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A note from the Author

Warning — this book contains sexual content, coarse language,

and some violence. It is recommended for persons over the age
of 18.

*This story may contain triggers for some.



This book is dedicated to my mum ...
You 're not only my mother, you're my best friend.

You have always ... and I mean always been there for me
whenever I’ve needed you.

We have laughed together and cried together.

You have loved me unconditionally throughout the good times

and the bad.
I'm so blessed to have you.

You’re my rock and 1'd be lost without you.

T



A life lived in fear, is a life half lived.

When I decided to follow my stepbrother and move interstate,
I still carried the scars from my past. Due to my violent
upbringing, at my father’s hands, my trust in men is limited.
So much so that I’'m twenty years old and I’ve never had a
boyfriend.

My best friend Cassie convinced me to have a one-night
stand—with a hot, tattooed, Harley-riding stranger—on my
twenty-first birthday, and it changed everything. Even though I
snuck out of his house while he was sleeping, I had zero
regrets. Not only did ke rock my world multiple times, he
woke up something inside me, a part of me that I never knew
existed.

I’ll treasure those memories because they’re all I’'ll ever
have. I’m far too damaged for a serious relationship.

TR

I’ve never been a commitment kind of guy; some may
even call me a player. That’s probably how I found myself in
the situation I’m now in—a single dad to a sweet kid who has
a severe case of mummy issues.

When that poor excuse for a human dumped him on my
doorstep, it didn’t take me long to become attached. That’s
when I decided it was time to stop living the party life and get
my act together. This broken little boy deserved at least one
decent parent, and since that would never be his mother, that
job was left up to me.

I was content doing life with just the two of us ... until I
hooked up with Zer. She was different to all the others; sweet
and innocent, with a sassy mouth that turned me on. For the
first time ever, 1 contemplated more—that is until she did a
runner in the dead of night.

I didn’t even know her real name, so I had no way of
tracking her down, or so I thought. I had no idea that little
temptress was actually my best friend’s baby sister.



Chapter 1




Prologue

I follow my mum through the front door, she’s just collected
me from school, and I love this time of day—it’s my calm
before the storm, you could say. These few hours in the
afternoon that I spend with her are my favourite moments.
This is when I feel safe, and it’s the only time me and my mum
are free to be ourselves. Everything changes around 6 pm;
because that’s the time my father gets home from work.

I’m sitting at the table doing my homework, chatting and
laughing with my mum while she cooks dinner. It’s one of the
few times I see her smile. She’s a different person when my
father’s not around. She’s always jumpy and anxious but it
escalates when he’s home.

My father acts as if he hates us, and I can assure you—as
far as I'm concerned—the feeling is mutual. I’ve never
understood why he doesn’t love us. I try my best to be a good
girl, but nothing I do 1s ever good enough for him.

There have been times I’ve prayed for something to
happen to him, which sounds terrible, I know, but I’ve truly
wished for that. My father is cruel, and he’s always hurting my
mum.

A sudden loud bang echoes through the house, as the front
door slams closed. My mother and I both jump because we
know what’s coming. My eyes dart up to the clock hanging on
the wall; he’s early. 1 hate this dreaded feeling I get in the pit
of my stomach when he gets home. That carefree feeling I
experienced only moments ago is now replaced with fear.



I look up at my mum from where I’m sitting. Her hands
are now violently shaking as she stirs the sauce on the stove.
The look on her face breaks my heart; she looks terrified. |
wish I could protect her from Aim, but she never lets me. She’s
scared that he will hurt me again. He’s lashed out at me a few
times in the past when I’ve tried to come to her aid.

My stomach churns as I hear his heavy footsteps
approaching. When I glance over at my mum, she quickly
motions with her eyes for me to leave the room; that’s our
secret code. It means that shit’s about to go down. She told me
years ago whenever she gives me that signal, ’'m to go straight
to my bedroom and lock myself inside. I’'m not allowed to
come out under any circumstances. No matter what I hear, or
how scared I am. I have to stay there until she comes to collect
me.

The waiting is torture.

This has been my life for as long as I can remember, and I
truly hate living here with that man. / hate all men. I may only
be twelve years old, but I’ve seen enough in my short life to
know that men are horrible and mean. I don’t trust them—at

all!

1I’'m never, ever getting married. I’'m not even gonna have a

boyfriend.

Once I’m in the safety of my room, [ make my way over to
the corner beside my bed. I always go to the same place
because it’s the furthest position from the door. I sit down, and
like so many times before, I bend my legs up against my chest.
Wrapping my arms tightly around my knees and dropping my
head, I start rocking back and forth.

I hear what sounds like someone being slapped. He’s hit
Mum so many times before the sound is firmly embedded in
my brain. The sound of metal clanging on the tiled floor
quickly follows; it’s probably the spoon she was holding. |
want to put my hands over my ears, so I can’t hear them, but I
don’t. I never do. It would make it so much easier for me if [
didn’t have to hear him hitting her. But I have to listen. I don’t
have a choice.



What if my mum calls out to me? What if she needs me to
save her?

“You fucking stupid, lazy, good-for-nothing bitch!” he
screams. “You can’t even cut the grass properly, you useless
piece of shit.” My breath hitches in my throat as I clamp my
eyes closed. Slap ... Slap.

b

“Please don’t hurt me,” my mum cries. “I’'m sorry.” It
breaks my heart when she begs like that. I wish I was stronger;
[ want to hurt him like he hurts her.

The trouble for my mum began yesterday afternoon when
she was mowing the lawns and the mower stopped working.

“Please no,” I heard her plead as she desperately tried to
get it to start again, but to no avail. When her shoulders
sagged, I knew she was petrified at the thought of going inside
to tell him.

My eyes followed her as she hesitantly walked across the
backyard. Her body trembled violently as she slowly climbed
the stairs before disappearing into the house to receive her

fate.

I ran towards the back door and came to a stop when [
entered the kitchen. I watched on in horror as she lowered her
head before speaking. She always does this. I don 't know if it’s
because shes scared to look him in the eye or because she
doesn t want to see what we both know is coming.

“I can 't get the mower to start,” she whispered.

Whack. It earnt her a backhand across the face, followed
by another hit to the side of her head. The hatred in his eyes as
he towered over her made my stomach churn. It wasn't her
fault the lawn mower broke down, but logic never mattered to
him.

When we sat down to dinner, the silence was deafening.
Neither of us game enough to speak. My mother was now
sporting a swollen eye and a fat lip that I knew from
experience would be black by the morning. They've almost
become a permanent fixture on her pretty face, hence why



she's always hiding behind those ridiculously large sunglasses
when were in public.

When I side-eyved my dad, I saw his face was red with
anger, and the way his nostrils kept flaring told me he was still
fuming. [ knew this wasn t the end of it.

A short time later, he snapped again while my mum was
doing the dishes. He’d been outside trying to fix the lawn
mower, and when he couldnt, he came back inside to take his
frustration out on her.

He grabbed a pair of scissors out of the drawer in the
kitchen before stalking over to my mum. He fisted a chunk of
her long blonde hair in his hand and tugged on it hard. She
stumbled as she was dragged back towards the door. Aside
from a tiny whimper, she remained quiet. I could tell she was
scared by her large terrified eyes, but she’d learnt a long time
ago not to fight back. Never! It only makes him rage more.

The fear on her face made my heart hurt. The tears were
already streaming down her cheeks, and as she passed me, the
signal was clear. Go to your room, and stay safe. But I
couldn’t move. The panic running through my tiny body kept
me planted on my chair. My eyes were drawn to the scissors in

my fathers hand. Will today be the day? The day he finally
goes too far and actually kills her?

She stumbled again as he dragged her down the back
steps, her legs grazing the wooden treads. She tried to regain
her footing and stand, but he didn't give her a chance. He
continued to pull her across the yard by her hair. I willed my
body to move, and when it eventually responded, I didn't go to
my room; I needed to know mum was going to be okay. I was
petrified he was going to use the scissors to stab her.

My body shook and I protectively wrapped my arms
around my waist, watching on in horror through the kitchen
window.

He threw her to the ground before kicking her in the
stomach. She instinctively put her hands up to protect her face.
It was the only thing she could do. His next kick was a vicious
one to her leg before he threw the scissors down beside her.



“Cut the grass by hand, you dumb, fucking whore,” he
velled. He struck again with his boot, and mum yelped,
screwing up her face. She’d been hurt, bad.

He stood, hands on hips, legs spread apart. He was
intimidating her. She folded herself into a ball on the ground
because his intimidation always worked. Hes a bully and
knows were both petrified of him. The sick, perverse monster
that he is seems to revel in the fact he can terrify us both. I can
always tell by the sadistic smile plastered on his evil face as he
hurts her.

Mum unfolded herself and with shaky hands reached for
the scissors. They shook so much she couldn't grasp them, so
he stomped on her hand. I gasped as a tortured cry of pain
escaped her lips. With tears flowing freely down my cheeks, I
watched on, and I felt immediate relief when she finally
managed to pick them up.

1 hate him so much!

My mum wiped away the blood from her nose with the
back of her hand, pulled herself onto her knees, and began
cutting the grass by hand. Blade by blade. It was going to take
her forever. He stood there, a cruel smile curling his lips,
before turning around and heading back towards the house. |
dashed to my room and locked the door before he made it back
inside.

I desperately wanted to go outside and help her but I knew
she wouldn't want that. It would have sparked his anger,
seeing me help. She's often told me she can take the beatings
as long as he leaves me alone. Sometimes though, I wish my
father would hit me instead, just so she could have a break
from it.

I lay awake in bed for hours, listening and waiting for her
to come inside. I finally heard that familiar click, and my
mum § footsteps padding down the hall towards her bedroom. I
glanced at the clock on my bedside table. It was almost two in
the morning. My poor mum had been cutting the grass, with
scissors, for nearly eight hours.



“I love you, Mummy,” I whispered into the dark. I knew
she couldn't hear me, but I felt compelled to say it. I needed
her to know that someone loved her, that somebody cared.

What happened last night must be why Mum’s receiving
another beating now. My father’s obviously unhappy with the
way she cut the grass. He’ll justify his behaviour in any way
he can. She’d been forced to use scissors and it had been dark
outside. How can you possibly cut the lawn perfectly with a
pair of scissors in the damn dark?

In his mind, there is always an excuse for his psychotic
behaviour. “My dinner is too hot.” Whack. “My dinner is not
hot enough.” Whack. “What did you put in the gravy? It tastes
like shit.” Whack. “Did you buy a different washing powder?
My shirt smells like fucking flowers.” Whack. “I had a bad day
at work, and it’s all your fault.” Whack. I could go on forever.

No matter what she does, he always finds something to
complain about. She tries so hard to ensure everything’s
perfect, to keep him happy. It’s a waste of time; nothing she
does is ever good enough in his eyes.

I rock back and forth in my bedroom. Things are smashing
as my father screams at her. The only sounds from mum are
cries of pain. This beating is bad; they don’t usually last this
long. The sound of things shattering filters into my room. That
monster must be throwing her around the house.

I can’t bear it any longer. I turn my head and glance at my
wardrobe. It’s where I hid my phone, the one Brooke, my
dance teacher, gave me to use in case of an emergency.
Standing, I open the double doors and stare up at the shelf, but
I can’t reach it without a chair.

Suddenly everything goes quiet. I listen harder, but there’s
nothing but silence. I tiptoe towards my bedroom door and
place my ear against the wood. When I hear the front door
slam, relief floods through my body.

Finally, it’s over. I begin to relax.

He always slams the front door as he leaves the house.
He’s usually gone for a few hours, but unfortunately, he



always returns, reeking of alcohol and full of remorse that
never lasts long. I asked my mum once where he went after he
hit her. She thinks he goes to the pub to have a few drinks and
calm down.

I wish he’d drink so much that it killed him.

I wait quietly. Mum will come and get me any minute. But
as time passes, I grow anxious again. Every part of me
desperately wants to go to her, but she’s told me over and over,
never leave until I come for you. She will only retrieve me
once it’s safe.

I’m pacing back and forth by the door and when the
minutes tick by and she still doesn’t come, my mind starts to
race. All sorts of images flash through my imagination. What
if she can’t come to me? Maybe this time my father killed her.
Without thinking, I unlock the door and fling it open.

“Mummy,” I’'m so scared, my voice comes out like a
whisper.

My hands shake as I step into the hallway and freeze for a
few seconds, listening intently, but there is still no sound.
Panic sets in as I run down the hall, rounding the corner that
leads to the front room. The destruction I see has me stopping
in my tracks. It’s completely trashed and my heart drops when
I see blood smears on the wall.

“Mum,” I scream. Turning, I start running back down the
hallway. “Mummy, where are you?”

As soon as I enter the kitchen, I see her crumpled on the
floor. She's not moving. Blood flows down her face and into
her beautiful blonde hair. I can hear the erratic beating of my
heart in my ears as I step tentatively towards her. My body is
trembling with fear.

“Mummy,” 1 whisper, dropping to my knees beside her.
Nothing. Why isn’t she moving? Why won’t she answer?
Tears burn my eyes.

Blood flows from her nose and mouth. Her beautiful face
is already swollen and the bruises are starting to show. I shake
her softly.



“Mummy, wake up,” I cry as I hesitantly reach out and
place my hand on her arm. I’'m desperate to know she isn’t
dead. “Please wake up,” I beg as I lightly shake her. “Please,
Mummy, don’t leave me here by myself, I need you.” I'm
crying hysterically now. “Please open your eyes.”

Jumping to my feet, I grab one of the kitchen chairs and
drag it towards my bedroom. I have to get my phone and call
Brooke; I don’t know what else to do, but I need to do
something.

I hear a male’s voice calling my name, but it sounds far
away. When a hand grasps my arm, panic sets in, and I begin
thrashing my body around.

“Jaz ... Jaz, wake up. You’re having another nightmare.”

I recognise the voice immediately and know I’'m safe—
only then do I open my eyes.



Chapter 2




Jacinta

W hen my eyelids flutter open, I find Connor standing over
me with concern etched all over his handsome face. “You
okay, Jaz?” he asks.

Sitting up, I rub my eyes with my shaky hands. “Yeah,” |
lie.

“Fuck, I hate seeing you like this,” he says, taking a seat
on the side of the mattress and reaching out to run his fingers
over my long blonde hair. “Have you been having many
nightmares since I’ve been gone?”

“A few,” 1 reply, dipping my face. They’ve actually
become more vivid over the past year ... flashbacks of all the
abuse my mother faced at the hands of that monster. Stuff I’d
managed to block from my memory until recently.

Unfortunately, my father has always played a starring role
in my nightmares, but when we moved to Melbourne after his
arrest, they usually centred around him finding us. As
traumatising as they were, my most recent ones are far worse,
because they’re actual re-enactments of the horrors Mum and |
faced while living with that man.

“This one seemed a lot worse than the others, Jaz.”

I lift one shoulder instead of answering. My eyes flicker
back to Connor, and I see the deep frown lines marring his
forehead as his gaze scans over my face. It may be the middle
of the night, and dark outside, but not in my room. [ hate the
dark. ’'m a grown woman and still sleep with a night-light
beside my bed.



When I don’t give Connor anything more than a shrug, he
abruptly stands and reaches for one of the pillows behind me
before scooping the throw rug from the foot of my bed.

Dropping them to the floor, he lies down on the rug, just
like he’s done so many times over the years. It was a common
occurrence until he moved away. I’ve forgotten how
comforting my big brother can be at times like this. Well,
technically he’s my stepbrother, but our bond is strong. We
love each other like full-blooded siblings.

It’s been over a year since he’s lived with us. When
Connor moved to Sydney, I was left to face my nightmares
alone. He struggled to leave me behind, but he was following
his dream ... I wasn’t about to stand in his way.

He’s a lawyer like our dad, but not a regular one ... he’s a
police prosecutor and was offered a position with the Sydney
Police Department after he graduated. As much as I miss him,
I’'m extremely proud ... he’s doing what he loves, and I can’t
fault him for that.

My mum and I moved in with Connor and his dad seven
years ago, and I’ve loved living here. It’s the first real home
I’ve had where I truly felt safe. Our first week here was when
my brother discovered my nightmares, he woke to my
screaming.

That night I opened my eyes to find him standing over my
bed. It scared the crap out of me. When a strangled sob ripped
from my throat and I tried to scramble away, Connor reached
out and wrapped his arms around my waist, anchoring me in
place.

“Its me, Jaz,” he whispered in a soothing tone. “I didn't
mean to frighten you ... I'm sorry. I wasnt thinking when I
rushed in here. I could hear you screaming from down the hall.
1 thought someone had broken in and was attacking you.”

As soon as I realised it was him, I sat down on the side of
my bed and buried my face in my hands—I was so
embarrassed. That’s when he reached for one of my pillows
and lay down on the floor. I remember asking him, “What are
you doing?”



“Sleeping in here so you can feel safe,” was his answer.

Needless to say, Connor Maloney became the first man I
ever loved ... his dad, Jim, was the second. The damage I
received at the hands of my birth father—when I was a child—
has robbed me of so much. I have severe trust issues as a
result. I’'m twenty years old and I’ve never had a boyfriend.
Like ever. I’ve kissed a few guys in my time, but that’s as far
as it ever went. Growing up with a violent abuser means my
distrust for the opposite sex runs deep—my stepbrother and
stepfather being my only exceptions.

I’m not sure if Connor knows the full extent of what my
mother and I endured in our previous life, but he knows
enough, because from the very beginning, he’s been protective
of me. We don’t talk about my past, and he never pries or asks
questions, which I appreciate. It’s something that I’'m deeply
ashamed of. I know I shouldn’t be. None of it was my fault,
but it’s how I feel. I worry I’ll never be free of my father
mentally—will he always haunt me? Do my scars run too deep
for my nightmares to ever stop?

Lying back down, I stare up at the ceiling, trying to get my
racing heart under control. I’'m scared to close my eyes in case
I start dreaming again.

“Jaz,” Connor says, reaching up and feeling around on the
mattress for my hand. As soon as I notice what he’s doing, I
wrap my fingers around his.

“Yeah?”

“Come back to Sydney with me next week.” Connor is
only home for the Christmas break.

I roll onto my side and glance down at him. “For a
holiday?”

“No, permanently. The apartment Dad bought has three
bedrooms, there’s plenty of room for you.”

“What about my job?”

“You can get another one in Sydney. I'm sure Brooke
would snap you up if she knew you were moving back. You’re
an amazing dancer, any studio would be lucky to have you.”



“As wonderful as that sounds, I couldn’t intrude on your
life. Aren’t you glad to be finally rid of your /ittle shadow?”

“You wouldn’t be intruding,” he says, ignoring my
question. The first time one of his friends referred to me as his
little shadow, Connor gave him a fat lip. “I’ve missed having
you around, Jaz.”

A smile tugs at my lips, because despite the constant
ribbing he got from his mates when we were kids, he’s never
made me feel like a burden. I remember one of them asking
him why he let his little sister hang around all the time. He
simply replied, “I waited fifteen years to get her, so I have a
lot of time to make up for.” He’s always said sweet things like
that. He never cared what anyone thought of him.

My grip on his hand tightens. “I’ve missed you too, Con.”
I’ve missed him so much.

“Then come back with me. Mum and Dad are talking
about going on that cruise, and I hate the thought of you being
here alone.”

“I still have Cassie here.”

He rolls his eyes, because he’s not a fan of my best friend.
He thinks her lifestyle is a bad influence on me.

“All the more reason to come with me.” Letting go of my
hand, he punches his pillow a few times—fluffing it—before
rolling onto his side and giving me his back. “Think about it,
okay?”

I’m grinning to myself as I lie back down. As much as I’ll
miss my parents, it’s time to set them free and let them enjoy
the rest of their lives. I’ll be turning twenty-one in a few weeks
and I can’t live with them forever. It’s time I stood on my own
two feet. And the thought of being able to see Brooke and her
kids more often, makes me happy. I owe that woman
everything.

A nervous kind of excitement bubbles inside me as I lie
here. I don’t need to think about it, my mind is already made
up. I’'m moving to Sydney.
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The next few days are a whirlwind as I break the news to
my parents and start packing up my things. My mum cried; it
will be the first time I’ve ever been away from her, but she
knows my brother will look out for me, he always has. And I
know she’ll be fine here. My dad worships the ground she
walks on ... this marriage is a stark contrast to her first one.
She’s now loved, cared for, and happy ... she is finally free to
be the woman she was always meant to be. I couldn’t ask for
more than that.

Connor has cancelled his flight home; he’s going to drive
my car back to Sydney.

As we load the last of my boxes onto the back seat, I see a
red flash zoom past out the corner of my eye. The red,
convertible Mercedes proceeds to pull into the driveway with a
screech.

Cassie, my best friend.

“You better not be leaving without saying goodbye,” she
says as she gets out of the car. Connor groans as he shakes his
head and disappears inside.

“I thought we said our goodbyes last night,” I reply as I
cross the lawn to greet her.

“Well, I am missing you already,” she says, pouting as she
pulls me into her arms. “I still can’t believe you’re leaving
me.”

“I’'m sorry, Cass,” I whisper, hugging her waist. “We’ll be
together in a few weeks, when you come to Sydney for a visit.
[ promise to ring and text you every day. We can even
FaceTime.”

“It’s not the same, bitch, and you know it,” she snaps,
grasping my ponytail and giving it a light tug. I laugh; she is
so fiery sometimes.

I met her when I first moved to Melbourne. She was in my

dance class, and it turned out I was enrolled at the same school
as her. We’ve been BFFs ever since. I love her dearly. She’s so



much fun to be around. We are like chalk and cheese, but in
other ways, kindred spirits.

Our personalities are total opposite. I’'m quiet and shy and
Cass is wild and loud. I am a twenty-year-old virgin and my
best friend is a total hussy; a female version of Connor. She
once told me she’s slept with so many men she’s lost count. I
don’t judge her though ... I feel sorry for her. 1 know she’s
only trying to make up for the love she isn’t receiving at home.
Cassandra’s parents are arseholes!

The Cassie everyone sees on the outside is totally different
from the person she is inside. I think that’s why we click so
well. Internally, she’s just as damaged and fragile as I am.

Her parents are stupid rich ... old money. Her dad is a
politician and her mother is a top-notch surgeon at some fancy
private hospital. Their careers come first, even before their
own daughter. They’ve never made time for her, and I mean
never. Financially, they give her everything, but what she
craves more than anything is their attention.

When we were younger, Cass would stay at our house for
days on end. Not once did they call her to see if she was okay.
As long as she stayed out of trouble and wasn’t doing anything
to embarrass the family name, they didn’t give a shit.

I draw back so I can see her pretty face. “Are you sure
you’re going to be okay here on your own, Cass?” Because
leaving her here all alone scares me.

“No,” she says as tears rise to her eyes. “I’ve been slowly
dying inside ever since you told me you were leaving; I feel
like my life is coming to an end. How am I going to get by
without you?”

“Oh, babe. You’re breaking my heart. Why don’t you think
about coming to Sydney full-time?”

She rolls her eyes. “As if my parents would ever allow
that.”

“You’re an adult now, they don’t have a say in what you
do.”

“If I want them to keep funding my lifestyle they do.”



“You could get a job and earn your own money.”

She tilts her head back and groans. “Working is for
peasants.”

“Hey, [ work.”
“I rest my case.”

“If my heart wasn’t hurting so much, I’d totally bitch-slap

2

you.

She laughs, bringing her face forward to rest her forehead
against mine, cupping my face with her hands. “I love you,
Jacinta Maloney, don’t ever forget that. Thank you for being
the bestest friend a girl could ever ask for. You’ve made the
last eight years of my life so much brighter.”

“Shit, Cass,” I whisper as a few tears leak from my eyes.
“You are talking like this is the end.”

“It 1s, I just told you I’m slowly dying inside ... weren’t
you listening?”

“I always listen to you.”

She draws back and narrows her eyes. “That is the biggest
lie you’ve ever told. For years I’ve been telling you that you
need to let your poor dusty vagina see some action ... do you
listen? No! You are destined to become an old maid with a
hundred cats.”

“My vagina isn’t dusty,” I say, playfully shoving her
shoulder.

“Maybe not, I’ve seen you bathe, but I can guarantee
there’s a cobweb or two lodged up inside your hoo-ha.”

We both burst out laughing, which then somehow
transforms into more tears until we are openly crying. I'm
going to miss her so much.

I eventually release my hold on her and take a step back.
“I’m worried about leaving you.”

“Don’t be,” she says, flicking her hand. “I’ve been through
worse and survived. Besides, I met this French hottie named
Phillippe when I stopped to get coffee on my way over. I'm



going to his place later to ride his gorgeous face until my brain
is so fried, I’ll completely forget all about you.”

“You better not forget me!”

A smile tugs at her lips. “Never. You are my ride-or-die for
life.”

“Always and forever.” | step forward and wrap her in my
arms again, squeezing tight. “I love you, Cassie. Don’t ever
forget that.”

“I love you too, Jazzie ... so friggin’ much.”
T~

With one heartbreaking goodbye out of the way, it’s time
for another. As hard as this is, I'm confident I’'m doing the
right thing for me, but leaving the people I love behind is
tearing me up inside.

“I'm going to miss you, sweet girl,” my dad says,
wrapping me in his arms and placing a soft kiss on the top of
my head.

“I’m going to miss you too, Dad.”
“I know Connor will look after you.”
“He will,” I say.

By the time our parents made it official, Connor and I were
already becoming close. Connor said that the day his father
told him he was going to ask my mother to marry him, he was
so happy. He was finally going to get what he always wanted
—a sibling.

Growing up for him had been lonely. His mother had been
in and out of hospital before she passed, so Connor spent the
majority of his childhood at his grandmother’s house. His
father worked long hours running Cavanagh and Associates in
Melbourne. As a result of him losing his mum at such a young
age, Connor bonded with mine instantly—she showered him
with all the love and attention he was craving.

When Dad releases me from his hug, he slides his hand
into his pocket and pulls out a credit card. “I got you this in



case you need it.”

“I’m good, Dad,” I say, pushing his hand back. “I have
some savings and hopefully it won’t take me long to find a
new job.”

“Take it please. I’ll feel better knowing you have it.”
“What am I, chopped liver?”” Connor questions.

Dad chuckles. “She may be your sister, son, but she’s my
daughter ... it’s my job as her father to look after her.” This is
what I love about these two. From the very beginning we felt
like a real family.

I reluctantly take the card from my dad’s hand and slip it
into my pocket. I know he won’t let me leave without it. “I
love you,” I say, giving him one last hug. I can already feel the
tears stinging the back of my eyes, and I haven’t even said
goodbye to my mum yet.

“I love you too. Your mum and I will fly down in a couple
of weeks to celebrate your birthday with you.”

“Okay.”

The tears are already streaming down my mother’s face as
I move to her. “Don’t cry, Mum,” I say, choking on my words.
“You and dad are going to have a wonderful time travelling
the world. You deserve this ... you’ve dedicated your life to
raising us, it’s your turn to live yours now.”
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“It’s just ...” she sobs, holding me tighter, “it was hard
enough losing Connor last year, I’'m not ready to lose you
too.”

“You haven’t lost either of us, Mum,” Connor says,
wrapping his arms around us both, making it a group hug. “We
are only a short plane ride away. We’ll come visit and promise

to be back for all the holidays.”

My mum raises her face and looks up at Connor. “Look
after your little sister.”

“Always, Mum, always.”



By some grace of God, I manage to keep it together, but
the moment we pull away from the house, I bury my head in
my hands and openly weep.

“Hey,” Connor says, reaching over the centre console to
place his hand on my knee. “Don’t cry, Jaz, you know I can’t
stand it when you do. We’re going to have the best time in
Sydney ... and since Cassandra thinks you’re destined to
become an old maid, I might even let you get a cat.”

“You heard that did you?”

“Yes,” he answers with a chuckle.



Chapter 3




Jacinta

I t’s dark by the time we pull into the underground parking

garage at the apartment complex. /'m beat. The drive
between Sydney and Melbourne is eight hours, but with food
stops and bathroom breaks, it took us over ten.

Connor did most of the driving, only letting me take over
for a small amount of time on the straight open road. He was
just being his usual protective self, but I’ve been driving
myself around for almost three years now. The traffic in
Melbourne’s city centre, with the trams and those stupid hook
turns, 1s a nightmare. If I can survive that without incident, I
must be doing all right.

When I graduated high school, my parents bought me a
sleek, black convertible BMW—I love my car. There’s
nothing like driving around on a hot summer’s day with the
top down and the wind in your hair.

My life is such a contrast to the one I once lived with my
real father. My stepfather was born into money, and he not
only spoils me, but he makes sure my mum never goes
without. She has all the beautiful things she deserves, and |
love that for her.

We live in a huge house situated on two acres of perfectly
manicured land on the outskirts of the city. The home has eight
bedrooms and nine bathrooms. My walk-in closet alone is
larger than my childhood bedroom, and it’s full of designer
clothes and shoes, not hand-me-downs like I once wore. We
eat out all the time at posh restaurants and 1 have a generous
allowance, but I’'m sensible with money. I’'m nothing like



Cassie. She blows through her allowance like there’s no
tomorrow. Her reckless ways are geared more towards lashing
out at her parents for their neglect, rather than anything else.

My sperm donor never gave Mum money to put towards
clothes, and eating out was something we didn’t do. The first
time I had MacDonald’s was when Brooke bought it for me—I
was twelve years old. Our old place was a small, run-down
two-bedroom house in the suburbs. The furniture was all
second-hand, but Mum did her best to keep it looking nice,
making the most of what we had, but I know it was hard for
her.

My father had a decent job, but drank a lot. I presume
that’s where most of his wages went. Even the housekeeping
allowance he gave her was only enough to buy the bare
essentials. She used to have to show him the receipts so he
could account for every cent she spent. Such an arsehole!

I’m glad Mum’s life is better now. After everything she
endured at the hands of that man, she deserves every ounce of
happiness. The privileged lifestyle she lives with her new
husband isn’t what’s important—the love and respect he
showers her with is all she’s ever wanted.

“Why don’t you head upstairs and have a shower, I’ll
unpack the car?”” Connor says, popping the boot.

“Nice try ... I’'m helping, I’ll shower once we’re done.”
His lips thin. “Fine.”

I nudge his shoulder with mine when I meet him at the rear
of the vehicle. “Stop sulking, I’'m more than capable of
helping.”

“Take the light stuff then,” he says, picking up one of the
smaller boxes and handing it to me.

I love how he looks after me, but there’s no way I'm
letting him do this on his own. “Put the other one on top, I can
carry two.”

He rolls his eyes, but does as I ask.



Connor is balancing two boxes with one arm and rolling
my large suitcase with his other hand as we head towards the
lift.

“You can take my bed tonight, and tomorrow we’ll go out
and get all the furniture you need to set up your room,” he
says. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“I’m happy to take the couch.”
“Humour me, Jaz.”

I screw up my face, because I know my brother is a man-
whore. “How many women have you had in that bed?”

“None. I don’t bring anyone back here. What’s that
saying? Don’t shit where you sleep?”

“Umm, I’m pretty sure it’s don’t shit where you eat,” I say,
laughing.

He lifts one shoulder. “Same thing.”

“Not even close.”

Today was my first full day in Sydney. It started out
uneventful because I got up early and cleaned. Connor’s
always been pretty tidy for a guy, but this place definitely
needed a good dust and vacuum. I also did an online shop
because his fridge and cupboards were sparse. I couldn’t even
make myself a cup of coffee, which sucked. I don’t function
that well until I’'m loaded up with caffeine.

My brother doesn’t cook much, choosing to eat out most
days. That’ll change now I’'m living here ... I love to cook,
and I’m looking forward to taking care of him like he’s always
done for me.

It was late morning by the time we hit the stores, and 1
ended up choosing all white furniture for my bedroom suite,
similar to what I have back home in Melbourne. It’s too early
to be feeling homesick, but I thought having the same setup
here, might help when that time comes. We ordered a bedroom



suite for the spare room as well, so there’s somewhere for my
parents and Cassie to stay when they visit.

Once we were finished shopping, Connor took me out for a
late lunch, and on our drive home, we made a detour through
the city centre so he could show me the building where he
works and the gym he goes to. That’s basically what his life
consists of—work, women, and weights.

The gym’s where he met his best friend, Mason. Connor
talks about him often, so I'm looking forward to meeting him.
He’s a single dad, who only recently found out he was a father.
From the little I do know, the child was neglected by his
mother and wasn’t in the best shape when he came to live with
his father—which breaks my heart—but I admire him for
stepping up and taking care of his son.

I’m FaceTiming Cassie as I unpack my clothes and hang
them in my walk-in robe. My new bed arrived late this
afternoon and Connor and I put it together, but the rest of my
suite won’t be here until later in the week. At least I have
somewhere to sleep, and Connor can have his bed back.

“Life just sucks now that you’re gone,” Cassie says,
bringing her face closer to the screen and pouting her bottom
lip.

“Ten more days and I’ll get to see you again.”

“Ugh. That seems like a lifetime away.”

“It will fly by. How did things go with your French
hottie?”

She flops back onto her bed and groans. “French hotties
are so overrated. | practically had to draw him a map to my
clit, and when it came to the sex part ... let’s just say I'm
pretty sure he almost perforated my skin when he tried to
penetrate my inner thigh.”

“Oh, no!” I bite my bottom lip to stifle my laugh. “That
bad, huh?”

I have no clue when it comes to things like that, I’'m almost
twenty-one and still holding my 'V’ card, as Cassie calls it.



“It was the worst. Anyway, I’ve been looking online for
places to go for your birthday ... I'm so excited. It’s going to
be epic, and I’'m thinking you should find a guy to have a one-
night stand with while I’'m visiting.”

“Cassie! Please not this again.” This has been her personal
mission since she first discovered the opposite sex.

“Hear me out ... I understand why you don’t want to have
a relationship—even though I can assure you not all men are
like your piece of shit father—but you have to let go of your
‘V’ card eventually. It’s the natural progression of life, Jaz.
This way you’ll get a firsthand account of what you’re missing
out on, and the best part, you’ll never have to see him again.”

“Connor will freak if I bring someone back here.”

“We’ll get a hotel room for the night. He doesn’t have to
know.”

“I’m not sure about this, Cass.”

“Just think about it. Don’t worry, I’ll thoroughly vet him
first ... I’'m a good judge of character.”

“Right, says the girl who picked up a guy who tried to
penetrate her inner thigh.”

“Hah! On that note,” she says, standing, “I’m going to
have to love you and leave you, I’ve got a pole dancing class
to attend ... solo.”

“I’m sorry I’m not there to go with you.”

“Hmm,” she hums, straightening her shoulders and lifting
her chin. “I might look for a new BFF while I’'m there.”

“You better not,” I snap.

“Fine, but be warned, if I meet someone who, let’s just say
... doesn’t live almost nine hundred kilometres away—"

“You wouldn’t dare.”
“Ugh. You know you’re irreplaceable.”

“And don’t you forget it.”
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I pull up Brooke’s number on my phone and press call. It
only rings twice before the sweetest little voice answers with a
“Hello.”

“Angel?”

“Aunty Jaz,” she squeals.

“How are you, sweet girl?”

“When are you coming to visit us again? [ miss you.”

Brooke and I have remained close over the years; she’s
like family to me. Whenever they’re down in Melbourne we
always get together, and same if we’re in Sydney. We even
stayed with them in their new house while Dad and Connor
were looking for the apartment where we now live.

“I miss you too. That’s why I’m calling, I wanted to see
when your mum was free. I’'m in Sydney.”

“Mummy,” Angel screams into the phone. “Aunty Jaz is in
Sydney.”

I hear Brooke in the background. “Don’t scream into the
phone, you’ll damage Aunty Jaz’s hearing.”

“Sorry, Aunty Jaz,” Angel whispers down the line. “Did I
make you deaf?”

“No, sweet girl.”

“There 1s a new girl in my class at school who is deaf, so
daddy bought me a book on sign language so I can
communicate with her.”

“Wow. That is so cool.”

“I know, here’s Mummy.”
“Jaz, you’re in Sydney?”
“Yes. I’m living here now.”

“What?! Since when?”



“I’ve only been here a few days, but I decided to come
back with Connor after the Christmas break.”

“Wow ... I can’t believe I’'m going to have you close by,
what about your job?”

“I’ll find another.”
“With me, I hope.”

“Well ... I’d love to come work for you, but please don’t
feel obligated to hire me.”

“Are you kidding me, I’d love to have you. You’d be an
asset at the studio.”

“Thank you. I miss that place; going there all those years
ago and meeting you ... it was the best thing to ever happen to
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me.

“I love how far you’ve come since then, that little girl you
once were, broke my heart.”

