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Chapter 1
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Scooter’s Bay

The Nullarbor Plain, South Australia

––––––––
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Olivia

––––––––
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I SWIPED THE BANGS from my brow as I yanked open the front door and let it rebound against the wall with a thump. Yes—I was frazzled. Not just my bangs but me, myself, my whole self. “What do you need?” I asked the guy on the doorstep. “I’ve got food to fry and those two in the parlor get touchy when dinner’s late.”

“You’re American,” he said.

I paused. He didn’t look like the other Australian men I’d met so far. This one had a noted appeal. He was under the age of 70 for a start, unlike those two in the parlor, and there was an energy about him. He possessed vigor. Charisma. All of this topped off by a wide chest, broad shoulders and dark blue eyes creased in concentration.

Flirting, however, was the last thing on my agenda. “I’m from Boston. That’s in Massachusetts and before you ask,” I said cynically, preempting a question that was undoubtedly on the tip of his tongue. “Yes—I can spell it.”

I’d been putting up with this since I’d landed in this country, travelling all the way to wherever I was on the map. Somewhere on the Eyre Highway with nothing between point A where I’d started out and wherever point B might be on the other side. With me, stuck in the middle. Massachusetts? Bet you can’t spell it. Can anybody who lives there spell it? 

“This Newlabore area is the size of the Yellowstone National Park,” I said to the doorstep guy. “You could fit a lot of rude people into the Park. Imagine my surprise at finding them all on the Newlabore.” 

“We’re on the Nullarbor,” he said. “Nuh-luh-baw. It means ‘no trees.’ And we’re going to stay calm.”

“I’m afraid that’s unlikely.” I was in the center of nowhere after a ten-hour bus trip through nothing to get here. So far, all I’d seen in Australia was desert. 

“What can I do for you?” I asked again.

“I’m not sure what’s going on but I was called to attend a possible hostage situation. I’m a police officer.”

The cops! I grabbed his hand in both of mine and almost hugged him. “Oh my God. How did you find us? We’re in a wilderness out here.” I hadn’t called the cops. Those two inside must have called them. They wanted me gone. I wanted me gone. But now the police were here I was going to make use of them. I had so much to get off my chest.

“Where’s the backup?” I asked, looking around his shoulder at the desolation known as the front garden of Kingfisher House. Forget looking out a window; most were covered in overgrown vines, and there’d apparently been a path to the front door before the entire area became some sort of open-air greenhouse for cultivating weeds.

How weeds had grown so profusely in a desert area I hadn’t yet figured out. They’d probably been on the go for decades, their roots now embedded a hundred-thousand feet below ground level.

“I’m the only cop in a 150-kilometer stretch,” the officer said. “That’s 93 miles to you. But I can call for backup and I will if I deem it necessary.”

I was affronted by his accusatory tone. And personally, I thought they should have sent snipers. “Can you do it by yourself? Those two are lethal.”

He peered at me. “Are you the person who called it in?”

“One of them must have.” I hooked a thumb behind me. “They don’t want me here. They want me out of here.” I wanted me out of here. “Are you coming in? They’re in front of the television untangling their knots.”

“I repeat. I’m a police officer and a negotiator. Are you advising me you’re the hostage taker?”

“I haven’t taken them anywhere! They won’t budge. They’re in there, waiting on dinner, and let me tell you—I’m ready to kill.”

He prized his hand out of my grasp and offered me a smile. “We’re facing each other, we’re talking. We’re going to work everything out. Why don’t you tell me your name?” 

“Olivia Johnson. I’m from Boston.” 

“Yeah, you said.”

“What’s your name?”

“Jack Miller.”

“You’re Australian, Jack Miller. What part of this country are you from?” 

“I happened to be in Scooter’s Bay today but I’m from a great little place over in Western Australia called Gidgegannup.” 

I tilted my head. “How do you spell that?”

“We call it Gidge for short. Or Gidgie. I’m from Gidgie. You heading to Gidge? That sort of thing.”

“Say it again.”

“Gidgegannup.”

The man from Gidgegannup. It sounded like an action-packed movie with some lighthearted comedy and the possibility of enough bloodshed to melt the most hardened criminal’s heart.

