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Chapter 1


[image: ]




Annie

I needed to put a lot of distance between home and us right now, but I also needed a plan. I needed to stop for a minute and think this through otherwise this escape would be over before it began. The first thing I needed was a full tank of petrol. There was a service station only two blocks from the hospital. I didn’t care if he knew I’d filled up here, he would have known the first thing I’d do was to take Adam to the hospital anyway. Thank god for pay wave. I had no access to money, and I didn’t know the pin for any of Rodney’s cards. I filled up with petrol and bought enough food to last us the trip and then some. It took three separate transactions because of the pay wave limit but I didn’t care. I didn’t care if the attendant looked at me like I was crazy. I didn’t answer when he motioned to my beaten and bloodied face and asked if I was okay. I just needed to get going. I called my sister from the pay phone at the petrol station and told her we were on our way. She didn’t ask any questions, she already knew the answers. I counted the cash I’d taken from Rodney’s wallet, a little over six hundred dollars. The man was a vein bastard and he liked to look flashy. I looked to the heavens and thanked my stars that the bastard liked to keep wads of cash on him. That six hundred combined with the cash Grant had given me brought my total to a little over eight hundred dollars. I looked into the back seat at my son as he slept. Never again would this happen. I started the engine and headed for the highway.  

I drove until almost sun up. I’d managed to put about eight hundred kilometres between us and home. It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do for now. I was tired and needed sleep. I pulled into a truck stop and parked under a streetlight, as close to the service station as possible. Adam was still asleep in the back seat. He’d stirred a bit through the night but he was still sedated from the pain meds Grant had given him. I set my alarm for two hours, reclined my seat and closed my eyes. Sleep came fast which wasn’t surprising. I was exhausted. The only thing I didn’t welcome was the dream that came as soon as I closed my eyes. 

I woke with a start after only an hour’s sleep. The sun was beating through the window and the people traffic had picked up around the truck stop. I debated waking Adam to see if he needed the bathroom, but thought better of it. People would stare at him and at me and I didn’t want that, for either of us. We’d stop on the side of the road when he needed to go. As I was about to start the engine he woke crying. “It’s okay baby,” I reached into the back seat to gently touch his leg. “Don’t try to sit up, just lay back and close your eyes,” he did so without making another sound. That man would never get his hands on us again, never. Not while I had a breath in me would he ever get to touch us again. I looked at my watch and calculated our arrival time at my sisters’ place and sent her a text using the phone I’d bought at the service station. I cursed a thousand curses under my breath as I pulled out onto the highway and pointed the car towards Adelaide.

Three hours later Adam woke and needed to go to the bathroom so we stopped on the side of the road. Once he was done I helped him into the passengers seat, put the seat back a little and propped pillows all around him. Seeing him in pain like this made my tears flow freely. “Don’t cry Mum, I’m okay,” he moved his good hand up to my face. “I’m okay.” 

I kissed his forehead gently and gave him a little smile. “I’m so sorry baby, I’m so sorry he did this to you,” I kissed him again. “He’s never going to hurt you again.” He tried to stay awake and talk to me as we drove the last three hours of the trip but he was tired. I sang along to the radio and talked to him even when he was asleep. It was a bid to calm my nerves as much as his. About twenty minutes later than expected we pulled into my sisters driveway. As soon as I saw her come out the front door I burst into tears. She was at the car in a flash and the second she saw me her tears started flowing as well. We hugged for the longest time and I let everything out. This was the one and only time I’d let anybody see me cry over this, I needed to be strong, for Adam and for myself. I needed to be strong or we wouldn’t make it through this. Once the tears had stopped Lori gathered up our bags while I carried Adam inside. He wasn’t up to walking, not yet. 

“I’m moving your car to the garage so it can’t be seen from the street,” Lori hugged me again as I handed her the keys. By the time she came back in I’d taken Adam to the bathroom and had him settled back on the couch. His pain meds had worn off and he was hurting. 

“Here, drink this baby, it’ll make you sleepy but it’ll help with the pain.” He drank the medicine then laid back and closed his eyes as I stroked his head. How could someone beat a kid so badly? His own child, his six-year-old son. Lori and I sat at the table as I held the mug of coffee in both hands. I hadn’t really slept in thirty hours and I was exhausted, but Lori needed an explanation and I needed to let it all out. Once I was done I planned on putting all this behind me and moving on. I had to, for Adam and for myself. There was no looking back. Just as I was about to start Lori’s housemate Robin came in. One look at me and she started to cry. I’d only met Robin a few times but we got along as if we’d been friends for years. Once she’d made a coffee and joined us at the table I told them what had happened. 

“I knew something was up, I felt it you know,” I looked down at my hands. “I should never have left Adam home alone with him on a Friday night. He drinks a lot, but towards the end of the week it’s worse,” I sucked in a breath. “I’d gotten called in at the last minute to cover an afternoon shift in the ER. When I finished at eleven I went straight home. As soon as I opened the door I knew. I ran through the house looking for Adam, he wasn’t in his room,” I stopped to wipe my tears. “I found him on the kitchen floor. He was laying in a pool of blood, his little face all swollen, he couldn’t open his eyes. His arm was bent at a bad angle and he was moaning. Rodney was passed out on the couch, an empty bottle of Jack in his hand. I wanted to kill him.” Lori reached over and covered my hand with hers. 

