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        Bindarra Creek Makeover

        What would you do to protect your only child?

        After spending years on the streets as a teenage runaway, Tessa Gibson is determined to keep her young daughter safe. She embarks on a risky venture to ensure they can 'disappear' forever, never dreaming she'd fall in love - with a cop and a community that makes her feel like she finally belongs.

        When Constable Dylan (aka Dodge) Myers meets Tessa, more than his internal cop radar is activated. She's hiding something - something he suspects could bring danger to his hometown. With his career on shaky ground, the last thing he needs is to be involved with another woman with a secret.

        The small town of Bindarra Creek could offer them a chance of a new life; but more than their futures are at stake when Tessa’s past collides with the present.

        And her only child is kidnapped.
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      “What we have here folks, is a genuine, once-in-a-life-time opportunity for Bindarra Creek.” Tessa patted the impressive stack of papers piled square-edged on the podium in front of her.

      Lips stretched wide in a pseudo confident smile, she gazed over the crowded Country Women’s Association hall, taking careful note of the body language as she made eye contact with each towns-person.

      Dammit! Judging by their folded arms and stiff upper torsos there were still a few skeptics in the crowd. And worse, a deep frown on the face of the guy sitting in the back row of cheap, plastic chairs. There was a twist to his lips that told her he wasn’t buying what she was selling. All she could do was hope his late arrival meant he had little interest in her presentation and wouldn’t put a spanner in the works.

      He’d been one of the last to walk through the door and even though he wore no uniform, she’d known instantly he was a cop. The aura of authority that clung to him and the way he’d automatically scanned the crowd with a slow, considering stare had given him away. She’d been on the receiving end of similar looks in her teenager days when she’d lived rough and worked cleaning restaurant kitchens in return for food to survive after she ran away from home. Discovering she was pregnant followed soon after by the death of her boyfriend, Ian, in a street-car race had been her wake-up call. With the help of a kids’ refuge in the Blue Mountains, she’d turned her life around.

      But here she was again, full circle and desperate. No matter how sick she felt inside from her actions she’d see her plan through to the end. She’d almost lost her little girl twice – she couldn’t risk a third time.

      Her fingers curled over the wad of paper she’d made to project the impression of legitimacy and she shivered. Outside, the temperature had dropped to two degrees Celsius. The five radiators attached to the walls did little to warm the frigid air that crept inside from the open door and unadorned, ill-fitted windows that rattled with every gust of wind. With a vintage of 1920, she doubted any of the modern conveniences like insulation had been added to the hall. In fact, its rusting tin roof, and sagging, peeling weatherboards proclaimed little if no renovations had been carried out since it was first built. Seriously, she couldn’t work out whether it was colder inside or out.

      The cheap, summer-weight linen suit she’d purchased especially for tonight, was totally inadequate to ward off the chill that frosted the air but it was all she could afford these days. The cost of her daughter, Kaylee’s medication was prohibitive and took every spare dollar out of her tight weekly budget. The specialist had reiterated how vital it was she continued the course he’d prescribed over the twelve months following her heart surgery. But a clerk’s salary was small when you factored in the prohibitive cost of living in Sydney.

      It was a no-brainer. Her daughter’s health came first.

      And now thanks to her stupid decision to go on a blind date with a guy she’d met on social media, she’d dragged her past into her present. If her daughter was to have a future, then they both needed to disappear and fast. But to do that successfully, she needed money.

      For three terrible and terrifying weeks when she’d jumped at every shadow and every phone call, she’d thought and thought. Then, the Federal Government announced its latest initiative - rejuvenate country towns that could prove their needs for funds and ability to administer the grant. If she could somehow use her skills in evaluating the state government’s funding for town councils, perhaps she could siphon some of that grant money her way. Two months later, here she was – ready to convince a town she was the best person to handle their grant application. She’d include a bit of chat about how with her connections she could fast track their application and ensure the council made her their representative. It should be easy enough to convince them the money needed to be funneled into a trust fund and make herself the main signatory. She’d leave the first installment alone and take the rest. Game over – except it wasn’t a game.

      It was a matter of protecting her child.

      Kaylee would be safe.

      And that bastard would never find them.

      Useless to seek help from the police. She’d tried that avenue once before when she’d been thirteen. No one had believed the kid of a prostitute junkie, especially as the man she was accusing was a successful businessman with a lot of friends in high places. Besides, she’d often seen cops ‘visiting’ her mother.

      No they couldn’t be trusted. She was on her own.

      Tessa regulated her breathing pattern and clenched her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering. The lure of a brief, hot shower after the meeting spurred her on. She rested her hands on top of the papers, keeping her body relaxed, giving her all in the riskiest gamble of her life.

      Smile switched off, she pasted on her well-practiced serious and concerned expression saying earnestly, “I fully understand your reluctance to commit to this scheme, but when you weigh up the pros against the cons, you will see there is nothing to lose.”

      Two of the townspeople unfolded their arms and whispered to their neighbours. A good three quarters of the crowd now sported smiles and nodded their heads, some grinning inanely as if visions of dollar signs danced inside their heads.

      Adrenaline fizzed through her veins like newly opened champagne. I'm on the home run. She’d been spruiking for a good hour and now it was time to reel in her catch.

      Pausing, she tapped the papers in front of her. “The recent federal government’s initiative to fund development in small rural towns like Bindarra Creek will not only encourage investment but provide a future for your children. No longer will they be forced to move to the Big Smoke in search of work. No, they will remain here with their families, marry and raise their children -your grandchildren - in what will become a thriving community.”

      She leaned forward. “I can make your dreams a reality. Together, we can bring this town back to life.”

      The hall erupted in a storm of clapping and wild cheering.

      And that folks, is a sale.

      Unable to stop herself, her eyes sought the copper at the far end of the room. No smile on his face. In fact, his cool stare snatched a little of the shine off the moment. She had a sinking feeling he intended to seek her out, probably ask a whole pile of cop-type questions she had no intention of answering honestly. And at the moment, her disgust for the situation she’d locked herself into was like bricks weighing her down. The last thing she needed right now, was that discerning gaze examining her face, peeling aside her secrets.

      Heart thumping, she dragged her eyes from his and smiled at the councilmen seated on the stage.

      Her added, “Thank you for taking the time to listen” was drowned out by the excited crowd but Tessa didn’t care. She was drained, her underarms sticky with sweat. She wanted nothing more than to escape to her motel room and haul warmer clothes over her cold body. She’d take out her latest photo of Kaylee and remind herself of all she had to lose.

      She looked over again and saw the cop shouldering his way towards her. Her heart rate sped up again. She needed to leave now, before the cop had a chance to collar her.

      The district Mayor, a middle-aged guy named Donaldson, rose from his chair beside the podium and with both arms outstretched as if to embrace her, bounded forward. He was surprisingly nimble considering the girth of his protruding belly. Tessa neatly evaded the hug and shook his hand.

      “First thing tomorrow…say nine-thirty,” he boomed. “We’ll meet to discuss your proposal in detail. You’re staying at the Akuna Motel, aren’t you?”

      Tessa nodded.

      “Excellent, excellent.” He rubbed his hands together. “We’ll meet in their dining room with the others. I especially want the members of this district’s oldest families to be present. You’re good for tomorrow aren’t you, Charlie?”

      Grinning, the mayor smacked a fellow councilman, a wizened old codger who looked as if he’d already passed his first century, on the shoulder.

      Glad to be spared the enthusiastic back pounding, Tessa turned aside to gather up her papers and folders then packed them neatly into her briefcase. The locks snicked shut with a satisfying click.

      The mobile she’d left lying on the podium vibrated.

