as a pawn against me.”
 
   I grew angry. “Fuck, Curtis, not everything in this world is about you.”
 
   “Are you denying it?”
 
   “I just wanted to fucking dance with my wife, is that all right with you? Or do I need to get a signed permission slip even though she is a grown-arse woman?” I was beginning to shout. Obviously, it caught my father’s attention from the corner of the room because he came barrelling up to us.
 
   “Curtis, you need to lay off Declan!” he snapped.
 
   “God, Dad, just leave it,” I warned. I didn’t need his lame-arse protective bullshit now, especially when I didn’t even understand why he was at my wedding at all.
 
   “Maybe if you’d set a better example of treating people with respect, we wouldn’t be here right now,” Curtis snapped back.
 
   “How dare you! You know nothing about what I have taught Declan.”
 
   “I know enough police to be able to look at the evidence in question and make informed judgements.”
 
   “Please, guys.” I forced myself between the two of them. “Knock it off, you’re causing a scene.”
 
   “I’m just telling Curtis here that he should get over it.” Dad crossed his arms.
 
   “Get over it?” Curtis fumed. “You weren’t the one who had to force-feed their child after their heart had been broken. Who had to wake at three in the morning to check on them and make sure they hadn’t done something stupid. Who lay awake until all hours of the morning, every single day, listening to the utter heartbreak of their daughter who sobbed herself to sleep. Who had to help his grown daughter do the simplest things—like shower and change. You have no idea what Ruth, Josh, and I went through to look after Alyssa during those first few weeks after the breakup. You will never understand.”
 
   “So tell me,” I whispered. Everyone had hinted at Alyssa’s pain, but having Curtis spell out why he was so angry at me so plainly hit hard. Had I really left Alyssa in that much agony? And that was all before she’d found out about her pregnancy. “Help me understand.”
 
   “What?” he exclaimed in surprise.
 
   “Tell me everything she went through. I want to know.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to know. I want to know everything about Alyssa. I know you don’t believe me, but I love her. I don’t want to skip over the bad stuff. I want to know it all,” I answered honestly. “And I want to never do it again.”
 
   “I don’t . . .” Curtis sighed. “I don’t know if I can go into all the details.”
 
   “I’m not going to force you to. I just want you to know that I’m not going to ignore what happened, I’m not trying to, and I don’t expect you to just get over it.” 
 
   I glared at my father; I couldn’t believe the things that he’d said. I was furious that he was even trying to defend me when he didn’t understand—when he was a big part of the reason that I’d run in the first place. I turned my back to him, facing Curtis. I heard Dad huff and ignored him as he stormed off. 
 
   “I understand why you are pissed off at me,” I said to Curtis. “Really, I do. I get it. If someone fucked with Alyssa, or Phoebe . . .” I growled. “I would fucking rip them a new one.”
 
   Curtis chuckled before quickly stifling it, obviously not wanting to appear on my side.
 
   “I’m not asking for you to forgive me for what I’ve done,” I continued, rolling with the momentum of the small piece of goodwill I felt from him. “I’m just asking you to give me another shot—to try to make right what I fucked up. That’s what Alyssa has done.”
 
   Curtis regarded me carefully.
 
   “It doesn’t fucking matter to me,” I said. “I’m a big boy, and I can handle your hatred. Fuck, I’ve had worse, but don’t you think it’d be easier on the girls—hell, on everyone—if we could just get along?”
 
   He hummed but didn’t say anything more.
 
   Alyssa came back over to us, giggling her head off. Whatever Jade and Ruby had done with her had clearly pushed her over some edge and now she was drunk.
 
   “You two aren’t fighting again, are you?” she asked, pointing her finger between Curtis and me.
 
   I stifled my grin at her playfulness and shook my head. “Us? Fight? Never!”
 
   Alyssa snorted. “You two hate each other.”
 
   “That’s not true, love,” I said. “I don’t have a problem with Curtis . . . he has a problem with me.”
 
   “For good reason,” Curtis added gruffly.
 
   “For good reason,” I agreed.
 
   Our eyes met briefly, and I felt the chasm between us shrink—just a little.
 
   “Just so you know . . . I want you in me all night long tonight,” Alyssa murmured in my ear. Her intent may have been to whisper, but it came out more like a yell.
 
   I tried not to grin at the look on Curtis’s face as her words sunk in.
 
   From then on, the night couldn’t end fast enough for me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: FIRST NIGHT
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA SOBERED UP a bit as the night wore on. By the time it started to wind down, she was only a little tipsy.
 
   We said our farewell to everyone in a unique twist on the receiving line. The emcee gathered all the guests into a large circle, and we had a few minutes one-on-one with everyone as we made our way around the circle, kissing one another when our paths intersected.
 
   For our goodbyes, Alyssa and I had selected songs that would reflect the positivity we felt about our marriage. We hoped that it would help everyone realise we were happy and allow us to move on to the next phase of our lives without the baggage of their disapproval.
 
   Each person had at least a few words of encouragement as I greeted them. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Alyssa. Just before we intersected, the song changed and by the time we came to each other the lyrics were telling us not to be afraid. I wasn’t now. 
 
   There was nothing I wanted more than to spend the rest of my days with Alyssa.
 
   Finally, the party wound down and the last few guests left. Alyssa tried to find Ruby for a final farewell and thank-you, but was told she’d already left for the evening. The last of the stragglers were being led out by the hotel staff, so Alyssa and I were free to go whenever we wanted.
 
   Grinning widely, I grabbed Alyssa’s hand and led her to the elevators. I chuckled as I realised how eerily similar it was to the first time we’d stayed at the Suncrest Hotel together—right down to the room card burning a hole in my tuxedo pocket. Only this time, there were no nerves, only anticipation.
 
   The elevator doors opened and, hand in hand, Alyssa and I stepped into our future.
 
   Before the doors had even slid shut, we attacked each other. The short trip to our floor was almost torturous after the hours-long seduction we’d already experienced. However, it was long enough for Alyssa to undo my tie and rake her hands through my hair to pull my lips against hers.
 
   When the elevator dinged at our floor and the doors opened, I swept Alyssa up into my arms and carried her down the hallway toward our room. I set her on the floor long enough to negotiate the door open then picked her up again to carry her across the threshold.
 
   “Mrs. Reede,” I whispered reverently. I couldn’t comprehend or contain the love and excitement that threatened to burst from my chest at the mere utterance of those words.
 
   Her lips crashed into mine, and she began tugging on the buttons of my shirt. I could see she was eager for more, for us to lie skin to skin, and I was willing to oblige. But I wanted one thing first.
 
   “Stop,” I whispered into her mouth before putting her back onto the ground again. I circled around her slowly, taking in the magnificence that was Alyssa in her wedding dress. I stopped when I stood directly in front of her, and reached out for her hand. She complied willingly, and followed my slow backwards steps. I silently led her to the couch and motioned for her to stop. I sat in front of her, taking another moment to drink her in with my eyes.
 
   “There’s something I want to do before we get undressed.” 
 
   She tilted her head in question, but I was sure she’d catch on soon enough. We’d had hours of foreplay during the reception, so I was sure neither of us needed more. I raised my arm toward her slowly before trailing it down the length of her dress to the floor. The material was soft and smooth beneath my fingers, but I knew her skin would be softer and smoother still. I curled my hands underneath her dress before running my fingers back up along the length of her leg. My other hand made short work of the buttons on my tuxedo pants and I lifted my arse just high enough to push all the clothing off the lower half, down to my knees. I reached for Alyssa’s panties and pulled them off swiftly, leaving her deliciously bare under her dress.
 
   She took the lead then, planting one knee on the couch to the left side of me and guiding her hips over mine. My fingers traced small patterns on her arse as she lowered herself onto me. I closed my eyes and hissed at the feeling of relief that washed over me as I buried my cock deep within her.
 
   We moved together slowly, alternating between staring at each other intently and kissing each other tenderly. It wasn’t rushed; instead, I enjoyed every sensation. Even though I was desperate for her, I was certain we’d last for a long time. While we moved, I committed the image to my mind. I couldn’t get over how fantastic she looked while fucking me in her wedding dress. 
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER THE session on the couch, which was over much too quickly for either of our liking, Alyssa led me into the bedroom of the suite where I had stripped her slowly—including using my teeth to remove the garter as I’d promised myself I would. The pace was more due to all of the buttons and fasteners on her dress and underwear than any desire on my part to go slow. I was more than ready for round two. 
 
   When I had Alyssa naked aside from her jewellery and garter, I peeled my own clothes away piece by piece. Alyssa watched me appreciatively while removing the diamonds and gold that seemed to be dripping from her, and put them all away in their proper cases. Then she held out her hand, complete with her new gold band, and led me into the bathroom.
 
   I helped pull the metal from her hair—I still remembered the booby trap that had awaited my unsuspecting hands the night of our formal—before removing her garter in my special way and helping her into the shower.
 
   We caressed each other under the cascade of water provided by the large, ceiling-mounted showerhead. The water caused Alyssa’s make-up to run, so I grabbed the face cloth and gently wiped at her cheeks and mouth. She pouted her lips as I ran the cloth over them, and it was too much temptation for me. I dipped my head down to meet her mouth, hoping desperately to convey my passion with the right combination of lips and tongue. It was like a private code only we knew.
 
   I stepped back from her and blew out a breath. She grinned wildly up at me, and I knew she was feeling all the same things I was. Effectively nothing had changed from a week before, and yet everything had. We would still be living together just as we had been. Only now it would be as man and wife.
 
   I handed Alyssa the face cloth, and she swiped at her eyes a few times until all the black was gone.
 
   “There’s the woman I love,” I murmured, touching one finger to her chin.
 
   “Was my make-up that bad?” she joked.
 
   “No, definitely not. But you don’t need all that goop on your face to be beautiful.”
 
   She smiled at me before turning the water off.
 
   We slipped into the large, fluffy white bathrobes provided by the hotel and stepped back into the bedroom, completing the few tasks that needed attending to before we could devour each other. As we moved around one another wordlessly, we watched each other hungrily—both eager for the moment we would begin our seduction anew.
 
   Once the urgent tasks were seen to, it was like a siren went off to say that it was time to come together again. We raced at each other so quickly that it was almost as if a starter’s gun had been fired. Bathrobes were discarded with reckless abandon, limbs tackled each other for dominance, and mouths moved steadily along skin. 
 
   No matter how much I had, I wanted more. 
 
   No matter how much skin I touched, it wasn’t enough.
 
   When we were done—not satisfied because being fully satisfied was impossible when it came to Alyssa—we fell asleep wrapped together. 
 
   I held Alyssa tightly under my arm as she murmured in her sleep, muttering repeats of all the things she’d said during the day. Our wedding day. I could hardly believe it had come and gone already, and now she really was mine.
 
   I thought back over the event and realised I wouldn’t change a thing. Despite the shittiness and fuckery of the speeches, it all ended exactly where I’d wanted it to. I twisted out of Alyssa’s grip a little before turning over to hover above her. She looked peaceful as she slept soundly with a grin on her face. A slight sheen of sweat coated her naked body—no doubt a result of our hours spent together before falling in an exhausted heap.
 
   God, I could take her again. I was ready, aching for her. It would have been selfish to wake her up and demand more attention. I nuzzled against her side and softly kissed her neck. She murmured in her sleep and rolled closer to me. 
 
   I stroked one hand along her side, trailing my fingers over her body. She tilted her hips up to meet mine. 
 
   “Lys,” I whispered as I moved my kisses down to her chest. 
 
   Her hands moved to my hair, drawing my lips closer to her skin. I risked a glance up at her face and caught her smiling sleepily at me. 
 
   “Anyone would think you’re ready to go again,” she said with a chuckle. 
 
   Fuck, sometimes being selfish was totally worth it. 
 
   Although that didn’t mean that I wouldn’t make it worth her while. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: EXPECTING
 
   
 
 
   
“GOOD MORNING, SLEEPYHEAD.” Alyssa greeted me with a cup of coffee in hand, sitting on the couch almost precisely where she’d fucked me for the first time as my wife. She was wearing the bathrobe again and her hair was wet. She’d obviously been up for a while and had showered while I was sleeping in. “I ordered breakfast. It just arrived.”
 
   I thanked her as I leaned over to kiss her before helping myself to a plate of bacon and eggs from the room service trolley.
 
   “Sleep well?” she asked, unable to wipe the grin off her face.
 
   I nodded as I chewed my breakfast through a wide smirk of my own.
 
   She watched thoughtfully as I ate.
 
   “What’s on the agenda today?” she asked as I finished off the last few mouthfuls. She reached forward to place her cup back onto the trolley, showing off a significant amount of thigh and boobs.
 
   “I suppose staying here and fucking like animals is out of the question?”
 
   She laughed.
 
   I raised my eyebrow at her to let her know that I wasn’t joking. Even after our effort last night, I wasn’t nearly finished celebrating our marriage.
 
   She stood and walked over to me before placing my plate back onto the tray. She rested her legs on either side of mine and positioned herself onto my lap. “We can’t do that all day.”
 
   “We can try.” I kissed her neck slowly, feeling myself growing harder against her.
 
   A knock on the door startled both of us, and we jumped to our feet. Being the most dressed of the two of us, even though I was only wearing shorts, I stood to answer it while Alyssa ducked into the bedroom.
 
   Mum and Phoebe stood waiting outside the door. “Hey, baby!” I said, scooping Phoebe into my arms.
 
   “Morning, Daddy,” she said, rubbing her eyes as if she’d not long woken up.
 
   “I’m not interrupting, am I?” Mum asked.
 
   I shook my head. She was, but I wasn’t about to let her know that.
 
   “I come bearing news,” Mum said. “Where’s Alyssa?”
 
   The bedroom door opened again. I looked over and saw Alyssa stepping out wearing a loose-fitting sundress. “I’m here. What is it?”
 
   “It’s Ruby,” Mum said, her face breaking out into a grin. “She went into labour last night, but we didn’t want to disturb you two until we absolutely had to. She’s at the hospital as we speak.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” Alyssa exclaimed. “Oh, my God!” She looked over to me. “Declan—”
 
   “I know,” I interrupted. “Go finish getting ready, and then we’ll go.”
 
   “Do you want me to watch Phoebe a little longer?” Mum asked as Alyssa disappeared back into the room.
 
   I nodded. “That would be great, if you don’t mind. It’ll be one less thing for Alyssa to stress about. I know this visit isn’t going to be easy on her.” I was just hoping for a perfect outcome for mother and child, but positive or negative, it wasn’t going to be an easy day for Alyssa.
 
   Mum touched my cheek tenderly. “My little boy is well and truly grown up now, isn’t he?”
 
   I shrugged her off. I was doing what I thought Alyssa needed; that’s all that mattered to me.
 
   Within ten minutes, Alyssa and I were in a taxi on the way to the Royal Brisbane Hospital. Alyssa was a bundle of nervous energy beside me. Her foot bounced excitedly as we travelled.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked as the taxi dropped us at the front door. It was our second visit to a hospital in little over a week. At least this was for a much happier occasion than Morgan’s accident. I hoped. 
 
   Alyssa nodded as she looked up at the building in front of her. She’d spent so much time there in Phoebe’s early life that just the sight of the place was bound to cause her some panic. I rubbed my hand gently on the small of her back.
 
   “It’s fine,” I murmured quietly into her ear. “Everything will be all right.”
 
   “How can you know that for sure though?” she asked, turning to me, and I saw all of her fears, and all of the reasons she didn’t want to try for more children, written on her face.
 
   “I don’t,” I admitted. “But sometimes you’ve got to have a little bit of faith.”
 
   With a little nod, she took a deep breath and walked into the hospital with me in tow.
 
   
 
 
   
AS SOON as news went out that Alyssa and I had arrived, she was whisked off to join Josh and Ruth, who were already helping Ruby in the birthing suite. I was all for it, until I realised it left me alone in the waiting room with Killer Curtis.
 
   “Didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” Curtis muttered, looking up over the top of a magazine at me. He seemed surprised to see me there, as if he thought I’d simply drop Alyssa at the hospital and leave her there alone. As if I could. 
 
   I didn’t know how long we were going to be thrust together, but I figured it was fate or the universe or some shit trying to tell me to play nice and try to patch things up with my father-in-law.
 
   “We came as soon as we heard.”
 
   “You may as well sit,” he muttered. “We could be here for a while. Ruth was in labour with Lys for almost a whole day.”
 
   A day stuck alone with Curtis? I was in some kind of hell. Or maybe I wasn’t. Maybe it was just opportunity knocking loudly on the door.
 
   “How about when Alyssa was in here?” I asked. “With the twins?”
 
   He flinched at my mention of Alyssa’s hospital trip before looking back at me and meeting my eyes. Something he saw there must have given him encouragement to continue. 
 
   “No, her trip was much quicker, because of the emergency. She was taken straight into surgery to have her caesarean. She wasn’t even awake when the babies were born.”
 
   I sat on the single-seater lounge across from him. “Were you there for her?” I asked.
 
   “Everyone came. Everyone who cared about her was there when she needed them.”
 
   “No,” I said adamantly. “Not everyone. You have to believe that. I still cared for her. If I had even the slightest inkling of what was going on with her, and if my head wasn’t in my own arse at the time, I would have been there for her too.”
 
   “If you cared so much, why did you leave? You had to know it would hurt her.”
 
   “Of course I did,” I snapped, instantly regretting my tone. I buried my head in my hands. “I just thought it would be better for her in the long run,” I admitted. “I didn’t think I wanted—” I laughed bitterly at the stupidity of my younger self, and of what it had cost me. “Well, everything I’ve got now actually.”
 
   “I’ll never understand how you could walk away so callously. Even if you didn’t know about the pregnancy and all that other stuff, how could you just leave? How could you not even call?”
 
   I sighed. I didn’t think I would be able to adequately describe my thought process from when I’d left Alyssa. I barely understood it myself anymore. I turned the question back on him. “Before I left, would you have said I loved her?”
 
   He regarded me for a few moments. “Yes,” he answered somewhat begrudgingly.
 
   “Then you have to understand that I didn’t ‘just leave.’ Leaving was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. That’s exactly why I know I’ll never do it again. I can’t live without her, Curtis.”
 
   “I still don’t understand how you could do it,” he admitted.
 
   I chuckled without mirth. “Neither do I, but it seemed like the only logical solution to my seventeen-year-old self. And then I was too stubborn and hurting too much to fix it.”
 
   He hummed then sat in quiet contemplation for a few minutes. I thought the conversation was over until he finally spoke. “So, how do you know you’re not going anywhere this time? How do you know that you won’t think it’s the best thing for her again?”
 
   “I can’t do that to her again because I know now that she needs me as much as I need her. And I need her like I need oxygen.”
 
   I could see by the softer expression on his face that he at least realised that I wasn’t going anywhere, and maybe that walking away hadn’t been as easy for me as he’d originally thought. Maybe we still weren’t quite back to where we had been before my disappearing act, but we were getting closer.
 
   We sat in silence for another hour before Alyssa came back out from the delivery room. 
 
   “It’s a little boy,” she said. A smile lit her face. “Mum and bub are both doing great. Ruby’s just being moved to the ward now, but she’s asking for you, Dad.”
 
   Curtis’s smile matched Alyssa’s, and for half a second, I felt like I was intruding on a private moment. He stood and walked past her, giving her a little squeeze as he went.
 
   I waited as Alyssa walked over to me and sat on my lap, sighing softly. I wrapped my arms around her gently, trying to anticipate the different emotions that could overwhelm us both.
 
   “Are you all right?” I whispered, giving her the opportunity to admit it privately if she wasn’t. I was worried that seeing Ruby give birth to a healthy baby boy would cause her some grief.
 
   She gave me an odd look, no doubt questioning the reason behind my gentle probing. I chuckled softly. “Never mind, I just thought . . .”
 
   She nodded quickly, her expression showing she had realised where I was coming from. “Really, I’m all right. In fact, I’m better than all right. It was just so special being in there and seeing how different things can be.”
 
   I stroked her hair as she leaned against my chest.
 
   “I guess it’s nice to be reminded that not every birth leads to a death.”
 
   I kissed her hand, uncertain what else to say.
 
   “Ruby was asking for you too.”
 
   “Really?” I asked, somewhat shocked.
 
   She laughed. “Of course, don’t sound so surprised. You’re family now.”
 
   “Whether they like it or not?” I chuckled.
 
   Alyssa laughed in response.
 
   “Shall we give your folks a few moments alone with them?”
 
   She nodded against me.
 
   “How about we go to the gift shop while we wait?”
 
   “You really are a softy, you know?” She laughed before standing and offering her hand to me.
 
   “Just don’t tell anyone.” I winked at her. “I’ve still got a reputation to protect.”
 
   
 
 
   
WE FOUND an extremely overpriced gift basket with a little blue teddy bear and some chocolates in the hospital gift shop. We decided to stop for a quick drink while we waited, to give Ruth and Curtis some extra quality time with the new family. Alyssa told me about the part of the birth she had witnessed—although I suspected that she edited the story heavily. A fact I was thankful for. 
 
   After our drinks, we headed back to the maternity ward and found Ruby’s room. We quietly made our way through the door, just as Ruth and Curtis were leaving. Ruth touched my shoulder lightly as they passed. Alyssa’s hand grabbed on to mine, and she tugged me the last of the distance to Ruby’s bed.
 
   Ruby was sitting upright in the bed with a tiny bundle of blankets cradled to her chest. She looked exhausted but thrilled.
 
   “Hey, Mummy,” Alyssa murmured, bending down to kiss Ruby’s cheek. “How is he?”
 
   “Who? Noah or Josh?” Ruby giggled. I couldn’t say when—or if—I had ever seen her so full of joy and peace.
 
   Josh stood up from the side of the bed just then, juggling a pile of clothes, nappies, and a bag.
 
   “Did someone say my—” His eyes fell on me, and he stopped cold.
 
   Alyssa squeezed my hand; I wasn’t sure whether it was in support or to tell me to say something.
 
   “Congratulations,” I said, smiling in what I hoped was a winning way.
 
   Josh seemed to regard me for a moment before smiling weakly in return. “Thanks.”
 
   I felt both Alyssa and Ruby relax as the tension broke a little.
 
   “May I?” Alyssa asked Ruby, who paused for just a second before nodding and passing the bundle across.
 
   Alyssa’s well-practised hands cradled the baby in what I assumed were all the right places to ensure nothing happened to him. I watched in amazement as a small face and two clenched fists poked out from the blankets. He was so tiny. I couldn’t image Phoebe ever being so small, even though I knew logically that she must have been. 
 
   In fact, she’d probably been even smaller.
 
   Alyssa squished in beside Ruby on the bed, bouncing and shushing the baby like a pro.
 
   She was such a natural mother, born to it. I felt the renewed sting of her confession about not wanting more kids. Had she felt a similar pain each time I’d professed the same desire to be childless? If so, I was hurting her long before I left.
 
   Ruby and Alyssa sat side by side on the bed whispering about something or other, and I felt like I didn’t belong. I wasn’t about to go up and clap Josh on the back for a job well done—awkward congrats were the best Alyssa and Ruby could hope to expect.
 
   Ruby nodded about something and then Alyssa stood and walked closer to me. “Here, why don’t you have a hold?”
 
   She held the baby out to me, and I shook my head. 
 
   She looked almost amused. “Why not?”
 
   I bit my lip before whispering, “What if I hurt him?”
 
   She smiled in what I was certain was meant to be an assuring way. “You won’t hurt him.”
 
   I looked at the little bundle again. He seemed so small and fragile, like the slightest breeze would break the bundle of blankets apart.
 
   “If you’re worried, sit down,” Ruby said, smiling widely. “It makes it easier.”
 
   I sat in a vacant armchair in the corner of the room, swallowing nervously. Josh skulked by Ruby, watching intently—as if daring me to make a false move. Once I was seated, Alyssa explained how to hold my arms before placing the baby into them. The bundle felt almost weightless once I was cradling it on my own. 
 
   I watched as his little eyes—wide and unfocused—roamed all around the room and his tiny fists clenched and unclenched by his mouth.
 
   “You’re a natural,” Ruby cooed. “Remember that hold for when you have more of your own.”
 
   Alyssa shifted nervously beside me, but I didn’t think Ruby or Josh noticed. I kept my mouth shut. If she hadn’t told them that she didn’t want more kids, I wasn’t going to spill her secret. Instead, I just ignored Ruby’s statement. Luckily, Noah seemed to have impeccable timing and started crying before the silence had become awkward and questions were asked of either Alyssa or me.
 
   Alyssa lifted the baby out of my arms and passed him back to Ruby before we made our excuses to leave. I knew any tentative peace between Josh and me wouldn’t last if I tried to stay while Ruby breastfed.
 
   We had a quiet journey back to the hotel where we went straight to the room that Phoebe shared with Mum. We didn’t even really discuss it, but being around one new little family made us both long to be with our own. We got Phoebe ready before heading out to Southbank and the museums together. It wasn’t exactly how I’d envisaged spending the day after my wedding, but afterward I couldn’t have imagined it any other way.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY: HONEYMOON
 
   
 
 
   
PHOEBE COULDN’T HAVE been more excited with the news about her new little cousin. At least once an hour, while at Southbank, we were asked when we would be going to see little Noah. We wanted to take her to see him, but didn’t want to disturb the other mothers in the maternity ward with an excited toddler. We agreed instead to wait for him to go home—Ruby had already indicated, repeatedly, that she wouldn’t be staying in hospital long.
 
   We stayed one more night in the hotel and when it was time to check out the following morning, we packed up the Monaro and headed back to see Mum in Browns Plains. Once she’d finished her holiday, she’d moved back into our old house, and when we returned from our day out, she discreetly let me know that she had plenty of space if we wanted to stay. I agreed readily because I could easily see that Alyssa wanted to hang around to help Ruby once she got home from the hospital. We had another week before either of us had to be back home for work. 
 
   It was surreal entering my old childhood home knowing that someone else had lived there for so many months. All of the furniture was still in place, but the personal touches that had made it our home were still packed away in boxes. I didn’t know whether Mum would actually pull any of it back out or if she would just begin filling the shelves with new memories.
 
   We settled in quickly to my old room, and almost immediately realised the convenience of having a live-in babysitter—a convenience we were sure to take advantage of during our honeymoon. Mum seemed to appreciate the fact that we were newlyweds, declaring within moments of our arrival that she wanted to buy something for Phoebe, not-so-subtly taking Phoebe out for a few hours, leaving Alyssa and me alone.
 
   Alyssa snuggled close beside me on the couch, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. She sighed contentedly as she settled into place.
 
   “It’s been a big week,” she murmured.
 
   I nodded against the top of her head. “But a good one.”
 
   I could feel her grin against my arm. “So, you’re not concerned that Noah’s arrival overshadowed our wedding?”
 
   I laughed. “Are you kidding? It means I’ll never have any problem remembering my nephew’s birthday.”
 
   “Your nephew,” Alyssa breathed. There was so much emotion in those two small words.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, not sure that I understood why she seemed overwhelmed by my choice of words.
 
   She shifted her body weight before climbing onto my lap. “It’s just nice hearing you talk about Noah that way. Even though we were getting married, part of me worried that you might never accept my family again after the hard time they gave you,” she admitted.
 
   “Our family,” I murmured, to ease her concern. I kissed her nose gently to punctuate my point.
 
   “Our family.” She grinned, sliding back onto the couch and settling comfortably back against my side.
 
   We sat in silent awe for a few moments, allowing the enormity of the last few days to overtake us.
 
   Alyssa turned to me. “Are you as curious as I am about the presents we got?”
 
   I chuckled. “God, I thought you’d never ask.”
 
   We spent the next hour slowly opening each item. It wasn’t nearly as much fun as I’d hoped though. In fact, Alyssa suddenly switched to methodical bridezilla mode so fast it was almost comical—except for the fact that I was copping the brunt of a full-frontal assault. Before I even touched the first gift, I was under very strict instruction not to separate the presents from cards, because she needed to make a list of who gave us what so she could write the appropriate thank-you notes.
 
   Near the bottom of the pile, I found a gift from Danny and Hazel. It was an achingly familiar envelope. As I slid it open, my mind was immediately filled with the memory of opening the similar envelope in Danny’s office while being reprimanded for my on- and off-track behaviour at Bathurst the previous year. That one had contained the tickets for the trip that had changed my life forever. 
 
   At the thought, I made a note to send Danny an extra thank-you card; he had given me the best gift of all. It was through his interference that Alyssa and Phoebe were back in my life.
 
   As I examined the contents of his present, I realised it really was almost identical to the previous one. The only difference was that this time there were three tickets to London—premium economy rather than business—leaving Sydney in late January.
 
   “But I thought you didn’t meet the requirements?” Alyssa asked quietly when she saw what I held in my hands.
 
   I shook my head. “I didn’t.”
 
   “Wow. That’s really generous of him.”
 
   “You’re not wrong,” I murmured, turning the key to Danny’s apartment over in my hand again. I didn’t know why he’d chosen to give me the London trip even though I’d failed to earn it, but I appreciated the gift nonetheless. I grinned unthinkingly as I imagined reliving some of the better parts of that trip.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Alyssa asked quietly, her voice low and husky, making me wonder if she was having similar thoughts.
 
   “I was just remembering the huge stainless-steel island in the kitchen.” I grinned and met Alyssa’s eyes.
 
   She flushed slightly and looked away, gently biting her lip. “That apartment had a great icemaker,” she murmured.
 
   I was impossibly hard as images of Alyssa writhing beneath me while I tortured her with whiskey and ice sprung to my mind. I adjusted myself quickly, but my movement didn’t escape Alyssa’s keen eye. I slid the key and plane tickets back into the envelope and placed it on top of our little pile of treasures before standing and reaching for Alyssa’s hand.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “I think it’s time for a break.” My hard-on was straining desperately. I needed her.
 
   “And what, exactly, did you have in mind for our break?” she asked as I pulled her to her feet and straight into my arms.
 
