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      Water sparkled, sunlight shimmering across the ever-changing blues summoning people to one last swim, as if reminding that summer would end soon, that the season would change and opportunity pass before one knew it. How true that proved. Life could change faster than an eyelid’s flicker.

      The heaviness in her heart ballooned, begging her to escape, but she dug her toes in the gritty sand of Merriweather Island’s beach. Josie Green had a contrary streak, people had always said. She’d gladly own it now.

      Closer to the lighthouse, several seabirds ducked and dived, skimming across the water in search of fish as if they too knew this playground couldn’t last forever, and they’d best find joy while they could. This philosophy she well understood, and these past years she had lived up—or down, according to one’s perspective—to it, seeking pleasure where she could, while she could. Which made sense. Humans might hold a veneer of sophistication, but really, when you came down to it, they were hardly better than the animal kingdom. Her stomach tensed. She knew that only too well.

      A bird dove into the water, snatched a struggling fish, and flew away. One gulp. Two. A tiny remnant fell back into the sea. The circle of life, right there. Survival of the fittest, survival of the brave. If only she felt either fit or brave.

      The breeze flapped her hemp shirt against her skin. She shivered and turned to see the straggling families here on Merriweather’s main swimming beach collecting their belongings, their fun in the sun over. She should probably head back soon too. Not that she had much to head back for, except an empty house, an empty Sunday evening, an empty heart.

      A little boy, blue plastic bucket bouncing against his leg, raced toward her, his feet sliding in the sand. He looked to be four years’ old, maybe five, his features smiling, cheeky.

      Regret gnawed. How old would—? No. Don’t think about it.

      “Ow!” He tripped, landing face first in the sand, then let out a huge howl, and she left regret to rush to him.

      “Hey, buddy,” she said, helping him stand, gently dusting sand off his arms. “You’re okay.”

      “No, I’m not,” he stopped his crying long enough to say. “I losted my shells.”

      His bucket had spilled his treasures, and she picked them up. A long cylinder-shaped cream shell with brown markings that was the home of the lettered olive sea snail, a handful of iridescent cream-orange jingle shells. “How pretty these are.”

      “I loved them,” he said, two fat tears trembling on his plump cheeks.

      “I don’t think you’ve lost a single one,” she said, carefully sifting the sand to make sure it was true.

      He blinked, his solemn dark eyes studying her as if he really saw her. “I like your hair.”

      She lifted a purple dreadlocked strand. “It’s different, isn't it?”

      “Liam! Oh, thank goodness!” A woman hurried down the sand from the road, her face pinched with fear. “Hey! What are you doing with my son?”

      Josie straightened. “He fell. I helped him up.”

      The woman was eyeing her askance, no doubt judging everything from her hair to her nose-ring to her hippie clothes and bare feet. Josie knew how this worked.

      “Mommy? Can we leave now?”

      The woman snapped from her disapproving trance, turning her back on Josie and speaking to the boy. “Everyone was worried about you. We thought we’d lost you!”

      “I tried to run, but my legs only went slow. Do you like my shells, Mommy?”

      “More shells?” The woman muttered something else under her breath, snatched his hand and drew him away.

      “Bye, Liam,” Josie called.

      He glanced over his shoulder and smiled, releasing a bubble of hot envy, followed by a surge of fresh regret.

      As he disappeared over the sand dune, she caught him saying something about purple hair and “why don’t you have purple hair, Mommy?”

      Yep. She could bet what his mother would say. Probably the same thing as what Josie’s own mother had said. Many, many times.

      Oh well.

      She followed the slow exodus to her car—Samantha’s car, really, but the vehicle seemed to represent so much about Josie’s life. She’d returned to the islands to inherit the passed down things, just like she had when growing up. The clothes her sister had outgrown that Josie neither liked nor wanted. This life she’d inherited through no fault of her own, right down to Sam’s old car, Sam’s old house, Sam’s old life. Yep. Her fun in life’s sun was over.

      Back at her new—temporary—home, she made a cup of green tea and moved to stare out the back window across the yard that once had been filled with plants. There weren’t so many now, muddied circles showing where potted flowers and tiny trees had once stood. But with the future of Greener Gardens in doubt, her sister had apparently decided not to continue restocking, which left Josie looking out across a depressing landscape of unfulfilled dreams. Reminiscent of her life, really.

