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  Author's Note
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Dear reader, 
Just a friendly PSA: this series is based in Australia, and guess what? There are Australians in Australia. Many of us are foul-mouthed and use Aussie slang on a daily basis and this is reflected in this book. So heed my warning, all who enter here. There are a few F-bombs scattered within these pages. Don’t say I didn’t warn you! If you require clarification on any Australian terms, please reach out. I’d love to hear from you!
The Magic and Motherhood series incorporates names of real locations in Australia that are used for authenticity but fictionalized. Please ensure you do your own research if you decide to visit these landmarks. For example, at the time of publication, the Big Mango in Bowen was not privately owned in real life, but it did sell fantastic mango sorbet!
If you want to keep up to date with the latest news from me, make sure you sign up to my monthly newsletter.

https://altippett.com/latest-updates/subscribe/


Thanks for taking a trip down under with me!
A. L. Tippett






  
  Chapter one
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“Frick-a-frack-frogs-legs!” I swore as a portal opened up in front of me. 
The vertical oval of darkness on the other side of my office grew larger as I watched, a violet so dark, it was almost black. Adrenaline surged through my body as the thin tendrils encircling the portal’s edge groped towards me, threatening to caress my office desk. I grimaced when the scent of brimstone permeated my office. Even knowing the creature that was about to step through the portal, I couldn’t help my body’s natural instinct to flee from the perceived danger. But I forced myself to remain professional. Smoothing my dark hair away from my face, I took a deep breath. Placing my shaking hands on my lap, I plastered a pleasant smile on my face as the emerald demon stepped through the pulsing purple light of the vortex. 
“Gargolegmew. Always a pleasure to see you.” 
The horned creature grunted in response before folding his leathery wings tightly against his body. His black horns weren’t far off scraping against my office’s eight-foot ceiling. 
“Trix,” he rumbled in greeting and offered a slight bow, his black ponytail falling forward over his shoulder. He wasted no time in announcing his reason for visiting. “I need to lodge a claim.” 
“Of course, Garg. Please take a seat.” I gestured to the dedicated client’s seat that always sat on the other side of my desk, silently thanking whatever god was listening that, although the demon wasn’t wearing a shirt, he was at least wearing pants today. I wouldn’t need to throw the chair out. It creaked in protest as he folded his large frame into it, his hips barely squeezing between the chair’s arms. Perhaps I would need a new one after all. 
I didn’t bother with my usual offering of refreshments since demons generally employed a strict diet of raw meat and the occasional freely offered soul. I pulled up his client file on my monitor and opened his business insurance policy. 
“All righty.” I quickly scanned his schedule, the document showing his sums insured and special endorsements. “Tell me, Garg. What’s happened at the pet shop?” 
He rubbed an anxious hand across his bare pecs, drawing my gaze to his green skin and dark chest hairs. There was plenty of eye candy on offer; if you were into that sort of thing. But I was his insurance broker and refused to let his muscly chest or insanely broad shoulders distract me. I cleared my throat and pulled my gaze up to his face. His black eyes met my brown eyes, and his features crumpled into an expression of distress. 
“You know that big storm we just had?” he asked.
I nodded. The storm had hit the Queensland coast to the north of us, but even though the suburb of Maroochydore hadn’t suffered a direct hit, the heavy rain had battered the entire Sunshine Coast region for days. Thanks to the friendly water kelpies who worked with the Natural Emergency Service (NES), only one human life had been lost in the ensuing floods. “Has the shop sustained water damage?” 
“No,” he replied. A fist as large as my head pounded my desk, and I winced internally, praying the timber would hold up to the weight. “We closed for a few days while the storm raged… Well, you know how much I hate getting wet. So each day, I portalled into the shop to feed my charges. I don’t have the space in my apartment to keep the animals there; otherwise I would have brought them all home. On the third day, we lost electricity. But I couldn’t abandon them. The fish need power running to their tanks at all times; if the water isn’t kept filtered and aerated, they’ll die. But I couldn’t set my petrol generator going inside the shop because then the five kittens I have there would have perished from carbon monoxide poisoning. So I set the generator up outside and ran the cord through the gap at the bottom of the back door. But someone stole it overnight,” he howled, his voice rattling my window panes. 