   “Oh, I think a re-enactment is in order,” I whispered against her cheek as I ran one hand along the front of her body.
 
   She shivered lightly beneath my touch, which I took as a sign that I was good to go. I scooped her up into my arms and carried her to my old bedroom, and then dropped her lightly onto the single bed. I quickly turned and ran into the kitchen, grabbed the ice trays from the freezer, and tipped the contents into a glass. I hunted around the pantry for some whiskey, but came up empty. All I could find was some Baileys, but in the end I decided that would have to do. After all, Alyssa was ready and waiting for me. I poured the Baileys over the ice then carried it to the bedroom.
 
   I started to undress as I walked down the hall, shifting the glass from one hand to the other as I yanked my t-shirt off. After I entered the room, I kicked the door shut behind me. My heart began to pound, and I dropped my shirt in surprise when I took in the sight of Alyssa lying down, waiting for me.
 
   She’d taken the time I was in the kitchen to undress down to her bra and panties. She was stretched out along the bed with her legs crossed at the ankles and her hands tucked up behind her head. It meant that I had a great view of . . . well, of almost every part of her.
 
   The cold glass in my hand was all but forgotten as my mouth went dry in anticipation of kissing her all over. I stepped forward to cross the room to get to her, but in my haste I tripped over my discarded t-shirt. I managed to right myself seconds before I toppled onto my arse, but my momentum carried me—or more specifically, the hand holding the cup full of ice and Baileys—into the end of the bed. Before I could stop it, I was covered from neck to groin in the freezing-cold mixture.
 
   “Motherfucker!” I cried as my nipples puckered instantly, and my dick shrank away in shock.
 
   I looked up at Alyssa, expecting her to be at least a little concerned. Instead, it looked like she was struggling to hold in her laughter—struggling and failing. She was suddenly in a fit of hysterics.
 
   “Are you ’right?” I asked, unable to stop the snark in my voice.
 
   She pressed her lips together and actually managed to stifle her laughter. 
 
   “Sorry,” she murmured as she scooted up the bed to get closer to me. “I shouldn’t laugh.” Her hands reached out for me, grabbing my waist and pulling me closer to her. She pressed her mouth against my stomach, and I felt her wet tongue swirl gently against me.
 
   “Mmm,” she hummed. “Baileys?”
 
   I tipped my head back and pushed my hips toward her. “Uh-huh.” I sighed as she continued her ministrations on my stomach.
 
   She ran her tongue from the waistband of my shorts to my abs in one smooth motion.
 
   I moaned with desire as she licked the cool liquid off my body.
 
   She hummed again as her hands came to rest on my waist. She pulled me closer to her, holding me tightly as her mouth moved around my stomach and up to my chest.
 
   I put my arms around her, and my hand tangled into her hair. I pulled her gently upward as I dipped down, desperate to taste the Baileys on her tongue. I held her body closely against mine, and she gasped a little as the liquid soaked into her bra and coated her skin. I pulled back from the kiss and grinned evilly. “Now you’re covered too.”
 
   She gaped at me. “You did that deliberately.”
 
   “Not initially, but it was too good an opportunity to pass up.” I shrugged.
 
   “Ooh, you know that means war, don’t you?”
 
   I laughed. “Bring it.”
 
   She leapt up from the bed, practically jumping onto me.
 
   I caught her easily and she wrapped her legs around me. I held on to her with one arm, using the other to tickle her.
 
   She squirmed against my arms, fighting me roughly to the point where I worried I might drop her.
 
   I wrapped my arms around her tightly and kissed her, distracting her long enough to move back over to the bed. I lowered her most of the way to the mattress, but let her fall the final distance—wanting to see more of that mock-anger burning in her eyes. As soon as I let her go, gaining the desired reaction, I climbed on my hands and knees to hover over her.
 
   She looked up at me indignantly for a second. 
 
   “That’s it, buster,” she threatened teasingly. She tried to tickle me, but I twisted away and got her first. We wrestled like that for a few more moments until we were both panting from exertion and sticky from the drying Baileys. 
 
   When our eyes met, we had one of those perfect moments. We both smiled at each other before I moved the hair away from her face and lowered myself over her. Our lips brushed over each other’s gently at first, soft and tender, before building to a crescendo.
 
   Then everything but each other was forgotten and all our remaining clothes were shed. We began to move together as only we could. I was intent to lose myself in her, and held her eyes captive to declare it.
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER OUR afternoon delight, Alyssa and I showered then started dinner. The rest of the evening flew by as we showed Mum and Phoebe some of the gifts we’d received, including the trip to London.
 
   As soon as we’d read Phoebe a story and tucked her into bed, we headed to bed ourselves. I would have felt guilty that we weren’t spending much time with Mum, but she’d announced that she was going to the movies and would be home late. I knew she was just giving us our space, but I didn’t like thinking about her imagining what I was doing to Alyssa.
 
   “Ruby goes home tomorrow,” Alyssa murmured as we lay in each other’s arms drifting toward sleep.
 
   I hummed, knowing she wanted to say more.
 
   “Maybe we can take Phoebe over there to meet Noah?”
 
   “That sounds like a good idea,” I agreed.
 
   “He really is a cute little baby, isn’t he?”
 
   I shrugged. How could I do anything more? After all, I had no real basis for comparison. He was the first newborn baby I’d ever really seen up close. He was just tiny and pink, not to mention just a little bit wrinkly.
 
   “You don’t think so?” she asked. I felt her head turning to appraise me.
 
   “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never been around a baby before.”
 
   I felt her head rest against me while she turned thoughtful. “I forget sometimes.”
 
   “Forget what?”
 
   She sighed. “That you missed out on all those early experiences.”
 
   I was silent. I knew her well enough to know her tone wasn’t accusatory—she wasn’t blaming me for not being there—merely stating the fact. I resisted the urge to apologise again. I knew there had to come a time when we were able to move past it and talk about it without apologies and pain. It was a fact that I hadn’t been there. An inescapable and horribly shitty one, but a fact nonetheless.
 
   “They’re hard work,” she said after a few minutes.
 
   “What are?”
 
   “Babies. They’re a lot of hard work.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” I stated.
 
   “They’re worth it though.”
 
   I thought of Phoebe. Even though she was no longer a baby, she was proof that it was worth the hard work. I smiled. “I don’t doubt it.”
 
   We fell back into silence again.
 
   “And you’d want more kids?” she murmured thoughtfully after another couple more minutes had passed. “Even with the hard work?”
 
   I thought before answering. I knew her stance on the issue, and I didn’t want to upset her. “I would love to have another child with you. But you don’t want more kids, right? And I can live with that.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s right,” she whispered before snuggling back against my chest.
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA CALLED Josh early to arrange our visit. Ruby was expected to leave the hospital around lunchtime, so we organised a dinner date with them. We explained to Phoebe that we would go see her new little cousin Noah at Uncle Josh and Aunt Ruby’s later that evening. 
 
   We then spent the day with her, taking her around to all her old favourite places. To ensure she knew she had to be gentle around Noah, we explained how delicate babies were.
 
   Despite our misgivings that she might inadvertently hurt him, Phoebe was amazing with her little cousin. She was enthralled by him, making us promise that she could come and play with little Noah when he got bigger. Ruby even set her up on a chair with some cushions and supervised her while Phoebe cradled him.
 
   Phoebe was in heaven, and again I felt my stomach drop with the sensation of knowing she’d never have a little brother or sister of her own to hold. I would happily support Alyssa’s decision, but I still felt a pang of loss at times. Alyssa must have seen the look in my eyes, because she nestled into me before guiding my arm around her waist.
 
   
 
 
   
EACH NIGHT as we headed to bed, Alyssa seemed thoughtful about something, but each night our lust took over, and we barely spent any time talking. The few times I tried to raise the issue of her distraction, she’d told me it was nothing, and I let it drop because I didn’t want to push it. The couples’ therapy we’d had played in my mind, Dr. Henrikson’s reminders of when to probe and when to back away stabbing at my memory. It wasn’t causing us arguments, so it wasn’t something I needed to push her about. 
 
   Yet. 
 
   By the time we got back to Sydney, we’d both spent plenty of time with family. We’d even been able to spend a little time with Ben and Jade.
 
   We soon got back into the usual grind, only now it was different. Rather than being Declan Reede and Alyssa and Phoebe Dawson, we were the Reedes. It probably meant little to a casual observer, but it meant the world to me. 
 
   When I went back to work, I was quickly whisked off for a series of physicals and other tests required by the contract I’d signed to be back in the ProV8. I still wasn’t sure how Danny was going to arrange it when Morgan was likely going to be out for the rest of the season, but if my dream was still going to be realised I wasn’t going to complain. Track days were booked for the end of August to give me the opportunity to test my reflexes back behind the beast before tackling Phillip Island.
 
   Unfortunately though, my wish to see the track from the inside of a V8 hit a snag a few days after getting back to work. 
 
   “Do we have a problem?” Danny asked, his voice cautious.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, genuinely uncertain what could be concerning him. Aside from the two incidents in Townsville, my behaviour had been exemplary.
 
   “These turned up on my desk this morning.” He tossed an envelope across the table at me.
 
   I pulled open the envelope, tilting it and watched as a half-dozen photographs spilled out across Danny’s desk. I leafed through them quickly, but immediately realised what they were when I saw a girl pawing at me. Memories of my horrid birthday weekend came flooding to my mind. “This isn’t—”
 
   “Isn’t what it looks like?” he asked, with one eyebrow raised.
 
   “No! It’s not,” I said.
 
   “What, pray tell, do you think it looks like?”
 
   “Well, first off that I was actually enjoying myself.” I screwed my nose up.
 
   Danny chuckled once. “See, what I think it looks like is that you found yourself in a situation you weren’t comfortable in. Maybe even a situation someone else put you into.”
 
   I looked up at Danny in shock. Was he actually taking my side on something? I nodded in response to his words. “I guess it is what it looks like then.”
 
   “The oddest thing about these photos is the timing of their arrival,” he mused.
 
   When did they arrive? The question was on my lips, but died in my throat as Danny shook his head ever so slightly. I got the impression something bigger was happening, something I didn’t quite understand. I knew who’d sent the photos—there was no doubt in my mind it was Hunter, because he’d been the one to orchestrate the surprise for my birthday. I debated telling Danny so, but realised it wouldn’t be any benefit. Danny obviously wasn’t concerned about the photos. I just wasn’t sure exactly what his concern was then.
 
   “I have to be honest with you, Declan,” he said after a beat, breaking my train of thought by grabbing the photos back and pushing them into his desk drawer. “When I found out about the new rule regarding the endurance racers, you were the first person to spring to mind. I thought it would be a good way to be able to keep your skills up, without risking the loss of any major sponsors.”
 
   Still mute with confusion, I nodded. 
 
   “Unfortunately though, circumstances have changed since then. There are situations at play now which limit my options.”
 
   “Okay?” I couldn’t figure out exactly what he was trying to tell me. I wished he would just come out and tell me what he was thinking, but obviously there was some reason he wouldn’t. Or couldn’t.
 
   “Ideally, I would have run you in Morgan’s car. You two have very similar racing styles and complement each other well. You’ve shown that in many enduros in the past.”
 
   I nodded, agreeing completely with him. Morgan and I had a way of communicating which, short of my disastrous showing the previous year, had seen us be very successful.
 
   “Unfortunately, Morgan has been ruled out for the rest of the year.”
 
   I’d seen Morgan just a few days earlier. He was healing well and with physio was expected to be back for the following year’s race calendar, but the team doctor was taking his lead from the physiotherapist, who was unwilling to sign a release before Phillip Island. 
 
   Morgan was desperate to be back, but until he had that clearance, he couldn’t race.
 
   “This means we will only have one car running in the endurance races.” He paused for a moment, seeming to weigh his words heavily before speaking. “I spoke with Hunter yesterday about the potential for you to co-drive with him at Phillip Island.”
 
   I scoffed. “That would have gone down well.”
 
   His eyes fell to his desk drawer for less than a fraction of a second.
 
   I trailed the same path before turning back to him. I could have sworn he nodded slightly.
 
   “How would you feel about that situation?” he asked after a moment’s pause.
 
   “Driving with Hunter?” I clarified. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “I can’t see any other options, I’m afraid,” he almost sounded apologetic.
 
   “But with Hunter? He hates me, and believe me, the feeling is more than mutual.”
 
   “I just don’t know what other option I have.” He sighed.
 
   “Put me in Morgan’s car then.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s not that easy, Declan. I’d need to approve the move with all the sponsors, organise rebranding if any wanted to change. And I’d still need to find two other drivers, one for each car. It’s just not viable.”
 
   My dream was slipping further away with every word he spoke. 
 
   “With more time. More resources. Maybe a car that wasn’t under a sponsorship contract, maybe I could consider it.”
 
   I nodded as my hope ebbed to the floor. “So, it’s off the cards?” 
 
   “Unfortunately, the opportunity for you to drive under the Sinclair Racing banner is off the cards. I’ve offered the seat to Smythe.” 
 
   It didn’t surprise me that the rookie driver from the Production Series had been tapped. It was a good way for him to cut his teeth in ProV8s. While that thought turned over in my mind, something else struck me. Danny’s words were odd, and seemingly chosen with care. There was something he wanted me to read between the lines. I couldn’t race under the Sinclair Racing banner . . . but I could still race. How? It didn’t make sense. There was no way I could—
 
   I blinked as the thought struck me. There was one way. It was bold. It was fucking stupid. It would be hard, but I thought I might be just lucky—and crazy—enough to pull it off. I grinned wickedly before outlining my idea to Danny. A small, knowing grin crossed his lips halfway through my plan. When he actually looked thoughtful and didn’t refuse me outright, I guessed it meant I’d read the situation correctly, or at least had suggested something that was actually workable. The task I was suggesting was monumental, but having Danny onside for the plan would make it easier. 
 
   Life was all about the small victories.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: JUST MANAGING
 
   
 
 
   
IT HADN’T TAKEN long for the enormity of what I’d asked of Danny to hit me. We’d had another meeting just as everyone else was leaving for the afternoon to discuss it further. Having assumed halfway through the day that I’d actually completely misread the situation, I’d expected him to rubbish my plan outright. 
 
   But not once did he tell me not to do it. 
 
   Of course, he hadn’t offered me his outright support either, but I wasn’t exactly expecting that, especially when I was effectively talking about leaving Sinclair Racing.
 
   Instead, what he had offered me was a glimmer of hope. He’d sat me down and told me all the negatives of my plan. In doing so, he’d outlined, in detail, everything I needed to achieve in order to pull it off.
 
   Almost as soon as the meeting started, under the pretence of him explaining why it couldn’t work, I could see what he was doing—giving me a plan of attack.
 
   Once I’d realised where he was going with it all, I pushed aside the part of me that wanted to tell him to shove it up his arse. I bit my tongue and grabbed a pen and notepad from his desk. While I quickly scribbled notes about all of the work that would be involved to pull it off, he waited patiently then filtered a little more information my way. 
 
   I wanted desperately to ask him a few questions and demand some straight answers, but I knew I wouldn’t get any—at least not yet. I was going to have to try to read between the lines of what he’d told me for a while. His hands were clearly tied by something—either sponsorship contracts or something else. 
 
   My first port of call, after getting Danny’s implicit approval, was to see Alyssa. I hoped she would be able to help me somewhat. At the very least, I would rely heavily on her support to get through the difficult times and shitload of work ahead of me. She wouldn’t be able to help out too much with the actual legal side of it—like drawing up the contract that I would need—but she could offer her support.
 
   Danny had explained it all to me in our meeting. Apparently, because she worked for Pembletons, the firm that would represent him in the negotiations, she had a conflict of interest and wouldn’t be able to help me. I didn’t really completely understand what he was talking about, but I hoped that Alyssa would be able to at least point me in the right direction and straighten out some of the confusion I felt over the whole thing. If nothing else, just knowing she was in my corner would do me the world of good. 
 
   My mind was in overdrive the whole way home, running through my meeting with Danny and the rest of my day again and again. I kept coming back to the photos. Looking back on it now, I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t even thought to tell Alyssa about the incident. 
 
   It wasn’t that I’d withheld the information deliberately; it had been nothing more than an oversight because my entire birthday weekend had been such a shit-fest that the girl Hunter had all but thrown onto my lap had ended up as nothing more than a blip on my radar. 
 
   I had to fess up to Alyssa now though, just in case Hunter pushed the envelope even further and tried to send them to her. Not that I thought she’d put any more stock in the situation than Danny had. One thing was absolutely certain; the photos that had arrived on Danny’s desk had come from Hunter. I knew it, and thankfully Danny seemed to know it too.
 
   Obviously, Hunter didn’t want me in his car for the upcoming enduros. I actually understood that completely, because I didn’t want to race with him either. In fact, I would do anything to avoid the possibility. And shoving two drivers who didn’t trust each other into a car was a recipe for disaster. 
 
   I wasn’t at all surprised he would stoop so low, but I did have to chuckle to myself at the thought of how stupid Hunter had been, showing his hand so early. He’d also clearly demonstrated the key difference between us; if it was honestly in the best interest of the team—and had been my one and only chance to get back in a ProV8 more permanently—I would’ve sucked that shit up and raced with him. I would’ve even tried to win, despite the fact that he’d end up on the podium too.
 
   Despite spending the journey home with my head spinning in circles, I was so psyched by the idea I’d had that I was practically leaping out of my skin by the time I arrived. I raced in the front door, intercepting Phoebe as she ran to greet me. I picked her up and spun her around until she squealed excitedly. 
 
   “Daddy’s got some good news!” I exclaimed, kissing her on the top of the head before I placed her back on the floor.
 
   “What is it?” she asked. Her eyes were wide and full of excitement.
 
   “I’ll tell you as soon as we find Mummy.”
 
   Phoebe grinned and raced off, leaving me to follow her. I found both of my girls in the kitchen. Alyssa was just pulling out the start of dinner. She welcomed me with a quick kiss and asked me to help her by finding a few items she needed to finish off our meal. 
 
   I complied immediately, placing them on the bench before turning to Alyssa and loosely grabbing her hands, bringing them to rest on my chest. My index finger toyed with her wedding band and engagement ring absently as I smirked at her. I couldn’t wait to tell her my news, and I knew the perfect way to do it. Phoebe was practically jumping up and down with excitement.
 
   “What is it?” Alyssa asked in response to both my stance and Phoebe’s anticipation.
 
   “I’m going to race a ProV8 again.” I grinned.
 
   Phoebe started squealing. She was so loud that I barely heard Alyssa’s next statement.
 
   “Even with Morgan . . .” Alyssa trailed off.
 
   I knew she’d never be able to finish the sentence. Since our return to Sydney after Townsville, things had become much warmer between the two of them. She felt that she owed him for the thing with Hunter, especially when it had cost him so much. No matter how much Eden, Morgan, and I tried to convince her otherwise, she blamed herself for the accident that cost Morgan the championship and a good portion of the race year.
 
   I nodded excitedly. “Yeah.”
 
   “But how?” she asked, looking at me warily. “Not in his car?”
 
   She hated the thought of me racing with Hunter even more than I hated the idea. At least I was willing to consider it if I absolutely had to. Which I might not now.
 
   I grinned even wider as I shook my head. “Nope.”
 
   “Then how?”
 
   “I’m going to be a privateer.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I’m going to run my own car.”
 
   Alyssa stood blinking at me for a few moments. “But you don’t have a car.”
 
   “I can rent one for the weekend. And a licence too.”
 
   Alyssa stood agape for a moment more before asking, “How much is that going to cost?”
 
   “A lot,” I admitted. “But I have a plan.”
 
   “Oh, you have a plan, do you?” Despite the scepticism in her voice, I could see excitement dancing just behind the incredulity in her eyes. I’d relied on her support to take things further, and the glimmer of enthusiasm I saw in her fuelled my own exhilaration to dizzying new heights.
 
   I stepped forward and whispered into her neck. “Yes, and it involves spending some quality time with each other after Phoebe’s in bed tonight.”
 
   She chuckled. “You know I’m almost always up for some quality time, but I don’t see how that will help you get back in a car.”
 
   “Ha ha.” I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to my other girl, the one who wouldn’t mock me. “Are you excited that Daddy’s going to be back in a ProV8 again, baby?”
 
   Phoebe nodded enthusiastically. “Can I go in one too?”
 
   I turned to see that Alyssa wasn’t looking or listening.
 
   I winked at her. “We’ll see what we can do.”
 
   
 
 
   
“THAT’S A big to-do list,” Alyssa breathed as I finished my explanation.
 
   “I know. I’ve got no idea how I’m going to manage it all. I do know I won’t be able to get it all done before Phillip Island. So I’m not trying to. Instead, I’m aiming for . . . “
 
   “Bathurst,” Alyssa finished for me.
 
   I grinned. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Alyssa knew the race calendar so well, especially when it came to that race; the anniversary of the crash that had inadvertently led me back to her. I could only imagine the significance of the date in her mind considering how much it meant to me.
 
   “The hardest thing is going to be finding the time to make the calls I need to make,” I admitted. “Although in theory Danny is giving me his support, he can’t be seen as assisting me. I definitely can’t do it at work.”
 
   Alyssa bit her lip. “I may be able to help you out there.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow at her. Ever since we’d returned from our holiday, Alyssa had been having issues at work. Truthfully, I think she’d been having issues long before then, but hadn’t wanted to admit it.
 
   “And just how would you do that?” I asked.
 
   “I need to take some time off work,” she started. Her voice was calm and in control. “I . . .” She sighed heavily and something snapped within her. “I just . . . I can’t do it,” she sobbed. “I can’t be there. I can’t stand the guilt they give me every day when I have to leave to pick up Phoebe. It’s just not fair. I’ve never been made to feel so worthless.”
 
   I gathered her up into my arms instantly. 
 
   “Shh, Alyssa,” I murmured, trying to quell her sobs. I realised she had been holding back so much more than I’d ever imagined, and felt like an arse for not seeing it sooner. For not pushing her a little more. “Tell me about it.”
 
   She nuzzled deeper into me. “It’s Carmen, she and her daddy have been out for me since we were paired up. If she wasn’t so incompetent, I’d swear she was trying to make me look bad. Sometimes I think Mr. Kent is the only one on my side.”
 
   “Of-fucking-course!” I exclaimed, slapping myself on the forehead for my stupidity. “Kent!”
 
   Alyssa pulled away and gave me a funny look. Probably because she’d poured her heart out and I’d completely changed the subject. 
 
   “Sorry, it’s just, well, Andrew Kent’s son is Dane.”
 
   Alyssa’s look turned to one of confusion.
 
   “Dane Kent,” I said, wondering what she didn’t understand. “Former ProV8 driver, Dane Kent.”
 
   “So?” She sniffed, her tears completely dried up after the sudden shift in the conversation.
 
   “He retired just before I started driving. He was the driver I replaced at Sinclair.”
 
   “And?”
 
   I grinned. “Don’t you see? He’s retired, but he’s still in shape. Still able to drive.” I paused for a moment, but I realised she wasn’t going to see the connection I’d seen in my mind in an instant. “He could be the second driver in my car. That’s the biggest piece of the puzzle I’ve been worrying about.”
 
   A smile lit Alyssa’s features. It was stunning to watch as her joy started in her eyes and spread rapidly outward across her face. 
 
   “Of course,” she murmured. “Do you think he would though?”
 
   “I have no idea!” I stood and chuckled a little, feeling a bit like a mad man, but I was too excited about the new plan to care. My sudden realisation made so many things fall into place. It was perfect. “But just think about it if he did. Two ex-Sinclair Racing drivers in the one car staging a stunning comeback together.”
 
   “The press would have a field day.” She grinned.
 
   “Exactly! Imagine the publicity.”
 
   “The sponsors!”
 
   “Fuck, baby,” I murmured. Seeing her so excited about me getting back in the car was doing things to me. I swooped back onto the bed, pushing her onto her back as I did. I captured her mouth with mine and kissed her hard. “You and me, we’re going to make this work.”
 
   Her response was a moan as my erection rubbed against her thigh.
 
   
 
 
   
IN THE harsh light of morning, the list seemed so much bigger than it had the day before. The task ahead of me would have been monumental even without having to front up at Sinclair Racing every day for work.
 
   I still had my job in the pits to train for, even though I’d officially been moved from Hunter’s pit crew because of our “differences”. My boys had all requested the same change so there was a shake-up of the teams, but that didn’t mean we weren’t required to be at the top of our game. The official word on Morgan was that we were waiting on clearance, but everyone on the team knew the truth; he was definitely out for the season.
 
   While Alyssa negotiated with Phoebe to get her to eat her Weet-Bix, and I packed up everyone’s lunch, I suggested to Alyssa that maybe it was time to move on rather than just take time off. I hated the thought of her being unhappy at work. I questioned whether she should hand in her notice and find something else. She looked at me like I’d grown an extra head.
 
   “All I’m saying is that you don’t need that fu—stinking job if they can’t treat you with respect.”
 
   She smiled sadly at me. “But we still have a mortgage to pay, and we still have Phoebe’s day care costs.”
 
   I crossed my arms. “I don’t care.”
 
   “But—”
 
   I pressed my finger to her lips to silence her. “We’ll manage.”
 
   I was quoting the very words she’d used to comfort me after she’d first moved to Sydney what felt like a lifetime ago, but they were as true now as they had been then. As long as the three of us had each other, we had everything we would need. 
 
   Since then, we’d saved up a little, even with the cost of the wedding. The small extra allowance I received driving the Mini, plus the few bonuses from my wins, added up to a decent little fall-back plan. It wasn’t much, and it wouldn’t last forever, but it was enough that we could make it work for a while. 
 
   She opened her mouth to argue.
 
   “Daddy, can I have apples for school?” Phoebe asked, with her mouth full of mushed Weet-Bix.
 
   “Of course, baby,” I answered, turning to throw one into her lunch pack. I glanced back at Alyssa before she could resume her argument. “You have to admit that the bonuses from racing the Mini have helped us get in front. Besides, I’m not pissing away my salary like I used to.”
 
   She looked thoughtful for a second.
 
   “And,” I continued while I was on my winning streak, “I’ve still got my cars and a few stocks left that we can sell if we get desperate.” I winced as I mentioned selling my babies; we’d managed to avoid losing any so far, but I would willingly sacrifice anything for her happiness.
 
   “And what would I do? Any other law firm would be just as bad. It’s the nature of the career.”
 
   I shrugged. “Don’t work for a law firm then.”
 
   “I’m not going to go back to working in a shop.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to.” I already had an idea forming in my head, but I wasn’t sure exactly how she would respond to it.
 
   She sighed. “I worked so hard to get to where I am. To get my degree and be able to use it. I don’t want to throw it all away now.”
 
   “Then don’t.” I smirked.
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   A splooshing sound told us that Phoebe had taken advantage of our distraction to pour herself a glass of milk; unfortunately, it went all over the floor instead of into the cup.
 
   “Here, let me get that,” Alyssa said, grabbing the paper towels from the bench. She poured some of the remaining milk into the cup and began to soak up the mess.
 
   “I have an idea,” I said.
 
   Alyssa shook her head slightly. “And that would be?”
 
   “Work for me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve never had a manager. Now that I’m on the cusp of a new career as a privateer, I really think I should have one.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have the first clue about how to be a manager.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s not hard.”
 
   She laughed. “Tell that to all the stressed managers out there.”
 
   “What I mean is, the job is all about putting the client’s career first and advancing their opportunities. I know you’ll have my best interests at heart, so you just need to do whatever needs to be done.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like talking with the sponsors and negotiating contracts for this privateer gig.”
 
   She looked thoughtful for a moment until the piece of paper towel in her hands grew wet and attracted her attention anew.
 
   “Besides, managers get a cut of their talent’s salary.”
 
   She laughed. “And in this scenario you’d be the talent?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   She stood up and met my eye. “You really think I could do it?”
 
   “Why not?” I asked. “You’ve got the law degree behind you, so I know you’ll be able to read the contracts for me. You’re a naturally warm and giving person, and I’m sure the sponsors will respond to that.”
 
   “And the fact that it would mean you’re able to palm a significant chunk of your to-do list onto me?” She raised her eyebrow.
 
   I chuckled. “Well, that’s just an added bonus.”
 
   She looked thoughtful. “I don’t know, Dec.”
 
   “Give me one reason why not.”
 
   She bit her lip. “I just don’t know if I want everything in my whole life to revolve around your career.”
 
   I tried to cover how much her words stung, but I couldn’t.
 
   She reached out and stroked my face lovingly, reassuring me silently. “What I mean is that I’m so deliriously happy with the way we are at the moment that I wouldn’t want to ruin it by working together.”
 
   “It won’t ruin anything,” I argued. “If anything, it’ll make it better, because you’ll be less stressed.”
 
   She regarded me thoughtfully. “What if . . . something happened to you?” She looked at Phoebe, indicating she didn’t want to say anything that would worry her, but I realised she was talking about something as in an accident.
 
   I thought about it for a minute. If Alyssa fashioned her career around mine, and then I couldn’t drive . . . 
 
   The fact that we’d be down from two incomes to none would devastate our finances, but I was certain we’d manage. Somehow.
 
   “Well, maybe you can use me as a test case?” I suggested. “If it works and you like it, then you can try to get a couple of other drivers on board, maybe?”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   I smiled. “That’s all I can ask. But it would be helpful if you could do it. I mean, God knows I don’t exactly read the contracts I’m given. I’d hate to be having to deal with something as important as sponsorship dollars. Especially with the risks I’m facing anyway.”
 
   She shook her head with a small, knowing smile on her face. I could tell she was at least partially swayed by my argument. The more I thought about it, the more perfect a solution it seemed, and the more excited I was by it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: RACING LINE
 
   
 
 
   
ONE WEEK.
 
   THAT was all it took for everything to be different.
 
