[image: A beautiful country woman embracing a blond, blue-eyed military man in front of a grand Outback station homestead with  bougainvillea]
[image: An image of the book title: Chameleoin by Anne ]

Chameleon

Copyright © 2025 Lynn Newberry

First published by Lynn Newberry, writing as Anne Rouen, 2025.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, unless declared otherwise by the author. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental, unless declared otherwise by the author.

[image: National Library of Australia: A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of Australia]

Anne Rouen

PO BOX 116

Manilla NSW 2346

Ebook ISBN:  978-0-6459199-5-0

Print ISBN: 978-0-6459199-4-3

Cover Images:

“Abby and David at Wordsworth” Digitally designed by Felicity Matthews of Web Etch Design and Editing




“Brad is defeated” Digitally designed by Felicity Matthews of Web Etch Design and Editing


Dedication

To all who have suffered at the hands of narcissistic partners. This book demonstrates a worst-case scenario, but there are many variations, ranging from subtle emotional abuse—draining the victim’s emotions and self-esteem—to the extremes depicted in this story.
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Chapter One

During the time of the Millenium Drought

“Good morning. Is that Wordsworth station? I would like to speak to the manager, if I may?” The man’s voice on the telephone was pleasantly burry, the accent slightly foreign, yet markedly British. He spoke slowly, pausing between groups of words as if English was not his first language.


“Who is calling, please?” countered Abby, while she tried to place his accent. Perhaps it is a scam, she thought. It sounded like the call was coming from a call centre with its telltale delay at the beginning.


“My name is David. David Izaacs. I take it you are the station manager?”


“Part owner,” she corrected. And manager as well. But she didn’t say so.


“Then, you are Mrs Abigail Ferris and your husband’s name is Bradley?”

“Yes, that’s right. If you don’t mind, may I ask where you got your information?”

“Of course, certainly. Our embassy in Australia has made contact with your National Farmers’ and Cattlemen’s Associations, asking for names of those who might be willing to participate. I am calling from Tel Aviv on behalf of a small group of Israeli farmers. We will be travelling around Australia studying large-range cattle operations. We have been told that Wordsworth is a notable operation and would like to visit, if it will not be too much of an inconvenience for you?”

“Not at all,” she replied but with a sinking heart. “Except, you do realise that we are in drought? You will not see Wordsworth at its best by any means.”

“That does not matter. I mean, of course, I am sorry you are in drought, and yes, we have heard of it. One of our objectives is to study your strategies for dealing with it, if it may be possible?” He hesitated. “We understand drought and will not judge you if by chance your cattle are not in the best of condition.”

“Well, it is very hard,” she acknowledged. “But they don’t look too bad for what we’ve been going through. I think the key is to start feeding before they lose condition, and they will hang on very well.”

“That is exactly the sort of thing we need to know: what you feed them, how much, how often and so on. I do hope you can accommodate us?”

“Yes, of course. How many of you are there?”

“Possibly five or six. I will call you back with the exact numbers. We expect to arrive in Winton in two weeks’ time. Will that be enough notice for you?”

“Certainly. Do you object to sharing a room? I only have three spare bedrooms.”

“No, no, I would not put you to so much trouble! We are travelling convoy in our own campervans. The use of the ablutions block at your workers’ accommodation, if possible, would be very much appreciated. Other than that, we will be totally independent.” His voice deepened slightly. “But thank you for your very kind offer. Believe me, it is much appreciated.”

“Oh, that will be no trouble.” Abby hoped her relief did not show in her voice. “The shearers’ quarters at our woolshed are vacant, but if you need anything else, do let us know.”

“Thank you, Mrs Ferris. We are most grateful for your hospitality.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. But, please, call me Abby.”

“Then, thank you, Abby. I am immensely in your debt. I will be in touch soon. Goodbye.”


