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FOR BEN

The man with all the big ideas!
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CHAPTER ONE
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Holly

One of these days, I’m going to kill Jackson Rowe. I sit and watch the cereal roll around in his mouth, and it dawns on me that he reminds me of a camel: big, stupid, but sort of fun to ride.

Jackson catches me staring, and winks before slurping the remaining milk from the bowl. Maybe I’ll off him in the shower? But then he’d be naked, and I’d likely slip and fall on that gigantic penis of his, and well, while the pregnancy hormones would be okay with that, I’d still be well and truly fucked.

“Whatcha doing today, Mama?” he asks, dumping his bowl in the sink. God, I wish he’d stop calling me that. It’s weird. Weird, plus it kind of turns me on. Okay, so everything turns me on these days, but I’m blaming the demon-seed for that. It’s like as soon as Jackson Rowe—serial man-whore, and the all-round bane of my existence—found out I was pregnant, he had to remind himself that I’m sullied goods by calling me “Mama” in order to keep his hands off me. Well, screw you, Mr I Can Still Get Laid Because I’m Not Growing A Life Form Inside Me. Screw you all the way to hell. Two can play at that game.

“Hmm, nothing much. I thought I might just hang around home, wax my bikini line, and then try out my new vibrator.” Jackson’s eyes go wide, his shoulders stiffen, and the coffee cup slips through his fingers, clattering to the floor with a loud thwack. Rich, black coffee splatters over the wood. It smells so good that I have half a mind to get down on all fours and lap it up like a cat with spilled milk. For a moment, he does nothing but stare and lick his lips, and then he fires into action, collecting the dishrag from the sink and mopping up the mess before carefully picking up the pieces of his favourite cup. I hide my snigger behind my peppermint tea. “What about you, Jackarse?”

His eyes narrow at the use of my pet name. He hates it about as much as I do mine. “I’m gonna go get a haircut.” He pauses because he knows that I know he slept with his slutty hairdresser, and for some reason, he thinks I’m bitter about it. Holly Harris doesn’t do bitter. She does fifty different shades of pissed off, but she doesn’t do bitter.

Jackson’s clearly not getting the response he wants from that little dig, though. News flash, Jackarse: it’s no damn secret you’re a giant slut. Dave, the publican, even named a damn drink after him: The Jackson Rowe Special, opening more legs than a spreader bar since 1987.

A slow smile creeps across his face, and he breaks out into a grin bigger than the bloody Cheshire cat. “And then I thought maybe I’d mow the lawn.” 

Crap. Mowing the lawn means Jackson sweaty and sans shirt. My insides tighten with longing. My cheeks turn pink.

Bastard.

The screech of my chair sliding against the floorboards sets my teeth on edge as I stand and take my cup to the sink. Of course, Jackson, being the douche-knuckle he is, doesn’t move over any, and so my shoulder brushes his arm as I rinse the breakfast dishes. “Well, don’t strain anything.”

“You either.” He winks at me and then strides his overconfident, yet incredibly sexy arse from the room. I collapse against the cupboards beside the sink, squeezing my thighs together to relieve some of the tension.

God, if he wasn’t such a pain in the arse, I’d crash-tackle him to the ground, and ride that sexy bum through the floor.

***
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Several hours later, I’m sitting on the loveseat and staring at that perfect arse as he pushes the mower around the yard. I sip ice-cold lemonade from a freezer mug, wincing as the condensation rolls down over my white-knuckled grip and drips onto my bare thighs. He moves closer, heading towards the veranda and smiling with that stupid goofy grin. God, I probably look like hell; I certainly feel it. What the fuck is he so damned happy about? 

He shuts off the mower and bounds up the steps towards me. “Aww, you brought me a drink?”

“Ha! Not on your life, mister. This is the only thing I’ve held down since breakfast, and you’re not getting a single drop of it.”

“Come on, Hols, you don’t want me to taste it?”

“You sound like Elijah. Don’t you want me to taste your pie? Yuck! One more night of enduring those two, and I’m gonna fling that door open and hurl up my guts on the both of them.”

