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HOLLY

13 Years Old

I begged my mother to let me stay home. I didn't want to go to school today. My stomach hurt so much, but I couldn't tell her why, he’d only hit me again if I told. My new stepbrother was two years older than me, and he was an arse. He was mean, nasty to the core, and I hated him. He only ever hit me when no one else was home, or when we were at school. He made sure there was no one around to see, and he never left a bruise that couldn't be covered up by my clothing. He was smart like that.

He said it was my fault. He said my mother and I ruined his life. But it wasn’t my fault. If anyone was to blame, it was my father. He was the one who left us. He left my mother. She was heartbroken. She was confused. That’s what I thought in the beginning, but I was wrong. Mum was happy with Janet, happier than she ever appeared to be with my father, but him leaving still broke her heart.  

As Steven walked out the door with his mother, he turned to me and made the motions of slitting his throat, and I flipped him the bird. I knew it would earn me an extra punch next time he beat me, but I didn't care. I had six hours without having to deal with him, so it was worth it. 

It had been almost a week since Steven had beaten me, and that was only because for the most part, I’d managed to avoid him. But right now he had me cornered. 

“Been hiding from me haven’t you bitch?” His voice came from behind me, and I didn't have to turn around to know he was looking straight at me. The hairs on the back of my neck were standing up, and my skin was covered in goose bumps. 

Before I could get away, Steven grabbed my arm and pushed me up against the wall. 

“Hey,” we both looked around at the sound of Cam’s voice. “Leave her alone,” both Cam and Reece ran towards us. Neither of them would be able to beat Steven on their own, but together they might stand a chance. 

Steven laughed as he turned to face Reece and Cam. “Who’s going to make me?” 

“We are,” they both dropped their schoolbags to the ground and launched at Steven. At first, Steven got a punch or two in, but after a moment, Cam and Reece had the upper hand. That was the thing with Steven, he only got away with being a bully because of his size, but that size made him slow. It took him ages to get to his feet, and with Cam on one side of him, and Reece on the other, he didn't know which way to turn. He might have been two grades above us, but he was nowhere near as smart. 

Cam had blood coming from a cut to his lip, and Reece had the makings of a decent black eye, but Steven looked worse. “You’ll be sorry for this,” he looked from one of my saviours to the other, and then he looked at me. “You’ll keep.”

The three of us watched him walk away, and it wasn’t until he rounded the corner of the building that any of us spoke. “Are you okay?” Cam picked up my schoolbag and handed it to me. “Did he hit you?” 

“Not this time,” I took my bag from him. “Thanks to you guys,” I looked at both of them. “He’ll come after you for this.”

“Good,” Cam smiled at me as he wiped the blood from his mouth. “I look forward to it,” he nodded towards the door when the school bell rang. “Come on, stay with us.” Cam, Reece and I had the last three classes together, and then they walked me home. 

I’d known Cam since we were four years old. My gran was best friends with his gran, which meant we got to play together all the time when we were little. Even now, we still ended up at the same gatherings at Christmas and Easter. Cam’s mum dumped him with his gran when he was four years old, and she’d only been back once since then. She turned up a month ago, a couple of days before his birthday, and then left again. She didn't even stay around for his birthday, and that sucked. It hurt him so much. Gran and I went to his house for dinner on his birthday, and Cam and I spent most of the night in his room, laying on the bed talking about his absent mother, and my absent father. We made a promise to each other that if either of us ever got to have kids of our own that we’d never leave them, no matter what, and we’d look out for each other’s kids too. 

I told Cam he’d make a great dad, and when I said that he and Kat would make cute babies, he blushed. I knew he had a thing for my friend, you could see it every time he looked at her. “The Allenby Autumn Fair is in two weeks, are you going to ask Kat to go with you?” I rolled onto my stomach and looked at him. 

“Maybe,” he looked at me and smiled. “Yeah,” he blushed. “Do you think she’ll say yes?” 

“I think she will, she likes you too,” I shuffled off the bed when Gran called my name. “I gotta go,” I tossed the magic eight ball back to him. “The ball says you should ask her,” I gave him a little wave as I backed out the door. 

Cam had never asked about the beatings I got from Steven, but he knew, and he did everything he could to protect me. The thing was, Cam couldn't be there all the time, and Steven knew that. My life sucked the big ones at the moment, but what could I do about it. If I told Mum about the beatings, it would affect her relationship with Janet, and I didn't want that. After years of living a loveless life with my father, she deserved to be happy. 

16 Years Old 

On my sixteenth birthday, I got the best present ever. I got to go and live with my gran. Mum and Janet were going to live in Melbourne, and while mum said I could stay here and live with Gran, Janet was making Steven go with them. It was almost too good to be true, and I couldn't wait to tell Cam and Kat. 

“This news deserves a celebration,” Cam looked at Kat and I. “Loretta’s, my treat,” he grinned at us. He’d picked up a weekend job at the hardware store so he could help his gran out with the bills. He was sweet like that. 

We’d only been sitting in the booth a few minutes when Reece joined us. “I figured out what I'm going to do when I finish school,” Reece looked at the three of us, a huge smile on his face. “I’m going to be a fireman. I’ve just bought some weights and I'm going to get fit so they can’t knock me back when I apply.”

“That’s awesome,” I sucked in a deep breath. “I want to be a sculptor, but Gran keeps telling me I need a fall back because there’s not a big demand for sculptors in Allenby.”