Abby put down the phone; the gentle timbre of his goodbye remaining in her memory. She glanced at her watch, saw that it was eight o’clock, and went to make her bed. That is if Brad is up, she thought. If not, she would leave him in peace. How many years have I had to pussyfoot around him? she wondered in despair. And she still had to tell him about the caller from Israel—how would he take that?



Her face softened. What a lovely voice! Would he be a lovely man as well? Could you fall in love with a voice? Don’t be ridiculous, she told herself, beginning to strip the sheets from the bed. At least Brad was up, and she could get this done. Be thankful for small mercies!


The bed made, she picked up a favourite photo of her children, a boy and a girl, sitting smiling on their ponies. They’d come fairly quickly in the marriage: her son in the first year and her daughter in the third. She sighed. Now they were grown up and gone from home: Serena to follow her heart in an Olympic dressage-training establishment in the UK and Aidan to study veterinary science at Sydney University. He could have gone to Brisbane but told her that he wanted to get as far away as possible from his father. When she’d sarcastically suggested Melbourne, he’d replied that Sydney was far enough. Now, at twenty-three, he was almost ready to graduate and presumably would still want to maintain his distance. Her face puckered. She couldn’t help it if neither of her children got on with their father. And how could she blame her daughter for falling in love with a good-looking horseman when she had done the same thing at the same age, herself? It was just that Surrey was so far away, and she hadn’t seen her twenty-one-year-old daughter since she’d left the country aged eighteen.

A slight sound made her look up. Brad was standing in the doorway glowering at her.

“What?” Her brows rose. “Is something wrong?”


“Something? Something? Everything is wrong. You know that!”



Oh, please! Do we need the drama? “I suppose it is nothing that a good fall of rain won’t fix.”


“Yeah, right!” He snorted. “Who was on the phone?”

When she told him, Abby braced herself for the storm, but it did not come. Instead, he looked thoughtful and put a hand in his pocket. “This came yesterday on the mail truck. I forgot to give it to you.” He handed her an official-looking envelope. “I guess if the big boys think it is okay, who am I to quibble.”


Abby glanced through the missive from the Israeli Embassy and breathed an inward sigh of relief. Apparently, Wordsworth being mentioned in the same paragraph as the famous Brunette Downs and iconic Victoria River Downs was enough to reconcile her husband to the idea of foreign visitors. He’ll never change, she thought, but in this instance was grateful for his tendencies to aggrandisement. She eyed him speculatively: he did seem to be in a better mood than usual. “Will you come and help me feed out?”


“No.”

“Well, will you at least help me load the ute?”

“I’ve mixed the supplements for you. Load the ute yourself.”

Abby shrugged. So much for the better mood. “You mean, like I always do.” Her voice resonated with bitter emphasis. “Thanks a lot.”

“Look, it’s your station; you look after it. I’m sick of watching everything I’ve worked for go down the plughole just because it won’t rain!”


“It’s our station.” She put a placatory hand on his arm. “I know it’s depressing, but ——”


“What would you know? You’ve got no idea!” he ranted, shaking her off. “Don’t be surprised if I’ve done away with myself before you come back!”

This speech might have had more impact had she not heard it a million times, so she simply replied, “You’d better come with me, then.”


“Piss off!” he shouted, slamming out of the house and making for his workshop. Soon, she heard his motorbike—the kind made famous by the 1970s movie Easy Rider—start up and roar off. As usual. She had no idea where he was going now, or where he went at these times, often not returning until late at night well after she was asleep in bed. If someone had told her he was being unfaithful, she might have wondered momentarily but would not have seriously entertained the idea. That was something she had always been thankful for—that in twenty-four years of marriage, she’d never had to deal with things like that. Brad had too much to lose. Or so he’d always said.