Talking of which. “Won’t be long!” I yelled down the hallway. “Two minutes, then I’m gonna fry you both.” I turned back to the negotiator. “I’m about to ignite the deep fryer. Oil’s going to get good and hot. Are you sure you won’t come in?” 

“Olivia, can you tell me what the problem is?”

“Them! They’re the problem.” 

“Are you armed, Olivia?”

That was almost too much. “I haven’t even had time to unpack my hairdryer,” I said, tears banking in my eyes. “I’ve been here seventy-two hours, Jack, and I’ve hardly slept.” I blinked away the tears. I didn’t want to cry. Not in front of the police. “I’ve always had balance in my life,” I told him. “Now this.”

I’d created that balance for myself and was now searching for any balance. My entire repertoire of poise, grace and efficiency had gone up in smoke the minute I’d set foot in Scooter’s Bay. The tiniest town ever and Australia was supposed to be a big country. Why couldn’t they just have cities? 

“I’m tired, Jack. I don’t even know what day it is on the Nullarbor.” 

“It’s Wednesday, Olivia. Even with the time differences between states and territories, it’s still Wednesday all over the country. Calm down.”

I pushed my bangs aside. I didn’t think Jack had much balance either, to be honest. He didn’t appear to be a decision maker or he’d have done something by now. 

“Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?” 

“I don’t know what’s going on. But we’re going to work it out.”

“You keep saying that but you’re not doing anything.” He was just standing there, looking handsome. “I want to go home, Jack. I wish I’d never come here.” Those tears were threatening again. I’d been up since 5:00 a.m., glued to the kitchen for twelve hours. 

“How many people have you got inside the house, Olivia?”

“Two,” I said, sniffing through my distress.

“I repeat, are you armed?”

I shrugged. “I’ve got a whisk.” He was the one who should be armed, not me. He was the police officer. “The knife block is useless,” I warned him. “There isn’t a sharp blade in this house. Personally, I prefer dynamite. Light the fuse and run. I’d be well gone before this house exploded.”

He took a breath, and this time, his smile reached his eyes. “Can you tell me where the explosives are, Olivia?”

He had a lovely smile. But I didn’t want to talk anymore. “Jack,” I said. “Get me out of here.” With a sob, I threw myself into his arms. “I’ve had enough, Jack!”

***
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Jack

I’D DEALT WITH SOME weird people but this one was taking first prize.

She was clinging to me, arms around my neck, but I kept my hands off her. I’d checked her out while she’d been babbling and didn’t believe she had a weapon. There was nowhere to hide it. She was wearing thin cotton pajamas. Shorts and a little jacket. She looked drained. 

Some argument over at Kingfisher House, I’d been told. Go check it out. There’s a hostage situation going on.

I’d been on paid leave up until half an hour ago. Taking a well-earned break from the mayhem of police life in the Australian outback. The cop shop was 380 kilometers west. I’d come east and all the way to Scooter’s Bay to relive a few memories. I loved my job as a regular cop but I was wishing I’d switched my phone off and gone for a beer. They wouldn’t have been able to reach me. I’d still be sitting on the jetty in town, contemplating my life under a blanket of Nullarbor stars. Alone.

In different circumstances I’d have been delighted to hold this woman who’d thrown herself at me. I’d have wanted to hold her and a fair amount more. But under the actual circumstances—it wasn’t going to happen. 

“Olivia,” I said as I eased her away from me to arm’s length. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

This place looked like it had been empty since I last saw it years ago. How had Olivia Johnson got here? Who was Olivia Johnson? Who was she holding inside and how long was this negotiation going to take? I’d been looking forward to this time off work.

***
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Olivia

I WAS A CHEF IN A PREVIOUS life, three days ago. 

I could hardly believe how everything had changed. Jack wasn’t much use. He hadn’t even caught me when I’d hugged him.

“Who are the people you’re holding hostage, Olivia? Male or female?”

“Men,” I said, tossing my head. “Bitter, rambunctious men.” Jack Miller was one of them. “And I’m the hostage.”

“You can’t be the hostage. You opened the front door.” 

