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To my daddy. Turns out I was dreaming of you before I knew who you were. I’m so glad we found each other. 
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It's a funny thing that people are always ready to admit it if they've no talent for drawing or music, whereas everyone imagines that they themselves are capable of true love, which is a talent like any other, only far more rare. 

-Nancy Mitford, Christmas Pudding

Love has no other desire but to fulfil 

itself.

But if you love and must needs have 

desires, let these be your desires:

To melt and be like a running brook

that sings its melody to the night. 

To know the pain of too much tenderness.

To be wounded by your own understanding of love;

And to bleed willingly and joyfully.

-Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet
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Kate McGrath was sitting on the 86 tram when Tyler’s message came. It had been a strange day. A dreary morning full of meetings had folded into a tepid afternoon of coffee and emails. Kate caught the tram in a daze, staring out of the greasy window without seeing any of the colour and concrete of Melbourne. When she arrived in the city, she’d been a penniless, small town teenager and the skyscrapers and packed streets had felt as unknowable as the ocean. Now everything that could be seen had already been seen a thousand times. Her phone buzzed and Kate was sure it was her boyfriend telling her he was working late or couldn’t pick up dinner. Another mildly irritating thing at the end of a mildly irritating day. Then she read Tyler Henderson’s message and it slapped her awake like an icy wave. 

Daddy’s very disappointed in you, baby. Put on your pretty nightdress and wait for me in your bedroom. I’m going to teach you a lesson. 

Kate’s mood changed so suddenly it was like she’d become an entirely different person. Gone was her faint disappointment in the day’s events, the plastic glaze over her attention. Her pulse raced; her breathing jacked up. She felt utterly alert, a small animal freshly aware of a predator. 

Her daddy was angry, and he was going to make her pay. 

She glanced around to see if any of her fellow straphangers had noticed her shift from absent to electrified. They hadn’t. An elderly woman was nodding off at the back of the carriage and a few guys in football jumpers were playing with a nerf ball, oblivious to anything but their game. 

Students, she thought, until one turned and revealed he was in his early thirties or older. She squinted and realised all the guys were in their thirties, though they were laughing and shoving each other like teenagers as they bounced the ball on the floor and off the tram walls. Kate glared at them. 

Grow up, she thought, then pressed a hand to her mouth. Grow up? Who in God’s name was she to tell anyone to grow up? No one had less of a right to tell people to do that than her. She’d worn hair ribbons and slept with a teddy and pretended she didn’t know how taxes worked until she was twenty-five. And even now she wore pencil skirts and refused to play the ingenue in public, her entire sexual aesthetic was built around acting naive and helpless. In pretending to be a little girl for daddy.  

What’s wrong with me? she thought as a guy dove low to catch the ball and his friends cheered. I’m twenty-nine, when did I become such a bitter old bag? 

No sooner had she asked than a strange feeling hooked behind her navel. An internal tugging, like the wind working on dandelion seeds. 

What? She asked, but no answer came. The sensation hovered, stirring and pulling, impatient for something unknown. Kate folded her arms over her stomach, hugging herself tight. She first felt this way a month ago, sitting at Shanghai dumplings with her roller derby team. The Barbie Trolls had just won their third championship, and everyone was drinking and laughing and cramming down barbecue pork buns. Kate had tried to keep up with her teammates, to mirror their good mood, but she was celebrating behind a sheet of frosted glass. No matter how much she drank and laughed and hugged everyone, she didn’t feel like she was there. 

She told herself it was anticlimax, the melancholy of her own unrealistic expectations, but two days later the tugging sensation returned. She was sitting at her desk, typing up a report and perfectly fine and suddenly she’d felt so bored she’d wanted to run from the room screaming. She couldn’t understand it. She’d never felt this way, even as a kid, and her childhood could roundly be described as ‘shithouse.’ But nothing was shithouse about her life now—it was wonderful. She had a job and friends and a gorgeous apartment and a boyfriend so perfect she’d never even dared to dream of him. It wasn’t right to be restless. To want more than she had. It wasn’t fair. 

A shout made Kate look up. The guys were now bouncing the ball against the tram ceiling, laughing manically. One of them shouted something, and after a moment of confusion, she realised he’d spoken a different language. German, possibly. She looked closer and realised they were all carrying backpacks, piled into the tram corner while they played their game. They must be tourists. Maybe strangers who’d bonded over their shared language. Maybe a gang of friends exploring a new city. Her navel ached; the tugging was so intense she felt like a hooked fish. 

What? She demanded. Do you want to play handball? Go to Germany? Eat a bratwurst? What?

She willed the answer to materialise, but there was no reply. She had an internal dial tone. She unclenched her teeth and unlocked her phone so she could reread Ty’s message. The sight of it made her insides heat. What game would they play tonight? She had no way of knowing. Even though they were almost five years into their relationship, she still couldn’t predict Tyler Henderson. He had a limitless imagination and he role-played like it was his job. 

Daddy’s very disappointed in you, baby.

What would they pretend she’d done? Whatever imaginary transgression Ty had cooked up, he was undoubtedly going to spank her for it. Or maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he’d tie her to the bed, wrap her hair around his fist, and force her to give him a blow job. Kate closed her eyes, picturing the scene. What would she wear? The pink negligee or the silk baby blue pyjamas? Strange how sex changed plans. A few minutes ago, all she’d wanted was to put the kettle on and eat peanut butter from the jar; now she couldn’t wait to shower and get into bed hungry. 

It wouldn’t be her real bed, though. Not the king with dove grey sheets she shared with Ty. This bed was tiny, lacy, and pink. The bed Kate’s little girl self slept in. A year ago, she’d decorated the spare room as a surprise for Ty. He’d come home from a trip to Queensland to find it styled in a mishmash of teen nostalgia and the hyper feminine, frills and band posters and teddies. Now it was their playroom, a soft, pretty place where they could explore the dark edges of their sexualities. 

Kate smiled before glancing around the tram, re-checking that people weren’t reading her mind, seeing the perverted things she did. As before, no one was paying her any mind, but her paranoia and guilt lingered. It probably always would. Her shame at liking dirty things went deep. She still cried almost every time she and Ty played daddy/little girl. One second she craved humiliation, the next it overwhelmed her. It was lucky Ty was so good at comforting her. She was so, so lucky. 

Then why are you so distracted? 

Kate’s temples throbbed. Her phone buzzed and she snatched it up, welcoming the distraction. There was a fresh message in the group chat she shared with her friends and derby teammates Rapunzel, Casey, and Tambara. The latest entry was from Rapunzel.

Dede’s moving in on Saturday. Her dad’s driving her up in his van. I’m so jealous. I’m jealous of her dad because he gets to sit in a van with her. I don’t think I can handle her moving in. If she moves in, I think I’m going to have to move out. Of the earth. By killing myself. Thoughts? Emotions? 

Kate smiled. Rapunzel’s share house had recently interviewed a roommate she swore was ‘The One.’ Rapunzel had been single and indifferent about it for seven years, and she wasn’t handling full blown infatuation well. ‘Freaking the fuck out’ was how Kate would describe it. Her usually sardonic friend kept flooding the group chat with requests for reassurance that Dede would both move in and fall in love with her. Kate started typing an encouraging response, but Casey beat her to the punch.

I can’t believe you’re letting the girl you have a crush on move in. It’s going to totally fuck up the house dynamic. Haven’t you heard of not shitting where you eat?

This was swiftly followed by a message from Tambara.

You’re setting an all-time lesbian record, moving in with someone who doesn’t even know you like her. 

Grinning, Kate cleared her supportive message and typed a response. 

Leave her alone, you guys! Rapunzel: don’t stress, I’m sure it’s all going to work out. Just try not to scare your new roomie/potential girlfriend/wife.  

No replies came, though she could see all three of her friends had read the message. Kate stared at her phone, a familiar anxiety licking at the back of her neck. She was still relatively new to friendship. Her ADHD had isolated her from other kids for most of her childhood and teen years. She’d been the weird kid for so long that, even now, a minor social faux pas could send her into a tailspin. She re-read her message with mounting panic. She meant ‘scare’ with overt displays of affection, but Rapunzel was also physically intimidating; six-foot-three with a waist-length blonde plait, she looked like a combination of her fairy tale namesake and the tower she was held hostage in. Ty didn’t scare easily, but he had almost shit himself when he saw Rapunzel for the first time, something he only admitted after two years and a third of a bottle of whiskey. Kate grimaced at her phone. 

“Come on,” she whispered. “You’re not offended, are you, Rapunzel? When we lived together you went to the toilet with the door open.” 

Her phone buzzed. Rapunzel had sent ten thumbs up emojis. 

Thanks for the support, Katy Cat. Knew I could count on you. Unlike those other bitches.

Relieved, Kate posted a GIF of Maya Rudolph tracing a heart in the air. 

God. You *would* think it’s okay to fuck your roommate, Mac. Casey typed. You fucked your boss. 

Kate wrinkled her nose. After almost five years it was easy to forget she had met Ty at her first engineering job. Like their twenty-year age gap, it just didn’t seem relevant. But it was eternally interesting to Casey, who aside from finding work romances fascinating, had a bit of a crush on Ty. Kate tapped out a quick response before Tambara could join the fray. 

Much like my sex life, my relationship with my FORMER boss isn’t relevant. What time is Dede moving in, Rapunzel? 

At ten this Saturday. I’m shitting myself. I think she was flirting during the interview and I think she’s gay from Insta, but what if she hates me? What if she’s secretly straight??

Don’t be stupid, Tambara wrote. No one is secretly straight. Here’s an idea; Samuel’s at his grandma’s this weekend. Why don’t we come around and do brunch? That way we can suss this Dede bitch out and you can look all cool and collected with your friends around you?

Rapunzel posted five crying face emojis. You’d do that for me?

Totally. Casey wrote. I’m in. 

Kate opened up her calendar app and checked she had nothing scheduled. She and Ty were due to attend the Crofton Engineering Excellence Awards that night, but that left plenty of time to meet Rapunzel’s crush. 

I’m down, Kate typed. This is so exciting; we haven’t done brunch in ages! 

Right? Rapunzel replied. You straight people and your dogshit priorities...

She had a point. Now Tambara was a mum and Casey was married and living on the other side of the city, their schedules left hardly any room for socialising. They talked constantly, but if it wasn’t for roller derby, they’d barely see each other. Still, that was normal right? That was growing up? Kate glanced up at the Germans bouncing their ball and laughing. They were still together. They were getting along. 

Speaking of straight people; Casey wrote, when are you and your former boss going to ‘Ty’ the knot, Mac? I vote soon. I want to be a bridesmaid while I’m still hot. 

If anyone had been sitting near Kate, they’d have heard a low growl. This was an old question, one she’d answered many, many times. Her fingers hovered over the reply window as she debated her answer. Her imagined responses grew snippier and snippier until she locked her phone and put it on her lap. Casey was just teasing, but it wasn’t a tease she knew how to respond to with humour anymore. She stared out the window at the darkening cityscape. It was true what people said—one friend gets married, everyone follows. Tambara was the first, then Gilly, then Jenna and Nikki and now Casey, who’d been with Lachlan less than a year. Now almost all the Barbie Trolls were experiencing wedded bliss, and of the remainders, only Kate had a long-term partner.  

Casey was the only person who outright teased her about her lack of engagement, but everyone was curious. Everyone asked if she wanted to be engaged, married, have kids, be proposed to. Every New Year’s Eve and Valentine’s Day and birthday and Christmas there were question mark texts and raised eyebrows. The status quo knocking on her door, asking ‘When are you and Ty going to do The Normal Thing?’ 

Kate exhaled against the window, raised a finger and drew a heart in the fog. In her head ‘marriage calling’ blared to the tune of ‘London Calling’ by The Clash. Once upon a time she did anything to be seen as normal. To do The Normal Thing. But she’d made her peace, by and large, with being different. She’d accepted her ADHD, her kinks, the fact that estrangement was the only way to deal with her insane family. She’d accepted her weirdness, the way you were supposed to. Like all the self-help books said. But her love for Ty had always felt so conventional. So traditional. When the question of marriage knocked, she hadn’t expected to look inside herself and find a solid, inflexible answer. 

She didn’t want to get married. 

To anyone.

Not even Tyler Henderson, the most exciting, attractive, wonderful man in the universe. 

But how did you say that without phrasing it as a rejection? Like you didn’t love your partner less than people who got married?

Kate’s phone buzzed like killer bees. She picked it up to see Tambara and Rapunzel telling Casey to back off. Casey had already said sorry for being ‘a big nosy bitch’ and offered to buy her a coffee on Saturday. Kate felt a warm pang behind her ribs. It was nice to be defended and apologised to. It was also good that she didn’t have to explain why getting engaged made her feel like she had a chicken egg in her throat. 

No problem, she wrote. I have to go, I’m almost at my tram stop. See you dudes Saturday.

She slid her phone into her handbag and stood. As she did, she saw the German tourists laughing together. The feeling hooked her again, that restless longing. I want something, I want...

But she couldn’t phrase it. Instead she imagined the dandelion stalk being tugged out of its base. Drifting along to float into grassy fields unknown.
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When Kate reached her Aunt Rhonda’s apartment—the habit of calling it Aunt Rhonda’s was unbreakable—she threw her bag on the couch and headed for the shower. She stayed under the water for a long time, increasing the heat until her skin was tender and the stall thick with steam. She wanted to be raw, to flay off her melancholy afternoon. If she melted away her skin, she could become someone else, not Kate McGrath, engineer, girlfriend, friend, and derby teammate. Something less. Something small and sweet and manageable. 

Steaming and pink, Kate stepped out of the shower and towelled herself dry. When she wiped the misty mirror, she saw a rosy-cheeked adolescent. It wasn’t flattery. She didn’t look twenty-nine. She didn’t look twenty-three. Last month she’d worn her high school rugby jumper to the shops and the assistant asked if she was looking forward to graduation. She resembled a teenager more than most of the teenagers she saw out clubbing on Saturday nights. Those girls knew how to flaunt themselves in a way Kate was still working on. 

But it doesn’t matter. I’m cute the way I am. 

That thought would have once rung hollow, but tonight Kate smiled at her reflection and liked the smile she got back. At least until a wave of moodiness swept her.

“No,” she told herself, stern as a schoolteacher. “Not now. Now is for sexiness.”

She turned from the mirror and opened her toiletry bag. The temptation to apply make up in these situations was ever-present, but she knew from experience that foundation and mascara would be smeared all over the pillows if Ty’s role-play led to manhandling or crying—which it always did. She satisfied herself with dabbing water jelly moisturiser onto her still-flushed skin and opened the cabinet and grabbed her box of Ritalin. She swallowed the capsule with a mouthful of tap water. It used to bother her, having the tablets where Ty could see them. When he first moved in, she hid them in the couch cushions and in disused mixing bowls, forgetting her own stashing places so she had to keep getting refills. Eventually, when he found five Ritalin blisters beneath the SodaStream, Ty got angry. 

“I know you take Ritalin,” he’d said, holding up the pills like a cop brandishing his MDMA bust. “Why don’t you keep your pills in the medicine cabinet instead of hiding them all over the fucking house?”

Embarrassed and a little relieved the Ritalin wasn’t missing, Kate struggled to reply.

“Well?”

“I don’t know...that’s like admitting I’m not normal.”

“To who?”

‘To you’ she’d tried to say, but the truth burst from her without permission. Like it had been waiting for the question. “My family.”

Ty didn’t miss a beat. “Fuck your family! They’re a pack of useless cunts! Acting like you’re pretending to have ADHD when they believe in chemtrails and flat earth and fuck knows what other bullshit. They can all get fucked.”

Two years later the memory still made Kate laugh. Ty’s blanket contempt—and swearing—had shifted something she’d spent years trying to budge. She couldn’t feel embarrassed about taking medication without hearing Ty’s voice. “Fuck your family! They’re a pack of useless cunts!”

That’s love, she thought, finger-combing her hair. The way he made something so hard so easy. But I could never explain how that feels to anyone else and have it make sense. 

She imagined herself standing at an altar, wearing a long, lacy gown like her nicknamesake Kate Middleton, turning to Ty in a tuxedo and saying ‘I love you because you called my family cunts so hard it made me lose all respect for them.’ 

She snorted. No one but Rapunzel would appreciate that sentiment, and maybe not even Rapunzel, considering her current mood. Meanwhile, just the idea of wearing a wedding dress made her arms itch. She scratched her wrists as she strode to the spare bedroom.

The room was dim enough to make early evening feel like midnight—you could barely make out the Mallrat and Shawn Mendes posters on the wall. Kate opened her costume cupboard and pulled out a puffy white lace babydoll trimmed with pink ribbons. She tugged it over her head and pulled on the equally puffy panties. You couldn’t wear them under clothes without looking like you rocked adult diapers, but they were girlishly sweet on their own.

She twirled, feeling the material swish around her thighs. This was perfect. Now that all her simple tasks were completed, she had no nothing to do but wait. She climbed onto the small pink bed and pulled the sheets up to her chin. The cool cotton made her shiver. She closed her eyes and lay still. Minutes passed, but she didn’t feel bored or impatient. This was ritualised anticipation, the deliberate stringing out of arousal. 

She knew wherever Ty was, he was playing the same game. Maybe he was at work, completing unnecessary tasks, or, more likely, having a drink at a bar, vibrating with pent up energy, planning what was coming next. He liked to drink whiskey knowing she was lying in wait for him, horny and impatient. They both had a kink for waiting. Of all of her and Ty’s kinks, it was the most innocent. The others had grown darker as their relationship continued. When they had first started dating, Kate had been worried their insane sexual chemistry would burn itself out. Instead, their growing trust let them push each other further into what Ty called ‘the red zone.’ Their daddy/little girl role-play had never been more intense or realistic.

Sometimes Kate felt dirty about it, but mostly she felt fine. It helped that the concept of calling your sex partner ‘daddy’ had blown up in a major way. It was bananas. One minute her kink was niche and taboo and largely associated with incest and Freudian issues, the next minute, #daddyvibes was trending on Twitter and hot guys all over the internet were being called daddy. Soon DDLG porn was flowing into Pornhub like someone had turned on a tap in kinky heaven. Even Tambara, who avoided social media, kept sending Kate links to ‘Hollywood’s top zaddies, daddies, and dads—AND HOW TO TELL THE DIFFERENCE!’ 

Ty didn’t get daddy going mainstream, but then he was twenty years older than her. Blowjobs were still considered a spicy sex act when he was growing up. Besides, he was too much of a daddy to comprehend his own daddiness. Like an eclipse, he couldn’t see the action, he was the action. Kate liked the daddy trend, even though sometimes it felt like strangers were wearing her favourite outfit. A jolt shocked her out of her thoughts. She’d absently caressed the line of her public bone and the skin sizzled with electricity. She took her hand away, opening her eyes to the darkness. Which daddy would Ty be tonight?

Sometimes he was sadistic, spanking her ass raw and forcing himself into her throat. Sometimes he was sleazy, sliding into her sheets reeking of whiskey and begging for relief his fake wife wouldn’t give him. Sometimes he was mischievous, teasing her about her ‘developing’ body and cajoling her into taking her top off. She’d intended to fantasise about the possibilities, but tiredness soon clapped its mask over her brain. Soon her anticipatory thoughts of Ty drifted into the eccentric flicks of dreams—her sister Lindsey offering her wedding cake, a sea of wet black dance floors, a band made up of seashell men... 

A loud bang had Kate jerking upward. She clutched her chest, taken aback by the pink of her sheets until she remembered where she was. Remembered the game she was playing. She could hear Ty pacing the kitchen. Her daddy was home, and from the sounds of things, he was angry. She curled under her sheets as though they could protect her, her heart pounding against her curled-up palms. Loud footsteps banged up the hall and the bedroom door swung open.

“Katie?” Ty’s voice was clipped as a newspaper cutting. “You get up right now, young lady.” 

And just like that, Kate knew exactly what kind of daddy she was getting—impatient, workaholic, ‘fed up with your bullshit’ daddy. As close to a real father/daughter relationship dynamic as she and Ty got. At least she thought it was close to a real father/daughter dynamic. Her own father had spent most of her life ignoring her. In fairness, so had her mum and nine brothers and sisters. Kate sat up straight, rubbing a sleepy fist into her eyes. “Is everything okay, Daddy?” 

Kate didn’t have to fake the quiver in her voice, her pulse was leaping in her throat. Ty was silhouetted by the hallway light—tall and broad, his hair glowing like a gold halo. He was her Australian Adonis. The daddy to all other daddies. He put his briefcase on the floor with a thunk. 

“You were out with that boy, weren’t you?” Ty’s snarled, daring her to lie.

Kate licked her dry lips, as frightened as if it was true. “We’re just friends, Daddy.”

Ty strode to the side of the bed and flicked on her unicorn lamp. It brightened, filling the room with rosy light. “Look at me.”

She did what she was told. Their gazes met and the anger in Ty’s face made her close her eyes. Stern and handsome, Tyler Henderson projected male capability with a weight akin to gravity. He was a Man. Capital letter required. If he was unattractive, Kate was sure people would still be drawn to him, but with his denim blue eyes and superhero jaw, he looked like the gods had manifested the most conventional interpretation of white guy beauty. Kate had never imagined someone so physically perfect could be hers. People turned to stare at him in the street. 

Ty’s hand gripped her jaw. “You open your eyes right now, young lady.”

Her eyes flew open. “I’m sorry, Daddy.” 

“Sorry isn’t good enough. You’ve been a bad little girl.” 

Kate shook her head. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You did. How many times do I have to tell you that you can’t be friends with boys?”

The bitterness in Ty’s voice was Oscar-worthy. Anyone would have thought she had been with a boy instead of work then bed. Kate pouted as much as she felt she could get away with. Unlike Ty, she never felt entirely natural in these scenes and leaned heavily on pouting and closing her eyes. But she never struggled for what to say. She had that down to an art. “Other girls can be friends with boys. Other girls can date.”

Ty’s upper lip curled. “Date?”

“It wasn’t a real date. Just a coffee.” 

“I swear to God, Katie...” 

“Please don’t be mad at me, Daddy.” She said it automatically, hoping to offset his temper. She wanted him to kiss her. To be nice to her. 

Ty blew out a frustrated sigh. “You’re growing up, aren’t you, baby?”

“I don’t mean to.”

He sighed again and sat at the edge of her bed. Kate shivered beneath her persona’s sheets. She loved all Ty’s daddy personas, but this might be her favourite—exasperated, full of self-loathing, prone to anger and sweetness in quick succession. 

He rubbed a thumb across Kate’s cheek, and she inhaled, smelling Giorgio Armani cologne, whiskey, and a trace of end-of-day sweat. She adored that smell. Maybe that was real love too, craving the smell of someone’s sweat. 

“I love you, Daddy,” she said, needing to say it. 

Ty’s handsome features tightened. “I love you too, baby. But you’re still small. I need to keep you safe.” 

Beneath the covers, Kate’s nipples pricked. She folded her arm across them. “I’m not that small. I want to be like other girls.”

Ty gave her a hard look. “You haven’t been with any boys, have you?”

Kate made herself look away. “I...”

Ty’s hand tightened on her chin, turning her to face him. “Katie?”

“I...I’ve been kissed. And he felt me a little bit...” Kate folded her arm more tightly over her breasts. “...that’s not bad, is it?”

Ty shot to his feet. “Goddammit, Katie.” 

She flinched. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong is you’re a naughty little whore.”

Kate pulled the blankets up to her chin. “But, Daddy—”

“But nothing. Shut your mouth. I need to think.”

Ty paced the room, breathing hard through his mouth. His cock jutted against his suit pants, its hardness utterly at odds with his fury. Kate’s mouth filled with saliva. This daddy wouldn’t have sex with her—too intimate, too dirty—but he might make her suck him while he castigated her about how dirty she was. Her insides gave a pleasurable squirm as she imagined being set on her knees and forced to swallow...God, she was turned on. If role-play lasted much longer, she might stop acting naive and straight beg Ty for sex. She sat up, letting the covers fall away to reveal her low-cut babydoll. “Daddy, please don’t be mad at me?”

Ty’s gaze fell to her cleavage. A muscle in his jaw jumped. “You don’t understand what you’re doing, do you?”

“What am I doing?”

“Disobeying me. You know you’re not allowed to be touched by other men.” 

There was a short pause. 

“Boys,” Ty corrected. “Boys who don’t respect you. Who’ll hurt you.”

Kate tried to look prettily puzzled. “That won’t happen, Daddy. I promise.”

“You can’t make that promise. Only the boys can make that promise and they won’t. Not with the way you’re looking and dressing these days.”

“What do you—”

“Never mind.” 

Ty turned on his heel and paced. He shoved his hands in his pockets, accentuating the swell of his erection. Kate slid a hand between her legs and cupped herself. She wanted to play properly, but the temptation to say her safe word and just have Ty fuck her was getting stronger. Thankfully, her boyfriend stopped in his tracks and stared at her, his eyes full of a hunger that said he was as near breaking point as she was.