      Guilt pulled tight across her chest. How much had her life choices disappointed Mama? Disappointed Daddy? Her eyes burned, and she chewed the inside of her bottom lip, her gaze falling to the new ink on her wrist. A tiny palm frond. Daddy’s favorite plant. If only…

      Her phone buzzed, and she fished it from her back pocket. Made a face. Sam. Again. Didn’t she know to leave well enough alone? Couldn’t she be happy that Josie was living here now? Forget the fact she’d had nowhere else to go, having lost the bond money for her latest apartment, when she’d lost her job at the café and couldn’t make the rent. At least she was here, even though every pore in her body screamed to be anywhere else. Who wanted constant reminders that she was the lesser child, the prodigal, the anything-but-dutiful daughter, guaranteed to disappoint her mother until her dying day?

      Her emotions tipped again, and she blinked away new moisture. She would not cry. She would not. She might share her sister’s DNA but Sam’s volatile emotions, she did not. Even if volatile was a word she’d heard to describe herself more than once.

      “Josie, you need to curb your enthusiasm.”

      “Josie, you need to temper your hot temper.”

      “Josie, you need to lower your expectations.”

      “Josie, you need to lose these outbursts, otherwise we can’t see you working here.”

      “Josie, I like you, but I don’t like your unpredictability.”

      In other words: Josie, shut up and put up with it.

      Funny how the world told you to be yourself, then when you tried to be, everyone wanted you to change. Not least her mom and sister, who’d never understood her. And now that the only one who had ever believed in her was gone, she might as well be a shadow, a paper-thin version of herself, seeing no-one was left to peel beneath the wrapping paper to see the broken mess that she now was.

      Paper-thin. That was Josephine Grace Green.

      Her phone buzzed again, and she knew the same family stubbornness that compelled her to work at an environmental agency for free would see her sister persist in calling until Josie answered. Probably calling to see why Josie hadn’t gone to church today. Why Josie hadn’t gone to have lunch with perfect her, perfect Max, and their perfect child of adorableness in Max’s perfect family home. She still refused to think of it as Sam’s house. Sometimes still struggled to believe her sister was married to one of America’s most favorite authors. Was it any wonder Sam had only increased in Mom’s favorite daughter status?

      How she loved being home.

      She sighed and stabbed the phone’s green button to answer. “Yes?”

      “Finally! Why do you always take so long to answer your phone?”

      She was sorely tempted to hang up, but figured that would only further strain relations which were never good at the best of times, and would require Josie to have to fix things somehow, which was always more trouble than it was worth.

      “What do you want?”

      “I just wanted to check you were okay,” Sam’s voice had softened, and for a moment, Josie was tempted to actually believe her sister might care.

      “I’m fine.” Her words came out more terse than she’d wanted, and she rolled her eyes at herself. Why couldn’t she be nicer to someone who claimed to love her?

      Because Sam is the good one, something whispered in her heart. People like her more.

      “Was that it?” she asked instead. “I’m pretty busy right now.”

      Yeah. Busy watching the clouds gild gold and pink as the day melded into dusk. She lifted a hand. Bye summer.

      Seconds passed, seconds in which she could just imagine her sister holding back her own big sigh, perhaps rolling her eyes at Max at her selfish, inconsiderate sister, none of which she’d say, of course, passive aggression being her family’s preferred mode of communication.

      “Are you doing okay?” Sam asked softly.

      What? This wasn’t supposed to be in the script. Confusion blasted out with a “Yeah. Sure. I love being here.” Surely even Sam could hear the sarcasm?

      Another long pause. Then, “I really appreciate you giving up your life to come here and help.”

      “My pleasure.” My duty. And where else was she going to go? She hoped Sam wouldn’t say that. That’d be below the belt.

      “Are you happy to open up tomorrow?”

      “It’s what you pay me for.” That, and a little bit of cleaning. And a little bit of labor, although the jobs were fewer and further between now.

      “I…” Another stretch of time. A cough. “Thank you.”

      Suspicion grew. “Are you okay?”

      Sam’s voice when she answered sounded weak. “I’m just feeling a bit under the weather.”

      Oh. Compassion surged as she wondered whether that was another one of Max’s phrases. Every so often, Sam would slide an expression into conversation that sounded half British, just like the man himself.

      “You should go see a doctor.”

      “I did.” Another cough. “That’s why I wanted to see you for lunch today.”