   The first day that I’d planted the seed that maybe she didn’t need to work anymore, Alyssa had a deep and meaningful conversation with Andrew Kent and had managed to score his son’s phone number, among other things. 
 
   She couldn’t really explain everything that they’d discussed for confidentiality reasons, but apparently, Danny had called Pembletons as soon as I’d told him my idea. The two men had already discussed the possibility that I would whisk Alyssa away to help me, at least temporarily. Andrew Kent’s only suggested alteration to the plan was that Alyssa should take an unpaid leave of absence instead of quitting, stating that her job would be there when she was ready to have it back.
 
   The following day, Alyssa handed in her formal intention for a six-month leave of absence, effective immediately. Not all of the partners were happy, but Alyssa had Andrew Kent’s support so she didn’t give a shit what the other partners thought.
 
   On the third day, we set up communication central in our home study. We had a fax machine, a two-line phone, a mobile, two laptops, and a desktop computer. We paid for the telephone company to come and install the extra lines we required, even paying double for them to put us as a priority on the list.
 
   By the fourth day, I had a confirmed co-driver, even though I had yet to raise the sponsorship money I would need in order to hire the car from Danny or pay Kent’s fees. As expected though, the media went crazy the minute the press release was issued that I was driving as a privateer at Bathurst. Then when we announced that Dane Kent was heading out of retirement to race alongside me a few days later, it went mad again.
 
   By the end of the working week, Alyssa had used the contacts that Danny had unofficially given me to generate some significant sponsorship money. It was more than enough to cover the cost of the car, the signage, the entrant fee, our accommodation, and the insurance. I couldn’t have asked for more. 
 
   Alyssa had pulled together a minor miracle in much less time than I could have ever imagined, so it wasn’t a great surprise to me when she had three clients within the first week. True, one was a driver on hiatus with an injury, one a driver who’d retired almost three years earlier, and the other was me. But nonetheless, for a manager-stroke-publicist just starting out in the game, it was a fan-fucking-tastic start.
 
   Then she used the perseverance and grit that I knew she possessed in spades to find opportunities to promote me that would help to keep the sponsors satisfied. She contacted Woman’s Idea, the magazine who’d interviewed us months ago, and arranged for them to do an interview with Dane and me. The same photographer arrived on our practise track day and took photos of us in our suits as well as in more casual clothing. Even better, Alyssa had secured a time-for-prints agreement with her, so we got free use of the photos for our promotions.
 
   It was all going so well. 
 
   In fact, the only problem with the new arrangement was that I barely saw Alyssa. During the day, she worked her arse off on the phone arranging this, that, or the other, and then at night she would pore over the contracts that came in, reading and rereading any clauses that had the potential to cause us trouble. I honestly couldn’t imagine anyone taking better care of me or my career.
 
   “You know, you really shouldn’t have signed the first contract thrown at you by Sinclair Racing,” she murmured one night over the top of the paperwork she had brought into bed.
 
   “Why’s that?” I asked, kissing her shoulder, trying to get her to focus her attention on other things besides the paperwork: namely me.
 
   “It really was a stock-standard contract that gave them all the power. I’ve seen some of the negotiated agreements, and there were a lot of clauses they would have been willing to move on.”
 
   What she’d said stayed with me as I headed into work the next morning. I wondered whether that was what bound Danny’s hands when it came to Hunter, and why he was so seemingly willing to lend his support to my alternative venture. Was he unable to do anything to censure Hunter without cause? Was that what he’d meant by needing to wait for hard evidence? Certainly Hunter had been on a tighter leash since Townsville. I would probably never know for sure. One thing I did know was that Danny would never tell me.
 
   
 
 
   
THE COUNTDOWN for Bathurst was on. 
 
   During the weeks leading up to it, both Dane and I had interviews with morning TV shows, radio, local papers, pretty much anyone that would have us. The words “media slut” were a more than adequate description of us during that time. But it was all worth it for the end goal.
 
   There was, however, one magazine that was champing at the bit to get either, or both, of us, that Alyssa simply refused outright. After all, they’d already made their money off me, through their “star writer” Miss M and her trashy, rumour-filled stories. Each time Tillie or Talia tried to call us, Alyssa was quick to dismiss them. 
 
   Of course, that didn’t stop them from running the story about my comeback. Only, instead of exclusives, they had to use second-hand information. At first, they made a half-arsed attempt to tar and feather me, but without printing long-dead issues, they had nothing.
 
   It was a crazy time for everyone. I was working on my privateer career in the evenings while still holding down my day job. In the end, I was still signed up to race at Phillip Island, albeit only in the Mini. Because I didn’t have to pit for Hunter now, it was set to be a fairly easy weekend. I just worried about Alyssa’s safety. I wanted to ban her and Phoebe from attending, but I never could. 
 
   In the end, she took the need out of my hands by apologising and telling me she would be too busy to attend—what with Bathurst a little under a month away. Her announcement left me free to concentrate on nothing but my driving. Well, nothing but my driving and avoiding Hunter like the plague.
 
   I finished the weekend at Phillip Island first in the Micro Challenge championship, because I’d managed to claim pole, and then place first, second, and first in the races. It should have been cause for celebration, but there was no time, because the big race was creeping closer and closer.
 
   Somehow there seemed to be more things left to organise each day and nothing ever seemed to get marked off as complete. There were items on the list I’d compiled from Danny’s advice that took much longer to arrange. Customised race suits and HANS devices were two items we’d have to order as early as possible because we needed to ensure they had the sponsors’ logos on them, but we couldn’t order too early or we risked missing a sponsor.
 
   Although Alyssa organised so much other stuff, I was responsible for the design of the car’s exterior and the sticker placement. Of course, she helped me a lot with that as well because she knew the sponsor contracts inside and out. She knew who’d been granted major sponsorship and any mandatory placements. It cost a small fortune to have concept designs drawn up of the final car, but it was worth the money because it meant we could get the required sign-offs before spending the money on the vinyl stickers and finding some problem after the car was finished.
 
   Even as everything else fell into place, I was left needing to arrange the team who would support me when I went racing. 
 
   For myself. 
 
   It was going to be so strange. Sure, I would be using a Sinclair Racing car, and I was racing on their team licence, but I had to pay for that right, a pretty penny in fact. Well, a pretty penny and a fuck-tonne of ugly ones. For all intents and purposes though, it was my car and my team.
 
   On top of the promotion and sponsors, and pit crew, there were the simple logistics of the weekend. We had to get the car to the racetrack, get us into town, and arrange accommodation for the rest of the team. I had a newfound appreciation for all of the office staff at Sinclair Racing. They made it all look so easy. We’d already decided that Alyssa was going to be with me, but because she was going to be there in her official capacity as my manager, Mum was going to be on hand to look after Phoebe for us as well.
 
   Morgan had volunteered to oversee the car on race day, managing the pit crew and race strategy. Thankfully, he’d learned a lot hanging around with Eden over the years and she was teaching him more every day. 
 
   My boys had been given the weekend off from Sinclair Racing without even having to ask for it, and they’d already agreed to pit for me. I had to pay them, of course, and I had to get Danny to sign off to allow them to work for me, but it meant I had a crew I trusted to the ends of the earth pitting for me.
 
   The hardest thing to deal with was the doubt in the public mind. I’d heard the rumours circulating ever since the announcement had been made, but each day they seemed to get louder and more persistent.
 
   Two weeks out from Bathurst, I was discussed in depth on the ProV8 show. In a debate featuring current and past drivers, they argued about whether or not I was washed up. They questioned whether I would still be able to handle a V8, especially with no real practice other than my Mini races and two track days that I’d shared with Sinclair Racing. 
 
   I’d been asked the same question by almost everyone who had interviewed me: with such a hex on my career right before my forced retirement, did I feel the pressure to perform? My answer was always the same: yes and no.
 
   I felt the pressure to be successful in the form of putting my nuts on the line with the sponsors. I hadn’t started a race for almost twelve months, but I also hadn’t successfully finished one in the six months prior to that.
 
   My entire future in a V8 rested on this one race. If I got through the weekend unscathed and managed to finish in a decent position, it would give me the perfect opportunity to renegotiate my position with Sinclair Racing.
 
   Then there was the pressure of the knowledge that every bump, scratch, and dent on the car would come out of my pocket. It was the reason we’d ensured we had contingencies in place, but still . . .
 
   If the car was a write-off, we’d lose everything. That realisation made me appreciate Alyssa’s agreement to my wacky plan that much more. I was risking everything we owned, everything we were, on one race, and Alyssa stood behind me 100 percent.
 
   Despite all of the pressure that I faced though, I was actually relatively calm about the upcoming race. There were two reasons for my calm: Alyssa and Phoebe. Just as I’d come to understand at Emmanuel’s graveside, I knew no matter what happened on race day, even if I crashed out as spectacularly as I had the last time I drove around Bathurst, they would be there for me. All that mattered to them was that I came home safely.
 
   That meant more than I could imagine.
 
   In addition to working and getting everything ready for the big event, I also had to plan for the race itself. It had been such a long time since I’d properly raced a V8, and my return debut would be in a one-thousand-kilometre race that would last close to eight hours. I spent as much time as I was able to preparing myself physically and mentally as best as I could for the long race.
 
   Part of my preparations included endurance training. I would wake extra early, creep into the gym at home, and spend hours thumping away on the treadmill or the cross-trainer, interval training as best as I could. During those long stretches, I had nothing to occupy my thoughts, so I often found myself recalling the way my life had been just twelve short months ago. 
 
   Some days, I tried to envisage what my life would be like if we hadn’t met on that plane on the way to London. Would I still be in the dark over my son and daughter? Would I still have my head up my own arse? Would I still be sleeping with random women in a vain attempt to find something that I now realised I would only ever have with Alyssa? One innocent touch from her satisfied me more than a hundred random fucks. The truth was, though, that I couldn’t imagine my life without her in it. I hadn’t realised how dead I’d been inside until she brought me back to life.
 
   More often than not, the end result of my mornings spent in the gym, and inside my own head, was racing back up to the bedroom and climbing into bed with Alyssa to do our own special stamina training.
 
   It was after one of these “training” sessions that Alyssa turned to me, biting her lip anxiously. She’d been scratching her fingers absent-mindedly across my scalp, but she stilled her hand as she spoke. “I was thinking . . .” She trailed off.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, urging her to continue the scratching at least, because it had felt fan-fucking-tastic.
 
   “Well, it’s just . . .” She paused again and looked into my eyes, as if trying to assess how I would take whatever she had to say. I tensed a little in preparation, not knowing what it was, but knowing it was obviously important to her. “I’ve seen the way you’re facing this race and everything. You should be scared. Hell, you should be terrified, but you’re not. You’re cool and calm, and just doing what needs to be done.”
 
   “Babe, you know there is a hell of a lot going on down below the surface that no one else gets to see.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, I know, but you’re still willing to face something terrifying in the hope that something good will come out of it.”
 
   “I couldn’t have done any of it without you by my side.”
 
   She smiled sweetly. “I know. It’s just that it’s made me realise that maybe I need to face some of my own fears in the hope that something good comes of it.”
 
   I frowned, utterly thrown by what it was that could be so terrifying for her that would bring something positive.
 
   “So, I was thinking that maybe . . .” She paused again and took a deep breath. “Maybe I should book an appointment to have the Mirena removed? Maybe we should . . . you know, try?”
 
   “Try?” I asked stupidly before the impact of her words hit me. I knew much more about the Mirena—the hormone-releasing IUD—than I had when we were in London. I knew the basics of what it was and what it did.
 
   And she . . . 
 
   She wanted to remove it. 
 
   Which would mean . . . 
 
   It would mean . . . 
 
   “You want to try for another baby?” I asked almost incredulously as the words sunk in.
 
   She nodded slightly, her eyes showing her raging terror over the idea even as she agreed to it.
 
   “You’d do that for me?” I asked stupidly.
 
   She shook her head. “No, I’d do it for us; for all of us. For our family.”
 
   I couldn’t help the wide, shit-eating grin that spread from ear to ear across my face. I was surprised at the intensity of the warmth that coursed throughout my body at her words. She wanted to try for another baby. 
 
   It was more than just the thought. Her agreement meant she truly believed I would be there for her. 
 
   She trusted me. 
 
   Even though she was scared of what could go wrong, she would do it. For us. It was a momentous fucking decision for her, and I was determined not to fuck it up.
 
   “That would be . . . Wow . . . That would be fucking awesome. Are you sure about this though?”
 
   “Are you?” she asked, throwing my question back at me, and I saw the faintest hint of doubt in her eyes. I realised that her primary fear may have been about what could go wrong, but there was a part of her that was scared of having to face it alone again. 
 
   I was the cause of that fear, and it was my responsibility to erase it. Her trust wasn’t absolute, but she wanted it to be. 
 
   “Absolutely positive. But maybe we should wait until after the race so we have plenty of time to practise.” I winked at her. “And then we’ll talk about it some more.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: QUALIFIED
 
   
 
 
   
BEFORE I KNEW it, it was time. 
 
   All of our preparation and all of the stress came down to one event, one weekend, and ultimately to one race.
 
   We travelled to Bathurst on Tuesday, arriving a little after lunch, and set up amongst the other teams. We didn’t stand out or draw any excess attention, which was good because it made us feel like we belonged. It felt a little strange arriving so early for a meet, but it was necessary. All the things that Danny and the other office staff had always organised at Sinclair Racing, I now had to do for myself. Things like getting the car scrutineered before the race-meet, having the documents checked, and arranging for Morgan to attend the team managers’ briefing.
 
   The other thing I had set up, without Alyssa’s knowledge, was that she was never to be left alone. If I wasn’t with her, she would be with Mum or Morgan. My boys were keeping an extra eye out for her and Phoebe when they could and even Eden, despite being in the Sinclair Racing shed, had also agreed to watch out for Alyssa. I felt safe in the knowledge that Hunter wouldn’t be able to get within one hundred metres of my girls without my knowledge, and that made me feel better about the weekend.
 
   I spent all morning Thursday going over the finer details of the car. It had come to us in pristine condition from Sinclair Racing, but we needed to ensure it was prepped and ready for dealing with the pressure of Bathurst. My boys and I ran through the majority of the checks on the car; we even managed to drag Liam down from the Sinclair Racing sheds to cast his eye over it. We used the excuse that it had to be good for a few extra hours of time against our apprenticeships. He laughed at our cheek, but agreed nonetheless.
 
   Dane and I had already agreed that I would take the first practise session. Not that I needed it any more than him—we were both as fucking rusty as the other—but because I was the one who’d hatched the grand plan; it was my money and reputation on the line, therefore it was only fitting that I was the one to take the V8 out for her first run.
 
   It took me a moment or two to get used to the car. I noticed a few things in my first lap. For example, I had to brake much earlier than I did in the Mini—I realised that very quickly when I took my first corner much too fast and almost ended the weekend long before it had even started. 
 
   In exchange, I could accelerate out of the corners faster, which came in handy, although it meant I had to be in the correct racing position that much earlier.
 
   After a lap or two though, I’d found my groove again. My fingers danced across the steering wheel almost as if they’d never been parted from it. My hand jerked through the gears with practised precision. Up. Down. Clutch. Accelerator. Brake. It was a familiar dance with a favourite partner.
 
   Hard to the left, rein in the car with the brakes, and then accelerate hard up Mountain Straight. Hard to the right, roar through the cutting and Reid Park before racing past McPhillamy and into Skyline.
 
   Despite the year that had passed since my last time around this track at this speed, I’d not forgotten the view as I neared the top of the mountain. I took one quick look to calm me, and then I focused back on the car and feeling the way it responded to my touch as I fell through the S bends and into the Dipper. I barely braked for the soft right then jumped down on the pedal before the hard left around Forrest Elbow. 
 
   I hit the accelerator hard the moment I was free, and was zooming down Conrod Straight in next to no time.
 
   I couldn’t force the smile off my face the whole way around the track. Morgan’s voice squawked over my radio regularly, letting me know how the car looked from the outside.
 
   As we got further into the session, I couldn’t help having a little fun and ribbing him in reply, telling him that his fiancée’s voice was much sweeter in my ears.
 
   When I came in, there was a fifteen-minute window for me to brief Dane about the car, and then I was sitting on the edge of the track watching him drive my money—my family’s future—around the track. I finally knew how Danny felt every time I had taken to the track, especially in that last six months.
 
   I probably owed him another apology.
 
   Or six.
 
    
 
   
 
 
   “WE’RE GETTING great times,” Morgan enthused, reading the in-car telemetry reports together with the official lap times.
 
   “And without getting a single scratch on the car,” Alyssa said, winking at me.
 
   I grinned.
 
   “Great job today, everyone!” Dane enthused. It was clear he’d missed being on the track more than he probably ever admitted to himself. After all, he’d retired on his terms—while he was in front. He definitely wasn’t past his prime. In fact, some of the current drivers had at least ten years on him. Not to mention he was pumping out lap times that easily matched my own, and were pretty darn close to being on par with the forerunners in the race.
 
   I couldn’t help but grin at him too. I considered myself to be lucky to have scored him in my car, despite him being retired.
 
   “Speaking of which,” Alyssa murmured before continuing much louder, “whatever result we get in qualifying tomorrow, we’re having a team dinner to celebrate. After all, we’re here. We’re at Bathurst.” 
 
   A round of cheers broke out among our motley crew. 
 
   “Our shout, of course,” Alyssa continued. “To say thank you to all of you for the hard work you’ve put in to get us here.”
 
   A little while later, we’d broken up for the night, each heading off to do our own thing, ready to reconvene early Friday morning. Alyssa instructed me that because there was nothing more I could do to organise or plan, I wasn’t allowed to stress about anything else. She and Mum had apparently been busy arranging dinner and they’d somehow managed to organise a roast in the shit-arse tiny little caravan oven. The women in my life never ceased to amaze me.
 
   Midway through our meal, Morgan arrived to talk strategy.
 
   “Sure, man.” I laughed. “As if you didn’t just smell this fuck-awesome meal and want to join in.”
 
   Alyssa slapped my arm lightly. “Language,” she hissed quietly, shooting a pointed look at Phoebe.
 
   I shot her a smirk in the form of an apology and helped myself to another serve of potatoes. I told myself it was because I needed to carbo-load, but the truth was they were just that fucking delicious that I couldn’t get enough of them. I’d forgotten how great Mum’s home cooking was.
 
   Alyssa had more manners than I did and invited Morgan to join us. I think he thought about it for all of two seconds before accepting. We ran through our race plan once more, based on the information given in the drivers’ briefing, but then the conversation flowed naturally on to other things; like my plans for his bucks’ party.
 
   Alyssa and Eden had already vetoed any plans for us to strip at Eden’s hen night. Instead, I was planning something special for Morgan, and he was going crazy not knowing what it was. I saw Alyssa giving me a knowing smile, because, well, she did know what it was.
 
   Eden had already roped Alyssa into helping organise the wedding because Alyssa was her closest female friend. I think that made her the matron of honour or some shit, but I tended to go into a bit of a trance when the girls started talking about wedding garbage. I’d been there, done that, and never had to go through it again, so it was all wasted information for me.
 
   After dinner, Eden came in search of Morgan, so we invited her in to stay for a while too. 
 
   The conversation was easy and the night held no stress. I wondered whether Alyssa had planned it that way, but I had no way of knowing for sure. All I knew was that by the time Eden and Morgan left and Phoebe was in bed, I’d had no time to panic about what might happen the next day, which was a good thing. 
 
   I needed to stay out of my own head in order to stay sane.
 
   Alyssa invited me to go for a walk in the evening air. Never one to miss an opportunity for some alone time with my wife, I agreed readily. We grabbed our jumpers and headed out into the dark.
 
   I wrapped my arm around Alyssa’s shoulders as we wandered aimlessly around the campsite. A number of people recognised me, some shouted out in support, others gave a call of gentle ribbing—clearly they were Ford fans—and a few even came up to ask for my autograph.
 
   “I wanna be able to say I was there to witness your triumphant return,” one bloke said to me as I signed his shirt.
 
   Just as she had so long ago when I’d been swamped at Dreamworld, Alyssa stood back and took it all in stride. I remembered what she had pointed out to me then—that my messy little pen marks made people happy. It definitely made the idea of autograph hounds seem less predatory and actually made me relax and enjoy the process a little more. These people cared whether I drove or not. It mattered to them, which made it matter all the more to me.
 
   Eventually, our walk took us out of the more crowded areas, and we were able to find some alone time.
 
   “Thank you for everything you’ve done to get me here,” I murmured as I pulled her closer to me.
 
   She rested her head against my chest. “I’ve actually really enjoyed doing it. More than I ever thought possible. Thank you for giving me the push I needed to do it.”
 
   “I’m glad you’ve enjoyed it. I’m sure getting the opportunity to boss me around helps.” I chuckled.
 
   “Oh, definitely.” She laughed. “That’s the best perk.”
 
   I guided her chin up so she was looking at me. “You can order me around some more right now if you like,” I murmured, with more than a hint of lust in my voice.
 
   She whimpered softly as I captured her mouth, effectively stopping her from being able to issue any orders. My tongue met hers. Despite having incredibly intimate knowledge of her body and soul, I was always willing to explore some more.
 
   After we’d broken apart for some oxygen, I rested my forehead against hers. “It’s a dream come true.”
 
   “All this?” She indicated the camping ground and track behind us.
 
   “No, you. Well, you and Phoebe. My life now. Just all of it. This . . .” I grinned at her and inclined my head in the direction she’d indicated. “This is just the icing on the cake.”
 
   “I love you, Declan,” she said. As if there were any doubt.
 
   “I love you too, baby.”
 
   I kissed her again, and she shivered against me. As much as I would have loved to strip her down and fuck her silly while we had time alone and without any other pressing matters, I knew it was too cold for me to do that.
 
   
 
 
   
FRIDAY MORNING passed in much the same fashion as Thursday had. A few more tweaks, a little fine-tuning, and driving around the track with the utmost care. Alyssa schmoozed with the sponsors a little and we all had plenty of team photos taken.
 
   Despite not being part of the official Sinclair Racing outfit, there always seemed to be at least one member of their staff hanging around in our pits. More often than not, it was Eden, but once or twice it was Liam or Mia.
 
   Finally, it was Friday afternoon and it was time for the qualifying laps. During the practise sessions, I’d been relatively easy on the car, testing the waters so to speak, but for qualifying I had to go out as if I were under race conditions. I had to work out what my best was, and then go one better.
 
   I slid the HANS device over my head before placing my helmet on over the top. The butterflies in my stomach were dive-bombing around as I climbed into the car. I closed my eyes for a tiny moment. As much as I had enjoyed wielding a wrench for Liam, it was nothing compared to the feeling of euphoria that was building within me, knowing that I was moments away from changing my life. I put the netting up on the window and gripped the steering wheel tightly. I pulled the straps on the racing harness tight, and was utterly unable to help the fact that I was grinning like a schoolboy.
 
   Once Morgan had called out the all-clear into his mic, I started the car. I hummed contently as I listened to the purr of the engine. My mouth was dry due to my anticipation, so I took a deep drag on my water line. Nothing could beat the feeling of being in control of a V8—well . . . almost nothing. 
 
   I thought back to early that day, to being with my girls as we prepared for the day at the track. Somewhere nearby, in the stands, they were watching, waiting for me to show the crowd that I was still able to do this. That despite rumours to the contrary, I wasn’t washed up. I revved the engine and the deep thrum that issued was like the sound of the gods.
 
   I edged forward from my pit before taking my time to get to the end of pit lane. It didn’t matter when I hit the track. All that mattered was I had twenty minutes to qualify. Twenty minutes to get my beast around the track as fast as I could. Twenty minutes to justify the faith Danny was putting in me for this meet, and the time and cost Alyssa and I had invested.
 
   I tried not to remind myself that the last time I had driven a ProV8—really driven, under race conditions and not just for track days or the practice laps the day before—was at last year’s Bathurst.
 
   As soon as I hit the end of pit lane, I slammed my foot to the floor and quickly made my way through the gears. I may have been a little rusty compared to how I’d once raced but at that moment, that didn’t matter. All that mattered was I was in a car again. I was racing again.
 
   I could almost feel Alyssa’s eyes burning into me as I pushed the car to the edge. I was trying everything I could to get the best time I could. I was desperate to make the Top 10 Shootout, if only to get the opportunity to have a practise run at the real race.
 
   Morgan’s voice issued regularly from my headphones, letting me know my current times. They were good, but they weren’t quite good enough. At least they were competitive though. I was showing everyone who was watching that I could still do it; I did still have it. 
 
   There would be no more debates. I was earning my right to be on the track the only way I ever could, lap by lap, second by second.
 
   The end of qualifying was called, and I brought the car back into pit lane.
 
   Morgan raced over to me while I was getting out of my race gear, and I couldn’t help but grin widely at him.
 
   “Fuck, I missed that!” I exclaimed when he was near enough to hear me.
 
   “You looked good out there, man.” He whistled. “It made me want to be out there with you.”
 
   “Next year, we’ll both be out there, you just watch.”
 
   He grinned wickedly at me.
 
   “So?” I asked.
 
   “So, what?” He feigned innocence.
 
   “Put me out of my misery. How’d I do?”
 
   He winced. “Eleventh.”
 
   “Fuck!” I felt a stab of disappointment that I hadn’t made it into the Top 10 Shootout, but then I realised I’d qualified eleventh. Out of thirty-one cars, I’d finished eleventh fastest. I was in the top half of the field without big-team backing. “Eleventh!”
 
   “It puts us in decent standing for the race,” Morgan said soothingly, obviously not picking up on the change in my tone.
 
   Alyssa, Mum, and Phoebe all arrived a second later. I scooped Phoebe up in my arms and wrapped my arms around Alyssa. “Eleventh!” I whooped excitedly.
 
   “You’re silly, Daddy,” Phoebe squealed as I spun her around in my arms.
 
   “Nuh-uh,” I said. “I’m eleventh!”
 
   She giggled.
 
   Mum came up to me and gave me a gentle squeeze. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   I blushed slightly before shrugging out of her grip. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but I also didn’t want the boys to see. It was bad enough having the reputation of being pussy-whipped, I didn’t need to add mama’s boy to that as well.
 
   We all spent the next hour celebrating the fact that we’d qualified in what was, for all intents and purposes, a very competitive position. Eventually, I had to go and see to some more of the official business before we were able to leave the track for the team dinner.
 
   When I arrived back in the pit, I hollered out a ten-minute warning for the maxi taxis I’d ordered to take us out.
 
   Everyone was gathered around moments later, including my pit boys who just two seconds earlier had been buried up to their necks under the bonnet of the car. I looked over and saw that the beast was all back together and closed up. It didn’t take them long to come running when food was mentioned.
 
   We found a nice little steakhouse close to the track and set up for a good night of fun and friendship. The conversation flowed rapidly around the table, but the booze didn’t. Everyone wanted to stay fresh for the weekend.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: FAITH
 
   
 
 
   
SATURDAY WAS A relatively easy day. I basically stayed close to my girls other than when I was needed for another practise session or some media commitment. The autograph hounds were out in force, but I just signed what I could and hid away for a break whenever I desperately needed one.
 
   I watched wistfully from the sidelines as the Top 10 Shootout occurred. I could feel the excitement rolling through the tracks as all of the TVs showed the current leader and how their split times compared with the other competitors out on the track. I imagined being out there next year. Would I be racing under Sinclair Racing colours? They had two drivers, could they handle a third?
 
   Finally, the shootout was finished and the final results were in. We had our leader board ready for racing the next day. The big race. I kept thinking about the thousand kilometres that would change everything. 
 
   Could I do it? 
 
   Although I was secretly hoping for a surprise win, the realist in me knew it was unlikely. I thought about what I needed from the weekend and I realised it was simple. The only way I could exorcise my demons was to get around the track cleanly. I couldn’t crash out of this race, it was just far too important.
 
   I spent a few moments looking over the grid. Hunter Blake’s name was listed in third position. I felt the usual glee at Sinclair Racing starting in such a strong position mixed with the grief over it being Hunter who got them there.
 
   Between the anticipation of what was to come on Sunday and the nerves I felt over what I’d achieved so far, I was literally feeling ill.
 
   By the time the final drivers’ briefing rolled around, I was a bundle of nerves. I listened as intently as I could to all the information they were giving out, but most of it went in one ear and out the other. I bounced my leg nervously, desperate to be out of the cloying conditions of the tiny room filled with too many bodies.
 
   It wasn’t made any better when it ended and Hunter gave me a deathly sneer and whispered, “I’ll see you on the track, fucker. If you make it up the mountain.”
 
   I paused, realising that maybe he hadn’t been as stupid as I had thought. I began to imagine all sorts of scenarios that involved his car smashing into mine. I couldn’t help but wonder whether there was a chance he’d sent the pictures to Danny with some other purpose in mind. 
 
   His words played over and over in my head, sending me into a dizzying spiral of negative thoughts. I couldn’t shake the worry that maybe I would end up like Morgan . . . or worse.
 
   Hunter’s words haunted me for all of about two seconds, because Alyssa, Mum, and Phoebe were waiting right outside of the door for me. Alyssa entwined her fingers around mine and told me that I wasn’t to worry about a single thing for the rest of the night.
 
   We had another quiet family dinner, low-key and calm. Just me and the women in my life.
 
   After dinner, and after we’d tucked Phoebe into bed, Alyssa whispered that she had a surprise for me. I followed her out of the caravan, and she led me through the camping ground to the same spot we’d stopped at a few nights ago; only there was now a small domed tent erected on the site.
 
   Alyssa gently pulled on my hand to move me forward, and we continued until we were almost on top of the tent. She bent down and began to undo the zip. “You looked like you wanted to do something more than talk when we were here the other night,” she murmured. “And, to be honest, so did I.”
 