Chapter Two

Methodically shovelling the supplements into feedbags and stacking them on the ute, Abby had her mind in the past. Back to when she’d first sighted Brad and fallen in love with him then and there. Up until her seventeenth birthday, there had just been Abby and her father—her mother having left them when Abby was a toddler. Her father had not married again. Tall and handsome, he had been a man of character and integrity, and she’d thought that Brad was just like him. How had she made such a mistake? Tall and handsome he was, but a man of character and integrity? Time had shown her things she had not wanted to see. Abby finished loading the bags and stepped into the vehicle to begin her lonely round of the watering points where hungry cattle would be waiting.

She was glad that they didn’t have sheep. In her view, the conditions—climatic as well as wild dog, pig and fox predation—were too harsh for them. The woolshed was a relic of the 1950s, from that heady, unbelievable time when wool was a pound a pound. They kept the shed and quarters maintained as an ideal entertainment venue for tourists, field days, dances and parties.


When Abby pulled up at the first bore, the Brahman cattle greeted her with low rumbles, and she smiled at their sweet, mournful faces and long floppy ears. Amigo, her favourite bull, was waiting for her, and she gave him a scratch behind the poll as he licked at the supplements she’d begun to empty into the feeder. She thought how clever and well-adapted to Outback Australian conditions Brahmans were. Their ears were ideally positioned to flick the flies out of their eyes, and there were never any orphaned babies because the cows would happily feed each other’s calves. They went in pairs to calve—one protecting the other from wild animal attack on the calf being born. It was heartbreaking to find a newborn calf with its tongue torn out because that meant it had to be euthanased before it had even lived. It always made her so angry when she saw something like that: a perfect young animal, yet it had to be destroyed because a fox wanted an easy meal, and no animal can live without its tongue. Thankfully, it did not happen at Wordsworth because the Brahmans were so protective of each other. Abby had even seen them chasing wild pigs and bunting them unmercifully to eject them from their territory. They were also better adapted to dry conditions than European cattle because they could thrive on feed with lower protein. Winners on all counts, she thought. Brahman cattle were well known for flightiness in large-range situations, but years of selecting them for temperament and conformation, as well as training them as weaners to move calmly when mustered, had paid off in the form of quiet, easy-to-handle stock, much sought after by buyers. “Brahman cattle are like horses,” her father used to say. “They’re more sensitive than most other cattle and have to be handled correctly to keep them quiet.”


How she missed her father now! It was an ache in her heart that never went away. As she went from bore to bore, checking the water and filling the feeders, she again thought back to that fateful day when her father had introduced her to Brad.

Abby had noticed her father standing in the stable yard with a tall, handsome young man. To her eyes, they had looked remarkably similar, and when she’d come up to them and the young man had turned to her with such a glowing look in his grey eyes, she’d drawn in her breath, smitten, right there.

“Ah, here’s my daughter,” her father had said, following his gaze. “Abby, this is Brad. He has just finished at Longreach Pastoral College and is looking for a job. Should we give him one?”

Abby smiled. “I’ve been saying for ages, Dad, that we need someone stronger than me to help us.”

“Well, that sounds like a yes.” Her father held out his hand. “Welcome to Wordsworth, young man. Show him his quarters, Abby.”

Abby did so, taking him to a separate wing of the house. “You should be comfortable here,” she said, showing him around a neat annexe with a bedroom, sitting room, kitchenette and bathroom.

“I should darn well think I would be.” He looked around appreciatively. “This is nice … like you.”

“Oh!” She laughed in confusion. “Well, thanks … I think.”

“And your dad, he’s great, too.”

“Yes, he is.” After a short silence, she offered, “You will have your meals with us, of course. Unless you want to get your own?”

“Well, I’m not much use in the kitchen.” He laughed. “So, I’d be very grateful for any scraps you can throw my way.”

“Don’t worry, I think we can do better than that! Well, I’ll leave you to unpack. Come over to the kitchen when you’ve finished, and we’ll have smoko,” she added, giving directions.

“Great, thanks! I could do with some. My belt buckle’s rubbing on my backbone.”

