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Naomi Randall scanned the wall of little miracles in the obstetrician’s waiting room. The photos featured swaddled newborns, some red-faced and furious with the world, like her live-in ex. Not her baby’s daddy. For months she’d wanted to escape him, but there was always some excuse. Mostly, the man insisted on waiting for the property market to improve, but the goalposts moved every time she mentioned selling the place so they could move on.

As she trudged through her eighth month of pregnancy, the need for security had her hoping for his backup at the prenatal visits, while the perverse devil on her shoulder prayed he wouldn’t. The devil who looked and sounded like Todd Donovan. The sinfully gorgeous man had a wicked sense of humour, and an eye-watering dating history. And he was also her previous employer, and now baby daddy. That little secret would stay held close to her heart.

Todd was not father or partner material, but no matter how often she relegated him to ‘sperm donor’, the title wouldn’t stick. She wouldn’t mind if he turned up for her. He was honest to a fault, while every word from her ex held veiled resentment. As if she’d cheated on him.

When a nurse called Naomi, she forgot the two men who wouldn’t be part of her future and focused on the little one arriving soon. She hoisted herself up from the chair under the sympathetic glances of the other clients, whose partners doted on them every visit. Sometimes she envied the support, despite knowing she could support herself just fine.

After the routine checks of weight and blood pressure, the midwife waved her onto the table. “Let’s see if he’s ready to make things easy on you.”

“My bladder is still a trampoline. What happens if he can’t turn?” Naomi asked. The baby had happily remained in the upright position since her twenty-week ultrasound, when he’d given them an unexpected gender reveal. His name hadn’t come to her yet, but she had a shortlist. She rubbed the little elbow or knee poking under her ribs. “There’s not even enough room for my mini-meals.”

Unsmiling, the woman pressed on Naomi’s overstretched abdomen. “We try turning him today and hope for a last-minute miracle. If bub can’t be budged, we’ll book you for surgery. There’s still a couple of weeks to go, though.”

Just the thought of them prodding him had Naomi covering her stomach. She’d always been protective, but growing a baby had elevated the need to fierce proportions. Her worries had intensified, too. The regular midwives had all experienced her late-night panicked phone calls and unannounced drop-ins at the clinic. They were the most patient women Naomi had ever met. The midwife finished speaking on the phone and patted Naomi’s hand as she hung up. “I’ll do a quick ultrasound to check the umbilical cord, and the doctor will pop in to review you.”

When the nurse left Naomi waiting beneath the crisp sheet with the door open a crack, she checked that her floral maternity undies were covered, then tucked the sheet in tighter. At the early appointments, she’d struggled with the lack of privacy, but the waiting room was a hotbed of too much information. Worse, the negatives from the other mums seemed louder than the positives, which didn’t soothe the loneliness. A brief wish for Todd was stolen by the nurse knocking open the door with a cart.

“Okay, let’s take a look.” The midwife lowered the sheet to Naomi’s waist, shaking the bottle of gel before squeezing out a generous dollop. She swirled it around above her belly button. “There’s his cute little face… ooh, he has hair now.”

A sob almost choked Naomi, but she cleared her throat. “Really?”

“A fair bit. It’s like a halo.” She twisted the screen to show Naomi before moving lower. “No cord around the neck. Perfect. Although his fists are up under his chin, ready to take on the world.”

Not for the first time, she wondered if he’d look like Todd, sharing the auburn-tinged brown hair and hazel eyes. Since Naomi was born bald, the possibility of a Todd-clone seemed likely now.

Another drag of the scanner lower, and the nurse’s smile widened. “We’re all clear on the cord, with no potential obstructions. Are you ready to give it a go? We’ll go as slow as you need.”

Despite the nurse’s gentle touch and praise, the following twenty minutes were more frustrating than the last eight months. Each attempt failed, even when they increased the force, but the little boy would not cooperate. Then the doctor arrived, who wasn’t so careful.

His gruff mutterings and icy hands panicked Naomi, and she stopped him. “That’s enough for now.”

He stripped off his gloves and huffed out, with a command to organise a surgery date, leaving Naomi deflated. She’d failed before the baby even arrived. 

“Hey, you’ll do fine, Mumma. Let’s book another appointment. A C-section isn’t so bad, as long as you have support,” she said. Naomi nodded dumbly as the nurse scheduled the surgery and offered her the appointment card. “We can go over your plan and adjust it at the next visit. You’re in good hands.”

“Thanks.”

