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        Dedicated to my dad, Don Lewis, who could do anything. Just give it go and “Boom, boom!” 

        Love you and Mum always. xx
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        Also, to every dad and mum, daughter and son—the loved, the forever lost, and the found.
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      And, as always, to Jeannette (The J) McAnderson. The person who is always ‘home’ no matter where we roam.

    

  


  
    
      “Bricks and mortar make a house, but the laughter of children makes a home.”

      Irish Proverb

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Dandelion House, 1974

        

      

    

    
      Scribbled in a child-like fashion across the bottom of both pages are two unsophisticated signatures as distinctive as their owners. Above them, in increasingly crooked lines, are their wishes. But how can she—a stranger—grant them? She is a part of their lives for a mere blink in time. The substitute mother they scream for at the height of their pain. The friend they cry with at the depth of their despair. Sometimes, in a forgotten part of the cemetery, she is the person who weeps for them.

      But she cannot play God.

      Can she?
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            Forget-Me-Not, Western Sydney

          

        

      

    

    
      Having waited in the wings many times in the past twenty-four years, poised to step onstage and play her part, Beth wishes this scene was make-believe, because the blur of tears suggests she is far from ready to face reality.

      ‘Hi, I’m Beth Fallone,’ she tells the suited young woman behind the reception desk. ‘I realise it’s late in the day. I somehow missed your message.’

      The woman—girl really—stands and smiles.

      ‘No worries. I’m Katrina.’ She points with pride at her name badge before presenting a pen and a typed form clipped to a board. ‘You need to sign and date,’ she says while drawing the 2014 desk calendar closer, should Beth need a prompt.

      She doesn’t. Today’s date is already etched into a memory that has collected far too many painful reminders in recent years.

      ‘Take a seat if you like, Mrs Fallone.’ A stilted arm indicates the adjacent room filled with spongy sofas and perfectly placed cushions. Bowls of wrapped mints and tissue boxes decorate several small tables, and the excessive amount of floral arrangements exacerbate Beth’s queasy feeling. ‘If you need water, there’s filtered—’

      ‘No, thanks,’ Beth interjects. ‘I want my mother, that’s all.’ Her tolerance isn’t what it used to be and her surroundings are not helping.

      ‘Of course.’ The employee walks away from the reception desk and calls back, ‘I’ll get them for you now.’

      ‘Them?’ The mumbled word stirs a sour taste. My mother is not a ‘them’. For forty years she’s been everything.

      She wants to scream. Instead, she surrenders her sleep-deprived body to a sofa and stares down at the typed form on her knees. Still sick with grief, somehow she’s managed to survive the destructive hate-the-world phase when, for the first time in her life, she had wanted to cause physical harm to another human being. She could, surely. Despair can make a person capable of almost anything. A month on, less angry, Beth’s determined to get this next step done—hopefully without taking her bad mood out on an employee who’s simply following a well-practised script for what must be a difficult job.

      

      When the girl returns, Beth’s head is bowed, both hands cupping her ears to mute the melancholy music seeping from hidden speakers.

      ‘Mrs Fallone? Are you okay?’

      Beth looks up but doesn’t think to correct her marital status. Such detail is unimportant when hanging from the girl’s right hand are two … gift bags? Arm outstretched, she’s offering them with a shop-assistant smile as though Beth has snaffled a bargain pair of shoes. A thankyou hangs on her lips as she stands, but Beth can’t utter a word with the significance and unanticipated heaviness of the parcels punching a final, devastating blow to her badly bruised heart.

      Beth’s immediate thought is to examine the contents. Why? What does she expect to find? Something to tell her this is all a misunderstanding, a mistake, a nightmare—one Beth never imagined finding herself in so soon. Then again, nothing in her life has stayed the course: not marriage, not motherhood, and not her childhood dream of stardom. Beth’s greatest fan, the one constant in her world, is—was—her mum. Best friends more than parent and child, the pair regularly joked about living to ripe old ages, together in the same Over-55s village. ‘We’ll liven the old buggers up,’ her mother would say.

      A strange noise pierces the silence and Beth realises it’s her. She’s laughing and crying all at once while spewing an apology over the employee. ‘I’m so sorry. I’ll be fine in a minute.’

      Or never! Beth tells herself. At that moment, holding her mother in a gift bag, Beth doesn’t know how she’ll ever be fine again.

      ‘This is all very new,’ she tells Katrina whose expression has shifted from practised sympathy to uncertainty. ‘What I mean is … I wasn’t expecting this.’ She raises the gift bags and watches what’s left of the girl’s smile disappear.

      ‘I-I don’t understand, Mrs Fallone.’

      Should she explain? Did the young stranger need to know Beth Fallone—consummate performer—is more familiar with the Hollywood version of death and dying? Like when the movie director shouts action and powdery ashes dance like dust motes in beams of sunlight. Drawn towards heaven, the scene is supposed to offer hope and strange comfort to those left behind to mourn.

      Grow up, Beth! She silently chides. At half her age, Katrina of Forget-Me-Not Funerals is more equipped to deal with reality, and more acquainted with mortality and misery. And it’s all your fault, Mum. You equipped me so well for life. Why didn’t you prepare me for the inevitability of your death, or tell me how much it would hurt?

      Glancing at the two bags, Beth knows one thing. Her mum and Anton should be together, because for ten years they were never apart. She’s also wishing she hadn’t volunteered to collect both lots of ashes because the burden seems twice as daunting, twice as sad. As lovely as Anton was, Beth doesn’t want to share her grief. Saying goodbye to her mother is hard enough.

      ‘Hold on a minute, Katrina.’ Beth inspects the label with her mother’s name printed in sparkly purple pen to match the bag. ‘Why are there two smaller containers of ashes in this bag?’

      ‘Mrs Fallone, I … um …’ A red blush explodes over the girl’s neck and cheeks. ‘I’ll get Mum for you.’

      Before Beth can finish mumbling, ‘Your mum can’t help me’, the girl has disappeared into a back room.

      She sighs, collects her handbag from the sofa with her spare hand, but as she turns sharply and bangs her shin on the corner of a coffee table, an intense pain shoots up her leg. When she bends down to rub the spot, stars whirl, forcing Beth to sit again.

      ‘I’m so very, very sorry for the confusion,’ a voice says.

      Beth hears words reminiscent of her mother—a chronic apologiser raised by religious parents—but when she stands, she sees a woman whose voice is as ethereal as her appearance: skin ivory, hair ebony, eyes cerulean, but with lips blood red.

      ‘Hello, I’m Jesamiah Huckenstead. This should’ve been with your mother’s ashes.’ The stranger, dressed entirely in mauve and smelling like a life-size lavender bag, holds out an envelope. ‘As you’ll see, her wishes are very specific.’ The woman is talking while walking a bewildered Beth back through the reception area, opening the front door wide to let her pass. ‘Should you need to contact me, however …’

      Beth glances at the proffered business card:

      
        
        Madgick & Associates—Trust Managers

        In Madgick we trust.

      

      

      ‘Take care of yourself, dear,’ the woman says, letting the stationery and the envelope fall into the gift bag with the ashes. ‘Have a good and safe trip.’

      ‘Trip?’ Beth repeats.

      With her head spinning from the somewhat rushed exit, both her hands busy with bags, and her gaze intent on the contents, it takes her a few seconds to look up. When she does, the woman is gone, the door sign flipped to CLOSED, and Beth is on the footpath outside Forget-Me-Knot Funerals alone—utterly and desperately alone.

      

      Back in her car, Beth eases the envelope open as if whatever is inside needs to stay contained until she’s ready. The truth is, Beth is nowhere near ready for more surprises—good or bad. She’s already said goodbye to her mother too many times: at both the hospital and the funeral service. Beth’s not sure she can manage another farewell. Not yet.

      These last weeks have been the cruellest. She’s not only lost the two people who were her world, her mum lingered for two weeks. Long enough to give Beth hope. When the doctors eventually asked, and Beth understood her mum’s beautiful heart could stay beating in someone—saving another family from pain—the most difficult decision had been made a little easier.

      A tear lands on the two notepad pages she’s slipped from the envelope but, with barely a few lines above the scrawled signature, there’s little ink to smudge. The page is headed: MY WISH, while the other sheet is reminiscent of a treasure map, a childlike diagram with squiggles and symbols surrounding a circle at the centre. The envelope’s contents pose two simple questions in Beth’s mind: When had her mother prepared for her death? And why is she wanting half her ashes placed with her partner in a lawn cemetery of his family’s choosing, but insisting her grieving daughter spread the rest in a country town Beth has never heard of before now?