“Oh dear! Well, if that’s the case, I’d better make some extra scones. I’ll go get started.” Beginning to walk away, she turned at the door with a shy smile. “It’s my birthday. You must come to my party—meet the locals.”

“Your birthday? Today’s your birthday? You’re kidding me! What are you, sweet sixteen?”

“Seventeen.”

“Well, happy birthday, Sweet Seventeen. Let’s make it a memorable one.”

And they had.

Abby arrived back at the homestead to snatch a quick lunch and a much-needed cup of tea before going out to water the garden. The homestead, built by her great grandparents, was of mudbrick construction with wide, shady verandahs, supporting a profusion of bougainvilleas. It was a beautiful old house: cool and welcoming in the hotter months, warm in the few weeks that passed for winter.

She remembered the day Brad had come to her, dejected: “I asked your father for your hand in marriage, and he says you’re too young.”

“Well, of course he’s going to say that. I’m his only child. I thought we agreed to let me ask him?”

“Yes, but it is the man’s place to ask. I don’t want him to think I’m a gutless coward.”

“He would never think that!” she assured him with supreme confidence.

“I’m not so sure,” he growled, biting his knuckles.

She remembered wishing he wouldn’t bite his knuckles. It was the one thing that didn’t sit with his otherwise confident and capable aspect. When she approached her father, she encountered the same implacable opposition.

“But he loves me! And I love him,” she’d shot back.

“Yes, but what you need to ask yourself is: How much does he love you, and how much does he love the million-or-so acres that go with you?”

“Dad! I can’t believe you’re saying that! He says he loves me, and I believe him! Why wouldn’t I? And why shouldn’t he love me? Am I so unlovable?”

“No, of course not, darling, that isn’t what I meant.”

“Well, then, what do you mean?”

“I mean, you need to be sure of his and your feelings, and you need time for that.”

“I’m sure he loves me! But more importantly, I’m sure that I love him.”


“Well, that’s obvious, at any rate. But believe me, Abby, it is not more important. Look, you’re both very young: he’s only twenty, you’re seventeen. What if you have second thoughts?”


“No, Dad. No way!” She’d hung onto her father’s arm, looking up into his face in a way he couldn’t resist. “Dad, I love him so much; I would want to die if anything happened to him. We might be young, but we know our own minds. If you don’t let us get married, the second I turn eighteen, I’m going to do it—with or without you.”

“Now, hang on, Abby. There’s no need to get carried away. Let’s be reasonable here.”

“I’m sorry, Dad, but that’s how I feel.”

“All right, all right.” He capitulated, just as she had known he would. “In the interests of peace, I will agree. But understand this: if you have second thoughts, thirty seconds before the ceremony is time enough, but one second after, too late.”

“I get what you’re saying, Dad, and I’m sure we won’t have second thoughts. Brad and I, we’re soulmates. We want to spend our lives together.”

Her father shrugged but was as good as his word, accepting Brad as the son he never had and relying on him more and more over the years as his health so suddenly deteriorated.

Abby sighed, transferring hoses and moving sprinklers. Even in drought, artesian bores allowed water for the garden without killing the plants, thanks to a knacky little invention by the Israelis that neutralised the ions in salty bore water. It had played a big part in the greening of the desert and had saved the Wordsworth garden. She would be able to thank them when they arrived.


Speaking of arrivals, she thought, as a motorbike roared into the shed, and Brad came striding out. Abby braced herself. How is he now? She kept watering and didn’t look up.


“Abby! Abs? Make me a cuppa, will you? I didn’t get any lunch.”

A variety of retorts crossed her mind, such as: “Well, whose fault is that?” and “Go and get your own!” or “How about a please?” Instead, she said, “All right. If you hold the hose on this tree for the next five minutes, I’ll go now.”

He came and took it from her.

