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        For my beautiful Katie,

        with an ocean of love

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        You are a ruby in the heart of granite,

        how long will you try to deceive us?

        We can see the truth in your eyes.

      

        

      
        RUMI

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            RUBY
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      “Oh ... what’s this?”

      I stood in my cluttered bedroom, staring at the scrap of black lace dangling from my fingers. It was a skimpy bra, its spaghetti straps and dainty cups making it more of a novelty than actual support-wear.

      Gripped in my other hand was my boyfriend’s suit jacket.

      Why was a bra in his pocket?

      Had he bought it for me as a gift? But that was crazy. I had curves, and lots of them. In no one’s imagination would I fit into such a doll-sized garment.

      Rob’s voice drifted through the ensuite door. He was singing ‘Rhinestone Cowboy,’ which surprised me. I’d known him for nearly three years and had never picked him as a Glen Campbell fan. Rob was a classical enthusiast. Brahms, Mozart, Liszt. If he was feeling in the groove, he might pull out some Shostakovich. I was mad about seventies folk—seventies anything, really—which I knew Rob considered terribly lowbrow. I’d been nagging him to compromise ... but Glen Campbell? Any other time, I’d be impressed.

      I ran the spaghetti straps through my fingers.

      The smell of cigarette smoke wafted up. And perfume. Poison, by Christian Dior. I knew it well. A large purple bottle sat on my dressing table. Rob gave it to me after we started dating, gift-wrapped with a glittery card. Thanks for the happiest three months of my life.

      We were happy. At least, back then.

      Before I met Rob, my small bookshop was my life. I’d worked hard to set it up from scratch, scrimping and saving and mapping out my plan. I stocked the latest bestsellers, but mostly the books were second-hand. A lot of my regulars became friends—we started a book club, taking turns to host dinners with rich food and lots of wine as we sat around all night and talked about books. One of those books was a motivational bestseller, Let Go and Live.

      I liked Rob’s face the moment I saw it on the flyleaf.

      His wide, friendly smile and rugged boyishness gave me butterflies. I wanted to meet him, so I orchestrated an author signing at my shop.

      To my surprise, he agreed.

      The signing was a success, and Rob lingered afterwards. He was even more gorgeous in the flesh: tall and lean, impeccably groomed. Of course, he wasn’t perfect—he had a scar beside his left nostril, and his close-cropped hair was thinning—but he had a way of speaking and a mesmerising attentiveness that disarmed me⁠—

      “Ruby?”

      I startled from my thoughts. Tucking the bra into my dressing gown pocket, I lunged onto the bed.

      Steam billowed as the ensuite door opened. Rob stood in the swirling vapours, his body gleaming and damp, his chest hair glittering with water droplets. He looked every bit the gorgeous buffed underwear model—without the underwear.

      “Still not dressed?” His voice was smooth, with a hint of irritation. “We’re leaving at eight.” Reaching back around the door, he took a clean towel and scrubbed it over his head. “I can’t find my aftershave. Did you move it?”

      “I was cleaning up. It’s in the⁠—”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, squashing the little bra deeper into my pocket.

      Go on, loser. Ask him now. Is he having an affair?

      My lips parted, but my tongue refused to form the words.

      “Never mind.” Rob sighed wearily, flinging the towel back into the bathroom and reaching for his clothes. “Really, babe. I wish you’d let me hire you a housekeeper. Or at least one of those organising experts. A man could vanish into your clutter and never be heard from again.”

      He winked to let me know he was joking.

      My fingers fisted around the bra.

      “Rob—” The question hovered on my lips. But was now the best time? I was bare of makeup. My hair was unbrushed. Worst of all, my breasts and belly and bottom and thighs were without the advantage of support wear. Shouldn’t I wait to confront him when I was better prepared?

      “What’s that, hon?” Rob adjusted his tie in the mirror, intent on his reflection.

      “Um … do you think Mum’ll be happy to see me there tonight?”

      “She sent you an invitation, didn’t she?”

      “I guess.”

      I inched deeper into the bed, wanting to vanish. Mum and I had never seen eye to eye, even when my sister Jamie was alive. After Jamie died, we drifted apart. Keeping in touch with random phone calls on birthdays or Christmas, and occasional postcards, but it always felt so forced.

      Rob’s brown eyes studied me from the mirror.

      “You’re nervous, babe. You haven’t seen her in—what, three years?”

      “Four.” I took a deep breath. “What if it’s awful, Rob? What if we argue like last time?”

      “It’s normal to be apprehensive, babe. Life throws curveballs and you gotta learn to cope. What do I always say?”

      “Stop catastrophising. Embrace the fear. Let it go.”

      He went back to his reflection. “Problem solved.”

      Muscles rippled beneath his pristine white shirt. His skin gleamed, and droplets of water clung to the stubble on his scalp. He licked his lips and started singing again, but this time I didn’t recognise the song. My chest tightened. Rob was a respected psych therapist and author, a loyal friend. An attentive lover. He’d never cheat or do anything to hurt me.

      Of that, I was sure.
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      “I thought your mother was sixty?”

      We were standing in the art gallery, a converted warehouse on the outskirts of Armidale. The pristine white walls were smooth as icing, a perfect backdrop for my mother’s huge colourful paintings.

      “She is sixty.”

      Sweat trickled along my spine as I watched Mum sparkle through the crowd. She shone like a turquoise butterfly, her dark auburn locks in a chignon and her skin gleaming porcelain in the sequined dress. People came for her art, but she always seemed to outshine her famous paintings.

      Rob swigged from his Heineken. “She looks amazing.”