      ‘Why, Mum?’ She slumps in the car seat, slaps the letter on her knees, and opens the Maps app on her mobile phone. ‘And where the hell is Calingarry Crossing?’
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            Two weeks later

          

        

      

    

    
      Still some distance from her destination, according to the last signpost, a flash of grey and a thud forces Beth to brake. The suddenness sends her hatchback into a slide and the rear wheels into a ditch. Although the car—along with her scream—stops dead, it takes a moment to realise what she’s done.

      When the red dust settles and she spots the lifeless kangaroo on the opposite side of the road, Beth eases herself slowly out of the driver’s seat. She knows to approach with caution, like when a lorikeet strikes her loungeroom window. If left alone, a dazed bird will often recover. Hopefully, the kangaroo is only stunned.

      She inches closer. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      Why didn’t she see the animal in time to react? Why was she not watching for wildlife? There’s been no shortage of victims, with carcasses in varying stages of decomposition dotting the country road for kilometres. She should have been more careful. If only she’d driven slower.

      The ICU doctor’s muttering to his nurse echoes in Beth’s head: Ten kilometres per hour can be the difference between life and death. If the idiots had slowed down and driven to the conditions, this woman might not be fighting for her life.

      Beth’s mum had been a cautious woman. She would have insisted Anton drive slow in the wet that night, and she would have seen the warning signs for Beth today. It’s what she did: watch out for the people she loved, protect her only child and patch her wounds—the real and the emotional.

      ‘Oh, Mum, why am I here?’

      Intruding on the roadside silence is the woosh of wings and the cawing of a lone crow circling the lifeless kangaroo.

      ‘No! Shoo!’ Beth’s shrieking proves ineffective as more birds appear, wary of the strange, now sobbing human with the flailing arms and a vocabulary that would put a truckie on a two-way radio to shame. For every bird she shoos, another shiny black scavenger lands, eager to pick at the dead or dying.

      ‘No more, please,’ she cries as hopelessness folds Beth’s legs at her knees and she drops to a squat to catch the rush of tears in cupped hands.

      Though desperate to stay strong, like her mum insisted women should be, Beth has locked too much inside these last few years. No more. As her gaze skims the creature she’s killed, the endless plains and empty road, she realises no one can hear her weeping out here.

      The pity party for one lasts long enough to bring the entire outback’s population of flies to the kangaroo, and to have the murder of crows gain enough confidence to edge closer. But Beth’s now conscious of the failing light, the precarious angle of her little hatchback, and the vastness and isolation of the landscape. The road running north and south is an undulant ribbon of black between flat, colourless fields stippled with small shrubs, ancient fence posts, and two wonky windmills as motionless as the poor creature. Closer to the road, gum trees with towering trunks and sprawling branches cast shadowy fingers over the plains. In their grey grasp is a mob of kangaroos standing erect and wary. Are they family?

      Keen to feast in peace, the crows close in, no doubt drawn to the exposed soft part of the creature’s belly. Glancing one more time through teary eyes and mumbling a heartfelt apology, Beth is startled when the animal moves. She gasps and clears the blur of tears with a swipe of a shirt sleeve. There it is again—a ripple under the skin.

      ‘You have a baby in there? Oh, no, no, please, no!’ Another mournful cry erupts so violently, the dozen crows take flight. Why couldn’t she have run over a snake or a fox? Why a national icon—the one with a pouch and a family? She has to do something. But what?

      The crows regroup on the ground, while overhead, the territorial call of the kookaburra starts out soft.

      ‘Go ahead! Laugh, you stupid things.’ They’re watching her crouch over the animal, even though she has no clue what to do. Is it un-Australian to know so little about the national emblem, except that it’s depicted proud and strong on the country’s Coat of Arms?

      She stands to change position before squatting again and trying a different approach. ‘Just get it over with, Beth.’ Accessing the pouch is tricky and requires two hands—one to stretch the opening, while the other feels inside. ‘Oh, good grief!’ She’s clamped her eyes closed and is making strange whimpering sounds when a warm something wiggles against her fingers. Frightened, Beth yelps and falls back on her butt. ‘Ouch!’

      While brushing the sharp stones from the soft flesh of her hands, Beth recalls the part-time nail technician—and self-proclaimed fortune teller—had jabbed at the spongy base of Beth’s thumb and said, ‘Hmm, your Mount of Venus is unusually hard and flat.’ She’d explained it was a sign of a person lacking family connection.

      Beth’s response had been to laugh and tell the woman as loopy as her earrings, ‘You wouldn’t say that if you knew my mum.’ Ten minutes later, hiding in a shopping centre toilet cubicle and inspecting her palms and their supposed lack of meatiness, Beth had told herself the woman was whacko. There was nothing abnormal about her hands. Nothing at all!

      ‘What bloody bunkum!’ her mother had said the next day while deliberately hiding her own meaty Mount of Venus. ‘Ignore the silly woman. You have beautiful hands and we have a wonderful connection.’

      Beth’s inspecting her beautiful but smarting hands pitted with gravel and the odd speck of blood when another burst of Kookaburra cackles prompts her to try the pouch again.

      ‘All right! All right!’ She calls back. ‘Give me a minute. I’ve never done this before.’ And she’d rather not, but she can’t walk away when there’s the possibility of a little life in need of saving.

      With the sun trekking rapidly towards the horizon, however, she must do this fast and get on the road before the day turns dark and more wildlife are on the move.

      ‘Need help?’

      A male voice shocks Beth to her feet and she spins too quickly, almost losing her balance.

      ‘Whoa there!’ He grabs her by the elbow, stopping Beth from hitting the ground a second time. She’s not about to pass out, but she is sweating and her mouth is thick from too many takeaway coffees and too little water.

      ‘Where did you come from?’ She didn’t hear the car approaching over the raucous kookaburra chorus, but it’s right there, door open and parked near her hatchback on the other side of the road.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he asks.

      ‘A little light-headed, but I’ll be fine in a minute.’ A nearby log is the nearest thing to a seat, but as she tries to sit, he tugs her straight.

      ‘You won’t be fine if you don’t look first.’ He huffs, like she’s a child being told for the umpteenth time, and Beth detects a whiff of alcohol. ‘We never sit in the bush without checking a Joe Blake isn’t sharing the same bit of ground. Snakes are rather partial to long grasses and woodpiles.’

      When the man’s grip relaxes, she eases herself down, grateful for the copse of shade-giving gum trees.

      ‘Now, let’s check out those hands of yours,’ he says.

      Beth jerks her arm away. ‘There’s nothing to check. My hands are perfectly normal, thank you.’

      His head cocks to one side. ‘They’re bleeding.’

      ‘Yes, well, forget about me.’ She folds her arms, tucking both hands out of sight. ‘The kangaroo is in a worse state.’

      ‘She’s an Eastern Grey, and I reckon there’s not much we can do,’ he says. ‘I’ll take care of it.’

      It’s then Beth notices a rifle dangling in his other hand. Her shoulders fall, trapping a sob in her chest. ‘I wasn’t speeding. I didn’t see it in the shadows, but …’ She almost chokes on the lump in her throat. ‘I-I think there’s a baby.’

      ‘Not uncommon,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘The female Eastern Grey is almost perpetually pregnant, except when giving birth. Imagine that!’ His prattle continues as if this situation is an everyday occurrence for her. ‘The female of the species can freeze the development of an embryo until the previous joey leaves the pouch. That makes them pretty awesome mothers, in my book.’

      Beth’s heart aches. She would’ve made an awesome mum.

      ‘I’m guessing you’re a city girl,’ he calls over the noisy squawks of pink and grey galahs squabbling over tree limbs as they flit overhead. ‘Most locals know when a roo takes on a car there’s rarely a good outcome. We can only hope it’s fast and painless.’ His words fade away, as if not intended for anyone else. ‘Unlike those left behind.’

      Peeling his shirt away to expose a white T-shirt-type singlet over a taut torso, the serious stranger drops to his haunches beside the animal.

      ‘You will do something, won’t you?’ What’s she expecting? Floral arrangements and a full service followed by tea, scones and sympathy? ‘I mean, we can’t just leave it there.’

      He smiles—finally—and it is kind rather than condescending. ‘There’s no helping this one, but by moving the carcass away from the road we’ll be protecting the birds and other animals that would otherwise loiter too close to traffic while feeding. As for this,’ he says, returning to the log where Beth sits. ‘This is why it’s important to stop and check pouches.’