“Mmm, sexy.”

“It might save us from having to replaster. I swear to God if I have to hear him nailing her against the wall for another night, I’m going to choke someone. Probably you, because you’ll be the only person close enough for me to waddle my way over to.”

“Holly, you come and see me in the middle of the night to choke anything but my cock with your fist, and Ana won’t be the only one screaming.”

“Shut up, you pig,” I say and hold the frozen mug tight to my chest. The cold makes my nipples come poking out through my singlet to say hello. Jackson’s gaze immediately lowers, and he wets his lips before making out like he’s not some giant A-hole staring at my boobs. “I thought you were going to get that unruly mop cut?”

“I am, just wanted to do it once the lovebirds got back, that’s all.”

“So you weren’t hanging around hoping to catch a Holly Harris peep show, then?” 

“Ha! More like making sure your skinny arse doesn’t fall over and break something trying to get back up again.”

“I don’t need a freaking babysitter, Jack. I’m pregnant, not an invalid.”

“Don’t get all pissy with me, young whippy-snippy. I’m not the one who can’t keep herself upright for a good portion of the day. Now, hand over that drink.” He holds his hand out, as though I’m actually going to give it to him. As if. “It’s bloody sweltering out here.”

“No! Get your own.”

“Give me the drink, Holly.”

“No.”

“Alright. I didn’t wanna have to do this, but you’re leaving me no choice.” Jackson stands up and walks towards me. His mouth is set in one of those smarmy grins that make me feel stabby. He sidles right up beside me, leans in close and whispers, “Last chance.”

And yeah, I should totally just hand over the lemonade, but a part of me really, really wants to see what he does next. I glare defiantly and shake my head. Jack smiles and reaches out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. I’m completely thrown by the tenderness of the gesture, so I don’t react the way I should when he grasps my head with both hands and leans in closer.

I lick my lips.

My chest is practically heaving with excitement, breath coming too fast, too soon. Jack’s gaze dips to my cleavage, his lips part, his tongue darting out in an imitation of mine—and then he rubs his whole sweaty head all over my face, and down my torso. I’m covered in Jackson sweat—and so help me God, it smells so good I wanna lick it off his skin, and then my own, but mostly just his. 

“You did not just do that!” I push him away, and act like I’m not chomping at the bit to have his big, sweaty body smother me from head to toe. What I wouldn’t give for a Jackson-Rowe shaped blow-up doll right now. I know the consensus shared by women everywhere would be: why would you use a doll when you could have the real thing, but this is Jackson-freaking-Rowe. The real thing pisses me off just as much as he turns me on, which is every other second of the day. “You're disgusting.”

“You shoulda given me a taste, Hols.” 

“You had a taste, two years ago. You went scurrying back to Tenterfield, and I never heard from you again.”

Okay, so maybe I do bitter after all ... when the occasion calls for it.

His brows shoot skyward for a second, and then he covers his surprise by smirking and running his hands through his sweaty hair. Sweaty hair that I desperately want to tug on as I shove his face between my legs.

Goddamn hormones.

“Huh.”

“Huh, what?”

“Well, this is the first time you’ve brought up the two of us fucking in months. You’ve been avoiding all talk of sex with me.”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Yes, you have.”

“Have not.”

He moves closer—close enough for me to feel the heat radiating from his body, close enough for me to smell the sweetness of sweat and sunshine on his skin. “You wanna do it again, don't you?”

“Oh my God, would you give it a rest, please? We had sex, like two times.”

“Hols, we might have had sex on two separate occasions, but I remember filling up that perfect pussy of yours way more than twice.”

“Really?” I frown and pretend like my vagina isn't about to combust with that little reminder. “Huh. Mustn’t have been very memorable.”

“Ah, you’re breaking my heart, baby,” he mocks, rubbing the centre of his sweaty chest. His long fingers graze one perfect nipple, and my eyes follow it closely. Too closely. A fact Jackarse is well aware of. “We both know you’re gaggin’ for it again, sweetheart, and it’s only a matter of time before you cave.”

