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Chapter 1
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Sally Barkworth snuggled the ragdoll cat under her chin, giving it a loving hug. “You poor thing,” she whispered, “stuck here for months without your family.” She’d bathed the cat that morning and inhaled its fresh, clean animal scent. 

She would miss this place and all its fury animals she found hard to part with.

Dean, eyes brimming with tears, walked up to her and reached out for the cat. “I wish they weren’t coming for him, Sal.”

Sally passed the cat over and missed the warmth against her chest. 

“I know he should be with his family.” Dean nuzzled his face into the cat’s fur. “Loved and cared for, but I don’t know how I’m going to part with him.”

“I know, Dean. I’m sorry this has happened to you. You must understand this family has been missing their pet for four months now and our information on file would’ve confused anyone if they’d rung checking for him.” 

Sally’s heart contracted as she watched Dean talk with the ragdoll. She would miss this soft-hearted young man with his scruffy reddish hair and a splattering of freckles over his face and arms. They’d become a team, volunteering together on the weekends at the local council animal pound. 

His attachment to this cat was going to test him to the max, though. When its owner arrived, she wasn’t so sure how Dean would react. He’d succumbed to the adorable cat’s gentle personality, with its soft greyish-white fur and mottled brown face.

With the cat secure in Dean’s arms, he cooed in its ear as a thin trickle of tears dripped down his cheeks and into the cat’s fur. Although the cat didn’t seem bothered by it, Sally worried about Dean, who was navigating adulthood after a traumatic childhood. 

While Dean interacted with the placid cat, Sally finally released a sigh of relief. In sheer desperation, because no one had claimed this well-cared-for pet, Sally inspected it herself and was horrified to discover they’d tagged it as a female when it was quite obviously a male. Further inspection revealed a hidden microchip with enough contact details to locate the owner.

Not that the phone number dialled countless times for days was answered. Nor were the calls returned after leaving messages. Sally was desperate. She’d made it her last mission before leaving Malanda to find this cat’s family, so why didn’t they answer the damn phone? 

Finally, yesterday, a message came through. Someone by the name of Ben apologised for taking so long to reply but had been out of phone reception, mustering on his family’s property out west. 

Sally frowned, confused about how the cat would’ve ended up in Malanda if it didn’t live in the area. She shook her head and let it slide. More mystery surrounded this cat than an Agatha Christie book.

“I’m going to miss you, too, Sal.”

“Oh, Dean, I’ll miss you so much. How about you put the cat back, and we’ll have our afternoon tea? I brought some chocolate muffins with me today.”

Dean smiled, striding away towards the animal enclosures. Dean was someone who always appreciated her baking. At the grand old age of thirty-one, Sally sometimes felt like his mother. A young man of twenty-three should be at his peak, but Dean was taking a little more time to catch up with the rest of the world. Locked inside, though, was a thoughtful and kind person. Sally wished the best for him.

As a teacher, Sally was good with troubled kids. She had a knack for it. Not all kids were bad. Most just needed a change of scenery and something good to focus on. 

Her skills were about to be tested, though. Richmond in outback Western Queensland was where she was heading. A small place, but she hoped it offered a huge opportunity for troubled kids. 

She crossed her fingers as she walked towards the small kitchenette. If her outback plans allowed, she wouldn’t hesitate to invite Dean to assist with the life skills program. She could use someone like him, with his infinite patience and the ability to connect with the rejected, hurt and unloved. Human or animal.

With the kettle on, Sally leant against the sink, waiting for the water to boil, taking a moment to assess her life. The reasons she’d instigated change. Friends, cousins, all those about her age were moving on. Creating families and having children. Somehow, she’d been left behind.

So, why move to a small outback community where the population was less than a thousand? If she’d had no success in finding a soulmate in a community of thousands, how was she going to find anyone when the pool was so much smaller? 

Ugh! She raked a hand through her shoulder-length blonde hair. Stop it! Having a family wasn’t crucial to her happiness. This outback project would allow her to be a mother in so many other ways. The troubled kids who would be sent to her needed all the love they could get, and she had plenty to spare.

The kettle whistled and she took down two mugs from the shelf above the sink, placing them on the bench. Removing a spoon out of the top drawer, she jammed it shut a little harder than necessary. The gaping hole in her life had got bigger of late. Her cousin Liz now had a six-month-old daughter. Her best friend, Roberta, was getting married in six months.

More overwhelmed than normal, she’d instigated changes in her life, hoping this passion for helping troubled kids would help push aside the nagging inside her head that wouldn’t go away. The regret she carried with her every day. 

You’ve got this girl!

She fist-pumped the air to an audience of just herself and took a deep breath. There was still so much to do. School term began in less than two weeks. She needed to be settled and sorted in her new town very soon. Her home in Malanda was packed and ready to lease out, and her excess belongings would be stored on her parents’ farm. This had to work. It was the biggest change in her life so far, and there was no turning back. 

Richmond, here I come.

On autopilot, she reached for the coffee jar.

“Excuse me.”

So lost in her thoughts, Sally jumped at the stranger’s voice, her hand connecting with one of the mugs. It rolled to its side and teetered on the edge of the bench. In a split-second reaction, she lunged for it, making a heroic attempt to save it from crashing onto the hard concrete floor.