      Her pulse spiked. Quickly she snatched it up and answered. “Yes?” But the voice on the other end wasn’t who she feared. A little of the constriction in her chest dissolved as she listened. Smiling, she nodded then said huskily, “I miss you too sweetheart. I’ll be home soon.”

      She ended the call and pocketed her phone.

      “That was a very smooth speech you gave, Miss Gibson,” drawled a male voice as rich and intoxicating as home-brewed whiskey. “Full of an awful lot of words which really when it comes down to it, were as empty as old Wilson’s bore. It sounded like a typical politician’s speech to me. Brimming with promises. Light on detail.”

      Tessa knew without turning, the voice belonged to the guy her instinct told her was a cop. Relax, remember what’s at stake.

      Her gut churned at being so close to the law but to ignore him would send up a signal she had no wish to flag. She didn’t want to give him any reason to run a check on her background. But she’d keep the contact brief and wiggle out from under his crystal-sharp gaze as quickly as possible. So, instead she hoisted her briefcase into her right hand and sidestepped to face him. One eyebrow raised and smoothing down the beige suit jacket with her other hand, she gave a polite smile. “I’m sorry and you are?”

      “Constable Dylan Myers but most people call me Dodge.” He jerked a thumb behind him and Tessa saw a heavily pregnant, blonde woman in a police uniform with sergeant stripes standing with a group of elderly townspeople. “Lou and I run the local cop shop here in Bindarra Creek.”

      Tessa remembered the policewoman had been with the first lot of people to arrive which would explain why she was still in uniform. Probably had come straight from work.

      “You surprise me. I thought a town with such a small population would be overseen by the police station in Moree or Armidale.”

      “You've done your homework.” His long, slow perusal of her body sent fresh prickles of warning skittering down her spine like frenzied scorpions.

      “Not really.” Tessa managed an airy wave. “Evaluating census forms was my job for a long time. It’s amazing what information your brain stores without realising it.”

      Crap. I just broke another golden rule of Ian’s. Never give away personal information. No matter how trivial. To backtrack would only serve to highlight her error. Better to move on – quick smart.

      The constable planted his hands on his slim hips and studied the excited townspeople.

      Any minute, he’d fix those serious, hazel eyes of his back onto her. Move feet! To her dismay, her feet remained glued to the floor and her gaze riveted to his profile and the soft, golden-brown hairs of the five o’clock shadow lining his chiseled jaw. The collar of his navy-blue parka was turned up, the end points nudging his firm chin. He had straight, light brown hair cut short and slightly tousled. Her fingers twitched as she fought the urge to smooth the strands into order. His shoulders were totally sigh-worthy and appeared wide enough to carry any amount of weight.

      The guy was gorgeous and younger than she’d first thought. Up this close, she could see how unlined his smooth, light-olive skin was apart from laughter crinkles at the corners of his eyes. She doubted he had yet to see his thirtieth birthday.

      And probably married already with half a dozen kids.

      And she had a job to finish.

      This is not like me, anyway, drooling over some strange guy. Besides men didn’t play a role in her life, never mind how sexy they were. Look what had happened the last time, she’d taken a step in that direction!

      She’d never forget that horrifying moment when she’d looked up from where she sat in the restaurant and stared into the face of her nightmare. Older, still fit and good-looking in a haggard, world-weary sort of way, his dark hair shot with silver and those icy, lifeless grey eyes that seemed to snare her soul – she’d recognize him anywhere.

      For one heart-stopping moment, she’d prayed desperately he had no idea who she was but then he said her name. About to flee he’d sensed her intention and had grabbed hold of her wrist, twisting her flesh painfully but she didn’t wince. Didn’t cry out. Knowing from past experience how he’d loved to hear her plead. His fingers had dug deeper all the while smiling pleasantly, oozing that charm of his that so skillfully disguised the mire of darkness that swirled beneath. Then he’d spoken.

      God but she still could hear his voice inside her head, like an echo of all the vile things he’d said all those years ago.

      “Relax, Tessa. You’re too old for me now. I’ve found someone I like much, much more.”

      Continuing to smile, he’d flicked in front of her face a photo Tessa had posted on Facebook last Christmas.

      Clad in a hospital gown, a huge smile on her face was Kaylee - her beautiful little girl.

      Blinking furiously, she dragged her thoughts away from the past and her gaze away from the cop. She clawed in a shaky breath. Taking four steps past him, she relaxed as she spied the exit a few metres away. The floorboards creaked, making her wonder whether they’d give way at any moment. Seriously, this place was a dump.

      A woman in her late sixties and with grey hair flowing freely to her waist, darted in front of her. Without a by-your-leave, she grabbed Tessa’s left hand and held it close to her aquiline nose.

      Tessa smiled politely while every nerve in her body jittered with the need to flee. “Excuse me, may I help you?” She tugged her hand.

      The other woman’s fingers dug in harder as she peered into Tessa’s palm. “A child with blood staining her chest. Black shadows cloud your past and obscure your future. Where are the rainbows?”

      Tessa’s knees shook. What was this crap?

      The woman dropped Tessa’s hand as if scalded and her green-brown eyes drilled into Tessa’s face. “Death rides close by your side,” she said, slowly.

      She can’t know. How could she? Hands shaking, Tessa brushed past, never minding how rude she might appear. She rushed to the door and shoved through, desperate to escape.

      The icy night air hit her lungs, stinging with every breath she took. The old woman had described her situation perfectly. It was uncanny and scared her. Her black patent leather shoes clattered in the quiet, as Tessa hurried down the brick steps and onto the path. Footsteps sounded behind her. Heart pounding, she half-turned and found the copper coming up fast.

      “Crazy old bat. She should be locked up.” The words born from the fear still clutching at her heart, tore from her mouth before she could stop them.

      “That was my gran,” he said in an even tone that effectively masked any emotion he might be feeling.

      Heat bloomed over her face doing nothing to fight the chill eating into her bones. Unable to think of anything to say that wouldn’t make matters worse, Tessa clamped her lips shut.

      The silence stretched as they stood. She could feel his gaze drilling into the top of her head as she looked blindly down at the cracked pavement. Why had he followed her?

      “I’d like to know a bit more about the service you’re offering.”

      I should have known. Cops are hard to fool. She raised her head and met his shadowed gaze. “The mayor has all the information and I intend to answer any concerns at tomorrow’s meeting. Perhaps you could join us?” Please, please say ‘no’.

      “I might drop in, if I get the chance.”

      Tessa cast a disparaging glance around the dark streets. “Hardly a hot-bed of crime, is it?”

      “There’s always something going on, even in a town as small as Bindarra Creek,” he said mildly. “Why us? Why Bindarra Creek?”

      Deciding a little honesty would go a long way, Tessa admitted, “I saw an advertisement in The Land and when I was commissioned to do up grant proposals for some reason the name of your town popped into my head.” No need to mention how she’d researched the town thoroughly ensuring it ticked all her boxes. The prime box being a small town desperate enough not to check too closely into her credentials.

      The breeze picked up and Tessa shivered.

      “Need a lift to the motel?” he said.

      “No, thank you. I have a rental car.” She indicated the Toyota sedan parked in the street.

      “No worries. Catch you tomorrow then.” He turned and re-mounted the steps to disappear inside the hall. Back where there was light and a solid community waiting for him.

      Shivering and alone, she stared down the dark, empty road feeling the night press in on her, from every side.

      The shrill yap of a fox on the outskirts of town, cut through the quiet making her jump. Close to tears, she stumbled to the car and slid behind the steering wheel. Focus on the big picture. You can do this.

