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Chapter 1


The Quiet Life





Long before sunrise bled into the saltbush and rusted windmills of Ammerly, Ruby Thorne was already shuffling through the darkened halls of the Wanderer’s Welcome in cut-off shorts and an XL band tee that had spent more years in her wardrobe than some of the furniture in this place. The shirt—Guns N’ Roses, ‘03 tour, letters cracked and half-faded—hung loose on her frame, the cloth just thick enough to blunt the June chill but not enough to keep her from wishing she’d splurged on actual pajamas. 

The B&B’s bones were awake with her. Every footstep coaxed a new groan from the jarrah boards, the good old woodwork protesting like an arthritic auntie. Ruby paused just outside Room 2, rubbing sleep grit from her eyes with the heel of her palm. She’d woken early again, not from obligation but habit, as if the place itself whispered her up from bed. The hallway reeked faintly of eucalyptus oil and whatever mold thrived in hairline cracks behind the baseboards. She could have resented that, maybe, but it mostly suited her: the walls didn’t expect much in return.

Her morning ritual began at the far end of the guest wing. There were only six rooms—five if you disqualified Number 4 for its chronic damp and the suspicious stain that reappeared no matter how many times she repainted. The routine went like this: unlock, peek, sigh, relock. In busier months she might have heard a toilet flush, a TV muttering from behind a door, muffled cackling from whatever retirees had decided to “go bush” that week. Today, just the soft hydraulic hiss of her own breath and the steady tick of the hallway clock, one of those faux-antique numbers left by a previous owner.

In Room 3, she straightened a corner of the floral duvet, which someone had once described as “vintage outback chic.” She considered it “slightly more cheerful than a hospital ward.” The sheets smelled only faintly of bleach now, which she counted as progress. A water ring marred the top of the bedside table; she licked her thumb and tried to rub it away, only managing to smudge it into a less-defined blob.

When she made it to Room 1, the “honeymoon suite” by virtue of its faded heart-print wallpaper and slightly less lumpy mattress, she lingered. Last month a couple from Sydney had spent a single, fractious night in here. Their voices had carried through the vents: “Why’d you even bring me to this shithole, Ben?” / “Because you said you wanted ‘authentic,’ Janine!” Ruby had spent the better part of two hours after checkout scrubbing a dried red wine patch from the bathmat, silently congratulating herself on having no one to argue with but herself.

She retreated to the lounge, which doubled as reception, and sank into the overstuffed chair by the cold fireplace. The armrests were bald with use, the velvet pilled to oblivion, but it fit her like a memory foam mold. She pressed her fingers together and let her thoughts wander. Divorce, three years past, still clung to her like an aftertaste. Sometimes she forgot how she’d gotten here, or why her ex-husband had been so quick to offer her this place in the settlement—as if he thought she’d run screaming within a year. Joke’s on him, she thought, picking a loose thread from her shorts. She’d run, but it was toward something. Not away.

She found herself smiling, just a little, before she remembered and smothered it.

The sun, undecided, started fingering through the grimy front windows. The panes wore a permanent haze, years of dust and fly-borne detritus that refused to budge even under her most aggressive Windex assaults. If you looked at the light right, you could almost pretend it was intentional, a gauzy filter meant to flatter the lumpy couches and the line of board games with half their pieces missing.

The morning rounds weren’t complete until she dusted the shelf in the front entryway—a menagerie of knickknacks left by long-past guests. There were snow globes, fridge magnets, a tiny hand-painted didgeridoo. She reached for the ostrich-egg vase, one of her few “statement pieces,” and immediately her elbow clipped a ceramic frog. She juggled both objects for a half second, heart jackhammering, and managed to rescue the frog just before it hit the floor. Only when the danger had passed did she notice her fingers pressed hard to the old scar above her right eyebrow, a habit from childhood and one of the few things about her that had survived adulthood unaltered.

She set the frog down gently, like it was made of spun sugar, and exhaled slow.

It occurred to her—again, not for the first time—that she liked the emptiness. She’d never say as much to her mother, who called every Sunday and inquired after her “lovely little business” with increasingly pointed suggestions about “redecorating” and “rebranding.” But in the hush of early morning, Ruby savored the idea that no one else’s needs could find her here, at least for a while. That she could exist, undemanded, for a few precious hours.

She looked at the frog. Its painted mouth wore a ridiculous, frozen grin.

“Same to you, mate,” she muttered, and moved on.

By the time the clock inched past six, she’d cycled through all the guest rooms twice, changed out the hand towels, and watered the lone surviving potted plant on the reception desk—a spider plant so tenacious it had outlived three owners. The old house smelled of coffee now, percolating from the tiny staff kitchen off the main hall. She poured a mug, black and stinging, and walked barefoot onto the creaking porch to watch the sun climb up over the paddocks. A sheet of fog clung to the roadside like a film of gauze, and if she squinted, Ruby could almost pretend the view was something grander than a stretch of bitumen and a cluster of dying gum trees.

She sipped, scalded her tongue, and sucked a sharp breath through her teeth.

Another day in paradise, she thought. The words echoed in her mind with the faintest trace of sarcasm, the kind that made her laugh privately in the right light. She drank, surveyed her silent kingdom, and let her shoulders drop by a single, imperceptible inch.

Inside, the hallway clock started its next round of ticking, and the world kept on as if she hadn’t noticed it at all.


      [image: ]The garden beds behind the Wanderer’s Welcome could have been an entry in a field guide: “Native Flora of Western Australia, as Interpreted by the Laziest Horticulturist Alive.” Ruby knelt in the patchy dirt, knees damp and grit already creeping up her shins. The air had a bite to it still, but the sun was already heating the backs of her shoulders through the thin cotton of her t-shirt. The ground yielded only reluctantly to her trowel. She wriggled the blade around a dandelion root and yanked, pulling up an entire fistful of earth with it.

By eight o’clock, the world had woken. A distant chainsaw buzzed somewhere north of the property. Magpies heckled each other from the gum tree overhanging the shed. Ruby sloshed a plastic watering can over her collection of wilted marigolds, careful to avoid drowning the spider plant she’d exiled from indoors for bad behavior. The smell of damp mulch and last night’s rain was thick in her nostrils, oddly comforting. She pressed two fingers to her temple, massaging an incipient headache, then let her arm drop to scratch the back of her neck. Her hair, newly liberated from its topknot by her own sweat, clung in damp ropes to her jaw.