Saved! 

Except her hand brushed against the second mug. No way was she going to save that one. The crashing sound of the ceramic mug hitting the concrete floor echoed around the small space. Shards splintered in all directions.

“Oh, shite!” She bit her tongue before something else came out. Not professional at all!

“Is everything okay?” Dean peered at her from behind the stranger, puffing like he’d run miles to check on her.

When she looked up, it was the stranger’s face she connected with. An unimpressed expression met her, like this was her fault, which it technically was, and could she please hurry up because he had places to go.

To the side of where the stranger stood in the doorway, Dean hovered, partially hidden behind him. “I’m fine, Dean, thank you. I’ll bring out the morning tea in a few minutes.”

“Is there a broom and dustpan here?” the stranger asked, eyes darting around the kitchenette.

“He’s here for the cat,” a teary Dean said, before turning away and leaving.

Damn! She would need to clean the mess quickly, then deal with Dean and the rollercoaster of emotions he would experience once the cat was gone. 

“Over there.” She pointed to the corner where a broom was propped and the dustpan and its brush left untidily on the floor beside it. Vivid green eyes latched onto hers as his tall frame moved inside, dwarfing the small sectioned-off room.

She averted her gaze, only managing to look as far as his hips, nicely hugged by denim jeans. She glanced away, reminded again of the mess she’d created. Crouching, she began picking up the largest of the broken pieces when she caught a glimpse of brown R.M. Williams boots poking out from under his jeans. 

As she picked up the biggest piece, her eyes distracted by the boots, a sharp twinge snaked along her finger as it grazed the sharp edge. Drops of blood quickly appeared and she dropped it.

“Damn!” she muttered, quickly rising, shaking her hand to calm the stinging.

The man put the broom down, leaning it against the wall, grabbed the roll of paper towel kept handy on the countertop, tore off a sheet and held it out. “Here, use this.”

Time stilled in that awkward way as she pressed the paper towel against her cut. She bit her bottom lip, hoping to suppress the sting of pain. If she concentrated on this, and this alone, she could avoid the rush of heat racing up her neck. She was going to make a fool of herself in front of this stranger if she didn’t get it together. Now!

Ben? Was this the man who’d sent the message? Dark brown curls rested against his neck. Tall and stocky. Sleeves rolled up to his elbows on his navy Ringers Western shirt. He spoke rugged outback. From the way he dressed to his casual speech, and she wasn’t so averse to it. Except he was probably here to collect the cat belonging to his wife and children. 

“Is there a first-aid kit somewhere?”

Oh, for goodness’ sake, girl, get it together!

“Er … it’s Ben, right?”

He nodded, a curl falling across his forehead.

“I’m Sally. Thanks for coming today. My finger is fine. A Band-Aid will fix it, and then we can sort out your cat.” Sally went to the top drawer where a sealed container held some first aid supplies and took out a couple of Band-Aids. Once she washed her finger and bound it up, she turned around to find Ben sweeping the last of the mess into the dustpan.

He tilted his head towards the garbage bin in the corner. “Can I dump it in that?”

“Yes, sure. I was making us hot drinks. Would you like one?”

“No thanks, I need to keep going. I’ll just take the cat and be gone.” He emptied the dustpan, the broken shards clinking as they hit the bottom of the bin.

So, he was in a hurry. Unfortunately for him, this was the part she didn’t like to bring to their attention, but she had no choice. “We have a little paperwork to complete, and there’s an outstanding fee to pay for the costs of taking care of your cat.”

The metal dustpan slipped from his fingers, landing with a clang where he’d found it. “How much?” Ben asked, before bending down to click the brush back inside the dustpan and lean it against the wall. 

Sally knew the amount, having gone through the paperwork that morning in preparation. She had baulked at the figure. “There’s an outstanding fee of one thousand, two hundred dollars.”

Ben’s head snapped up, his body stiffening as she expected. Anyone would, but these were council rules.

“Even though you only contacted me earlier this week?”

“Look, I’m sorry, but I only volunteer here. When you replied to our message, I put the paperwork together. The council calculates the fee.”

“You don’t honestly expect me to pay that amount?”

Sally sensed his hackles rising, and with good reason.

“I phoned numerous times over the past months, and each time, I was told our cat wasn’t in the pound.”

Sally inwardly groaned. She knew this but stood her ground. It wasn’t her place to reveal how incompetent they’d been in recording the correct details. As Ben overshadowed her, hands on hips, looking down, Sally took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Mr … er—”

“Just Ben, thank you, and can I talk to your supervisor, please?”

Sally straightened her shoulders, hiding her clenched hands behind her back. “I’m in charge today, and I will not be able to release your cat until the fees are paid.”

Ben took a step closer and her shoulders stiffened. “I refuse to pay that ridiculous amount.” Then he reached over her head for another mug. “I may as well have that drink after all and make myself comfortable because it doesn’t look like I’ll be leaving any time soon. I refuse to leave without my cat, and I won’t be paying those charges.”

“Sure, stay as long as you want. You’ll have to make it yourself, though.” It was bad enough the guy was rugged and good-looking, but he would not intimidate her.