I clear my throat because it’s still hard to talk about those
times. “I have a great life now.”

“I know. Do you have any plans today? I’d love to see
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you.
“No, I'm free.”

“Great, do you want to come here? You can stay for
dinner.”

“I’d like that.”
“Perfect, I can’t wait to see you.”
“Me either.”

When I end the call, I pull up Connor’s number.

Jacinta: I'm going to head to Brooke’s ... I'm
staying for dinner so | won’t be home until later.

Connor: | didn’t take my keys with me to the gym,
| thought you’d be there when | got home. Do
you think you could drop them off on your way?



Jacinta: No problem. I'm just going to change ... |
should be there in about twenty minutes. x

Connor: Do you remember where it is? Do you
want me to send you the co-ordinates?

Jacinta: Vaguely, so send them just in case.

When he sends me a pin of his location, I open it in my
maps.

Connor: Drive safe, it looks like it might rain.
Jacinta: Yes dad!

Connor: Don’t sass me. You know | worry about
you.

Jacinta: | know, and | appreciate it. Love you. x

Connor: Love you too, little sis.

After changing into a pair of skinny jeans, a fitted black
top, and my red vans, I slide my red hoodie off the hanger in
my wardrobe just in case. It may be summer here in Australia,
but if it’s going to rain it could get cold, especially at
Brooke’s, since they live by the water.

I grab Connor’s house keys off the hall table on my way
out the door.

By the time I pull up at the gym, the heavens have opened
up. | have an umbrella in my car, but it’s in the boot. I’ll be
drenched by the time I get it, so I decide to slide on my hoodie
instead. I was lucky enough to pull into a parking spot as
someone was leaving, a few shops down from the gym. If I
run, [ hopefully won’t get too wet.

I grab Connor’s keys and my phone off the passenger seat
and pull the hood over my head, tucking my long blonde hair
inside it before opening the door. My face is cast downwards
as I make a run for it, dashing towards the gym.



Chapter 4




Mason

M y day has been an absolute shitshow; so much so, I wish I

could wind back the clock and start again. It began with a
flat tyre; I hit a pot hole after dropping my son, Blake, at day
care this morning. I spent over an hour and a half on the side
of the road waiting for a tow truck to take me to the closest
Harley dealership. The damn hole in the road fucked up both
the tyre and my custom rim, which I now have to replace. On
the positive side, I was lucky I managed to stay on the bike
and wasn’t flipped over the handlebars.

It was almost eleven o’clock by the time I arrived at the
office, only to receive a call ten minutes later that Blake had a
fall while playing and injured his wrist. So, off I was again to
collect him and take him to emergency to have an X-ray.
Thankfully, it was only badly sprained, and not broken.

The doctor did mention two old fractures in his arm that
showed up on the scan. When he gave me a look like I was an
irresponsible parent, my blood boiled. I would never harm my
child ... or any child for that matter. Getting confirmation that
he’d been mistreated, on top of the neglect—from that good
for nothing mother of his—makes me thankful he’s with me
now. At least I can protect him. It breaks my heart to know his
formative years were hell.

Poor fucking kid.

Blake’s been through so much in his short life, and has
only been living with me for just over eleven months. He’ll be
turning six later this year, and it makes me angry that [ missed
the first five. I also feel guilty I wasn’t around to protect him



back then. Even though I didn’t know he existed until recently,
I can’t shake the fact I’ve let him down somehow.

His mother turned up on my doorstep with him without
warning, demanding money. She looked strung out, like she
was on drugs. The little boy beside her, with the cute face and
large, frightened brown eyes, was dressed in filthy clothes that
looked two sizes too small ... my heart immediately went out
to him.

The woman was pretty enough, and looked like someone I
may have gone for in the past ... the sober version obviously, I
don’t get mixed up in that other shit. I saw the effects of
substance abuse when I was a teenager living on the streets.
For that reason alone, I was never tempted to dabble. Life for
me back then was hard enough without adding an addiction to
my list of woes.

Blake’s mother wasn’t familiar to me, and when she said
her name was Annalise, that didn’t even ring a bell. I’ve been
with too many women over the years to remember them all,
and I’ve never been in a serious relationship. I’ve always
preferred the no-strings attached kind of lifestyle, and not for
the reasons you may think. Witnessing the toxicity in my
parents’ marriage growing up was enough to turn me off ever
wanting anything long term.

Instead of settling down, I chose to have sex with random
women, often. The majority of the time I didn’t even know
their names. If they didn’t offer it up, I didn’t ask. So, it was
no surprise I didn’t remember this woman.

My old lifestyle is now a thing of the past; Blake’s arrival
saw to that. I want to be a good father to him, and to set an
example. God only knows what he’s seen growing up with an
addict. He deserves to know what it feels like to be loved and
cherished. 1 never got that from my old man, so I'm
determined to give that to my son. I know firsthand how
important it is to feel wanted.

In the beginning, I wasn’t even sure if Blake was mine, but
his brown hair and brown eyes told me there was a possibility.
I had no pictures of my younger self to compare him to. When



I’d left my childhood home at the tender age of thirteen, my
only possessions were the clothes on my back.

Blake’s mother’s hair was bleached blonde, so I couldn’t
say for sure what her natural colour was. Her eyes were a
pretty shade of green and she had huge, fake tits—just my type
—so0 the possibility that I’d in fact slept with her were high.
Although, I’ve never had unprotected sex ... I always wrap it.
Always. So, there was also that.

Despite my uncertainty I gave her two hundred and fifty
dollars, all the cash I had on me at the time, and off she went.
She left her son with a complete stranger. Someone she’d
possibly spent a couple of hours with years earlier. She had no
idea what kind of person I was, which told me everything I
needed to know. After informing me she’d be back for him
later, she walked away without a backward glance. Whether
this kid was mine or not, he deserved better than her. She
didn’t return for four days and had zero contact with me in the
time she’d been gone.

My concern for this little boy only grew when I took him
into the house and gave him something to eat. There was
nothing to him; he was practically skin and bones. The way he
gobbled down his food, I knew it had been a while since he’d
eaten.

I immediately called my friend Connor. I hadn’t known
him long at that stage, but he worked for the police
department, as a prosecutor, so at the very least, I knew he’d
be able to put me in contact with the right people. He turned
out to be a godsend and helped me through every step of the
process. I owe that guy so much.

Despite my reservations about the entire situation, the first
thing we did was take a paternity test. When the results came
back that Blake was in fact my son, my life changed in an
instant. It was my chance to be the kind of father I wished I’d
had growing up.

I’ve been working for the same company since I was
fourteen years old and saved every cent I could. My boss, Rob,
1s a billionaire who dabbles in the stock market, and with his



help, I’ve made some great investments over the years. I’ve
always been good with numbers, so I picked things up pretty
quickly. At twenty-eight years old, I’'m financially secure. I
had to cash in a lot of my investments to buy the house we are
currently living in, and although my childhood hadn’t been the
greatest, [ wanted my son to have all the positive aspects of the
life I'd had growing up. A beautiful home and nice things.
Stability. Material wise, | had wanted for nothing, apart from a
new father that is.

The one I had was the devil reincarnated. My mother was
the complete opposite, sweet and loving, and had the kindest
heart. But over the years, my old man had beaten her down so
much she was only a shell of her former self. She did her best
for me under trying circumstances, and I can’t blame her for
leaving. My father was an absolute cunt to her ... a tyrant,
abuser, and in my eyes a coward.

Thankfully, my nature is geared more towards my mothers,
so I knew my son would be safe with me. I’d make sure he got
the life he deserved going forward.

Connor advised me to fight for full custody via the
traditional route, and despite his reassurance I’d win, I wasn’t
taking any chances. That kid was staying with me and I was
prepared to do whatever it took to see it happen. I ended up
offering Annalise a large sum of cash to sign over all her
rights. Money talked, and I needed the transaction to be swift,
and as stress free for Blake as possible. I wasn’t surprised
when the bitch didn’t even hesitate, after all, the reason she
had come looking for me in the first place was a financial one.
What sort of mother would sell her own son?

We ended up settling on two-hundred-grand, all the money
I had left in the bank after buying the house. My son is worth
every penny, and I’d pay it again in a heartbeat. I have
absolutely no regrets.

She didn’t even shed a tear as she walked away from him
for the final time. She looked like she was in too much of a
hurry to go and score a fix.



Blake found it hard at first. It broke my heart to hear him
cry for that woman. Even though I could clearly see she’d
neglected him, she was all he knew. Time has helped because
he doesn’t even mention her anymore. He’s a quiet kid but is
flourishing with his new living arrangements. His fear around
other females though, hasn’t changed. I have no clue what his
fucked-up mother put him through to make him so frightened?
I tried to get him into therapy, but he just clammed up and
refused to speak.

“You okay, buddy?” I ask as we leave the hospital.

“Yeah,” he answers. “Are you taking me back to day
care?”

When I first got Blake, I used to take him to work with me,
but he was bored out of his brain there, and I knew it was
important he be around other kids. That’s when I searched
high and low for the perfect place for him. It would also help
with his transition into big school, which he’ll be starting this
year.

“No, I think we’ll head home. I can set you up on the
lounge with a movie.”

“But I wanna go back ... I want to show Max and Braydon
my arm.”

The doctor bandaged his wrist and put his arm in a sling,
which for a kid is probably cool. I can understand him wanting
to show it off to his mates. It’s Friday, so it’ll probably be gone
by Monday.

“I don’t know mate.” This new side of me—the
overprotective father side—wants to bundle him up in cotton
wool and take him home where I know he’ll be safe.

“Please, Dad.”

Hearing him call me that has a smile tugging at my lips. I
can’t say no to this kid, especially when he looks at me with
those big brown, hopeful eyes ... I’'m like putty in his tiny
hands.

“Okay. How about we swing past McDonalds and get
some lunch first?”



“Yes,” he says, punching his good arm in the air, making
me laugh.

This kid never stops eating. It’s like every meal could be
his last, which given the state he was in when he came to me, I
get it. His mother probably chose to buy drugs over food for
her son. His state of dress the day she dropped him off told me
his needs weren’t a priority to her. He’ll never want for
anything again ... I’ll make sure of that.

As we walk down the path to where my bike is parked, an
elderly lady and what I presume is her middle-age daughter
are heading towards us, and the first thing Blake does is move
to the other side of me, creating distance. To me they look
harmless, sweet even; to my son, not so much. I could throttle
his mother for the damage she’s inflicted on him.

When we reach my bike, I grab his helmet out of the side
saddlebag, placing it on his head and squatting down to secure
the strap. Once mine is on, I straddle the bike and reach down
for him, lifting him up and placing him in between my legs.
With one arm out of action, I’m not going to take any chances
with him riding on the back.
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I had absolutely no desire to return to work after dropping
Blake off, so I decided to head to the gym for a workout
instead. I only have a few hours left before I need to collect
him anyway, and then we’ll head to Bridge. Bridge is the soup
kitchen I run for the homeless when I’'m not working my
regular job—the paying one—the one that feeds and clothes us
both.

I text my assistant, Olivia, to let her know I won’t be back
today.

Mason: I've decided to take the rest of the day
off. I'll see you in the morning. Call my mobile if
you need me.

Olivia: All good here, Boss. How is Blake?



Mason: Just a sprain, but he wanted to go back
to day care to show off his bandage and sling.

Olivia: Aww, bless him. | bought him a packet of
jellybeans on my lunch break, | know how much
he loves them.

She keeps a jar of them on her desk; it’s the only way she
can get Blake to come anywhere near her.

Mason: That's sweet. Thank you. You know I'm
going to eat all the red ones, right?

Olivia: Is that where my red ones have gone?
You arsehole ... that's my favourite flavour!!!

Mason: Mine too, and | don’t think it's wise to call
your boss an arsehole via text. | have it in writing
now. If you ever try to sue me for unfair dismissal
you won’t have a leg to stand on.

Olivia: Pfft. You’d never fire me, you’d be lost
without me. But if you keep eating my red
jellybeans | might quit.

Mason: You’d never find a boss as awesome as
me.

Olivia: Hmm.

I probably should head home and continue packing, but it’s
the last thing I feel like doing. There’s so much to do before
our big move, but I have a few more weeks to get it finished.
Working full-time, overseeing everything at Bridge, and
having my son living with me, doesn’t leave much time for
myself.

So, today I’m going to do something for me ... a workout.
I rarely get time to go to the gym anymore. If nothing else, it
may help release some of this tension. It’s not like I get to fuck
the stress out of my system anymore. I haven’t been with a
woman since Blake moved in. This is my longest dry spell in



history, but the mental health of my little boy is well worth the
sacrifice.

TP

After two hours of pumping weights and some cardio, I
find my mood hasn’t lifted; instead, I can now add exhaustion
to the list. My mind kept going back to what the doctor said
about Blake’s old fractures. He’s such a sweet kid, and it kills
me to know he’s been mistreated. It brings back a lot of bad
memories from my own childhood, which is something I try
not to think about. It’s too painful to relive.

Grabbing the towel that’s slung around my neck, I wipe
my face as I head towards the exit, only to be greeted by my
best friend, Connor, as he pushes through the door. I haven’t
seen him in weeks, and his face lights up as soon as he notices
me.

“Hey, man. I was thinking about you earlier. I was going to
call you tonight,” I say, extending my hand and wrapping it
around his.

We’ve only been friends for a little over a year, but I feel
like I’ve known him my entire life. We met when he first
joined the gym, and needed someone to spot him on the bench
press. That was when I was living my carefree party life—
prior to Blake. Connor told me he was new in town, so |
invited him out for a few drinks that night, and the rest is
history.

He’s a good bloke, and I soon found out our lifestyles were
very similar ... he was just a big a man-whore as | was at the
time. The only difference being, I didn’t want to settle down
because of my childhood traumas, and he was anti-
relationships because he’d had his heart broken by what he
claims to be the love of his life at the tender age of nineteen. |
don’t believe in that kind of stuff, but I never voiced it out
loud.

Needless to say, we became good friends fast ... he was
the ultimate wingman; but that all changed when my son came



into my life. His help in gaining full custody of Blake only
cemented our friendship.

“It’s unusual to see you here this time of day,” he says.

I lift one shoulder. “I had a shit day, so I needed to work
off some steam.”

“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, I’m just stressed is all.”

“Nothing a bit of action between the sheets wouldn’t solve
... oh, that’s right, I forgot you’re a practicing monk now.”

“Fuck off ... I’m just trying to be a responsible parent.”

He chuckles, slapping my back. “You know I'm just
messing with you. I love that you’re putting Blake first, |
admire you for that. You are a good dad, and he’s lucky to
have you.”

“Thanks.” There have been times I’ve worried if Blake
really is better off with me, but after hearing what the doctor
said today, I know he is. I love my kid and there’s nothing I
wouldn’t do to see him happy.

Connor’s life growing up was very different to mine. It
wasn’t perfect by any means, he lost his mum when he was
around Blake’s age, but he was lucky he had a great dad who
always put him first. Years later, when his dad remarried, he
not only gained a new mother, but a little sister too. I feel
envious whenever he talks about them; I’ve always yearned
for that perfect family unit.

I look down at my watch. “Are you heading out?” Connor
asks.

“Yeah, I’ve got to pick up Blake soon.”

“Want to catch up for a beer later? We could order pizza
and watch the game at my place.”

“I’d love to, but I’ve got a million things to do, my house
isn’t going to pack up itself. Maybe another time?”

Connor understands how hectic my life has become,
especially now that I’'m a dad. “Sure, no problem. Jacinta’s



living with me now ... you guys could’ve finally met.”
“Wow, she’s living with you, how did that come about?”

He shrugs. “I just missed her, so when I was home for
Christmas, I talked her into coming back with me. Our parents
are wanting to travel, so I hated the thought of her being in
that big house on her own.”

Although we’ve never met, a part of me feels like I already
know her. He talks about her incessantly. It’s obvious he
adores her.

“Fair enough.”

“How was your Christmas?”

“Quiet, just the two of us.”

“I’m sure you would’ve made it special for Blake.”

“I got him so many presents, the poor kid didn’t know
what to do. When I told him they were all his, he burst into
tears.”

“Fuck, man.”
“I know. You know what he said?”
“What?”

“One of his mother’s friends gave him a packet of biscuits
once ... how sad is that?”

“I wish you would’ve let me put that woman behind bars,
instead of paying her all that money. She should be locked up,
not living the high life on your dime.”

“The high life sums it up perfectly,” I chuckle. “She
deserves to be behind bars,” especially after what I learnt at
the hospital today, “but in the end, I got what I wanted, so I
have no regrets.”

“I may not like it, but I understand. Have you got five
minutes to spot me before you go?”

“Sure.”
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“Shit,” I grumble to myself when I exit the gym and see
it’s now bucketing down. I hate riding my bike in the rain. Not
only is the road slick, but when you’re travelling at speed, the
water feels like needles pricking your skin. ’'m going to need
to head home and grab my car before I pick up Blake, I don’t
want him getting wet.

Eyeing my bike parked across the street, which is already
saturated, I shove my hands into the pockets of my sweats as I
stride towards the kerb. I only make it a few metres when |
spot a red blur barrelling towards me. Her head is cast
downwards, and I don’t even get a chance to move out of the
way before she careens straight into me.

“Oomph,” I groan when the top of her head smashes into
my sternum. The sheer force of our collision has her bouncing
straight off me. I try to reach out and grab her before she falls,
but my reflexes aren’t quick enough. “Shit,” I say when she
lands on her arse and the phone and keys that were in her hand
go flying. “Are you okay?”

She tilts her head back, making eye contact with me, and
the moment she does, all the air leaves my body. Her pretty,
too-blue eyes widen for a second before narrowing into slits,
and I can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips. Not only is she
drop-dead gorgeous, I can already tell she’s got spunk. I like
my women feisty.

I extend my hand to her, in an offer of help, but she
immediately slaps it away, making me chuckle. I take a step
forward, bending to scoop up her phone and keys, and by the
time [’m standing back to full height, she’s already on her feet.
The first thing I notice is how tiny she is. She’s at least a foot
and a half shorter than my six feet, three inches; she has to tilt
her head back to make eye contact.

That movement has her red hoodie sliding back off her
head slightly, revealing some of her blonde hair. Fuck, she’s
stunning and exactly my type. I immediately rein in that
thought, my sole focus right now is my son. Once upon a time
I would’ve been all over this, but I’m not that man anymore.

“Here,” I say, holding out her belongings.



“Thanks,” she snaps, snatching them out of my hand. If it
was anyone else, I’d consider that movement rude, but for
some reason, her attitude turns me on. She looks down at her
hand, and I find my eyes gravitating there as well. I inwardly
cringe when I see her phone. “Great, you cracked my screen
you ... you—" Her gaze briefly moves down the length of my
body. “—big baboon.”

I bark out a laugh. I’'m not sure why, but that insult amuses
me to no end. “Wow, you sure are a little spitfire ... and for the
record, your cracked screen is in no way my fault.”

“You ran into me!” she screeches.
“I’m pretty sure it was the other way around, sweetheart.”

My amusement grows when her hands go straight to her
hips and those plump lips of hers pucker. It’s a mouth that’s
made for trouble. “Don’t call me sweetheart, you
condescending jerk.”

“Condescending?” I ignore the part where she called me a
jerk. “Correct me if I’'m wrong, but isn’t sweetheart a term of
endearment?”’

“Not when you say it all thug like.”
“Thug like?”

“Yes, with all your tattoos and smug good looks,” she says,
motioning her hand up and down in front of me. “It screams
thug.”

“Now who’s being condescending ... and may [ add
judgemental? If anyone is the bad guy in this situation, I’'m
pretty sure it’s you, Red.”

“Red?”
“Since you have failed to tell me you name—"

“Which I have no intention of doing,” she says, cutting me
off.

I arch an eyebrow before continuing. “Like I was saying,
since | don’t know your name, and I can’t call you sweetheart,
I’'m going with red.” I reach for the drawstring of her hoodie,



and she flinches slightly when I do. Although it concerns me,
because I’ve witnessed Blake do the same thing, it doesn’t
seem to perturb me. “You remind me of Little Red Riding
Hood 1n this,” I say, tugging on the string.

“That would make you the Big Bad Wolf then ... which
seems fitting [ might add.”

I smirk at her smug smile because she just walked right
into that one. “Does that mean I get to eat you then?” I lick my
lips as I take a step towards her.

When she gasps, I bark out a laugh. My laughter only
grows when she stomps on my foot and growls, “You can eat a
bag of dicks,” before storming away.

I feel instantly disappointed, I was enjoying the back-and-
forth we had going on.

Turning my head, my eyes take her in from behind as she
heads towards the gym. Interesting, I’ve never seen her in
there before, and she has the kind of face you don’t forget in a
hurry. Her tight little body is rocking those body-hugging
jeans despite the round wet patch now covering her arse—it
has my traitorous cock twitching in my pants. Damn this
celibacy crusade I’m on.

“It was lovely meeting you, Red,” I call out as she pushes
through the gym door. The highlight of my day actually. When
she flips me the bird over her shoulder, the smile on my face
grows.

If I didn’t have to go pick up my son, I’d most definitely
follow her back in there for round two.



Chapter 5




Jacinta

U gh. Could that guy have been any more annoying? The

hide of him ... I know exactly where he was going with
that ‘eat me’ comment, and he didn’t mean with a knife and
fork. I’'m choosing to ignore the little flutter I got in my
stomach when he said that though. I’'m not interested in
anything more from him, or any man for that matter. I’'m quite
happy living my drama-free, safe, single life.

The sheer size of that tattooed man mountain should’ve
been enough to scare me off, but for some reason, I wasn’t
intimidated by him, or his appearance. I usually avoid
confrontation, but that didn’t deter me from taking him on
head-to-head. Not only was that uncharacteristic of me, it was
a foolish move on my part. He could’ve been a roid-rager for
all I knew. He was pretty buffed and clearly just came from the

The adrenaline coursing through my body has my hands
shaking as I look down at my poor cracked screen and feel
tears burn the back of my eyes. I only got this phone for
Christmas a few weeks ago. As irritated as [ am, a part of me
feels ashamed for how I just acted. I’'m not a mean person by
nature, but I was anything but cordial just now. I’'m against
violence in any form, yet that didn’t stop me from stomping on
his foot like some kind of deranged lunatic.

He was right when he said it was my fault, I wasn’t
looking where I was going. There was no way I was going to
admit that to him though. I don’t know why hot-looking guys
bring out the worst in me, but they always have. My therapist



thinks my bitchy side is a defence mechanism ... a way of
pushing the opposite sex away before any kind of attraction
can be formed. It makes sense, I guess. If I can turn them off
with my bad attitude, it won’t matter how visually appealing /
may find them. Nobody wants to date someone who appears to
be unhinged.

Sliding my phone in the front pocket of my hoodie, my
gaze darts around the gym in search of my brother. I roll my
eyes when I spot him across the room eyeing himself in the
mirror as he does some very impressive bicep curls. Connor is
gorgeous and he totally knows it.

My attention is focused on him as I cross the floor in his
direction. All the testosterone in this room is making me feel
uncomfortable. Connor is so focused on himself he’s totally
oblivious to my presence, but the moment someone whistles,
his arm pauses mid-curl and his head snaps to the side as his
gaze scans the room. As soon as he sees it’s me who is gaining
the attention, his chest puffs out and his eyes narrow. It has a
smile tugging at my lips. Of course, it’s okay for him to
objectify women, but when it’s someone else doing it to his
little sister, it’s suddenly an issue.

“Jaz,” he says, placing down the dumbbell in his hand. His
eyes scan my face, and he must be able to see I’'m upset,
because he adds, “Ignore those fuckers.”

I flick my hand, because it’s not like I haven’t been
whistled at before. Although I feel uncomfortable being
surrounded by all these men, that isn’t the cause of my
distress. “I’m not worried about them.”

“Then why do you look like you’re about to burst into
tears?” I wasn’t going to mention my unfortunate encounter
outside, but I know Connor, he won’t let it go. Sliding my
hand into the pocket of my hoodie, I retrieve my phone,
holding it out for him to see. “Shit, did you drop it?” I lift one
shoulder instead of answering, because I don’t want to lie to
him, but my vague response only heightens his concern. “Did
something happen, Jaz?”



I blow out a puff of air before replying. “Don’t go all
mumma-bear on me, okay, but some guy knocked me on my
arse outside and I dropped it when I fell.” I turn to show him
the wet patch on the rear of my jeans.

“The fuck!” Rounding me, he takes a step towards the exit.

“Con,” I quickly say, reaching for his arm. “Don’t ... it
wasn’t his fault; I wasn’t watching where I was going. Please.”

As soon as I say please, he stops and takes a moment to
run his hand through his hair before spinning around to face
me. There’s now a deep frown marring his forehead. “Are you
hurt?”

“I’m fine.”

“Did he at least apologise?”’
“It was my fault.”

“He didn’t apologise?”

When he goes to turn around again, I’'m forced to lie. “Yes,
he did.”

He takes my phone out of my hand and walks back
towards the bench. “Take my phone with you to Brooke’s,” he
says, picking it up and passing it to me. “I’ll get your screen
replaced on the way home.”

“Thank you.” There’s no point arguing with him, he’s
stubborn like that. “Here are your keys.”

“Do you know what time you’ll be home tonight?”
“Not late.”
“Are you going to be okay driving in the rain?”

“Yes, Dad,” I say, rolling my eyes. “It was raining on the
way here.”

He chuckles before pulling me in for a quick hug and
placing a chaste kiss on the top of my head. “It will be dark
when you’re coming home.”

“I’ve driven in the dark plenty of times, stop worrying.”



“I’'m your big brother, it’s my job to worry about you. If
you need me to come get you later just call.”

“Twill.”
W

Thanks to the GPS, I find my way to Brooke’s house
without any trouble. As soon as I drive through the large iron
gates and pull into their driveway, Angel comes running out of
the house.

Their new place is so grand and completely different to the
stylish penthouse where they used to live. I still remember the
first night I went there, I was completely blown away by it,
being such a contrast to the tiny, run-down shack I’d grown up
in. Back then, I didn’t know that people lived like that. I was
awestruck. This new house though, is on a completely
different level, and although I’ve been living in my own
mansion since Mum married Dad, I still find myself captivated
by the grandeur of this place every time I visit. Logan spared
no expense when he built this for his family.

“Aunty Jaz,” Angel screams, launching herself into the car
the moment I open the driver’s side door.

“Look how much you’ve grown,” I say, twisting in my seat
when she throws her arms around my neck, hugging me tight.
When she tilts her head back and gives me a toothy smile, I
can see her new front teeth popping through. She still had her
baby teeth last time I saw her.

“I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too,” I say.

Angel reaches for my hand when I exit the car. She’s
almost eight years old and it won’t be long before she’s
towering over me ... which I shouldn’t be surprised by,
everyone is taller than me.

“Hey, Jaz,” Brooke says, greeting me by the front door, CJ
at her side. He’s grown so much too and is starting big school
in a few weeks. I can’t believe how much he looks like Logan.
Those mesmerising green eyes of his are going to get him in a



lot of trouble with the ladies when he’s older. “It’s so good to
see you.”

“Same,” I reply, giving her a one-arm hug and stroking my
hand over CJ’s hair with the other. “Hi, CJ.”

“Hi, Aunty Jaz,” he says in a cute, soft voice, before
bowing his head. He’s a lot more reserved than his big sister.

“I can’t believe how big the kids have gotten.”

“Time goes fast. You were only twelve when we first met
... look at you now, you are all grown up. I can’t believe
you’re almost twenty-one.”

“Yeah, it seems like a lifetime ago.”

When I glance down at my feet, Brooke reaches out to rub
my back. I no longer flinch when she touches me, which in
itself is huge. My life is so different and I’ve come a long way
since then, but there’s still a huge part of me that’s held captive
to my past.

“Come in.” Brooke steps to the side so I can enter.

“Mummy made cupcakes,” Angel says, smiling up at me
again.

“They’ve been busting for you to arrive so they can have
one,” Brooke adds.

When I enter their home, my eyes gravitate to the grand
staircase that sits in the centre of the foyer. The house is three
stories high, and the kids have their own wing on the second
floor. Although I’ve been here before, my eyes are still
everywhere as we walk towards the back of the house, where
the expansive kitchen is situated. The view from here is no
less spectacular. The penthouse they once lived in was situated
in the heart of the city, with the iconic Harbour Bridge and the
Opera House practically on their doorstep. You can still see
them in the distance, but they now live across the bridge, on
the northern side of the harbour.

The moment Brooke places the cupcake stand in the centre
of the table, the kids both reach for one. “Angel,” CJ whines,
“I wanted that one.”



“There’s a dozen cakes and they’re exactly the same,”
Brooke says, and from the corner of my eye, I see Angel poke
out her tongue at her little brother.

“Mummy, Angel poked her tongue out at me.” When I
look over at CJ, I see his little bottom lip quivering and curled
over into a pout. It tugs at my heart.

“Angel Maree Cavanagh,” Brooke chastises. “Don’t be
mean to your brother.”

“You hurt my heart, sissy,” he says as his big green eyes
fill with tears. It has me clutching my chest ... if he gave me a
look like that, I’'m pretty sure I’d hand over a vital organ if he
needed one.

“If you two are going to fight over the cupcakes then you
can go without.”

Angel leans her body closer to mine and whispers, “Daddy
says Mummy is a cupcake Nazi.” I have to roll my lips to hide
my smile.

When Angel’s eyes move to her brother and she sees he’s
about to cry, she sighs in defeat. That little sad face would
have anyone caving. “Here, CJ, you can have this one then.”

CJ’s pout 1s immediately replaced with a smile.

“Go out on the back deck and eat them,” Brooke says.
“And keep an eye on your brother, don’t let him go near the
water.”

“Okay, Mummy.”

Brooke rolls her eyes as she places a mug of coffee down
in front of me. “Have kids they say ... they’ll enrich your life
they say.” I laugh at her comment because I know she adores
her kids; she’s a great mum. “Ignore me, it’s been a long
month; I’ll be glad when school starts back.”

“Is CJ excited to be starting kindergarten?”

She lifts one shoulder. “He says he is, but I’'m pretty sure
there’ll be a lot of tears on his first day, and not just from me
... he isn’t as strong willed as his sister. He has a soft heart
like his daddy.”



“He 1s so sweet. His little face when Angel took the
cupcake he wanted ... and when he said, ‘You hurt my heart,
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“I know right,” Brooke says with a laugh. “God help the
female population when he gets older ... they’ll be like putty
in his hands.”

“Right.”

She takes a seat at the table. “Anyway, what’s with this big
move of yours?”

“Connor offered, so I accepted. Our parents are talking
about travelling, so it made sense.”

She reaches out and places her hand on top of mine. “It’s
going to be great having you around again ... and I couldn’t be
happier for your mum. Jim is such a nice guy.”

“He’s the best.”
“So, when are you going to start working for me?”
“You don’t need to give me a job.”

“I know, but I want you there. You’ll be an asset. Are you
still doing those pole dance classes, because I’ve always
wanted to give that a go?”

“Yes. I’ll need to find somewhere new here in Sydney.”

Her eyes widen. “We could install some poles at the
studio.”

TP

I’m 1n the kitchen helping Brooke put the finishing touches
on dinner when I hear Angel squeal, “Daddy.”

Although we can’t see them from here, the kids are
laughing and carrying on with their dad, and it makes my heart
pang. They’re so lucky to have such a doting and caring father.
I used to dread mine coming home from work. I know I have
that kind of dad now, but still ...

A few minutes later, the giggling moves down the hall, and
when Logan enters the kitchen, Angel is on his back and CJ is



hanging off the front of him. The three of them are smiling.
It’s such a beautiful sight. Like so many other times, it makes
me wish that Jim was my real father. I’d be a different person
if I had been born into his family and spent my formative
years living in a happy and loving environment.

“Hey, Jaz,” Logan says when I give him a quick wave. His
eyes then gravitate to his wife. There is so much love
reflecting in them, and again, it tugs at my heart. I’ll never get
to experience a love like that either. “Hi, babe.”

Brooke immediately stops what she’s doing and walks
towards them, wrapping her arms around CJ’s waist and
placing him safely on the ground. “Okay you two monkeys,
dinner is almost ready, go and wash your hands.”

Angel slides down the rear of her father’s body, and I feel
my cheeks flush when Logan instantly reaches for his wife. He
pulls her into his arms and meshes their lips together, like he’d
die without her kiss. I feel like a voyeur standing here
watching them, but these two have a kind of love that anyone
would be envious of.

“Eww, you two are always kissing,” Angel complains,
making a gagging sound, which CJ mimics.

Brooke and Logan are so engrossed in each other, neither
of them notices the entire room is watching their public
display of affection. Together, they are like the air each other
needs for survival.

“I missed you today,” Logan murmurs, running his
knuckles down the side of his wife’s face. The look he gives
her has my heart racing in my chest.

“I missed you too, Hot Stuft.”

Gah. These two. This is relationship goals right here. Who
wouldn’t want a man that adored his children as much as he
adored his wife?



Chapter 6




Mason

B lake and I end up at Bridge for dinner. It’s not what you’d

call gourmet food by any means, but it’s a hearty meal—
meat and three veg—and much better than feeding my son
takeout every night. Unfortunately, I can’t cook to save my
life. ’m trying though; I need to learn now for his sake.

I’ve managed to master scrambled eggs on toast, pretty sad
I know, but it’s a start. I can also cook a mean two-minute
noodles. Sure, it only involves adding the contents of the
packet to a pot of boiling water, but Blake seems to love them.
He also loves fruit so I fill him up on that between meals.

I appreciate my son isn’t fussy. He’ll eat anything you put
in front of him. I guess growing up hungry will do that to you.

“Are you done, buddy?” I ask him, reaching across the
table for his plate.

“Yeah, Dad.”

“Come,” I say, standing. “I’ve got some paperwork to do
in the office. Do you think you’ll be able to manage the X-Box
controller with one arm?”

“I think so,” he replies with a shrug. I ruffle his hair with
my free hand as he follows me towards the kitchen. He loves
playing video games. He’d never played before coming to live
with me, but he picked it up quick ... he even kicks my arse.

The day he arrived on my doorstep, he was carrying a
plastic shopping bag containing only a few items of ill-fitting



clothing, two pairs of underwear, and a ratty old teddy bear.
Nothing else, no toys, shoes, or pyjamas.

I immediately threw out the clothes. They were old,
tattered, and far too small for him anyway. He now has a
wardrobe full of things that actually fit him, as well as toys.
The bear stayed because he loved it; I couldn’t bring myself to
throw it away. He doesn’t play with it anymore, but it’s there if
he wants it.

The numerous cars, trucks, and Lego he now owns are
more fun. He also has an artillery of Nerf guns and we have a
blast building forts throughout the house and shooting each
other with the foam bullets. He enjoys hiding behind furniture
and ambushing me. I love seeing him carefree and happy. It’s a
vast difference to the confused and scared little boy I first met.
I’'m hoping in time, his traumatic past will become a distant
memory.

Having him around is fun. I can’t say I’m reliving my own
childhood, more like I’'m experiencing it for the first time, like
Blake is.

I had an abundance of toys growing up, but I wasn’t
allowed to make noise or mess—it used to set my father off.
Instead, I’d play quietly in my room so as not to rock the boat.

I sit at my desk, going over Bridge’s books. Money is tight
right now, and since I virtually gave my life savings to
Annalise, I’m currently in the process of selling my house and
downsizing. Although it was supposed to be our forever home,
it’s way too big for the two of us anyway. My intention is to
invest the extra money I obtain from the sale, then what I earn
from that will be directed back into Bridge. We receive
government funding at the soup kitchen, but with the homeless
population continually growing, it’s not enough.

I donate a portion of my weekly pay cheque, and it helps,
but I have Blake to consider now, so I’'m mindful. As much as
I hated to do it, selling my house was the best option I could
come up with.

I promised Betty, the founder of Bridge, I’d keep this place
running if anything ever happened to her—it’s a promise I



intend to keep. I know how important this place is and all the
good it does for the less fortunate. I vowed to do whatever was
needed to keep her dream alive. Bridge was her life’s work ...
it’s now become mine.

Without our assistance, the homeless would be forced to
beg for food, or worse, resort to eating scraps from the bin.

Bridge opens every evening to distribute a hot meal to all
those in need. We don’t discriminate ... everyone is welcome.
We also provide them with wrapped sandwiches, a piece of
fruit, and a bottle of water when they leave. It’s not as much as
we would like to give, but it helps get them through to the
following night. During the hotter months we distribute extra
water, and in winter, warm jackets and blankets. Betty’s dream
was to be able to provide three meals a day, as well as services
to help these people get back on their feet and find work.
Hopefully, one day, I can realise that dream for her.

