
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          It Wasn't All a Lie

        

        
        
          The Returned Soldier Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Vicki Connellan

        

        
          Published by Vicki Connellan, 2016.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      IT WASN'T ALL A LIE

    

    
      First edition. July 20, 2016.

      Copyright © 2016 Vicki Connellan.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0994566171

    

    
    
      Written by Vicki Connellan.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Vicki Connellan

	    

      
	    
          
	      Allenby Romance Series

          
        
          
	          Gambling With Love

          
        
          
	          Where There's A Spark

          
        
          
	          The Heart Thief

          
        
          
	          Already Perfect

          
        
          
	          Memories Of You

          
        
          
	          As Simple As Love

          
        
          
	          The Farmer's Daughter

          
        
          
	          Sunshine and Holly

          
        
          
	          Finding Home

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Jalinda Series

          
        
          
	          Beneath Jalinda Skies

          
        
          
	          Beneath Jalinda Stars

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Landers Farm Series

          
        
          
	          Landers Farm - Summer - Bec's Story

          
        
          
	          Landers Farm - Autumn - Mason's Story

          
        
          
	          Landers Farm - Winter - Tate's Story

          
        
          
	          Landers Farm - Spring - Carter's Story

          
        
          
	          Landers Farm - Christmas - Ash's Story

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Neila Lane Series

          
        
          
	          The House on Neila Lane

          
        
          
	          Home to Neila Lane

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Nuralda Series

          
        
          
	          Meant to Be

          
        
          
	          Forever Girl

          
        
          
	          Time for Love

          
        
          
	          Patchwork Hearts

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Protector Series

          
        
          
	          Jack of Hearts

          
        
          
	          Jed

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Returned Soldier Series

          
        
          
	          All I Need Is You

          
        
          
	          It Wasn't All a Lie

          
        
          
	          Love Versus The Bachelor

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Two Seasons Lodge Series

          
        
          
	          Season For Love

          
        
          
	          All In

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Hired Help

          
        
          
	          Forgiven

          
        
          
	          Addy's Kisses

          
        
          
	          Chain Link Heart

          
        
          
	          Something To Live For

          
        
          
	          Love Me In The Rain

          
        
          
	          Brody's Return

          
        
          
	          Outlaws Heart

          
        
          
	          Unexpected

          
        
          
	          Dandelion Wishes

          
        
          
	          Last First Kiss

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1



[image: ]




Mac

I stared at the picture on the screen in front of me, the words at the bottom of the photo playing over and over in my head. Marcus David Morgan. Who would have thought Flynn could produce such a cute kid? All of three hours old and he had a stubborn look just like his old man. I typed a congratulatory text to Flynn and Claire and hit send. I was still looking at the photo when Joey barged into my office and flopped into the chair on the other side of my desk. 

“Cute kid,” he put his feet up on my desk as he reclined back and motioned towards the phone still in my hand. I needed to stop staring at the photo like some clucky middle-aged woman. As much as I envied Flynn’s happiness, and now his family, it needed to stop. I was only making things worse for myself, only making those feelings of emptiness and longing come to the surface again, when I should be pushing them down. Deep down. I’m thirty-two years old, if I was going to have found someone special and have kids of my own, it would have happened by now. Thirty-two wasn’t old, not by anyone’s standards, well, okay, maybe by teenager’s standards, but what did they know about life? I’d seen more than my fair share of atrocities and been through more than my fair share of heartache not to be jaded. Life would be a lot simpler if I could just get used to the fact I was alone, and would always be alone.

“Yeah, must have got his good looks from Claire’s side of the family,” I tossed my phone onto the desk then reached forward to knock Joey’s feet to the floor. “Get your damn feet off my desk.”

“What’s got your tighty whities in a bunch?” 

“Nothing,” I sipped my coffee and sat back in my chair. I knew I was in a bad mood and had been for a while now. It didn’t matter if I was at work, the gym, home, surfing, running, no matter where I was, I couldn’t shake the bad mood. Maybe I needed a holiday. Things had been pretty full on lately, for the past two years pretty much. Ever since our platoon had been decimated in that village raid gone bad, things hadn’t been right, and having Mum continually pushing at me to go see the army psychologist wasn’t helping. There wasn’t anything wrong with me, not mentally. Physically, now that was another story. She stressed about that too. Constantly checking on me, asking me if I was drinking enough water and laying off the coffee. Seriously, you think I’d been critically wounded from that damn bomb. Like the loss of a spleen and kidney wasn’t bad enough, now I had everyone in my face about being cranky all the time.  