“You’re beginning to annoy me, Jack.” Any decent negotiator would have been in tune with my anxiety. He’d have recognized my need. “What the hell is a Pluto Pup?” I asked. All I knew was that I needed the deep fryer to make one and those two inside kept asking for half a dozen.

Jack held up his hands. “I’m here to help and to make sure we all get out safely. How about you tell me where you’ve put the dynamite and I’ll let you know what a Pluto Pup is?”

Did I look the sort of woman who kept dynamite? I hadn’t checked the shed. There could be decades-old sticks in there, covered in cobwebs and as useless to me as Jack Miller was. 

“Are you fully trained in hostage negotiation?” 

“The whole nine yards. Years of experience.”

“Why aren’t you in uniform?”

“I’m on holiday. That’s vacation to you.” He’d slipped a foot between the door and the doorframe, and now he had a hand on the doorhandle, too. “Do you have an accomplice, Olivia? Are you working alone or is there someone backing you up?”

“You’re supposed to back me up.” He was the police. “Do you have a gun? You’re going to want a gun, Jack.”

“Sometimes,” he said, “situations like this can make you feel like you’ve been overwhelmed. Like you’re the one who’s being restrained. It’s emotional stuff. I understand.”

He understood nothing! “I hope you’re not expecting to stay for dinner, Jack. I’m disappointed in you.”

I swung from the door and strode down the tattered hallway, wallpaper hanging off the walls and threadbare rugs underfoot. “They’re always in the parlor, untangling their knots,” I said, running my fingers through my frizzy bangs. 

I walked into the parlor, a space as large and as neglected as the rest of the house. No one had cleaned this place in years—I certainly wasn’t going to do it. “You two,” I said, picking up the whisk from the dining table where I’d discarded it when the doorbell rang. I held it up to Jack. “There’s only one whisk in this dump and I’m keeping it. If you haven’t got a gun you’ll have to find your own weapon.”

I was planning to destroy this house on the Nullarbor with my whisk. I’d summon up a tornado or a dust storm, then I’d get Glinda, the Good Witch of the North, to get me back to Boston.

“This is Jack,” I said to the boys, sitting around the TV all cozy, surrounded by their fishing rods and tackle. “He’s a one-man police brigade.” I was more than over this situation. I was over them. I’d liked Jack when I’d opened the door, but now I didn’t. I was already over Jack Miller from Gidgegannup. “Give him any trouble,” I warned those two, “and he’ll shoot you.” 

I turned to the one-man brigade. “Pretend you have a gun,” I whispered, shaking my head. “How can you not have a gun? You’re a police officer.”

Jack Miller was in the doorway, his expression one of wariness as he stared at the two old guys.

“Last I knew, you were in the Antarctic,” he said to one of them—the one I had the most trouble with. 

“Bloody hell, son. What are you doing here?”

The air in the parlor was now prickled with apprehension that scurried all over my skin. “Do you know them?” I asked Jack. “The one on the left with the pale spindly legs is my uncle. He’s from Boston.” How could Jack know them?

“I don’t know that one,” Jack said. “But the hard yakka one on the right is my uncle.”

His uncle—my uncle. How did that work? 

“Jack,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Does this mean we’re related?”

He glanced at me. “I hope not.”

“Because I don’t think I like you, Jack Miller.”

“And I was just beginning to like you, Olivia Johnson.”

Deadpan. That’s what Jack was.
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Chapter 2
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Olivia

––––––––
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“EVERYONE STAY CALM,” Jack said. “We’re going to work this out.”

I wasn’t so sure. 

My Uncle Flynn looked complacent, except I knew that as of just recently, he wasn’t. Jack’s uncle, Dave, looked battered and withered. Toughened from years of experience being alive and having to live with himself.

I reminded myself to ask Jack what a hard yakka was. I was picturing a yeti.

“Be careful,” I whispered to him. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with.” And he didn’t have a gun. 

“Stay out of this. I’ll deal with it.”

Bravado. I hoped it wasn’t misplaced. He’d been pretty slow at the front door. Look how long it had taken him to get inside. Wasting minutes of my time chatting when he ought to have been rescuing me.

“Me and my brother aren’t speaking to either of you,” my Uncle Flynn said, waving his fishing rod at me and Jack. “You’re interfering in our business. Get out.”