      The admiration in his voice set off my old insecurities. Yes, my mother was slim and gorgeous. No, I didn’t resemble her. And I didn’t remember Rob enthusing about how great I looked tonight. I glanced down at my all-black clothes. Why hadn’t I worn something less business-like? The pantsuit I’d bought now looked severe and unimaginative. Worse, the shape-wear was cutting off my blood supply.

      Rob nudged me with his elbow. “Why so glum, Ruby? Remember what we said?”

      I stared at him blankly.

      He sighed. “Let it go, okay?”

      “Sure,” I muttered, fretfully tugging my ponytail. “I’ll try.”

      Rob kissed the top of my head, then went back to observing the crowd. I glared at him from the corner of my eye. He looked good. Refreshed after the drive from the coast. The navy suit and crisp shirt made his eyes seem darker and his teeth whiter.

      I sighed. I’d been looking forward to this moment for weeks—proving myself to Mum by showing off Rob. He was hunky and successful, a self-made man. I should have been crowing.

      Instead, I was a wreck.

      Rob elbowed me again. “Here she comes.”

      A glimmer of turquoise, the flash of a familiar smile. She passed someone she knew, and her warbling bell-like laughter caught me off guard.

      Suddenly I was a child again, back in my old house, the air smelling of burned toast. Mum had been gaunt and grey-faced back then, her eyes shadowed by grief. There’d been no smiles, no warbling laughter. Tears were all she had to give. Tears and blame.

      What happened that day, Ruby? Why can’t you remember?

      Jamie had been Mum’s favourite, with her fine features and slim frame. I was different, dark-haired, shy and weighty. Books were my comfort, though my sister and mother never understood my addiction. They didn’t exactly disapprove, but the way they said ‘bookworm’—ugh, as if I actually was some kind of worm.

      After Jamie died, I hoped Mum’s favour would transfer to me. For years I waited for her to smile again, and she finally did. But by then I’d given up waiting to be her favourite. Jamie had gone physically, but in Mum’s heart she still reigned supreme.

      “Ruby!” Mum waved and hurried over. She pecked my cheek and stepped back, her smile slipping. “I see you’ve let your hair grow. A pity, it looked nice short.”

      She turned her attention to Rob.

      “How lovely to meet you at last.”

      Rob’s face glowed with warmth. “Ruby’s told me so much about you, Mrs Cardel.”

      “Please, call me Margaret.” A tiny frown line appeared. “You seem familiar, Rob. Have we met?”

      Rob gave a sexy chuckle. “You’ve probably seen my ugly mug in a bookshop somewhere. My third book’s just come out, Emotional Rescue. Maybe you’ve spotted it around?”

      “No, although I’m keen to hear about it. And thanks for driving up to see my show. I’m flattered.”

      “Ruby’s always raving about your paintings.” He patted his pockets. “Good thing I brought my chequebook.”

      Mum linked her arm through his. “Then let me show you my favourite piece before someone snaffles it up. It’s a wonderful old Singer sewing machine I inherited from my grandmother, dating from before the first world war. Are you interested in family history, Rob?”

      His smile smouldered. “It’s one of my passions, Margaret. I can’t think of a more fascinating topic.”

      I softened at his words. Rob loved history, all right—other people’s history. He never spoke much about his own family. He’d tried once and got all choked up.

      In the first chapter of Let Go and Live, Rob described his painful childhood—a drug addicted mother, a string of violent ‘fathers.’ Escaping remand homes to live on the Sydney streets. One stormy night, huddled under a bridge, he was ready to end it all with a broken bottle against his wrist, thinking death would bring relief ... but then a voice had spoken through the haze of his despair.

      Let go, Rob. Let go of the pain and live.

      He later wrote that hope had sparked in his heart, so he dropped the bottle and walked away through the rain-soaked night. After that, he turned his life around. Went to uni, majored in psychology. Developed his own radical ideas. Contrary to popular opinion, Rob believed that dredging up old wounds was counterproductive—and that letting go and moving on was the answer to everyone’s problems.

      Especially mine.
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      Rob’s sexy laugh lifted above the babble of voices, followed by my mother’s musical trill.

      I wandered off to view Mum’s latest masterpieces.

      Powerful halogens illuminated her paintings in the dim gallery. They were mostly interior scenes. The farmhouse kitchen where we’d eaten breakfast as kids. Our old lounge room with an empty birdcage on the floor. The bedroom I once shared with Jamie, sunbeams falling on our neat single beds.

      Another showed Mum’s antique sewing machine, sitting in a room aglow with afternoon sun, its black curves chipped and scarred, the flywheel worn by countless fingers.

      Mum had used the Singer to sew us floral tank tops, hippy pants, and crazy patterned dresses—pink for Jamie, green for me. We teamed them with boots and thick socks, per Mum’s instructions in case of snakes, especially when we went to the river.

      I dug under my hair, rubbing the scar.

      Jamie died eighteen years ago. I should have made peace with her death by now, and moved on. But how could I when she still haunted me?

      Let it go, Ruby.

      The doctors said my amnesia came from the head injury I got when Jamie had her accident. I had eleven stitches, three weeks in hospital and a headache for months. Now, walking through my mother’s memories, I could feel the vault of things I’d buried in my mind starting to develop some cracks.

      I stopped at a painting of a gnarled tree with walnuts clinging to its bare branches. It grew on a barren hill shaped like a grave.

      “She’s certainly talented, isn’t she?”

      A stylish elderly woman in a red dress stood beside me. A pair of snowy braids coiled around her head, and she wore a bouquet of native yellow-buttons pinned to her lapel. The overhead lights gleamed off the silver locket at her throat.