On the first leg of the bus trip home, she scrolled through her phone for information on avoiding breech births, and almost missed her first stop. She joined the cluster of primary school kids waiting for the same bus, most wearing Easter hats with chocolate smeared on their cheeks and all excited that school was done for the term. A serious girl organised the younger ones to scoot along the bench to make room for Naomi, and an old memory hit her. A sweet one of gluing pink pom-poms onto a cut-out of bunny ears for her five-year-old half-sister, Tara.

Naomi had been fifteen, and old enough to accept that her parents’ divorce wasn’t Tara’s fault. But two decades later, Naomi didn’t understand how her father had simply left his older children behind. Left Naomi with her mother, Penelope, who had an endless supply of victim cards, and blamed everyone but herself for losing her husband. Naomi had copped the brunt of Penelope’s rage until she moved in with Joel. Those two could both bear the title of top manipulator.

The nurse’s support comment hit her harder now—she had none.

Daydreams of Todd turning up to share the load stole her attention, and she almost missed her last bus stop. She stopped twice as she walked the block back to the three-bedroom apartment she’d bought with Joel years ago. Workers had the lift doors wedged open, and wires hanging from the panel of buttons, so she climbed the three flights of stairs to their floor.

Inside, she trudged past the huge main bedroom, which Joel had banished her from after he dumped her. The second biggest room held his gaming stations with massive screens on the walls, so she now lived in the tiny third, which wasn’t much more than a study space. She’d begged him to let her have a builder add a door frame and door, and since that was the start of Joel’s disturbing behaviour, she’d also invested in a lock. The smallest portable cot would just fit the space, but she’d have to move it whenever she needed to open the wardrobe.

Gosh, she couldn’t have her baby in this space. They’d have to come to an agreement, and once she’d given birth, prepare to sell and move on from their misery. Just as she considered reaching out to Penelope, a text pinged in from the woman.


You need to transfer five-thousand dollars to my account.


I’m on maternity leave, so that’s not possible right now.




After two hours on ‘read’, Naomi breathed easier. No meltdowns meant no pressure. But she quickly shelved the idea of asking her mother for help to escape Joel’s hold.
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Todd Donovan farewelled his mentor and returned to the lifeboat they’d salvaged a few weeks ago. The monotonous sanding had become his favourite stress-reliever since his father’s death. A focussed task to help him escape the pressure of running a company he’d never wanted. Since he shared the ‘joy’ with his brother, stepmother and stepbrother, he could only be thankful that they split the weight of duty. Responsibility wasn’t one of his defining traits. 

The three brothers also shared a half-sister, Daisy—a last-minute surprise for the family. She was almost twenty-two, a good seventeen years younger than him, so his shock and pissy teenage attitude hadn’t been the most welcoming to the new family members. Now they formed a solid unit, and all agreed that Daisy was the best of them. And all of them looked forward to the day she graduated so she could learn the ropes of the company and take over the leadership role, but Todd wouldn’t mind if she sold Donovan’s Dream. Sink it so they could escape Dad’s shroud.

Brent had started the year by falling in love, and had since turned into a besotted fool for his fiancée, Missy… a joy Brent deserved after losing his way for too long. Plus, Missy erred on the side of chaos, and you never knew what she’d come up with. Todd appreciated havoc.

The girl’s baggage included a French bulldog called Bob, the catalyst for Todd’s recent adoption of a red heeler. Todd checked his watch and called the dog.

“Frank…” Nothing. The old workhorse was deaf and had trouble reaching the bathroom on time, so Todd popped his head out to scan the yard and whistled. Frank grunted as he raised his threadbare body from the sun-drenched pavers. 

“Come on, mate. You need cream on your bald patches.”

Since Todd recently edged a year closer to forty, he’d asked the blonde piranha moonlighting as a vet if the hair loss was contagious, and she’d mocked him for his stupidity. Didn’t stop her from wanting a hook-up, though. Unfortunately, sex no longer fit in the stress-relief column, and he was sure he suffered impotence these days. Months, not days. Nine months to be exact—his longest dry-spell on record.

Golf was his other preferred form of stress relief, but his brothers refused to play these days. They thought he was too aggressive… sooks. What did it matter if he took his frustration out on a tiny white ball? Granted, the thing caused a lot of damage when he wielded the club wrong. He’d dented the general manager’s beamer, smashed a window of the same guy’s house where it overlooked the lake on the seventh hole, and coming up on the eighteenth green one afternoon, the sun had been in his eyes and he’d pitched the ball into the club’s spa room. Of course, the general manager’s wife was in there, so rumours spread far and wide that Todd had it out for the guy.