“I’ve never seen Uncle Flynn in boardshorts,” I said to Jack. “Now look at him.” Skinny pale legs that hadn’t seen the light of day in all the years I’d known him. “He thinks he’s Australian.” 

“He what?”

“He says he’s Australian,” I repeated. “No one believed him, but he’s always said it.”

“Let her get our dinner before you kick her out of the house,” Jack’s uncle said to my uncle.

Our uncles. I couldn’t get my head around any of this.

“She followed me here, Dave. She stalked me all the way from Boston.”

“Yeah but she was cooking our dinner before you called the police.”

“My own uncle reported me to the cops,” I said to Jack. “Can you believe it?”

“This is my house, Dave,” Uncle Flynn said. “I bought it off you. You can get out, too.”

“It was mine before you took it off me. I’m not getting out. I was born here in Scooter’s Bay. This has been my house all my life. You get out.”

“See?” I said to Jack. “All they do is argue.”

Jack held out an arm. “I’m handling this. Step aside.”

Now he decided to look mean.

I flipped back my hair. The heat on the Nullarbor was doing desperate things to my bangs and I had no frizz control shampoo. 

“Uncle Dave,” Jack said. “Explanations please.”

“Jack, son—this is my half-brother, Flynn. This is my house and he took it off me.”

“I bought it, Dave. You agreed to sell it. You’ve got to give me the money.”

“I didn’t agree to anything.”

“Half-brothers?” I said to Jack. “Are we still family?” 

“I sincerely hope not.”

I fired my uncle a look that said I meant business. “Uncle Flynn. Do you know Jack?” 

“Course I know Jack. So do you. Dave and Connie brought him over to Boston when they came on vacation back in 1996. Bad summer that year. Heatwave.”

“It only got to 91 Fahrenheit,” Dave said. “That’s nothing. Hot is here, in Australia. Coober Pedy, further north. It’s so bloody hot there, they live underground. You can shove your 91 Fahrenheight in Boston. That’s only 32 Celsius.” 

“Me and Jack Miller?” I said. “In Boston? Together? Twenty-seven years ago?”

Had I felt an affinity with Jack when I opened the front door? I’d liked his smile and I’d admired the strength in his shoulders—the ones I’d flung myself at. Some use that had done me. 

“It was hot,” Uncle Flynn said. “We had the sprinklers on for these two.”

“It was fairly warm,” Dave conceded, then looked at us. “Flynn and I used to watch you both when the girls took off to the shops. We used to put you in the kiddie pool.” 

“Kept you happy,” Uncle Flynn said. “You loved that little pool, you two.”

“Jack,” I whispered. “We’ve met before.” This was incredible.

Jack was pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’m going to wake up any minute. Alone.”

“You’re not married?” 

He shot me a look, like Can we get this issue settled before we get onto the twenty-questions thing?

“I’m not married,” I told him. “In case you were wondering if you had a half-fourth-cousin-brother-in-law-removed. You don’t.”

“You loved the water,” Uncle Flynn said. “Couldn’t get you out of that pool. Throwing buckets of water over each other. Splashing your rubber ducks.”

“You didn’t even have your nappies on,” Dave said. And if he was talking about diapers I was going to wish with all my heart he hadn’t put this image in my head.

“Butt naked,” Uncle Flynn added.

“Oh my God, Jack—we’ve seen each other nude.”

“I need a moment,” Jack said, looking fatigued.

He thought he was the tired one? I’d had three days of it. “Where are you going?”

“I have to call it in. Just give me five minutes.”

“We need to discuss this!”

“Five minutes,” he said, without looking at me as he headed for the door that would take him to the kitchen, where I’d been held hostage over the deep fryer and the gas stovetop the half-brothers called ‘the hob’. 

Hadn’t they heard of air fryers on the Nullarbor?

“Some negotiator,” I said to Jack as he walked out on me. 

“I’ll be back—if you’re lucky.”

Gas, I thought to myself as I headed after him. Why hadn’t I considered this before now? I could have blown up Kingfisher House yesterday.

“Jack! Wait up!”
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Chapter 3
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Jack

––––––––
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I’D GONE OUTSIDE, TO my vehicle, to get some air.

