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Chapter 1
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‘Nick ... get out ... of there!’

Nothing made Nick’s blood rush like fighting fires. The surge of adrenaline he felt as the flames roared high in front of him—around him—and he fought with all his strength to put it out. It’s what he’s good at. His instinct always switched him into automatic. He knew exactly where to aim the hose, exactly where trapped people and animals would be taking shelter. Exactly how to get a son of a bitch inferno under control.

Until now.

‘You can’t ... save this ... one.’ Dave’s voice crackled through the radio hooked on Nick’s jacket.

‘I have to try!’ he yelled into the radio, turning the hose towards the exit where flames threatened to cut off his escape route.

He turned back around, directing the water flow towards the staircase, his eyes drifting to the top, not yet in flames. He’d always been able to save a house, save everyone in it. So why did this feel different? Why did his gut tell him something was wrong, even when it appeared that no one was home?

The radio crackled again. ‘Get the f—’

There was a crash as one of the supporting beams came down between him and the staircase, igniting the flames even more and shooting them up along the handrail to the second floor.

‘Is anyone up there?’ Nick yelled, though he could barely hear his own voice over the roar of the fire.

There was no response. He yelled again. Nothing. But his heart was pounding so hard he could hear it in his eardrums. He turned towards the exit, pulling the hose and putting out as much as he could as he ran into the sunlight and towards his already evacuated crew. Dave met him halfway.

‘You’re a bloody idiot,’ Dave said, taking Nick’s face mask. ‘That place is going down.’

‘Is everyone out?’ Nick scanned the busy crew around them, mentally checking off each one.

‘As far as we know.’

‘Where’s Jade?’ He looked frantically for the one woman who’d been close enough to be like a sister. She wasn’t there. ‘Dave, where—’

One of the crew members yelled. Nick spun on his heel and saw Jade throwing a rope from the upstairs window, urging an elderly man to climb down.

She won’t have time. ‘Pour the water below them!’ he yelled, springing back into action. ‘Get them out of there!’

The hose shot water exactly where Nick directed, dousing the flames. It should have worked.

But under the weight of the water, the weakened floor caved in before they were out and half of the crew raced towards them to help while the rest worked the trucks, trying with every last breath to put that damned fire out before it took one of their own.

Nick watched the scene before him like it was all in slow motion. He was paralysed. Dave said something to him, but he couldn’t comprehend it. He vaguely registered Dave swearing and rushing towards the burning building to help.

And then the house erupted in a ball of fire, exploding right before his eyes.
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[image: ]


‘And how does it make you feel?’

Nick blinked at the prim and proper therapist sitting across from him, her blonde hair pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head, her blue eyes watching him through her thinly framed glasses. One leg delicately crossed the other, a notebook resting on her lap, a pen poised to write down whatever he said. Multiple degrees hung along the wall of her office, yet she still threw the cliché line at him.

How does it make you feel?

His jaw twitched as he swallowed.

‘How does it—’ He rubbed a hand over his stubbled chin. ‘Bloody hell.’

‘Language, Mr Harrow.’

His hand moved from his chin to rub his eyes. He’d been through what had happened so many times and she still couldn’t work it out? ‘Five weeks ago, four people died and another was badly injured on my watch. How the hell do you think I feel?’

Dr Prim’s chin lifted, and she nudged the glasses up her nose. ‘It was a freak accident.’

He scoffed, leaning back against his seat. ‘There’s no such thing.’

She studied him for a moment, her sharp eyes scrutinising. Before either of them said anything more, the timer on the coffee table between them beeped. She reached across and silenced it.

‘That’s all we have time for today.’

Great. Another hour gone. Another hour wasted. He rose and walked towards the door. Why Stanley McGrath—his fellow station officer—forced him to come to these sessions was beyond him. He was fine. He just needed to be busy again. The busier he was, the less time he’d have to dwell on it. And the more lives he could actually be saving. He paused when she spoke again, his hand already on the doorknob.

‘I want you to work on opening up, Nicholas. Next session, we need to go deeper than the superficial layers.’

‘There’s nothing else to go into,’ he said curtly. ‘I’m ready to go back to work. I just need you to sign those papers.’

Her eyebrow lifted. ‘I won’t be signing them until the program is complete.’