When he sauntered into the kitchen and threw himself down into a chair, Abby had made the tea and was cutting some cold beef and tomatoes for sandwiches. He reached over, grabbed a handful of sliced meat, slapped it between 2 chunks of bread and began to tear at it, chewing noisily like an animal. Then he poured himself a cup of tea, slurping it in gulps between gargantuan bites, moaning as he chewed.


Abby held her peace. It’s as if he wants to disgust me, she thought, troubled for both of them. In between bites of his sandwich and slurping mouthfuls of tea, he began to tell her a long, rambling story of who he had seen and what had been happening that day. Abby still said nothing. She knew from experience that there would not be a word of truth in it. Years ago, when he had told her a story of some people he’d passed on the road and some strange thing they were doing, she had exclaimed, “Were they? That’s odd.”


And Brad had replied, his voice loaded with contempt, “No, of course they weren’t! I can say anything I want, and you’re all so stupid that you believe me!”

“But ——” began Abby. She had wanted to say: “Well, why shouldn’t we believe you? If you’re a normal person, why should you lie? What is the point?” But she knew it was no use to bother. It was the first time, too, that she had seen “the look” enter his eyes—an expression compounded of contempt, defiance and triumph—a look with which she was now all too gut-wrenchingly familiar.


Who is he? she wondered. Where is the Brad I fell in love with? A familiar feeling of frustration washed over her. Her brow furrowed even more. Clearly, there was something very wrong with the man.


Once, when he’d first begun to change, Abby had suggested he see a psychiatrist—and it had not gone well.

“What? So, you think I’m a nut job, do you?” Face contorted with fury; he leapt up from the table to fling a chair through the French window. “Am I enough of a lunatic for you now?” He snatched up the carving knife out of the block. “What if I slit your throat?” For an instant, he looked so demonic that she held her breath. “How would that be, eh? Would I be a nut job, then?” Or maybe I should do you first and then myself? What about that? Eh? Eh?” he shouted, brandishing the knife in her face—his eyes black and venomous.


“Brad!” she pleaded. “Please …”


“What? Do you think I’m that mad?” He laughed and threw down the knife. “Yeah, right. Thanks a lot!”

She’d never dared broach the subject again. The nightmare had begun.


Chapter Three

The second call came when Abby was about to go out and feed the cattle. Her heart lurched when she heard the velvet voice with its attractive accent: “Hello, Abby. How are you today? It has not rained for you?”

“No, not yet and nothing expected for months, I’m afraid. Your group will not be impressed with our country, I feel.”

“I am sure that we will. Don’t worry about that in the slightest. I am only sorry that your weather has not decided to make life a little easier.”

They chatted for several minutes, exchanging pleasantries, with Abby giving precise directions and noting down the exact time and date of the visitors’ proposed arrival, before saying their goodbyes.


Abby sighed as she put down the phone. I wonder if he’s as nice as he sounds. Perhaps it’s not possible. What a contrast between the warmth and courtesy in his voice and that of her husband. She thought about it as she went about her usual routine. This time Brad had not mixed the supplements, in fact, he hadn’t even surfaced yet, so she had extra to do before she could get away. Abby felt put upon, aggrieved. If only Brad would pull his weight. She’d tried to hire a jackaroo to help her, but Brad wouldn’t hear of it, and his aspect became so dangerous at the suggestion that she was afraid to press the issue. He could stay in bed all day, and I wouldn’t care, she thought as she started the mixer. If only I had someone to help me!


She thought again about the kind, gentle voice on the phone. The first call had unsettled her for some strange reason, made her reassess her marriage, and this one was doing the same.


When the children were little, time sped by. Brad had seemed so proud of his family. When, exactly, had it all begun to change? Was it only Brad who had changed, or had they both changed? Had she begun to fall out of love with him? Abby mulled it over. If she thought back to the man she’d loved enough to want to spend her life with, then, yes, she still loved him. But the embittered stranger she lived with today? No, there was nothing about that man she could love.


