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1.

Laura
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Laura Thomson threaded a hoop through her earlobe as she stepped into her heels and pulled back the thick white curtains. Autumn sunshine lit the pots of bronze chrysanthemums on her front porch, but she had no time to enjoy the sight. Her brother’s bus pulled into the drive and beeped the horn, ready to take him to the support unit.

Eight o’clock came around way too fast.

As usual, she was running late, and Artie’s apathy didn’t help. Laura always dressed and fed him before looking after herself, and she longed for the days when he’d waited by the front door, full of enthusiasm. Instead, she found him slumped in the threadbare navy recliner, Artie’s favourite spot since their mother passed away five years ago. Ten months later, Dad followed, and at twenty-eight, Laura became a sole carer. 

“The bus is waiting, Artie.” She kept her voice even, hoping she wouldn’t trigger the anger lurking just beneath the surface. He lurched from the chair, and her breath caught even though they were the same height. Laura might be the little sister, but he carried twice her weight. The difference was enough to flutter the pulse in her neck. 

While she had blamed grief for the change in his behaviour, it was difficult to ignore lately. Last year, Artie had become despondent and harder to motivate, and tears were more frequent than his laughter. Now he lashed out for minor issues that had never bothered him before. 

“Don’t forget your lunchbox.” Laura picked up her own, which had a sticky note on top—a reminder to see his doctor in her lunch break. 

He almost tipped himself onto the floor as he lifted his backpack. “Not stupid. Dad said I’m not.” 

“I know. I’m seeing Dr Sonia today. Do you have any questions for her?” She handed him a tissue to wipe his mouth as she ushered him out the door. The only answer was stomping boots down the stairs.

Before turning twelve, she’d never heard of Down’s Syndrome until their parents explained why the kids at school insisted her brother was different. In her eyes, he was just Artie. Childhood memories were a highlight reel of them playing and laughing together, and he was as gentle and caring with her as she had been to him. 

The driver popped his head out the window to greet them. “Rough morning?”

“We’re getting there. Have a good day, Artie.” She lingered while another carer settled him into a seat, and as the bus backed out into the busy street, he scorched her with a dark glower.

Laura twisted the old gold watch she wore. Time to move fast, or her boss, Dr Jon Lambert, would also wear a cranky scowl. Then again, he hadn’t looked sideways at her all week. 

Some days she just wanted to escape, so last weekend she paid for a support worker to watch Artie overnight and celebrated her thirty-third birthday with Jon. The after-party back at his apartment—AKA a complete lapse of judgement—was now scorched in her long-term memory. Jon could ignore her all he wanted, but living up to all those rumours dogging their heels was worth every second.

The navigation system’s robotic voice predicted a late arrival when she joined the peak-hour traffic. Fourth for the week, and a new worst record. 

“Damn it. When am I supposed to wake up?” She muttered to herself. “Dawn isn’t early enough?” 

Laura disobeyed a few road rules before she parked in her office car space, just as Jon was unlocking the front door. Three years’ worth of rumours hadn’t been easy on him. New silver highlights in his sable hair lit up in the sun, and wrinkles of discontent overthrew the laugh lines that once crinkled his kind brown eyes.

He looked her way with his eyes hidden behind sunglasses, mouth unsmiling and eyebrows drawn in, radiating displeasure. The man preferred her organising him, not the other way around. Sometimes it annoyed her: the expectation she should take care of everyone else. She barely remembered the last time someone asked if she was okay, and no one had stepped up for her since Mum died.

“Good morning. Traffic was bad.” Laura’s cheeks ached with the forced smile.

Jon grunted. “Not that bad.”

He strode inside without waiting and had already sat at his desk by the time she set her handbag down on her own. She booted the computer, prepared the reception area, then stored their lunch and brewed coffee before the first client was due to arrive. After placing the coffee on his desk, Laura tested the waters.

“I need to see Artie’s doctor at lunch. He’s—”

“—I need you to focus on your work, and you’ve fallen short since Christmas. I don’t require coffee or lunch provisions, but what I would prefer is that you do the job I hired you for.” Jon’s gaze didn’t stray from the notes in front of him. “Visit Sonia today, but I expect better planning from now on.”

“Yes, sir.”

That flared his eyes before they narrowed with a silent warning. “I’ve always accommodated Artie’s needs.”

What about hers? The question wanted to force its way from her throat, but she nodded, removed the offensive beverage, and walked out of his office. What could she say, after all? Jon had accommodated her needs very well six days ago. Refusing to give in to the threatening tears, she reapplied the fake smile and greeted Jon’s first client. 

As the morning trickled away, every smiling greeting was more forced than the last. By noon, Laura felt like a hollow spun glass bauble being pressed on, waiting for the final blow. Jon delivered the kill shot when she had to leave.  

“Be back by two, please. After eight years of working together, I don’t want to fire you over something unnecessary.”

