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Drama, intrigue, suspense, adventure and honest, country goodness – welcome to Bindarra Creek where life and love in a small country town has never been more challenging.
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Dan Molyneaux eased his V8 sedan around the bend and into the straight with the effortlessness of an experienced driver who enjoyed the power in his hands and the roar of the engine under the hood. Out here in the country with no traffic on the road for miles, he could push it to the speed limit and blow the cobwebs from the pistons. Just the way he liked it. If only it was as easy to erase the guilt from his heart.

He accelerated up the hill to the rise ahead, preparing for the drop that would lie beyond. His heart pumped hard with adrenaline in anticipation of the downward slope to come. The g-force would drag at his abs and suck the breath from his lungs on a Yes!

For the first time in months, he was free. Unchained from a desk job that had destroyed his faith in humanity and a million-dollar view that was no compensation for his mistakes.

The downhill came and didn’t disappoint, but as the road stretched out in front of him and momentum carried him towards the next bend, a kangaroo burst from the bush onto the road. He braked—hard and fast—the red alert flashing on his screen display, warning him of the impending impact. He knew if he swerved to avoid the animal, he’d roll the car or hit a tree or worse, kill himself. The rear end fishtailed and as he struggled to control the skid, the front end collided with the roo and rolled it onto the hood. The impact of its head against the glass sent cracks running across the windscreen.

“Fuck!”

He steered into the curve of the road as he stepped harder on the brakes, the stench of burning rubber in his nostrils, and felt the drag of the automatic braking system as it slowed the travel. The car rolled to a stop in the ditch and the cabin filled with the burning smell of death.

Dan’s hands shook on the wheel. His heart pumped hard in his chest, and even though he knew there was nothing he could have done to avoid hitting the roo, guilt rushed at him. More blood on his hands.

“Damn it!”

For a moment he sat gathering his wits, calming his pulse, mentally calculating his speed at point of impact. Even though he hadn’t been over the speed limit, the emergency braking system would only have shaved off a quarter of the speed before the car hit. Eighty kilometres per hour. If the roo was alive, it would be pretty beat up. Not the animal’s lucky day and certainly not his either.

His heart still pounding, he stared at the roo lying prone on the hood, its snout only inches from his own nose. Only centimetres and a wrecked sheet of glass had stood between him and death or at the very least, serious injury.

Once again, he stared death in the face. The glassy eyes of the roo staring back at him brought back visions of another death where the sightless eyes were human.

He pushed open the car door, the metallic squawk from the hinges warning him of the damage to expect. With a wary eye on the roo, he stepped out onto the bitumen where thick tracks of rubber layered the road, evidence of his close shave. Keeping his distance, he examined the wreck. Spidery veins spread around the hole in the windscreen, the only thing maintaining the concave shape and stopping it from collapsing was the shatterproof film. The hood wore the indent of the kangaroo’s body pressed into the metal, and the front end formed a perfect vee. Dan wasn’t sure who was worse off, the car or the kangaroo. The car could be fixed but he thought it might be too late for the roo.

He checked his phone. Thank God he had a signal. It meant he wasn’t in the middle of nowhere, miles away from civilisation. Who to call? Mum first, because she was expecting him. She’d be worried if he didn’t show up on time. Plus, after almost twelve months in the backwater town of Bindarra Creek, she’d know who to call for a tow. Next, he’d call the insurance company. He pressed out his mother’s number and waited for her to answer.

“Dan! Where are you?”

“Hey, Mum. Don’t panic, I’m okay. I had a little accident.” He raked a still shaky hand through his hair. “I hit a roo.”

The familiar sound of her voice eased over the shock, reminding him of his childhood—when it was just the two of them, when she'd encouraged him to spread his wings and been there to patch up his wounds when he’d fallen. Warmth flooded his heart, filling a little of the void that plagued him. He should have made an effort to see her before now.

He clenched his jaw. There’d been nothing stopping him from making the trip sooner except he’d been too busy ruining people’s lives with investments doomed to fail. Perhaps that’s why he hadn’t thought twice about investing in a rundown pub in a nowhere town—penance for his sins. If he failed, he’d be kissing a couple of hundred thousand of his invested dollars goodbye. He hoped to God that hitting the roo wasn’t another sign of Karma having a field day with his life.

“Oh Dan, honey. Are you okay? Where?”