“Fireman sounds good,” Cam was nodding his head. “I think I’ll do that too, but not here, I want to move to Sydney.” 

“I’m going to run a hotel,” Kat looked at us as she ate the last of the peach pie we were sharing. “But not here, I'm going to Sydney as well. There’s no way I'm living on the farm for the rest of my life. Brian can have that,” she laughed. 

“Sounds like we’re all sorted then,” I looked at them all. “We have Clover’s sixteenth birthday party tomorrow night, we need a present.”

Kat and I left the boys who wanted to go and play with their weights, and we headed for the mall. We needed a present for Clover, and a new outfit for the party. I had high hopes that Trav and James would be at the party. Sarah would be there for sure, so there was a chance her big brother would go along, which meant James would be there too. I felt bad for Sarah. Every time a boy spoke to her, Trav and James would be up in their faces warning them off. That kind of big brother love would be nice, but I could see how she got annoyed with it too. Still, she got to live in the same house as Trav, which meant James was there heaps too. All the girls thought Trav was easily the best looking boy in school, and just about every girl on the north side of puberty had a crush on him, but not me. I only had eyes for James. He was so cute, but he was so self-conscious of his limp, and that was sad. He didn't ever seem to see how great he was. I thought he was gorgeous, but I knew how he felt. He and Trav were like Kat and me. My best friend was a solid ten, but even with the right lens and a good filter, I was a four at best. James needn’t have worried though. He was easily a ten in my book. 

19 Years Old

Clover’s farm was packed with cars. As I walked to the huge shed out the back I could hear everyone laughing and talking. Kat was leaving for Sydney tomorrow so we were throwing her a farewell party. She said she was never coming back to Allenby to live, but I hoped she would. 

When I walked into the shed the first person I saw was James. He raised his drink and smiled at me, which was nice. Even though we never worked out as a couple, we were still friends. The relationship failing was neither his fault nor mine. We got along great, being with James was easy, but there was no spark for either of us, and we wanted spark. We were too young to settle for comfortable companionship. The sex was good. He had a rocking body, but there was no zing, no spark, no OMG moments, so we called it a day and decided to go back to being friends. 

Cam would be gone soon too. He’d applied for the fire brigade and had been accepted. He’d be gone straight after his twentieth birthday. I guess nothing ever stays the same. People change, their dreams and goals change, the things that make them happy change. If moving away from Allenby was what they needed to do, then so be it. I wasn’t sure if I’d stay here myself. Mum was gone now, she hadn't been back since she moved to Melbourne. She was still with Janet, but Steven had moved to Sydney. 

Tyler was here too. He was another guy I couldn't figure out. He was super hot, but he never had a girlfriend. Not for want of trying on Christine’s part. The girl had no shame. If a guy rejected me the amount of times he’d rejected her, and in public no less, I’d be mortified. But she kept at it. “Hey Tyler,” I stood next to him and raised my eyebrows. “Having fun?” I nodded towards Christine who was walking towards us. 

“I swear I must be speaking another language when I tell her I'm not interested, she doesn't get it,” he turned his back to her. “She’s not the woman I'm after. There’s no zing you know, no spark.” 

“I know what you mean, there needs to be spark,” just as Christine approached, I took his hand and led him away from her. “Finding the one with the spark is the key, once you have them, you have to give it all you’ve got because you might never get another chance.”

“I kissed a girl once, a few years back,” he sipped on his beer and looked back over his shoulder to make sure Christine wasn’t coming towards us. “Made my lips tingle, it was like they were numb but they were on fire at the same time,” he looked at me. “I want that again, when I find a girl who does that to me when I kiss her, I’ll know she’s the one.”

“Why don't you go find that girl, the one from a few years back? Does she still live around here?” 

“She moved away,” he looked at me and sucked in a breath. Nat, he was talking about Nat Hogan. I remember the school rumour mill was alive with talk they’d done the deed after Tyler lost a bet. If that was true, I could see why he wouldn’t want to go find her. If a boy had done that to me I’d never speak to him again. Ever. How humiliating. 

“Holly, Holly, Holly,” I turned to the little voice calling my name. “Look at my new pink dress, do you like it?” 

“You look beautiful Emily,” I scooped her up and gave her a kiss. “A beautiful dress for a beautiful princess.” 

“Mummy said I can only stay at the party for a little while then I have to go to bed,” she didn't look happy with this. “When I have to go to bed, can you read me a bedtime story please?” 

“Sure,” I gave her another kiss then put her back on her feet. “Where is your mummy? I need to say hi to her.” 

“She’s this way,” Emily grabbed my hand and started pulling me away. “Bye Tyler,” she gave him a little wave, which he returned with a smile. Emily was the cutest little thing. Almost three years old and she could talk the leg off a table. She was always asking questions and she was forever saving bugs, ants, or anything else you could put into one of those tiny little teapots she was always carrying around. It was a shame Zeke didn't want to come back to Allenby and be with Clover and Emily. Everyone thought for sure he’d be back. He and Clover were inseparable before his hideous mother carted him and his sister off to boarding school. The old biddy had been nothing but nasty to Clover since the day Emily was born. Pompous self-righteous cow she was. 