   I quirked my eyebrow at her and licked my lips. There was no need to ask her what she meant, because it was written clearly in her eyes. I watched as she bent down and climbed in through the open tent flap, and then almost leapt in after her. Even with the excitement of racing and spending so much one-on-one—practically uninterrupted—time with her, I was so desperate for more. I turned and instantly zipped the tent back up.
 
   I’d barely finished and turned to face her when her lips were on mine. I wrapped my arms around her tightly in response. Our actions were somewhat limited by the space; the tent was so small that my head pushed into the roof even when I was on my knees.
 
   My lips remained practically glued to Alyssa’s as we twisted and bent to remove all of our clothes. Within the tiny space, all I could hear was our breathing and the twin beating of our hearts. It was so dark in the canvas, I could barely make out shapes, and yet my hands knew her so intimately that they knew exactly where to go, where they wanted to go, and set out to explore readily.
 
   Once I was certain every shred of our clothing had been shed, I guided Alyssa to the plush blanket on the ground, supporting her head as I kissed her deeply. My mouth only left hers to begin a new exploration of her skin. Her hands scratched my scalp as I planted soft, open-mouthed kisses against her collarbone and onto her chest.
 
   I took one of her sweet nipples between my lips before sliding my tongue softly along the perfect bud. I gently scraped my teeth along the delicate skin of her breast before bringing her nipple into my mouth again and sucking softly to make her mew beneath me.
 
   My hand found her other breast, and I kneaded it softly before lavishing attention on it with my mouth and tongue.
 
   “Fuck, Alyssa, you taste so good,” I whispered against her skin.
 
   “Kiss me,” she begged as she twisted her fingers into my hair and tugged lightly.
 
   I slid back up her body and claimed her mouth again, supporting myself with one hand, leaving the other free to run across her beautiful breasts and smooth stomach. I ran it up and down the length of her body a few times while my tongue continued to tangle sweetly with hers.
 
   Our breaths and heartbeats were still the only sound I could hear, but they were now faster and more urgent than they had been.
 
   I slid my hand across her stomach once more before dropping my fingers down gently to slide against her pussy. The instant my skin touched her heat, she bucked her hips and arched her back, exposing the long column of her throat. I twisted slightly to claim her neck, sucking gently on it as I pressed my fingers against her clit.
 
   I shifted my head down and took her nipple into my mouth again, rolling my tongue across it before sucking and nibbling on it as I pushed two fingers into her.
 
   “Oh, my God,” she cried out softly.
 
   I drew the two fingers out, running them up to moisten her clit before gently sliding them back into her again. I repeated the process, slowly teasing her as I continued to taste her skin. I was so fucking hard, wanting her so badly, but I needed to use this time to say a silent thank-you for everything she’d done to get me to Bathurst.
 
   I continued my slow torture—mine and hers—licking and caressing her skin with my mouth while my fingers moved deeper inside of her, until she was practically begging me to fuck her. I shifted my body weight so that I was hovering just millimetres above her, then I brought my lips back to her and kissed her delicately.
 
   She fought slightly to break her mouth away from mine, and in the darkness I could see something was troubling her. I sat back on my haunches, trying to ignore the erection that stood out proudly from my waist and the fact that my head smacked into the canvas of the tent and twisted it out of shape momentarily.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “I just . . . well, I didn’t want anything to happen without warning you first.”
 
   I tilted my head in confusion. “Warning me about what?”
 
   “I know we talked about it, and were going to wait, but then the opportunity just came up a few days before we left, and I figured that maybe it was time to just do it, you know?”
 
   I chuckled. “No, I can honestly say that I don’t know.”
 
   I saw a flash of the white of her teeth as they captured the silky, slightly darker skin of her lips. “Mum forwarded a letter from my doctor last week. It was a follow-up to remind me that it was time for my annual Mirena check-up and, well, I figured why not get it removed while I was there.” She was whispering by the time she’d finished her sentence.
 
   “Really?” I could barely believe what she was saying. Was she saying . . .? 
 
   “Yeah, but if you’ve changed your mind, I understand. We don’t have to . . . We’ll just have to use something else for protection.”
 
   I smiled brightly, even though I knew she wouldn’t be able to see me. I leaned forward over her again, feeling the warmth radiating from her skin. I lined myself up with her entrance before kissing her softly. 
 
   “I want to,” I murmured against her mouth.
 
   I pushed against her, moaning as I slid deeply into her. With her right below me, I could make out her features better, and I met her eyes. They communicated her feelings to me so clearly: fear, joy, and love. I tried to show the strength I felt in us.
 
   Knowing that we were utterly unprotected and leaving an element of our lives completely up to fate was scary, but as I moved inside of her, it felt so right. I knew the chances made it unlikely that we would conceive that night, but it was a possibility. If we were that lucky, who knew . . . maybe the magic of Bathurst would run in the veins of our child.
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA AND I had eventually dressed and snuck back into our caravan very late. I probably should have tried to be in bed earlier, but I figured it probably didn’t matter, because I would most likely have just lain awake, unable to sleep anyway. Hunter’s words might not have been haunting me, but the upcoming race was.
 
   We woke begrudgingly when the alarm went off well before dawn and, after a light breakfast, headed back to the track for the final preparations.
 
   The team messed around in the pits, changing all of the parts for a fresh run, until it was time for Dane and me to go to the final drivers’ meeting. Every second that passed, the nerves in my stomach built. Hunter was remarkably silent throughout the meeting, but bailed me up afterwards, just as we were passing the Sinclair Racing pits.
 
   “I see you’re still up to your old tricks after all, squirt.”
 
   I tried to ignore him and continued walking.
 
   “I mean the late-night, pre-race booty call thing didn’t work that well for you last year; you still crashed out after all.”
 
   I gritted my teeth but kept moving.
 
   “The chick last night was a bit of a fucking screamer though, wasn’t she? I swear I heard her from my hotel.”
 
   I tried to put his words out of my mind—I knew he was just trying to psych me out—but it was hard when he was talking about Alyssa so disrespectfully. He definitely knew that Alyssa was my weak spot.
 
   “If you’ve changed your mind, I understand.” He had put on a horrid, nasally, whiny voice which sounded absolutely nothing like my Alyssa, but I froze as I recognised her words. “What the hell is a Mirena anyway?”
 
   I turned, ready to swing, but froze when I saw Danny standing a short distance away behind Hunter. I decided to try to shrug it off. I needed to stop letting the fucker get under my skin. I realised that there was only one way he could have possibly heard that part of the conversation.
 
   “At least I have a red-hot woman I can have booty calls with rather than having to skulk around in the darkness, living vicariously through others.”
 
   He gaped for a moment, and I took the opportunity to stab at him again.
 
   “It must be such a sad, lonely existence you live,” I jibed, trying to get him to bite while Danny was watching and listening. As I’d anticipated, he swung at me, and I ducked easily out of the way.
 
   Danny took that moment to announce his presence by clearing his throat, and Hunter whirled around quickly.
 
   I stood triumphant. Danny had finally borne witness to one of Hunter’s calculated attacks on me. I realised it wouldn’t change much in the short term; whatever had bound Danny’s hands about the photos wouldn’t change for some time—maybe the end of the season, maybe the duration of the contract.
 
   “Hunter, don’t you have a race to prepare for?” he asked, clearly intending it as a dismissal.
 
   Hunter looked like he was going to argue, but wisely, and disappointingly, kept his mouth shut.
 
   “Declan,” Danny said, reaching out his hand to shake mine. “Good luck out there today.”
 
   I shook his hand, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “You’re going to need it,” Hunter muttered under his breath.
 
   Danny had clearly heard and quickly asked, “You don’t think Declan can do it?”
 
   Hunter scoffed. “He’s a privateer. They never win.”
 
   “Yes, he’s a privateer, indeed. In a well-sponsored, well-maintained Sinclair Racing car. I think he has as much chance as anyone else.”
 
   I couldn’t help the way my spine straightened a little as I listened to the faith Danny was showing in me.
 
   “So long as he doesn’t crash the car.” Hunter snickered. His eyes flicked to me and somehow I just knew he was referring to Morgan’s crash rather than my own. His words from the previous day came back to me, and I grew worried again about whether he had some sort of master plan.
 
   “Why don’t we make it interesting?” I said, surprising even myself when I spoke.
 
   “What are you suggesting, Declan? Some sort of wager?” Danny asked with his eyebrow raised. “You know putting money on the outcome is illegal.”
 
   “I’m not talking about money.” I don’t know where the idea had come from, but it was snowballing. I could finally see an easy way to be rid of Hunter for good, and all I had to do was what I was planning on doing anyway. “If I crash out of the race, I’ll quit Sinclair Racing, and you’ll never hear from me again.”
 
   Hunter’s mouth lifted into a sick smile. He took far too much enjoyment out of the idea, which made me more concerned that I was right in my thinking—he wanted to try to force me to crash, just like he had done to Morgan.
 
   “And if you don’t?” Danny asked, egging me on.
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered, carefully measuring my words. “What’s it worth to you, Hunter?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not betting on the race.”
 
   I could tell he wanted to, but perhaps he didn’t want to play his hand just yet. Not in front of Danny.
 
   “Aw, come on, Hunt,” I said his name in such a way that it rhymed with the word I really wanted to call him. “It’s your chance to get rid of me.” I winked at him. 
 
   There was a crowd gathering around us. I could see both my and Hunter’s crews lining up to watch our exchange. I knew that if we made the bet—which technically had no legal standing—the loser wouldn’t be able to welch without facing some serious repercussions and embarrassment around the company. “Or do you want to admit that you know I’m good enough to get around every single lap without incident.”
 
   “Fine. If you actually manage to finish the race, then I’ll leave Sinclair Racing.”
 
   “Looks like we have something extra to race for,” Danny said, meeting my eye and letting me know that he meant something extra for me to race for.
 
   If everything went to plan, I was going to be back on the Sinclair Racing team as a ProV8 driver, and Hunter would be gone.
 
   For good.
 
   
 
 
   
SITTING ON the grid felt eerily similar to the last start I’d had in a V8; except instead of being in pole position, I had ten cars lined up ahead of me. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to get centred in the last few moments before it was time to go.
 
   My team had done everything possible to get the car to where it needed to be. The car was running the best times we could expect. Now, it would all come down to strategy, pit stops, and driving, and there was only one of those things I could control.
 
   With my eyes closed, I reflected on that fateful race just one year ago and how different it was to the one I was about to run, even though it was the same event. Back then, I’d been avoiding Alyssa. I hadn’t known about Phoebe and Emmanuel. In fact, children had been so far from my agenda that they hadn’t even been a blip on my radar. I’d been miserable and haunted, and completely unable to admit it to anyone—including myself. When I raced back then, it was because it was the only thing I had left in my life, and I hadn’t even been able to do it properly. 
 
   Now, things were drastically different.
 
   In comparison, I thought back to the little fist-bump Phoebe had given me moments before I climbed into the car. “Good luck, Daddy,” she’d practically shouted as I put my HANS device and helmet on. Then she’d blown me a kiss through the netting.
 
   I closed my hand into a fist around the wheel, delighting in the feel of my wedding band pressing into my finger underneath the hard gloves, as it reminded me that I belonged to Alyssa. 
 
   Whatever else happened, I had my family now. 
 
   Racing wasn’t my whole life any longer; it was just something I enjoyed doing. Hopefully, I would be able to kick some arse and show everyone that I was no longer lost. I wasn’t just making a comeback, I was stronger than ever.
 
   I opened my eyes and watched as the marshals cleared the track of all personnel.
 
   “It’s nearly time,” Morgan told me through my headset. “You ready for this, squirt?”
 
   I gave him the thumbs-up.
 
   “The commentators want to talk to you if you’re willing.”
 
   “That’s fine,” I murmured into my mic. I would have preferred some more alone time to meditate, but I no longer needed to cling to my old superstitions and rituals. I could forge new ones, like spending the night before every race with Alyssa, Phoebe’s little fist bumping against mine, or wearing the custom helmet Alyssa had designed for my birthday.
 
   A moment after I had given my approval, I heard three voices discussing the start of the race and waited patiently to be addressed.
 
   “It’s been quite a while since we’ve seen our guest on the ProV8 circuit. Let’s check in and see what he’s up to. We’ve got Declan Reede talking to us from the starting grid now. How are you feeling, Reede?”
 
   “Pumped. I’m just really excited to get out there and do what I can.”
 
   “You’ve had a very tumultuous year and haven’t been in a ProV8 since Bathurst last year. Not only that, but you’re racing as a privateer so are doing this all without the backing of the Sinclair Racing team. It seems there is a lot going against you. Do you think that’s going to hurt your chances today?”
 
   Arseholes. I should’ve anticipated the negativity in their question as soon as Morgan had said they wanted to talk to me. Way to kill the mojo. “All I can do is go out there and give it everything I have. I’ve spent a lot of time getting myself and my priorities sorted out so that I don’t have a repeat of last year.”
 
   I heard them talking about my crash and listened to the crunching of metal in the archive footage—the fucking vultures must have had it keyed up, ready to go, long before they knew I would mention it.
 
   “Well, everyone up here is excited to see you back. We’re behind you and Kent all the way. Best of luck to you, Reede.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The three commentators left me there, because the race was close to starting. They began talking amongst themselves regarding the star power that Dane Kent brought to my car. I heard a few more sentences about how the fans were rooting for my comeback even though I’d had six months of crashes leading up to my disappearance from the ProV8 circuit. 
 
   The connection was finally cut, and I was left to the sounds emanating from the car.
 
   I hoped I could live up to their expectations.
 
   I hoped I could live up to mine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: RACE YOU
 
   
 
 
   
I ALLOWED MYSELF one second of solitude and shut my eyes. 
 
   I pressed my foot against the pedal, pushing it deep onto the floor, and listened to the angry snarl that issued from the beast that encased me. The perfect roar of the engine blocked out all other sounds and left me momentarily in peace with my thoughts. Memories of Alyssa and Phoebe danced in my mind. Images of a new addition—a tiny bundle swaddled in yellow, lying lovingly in Alyssa’s arms—began to tempt me, fitting perfectly into our existing family.
 
   My lips lifted at the picture my mind had offered up. A familiar sound broke me from my reverie and my eyes snapped open; it was time to go.
 
   Ride on instinct.
 
   Don’t think.
 
   Don’t overthink.
 
   You know what needs to be done. Just do it.
 
   I can do this. 
 
   I will do this.
 
   I only needed to make it through one thousand kilometres without crashing. It didn’t matter where I finished, just that I did.
 
   Easy.
 
   I got away cleanly from the starting line, and launched quickly to the left. As soon as I spotted the gap, I weaved my way through the cars to instantly claim two places. My radio blared to life almost immediately with Morgan congratulating me but warning of an incident in front of me. The first corner had claimed a casualty or two, just as it did every year, but there was no safety car, so whoever was involved must have been able to keep racing.
 
   My ears pricked up when Morgan mentioned Hunter’s name. I wasn’t sure if he was the instigator or whether he’d just been caught up, but he’d brushed against the wall. I smiled as I imagined Danny cursing in his trailer.
 
   It didn’t take me long to settle back into rhythm with the car. It was just like dancing with a long-lost lover. No matter how long I’d been away from the game, I would never forget how to bend the car to my control. 
 
   My fingers danced across the instruments. Up. Down. Clutch. Accelerator. Brake. One, two, three, four. Hard to the left. Up Mountain Straight. Hard to the right. Through the cutting and Reid Park. Past McPhillamy and into Skyline. The road fell away underneath me, and then I was floating through the S bends into the Dipper. A soft right, followed by a hard left around Forrest Elbow, and then I was flying down Conrod Straight grinning like a lunatic.
 
   I knew the racetrack like the back of my hand, and I was using every bit of that knowledge and my newfound confidence to my advantage.
 
   I passed the start/finish line and it flashed away beneath me. 
 
   I smiled again, imagining Alyssa’s eyes resting on the car as I raced past the pits.
 
   One lap down; 160 to go.
 
   
 
 
   
AT LAP thirty-six, a safety car was called so I took the opportunity to pit. After I’d climbed from the car and seen Dane away safely, I grabbed a bottle of water and settled in behind Morgan to watch the race on the monitors we had. There were less of them than in the Sinclair Racing camp, but it was enough for us. I could see what was happening around Dane, and I could see everyone else’s track position.
 
   I watched as Dane used the space I’d earned to push the car faster and faster.
 
   “You two make a great team,” Morgan murmured.
 
   “Almost as good as you and I would have been if we could’ve raced together again.”
 
   “Aww, you getting all mushy on me there, Deccy-boy?” Morgan made kissing noises until I punched his shoulder to shut him up. A few of the pit crew laughed until I shot them a warning glare.
 
   “Just keep your eye on Kent and make sure he doesn’t crash that car, will you?” I chided Morgan, half-jokingly.
 
   Alyssa, Phoebe, and Mum were hanging around behind the pits. I waved them in with a smile before downing another mouthful of water.
 
   “You’re going really—” Alyssa started to talk, but I pressed my finger against her lips to silence her.
 
   “Don’t jinx me,” I warned.
 
   Alyssa laughed and kissed my fingertips lightly. She then clasped my hand, holding it tightly as she stood beside me while we watched Dane complete lap after lap.
 
   He pitted once, and I focused on the crew as they flew around the car, changing tyres, brakes, and adding extra fuel. I saw Dane give me a thumbs-up through the window and stared after him with renewed excitement as he drove away to complete the last laps of his day. I was going to take the reins back for the last fifty or so laps.
 
   He came in just before lap 110 to hand the car over to me. I couldn’t have been happier with the way things were going when he patted me on the back as we changed over.
 
   “Go get ’em,” he whispered softly just before securing the netting and shutting the door.
 
   I nodded as much as the HANS device on my neck would allow—which wasn’t much—and gave him the thumbs-up.
 
   I would beat Hunter, or die trying.
 
   
 
 
   
I DRIFTED PAST McPhillamy and headed into Skyline. 
 
   For the first time in the race, I was closing in on Hunter. It had taken almost every one of the laps I’d had left. Everyone had made their final compulsory pit stops and all that remained was to battle out to the end.
 
   I wasn’t sure what Hunter was doing, or why I was able to finally gain some ground on him, but I was catching glimpses of him more and more often. It was hard not to feel paranoid even though it was entirely possible he was running the car on a lower throttle for fuel conservation. That would have given me that little bit of extra power over him. 
 
   Maybe he’d pitted early, hoping for a safety car—a popular strategy at the Mount Panorama track. If that was the case, he was probably concerned about making it around the track for the remaining laps. More than one car had miscalculated their fuel load and ended up stopping midway through the final lap or two as the tank emptied.
 
   I, on the other hand, still had plenty of fuel left and a relatively fresh set of tyres—perfect for an aggressive push. Dane and I had chosen to pit later in the windows, using the emptier tank and hot tyres to push ahead on the track. So far it seemed to have worked for us, because we were in the top five with no compulsory pit stop left. In the last leg, there had been a little bit of jostling between the cars ahead of us, and I kept swapping places with one of the Ford boys.
 
   If I could position myself correctly through the S bends, I had a chance to get the jump on Hunter and overtake him down Conrod Straight. I wasn’t sure whether my car would really have enough in it to get around him, but based on Morgan’s voice squawking excitedly in my ear, it was possible. 
 
   My lap times were a good half a second ahead of Hunter’s.
 
   My current push, if successful, would see me jump out of the fourth-fifth-sixth pack and into the second-third pack. I could almost taste a podium finish. We were barely ten laps away from the end. It could all change in an instant though; the track was notorious for last-lap breakdowns and accidents. The mountain was a cruel mistress. Regardless, I was ahead of where I’d finished the previous year. 
 
   I put my concerns about what might happen out of my mind and concentrated on what was happening. My breathing steadied as I pushed the car into a faster rhythm again. Up. Down. Clutch. Accelerator. Brake. One, two, three, four.
 
   I saw Hunter’s brake lights ahead, and then I braked late before pushing hard to the left.
 
   Up Mountain Straight. Hard to the right. Through the cutting. Reid Park. Past McPhillamy and into Skyline. Float through the S bends and the Dipper.
 
   Within a few laps, Morgan informed me I’d cut Hunter’s lead from just over a second to mere fractions of one. He didn’t need to tell me though, because I could see how close Hunter was. I could feel the slipstream coming from his car embracing mine tightly and tucking me neatly behind his arse. If he was working the fuel conservation angle as I suspected, my position had to be driving him crazy.
 
   We were coming up to the straight; there was just a soft right and then a hard left around Forrest Elbow first. Hunter slammed his brakes aggressively before the hard left, and I had to go wide to avoid running into the back of him. I twisted the car around as quickly as I could, feeling the tail get a little loose on the marbles, but I held control of it. I slammed down a gear and then pushed the accelerator hard, using my position to run door to door with Hunter down Conrod Straight.
 
   As much as I could in the HANS, I turned my head to watch as I raced past him on the outside. I felt like waving, but realised that would have been a little bit too obnoxious; especially considering I was stealing third—his chance for a podium finish—from him.
 
   My place on the outside put me in a perfect position for the soft right coming up, but I needed to ensure that I dominated the track to get ahead of him. And I needed to be sure that I had the line for the sharp left that followed or I’d lose the ground as quickly as I gained it. I pushed as hard as I could, but he lost speed rapidly as we approached the corners.
 
   Without warning, he twisted his car toward me, and if I hadn’t been paying so much attention to him, I would’ve missed his next action. The thought that he’d misjudged the corner and understeered would’ve crossed my mind if it were any other driver, but I knew him too well. He’d glanced in the direction of my car before he’d flicked the wheel toward me once more.
 
   I turned the car away from him as quickly as I could, sending it wide around the corner and flicking the tail out. It had the intended effect, removing myself from the danger of Hunter’s car, but also left me scrambling to get back onto a good line on the track.
 
   Because he didn’t have my car to stop his turn as readily, Hunter speared off toward the wall before righting and slotting himself directly behind me. I felt his front bumper scrape my rear bar and winced, wondering momentarily how much that little scrape was going to cost me.
 
   That thought speedily left my head when I realised I was in third place.
 
   I was in third. 
 
   After everything that had happened over the last year—the last four years, in fact—I couldn’t believe I was actually in third as a privateer. More than that, I felt completely in control behind the wheel for the first time ever. Even at the height of my career, I’d never felt so in command of every aspect of my life. I was on a high, and not even Hunter swerving from side to side in my rear-view mirror could bring me down.
 
   Just as I was settling in to try to close in on second, my car lurched forward sickeningly. Hunter had leapt forward on the accelerator behind me, giving my arse a love tap. I cut across his nose, boxing him in before slamming on the gas and launching the car as hard as I could down the straight. Hunter came up the inside of me, edging further alongside my car with each second. He gave my car another love tap, this time on my rear quarter panel—at almost the exact spot he’d hit Morgan’s car—and the rear of my car spun loose, allowing him to gain even more ground on me.
 
   I wrestled with the steering wheel and dropped off the accelerator to regain control. I reminded myself that I didn’t need to beat him to win the bet, just stay on the track. The old me—the hot-headed one who was angry with the world because of the stupid decisions I’d made—would have chased him down and gained ground on him, stupidly throwing away everything that mattered in the race just to settle my own personal vendetta against the fucker. 
 
   A part of me still desperately wanted to, but I didn’t. 
 
   Instead, I concentrated on solidifying my track position and ignored Hunter as best as I could, while still paying enough attention to be certain that I would be ready for any more smart-arse tricks he had up his sleeve.
 
   I followed Hunter’s taillights closely through the rest of the lap, never letting him out of my sight and ensuring he didn’t gain even a fraction of a second advantage over me. In almost no time, we were back to the lead-in to Forrest Elbow. This time, I didn’t let Hunter get the jump on me. I slammed on the accelerator, took a risk, and snuck up the inside.
 
   I had the racing line. According to CAMS guidelines, he should have relinquished the position to me, but instead he pushed his car heavily into mine. I had two choices, push forward and risk getting tangled up with his car because it was obvious he wasn’t playing by the rules anymore—if he ever really had—or back off, allow him to gain the position, and then lodge a complaint with the officials.
 
   “Let him have it.” Morgan’s voice filled my ear just a fraction of a second after I’d tapped the brakes to get myself out of the fray. 
 
   A second later, Morgan informed me that Hunter had already been given the white-and-black flag for unsportsmanlike driving. I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face as I heard the news. Hunter was obviously being relayed the same information, because his car suddenly lurched to the side, allowing me plenty of room. 
 
   There was no doubt in my mind that he had something more up his sleeve though, so I was cautious as I crept up alongside him, ensuring I left plenty in reserve. I dialled up my throttle a little more to give myself that extra push I might need to get away.
 
   Our cars were side by side, my door was level with his, when he once again tugged sharply on his steering wheel, but I anticipated his movement perfectly, slamming down a gear, ramming my foot flat to the floor, and accelerating away from him easily. Because of his speed and desperation, his move sent him straight into the barrier.
 
   I heard the crunch of metal on concrete behind me and felt bad. Just not for Hunter. 
 
   Instead, I felt terrible for Danny, who’d have to pay for the repairs; for the guys in the Sinclair Racing pit, who’d all worked so hard over the weekend to ensure the car was at its best; and for every other person whose hopes and dreams for the weekend were resting on that arsehole’s shoulders.
 
   The yellow flags came out along the track and my stomach began to flutter at the possibilities that had just arisen. We were so close to the finish, just a few laps remaining, and the field was about to be bunched up by the safety car. I could almost taste a victory sweeter than any of my entire career to date. 
 
   A victory with my wife and little princess watching. 
 
   A victory that I’d had a huge role in orchestrating.
 
   When the cars bunched up, I sat impatiently on the arse of second, twisting the wheel from side to side occasionally to keep the tyres warm.
 
   “Relax.” Morgan’s voice sounded anything but calm as he issued the command.
 
   “That’s easy for you to say,” I murmured in response.
 
   “Just finish. That’s all you need to do now, squirt. You’ve already proven yourself to everyone watching.”
 
   I clenched my fists tightly around the steering wheel as the lights went off on the safety car. My heart was in my chest, and I could barely even breathe. All I could do was concentrate on the bulk of metal and machine surrounding me. 
 
   I felt the car as if it was an extension of my own body. The dents and scratches that Hunter had caused were nothing more than bruises and battle scars. For the weeks after last year’s Bathurst, I’d battled with injured ribs. I’d managed. This was no different. The scratches and scrapes wouldn’t stop me from achieving what I wanted to.
 
   The safety car peeled away and we were racing again. The car in fourth place tried to take me around the outside, but I was too quick. I darted forward, with the car in front of me squarely in my sights. There were only two laps left in the race, mere minutes to stake my claim after hours and hours on the track. 
 
   I stuck to the bumper in front of me like glue, refusing to let him shake me and taking advantage of his slipstream. Slowly, the car behind me slipped further away, until there were spots on the track when I couldn’t see him in my rear-view mirror at all.
 
   Before I knew it, I was on the final lap. My heart was still thumping wildly somewhere behind my Adam’s apple as I came around the final few turns. I pounced on the driver in front of me as we hit the chase, running through it side by side. He had the speed, but I had the racing line. I darted around until we were side by side again on the run up to the start/finish. I watched as the chequered flags waved excitedly just ahead of me, signalling the arrival of first place.
 
   Crossing the line without claiming the ultimate win didn’t affect me the way that it would have just one year earlier. I was easily able to concentrate on what I had achieved, rather than what I hadn’t. Everything that had happened over the last year led me to where I was and I couldn’t have been happier.
 
   I’d finished the race. That alone was huge. It no longer mattered what position I finished in, just that I finished. I had achieved what I had set out to, and I hadn’t let Alyssa’s hard work be in vain.
 
   That I’d finished on the podium with my pride intact was fan-fucking-tastic. 
 
   As I climbed out of the car, I could hear camera shutters whirring all around me, but I only had eyes for two people.
 
   Morgan and Dane raced out, followed closely by the boys from the pits. I was slapped on the back and congratulated repeatedly, but I walked past them all in a daze. At the back of the rabble, Alyssa stood, wearing a small, triumphant smile and a look in her eyes that told me she hadn’t doubted my ability for a second. Phoebe was perched on her hip, shouting loudly to be heard over the din around them.
 
   The sounds and people around me faded to white noise, a slight humming with only a few key words standing out. Third place. Terrific achievement. Rare accomplishment for a privateer.
 
   Instead, I heard Phoebe’s words as if she were shouting them to me across an empty room. “Yay! Daddy won!”
 
   I took another step forward and it felt like time stood still. It was like a dream where no matter how fast I could run, it wasn’t fast enough. I wanted to already be by Alyssa’s side, but instead I had to cover a great distance. Another step through the crowd and slowly my boys began to realise what I was after—or more specifically who.
 
   My path cleared gradually and the faces whirled past me in a blur as I broke into a run toward the two people who meant the most to me.
 
   As soon as I was close enough, I hugged the two of them tightly. I gave them each a kiss on the cheek. I wanted to say something meaningful or poignant, or just . . . anything. 
 
   But I couldn’t. 
 
   I was completely lost for words. When I met Alyssa’s eyes though, I realised there was nothing more that needed to be said.
 
   Everything was exactly as it was supposed to be.
 
   And the rest of our lives were only just beginning.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
EPILOGUE: SWEET VICTORY
 
   
 
 
   
I RAN MY finger over the photo on the wall across from Phoebe’s room—a picture of me on the podium as champagne flowed freely. It was my permanent reminder of the sweetest victory I’d ever experienced, and she’d insisted I hang it where she’d see it every day. I could never have guessed my placing third would mean so much to her.
 
   Even now, almost six years later and heading toward her tenth birthday, she wouldn’t let me move it. Honestly, I couldn’t think of a win or placing in the rest of my career as a driver that meant more to me than that one either.
 
   The days, weeks, and months that followed that meeting were some of the most interesting I’d ever lived through.
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I’D returned to Sinclair Racing after placing third at Bathurst, I didn’t think I’d ever seen happier faces. Everyone had congratulated me and slapped my back. I didn’t think a single person was upset that Hunter had crashed or that I had beaten him in our little bet.
 