“Just a little argument,” I told my Officer in Charge, Senior Sergeant Callaghan. “Nothing violent. A family squabble between two pensioners. No more than that.”

I was certainly intrigued as to how the old guys had become half-brothers and why they were arguing over who owned Kingfisher House. I was also hoping I wasn’t related to the woman with the barbed tongue. All I’d heard so far were pointed comments about my lack of ability. And I did have a gun. I was already thinking about using it.

“You can handle it?” my OIC said. “I can send a secondary team. Larry’s here.”

Larry Swingler? He wouldn’t be any use, although I couldn’t say that out loud since Larry was the son of Senior Sergeant Callaghan’s best friend. “No need for more police attendance, sir. We’re getting on fine.” 

“If you’re there for more than twenty-four hours I’ll need to send a takeover team. It’ll have to be Larry. There’s no one else.”

“It’s not a hostage situation. Nothing like. I’ll be done in a couple of hours, if that.”

I pocketed my phone and picked up my overnight bag. “Twenty-four hours, maximum,” I muttered, before kicking an old beer can so hard and so high I would have scored a goal on the footy pitch worth six whole points.

To top off my evening the grocery store in town would now be closed and I was starving.

***
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WHEN I GOT BACK TO the kitchen she was waiting for me, one hand on her hip and the other covering her eyes.

“What’s wrong with you?” I asked.

“I can’t look at you, Jack. Not after what we’ve just discovered.”

“Why don’t we start again?”

“Again?” she said, peering through her fingers. “Didn’t you take anything in over the last ten minutes?”

“What’s up with you?” I said, almost losing my legendary cool. “What’s your beef?”

She dropped her hand. “We need to work this out. We could be related and you take a walk toward the sunset.”

I was going to have to be careful when handling this woman. I did have a sudden image of my hands on her. Moving over her—all over her. But I shook that thought away. I’d be mad.

“My uncle Dave was my dad’s brother,” I said. “Your uncle Flynn has to be your dad’s brother.”

“Except our uncles are half-brothers.”

“Yeah, okay. I get that. I’m thinking it through.”

“How long will it take you to get to the end?”

I pulled a breath. “I don’t think we can be directly related,” I said through gritted teeth. “If they’re half-brothers that means one of both our grandparents had to have taken part in conceiving Flynn. We have to work out which grandparent.” I paused, pondering the ancestry trees popping up in my head like cowpats on a hillside. “Do we actually need to figure this out?”

“We were in the wading pool together, Jack. I possibly found you cute you when I opened the front door, then I didn’t. But the fact remains, I possibly had a slight crush on you and we could be related. I don’t want incest on my mind. I’ve got enough to deal with.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Your bits, Jack. I’ve seen all your bits. We could have been talking a near-inbreeding scenario if I’d had a crush on you for longer than forty-five seconds.”

I didn’t remember anything about this crazy woman as a kid but I had no trouble imagining what her bits would look like now. There was hardly anything to the pajamas she was wearing. Lots of leg. Shapely torso. It should just be a woman in shorts and a top but it wasn’t. It was the gear she’d wear to bed. It made a difference to the perception.

“We were three years old,” I said. “And I’ll ask you to please not remember my anatomy the way it was back in 1996. I’m a grown man and my anatomy grew with me.” I wanted to make that clear. “And don’t forget your bits were on show, too.”

“You had more than me. Butt naked, Jack. Your anatomy bobbing in the pool in front of me.” She tossed her head. “What if we’d gotten together after meeting on the doorstep? We might be first half-cousins. Mating with a close relative, Jack, even a half relative. Think about it.”

I’d thought her fairly cute, too, at first. I didn’t anymore, but she was putting all sorts of images into my head and I wasn’t a toddler in those mental pictures and neither was she.

“Where are you from?” I asked, wishing I was somewhere else.

“Massachu—”

I cut her off with a glare. “I meant which planet.”

***
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Olivia

THERE WAS LITTLE BETWEEN deadpan and mystified with Jack. Not much there, probably. He was like the vast Nullarbor. Filled with nothing.

“What happens now?” I asked. “I presume you’re not going to arrest anyone.”
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