“You know you’re right, baby. You are growing up.” His words were light but there was an undercurrent of malice. 

“S-sorry, Daddy.”

“Don’t be sorry. It’s only natural. You’re becoming a big girl. That means you need big girl ways to feel good.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you remember that talk we had about what mummies and daddies do together?” Ty stared at her, his hands still in his pockets. From the way they were moving, he was caressing the head of his cock. 

She forced herself to inhale, to focus on her role in the scene. “I remember. Special cuddles.”

Ty nodded, kneeling beside her on the bed. “You’re too little for special cuddles, baby, but you’re curious, aren’t you?” 

“What does that mean?”

Kate asked so many dumb questions during sex, it sometimes felt like a farce, but it was necessary. It kept the plot moving and her absurd naivety intact. And it was kind of fun to wallow in knowing nothing, in being told all manner of self-serving lies so she could remain innocent. 

Ty’s gaze bored into hers, his right hand shifting in his pocket. “Do you touch yourself between your legs, my baby?”

Kate turned away, faux embarrassed. “I don’t know...”

Ty knelt before her and grasped her cheek. “Do you?”

“I...yes.”

“Do you ever put your fingers inside yourself?”

Kate’s heart was palpitating, pumping hard. “No.”

“I think you do.” Ty’s fingertips slid along her neck. “And because I think you’re lying, I’m going to see if I’m right.”

“But, Daddy—”

“No buts.” He was breathing hard, his rough palms working their way inside her babydoll, though he’d said nothing about inspecting her boobs. Kate held her breath as he scrubbed his palm over one nipple, then the other. He touched her roughly, as though he could no longer resist the impulse to take her, to consume. As he caressed her, she fought the urge to whimper, twist, or otherwise give the game away by showing how turned on she was. Ty went rabid if she put up a little resistance. She needed to stay silent and shiver. Be the frightened waif a little while longer...

Ty rubbed lower, skimming her stomach and grunting as he slid his hand into her underwear. “Baby...”

“Yes, Daddy?”

But he didn’t want an answer. He wrapped his free arm around her back and slid his finger through her landing strip, parting her cunt with a groan. “You’re wet, baby. You’re so wet, you dirty little girl.”

He rubbed her clit lightly and expertly, and she closed her eyes. “What are you doing?”

“That doesn’t matter. You like it, don’t you? Being touched like this?”

The strain in Ty’s voice combined with the long-anticipated touch was electric. She wanted to moan so badly it hurt, but she bit the insides of her cheeks instead. “No.”

“Don’t lie, Katie. It makes Daddy angry.” Ty’s fingers circled lower. “What am I going to find when I touch you?”

“I...I don’t know.”

Ty’s free arm became an iron bar around her shoulders. “Then I’ll have to find out, won’t I?” 

His fingers dipped inside her, pulsing gently at her entrance.

Sweat prickled on her forehead. Ty had summer skin and the little girl blankets were thick, but all that heat just added to the headiness. “No, Daddy!”

“Yes, baby.” Ty’s fingers sank deeper. “Yes.”

Kate relaxed as Ty pulsed inside her. Growing up, she’d thought fingering sounded gross and her fledgling sexual experiences had proved her right—but that changed with Ty. He was gentle with a drone’s precision for her g-spot. But this evening he wasn’t stroking with electrifying accuracy, he was slipping in an out, a hard look in his eyes. He wasn’t trying to make her come, he was teasing her. Kate scowled. “Can’t you tell I’m a virgin?”

Ty spanked her sharply on the clit. “Don’t be naughty.”

She looked up at him as innocently as she could manage. “If you don’t want me to be with boys, maybe I could be with you, Daddy.”

Ty’s face crumpled. For a moment he looked genuinely thrown. “Don’t say things like that.”

Kate cupped her small breasts. Her nipples were so sensitive she had to pretend to pinch them. “But I want to be touched. Can you show me how?”

Ty made a wounded animal noise. “Baby, you don’t know what you’re doing...”

“I do.” Kate lifted the hem of her babydoll, showing him her saturated panties. “I won’t tell anyone.”

Ty scrubbed a hand over his face. “You really want to know what it feels like for grownups, baby?”

“Yes.”

“And are you going to do whatever I say and not pout?”

“Yes...?”

“Good.” Ty strode to the door and picked up his briefcase. He flicked the locks and withdrew a pouch of purple satin—the purse that held the fancy dildo Ty had given her when they were first sleeping together. The toy had once been a warning not to expect too much of him or his penis, but in the years since, it had become a staple object in their fun, fucked up sex life. Kate arranged her features into what she hoped was an expression of surprise. “What’s that?”

“Practise.” Ty took out the glass dildo. It looked bigger than Kate remembered, shining in the lamplight like an ice sword. 

“What is it?” 

“Something to make you feel good.” He held it out. “Take it, baby.”

“Wh-what will I do with it?”

There was a hard glitter in Ty’s eyes. “You’ll slide it inside yourself, right where Daddy’s fingers were. Then you can play however you like. And I’ll be here watching and making sure you’re safe and happy.”

Kate looked at the seat of his pants, where his erection still bulged. “Daddy, I don’t think I can—”

“Do it, princess. Right now.” He gripped her hand and forced the dildo into it. It was cool and heavy. 

Kate widened her eyes. “It’s so big, Daddy.”

“It’s better that way. Now take off your little panties.”

Kate tugged off her underwear, and Ty watched her with a sharklike smile. “Now pull down your pretty dress so Daddy can see your nipples.”

She obeyed, tugging her babydoll past her breasts. 

“Good girl. Now put Daddy’s toy inside you.” 

Kate made up her mind to come as quickly as possible. She lay back and slid the toy inside herself, moaning at the shock of the cool glass compared to the heat of her skin. She stroked the dildo inside herself, whimpering as it flexed against her overstimulated body. 

Ty’s gaze seemed to burn as he eyed her, studying her face, her breasts, the place between her legs. Sweat was beading on his forehead. He was beyond aroused, but she knew he wasn’t going to touch her. And she wanted—needed—to be touched. For Ty to hold her hair or work the toy. Anything. And the fastest way to do that was to protest. “Daddy, I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“It’s not about what you want, baby. Fuck yourself faster.” 

“But you’re watching me, and I don’t know if I can—” 

“Okay, I won’t watch you.” He turned her onto her stomach, flipping up her babydoll and exposing her bare ass. 

“Daddy!” 

Ty slapped her on the backside. “No talking, Katie. Fuck your toy like a good little girl.” 

Kate adjusted her now-slippery palms on the dildo handle and pumped it inside herself. Pleasure twisted with shame, and the backs of her eyes prickled. These weren’t tears like real life, they were the culmination of deliciousness and humiliation. A prelude to orgasm, as integral to their games as the waiting. Her cunt throbbed. She was so, so close. She looked over her shoulder and saw that despite his promise, her daddy was watching, hands in his pockets, his gaze stony. A throb ran through her and she clenched the toy. This was what it meant to play these games, to be exalted and degraded at once. The star and the cleaner. She ground against the toy, rubbing her thumb against her clit as she rode it. “Daddy. Daddy...”

“That’s it, fuck yourself harder baby.”

“Can I pretend it’s you inside me?”

Ty choked. “I...”

“Please?”

“Okay, baby,” he said, brushing his fingertips over her ass cheeks. “It’s me inside you. Now, rub your little pussy. Daddy wants you to come on his cock.” 

As she entered the halo of dazed pleasure that preluded coming, Kate saw the situation as though she was standing outside it—the girly room, her outfit, the almost fifty-year-old man standing over her—and it struck her how strange this was. So many people knew her and Ty. Some, her girlfriends, knew they played like this, but most didn’t. What would they say if they knew? Would they think it was sexy? Revolting? Would they care? 

But they don’t know, she thought. They don’t need to know. It’s for me and Ty. 

It happened like this sometimes, this desire to force the different parts of herself together. To make a picture that wasn’t utterly bizarre. But sex was bizarre, at least in this crazy world. There was no forcing, no reconciliation. She thrust the toy inside herself and looked up at Ty, her daddy, and let the strangeness and wrongness warp her into orgasm. Her vision went white and she closed her eyes, rocking back into her toy, weightless with pleasure.

“Good,” she heard Ty say. “That’s so good, honey.”

His voice was different, shaking slightly. She opened her eyes and saw he was kneeling between her legs, his cock jutting from his suit pants. His gaze was locked on the dildo between her legs as he stroked himself hard and fast. 

“Daddy? What are you—”

He took his hand off his cock just long enough to shove her panties into her mouth. “Shhh.” 

Kate gulped softly, wet lace pressing against her tongue. She returned her hands to the dildo and rocked it in and out of herself again. 

“You want more, huh?” Ty shoved her hands away from the dildo handle and pumped it hard and fast. Aftershocks rioted through her lower half. 

“Daddy!”

“That’s it, baby. Pretend I’m fucking you again. Pretend Daddy’s inside you, making you come.” 

She did, coasting to a hot bright orgasm in seconds. Ty grunted and warmth sprayed her lower half, splashing across her legs and stomach. 

That’s going to stain, she thought dimly. Worth it. 

Her daddy knelt over her and cupped her cheek, kissing her forehead. “You’re my special little girl.”

She smiled at him. “I know, Daddy.” 

There was a time when Ty’s aftercare surmounted to hanging around long enough to make sure she could walk, but it was much better now. He gently eased the dildo from her, then cleaned her up with a handtowel pulled from her pink bedside table. This was all done silently, reverently. Kate knew to stay quiet. Post-climax Ty liked to catalogue the memories of their encounter and try to hold onto as many details as possible. He climbed into bed beside her and pulled her into his arms. “You’re amazing, Middleton.”

She smiled, kissing his jawline. “You are.”

“I try.” He yawned, every inch her boyfriend. “Want to order something for dinner?”

She wanted to say ‘sure,’ but out of nowhere came a tug, like a breeze in her middle. Irritation flickered through her. Order what? And why? It didn’t matter, the food would be good. Everything was good. Everything was fine.  

“Kate? What do you feel like having?”

More. I need, I want, I wish I had something more.

She turned away so Ty couldn’t see her face. “Anything. Whatever you want.”
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Ty watched Kate struggle to chopstick a dumpling into her bowl. Her tongue was out, her eyes narrowed as she maneuvered the slippery object into the air. 

“Yes!” she said, a split second before it fell onto the table. “Shoot! Why is this so hard?”

Heat swelled in Ty’s chest, sudden and powerful as a volcanic eruption. I love her so fucking much.

Kate looked up from her dumpling struggle, frowning. “You’re staring, Mr. Henderson.”

“Not staring. Admiring.”

“Because of the sex?”

“Because you’re incredible.”

“I mean, sure, but also, I can barely eat dinner.” She stared daggers at the dumplings. “Do you love me?”

“Of course, baby. Why—”

“Great.” Kate plunged a chopstick deep into the dumpling and hoisted it to her mouth. A split second later it broke in half, splashing into her bowl in an explosion of soy sauce and chilli. “Aw, fuck! I almost had that.”

Ty burst out laughing. “Middleton, get a fucking fork!”

Kate gave him the finger instead. She looked genuinely irritated, but as she was spattered in inky soy sauce, it only made him laugh harder. “Want a serviette?” 

“No,” she said sulkily, wiping her face with her palms. “You don’t have to laugh at me, you know. You could be nice.” 

But Ty kept laughing. He couldn’t help it. He laughed until his old firefighting injury flared up, cramping his lower back.

“Are you okay?” Kate asked as he stood to smooth them out. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Your old man’s just falling apart.”

“Don’t say that!”

“That I’m your old man?”

“That you’re old or falling apart,” Kate said with an irritation that hadn’t been there when he laughed at her dumpling malfunction. “You’re healthy and strong and gorgeous. Do you need a heat pack?”

“No, baby, I’m fine.”

She shot him a stern look. “So sit and eat with me.”

The hot feeling resurged in Ty’s chest, almost as painful as the injury. She was so fucking kind. She always knew what he needed to hear. Ty stared into her bright brown eyes and was gripped with an old terror. Five years ago, he’d almost fucked it all up. Been so arrogant and self-flagellating, he’d failed to see the gem Kate had been holding up to him. And, just like that, the question he’d promised himself he wouldn’t ask came bubbling out of his mouth. “Have you thought about what I asked you last month?”

The concerned creases in Kate’s forehead smoothed, her gaze zeroed in on her bowl.  “Ty...”

Mistake. He’d just made a stupid fucking mistake. 

“You don’t need to say anything. I’m sorry for bringing it up, I just...wanted to know.”

Kate didn’t reply. She kept staring into her soy sauce like she was waiting for it to tell her fortune. 

“Baby, it wasn’t a real proposal. I can do it again. Properly. Not that we have to get married.”  

“I know,” Kate whispered, drawing her lips into her mouth. 

He wasn’t sure she believed him. He wasn’t sure he believed himself. He didn’t mean to ask Kate to marry him on a Thursday night at a mid-priced wine bar, but they’d been sitting by the window, nursing glasses of Marqués De Murrieta, and her smile...unlocked something in him. He’d gotten on one knee in the cramped little booth and blurted, “Middleton, fucking marry me.”

He wasn’t an idiot, at least not all the time. He’d known getting engaged wasn’t high on her list of priorities. That it might not be there at all. Unlike most women he’d dated, she didn’t start dropping ‘ring hints’ after their one-year anniversary. When they walked through the botanical gardens, she was more interested in the dogs than the brides in their long white dresses. She announced her friends’ engagements with mild confusion, as though they’d taken up beekeeping. He never, ever got the sense she was waiting for him to make an honest woman of her, but something—fear, it was always fear—kept him from asking the question. It was an old mistake. The same he’d made with his ex-fiancée, Veronica, when he’d held back the fact he didn’t want kids. But Kate knew he didn’t want kids. She had driven him home from his vasectomy. He’d never guessed she didn’t want to get married, though. At least not until he was kneeling in old gum in Percy’s Wine Bar. It was the stupidest he’d ever felt, crouching on the carpet while Kate gaped at him as though he’d just grown a second head. 

“Ty...no way.”

“Why?” he’d asked, like a total sap. “Is it me?”

Kate looked horrified. “Of course not! I just don’t want to marry anyone.”

And there it was. He’d squinted at the fact as though it was a Magic Eye and with enough effort, he could get it to morph into something else. He’d felt like he’d been kicked in the stomach.

“Ty, please stand up?” Kate asked. “The bartender’s watching. I think he thinks you’re wasted.” 

He’d stood, feeling absurdly like he was going to cry. He’d ordered another round of drinks, then he and Kate had the marriage chat. He didn’t cry, but Kate did. Tears dripped onto her cheeks as she told him she’d never wanted to get married. He’d asked if she could change her mind and she said she didn’t know. They’d come to no conclusions, but Kate told him he could ask her about it again once she’d had time to think. Evidently, she hadn’t had enough time to think and he’d rushed her back into renegotiations. 

“Middleton,” he said, with a stab at indifference. “I know you haven’t changed your mind. That’s fine. I shouldn’t have brought it up so soon.”

Kate looked up from her bowl. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not what you want to hear. I know you want to get married.”

“I want to get married to you.”

She gave him a half smile. “You know I have thought about getting married, but all I realised was that when I was younger, I thought I’d change my mind when I met the right guy. But if you’re not the right guy, no one is, and I still just...don’t want to. Sorry.”  

Don’t be sorry. Just fucking marry me.

There were those who’d call him a hypocrite. He had the far less palatable boundary of not wanting kids. That had ended several serious relationships, including his engagement to Veronica. Who was he to be crushed that his much younger, incredibly attractive girlfriend didn’t want to make a legal commitment to him? But he was, goddammit, and he couldn’t seem to stop probing. 

“But why? It wouldn’t have to be a big, traditional church and marquee nightmare. We could do it overseas? Or elope? Or go to the registry?”

Kate rubbed her lips. “It’s not the idea of a wedding. I like weddings. I had fun at Tambara’s and Gilly’s and all the rest of them. It’s not about the event, I just don’t want to...”

“What?”

“Be a wife,” she blurted. “I’m so not a wife, Ty. God, even saying wife...” She rolled the word around her mouth like a floury mint. “Wife, wife, wife, wife...”

Ty knew what she was thinking even if she was too polite to say it. Yuck.

“Mah wahyfe,” Kate concluded in a Borat impression. “I don’t get it. I keep waiting to get it and I never do. So, I’ve concluded I won’t. I know that’s hard to hear now, but could you maybe be cool with it in the future?” 

He couldn’t imagine such a thing, but even as he debated his next pro-marriage argument, Ty knew he was fighting an uphill battle. He saw in Kate a version of his own ambivalence about children—he didn’t hate them; he mostly liked them, he just couldn’t see why people wanted them. Yet he couldn’t stop himself. “Okay, fuck the wedding, fuck the ring and the ceremony. Fuck all the details. I just want to marry you. I want to propose, marry you, and walk around with a ring on my finger, telling everyone I meet ‘I’m married to Kate McGrath.”

Kate raised her eyebrows. “Why does that matter?”

“So, people know you’re mine.”

“People already know I’m yours! Whenever we walk together you have a hand on my ass.”

“It’s not the same. It’s the spectacle of the thing.”

Kate’s brows rose. “Spectacle? You’re not going to do one of those flash mob proposals, are you?”

Ty scowled. “No.” 

“I guess that would be a bit 2012.” Kate tapped the side of her bowl with her chopsticks. “Why do you want to get married? We already live together and we’re happy. Why do we have to get engaged?”

He’d asked himself the same thing multiple times since the botched Percy’s proposal. He wasn’t sure about the answer. It wasn’t like he’d grown up thinking marriage was the secret to domestic bliss. His mum and dad’s relationship was tepid, bordering on hostile, and his brothers were embroiled in an endless rotisserie of petty marital squabbles. 

“I’m not sure.”

He’d no sooner said it than an unpleasant thought slid into his mind like an earwig. 

His fiftieth birthday was just two months away. But that didn’t matter. It wasn’t relevant. 

“Ty?”

He blinked. “Look, I don’t know why I want to get married; I just do. I think about it all the time.”  

Kate looked thoughtful. “Maybe that’s the difference between us. I don’t. I’ve never fantasised about being a bride. Probably because my sisters were already becoming brides.”

“That checks out. Your sisters are a scary bunch of—”

“Hang on.” Kate put a hand to her cheek. A cheek that had turned suddenly and shockingly pink. “I did fantasise about getting married. I completely forgot until now. Holy shit that’s so weird.” 

Ty felt a jolt of electric panic. “What? When? Who?”

Kate stared, unseeing, into the middle distance. “Mr. Peterson.”

“Who the fuck is that?”

Kate didn’t reply. She stared at nothing, apparently lost for words. 

Ty took a deep steadying breath. “Who’s Mr. Peterson? Some guy off TV?”

He strongly suspected he wasn’t, but Ty wasn’t ready to give up hope. 

A strange look crossed Kate’s face, as though she was debating what to say and what to hold back. “I don’t know how to put this...”

Ty gritted his teeth. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” And if you have no vested interest in keeping me sane. 

She looked up, her eyes fixing on something high above his forehead. “So...don’t get mad or think it means anything because I was a kid and it didn’t count, but I used to want to marry this guy who drove me to school.”

Ty’s face felt wooden. “Okay.”

“Please don’t take this seriously!” 

“I’m not,” he lied as his guts rearranged themselves.

“You are.” Kate’s cheeks flushed darker. “I can see you taking it seriously.”

“I’m fine,” Ty said stubbornly. “The guy drove your school bus?”

“Yes...well, no. It wasn’t an official school bus. Mr. Peterson was a surfie. He had a van, you know, for his boards, and he took a bunch of us to school with his daughter because there wasn’t any public transport. All our parents paid him to do it. That’s how we became friends. Or knew each other, I guess. It wasn’t a big deal. For me, or, Mr. Peterson.”

Ty hated the way she said his name, casting her eyes down the way she used to when she said ‘Mr. Henderson,’ back when they worked together. “He was a dad from your school?”

“Yeah, you know I’m pretty sure I’ve mentioned him before.”

“Mmm,” Ty said. No, she hadn’t. He’d have remembered. If not the name, then the way she said it. But why would she lie?

“So yeah,” Kate said. “It was just a kid thing. Nothing important. I just forgot I wanted to marry him, is all.” 

Ty’s stomach twisted up like barbed wire. He could just picture a bug-eyed baby Middleton gazing in admiration at some shaggy surfer asshole. “He flirt with you?”

“No! He was just friendly. We talked about books and school. He never knew I had a crush on him!”

Ty doubted that. There were few people who didn’t know when they were being crushed on, and he doubted pubescent Kate had been subtle. She’d been blatantly fucking obvious at the age twenty-five. No, this Peterson guy had known exactly how buttered his bread was, the cunt. Still, the defensive lift to Kate’s chin said pointing that out was a bad idea. “Was he married?”

“Yeah.” Kate’s gaze flicked up the ceiling. “But we weren’t that close. We just talked to each other in the van.”

“About what?”

“Books. Surfing. Whatever Mr. Peterson working on—he was an electrician and...”

She called him Mr. Peterson, an evil voice whispered. But what she wanted was to call him Daddy. You know she did. She wanted him to be her daddy. Her first daddy. Her only daddy. She wanted to marry him.

“...so, he kind of got me into engineering,” Kate said from somewhere far away. “Anyway, it’s ancient history. It doesn’t matter.”

My hole it doesn’t matter. Ty sat back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. “So you sat next to him? In the van?”

“Yes.”

“And you wanted to marry him?”

Kate shifted in her seat. “Yes. No. It was more like I wanted to be close to him, and back then I thought that was the only way to get close to boys.”

“So you were interested in him sexually?”

Kate’s mouth thinned. “Ty, maybe we shouldn’t do this?”

A solid idea, but he was in too deep to stop now. “Did you want to call him Daddy?”

Kate shook her head so vigorously, her chopsticks clattered against her bowl, spraying yet more soy sauce across the table. “I didn’t know any of that stuff about myself yet. I barely knew what sex was.”

“But you had a crush on Mr...this guy?”

“Yeah, because he was nice to me.”

“Why did that matter?”

Kate laughed, but there was no joy in it. “You know my family! Mr. Peterson was the only person who talked to me like I wasn’t a huge waste of space.”

He grimaced, embarrassed by his own question. He forgot sometimes that Kate grew up in such a painful environment. Or maybe he tried to forget because the truth was so shitty. He was a dick for questioning her about her feelings for this Peterson dickhead. She’d been the accidental tenth child to middle-aged parents, bullied by her siblings and schoolmates for being unwanted and having ADHD, and here he was, giving her shit for having a crush on someone who was nice to her. 

Ty walked to Kate’s side of the table and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, baby,” he said into her hair. “I’m an idiot. It doesn’t matter if you had a crush on this guy when you were a kid.” 

She snuggled back into his arms. “You’re so jealous and paranoid, daddy-bear.”

“I know. Forgive me?”

“Only because you’re my daddy. The only daddy for me.”

Ty smiled. “Good. Let’s stop talking about this.”

“I’d like that.”

He kissed her cheek. “Done. I’ll drop the wedding thing too. The next time we talk about it, it’ll be because you brought it up.”

Kate nodded, but he felt a thin frost blossom between them. Ty waited a few seconds, then swallowed his pride. “Is there anything else you want to say, baby?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Have you heard anything about Paris?”

Ty froze. “Has someone said something?”

Kate pulled away, turning to look him in the face. “No, why?”

“Because...well, Melissa called this afternoon.”

Kate’s expression brightened. “They still want you?”

“It seems like it. They’re offering a bit more money per year, travelling expenses, that kind of thing.” Actually, it was fifty thousand dollars more and free first-class flights, but Kate was already too excited about him being headhunted. If she knew how badly Howitzer wanted him, she’d lose her shit. As it was, she pushed back her chair and jumped to her feet. “That’s amazing! What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

Kate looked like someone had shot her puppy. “Nothing?”

“I told Mel I’d think about it.”

Kate whooped, jogging the room in spirals like a decapitated chicken. “You’re considering it! I can tell!”

Ty watched her run, amused but irritated. He was a prick for thinking it, but why couldn’t she be even half this excited about getting married? “Don’t get your hopes up. They’re probably wooing other people, and I’m not sure I want the gig. Paris is a big fucking change, and I’m happy where I am.”

“You could be happy in Paris! We could walk and look at art and eat cheese—” 

“We already do that here—” 

“And I can learn French and wear red lipstick and—oh my God.” Kate stopped dead, her socked feet skidding. “We could get a dog! One of those fluffy white ones! We could call it Kiwi and take it on walks to the Eiffel Tower!”

“I mean...” 

“You don’t want a dog called Kiwi? You don’t want an adventure?” 

Ty struggled to say something that wasn’t ‘not really, baby.’ “It’s just a job. And France is overrated.”

Kate put her hands on her hips. “I don’t know why you’re not freaking out about this. You love travelling, and this is a two-year European holiday!”