      “It’s called Inheritance,” she said, bending closer to the landscape. “Why do you think she’d call it that?”

      “No idea.”

      “Hmm. I love a good mystery. Puzzling the pieces together, making sense of things.”

      “I’m not a fan. Mysteries keep me up all night, worrying. I’d rather know the facts.”

      She beamed, her face crinkling into a landscape of wonderful wrinkles.

      “Life is one big mystery. You must spend many sleepless nights?”

      I smiled. “I’m a chronic insomniac.”

      We both chuckled. Her gaze was friendly, and her familiar voice made me think of buttered scones, hot chocolate and laughter.

      “Are you a friend of my mum’s?”

      The woman looked pleased. “Yes, dear. Many years ago, we were neighbours.”

      “I thought you looked familiar! Mrs Hillard, right?”

      She smiled kindly. “Please call me Esther. It’s been a while, Ruby. How have you been?”

      “Great! I’ve got a cottage in Sawtell. And I own a bookshop, the Busy Bookworm. If you’re ever in Coffs, I’d love to show you around.”

      Esther beamed. “I adore books. I’d love to see your shop—but I’m afraid my days of travelling to the coast are over. That sea air is too humid for my old lungs.” She patted her chest, and her bouquet released a sweet peppery scent.

      It stirred a flash of memory. A grandmotherly woman reading to two children. I tried to recall their faces, but the scene slipped away like smoke.

      Esther searched my face. “I often think of you and your mother.”

      “Oh?”

      “You had such a sad time after losing Jamie. It must have been awful never knowing what really happened to her. All those years, wondering and worrying. I don’t know how Margaret coped.”

      My shoulders tightened in shock. “What do you mean, never knowing?”

      “They never found the person responsible, did they?”

      A dormant fear stirred in me. “No one was responsible, Esther. Jamie slipped and fell.”

      She frowned. “Is that what your mother told you?”

      I had no memory of Jamie’s death, despite it being likely I was with her when she died. Mum had questioned me endlessly, but nothing jogged my memory. I couldn’t remember being with Jamie on the rocks, or attending her funeral, or getting through the months that followed.

      “Mum said it rained that day,” I explained. “We must have been climbing on the rocks, because Jamie slipped and lost her footing. Maybe you’re thinking of someone else?”

      Esther’s brows creased. “Oh, Ruby. Maybe you’re right. I’m sorry to upset you.”

      I slumped, feeling shaken. “I’m okay.”

      Esther patted my arm. “Why don’t you pop out sometime and visit me at Lyrebird Hill? Please say yes. Besides, I’ve got something for you. A book,” she added mysteriously.

      “Oh?”

      She smiled. “Nothing to lose any sleep over. It’s just something you’ll appreciate.”

      I blinked at her. Visit Lyrebird Hill? Return to the place I’d spent the past eighteen years running from? Immerse myself in the sights and sounds and smells of my childhood home, and risk the ordeal of remembering?

      “I’ll think about it,” I said reluctantly. “The shop’s pretty hectic at the moment.”

      Esther adjusted her bag and smiled. “Come and stay with me if you can manage a couple of days off. Any time, day or night. My door’s always open.” She unpinned the bouquet of wildflowers from her collar and pressed it into my hand, then kissed my cheek and joined a group of patrons heading towards the entryway. I watched until she reached the door and caught a last glimpse of her white hair and red dress before she disappeared outside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry, Mum, I know it’s inconvenient, but I need to talk to you.” I hesitated, glancing across the gallery. Rob was nowhere to be seen, and the room was emptying fast. Mum was eager to catch people before they left, to thank them for coming and say her goodbyes, but I had to ask.

      “I just ran into Esther Hillard.”

      Mum nodded. “Yes, I saw her too.”

      “She said the strangest thing.”

      “Oh?”

      “She thinks Jamie’s death wasn’t an accident. Is that true?”

      Mum deflated. “Digging up the past won’t bring her back, Ruby. Why can’t you let her rest?”

      “Sorry, Mum. But I need to know.”

      A hard look came into her eyes. She drew a deep breath through her teeth.

      “There was an investigation. The police said a fall didn’t cause Jamie’s head injuries, that someone struck her repeatedly. But you were the only one there. If there was someone else present, the rain washed any trace of them away.”

      I tried to breathe, lightheaded in the gallery of intense light and vibrant paintings, the taste of wine on my tongue, and my mother’s golden eyes glaring at me.

      My mouth went dry. “They thought I did it?”

      Mum shook her head. “No one ever blamed you, Ruby.”

      “But you told me it was an accident.”

      “You were only a kid. You adored Jamie, and losing her was traumatic enough. If it turned out you had anything to do with it, you’d never have coped.”

      I took a step back as though slapped.

      Anything to do with it?

      I wanted to press her, to ask more, but the vast space was suddenly claustrophobic. I needed to be outside in the cool air, away from the chatter and clink of glasses, away from the paintings that stirred up a past I didn’t want to remember. And away from my mother who had, with her years of silence, just resurrected my darkest fear.
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        * * *

      

      “Ruby, are you okay?”

      Rob and I were standing in the car park outside the gallery. The only car left was Rob’s Jaguar, gleaming black in the floodlights. My mother had invited us to join her at the post-exhibition party, but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it, so I pretended to have a headache.

      Now my head was throbbing for real.

      Rob jangled his car keys. “Babe⁠—?”

      I dug in my bag and pulled out the lacy black culprit.

      “How do you explain this?”