“I ran to the bedrooms, grabbed as much of Adam’s and my clothes as I could, lined the back seat of the car with doona’s and pillows then put Adam into the car.” I sucked in another breath. “I went back into the house to get some money and some cards from Rodney’s wallet, he never let me have access to any of our money.” God I felt like such a looser, like someone who didn’t deserve to live. That was something Rodney told me all the time, that I was worthless and useless. I shook his words from my head and kept going. “He woke up as I was pulling his wallet from his pocket. He swung at me with the bottle, that’s how I got this,” I pointed to my stitched up swollen eye. “When he fell back onto the couch I grabbed the bottle and smashed it over his head, he didn’t move again.” I shrugged. “I watched him for a few seconds to make sure he was out cold then I took his cash and credit cards. I phoned a doctor friend of mine who was working the night shift in the ER, told him what had happened and he met me at the ambulance bay. He knew we couldn’t call the police, that the only option for me was to get away. He’d been trying to convince me for years to leave Rodney.” I shook my head. 

“He looked Adam over, did some x-rays, set his arm in the cast, stitched the cut on his head and gave me some pain meds for Adam. Once he had me stitched up he gave me all the cash he had on him, carried Adam to the car and we left. That was seventeen hours ago.” My tears were flowing again as Lori and Robin sat looking at me through their own tears. “I need to keep going, I need to put as much distance as possible between us and Sydney.” I looked at them, “but first I need some sleep. I’ll be no good to Adam if I crash and burn. I need to keep him safe. Rodney will be looking for us. He told me once that if I ever left him he’d track me down and kill me,” I looked at them both. “I have no doubt that he will do that.”  

“Why don't you get some sleep, you’re safe here for now. Unless he jumps on a plane he won’t get here until tomorrow at least,” Lori got up from her seat and came round to me. “We’ll watch Adam, you go sleep. When you wake up we’ll figure out a plan.” I didn’t have the energy to argue so I hugged them both then went to sleep on Lori’s bed. It was broken sleep, every time I closed my eyes all I could see was the horrible image of my little boy on the kitchen floor. Then the dream would flash through, montages of Rodney’s fists, his contorted face as he yelled at me, his vile mouth as it crushed down on mine whenever he wanted sex. All of it came flooding back in waves as I slept. 

When I woke five hours later I found Lori sitting on the couch with Adam, she was spoon-feeding him some soup. His little face winced in pain every time he swallowed. Grant said that Adam had two cracked ribs, this was probably the cause of the pain when he ate. “Hey baby,” I sat next to him. “How are you feeling?” 

“I’m okay Mum,” he tried to smile. I knew he was putting on a brave front but he was in so much pain. More pain than any little person should ever have to experience. I finished feeding him the soup then he laid back down and closed his eyes. You couldn’t even tell when they were open they were that swollen. I pushed my tongue hard into the roof of my mouth and focused on keeping the tears from flowing again. I’d learnt this technique over the years, I’m not sure why it worked but it did. Once he was asleep again I followed Lori into the kitchen. 

“You need to eat, you’re so thin,” she put a bowl of soup in front of me then went back for some bread. “We have a plan,” she looked at Robin as they both sat next to me. 

“I grew up on a remote cattle station, it’s about a thirty five hour drive from here. It’s in the middle of nowhere, the closest house is over a hundred kilometres away and the nearest town is about a seven-hour drive. You’ll be safe there,” Robin reached out for my hand. “I’ve already made a call and they’re more than happy for you both to stay there for as long as you need.” 

I looked up at Robin. “Are you sure?” She nodded yes. “I can work and earn my keep. I can cook,” I looked at Lori then Robin. “I don't have any money to be able to pay them for food or accommodation but I can work,” I liked the idea of living in the middle of nowhere. 

“You don't have to work, you just need to heal and get yourself well, both of you do,” Robin reached out for my hand. “They’re expecting you in three days.” 

We agreed that Adam and I should leave straight away. Rodney knew Lori was my only family, he’d probably start his search here. They filled my boot with groceries and some things for Robin’s brother and nephew. Lori had bought me everything I’d need for the next few months, toiletries, clothes, new underwear. Everything I need but had left behind when I drove away from Sydney. With the written directions on the seat next to me, I headed off. We’d have two stops along the way, driving for ten hours each day. The thought of being in the middle of nowhere was giving me hope, and I needed that right now. More than anything I needed to believe that Adam and I would be okay. I hoped and prayed this place would be a little sanctuary.

***
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BROCK

It had been three days since Robin called and asked if I’d take in a stranger, a woman in need of a place to hide away and heal. She told me what had happened to the woman and her son, there was no way I could say no once I heard the details. I’d had Marcy give the spare rooms a dusting over and put fresh sheets on the beds. The station house was big, too big sometimes. Marcy had her own living quarters at one end, a sitting room with a little kitchenette, a bedroom and bathroom, and she spent all her down time in there. There was a huge country kitchen with a dining table big enough for twenty people. We only really used one corner of that table, Logan and I. It was a quiet house with just the two of us. I worried about my son and the isolation he had living out here. It was selfish really, he was ready to start school but I couldn’t bring myself to send him away to boarding school. If he weren’t here then I’d have no one, and I wasn’t ready to be alone just yet. 