   Surprisingly—or maybe not so surprisingly, given his personality—Hunter arrived at work shortly after me. He laughed off our bet and refused to acknowledge the fact that he’d lost or that he was effectively welching on the deal.
 
   It had taken him a little over an hour to confront me. There was little doubt that he wanted to approach me sooner, but didn’t want to do it around anyone else. He was up to his old tricks again, but somehow they didn’t bother me anymore. They couldn’t. It was like I was impervious to his bullshit. In fact, I even had a plan to deal with him. Well, a plan that Danny and I had hatched together. 
 
   It started with the new security cameras Danny had included in the sheds, and ended with ensuring I was down there alone. When Hunter appeared around the corner, ready to strike, I slipped my hand into my pocket and leaned against the conference table, waiting for him to act. 
 
   “You think you’re so fucking clever, don’t you?” Hunter hissed.
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
 
   “Ducking and weaving like that on the track,” he seethed.
 
   I shrugged, smirking at the very idea of him being kicked out of Sinclair. “I was just driving to the conditions you created.”
 
   “Like fuck, you little shit! You knew exactly what you were doing. You made me crash.” He was trying to stay quiet, but I knew he could lose it at any time.
 
   I laughed and crossed my arms over my chest. “Oh no, Hunter, you did that all on your own.”
 
   “The marshals investigated me because of your stunts.”
 
   “My stunts? The marshals investigated you because you were driving like a fucking lunatic. It was nothing less than you deserved.” In fact, he’d received much less than he should have in my opinion. The officials couldn’t do more than issue a warning, because he hadn’t caused any damage to any other vehicle. To top it off, there was no evidence that his erratic driving was malicious.
 
   “Why didn’t you just stay the fuck off the track?”
 
   I smirked. “I thought you wanted me there.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
   “What? Are you afraid of a little competition?”
 
   “I’m going to fuck you up the first chance I get,” he threatened.
 
   I looked around, dropped my wrench back into my toolbox, and held my arms out. Then I took a couple of steps to the right. I wanted to ensure his best angle was captured on the cameras. “We’re alone now.”
 
   He laughed. “I’m going to fuck you up good and proper.” He didn’t move toward me though. He obviously realised I wasn’t going to bite, so he changed tack and began to talk about Alyssa. “Or maybe I should just fuck your wife instead?”
 
   I tilted my head to one side and regarded him. He had a certain menace about him, there was no denying that, but I was done letting it get to me. There was nothing he could do to hurt me or my girls; I had too many people watching out for me now. How I had ever let him under my skin before was beyond me. He was all bluster and bullshit, and I found myself laughing at the ridiculousness of it.
 
   My laughter seemed to be the catalyst for Hunter, who drew his arm back and swung at me. It connected with my cheek, just below my eye. It didn’t hurt, but the shock sent me staggering back half a step until I could right myself. People who’d been congregating nearby heard the scuffle and in an instant, the room flooded with people. Before I could fully comprehend what was happening, Hunter was being escorted from the premises by security and Danny had his evidence in the form of a video of Hunter’s attack on the company CCTV.
 
   Danny was on hand almost immediately to ensure that I filed a police report about Hunter’s actions, no doubt to ensure there was a justifiable reason to break the contract. In turn, Hunter threatened to press charges against me for Bathurst, but nothing more came of it before he disappeared. I could only assume someone warned him that the situation would be worse for him than for me if the reason behind my fury came to light. 
 
   It would have been nice to say that Hunter got everything he deserved in the years since, but I honestly didn’t know if he did. As far as the media was concerned, there was a whirl of controversy over his sudden departure from the Sinclair Racing camp. Alyssa and I organised an AVO against him, ensuring he would keep his distance from us. 
 
   The last we’d heard of him, he was in the United States, racing trucks or some shit.
 
   After Hunter’s departure, Danny had been in need of a new driver. Morgan’s doctors were still unwilling to sign off on his injuries, which meant he was unable to drive for a little while longer—at least until the new season. Finding himself driverless, Danny did the only logical thing he could. He recruited a driver who’d come back from hiatus to race, and place, at Bathurst. 
 
   Dane Kent accepted the offer impossibly fast; probably because the time away from the track, followed by such a successful run at Bathurst, had rekindled his love of racing.
 
   Even though I’d spent the better part of the year desperate to be back in the main seat, I wasn’t upset that Dane had been offered Hunter’s place. In fact, I’d been the one who’d suggested the placement. I’d been more than happy to continue my apprenticeship and complete the Micro Challenge to see out my year. 
 
   The main reason I was okay with it was that I had my own ideas for what the new racing year would bring for me. My small taste at team ownership had changed my entire perspective. On top of that, the persistent rumours that Wood Racing was struggling because Paige had been unable to secure a decent driver, and therefore the almighty sponsorship dollar, hadn’t escaped my attention. After consulting with Alyssa, and getting her agreement, we came up with a plan. 
 
   When I’d approached Danny with my idea, around the same time I’d suggested Dane as a replacement for Hunter, he’d been more than supportive. Between the two of us, we were able to knock out a deal with Paige that would see the end of an era for her, but the start of a new one for me. Emmanuel Racing, a subsidiary of Sinclair, was to be raised from the ashes of Wood Racing. Based in Brisbane, my team would operate out of the former Wood premises.
 
   I’d ridden the high of my Bathurst result and the contract on Wood Racing for a long time. The euphoria of my career highs took me right through to Christmas of that year. That was when Morgan and Eden had used the staff Christmas party to announce a little surprise. They had wanted to wait for Morgan to make a full recovery before getting married, but had used that time for their own form of physical therapy. All that therapy earned them something else. They were expecting. Alyssa and I had given each other a secret smile, hoping that we might have our own announcement before too long. 
 
   It was only later that week, when Christmas day rolled around, that I discovered Alyssa’s smile had held a few more secrets than my own, and every career achievement took a back seat to the knowledge that I was going to be a daddy again—and this time, I’d have the opportunity to do it right from the beginning. 
 
   I threw myself into researching pregnancy and childbirth. I didn’t care if she’d been there and done that; I hadn’t, and I wanted to make sure I was prepared now that it was real and happening. Phoebe was beyond excited when we told her we’d have a new little brother or sister for her, due near her birthday. 
 
   The new year brought our belated honeymoon to London, where I’d fussed over everything Alyssa ate, touched, and did. Whenever she couldn’t get a seat on the tube or a bus, I would growl and complain until people vacated theirs. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to make her pregnancy as comfortable and safe as possible. Truthfully, I probably pissed her off to no end. It was testament to her love for me that she didn’t snap at me for being over the top. Of course, that didn’t mean I escaped the hormones scot-free. 
 
   To facilitate the start of the new team, my little family had moved back to Brisbane soon after returning from our overseas trip. By March, we were settled in a new house in Ormeau, and Phoebe had started her prep year at school. Even though Alyssa never said it in so many words, I think she loved the fact that we were close to her family again. It was probably one of the main reasons she’d agreed to take the risk of team ownership. 
 
   As per our deal, Paige stayed on as team manager during the transitional year, but I was secure in the knowledge that I was ultimately her boss. 
 
   Initially, we’d run just the one car, but after three years of running a successful team, an opportunity had come up to purchase an additional CAMS licence from another dying company. We’d jumped at the chance to run two main cars, plus one in the production series. The business may have been a success, but neither Alyssa nor I were willing to overlook a new avenue for expansion. I was savvier with contracts than I had ever been before, and I had Alyssa to thank for that.
 
   Even now, so many years later, Danny was still a silent partner. I’d offered to buy him out a couple of times, but he wasn’t silly. He liked the return on investment he received, without having to be hands-on running two teams. Ultimately though, he caused me no stress so I was content with the partnership. In fact, without the heavy mentoring he’d given during the first few years, Emmanuel Racing might never have been the success it was. 
 
   The only sad thing for me was that the current season was my final year racing. I needed to spend more time nurturing new talent and ensuring we were competitive year after year, well into the future and long after my own retirement. 
 
   “Sweetie, it’s time,” Alyssa murmured from behind me, startling me away from my memories.
 
   “Yeah?” I asked, placing my hand over her swollen belly. It wasn’t my first rodeo, but somehow the moment managed to make me nervous every time. 
 
   She nodded. “They’re very close together now. Just a couple of minutes.”
 
   It would be easy to assume that having been through the whole baby thing before, it would get easier, but no. I was as unsure as I had been the other times, first with Brock five years ago, and then with Beth a little over a year after that.
 
   My palms were sweaty as I grabbed Alyssa’s hospital bag and the car keys.
 
   “Remember, you’re not racing now.” Alyssa grinned to let me know she was joking, right before biting her lip and folding in half as the pain of another contraction hit.
 
   I placed my hand on the small of her back and massaged tiny circles until she stood again and shuffled forward a little more.
 
   “Mum, Dad, we’re going now!” I called out, ensuring the babysitters knew they were up to the plate.
 
   Curtis stepped out and helped me guide Alyssa into the car.
 
   “You take care of my baby now,” he warned after she was safely in, pointing his index finger at me and giving me a stern look.
 
   “I always do.”
 
   He nodded and smiled. “I know.”
 
   It had been a hard road, getting Curtis onside, but eventually we’d found common ground—Alyssa and his grandkids—and it was almost impossible to imagine how much I used to fear him or how much animosity had been between us.
 
   “Stop daydreaming and let’s go,” Alyssa demanded, leaning across the car to shout through the driver-side window.
 
   “Yes, boss.”
 
   
 
 
   
ALYSSA’S FACE was flushed and sweat made her hair cling to her. She was exhausted and showed the obvious signs of being awake for almost twenty-four hours straight. I didn’t care about any of that though, because in her arms she held yet another tiny miracle. 
 
   Each time I’d witnessed one of our perfect children come into the world, I longed to get right on to creating another. I couldn’t believe that I’d ever not wanted kids. I didn’t think I’d ever get sick of having more. 
 
   Alyssa, however, tended to disagree. In fact, I was certain she would declare that this time was her last, just like she had after each of the others.
 
   As I plucked our son from Alyssa’s hold so she could go freshen up, I knew I had, at most, half an hour alone with them both before the horde showed up. It was times like those that I was glad we’d made the shift back to Brisbane. I thought about how lucky I was to be so close to family and friends.
 
   I was contemplating how lucky I was and had become lost in the eyes of my third-born son when I heard Josh’s voice. 
 
   “Is he daydreaming again?” Josh’s laughter filled the air.
 
   “He does it a lot.” Alyssa was smiling, the signs of fatigue washed away by the shower she’d had while I’d grown acquainted with little Parker.
 
   “Is this the little one who’s caused you so much trouble?” Ruby asked, reaching out to take Parker from my arms.
 
   Alyssa grimaced at the memory of what had been a terrible pregnancy; one that had included morning sickness, fainting, fatigue, and two stays in hospital. “That’s the one. The last one,” she added, shooting me a pointed glance. 
 
   “Maybe,” I said as I sat on Alyssa’s bed, pulling her in to my side as she cuddled up against me. Noah gave me a shy smile as he waved from behind Ruby’s legs. It was hard to believe that the boisterous and outspoken parents that were Ruby and Josh could have produced such a quiet little man.
 
   “When are Mum and Dad getting here?” Alyssa asked.
 
   “As soon as they can get Beth into her car seat, no doubt.” Ruby laughed.
 
   “Yeah, they were struggling with that when they rang me earlier,” Josh said.
 
   I laughed. Besides Phoebe, Beth was certainly the one most like me. At two, she was a major handful. Surprisingly though, Curtis and Ruth turned up minutes later with the rest of our family. Beth ran over to sit between Alyssa and me on the bed, and Phoebe held Brock’s hand. I gave her a smile that I reserved just for her. Although I loved all my kids the same, I’d always feel guilty about not being there for the first few years of her life, and tried everything I could to make it up to her. 
 
   Glancing around the room, I wondered vaguely when my own mother would come. As if on cue, she knocked on the door before entering the room. 
 
   “Flynn’s out in the waiting room,” she said as she came in. 
 
   “Tell him to sneak in. I’m sure the nurses won’t mind.” I’d already managed to get most of them onside about the growing number of visitors to our room, with a few smiles and an autograph or two. 
 
   Moments later, Mum came back in with Flynn and his boyfriend, Luke. Luke placed a vase of flowers on the side table, giving me a little wink as he did so. 
 
   Once, only seven years earlier, I’d thought I had everything figured out. I’d thought I was better off without Alyssa, without kids, without anything or anyone that currently filled the hospital room. 
 
   Looking around at all the faces, and feeling the warmth of love surrounding me, I couldn’t help but think what a fucking dickhead I’d been.
 
   
 
 
   
THE END
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CHAPTER ONE: SANTA BABY
 
   
 
 
   
THE LEAD-UP TO my second Christmas with my little family was filled with anticipation. So much had changed in the year and a bit we’d been together; some good, some bad, but very little that I would alter if given the opportunity. For Christmas, we were staying put in our house in Sydney, mostly because it was the last we’d have in the space, and Alyssa’s family was coming to visit us. Because they weren’t arriving until Boxing Day, we were free to spend Christmas Eve and the following morning however we wanted.
 
   With Phoebe already safely tucked up in bed, there was little I had left to do but wait for eleven o’clock because I’d been given explicit instructions not to be in our bedroom until then. Apparently, Alyssa still needed to wrap my present. When I finished doing the Daddy/Santa thing, I checked the time again. I had another fifteen minutes to kill.
 
   I turned off the Christmas tree lights, checked the locks, ate the cookies, and drank the milk left in the fridge for the man in red. At exactly eleven o’clock, I knocked on the bedroom door.
 
   “Can I come in?” I asked quietly.
 
   There was no answer from within so I pushed the door open. The room was darkened except for the slight flicker of candlelight as the quiet notes of a pop song played over the stereo speakers.
 
   “Alyssa?” I called as I took in the scene. The bed was immaculately made with red and white sheets. A pair of red boxer shorts with white fur trim around the waist and legs hung over the foot of the bed, with a Santa hat resting on top of them. As I drew closer, I saw a note that read, Shower, shave, and put these on. 
 
   As I gathered up the shorts, I tried to work out what song was playing, but it was so low I couldn’t really hear it, only the rhythmic baseline.
 
   I tried the door to the en suite, but it was locked. Small sounds—banging and shifting—echoed from within. I could have broken in to the room easily enough if I’d needed to, but Alyssa never locked the door when she showered, so I knew she wanted her privacy for some reason. I left the bedroom and showered in the main bathroom. I wanted to follow the instructions on the note, trusting Alyssa enough to know that if I did as requested, good things were bound to follow.
 
   I dried quickly and then slipped on the boxer shorts. The white fur tickled the sensitive skin of my stomach and upper thighs. There was nothing I could do about the tent forming inside the shorts, but I figured Alyssa wouldn’t mind. In fact, I was sure she was counting on it. 
 
   Lastly, I slipped the Santa hat over my still damp auburn hair.
 
   I headed back to the bedroom with a lump growing in my throat to match the one in my pants. 
 
   What does she have planned?
 
   A new note was on the end of the bed. Lie down.
 
   I did as she requested, moving onto the middle of the bed and resting back on my elbows so that I had a better view of the en suite door. The music had changed, but it was still too quiet to work out the song.
 
   Alyssa came out of the bathroom, dressed in a long bathrobe. I strained to see her in the low light while I waited for my eyes to adjust. She didn’t even look over at the bed as she headed to the stereo, but she knew I was there. My breathing was so loud and rough with desire that the neighbours could probably have pinpointed my location in the house.
 
   The music flared and a jazz-style rhythm poured out of the speakers. Alyssa pulled on a Santa hat and dropped her bathrobe. I had no trouble noticing what she’d previously hidden from my view. 
 
   She wore a set of panties that matched my boxers, except with the trim only around the waist, not around her legs. Covering her chest and waist was a sheer red baby-doll nightie with matching white trim. Her cleavage blossomed over the top of the closure. A slit down the centre of the garment gave me a peek at the tantalizing skin beneath. Sheer white stockings wrapped her legs and red high heels adorned her feet.
 
   I swallowed loudly as I drank in the sight of her. What had been a tent before quickly morphed into a multi-story apartment building as my cock strained to get closer to her.
 
   “Oh, Santa,” she murmured as her eyes roamed hungrily over my body. “I didn’t realise you’d be home from your rounds so early.” She pouted. “I haven’t even finished getting dressed.”
 
   In the moment it took me to compose myself enough to speak, I recognised the lyrics to the song playing on the stereo and had to smirk at her choice of “Santa Baby.”
 
   I almost chuckled at the thought of being seduced to the accompaniment of a Christmas carol, but the absolutely earnest look on Alyssa’s face stopped me.
 
   “I, umm . . . I don’t mind,” I murmured to her as I stretched one arm out to her in invitation.
 
   “But I’ve been trying so hard to be on the good list.” The way she said the word hard sent a message straight down to my groin.
 
   “Hmmm, you have been rather naughty this year, haven’t you?”
 
   She nodded and took one step closer to me. “You wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve done this year.”
 
   “Santa sees everything,” I told her, my voice low and needful.
 
   She giggled. “Oh, I hope not. Otherwise he’d be a dirty perve.” Her fingers traced the line of the fur edging her breasts. 
 
   My fingers twitched with longing to touch them myself.
 
   I quirked my eyebrow at her and patted my lap. “Well, just for the sake of not ruining Santa’s reputation, why don’t you sit in my lap and tell me what you’ve done that is so naughty?”
 
   She took a step closer. “I’ve had improper thoughts about someone.”
 
   I couldn’t stop my grin. “That’s not so bad. You can’t control your thoughts, only your actions.”
 
   She inched closer until her thighs were resting on the bed. “I’ve touched myself,” she whispered. “Down there.” Her fingertips trailed along her stomach before brushing against her pussy.
 
   I gulped. She knew precisely what she was doing to me. I was surprised I had the willpower to stay on the bed rather than throwing myself at her and claiming her roughly.
 
   The mattress dipped as she climbed onto the bed, crawling across it until she was straddling my stomach. She put her lips alongside my ear. Her hot breath caressed the side of my face as she whispered, “I’ve even seduced a married man, and I plan on doing that over and over.”
 
   I was beyond words and groaned out something incoherent.
 
   Her nose skimmed along my chin before her lips pressed softly to the column of my throat. Her heat permeated through her panties onto my stomach. I longed for her to sit just a little further south.
 
   She licked and sucked on my throat for another couple of seconds, while my hands reached up under her sheer outfit and ran along the smooth skin of her back. Before long, her mouth was back near my ear. Her voice, soft and breathy, teased me. “I’d do anything to get back on the good list.”
 
   Her words radiated through me. “Anything?” I repeated with as much volume as I could muster.
 
   “Anything,” she declared lustfully.
 
   “Fuck me!” I growled. We might have been apart for four years only to reunite little more than twelve months ago, but she knew exactly what to do to reduce me to a puddle of need and desire.
 
   A mocking grin played on her luscious lips. “Oh, I plan to. Just not quite yet.”
 
   She planted delicate, nerve-shattering kisses down my chest, sliding her sensuous body along mine until her knees rested near my shins. I watched her the whole way, knowing these would be images I would recall frequently on lonely nights to come. She teased the fur trim around my waist slowly, dipping her fingers underneath and stroking my skin. I threw my head back and collapsed onto the bed.
 
   Her mouth teased and tortured me a few minutes longer before her wanton fingers slid underneath my boxers and dragged them slowly off. The fur trim tickled as it grazed my rock-hard cock. Seconds later, warmth and wetness replaced the soft texture. 
 
   I pushed myself up on one elbow and was blessed with the sight of Alyssa’s perfect lips wrapped around my dick. A strangled murmur of absolute pleasure escaped me as she sucked my full length into her mouth. I dug my fingers into her silky hair. My strokes matching the rhythm of her mouth as she drew me in deeply. Her tongue caressed my length inside her mouth, swirling across the tip whenever she pulled back.
 
   “Fuck, you’re beautiful,” I whispered with reverence. I was still amazed that she was mine; wholly and solely mine.
 
   She laughed softly around my length, the vibrations of her throat sending tremors through my body. If she kept up the same pace, I wouldn’t last long. I placed a shaky hand on her shoulder and released a series of grunts and groans that were meant to resemble, “Stop, Lys, or I’ll come.”
 
   I offered her my hand and gently coaxed her back up my body. When she reached my mouth, I flipped her over and began to trace the lines of her body I’d been fantasising about since my first glimpse of her outfit. My tongue trailed along the curve of her breasts, and I rubbed my nose softly against the white fur resting against her collarbone. 
 
   As I explored her body, my hips ground into her. The sensation of the soft fur on her panties rubbing against my stomach each time I thrust forward threatened to undo me. 
 
   From the sounds she made, I was certain she had no complaints about the feeling either.
 
   After peeling her underwear away, I trailed my fingers across her pussy. My tongue traced along her once before pressing her open with my fingers. When her hips arched, I slid my fingers into her wetness as my tongue brushed across her clit. 
 
   Moving upward with my mouth, I kissed a trail up her stomach and onto her breasts, shifting the material out of my way as I went. My dick begged for some attention, so I removed my fingers and climbed up her body. 
 
   I longed for her so badly. 
 
   Wrapping my fingers in her hair, I kissed her throat and chest as I pushed inside her. With each thrust, moans of ecstasy escaped her lips. I kissed her sweetly, enjoying every second of my time loving her
 
   The nightgown, although sheer, obstructed my view. I unclasped it, revealing her perfect breasts. I kissed my way around her chest, moving steadily and lavishing attention on both nipples equally. She writhed and bucked into me. It was my cue to move a little faster. A little harder. A little deeper. I continued to love her body while rocking into the heaven resting between her legs.
 
   I wasn’t going to last much longer, and I didn’t want to come so soon, so I flipped us again, granting her control. The sight of her above me, her lips plump and full from our kisses, the swell of her breasts rocking in time to our movements, it all sent me into overdrive and made me change my mind about it being better with her on top. On top of me or underneath, she was still driving me to oblivion far too fast. 
 
   Sitting up, I grabbed her hips to guide her up my body. At first she seemed a little confused, but she went along with my silent directions anyway. I helped her onto her knees before grabbing her arse cheeks with my hands, dipping my head, and sucking on her clit.
 
   “Oh, my fucking God!” she exclaimed as her hands found my hair and pressed my face further into her.
 
   With the angle afforded by the new position, I was able to reach different spots with my tongue. I worshipped her with my mouth until she came apart above me. Once her elbows buckled and I supported the bulk of her weight, I pushed her down my body a little and slid her over me again. I sat upright and wrapped her body around me, rocking her hips with my hands. This time when I was close, I had no desire to stop. At least I’d sent Alyssa to heaven before it was over—that was all that mattered. I clutched her arse tightly and bit into her shoulder lightly as I came with a rush.
 
   After my body had stopped pulsating, I collapsed back onto the bed, pulling Alyssa with me. Eventually, my breathing recovered enough to allow me to talk. “I’ve never had so much fun unwrapping a present before.”
 
   She giggled and then whispered, “That wasn’t your present.”
 
   I pushed her off me a little to inspect her expression. “What?”
 
   “You don’t get your present until Christmas.”
 
   I pouted, but then I looked over at the clock. “It’s past midnight.”
 
   She grinned and sat upright. “You’re right. Thank goodness for that, ’cause keeping this secret is killing me.”
 
   I furrowed my brow in confusion. She climbed off the bed, refastening the sheer red number as she went. She disappeared into the bathroom. When she returned, she had a small, long box in her hand, about the right size for a watch. It was wrapped in gold paper and had a big purple bow on it.
 
   I unwrapped it carefully, watching her expression as I did. It showed her excitement, but there was also a trace of apprehension around the corners of her eyes.
 
   Once I’d made my way down to the box itself, I gently pulled the lid off and then peered inside. It took me a second to understand exactly what I saw nestled amongst the tissue paper. 
 
   A tiny stick. 
 
   A plastic strip with two pink bars. 
 
   Once it had dawned on me, I couldn’t stop the smile from crossing my face. 
 
   “Really?” I asked, wondering if her smile at the Christmas party a few days earlier when we’d heard Morgan and Eden were expecting had held a few more secrets than my own.
 
   She nodded.
 
   I glanced down again as if expecting everything to be different when I did. But the gift was there, unchanged. The positive pregnancy test. “We’re having another baby?” 
 
   “Are you sure it’s what you want?” she asked, apprehension clear in her voice.
 
   “Fuck, Lys, I can’t think of a time I’ve ever had a better Christmas present,” I said as I pulled her tightly against my chest. “Except maybe last year when you said yes to being my wife.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER TWO: PLAYING FAVOURITES
 
   
 
 
   
THE SQUEAL ECHOED through the empty house too early in the morning. 
 
   I shifted my arm off my face and checked the clock beside the bed. Fuck, it wasn’t even four yet. After our post-midnight bedtime, it was far too early to be awake. The door to our bedroom swung open seconds after the squeal cut off and then Phoebe was flying through the air onto our bed. When I saw her trajectory—about level with Alyssa’s stomach—I shot up from the bed to catch her. The last thing I wanted was for her to accidentally hurt the baby. 
 
   It was far too fucking early in the morning for pre-schooler football, and I nearly dislocated my shoulder with my fumbling catch. Better that than letting Phoebe land on Alyssa, though. After wrestling her to the bed, my fingers tickled her squishy little sides until she squealed. 
 
   “Hey, princess, why are you in here so early?” 
 
   She climbed to her feet and started bouncing on the bed. “Santa came. Santa came.” 
 
   “Phoebe, don’t—” Alyssa’s sleepy voice cut off with a moan as she pushed herself up. She clamped her hand over her mouth and gagged before swallowing hard and sucking down a breath. When she took her hand away, she continued, “Don’t jump on the bed please, sweetie.”  
 
   Phoebe bounced once more and then landed hard on her knees, just inches from Alyssa’s belly. I gasped when she landed. I uttered a quiet, “Careful.” 
 
   Worried that she might accidentally hurt the baby if she kept jumping on the bed, I grabbed Phoebe again and helped her onto the floor. 
 
   “Mummy isn’t feeling too good,” I said before offering to take Phoebe to her room so she could show me what Santa brought her for Christmas. When I glanced back at Alyssa, she was trying not to laugh. I’d have to ask her why later.  
 
   Phoebe led me into her bedroom and showed me the doll’s house and racetrack she’d gotten. Alyssa and I had a bet over which would end up being her favourite toy. Of course, Alyssa didn’t know I’d tipped the scales in my favour by calling in reinforcements in the form of miniature versions of the stickers from my Bathurst race to go on the slot cars. Phoebe had loved it when I’d placed third in that race, so it gave me an unfair advantage. 
 
   Watching Phoebe show me her dolls and her car that was “just like Daddy’s,” my memory turned to my podium finish at that race. Because Dane Kent, my co-driver, had slipped into the car my rival, Hunter Blake, had vacated, Sinclair Racing hadn’t needed the car back and I’d been able to race once more as a privateer. The last race of the year, the one at Homebush Stadium near Sydney, was a solo race. It offered me one last chance to stretch my legs before taking over at Wood Racing the following year.
 
   It was during planning for the Homebush that Paige Wood, the owner of Wood Racing, and I had started our negotiations. Although in truth, our first “negotiation” consisted of little more than her snarling at me and hanging up the second I’d spoken. Apparently, she still wasn’t over our run-in on New Year’s Eve or the fact that I’d taken a lower paying, less glorified position at Sinclair over the one she’d offered me. 
 
   Once Alyssa had taken over negotiations and started talking dollars though, Paige came to the party pretty fucking quickly. Especially after Alyssa detailed a decent settlement and handover period, the sponsorship deals she already had lined up, and offered a profit share lasting until the day Paige handed the reins to us fully. It might have seemed like we were giving Paige far too much, and we were sure that’s why she jumped at the sale, but in reality, it was all to protect our investment. I might’ve jagged it at Bathurst, but I wasn’t nearly fucking ready to run a race team single-handedly—especially not when I still had my apprenticeship to finish and a car to drive. 
 
   Despite the hole she’d dug for herself in trying to court me onto her fucking team, Paige wasn’t stupid. She’d run a successful team, and had helped her father do it in the years before that. Much as I hated to admit it, there was some shit I could learn from her. By sharing the profits for the first few years, we would keep Paige motivated to earn maximum dollars. 
 
   By the time the month-long negotiations ended—after email chains that would rival War and Peace for length—everyone was happy; including Danny Sinclair, my former boss and now silent partner. 
 
   After all, it’d been my work that had seen Dane Kent back in a Sinclair Racing car and left Danny able to claim a partial stake in Paige’s company. 
 
   “Daddy, did you see the dolly?” Phoebe said, drawing me back to the present as she handed me one of the dolls from inside the doll’s house. “It looks like Mummy.” 
 
   When I saw the hair and eye colours, it grew clear that Alyssa had some tricks up her sleeve too. “It does. It’s pretty just like her.”
 
   “She’s my favourite dolly.” Phoebe hugged her doll to her chest.   
 
   “Did Santa bring you that?” Alyssa asked from the doorway, smiling over the top of her cup of tea. 
 
   “Yeah, he did.” She dropped the doll and picked up the slot car. “And he gaved me this too!” 
 
   Alyssa grabbed the car from her, raising her brow at me when she saw the stickers it was decked out with. I nodded toward the doll with my own cynical glare. She smirked into her mug, confirming my suspicion that she was playing as dirty as I had when it came to the Christmas game.
 
   Phoebe grabbed the car back off Alyssa and set it up on the track again. 
 
   “Good morning,” Alyssa said before planting a kiss on my lips. “How are you feeling this morning . . . about everything?” 
 
   “I’m fucking fantastic.” 
 
   She frowned at my swearing but didn’t comment on it because Phoebe was too engrossed in her toys to care what I said. 
 