      Head held high, she started the engine and drove along the street past the Royal hotel with its one lit window. She assumed the publican and his usual patrons were still at the hall talking about her proposition. A thought that made her smile as she swung the wheel, taking the first turn to the left onto Main Road.

      Mist speckled the windscreen like scattered tears and she flicked on the wipers. She turned right at the only roundabout where the cenotaph with its roll-call of the dead, stood in the centre. She swept past the imposing bank on the corner built from convict bricks and drove along Mount Ingalls Road.

      The street was deserted save for a possum that scampered across the road in front of her no doubt making for the relative safety of the park on her right. The possum’s eyes shone eerily in the beams of the headlights. It was lost behind the car as she drove on, passing a run-down two storied building on her left, a couple of houses that looked abandoned next to a dirt road and then paddocks. The motel was on the same side of the road as the RSL club and its carpark bordered a lonely section of town that petered out to vacant lots and fields. It was clean if outdated with its orange and green decor. The owners definitely had their feet still rooted in the seventies. Hell, the whole town appeared to be rooted in the past.

      She eased off the accelerator, turned the car into the Akuna Motel driveway and parked in the lot. When the engine faded into silence, she heard the croaking of frogs from the river even through the car’s closed windows. A dog burst into a volley of barks, sparking a row from others close by.

      Cattle bellowed in a nearby field.

      Welcome to the country.

      She sighed as she walked down the path, heading for her room situated at the end of the building and hopefully a good night’s sleep. The crisp air filled her lungs with the tangy scent of eucalypt and pine mixed with cow manure. Her spirits lightened as if buoyed by the heady smells of country life, so far away and so different to the smog, bustle and blare of western Sydney.

      She could do this, all she had to do was remain focused.

      Her mobile buzzed, signaling a message.

      As soon as she reached her door a sensor light came on and she slid her phone into her hand. Caller ID unknown. She read the text.

      I know where you live. 

      The phone fell through her nerveless fingers.

      Her heartbeat drummed in her ears. Bile scorched her throat. Clutching her heaving stomach, Tessa bent over and battled to control her terror.

      Kaylee.
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      “She’s trouble.” Inside the still crowded CWA hall, Edwina Lette stuck a rolled smoke between her lips and lit up. Puffing furiously for a few seconds, she sucked in one long, deep breath and held it.

      “Gran, you do remember I’m a cop? I could charge you with possession and use of an illegal substance.” Dodge rocked back on his scuffed hiking boots. Holding back his grin, he considered the woman who’d played a more important role in his life after his mother died when he was twelve.

      His gran noisily released a thin stream of smoke. “Medicinal. Helps my arthritis.” She stole a quick glance at his face before turning away to inspect the crowd. “Don’t change the subject. You know she’s trouble.”

      “Yeah.” The young woman had set his internal cop antenna quivering, along with various other parts he had no intention of admitting to his nosy grandmother. He’d never seen such long slim legs ending in a very enticingly tight butt nicely high-lighted by her clinging skirt and tight-fitted jacket. And those dark brown eyes of hers, like mocha-coffee. He could have stared into them for hours. Pity he’d spotted what he sure as hell thought were secrets lurking in those rich depths.

      He cleared his throat. “The mayor reckons she’s legit. He checked out her credentials before inviting her here.”

      Gran snorted. “Barry Donaldson has about as much street savvy as a rooster and everyone knows how dim they are. If she stays here, she’ll bring trouble to the town.”

      “I can’t see her staying for too long. She’ll do her job and high-tail it back to the city as fast as she can.”

      “Maybe.” Gran frowned. “Pity though. She’s a pretty girl. Bindarra Creek could do with more young women, pretty or otherwise.”

      “Girls like her don’t like the country.”

      “Pwush.”

      “Whatever you’re plotting, forget about it,” Dodge said, narrowing his eyes.

      “You can’t blame me for wanting to see a great grandkid or two before I die.”

      “You’re as strong as a horse, so don’t try that one on me.”

      “Have you asked that nurse, Miss Scott, out to dinner yet?”

      “I’ve been busy. Besides, she doesn’t give the impression she’s looking for a bloke.”

      “What? Do you think women go around with a sign on their chest, saying ‘here I am, take me’? Honestly, Dylan Myers, do I have to draw you a picture?” Gran sighed dramatically before inhaling another drag on her smoke.

      Heat crawled up his throat. Trust his gran to bring up his love life or the lack of, any chance she could get. He did just fine the way he was, single with a close-knit family consisting of his grandmother, father and cousins and some good mates. He didn’t need another woman telling him what to do in his life. Not at the moment anyway, not when he needed to sort out the mess his job had turned into. He had yet to make up his mind whether or not to resign and pursue a different career.

      “Put that bloody thing out will you?” Dodge turned away to greet the woman waddling towards them. “Hey, Lou. How you feeling?”

      “Good thanks. But you know you can stop asking me every five minutes.” Louise Baker patted her rounded stomach and smiled at Edwina. “I like the sound of this grant. If it’s approved, this could be a new beginning for Bindarra Creek.”

      Two elderly women flanked Lou on either side, matching bookends with their greying hair, pale, green eyes and limp clothes.

      “Mrs Brown, Miss Collins,” Dodge murmured.

      “How exciting,” Miss Collins said in her soft, gentle voice. She hugged her sparse frame clad in a fraying yellow jumper and patched woollen trousers and peered through her wispy fringe at them. “So lovely, if the children and grandchildren move back to town. It’ll be just like old times, when we were young.”

      “Don’t carry on like a fool, Beatrix. You’ve got no children,” her older sister said.

      “Oh, but I mean for the others.” Miss Collins trembled where she stood, her timid gaze darting from her sister’s stern face to Dodge then onto his grandmother.

      Gran scowled. “I agree. Leave her alone, Pam.”

      “Not only is smoking harmful to the health, but what you smoke is illegal, Edwina. You should arrest her, Dylan.”

      Not for the first time, did he wish his grandmother’s old friend would mind her own business. Biting down the words he longed to say, Dodge muttered, “It’s medicinal.”

      “Poppycock,” Mrs Brown bit out.

      “I’ve got medical records to back it up.”

      Dodge wondered whether he should make a run for it before the conversation turned into another battle between the two strong-willed, old women who stood bristling at each other like fighting cocks. You’d never think by the way they carried on, they’d been friends since childhood.

      “So you say.” Pamela Brown sniffed. “That girl who was here; do you think she was the one asking all those questions in that email?”

      “Oh be quiet, Pam.” Gran glared at her friend.

      “What? You know her?” Dodge eyed Mrs Brown.

      “Never seen her before in my life. There’s Esther, I must have a word with her about those new books that arrived in the library this week. Far too raunchy.” Mrs Brown marched off to engage another elderly woman in a discussion Dodge knew from experience would be totally one-sided. Her sister murmured a vague goodbye and drifted after her.

      Pamela Brown was a force to be reckoned with and one that most people had learned to avoid whenever possible. It didn’t matter that she was seventy years old, when you saw her coming, you ducked for cover. There was nothing about this town, she didn’t know.

      Scenting a conspiracy, Dodge frowned. “What’s going on, Gran?”

      “You’re wasted as a policeman. Too much imagination.” Gran threw the remains of her smoke onto the floor and ground it out with the heel of her gumboot.

      Lou laughed and nudged Dodge with her bony elbow.

      “Oh Edwina, I wish you wouldn’t do that.” As if out of thin air, the rector’s wife, Mrs Florence Miller, materialized in a pink floral dress with a worn, waterproof, leather stockman’s coat thrown casually over her shoulders like a cape. She tutted over the crushed butt.

      “Since I mop this place out every morning, I think I can do as I please.”

      “I am president of the CWA.”