      ‘Oh, my gosh!’ She instinctively cradles her arms to accept the tiny, hairless bundle of mostly ears, feet, and a tail swallowed up by the swath of navy-blue shirt. Unstoppable tears spill onto her cheeks as the joey’s nose twitches and two heartbreaking brown eyes stare up at her. ‘Please tell me this one will pull through.’

      ‘Probably old enough to be viable.’

      ‘Viable?’ She immediately regrets the censure. The man doesn’t seem to notice.

      ‘Worth the resources,’ he replies matter-of-factly. ‘The odds are never good with the tiny ones. Volunteers do what they can, but these days, with so many animals needing help for different reasons, there’s only so much a team of carers can do. Don’t worry. What can’t be saved is euthanised humanely.’

      When he bends over to pick up the rifle he’d left next to her, Beth identifies the smell on his breath. It’s the one she used to detect on Richard when he blamed his late arrival home on everything from bottlenecks caused by broken-down cars, to the broken-down actors he claimed were taking up space when they should bow out of the business gracefully. Her ex-husband was a producer and a director, so giving actors a hard time was in his DNA. Beth doesn’t miss being married. She’s glad to be clear of Richard and the whispered casting-couch references. What feeds her melancholy these days is missing out on motherhood, on feeling needed, and on the bonding experience that comes from nurturing a precious baby into a little person. Beth’s heart breaks a little more when the joey in her arms wriggles. She is no substitute for a mother’s warm pouch.

      ‘He has to live,’ she tells the stranger. ‘He has to. You saved him. I’m not sure I was mastering the rescue technique very well.’

      ‘You tried. Many drivers can’t be bothered, while some farmers think the best roo is a dead one.’

      A chill rattles Beth as the man heads for his car. With the air cooling, she fears for the joey’s survival. When he returns with a spray can of fluoro pink paint, rather than the rifle, she’s relieved but curious.

      ‘What’s that for?’

      He shakes the can. ‘To any wildlife warriors passing by, a marked animal means a checked pouch.’

      ‘I see, well, thank you for being a wildlife warrior for us,’ Beth says, still perched on the log. ‘We’re very glad, aren’t we, little one?’ She fusses with the navy fabric, tucking a portion of the shirt under the joey’s chin before glancing up at the man. ‘Have we kept you from anything important?’

      His shrug is small, the smile that follows barely there. ‘You might’ve done me favour.’

      ‘Oh?’ She studies him, but there isn’t a lot of his face visible under the wide brim of the tatty tan-coloured cowboy hat. What Beth can see suggests the man’s younger than she first thought, with brown skin on muscular forearms, and tan moleskins stretched over similarly solid thighs. He reminds her of the swoon-worthy young dancer she’d worked alongside one season, whose favoured form of core strength training was horse riding in Centennial Park. Cowboy, as he called himself, would turn up for rehearsals in his hat, singlet and worn jeans still smelling of horse. Although not Beth’s type, the guy was an amazing dancer.

      ‘Where are you headed?’ The man is standing over her now, his body blocking the ball of dazzling tangerine, soon to be lost.

      ‘Oh, um, a place called Calingarry Crossing,’ she replies. ‘I believe it’s near here?’

      ‘Good, because you’ll need a tow. I’ll drive you into town.’

      Beth hesitates. With her phone in the car, she can’t check if there is reception to call for the breakdown service—if such a thing exists in the middle of nowhere. But no way will she get in a vehicle with someone she doesn’t know, especially if he’s been drinking.

      ‘It’s not far,’ he says, as if sensing her hesitation, ‘and I’d suggest getting this little guy settled. A stable temperature is vital,’ he adds. ‘He needs a pouch as soon as possible.’

      ‘A pouch? Do I want to know how you manage that?’

      His gaze shifts from her eyes to her blouse, briefly. ‘If you’ll forgive the suggestion, the most immediate solution is down your top.’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      He shrugs again as if she should know. ‘Without warmth and the beat of his mother’s heart, this little guy will be fretting. Keep your shirt tucked into your jeans and open the top few buttons to make a pouch. Easy! I’ll take the joey while you—’

      Beth flashes a palm. ‘I can manage.’ If not for the concept of having a small beating heart against her breast, Beth might have found a sliver of humour in a situation that has her fumbling with the covered buttons on her blouse while a stranger looks on. ‘Okay, so you will need to help me,’ she says. ‘If you can hold my shirt open, I’ll somehow tuck his legs in and, ah … Oh, there we go. He’s in!’

      ‘Perfect,’ the man says. ‘Now put one hand underneath for support, not that he’s likely to fall through. What I mean is, um …’ His gaze darts around, looking everywhere but at Beth. ‘No different to a human baby in one of those papoose thingamabobs, really, and you look like a natural.’ He slaps his hands together. ‘Now the little guy is as snug as a buck’s-night bachelor in a barmaid’s breast, I’ll check your car. You stay put.’

      Beth watches him walk away, grateful for the time alone to settle into her bewildering role as kangaroo incubator, while at the same time shedding tears for the newborn she’d cradled too briefly. For twenty-four weeks, her baby girl’s heart had beat inside Beth. If only the tiny organ had been stronger.

      

      Now hatless, the brown-haired, brown-eyed stranger is back with Beth and brushing the dirt from his trousers and once-white singlet top.

      ‘You’ve grazed your hands,’ he says, looking down. ‘What else hurts? Are you okay?’

      For some reason, Beth’s tempted to answer both questions honestly: Everything hurts and no, actually, I’m not okay. Not at all. Not ever again. Since her mum’s accident, no one has asked Beth directly, unless she counts those perfunctory enquiries disguised as casseroles, cakes, and condolence cards.

      She forces a smile. ‘I’m grateful you stopped today. I’m Beth, by the way. You’ve already introduced yourself to my bra. And you are …?’

      ‘Tom.’ His smile falls short of an actual laugh when another vehicle pulls onto the road shoulder, headlights ablaze.

      The truck-like ute is big and dirty, with winches and a headboard heavy with chunky radio aerials resembling a spiny echidna with its black quills erect. An older fellow emerges and glances at the car in the ditch. Pausing at Tom’s ute, like a policeman inspecting for defects, Beth worries he’s an off-duty officer. She’ll feel terrible if Tom loses demerit points, or if he’s nabbed for driving under the influence because he stopped to help. Then again, perhaps it’s fate. What if he’d travelled a few more kilometres and ploughed into an innocent couple, killing the driver outright and fatally injuring a beautiful, caring woman who’d finally found love after dedicating forty years of her life to her daughter?

      ‘G’day, Tom, mate.’ The newcomer doffs his hat and introduces himself to Beth as Louis. ‘As in King Louis of France, not Lewis—and not French neither. So, what ’ave we got ’ere?’ he asks.

      Tom brings the man up-to-date.

      ‘Right-o, then’ Louis says. ‘Let me transport the young lady into town. We’ll have you settled in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. Where ya stayin’?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ she says. A look passes between the two men. ‘My business is in Calingarry Crossing, but I booked a motel in Saddleton. Is my car really not okay to drive?’

      ‘Nah, wouldn’t risk five kilometres with that front panel. Could do more damage. Plus, to reach Saddleton, you’ll have fifty-odd kilometres in the dark. My advice would be a room at the pub. Maggie’ll look after you. Best if I can grab your luggage so we hit town with a few minutes of daylight to spare, and in time for the bistro special. And Tom, mate, you might want to hitch a ride and come back tomorrow for your car. My bro can collect both.’ When Tom declines with a shake of his head, Louis says to Beth, ‘Hugh’s the town’s towie and mechanic, and a roo repair specialist. You’re in good hands.’

      ‘Oh, I see, okay. Then I guess …’ Beth’s flustered. ‘What about this little sweetie? What do I do?’

      ‘Keep it warm until you get to town,’ Tom says. ‘Maggie’s the fauna rescue coordinator. Best bloody nurturer I’ve ever seen. She can mother anything.’

      Although unintentional, his words sting. Given the chance, Beth would’ve been a great nurturer. Motherhood was a role she’d wanted more than any other. If only she and Richard hadn’t waited so long to try.
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      Calingarry Crossing’s main street appears a charming mish-mash of old and new. It’s late in the day and the shops are closed, but Beth itches to get out of the truck. A coffee would be good, as would some distance from her smelly chauffeur. Instead, the vehicle crawls along the empty street, passing a red telephone box with no telephone inside, and a barber’s pole on the footpath without a barber’s shop. Under ancient awnings, several tastefully decorated shopfronts displaying quaint country wares sit alongside businesses with windows spruiking in garish neon: Free Wi-Fi or 50% Off. The rumbling ute completes a full circuit of the wide, tree-lined median to pull up directly outside a two-storey pub painted all white and occupying one corner.