She pinched the tip of her nose and squinted at the horizon. Out past the cracked wire fence, the main road was already shuddering under the weight of early-morning traffic: tradie utes, supply lorries, and—if she had to guess—the odd lost backpacker on a rental scooter. Ammerly’s idea of rush hour.

She could have knelt there, muddy and anonymous, for another hour if not for the jangle of her mobile from somewhere in the undergrowth.

Ruby wiped her hands on her shorts, smearing a streak of soil across the faded fabric, and fished the phone from beneath a tangle of weeds she’d piled by the fence post. The screen lit with a name and photo: Marjorie, smiling, probably mid-laugh at some grandchild’s botched knock-knock joke.

“Morning, Mum,” Ruby said, breathless, already bracing herself.

“Ruby, darling! You sound out of breath—are you running, or have you finally taken up yoga like I suggested?”

She could hear her mother’s kitchen in the background: a kettle whistling, the yapping of the neighbor’s Westie, the distant thunk of a mailbox lid.

Ruby collapsed onto the edge of a raised bed, phone wedged between chin and shoulder. “Just wrangling the garden. The weeds are winning, but I’m mounting a brave last stand.”

A pause, then a click of tongue. “You should try vinegar and boiling water. Works wonders. How are you? Did you sleep?”

Ruby rolled her eyes, then caught herself. “Slept like a log. Dreamt about swimming laps in custard. Very relaxing.”

“Mmm.” Marjorie wasn’t biting. “I was thinking about the B&B. Have you considered giving the place a little… spruce? Nothing drastic, just a coat of paint in the entryway, or new duvets—something to make it pop. With the season coming on, you could—”

“Mum,” Ruby cut in, feigning exasperation, “the peeling wallpaper gives it character. Anyway, my regulars might riot if I deprive them of the authentic ‘shabby chic’ experience.”

“There’s shabby, and then there’s letting the walls peel themselves like onions, darling. You could do a lot with just a weekend and a can of paint.”

Ruby pictured herself in overalls, speckled in primer, wrestling the stepladder up and down the hallway. She tried to summon horror, but mostly felt tired.

“Mum,” she repeated, “do you remember the time you tried to repaint the kitchen while Dad was on night shift, and the whole house smelled like chemicals for a week?”

There was a huff of laughter. “That was different. I was ambitious, and the paint was on sale.”

Ruby smiled despite herself. “See, I’m learning from your mistakes.”

Her mother’s tone softened. “I know it’s a lot, honey. Running things on your own. I just worry you’re hiding out there.”

Ruby tensed, thumb unconsciously grazing her eyebrow scar. She glanced at the window, catching her own blurred reflection in the glass. “I’m not hiding. I just… like the quiet.”

A sigh, low and genuine. “You’re so much like your father. He always said he could talk to you about anything, except when you didn’t want to talk. You’d just disappear into your books or the garden. I never knew if you needed space or if you needed a push.”

Ruby considered this, turning it over in her head like a stone in her palm. She picked at a hangnail, resisting the urge to fill the silence.

“Sorry,” she said at last. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Oh, stop it,” Marjorie interrupted, voice brisk. “You don’t have to apologize for living your life. Just remember, you’re allowed to want things. To want better.”

A pulse of static filled the line. Ruby could imagine her mother at the kitchen table, mug of tea in hand, gazing out the window at the wilting hydrangeas she always insisted were “just dormant.”

“I’ll think about it,” Ruby said, because she couldn’t think of anything else.

“That’s all I’m asking,” said Marjorie. “Now go get some breakfast before you faint. I love you.”

“Love you, too.” Ruby hesitated a half-beat, then hung up. The word echoed in the garden, ridiculous and lovely.

She set the phone down beside her trowel and stared at her ruined fingernails. The sun had burned off most of the morning chill, but she shivered anyway. She imagined the entryway painted a violent turquoise, the duvets replaced with something aggressively floral, and the sign out front repainted to cover up the ghostly outline of the former owner’s name.

She pressed the heel of her hand to her eyebrow, the old scar tingling. She’d gotten it falling from a swing at six, launched feet-first into a gravel path because she refused to let go until the very last second. Her father had carried her inside, head bloody, face sticky with dust and snot. He’d called her “my little barnacle” for months after.

She took a shaky breath, then let it out through her teeth.

There were more weeds to pull, and the world wasn’t going to pause for her to gather herself. She knelt again, digging her fingers into the dirt, and set to work as if nothing had changed.


      [image: ]For the next half hour, Ruby waged silent war against the bindweed choking the garden’s perimeter. She dug and yanked with more force than strictly necessary, muscles protesting, sweat prickling her scalp beneath its snarl of flyaways. The anger—she decided it was anger, though the edges were fuzzy—had no obvious target. Maybe her mother, maybe herself, maybe the B&B that clung to its bad habits with as much stubbornness as she did.

The garden fork bit into something hard. Ruby swore and twisted, hearing the prongs snap against a buried root. She stared at the fractured metal, jaw tight. “Perfect,” she muttered, tossing the useless tool into the weeds.

She rocked back on her heels, hands caked in dirt, and let her gaze drift up to the house. Seen through her mother’s eyes, it looked even sadder than usual. The paint had faded to a kind of institutional beige, with long streaks of orange-brown where rain had eaten away at the eaves. The porch steps sagged visibly at the center; the sign out front—Wanderer’s Welcome, hand-lettered by an optimistic past owner—had lost two screws and hung at a resigned slant.

For just a moment, she let herself picture it done up as Marjorie described: fresh trim, bright window boxes, cheerful duvets, maybe even that violent turquoise she’d invented during their phone call. She imagined smiling guests, a waiting list, her mother’s voice on the other end of the line full of pride instead of concern.

Then she pictured the hours of scraping and sanding, the smell of primer, the inevitable “while you’re at it, why not redo the bathrooms?” She pictured herself in the hardware aisle, price-comparing rollers, the whole thing stretching into months of expectation and not a single guaranteed reward. The image dissipated like a wisp of smoke.

No, she thought. She liked things the way they were, even if “the way they were” meant a little bit broken, a little bit unfinished. It left space for her to breathe.

She stood, brushed dirt from her knees, and gathered the mangled garden fork and empty watering can. She surveyed her kingdom—patchy, stubborn, lopsided—and felt, for a moment, a sense of odd pride.

