
TUMBLE WITH ME

Louise Forster

––––––––

[image: ]

Copyright © Tumble With Me 2026 By Louise Forster

All rights reserved. 

No part of these books may be reproduced in any form by electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Tumble With Me | Louise Forster

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Tumble With Me


Louise Forster






[image: ]


‘The comeback is always stronger than the setback.’

– Author unknown.
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Chapter 1
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Ava Bennet held her breath, frozen on the top tread, staring down the long flight of stairs. Lawson’s rich baritone drifted up from below, rumbling instructions to someone. She tried to pretend this was normal — just another bloke in the gym. Nothing to see here.

That lie didn’t hold for a second.

Lawson Grady made her nervous. And now she was stuck. Her legs had turned to jelly, and one wrong step would send her tumbling to the bottom. Then she’d have to explain why she was lying there bruised and broken — and who would come charging over, arms pumping like a rugby forward going for a try? Lawson. Of course Lawson.

And then what? His big hands all over her, checking for injuries. He absolutely would — frantic, gentle, thorough.

A ridiculous part of her thought that having his arms around her might almost be worth the pain.

As soon as he’d realise she was physically fine, that quirky half-smile of his would appear. The thought sent a tingle rushing through her, impossible to control.

Ava tightened her grip on the handrail and drew a steadying breath. Lawson always did this to her. Thankfully, when he disappeared at a moment’s notice, she got a break — a rest from fighting her escalating feelings for all things Lawson Grady.

She’d been living in his stylish apartment above the gym for over a month. Dark russet timbers, chrome, a massive flat-screen with gaming controls she never touched — the whole place screamed man-cave. Her favourite spot was the Japanese-style bath overlooking the garden. Pure luxury after a hard day’s work.

But Lawson was back. For what? To regroup? Gather intel? Who knew. One early morning after her swim, she’d overheard him talking to Brock, the local police sergeant and Lawson’s close friend. They’d been muttering in the gym, and all she’d caught was, ‘Yeah, going out again... should get closer this time.’

Closer to what? To whom?

Where Lawson and Takumi went was always under wraps. Adele couldn’t tell her much either. Whatever they were doing, it was secret for a reason. And maybe none of her business.

So what if he was back. So what if her body had other ideas. She was determined to keep her distance. Absolutely no interest in anything Lawson did or said. None.

So why was she sweating at the top of the stairs, tingles flooding her body just from the sound of his voice?

Ridiculous. Physically impossible.

Eyes closed, she slowed her breathing and whispered her mantra: I am in control. I am in control. I most definitely am in control.

She’d just begun to relax, one foot hovering over the next step, when Lawson bellowed from below, ‘Back straight, knees bent, thrust your hips up... and down... and thrust up again. That’s it. Hold for the count of ten.’

Ava rubbed her face. Damn his seductive voice. Damn his pheromones embedded in every room of his apartment. More instructions floated up. Who on earth was he asking to thrust their hips?

She slapped a hand over her mouth before her frustrated growl gave her away.

Enough. She shook herself hard and forced her legs to move, inching down the stairs with all the determination of a woman walking into battle.

At the bottom, she stepped into the open gym — and stopped dead.

Lawson stood there, back straight, shoulders square, wearing black Lycra gym pants that moulded to his muscled arse and thick thighs. A matching tank hugged his broad shoulders and arms. He looked like he’d stepped out of a fitness magazine.

Oh, to climb that man like a tree.

If Ava had a dream man, it was Lawson — gentle, kind, caring, and built like a Greek god. Which was exactly why she fought so hard to keep him out of her dreams.

He sensed her behind him. His spine stiffened, and he slowly turned his head. Caught red-handed checking him out, Ava felt heat burst in her chest and race up her neck. She managed a hesitant smile she hoped didn’t betray her meltdown.

A strangled noise saved her.

A man on the bench press lay flat on his back, eyes bulging, arms shaking as he fought to keep the barbell from crushing his throat.

‘Lawson — mate!’ he gasped.

‘Jesus, sorry, Alex.’ Lawson grabbed the barbell and racked it with effortless strength. ‘That’s it. You’re done for today. Give the weights a rest tomorrow. Go for a run. I’ll see you the day after.’

While Lawson was distracted, Ava bolted for the door.

Behind her, Alex muttered cheekily, ‘If you don’t start something with Beautiful — I will.’

Lawson growled, ‘Not every woman is fair game. Besides, Ava would eat you alive.’

‘Ooh, I can’t wait,’ Alex chuckled.

‘Go for it. I’ll watch the massacre,’ Lawson shot back. ‘And then pick on your bones.’