“Mummy look, I finded Holly,” Emily kept hold of my hand as she proudly offered me up to her mother. “Hi Tasha,” Emily reached out for Tasha’s hand and proudly looked up at Clover. “See Mummy, I finded two friends for you.” Literally two seconds after she finished talking, Emily spotted Trav and ran off to talk to him. 

For the next few hours, we ate, drank, talked and laughed as we farewelled our friend Kat. There were a lot of familiar faces here in this shed, and I couldn't help but be a little sad at the thought of us all going our separate ways. 

22 years old

I’d been living in Melbourne for all of one week now, and I kind of liked it. I was walking back to the apartment when he bumped into me. I looked up into the most crystal blue eyes I’d ever seen. His face was covered with short stubble, and he had a cute little dimple when he smiled. 

“Sorry,” he picked my bread up from the footpath and handed it to me. We stood there looking at each other awkwardly for a moment, neither of us knowing what to say next. “I'm Marcus,” he held out his hand, but with my arms loaded up with groceries, I couldn't exactly reach out and take it. “Sorry,” he shook his head and laughed a little as he tried to take a bag of groceries from me. “Let me help with those.”

“It’s okay,” I held onto the bag. “I don't have far to go.”

From that first meeting on the footpath outside my favourite deli, we became infatuated with each other. The only time we were apart was when he travelled for assignments, which was often unfortunately. Marcus was an artist like me, only he was a photographer. He mostly did artistic photography, but picked up freelance work on the side for extra cash. We spent rainy days tucked up in bed in his inner city loft. He was funny, smart, and he made me feel special. We went for weekends to the coast and stayed in a little cottage by the sea that his parents owned. We went to hipster restaurants, ate breakfast at organic cafes, we went to amateur plays put on by drama students at the local acting school. We spent summer nights on the roof looking at the stars while we sipped on mojitos. 

We were in love. 

Or so I thought. 

Marcus was away for a couple of days on an assignment when I answered a knock at the door. A gorgeous girl stood there telling me she knew I was having an affair with her husband, and that I needed to end it now. Only she thought my name was Jennifer. That’s when we figured out there weren’t three of us in this relationship, but four. I was devastated. My whole world seemed to come crashing down around me. I thought he was the one. I thought he was my forever guy. We were supposed to get married, fill the loft with some little bohemian kids and live happily ever after. 

Mum and Janet were amazing. They let me wallow around in my pyjamas for weeks. They let me eat copious amounts of ice-cream. They even bought me a puppy, and after going through the seven stages of break up grief, I started to see the light again. That’s when I realised that men were pigs. They were all pigs, and I didn't need one to make me happy. I was going to be fine on my own. I had savings, I had my latest commissioned piece to work on, and I had a brand new vibrator. Who needed a man. 

28 years old

I’d been living the gypsy life for three years now, and I loved it. I knew it would come to an end at some point. More and more lately, I’d been feeling the pull back to my roots. Back to Allenby. I had a home there if I wanted. Gran told me all the time that I was welcome back whenever I decided to come home. Maybe I should go back soon, spend some time with her before it was too late. She was in her seventies now, and she’d had a couple of health scares lately. 

As soon as I finished this piece of street art for the city, I’d head home. Canberra wasn’t the place for me anyway. I was too old for the artsy hippies, too young for the baby boomer free spirits, ancient if you asked any of the arts students at the university, and not straight enough for the corporates that were everywhere. No, it was time for me to pack up my van and head back to Allenby. Back to Gran. 

It had been two weeks since I’d made the decision to return home. I had about a weeks’ worth of work left to do on the sculpture, I’d given my landlord a months’ notice, and I’d called Gran to tell her I was coming back. She was over the moon with the news. Only it wasn’t to be. Three days after I made the call to Gran she passed away, and I’d never felt so bad in my life. I should have gone home sooner. I should have called her more often. I should have done many things differently over the past ten years, and if I could have my time over, I would. I’d been selfish. I’d put myself first for so long, not seeing that Gran would need me to be with her. She was so lonely after Pa died. Then she lost her best friend Penny two years ago, and that hit her hard. I should have been there for her. I felt incredibly guilty about her passing, and I couldn't shake it. 

As I pulled into the driveway of my Gran’s house, which was now my house, the tears started. I couldn't get out of the van. I wasn’t sure how long I sat there looking at the house, and it was only when old Mr Carnegie from next door tapped on my window that I snapped out of my daze. “You okay love?” The elderly man looked worried. 

I wiped away the last of my tears and opened the door. “I’m fine thanks Mr Carnegie, how are you?”

“I'm fine for an old fella,” he laughed at his own words. “Pity about your gran, lovely woman she was.”

We both looked towards the house at the same time. “Yeah, she was.” 

It didn't take me long to get settled in. My old room was pretty much as I’d left it. In fact, nothing much had changed at all. After unpacking the van, and putting all of my tools in the back shed, which was a huge workshop, I headed down to the main street to get some dinner. 

While I waited for my food, I thought about all the things I need to do now that I was back in Allenby. Gran had left me a letter and in it she said I was to modernise the house and make it a place of my own. She even put some paint colour swatches in with the letter, which made me laugh. That was so Gran. She was always the pragmatist, and she always said there was no sense dwelling on the past, it was better to move on and be happy. So that’s what I decided to do. 

I had some savings in the bank thanks to my last project, plus Gran had left me more than enough to renovate the house. Even though I was now living in Allenby, it didn't mean I had to give up sculpting. There were projects I could submit bids for, and if I was successful, I’d just transport the completed project to the town or city it needed to be in. 