“Bullshit there’s nothing wrong with you, you’ve been a right bag of misery lately, maybe you should take a holiday. The new guys have settled in well, they know the drill now, and Flynn will be back in four weeks. Why don't you take a holiday, go get yourself laid and cheer up a bit. How long has it been anyway?” I looked at Joey and raised my eyebrows. 

“I haven’t had a holiday since we started this business, you know that,” I wasn’t getting into a talk about my sex life or lack thereof. 

“Not the holiday you idiot, since you got laid, how long’s it been? I haven’t seen you with a girl in ages,” he was shaking his head at me. 

“Don't you have an assignment to work on?” I waved my hand towards the office door. “Get lost, some of us have work to do.”

“You know what you need? You need to go away somewhere, Thailand or Singapore, or somewhere in the orient, get yourself a girl for a week or two and spend all of your time in bed, that’ll fix your bad mood and get you out of this funk you’re in,” I looked at Joey and shook my head. He spoke with the wisdom of a guy who went blind because he looked at a solar eclipse without one of those boxes with a pinhole in it, and now goes around the country speaking to high school kids about the dangers of looking at a solar eclipse without one of those boxes without the pinhole in it. 

“I am not going to the orient or anywhere else to pick up some two-bit hooker that probably has more STD’s than you, there’s nothing wrong with me, I’m fine,” I shot him another filthy look. “Now get out and let me work.”   

As soon as he was gone, I sat back in my chair and let out a breath. He was right. I wasn’t fine, but there was no way I was telling him the reason for my funk as he put it. He’d laugh until he wet himself if he knew why I was so unhappy. Hell, even I thought I was starting to sound like a girl. ‘My clock is ticking’, ‘I’m never going to meet the one’, ‘why can’t I find someone to love me?’ Shit, maybe he was right. Maybe I needed to get away. 

I had my head in the file of our latest assignment when there was a soft tap on the office door, but it opened before I could respond. “For Christ’s sake Joey will you bugger off and leave me alone?” 

“Sorry Mr Mac, is this a bad time?” I looked up at Naomi. The poor thing looked like a deer in the headlights, which was nothing unusual, she always looked startled. Like someone had just given her a super wedgie and she didn’t know it was coming. “I can come back later,” her voice was barely audible. 

“No, now’s fine. What is it?” I put the file down and looked away from her for a few seconds. Experience told me that if I kept looking at her, she’d start to fumble over her words and eventually turn and walk out of my office having forgotten why she came in here in the first place. She was a nice enough woman, but she was a lousy receptionist. 

“I...” she stepped forward and held out a piece of paper. “I just wanted to give you this,” I took the paper from her and read it. “It’s my letter of resignation, I...I don't think I’m cut out for this job, it’s so intense and it makes me nervous, you make me nervous,” she wouldn’t look at me, instead she looked at her hands as she stood there twisting her fingers together. Shit. I make her nervous. I’m a friggin pussycat. And what does she mean the jobs too intense? She sits at a desk, answers the phone and does admin stuff, and not very well. It’s not like she’s the one getting shot at, travelling to foreign countries with dodgy legal systems and flying around in aeroplanes that look flimsier than the one on the side of a jelly packet. “I’m giving a months’ notice, so there’s time to find someone else.”

I looked up at her as I put the paper on my desk. “I make you nervous?” I couldn’t believe it. “I’m sorry Naomi, it was never my intention to make you nervous,” I shook my head. “If I can ask, what is it about me that makes you nervous?” 

“It’s nothing specific really, you’re just really intense you know, like always so serious and sort of scary. Like big muscle man scary, sort of like John Cena when he’s about to body slam Randy Orton, just intense, like all the time. I think you need a holiday or something. You’re a nice guy, sometimes sweet even, but mostly just intense,” she stepped back towards the door. “I’m sorry Mr Mac, I really am. It’s just that my aura isn’t as bright as it was before I started working here, and I need to get it back, my aura that is. It’s off balance and I need to fix it.” 

I watched her walk out the door and close it gently behind her. How can she talk about John Cena body slamming Randy Orton in one breath, and in the next talk about her aura and it being off balance? Something was off balance with that girl, and it wasn’t her aura. And what’s with calling me scary? No one’s ever called me scary before, not in this country anyway. I thought I left that side of me behind when I got back to Australia, when I got back home. Maybe I didn’t. If I was as intense and scary as Naomi said I was, then maybe it was part of me. I didn’t even realise I was like that. 

I needed to get out of here for a while. 

I stuck my head into Joey’s office to tell him I was bailing on lunch today. “I’m going for a run, I need some air.”