      ‘Thank you,’ Beth says as Louis lifts the suitcase from the back tray. ‘I can manage.’ Three words she’d learned from her mother.

      Only when on the footpath with one hand holding her suitcase and the other supporting the joey bundle, does Beth’s stomach hitch. Her mum’s ashes remain on the back seat of her car, now waiting for the tow truck. She’s on the verge of tears and wondering what else can go wrong, when a woman sidles up and tugs at the opening of Beth’s shirt.

      ‘Hello there! We’ve been expecting you both,’ she says, smiling wide. Around Beth’s age, the fit-looking woman with expressive eyes and a tangle of hair on top of her head, strokes the little roo. ‘Tom called me,’ she explains. ‘I have a room ready.’

      Louis Ducker’s description of Maggie’s welcome was spot on. She’s bubbly and chatty and everything Beth used to be. She’s also determined to take the suitcase while Beth concentrates on transporting the precious cargo snuggling against her breast.

      The hotel is typical of an old but cared for country pub, the windows still etched with big letters: LADIES’ LOUNGE and PUBLIC BAR. The grand foyer, lit by art deco wall sconces and partially lined with polished wood panelling, features a picture gallery that will warrant further inspection. Beth’s a sucker for sepia photographs. Her mum would say it’s the storyteller in her. Right now, Beth needs to concentrate on navigating a curved, carpeted staircase so narrow she and Maggie have to walk single file. Once at the top, they follow a hallway with scuffed boards, before stopping at a street-facing room, the door already open. The small space is dark until Maggie turns on the overhead pendant and casts the heavy drapes aside to catch the day’s dying light. She places the suitcase on a stand behind the door and tells Beth she’ll be back in a jiffy.

      The space is clean, but with the distinctive scent of a room rarely used. While modernised to a point, an original ceramic washbasin stands in one corner, an antique dressing table and mirror in the other, and a double bed has four puffy pillows and a floral quilt cover. Two narrow glass-panel doors on either side of a boarded-up fireplace open onto a veranda and Beth can see iron lace through the sheer curtaining. After jiggling with her spare hand, she eventually realises the doors open outwards.

      ‘Oh, hello!’ Beth’s surprised to find an elderly man tucked behind the open door. He’s wearing worn denim jeans, a black shirt with a fraying clerical collar, and a wide smile. His chipped teeth are nicotine-brown, his spectacles black-rimmed and thick, and spiralling smoke from a cigarette wafts over a mop of bowl-cut black hair. ‘Um, it’s the doors …’ She feels the need to explain her raucous arrival. ‘I wasn’t expecting them to open outwards.’

      ‘Life’s full of surprises,’ he says. ‘Nice to meet you, neighbour.’

      ‘I’m Beth,’ she says, taking in several similar table settings along the narrow veranda.

      ‘G’day, Beth, people call me The Rev. Mostly because I’ve never stopped listening, even after I switched from our Lord’s Holy Spirits to serving the kind in a bottle.’ When he grabs the whiskey glass from the table, the gold-brown liquid sloshes up the sides. ‘As the publican in these parts for a long time, I’ve heard way too many bar room confessions. Some habits are hard to break. But enough about me. Heard you had some bad luck on the road today.’

      ‘Not as bad as this one’s mum.’ Beth realises she’s bouncing the joey like mothers do when soothing a restless bub.

      ‘The little guy looks to be in good hands now. Isn’t that every mother’s wish?’

      Beth looks across at The Rev. ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘A mother’s wish is to know, once they’ve departed this life, their offspring will stay safe and loved. I happen to know the perfect person to care for one so small. They’ll help each other,’ he says. ‘No better way to take your mind off your own troubles than to care for something with needs greater than your own. Don’t you think?’

      Footfall on the wooden boards gives Beth a reason to retreat inside. ‘Yes, well, nice to meet you, Rev. Excuse me.’

      Maggie arrives with a box crammed with knitted beanies and bags re-fashioned from old jumpers and pillowcases.

      ‘What about this one?’ The publican plucks out a striped blue and yellow bag. ‘A good fit for this little guy? Let’s take a closer look. May I?’

      ‘Sure.’ Beth’s getting used to unbuttoning her blouse on command.

      Maggie seems similarly unfazed, extricating the joey, unwrapping him, and dumping him unceremoniously headfirst into the makeshift pouch she’s hooked on the door handle. Within seconds the joey completes a somersault and an inquisitive nose, two eyes, and big ears poke out the opening at the top.

      ‘Good man,’ the woman says. ‘We’ll get you into caring hands, eh?’

      The hairs on the back of Beth’s neck bristle at the thought of letting go. ‘Maggie, if you don’t mind,’ she says, tickling the little joey’s ears and contemplating how she could care for him in a tiny pub room. ‘I think I might like to—’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course! I should go. You must be worn out and I’m fiddling and fussing, as my son, Noah, often tells me.’

      ‘Oh, no, Maggie, I didn’t mean—’

      ‘It’s fine, it’s fine. I’ll let you rest,’ she tells Beth, stopping at the dresser on her way out. Maggie fingers the lavender stems in a cut-glass vase before sliding the top drawer open. She extracts a plastic folder and drops it on the bed. ‘Anything you need to know is in here. We serve dinner nightly between six and eight. Breakfast is help-yourself style. If you prefer a cooked brekkie, the cafe across the street does the best Eggs Benedict, although with tomorrow’s early meeting about the cemetery project, food service might be slow.’ Maggie takes charge of the joey’s pouch. ‘You never know with our Will. He makes the best coffee, but he’s somewhat laissez-faire when it comes to running a business. What do you do for a living, Beth?’

      ‘I’m in the entertainment biz,’ she says perfunctorily.

      ‘Entertainment?’ Maggie’s ears seem to prick up along with the joey’s and Beth is quick to deflect.

      ‘You said something about the cemetery?’

      ‘Yes, it’s a Poppy Project. Don’t ask!’ Maggie flashes that same wide smile. ‘Poppy Hamilton is great at coming up with ideas and even better at delegating. At least this one is a good concept. An off-shoot from “Headstones for Servicemen”. Calingarry Crossing is doing their bit.’ Maggie hooks the strap of the pouch around her neck and supports the bundle with one arm, gathering the small box of beanies and bags with the other. ‘As the old cemetery in town is on Presbyterian church land, and with my dad once the Presbyterian minister, the committee has roped me into helping.’

      Beth’s about to ask if her father is The Rev in the next room when Maggie says, ‘Speaking of work, I’d better get into the kitchen or there won’t be meals tonight. And we’ll get this little guy collected.’ She tickles the joey’s head. ‘Can I reserve a table for you? Noah’s in town, which means he’ll probably play a few sets. You might’ve heard of his band. Oh my, there I go chatting again. We do deliver snacks to the room. Whichever you prefer. Menu’s in the folder and Ethne cooks up nightly specials. You can call or text or pop into the bar to order.’

      Reserve a table? Beth muses as the woman leaves. How busy can a country pub be on a Monday night? Not that it matters. With exhaustion growing, she decides to pass on dinner.

      After closing the drapes, Beth falls onto the bed trying to not think about the dead kangaroo, the motherless joey, or her mum alone overnight in the car at the mechanic’s workshop.
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      Beth covers her head with a pillow to block out the morning sun. Hadn’t she closed the drapes before falling into bed, knowing the last thing she would want is to wake early? Morning means attending to ‘the task’ and Beth isn’t ready to leave her mum behind in a strange town. She’d barely coped knowing she had left her in the car overnight. Despite her grumbling tummy protesting its missed meal, she huffs, turns her back on the window, and closes her eyes.

      A few minutes later, there’s a tap-tap-tapping noise. She huffs again, louder this time while grabbing her phone, checking the time.

      ‘Seven thirty? You’ve got to be kidding!’

      Beth heaves her body out of the bed and flings the doors wide to find her neighbour, The Rev, attacking cobwebs in the corner of the veranda.

      ‘Sorry, Beth, didn’t mean to wake you. Can’t seem to stay in bed too long these days. But as I figure God’s keeping me here for a reason, I like to make the most of my time. Nicest part of the day, don’t you reckon? He’s done a good job this morning—weather-wise.’

      ‘Yes.’ Beth’s tone is restrained, polite. ‘I’ll leave you to enjoy it.’

      

      By eight o’clock, Beth’s showered and back from the communal bathroom to dry her straight mop of brown hair without the pressure of someone knocking to hurry her. After braiding a single plait at the back, Beth pulls on the same denim jeans from yesterday, tucks in the tails of a fresh shirt in pastel pink, and buckles a brown leather belt over her small, persistent paunch. Told often enough regular workouts will tighten her tummy, the post-pregnancy podge remains Beth’s one souvenir of a time when she’d been blissfully content. She has no desire to work off that reminder.