“Holly,” I looked up when I heard a familiar voice. “Hey,” Cam pulled me into a hug and lifted me off my feet. The man was a giant, and he seemed genuinely happy to see me. 

I laughed when he put me back on my feet. “It’s good to see you too Cam,” I patted his massive bicep. “Are you and Reece still playing with those weights? I swear every time I see you you’re bigger than before,” he laughed at that. “How are Marty and your beautiful little boys?” 

“They’re great, Coop just turned three, and Patty’s almost one,” his smile was genuine, and his whole face lit up when he spoke of them. “How long are you in town for?” 

“I'm back for good,” I shrugged. “I need to settle down, here seemed like as good a place as any.”

“That’s awesome, you should come by for dinner, Marty would love to see you again, so will the boys,” he looked over his shoulder as the girl behind the counter called his name. “Tomorrow night, six o’clock,” he hugged me again. “It’s great to have you back Holl,” he kept his eyes on me as he walked out. “Tomorrow at six.”

I gave him a nod and a little wave, then he was gone. On the drive home I decided that coming back to Allenby had been a smart move. It was good to be around friends again. It was good to be back in familiar territory, and it was good to be looking forward to the future. Whatever that might hold. 

***
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Chapter 1
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ONE YEAR LATER

Holly

It was hard to believe I’d been back for a year already, but I had. The house renovations were almost done. I had a new bathroom and the kitchen of my dreams, the giant workshop was set up just the way I wanted it, and pretty much all I had to do now was paint both the inside and outside of the house. Cam and Reece had offered to come paint the outside, and while that would be great, it was a big job and I didn't want to take them away from their families like that. They both worked long demanding hours with the fire brigade, and their time off was precious. Besides, I wasn’t in any hurry. If it took me six months to paint then so be it. As long as I had it done before winter set in, I’d be happy. 

“Merry Christmas Holly,” I looked at the beaming face of Bree. She’d been in Allenby for seven months now, and she was probably the happiest teenager I’d ever met. 

“That’s a lot of shopping,” I looked at the bags she shoved into the booth. “What did you get for me?” 

“That is a surprise,” she grinned at me. “But if you can get me a cold coke and a piece of your caramel tart I might give you a clue,” she wiggled her eyebrows and laughed. 

“Done,” I scribbled out her order. “I'm looking forward to Christmas this year, and I'm looking forward to spending the day in the kitchen with you tomorrow.”

“Same, this is the first Christmas I’ve ever had with lots of people around, and my first Christmas with my dad,” her smile grew even more. “And Lexi is so excited about Santa coming, it’s going to be great. I even bought a present for the new baby. I hope it’s a boy.”

“I guess we’ll find out in a few weeks won’t we,” I smiled at her. “I’ll be back in a bit with your order.”

Waiting tables wasn’t exactly how I wanted to spend my time, but I could use the money and Aunty Loretta could use the help. One of her long time employees retired a couple of months back, and Aunty Loretta, who hated me calling her aunty because it made her feel old, asked if I could help her out until she got around to hiring someone else. One week turned into one month, then two, and here I was. The day before Christmas Eve, waiting tables, and sweating my butt off. 

It was after ten when I finally got to clock off and head home. The old van was close to packing it in, but I wanted to squeeze as many miles out of her as I could. I was only one block from home when the headlights died, and everything went dark, including the dashboard. Still, it was a beautiful summers night and there was a full moon, so I could easily see what was up ahead, until I turned into my driveway that was. But he came out of nowhere. The thump was sickening. I slammed on the brakes and flew out of the driver’s seat. 

“Oh my god, I'm so sorry, are you okay, are you hurt?” I knelt beside the man on the ground. When I reached out to touch him he brushed me off and got to his feet. 

“What the hell is wrong with you, don't you know how to use headlights?” He brushed the gravel off his legs and glared at me. “Do you even have a licence to drive?” 

“Yes I have a licence, and yes I know how to use headlights, they stopped working while I was driving home,” I looked at the man in front of me. He had the most beautiful aqua eyes and they reminded me of the water around the South Pacific. But the killer was the three-day growth and the short messed up hair. Then there were the biceps and the chest. He was wearing a singlet top, and I couldn't stop my mind from picturing him shirtless. Holy guacamole, the man was hot. Cranky and rude, but friggin’ hot. “I'm sorry I hit you, I didn't see you.”

“No kidding,” he scowled at me. 

“Well you didn't help. If you’re going to go running so late at night you could try wearing a shirt with some reflective strips on it,” I tilted my head and pointed at him. “Maybe some high-vis fluoro gear wouldn’t go astray.”

“I’d need a flashing neon sign for you to see me,” he started to walk away, and I noticed him limping a little.  

“Hey Sunshine,” I waited for him to turn back to me. “I really am sorry I hit you. Do you need a ride home?” 

“I think I’ll be safer if I walk,” he started off again. 

“Merry Christmas Sunshine,” I called after him. He didn't look back at me, but he did shake his head. Crap. I really truly felt bad for hitting him. I didn't even catch his name, but given his demeanour, there’d probably be some sort of lawsuit coming my way. I guess I’d find out his name then. 