      Rob stared at the bra, apparently bewildered. “Explain what?”

      “You’re seeing someone else, aren’t you?”

      His eyes narrowed, and he grew wary. “Now, hold on a minute, Ruby. You’ve lost me. You better start at the beginning.”

      My cheeks burned, and my lungs were too small to breathe. My heart felt squashed inside my chest, like a tiny bird in someone’s fist, its wings fluttering in terror. Rob’s infidelity was only part of the problem, but it seemed the easier thing to deal with right now.

      “This morning I smelled cigarette smoke on your jacket. When I was airing it, I found this in the pocket.”

      I waved the bra aloft.

      Rob stared at it for an eternity. Then he pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Seriously? And now you think I’m cheating on you?”

      I nodded.

      Rob sighed. “Babe, it’s not healthy to be so paranoid and obsessive all the time. You’ll worry yourself into a heart attack one of these days.”

      “I’m not paranoid.”

      “You always blow simple mix-ups out of proportion and try to catch me out. But the issue isn’t between us. It’s inside of you. You pull away when things get good because you’re scared of love.”

      My face grew hot in the dark, and I crumpled the bra inside my fist. “You don’t know me as well as you think, Rob.”

      “You’re an open book to me, Ruby.”

      I gripped my elbows. “So what am I thinking now?”

      “Your eyes are like saucers. You’re leaning away from me, arms crossed, a knot between your brows. You’re thinking I’m a worthless dickhead and wishing you never met me.”

      I slumped, glaring at him. Dammit, he was spot-on. I hated him right now—everything about him. His clean-cut good looks, his confidence and charm. The way he was always analysing me. I hated hearing his voice whenever I stood in front of a mirror. A few kilos lighter, Ruby girl, and you’d be a real honey. I hated seeing the same question in other women’s eyes. What’s a tasty dish like Rob Thistleton doing with a blimp like her?

      I held up the bra. “Actually I’m wondering how you’ll explain your way out of this?”

      He shook his head and shrugged. “The lads were at the bar last night. They must have put it in my pocket as a joke.”

      I searched his face. The car park light silvered the edges of his face, making him seem godlike and inhuman, distant as a star. Then he moved, and he was just Rob again, big gentle Rob with his tailored suit and strong pale hands, shaking his head in worry.

      “Come on, Ruby. Ever since we met, I knew you were the one. Love at first sight, remember?”

      I stuffed the bra back into my bag.

      “You could have anyone—why me?”

      Rob chuckled. “Because you’re suspicious and untrusting and you always think the worst. You whine relentlessly when you’re sick, you interrupt when I’m trying to tell you something, and you scrape your plate during the news. Oh ... and you snore.”

      “I do not.”

      He nodded. “Afraid you do, babe.”

      I shifted my weight, easing my cramped toes.

      “You’re dating me because I’m hopelessly flawed?”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “Well, you do have a glorious bottom.”

      “Ugh.” I gave him my sourest look. “You’re so shallow.”

      His smile fell away. Closing the gap between us, he cupped my face in his hands and kissed me tenderly, then murmured against my lips.

      “You must know I love you, Ruby?”

      I drew back and stared at him.

      I had waited three years for him to open up and tell me his true feelings, but now that he had, words failed me. It seemed too little, too late. Not exactly wrong, but not right either.

      Pulling away from him, I walked over to the car. A full moon drifted weightlessly above us, haloed by misty clouds. Rain was coming. I shivered.

      I’d been worrying myself sick over him having an affair. Terrified of hearing the truth. What I hadn’t counted on was the possibility of a lie.

      My mother’s words drifted in. No one ever blamed you, Ruby. Another lie. One that cut even deeper. So deep, I wondered how far back in the past it had actually started. And whether my mother had a good reason for telling it.
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      Hurrying along the riverbank to the Aboriginal camp, I skipped along the stony track clutching my dillybag. The day was hot, the air thick with bush flies and smelling of charred kangaroo. My boots were dusty, hat flying off my head and sweat streaming down my neck—but I didn’t care. I was nineteen. The sun was shining, and I was excited to see my friends at the camp.

      A thin woman walked out to greet me. She was wearing the yellow dress my aunt had given her. Bark huts surrounded the smouldering charcoal pit, and marsupial pelts hung from a nearby gum tree, including a large kangaroo hide.

      As I dashed along the track towards her, my hat bobbed off its ribbon and I felt the sun touch my face. Aunt Ida wouldn’t like it, but my aunt and the farmhouse, with all its rules and strictness, felt like they were a million miles away.

      “Aunty good?” Jindera wanted to know.

      It was always her first question. Aunt Ida had never been to the camp, and Jindera never visited the house. Yet whenever I queried this, Jindera always insisted that she and my aunt were great friends.

      “Aunt Ida is well.” I hung my hat on a branch beneath the drying pelts. Shaking out my hair, I lifted my face to the sun, savouring the fragrant air. “But she’ll be in a sour mood when she gets out of her bath and finds me gone.”

      “You stay short time.” Jindera’s voice was reedy and melodic, and she spoke the English language with a shy exuberance. “Get back before Aunty know you gone.”

      “We’ll see.”

      A feeling of peace settled over me. I wanted to pull off my boots and stockings and go barefoot like Jindera, burrow my toes into the soft dirt and savour the pulsing bedrock beneath me. Soak up the smell of gumnuts and yellow-buttons, and let the warm granite smell stick to my skin and stay with me forever.

      Instead, I looked around the camp. “Where’s Mee Mee?”

      “She collecting seed.” Jindera pointed to the prickly grass pips stuck to my hem. “Like you, Bunna.”