I started at his outburst but managed to keep my automatic fearful reaction under wraps. My heart twisted in my chest at the greed of the human race. Because I had a strong suspicion it had been humans who had stolen from Garg. It wouldn’t be the first time man had decided to steal from a magica. It rarely happened the other way around, no matter what the zealots at the local church claimed. Gingerly placing a comforting hand on his fist, I said, “I’m so sorry this happened. Did you lose any animals?” 
He shook his horned head. “Thankfully, no. I went back to the shop first thing the next morning to check on all of my little ones and noticed the generator was gone. I had my cousin bring his in while I sorted out the shop. The electricity came back on that afternoon.” 
I typed everything the demon told me into a claim form. Turning my monitor towards Garg, I asked him to confirm that I had the details correct. He nodded an affirmation before I asked, “How many days were you closed for? I may be able to add loss of income to this claim since it was caused by the storm event.” 
He cocked his head, his black eyes squinting as he thought about it. “Four days.” 
“Okey-dokey. I’ll talk to your insurer about it, and we’ll let you know what information they ask for. The most likely items they will request is a police report number and a replacement quote for your generator. They’ll also require details of your financials if we do lodge a business interruption claim, but I’ll get back to you about that. Have you reported the incident to the police yet?” 
The demon stood up, and I flinched at the sudden change in his height. Pulling a mobile phone from his trouser pocket, he quickly tapped the screen. It looked tiny in his massive hands. “Here it is,” he murmured, his deep voice sounding like a distant thunderstorm. Sitting back down, he turned his phone towards me to show the thirteen-digit police report number. 
Flicking my eyes between his screen and mine, I quickly noted the report number. “Perfect, thanks, Garg. Were the police…okay to deal with?” 
Garg snorted at my thinly veiled question. “I initially spoke with Officer Harrow, who was ready to send me on my way without lodging a report when his superior took over. Think his name was Barracks. He was…polite enough.” 
My shoulders relaxed at the fact that at least one of the local cops was being civil. “Just giving you a heads up, even though it’s not your fault, it’s likely the insurer will charge you an excess, which is” —my eyes darted to his schedule again to confirm— “two-hundred and fifty dollars.”
Garg bowed his head in acceptance. “I understand. Thank you, Trix. I will send you the quote for a new generator and then await your advice.” 
“Thanks for coming in. But next time, maybe you could use the stairs?” 
He flashed me a terrifying grin, his sharp teeth protruding at odd angles from his gums, before standing up and weaving his hands in an intricate pattern, reopening his portal. He shrugged one shoulder and, with a mischievous wink, said, “It’s quicker this way.” 
As the demon disappeared, I dropped my head into my hands and wondered how in the heckin’ name of Hellscape’s sake I was supposed to remove the distinct scent of brimstone from my office before my next client came in. It was pointless lighting my vanilla-scented candle; there was no way it could combat this stench. Glancing at the pretty pink glass container housing my candle, I couldn’t help but smile. I rarely splurged on what I considered superfluous purchases. But there had been a musty smell in my office after the last wet season so I’d decided to treat myself for once. It would be nice to buy things for myself more often, but I simply couldn’t afford it. I’d already spent the leftover money from this month’s pay on my daughter’s fifteenth birthday party. It had been a simple outing to the movies with two of her friends but she didn’t mind. My sweet girl never minded. Pulling myself out of my reverie, I checked my clock and groaned. The next client was due in ten minutes. There was no way I’d get the smell out by then. But I was saved by the bell. Or rather, by my boss opening my door and sneezing. 
“Ugh. Did Garg come by unannounced?” Fiona wrinkled her nose.
I offered a wry grin. “How could you tell?” 
In response, Fiona made a melodramatic gagging sound before turning my ceiling fan on high and striding to my window to slide it open. The bright blue pantsuit she was wearing made a bold statement. Precisely what that statement was, I wasn’t entirely sure. I didn’t speak clothes. 
“Mrs Hinschen had to cancel,” she announced. “So according to your calendar, you’re free of appointments for the afternoon. But I need you to pull up the monthly report, memorise the figures, and present it to Woodsy after work.” 
I whimpered. “Not Woodsy!” The man was insufferable. Arrogant and rude, he thought the sun shone out of his…bottom. We had to endure his company at the monthly meetings, and every now and then he’d swing into the office and surprise us. If Woodsy brought everyone a coffee, he seemed to expect something in return; not that any of us gave into his piggish ways. His lustful gaze followed anything that wore a bra, including myself. I didn’t use the word “hate” very often, but I’d make an exception for him.