Alex’s laughter echoed through the gym and followed Ava all the way to her car. Despite herself, she smiled.

‘This is getting complicated. I should’ve found somewhere else to live,’ she muttered, unlocking her ute.

But it wasn’t just Lawson making her second-guess everything. Country life was alien to her — like teets on a bull. And she knew the locals had opinions.

‘She’s living above the gym... friends help each other... but does she know what she’s getting into, building her own home?’

Those overheard comments only made her more determined. Wait until they saw her cabinetmaking.

Most locals were kind, genuinely interested, and her new friends had no doubt she could build her home — and build it well.

Leaving Sydney had been a relief, but leaving her dad, Joe, had been the hardest thing she’d ever done. He’d supported her completely, but stepping into the unknown wasn’t easy.

Adele had persuaded her to stay in the empty apartment, insisting she was doing them all a favour. How could she refuse?

Thinking of her friends made her smile. The day she’d arrived, they’d all gathered at Sofie and Brock’s for a meal. Jennifer had brought food from Veronica’s, Adele and Takumi brought wine, and Lawson organised babysitters. They were all disgustingly in love and happy.

And every time Adele talked about Takumi and the work he and Lawson did to protect people and animals, Ava knew Takumi was one of the best humans alive. And if he was Lawson’s best friend... well.

She checked the rear-vision mirror of her dream car — a brand-new fiery red Tundra, a going-away gift from her dad. Backing out, she headed five kilometres out of town to her five-acre block.

Music drifted through the car as she drove, and she wondered how different life was going to be. She’d need a job or start something herself. With top marks in woodwork and cabinetmaking, she could make almost anything.

Tumble Creek was mostly quiet, aside from the occasional teenager roaring down Main Street in a noisy ute. Nothing compared to Adele’s cobalt-blue Harley.

Ava kept up her martial arts training, though she doubted she’d need it here. She’d started after seeing too many dancers harassed by men. The final straw had been the stalker who broke into the change room — and the club owner’s infuriating response.

‘The club is safe, Ava. Don’t tell anyone. It’ll hurt business.’

She’d jabbed a finger into his chest with every furious word, warning him that if any dancer got so much as a scratch, he’d pay. And this time, there were too many witnesses for him to bury it.

Her dad had begged her to quit — again — offering to pay her way. But Ava wanted to stand on her own feet. She’d taken Adele’s advice and signed up for martial arts, letting her dad pay for the lessons only because he’d insisted.

‘I’m good,’ she muttered now, blinking back tears. ‘Silly goose. You don’t work there anymore.’

She cranked up the music — her dad’s favourite, AC/DC’s Highway to Hell — and sang at the top of her lungs until the bad memories loosened their grip.

Turning onto Cedar Avenue, she smiled at the canopy of massive trees arching overhead. Her new life. Her new start.

Her thoughts drifted back to Lawson — his soft gaze, the way her bones turned to liquid. His strength, his gentleness. He could probably fix everything, erase the past with one look.

Pink’s Stupid Girls blasted through the speakers. Ava laughed at the timing.

She turned through her gate, rattled over the old cattle grid, and crept down her long driveway. The sight of her half-built home and the new dam alive with frogs and birds lifted her spirits.

Roofers crawled over the frame, bolting sheets down. Soon she’d be able to start the interior. The thought made her grin.

‘I’m taking coffee orders!’ she called. ‘And don’t make it complicated.’

She texted the order to Veronica’s and headed into town just as the rain began.

Inside Veronica’s, warm air and the smell of pastries wrapped around her. She brushed rain off her shoulders and stepped up to the counter.

A fireman in full gear collected his tray of coffees. ‘See ya tomorrow!’ he called.

‘Bye, Brucie!’ Claudia sang.

Ava smiled. She’d met Claudia back in Sydney during the chaos of Adele’s crisis. Good people, all of them.

‘Hi-ya, Ava,’ Claudia greeted her. ‘Don’t worry, there’s no fire—’ A bell chimed behind her. ‘Ah, your order’s ready.’

Ava leaned on the counter. ‘I hope after I’ve lived here a while, my skin looks as good as yours. Gorgeous.’

Claudia laughed. ‘You wouldn’t have recognised me a year ago. I was a wannabe goth. White makeup, black clothes, bad attitude — the lot.’

‘Wow. Would never have picked that. What were you hiding from?’

‘Ooh, you’re quick,’ Claudia said. ‘And so right. Too long and boring to explain, but I’m not hiding anymore.’

Ava reached across and hugged her. ‘That takes guts, sweetheart. You’re awesome.’

‘Thank you,’ Claudia giggled.