Really, he couldn’t care less about anyone outside his family, other than the last woman he’d slept with, but Naomi Randall had broken him. For years, Todd had ensured he never crossed the line at work, but after admiring Naomi for so long, just one split second had them on the line together. After the night they’d shared, she worked the following Monday, everything business as usual, and since he never went back for seconds, he’d been pleased at first. But as the months of polite disinterest passed, and his worrying lack of sex drive persisted, he became a bit of a dick.

At least the baby wasn’t his. Brent and Dillon were better suited to parenthood than he was. He was too much like his father, not just the many women, but the carelessness and temperamental nature. As he grew older, he’d discovered Dad wasn’t that admirable, and since childhood, everyone had told Todd how similar the father and son duo were, so he kind of hated himself lately.

Even if he wasn’t an asshole, Naomi was way too good for him—nice—although she understood his sarcasm as well as Brent did. Didn’t get bent out of shape like the board members who weren’t family. 

He finished massaging the cream into the leathery patches of skin. “There you go, Frankie. Stop telling Bob that I do nothing for you.”

The dog huffed a bark as a car pulled into his drive, and he tossed aside the tube of cream to meet the intruder out front, then relaxed. He didn’t mind his brother’s company.

Brent ambled up the drive, sitting his sunglasses on top of his blonde hair. “Hey, mate… you better have beer.”

“You’re the one who’s turned up unannounced. Want to see the boat?” Todd asked.

Since Brent was the youngest brother, he knew it wasn’t an invitation but a demand, so he followed Todd back to the workshop. While Brent circled the boat, Todd opened the little bar fridge and grabbed two light beers, prying the lids off with a screwdriver.

“What do you think?” Todd asked as he handed over Brent’s beer, then smacked the guy’s hand away from his work.

Brent scowled back. “Guess it’s better than the last one. No gouges… yet.”

“Yeah, I tried patience.”

“That’s a first.” Brent chuckled at his own smart-assery, then grabbed a stool. “We have a date for the wedding… July fourth.”

“Oh, marrying probably doesn’t quite fit Independence Day.” Despite the off-hand joke, his usual fear of nuptials felt a little like envy, and threw up an image of a caramel-haired woman and her cool gaze. 

Bloody hell, he missed the woman.

Brent shrugged. “Lucky we’re Australian, but you know I’ve helped Missy find her path.”

“Yeah, you’re a good match, I guess.”

“Your praise is overwhelming, as always.” When Frank shuffled in, Brent bent to pat the velvety dog ears—the only youthful part of the poor bastard. Frank sat as close as he could and dozed off while Brent continued. “We’re using one of the cruise ships for a weekend event. Make the most of the fireworks in Darling Harbour.”

“Do I need to sign off on anything?”

“Nah, I’ll cover the costs. So, want to be my best man?” Brent asked.

Since his brother was stupidly happy, Todd held back a groan. “What do I get for my trouble?”

“The honour of standing beside me on the best day of my life.” His brother had embroiled himself in plenty of dubious decisions regarding women, but now he oozed calm. Peace.

Todd finally relented and let a grin loose. “It’s really good to see you happy. Who’s my date?”

“You can invite someone.”

“No… when you’re in the bridal party, don’t you get set up with someone?”

“It’s not a blind date.” Brent sipped his beer, then tossed Frank’s gnawed tennis ball out onto the grass. “I wanted Dillon, too, and Missy asked her sister, but I doubt Belinda will support Missy, if she shows up at all. Dillon gets it, but can you involve him with the plans?”

“What plans?” 

“Seriously, aren’t you organising a bachelor party?”

“Strippers?” Todd scrunched his nose.

Brent missed nothing. “What’s your problem? I never thought you’d turn up your nose at the idea of half-naked women—which I really don’t want to see. Just saying.”

“I haven’t felt the need to see naked women for a while.”

“Are you coming down with something?” Brent reached for Todd’s forehead, laughing.

“Funny, but it’s more of a long-term thing. Nine months. I think I’m impotent.”

Brent scanned Todd with narrowed eyes. “I doubt it. Was your last time an unpleasant experience?”

It was the best, and no one needed to know that tidbit. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

Liar.

“Whoever she was must be the one,” said Brent. When Todd scoffed, he shrugged it off. “I’ve only noticed Missy since the day we met.”