I’'m lucky I have a horde of volunteers on my side. I
wouldn’t be able to do this without them.

I met Betty when I was fourteen. I’d been living on the
streets for close to a year by that point. When my mother left, I
became my father’s full-time punching bag ... so leaving was
the safest option. Betty took me in and treated me like one of
her own, so I owe her everything. I wouldn’t be where I am
today if it wasn’t for her.

She had the biggest heart and devoted her entire adult life
to helping others. She was eighty-three years old when she
passed suddenly. Her loss was felt by many, especially me. I
was naive, I guess, and expected she would live forever. She
was all the family I had left.
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Blowing out a frustrated breath, 1 close the ledger I've
been studying for the past hour and rub the back of my neck.
Staring at the damn figures won’t make the extra money
needed magically appear. I fix my attention on Blake as he
concentrates on the game he’s playing. He is making the cutest
faces, and even with a sprained wrist, he’s managing. My heart



is so full of love for him. I resent missing the first years of his
life, but I’m thankful I have him now. I have a lifetime to
make up for what we lost.

Leaning back in my chair, I stretch my arms above my
head, and out of nowhere, the little spitfire I encountered
outside the gym pops into my mind. I feel a smile spread
across my face as I relive our encounter. Damn she was fine,
and that mouth of hers ... it’s a pity she hadn’t been
forthcoming with her name because I’ll probably never see her
again, which is a damn shame.

I let out a groan when my dick twitches behind the zipper
of my trousers. Fuck, I really need to get laid.

“Are you almost done with your game, buddy? It’s time to
leave.”

“I’m nearly done.”

It’s getting late; I need to get him home and bathed. We
have an early start in the morning, and I’ve got more packing
to do before I go to bed.

As we are leaving Bridge, Blake reaches for my hand. That
feeling of his tiny fingers wrapped in mine will never get old. I
know 1it’s something that won’t last, he’ll outgrow it soon
enough, so I’'m going to enjoy it while I still can. I never held
my own father’s hand.

“Dad,” Blake says, looking up at me.
“Yeah, buddy?”

“Do we really have to move?”
“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Why?”

“I told you; we’re downsizing. We’re moving into that
apartment we looked at ... the one in Connor’s building. It
will be fun living near Connor, yeah?”

“I guess,” he says with a shrug. “But I like it where we are

2

now.



I stop walking and crouch down so I’'m eye level with him.
The only stability this poor kid has had is with me. I hate
upending 1s life like this, but I'm sure he’ll get used to our new
place soon enough.

“Listen, the only reason I’'m selling this house is because
Bridge needs more money so we can continue to feed all the
people that come here. You want to help them, don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Good boy,” I say, ruffling his hair. “We have more than
we need, so sharing it with the less fortunate is the right thing
to do. Our new place is still going to be great, don’t worry
about that.”

Blake dips his face, staring down at his sneakers. “Are you
still going to keep me? I don’t want to go back to Annalise’s
... I like being with you.”

Fuck. That 1s the last thing I want him to worry about. “I
like being with you too. You don’t have to worry about that,
okay?” I say, placing my hand under his chin and tilting his
eyes back to mine. When I see them glistening with unshed
tears, I wrap his tiny body in my arms. “You never have to go
back there, I promise.” I draw back, swiping my thumbs over
his cheeks to remove his tears. It breaks my heart to see him
cry. I don’t want him to ever know the truth of what his mother
did, so I go with the kid-friendly version. “You know how
Uncle Connor works with the police?”” He nods his head. “He
got some special papers drawn up that said you were going to
live with me permanently, and Annalise signed them. That
means it’s going to be you and me forever so I don’t want you
to ever have to worry about that, okay?”

CCOkay.’7
“I love you, you’re my son and I’ll always look after you.”

It has been a long time since I’ve uttered those three
words. It feels foreign saying them now, but I need him to
know.

His little arms slide around my neck, holding on tight. “I
love you too, Dad.”



Chapter 7




Jacinta

“H ey,” I say as Connor reaches over me and plucks a
meatball out of the sauce I’'m stirring in the pot. “Dinner
will be ready soon.”

“I know, but I’'m starved ... and I’ve missed your cooking.
I’ve been living as a bachelor for the past year—eating out
every night gets old fast.” He plops the meatball into his
mouth and moans. “Fuck that’s good.”

“Is that why you asked me to move here?” I ask,
narrowing my eyes.

“What? No! Although I did notice you’ve done my
washing ... and may I add that the place has never looked
cleaner.”

“Connor!” I screech, spinning around and poking him in
the ribs.

“Joking, sis.” Leaning in, he places a chaste kiss on my
temple. “I missed having you around, the rest of the stuff is
just an added bonus.”

“You could always find yourself a wife and settle down.”
“Good one, Jaz.”

“Why does that seem so unattainable to you? You're a
great catch and I know for certain you’d make an amazing
father.”

“Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free.”
“Oh my God, Connor ... you pig.”



He shakes his head and chuckles. “Again, I’'m joking. I’'m
not opposed to settling down one day, but I’d have to find
someone [’'m willing to spend the rest of my life with first.”

“Out of all the girls you dated over the years, I find it hard
to believe that there wasn’t at least one you could see a future
with.”

When he dips his head and sighs, I gasp. “Oh my God ...
who?”

His gaze moves back to me and the sadness I now see in
his eyes is unmissable; so much so I feel compelled to reach
out and hug him. Has my brother had his heart broken in the
past? I’ve been there through them all, and to my knowledge,
he was the one that did all the damage. I can’t tell you how
many crying and pleading girls turned up at our doorstep over
the years. Too many to count. Or has it happened since he
moved here?

He opens his mouth like he’s about to say something, when
there’s a loud knock at the door. “Hah. Saved by the bell.”

“By the knock, you mean?”

When he turns and leaves the kitchen, I walk towards the
doorway so I can see who’s here. I’ve been living here for five
days now, and this is the first time we’ve had a visitor.

My view is blocked by my brother’s large frame, but I hear
Connor say, “Ugh, speaking of the devil.” We weren’t talking
about anyone 1n particular, so I have no idea what he means by
that.

“Get out of my way, Connor Maloney ... I’'m not here to
see you.”

My heart rate kicks up a notch as soon as I hear that voice.
Once Connor 1s shoved to the side, I race across the room and
into her open arms.

“Cassie! What are you doing here?”
“I heard someone was missing me.”

“Well, it certainly wasn’t me,” Connor mumbles from
behind us.



“Zip it, Maloney ... and be a good boy and bring in my
bags.”

“How much stuff did you bring?” he grumbles as he starts
wheeling her multiple suitcases inside. I know my best friend;
she doesn’t know how to pack light. We once went on an
overnight trip with our school and she brought ten outfits and
eight pairs of shoes. Everyone else had an overnight bag or
backpack at best—Cassie rocked up with a giant-arse Louis
Vuitton suitcase. “Are you here for a visit, or are you moving
the fuck in?”

“I haven’t decided how long I’'m going to grace you with
my presence yet,” she retorts.

I laugh into Cassie’s chest ... these two. They have a
constant love-hate relationship going on, but in recent years
it’s more of a hate one.

Once the last of her luggage is brought in, Connor closes
the front door ... a little more abruptly than usual. “Call me
when dinner is ready, Jaz,” he says as he heads towards his
bedroom.

“What are you doing here?” I ask. “I wasn’t expecting you
until next week.”

“Life sucks in Melbourne without you.”

“Cass.”

“It’s true, it’s been really shitty. I feel lost without you
there.”

“Aww, babe. I’m sorry.”

“Besides, I have your birthday celebrations to organise. It’s
hard to do that from so far away.”

“I just want something small ... you know I’'m not into all
that fanfare.”

“Hah, good one.”

“Cass,” I groan. I was hoping for something low-key, I
hate being the centre of attention, but I know what Cassie is
like. She turned twenty-one a few months ago, and her parents



put on a huge black-tie event with hundreds of guests present

. a vast majority of them strangers. It wasn’t because they
cared either, it’s all about keeping up the appearances. Cassie
was still in her element.

“Don’t Cass me, you only turn twenty-one once
besides, you owe me for abandoning me.”

“I didn’t abandon you.”

“Hmm,” she huffs.

“Come,” 1 say, hooking my arm through hers. I’ll never
win this argument, so I’'m not about to try. “We made up the
spare room for you, so you’re welcome to stay as long as you
want.”

“EBep. We are going to have so much fun, Jazzie.
Tomorrow, you are all mine. We have a lot of lost time to
make up for.”

“I’ve been gone less than a week.”
“Which equates to a year in best friend time.”

“Right,” I say with a laugh. “Did you forget I have a job
now?”

She shrugs. “I can come hang out with you there ... can’t
[? You said Brooke was your friend, I’'m sure she wouldn’t
mind. We can go out afterwards.”

“Maybe | could talk to Brooke about giving you some
work. She’s in the process of installing some poles at the
studio ... I’'m sure she’d love to have another teacher on
board.” I nudge her shoulder with mine as I speak. “You could
earn some extra cash while you’re here.”

My idea makes her cringe. “Money is the last thing I
need.”

“So, you’re saying no to paid work?”
“I’m lonely, not desperate.”

“One day you’re going to surprise me and start standing on
your own two feet. The sooner you get out of this financial
hold your parents have on you, the better off you’ll be.”



“Never going to happen, I like spending their money too
much. Besides they owe me ... think of it as financial
compensation.”

“Financial compensation? For what, not really giving a
shit?”

“Oh, Jaz, you have no idea. It goes way deeper ... way,
way deeper.”

My nose screws up in confusion ... I have no idea what
she means by that statement.

T

I’'m abruptly woken from my blissful slumber when a
heavy weight plonks down on top of me. “Happy Birthday,
Jazzie.”

“Ugh ... Cass,” I groan without opening my eyes. My
parents flew in yesterday afternoon, so we ended up having
dinner with them at the hotel they’re staying at. Since Cassie
informed them that we were going out tonight to celebrate my
birthday, we’re meeting up with them again today for lunch.

“Wake up sunshine and let the festivities begin.”
“What time is it?”

“Just after seven.”

“Ugh.”

“Come on, we have a big day ahead.”

“We’re not meeting my parents until midday ... that’s
hours away.”

“I know, which doesn’t give us much time. After a
gourmet breakfast, we are hitting the shops.”

“A gourmet breakfast? Which I’ll be cooking, I presume?
It’s not like you or Connor can cook.”

Cassie gasps. “What kind of a friend do you think I am?”

“A very annoying one.”



“I’'m going to ignore that comment. I’d never let you cook
on your birthday ... ’'m going to Uber Eats us something
spectacular. After breakfast we will hit the shops. We need to
get you a new outfit for tonight. It’s not every day a girl loses
her ‘V’ card.”

I reach for the pillow beside me and place it over my head.
I was waiting for this. “I never agreed to that.”

“Semantics, my friend ... cobwebs remember? It’s my
duty as a best friend to rectify that. Speaking of cobwebs ...”
She jumps off the bed. “I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?”
“To get your presents, silly.”

“Cassie,” 1 call out as she dashes from my room. It’s too
early for this. I'm tired, and running on five hours sleep. We
stayed up talking until 2 am this morning, and God only
knows when I’ll get home tonight ... or should I say
tomorrow. When Cassie parties, she parties hard.

When my best friend returns—hands laden down with a
number of gift bags—she plops down on the side of my bed
with a bounce. “Happy Birthday, Jazzie,” she says, extending
both arms.

I begrudgingly pull myself up into a sitting position.
“There are so many bags.”

“I like spending my parents’ money.”

“You know it would mean a lot more to me if you used
your own.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re determined to move me into
peasantsville aren’t you?”

“Forging your own way in the world doesn’t make you a
peasant, Cass.” It’s not like she’s afraid of hard work or lazy.
She’s been helping me at Brooke’s dance school the past few
days ... voluntarily of course, despite Brooke offering to pay
her. “Are you going to tell me what you meant the other day
when you said your parents’ owed you?”



“Open this one first,” she deflects, grabbing the smallest
bag and placing it on my lap. Sighing, I pull out the tissue
paper on top. She has never forced her way into my past, so
I’m not about to do it to her. If she wants to talk about it, I'm
here ... if she doesn’t, I’'m okay with that too.

“Oh my God,” I screech when I pull out the contents. “You
bought me a vibrator?”

“For the cobwebs,” she replies with a shrug. “You’re
welcome.”

We are both laughing when Connor appears in the
doorway of my room, dressed in only a pair of boxer briefs.
It’s nothing I haven’t seen before, but when my gaze flicks to
Cassie, I find her biting the corner of her bottom lip as her
eyes move down the length of his body. “Can you two keep it
down ... you kept me up half the night with your giggling, for
fuck’s sake.”

“You might want to put some clothes on, Maloney ... I
can’t take you seriously when you’re dressed like that.”

“You like what you see, Cass?” Connor asks, puffing out
his chest.

Cassandra dips her face, but I don’t miss the tinge of pink
forming on her cheeks. I’ve never seen her blush before.

My eyes move back and forth between them, and when
Cassie looks up, she juts out her chin, saying, “I’ve seen
better.”

“Considering the number of men who’ve been through
you, that doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.” Although there
is venom laced in his words, he actually looks hurt by Cassie’s
comment.

“What’s wrong, Maloney ... are you jealous?”
“Sloppy seconds aren’t my style.” Ouch!

When we were younger, I used to worry about these two,
but it was around the age of sixteen that Cassandra started to
spiral, so any kind of feelings my brother may or may not have



had for my best friend, quickly turned to disdain. He hated me
hanging around with her after that.

A part of me was relieved because I’ve had countless girls
try to friend me over the years, in an attempt to get closer to
Connor. My brother has never been with anyone long term, so
if they had hooked up, it could’ve ruined our friendship. We
had made a pact early on, that she happily agreed to, that he
was off-limits.

Connor walks further into the room, coming to a stop
beside my bed. Resting both of his hands on the mattress, he
leans in and places a kiss on the top of my head. “Happy
Birthday, little sis.”

“Thanks, Con.”

“Gag,” Cassie mumbles from beside us. Her comment is
purely for Connor’s benefit because I know she’s envious of
our relationship. She’s voiced many times that she wishes she
had a sibling of her own. Maybe then she wouldn’t feel so
alone.

“What’s that?” Connor picks up the box sitting beside me,
and when he flips it over and see’s the image of a silicon dildo
on the front, he quickly drops it back onto the bed. “You
bought my sister a fake dick for her birthday?” he snaps,
narrowing his eyes.

Cassandra fakes a yawn as she holds out her hand, staring
down at her perfectly manicured fingernails, like she’s bored
with this conversation. “She’s not a little girl anymore, Connor
... she’s twenty-one.”

“I don’t care how old she is, the last thing she needs is to
be influenced by the likes of you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she retorts with a huff.
“From what I hear, you’re rarely off your back.”

“Right! Like your revolving door of women? That’s a little
hypocritical don’t you think?”

He just shrugs his shoulders. “I just call it how I see it.”



Abruptly standing, she storms towards the door. “Fuck
you, Connor.”

“Cass,” I call out.

She holds up her hand without turning around. “It’s okay,
Jaz ... I just need a minute.”

That escalated quickly. I tilt my head towards the ceiling
and groan. I hate confrontation at the best of times, especially
with two people I care so much about.

“That was mean,” I say to Connor once she leaves.

“I’m sorry, okay. For some reason she presses all my
buttons.”

“She’s had a shit life; I wish you could be more
compassionate.” He stands to his full height and turns without
acknowledging what I said. “Where are you going?”

“To bleach my brain. The last thing I need is images of you
with that thing,” he says, pointing to the vibrator on my lap.



Chapter 8




Mason

“D o you want to take this?” I ask Blake, holding up the

plush dinosaur. Although he’s been discreet about it, I’'ve
found it buried under his sheets the past few weeks when I’ve
gone in to make his bed in the mornings, so I know he’s been
sleeping with it.

His face flushes as he turns his head to stare at the wall.
“Nah, I’'m a big boy now, only babies sleep with toys.”

“Since when? When I was your age, I had so many stuff
toys in my bed there was hardly any room for me.”

His wide eyes snap back to mine. “Really?”
“Yes, really.”
“What if Braydon thinks it’s dumb and teases me?”

“What if Braydon has his own stuffed animal he sleeps
with?”

“What if he doesn’t?”

“How about we put Rex in the bottom of your bag?
Nobody has to know it’s there. That way you have it with you
just in case.”

“Okay,” he says as a smile tugs at his lips. “And how did
you know his name was Rex?”

“Just a lucky guess,” I reply. He saw this in the store after
watching Toy Story and he gravitated straight for it. “Are you
sure you’re going to be okay staying over at Braydon’s



tonight? I can always drop you there in the morning before
they leave for the zoo.”

The bigger question is, am / going to be okay? I’m so torn
about letting him go, but he seemed so excited when he was
invited to sleep over. I bombarded Braydon’s dad with so
many questions before I eventually agreed, but I'm still
struggling with letting Blake go. He’s never spent a night away
from me since coming to live here. On the plus side,
Braydon’s parents are divorced, so they’ll be no women in the
house to scare my kid.

“I want to stay there. We are going to have pizza for
dinner.”

I chuckle at his reply. Of course, food is a factor in his
decision. “You’re going to have the best time, are you excited
to go to the zoo?”

He lifts one shoulder. “Dad,” he says in a soft voice,
dipping his face.

“Yeah, buddy?”
“Are the animals at the zoo going to try and eat me?”

I roll my lips to suppress my smile. “All the animals will
be in enclosures ... you’ll be safe.”

“Okay.”

“I’ve packed your Minecraft wallet in your bag ... there’s
one-hundred dollars inside. I don’t expect Braydon’s dad to
pay for everything.”

“A hundred dollars,” he says, jumping up and down. “I’m
rich.”

I laugh as I stand, reaching for his backpack. “Come on,
we need to get going ... you don’t want to miss out on the
pizza.”
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I’'m still straddling my bike outside Braydon’s house. I’ve
been sitting here for the past ten minutes, unable to leave. Why



is letting go so hard? It’s surprising how fast this kid has
become my world.

When my phone pings in my pocket I immediately pull it
out. | told Braydon’s dad to call me if there were any issues. I
also told Blake if for any reason he wanted to come home, I’d
come and get him.

Looking down at the screen, I see it’s a message from
Connor.

Connor: | know you have Blake, but I'm heading
to the Ivy tonight. My sister turned twenty-one
today. Would be great if you could come and
save me from being the third wheel.

I sit there for a few minutes and ponder his message. I
haven’t been out since Blake came to live with me, and God
only knows when I’'ll get the opportunity again. If nothing
else, it might help keep my mind occupied.

Mason: You're in luck, Blake is doing a sleepover
at his friends tonight.

Connor: Wow. How do you feel about that?

Mason: I'm in two minds. What time are you guys
going?

Connor: I'm still waiting for the girls to get ready,
so fuck knows. I'll message you when we’re
heading out.

Mason: Sounds good.
Connor: It will be like old times.

Mason: It's been months, not years you drama
queen.

Connor: | can’t even comprehend going months
without any action. Does your dick still work?
*Asking for a friend.



I bark out a laugh.

Mason: There’s nothing wrong with my dick!

Connor: Since you are child free tonight, you
might be able to test that theory out.

Mason: As | said ... my dick is fucking fine.
Magnificent actually.

Connor: Have you been giving Mrs Parker and
her five daughters a workout ... doesn’t the
monastery frown on that?

Mason: | don'’t give a shit what the monastery
thinks ... despite what you say, | have no
ambitions of becoming a monk.

Connor: Could’ve fooled me. How long has it
been since you got laid?

Mason: None of your business.
Connor: That long, huh?
Mason: Fuck off!

Connor: Someone’s a little touchy ... must be all
the built-up testosterone. Hopefully you can get a
release tonight, God knows you need one. On
that note, it will be good to have my wingman
back, even if it's only temporarily.

Connor: You are welcome to come here and
hang with me while we wait for the girls. We can
have a few drinks to get the party started.

Mason: I’'m heading home to do a bit of packing. |
also need to shower and change. Just let me
know when you guys are leaving.

Connor: Okay, will do. FYI, if my sister’s friend
tries to hit on you tonight don’t go there, okay?



Mason: Is there a reason why?
Connor: Just don't.

Mason: Does that mean your sister is up for
grabs?

I’m smiling to myself as I type that. I know how protective
he is of his little sister. I don’t even know what she looks like,
but even if she’s hot, the bro-code would negate me ever going
there.

Connor: Stay the fuck away from my sister too!

That was way too easy.

Starting my bike, I begrudgingly pull away from the kerb,
heading towards home. I know what girls are like when
they’re getting ready, it could be hours before I hear from
Connor again. It will give me time to get some packing done
while I wait.
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Connor was right, his next text doesn’t come through until
10 pm.

Connor: I'm sorry it’s so late. Fuck my life ... this
is why | prefer to be single. We are downstairs
waiting for the uber now. You’re still coming
right? Or is your old man body already in bed?

Mason: I'm only three years older than you,
arsehole, and yes, I'm still coming. I'll jump in the
shower now. I'll be there within the hour.

Connor: Leave the tunic at home?
Mason: Tunic?

Connor: You know, your monk attire.



Mason: Remind me again why we’re friends?

Connor: Because I'm awesome ... and don’t
forget devilishly handsome.

Sliding my phone back into my pocket, I shake my head as
I pack a few more things into the box sitting on the table, tape
it up, and add it to the ever-growing pile stacked by the wall.
I’1l remember to thank the girls for taking so long to get ready
when I get there. One, because I know it will piss Connor off,
and two, because in the past four hours I made a huge dent in
my packing.

I head to the laundry to grab a clean shirt and a pair of
jeans out of the basket before taking the stairs two at a time. |
run the iron over my clothes before laying them out on the
bed. My business shirts and suits that I wear to work get dry-
cleaned, but the rest of mine and Blake’s clothes are washed
and ironed by me.

My mum used do all those things for me when I was
younger, but when I started living with Betty that all changed.
“I'm giving you a roof over your head and three meals a day,
but I'm not your keeper ... if you want to live here, you’ll need
to pull your weight, ” was one of the first things she said to me.
It was a small price to pay to be off the streets. It opened my
eyes to all things 1’d taken for granted when I was a kid. I felt
guilty for never acknowledging all the things my mother did
for me growing up ... I guess, like my dad, I took advantage of
her too. She was a good mum, and I hate that I never got the
chance to tell her that she was appreciated ... by me at least.
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It is close to eleven by the time I arrive at the Ivy, and after
doing a quick scan of the pool bar, I pull out my phone to text
Connor, only to find I already have a message from him. It
was sent twenty minutes ago.



Connor: I'm thinking of bailing. Jacinta’s friend
had a group of guys join us in the cabana she
hired for tonight. I'm going to end up punching
one of these fuckers if | hang around here too
long.

Mason: | just arrived. Are you still here?

When I don’t get an immediate reply, I decide to get a
drink. I’m here now, I might as well hang around for a bit.

I’m standing in line with my hands shoved in my pockets,
minding my own business, when someone bumps into me
from behind, causing me to lose my balance and take a step
forward, nudging the person in front of me.

“Watch it,” the guy says, giving me a dirty look over his
shoulder.

“SOI‘I’y,”
“So you should be,” he snaps, which pisses me off. But I

ignore his comment because I’'m not looking for trouble, I just
want a drink. I’m too old for this shit.

I look behind me, ready to berate the person that caused
this, only to be met by two large blue eyes ... eyes that have
taunted me on more than one occasion over the past week.

“Red?”

When those baby blues narrow into slits, my frown is
immediately replaced with a smile.

“Wolf,” she growls.

My eyes scan over her face. Fuck, she’s even more
stunning than I remember. The first time we met she was fresh
faced, but tonight she’s wearing make-up, and I can’t decide
which version of her I like best. She’s a natural beauty, and
doesn’t need that gunk on her face ... it does make her look a
lot older though, and the dark shadow around her eyes really
makes the blue pop. I also got a hint of blonde hair last time,
since the majority of it was tucked into her red hood. Now it’s
on show in its full glory, and I’m already itching to run my



fingers through it. An image of me tugging on those long
strands flashes through my mind and my cock twitches.

“You obviously make it a habit of bumping into people,” I
state.

“It wasn’t my fault.”
“Oh, so we’re going with that again, are we?”

When I hear a throat clear behind her, my gaze flicks in
that direction and my eyes lock with a brunette. She’s a
stunner too, but I'm not interested in her; I'm far too
captivated with the blonde beauty standing before me.

“Do you two know each other?” she asks as her eyes move
between me and Red.

“Unfortunately,” Red snaps before turning on her heels and
storming away. My attention immediately gravitates in her
direction, and again, the view from behind is just as
spectacular as I remember; even more so in the tiny, white,
body-hugging dress she’s wearing. Fuck me. She may be short,
but in that dress her legs look like they go on for days.

“How do you know my friend?” the brunette asks, placing
her hands on her hips.

“We go way back,” I tell her, dragging my attention away
from Red moments before she disappears around the corner.

“Way back? Did you know her before she moved to
Melbourne?”

“When did she move to Melbourne?” I ask.

“Seven years ago.”

“Then no.”

“How do you know her then?”

“I met her last week.”

“That’s not exactly way back. Where did you meet?”
“The gym.”

“Now I know you’re lying; she doesn’t go to the gym.”



That explains the jeans she was wearing that day. They
weren’t exactly workout clothes. “Technically, I ran into her
outside the gym.”

“Hmm. Do you have a job?”

“Yes. Why?”

“I’'m asking the questions here, mister.” I hold up my
hands when she gives me attitude. Now I know where Red
gets it from. “Is it a good job?”

“I’m vice president of a large company.”
“Impressive. Are you married?”

“No.”

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

“No.”

Her eyes dart down to my forearms. “Have you ever been
in prison?”’

“Are you stereotyping me because | have tattoos?” Red did
the same when we met.

“You can’t answer a question with a question. Are. You. A.
Jailbird?”” She punctuates her words as she pokes my chest.

“No,” I answer, gently guiding her hand away from my
body.

“Are you in a gang?”’ Again, with the stereotyping.
“No,” I snap as my irritation grows.
“Have you ever maimed or killed anyone?”

“I just told you I’ve never been in prison, so doesn’t that
negate that question?”

She lifts one shoulder, “Maybe you never got caught.”

“I don’t condone any kind of violence.” I had enough of
that when I was a kid.

“How would you rate yourself in bed? Ten being mind-
blowing and one being absolutely pathetic.”



“Wow, are you serious? Next, you’ll be wanting to know
how big my dick is.”

“Actually, that was my next question,” she says, giving me
a toothy smile.

I arch a brow, is this chick for real? “I’m not answering
that.” I don’t know why I’m answering any of her questions to
be honest.

Her eyes gravitate down to my crotch. “You look like
you’re packing, so we’ll just go with that.”

I’ve met a lot of forward women in my time, but this one is
on a whole other level. “How much have you had to drink
tonight?”

“Enough,” she replies with a shrug.

“Hmm.”

“Would you help an old lady in need cross the street?”
“Of course.”

“Have you ever kicked a puppy?”

I bark out a laugh. “No.” The more this chick talks, the
more unhinged she becomes.

“A kitten?”
“Never.”

“If you saw a baby bird fall out of its nest, would you put it
back?”

“Okay, on that note I'm out.” I’ve reached my limit with
this one. When I take a step to the side to leave, she reaches
for my arm.

“Don’t go,” she pleads. “We’re getting to the good part.”
“There’s a good part to this insanity?”

“Yes. Can I see your driver’s licence?”

“Why?”

“Because tonight is your lucky night?”



“I’m flattered, honestly, but I’'m not interested.” This chick
has either been smoking crack, or she’s lost a few marbles. She
might be hot, but I don’t do crazy. “I’m here to meet up with a
friend and he’s waiting for me.” I look down at my watch to
drive my point home.

“Do you think I’m trying to hit on you?”
“You’re not?”

“God no, I’'m doing this for my bestie,” she says, jutting
her chin towards the corridor her friend disappeared down. “I
saw the way you eye-fucked her when she walked away.”

“I’m pretty sure your friend can’t stand me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. We’re BFFs ... I know her
better than anyone.”

“BFFs?”
“Best friends forever,” she says, rolling her eyes.

I’'m twenty-eight, not what I’d call old, but I don’t
understand why this generation choose to speak with
acronyms instead of fucking words. “You may be best friends,
but since she’s never mentioned me to you, how do you know
she’s interested?”

She taps her pointer finger against the side of her head.
“This isn’t my first rodeo, handsome. When she thinks a guy is
hot, she gets all bitchy.”

Interesting. “And how do you know this?”
“BFFs remember ... keep up, hot guy.”

“My bad,” I reply, clicking my tongue.

“And besides, that might work in your favour.”
“How s0?” I ask.

“Who doesn’t love a good hate fuck?”

I clear my throat. “If you say so.”

“You’ve never had one?”

“I can’t say I have.”



“Well, tonight’s your lucky night, hot tattooed guy. How
much have you had to drink?”

“I’'m completely sober,” I answer, unlike her. “I only just
got here.” But I definitely need a stiff drink or two after this
conversation. I don’t like being grilled, especially by a
peculiar stranger.

“Good to know, because no one wants to hook up with a
whiskey dick.”

“A whiskey what?”

“Dick. Alcohol-induced erectile disfunction ... it’s a thing,
trust me.” She is the second person today to doubt my
capabilities. A man puts himself on a self-imposed break from
dating and suddenly he’s impotent?

“I’1l take your word for it.”

“So, here is what’s going to happen, you’re going to show
me your driver’s licence for precautionary reasons, and then
you’re going to take my friend home and give her the best
birthday ‘D’ in history.”

“And what exactly is birthday ‘D’?”

“Oh my God,” she groans, tilting her face to the ceiling.
“You are lucky you’re good looking, because you’re not very
smart, are you? ‘D’ for dick.”

This conversation is getting weirder by the second, and to
be fair, I definitely feel like I’ve lost more than a few brain
cells during this interrogation.

Clearing my throat, I cross my arms over my chest and
rock back on my heals. “Just so we’re clear, you’re wanting
me to take your friend home and give her some birthday
dick?”

“You catch on fast, pretty boy.”

She holds her hand out in front of her, palm facing up.
“Licence,” she says, wiggling her fingers.

[3 ‘Why?') b

“I need to see where you live.”



“Again, why?”

“Because if my BFF comes back upset, maimed, or
unsatisfied, I know where to find you.”

“Unsatistied?”
“You know ... if you fail to give her all the ‘O’s.”
“And ‘O’ stands for?”

“Are you kidding me? Orgasms! Are you sure you’re up
for the task?”

“I am, if she is ... I’ve never forced myself onto anyone,
and I’m not about to start now.”

“Great answer, you’ve past the test” she says, clapping her
hands and jumping up and down on the spot. “You’re perfect
for this mission.”

Against my better judgment, I slide my hand into my back
pocket and retrieve my wallet. When I hold my licence out to
her, she plucks her phone from her cleavage and snaps a quick
picture of it.

Once she’s done, she reaches around behind me and
smacks me on the arse. “Okay, you big sexy beast, we’re done
here, go get your girl.”

I stand there for a moment in stunned silence as she turns
to walk away. She only takes one step before she spins to face
me again. “You do know what a clitoris is right?”

“Of course.”

“And you know how to find it? Do I need to draw you a
map?”

I’m not even going to dignify that question with an answer.



Chapter 9




Jacinta

I ’ve been locked inside the bathroom stall for the past ten

minutes and Cassie still hasn’t come to my rescue. Where is
she? I thought my dramatic exit would’ve been enough of a
red flag for her. I pull out my phone ready to text her, when it
hits me. “Shit,” I mumble, springing to my feet and reaching
for the lock on the door.

Oh, hell no!

What was | thinking leaving that demon out there with
Wolf?

Although I didn’t use the facilities, I rush towards the sinks
to wash my hands, because even if the Ivy is an upper-class
establishment, public toilets are gross.

[ use my elbow to push through the door and I only take a
few steps into the corridor when I spot him. Gah. He’s looking
way too sexy as he leans against the wall with his arms
crossed over his chest. When his predatory gaze moves to me,
he takes me in from head to toe, and when his tongue runs
over his bottom lip, my stomach does a stupid flip-flop. /'m
going to kill my best friend.

I dip my face and focus on the floor as I keep moving
forward, all the while praying I don’t stumble again in these
stupid sky-high, heels Cassie made me wear tonight. The last
thing I need is to fall on my arse in front of him for a second
time.

This is not my usual attire. Unlike my best friend, I prefer
comfort over glamour. High heels and I don’t mix well. I'm a



jeans and boots kind of girl, paired with a cute top, but since
Cassandra decided tonight was Operation Lose My ‘V’ night,
she made me dress accordingly.

If Wolf tries to talk to me as I pass, I’ll just ignore him.
And after strangling my ex-BFF, I’'m going to hightail it out of
here—with my virginity still intact.

“Red,” I hear as I get closer, but I keep my head down as I
pick up the pace. My heart is hammering in my chest and
when I’m almost at the end of the corridor, and home free, the
worst thing imaginable happens ... two strong, tattooed arms
wrap around my waist, lifting me off my feet. “Oh, no you
don’t,” he growls, effortlessly swinging my body around until
it’s plastered against the wall. He doesn’t let go until my feet
are firmly planted on the ground, but once they are, he wastes
no time using his arms to cage me in. [ feel his warm breath
caress my skin when he leans in and says, “I’ve let you run
from me twice now ... I refuse to let it happen a third.”

When my face remains downcast, he pulls back, gently
placing his finger under my chin and raising my eyes to meet
his. His rich, brown orbs are the colour of milk chocolate, and
framed by thick dark lashes that any girl would be envious of.

Despite the ridiculous heels I’'m wearing, he still towers
over me. His gaze scans over every inch of my face, and when
I hear his breath hitch in the back of his throat, I draw my
bottom lip into my mouth, biting down.

“Do you have any idea how beautiful you are, Red?” he
whispers. “I’ve thought about you over the past week.” He's
thought about me? “Have you thought about me too?” He
raises his hand as he speaks, using his thumb to drag my
bottom lip from the confines of my teeth.

“No.” But his full smile tells me he sees straight through
my lie.

“I don’t believe you.”
“It’s the truth ... oh, wait, there was that one time.”

“I knew it,” he says as his smile grows even bigger. God
he's gorgeous.



“Yes, it was when I got my cracked phone screen replaced
... you know, the one that you broke?” Which is another lie,
because it was Connor who took it to get fixed, not me. “I was
wishing I had the foresight to take one of those shards of glass
and stab you with it.”

He throws back his head and bursts out laughing. “You kill
me, Red.”

“That would’ve been my intention.”

He taps his closed fist against his rock-hard abs. “It would
take more than a sliver of phone glass to break this muscle and
reach a vital organ.”

I lift one shoulder. “I would’ve given it my best shot.”

“I don’t doubt that for a second, but for your information,
your mouth doesn’t turn me off, quite the opposite actually.”

I gasp when he uses his pelvis to press me further into the
wall, and I feel his erection against my stomach. Knowing it’s
me that has done this to him has me throbbing between the
legs. It’s a feeling that is foreign to me, and for that reason
alone, it scares me.

“I have to go.” Placing my flattened palms on his chest, I
shove him back and try to duck under his arm, but his reflexes
are too quick.

“Not so fast.” His hand slides around my waist, jerking my
body back until it’s flush with his. “I’m not finished with you
yet.” I have to tilt my head back even further being this close,
and when I narrow my eyes, the corner of his mouth tugs into
a sexy smirk. “I haven’t wished you a happy birthday.”

“How do you know it’s my birthday?”
“Your friend told me?”

“Ugh. What else did she say to you?”
“She grilled me pretty hard actually.”
“About what?”

“She wanted to know if I’d ever kicked a puppy, amongst
other random things.”



“She what?”

“True story. Is your friend a little ...” He raises his hand to
the side of his head, moving his pointer finger around in a
circular motion.

I roll my lips together to suppress my smile. “At times.”
“I thought as much.”
“What else did she ask you?”

“What didn’t she ask me would be a better question.
Apparently, I did good though because I somehow became the
chosen one.”

My heart drops into the pit of my stomach when he says
that, because I have a feeling I know where this is heading ...
my dreaded ‘V’ card. Despite that, I still find myself asking,
“Chosen for what?”

“To deliver the birthday ‘D’.” As soon as those words are
out of his mouth, I bury my face in his shirt and groan. I don’t
need a mirror to know my skin is flushed ... I’'m absolutely
mortified.

When I feel his chest vibrate with laughter, I find myself
wishing the floor would open up and swallow me whole. God
only knows what else Cassandra said to him. When we get
home tonight, I’'m going to smother her with a pillow.

“Look at me, Red?”