“The only thing I’m gagging for is a hot shower after you’ve marked me with your scent. I can practically feel the cooties multiplying and seeking out orifices to invade.”

“Oh, I remember invading your orifices well.”

I shake my head. “You are all kinds of wrong.”

“And you’re all kinds of turned-on right now.” He winks and walks backward down the stairs. “Enjoy your shower, sweetheart.”

I mean it. One of these days, I really will kill Jackson Rowe.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Jackson

I pull into the drive behind Cade’s bike and swipe a hand over my neck to rid any excess hair left over from my cut. The forty minutes in the Sugar Cuts Salon had to be one of the weirdest experiences of my life. My hairdresser, Chantal, is pretty spectacular looking: blonde, gorgeous, fake tits—but hey, I had no complaints—with legs that went on for days. I tapped that once when I first moved to town, but she has a kid, and waking up to a six-year-old staring at my Johnson the following morning as it’s erecting a monument beneath the sheets was enough to let me know I shouldn’t go there again. Ever.

Chantal likes to flirt. She’s also a nosey bitch when it comes to my sex life, but the mention of Holly had her jabbing so hard at my head with her scissors, I was afraid I’d leave sporting a new piercing. Despite what people think, I’m not an idiot. I saw the way my reflection lit up when I started talking about her. I don’t know why the fuck my face contorts into some fucking derpy grin at the mention of that troublemaking little shit’s name, but it does.

Holly always was a little spitfire in the sack. Even when she’d had no experience and, therefore no idea what she was doing, the girl fucked like she was out to win gold for Australia. I’d thought about her a few times over the years—when I jacked off, when I saw another crazy-arse ranga going postal on somebody, and, weirdly, when I proposed to my one-and-only ex-girlfriend. How’s that for fucked up? “Hey, Chelcie, just let me jam this expensive rock on your finger while I think of fingering another girl.”

Chelc and I didn’t last long after that, and no, I know what you’re thinking, it wasn’t because I couldn’t get Holly out of my head. I mean, I hadn’t seen the girl in years. Not since the last time mum and I had visited Uncle Bob, and Holly—then seventeen—had stolen me away from the party, and allowed me to bend her over the back of Bob’s Harley. 

Chelcie and I just hadn’t been right for one another. She wanted a family, and that was something I wasn’t ready for. I loved her, but at some point, I realised I didn’t love her enough to hold on to what we had, only enough to let her go.

Walking inside, I hear that it hasn’t taken my little cousin and her boyfriend long to fall back into their usual routine. In other words, fucking each other’s brains out all over the house. Those two have to be high on Viagra or some shit, because that much sex is just not natural. And I’m a man who likes a lot of sex.

Are they making up for lost time? Fuck, no! They've made up for lost time, and then some.

I pick up a pair of lacy knickers, that I hope to Christ belong to Holly and not my baby cousin, and toss them towards the bin. Someone else can pick up that shit, because family or not—that’s just nasty. Then I grab the carton of juice from the fridge, and walk into the lounge room.

Holly’s passed out on the couch. She looks so peaceful when she’s sleeping ... nothing like the mouthy little shit who loves to torment my every waking minute. I carefully lift her outstretched legs and slide myself onto the seat, placing her tan calves gently down on my lap. Fuck I love these short shorts she wears. I hope the dude that invented these died happy, surrounded by beautiful women with half their arses hanging out.

Holly moans and whispers my name, and for a half a second there I think she’s actually talking to me, but then she slips her hand between her legs. Her lips part, and she lets out a keening little cry. And my dick’s harder than it's been in months. I squeeze my junk to relieve the raging hard-on I’m sporting, because I’m about thirty seconds away from throwing her over the sofa and banging her so hard and fast she’ll be walking funny for a week. I shift my arse on the couch to stop my balls being sucked up into my chest cavity. Holly startles and shoots me a dirty look for my troubles.