He swore again, tapped the doorframe, and saw himself out. God, it made his blood boil. Couldn’t McGrath see that he thrived in fighting fires? Placing him on administrative leave was like putting him in a cage. He needed to get back out there—and soon. The last five weeks had already been hell enough.

He barged out of the therapist’s building and something slammed against him, knocking the wind out of him. Instinctively, his arm shot out to catch the small creature before she fell head-first on the pavement.

‘Shit! Oh, come on,’ she muttered, regaining her balance and lowering herself to pick up the scattered folders on the ground.

Smirking at her outburst, he bent to help her, only to be met with the back of her head connecting with his nose. He swore, throwing himself backwards, his hand clasping his nose as he tried to shake off the pain and stop his eyes from watering.

And collided with the streetlight.

‘Bloody hell!’ He thumped his hand against the streetlight, gripping it until he could see clearly again. He jerked at the cool, light touch of a hand resting on his forearm.

‘God, I’m so sorry.’ She squeezed her hand, and his forearm tensed involuntarily. ‘You startled me.’

He lowered his hand from his face and looked at it. No blood. And the throbbing had eased a little. ‘I startled you?’ All train of thought left the second her eyes fluttered upwards to look at him.

They were large, round, and the colour of rich honey emphasised with thick, long eyelashes. Right now, they were laced with amusement, but he could see the warmth in them. Rich with passion and raw emotion. Sincerity. Her smile was even more so. Talk about the wind being knocked out of him. His gaze roamed the rest of her. Standing straight, she reached no higher than his nose. Her slightly rounded face was framed with chin-length wavy black hair. She was slim but still had curves in all the right places.

Gorgeous.

There was nothing else to call her.

She was utterly, stunningly, breath-takingly gorgeous.
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Liz bit her bottom lip, face-to-face with a stranger who had already caused a flutter to start in the pits of her stomach. His eyes were a steel grey, but there was nothing cold about them. His square jaw was spattered with stubble, his neatly trimmed hair the colour of chestnuts and just long enough to show a hint of a wave through it. Not the usual black hair, green eyes that had previously made her stomach flutter—and not quite as tall. But strong. Even fully clothed, she could tell this man was pure muscle.

She’d fallen for her last romance, Alex, before she’d had time to blink. He’d been the only man she’d ever had serious feeling for. And was also the guy she could never really have. She was foolish for thinking something could have happened between them. He was her brother’s best friend for goodness’ sake, and an honorary member of her family. Last she’d heard, he’d married an Irish girl and had adopted a child and a dog. Well, good for him. He deserved happiness. Even if her chest still ached at the memories of the fun they’d had together and the dreams of what could have been. But that’s all it was. Fun. They couldn’t have been serious together if their lives had depended on it.

She knew now—not that she’d had much of a choice—that they weren’t meant to be together. Still, it hadn’t stopped the heartbreak when he’d shot through to another country and had ended up with someone else. He was part of why she now felt like she needed a change.

But this man in front of her?

There was a familiarity about him that made her pause, though she was certain they’d never met before. Hell, she’d never even been in Port Pirie before. But the way the whole exchange made her smile from the heart and her cheeks feel warm ...

Oh, she’d laughed since Alex had moved on, sure. But she’d rarely felt the light-heartedness that she felt now—and with a complete stranger! His gaze captured hers, her breath catching in her throat. She was never one to laugh at another’s misfortune, but the hilarity of this whole situation ...

She swallowed, forcing herself to not start now.

‘I really am sorry.’ She released his arm. When had she placed her hand on his forearm to begin with? She was never that familiar with people she didn’t know. Her hand pulsed from the contact. She tried distracting herself by clutching the folders now safely back in her arms. ‘I wasn’t looking where I was going. I can be a bit of a klutz when I’m nervous.’

She let out a shaky laugh, lowering her gaze, focusing on his lips as they curved into a smile. They drew her in, almost like they were calling her. She diverted her gaze properly this time, looking down at her folders instead. Her knuckles had gone white from clutching them so tightly.

‘Why nervous?’ His voice melted over her.

A shiver ran down her spine and her cheeks grew hot. She shifted her weight to one side and scrunched her nose in an attempt to seem casual, but she feared that only made her look weird instead.

‘Oh, nothing really,’ she started, blinking up at him again. Shifting to the side had put her in direct sunlight, so she lifted a hand to shade her eyes. ‘Well, not nothing. An interview. For a job. If I can find it.’ She exhaled. ‘Actually, maybe you can help me.’