      “Never mind that, Florrie, what’s the rector have to say about this idea?”

      Florence beamed. “Dear Jonas is beside himself. He’s hoping a tad of the money could be diverted to the Save the Church fund.”

      “It’s infested with rats,” Gran said bluntly.

      Florrie paled and clasped her hands together as if about to pray. “I know but the historical significance of the building can’t be denied. You know how keen he is to restore the stained-glass windows.” She paused, looking towards the door. “Such a nice speaking voice, but did you notice her eyes? So sad and wary, like a frightened deer.”

      Dodge glanced towards the door. Yeah, he hadn’t missed that expression either. For all her composure, she was too contained, too careful with her body language and to a cop, that could mean only one thing – she was hiding something.

      Gran didn’t respond instead she raised her palms and gazed into them.

      “Practicing your witchcraft are you Mrs Lette?” boomed Donaldson. Chuckling, he clapped a heavy hand to Dodge’s back.

      “It’s Ms Lette and you know it.”

      Dodge rolled his eyes. I should have left when I had the chance.

      Frowning, Donaldson sniffed the air like a hunting dog and Dodge cringed inwardly hoping the guy hadn’t picked up the scent of Gran’s smoke. Mercifully the mayor refrained from commenting, saying, “This is a good day for the people of Bindarra Creek.” He puffed out his chest.

      “We haven’t got the money yet,” pointed out Gran.

      “No, no, no, that is true but you can’t deny we’ve got a solid case in our favour.”

      Dodge laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Oh come on!”

      “Mark my words Constable, we’ll have that money in Bindarra’s coffers before the month is out. I had a little chat with that girl before she gave her speech. With her connections, it’s in the bag.”

      “What connections?” His internal radar pinged again. To Dodge, it sounded like total bull crap.

      Donaldson wagged a finger. “A policeman is always on the job, eh, constable? There’s nothing to worry about. Everything is kosher.”

      Gran held out her hand. “I need her mobile number.”

      “I don’t see why,” Donaldson huffed.

      “CWA business and you know we run this town.”

      “Fine.” He fished a pen and his own business card from his pocket. After consulting his mobile, he scribbled on the card before handing it over. “Don’t you go scaring the girl off, now. We need her.”

      He strutted off, greeting people left and right. “Mr Reid, glad you could make it into town. How you feeling these days?” His voice faded as he moved further into the press of people all anxious to discuss the grant and their eagerness to spend the government money.

      “Now I am worried. If the mayor thinks this girl is above board then there’s bound to be some shonky business going on.” Dodge switched his gaze to the card held in Gran’s hand. His fingers twitched. He so wanted to snatch it up and stuff it into his pocket. A notion that made him scowl.

      “Do you think so, Dodge?” Mrs Miller’s worried gaze followed the mayor.

      “Yeah, I do.” He looked at the rector’s wife and gave a disbelieving snort. “No government ever works that fast. Even if the grant is approved, we’d be lucky to see any money this side of Christmas. No.” He shook his head, face grim. “There’s something more going on here and I intend to find out what it is.”

      “I know…we’ll invite that girl to breakfast before she meets with the council members. You can ask her some ‘cop’ type questions. I’ll phone Rhiannon Scott to pick her up and she can come along too.” His grandmother rubbed her hands together. “We wouldn’t want the poor girl getting lost now do we? This will give you the perfect opportunity to talk to Rhiannon.”

      “Gran!” groaned Dodge, feeling heat steal up his neck and over his face, again. Hooking a finger under his collar, he tugged it loose.

      His gran smiled, looking smug as she placed the business card inside her handbag. “Nothing beats a good old-fashioned, home-cooked meal. This grant girl looked more bones than flesh. She could do with a decent feed. I hear money’s tight for the McLeans. They serve up nothing more than corn flakes and toast to their guests.”

      “I’ll come along too and bring Beatrix and Pam and some freshly potted marmalade,” inserted Florence Miller, excitement shining in her eyes like stars.

      “This, I can’t wait to see. Count me in.” Lou elbowed Dodge in the ribs again, her grin positively wicked.

      Dodge sucked in a deep breath, his nostrils flaring. “Right then, why don’t you invite the whole damn town?”

      Gran chortled and patted her pockets as if searching for another smoke. “Now, now, don’t get miffed. You leave it to me. I’ll have a nice young girl in your bed before you know it.”

      Jaw working furiously, Dodge raised his eyes heavenward and prayed for patience.
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      Heart pounding, her breath sawing in and out of her throat, she plunged out of the up-scale bar and onto the pavement teeming with Friday night after-fivers determined to celebrate the end of their working week.

      His social media profile said he was thirty-one years old, had a degree in commerce and worked as a real estate agent.

      Lies. All lies.

      A few shot curious glances her way but she ignored them. She pushed through the high-spirited crowd using her elbows, her shoulders, ramming her way metre by metre towards the taxi rank, its sign signaling hope, safety. Expecting any second to feel a heavy hand land on her shoulder. Haul her back.

      Back to the nightmare she’d left behind all those years ago.

      Never as long as she lived, could she forget him and what he’d done. That one terrible day was carved in her memory as indelible as her DNA.

      Overhead, thunder rumbled. The lights from the bars and restaurants lining the street opposite were a glittering blur of colour through the rain hammering down on Darling Harbour. Sweat from more than the high humidity slicked her skin. Her teetering high-heels slipped when she stepped into a puddle and she staggered. Someone grabbed her elbow, stopping her from a nasty fall but she pulled away in terror.

      “Hey, you okay?” he asked, peering into her face.

      It’s not him!

      Mouth shaking, she forced down nausea and mumbled, “I’m fine. Thank you.”

      Head down, she darted on shaky legs around two heavily-tattooed young women, arms around each other leaning in for a kiss, and putting on a spurt of desperate speed reached her goal. A quick glance down the street revealed a taxi several cars away and heading in her direction. Holding her arm in the air, she waved frantically. The taxi flicked on its indicator and she knew the driver had spotted her.

      From behind, a man shouted. Called her name. Raw fury in his voice.

      Oh God. He was coming. She had to make certain he couldn’t follow her.

      The taxi was still three cars away.

      She stepped out onto the road.

      

      Heart pounding, Tessa fought free of the last clutches of sleep. The straggling rays of dawn filtered through the thin curtains, highlighting the drabness of the room to Tessa’s gritty eyes. It was only a dream.

      No, who was she kidding? It was the memory of when she’d come face-to-face with her past.

      So much for getting a good night’s sleep. Her mouth twisted. At least the shower last night had been scalding hot although her allotted six minutes had zipped past way too fast, but she appreciated water was a premium here where they hadn’t had a good rainfall for over eight months.

      She rolled onto her side, reaching for her phone to check for messages. None. The constriction in her chest relaxed and she flopped onto her back frowning up at the mould that flecked the ceiling.

      It was possible the bastard had been messing with her mind. And how did she know the text had been from him anyway? She hadn’t given him her number and it was unlisted. She didn’t own a car, so she couldn’t be traced through registration. But then, who else would send such a threatening text?

      Maybe he found my address through my driver’s licence? Or the electoral role? Kaylee – I need to check on her again, warn Maki to be extra careful. Grabbing her mobile again, she checked the time. Still too early to call. She’d sent a text last night asking if everything was okay but there was nothing like hearing the sound of your loved ones’ voices.

      Huddling under the thick doona, she forced her dread to the back of her mind. She needed to focus on her job and reflect on the townspeople’s reaction the night before.

      From what she’d seen on her drive through the town yesterday, the place could really do with an influx of funds. She squirmed, hating the uneasy prick of her conscience. It wasn’t as if any of them were starving or desperate.