“Yeah, but—”

“You said it’s a consultation position. You’d do half the hours you do now for twice the pay, and we’d be in Paris.”

Ty walked back to his side of the table and picked up his wineglass. “I’m too old to do the expat thing.”

“Rubbish! Besides, in Paris, old is the new black.”

“Says who?”

“The internet. I bet we won’t look mismatched there at all. People will just think I’m your mistress.”

“They already do that.”

“Yeah, but in France you’ll get props instead of people assuming I was your nanny!”

Ty didn’t smile. Sometimes he could handle jokes about his and Kate’s age gap, but with fifty looming, his sense of humour on the subject was fast drying up. He took a big swig of wine. “You want this pretty badly, don’t you?”

Kate’s eyes glossed as though shiny shutters had been pulled over them. “I just think it’s an amazing opportunity. For you.”

“Is that right?”

She flushed a little, but her gaze was steady. “Yes, I don’t want you to miss out on Paris because you think you’re too old.”

“And what if I’m happy to stay in Melbourne because we have a good, stable life here and I don’t want you to give up your job or support networks for me?”

Kate tapped a finger on the tabletop. “My job’s not that good. And what do you mean support networks? My shitty family and our intensely awkward Christmases?”

“I mean your friends and derby team and the doctor you’ve been seeing for your ADHD since you were twenty.”

He thought that was a pretty convincing argument, but Kate just rolled her eyes. “I’m sure someone in France has ADHD, Ty. And I can make new friends. I could join a French derby team. They must exist, right?”

Ty stared at her, her gaze bright, her smile wide. She wanted this. Wanted it quite badly. An evil thought occurred to him. What would you do for it, princess?

He could make an indecent proposal. He’d made plenty before. He could walk to where Kate was sitting, grab a fistful of her hair and bend her over the soy-splattered table. Pull up her nightgown and slap her hard on the ass. Listen to me, Katie. Listen and choose the right answer and maybe you won’t get punished.

Only she wouldn’t be sucking his cock for pocket money or letting him fuck her ass for a new car, he’d be making a different kind of deal—marriage for Paris. You want walks through the Louvre and a puppy called Kiwi, baby? Wear daddy’s diamond, and you’ll get whatever you want.

“Ty?” Kate smiled quizzically at him. “What do you think?”

I think you should walk over to the couch and bend over, princess. Daddy has something to ask you.  

They stared at each other for a beat, and Ty came close, so close to saying it, then shame rose in his guts like bile. Did he have to use sex to get his girlfriend to marry him? To navigate their shared futures? It was too fucking pathetic. He stood, gathering his bowl and chopsticks. “I’ll think about it, but, like I said, don’t get your hopes up. Want me to clear your plate?”

Kate’s smile didn’t fade. It grew wider the way it always did when she was disappointed. “Sure.”
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The sun was doing its best, but the streets of Brunswick were chilly. Frost glittered on the nature strips, and steam curled in thick clouds from Kate and Rapunzel’s coffee mugs. 

“Thanks for coming early,” Rapunzel said. “I can’t be alone when Dede gets here. I will lose my shit. I’ll just fucking die.”

Kate put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. Rapunzel shook beneath her flannel. She gave her a squeeze, trying to push the anxiety out. “It’s fine. Dede and her dad are coming at nine, yeah?”

“I think so.” Rapunzel checked her phone, something she’d been doing every ten seconds since Kate arrived. “Yeah, nine. Nine-ish. Thanks for coming over so fast.”

“Anytime. You know, it’s probably better that Dede is coming early. This way you can get seeing her again over and done with.”

Rapunzel shuddered. 

“And you can meet her dad,” Kate continued, determined to find a silver lining. “That’s a nice bonding thing to do.”

“True.” Rapunzel smiled, the expression changing her face from morose to its usual mischievous. “You know Casey’s been stalking Dede on Insta. She says her dad’s hot.”

“Sure.” Kate would believe that when she saw it. Casey had once had a crush on Criss Angel. 

“Don’t worry. I told her she’s not allowed to hit on him. You’ve got an embargo on being the daddy fucker of the group.”

Kate folded her arms over her boobs. “Thanks.”

Rapunzel cackled, sounding like herself for the first time all morning. “Speaking of daddy fuckers, how is Old Man Henderson?”

Kate had a flash of Ty sitting at the dining table, asking why she didn’t want to get married, refusing to entertain the idea of moving to Paris. “He’s good.”

“So he’s cooked, huh? What’s up? What’s wrong?”

Kate stared into her coffee. Rapunzel was so irreverent, so larger than life, Kate sometimes forgot she was an emotional bloodhound. 

“He’s good,” she said, but she could hear herself trying too hard. 

“Don’t give me that. Is he butthurt about being ancient again?”

Kate smiled, though it hurt a little. “No more than usual. Also, could you be a less mean about my boyfriend’s insecurities?”

Rapunzel flipped a dismissive hand. She and Ty had a strange, laddish rivalry, honed over the nine months Rapunzel had been her roommate. Ty and Rapunzel were forever glancing at each other out of the corners of their eyes to see who was drinking their beer the fastest. 

“Is he freaking out about turning fifty?” Rapunzel asked. 

“I think so. Whenever I mention having a party, he changes the subject. And he’s going to the gym every day and eating turkey and steamed kale for lunch.”

“Gross.” Rapunzel pulled a joint from her dressing gown pocket and placed it between her lips. “Then again, if I was turning fifty...” She gave a theatrical shudder.

“Ty looks incredible! He’s the best-looking man on earth!”

“Yeah, but fifty’s fifty.” Rapunzel lit up. “And you’re his girlfriend and you look twenty. And before you jump up my ass about how the age gap doesn’t matter—it matters when you’re the old one, trying not to look like the Indiana Jones Nazis that opened the Ark of the Covenant.”

Kate shoved her shoulder again. “Don’t be horrible. You’re only thirty-seven!”

“Yeah, and I hate it. I want to be twenty-six. Again. Forever.”

Kate said nothing. She didn’t want Ty or Rapunzel to feel bad about their age, but trying to reassure them had never helped. If anything, it made things worse.

They sat in silence, Rapunzel puffing on her joint like it was giving her life. “Christ, these nerves. Talk to me.”

“About what?”

“Anything else going on with you and Ty?”

Kate stared at her friend. Rapunzel stared back, her pale blue eyes unblinking. 

“How do you—”

“Because I know you and I know how you be. Tell me.” 

“I don’t know what to say without rambling. Ty and I are happy, but we’re at a bit of an impasse, you know?”

“No.” Rapunzel took a pointed sip of coffee. “That being said, I have been single for the better part of a decade. Explain it to me, then.”

“Explain what?”

“The things you don’t want to say, even if they’re just feelings or vague ideas or whatever.”

Kate’s heart gave a great throb and for a second, she thought she might cry. Until that moment she hadn’t realised how much she wanted to talk about it. She nudged her friend’s shoulder with her own. “When did you get so smart?”

“Girl Guides. Go on.”

Kate stared up at the sky. Despite the cold, it was clear as ice, a bright blistering blue. It would be a blazing afternoon. She’d have to have another shower before she and Ty left for the Engineering Excellence Awards

“Mac.” Rapunzel’s hand closed around her upper arm. “Talk or I give you whatever the PC term for a Chinese burn is.” 

Kate laughed and the knot in her chest loosened. “It’s marriage. Marriage and Paris.”

“What do you mean?”

Kate told Rapunzel about Ty wanting to get engaged and her own floating discontent. How she couldn’t get excited about anything happening in her life. How she kept fantasising about living in Paris, wearing red lipstick, walking a designer dog, becoming a fashionable sophisticate or something else novel and new. Rapunzel listened without interrupting, breaking eye contact only to sip coffee or light a cigarette. 

“I get it,” she said when Kate was done. “You’re twitchy and you want a change.”

“I’m not sure—”

“You do.” Rapunzel ground a Marlboro into her Cinderella ashtray. “You’ve been twitchy for ages, making plans and bailing on them.”

“Like what?!” 

Kate couldn’t remember flaking out on plans; in fact, she prided herself on always showing up for things. Why else was she in Brunswick on a Saturday morning? 

Rapunzel rolled her eyes. “Like saying we should go to Mardi Gras, then wanting to see Vegas for Tam’s thirtieth, then talking about getting your skydiving licence or tutoring geography or becoming an adult ballerina—”

“Those aren’t plans, they’re just...ideas.”

“Whacky-asfuck ideas.” 

“I could take adult ballet!”

“No, you fucking well won’t.” Rapunzel’s expression grew serious. “I knew something like this was coming ever since you said you might be too busy for derby next season.” 

“That’s because of Maria!”

Kate and the coach of the Barbie Trolls had a complicated relationship. They’d bonded when Kate first joined the team, but as she got to know Rapunzel, she realised her and Maria’s friendship was possessive, bordering on toxic. When their low-key arguments about spending time together had turned nasty, Kate told her former mentor to back off. Maria agreed, but it was never the same. Now they only saw each other at games, but Maria’s smiles had gotten increasingly brittle, her irritation palpable. 

“Bullshit,” Rapunzel said. “You can handle Maria being a sad bitch. You’re just over derby.”

“I’m not!” 

“It’s not an accusation! It happens. Just because you have fun doing something, doesn’t mean you’re gonna enjoy it forever. The Beatles broke up.”

“I thought that was Yoko.”

Rapunzel snorted. “Everyone who listens to the ‘You’re Wrong About’ podcast knows that’s not true. Look, here are the facts.” She spread her tattooed fingers wide. “You’re a late bloomer. You hit puberty when you hooked up with Henderson. Now it’s been five years, you know how to function in the adult world, and you feel ready for the big leagues; moving out of home and away from mummy and daddy.” 

Kate’s raised her coffee to her lips and found her mug empty. She feigned taking a sip anyway. “The mummy and daddy in this scenario are...?”

Rapunzel stared at her, unsmiling. 

“You’re not my mother,” Kate said, feeling slightly sick. “Ty’s not my dad!”

A raised brow. 

“You’re not! And he’s not!”

“Not in an incest way, but we do protect you.”

Kate stared at her hands. “I know. And maybe you’re right, maybe I’m older and this is a weird second puberty thing, but I am happy. I don’t want to leave you or Casey or Tam or Melbourne.” 

Or Ty. Never, ever Ty. 

“Hey, I promise I’m not trying to be a dick.” Rapunzel’s arm snaked out and pulled her close. “I love you, Macca.”

“I love you too,” Kate said, feeling stupidly close to tears. “I don’t want to leave you.”

“But you might have to, right? For Paris?”

Kate thought about Paris. She’d live in a new city, learn a new language, encounter change on every side of her life. It would be a chance at reinvention—no, revolution—and it was terrifying, but there was no denying it made her pulse skip. She felt herself smile as her insides contracted with excitement so sharp it was almost painful. Then she looked at Rapunzel’s sad smile and her body slackened. “What does it mean that I can’t just be happy with what I have?”

Rapunzel laughed. “That you want an adventure.”

“But why can’t my adventure be getting a promotion at work or tap dancing or...or marrying Ty?”

Rapunzel pulled her close and kissed her on the top of her head. “Because you don’t choose what makes you feel alive. Otherwise we’d all pick the normal stuff and save ourselves the heartache.”

Rapunzel’s voice reverberated like a plucked guitar string, making Kate shiver. She felt like she was being split—not cut wide but peeled, eased out of a skin she no longer needed. She wanted to ask Rapunzel for more advice, to keep going until her feelings were able to be clearly worded and easily understood, but Rapunzel had jumped to her feet. “Sweet fucking Jesus, that’s her.”

Kate followed her gaze. A battered blue van was pulling into the driveway. Relief and disappointment mingled in her as she stood up beside her friend. She didn’t know when she’d next have the courage to bring this up, or how she could translate any of what Rapunzel had told her to Ty. 

So what? You’re not here for you, you’re here for Rapunzel. 

Kate wrapped an arm around her friend’s waist, which rose almost to her shoulder. “Hey, whatever happens. I’m here with you, okay?”

Rapunzel smiled. “Cheers, girl. Do I look okay?”

“You look perfect. Wait...”

“What? What is it?!”

Kate wiped a coffee smudge from the corner of her mouth. “There. Now you’re great.”

“Straight person great or lesbian great?”

“I...don’t really understand the question, but you have a septum piercing and an Alison Bechdel tattoo, and you’re wearing Doc Martens and flannel, so I don’t think you’re going to be perceived as anything but a lesbian.”

“Excellent. Solid. Fantastic.” 

Rapunzel pulled her shoulders back as the van drew to a halt in the driveway. Something about it was weirdly familiar. Kate squinted at the passenger seat, trying to see Rapunzel’s crush, but the windshield was filthy. All she could make out was a pink-haired woman next to a dark-haired man. Presumably Dede and her dad. The van parked, and the doors slid back simultaneously, as though father and daughter were cops in an action movie. 

The pink-haired woman waved. “Hi guys!”

“Oh God,” Rapunzel moaned. “I think I’m gonna chuck.” 

Kate was going to comfort her—or turn and get a bucket—when she locked eyes with the dark-haired man, the driver. He was supposed to be a stranger, but like his van, he wasn’t a stranger.

She knew who he was. 

Kate’s body exploded with nerves, tingling and fighting like crabs in a cage. She was dumbstruck, incapable of making a sound, but she must have, because Rapunzel turned to her. “What’s wrong, Mac?”

Kate didn’t have time to explain. The dark-haired dad was approaching, hand raised and ready for a good old-fashioned handshake. “Good morning, girls! Lovely to meet you.” 

Mr. Peterson’s voice was as familiar to Kate’s ears as her mothers. She heard herself laugh, a high, crazy laugh. 

“Mac,” Rapunzel hissed. “What the fuck?”

Kate couldn’t have said it better herself. She was falling backward into starry nothingness. She was an idiot. A fool. It was the same van. The same navy colour, same licence plate. WAR8G4. ‘War, what is it good for?’  This was Rape on Wheels, the battered van named by the kids Mr. Peterson had driven to school. Not her, obviously. If teen Kate had her way, it would have been called Heaven on Two Axels. But this was that van. And he was Mr. Peterson. Which meant the pink-haired girl, his daughter, was—

“Dad! You don’t have to get out, you can just stay in the van!” 

Deidre. Kate’s high school nemesis sounded nothing like her bratty teenage self; her tone was light and tinged with nerves as she jogged to her dad’s side. 

“Sorry about the fuss,” Deidre said to Rapunzel. “Thanks for waiting outside for us.”

Rapunzel said something, but Kate didn’t hear it. Mr. Peterson had lowered his shaking hand. He was as movie-star handsome as he’d been when she was a teenager. Tanned skin, tousled surfer hair, and white, white teeth. Then he looked at her again, looked away and did a double take. “Katie? Is that you?” 

“Hi,” she squeaked. “How are you?”

“Good!” He stepped closer, and she saw there had been changes. His chestnut hair was streaked with silver. His cheeks sagged slightly, and his forehead had expanded. But he was still tall, still muscular, still gorgeous. Mr. Peterson stared back at her, and Kate wondered if he was cataloguing her differences, her longer hair, her threaded brows, her general adultness...

“Dad?” Deidre said. “What’s going on?”

Safe in the knowledge her former bully didn’t recognise her, Kate checked Deidre out too. She’d changed, but not much. The pink hair softened her feline bone structure, and her dark blue eyes had lost the mean squint that had once turned Kate’s knees to jelly. But she was still unmistakably the girl who’d made her life hell. And she was here, in Rapunzel’s driveway. 

Dede, Kate thought. And Rapunzel said her dad was driving her up from the coast in his van. I’m so stupid. Why didn’t I realise? Check her out on Instagram like Casey?

Mr. Peterson’s face cracked into a familiar, if more lined, smile. “It’s great to see you, Katie. How the hell are you?”

“Good!” she repeated, feeling like a broken record. Above her an Indian Myna bird squawked happily. Stupid, lucky pest bird...  

“Mac?” Rapunzel’s mouth was a thin white line. “How do you know Dede’s dad?”

Kate flinched. She couldn’t say. Her panic point was already too high; she was already doing too much. So instead of being honest or running away screaming, she clasped her hands in front of her, flashing her best friend a big dopey smile. “Mr. Peterson used to drive my school bus.”

“What?” The question came from Deidre, not Rapunzel. 

Kate turned and beamed at her. “Yeah, it’s me. Kate McGrath. From Colac Secondary.”

Deidre dropped her phone on the concrete. For a second it lay there, then she dove, swearing, to retrieve it. Mr. Peterson stooped to help her and cracked his head on the front of the van. Rapunzel punched Kate in the arm, something Kate was sure she hadn’t intended to do but hurt nevertheless. 

“What the hell’s happening?” Rapunzel hissed.

“I’ll tell you later.” Kate moved toward Mr. Peterson, who was hunched over, his hand pressed to his newly bashed forehead “Are you okay? Do you want me to get you an ice pack?”

“Nah, it’ll be right.” Mr. Peterson beamed up at her, his hand shielding his face like the Phantom’s mask. “Do you live here? Are you going to be Dede’s housemate?”

Kate was saved from having to answer ‘no, and I’d rather eat lice’ by Deidre’s frustrated moan. 

She held up her phone. “The screen’s blank. I think it’s broken.”

Rapunzel bounded to her side like a butler on crack. “What should we do? Can we try and fix it? Should we put it in a bag of rice? No that’s for dropping it in the toilet. I can call someone? My cousin works in IT, she might know what to do.”

Deidre blinked at her. “Um, it’s okay. Thanks.”

“Sure.” Rapunzel stared at her, eyes burning like car tyres. “Anything you want.”

Kate gritted her teeth. Oh man, I thought I was bad at flirting.

Rapunzel must have sensed she was making somewhat of a dick of herself because she turned to Mr. Peterson. “How was the drive?”

“Not bad at all,” he said with the small-town easiness that made him the most popular dad at Kate’s school. “I’m Kane, by the way. Nice to meet you...?”

“Lindsay.”

Kate’s jaw unhinged. Rapunzel never introduced herself as anything other than Rapunzel. Most people were under the impression that was her actual name. Forget bizarre, this morning was getting flat-out insane. 

Rapunzel and Mr. Peterson shook hands, then he flashed his daughter a sympathetic smile. “How’s your phone? Back on?”

Deidre shook her head, mashing buttons. Her pink hair was hanging in front of her face, hiding her from view. Was she embarrassed? Annoyed? Mad at Rapunzel’s overly intense vibe?

Rapunzel. A chill went down Kate’s spine. God, what if she and Dede became a couple? Her best friend and her high school bully...it was like something out of a nightmare. Or a really bad porno.

“Dede and Katie went to school together,” Mr. Peterson was saying. “I used to drive them l before they put in a proper bus system. Didn’t I, Katie?” 

Kate nodded, wishing she’d slept in, gone to the gym, done anything but come here. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Deidre scratch her nose, still staring determinedly at her busted phone. 

“That’s nuts.” Rapunzel stared avidly at Deidre’s pink head. “I can’t believe you went to school with my best mate. It’s such small world.”

“It is,” Mr. Peterson agreed.

“Yeah, it’s just not always a nice one, is it, Deidre?” 

Deidre jolted like she’d just received eight thousand volts. “What?”

“You know what,” Kate said, as though someone was moving her mouth for her. “You made my life miserable.”

She was surprised at how cleanly her anger it was coming out. She didn’t go to her ten-year reunion to avoid Deidre, but here she was, snapping at her right in front of Rapunzel and her own dad as though she’d been waiting to do it. 

“What?” Rapunzel sputtered. “Mac, what’s going on?”

Kate didn’t reply. She was remembering things she hadn’t thought about in years. How Deidre pushed her over during the long-distance marathon and told everyone she was mentally handicapped. How she always put things on chairs, so Kate got stains on her ass—usually tomato sauce so it looked like she’d bled through her dress. She glared at Deidre, but she had buried her face in her phone again, avoiding her gaze. How many times had Kate tried that trick? Hiding to try and avoid Deidre’s notice? And how many times had Deidre let her get away with that? 

Never. 

Kate took a step toward her. “Hey, you can at least look at me when I’m talking to you.”

Her old nemesis glanced up. “What do you want to say?”

“That you were awful to me. For no reason, you were so mean.”

Deidre rocked from her heels to her toes and back again, seemingly lost for words.

“Dede?” Rapunzel sounded horrified. “Is that...is Mac right?”

There was a beat, and Kate was sure Deidre was going to do what she always did when someone called her on her shitty behaviour. She’d toss her hair and say, ‘it’s just a joke, God, get over it.’  But then Deidre’s lower lip trembled and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry. I really am. I know I was an asshole.”

It was Kate’s turn to feel floored.  She didn’t know what she was expecting—a slap, maybe—but not an apology. “You were an asshole.”

Deidre nodded. “I was dealing with...” She gestured to her t-shirt, which showed a cartoon astronaut planting a rainbow flag on the moon. “It’s not an excuse, though. I was a dick. I’m sorry.”

Kate looked into Deidre’s navy eyes, and the hardness in her chest softened like toffee in a hot pan. “Thanks for saying that.” 

“I should have said it ages ago. I wanted to, but it’s hard to know how to act. Or if you even wanted to hear from me. And like I said, I had a lot of stuff happening.” She pointed to her t-shirt again. 

“I get it,” Kate said and meant it. It wasn’t easy to be an ADHD weirdo in a backwater beachside town. It couldn’t have been easier to be queer. “We’re older now. Let’s just get over it. Start fresh.”

“I’d like that.” Deidre extended a hand tipped with glittery nails. “I’m Dede.” 

Kate shook her hand. “I’m Kate.”

They smiled at each other for a moment, then Kate turned to Rapunzel. “Sorry for bringing up school stuff, I didn’t expect this to happen.”

“All good,” said Mr. Peterson, who was staring up at the sky. Rapunzel didn’t say anything. She was staring at her new housemate. 

“Are you okay?” Deride asked, tucking a lock of pink hair behind her ear. 

“How? How does anyone bully Mac? She’s the pink salt of people. She’s good in everything!”

Deidre flinched. “I...I was pretty young and immature and weird about being gay.”

“We all were. What the fuck possessed you to go after Kate?”

Kate’s heart gave a weird tug. On one hand, having Rapunzel dig at her old enemy was something of a dream come true. On the other hand, there was chemistry between Deidre and her best friend. She wasn’t sure what to hope for. She appreciated Deidre’s apology, but she wasn’t sure that put her on Team Raidre. She wasn’t sure of anything at all. She desperately wanted to go somewhere and unpack this, give herself a chance to process what had happened. 

Mr. Peterson cleared his throat. “I feel like taking a walk. Kate, did you want to come with me to get some coffees?”

“God, yes,” Kate blurted. It was only once she and her former hot dad crush were walking up Hope Street she realised her current situation was dicier than the one she’d left. 
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Ty was having a hard time keeping his eyes off the clock. He’d come into the office with the understanding that he’d be here for an hour. Twenty-six emails later, he hadn’t started what he’d come to do. He was supposed to be at the gym, not reassuring some forty-something property developer that no, he wasn’t going to piss their money up a wall because he wasn’t an incompetent ass clown. 

Hey Daddy, you know where’s not full of incompetent ass clowns? Paris. 

Ty glanced at the photo of Kate he kept on his desk. She was standing in the surf at Wilson’s Prom, laughing as the water sprayed around her like diamonds. “You don’t know what Paris is like, Middleton.” 

Photo Kate stared back at him, and for a second her sweet smile seemed mocking. Are you sure you know what I need?

“Yes. Always.” But a low ache in his stomach said otherwise. 

Long-term relationships had highs and lows, he knew that, but he and Kate didn’t seem to be in a low. A space was opening between them. A space full of static sounds he couldn’t interpret. And Paris wouldn’t help. Maybe she thought a big change would improve their lives, but he’d done the big overseas move before. You had the same problems with less friends, family, and familiarity to fall back on. Not that Kate had family to fall back on. 

The photo on his desk was taken a few hours before Ty had dinner with Kate’s parents for the last time. Kathy and Boris McGrath were old and irritable and completely disinterested in their daughter. Ty had sat in their loungeroom, drinking beer through gritted teeth as they hassled Kate about her ADHD, apartment, and job. If he hadn’t been worried about what they’d say if he wasn’t there, he’d have locked himself in the toilet and read New Statesman articles on his phone. Afterward, he and Kate went back to their Airbnb and she’d downed two shots of whiskey and asked him to spank her until she bled. He’d done it, then he’d held her as she sobbed and promised that, funerals aside, they were never seeing her family again. 

“Promise?” she’d asked with so much wonder, you’d have thought he was offering her a spaceship.

He’d kept that promise. For the last year, he and Kate had been McGrath free, but Ty could understand Kate wanting to put even more distance between herself and her relatives. Still, they didn’t need to go to Paris to ghost on family Christmas. Ty returned his gaze to his emails but saw nothing. He was picturing the look on Kate’s face if she knew the Paris offer had gone up by another twenty thousand dollars. Howitzer weren’t taking no for an answer. They wanted him managing their vernacular housing team, and they wanted it bad. 