Dan looked around for a signpost, anything that might give him a clue. “About forty k’s from Bindarra Creek.”

“Oh, honey! Not a good way to start your new life, is it?”

He scratched his head then pressed his fingertips to his gritty eyes. “No, it isn’t.” God, he must be close to burnout if his eyes stung more for the dead kangaroo than they did for his equally dead V8.

“Hang in there, Dan. I’ll give our local mechanic a call to come down and tow you in.”

“I can call it in, Mum. Give me his number. I’ll have to give him my insurance details anyway.” He lifted his head at the sound of an engine gearing down and the swish of tyres on gravel. The yellow rotating lights flashed on the light bar of the white four-wheel drive ute, illuminating the signwriting on the hood—Bindarra Creek National Park Ranger. “Looks like help in some form has arrived. The ranger just pulled up.”

His mum chuckled. “That’ll be Alice. She’ll take care of you and the roo. Leave the rest to me. It’s not like you’re going to do a runner on old Fred. He can get all the nitty-gritty details from you later. Besides, you’re going to have your hands full in a minute, filling out Alice’s environmental accident reports.”

“Great! And here I was thinking I was done with paperwork. Thanks, Mum,” he said and pressed the end call button. Alice? The name echoed in his head, but the shock of the accident had clouded his mind and he pushed aside the niggling feeling he should know the name.

Hand on the buckled roof frame of his car, Dan watched as the ranger got out of the ute and walked toward him, the butt of her rifle balanced against her shoulder, the barrel pointed to the ground. The thunderous expression on her face and the grim, tight line of her lips had him praying the rifle was meant for the roo and not for him. She stopped a few feet in front of him and eyed the damage to the car. Without a word, she brushed past him and headed for the kangaroo. Rifle ready, she aimed for the head.

Dan’s heart lurched in his throat. “You’re going to shoot it?”

She threw him a black look over her shoulder. “It’s the quickest way to put her out of her misery. It’s what we have to do when motorists wipe them out.”

The way she said motorist twisted his gut. The disdain, the hatred, the hurt. No, the feisty ranger wasn’t enjoying this any more than he was. “I’m sorry. It was just there. I could never have stopped in time without hitting a tree and killing myself. It’s dead.”

Dan caught a look at her paling features as she turned away and aimed again. Her words were unsteady when she spoke. “Roos are clever at playing dead. It’s their safety mechanism. No matter how bad their injuries are they run on adrenalin—just like humans. If their legs are broken, they’ll still get up, kick the shit out of you and run away, only to die from shock and injuries somewhere in the bush.”

She approached the roo cautiously, rifle ready. The roo lifted its head, brown eyes round and wide. It struggled to lift the weight of its body, rolled off the hood, shuddered and fell onto the road. Dan swallowed the grim taste of bile in his throat and looked away as the shot rang through the air, sending parrots squawking into the air from the trees.

“Make yourself useful, City Boy. There’s a blue tarp in the back of the ute. Bring it and help me drag her onto it.” She threw the command at him without even looking back as she explored the body of the roo. “And while you’re there, bring me the little blue sleeping bag. She has a joey.”

Shock, anger, regret—the emotions warred inside him as he stood frozen to the spot. How could he have thought a tree change would make a difference? What was he thinking? Even out here in the middle of nowhere he was ruining lives, destroying families. The black pull of anxiety tugged at the far reaches of his mind.

He could quit now and go back to his corner office with the view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the comfort zone of short office hours and long lunches. But then he’d never know if he could cut it in the country or not, and he’d never been one to back down from a challenge. His gaze dropped to his hands where traces of blood from the doorframe had marked his skin—another death on his conscience, another growing bloodstain on the ground to confront him in his nightmares.

He heard the crunch of Alice’s boots on the gravel and felt the whoosh of air as she walked past him to the ute. She returned moments later with a pouch under her arm and a small bottle of water and roll of toilet paper in her hands.

“Here,” she said, thrusting the bottle and toilet paper under his nose. “Clean up and get the tarp.”

Merciless, he thought. Not that he didn’t deserve the ranger’s anger. He should have known better, expected something like this to happen. He’d read the sad statistics on road kill. Too late now—there was no going back. He wiped the blood from his hands with the water and toilet paper, then turned in time to see Alice heading towards him with the blue pouch in her arms. All he saw as she brushed past him was a tiny furry head, all eyes, ears and snout, peering out from the gap in the pouch.

