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Joey

The flight home seemed to take forever. I was exhausted and all I wanted to do was sleep. Sacrificing my business class seat to get on an earlier flight might not have been the best option though. Twenty hours on a plane in cattle class, sandwiched between a man who could easily wear a c-cup bra, and a free-spirited hippy who educated me on the benefits of being vegan, and all the things wrong with the world today. Combine all of this with two weeks of traipsing from one side of Italy to the other with no sign of our missing businessman, and the phone call from my mother, made for one unhappy camper right now. I got as far as dropping my bags inside the door and collapsing into my bed. Well, not exactly into, on top of it is more like it. I didn't even have the energy to pull back the covers. I’d call Mac in the morning and fill him in on the failed assignment. 

––––––––
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JUST AFTER LUNCH THE next day I dragged myself into the office, and before I’d even made it past the reception desk, I could hear Mac talking to Rachel. The man was so far gone it wasn’t funny. It had me beat how just adding one person to your life could change you so much. That sort of thing would never happen to me. A lifelong bachelor is what I was meant to be, and I was more than happy with it. The love, marriage, kids and happy ever after totally agreed with Mac and Flynn, but it wasn’t for me. Never had been, never would be. I was happy flying solo, picking up a girl when I needed company, then moving on. I was happy with this, and the girls I hooked up with were happy with it too. I never led anyone to believe I wanted anything more, and they all knew this before things made it to the bedroom. That was my one golden rule, tell them upfront so there are no expectations of a second date or a wedding ring. 

I knocked on his office door then pushed it open. The two of them were sitting on the couch, a baby on each of their laps. “Hey,” I gave them both a wave then went to pick up the boy Rachel was holding. “Which one’s this? I still can’t tell them apart.” 

“That’s Aaron,” she put a little towel thing over my shoulder. “He’s a bit chucky today.” 

“Ah, the difficult one, bit like his namesake is he?” I grinned at the little boy and got a big toothless smile in return. 

“Very funny,” Mac adjusted the kid on his lap and looked up at me. “How was Italy, did it go alright?” 

“No, I covered every square inch of that country and couldn’t find the target anywhere, maybe he never even went to Italy,” I grinned at the kid then looked back to Mac. “I need to take some time off, a month tops. Mum called a few days ago, Gramps has been a bit sick lately and she asked if I could go hang out with him for a bit, keep him company until they get back from Queensland.” 

“Absolutely you should go. Flynn’s not going on leave until the baby’s born, and the three of us can handle things here while you’re gone. You haven’t had a holiday in over two years. You should take more than a month if you need,” Mac handed Rachel the other baby then went to get a coffee. “Flynn’s baby isn’t due for another two months so take as much time as you need.” 

“Thanks man, I think a month will do but we’ll see. I might get to like the country life,” I gave him back his son. “I’m going to go write up this assignment report then I might go home and pack. I think I’ll head off tomorrow morning.” 

“Joey,” Rachel called me back as I got to the door. “Do you want to come round for dinner tonight?” 

“Sounds good, is it shepherd’s pie night?” I grinned at her. “Or butter chicken, or your spaghetti?” 

“It’s not a bloody restaurant mate,” Mac shook his head. “But shepherd’s pie sounds pretty good to me,” he winked at Rachel. 

“Fine,” she rolled her eyes at both of us. “I’ll make shepherd’s pie, but you two are on bath duty while I cook.” 

***
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I PULLED IN THROUGH the gates of the big house just after six. Old Carmichael had gifted this mansion to Mac and Rachel for their wedding, but they didn't move in until almost a year later. They kept talking about filling the place with more babies and I had no doubt they would. “Hey Elliot,” the kid opened the door to let me in. “How’s things?” 

“Good,” he shrugged. “Want to come and see what me and Dad found on the weekend?” He started calling Mac dad the day the official adoption papers arrived, and Mac loved it. I knew he loved this kid as if he were his own, and you could see it was mutual. 

“Sure, just let me go put these in the fridge first,” I raised the six-pack. 

Ten minutes later Elliot, Mac and I were in the military room, and he was showing me the old water canteen from the late fifties. It had seen better days, but the kid looked at it like it was the best thing he’d ever seen. He told me the story of the rummage sale and how the old man selling it had been in the army when he was younger. The kid was fascinated by all things army, and he held Mac up on a pedestal because of his service time. He was still showing me around the room when Rachel called us to bath the babies. “You two promised remember?” She handed one to me, and one to Mac. She must have seen the look I gave the kid. “That one’s Cooper,” she shook her head. Well how was I supposed to tell them apart, they looked exactly the same, like two little clones of each other? 

By the time Mac and I had the kids bathed, I was just as wet as they were. It was weird, bathing such a little thing. I’d only ever held these little guys and Flynn’s kid. I’d never bathed one or fed one, and there was no way I was ever going to change a nappy. That was never going to happen. I pretty much just watched Mac and followed his lead with drying and dressing the slippery bundle. He made it look so easy. “How the hell did you do that so fast?” I looked at his completely dressed kid then at my half naked one. “Here,” I handed him the baby. “Swap.” 

“It’s easy enough once you’ve done it a few times, you’ll get the hang of it when you’re doing this for your own kids.” 

“Never going to happen, I’m happy being single, no strings, free as a bird. I don't need all this,” I motioned around the nursery that was filled with baby cribs, change tables, little tiny clothes, nappy bags and more creams and lotions than you could ever need. “All that love, marriage, mortgage, kids, happy ever after stuff isn’t for me.” 