“No.” I suck in a sharp breath which has me inhaling a
whiff of his cologne. Mm, he smells divine. I could drown in
his scent.

“Did you just sniff me?”
“No, umm ... maybe.”

I feel his laughter again as he gently cups either side of my
face, drawing my attention back to him. “We don’t have to do
this if you don’t want to, but if you plan on going ahead with
the birthday ‘D’ celebrations, just know, it will be me ... and
only me, dishing out the ‘D’ tonight.” I have never liked being
manhandled, or dictated to for that matter, but there is



something about this guy that makes me want to submit. He
arches an eyebrow. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

“That’s my girl,” he murmurs with a triumphant smile as
he slowly lowers his face until his lips meet mine.

My girl.

I’ve never wanted to be anyone’s girl before, but maybe
just for tonight I can be his.

A shiver dances down my spine the moment our mouths
connect. My first reaction is to push him away, but when I
place my hands on his shoulders, my fingers end up fisting in
his shirt to hold him in place. He uses the weight of his body
to press me against the wall, and when he deepens the kiss and
groans into my mouth, it feels like molten lava is running
through my veins. I’'m surprised I haven’t melted into a puddle
by his feet.

This 1is not the first time I’ve made out with someone, but
I’ve never been kissed so deeply ... so completely. 1t’s like
live wires shooting through my entire body and I feel it right
down to the tips of my toes. He tastes like a combination of
mint and pure sin. I already know if my time with him goes no
further than this, I’ll never forget this moment as long as I live.

I’m panting by the time we come up for air, and I'm
already missing the feel of his lips on mine. His warm breath
ghosts over my skin as he whispers, “Happy Birthday, Red.”

“Thank you.”
“Come home with me?”’

“I—" Although this was Cassie’s plan all along, deep
down I had no intentions of going through with it, but for a
split second I’m actually contemplating saying yes. “I can’t.”

(4 ‘Why?’ b

“I’m here with my friend, I can’t abandon her.” I feel bad
when I see the disappointment now marring his gorgeous face,
but vetted or not, going home with a stranger goes against
everything I believe in.



“Please.” I desperately want to say yes, which in itself
should scare me, but thankfully, I remain strong.

“I’'m sorry.”

“I’ll order an Uber for your friend, and personally escort
her to it myself.”

His eyes are pleading as they stare down at me, and
internally, I start to panic. When I hear the ding from my
mobile from inside the tiny gold purse that is draped over my
shoulder, 1 scramble for it. “That’s probably her now,
wondering where [ am.”

Wolf releases me, taking a step back to allow me to
retrieve my phone, and I immediately feel the loss of his body
against mine. When I look down at the screen, I see it is in fact
a message from Cassandra, but my relief soon turns to despair.

Cassie: Okay, baby girl, we're out. Me and the
boys are going club hopping. Enjoy all the ‘D’
with that delicious hunk of a man. And don’t
worry, he’s been completely vetted ... | even
have a pic of his driver’s licence on my phone.
Oh, and he knows his way around a clitoris—
unlike Phillippe—so don’t be afraid to ride that
gorgeous face of his. And you’re welcome for all
the ‘O’s. Love you and can’t wait to get all the
deets in the morning. Mwah.

I know for a fact she’s done this on purpose. She has never
deserted me like this before. Ugh, she’s so dead. Once I’ve
smothered her with a pillow, I’'m going to revive her just so I
can do it all over again.

When I hear the deep rumble of a throat clearing, my eyes
dart from the screen to Wolf, and the shit-eating grin on his
face tells me he read the message too.

“Looks like it’s just you and me now, Red.”
W

[’m not sure how long our silent standoff in the corridor at
the club lasted, but the moment he leant forward and ran is
nose up the side of my face, whispering, “I need you, Red,” in



my ear, before placing a soft, lingering kiss on my temple—
which obviously sucked all the common sense from my brain
—1I was done for. The consequence being, I’'m now seated on
the back of Wolf’s Harley Davidson, wearing a helmet which
is way too big for my tiny head, as we weave in and out of the
city traffic, and surprisingly, I’'m smiling like a lunatic.

This is my first time on a motorbike, and I’ve got to say,
it’s thrilling. If Connor got wind of what I was doing right
now, I won’t need to murder Cassie when I get home tonight,
because I’m pretty sure he’d beat me to it.

I can’t believe I’'m actually doing this. Wolf even gave me
an out and offered to drop me home instead, but that only
made me want to go through with this even more. Especially
after he gave me another lingering kiss once we reached his
bike ... that one was filled with so much promise it had my
toes curling in my heels. After wrapping me in his leather
jacket that he got out of one of the saddlebags on the side of
his bike and strapping his helmet to my head, he tilted my face
up towards his and devoured my mouth just like he’d done in
the club.

This man can kiss.

My body is still humming as my parted legs frame his. My
chest is pressed firmly against his back, and my arms are
wrapped tightly around his middle ... I don’t know what it is
about this man, but I’ve never felt more alive than I do in this
moment.

When we come to a stop at the red light, one of Wolf’s
arms drops from the handlebars, coming to rest on my bare
leg. I bite my bottom lip to stifle my moan when his big,
strong hand slowly moves up my outer thigh. My eyes flutter
shut as I savour all these new feelings he’s evoking within me.

“You okay back there, Red?” he asks. The nicknames we
have for each other are ridiculous, but since this will only be a
one-time thing, it’s probably for the best.

“Uh huh.”

“You still want to come back to my place?”



“Yes.” My reply comes without hesitation as his grip on
my leg tightens.

I love that he keeps giving me an out, but the truth is, I’'m
not ready for our time to end. Am I apprehensive about what’s
going to happen when we arrive there? Hell yes, but I’'m more
inquisitive than scared. If his mouth alone can evoke these
kinds of feelings, I'm eager to see where things go from here.
I’ve only had a small taste of this man, but ’'m already craving
more.

The ride back to his place doesn’t take long, and I'm
disappointed when it comes to an end. I absolutely loved being
on the back of his bike. The way he effortlessly navigated his
way through the city traffic, darting in and out of lanes with
precision and ease.

Wolf slows as we drive down a beautiful tree-lined street
before turning into a driveway and coming to a stop at a pair
of large iron gates. After punching in a code, a beautiful
Victorian mansion comes into view. I’m not sure what [ was
expecting—maybe a chic bachelor pad—but definitely not
this. I have so many questions, but I’'m figuring the less we
know about each other, the better.

After pushing a fob on his keyring, the garage door opens
and he manoeuvres us the short distance inside before shutting
off the engine. When the door closes behind us, he flicks down
the stand and steps off. For a brief moment we are bathed in
darkness and my heart rate kicks up a notch.

I hear the clunk of his shoes against the concrete as he
starts to move away from me. I’m still seated on the bike and
my brain tells me to hop off and follow him, but I’'m frozen in
place. Reaching for the zipper of the heavy leather jacket I’'m
wearing, I drag it down. The noise is amplified in the dead
silence. I remain completely still unsure of what to do next,
but when light suddenly floods the space, I find myself
squinting my eyes.

My head frantically darts around the room until I notice
Wolf standing by the door with his back to me. Is it wrong that



my focus immediately gravitates to his nice, round arse in
those jeans?

He slowly turns around, so I quickly raise my gaze towards
his face. Our eyes lock for a brief moment before his big
brown orbs proceed to caress my body, starting at my head and
working their way down. He pauses midway, and when his
hand flies up to grasp the back of his neck before he tilts his
head back and groans loudly, I look down. That’s when I see
my dress has risen up, showcasing my white lace underwear,
so I scramble to pull it down.

“Don’t,” he says as he starts to stalk towards me, quickly
closing the distance between us.

My heart is beating so fast now, I can hear it thumping in
my ears. He runs his tongue over his bottom lip as he
approaches, and when he comes to a stop beside the bike, I
gulp in a sharp breath.

His large frame is looming over me as he fists a chunk of
my long hair in his hand, gently angling my head back until
our faces meet. “Do you have any idea how sinfully beautiful
you look straddling my bike like this?”

I swallow thickly, shaking my head and before I get a
chance to blink, he’s throwing his leg over the bike and
retaking his seat, only this time he’s facing me.

His fingers dance along the outside of my legs, pushing my
dress up to my waist as he goes. I’ve never felt so vulnerable
and exposed, yet turned on at the same time. He dips his face
again, eating me up with his eyes, and my body shivers with
anticipation as I await his next move.

“Fuck.” The way he practically growls his words is so
damn sexy.

When his attention moves back to my face, the intensity of
his stare has my skin prickling with goose bumps. I can
literally see the heat burning in his eyes ... nobody has ever
looked at me like that before.

I let out a little squeak when his strong hands tighten
around my waist, and I’m effortlessly lifted off the seat and



lowered back down onto his lap. Straight away I can feel he’s
hard because it’s pressing right against my core ... it feels too
good. So much so, I have this weird compulsion to grind
myself against him. Thankfully for now, I manage to curb that
thought. I’'m in unfamiliar territory here, and I have no clue
how to act.

He leans in, licking a path from the base of my neck, all
the way up to my ear. This time, I’'m powerless to stop the
whimper that falls from my lips.

“Wrap your legs around me,” he murmurs before sucking
my earlobe into his mouth and gently biting on the flesh. I
don’t hesitate to do what he asks. A deep, sensuous rumble
escapes from somewhere deep in his chest as he cups my arse
in his hands and pulls me even closer. The pressure only
making the dull throbbing ache between my legs intensify.

When he starts peppering kisses along my jawline as he
rolls his hips forward, my body reacts of its own accord. My
head i1s thrown backwards and I moan so loudly I swear it
echoes off the walls. I should be embarrassed by my display,
but I’m too invested in how he’s making me feel to care. I’ve
never self-gratified before, so this kind of pleasure is new to
me. I’'m now understanding all the hype. I can’t believe I’ve
gone twenty-one years without experiencing anything
remotely close to this, and I have a feeling as the night wears
on, things are only going to get more intense.

“Jesus, Red,” he utters, holding me firmly in place as he
rolls his hips for the second time. “I want you so bad. I’ve
never craved anyone the way I do you.”

The moment his lips find mine, things really heat up. Wolf
grasps my sides, dragging my body back and forth along his
length in slow calculated moves, and as amazing as it feels, I
need more. What? I’m not sure, but I start jerking my own
hips in a feverish manner as my fingers glide over his chest
before sliding around his neck, deepening the kiss.

My body is climbing higher and higher with each move; I
can’t seem to get enough of this man. My best description for
what I’'m feeling would be euphoria. The kaleidoscope of



sensations cascading over me are confusing—indescribable—
but I like them. [ like them a lot. I completely understand why
my best friend is so hooked. Who wouldn’t want to feel like
this?

I’m now chasing that elusive ‘O’ as Wolf’s hands slide
under my dress, gliding up my body as he goes. He draws
back, pulling out of the kiss so he can drag the fabric over my
head. We are both panting as he drops it down onto the
concrete below. He dips his face to take me in, I’ve never let a
man see me in my underwear before, but the way he gobbles
me up with his eyes takes away any self-consciousness I
should be feeling.

“You’re perfect,” he whispers, leaning down to run his
flattened tongue over the swell of my breast. “So damn
beautiful.” I’m not sure why, but his words manage to do
something to me ... I swear I feel a little crack form in the
walls I meticulously installed around my heart when I was a
little girl.

He palms my other breast before tweaking my nipple
through the lace with his forefinger and thumb. That
movement elevates my arousal, sending shock waves straight
to my clit. I start to rock faster against him as I clutch either
side of his face so I can capture his lips again. I’'m in sensory
overload and I’m not sure how much more I can take.

And then it happens ... I reach the peak ... and oh my
God, the euphoria I was feeling moments ago has nothing on
this. I abandon his lips as my body arches, riding out the
glorious waves that are now coursing through me. The noises
I’m making are completely foreign, but again, I don’t care.

“Yes,” Wolf growls. “Come for me, sweetheart.” His hand
slides into the front of my underwear, and when his fingertips
circle my clit, it sets off another wave of pleasure. He doesn’t
stop until I’'m completely drained. I lean in, resting my
forehead against his chest as I try to catch my breath. His hand
is still down my pants, and when he slides in a little further, he
groans.



I have to bite my bottom lip to suppress my whimper when
the tip of one of his fingers pushes inside me. I can feel my
inner muscles clenching around him as I silently plea with him
to go deeper.

“Fuck, you’re soaked.”
“What?” I gasp, drawing back so I can see his face.
“I love how wet you are for me,” he says, smiling.

Those words quickly bring me out of my post-orgasmic
haze and I feel my face heat with embarrassment. I hope he
doesn’t think it’s pee. “I’m so sorry.”

His eyebrows pinch into a frown “For what? And why is
your face getting redder?”

I quickly dip my head, and whisper, “Kill me now.”



Chapter 10




Mason

T hings went from hot to weird in a millisecond. Red bows
her head, so I gently grab a fist full of her hair, tilting her
face back to mine. “What is going on?”

“I don’t know ... is it normal?”’
“Is what normal?”

“The umm ... wet thing? I’ve never experienced that
before.”

“You’ve never experienced what? Arousal or an ‘O’?” For
fucks sake, I'm now using acronyms. 1 wait for a response
from her, but when one doesn’t come, my stomach drops.
“Please don’t tell me you’re a virgin.”

“Okay.”
“Okay what?”
“I won’t tell you.”

Shit. 1 scramble off the bike and reach down to scoop up
her dress, passing it to her. The grilling from her friend now
makes sense. She was looking for someone to pop her bestie’s
cherry. As appealing as that prospect sounds, it unfortunately
won’t be me. Which i1s a shame, I’ve never wanted inside
someone more than I do this chick.

“Get dressed,” I say. “I’ll take you home.”
“Why? I don’t want to go home.”

“You don’t have a choice ... I don’t do virgins.”



Her pretty mouth gapes open as she throws her dress to the
ground and leaps off the bike. When she’s standing in front of
me, she raises both of her hands, shoving me hard in the chest.
“You are going to finish what you started,” she demands, and
although this situation is completely fucked up, I find myself
fighting a smile.

She is such a paradox ... somehow managing to push all
my buttons and turn me on at the exact same time. I’d like
nothing more than to bend her over my bike and shove my
cock deep inside her, but again ... I dont do virgins. “Not
happening, Red.”

She puffs out a frustrated breath as her hands come to land
on her hips. She looks like a fucking goddess standing there in
her skimpy white G-string, with her more-than-ample tits
spilling out of her lace bra. “You are going to have sex with
me, Wolf ... I’m not leaving here until you do!”

“Well, you’ll be waiting a long time, sweetheart, because
it’s never going to happen.”

Her bravado drops, along with her face, and I feel like a
prick. “Why are you being such an arsehole?” she says as her
eyes fill with tears.

I intake a deep breath, filling my lungs. “I’m not,” I reply,
reaching up to skim my knuckles down the side of her face.
“I’'m trying to be the good guy here. Your first time should be
with someone special, Red. That person is not me. I don’t do
relationships—"

“Or virgins apparently,” she snaps, cutting me off.

“I fuck pretty women and move on to the next, you
deserve better than that.”

“Am I not pretty enough for you?”

“Jesus.” I dip my face, pinching the bridge of my nose.
Does this woman not own a mirror? When my eyes eventually
meet hers again, I find her bottom lip is quivering. “You are
perfect ... fucking gorgeous, and I’d like nothing more than to
take you upstairs and devour every inch of that luscious body
of yours—”



“Let’s go then,” she says, taking a step forward and
pressing herself against me.

“Stop making this harder than it is.”

She reaches for the top button of my shirt, popping it
through the buttonhole. “The only one being difficult here is
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you.

When she moves down to the next button, I try to grab
hold of her wrist, but she slaps my hand away. “You should
wait until the right man comes along ... someone that deserves
a prize like you.”

“I don’t want to wait; I just want my ‘V’ card gone, I don’t
like being the laughing stock of all my friends. There’s already
talk of buying me a cat.” I bite my knuckle between my teeth
to hide my amusement. “See, even you think I’m ridiculous,”
she says, pointing at my face.

“Being a virgin is nothing to be ashamed of, Red. You
should be proud; most women give it away far too easily these
days.”

“I don’t know one other person my age that hasn’t had
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sex.
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-one.”
“That’s not old, but you’re way too young for me.”

“Stop making excuses, you’re being completely
irrational,” she says as she continues to undo the rest of my
buttons. I know I should stop her before this goes any further,
but it’s like she has me under some kind of a spell.

“Irrational? Me? I think I’'m being rather mature actually.”

Her gaze snaps up to my face and her pretty eyes narrow.
“If I didn’t need to borrow your dick for the night, I’d totally
junk punch you.” I bark out a laugh. This woman amuses me
to no end; I never know what’s going to come out of that
mouth of hers. “How old are you anyway? My guess is mid-
twenties at best.”



“I’m twenty-eight, almost twenty-nine.”

“Pfft, that’s nothing,” she says, flicking her hand. “My dad
is twelve years older than my mum. And my sperm donor was
seventeen years older than her.”

“You were conceived by a sperm donor?”

She winces at my question. “Well, technically my mum
was married to him at the time ... but I hate him, so I’d rather
not talk about it if that’s okay with you.”

“You brought him up.”
“Only to prove a point.”
“For the record, I hate my old man too.”

A small smile tugs at her lips. “We have something in
common then.”

“I’m still not having sex with you, Red.”

My words have her ramping things up, as she reaches
behind herself and unclasps her bra. I watch on mesmerised as
she seductively pushes the straps down her arms, and I can’t
hold back my groan the moment her perky, flawless tits spring
free. My cock is so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t burst through
the zipper of my pants.

“Red,” I warn, sliding my hands into the pockets of my
jeans so I’'m not tempted to reach out and touch her ... because
[’m aching to.

“The day I met you, you asked if you could eat me ...
now’s your chance, Wolf.”

She opens her arms wide, offering herself to me, and I
almost blow my load at the sight. It has nothing to do with my
self-imposed hiatus, and everything to do with her. This
woman 1s a walking wet dream. “And when I first met you,
you told me to eat a bag of dicks,” I retort, trying my best to
remain strong. “Maybe I should stick my cock in your mouth
so you stop talking.”

She casually lifts one shoulder as her baby blues lock with
mine. “I’ve never done that before, but I’'m willing to give it a



go. Will you teach me how?” How can this woman be so
innocent, yet alluring in the same breath?

As soon as she bites down on her plump bottom lip my
willpower slips a little further. This little temptress has no idea
what she is doing to me, or maybe she does.

Her pretty eyes move away from my face, travelling down
my body. My shirt is now completely open thanks to her, and I
know I should put a stop to this, but the reckless side of me is
eagerly awaiting her next move.

She leans in slightly, looking up at me briefly through her
eyelashes, and 1 swear to fucking God if she so much as
breathes on me, ’'m going to cave.

I mimic her movements when her tongue darts out and
runs along her bottom lip. The things I want to do to this
woman.

I’m holding my breath as I wait to see if she has the guts to
do something, and she doesn’t disappoint. “Someone works
out,” she says, running the tip of her finger over my abs. That
simple contact sends a shiver shooting up my spine. Closing
the last of the distance between us, her flattened tongue comes
in contact with my abdomen, and the little minx licks a path
right up to my sternum. “Mm.” The moment her hand palms
my dick through my jeans, I snap. Before I even realise what
I’m doing, 1 have her lifted off the ground and pushed up
against the wall.

“You don’t play fair, Red.”

A triumphant smile tugs at her lips. “Does that mean we’re
going to have sex now?”

“Are you going to get all clingy if we do?”
“I don’t do clingy.”

“I’m not looking for a relationship, Red.”
“Ditto.”

“Will you hate me if I order you an Uber when it’s over?”



She lifts her chin, “I’ll order my own Uber ... and a part of
me already hates you, so there’s that.”

That’s not the answer I was expecting, but I’ll take it.
W

Reaching my room, she squeals when 1 drop her down
onto the mattress with a bounce. My eyes are glued to her
luscious tits as they jiggle from the impact. This woman has
no idea what I’'m about to do to her. I may not be a hearts and
flowers kind of guy, but I’'m not a complete arsehole. This is
her first time, so I plan to give her a night she’ll remember.
There won’t be a round two, so I’'m going to make the most of
this time with her as well. I'm pretty sure she’s not the only
one about to have her world rocked.

I place my hands either side of her body, leaning down to
hover over her. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“I’m here, aren’t 1?”

“Are you going to regret not saving your virginity for
someone special? Because I mean it when I say this is a one
and done.”

“No. I’'m only here to lose my ‘V’ card, I don’t want
anything else from you.”

“So, you’re using me for sex?”
“Pretty much.”

I can’t help but smile when she says that. She’s so damn
adorable, it’s a shame I can’t keep her. “What’s your real
name?”

“You can keep calling me, Red.” If she wants to maintain
anonymity then I’'m down with that, but I’d much rather hear
her call out Mason when I make her come, rather than Wollf.
She reaches up, placing her thumb against my bottom lip,
dragging it down. “My, what big teeth you have.”

Those words only manage to make my smile grow. I see
where she’s going with this, so I chomp them together a few



times for added effect. “All the better to eat you with,” I reply,
my voice sounding deeper than normal.

I’m eager to get this started, but first I place my lips on
hers, wanting to pay her mouth some attention before I move
on to the rest of her body. By the time I eventually draw back,
her lips are red and swollen from the ravaging they just
received.

I nip along her jawline before travelling down to her neck.
I continue south until my tongue is swirling around her
hardened nipple before sucking it into my mouth. I palm her
other breast so it doesn’t feel left out. I’ve been dying to get
my hands on these since she removed her bra. They’re perfect,
just like the rest of her ... so full, so soft, and most definitely
real. I’ve had my fair share of plastic women in the past, so the
fact that she is completely natural only makes her more
appealing.

Red’s fingers are lightly tugging on my hair as she
whimpers and squirms underneath my touch, but I’ve barely
even started. By the time I’m done with her, she’ll be lucky if
she can remember her own name ... whatever that is. And
although I was hesitant to go forward with this, I like that she’s
experiencing it all for the first time with me.

I take my time with her, making sure no piece goes
untouched. When I reach my final destination, I push off the
bed and stand to full height. Her eyes move down my body as
I shrug out of my shirt. “I love your tattoo’s.”

“Thank you.”

“I never knew I was into that type of thing, but obviously I
am.” Why do I find her word vomit cute? Maybe because
there’s something refreshing about her honesty.

I flex my muscles. “Am I doing it for you, Red?”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she says, rolling her eyes.
“I know you think I’m hot, your friend told me.”

“Ugh. Forget anything that traitor told you; she’ll be
deceased by morning.”



I throw my head back and laugh. This woman.

Reaching down, I adjust my rock-hard cock in my jeans,
and Red moans. “You like seeing me touch myself?”” Her eyes
narrow, but her pinkened cheeks tell me she does. “If you’re a
good girl, I might let you play with it later.”

I roll my lips together to suppress my smile when she
growls. “How kind of you,” she retorts sarcastically.

“I’m a nice guy like that,” I say with a chuckle.
“Hmm,” 1s her only reply.

Leaning forward, I hook my thumbs into the waistband of
her G-string, slowly sliding them down her legs. I lick my lips
the moment her bare pussy comes into view, and once I have
her underwear removed and bunched up in my hand, I bring
them to my nose inhaling deeply.

“Oh, my God, did you just sniff them?” she screeches.
I shrug. ““You sniffed me at the club, so it’s only fair.”

Her eyes are as big as saucers and her mouth gapes so
wide, I can’t help but laugh. Tossing her tiny piece of lace over
my shoulder, I fall down to my knees. I wrap my hand around
one of her ankles, bringing it towards my face. Her horror is
soon forgotten when my tongue—mixed with some open-
mouthed kisses—tracks a path up the inside of her leg. Her
hands are now fisted in my sheets as I drape that leg over my
shoulder and move to the other one, spreading her wide in the
process. | intake a sharp breath when she’s revealed in all her
glory. It’s such an exquisite sight I wish I could take a picture
so I have something to remember her by.

She has the prettiest, untouched pussy, and there is
something about that analogy that has me wanting to beat my
own chest. It’s a sobering thought. I’'m suddenly glad that it’s
me in this moment, because I can’t stomach the thought of it
being anyone else.

Leaning in, an inch from my target, I give her a small taste
of what’s to come when I blow hot air over her clit. She
doesn’t disappoint with her reaction. Her back arches off the
bed as she moans into the silence, and I love how responsive



she is to my touch. The longer I drag this out, the sweeter that
initial contact will be for us both.

I use two fingers to part her, blowing against her for a
second time. “Stop teasing me, you brute.”

“Those little whimpers tell me you’re enjoying it, Red.”

“I need more,” she pants.

“Tell me what you need, sweetheart.”

“Weren’t you listening? I said more.”

“I need your words, smart-arse.”

“Your mouth.”

“Where?”

Her little growl has my lips tugging up at the corners. “On
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me.
I place a soft kiss against her inner thigh. “Here?”

“No,” she snaps. I know I’m being an arsehole, but I want
to hear her say it.

“Here?” I ask, moving to the opposite thigh.

She pulls herself up onto her elbows. “Are you being
serious right now?”

“Deadly.”

“You know where I want your mouth.”
I arch an eyebrow. “On your pussy?”’
“Yes!”

“Then say it.”

“Ugh.” She tilts her head towards the ceiling in annoyance,
but I don’t miss the blush rising up her neck as she does.
“Please put your mouth on my ...”

“Pussy.”
“Uh huh.”
“Say the word, Red.”



She flops back down onto the mattress, using her forearms
to cover her face. “Pussy,” she whispers so softly I barely hear
it, but I decide to take pity on her, giving her what she wants.

The moment my mouth comes into contact with her
sensitive flesh, her body jolts. “You’re going to need to keep
still,” I say, laying my palm against her abdomen to hold her in
place.

“Oh, God,” she cries when I swirl my tongue. I groan
against her skin when she threads her fingers into my hair,
tugging me closer. She tastes just as sweet as | knew she
would.

I don’t hold back, giving her everything I’ve got, and it
doesn’t take long before she’s bucking off the bed. I'm
desperate to be inside her, but I felt how tight she was
downstairs, and if I don’t prepare her properly, I’'m going to
hurt her, and that’s the last thing [ want.

I start by sliding the first finger in, just the tip, and when I
think she’s ready, I add another. I’'m only part the way in and I
can already feel the resistance. I keep a close eye on her as |
start moving my fingers around in a circular motion, trying to
stretch her as much as I can. Her moans and the way she keeps
thrashing her head from side to side tells me she’s enjoying it.

It doesn’t take long before I have her coming undone.
“Wolf,” she cries, and the tight grip she now has on my hair is
almost painful, but I don’t stop until I’ve drained every ounce
of pleasure from her body. The clenching of her muscles
against my fingers makes my cock weep.

When she is completely satiated, I remove her legs from
my shoulders and stand, wiping my mouth with the back of
my hand. “Are you okay?”

A grin tugs at her lips as her eyelids flutter open. “Yes,”
she breathes. “I'm ... I feel like I’'m floating. Like I’ve just
had an out-of-body experience.”

“Have you had enough? Or do you want more?” I ask,
popping the button on my jeans.



“I want more,” she replies without hesitation. “I want it
all.”

“Someone’s a greedy girl?” 1 say, dragging down my
Zipper.

She traps her bottom lip between her teeth as she pushes
herself into a sitting position. Her eyes track my movements as
I hook my thumbs into the side of my boxer briefs, dragging
them and my jeans down my legs.

When I stand to full height and my hardened cock bobs,
her eyes slightly widen. “Wow,” she whispers, scooting to the
edge of the bed. “Can I touch it?”

I love how inquisitive she is. “I wouldn’t do that if I was
you. Things might be over before they’ve even started if you
do.”

She pouts. “But you said if I was a good girl, I could play
with it. Haven’t I been a good girl?”

“You’ve been a very good girl,” I say, reaching out to drag
my thumb across her plump bottom lip.

Her eyes lock with mine and when she beams with pride at
my praise, my heartbeat kicks up a notch. This girl ticks all my
boxes and it’s a shame our time together is quickly coming to
an end.

I intake a sharp breath when she reaches out and wraps her
dainty hand around my dick. “Red,” I warn, but the moment
she strokes it, I throw my head back and groan.

“What’s this liquid coming out of the tip?” she asks,
running her thumb over the eye of my cock.

“Precum—" That’s all I manage to get out before she leans
in, lapping it up with her tongue, and my knees buckle beneath
me. “Fuck, Red,” I grunt, widening my stance and threading
my fingers in her long hair.

She looks up at me through her lashes as her mouth parts,
and I watch on in amazement as the head of my dick
disappears between her lips. I almost blow my load at the
sight. She 1s tiny all over, her mouth being no different. She



only manages to take in an inch. Her movements are clunky
and amateurish at best, but fuck it feels amazing.

She’s still clutching the base of my dick, so I wrap my
hand around hers, stroking back and forth, showing her how I
like it. My hips jerk forward of their own accord, but only
marginally. The last thing I want to do is choke her.

It’s been a minute, possibly only seconds, and my balls are
already tightening. I’'m going to embarrass myself here, but
I’m powerless to stop it. In my defence, it’s been a while. At
least if I blow now, I should be able to last longer once I'm
inside her. One can only hope.

She looks up at me confused when I hastily withdraw. 1
take a step forward—aiming for her chest—as I blow all over
her spectacular tits. “Wow,” she whispers as thick ropes of
cum splatter against her porcelain skin, marking her.

My legs feel like jelly as I bend down to scoop my shirt up
off the floor. “Let me clean you. Lay back.”

“That was ... I have no words,” she says in a breathy
voice, and I realise something in that moment ... I like this
woman way more than I’'m comfortable with.

Once I’ve wiped all my cum from her skin, I throw my
shirt on the floor and slide my hands under her arms, moving
her to the middle of the mattress. I lean over and snag a
condom from my bedside table before joining her on the bed.

My eyes scan her face as I hover over her. She s so fucking
beautiful. 1 use the tips of my fingers to brush the hair from
her forehead, and when she gives me a sweet smile, my chest
tightens. I’'m not usually this gentle or affectionate with the
women | bed.

Red raises her hand, cupping the side of my face and
something passes between us. I’'m not sure what, but it has a
knot forming in the pit of my stomach.

Leaning in, I place my lips against hers. I thought it would
take some time before I was ready to go again, but as soon as
our mouths connect, my dick starts to harden.



My hand moves between her legs when our kiss deepens.
We continue to make out until our kiss goes from deep and
passionate to wild and frenzied. When I have her worked up to
a place where I think she’s ready for me, I draw back, pulling
myself onto my knees. She watches on in fascination as I
reach for the condom and place the foil packet between my
teeth, tearing it open.

Once I’ve rolled the rubber down the length of my cock,
she opens her legs for me and I settle in between them. “Last
chance to pull out, Red.”

She lifts her chin, like the spitfire she is. “Not going to
happen, Wolf.”

I chuckle to myself as I reach for my dick, and stroke it a
few times. She whimpers as soon as I lean in and move it back
and forth through her arousal. She’s ripe and ready for me, but
I’m nervous. If it was anyone but her, I’d be buried balls deep
by now, but there’s something different about this one. The
first word that springs to mind is special, but I quickly dismiss
that thought.

Her hand tenderly skims over my hair as she lifts her head
from the pillow and places her lips against mine. Her kiss is
soft and sweet, unlike anything we’ve shared thus far. I try my
best to ignore all these crazy feelings she evokes inside me as |
continue to run the head of my cock through her slick heat,
skimming over her clit before sliding back down. On the third
or fourth pass, I add some more pressure, pushing just the tip
inside her. Fuck, shes so tight. I drop my head against her
shoulder and groan.

I draw back and repeat my movements.
Up.

Down.

In.

Out.

It’s like a form of torture, and each time I re-enter her, I go
in a touch further. Every fibre of my being wants to drive in all



the way home, but for once this isn’t about me ... I’'m putting
her needs first.

Pulling out of the kiss, I stare down at her. The head of my
dick is now lodged snuggly inside her, but I can’t take this
torment anymore, I need to be all in. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”
“Does it hurt?”’

She scrunches up her cute little nose. “Not really. I mean,
it stings a little, but it still feels good.”

“Do you want me to keep going? I haven’t broke through
your hymen yet, so it’s not too late to stop.”

“No ... I want to keep going. I need my ‘V’ gone. You
have to make me a woman, stat.” My body shakes with
laughter as I rest my head against her shoulder. “Why are you
laughing at me?”

I roll my lips together in an attempt to pull myself together
as I draw back. “I’m sorry, but I’ve seen you naked, Red, and
with or without your virginity intact, you are all woman.”

“Thank you ... I think.”

“It was a compliment. I’'m going to need to move though
... are you ready?”

“I'm ready,” she says, quickly closing her eyes and
screwing up her pretty face in preparation. I can’t help it, I
bark out a laugh. She’s so damn sweet.

“Look at me, Red.” She opens one eye. “Relax,” 1 say,
running my knuckles down the side of her face. “If you’re all
tensed up it’s going to hurt more.”

“Ah, okay.” Her features relax instantly.

“Just focus on our kiss,” I say, leaning in to place my lips
on hers. “Leave the rest to me.”

She threads her fingers into my hair. “Wolf?”
“Yes, Red.”

“Thank you for being so sweet with me.”



I deepen the kiss, ignoring what she said. Lines are getting
blurred, and that’s not how this night was supposed to go.

When I think I have her distracted enough, I start to move
again, gently rocking my hips.

In.
Out.
In.
Out.
In.

Out.

It’s still just the tip, but with my next pass, I put more
pressure behind my movements, breaking through the
resistance until I’m balls deep. “Shit,” she cries. I instantly feel
like an arsehole because I know I hurt her, but on the flip side,
she feels good. So fucking good.

I pause, giving her time to adjust. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m okay.”
“You sure?”

“Yes.”

Nevertheless, I give her a moment before I draw back to
the tip and slowly push back in. We both moan in unison. My
brain is telling me to go faster, or maybe that’s my dick
talking, but I keep a leisurely pace. It’s not until she wraps her
legs around my waist—Ilinking her ankles together at the base
of my spine—and starts to buck against me, that I ramp up the
speed.

“Fuck.” In some ways it feels like the first time for me
too, because I can’t remember it ever feeling this good. Pulling
out of the kiss, I reach for her hands, lacing my fingers
through hers as I manoeuvre them above her head. Leaning my
forehead against hers, I clench my eyes closed as I try to get
my emotions in check. “What are you doing to me, Red?” 1
whisper.



e ® \V S

I look down at the washcloth in my hand and when I see a
streak of blood, my stomach churns. I noticed some on the
condom when I removed it as well. I know it’s normal for a
woman to bleed her first time, but it does nothing to ease the
guilt ’'m now harbouring. There is no turning back, what’s
done is done, and I can only hope going forward she doesn’t
regret what we did tonight.

I toss the cloth in the sink and rest my clenched fist on top
of the marble counter in my bathroom. Instead of looking at
myself in the mirror, I bow my head. I'm conflicted. It’s time
for her to go, but I also know once she walks out that door, I’1l
never see her again.

That 1s where my problem lies. I can’t have her hanging
around once Blake gets back, he’s scared of females, and I
need to put him first because nobody else has done that in the
past.

With my mind made up, I push off the counter and exit the
bathroom. I find Red exactly where I left her. I’'m filled with a
myriad of emotions, and I hate how seeing her in my bed
pleases me. I’d like to blame that voodoo pussy of hers, but
[’m pretty sure it runs far deeper than that.

I’m still naked, so I stalk towards my dresser and pull out a
pair of grey sweats, sliding into them. My eyes dart to the
digital clock sitting on the bedside table, and I see it’s just past
1.30 am. Out of my peripheral vision, I see Red sit up.

“I guess I should get going,” she says. And those words set
off a panic inside me, because the truth is I’'m not ready for her
to leave.

When my gaze darts to her, I notice the sheets pulled up,
covering her chest. My immediate thought is to walk over
there and tug it down, because I don’t want her hiding herself
from me, but thankfully, I manage to rein that in. I have no
right to tell her what to do.

Her eyes track down my body as I approach the bed,
flickering from my abs to the outline of my dick protruding



through the thin fabric of my sweats. When she nibbles on her
bottom lip, I know she likes what she sees. Is she thinking
about round two? Any other time, I’d be all over that—
especially with her—but I saw her wince when I cleaned her
up, so I know she’s sore.

I slip back under the sheets, and prop my head up by
resting my elbow on my pillow. This whole situation is weird
because this is usually the time I lose interest and start to
withdraw. I never do sleepovers, but there’s a part of me that
wants her to stay. Blake won’t be home until later today.
Braydon’s dad said he’d drop him off on the way home from
the zoo this afternoon. That means I have the entire day to
myself.