      What? Panic surged. “Are you sick? Have you got cancer? Have you got what Daddy had? Sam—!”

      Her sister laughed.

      Oh. Sam probably wouldn’t be laughing if it was cancer. “What is it?” she asked impatiently. “Are you sick or not?”

      “I’m not sick, except in the morning. And the afternoon it seems.”

      It took a moment. “Wait. Are you telling me what I think you are?”

      “Depends what you think I’m telling you.”

      Her mouth dried. “Are…are you pregnant?” Please no, please no, please—

      “Yes! It’s such a surprise. I mean, little Valentine has only just turned six months, and I didn’t think I could get pregnant again so soon, especially when I was breastfeeding, but there you go. I am. So you’re going to be an aunty again! Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Wonderful,” she said flatly. Then, realizing how that sounded, tried to pep up the enthusiasm. “That’s great, Sam! Congrats.”

      Her sister’s pause told her the enthusiasm could’ve shot a little higher. But then Sam started speaking about how thrilled Max was, how close the siblings would be being born so close together—yeah, like she’d forgotten how that worked out for them—and what this would mean for the Greener Gardens’ business, her words trickling noise into Josie’s ear.

      For she could never really fully share in her sister’s joy when all she could hear was the doctor’s words on that fateful day five years ago. “All gone, Miss Green.”

      The one child lost. Who could never be found again. Tears slipped down her cheeks, and she slid to the floor, wiping a hand over her face. God, forgive me.
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      Well, he sure wasn’t in Canberra anymore.

      Lachlan Jones drove across the bridge, the island’s near tropical feel a far cry from the foggy blanket of winter Canberra would be suffering from at this time of year. The turn his life had taken these past three months still had the power to overwhelm. A phone call out of the blue. An elderly lady who said her name was Veronica Patchett, who claimed to be a long lost relative. She was the wife of a man whose Australian mother had married a US serviceman during World War Two then followed him to the island of Breakers Head, thus losing contact with her family back home in New South Wales. He hadn’t even known his great grandfather had a missing sister. Had been shocked to find that maybe his tight family wasn’t so tight after all.

      Turned out the music gene he’d thought he’d inherited from his piano-playing mother might be more from his paternal grandfather’s side. Great Aunt Millie had performed in one of those entertain-the-troops troupes and caught the eye of one Edward Patchett, who had wooed her to Breakers Head. They’d married and had a son, Edward Jr, whose worsening ill-health had prompted his wife Veronica to reach out to a genealogist who had discovered the family link and sent word to him in Canberra.

      His parents’ own work and health situations had made travel too challenging, leaving him the sole member of the Jones family ready and willing to fly to the US at short notice and meet this Ed Patchett Jr and great aunt Veronica, or whatever degree of greatness she was.

      Lachlan had arrived just in time to see Ed in a hospice in Savannah, then Ed passed away. Veronica’s age and general air of overwhelm obliged him to stay as he tried to help her figure out what to do next, a task that would have fallen to her and Ed’s kids, if they’d ever been blessed by any. His heart tugged with renewed compassion.

      The road veered to the right, and he took care not to drive in the wrong lane, as he’d accidentally done a few times while in Savannah, getting honked at for his audacity in driving on the left side of the road. The worst was when he’d tried to negotiate the off-ramps, those semi-circular sweeps of tarmac all-too-similar to the roundabouts that constituted Canberra. Ah well. He’d learned the hang of it now. Mostly.

      He turned into Tybee Avenue and slowed and parked outside Veronica’s but didn’t get out. How to tell her he could stay—at a pinch—until Christmas, but no longer. His employer had been super amazing, giving him leave for the second half of the year, but he needed to start next year’s school term with his students in late January. If he wanted to keep his job at Canberra Christian High, that was.

      Give up four years’ study at university, five years teaching, and all his hard work to chase a dream? He leaned his elbows on the wheel. He wasn’t brave like his uni friend Sarah Maguire, who had left the safe road to join a music ministry that had become a global phenomenon. He shot up a prayer for her, that her injuries would heal and she’d find new hope again. Last he’d heard she was in Canada, so maybe she’d find a new life there. He knew God was into second chances—but would He give one to Lachlan? For something he’d barely dared pray about, let alone believe could actually happen? But why else would God have connected him with a woman he barely knew who had in her possession a music studio of all things? How random was that? What were the chances?