      Filling both back pockets with the phone, her wallet, and the room key, she tiptoes down the creaking staircase and out the hotel’s main door. The morning air is cool—too cool for the end of summer—but the temperature is invigorating and a welcome change from her city life where she moves between cars and cafes, dance studios and stages, shopping centres and office spaces, all with air-conditioned consistency. While the park-like median strip dividing the main street is home to three strikingly mature Morton Bay fig trees, underneath their sprawling limbs are bench seats and several garden beds newly planted with annuals and flowering orange clivia. A nearby patch of green is the breakfast of choice for a family of wallabies, with the mob standing alert and eyeing Beth as if the word is out about a reckless roo killer on the loose. Desperate for food, her thoughts shift to the little joey forced to rely on a synthetic substitute, rather than his mother’s essential milk. Hardly a good start to life. Hopefully he’s survived the night and is doing okay, she thinks.

      With the sun not yet high enough or strong enough to penetrate the fig trees’ thick foliage, she stops to admire nature’s unwavering tenacity in the jungle-like aerial roots, so determined to reach the earth. Beth is as determined to find coffee and she’s grateful Will’s Wheelie Good Cafe is open and serving.

      ‘Take a seat,’ a male voice calls from behind the coffee machine. ‘Will be right with you! See what I did there?’ The barista peers around the big, red appliance and winks, then whistles the waitress wearing activewear and sneakers. She stops by Beth’s outside table, order pad in hand.

      Deciding Eggs Benedict is the perfect protein hit, Beth adds a café latte to her order. ‘Double shot. In a mug. As big as you’ve got.’

      As the woman heads towards the kitchen, Maggie catches up, pausing long enough to wave and mouth hello to Beth.

      Three taps on a glass brings the meeting to order and the wheelchair-bound barista with the mischievous smile joins the table of six, announcing, ‘You understand this town needs another community committee like I need a pair of thongs.’

      ‘If it’s okay with everyone,’ Maggie says, ‘I much prefer a late-afternoon time slot. Mornings and I are a bad fit.’

      ‘Nothing Will’s coffee won’t fix.’ This declaration comes from one of two people—a couple with matching red shirts and a dog each. ‘Stay, Karma!’ the woman says. Both panting dogs sit and wait for the sharp hand signal that sends their noses diving into a giant water bowl.

      ‘It’s a coffee bucket morning for me,’ Maggie says over the noisy lapping of dog tongues. ‘I slept badly last night.’

      ‘Hubby misbehaving?’ Will winks.

      ‘Saddleton Council want him to run next year. I’m praying he declines. Let’s start, shall we?’
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      Having enjoyed her breakfast, Beth is contemplating more coffee when a greeting sounds behind her.

      ‘Well, good morning!’

      She gulps the last mouthful of egg, dabbing her smiling lips with a paper serviette. ‘Hello.’

      ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to disturb,’ Tom says. ‘Saves me leaving a note at the pub. The mechanic is starting on your repairs. There appears to be nothing major.’

      ‘Good news. Thanks!’ She scrunches the serviette into a ball and looks up at Tom hovering awkwardly at her table.

      He points at the empty chair opposite. ‘Do you mind?’

      ‘Sure! Coffee? My shout,’ Beth adds. ‘Another thanks for yesterday.’

      ‘No need, and I’ll take a coffee raincheck.’ He leans closer to whisper. ‘I’m supposed to be in there, but I saw you. Reckon I’ve missed anything interesting?’

      Beth leans across to meet him halfway. ‘I admit, I have been eavesdropping. Something to do with the cemetery project.’

      ‘Yes, Maggie and I talked a bit about it last night.’

      ‘You did?’ Beth’s gaze instinctively drops to the fingers on Tom’s left hand, which he immediately makes a point of wriggling.

      ‘Yes, as friends she and I talk a lot,’ he says with a grin. ‘She was on her way to deliver the joey. We had a cuppa, and she went home. To her husband.’ Tom’s smile fades to serious. ‘Beth, do I need to apologise for yesterday? I fear I wasn’t my usual charming self. It was a tough day.’

      ‘Everyone has bad days,’ she says. ‘Let’s start fresh. You can tell me about the cemetery project some time.’

      

      ‘No time like the present.’ Tom shifts to the adjacent seat so he can talk quietly without leaning across the table. ‘Basically,’ he starts, ‘a simple idea has ballooned into a full-scale project requiring committees and minuted meetings, and all because Saddleton Council has gone consultation crazy. A working bee and a few emails would do, but no …’ Tom stretches his legs and sits back in the seat while rolling the cuffs of his navy work shirt to his elbows. ‘If you ask me, council’s making up for dropping the paid caretaker position years ago. They’ve ignored the place for decades, but we owe it to our ancestors,’ he says. With a history and headstones dating back to the late 1800s, so much of Calingarry Crossing’s history lies within the borders of jacaranda, camphor laurel and flame trees. ‘People have lobbied for funding over the years but we’re a small town on the furthest edge of a big, greedy region,’ he says. ‘To be heard, we sometimes need to shout.’

      Beth seems very interested and Tom’s happy to keep talking—no one is prouder of the town’s growth—but he’d much prefer showing Beth around, letting her see the place the way he does: progressive, vibrant, charming. A lot like him, really, when he’s not meeting a stranger on the side of the road and delivering inappropriate one-liners about bucks’ nights and a barmaid’s breasts. Hardly an auspicious start!

      

      When the barista’s booming voice stops Tom mid-sentence, Beth turns around to tune into the wrap-up.

      ‘Right then. A quick meeting is a good meeting,’ he announces. ‘You all have your worksheets. We’ll reconvene next week, in the afternoon for Maggie. You ladies get a start on the paperwork and, if I can get me old mate over there to focus less on chatting up women and more on landscaping, Tom and I will organise the working bee.’

      ‘Oh dear.’ Beth whispers at Tom through her grin. ‘Being volunteered happens when you miss a meeting.’

      ‘Maggie and Caitlin,’ Will continues, ‘can locate old registers. Most should be in council’s safekeeping. Maggie is best placed to check church records. Tom, mate, I’ll give you a few days.’ The barista wheels his chair towards Beth’s table. ‘I know it’s not the best time of the year for you.’

      Beth detects Tom stiffen, even though he smiles. ‘You know what they say? If you want something done, ask a busy person. Keeps them out of trouble.’

      ‘As does a good woman.’ Barista Will wheels his chair deliberately into Tom’s legs. ‘Get busy finding one of those. Got a date for the pub’s big night?’

      ‘Since when is a date essential?’ Tom asks. ‘It’s not a bloody school prom. Speaking of the beach party … Last week I asked council’s new Environmental Protection Officer to supply the truckload of sand we’ll need to create the beach in the beer garden. He’s a good man, for a greenie.’

      ‘Les Weeding?’ Will seems beside himself with joy. ‘Man-o-man, a moniker like that makes my job too easy.’

      ‘The job of town clown?’ Maggie chuckles, stopping to linger on the sidewalk with other committee members. ‘See you later, Bozo.’

      ‘See ya, Mags. And Tom, mate, I need your opinion on something. Men’s business, you understand?’ Will winks at Beth. ‘Walk this way.’

      When he propels his chair inside the cafe and Tom follows, Maggie slips into his seat and eyes Beth’s empty breakfast plate. ‘Told you the Eggs Bennie is a good choice.’

      ‘Yes, thank you, and Maggie,’ Beth says, ‘I might stay in town for a few days, if you have availability.’

      ‘Sure, as long as you need. I have tourist information if you want things to do.’

      ‘Oh, I’m not a tourist. I, um, well, I have my mother with me.’

      ‘No problem.’ Maggie scans the street as if expecting to see someone. ‘Is she a local, or will she need a room?’

      ‘I, um, don’t mean she’s with me as much as, um …’ Where is the confident Beth Fallone, the woman who can keep her cool before a theatre audience? ‘What I’m trying to say is, I have Mum’s ashes in the car.’ When Maggie reaches across and pats Beth’s hand, her touch and hum of understanding is almost her undoing. ‘She’s insisted I scatter them in a particular section of the cemetery.’

      ‘You must mean Saddleton’s new rose garden,’ Maggie says. ‘They’ve done a beautiful job.’