      I laughed at her quip, glancing over at the spot under the shady red gum where Mee Mee liked to sit with her grinding stones. Mee Mee was Jindera’s mother, a lanky woman with huge liquid-black eyes and a quick smile who always fussed over me when I visited.

      Jindera gestured to my dillybag. “You bring book?”

      I nodded, digging into my bag. Jindera had woven it from grass fibres, and coloured it with barks and berries. It held my most treasured possession: a leather-bound journal of botanical drawings, notes, and thoughts. Jindera hugged the book against her as we walked back to the camp.

      As we approached her hut, a group of children raced over, yelling in excitement when they saw me. I gave them handfuls of unshelled almonds, which they carried off to the granite formations on the riverbank to crack open with stones.

      I paused for a moment, watching them.

      Some nights, I dreamed of that riverbank.

      In my dream, the river sang of death, and its voice was dark and desolate. Figures loomed on horseback, carrying fire. Screams echoed against the sky, and the smell of burning flesh lingered. I felt trapped in a dark place, my small body shuddering in fear.

      I turned to see Jindera watching me, as she often did, from the darkness of her hut. Her eyes were velvet-black, her smile warm. She beckoned me inside.

      The sweet, pungent odour of last night’s feast still lingered. Jindera spread a bark mat, and we sat upon it. She handed me a hide pouch of water, and I drank from it thirstily.

      Jindera drank too and then picked up my book.

      She opened it to the rock orchid I was working on. Brown freckles marked the flower’s pink throat, a common sight in early summer, its bright colour popping from the grey-green bush.

      Jindera turned the pages, nodding approval as she inspected my other paintings. She had taught me to look for the spirit of the creatures and plant life I painted. I had learned so much from her about the healing flora of Lyrebird Hill—the blossoms and seed pods, and orchids—it was a passion we shared. A year ago, she had asked the clan elders for permission to teach me, which they initially refused. But she persisted, and when I presented them with my father’s old muzzleloader for hunting wallaby, they finally agreed.

      Jindera paused at a sketch of tubular pink blossoms. We loved picking over the drawings, tweaking the descriptions and adding new things she thought of.

      I tapped the page she was studying.

      “That’s the correa we found on the flatlands, where the clan fought that southern tribe. Do you remember?”

      Jindera’s eyes glinted. “You got good memory, Bunna. That happen twenty years before you born.”

      I chuckled and turned to a sketch of some four-leaf clover-like leaves.

      “And this fern, it was sprouting from a pile of wombat bones after the big rain last year.”

      Jindera nodded. “Nardoo. Hard time food.”

      My heart was large with her unspoken approval. In our own way, we had fought an important battle—not with spears and nulla-nullas, but with brush and ink, and quiet observation. My collection of drawings and Jindera’s vast store of knowledge that accompanied them proved that friendship could bridge the divide between any cultures.

      The sound of a horse outside broke the stillness.

      “Brenna?”

      A shadow darkened the doorway, and I caught a whiff of horse sweat and tannery leather, rifle oil and gunpowder. Scents that did not belong in the tranquil darkness of Jindera’s hut.

      I emerged into the sunlight with Jindera close on my heels. My foster brother Owen dismounted his horse. He was tall for a twelve-year-old, a beanpole, his grey shirt and breeches hanging off his skinny frame.

      His face lit up when he saw my companion.

      “G’day there, Jindera.”

      “Hello, young Owen. You be a good boy for Aunty?”

      “I try.”

      “How them fish biting upriver?”

      “I caught a couple of turtles this week, but no trout.”

      They bantered in their easy way, while I bundled my journal into my dillybag, only half listening.

      An accident on a neighbouring farm years ago had left Owen an orphan. Fa Fa found him wandering in the dark, hungry and skinny as a stray dog. Millie fed and bathed him, and he soon became Fa Fa’s closest companion—riding out to check fences, sitting at his feet when he smoked, sleeping at the foot of his bed. He was a cherubic boy who ran errands and helped with chores, and everyone adored him.

      I squinted up at him. “Is Aunt Ida on the warpath?”

      “Afraid so, sis. You have a visitor. It pained him greatly to arrive and find you missing.”

      “Oh, dear.” I hugged my ribs. “It’s Mr Whitby, isn’t it?”

      Owen made a face and nodded.

      Mr. Whitby was one of my father’s oldest and most trusted friends, living in Tasmania but travelling to New South Wales for business. He had bought a dozen properties after the crash in 1893, and liked to manage them himself. In his mid-forties, he had never married. Aunt Ida called him wedded to his work, though my father said he merely kept his affairs private.

      “Did he bring news of Fa Fa?”

      “Not much. He says Fa Fa is still at the auctions in Newcastle. Aunt Ida’s got Whitby in the parlour, feeding him leftover Christmas cake and bottled apricots. He’s eager to see you.”

      Jindera was frowning at me, her eyes dark with quiet disapproval. She shared Owen’s lack of esteem for Carsten Whitby, although she refused to admit it. Whenever I reported on his visits, or went on about his polished manners or fine looks, Jindera always found something of greater interest—a gumnut fallen from a tree, or snake tracks in the dirt, or the dusty wrinkles that time had drawn across her palm.

      We said goodbye to Jindera, and Owen climbed on his horse and hauled me up behind him. He clicked his tongue, and the mare plodded along the track towards home. I hooked one arm around Owen’s middle and settled myself for the ride back to the house.

      “Did Whitby mention the nature of his visit?”