“Maybe it is and you just don't know it because you haven’t met the right girl yet,” he looked up at me as he fastened the nappy. 

“There is no right girl out there for me. I would have met her by now, and besides, even if she does exist, I’m not looking for her, I don't want to find her. I’m happy enough as I am,” I followed him out of the room with the freshly bathed and dressed little baby in my arms. 

He was talking to the baby he was carrying. I’d gotten them mixed up again since we’d swapped a couple of times while dressing them. He was telling the kid I wasn’t fooling him, that he knew I’d be much happier with a woman in my life, and as soon as I found that woman, I’d know what he was talking about. He was so loved up and full of shit. Why did people in love think everyone else needed to be happy and in love too? If I was happy being a bachelor, then why the hell did it bother other people? Surely it was my business if I wanted to stay single or not. 

Over dinner we talked about work, Flynn and Claire expecting their second kid, and Rachel and her wanting to cut back at the office. She’d been our part time receptionist for a while now, but they’d be losing their sitter in a month, so we’d need to find another receptionist. Elliot told us heaps about school and he was pretty excited that some of his Canberra friends were coming to stay for the school holidays. “It’s a pity you're leaving before the weekend, all of Rachel's girlfriends and their families are coming for the weekend, you could have met the girls,” Mac looked over at me. 

“The girls, as in the girls who have wild girl’s nights out and end up in police stations and need to be bailed out?” I gave Rachel a huge smile. 

“Yes, those girls. But there hasn’t been a repeat of that night. Lucy’s had another baby since then and Nicola’s pregnant with a surprise baby. So they are all very tame at the moment,” she grinned back. 

It was just after ten when I said goodnight to Mac and Rachel. I went home to pack my bags for the month away. It was about time I went back to see Gramps, it had been almost nine months since I’d seen him and that wasn’t right. I really should make an effort to get back to Shelton and see him more often. 

***
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MEGAN

Two o’clock in the morning and I was wide-awake. It was freezing tonight, and I was worried about Ed. I knew he wouldn’t have turned his heater on, he was always worried about the bills. But while he worried about the electricity bill, I worried about him. He’d been sick lately and he’d been talking too much about how it was time he went to see Ava. I hated it when he talked like that, but I knew how he felt. He was alone. It had been almost four years since his wife had passed and he was lonely. He’d never really gotten over her death, and why would he? They’d been married for more than sixty years. They were a testament to the ‘till death do us part’ vow. I don't think love like that exists anymore. Not in my world anyway and it sure as hell never would while I stayed in this town. But then, I wouldn’t be here for much longer. Much like Ed, my time here was just about up. 

It was just after eight when I woke, and the house was cold. If my place was cold, then Ed’s would be an icebox. I flung the covers back and headed for the shower. While I waited for the little fan heater to warm up the room, I let Major out then topped up his food and water bowl. “There you go boy,” the bird stepped out of his cage and over to his favourite perch. He spent most of his time sitting on the back of that stool bopping away to the radio. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I ran my finger over his golden crest. 

As soon as I was showered and dressed, I went to check on Ed. When he didn't answer after the third knock, I used my key to get in. He was sitting in the recliner, his face as white as a sheet and his hands shaking from the cold. “Ed,” I rushed over to him and reached for his hands. “You really need to turn the heater on, it was minus four last night and there’s snow predicted for tonight,” I rubbed my hands over his. “And how many times do I have to tell you that I’m happy to pay your winter bills.”

“I’m fine,” he pulled his hands back. “And I’ll not have you paying my bills.” He glared at me. “I just couldn’t find my gloves that’s all.” 

“Have you had breakfast?” I was still kneeling in front of him when he shook his head. “Come with me, I haven’t had breakfast either, come back to my place and I’ll make us some toast and a cup of tea.” I held out my hand to him, but he refused to take it as he slowly rose from his chair. “Has anyone ever told you you’re a stubborn old man?” 

“Yes,” he smiled at me. “You tell me all the time.” He laughed as I linked my arm through his and led him to the front door. “I was wondering if you might be able to do me a favour,” he looked at me as he shuffled along. 

“I’ll do anything for you if you promise to turn your heater on tonight,” I held the door open for him. “What is it you need me to do?” 

“I was wondering if you’d be able to take me to the cemetery and to the shops love. I need to give Ava’s grave a bit of a tidy, and I need bread and milk.” 

“Of course. Let’s have some brekky then we’ll be good to go,” the old man was looking frailer each day. I’d only lost Gran six months ago, and I wasn’t ready to lose Ed too. We talked while I made him breakfast. He told me he’d still been up when Robert had come by last night. It pissed me off that Robert felt it necessary to harass me, but it incensed me that it made Ed worry too. “Don’t worry about me Ed, it doesn’t bother me anymore, please don't let him worry you either.” 

“But it’s not right love. The man’s a coward of the worst kind. He’s mean and nasty and he has no right wearing that uniform. There’s not a person in this town that likes him, but there’s plenty that are afraid of him,” he sipped his tea and looked at me. “You should get out of this town love, go see the world, travel, find love, be happy,” he sipped his tea again. I didn't tell him that was exactly what I had planned, but I wasn’t going anywhere while he was still here, he needed me, and there was no way I could leave him on his own. 