Laura stomped out, much like Artie, and walked the five-minute trek to Sonia’s practice. The blonde receptionist promised a short wait, so Laura sat in the window and concentrated on not crying in public. She admired Jon, and they worked together in harmony, but he’d never been such a jerk. Obviously, he regretted sleeping with her, but she didn’t.

Another receptionist returned from the back rooms with two cups, and the scent of coffee rumbled Laura’s empty stomach. When the woman sent through the other patient in the waiting room, she sat beside her colleague. They bent their sleek pony-tailed heads together, whispering and shooting glances at Laura. The rumour mill never stopped.

The brunette produced a dazzling but sharp smile. “We should thank you for pushing Dr Lambert back into the dating scene. Plus, you got the ex-wife and kids out of the way, so bonus points to you.”

“Shame you couldn’t hold his interest.” Blondie sneered and sipped her coffee before snickering. “For you, anyway.”

While Laura could no longer claim that she and Jon had shared nothing more than friendship, she’d quit trying to explain months ago. His ex-wife, Anita, hadn’t believed them either, and had spread the gossip far and wide—Laura was a home-wrecker. After whisking their children, Megan and Finn, back to Anita’s hometown, they divorced. Now Jon only had one weekend a fortnight with his children.

Before she gave in to a guilt trip, Sonia Simpkins called her name. They didn’t speak as Laura followed Sonia through to her office. Not until the door clicked shut.

“I’ll give my girls a warning, but you can file a formal complaint.”

Laura shook her head. “I’ve caused enough complications.”

“What can I do for you today?” Sonia asked.

“Artie’s behaviour is worse.”

After scrawling on a pad, Sonia focussed on Laura. “The apathy? Have you tried walking with him after work? Just around the block.”

“It’s more than that. If he responds, it’s usually angry.” Laura had hoped for a miracle for months, and she sighed. “He chases me, not playful.”

Sonia set down her pen and peered over her half-moon glasses. “Aggression? How long has that been an issue?”

“At least six months.”

“Laura! You should prepare yourself for the worst.” Dr Simpkins removed her glasses and reached for Laura’s hand. “Artie’s progression of symptoms are signs of early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, and he’ll require round-the-clock attention sooner rather than later. Unless you can support him full-time at home, we’ll need to look into a care facility.”

“He’s just turned forty.”

Sonia arched a stern, grey eyebrow. “With your knowledge of Down’s, you could run information sessions.”

True enough. There was a whole bookshelf dedicated to the topic. But she’d ignored Artie’s behaviour for so long because she couldn’t bear the reality. Then there was the promise she’d given her father. Caring for Artie was Dad’s one dying wish.

Thoughts buzzed through her head as she searched for options. Although their parents had left them with a small nest egg, she’d still have to sell their family home to put him in a facility and then figure out where she’d live. And she couldn’t stop working to care full time. Work was her only escape. 

“Take a breath, Laura.” Sonia added to her notes, then clicked the computer mouse to light up the monitor. “I’ll give you a referral for a respite service so you can choose the best path. Why don’t you talk to Jon? He’s in the listening business.”

The reminder of her cranky boss doused her with a reality check. “I better get back to the office.”

“I’ll email you if I find a facility.” Sonia rose and rounded her desk to open the door. “I don’t want our next meeting to be at the hospital with you injured, so please don’t leave things until the situation is dire.”

“Of course. Thank you.”

Laura hurried out, pleased the appointment was bulk-billed so she could avoid the receptionists. They were busy, anyway, the waiting room bustling now. When she reached her own desk, Jon sat behind it, frowning as he spoke into the phone.

He huffed a sigh. “My next appointment is arriving. I’ll see you on Sunday.” A muffled voice rose in the earpiece, and he rolled his eyes. “If you want to see the kids, it’ll be Saturday. Anita will want them on Sunday since it’s Mother’s Day.”

Laura left him to switch on the jug for a cup of soup and used the bathroom while she waited. When she returned to the kitchen, Jon was stirring the contents of two cups.

“How long was that call?” Laura asked.

He almost graced the cup with a smile. “I made the mistake of answering the phone five minutes after you left.”

“Sorry.”

“Had to be done. Can you find me a nice hotel for the weekend? Something that’ll keep Megan and Finn busy, with a restaurant that might please my mother.”

Was there such a place? His kids were great, but Gloria Lambert was a tiresome woman—unhappy and judgemental. Oh, and she hated Laura with a passion for her supposed role in breaking Jon’s marriage. 

“No problem. Are you travelling to Cassia Cove tonight?” Laura wrote the impossible task in the notebook she always carried. A necessity because she’d forgotten too many important details lately. Done stirring, Jon handed her a cup, keeping his fingers clear of hers. Laura whispered her thanks, hoping her voice didn’t shake. “Was I really so bad that you can’t bring yourself to look at me or touch my damn hand?”