Fiona’s mouth twisted in sympathy. “I know. He’s not my favourite person either. But as much as I don’t like it, he is the director of the business and the only reason we get paid. Meet him at Murphy’s Bar if you like. Take the company card.” She pulled the credit card seemingly out of thin air and presented it to me with a flourish. I didn’t take it, instead studying her form-fitting ensemble, trying to figure out where she’d hidden the rectangular piece of plastic. “You’ll be in a public space, so he won’t say or do anything too foolish; plus you get to have some alcohol and maybe relax a little. Have some fun for a change.” She gave the card in her hand a wobble, the name on the card, Maroochydore Mundane and Magica Insurance Brokers, shining in silver. 
My brain worked furiously, desperately trying to figure out how I could get out of the meeting when I realised I had a legitimate excuse. “I’m sorry, Fi, but I can’t. I have parent-teacher interviews tonight. I have to leave right on five o’clock if I’m going to pick up Millie from netball practise and make it back to the school in time. Training is over at the Maroochydore Netball Courts and it will take me at least twenty minutes to get her back to school.” 
Her brows pulled together before her shoulders dropped in defeat. She returned the credit card to her clothing, and I still managed to miss where it was hidden. 
Did that thing have hidden pockets? I was flat out finding any clothes with real pockets, let alone a stylish pantsuit with hidden ones. 
Fi raked her fingers through her black hair, being careful not to mess up her styled pixie cut before returning to her standard power pose. “That’s okay. I’ll do it. Send me the figures, please.” 
“Sorry, Fiona. I could maybe do it another night…” I detested the idea of spending time with Woodsy but hated the idea of disappointing Fiona more. 
She reached over my desk and squeezed my hand. With a smile that lit up the room, she said, “It’s fine, Trix. Your family is your priority, and I can respect that. Woodsy has asked for the figures today, so I’ll make sure he gets them. Don’t stress, lovely. You know I’ve always got your back.” 






  
  Chapter two
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With no other clients booked and my renewals up to date, I didn’t have too much to do before close of business. I sent through the sales figures for the month to Fiona with a brief overview. Then all I had left to do was lodge Gargolegmew’s claim and check if there were any new emails that required urgent action. Before I summoned the energy to do one last push of focus, I stared at the white walls of my office. Aside from a small succulent in a purple glazed pot, my vanilla candle, and a framed photo of Millie on my desk, the only other decoration was a painting of the beach Fiona had hung on the wall before I’d started working here. It made me feel oddly calm when I looked at it for long enough. I could almost hear the gentle rush of the waves. Added to the view of an actual palm tree in the garden out of my office window, it lent my office a relaxed vibe. For a moment, I allowed myself to dream about spending a day at the beach. A whole day to myself. What a wonderous thing that would be. 
Giving myself a shake, I reproached my wayward imagination. I didn’t need time to myself. I had Millie. I might be a single parent, but Millie was the best thing that had ever happened to me. I didn’t need alone time to be happy. I returned my attention to my computer and emailed the claim form to the insurer. With an ease that only comes from doing the same action many times on repeat over the years, I swiftly created a claim file on our system, wrote up the progress notes, and saved a copy of the claim form. I made a reminder on my calendar to follow them up in two business days for an update. As the afternoon drew to a close, my focus flagged. Flicking back to my Inbox, I stared blankly at the eleven new emails that had come through while I was in my appointment with Garg. 
To distract myself, I rolled Gargolegmew’s name around my tongue. His nickname almost sounded like a noise I’d make cleaning my teeth, but friendly as the demon was, I daren’t ever tell him that. One never knew what joke would offend a resident of the Hellscape, an alternative dimension that housed the dark magicas. Much to the confusion of some bigoted humans, not all dark magicas were inherently evil, as proven by Garg. Thankfully, mankind didn’t have access to the Hellscape; otherwise the demons would have nowhere safe to run when the going got tough on Earth. Although, was Garg really a resident there anymore? He lived here now, caring for his animals. Which made me wonder whether he had access to his full demonic power since he no longer lived in his home dimension. Did their magic die if they stayed up here for too long? I wasn’t brave enough to ask him. 
I gave myself a stern talking to. This was no time for procrastination. The more tasks I finished this afternoon, the less I had to work on tomorrow. Which would mean I could have a relaxing Friday to ease into the weekend. I took a long drink from my water bottle, managed to drop the lid, and in my scurry to grab it from under the desk, knocked over my water bottle and hit my head on the desk leg as I tried to save it. 