It took Ed a while to cut some flowers from his garden for Ava and Gran’s graves, and it was almost ten o’clock by the time we pulled out into the street. He was pretty quiet as we drove across town and through the cemetery gates. “Here love, you go put these on your Gran’s headstone, I won’t be long,” he was out of the car and walking along with his stick before I could say anything. I knew he liked to be alone when he tended to Ava’s grave, so I went in the other direction, towards Gran. After I threw out the dead flowers and put the fresh ones in the vase, I pottered around for a bit then went back to the car to wait. It didn't matter to me how much time he wanted to spend here, I was happy to wait all day if that’s what he wanted. If I were one of those people who had friends and was into social media, I’d probably be on my phone right now. But I wasn’t. I could count my good friends on one hand, with one finger actually. Not that I minded. Quality over quantity my gran used to say all the time. Tina and I had been best friends since the second grade, which was when I came to live with Gran. 

The teacher told me to sit in the empty seat next to Tina and that was it, we’d become firm friends from that day on. She was much like me, still living in Shelton, still single, still living in the house where she grew up. The only difference was I had plans to travel, to get out of this town and see the world, and she didn't. All she wanted to do was stay in this town, find a husband and pop out three kids. That was her life goal, and I had nothing against that, for her it was her dream, but for me that would be a nightmare. There was so much more out there than this town. We didn't even have a set of traffic lights for goodness’ sake. No movie theatre, no gym and no shopping centres. If you wanted to eat out your choices were the pub, the local RSL or the Diamond Palace, a little family run Chinese restaurant that only had three tables and had never been booked out!

When I noticed Ed coming back to the car, I got out to open the door for him. “You don't need to open the door for me girly,” he lifted his walking stick and shook it at me. “I’m old, not useless.” 

I laughed at him as I got into the car. “I know you’re not useless, you’re just not good at turning on your heater,” I winked at him, which made him laugh. 

“You’re not going to give up on that are you?” He brushed my hand away as I went to help him with the seatbelt. “I would have been fine if I’d had my gloves on.” 

We argued about this all the way back into town and all the way through the supermarket. “I’m making a beef and red wine casserole for dinner tonight, would you like to join me?” I put some items in my basket as he added to his. I was carrying both baskets while he shuffled along on his stick. He was shaking his head, and I knew he’d only have a piece of toast or something easy like that. “How about if you join me for dinner I’ll lay off about the heater,” we were heading for the checkout now. 

He looked at me like I was some sort of con man, and I was trying to talk him into giving up his most prize possession. I carried the groceries to the car as he thought about the offer. We were halfway home when he agreed. “But only if you’re making that nice creamy mash potato of yours,” he wiggled his finger at me. “You make that potato or the deal’s off.” 

I laughed as I pulled into the driveway. “Fine, beef and red wine casserole with creamy mash,” I laughed at him as we got out of the car. “Why do I get the feeling I’m the one who just got conned?” We were discussing the deal as we walked to his door. He was just about up the three steps when a four-wheel drive ute pulled into his driveway. “Are you expecting visitors?”

“No love,” he looked from me back to the ute. We both watched as the driver opened the door and stepped from the car. Holy shit. Hot didn't begin to describe this man. Gorgeous didn't begin to describe this man. If you started with smoking hot drop dead gorgeous and a fifty on the scale of one to ten then you’d be getting close. “Joseph,” the old man looked from Mr Hottie to me. “It’s my grandson Joseph.” 

“Hey Gramps,” the man came over to the steps. He looked up at me. “Hi,” he held out his hand. “Joey Dalton,” he was waiting as I switched the bag of groceries to the other hand so I could shake the hand he was offering. 

“Yeah, I know who you are,” I shook his hand. “It’s been a while.” I pulled my hand back and turned to Ed. “I’ll put these inside for you,” I stepped past him and unlocked the door. Ed waited for his grandson to get his bag from the car, then the two of them came inside. I couldn’t look at Joey. I knew he didn't recognise me, but it would only be a matter of time before he did, and the name calling would start all over again. I stopped in front of Ed. “If you still want to come for dinner, I’ll have it ready for six, but if you don't come over, I understand,” I headed for the door. “Please turn on your heater, it’s going to be below zero again tonight.” I pulled the door closed and headed back to my car. How the hell did scrawny Joseph turn into that? 

***
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JOEY

I wanted to ask Gramps all about the hot girl who had just offered to cook him dinner, but that would have to wait. First thing I needed to do was turn on the damn heater, the house was like an icebox. “How have you been Gramps?” I dropped my bag by the hallway then went to turn on the heater. “Mind if I turn on the heater? It’s a bit chilly in here,” he was grumbling about the cost of electricity as I turned the dial all the way up. 

“Why are you here?” He didn't seem happy to see me. “Nobody told me you were coming.” 

“Nobody knew I was coming. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you, and it’s been a while since I’ve had some time off work, so I thought I’d come hang out with you for a while,” I grabbed my bag. “Bedroom at the end of the hall?” That was the room we used to stay in as kids. 

“Yeah, but there’s no sheets on the bed,” he called after me. “Might need to take some over next door and put them through the wash, they probably smell a bit musty from being in the cupboard for so long, seeing as though it’s a long time since I’ve had visitors and all.” 