Ben arched an eyebrow. “You know, even if I’d purchased the best cat food on the market, no way would I have spent that amount of money. This is highway robbery.”

“I don’t have a say in this matter.” Sally said, taking a step away from the bench.

“Yes, you do. Get on the phone and ring your supervisor. Then pass it over, and I’ll do the talking. This is unbelievable. You hold our cat for one week and then charge that amount of money?”

“We’ve had your cat for four months.” Sally stifled a cringe. It was the truth but not entirely. On autopilot, Sally handed over a teaspoon and opened the small fridge to retrieve the milk. She added milk to the teaspoon of coffee and two sugars he’d put in the mug, giving it a quick stir with another spoon before tilting her head towards the kettle, indicating he could fill his mug.

So much for getting him to make his own drink.

Clink! The sound of the back gate shutting reverberated around the kitchenette.

She froze. 

“Are you okay?” 

Ben’s words were enough to break the trance. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. She dashed out of the kitchenette into the covered compound where all the cages were kept. “Dean, where are you?” Her heart pounded behind her ribs. Something was amiss. When she didn’t get a response, alarm bells clanged louder inside her head.

She ran around to the back section of the compound to check the area where the larger cages were kept. “Dean! Dean!” When there was no reply, she rushed back to the covered area to double-check the ragdoll’s cage. 

No cat!

No Dean!

For crying out loud! Her heart thumped harder as she remained rooted to the spot, hands on her hips and her bottom lip jammed between her teeth. Now what? This was her worst fear. Stuck between a rock and a hard place. Dean’s welfare was always at the forefront of her mind, but damn it, she also had a responsibility to return the cat to its rightful owner.

Ben followed her, mug in hand, about to take another sip. “What’s wrong?”

How to explain? “Um … Dean has gone and taken your cat with him.”

“What? Are you joking? What sort of place is this?” Ben returned to the kitchen. 

“Look”—Sally followed him as far as the doorway—“I have a fair idea of where he’s gone.”

He emptied his hot drink down the drain, rinsed his cup and left it upturned in the sink. He spun around, fury scrunching his brow. “And where might that be?”

“It’s within walking distance.” Sally would follow the shortcut track through the forest. Dean lived with his foster parents on the outskirts of the small town. That’s where she assumed he would be headed. She drew her shoulders back. “We could walk there faster if you want to come too.”

“Geez, this is unbelievable. One cat. That’s all I came for, not all this drama. You’d better be calling your supervisor about that ridiculous fee after all this.”

“Look, you can wait here if you want and clean an enclosure or two.” Her patience was wearing thin. This man could cause trouble for Dean if she didn’t hurry and catch up with him. “Give me twenty minutes. I’ll be back with your cat. Surely, your wife and children can wait a little longer.”

“Wife?”

Sally had been about to run out of the compound when the anguish in that one word halted her steps.

All the oomph deflated from his stance, and he crumbled, leaning back on the small sink. “I don’t have a wife.” Pain crossed his face for a split second and vanished just as quickly.

Sally gulped. She didn’t have time to second guess the story behind her careless slip. “Look … er … I’m really sorry. How … how about …” Her hands flapped helplessly. “How about you wait here? I won’t be long.”

“No, I’ll come too.” The irritated look he’d worn earlier, tight lips and narrowed eyes, was back in place. “And hurry up!”

Great! “Okay, follow me.” She could deal with his impatience so long as Dean wasn’t compromised in any way. Dean only did what was best for the animals, and sometimes, how his brain worked didn’t always align with the norm. Probably a result of years of neglect and abuse by his biological mother.

But this situation was out of her control. The cat belonged to this man, and there was nothing she could do to change that. As there had been no signs of animal abuse when it was first brought in, there was nothing for her to do but hand the cat over … once he paid the fee.

Bugger! Maybe she should ring her supervisor and plead leniency in this one case. Ben had so much he could hold against them, and Dean’s disappearance didn’t help.

How had her last mission to complete in Malanda escalated to this?








  
  

Chapter 2
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Ben Angwin kept his eyes on the rough, muddy path, his boots squelching over the smaller print of Sally’s boots and another fresh boot print of about the same size as his. Sally was right in assuming this was the track Dean had used. 

The animal compound looked to be positioned on the outskirts of town, fringed by moisture-dripping tropical rainforest. With more rain the previous night, oppressive mugginess cloaked his body as he followed, his thick cotton shirt sticking to his back with sweat.

A quick one hundred metres and Sally hadn’t exaggerated; the first streets on the edge of the town were already visible. Sunlight streamed from above as they exited the forest. It shone on his mud-caked books as the end of the track was met with a concrete path. Ben stamped his well-worn boots against the lichen-encrusted concrete to loosen the mud.

“Dean lives at the end of this street. We’re nearly there,” Sally said over her shoulder.

Ben nodded, not sure how to handle this situation. He promised his grandfather four months ago he’d find the cat once belonging to his late grandmother. Never once imagining it would take this long. He had yet to lay eyes on the cat, but its return would help keep the memories of his beloved grandmother alive.

Anything to quell the suspicions about his new step-grandmother who’d seamlessly taken over his grandfather’s home and life.

He’d almost given up on ever finding the damn cat until Sally’s message came through.