   “How are you?” I asked, moving behind her and wrapping my arms around her waist so I could press my hands against her stomach. Before she could answer, I rested my chin on her shoulder and kissed her neck. 
 
   The sound that left her went straight to my cock. 
 
   “I’m okay. I need to talk to you, though.” 
 
   A little frown tugged at my brow. “About what?” 
 
   “I’m not made of glass.” She half-twisted in my hold so she could give me a pointed stare. “There isn’t much damage Phoebe can do.” 
 
   “I don’t want her to hurt the—”
 
   She silenced me with a look. 
 
   “I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
   “It’s okay. There’s a little bit of padding by a few vital organs before anything can harm . . .” She trailed off. “So it’s okay. You don’t need to worry about Phoebe accidentally hurting me, okay?” 
 
   It went against my better judgement, but I didn’t want to argue on Christmas morning. 
 
   “Okay.” I sealed my agreement with a kiss against the curve of her neck. 
 
   A series of little noises left her; they weren’t necessarily ones that hinted at enjoyment, but there was a definite bedroom vibe to them. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
   “My hormones are driving me crazy,” she purred as she pushed her arse back against my cock and her breathing quickened. “It wasn’t like this last time.” 
 
   I rubbed my hands on her stomach, running from just below her breasts down to her pelvis and then back up again. She pushed back harder, and reached around with one hand to cup my arse. “I’m not gonna lie, Lys, I’m pretty fucking glad to hear you weren’t so horny around others.” 
 
   She chuckled, before running her hand along my thigh. “I wish Mum and Dad were coming today,” she murmured as she tipped her head back onto my shoulder. “The things I’d do right now if we had some time alone.” 
 
   The hunger in her eyes when she turned to look at me made it crystal clear what she meant. Fuck. Why did anyone ever complain about their wives getting pregnant? It was making Alyssa rub up and down against me like a dog in heat and I had zero complaints about that at all. 
 
   “Hmm, maybe after breakfast we can convince Phoebe to watch an episode or two of The Wiggles.” 
 
   “Wiggles?” Phoebe jumped up. “Can I?” 
 
   “Go on then,” Alyssa said with a laugh. “You know how to set it up.” 
 
   The instant Phoebe left the room to go downstairs, Alyssa put her cup down on the bedside table and attacked me. Her hands were in my hair and on my shoulders and running over my boxer shorts. They never stopped moving. It was like making out with an octopus, in the best possible way. I couldn’t even move my arms to hold her back because she was moving and shifting, rubbing her body against mine as she backed me up to the wall. Her lips were almost punishing as she kissed me. She was a woman possessed. I took it all—everything she was willing to give me. 
 
   “Oh God,” she murmured against my ear, her breath hot and heavy as she guided my hand into the dip just below her breast. She murmured it again as she ground her pussy against my thigh. Then, just as suddenly as the attack had started, it stopped. 
 
   “Oh God!” She moaned as she clamped her hand over her mouth and ran from the room. An instant later, I heard the toilet lid crash against the cistern followed by the sound of retching. 
 
   “Lys, are you okay?” I asked, grabbing her tea from Phoebe’s bedside table and going in search of her.  
 
   I found her in the main bathroom washing her mouth out. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re happy about this?” she asked. 
 
   “About you being sick? Absolutely not. But about the rest . . . Lys, I couldn’t be happier. I know I said I didn’t want kids, but I was a fucking idiot. I can’t wait to meet that little one you’ve got growing in there.” Even as I said the words, it really struck me. She was growing a life. My child. 
 
   Holy fuck. 
 
   My heart skipped. I’d always thought Alyssa was beautiful. But right in that moment, even with her cleaning up after herself, she was more radiant and powerful than I’d ever seen her. She was a fucking goddess. My fucking goddess. “Fuck, I love you,” I said. 
 
   She chuckled. “Ever the romantic. It’s no wonder I fell for you.” 
 
   “You’re really okay?” I tried not to sound worried, but even I heard the concern in my voice.
 
   She offered me a reassuring smile and a nod. “It was a lot worse with the twins. But maybe it would be a good idea to keep that cup away from me.” 
 
   I left her to go sort out some breakfast for us all. If kissing me made her sick, I could only imagine what the smell of bacon and eggs would do. 
 
   When I hit the bottom of the stairs, I was reminded of the dwindling days in our little house. A year ago, we were in Browns Plains planning her move to be with me in Sydney, and now we were in the midst of our move back to our hometown. Only this time, we had a shit-ton of my furniture to sell. We’d already arranged with Mum to rent her house since her tenants had moved out a few months earlier and it was sitting vacant. She’d been going around to clean it as often as she could, but had no desire to live there again. Too many memories, she said. 
 
   In just under three weeks, we’d pack up and head home. Despite saying goodbye to a house at least three times bigger than Mum’s, and having to sell the majority of my collection of cars because the cost of shipping them all to Queensland was going to be too high, I was the happiest I’d been in years.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER THREE: ADJUSTMENT PERIOD
 
   
 
 
   
“I CAN’T BELIEVE this will be our last session together, Doc.” 
 
   I sat in the tub chair and put my feet up on Dr Henrikson’s coffee table—just because I knew it bugged him. If it was going to be our last session, I wanted to make it a memorable one. Christmas and New Year’s had come and gone with a visit from Alyssa’s family. Despite the slight strain in the air, it wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d worried it might have been. 
 
   The small breakthroughs I’d had with her father, Curtis, and brother, Josh, over the previous twelve months continued to ease the tension between us all. The fact that Alyssa and I were still happy and together after living together for twelve months in Sydney and were celebrating nearly six months of wedded bliss probably helped too. It probably would’ve solidified our bonds to tell them about the baby, but Alyssa was dead set on keeping it quiet until after the twelve weeks. Which meant it was easiest just to wait until we got settled in to our new home. We hadn’t even told Phoebe yet. 
 
   Dr Henrikson’s gaze cut to my feet and he raised a brow but didn’t say anything. “It doesn’t have to be our last session.” 
 
   “Are you fishing for more money?” I laughed.
 
   He gave a small chuckle. “You know I’ll always be available by phone if you need me. And my office will always be open to you should you need it.” 
 
   “I know, Doc, but honestly, I feel so fucking great. It’s not like it was even a few months ago either. It’s not like I have to be at Lys’s side to feel calm. I just feel like I’m in a good place in my life. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m shit scared of some of the things I’ve got coming up. I mean, what the fuck do I know about running a race team? But despite that, I kinda feel like I’ll be okay with it all.”
 
   He smiled at me in a way that told me he was genuinely happy with the progress I’d made. 
 
   “Who would’ve guessed the little shithead who walked in here five years ago trying to kick his burgeoning ice and weed habit would’ve been sitting here today ready to face the world as a fucking entrepreneur.” 
 
   He chuckled. “Well, I did always have hope for you, Declan.” 
 
   “Except maybe when I flipped out on you.” It was almost easy to look back at that time with a laugh. How had I ever thought trying to hide away from my feelings for Alyssa was a good idea?
 
   “Even then. Although, I will admit a part of me worried you’d return to your habits.” 
 
   I glanced at my hands and frowned. “Do you still worry that?” 
 
   He gave me a stern look. “You have an addictive personality, Declan.” 
 
   “Are you saying you’re addicted to me?” I laughed. It was too easy to be laid-back and jokey. “I know I do, and I know I’ll have to battle against it forever. But for now, my new addiction is my family. And life. Not just Alyssa, but all of it. The good and the bad.”  
 
   “I’m glad to hear that. And how is the lovely Alyssa?” 
 
   I fought my grin. Because we’d scaled my appointments right back, I hadn’t had the opportunity to tell him the good news yet. “She’s pregnant.” 
 
   “Well, that explains the mood,” he replied, a grin on his lips. “How are you feeling about that?” 
 
   I couldn’t fight the smile on my lips, not that I wanted to. “Over the fucking moon.” I spent the next little while talking about Alyssa, about her symptoms and our plans. By the end of the session, I was feeling even better than I had going in. 
 
   “Keep in touch, won’t you, Dec?” He offered me his hand. 
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   “And don’t forget the tools you have to help with difficult situations.” 
 
   “Never. Thank you, Doc, for everything.” It was a genuine thanks. If it wasn’t for him, for his willingness to do phone sessions and his slightly unconventional approach, I don’t think I would have survived beyond my first few months at Sinclair. I definitely wouldn’t have Alyssa back in my life. 
 
   He extended his hand. I stared at it for a beat, thinking about all this man had done for me. A handshake wouldn’t cut it as a goodbye. So I hugged him instead.
 
   When I stepped back, Dr Henrikson blinked in surprise, but recovered quickly. “Happy moving.” 
 
   “Thanks again, Doc.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When I got home, I found Alyssa and Phoebe packing up the last of Phoebe’s clothes into a suitcase. I couldn’t believe we’d be getting into two cars and driving home in the morning. Alyssa was going to drive my Monaro, and I was taking the Prado with the trailer in tow. It meant those two cars at least could come with me. My Impala and Fairlane—the two cars I was keeping from my collection—were already on their way to Brisbane. 
 
   I gave Alyssa a questioning gaze, silently asking her if we were going to tell Phoebe about her baby brother now that we’d had the twelve-week scan and knew that the baby was a healthy little boy. Although it would usually have been a little early to tell for certain, apparently our son liked to show off and gave the doctor a very clear view. I couldn’t help my laughter when Alyssa had rolled her eyes and muttered something about him being just like his daddy. 
 
   She nodded and smiled. “Phoebe, honey, can you come sit with me and Daddy for a bit?” she asked, patting the bed. 
 
   Phoebe grabbed her dolly—the one “Santa” had brought for her—and hopped onto her bed between Alyssa and me. 
 
   “You know Mummy and Daddy love you very much, don’t you, sweetheart?” Alyssa started.
 
   Phoebe looked at me and Alyssa and nodded. Her smile was so sweet and her cheeks strained with how wide her smile was. 
 
   “Well, we’ve got a little more love coming into our lives soon.” Alyssa cupped her cheek. 
 
   “What d’you mean?” Phoebe asked. 
 
   “Mummy’s going to have a baby.” I smiled. Alyssa’s eyes, full of love, met mine. Reaching behind Phoebe’s back, I squeezed Alyssa’s hand hoping she knew I was still ecstatic about the news.
 
   “You’re going to have a little brother,” Alyssa said. 
 
   Phoebe nodded but kept playing with her doll. “Will he have to stay in the ground like Emmie?”  
 
   My heart stopped and Alyssa gave a half sob. When I glanced at her, I could see the tears building in her eyes. But so much worse was the panic hidden below that. Suffering through what she had with the twins was part of the reason she hadn’t wanted more kids. 
 
   I stroked my thumb along the back of Alyssa’s hand, letting her know that this time would be different. 
 
   “No, baby girl,” I said. “He’ll be able to come and live with us. You’ll have to help us take good care of him when he comes home, and help Mummy out as much as you can until then.” 
 
   “When’s he going to come?” Phoebe bit her bottom lip and gazed toward the door expectedly, as though someone was about to come and hand us a baby right then. 
 
   “Not for a while yet, honey,” Alyssa said, stowing away her tears. “Maybe around your birthday.” 
 
   “I get a baby brover for my birthday?” Phoebe’s eyes lit up. 
 
   “We can’t promise he’ll be here on your birthday.” Alyssa laughed. “He might come before or after.” 
 
   “I like babies,” Phoebe said. “Like Noah. He was bigger now than last time we saw him, though.”
 
   “Babies do that,” Alyssa said with a hint of sadness creeping into her voice.. “They grow bigger and bigger until they’re all grown up before you realise it.” 
 
   “When I’m growed up, I want to have lots of babies.” Phoebe grabbed her doll and laid it on her arm like she’d been shown to hold Noah. 
 
   “How many is lots?” My voice wavered as I raked my hand through my hair. Her innocent words made me think of her growing up. Of boyfriends and the possibility of her heart being broken by some jerk. Of her having a family of her own—of her giving me grandchildren.
 
   “Sweetie, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Tears fill Alyssa’s eyes. 
 
   “Why not, Mummy?” 
 
   Alyssa blinked repeatedly. Her voice cracked when she said, “Because it might not be safe for you to have babies. Remember we’ve talked about Emmie’s gift, and how it’s inside your tummy and you have to take lots of care of it to keep you healthy?” 
 
   My stomach twisted at the way Alyssa was speaking. I hadn’t witnessed one of the conversations she was talking about, but just the way she said the words chilled my blood. 
 
   “I hate Emmie’s gift,” Phoebe said with a pout. “I can’t do anything because of it. Why’d he give it to me?” 
 
   “Because you were very, very sick, and it made you better. And if you don’t take care of it, you might get very sick again.” Alyssa’s face became ashen. Her eyes, overly bright with unshed tears, showed me a depth of emotion I was unaware of.
 
   I rubbed my forehead. Wasn’t Phoebe out of the woods? Hadn’t she gotten Emmanuel’s kidney and that’d made her fit and healthy again? Outside of the routine of medications she had to have, and Alyssa’s tendency to be overprotective when it came to germs, Phoebe was completely normal. Wasn’t she?
 
   “But I wanna have lots of babies to play with,” Phoebe whined.  
 
   “Maybe you’ll be able to.” Alyssa rubbed Phoebe’s back. “But you need to make sure you speak to your special doctors first, okay? Like we do with everything new.” 
 
   Phoebe hung her head and muttered, “Yes, Mummy.” 
 
   She had only had a few specialist appointments during the time they’d lived with me, but Alyssa had generally taken her alone, telling me that it was just a routine visit to check medication levels. Despite that, I’d insisted on going to the first one. It had been exactly what she’d told me about and certainly hadn’t gone over new information. 
 
   “Lys—” I cleared my throat before continuing, unable to speak around the golf-ball sized swell in my throat. “Can I talk to you a minute?” The words left as I headed for the door, not waiting to see if Alyssa was coming.
 
   “Sure,” she said before turning to Phoebe. “Just finish packing your toys into that box like I showed you, okay?” 
 
   A moment later, Alyssa was following me. 
 
   “What the fuck was that about?” I asked. 
 
   “What?” Alyssa’s bravery faded and the tears welled in her eyes before slipping down her cheeks. She knew exactly what I was talking about. I lowered my voice. “That shit about telling Phoebe she couldn’t have babies.” 
 
   Her mouth mashed into a hard line as her brow dipped. “I don’t want to fill her with false hope.” 
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” I clutched my hair and turned away from her. 
 
   Alyssa wiped her eyes, and then blinked at me, as if she couldn’t figure me out. Finally, realizing her error, she sighed. “Sometimes it’s easy to forget you weren’t there for all the warnings.” 
 
   My heart stopped beating and my blood froze in my veins. “What warnings?” 
 
   “Even with a match as good as Emmanuel was, a donated kidney won’t last forever.” 
 
   “What’re you saying?” I knew what she was saying, but my mind rejected it. 
 
   “Nothing.” Alyssa shook her head. “She might be one of the lucky ones.” 
 
   “But?” 
 
   “But the survival rates of a childhood kidney transplant recipient aren’t pretty. Things like pregnancy put a strain on the body, especially on the kidneys. It’s not impossible, but it’s something she should only do with proper monitoring. I’d rather train her to make sensible decisions now than have her do something stupid later.” 
 
   My mind focused on the words “survival rates aren’t pretty.” How could Alyssa not have told me this sooner? 
 
   My throat tightened, making the words difficult to say. “Are you trying to tell me she’s going to . . . she’d going to die young?” Fuck, I’d given up Dr Henrikson far too soon. I didn’t have enough tools in my emotional toolbox to deal with this information.
 
   As if she could see the betrayal and blame building in me, Alyssa reached her hand out. “I’m sorry, Dec. It’s not like I deliberately kept you in the dark. You try to fill her life up so much, like at Easter and Christmas. I figured you’d looked into it and knew.” 
 
   I swayed and struggled for air. “I just wanted her to be happy. I wasn’t making up for anything. How am I supposed to deal with this?” 
 
   Alyssa wrapped her arms around my waist. “Just keep living our lives the way we have been, Dec. That’s how you deal with it. Because then she’ll have the best life she can whether she lives to be twenty or a hundred and two.” 
 
   Twenty. It struck me in the gut. She could be gone by twenty?
 
   Fuck! Just minutes earlier, I’d imagined Phoebe with boyfriends and a possible family. How the hell was I supposed to deal with the information that I might have to plan her funeral instead of enjoying grandkids?
 
   I drew out of Alyssa’s embrace and paced again on shaky legs as my breath grew shorter. There wasn’t enough room in the tiny hallway. I could’ve sworn the walls were closing in tighter. Fuck! 
 
   “There’s no guarantees in any of this.” Alyssa stood in front of me, grabbing my shoulders so she could look in my eyes. Clearly she’d seen my panic and was trying to draw me back from the ledge—just like I had with her fear of going through another pregnancy. “As I said, she might be one of the lucky ones. Us Reedes always have a bit of luck on our side, right?” 
 
   Panting, I nodded, willing to let her soothe away the worry with her earnest gaze and gentle caress. She was right. There were no guarantees in life. The way I’d been heading before I found my way back to my family, I could’ve easily killed myself before I was twenty-five. Fuck knows I’d come close to it often enough. My body shook as I pulled Alyssa into my arms and rubbed my hand over her back as I reminded myself of all the ways her statement was true. The number of accidents that should have killed me. The fact that we had our second chance. I swallowed hard and nodded again, willing to convince myself that everything would be okay. I let the panic sink back to the depths. Stressing wasn’t going to help anything. 
 
   “Let’s just get ready for the move, shall we?” Alyssa grabbed my hand and led me back into Phoebe’s room to help her pack.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER FOUR: HOME SWEET HOME
 
   
 
 
   
THE DRIVE FROM Sydney to our new home in Browns Plains—the one that was my parents’ old home—took two days in the end.
 
   I’d thought the previous move had taken a long time, what with the regular potty breaks for Phoebe. This time, it wasn’t Phoebe’s walnut-sized bladder but Alyssa’s. Although she blamed the baby, I didn’t see how that would be the case. She kept telling me that he was only a few inches long, so I didn’t see how such a small thing could cause such an extra need to pee. Still, we stopped almost every hour for Alyssa to pee, and nearly as often for her to be sick. 
 
   We spent the night in Coffs Harbour once again. Partly because we’d set off so late after having breakfast with our friends. Eden and Morgan were ecstatic to learn about the baby. The other part was because I didn’t like the idea of Alyssa driving alone at night.
 
   “Where’s my baby brover now?” Phoebe asked. “Can we get him sooner than my birthday?”   
 
   It was clear she’d been digesting the news over the last day and was ready to talk some more about it. 
 
   “He’s too little at the moment. He needs to grow some more first, so he’s somewhere safe and warm where I can look after him,” Alyssa said.  
 
   Phoebe looked solemn for a moment. “So where is he?” 
 
   “He’s in Mummy’s tummy.” Alyssa pulled her sleep shirt tight across her small but growing baby bump. “In there.” 
 
   Phoebe shifted to lay her head on Alyssa’s lap, making Alyssa and me chuckle. After a moment, Phoebe lifted her head. “I can’t heared him.” 
 
   “You won’t be able to.” Alyssa opened her arms, inviting Phoebe to snuggle closer. At first Alyssa winced—no doubt as Phoebe brushed near Alyssa’s sensitive boobs—but then she smiled. “But you’ll be able to feel him soon. In a few more weeks, he’ll be big enough that you’ll be able to feel him kicking.” 
 
   “Daddy, will you feel that too?” 
 
   “I can’t wait.” I wasn’t lying. Since Alyssa had handed me the stick on Christmas Eve announcing pregnancy, I’d wished for something tangible to prove our new baby was alive and well. Alyssa at least got that. Not that I wanted to suffer through the things she had to deal with. Still, feeling something like a kick or a squirm would be more than enough evidence for me. It would be everything—at least until he was born. 
 
   I shifted closer to the two of them, curling one hand into Phoebe’s hair and resting the other on Alyssa’s belly. She rested her hand on the top and grinned at me. For that moment, life was perfect. 
 
   
 
 
   
OUR PERFECT moment didn’t last long. When I woke the next morning, it was to the dulcet tones of Alyssa vomiting in the hotel en suite. I lifted my head to check on her, but my question died on my lips when she heaved again. 
 
   “What’s wrong with Mummy?” Phoebe asked, her little voice full of concern.
 
   “Your baby brother is making himself known,” I said without thinking as I climbed from the bed to see if Alyssa needed anything. 
 
   Phoebe was right behind me. “Is he coming now? But he’s too little.” The panic in her little voice was almost heartbreaking. 
 
   I chuckled. “No, sweetie, he’s just making Mummy a little sick, that’s all.”
 
   A pout formed on her lips and a frown creased her brow. “I don’t like Mummy being sick. I don’t want a brover if it makes Mummy sick.” 
 
   “It’s okay. It’s the sort of sick that goes away. It’s not that bad.” 
 
   When the tap in the bathroom shut off with a shudder, my gaze cut to Alyssa. “Not that bad?” she snapped. “How would you like to wake in the morning needing to puke your guts out? To be nauseous. All. The. Time.” She yanked the hand towel off the rack and dried her hands before wiping her mouth. 
 
   “You know what I meant, Lys.” I nodded in Phoebe’s direction, trying to let Alyssa know that I’d said what I had in order to stop our daughter from panicking or learning to hate her brother. 
 
   “Yeah, sure, I know exactly what you meant.” She slammed the towel down on the bathroom counter. “I’m sure it’s fantastic that you get to share in the spoils and suffer none of the strain. Story of your life, isn’t it?”
 
   I raised my hands in surrender and frowned. “That’s not fair.”
 
   “No.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “What’s not fair is me having to go through all of this just because you wanted another baby!” 
 
   I blinked at her as I processed the words, unable to believe they’d left her. Was she fucking serious? She’d said she was ready to try again. That she wanted to grow our little family too. Had she lied to me? As I was trying to formulate an appropriate response, she started crying. 
 
   “What if something goes wrong, Dec?” Alyssa chocked out through her tears. 
 
   Phoebe rushed to Alyssa’s side and wrapped her arms around Alyssa’s thighs.
 
   “Nothing’s going to go wrong,” I reassured as I crossed the room to embrace both my girls. I lifted Phoebe onto my hip and the two of us hugged Alyssa. 
 
   Once she was safe in my arms, Alyssa’s tears fell harder. I didn’t say anything—wasn’t sure what I could say that wouldn’t bring back the rage machine she’d been a few minutes earlier or send her into a fresh round of tears. Slowly, her tears abated to mere sniffles and she held us both in response. 
 
   “God, I’m hungry,” Alyssa said as she pulled back a moment later and gave Phoebe and me a smile. 
 
   My mouth slackened. I found myself speechless. How the hell was I supposed to know how to deal with someone who went through every emotion in less than an hour?
 
   Her anger resurfaced when I asked whether she’d be okay to get back on the road. I really needed to figure out how to not piss her off if I intended on seeing the day our baby was born. If only I knew what it was about the phrase, “Do you reckon you’ll be able to handle the Monaro to get home?” that set Alyssa off. 
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER ANOTHER day of regular stops, slow progress—with regular trips on the mood swing express—we made it to Mum’s house. 
 
   Our house. 
 
   Mum was there to greet us. Phoebe rushed straight to her side and practically threw herself into Mum’s arms, who ducked down to catch her before standing upright again. 
 
   “Guess what, Nana,” she said with a grin that stretched from ear to ear. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I’m getting a baby brover for my birthday.” 
 
   My heart pounded in my chest. Alyssa and I had discussed the possibility of telling family—we were past the danger zone after all—but hadn’t firmly decided on when, or who to tell first. I worried Phoebe’s slip might bring out the Hulk temporarily living inside my wife once more. 
 
   “What?” Mum’s gaze shifted from Phoebe to me. I couldn’t hide the shit-eating grin on my lips. Before she said anything more, her gaze cut to Alyssa’s stomach and the barely there bump beneath her dress. I could see the moment the when truth hit her and she lit up. “Wow. That’s exciting isn’t it?” she asked Phoebe. 
 
   “He’s not a very nice brover, though.” Phoebe stuck her bottom lip out. 
 
   Mum raised one brow and her gaze fell to me, suspicion clear in her eyes. “Why do you say that?” 
 
   I swallowed as I waited for Phoebe’s response, although I was certain I could guess what it was. 
 
   “’Cause he makes Mummy very sick, and that’s not nice.” 
 
   Mum chuckled. “When your daddy was a baby he made me very sick too. That’s just what babies do. Not because they’re mean, but because they can’t help it.” 
 
   Phoebe tilted her head to the side and frowned, deep in thought. Finally, she smiled and nodded. 
 
   “Did you want to see your room?” Mum asked as she put Phoebe on the ground. When Phoebe nodded, Mum added, “It’s the one at the end of the hallway. I’ll be down in a minute.” 
 
   Phoebe rushed into the house and Mum covered the ground back to Alyssa and me. 
 
   “Wow, congratulations, you two,” she said. Her tone belied the joy she felt. I was certain she believed Phoebe and Emmanuel would be her only grandchildren. “I can’t believe I’m going to be a nana again.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Alyssa said with a smile. She practically radiated with contentment. Fuck, she was gorgeous. “No one else knows yet though, so can you keep it on the down-low for now? Just until we get to see Mum and Dad on the weekend.”
 
   “Of course,” Mum said, bringing Alyssa into her arms. “Congratulations,” she said again. Her smile was so bright, so wide, it was easy to believe she was the one who was pregnant. She added almost silently, “And thank you.”  
 
   After she’d hugged Alyssa, Mum came to me while Alyssa trailed into the house—no doubt trying to ensure Phoebe wasn’t getting up to any mischief. Her eyes were so bright, and the smile that still graced her lips took at least ten years off her appearance. She didn’t even have to ask before I wrapped my arms around her.
 
   For a while, our relationship had been strained—almost fractured—but it was stronger than ever. When she’d returned from her extended overseas holiday, she started getting out more and more. She even had a close circle of friends in the city. She didn’t mind telling everyone her newfound confidence was all because of me. I’d given her the permission she’d needed to leave Dad. 
 
   “Are you happy about the baby?” she whispered as she glanced across at Alyssa. 
 
   Did she think I was pushed into it? That I didn’t want more children? “Happy? Mum, I’m over the fucking moon. I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to get to experience it all with Lys from the beginning this time.” 
 
   She squeezed my arm reassuringly. “Take care of her.” Her smile fell, no doubt as ghosts of the past haunted her memories. “It’s not going to be an easy journey for her after the outcome last time.” 
 
   I nodded. “I’m definitely trying. Although it’d be easier if there was an instruction manual.” 
 
   Her laugh was easy and carefree; it was pretty damn good to hear. “I don’t think there’s a husband out there who doesn’t wish for one of those. Just remember, there’s not much trouble silence can get you into. Unless she’s asked a question about how she looks, in which case you need a fast and appropriate yes or no, or there’ll be hell to pay. Better yet, just tell her how beautiful she is.” 
 
   “What was it like for her, last time I mean?” It was something I’d wanted to ask, but didn’t know how to raise it with Alyssa. I was certain she’d downplay the worst parts, but Mum would give it to me straight.  
 
   “She had it pretty rough. Morning sickness most of the way, mood swings like you couldn’t believe, and the appetite of a small hippo. Mind you, I think that last one might have been because she’d neglected herself so much in the first couple of months.” 
 
   My stomach fell when I realised I was the reason she’d neglected herself. It was what her father had mentioned during our wedding. You’re a fucking idiot, Reede. 
 
   “Don’t worry too much about it, honey. I guarantee all she’ll need is for you to be there for her. Just try not to take anything she says to heart.” 
 
   I recalled her accusation that morning. Don’t take it personal. Easier said than done. Surely it couldn’t get much worse, could it?


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER FIVE: SWING SWING
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER TELLING ALYSSA’S family about the pregnancy, I was treated to the expected round of excited squeals from Alyssa; her mother, Ruth; and sister-in-law, Ruby. Curtis and Josh were more subdued but still offered congratulatory handshakes to me and hugs to Alyssa. Phoebe took great delight in the attention lavished on her about the fact that she was going to be a big sister. 
 
   As we were about to leave, Ruth pulled Alyssa aside, and they had a brief, private conversation that looked more heated than most of theirs usually got. Alyssa’s lips pressed together as she shot me an accusatory look and then disappeared down the hallway with her mum. When they returned, Ruth was carrying a box and Alyssa had an oversized satchel bag stuffed full of something. 
 
   Understanding that I was required to be a packhorse for a moment, I grabbed the bag off Alyssa and the box from Ruth. I didn’t ask what was in there—obviously that was a source of contention between the two of them—but I played the part of the dutiful husband so I didn’t get chewed out later on for being an arsehole, or whatever insult Alyssa could come up with for me. 
 
   The instant we were in the car, Alyssa blew up. “How dare she do that!” 
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was safe to ask who or what she was talking about. In the end, I figured it was the safer bet. The other option could make Alyssa think I didn’t care. 
 
   “How dare who do what?” 
 
   She hit the air in front of her. “Mum. How dare she keep all the stuff I told her to throw out!” 
 
   “I’m lost,” I admitted. 
 
   Alyssa pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “I moved out of home not long after Phoebe was a year old. I needed my own space, and we needed to be a family. Mum asked me what I wanted her to do with the baby stuff, and I told her to throw it all out because I wasn’t going through that again. She didn’t. She kept it all. Including the cot, the change table, everything. Ruby’s got those for the moment, but apparently by the time this one is born, we’ll be able to have them back.” 
 
   I failed to see what the problem was but didn’t want to say that. I was almost positive that speaking those words out loud would be enough to see me castrated while I slept that night. Taking a breath, I searched for the least offensive way to say what was needed. “It’s a blessing in disguise though, isn’t it?” 
 