      ‘No, it’s definitely Calingarry Crossing Cemetery,’ Beth states louder than she intended. ‘She left me a map, of sorts.’ The lingering committee turn their collective attention to the conversation. ‘I’d never heard of this town until she died. I know Saddleton. My grandmother lives there. She’s in a nursing home now, but I haven’t visited for years.’ Shame licks Beth’s cheeks as she removes the folded sheet of paper from her wallet. ‘Mum’s note and this map both mention Calingarry Crossing Cemetery and I assume there’s paperwork or permission required before releasing ashes.’

      ‘Condolences on your mum.’ The man in the wheelchair has returned. ‘And pardon my bluntness, but Saddleton Council will let you rot in their waiting area to ask a question. If you want to know more about our cemetery, you need only ask a local. Depending on what info you need, check with Tom. He’ll be back in a sec. Maggie is another good source of information.’

      ‘And the project you were discussing is to do with the local cemetery?’ Beth asks.

      ‘That’s right. The project that gets headstones for old, unmarked graves belonging to returned servicemen has taken a twist,’ Maggie says.

      Both the waitress and the woman in the red shirt, embroidered with the name Cait and New-Age Veterinary Services, look at each other with knowing grins and recite in unison: ‘A Poppy Hamilton kind of twist.’

      Beth smiles, too, despite the obvious inside joke. ‘I only need to find a spot in the cemetery.’

      ‘Then talk to Tom. Where is he?’ Maggie cranes her neck to look through the assembly. ‘I’ll book a table in the bistro for tonight. You can chat over a meal. Let him know I’ve suggested dinner.’

      Thank goodness Tom is not part of the conversation because Beth fully intends ignoring the idea. Socialising is not on her agenda.

      ‘Can I get you another coffee, Beth?’ Tom’s back, standing at the table, wallet in hand.

      ‘Thanks, but no.’ She rises swiftly, keen to go before any more dinner suggestions pop up. ‘I really need to check on my car.’
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      ‘She’s good to go,’ the mechanic says. ‘Lucky it wasn’t a big buck kangaroo you hit. You and your little car might not have fared so well.’

      ‘Lucky?’ Beth parrots absentmindedly, keen to check the backseat. ‘Yes, I suppose.’ She’s relieved to find her mum still there, still waiting. ‘I can take her now? The car, I mean,’ she clarifies. ‘You take credit card, I hope?’

      ‘Sure thing,’ the mechanic says, accepting the proffered card. ‘But a good drive around town before heading on a long trip is wise. I find people are better attuned to their vehicle’s sounds than me. If you hear something, or feel anything different in the steering, bring it straight back.’

      In the car, Beth ponders Google Maps on her phone and considers her options. Is Saddleton considered a long trip? She could delay the dreaded ashes task by visiting Grandma Valerie today. Maybe she’ll check out the new rose garden at the same time. The Saddleton location would be more convenient for Valerie, and Beth can only assume this bizarre ashes request is her mum’s final attempt to reconnect the pair. Probably so Beth will have support doing a daughter’s worst task ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      On the mechanic’s advice, Beth is driving the back blocks of town listening for unusual car sounds when she glimpses her smile in the rear-view mirror. It surprises her. The rowdy encounter over breakfast, and sense of community, has lifted her spirits. Maybe that’s what happens around family and friends. Beth wouldn’t know. Neither have played a big part in her life. Most friends are professional acquaintances, and while a film set or small theatre ensemble can seem like family—for a season—lately Beth hasn’t felt part of anything. Husbandless (by choice), childless (not by choice), and with an ageing grandmother her only living relative, the cast in Beth’s world is shrinking rather than growing. Connecting with her gran had been important at one time, until Valerie insisted occasional interactions worked best for her—even better when restricted to a Christmas catch-up once a year.

      As a child, Beth was forced to endure the Fallone family annual get-together. Usually fraught with angst, the Christmas-in-the-country trip was deemed successful if the traditional argument about Beth and her mum not attending church was staved off until after the meal. The one time a curious Beth did accompany her grandmother, the pomp and procession—not to mention the exuberant priest whose spittle sprayed the first two pews—had made her giggle. When the services ended, the red welt from her gran’s smack was still visible.

      Rather than fostering relationships, the Christmas visits to the small, fibro house on the outskirts of Saddleton forced festering issues to the surface, usually bursting on Boxing Day and turning toxic before the Sydney to Hobart’s starting cannon set the yachts sailing. As a result, not one family get-together held a special place in Beth’s memory. She recalls little else about Saddleton, except their visits took the merry out of Christmas and the charm out of the phrase ‘charming country town’.

      What will Valerie make of her daughter’s ashes ending up in an old Presbyterian cemetery? Beth might already know the answer if the woman had returned one of her multiple phone messages. Two weeks after doctors turned off her mum’s life support, Beth had tried calling again, asking for the nursing home’s administrator. If anyone knew the best and proper time to relay such sad news to a resident, they would.

      ‘We can,’ the woman had said without a whiff of sympathy, ‘once you forward the death certificate to confirm the passing. A safeguard for our fragile residents, you understand.’

      A stunned Beth had wanted to ask if many people telephoned with fake messages about devastating news.

      As disappointed as she feels, and as distant as Beth and Valerie have been over the years, she can’t be so close and not drop by. Maybe the shared loss will reunite them and Beth can plan another visit. That’s after she gets her life back on track and resembling something close to promising, if only on a professional level.

      ‘Damn!’ She jerks the car to a stop in front of a padlocked farm gate and growls in frustration. ‘Which way to bloody Saddleton?’ She tries Google Maps on her phone. No reception. ‘Great!’

      After a few more wrong turns, the town with too few signposts suddenly throws up too many, putting Beth’s idling car at a four-way intersection with arrows pointing in every direction. There’s a pot-holed strip of corrugated dirt named Sale Yard Road, an arrow pointing to Cedar Cutters Gorge, plus a third sign: ‘The tip? Excellent!’

      Beth’s contemplating her choices when she sees a hand-painted sign staked low to the ground and displaying the words Dandelion House Retreat. Why hadn’t the name come up as an option in Beth’s accommodation search last week? The place sounds lovely and only five kilometres down the road. A few days in a retreat—good food, a daily massage and fresh country air—was preferable to a country pub with the passive smoking threat from her nicotine-loving neighbour. A relaxing retreat might even tempt Beth to stay longer than a week.

      Some five kilometres of dusty gravel later, however, she’s stopped at the end of a road leading nowhere. A well-preserved punt sits idle on the riverbank with various trespasser and warning signs suggesting Dandelion House Retreat might be an uber-private getaway for the rich and famous.

      Her Google search is successful, but she’s disappointed by the website description:

      

      A retreat for children needing a break from the isolation of outback life. Dandelion House, through the founding members’ trust—The Gypsy Foundation—offers fun out-of-school activities devised to promote a healthy lifestyle. The Department of Education, state health authorities, and charitable donations provide the staff required and pay for excursions and activities to establish friendships and increase self-esteem.

      

      ‘Okay, so, not that kind of retreat. Shame.’ She could do with a bit of those last two.

      When a car pulls up behind, headlights flashing in her rear-view mirror, Beth realises she’s blocking access to the single-vehicle punt. To her right is a small turning circle and an overgrown paddock with post and rail farm fencing rotting and on a lean. But before she can shift, the familiar bulk of a man grows larger in her side mirror.

      ‘We must stop meeting like this,’ Tom says as Beth emerges from her car. ‘Are you lost?’

      ‘Kind of,’ she says, with the words more than you know sealed behind her return smile. ‘I was taking a drive when I saw a signpost. To be honest, I hoped something called Dandelion House Retreat might be a healing place.’

      ‘Opinions differ,’ Tom says. ‘Ask some in town and they’ll tell you the isolation offered is therapeutic, while for many old-timers the place is cursed. You can’t really see it from here,’ he adds, pointing to the land mass on the far side of a watery expanse.

      ‘All sounds very ominous.’ And not something Beth needs any part of. ‘Is that an island?’

      ‘For eleven months of the year, yes, making a punt the only way over. Access from the opposite bank is seasonal, with the adjoining state forest four-wheel-drive country for the adventurous. Or the idiot. Come on over. I’ll give you the free tour.’

      ‘I don’t want to intrude.’

      ‘You won’t be. We’re dropping a load of pellets off for the donkeys.’

      ‘We?’

      Tom whistles and a black shape launches from the tray top, stirring a dust cloud before bounding towards them on four strong legs, a long tongue flying, and a skinny tail whipping in wild circles.

      ‘Well, hello there.’ Beth dangles the back of her hand at his nose while the back end of the dog wiggles, worm-like. ‘He’s friendly, then?’