His smile grew wider, and his eyebrow lifted. ‘I’ll have a lash, but can’t make any promises.’

She blinked at him, taking a moment to register the teasing in his voice. ‘Right. um ...’ She filtered through her folders until she found the address she was looking for. ‘Marcy’s Planning. Do you know where it is? It’s supposed to be on Florence Street—which I think is this one. I’m not sure. I haven’t yet seen a signpost, so I’m just assuming.’

‘Marcy’s?’ He rubbed a hand over his stubbled chin. ‘Yes, it’s, ah—’ He scanned the street around them. ‘No, you are on the right street. It’s just up the next block there.’ He pointed in the direction she’d been headed. Good, she was on the right path, then.

‘Thanks,’ she said, biting into her lip. ‘I should, um ... I should head off then. I don’t want to be late. Thank you. And I’m sorry. Again.’ She grimaced on the apology, indicating towards his nose.

He waved a hand. ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ve had worse. If anything, it helped get my mind off things. So thank you. And good luck with your interview. You’ll do fine, I’m sure.’

She wasn’t sure how he could be certain of that, but she accepted the compliment. He crossed the road, and she set off in the direction of her interview, pausing briefly to read the sign on the building he’d just come out of.

Dr Alicia Craws Therapy.

She pursed her lips, glancing back towards him as he climbed into an old ute that had seen better days. Therapy. Her mind drifted back to how he’d said she’d helped get his mind off things. What things could they be? But as curious as she was, it really was none of her business. She pushed a smile onto her face and forced herself to keep moving up the street. If he seriously meant that, then she was glad to have helped. Even if it involved inflicting unintentional pain. In her defence, he’d practically launched himself out of the building in front of her. Then again, she’d been too busy rehearsing her professional experience to herself that she hadn’t seen him until it was too late.

She tightened her grip on the folders, the warmth of his skin still noticeable in the palm of her hand, his smile still etched in her mind, and the fluttering in her stomach still at large. She put it down to the fact it had been so long since she’d felt something—anything—for a man. And her body’s reactions were probably heightened by her nervousness about the interview. While she walked, she tried her best to harness the extra feelings and turn them into courage. God knows she needed it.

Adelaide had been her home since she and her family had moved there from London. She’d been only thirteen at the time, but she’d grown to love the area. Nowhere else seemed to have the home factor for her. But after things with Alex, it hadn’t quite been the same. Was he the reason she’d loved Adelaide so much? Her brother, Scott, and Alex had been fast friends since they’d started working together. Alex was only a year older than her, and she’d practically fallen in love with him at first sight. She’d been so sure he’d felt the same.

But it was never meant to be.

They were so alike, yet so different. Not to mention the fact he’d held his relationship with Scott in such high regard and didn’t want to jeopardise anything.

She swallowed, pushing aside all thoughts of Alex. They’d fallen out of regular contact when he’d moved away. And now he was married. Which she would do well to remember. She needed to pick herself up, brush herself off, forget about him, and build a new life for herself. And moving was the first step.

She came to a halt when she almost walked past the sign to Marcy’s Planning. She hadn’t told anyone about her interview in Port Pirie. Well, except for that handsome stranger outside the therapist’s building. She didn’t want to hear any objections to the lifestyle changes she would be making. And she didn’t want to be talked out of such a huge decision before she’d had a chance to decide for herself.

Taking a shaky breath, Liz put on her brave face, her biggest smile, and walked into the shop. Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the lighting, but once they did, she was amazed at the organisation. Invitations and stationery in one corner, decorations in another, portfolios staged at various points displaying what was on offer. Everything was grouped together in likeness, and she found it unsurprisingly pleasant to look at. Yes, this was exactly the kind of place she could work in. She walked to one of the portfolios, flipping carefully through the pages. It focused on wedding cakes and table decorations. She moved to the next one which focused on bridal bouquets. Weddings. She sighed. She organised parties and presentations, not weddings.

Liz jumped as she heard a scuffle behind the register and shifted to the side to see what it was. She caught a glimpse of something bright purple behind the bench. Hair?

‘Hello?’ she said, the courage she’d built up suddenly disappearing at the thought that this place only catered to weddings.

The purple hair stopped moving, then raised higher until a pair of deep blue eyes peered over the bench.

‘Are you ... um ... Marcy?’ Great, she even sounded nervous.