“There are two other chairs here, arse-face,” she mumbles, and closes her eyes. She’s right. There’s Elijah’s chair, which I'll never sit in again after the Fingergate incident on movie night, and the new recliner, which I never sit in because I’m pretty sure they've both come all over that too.

“Yeah, but I just like being close to you.” I wink, and then, because I’m a complete and utter fucking tool who can't help himself, I say, “Did you just have a sex dream about me?”

Here eyes go wide and then narrow into angry little slits. “Don’t flatter yourself, Jackarse. These pregnancy hormones are making my head all screwy, and giving me nightmares.”

Liar.

I drain the rest of the juice from the carton. “Call it what you want, sweetheart, but you most definitely said my name. And then you moaned, and your hands slipped inside your pants. I think you were definitely having a sex dream about me.”

“If you don’t shut the fuck up right now, all you’ll ever have again are dreams, because that beloved appendage of yours might mysteriously wind up in some other part of your anatomy.”

“Yeah, they don't really bend that way. It’s the same thing as trying to suck yourself off. It’s a physical impossibility; trust me, I’ve tried.”

“Of course you have.” She sighs, and flicks at my hair. “Nice haircut, by the way.”

“Yeah, Chantal really knows what she’s doing.”

“The fake-titted floozy strikes again, huh? Did she do you in her chair?”

“You really want me to answer that?”

“No, I don’t.”

A loud moan comes from Ana’s bedroom and Holly covers her ears.

I groan, and say, “I thought the point of a dirty weekend away was to fuck yourselves stupid, and then you’d be too tired to fuck anymore when you came home?”

I’m beginning to think life for Elijah and my baby cousin is just one big porno.

“Ha! This from the man who had sex with a different woman every night his first three months in Sugartown.”

“Shut it, darlin’, or I'll make you my next conquest.”

“Been there.” She makes a lazy hand gesture that encompasses all of me. “Done all of that.”

“Not all of it, sweetheart.” I smack her foot and laugh.

“Jackson Rowe, you held out on me?”

“Oh, I got moves that’d rock your world, baby.”

“Well, right now could you move your arse off, and let me go back to sleep, please?”

I screw up my features like I’m giving that some real thought and then ask, “You eaten anything today?”

“Nope. I was going to make myself a sandwich, but then the smells from the fridge made me hurl chunks. So, food sort of fell by the wayside.”

“Hols, you gotta eat.”

“Yeah, tell that to this kid banging around in my vagina. He apparently likes to live off the blood of the damned.”

“Come on. I’ll make you some eggs.”

“Really?” She smiles, and damn, if it doesn’t make me feel like boy virgin in a brothel. “With toast?”

“With toast.”

“And tea?”

I laugh. “And tea.”

“And a foot rub?” She shoves her foot into my face and pokes my cheek with her toe.

I gently knock it away with my hand. “Hell no. I don’t do feet.”

“Since when? I recall you loved my teeny, tiny feet, once upon a time.”

Fuck. I should have known she’d bring up that time when I propped her up on the bench in her parents’ kitchen and licked her toes clean because she spilled a carton of milk all over the floor. To be fair, it’s not like I have an all-out foot fetish. I don’t go around sucking women’s toes, and my internet porn history is clean. I just think about how her cute, dainty feet were covered in milk and ... shit. My jeans just got a little bit tighter.

I lead her into the kitchen, and she takes a chair at the table, resting her head on her hand as she watches me cook dinner. “How’d you get so domesticated, anyway?”

“What, the eggs?” I ask, as I crack a couple into a pan along with some cream and start scrambling. Then I shove the bread down in the toaster and pour Hols a peppermint tea. “I had to cook a lot when my mum was sick. That’s about all I can make, though, so don’t get too excited.”

“I like eggs. It’s one of the only things I can keep down these days.”

“You see a doctor about that?”

“Yeah. If it gets much worse, they’ll consider hospitalising me. For now, I’m just living the dream.”

“You heard from the father?”

She closes her eyes and pinches the bridge of her nose. “Not this again?”