After possibly the worst night’s sleep since coming back to Allenby, I fronted up at Loretta's, tied on my apron and headed out to take some orders. Everyone was so happy. It was Christmas Eve, the sun was shining, and almost everyone was in holiday mode, and by the time my shift finished, their happiness had rubbed off on me. “I’m heading out to the farm,” I kissed Aunty Loretta on the cheek. “I’ll see you out there at lunchtime tomorrow.”

“Here,” she handed me a family size peach pie. “Take this for Mick,” she winked at me. “I know how much he loves them, tell him it’s a Christmas present from me.”

“You do know he’s already taken,” I grinned at her. 

“Get out of here,” she swatted at me with her tea towel. “I’ll be out there around eleven tomorrow.”

The rest of Christmas Eve was spent in the kitchen at Bairnleigh. Bree and I had a menu put together and we were working our way through all the elements. Mick spent the afternoon trying to get Kat to sit and take it easy, Ethan was out on the farm somewhere and Lexi spent most of the afternoon trying to figure out what all the presents under the tree were. When I did take a five-minute break, I went to sit on the porch swing with Kat.

“Looking nice and round there lady,” I nodded towards her belly. “How much longer to go?” 

“Six weeks,” she let out a breath. “I’m not sure I’ll last another six weeks though. Mick is doing my head in. He won’t let me do anything. I'm not even allowed to run my own damn bath, or make a cup of tea,” she laughed. “I’m pretty sure lifting a tea bag isn’t going to send me into an early labour.”

“Yeah, must be real tough having someone who loves you and dotes all over you like that,” I tilted my head at her. “Someone to hold you while you fall asleep, someone to share a meal with, or sit out on the porch and have a beer with at night.”

Kat reached over and rubbed my leg. “You’ll find someone, you’re an awesome person Holl, the perfect man is out there waiting for you to find him.”

“I ran over a hot guy last night,” I looked at her and grimaced a little. The look on Kat’s face was golden. “The headlights died on the van on my way home, and he sort of came out of nowhere,” I shrugged. “He wasn’t too happy about getting run down.” 

“I bet he wasn’t,” Kat laughed and shook her head. “Was he okay?” 

“Yeah,” I waved my hand a little. “He was fine. Got up and gave me a mouthful before walking off.”

“You should have asked for his details,” she wiggled her eyebrows at me. 

“No way. A, he was way out of my league, and B, he was so grumpy. There’s no way I want to be with someone so unhappy,” I shook my head. “I want someone who makes me smile, not someone who brings me down.”

My five-minute tea break turned into a half hour of Kat and I laughing and talking about my perfect man. In the end, both of us were determined that by this time next year, I was not going to be single. 

Christmas morning dawned all too quickly. It was barely five in the morning when I heard Lexi running down the hall calling out to Mick and Kat. The kid had an endless amount of energy, but I didn't. The combination of a very late night and way too many cold beers had given me a nice little hangover, and all I wanted to do was sleep. 

“Holly, Holly, look what Santa brought for me,” Lexi was crawling across the bed towards me. “Look, I got two new Barbies and a horse for her to ride on, and I got a Barbie t-shirt and a new Barbie toothbrush,” she dropped an armload of Barbie paraphernalia onto my bed. I opened one eye to a sea of pink and a perfectly shaped plastic woman wearing some skin tight riding jodhpurs and holding a whip in her hand. For a brief moment, an image flashed through my head of Barbie and Ken going at it while she whipped him. I couldn't help but smile when I wondered if Mattel ever thought of making a Barbie and Ken bondage set. 

“That’s a lot of stuff Lex, looks like you cleaned out Santa’s Barbie supply,” I picked up the little hourglass shaped woman with the super tan and pert little breasts. “Why don’t you go show Ethan and Bree what you got.”

Lexi gathered up her Barbie haul and headed out as she called back over her shoulder. “Merry Christmas Holly.”

“Merry Christmas Lex,” I pulled the covers up over my head and closed my eyes. It was going to be a long day. 

Christmas Day had turned out to be long, but very enjoyable. Watching Aunty Loretta with Lexi, and the way she fussed over Kat made me think about family. Mum and I were all Aunty Loretta had. She’d never married or had kids of her own, although, she did have a thing with Kat’s dad for a while. It was more a friends with benefits relationship though, but I think she was wishing for more. She kept telling me to get out more and find a man, and not to end up old and lonely like she was. But it wasn’t that easy to find a man, and it wasn’t easy to let myself trust someone with my heart again. Marcus had done a fair bit of damage, and in his wake he’d left more than a little sense of hesitation towards the love department. 

As crazy hectic as yesterday had been, today would be the polar opposite. When we were teenagers, Cam, Reece, Kat, Sarah, Clover, Zeke, Trav, James, Tasha and I had been meeting at the river for a picnic lunch and a swim on Boxing Day, and the guys had started up the tradition again a few years back. Only now, it wasn’t just the ten of us, it was partners and kids as well. 

Sarah and Javi were expecting their first baby, while Trav and James had one year olds. Cam had Cooper and Patty, and Tasha and her husband Kane were expecting baby number one as well. Clover and Zeke had the twins, Carter and Caleb, and then there was Kat with two teenagers, a six year old, and a baby on the way. Basically, everyone but me was loved up and popping kids out like they were Pez dispensers. 

I loaded up the back of my trusty van with a couple of crates of my home made ginger beer, some caramel tarts and other bakes, then headed off. It was hot, almost mid-thirties today, so there was a fair chance the riverbank would be packed with families looking for somewhere to cool off. 