The blue eyes squinted, then widened with excitement. The woman jumped to her feet and moved around the bench towards her. ‘Yes, yes, I am.’ She took Liz’s hand and shook it enthusiastically. ‘You must be Elizabeth.’

‘Please, call me Liz,’ she said, still taken aback by the enthusiasm. Marcy was a fair bit older than her, short and plump and quite pretty. She rocked the purple hair, even with a whole lot of excitement.

‘I’m so glad you’re here.’ Marcy gave Liz’s shoulders a squeeze before leading her to a table in the middle of the room. ‘Sit, sit.’ Liz did as she was told, a little unsure how to take the situation. This woman looked too happy to see her. ‘I’ll tell you now, I’m not prepared for this. I’ve been so busy I totally forgot I’d asked you to come in today. Part of why I’m wanting to hire someone, I guess.’ Marcy giggled in a way that reminded her of Betty Rubble. Liz smiled, the energy contagious.

‘It’s fine.’ Truth be told, Liz wasn’t entirely sure how to respond. She’d been to a number of interviews in her lifetime, each one being highly professional. None of them were with a purple-haired woman with an infectious laugh.

Marcy waved a hand dismissively, her cheeks reddening a little. ‘Don’t be polite.’ She spread her arms out to the side. ‘What do you think?’

Liz stalled. ‘Of your business?’ Marcy nodded. ‘I like it,’ she said honestly. ‘The organisation is amazing.’

‘I’m a little OCD,’ Marcy admitted, giggling again. Liz tried not to laugh but couldn’t resist a smile. ‘The organisation, of course, needs to be impeccable. It doesn’t bother you?’

‘When it comes to planning events, I’m pretty pedantic myself,’ Liz said, starting to relax. ‘I feel completely at home. Though, I have to ask, everything seems to be related to weddings. Is that all you cater to?’

Marcy’s eyes sparkled with a brightness that showed Liz she believed in all things love. Of course the woman would only want to cater to weddings if that were the case. Still, Liz wasn’t a wedding planner.

‘I’m qualified as a wedding planner,’ Marcy said, ‘which is why everything is about weddings here. I am, however, wanting to branch out into other events considering Port Pirie isn’t particularly large. We don’t get many new people through here, you see, so weddings are limited. Birthday parties, sports celebrations and the like, however, are not. Which is why I need you!’ She circled her hand in the air before pointing to Liz as though she’d won a prize.

Liz’s eyebrow shot up involuntarily and she quickly forced herself to recover her composure. But it was too late. Marcy caught it and lowered her hand, frowning.

‘I’ve scared you.’

‘N—no,’ Liz stammered, still trying to make sense of the situation. Was this still a job interview? It was very quickly becoming the strangest one she’d ever had.

‘Oh dear.’ Marcy hid her face with her hands. ‘I do that. I get a little excited sometimes and overwhelm people.’

‘I’m not overwhelmed,’ Liz said, an attempt at reassuring herself as much as Marcy. ‘I was just taken by surprise. I didn’t realise this interview would be ...’ She shook her head slightly, searching for the right word.

‘Fun?’ Marcy offered. Liz smiled nervously. Sure, why not? She nodded. Marcy reached a hand across the table and patted Liz’s arm. ‘I’m sorry, dear. I always get nervous with interviews. I didn’t want you to feel interrogated.’

Liz felt her awkwardness softening. Marcy giggled again, retracted her hand, and took a big breath, fanning herself.

‘So, the predicament I’ve found myself in,’ Marcy continued, ‘is that I need to branch out into other types of events, but only have experience in wedding planning. You, however, have tons of experience with everything but weddings. So, together, as a team, we should be unbeatable.’

‘I see.’ Everything was starting to make sense. Marcy would take care of the weddings while Liz focused on all other parties. It was manageable.

‘So, are you ready?’

Liz blinked, confused. ‘A—are you offering me the job?’

Marcy’s mouth dropped open, seemingly just as confused as Liz felt. ‘Well, I mean, I kind of thought you’d already accepted it. Was that not the case?’ Liz shook her head slightly. ‘Oh. Well. Elizabeth Henders, do you hereby accept to be my accomplice in taking over the world?’

Liz’s eyebrow shot up again. ‘W—what?’

‘Work with me,’ Marcy said impatiently. ‘The job is yours if you want it.’

‘Oh, um, thing is, I haven’t quite decided on moving here yet. Can I think about it and get back to you?’