“Just hear me out.” I hold the spatula up in a placating gesture. She frowns and lays her head down on her outstretched arm. She looks so tiny, so fragile like that; I almost feel bad for playing Devil’s advocate here. “What if it were you?” 

“What if what were me?”

“What if you were in his position, and your ex-girlfriend was carrying around a bouncing baby boy?”

“Okay, first of all, um ... no. And secondly, I think I prefer to be Coop in this case and be completely oblivious for the rest of my life.”

“Come on, Hols; you can’t mean that?” I plate up the food and pull the teabag from the cup.

“Not having this conversation again, Jack.”

“Fine, then you can shut the hell up and eat your eggs,” I say, and slide the plate in front of her.

“I’m suddenly not all that hungry.”

“Eat the fucking eggs, Holly.”

She narrows her eyes, but pulls her plate closer and inspects the food with interest. “You are one bossy son-of-a-bitch, you know that?”

“Ha. My mother would have loved you.”

“Your mother did love me, Jackarse. She wanted to take me home with her, remember?”

“Yeah, her and me both,” I mutter, and meet her gaze across the table. Fuck. Why the hell did I just say that? What the fuck is wrong with me?

Holly gives me an odd look, and then tucks into her food. Aw, shit. Now it’s all fucking weird.

I hear a door open, and a moment later the lovebirds come shuffling down the hall, Ana leading the way, and Elijah cocooned around her.

“Hols?”

“Yes, Jack?”

“I’m a need you to punch me, because I’m pretty sure I just saw Ana and Cade in our kitchen, fully clothed.”

“You hear that?” Hols leers at Ana, who’s looking a little sheepish. “Jack’s so shocked you two aren’t bumping uglies right now that he just gave me permission to kick his arse. You’re going down, Rowe.”

“Not yet, darlin’, but you come see me later, and we’ll catch up on old times.” I wink. Holly narrows her eyes and flips me off.

“So, clearly nothing’s changed since we’ve been gone.” Ana sits down next to Holly and rubs her shoulder. “You look better. How you been these past few days?”

“Pregnant. You?”

Ana and Elijah exchange a secret smile, and then both reply, “Good.”

“I take it the smutty weekend away was awesome? Go team.” Holly waves her hands in the air like pompoms, and I can’t help but smile. Fuck me, she’s sexy. 

“It was alright,” Cade mutters and opens the fridge door staring in at the half-empty shelves.

“Alright?” Ana protests. “What do you mean, it was alright?”

“Babe, I was trying to spare them the details.” He chuckles and abandons his search, leaning back against the closed fridge door. 

“Oh. Then, yeah. It was alright.” Ana gives him a wry smile. Goddamn it. These two even manage to turn smiling into an X-rated Olympic event. She makes her way across the room and drapes herself around him. Elijah slides his hand up her thigh, beneath her skirt. It’s as though neither of them cares that I have to witness this. It’s sickening. I feel dirty. Violated, even. “Anyway, I gotta head to the shop and make some pies. This town isn’t going to make them itself.”

“I’ll come. I’m starving.” Elijah leans down to kiss Ana’s mouth. Holly and I both look away. Right into one another’s eyes. For the life of me, I can’t work out why things are so awkward between us now. I mean shit, yes, there’s always been heat between us, but now there’s this pull that I can’t ignore. Ever since she sucked me off in the car the night of the Fingergate incident when I took her out for ice cream, all I can think about is bending her over the kitchen table, and fucking her brains out. Which would be the stupidest move I could make, but that doesn’t mean I want to do it any less. Glancing at her as the other two leave, I can’t help but think it’s exactly what she wants, too. Which just makes it that much harder to do the right thing by everybody.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Holly

I lean against the sink and splash my face with cold water. Jackson’s in his room, whistling along to some annoying Miley Cyrus song that the radio stations are giving way too much airplay. Whistling drives me fucking nuts. That’s why he does it. He said something once about how his grandfather used to whistle nonstop. As in, all the time. Elderly or not, I would have junk-punched that dude so hard he’d be able to reach a few new octaves.