“Wait here a moment,” Sally said when they reached the last house on the corner.

The front metal gate squeaked on its hinges as Sally passed through. She walked along the short path and climbed three broad concrete steps before knocking on the door of the neatly kept cladded house.

In a flying rush that day, there was so much to get done before the seven-hour drive back home, and this incident was forcing him to slow down for a moment. The first thing to snag his attention were the pretty colours of the front flower beds filled with bright red salvia, colourful nasturtiums and impatiens, and green shrubbery along the edges.

Ben passed through the gate and latched it closed behind him. The wonderful memories of his short-lived marriage cascaded like a flowing waterfall. One thing Rhylee had always loved was her garden around the station homestead. Despite the harsh outback sun, she spent countless hours nurturing the pretty flowers. She’d loved a lot about living in the outback. Vowed on their wedding day to do the best she could—city bred and all that. Until she no longer could. She began breaking promises; then, the arguing started. Constantly. Until the day she drove off angry.

“Ben?”

His face snapped up, Sally’s voice pulling him from his dark thoughts.

“Er … would you like to come in and meet Dean’s foster parents?”

Ben gritted his teeth and scrubbed a hand over his afternoon stubble. No! he wanted to shout. He didn’t want to meet anyone. He wanted the damn cat so he could return it to his grandfather. Then he wanted to hit the road where his thoughts could go to that mindless place as he drove kilometre after kilometre until he reached home. His sanctuary, now that he no longer lived with his grandfather. Where he was strong enough most days to tackle life again.

Reluctantly, he squared his shoulders. “Okay. Is Dean here?”

“He’s holed up in his room with the cat.” Sally gave him a wry, hopeful half smile. “Please be kind to him.”

Ben halted his footsteps, stumbling a little. Did he come across as an ogre? Is this what happened with Rhylee? What changed her?

Sally continued in a whisper, “He was abused as a child, but he’s the kindest and most patient human you’ll ever meet. He’s in a good place now.”

Ben looked into thoughtful sapphire-blue eyes, with the weight of the world reflected in their depths. Why hadn’t he noticed them before? Should he put aside his concerns and suspicions for his grandfather, his sorrows and regrets when it came to Rhylee, and open his eyes to those around him?

“Come on, we’ll go sit with him. Give him a chance to get used to you first.”

Ben followed Sally inside the house as a muscle clenched in his stomach. Hurt a child? He swallowed back the bile threatening to rise. 

“Hello, Ben. Sally has explained to us what’s happened. Your cat is safe.”

Ben nodded, extending his arm towards the kindly middle-aged man and shaking his hand.

“Would you like a cuppa?” A short, rotund woman came from the kitchen, wiping her hands on an apron. She smiled nervously, knotting her fingers together. 

“Er … Mrs?”

“Julie will do, and this is Raymond.” She pointed her thumb towards the man.

“Thank you for the offer, but I might give it a miss this time. Will you … ah … allow me to go sit with Dean for a moment?”

“Thank you for being so understanding,” Julie said. “Dean is very special to us.”

“I promise I won’t hurt him. Sally has explained a little to me, and I’ll be respectful of this.”

Julie gave his arm a gentle press. “Thank you. I get a good vibe from you. Follow Sally; she knows the way and will show you to his room.”

With a nod from Sally, Ben followed her down a hallway. When all life had seemed worthless, and he was walking an endless hallway to nowhere, it was his grandfather who’d taken him in his arms, brought him back to his home in the forest and nursed him back, one day at a time. One giant python in his room at a time. One striped possum eating a banana on the outside patio at a time. One inquisitive young cassowary strolling into the kitchen when the door was left open at a time. 

Healing. Cathartic. It’d taken him three years to clear the fuzz. Three years to cure the ache. Three years where thinking didn’t hurt so much.

If only the mystery of this damn cat had sorted itself out months ago!

It had been a drain on his energy. But to abandon his grandfather? Not in this life. Not when a malicious woman had taken over their grandmother’s place with an agenda he didn’t understand. This woman outwardly showed love. Made it look like she loved his grandfather, but Ben believed it was fake and he wouldn’t rest until he worked it out. 


      [image: ]Sally knocked on Dean’s bedroom door and turned the handle a smidgen. “Hey, Dean.”

“Yeah, Sal.”

“Can I come in?”

“I guess.”

Ben was only a step behind her when they entered. The room was well lit with a set of three casement windows wide open, the curtains gently billowing in the afternoon breeze. He caught a whiff of the light, slightly spicy fragrance of the crepe myrtles lining the front of the property and inhaled deeply. It was a pleasant scent going some way to help calm him.

When Dean saw him, he shrank further into the corner, clutching the cat tighter. It let out a meow. “What’s he doing here?”

“He wanted to meet you.” Sally stepped to the side to allow Ben to pass.

Ben wasn’t prepared for this, but he appreciated how life could deal you a bad hand. If Dean had been dealt the same deal, then they had something in common. 

Ben lowered himself, sitting on the tiled floor. The room wasn’t hugely spacious, the queen size bed occupying most of the space. There was a built-in cupboard with the doors partially slid open. There was some untidiness behind the doors but nothing to write home about. The room carried a general sense of order and organisation. The brown swirly bedspread was a little faded and worn but smelt clean.