Back at the porch, she paused to retie her hair, hands trembling just slightly. The porch steps groaned under her weight, but held. She looked up at the sign, running her thumb over the ragged wood. The urge to fix it was there, always, but weaker than the urge to let it be.

Inside, the light had shifted. The sun painted long gold stripes across the lounge, illuminating motes of dust that drifted lazily in the air. Ruby stepped into the foyer and breathed in the familiar mix of coffee, old books, and something faintly medicinal from the mop bucket she’d left by the door.

She set the broken fork on the reception desk, next to the frog and the spider plant, and regarded all three with a rueful smile.

In the hush, she allowed herself one small fantasy: maybe, someday, she’d want more. Maybe she’d repaint, buy new duvets, even put out window boxes with petunias or whatever flower was least likely to die under her care. But not today.

Today, the walls could keep their flaking paint. The spider plant could have the run of the lobby, and the world could stay exactly as it was, at least until she decided otherwise.

She lifted her chin—just a fraction, just enough—and moved forward, the hallway clock ticking her progress in soft, steady beats.




      [image: ]By late afternoon, the whole building glowed a sour yellow as the sun bled sideways through the western windows. Ruby’s closing routine had a rhythm by now, every task a block in the slow walling-off of herself from the day. First she checked the kitchen, making sure the battered espresso machine was powered down and the bin didn’t reek of anything likely to draw roaches. Then she double-checked the laundry room, peered in on the broom closet, and counted the stacks of clean towels she’d left to moulder in the linen press. All of it rote, somnambulist muscle memory, the kind that let her mind wander until something jarred it back to the present. 

That something, today, was the final survivor of her inherited plants—a drooping peace lily in a cracked plastic pot near the bay window. It was her least demanding dependent, a passive-aggressive little drama queen that wilted at the first hint of neglect but perked up with the right combination of abuse and inattention. Ruby filled an old juice glass at the bathroom tap and sloshed it over the soil, then wiped up the runoff with her bare foot. She told herself she was doing the poor thing a favour by not letting it get too comfortable.

The house was eerily quiet, the sort of hush that made every errant tick of the hallway clock sound magnified. She padded from room to room, closing doors behind her and running a finger along the top of the banister to collect dust. She liked the place this way, tomb-silent and empty, even if the echoes sometimes crept into her head and stayed the night.

She paused at the threshold to Room 5, her “favourite” for no discernible reason besides the way the sunset painted the far wall orange. The bed sat untouched, the duvet folded into a passable rectangle, two limp pillows propped like old men watching a cricket match. She scanned for anything out of place—forgotten sock, smeared glass, ghostly afterimages of former guests—and found only her own faint reflection in the window, all messy bun and oversized tee. She tried to imagine what her mother would say about the state of the room, then flinched and locked the door behind her.

All that remained was the lobby, where the dust motes performed for the dying light like understudies at a dress rehearsal. Ruby flicked the switch on the ancient lamp behind the desk, and it buzzed to life with a faint smell of ozone and scorched bug wings. She made a show of checking the front register—nothing but blank squares and the dried blood of an old ink stain—then dropped her pen back into the mug labelled “COMPLAINTS.” She debated for a second whether to sweep the entryway, decided no, then set about flipping the “VACANCY” sign to “CLOSED.”

That’s when she heard it: three sharp, deliberate knocks at the front door. Not the feeble rap of a lost traveller or the uncertain tap of a courier, but the kind of knock that belonged to people with appointments, or lawyers, or bad news.

Ruby froze, mug in hand, and stared at the door as if it might decide to give up and go away on its own. When the knocks repeated—slightly louder, perfectly spaced—she set the mug down so hard it sloshed onto the ledge and left a ring.

She considered not answering. Really considered it. But the knock held steady, and with each passing second she felt her resolve wilt like the peace lily in August. She wiped her hands on her shorts, smoothed the front of her shirt—Guns N’ Roses, still hanging in there despite the day’s efforts—and moved toward the entryway.

She hesitated, one hand on the knob. In the warped glass pane she could make out a silhouette: tall, broad, posture so upright it looked architectural. She ran through a checklist of possible scenarios—escaped convict, election volunteer, wayward Jehovah’s Witness—and came up blank. Swallowing, she unlocked the door and pulled it open.

He stood framed against the gold-lit veranda: mid-thirties, maybe older, with the kind of deliberate grooming you only saw on people who spent entire pay checks on haircuts. His clothes were perfectly nondescript—a fitted black t-shirt, worn jeans, boots with just enough scuff to pass for casual—but the man inside them had an intensity that belonged to a different category of guest altogether. Ruby’s brain offered up the word “rugged,” then immediately scolded her for thinking in clichés.

She realized, belatedly, that she’d let the silence go too long.

“Hi—sorry,” she blurted. “Didn’t hear you pull up. Can I… help?”

The stranger’s gaze flicked once to her face, then down to the key still gripped in her palm. “Sorry to intrude. Are you open?” His voice was even, slightly worn at the edges, but so controlled it made her want to fidget.

“We’re—well, technically, yes, but…” She glanced over her shoulder at the deserted lobby, then back at him, already regretting her impulse to answer the door. “It’s just me. End of the season. Are you looking for a room?”

He nodded, expression unreadable. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

“Not at all!” Her words came out too loud, bouncing off the hallway’s tiled floor. She shrank half an inch, mentally, and stepped aside to let him enter. “Come in, please. Sorry. The floor’s a little, uh, uneven in spots. Watch your step.”

He ducked his head in polite acknowledgment, then stepped inside with the practiced caution of someone who’d spent too much time in unfamiliar places. As he passed, she caught the scent of something clean and citrusy, a cologne more restrained than she’d expected. The hallway suddenly felt two sizes too small, every squeak of the floorboard an accusation.

“I’m Ruby,” she said, too quickly. “Thorne. Owner. Sometimes the only staff. Depends how desperate I am.”

He gave the faintest suggestion of a smile. “Lawson Pierce.”

She repeated it in her head, then out loud. “Lawson. Like the lawyer show on TV.”

This time the smile sharpened a degree. “Sure.”

They stood, awkward, just inside the threshold. Ruby’s mind scrambled to recall the proper steps of guest intake, but all she could think about was how her shorts barely reached mid-thigh and her hair looked like a small bird had attempted a nest.

She touched the scar above her eyebrow, out of reflex. “Sorry, again. You just… surprised me. I don’t get many guests this time of year.”