I stumble blindly across the bathroom until I find the towel rack, then I pat my face dry, and breathe in the sweet floral smell of fabric softener. Ana’s so fucking domestic she’s like the Aussie version of Betty-Freaking-Crocker. I mean, what other nineteen-year-old do you know that bakes pies, almost singlehandedly runs a diner, and uses fabric softener? The chick’s nuts. Half of the time I’m flat out trying to find where I tossed my shit to begin with, which begs the question: should I hold my best friend at gunpoint, and force her to adopt this kid? I mean, what kind of mum am I going to make when the thing is screaming for a bottle, or a dummy, or some other kind of baby crap, and I’m running around trying to find where the hell those things are buried underneath the pile of shit in my room?

And now I'm completely and utterly depressed.

Again. 

Fuck my life.

I hang my towel back on the rack. I try folding it the way Ana does, but I manage to make even that look as if I took a chainsaw to it, so I just shove it back on the holder and ignore it when it falls to the floor. I turn to walk out when a loud bang sounds off in the distance. It actually shakes the ground beneath us a little.

“Hols?” Jackson’s standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the light from the hall, his eyes are wide with panic. His tanned hands grip the doorframe tightly. The fear on his face takes me by surprise.

“I’m okay. I think it came from town.”

He races out into the living room and stares out the window in disbelief before firing off a round of expletives. Jack darts around the room gathering his keys and wallet.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“I want you to stay here.”

“Stay here? Where the hell are you going?” I glance over at the window. Flickering orange flames light the town below and a huge plume of black smoke rises up above it. My brain goes into meltdown for a moment, just staring at the beauty of the buildings burning against the midnight sky, and then it hits me, and I sink to my knees because spots dance before my eyes, and I have this insane urge to fall through the hardwood floors. “Ana.”

Jackson helps me to my feet and wraps his arms around me. I’ve never seen him look so afraid. His sky-blue eyes are wide, and his face is ashen. “You need to stay here. I’m gonna go check it out, and I’ll be back. But I need you to go lie down, okay? I just have to get down there.”

“Belle’s Pies is on fire,” I mutter, clutching at his shirt, and trying to make sense of what I just saw. “Why is Belle’s Pies on fire?”

“Hols, I need you to calm down. I have to go.”

“No. I’m coming with you.”

“It’s not safe. A fire that big has a lot of smoke. It’s not healthy for the baby.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“No. You’re not.” He cups my face in his big hands. “Hols, don’t do this. My family’s down there.”

“So is mine!” I wrench myself out of his grasp, and march over to the door, holding it open for him. “If you don’t take me, I’ll take my car, but you should know I’m not up to driving right now.”

Several long minutes later we pull onto Main Street, and Jack cuts the engine near a crowd of people. The flashing lights of the emergency vehicles make me a little dizzy. I drag myself out of the car. My feet feel like lead, and my heart is slamming against my chest so hard it hurts, and I’m hoping and praying like hell that no one I love got hurt. Logically, I can’t see how they couldn’t have. Elijah and Ana left well over half an hour ago. She had to be inside ... she had ...

The ground rushes up to me, but Jack’s strong arms pull me back into his chest, and then I’m not tilting anymore. The world rights itself, and yet it can never be right again if my best friend is gone.

A wailing kid snaps us both out of our heads, and as Jack pushes us through the throng of bystanders, the picture becomes a lot clearer. The entire diner is engulfed in the blaze. Burnt amber flames lick at a black sky. I cover my mouth, and feel as if my world is spinning out of orbit.

There’s an ambulance on hand, and a stretcher sitting idly by, but no one on it. I’m frantic. My pulse pounds at my wrist, and my heart is beating so hard I feel like it might just hammer its way out of my chest. I can’t see anything over the crowd of people. Now is so not the time to be a tiny pregnant woman, because I can’t see jack-shit over the heads of the bystanders, and pushing them out of the way with my baby belly won’t do much but hurt the little jellybean.

“Jack, where are they?” I tug on his hand. His brow furrows and his eyes are glassy. It’s hard to tell if it’s from the sting of the smoke, or if he’s feeling the terror of rising panic like I am.

