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For Veronica

Who taught me:

You’re never too old to make new friends,

And you’re never too young to lose them.

Oh... and a little about “Bunnings Boys,” too...

RIP, my beautiful friend.
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Chapter 1

​The Closest Neighbour


​Week 1—Sunday Afternoon
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‘Lord—love a duck!’ June Hall sat as stiff as a week-old corpse in the driver’s seat of her suddenly stationary hire car and took stock of what had happened. Reflexes had made her brake hard, swerve left, and bring the nifty white vehicle to a standstill on the road verge. She’d been driving cautiously. Slowly. She always did in unfamiliar places or on unfamiliar roads, and this situation was both—Tropical North Queensland on an unsealed road!

Adrenaline surged through her veins, and her heart pounded heavily inside her chest. As a nurse, she understood how adrenaline worked on the body, so she drew in and released slow, deep, purposeful breaths to regain her composure. She was fine, and the car appeared to be so, too. 

Two-metre-tall grass stood sandwiched against the front and passenger side of the car. She didn’t know grass could grow so tall, and despite the inconvenience of blocking her view, she was grateful for it. Without it enveloping the car, she may not have been so lucky. 

‘That was too close,’ she sighed. The engine idled flawlessly, its sound washing her with a wave of calm. She directed her eyes to the rearview mirror to watch the white utility with a trailer in tow that had forced her off the road disappear into the distance. Why anyone would drive over a crest while hugging the middle of the road was beyond her.

‘Note to self...’ she said, pulling her sweaty palms from the steering wheel and wiping them down her sundress. ‘When in the sticks, stay well left on crests!’

The car remained in drive, her foot firmly on the brake. She shifted the automatic gear selector to reverse, moved her right foot to the accelerator, and pressed it down gingerly. The wheels spun on the flattened grass. Please don’t get bogged. Then, as if answering her silent plea, the tyres gripped, and with a hefty rev, the car shot backwards onto the firm road. 

Over the crest and down the hill – just as explained in the email she’d received - a red letterbox came into view. She slowed and stopped. A rustic, handmade sign on an equally rustic gate read Barrine Views, L & M Woodward, Lot 56, Arthur Willis Road. She noted the property opposite bore no name despite the stately brick pillars that framed its entrance. She jumped out of the car, stood at the gate, and stretched. After her morning flight from Adelaide to Cairns, her drive up the winding Gillies Highway, and a brief stop for groceries in Yungaburra, she’d finally reached her destination. 

To open the gate, she had to detangle an old octopus strap that secured it—this tested both her fingers and her patience. She drove the car through, closed and secured it again. 

‘Where would this country be without good ol’ Occy Straps!’ she chuckled. In her eyes, the strap was well past its use-by date. Frayed, elastic strands poked through or hung limply from the faded, split casing, and the metal hooks were rusted, stripped of most of their plastic coatings. She wondered how many years this one had been on the gate. 

She’d never been anywhere tropical before, and despite the stifling heat and humidity, “thick enough to cut with a knife,” she was in awe of the undulating scenery around her. The vivid greens of rainforest pockets and the lushness of grass paddocks impressed her, but she’d enjoy the view later. A shower was calling. She’d never experienced true humidity and doubted she’d enjoy it during her stay—it was physically sticky.

The Woodwards’ driveway was long and neat. It comprised two crushed stone tyre strips framed by freshly mowed grass. As she made her way uphill toward the house, she grinned widely. Every cow within cooee appeared interested in her arrival, even if only fleetingly between grassy mouthfuls. This was just as she imagined the beautiful Atherton Tablelands to be.

An open bay in a three-bay shed drew her attention. This must be where the Woodwards park when they’re home. She drove into it. In the next bay was a ride-on mower sign-written, The Beast. She guessed she’d have to tackle that at some stage and hoped it came with step-by-step instructions—she’d need them!

Dr. Woodward and his wife had left for a UK holiday that morning. As they would not meet June in person, they’d thoughtfully emailed her with a subject line, “Everything you need to know about our property and our surgery”. She had printed the many pages, read the first few paragraphs, and then placed the information in her suitcase. She’d read it in full when time allowed. 