“I can pay upfront,” he said, voice pitched low, almost apologetic. “Just need a bed and a shower. Not picky.”

“Oh, you don’t have to—” She stopped herself. Why argue with a paying customer? “Sure. That’s fine. I’ll—let me just check what’s clean. They’re all clean, actually, so you have your pick. Is it just you?”

He nodded.

She set her jaw, determined to act like a professional for once in her life. “Great. I’ll, um, show you the rooms. You can decide what suits.”

She reached for the key rack on the wall, grabbed two at random, and gestured down the hallway. “Mind the step,” she warned, and nearly tripped on it herself as they walked.

The silence threatened to grow again, so she filled it with words. “I keep saying I’ll fix that step, but then something else breaks. It’s like whack-a-mole. Yesterday it was the hot water, but I think I got it sorted. Unless you want a cold shower, in which case, lucky you.”

Lawson followed with a slow patience, hands at his sides, eyes cataloguing every detail without being obvious about it. He was probably one of those people who remembered where every glass went in the cupboard and how many books were on the shelf, even if he never looked directly at them.

Ruby’s voice dropped to a more reasonable volume as she gestured to the first door. “This is the Honeymoon Suite. Named ironically, obviously.” She paused. “Or maybe wishful thinking. Either way, the bed’s decent and the tub is deep enough to drown in, which—don’t do that. But if you want to, that’s the option.”

He considered the door, then looked at her. “What’s the other one?”

She thumbed at the next key. “Wanderer’s Room. It’s a little smaller, but it has a view of the—well, the backyard. Some people find it peaceful.”

She let the words hang, uncertain what else to offer. Her hand trembled just a bit on the keys. She didn’t think he noticed, but then again, he hadn’t missed anything so far.

“I’ll take the Wanderer’s,” he said.

“Of course you will,” she replied, not sure if it was a joke or prophecy.

She led him farther down the hallway, past the lopsided hatstand and the collection of guest books dating back to the Pleistocene. As they walked, she noticed the sun had dropped below the fence line, plunging the house into a blue-grey twilight. The air inside shifted, as if the walls were bracing themselves for company.

At the end of the hall, just before the turn to the kitchen, a picture frame hung askew on the wallpaper. Ruby couldn’t stand it; she stopped to fix it, pressing her thumb to the top corner until it sat straight.

She caught Lawson watching her, and felt the heat rise up her neck.

“My mum would go spare if she saw that crooked,” she explained, then realized she’d just invoked her mother twice in the span of five minutes. “She’s big on order. Not so much on improvisation.”

Lawson tilted his head, considering. “Looks fine to me.”

She let the moment pass, then turned to unlock the Wanderer’s Room. “Here we are.”

She pushed open the door and stepped inside, suddenly desperate for something—anything—to fill the space besides her own heartbeat.

“Sorry about the smell, they did some painting in here a month ago and it’s not quite gone. If you keep the window cracked you hardly notice.” She fussed with the curtains, smoothing them so they hung symmetrical. “The bed’s new. The duvet’s not, but it’s clean, promise.”

He stood in the doorway, hands in his pockets, as if waiting for instructions.

She cleared her throat. “If you need anything, I’m just at the front. Or wandering around, hence the—never mind. Do you have luggage, or…?”

He shook his head. “Just the backpack.”

She looked at the bag, heavy-duty and scuffed, and wondered how many nights it had spent in stranger rooms than this. She wondered, too, why anyone would show up at her door just before dark, alone, without so much as a booking.

But it wasn’t her business, and she knew better than to pry.

“Great,” she said, for lack of anything else. “I’ll just—leave you to it, then. You know where the bathroom is, right? Down the hall, first left. Towels are in the cabinet. Breakfast is self-serve. Or not at all. No pressure.”

He let the hint of a smile touch his face again, softer this time. “Thank you, Ruby.”

She said “You’re welcome” but it came out as more of a squeak. She ducked away, shutting the door behind her, and pressed her forehead to the cool plaster for a second. Her pulse thumped in her temples. The entire encounter had lasted less than ten minutes but she felt as though she’d run a marathon, barefoot, uphill.

She considered fleeing to the kitchen, locking herself in with a jar of peanut butter and the radio, but that felt cowardly even by her standards. Instead she made her way back to the lobby, boots sticky on the floor, and poured herself a glass of water.

She set the glass beside the droopy peace lily and looked out the window as dusk finally settled. A man named Lawson Pierce was in her house, alone and mysterious and twice as composed as she’d ever be. She’d have to text her mum, just to keep the old woman guessing.

She smiled to herself, fingers unconsciously tracing the scar on her brow.

It was going to be an interesting night.








  
  

Chapter 2


Crossed Paths





By the time the sun bled a rim of light above the paddocks, Ruby’s kitchen had acquired the particular kind of morning chaos that made her both proud and mortified to be its owner. She was still in the clothes she slept in—cut-offs that had long ago surrendered their shape, and a tie-dyed shirt with a cigarette burn near the hem. Her hair was damp, curling around her ears in stubborn ropes; she’d showered mostly as an excuse to avoid looking at herself in the hallway mirror. 

The kitchen itself was a time capsule. Mint-green laminate counters, refrigerator covered in two decades of magnets and fading Polaroids, a whirring strip heater that smelled faintly of scorched dust. On the far end, by the big window, the old dining table still bore a constellation of water rings and a single dead fly from last night’s failed rescue mission. She was halfway through wrestling the lid off a new tub of instant coffee when she heard a cough behind her—subtle, but enough to make her flinch and nearly upend the glass jar into the sink.

She spun, clutching the spoon like a weapon. Lawson stood in the doorway, backlit by hallway gloom, looking for all the world like he’d been carved out of whatever was left of the night. He wore the same black t-shirt and jeans as yesterday, but his hair was slightly damp, and his eyes—more brown than black, she noticed—had the glazed, bruised look of someone who’d tried and failed to sleep. 

“Morning,” he said, voice husky, neither friendly nor unfriendly.

Ruby forced herself to breathe. “God, you scared me. Didn’t hear you come down.” She set the spoon aside, realized her hand was trembling, and tried to hide it in the pocket of her shorts.

He stepped into the light, moving slow, careful not to touch anything. “Didn’t mean to sneak up.”

“Hazard of the house,” she said, a line she’d used before, but it came out weirdly intimate this time. “The walls don’t believe in boundaries.” She was aware of how thin her shirt had gone at the shoulders, how her bra strap was probably showing. She wished, fiercely, for a jacket or invisibility or a better grade of self-assurance.