“Good morning boss,” Marcy flashed me her trademark frown. She made out she didn’t like it here but I think she did, well I hoped she did. She was the only cook we had and finding someone who was happy to live in the outback was hard. She’d been here for almost a year now and I can honestly say I don't think I’d seen the woman smile once. 

“Good morning Marcy,” I tipped my head to her. “Our visitors should be here sometime today, late afternoon I expect. I know you’ll show them some hospitality when they arrive.” From the sounds of things this woman and her little boy had been put through the ringer, the last thing they needed was attitude from Marcy.

“Of course,” she grumbled. “Will they be here for dinner?” She didn’t look at me as she worked. 

“I think so, make enough for them anyway. If they don't arrive before dinnertime they can eat when they get here,” I stood to go as Logan came into the kitchen. “Can you make some soup though, for the little boy? Apparently he can only have soup at the moment.” 

“Who can only have soup?” Logan looked at me as he sat at the table. 

I hadn’t told him about our houseguests, he would have asked non-stop questions if he knew we had people coming. “We’re going to have some house guests for a little while. They’ll be here tonight.” 

“Do they have kids?” He looked so hopeful. 

“It’s a lady and her son, he’s six years old like you,” I knew this would make his day. 

“Awesome,” he smiled back at me. It was bitter sweet for me when my son smiled. He had a smile just like his mother’s. I loved seeing him happy, but it jabbed at my heart every time he smiled. “What’s his name, can I play with him?” 

I messed up his hair as I walked past him. “His name’s Adam and you can play with him when he’s better. He’s not up to playing right now.” 

“Why?” He looked up at me from his cereal. 

“He’s a bit sore at the moment. When he’s all better he can play. They’ll be staying for a few weeks,” I went to the mudroom and pulled on my boots. “I have to go, I’ll be back at lunchtime. You behave for Marcy,” I looked at him one last time before I left. Maybe it was time I tried to find a nanny or some help for Marcy. At best she was an average cook, and while she tolerated Logan, she wasn’t his biggest fan. She always complained about his questions. ‘He asks too many questions,’ she’d said to me at the end of her first week. She wasn’t happy when I just shrugged. I liked that he asked questions, it meant he was curious and wanted to learn. 

“Hey Jay,” my head station hand looked up as I approached. He was a good worker, firm with the station hands but in a good way, they all liked and respected him just as I did. He’d been one of my dad’s best mates when they were boys. They’d grown up together and now he had taken on the role of surrogate grandfather to Logan. “Are we all set?” We were starting the branding today before we let the new cattle loose into the west paddocks. We had about twenty thousand cattle to brand and I was hoping to get it done in the next three weeks. We had six men working at the station. Jay was the station foreman, he’d been here for almost eight years now. Then there were Mick and Tom. They’d been here for three years. The youngest three, Mark, Pete and Dane were all mates from the city. They came here at the start of last year’s muster and had loved it so much they stayed on. 

“All set boss, the boys are just bringing the last of this morning’s cattle into the yard now,” he looked up from the gate he was fixing. “Just need to fix this latch, one of the bulls broke it yesterday.” Having that latch secure was essential. If it didn’t lock the steers head in securely they’d kick up a storm as they were being branded, people got hurt when that happened. 

“We have some house guests coming today. They should be here for a few weeks at least. A woman and her kid,” he looked up at me. “They’ll be here tonight.” I needed to tell Jay, we were a close group here at the station. Because there was only Logan, myself and six guys we’d all eat in the main house. It saved Marcy from having to cart their meals to the bunkhouse. During muster time it was different. There’d be an extra ten stockman, the guys would eat in their quarters then. I filled Jay in on what Robin had told me when she called. He looked up at me and nodded. “We’ll need to tell the boys too. I don't want them all staring at her and making her uncomfortable.” He nodded again. 

We worked solid for the next five hours, branding cattle rump after rump. I liked our team, we all got on well and everyone pulled their weight. I was focusing on the headlock gate when Logan climbed the fence and sat next to me. “Hey Dad,” he put his hand on my shoulder as he flung a leg over the fence. “Marcy told me to go away for a while. She said I was talking too much. She said to tell you lunch is ready,” he leant forward and slapped the rump of the steer when I lifted the bar. 

“Thanks buddy, tell her we’ll be there in a few minutes,” I pulled him from the fence and stood him back on the ground. The boys and I did the last two steers in the yard then headed in. Lunch was pretty ordinary to say the least. We had an abundance of food here but Marcy served us up the same old thing every time. The boys never complained, not out loud anyway but their faces said it all. 

We got through the rest of the afternoon and dinner with no sign of our guests. Logan and I were sitting on the veranda watching a storm roll in when Jay came up the stairs. “It’s going to be dark soon boss, maybe we should go look for them, they should have been here a couple hours ago.” He was twirling his hat in his hands as he looked at the sky. “Roads ‘ll be mud soon, if she’s not prepared for that she could be end up in a bit of strife,” I’d been thinking the same thing myself a little while ago. 

“Okay, lets go look, it can’t hurt,” I stood from the swing chair and went inside for my keys. “You stay here bud, keep an eye out for them okay,” I messed up Logan’s hair as I walked past him. The kid was in bad need of a hair cut. I’d have to take him into town soon. There was no point in asking Marcy to do it, she’d already made it clear that housework and cooking was all she was paid to do, nothing more. I thought about Annie and her son as we drove the long dirt road. Robin hesitated a bit before she told me the kid was six and his name was Adam, I told her it wouldn’t be a problem, and it wouldn’t. They needed a safe place to hide out and this place was perfect for that. 