She turned off the car’s engine to a short-lived silence. Four barking dogs of varying sizes rushed from the direction of the house to stop outside her car door. She had at least read that the dogs were friendly and hoped it was true. She’d never had a dog—she just wasn’t an animal person. Besides, pets and a shared city apartment weren’t a match in her eyes. 

She struggled out of the car to their chorus, and each dog of undeterminable breed pushed forth for its share of attention. She made as much of a fuss as she could. Three of them appeared lean and healthy. The fourth, black in colour, was round and overweight. 

‘You like your tucker mate, don’t you,’ she acknowledged with a giggle. Her collar read, Daisy. She’d nickname her Tank—round like a South Aussie rainwater tank. She rubbed its broad head. This dog, she recognised, was a Staffy. The dogs, happy with a brief introduction, promptly headed back to the house. They’d been patted, introduced to the newcomer, and were consequently uninterested. Their destination was the sizeable deck off the front of the house. June imagined they’d spend most of their day lazing on it and watching the world go by, and why wouldn’t they, she surmised. 

She opened the boot and retrieved her luggage, then half-carried, half-dragged the cases across the grass to the deck, and up its stairs. There was a chain across the top step. She stared at it, unhooked it, and pushed it to one side, wondering if it was some kind of theft deterrent. Do you need a theft deterrent with all these dogs? She headed for the front door, and just as advised, it wasn’t locked. Logically, this was a long way for any thief to come.

The Woodwards’ house was far from what June had envisioned. Like the gate and the sign, it too appeared rustic. Doctors in Adelaide, in her experience, generally had splendid, modern homes that reflected their income and the hours of work they put into their careers. She had seen the inside of many city homes and surgeries through her job as a locum practice nurse and until now, had never worked or travelled rurally. She’d expected a few differences but never envisaged sharing her life with four dogs and a menagerie of other creatures she had yet to meet or read about. The only reason she was here was as a favour to her agency. The nurse who had been booked for the locum had fallen ill, and they’d been unable to replace her at short notice. In addition, the money on offer was unrefusable. The Woodwards would get their money’s worth. She’d make sure of that. She always did.

What lay beyond the glass sliding door was a pleasant surprise. An immaculate and huge, country-style kitchen built of pine and Mini Orb greeted her. She dragged her bags through the door, keen to check it out further. Pots and pans hung in no real order from an old timber ladder suspended above the stove.

‘Quaint and creative!’ she admitted. She wasn’t tall, but she would reach the pans she needed. She could see herself spending time in this kitchen!

On her way back to the car, June noticed a tiny home beyond the shed. She wondered—was it a guest house? Perhaps a She Shed? She’d find out in time. Opening the boot, she unloaded her bags of groceries. In the kitchen, she unpacked them and filled the fridge. She glanced at a bottle of red wine in her hand. It was too hot for room-temperature red, so she placed it in the fridge with a couple of other bottles she’d bought with her, not knowing what shops were available locally. Sacrilege. 

The kitchen clock read 5:00 p.m.. ‘Five o’clock already!’ she voiced, surprised. ‘No wonder my stomach’s rumbling.’ She wheeled her bags down the passage, peeking into each room. Adjacent to the bathroom, she found what had to be the guest room. There were towels, plus a soap, folded lovingly on the bed. Oh, it’s just like a hotel. She began to unpack. She was here for the entire month of March, so she wanted to be comfortable. March, she’d been told, was a wet season month in the tropics—this was evident by the greenery and not by the sky, which was clear and blue for her arrival. 

She set out her clothes in an orderly fashion—organisation was her favourite thing. If things weren’t organised, she couldn’t function at her best. She used the coat hangers and hung her dresses and work scrubs in the wardrobe, and as usual, the hangers all faced the same way. She finished the task with a yawn. Dinner, she decided, would be a simple sandwich washed down with one glass of barely chilled red. She’d hit the sack early too, she had work in the morning. She made her way back to the kitchen.

The Woodwards’ kitchen exuded both practicality and style. June imagined that with a cooking space like this, they were probably both excellent cooks. She also figured that if they were as dedicated to their work as they appeared to be to their home, the practice would run like a well-oiled machine. It was Mrs. Woodward she would replace during her locum. 

Hungrily, she took a plate out of the cupboard and placed it on the bench. Before she could take anything from the fridge, a chorus of dog barking drew her attention. She made her way onto the deck. A white ute with a trailer in tow came barrelling up the driveway. Is this the same one that forced me off the road earlier? If she were certain she’d give them what for, but she wasn’t.