Sure, I could do some more packing, but I’d rather spend it
with her. I took her virginity for crying out loud, I can’t just
toss her out. We could go somewhere nice for breakfast when
we wake ... followed by a leisurely ride on my bike to the
Blue Mountains. It’s been years since I’ve done that. That
thought sets off another wave of alarm.

What's happening to me?

Red flips back the sheets, ready to rise, but my arm darts
out, snagging her around the waist. Thankfully, she doesn’t
resist when I pull her closer. I’'m by no means a cuddler, and
the last thing I want to do is give her false hope, but she
deserves more than a quick lay. Although there was nothing
quick about what we did.

I wanted to give her a night to remember, but I already
know I won’t be forgetting her in a hurry. She’s well and truly
left her mark.

“Don’t go.”
“But you said—"

“Ignore what I said. It’s late and I’'m tired, lay with me for
a while.”

“Umm ... okay.”

I reach for the lamp beside the bed, flicking off the light.
I’m choosing to ignore how satisfied I feel when she wraps her



arms around my middle, rests her head on my chest, and
snuggles into my warmth. I let out a contented sigh as my
eyelids drift close. I’'ll worry about all these odd feelings I'm
having later; for now, I’'m just grateful she’s still here.

I lift my head off the pillow and place a chaste kiss on top
of her head. “Night, Red.”

“Night, Wolf.”
A smile tugs at my lips. Fucking wolf.



Chapter 11




Jacinta

A Ithough it was a huge struggle to stay awake, I somehow

managed it. I’ve never lain in a man’s arms before, but I
couldn’t risk falling asleep and having a nightmare. I didn’t
want to do anything that would taint our time together. Wolf
has no idea how much he gave me tonight, and I’m not just
referring to the abundance of orgasms. Our time together is
something I’ll treasure forever. But alas, all good things must
come to an end, and there was never a promise of tomorrow.
He made that abundantly clear, but I’'m okay with that. I’'m not
capable of more anyway.

My eyelids are getting heavier by the second, and it’s only
a matter of time before I start drifting off. “Wolf,” I whisper
into the darkness, but when I get no reply, I decide it’s time to
make my move.

I carefully untangle my arm from around his waist and lift
the one he has draped over my shoulder. I gently lay his limb
back down, across his chest ... he doesn’t even stir. [ shimmy
towards the end of the bed, slipping over the side. That was
way easier than I thought.

Crouching down, I blindly feel around the floor for my
underwear. | have no idea where they landed after he sniffed
them. My face heats at the thought. I still can’t believe he did
that.

After a few minutes of searching, I give up, creeping
towards the door. 1 guess I'll be going home commando. I
pause before | exit, turning to face the bed. “Thank you,” 1
whisper, blowing a kiss in his direction. “I’ll never forget you,



or what you gave me tonight.” Because I won t. It feels like I
walked in here a girl, and I’'m leaving a woman.

It feels wrong parting ways like this, but I hate goodbyes,
and it will be less awkward this way. He was the one who said
he was going to call me an Uber when we were done, so I was
perplexed when he asked me to stay. Given my circumstances
though, he was probably just being nice.

I feel like a thief in the night—a naked one—as I tiptoe
down the long corridor. It’s pitch-black and I can’t see where
I’m going, so I hug the wall. Thankfully, when I reach the end,
there’s a light on in the main room of the lower level, so I can
safely navigate the stairs without breaking my neck.

I’m not sure if he lives here alone, so my heart is thumping
furiously against my rib cage as I creep towards the bottom,
with one hand covering my breasts, and the other sitting at the
junction of my thighs. I don’t even know how I’m going to get
out of here ... I wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings
when he carried me upstairs.

I was too focused on him.

When I reach the bottom floor, I stop and take in my
surroundings. This room is beautiful with all its rich
woodwork and ornate ceilings. Furniture-wise, it’s sparce.
There’s a large chocolate-brown leather sectional, a coffee
table, and gigantic flat-screen TV mounted above the
fireplace, but not much else.

The wall of boxes—stacked three high—on the other side
of the room tells me he’s either in the process of moving in, or
out.

I round the corner and see the large wooden door down the
end of the corridor, I’'m guessing it’s my way out, but I need to
retrieve my clothes and purse first.

After a few wrong turns, I eventually find the attached
garage. | quickly put on my bra and slip my dress over my
head before bending to scoop up my purse and shoes.

I spy Wolf’s keys still in the ignition of his bike; I could
use the fob to open the garage door but that might be too



noisy, and how will I close 1t? Taking his keys or leaving them
outside isn’t an option.

Re-entering the house, I’'m frazzled by the time I reach the
front door. I pause once I'm clutching the knob. What if the
door is alarmed? Shit. This place is a mansion, so it probably
has the best security system money can buy.

I intake a large breath and hold it as I slowly turn the knob,
cracking the door open slightly. It’s only then I exhale. If he
does have an alarm, it’s obviously not set.

Once I’'m safely out of the house, I feel immediate relief as
I dash across the lawn, but that reprieve is short lived when a
spotlight comes on, illuminating the entire front yard. Busted.
Without thinking, I dive behind the nearest bush, grazing my
knee on the grass in the process, but that’s the least of my
WOTrTies.

My breathing is erratic as I lie there and wait ... for what, I
have no clue? Minutes pass, and when I don’t hear any noise,
or approaching footsteps, I peek out from behind my hiding
spot. I’'m expecting to see Wolf standing there in those
ridiculously sexy grey sweats he was wearing when I snuck
out, but I find nothing. The porch is empty, and the front door
is still closed. I must’ve set off the sensor light during my
escape.

Feeling silly, I collect my belongings that I dropped in my
haste and rise to my feet. My nerves are shot as I hobble
towards the front of the property. That’s when I discover my
next obstacle ... the wrought iron gates. Fuckity-fuck. 1
completely forgot about them, and I paid absolutely no
attention to the code when Wolf punched it in.

The rest of the property is surrounded by eight-foot-high
brick walls, which I have zero chance of scaling. I blow out a
puff of air because I feel like giving up, but I made sure to
lock the front door when I left, so I can’t even slink back into
the house and rejoin him in bed, pretending this nightmare
never happened.

I approach the gates with scepticism. I pole dance for
exercise, so I’'m pretty good at climbing, but this is completely



different. On the plus side, they don’t have spears on the top.
Wolf may be relieved to wake up later this morning to find me
gone, but maybe not so much if he discovers me undie-less
and mooning his neighbours as I bleed out from being impaled
atop of his front gates. A shudder runs through me at the
imagery that evokes.

Bending slightly, I slide my heels and bag between two of
the bars, dropping them onto the concrete on the other side. I
take a few deep breaths and rub my hands together as I
formulate a plan. Luckily there is an intricate pattern lacing up
the centre, towards the top, so all I need to do is pull myself up
high enough and I should be able to use that as a footing so I
can swing my leg over.

I crouch my body slightly before jumping as high as I can.
The moment my hands wrap around one of the bars, I grip the
lower part with my knees and feet, using them to help propel
me higher.

When I’'m near the top, I use my legs to hold me in place
as I reach up to grasp the bar that runs along the highest point
with my hands. Only then do I let my legs dangle. I’'m now
hanging limply as I raise my right foot and slide it into one of
the iron scrolls that run parallel along the inner edge of each
gate.

Using all my strength, I pull myself up until the upper half
of my body has risen above the top of the gate. I’'m not afraid
of heights per se, but when I make the mistake of looking
down, seeing how high up I actually am, my stomach lurches.
An 1mage of my lifeless body flashes through my mind. I'm
spread-eagle and lying deceased on the driveway below, with a
pixilated crotch—because my bare vagina is in no way PG for
the front page of today’s paper. Imagine the headlines, Pants-
less woman falls to her death during her early morning walk
of shame.

[ may have an overexaggerated imagination, but given my
dire predicament, that scenario is a distinct possibility.

Pushing the prospect of death from my mind, I fill my
lungs with air and swing my leg over until I’'m straddling the



top of the gate. My hands are trembling, but this time I make
sure not to look down. All I need to do now is swing my other
leg over and start my descent. Easy-peasy. But when I try to
do just that, I realise the hem of my dress is tangled up in one
of the fancy scrolls. I tilt my head back and groan. Is God
punishing me for giving up my virtue before marriage?

I fist a handful of material and start tugging. At this stage,
I don’t care if I rip it. I’ll ride home in the Uber naked if need
be, I just want to get out of here in one piece.

I yank a few more times before I finally hear the tear, but
the force I used to free myself ends up putting me off balance.
My heart drops as I start to go over the side. By some miracle,
or maybe just quick reflexes, I manage to get a firm grip on
the bar that runs horizontally along the top, which ultimately
stops me from plunging to my death.

However, the jolt from the sudden drop almost rips my
arms out of their sockets, and I’m left dangling about three
feet from the ground, but I’'m alive. My breathing is now
erratic as [ take a second to regain my composure. I let out a
little yelp, combined with a silent prayer, as I let go and hope
for the best. Thankfully, I land safely on the concrete below.

Without hesitation, I retrieve my bag and my shoes and
start hobbling down the street with my dignity still intact ...
but just barely.

TP

I snuck out of one house, and now I’m sneaking back into
another. Connor will lose his shit if he sees me coming home
alone ... even more so when he takes in my appearance. My
dishevelled hair, panda eyes, bloodied knee, and torn, grass-
stained dress isn’t a great look. To the unknowing eye, you’d
think I’d been attacked.

I tiptoe across the main room, past the kitchen, and down
the corridor that leads to the bedrooms. My stomach drops
when I see light coming from underneath my door. Does my
brother know I went home with a guy? Is he waiting to



confront me? My poor heart can’t take any more excitement
today.

I pause for a moment before I reach for the handle. I open
the door just enough to stick my head inside, only to find
Cassie sitting cross-legged in the middle of my bed eating ice
cream straight from the tub.

“What the hell, Cass,” I angry whisper as I slip into the
room and close the door behind me. The last thing I want to do
is wake up Connor.

“Jaz! Thank God.” She puts the ice cream tub to the side
and leaps off the bed. After pulling me into a crushing hug,
she bursts into tears.

“Oh, no. What happened?”

My first thought is something went awry with the guys
we’d been with, but she then goes into a crazy rant. I’'m not
even sure if she takes a breath during her spiel.

“After I left you at the club, I suffered from a severe case
of mummy guilt ... [ mean, as much as I wanted you to hand
over your ‘V’ card, I never really planned on making you go
through with it, but then that sexy beast appeared and I could
tell you were into him by the way you acted, and he was
definitely into you. I started asking him all these ridiculous
questions and the more he answered the more perfect he
became. I’m not sure if it was the cocktails I’d consumed prior
or just a moment of insanity, but I put a plan into action and
there was no going back from there. I even left the club
knowing full well you’d try to get out of it, hence why I fled,
leaving you with no choice but to go with him.

“By the time we arrived at the other club, I was an
emotional wreck. I was having serious doubts about leaving
you, so | jumped in a cab and headed back to the Ivy, but when
I got there you were gone. It’s safe to say I was freaking the
fuck out by then, so I ordered an Uber and came back here
first, to see if you were home. When you weren’t here, I was
going to head to that ridiculously hot guy’s house and save
you, but that’s when everything went to shit.”



“Why, what happened when you got back here?” Please
don t mention my brother s name.

“You weren’t here that’s what, and neither was Connor. |
went to order another Uber to come find you, but that’s when |
realised that I’d left my phone on the back seat of the last one.
Normally, I wouldn’t have cared because I could’ve just
bought a new one today, but all that hottie’s info was on the
one I’d lost.

“I didn’t know what to do, so I ended up knocking on the
neighbour’s door and woke them up. They weren’t very
pleased with me by the way, but that’s a whole other story.
Thankfully, when I told them it was a matter of life or death
and that you’d possibly been kidnapped and were in danger of
being sex trafficked, they took pity on me and decided not to
slam the door in my face.”

“You woke up the neighbours in the middle of the night?
Which ones?”

“Number nineteen.”
“Shit, Cass. The sweet old couple?”

“Yeah. They ended up letting me use their landline to call
the police.”

My eyes widen. “You called the police?”

“I mean ... what else could I do, Jaz? I had no idea if you
were okay.”
“Maybe you should’ve thought of that before you ditched
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me.

“I know ... I’'m sorry. The police were no help anyway. I
didn’t have a name or address, and I couldn’t identify any
distinctive tattoos from your kidnapper.”

“I wasn’t kidnapped.”

“How was I supposed to know that? Anyway,” she says,
flicking her wrist, “I described him as best I could: Really tall
... over six foot, extremely good-looking, panty-melting smile,
brown hair, brown eyes, rocking body, but the dispatcher said
my description was too generalised and vague. Like please,”



she says, rolling her eyes. “How many guys do you see in real
life that are that hot?”

“Exactly,” I say, agreeing with her, because she has a
point.

“I even offered to sit down with a police sketch artist, but
he just told me to call back in twenty-four hours if you still
hadn’t returned. Can you believe it? In twenty-four hours, you
could’ve been smuggled across numerous state lines ... or
decomposing in a ditch while wild animals picked away at
your flesh.” She bows her head. “I’m the worst BFF ever and |
wouldn’t blame you if you never spoke to me again. I mean,
it’s some ungodly hour in the morning, but I’'ll pack up my
things and head to the airport right now if you want me gone.”

“I had planned on coming home to smother you with a
pillow.”

She gasps, placing her hand on her chest. “Well, that’s a
little dramatic, but I suppose I deserve it.”

“Relax, I’m not going to murder you.”
“Thanks ... I guess.”
“I actually should be the one saying thank you.”

Her mouth gapes open when I say that. “Oh, my God ...
did you go through with it?” When I nod my head and smile,
she throws her hands in the air and squeals so loud my ears
ring. “Did you have an ‘O’?”

“Three.”

“Jazzie,” she says, pulling me into another crashing hug.
“My little girl is all grown up.”



Chapter 12




Mason

T his morning I got up early, showered, and after dressing, I

packed up the remainder of my clothes. Today is moving
day, and I’m in two minds about it. Once I carry the two
suitcases downstairs, and the box that contains the stuff that
wouldn’t fit in them, I grab my drill and head back up to my
bedroom to pull apart my bed. I strip the sheets and drag the
mattress into the hallway.

Connor will be here soon, so I’ll get him to help me carry
that, and the larger items of furniture downstairs. Blake’s still
asleep, so once I’'m finished with my room, I’ll move to his.
As long as I have it all done before the moving van arrives at
ten, I’'m good.

I take the drawers out of my tallboy, stacking them in a
pile, and as I move the base away from the wall, I see
something white sitting on the floor. Bending down, I scoop it
up and it takes a second to realise what it is, but once I do, the
myriad of feelings that have been raging through me the past
week come rushing back to the surface.

“Fucking, Red,” I mumble under my breath as I make a
fist, scrunching her G-string in my hand. I’m still pissed at her;
no matter how hard I’ve tried to shake it, I can’t.

When I woke that morning and found her gone, I can’t
even put into words how I felt. On one hand it brought back
memories from my teenage years—waking up to find my
mother had vanished during the night—Ileaving me behind,
alone with that monster. Of course, my dad blamed me. He
said it was all my fault she was gone, and although I’ve never



found out what happened to her, I have my suspicions. The
woman [ remember would never have abandoned me.

My situation with Red, however, was different. After
searching the entire house and perimeter of the estate, my
concern for her soon morphed into anger. I felt like a fool for
wanting more, even if it was only going to be a few extra
hours together. I’ll admit, I was also perplexed how she’d
gotten out, but I didn’t have to wonder for long.

Those answers were quickly realised when I pulled up the
app for my security cameras on my phone. And as mad as |
was, ’ll admit I laughed out loud a couple of times as I
watched my very own version of Harry Houdini make her
escape. It was amusing if nothing else.

Pulling out my phone, I click on the clip I saved. My lips
curve up at the corners as I rewatch her duck and roll behind
the bushes after setting off the sensor light. When she limps
towards the gates, I still find myself impressed with the ease in
which she scales to the top. Those gates are eight foot high,
and if I didn’t have the footage to prove it actually happened, I
never would have believed it.

My smile grows as I watch her dress get snagged on the
fence, and the tug-a-war that follows, which almost resulted in
a catastrophe. The first time I watched this, my heart was in
my throat, but despite the odds, she managed to hang on. |
zoom 1n and the look of horror on her face is priceless. A part
of me is proud of her, but the pissed-off side wonders if it was
her karma for sneaking out the way she did. If she didn’t want
to stay, she only had to say so. I would’ve made sure she got
home safe.

I bark out a laugh when she bends to collect her stuff from
the ground—squares her shoulders and raises her chin in the
air like the kick-arse she is—and hobbles away with one of her
arse cheeks hanging out, thanks to the large tear in the side of
her dress.

My phone dings as the video comes to an end and
Connor’s name pops up on the screen.



Connor: I'm here. | brought coffee and donuts.

I smile as I shove Red’s underwear into my pocket and
type a reply. I’'m grateful to have a friend like him. I didn’t
even have to ask for his help today, he volunteered. I’'m sad
that I have to let this place go, but the silver lining in all this is
I’1l be living close to him.

Mason: Coming down now.

T

“This 1s the last box,” Connor says, “where do you want
it?”

“Just put it over there with the others,” I reply, flicking my
chin towards the far wall.

It’s been a long day, but I can’t believe it’s finally done.
I’ve officially ended another chapter in my life by moving out
of the house that I called home for the past year. I can only
hope Blake is happy here. He cried when we did the final
walk-through, and I’'ll admit I struggled to keep it together
when we backed out of the driveway for the last time.

That place symbolised so much when I first bought it, so
it’s sad to see it go. It was supposed to be our forever home,
where I’d watch my son grow up, but in my heart, I know I’'m
doing the right thing. Too many people count on Bridge for
their survival, so I refuse to let that place go under. We’ll
eventually find our groove here, and make lots of new
memories.

“Are you going to stay for pizza?” I ask.

“Nah, Jaz is cooking. You guys should come over for a
home-cooked meal.”

I haven’t had a home-cooked meal since Betty passed.
“Maybe another time. I need to put the bed’s together and get
the TV hooked up.”

“Do you want some help with that before I go?”

“I’'m good. I appreciate all you did today.”



“You’d do the same for me,” he says, and he’s right, I
would. I’ve had plenty of friends over the years, but nobody
like him. “Some of the guys are coming over tomorrow
afternoon to watch the game ... you should come. It’s been
months since you’ve hung with us. Plus, my sister is looking
forward to meeting you both.”

I lift one shoulder. “You know how Blake 1s around
chicks.”

“Yeah, but Jaz is great. The absolute sweetest.”

Although I’ve missed my time with the guys, Blake’s
already struggling with the move, so I don’t want to do
anything that will upset him further. “I’ll think about it and let
you know.”

“Okay.” He taps my back as he passes on his way to the
door. “Let me know what you decide ... oh, and welcome to
the building.”

“Thanks, mate.”

Once Connor leaves, I head off in search of Blake. I find
him in his new room, unpacking some of his toys and lining
them up on his shelves.

“You okay, bud?”

“Yeah, Dad,” he says, glancing up from the box he’s
rummaging through.

“Do you need any help in here?”
“Nah.”

“I’1l set your bed up soon.”
“Okay.”

“Want to order a pizza for dinner?”

As soon as | mention food, he stops what he’s doing and
gives me his undivided attention. “Can we get pepperoni?”

“You can order whatever you like.”
“I want garlic bread too.”
C‘Okay.’9



“And some chicken wings.”

I chuckle as I leave him. I’ve got some unpacking of my
own to do.

As I enter the kitchen, there’s a knock on the door. I cross
the main room, heading in that direction. I have no idea who
this could be.

When I open it, I find Connor standing there. He holds up
two bags in one hand and a container balanced in the other.
“Jaz went to the shops today to get everything she needs for
the game tomorrow; she also got some things for you. Bread,
milk, butter, juice, eggs, cheese, breakfast cereal, coffee, sugar,
and some fruit and snacks ... stuff she said you might need.
She also baked some cupcakes for Blake.”

“Wow, seriously?”

“I told you she was the best. I’ve never mentioned this, but
she had a really shitty childhood. The first time I met Blake,
he reminded me so much of her. Between us, she still carries
some of those scars from her past, so I know she’d never
overstep the mark with him.”

“Good to know ... tell her I said thank you for these.”
“Will do.”

He turns and starts walking down the corridor towards the
lift. “Connor.” He pauses when I call out his name, glancing
over his shoulder. “What time do you want us to come over
tomorrow?”’

A smile tugs at his lips. “The game starts a three thirty, so
any time before that.”

T

My stomach is in knots as we ride down the lift to
Connor’s floor. I’'m not nervous about meeting his sister, I’'m
just apprehensive about how Blake will react.

“Connor’s sister is going to be there today,” I say. It’s the
first time I have mentioned it because I wasn’t sure if he



would’ve wanted to come if he knew. “The one who made you
the cupcakes.”

“They were yum.” He ate three of them last night on top of
his pizza, garlic bread, and wings. It still astounds me how he
can fit so much food into that tiny body of his.

“There should be plenty of food here today. Connor said
his sister is a really good cook.”

“Okay,” 1s all he says, but I can sense his apprehension.

I crouch down to his height. “If you feel uncomfortable at
any stage, just let me know and we can leave.”

He bows his head and murmurs, “Okay, Dad.”
I’'m now having second thoughts about agreeing to this.

We exit the lift and walk down the corridor towards
Connor’s apartment in silence. Blake’s been here countless
times, but Connor lived alone then.

When we reach the door and Blake clutches my hand, I
want to turn around and head back upstairs. “Are you sure you
want to be here?”

I can already smell the delicious aromas coming from
inside. “I’m hungry,” Blake replies, making me chuckle.

Obviously, food comes before his fear of women.

I raise my hand and knock. “What smells so good?” I ask
when Connor opens the door.

“Jaz 1s cooking up a storm.” He leans in and gives me a
one-armed hug before reaching down to bump fists with
Blake. “She’s been in the kitchen for hours. Wait ’til you taste
her cooking, man, it’s the best.”

“Im hungry,” Blake repeats. He had two cheese
sandwiches, an apple, and a couple more cupcakes for lunch,
so I don’t see how.

“Jaz,” Connor calls out when we step inside the apartment.
“Mason and Blake are here.”



I’ve waited a long time to meet this elusive sister of his,
and i1t will be good to finally put a face to the name, but when
she exits the kitchen and comes into view, my heart drops into
the pit of my stomach.

Red!
What are the fucking chances?

The colour drains from her face as soon as our eyes lock.
Mine narrow instantly, despite the racing of my heart. She
looks different, breathtaking, and I hate that this is my first
thought. Today, her long blonde hair is pulled back into a high
ponytail, and her face is free of make-up. Her pale-blue, knee-
length sundress makes her eyes pop, and despite how sweet
and innocent she appears, I know better. There is nothing
innocent about this temptress.

I have no idea how this 1s going to pan out, but I'm
guessing not great. Connor i1s going to lose his shit when he
finds out I deflowered his precious little sister, and I can only
pray he has enough composure not to do it in front of my son.

“Jacinta,” Connor says when she’s standing in front of us,
“this 1s my best friend, Mason Bradley.”

Her tongue darts out, briefly running over her bottom lip as
she extends her hand towards me. “It’s nice to finally meet you
... Connor talks about you all the time.”

So, she’s going that route. 1 should be relieved, but I’'m not
... 'm livid. She’s going to pretend she doesn’t know me?
That my mouth and hands haven’t touched every inch of her
body. That a week ago my tongue and my cock weren’t buried
deep inside her?

Game on, Red!

Her hand remains lingering in the air, and when Connor’s
attention darts to me, I sigh as I’m left with no choice but to
reciprocate her greeting. My fingers wrap around hers, and her
eyes slightly widen when I squeeze tighter than I normally
would. “It’s nice to finally meet you too ... Jacinta.”

When I don’t immediately let go, she tugs her arm back,
freeing her hand from my grip. I feel a pang of guilt when I



noticed her clench and unclench her hand a few times. I hadn’t
meant to hurt her; I just wanted her to know I wasn’t happy.

Did she pretend she didn’t know me because she doesn’t
want Connor to find out what we did, or is there something
more to it? Does she regret her time with me? The way she
risked her life to get away has me leaning more in that
direction.

“And who do we have here?” she asks, crouching down to
Blake’s level.

I roll my lips to hide my smile when he ducks behind my
legs. Hah! Take that, Red; your voodoo pussy has no power
over a five-year-old.

Connor cocks an eyebrow when I don’t speak. “This is
Blake, Mason’s son,” he answers.

Her eyes briefly flicker up to me before focusing back on
my son. She’s probably shocked I have a kid. There’s a lot she
could’ve learnt about me if only she’d stuck around to find
out, instead of sneaking out in the dead of night.

“Hi, Blake.” She gives him a blinding toothy smile, which
makes her entire face light up, and my anger grows. I never
got one of them. “I’'m Connor’s sister, Jacinta, but my friends
call me Jaz or Jazzie.” I’'ll make sure to call her Jacinta from
now on, because we are definitely not friends. “Do you like
chocolate chip cookies?” she asks in a sugary sweet voice, and
my lips thin as I try in vain to rein in my fury. If anything is
going to get my son onside it’ll be food. I struggle to quell my
displeasure when he nods his head. “I made some earlier, do
you want to come in the kitchen with me and try one?”

My nostrils flare when Blake whispers, “Okay.”

Red stands to full height and extends her hand to him, and
the little traitor wastes no time wrapping his small fingers
around hers. Un-fucking-believable.

Connor places his hand on my shoulder as the two of them
leave the room. “You okay?” he asks.

“Peachy,” I snap.



“You sure, you seem off? Angry.”

I exhale a long breath. “I’m good, brother,” I lie. “You got
any beer?” Because I need something to take the edge off.



Chapter 13




Jacinta

M y heart is beating a million miles a minute as | leave the

room hand in hand with Mason’s son. His son. I can’t
believe Wolf has a kid. I rack my brain trying to recall every
single detail Connor told me about his friend, but my mind is
too scrambled to think clearly.

It’s a miracle I got through that meeting without Connor
picking up on my inner freakout. He’s usually pretty attuned
when it comes to me and seems to know when things are off.
What are the chances of all the men in the club that night, it
was my brother’s best friend that I went home with?

I felt awful just now, pretending I’d never met him, but my
brother can never find out I slept with his friend. Things won’t
end well if he does. I know how protective he is of me.

“Wow,” Blake murmurs when we enter the kitchen and he
sees all the trays lined up on the countertop, laden with food.
“Did you cook all this?”

“I did.”

“My dad can’t cook.”

“He can’t? Who makes your dinner?”
“We eat at Bridge,” he says.

“Bridge? Is that a restaurant?”

“No, it’s where the homeless people eat.”

My eyes widen with shock. Mason takes his son to a soup
kitchen to eat? He’s taking food away from the needy, which



is shameful. After our night together, I'd put him on a
pedestal, but that knowledge just knocked him straight off ...
his ugly side is definitely starting to show now. I saw the
mansion he was living in and the fancy car that was parked in
his garage beside his bike. I also know his new apartment
would’ve set him back an easy few million ... after all, my
father bought the one Connor and I live in.

I try not to let my disappointment show in front of Blake.
But this is the perfect ammo I need to remember next time his
gorgeous face sends my heart into a flutter—he’s actually a
wolf in sheep’s clothing. Which is ironic given our nicknames
for each other.

I bend down to Blake’s level and I feel compelled to reach
out and sweep away the long piece of brown hair that’s
flopped down onto his forehead, but I don’t. Damaged
gravitates towards damaged, I can see it in his eyes ... eyes
that are so much like his father’s. When I was his age, I hated
being touched by others.

“Would you like some milk with your cookies?”
“Yes please.”

I pull out a stool at the breakfast bar and help him climb
onto it. As I’m getting a plate out of the cupboard, the guys
enter the kitchen. Connor heads straight for the fridge, and
Mason won’t even make eye contact with me, choosing to
focus solely on his son.

After putting some cookies onto the plate and pouring
Blake a glass of milk, I place them down in front of him. “Do
you want me to carry these out to the lounge room for you,
buddy?” Mason asks.

“Can I stay in here with, Jazzie?”

A smile tugs at my lips. He called me Jazzie, that means he
must’ve already decided we’re friends.

Mason clears his throat. He’s obviously not too happy
about that. ““You just want to be near all the food, don’t you?”

I see where he went there. He wants me to know that’s the
only reason his son is in here with me. “And Jazzie too ...



she’s nice.”

Hah! Take that, you homeless-food-stealing jerk. When
Mason side-eyes me, I make sure to give him a smug smile.
His displeasure is evident as he lifts the beer Connor handed
him to his mouth, taking a big chug.

“I’1l be out here if you need me,” he says to his son.
“Okay, Dad,” Blake replies with a mouth full of cookie.

When he turns and leaves the kitchen, Connor follows. I
told you he’d love Jaz,” he says.

“Hmm,” 1s Mason’s only reply.
W

After Blake eats way too much food for a small boy, I
bring out the trays of food for Connor and his mates, then we
head to my room. We were going to watch a movie because he
said the footy was boring—I have to agree—but he spotted my
Nintendo Switch, so we ended up gaming instead. He told me
he had an X-box at home, so he wasn’t familiar with Super
Mario Bros., but I quickly got him caught up. I was surprised
how fast he mastered the game; his hand-eye coordination is
incredible for someone so young.

We are sitting side by side on my bed with our legs crossed
when Blake suddenly pauses the game and asks, “Jazzie, do
you have a mum?” It takes me completely off guard.

Connor briefly touched on Blake’s unfortunate situation
prior to coming to live with his dad, so there’s no way I’'m
going to ask him about his own mother, unless he brings it up.
I don’t know specifics, but I’'m gathering given their current
circumstances, it wasn’t great.

“I do.”
“Is she nice?”
“She’s really nice,” I reply.

“My mum isn’t nice.”



“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, reaching for him before
thinking better of it. “My real dad was really mean when I was
little, so I know what that feels like.”

“Really? My dad is nice.”
“Yes, he 1s,” I say, although the jury is still out on that one.

Blake bows his little face. “She used to scream at me and
hit me when she couldn’t get her medicine.” I wonder if by
medicine he means drugs. “Did your dad ever hit you?”

“Yeah, sometimes,” I say. I hate talking about this, but if I

can help this little boy in some way, I’ll answer any question
he asks.

“Did he lock you in your room?”

“No, but whenever my dad would get angry, I’d lock
myself in my bedroom so I was safe.”

“Annalise used to lock me away all the time ... mostly
when she had parties.” When I hear him sniffle, I gently run
my hand over his back. “Sometimes she would leave me in the
room for a really long time. When it got dark, I was scared. If I
needed to go to the toilet, I’d have to do it in my pants because
the door was locked. That used to make her really mad. She
said I was a naughty boy and would smack me hard. I tried to
hold it in, Jazzie, but my belly used to hurt when I did.”

“Aww, sweetie. You had no choice ... you weren’t being
naughty; I hope you know that.”

He shrugs his tiny shoulders. “She’d put me in a really
cold shower to punish me. I wasn’t allowed to come out until
she said I could.”

What a nasty bitch.

“You poor little thing,” I say as tears cloud my own eyes.
When he uses his shirt sleeve to wipe his face, I know he’s
crying too. My heart hurts for him. “Would it be okay if I
hugged you?”

“Yeah,” he answers, giving me a small smile.



“You are a good, sweet boy, don’t let anyone tell you
differently, okay? The things your mum did to you were
wrong.” I place a soft kiss on the top of his head before letting
him go.

“Do you still see your dad?” he asks.

“No. He ended up going to jail for all the bad things he
did.”

His eyes widen. “I don’t see my mum anymore ... do you
think she’s in jail with your dad?”
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“I don’t know.” Because that’s the truth. I vaguely
remember Connor mentioning that she’d signed over her
parental rights to Mason, but I have no clue what happened
from there. “You’ll need to ask your dad that.”

“Okay, Jazzie,” he says, picking up his remote and starting
a new game, completely oblivious to the fact that he just broke
my heart in two.

“I’m going to go get a drink, do you want one?” 1 ask,
scooting to the side of the bed. What I really need is a moment
to collect myself.

“Yes please.”

When I step out into the hallway, I wipe my eyes with the
back of my hand. My heart hurts for that little boy, and I can
only hope he got away from that woman young enough for it
not to leave permanent damage.

As I round the corner to enter the kitchen, I pause when I
see Mason bent over, grabbing something from the fridge. Is
he making the most of the freebies while he’s here?

His eyes narrow when he stands to full height and sees me
standing in the doorway. “Where’s my kid, Red?”

“In my room playing video games. And my name is
Jacinta,” I snap, moving further into the kitchen.

His arm comes out to stop me as I try to pass, and I intake
a sharp breath when he leans in, because for a split second, |
think he’s going to kiss me. I hate that my body immediately
reacts, zinging at the prospect. “I only know you as Red,” he



whispers, tugging on my ponytail. “You know, like the colour
you stained my sheets when I stuffed your tight virgin pussy
full of my big fat cock.”

My face heats at the vulgarity of his words, and when 1
turn my head in his direction, I can tell by his smug look he
was going for the shock factor—he succeeded. “You did not
just say that to me.”

A smile tugs at his lips as he straightens and cracks the top
off his beer. “I believe I did. I’ve seen you in action, Red, and
this sweet and innocent act of yours is a complete farce. And
by the way, I have a video of your awkward and rather comical
escape from my place.”

“You’re lying,” I accuse, although I don’t think he 1s. How
else would he know it was awkward and comical?

He slides his phone out of his pocket, moving his finger
over the screen. He holds it up in front of me, and I gasp when
I see myself diving behind the bush. I reach out, trying to grab
hold of his phone, but he must anticipate my move because his
arm rises above his head, holding it out of my reach. “I’'m
thinking of uploading it to YouTube.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” I screech.
“I most definitely would.”

I take a step towards him, stomping down on his foot.
“Delete it this instant!” I demand.

He barks out a laugh as he turns to exit the room. “Not a
chance in hell.”

TP

“I’ve never made popcorn like this before,” Blake says as I
empty the last of the corn kernels into the pot and cover it with
a lid. “Braydon’s dad cooked it in a bag in the microwave
when I stayed at his place.”

“This 1s so much nicer than microwave popcorn. And
you’ll be able to see the kernels pop through the glass lid.” 1



slide my hands under his arms, lifting him up to sit on the
counter so he can get a better view.

“Nothing is happening,” he says disappointed as he leans
over to peer through the lid.

“Give it a few minutes, but don’t touch the pot, it will get
really hot and I don’t want you to burn yourself.”

“Okay, Jazzie.”

Could this little boy get any sweeter? How his mother
could mistreat him is beyond me.

As time passes and nothing happens, [ see his
disillusionment grow. I double-check that the stovetop is
turned on, which it is, so I reach for the handle on the lid,
lifting it. As I do the first kernel pops, flying up into the air
and landing on the countertop.

Blake squeals with excitement. “It’s working.”

Before I get a chance to replace the lid, a few more pop in
succession, with one piece hitting me square between the eyes.
Blake throws back his head and bursts out laughing.

“You think that’s funny? I almost lost an eye,” I say
grinning, which only seems to make him laugh harder. His
shoulders bob up and down as his arms hug his middle.

When I bend down to collect the few pieces that landed on
the floor, I notice Mason standing in the doorway watching us.
There’s a huge smile on his face as he observes his son, and
you can clearly see the love there.

He’s still smiling as his eyes move to me, and for a split
second, I think he forgets he hates me, but his face quickly
sobers when he remembers. “What’s going on in here?”

“We’re making popcorn for our movie,” I reply.
“A piece hit Jazzie in the face, Dad. It was so funny.”

“It’s a shame I missed it,” he replies. Ugh. 1 don’t even
know why he’s so mad at me. Is he upset that I snuck out of
his house? He was the one who reinforced we were a one and



done, and made it perfectly clear he wanted me gone once we
were finished.

Standing, | walk over to the bin and discard the pieces in
my hand, before helping Blake off the counter. “Why don’t
you go wash your hands, the popcorn is almost ready?”

“Okay,” he says, dashing from the room.

I turn my back on his father to grab a bowl, and the last
thing I expect is for him to come up behind me and cage me in
with his arms. His close proximity has my traitorous body
zinging back to life again.

He leans in and his warm breath against my skin makes it
pebble with goose bumps. “Don’t get too close to my son,
Red. He may be young and impressionable, but he’s a smart
kid.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I say, turning to face
him, which is a big mistake ... his face is now inches from
mine.

“This Mother Teresa act you’ve got going on. It’s only a
matter of time before he sees through it, just like I did.”