“I never told you about my old man,” Jay spoke from the seat beside me as I drove. He was looking out the window as he spoke. “He used to beat my mum something fierce. When I was older he used to beat me too, not when I was little though. He didn’t start on me until I was about ten.” He let out a little laugh. “Best day of my life the day he died. It was like a weight was lifted from me that day,” he turned to look at me. “I don't know this woman, her kid, or the guy who beat her, but if he turns up here looking for her I’ll kill him.” I looked over at Jay for a second. The rain was coming down hard now and the water was starting to pool in the potholes and corrugates. I’d never seen Jay worked up about anything, he was usually so cool and calm. “There,” he pointed up ahead. There was a little red car stopped on the road. It was dusk now, a little daylight was left but not much. 

The woman got out of the car and stood with her arms folded across her chest as the rain soaked her through. She looked exhausted and beaten. Not only beaten as in bloodied and bruised, but beaten down. Like there was nothing left in her. “Hi,” I held out my hand to her. “Are you Annie?” It was a stupid question. I could tell by her swollen eye with stitches and her bruised cheek that it was her. Besides, who else would be on this road? We were hundreds of kilometres from anywhere. She nodded and looked down at her feet. “I’m Brock, Robin’s brother,” she took my hand and I held it softly as I didn’t want to hurt her. I could see her hand was bruised just as badly as her face. “This is Jay,” my foreman stepped forward and held out his hand. “Let’s get you back to the house then you can tell us how long you’ve been stuck out here,” I moved my four-wheel drive around and helped Jay hook up the towrope. “Do you want Jay to get behind the wheel of your car? You can ride with me if you like.” 

She started shaking her head immediately. “No, I’ll go in my car, my son’s in there. I don't want to leave him alone and I don't want to move him unless I have to.” In the end we settled on Jay driving my car and I got into the drivers seat of Annie’s car. I glanced over my shoulder to the little boy laying across the back seat. Annie looked at me when a curse escaped my mouth. Jay would have to stand in line, if the bastard who beat this woman and little boy turned up here I’d kill him first. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For letting us stay here,” she looked down at her hands again. “We’ll be quiet and we’ll stay out of your way.” 

“You don't need to be quiet and you can treat this place as if it was your own,” I looked over at her quickly. “No one will hurt you here.” We rode in silence for the rest of the trip back to the house. I could tell she was exhausted and now she was shivering from the cold. Nights here could get cold even though the daytime heat could reach extremes. As soon as we pulled up Jay started unloading the suitcases and bags from the boot and I went to get the boy from the back seat. “You head up to the veranda out of the rain, I’ll get your son,” I opened the door and gently picked up the little boy before she could protest. As I picked him up his little whimpers of pain were like punches to my chest. How could anyone do this to a kid? “Hold the door open Logan,” I looked at my son as he stood back. The look on his face when he saw the beaten up little body in my arms was horrible. Once I was inside I put him on the couch and moved a pillow under his head. 

“Thankyou,” he said in the quietest, softest voice. 

“No problem mate, you just lay here while we get your stuff and put it in your room,” I looked up at his mum. “You’re mum’s wet and cold so she’s going to take a shower now. Logan ‘ll sit and keep you company until she’s done.” He gave me a little nod and I turned to Logan. “You sit here bud and keep Adam company while his mum has a shower and warms up. Maybe you can get him some water if he wants a drink.” I stood and turned to Annie. “Bathrooms this way,” I waited for her to tell Adam she’d be back in a few minutes. “These are your rooms,” I pointed to the two doors that were opposite each other. “Bathrooms in here,” I held open the door. “After you’ve warmed up I’ll show you around the rest of the house and get you some dinner.” She simply nodded, got some dry clothes from her bag and headed into the bathroom.  

Back in the lounge room I found Jay standing in the doorway while he watched Logan and Adam. “That poor little bugger has been beat black and blue,” Jay whispered. He was visibly shaken by the kid’s appearance. 

“It’s way worse than I expected. Robin said they’d both been worked over but I didn’t expect this,” I shook my head then headed for the kitchen. Marcy had gone to her quarters for the night so I put on the jug to make a pot of tea and heated some soup for Adam. 

“You know I half hope this bastard turns up here, I want to kill him,” Jay spoke softly. All I could do was nod and agree, because I was thinking the same thing. 

***
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ANNIE

As the water ran down over my face I cried and cried. I didn’t want to get out of the shower until the tears had stopped, but I didn’t want to leave Adam alone for too long either. He was in a lot of pain and in a strange house with people he didn’t know. In the space of five days his little world had been turned upside down. It was up to me to make sure he got through this with as little mental scaring as possible. Forcing myself to pull it together I dried and dressed in the bathroom, stopping to look at my face. It looked bad but nowhere near as bad as Adam’s little face. There were bruises on my arms and chest that had turned a nice hue of yellow with purple edges. They were from two weeks ago. The back of my right hand had a bruise that covered most of it from when Rodney had me put it in the doorjamb while he slammed the door, and there were a couple of fresher bruises on my neck from last week. I had no make-up to cover them, not that it would do any good. 