She reached for a mug and gestured with it in an unintentional pantomime of hospitality. “Coffee?” The word came out brittle, like a dropped plate.

Lawson nodded, settling onto the bench seat by the window. His movements were precise, almost rehearsed, as if he’d spent a lifetime practicing how to take up the least space possible. His hands—large, veiny, with chewed nails—clasped on the table as though to keep them out of trouble.

Ruby busied herself with the ritual, pouring hot water, stirring, spilling a little on the counter and mopping it with the dish towel. She could feel the questions forming in the back of her mind: Why are you here? What did you run from? Are you dangerous, or just damaged in a way I recognize? She didn’t ask any of them. Instead, she pushed the mug toward him and slid into the seat across, clutching her own drink with both hands.

They sat like that, twin statues, the silence thick enough to taste. The only sound was the steady, erratic drip of the kitchen tap—drip… dripdrip… drip—which had outlasted three plumbers and Ruby’s best attempts with masking tape and late-night YouTube tutorials.

Lawson sipped, not making eye contact, gaze orbiting the room instead. He studied the clutter on the counter, the ancient toaster, the spider plant drooping on the sill. He seemed about to speak, but then let the words die on his tongue.

She tried again. “So… did you sleep at all?” She winced, hearing the desperation for small talk.

He considered, then shook his head. “Not really.” Another pause. “Place is quiet, though.”

Ruby bit her lip, searching for the right note of sympathy. “Too quiet, sometimes. The insulation’s rubbish, but you get used to the nothing.”

He nodded, draining half the mug in a single swallow. His throat bobbed, Adam’s apple straining. He set the cup down, fingers drumming once, twice on the table before going still again.

She pressed on, reckless now. “You traveling for work, or…?”

Lawson blinked, then answered with a practiced calm. “Business. Not the kind people talk about at breakfast.” The faintest smile creased his face, as if he regretted saying even that much.

Ruby almost laughed, but the sound caught in her throat. “I’m not much of a breakfast person either.” She meant it as a joke, but it hung there, unreciprocated, until the tap behind her made another especially loud drip, as if to rescue her.

She stared at the sink, then back at him. “If the faucet’s driving you mad, you can blame the previous owner. She said it ‘added character.’ I call it the slow leak of my sanity.”

Lawson looked at the tap, then at Ruby. “Could try to fix it, if you have a wrench.” His tone was neutral, but the offer seemed sincere.

She grinned, the tension in her shoulders loosening a hair. “God, please don’t. The last guest who tried nearly flooded the pantry. Unless you want to add ‘indoor water feature’ to your Yelp review?”

He returned the smile, a flicker, then glanced at the window. “No danger of that.”

They lapsed again into silence, but it was lighter now. Ruby found herself studying him: the way he wrapped both hands around the mug, the careful set of his shoulders, the ragged half-moon beneath each eye. He looked less like a threat and more like a man who had run out of safe places to sleep.

A sudden, sharp knock at the back door broke the spell. Ruby jumped, sloshing coffee on her fingers.

Lawson tensed, eyes narrowing—not fear, exactly, but something like readiness.

Ruby stood, brushing her hands on her shorts, and padded barefoot to the door. She swung it open to reveal a man in paint-flecked overalls, carrying a toolbox the size of a microwave. He had the easy, sun-damaged confidence of a local—smile too big, arms a little too comfortable with their own space. 

“Morning, Rube!” the man called, pushing past her into the kitchen without waiting for an invitation. “Hope you’re ready for your daily dose of Carter charm.”

Ruby rolled her eyes but grinned. “Ethan, you’re late.”

He shrugged, swinging the toolbox onto the counter. “Town had a power outage. Bloke at the bakery tripped the main, almost took half of Ammerly with him.” Ethan’s accent was pure sand and sunshine, every vowel stretched to breaking.

He noticed Lawson at the table, and gave a quick, up-nod of greeting. “Didn’t know you had company. Sorry for the intrusion.” He didn’t sound sorry at all.

Lawson nodded back, his face settling into a mask of vague politeness.

Ethan set to work immediately, pulling open the under-sink cabinet with a practiced flourish. “Let’s see if we can tame this beast,” he announced, his head disappearing into the dark space beneath the counter. A clatter of wrenches echoed through the kitchen, followed by a grunt and a muted curse.

Ruby hovered, unsure whether to help or flee. “Need anything?” she called, peering over Ethan’s shoulder.

“Could use a towel. And maybe some of that five-star coffee you’re hoarding,” he replied, voice muffled by the plumbing.

She passed him a faded tea towel, which he promptly draped over his shoulder, then poured a third mug and set it on the counter. The kitchen felt smaller now, the three of them orbiting each other like mismatched planets.

Ethan kept up a steady monologue as he worked. “These pipes are older than my gran. You ever think about modernizing, Rube? Or do you like living on the edge?”

She snorted. “If you want to bankroll a reno, be my guest. Until then, I’ll stick to bailing myself out every time the tap rebels.”

Ethan shot her a grin, then fumbled for a spanner, gesturing for Ruby to hand it over. 

It was only after Ethan returned, toolbox in tow, that Ruby caught the undercurrent. She’d never considered herself much of a people-reader—she could barely keep up with her own motivations most days—but even she noticed the way Ethan’s smile tightened when he stepped into the kitchen and saw Lawson seated at the table.

“Didn’t realize we had a guest this early,” Ethan said, setting the battered metal box on the counter. His gaze flicked from Ruby to Lawson, then back again, settling just a beat too long on Ruby’s bare knees before returning to the stranger’s face.

Lawson straightened, mug cradled between both hands. “Didn’t mean to get in the way. I’m just—” He trailed off, as if the rest of the sentence didn’t bear saying.

Ethan wiped his palms on the legs of his overalls. “Not in the way, mate.” He crossed to Lawson, hand outstretched. “Ethan Carter. Town handyman. If it’s broken, I’m the bloke that gets guilt-tripped into fixing it.”

There was a microsecond—something sharp and cold in Lawson’s eyes—before he shook Ethan’s hand. “Lawson. Just passing through.”

Ruby watched, fascinated, as the handshake failed to resolve any of the tension. If anything, it seemed to add a new layer. Ethan’s grip lingered a moment too long, then he dropped Lawson’s hand and turned to Ruby, grinning like he hadn’t just measured her guest for a coffin.