   She growled at me. “Of course, I can’t expect you to understand. I wasn’t having more kids, Dec. I told her that. I told her to get rid of it all because I would never need it again, and she didn’t.” 
 
   “But you do—” I cut off when I saw the gaze she turned on me. The honey brown in her eyes was like liquid gold, swirling and leaping out in molten fire. It wasn’t going to help anyone arguing with her that she did, in fact, need the items because she was in fact having more kids. She obviously wasn’t in the mood to hear it. 
 
   “That’s not the point, Dec. The point is that she blatantly disregarded what I asked her to do. She ignored what I wanted. And then she loaned out my cot and change table when they weren’t even hers to give.” 
 
   My fingers tightened around the steering wheel as I tried not to voice the things spinning in my mind. If she didn’t want the fucking stuff, she could hardly be upset that someone else was using it, could she? 
 
   Risking another quick glance at her out of the corner of my eye, I saw that the answer was yes. Yes, she absolutely could. How the fuck was I going to make it another six months dealing with the confusing logic presented by pregnant Alyssa? 
 
   I just hoped like fuck that there were no old articles or newspapers lying around to remind her of the way my life had been after I’d left home and before I found my way back to her again. Something told me any reminders of trysts with anyone else would end badly for me. 
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER PHOEBE was asleep, I grabbed the box and bag that Ruth had given to Alyssa from the car. When I put it on the coffee table, Alyssa scowled at me. ”Some of it might come in handy,” I argued at the risk of facing her ire. 
 
   On the top of the box was a strange-looking device. It looked a little like a miniature bullhorn, with a bottle attached to the bottom. When I lifted it, my finger squeezed the trigger. A wheezing intake and the creak of a spring accompanied the action. Even though I wanted to drop it again straight away, I let the machine hang off my index finger instead. “What the fuck is this shit?”  
 
   Alyssa laughed and reached out for the torture implement. “It’s a breast pump.” 
 
   “To do what?” 
 
   “Express milk. For when I can’t be near the baby.” 
 
   I curled my nose in disgust as I dropped it into her palm. “So what . . . you milk yourself? Like a cow?” 
 
   “Yes,” the irritation in her tone was clear, “exactly like a fucking cow. Because that’s what this pregnancy will make me. A fat cow.” 
 
   My eyes widened as I saw the minefield laid out in front of me. Goddamn, it was going to be difficult to traverse this one. The problem was, I was already deep in the field and there was no easy way to back out. Worse, one toe was pressing against the pressure plate, and if I wasn’t fucking careful, the whole thing would blow up in my face. I couldn’t say she wouldn’t get fat because I didn’t fucking know. Maybe the pregnancy would make her six times the size she was, but I did know I’d love her still. Sure she had a banging body, but that wasn’t what I loved about her. 
 
   Of course, I couldn’t say that I’d love her whatever size she was because she’d immediately think I was trying to cover up for the fact that she was already a few kilos heavier—not that I thought she was, but she thought she was. Her logic was based on the simple fact that it was harder to do up her jeans—hence the dresses—but I didn’t see how that was proof she’d put on any weight other than the baby bump, which would naturally be in the way of jeans. 
 
   If I tried to tell her she was beautiful, I’d get in trouble for only caring about her looks. 
 
   I did the only thing I could think of in the situation. I grabbed the pump off her and dropped it back into the box before pressing my lips against hers. When our lips touched, I kissed her harder than I had since the morning after Christmas when my kisses induced a vomiting spell—hardly a confidence booster. 
 
   Despite the shock in her body, she responded almost immediately to my kiss, twisting her tongue around mine in sexy little motions. My hands roamed her body, but when I tried to palm her breast, she smacked my hand out of the way. I took the hint and moved on to her arse instead, before drawing her legs up around my waist. 
 
   Leaving the boxes full of shit for baby behind us, I carried her to the bedroom. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Alyssa asked with a laugh. 
 
   “I’m taking my wife to our bedroom and fucking her good and proper.” 
 
   Her eyes pinched at the edges. “Does your wife get a say in this?” 
 
   “Are you saying no?” I went to drop her back to the floor. 
 
   She locked her legs around my waist. “No.” 
 
   “So you’re saying yes?” 
 
   She chuckled. “Yes.”
 
   “Good, because I fucking need you, Lys.” It might have started as a way of distracting her from the crap going on in the living room, but it quickly escalated into a genuine need. 
 
   Sitting her on the edge of the bed, I stripped her dress off in one swift motion before claiming her skin all over with my lips. Relishing the attention, she relaxed back onto the mattress, leaving the little swell between her hips on full display. 
 
   Fuck, she was so goddamned beautiful. 
 
   I dropped to my knees in front of her and kissed the bump. Her twisted in my hair, brushing through the soft spikes. 
 
   “We did this, Lys,” I murmured against the small protrusion before slowly drawing her panties off. 
 
   “Fuck,” she growled as she watched me move. 
 
   With our gazes locked, I kissed up her leg—starting at her knee and trailing up her inner thigh. She licked her lips in anticipation as I neared the sweet spot at the apex of her thighs. Fuck, I needed to taste her pussy again; it’d been too long. Then again, a few hours was too long when it came to Alyssa. 
 
   Without breaking our eye contact, I teased her open with my fingers and ran my tongue across her lower lips in one long, smooth trail. The sweet and tangy taste of her made me groan as my eyes sank closed. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys,” I murmured before grabbing her legs and yanking her pussy closer to my mouth. I had no time for gentle. No need for slow. I wanted her panting and screaming my name, and I wanted it now. 
 
   After I’d tipped her over the edge with my mouth and fingers, she took control and guided me onto the bed. She’d stripped me in record time before climbing on top to ride me. With the new angle, I could see the pregnancy hadn’t just swelled her belly. Her boobs were at least half a cup bigger than the last time she’d been above me. 
 
   So fucking sexy. 
 
   We spent the rest of the night wrapped up together. No matter how many times I made Alyssa scream my name as she came, it wasn’t enough for her. 
 
   I woke the next morning with her arse wiggling back against my morning wood. 
 
   “Are you trying to fucking wear it out?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
   “What do you mean?” she mumbled sleepily as she pushed back again.  
 
   I grabbed her hips to press them firmly against my hard-on so that at least it wasn’t at the mercy of Alyssa’s relentless wriggling. “I mean that I counted at least six orgasms last night, and you’re ready for more.” 
 
   “What can I say?” Her tone teased as she reached back to dig her nails into my hip. “You make me insatiable.” 
 
   “Never like this though,” I murmured against her neck. “You’re going to give me cock burn.” 
 
   She spun in my hold and lifted her brow. “Are you saying my sexual appetite is too big for the great Declan Reede, ladies’ man extraordinaire?” 
 
   I heard the challenge in her tone and was determined to answer it. “Oh, that’s it!” I growled as I pounced on her, flipping our bodies so I was on top. “Now you’re in trouble.” 
 
   “That’s good,” she purred as she stretched out beneath me. “I love trouble!” 
 
   I was sure I had one more round in me, and if that wasn’t enough, we’d just have to have a visit from the vibrating friend she’d taken with her to London. 
 
   I had no idea how I was going to get through the next six-ish months with her mood swings and needs, but I was determined to do it the best way I could. And I’d fight anything to make her happy—even a mild case of friction burn.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER SIX: VEEBACK
 
   
 
 
   
THE FIRST FEW weeks in our new home and life went far too fast. It was all a blur of revealing the new graphics for our team cars. All the Wood Racing livery had been stripped over the silly season and changed to our Emmanuel Racing design. The name change was something Paige had resisted but ultimately had to suck up and accept. She didn’t even have a say in the graphics. Her side of the sale agreement might have stretched to consulting and a profit share, but Alyssa and I were responsible for all the major decisions. We settled on a rearing horse leading the name, Emmanuel Racing, and colours that matched those on my custom helmet. 
 
   The only day Alyssa and I had off during those crazy weeks was Phoebe’s first day at school. We were both there to meet her teacher and introduce her to the school community. Eventually the plan was for Alyssa to work from home, around school hours, to be there for Phoebe and the baby. 
 
   In the short term though, Mum was taking up that responsibility around the part-time cleaning business she’d started. Although we wanted to settle into the eventual routine sooner rather than later, there was just too much we needed to get sorted. And we’d only had a very short time to do it because a week after Phoebe started school I was on my way to Yas for the first round of the season. 
 
   Thankfully there were only two overseas races in the season, and the other was in New Zealand. It meant there wasn’t the almost month-long stay away from home that there had been the year before. 
 
   When I lined up for qualifying in the Yas race, I buzzed with nervous energy. It was the first race with me in complete and sole control of the car I now financed—the business we’d sunk our life savings into. Any crash I was involved in was a hit straight to our profit. Between the bank funding, the share for Paige, and Danny’s keen eye on his investment, we needed to keep a tight hold on the purse strings or Emmanuel would be sunk before it even started. 
 
   Despite the need for caution, a definite excitement ran through my veins. I could barely keep my enthusiasm in check when I had to go to the owners’ meetings and the drivers’ meetings. Throughout the lead-up in Yas, I’d caught up with lots of people, including my former pit-crew buddies, met with Danny for some planning meetings, and had lunch with Morgan and Eden McGuire and Dane Kent—who would always be good friends despite being on my former team and technically my rivals. 
 
   After qualifying cleanly in midpack, I celebrated in the form of a Skype date with Alyssa and Phoebe. 
 
   The weekend was a bit of a torture test because watching Eden getting around with her own growing belly made me think of Alyssa back at home. Their due dates were only weeks apart, with Eden due late May and Alyssa due mid-June. 
 
   By the end of the weekend, Emmanuel Racing was on the lips of most of the reporters. We hadn’t won a race, but two seconds was enough to take the event because neither of the two first-place winners placed high enough in their other race to beat my combined tally. The number of times I’d uttered the phrase, “Consistency is the key,” as I’d been interviewed made the words almost meaningless, but that was going to be our race strategy for the year. 
 
   It was only after the event was over that I realised how much more there was to being an owner than to just being a driver. While Morgan, Dane, and the other boys all went back to their hotels to get ready for the flight home, I had to be on hand for all the logistics, arrangements, and final sign-offs on everything. I had good people I was beginning to trust, but there was still so much I had to learn. 
 
   “Congratulations on your success this weekend.” Danny gave me a grin that told me he didn’t mind that Sinclair Racing was behind Emmanuel in the championship. I was sure the order would chop and change a fair bit over the course of the year, but for now, I was happy to accept the glory. 
 
   “Not too bad for a rookie, hey?” I flashed him one of my trademark cocky grins. The sort that the sponsors lapped up. 
 
   He chuckled. “I learned a long time ago what you can do as a rookie, so I never expected anything less.” 
 
   His words surprised me, given where we were just over twelve months earlier, but I was glad for them anyway. “Thank you. Having a good mentor helps.” 
 
   “Not to mention a good woman at your side.” 
 
   “How can I argue there?” I wasn’t sure if it was a bit of a dig at me. Still, I couldn’t help but agree with him. Me with Alyssa beside me was better than me without her. I couldn’t imagine the way things could have gone without her and Phoebe—the way things were just eighteen months earlier. 
 
   “Hazel and I will have to do lunch with you two when we’re in Brisbane next.” 
 
   I never thought I’d be the “doing lunch” type, but as a business owner, I was going to have to get used to it. “We’d like that.” 
 
   I resisted the urge to let fly with a, “Have your people call my people,” but I had some fucking standards and no real people . . . yet. 
 
   
 
 
   
NOT LONG after I was back from Yas, but before I really had to get ready for the next two races on back-to-back weekends in March, it was time for Alyssa’s twenty-week scan and first obstetrician appointment. 
 
   I was like a child on Christmas Eve as we waited for the scan. Alyssa, on the other hand, was bouncing off the walls for different reasons. 
 
   “Fuck, I need to pee!” she announced for the tenth time since we sat in the waiting room. “Why do they make you drink so much water before these things? It’s like they just ignore the fact that there’s a baby ready to bounce on it at any second.” 
 
   “I’m sure they’ll be out in a minute, and we’ll be done soon.” 
 
   “They better, Dec, or I’m just going to go to the toilet and they can get screwed. I can’t hold this in any longer.” Her legs bounced a fast rhythm as she did her own slightly subdued version of a potty dance. 
 
   I grabbed her hand. “They’ll be out in a minute.”
 
   And if they weren’t, I’d have some choice words for them for making Alyssa wait. 
 
   It was barely five minutes later that the sonographer found us in the waiting room. 
 
   “Oh thank Christ for that!” Alyssa snapped as they called her name. 
 
   We followed the woman back to the ultrasound room where she guided Alyssa onto the bed. Alyssa pulled her dress up so it was bunched under her boobs and the sonographer tucked paper around it and into Alyssa’s panties. It reminded me of our first scan, except this time I wasn’t shitting myself quite as much. At least I knew what to expect this time. 
 
   Even though I’d seen the evidence of the growing baby—Alyssa’s expanding stomach—day by day, it was only seeing that image and contrasting it to the memory of the last scan that made me realise just how big Alyssa was getting. The baby was higher, the bump more rounded than before. 
 
   “Are you ready to see your baby?” 
 
   The sonographer shifted the screen so Alyssa and I could both see our baby as I sat at Alyssa’s side with her hand in mine. 
 
   “Let’s see what we’ve got.” She pushed the wand against Alyssa’s stomach and a mess of black and white moved over the screen. Just like last time, I had no idea what was what until the sonographer pointed it all out. Once she’d pointed out the head, I was able to track that. 
 
   “Everything’s looking good here,” she said as she continued to stop the image every so often for various measurements. “Now, let’s get the heartbeat.” 
 
   Just like the last time, I wasn’t in any way prepared for the depth of emotions that welled inside me at the noise. My throat closed and my own heart rushed as the fast whoosh-whoosh sound filled the air accompanied by spikes on the screen. My smile fought through as I glanced at Alyssa, who had tears welling in her eyes. 
 
   “Have you guys thought about whether you want to find out the sex?” 
 
   Alyssa giggled. “Unless anything’s changed, or the last guy got it wrong, we already know.” 
 
   “Shall we double-check, just to be on the safe side?” 
 
   I nodded, and Alyssa said, “Sure.” 
 
   The last thing we needed was to have promised Phoebe a brother and deliver a sister. Not that I thought she’d mind a sister, but it was best to prepare her. 
 
   The sonographer moved the wand around for a moment and pointed out what she was seeing. “This here”—she guided her pointer over the screen—“would suggest you’re having a little boy.” 
 
   Even though it was what we’d been told, it was nice to have the confirmation. 
 
   “Ah!” Alyssa sat up, no doubt copping another kick to her liver or something. I felt a stab of jealousy. Even though an internal beating wasn’t exactly anyone’s idea of fun, it was a connection Alyssa had to the baby that I didn’t. 
 
   “He’s an active little thing.” The sonographer laughed. “And he’s got a good kick on him.” 
 
   My gaze shot to her. “What? You felt it?” 
 
   With a quiet laugh, she hung up the wand and wiped Alyssa’s belly down with a tissue. Then she reached for my hand. She guided it to the place where the wand had been a moment earlier. “Just . . .” She trailed off and paused for a moment. “There.” 
 
   Under my palm, Alyssa’s stomach flinched. I glanced between the sonographer and Alyssa, who nodded, as if to answer a question I hadn’t asked. Maybe my expression belied my confusion over the little nudge. That was a kick? That tiny little flinch? I’d felt something similar once or twice over the last week, but I didn’t think it was . . . 
 
   It hit me. 
 
   Holy fuck! They were kicks—I’d felt our baby kick. I wanted to rest both my hands on Alyssa’s belly and wait until he moved again—to absorb every motion I could. 
 
   “Are you finished?” Alyssa asked, her tone tinged with impatience. At first I thought it might have been directed at me, but she wasn’t looking at me. 
 
   The sonographer gave a knowing smile. “I’m done. The toilet’s through there.” 
 
   “Thank goodness,” Alyssa said before turning her gaze to me. “Can I . . .?” 
 
   I realised my hand was still pressed against her stomach and reluctantly tugged it away with an apology on my lips.  
 
   “Here you go,” the sonographer said, handing me a couple of small sheets of paper. When I glanced down, I saw they were printouts of the baby. My chest tightened as I thought the words again. 
 
   Our baby. 
 
   It was still a little surreal, but fucking awesome all at once. 
 
   When Alyssa came back into the room—back to her smiling self now that she wasn’t battling with a full bladder and active baby—the sonographer gave her a grin. “The reports will go to the maternity ward, but everything looks good.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Alyssa took my hand and led me out. 
 
   We had a few hours to kill before our first appointment with the obstetrician, so we went for a little walk to get some food. We soon found ourselves at a burger joint nearby. 
 
   Ignoring the last of her food, Alyssa leaned across the table to draw my hands into hers. With her wide eyes and teasing smile, she proved that her words were an understatement. “It’s actually nice having some time with you like this.”
 
   I didn’t need to ask what she meant, because our lives had been crazy and we’d barely had time together alone, let alone enough to stop and share a meal. “It’ll get easier, won’t it?” 
 
   “I hope so, but who knows? I mean when this little one comes, we’ll be back to the routine of sleepless nights, nappies, round-the-clock breastfeeding. It’s going to be crazy.” 
 
   I clasped her hands in mine. “I like our kind of crazy.”   
 
   She sighed and then started to cry. “I do too.” 
 
   I swiped her tears with my thumb. “These don’t suggest you do.” 
 
   “It’s just so much.” Her voice cracked. “There are days where I just can’t believe what we’ve become. Where we are. I mean, two years ago . . .” 
 
   She was alone and every aspect of my life was sliding down the shitter faster than I would have believed possible when I’d signed my initial contract with Sinclair Racing and left home. 
 
   Alyssa sighed and shook her head dreamily. “I was supposed to be on my way to a high-flying law career.” 
 
   How she’d hated that job. What would our life be like if she still had to face it every day? 
 
   I rubbed my thumb over hers. “And I was supposed to be nothing more than a driver. Things change. People change.” 
 
   Her gaze dropped to our joined hands. “I know.” 
 
   Leaning further across the table, I cupped her cheek. “Are you happy?” Although I didn’t think the question was completely necessary, the fact that she was crying made me ask it.
 
   “I’m ecstatic. I really am. I just keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.” 
 
   “Lys,” I whispered as I leant across the table conspiratorially. 
 
    She leant forward too. 
 
   “I threw the other fucking shoe away.” I gave her my trademark smirk. 
 
   A sweet little laugh escaped her. “I love you, Dec.” 
 
   “I love you too, Lys.” I kissed her lips. “We should probably get back to the hospital for the maternity clinic appointment, though.” 
 
   It was almost an hour and a half later before we were in the doctor’s office for our visit. She spoke about various things to Alyssa, but I was only half paying attention. There were some things I didn’t want to know about, not even when it came to my wife. 
 
   When they started to talk birth plans, my ears pricked up. I needed to know both Alyssa and the baby would be safe. That was my one goal, the one thing I could try to impact. 
 
   “I’m interested in a VBAC,” Alyssa said. 
 
   I screwed my nose up at the word. What the fuck was a veeback? It was the first time I’d heard her talk about anything. 
 
   “You understand that can be quite risky?” the doctor said. 
 
   “So can a secondary C-section,” Alyssa shot back just as quickly. “I can assure you, I’m not coming into this doe-eyed and innocent. I’m all too well aware of the risks of childbirth, both to mother and baby. My caesarean was over five years ago. My scar tissue is well healed. I’m young, fit, and healthy. The reason for my previous caesarean is documented in my file, and if the same thing happens in pregnancy, of course I’ll do whatever is necessary to keep both the baby and myself safe. But I’ve researched the pros and cons of both, and I’d like to try. I think there would be a benefit in VBAC in my circumstances.” 
 
   “Risks?” I asked as my stomach fell. What did she mean risks? I looked to Alyssa for reassurance, but she wouldn’t meet my eye. Did she know this? 
 
   My heart raced and all I could hear was a siren going off in my head, warning me that the baby and Alyssa could be in danger. 
 
   “Multiple risks,” the doctor said. “The most concerning being the risk of uterine rupture.” 
 
   Rupture wasn’t a good word. I didn’t like the sound of that risk at all. Especially not concerning Alyssa or the baby. 
 
   Alyssa reached for my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “There are risks involved with every pregnancy. If I have another C-section, there are risks too. The recovery time will be less if I can have a VBAC. I really would prefer to avoid surgery if I can.”
 
   My mind was still spinning around with the words I didn’t like and those I didn’t understand. I wanted to hold my hand up and say slow the fuck down, but the doc and Alyssa seemed content to continue their conversation. 
 
   “Are you considering more children?”
 
   Alyssa turned her gaze to me with the question burning in her eyes. 
 
   “Can’t we get through this one first?” I asked. I wasn’t sure I could take the idea of risks and ruptures all over again. If I’d heard those words before we started trying for a baby, I probably would’ve refused. My little family of three would have been more than enough if having more kids was going to put Alyssa in danger. 
 
   “We can certainly assess your viability as a candidate for trialling a VBAC, especially as you seem willing to consider other options if there’s an emergency.” 
 
    “Can I just ask one question?” My mind still spun with questions and concern for the apparent danger. “What the fuck is veeback?”
 
   Alyssa shook her head and gave a throaty laugh. “Vaginal Birth After Caesarean. It means trying to have a baby naturally even though I had a C-section last time.” 
 
   I stared at her. I was seriously in over my fucking head with this shit. Worries and thoughts of Alyssa breastfeeding—and pumping her breast milk—of her having to choose between squeezing a child out of her pussy or having surgery, and of what we would do once the baby was born all spun around and around in my head and I started to feel a little light-headed. 
 
   “It’s too late to back out now, isn’t it?” I asked as I climbed to my feet. The walls were closing in on me and I had to escape. My breath grew shorter and shorter and I couldn’t get the oxygen I needed. Holy fuck. 
 
   My eyes rolled up and a bitter, metallic sensation burned the back of my tongue. A second later, Alyssa’s hands clasped my cheeks. “Five things you can see.” 
 
   I blinked as I tried to work out what her words meant. My lungs were still three sizes too small, my heart at least two too big. 
 
   “Five things, Dec,” she repeated. Realisation dawned that she was trying to get me to do a grounding exercise that Dr Henrikson had taught us. 
 
   “You. The chair. You. The desk. You.”
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief, no doubt recalling my statement in that session; I didn’t need grounding tools. I just needed her. 
 
   “Do you want the four things I can touch?” I asked as my lips twisted into a grin. 
 
   Her lips slid into a knowing smile. “No, because I’m sure they’re not appropriate to discuss in front of our doctor.” 
 
   “She’s a specialist in at least one of them,” I whispered into Alyssa’s ear. 
 
   She chuckled as she playfully smacked my chest. “And you won’t be touching any of them if you don’t sit back in that chair.” 
 
   “Mmm, as if you could resist me, Mrs Insatiable.” Her hormone-induced sex-craziness had died down a little—thankfully at a point before she’d killed my cock from overuse—but she was still almost always ready for some fun. Instead of waiting for a reply, I found my way back to the chair. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said to the doctor. “I just got a little overwhelmed for a moment there.” 
 
   “There isn’t much I haven’t seen in this office.” The humour in her tone proved the truth in her statement. “A first-time father freaking out is hardly the worst of them.”   
 
   I was going to argue that I wasn’t first time—I had a daughter at home after all—but then stopped because she was right. At least in the respect of going through pregnancy, birth, and babies, I was as wet behind the ears as anyone. 
 
   “If you’d been through this before, you’d have known the risks involved in every pregnancy,” the doctor added, answering the question I didn’t ask. 
 
   She offered Alyssa a sympathetic look, no doubt thinking that she was a young mother having two pregnancies to two different fathers. The selfish part of me wanted to leave the assumption alone because it meant I didn’t have to admit how badly I’d fucked up. 
 
   “I was, uh, absent during our first pregnancy,” I admitted. “A mistake I don’t intend to make twice.” 
 
   Alyssa clasped my hand and intertwined her fingers with mine. The rest of the appointment went smoothly and before long, Alyssa had been given a list of instructions and an idea of her schedule for going back into the antenatal clinic. I was determined to go to as many appointments as I could—and not pass out like a fucking pansy at a single one.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER SEVEN: RUSH RUSH
 
   
 
 
   
THE END OF March and all through April was nothing short of madness. 
 
   I missed every one of Alyssa’s appointments because I was overseas or interstate. The race schedule would have been intense enough without having to worry about keeping the team ticking over on top of it all. I was just thankful we’d kept Paige on to handle the bulk of it. I probably could have muddled through, but her advice turned out to be pretty invaluable most of the time. 
 
   It seemed every time I stopped, Alyssa’s stomach had swollen another couple of inches. I hated that I was missing it all, but if I stopped and jumped off the crazy train, Emmanuel Racing could fail. As it was, because of my distraction every time I hit the track, I’d had one DNF in the eight races, and was coming third in the championship. Still, our times and positions were respectable enough to keep the sponsors happy. I just had to keep it up, even though there were some days I was just about ready to fall in a heap. 
 
   The one thing that kept me going without too many complaints was the knowledge that Alyssa’s days were almost as busy as mine, and she had the added pressure of growing a human inside her—so really I had no fucking right to complain about anything.
 
   One Friday in the middle of April, I stood in our kitchen and watched as Phoebe shovelled down her Weet-Bix and Alyssa packed everyone’s lunches. Even though the Easter long weekend was coming at the end of April, that wouldn’t give us a chance to ease the strain because that signalled the start of the school holidays, which meant we needed someone home constantly to watch Phoebe, and there was a race in Perth the following weekend so I’d be up to my eyeballs with work. 
 
   Phoebe finished her breakfast and raced to the sink with her dirty bowl. Alyssa twisted around and grabbed Phoebe’s bag to put her lunch box inside. It was a familiar dance to us now, one we’d been performing every morning. Some mornings it was a quickstep, other times a slower waltz, but always leading to the moment we split into three different directions. What I wouldn’t give for just a couple of days for the three of us to spend some time together before it got even crazier with a new baby in the mix. 
 
   “Stop,” I said, wishing I could pause the world for a while. 
 
   “What?” Alyssa asked as she shoved my insulated lunch bag into my hand.
 
   “Stop,” I said a little louder. “Let’s just get away.” 
 
   She paused in front of me. “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “Let’s just take the day off and get away. Like we did before I went back to work. Just the three of us.” 
 
   “We can’t, we’ve got—” 
 
   “Nothing on that can’t wait one more day. I need this, Lys. I need you, and I need Phoebe, and I need to just get away,” I pleaded. “Let’s go for a drive out to Mount Tamborine for a picnic.” 
 
   “I don’t—”
 
   Moving closer to her, I traced her cheek with my fingertips. “Give me one reason.” 
 
   “Phoebe’s got school.” 
 
   I lifted my brow at her. “She’s in prep. It’s not exactly going to impact on her choice of university is it?”  
 
   “I guess not.” 
 
   “C’mon,” I said, dragging her closer to me. “Just one day without the team, or school, or anything else. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Pheebs?” I glanced around Alyssa to where Phoebe was standing listening to us.  
 
   Phoebe nodded. “Can we go to a playground?” 
 
   “We’ll find the best playground there is.”  
 
   She gave an excited giggle. 
 
   “But only if Mummy agrees to have the day off.” 
 
   “Please, Mummy?” Phoebe said, dancing around Alyssa’s legs. 
 
   “You’re playing dirty,” Alyssa muttered in my ear. 
 
   “I’ll play as dirty as I need for the chance for some time alone with my girls.” 
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me and offered me a sly smile. “You’re calling the school and telling them that she’s not coming in.”  
 
   “Deal. But who’ll call in for me,” I joked. I wondered if she was remembering high school like I was. Back then, we used to wag somewhat regularly and she’d never complained about the way we’d spent the day. Of course, we didn’t have a car or the funds to go where we wanted then.  
 
   “Uh-uh,” Alyssa said, reaching into my pocket and pulling out my phone. “If you wanna ditch, you’ve gotta dial.” 
 
   “I’m sure I can be a big boy and do that. I mean, my boss is pretty fantastic, and I’m sure he won’t have any complaints when I tell him that I need time with you.” I stepped closer to her. “I think he has a crush on you. In fact, I think he wants to fuck you.” I whispered in her ear so Phoebe couldn’t hear. 
 
   She gave my chest a playful shove. “You might work for yourself, but you still have people expecting you in, and you need to let them know you won’t be there. And that I won’t be available either.” 
 
   “Will do. You go get yourself and Phoebe ready for some fun, and I’ll make the calls.” 
 
   I jumped on the phone, first with Mum, then with Emmanuel Racing, and finally with Phoebe’s school. Within an hour, we were on the road for a day of absolutely fucking nothing, and I hadn’t looked forward to anything more in a while. During the course of the day, we settled on a name for the baby: Brock Curtis, the first name after a racing legend and the second after Alyssa’s father. 
 
   
 
 
   
APRIL ENDED and May came racing around the corner. A few days before I had to leave home for the Winton race, I had an early morning phone call from a very stunned and sleepy-sounding Morgan.
 
   “Is this the call?” I asked. I was unable to hide the excitement bubbling in my voice. 
 
   “Yeah, it is,” he said. The more he talked, the more shell-shocked he sounded. “It’s a boy.” 
 
   Alyssa nudged me to find out what he was saying and then grinned when I nodded. 
 
   “Give me a minute; I’ll put you on speaker. Lys wants to talk too.” I set the phone to speaker. 
 
   “Give us all the details,” Alyssa said. “How’s Eden? How’s the baby? Have you picked a name? What was—” She kept rolling off questions until I pressed my finger to her lips. 
 
   “Give the man a chance to answer a couple of those questions before asking more.” I teased but sobered when she narrowed her eyes at me. Although the worst of her hormonal swings had settled sometime around month five, they’d started up again recently as we hit the last month of her pregnancy. 
 