“Hey, let me take that,” I looked up to see Cam walking towards me as I grabbed the crate of ginger beer from the van. “Here, you take Patty, I’ll take the drinks.” He handed his son over to me. 

“Thanks,” I kissed the baby’s cheek and tickled his belly. “He’s a lot lighter than the drinks.” Ethan and Lexi were walking past, so they took a container of food each, and I carried the rest. We were walking towards the group when Cooper came running towards us. 

“Howwy, Howwy, wook what Santa gave me, a new fire engine,” he was holding up the truck like it was the most precious thing in the world. 

“Wow, Cooper, that’s a nice fire truck, how did Santa know you liked fire engines?” He fell into step beside me as he started talking. 

“I saw him at the shops and I told him,” he looked up at me. “He bringed one for Patty too. Patty can’t talk yet so I told Santa that Patty likes fire engines too.” 

“You’re a good big brother aren’t you?” I handed the baby over to Marty then gave her a hug. “You look exhausted.”

“I am,” she laughed. “But today should be nice, Cam’s on days off, Christmas is over, and now we get to relax and drink a few wines.”

“Sounds like a fine way to spend the day,” Marty and I sat while Cam went after Cooper, who was making his way to the water. 

As everyone started to arrive, our plot on the riverbank spread. There were picnic blankets and tables everywhere, eskies of cold drinks and containers of food as well. James and Ruby had brought along a portable barbeque, and Mick and Kat had supplied a stack of Texas longhorn steaks. Sarah and Bell had made heaps of salads, so there was more food here than we’d ever eat in a day. 

Everyone was laughing at a story Reece was telling when Cam stood, and greeted someone. They were standing behind me, but when the man spoke, I recognised that voice instantly. 

Sunshine. 

“Everyone, this is Fletch, he’s new in town, joined our crew last month,” everyone said hello in unison, then one by one, Cam went around introducing all of our friends. The men all stood and shook hands with the newcomer, and the women mostly just smiled and said hello. I watched the man as he met all of my friends. He was smiling, and he seemed like he was happy to be here, until Cam introduced him to me. “This is Holly.”

When Fletch looked at me his smile faded, and I wasn’t the only one to notice. “We’ve met,” I looked at Cam and tried to seem a bit remorseful. “You know how I told you I hit someone with the van,” I looked from Cam to Sunshine, and held out my hand. “I really am sorry I ran you over, it’s nice to meet you.”

“Yeah, you too,” he didn't sound convincing. 

As soon as I apologised again for hitting him with my car, everyone wanted to know the story. Of course, they were all shocked, and could see how it would have annoyed the man who was now sitting next to me. 

“Have you fixed the van yet?” Trav looked at me with his serious policeman face. 

“No, not yet,” I looked at him and Zeke as they shook their heads. “But I haven’t driven it at night again, and I won’t drive at night until I get it fixed.” I saluted both of them, which earnt me another shake of the head from Trav. 

“Take it to Tyler, or better still, take it to the scrap yard,” Trav lifted baby Lachlan onto his lap. “I doubt it’s even roadworthy.”

“I will not take my baby to the scrap yard,” I put my hand over my heart and they all laughed at me. “I’ll get it fixed. There’s a few miles left in her yet.”

After they’d all had a go at my poor van, talk soon turned to Fletch, and I listened as he answered all of their questions. He’d come from Sydney, where he was a fireman. He was single, and the only family he had around here was a grandfather who lived in Millard Falls. He was thirty-one years old, a year older than me, and while I had some questions of my own, I didn't ask them. I had a feeling he wouldn’t answer anyway. 

“Who’s up for a swim?” Reece stood first and stripped off his shirt. From the moment he decided to become a fireman he’d been into keeping fit and building muscle, and he still had it. In fact, as all the guys stood and stripped off their shirts, I'm sure every female in the park was looking our way. 

After the glimpse of muscle I saw the night I ran over him, I was keen to see what old Sunshine was packing under that t-shirt of his, but I didn't want him to catch me looking. The last thing I wanted was him thinking I was interested in him. He dropped his t-shirt onto the blanket and started walking towards the water, and I couldn't take my eyes off him. “Close your mouth before the bugs get in,” Marty shoulder bumped me. 

“Want a tissue for that dribble?” Kat laughed. 

“Hey,” I bumped both of them back. “It’s fine for you two, you have a man in your bed every night, it’s been a long time between drinks so to speak.” I looked at each of them. “But as thirsty as I am, I don't think Sunshine will be up for a romp in the sack with me, the man practically scowls every time he looks at me.” 

“You did run him over with your car,” Kat looked at me and smiled. “Now you have some work to do to get him into your bed,” she winked at me and laughed as she walked away. 

“Not going to happen,” I called after her. 

“Cam says he’s a really nice guy,” Marty looked at me. “I think you two just got off on the wrong foot.” She rubbed my arm and headed for the water with little Patty. Maybe we did start off badly, but I don't think it mattered much now. The damage was done, and Sunshine didn't really seem like the forgiving kind. 

For the next half hour we played in the water, the guys started a game of football, taking down anyone who was on the other team, whether they had the ball or not. When lunchtime rolled around, the men stood around the barbeque, beers in hand, talking and laughing while the meat cooked, and every now and again I’d steal a quick glance at our new friend. A couple of times I looked up to find him looking at me but as soon as our eyes locked, he’d look away. 