I had to laugh at his not so subtle dig. But he was right, I should make more of an effort, we all should. I wasn’t sure when Emma or Bec had visited last and I knew that Mum and Dad hadn’t been here in the last six months because they’d been travelling. I pulled a set of sheets from the linen cupboard and held them to my face. Yep, definitely needed a wash, they smelt like old people and camphor balls, like the ones old people put in their cupboard to keep moths from eating their clothes. I sat the sheets on the back of the couch and looked at Gramps who was sitting in the recliner. “Have you had lunch? Want me to get you anything?” 

The place was warming up a little, not much, but enough to take the chill off. “A sandwich will do just fine, there’s fresh bread on the counter, and some cheese in the fridge,” he struggled to get to his feet. He was a lot frailer than last time I saw him. He looked like he’d aged ten years or more, but it had only been nine months since I’d seen him. The walking stick was new too, he hadn’t been using that last time. I noticed the knitted rug on the couch and the gloves on the photo shelf. Didn't he use the heater? Surely if he used the heater to keep the house warm, he wouldn’t be needing those. Then there was that woman’s comment about him turning the heater on. I looked into the fridge and was surprised to see it almost bare. “Don’t be letting all the cold out,” he shuffled into the kitchen and hooked his walking stick over the edge of the sink while he filled the kettle. Did he still use that old thing? If I was going to be here for a month or more then I needed to go shopping. 

“Do you have any coffee?” I pulled two plates from the cupboard and started making the sandwiches. He shook his head at me and pointed to the teabags. “I might go to the shop later, get some supplies,” I nodded towards the fridge. “There’s not enough food in there for one person, let alone two.” 

“I have everything I need, besides, I go next door for dinner most nights,” he took his sandwich and went to sit at the table. “Can you bring my tea? I’ll spill half of it before I get to the table.” 

“Sure,” I took the mug of tea and my plate to the table and sat opposite him. The place was dark and cold. I wanted to open the curtains or flick some lights on, but at the same time I didn't want to upset him. He still looked unhappy about me being here. “So is it alright if I stay for a while?” 

“Suit yourself,” he looked over at me. “How long’s a while?” 

I shrugged and took a bite of the sandwich. Yep, definitely needed to go get some supplies. Eating a cheese sandwich made me feel like I was five years old again. “A month or so,” I got up to make myself a cuppa. I wasn’t a fan of tea, but that was all he had. “Got any jobs you need doing around here? I can help with those while I’m here if you like,” I looked over at him. “Or we can go fishing if you like, as long as I’m busy I’ll be fine.” 

While he finished off his sandwich and cuppa we talked about where I’d been and what I’d been up to. He started to lighten up a bit and talk a bit more. I didn't blame him for being pissed at me. I was pissed at me. I should have gotten here sooner. When I offered to take him to the cemetery, he told me he’d just been this morning.  I guess the hot woman had taken him to the cemetery and the shops. Maybe she was like one of those home help people. I hoped she’d be back. She said she knew who I was, and it’d been a while, but I hadn’t met her before. I’d definitely remember meeting her. “Hey Gramps, I might head to the shop to get some coffee and some more food, is there anything you want me to get?” 

“No, I got bread and milk this morning and we’re having dinner next door tonight,” he shuffled back to the recliner and turned on the television. Great, dinner with Gramps and old Mrs Parks, just the way I wanted to spend my Friday night. “You can take the sheets over with you and wash them while we eat.” 

“Sure,” I grabbed my wallet and keys. “I’ll be back in half an hour,” I pulled the door closed behind me and ran to the car. It was starting to rain, and I was already cold enough without being wet too. 

This town hadn’t changed a bit. Still no traffic lights, still no gym, still only a couple of shops. I liked coming here for a visit, mostly just a weekend or three days tops, so I wasn’t sure what I was going to do for a month. By the looks of Gramps’ house, I’d be doing a fair bit of maintenance work, and some gardening too if the weather allowed. Finding a park in front of the shop was a given, passing another car on the road was not. The place was busy, but it was still quiet compared to what I was used to. 

I grabbed a couple of baskets and walked the aisles, filling each one with all of my favourites. I threw in some of that disgusting fish paste stuff I know Gramps likes and some eggs, bacon, steaks and more bread. The coffee selection was slim but they had a couple of brands I liked so I got both just to mix it up a little. There was no queue at the checkout, so I unloaded both baskets straight away. The woman looked up at me and smiled. “Haven’t seen you for a long time,” she kept scanning the items. “Your Gramps was just in here this morning.” 

“Yeah I know, he didn't know I was coming though and he doesn’t have any coffee,” I smiled at her. We were having a lovely chat when the bell above the door tinkled, and she looked up. Her face hardened at whoever it was, but she looked away so they didn't see. I paid for my groceries and as I turned to leave, I took a sideways look at who had walked in. It was the local cop, and I knew from the way Gramps talked about him that he wasn’t a nice man, and he didn't have any friends in this town. “I’ll see you later,” I nodded to Marge the checkout lady. She gave me a small nod then looked back at the officer. I noticed him watch me leave. I loaded the bags into the back of my ute, and when I lowered the tailgate, I could see his reflection in my window. He was standing in the doorway of the shop watching me. I had to hide my smile at that. For a moment I thought he was going to come over and tell me this was his town, and he didn't want riffraff like me here. Like he was going to tell me to move on, just like the scene from Rambo where the county sheriff tells Rambo to keep moving and leave the town. He had that look about him. Dickhead. 

I’d just opened the door to get in when he spoke from the doorway of the shop. “You just passing through?” 