My eyes narrow into slits. The hide of this guy. “That is
rich coming from you,” I sneer.

“Be careful, princess, your crown is slipping. Unlike you,
what you see with me, is what you get. I’'m an open book. I’ve
never claimed to be something I’m not.”

“Really? Because I know all about the food you’re stealing
from the poor and misfortunate ... I can’t even with that. You
should be ashamed of yourself.”

“What?”

“Blake told me you eat at a soup kitchen every night. Are
you that tight you’d rather take food out of homeless people’s
mouths instead of buying your own? If you’re incapable of
cooking for your son, take him to a restaurant to eat. I saw
where you lived, you’re not poor.”

Mason’s eyebrows pinch together as his face turns red. I’'m
not sure if it’s from anger or embarrassment. “Oh, you mean



Bridge, the soup kitchen I run?” What? “And I gather you’re
referring to the place I was forced to sell—the only stable
home my son’s ever known—to downsize to a shitty
apartment, so I could use the extra money the sale generated to
keep Bridge’s doors open.”

“You run the kitchen?”

“I do ... so next time you decide to get up on your high
horse and judge me, I suggest you get your facts straight first.”

With that, he pushes off the counter and storms out of the
kitchen, leaving me being the one who’s embarrassed and
ashamed.



Chapter 141




Jacinta

“S o, what do you think?” Connor asks, popping his head
into my room after everyone has left.

“About what?”
“Mason and Blake?”

“Blake 1s the sweetest, I adore him, but I can’t really
comment on Mason. All my time was spent with his son.” |
have plenty to say about his friend, but I'm definitely not
going there with him.

“Mason’s a great guy. We’ll be seeing a lot more of them
now that they’re living in our building. I’'m sure you two will
become friends when you get a chance to know each other
better.” Hah! And pigs might fly. “He was so worried about
bringing Blake here, because he’s petrified of women, but |
knew if there was anyone who that little boy could relate too,
it would be you.”

A lump rises to the back of my throat as my conversation
with Blake flickers through my mind. I hate that his childhood
even remotely resembled mine. “What happened to his
mother?” I ask.

“No clue.”
“She’s not in jail?”
“If I had my way she would be.”

“Ah, okay. Blake just mentioned he doesn’t see her.”



“It was one of the conditions of their settlement,” he says.
“Mason paid her a large sum of money to sign her rights over,
and agree to no further contact.”

“Wow. I can’t believe a mother would freely give up her
child like that. For money no less.”

“She’s a junkie, Jaz.”
“That explains a lot.”

“I’m going to jump in the shower and head to bed, I’ve got
an early start in the morning,” Connor says. “Good night, and
thanks again for all the food you made for us.”

“Night, Con.”
W

I open my eyes, blinking a few times until my vision clears.
When I look at the clock beside my bed I see it’s just after
eight. My mum has usually woken me up for school by now.

Throwing back the covers, I rise and head down the
hallway towards the bathroom. After using the toilet, I move to
the sink to wash my hands, and when I look in the mirror, I see
how young I am. I part my lips and one of my two front teeth
has only half-grown in.

Once I've dried my hands, I head towards the kitchen
where I gather my mum will be, making my breakfast. But
when I round the corner, 1 find the room empty. Panic
immediately rises. “Mummy,” I call out, but it sounds more
like a squeak. I get that sinking feeling in my stomach when [
get no reply.

Turning, I run down the hallway towards her room. Her
bedroom door is closed, and when I crack it open and peek
inside, I see her lying on the bed.

“Yes, baby,” she mumbles, and I feel immediate relief that
she s still alive.

I move further into the room and when my eyes adjust to
the semidarkness, I gasp. Her face is bruised and swollen and



I can see dried blood in her blonde hair and on the pillowcase.
“Mummy,” I cry as my vision becomes blurry. Its rare that I
see her in this condition. She usually cleans herself up,
covering the bruises as best she can, before collecting me from
my room.

“I'm okay, Jacinta,” she says, trying to sit up, but when
she groans in pain more tears fall. “I won't be able to walk
you to school this morning, do you think you'll be okay to walk
there on your own?”

I can count on one hand the times I've had to get myself to
school, but I've never seen her this bad before and there’s no
way I’'m leaving her here on her own.

Stepping closer to the bed, I rest my head on her chest and
sob. “Why does he hurt you like this, Mummy?” I can't
understand why. I’ve never seen bruises on the other mums at
school.

She lifts her hand, gently stroking it through my hair. “I’ll
be okay, sweetie. Please dont worry about me.” I always
worry about her, how can I not? “Do you think you’ll be able
to make yourself some breakfast?”

“Yes, I will make you something too.”

“I’'m not very hungry, but I want you to eat. Theres some
cereal in the cupboard and milk in the fridge.”

“Okay.” I lean in and place a kiss on her battered face.
Shes a nice mummy and doesn't deserve the awful things my
father does to her.

My mind is swimming as I head back to the kitchen. I know
if she stays in bed all day and is unable to do her chores, my
father will be angry when he gets home. I need to stay here so
I can help her. I don't want him to hurt her any more than he
already has, and if I'm home, I can keep an eye on her as well.

Once my breakfast is finished, I rinse my plate and spoon
in the sink and get dressed. Heading into the laundry, I grab a
bucket and take it into the bathroom. Placing it in the bathtub,
I add some warm water. 1 get a cake of soap and a clean
washer, then carry it into my mum’s room.



I put it down on the floor beside her bed. “If I help you, do
you think you’ll be able to sit up? I'm going to clean the blood

off your face.”

“Okay.” I see her bottom lip quiver as I help her sit, and
when she groans in pain, I have to fight back my own tears.

I clean her up as best I can, and by the time I'm finished,
the water in the bucket is dark pink. With my help, I manage to
strip her out of her nightdress, sliding a new one over her
head. “Let me grab a clean pillowcase.”

Dashing from the room, I get what I need. Once [’ve
removed the bloodied one and replaced it, I help her lie back
down. “Thank you,” she whispers.

“What chores do you have to do today? I want to help you
so you don 't get in trouble when Dad gets home.”

“You need to go to school.”

“I'm staying here.” I never disobey her and always do
what she asks of me, but I'm not leaving her alone.

“I need to wash your fathers work shirt. He’ll need it for
tomorrow.”

“Okay. How do I do that?”

“Place it in the machine, add a scoop of laundry powder,
turn the dial to regular wash, and press start.”

“Do you want me to wash these too?” I ask, holding up the
bloodied pillowcase and night dress.

“You can just soak them in the bucket. I'll deal with them
tomorrow.”’

While I wait for the machine to finish, I fill a glass with
water and grab two Panadol from the bathroom cupboard. 1
help my mum into a sitting position again, place the pills in
her mouth, and bring the glass of water to her lips. Thats
when I notice the tears running down her cheek.

“Dont cry, Mummy.”

“You’re such a good girl,” she says, choking on a sob. “I
don't know what 1I'd do without you. You make my life worth



living.”

“You're the best mummy in the world.” I lean in, placing a
kiss on her cheetk.

“I hate this life for you,” she cries.

)

“I hate it for you too.’

“I wish I could get you away from here, but I dont know
how. I have no money ... nowhere to go.”

When the washing is finished, I get one of the kitchen
chairs and drag it out the back door and down the three steps.
Once I’ve positioned it at the clothesline, I run back inside to
grab my fathers work clothes and the pegs. I've never hung
out washing before, but I've watched my mum do it enough to
know how it’s done.

Between chores, my day is spent lying beside my mum as
she falls in and out of a restless sleep. My eyes remain focused
on her chest, grateful it continues to rise and fall.

At lunchtime, I manage to get a few bites of a sandwich
into her, and by late afternoon, my dread starts to grow. I know
my father will be home soon.

“Mummy,” I say, gently waking her. “What can I cook for
dinner?”

“There are sausages and eggs in the fridge. Your dad likes
to have some buttered bread on the side.”

KKOkay‘ »
“Do you remember how to use the stovetop?”

“I think so.”

“Don t turn the element on too high, or you might burn the

food.”

For the next half an hour, I go back and forth between the
kitchen and my mum's room getting instructions. And when I
hear that familiar BANG! my body immediately tenses.

My hands start to shake as I use the tongs to turn the
sausages in the pan. The moment my father enters the kitchen



and sees me standing on a chair by the stove, I can tell hes
angry by the look on his face.

“Where's your fucking mother?” he screams.

“Sh-sh-shes in bed,” I stutter, frozen in fear. “She was
feeling sick, so I told her to lie down and I would cook
dinner.”

When he reaches for my arm and drags me off the chair,
I'm so frightened of what he’s going to do to me I wet my
pants. I feel my face heat with embarrassment, because I’'ve
never done that before, but my father is so angry and focused
on what he's doing that I don t think he even notices.

The way he drags me down the hallway hurts so bad, but I
don't cry out, because when my mum does, he gets angrier.
When we enter their bedroom, I can no longer hold back my
tears. I don't want him to hurt her any more than he already
has.

“Get up, you lazy fucking cunt!”” he screams, letting me go
and dragging her off the bed.

“Mummy,” I cry out, and I feel the hand that’s wrapped
around mine tighten. It’s followed by fingers lightly skimming
over my forehead. “Jaz.” 1 open my eyes and find Connor
sitting on the side of my bed. “Are you okay?” he asks.

“No ... no I’'m not,” I reply, choking on a sob.
“Come here,” he says, opening his arms.

As I cry into his chest, I know exactly what triggered that
memory ... my conversation with Blake.



Chapter 15




Mason

It’s been a week since our big move, and I finally have

everything unpacked ... our new place now looks like a
home. I still miss my old house, but I think we’ll be happy
here.

I’ve seen Connor a few times, but I’ve avoided his
apartment and his little sister like the plague. Blake has been
pestering me about seeing her again, but I’'m avoiding that as
well. I don’t like to deny my son of anything, but no good can
come from hanging around that woman.

Well, that'’s my story and I’m sticking fto it.

One blinding smile by that little temptress, and boom, she’s
got my kid under her spell too. He hasn’t even turned six yet,
and although impressionable, he’s too young to be smitten by a
girl.

I enter the kitchen and find Blake rinsing and packing his
plate and cup from breakfast into the dishwasher. He’s such a
good boy and gives me no trouble. It’s sad his mother couldn’t
see how wonderful he is, but that’s her loss, I guess.

Today 1is his first day of kindergarten, and I’'m not sure
how I feel about seeing him dressed in his school uniform. He
looks so grown up. It’s a reminder of how much of his life |
missed out on before he came to live with me, but I’'m grateful
to have him now. It’s nice to have some family again.

“Why don’t you go brush your teeth before we leave, and
I’1l get your lunch out of the fridge and pack it into your bag.”



“Okay, Dad.”

He seems excited about today; me, not so much. This
whole parent thing is still relatively new to me ... it’s been a
long time since I’ve had to worry about anyone other than
myself.

I reach into the fridge and grab the sandwiches the girls
made especially for him last night at Bridge, adding some
fruit, snacks, and a bottle of water into the bag.

“You ready to leave?” I ask when he comes bounding back
into the kitchen.

“Yes.”

After locking the front door, we head down the corridor
towards the lift. “How are you feeling? Are you nervous?”

“A little,” he replies. “I hope Braydon is in my class.”

“Even if he 1sn’t, you’ll still get to play with him at recess
and lunch.”

“I know.”

“Listen,” I say, “I called the school yesterday.” I’'m only
telling him now, because I didn’t want him to worry about it
all night ... like I did. “Your new teacher is a lady, but the
principal assured me that’s she’s really nice. Okay?”

“Do you think she’ll be as nice as Jazzie?”

I roll my eyes. Fucking Jazzie. This kid has it bad. “I bet
she’s even nicer,” I answer as we step into the lift. “You know
if you have any problems today, you can go to the office and
they’ll call me.”

“Okay, Dad.”
“Good boy,” I say, ruffling his hair.

He’s definitely taking this better than I am. I’ve been
feeling sick in my stomach ever since I picked up his school
uniform a few days ago. I’'m not sure if I’'m ready for this.

When the lift stops on the floor below ours, my first
thought is I hope it’s not Red waiting to get on. Fate being the



bitch she is, I’'m not surprised when the doors open and I find
her standing there, looking like a fucking goddess. Her long
hair is down today and draped over one shoulder. She’s
dressed in a tight, pink top that stops just above the waistband
of her body-hugging white jeans. My eyes focus on the sliver
of skin showing, and I remember all too well how soft it felt
under my touch. She has a killer body, and unfortunately, my
cock agrees.

“Jazzie,” Blake screams with such enthusiasm it echoes in
the tight space.

Leaping forward, he throws his arms around her legs, and
I’'m starting to wonder if she put some kind of potion in his
food the other day. It’s concerning. A simple offer of a cookie
and he did a complete one-eighty. It makes me anxious about
what might happen if some creep approaches him with sweets.
Will he go? That thought sets off a panic inside me. I make a
mental note to have the stranger danger talk with him tonight.

“Look how handsome you are in your little tie and jacket,”
Jacinta says to him, and I cock an eyebrow. What about me?
I’m wearing a tie and jacket too, but I get no praise. When I
clear my throat, her pretty blue eyes flicker in my direction
before skimming the length of my body. “You’re a little
overdressed for feeding the homeless don’t you think?”

The fuck!
“I see you’re jumping to conclusions again, Red.”
She lifts one shoulder. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

“I actually have a nine-to-five office job smart-arse—on
top of the hours I put in at Bridge—you know, hence the suit.”

(‘Oh 29
“Yes, oh.”

I still can’t figure out how this woman manages to push all
my buttons and arouse me at the same time.

Red turns her attention back to my son. “You’ve had your
hair cut? You look so cute.”

1've had my hair cut too, but again, that goes unnoticed.



When Blake’s cheeks turn pink, I clear my throat, tugging
at the tie around my neck. “Dad made me get it cut for my first
day of kindergarten.”

“Wow, you’re first day of big school. How exciting.”

Blake tilts his head back, making eye contact with me.
“Can Jazzie come and see my new school, Dad?”

“Maybe some other time, buddy,” I say. “I’m sure she’s
busy today.”

Her gaze flicks back to me and I discretely shake my head,
letting her know I don’t want her there. When she lifts her chin
in defiance, my eyes narrow because I can already tell she’s
going to challenge me.

“Actually, I don’t have any plans.” My brow furrows when
she gives me a smug look, and I detest that my dick is turned
on by this side of her. “I’d actually love to tag along.”

Blake seems completely oblivious to my displeasure
because he punches the air and murmurs, “Yes,” under his
breath.

I have a feeling this woman is going to be the death of me.
W

My hands are gripping the steering wheel so hard my
knuckles have turned white. I can’t even tell you why I’m so
mad. Is it because Red decided to come with us just to piss me
off, or is it because she chose to sit in the back seat with Blake
rather than ride up front with me? Either way, by the time we
arrive at the school, my blood pressure has risen to a
dangerous level.

Thanks to our tagalong, we had to take the car instead of
the bike. Which also means, I’'m going to have to drop her
back at the apartment building instead of heading straight to
work. I should make her find her own way home.

I exit the vehicle, opening the driver’s side back door first.
Jacinta gives me a strange look as she unbuckles her seat belt
and hops out. I may be pissed at her, but I’'m not a complete



arsehole. “Thank you,” she says as I close the door behind her
and walk around the back of the car to get Blake.

After I retrieve his bag from the boot, throwing it over my
shoulder, the three of us head up the hill towards the school.

Blake moves between us as we approach the front gate,
reaching for my hand first, then Jacinta’s. We share a brief
look before she turns her attention to my son. “Are you
nervous?” she asks.

“A little,” he replies.

She stops walking, crouching down to his height. “Don’t
be, okay? I know it’s scary to do new things for the first time,
but you’re going to have the best day and make lots of new
friends.”

“Do you think s0?”

“I know so,” she answers with such confidence even I
believe her.

“What if the kids don’t like me?”

“Impossible. You’re the sweetest, smartest, and cutest little
boy I know. I bet the girls in your class are going to have
cartoon hearts in their eyes when they see you.”

When he gags, I chuckle. “Braydon says that girls stink.”
“I’'m a girl? Do you think I stink?”

He leans in and inhales through his nose, and her eyes
briefly snap to me. Is she thinking about the time I sniffed her
underwear? My dick twitches at the thought. When I see the
blush climbing up her neck, I know she is.

“You smell nice,” Blake says.

She smells better than nice, and I’m not referring to her
perfume either. I still have her scrap of lace hidden in the back
of my bedside drawer. Despite wanting to, I couldn’t bring
myself to throw it away.

Her face lights up as she gently brushes her hand over his
hair, and something inside my chest cracks. She’s really good
with him, and I’m suddenly not so angry that she’s here. I try



to be present in my son’s life and give him the love and
stability he’s been missing, but that gentle feminine touch—
the one Red’s showing him now—I’m not sure if I’'m capable
of that.

The sweet look she gives him as her hands move down to
straighten his tie, has me wishing my own was crooked, just so
I could get the same treatment. She’s so focused on him she
probably wouldn’t notice anyway.

Standing to full height, she reaches for his hand again, and
Blake rewards her with a full smile ... it appears he’s the one
with cartoon hearts in his eyes.

Who knew I’d be competing with my own son for her
attention?

G ® \V S

Jacinta’s phone rings as we’re waiting in the front
quadrangle for the kindergarten teachers to come out of the
classrooms and collect their students. My eyes are glued to her
tight arse as she slides her hand into her back pocket to
retrieve it. It’s so round and peachy, and I remember all too
well what it felt like in my hands.

She looks down at the screen and nibbles on her bottom
lip. “Connor,” she says, answering the call and side-eyeing
me. “I’m sorry about your coffee, I got sidetracked.” Every
time she goes silent, I know he’s speaking, but I can’t hear
what he’s saying to her. “I ... umm ... ’m at Blake’s school
with Mason.”

“You’re with Mason!” I hear when she pulls the phone
away from her ear. It was more like a yell, so I know he’s not
happy. “Put him on.”

She gives me a sympathetic look when she passes the
phone to me. “Connor,” I say.

“Why are you hanging out with my little sister? I swear to
God if you lay one finger—"

I cut him off before he can get the rest of his words out. I
don’t want to be put in a position where I have to lie to him,



because I’ve already had more than my fingers on her. “I
wouldn’t exactly call it hanging out.”

“What would you call it then?”

“We ran into your sister in the lift earlier and Blake invited
her.” My gaze darts to Red, and she’s now chewing nervously
on her thumb nail. “If you want the honest truth, I didn’t even
want her to come with us.”

When her eyes slightly narrow, a small smile tugs at my
lips.

“What the fuck, man. Why are you being mean to my little
sister?”

“Dude,” I say. “Calm down.”

“Calm down?” he bellows. “It’s a little late for that don’t
you think? What has she ever done to you?”

I tilt my head back, staring up at the sky. What hasn’t she
done to me would be a better question? The list is extensive,
but it’s not like I can unload any of that on him. “I'm
confused, are you mad that your sister is here with me, or
because I didn’t want her to come with us?”

“Both.”
“On that note, ’'m going to put you back on to your sister.”

Without speaking another word, I pass Jacinta her phone
and shove my hands into the pockets of my trousers. My mood
has soured again ... or maybe I’m just struggling with the guilt
that’s been eating away at me ever since I found out who she
was. I never would’ve touched her if I knew, but either way,
[’m not doing this here.

“Are you okay, Dad?” Blake asks, looking up at me with
concern.

“I’'m great, buddy,” I reply, forcing out a smile.

“I promise I’d tell you if he was being mean to me, Con,” I
hear Red say, and obviously she’s lying through her teeth,
because I’'m definitely not proud of how I’ve acted towards
her since we’ve reunited. “No nothing is going on between



us.” Another lie. “Look I’ve got to go; Blake’s teacher is
coming.” And that completes her hat trick of untruths.

She ends the call without waiting for his reply, and this
time, I’m the one giving her the sympathetic look because now
we’re both entangled in this clusterfuck of deceit.

G, ¥, S
I’m feeling emotional when it’s time to say our goodbyes.
“Are you sure you’re going to be okay, bud?”
“Yeah, Dad,” Blake replies.

“If you have any problems tell the teacher and ask them to
call me.”

“Okay.”

After giving him a brief hug, I straighten. “I’ll see you at
three o’clock.”

“Are you coming too, Jazzie?” he asks, looking up at her
with hopeful eyes.

“No,” I say, answering for her. “I have to go back to the
office, so you’ll be coming with me.”

He dips his face. “But it’s boring there.”
“I’ve got to work, bud.”

“I have no plans this afternoon,” Red interjects. “I can pick

him up and take him back to my place until you finish if you
like?”

Given everything that’s happened, I don’t think it’s a good
idea, but when Blake holds his two hands in front of him, like
he’s praying, and says, “Please, Dad,” I can’t say no to him.

I exhale a long breath before responding, “Okay.”



Chapter 16




Jacinta

W e leave the school grounds in silence. Things are even

more awkward between us since the phone call from
Connor. It’s the first time I’ve ever lied to my brother, and I
feel awful for it, but there are things he’s better off not
knowing. The last thing I want is to come between his
friendship with Mason.

“Can I trust you to look after my kid and not ditch him,
like you did me?” Mason says.

“I would never, and I didn’t ditch you.”
“Really, I have video proof that you did.”

“I told you to delete that.”

“Not going to happen, Red.”

“You know what, I’ll just get an Uber home.”

“Nope,” he says, wrapping his fingers around my elbow
when I turn to walk away. “I’ll drop you off.”

“I don’t want to get in the car with you.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

“Ugh. You’re impossible.”

“Right back at ya, sweetheart.”

“Won’t you get in trouble for being late for work?”

He cocks an eyebrow. “I’m the boss, so no. The only
person I seem to be in trouble with, is your brother.”



I bow my head. “I’m sorry about that ... and for intruding
on your time with your son. I shouldn’t have come.”

“Then why did you?”

My eyes move back to him and I blow out a puff of air.
I’ve told enough lies today, so I’'m going with the truth.
“Because I knew it would annoy you.”

He chuckles at that. “You like pushing my buttons, don’t
you, Red?”

I 1ift one shoulder and grin. “Kind of.”

“I’ll admit, initially I wasn’t happy about you coming, and
not for the reason you might think, but you’re good with him,
he’s seems very taken with you.”

“As I am with him, he’s a great kid. He’s like my kindred
spirit.”

“How so0?”

“The things he went through with his mother ... I didn’t
have a great childhood either,” I admit.

“Connor told you about that?”
“No. Blake did.”

Mason’s eyes widen slightly. “He talked about her with
you?”’

“Briefly, yes.”

“Wow. Okay. He never mentions her to me. I saw firsthand
the state he was in when he came to live with me, but I can
only surmise what he went through.”

“He didn’t say much, but he told me his mother used to
lock him away in his room when she had parties. I'm
presuming for a long time because he said he was scared when
it got dark.”

“Fuck,” he says, running his fingers through his hair.
“That’s not even the worse part.”

“What else did he tell you?”



“When he was locked away, he had no access to a
bathroom and would get punished for wetting his pants. He
said she used to hit him and put him in a freezing cold shower
as punishment.”

“That bitch!”

“I know. He cried when he talked about it ... it broke my
heart.” I turn my face away from him when my eyes cloud
with tears.

“Hey,” he says, reaching out to place his hand on my arm.

“I’'m okay,” I reply, swiping my fingers under my eyes. “I
hurt for him ... it brought back a lot of things from my
childhood.”

“For what it’s worth, I’'m sorry for what you went
through.”

“My poor mum received the brunt of it ...”

“Mine too.”

My gaze snaps back to him. “Your dad was abusive?”
He clears his throat. “Yeah.”

This time I reach out and place my hand on him. “I’'m

2

SOrTY.

“Thanks,” he says, giving me a tight smile. “We’re a sad
and sorry bunch, aren’t we?”

“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, so they say.”

“Right.” We start walking again. “I’ve wanted to broach
the subject with Blake, but I’'m not sure how. I tried to get him
into therapy, but that didn’t work, he just clammed up. How
did you get him to open up?”

“I didn’t. He asked me if I had a mum and if she was nice,
and the conversation stemmed from there.”

“Fair enough. Fuck this parenting thing is hard. My
greatest fear is that ’'m going to do more damage to him.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, he seems happy and
adjusted. From what I’ve seen you’re a great father. Anyone



can see you care about him. As people we make mistakes once
and while, but I’'m sure there’s nothing you could do that
would be worse than where he’s come from.”

“Do you consider me a mistake, Red?”
“What?”
“Do you regret what we did? Me being your first?”

I feel my cheeks heat. I can’t believe he brought that up.
“Do I have to answer that?”

“Yes.”

“Do I regret you being my first? No. Do I wish it wasn’t
with my brother’s best friend? Yes.” He nods his head, but
says nothing further. We stop when we reach his car. “Are you
sure about the lift, [ honestly don’t mind calling an Uber?”

“I’m driving you home, Red.” I step towards the car and
reach for the handle of the back door. “I don’t think so,” he
says, sliding his arm around my waist and drawing my body
into his. My back is now resting against his chest, and my
breath hitches in my throat as his fingers lightly skim over the
bare skin on my stomach. “I’m not your chauftfeur ... you ride
in the front with me.”

I bite my bottom lip as his warm breath skates over my
cheek. This man makes me feel things I shouldn’t.

>G>

“Smile,” I say to Blake as we take a seat in the food court.

After clicking the photo of him holding up his milkshake, I
attach it in a text message to Mason.

Red: Blake is safe and well. He loved his first day
at school ... I'm sure he’ll fill you in when you see
him tonight. We stopped off to get a milkshake on
our way home, | hope that’s okay with you.

Mason asked for my phone number when he dropped me
off this morning, immediately citing it was because | was
picking up his son, and for no other reason. I shouldn’t have
felt disappointed by that knowledge, but I did.



We both know nothing more can come of us, even
something casual would lead to catastrophic consequences for
his friendship with Connor. Neither of us want that, but if we
can manage to stay somewhat amicable with each other, I’ll
get to keep Blake in my life.

Wolf: Thanks, Red. I'll come get him around 5.30
if that’s okay. Earlier if | can manage it.

Red: Whenever is fine. | have no plans tonight.

Wolf: You mean your crazy friend isn’t going to
take you out to find more ‘D’?

I can’t believe he just sent me that. Staying amicable with
him isn’t going to be easy.

Red: Firstly, she’s not crazy ... just a little
eccentric. Secondly, she is back in Melbourne.
Thirdly, that was a one-time thing. Fourthly, me
and any future ‘D’ | may acquire is none of your
business!

I have no plans for any future ‘D’, but he doesn’t need to
know that.

Wolf: Firstly, the jury is still out on that one.
Secondly, good, she’s a bad influence. Thirdly,
I’'m happy to hear that. Fourthly, there better not
be any ‘D’ in your future, unless it's mine.

My mouth is gaped open as I type my reply.

Red: Been there done that. And like | stated in
point number four ... it's none of your business!!!

Wolf: | can easily make it my business.
Red: How?
Wolf: | can tell Connor what you’re up to.

Red: You wouldn’t dare.



Wolf: Try me, sweetheart!
Red: You suck!

Wolf: | believe you were the one that sucked,
Red. My dick has very fond memories of sliding
between those luscious lips of yours

Why do his words have me throbbing between my legs?

Red: On that note, goodbye!

T

Blake is in the lounge room watching a kid’s movie on
Netflix, while I prep dinner. I want to have it ready so I can
feed him before Mason gets here. I even let him choose what
he wanted because I had to grab stuff from the store while we
were out anyway. That’s where I was heading this morning
when I ran into him and Mason. I was also supposed to bring
Connor back a coffee, hence why he called while we were at
the school. He was waiting for it.

Blake chose pizza—he pointed to the premade freezer
ones, but I'm going to make them from scratch—and
jellybeans for dessert. It was an odd request, but I bought him
a packet, and told him he couldn’t have any until after dinner.
He gave me a cute pout, but I managed to remain strong. |
didn’t want to do anything that may get me in trouble with his
dad. I’ve enjoyed spending the afternoon with him, and
hopefully Mason will let me do it again sometimes.

b

“Jazzie,” Blake says, coming into the kitchen. “I’m

hungry.”

“The dough is just about ready to roll, you can help me if
you like.”

“Okay,”

I’m wearing the only apron we have, so I duck into my
room and grab one of my T-shirts for him to put on over his



uniform.

Once I remove his jacket, hanging it over the back of the
chair, I undo his tie and roll up his sleeves before slipping my
tee over his head.

“Why do I gotta wear this?” he asks, scrunching up his
face.

“To keep your uniform clean.” I lead him towards the sink.
“Come wash your hands.”

“Okay, Jazzie.”

He’s such a good boy, and with every minute I spend with
him, he steals another tiny piece of my heart. All the more
reason to try and be friends with his father. I’d be crushed if |
could no longer see him.

After dragging one of the dining chairs over, I lift him up
so he is the right height. He watches me scrape the dough out
of the bowl, and onto the floured countertop, dividing it in
two.

“I’m going to teach you how to knead the dough first, then
we’ll roll it out and add the pizza toppings.”

“What’s knead mean?”

“It’s like mixing with your hands.” That’s probably the
easiest way to explain it without getting too technical.

I sprinkle some flour over the top of his ball of dough.
“Hold your hands out like this. That’s it, palms up.” He
giggles when I dust his hands with flour as well. “That’s to
help stop the dough sticking to your skin.”

“It’s all squishy,” he says, poking his finger into his ball.

“It is. Watch me do mine first, then I’ll help you with
yours.” He gives me his undivided attention. “Flatten your ball
out a bit, then fold it in half.” He copies what I do. “Now,
using this part of your hand—" I point to the heal of my palm.
“—push down,” I say before rolling it through the dough.

I bend his fingers back slightly and guide his hand down to
the dough. He laughs again as he mimics what I just did. “This



is fun,” he says.

“Now, turn your dough around, fold it in half again, then
knead.”

“You’re doing yours so fast.”

“I’ve had plenty of practice. The more you do it, the better
you’ll get.”

When someone knocks on the door, I wipe my hands on
my apron. “Keep going, I'll see who it 1s.” I’'m surprised to
find Mason standing on the other side. “You’re early.”

“My four-thirty meeting cancelled, so I thought I’d come
and get Blake.”

“Oh.”

I intake a sharp breath when he reaches out and lightly
skims his thumb over my cheek. “You had flour on your face.”

“Oh, we’re making pizzas.”

“No wonder my kid is obsessed with you.” He follows me
into the kitchen where we find Blake frowning with
concentration as he works his dough. “Hey, buddy.”

“Hi, Dad. We’re making pizzas from scraff.”
“I think you mean scratch.”

“Huh?”

“The word is scratch.”

“Like when you’re itchy.”

“Yes.”

“That’s weird.”

“Sometimes the same words have different meanings.
You’ll learn all about that at school. How was your first day?”

“Good.”
“Do you like your teacher?”
Blake shrugs. “She’s okay, but you were wrong about her.”

“How so0?”



“She’s not nicer than Jazzie.”
Of course, he’d tell his son that.

Mason clears his throat as I move back to work my own
dough. “I was just trying to ease his worry about his teacher.”

Fold.

Turn.

Knead.

I continue, completely ignoring his rationalisation.

“The pizzas should be ready in half an hour,” I say after a
brief period of awkward silence. “All the prep is done. Can
Blake stay or do you have to leave?”

“I was going to duck upstairs and have a quick shower and
change.” He clears his throat again. I’'m not sure why I find
that sexy. “You know, since I’m apparently overdressed for
feeding the homeless.”

“Uh huh,” I say, biting on my bottom lip to suppress my
grin.

“Can he stay down here while I do that?”
I keep on kneading. “Sure.”

Just as Mason turns to leave, Connor arrives. “What is
going on here?”

Great.

“We’re making pizza, Uncle Connor,” Blake states,
proudly.

My eyes dart to my brother, and his gaze moves from me
to Mason. Mason holds his hands up defensively in front of
him. “I just got here. Your sister picked Blake up from
school.”

“So, you’re not only being mean to her, you’re now using
her as a babysitter?”

“I offered,” I cut in.



“On that note I’'m leaving.” Mason stalks out of the kitchen
with Connor’s eyes fixed on him as he does.

“I’1l be keeping my eye on you, Bradley.”
“Good for you, Maloney.”

Shit. 1 need to find a way to de-escalate this and quick.
“What is your problem?” I say to Connor when I hear the front
door slam.

“My problem? I’m just sticking up for you.”

“Then don’t. ’'m not sure what’s going on in that thick
head of yours, but you need to apologise to your friend when
he returns. You’re acting like a dick.”

Blake giggles. “Jazzie said dick.”
W

“I’'m going to get changed and head to the gym,” Connor
says, rising from his chair and collecting his plate. “I need a
workout after all those carbs.” He leans down and places a soft
kiss on my hair as he passes.

I’m still mad at him, or maybe it’s betrayal I’'m feeling. He
has no clue that his concerns hold merit. All those flirty
touches and sexual innuendos Mason keeps throwing my way
have me tied up in a bundle of knots.

My brother apologised to his best friend the moment he
returned, but you could still cut the air with a knife during
dinner. Is Mason feeling it too? Because there’s no denying
this tension between the two of us. Every time I’m in his
presence, I’m left feeling all hot and bothered.

“We should get going too,” Mason says, reaching for
Blake’s plate and placing it on top of his own. “I’ve got a lot
of work to get through tonight.”

“You’re burning the candle both ends.”
“Something like that,” he chuckles as he stands.

My eyes move away from his face and down his inked
arms. He’s changed into a pale, mint-green polo and a pair of



faded jeans that are ripped at the knees. His dark-brown hair is
still wet from his shower, and don’t even get me started on
how good he smells.

I’m not sure what version I like best—the casually dressed
wolf, or the man in a suit. Because holy hell, I almost
swallowed my tongue when I got a look at him this morning
when I stepped into the lift.

Maybe if he wasn’t so good-looking, I wouldn’t be
struggling like I am. That and the fact that the more I get to
know him, the more drawn in I become. A gorgeous, doting
single father, who moonlights by feeding the homeless—
what’s not to like?

“You done?” he asks, reaching across the table for my
plate.

My gaze 1s now fixated on his big, strong hands as they
grip my plate, dwarfing it in the process. “Yes,” I breathe,
gulping air into my lungs as I try and get my radically beating
heart under control, because I know full well what those hands
feel like against my body.

“You okay?” he asks.

My eyes snap back to his, and that smug look on his face
tells me he’s aware that I’'m having impure thoughts of him.

“Yes,” I squeak as my face heats.

I move my focus to Blake as Mason rounds the table,
heading towards the kitchen, because I refuse to notice how
well his arse fills out those jeans.

“I had fun hanging out with you today.”

“Can you pick me up from school again tomorrow?”” Blake
asks.

“I have to work tomorrow, sweetie.”
(‘Oh 2

When his disappointed little face dips down to the table, I
reach for his hand. “I’ll talk to your dad when I have my next
day off and see what he says, okay?”



The moment Mason re-enters the room, Blake pounces.
“Jazzie has to work tomorrow, but can she pick me up from
school on her next day off?”

Mason’s eyes dart from his son to me. “It depends, is she
going to cook for us again?”

“Please say yes, Jazzie,” Blake begs.

“You’re holding your son ransom in exchange for a home-
cooked meal?”

“I can’t cook for shit, so I’ve got to get something out of
the deal.”

“A free babysitter isn’t enough for you?”
“Right, you’ve got a point there,” he says, chuckling.
“Is that a yes, Dad?”

“I guess it is.” Blake beams as he slides off his chair and
joins his father.

“Wait, Blake’s jacket and tie.” I cross the room and grab
them before meeting them at the door.

“Thanks,” Mason says, taking them from me and slinging
them over his arm. “And thanks again for dinner, and getting
Blake this afternoon. I owe you.”

“You might not be thanking me once you receive my
invoice,” I reply teasingly.

“You just said it was free babysitting.”
“I’ve changed my mind; it’s going to cost you.”

Leaning in slightly, with a sly grin curving his mouth, he
murmurs, “I’ll reimburse you with ‘O’s.”

I was joking, of course, but now I’m considering sending
him an invoice.



Chapter 17




Mason

I lean back in my chair and run my fingers through my hair.

It’s been a long fucking day. I love my job, but being
second-in-charge of a large and constantly expanding
company can be stressful at times. There are days I wish I was
still busting my arse down on the factory floor, but I’ve
worked hard to get to where I am now.

I was only fourteen when I first started working here. Betty
helped get me this job, and I’ve slowly worked my way up to
the top during that time. We build, distribute, and export high
performance motors, which is very labour intensive, but the
corporate side—which I’m now in charge of—although less
physical, can be equally taxing. Most nights when I leave here,
I’m mentally exhausted. I guess that’s why I get paid the big
bucks, which I can’t complain about. It allows me to afford my
current lifestyle.