      He exhaled and got out, moving inside. “Hey, Veronica, I’m back.”

      He heard a scuffling noise and braced for her cat, a little monster that took sweet delight in digging her nails into his knees, as if protesting his existence, because he’d dared not be Ed Jr. “Hey, Milo.”

      The one thing he liked about the cat: it shared a name with his favorite addiction, the sweet chocolate powder loved by Aussie kids in milk or on ice-cream that most adults grew out of, but he never had. Give him a choice between a beer and a drink of Milo and he’d pick the latter every time. Good luck getting Milo in a pub.

      Petting the cat was an invitation to be clawed, so he ignored him, as the feline seemed mostly happy to reciprocate. “Veronica?”

      “In here,” he heard her faint call.

      He exited the back, down the small deck to the timber building that looked more garden shed than music studio. Inside was a different world, one of teetering piles of records and ancient sofas, quality music equipment and two small rooms that were soundproofed. One of these held just enough space for a band’s instruments. The other was more for a solo artist. They both backed onto another room which held the old-school sound system that his time being a roadie for gigs and working the sound desk at church had shown him was one of the best.

      Veronica was perched on the sofa, holding an array of records that probably hadn’t seen the light of day for many years.

      She glanced up at him as he knocked on the glass window and moved inside. “I remember Ed taking me to hear Perry Como in Las Vegas years ago. I think it might’ve been on our honeymoon.”

      Clearly Veronica’s mother-in-law hadn’t been the only one unopposed to travel. “That sounds fun.”

      “Oh, Las Vegas was magical. This place lit up in the middle of the desert, like you’d moved off Mars and landed among the stars. Of course, I don’t believe it’s like that now,” she said wistfully.

      Yeah, no. His one and only visit to Las Vegas had been an eye-opener for a small town boy whose only taste of hedonism was a visit to Sydney’s King’s Cross. Las Vegas took it to a whole other level with its glittering excess, gambling and fakeness. That Oceans 11 franchise had a lot to answer for.

      “Oh, Lachlan,” she said with a sigh, looking around her. “Is this mess ever going to be cleared up, do you think?”

      “Of course.” He drew near, crouched down until they were eye to eye. “We’ve been making progress. Little by little.”

      “Little by little, that’s the truth,” she said. “How did I not know my husband was such a hoarder?”

      “I guess these things become normal, so we don’t really notice.” His thoughts travelled to his dad. First thing he’d do when he got home would be to help Dad deal with the insanity crowding his chock-a-block double garage. No way would he be leaving that to Mum to have to deal with. And he figured his hints over the phone had fallen on deaf ears. “The house is nearly sorted now, except for the spare room, and I’m sure with a bit of time we can knock over what remains to be done in here.”

      “But then there is the yard, and there’s so much work to do.”

      “We’ll sort it soon. I promise.”

      She nodded, her gaze blank, her lips pursed, like she was a million miles away. Maybe back in Las Vegas. Or somewhere during her nursing days.

      It was weird trying to negotiate these questions with a woman he barely knew. Thank God she was a Christian so they had some common ground.

      “What am I going to do now?” she whispered, her bony hand grasping his arm.

      Great question. One he’d be answering too. For his answer to one might involve an answer for the other. The prayer, burning in his heart since June, exploded inside again.

      Lord? What do you want me to do? Which is the right path? Stay or go?

      He patted her arm. “You don’t need to worry about anything,” he assured. “I’m staying here for a while,” but only until around Christmas, “and we’ll keep praying that God will open and shut the right doors. Nothing needs to be decided today.”

      Her faded eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she murmured.

      “I’m glad I can help,” he said, gently squeezing her hand. “Come on,” he said, pushing upright and offering her a hand to rise. “Let’s go see about a cuppa.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, I never thought I’d see the day when a tall, strapping Hugh Jackman-lookalike would be here, insisting on cups of tea. You are precious, aren’t you?”

      Whoa. Any minute now, she’d start squeezing his cheeks, and no self-respecting Aussie bloke had time for that. He cleared his throat and motioned to the jungle that lay beyond the shed. “And maybe while the water is boiling, we can see if there’s a gardening company who can deal with these gardens. I’m not bad with a mower and whipper-snipper, but these look a little beyond that.”