The offer was tempting—not to mention fucking flattering—but a fat paycheck wasn’t going to cut it. Not if it meant Kate was left sitting alone in a rented apartment all day. She’d struggled to make friends her whole life; what if snotty French assholes upset her? What if she turned into the happy little girl-doll she’d been when they first worked together?

I’m your daddy, he thought, looking at Kate’s photo. It’s my job to take care of you. 

No, if he and Kate really needed a change, there were other adventures they could have together. They’d found each other in sex, and they were still having plenty of it, but there was no reason not to expand their horizons. They’d danced around the idea of fucking in public for a while now. Kate found the idea of being watched hot, and while he didn’t want to swing, he’d love to go down on her in front of a group of good-looking people. Watch her struggle to contain herself in front of an audience, feel her come around his cock while she moaned in that humiliated way that set his blood on fire. That, unlike Paris, he could handle. And when it was over, they’d be less than an hour from their apartment. 

The challenge was finding the right place, somewhere not full of weirdos. Melbourne was apparently the swinging capital of Australia; how hard could it be? He looked around the empty office and pulled out his phone. The early results were promising. There was a place called Kittens that boasted a metropolitan location, a fancy looking dungeon, and a rigorous screening process. Ty clicked through the onsite photos. The place looked good—a clean and classy townhouse full of Japanese art and dark wood furniture. He checked the dates and saw there was a couple’s party in a month. 

“Amazing.” With a bit of luck, he could book them in and tease Kate with the knowledge tonight. He hit the screening application link and his gut turned over. At the top of the page, in big, bold writing, was adults aged 18-35 only.

Thirty-five? Thirty fucking five? He’d passed that shit while Middleton was in high school. Swearing, he exited the website. He kept searching, but he had a bad feeling. Within ten minutes, his worst suspicions were confirmed; every remotely classy sex club had an age limit, and that age limit was thirty-five. 

He groaned and sat back in his office chair. In a lot of ways, it made sense; beauty was fleeting, and, in that regard, age mattered. You didn’t want old guys circling a sex party like horny vultures, freaking the twenty-somethings out. But he was still good looking, wasn’t he? Didn’t that count? Age was just a number. Time wasn’t real. And if he could remember shit from forty-five years ago and was almost a literal half-century old, was that relevant to him fucking his hot girlfriend in a room with other hot people?

Apparently, it was. He could lie, maybe. But what if they checked ID at the door? He bet they would. Christ, the humiliation of having to lie or produce a licence showing he was a clean decade above the age limit would kill him. Ty rubbed his forehead. He could just hear what his best friend Georgie would say if she knew how he felt. 

‘Oh, no one will let you bone in the group playpen. Cry me a river, Tyler. Some people have real problems. I’m going through menopause. Every day I sweat more than the day before. Fuck you.’

Imaginary Georgie had a point. Everyone got older and no one gave a shit about his insecurities; in fact, they gave even less of a shit when they knew he had beautiful girlfriend half his age. He needed to get over himself. Fuck the sex club idea. Places were probably full of airborne HPV anyway. Fuck worrying about his birthday. He’d get through his fiftieth the same way he got through everything—work, gym, half a bottle of Laphroaig and making Kate scream ‘Daddy’ so loud the neighbours called child services. That was what a man was supposed to do. Not go whining to his menopausal friends or piss off to Paris.

Ty forced his attention back to his computer screen where two emails had arrived in the time he’d spent Googling sex clubs. Jesus. Why the fuck were these people trying to contact him on a Saturday? In fairness, he was at work. When had he let his work/life balance get so fucked up?

It would be better in Paris. 

“Don’t push it, Middleton,” Ty muttered, opening the top email. He’d barely read anything when his phone buzzed, Georgie’s name flashing on the screen. He wasn’t surprised. She was mildly psychic like that. He put her on loudspeaker. “Hey, Gigi.”

“Hi,” she said, sounding breathless. “Where are you?”

“The office. What’s up?”

“I just saw...” Georgie lowered her voice. “Are you alone? Can you talk?”

Ty frowned. She sounded like she was hiding inside a rubbish bin, which with Georgie was entirely possible. She always said if she hadn’t gone into medicine, she’d have become a private detective. “No one’s at work except me. Where are you? Are you following someone from Home and Away again?”

Georgie didn’t laugh. “Where’s Kate?”

“In Brunswick with her derby friends. She’s meeting me for a work thing later. Why?”

“I just saw her and she’s not with her derby friends.”

“Huh? Who’s she with?”

Georgie let out a long shaky breath. “A man.”

Ty felt like his brain had just gotten fifty emails. “A man? What man?” There was a long silence and his pulse cranked up to heart attack levels. “Georgie, where the fuck are you? Are you following Kate?”

A loud banging sound. 

“Sorry,” Georgie whispered. “I had to move out of the doorway I was in. Of course I haven’t been following Kate.”

“You followed Veronica.”

“That was different! I knew she was cheating on you. This was pure coincidence. I’m in Brunswick looking for a yellow cardigan, and I passed Kate and this guy in the street. And I swear I wouldn’t have called if it was just some random, but this guy is really...”

Ty’s guts twisted like a wet rag. “What? He’s what?”

“Hot. Hot the way you’re hot.”

“The fuck does that mean?”

It was a mark of how serious the situation was that Georgie didn’t accuse him of fishing. “You know, tall. Butch. Older.”

White hot jealously throbbed through Ty like poison. “How much older?”

“I dunno. Late forties? Mid-fifties? It’s hard to tell because he’s all tanned and jacked.”

Cold sweat prickled in Ty’s armpits. Not again. Not Katie. I couldn’t handle it. I wouldn’t fucking survive. 

He was on his feet, though he couldn’t remember standing. “Where’s she now?” 

“They’re still walking, I’m following them. Discretely.”

Ty pressed a hand to his forehead. “Fuck’s sake.”

“What? You don’t want to know who this guy is?” 

“Yeah, but—”

“So I’m following her. Don’t freak out, it’s probably nothing.” 

“That’s fucking reassuring. Where are you?”

“Sydney Road. I just went past that big Savers.”

Ty snatched up his phone and turned off loudspeaker as though he might give Georgie’s game away. “What are they doing?”

“Talking. Laughing.”

“Holding hands?” 

“No, but it seems like they know each other. Like, they don’t seem like strangers.” A short pause. “This seems really out of character. Are you sure she didn’t tell you she was meeting someone for work?”

“She’s not,” Ty said flatly. “I’d have remembered.”

“Does she have older guy friends? Cousins? Uncles?” 

Ty wracked his churning mind. “Not that I know of. Her office is full of people her age and she doesn’t see her family.” And he would have remembered if she had an attractive older male friend. He would have fucking remembered. 

“Shit,” Georgie hissed. “They’re going into Choukette.” 

“The fuck’s that?”

“A French bakery.” 

Ty growled into the phone. Fucking France, fucking him over yet a-fucking-gain.  

“Hmm, I haven’t been there in ages. They do really good raspberry croissants.” 

“I don’t give a shit. Follow them inside.”

“I can’t! The place is tiny, Kate’ll see me.”

“She hasn’t already?”

“No! I’m stealthy as fuck. Oh God, they’re sitting in one of the booths. I think they’re going to have brunch. What should I do?”

Ty paced the length of his desk. “I don’t fucking know. This guy could be no one, this could all be a misunderstanding.”

“It totally could. They could just be getting a coffee for totally acceptable reasons you don’t know anything about.” Another pause. “Although it’s weird this guy is exactly her type. And they don’t look like they’re meeting for work.”

Ty growled into his phone. 

“How are things between you guys lately?” Georgie asked. 

“Fine,” he said automatically, then remembered the Paris thing and Kate rejecting his proposal. His stomach flipped over. Was his refusal to move to Paris sending Kate into the arms of another man? Had she reactivated her Kinkworld account and met this guy? Was this a first date or had she been having an affair like Veronica? 

“What are they doing now?”

“Ordering,” Georgie whispered. “I can’t keep standing here, man; they might see me through the window.” 

Ty clenched his phone tight. “Okay, get going.” 

“Are you sure? I can pretend I want a croissant and see what the deal is?”

“No, you can’t. Kate’s not an idiot. She knows you’re the one who caught Veronica. She’ll think I’ve got you tailing her. I don’t want that.”

Georgie gasped. “You think she’s cheating?”

The question was heavy as a ball bearing, rusty and slick with slime. “I don’t know. But she’s lied to me about where she is. And you said it looks like she knows this guy?”

There was a pause. Ty pictured Georgie, small, long-haired, Vietnamese, raising herself on her tiptoes and peering through the window. 

“I think so,” she said finally. “They look pretty flirty. And he’s definitely her type.”

Ty’s stomach churned acid. He pictured himself bursting into the café, grabbing this strange asshole by the throat and laying him out. But even as he fantasised about the crunch of bone under his knuckles, he saw Kate’s horrified expression. Even if she was on a date, had stepped outside their relationship, how was punching a guy going to help? Five years ago, he’d have done it, wouldn’t have questioned the impulse. But this wasn’t five years ago. He needed Kate in his life, and he needed to figure out why the fuck this was happening before he burst into a Brunswick bakery like Rambo and expected Kate to be impressed. 

“Ty,” Georgie said. “What do you want to do?”

He closed his eyes.  “Nothing. Get out of there.”

“What are you planning?”

“Nothing. I’ll wait and ask her about him tonight.” 

“Are you...sure?”

Ty leaned across his desk and hit the kill switch on his computer.  “Yup.”

“That’s un-Henderson of you.” 

It would be if that was all I was planning. Ty logged out of his computer. “Thanks for calling, talk soon.”

There was a shocked silence before, “Are you okay? Do you want me to meet you at the office? Take you out for a drink or some crystal meth or something?”

“No.” 

Georgie laughed, but it sounded more like a nervous whine. “Ty, you’re not going to confront her, are you? Because if she’s just getting coffee with a hot dad for work and you go apeshit, Kate’ll hate me. And I like Kate.”

Ty gritted his teeth. Georgie couldn’t know that the idea of Kate having coffee with someone’s hot dad was more abrasive than if she was having coffee with 2005-era Leonardo DiCaprio, but it was still irritating. “I won’t go apeshit. I’m leaving work. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Very soon. Like, message me in thirty minutes or I’m calling the cops.”

Ty pulled on his coat. “Fine. Bye.”

The second Georgie hung up, he opened the Airbnb app. He was going to make this right, remind Kate who she belonged to. Drive all thoughts of this asshole out of her head. Convince her to marry him if he could. And he knew exactly how to do it. Only what he had planned couldn’t happened at their apartment. It needed to be somewhere new and strange. Unknown.  
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Kate wasn’t sure how she’d wound up in a café with her childhood crush. The morning had taken on the hallucinatory shimmer of a dream. Rapunzel’s crush was Deidre Peterson—the worst person to graduate Colac Secondary since the guy who ran over an echidna on purpose. But when confronted with her, she hadn’t run away in a haze of bullying flashbacks, she’d told Deidre Peterson off. Straight up confronted her, the way she had in a thousand revenge daydreams. Right in front of her dad, Kane Peterson. 

While Kate had thought of Deidre semi-regularly—usually when someone in retail was mean to her—she barely thought of Mr. Peterson. He wasn’t a real person. He was a fairy-tale character from a badly written book called My Dumbass Teenage Life. Only he wasn’t. He’d driven Deidre up from the coast, and now he was sitting across from her in a faded blue t-shirt, ordering a coffee and a crème éclair from their waitress. 

He must have felt her staring because he smiled at her. “What would you like?”

Déjà vu goose bumps crept down her spine. She might have been back in his van in 2005. They could have been going through the drive-through, ordering McDonald’s pancakes before school because Mr. Peterson knew she hadn’t had breakfast. 

“I don’t know if I should get anything. Rapunzel and Deidre are expecting us back, aren’t they?”

“Ah, they’re fine,” Mr. Peterson said comfortably. “Did you want an éclair too? Oh, you don’t like them, do you?” He dismissed the politely hovering waitress as Kate gaped at him. 

“How do you know...?”

“You brought me leftover éclairs for ages, remember? From your job?”

“I...” Kate licked her lips. They were so raw they felt like they’d been rubbed with chilli. The truth was, until Mr. Peterson explained, she didn’t remember. Between her untreated ADHD, pot smoking, family crap and helpless infatuation, the bulk of her teenage memories were covered in Vaseline, less believable than the movies she’d loved—The Virgin Suicides, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Kill Bill, Marie Antoinette, Goodfellas, The Lord of The Rings... 

“Having a cotton moment?” Mr. Peterson grinned, and then his hand was on hers. 

A jolt went through her like she’d touched a car battery. “I...yes.”

She’d forgotten he called her space outs ‘cotton moments.’ Forgot he knew she spaced out. 

He knows so much about me. Everything. 

“You do remember,” he urged. “You worked at Doughnut King for years. That’s where you got the éclairs.”

“Oh!” A barrage of memories returned to her; the scratchy pink polo shirt, the perpetually greasy windows, pushing room-temperature éclairs into paper bags. She paid for them, but she told Mr. Peterson they were free because giving them to him made him smile like she’d invented the moon. She licked her lips again, trying to let the Technicolor thoughts settle. They were too bright, and the man in them wasn’t the guy sitting across from her. The man in her memories was bigger than a mountain, sweeter than talking woodland animals, handsome as a fairy-tale prince. He was her first crush and her first friend and entirely made from fantasy. She smiled at the flesh and blood Mr. Peterson, a nice-looking older man with thinning hair, and, for the first time since he’d gotten out of his van, she felt comfortable. 

“That’s better,” Mr. Peterson said, giving her hand a pat. “You still cotton out, huh?” 

“Not often.” Kate glanced out of the café window. She felt paranoid. Watched, almost. As though anyone cared where she was or why. She returned her gaze to Mr. Peterson and forced herself to smile. “What about you, Mr. Peterson, how’re things in the Otways?”

“Kane,” he said with a wry smile. 

“Kane.” The word tasted bittersweet. Once upon a time she’d dreamed about calling him that. Now it was just expected. “How are things in the Otways, Kane?”

“Same, same. I’m still surfing the same beaches, White’s in winter and—”

“Point Impossible in summer.” 

Mr. Peterson beamed at her. “Good memory.”

Not really. While her young adulthood had more holes than Swiss cheese, Kate was sure she could remember hundreds, if not thousands of inane facts about Mr. Peterson. He had a brother called Simon, chicken was his favourite flavour of chips, he hated pineapple, and he cried when his both his kids were born, even Deidre, which had struck teen Kate as a waste of salt...

Mr. Peterson gave her hand a final pat and settled back into the red leather booth. “So, you said on the way here that you’re seeing someone?”

Kate picked up the brown sugar dispenser and squeezed it tight. “Yeah. Are you still at the garage?”

Mr. Peterson gave her a faux stern look. “Don’t think you’re getting away with saying barely anything about your bloke.” 

Kate ducked her head. She’d been hoping to avoid that part, but she didn’t how she could. “His name is Ty. Tyler Henderson.” 

Mr. Peterson studied her. “Do you two work together?”

“We used to! How did you know?”

He blew on his knuckles, grinning. “I can’t see you on the apps. You always had to get to know people before you opened up to them.” He glanced at the sugar jar she was clutching like a talisman. “We don’t have to talk about him if you don’t want to, Katie.”

Kate let go of the bowl, feeling like a nerd. “Sorry, it’s all just a bit strange.”

Mr. Peterson nodded. “I can’t believe it’s been almost fifteen years since you rode in the van.”

“I can’t believe the van’s still going!”

“Of course! She’s a tough old bird.”

“Indestructible,” Kate agreed, and realised an amazing opportunity lay in front of her—the chance to thank Mr. Peterson for what he’d done for her like an actual adult. “Hey, thanks for driving me to school, by the way.”

“No problem.”

He hadn’t gotten it. She’d been too insubstantial. Kate drew in a deep breath.

“Thanks for talking with me and being nice to me as well. My teenage years weren’t great—you might have gotten that from my talk with Deidre.” 

Mr. Peterson’s easy smile became a little wooden. “I knew she could be difficult; I didn’t know she was picking on you. I’m sorry, Katie. You should have told me about it.”

Then you wouldn’t have seen me as stepmother material.

Smiling a little, Kate shook her head. “It’s all over now, but yeah, I just wanted to thank you. You made me laugh and feel...stuff I needed to feel. So, yeah...” 

It was a pretty dogshit ‘thank you,’ but Mr. Peterson beamed at her, the same open smile that once slit her teenage body from stem to stern. “You were always my favourite kid to drive.”

Kate’s insides heated. It was only an echo of the glow she used to get when he complimented her on her reading or new haircut, but it was nice all the same. “Thank you for talking to me and taking what I had to say seriously back then. It meant a lot that you treated me like a grown up.” 

Mr. Peterson chuckled. “I defy anyone not to treat you like a grown up. Even when you were thirteen, you sounded thirty-two.”

Kate smiled, feeling a fondness for her younger self that she’d never felt before. She was so separate from that girl, it was like remembering a little sister. “I grew up eventually. Learned to talk like everyone else.” 

“You shouldn’t have. You should have stayed just the way you were.”

Kate rolled her eyes at him. “I’m happier now, fitting in.”

He gave her another faux stern look. “You should have made everyone fit around you, Katie.”

Kate fought to keep her smile in place. It was all well and good for Mr. Peterson to say that, he didn’t have ADHD and a shitty family. And she kind of wished he’d stop calling her Katie. These days the only time she heard that name was in bed with Ty, where she liked the patronising, girly undertones.

Mr. Peterson smiled at her, clearly unaware of her irritation. “So, how long have you and your boy been together?”

Kate almost laughed. Tyler Henderson hadn’t been a boy since the ‘80s, but she couldn’t think of how to say that without sounding naive or like she was bragging or something. “Almost five years.”

Mr. Peterson let out a low whistle. “Impressive. How’s it all going?”

Kate glanced at the street. She still had a weird feeling she was being watched, but the passing Melbournites in the window weren’t paying her any attention. Maybe she was just thinking of Ty. He wouldn’t be happy if he knew about this little reunion. Then again, she hadn’t planned to run into Mr. Peterson, and they were getting a coffee, not eating each other’s faces. Perhaps her twitchiness was just residue from the time she was terrified someone would uncover her deep lust for Deidre Peterson’s dad and send her to kid jail. 

“Katie?” Mr. Peterson’s smile was patient. “Is everything okay with you and your boyfriend?”

She started. “Oh yeah,” she said quickly. “We live together, and we’ve been to South America and London, and he’s really into whiskey and CrossFit and...menswear...” She shut her mouth, embarrassed, then felt compelled to add, “We’re really happy.”

Mr. Peterson raised his eyebrows. “That’s great. Five years is a long time to be in a committed relationship.”

“Not as long as you and Mrs. Peterson.” 

Mr. Peterson looked up at the ceiling. “Ahh, now’s probably as good a time as any to say Jenny and I have split up.”

Kate gaped at him. Mr. Peterson single? It made even less sense than him being here, in Brunswick, awaiting an éclair. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” He gave a small smile. “We got divorced a year ago. She’s in Sydney now. Got herself a new boyfriend and everything.”

A hot ball swelled in Kate’s ribs. How often had she daydreamt that this would happen? Enough that she felt almost responsible. She looked at his hands. She hadn’t noticed he wasn’t wearing a ring, but he’d been bare-fingered a lot when she was younger. He took his ring off before he surfed.

“Surprised?” Mr. Peterson asked, his brown eyes twinkling. 

“Completely,” Kate said, her brain hurtling through infinite space. God, Ty would really not be happy this reunion was happening. 

Stop thinking about him and be nice to Mr. Peterson. You know, like he used to do for you?

She focused on her old van driver’s face. 

“It’s not a big deal,” Mr. Peterson was saying. “We’d been on the rocks for a while, and now Deidre and Megyn are grown up, we thought it was time to call it a day.”

“Right,” she said, at a complete loss for what to add. “Right. Yeah. Right.”

The waitress returned with their coffees, Mr. Peterson’s éclair and Dede and Rapunzel’s takeaways in a tray. 

“Thank you,” Kate said.

“Yeah, thanks.” Mr. Peterson flashed the young woman his girl-slaying smile. “What’s your name?”

“Corinne,” the waitress said, grinning back. She was French, dark-haired and pretty. “Don’t spoil me with compliments, I’m just doing my job.”

“But you do it so well!” Mr. Peterson said. 

She tapped her cheek. “I do love my work.”

Kate glanced from one to the other like it was the grand final of the Australian Open. Mr. Peterson and the waitress flirted like grownups, executing verbal swashbuckling in a way she had never, ever replicated. Her flirting was limited to blushing and abrupt requests for sex. Possibly because of her ADHD, but she’d never been good at nuance. Maybe that was what she liked about daddy role-play with Ty—she could lean into her awkwardness, be even more naive and sexually incompetent than she was. 

Someone behind the counter called for the Corinne, and she waved an impatient hand at them. Her blue eyes locked with Kate’s. “Your boyfriend is very charming.”

Kate would have given a lot to have spontaneously gone invisible. She tried to smile, but her lips felt like they’d been superglued together. The old fantasy again, too bright and hot and sweet, éclair left in the sun to curdle. 

“Katie isn’t my girlfriend,” Mr. Peterson said breezily. “I’m too old for her.”

The waitress scoffed.  “Ridiculous! You are, what? Forty-five?”

Mr. Peterson laughed. “Fifty.”

“That’s how old Ty is.” Kate didn’t know what made her say it. The words were out before she could stop them. 

The waitress made an ‘I couldn’t give a fuck’ face—for which Kate could hardly blame her—but Mr. Peterson’s could give a fuck. Mr. Peterson had gone pale, his mouth was a twisty line. “He’s my age?”

Kate wasn’t sure why it felt like her stomach was bottoming out, but she didn’t like it. “Not quite. He’ll be fifty next month.”

The waitress gave a Gallic shrug and strode back toward the café counter, but Mr. Peterson appeared dazed.

“Are you...okay?” Kate ventured. 

“I’m fine.” Mr. Peterson took a long swig of coffee and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “So...your boyfriend’s fifty?”

Kate nodded, wanting to say more but unable to manage it.  

“And you’ve been together five years? So, you got together when you were...twenty-six?”

“Twenty-five.”

Mr. Peterson’s brow furrowed, and Kate instantly regretted the correction. “It’s not one of those weird things. Ty and I are good together.”

“I’m happy to hear it...” Mr. Peterson didn’t look happy. He drank more coffee, his gaze firmly in the middle distance.

“What?” 

“Katie, we can be honest, can’t we? Like we used to be?”

“What do you mean?” Kate felt panicky. Torn open. “What’s wrong with my relationship?” 

Mr. Peterson sat back in the booth and sighed. “You’re a smart girl, you know relationships like yours have a big power imbalance, right?”

“We don’t have a big power imbalance!” But as soon as Kate said it, she could feel the contradictory information pushing up to the surface. Ty had more life experience, he made more money, he knew more about the world, he assumed the dominant role in their sex life, he was her first boyfriend, he chose where they travelled...

And where they didn’t travel. 

As she weighed her thoughts Mr. Peterson smiled at her, concern softening his gaze in a way that irritated her. Why did he have to be here today? Why couldn’t he and Deidre have stayed in the Otways with Kate’s family and the rest of her baggage? 

Mr. Peterson leaned forward. “Katie, I’m only asking because I care about you. And I know you’re vulnerable.”

The word echoed in Kate’s ears. Vulnerable, vulnerable, vulnerable. “What...what do you mean?” 

“Well, you had a bad time at school, didn’t you? And I know part of that was Deidre—and I apologise for not taking a stronger hand in managing that, but school aside, I know things at home weren’t ideal...”

Kate giggled, wishing she could vanish. She didn’t want to talk about this. She didn’t think mining around in shitty memories was healthy or even helpful. There was so much pointless cruelty in her past, she never knew where to begin. Besides, whatever absolution she and Deidre found in the driveway at Rapunzel’s, the fact was she had managed the Colac Secondary ‘I hate Kate McGrath’ campaign, and Kate didn’t want to discuss that with her dad. 

Hey, that’s like a porno as well! You fuck your childhood bully’s dad and then rub it in her face, possibly engaging her in a threesome—your call.

Shut up. Kate licked her cracked lips. “It wasn’t too bad. No one has a good time at school, do they?”

His smile had far too much sympathy in it. 

Kate tapped her coffee cup. It was annoying that Mr. Peterson knew so much about her. They’d met when she was raw and immature, and now he saw her in a way that was so transparent it was almost obscene. He had a window into her tender, underfed girlish heart. And it didn’t feel nice the way it did when she was young, it felt...one sided. Unfair. 

You don’t mean that. It’s not his fault you poured your sadness all over him when you were a kid. 

A warmth closed over her hand. Mr. Peterson had put his palm over hers again. “We don’t need to push this. If you say you’re happy with Ty, I believe you.”