Robin had obviously told her brother why we were here. I should have found out more about him, asked her more questions. All I’d been told was it was a remote cattle station and he had a son the same age as Adam. Was there a wife? There had to be a wife, I hadn’t seen one. Maybe she was away at the moment. I sucked in a deep breath and headed back to the lounge room. They all looked at me as I walked in and my hands instinctively went up to cover my neck. I know my eye looked worse but the neck bruises bothered me the most, probably because of the way they got there. 

“Feel better?” Brock stood from his seat and offered it to me. I shook my head a little and went to sit on the edge of the couch next to Adam. “Are you hungry, do you want some dinner?” He looked so uncomfortable and I hated that look, the look people give you when they don't know what to say or do. When they look at you with immense pity. I hated that more than anything because I knew what they were thinking. Why didn’t she leave him? Why did she let him hit her? Why would you stay with someone like that? They would hammer you with their questions because they didn’t understand. 

Adam had barely eaten all day so I nodded yes to the man standing in front of me. “Just something for Adam would be good, thank you. I’ll eat later,” he nodded back to me and headed for the kitchen. I looked at the little boy sitting opposite us, I hadn’t noticed him there before. “Hi,” I gave him a little smile. “I’m Annie and this is Adam,” I looked at my son then back at him. “What’s your name?” 

He came to sit next to me. The other guy, Jay, told him to go back to his seat but I put my hand on his knee and said it was okay. He looked to be about the same age as Adam, and even though he smiled there was some sadness in his little brown eyes. “I’m Logan,” he turned to face me. “Why did his dad hit him?”  

“Loge, don't ask questions like that buddy,” Jay shook his head at the little boy.

“It’s okay, I don't mind. Little boys like to ask questions,” I tried to smile at Jay but it hurt so much. “Because he’s not a very nice person,” I looked at Logan then back at Adam. I’d never openly bagged Rodney in front of Adam before, but he’d never hit Adam before. Now it was different. Adam had seen the beatings I’d gotten over the years, he knew what his father was like and he didn’t need me telling him the obvious. “But he’s never going to hurt us again is he baby?” Adam shook his head slowly. “Never again.” 

I propped him up on the cushions when Brock came back with a bowl of soup. Robin must have told him it hurt him to eat. While I fed Adam the soup Jay went to the kitchen and Brock shooed his son off to bed. Adam was still sleepy from the pain medication so he was ready to sleep once he had a full belly. “I’ll carry him to his room,” Brock came back into the lounge room as I was about to pick Adam up. 

“If it’s okay with you I’d like him to sleep in with me tonight,” I looked at him. “I just want to keep an eye on him in case he wakes through the night,” I looked at my hands as I spoke. I knew this man was nothing like Rodney, I knew he’d never hurt either of us, but I still couldn’t look at him. I rarely looked anyone in the eye these days. The bright, outgoing confident me was long gone. 

“That’s perfectly fine, you don't have to ask that,” he put Adam down gently on the bed and pulled the covers up over him. “I’ll wait in the kitchen for you,” he looked at me then he was gone. I kissed Adam softly on the forehead and said goodnight, telling him that I was just going to have a cup of tea then I’d be back. His little swollen eyes were closed before I’d finished speaking. 

In the huge kitchen I found Jay and Brock sitting at the table, each with a cup of tea in front of them. “Here,” Brock pushed a plate of food in front of me then went to the bench. “Tea, coffee or hot chocolate?” He held the jug up as he spoke. 

“Ah tea thanks, white with one,” I tried to smile again but failed. I’m sure it looked like some sort of contorted smirk. In my head I pictured my face looking like Sloth from the Goonies. It definitely felt like it. “But you don't have to make me tea, I’m fine.” 

“I don't mind making you a cuppa and you’re not fine. You’ve been on the road for three days and you’re a little worse for wear if you don't mind me sayin’” he put the cup of hot tea in front of me then sat opposite. “How long were you broken down on the side of the road?” 

“About two hours I think,” I looked down. “I don't have a watch and my phone died while we were waiting so I couldn’t keep track of time.” 

“Lucky we came looking for you then,” he smiled at me. “Listen Annie, I’d like it if you told Jay and I a little bit about yourself and Adam, and about what happened to land you here, but I know its been a long day for you so if you’d rather leave it until tomorrow that’s fine too.” 

I thought about this for a minute. Robin mustn’t have told him everything or he wouldn’t be asking. He’d opened his home to me indefinitely, towed my broken down car, carried my son inside and made us dinner. I guess I owed them an explanation. I told them both the exact same turn of events as I’d told it to Lori and Robin. I didn’t tell them about all the other beatings and rapes, there was no need for that. 

“You haven’t used his credit card again have you, since you left Adelaide?” Jay looked at me. 

“No, I used one at the service station in Sydney then I gave it away. There was a young couple at the petrol station, they could see that I was all beaten up then they looked in the back seat and saw Adam. They were heading up north so I asked them to use the card knowing he would chase down the records thinking he would find Adam and I that way. I asked them to use it to buy petrol and food every time they stopped and they agreed. I figured it would buy me an extra day or two at least. I used the other card to book two plane tickets to Perth. I called a friend of mine who lives there and told her what had happened. Then I posted the credit card to her, she said she’d use the card a couple of times then she’d post it to a friend of hers in Darwin then get them to send it somewhere else, I have no idea where the card is now. I doubt he would have cancelled it, he’d be thinking as long as I kept using it he’d be able to track me.” They looked at each other and smiled. 