      Never become emotionally involved with an intended mark. Ian’s old mantra resounded inside her head. Instead of the familiar hot rush of bitterness twisting her heart, a dull sadness overladen with resignation settled on her. She clutched the covers, blinking rapidly against the burn of tears. I’ve moved on. Forgiven him for leaving me. But he did give me the greatest gift of my life. My little girl. One I need to keep safe, no matter the cost to anyone else.

      On that thought, Tessa flung off the doona and scrambled to her feet, swinging her arms to increase her blood flow. She was ready, ready for whatever the day would bring and ready to fight anything and anyone to achieve her goal.

      Her breath formed frosty puffs from the chilly room. Sighing, she looked sourly at the broken radiator before decided another shower was in order. Then she’d work her way through her usual morning yoga routine.

      Forty minutes later she was dressed in skinny-leg blue jeans, a white woollen jumper and her long, dark-mahogany hair neatly brushed and braided into a side-plait. Her phone buzzed. Quickly she snatched it up and read the message from a Ms Lette. Breakfast meeting at Fig Tree Lodge. Will arrange Scott to pick u up at 7.30am.

      Her eyebrows rose. Interesting. A pre-meeting before the official meeting. Her fingers tapped an uneven beat on the well-polished timber dresser as she stared at her reflection. Searching her memory, she came up blank. She was positive she hadn’t been introduced to a ‘Ms Lette’ and wondered who she could be. I hope she isn’t that copper’s grandmother. Tessa shuddered, wryly admitting she’d do anything to avoid another encounter with the creepy woman. All that talk about blood and death was way too close to home.

      Still an insight into the community could well give her added ammunition for her meeting with the mayor and his councilmen. Know the enemy, another of Ian’s sayings. And this time, she smiled grimly as her confidence returned.

      She texted her acceptance and hastily applied a light foundation, mascara and tangerine-coloured lipstick. After shoving her socked feet into her knee-high brown leather boots, she checked the contents of her large handbag for her small container of illegal Mace and decided she was ready for action. A glance at the phone told her she had ten minutes to spare.

      Briefcase in hand, handbag slung over her shoulder, she snatched up the key and locked the motel room behind her. She’d decided to take a look around the area while she waited to be picked up by someone called Scott. And in the meantime, she had an important call to make.

      Kaylee answered on the second ring as Tessa strolled through the carpark and then right onto the road.

      “Mummy!” Her excited voice sounded over the kilometres separating them and Tessa experienced that painful twinge in her heart that represented a combination of love, protectiveness and mother’s guilt. She hated being apart from her daughter like this, but she’d made her decision. What she was doing was for the best for her little girl.

      Pausing to gaze out over a paddock studded with black and white cows, Tessa said, “Hello sweetheart. Are you dressed for school?”

      “Yep. Maki made me okayu for breakfast.”

      “That’s good. Did you do your homework last night?”

      “Mum.”

      Tessa smiled at the groan in her daughter’s tones. “I take that as a no. You know you’ve got a lot to catch up on.” Due to follow up doctor's appointments, her daughter had missed a fair chunk of school this year.

      “I guess,” Kaylee grumbled.

      “Tonight then, that’s a good girl.” Tessa deliberately kept her voice calm. “Remember, don’t go talking to any strangers.”

      A white bird swooped down and landed on one of the cow’s back. Amazingly, the animal didn’t seem to mind, it kept munching away on spindly tufts of grass.

      An exasperated huff sounded loud and clear over the phone.

      “Alright then. Love you heaps. Can I talk to Maki now please?”

      “Love you too, Mummy. Will you be home soon?”

      “Soon, sweetheart.”

      “Okay. Here’s Maki.”

      “’Lo?” said Makishi.

      “How’s it going?”

      “All good,” came his placid singsong voice.

      “Keep a close eye on her, Makishi. And ring me if you notice anyone hanging around.”

      Silence.

      Then, “Trouble?”

      “Could be. I received a text message saying whoever it was knew where I lived. It may not even be from him but I can’t think who else it could be. Just don’t take any chances, please.”

      “I will do as you request, Chan.”

      Tessa smiled at the endearment. “Thank you.” She ended the call, stuffing the phone into her handbag. God, where would she be without Maki? Probably dead in a ditch by now, if truth were told.

      After Ian had died in that stupid race, she’d wanted so badly to find a different life for her unborn child. Then she’d heard on the streets about a refuge run by a Father Brian in Blackheath. She’d turned up to what was really a working farm, hardly daring to believe they would help her. But they had – she’d found a haven, been given a chance to train for work and met Maki working there as a gardener. Born to a Japanese mother and American father at the end of the WWII, he'd emigrated to Australia with his mother when he was twenty. Now, he worked at the refuge for room and board. The moment Tessa met him, they'd clicked and soon he became much more – he became family.

      He was the only one she’d confided in about her past.

      And the only one she’d entrust her daughter with - so as soon as she’d put her plans in motion, she’d called him.

      Tessa lifted her face towards where the sun now peeped over the tree-studded slopes to the east. Pale rays spread across the fields making the frost-coated grass glisten with strands of gold. A flock of yellow-crested, white cockatoos burst shrieking from their perches in the trees and in a flurry of flapping wings raced across the sky. They called to each other like a school-yard of squabbling children. A mob of six kangaroos raised their heads to look on in mild curiosity. One of them turned to stare in Tessa’s direction. Fascinated, she watched its ears flicker and swivel as if seeking sounds of danger. Apparently reassured, the roo scratched under its left armpit and showed large teeth in a massive yawn.

      Giggling, Tessa dived into her handbag for her phone but by the time she had it in her hand and the camera activated, the roo had resumed its grazing. Still, she took the shot anyway and immediately forwarded it onto Kaylee.

      A powder-blue Ford Focus pulled up beside her, engine humming quietly. Turning around, Tessa saw a dark-haired woman looking over the dashboard at her. The woman smiled and lifted a hand, indicating the passenger door.

      With one last appreciative glance at the tranquil scene, Tessa strode to the car and upon opening the door slid onto the seat, placing her bags by her feet.

      “Hi. Tessa Gibson I assume? I’m Rhiannon Scott, your guide on this lovely, frosty morning.”

      Tessa searched Rhiannon’s face, feeling an instant liking for the young woman whose friendly, warm nature glowed in her brown eyes and wide smile. “Thanks for picking me up. I appreciate the lift.”

      Rhiannon laughed as she switched on the indicator and turned the car around. “You’ll soon learn this town is run by the CWA. When those ladies say ‘jump’, we all fall in line.”

      “Sounds like they have a lot of say here,” Tessa said thoughtfully and gazed out the window. In the park, a white-haired bloke muffled up to his neck with a brown scarf raked up fallen leaves while a chunky, blue heeler ran up and down barking at a pair of rosellas pecking in the grass.

      “Pretty much but they have the town’s best interests at heart.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Not that long, a little over three months.” Rhiannon slowed the car and checked both sides of the street, before driving straight through the intersection. “I’m a Sydney girl actually.”

      “And…?” Raising her eyebrows, Tessa tilted her head.

      “It’s good. The people are lovely, mostly. There usually is some old curmudgeon who tries to make a nurse’s life difficult.” She pointed to her uniform.

      “I didn’t know the town had a hospital.”

      “It doesn’t. It’s a polyclinic.” Rhiannon frowned. “The clinic desperately needs more equipment. An upgrade would be wonderful. Old Charlie Walker fell from his ladder four weeks ago when he was clearing his eaves and he had to be airlifted to Armidale. He’s such a nice old guy, happy to lend a helping hand to anyone that asks. Doctor Warner treated him on scene and since I was working in his surgery at the time, I went with him.”