Ben leant against the bed and stretched his legs out in front of him. Dean was well cared for here, and Ben didn’t want to do anything to upset him.

But the cat! Heck, this was the first time he’d laid eyes on him. It was Moby alright. It was hard to miss the mottled brown spot between his ears, and that was about all he could see.

“I’d like you to meet Ben,” Sally continued to say in a gentle voice, still hovering in the doorway.

“He won’t love this cat like I will,” Dean said with a pout

Something of his past hurt unravelled inside of Ben. Dean was insistent with his reasoning for running away. He totally got this. “Can I tell you a story, Dean?”

Dean whimpered, cooing into the cat’s ear. As a slow trickle of tears fell down Dean’s cheeks, Ben almost gave up and walked out. He clenched his jaw to fortify himself. His grandfather needed Moby back.

“This cat used to belong to my grandmother. She loved it just like you do.”

Sally sat down on the bed’s end, and the movement of the mattress pressed against his back.

“When she died a few years ago, this cat was the only thing helping my grandfather get through each day. He’d sit in his chair and hold him for hours, like you’re doing now. So yeah, this cat loves to be cuddled, and I can see why he’s comfortable with you. That’s a good thing.”

The tension in Dean’s grip loosened, and Moby relaxed against Dean’s chest.

“Do you know why I care so much about my grandfather?”

Dean gave a tiny shrug, the gesture almost invisible under his oversized T-shirt. He was listening, and that’s all that mattered for now.

“I was married once. I was so in love with my wife and life was good.” His voice caught in his throat, and he needed to swallow back the reminder of the pain. But this young man had also experienced pain, so he willed himself on. “She was a city girl keen to live in the outback. But I was blind, Dean. Can you believe it? I was so wrapped up in my little bubble, and I didn’t see things.”

“What sort of things were you supposed to see? This happened to me once.” Dean’s brows furrowed as he made the connection.

“You see, the outback isn’t for everyone, and she soon realised it wasn’t for her. I didn’t see this at first. We argued a lot. One day, she was so upset that she got into the car and drove off. And—and I never saw her again.”

“Where did she go?” Dean asked innocently.

“We’d had some heavy rain, some flash flooding. They found the car with her inside it downstream.” This haunted Ben to this day. Was the car swept off the causeway, or did she intentionally drive off? “It was my grandfather who took care of me for many months after my wife died. Now I want to take care of him.”

Ben looked across at Sally from where he was sitting. Tears filled her eyes. After Rhylee was found, with a sixteen-week-old foetus he knew nothing of, he’d screamed blue murder into the darkness night after night. When his voice was hoarse and he no longer cared, then the blackness descended for weeks, months. For as long as he remained on this earth, he would never reconcile her actions and the crushing outcome. As usual, he blamed himself.

He latched onto Sally’s kind, understanding blue eyes, struggling to look away. Suddenly, he was apologetic for how rude he’d been earlier about the council fee. 

Still gaping at her like a crazed lunatic, it wasn’t until she sniffled and rose from the bed that he could break the magnetic force holding his gaze to hers.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” she said, leaving the room.

He gave a slight nod before turning back to Dean and Moby. 

“Do you want to know what happened to me?” The young man seemed much more at ease now, although his grip on the cat was still firm.

“If you think you can share it, then yes.”

Dean stroked his hand along Moby’s back. “I had a cat once. I loved him so much. Every time my mum hit or yelled at me, I’d take my cat and go hide. We were a team. One day, I came home from school, and my mum was crazy mad. I don’t know what I did wrong. She … she—” A sob escaped, followed by a groan. Dean brought Moby closer to his face, muffling the sound. 

“Shh, that’s okay. You don’t have to tell me what she did.” Ben gradually slid a little closer. Enough to run his fingers along Moby’s neck. Close enough to show Dean he wasn’t a threat.

“But I want to. I’m always being told talking about things is better. But yeah, my mum strangled my cat in front of my eyes. That’s when I think I went a little crazy.”

Ben inhaled a deep breath. Filled his lungs to halt the way his heart wanted to break all over again for this young man. He wanted that mother right here in the room so he could strangle her back. So strong were his instincts towards protecting the innocent. That helpless feeling, no different to when he couldn’t save his unborn baby, washed over him. He closed his eyes for a moment, hoping to find a store of strength for Dean’s sake. 

“Anyway, she’s dead now. She was always taking some crap, and one day she took too much.” Dean mumbled with remorse.

Ben’s heart thumped harder, and at the same time, a sense of relief passed through him. Just what he suspected. Probably a single mother, unable to cope. So, so sad, especially when drugs were involved. There was no coming back for some, and the damage done to the kids caught up in the ugly net was beyond repair. At least she couldn’t hurt Dean anymore.

Ben wept inside for this young man. Oh, God! Did he leave Moby here with Dean? Did he tell his grandfather the truth? Would his mind completely understand?

Something was happening to his grandfather. Day by day. Way too fast for the giant of a man he once was. The family rejoiced when he’d chosen to marry the woman who’d taken care of his grandmother in her dying days. Ben wasn’t so sure. For the months spent in the same house, he’d seen her for who she really was. A woman who had conned her way into their family. He would uncover why she wasn’t the saving angel everyone made her out to be if it was the last thing he did. 