“Cackle a kookaburra and cook a kangaroo!” I flung out my version of a swear word along with a yelp of pain, holding my throbbing head. Scrambling up, I raced into the office kitchenette and grabbed a hand towel. Scooting back under my desk, being careful to avoid taking out any more furniture with my head, I soaked up the spill. I was clumsy. Always had been since before I could remember. Growing up, my mother often used to tell me I had a hard head. Whenever I ran into a stationary object, like now, she would never check if I was okay, instead asking if the offending item was still in one piece. 
Cheers, Mum. Nothing like some maternal ribbing to keep your ego in check. 
Luckily, my bottle had been less than half full, and it had avoided watering my desktop’s tower. Muttering to myself, I stood and stretched, sucking in some deep breaths before settling back into my chair. I clicked the first unread email, giving it a quick scan. It was just an insurer sending a bulk email to their subscribers to let them know about an upcoming seminar on cyber insurance in Brisbane. Delete. 
The next email was from Nicole, our receptionist and my best friend. She was a couple of years older than me, with no children of her own, but she welcomed the title of Aunty from my daughter. Blonde, tanned, fit, and blue-eyed, she was the epitome of what the rest of the world thought Australians looked like. Nicole was always ready for a laugh and a drink but had also stayed with me through some pretty tough times. 
Her email said Woodsy had called, asking what I drank so he could have it ready for me. She also added a personal comment with some derogatory profanities mentioning his unmentionables that, while I wouldn’t be repeating out loud, made me snicker. I wasn’t really clear on why Fiona put up with Nicole’s cheekiness in her message-taking emails, but I thought Fi secretly enjoyed the break from the constant professionalism she had to endure from everyone else in the industry. Nicole made work fun. And she was always polite in front of the clients, at least. 
I wrinkled my nose at the message from Woodsy and forwarded it to Fiona. 
[Here, you can let Woodsy know what you’re drinking since I won’t be taking that meeting now. (Thanks again, by the way.)] I was so grateful that I didn’t need to meet up with that tosspot. Not today, anyway.
Her response was quick in coming, [Gee, thanks. Can’t wait to have a few bevvies with that wanker… not. Don’t tell him I said that.]
I snorted. As if I would. 
Deleting that email chain, I moved onto the next one. An update from the insurer on another client’s claim. Patrick’s car had been vandalised by a gang of pixies, and the assessor had seen the damage now and approved the repairs. I rolled my eyes. 
Bet Patrick would add a protection ward to the car once it was back from the shop. 
Protection wards cost less than his excess; plus I could guarantee his renewal premium would be increasing if he didn’t invest in one. I told him last year to buy a protection ward when he first took out the policy. 
But had he listened? No. Of course not. They never did the first time I recommended it. Oh well, live and learn, I guess. 
I glanced at the clock above my desk. Only half an hour until I could finish for the day. I quickly called Patrick, but it went straight to voicemail. I left a message letting him know to contact the repairer to book his car in at a time that suited him. 
Two more emails were updates on claims that didn’t require any action from me other than updating the notes in our system, and the next was a client letting us know she’d finally paid her home insurance renewal. I forwarded that one on to accounting. The insurer had been threatening cancellation of the policy for a week now due to non-payment. 
The next email made me pause. It was a message from the Australian Insurance Company’s state manager advising of a position as an insurance assessor through the independent assessing company, MagicAssess. One of their assessors specialising in magica claims who was based on the Sunshine Coast was seeking an assistant to train up to be a qualified assessor. 
My eyes widened at the base pay rate on offer. I knew assessors were well paid, but I had no idea the starting rate for their assistant would be so high. Way more than what I earned as a fully qualified broker. 
I’d only ever worked as an insurance broker so I didn’t know the intricate details of their work, but what I did know was that an insurance assessor’s job was quite different to mine. As a broker, I was just the middleman. I requested quotes from different insurers, arranged cover, and lodged claims on my client’s behalf. It involved plenty of sitting at my desk on the phone and responding to emails. 
Meanwhile, assessors were a lot more hands on. Their job was to work with the client who was lodging the claim to ensure they were getting the maximum compensation from the insurer. They still wrote reports but they actually went out to the property or vehicle that was involved in the claim and investigated. Sometimes they even worked with the police or fire service to dig into the real reason for the incident. Since magical creatures had revealed themselves to the world a little over three decades ago, their job had gotten a whole heck of a lot trickier. 