“You keep picking up strays,” he said, voice pitched high enough for Lawson to hear. “At this rate, you’ll be running a hostel.”

Ruby snorted, but her cheeks heated. “Only the well-behaved ones. The rest get the shed.”

Ethan’s eyes sparkled. “You say that, but I’ve never seen you turn anyone away.”

Lawson sipped his coffee, gaze fixed on the window. “Some places don’t.”

The words hung in the air. Ethan cocked his head, as if testing the weight of them, then shrugged and crouched by the sink. “Guess I better make sure the place stays habitable, then. Wouldn’t want anyone thinking Ammerly’s hospitality is less than legendary.”

He yanked open the cabinet and dove in with the glee of a kid attacking a piñata. Tools clanged against pipes; the tap resumed its spasmodic drip, each drop landing with malicious accuracy in the centre of a tin mixing bowl someone had wedged below.

Ethan’s banter didn’t pause for a second. “You know, Rube, if you ever want to trade up to a proper espresso machine, I can set you up. Got a mate down in Bunbury who flips used gear. Get you something fancy, like what they have in Perth. With the little milk frother and everything.”

She grinned. “You just want a reason to come by more often.”

He laughed. “Guilty. And it’d be an upgrade over that instant sludge you poison people with.”

Lawson’s mouth twitched. It might have been a smile, or it might have been the beginning of a grimace. Ruby couldn’t tell, but she noticed he’d stopped drinking the coffee.

“Speaking of poison,” Ethan said, rummaging for a wrench, “you still have that bottle of limoncello from New Year’s? The one with the dodgy label?”

Ruby rolled her eyes. “You’re never going to let that go, are you?”

He popped up, grinning, a spanner in one hand and the tea towel in the other. “Not when it’s the highlight of my year.”

He offered the towel to Ruby, but instead of just handing it over, he dabbed at a faint smudge of instant coffee on her shorts. The touch was feather-light, almost careful, but it left a circle of clean cotton and a bloom of heat that radiated up her side. She caught Lawson watching from the table, posture rigid as rebar, knuckles bone-white on the mug. 

Ethan caught her glance and smirked. “Sorry—habit. I’m a compulsive cleaner. Ask anyone.”

Lawson set his mug down, hard. “Excuse me,” he said, voice even but pitched low. “I should… check on my stuff.” He didn’t wait for a reply, just stood and stalked out, boots thudding down the hallway.

The kitchen seemed to sigh with relief.

Ethan watched Lawson leave, then cocked an eyebrow at Ruby. “Touchy, isn’t he?” He resumed his work, this time with less talk, his movements sharper, almost showing off. The tap’s steady drip slowed as he tightened something beneath the counter, and soon it stopped altogether, replaced by a slow, contented hiss from the kettle on the stove.

Ruby leaned against the counter, torn between amusement and embarrassment. “He’s not used to Ammerly. Or maybe just not used to you.”

Ethan grinned, head buried in the cabinet. “Few people are, to be fair.” He emerged, hair askew and face shining with sweat. “You sure you’re safe alone with him?”

The question was a joke, but it pinged something inside her. “I think I’ll manage.”

Ethan wiped his hands, then considered her. “You always say that. Maybe one of these days I’ll take you up on it.”

She couldn’t help it—she laughed, loud and sharp, and for a moment the kitchen felt like it used to, before strangers and their secrets started showing up at the door.

Ethan packed up, pausing by the fridge to scribble a note on the whiteboard. “If it leaks again, call me,” he said, tapping the board with a flourish. “Or just send up the Bat Signal.”

She watched him go, sunlight catching the gold flecks in his beard, his limp more pronounced when he didn’t think anyone was looking. He let himself out the back, the screen door slapping shut behind him.

Ruby poured out the dregs of her coffee and stared at her reflection in the dull metal of the toaster. She thought about Lawson’s sudden retreat, about the heat in Ethan’s fingers, about the way the silence shifted, never quite settling.

She traced a finger along the countertop, thinking about all the things she’d never learned to fix.

Then she went back to work, the sound of her own breathing the only thing left to mend.
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Afternoons in the Wanderer’s Welcome settled into a rhythm that was half solace, half sleepwalking. The late sun came in hot through the lounge windows, blinding anyone foolish enough to sit on the east-facing couch. With the rooms made up and the garden beds as tamed as they’d get, Ruby resorted to her favourite form of procrastination: reorganizing the ancient recipe box she kept in the pantry, a catalogue of failed ambitions from owners past. She was alphabetizing a section labelled “Colonial Comforts” when she heard it—a voice, low and sharp, coming from the far end of the hall.

She put the cards down and drifted closer, recipe for damper bread still in hand. Lawson’s door was closed, but not all the way. From the shadowed crack, his voice came clear: a strain she hadn’t heard before, urgent and stripped of its earlier reserve.

“I told you, I need more time,” he was saying, syllables clipped, vowels stretched thin with frustration.

A pause. The next voice was tinny, electronic, unmistakably male: “You don’t have time, Lawson. You know how this works. Deadline stays the same.”

Lawson exhaled, a brittle sound. “You think pushing me helps? I’m not a fucking machine, Mason.”

Mason. The name dropped like a stone into Ruby’s mental pool. She pressed closer, balancing between the urge to disappear and the illicit thrill of hearing someone else’s secrets.

The voice on the other end came colder, if possible. “Maybe if you acted like one, we wouldn’t be in this mess. This is your last shot.”

Lawson’s chair scraped across the floor, as if he’d stood abruptly. “Don’t threaten me. I’ll deliver. Just—” He broke off, a fist hitting something solid. “I’ll handle it my way. Don’t call again.”

The line went dead. For a beat, there was only the faint buzz of electricity and the tick of the hallway clock.

Ruby stepped away, pulse jittery, the recipe card damp in her palm. She ducked into the bathroom at the end of the hall, held her breath, and listened for any sign of movement. When none came, she crept back toward the kitchen, every footfall exaggerated by the hush of the old house.

She pressed her knuckles to her mouth, half in embarrassment, half to steady her breathing. The world outside was all dust and light; inside, her head spun with the cadence of someone else’s desperation.

She set the recipe card on the table and stared at it, unseeing. Her thumb found the raised seam of the old scar above her right eyebrow, and she traced it absently—an old tick from her librarian days, when silence was both weapon and shield.