If he’d learnt anything from Rhylee’s death, it was to listen to your gut instincts. Ignoring that Rhylee was going through some sort of depression, when his gut told him something was up, had been wrong. He’d never ignore it again.

“Hey, Moby,” Ben whispered, scratching behind his ear.

Unprepared for using the cat’s name out loud, Moby meowed loudly and sprung out of Dean’s loose hold, jumping onto Ben’s lap. 

“I’ve missed you, buddy.” Ben cooed to the cat, snuggling it closer to his chest, inhaling the clean scent of his fur. Someone had kept him clean and healthy during his stay in the compound. Was Sally responsible?

What Ben didn’t tell Dean was that he and Moby had become a team too, during his dark days. Always there by his side when he’d moved into his grandfather’s home to recover. How could he ever take Moby away from the only home he knew? 

He’d missed Moby too, more than he cared to admit, but with Dean being so heroic about Moby, a knife twisted inside Ben’s chest. What to do? Who would benefit the most from having Moby by their side?

“You know what? I’m okay now. I know you will take care of him. I was scared someone mean would take him away. You don’t seem to be mean,” Dean said.

It had been a long, long time since Ben had cried until his heart tore in two, but damn it, he was close. “Here, do you want to hold Moby one last time?”

Dean didn’t hesitate to take the cat back. He rose from his crouched position, walked out of the room and down the hallway. Within seconds, he was in the sunshine outside his bedroom window.

Ben remained transfixed with doubt. He lifted his knees and wrapped his arms around them, rocking a little. How had his day become this moral agony of what to do?

“Are you okay?”

Ben swung around on his backside before rising. “He’s some man.”

“I know, right?” Sally smiled, enough for it to penetrate the fortress he’d created around his heart and hit a target. “By the way, I rang my supervisor, and the council will waive the fee.”

Ben shuffled his feet, clearing his throat. “Look, about that, I’m sorry I was so rude.”

Another smile brightened her face. “I’m not going to lie; I thought the fee was a bit over the top too. But I don’t make the rules, and under the circumstances, they’ve agreed. So, let’s not question it any further. I reckon if you give Dean a few more minutes, he’ll be good to give you back the cat.”

“Thank you for taking such great care of him. He’ll be a welcome sight when I bring him back to my grandfather.”

“I’m glad we finally found its rightful owner. I’m leaving Malanda soon, and I’d made it my last mission to find that cat’s owner come hell or high water.” Sally chuckled, leading the way out of the bedroom and outside to where Dean was.

The sound of her laughter warmed his heart. He found a chuckle somewhere to lighten the mood, but the mention of high water was still a trigger. When nothing happened, he followed this with a smile. Maybe he was finally past the worst. Could he possibly look life in the face again?

Out in the sunshine, Dean showed off Moby to his foster parents and didn’t hesitate to come forward to pass the cat over. “Thank you again, Ben. Please take good care of him.”

“I will, I promise. Do you want to lead the way back to the compound? I’ll have him delivered to my grandfather within the next half an hour as he lives just outside of town.”

The three trudged back through the rainforest to the compound, Dean carrying Moby. Once the paperwork was signed only Sally followed him out to the car. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ben. I hope life treats you kindly from now on.”

With Sally in the room when he’d spilled his sad story, most people reacted this way to his story, offering comfort in words. Not that he shared it often, but for a change, he was comfortable with it around this woman. He had no idea what this meant. It could mean he was ready to move on, even though some days he doubted it. Made no sense at all when, instead of the usual handshake, he stepped closer and hugged her. Totally wrong thing to do by stepping into her personal space, but maybe all the fuzz hadn’t totally cleared. Didn’t help when he inhaled a lungful of honey-scented fragrance that sat well with him.

Either way, her smile was the last thing he saw as he drove away with Moby secure in his crate on the back seat. It would be a very long day before he could lay his weary head to rest and sleep a solid sleep. After he reunited Moby with his grandfather, he hoped Sally’s blue eyes would remain with him for at least half the drive back to Richmond. 








  
  

Chapter 3
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Five Months Later 



Sally waved goodbye to her students as they bolted from the classroom, all twenty-three of her preteen charges excited for the next day of cross-country events. The small outback town of Richmond, halfway between Townsville and Mount Isa, boasted an amazing man-made lake—Lake Fred Tritton. Parents and school bus drivers were told to drop off the students the next morning at the water park side of the lake.

This meant most of the day would be taken up with nonschool events, water activities being high on the agenda. These kids were lucky to have such a facility in what would normally be a dry, dusty outback town. After only four months in the area, Sally knew all about the former mayor and his team of councillors who approved the construction of the man-made lake, using the Fitzroy River when it was in flood to fill it initially and to keep using it to prop up the level when required. 

Every now and then, this delightful body of water was enough to remind Sally of home, and a little knot would form inside her chest. So used to naturally created lakes, creeks and waterfalls surrounded in tropical rainforest dripping heavily with moisture, arriving in Richmond to discover this lake had been a big surprise. 