“It was a mistake. A stupid one, considering the gossip has died down.” He scanned her with fatigue-bruised eyes.

Laura shook her head. “Yet Sonia’s receptionists just congratulated me on returning you to the dating pool. If our night together was a mistake, it was the best one of my life.” 

She left him with that, and they avoided each other for the rest of the afternoon.
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2.

Jon
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Jon barely heard the worries of his clients after Laura’s defiant confession. Maybe she hadn’t noticed him staring this week, but he saw her plenty, especially at night when he craved sleep. But Laura’s image persisted when he closed eyes—strawberry blonde waves, spilling over smooth creamy skin, and her pale blue gaze that was always warm, even when he annoyed her. The annoyance was new and curious, but a jaded forty-year-old man had no business messing with someone like her. He’d ruined enough lives.

The two most important lives were his eleven-year-old daughter, Megan, and his son, Finn. While he and Anita had a standard custody agreement of one week on, one week off, the long drive between Newcastle and Cassia Cove meant he only visited them every second weekend. Since Jon’s father abandoned him at seven—the same age as Finn—he’d sworn to never fail his kids the same way. Yet here he was, living under the crush of guilt.

Sobbing sounded in the waiting room, and Jon tossed his files into a tray. His last appointment was Mrs Lee, a regular since her husband’s dementia diagnosis. She always had questions to kick off the meeting, ones she could answer herself, but the chats were her way of dealing with impending grief. The commotion didn’t come from Mrs Lee, though. The older woman fussed over Laura, who had her face buried in a tissue. 

He knelt beside her, and when the tissue turned into a sodden mess, he offered his handkerchief before glaring at Mrs Lee. “What did you do to her?”

“Maybe you should ask what you haven’t done for her, young man.” She glared right back before coddling Laura some more. “I’ve watched you hold everything together for months. I know you care for your brother, so the card was to invite you to our support group. Some of us do crafts together, while others just come for a cuppa and a chat.”

“I don’t really have time...” Laura dabbed at the corner of her eye that wouldn’t stop leaking.

“Not one of us does, darling. I’ll let you think about it over the week, and I’ll talk to you after my next appointment.” Mrs Lee bustled into his office, leaving Laura with Jon. She kept her face averted and attempted to spin her chair away from him, but he held her close until a sighing sob shuddered through her. Giving in, Laura rested her forehead on his shoulder. 

“What’s happening, Laura?”

She pushed him away to swipe at her eyes again. “It’s nothing. You reminded me it’s Mother’s Day, and she reminds me of Mum.”

Dismissed, Jon rose and joined Mrs Lee, casting another glance at Laura’s bent head as he shut the door. Where had his calm, predictable sidekick disappeared to? Since his divorce, Laura was his only constant—the peace amongst the turmoil.

Mrs Lee tutted. “You could’ve given her more time. I can wait.”

“I’m running a professional practice—” 

“—don’t try that hogwash on me. You’re the best listener I know. Observant, too.” Mrs Lee circled the room, testing the dirt of a potted plant, then straightening his files as she talked. “So why aren’t you paying attention to her? Really, who else does she lean on?”

“She saw the doctor today.” The weak excuse rang pitifully in his ears and added an extra layer of guilt. If he followed through with his plans, he’d leave Newcastle soon. For good.

“G.P.’s only see patients for ten minutes these days, and I’ll bet the appointment was for Artie.” Mrs Lee eased into the chair opposite him, groaning as she finally came to a rest. “She’s a young woman whose friends have probably moved on without her. Marrying and growing families.”

“I can’t help her with that.” Building on that white-hot night wasn’t an option. Passion couldn’t be a yardstick, and one shotgun wedding in a lifetime was one too many.

“Yes, you could, and it would end those nasty rumours,” said Mrs Lee.

The relentless woman stared him down as heat rushed through him. “You’ve heard the lies, too?”

“Anita made sure of it, and there were at least twenty names on the email she sent me. I’m sure you lost a few clients after that.” 

“Almost half, but I thought that was only natural.” He’d given Mrs Lee the helm long enough, so he changed tracks. “How are you handling Reg? Is he still wandering?”

“He doesn’t go for his walks anymore, but he’s always hot on my heels around the house.” Her bright smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Shadowing is common, and frustrating for the caregiver.” Jon narrowed his eyes at the tilted mauve-haired head, now focused on straightening the pens for him. “Does the community worker still assist you? There are plenty of resources out there.”

“Reggie couldn’t stand her. Look at the time! Are you visiting your precious babies tomorrow?” She rose and fluffed around with her handbag.

Considering his long history with the woman, Jon wrote a reminder to check on her next week. Her go-to coping mechanism was solving puzzles for him and whoever else she set her sights on. And she wasn’t accepting help—that was always a red flag.