Rob, the CEO and owner of this company, is in the process
of semiretirement, so I’'m practically running the place now.
He trusts me to make all the decisions when he’s not here. I’ve
been with him for almost fifteen years, and starting at the
bottom has afforded me a wealth of knowledge. I know the ins
and outs of every department.

When my phone dings on my desk, I sit forward and turn it
over to look at the screen. I smile when I see Red’s name.



Red: Just got back to your place. All good here. |
bought Blake a packet of jellybeans on the way
home. He’s currently sitting at the table taking
out all the red ones and putting them in his shirt
pocket. When | asked him what he was doing, he
said, “They are dad’s favourite ... I'm saving
them for him.” This little cutie-pie melts my damn
heart.

The smile on my face grows when I read her message.

We’ve been living in the apartment for almost a month
now and have settled into somewhat of a routine. Tuesday,
Thursday, and Friday afternoons, Blake spends here with me at
the office. Mondays and Wednesdays—1Jacinta’s days off—is
his time with her. It’s like this weird sort of shared custody, but
I’m okay with it, I trust her with him. She’s good for him, the
soft to my hard, and Blake adores her.

She watches him at my place. At first it was because of
Connor and his bad attitude, but even he seems to be okay
with her spending time with us now. He’d soon put a stop to it
if he knew the improper thoughts I’'m having of his little sister.

On the days Blake’s with her, I head straight to Bridge
from here. By the time I get home, he’s bathed, fed, and ready
for bed. I even have a hot meal waiting for me. Seeing Red in
my space, and doting on my son the way she does, only draws
me in further. It’s getting harder and harder to keep my hands
to myself ... she’s like forbidden fruit and I want to gobble her

up.

Wolf: He gets his cuteness from his dad.
Red: Hah!

Wolf: You don’t fool me, Red. | see those long
lingering looks you give me when you think I’'m
preoccupied.

Red: They’re not long lingering looks, I'm actually
plotting your murder.



I chuckle as I write my reply. She may act indifferent, but
I’m not blind. She feels the sexual tension between us. This
constant back-and-forth banter we have going on is like never-
ending foreplay, and it’s only a matter of time before one of us
snaps.

Wolf: Liar!

Red: True story. | have a list.

Wolf: | need to see this list.

Red: Not happening. | prefer the element of
surprise.

Wolf: Come on, you show me yours and I'll show
you mine.

Red: | believe we've already done that.

Wolf: I'm talking about our lists, Red. Get your
mind out of the gutter.

Red: You have a list too?

Wolf: Yes!

Red: What kind of list *Insert narrowed eyes
here*

I bark out a laugh. This woman amuses me to no end.

Wolf: A list of all the ways I’'m going to take you
next time | have you in my bed.

I don’t need to see her face to know she’s blushing. I may
have taken her innocence, but her sweetness goes bone deep.

Red: Next time? You'’re getting a little ahead of
yourself, Wolf.

Fucking wolf.



Wolf: You and | both know it’s only a matter of
time, Red. The clock is ticking.

I’m not surprised when I don’t get a reply. Little Miss
Innocent—who’s not really that innocent—would now be
blushing as red as the hoodie she was wearing the first day |
met her. I’m betting she’s wet too.

I reach beneath the desk and palm my rock-hard cock
through my trousers. Great, now I’ve got a boner, and I have a
meeting to attend in ten minutes.

Rolling back my chair, I stand, stalking towards the
bathroom in my office. I’'m going to have to take care of this
before I leave. I can’t even tell you how many times I’ve had
to bat one out to images of her sprawled out on my bed all ripe
and ready for the taking.
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I hadn’t planned on getting home this late, but we had an
incident at Bridge, so I had to wait for the police to arrive. By
the time I walk through the front door of my apartment, I’'m
not surprised to find Jacinta and Blake crashed out in front of
the television. They’re wrapped up in blankets and look like a
pair of burritos. Seeing the two of them together like this does
something to me.

If you asked me what my life was like prior to Blake, I
would’ve told you it was perfect—I was living my best life. Or
so I thought. Within a few short weeks of caring for him, I had
a complete turnaround. An epiphany you could say. I realised
the carefree partying lifestyle, and moving from one bed to the
next, had been a hollow and meaningless existence.

Despite what 1 thought, I hadn’t been happy, not even
close. The truth is I had been running. Running from a past |
can never escape. What I can do though, is break the cycle and
make sure my lineage going forward won’t have to experience
the toxic and messed-up childhood I had.

Getting used to being a parent, when I had no clue how to
be one, was a big adjustment in the beginning, but my son



changed me in ways I could never have imagined. He not only
opened my eyes and my heart, he’s also enriched my life on so
many levels.

Up until this very moment, I believed he was all I’d ever
need, but as I stand here now, staring down at the two of them
together, I’'m left wondering if there isn’t more I’m missing
out on. Is this what life would be like if I had someone else to
share it all with? The highs, lows, and everything in between.
A mother to my son ... a wife by my side. A real family unit.

As soon as that thought enters my mind, I tilt my head
back and groan. It’s that voodoo pussy of hers, I’'m sure of it,
it’s fucking with my mind. That and this permanent hard-on
I’ve been suffering since I met her.

Red is barely an adult, and way too young to be tied down
to a life like this, she hasn’t even lived yet. Besides, I swore to
myself years ago I’d never get married, and I meant it.
Nothing has changed.

Reaching down, I carefully try and lift Blake without
waking Jacinta, but the moment I raise his head from her lap,
her too-blue eyes spring open. “Hey,” she whispers, and I love
the throaty sound of her voice. It makes my cock instantly stir.
Fuck, I have it bad.

“Hey, sorry I’'m getting in so late. It’s been one of those
nights.”

“Did something happen?”
“Let me put Blake to bed and we’ll talk.”

Once he’s cradled safely in my arms, I stand to full height.
I look down and smile at his sweet face as I head towards his
room. | miss having him by my side when he’s with Red, but
I’m thankful he wasn’t at Bridge tonight. He’s finally found
his feet, and I’d hate for something like a knife-wielding
lunatic to cause him to regress.

After gently lying him down on his mattress and
untangling him from his blanket, I cover him with his quilt,
tucking him in until he’s nice and snug. I switch on his night-
light, because he’s still afraid of the dark. I grab Rex off the



shelf and place it beside him before leaning down to kiss his
forehead. We usually read a book before bed, but I’'ll make up
for it tomorrow night.

When I turn to leave the room, I’'m surprised to find Red
standing in the doorway, watching me. “You’re a good dad,”
she says as I loosen my tie and stalk towards her.

I’m surprised she doesn’t move out of my way as I
approach. I come to a stop in front of her, and she tilts her
head back to look up at me. Does she have any idea how
fucking beautiful she is?

“I try my best,” I answer.

“He’s lucky to have you.”

“Is he?”

“Yes. Why were you late?”

“A guy came into Bridge wielding a knife.”

“A knife?” she asks as her pretty eyes widen.

“He was trying to find the person who’d stolen his shoes.”
“Oh my God. Did anyone get hurt?”

“No, I helped de-escalate the situation before it got out of
hand.”

“How?”

“I gave him fifty bucks to buy some new shoes, and a bag
full of food before sending him on his way.”

“You let him go?”

“Yes.”

“But he had a knife. Someone could have got seriously
hurt.”

“He just wanted his shoes back.”

“That’s still a little extreme don’t you think. He sounds
dangerous.”

“I know what it’s like when you’re living on the streets.
Sometimes the clothes on your back are all you have.”



“I guess you’d see a lot of things being in that
environment.”

“I’ve also lived it.”

“You’ve been homeless?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“When I was thirteen.”

“You lived on the street when you were thirteen?”
“For a year.”

“A year?” she squeaks.

“It was safer than being at home.”
“Because of your dad?”

“Yes.”

“What about your mum?”

“She’d left by then.”

“She left you behind?”

Fuck, those words cut me to the core, and not for the
reason you may think. “That’s a story for another day.”
Because the truth behind her departure is something I’ve never
spoken about.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. Things could have been worse.” [ could’ve
ended up like my mother. “It brought Betty into my life.”

“Betty?”
“The founder of Bridge.”
C‘Oh"’

“She helped me get my life back on track. I owe her so
much ... Bridge was her dream, so when she passed, I had to
keep it going. You know, for her.”

“Betty died?”



“Yes. She had a massive heart attack.” Fuck, I miss her.
And I hate that she never got to meet Blake. She would’ve
loved him so much. I lift my hand and click my fingers
together. “She was here one minute, and gone the next.”

I have to turn my face away when an image of her lifeless
body lying on the kitchen floor flashes through my mind. I try
not to think about that day; it was one of the worst days of my
life, and that’s saying something considering the things I’ve
experienced.

“Oh, Mason,” Red says, placing her hand on my arm.
My eyes snap back to hers. “You called me Mason.”
“It’s your name.”

“I’ve never heard you use it before.” I stare down at her,
and the air crackles between us. So much so it has her
retreating a step. I quickly close the distance again, which has
her taking another step backwards. “I’m still going to call you
Red,” I admit.

“Of course, you are,” she replies, narrowing her eyes.
The corners of my lips tug up; I love her sass.

I continue moving forward until she has nowhere left to
go. Her back is now pressed against the wall in the hallway
outside my son’s room. My bedroom door is only a few metres
away, and the thought has all the blood in my body rushing to
my cock.

The things I want to do to her.

I place my flattened palms against the wall on either side
of her head. “What are you doing?” she asks breathlessly.

“Trapping you.”

She swallows thickly. “Why?”

“Because the wolf is hungry.”

“I made you dinner, it’s covered in the fridge.”

“I’m not hungry for food, Red.”



She draws the corner of her lip between her teeth and bites
down. I use my thumb to free it, dragging her plump bottom
lip down as I go. Fuck, I want to devour this woman.

“What are you hungry for?” she whispers.
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“We can’t.”
“Why?”
“Connor.”

“We’re both adults, Red. What you and I do behind closed
doors 1s none of Connor’s business.”

“I washed Blake’s uniform,” she deflects. “It’s hanging on
the fold-out line in the laundry.”

“Thank you. I need to pay you for your time.”

She dips her head, but I don’t miss the blush climbing her
cheeks as she does. “I don’t want your money, Mason.”

I reach for her ponytail, twisting it around my wrist. When
I tug on it slightly, bringing her gaze back to mine, I can see
the heat in her eyes. The sexual tension that’s been brewing
between us over the past month has finally hit boiling point.
She wants this just as much as I do.

“I wasn’t offering you money ... I was planning on
repaying you in a different way.”

Leaning in, I lightly brush my lips with hers. Once, twice. |
draw back slightly, but our mouths are so close we’re sharing
the same air.

“How?” she whispers.
“With ‘O’s, sweetheart.”

As much as I need to fuck this woman out of my system,
so I can get some control back, I wait for an answer because
the decision is purely hers. I"d never force her into doing
something she didn’t want to do, no matter how desperate |
am.



Instead of words, she releases a tiny whimper as her
trembling hands move up to fist the lapels of my suit jacket,
dragging me closer, I have my answer. My cock rejoices
because he knows exactly how this night is going to end.



Chapter 18




Jacinta

M ason’s hands leave the wall and skate down my back until

he’s cupping my arse. “Fuck, Red,” he groans as his
fingers dig into my flesh, dragging my body against his. I can
already feel his erection pressing into my stomach, and
knowing it’s me who’s doing that to him only makes me crave
him more.

With every passing day, my resistance has been slipping.
The chemistry between us is off the charts. All his flirty
comments and playful touches haven’t been helping. Secretly,
I’ve been obsessing about being with him like this again, but
there was no way I was going to make the first move.

My only hope is that Connor doesn’t find out what we’re
up to. Mason’s right when he says what we do behind closed
doors 1s none of my brother’s business, but the last thing I
want to do is to come between their friendship, and that’s
going to be the main issue here. Not that I’'m hooking up with
someone, but rather with whom.

When Mason’s hands slide down further, and his fingers
curl around my inner thighs, he effortlessly lifts me off the
ground. “Wrap your legs around me, Red,” he says against my
mouth.

I do as he asks, binding my ankles together behind his
back. Again, he manages to bring out my submissive side. I’'m
not sure if it’s due to my inexperience or just my willingness
to please him.



Turning, he carries me into his bedroom, kicking the door
closed behind us with his foot. When I hear the click of the
lock, my heart rate picks up. This is really happening.

He moves us over to the bed and bends to gently lay me
down, hovering over me in the process. “I’ve been dreaming
about this moment,” he says, standing to full height. “Do you
have any idea how many times I’ve jacked off to images of
you laid out on my bed?”

My eyes widen. “You have?”
“Why do you sound so surprised?”

I use my arms to push myself up into a sitting position. “I
don’t want this to change things between us.”

“What do you mean?” he asks.

“One night, that’s it. And tomorrow we go back to hating
each other.”

He arches one of his eyebrows. “Are you worried I’'m
falling in love with you, Red?”

“No,” I squeak as heat flushes my face. “I’m worried you
won’t let me spend time with your son.”

A smile tugs at his lips as he bends down, invading my
space. “Are you using me for my kid?”

“Never. I’m just taking what I’'m owed.”
“The ‘O’s?”
“Yes,” I pant. “All the ‘O’s.”

“How many do I owe you?” he asks, resting his palms on
the mattress and peppering kisses along my jawline.

“Alot.”
He chuckles against my skin. “I best get started then.”

“Before you do,” I say, placing my hand on his chest, “I
need your guarantee that on Mondays and Wednesdays Blake
will still be mine.”

“Yours?” he asks, drawing back to look at me. God, I
could easily lose myself in his exquisite chocolate-coloured



eyes. They’re like a vortex into his soul, just like his son’s.

Reaching up, I cup the side of his face with my hand. I
know I have no claim over Blake, but I love being around him,
spending time with him ... caring for him. That little boy has
stolen my heart, and I can’t lose him if things go pear-shaped.

“Promise me no matter what happens between us, you
won’t stop me from seeing him.”

“I would never do that,” he whispers, placing his lips
against mine. “I’m glad he has someone like you in his
corner.”

I thread my fingers into Mason’s hair when he guides me
back down to the mattress, covering my body with his. The
kiss he gives me is so different to the others, less frantic and
hungry. It’s sweet ... almost loving. 1 open my legs, letting
him settle in between them, and the friction it provides has me
moaning into his mouth.

“Fuck, Red,” he groans, rolling his hips forward. “I’ve
never craved anyone the way I do you.”

Our sweet kiss soon turns smouldering, and Mason’s hand
moves in between us, as he rubs me through my tights. It’s just
what I need to send me over the edge. My back arches off the
bed as I whimper into his mouth. I’ve thought about our last
time together, remembering how good he made my body feel,
but my imagination has nothing on the real thing.

“That’s one,” he says as he pulls away, moving onto his
knees and resting on his haunches. I immediately feel his loss.
“I need you naked,” he breathes. “Sit up.”

Doing as he asks, he wastes no time sliding my top over
my head and unclasping my bra. Both get tossed aside before
he shrugs out of his suit jacket. When he moves to the buttons
at the top of his dress shirt, I start at the bottom. He looks
down at me with a devilish smile when our fingers meet in the
middle.

Once we’re both naked from the waist up, he lies me back
down. He palms one of my breasts in his hand as his mouth
moves to my neck. “I’ve missed your tits,” he murmurs as he



sucks one of my nipples into his mouth. “They’re perfect, just
like you.”

The things he’s saying to me make what we’re doing
sound more than a one and done, but I push that thought from
my mind. I can only hope what we’re about to do doesn’t
change things.

After lavishing the top half of my body with attention, he
continues down south. Scooting off the end of the bed, his
hands move to the waistband of my tights. His eyes remain
locked with mine as he drags them down my legs. He moves
to my underwear next, and once they’re peeled from my body,
he bunches them up and slides them into the pocket of his
trousers. My eyes narrow. At least he didn’t smell them this
time.

“Why did you put them in your pocket?”

“If this 1s the last time I’'m going to have you, I’'m keeping
them.”

“Are you going to sniff them?”
He chuckles as he casually lifts one shoulder. “Maybe.”

“In that case I want them back, I want no part of your
depravity,” I say holding out my hand.

“Not happening, Red. They are going into my collection.”

“Collection?” I squeak, lifting up onto my elbows. “You
do this with all your conquests?”

“Just you,” he answers, grasping my ankles and spreading
my legs wide. “How are you so flexible?”

“I’m a dancer.”

“You dance?”

“Yes.”

“Will you dance for me?”

“No!”

He barks out a laugh. “Can you do the splits?”

“Yes.”



“Show me?”” he demands, letting go of my ankles. Pointing
my toes, I easily open my legs until ’'m doing the splits.
“Jesus, Red.” He immediately falls to his knees, licking a path
right up my middle. His palms come to rest on my inner
thighs, holding me in this position. His eyes move up to meet
mine as his tongue swirls around my clit. “Can I take a picture
of you like this with my phone? It will be the perfect imagery
for the next time I have to jack off.”

“Definitely not.” I can’t see his mouth, but I feel his lips
curl against my flesh.

“It was worth a try.”
“You’re depraved.”
“Only with you.”

He manoeuvres one of his thumbs to join his tongue,
skimming it back and forth a few times before slipping it
inside me. I tilt my head back and moan. I can already feel my
second orgasm building.

Releasing his hold on my legs, he replaces his thumb with
one of his thick fingers, followed closely by a second. “Oh
God,” I whimper, moving my feet onto the bed and bucking
my hips towards his face.

“Yes, fuck my fingers, Red.”

He rotates his hand, scissoring his digits as he moves them
in and out, stretching me, and it doesn’t take long before I’'m
falling over the edge for a second time.

Mason doesn’t stop until he’s drained every ounce of
pleasure from my body. “Two,” he states when he draws back
and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. I slump back
onto the bed in a sated bliss as I hear him unbuckling his belt.
“I need to be inside you.”

I watch as he swiftly stands and removes his trousers and
boxer briefs, and I run my tongue over my bottom lip when his
impressive erection springs free. He’s like sculptured
perfection.



Leaning in, he effortlessly moves me into the middle of the
bed and crawls between my spread legs. Reaching over, he
grabs a condom from his bedside drawer and wastes no time
rolling it on.

I let out a contented sigh when his body covers mine; I
love the feel of his heavy weight pinning me to the mattress.
There’s something comforting about it.

“You good?” he asks, gently sweeping a stray piece of hair
from my forehead.

“I’'m great.”
“Are you ready for another ‘O’?”
“You’ve already given me two.”

“Last time we were together I believe I gave you three ...
this time I’m striving for four.”

“Overachiever.”

“Nabh, just good at what [ do.”

“And modest.”

“Oh, sweetheart, my qualities are endless.”

“You know what they say about people who blow their
own trumpet?”’

“It’s only a matter of time before you start singing my
praises t00.”

I roll my eyes as he slides the head of his dick back and
forth through my arousal. “I hate you too much to ever do
that.”

His eyes slightly narrow before he gives me a dazzling
smile. It’s such a contradiction, I’'m left feeling confused.

“Ditto, sweetheart,” he grunts as he drives his hips forward
and buries himself deep inside me in one swift motion. I intake
a sharp breath as I’m unexpectedly stretched to capacity. Did
he just punish me for what I said? Last time, he was a lot
gentler with me. He rests his forehead against my shoulder and
groans. “Shit, Red. I may dislike you, but I think I’'m in love



with your pussy.” He draws back his hips slightly before
surging back in. It burns, but nowhere near as much as it did
the first time we had sex. “So tight ... so fucking good.”

“You did that on purpose.”

He lifts his head and stares down at me. “Did what on
purpose?” he asks, but when I see him roll his lips together to
hide his grin, I know I’m right.

“You bastard,” I say, slapping his shoulder.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replies,
feigning innocence, but when he moves his head back down to
rest on my shoulder, I feel his body shake with laughter.

“Get off me.”

That sobers him immediately. “You’re not serious?”
“Deadly.”

His face drops. “Did I hurt you?”

“What do you think? You just rammed your giant man
sausage inside me, I’'m surprised I didn’t split in two.”

“Giant man sausage?” he says as his body starts to shake
with laughter again. “You kill me, Red.”

“Sometimes I’d like to,” I retort, which only seems to
amuse him further.

[t takes a moment for him to get himself under control, but
once he does, he says, “I’m sorry.” His words are spoken with
sincerity as he leans in and peppers kisses all over my face.

I place my hands on his shoulders, pushing him back.
“Don’t grovel, it doesn’t suit you.”

There’s concern on his face as he stares down at me. “Did [
really hurt you?”

“A little.”

He starts to withdraw, but pauses before he’s fully out. “Do
you really want me to stop?”

“Yes, no ... maybe.”



My indecisiveness has a small smile tugging at his lips.
“Yes or no, Red?”

When I don’t answer him straight away, he uses his arms
to push himself up before dropping down onto the mattress
beside me.

“I hadn’t answered you yet,” I say, turning my face
towards him.

“You were taking too long.”
“What if [ wanted to keep going?”

“Have at it,” he says, moving his hand down to wrap it
around the base of his dick. I watch on in fascination as he
strokes it. “Or you can lay there and watch me finish myself
off ... totally your call.”

“I like seeing you do that, but I’'m feeling a little left out.”
He chuckles before saying, “Jump on then.”

My eyes widen. “What?”

“Ride me, Red. That way you can retain the control.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Straddle my lap and I’1l teach you.”

When he taps his free hand against his thigh, I throw one
of my legs over him. He grips my hips as his eyes rake down
my body. “If you were my girl, I think I’d have to throw all
your clothes away. This body should be illegal,” he says,
gliding his hands up my sides.

“Good thing I’'m not your girl then.”

He reaches for my ponytail, giving it a light tug. “That’s
enough of your sass, now kiss me.” I lean down and fuse our
lips. His hands make their way back to my hips, and when he
drags my body down slightly, I can feel the head of his dick
pressing against my opening. “Sink down whenever you’re
ready, babe.”

Babe?
I shouldn’t like hearing him call me that, but I do.



Raising my upper body into a sitting position, I place my
flattened palms on his chest. My attention is firmly on him as |
gradually begin to lower myself. I instantly feel the burn as
I’m again, stretched to the limit, but the pleasure far outweighs
any pain I’'m feeling. He’s so big, but thankfully, he put the
time into prepping me. There’s no way he’d fit if he didn’t.
Despite my own body wanting to react, I remain focused on
him as his eyes roll back in his head. A smile tugs at my lips
when he groans loudly as I slowly bury him further inside me.
There is something empowering about knowing it’s me that’s
making him feel this way.

Mason lies perfectly still until I’'m fully seated, giving me
a chance to adjust. Only when he thinks I’'m ready does he
coax me to move by lifting my hips slightly, then dragging
them back down. It feels different in this position, but equally
incredible.

Following his lead, I start to roll my hips, grinding my clit
against his pelvic bone with every pass. “Yes, that’s it, Red ...
fuck yes, just like that.”

The more I move, the better it feels, to the point where I
can no longer seem to get enough. Like the experienced lover
Mason is, he predicts this. His hands leave my hips, one
moving up to tweak my nipple between his fingers, and the
other circling my clit with his thumb. When his hips buck up,
perfectly syncing with mine, I fall over the edge. This orgasm
is more intense than any of the others, and I throw my head
back and moan. By the time I ride the last wave, I’'m seeing
stars.

“That was so damn hot,” he growls, lifting my body off
his.

For a moment I think we’re done, but he flips me onto my
stomach, then drags me onto my knees. He places his hand on
the back of my head, pushing it down into the pillow as he
swiftly enters me again from behind.

“When I deliver number four, I want to hear you scream
my name,” he demands.



I doubt he can achieve this ... I’'m not even sure if my
body can take another one.

He fists my ponytail, lifting my face from the pillow so I
can breathe, but my chin and upper body remain pinned to the
mattress by his clenched fist that rests between my shoulder
blades. His other hand moves back to my hip, and he grips me
so hard as he pounds into me I’'m worried he may leave
bruises. But this ... the way he’s taking me—owning my body
—may be rough, but I love it. I love it so much that I push my
hips back to meet him with every thrust. I can feel his balls
slapping against my clit every time he drives home, and if he
keeps this up, he may just get me to number four.

Everything about this moment does it for me. The grunting
noises he’s making, the way he possessively takes my body,
and how he moves inside me. I thought our first time was
perfect, but this 1s so much more it scares me. Am I going to
be able to walk away unaffected after this? I’'m not sure if
that’s possible.

His hand on my hip slides down between my legs. “I need
you to come, babe, I don’t think I can hold back much longer
... you feel too good.” When my inner muscles start to clamp
around him, he stills.

“Wolf,” I cry out. I’'m not sure if that’s the name he wanted
me to scream, but that’s all I’'m giving him.

His movements become jerky, and I can tell he’s coming
by the ferocity of his groans. My only wish is I could see his
face as he does.

When he releases me and withdraws, I flop down onto the
mattress. I’'m completely spent, but in the best possible way.

I watch him remove the condom, tying the end in a knot
and dropping it on the bedside table beside the empty foil
packet. “When I get feeling in my legs again, I’ll put it in the
bin,” he says, lying down beside me and pulling me into his
arms. He places a soft kiss on my temple, and it’s such a
tender move 1 feel tears sting the back of my eyes. “Are you
okay? I didn’t hurt you again, did 1?”
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“I don’t know what it is about you, but you bring out the
beast in me.”

“It must be all those wolf genes.”

“Fucking wolf,” he chuckles. “And by the way, that’s not
the name I was wanting to hear screamed.”

I bite my bottom lip as my eyes meet his, because I
gathered that. ““You seem to bring out my rebellious side.”

He smiles, leaning in to place his lips on mine. “Don’t ever
change, I like you just the way you are.”

Ditto.
W

I exit the bathroom once I’ve cleaned myself up and
redressed, and Mason’s eyes track my movements as I cross
the room. When I spot his boxer briefs lying on the floor near
his trousers at the end of the bed, I bend down and scoop them

up.
“What are you doing?”” he asks as I bunch them into a ball
and shove them down my top.

“My trophy,” I say, giving him a sweet smile. “It’s only
fair that I get one t0o0.”

He arches an eyebrow. “Who’s depraved now?”
“Unlike you, I’'m not going to sniff them.”

He laughs as he rises from the bed and walks towards his
dresser, retrieving and sliding into a pair of sweats. They sit
low on his hips, showcasing his perfect ‘V’. I bite my bottom
lip as my eyes scan over his defined abs. What is he doing to
me? He just gave me four orgasms and I’m already wanting
more.

“Like what you see, Red?” he asks, closing the distance
between us.

I bow my head, embarrassed that I just openly ogled him.
“I’ve seen better,” I lie.



He gently clasps my chin between his forefinger and
thumb, raising my face back to his. “When?” I just shrug
because I don’t have an answer for that. “Have you been with
other men since me?”
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“Good, keep it that way,” he says, releasing me. “Come,
I’1l walk you out.”

When I was still lying with him in the bed, he invited me
to stay over, but I said I couldn’t. I wanted to, but I think a
clean break is best. The lines between us are already blurred,
and the more we’re together like this, the harder it will be not

to catch feelings. I already like this man way more than I
should.

We both stop and turn to face each other when we reach
the front door. There’s a brief awkward silence as we stand
there and stare. “You sure you can’t stay?” he asks, raising his
hand to tenderly skim his knuckle down the side of my face.

“Positive,” I answer, even though I’d love nothing more
than to spend the night safe and snug wrapped in his arms.

“I guess I’'ll see you Wednesday then.”

“You will.”

Neither of us make a move, and I can tell by the way he’s
looking down at me that he wants to kiss me, but what we just
did won’t be happening again, so one of us need to set some
boundaries.

With that thought in mind, I take a step back and reach for
the doorknob. “I should get going.”

“Good night, Red,” he says, grasping the edge of the door
to hold it open.

“Night,” I reply, ducking under his outstretched arm.

I can feel his eyes on me as I walk down the corridor
towards the lift, but I don’t turn around. My gaze remains
forward even when I stop to press the button and wait.



When the doors finally open, I hear him call my name,
“Hey, Red.” I turn my head in his direction and find him
leaning against the doorjamb shirtless and looking all sexy.
“Dream of me.”

Thats a given.

I narrow my eyes. “Not a chance in hell,” I say, stepping
into the lift. I can still hear him laughing as the doors close
behind me.

After pressing the number for my floor, I wrap my arms
around myself. My heart feels heavy knowing I’'m going to
have to go back to pretending I hate him tomorrow.



Chapter 19




Jacinta

““T’ he room turned out great, didn’t it?” Brooke asks as we

do a walk-through to take in the finished product. “I’'m
so happy with it.”

“It looks amazing. I can’t wait to get classes underway.”
We already have a list of women eager to start.

Brooke ended up turning one of the rooms at the back of
the studio into the pole room. It’s a large space behind the
stage area that was previously used to store all the chairs and
concert props. Logan, had a few large containers craned in and
placed in the rear of the building to store all that stuff in.

Although the classes are mainly for fitness, Brooke still
thought it was more practical to give us our own private space.
She was also concerned that the smaller kids who attend her
dance classes might hurt themselves by mucking around on the
poles if they were in the main studio.

The room itself is huge, but the expansive cathedral
ceilings make it seem much larger. Every inch has been
painted a bright white, and the large wooden beams that run
from one side of the wall to the other—installed to secure the
metal poles—are stained a light oak to match the polished
floorboards.

There’s floor-to-ceiling mirrors spanning the length of one
wall, and twelve poles in total—two rows of six, each elevated
on a small stage.

“When can I start my private lessons?” Brooke asks.
“Logan is already talking about installing a pole in our



bedroom at home.”
“Okay then,” I reply as my face heats up.
“TMI?”
“Just a little,” I answer, and we both laugh.

She slips her arm through mine as we leave the room. “So
tell me, is there anyone special in your life? I mean, look at
you you’re gorgeous, you must have men falling at your feet.”

I turn my face away from her. “Not really.”

Pausing, she points her finger at me. “I know that look,
Jacinta Maloney, are you keeping secrets from me?”

My eyes widen. “What?” Am I just a bad liar, or do all
mothers come with a built-in lie detector? I can never get
anything past Mum either.

“Spill.”
“Well ... there’s this one guy.”
“Hah! I knew it. How long have you been seeing him?”’

I dip my face. “I’ve known him for a few months, but
we’re not a couple.”

“But you like him?”

I shrug. “It’s complicated.”

“He doesn’t know you like him?”

“We’ve hooked up a few times, but that’s it.”

“Sweetie,” she says, turning to face me. “You deserve
better than hookup.”

“It was only ever meant to be a one-time thing ... I never
thought I’d see him again.”

“But you did?”
“Yes, he recently turned up at my apartment.”
She gasps. “He found out where you lived?”

I wince. “No. He’s Connor’s best friend.”



“Blake’s dad?”
“Uh huh.”
“Oh shit.”

Oh shit is right. It’s been two weeks since we last hooked
up, and whenever I’'m in his presence, [ want to climb him like
a tree, and when I’m not, I can’t stop thinking about him.
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“Hi, Jacinta.”
“Hi ... umm?”

“Marissa ... I mean, Candy,” the girl standing in front of
me says, as she holds out her hand for me to shake. “Marissa is
my birth name, but Candy is going to be my stage name. Cool
huh.”

“Stage name?”

“I’m going to be a stripper,” she says, bouncing on her feet
with excitement.

“I see.”

“I’ve been a topless waitress for a year now, and the tips
are great, but I know I can make a lot more money if I'm up
on the stage.” My eyes subconsciously flicker down to her
large breasts before moving back to her pretty face. She
definitely has the goods to be in that kind of industry. “Rocco,
my boss ... the guy that owns the strip club, thinks I’ve got
what it takes to work the stage. Well, I will once I can master
that damn thing without breaking my neck.” She juts her chin
in the direction of the poles.

“It takes a bit of time, but I’'m sure you’ll get there.”

“Your pole skills are amazing,” she says. “I was in awe
watching you today.”

“Thanks.”

“Have you ever thought of stripping? You’d clean up if
you did ... I can put in a good word for you with Rocco if you
want.”



“I appreciate the offer, but I enjoy working here.”

“Fair enough. If you ever change your mind, I’'m your
girl.”

My lips curve into a smile, I like her enthusiasm. She
reminds me a lot of Cassie. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind,” 1
say, even though I know I’d never take her up on that offer. I
have nothing against strippers, it’s just not something I’d ever
feel comfortable doing.

“I was wondering if you do private lessons?”

“I’ll need to talk to my boss, but I’'m sure that can be
arranged.”

“You’re the best,” she says, throwing her arms around me
and pulling me into a crushing hug. “I’m so excited to work
with you.”

TP

I close my bedroom door and hold my phone up to my face
as I take a seat on the side of my bed. “She said she could get
me a job as a stripper,” I whisper down the line, which of
course has Cassie howling with laughter. “Hey, it’s not
unrealistic. I know how to work a pole.”
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“Jaz,” she says, looking into the camera with a straight
face. “Come on. You and I both know you’d never get up on
stage and strip for a room full of men.”

“I’ve performed on plenty of stages before.”

“Dancing to a room full of parents ... completely
different.”

“Some of them were men.”

“You were wearing clothes, and the majority were only in
attendance because their wives made them come.”

CCUgh",
“You know I’m right.”

“Whatever. So how are things going down in Melbourne?”
I ask, changing the subject.



“Don’t ask.”
“Are you still working the campaign trail with your dad?”

“I’'m in the pits of hell. The moment the cameras are off
they immediately dismiss me. I feel so used.”

“Ah, babe, I’m sorry they treat you that way.”

“I’m sick of being poked and prodded. My mum even gave
me a list to study, things I can and can’t say in public. Like I
don’t know how to act like a lady when needed? Sheesh. I
mean, at least they’re giving me attention for once, but still
...” I hate the way they treat her. Can’t they see how much she
yearns for their love? “Look what she had me wearing today.”
She walks over to her dresser and holds up a strand of pearls,
which in turn has me laughing. “It’s not funny. It’s not the type
of pearl necklace I'm used to.”

“Eww.”

“My mum said it would pair perfectly with the beige,
cashmere cardigan she bought me. Beige, Jaz.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the colour beige.”

“Right. Tell me one woman that willingly wears beige?”
“Terr1 and Bindi Irwin.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s khaki.”

“It’s beige-ish.”

“Irrelevant. They wrestle crocodiles for a living, I don’t.”
“I think they’re more into animal conservation now.”

She purses her lips. “Remind me again why we’re
friends?”

“Because you love me.”

She blows out a puff of air. “Unfortunately, I do, and I
miss you terribly. The moment my parents loosen the puppet
strings, I’m on the first flight back to Sydney.”

“Hopefully you can make it for Connor’s birthday next
weekend. I don’t want to go out with all the guys on my own.”



“Is that sexy hunk of man beef going to be there?”

“Probably. I think he’s going to ask Braydon’s dad if Blake
can spend the night there.”

“Oh, so he’ll be going back to an empty apartment all
alone at the end of the evening?”’

“I swear to God if you meddle again, I’ll definitely
smother you with a pillow this time.” The cunning smile she
gives me has me narrowing my eyes. “I mean it, Cass.”

She looks over her shoulder and calls out, “Coming,
Mother.”

“You lying cow. Your mum did not call out to you.”
“Got to go, biatch. Love you.”
“Cassie!”

“Mwah, mwah,” is the last thing I hear before she
disconnects our video call.

I flop back onto the mattress and groan as I plot her
murder in my head.



Chapter 20




Mason

I study Connor across the table as his eyes keep flicking

towards the dance floor, where his sister and her best friend
are dancing up a storm. If I’m not mistaken, that’s longing I
see in his eyes, and it’s not the first time tonight I’ve noticed.
I’m guessing it’s the same way I’ve been looking at his sister
for the past few weeks. Red and her voodoo pussy are under
my skin, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to get them
out.

“How long have Jacinta and Cassandra been friends?” I
ask.

“Since they were twelve, why?”

Interesting, the timeline fits. “Just curious.” I place my
elbows on the table, leaning forward in my seat. “Tell me
about this chick that broke your heart when you were
nineteen?”’

“What?” he answers as his gaze snaps back to mine. “How
do you know about that?”

“You told me one night when you were drunk ... and if my
memory serves me correct, you even cried into your beer like
a little girl.” I totally added that last part in.

“Fuck off I did. I was drunk, so naturally I wouldn’t have
been making much sense ... and I’ve never cried into my beer,
arsehole.”

“You sure about that?”

“What’s your problem anyway?”’