Marcy waved her hand again. ‘Sure, sure, take your time. As long as you need. I’ll call you tomorrow for your answer.’

This time, both of Liz’s eyebrows shot up, and she couldn’t help joining Marcy as she giggled.

‘I’m kidding,’ Marcy said, standing. ‘I think we’ll work well together, Liz. So I’m happy to wait. But seriously, I’ll need help with a party this weekend. I’ve been dragged into organising a children’s birthday party and have no idea how to deal with it.’

Liz laughed again, rising to her own feet. ‘I’ll let you know, Marcy. Thank you.’

They said their goodbyes, and Liz kept the smile plastered on her face until she was well out of sight of the shop. She let the smile slip and rubbed her aching cheeks. Yep. That was officially the weirdest interview she’d attended. But somehow, for some equally strange reason, she felt like she couldn’t say no. She watched the passersby as she walked back down the street, observing the calmness around her.

Having been a city girl her whole life, she’d been worried she might not like a place like Port Pirie. But there was a stirring in her belly that made her think otherwise. The calmness looked like it would be a nice change to her usually busy lifestyle, and the town itself was nice. A couple walking past smiled at her and said hello, the simple action making her smile from the inside out. She added friendly residents to her list of pros for moving, her thoughts drifting to the man she’d bumped into before. Her stomach flipped and the throbbing started in the palm of her hand again. Handsome stranger—yet another pro. She chuckled to herself, feeling giddy.

She was making a change.

She was doing something for herself. Something she probably should have done a long time ago.

***
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‘McGrath!’

Nick barged into Stanley McGrath’s office, his blood boiling. It felt odd to be back in the station, even though it was home to him. It was where he belonged. He needed to be back there.

‘Nick,’ McGrath said, barely surprised to see him. ‘You’re still on leave.’

‘Yeah, we need to talk about that.’ He closed the door behind him. ‘I’m coming back.’

‘Did Dr Craws give you the all-clear?’

Nick frowned. ‘Who?’

‘Your therapist. Has she signed the paperwork?’

He hesitated. It’s not like he could fake his way through the paperwork side of things. That stuff was all textbook. ‘No,’ he said reluctantly. ‘But you know I’m good for it, McGrath. That therapy stuff is bull—’

‘That therapy stuff is protocol.’

‘But it’s been five weeks!’

‘The program is eight. You’ve made it this far, Nick, you only have three weeks to go.’

Nick swore, pacing the office. He knew it was out of both of their hands. If it had happened to McGrath instead, Nick would be the one telling him to stick it out. It was, after all, protocol. Even if it seemed pointless.

‘I need to be back here, McGrath. You know me. I need to be doing something. Having nothing to do is driving me insane.’

‘Don’t you have a hobby?’

‘Fighting fires is my hobby.’

‘That’s not a life, Nick.’

‘Well, it’s mine. And being cooped up not being allowed to do what I was born to do is like caging a lion.’

McGrath’s eyebrow shot up, and he rubbed his forehead. ‘Will you sit down, Nick? You’re making me dizzy.’

He hesitated, shifting his weight from side to side, then sat in the chair opposite McGrath. He studied his fellow station officer and friend. He’d always been supportive of Nick and his brothers. Had always been on their side and had always been able to joke with them. Surely he wanted them back in the station as soon as possible, right?

‘Listen, Nick,’ McGrath said. ‘I want you back here, I do. But this is not a regular incident, and it has affected you in ways no one else can comprehend.’

‘I’m fine,’ he grunted.

‘You lost men,’ McGrath said, peering over his reading glasses at him. ‘An elderly victim, two men of your team. And Jade.’ Nick felt a stab of pain at the mention of her name. ‘They were like family to all of us, I know. But Jade—’ Nick nodded, encouraging him to move past that. He didn’t need reminding that one of the people he’d lost was his brother’s very-serious-girlfriend. ‘And Dave—’

‘Will be out of hospital in the next few days,’ Nick said, reflecting on the impact the incident had had on his family of five boys.

McGrath nodded knowingly. ‘I can’t let you come back early, Nick,’ he said solemnly. ‘You might feel like you’re fine, but some things can take time to hit in full. We can’t have you back until we know you’ve got the all-clear. So, my suggestion is, enjoy your time off, spend time with your family who are no doubt still struggling, and find yourself a damn hobby.’