Jon followed to open the door for her as he answered. “I’ll head to the cove after work.”

“Well, you have an early mark. Spend some time with little Laura before you leave her behind.” Mrs Lee punctuated the hushed whisper with a wink.

The impossible woman mothered him more than his real one, but there was a niggle that she had a psychic link to his dubious long-term plans. As ‘little’ Laura fixed Mrs Lee’s account, he rifled through the in-tray, where nothing urgent waited for him. Maybe he should take the time to warn Laura that he was relocating, but hearing her cry again just might bring him to his knees.

After Mrs Lee left, he lingered at the reception desk. Laura sent him a quick smile, strained like his client’s. What had he missed?

Then serene Laura returned, all business, as she stood to shut down the printer. “I emailed the resort booking. It was all I could find at the last minute, but there’s a playground and it’s on the beach. A heated pool, too.”

“Thanks. Finn will love that.” He rested on the edge of the desk, tracking the cagey woman. “So, did you know about Anita’s smear campaign? Apparently, there was a mass email.”

“I talked most of them around. Some only wanted more gossip rather than cancel, while others were unreasonable.” She spoke lightly, but a fiery blush filled her cheeks.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Laura frowned and pulled out their work laptops to use over the weekend, brushing past him to set them beside the phone. “You were dealing with losing the kids, so I did what I had to. And why wouldn’t I back you up when I’m the reason she hurt you?”

“A marriage can’t last without faith. None of it was about you.”

“Story of my life.” Laura muttered under her breath.

Unthinking, he reached out, wrapping his arm around her waist to draw her close, and felt all his constant worries wash away. That only left the realisation that their night together was no mistake, and if he’d been sober then, he wouldn’t have forgotten the joy. He found bare skin beneath the untucked hem of her blouse and buried his face in the crook of her neck, groaning. “Did you really want to break my marriage? Live up to the speculation? My desk supposedly saw a lot of action.”

“Oh, and all the times we did it in your car. During business hours.” Laura clung to him, arching her neck. “I respected your wedding ring as much as you did, so the rumours were never an option.”

When he pressed his lips to her collarbone, all he could taste was the strawberry perfume she teased him with every bloody day, and suddenly the desk story had promise. But a voice cleared behind him, shrill, pointed, and needing no words to announce the owner’s displeasure. His mother had terrible timing.

“Jonathon! You assured me there was nothing between you and your secretary, yet here you are with the woman all over you.” Gloria stabbed the air with a pointed finger, glaring at Laura. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Laura shifted out of his embrace, but he stepped between the women. “Don’t speak to her like that, Mother. We weren’t together before, and I divorced Anita three years ago.” 

“Our church doesn’t recognise divorce, and you owe it to your children—” 

He’d heard the rant before, so he interrupted. “Look, I’m not my father. I hate being separated from my kids, but I sure as hell won’t keep them with me in a shitty relationship for the sake of some perfect image.” And perfection was all that mattered to his mother. Despite Alan Lambert’s disappearance, they were still married, and she simply told her friends he was ‘away’.

Failing with Jon, she resumed her attack on Laura. “What do you have to say for yourself, missy?” 

“If you don’t believe your son, you won’t believe me, but I’ll repeat myself one last time: Jon and I were only ever friends.” Laura stood tall and unwavering, and left him wondering how he could leave her behind.

“And now? You can’t deny what I walked in on.” Gloria refused to budge.

“If you’re ready to start your trip, I can go over to the café and pick up something to take with you. Coffee and sandwiches?” Laura stared at Jon, ignoring his mother.

He almost smirked, but both women would likely smack him. “We’ll stop along the way, baby.”

As Laura reached for her laptop, she jabbed him in the ribs, hiding the touch from his mother’s eagle eyes. Then she smiled up at him with suspicious sweetness. “No problem. See you on Monday, Jonny. Always a pleasure, Mrs Lambert.”

She left the office with an extra sway in her narrow hips, and he could’ve thrown the older woman out and dragged the little tease back to him. But Mother gave him the look, so he grabbed his satchel from his room, then the laptop before ushering her out and locking up. The complaints resumed the minute she sat in the passenger seat.

The four-hour journey stretched before him, and they hadn’t reached the highway when she first pinged him on his speed. He’d never had a ticket, which she credited herself for, because staying ten kilometres under the limit was the best practise. It would be a long evening.

“Where are we staying?” Gloria asked. She’d finished checking his logbook and moved on to dusting the console with a tissue.

“I’m taking the kids to a resort. Didn’t you already book a room in town?” Jon should’ve chased the details earlier to avoid the upcoming games.

Mum clucked, shaking her head. “You should stay with Anita. I can look after the children at the resort.”

“No. This is non-negotiable, never going to happen, so get over it.” Jon inhaled, then added an empty threat. “Or I drop you off at the next town.”