“Give me five and I’ll come with you,” he started packing up the file he was looking at. 

“Nah, it’s all good mate, I’ll run on my own today. I need to clear my head, and you’ll just keep nagging at me like you’re my mother,” I closed the door before he could argue. Two minutes later I was pounding the pavement through the city and towards the harbour. I was on autopilot as I ran my usual lap down Circular Quay, past the Opera House and around to Mrs Macquarie’s Chair, then back through the city. It was only about eight kilometres, but it was enough to fill my lungs with fresh air and try to rid my head of the never-ending feeling of melancholy. What the hell was wrong with me? I kept telling myself there was nothing wrong, that I was fine. That I had always been, and always would be fine, but what if I was wrong? In my heart I knew I wasn’t happy. I knew I felt like there was something missing. That didn’t necessarily mean it was a woman, or that it was the whole family thing that I was missing. Yeah, I wanted all that, wife, kids, house, dog, and the whole shebang. But what if it was more than that? The thought of spiralling into some deep depression scared the hell out of me. I’d seen some of my army buddies go through just that and it was a hard road back. Once you set off on that path you had one hell of a fight on your hands to shake that black cloud. I wouldn’t let myself get sucked down into the abyss like that. That wasn’t who I was, it wasn’t me. I was tougher than that. So what if I didn’t find my happy ever after person, so what if I never had a kid or three of my own. I had a good life. I had a good career in the army, while it lasted anyway. I have a successful business and enough money in the bank to let me live out my life without a worry. Shit, maybe I did need a holiday, some time away to regroup my thoughts and get my shit together. 

By the time I got back to the office I’d decided to take a break, once Flynn got back that was. I knew Joey could handle things here, and the two new guys were working out really well, but I’d wait until Flynn was back from his baby daddy leave. Then I’d head off, maybe go out bush somewhere, maybe go stay in Flynn’s cabin in the mountains for a bit. That sounded a lot more appealing than exposing myself to diseases from a loose hooker in a foreign country.  

I’d just finished in the shower when Joey knocked on the door. Seriously, couldn’t he give it a rest for a while? He might be happy going to loud nightclubs and taking home a different girl every night, but I was over that bullshit, it wasn’t enough anymore. It would never be enough again. “Hang on, give me five to get dressed,” I yelled back through the door. Each of our offices had an ensuite bathroom attached, which was perfect for days when I went for a midday run. And perfect for the days where I ended up sleeping at the office because I couldn’t face going home to a dark empty house. Shit, here I go again. “What is it?” I stopped as I stepped into my office and saw who was sitting with Joey. “Mr Carmichael, sorry, I didn’t know you were here,” I shot a look of annoyance at Joey. He could have warned me that one of our biggest clients was here to see us. A little heads up would have been nice. “What can we do for you this time?” I shook his hand before taking a seat behind my desk. 

“I have an assignment for you, but it’s a little different from the norm,” he looked worried. Like he was about to divulge state secrets, and his head would be on the chopping block for it. Usually, he wanted us to do straight forward surveillance on his opposition’s client. He was a divorce lawyer, one of the best in the country, usually only hired by the rich and famous. His fee had a lot to do with that. He oozed money and power, you didn’t have to know what business he was in to know the man was loaded beyond measure. But he looked different today. He looked forlorn, and for the first time ever, he didn’t look confident. “This one’s personal,” he slid an envelope towards me. “And I’d like you to handle it, you, personally, not any of those new guys, just you,” he looked over at Joey. “No offence Joey, but you have a bit of a reputation with the ladies, and well, not to mince words, but I don't trust you with this one, this one’s special.” 

I looked at Joey and raised an eyebrow before Carmichael turned back to me. “So, tell me what you want,” I pulled some papers and photos from the envelope. The pictures were of a young girl, maybe sixteen or seventeen. She was dressed for a high school graduation, a huge smile on her face and a scroll of paper in her hand. There was a copy of a birth certificate and a piece of paper with an address. 

“That’s my daughter, Rachel, it was taken on her graduation day, her seventeenth birthday. It’s the most recent photo I have of her. She...she uh, moved out of home two months after that photo was taken. I haven’t seen her since. I need you to find her, to get to know her, gain her trust then convince her to come home and see me, or to let me come see her. Her and my grandchild,” he stopped for a moment then started again. “That’s the last address I had for her, it’s my mother-in-laws house, I think she’s still there, her and the kid.”

“How old is the child, and what’s its name?” I pulled out a new blank file and started taking notes. 