It was certainly Brad who had changed, she was sure of it, and out of all recognition, too. Her grief was increased by the knowledge that the man she had fallen in love with no longer existed. Had he ever existed? Had she fallen in love with an image she’d simply projected onto someone who wasn’t what he seemed? A man who had seen what she wanted in a life’s partner and, chameleon-like, made himself into that person she could love? That was the question that gave her agony of mind night after night.

Troubled, she remembered that their children had not wanted to spend time with him, and as they grew older, he had come down on them like the proverbial ton of bricks, continually correcting, nagging and playing the heavy Victorian father. To be truthful, it had been a relief for all concerned when they had gone off to boarding school.

But the real change had come after her father died. At first, she’d thought Brad’s depression was genuine grief, and to be fair, she still felt that it had started out that way. But how to explain the lying, the instability in temperament, the embittered outbursts? Could it be that he had relied on her father as his moral compass? They had gone everywhere together, done everything together, had seemed the best of mates. She’d been only too glad that they had gotten on so well.

When she got to the third-last feeding point for the day, she noticed that her favourite bull, Amigo, was lying under a tree and did not get up when he saw her come. This rang alarm bells, and she went over to him. He was a very quiet bull, and she had bought him out of a show team for more money than she cared to think about. He was halter trained, so she had no qualms about getting close to him.

“What is it, boy? Are you sick?” And then she saw his front leg sitting at an odd angle. “Oh no, you’ve broken your leg! Have you boys been fighting again?”

With relief, she saw that it was a simple fracture of the cannon bone and, stroking his neck, told him that they would soon have him out of his pain and on the way to recovery. Hurrying to the vehicle, she grabbed the radio and called the local vet, Vince McCoy. Fortunately, he was a neighbour, knew the district and told her he would meet her at the bore in question in an hour.

“Don’t worry, Abby. If it is a simple fracture, like you’re saying, we should be able to set it and put a cast on. Since it’s Amigo, I don’t envisage any problems with handling. I’ll bring a halter, and we can give him a quick sedative. You’ll just have to keep him in the yard and quiet for the next six weeks or so. I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Thanks, Vince. All right; I’ll just finish the feeding and meet you back here. Poor old Amigo, my best bull, but I’m sure he won’t mind being pampered for the next six weeks.”

“I’m sure he won’t, either, once we’ve stabilised the leg with a cast.”

Abby put a small container of supplements in front of the bull and brought him a bucket of water from the trough. He drank the water and began to lick at the supplements.

“Don’t worry, Amigo, I’ll be back soon. And don’t go trying to get up until we’ve got a cast on that leg.” She gave him a last pat and went on her rounds.

Later, when Abby returned to the bore, she saw that the vet was already there, standing over the bull who was oddly still. Amigo was no longer sitting up but lying out flat on his side. She hurried over, her heart in her mouth. “What …?”

“I’m sorry, Abby, he’s dead.” The vet’s face and voice were grave. “He’s been shot. Within the last half-hour, I would say. See here.”

Her incredulous gaze followed his pointing finger to a round dark-red hole in the middle of the bull’s forehead. “No! … Oh no! But who would …? Who could it have been?”

“I didn’t see anybody.”

“Neither did I.”

“You didn’t hear a shot?”

“No.”

“He wouldn’t have suffered, if it is any consolation. Whoever it was knew what they were doing.” Vince checked the bull’s leg. “It is a pity they didn’t wait for me, though. It was just a simple fracture, like you said. We could have set it and made him comfortable. I’m sorry, Abby, I know how much you paid for him and how much he meant to you.”

“He was such a lovely bull.” Abby tried to hold back her tears. “A wonderful temperament, beautiful calves … Such a senseless waste! But I don’t understand: Who would have come here and done this? It is not as if we are on a main road to anywhere.”