“Excuse me? I’m your mother.”

“Then act like one and back me,” Jon bit out, and earned a sharp slap on the arm.

“I’ll never support you chasing that whor—”

“Finish that word, and I stop right here.” He was ready to follow through, and right now there was no sign of life, just the stretching black tar and thick swathes of scrub amongst the gum trees.

“She is a horrible girl.” Gloria muttered—not the words she intended. “Why haven’t you fired her after everything she’s done?”

“She didn’t do a thing.”

Jon gave up after that, absorbed in his plans and Laura’s best mistake. For a few brief moments of insanity, he considered selfishly begging her to move up the coast with him. Even now, he couldn’t shake the woman. Her perfume still lingered on his lips, a torture he wanted to prolong for as long as possible. 

And she was a torturous version of Pavlov conditioning—he’d been obsessed with strawberries for a good eighteen months now.
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Laura
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Laura parked the car beside her childhood home and hopped out to lock the gates for the night. Artie wouldn’t be home until later because the unit supervisor had treated a few of the clients to a movie night. She should be grateful—it was a kind gesture—but for months the man, Lou, had pushed himself into their private lives too many times for her liking. Laura was wary of him, not because of the way he treated her brother and the other adults in his care. He was good at his job, but for a long time Lou had looked down his long nose at Laura with disdain like she was a dog crap he’d trodden in, so she didn’t trust his shifting interest.

Tonight, he’d invited Laura to join them at the cinema, but she’d refused. The groceries would be delivered around six, which had to be the best Friday night excuse to ward off annoying men. She’d have to remember that one.

Although she’d never deter Jon. Finding herself back in his arms with his mouth on her, rounded the day off nicely. He wasn’t too tall or bulky, but carried intriguing ridges and planes that she hadn’t paid enough attention to last Saturday. Before Mrs Lambert’s rude interruption, Laura had been close to begging him to take her with him this afternoon. 

As she unlocked the side door, the house phone rang, and she hurried through the laundry. Only Artie’s support team used the landline.

Please don’t let it be Lou.

She recognised Dr Simpkins’ number just as the phone silenced. Quickly, she returned the call, and Sonia greeted her. “Did you get my email, Laura? Beachside can take care of him for a fortnight starting next Thursday.”

“I haven’t checked yet.” Laura would rather not upset Artie’s routine, and when she remembered Mrs Lee’s group, her hopes lifted. “I had an offer of support today. A craft day once a month with other caregivers.”

“Okay, that’s a good thing.” Clicking sounded in the background, and Sonia tutted. “I know you don’t like this, but I’m worried. You seemed fragile earlier, and if you continue, you’ll suffer burnout. That won’t help either of you.”

“My dad wanted me to stay with Artie.”

“Not at the expense of your own health. Talk to the lady you told me about. You’d be surprised how contradictory your emotions will be, feeling guilty one minute, then relieved the next. Sometimes caregivers need to take a step back, so take a holiday. Doctor’s orders.” A muffled knock thudded, and Sonia ended the call with a command. “I have one more patient before I can escape. Sign the forms and fax them to Beachside.”

After Sonia cut the call, Laura sighed and headed to the fridge for a lemonade. Since Jon had also been pushing her to use her holiday time over the last couple of years, she didn’t think he’d have a problem with it. Although it wouldn’t be much of a holiday if she had to get their home ready to go on the market. Her parents’ possessions filled their old bedroom, the lounge, and the spare room. Just the idea of the mammoth task had her whimpering, and she’d need the twenty-plus weeks of holiday leave she had owing to her. 

She found the strawberries she bought from the café on Wednesday and some soft cheese before she tipped out cashews and crackers onto her impromptu platter. A healthy snack to settle her unhappy stomach while she waited to share dinner with Artie. The cup of soup earlier had done nothing for her appetite.

As she nibbled at the food, she opened the laptop and booted it, only to curse. She’d picked up Jon’s computer, not hers, so she toed off her shoes in the laundry and padded to the little den where her old PC sat. Mostly idle because it had some serious signs of ageing, its worst trait being the half-hour it took to get through the random notifications. She didn’t know where they came from. When she pressed the button to start, a whir hummed to helicopter speed before a deathly silence followed. The monitor remained blank.

“Noo.” She switched the computer off at the power point before dragging her feet to her room to change into leggings and an old sweatshirt, then returned to the kitchen. 

There was no point calling Jon for his password—he’d be driving, and his passenger would have a coronary. So she cleared the older vegetables from the fridge and pantry to make a soup to stock the freezer. After her groceries were delivered and stored, she threw together a couple of casseroles, part for tonight, and the rest for lunches. The familiar routine allowed her to forget her moment of weakness when she’d cried on Mrs Lee’s shoulder.