How do assessors tell if a fire was caused by a human with a match, or by a dragon with a nasty cough? 
I scanned the information and, for a moment, imagined what that amount of money would do for my family. I could finally afford to buy a whole new set of tyres for the car and upgrade my wards around the house. Millie could wear new school uniforms that actually fit her. She could go on any school camps she wanted without me having to pick and choose which ones we could afford. And if I did a good job as an assistant and studied hard, maybe one day I could be an assessor myself. Who knew how much I could earn then! Maybe I could take Millie on an overseas holiday to England like we’d always talked about. My heart bloomed at the thought. She’d love that. 
I yanked myself back from the daydream abruptly. There was no use imagining the kind of life we could lead with more money. I wouldn’t abandon Fiona and the team here. And anyway, the chances of me getting the job were slim to none. I scanned over the rest of the email that detailed the recommended skills the applicants should have, which included working with non-verbal magicas. I didn’t have any experience in the role itself, and only had a small amount of knowledge when it came to working with wild magicas. In my late teens, before I had Millie, I’d back-packed around Central and South America with my ex. At one stage, we worked with a small conservation group to save the endangered blue-ringed kraken. Together, we’d scuba dived down into their nest in the Great Blue Hole of Belize and collected their eggs, returning them to the incubator. We’d successfully saved dozens of kraken larvals. Regardless of that experience, the last dot point caught my eye. 
Competent in archery and swordsmanship.
I barked a laugh. Were they joking? Had they accidentally copied and pasted that from somewhere else? It wouldn’t be the strangest mistake I’d seen in the insurance world, but it did seem particularly odd. In an age of guns and wards, no one used swords and arrows anymore. Did they?
Fiona poked her head around my door. “What are you chuckling about? I’m reading through the latest policy updates from MoonCorp, and it’s hell. I need a giggle.” 
I pointed at my screen. “I was just reading the email from the Australian Insurance Company about the assessor’s assistant job.” 
She shot me a strange look and quirked an eyebrow. “Are you thinking of leaving me, Trix?” 
I blushed and looked down. “No, not really. But you know how it is when your imagination gets away from you. I was thinking how nice it would be to have that much money, but the last line of the requirements made me laugh.” I quoted it to her. 
She snorted in amusement before saying, “Well, insurance assessors do need some basic combat training just in case.” 
“Just in case? In case of what?”
Fiona shrugged. “It’s true that a large part of their job is just interviewing claimants and writing reports. I don’t know the precise details since I’ve never worked in assessing, but I’ve heard that occasionally, the creature that caused the damage hangs around. Assessors need to be prepared to battle it if necessary.” 
“Firecrackers! I never even thought of that.” I shuddered, my dreams of being an assessor flying out the window. I might have spent my late teens swimming with giant sea creatures but that didn’t mean I was still that brave now that I was in my mid-thirties. Age and responsibility had made me risk averse. I had to think about what was best for Millie.
Fiona burst out laughing then. “I’m just imagining you and your insane need to not swear, in the midst of battle, yelping about mother trucking monsters.” 
I crossed my arms in mock offence and leaned back in my chair. It rolled away from the desk with my movement, putting me off balance and ruining the effect I was going for. I recovered quickly and announced primly, “Just because you’re a part of the uncouth youth of today who can’t keep the ‘F’ word out of their mouths, doesn’t mean I have to join the ranks. Swearing is the sign of a small mind,” I sniffed. “Besides, my cusses are way more fun.”
Fi sniggered at me before turning serious. Taking a step closer to my desk, she said, “Just so you know, if you ever did decide to move on, you know I would give you a glowing reference. Don’t be afraid to put my number on your résumé.” She tossed a glance over her shoulder and lowered her voice. “Though I hope I don’t lose my best employee anytime soon.” 
I blinked in surprise at her declaration. “Thanks, Fi. I really appreciate that.”
She shrugged my gratitude off, checked her phone, cursed, and abruptly changed the subject. “By the way, I got your email with the report for Woodsy, thanks, but I haven’t had a chance to read through the whole thing yet. Is there anything important I need to bring up with him? 
“Nothing urgent, but I included a summary of the major points from the commission reports for you. It’s in the second tab on the spreadsheet.”
“Oh! You’re on the ball. As always. Thanks. Sorry, I didn’t even notice the second tab. I’ve been so focussed on reading through the changes to the MoonCorp policy wording that my brain has turned to mush.” She pointed at the door. “Your work here is done. Off you trot.” 