She headed down the stairs and out to meet her unexpected visitor, a visitor who wouldn’t be for her—only the doctor’s surgery knew she’d be here. The ute pulled up, its engine stopped, and a man wearing a well-worn, cowboy-style hat on his head jumped out of the cab. He was alone, and she could see he was on a mission. He hesitated before her, glanced at her hire car in the shed and then back at her. 

‘You the house-sitter!’ he remarked. It was more of a statement than a question. 

‘Yes,’ she replied warily. ‘June—June Hall.’ He tipped his hat, nodded, and proceeded to the rear of his trailer. She watched him curiously. The trailer held captive a large steer. He opened a gate that doubled as a ramp, then jumped up alongside the animal. She hoped for his sake; the beast was friendly. Without a rope or harness, he encouraged the bovine to walk backwards out of the trailer. With four hooves on terra firma, he rubbed its head—as if it were a dog—slapped it on the rump and sent it on its way. 

‘Off you go, Winston,’ he insisted. ‘You’ve got a reason to stay home now—a sharp-looking house-sitter!’ She heard the man clearly; his voice was strong and travelled through the silence of the block. She blushed in response to the comment. She’d never been called “sharp” before. Sharp was a word she related to needles and their disposal—aka her sharps bin. This man was not using the word in a medical context. As he lifted and closed the ramp, the steer made a beeline toward her with a trot and flick of its tail. 

‘Oh,’ she voiced and promptly backed up to the stairs. At this point, she forgot about both her accident and being sharp! The approaching man roared with laughter. 

‘He just wants a cuddle,’ he reassured her. ‘Seriously,’ he added. ‘He won’t hurt you—crush you maybe, but not with intent. Make sure you never get between him and a fence or let him corner you while you’re here.’ June’s eyes widened. 

‘A cuddle? What on earth are you doing bringing that thing here?’ she asked.

‘He belongs to the Woodwards.’ The man looked surprised. ‘Didn’t they tell you about Winston? I’m returning the blighter for you to look after—it’s the third time this week I might add!’ She glared at him momentarily. 

‘I thought,’ she started. ‘It was small—like, like, well like a little calf or something!’ She now wished she’d read the Woodwards’ email in full. 

‘To be honest,’ he continued. ‘This is Winston’s postal address. He much prefers residing at my place—unfortunately! If I catch him one more time pushing down my fence and grazing in my paddock, it’ll be a beef banquet at mine.’ 

‘Oh?’ June studied the man with curiosity. He had an attitude, she thought. The term “Bunnings Boy” came to mind—that’s what they called them back home, men who always dressed down like they worked 24/7. Men who lived and breathed DIY and outdoor life.

The man hesitated at the door of his vehicle. 

‘Tell Doc I’ll be billing him for the fencing wire for the umpteenth time,’ he said. Is he seriously asking me to do his dirty work for him? ‘I told him he was mad taking on a poddy calf as a pet, and that was two years ago.’ He opened the ute door as if to get in but instead reached inside and fetched something. He stepped toward June and handed her a business card. ‘I’m Dave. Best put my number in your phone—I’m your closest neighbour.’ She glanced at the card and read it: David Andersen, Third Creek Beef, Paddock-to-Plate. ‘That’s if you get stuck,’ he continued. ‘Or need anything while you’re here?’ She nodded to show her appreciation for his gesture. 

‘Thanks,’ she said. Dave stood in front of her and adjusted his hat. She noted his eyes and found herself staring. They were blue—a deep blue like the ocean. Did he hold secrets, just as the ocean did? No, she decided. He would not. This Bunnings Boy would be nothing but transparent. She blinked and saw clearer—the eyes that stared back at her were indeed a transparent blue, a brilliant blue. They were like sapphires. Yes—sapphire blue, she concluded. Dave broke the silence between them. 

‘Mind you, you might have to run around the block to find phone reception. It comes and it goes.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ She smiled. She studied him briefly. While he appeared rugged, he was jovial, showed confidence, and had an aura of calm about him.

‘Seriously,’ his tone changed with the nature of his advice. ‘We always carry our phones with us out here for safety: in case of snake bites, accidents and things.’ Snake bites? June’s face contorted in horror.