He followed her to the ute, watching as she laid the pouch on the front seat against the backrest and secured it with the seatbelt. She reeked of roo poo and the coppery stench of blood and gunpowder. His stomach rolled again and he swallowed hard against the rising memory of another time when the smell of death had haunted his senses. Perspiration built on his forehead as he fought to keep the rising bile down.

Alice eyed him wryly. “If you throw up, I’ll make you walk the forty kilometres into town,” she growled. “You should get there by midnight.”

Dan stepped back, took a breath and walked around the back of the ute to grab the tarp. He found himself smiling grimly. Roo poo and all, she was a fresh change from the city girls. He couldn’t imagine any of them doing what Alice had. Sure, she was angry and bad-tempered right now—she had the right to be—but under that khaki shirt, those jeans and boots was a pretty neat package. There was definitely something about her, an earthiness that made her real.

He wiped his palms on the backside of his jeans and pulled the tarp over the side of the ute, slinging it over his shoulder. A shaft of pain speared through his chest. Seatbelt burn for his sins, and no doubt tomorrow his muscles would be screaming from the force of impact.

On the way back to the kangaroo, he cast a sad look at his car. Only two thousand k’s on the clock and it was probably a write-off. He’d made a typical city boy error. He should have bought something sturdier, something more suited to the country, like Alice’s four-wheel drive.

Alice sat crouched at the kangaroo’s side. Silently, he spread the tarp out on the ground and waited for instruction. It was then he noticed the two white crosses at the foot of the giant eucalypt. RIP Lochie. RIP Pete. A shiver ran through him. If he’d swerved to avoid the animal, his name could have been on a cross there too.

“Take the tail, Slick. I’ll get the light bit.”

He looked down to see Alice peering up at him, her arms under the kangaroo’s shoulders, ready to shift it onto the tarp. Casting off his morbid thought, he moved to lift the tail. “You’re going to pick up that roo.”

“That’s what I said.”

“That thing must weigh a ton.”

“It’s a female. She’s only about forty kilos. What? You think I can’t do it?”

“I never said that.”

“Then put your back into it before we become a statistic ourselves. On the count of three,” said Alice. “One, two, three!”

They placed the roo onto the tarp, carried it to the ute and laid it out on the tray. Alice leapt up into the back and wrapped the carcass firmly in the tarp, tying it up with rope. Jumping back down, she slapped the tailgate shut and snapped the locks into place. Her phone rang and she whipped it out of the top pocket of her shirt.

“Hey, Fred,” she greeted warmly. “Yeah, I’m okay. Sure, of course. I’ll tell him. What?” The change in her tone—from warm to freezing in seconds—had Dan’s head snapping up. She looked at him with a frown and then looked away again, listening to what her caller had to say. “Just my luck. I’ll drop him off at Maureen’s. Cheers, mate.”

Dan waited as she hung up and opened the driver’s door of the ute. She tossed the phone on the seat and unbuckled the bundled joey.

“Here, you’ll have to hold the joey on the drive back into town. Fred will be down later to tow in your car.” The chill in her tone froze any response he might make. “Get in. I’ll give you a lift to your mum’s.”

Wordlessly, he took the joey and hoisted himself into the passenger seat of the ute. As she slid behind the wheel, he wondered what it was that had swung her mood from angry to freeze-out.

* * * *
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Alice breathed and tried not to take in the scent of expensive male cologne filling the cab, or the less inviting pong of roo poo. The latter she was used to, the former brought back too many painful memories.

When she’d spotted the car and roo on her routine patrol to check for road kill, she almost hadn’t stopped, was tempted to keep driving past that goddamn tree and ring the accident in to triple zero instead. Why? Why had Dan Molyneaux chosen that spot to run into trouble?

It had taken every ounce of strength she had to pull over at the very same place she’d lost her husband and child. The little white crosses, the scarred base of the tree, even the ditch Dan had ended up in—all of them stark reminders of the crash. If he’d swerved, the tree would have claimed another life, and she couldn’t have stopped for that. No way in hell.

Her hands shook on the steering wheel and she gripped it tighter, knuckles white against the black leather. Grandad Charlie would have her head if he found out how rude she’d been to Dan. He’d tell her it wasn’t the man’s fault and things happen for a reason. A sign, he’d call it, a sign it was time to move on.