The kitchen bell went ballistic. Claudia wrinkled her nose. ‘Chef’s getting impatient. Be right back.’

*   *   *
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Balancing the cardboard tray, Ava pulled open Veronica’s door and stepped into a wall of rain. The drizzle from earlier had turned into a downpour, the kind that blurred the world into soft grey edges. She hurried to her ute, slid the tray across to the passenger seat, and drove back to the building site with her precious cargo of hot coffee and pastries.

Parking close to the house, she hunched over the tray, shielding it from the rain as she picked her way through rubble and mud. The moment she stepped under the half-finished roof, the sound of drills and hammering echoed above her — the men racing the weather.

‘Hey, guys, get your coffee while it’s hot!’ she called, raising her voice over the drumming rain.

Tools clattered. Boots thudded down ladders. Four rain-soaked bodies appeared, shoulders hunched, hoodies dripping.

Their boss didn’t bother with a greeting. ‘We’re done here for the day. I’ll buy yous all a beer at the Sapphire.’

A couple of the men muttered something that sounded like agreement, though their expressions were sour. One of them grumbled, ‘Keepin’ us on a steep-pitched, slippery roof was stupid and bloody dangerous.’

Stan shot him a warning, sharp, shut-up glare.

But when they spotted the coffees and pastries, their faces lifted, just a little.

‘Thanks, Ava. Appreciated,’ a young guy said with a shy grin. Then something in him shifted — a flicker of self-consciousness. He ducked his head. ‘Yeah, this’s gotta be better than the crap I put in me thermos this mornin’.’

His mate snorted. ‘Mate, you don’t even know what crap you put in your thermos. Or where you left your paints — the ones in tubes, not the spray cans.’

Matt ducked the half-hearted swipe aimed at the back of his head. Ava’s stomach tightened. He was the butt of their jokes — the quiet one, the easy target. The knowing made her stomach knot.

The men settled on stacks of timber, warming their hands on the cups as they launched into crude stories, each trying to outdo the other. Ava cringed, which only encouraged them. She didn’t know all their names, and right now didn’t care. She just wanted her roof finished and these idiots gone.

Then a couple of guys took it further with vulgar comments aimed at her. Pole dancing. Stripping. Suggestive looks so blatant a nun would’ve noticed.

Ava’s chest tightened. She’d heard worse at the club, but she hadn’t expected it here. Adele had painted country men as respectful, grounded. But disrespect travelled — and her past had a way of following her.

She wasn’t ashamed of her work. She’d been good at it. Professional. Controlled. But it only took one arsehole — her old boss — to poison trust.

She stared at the men, expression flat, unimpressed. They mistook it for amusement. Except Matt. He sat with his elbows on his knees, hands clasped, head bowed, hair falling like a curtain. Embarrassed. Angry. Not at her — at them.

She gave him a small, genuine smile. He didn’t see it.

Ava let the others talk themselves out, her irritation simmering. She needed the roof. She needed the money. She’d tolerated worse for less.

Still, a wicked little spark lit inside her. She lifted her cup, narrowed her eyes, and gave each man a slow, deliberate, voodoo-witch stare. The kind that said I know exactly what you are, and I’m not impressed.

A couple of them shifted, suddenly aware of themselves. Good. Vulnerability looked better on them than bravado.

New beginnings, she reminded herself. She wouldn’t let a handful of idiots stain what she was building here.

A car pulled up outside. Heavy footsteps approached. Ava turned — the light behind the figure made him a silhouette, but she knew instantly who it was.

Stan’s face twisted. ‘Oh, fuck. Here comes trouble — big time.’

Matt straightened, eyes narrowing as he looked past Ava. His expression sharpened — protective? Warning? She couldn’t tell.

Lawson stepped under the roof, rain dripping from his jacket, hands low on his hips. His presence filled the space — quiet, controlled, but edged with something dangerous. Ava felt the shift in the air, like the moment before a storm breaks.

‘Was it something I said?’ Lawson asked Stan, voice low, eyebrow lifting in a slow, deliberate challenge.

Stan puffed up. ‘Always. I’m sure the boys are with me...’ He shot them a look that dared them to disagree. ‘...when I say I don’t care being ordered what to do — or not do.’

Ava blinked. Ordered? By who? About what?

Lawson’s voice dropped, a quiet growl. ‘If I ask you to do something, it’s because it matters. And when you decide not to...’ He stepped closer. ‘...whatever happens next is on you.’

The tension thickened, almost absurd in its intensity. Ava nearly laughed — schoolyard posturing wrapped in adult muscle. But beneath it, something darker pulsed. Something personal.

She set her cup down carefully. Enough. She needed her roof finished, not a testosterone showdown.