      Owen shook his head, nudging the horse into a trot. I twisted around, trying to see Jindera, but she’d vanished into her hut.

      The only movement was a breeze ruffling the animal hides strung on the branches. The camp looked deserted, as though its inhabitants had fled.
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        * * *

      

      Seated at my dressing table, I dragged a brush through my knotty hair and then tamed the frizz with some almond oil. As I pinned my chignon, I squinted at my reflection.

      Dark brown hair framed my oval face, and my eyes were almost black. Freckles dusted my tawny complexion, despite Aunt Ida’s constant hat reminders. Fa Fa always said I had inherited my dark looks from his Spanish grandmother, but it must have skipped a generation, as he and Ida were both fair.

      Aunt Ida came into my room clutching a jar of cornflour. Pink blotches stained her cheekbones, and her eyes were as sharp as a bird’s.

      She sighed loudly. “I declare, Brenna. We’ll all be better off once you’re married and away from those people.”

      “Jindera’s my friend. I’ll not stay away from her.”

      Aunt Ida frowned. “I’ve spent the last hour apologising to Carsten Whitby for your absence.”

      “Is there news about my father?”

      “Whitby didn’t say much.”

      I glanced at her. She did not approve of me visiting the camp. We often had words. But today she was subdued.

      “What is it, Aunt?”

      There was a long silence. Finally she said quietly, “The clan doesn’t want you there. Jindera indulges you, but the elders resent your visits. They see you as a threat.”

      “Oh Aunt Ida, I’m no threat. Besides, Fa Fa lets me go.”

      She placed the cornflower on my dresser.

      “Rub that into your face. I see you neglected to wear your hat again. Your cheeks are bright red. Don’t you ever listen? Your Mama’s last words to me were to keep you out of the sun, so you don’t end up—” She made a clearing sound in her throat. “And look at your hair! If Whitby sees you, he’ll run for the hills.”

      I opened the jar. White clouds billowed out as I swirled my lamb’s wool puff in the cornflour, then daubed it on my face.

      “What brings Whitby here, anyway?”

      “He wants a word with you.”

      “With me?” I whirled in my seat. “Whatever for?”

      She studied her fingernails in silence.

      Lately, Whitby had become an obsession for her. She sang his praises at every opportunity and constantly listed his virtues. Did you know Whitby has a stable of fine horses? You adore horses, don’t you, Brenna?

      I changed out of my dusty clothes, into my best black skirt, ivory shirtwaist and red wool jacket with black trim. Despite the heat, I knew Mr Whitby would appreciate my efforts.

      I studied my aunt in the mirror. Sweat patches had formed on her blouse. Her face looked puffy and unusually pale. She frowned fixedly at the cornflour, as if it was the sole cause of her woes.

      I adjusted my hair. “Oh Aunt, please stop worrying. I’m sure you’re wrong about Jindera’s clan. They don’t mind me being there.”

      She bit her lips, then hurried out, the volume of her skirts whispering like an eddy of dry leaves. A moment later, she returned carrying a burlap-wrapped parcel.

      She placed it on my dresser with a clunk.

      “Carry this when you visit the camp.”

      I caught a whiff of gun oil. Inside the burlap was a small pistol.

      “It was your father’s. It’s smaller than the weapon you and Owen learned on, but loading and firing are the same.”

      “Why give it to me now?”

      Her face tightened. “Whitby brought news of another killing. Since you insist on roaming the property alone, I’d feel better knowing you can protect yourself.”

      I lifted my chin. “Jindera’s clan would never hurt me.”

      She looked pained. “It’s not the clan that worries me.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight streamed into the parlour, and a breeze blew through the French doors, bringing with it the musky scent of the shearing sheds. From the opposite doorway, half hidden by a potted palm, I spied on the two figures by the fireplace.

      Aunt Ida stood facing our guest, her hands clasped together as she regaled him in a hushed voice about a topic he seemed vaguely bored by.

      Carsten Whitby held himself ramrod straight, a tall, imposing man with broad shoulders and a stern, craggy face that would have been striking had he bothered to smile. His jaw was square and strong, with a determined set to his full, inviting lips. While Aunt Ida rambled, he stood frozen in place, almost quivering, his head high, like a horse kept too long in its stalls, waiting for a chance to break free.

      My aunt’s words drifted across the room.

      “She is a clever girl, Mr Whitby. Industrious. Perhaps a tad independent, but of course, with the right encouragement, she will learn her place.”

      My fingers curled into fists.

      She was talking about me! And Whitby’s grim gaze kept sliding away from her to the portrait of my mother that hung above the mantle, before returning to Aunt Ida with an absent nod.

      Nerves rumbled in my belly.

      Why did Mr Whitby want to speak to me? And what possessed my aunt to say those things to him, as if I was a mare about to be auctioned?

      Food might help my rumbling. I looked longingly at the meatloaf Millie was placing on the table. Millie caught my eye, and her cheeky grin eased my tension. Her parents were related to Jindera, but they died twenty years ago and she’d come to work alongside Aunt Ida, caring for my ailing mother.

      She rushed to my side. “How’s Jindera?”

      “Good. They had kangaroo last night.”

      Her eyes grew wistful, then she smiled. “Come out to the kitchen later. I’ll set aside some meatloaf.” Her dark gaze shifted as she looked over my shoulder, then hurried away.

      Mr Whitby approached me. “Miss Magavin, you are lovely as usual.”

      “Thank you, Mr Whitby. I trust your journey from Wynyard was pleasant?”

      “Indeed.” He bowed sharply and took my fingers, grazing his lips over my knuckles.