“I don't know, I suppose it’d be nine years old by now and I don't know what its name is, I’ve never met my grandchild,” he sat forward in his chair and looked at me. He tried to look like he had it all together, but he didn’t. He was nervous, apprehensive. He looked like he’d fall apart if this didn’t work out. 

“What’s your time frame for this, when did you want her to make contact?” I scribbled another note then looked at him. 

“By Christmas would be nice,” he handed me another envelope. “There’s fifty thousand, if it’s not enough I can get you more. She doesn’t trust easy, it’ll take you a couple of months to win her over. Least that’s what she used to be like, maybe she’s changed, who knows,” he snorted out a little laugh. “Get to know her, gain her trust, then and only then can you tell her about me, I expect she’ll not have anything to do with you otherwise,” he rubbed his hands over his face then looked from Joey to me. “She’s not exactly a fan of mine, or her mothers, god rest her soul.” He stood to leave. 

“Let me know if you need more cash, I understand I’m asking a lot, having you move away from here for a couple of months, but I’m willing to pay top dollar to have your full attention on this, I,” he let out a long breath. “I don't have much longer to live you see, and I need to see her before I go, before my time’s up. I need to see her and make amends for the past. I need to tell her how sorry I am for everything. You get her to see me, and I’ll take it from there,” he started to leave. 

“Wait, I need some more information,” he returned to his seat and answered the rest of my questions. By the time he left my notepad was full and I couldn’t stop looking at the photo of the smiling girl in front of me. I was trying to imagine what she looked like now. She may have changed but I bet she still had that knock ‘em dead smile. I put the photo into the file when Joey came back into the office. 

“Well, looks like you get to go on your little holiday after all,” he grinned at me. “And if she’s still in Canberra then that works out well for you, they’re very liberated down there in the nation’s capital, with all the sex shops and brothels being legal, who knows, you might come back a happier man.”

“Do you think of anything other than sex?” I didn’t look at him as I shuffled the papers back into the envelope. It was almost six o’clock now, I’d do a bit of research then go home and pack. Truth be known, I was pretty keen to get away from here for a bit, so this assignment was just perfect. “I’ll stay back tonight and do some research on her, then I’ll head off tomorrow,” I looked up at him. “I’ll call you when I get there. I’ll have the laptop while I’m there, but I’ll be in touch every few days anyway.” I shoved the cash into the envelope with the photos. I felt bad being so snarky at Joey for the past month or so, and I didn’t want to go away for two months and leave it like that. The research could wait until I was home tonight. “Actually, do you feel like getting a beer and a burger?” 

“Yeah, that’d be nice,” he stood to go. “Just give me a minute to lock up the office.” 

Half an hour later we were sitting in the pub down the street with a cold beer in our hands. We talked about Carmichael and the assignment I was about to embark on, and about the assignments he and the others had to do while I was away. Mostly they were boring surveillance work, following a husband or wife suspected of cheating, following a potential insurance fraud claimant. We got a lot of those lately. There was one assignment to track down a kid who was taken by his father on an access visit and never returned. Both the kid and the father were missing, presumed to be somewhere in the Northern Territory. Scott was taking that assignment seeing as though he’d lived up that way in the past and knew the area. 

“You know I’m only worried about you right,” Joey looked across the table at me. “There’s something wrong man, you’ve changed, you’re not the happy easy-going guy you used to be,” he let out a breath. I knew this was hard for him, we weren’t used to having deep and meaningful conversations like some guys were. We were army men, SAS troopers trained to kill. Talking about our feelings and shit didn’t come natural to us. “I’m just sayin’ I'm here if you want to talk okay. I know what you’ve been through, I was there to remember. Just,” he sipped his beer and looked at me again. “Just don't let it get to a point where you feel like there's no way out. I’ve lost enough mates. I don't want to lose another.” 

“Thanks man, I appreciate the gesture, but you don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be fine. Some wise arse shrink told me I’m just in a funk and need to snap out of it,” he laughed at this. “I promise I’ll come back from this assignment a new man okay, no more funk, no more scary John Cena intensity.” 

“Who the hell compared you to John Cena?” He laughed.

“Naomi, she said she was leaving because I scared her, that I was too intense and I was upsetting her aura,” I shook my head. “She’s given a month’s notice, I’ll find a new receptionist when I get back, you’ll be right for four weeks without an admin person won’t you?”

He shook his head. “I’ll be fine, don't stress about me or the business, just do your assignment and find yourself some fun while you're away.”