      Another smile. “Sometimes I don’t quite know what language you speak, but yes. Call a garden company. I think it’s time we got this garden sorted out once and for all.”
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      “Hello, Greener Gardens, Josie speaking.”

      “G’day. I’m ringing to see whether your company does work on Breakers Head Island.”

      She blinked, the accent stealing like warm honey into her ears, sparking the faintest memory. Where had she heard a deep voice like this before?

      “Hello?” the man continued.

      “Oh! Uh, yeah.”

      “Yeah what?” he said, the good humor from before now gone, replaced with a trace of impatience.

      “Yeah, we do,” she said, with a touch of defensiveness.

      She glanced up, catching the frown of Tim Franklin, Greener Gardens’ burly bodybuilder-like employee, who was cleaning up after a big day working on the other side of Merriweather.

      “What?” she mouthed to him.

      “Sam doesn’t want us to take on any more work,” he murmured.

      Oh. Yeah. Right. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” the voice in her ear said.

      Oops. The phone call was still live. “I’m sorry, but—”

      “Look, we just need—”

      The half-sentences tumbled over each other, and she paused as he chuckled and said, “Ladies first.”

      “No, no.” If there was anything she’d learned in the past few years of wilderness job hunting, it was that “the customer is always right.”

      A beat. Then, “Okay. Well, let me tell you a bit about what we have to do.”

      He launched into a spiel about an old lady, a recent widow, and a backyard that needed clearing by experts. “It’s been a while since I used a chainsaw, and I reckon I could give it a crack as I’m sure it won’t take long, but I’ve been forbidden by my great aunt because the slope is so steep.”

      She struggled to understand his words, charmed as she was by how he said things. “Where are you from?”

      This earned her another raised brow from Tim, and an “I beg your pardon?” in her ear.

      Oh. A question that might’ve been met with amused understanding in a coffee shop in Atlanta probably came across a little in your face here. “I like your accent,” she said instead.

      “Uh, thanks?”

      “Are you Australian?”

      “Yeah.” A beat. “So about the job…”

      Tim’s arm crossed across his broad chest, and he was shaking his head.

      She turned her back to him, eyes on the desk Callie usually used, except when she was off on vacation with her hot surfer husband—the world’s most unlikely pairing, but there you go. Or there they’d gone. Off to Costa Rica for a surfing holiday. Callie—surfing? Yeah, and maybe Josie would shave her hair off one day too.

      The phone was quiet, and she wondered how long it had been since the man had stopped talking.

      “Um, what did you say?”

      There came a sound that might’ve been ground teeth, and a voice said “Forget it.”

      Dial tone rang in her ear.

      “Can you believe it? He hung up on me.”

      “Give me the phone,” Tim snapped, gesturing for it with impatient fingers.

      She handed it to him and leaned back in Callie’s super-comfy chair, about the best part of this job. Well, that and the fact she only had to walk fifty steps from home, and she was at work.

      Tim pressed a few buttons and spoke. “Hello? I believe you just rang Greener Gardens and were just speaking to our new office assistant.”

      Low tones on the other end.

      “I’m afraid we aren’t accepting new clients at the moment—”

      Obviously the Aussie wasn’t having any of that, as he interrupted Tim with a stream of more words.

      “Okay, I’ll see what we can do.”

      Oh, they would, would they? Josie leaned back and crossed her own arms, and raised a brow of her own. “I thought Sam doesn’t want us to take on any more work,” she mocked.

      “Yeah, well,” Tim shrugged. “I’ll talk it over with Dermott. If it’s as quick as this guy thinks it’ll be, then a day or two shouldn’t hurt.”

      “Right. And that’ll be you, will it? I thought you were heading to the mainland for your course.”

      “That’s not full time,” he explained. “I’ll explain to Dermott that I can fit it in around my studies.”

      The studies for his landscape architecture degree. The same sort of degree Sam had gained, except she’d been savvy enough to score hers on the opposite side of the country.

      Dermott. It still rankled that Sam had given responsibility to running their father’s business to a man like Dermott, who always seemed to regard Josie with an expression that veered between amusement and exasperation. So what if she’d never coped too well with following instructions? Greener Gardens was still Sam and Josie’s father’s business, not Dermott’s. He’d never had Green in his name.

      Of course, if push came to shove, she wouldn’t really want to run things here—responsibility and getting dirty weren’t really her thing—but still. Surely she should have some say in what went on? Especially seeing she’d been dumped in the deep end like this.