“Is 1t her?” I ask, flicking my chin towards the dance floor.
“My sister? Are you kidding me right now ... that’s sick.”

“You and I both know I'm not talking about Jacinta,
Connor. Her friend ... Cassandra?”

“Pftt. No! I think your limp monk dick is starting to eat
away at your brain cells because it’s starved of nourishment.”

I shake my head and chuckle. “My dick is plenty
nourished, cocksucker.” Thanks to your sister.

His eyes are trained away from me, staring somewhere
over my shoulder, as he takes a huge gulp of his beer. He looks
as guilty as sin, and I’m pretty sure that’s a stalling tactic.

“Speaking of cocksuckers,” he says, slamming the bottle
down onto the table, “I think that’s exactly what the birthday
boy needs.” His eyes scan the room before he rises from his
chair. “And I think I just found the perfect person to give it to
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me.

If that wasn’t deflection, I don’t know what is. I’'m even
more confident now that it was Cassandra ... his sister’s best
friend. An interesting turn of events, and information I’'m
going to store away, just in case he ever gets wind of what’s
been going on between me and Jacinta.

My eyes follow him as he walks over to a group of ladies
standing nearby. They immediately welcome him into their
fold, which doesn’t surprise me. I’ve seen him in action; he
has charisma in spades. I roll my eyes when one of the girls
laughs at something he said and he slides his hand around her
waist, drawing her closer. Sitting back from the outside
looking in, I can’t believe that was once my life. Sure, it was
fun while 1t lasted, but I don’t miss that lifestyle one bit. I now
know that the grass is truly greener on the other side.

TP

I’ve been sitting here by myself for almost an hour.
Connor’s two mates that came out with us tonight were doing
shots at the bar with some chicks ... they’ve since
disappeared. Connor is now the meat between a two-woman



sandwich on the dance floor as they grind themselves against
him. And I swear to God, if one more dude puts his grubby
hands on my girl, ’'m going to lose my shit. I can’t believe I
gave up a night with my son for this.

I’m halfway through my third beer, that’s now gone flat
and warm. I hadn’t planned on drinking much anyway. I have
to get Blake first thing in the morning, and I don’t want to be
hungover.

My attention is so hyper focused on Red, and the hypnotic
sway of her hips, I don’t even notice Connor approach the
table. “We’re going to head out,” he says, with his arms slung
over the shoulders of both girls he was dancing with. “You
want to join us?”

“I’1l pass.”
“Come on man, it’ll be like old times.”
“Not interested,” I say.

Connor turns his attention to one of the girls. “He’s a
practicing monk.”

Any other time, I’d refute that, but not in this instance.
“Eww, really?” the girl on the right says, screwing up her face.

“Yes, really,” I state. “Refraining from any kind of sexual
pleasure is a requirement of the monkhood.”

The girl on the left looks me up and down. “What a waste.
The good-looking ones are either married, gay or monks
apparently.”

The look of shock on Connor’s face is priceless. “Hey,
what am I, chopped liver?”

I can’t help it, I crack up.
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I reluctantly give the girls another hour, because Red looks
like she’s enjoying herself out there on the dance floor. She’s
also got the moves going on, so that may have something to do
with it. T keep having to slide my hand under the table to



adjust my cock in my jeans, because it’s so hard for her, it
aches.

A guy joined their circle of two about twenty minutes ago,
but he seems to have eyes for Cassandra, so I let him stay, but
when some other douche slides up behind Red and puts his
filthy hands on her hips, I draw the line.

I slam down my beer and rise from my seat. As I'm
storming towards the dance floor, I see Jacinta elbow him in
the ribs, telling him to fuck off. Thats my feisty girl. He
doesn’t seem to get the message, because by the time I reach
them, he’s still standing there.

“I believe she said fuck off.”

He immediately holds his hands up in front of him. “Sorry,
I didn’t know she was taken.” With that, he turns and walks
away.

“What are you doing?” Jacinta snaps.

“I don’t like people touching what’s mine.” Her mouth
gapes open, but I’'m surprised she doesn’t refute what I said.
“Connor has left, so I'm in charge of taking you girls home ...
lets go.”

“I think I’ll hang around a bit,” Cassandra says. “Josh and
I were just starting to get to know each other.”

“My name is Jordon,” he grumbles, making me laugh.
“I got the J right, sheesh.”

“Hmm,” he responds, shoving his hands into the pockets of
his jeans, clearly unimpressed.

“You can escort Jacinta home. I’m sure she’d love to go
for another ride on your—"

Red leaps forward and places her hand over Cassandra’s
mouth. “I swear if you say what I think you’re going to say I’ll
kill you right here ... I don’t care if there’s two thousand
eyewitnesses, 1’d happily do time for your murder.” A few
seconds later, she pulls her hand away, wiping it down the side
of her dress. “Eww, did you just lick my hand?”



“You were smudging my lipstick,” Cassandra retorts,
placing her hands on her hips.

“That’s gross.”

“I was going to say bike ... you totally overreacted.”
“You were not.”

“Prove it.”

“You were a hundred percent going to say ride on his
dick!”

I bite my knuckle between my teeth to hide my
amusement.

“Well, it’s not like you haven’t ridden it.”
Jacinta gasps. “I told you that in confidence.”

“Yeah, me and the other two thousand people in this club.”
Cassandra moves her hand around the room, gesturing to the
rest of the patrons, before placing it over her heart feigning
hurt. “I thought I was special.”

This chick is certifiably nuts, but I’ll be damned if I don’t
like her. “I can’t even with you right now, Cassandra Lewis.”

“Right back at ya, Jacinta Maloney. Come on, Jack, let’s
dance.”

“It’s Jordon.”
“Whatever.”

With that, Cassandra turns and storms away with Jordon
tailing behind her.

“Can you believe her?” Jacinta says, looking up at me.

I shrug my shoulders. “She may have been going to say
bike.”

“Ugh. Not you too.”
“It’s a possibility.”

“You really believe that?”



No, I bet my life on it she was going to say ride my dick.
“You’ve ridden on both my bike and my dick, so who knows.”

“You’re impossible,” she snaps, stomping down on my
foot.

When she turns to walk away, I quickly slide my arm
around her waist, pulling her back into my front. “Let me go,”
she says, thrashing around.

“Never,” I reply, tightening my grip. Using my free hand, |
sweep her hair out of the way and move my mouth down to
her ear. “I’'m happy to take you on a ride on my bike, or my
dick if you prefer. Your choice, Red.”

She looks at me over her shoulder with narrowed eyes.
“Did you forget we travelled here in an Uber? Your bike isn’t
even outside.”

“Oh, right,” I say as a huge smile breaks out onto my face.
“I guess my dick wins by default.”

TP

When we slide into the back of the Uber, Jacinta scoots
right over, far away from me. So of course, | move into the
middle, making sure our sides are touching. I see her staring at
me out of my peripheral vision, but I keep my attention trained
forward.

I wait until the driver pulls out into the traffic before I
make my move. My hand lifts and comes to rest on her knee
as my fingers curl around her leg.

“What are you doing?”’ Jacinta whispers.

“Something I’ve been aching to do since I saw you walk
out of your room in this dress.” I swear I almost swallowed my
fucking tongue. Thankfully, I was sitting on the edge of their
lounge with my legs spread and my arms resting on my knees,
so | was able to hide my boner. Connor was too engrossed in
Red’s friend to notice me eye-fucking his litter sister. It was
my first sign that something was going on between them.



My hand makes a path up her inner thigh, sliding under her
dress. “Mason.”

“Shh,” I say. “Just sit back and enjoy.”

I hear her intake a sharp breath when I slide my pinkie
finger inside her underwear, skimming it back and forth over
her soft flesh. A growl vibrates in the back of my throat when
she parts her legs slightly, giving me better access. Could this
woman be any more perfect?

I continue to rub against her clit, and when I slide my
finger through her slick heat, pushing it inside her, she leans
her head back into the seat and whimpers. She’s so wet for me,
my cock is throbbing.

Fuck, the things [ want to do to this woman.

I lean my face towards her. “When we get back to the
apartment complex, you’re coming home with me.”

“Okay,” she squeaks.

[ abruptly remove my hand from under her dress, and her
wide, confused eyes snap to mine. Despite what she may be
thinking, I’'m not done with her yet. Not even close. I lean
forward in my seat, shrugging out of my jacket. I give her a sly
grin when I place it over her lap. My other hand disappears
underneath. Widening her legs, I push her underwear to the
side, sliding two of my fingers deep inside her, using my
thumb to rub her clit.

She whimpers again when I suck her earlobe into my
mouth. “I own this pussy,” I whisper. “It’s mine.”

When 1 draw back, her hooded, too-blue eyes lock with
mine, and when I feel her inner muscles start to clench, I
almost blow in my pants. Leaning in, I kiss her, swallowing
her moans as she comes all over my fingers.

I don’t stop until she’s completely spent, and when I
finally remove my hand, I lift it to my mouth. Her wide eyes
watch on as I lick the two fingers that were just inside her.
“Delicious.”



Chapter 21




Jacinta

B y some miracle, we manage to keep our hands to ourselves

as we travel in the lift to Mason’s floor. The moment we
enter his apartment though, he pounces. After kicking the front
door closed with his foot, he pushes me up against it.

“I need to be inside you.”
“Here?” I ask as he pops the button on his jeans.

“Right here. I can’t wait another second. My cock has
missed your pussy, Red.” He leans his forehead against mine.
“And I’ve missed you.” Apart from tonight, I’ve only seen
him on the days I’ve had Blake, and even then, I hightailed it
out of his apartment the moment he stepped through the door.
It was safer that way. He’s even come down to our floor a few
times, so I hid in my room like a coward. “I don’t like it when
you avoid me.”

“I’'m sorry,” I say, reaching up to cup the side of his face,
because there is no point denying it.

“Don’t do it again. I need you in my life as much as Blake
does.”

Those words have tears stinging the back of my eyes,
because I need them both too. “Okay.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to take Blake out for breakfast when I pick him
up in the morning, I want you to come with us.”



I part my lips to reply, but he places his mouth over mine
before I have a chance to get the words out. Did he do that on
purpose? Was he worried I’d say no? I want to spend time with
them as well. Tomorrow is Saturday, and I don’t have work,
but it’s also the weekend, which means Connor will be home.
I’m not sure how I’m going to manage it without lying, but I’ll
think of something.

Mason’s hands move to my hips, hiking up my dress.
When he lifts me off the ground, I wrap my legs around his
waist. He doesn’t need to instruct me this time, I’'m learning.
He uses the back of the door and his upper body to hold me in
place, as he moves my underwear to the side.

“I’'m going to fuck you hard and fast against the door, and
then I’'m going to take you into my room and devour every
inch of you.”

“Umm ... okay. I have no complaints about that.”

He rests his head on my shoulder and I can feel him
shaking with laughter. “You are too adorable for your own
good, Red.”

This time when he slides inside me, he does it slowly and
with care, which I appreciate. I may no longer be a virgin, but
[’m tiny in comparison to him.

“Fuck,” he groans, seeking out my lips. “Will I ever get
my fill of you?”

I hope not, 1s my first thought, but I don’t voice that out
loud.

True to his word, after giving my body a moment to adjust,
he lets loose. Drawing all the way to the tip, before hastily
thrusting back in ... over and over again. I can’t even put into
words how good he feels.

We’re both still fully clothed, and the only sounds echoing
off the walls are Mason’s feral grunts as he viciously impales
me. And dear God, I can’t get enough of this man. Seeing him
lose control like this, is a total turn-on.

Our kiss 1s as wild as the sex, and I’'m pretty sure I’'m
going to have friction burns on my back by the time this is



over, but I really don’t care.

I’m completely blindsided when my orgasm hits me from
nowhere, and it’s the most intense one yet. I tug on Mason’s
hair and moan so loudly he stills. Ripping his mouth from
mine, he throws back his head. “That’s it, babe ... milk my
cock.” When his hips start jerking forward, pushing me further
into the door, he lets out one almighty roar. As soon as his
release is over, he rests his forehead against mine. “Are you
okay?”

“Yes,” I pant.
“That was ... animalistic.”
“It’s those wolf genes playing havoc again.”

His shoulders bob with laughter. “You say the most
random shit.”

“Yet you keep coming back for more.”

“What can I say, I’'m hooked ... maybe obsessed would be
a better word.”

“You’re obsessed with me, or my ...”
“Your what?” he asks, grinning.

“Umm ...” He cocks an eyebrow as he waits for my
answer. Shit, he’s going to make me say it again. I lean in,
placing my hand beside his ear. “My pussy,” | whisper.

He barks out a laugh. “You kill me, Red. There’s nobody
here but us, why did you have to whisper 1t?”

“I ... umm.” I feel my face heat.

“I love this,” he says, lightly skimming the tip of his finger
over my pinkened cheek. His eyes lock with mine, “Christ, I
think I may even love you.”

“What?” I screech.

“I mean ... shit, you’ve frazzled my brain. I like you, like
really like you. But love? I’ve never loved anyone before, so |
don’t even know what that feels like. I mean I loved my mum,
Betty and of course Blake.” A huge smile breaks out onto my



face. He’s rambling, and it’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen.
“But I’ve never loved anyone romantically. I don’t know what
it is with you, but I’'m hooked. I’ve tried to convince myself
that it’s your voodoo pussy messing with my head, or possibly
my monk dick.”

“Monk dick?”

“That’s what your brother calls me now because I’ve been
celibate since I got Blake.”

“Because you haven’t had time for extracurricular
activities?”

“No, because I wanted to set a better example for my son.
You’re the first woman I’ve been with in over a year.” Wow.
“Ignore me,” he says, turning his face away. “I think I'm
having a mental breakdown.”

“Hey,” I say, cupping his face and bringing it back to mine.
“You’re not having a mental breakdown; you’re just feeling
things that are new and confusing. I’ve been feeling them too.”

“You have?”

“Yes, and for the record I really like you too.”

“I thought you hated me?”

“Well, I like you more than I don’t,” I say, grinning.

“I’'m happy to hear that,” he replies, tenderly tucking my
hair behind my ear. “I know I’m completely messing up, but
what I’m trying to say is that I want to see you all the time, not
just on the days you have Blake. The last few weeks have been
hell. T could tell you were avoiding me and it was driving me
nuts. I even fabricated excuses to go to your apartment, in a
hope of catching a glimpse. Fuck, I sound like a chick.”

I dip my face. “It was a struggle to be in the same room
and not be able to touch you.”

“So, you want to see more of me too?”

“Yes.”

“I know it’s going to affect my relationship with Connor—
he’s my best friend—the only true friend I’ve had if I'm



honest, so that’s going to suck, but you’re worth it.”
“Don’t worry about Connor. I’'ll talk to him.”

[ untangle my legs from his waist, and lower myself to my
feet. That’s when I feel something running down my inner
thigh. I look down, and Mason follows my line of sight.
“Fuck,” he mumbles. “I didn’t wrap it. Shit, Jacinta, I’'m so
sorry.” That’s the first time he’s ever called me by my real
name. He takes a step backwards, clutching his head in his
hands. “This is what I mean, I can’t think straight when I’'m
around you.”

“It’s okay,” I say, trying to ease his panic. “I’m on birth
control, and I’m guessing since you have a monk dick I don’t
have to worry about an STD.”

“Monk dick,” he chuckles, stepping in and effortlessly
scooping me into his arms, bridal style. “Let’s get you in the
shower and cleaned up, so I can dirty you up again.”

[ like the sound of that.
W

The way he takes me again in the shower is different to all
the other times. He’s so loving and gentle that my head is
spinning by the time we get out. Being with him on a more
permanent basis goes against everything I believe in, but |
want this. I want him. He’s everything I never knew I needed,
and I only have to look at how he is with his son to know he’s
nothing like the monster I grew up with.

“Here,” he says, getting one of his T-shirts out of his
drawer and passing it to me. “You can sleep in this.”

As soon as he says that, the panic sets in. “I can’t stay.”
“What?”

“I ... umm—" I turn my face away as heat flames my
cheeks.

Mason steps up to me, sliding his arms around my waist.
“If you’re worried about Connor, don’t be. He left with two



women tonight. I doubt he’s even home. Tomorrow morning,
we can face him together.”

“It’s not Connor I’'m worried about.”
“Then why won’t you stay?”
“I have nightmares.”

“Is that why you always run off?” I nod. “Babe, they’re
just dreams.”

“Mine aren’t. They’re really bad. Connor says I scream in
my sleep.”

“And you think that would bother me?”
“I don’t want you to see me like that. It’s humiliating.”

“Red,” he says, cupping my face with his hands. “You’re
staying. I don’t care if you have a nightmare. Everybody
dreams.” He takes his T-shirt out of my hands, slipping it over
my head. “Come.” He leads me towards the bed, and when he
pulls back the covers, I reluctantly climb in. Once he slides in
beside me, he pulls me into his arms, wrapping me up tight.
“You are safe here with me.”

I nestle into his warmth and close my eyes, silently praying
that tonight my past doesn’t come back to haunt me.

My eyes spring open as I sit up in bed, it’s dark, but when I
take in my surroundings, the street light outside my bedroom
window illuminates the space enough that I recognise my
childhood bedroom—the one [ lived in before I moved to
Melbourne. Being back here instantly fills me with dread and
has my heart rate kicking up a notch. I look down and see
Annabelle, my baby doll, lying beside me, so I reach for her,
cradling her to my chest for comfort.

Glancing over at the clock beside my bed, I see it’s 1.52
am. At first, I’'m not sure what woke me, but then I hear it.

“Please don t hurt me,” my mum pleads.

“Shut your fucking mouth.” Whack. “I said get on your
knees. Get on your fucking knees!” my father bellows. Whack,
whack.



A few seconds later I hear a loud thud, and I can only
assume that my father managed to knock her off her feet.
Although these are sounds I'm familiar with, the ferocity of her
situation still makes me feel sick to my stomach.

Throwing back my covers, I tiptoe towards my bedroom
door. Opening it slightly, I peek through the tiny gap, and see
my parents down the end of the hallway. My mum is on her
hands and knees, and her nightdress is pulled up around her
waist. My dad is positioned behind her, his trousers are down,
and I can see his bare backside.

He's ramming himself into the back of her, really hard.
Every time he makes contact, her body jerks forward and her
head hits the adjoining wall. I don't know what he's doing to
her, but I can tell by her cries it hurts. I clutch my doll tighter
to my chest as tears fill my eyes.

“You like it when I fuck you hard?” He grabs hold of a
chunk of her long blonde hair, yanking her head back so
violently I gasp. “Answer me you fucking whore!”

A tortured whimper is her only reply.

My gaze moves to Mum's face and I notice one of her eyes
are swollen shut, and theres blood dripping from her nose.
Drip, drip, drip. I watch the droplets fall, collecting into a
small puddle on the floor by her hand. My heart hurts, I hate
seeing her like this. I sniffle, swiping the back of my hand over
my cheek to catch the tears.

Poor Mummy, I wish I was big enough to stop him.

He continues bumping into her, over and over and over
again. I want to scream out, “Stop hurting her,” but I don t.

His movements suddenly slow, and when he jerks his hips
forward, he throws his head back and makes a funny sound. 1
secretly hope those are the sounds of death, but my hopes are
dashed when he abruptly stands a few seconds later, pulling up
his pants and buckling his belt.

My mum falls into a heap on the floor, sobbing, I hate
seeing her cry. I want to give her a hug, but I'm not allowed to
leave my room when my dad is like this.



He stands there for a moment, staring down at her, and |
flinch when he draws back his foot and kicks her in the
stomach. “Useless fucking bitch,” he spits before turning and
walking away.

“Jacinta ... babe, wake up.” I bolt up in bed, and I can feel
the warm tears trickling down my face. “You were thrashing
around in your sleep,” Mason says, wrapping me securely in
his arms.

“He was raping her,” I whisper, choking on a sob.
“Who?”
“My dad. He was raping my mum.”

“Ah, babe,” he says, tightening his embrace. “It was just a
bad dream.”

“No, it wasn’t.” I turn my face towards him. “When we
first got away from him—and the nightmares started—they
centred around him finding us, but as the years went by, they
started to change. Lately, they’ve become more vivid ... so
detailed, I think they’re suppressed memories coming back to
the surface.”

Mason places his lips on the side of my head. “I’m sorry.”

“This 1s why I didn’t want to stay tonight,” I say, burying
my face in my hands. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“Hey.” He pries my fingers away. “You suffered a lot of
trauma when you were a kid, you have nothing to be
embarrassed about. None of this is your fault. If anyone can
understand that, it’s me. I have nightmares too sometimes.”

My eyes widen. “You do?”

“Yeah, mine are always about the night before my mum
left.”

“Did something happen that night?”

“Fuck,” he utters, tilting back his head to stare up at the
ceiling. “I’ve never talked about that night with anyone.”

I reach out, stroking my hand down the side of his face.
“You don’t have to talk about it if it makes you feel



uncomfortable.”

His haunted eyes move back to mine. “I think my dad
killed her.”



Chapter 22




Mason

J acinta gasps at my confession. “What?”

The fact that I’'m even talking about this with her,
speaks volumes. This is something I thought I’d take with me
to the grave.

“The night before she disappeared something happened,” 1
say as I’'m immediately transported back.

I'm just drifting off to sleep when I hear a high-pitched
scream followed by a loud thud. Leaping out of bed, I open my
bedroom door and sprint down the corridor. As I approach the
landing, I see my father standing at the top of the stairs,
staring down below.

My eyes immediately follow his line of sight, and thats
when I see her—my mother—Ilying at the base, in the foyer.
Her body is twisted in a funny position, and there’s a pool of
blood near her head.

“What did you do?” I scream as fear grips me.

My fathers gaze snaps in my direction. “Get back to your
room!” And although I'm petrified of this man, my legs don't
seem to move.

“Mum,” I call out, and when there’s no response, my
pleading eyes move back to him. “Is she okay?”

“I told you to get back to your room,” he bellows.

As soon as he starts to advance on me, I snap out of my
daze and retreat a few steps. Turning, I race down the hallway
that leads to my bedroom. I can hear the thud, thud, thud of his



heavy footsteps as he chases after me. Or maybe that'’s the
erratic beating of my heart.

Once I'm back in my room, I quickly close the door,
clicking the lock. Turning I lean my back against it, trying to
get air into my lungs. I jump when I hear him bang on the
other side. “If you come out of that room, I’ll beat your arse
so bad, you won't be able to walk for a week. You hear me
boy?”

I hate that man with every fibre of my being.

When his footsteps move away, I head towards my
wardrobe. Shoving my hanging clothes to one side, I ball up
my fist, smashing it straight through the gyprock. The hole it
leaves matches all the others. I do this often, its my way of
releasing the frustration inside me. It also helps that I imagine
its my father’s face when I do it. I'm only twelve and yet to
have a growth spurt, but when I do, he better watch out.

“Oh, my God,” Jacinta utters. “Was your mum okay?”

“I don’t know. When I woke the next morning, he told me
she’d left and it was all my fault because she didn’t want to be
my mother anymore. I never saw her again.”

“Oh, Mason,” she says, wrapping me in her arms. When I
hear her sniffle, I know she’s crying. It has me swallowing
back the lump in my throat. “Did you go to the police?”

“How could I? I was a twelve-year-old kid, and I had zero
proof that anything untoward had happened. Besides, my
father is a Supreme Court judge. He has friends in high
places.”

I’ve gone over that night, and the following day, in my
head a million times. Sometimes I wonder if it was all a bad
dream, but in my heart, I know what I saw. It hasn’t stopped
me from looking for her though. I’'m always searching ... even
all these years later.

I walked out of that house not long after my thirteenth
birthday and vowed never to return. I haven t looked back. As
daunting, and sometimes terrifying, as it was being so young



and all alone on the streets, I felt safer than I ever did under his
roof.

I have so many questions, and can only hope that one day
I’1l get the answers I’m craving.

TP

“Are you sure you want to do this right now?” Jacinta asks
as we step onto the lift, hand in hand.

“Yes. I’'m tired of hiding. He deserves to know what’s been
going on.”

Neither of us slept well. It’s not how I wanted to spend our
first full night together, but maybe now she’ll understand that
I’m just as fucked up and damaged inside as she is. We’re both
held captive by our pasts, but together, maybe our two halves
will make a whole. I can only hope.

I didn’t even get my first ever morning glory, because her
phone started blowing up. First it was Connor, then a message
came through from Cassandra. I read the exchange over her
shoulder.

Cassie: SOS baby girl, the jig is up. Connor
busted me sneaking into the apartment five
minutes ago, and when he asked where you
were, | told him in bed. Of course, | presumed it
wasn’t yours, but he didn’t ask for specifics, so
technically it wasn’t a lie. How was | to know he’d
already checked in your room? How fast can you
get down here? | can totally change my story and
say you’re downstairs paying the cab driver.
That’s plausible right?

Jazzie: It's okay, Mason and | were going to talk
to Connor today anyway. We're coming down
now.

Cassie: Oh boy, well I'm going to go and hide in
my room. You know how much | hate
confrontation.

Jazzie: Chicken!



Cassie: That’s me. Chirp, chirp.
Jazzie: That’s not the sound a chicken makes.

Cassie: And how would | know that? Just
because | sometimes wear beige doesn’t make
me an Irwin.

The last part of their message exchange got weird, but it is
Cassandra we’re talking about, but it was soon forgotten when
Connor started calling my phone. Jacinta begged me to ignore
it, but I knew it was only a matter of time before he came
banging on my door. He entrusted me to get them home safely
last night. So here we are, on our way to her apartment to face
the music ... or possibly the firing squad.

“We could lie and say nothing happened,” she says.

“No, I want this out in the open, so I’'m free to be with you
wherever and whenever I want. Besides, we live in the same
building, so there’s no plausible reason for you to just stay
over?”

“I could say I went home with a stranger. That puts you in
the clear.”

I growl at her answer, because even hypothetically, that
pisses me off. “Not happening, Red. We are in this together.
There’s no way I’'m letting you face this on your own.”

“That’s sweet.”
“I’'m glad you’re finally seeing the real me.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself, stud-muffin.”

“Again, with the compliments. I could get used to this
nicer version of you.”

“I’m always nice,” she says, playfully elbowing me.

I lean down and place my lips on her hair. “You have your
moments.”

“Are we going to tell Blake too?”



“I think we should hold off on that for now. He’s young
and fragile, I want to be sure it’s going to work before we say
something to him.”

She dips her face, staring down at her feet. “If you’re
already having doubts, maybe we should wait and see how
things go before we tell Connor too.”

“Hey,” 1 say, pulling her into my arms. “I’m not having
doubts. I want this. You still want to be with me right?”

CCYeS.7’

“Blake adores you, and I know he’d be thrilled with the
news, but just having you in our lives more, is enough for now.
It would break his heart if it didn’t work out. I’'m not implying
it won’t,” I quickly add, “but this relationship thing is new to
us both. Trust me when I say I’'m all in, but let’s just see how
things pan out before we shout it from the rooftops.”

“From the rooftops,” she says, grinning.
“Yes.”
“I look forward to seeing that.”

I chuckle, because 1 was figuratively speaking, but if
seeing me scream it from the top of our apartment complex,
when the time’s right is what she wants, then she’ll get it.

Her hand is shaking in mine by the time we reach her
apartment. “Do you want to head back to my place and let me
handle this?” I ask.

“No, like you said, we’re in this together, I’'m just worried
about hurting him. What if he gets violent with you?”

“Then I’ll deal with it.”

“Mason,” she says, turning to face me. “He’s my brother,
and I love him. Please don’t hurt him.”

“That’s not what I meant. I’'m against violence in any
form, but if he feels the need to lash out, then I’ll cop it on the
chin like a man.”

“He better not hit you,” she grumbles.



“Babe, it’s nothing I can’t handle or probably deserve.”

“You didn’t even know who I was the first time we had

2

sex.
“But I did the second, third and fourth time.”

I hear her intake a sharp breath as she fishes in her tiny bag
for her keys. Once she has them in her hand, she looks up at
me. “Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

The last thing I want is to lose my best friend over this, but
if it comes down to a choice, I’'m choosing her. This is the first
time in my life that I’ve ever contemplated exploring a
relationship with someone. From the moment I met her, 1
knew she was different, and the more I’ve gotten to know her,
the more captivated I’ve become. The fact that she loves and
adores my son is just an added bonus. The key component
here is her and the way she makes me feel. It may be foreign,
but I like it.

Jacinta walks through the door first, and I hear Connor’s
voice straight away, “Jaz, thank fuck, I’ve been going out of
my mind ...” His words die off the moment I enter behind her.
“Why are you here with my sister?”” he asks as his eyes move
from her to me. The moment the penny drops, he lunges in my
direction. “You fucking bastard.”

He draws back his fist, but Red jumps in front of him
before he gets a chance to swing. “Connor wait ... let me
explain,” she says, placing her flattened palms on his chest and
shoving him backwards.

“Explain what exactly? That someone I thought I could
trust took advantage of you?”

“Nobody took advantage of anyone,” she says.
His angry eyes move to me. “She’s my little sister.”
“That’s irrelevant,” Jacinta snaps.

“There’s a thing called the bro-code. Sisters are at the top
of that list.”



I’m pretty sure chicks have the same code, and I'm
guessing brothers are on their list too.

“I wouldn’t go there if I was you,” I say, shoving my hands
into my pockets. Maybe I should out him while we’re at it, but
that’s only going to escalate things. And I have no proof, I’'m
only acting on a hunch. What am I going to say? By the way,
Red, your brother is secretly in love with your best friend ... he
has been for years. 1 could be completely off the mark here,
but my gut tells me I’m not.

“Fuck you,” he spits, charging in my direction.

“Connor, stop!” Jacinta screams. Ignoring her, he keeps
advancing. “If you lay one finger on him, we’re going to have
issues.”

That stops him in his tracks. “We are going to have
issues?”
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“I’m defending your honour here.”
“Well don’t.”

He turns his attention back to me. “Get the fuck out of my
house.”

“If he goes, so do I,” Jacinta threatens.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Watch me,” she says, lifting her chin in defiance.
“I’1l tell Mum and Dad.”

By some miracle, I manage to hold back my laugh; he did
not just say that. “What are you five?”

Jacinta gives me a look that clearly says, ‘You're not
helping’, before focusing back on her brother. “Tell them,” she
snaps, placing her hand on her hips. “I’m twenty-one, Connor.
I’m not a little kid.”

“I can’t believe this.”

“I met him before we even knew who each other were.”

“When?”



“Remember when I told you someone ran into me outside
the gym and broke my phone?”

“I believe it was you that ran into me,” I interject.

This time when she looks at me, her eyes are narrowed. |
turn my face away and roll my lips together.

“That was you?” Connor asks.

I hold up my hands in front of me. “Like I said, she ran
into me.”

“Oh, my God,” Jacinta says, stomping down on my foot.
“Can you just be quiet and let me explain?” I clear my throat
and move my attention to the floor. “The night of my twenty-
first, was the second time—I ran into him at the Ivy. Again, |
had no idea who he was. That was the first night we slept
together.”

Oh, fuck. She had to go there.

“I’m going to kill you,” Connor declares, and this time,
he’s so quick I don’t even see it coming. His fist connects with
my jaw, almost knocking me off my feet.

“I can’t believe you did that,” Jacinta cries. “Oh, my God.
Mason, are you okay?”

“I’'m fine,” I reply when she reaches up to smooth her hand
down the side of my face. There are tears brimming in her
eyes as she does. I’ve experienced way worse than this in my
life. I remember the day I left my childhood home for the last
time, my father had beaten me so bad I was pissing blood for
almost a week, so a right hook to the jaw is nothing.

“Fuck this,” Connor spits as he turns and stalks from the
room. A few seconds later Jacinta jumps when he slams his
bedroom door closed.

“I’m so sorry,” she says.

“Don’t be.” I completely understand why he’s pissed with
me. I probably deserved more than I got.

“Do you still want me to come to breakfast with you and
Blake? I’ll understand if you don’t.”



“Go get changed,” I tell her.

I’m not going to let Connor stop me from spending time
with her. Hopefully, he’ll come around eventually; if he
doesn’t, that’s his loss.



Chapter 23




Jacinta

I had the best day with the boys, despite how shitty things

started off. After we picked up Blake, we had a late
breakfast. From there we spent a few hours at Timezone in
Haymarket, playing arcade games. It was so much fun. It was
the first time I’ve been to a place like that. I didn’t go out
much when I was a little girl.

On our way home, we called past the store and got some
groceries. It was kind of weird, because it felt so normal ... so
natural, like we were a real family. A lady in the checkout line
even told me how cute my little boy was. I know he’s not
mine, but | felt proud when she said that.

When we arrived back at the apartment building, I cooked
us all a nice dinner, and then we watched a movie. Mason
asked me to hang around until Blake went to bed, but I didn’t.
I needed to get home and try and sort out this clusterfuck with
my brother. The events of this morning lingered in the back of
my mind all day. We’ve always been close, and never fought,
so I hate that things are strained between us. Connor’s always
been protective of me, but I still feel like he crossed a line
today.

I also had to go home because Cassie’s still there and it
would be rude of me to leave her in that apartment alone any
longer than I already have. I did invite her to come with us this
morning, but she said she was tired and was going to spend the
day in bed.

My stomach is in knots as | step off the lift and walk
towards my apartment. My phone dings in my pocket before I



reach the front door.

Wolf: | miss you already. If things go south with
Connor, come back here. You can bring
Cassandra. x

I clutch my phone to my chest and sigh. Things have gone
from zero to a hundred in a blink of an eye, but ’'m excited to
see where this leads.

Red: I'll let you know how | go. xx

As soon as I enter the apartment, I find Connor sitting on
the couch. When our eyes meet, he leaps to his feet. “Can we
talk, Jaz?” I can tell by the tortured look on his face that he’s
just as traumatised by this situation as I am. I kick off my
shoes and walk straight towards him, sliding my arms around
his waist. Am I still mad that he hit Mason? Of course, but I
also understand why he did it. “I’'m so sorry,” he says,
wrapping me up in his arms and resting his chin on the top of
my head.

“It’s Mason who deserves an apology.”
“I know.”
“You overreacted.”

“I’ve had all day to think about what happened, and you’re
right. I was blindsided this morning, seeing you two together
was the last thing I expected.”

“I really like him, Con.”
“I can tell he likes you too.”

“If we’re going to be together, you need to make things
right with him.”

“T will.”
“Thank you.”
“Are we good?” he asks.

“Yes.”



“I’m always going to protect you, Jaz ... that will never
change. You’re my baby sister.”

“I’m twenty-one.”

“Irrelevant. I know you’re all grown up now, and I suppose
I’m lucky I haven’t had to worry about this kind of thing with
you until now. Imagine if Cass had an older brother ... he’d
probably be serving life in prison by now, for murder.”

We both laugh at that. “Totally.”

“All T want is you to be happy, Jaz ... I hope you know
that. And if it’s with him, then I’ll deal, as long as he treats
you right. If he doesn’t, then him and I are going to have a
problem.”

“He treats me right.”
“Good.”
“Has Cass come out of her room today?”

“Yeah. Her and I actually had a big talk after you and
Mason left.”

I draw back, looking up at him. “You guys had an actual
adult conversation?”

“I never said that,” he chuckles. “She came out guns a
blazing ... completely ripped me a new one.”

“That sounds more like it.”

“What she said helped, it got me thinking. Like me, she
just wants your happiness, at least we have that in common.”

“I’'m glad.”
“Is Mason home?”

“Yeah.”

Connor places a kiss on the top of my head. “I’m going to
go up and see him.”

“Are you going to be nice? I don’t want you two fighting
in front of Blake.”

“I’ll be nice.”



“Promise.”

“I promise.”

“Yes!” we cheer in unison when Candy perfects the current
move she’s been learning. She’s come a long way since she
first started lessons. In the beginning, she was so
uncoordinated I worried she’d never get there, but her hard
work and persistence is starting to pay off.

Cassie holds up her hand, giving Candy a high-five. She’s
been coming to work with me each day and helping me out
with my lessons. Brooke doesn’t seem to mind her being here,
and even offered her some part-time work if she was
interested. She thanked her, but politely declined, which I
can’t seem to wrap my head around. Her excuse is this stupid
peasant thing, but [ know it runs far deeper than that.

While she refuses to work for money, she’s far from lazy,
the complete opposite actually. Her room is kept immaculate,
she constantly helps me around the apartment, and works her
arse off when she’s here at the studio. She’s quite the
conundrum.

“What made you want to strip?” Cassie asks, because she
has zero filter.

“The money. It’s not something I ever saw myself doing,
but when my son was born—"

“You have a kid?”

“Yes, a little boy.” And I can tell by the way her face lights
up that she adores him. “He’s just turned three.”

“So, you need more money fo