––––––––
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AT FIVE IN THE AFTERNOON the following day, I checked into a motel only two suburbs away from where my new assignment lived. My research told me that she was indeed still living in her late grandmother’s house, she had one kid, a boy, about to turn ten. She worked in the office of a big supermarket chain, at their store close to her home. She lived alone, no boyfriend, not for the past two years anyway. The grandmother died four years ago, leaving the house and small mortgage to Rachel and Elliot. There were no other relatives, with her mother being an only child and her not having contact with her father’s side of the family. She was twenty-seven years old, but I had no recent photos of her or the kid. She didn’t do Facebook or any other social media, and apart from her circle of friends she kept to herself. Finding all that information was the easy part, getting to know her and let me into her life was going to be the hard part. I needed to figure out an in, a way to meet her and introduce myself. I didn’t want to do it through the kid, using kids as a pawn wasn’t my thing. There’d be another way, I just needed to watch her for a few days, and I’d think of something. But first on my to do list was dinner. It had been a long day, and I was starving. Time to go check out my new town for the next two months. 

I called Joey as I walked along the main strip of restaurants. This area wasn’t too bad. There was a pool and a gym close to the motel, perfect for my morning swim and workout session, and the track around the lake was perfect for going on a run. There were some nice restaurants, a decent shopping centre in case I needed to pick up anything and a few good bars. Not that I planned on spending much of my time in those, but it was good to know they were there. I got some food to go and headed back to my motel room. Tomorrow was a rest day then I’d start on my assignment. 

***
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RACHEL

“Come on Elliot or we’ll be late again,” I looked at my watch as I waited near the front door. “We’ve been late three mornings this week. I'm setting the alarm a half hour earlier tomorrow.”

I heard him groan as he came down the hall. “I feel fine Mum, why do I have to go swimming? I feel fine,” he always protested about the early mornings on the weekends. 

“Come on, stop complaining, you know you feel heaps better after a swim and Liam’s going to be waiting for you,” I pulled the door closed behind us and had to give it a second yank as it stuck on the door frame. I made a mental note to add it to the growing list of jobs that needed to be done before we put the place on the market. That was something else Elliot wasn’t happy about, the fact that we were moving away from all of his friends. I wasn’t happy about leaving my girlfriends either, but it was for his benefit, for his health. “Do you want to ask Liam and Ryan and the two Daniel’s for a sleepover tonight, and Declan too if you want?” 

“Okay,” he looked over at me. “Can we go and do something fun, like rock climbing or go-karts or bowling?” He looked hopeful. 

“I wish we could bud but I don't have enough money for that, maybe we can do that for your birthday, that’s only a month away,” I looked at him then back at the road. “How about tonight we just have spaghetti and watch a movie or two, or you guys can play videogames.”

“Fine,” he sunk back into the seat and looked out the window. Money had always been tight for us. It wasn’t like he ever went without the essentials, there was always a meal on the table and a roof over his head, there just wasn’t any money for the extras. Which made me think about the house. It needed major work before we listed it for sale. Even if I got top dollar for it, we’d only be able to afford a small apartment out in the suburbs in Sydney. We’d never get a house with a yard that’s for sure, but the smaller our debt the more spare cash there would be so we could start living life, not just existing. 

As soon as I pulled into a parking spot Elliot took off into the aquatic centre. 

“Don't run, you’ll slip over,” I called after him but all I got in return was a shake of the head. “Fine, run then,” I said under my breath. The boy was giving off more and more attitude lately. It was times like this I wished he had a father figure around. He needed someone other than me in his face all the time. “Hey ladies,” I dumped my bags on the only spare seat at the table. I loved meeting up with the girls. We’d all been friends since the kids were in pre-school, and even though I was younger than all of them, it didn’t seem to matter. Lucy and Karla both had six kids each, I have no idea how they managed that each day. Still, they were always happy, if not a little frazzled. 

Karla had six boys and always joked that if she didn’t have such a hot husband, she’d be able to keep her hands off him and things might not be so crowded at their house. Lucy had four girls and two boys, they were all nice kids too. Donna and Nicola had two kids each, they both said they had the requisite boy and girl and now they were done. Any shagging that went on in their houses from now on was done purely for fun. Emily had three kids, the eldest, Declan was a handful, and the girls were sweet as pie. Brenda and I were the only ones with one kid. She had a girl, Stevie, she was just as much a free spirit as her father. People who didn’t know Neal thought he was a bit flighty from smoking too much pot in his younger days, but he wasn’t. He was just one of those people who really didn’t see the need to worry about anything. He was happy to let things play out and see where they landed. Which was probably a good thing, Brenda worried enough for the both of them. 