“Well the chances of him finding you here are next to none love. You’ll be safe here,” Jay stood to go. “Goodnight Annie,” he nodded to me. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” When Brock returned to the kitchen after seeing Jay out, he leant back against the bench and looked at me. 

“He’s right, you’ll be safe here,” he put his cup in the sink. “I want you to make yourself at home okay. You and Adam need to rest up for a few weeks and this is the place to do it. No one will bother you out here. Sometimes we go for weeks without seeing anyone from the neighbouring stations or from town. If you need anything just ask Marcy or me, if we don't have it we’ll get it next time we go into town or we’ll get it flown in on the mail plane,” he moved to the doorway. “I don't usually lock the doors at night, no need to out here, but I will if you want me to, if it’ll make you feel safer I mean.” 

“It’s okay, I don't want you to do anything different on account of me,” I stood and put my cup and plate in the sink. “I’ll just wash these up then I’ll go to bed.” 

“Knock on my door if you need me during the night, it’s the last door on the right,” he looked up at me. “Night Annie, try and get some sleep. You’ll be safe here.” 

I kept my eyes on the dishes in the sink as I nodded. Once I heard him walk away I looked up and the tears fell. 

***
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Chapter 2
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Brock

I could hear Marcy in the kitchen already, she was making more noise than usual which pissed me off. She knew we had Annie and Adam here, and she knew they needed to rest. It had taken me forever to get to sleep last night, I couldn’t get the image of their faces out of my head. If anyone ever beat Logan the way Adam’s father had done to him, I’d kill them without a second thought. Then there was Annie. She was a tiny waif of a woman, she’d be lucky to be five foot five. She was beautiful, but she didn’t seem to know it. I guess he’d beaten all of her confidence right out of her. I shook my head and flung back the covers. Thoughts of Annie and how attractive she was needed to stop. She was here to rest and heal, that’s it. 

“Morning boss,” Marcy didn’t even bother looking up at me when she spoke. Usually I’d get a scowl at least. 

“Morning Marcy, can you keep the noise down a bit, our guests need to sleep, they were both exhausted last night,” I watched her as I poured myself a coffee. 

“Sorry, didn’t realise we were running a hotel for the destitute,” she snapped back at me at the same time as Annie appeared in the doorway. The tears welled in Annie’s eyes as she stood there for a few seconds before she turned and left. 

“That was out of line Marcy and totally uncalled for. Annie is a guest in this house and you are an employee, you’d do well to remember that,” I poured my coffee down the sink and went after Annie. Shit. This was the last thing I needed. I found Annie sitting on the front steps, her knees tucked up under her chin. “I’m sorry about that,” I sat down beside her. “Marcy was out of line. She’ll be apologising to you for that comment.” 

“It’s okay, she doesn’t need to apologise. I don't want to cause any trouble for you or your staff. As soon as Adam’s healed up enough we’ll get out of your hair and leave you alone,” she wiped a tear away with her sleeve. 

“No, no you won’t. You can stay here as long as you need. Marcy doesn’t call the shots around here, I do,” as the men all came walking across the yard I stood to go back inside. “Come on, breakfast time and you’re about to meet all the men,” I held out my hand to help her up. When she put her thin little hand in mine it felt so fragile, like it’d break if I held it to tight. As soon as she was on her feet I pulled my hand back and shoved it in my pocket. Those hands might have been thin and frail, but they were warm and soft. It had been a long time since I’d felt skin like that. A very long time. 

“Hi Dad,” Logan was coming out of his room as we walked in. “Hi Annie, are you feeling better?” He stopped in front of us. 

“I am feeling a little better sweetie,” she reached out and gently pushed some hair back from his face. “Thanks for asking.” This gentle act brought a smile to his face. “I might go see if Adam’s awake yet,” she turned to go down the hall to their room. 

“I’ll come too,” Logan fell into step beside her but I called him back. 

“It’s okay, I don't mind if he comes with me,” she looked apprehensive. “If it’s okay with you that is, I don't want to go against you.” Now she looked unsure. 

“That’s fine, just don't pester him with questions Loge,” I looked at my son. I knew what he was like, question after question. I watched them walk off down the hall, Logan talking non-stop and Annie resting her hand on his shoulder. It was going to be hard on him when they left, it had only been one night but he’d already taken a liking to them. I’d have to make sure he didn’t become too attached, they’d probably be gone in a month. “Pardon,” I looked at Jay not catching what he’d said to me. 

“I was just telling the boys we’ll be finished this round of branding in a few weeks. We’ll have two weeks to prepare the yards and fences then we’ll head out to muster in the rest of the cattle,” he looked up at me. 

“Sounds about right,” I served myself up some bacon and eggs, sloppy scrambled eggs, nothing worse. I was sure Marcy did this on purpose. One of the boys had complained he’d gotten sick from her sloppy eggs once so now she cooked them that way all the time. I was about to say something to her when Logan appeared in the doorway. He was helping Adam to the table, gently holding onto his arm as he walked slowly. The talk around the table stoped and everyone went silent as they looked from Adam to Annie then back at the boy. Even Marcy looked up from the kitchen sink. 