It was seven when Artie arrived, smiling for the first time in over a week, and Laura hoped it was a good omen for the looming weekend. Saturday and Sunday were the hardest two days when she had to keep him entertained and out of trouble for a solid sixty hours. Laura’s only relief was the nine hours a day she spent at work. She really had been pushing herself for too long.

Recognition lit up Artie’s face when he saw Laura, and he stopped in the front entry for a crushing hug. While Artie unpacked his bag on the dining table, Laura greeted Lou. “Thanks for taking him to the movies. How did it go?”

“Invite me in for dinner, and we’ll tell you all about it.” 

“Sorry, it’s getting late, and he’s already out of routine. Dr Simpkins has organised for Artie to go into respite from next Thursday. I’m not sure if they’ll still bring him here for work or not.”

Lou fiddled with his keys and stepped way too close. “It’s probably best to limit the disturbance to Artie’s routine. Tell him he’s having a holiday and don’t move him around too much. Got any hot dates lined up this weekend?”

“Ah, no...” Laura tried to joke her way out of it, her laugh forced. “Not unless I count hot chocolate with Artie.” 

“Want some company?” 

“I have a lot on my plate at the moment, hence the respite.” Laura tried not to breathe a sigh of relief when Artie finally re-joined her. He gave Lou an enthusiastic embrace, and the jerk glowered at Laura. No one dismissed Artie, and she narrowed her eyes in warning. “Bye, Lou.”

Artie shouted the same farewell in Lou’s face, and she held in her laughter until she locked the doors. Outside, Lou revved his car and sped away. Who needed excuses when Artie could see off unwelcome guests? 

“You’re the best big brother.”

“You’re the best sister.” He squeezed her tight, extra hard.

“Careful. I’m the little sister, remember?” With Artie dogging her heels back to the kitchen, she secured the lids over the food before he could dip his fingers in. “Do you want some Irish stew? I made some for the freezer, but it’s still hot.”

“No. More popcorn.” 

The defiant tone worried her. He was on a high, which meant danger if she pushed him the wrong way. “I didn’t buy popcorn. Why don’t you write it on the list for next week?” The task slowed him down for a minute, and she opened the freezer to check for his favourites. “What about nuggets?”

After a decisive nod, Artie wandered into the lounge room while she tipped the nuggets out of the box and slid them into the warm oven. Thumping sounded and she tracked the noise. Artie had piled the cushions to karate chop them over and over, ending with a kick that sprawled him on top of them.

“That was a lucky landing. What movie did you watch?” Laura had a fair idea, and Lou earned an extra cross against his name.

Artie scrambled up, flushed, and re-stacked the cushions. Another savage blow to the soft tower, and he glared at Laura. “Kung fu.”

“Oh. Sounds fun. The nuggets are cooking, so I’ll yell out when they’re ready.” Laura edged back to the kitchen, not losing sight of him. Her hands shook as she set up the aromatherapy diffuser and hoped the lavender oil worked fast to calm him.

By the time the nuggets were done, he’d taken to the recliner, no longer flushed, but still sullen. Cushions lay strewn about, but tonight she’d choose her battles. She filled a bowl with the nuggets and set it beside him on the coffee table. He grabbed her wrist and twisted, but she laid her free hand over his white knuckles. “You’re hurting me, Artie. That’s not allowed.”

“No popcorn.” He frowned but dropped her hand.

“It’s on the list.” Back in the kitchen, she wrapped an ice pack in a towel and covered her wrist for ten minutes. By the end it was red, and promised to bruise, but at least the ice numbed the pain.

He was more compliant after the nuggets, and he disappeared to shower and dress in his pyjamas. At last, she could breathe and tidied the lounge and kitchen, more than ready to rest, too. Figuring Jon would have reached the resort, she rang to ask for his password, but only a recorded voice answered. She could text, but a message demanding his personal details probably crossed a line.

A shadow fell over her, and when she spun to find him right behind her, her breath caught. “Oh, wow. You scared me.”

“Want popcorn.”

“The shops are closed, Artie. We’ll go for a drive tomorrow.”

One minute Laura stood before him, and the next she sprawled on the floor, stars dancing in her eyes. He stood over her, and she scrambled backwards until she curled herself into a corner. Her lungs could only take in short, sharp gasps, and as her head cleared, she realised she was crying. 

“Get up, Laura. Please.”

“Not yet.” She shook her head and pain speared through. “It’s time for bed—let’s race. I’ll give you a head-start.”

“I hurt you. Get up.”

“In a minute. Go to bed, Artie. Now.”

He was so remorseful, it ripped at Laura’s heart, and he took himself to bed with tearful apologies, leaving her to sob in silence. She rested her forehead on her bent knees and waited until his regular snoring floated out. Back to normal.

No one had ever hit her, and she tried to tell herself she was simply in shock. She was kidding herself, though, nothing was normal anymore. After creeping to her room an hour later, she dragged a dresser behind the closed door to barricade herself. She needed to print the forms from Sonia and get help.