“I need a coffee,” I dug out my purse and headed for the café. 

“Me too,” Emily was on her feet in a flash. “Preferably a double shot with whisky.” 

“Bad day?” I looked over at her as we got to the counter. 

“You could say that, the mother-in-law called this morning, they’re coming for a visit next weekend,” she closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “For the whole weekend, two nights, what the hell am I going to do with them for two nights? It’ll be on like Donkey Kong after the first two hours.”

We put in our orders then went back to join the rest of the girls. “You can always come hang out at my place if you need an out, let Carl deal with them, they’re his parents.”  

“Oh god, are your in-laws coming for a visit?” Brenda was rolling her eyes. “My sister wanted to come visit for our birthday this year, I told her I was busy, and she needed to give me a year’s notice,” she laughed. “At a minimum,” Brenda was the good twin out of those two. 

“I’m serious ladies, I need something. I’m not up to seeing her again so soon, I’m only just getting over their last visit,” Emily thanked the waitress for her coffee. “Oh for the love of god, when are they going to stop with the dick in the froth thing,” she motioned towards her cup. “I complain one time, one time and I’ve been getting a bloody penis picture in my milk froth ever since, they really need to come up with something new, this shit is getting old.” She stirred away the offending picture. “Look, you get a cute little heart, and I get a stubby little dick,” she shook her head again. 

“Speaking of stubby little dicks,” Donna looked at me. “Heath was asking about you the other day, I think he’s still hung up on you, he still thinks you guys could have something.” 

“No way, we gave it a shot, two months of my life I will never get back. The man is clueless, and he’s bossy, and not a nice Fifty Shades kind of bossy. I was always on edge when he was around, I’m not going back there again, no way,” I sipped my coffee and looked at Donna. “How do you know he’s got a stubby little dick?” All the girls looked at her. 

“He went skinny dipping in our spa once, needless to say I drained it dry the next day and bleached every surface,” she laughed. “The man’s got the smallest dick I’ve ever seen. How did you get by with that for two months?” 

“I didn’t,” they all looked at me. “I took one look at it and knew it wouldn’t do the job. And seriously, he was skinny dipping, in front of people, does the guy have no shame? I’d be so embarrassed if I was a guy and had a dick that small, I’ve seen French fries bigger than his dick.”

“So I should tell him no then?” Donna raised her eyebrows at me. “It’s been a while for you and a small dick is better than no dick.”

“It’s a definite no, not now, not ever. Besides, the small dick isn’t his only issue. The man’s an arse and he wasn’t nice to Elliot, so no, it’s a definite no.” I scanned the pool looking for Elliot as he swam his laps. Liam was swimming laps as well while their swimming coach yelled instructions at them. The rest of the kids were in the smaller pool all playing around and chasing each other. I took another look at Liam then something else caught my eye. “Holy snapping duck poo,” I motioned towards the man standing on the diving blocks. 

“Oh puck,” Lucy had her eyes glued on the man too. “I bet he doesn’t have a stubby little dick.”

We all turned to look at Lucy. She was the more conservative member of our little rag tag band, she never swore, and she almost never talked about men other than Artie, let alone their anatomy. “Well, I bet he doesn’t,” she looked from us back to the man in question. 

He was ripped and tan. Well-defined muscles all over, huge biceps, always my weakness, a sculptured back and what looked like a nice tight butt under those shorts. I never liked the speedo look but man I wish this guy was wearing some. He had short dark hair and a nice sexy looking tattoo on one of those lovely biceps. “Holy crap I think I just came in my pants,” I said in a whisper. 

“Me too,” came six replies. All the girls had their eyes glued on our new man. We all watched as he pushed a button on his watch then dove into the water. He was a good twenty metres down the pool before he surfaced again. There was a collective sigh as his delicious body skimmed over the water, the moment only broken by Karla yelling across the pool to her kids. 

“Aiden, stop trying to drown your brother, let him up,” she stood and walked towards the pool. “Don't make me come in there after you.” All eyes went to Aiden as he looked from his brother to his mother, trying to decide which one he was more frightened of. In the end he let his brother surface and swam away. “I so need a night off from this lot, what are you all doing tonight? I feel a drinks and nibbles night coming on.” 

“I promised Elliot he could have some of the boys’ sleep over tonight. Maybe you can leave the house with the guise of dropping off your boys at my place, it’s not your fault if it turns into a few wines and some food,” I looked at each of the girls. “Shall we say six o’clock, bring Liam, Declan, Ryan and the two Daniel’s. Brenda, you’ll just have to make up an excuse to come over.”