Nick clenched his hands on his knees, feeling like he could ... what? He wasn’t sure. Break? Hit something? He closed his eyes, forcing himself to take a breath. He’d avoided the incident affecting him badly up to this point. He wasn’t going to have a breakdown now. He let out the breath slowly.

‘And if Craws clears me before the end of the program?’

McGrath shrugged. ‘If she thinks you’re ready, then I’ll welcome you back with open arms.’

Right. So there was hope, then. If he could just get that bloody therapist to clear him. He mentally scoffed at the thought. That seemed a feat on its own. He stormed out of the station, sucking in a breath once he was outside, and forced himself towards his car.

Find yourself a damn hobby.

Yeah, right. He didn’t have time for hobbies. Besides, what was the point in starting something when he’d be back fighting fires before long? He climbed into his car and closed the door, slamming his palm against the steering wheel. Why wouldn’t Dr Prim-and-Proper clear him? Obviously, he was fine enough to go back to work. He needed to go back to work. Needed to be busy. The longer he had to himself, the bigger the chances of slipping into a dark place he might not be able to climb out of.

He gripped the steering wheel and rested his head against the back of his hands, trying his best to steady his breathing, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. These obstacles, not being allowed to do the one thing he did best, they were already so close to sending him into that dark place. He needed something to keep his mind occupied.

Squeezing his eyes shut as tightly as he could, he let his mind wander to that rich honey hue, the infectious smile, the dancing eyes. The woman who’d rammed into him. He rubbed his nose, a smile creeping onto his face as he remembered their comical exchange. The simple thought of her calmed him. There was something familiar about her, but he knew they’d never met before. He would have remembered her if they had. She clearly wasn’t a local. She’d said she was going to an interview at Marcy’s Planning—he hadn’t even known Marcy was hiring. Did her moving to Port Pirie depend on the outcome of that interview? Perhaps she’d already made the move.

After a moment, his breathing regulated and he stopped seeing red, the dark place slipping out of view. Yes, he needed something to keep his mind occupied. And if thinking about this woman was enough to keep him going strong, then it looked as though he’d found that something.
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Chapter 2
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Liz sat on the edge of the couch, her hands twisted together in her lap, each member of her family watching her, waiting. The two-and-a-half-hour drive back to Adelaide had done nothing to make it easier to tell her family she planned on moving. She shouldn’t be nervous, she knew that. Despite being a close-knit family, they’d still spent time apart. Scott was proof of that. He’d moved to Paris chasing some childhood dream, which, against all odds, he’d found. The evidence was sitting next to him and eight months pregnant.

‘Well, Lizzy, get on with it,’ her dad, Rob, said. Liz forced a smile. He was never one to beat around the bush.

‘Yeah, Lizzy, get on with it,’ Scott teased. She poked her tongue out at her brother. Everyone knew her dad was the only one who ever called her that.

She took a deep breath, steadying herself. ‘I have news.’

Her mother, Suzie, let out a loud sigh beside her. ‘Oh, God, you’re pregnant too?’

‘What?’

‘Come on, Mum,’ Scott said. ‘That would require a man, and we all know—’

Liz glared at her brother as her family continued debating her fertility. ‘Pregnancy is catching,’ Suzie said. ‘And there are ways around having a man involved.’

Rob laughed. ‘You of all people would know, Suze. You have three kids of your own.’

Suzie lifted her chin, her eyes challenging her husband. ‘And I’ve only been pregnant once.’ Her comeback elicited a ripple of laughter through the room.

Liz was the only biological child of Rob and Suzie Henders. Scott had been adopted into the family when Liz was ten, and with the amount of time that Alex had spent at their house, they’d unofficially adopted him, too.

‘Five,’ Suzie continued, a finger in the air between them, ‘if you include Olivia and Brigid.’

Rob laughed. ‘You haven’t even met the Irish gal, Suze.’

Suzie reached across and whacked her husband on the arm. ‘I don’t need to. If she’s good enough for Alex, then she’s good enough to be my daughter.’ She shook her head. ‘I never thought that boy would ever settle down.’

Liz bit into her lip at the mention of Alex and his new life. None of her family had known about her involvement with him. And she planned on keeping it that way. She glanced towards her pregnant sister-in-law who was looking at her knowingly. Well, even if Olivia did think something had been going on between her and Alex, she certainly hadn’t mentioned it to Scott. Otherwise, Liz would never hear the end of it.