      “So you’ll speak to Dermott then?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      She nodded, leaning forward to prop her chin in her hands. “I wonder why an Aussie is here on the islands.”

      He shrugged.

      “Did you think he sounded like someone?”

      “Like Chris Hemsworth, maybe?”

      Speaking of… “Did anyone ever tell you that you’d give him a run for his money in the arms department?”

      He reddened, and she smiled inwardly. It was always fun to embarrass self-confident guys.

      “Actually,” he said slowly, eying her in that serious way she never quite knew what to do with, “Bella says that often.”

      Bella? Oh, his girlfriend. Well, good for her. “I just thought he sounded like someone I’d once met.”

      Another shrug. Man, this dude wasn’t big on communication. Not the verbal kind, anyway. She got his non-verbal messages loud and clear: not interested. Not available.

      “Well, it’s been great chatting, as always,” she said with a fake smile.

      That lifted the corner of his mouth a smidge, and she found her agitation ease a mite. Okay, he might not like her, but at least he didn’t seem to dislike her too much.

      He nodded and departed, and she was once again left with the empty room, with her thoughts, with the swirl of memory.

      She remembered when Dad had first built this office, twenty-something years ago. She would’ve been all of five or six, watching through their home’s glass sliding doors, face pressed against the glass, as the walls and roof went on. She still remembered the day Daddy had finished, then jogged up to the house and swept Mama up off her feet, taking her through the rows of tiny potted trees, before carrying her over the threshold and inside the new office like she was a bride. “See? No more muddy work boots in the hall. No more papers everywhere.”

      “Thank goodness,” Mama had murmured, before smooshing Daddy with a great big kiss that had made older sister Samantha drag her away.

      How strange it still seemed that Daddy, strong and virile Daddy, had succumbed at such an early age to such an insidious disease. Neurosarcoidosis. Only sixteen letters, six syllables, but a world of pain. Two years from diagnosis to earthly departure, a rapid descent in anyone’s language. Her eyes filled, and she blinked against the emotion. Would she ever recover from his loss?

      She stood, gripping the edge of Callie’s desk, glancing around the room as if really noticing it for the first time. How much of Daddy remained here? How much was what Sam thought should remain? She’d noticed the house had been virtually stripped of his presence, her memories of him steam-cleaned away.

      Another tug in her heart begged her to travel down the well-trodden road of resentment. How dare Sam make such decisions without her? How dare she and Mom think they always knew best? Mom didn’t even live here on Merriweather anymore. She claimed it brought back too many hard memories. Yeah? Well it did for Josie, too. But would Mama listen? No. Except to Sam. Sam, the wunderkind. Sam, the golden child. Sam, the perfect little—

      The phone rang again. She snatched it up. “Hello?”

      A sigh. “Josie, is that you?”

      She gritted her teeth. “What is it now?” Why her sister persisted in checking in with her at least half a dozen times a day was beyond her. Or maybe that’s what Sam thought. That everything was beyond Josie, hence the need to constantly check in…

      “Josie, I know I’ve said this before, but this is a work phone, and should be answered accordingly.”

      “Hello, Greener Gardens, this is Josie,” she purred. Yeah, she knew how to work phones. Senator Perkins had said she was one of their best callers for donations to his campaign fundraiser.

      “For goodness sake, you don’t need to sound like you’re selling yourself.”

      “What do you take me for?” She rolled her eyes, then remembered a little stint a few years ago when she’d been desperately short of cash when she’d worked phones doing exactly that. Well, not exactly that, because it was on a phone, and she had felt sorry for the men who called, some of whom simply sounded lonely. But when she encountered a few who murmured other things, she’d been so disgusted, she’d only lasted half an hour and had signed up immediately for a women’s march for equality happening that weekend. No woman should have to put up with men who wanted that.

      “You still there?” Sam asked again.

      “Yes. Why do people keep asking me that?”

      A pause followed, long enough to let Josie know her sister was thinking over her comment. “How many times has this happened today, Josie?”

      “Once,” she said. “And he was being a little obnoxious, if I’m honest.”

      “What happened?” Sam gritted out.

      “Oh, it was just a guy—actually, he said he was an Aussie, so that was interesting—but he wanted to know if we were taking on any more work, over at Breakers.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “I didn’t really say anything. Tim was here, and he took the phone and basically said he’d talk to Dermott about it.”