Todd shook his head. He could admit he missed Naomi, they’d worked together for years. But no way was he in love with her. His declining manhood was probably a well-deserved punishment. 








  
  

3


[image: ]




After another hospital visit, where the midwives outlined a new plan involving straw-sized needles in her spine, and cutting her body open to remove her baby, Naomi tried for the umpteenth time to encourage the little one to shift. The first time she’d tried the yoga move: child’s pose. She let the mattress support the weight of her stomach and almost fell asleep from the relief. Until her legs numbed and after long moments stuck in the position, she was seriously afraid of falling onto her stomach. She’d rolled to the side instead, where she waited for the pins and needles to fade. 

Now, Naomi adapted the position, lumbering off the single bed inelegantly to kneel while resting her arms and head on the mattress, with pillows stacked under her bump. That worked better for her, but not for the baby. The stubborn tiny tot refused to budge, already taking after his father, but she’d had plenty of practice handling Todd’s blustery behaviour. She could easily nurture his offspring, and despite the many women, the man had a kind soul, he just preferred to keep it under wraps.

Joel hadn’t come home once this week, and while it was a relief, the waiting to sort things out dragged her down. Her ears pricked up when she heard the front door open, but she didn’t shift from kneeling beside the bed until boots thudded closer to her room. She groaned as she lifted her head from the bed, and the footsteps stopped. 

“What the hell are you doing?”

“The baby—”

Joel cut her off, closing his eyes as if that might change her appearance. “Not interested.”

“Well, open your ears. I need surgery, which means I’ll need help afterwards.”

“Should’ve thought of that before you screwed around on me.”

“Let’s not forget you dumped me, so I didn’t screw around.” She was pretty sure he had ended it because of some other woman, but she wouldn’t accuse him without evidence. “Neither of us wants me here, so we need to take the risk and put the property up for sale.”

“I’d rather not talk to your huge ass, so order takeaway and we’ll sit down together. I’ll be online for an hour or two.”

The off-handed fat-shaming had tears scalding her eyes, but she wouldn’t let him see them, and kept her face down as she stood. “I can’t stay up until nine to eat dinner.”

He shrugged and disappeared into his game room, and it wasn’t long before the sounds of gunfire shook the walls. 

While Naomi cooked her dinner, she answered a few irate door knocks from the neighbours demanding to keep the noise down, but all she could do was apologise. Eventually, she served her half portion because she now ate five smaller meals a day, and kept aside a plate for Joel. He’d refuse the offer, but she’d at least tried, and there’d be two meals of leftovers sorted for the next day. 

She checked that the USB drive holding all her financial information remained in its safe place, then inserted it into her laptop. Nothing popped up to worry her, and all the files were intact. Her father’s law expertise would be handy right about now, so she used the contact form on his firm’s webpage, hoping she could reach him. But she wouldn’t hold her breath… she sent him a message every Christmas and not once had he replied.

She ejected the USB just as Joel filled the doorway, glowering. “When will dinner arrive?”

“I cooked. Your serving is in the fridge when you’re ready to reheat it.”

“I work twelve hours a day to support your ass,” said Joel, barely containing the sneer. “If I ask for takeaway, you deliver.”

“I support myself, and I’m not your Deliveroo. My dad might help us split things evenly so we can move on…”

“Another man who doesn’t want you. If you leave, you get nothing.” He stomped away, but not before giving a searing glare of pure hatred. 

Once he’d offered a bolthole from her mother’s demands, the pair united by the hurt of a broken home. He’d lulled her with promises that their life would be better, but the forced lockdowns changed them both. Lowered Joel’s façade of tolerance and stripped the blinkers from Naomi.

Naomi couldn’t wait for Barry Randall to pay attention to his eldest daughter, so she texted Dillon Donovan. He was Todd’s stepbrother and the head of human resources at Donovan’s Dream. A nice guy who kind of didn’t fit, mostly because Tom treated him like crap.

Hey, Dillon, is my old work email still available to use?



He texted back within minutes. 


Yep. We’re still hoping you’ll come back after your maternity leave finishes. Everything okay?


Need to store some personal information… just in case.


You can send it to me or Mum. I’ll give her a heads-up. 




While Naomi deliberated, three dots waited before he texted again. 


Whatever you need, we’ll look after you.


Thanks.




Pretty sure he wouldn’t say that if he knew she’d slept with Todd, but she sent through the files, and let him know the info was on its way.