She stepped forward, shoulders back, arms crossed. At five-ten she determined to look every inch of it.

‘You’ve flexed your muscles and beaten your chests,’ she said to Lawson, her tone dry. ‘I can look after myself.’

He looked surprised, and strangely, his expression held warmth; he was pleased. Butterflies fluttered in her belly. She grunted, disapproving of her body's reaction.

She turned on the roofers. ‘And you lot behaved like a cesspool of scummy toads, trying to out-gross each other with gutter stories aimed at me. Any sane woman — your mother, sister, aunt — would slap you stupid. But that wouldn’t work. You’re already stupid.’

A couple winced.

‘Just because I worked at a strip club does not make me an empty-headed slut. And now that I’ve called you on it, there’ll be no more of your crass, boorish, vulgar talk. If you don’t understand those words, Google them. And you’ll be here tomorrow at dawn to finish this roof.’

Stan’s squinty eyes darted to Lawson. ‘We’ve got another job. We’re heading back to Armidale and—’

‘Oh, really?’ Ava cut in, fury sparking. ‘Why are you looking at him? Who’s paying your wages? Whose home are you working on?’

She paced, anger rolling through her in hot waves. ‘All women deserve your respect.’

Stan sneered. ‘Any woman stripping in front of horny blokes doesn’t deserve your shit. And you oughta check who you’re fucking—’

Ava didn’t think. She moved.

Her fist connected with his jaw in a clean, sharp arc. Pain shot up her arm, but she didn’t flinch.

Stan staggered back, eyes wild. ‘You’re lucky you’re not alone, or—’

Lawson’s hand shot out, clamping around Stan’s throat. The movement was fast, controlled, terrifyingly precise. His fingers pressed into the man’s jugular.

Ava squeaked. The roofers swore.

Stan’s face reddened, but his eyes glittered with smug malice. ‘Touched a nerve, did I?’

‘I take anything you say as a threat,’ Lawson said, voice low and lethal.

Ava’s heart hammered. She’d never seen Lawson like this — stripped of restraint, all quiet fury and protective instinct.

Lawson shoved Stan away with a flick, then stepped into his space again, daring him to try something. ‘Do not use anyone I care about to get at me. Even a hint, and I’ll have you. You can’t hide your fear from me.’

Stan barked a shaky laugh. ‘My boys’ll back me. Get him off me!’

No one moved.

Lawson tilted his head, amused. Stan lunged, trying to head-butt him. Lawson dodged easily.

‘You won’t keep sidestepping me, Grady,’ Stan spat. Then he turned his venom on Ava. ‘He’s not who you think he is. We won’t be coming back. Thank your friend for that.’

‘Typical,’ Lawson muttered.

Stan jabbed a finger into Lawson’s chest. ‘I won’t forget this. Get fucked, Grady.’

He stormed off, tyres spinning, mud spraying.

Ava pointed after him. ‘Fine! I’ll finish the roof myself!’

The remaining men grumbled as they packed up. Matt lingered, making sure the site was clean.

‘Matt,’ Ava called.

He jogged back through the rain. ‘Yeah?’

‘If you want extra work on weekends, I’ll pay you proper rates. Just you. No one else.’

He glanced at Lawson. Something silent passed between them. Then he nodded. ‘I’ll let you know.’

‘Don’t leave it too long.’ She offered her hand. He took it, warm and steady.

‘Thanks, Matt... for earlier.’

‘No worries. They were dicks.’

Lawson stepped closer, voice a low rumble. ‘What’re you doing with them if you think they’re dicks?’

Matt shrugged. I need the work.

He jogged back to his truck, leaving Ava and Lawson standing in the downpour.
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The rain had softened to a misty drizzle, the kind that clung to skin and eyelashes, but Lawson still hadn’t moved to leave. Typical. The man could stand still and somehow take up all the space in the world. Ava decided to ignore him. She grabbed a broom and swept, woodchips, sawdust, dropped nails and screws into a pile. Something to focus on. Something that wasn’t six-foot-plus of temptation watching her every move.

On edge since the morning’s verbal brawl, movement made her spine tingle. Thankfully, it was Lawson who caught her eye. He slowly shook his head and murmured, ‘See you tomorrow.’  

Ava spun around, fixing him with her best steady gaze. She tilted her head, pretending to assess him like he was a slightly disappointing piece of timber. Then she flashed a fake smile and said, ‘No you won’t.’

Now why did she do that? Of course, he was going to question it. Damn, she could kick herself.

The words were out before she could stop them. Idiot. Of course, he’d question it. Of course she’d regret it.

