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CHAPTER 1

Ricky looked out of the car window as Brax drove slowly down her street. Except it wasn’t her street anymore. And Summer Bay wasn’t her home.

She saw Kat drive past in her police car and wanted to wave but she stopped herself. Kat would find out soon enough that she’d left. Ricky started to think about how everyone would react to the news – except it wouldn’t matter: she wouldn’t be there to know what they thought or said.

Alf came into view, walking towards the surf club. She saw him stop to talk to VJ, who was dripping wet in his board shorts.

Life in Summer Bay was going to continue without her. People would miss her – she knew that. She smiled to herself, thinking about how many had worked at Angelo’s and in the gym. She’d probably employed half the town at one time or another. Summer Bay had become like one big tribe. One big family, with all the good and bad times that came with it.

‘It’s great to see you smile,’ Brax said.

Ricky was jolted back into the present. She kept her smile as she turned to look at him.

‘I was just trying to work out how many people have worked at Angelo’s. And at the gym.’ She took another quick look out of the window, mentally saying goodbye to the trees and the beach she loved so much. ‘I’ve been boss to half of Summer Bay.’ She groaned. ‘Sometimes I don’t think I’ve been that effective.’

‘You’ve been amazing,’ Brax said quietly.

Ricky made a disbelieving face. ‘How would you know?’

‘Ash told me,’ he said, keeping his eyes on the road. ‘After I … after I disappeared, he said you kept it together. Kept everyone going.’ He quickly glanced to the back seat. ‘Case was so little and you still managed to do everything. You helped other people out when they needed work. The place was running like a dream.’

‘I had no idea Ash was paying such close attention,’ Ricky said sarcastically.

Brax laughed. ‘He can seem like a boofhead but he’s all right. He kept my secret for a long time.’

Ricky thought about that: how Ash had known all those months that Brax wasn’t dead. He’d let her think she was on her own with Casey. He’d let Kyle think he had to manage alone. Heath had moved away; Brax was gone. It was up to Kyle to run the businesses with her. They’d done all right, the two of them.

Still, Ricky had been so mad at Ash for keeping that secret. She understood now how difficult a position he had been in, and she also understood that Brax had put him there. So, really, she should probably still be mad at Brax. Except she couldn’t be. Brax was Casey’s father. And he was the man she loved most in the world. She regretted that she’d had to break Nate’s heart to find that out – in a million years, she never wanted to hurt Nate. She also regretted that moving away with Brax had begun with that pain. Here they were, though: together. As a family. She was still trying to work out whether it was real.

‘You okay?’ Brax prompted.

‘Yeah.’ Ricky’s smile wavered. ‘Just thinking.’

‘What about?’

‘About everything. Everyone. I’m going to miss this place,’ she said as the road carried them out of town, into the bushland.

‘I know you will. But we can visit.’

‘I suppose.’ Ricky looked at the road ahead. ‘Or maybe it’s better to just have a clean break. Summer Bay is our past. We have to make a new future.’ She turned to look at him. ‘Together.’

Brax smiled wider than she thought she’d ever seen him smile before. She loved it when he smiled. Time had not lessened her feelings for him: he was still the same handsome man who’d first captured her heart – and put it through the wringer. Now that they were parents, her love for him had changed – it had intensified. The bond they shared because of Casey had proved to be stronger than her love for Nate.

She’d tried to deny that she loved Nate less because she didn’t share a child with him. Nate had been the one to see the truth, and she was grateful to him for that. Because of her injuries from the explosion at the caravan park, she and Nate could never have children together, and he was the one who realised that would be a problem. She and Brax would never have any more children either, and maybe that made her cherish their bond more. Casey was her one and only, and Brax’s too. They were in this together – all three of them.

‘So here we go,’ Brax said, accelerating to reach the speed limit of the open road. ‘On to our new life.’

Ricky laughed. ‘I haven’t even asked where we’re going, where we’ll be living.’ She wound down the window and let the breeze blow her hair, then checked to see that it wasn’t blowing too hard on Casey.

‘It’s a place called Palm Cove,’ Brax said.

‘Have you been living there long?’

‘A few weeks. Since Sam was captured and I was cleared.’ He glanced at her. ‘I didn’t have to hide anymore.’

She nodded. ‘So why did you choose Palm Cove?’

‘It’s not that different to Summer Bay. Great waves.’

‘That’s important,’ Ricky said firmly.

‘Yeah, it is. Heath told me the surf was good. He and Bianca don’t live too far away.’

Happiness surged through Ricky at the thought of having family nearby. ‘Really?’ she said. ‘That’s terrific. Case will get to see Darcy and Harley a lot.’

‘And you and Bianca can see each other.’

‘Plus you and Heath get to hang out, of course.’

‘We do,’ Brax said, nodding and smiling. ‘It’s a good town, Ric. We can make a life there.’

‘Well, let’s get there!’ Ricky said, pointing at the road ahead. ‘Get going!’