‘Well, we all know she doesn’t have a man. So, what was it, Liz?’ Scott focused on her, his arm draped over Olivia’s shoulders. ‘IVF or a one-night stand?’

She glared at her brother again.

‘Lizzy?’ Rob said.

She glanced around the room, surprised at how quickly the conversation had escalated. ‘I’m not pregnant!’ she shrieked. ‘I’m moving.’

‘Aww, don’t be like that,’ Scott teased. She threw a cushion at him.

‘I’m serious,’ she continued. ‘I just accepted an event planning job in Port Pirie which I’ll be starting before the weekend.’ She’d called Marcy on her way home and told her she’d take the job before she’d had time to chicken out. Even on the drive back to her parents’ place, she’d known in her heart the move would be good for her.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right on your own, Liz?’ Scott said. Olivia jabbed a finger in his ribs, and he laughed. ‘I’m just saying. She’s never lived more than half an hour away from Mum and Dad and has always had a housemate.’

‘It’s only two and a half hours away.’

‘Yeah, but you’re a city slicker.’

‘Lizzy’s a big girl. She’ll be fine.’ Rob put an arm around her, squeezing her shoulders.

‘We were supportive of Scott going to Paris to find Olivia,’ Suzie said, taking Liz’s hand, ‘even though we didn’t realise that’s what he was doing at the time. You know we’ll support your move, honey.’ Suzie leaned in closer. ‘Is there a man you’re moving for?’

Her thoughts flickered to the handsome stranger she’d bumped into before her interview, surprising herself that her mind had even gone there. His kind grey eyes, the strength in his arms as he’d stopped her from falling. She shook her head, both answering her mother’s question and shaking the thoughts from her mind.

‘No man. I’m doing it for me.’ She smiled at Scott and Olivia. ‘But don’t worry, I’ll be back here for a visit when the baby is born.’

‘But two and a half hours is so far away,’ Scott said dramatically, placing the back of his hand on his forehead for emphasis. ‘He’ll be an adult before you get here.’

‘Oh, grow up.’ She threw another cushion at him.

Laughter filled the room again and the conversation carried on as usual. Liz leaned back into the couch, watching her family’s enthusiastic exchange, grateful she hadn’t needed to justify herself. She’d thought her family wouldn’t have a problem with her moving, but the concern that they might had been there. Though Scott did have a point. She hadn’t lived by herself before. She’d moved straight out of home into a rental with her best friend, Frankie, and had lived with her since. But Frankie had recently married, and Liz knew that Frankie and Ronnie should have their own space. Considering they were already settled in the house, it only made sense that Liz should be the one to move on. As terrifying and exciting as it was.

She watched as Scott and Olivia argued about whether they were having a boy or a girl and felt the familiar pang in her chest. Everyone she loved had moved on from their single lives and were starting families. Her brother. Alex. Frankie. An odd feeling settled in her stomach as she realised she was the only one who wasn’t even close to having that for herself. Loneliness. Despite being surrounded by family and friends.

She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and chewed. At twenty-six, time was still on her side. But she’d reached a point now where she was happy with everything else in her life. She just needed someone to share it with.

Once again, her thoughts drifted back to that handsome stranger and a flutter stirred in her stomach. The flutter stopped when she realised just how much she was changing to make the move. But it was right. And it’s what she needed to do. She needed to find herself again.
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‘Ma,’ Nick called out, closing the door behind him.

‘In here,’ his mother, Rosie, called back.

He followed the sounds to the lounge, the air growing thicker the closer he got. His father, Jeff, was in his usual armchair drinking a beer while his youngest brother, Fitz, was sprawled out on the couch. Despite the tension, Rosie was happy as always to see him, jumping to her feet to hug him. He planted a kiss on her cheek. He’d inherited his father’s build—all the boys had—but he got his mother’s looks with dark hair and grey eyes. Fitz was the only other one of the boys to get their mother’s looks while Dave, Eric, and Sam took after Jeff, their hair lighter and eyes blue.

‘Where’s Eric?’ he said, slapping Fitz on the arm as he moved to greet his dad. Eric was the middle child, and Nick knew he’d taken Jade’s death harshly. Eric had planned on proposing to her the night of the fire. Nick couldn’t even begin to imagine the pain he must be going through, having his dreams snatched out from underneath him like that.