      She shook her head. “I was worried he wouldn’t make it, what with his dicky heart. If the town gets this grant, more injuries could be treated right here in Bindarra Creek without the risk of the delay it takes getting to Armidale. Urgent cases have to be choppered out or wait for the Royal Flying Doctor service which all adds up to wasted valuable time when someone’s life is on the line. I’d love to see more beds available, an ex-ray department perhaps but more importantly, a fully equipped birth centre.”

      Enthusiasm laced her voice. She turned a serious face towards Tessa. “As you can imagine, there’s not a lot to do here for the kids. Employment is practically non-existent. They’re either getting into trouble or getting pregnant.”

      “Uh huh.” Tessa shifted in her seat and pretended to be absorbed in picking flint from her jeans. These people are nothing to you.

      “That’s where I come in. I’m a midwife.”

      “What made you decide to come here? Do you have family living in town?”

      “No particular reason. Well, here we are.”

      Tessa raised her eyebrows. Was it her imagination or did the other woman's friendly manner suddenly cool?

      The car glided to a stop outside a genuine wrought-iron fence enclosing an enormous block of land. Rusting and with several panels missing, the fence sagged here and there as if weary from the toll of standing upright for far too many years. The wide double gates to the driveway were open and weeds grew thick and tall through the bars making Tessa wonder whether the gate had ever been closed.

      An elderly Morris and a 1960-odd Landrover were parked out the front.

      Exactly, how many people were invited to this breakfast meeting?

      She tightened her grip on her briefcase and climbed from the car to follow Rhiannon who was already striding up the drive as if keen to escape any further questions.

      Her footsteps crunched on the gravel drive that curved around surprisingly green grass that needed mowing. An enormous fig tree spread its massive branches over a good section of the front yard. Ferns and agapanthus had been planted around the base of the tree and in between the twisting root system. She could imagine a tyre swing swaying gently from its rope or picnicking under the tree’s shade during summer. From somewhere amongst the heavy canopy of leaves, a currawong trilled into song competing with the chirping of other birds she couldn’t name. On both fence lines, three River Red Gums grew tall and majestic and even from this distance she noticed the hollowed branches that proclaimed their age.

      Her steps slowed as Tessa allowed her gaze to drift over the impressive two storied building. She’d always admired the historical homes in the older suburbs of Sydney and could well envisage how magnificent this house must have been in its heyday.

      Something heavy settled in the region of her heart as she drank in the aura of solidness, strength and timelessness. The house was a rectangular structure built from old red brick, with wide verandahs surrounding it on all sides and wrought iron balustrades fencing in a similar verandah on the upper level. The timber windows were all double hung and looked freshly painted in cream. Several empty paint cans were jumbled off to the side of the wooden front door where Rhiannon waited. Two pet bowls filled to the brim with water were evidence that animal lovers lived here.

      “Not bad, is it?” the midwife said.

      “It’s lovely.” A bit impatiently, she shook off the weird vibe of safety the house conveyed and stepped onto a huge slab of sandstone and then onto the stone paved verandah. A group setting of wicker chairs were positioned further along beneath one of the windows giving the house a rustic and peaceful appeal.

      Without bothering to knock, Rhiannon pushed open the unlocked door and walked into a large foyer. Tessa followed. Facing her was a long and wide hallway which she suspected ran the width of the house. Several openings and doors faced off on either side. Mid way down and a little beyond an arch positioned on plaster pillars set into the walls, a timber staircase flowed towards the upper level.

      A cool breeze came out of nowhere and fluttered over Tessa’s face. Then it was gone. Frowning, she glanced around the hallway.

      As she had expected, the area was furnished with old and lovingly restored pieces, including an intricately carved hall stand that immediately captured her interest. The walls were painted a pale lemon and the architraves were highly polished red cedar. A faded tapestry mat covered part of the timber floor. Tessa rather suspected her entire apartment could fit inside the front entrance and hallway.

      The mouth-watering smell of fried bacon and rich, dark coffee lingered in the air and Tessa’s stomach rumbled.

      Rhiannon paused and called, “Cooee!”

      “We’re in the kitchen,” came floating back.

      “This way.” Rhiannon walked the length of the hall and disappeared through a door on her right.

      Her heartbeat kicking up a gear at the sound of that voice, Tessa made a face and trotted along behind her. Please, please don’t let it be that crazy lady. When she entered the large room she found her fears justified.

      Seated around a long narrow table was the crazy lady from last night, her grandson eyeing Tessa coolly over the rim of his mug, the pregnant sergeant neat, if rather large, in her uniform, and another four old biddies with their avid stares all fixed in her direction.

      Perfect. Just perfect.

      She pinned a smile on her lips and said, “Good morning.”

      A chorus of greetings came back at her. A muffled growl came from the grey-muzzled, red kelpie curled in front of an old-fashioned wood stove and chowing noisily on a large bone.

      “Easy Rufus,” murmured the only guy present and the dog settled back to its breakfast. Dodge then took a sip of his drink before placing it with precision onto the table.

      “There’s a chair beside Dodge, Rhiannon,” his grandmother piped up, indicating precisely where she meant with a wave of the toast she held in her hand. A blob of red jam plopped onto the table.

      Dodge picked up his mug again and did his best to bury his face inside it.

      Blushing, the nurse mumbled something, smiled and sat next to a sweet-looking old lady with soft, grey hair and wearing a pale pink cardigan.

      Unperturbed, Dodge’s cheeky grandmother said, “Guess it’s up to you, Miss Gibson. Sit beside Dodge here, he doesn’t bite.”

      “Much,” inserted the police sergeant with a broad grin on her face. She forked a pile of bacon and scrambled eggs into her mouth and chewed with relish.

      Not one to back down from a challenge, Tessa nodded, left her handbag and briefcase near the doorway and walked around the table.

      The constable slid his chair along to make more room for her.

      Politeness or maybe he wants to make sure not one spec of him will touch me. What does he think I am? Contaminated? Head held high and hating that the notion hurt, Tessa sat. Gripping the seat of her chair, she hopped it sideways until her thigh rested nicely along the length of his. Warmth from the heat of his body seeped through her jeans.

      But he turned the tables on her. A shit-eating grin on his face, he placed a long arm over the back of her chair and leaned into her. Now she was all but cuddled up against his side.

      His grandmother tilted back her head and burst into laughter.

      Face burning, Tessa jerked away from him and fiddled with the silverware in front of her.

      “I like a girl with balls.” His grandmother extended a hand towards Tessa. “I’m Edwina Lette. And it’s Ms, not Mrs. I never married.”

      A statement that made Tessa’s head reel with questions she didn’t dare ask…and were really none of her business anyway. For a long moment, Tessa hesitated remembering what had happened last night. Then, holding the older woman’s gaze, she extended her hand. They shook and she got the strangest feeling they’d made a pact. Her tension fled when Edwina Lette simply winked and turned her attention back to her toast and jam.

      “Thank you for the invitation. Everything smells delicious.” Tessa picked up the latte-coloured linen napkin and placed it on her lap.

      “Help yourself. We don’t stand on ceremony here in Bindarra Creek,” Dodge said, shoving a covered china bowl towards Tessa. “There’s bacon, scrambled eggs, sausages, tomatoes, mushrooms and toast. I’d also try the strawberry and fig jam courtesy of Miss Collins. It’s the best.”

      Tessa’s mouth watered. She loved fried mushrooms on toast. At the end of the table, Miss Collins turned cherry red.