It was so, so strange to hear him say Ty’s name. Like a bridge between two separate realties. 

“I am happy. We are.” Kate picked up her cup and took an oversized gulp. Coffee dripped from the corners of her mouth and onto her t-shirt. “Shoot!”

Mr. Peterson chuckled. “Still doing that, huh?”

Kate picked up a napkin and dabbed at herself. “Not for ages! It’s like I’m regressing before your eyes.”

He laughed, and Kate’s stomach swooshed. Not with attraction exactly, more relief. Things didn’t have to be weird. They could be fun and light. She could peek back in time to when she was fifteen without wading back into the horrible stuff. Surely that was possible? 

“So,” Mr. Peterson said. “You’ve spilled your guts with me, would you like to know what happened with Jennifer and me?” 

Kate hesitated, then realised the time for subtlety had probably passed. “What happened?”

Mr. Peterson’s forehead wrinkled. “It’s hard to say. It was a long time coming, then it happened all at once.”

“What do you mean?” Kate asked, dread prickling the back of her throat. 

“You keep changing. No one tells you that. Ten years go by, fifteen, twenty, then you’re a different person and so are they, and no matter how much you know about each other, you can’t remember what you used to see in each other.”

Kate swallowed, trying to wet her tongue, her patched throat.

“No.” Mr. Peterson stared deep into nowhere. “Not see, feel for each other. You don’t have that click anymore, that connection. You think back to when you first met and you have no idea why you acted like you were crazy from needing one woman’s attention so badly...” His gaze found Kate’s. “Sorry, I’m probably boring you.”

Kate shook her head. “You can keep going if you want.”

“Thanks. It’s hard to talk about these things. No one warns you how hard it is.”

“How hard what is?”

“To be together long term and stay interested. You just cruise and life keeps you so busy you don’t realise you’re not interested in each other’s lives, your hopes and dreams...”

I listen to Ty, Kate thought in a panic. I’ve been interested, haven’t I? Paying attention?

Not about getting married. 

Kate twisted her hands, locking her joints together to the point of pain. 

“...until I realised that we were just running in circles. Toward the end I asked Jenny if she wanted to move to Sydney. Get a place by the beach. Try again.”

An ice blade plunged into Kate’s chest, stopping her heart. “What did Mrs. Peterson say?” she asked in a voice like a whistle.

Mr. Peterson cocked a brow. “Well, she’s not Mrs. Peterson anymore, so there’s that.” 

“She said no?”

He nodded. “Then she cheated. With the man she lives with now.” 

Kate clapped her hand to her mouth.

“Yeah, I didn’t see that coming.” He exhaled loudly. “It happens. Now we’re divorced. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say I resented her. We had a chance to give it one last push, and she said no because she secretly had other plans.”

Kate’s breathing was high and tight. She remembered the tram trip, longing for something she didn’t understand. Was she planning on leaving Ty? Cheating? Was that what that feeling was? Was that why she wanted to go to Paris? Or was not going to Paris what would end them, like not going to Sydney had ended things for the Petersons?

“Katie.” Mr. Peterson squeezed her hand. “Is everything okay?”

She nodded, trying to slow her breathing. “I’m fine.” 

“Katie, I’m sorry to bring this up again, but are you sure you’re not having relationship problems?”

“No. I mean, if I seem freaked out, it’s probably because that’s my worst nightmare, being so bored and unsatisfied I won’t have the motivation to change things.”

“Oh Katie, don’t worry about that. Something always comes along and shocks you out of the slump, for better or worse.”

Was that what this was? Was Mr. Peterson being here a bad omen? The sign that her relationship with Ty would be ending? Or irrevocably changed? 

Mr. Peterson straightened his wide surfer shoulders, releasing her hand once more. “It must be hard to be with someone long term when you’re at such different stages of life.”

Kate looked at her coffee. He didn’t mean it in a horrible way, surely? He was just concerned for her. Looking out for her the way he used to. “We’re not so different. Ty doesn’t want kids, and he’s not old-old, exactly, he’s...I don’t know...”

“Young at heart?” 

“Don’t be mean, Mr. Peterson!” Kate swatted the air between them in mock irritation. Tyler Henderson wasn’t young at heart, he was something out of time, but saying that would be ridiculous.

“So, Ty’s happy to have an unconventional life?”

“I think so.” Kate chewed her lower lip. “Or I did. Lately he keeps talking about getting married.”

Mr. Peterson’s eyebrow went way up. “And how do you feel about that?”

“I don’t want to get married, but Ty wants it so badly.” 

“Getting married for someone else doesn’t end well.”

“That makes sense.” 

Mr. Peterson sipped his coffee. “You know, usually people our age aren’t naive about love. They understand getting married is more complicated than you think. Maybe your boyfriend’s a little immature, Katie.”

Don’t, Kate wanted to say, but she wanted to know what Mr. Peterson thought. “Really?”

“Maybe. If he hasn’t had to make a commitment like that, maybe he doesn’t get how challenging it is in the end.”

Kate stirred her spoon through her coffee. “When I was little, I thought the decisions I made would stay made, but the story just keeps going, doesn’t it?”

“Mmm.” 

She felt a stab of irritation. That was a pretty good line, and he hadn’t even acknowledged it. Ty would have been impressed. 

Mr. Peterson sighed. “Katie?”

Stop calling me that. “Yes?”

“Is there anything else? Anything troubling you?”

Another pang of irritation. Why was he milking her for sad stories? Didn’t he get that she wasn’t a weirdo teenager anymore? 

Maybe Mr. Peterson sensed her discomfort because he pressed his hand to his chest, his heart. “It’s me, just like the old days. Don’t see it as a confession, don’t think too hard. Let it out.”

“Let what out?” she frowned. “I’m fine. I’m not perfect, but I’m okay.”

“But you seem unhappy. Confused.” Mr. Peterson was watching her closely, and when their eyes met, a tremor ran down Kate’s spine. His eyes...the way he was looking at her. It made her feel thick and full of mud. Like she’d stepped into a fuggy swamp. He wasn’t...was he?

Don’t be stupid. He just likes you. He was your friend. 

He keeps touching my hand.  

So? He used to do that on the bus, and it wasn’t wrong. And don’t flatter yourself, he’s not interested. 

Kate made herself smile, an act that had always, would always be easy as breathing. As horrible as throwing up. “I’m fine, Mr. Peterson. I promise.”

He shook his head. “Okay, Katie, but you know if you leave things unsaid, they’ll only get more painful, right?”

She could feel him wanting to make her feel the way he used to. Safe. Understood. Her neediness rose up to meet his. She felt like she was wading in a sticky swamp, the impulse to collapse back into her neat little role tugging at her, sucking at her feet, pulling her down. Then she gave in, the way she did in bed with Ty. She let herself feel fifteen, small and young and confused. The world was too big, and she’d been lied to about so many things. Everything. People weren’t nice, family wasn’t safe, home wasn’t a refuge, and love could twist until you felt like your partner was the biggest thing holding you back. Wasn’t there anything firm to hold onto? To trust in?

Kate’s eyes burned, and she pushed her coffee away, burying her face in her hands. 

“Oh, Katie.” She heard Mr. Peterson step out of their booth. “Come here.”

He stood beside her, holding his arms open. Kate let out a dry sob. At that moment there was nothing she wanted more than a hug. She stood up and threw herself into his arms. Mr. Peterson’s big, muscly biceps closed around her, and Kate smelled his deodorant mixed with the salt of the Otway sea. Her heart squeezed tight. After all these years he still smelled like safety. Like friendship. He held her tight and it was salve to her teenage soul. 

“Thank you,” she said into his chest. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

He laughed softly in her ear. “Nothing’s wrong with you. I’m here for you.”

Kate smiled and looked up. She wanted to tell him she was glad, but the second they locked eyes, words failed her. Mr. Peterson wasn’t looking at her right. He wasn’t concerned or protective, not her father or a friend. He was looking at her like he wanted to kiss her. He looked like a guy you moved away from in a club because you didn’t want him to get ideas. Kate wanted to move away from Mr. Peterson, to run away, but her arms were stuffed toys and her stomach was full of static electricity. She’d been stupid. So stupid. 

Mr. Peterson brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Katie, I’m staying in town tonight. Have dinner with me?”

In town, she thought dazedly, my parents call the city that too. Maybe all old people do. Kate’s guts churned as the voices in the café had faded to nothing. There was no one here to distract her from this. “To catch up?”

He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling in that old, familiar way. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t hoping for more.” 

“I....”

He looked at her, and beneath his smile she saw hunger. He was Ty turned inside out. Ty’s love was sometimes coated in hunger, Mr. Peterson affection was painted over with lust. His body was hard against hers, his skin as hot as a furnace. Kate wanted to run. In her mind’s eye she saw herself running, but she couldn’t move. Her feet felt glued to the café floor.

“We don’t need to tell anyone,” Mr. Peterson said, leaning down so they were sharing a secret. “I just know we’re not done saying what we need to say to each other.”

“About what?”

“Love. Relationships.” His hands smoothed down her lower back. “The future.” 

No! No fucking more!

Kate shifted her shoulders, extracting herself from Mr. Peterson’s hug. She took a small step backward and panic pinched his handsome features. “Is everything okay?”

Kate tried to smile and found she couldn’t. “I’m okay. I don’t think we should have dinner. It might be a bit weird.”

“Why?”

She looked down at her shoes, white sneakers. Good for walking. Okay for running. “I don’t know. Can’t we just be friends, like we were when I was at school?”

“Katie!” Mr. Peterson reached out and gave her side a playful pinch. Kate stood there, saying and feeling and knowing nothing. He rubbed his forehead, his eyes wide as a schoolboy’s. “Come on, we were always more than friends.”

Somewhere deep inside her, a lightbulb smashed. 

The waitress appeared at her elbow, all smiles and bustling hips. “Are you two leaving, or can I get you something else?”

For a single, wild second Kate almost told her everything. Almost shouted it to the whole café—this man was supposed to be my friend and he lied! He lied! He fucking lied! Salvation came in an old, well-tested form. She smiled, feeling bubble-gum sweetness expand through and over her like a saccharine suit of armour. She beamed at the waitress. “Could I please get four beef bourguignon pies to take away?”

“Of course!”

Kate waved a hand in Mr. Peterson’s direction. “They’re for Rapunzel and Deidre and the other girls. Do you want one?”

“Katie...?”

She ignored him, his wistful tone, his stupid self-pity. “I think they’ll like them. I know I do.” 

She followed the waitress to the counter, feeling him walking in her wake. 

Mr. Peterson touched her side with a hand as hot as pot roast. “I’ll pay.” 

Kate stepped aside, rummaging in her bag. “It’s okay. Managers at my work get a food allowance. I never use mine.”

There was a short pause. “You’re a manager?”

Oh, fuck you, fuck you forever, Mr. fucking Peterson. 

But she didn’t say it, she didn’t want to risk looking at him. Because he wasn’t real. He was never real. He was a dream who should have stayed in the late aughts. Should never have come to her in the first place. 
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[image: image]


In the years to come, Kate couldn’t fathom how she got through the next few hours at Rapunzel’s house. She had few memories of what she’d said or done or eaten, but she’d been there, helping Deidre carry boxes, chatting with Casey and Tambara.

Mr. Peterson had been relaxed, she remembered that. He’d been relaxed and Rapunzel barely held it together. She was the only one tapped into the electromagnetic tension of the situation. She kept shooting Kate panicky looks, clearly dying to discuss the situation but equally terrified she’d make everything worse. 

Kate left before her friend could corner her, slipping out the back door without saying goodbye to anyone. She walked through the overflowing vegetable garden and onto the street. The second she was alone, she started crying great fat, wet tears. She wandered the streets of Brunswick for a while, but the tears didn’t stop. She felt as though a powerful internal pillar had been kicked and now everything else was crooked.

She wanted to call Ty, but if he was the slightest bit jealous of Mr. Peterson, the slightest bit ‘I told you so’, she’d shatter like porcelain. She wanted to call Rapunzel, but if she was the slightest bit defensive on Dede’s behalf, she’d crack like glass. For the first time in ages, Kate debated calling Maria. Her former mentor would go apeshit about Mr. Peterson in a way Kate knew would make her feel better. But Maria’s support was a poisoned chalice. You drank and you were under her thumb again. 

I’m alone. I’m so, so alone. 

An hour later, she was walking Sydney Road when Ty called. 

“Hey,” he said, without waiting for her to greet him. “We’re not going to the awards tonight. We’re doing something else.”

Any other time, this would have surprised her. Or at least confused her. But right then, all Kate felt was dull relief that she wouldn’t have to get dressed up and pretend she felt normal. “What are we doing instead?”

“Playing.” Ty didn’t sound playful. His voice was cold as steel. 

Kate’s cunt contracted as though he’d drawn on it with a string. It was such a welcome change from numbness that she smiled. “Will it hurt?”

“What do you think?”

Good. Bring the pain, the hurt. Ground me in sensation. Break me on purpose, Daddy, so I can build myself again. Without all these stupid mistakes. 

“We’re not doing it at our place,” Ty said in the same icy tone. “I’ve got a new place. I’ll text you the address. Meet me at seven in a pretty dress or I’ll make you wish you’d stayed out with your friends all night.”

Then he hung up.

Kate stared at her phone. For a second pain threatened to hurtle her back into tears, but she bit down on it. Ty didn’t mean to be mean; he was pretending, and it would be her salvation. Her hurt would soon be transmuted into the best feeling in the world. Everything else could wait. Forever, if she was lucky. 
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Chapter 7
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Ty sat back in his armchair, his tumbler of Glenlivet going hot in his hand. The temptation to check his phone was overwhelming, but he couldn’t give in. It was past seven. Kate couldn’t be far away, and he needed to be calm when she got here. Calm and collected and cold. She’d sounded strange on the phone. Not guilty or defensive, just distracted. He wanted to ask about the guy she’d had coffee with, but he wasn’t going to do it until they fucked. He’d been amazed by Kate’s ability to lie before, cloaking her feelings in sweetness. They knew each other so well, but that didn’t mean they knew everything. No, he’d wait until after they had sex to unpack what the fuck had happened this afternoon.

He ran his thumb over his belt buckle, feeling the cold metal ridges. It was Kate’s favourite, the heaviest and thickest belt he had. He was going to hurt her tonight. Spank her, pull her hair, own her in a way only he could. He’d make Kate cry and come and beg, and when she was done, she’d collapse into his arms and the tension grinding in his heart and jaw would be gone. He’d have released them both. All she had to do was get here. Ty took a swallow of whiskey, feeling it burn down his throat. He was drinking too much lately, but now wasn’t the time to consider it. Where was Middleton?

As though in answer, he heard a timid knock. Ty’s heart pulsed. “Come in.”

The front door swung forward and there was his girl. Kate McGrath in a short white dress, her hair loose around her shoulders. A lump rose in Ty’s throat. She looked so small, so defenceless, for a moment he forgot why they were there. He stood, wanting nothing but to pull her into his arms. He caught himself, folding his forearms across his chest. “You’re late.”

She mumbled something he couldn’t hear.

“What was that?”

She lifted her head a little. “Sorry, Daddy.”

“Are you now? And how are you going to prove that?”

Kate stared at her high heeled sandals. It was a warm evening, but he was sure she was shivering. She must have gotten herself into a state, fantasising about what they were about to do. Well fucking good, it’d would be all the easier to remind her who her daddy was.

“Come here,” he said. “Kneel.”

She obeyed, not meeting his eyes as she folded herself in front of him. 

He ran a hand through her silky hair and blood stirred in his cock. He’d been turned on waiting for her, but now that she was here, nervous and eager, he was hard as stone. Had she gone home to get changed? No, he didn’t recognise the dress and it smelled new. Where were her clothes? Her handbag and phone? 

Does it fucking matter? Get on with it.

He stroked her velvet cheek, studying her expression for a sign she wasn’t into what they were doing. “You know I love you, don’t you, Katie?”

She nodded.

Ty lifted her chin so she was looking at him. “Loving someone doesn’t mean you putting up with their bullshit, though, does it?”

She shook her head, her eyes so wide he could see the whites all around them.

“That’s right.” Ty gave her nose a little tap. “When I married your mother, I told her I’d help keep you in line, but you keep making a fool of me, don’t you?”

The question was no harsher than what he usually said to her normally during their games, but this time he could hear the anger in his voice. He pictured her having coffee with another man, another attractive older man, and heat twisted through him. “Well?”

“Sorry, Daddy.”

“You’re always sorry, princess.” Ty threw back the rest of his whiskey. “Get my cock out.” 

Kate’s hands fumbled with his belt, finally unlatching it before struggling to undo his suit pants. Ty rolled his eyes. “Hurry the fuck up. I don’t have all day.”

“Sorry.” She slid his zipper down. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

He almost groaned when her cool hands pulled his cock from his underwear and into the evening air, but he clenched his teeth to keep the sound in. Mean was what she needed, what they both liked. Kate stroked him softly, as though curious, the sensation so sweet it made his jaw ache. He grabbed a handful of her hair. “Stop fumbling around with it and put it in your mouth.”

Kate started and mumbled another apology.

“Stop talking and suck my fucking cock.”

Warm heat enveloped his dick. “That’s it,” Ty groaned, sliding his hand through her hair. “Now, make it good for me or you’ll get Daddy’s belt.”

Kate whimpered softly. 

“What was that? Did you say ‘I love sucking your big fat cock, Daddy’?”

Kate repeated the words back to him as best she could with him deep in her mouth. 

“Good. Now suck harder. Suck like you mean it.”

She did. So well that within seconds, Ty was forcing her forehead away to keep from coming. He stood, panting and trying to remember what he’d planned next.

“Don’t you want me to keep going, Daddy?”

She was looking down, apparently asking the question of the floor, but he’d heard the insolence in her voice. She didn’t play the brat often, but she was clearly doing it now. That was fine with him. Ty closed his fingers around her face, the bones so small they might have been made of spun sugar. “What was that, princess?”

She gave a little shrug. 

“It’s like that, is it, you dirty little liar? Fine.”

He drew his palm back and tapped her hard on the face, not quite a slap, but enough to make her jump. “Go to the bar. Pour me another drink.” He forced his empty tumbler into her palm, and she staggered to the bar, shaky as a baby giraffe. Ty settled himself in the armchair as she returned, silently handing him the glass.

“You keep it,” he said. “Kneel.”

She knelt in front of him, her gaze on his cock, which was still jutting from his suit pants. 

“Blow me.”

She bent forward and when she licked his cock, he tapped her cheek again. “Drink first.”

Kate hesitated—she hated whiskey—but then she raised the tumbler to her lips and sipped, making a face at the taste. He watched, waiting for her throat to work. “Good. Now put your mouth on me.” He let her settle her lips over his cock before he gave her cheek another smack. “Did I say you could swallow?”

Kate shook her head. Her eyes were shiny now. Whatever rebellion had flared in her was tipping toward tears. Ty grinned at her, keeping his eyes cold. “Drink again.”

She did so and, without swallowing, resumed sucking his cock. The sensation was strange, but not unpleasant. The whiskey was warm, and it burned a little, but mostly it felt like an extra wet blowjob. He tilted his head back and let her work, wondering idly if he could get drunk through the alcohol seeping through his cock. For a couple of minutes, she sucked smoothly, then the extra wetness vanished. 

He flicked her forehead. “Did I say you could do that, princess?”

“No,” Kate whispered.

“That’s right. You don’t swallow until I tell you to fucking swallow. Do it again.”

She took another disgusted sip of whiskey and bent to her task again. Ty groaned loudly, sweeping his hands through her hair so it laid in a shining mess over his thighs. “That’s it, you don’t make the decisions. You don’t do anything except what I tell you. Now swallow.”

She did so, taking grateful gulps of air. 

“Take another sip.”

She did it again and Ty picked up the remote he’d hidden in the armchair’s side. He turned on the flat screen on the wall and flipped over to the cricket—Kate’s least favourite sport. He turned the sound up high and rested his hands on her head. “If we don’t get this fucking wicket, look out, little girl.”

She whined, sucking him faster. It was bliss until a thin stream of whiskey shot up the eye of his cock. Ty ground his teeth, using everything he had to bite back a ‘fucking Jesus!’ that would ruin not only this scene, but possibly every Daddy/Little girl role-play in the history of forever. He managed. Barely. Holy shit, it burned. He tapped Kate’s cheek. “Swallow.”

She did and he breathed a sigh of relief. Mental note, whiskey blowjobs needed to be brief and to the point. He took the tumbler from her hand and drank. She watched; her cheeks were flushed but her expression was blank as windows. He needed to work harder. 

“Right.” Ty gently pushed her forehead away. “Stand up and turn around. Show me your pussy.” 

“I...I’m wearing underwear.”

“So fucking take them off, it’s not like that’ll be hard for you.”

She shimmied out of her panties, and he raised the whiskey to his mouth as though to toast her. As the liquor touched his lips, inspiration struck. He held out his glass. “This tastes like cock. Go get me another one.”

Kate’s eyes took on a humiliated glaze, backlit by the arousal that burned in both of them when he was a prick to her. As she returned to the bar, Ty inwardly congratulated himself. He had no problem kissing Kate after a blowjob, but he’d gotten her with that one. Something that wasn’t always easy after five years of fucking. He adjusted his cock so it wasn’t choking in his suit pants. It was hard to fuck fully dressed, but she liked him being formal while she serviced him.

She returned with a fresh tumbler. He accepted it without a word, circling his finger to get her to turn her back to him. She obeyed and he grabbed a handful of her ass, pulling her onto the tip of his cock. “Sit back and ride me.”

She sank onto him, and with relief he felt she was soaking and clearly into what was happening.

Did you think she wasn’t?

No, but—

Kate moaned sharply as he slid all the way into her cunt. With her feet on the floor she bobbed slowly, riding him. “Daddy...”

“That’s it, baby. Fuck me nice and slow.” He pulled her dress up and held it to her back, watching her pale ass move, exposing the pink slit of her cunt. He watched himself sliding in and out of her and it was so fucking sexy that for a while he could do nothing but watch. Then he remembered he was supposed to be breaking her. Breaking them both. He slapped her ass, the sound cracking through the room like thunder. “Like that, slut?”

“Yes,” she whispered, sounding on the verge of tears.

“You’re nothing, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

She made a soft, sobbing noise and Ty smiled. Kate once said that crying while they played was like a shadow orgasm. Well, she was going to cry tonight. Buckets, if he had his way. He spanked her ass again. “You’re boring me. Get your mouth back on my cock.” 

With a humiliated whimper, she pulled herself off him and fell between his knees. When she sucked, her mouth was hot and desperate, and Ty was sure he could feel thin tears falling onto his pelvic bone. He kept his gaze on the cricket. He tried to sip the whiskey, but it tasted sour. He returned his focus to Kate. “That’s it, keep sucking. That’s where you belong.” 

A hard graze on the side of his cock. Whether by accident or deliberately, she’d scraped him with her teeth. Ty gave an exaggerated hiss. “The fuck was that?”

Kate pulled back, eyes full of tears. “Sorry, Daddy.”

“Not as sorry as I am. What good are you if you can’t even suck cock?” 

“I don’t know, Daddy.”

Ty gripped her chin. “I can send you to boarding school, Katie. Somewhere far away. I can do that and then I can get a new little girl to play with me while I watch cricket.”

A tear trailed down her cheek. “I know. I can do better, I promise.” 

Ty paused. He and Kate had done and said things like this before, playing with ownership and jealousy, but she didn’t usually respond to things like this with tears. She got sulky, giving him an opportunity to punish her more. But she might be too turned on to contradict him. He rubbed a thumb over her lower lip. “You’re lucky you’re so pretty, princess. I’m going to give you another chance. Ride me again, faster this time.”

Kate stumbled to her feet and settled on him, gripping his thighs for balance. 

“Hurry up, baby.” Ty planted a kiss on her neck. “Be a good little whore.”

“I will. I will, I promise.” Kate bounced on him, soaking him with the confirmation she was enjoying this. When her whimpers grew high and whistling, he knew she was close. He tapped her hip. “You like how it feels?”

She nodded furiously. 

“That’s good. You’re being such a good girl. If you keep being good, Daddy will take you out for pancakes.”

Kate stopped dead, half sunk down on his cock. Ty’s jaw stiffened. What the hell was wrong? He was riffing; the last time they’d gone out for a late-night meal, it had been to Pancake Parlour for milkshakes and short stacks, the two of them kissing and laughing among all the drunk people. Confused, he spanked her right thigh. “Did I say stop?”

She resumed bouncing on him at once, but Ty barely felt the pleasurable squeeze of her cunt.

That there was something rotten in Denmark. Kate wasn’t okay. A stilted attitude and a strange reaction to the mention of pancakes wasn’t much, but it wasn’t nothing. He’d been doing this for years and she’d never reacted to him like this. Something was wrong. But how was he supposed to pull them out of this? Kate had a safe word, but he didn’t. He wasn’t the one being put at physical or emotional risk. For the first time, he wondered if that was a mistake.