“I don’t know, Hols. I can’t see shit.” He stretches up on his toes, and—keeping my hand firmly grasped in his—he launches us through the crowd of dumbfounded Sugartown residents. Some have their hands covering their mouths as they study the blaze in disbelief. Others stand there like zombies, not speaking, not crying, just staring. Crazy-Eyed Callaghan sits across the street, his cart pushed up against the roller door of Bob’s Bikes, while he sings to the mangy cat curled in his arms. 

Both of Sugartown’s police officers are on the scene, trying to keep the onlookers at bay while the firefighters contain the blaze. It’s already spread to the two empty shopfronts either side of where Belle’s Pies used to be.

The kid’s wailing grows louder.  

“Over here.” Jack leads us in the direction of the screams. Sammy’s screams. Ice water runs through my veins. I break out in a cold sweat. God, please don’t let him be hurt. Please don’t let him be crying because Ana is dead. We finally clear the throng of people, Ana and Elijah are standing side by side. My heart gives a stutter of relief.

Like the rest of the onlookers, she has her hands clasped against her mouth, but the tears in her eyes and the look of sheer horror on her face sets her aside from the others. Elijah has a wailing Sammy wrapped up in his arms. He absently smooths a hand down the kid’s back as he repeats something over and over in Sammy’s ear. Beyond them, Bob is on his knees in the middle of the road—his face twisted with grief. A wailing, keening cry coming from his mouth. I’ve never seen anyone cry like this—harrowing, heartbreaking, and not at all human. People should never sound that way. It grates on my soul like a knife on bone.

I let go of Jack’s hand and run towards them, crashing into Ana so hard that I almost knock her down, and then I’m hugging her tight enough to suffocate her. “I thought you were dead.”

“I’m okay.” She sobs.

“Where’s Kerry?” Jack asks from behind me.

“She was inside. She had Sammy in there, too. I don’t know what the hell she was doing, but that pilot light sticks. You know I’ve been complaining about it for years.”

“Ana, I’m so sorry.”

“Elijah and I stopped off at the supermarket to get some supplies, and Sammy ran out the front door to meet us, and then it just ... it just exploded. We were thrown halfway across the street with the blast.”

It’s only now in the light created by the dancing flames that I see the soot, blood, and grazes on the three of them. Sammy’s scratched up pretty badly. His arm hangs limp around Elijah’s neck. I don’t think any of them are aware of their bumps and bruises, or what’s really happening. We’re all too numb.

Tears roll down her cheeks, she looks so small as she says, “It’s all gone, Hols.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” I stroke her hair as she holds on tight. I glance at Sammy again and frown. “Ana, I think Sammy’s arm is broken.”

“What?” She turns to look at her little brother but before she can make a move toward him, the building groans, and then it makes this odd screaming, whistling sound as the roof caves in. Ana and I shrink back, feeling the vibration through our legs. Bob staggers to his feet. He takes an unsteady step, and then he charges toward the burning buildings.

“Dad!” Ana screams. Sammy starts wailing again. Jackson tackles Bob and pins him down on the pavement.

“Let me go! My wife is in there,” Bob bellows.

My heart feels like it’s snapping in two. I don’t know how much more suffering this family can take.

“No, mate, she’s not,” Jack grunts as he wrestles with the bear of a man beneath him. “You need to pull your shit together.”

“She’s my wife. My wife’s dead!”

“And your kids just watched you try and jump in the blaze after her,” Jack spits, and then releases him anyway. For a minute I’m about to call Jack out on that shit, but then Bob is on his feet and stalking toward him like a man hell-bent on burying him in the ground. “You wanna hit me, Uncle?” Jack makes a beckoning gesture. “Come on, then.”

And he does. Bob’s fist swings out, but Jack ducks the first hit and bounds away. Ana screams as Bob charges at Jack. I try to hold her back by looping my arms around her waist, but she’s stronger than I am and slips free. Elijah steps in front of her, and says, “Leave it, babe.”