“I don’t know …” The vet’s brow furrowed. “Come on, I’ll see you home safe. I don’t like the idea of a trigger-happy gunman hanging around here. You’d better ring Bert and report it when you get home. I’ve heard a rumour that a notorious international terrorist might be hiding out in the district. It could be just a rumour, but ——”

“You’re joking!” She stared at him in horror. “Aren’t you?”

He shook his head. “Afraid not. You make sure you ring Bert.”

“I’ll do it as soon as I get home. Will you come in for a cuppa?”

“Thanks, but no. I have a dog and a horse waiting for me at the surgery.” He grinned. “You know how it is.”

The vet followed her home, tooting his horn as he went past.

The first thing Abby did when she got inside was pick up the phone to put in a call to the local police sergeant.

“Don’t bother ringing Bert.”

Abby turned her head to see Brad standing behind her. “Someone shot Amigo, and we don’t know who it was, so Vince told me to call Bert as soon as I got in.”

“And I’m telling you not to.”

“Why?”

“Because it was me. I did it.”


“What?” Abby dropped the phone and spun around. “You did it?” She stared, incredulous. “But, why?”


He shrugged.

“But, why?” she persisted. “You must have heard me on the radio, known that I had already called the vet, what we were going to do. Why would you do that?”

“To put him out of his misery.” Brad took a righteous stand. “The poor animal was suffering.” He looked down at his hands and then up again. “Thought about shooting myself while I was at it.”

Something snapped in her. “Well, then, why the hell didn’t you?”

“Because I would’ve had to shoot you first, and you weren’t there.”

Sick to the pit of her stomach, Abby saw the malicious triumph in his eyes and knew deep down that Brad had shot the bull to hurt her because Amigo was important to her. He had heard her radio conversation with the vet and deliberately gone out with his gun to shoot the bull.

Sobs crowded in her throat. Abby spun on her heel and ran out of the house.


Chapter Four

Abby was up at dawn, feeding the horses as she had done every morning of her life since she’d been old enough to ride. She always went straight out to feed them the minute she got up, came back in for breakfast and, since the drought had started to bite, went out to feed the cattle around eight, instead of going back to ride.

They had twelve horses between them: Brad’s four handy stockhorses, the children’s two old Welsh mountain ponies and her six retired racehorses. Brad’s interest lay in campdrafting; he had won and placed in the prestigious Cloncurry Stockman’s Challenge several times and was a formidable and respected horseman—at least, that was the old Brad—the new one hadn’t been near a horse in years. Abby loved Thoroughbreds and gave them homes when they retired off the track. She retrained the sound ones as show hacks and dressage horses but never sold any of them on. A home with Abby was a home for life.


Abby hated the thought of horses being trucked to knackeries and had raised her voice many times against the cruelty of transporting horses long distances in double-deck cattle trucks. How could you do that to your horse after he had worked all his life for you? she wondered, choking up. And how anyone could eat them? The thought made her sick.


Had she been a different kind of person, she could have had a room full of ribbons and trophies on display. She enjoyed the thrill of getting a ribbon, but the only thing it meant to Abby was that her training was successful. The joy of working so closely with an intelligent animal so that two beings acted as one. That the horse seemed to feel what you were thinking even before you gave the aid was mind-blowing. Not only that, but the fact that he was willing to put all his energy and ability at your disposal was a gift too precious for words.

Her years of retraining these beautiful creatures had taught Abby that there were no bad horses, only horses confused by bad training and expectations beyond their capabilities. Horses were capable of incredible feats, but they had to be trained slowly, in small incremental steps, to achieve such things, gradually building one achievement on top of another. Hurrying, ego and just plain ignorance had given more horses a bad name than anybody knew. But for now, her riding was put on hold in a desperate bid to keep everything alive until after it rained.

While she measured rations, put hay in feeders, stroked each horse’s neck as she fed them, her thoughts turned to Brad and her stomach churned. She’d slept in their daughter’s room last night after his shocking revelation. What would she find today when she encountered him? Abby had no idea what she was going to do next, but she was sure of one thing: nothing could ever be the same again. Brad had crossed a line.