I glanced at the clock. “But it’s not five yet,” I countered. 
“It’s close enough. And I’m the boss. So it’s my decision.” She winked. 
“Are you sure, Fi?” I bit my lip and glanced at my computer. “There’s still a few emails I haven’t read…” 
She waved a hand, sweeping my feeble protests away. “Give them a quick scan if you must. If there’s nothing urgent, just sort them out tomorrow.” “Okey-dokey then. Thanks, Fi! I owe you.”
She shrugged. “All good, lovely. All the best with the teachers tonight!” Fiona gave me a double-thumbs up before returning to her office. 
The business was going well; that should cheer Woodsy up enough to avoid him turning sour about not getting to harass me for the evening. The guy couldn’t take no for an answer. My nose wrinkled involuntarily as I thought of that sleazeball. I’d rather hang with Garg than that jerk. When you’d rather go on a date with a demon named Gargolegmew than have one drink with a human male, you knew things were pretty dire. 
Using the dribble of water that was still left in my bottle, I watered my potted succulent. Unfortunately, I did not have a green thumb. Nicole had given the plant to me in the hopes I would manage to keep it alive since they were so hardy. Alas, it seemed I either watered it too much or not enough, and it constantly looked on the verge of giving up its tenacious hold on life. 
“Sorry, Heather. You know I try my best.” Yes, I’d named my plant. It was a totally normal thing to do. I’d read that plants liked being talked to. I had to try everything I could to keep it away from death’s door. I needed at least one win in life. 






  
  Chapter three
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I shut my office door behind me and turned to face the small alcove in the wall beside the door frame. I placed my hand over the blue crystal nestled in the recess. A small surge of light flickered from beneath my palm as the protection ward activated. It would still allow employees with clearance to enter my room but should stop any undesirables from both the magical and mundane community from breaking in. 
Walking down the hall towards the front door, I called out a farewell to my colleagues. Tim gave me a friendly wave as I passed his office door. He was a wizard with commercial insurance…quite literally. His mother was a human, but his father was a wizard on the Inter-Magical Community Council. His knowledge of both sides was so helpful to the office. Contrary to the old movies’ portrayals of wizards from before the Spark, there were no pointy hats or flowing robes here. He was just an average-looking thirty-something-year-old guy with mousy blond hair and a soft gut. 
In contrast, I received a curt nod from Shirlene in response to my farewell. She looked pointedly at her clock, making me flush. I didn’t bother explaining that Fi had let me go early. The last thing I needed was to give Shirlene any more proof that I was one of Fi’s favourites. Like me, Shirlene was a human but she was in her late fifties. She was good at her job but, like many of the older generation, had struggled with embracing the magical community. 
Around thirty-five years ago, shortly before I was born, the magical creatures of our world had revealed themselves to the human race, resulting in what we called the Spark. Even though it had been more than three decades, many older people, and some younger ones with strict family beliefs, hadn’t come to terms with accepting magicas as part of our society. I’d grown up with them as part of my life but still saw the frequent exclusion and prejudice from our community. 
I shrugged off Shirlene’s frostiness; it was par for the course. While she sucked up to Fiona and laughed too loudly at Tim’s jokes, she wasn’t particularly friendly with either myself or Nicole. Speaking of the wild blonde, I forced myself to hide a snigger behind my hand as I approached her desk from behind. Nicole’s desk was the first thing clients saw when they entered Maroochydore Mundane and Magica Insurance Brokers. But when there wasn’t anyone around, Nic would often turn music on while she entertained herself playing card games on her computer. I’d never commented on Nicole’s pathological need to play solitaire on company time and, so far, neither had Fi. So long as the work got done on time, Fiona wasn’t a super strict boss. That’s part of the reason we loved working for her. If it wasn’t for Woodsy, Shirlene’s attitude, and the distinctly average pay rate, it would almost be the perfect job. I stepped behind Nicole’s chair and gave her shoulders a quick squeeze. 
“Fi has let me off early. I’ll see you in the morning!” I announced cheerily. 
“Good luck at the interviews tonight! Try not to stress, I’m sure it will all be good news. And make sure you check out the ass on that delicious Mr Jones for me.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. 
I sighed. “I told you once that he was good looking. I didn’t say he was delicious.“ I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not hitting on my daughter’s vice principal and I am definitely not checking out anyone’s buttocks, thank you very much! Not even for you.” 