One corner of his mouth lifted in that wry, knowing grin — the one that should’ve been illegal. Heat curled low in her belly, a slow, sultry coil she hadn’t felt in far too long. Her toes curled inside her boots. Damn him.

Adele’s voice drifted through her mind: One day the right bloke will come along when you least expect it... I fell hard but landed softly in his arms.

Ava swallowed and steadfastly, kept her mouth shut, in case words tumbled out like, Don’t go. Stay. Kiss me until I can’t think straight.

Lawson’s expression turned, smug and wicked all at once. Had he read her thoughts? Or was her body betraying her that badly? Because the longer he looked at her, the more her traitorous mind whispered yes.

No, she told herself, not with him. He’s too much of everything. And the town loves him.

She wasn’t ready. Oh, come on, are you going to carry that baggage forever? 

During a recent coffee with her friend, Tony—Anthony Papadopoulos, only a select few dared to call him Papa, they’d reminisced about their final year at high school. The bullying they’d had to endure cut deep. Those precious years when life should’ve been fun and carefree, wasn’t. They targeted Ava because her mum was gone — not divorced, not dead, just gone, which meant the bullies had open slather. For Tony, it was because they’d decided he was hitting way above his social circle. Tony had gotten into a fistfight when they’d tried their bullshit on her once too often. They left her alone after that. They remain close friends, like brother and sister.

But Lawson? If things went wrong with him, she’d be the one left standing in the wreckage. The town adored him. His friends adored him. She’d be the outsider again. Would she have to leave town? 

And then there was his job — whatever the hell it really was. Adele had let slip just enough to make Ava’s instincts prickle. Dangerous. High-stakes. Maybe even life-threatening.

Not that her own past was harmless. She’d trusted the club, trusted the bouncers, trusted the girls’ dressing room to be safe — until it wasn’t. Until a freak had terrorised them in the one place they should’ve been protected. She’d sworn never to walk that road again. Not for herself. Not for anyone she cared about.

While her thoughts battled, Lawson stepped closer. Close enough that his scruff brushed her cheek, sending goosebumps racing down her side.

Ava,’ he whispered, voice low and coaxing. ‘Take a chance. Live.

He brushed a few strands of hair from her eyes with a tenderness that made her breath catch. She leaned into his palm before she could stop herself, craving the warmth of his touch.

His eyes held hers — steady, longing, unbearably gentle.

Ava shook her head, slow and deliberate. She had to stop this before it swallowed her whole. She slid her hands up his chest to push him back.

And hesitated.

God, he felt good.

A sudden gust of wind snapped a branch against the roof with a loud crack. Ava jumped. Lawson didn’t even flinch. He just smiled, shook his head, and kissed her.

Warm. Sweet. Certain.

The world dissolved. The drizzle, the cold, the half-built house — gone. She’d heard people talk about the perfect kiss, the kind that wrapped you in a bubble and made everything else disappear. She’d never believed it.

Until now.

Lawson deepened the kiss, and Ava sighed into him, her body melting, her core tightening with a sweet, forgotten ache. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. She hadn’t felt that in years.

She leaned into him, hips brushing his without conscious thought. Oh God. The man was built. Pleasure shot through her, stealing her breath. Lawson kissed like he’d invented the art — creative, confident, devastating.

Her toes curled again.

He eased back, hands steadying her waist as she swayed. His face softened, eyes warm and full of something that made her chest tighten.

‘You and me,’ he murmured against her ear. ‘Can’t wait...’ He kissed her once more, reluctant, lingering. ‘But I gotta go.’

He turned and strode to the edge of the concrete slab. 

Ava barely had time to inhale before he stopped, turned, and pinned her with a look so intense her knees wobbled. She blinked, trying to clear her head — and suddenly he was right there again, arms wrapping around her.

‘Wouldn’t want you falling on your arse,’ he rumbled. ‘Besides, I can’t seem to drag myself away.’

Every breath he took brushed his chest against hers. Heat rippled through her. Her legs buckled again, and his expression shifted — serious, intent.

‘I believe you need to be kissed again,’ he murmured. ‘And unless you object, from now on, I’m the only one doing the kissing. No one else.’

But he didn’t move. He waited. Vulnerable. Hopeful. Asking without words.

Ava’s lips parted. Lawson’s gaze dropped to her mouth.

‘I hope that’s an invitation,’ he whispered.

‘Huh?’ she breathed, her body betraying her completely.

He closed the distance, kissing her with a tenderness that undid her. She melted into him, arms sliding around his waist, hands tracing the strong lines of his back, up to his neck, into his hair.

A low moan vibrated in his chest.

She arched into him, needing more, tugging him closer.