Sally did her usual walk around the classroom, turning off the air conditioner, checking the computers and equipment to ensure they were shut down and switching off the lights. This well-equipped school boasted about one hundred students. Her teaching day might have just ended, but preparations for the project were only beginning. She had a busy night, which included finally meeting the man she’d corresponded with for the past few months. His property was the lynchpin in what she hoped would cement the ongoing relationship between the troubled preteens and the program.

With the full support of the school principal and other teaching staff, and financially backed by the government, Sally’s tentative idea at her previous school barely a year ago was finally ready to begin. 

With an escalating number of kids out of control in modern-day society, the intention was to intervene at an age where it might be early enough to halt the downhill slide of drugs, criminal activities and absence from schools. Sally wanted her contribution to their lives to be life-changing.

Why choose Richmond? Because there was something grander in Richmond. Even more so than the fabulous man-made lake. What she hoped would be the backbone of this project. It had taken a lot of work to get to this point, but here they were, all set to go.

About to lock her classroom, she remembered her KeepCup and turned back around to grab it off her desk.

“Excuse me.”

Sally jumped at the intrusion, her KeepCup flying out of her hand and clattering onto one of the student desks.

When she turned around, she was met with as much surprise as she was probably showing. His was gone in an instant, only to be replaced with a lopsided smile. 

“Have you broken another mug?”

She remembered those vivid green eyes. If she was honest, they had occasionally crossed her fields of thoughts over the past months, but she never expected to see them again.

“I’ll just check.” Sally swallowed, concerned as to why this stranger was crossing her path for a second time. He was a long way from Malanda, so this felt off. She wound her way around the desks set up in neat rows, five abreast, until she was at the desk where her KeepCup teetered on its edge.

Strong, tanned hands reached it first. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you, but I was told by the front office I would find a Ms Barkworth here, their brand-new single teacher. I … um … had no idea it was you.”

He gave the cup a quick shake near his ear. “Here you go; I don’t think there’s any damage to this one.”

“Thank you,” she managed warily, a hint of annoyance masking the ‘single’ brand attached to her arrival in Richmond. She took the KeepCup and clutched it to her chest. “You’re a long way from Malanda. You’re not stalking me, are you?” She remembered the tragic story of how he’d lost his wife, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She was alone with a stranger and a long way from family and friends. 

With a comical expression, his eyes widened. He stood up straighter and took a step back, shadowing the small desk his hip was leaning against. “Ms Sally Barkworth, I’m assuming?”

She nodded. Her heart beat an irregular pattern.

“And you’ve been corresponding with my dad, a Paul Angwin about the troubled teens program?”

Oh, shite. Would she regret her harsh assessment? Better to be safe than sorry. “I have, and you are?”

“Ben Angwin, at your service, apparently,” he said in all seriousness. “I’ll be coordinating the dinosaur fossicking programs with your teens. I’m your palaeontologist. Well, part-time one, anyway.”

It was Sally’s turn for her eyes to widen. A sense of shame enshrouded her. She’d misjudged badly, and heat raced up her neck, burning the skin around her ears.

“Also, just to make sure we’re on the same page, I’m not stalking you, and regardless of what gossip you hear locally, neither am I looking for a wife.”

A whisper of pain flickered across his face for a split second. Gone in an instant, though, and replaced with a scowl.

Sally coughed to clear her throat, still trying to dislodge the hint of annoyance. “Well, I’m glad we got that sorted, now ah … Mr Angwin, I’m—”

“As before, Ben will do.”

She inhaled a deep breath before expelling it slowly. “Okay, Ben, my apologies for this. I … wasn’t expecting to see you again. Especially out”—her hands flapped nervously in the air—“here. Also, my priority is the success of this project. I need your help professionally. No other basis, thank you.”

He dropped the rigid stance and appeared more relaxed. “I accept your apology. Now, shall we start again?”

“Okay, but why are you here? In my classroom? At three pm? I have a meeting with Paul tonight at five pm.”

“You do. Except Paul has come down with a horrible cold, and I’m on my way to Malanda to check on Grandad. As Dad only has an email address for you, we agreed it would be easier to drop by the school on my way out of town and have a quick word this afternoon. You will continue to correspond with Dad as usual.”

“Oh, okay, that makes sense.”

“And we should exchange phone numbers before I forget.”

Sally’s brows rose. “Can I check your licence, please?”

“Huh, haven’t we established who I am?”

“Can I please have a look?” She wasn’t backing down, not if it concerned her safety.

With a sigh, Ben pulled his wallet out of the back pocket of his jeans before sitting on the desk. He opened it up, fished out his licence and passed it over. The touch of his warm skin triggered a pulse point on her wrist as she grabbed the piece of plastic, which she did her best to ignore.

Disregarding his scowl, she took a step back, needing space to breathe. This was absurd. She wasn’t a desperate woman, and nor was she feeling unsafe. But like all women faced with a gorgeous guy sitting barely a metre away, she went straight to his year of birth and confirmed he was two years older than her.

“Seen enough?” He was tapping his fingers impatiently on the desk.

Before she handed it back, she spied his birthdate, locking it in her memory bank with no idea of why. She snatched the licence back when she remembered she hadn’t checked his name. “Oh, wait, I want to check one more thing.”

“You were looking at my date of birth, weren’t you?”