      A shiver ran up my arm. He was a striking man, with close-cropped tawny hair and beard, and intense grey eyes framed by black lashes. His frock coat fit snugly on his muscular body, perhaps a touch too snug judging by the small rip along one shoulder seam.

      I withdrew my fingers from his.

      “I trust life is kind in Tasmania?”

      “My sister has been ill.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.” My regret for Adele Whitby was genuine. I knew the anguish of seeing a loved one suffer. My mother had died from a weak heart when I was small, and our sorrow still lingered. “I hope she recovers speedily.”

      His craggy face softened. “That is kind, Miss Magavin.”

      “Aunt Ida said you saw my father in Newcastle. Will he be home soon?”

      Whitby shifted beside me. “Yes, I saw him. I’m afraid there’s bad news. The wool market dropped and his bales didn’t clear the reserve. The farm won’t recover after two years of loss.”

      I stood still. “I don’t understand.”

      “Michael is in trouble. The bank has demanded payment right away because of the financial crisis, and they’ve given him a thirty-day deadline.”

      “Thirty days? But the sum owing is sizable. We won’t be able to pay …”

      Whitby grimaced and scratched his beard.

      “Michael’s position is uncertain. With the unrest in Southern Africa, people are unwilling to spend money. Things are difficult. No one will help your father because of his political leanings.”

      I stood tall. “You mean because he speaks out against murder? Because he defends the right of tribal people to carry spears so they may hunt? And criticises overgrazing and cutting down trees?” My cheeks burned and my blood raced. I was treading the same unpopular path as my father, but I didn’t care. “The clans only want to feed their families. Is that so wrong?”

      Whitby’s eyes narrowed. “Michael has enemies here. If he goes under financially, no one will help him. You understand what that means, Miss Magavin, don’t you?”

      I understood too well. A deathly chill crawled along my spine. The room tilted, and I thought I might faint.

      I remembered a quarrel between my father and Aunt Ida in the dining room, their faces lit by candlelight. I was a child, hiding beneath the table, cowering wide-eyed.

      My aunt’s words cracked with emotion. You’re a fool to borrow more money, Michael. You’re digging yourself deeper into debt. If you must buy those merinos, why not sell off some land?

      My father was firm. I won’t sell the land, Ida. Not an acre, not even a square inch. Don’t ask me again.

      Aunt Ida’s reply had bitten into the darkness, her voice wretched as a crow’s. You still think of her, don’t you, brother? You can’t forget her, and you’d rather drag us to ruin than sell a crumb of her precious land⁠—

      “Miss Magavin?”

      I forced myself to meet Whitby’s eyes. “My father will never sell Lyrebird Hill. The loss would kill him.”

      Whitby shifted uncomfortably. “I expected this. Which is why I have a proposal.”

      I swallowed. “Oh?”

      His gaze settled on my mother’s portrait over the fireplace. The artist had captured her in a pale pink dress, her eyes filled with gentleness, her milky hair framing a face that was far too pale. Whitby stared at the portrait, as if it held a secret. When he looked back at me, his face seemed aged—mouth lines deeper, skin sallower, and his eyes full of pain—though why my mother’s portrait should trouble him was a mystery to me.

      “My family were horse breeders from Armidale, Miss Magavin. When my father died, he left everything to me. Over the years, I increased its value and bought more land here.” He flushed, and his gaze grew intense. “But while business thrived, my personal life faltered. I never married, and so I lack an heir for my estates. My greatest wish is for a son.”

      I became still. Mr Whitby had a solution to our problem, a way to save the property we loved. But I dreaded what he was going to say, for it meant forsaking my home and my freedom. I dug my nails into my palms, searching for courage.

      Whitby leaned nearer, keeping his voice low. “I will pay Michael’s debts if you marry me and bear a son. I will do my best to make you happy. If you are not, I’ll let you go home. But the boy stays with me.”

      A vein pounded in my throat. Whitby’s gaze went to my neck as if he could feel it, too.

      “Let me be straight, Mr Whitby. If we wed, you’ll pay the default owing on Lyrebird Hill?”

      He nodded. “You need not reply this instant. Take time to consider your feelings.”

      I stared into his grey eyes, seeing a smaller version of myself reflected there. Whitby wasn’t proposing love or even hope, so my feelings were unimportant. What mattered was saving our home.

      I looked past Whitby to the window. Beyond the garden stretched three thousand acres of bushland, some grazed by my father’s flocks, much untouched. Westwards, along the river’s rocky course, was the Aboriginal camp. Would I trade my freedom to save the land and the people I loved?

      In a heartbeat.

      I looked at Whitby. “Agreed.”

      His pupils dilated. His nostrils flared, and he smiled. It was a wonderful smile, unguarded, full of surprise and delight. When he leaned in, my stomach fluttered, thinking he meant to kiss me. Instead, he grasped my fingers, and I found myself shaking hands with my future husband, sealing the business deal we had just negotiated.
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        * * *

      

      On Sunday, my father arrived home, weary after his failed business in Newcastle. After dinner, we sat at the dining table. Millie brewed strong tea and placed a dish of oatmeal biscuits on the table. Fa Fa lit his pipe and settled back in his chair.

      “Could you grow to love him, Brenna?”

      “He is twice my age.”

      “He’s a fine-looking man, according to Ida.”

      “Looks aren’t everything.”

      “He’s devoted to his sister. When her fiancé died, Carsten paid for the funeral, and then moved Adele into his house to care for her.”

      “Will he be devoted to me?”

      “Of course, my sparrow.”