Nicole leaned back in her chair and sighed dramatically. “He likes you.“ She’d drawled the word like as if we were highschoolers ourselves. “You’d better make a move on him before one of the other vultures – I mean mums – do.”
I rolled my eyes. “Nic! You know I’m not ready to date again.” 
“You’ll never be ready,” she muttered under her breath. 
I shot her a glare and opened my mouth to retaliate, but she interrupted with an abrupt change of subject.
“Are we still on for the movies tomorrow night?” she asked with a quirked eyebrow.
I smacked my forehead. “Oh! I almost forgot. But yeah, sure, so long as I can find someone to stay with Millie.” 
“You know, Millie is probably old enough now to look after herself for a few hours.” 
I chewed my lip. “She’s only fifteen…” 
“Precisely. I was making my own meals at ten.” 
“No offence, Nicole, but maybe your childhood isn’t the prime example of child-rearing tips.”
Instead of taking offence like some would, Nicole simply burst out laughing. “That’s fair!” 
I flashed a grin at my friend’s laid-back manner before glancing at the time on my phone. “I’d better get going before I end up late picking up Millie from netball practise.” 
“Oh, yeah! She practises on Thursdays and competes on Saturdays, right? Tell Millie that Aunty Nicole wishes her good luck at the game on the weekend. And if it’s looking like the other team will win, tell her to squash some toes. Or break their fingers…whatever’s in range.” 
“Nicole! She can’t do that! And she would never.” 
Nicole gave a nonchalant shrug. “Well, sometimes you’ve got to step on some toes to get to the top. Weren’t you ever told that as a kid?” 
“No!” 
“Ah, yes. And we’ve segued neatly back to my dodgy childhood. All right, get going, woman, before you’re late – or worse, we take a deep dive into my inner child’s trauma.” She made an impatient shooing motion with her hands. 
I blew her a kiss as I stepped out of the office. It was a warm day for August, but being the tail-end of winter in Queensland, it wasn’t too humid yet, thankfully. That would all change in a few months. A breeze blew off the Pacific Ocean and carried the scent of the sea air with it. I breathed deeply, paralysed for a moment as it brought back memories of my time in Belize, before making a beeline for my car. Hopping into my trusty silver Commodore, I rolled the window down, forgoing the air-con this time. 
Merging smoothly into the afternoon traffic, I sent a silent thanks to Fi for letting me go early. I’d forgotten about the extra traffic on a Thursday afternoon, with everyone rushing to the shops to take advantage of late-night shopping. I prided myself on being a very capable driver, but you never knew what other dingle-berries were on the road. I kept a close eye on a hatchback in front of me that was weaving across lanes erratically. 
I breathed a sigh of relief at the next intersection as they turned right, mounting the kerb as they did so, while I continued straight. I was grateful to have avoided an accident with that particular dingle-berry but still had to give myself a little shake. Anxiety clawed in my gut; life was so uncertain. It could change in the blink of an eye. 
Tearing my focus away from the fragility of my mortality, I made my way to the netball courts. Even though the carpark was massive, finding a park here on game day was a talent in itself, but it didn’t take me too long to find a spot during the week. Bushland bordered the western perimeter of the Maroochydore Netball Courts, while a six-foot wire fence separated the rest of the grounds from industrial sheds. I walked into the clubhouse and checked the posting. Matilda’s team, the Maroochydore Minotaurs, were practising on court four today and would be taking on the Mooloolaba Munchkins on Saturday. Despite their unassuming name, the Munchkins were a strong team. Millie and the girls would be hard-pressed to beat them. 
It had been tricky since the world had found out magic was real. Some of the questions the Australian Netball Association had faced had included: could magicas play in human teams? Wouldn’t that give an unfair advantage to teams with more magicas than humans? Should they have their own nationally recognised association so only magicas could play against magicas? But that idea came with its own problems; not all the magical creatures were equal. A team made up of winged magicas like fairies would have an advantage over a team of squat, non-winged brownies. Thankfully, the Australian Netball Association had decided to become more inclusive. Magicas could play on human teams under the proviso they weren’t allowed to use their magic (including wings), and magicas couldn’t make up more than fifty percent of a team. There were also two referees on all games. One ensured the rules of netball were observed while the second was a magica who watched for unauthorised use of magic during the game. 