“I’m in,” they all said in unison. Once that was settled, we went back to ogling the mystery man currently swimming laps alongside my son. 

––––––––
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BY THE TIME WE PULLED out of the aquatic centre parking lot Elliot was exhausted. He’d swum his laps then played in the other pool with all of his friends for the next hour. We didn’t mind hanging around a bit longer today, not with that gorgeous eye candy still swimming his laps in the bigger pool. I thought Nicola was going to fall off her chair when he got out of the water and did that head flick thing to get the water off his face. Then when he was towelling down his fine abs and stomach Karla had to wipe the drool from her chin. Poor Lucy was the worst of all, she was practically salivating at the sight of him. No matter how many times she kept saying that Artie was the only one to get her oven hot we knew she was enjoying the sight of that man. 

I made a mental note to bring Elliot swimming at the same time every day. It’s not like a guy like that would be single, or interested in someone like me in the slightest, but there was no harm in looking. And I intended to look as much as I could. 

Six o’clock rolled around and before long the house was full of noisy boys and noisy women. The boys commandeered the lounge room while we set up at the kitchen table with more bottles of wine than was necessary. But then again we did have Nicola and Brenda with us tonight and those two were like fish when it came to the wine. “Bottom’s up ladies,” Nicola was the first one to raise her glass. “To nights off and eye candy at the pool,” we all uttered our cheers in unison. 

Over the next four hours we consumed more wine and cheese than would be considered humanly possible. We laughed so much I thought Lucy and Donna would have to go for a bathroom stop to change their underwear, and the boys thought we were nuts. By the end of the night the girls had convinced me to find a handyman to help with the jobs, only problem was I couldn’t afford one. But Karla had a solution for that, one I wasn’t convinced of, but I really had no other choice. If I wanted top dollar for the house, I needed the repairs done. “You should give it a go Rach, my sister in Perth did it, she got her whole house renovated for the cost of materials. And we can help, we’ll be here to vet the candidates,” she winked at me. 

“Oh god, with you lot in charge what could possibly go wrong?” I got up to put the jug on. “Anyone want coffee?” There were a few takers, but the usual suspects stuck with the wine. We’d just sat down with our cuppas when there was a knock at the door. “Who’d be here this late?” I looked out the front window then looked back at the girls. “It’s stubby,” they all came for a look. He knocked on the door again and yelled out this time. 

“Rachel, I know you’re in there, we need to talk, I want you back, you and me, we should be together,” he was slightly slurring his words. 

“My god, he’s drunk,” everyone was fighting for window space now, even the boys. 

“I’ll call Mark,” Karla pulled out her phone. 

“I’ll call Graham,” Donna already had her phone to her ear. Both lived in the same street as me so the men would be here in a flash. 

“Rachel,” he yelled again. “Come out, come out wherever you are,” god he sounded creepy. There was no way I was opening the door to him. No way. I mentally added deadlocks to the list of jobs. We were all watching as Graham and Mark came running from each end of the street. Heath put up a struggle but then Mark got him in a headlock and dragged him to his car, throwing him in the passenger seat and closing the door. I opened the front door for Graham. 

“Mark’s calling Heath’s brothers to come take him home. He’s in no state to drive, we’ll stay until they get here,” he looked at Donna then at the rest of us. “Are you ladies drunk?” 

“No,” he got seven replies all at once. While we waited for Heath to be carted off, I sent all the boys off to brush their teeth and get ready for bed. It was late now, almost eleven. Mark ended up driving Nicola and Brenda home, while Graham made sure Emily, Karla and Lucy got home okay. Maybe we should tone down our girl’s nights, but then again, maybe not. I wasn’t going to be here much longer, and I wanted to enjoy time with my friends while I could. 

“Night,” I waved off the last of them then locked the door. “Right boys, bedtime, go to bed without a fuss and we’ll have pancakes for breakfast.” 

***
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Chapter 2
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Mac

The motel bed was one of the crappiest beds I’d ever slept on, even the floor was looking like a viable option at one point last night. I’d need to find a new place to stay pretty soon, last night was one of the worst night’s sleep I’ve had in a long time, and I'm not what you’d consider to be a good sleeper at the best of times. The morning swim and gym session helped work out some of the kinks.