He broke the kiss slowly, lifting his head. She opened her eyes lazily, caught by the softness in his gaze.

‘Are you laughing at me?’ she whispered. ‘Because I’m such a pushover for your charms?’

His brow pinched, concern flickering — then eased.

‘I fell for your charms in Sydney last year.’ His fingers slid into her hairline, massaging the tension from her neck. ‘Relax. I’m in town. Not going anywhere for a while. I’ll come by tomorrow, see how you’re getting on.’

He gathered her hands, kissed her knuckles, and stepped back with a sad, apologetic smile.

‘Later then.’

He left without looking back, his ute rolling away without even splashing mud.

Ava stood frozen, chest rising and falling, blinking slowly at the empty driveway.

‘What did I do?’ she whispered to the half-built house. ‘What just happened?’

*   *   *
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Lawson made sure he didn’t exceed the town’s speed limit. His pulse was still thudding from Ava’s kiss — nah, it was more, it was everything about her — but he forced himself to drive like a man with nothing on his mind except the road.

He turned off toward the hills, the drizzle fading behind him as he climbed higher. By the time he pulled into his driveway, the air was crisp and cold, the kind that bit at exposed skin. He strode through the living room, down the hall, and into the bathroom. Clothes hit the laundry basket in a trail behind him.

Hot water thundered over his shoulders, loosening the tension he hadn’t realised he was carrying. He braced one hand against the tiles, head bowed.

‘Ava...’ he growled, the name rumbling out of him before he could stop it.

He slapped both palms against the wall and let out a breath that was half-laugh, half-disbelieving groan. He’d kissed her. Properly kissed her. And she’d kissed him back with a hunger that still burned under his skin.

He slept like a man who’d finally found something worth dreaming about.

Barely dawn, he rolled over, ready to steal another hour of sleep — until a warm, panting breath blasted his face. Ziggy. His oversized, overexcited, half-poodle, half-Great Dane menace.

Lawson groaned and dragged the covers over his head. Ziggy shoved his chin onto the mattress, making it bounce.

‘Morning, fella. You desperate to get outside, you want to come for a—’

That was all it took. Ziggy yodelled, launched himself onto the bed, and bounced like a deranged puppy.

‘—ride this morning, Ziggy?’ Lawson finished, laughing as he wrestled the giant dog into something resembling calm. ‘Alright, alright. Keep your shit together. You’re gonna meet someone extraordinary today. Don’t be jumping all over her like you just did me.’ 

Ziggy flopped onto his back for a tummy rub, instantly angelic.

Lawson grinned. He couldn’t believe the flutter in his stomach — nerves, excitement, something dangerously close to hope. Yesterday he’d kissed Ava Bennett, and every cell in his body had lit up. She’d felt it too. He knew she had. Something held her back, sure, but that spark? That was real.

He’d wait. He’d be patient. He’d earned that skill the hard way — years of training, discipline, knowing when to move and when to hold still. Romancing Ava would be a challenge, but not impossible. And he’d take every moment she gave him.

After showering and feeding Ziggy, Lawson inhaled a quick breakfast — juice, oatmeal drowned in milk and dried fruit — then grabbed the dog’s harness. Ziggy stepped into it like a soldier reporting for duty.

They headed for the truck.

As he drove toward Ava’s build site, memories of Sydney flickered through his mind — Ava on stage, strong and breathtaking, standing by Adele through the chaos. He’d been proud of her that day. Fiercely so. And he’d known, with a clarity that had startled him, that she was someone he needed in his life.

He’d never needed anyone before. Not really. But Ava? She’d knocked him sideways.

He turned into her driveway, adrenaline tightening his chest. Training kicked in — a quick scan of the area, noting details, assessing. The place looked deserted. No Stan. No crew.

But someone was here—Matt.

‘After yesterday, there’s no way Stan Hoke, out of the goodness of his heart, would send one of his workers to help Ava out,’ Lawson mumbled inside his cab. Ears perked, Ziggy looked at him. 

Lawson parked his ute, angled out, and instantly felt the frosty autumn morning surround him, penetrating his thick fleece jacket and beanie. He slapped his thigh and commanded, ‘Hiru,’ Which translated meant heel. At least Lawson hoped that’s what it meant. He wouldn’t put it past Tak to play funny buggers. The command could be anything, not that he or his dog cared. Lawson’s partner and best friend Takumi had a Japanese mother. They decided to use words from her native language to avoid their dogs answering someone else’s command. Even though he knew Ziggy would put up a fight if someone tried to take him or hurt someone, he damn well wasn’t going to make it easy for anyone to call his dog off. 