Would he be one of those who murdered their partner if she tried to leave? He’d certainly made enough threats. Threats she hadn’t taken seriously until he’d killed her bull, and she’d seen the look in his eyes when he’d mentioned her. And how could she leave anyway, with so many hungry mouths depending on her? He would have to be the one to leave. And she could just imagine what he would have to say to that! He must be insane, she thought, close to despair. And he’s getting worse. I can’t keep my head in the sand any longer. Something would have to be done. But, what?


As Abby crossed the paved courtyard and wide verandah, she thought she could smell bacon cooking and hurried into the kitchen where she stopped in the doorway to stare in disbelief. Brad was standing over a frying pan sizzling on the range. Through her shocked surprise, she noticed that he had shaved, done his hair, and was dressed neatly in a clean blue shirt and jeans. For years, she had been used to him unshaven with messy hair, dressed in the filthiest, most crumpled clothes he could find, despite her putting out clean ones every day and confiscating the dirty ones to the laundry basket. And now? He looked wholesome and handsome, just like he used to before things had gone wrong with him. Abby swallowed, got it down the wrong way and began to cough.

Brad looked up at the sound. “Oh, there you are, Abs,” he greeted her in a friendly tone. “How many eggs do you want with your bacon?”

“Um … one, please.” She still had trouble believing her eyes and ears but went to put the kettle on and set the table for breakfast. While she popped slices of bread into the toaster, Brad drained the bacon on kitchen paper, put it in the oven to keep warm and broke three eggs into the pan. Over breakfast, he maintained his courtesy, passing the butter, salt and pepper, and pouring her a cup of tea, just as she liked it. How long had it been since he’d performed such caring, nurturing services for her? Too many years to remember.

When they finished, he put his hand over hers, looking at her with the guileless, earnest expression in his eyes that she had fallen in love with so long ago—that she had not seen for years—that she could never resist. “Abby, I’m truly sorry I shot Amigo. I had no idea that you’d called the vet, even that it was possible to save him. All I wanted was to put him out of his pain and for you not to have to see him like that.”

“You must have heard the radio.” She stood her ground, not buying it.

“Abby, I swear I didn’t. My radio’s shot. I need to go to town later to buy a new one.” He took her hand in a firm hold. “You know I wouldn’t have done it if I’d thought he could be saved. You know it!” His voice deepened. “Abs, you know I love you. Can’t we be mates again?”

Abby looked at him, troubled. He seemed so sincere, so honest—the Brad that she had loved all these years before he had gone and an unstable, embittered stranger had taken his place. Why did her gut tell her he wasn’t being truthful? That all this was just a sham? But she had to accept him at face value. What other choice did she have?

“All right.” She rose abruptly. “I’d better go and feed the cattle.”

“Don’t rush. I’ll mix the feed and load the ute for you. Then I have to go to town and pick up my new radio. You come down when you’re ready.”

OEBPS/image/image-0-1.jpg
CHAMELEON
Anne Royen





OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-2.jpg
A catalogue record for this

SLEEEEL. ook is available from the

NATIONAL : ) .
LIBRARY National Library of Australia

OF AUSTRALIA





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Dedication





		

Chapter One





		

Chapter Two





		

Chapter Three





		

Chapter Four





		

Chapter Five





		

Chapter Six





		

Chapter Seven





		

Chapter Eight





		

Chapter Nine





		

Chapter Ten





		

Chapter Eleven





		

Chapter Twelve





		

Chapter Thirteen





		

Chapter Fourteen





		

Chapter Fifteen





		

Chapter Sixteen





		

Chapter Seventeen





		

Chapter Eighteen





		

Chapter Nineteen





		

Chapter Twenty





		

Chapter Twenty-one





		

About Anne Rouen





		

More From Anne Rouen