I put my head down and smiled before I looked back at him. “No, no I'm not,” I got into my car and started the engine, pulling out before he could speak again. Yeah, definitely a dickhead. 

For the rest of the afternoon Gramps and I talked, played a game of chess, drank coffee and just hung out. He gave me a bit of attitude about putting the heater on in the bathroom when he went for his shower, but I didn’t care. He was old and frail, and he needed to keep warm. I offered to get a truckload of wood delivered so we could light the fire, but he told me not to bother. There was an issue with the chimney brickwork, and it wasn’t safe to use. The whole place had issues. While he was in the shower, I made a list of jobs that needed doing, the things I could see anyway. I was sure there were more things that should be on this list, like the chimney, and other problems that weren’t visible. Maybe I’d be here for more than a month. 

I called Mum to let her know I was here, and we talked for a long time about Gramps and his health, the house, me, my work, them travelling and heaps more. Dad was worried about Gramps but he wasn’t keen on cutting his trip short and coming back now. They’d be here in two months, maybe a little less. I could probably stay until then, and if I couldn’t, I could go back to work and just come back here on the weekends. Or maybe I’d be able to talk Gramps into coming home with me for a while. I didn't think he’d go for that, but it’d be worth a shot if my only option were to go back before mum and dad got here. 

“Are you ready to go?” I looked up as Gramps spoke. He’d shuffled in so quietly I didn't even know he was there. 

“Sure,” I went to get his jacket. “You’ll need this,” he looked at me then took the jacket. 

“I’m not a baby, I can look after myself,” he grumbled as he pulled on the coat. “And you can turn that heater off, no point having it on when we’re not home.” 

“Gramps its taken all day just to get the house warm, the place will be freezing when we come back if you turn it off now. I’m here for a month and I'm more than happy to pay the power bill while I'm here,” I left the heater as it was and went to get the bed sheets. I could hear him mumbling all the while about the cost of electricity and me having more money than sense. When I came back, he was waiting by the door with his walking stick. “Come on you grumpy old man, let’s go eat,” I held the door open for him and he grumbled some more. 

The sleet had started to fall, and the ground was a bit slick but he wouldn’t let me hold his arm as we walked across the driveway to the house next door. He didn't want me to help him up the stairs but that was too bad, the last thing he needed was a fall. “So how long have you and old Mrs Parks been having these dinner dates?” I let go of him when we reached the top step. 

He reached forward and knocked on the door then looked at me. “What are you on about? Mrs Parks passed away six months ago.”  

Huh, I didn't know that. “So your home help lady lives next door, that’s convenient.” 

He knocked again then shook his head at me. “I don't have a home help lady, I'm old, not a bloody invalid.” 

“If that woman from earlier lives here then what happened to Megan, the girl who used to live here with her gran?” As soon as I asked, I thought it was a stupid question. She’d be in her late twenties now, she probably moved out years ago. He was about to answer when the door opened, and the woman gave my gramps the most beautiful smile. 

“Come in,” she stood back and held the door while Gramps and I walked in. “Hi,” she gave me a much smaller smile when I handed her the bottle of wine. She said a quiet thanks then closed the door behind me. “Come sit at the table, dinners ready.” Gramps headed for the kitchen table, and I followed. The whole house was toasty warm, and she looked as sexy as hell in her snug jeans and bare feet. She had a t-shirt and a thin woollen sweater vest that showed her nice curves perfectly. I needed to stop staring at her. She looked at the bundle of linen in my arms and came over to take them from me. “I take it these need washing?” I handed her the bundle. “I’ll just go put them in the machine then we can eat.” Damn she smelt good. Even over the scent of old people mothball sheets I could smell her sweet perfume, or maybe it was her shampoo. Either way it was intoxicating. 

While she was gone I helped Gramps into a chair then went into the kitchen to have a look in the pot. I’d just stuck my finger into the rich dark sauce when she walked back into the kitchen. “You right there?” She raised her eyebrow at me and put her hands on her hips. 

“Sorry, it smelt so good, I couldn’t resist,” I put the lid back on the pot and stepped away from the stovetop. “Anything I can do to help?” 

“You can see if Ed wants a glass of beer. I keep it here for him, he likes a glass with dinner,” she motioned to the fridge. “Actually just pour him one, he never says no.” 

“Of course I want a beer Megan, when have I ever said no to a beer with my dinner,” Gramps laughed from where he sat at the table. Two things struck me then. One, he called her Megan. She was Megan, or Meckles as I used to call her, the podgy little kid with the huge black-rimmed glasses and all the freckles, and two, he laughed. It was the first smile I’d seen on him all afternoon. I took another look at her as she reached up to get a glass from the cupboard. Her shirt pulled up just enough to reveal the bit of smooth pale flesh of her waist and my dick went hard in an instant. Jesus Christ, what the hell was wrong with me? It usually took more than an innocent piece of skin to do that to me. Thank god I had baggy cargo pants on and a sweatshirt that was long enough to cover my reaction to her. 

I must have been staring at her funny because she was giving me that raised eyebrow look again as she held the glass out to me. “Joey,” her sweet voice brought me back to earth. I looked at her face then at the glass. Our fingers touched as I took the glass from her and a surge of warm blood filtered up my arm and into my chest. What the hell was happening? This was insane. “Do you want beer or wine?” She went back to serving up dinner as she asked. “Or there’s juice, or water if you prefer.” 