“Hey guys, this is my friend Adam,” Logan said as he helped the boy sit. “He’s a bit sore ‘cause his dad hit him lots but he’s going to stay here and get better,” he said as he fussed over Adam. He looked at each person and pointed to them as he introduced them. “They’re all real nice,” he said to the boy then he whispered, “just don't ask Marcy questions she doesn’t like that and you have to say her food is nice. She doesn’t like it when you complain about the food.” All the men laughed, but the laughter stopped when Marcy slammed a saucepan onto the bench before storming off to the pantry room. 

“Loge, what have I told you about whispering, it’s rude. And you don't talk about Marcy like that, you hurt her feelings, you need to apologise,” I raised my eyebrow at him. He knew I meant business when I did this. 

“She doesn’t have feelings,” he whispered to Adam, and all the men laughed again. He knew he was about to be in trouble so he quickly introduced Annie. “This is Annie, she’s Adam’s mum. She’s hurt too so we need to get her better as well.” I watched Annie as the men all said hello and welcomed her. She looked at them but never directly at them, the only people she made eye contact with was Jay and myself. I put a plate of bacon and eggs in front of each of the boys then set one down in front of Annie. Pete passed them the toast while Jay made Annie a cup of tea. “Do you want some juice?” As I ate I watched Logan care for his new friend. He carefully poured him some juice then ran to the pantry cupboard and came back with a straw. “There, now you can drink.” Adam said a quiet thankyou and took a sip. 

“So where are you from?” Dane looked at Annie. We needed to get the conversation going again, the silence was awkward, but I didn’t want them hammering Annie with questions either. 

“Sydney,” she looked up from the plate of food that she hadn’t touched. 

“What’d you do there?” He asked. 

“I’m a nurse in the emergency room at the city hospital, least I was. I don't think I’ll be going back there,” she tried to smile. “I’ll have to find something else to do now.” 

“I bet you got to see some pretty interesting stuff working there, maybe you can tell us some stories some time,” Pete smiled at her and she nodded yes in return. As soon as breakfast was over the men all headed back across the yard. 

I walked over to the three people sitting together at the end of the table. “I’ll be out in the yards working on the fences for most of the day,” they all looked at me. “You make yourself at home, help yourself to anything but please take it easy. And you,” I looked at Logan as I stood to go. “Behave yourself and leave Marcy alone.” 

“I will Dad, I’m going to help look after Adam, he needs to get better so we can play together,” he gave me one of those huge smiles then turned back to his new friend. “Do you want to see my room? You can lay on my bed while I show you things.” He helped Adam off the chair and held his arm as he walked him down the hall. 

“Your son is so sweet,” Annie looked at me. Marcy let out a quiet harrumph when Annie spoke. I glared at Marcy but she wasn’t looking at me. 

“Thanks,” I looked back at Annie. “Please take it easy, you need to rest.” I nodded to her then left. 

***

[image: ]


ANNIE

I watched Brock leave the kitchen and head into the mudroom for his boots. Breakfast didn’t look that appealing but I forced down some of the sloppy eggs and the burnt bacon and finished off my cup of tea. “Thanks for breakfast,” I went and stood at the sink next to Marcy. “I’ll do the dishes if you like,” I gave her a small smile. 

“I’ll do the dishes thank you very much. You’re a guest here, you’re not here to work,” she seemed really pissed at me. 

“Maybe, but I don't mind helping. I need to keep busy. I don't want to sit around doing nothing,” I grabbed a towel and started drying the dishes. I’d dealt with bullies before and this one wasn’t going to get the better of me. Least I wouldn’t let her see that she bothered me. I’d become adept at putting on a brave face, I’d been doing it for years and I could do it for Marcy. For twenty minutes we worked side by side without a word spoken between us. When I was done I turned to her. “I’m just going to give Adam a bath then I’ll clean the bathroom.” I walked out before she could say anything. 

I stood in the doorway of Logan’s bedroom watching him talk to my son. He was kind and sweet and really caring. He looked like a mini version of his dad but with shaggier hair. When he looked up at me he smiled. “Hi Annie, I’m just showing Adam my stuff. When he’s better we can play in here. Marcy doesn’t let me take my toys out of my room, she says I’m messy.” I nodded to him as I walked in and sat on the edge of the bed. 

“You need a bath baby, lets go. Then you can rest a bit on the couch or in here if you like,” I helped him to his feet then Logan moved to his side. 

“I’ll help him, he’s my friend and you’re supposed to help your friends. My dad says that you should always help your mates when they need you, and if you don't then you're not a very good mate,” I stepped back and let him hold Adam’s arm as we walked down the hall. 

“Your dad sounds like a very smart man,” he looked back over his shoulder at me as I spoke. 

“He is, sometimes he gets sad and lonely but he never gets mad and he never hits me, never ever,” he pushed the bathroom door open and led Adam inside. “He never hits anyone.”

I looked at the little boy standing in front of us. His little sock covered feet, his jeans held up by a belt, his little check shirt tucked into his pants. He was dressed just like his dad and he looked just as cute. I turned on the taps and stood to go. “I’m just going to get Adam’s clothes, can you keep an eye on him please? Don’t let him fall in the tub,” I smiled at both of them. 

“I won’t let him fall, we’re mates, I’ll look after him,” he put his arm around Adam and smiled at me. Two minutes later I was back with a towel and Adam’s clothes. “I’ll go get the couch ready for him while you give him a bath.” He left the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Adam was silent while I stripped him down and helped him into the tub. 