I wanted to figure him out. On the surface, he looked happy, but I wasn’t convinced. I knew the look he had at the moment. It was a look I knew all too well. There were many times when I’d plastered on a fake smile and pretended I was happy, that I wasn’t hurting inside. In the first year after Marcus, I practically wore that look permanently. Then as the years went by the fake look faded, and the smile became genuine again. I wondered if that was Sunshine’s problem. Had he recently gone through a crushing break-up? Is that why he moved to Allenby, to get away from it all and make a fresh start? 

It was late when we started to pack up. Cam asked how the painting was going, and I told them I’d got as far as buying the paint for the outside of the house, but that was it. They wanted to organise a working bee where they’d all come and help, but I declined. They all had little kids and busy lives, the last thing they needed was more jobs to do. In the end, they only let up when I promised I’d call them all if I needed help. 

“Get that van fixed,” Trav called at me from across the carpark. I gave him a thumbs up, then saluted him again, which made him shake his head. The man might have a great sense of humour, and not taken things too seriously when we were younger, but when it came to policing and upholding the law the man was a stickler. I knew he’d be on my case about the van until it was fixed, so as soon as the holidays were over I’d give Tyler a call. Or better still, maybe I’d look for a new car, well, a new used car that is. Brand new wasn’t in the budget right now, and I doubted it ever would be. 

“Waste of money getting that fixed,” I turned to the voice behind me. “Be better off buying a push bike.” He threw his gear bag and towel into the back of his jeep and looked at me. “I have a bike in the shed if you need, safer than driving that around.”

Huh. So after a day of saying nothing to me, Sunshine decides to speak. “Thanks for your concern about my safety Sunshine, but I like my old van.” 

“Not you I'm worried about, it’s all the pedestrians out there,” he nodded towards the road. 

I took a couple of steps towards him and frowned. “Listen Sunshine,” I cocked my head to the side and put my hands on my hips, and I swear the big guy almost smiled. “I think you and I got off on the wrong foot. What’s say we start again,” I stepped forward with my hand outstretched. “Hi I'm Holly, it’s nice to meet you.” 

He looked at my hand, then at my face. There was that awkward moment where I thought he was going to leave me hanging, and I was just about to pull my hand back when he reached for it. “Fletch,” he shook my hand as he looked at me, but when the handshake finished, he held my hand for an extra few seconds. Or maybe it was me holding his. I didn't want to let go. His hand was warm, and big. It felt good having his fingers wrapped around my hand like they were right now. It felt safe. 

After a few moments, he wiggled his hand free and shoved it in his pocket as he stepped back, but I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to him yet. “Fletch,” he turned back to me. “Is that short for something? Is there a real name?” I smiled at him, but didn't get one in return. “I mean, I hit you with my car, surely that takes us to the next level of friendship, you know, past your standard meeting,” I was babbling now, and I needed to stop. The guy probably already thought I was nuts, no need to add fuel to the fire. 

“Surname’s Fletcher, it’s short for that,” he gave me a little nod then took another step towards his jeep. 

“What’s your first name?” Please don't let it be too obvious that I'm dragging out the conversation. 

“Fletch is fine,” he raised his head in another goodbye nod and opened his car door. 

“Think I’ll stick with Sunshine then,” I smiled at him. “Until I find out what your first name is anyway.” He looked at me for what seemed an eternity, before shaking his head and getting into his car. “See ya Sunshine,” I gave him a wave as I called out. He returned my wave with a short nod, then he was gone. 

Man, he was one highly-strung individual. But that was fine, I was used to walking a high wire. This man wasn’t going to beat me. For now, I had two goals. I was going to find out his name, and I was going to make him smile. If it was the last thing I did. I was going to make him smile. 

****
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Chapter 2
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FLETCH

It had been two weeks since that crazy woman had run me down with her beat up old van, and a bit over a week since we met again at the river. She was absolutely doing my head in. I couldn't stop thinking about her. In fact, I couldn't stop thinking about all of her. The cute as hell butt that she rocked in those jeans shorts she wore all the time, her smile, the cheeky grin she gave me every time I saw her, but the main thing that had me were her eyes. They were such a deep blue, they seemed to shine like dark sapphires. 

I laughed and shook my head at myself as I dressed for work. The woman had me so messed up I was starting to think soft. I was starting to think my vow to be a life long bachelor was going to be over before I’d even made it to the two year mark, and all because of what, a nice smile and some sparkly blue eyes. No, it would take more than that to make me commit to a woman ever again. Not that she’d asked me to do that. Hell, she acted like being with me was the last thing she wanted. 

And what was with calling me Sunshine? Cam and Reece both said she’s a nice girl, actually, both of them had been talking her up since the day at the river. No matter how many times I told them I wasn’t interested, they kept at it. 

I’d decided I liked Allenby. Coming here was a good choice. Sydney was the last place I wanted to be right now, and I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted to go back. The crew I worked with were all nice guys, the town was nice as well. It wasn’t a thriving metropolis, but it wasn’t a little ghost town either. There was always plenty to do, and I wasn’t too far from Gramps if he needed me. The jogging was pretty good too, as long as unroadworthy vans stayed locked away in the garage where they belonged. What was she thinking driving around in that death trap? 