‘Where do you think?’ Jeff said, accepting a pat on his arm.

‘He didn’t come?’

‘He’s grieving, honey.’ Rosie eased herself onto the armrest next to her husband. ‘Dave coming home is only going to remind him of the fire.’

He studied his mother’s eyes, the grey paler than usual. Eric wasn’t the only one grieving. Jade had been like a daughter to Rosie. The daughter she’d never had. ‘Sam?’ he added.

‘Couldn’t get the leave after taking time a few weeks back,’ Jeff said, sipping his beer. ‘Still don’t know why he’d choose Mount Gambier over Port Pirie.’

Nick suppressed a laugh. As far back as he knew, all the men in his family were firefighters. It ran in their blood. Out of the brothers, Nick, Dave, and Eric had all got their postings to Port Pirie, and Fitz planned on joining them after his training. Sam had opted for Mount Gambier. Rosie had only ever been supportive of her boys, even though Nick knew she worried. Even more since the fire. He felt a sense of guilt for causing such worry for her. But she knew it ran in their blood. She knew they couldn’t stay away from it.

‘You back working yet?’ Fitz piped in, looking out from the cushion over his face.

‘Not yet. Working on it, though.’ He took a deep breath, holding it in. ‘Where’s Dave?’

‘Upstairs,’ Rosie said solemnly.

‘Doesn’t want to see anyone,’ Fitz said.

A weight settled in Nick’s chest. It wasn’t like Dave to not want to see anyone. He’d always been a chipper guy. Real social. A whole lot of fun. But that was before any of this. The fire had changed his family in more ways than one.

‘I’ll try talking to him.’ He headed towards the stairs.

Out of all the brothers, he’d been closest to Dave. With two years between them, they’d been best friends growing up. Both chasing the same dream. Both sharing the same passions. If anyone could get through to him, it would be Nick.

He knocked on the spare room door where Dave would stay until he’d healed enough to be on his own again. He didn’t wait for an answer before swinging the door open. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. The curtains were drawn and no lights were on, but he could see his brother’s form sitting in the armchair in the corner.

‘I want to be alone,’ Dave said gruffly.

‘Bloody hell, man.’ Nick stalked towards the curtains to nudge them open. ‘Are you trying to make Ma worry?’

Dave scoffed, then grunted when a stream of sunlight came through the crack between the curtains. Nick turned towards his brother and felt the ache in his chest at the sight that met him. Dave had suffered serious burns from the fire. The protective gear he’d been wearing had protected his body, but he hadn’t been wearing his mask or gloves. His hands and the whole left side of his face and neck were red and scarred. He hadn’t realised how bad it had been when he was in hospital with dressings on the burns. God, no wonder the air had felt so thick when he’d come in.

‘We’re all worried about you, Dave.’ He perched himself on the end of the bed, resting his elbows on his knees to be closer to his brother.

‘Shouldn’t be.’ Dave shifted in his seat, a feeble attempt to hide his wounds.

Nick took a deep breath, trying to hold himself together. His brother—his best friend—was struggling more than he’d thought. ‘You’ve shut yourself up in a dark room and you’re refusing to talk to anyone,’ he said quietly. ‘Why wouldn’t we worry?’

Dave shrugged. ‘I’m talking to you, aren’t I?’

‘I wouldn’t have given you any other choice.’

A smile played at Dave’s lips, but it quickly turned into a grimace. ‘Well, you are a stubborn bugger.’

They sat in silence for a while, Nick unsure of what to say. He’d heard somewhere that people who were grieving or injured didn’t want to be treated any differently to how they were before. But the Dave he’d known and loved was nowhere to be seen. He hoped he could draw him back out. He cleared his throat and leaned back on the bed, propping himself up on his elbow.

‘So, I tried to get out of seeing the therapist,’ he started. Though Dave’s expression remained pained and grim, he thought he saw a twinkle in his eyes. ‘Stormed into McGrath’s office and told him to let me come back. He wouldn’t have any of it. Said I need to get signed off.’

‘Will you?’

He shrugged, picking at the pilling on the quilt. ‘I keep trying to convince her to sign me off, but she keeps refusing. Have they targeted you, yet?’

Dave nodded. ‘The chaplain visited regularly while I was in hospital. Reckon they’ll have me seeing the therapist before long, too.’

More silence. The real question Nick wanted an answer to bubbled its way to the surface
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