“There you go,” I picked up the cloth and gently washed his skin, his black and blue skin. “Lift your arm baby,” I helped him raise his arm so I could wash him properly. “He’s never going to hurt you again,” I whispered as I washed him. 

“I know Mum, we’re safe here. Logan and his dad will look after us,” he looked up at me with sad eyes. “I don't ever want to see Dad again. I don't like him.” 

When we finished with the bath I got Adam dressed in some track pants and a loose t-shirt and covered his cold feet with socks. After I had him settled on the couch I went back to clean the bathroom and hang up the wet towels. Marcy was clearly put out by us being here so I didn’t want to create more work for her. The homestead was beautiful. The rooms were huge, and each one I’d seen so far had beautiful stained glass windows. They had high ceilings with ornate cornices and intricate patterns around the light fittings that hung from the centre of the room. There seemed to be endless hallways that led off in all directions but I stuck to the area that had our bedrooms. Brock had said last night to knock on his door if I needed anything during the night, but I wouldn’t do that. Not only because I didn’t want to be a bother to him, but I think the sight of him in pyjama bottoms and messed up hair would be forever etched in my brain. He was a very good-looking man. Tall, not thin, but not stocky either. Just perfect. I imagined he’d be all muscle under those button up shirts he wore. Then there was his nice butt in those jeans. I might have been beaten and bruised, but I still recognised a good body when I saw one. 

I was looking at all the books on the shelf in the lounge room when Logan spoke. “Can you read to us?” 

“Sure sweetie, what do you want me to read?” I looked over at him. 

He got off the couch and pulled a book from the shelf. “This one,” he handed me Enid Blytons - The Enchanted Wood. I looked at the space where he had pulled the book from and all four were here. The complete series, I’d read them as a child and loved them. 

I sat between Adam and Logan on the couch and began to read. They both snuggled into me and listened as I read. Both boys kept interrupting with questions, Logan more so than Adam but I didn’t mind. “How about we read and at the end of each chapter you can both ask questions,” they were both happy with this so I kept reading. We were being pretty quiet in the lounge room but Marcy was making a racket in the kitchen, which made it hard for the boys to focus on the story. I was about to suggest that we go sit on the veranda when the back door slammed and all the noise stopped so I kept reading. Adam was leaning into my side and eventually ended up laying on the couch with his head on my lap. Logan slowly followed suit and ended up in the same position, only he had a huge smile on his face. I still hadn’t seen a mother or heard mention of one, and I suspected it had been a long time since this little boy had felt the love of anyone other than his father. He definitely didn’t get any from Marcy. 

***
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BROCK

I’d been standing in the doorway listening to Annie read aloud to the boys. At first I thought she was reading to herself or just to Adam, but then I spotted the two little pairs of feet sticking out from each end of the couch. Her voice was mesmerising, she was easy to listen to as she read with such emotion and affliction. When she paused for a moment Logan spoke. “Annie, what was your favourite land?” 

“I think my favourite was the Land of Goodies, that one sounded like a lot of fun. And they made some yummy things,” she must have tickled his belly to make him laugh. That was the same laugh he did whenever I tickled him. “Which land did you like sweetie?” 

“I liked the Land of Do-As-You-Please, they could play with their toys where ever they wanted and they could get a juice when they were thirsty. Marcy doesn’t let me play outside of my room and I have to ask her if I can have a drink. If she’s in a bad mood she says no and tells me to go away even if I’m thirsty.” Shit, I knew Marcy didn’t like kids much but I didn’t know she was openly hostile to Logan. “She says I’m naughty and I’m a pain in the bottom only she uses another word that I’m not allowed to say because it’s a swear word.” 

“Well I don't think you’re a pain in the bottom, I think you’re a very lovely boy. How about if you want a drink you ask me and I’ll get you one,” she must have tickled him again. “Shall we keep reading?” A few seconds later her voice drifted across the room again as she read to the boys. I listened for a few minutes before I coughed lightly and walked into the room. As I walked around the couch I couldn’t help smiling. She was sat in the middle of the couch with one boy stretched out either side of her, their little heads on her lap. “Oh hi, we were just reading a story,” she went to get up but I held up my hand. 

“Don’t get up,” I sat in the chair opposite them. “Have you been good Loges?” 

“Yep,” he sat up and looked at me. “I helped Adam get to the bathroom then Annie read to us and I didn’t interrupt with questions.” Annie laughed at this. 

“He’s been very good,” she turned to Logan. “Haven’t you baby?” His little face lit up when she used the same term of endearment as she used for her own son. 

“All the men will be in soon for morning tea, how about we go get some cake before they get in and eat it all,” I stood up to go. Logan leant into Annie and whispered. 

“Don't eat the cake, it tastes like sand, it’s yuk,” he made a face. “But don't tell Marcy or she’ll get mad.” He moved over and helped Adam to his feet and led him to the kitchen. “You’re lucky Adam, you can say your face hurts and she won’t make you eat any cake,” he shook his head. 

“He’s such a lovely little boy,” Annie looked at me. “Do you think Marcy will be okay if I do some baking with the boys in a couple of days? They want to make chocolate chip cookies like the kids in the book.” 

“Doesn’t matter if she’s fine with it or not, you can do what you want remember. Make yourself at home,” I smiled at her. 
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