He didn’t want to hurt her. He’d feel like absolute shit if he did, but the stakes felt too high to stop. She was here on his orders, in a rented house he’d paid for instead of attending a work event. They were playing his game. He couldn’t quit. 

Ty gripped Kate’s hips, halting her movements. “That’s enough. Take off your dress and lie across my knees.”

She turned, her eyes streaming tears. “Yes, Daddy. Hurt me, please.”  

Ty’s stomach plummeted. He opened his mouth to tell her he didn’t think he could do it, and she scowled at him. “Don’t stop.”

Kate didn’t sound like her role-play self or his girlfriend. She sounded like an angry stranger, but she had a point; they weren’t done. He needed to keep going. He gripped her hair and pulled it. “I’ve changed my mind. You keep fucking me. Ride my cock until you come like the dirty slut you are.”

With a whimper of pain, Kate rocked back into him, grinding herself on his shaft. 

Ty let her go for a minute, then pulled her away. “You’re useless.”

He stood, roughly arranging her so she was bent over the armchair. He pushed her lower back down and thrust his cock inside her. 

Kate let out a low moan.

“Shut up,” Ty said. “I don’t want to hear you. I can’t believe I have to fuck you. It’s fucking pathetic.”

She pressed her face into the leather chair but couldn’t suppress the sound of her pleasure. Ty 

could feel her tightening. She was getting closer. He gritted his teeth and fucked her faster. “You like that, little girl?”

“Yes,” Kate sobbed. “More, meaner.”

He laid a blistering slap on her backside. “You’re useless, you know that? Nothing but a set of holes for me to fuck, and even then, you’re barely worth the effort.”

It was the ugliest thing Ty had ever said to her. It hurt a little to say it, but Kate moaned and rocked and then she came. Her inner muscles gripped him, turning hell into an upside-down heaven. 

“Please stop,” she asked in a voice begging for the opposite. “Stop!”

“We’re not done here.” Ty worked his thumb into her asshole, feeling her tighten to a dizzying degree as he fucked her. He was close now and he wanted to come. He closed his eyes as he slid deep, remembering how she’d looked when she first came into the Airbnb, fresh and pale. Light built in his lower body and then he came, his ears ringing, his teeth bared. “Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

Kate slumped forward as Ty shuddered and shook. He swiped the sweat from his forehead, a little relieved it was over. “How was that, baby?”

She nodded, raising a palm a little. 

Ty laughed. “Not bad, huh? I hope you didn’t mind me saying you taste like cock, that came to me as a dick thing to say. You know I don’t give a shit about—”

He stopped dead. Kate wasn’t laughing or relaxing. She’d made no move to clean up or even stand. Her shoulders were shaking and he realised with a rush of horror that she was still crying. 

Ty leaned over, pulling her back into his arms. “Kate? Katie, what’s wrong?”

She shook her head, her whole body racked with sobs.

“Middleton!” Ty threw himself into the chair and bundled her against his chest, holding all of her as closely as he could.  He felt his come spilling onto his pants, but he only held her tighter. Kate was cold, her breathing a hard rattle. 

“Ty...”

“Baby, what’s wrong?”

But he already knew; Kate was having a panic attack. He rubbed her back, fighting the acidic terror rising from his gut. He was drunk, too drunk to drive if she needed to go to the hospital. Why had he spent the afternoon pounding whiskey he didn’t even fucking want? 

Think about that later, fuckhead. Focus.

“Middleton. Count your exhales for me. One. Two. Three...”

“I...can’t...” she wheezed.

Not great, but she’d answered him. Ty kissed her cold forehead. “It’ll be hard, but you can do it if you focus. Just breathe and count with me.”

But her panting merely sped up. Her pupils shrank and the colour drained from her face. Ty remembered the last time he’d been in this position, watching a plumber lose his shit on his lawn as his multimillion-dollar home burned. He gripped Kate’s arm as hard as he’d gripped the arm of that plumber. “Look at me.”

Kate’s gaze found his, blank and helpless.

“Answer these questions as soon as I ask them,” he said, keeping the threat in his voice. “What’s something you can feel? Anywhere on your body?”

Kate blinked. “Your...knees...”

“What else?”

Her hands rose, gesturing to her neck. “My dress...”

“Good. Good girl.” Ty smoothed a hand through her hair. “What can you smell?”

“I don’t know.” Kate’s panting picked up. “I don’t know.”

Ty’s heart ached, but he kept his grip tight and his gaze stern. “It’s not a trick question. What can you smell?”

A shaky inhale through her nose. “The chair leather...whiskey.”

“What else?”

“New paint on the walls.”

“That’s good.” The colour was returning to Kate’s lips, and there was little focus in her eyes. Her breathing was regulating. He picked up the TV remote. “What’s this?”

“A remote.”

He touched the silver heart necklace she wore. “And what’s this?”

“My necklace.”

“Very good.”

Kate took a deep, shuddering breath. “Ty, what’s wrong with me?”

“Absolutely fucking nothing, Middleton.” 

“But—”

“But nothing. And this isn’t the time to talk about what’s happening. Just breathe and tell me five things you can see.”

She did, slowly but without hyperventilating, and Ty held her as close as he dared. He’d stay here all night if he had to. Until Kate was okay again. 
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It took over an hour for Kate to breathe normally again. When she was able to stand, Ty ran her a bath in the huge tub in the bathroom. He slipped her into the water and made her a cup of tea, and when he came back, she looked better. Her eyes were clear and her cheeks were pink.

“Thank you,” she said when he gave her the tea. “I have no idea why that happened.”

Ty didn’t believe her, but he knew not to push. He sat on the closed toilet lid and searched his phone for music. He settled on one of Kate’s Spotify playlists, full of indie rock and gentle acoustic pop. He hit play on ‘The Dirt’ by Tor Miller and put his phone next to the basin. 

“Ty? Don’t you want to know what happened?”

Ty considered the question. “Yes, but telling me doesn’t matter. You being okay matters.” 

Her laughter was strained. “You wouldn’t say that if you knew what it was. You’d hate me.”

For the first time all night, Ty felt genuinely irritated. “That’s bullshit.”  

“It’s not,” she said, sounding miserable. “You would hate me. You wouldn’t love me the same way anymore, you’d—”

Ty had heard enough. Ignoring her protests, he kicked off his shoes and climbed into the bath. 

“You’re insane!” she squealed. “You’re ruining your pants! Your nice shirt!”

“Fuck it.” He settled across from her, hot water billowing in his clothes. “They’re already covered in come.”

Her smile was small and shocked, but it was real. Ty took her hand. “Middleton, I won’t say this again, so listen up. There is nothing you could do that would make me hate you, nothing I wouldn’t forgive you for. Nothing that exists or did exist or could exist. Got that?”

Kate stared at their joined hands. “Promise?”

“I’m your daddy. I’ll take care of you forever.”

“And if I made a mistake?”

He thought of the man Kate had coffee with. Had they kissed? Had sex? The idea went through him like a sword. For a second his grip on Kate’s hand loosened, then he looked at her, the woman he loved. The woman who’d given him her twenties, her heart and all her secrets. Strength Ty didn’t know he had filled him like pure gold elixir. “Whatever happened, it doesn’t matter. I’ll be here for you.” 

Kate exhaled a long shuddering breath. “I went over to Rapunzel’s place early because her new housemate—you know, the one she has a crush on—was coming sooner than she thought...”

“Go on,” Ty said, his heart in his mouth. “I’m listening.”

Later it seemed to Ty that he’d been there with her, standing on Rapunzel’s porch, watching the battered blue van park in the driveway. He could picture himself beside her at every step of her story—walking with her as she and Mr. Peterson headed for Choukette, listening as the guy flirted with her and cajoled her into talking about her family and relationships. He heard Mr. Peterson break her heart with one selfish piece-of-shit sentence. We were always more than friends.

Kate didn’t cry as she repeated his words, she sounded numb. Hearing her, Ty wanted to hurt Kane Peterson more than he’d ever wanted to hurt anyone, but he didn’t say so. Even as anger pumped through him like lead, he knew how he felt didn’t matter. Kate mattered. She’d suffered a huge betrayal and it wasn’t going to be solved by him going away for assault.

So Ty pulled her into his arms and listened to her talk about her relationship with Mr. Peterson, telling disconnected stories in which his inappropriate behaviour became apparent to her for the first time. Nothing too graphic, but he had held her hand, told her she was more grown up than anyone else her age, that she should watch Wild Things. As she talked, Ty saw himself sitting beside his teenage girlfriend as she rode the unofficial school bus, infatuated by the man who drove it. He’d never laid eyes on Kane Peterson, but he could imagine how he looked, tall and tanned and jovial. Lonely in his own way, weak enough to think a girl barely into her teens understood and appreciated his flirting. He saw Baby Middleton, thin and talking too fast, a malnourished houseplant that craved affection in a way that was repulsive to her peers, but not Mr. Peterson. 

“Want to know where I went?” Kate asked suddenly. “After I left Rapunzel’s?”

“Not home I’m guessing?”

She shook her head. “I thought about it, but it was too scary. Like I’d drag my craziness into our safe place. I ran for a bit, then I bought a new dress and shoes. Then I went to Brunswick Library and left my handbag with the librarian. I said it was my friend’s and she’d left it behind.”

“It’s good you didn’t throw the whole thing away.” 

“I thought about it, but I didn’t want to ruin anything, I just wanted to feel like no one could reach me.” 

“I get that.”

Kate splashed in the lukewarm water. “I don’t know why I’m so upset. I haven’t seen Mr. Peterson in years. I didn’t like him or love him anymore. It shouldn’t matter what he said to me.”

“It does matter.”

She looked at him. “Why?”

Ty held her gaze. “I think you know the answer, Middleton. Why don’t you tell me?”

“Can’t you...?”

His heart twisted. “I could, baby, but it’ll be better if you do it. You’re strong enough, I know you are.”

Kate dropped her gaze to the sudsy water. After a long, painful silence, she spoke. “He wasn’t supposed to feel that way. He wasn’t supposed to want me like that. I didn’t know he did, and now I do, it fucking sucks.”

“Of course, it does, beautiful.”

She gave a watery smile. “I should have known the guy who raised Deidre couldn’t be a nice person.”

Ty pulled her back into his arms, wrapping himself around her. Kate didn’t resist. She snuggled back into him, pressing her naked body into his clothed one. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” 

“Thank you for getting me through this.”

Ty’s eyes pricked with heat. He didn’t want to heap more hurt on her when she was so raw, but he had to be honest, to trust Kate could handle his honesty. “Baby, I am going to help you through this, but what happened was a big deal. You’re going to need more than one bath to process it.”

Kate sighed, relaxing back into him. “You’re probably right. I just don’t want it to be. I want to be happy.”

“You will be, but we can’t sweep this under the rug. We’ll take our time dealing with the situation and we’ll come out stronger in the end.”

Kate moved away from him as though he’d zapped her.

“What?” he said, feeling paranoid. 

She stared at him as though transfixed. “You don’t want to own me. You really want us to be together forever.”

“Uh, yeah?” 


Kate stared at him, unblinking, unsmiling. “Ty, I can marry you.” 
Ty’s mouth fell open. “Baby, we don’t need to talk about this right now.”

“But I need to! I need to know you know that I believe in us and I’m willing to change and grow with you. For you.”

“Okay, how about this?” Ty stood, dripping, and climbed out of the bath. He stripped off his waterlogged shirt and undid his pants.

“What are you doing?” Kate asked, sounding wonderfully like she wanted to laugh. 

“Just wait,” he said, pulling down his wet briefs and heading to the hallway. In the quiet of the loungeroom, he opened his briefcase and extracted his gift. Heart pounding, he returned to the bath. Kate was sitting up, her brown eyes bright, soapy water running down her small breasts. Ty marvelled at her perfection. “You’re fucking gorgeous.”

“You can talk! But shut up, what’s the thing you got me?”

Ty grinned and held out the keyring. Kate took it, cupping the tiny Eiffel Tower in her wet hand. “Ty...Ty does this mean...?”

“I took the job.”

Kate’s mouth fell open. “Paris?”

“It’s yours, Middleton. If you want it.” 

Her scream rang through the bathroom, bouncing off the walls and lowering his Airbnb rating by a whole star. Ty laughed and climbed back into the bath, drowning himself in his beautiful girlfriend and her delight in their brand-new future. 

“I love you,” he said, kissing her ear. “I’ll love you forever and ever and ever.”
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One year later.

Parisian sun beat down on Kate’s face. She turned up her nose and let it wash over her skin. European sunshine didn’t burn the way it did at home. For the first time in her life, she had a tan. A soft whine made her reach under the table and scratch Kiwi, her French boodle, behind her velvet ears. “What’s wrong, baby?”

Kiwi whined again, flicking her small ears upward. 

“Naww, you’re hungry, aren’t you? You won’t be waiting long, baby. Daddy will be here soon.”

The café waiter, dark and handsome as a cliché, reappeared and picked up Kate’s coffee cup. “Puis-je vous apporter autre chose, mademoiselle?”

“Non, merci. Tout était délicieux.”

“Je suis très content de l'entendre.” The waiter beamed down at Kiwi. “Quel beau petit chien!”

Kate smiled, rubbing her puppy behind the ears. “Merci, elle a six mois aujourd'hui.”

“Merveilleux. Eh bien, faites-moi savoir si vous avez besoin d'autre chose.” The waiter gave her another wide smile and strode away. Kate quietly marvelled at how well her French was coming along. She was still far from fluent, but ordering was a cinch and casual conversation was almost possible. 

“A little more practise and people might stop glaring at me for being a filthy tourist,” she whispered to Kiwi, who looked utterly unimpressed. Very French of her. Kate scratched her silky back. “It’s okay, sweet pea. If you’re good, Daddy said—"

“What did Daddy say?” 

Kate turned to see Ty, tall and golden in navy slacks and a white shirt. He carried a black laptop back and looked drained and slightly sweaty. She smiled at him. “Daddy said he’d buy me a pony. Or did I not hear that right?”

Ty grinned. “Give me a hug.”

Kate did, inhaling his cologne and sweat. “Bad day?”

“Just busy.” His hand slid down to her ass. “You look gorgeous.”

“Thanks. Do you want to get food?” 

“Soon.” He pulled the chair across from hers out and sat down. “What have you been up to?” 

“Working.” Kate indicated the laptop bag at her side. “It’s crazy how much stuff I can do remotely.” 

“Glenda offered you a full-time position yet?”

“No, but I think she would if I asked.” 

“Maybe I should work from home,” Ty mused. “Spend more time with you?”

“We’d have sex all day and accomplish nothing.”

“So? Why do you get to relax at home and I have to work in an office where everyone giggles whenever I say, ‘solar power?’” 

“Because you love being grumpy,” Kate reminded him. “And because you stopped coming to night classes when Madame Pollachi said you don’t articulate your vowels properly.” 

“Stupid Madame Pollachi...” Ty beamed at her. “Hey, I have good news.”

“Go on?” 

“The Belladonna Club’s officially vetted my ass. We’re in.”

Kate squealed, making Kiwi yelp. 

“Oh my gosh, sorry, Kiwi!” She patted the little dog as she gaped at Ty. “Seriously?”

Ty gave her a satisfied smirk. “Oh yeah, we’re in.”

Kate laughed out loud. They’d applied for a membership at the Parisian adult club three months before. The vetting process was expensive and almost more complicated than applying for a work visa, but she and Ty had loved the elegant venue and airtight privacy Belladonna offered. 

“This is such good news!” Kate grabbed Ty’s hand. “I knew we were going to get in.”

“I didn’t.” Ty yawned, stretching his arms over his head. “Either way, it’ll be good to start socializing with people I don’t work with.” 

“Don’t we do that by Facetiming our entire friendship circle every week?” Kate asked. 

“No, you do that. The Barbie Trolls see more of you and Kiwi than I do.” 

“Yeah, but Georgie and Ian are coming to stay with us next month.”

“So?”

“So, they’ll bring more socialising and Australian spirit with them,” Kate said. “Ian’s the biggest bogan going around. He’s like, all five members of Hilltop Hoods condensed into one guy.”

Ty laughed. “I hope you can handle it. They could have gotten their own place, you know, but you insisted they stay in the spare room...”

“It’ll be nice to have people in the house! Like being at camp together, but with better food.”

“That’s called living on campus at uni, and I lived on campus with Georgie in the nineties. It was a nightmare. Cat hair and feminist literature everywhere...” Ty gave a fake shudder. 

Kate flicked his shoulder. “You’ll get over it. Consider it practise for when Rapunzel, Tam, Casey, and Gilly show up.” 

“Hmmm.” Ty picked up Kate’s water glass and drank from it. He was bringing himself around to ask her something, but now that he didn’t drink, the asking tended to take longer. Kate sat and waited for him to speak. When the glass was empty, Ty put it down carefully. “How’s Rapunzel?”

Kate’s chest tightened, her internal screws wrenching tight. “She’s hurting.”

“Because her and Deidre are...?”

“They’re not back together. They’re still talking, but it’s over. Deidre moved out last weekend.” 

The lines in Ty’s forehead deepened. “Did he show up to help her move?”

The screwdriver turned, sending fissures of pain down Kate’s front. “No, Rapunzel told Deidre she didn’t want him near the house.”

Ty nodded grimly. “Good. Baby, I know it can’t be easy, but none of this is your fault.”

“I know, it just sucks.”

“It does.”

Kate rubbed Kiwi’s ears, staring out at the street without seeing. “It’s just hard. In the least self-pitying way possible, it is my fault that Rapunzel and Deidre couldn’t make it work. Telling her what happened with Mr. Peter—Kane—screwed up her and Dede’s relationship before it had a chance to start.”

Ty’s mouth thinned at the mention of Mr. Peterson, but he didn’t say anything, just laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. 

“What do you think I should do?” Kate pressed.

“Nothing you can do, baby. You can’t take Rapunzel’s breakup on. The paths that led to that were laid down a decade ago. By him.”

“I know.”

“Rapunzel’s a bright, attractive woman. She’ll meet someone else. Someone who’s dad didn’t groom her best friend.”

Kate made a face. She still wasn’t comfortable with the language around her childhood experience. It was difficult to parse the good things from the complex. The fact of Mr. Peterson’s gross betrayal and that he’d never touched her sexually or made her feel uncomfortable when she was a teenager. That he had been her friend—or at least made her life easier to bear. It was all tangled up in her mind, but being in Paris and attending regular therapy was helping. She and Dr Esther Kolbe had been seeing each other for almost nine months, picking through not only the Mr. Peterson thing, but a lot of painful emotional patterns that had sprung up from her childhood. It was hard work, but Kate felt stronger than she ever had before. 

“Are you okay?” Ty asked. “About Rapunzel and the rest?”

“Yeah. Being in Paris helps—knowing I won’t run into Mr. Peterson when I go home or see him randomly in Melbourne. And that there’s new things to see and do.”

She and Ty looked around, taking in the cityscape. Kate felt Kiwi brush against her leg, and it was like her heart was pouring golden light. It was cheesy, but the nicest things were cheesy. Kate turned to Ty and kissed him. He kissed her back, light and sweet, a hand rising up to cup her cheek.

“You’re right,” Kate said.

Ty tucked a hand behind his ear. “I’m sorry, what?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re right.”

“Ah, but I’m so frequently right. You’ll have to be more specific.”

Kate swatted him. “You’re right about Rapunzel. She is amazing, she’ll meet someone else. And even if she doesn’t, she’ll be fine.”

“Exactly.” Ty bent down and petted Kiwi. She gave an excited yip. 

“We should get going,” Kate said. “I promised her snacks when you got here.”

“Of course. She’s going to be the fattest little kiwi in the world, isn’t she? Where do you want to go for dinner?”

Kate closed her eyes, breathed deep. “To the steakhouse over on Perielle Street.” 

“Done.” Ty smiled as though he knew how far she’d come. And maybe he did. There were few secrets between them these days. Few places they hid from each other or pretended they couldn’t see. They stood and joined the fast, fashionable people striding along the pavement. As they walked, Ty kissed the side of her head. “When they called to let me know we’re in at Belladonna, the guy asked if we were married.”

Kate smiled up at the sky. “What did you say?”

“That we’ve been a committed relationship for almost six years and our marital status isn’t anyone’s business but our own,” Ty said, sounding like the middle manager he was. “Why, what did you want me to tell him?” 

“I don’t know, isn’t it our secret?”

“It certainly is.” 

“And is it something you want to change?”

Ty shrugged. “Not really. I couldn’t give a fuck.”

“Could you ever?”

Ty pulled her closer, tucking her into his side. “Of course. But people grow up, Middleton. Get mature. Start to act their age.” 

She laughed, turning her face up to the sun once more. “I’m glad to hear it. It’s been a long time coming, Mr. Henderson.”

“I’ll give you a long time coming.”

She groaned. “Didn’t you just say you were mature?”

“I say all kinds of shit.” He kissed the top of her head again. “Let’s go eat steak.”

Kate was about to agree when a thought struck her. “Before the steakhouse could we go down to the river and watch the sunset?”

“Your wish is my command.” Ty took Kiwi’s lead from her, kissing her lightly on the mouth. “I love you, baby.”

Kate smiled. “I love you, Daddy.”

And they walked hand and hand toward the river Seine, Kiwi trotting at their heels. 

The End
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“We are well advised to keep on nodding terms with the people we used to be, whether we find them attractive company or not. Otherwise they turn up unannounced.”

-Joan Dideon, Slouching Towards Bethlehem

You do not have to be good.

You do not have to walk on your knees

For a hundred miles through the desert, repenting.

You only have to let the soft animal of your body

love what it loves

-Mary Oliver, Wild Geese
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Nicole DaSilva sat on the couch and folded herself like lady origami—right knee over left, fingers woven in her lap. She scanned the Airbnb for loose papers, stray glasses, but every corner of the apartment was spotless. That should have been reassuring but uncertainty quivered in her belly.

“Breathe,” she told herself. “Just breathe.”

But each inhalation only made her chest tighter. Impatient, Nicole stood and walked to the bathroom mirror. She scanned herself for pimples, grey hairs, chips in her manicure. There was nothing. Short of surgery, the woman before her couldn’t be improved. She’d spent the day getting The Full Beauty. A cut, colour, blowout, manicure, pedicure, eyebrow threading and tinting, lash extensions and a thorough wax of her underarms, legs and labia. Her makeup had been professionally done and she’d chosen her outfit a week ago; a Country Road shirt, peach silk shorts and Dior sandals. Pretty but not too feminine, the pastels contrasting her black hair and blue eyes.

She lingered at the mirror, cataloguing the things she couldn’t change—her widow’s peak, her slightly larger left eye, the thinness of her top lip. She’d always been hyper aware of her flaws. When people told her she was beautiful, she wanted to demand, “What about the widow’s peak? The mismatched eyes? Have you taken them into consideration, or do you think they’re quirky or something?”

The woman in the mirror looked so unhappy, Nicole was embarrassed. 

“Smile,” she demanded. “You’re pretty and well-off and you have a good job. You’re going to see your fiancé for the first time in three weeks. You’re lucky so be happy.”

She drew her cheeks back, but her smile was joyless. She let her face fall back into gloom.

Aaron hadn’t wanted to come to Melbourne. He considered the city enemy territory. DaSilva Country. He’d wanted her to spend the weekend at their house in Adelaide and it had taken a lot of arguments to get him to agree to fly to Melbourne. 

“We’re not fucking staying at your house,” he’d said. “Your sisters hate me. They’ll put a frog in my bag or call the cops on me at the airport or something.” 

Nicole wished she could have told him he was paranoid, but he was right; Sam and Tabby did hate him, and they weren’t known for their subtlety. As heavily tattooed extraverts, they were known for the opposite of that. In the end, she’d booked an Airbnb as far from Brunswick as possible and hoped her sisters were too busy for long-distance sabotage. 

Nicole studied her reflection, pushing her lackluster top lip out.

I could always get some filler put in. Aaron said that girl at work has it and it looks sexy...

She imagined how her sisters would respond if she showed up to Silver Daughters with lip injections. 

“Oi, someone call the council! There’s a wild duck on the loose and she looks huuuuungry,” Tabby would say, while taking as many photos as possible. 

Sam might laugh or she might be insulted. They were identical twins, after all, and her getting fillers was akin to saying Sam’s top lip was too thin. 

“Our mouth’s not good enough for you now?” Sam might say, though she was the one who’d covered herself in tattoos and separated them into distinct individuals—the sexy artist and her boring double. As the only non-tattooist in her family, Nicole was used to being treated as the vanilla sheep, but it still grated sometimes.  Although if she had lip injections... 

She rolled her eyes at herself. “You’d be a boring accountant with lip injections.” 

It was irritating to still be wading in her teenage insecurities. She was twenty-eight and engaged, too old to resent her lack of edginess. Too old to worry about what her sisters thought of her fiancé. 

We don’t want to think anything about him, Sam announced. But he’s such a dickhead, he makes it impossible. 