She tried to imagine what could put that edge in a man’s voice. Debts? Danger? The kind of mistake you never outrun? Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe it was enough to know that everyone was running from something, even if their “something” sounded worse than your own.

A floorboard creaked behind her. She turned, expecting—dreading—Lawson’s silhouette in the doorway. But the hall was empty, the silence rebuilt.

Ruby exhaled, feeling equal parts relief and disappointment. She wondered what it would feel like to have someone demand something of her, to be so needed that it hurt.

She stared out the window at the dying garden, the horizon burning in shades of bruised orange and blue, and let herself want, for a moment, to matter that much.

She set the kettle to boil, hands shaking just enough to remind her she was alive.

In the next room, a door opened and shut, quiet as a promise.








  
  

Chapter 3


Hidden Truths





Lawson liked the roads best when they were empty. There was a peace to the straight-line violence of bitumen cutting through sunburned scrub, every kilometre a notch carved out of nowhere. He drove with the windows down, sweat sticking his shirt to the small of his back, the air so dry it chapped the inside of his nose. He kept the radio off. Too many songs were about the wrong things. 

The truck was a recent rental, inside still stinking of vinyl and the ghost of some franchise cleaning spray. Lawson gripped the wheel at ten and two, like he’d been taught, but his left hand twitched now and then, wanting a cigarette. He’d quit last year, last shoot, or at least he told himself that. Habits went dormant, never extinct.

He coasted through Ammerly’s main drag, a gas station, two shuttered storefronts, and a pub that looked like the only building still drawing breath. He passed the sign for a wildlife reserve—more possums than tourists, if the guidebooks were honest—then took the side road Mason’s guy had mapped out for him. The old GPS unit quivered on the dash, struggling to pronounce “Yalgoo” with every U-turn he missed.

The barn was almost exactly where he’d been told: five kilometres past the last mailbox, just out of sight from the main road. It looked like someone had started building a homestead and quit halfway through, or else the rest of the property had been claimed by fire and time. The barn itself was a skin of weathered timber stretched over a skeleton of rusted pipe, the roof sagging in the middle like a frown. Grass and wild oat choked the foundation. Lawson shut off the engine and listened to the tick of the cooling motor, the insect buzz building in the void around him.

He ducked out of the cab, shielding his eyes from the sun. The dust kicked up fine and white under his boots. There was no sound but the wind gnawing the corners of the building, and the faint, regular thunk of a corrugated sheet somewhere working itself loose.

Lawson circled the barn before going inside. He checked for neighbours, motion sensors, anything out of place. He wasn’t sure if that instinct came from his old jobs or from Mason’s constant reminders about discretion, but it had saved him more than once. Satisfied, he worked the padlock open with the key taped inside the visor. It was a trick he’d used before, and the little improvisations like that made him trust Mason’s people more than he wanted to admit.

The inside of the barn was even emptier than the drive up. Light slit through the broken boards in bars, turning the dust into bright rivers. There were a few bales of straw, dry as bone, a half-collapsed horse pen, and a pile of timber stacked so haphazardly it looked deliberate. Lawson walked the perimeter, boots crunching on the packed earth, breathing in the smells of animal shit and old hay and the chemical undertone of something dead, or nearly dead, hiding up in the rafters. 

He ran through the checklist in his head: privacy, check. Power, not likely but not required. Enough open space for cameras, enough shadow for discretion. It would work.

He stood in the centre of the floor, watching the way the light from a gap near the eaves moved across the ground as the wind shifted. He pictured the set, the angles, the way the actors would be posed—how little difference it made if it was drama or porn, as long as you got the shot. He let his mind wander just enough to imagine the look on Mason’s face when he sent the first batch of footage. Then he pulled out his phone.

The call connected before the first ring finished.

“Talk to me,” Mason said, voice syrup-smooth and familiar as a debt collector’s letter.

Lawson kept his answer short. “Location’s secure. I’ll get you a walk-through tomorrow. Then I’m gone.”

A pause, weighted. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Mason. “We still have a timeline. The client’s breathing down my neck, and I’d hate to have to put the squeeze on you.”

Lawson pictured the way Mason always said “the client,” like it was a real person and not just a shell corporation three degrees from their own office.

“You’ll get what you paid for,” Lawson said.

“I better,” Mason replied. The edge came in so cold you could see your breath in it. “You know this is your last shot, yeah? Make it count, and you’ll get that dramatic role you’ve been begging for. But I hear you’re getting cold feet, or maybe just soft in the middle.”

Lawson clenched his jaw. “I said I’d finish it.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” Mason softened, a man flipping a coin from heads to tails. “Don’t forget what happened to the last actor who tried to back out. I’d hate to see your name on that list.”

Lawson thought of that list. It was longer than most people knew, and some names had never resurfaced outside of amateur hour police reports and cryptic text threads. He bit down the reply that wanted out and hung up.

The barn swallowed the silence. Lawson stared at his own reflection in the dead phone screen, jaw set, eyes gone two shades darker than usual. He let out a breath he’d been holding since the call started, then kicked a feed bucket hard enough to send it skittering across the concrete.

It wasn’t about the money. It was about getting free, or at least tricking himself into believing it could ever happen. Maybe that’s why he agreed to come out here, to bumfuck nowhere, with a script that read like the bastard child of a slasher and a skin flick. If he pulled this off, Mason had promised—swore, actually—that he’d set up the meeting in Sydney. Real producers, real scripts. Not the late-night cable specials, not the cheap lipstick jobs. It would be his ticket out.

He picked up the bucket, then hurled it again, harder. The clang bounced around the barn like a gunshot.

He sat on the lowest rung of the horse pen, phone in hand, and tried to slow his breathing. Sweat trickled down the side of his face, burning his eyes. He wiped it away and let the silence fill him up, until the only sound left was his own heart and the click of the phone as he deleted Mason’s number, then restored it again, unable to stop himself.

When the feeling in his fists finally dulled, he walked back to the truck. The heat had deepened, the sky now a violent blue without a cloud. He popped the door and changed in the cab, peeling off his shirt and swapping it for a loose, battered tee that still bore the salt stains of his last job. He found the running shorts at the bottom of his duffel—he never travelled without them, some superstition about always being ready to run—and slipped them on, not caring if anyone could see. There was no one out here but kangaroos and God.