Alone, and horribly desperate, she phoned Jon.
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4.

Jon
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Bright sunlight forced Jon awake, and he bolted up in the bed, hoping he hadn’t missed Anita’s nine a.m. deadline—the one that would have her telling their children he didn’t want to see them. His scratchy eyes checked the motel alarm clock, and he relaxed back into the pillows, throwing an arm across his face. The red numbers showed he had an hour to get to Megan and Finn. 

He switched on the mobile phone he’d forgotten about last night, then prepared himself for battle with a quick shower. And after last night, he expected trouble. Gloria spent the car ride organising accommodation with Anita, and when they arrived, the kids were running through the house. They were getting ready for bed and it was a Friday night—his night—but Anita refused to let him take them to the resort. It seemed she only remembered the technicalities of the arrangement when it suited her.

Once he’d dressed in jeans and a collared shirt, he strode out to the carpark, not bothering to stop at the restaurant for breakfast. The lush tropical gardens, thick with wide glossy leaves, didn’t interest him either. They could wait for Megan and Finn.

As Jon sat in his car, he glanced over the phone’s screen and found he’d missed three calls from Laura. There were no messages left in voicemail, but a text with three little words stopped him from turning the key in the ignition. 

‘I need you.’

Until yesterday, he’d never seen her break, and before her birthday dinner, she’d made it her mission to keep him at arm’s length. Jon connected the phone to the stereo and called as he drove to reunite with his kids. She answered with a sleep-mussed voice.

“I just got your message. Are you okay?” Jon asked.

Silence. He frowned at the screen until a quiet huff sounded. Before her unusually poor work performance began showing up daily, Laura had never been lost for words. Clingy Laura was an anomaly, so he went with professional. “Hey, can you type up those notes for Monday morning, please?” 

“Of course, I’ll get it done.” Laura quietened before continuing in a rush. “Artie’s going to respite next Thursday. Would I be able to take leave? Just a week.”

Held up at a red light, Jon leant back against the headrest and closed his eyes, holding in a groan. He shouldn’t deny her outright, but he had to. A car beeped behind him to move and he opened his eyes to a green light.

“It’s not a good time. I’m not doing this over the phone, but we should talk through the week.” The suggestion sounded ominous to his own ears, and when a little choke sounded on Laura’s end, he felt worse.

“Other than the Christmas breaks, I haven’t taken time off since I started working for you.” Laura’s gentle reminder was husky. “Everything will be back to normal afterwards, I promise.”

“I’m sorry, it’s too short a notice. I’m about to pick up Megan and Finn. Was that all you needed?” 

“No, I... I mean yes. Sorry. I’ll see you Monday.” Laura cut the call, stuttering.

He dismissed her odd behaviour as he pulled into the carpark of a fast-food restaurant. Last night was the first time he’d stopped at Anita’s house because she made every encounter with their children as impersonal as possible, but today her younger brother waited with them. Obstetrician, Rick Taylor, had inherited all the nice genes in his family, like the kids’ late grandparents, but the brothers-in-law hadn’t spoken since the divorce. The men greeted each other with a wary handshake before Finn jumped into Jon’s arms, latching on tight. 

If the boy listened to his mother, he never showed it, his love was unconditional. Megan took a little longer to talk around, more so if he missed the deadline. Today, she wrapped herself around him and her brother, and Jon had another teary female on his hands. Finn persuaded her to play with him, leaving Rick and Jon sitting at a table in the restaurant’s play area to watch them.

Rick interrupted the awkward silence. “I’ve been gearing up to tear you a second one, but you already look like crap. Anita’s telling me stories that don’t add up, and Megan gives Finn a look when he’s about to say too much. And that friendship with your mother? Weird.”

“I think their relationship is a new bid to punish me, but I can’t keep meeting Megan and Finn in places like this. I’ve decided to move up here. By the end of the month, I’ll be here.” He had to say the commitment out loud to make it real. A promise for his kids.

“Yeah? You bringing your secretary?” Rick prodded.

“I didn’t cheat on Anita. There were other issues a few years earlier. When I told her she wasn’t executing your father’s will fairly, she had their bags packed. Not Finn’s. He was only six months old, and she would’ve abandoned him.” Sometimes Jon wished their marriage had ended then, but the fear of losing Megan was too much, and he’d begged Anita to stay.

Rick sighed and rested his elbows on the table. “She had postnatal depression, mate.” 

“I know. That’s when I took on bereavement counselling because I didn’t understand her. Didn’t understand why she couldn’t care for Finn. I know I’ve made mistakes.”

Rick prodded at him again with a quiet accusation. “Anita told me you pushed her to take more of Dad’s estate.”

“She was ruthless, and I thought I was giving her whatever she wanted.” Jon paused as Finn flew by for a hug. The kid always made him smile. “I never pictured our marriage ending over an imaginary affair or money.”