“Leave it?” Ana glares up at him with wounded eyes.

“They’ll be okay,” he whispers and frees up one of his arms that’re supporting Sammy’s weight. He tucks her into his side and kisses her head as she sobs.

A guttural cry pulls my attention back to the fight. Bob punches him square in the jaw. Jack’s head rocks to the side, and he spits blood on the ground, but he remains glued to the spot all the same as Bob hits him again and again. Jack never falters. He takes the beating Bob dishes out without even flinching. He takes it willingly until Bob can no longer do anything but cry, and drop to his knees again. Jack sinks beside the man who has always been like a father to me, always been more loving than my own, and comforts him. His face is bloody, his eye swollen already, and his lip is sporting two new cuts. For the life of me, I can’t understand what the hell just happened, but Bob is now embracing his nephew and silently sobbing into his shoulder.

Constable Miller has finally realised what’s going, and he steps up to intervene, but he’s a little too late. Jack’s face is a bloody mess. Belle’s Pies is burning, and a family is ripped apart. There’s not a whole lot the men in blue can do now.  

“Ana,” I say, touching her arm and saving her from having to watch her dad fall apart. Again. They’ve both been through this before when Ana’s mum died. It hurts me to see Bob this way, so it must be damn near killing her. “We need to get Sammy checked out.”

“You’re right,” she says robotically.

“Ana wherth Mummy?” Sammy asks from over Elijah’s shoulder.

Ana covers her face to hide the tears sliding down her cheeks and whispers, “How do I answer that?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do I say to him, Hols?” she pleads.  

“Mummy’s not here, little man,” Elijah says and strokes his back. “We gotta let the doctors fix you up, and let the firemen put out the blaze. I’m gonna need you to be tough for me, okay? Can you do that? Can you be brave?”

“Uh-huh,” Sammy says through his whimpering.

“Thatta boy.” Elijah stalks over to the ambulance and starts demanding the ambos look after Sammy. He leans right over the stretcher and talks to Sammy the whole time they’re assessing him, blocking the kid’s view of his distraught father.

“What are we supposed to tell him? He just saw his mother get blown to pieces. If Elijah and I hadn’t stopped, maybe none of this would have happened.”

“Shut up,” I say, grabbing the tops of her shoulders and shaking her. “If you had been here ten minutes earlier, it would have been the four of you that we’d be mourning right now. This situation sucks, Ana, but we'll get through it. We always do.”

Jackson seems to have calmed Bob down a bit. I don’t know how he did it, but the man went from ready to rip Jack to shreds to a haunted mess of a man who just lost his second wife, and the mother of his child. He sits on the bitumen, and stares as the flames eat away the dream that belonged to his first wife. The paramedic comes over to tend to Jackson’s face, but Jack shoos him away. 

I cough, and Ana snaps her head up to look at me. “Holly, you need to go home. This much smoke is not good for the baby.”

“I had to make sure you were okay. I thought ... I thought you—”

“I know.” We both stand back and watch the fire swallow the building that’s held so many memories for the two of us. It might have been her mother’s dream, but as much as Ana may complain about it, in a way, it's her dream, too. And in a matter of minutes, it's been reduced to ash and rubble, just like the lives of all the Belles.

***
[image: ]


At the hospital, Jackson refused to be seen until after the others, even though his injuries were about the same. He didn’t have grazes from the explosion like Ana, Elijah, and Sammy, but Bob wears some hefty biker rings, and they did more than a little bit of damage to his face.

Earlier, we’d dropped Elijah back at the house. Ana had ridden in the ambulance with Sammy, and Elijah would follow us to the hospital in my car so he could bring the others home once Sammy’s fractured arm had been placed in a cast. Bob and Sammy are going to stay with us in Elijah’s old room for the next few days until we’re able to go through Bob’s house and sort out what survived the smoke damage and what is ruined beyond repair.

Now, I lie awake in bed. Unable to switch my mind off. Unable to stop replaying the sight of the flames, and devastation. 

Ana had never been
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