Brax laughed. ‘We’re going,’ he said. ‘Hold on.’

Ricky turned her face to the open window and relished the feeling of cool air on her skin. For the first time in months – more than months, since Brax had gone to jail, really – she believed that everything was going to be all right. She had her baby, she had Brax, and a world of possibility awaited her.


CHAPTER 2

Brax pulled up in front of the house he’d rented when he moved to Palm Cove, just after he’d found out that Sam had confessed and he was no longer being held responsible for a crime he didn’t commit.

He didn’t tell Ricky that he’d chosen this house because he’d hoped she’d come back to him one day – he’d made sure it had enough bedrooms so that Casey could have his own room, and there was a little garden out the back where they could kick a ball around when he grew older. The house was a block away from the beach and the local shops were five minutes’ walk in the other direction.

Ricky stepped out of the car and Brax watched her face as she saw the house for the first time. He knew it didn’t look that fancy – it was weatherboard with some fibro additions – but it made a nice home.

‘I like it,’ she said, grinning, and he felt relieved.

‘Yeah, so do I.’ He walked to the boot to get her bags while Ricky moved Casey out of his car seat.

‘Is there enough room for us all?’

‘Sure is.’ He slung one bag over his shoulder and picked up another two in his hands. ‘I must have known you’d come back.’

‘Oh really?’ Ricky said, giving him a funny look.

‘What?’ he said, stopping outside the gate.

Her face turned serious. ‘Would you have tried to get me back if Nate hadn’t called?’

‘I told you … Once I heard you were getting married, I didn’t want to interfere.’ He nudged the gate with his hip and led the way through a neat front garden, dropping the bags on the narrow front verandah. ‘I just wanted you to be happy, Ric.’

He turned the key in the lock and opened the door, standing back for Ricky to go ahead of him into the kitchen, which led on to the living room.

‘Wow, it’s so light in here. I love it!’ she said. ‘Look, Case – there’s a garden out there.’ She jiggled Casey on her hip as she pointed out the back window to the lawn and the trees surrounding it.

Brax felt the improbability of this moment: having the two of them here in his home. He’d dreamt about it – and so many times he’d thought about calling Ricky and telling her that she was making a mistake marrying Nate. But he meant what he’d said to her: he had wanted her to be happy, and he’d been assured by Ash that she was. So he hadn’t made that call. Yet here she was anyway.

‘I’m really glad,’ he breathed. ‘I just want you to be happy.’

Ricky spun around to face him. ‘You know what makes me truly happy is you,’ she said.

He took a step towards her. ‘And what makes me the happiest man alive is you.’

He bent down to kiss her. He could feel her lips smiling against his and stopped.

‘What?’ he said.

‘We can kiss whenever we want now,’ she said, grinning.

‘We sure can.’ He kissed her again before she could say anything more.

Moments passed, maybe minutes. Brax just wanted to make sure she was real and that she was here with him.

As the kiss ended, Ricky sighed contentedly. ‘Sometimes I can’t believe you’re really alive,’ she said.

‘I know what you mean.’ He kissed the top of Casey’s head. ‘I kick myself for missing so much of this little guy’s life. For missing so much of your life. But I had to do it. For both of you.’

‘I know you did,’ she said, although he could hear sadness in her voice. She looked away.

‘Hey,’ he said softly, putting an arm around her.

‘I missed you so much,’ she said, sniffing. ‘I just have to get used to not missing you.’

‘There’s plenty of time,’ he said, hugging her close. ‘There’s the rest of our lives.’

She nodded and Casey burbled, making them both laugh.

‘It’ll be time for him to have a feed soon,’ Ricky said.

‘I’ll grab the other bags,’ Brax replied.

‘Great. He’ll have a sleep after he’s fed so I’ll unpack then.’

‘I could unpack for you.’

Ricky arched an eyebrow. ‘If you think I’m going to trust you to hang up my clothes properly …’

Brax looked sheepish. ‘Yeah, maybe you’re right.’

Ricky nodded. ‘I thought so.’

Casey started to cry.

‘Oh, there’s the dinner bell,’ Ricky said.

‘I’ll grab those bags.’

‘Thanks.’

Ricky flashed him one of her megawatt smiles and Brax thought he couldn’t feel any more alive than he did right at this moment. His girl was here. Their baby was with them. It had seemed like the remotest possibility only a day ago, no matter how much he wanted it.

Now, Brax knew, the rest of his life could really begin. He’d been on hold for so long: in jail, in hiding, trying to get over Ricky because she was making a life with someone else. He’d been stuck, revving in neutral. Now he could get into gear – and Ricky was the key to it all. With her in his life, he felt like he could do anything. She and Casey were his responsibility, and he relished the second chance he’d been given to take care of them.

Tonight they’d set up their home together. Tomorrow he was going out to get a job so he could provide for them. Then they’d start making their plans – for this month, this year and the rest of their lives.
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