He laced up his trainers and set off along the dirt track, pumping his arms, letting the motion eat the adrenaline and the aftertaste of Mason’s voice. Every stride hammered his thoughts into a blunt rhythm: don’t fuck this up, don’t fuck this up, don’t—

He ran until the barn shrank behind him, until the sun painted the world flat and gold and his lungs burned with every breath.

Lawson didn’t stop until the sky bled out and the road turned black under his feet.


      [image: ]Lawson didn’t time his runs, but he always knew when they’d done their job. The anger slipped first, then the guilt, leaving nothing but the raw, rattling throb of his own heart. He welcomed the ache, the way his calves burned and his lungs strained against the grit in the air. Out here, there was no one to judge, no eyes but the sun’s, and even that had the decency to look away behind a smear of late afternoon clouds.

He looped the dirt track until he saw the first sign of the B&B—the battered white mailbox, Ruby’s name stencilled under a ghost of the former owner’s. The Wanderer’s Welcome came into view: front porch empty, all the windows dark except the faint rectangle in the kitchen where someone—her, probably—had left the light burning.

He meant to keep running, maybe do another lap around the paddock, but a sound stopped him. It was the kind of cursing that belonged to someone who had hit their physical limit and decided, at last, to let the universe know. Lawson heard the word “shit” three times, with creative intensifiers. He followed the sound around the side of the house.

The water pump sat behind a lean-to, next to a row of bins and what might once have been a herb garden. The pump was old—mid-century at best—and as Lawson watched, Ruby was in the process of giving it the worst day of its mechanical life. Her hands gripped a rusted shifter, her knuckles raw where she’d scraped them on the handle. Sweat plastered her shirt to her skin, the cloth going translucent in the light and tracing the pale pink of her bra underneath. Her shorts—so short they barely counted as shorts—were streaked with black. A line of dirt split her left shin, and her hair, meant for a ponytail, had long ago mutinied into a frizzed corona around her face.

“Stupid piece of shit!” she yelled, punctuating it with a two-footed kick to the pump. It made a sound like a dying animal and vibrated in place, but didn’t budge. Ruby let the shifter clatter to the ground, then braced both hands on her thighs, catching her breath.

Lawson let himself laugh. It came out before he could stop it, sharp and bright and half-feral. Ruby snapped upright, spinning so fast she almost toppled into the garden bed.

“How long have you been standing there?” she demanded. She tried to push a tangle of hair behind her ear, but her hand was so coated in grime it just smudged a new streak across her cheek.

Lawson raised both palms, surrendering. “Just long enough to see you win the first round.”

Ruby’s face flushed, bright beneath the dirt. “You think you can do better?” She planted herself in front of the pump, as if guarding it from further humiliation.

He took a few slow steps closer, scanning the setup. “Maybe. Grew up with one of these. Our bore pump only worked if you hit it with a mallet, right behind the switch.”

“Sounds like all men,” Ruby said, but her lips curved, the beginnings of a smile breaking through. “What brings you out back? Get tired of the solitude?”

“Needed to clear my head,” he said, too honest. “Didn’t expect a show.”

She huffed, crossing her arms, which only emphasized the streak of dirt running from her elbow to her wrist. “Glad to be of service.”

Lawson crouched by the pump, scanning for the tell-tale streaks of rust, the places where metal met bone and refused to play nice. He glanced up at Ruby, who loomed above him with all the nervous energy of a bomb about to go off.

“You got a mallet?” he asked.

She snorted. “Do I look like I have a mallet?”

He grinned, then shrugged off the question. “Fair. Got a wrench or a big screwdriver?”

She gestured toward the shifter, then, after a pause, darted into the shed and returned with a rubber mallet and a pipe wrench nearly as long as her forearm. She handed him the mallet, but not before wiping it on her thigh—leaving a black handprint right under the hem of her shorts.

Lawson took the mallet and lined up behind the switch.  “You know, you could’ve just called Ethan,” Lawson said, then gave the metal a firm, calculated whack.

Ruby snorted. “Yeah, and then I’d have to deal with his ‘fix it and flirt’ routine for a week. No thanks.” She crouched next to Lawson, passing the shifter back and forth, her gaze flicking to the scar on his upper arm. “Besides, you look more competent in shorts.”

He didn’t answer, but a ghost of a smile flickered at the corner of his mouth. He leaned into the pump’s casing, flexing his wrist against a bolt. Ruby watched the muscles shift under his skin, a fine trail of sweat running down the curve of his shoulder. She was aware, uncomfortably, of how close they were: her knee brushing his, the smell of sunscreen and dirt and something else—something sharp that belonged to him alone.

“You do this a lot as a kid?” she asked, trying to keep it light.

Lawson’s face shuttered, but he kept working. “More than I wanted. Dad was always too cheap for a plumber. If it didn’t work, you fixed it or you went without.”

Ruby handed him the mallet again. “Sounds about right. My mum used to say ‘if you want it done properly, do it yourself.’ Then she’d hire someone anyway and yell at them for three days.”

Lawson snorted, the first real laugh she’d heard from him. “You’re lucky. My dad just yelled.”

The words landed and lay between them, neither daring to move them aside.

She tried to picture Lawson as a kid—smaller, maybe, but with the same eyes, the same wariness. She wondered what else he’d learned to fix, and what had broken him in the process.

“Sorry,” he muttered, and for a moment she thought he meant the pump.

“It’s fine,” Ruby said, and meant it.

He took the wrench, hands brushing, and for a second her pulse jumped. She looked away, pretending to scan the horizon, but the landscape offered nothing except flat brown fields and the shimmer of distant heat. She found herself wanting to ask—about his family, about what he was running from—but she kept her mouth shut. The world was full of questions with ugly answers.

“So,” she said, “what’s a city boy like you doing out here, anyway?”

Lawson tightened the last bolt, gaze fixed on the task. “Not a city boy,” he said. “Grew up about three hundred k’s north of here. Left as soon as I could.”

“Why come back?” Ruby asked. “Nobody ever comes back.”

He paused, then shrugged. “Needed money. This job pays better than most.” He gave the casing one final smack. “And I like the quiet. Feels honest.”

Ruby grinned. “You don’t strike me as the honest type.”

Lawson set the tools down, wiped his hands on his shorts, and turned to face her. “No one is. Not really.”

For a moment, she saw him clear—tired, proud, fighting something that had no name but wouldn’t let go. She wanted to touch his shoulder, just to see if it would make him flinch. Instead, she leaned back and let the silence fill up.
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