“Wine is good,” I reached for the bottle that I’d handed her earlier. 

“There’s one open already,” she nodded towards the bottle on the counter and I tried to pour the wine without spilling any. My head was still reeling with the fact this beautiful sexy as hell woman was Meckles. No wonder she hadn’t been too friendly to me earlier today, or just now when I walked in with Gramps. I’d given her so much shit when we were kids. But that was a long time ago, surely she’d have forgotten about that by now. Hell, I used to get so much shit as a kid. Maybe it was because I hadn’t been to see Gramps in a while, or the fact I’d missed Gram’s funeral, but that was four years ago. Maybe it was all of the above. She did seem pretty close with Gramps so I could understand her being mad at me for not visiting sooner. 

I put the drinks on the table as she carried two plates over and sat one each in front of Gramps and I. We both thanked her and said how good it looked as she went back for her plate. I watched her as she sat opposite me. She didn't seem to mind that I’d crashed their dinner date, which was good, but she was still a little stand offish towards me, something I’d never really experienced with girls before. Not in the last ten years anyway. Back when I was a scrawny teenager with braces it was an everyday occurrence. “Thanks for cooking,” I looked over at her. “I got some supplies this afternoon so Gramps will have plenty to eat from now on.” 

“I didn't know he ever went hungry,” she looked at me, then winked at Gramps. “We usually eat together because it’s better than eating alone isn’t it Ed?” 

“Sure is,” he was tucking into the casserole and creamy mash. It was damn good. I could see why he kept coming here for dinner. “Not a lot of point cooking for one is there love?”

“No,” she looked over at me. “So are you here for the weekend?” 

“For a month or so,” I looked at Gramps. “Maybe longer, maybe less, depends on when I get kicked out for keeping the heater turned on.” 

She laughed as she looked at me. Her eyes sparkled and that smile was just gorgeous. I raised my glass towards her in a toast. “Here’s to the challenge of getting Gramps to keep the heater on, and to smile while he’s grumbling about power bills.” She laughed as she clinked her glass with mine. We both looked at Gramps who mumbled something about me turning her into a smart arse just like myself. From there we all settled into some friendly banter, which turned into some general chatter about Gramps and his house. 

From this I learnt that Megan and her Gran had been caring for Gramps for the past couple of years, making sure he ate properly, taking him to the cemetery or to the shops. She took him to his medical appointments and made sure he was up and about each day. After her Gran died it was just her and Gramps and they seemed to be really close. I felt bad that she seemed to have a better relationship with him than I did, and I needed to fix that. 

After dinner she got Gramps settled into a recliner by the fire and handed him a glass of port. I remembered him ending the day with a glass of port back when we were kids. I’d started on the dishes while she was putting the bed sheets into the dryer. “Don't worry about the dishes, I can do them later.” She flicked on the jug. “Do you want a tea or hot chocolate?” 

“Coffee would be great, if you have any?” I looked over my shoulder at her as she pulled two mugs from the cupboard. 

“I have coffee, but won’t it keep you awake?” I watched her put a heaped teaspoon of coffee into the mug. “Milk, sugar?” 

“White with one thanks, and two coffees,” I grinned at the look she gave me. “I like it strong, and I don't sleep anyway.” 

She picked up the dishtowel and started drying while she waited for the jug to boil. We worked in silence for a while, and while that would have normally bothered me, this time it didn't. It wasn’t usual for me to be with a girl who was happy to just be, not someone that needed to talk non-stop and fill in every minute of silence with mindless chatter. It was nice. Once the dishes were done, she flicked the jug on again and made our cuppas. Gramps had fallen asleep by the fire, so Megan and I sat on the couch together. Once she lightened up, she was really easy to talk with. She was interesting and funny, something I didn't remember her as. I was curious too as to what she’d been up to over the past eighteen years, but this could wait for another night. Right now, I needed to get Gramps home and into a warm bed. 

At the door I thanked Megan again for dinner and the coffee, which she said was no trouble. “Hang on,” she put her hand on my arm, and I found myself cursing the fact I had a long sleeve hoodie on. I wanted to feel her hand on my bare skin, but given my reaction to seeing her waist earlier it was probably for the best that I didn't. “We didn't open your wine, I’ll just go get it.” 

“It’s okay, keep it for next time,” I grinned at her. I loved the look on her face. “What, you didn't think I could sample your cooking just once, I need to come back a second time to make sure tonight’s dish wasn’t just a fluke.” 

“Huh,” she looked at me. “Really?” 

“Yeah really,” I winked at her. 

“Your sheets, hang on a minute,” she disappeared down the hall and a few minutes later was back with a folded pile of warm bed sheets. “You should go put them on the bed and climb in while they're still warm.” 

I took the sheets off her and winked. “If they get cold, will you come warm them up for me?” 

Now I got the highest raised eyebrow I’d ever seen. “In your dreams Joseph,” she opened the door and grinned at Gramps as he laughed. He was still chuckling as I helped him down the steps and across to our front door. Little did she know how much I loved a challenge. 
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Chapter 2
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Megan

It had been three days since Ed and his grandson had dinner at my house, and I hadn’t seen either of them since. I missed Ed’s company, but it was good he was reconnecting with his grandson, it had been way too long between visits for them both. I couldn’t imagine going for more than a month without seeing my Gran, let alone nine. 