I checked the time on my phone’s lock screen; Millie’s practise session would finish in ten minutes. As I made to leave the clubhouse, someone called my name. Turning back, I greeted Faith, the aged pixie with bright-pink hair who volunteered her time in the clubhouse’s canteen on practise and game days. I double-tapped three fingers in the universal sign of goodwill to magicas. It was akin to a handshake among humans. Faith’s eyes sparkled with a youthful mischief that belied her age, the lines of her face crinkling up as she hopped up on a stool behind the canteen so she could see me properly. Waving a plastic bottle filled with a colourful drink that promised to replace all of Millie’s lost electrolytes, she beckoned me over. 
“Compliments of Miss Ellie. She asked me to give this to you for your Matilda.”
My heart swelled at the kindness of Millie’s teammate’s mother. I cleared my throat loudly, determined not to make a scene. “She already paid for it?” I asked. 
Faith nodded. 
“That’s so sweet of her. I’ll have to thank her.”
The pixie’s expression turned mischievous as she changed the subject. “So…any young men courting you yet, Trix?” 
I snorted and rolled my eyes at the familiar question. “If there wasn’t a man in my life last week, what makes you think there will be today?”
She grinned, baring her sharp teeth. “Life can change in a flash. And I can sense change is coming for you.” 
I smiled tightly at the recurring prediction before waving goodbye and rushing down to court four. When I reached the edge of the grass court, Ellie gave me a friendly wave from the sidelines. I went over and thanked her profusely. I owed her big time. Usually Millie caught the bus home from school, but Ellie brought her to netball practise every Thursday while I was at work. Ellie’s daughter, Isabella, was one of Millie’s best friends, and Ellie’s warmth and kindness was prevalent in every one of our interactions. The entire elven family were stunningly beautiful, making some of the school parents feel threatened by their perfection, but I found them to be nothing but wonderful. You’d think they’d be conceited, but I’d never seen the slightest hint of that. 
After insisting to Ellie that she let me return the favour someday, I turned back to the court. “Honey!” I called as I spotted my daughter. 
At the sound of my voice, Matilda passed the ball back to Isabella, thus completing her ball drill, and turned, her face breaking into a huge grin. “You made it on time!” She rushed over and enveloped me in a hug, her auburn hair smacking me in the face, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. While Millie had got her reddish-bronze locks from her father, her brown eyes were all mine. 
Had she had another growth spurt? She could almost put her arms over my shoulders instead of the other way around. An unexpected lump lodged itself in my throat. I cleared my throat as I fought to tamp down the unexpected wave of emotion at seeing my girl growing up so fast. We broke apart, and I pushed the multi-coloured drink towards her. 
“Thanks, Mum! Rainbow Raspberry is my favourite.” 
“You can thank Isabella’s mum. She bought it for you.” 
“Aww, Ellie is awesome.” She took a long drink and sighed happily before darting over to give Ellie a hug in thanks. With a wave goodbye to her coach and teammates, we began our walk back to the carpark. Changing the subject to distract myself, I said, “Aunty Nicole said to say, ‘Good luck on Saturday and step on their toes if you’re not winning.’”
Millie’s mouth dropped open, aghast at the idea of cheating. “Aunty Nicole! You know I’m not going to do that, right?”
Chuckling, I squeezed her arm affectionately. “I know, sweetheart, but you know Nic. She’s incorrigible.” 
She gave an un-ladylike snort and responded with some typical teenage sass. “That’s one way to describe her.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief. It was so much fun to see her becoming her own person, making jokes and finding her voice. 
Mussing her hair, I laughed with her. Pointing her to the back seat of the sedan, I slid into the driver’s seat. “Hop in, little dove. Your formal uniform is in there. Time to get changed and head to your parent-teacher interviews. We don’t want to be late.”
With the carefree grace of a young person whose back hasn’t started aching for no good reason, Millie flung open the back door and swung into the car. She grinned at me in the rear-view mirror and bounced in her seat. “Awesome. I can’t wait to find out what they have to say.” 
“All good things, I hope?” 
Affronted, she placed a melodramatic hand over her heart and exclaimed, “Mother! How could you suspect anything else?” 
Before putting the car into gear, I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, no offence meant! I just thought it was a little unusual for your teachers to request a meeting with me about you.” 
As she switched out of her netball gear and into her school uniform, she said, “They probably want to give me a special award and need to talk to you about the appropriate size of my medal.” She pumped her eyebrows. Oh, wait, it was a double-pump. She was just joking around. 
Or she was being totally serious. I couldn’t remember the code anymore. 
Far out. Being a mum was hard. 
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