I got them. If you need a lawyer, I have contacts—Oliver’s sister.



Oliver was Dillon’s best friend, and the guy’s lawyer sister was a stone-cold bitch—an effective one, nonetheless.


I’ll let you know.


Make sure you tell us when the stork drops… everyone’s asking after you.




The next morning, she headed down to the complex’s indoor pool, both in a bid for weightlessness and as another way to encourage her little one into position. She floated for a while until Joel broke her peace, standing at the end of the pool in his shiny suit and the pointy-toed shoes. Why had she ever liked this guy?

When she stood and shook the water from her ears, she was met with his grumbling. “Stop embarrassing me and come upstairs.”

He didn’t stick around to assist her up the pool steps, so she took her time and dried off extra slowly. That meant he glowered more when she stepped into their apartment. “You’re not moving out, Naomi. The fact the baby’s not mine is humiliating enough, so the ‘relationship’ ends on my terms.”

Since she’d heard his rationalising before, she didn’t react. Although the first time he’d denied her an amicable resolution, the shock had her nodding along like a puppet. For a couple of months, she’d believed his threats were simply empty ones, but the longer she stayed, the more he’d twisted his story. Now she was afraid. She had to escape, if not for her sake, then for Bailey’s.

Naomi gasped at the realisation. For so long, she’d struggled over names, and here she was in the middle of a freak out, and her fourth favourite chose itself.

Joel hadn’t tuned in to her epiphany, and he continued scowling. “I was ready to leave you when all this happened…” He waved a hand at the Bailey bump, and she covered her little one while his tension rose. “What kind of man leaves his pregnant partner? I’ll be the villain.”

“Does image matter when this was over ten months ago? You want to be the hard-done-by guy, then I’ll take the fall. We’ll divide the return from the house sale and move on. Feel free to tell people whatever makes you feel good about yourself.”

He narrowed his eyes. “There have been so many times I should’ve smacked some sense into you.”

“Looks like I dodged a bullet. Have a great day at work, honey. I won’t see you later.”

“You will be here.” Joel inhaled deeply. “After your mother’s latest request, you owe me twenty-thousand dollars.”

“What? I asked you not to pay her ages ago. Actually, you told me not to give her money when we first got together.”

“Family is everything, Naomi.” The arrogant jerk scorched her with one last look that had her fearing for her safety before he stormed out. 

She sagged in relief and allowed a few tears to spill over before packing her bags and calling a cab. The old reality show she used to watch rang in her head… Naomi Randall, it is time to go.
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The cab driver lifted Naomi’s suitcase from the boot and placed it beside her on the footpath. Car horns beeped, and the next taxi driver waiting yelled out the window. Across the busy street, Donovan’s Dream dominated the older mid-rise buildings, the windows reflecting the blue sky like an endless ocean. In her hurry, Naomi hadn’t called Dillon, she’d only wanted to escape Joel. There’d been a brief moment of insanity when she’d considered calling her mother, but she needed peace. Security. 

She trundled the bags into her favourite café, and the barista helped her to a quiet corner before taking her order. After another long debate, she rang Dillon’s number, but instead of his expected quiet greeting, the calm and eternally graceful voice of his mother answered. “Jane Donovan.”

“Hi, Mrs Donovan, this is Naomi Randall. I contacted Dillon yesterday.” She scrounged for a pack of sugar in the little basket, then pushed it aside. 

“He mentioned it. Please don’t call me Mrs Donovan, honey, it’s not quite who I am these days. Now, how can I help?”

“I’m sitting in the cafe down the street with my suitcases, and about to have a baby. Friday at one p.m. to be exact.”

“You’re not safe. Don’t move, and I’ll be right there.” The woman was a natural at mothering.

More tears threatened, and Naomi cleared her throat. “I don’t move fast these days.”

“Sit tight.”

While she waited, Brent strode in with a little French bulldog tucked under one arm and holding the hand of a pretty redhead, the couple wrapped up in each other. The barista spoke to the dog and, when she earned a joyful bark, handed over a treat before taking their order. Naomi tried to shrink in her chair—like it was possible at nine months pregnant—not quite ready for the full-on scrutiny of the family. Dillon and Jane would be enough for now.

Once upon a time, Brent could’ve rivalled Todd’s womanising, but his focus didn’t stray from the woman smiling up at him. Not until he turned away from the counter to wait.

“Naomi!” He almost tripped over her bags. “Uh… going somewhere.”

“Hospital soon. Your stepmother is coming down to see me.”
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