      I scoffed. “We shook hands. I wasn’t expecting fireworks—but is it wrong to hope that when you accept a man’s proposal of marriage, you’re entitled to a kiss?”

      Fa Fa sighed wearily. “Carsten has many good qualities. Social grace is not one of them.”

      “But shaking hands?”

      My father’s face softened. “You don’t have to marry him, Brenna. It’s not too late to admit a change of heart.”

      A breeze lifted the curtains. A peppery scent lifted from the jar of wildflowers I’d placed on the table especially to cheer him.

      “There’s been no change, Fa Fa. I made a promise, and I intend to keep it. Love is not part of this deal. I’m doing it to save our home.”

      Fa Fa tapped his pipe and relit it, then drew on the stem until the embers burned brightly in the gloom.

      “That’s noble of you, Brenna. But how will you feel after a year, a decade? Marriage limits your freedom and tests your inner resources. One day, you may regret your sacrifice.”

      “I’m doing what needs to be done.”

      I went to the window and peered past my reflection into the darkness. A week ago, all I cared about was collecting botanical specimens and painting them. I visited Jindera to discuss flowers and seed pods, species of lichen. Finch eggs, feathers, a wallaby skull. Nothing was more important to me.

      Until now.

      I turned to face Fa Fa. “Do you remember that squatter? He paid his Aboriginal workers with loaves of damper laced with arsenic.”

      My father winced. “I remember.”

      “And do you recall that Aboriginal boy they clubbed and left to die by the roadside?”

      Silence.

      My fingers trembled, but I couldn’t stop. “A few days ago, Aunt Ida told me about another killing west of here.”

      Pain rumpled my father’s face.

      I hated torturing him, but I had to make him understand why I was leaving and what was at stake.

      “They can’t hunt because they’re forbidden to use spears, and they live in worry and uncertainty. Could you bear to see this happen at Lyrebird Hill? Could you accept Jindera’s band being treated that way?”

      “No, my dove. You know I couldn’t.”

      “As long as the people are free, I will have no regrets.”

      Tears glazed my father’s eyes. He reached into his pocket and took out a carved chess piece, placing it on the table.

      “She is all I have left.”

      I picked up the fine black queen. “You mean, of the set?”

      He smiled sadly and nodded. “Your mama and I honeymooned in London. It was a strange time for us. We were young and in love, only not with—” He looked at me warily. “Anyhow, I secured a chess set in Camden. The white pieces were boar bone, and the black ones were ebony wood. Florence was a keen player, and I knew she’d be pleased. But on my way back, bandits robbed me. They took everything—my purse and wedding ring, even my shoes. When I recovered enough to stand, this little queen lay forgotten in the snow. Like a talisman that connected me with home.”

      Understanding swept over me. Since Carsten’s proposal, I had made my own talisman against homesickness—a collection of native flowers pressed into my Bible pages. If I must leave my home, a small part of it was coming with me.

      “I couldn’t bear to lose Lyrebird Hill,” I told my father. “Not an acre, not even a square inch.”

      He searched my face for a long time, an odd light in his eyes. Then he looked back at the ebony queen and closed her gently in his fist.

      “No, my sparrow. Neither could I.”
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        The journey towards emotional freedom begins

        when you start thinking more about where you’re

        going, and less about where you’ve been.

      

        

      
        – ROB THISTLETON, EMOTIONAL RESCUE
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      The week after returning to the coast was hectic. Boxes of books arrived at the Busy Bookworm and needed sorting, and I busied myself with unpacking, cataloguing, and finding space for them in my crowded shelves.

      On Friday night, I headed home.

      My little cottage perched on the hilltop overlooking the sandy curves of Murray’s Beach. Most days, I threw open the windows, letting the ocean breeze whisper through my rooms, teasing the curtains and luring me out onto the back deck to admire the view.

      Kicking off my shoes, I unloaded my groceries in the kitchen, then went to the garden and picked salad greens.

      When Rob invited me to dinner, I made excuses. His usual chirpiness after our tiff had returned, but I watched him suspiciously now. I’d even stalked him, getting worked up all for nothing—he was merely with clients or his mates, or picking up laundry.

      Maybe I was being paranoid.

      Leaning on the deck rail, I gazed down along the beach and inhaled the salty ocean air. It was beautiful, and I felt blessed to be here—but my chat with Esther Hillard had dropped me down a rabbit hole. Esther had meant to be kind, but her words about Jamie’s accident and Mum’s silence to protect me had gotten under my skin.

      If it turned out you had anything to do with it, you’d never have coped.

      I went back inside. I had placed Esther’s wildflowers in a vase on the table, and I picked them up and crushed a few yellow blooms in my fingers. As I inhaled their peppery scent, the vault slid open, and the past flooded back.
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      Mum left the doors and windows open, making our farmhouse even colder than usual. I sat at the kitchen table knitting a woollen beanie, my fingers turning blue as I fumbled with the needles and dropped the wool on the floor, picking it up, only to drop it again.

      Mum came into the kitchen holding a pair of scissors.

      “Come here.”

      Abandoning my wool, I plodded over on frozen feet.

      She grabbed my shoulders and dragged me around to face the door. Outside, the walnut tree had shed its leaves, leaving black pods on its branches. The scissors felt icy on my neck and I flinched. Mum held my head still and started cutting. Hair slithered onto the floor around my feet.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/everlastings-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/troussetb173.jpg





OEBPS/images/lyr-ebook.jpg
BESTSELLING AUSTRALIAN AUTHOR







OEBPS/images/lyr-title-page.jpg
Zj/féé&'//ﬂ/
77l

ANNA ROMER