After the gym I showered then went to the motel restaurant to fill up on breakfast. The food was okay, but not something I was looking forward to living off for the next two months. When I got out of the army, I promised myself two things. One, I’d never eat crappy food again, and two, I’d never sleep rough again. I was letting myself down today, something that I’d need to fix. My mind instantly wandered back to the same old thing, if I had a family, a wife and kids, then I’d be settled, then I’d be eating a home cooked meal every night and sleeping in the same bed, beside the woman I loved. That’d have to be the ultimate for any guy I reckon. To find that one true love, the one person that changed everything, the one person who made you feel like you were invincible, and anything was possible. Flynn had that with Claire. You could see it on his face every time she walked into the room. Every time she looked at him his whole face lifted. Now they have Marcus. He was one lucky man. 

I put the envelope of information and photos of the young high school graduate on the front seat and set my camera on top. On the way to the address that I’d confirmed as her residence, I went over some possible scenarios in my head. I needed to get to know her and that meant I needed to meet her, but that could wait a day or two, today was all about surveillance. Today was about learning her movements and her routine. Today was about finding out what my target looked like, and the rest would fall into place once I had some recon work done. 

I parked down the street, just far enough to make sure I was out of sight. My big black ute didn’t look out of place in this street, there were similar cars parked along the side of the road and my windows were dark enough that you couldn’t see in unless you were coming straight at me. I sipped on the first of my coffees as I read through my notes again. 

From all accounts she was your average citizen. A single mum who had a nine to five job and struggled to pay the bills and maintain a house. Nothing out of the ordinary there, I knew the story well. She worked hard at a job she wasn’t overly fond of and sacrificed everything for her kid. At least that’s what I hoped she did. I’d hate to think this kid grew up the same as me. I needed to stop thinking like this, thinking about the past, what’s done was done and there was nothing either my mother or I could do to change it. Sure, she’d tried to make it up to me over the years, and sure, now she was a bit over the top with her displays of love and concern, but it wasn’t always like that. There was a time when the latest boyfriend came first, and I came second, and that hurt. If I was being honest with myself, it still hurt. And what did that make me, a grown man who was still pining after the love of his mother, still hurt because she always chose them over me, man I sounded pathetic. 

Time to stop thinking about the past, time to focus on the here and now, the assignment. I was pouring myself a second coffee when they came out the front door, she had her hand on the kids’ shoulder as they walked to the car, he shrugged her off then looked around. Probably making sure none of his mates had seen him walking with his mum like that. I zoomed the lens in on them and snapped a few quick shots, some of them both and some of her on her own. She still had the honey blond hair that she had in the graduation photo, she was a little taller and she had most definitely grown from the cute teenager into a stunning woman. But there was no smile, not yet anyway. I looked at the photo on the camera screen, captivated by the sadness in her eyes. She looked defeated, defeated and tired and it made me wonder if she’d still have the same beautiful smile she had when she was younger. 

Keeping a safe distance behind, I followed them to the service station and watched her fill the car with fuel. Then she went to the local shopping centre, the kid trailing along beside her. He was talking and animating something with his hands, like he was trying to explain something to her, and she wasn’t getting it. The kid ran off to get a shopping trolley while she went to the notice board in the middle of the walkway. She pulled a sheet of paper from her bag and read it over before looking at the board. There was a moment of hesitation before she pinned up the sign and walked away. I watched her and the boy walk into the supermarket and head for the fruit and veggie section. I could still see them from where I stood at the notice board. As soon as I read her sign, I pulled it from the board. This was my in, this was the way I was going to get to know her and win her trust. It was like the recon and surveillance gods had just handed her to me on a silver platter. 

I folded the note and shoved it into my pocket before heading into the supermarket. I couldn’t see Rachel or her son but that didn’t matter. I had her number now, there was no need to follow them anymore today. But there was one thing I did need to do, and that was to get myself a coffee machine and some decent coffee. The stuff they tried to pass off as coffee at the motel was garbage. We had better coffee than that in the desert. I grabbed a coffee machine from the shelf then reached for the last box of Kazaar pods. Instead of making contact with a box of coffee pods I found myself touching a silky soft warm hand. There was a zap of electricity and we both pulled our hands back. “Sorry,” I looked down at the woman with the honey blond hair and beautiful green eyes. Rachel. She was beautiful. Breathtakingly beautiful in a natural way. I heard her suck in a breath as she looked up at me. That can’t be a good sign. 

“You’re the guy from the pool,” she spoke in a whisper. 

“Sorry,” I looked back at her. “Do I know you?” I shifted the coffee machine to my other arm. I needed to play it cool here. If she figured out that I knew who she was I’d lose her for sure. 

“No, no, you don't know me. Sorry,” she motioned towards the box of pods on the shelf. “It’s the last one, you take it.” 
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