   “He was born three hours ago. His name is Max. He was 3.4 kilos, fifty-one centimetres long, and both mum and bub are doing great.” 
 
   “Is Eden there?” Alyssa asked. “Can I talk to her?” 
 
   “Sorry, Lys, she’s rest—” He cut off with a laugh. “Actually she’s right here.” 
 
   Alyssa grabbed the phone off me. “How’d it all go?” The words left her as she walked away with my phone in her hand. I was certain she needed the reassurance about Eden’s labour. The closer Alyssa’s due date got, the more she panicked. No amount of calming words from me could help. If Eden could help ease her fears, I was happy to let the two of them shoot the shit for as long as they wanted. 
 
   Alyssa’s voice grew quieter as she headed into the kitchen. I left her to it and figured I’d just have to catch up with Morgan at Winton. 


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER EIGHT: HURRY HOME
 
   
 
 
   
BEFORE I KNEW it, June had arrived and Alyssa’s due date was barrelling closer. Alyssa was more on edge than ever before when she reached the point where Phoebe’s placenta had detached, causing the emergency caesarean for the twins. Still, she was calmer than I expected her to be—and a little fuller than I’d imagined. There was nothing I loved more than to trail my hands over her belly and feel the movements of the life within. It was fucking magical. She was also a little more forgetful and absent-minded than before, but I’d been told that was normal under the circumstances. 
 
   With every day, my excitement grew because I couldn’t wait for Alyssa’s due date so I could meet my newest son. 
 
   Between races at the Winton event, Morgan and I had been able to catch up and he’d shown me 1,001 photos of Max. Every possible angle had been captured at least twice. It was sweet to see the photos at first, but by the end, I was fucking relieved it was over. Of course, I didn’t say that to him. Instead, I just smiled and nodded as my eyes glazed over after the first ten photos. I figured payback would be a bitch once Brock was born. 
 
   Because the Darwin race was on Phoebe’s birthday, we debated having the team skip it, but we were still clinging in the top five of the championship and missing the whole event would sink my chances to nonreturnable depths. Plus, Alyssa’s due date was the same weekend as the Townsville race, and there was the strong possibility of me having to miss that one regardless. If we missed too many, the sponsors would likely call in track time clauses on their contracts and we’d be up for the penalties. We couldn’t afford that. 
 
   Instead, we had a dinner for Phoebe’s birthday the night before I left, inviting everyone to the party—all of Alyssa’s family, my mum, and Flynn. 
 
   After the dinner, as everyone scattered into small groups to talk, I cornered Flynn to make sure he was staying with Alyssa the whole weekend. With her not quite due but far enough along to pop at any moment, I didn’t want to take any chances.
 
   He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Why me?” 
 
   “Mum will be around as well, of course,” I said, “but Lys is being stubborn about not needing help, so she won’t let Mum stay. But she’d never dream that I’d ask you to be my eyes and ears on the ground, so that’s exactly what I need you to be. Pretend you’re there to watch the race. Claim to have had too much to drink. I don’t care what you do. I just want someone at home with Lys and Pheebs in case Lys goes into labour. Knowing her stubborn arse, she wouldn’t call the ambulance because she doesn’t want to inconvenience the drivers. I wouldn’t put it past her to try to drive herself to the hospital through her contractions.” 
 
   The closer her due date drew, and the bigger her stomach became, the more obstinate she was about not needing help. She’d spent ten minutes trying to pick a pair of nail clippers off the floor, refusing help from both Phoebe and me. It would have been endearing if it wasn’t so fucking frustrating. 
 
   He laughed. “You’re not wrong. I think if things hadn’t gone south so quickly last time she would’ve been the same.” 
 
   “If anything goes even the slightest bit wrong, I want her in an ambulance and then you call me. Have you got that?” 
 
   “Yes, sir.” He grinned at me. “You know, I like this commanding, protective version of you way more than that dickhead I met at Emmie’s graveside.” 
 
   I snorted as I recalled my behaviour leading up to that meeting. “Yeah, me too.”
 
   “I’ll work my magic with Lys, and your wish shall be my command.” He went to move back to Alyssa’s side. 
 
   “Oh, one more thing,” I said, drawing his attention back to me. “If something happens and I can’t make it back in time, make sure the right name goes on the fucking birth certificates this time, yeah?” 
 
   A bark of laughter left him. “Sure thing, Dec. Good luck in the top end.” 
 
   As it grew later and the party wound down everyone left, saying their goodbyes to the birthday girl and wishing me luck for my race. 
 
   I just hoped my little boy would hold on until I got home again. 
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER EVERY session on the track, the first thing I would do was get my mobile phone and check for news from home. I was a fucking nervous wreck. Thankfully instead of distracting me, it was almost as if I was able to channel the frustration into the car to give it a few extra Ks an hour. It put me on pole, then first in the first race. Everyone kept saying that if my form kept up, there was every chance I’d be able to claw back to third or maybe even second in the championship. 
 
   Still, it took everything in me to focus on the track and not think about Alyssa and Phoebe at home. Whenever my attention strayed to them, I reminded myself that they were the reason I was racing hard. Keeping the team going, keeping the team and driver rank positions strong, would benefit our family in the long run.
 
   The moment the race meet was over, I ensured everyone had everything under control and then was on a plane heading back home. There would be time to celebrate my overall win later—once I was certain Alyssa was safe and the baby wasn’t going to be born without me at her bedside.
 
   Thankfully, there’d been no movement at the station when I arrived home, but she did have another antenatal appointment booked for the following day that I’d be able to accompany her to. 
 
   As a way to celebrate a belated birthday, Phoebe and I had a daddy-daughter day at the kart track. Because she was now five, she was able to go on the tandem karts and I could show her the fun of speed. 
 
   As we flew around the corners, she squealed and giggled. 
 
   “Can I go by myself?” 
 
   “Not yet, sweetheart,” I said. “But one day, I’ll show you how to beat every other sucker out on that track. Does that sound good? Coming first, just like Daddy.” 
 
   Wide-eyed, she nodded. After a moment, she asked, “Can we go fast again now?” 
 
   Even though I’d only planned for the one session, I couldn’t resist her little hands coming together to beg or the pleading pout on her lips. 
 
   “Let’s do it.”
 
   
 
 
   
WITH NO urgent need for me to be in the office, and Alyssa’s due date so imminent, everything non-vital was put on hold. I went to work only when absolutely necessary—leaving the team to each do what they did best. Because I was desperate not to miss a thing and ensure that everything was ready for Brock’s homecoming, I had Mum on constant standby to pick Phoebe up from school if something happened. 
 
   I hovered around Alyssa so much I was certain she was getting sick of me. The first pregnancy with me at her side was highly likely to lead to our divorce. Even my upcoming birthday wasn’t important in the grand scheme of things. 
 
   “I can do it, Dec!” she snapped at me when I bumped her away from the chest of drawers. 
 
   She’d spent the better part of the morning cleaning and sorting everything out in the nursery before deciding that it might be better to change the floor plan and move the chest of drawers away from the change table so that Brock wouldn’t be able to move from one surface to the other when he got a little older. Why it couldn’t be moved later, I had no idea. Or even why it couldn’t be the change table—the piece of furniture that was on fucking wheels—that was the one to be moved. 
 
   That wasn’t to be, though. 
 
   Instead, Alyssa had decided it had to be the chest of drawers that moved so it could rest against a different wall. I was going to be damned if I let her be the one to shift it, though. As I dragged the heavy-as-shit furniture around, Alyssa jumped on the other end to try to help me. I opened my mouth to tell her to buzz off and just supervise from a safe distance when she went pale. 
 
   “Oh shit,” she muttered.  
 
   “What is it?” I raced to her side in a minute but stopped short when I saw the small puddle of water at her feet. “Oh shit!” My exclamation was far louder than hers. “Is that . . .?” 
 
   She nodded. “I think my water just broke.” 
 
   “Fuck, we’ve gotta get you to the hospital. Get in the car.” 
 
   She laughed as she held up her hand. “It’s not that—” She winced and stopped talking—something she’d been doing for the better part of the morning. “It’s not that big of a rush,” she finished a moment later. With the information about her broken waters playing in my head, I had one question. 
 
   “Fuck, Lys, have you been having contractions all morning?” 
 
   “Maybe. I wasn’t sure. They started a few days ago, but the pain’s been getting worse.”
 
   “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” I was trying to calculate the travel time into the city. I’d seen movies; it was all such a rush. “We need to get you to the hospital. Now!” 
 
   “Relax. It’s not that—” She paused again for a moment. Her fingernails bit into her palms. “That big of a deal. I’ll call the hospital and see if they want me yet.” 
 
   “Are you fucking crazy? We need to move. Now. You already want to try the VBAC thing. There’s no way you’re doing that here. I can’t have your uterus rupture here. I wouldn’t know what the fuck to do.” I paced the room and dragged my hands through my hair. Why wouldn’t she just get in the car? Didn’t she know precious minutes were ticking by? 
 
   I figured maybe she’d move quicker if I got her hospital bag organised for her, so I left the room without another word and ran to the room where her bag was all packed up and ready to go. By the time I had it in my hand and was back at the door to the nursery, Alyssa was on the phone. 
 
   “I understand,” she said. “Yep, no worries at all. We’ll see you soon.” She met my worried gaze. “Actually, wait, can you just repeat that to my husband?” She laughed. “Yeah, something like that.” She held her phone out for me. 
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Sir, I’ve just advised your wife that it’s probably a good idea for her to come to the hospital at her convenience to be examined. It sounds possible that she’s in early labour. The most important thing is to not panic and not stress. There’s likely to be a long way to go yet.” 
 
   My mind just churned over the words early labour over and over. Fuck, I needed to get her to the hospital. If I didn’t . . . If something went wrong that could have been avoided by taking her there sooner . . . 
 
   “We’ll be there as soon as we can!” I hung up the phone as soon as the words were out. “You heard the lady, Lys. In the car.” 
 
   “No.” 
 
   “What the fuck do you mean ‘no’?” 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere right now. I want that chest of drawers in place first, and I’m not leaving at all until you’ve calmed down.” 
 
   “Calmed down? Calmed down? You’re in labour, Lys. I can’t exactly be calm. We. Need. To. Get. To. The. Hospital.” I emphasised each word to ensure she understood. Maybe the pregnancy brain was impacting her ability to reason and think logically. 
 
   When she still didn’t move, other than to wince again, I dropped the bag and moved to the dresser, shifting it to the wall she’d determined it would be best on. A string of curse words was on my lips as I moved. 
 
   “There. Now can we go?” 
 
   “At my convenience, Dec. It’s likely to be hours and hours before anything happens.” 
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts. I want to clean up this mess and then we can go.” 
 
   “Fucking hell,” I muttered under my breath but dutifully grabbed some rags to clean up the fluid on the carpet. Alyssa disappeared and came back with the Bi-Carb Soda. Just like she had the night Phoebe had been sick at our old place in Sydney, she sprinkled some around. 
 
   “We can vacuum that up later,” she said, glancing around the room in a quick once-over before giving her nod of approval. “Give me a minute and I’ll call your mum from the car to get her to pick up Phoebe and bring her home.” 
 
   “You’re not going to have her bring her to the hospital?” 
 
   “What part of ‘it might take hours’ don’t you understand? It’s not like the movies, Dec. There’s not some mad rush to get to the hospital because the baby is minutes away. Phoebe will be bored out of her mind.” 
 
   Rationally, I knew that. I’d experienced it with Rose and then heard it from Morgan. But the rational part of my brain wasn’t in control. The part of me that wanted to have Alyssa hooked up to every medical device just to make sure there was nothing wrong with her, or with Brock, was in charge. And he wanted to get Alyssa to where the doctors were in the fastest possible way. 
 
   “Besides, I’ve already called the ambulance. The hospital wanted me to travel with them, just to be on the safe side.” Her words were a reminder that her delivery was high risk because of the issues she’d had the last time and because she wanted to attempt the VBAC. 
 
   I begrudgingly agreed to wait until they arrived. 
 
   When the ambos came, Alyssa finally got a move on and went with them without question. She was all smiles and laughter as I tried to hurry her up before grabbing her bag and jumping in the car to follow them. 
 
   It was nearly an hour later before we were finally at the maternity ward of the Royal Brisbane Hospital. They assessed Alyssa and then, after confirming what Blind Freddy could probably see—that she was in fact in labour—led her into the birthing suite.
 
   That’s when everything seemed to stop. The midwife came in from time to time to check on Alyssa’s progression, check Brock’s heart rate with the Doppler, and just generally ensure everything was okay, but that was it. There were no rushing beds sliding through the doors of the hospital corridors. No doctor sitting at the end of the bed waiting to catch the baby when he came. And no blue drapes that seemed to feature in every movie. 
 
   Through it all, there was one constant: the helplessness that took hold in my chest. My gaze fell on Alyssa so often, and each time she looked almost serene, no matter what she was doing. Even as her contractions grew stronger—to the point where she was gritting her teeth and squeezing my hand each time—she didn’t complain that it was too much. I wondered whether part of that was because she didn’t want to be forced to have a C-section again if she made too many complaints.  
 
   “You’re doing really well,” the midwife said on her next visit—after we’d been there for the better part of six hours. “You’re about eight centimetres dilated. Soon it’ll be time to push.”  
 
   I stood at the side of Alyssa’s bed and brushed the hair from her face. The effort she was going through, the strain she was hiding, was clearer up close. Her skin was coated in a light sheen of sweat. Once she had the all-clear, though, she paced the room again. 
 
   Less than half an hour later, Alyssa’s obstetrician came in to introduce herself again. Apparently, the “high-risk” nature of the birth meant Alyssa was to be closely monitored by a doctor throughout the next stage. 
 
   As Alyssa’s labour progressed, so did her stress. The laughter, smiles, and cute little winces stopped, replaced by groans, hand grips that could have popped open a tin can, and a near permanent sheen of sweat on her brow. 
 
   “How are you going?” I asked, for probably the eighteenth time since we’d got there. I hated being so useless. There wasn’t much I could do but rub her back whenever she stopped pacing the room and offer what comfort I could with my presence. 
 
   She grabbed my arm. “Ask me that one more time and you’ll be the one needing to lie down.” 
 
   I pressed my hand over hers and bounced my leg. “I just wish I could do more for you.” 
 
   “I think you’ve done more than enough,” she muttered after another contraction had hit her. They were almost permanent, one running into the next into the next. “Get the doctor. I need— Get the doctor now!” she roared before gritting her teeth.  
 
   She didn’t have to tell me twice. I pushed the call button while she climbed back onto the bed.  
 
   The doctor and midwife came in moments later to check on Alyssa. 
 
   “I feel like I need to push,” Alyssa said as the doctor assessed her before announcing that Alyssa was fully dilated and the baby was crowning.  
 
   “It won’t be long now,” the doctor added. “Everything looks good with the baby’s heart rate and he doesn’t seem to be under any stress.” 
 
   “I need to push!” Alyssa cried again as her hand closed tightly around mine. She squeezed so hard her knuckles were white and my fingers lost all feeling. 
 
   The doctor encouraged her to follow her instincts. When she did, her hold on my hand impossibly tightened. A feral growl ripped from between her clenched teeth and her heels dug in to the sheets. Even after she’d exhaled all her breath, she kept pushing until she fell back against the bed, panting and exhausted. More words of encouragement came from the doctor about how well Alyssa was doing. 
 
   “You’re doing great, baby,” I murmured as I leant closer to her to brush her hair away and kiss her temple. 
 
   I pulled away and glanced down at the doctor, buried between Alyssa’s legs. Then I saw it. 
 
   Our son’s head. 
 
   Holy shit. 
 
   “Holy shit,” I repeated aloud as my smile grew. “You’re doing so great.”  
 
   Another contraction hit. Another near torturous grip on my hands. Another feral grunt through Alyssa’s gritted teeth. 
 
   And then sweet music: the sound of a cry, piercing and quiet all at once. 
 
   Then our baby was placed on Alyssa’s chest and I couldn’t breathe. He was so small. So tiny and so helpless. I looked up at my perfect wife and grinned as tears rushed into my eyes. The midwife and the doctor were still busy and still talking, but I couldn’t hear any of the words. 
 
   I was transfixed by the sight of Alyssa and Brock together. Fuck. How could I ever have not wanted this? How could I have thought my life wasn’t heading in this direction? 
 
   “Look what we did, baby,” I muttered as I met her eye. 
 
   “Dec,” Alyssa prompted as she reached out to pat my cheek before nodding toward the end of the bed. 
 
   The nurse was waiting for me to say something. I gave her a little apologetic smile to tell her I wasn’t sure what I’d been asked. 
 
   “Would you like to cut the cord?” 
 
   I nodded even though the thought sent my pulse racing. My hands shook and my mouth was dry. As I cut the cord, my gaze found its way back to Alyssa and Brock. There was something missing, but after Alyssa was settled into the ward, I’d go home. Then I’d return first thing in the morning with Phoebe, and everything would be complete.  
 
   It was only when I was driving home, a few minutes after midnight, that I realised it had just ticked over to my birthday. Brock had been spared sharing my birthday by just a few hours. Still, a new healthy baby and a safe delivery for Alyssa were all I’d wanted for my birthday. There was nothing more I could have asked for.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   
CHAPTER NINE: FAMILY FRIENDLY
 
   
 
 
   
EVEN THOUGH WE’D already been a family—I’d already been a father—nothing had prepared me for the arrival of a new baby. He screamed all night; shit almost constantly; and when he wasn’t eating, screaming, or shitting, he was sleeping. Still, I was enamoured with him. 
 
   And Phoebe adored him. She’d often sit on the couch under Alyssa’s watchful eye holding her baby brother. Phoebe would cradle Brock’s head carefully like she’d been shown and sit with him while watching TV. 
 
   A little over a week after he was born, I had to head off to Townsville. I’d asked Alyssa multiple times whether she wanted me to cancel and whether she’d be okay, but each time she all but shooed me out the door. Still, both of our mothers knew Alyssa was alone, so I was sure she’d have plenty of extra hands and lots of support—probably more than she really wanted.  
 
   Of course, I left armed with photos of him, him with Phoebe, him and Alyssa, and photos Mum had taken of our whole family. The last ones were the ones we’d released to the media to keep them off our doorstep. 
 
   I took to the track like a man possessed. I’d never been more in control or ready to win than I was during that weekend. Winning for my family was the best way I could think of to honour them. Not that they’d care if I came last, but it gave me a reason to race harder than ever. 
 
   When I came home, the first thing I did was grab a screaming Brock off Alyssa and tell her to take some time for herself. She was a fucking trouper, and I was more than willing to do my share of the child wrangling. 
 
   At least until Brock shit in his nappies with something akin to toxic waste. Then . . . well, then I would have been more than happy to hand him back to Alyssa, except she’d locked herself in the bathroom and wouldn’t open the door. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   With my shirt pulled up over my nose in an attempt to block out the smell, I managed to get his nappy off. Almost the second the air hit his dick, he pissed all over the change table, himself, and the nappy I’d grabbed for him. 
 
   “Fuck,” I muttered as I tried to clean up the piss while keeping one hand on Brock so he didn’t somehow wiggle himself off the change table.
 
   “Phoebe!” I cried. “Can you come here please?” 
 
   She was at my side in a moment. “Yes, Daddy?” 
 
   “Can you please get me towels? And a nappy for Brockie?” I could have asked her to watch Brock while I got everything else, but it seemed more responsible to put the five-year-old in charge of the inanimate objects. 
 
   While I waited for Phoebe to get back, I wrestled my shirt off and wrapped it around Brock so he wouldn’t get too cold. 
 
   “Here you go, Daddy,” Phoebe said, handing me a tea towel. Rather than telling her to try again, I just dealt with it. God, I didn’t know how Alyssa did this so many times a day. 
 
   Then again, even though I was covered in piss, in a room filled with the lingering scent of toxic-waste-dump-style shit, and half naked after sacrificing my shirt to the greater good, I was still happier than I had been drugged up and balls-deep in any stranger.    
 
 
    
 
   
THE REST of the race season passed in a blur until Bathurst was on me again. The last few times I’d raced at the mountain had all been vastly different. One had almost seen my career decimated. At the time, I would have thought my life was over, but that event brought Alyssa back into my life. 
 
   The next had restored not only my career but had cemented my place at my family’s side and had seen the conception of our son. 
 
   And the third time, well, despite coming sixth in the 1000, I was so fucking happy. It was a respectable finish considering it was me and a super-rookie driver tackling the race. Just getting through the race cleanly was an accomplishment. It cemented Emmanuel Racing as the team to watch. 
 
   Alyssa, Phoebe, and Brock had even come with me. Flynn had accompanied us, ostensibly as our babysitter but he spent just as much time rubbing shoulders in the pits and with the celebrities on track. Something told me he could get used to hanging out with some of the talent. At least he took Brock and Phoebe off our hands for the night before the race so Alyssa and I could relive the life we’d had the previous year. It was a good chance to reconnect with her as a fucking gorgeous woman and not just a domestic goddess. 
 
   After that weekend, the rest of the year slipped away until Christmas approached again. Things had been crazy, and more than a little hectic, but I wouldn’t have changed a single day of it. 
 
   When I came home from the staff break-up party at Emmanuel Racing before the Christmas holidays, I was more than ready to relax and spend some time with my family. Although I would have liked Alyssa to go to the party too—she was as important a member of the team as I was—she ended up staying at home because she’d been too sick to go. Between the vomiting bug she had and running around after two kids, she was exhausted. I would have avoided the party, but being the team owner and lead driver, it was one of those times I had to suck it up and do whatever was needed of me. 
 
   When I walked in Brock was fast asleep in Alyssa’s arms, stretched out with his arms above his head. His little pout sucked on air as he slept. Already six months old, and he was getting so big. Taking in the bags under Alyssa’s eyes, the slight frizz in her hair, and the fact she looked more than ready to nod off, I went to grab him off her to let her get some rest, but she shook her head. 
 
   “He’s only just drifted off,” she whispered. “I don’t want to risk waking him.” 
 
   I brushed my hand over her hair before kissing her forehead. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   She nodded and gave me a watery smile. The joy in her eyes was there, just buried a little under her sleep-deprived weariness. “There’s something on the bed for you, though.”
 
   I frowned as I wondered what it could be. 
 
   “Just try to keep it down when you open it, okay?” she added as I turned away. “However you feel about it.”  
 
   My frown deepened as I headed down toward the bedrooms. Before I went to our bedroom, I looked in on Phoebe in hers. She was fast asleep, curled around her pillow with a smile on her lips. I moved to her bed and kissed her temple. Time went by too fast. It was hard to believe we were only a few days away from our third Christmas together. 
 
   The four of us had made it through what was sure to be the craziest year of our life. After all, we knew what to expect from team ownership now, and Alyssa kept telling me that babies got easier as they got older. As much as I’d loved the last year, I was ready for life to settle into something a little calmer. 
 
   Leaving Phoebe’s room, I found my way to the master bedroom. On the bed was one of Phoebe’s shoeboxes with a note stuck to the top that read, Are you ready for this?
 
   While my mind turned over the question of ready for what? I flipped open the lid. When I saw what was inside, I dropped the whole thing back onto the bed. The blood drained from my face and I couldn’t believe what I’d seen. Unlike the previous Christmas, I didn’t need to look twice to figure out what Alyssa’s gift was—or what it meant. 
 
   I found my way out to the living room with the words holy fuck running over and over inside my head. 
 
   “Surprise,” Alyssa whispered when she saw me coming. It was hard to know how she was feeling about it. “So are you? Ready for it?” 
 
   The information settled over me slowly. The two lines on the stick. The confirmation that our little family was going to get that much bigger once again. Another baby on the way. As it really registered, my smile grew. 
 
   “Yeah. I think I am.” 
 
   The words didn’t seem strong enough to convey the growing certainty in me that it was exactly what I wanted. Despite the fact that she was exhausted, a little frazzled, and ready to collapse, Alyssa was the perfect mother. She was as stunning as ever, and my love for her grew with every single day. The truth was, now that I was faced with the reality of having to do it all over again there wasn’t a single regret in my mind. Maybe I would’ve liked a year off, but it didn’t matter that my choice had been taken away by fate. I was ready. 
 
   If she wasn’t holding my son, I would’ve picked her up and spun her in my arms. 
 
   A grin was plastered on my lips as I said, “Actually, I can’t fucking wait.”
 
   
 
 
   
THE END 


 
   
  
 



IF YOU ENJOYED DECLAN’S STORY YOU CAN NOW FIND OUT WHAT HAPPENS NEXT IN PHOEBE REEDE’S VERY OWN ADVENTURE. 
 
   
[image: ] 
 
   
Living in the shadow of a legend has its drawbacks.
 
   
Every aspect of Phoebe Reede’s life has been defined by her father. Caught halfway between being a teen and an adult, she yearns to break free from the weight of expectations surrounding the Reede name.
 
   
Her desire for freedom sends her overseas on her first solo journey. There, she finds herself having an unexpected adventure with an unlikely person.
 
   
How can she learn who she wants to be and what is nothing more than a phase?
 
   
**Due to strong language and sexual content this series is not intended for anyone under the age of 18. Later books in this series contain content that may trigger emotional distress in some readers, including sexual assault and violence.**
 
   


 
   
  
 



If you enjoyed this book, please let others know by sharing your thoughts on Goodreads, Booklikes, Amazon, and your other favorite review sites. 
 
   
Thank you
 
   
If you would like to show your love for Declan to the world, you can order your t-shirt here: https://teechip.com/whiskeywithdeclanreede
 
   


 
   
  
 




ALSO BY MICHELLE IRWIN
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Happily Evan After (Fall for You #1)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Evan is a reluctant cupid.
 
   
Facing an unknown term of servitude to repay his debt to the world, it is his responsibility to guide couples together. Despite initial hesitancy, he has learned to handle every case with care and he now basks in the afterglow of new-found love and relishes in the energy it provides him. But his end goal is still the promise of paradise in return for his penance.
 
   
It's all going according to plan until he receives an assignment that is inconceivable to him. He has to find a mate for Becca, within whom lives the reincarnated soul of his one true love. Bound by his duty to find her a match, he must resist her charm and suppress his own desires. It is his job and he cannot fail, even if his own paradise now seems lost.
 
   
For a cupid, falling in love is against the rules.
 
   
Isn't it?
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All Amity Allows (Fall for You #2)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Amity is a disillusioned angel. 
 
   
For countless millennia, she's helped her assignments find truth in their experiences and improve their lives. Once, she'd been tender and caring, but humanity's misuse of free will and her own missteps have left her jaded. 
 
   
Now, all Amity allows is the truth. Get in, get out, and never let them know that she’s there. That’s the motto she's lived by for years. She considers her latest assignment nothing more than the next in a long line of jilted lovers that she’s had to help. When her presence exposes more than either of them was ready for, will they be able to find the truths hidden deep within the other? Or will the fallout leave them both in tatters? 
 
   
The truth will set them free. 
 
   
Won’t it?
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Through the Fire (Daughter of Fire #1)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Evie Meyers’ life is one spent on the run. Every minute of every day, her life is in danger if anyone should suspect the truth about her ancestry. Her father was willing to risk everything to keep the truth hidden, even from her, but the lies he fabricated were exposed when her high school crush, Clay Jacobs, inadvertently stumbled upon her secret. His discovery puts Evie at risk from a secret organization tasked with washing the world clean of nonhumans—and Clay is one of its deadliest soldiers. Forced into a war she doesn’t understand, all because of what she is, Evie is left with no choice but to flee with her father to escape persecution.
 
   
When Clay reappears in her life, battle scarred and mysterious, Evie is unprepared and terrified as he forces his way back into her heart. When the battle catches up with her, and a tragic accident tears apart the peace she discovered, she finds herself alone and without the protection of her father, or her lover. Now, she needs to keep her secrets hidden and learn to survive on her own in a world that wants her dead, all while searching for the missing piece of her heart.
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Rise from Ash (Daughter of Fire #2)
 
   Available Now
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Into the Rain (Daughter of Fire #3)
 
   Available Now
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Igniting the Spark (Daughter of Fire #4)
 
   Available Now
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Besieged by Rain (Son of Rain #1)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Clay Jacobs harbors a dangerous secret. Evie, the object of his teenage obsession, isn’t human. But instead of destroying the supernatural threat, as he’s been instructed by the Rain—the organization he belongs to—he let her escape. 
 
   
The memory of the one who got away not only haunts him but holds him captive and assaults him nightly. Unable to escape the visions, and the guilt, he races across the country to locate her and correct his mistake. Instead of the monster he expects, he finds a woman who ensnares him with her charms. In her embrace, Clay dares to imagine a different life. One free of the constant need to kill. 
 
   
His family—and the oaths he made to them—is not so easy to escape though. When the past catches up to him, it won’t only be his happiness but also the life of his lover at risk. What will it take to free himself from the grip of the Rain? 
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Among the Debris (Son of Rain #2)
 
   Available Now 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
   

Michelle Irwin has been many things in her life: a hobbit taking a precious item to a fiery mountain; a young child stepping through the back of a wardrobe into another land; the last human stranded not-quite-alone in space three million years in the future; a young girl willing to fight for the love of a vampire; and a time-travelling madman in a box. She achieved all of these feats and many more through her voracious reading habit. Eventually, so much reading had to have an effect and the cast of characters inside her mind took over and spilled out onto the page.
 
   
Michelle lives in sunny Queensland in the land down under with her surprisingly patient husband and ever-intriguing daughter, carving out precious moments of writing and reading time around her accounts-based day job. A lover of love and overcoming the odds, she primarily writes paranormal and fantasy romance.
 
 
   Comments, questions, and suggestions for improvements are always welcome. You can reach me at writeonshell@outlook.com or through my website www.michelle-irwin.com. Thanks in advance for your correspondence.
 
   
You can also connect with me online via
 
   Facebook * Twitter * Amazon * Newsletter Sign-up
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