Lawson’s breath fogged in front of his face. He released his dog and jogged after him up the drive. Getting to the house site, he found one lonely roofer busy ruffling Ziggy’s fur and ears, muttering, ‘You’re some dog,  you know that, boy?’ 

‘Mornin’, Matt,’ Lawson said, extending his hand to the young guy. 

Matt took it, giving him a firm grip. ‘G’day, Lawson,’ His cheeks and nose were rosy from the early frosty morning. He looked cold, and was it any wonder, dressed in a tattered, threadbare old hoodie that wouldn’t keep anyone warm. His jeans were thin with fashionable holes that were real, not manufactured. 

‘Great looking dog,’ Matt mumbled, scratching Ziggy under the chin. 

‘Yeah ... Zig is a Standard Poodle cross Great Dane.’ 

Matt hunkered down and clasped either side of the dog’s head, his smile hesitant, ‘Ziggy?’ he asked. 

Lawson didn’t miss the inquisitive yet troubled look in the young man’s dark brown eyes. Nor did he miss that Matt was tough-built, with hard muscles — not the bulging kind, but the lean-muscled type. As Matt fussed with Ziggy, Lawson’s immediate thoughts were that he was a good bloke who loved animals. But for him to be here alone, something was seriously up. 

Lawson chuckled. ‘Yeah. Ziggy Stardust. You wouldn’t know who he was.’ 

Matt chuckled. ‘Actually, I do. Mum’s favourite singer-songwriter, guy.’

‘Your mum has excellent taste.’ 

Matt straightened from his crouch. ‘Yeah ...’

‘He’s still a pup, so training is ongoing. He’s big, and ...’ Head to one side, Lawson paused to watch the interaction between the young bloke and his dog. He needn’t have had any concerns. Ziggy behaved himself in the extraordinary way he did with people he trusted. He could read their moods and how they were feeling towards him. He knew when someone was off — like Hoke. ‘I’m just asking, but are you comfortable with him sniffing around and staring at you like that?’ 

Matt shrugged. ‘Sure, but why is he doing that?’

‘He likes you. If he’s happy, he’ll wander off and check the place out.’ A few sniffs later, his dog sat halfway between them.

‘Phew.’ Matt’s wavering smile convinced Lawson something was up. Then the young bloke rubbed his face and mumbled, ‘Nice to know I pass. What’s Zig do if he’s not happy?’ 

Lawson had an idea why Ziggy had placed himself in the middle: Matt was agitated about something. It was pouring off him. 

Lawson pursed his lips. ‘Not sure you’ve passed. But he’s met people like Hoke and sat by my feet the whole time, eyeballing them. If they moved, he’d get up on all fours. If they moved in my direction, he’d give a warning growl.’ Lawson shoved his hands deep in his jacket pockets, showing a relaxed bearing when there wasn’t any to speak of. Matt’s problem sat heavy in the air around them. 

‘Okay ...’ Matt mumbled, his voice tense. Ziggy’s ears pricked up.

Eyeing the young bloke, Lawson took a step closer. ‘Listen, there was no way Stan and his crew were gonna turn up, but he wouldn’t have sent you alone, so how come you’re here?’ 

‘Rocked up at the Armidale work site this morning.’ Ever vigilant, Lawson didn’t miss Matt’s muscles bulge with tension. Beyond anger, he looked ready to smash someone’s face in. Keeping a lid on his emotions was difficult as Matt continued, voice shaking with rage, ‘Hoke said I wasn’t needed anymore.’

Ziggy raised his arse and stood, looking from Lawson to Matt and back. 

‘That’s it?’ Lawson didn’t buy it, knowing Hoke, a lot more had been said. For sure.

Matt’s eyes narrowed as he looked away to the side, but Lawson didn’t miss the fact that his eyes glistened when the sun hit his face. Matt pulled his lips between his teeth, desperate to control his emotions. Lawson admired his restraint but needed to know what and, more importantly, why he was holding back. There was more to this than an angry outburst against a boss who’d failed him in every sense. 

Very definitely more. The thought crawled up Lawson’s spine and lodged in the back of his neck. He rolled his shoulders and asked, ‘You weren’t given two weeks notice or got paid out?’ 

Mouth still tight and jaw clenched, Matt shook his head. 

More tension crept into Lawson’s shoulders and, though he tried, he couldn’t keep the frown from darkening his face. ‘You’re built like a brick shithouse, so why didn’t you floor the ugly bastard?’

Matt stiffened. Every fibre in his body shook. He took a steadying breath before growling through clenched teeth, ‘He owns the house we’re renting!’ 

Ziggy trotted over and shoved his head under Matt’s hand.