The whole crew jumped when a loud bang sounded outside of the station. It was like a gunshot, and everyone was on their feet in a flash. We all stopped just outside the door when Holly got out of her van and gave us a wave. “Hey boys,” she screwed up her face a little. “Sorry about that, bit of backfire.” 

“You scared the hell out of us Holl,” Cam shook his head at her. “You really should look at getting a new car, or even something slightly better than this old thing.”

“Why does everyone have an issue with my van,” she patted the side of the car. “All her faults just add character,” she grinned at all of us. “Bit like me really.”

“Holl, this thing doesn't have faults, she has a whole please put me to sleep in the metal crusher going on,” Reece went to her and hit the side of the van. “See, the bumper almost fell off then.”

Holly gave them all a dirty look as she went to the back of the van. “I came here to get my oxy tanks certified, not to have my precious van ridiculed,” she hauled one tank from the back of the van and handed it to Reece. “If there was somewhere else to take them I would if this is the kind of treatment I’m going to get every time I come here.” She was trying to sound indignant, but she wasn’t winning. 

When I went to take the second tank from her she started to protest and tell me she could take it, but I didn't let go. “Fine,” she handed the tank over. “How are you Sunshine, haven’t seen you jogging by lately.”

“Don't jog past your place anymore, too dangerous,” I winked at her, and it shocked her a little. 

“Do all firemen think they're comedians?” She slammed the tailgate shut and followed us inside. 

“We don't think it Holl, we know it,” Cam put his arm around her as we walked inside, and even though I knew they were only friends, there was still a little pang of jealousy going off inside me. For the second time today, I shook my head at myself and laughed. No need to be jealous, I wasn’t interested, and I wasn’t going to be interested anytime soon. Women were off limits to me now. Had been for almost two years, and that wasn’t going to change because this little firecracker had come into my life. There was nothing she could do to make me change my mind on that. Nothing at all.  

“Oh, I forgot something, I made you guys a caramel tart and some slice,” Holly pulled away from Cam and headed back to the door. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Reece and I put the tanks into the testing room and started work. The tags said it was three days short of the mandatory six monthly testing, which was good. Given the state of her car I was fully expecting these tanks to be overdue by months. When the testing was done, we tagged each bottle and took them back out to Holly’s van. 

“Do you have the proper fire extinguisher for these at home?” I looked over my shoulder at the woman in her cut-off jeans shorts and little check shirt. The image of those legs would be in my head for the rest of the day now. 

“Yes I do Captain Safety, and I have a fire blanket, a first aid kit, my hoses and masks have been checked, and I store my fuel gas on the opposite side of the shed to the oxy tanks,” she had her hands on her hips as she answered. “Feel free to come look if you don't believe me.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me. “You know where I live.” I got a cocky smile this time. 

After strapping the gas tanks in the van, I closed the tailgate and looked at her. “Should look at getting yourself a ute, you’re not supposed to ride in the same cabin space as the tanks.”

Holly sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly as she walked to the driver’s door. “Thanks Sunshine, I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Fletch,” I looked at her when she closed the door. “The name’s Fletch.”

Holly crooked her finger at me so I stepped up closer to the door. “I know it’s Fletch,” she bent her head closer to mine. “But like I said at the river, until you tell me your name, I’ll call you Sunshine.” I was surprised when she reached out and tapped the tip of my nose. “Seeing as how you’re so cheerful and friendly, I think Sunshine is a fitting name don't you?” She raised her hand in a little wave. “Gotta go Sunshine, scrap metal to find, things to weld and all of that,” she looked over her shoulder as she reversed out of the parking spot. The woman was nuts. Certifiably nuts. So why couldn't I stop thinking about her? 

By the time the shift ended at seven o’clock, my head was about to explode. I had the worst headache, and all I wanted to do was have a hot shower, heat up some dinner and veg out on the couch. But no sooner had my butt hit the cushion, my phone rang. “Fletch speaking,” I put my dinner on the coffee table while I listened to the woman who lives next to Gramps tell me that he’d burnt his hand and needs to go to the hospital. “I’ll be there in an hour, can you let him know I'm coming please.”

A little over an hour later I pulled into Gramp’s driveway. There were a crowd of people in his house, one of whom was the woman from next door. “He burnt it with boiling water,” she told me how she was out in her front garden watering the plants when she heard him scream in pain. Gramps’ doctor introduced herself, and scribbled out a note for me to give the doctor at the hospital. 

Once I had everyone out of the house, I packed Gramps a bag with enough to see him through a few weeks, locked up his house, then got him into the jeep. The painkillers Doctor Carter had given him were making him sleepy, which was a good thing. Burns were incredibly painful, and this one looked particularly bad. 

“Wake up Gramps,” I rubbed his good arm. “We’re at the hospital in Allenby,” I ran round to his side of the jeep and helped him out. 

Doctor Carter had phoned ahead and already spoken to the doctor in the emergency room, which was great. This was the kind of thing I liked about smaller towns. Such personal service never would have happened in the city. I sat with Gramps while the specialist burns doctor treated and dressed his hand. Even though I knew how to treat burns and the importance of changing the dressings and keeping the wounds clean until all the new skin had formed, I listened anyway. Gramps was a firm believer in taking every opportunity to listen and learn, he always said it was important to listen, even if you knew the subject matter inside and out. 
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