      “We should introduce ourselves properly,” Edwina said. “You’ve met my grandson and the midwife. Next to her is Beatrix Collins, her sister, Pamela Brown, our police sergeant Louise-Maree Baker and the woman in that dreadful orange dress is the rector’s wife, Florence Miller. Next to her is Beth Roget, she owns the truck stop as you’re coming into town. Esther Ainslie was supposed to be here but she bleated something about walking Rajah, that dog of hers. Now, you eat up while we fill you in.”

      “Gran,” began Dodge.

      His grandmother’s chin jutted stubbornly. “You know she needs to hear from us the real deal about Bindarra Creek and not some hooey cow poop Donaldson chooses to spout.”

      Mrs Miller let loose a heavy sigh as she sugared her cup of tea. “I was hoping that Antonia would join us. Did you invite her, Edwina?”

      “’Course I did.” She sounded quite indignant. “But you know what she’s like. Poor woman shuns company.” Edwina leaned close to Tessa and waggled her eyebrows in a suggestive fashion.

      “Uh huh.” Nodding to show she was listening although really she had no idea what the old woman was on about, Tessa spooned fried tomatoes and onions onto her plate. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a breakfast like this and she intended to make the most of it. Apparently, everyone else had the same idea as they returned to their meals.

      The sun peeped through the large windows, casting a pale golden light over the timber cupboards and cream-painted walls. The friendly wash of chatter ebbed and flowed. Since it didn’t appear Ms Lette intended to enliven the meeting with her parlour tricks, Tessa allowed her tense shoulders to relax, enjoying the warmth of the kitchen that wrapped around her like a blanket.

      Dodge placed a glass jar with a cork topper to the left of her plate. “Here, sprinkle a pinch of basil over your tomatoes. All fresh from our garden.”

      He sounded like an expert. Tessa looked at her food then stared at him. Their gazes meshed and held. His clear eyes were more green than hazel today and were dappled like shadows playing over the surface of a stream. The corners of his mouth had deepened as if he held in a smile.

      Pressure built inside her, hot and boiling. Her thigh muscles quivered from the effort to remain still and not flee.

      Then he blinked. The heat in his eyes cooled to mirror the frosty dew-covered grass outside making her wonder whether she’d imagined the taut connection that had sizzled between them. Fingers shaking, she looked down at her plate. Her appetite had vanished.

      “How many of these grants have you worked on, Miss Gibson?” Dodge took a slice of toast from the platter in front of him and crunched on the corner.

      She could feel his eyes on her profile, weighing her up, ready to judge her response, ready to pounce at the first slip-up she made. Inwardly applauding her composure, she speared a mushroom and lied, “Three over the past four months.” Actually, your town is the only one.

      “That’s fast.”

      “I don't believe in wasting time.”

      “And were all those grants approved?”

      The other people seated around the table fell silent. The tense expectancy vibrating in the air was almost palpable.

      Tessa lifted her head and said glibly, “Of course. This is what I do.”

      The collective gush of relief flowed into an excited outburst of chatter that filled the room like a party.

      “Impressive,” Dodge drawled.

      Lifting her chin, Tessa meet his considering stare. “I know.”

      “And confident. I don't know whether to be in awe of you or terrified.” His words were ripe with sarcasm and heat scalded Tessa's cheeks.

      “You can be whatever you damn well like,” she snapped, aware the pregnant sergeant had ceased her conversation with the midwife and now stared down the table towards her. What was with them anyway? Last night, Tessa had gained an impression of a strong bond between them. The comradeship of work partners or could it be something else? So far, no one had mentioned who the father of the baby was.

      Small towns.

      Such a small pool of possibilities.

      Dodge grinned, revealing twin dimples and looked smug as if he'd achieved whatever he'd set out to do; as if he'd won. Tessa strongly suspected his motive was to get a rise out of her. But why? Was he hoping to flush the truth from her? There’d been a hint of suspicion in his even tones that she’d recognised. Had she somehow given herself away? I knew he'd be a problem, I just knew it.

      “What do you get out of these proposals?”

      “A commission, which the government includes in the grant payout,” she said smoothly.

      His eyebrows rose. “And what exactly did you do before this new scheme?”

      His grandmother snorted. “Really, Dodge. Stop interrogating the girl as if she’s a criminal.”

      Tessa dropped her fork then picked it up hoping he hadn’t noticed her trembling hand.

      “I’m doing my job, protecting this town.” Dodge munched the rest of his toast, eyes still cool and fixed on Tessa.

      “It’s good that the town has someone so diligent looking out for them. I worked in another government department, now I freelance,” she said.

      “Yeah, you mentioned something about statistics.”

      The guy had the memory of an elephant, or a typical good cop. “That’s right.” Holding his gaze, she forked fragrant mushroom into her mouth and chewed. Then, the flavour exploded on her taste buds. “Oh my! This is wonderful.”

      “My specialty, although I'm famous for my pumpkin, almond mousse with whipped chocolate cream. I could give you a private tasting if you're keen.”

      Oh God! Did he mean...? No, surely not. Especially as the room was full of women, who would no doubt prove to be the biggest gossips the town boasted. And that didn’t include his grandmother who sat a mere metre away with her beady gaze fixed on the pair of them. I'm imagining things, get a grip.

      Her forehead felt damp and sweaty but hopefully hidden by the fall of her long fringe. She willed herself to remain calm and concentrate on the other questions she knew he wanted to fire away at her. He’s a cop, doing his job. Common sense dictated there’d be a certain amount of suspicion she’d need to field.

      “You’re very defensive,” Lou said in a sharp tone.

      Tessa shrugged. “I’ve got a thing about sarcastic guys.”

      Everyone laughed including Dodge and the pregnant sergeant but her frown told Tessa she wasn’t so easily convinced. The glance Lou sent Dodge was unfathomable making Tessa wonder again, just what their relationship was. If Lou had feelings for the constable, then Tessa would eat her woollen beanie if he returned them.

      She finished the last of the creamy scrambled eggs and sighed. “That was exactly what I needed, thank you.”

      “Oh, the pleasure is all ours, Miss Gibson. You have no idea what your presence here means to us,” Miss Collins said, a sweetly innocent smile spreading over her gentle features.

      The food Tessa had just eaten curdled in her stomach like sour milk. She nodded and fiddled with the cutlery.

      “Exactly,” cut in her older sister, apparently anxious not to be outdone.

      Mrs Miller clasped her hands together in a gesture Tessa was beginning to recognize as a favourite habit. “Our church.”

      “Don’t start rabbiting on again about that blasted church, Florrie. We’ll get to it but not now.” Edwina Lette swept her gimlet gaze around the table and everyone immediately straightened.

      It was like being addressed by a sergeant major thought Tessa feeling her back stiffen too. The elderly woman certainly had a presence and it was more than her stubborn streak. She possessed charm and charisma brimming with the mischief that glinted in her eyes.

      “Let’s get this meeting off the ground if you’ve all finished feeding your faces.”

      “Oh Edwina, I wish you wouldn’t talk like that,” wailed the rector’s wife. “Shouldn’t we give thanks?”

      “Not now, Florrie. Time’s awasting. It’s like this Miss Gibson,” began Edwina popping another slice of toast onto her plate and briskly buttering it to the edges.

      “Call me Tessa, please.”

      Miss Collins murmured, “Tessa…such a lovely name.”

      “Tessa then. Beatrix, your jam is excellent as always.” Dodge’s grandmother locked her crystal sharp eyes onto Tessa’s face. “Now…we need this money but not for any tom-fool idea of Barry Donaldson’s. He’s probably got some idiotic idea of building a race course or some such nonsense. The CWA members have drawn up a list of what needs doing to this town.” She added a slice of ham to her toast and took a large mouthful that caused her cheeks to bulge like a guinea pig as she chewed.

      “Lists are good,” inserted Tessa. She loved lists herself.