I was catching up with Tina at lunch today and she asked me all about Joey. Apparently, she’d seen him and Ed having lunch at the pub yesterday and she thought he was gorgeous. I told her everything I knew and was surprised to find myself getting a little jealous over her interest in him. Sure, he was hot, smoking hot, way hotter than any other man in this town, but he wasn’t mine. Nor would he ever be mine, so why was I getting jealous? Maybe it was because when I was twelve years old, I had a mad crush on the man. Only he wasn’t a man back then. He was a scrawny fourteen-year-old with a mop of dark hair and braces. But I didn't care that he was scrawny or un-kept, it was his eyes. They always sparkled and they always looked happy, especially when he was up to no good, which was most of the time. “Megs,” she swiped at my arm. “Pay attention.” 

“Sorry, I was thinking about something else,” I gave her a little smile. “What did you say?” 

“I was asking if you can find out if he has a girlfriend, if he doesn’t, I’m going to see if he wants to come to the pub for dinner one night,” she was acting like a high school kid now. “Can you find out?” 

“Uh sure, I’ll ask next time I see him,” the thought of setting her up with Joey made my stomach knot. People always said Tina was the most beautiful girl in our year at school, but for some reason she’d never been able to land herself a man. She got plenty of dates and had never been short of a partner for any school dance, but she couldn’t seem to keep them. She told me it was because none of them were her Mister Right, and once she found him then she’d know because he’d be the one she managed to keep. I always thought it had something to do with her loud hyena laugh that always ended with a little snort, and the fact she was a little out there with some things. Like the way she wouldn’t look into a mirror during an electrical storm, she had some crackpot theory that if you were looking in a mirror when there was a crack of lightning, you’d become barren and never be able to have kids. Whatever it was it didn't matter, the fact remained that she’d had more boyfriends than I could ever hope to have, and men liked talking to her, or to her breasts, probably the latter. 

We were enjoying a nice lunch at the town’s only café and fish and chip shop when he walked in. I knew it was him because the whole place went silent, all three tables of us. I lost my appetite in an instant. “I’m done, you?” I grabbed my bag and stood as I spoke to Tina. She nodded and stood also. On the way out he stepped in front of me, blocking my path. I didn't look up as I stepped to the side to go around him, but I heard him laugh as he stepped to block me. I sucked in a breath and took a step in the other direction, all the while knowing that he would block me again. This stupid game went on for almost a minute until Carlo called over the counter and asked Robert if he wanted to order anything. I could feel him looking down at me for a few seconds before he stepped aside. “Jerk,” I mumbled as I walked out of the café. I know he heard me because he did that horrible menacing laugh he did when he knew he’d gotten under your skin. 

“He’s such an arse,” Tina fell into step beside me. 

“Yep,” I kept walking. The more distance between Constable Robert Connors and me the better. He was one of the things I’d miss least about this town, and I couldn’t wait until I was out of here. When we got back to the doctor’s house, which was also his consulting rooms, I gave Tina a hug and said goodbye. She’d been Doc Jamison’s receptionist for the past eight years and she loved it. The fact she got paid to know everyone’s business was a bonus for her.  It wasn’t a long walk home and it was a nice day. The sun was shining, and the air was crisp. There were still autumn leaves on the ground, and I loved the crunching sound they made under my feet. There were some things I’d miss about this town. I’d miss the quietness, the small community, and the closeness of the people. I liked the fact almost everyone knew everyone, and while that could be a pain sometimes, it was good in other ways. If an old person hadn’t been seen for a couple of days someone would go check on them, or if someone was sick their neighbours would take them food and collect their mail. It was a nice community apart from Constable Jackass.

I was halfway home when a car pulled up alongside me as I walked. I didn't have to look up to know who it was. I had no idea why harassing me had become his favourite pastime, or what joy it gave him. I kept walking as he called out to me from the car. He had the passenger side window down as he yelled. “Need a ride Megan?” I hated the way he said my name. The way he drawled it out like he was the main character in a slasher movie, and he was taunting me, his next victim. “Cat got your tongue?” He laughed. “I’m talking to you, it’s not smart to ignore an officer of the law, you might just find yourself spending the night in the lock up,” he laughed again. But I knew he wasn’t joking. He abused his power all the time, he’d think nothing of putting me in a cell and keeping me there for however long he felt necessary. He’d done it before, and I knew he’d do it again. 

“I’m fine, I don't need a ride,” I answered without looking at him. I never looked at him. Mostly because I didn't want the image of his face to keep popping into my head, but also because I didn't want him to see the way he scared me. Keeping him from knowing how much he got to me was my last shield from him, and I intended to keep it raised. 

“Suit yourself,” he laughed. “I might come see you tonight,” he was still laughing as he drove away. Great. 

“You okay?” I jumped when a voice spoke behind me. I spun around to see Joey standing there in some knee length shorts and a very tight t-shirt. Shit it was a sight. “Megan?” He reached for my arm when I didn't answer. 

“Uh yeah, I’m fine, sorry,” I mumbled then turned and kept walking. 

“Is he a friend of yours?” He jogged a few steps to catch up to me then matched my pace, which I’d quickened since seeing him dressed like that. I needed to get home and change my underwear. 

“No, has never been a friend, and will never be a friend. The man takes some perverse pleasure out of making my life a living hell,” I didn't look at him as I spoke. 

“Why does he do that?” We turned the corner into our street. 