She snuck a look at the man beside her. Tall with dark brown hair, he was good looking enough to be a model for Tractor Weekly, except he was a city boy. She caught the look that softened his features as he gazed down at the joey cuddled to his chest in big strong arms. She watched his long fingers gently stroke the rough fur of its ears then run down the line on its snout. Her stomach clenched with awareness at the tenderness in his touch. No way would she let herself like him for that show of caring. She wanted to hate the man who’d bought the Riverside Pub.

“What happens to the joey now?” he asked, breaking into her thoughts.

“I get him checked out at the vet.” She’d never intended to sell the pub, it had been in her family for as long as the town had existed, but with the rejuvenation of Bindarra Creek town, Charlie had convinced her it was time to let go of the past.

“And then?”

She sighed, annoyed at having to make conversation with him. It should have been easy. Sign the pub over, hand him the key and walk away without ever having to step inside the place again. She hadn’t opened the door in eight years and she wasn’t about to do so now.

“We find him a carer until he’s old enough to feed himself, teach him how to be a kangaroo and then set him free where we found him.” Oh God, and that meant going back to the tree again—another damn good reason to dislike the man sitting next to her.

Bindarra Creek was a small town, but not so small that she’d run into him every five minutes. She kept herself busy enough to avoid the town events and social gatherings, so avoiding him should be just as easy. Driving past Riverside every day and seeing the doors open for business again would be like a stake to her heart because as surely as Dan Molyneaux had killed that kangaroo, the Riverside Pub had killed her husband and child.

Out the corner of her eye, she glimpsed Dan running a hand through his GQ-styled hair. Everything about him screamed success. So what was an up-and-coming exec doing in their little backwater town? Suspicion reared its ugly head. Her own reservations aside, with developers flooding into town and scammers taking advantage of it, she held more than a little resentment towards the council’s idea of rejuvenation. But as Charlie had so wisely said, it was the only way to stop Bindarra Creek becoming another ghost town on the map. Not that it was much more than that at the moment.

As the town came into view, Dan spoke. “Look, I’m really sorry about the kangaroo. If I could have stopped in time, I would have. I feel really shit. I’ve never killed so much as a cockroach in my life.”

Alice threw him a doubtful look before slowing down to the forty-kilometre per hour speed limit at the entry to Main Street.

He sighed and tried again. “You obviously already know who I am because you’re taking me to Mum’s, but I’ll introduce myself anyway. I’m Dan Molyneaux. I bought the Riverside Pub.”

And by God, he sounded so friggin’ chuffed with himself—like a kid with a new toy at Christmas. Her grip tightened on the wheel again and she bit back a sharp retort. Anger—irrational and totally uncalled for—rose hot and fast through her blood. If she’d known what an emotional rollercoaster it would be making the decision to sell, she would have dug her feet in deeper and said no. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know. I’m the one who sold it to you.”

“God bless Karma for introducing us so badly,” he mocked. “I am pleased to meet you, Alice. I wish it was under better circumstances.” He rubbed the sleeping joey’s ears. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognise your name before.”

She ignored him as she turned into the driveway of the veterinary clinic. A touch of guilt trickled through her. He wasn’t to know the whole story. No-one had spoken of the tragic events leading to the accident almost eight years ago, nor had anyone murmured a word when she’d shut the doors and boarded up the windows of the two-storey building overlooking the Akuna River. Charlie had silently helped her move from the upstairs accommodation and into the house at the wildlife sanctuary across Gillies Bridge, where the view of the pub was obscured by the trees.

“Yeah, me too,” she said, pulling to a stop in front of the clinic. “I’ll drop the joey off first.” Getting out of the ute, she walked around and opened his door, holding her arms out for the joey.

Dan went to unclip his seatbelt. “I’ll come with you. Make sure he’s okay.”

“This isn’t an episode of Skippy, Mr Molyneaux. I take him inside, the vet checks him out and keeps him overnight. This is where your responsibility ends. The rest is up to me.”

God, she hated sounding so damn angry. Raw pain slashed at her heart. Why did the man responsible for forcing her out of her comfort zone have to be so friggin’ nice when all she could be in return was bitchy? Right now, all she wanted was to curl up in the corner and cry as old wounds reopened and bled inside her.

Until today the sale had been nothing more than a piece of paper, but now the new owner was here in the flesh, reality confronted her with the speed of a freight train.
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