      Edwina swallowed. “Don’t interrupt, I haven’t finished.”

      Dodge chuckled, a deep sound that sent every nerve end Tessa possessed into frantic fluttering. “You’ll soon learn if you stay here long enough, that my gran is a law unto her own.”

      Pride resonated in his voice and Tessa couldn’t blame him. What would it be like to have someone like his grandmother in your life?

      Beth Somebody-or-other, who wore an apron with a bib over a tight purple dress and had blonde hair to rival Dolly Parton, said loudly, “Business.”

      “Yes and no.” Edwina polished off the last of her toast while everyone remained respectfully silent. Wiping her hands on her napkin, she continued. “In its heyday, Bindarra Creek boasted a population of almost ten thousand people including those who lived on the properties in our area. You wouldn’t have recognized this place. It was a hub of activity, businesses thrived and our people were well-off. Now, our population is two thousand and seventy nine and dropping. There are many who struggle to make ends meet.”

      Around the table, everyone nodded. No trace of any smiles now.

      Oh God. Please don’t go on. I don’t want to know. Tessa attempted to close her mind to the older woman’s voice but the bleak words still penetrated, burrowing deep down into her conscience where they began to fester, like an abscess.

      “We look after our own here, Tessa. We’ve a good barter system going for the staples in life, like vegetables, bread and fruit but people don’t want charity.” She paused as if gathering her thoughts.

      “Most of our population are elderly with only the pension to pay their bills. And there are many who are old but don’t meet the pension age requirements. There’s pitifully few jobs here to sustain them. I’m sure you’re well aware of all of this, judging from your speech last night.”

      “Yes,” Tessa cut in, desperate to turn the tide of the conversation. “You mentioned you had a list? Sorry, but I mustn’t be late for my meeting with the mayor.”

      “And of course, we wouldn’t want to keep the mayor waiting,” drawled Dodge.

      For some odd reason, heat flooded Tessa’s face.

      “Pam? The list?” Edwina said.

      “I have it here.” Mrs Brown rose from her chair, walked in a stately fashion around the table and slapped two sheets of hand-written note paper down in front of Tessa. She remained hovering behind Tessa’s chair like a vulture over road-kill. It gave Tessa the willies.

      “Yes, well, I’ll take a good look at it and do my best to incorporate your concerns into the proposal.” Tessa fingered the pages.

      “I know you will.” Edwina Lette covered Tessa’s restless hand with her own.

      Looking up, she met the older woman’s serious gaze and wondered at the sudden scald of tears behind her eyes. I’m becoming weak. Think of the bigger picture. Think of Kaylee. She withdrew her hand out from under Edwina’s and lifted her chin. Was it her imagination or did disappointment wash over the other woman’s face?

      She pushed her plate away and made to stand.

      Instantly, Dodge rose and stepped behind her to ease out her chair. His fingers brushed against her skin, just above where the collar of her jumper finished at her neck. Her flesh heated, a tingle radiating down her spine.

      Murmuring a vague ‘thank you’ in general, she scooped up the list and hurried across the room to retrieve her bag and briefcase.

      Rhiannon walked past her into the hall, saying, “I’ll drop you back at the motel before I head to Doctor Warner’s surgery.”

      “Oh and Tessa…” called Edwina.

      Bracing herself, Tessa turned around to find everyone looking at her. Dodge had a pile of dirty dishes clasped in his hands and the memory of that brief contact liquefied her belly. His unsmiling, serious gaze unsettled her more than she cared to admit.

      “If you’ve got ideas on how to attract more people into the town, we’d appreciate any help you can give us.”

      “Yes, bless you child,” piped up Mrs Miller.

      A chorus of ‘thank you’s’ followed Tessa every dragging step she took down that long hallway and out the door of Fig Tree Lodge.
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      Dodge unlocked the twelve centimetre-thick plank door of the old police station and pushed inside. Behind him, Lou could be heard scrapping her boots on the straw mat on the doorstep.

      When she finally stepped onto the old linoleum-covered floor, she said, “You’ve carted in mud.”

      “I’ll fix it, later.” He stalked past the battered counter that had stood the test of time ever since the station had been remodelled from the original clay brick and asbestos tiles structure of 1885 in 1912 to Besser brick and iron. Drawing out his chair, he sat and pulled the keyboard towards him.

      “I’ll get the fire going. This place is freezing,” Lou said.

      Dodge bit back his sigh and shoved to his feet again. “Sit down, Lou. You’re in no condition to be carting wood about.”

      “And you’re in a pisser of a mood. What’s wrong with you?”

      When he glanced over, he found her glaring at him, her hands planted on her wide hips. Unable to voice his conflicting thoughts, he paced to and fro from the stack of wood near the door then over to the fireplace on the opposite wall, before crouching down to build the fire. Once he had the blaze going, he straightened and faced her, feeling a bit like she was the firing squad.

      She hadn’t moved.

      And looked like she was going nowhere fast until she’d had her answers.

      “It’s Tessa, isn’t it? You think there’s something sus about her?”

      “There’s a lot riding on this grant. A lot of people will be very disappointed if it falls through.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” Rolling her eyes, Lou allowed her hands to fall to her sides and wandered behind the counter to sift through the small stack of mail.

      Dodge stared at her, uncertain how much to confess. Shit, he didn’t even know himself what to confess. “I thought I’d get a background check done on her,” he admitted slowly.

      Lou looked up, surprise etched on her face. “Wow, you really are rattled.”

      “Totally off the books, of course.” Dodge began to sweat, even though the air was still cold enough to rival a refrigerator.

      “Of course,” echoed Lou in a wondering tone.

      Feeling pressured to explain, he rushed into speech. “Look, it’s not that I’ve got anything to go on but I’d like to make sure she’s on the up and up.”

      “You can’t deny the government’s ‘Rebuild our Towns’ scheme isn’t legit.” She slit open an envelope and began to read its contents.

      “I know.” He knew he sounded frustrated but he couldn’t help it. Something about Tessa Gibson was off and he wished like hell, he could put his finger on whatever it was that had aroused his suspicions.

      “Look, Dodge.” Lou placed the letter on the counter and stared at him. “You sure this is your cop instinct at work and not some guy thing?”

      His jaw clenched, he wheeled his chair closer to his desk. Hunching his shoulders as if that would be sufficient to ward off any further acute observations from his sergeant, he did his best to ignore her.

      But she just kept on swinging like the last batsman at a one-day cricket match. Heaven help the guy she eventually decided to commit to because, bloody hell, she was one determined woman.

      “Your complete silence on the subject confirms it. You like her.”

      “I’m not blind,” he defended himself.

      Lou chuckled. “It’s good to see that you’re in full functioning order. I must admit, I was beginning to wonder.”

      “Bloody hell, you’ve been talking to Gran.”

      “Mmm, more like listening.” Papers rustled as she worked her way through their correspondence. “She worries about you.”

      “She shouldn’t, I’m doing okay.”

      “Yeah right, living the life of a monk. A guy your age should be out partying, meeting girls, settling down.”

      “I happen to like my life exactly the way it is.”

      “Hence your reluctance to ask Rhiannon Scott out.”

      “Haven’t you got work to do?” He indicated the mail.

      Lou grimaced. “Not much here besides one bill and some junk mail.”

      “You’re not one to talk.”

      “Whatdoyamean?”

      “That baby of yours. You intend to make an honest man out of some guy? Who is he anyway?” He grinned.

      “None of your beeswax.” She laughed back at him.

      “I think I can make a good guess.”

      The smile fell from Lou’s face and she stared towards the door. Dodge wondered what she was thinking about and added, “Have you told him?”
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