      Sam sighed. “You know we’re not taking on more work.”

      “Let me repeat: Tim took the phone and was the one getting all pally with the guy.”

      Another sigh. “I really wish he’d leave well enough alone.”

      “I don’t understand, Sam. Why are you wanting to stop jobs for Greener Gardens? I mean, I understand your pregnancy means you might not want to work, but how is that fair on the others?”

      “How many times do I have to go over this with you?” Sam said, in her elder sister patronizing tone. “It’s not fair to the others if I create more work for them to do, especially now that I’m working less, and Tim is too.” A beat, then, “It’s not like you’re doing any manual labor, is it?”

      “Wow.”

      “Come on, Josie. You’re not. I basically pay you to answer the phone and do some basic cleaning. It’s hardly rocket science.”

      “Can’t please you no matter what I do, can I?” Josie said, heat pummeling inside. “I should’ve known.”

      “Josie, I didn’t—”

      “And what’s this about you paying me? I thought Dad left the business to both of us.”

      The seconds stretched, increasing her certainty that something was wrong.

      “He didn’t,” Sam finally said. “He left it to me.”

      “But—”

      “Because I’m the one with experience in horticulture and business, and he knew he could count on me.”

      Her chest grew tight. “Of course. Because you’re always the responsible one, aren’t you, and I’m always the flake.”

      Her sister’s silence spoke volumes.

      Yeah, she so didn’t have time for this.

      She stabbed the button to end the call, fighting for self-control. How dare Sam look down her nose at her? Every time. Every stinking time. Sam was in the right, Josie in the wrong. She could scream!

      The phone rang again, and she snatched it up. “I think you’re being so unfair! How dare you suggest that Daddy thought I was a flake? He loved me, which is more than you’ll ever do!”

      The moment drew out, then a throat was cleared. A throat that sounded awfully deep like a man’s throat. “Um…”

      Dear God, no.

      “Maybe this is a bad time. I might call back later,” the Aussie from before said.

      She knew a desperate desire to sob, followed by an impulse to laugh hysterically. “What do you want?”

      “Maybe you should put me on to that other guy.”

      “Tim? He’s not here.”

      “Oh.”

      She was about to press end when she heard his voice again. She lifted it to her ear. He did have a nice voice, after all.

      “So, um, is everything okay there?”

      “What?”

      “With you. I mean, I didn’t catch the gist of everything you said, but if there’s some guy who is causing you grief, then maybe you should talk to someone about it.”

      “Some guy causing me grief? Would you like a roll call?”

      She could start with the substitute teacher at high school who had propositioned her when she’d been fourteen. Quickly move to the boyfriends who had not heard no or respected her boundaries. From there, she’d quickly spiraled into a world she’d now rather forget, culminating in the man who’d promised he loved her before he left her pregnant and gave her money to do the right thing. Yeah. She’d done it, all right. But it hadn’t been right. So that had led to other guys who she’d used as much as they’d used her to numb the pain. Then there were the various employers, from senators to coffee shop owners, who had all wanted a piece of her. She could count on one hand the good guys in her life, one less now that Daddy had gone.

      “Miss?”

      Wait—the Aussie was still there?

      “Are you in any danger?”

      “What? No.”

      “Good. Is there someone who wishes to hurt you?”

      Sometimes she wondered about her sister, but “No!”

      He exhaled.

      “Are you on drugs?” she asked.

      “Me? No. Are you?”

      “How dare you?”

      “I’m not the one getting manic on the phone.”

      “I’m not getting manic,” she insisted.

      “Oh. Okay,” he said, his tone filled with skepticism.

      “I don’t know where you get off making accusations to people you’ve never met, but I really think you should mind your own business.”

      “Lady, I wasn’t the one answering a business phone like I was about to have a nervous breakdown.”

      “I am not about to have a nervous breakdown!”

      He chuckled. “I better get off the phone in case you change your mind.”

      Grrr. She realized she may have accidentally made that noise as she heard his laughter before the dial tone once again.

      How rude! She smashed the desk with her fist then winced. She hoped to never speak to that man again. How dare he be so rude?

      She plunged her fingers in her hair and winced. She probably needed to wash it soon, but that’d be so much work, and all she had energy for was a bath and a cider and a frozen dinner. Luckily, the freezer was filled with them. Probably the legacy of Sam’s stint staying here. She’d never liked to cook.