Again, a rush of heat raced up her neck. She did a quick check of his name, Benjamin Reginald Angwin, and passed the licence back.

It was time to put her concerns aside. 

“How much older am I?”

“Two years.” She stood tall and proud, looking at his face, which held some kind of smirk. Pint-sized, really, beside his sitting hulk.

“And you’re not looking for a husband?” he asked in all seriousness before the rigid lines of his face cracked, the semblance of a half smile beginning to show. “Sorry, small town. The lovely receptionist at the office has known me since birth.”

Bloody hell! How could she have forgotten about small towns? “Look, Mr Benjamin Reginald Angwin—”

“Oh, please, it’s Ben if you don’t mind, since from next week, we’re going to be in each other’s pocket most days.” A cheeky smile, with a glint of mischief in his eyes, stretched across his rugged and tanned face. 

“Alright, Ben.” She took a deep breath, worried about what that sunny smile was doing to her insides. “Just to set the record straight, I’m not looking for a husband. I would, though, appreciate your assistance in helping make this project a success.”

“Okay, got it. Now, can you please drop the formal and serious you? We’ve established that neither of us needs a partner, so let’s move on to the details of your project and how you’d like it to work. I’ll briefly explain how it will happen from my end. Will a few minutes suit you now?”

His gaze caught hers, and she lost herself momentarily in dark green pools. Stumbling over a tongue that had forgotten how to work, she managed to reply. “It … it will. Would you like ah … a coffee?” What would she learn about his late wife through the small-town gossip channels? She walked around more desks to switch on the air conditioner again.

It was none of her business, of course, but—

“I’d love one. It’s a long drive to Malanda, and it’ll keep me awake.”

“Should you be doing the drive in one run?” Sally asked as she motioned for him to follow her to the adjoining staffroom where the kettle and fridge were kept. Her drive out to Richmond had taken a couple of days to cover the six hundred or so kilometres. She never took for granted the long distances between Australian communities and how outback people took it in their stride. To just get in their vehicles and drive, often hours at a time, to get to their destination.

“Don’t have a choice. I have to get back to the property and your project setup. Between the family, we take it in turns to check on Grandad, so I probably do it once every two months.” Ben pulled out a chair and sat down at the small table in the staff room, resting his Akubra on his knee.

It was a tiny area, and it was impossible for him not to intrude in her personal space. To put the kettle on and organise his hot drink, he was close enough that she could inhale the scent of the outback and outdoors that hung on his clothing. Diesel and dirt stirring a hum along her veins, which surprised her. She barely knew the guy, and he’d made it very clear earlier he was a no-go zone. 

“Your first lot of children arrive next week. Yes?”

Sally snapped back to attention, her chest swelling with pride. “They do.” She was so proud of her involvement; she mentally crossed her fingers that the project was going to be a success. It had to be a success. Everything was riding on it. It was one way she could fix the guilt of her one regret in life. 

“Do you keep in touch with Dean? How’s he keeping?”

Sally turned to face this man in the confined space as she waited for the kettle to boil, surprised at the mention of his name. “You remember him?”

“A bit hard not to. His story struck a chord with me. One I doubt I’ll ever forget.”

Sally gulped. She was misjudging this man way too much. Had she been unfairly harsh in her assessment of him? “He’s doing very well. My ultimate dream would be to bring Dean out here to help with the troubled teens. He would be perfect for them.”

Ben rubbed his chin, a gesture suggesting he was thinking this over. “Hmm, I think I can see it.”

“I do, I really do.”

“Dean came across as a very sensitive man. We need more like him.”

Sally nodded. “Totally agree. Now, it was a white coffee with two sugars?”

Laughter lines crinkled at the edges of his eyes. “You remember?”

“I do.” They both laughed unexpectedly, the sound echoing around the small space. When they stopped, an awkward silence hung in the air, thick and heavy like the humid weather of Malanda, and Sally had no idea how to proceed. 

“Would you like me to get the mugs down?” Ben asked when she remained mute. He stood and took a step towards the cupboards. “There’s something about mugs and you.”

When she didn’t answer, he reached over her head for two, placing them on the bench. “Here you go. Better get this show on the road.”

“Thank you,” she uttered, cringing at her inexperienced reaction to being close to this man. She’d never been a complete wallflower. Come on, woman, get a move on.

Her hand shook as she opened the small fridge to take the milk out. Not to mention the way her heart beat faster when she straightened to find him staring at her.  

Frantic for something to say, she asked, “How’s Moby?”

Ben chuckled. “Cheeky as usual and keeping Grandad on his toes.”

They were going to be in each other’s company day in and day out. She needed to do better than this. Better than irrelevant small talk and shaking gestures. “Oh, that’s great news.” With the coffees made she handed him his mug.

“It sure is. We’re still none the wiser of how he escaped, but I’m glad he’s back home where he belongs.”

“Yes, that must be nice. Now, are we ready to swap notes?” She pulled out a second chair and sat down opposite.

“Yep,” Ben confirmed with a smile.

Like a personal ray of sunshine shining through a window, his smile trained on her face was turning her to mush. She took a sip of her drink and struggled to swallow it. Good Lord, how was her project going to succeed with this distraction?
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