      ‘Wally adores people.’

      Two sooky brown eyes stare up as she strokes the woolly coat of poodle-like black curls. ‘And here I am thinking the kelpie or blue healer is the essential country ute accessory. What is Wally?’

      He shrugs. ‘No idea. Seven years ago, while working a boundary paddock, he limped out of the state forest and jumped on the back of my truck. Despite trying, I never found anyone missing a dog. As for his breed, my best guess is mongrel crossed with camel and with a disturbing taste for iconic Aussie fashion items, like my Akubra—as you can see.’ Tom points to the nicks and bite marks in the brim of his felt hat. ‘So, are we on? The tour, I mean. It’s Tuesday,’ he adds, as if sensing her reluctance. ‘On excursion day, the kids go into Saddleton.’

      Beth bites back a grin. ‘Saddleton is an exciting excursion these days?’

      ‘For School of the Air students it is,’ Tom replies. ‘Some kids have never experienced their own desk in a real classroom environment. They’ve never passed notes or flicked paper missiles to their mates. While in residence at the house, they spend a day each week at Saddleton Primary making friends, which means this place is deserted until dinner time. Come on over. You can park there.’ He points to the section of flattened scrub where weeds seem to be the only thing holding up the fence.

      

      The fact she’s in a stranger’s car, on a punt, headed to a deserted island in the middle of a river, is proof enough Beth is not her usual in-control self. What part of her brain considered getting on this contraption a smart thing to do? Hadn’t Ted Bundy fooled everyone with his Mr Nice Guy act? Beth had made sure her car was safely parked in the lay-by and locked, but she’d given no thought to her own wellbeing. Good work, girl. You’ve got your priorities right. With Tom out of the car, she lifts her butt to retrieve the phone from her back pocket. No reception.

      ‘Are you getting out, Beth?’ Tom asks, as the motor-driven cable slowly pulls the punt across the wide expanse of water. ‘Sorry, I should have allowed you more room.’

      ‘I can manage,’ she says, squeezing through the partially open door, careful not to let the duco rub against the punt’s metal railing.

      ‘I’m not used to passengers in the front,’ Tom says, also out of the car, stopping at the rear of the ute to scratch one of Wally’s floppy ears.

      ‘And I’m not used to punts. Quite the novelty for a city girl,’ she says. ‘It’s all very charming and peaceful.’

      ‘Ah, yes, but looks can deceive,’ Tom replies. ‘Back in the 1930s, the original owner-builders of Dandelion House—Georgie and Jessie—drowned close to the spot we’re passing over, their bodies never found.’

      Her gaze instinctively sweeps the surface. ‘Both of them? That’s tragic.’

      ‘Most great love stories are,’ he says, ‘and theirs is legendary, which is why it’s better they went together. Neither would have wanted to live without the other, so the story goes.’

      ‘What happened?’ she asks.

      ‘If a tale handed down over the generations can have any truth, no one would’ve drowned that day had they stuck to their tradition of skinny dipping.’

      Beth’s mouth drops open. ‘Skinny dipping? Back then? Out here?’ Then she laughs and leans back against the warm metal of the ute. ‘Okay, I’m hooked,’ she says. ‘Tell me more. I love a good story.’

      ‘Well, when Calingarry Crossing was nothing more than a dot on a map, but with a very big river, Georgie saw the abundant fresh water as vital to the travelling stock route of the day. He invested in infrastructure, starting with a pub, and the place grew. Basically, the hotel watered the drovers while the drovers rested their cattle. But Georgie was a Sydney businessman, so he built this homestead on the island as a summer residence for his wife, Jessie.’ Tom scoots to the rear of the punt and the platform stalls, startling Beth. ‘I want to show you something,’ he says as if sensing her unease. ‘You get the best view of the house from here if you know where to look—through those trees.’ Moving behind her, he grasps Beth’s shoulders, twisting them before leaning into her to point out the colossal Liquidambars festooned with green. Beyond them is a sprawling, single-storey home perched proudly on a hill. ‘On foggy mornings when a layer of mist sits low on the water, the place looks like it’s floating on a cloud.’

      ‘Were the owners deliberately going for the village-castle thing?’ Beth quips, conscious of the man’s hands sliding from her shoulders, and the cool breeze on her back when he shifts away to restart the punt. ‘Were Georgie and Jessie vying for King and Queen of Calingarry Crossing and all they surveyed?’ she calls over the motor.

      ‘Quite the opposite,’ Tom says, slipping back next to her. ‘Generous Georgie and Jessie, as they were known, were entrepreneurial, but not bothered by rules. Polite locals thought them eccentric. Others called them bohemians. While in my uncle’s era, kids made up stories about a resident witch who boiled bad children and used them for bait. But you know kids! Adults, on the other hand, claimed they were heathens and deserving of everything bad that happened.’

      Beth is stuck on the ‘disappearing bodies and boiled children’ when the punt shudders to a stop on the opposite bank.

      ‘Hop back in the car,’ Tom says. ‘We’ll drive up.’

      He’s holding the passenger door open, seemingly unaware she’s concocting Psycho scenarios in her ‘Hitchcock head’. That’s what her husband had called her over-active imagination.

      We can walk if you prefer,’ he suggests. ‘Although the hill is steeper than it looks.’ When she doesn’t budge, Tom smiles again. ‘You really are a city girl, but wise to be cautious. I didn’t stop to think. Stranger danger isn’t such a big problem in a town the size of Calingarry Crossing.’

      ‘You’re lucky,’ Beth says, feeling a tad silly.

      ‘I’ve lived in the country all my life and we still don’t lock our car doors. Any doors.’ He holds both hands up. ‘There’s no ulterior motive, I promise, Beth. But if you want to go back to your car, hit the big red button over there—after Wally and I are safely ashore.’

      She looks towards the button, up at the hill, and then back at the man with the cute grin. ‘No, I’m being stupid,’ she says. ‘To be honest, I’ve been in a fog myself and it’s clearly clouding my judgement. I’m usually a good decision-maker. Your story also has me intrigued. Let’s drive up.’ At least if she’s forced to run for her life she won’t be breathless from climbing a hill.

      After passing through the colourful tunnel of towering Liquidambars, the car circles a raised garden bed, stopping near three veranda steps made from rough-cut stone. Annuals and perennial favourites sprout from amid well-trimmed groundcovers, and while grass is sparse, a generous covering of flowering weeds flow like a yellow carpet down the hill towards the riverbank and the distant punt. The homestead itself, with its wide, wrap-around veranda and shady bullnose seems typical, until Beth’s gaze follows the trailing purple wisteria to the roof and to two brick chimneys at either end. She startles, the gulp loud in her ears.

      ‘Gargoyles?’

      

      Tom smiles at the sweet-smelling woman sitting next to him. He likes her. He likes that she’s cautious, but with a feminine fierceness that won’t let her be afraid. He likes confidence in a woman.

      ‘Wait until you see the detail inside the house.’ He turns off the ignition and opens his door. ‘Renos have toned the place down. The previous resident was a tad eccentric, especially in her later years. There are old photos on the walls inside, in case you’re interested.’

      ‘And you’re certain me being here is okay?’ Beth asks while getting out of the car.

      ‘Don’t worry. People drop in all the time: history buffs, house lovers, curious tradesmen—you name it.’ With a slap of the ute tray, the dog scarpers, nose pressed to the ground, tail erect. ‘Public interest grew in Dandelion House a while back, after old Gypsy left everything to four out-of-towners—women,’ Tom adds as they stroll towards the veranda. ‘As for the gargoyles, my uncle reckons they were added decades ago to upset the gossips. Others say it’s because Gypsy believed in the curse.’

      When Tom retrieves a key from under a pot plant, Beth steps away. ‘I thought your doors didn’t have locks.’

      ‘Like I said, this place has always been different. Attracting nosey parkers means taking extra precautions.’ He turns serious. ‘I’m not psycho or an axe murderer, Beth. There are no shackles in a secret basement with your name on them, or anyone else’s. I have the odd bad day, like yesterday, but that’s the only odd thing about me. At least no one’s told me otherwise.’ He winks. ‘If nothing else, poke your head around the corner and check out the photo gallery in the entrance hall.’ He steps inside, his arm fully extended to hold the screen door open for her. ‘This is Georgie as a young Irish immigrant.’

      

      Tom seems pleased when Beth steps inside and lets the screen door close behind her.

      ‘The guy worked hard as a builder by day and dreamed of being a landowner,’ he tells her. ‘But Jessie was the clever one—and artistic,’ he adds. ‘Beauty and brains.’