“My parents said giving Anita what she wanted was the worst thing for her.” Rick, an unexpected comrade, continued with a lifeline. “You’ll need a hand establishing yourself here. I’ll help you out however I can. There’s also talk of a mental health project starting up next year as an outreach to country communities. I’m on the hospital board if you’re interested.”

Humbled, Jon thanked Rick. “Sounds good. I might visit on Monday and look around. How’s Jenni going?” 

“She left me last year.” The clipped answer allowed no room for further discussion.

Two girls teasing Megan stole Jon’s attention instead. She was old enough to stand up for herself, but his heart twisted when she looked at the ground and let their taunts flow over her. Before he could call her away, Finn inserted himself between his sister and the girls and kicked one in the shins. Jon left his seat and reprimanded Finn. 

His petulant apology made it perfectly clear he wasn’t sorry, and when he tried to argue, Jon held up a hand. “No, Finn, that’s not how you deal with bullies. Come and have something to eat.” 

“It’s not bullying if it’s true.” The girl defended herself. “Your father doesn’t live with you, so he’s a bad dad, even your mum says so.”

Jon ignored her and led Megan and Finn back to their table. “Okay, family meeting. I can’t change what your mum says or thinks about me, and while I know I’m not the worst dad in the world, I do feel bad about not being with you.”

“We shouldn’t have left you.” Tears streaked her cheeks. “Families have to stay together.”

He found a hanky in his back pocket and mopped the flash flood from her face. “Your mum and I can’t stay together anymore because we don’t make each other happy. I can make changes, though, and I’ll be moving here in a few weeks.”

Easily pleased, Finn wrapped his arms around Jon’s neck in a death grip before giving Rick the same treatment. In his uncle’s moment of weakness, Finn demanded they get ice creams, but Megan stayed outside with Jon.

“Promise?” Megan asked, and once he nodded, she crumbled. “I miss you, Daddy.”

He held on to his little girl while she sobbed, rocking her a little before wiping away more tears. The bully and her mother approached, but one frown and the woman scurried away. Rick and Finn returned with the ice cream, and the trauma was forgotten. 

With some confidence restored, Megan asked a million-dollar question. “Is Laura moving with you?”

“Laura’s not my girlfriend. She takes care of her brother, so she’ll find another job in Newcastle.” God, he wasn’t looking forward to next week.

“Laura likes my cuddles. She’d be a good mum.” Finn hopped on the spot, unconcerned by his sister’s scowl. “When Mum said she was sick and we couldn’t see you, I rang Uncle Rick. She argued, but Grandma had a magnitude and said we should.”

Rick chuckled. “A migraine, buddy. I can drive you around to open houses while you get a feel for the town. There’ll be some open inspections this afternoon and tomorrow.”

“Will we get to stay with you?” Megan and Finn asked together.

“When Mum and I separated, we agreed to take it in turns, so you’ll stay with me a week, and then Mum’s the next.” He hoped for a best-case scenario, but Anita would have no problem changing the game.

Jon followed Rick and the kids back to his place elevated in the hills to overlook the ocean. Rick then drove them around to view five properties. They agreed on a plan for the next morning, then Jon took the kids home to grab swimmers and overnight gear. They disappeared for fifteen minutes before curiosity got the better of him.

Jon knocked on the door, and Anita greeted him glaring. “It’s Mother’s Day. They’re staying with me.”

“I’ll have them back for breakfast. Let you have a sleep-in.”

“I don’t want to sleep in, only my kids. Should I call the police?”

“Go for it. I’ve carried copies of the custody agreement since your last performance.”

Finn ran past with his backpack and stopped short. “I’m going with Dad. I can’t wait ‘til I can live with you. When will you be here forever?”

“Before the next school holidays, so another month at the most.”

Finn whooped and dashed away, while Anita gaped for a moment. A glimmer of the woman who used to care showed herself right before the stone face resurfaced. “About time. Don’t bring the bitch with you. Your mother said she caught you all over each other.”

“Look, I don’t have to explain myself anymore. You lost that right.” Wrong words, despite his gentleness.

Her mouth pinched, and she answered through gritted teeth. “The kids are staying here. Push it, and the police will side with me. Only a bastard would ruin Mother’s Day, and I’ll be revisiting the custody agreement. You’re too unreliable.”

Without a word, he strode back to his car, only to have Gloria call out as she waddled to the kerb. “Jonathon, I try not to interfere, but you need to accept Anita’s forgiveness and reunite your family.”

“I’m divorced, and I’m staying that way. Make sure you book a bus or train if you want to go home. Because I’m unavailable.” Cranky now, and unwilling to return to the empty hotel room, Jon drove east until he hit the waterfront and sat in his car writing lists as a storm rolled in. 
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