I looked at him and shrugged. “I have no idea, he’s been doing it for the past twenty-two years, I guess it’s a tradition for him now.” 

I picked up the pace a bit when some sleet started to fall. It looked so pretty as it fell, the sunlight reflecting off the little flakes. “Hey hang on,” Joey ran round in front of me and stopped in the middle of the path. “What do you mean it’s been going on for twenty-two years? Has he ever hit you?” 

“He’s been harassing and intimidating me since I was in the third grade, and he hasn’t hit me, not since high school anyway. Now it’s just the harassment, the intimidation, the rocks,” I shifted my bag of groceries to my other hand and stepped around Joey. 

“Hang on,” he ran around in front of me again. “Firstly, give me that,” he reached for the heavy bag but I held it tight. Our hands were both on the handles of the bag and I felt a warm surge go up my arm. He looked at our hands then at me. “Let me carry it please, Gramps will go off at me if he knew I walked home with a beautiful girl and didn't carry her shopping for her.” He added a sexy little grin. I let him take the bag, mostly because I was getting cold, and I didn't want to stand here arguing with him. “And secondly, what do you mean by harassing and intimidating and the rocks?” He didn't look impressed. 

I sucked in a deep breath and the cold air burnt all the way to the bottom of my lungs. “Just stuff, he does it to annoy me, he’s a bully with a badge that’s all. No one around here likes him. He stands over me, intimidates me, he taunts me all the time. Sometimes he follows me without speaking but I know he’s there, sometimes he’ll mow his lawn and dump his grass clippings in my driveway,” I stopped and pointed to a house just up the street. “He lives in that house,” I started walking again. “Sometimes at night he stands out the front and throws rocks onto my roof. I guess he gets a kick out of scaring me, especially now that I live alone, the rocks on the tin roof can make quite a racket.” I felt like such a fool telling him all of this. It wasn’t his problem, and I didn't want it to be his problem. I’d be out of here soon so none of it mattered anymore. We’d reached my driveway now, so I held out my hand for the bag. “Thanks for carrying that.”

“No problem,” he didn't hand the bag over. “I’ll carry it inside for you,” I got another sexy grin. “Gramps is watching from the front window, don't want him thinking I'm not a gentleman, do you?” 

I looked over to the window and saw Ed watching from where he’d pulled back the curtains. How did Joey know that he was there? I hadn’t even seen him glance towards the window. “Fine,” I got my mail then headed for the front door. I thought he’d leave the bag by the front door, but he followed me into the kitchen and set it on the counter. “Thanks for that,” I walked back to the front door to show him out. “Tell Ed I said hi,” I held the door open but he didn't make a move to leave, so I closed the door again. 

“I will,” he stood at the bench as he looked around the kitchen. “Ah ha,” he reached for the pen and notepad by the phone dock. “Here,” I went back over to see what he was writing. He handed me the piece of paper with his phone number on it. “Put my number in your phone, next time that arse comes around call me, he can’t get away with that shit.” 

I put the paper on the counter. “No, I won’t call you, its fine. It’ll only cause trouble for you, and I don't want that.” When he started to protest, I held up my hand. “It’s my problem Joey, not yours. Trust me, the man is an incredible arse and a coward who hides behind his badge. When Steve across the road told him to stop throwing rocks on my roof and stop harassing me you know what happened?” He shook his head. “He got three traffic fines in three days for things he didn't even do. The fines cost him more than two thousand dollars,” I pointed to myself. “He got them because he was sticking up for me, not to mention the grief he’s given your gramps when he says anything,” I pushed the paper further away. “It’s my problem and I won’t have others suffering because they step in and try to help me.” 

He followed me to the door, but he wasn’t letting it go. “Megan please, I can handle anything he dishes out, I’ve been in far more dangerous situations than facing off with a small-town cop who thinks it’s fun to bully people,” he put his hand on my shoulder, and I felt that rush of heat again. “You’ve looked out for Gramps for so long, the least I can do is look out for you,” he bent his knees so he was at eye level with me. “Please promise you’ll call me if he comes around tonight like he said he would.” When I didn't look up at him, he moved his hand from my shoulder and lifted my chin with his finger. “Promise me.” 

Why did he want to get involved in this? I didn't look out for his Gramps so he was in debt to me, but I could see he wasn’t going to let it go. “Okay,” it was almost a whisper, and it was also time to change the subject. “It’s supposed to storm tonight, if the power goes out you two should come over here, I have the fire to keep the house warm, without your electric heater you two will freeze.” 

“I have a better idea,” he grinned at me. “Gramps has been complaining about spending all of his time with me, and you being lonely at dinner time, how about Gramps and I come over for dinner, only I’ll cook while you and Gramps catch up. He’s got three days’ worth of crosswords that apparently only the two of you can do together,” he kept his hand on my face as he spoke, only now his hand was cupping my jaw as his thumb stroked back and forward over my cheek. I don't even think he was aware he was doing it, but every girly part of me was more than conscious of his touch. 

It was mesmerising, the feel of his thumb stroking my cheek, it had been a long, long time since I’d been touched by a man, and I almost forgot to answer. “Um, sure,” I looked up into those pale green eyes and just about melted. Shit I needed to get myself together. He was messing with me, and he knew it. I knew it. I shouldn’t let him do this to me. I took a step back and looked back towards the kitchen. “I bought all of the ingredients for a lasagne, but if you want to make something else just let me know what you need and I’ll make sure its here.” 
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