      The number of photographs is intoxicating and Beth drinks in the details at such a rate she feels dizzy. ‘These drawings are Jessie’s?’ Beth squints at the engraved plaque attached to the frame. ‘Illustrations from The Bulletin magazine. Wow!’

      ‘Indeed,’ he says. ‘And according to legend, she was the first female illustrator to work under her own name, rather than using her husband’s.’

      ‘Good on her!’ Beth says. ‘I like the lady already. Tell me more.’

      Tom describes them as a couple with two incomes—also unusual for the period—who made their wealth early when Georgie became a builder in demand. The pair rubbed shoulders with Sydney’s Who’s Who, mingling with all walks of life, but mostly what he called, ‘thoroughly modern artistic types’.

      ‘Jessie reminds me of a young Lauren Bacall,’ Beth says. Tall and slender, with the same strong, angular features as Bacall, Jessie’s untethered hair—parted low on one side and with a sweeping fringe—falls like velvet waves over her shoulders. Unlike Georgie’s sterner portrait—chin stiff, gaze aloof—his wife stares hard, almost daring the lens to capture her true spirit. ‘And she wore the pants, literally, from the looks,’ Beth says. ‘Bell-bottom trousers and tailored shirts would be unusual for the day.’

      ‘I suppose you’re right.’ Tom points at another framed photo. ‘Check this out.’

      Beth’s eyes widen. ‘You mean …? As in the Miles Franklin?’

      ‘Same one.’ Tom grins. ‘In the early days of The Bulletin, Jessie illustrated her own stories and those of others, including Henry Lawson, so the story goes. A few years back, a box of her early works—newspaper clippings and the like—were discovered in a small annex off the kitchen you can see at the end of this hallway. The renovations have uncovered all kinds of fodder for the town’s history buffs—and the gossips.’

      ‘Does the signature on this photo say Banjo?’ Beth struggles to keep the disbelief from her voice. ‘Could he and Miles Franklin have walked this same hallway?’

      ‘The timing fits,’ Tom says with a shrug. ‘I know Banjo liked his tennis and Georgie and Jessie installed a court right here on the island. While nothing would surprise me about them, Jessie was the powerhouse and part of the movement behind The Dawn. It’s likely she was acquainted with all these people.’

      Beth knew about the first women’s magazine, which advocated for voting rights and divorce law reform. In her early twenties, she’d read a script called The Dawn, and immediately liked both the play and the fact a publication prepared and published for women, by women, existed so long ago. Beth had read for the role of Henry Lawson’s mum, Louisa, who did The Dawn’s editorials. Sadly, a lack of funding—and a lack of interest by the largely all-male industry at the time—meant the script never made it any further than concept stage.

      ‘There are magazines stored away, if you’re interested, Beth,’ Tom says. ‘One of the Historical Society members will know where.’

      ‘Wow! Thank you so much for sharing the story. I love Jessie. I’ll be sure to google her later.’

      ‘You’ll be busy. Stories abound!’ Tom grins. ‘As you can see, everyone who was anyone visited Dandelion House. Rumour has it there was drug-taking—not by all, but some—and lots of drunken rowboat races.’

      ‘Drugs?’ Beth sounds prudish; she isn’t. The entertainment industry was once rife with uppers and downers and everything in between.

      ‘Opium,’ Tom says, ‘likely imported by Georgie himself back when drugs were considered legal, although subject to social disapproval, which I reckon didn’t bother old Georgie.’

      ‘I am seriously amazed,’ Beth announces.

      Tom puffs up in a clownish way. ‘You’re referring to my unrivalled wealth of minutiae, no doubt. You should see me in action at the pub’s trivia night.’

      She laughs, shakes her head. ‘No, Georgie amazes me. He was a naughty boy for his time, but he looks so upstanding.’ The serious-looking man with a goatee beard and eyebrows like hairy caterpillars stares back from the old photo.

      ‘First appearances can mislead,’ Tom says, sheepish again. ‘They misunderstood Georgie. Like me, he had bad days, but there was never any disputing his good intentions.’

      ‘Hmm, I see.’ Beth grins and moves to the next picture of a small girl. ‘Maeve, born 1908. Oh,’ she says, ‘they had a daughter?’

      ‘Yes, and as you’d expect of their only child, she was headstrong and the reason the family eventually moved to the island permanently. They’d hoped country life would rein the girl in, but she and her mother were too alike.’

      ‘What happened to Maeve?’ Beth asks.

      ‘She met a young performer who came to the house one summer. They fell in love and she ran away with him to the circus.’

      ‘Sounds like a movie script. Hopefully with a happy ever after.’ Beth glances down the hallway to the open and sunny kitchen at the end. ‘Do you mind if I grab a glass of water?’

      ‘Help yourself. I’ll store the pellets and check on the donkeys. Then I’ll wash off whatever Wally has rolled in. Pull the door closed when you’re done and I’ll see you outside.’

      In the kitchen, Beth strolls around the gigantic wooden table sitting centre-stage, her fingers brushing over the surface etched with history. In the corners are names carved in what Beth assumes is the distinctive handwriting of each person, while at the centre, along with a fifth name, are five childlike stick figures holding hands. Although the house is eerily quiet, Beth’s ears ring with the joyful sounds of the family saying grace, sharing stories, and later playing board games before hugging goodnight and being tucked into bed.

      She sighs, long and loud while filling a glass with tap water. Then she stares out the window towards the grove of willow trees at the bottom of the hill. There’s a small tributary. Tom’s there with Wally, the dog’s blackness making him almost invisible in the shadows. Thirst quenched, Beth wanders back along the hallway, stopping before the door to glance down corridors to her left and right. It’s tempting to take a peek, to envisage the place in its heyday, alive with trailblazing women and the amazing men happy to coexist with them.

      On the veranda are signs of today’s children, and lots of them, with scatterings of small shoes and sun-saver hats hanging from hooks. But some things never change. Chalk lines of a Hopscotch grid cover a portion of the boards and Beth sneaks in a quick sequence: skipping, straddling, then bending to retrieve a leftover marker. She plays three pebbles before retiring the small, flat stone to a wooden table where boxes overflow with sporting gear. Beth used to love school sports day, her long legs making her a team favourite, but a better dancer.

      Those legs now carry her swiftly downhill towards the riverbank where Tom’s standing on a crooked jetty. She calls to him. ‘That thing looks ready to fall into the river.’

      ‘Solid as …’ he yells back, jumping on the spot to prove his point. ‘Trust me.’ He throws Wally a stick before sitting on the furthest edge, waiting for Beth to join him. ‘And I thought my legs were long,’ he quips as she slips off her shoes and dangles her toes. ‘You might want to roll up your jeans.’

      ‘Nah, I need to start getting my feet wet,’ she says. ‘Things change and I need to adapt. This, right here, right now, is certainly new for me.’

      ‘How so?’ Tom asks.

      ‘For one, it’s so quiet. I live in Sydney’s west. A pretty part of Parramatta, but lots of cars, traffic lights, noise.’ She casts a brief smile Tom’s way. ‘Secondly, I’ve never lived in a house and never enjoyed water views. Mum and I lived in rented flats in the suburbs. When I got my own place, I stayed close and an apartment made sense because I travelled for work. But this is peaceful and so beautiful. I could happily live with this view.’

      ‘Mm, I’ve always loved coming over here.’ Tom leans back on both arms, closes his eyes and tilts his face to the sky. ‘And as much as I like kids, you can see why Tuesday is my favourite day. But as easy as it is to sit here and lose track of the time, I did hijack your day. I should get you back.’

      ‘I’m in no rush, Tom.’ Beth’s toes send a spray of water skimming over the surface. The action seems as juvenile as her hopscotch game, but she’s feeling childish and thinks it’s because Tom is bringing out a side of her she’s let slip. ‘You and Wally, and this little detour, are a happy distraction from a task I’d like to avoid for a bit longer.’

      ‘Not sure anyone’s called me a happy distraction before, but I’m not complaining. What’s the task?’ Tom asks.

      ‘Scattering my mother’s ashes and saying a final goodbye. She’s in my car, in a box in a purple gift bag.’

      Tom’s eyebrows ride up. ‘Hmm, so that explains the wet feet remark, eh? Well, I reckon something stronger than water is called for, and old Georgie built a fine pub. It’s changed over the years, but the beer is good and the atmosphere pretty awesome, especially with me at the same table. What do you say to dinner at the pub tonight? It’ll just be me. Wally’s table manners are not quite up to snuff. And in case you’re thinking about saying no,’ he says, ‘I do have more house stories to tell, if I haven’t already talked your ear off.’
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