Yeah, you can do better, Tabby chipped in. For example, Ivan Milat is still alive. 

Nicole prodded her top lip. “Shut up. Aaron and I are getting married. We have a house together.”

Tabby laughed. Because we all know real estate is the erotic backbone of all relationships. He’s so boring, Nix. His face is a Caucasian blur. Even lip injections wouldn’t jazz him up. 

Nicole snorted and was instantly ashamed. When she’d moved to Adelaide, she’d broken her habit of talking to her sisters in her head, but since her return to Melbourne, Sam and Tabby had taken up their chairs in her mind and resumed commenting on everything she did with intrusive jocularity. 

She’d told herself it would stop when she returned to South Australia, but she no longer knew when that would be. She’d returned home two months ago to help Sam with the family business which had edged close to bankruptcy after their dad left on a spontaneous hiatus. She’d expected to stay a couple of weeks, but Silver Daughters financial troubles were so extensive, she’d filed a remote working request so she could stay until they were solved. Her sisters were thrilled, Aaron was not. 

“Your dad left the studio to Samantha and she can’t manage it,” he snarled down the phone. “She needs to grow up and sell it to someone who can, not keep it on life support with the help of her more successful sister.”

“Please don’t be mad at me,” she’d pleaded. “Silver Daughters is our home. Sam and Tabby learned to tattoo here! I ran the accounts when I was fourteen! I have more happy memories here than anywhere else!”

Without warning Aaron had hung up on her. Later he texted to say if she loved the studio so much, she could stay there forever. 

They weren’t doing so good, relationship-wise. The problem was, she couldn’t bring herself to tell him what he wanted to hear—that Adelaide was her home and he was more important than her sisters. She knew that should be true, but her heart still belonged to Brunswick, to the graffiti murals and pretentious cafes and weirdos in Salvation Army jumpers. And though her sisters drove her bonkers, her heart belonged to them, too. To their blue eyes and bad language. To their easy, unpretentious love. 

She wanted to miss Aaron, but every day in Melbourne was like a holiday from reality. Everything except...

She tried to keep the thoughts from rushing in, but it was too late. He arrived in vivid detail—big and mean, wearing black jeans and carrying a fat fantasy novel. It was Noah Newcomb as she’d first seen him, the day she’d returned to Melbourne. 

“He’s great,” Sam said as she drove her and Tabby from the airport. “Quiet but great.”

“Great at tattooing, or great in general?” 

“Both. Tabby, stop kicking my seat, you dickhead.”

Nicole had assumed Noah Newcomb was like her dad—a longhaired hippie, spaced out but essentially harmless. 

She’d never been so wrong in her life. 

A hulking beast stood reading a novel at reception, big as a house with blackwork tattoos drilled into every inch of his skin. As she looked at him, a cold snake uncoiled in her belly. She’d grown up above the studio; she wasn’t intimidated by ink, but she knew this man wasn’t some tatt-happy hipster. He had tattoos for the same reason redbacks were splashed with scarlet—a visual warning. He had a thug’s face—broad brow, heavy jaw, a nose that had obviously been broken. That, too, felt like a warning. 

She’d turned to Sam, half-convinced the guy had broken in, but her twin smiled, and Tabby launched herself at the guy. 

“Who is that?” she’d whispered as Tabby and the stranger hugged.

“Uh, Noah Newcomb? Tattoo artist? The big guy Dad loves?”

Nicole felt winded. She took a step back, intending to go outside when he looked at her. His eyes were green. Not muddy hazel or dull moss, but green like emeralds or spring grass and fringed with the longest black lashes she’d ever seen. Noah’s gaze sparked with crackling intelligence. 

Oh gosh, she thought. No. No. No. 

But it was too late, excitement burst inside her like an atom bomb, making her skin prickle and her heart pound. He was so big, so beautifully scary and new.  

And while mania hijacked her brain, Noah Newcomb just stood there, cool as anything, cataloguing every inch of her body. She saw him clock her engagement ring and frown slightly, but his gaze still lifted to re-examine her breasts. She’d scowled, trying to shame him but Noah’s upper lip had curled. His smile said, Tell me you don’t like it.

And she’d tried, but her mouth was too dry. All she could think about was Noah’s body on top of hers, knees shoving her thighs apart. “Tell me you don’t like it.”

Heat zigzagged down her chest and into her underwear, and as she stared into Noah Newcomb’s eyes, she knew he was a problem. But that was okay. All her life she’d solved problems, she would stamp out her inconvenient attraction and salt the earth where it had grown. And she’d succeeded admirably...if you ignored that little slip in the hallway. And it was easy to ignore that little slip in the hallway. 

Nicole’s pelvic floor contracted, and she groaned aloud at her silliness. She’d done such a good job of not thinking about him since this afternoon. It was so disappointing that she’d caved to these stupid fantasies. 

She exhaled and checked her watch.  Ten minutes until Aaron was due to arrive. She returned to the lounge and rearranged herself on the white leather couch. If Aaron knew how she felt about Noah, he would...she had no idea. Though ‘lose his mind’ was probably the most accurate prediction. He talked about women he found attractive, had acted on that attraction more than once, but she hadn’t dared to say Noah’s name to him, afraid he’d hear something in her voice. If he knew about her little slip....

Her face burned hot at the memory. She’d been standing in the hallway at Sam’s Ink the Night party, staring at the brooch her dad had sent in the mail, and he’d come up behind her, asking if she was okay... They were both drunk, or she was, anyway, and it had only lasted a second. 

It didn’t feel real enough to count as a kiss, let alone cheating, for god’s sake.  

Hey, why not bring up the issue with Aaron? Imaginary Tabby asked. He’ll have great insights into what is and isn’t cheating, being that he’s a big cheating twat-basket. Actual cheating, not just mouth-touching in a hallway. 

“That was different. Aaron was under a lot of pressure at work and I’ve wholeheartedly forgiven him for the affair—”

Affairsssss, Sam said. Plural.

Yes, plural. But they didn’t matter, at least not compared to her and Aaron’s commitments, their years of being together. It was the same thing with Noah and the frankly disturbing things she imagined him doing to her body. They were daydreams. The relationship equivalent of fairy-floss. Yes they were distracting, but she could push through them. Mind over matter. Or was it matter over mind?

It doesn’t matter, Sam chortled.

Yeah, never mind. 

“Shut up, both of you.” 

Nicole straightened her top so it lay flat against her skin. She and Aaron were engaged, they were having a big wedding at Ascot Manor, then settling down to start a family. That was why the full beauty and expensive Airbnb. She would look and act so perfect that Aaron would understand she needed to stay and help her sisters fix Silver Daughters’ finances. She couldn’t be happy unless her family was happy, but once they were happy, she could re-direct her energy into making him happy and their wonderful married life could begin. 

There was a hard rap on the door. 

Nicole stood, trying to arrange her face into a beatific ‘I love you’ smile. She walked to the entrance and turned the door handle. “Hey, fiancé.”

Aaron’s hair was tousled, his face tight. “Hi.”

Her optimism about this visit crisped like saplings in the sun. “How...how are you?”

Aaron jiggled the handle of his suitcase. “Fine. Can I come in?”

Wordlessly she moved out of the way. He rolled his silver Fabbrica Pelletterie luggage into the living room. “Nice place,” he said without looking. “Any chance of a drink?”

“Of course.”

She nervously poured Aaron a Chardonnay as he stripped off his jacket. He worked out almost every afternoon and the muscles of his back and biceps were visible through his shirt. She watched him, willing herself to tingle, to want to want to touch him. 

She thought of Noah’s hands, thick knuckled and scarred, covered in ugly, gothic tattoos. Her navel pulled tight and she was furious with herself. She straightened her shoulders, handed Aaron the wine. “Good flight?” 

“Good enough.” He drained the glass in seconds. 

“Wow. Do you want more or—”

“Do you love me more than you love them?”

Nicole stared at him, baffled. ‘Him’ was one thing, who the hell was ‘them?’ “Pardon?”

“Don’t fuck around. Them. Your sisters and your dad.” Like her, Aaron had a thin mouth and right now it was a furious line. “Do you love me more than you love them?”

Nicole swallowed. “I...what kind of question is that?”

“The only one that matters. It’s been months since you left home.”

“Barely two,” Nicole corrected and instantly regretted it. There was never any sense arguing semantics in romantic relationships. Fights were about how the other person felt, not pinning down the facts. You never found any vindication in being right. 

Predictably, Aaron’s eyes bulged. “Are you fucking serious? That’s the line you want to take?”

“I’m sorry, but they’re my family, I need to—”

“Of course, you need to. You always need to. Meanwhile, I’m coming home to an empty house after work, listening to you tell me you miss me, like I’m some leftover kid in a divorce. You owe me more than this, Nicole.”

Tears pricked in the backs of her eyes. If he missed her, why couldn’t he say that? Why did he have to make it sound like he’d hired her to do a job she was slacking off on? “I’m sorry. You know I love you.” 

Aaron shoved his hand through his gold-brown hair. “That’s not good enough. I’m tired of living alone because my fiancée’s ditched me for her sisters and a shitty tattoo studio.”

“It’s not shitty! It’s the family business and—“

“I don’t give a fuck! You made a commitment to me. It’s time you came home.”

Her heart was banging against her ribs, she was pretty sure she knew what was coming. “Or...?”

Aaron’s nostrils flared. “Or we’re done. Over.”

A tear slid down her face and she was ashamed of her first thought—I hope I don’t ruin my extensions. God she was vain. She was vain and spoiled and selfish. She hadn’t tried hard enough.

“What’ll it be?” Aaron snarled.

She wiped away a tear. “Why does it have to be a choice?”

“Because I said so.” Aaron grabbed the handle of his suitcase and panic shot through her. She ran to the door, blocking his path. “I love them, Aaron. They’re my family.”

“And what about our family? What about our kids?”

Having never given birth, Nicole assumed he meant ‘future kids.’ The ones whose names she dreamed about at night. “What about them?”

“I don’t want them near your sisters or your dad. They’re irresponsible druggies.”

“They’re not dru—”

“Your sister nearly got caught flying with pills and Samantha was arrested for a joint your father petitioned for the legalization of all banned substances. He was on the news, remember?”

God, that was the thing about Aaron. Any venting on her behalf was stockpiled and kept as weapons in future arguments. He never held onto the good things—that Tabby was insanely funny and smart. That Sam could tattoo like ink ran in her veins and her loyalty was bone deep. That her dad was gentle, and kind, and he’d raised them alone without asking for anything in return. 

“You don’t get it! They’re a part of me.”

“Oh, I get it alright.” Aaron’s eyes were dark with fury. “Still got your tattoo, I see.”

She clutched her left wrist. “So?” 

“So, you told me it was coming off. That you didn’t want to be a female with tattoos anymore.”

The moment was deathly serious, but she couldn’t help it, she imagined Sam’s expression if she heard him talking about ‘females with tattoos.’ The smile that wouldn’t come in the mirror slid onto her face like an enemy submarine. She clapped her hand to her mouth, but Aaron had already seen it. A muscle twanged in his jaw. “Oh, it’s all a big joke, is it?”

“No, I prom—”

Aaron’s wine glass shattered on the floorboards. “Is this funny? Are you laughing now?”

She gave a panicky, birdlike screech. “What are you doing?” 

“Making myself clear.” Aaron’s icy gaze drilled into hers. “Me, or them, Nicole. Choose right now.”
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“Mr Newcomb, this is Gia from the Collingwood Medical Centre calling to confirm your appointment on the thirteenth. Please ring us back as soon as you can. Bye!”

Noah deleted the voicemail. It was too early to return the call right now. He’d have to take a walk on his lunch break. Normally, he’d call at nine, but he didn’t need anyone at Silver Daughters finding out about his vasectomy. He shoved his phone into his pocket and tugged out his cigarettes. He lit up, exhaling into the cool morning air. He liked Brunswick before sunrise, subdued and a little bleak. He liked smoking on the way to work, thinking about the day ahead. Though lately all he thought about was Nicole DaSilva. The black gloss of her hair, the way her brow furrowed as she read, how she coughed when he got in from smoking in the courtyard. Or she had, until Sam told her to shut the hell up. 

“It’s dangerous,” Nicole told her twin, loud enough for him to hear. “Secondhand smoke and even thirdhand smoke kills.”

She said it so prissily, as though maybe none of them had caught the word on cigarettes being bad for you. It made him want to laugh. Actually, it made him want to smoke while Nicole sucked him off, one hand tight in her hair to keep her in place. 

And she’d love it. That’s exactly what she wants, for me to fuck her like an animal and give her permission to like it. 

Sometimes that pissed him off. He walked around daydreaming about Nicole DaSilva’s hair and eyes and laugh, and the only sign she thought of him was the odd glance that said she was curious about getting drilled by the big scary man.

Sometimes that pissed him off. This morning it made his cock throb. He could just picture her bent over his tattooing chair, naked except for sky-high heels. Please, Noah, I’m so horny I can’t think anymore. Please fuck me like a dirty, dirty, girl, then send me back to my spreadsheets? 

Yeah, Nicole DaSilva was exactly the kind of woman who distracted herself from her body with work, until she could barely cross her legs under her desk. Got all cranky with her coworkers instead of giving herself what she needed. How many times had he wanted to go into her office on a Wednesday afternoon, spread her out on her desk and...

Christ, it was too early to get all cranked up about fucking someone else’s fiancée. Noah pulled his brain back into neutral, trying to take in the sights and smells as he made his way to the studio. He was tired, but that was his fault. Kelly had texted him at ten and, wanting a distraction from endless thoughts of Nicole, he’d invited her over. When they were done, he’d walked her to the door and Paula had come into the hall in her Minnie Mouse pajamas, primed for trouble. “Ooh, new girlfriend?”

“Get back to bed,” he’d told her, but Kelly had already flashed Paula a hopeful smile. “Not yet.”

He’d almost groaned. He’d been screwing Sam’s tattoo model for a while, and he was sure there was nothing to it but sex, but he hadn’t actually asked, and now he’d have to end things. 

As he crossed at the lights outside Brunswick Bakehouse, he trialed methods of letting Kelly down easy. A call was probably over the top, but a text was pretty cold. Meeting up with her just to tell her he was into someone else seemed like a dick move. He lit another smoke and remembered something his old man used to say. “You want to get rid of a girl, just vanish, mate. Stop calling; stop going anywhere she might find you. That’s the way to do it.”

As he strode past a pop-up sneaker store, he reflected his dad had invented ghosting years before it entered the cultural lexicon. If his old man wasn’t in Bali avoiding charges—and a massive cunt—he’d call to congratulate him. Although, Harold Newcomb hadn’t invented anything. The art of wandering off to let chicks do the dirty work of dumping themselves probably went back to caveman times. His old man had just perfected it. Off the top of his head, Noah could remember three times stacked blondes had showed up at his house looking for his dad. 

“I haven’t seen the prick,” his mum told them. “Who knew bikies were such arseholes, hey?” 

Ghosting was a weak move, he decided, ashing into a street bin. He’d call Kelly tonight and tell her they weren’t going anywhere. He’d leave out the obvious question—why the fuck did she want them to go anywhere? The sex was fine, but it wasn’t earth-shattering. But maybe he was putting his feelings onto her. Maybe she’d been fully present when they fucked, while his mind turned like a compass needle back to Nicole DaSilva. 

He’d never been so obsessed with someone and unfortunately for Nicole, that was her. Until his idiot brain finally absorbed the fact she was engaged to some dickhead from Adelaide, he had to roll with the punches. Nothing else to do. She wasn’t interested. If she had been, she wouldn’t have run when they kissed in the hallway at Sam’s party. Not that it’d been a real kiss. More of a drunk peck. 

Noah reached the scarlet façade of Silver Daughters, taking a second to admire the polished windows and the clean sidewalk. Nicole had done that herself, sweeping and polishing in her tight skirt and red-bottomed heels. 

“We want to be perceived as a professional high-quality business,” she said at their last breakfast meeting. “That impression starts at the door.”

“Doesn’t it start when the client thinks about coming to see us?” Tabby asked. “Or does it start at the point of their conception? Come on, everyone; let’s debate the nature of existence!”

Noah didn’t have any brothers or sisters. Sometimes that felt like a good thing. He shouldered his way inside the studio and found Gil leaning against the reception desk, a lilac Supreme cap low on his forehead. “Hey.”

Gil looked up. “Morning, big guy. Warm out there?”

“Not yet.”

“Hope it doesn’t get too hot today, I’ve got a PT session after work. Tris, back and thighs.”

“Mmm.” Noah had heard enough about Gil’s gains, meal prep, and lifting schedule to last a lifetime. His fortieth was coming up and becoming a walking copy of Men’s Heath was how he was choosing to deal with it. That and buying a shiny black Fat Boy like the one Arnie rode in Terminator 2. 

He shrugged off his jacket and hung it on the stand. “You ride in today?” 

“Nah, it’s too hard to carry my gym shit.” Gil flashed him a grin. “Why, do you want a go? We can chuck on some training wheels, if you like.”

Noah ignored him. As far as the staff at Silver Daughters knew, he couldn’t ride and that was just how he liked it. “Where are the girls? Aren’t we having a staff meeting?” 

“Yeah, not sure that’s happening.”

“Why?”

Gil pointed at the ceiling, where the DaSilva family apartment lay. Noah listened, hearing nothing but the birds and traffic outside. “What?”

“I heard a load of crying and banging not too long ago. There must be drama happening.”

Noah stared at Gil, trying to work out if he was being funny. The DaSilva sisters were all big personalities, but they’d never cancelled one of Nicole’s meetings, not even the week the place had almost been burned down. “You gone up there to check on them?”

“Nah, that’s not my business. No meeting means no pancake carbs, and I don’t have to listen to Nicole talk about the bottom line or whatever the fuck so...” Gil tugged at the brim of his cap. “I’m gonna get a keto coffee. Wanna come?” 

Noah glanced back at the ceiling. He didn’t want to stick his oar in, but he owed it to Edgar to check the girls were okay. “I’m gonna see what’s happening. Lock up if you leave.”

Gil gave him a mock salute. “Good luck. Don’t let ‘em talk to you about their feelings.”

Pretty hypocritical for a guy who could wax poetic about whey protein for hours on end, but male tattoo artists tended to be showy, shit-talking assholes. At least they did in the commercial industry. The guys who’d taught him to ink were a whole other kettle of fish. 

He headed around back to the residential entrance. He’d walked the cracked concrete path a million times when Edgar still lived here. They’d had dinner a few nights a week, before Nicole or Tabby were around and Sam was single and always off with her latest fling. He and Ed would sit in the backyard drinking beers and talking about art and music. He was the only man he’d ever been able to relax around. Now he was gone, his daughters filled his absence.

Sam became his boss; Tabby took the spare artist slot and Nicole flew in from Adelaide to fix the finances and fuck his head into a new dimension. He hoped he wasn’t going to run into her upstairs, lately she’d been leaving the room as soon as he walked into it. Smart chicks not wanting a bar of him was nothing new, but Nicole was under his skin so deep, it stung. 

The minute he saw her he’d known he was fucked, not because she was taken or miles out of his league, but because she was rose gold. Whenever he looked at her, he saw the peach blush of sunset. You couldn’t replicate that colour with ink or paint or even tech. There was too much light in it. It glowed.

There was too much light in Nicole DaSilva, too. Too much goodness trying to get out. She hovered around Silver Daughters, polishing over problems. Her sisters called her a control freak, but he didn’t buy that. He had a feeling making other people happy was the only thing that gave her peace. And Sam and Tabby never gave her any credit—not only was Silver Daughters doing ten times better thanks to Nicole, they were doing ten times better. Two months ago, both sisters looked like underfed vampires. Now they jogged and ate kale salmon salad and the shadows under their eyes were gone. They went on about how much energy they had, but never thanked their sister for cooking their meals and dragging their asses to the park to walk. And unlike a control freak, Nicole didn’t want any credit. She seemed happy being rose gold, transmuting everything into a prettier version of itself. 

Noah knocked on the DaSilva’s front door. He could hear stomping and shouting but couldn’t make out what was going on. He hammered the door. “Hello? Sam?” 

There was no response, but his phone vibrated. Bemused, he pulled it out and saw the DaSilva landline number. He swiped to answer. “Hello.”

“Morning, assclown.”

It was Tabby, irreverent and peppy as ever. He frowned. “How’d you get my number?” 

“Secret government database. Why are you standing outside the door?”

“Can you let me in?”

“I asked my thing first.” 

Noah waited, but Tabby just hummed the Star Wars theme. He resisted a few seconds then couldn’t hack it anymore. “I want to know why the meeting isn’t on. What’s happening?” 

“Oh, the usual stuff. Rich get richer. Poor get poorer. Climate change. The ever-repeating cycle of birth and rebirth—”

“I meant ‘what’s happening inside your house?’”

She sighed. “It’s a long and complicated story, but essentially, we will not be having a meeting. In fact, I’m pretty sure Sam and Nicole won’t be coming downstairs today.” 

“What’s happened? Is Scott’s old man back?”

A month ago, the DaSilvas’ old neighbour had tried to burn their house down in revenge for not selling the place to him. Greg Sanderson was supposed to be in a mental health facility in Queensland, but if he’d snuck out or something...

“Nah, it’s not Scott’s crackpot dad, it’s about...well I shouldn’t say...” 

Noah gripped his phone. “Talk.”

“I don’t know, it’s a pretty big deal...”

“How big?” 

“Absolutely amazing. Basically breathtaking. Completely confounding. Deeply dramatic—”

“Tabby, I swear to god.”

“—Epically enormous. Frankly formidable. Guaranteed game-changer. Hectically huge...”

“Tabby!” Sam shouted. “The fuck are you going on about?”

“Nothing!” Tabby yelled. “Just focus on keeping her away from the cleaning products. I’m scared she’s going to do my room.”

Noah frowned. Keeping her away? That sounded like... “Is Nicole all right?”

“Nah, but hang on. I’m moving to a more covert location.” There was some shifting around, then Tabby cleared her throat. “Nix got dumped.”

The sentence took a moment to seep into Noah’s brain. “Nicole?”

“Got dumped, yeah. Well, not dumped. Aaron, the big dickcheese, shoved some cunt ultimatum about going back to Adelaide in her face then fucked off, even though she paid for the Airbnb they were staying in...”

Noah stopped listening. A thousand victory flags were unfolding in his mind, waving scarlet, sap yellow and kingfisher blue. Nicole DaSilva, single. Ringless. Free to...what exactly? Where was he going with this bullshit? 

“...then Nix came home all puffy and told me and Sam to hide her phone and credit cards. That was ten hours ago. We’ve hit peak chaos now.” 

“What does that mean?”

“Nix is freaking out,” Tabby said cheerfully. "If she gets access to money or a phone, she’ll call Aaron and ask for her ring back. So, she’s under house arrest and we must stay here and make sure she doesn’t make the worst decision in the world just because she’s already hired wedding caterers.”

Noah stared at the DaSilvas’ front door. He could hear more shouting now, was it Nicole calling out in grief, or Sam trying to contain her? Was she okay? Was anyone comforting her?

“Noah, mate, you there?” 

He swallowed. “I thought the girl kept the ring?”

“Usually, but Aaron’s such a tightarse pie-fucker he asked for it back. Hey, are you free next Saturday?”

“Why?”

“I’m planning a party. Well, more of a big drunken soirée. It’s to help Nix get over her failed engagement.”

That sounded like a fucking terrible idea, but what did he know? His longest relationship had lasted six months. “Sure. Well, I’m gonna go open the studio.”

“No, wait!” He heard several loud footsteps and then the front door flew open to reveal the youngest DaSilva in a red silk dress and yellow gumboots, her blue hair tied into a knot. “Let’s get a coffee!” Tabby said.

“Uh...”

She tutted. “Come on, man, I need to get out of the house.”

“What about Nicole?”

“She’s fine! Sam’s just put her in the bath with a glass of straight gin!” 

Noah tried not to think about Nicole in the bath, drunk and needing consolation. He tried not to think about anything at all. His head felt like it had just been stuffed with fifty hard drives’ worth of information. He needed time to sort this all out. “I should go back to the studio.”

“Later.” Tabby grabbed his arm and steered him toward the sidewalk. Noah decided to let her, it was easier that way. They walked toward Sydney Road. 

“So,” Tabby said. “What’s new, Nobo? You still slamming Kelly?”

Noah liked Tabby, but sometimes he wished she’d never showed up to help Sam with the studio. She didn’t give him sleepless nights like Nicole, but she also didn’t bring the slightest bit of structure, levelheadedness or homemade cookies to Silver Daughters. Instead, she brought a thirst for drama, shitty nicknames and unhelpful observations.

“Don’t look so shocked,” Tabby said. “I saw the two of you leave together at Scott’s housewarming. Sam knows, although she’s all ‘respect his privacy, blah, blah, blah.’ Nice work, man, Kelly’s helly-hot. I would say ‘hella,’ but it rhymes better this way.”