      She pushed to her feet, closed the computer, locked the door.

      Thank God today was over. If only tomorrow would never begin.
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        * * *

      

      As any red-blooded Aussie male could tell you, there was a limit to how much sitting around talking one could cope with. Eventually one had to do. And while clearing out Ed Jr’s bowerbird of dusty treasures was satisfying, Lachlan was fast beginning to crave male companionship. Seeing this island wasn’t blessed with pubs, he was glad when Veronica seemed to understand this and suggested they attend Breakers Head local church, where at least a quarter of congregants were adult males he might have a hope of finding something in common with. Previous travel experience had taught him that women seemed to find his accent attractive, which meant hanging with the guys was always preferable. Except the guys here weren’t exactly his demographic, with most being at least two decades older, and more interested in American football and fishing than in knowing anything about the sports he followed, like cricket and Australian Rules Football.

      Technically, growing up in New South Wales meant he should be more passionate about rugby league, but his height had always caught the eye of Aussie Rules scouts. He’d done okay in amateur competitions of the sport some derided as aerial ping pong, but it was hard to excel when it wasn’t his true passion. And while his parents might’ve warned him about music rarely paying the bills—hence his step sideways into utilizing his interest in travel and the environment, which had led to a career teaching geography—he couldn’t help but wonder if some sort of music career could still remain in his future.

      Still, apparently he’d made enough of the right noises after the service this morning to get himself invited to this barbecue. And while he suspected Dexter Smith’s motivation in inviting him was to demonstrate the superiority of an American barbecue versus the casual Aussie snags-on-the-barbie deal, he was so relieved to be in a man environment again that he’d determined to overlook the occasional comments that couldn’t help come across as gibes.

      “Mate…” Dexter drawled the word like he thought Lachlan was related to Crocodile Dundee. “How’s it going being over here? Bet you like it here in the US of A.”

      “There’s a lot to appreciate,” Lachlan said politely, sincerely.

      “You guys drive on the wrong side of the road, don’t you?”

      “If you mean we drive on the left, then yes. But just because we don’t drive on the right doesn’t make it wrong.”

      Dexter eyed him, like he didn’t know what he meant.

      “We should take you on a fishing trip.” Dexter gestured to the dock, where a gleaming black and white sleek craft bobbed gently on the water. “Bet you haven’t seen a boat as good as this.”

      “No.” Because he lived inland, and had zero interest in fishing. Still, the offer was “Very kind, thanks.”

      Dexter brightened and began talking about all the different types of fish they could catch, which meant little to Lachlan. But he nodded, hoping to appear the appreciative guest—which he was, except it would be nice to not feel so patronized just because he talked differently.

      The men here were as cliquey as any bunch of schoolkids, with the populars, the nerds, the athletes, the artistically inclined. Lachlan had never fit too well in one brand of group, and while he tried to make conversation, he still felt a degree of loneliness. He wished these time zone differences weren’t so great that it was night in Australia when it was day here. It made trying to connect with his mates back home so hard.

      Maybe it was the loneliness that had punched above politeness when he’d spoken on the phone. Poor girl. She’d been having a bad day, and he hadn’t made it any easier. Remorse had led him so far as to pray for her, to ask God to bring her peace. Peace he could do well to focus on now too.

      “So, what do you say to that, Lachlan?”

      “I’m sorry. I missed what you said.”

      Dexter hitched up his trousers underneath a belly that Lachlan would normally assume was beer-induced, but Dexter’s firm denial suggested he just ate too much. “You talk as fancy as that writer guy on Merriweather.”

      For some reason this tickled Lachlan’s funny bone. “Aww. I bet you say that to all the Aussies.”

      Dexter stared at him blankly. “No.”

      “Which writer guy?” Lachlan rushed to change the subject.

      One of the other men started talking about a historical author who was half British and did occasional talks on the islands.

      “Sounds like an interesting guy.”

      “Sounds boring, if you ask me,” Dexter complained.

      Lachlan’s lips quirked. Okay, he didn’t think of himself as insecure, but the fact Dexter had deliberately drawn a comparison between the two sounded a little like another dig. And running from confrontation had never been his thing. He leant back in his chair and eyed the man. “Have you heard this Max Fairhaven guy speak?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Then how would you know if he’s boring?”
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