‘Fuck!’ Lawson bit out. He took a moment to think about what he should say — shit, what could he say? Knowing Matt was the primary breadwinner at home for his single mum and younger sister, who had cerebral palsy, meant life was tough for the Philips family. And if Matt didn’t get work — it was going to be extremely tough. ‘Okay...’ Lawson muttered, massaging his neck, silently cursing Hoke the arsehole. 

Ziggy whined and shoved his head into Lawson’s thigh. For the sake of his dog’s nerves and his own, Lawson ruffled the curls on Ziggy’s head and mumbled, ‘It’s okay boy.’ He shoved a lid on Matt’s news and how much it angered him; instead, he concentrated on the problem and how to fix it. Turning things around and trying to find the positive in something like this, he asked Matt, ‘Lots of us have work experiences other than the job we’re doing to earn a crust. So, considering your age, there wouldn’t have been much time to gather experience, but I’m asking anyway. Aside from roofing, what else are you good at?’

Feet splayed, Matt crossed his arms and, head inclined as if quietly assessing Lawson’s reaction, he took a moment to answer. Then, on an emotional outburst, ‘Art!’ punched out of his chest and throat and echoed over the vacant block to disperse into the surrounding trees. Birds complained and took flight. Ziggy barked at him; just one big woof was all it needed. ‘Sorry ...’ Matt mumbled, laying a gentle hand on the dog’s head.

For Matt to feel it necessary to belt out his answer like that could only mean he dared or expected Lawson to bully and ridicule. Lawson could not stop his eyebrows from shooting up towards his hairline. His dog, now glued to his side, was staring at Matt as if daring him to do that again. 

Matt’s attempt to ooze confidence failed when, face pinched with anger, arms folded tight across his broad chest and feet splayed, he trembled but quietly waited. Lawson acted preoccupied, but he didn’t miss a thing as he ruffled with his dog’s ear. Being able to read people quickly and accurately, he said, ‘Cool.’  Eyes on Matt, he let that percolate. It didn’t take a genius to know Matt had suffered who knew how much bullshit because of his genuine interest in art. A small smile pulled at the corners of Lawson’s mouth at the thought that this young bloke had more going for him than anyone realised. Studying Matt for a few beats, he earnestly asked, ‘Okay, what kind of art?’

Matt’s expression wavered between cynicism and hope.   

Lawson understood and calmly waited for the young man to settle. 

‘Are you for real or just good at hiding your disgust? ’ Matt asked. ‘Trying not to laugh — huh! And I thought you’d be different, but you’re just like the rest. Fuck you, Lawson!’ Picking up his worn-out backpack, gaping open because the zippers didn’t work, he started for his car.

‘Ouch!’ Lawson clutched his chest, trying to lift the stressful mood. When he saw Matt wasn’t going for his playful stunt, he raised a hand, palm facing out, and ordered, ‘Wait right there! I’ll admit you took me by surprise, but don’t ever drop me in the same cesspool- bucket as the rest. Which, I’m assuming, is Stan and his mates! Hell no, that moron is fucked — and I’m a lot of things, but never a moron.’ 

Muscles ticked above Matt’s jaw. Lawson wasn’t a mind reader, but he could see in his face, he was determined to defend his passion for art. A passion that had undoubtedly created yet another round of bullying — even the, I’m-just-kidding sort, was something Lawson would never do. Having a banter, a verbal push and shove with Takumi was their way. Often, most blokes’ way of de-stressing and communicating fondness for each other without it getting weird. But there was a line no person should cross. And Lawson would be the last person to ever pass judgement on Matt for something he enjoyed. 

‘Come on, kid, we could be putting the roof on instead of standing here assessing each other, trying to figure out what the other is thinking. Straight up, okay?’ He waited, watching as Matt’s anger remained written all over his face and in his body language, but he did get the go-ahead nod. ‘I’m not judging you, and you shouldn’t judge me either. I’m only asking what type of art because there’s a lot of different kinds. I do know that much. I’m a Neanderthal when it comes to art. I could draw you a great reconnaissance map with trees, ravines and boulders, but that’s the extent of my drawing skills. So come on — I’m interested,’ he said firmly. But he softened his stance with a slant to his head and a friendly grin. ‘What makes you tick?’

‘First off — I’m no kid, do not call me that!’ Matt’s mouth twisted into a determined, I-mean-it thin line. Ziggy sauntered closer, whined and shoved his head under Matt’s hand.

‘Okay, won’t happen again. Sorry. It’s just that looking at you, I feel old,’ Lawson offered with humour. ‘So, I’ll try another question, an important one. I want to know how long you’ve been the sole
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