Noah didn’t say anything and they walked to Hammers in silence. When they arrived, Tabby strode up to the counter. “Latte for the big guy, almond milk frappe for me, please.” 

The barista grinned, clearly under the impression they were a couple. Fat fucking chance. Tabby was attractive but with her blue hair and colourful tatts, she reminded him of a Pokémon. She was the furthest thing from his type. He fucked women who had piercings and liked it rough in bed and told stories about this ex-boyfriend selling gear for the Banditos or that cousin doing time for armed robbery. The kind of women who looked at him and saw something familiar. 

Although, Nicole wasn’t like that and it didn’t seem to matter. He wanted her like she was the last woman on earth and now she was single. He nudged Tabby out of the way and paid for their coffee. Would he get a chance to make good on all those heated little looks Nicole shot him? Should he order her a latte, take it back and—

What? Ask if she wanted a rebound fuck? On the wake of her engagement collapsing? Christ, if she didn’t skin him, Sammy would. 

Get real, he told himself, as he and Tabby moved aside to wait for their order. He and Nicole had chemistry, but she was rigid in a way her sisters weren’t. Conservative. He bet she’d never had sex outside a relationship and even if she did, it wouldn’t be with him. Probably consider it a reduction on her overall marriage value. He liked fantasy novels, but he wasn’t dumb enough to confuse them with the real world, or the shitty past he’d climbed out of. 

His pocket buzzed but he ignored his phone. He had a feeling it’d be Imogen, or Jessica. He’d been fucking around lately, wanting a distraction that never fucking came.

Tabby turned to him, her fingers steepled in a way that reminded him of TV therapists. “You must be wondering why I asked you to have coffee with me?” 

He stayed quiet. 

“How long could you stay quiet if you wanted to? 

Forever. 

He raised his eyebrows at Tabby, who sighed. “I asked for one reason and one reason only. I need you to come to Nix’s party. Like I really need that.”

“You need some stuff moved?”

“No, I mean I could use a hand giving people a ride to the bar, but I also need you to have sex with Nicole.”

Noah stared, convinced he’d heard wrong. 

“I’ve got it all figured out.” Tabby unlocked her phone and showed him a list. “Around midnight, Nix will be medium-tipsy and Sam will be moderately-drunk. The DJ will play Toxic, which is Sam’s sex jam—don’t ask me how I know that—and she and Scott will leave, thus removing a big obstacle between you and Nix. At this point, if I’ve played my cards correctly, Nix will approach you, at which point—”

Noah held up a hand. “This is not happening.”

“But it should! This is exactly what Nix needs.”

“How do you know?”

Tabby rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer. Anyway, don’t act like you don’t want to be all up in Nix. We all know you want to be all up in Nix. Just do it. I’ll buy you a box of doughnuts.”

This. This was why you didn’t make friends. Why you didn’t get attached to places. These complications, the little things people knew about you that built up so that one day they all got used against you. Noah hadn’t had time to process the Nicole situation but one thing was clear—if Nicole didn’t get back with her ex, she was going to stay at Silver Daughters Ink, making his dick hard and his life miserable. It was in his best interest that she got back with her ex and if that couldn’t happen, he needed to stay the fuck away. 

“I’m not coming,” he told Tabby. “Prior commitment.”

“So, you won’t make Nicole happy by giving it to her hardcore and keeping her from her nutcase ex?”

“You’ve got some fuckin’ balls calling him a nutcase.” 

Tabby didn’t smile. “You’ll regret it if you don’t come to the party. Mark my words.”

Their order was called. Noah had never been so happy to be getting a latte. “We’re going now.”

“Fine, but don’t tell anyone about my indecent proposal.”

“You couldn’t pay me to.”

“Not even for a million dollars?”

“No.”

“Not even if it would save the lives of every cancer patient on planet earth?”

Noah closed his eyes. He liked Tabby, but talking to her made him want a vasectomy ten thousand times more. 
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Nicole tugged at the hem of her sparkly pink dress. She hadn’t bought clubbing clothes with her to Melbourne and Sam’s taste was more adventurous than hers. The material required her to go commando and she was already paranoid about flashing someone. 

“I can’t come out tonight.”

Sam handed her a glass filled to the brim with sparkling wine. “You can. You will. You must. You have no alternative.”

“Isn’t this all a bit fascist? You and Tabby forcing me to have a party I don’t want?”

“Not when we’re doing it out of love. Drink.”

Nicole sipped obediently. For the past week she’d been doing whatever her sisters told her; eating when they put meals in front of her, falling asleep when they turned out the lights. Either she was obeying commands or she was in their dad’s office, pushing away thoughts of Aaron with work. She’d been sure that her manic breakup energy would reveal the reason Silver Daughters almost went bankrupt, but she’d found nothing. 

“Did you or Dad make any big payments in the last twelve months?” she asked Sam for what felt like the millionth time. “Anything you withdrew out of the SDI accounts and forgot to put on the books?” 

Sam glared at her over her wineglass. “No work talk.”

“But—”

“I mean it, tonight is about drinking, dancing and screaming the word ‘woo.’ That’s it.”

“Fine, but we’re talking about this tomorrow.”

“Whatever. How are you feeling?” Sam squinted at her, clearly scanning for signs that she was going to cry or keel over. Nicole would be offended, but she’d done both multiple times this week. It was embarrassing how weak she was. She was single, not experiencing a terminal illness. She forced herself to smile at her twin. “I’m fine. Where’s Tabby?”

“Right here, milady!” 

Tabby burst into the room shaking her arms so violently her boobs were bouncing out of her mini-dress. Nicole felt a pang of envy. Aaron always wanted her breasts to be bigger. He once suggested she ask her friend Jackie for the name of her surgeon. For a second, she wondered if they would still be together if she’d gotten fake boobs, and she realised she was being ridiculous. She might as well be cupping her cheeks and sighing ‘Aaron used to love big cans...’ She snorted at her own joke. 

“What?” Sam asked eagerly. “What’s funny?”

“I’m just thinking about Aaron being a jerk.” 

Sam and Tabby looked at each other, clearly delighted.

Nicole rolled her eyes. “Stop being so encouraged by the smallest—oof!”

But both her sisters had thrown their arms around her, hugging her with all their might.

“You’re going to be okay,” Sam said, sounding insanely close to tears. “You’re going to be fine.” 

“I know!”

Tabby put the polaroid on her bedside table. “We need more champagne. Proper champagne.”

“We have sparkling, we don’t need champagne!” 

But she had already dashed back out of the room. 

“Oh well, better make room.” Sam drained her glass in one. Nicole hesitated, then followed suit. The bubbles burned in her nose and she suppressed a burp. “Tonight isn’t going to be too big of a thing, is it?”

“Nah, only the people who came over when I won Fadeout Festival.”

Nicole gaped at her sister. “Almost two hundred people came over when you won Fadeout Festival!”

“Oh...yeah. They did, didn’t they?”

“Sam! I don’t want heaps of people knowing I got dumped! I haven’t told my boss or any of my Adelaide friends...” 

“So, think of this as a trial run for telling everyone else. Training wheels. Besides, these guys aren’t arseholes. They won’t drown you in fake-sympathy wanting to know all the gory details and secretly wondering if they could bag Aaron.”

“My Adelaide friends aren’t like that!”

Sam turned away, examining her eyelashes in the mirror. 

“They’re not!” 

Tabby re-entered the room carrying a bottle of Moët & Chandon. “Who’s not?” 

“My Adelaide friends aren’t arseholes.”

“Ah.” Tabby raised the bottle. “Champagne?”

Nicole glared at her. “No. First you both have to admit that my Adelaide friends aren’t arseholes.”

“Isn’t it unkind to force people to say things that aren’t true?” 

Nicole stamped her foot, the way she used to when she was little and Sam pretended she’d gone invisible. “It is true! Remember, you met Jackie and Taylor and Jennica and Chloe when we did that girls trip to the Barossa Valley for my birthday! We drank wine and talked about TV? We had fun! They were nice!”

Sam picked at her eyelashes in the mirror, pointedly ignoring her. Tabby winced. “Ah...Jennica did give me fifty bucks for a line. That was pretty nice. Although, maybe she just doesn’t know how much drugs cost?”

Nicole scowled at her. “My friends are nice.”

Tabby tilted her head to the side. “So why haven’t you told them you’ve chucked Aaron?”

“Because not the right time! But they do like me and they are nice!”

Her sisters were many things, but they weren’t unkind. They didn’t let the awkward silence fester. Instead, Sam plucked the Moët bottle out of Tabby’s hand.  “Let’s get this thing open.”

“I wanted to open it!”

Tabby and Sam tussled over the bottle until Tabby succeeded in ripping away from Sam. She sprinted around the room unwrapping the foil, as Sam chased her. 

“You’re shaking it up!” Nicole said, trying not to giggle.

Tabby dropped the foil and yanked off the little wire cage. “Who cares! You just escaped the shittiest relationship ever! I should pour it over your head like it’s the Formula One!” 

Nicole put her hands on her hair. “Don’t do that.”

“Fine.” Tabby popped the cork into the ceiling and as the wine rose in a glut of foam, she drank straight from the neck. 

“To our sister, Nixalopolous!” she shouted, holding it up for Sam. “She’s back and may she always stay back!”

Sam drank, and though she kept smiling, Nicole felt her happiness dim. She was grateful for all her sisters had done for her this week but she didn’t want to ‘stay back.’ She wanted to improve. Now she’d had her week of mourning, it was time to put her nose to the grindstone and make new plans. She wanted her perfect life and she wasn’t going to find it in her childhood bedroom or getting drunk with her sisters.  

She touched her watch, thinking about the laser appointment she’d made for next week.  

“Nix!” Tabby rushed over holding up the bottle and she tilted her head back obediently but she kept her hand on her watch. For years she’d used her silver Cartier timepiece to cover her tattoo, but if she went through with her appointments, she’d need to cover her bare skin. If Sam and Tabby knew what she was planning, they’d shave her in her sleep.

Sam wiped her mouth with her tattooed forearm. “We need music. Everyone cool with Alison Wonderland?” 

“Fuck no, we need my revenge playlist,” Tabby said. 

“Revenge playlist?”

Tabby sprinted out of the room, returning with her portable speakers, Rhianna’s Needed Me blaring. “I found every single song about dumping trash and put it on the Silver Daughters Spotify. The playlist is called ‘Dumping Trash.’ It’s already got fifty-three listens!”

Nicole frowned. “Dumping Trash?” 

“Silver Daughters Spotify?” Sam raised a palm to the ceiling. “When the fuck did that happen?”

Tabby ignored both of them as she put the speakers on the dresser and pulled her phone from between her tits. “Right, photo time. Everyone say, ‘Aaron’s a fuckwit and I hope he falls into an abandoned mineshaft and dies.’”

“Tabby!” Nicole protested as her little sister pulled her into her side. 

Sam laughed and wrapped her arm around Tabby’s other shoulder. “Aaron’s a fuckwit and I hope he falls into an abandoned mineshaft and dies.” 

The camera flashed. The resulting image showed her scowling at the camera, stuck between her two radiant, heavily tattooed sisters. So, just normal life. 

There was a loud knock at the door and Tabby let out a scream. “That’ll be Toby and Scott! Hurry up, pound back the bubbles so we don’t have to share.”

“Maybe we should share,” Nicole suggested, but Tabby had already taken a long swallow and handed the bottle to Sam. “Hurry up, Tobes is huge.  He could finish this whole thing himself.”

Sam cast her a suspicious look. “You’re not doing him, are you?”

“No! We’re just hanging out. I’m showing him how to walk on the wild side.”

Sam’s face creased with suspicion and Tabby laughed. “Not like that. We’re mates.”

“You better just be mates,” Sam said, swigging champagne. “He’s Scott’s PA. If you wreck his head, you’ll have me to answer to.”

“Should Scott be going to parties with his PA?” Nicole asked Sam. “I know he and Toby get along, but isn’t it unprofessional?”

Sam shrugged. “It doesn’t matter as long as someone doesn’t dick him around under the guise of being his mate.” 

“I’m not going to dick anyone,” Tabby protested. “I’m taking a break from sex. Trying to get my chakras in line. Come on, Nix, have a big drink and then we’ll take some pre-party snaps.”

Nicole made a face. “We don’t need snaps.”

“We absolutely do. Your eyelashes still look lit despite the buckets of tears you’ve cried this week. I have no idea how that happened, but it needs to be documented for the ages.”

****
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It was midnight and Nicole was dancing with Tabby. She didn’t know the song or who’d bought the peach cocktail in her hand, but she was having fun. The whole night had been fun. They’d gone for chicken and margaritas at Bellville, then to a drag show in Collingwood where a queen named Bitchney Sneers had pulled Nicole onto the glittering stage. She’d serenaded her with I Will Survive and Nicole had almost cried with laughter and amazement. 

“That was amazing,” Tabby had said afterward. “This vid is going straight to the ‘gram. I’ll tag you!”

“No!” she’d said, but she was secretly thrilled when Tabby did it anyway. Her engagement shot up ten-fold whenever her Instagram famous little sister tagged her in anything.

At 10pm the five of them had headed to Emerald Bar for her ‘official’ party. Tabby steered her right past the bouncers and into the VIP section where two dozen vaguely familiar hot people were waiting. They cheered when they saw her, like she was a visiting celebrity. 

“Did you tell them I got dumped?” Nicole hissed but Tabby had already ducked away to the bar.

“How can she afford all this?” Sam yelled over the music. “She better not be selling gak.”

“She’s not,” Toby shouted. “She offered the owners free tattoos. And a couple of the bartenders at Bellville. And the drag queen, I think.”

Sam pressed a hand to her eyes. “Why do I ever ask? Someone get me a drink.”

Scott smoothed a hand over her shoulder. “I’m on it, darling. Nicole, would you like a drink?”

Not as much as she wanted everyone to stop deferring to her, but she knew they were only being nice. “A vodka soda, please.”

“You got it.” 

That drink had been hours ago and though people kept handing her fresh ones, Nicole didn’t feel drunk. Maybe because she was dancing. Time had always felt slippery when she was dancing. She loved it. When she was younger, she’d fantasied about doing burlesque like Sam, or maybe even being a stripper, moving so well that men fell over themselves to book her for private dances. Maybe even men like—

Don’t. 

If there was one thing she’d gotten good at since Aaron left, it was ignoring thoughts of Noah. She had a life to rebuild and he had no role to play in her shiny new future. Her focus was firmly on removing her tattoo, getting an even better job in Melbourne, and finding the father of her children. 

Only, now she’d been drinking, thoughts of his shoulders and big tattooed hands kept coming unbidden. She felt a heat washing through her body as she danced and realised, with some surprise, she wanted to be touched. It had been so long since—

“Want another drink?” Tabby shouted as Ocean Park Standoff bled into a trance-y cover of Pumped Up Kicks. “I’m pretty sure Anthony’ll get you one.”

Nicole laughed. Anthony was one of Tabby’s friends. He was indie boy cute and had flirted with her in a way that made her feel charming rather than pressured. “He’s too young for me. I’ve got next.”

“Cheers. Rum and ginger, please.”

Nicole finished the last of her peach drink and headed for the bar, weaving around young, never-been-engaged people. Where was Aaron tonight? Trying to chat up every girl in the world, probably. A few weeks of debauchery, then he’d buckle down and find her replacement.

She paused, letting other people jostle past her.  Who would Aaron’s next fiancée be? He was the only man she’d met whose standards were even higher than hers. Once upon a time, he’d called her ‘the closest thing to perfect’ but she’d failed, hadn’t she? And she was vain enough to care. 

“Excuse me,” a girl said. “Can I get past?”

“Oh sorry.” Nicole stepped aside. She wasn’t going to the bar; she’d find Tabby and tell her she was tired and—

She felt him a split second before she saw him. An electrical fizz down her back made her shift, squinting through the crowd until she spotted him sitting beside the bar, beer in hand. 

Her first thought was that Noah Newcomb was so not handsome. His bent nose and forehead were exaggerated by the strobe lights and he looked so menacing, she’d have picked him for a bouncer. But her second thought was that she was glad he’d come. More than glad. Relieved. Her insides warmed like she’d been drinking Christmas brandy and all she wanted was for him to look up. To see her. 

As though he could hear her thoughts, Noah turned. Their eyes met, green into blue, and the heat in her middle became something akin to burning. She waved, because she didn’t know what else to do. “Hi!” she mouthed. “Thanks for coming!”

Idiotic. So, so dorky. 

Noah didn’t deign to reply. Instead he smirked, that familiar, ‘you want it, don’t you?’ leer. He studied Sam’s dress with lazy approval, gaze lingering on her hemline.  

She wanted to be disgusted, but sparks skittered across her skin. She stood in the spotlight of his attention, her body tingling as though his hands were on her, stroking gently. She couldn’t remember a man ever looking at her like that. Like she was Marilyn Monroe, swirling her white skirt; the epitome of feminine attractiveness. The crowd surged around her, but she didn’t pay them any mind. She needed to stay here, keep him watching her—

An elbow clipped her side. 

“Oof!” Nicole turned to see a man in a pinstripe shirt grinning. “Sorry. Shit place to stand though.” 

Nicole rubbed where his elbow had caught her ribs. “Jerk.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Noah rise to his feet, his expression murderous. He looked like a stone giant brought to life by an evil wizard. 

She waved both hands at him. “No! Please don’t come over.” 

Noah glared after pinstripe guy and she could see the anger thrumming inside him. Panic shot through her, its taste metallic on her tongue. He looked so—she hated herself for thinking it—mean. It was the easiest thing in the world to imagine Noah taking the pinstripe man outside and cracking him open like an egg. And not because of her, though that would be the excuse, but because he could. Because it would be easy. 

For the millionth time, she wondered who Noah Newcomb was. Sam and Tabby knew so little about him. She knew so little about him. All around him men moved aside, tucked their girlfriends under their arms. How would it feel to have that power? To be so intimidating? Did it make you mean just on principle?

Noah’s nostrils flared and he sat down. Relief swamped her and, not wanting another excuse for him to get up, she turned and headed for the bar. He watched her leave. She could feel it. Her ass tingled like eyesight had a touch.


“How’d you go?” Tabby shouted when she returned to the dance floor with their drinks. 


“Fine,” she lied. “Noah’s here.  Did you invite him?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think he’d show.” Tabby took a long sip of ginger rum. “Did you know he’s fucking Kelly?”

Time did a little stop-reverse. “What?”

“Noah’s drilling Kelly. You know, Sam’s model.”

Oh, she knew Kelly. Five-eleven, blonde, pretty tattoos all over her tanned skin. She’d been on the cover of FHM and had twenty thousand Instagram followers. Sexy, sensual, sexpot Kelly. And she was having sex with Noah. Her gut twisted like a fish on a hook. She had no right to be upset, none whatsoever, but why had he made her feel...? How could she have ever thought...?

Tabby pounded her back. “Nix, brah. You cool?” 

“How could he do that?”

Tabby raised a brow. “Eh?”

She swallowed, trying not to imagine Noah and Kelly in bed together, tall and tattooed and groaning in unison. “How could Noah do that to Sam? Kelly’s her favourite tattoo model. What if it ends badly and Sam can’t use her anymore?”

“Sam’ll live. And it won’t end badly. The dark horse knows what he’s doing.”

“Excuse me?” She could hear herself becoming prim. She always did that when she was upset. 

Tabby drank more ginger rum, oblivious to her panic. “Uh, pretty much what I said. Noah gets laid like it’s his job.” 

Nicole gaped at her sister. “But why? He’s so quiet and he’s covered in blackwork and he always looks angry and he’s just so not the kind of guy anyone fantasises about!” 

She blurted it out like a confession, as though she wanted Tabby to solve the crime of her infatuation. But she just shrugged. “He’s big, man. He’s big and he’s mean and he looks like he could tear a boar apart with his bare hands.”

“So?”

Tabby rolled her eyes. “Christ, you’re naïve. Hey, I think that’s Murphy. Murph! Murph! Over here!”

Tabby darted away like a silverfish, leaving Nicole to her confusion. Noah and Kelly. Kelly and Noah. Her jealousy was so sharp she could have cut someone with it. Kelly. She could have cut Kelly with it. God, she needed help processing this. She looked around for Sam, but she and Scott were dancing to a Britney song in a way that said they were leaving as soon as it ended. She lined up for the bathroom and peed. When she got out of the stall, she splashed cold water on her wrists while she studied herself in the mirror. She looked fine. Good, even. But she didn’t look sexy. She’d always struggled with sexy. It wasn’t about looks—Sam was her genetic double and she was sexy. It was her personality that was wrong. She couldn’t show she was turned on in a non-embarrassing way. The sluttiest lingerie looked girly on her and she made dumb faces during sex. Aaron said she looked like was sitting on a pincushion. She’d cried and he’d apologised, but only because he’d hurt her feelings, not because it wasn’t true. 

She looked at the bare finger where the ring used to be. If there was a time to give being sexy another try, the week she got dumped was a good bet. And if Noah really was a dark horse and definitely wasn’t ‘father of her children’ material, was there any harm in exploring...that, with him? 

She looked into her own eyes, silently asking if Noah Newcomb made her feel sexy. 

I don’t know, came the answer. He makes me feel exposed. Is that the same?

She didn’t think so, but maybe it was the start of sexy; that flaying, nowhere-to-hide sensation. Maybe if she followed it, sexy would pursue. 

A girl gang burst into the bathroom, chatting and laughing. Nicole left the bathroom, not thinking, just moving. She found Noah in the same place, drinking a different beer and interacting with no one. She slipped into the seat beside him.

“Hello. You’re sleeping with Kelly.”

Noah squinted, as though unsure she was there. “You drunk?”

“No!”

A raised brow.

“Yes! But that’s not the point,” she said, louder than she intended. God, of all the times for the alcohol to kick in...she focused hard on Noah’s face, determined to keep her train of thought on track. “Do you want to know something?”

“Am I gonna hear it regardless?”

“Probably!” She leaned closer and his scent hit her in a rush of warm cedar. Was that cologne beneath the laundry detergent and fresh tobacco? Noah didn’t seem like the kind of guy who wore Giorgio Armani but then why did he smell so delicious? Was it his sweat? Some kind of pheromone? She leaned closer, trying to subtly inhale and almost toppled off her stool. 

Noah gripped her arm, holding her in place. “Do you want me to get Sam?”

“Please, no. If they know I’m drunk, she and Tabby will start mothering me intensely.”

“And that’s your job, isn’t it?”

If she hadn’t seen his mouth move, she wouldn’t have believed he’d talked. Noah Newcomb saying something personal—and mildly bitchy—about her behaviour? 

“I have to mother them,” she said with all the dignity her drunk tongue could muster. “Our mother left, you know, when Sam and I were eight and Tabby was four.”

His face softened. “I know. Sorry, Nikki.”

Her heart pulsed so hard it was like her weight was shifting. She looked at him, and the pure, unadulterated beauty of his irises made her say it. “Noah, do you know I’ve only slept with three guys?”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “Three more than me.” 

“You know what I mean. That’s not enough. The first two were when I was in high school. That’s not normal.”

God he was so close, so close and his eyes were the colour of a football field, so green and lovely and his lips were nice too, fuller than she’d realised. She remembered that night in the hallway, when they’d almost, kind of kissed, and a zap wove itself down her stomach and between her legs.

“Nicole.” Noah’s face wavered in front of her like Christmas lights. “You want some water?”

She shook her head, wanting to say it so bad, it was almost scary. She bit her cheeks and the pain incited action. “I want you...us...to...you know. Tonight.”

Noah face grew stony. He looked as angry as he had when pinstripe shirt elbowed her. “Not gonna happen.”

It was lucky she’d taken so many blows to her emotional system this week. The rejection hurt, but it was a dull ache, not a sting. Not anything that would make her cry. She’d go home and examine her bruises tomorrow. She stood, feeling delicate but steady. “Okay, bye.” 

She turned and walked away and it would have been fine, only her heel caught on a slippery thing—lime wedge?—and then she was on the floor, her knees, chin, and palms throbbing with the impact of her fall. There was a collective gasp over the music and fifty hands seemed to pull her to her feet. 

“Are you okay?” a redhead asked. 

“I’m fine.” She brushed her hands down Sam’s dress, hoping Noah hadn’t seen her. That he’d had a heart attack. That she’d been imagining him this whole time and he didn’t really exist. Without looking back at him, she headed for the exit, pretending she couldn’t feel her throbbing skin. 

A warm hand closed around her shoulder. “You okay?”

Nicole felt her eyes prickle. “Don’t. Please, just don’t.”

Noah didn’t let go. He turned her to face him, gentle but unrelenting. Nicole kept her gaze on his shoes. If he was laughing, even slightly amused, she’d die from embarrassment.

“Nikki...” He slid a finger under her chin, tilting her face up. 

He wasn’t smiling. His expression was as sternly neutral as it always was and that was a comfort, as real and warm as his hands.  

“I’ll take you back to yours,” he said. “Come on.”

He slid an arm around her and her whole body tingled with beautiful electricity. 

––––––––
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