‘Well, best be getting back to it.’ Dave Andersen turned, jumped into the driver seat and started the engine. Through his already wound-down window, he gave a hearty wave, turned the ute one-handed on a fifty-cent piece and headed back down the driveway, this time somewhat slower. She watched him before exchanging glances with the large, fawn-coloured steer that stood before her. He busily chewed his cud, then turned and meandered away. He had the lush green grass of the block in his sights.



​Chapter 2


​Considering Timber


​Week 1—Sunday Evening


June returned to the kitchen, made her sandwich, poured herself a glass of wine, and then placed them on the table. From the bedroom, she grabbed the lengthy, printed email she’d brought with her. She’d read it thoroughly while she ate. 

On the second page titled, The Dogs, she skimmed over two paragraphs of instructions. She learnt what time their dinner was and the procedure to be followed. She made every effort to concentrate and take it all in, but her travel fatigue had other plans. She looked up and over her paperwork, spying four hungry faces silently studying her through the door.

‘Well, team, I guess it’s your dinner time,’ she said, popping the last piece of sandwich into her mouth. She chased it down with the last drop of wine, left the email on the table and took the plate and glass to the sink. Four tails wagged eagerly, making her smile. Tank appeared the hungriest, making noises that sounded like an attempt to talk—or hurry her up. It might just be okay having your company for the next month. 

She took the dog bowls and biscuit from the cupboard and the kangaroo mince from the fridge and dished out the suggested serving size to each bowl. She’d feed the dogs, have a long, cool shower and hit the sack. 

Like a professional, she balanced four dog bowls full of food and kicked the sliding screen door open with her foot. Her days of emptying bedpans had helped her develop great balancing skills. Once one drops a full bedpan, one never does it again! She placed the bowls before each dog. 

‘There we go, you lot. Gourmet a-la-kangaroo.’ She watched each dog scoff its food as though they hadn’t eaten for a month, and as they ate, she thought of something she never would back home: food—hers, theirs, the ham in her sandwich... and Dave the Farmer.

She’d never given much thought to where the meat she ate came from. Sure, she knew that ham came from pigs and beef came from cows and so on... but having to physically kill an animal—she just couldn’t do it.

‘That’s why we have blood-thirsty farmers,’ she resolved and purposely changed her thinking. If she thought too much about the evils of farming, she wouldn’t be able to stomach meat. 

While the dogs made short work of their food, June made her way around the deck. She took note of what she guessed was an outdoor breakfast bar—or was it a wine-o-clock bar? This could serve as both. There were two stools tucked neatly underneath an impressive, thick slab of timber mounted on strong, metal legs. It was inviting. Beautiful. She ran her hand across the well-waxed surface wondering what sort of timber it was—teak, mahogany, pine? She had no idea. She realised she knew nothing about timber. Her home state of South Australia didn’t have a thriving timber industry. Momentarily, she considered her grandparents’ modest, Adelaide home.

They have a lot of antique furniture—all made of timber. But what sort? She should know. She didn’t know. She made a mental note to pay attention when she returned home, and to ask about it. She considered going antiquing with them—they did that sometimes, and she knew they’d be delighted to share their interest with their granddaughter. 

She pulled one of the stools out and sat on it. Her eyes flicked back and forth between the scenery around her and a carving on the timber top. The carving looked as though it had been done professionally, and recently. It consisted of arrows pointing to landmarks. Her eyes followed each one. 

The mowed hilltop that surrounded the Woodwards’ house gave way to undulating grassy paddocks—home to cattle. To the east, was the Andersen property—the one with brick pillars but no name. Beyond the paddocks, to the north, was a flat-topped hill of rainforest. She studied the arrow that pointed to it—Lake Barrine. She could walk around the lake according to an article she’d read on the plane, and if time allowed she would. Other arrows pointed south toward Millaa Millaa, Townsville and Brisbane. North toward Cairns, Cooktown and Weipa. And west toward Yungaburra—her grocery stop—Atherton, Herberton and Mount Surprise. She thought they all sounded intriguing. 

With sunlight fading early as it did in a state that rejected daylight-saving time, and mosquitoes that resembled flying venesection needles homing in on her soft, inviting legs, June ventured back inside, closing the screen door behind her. The dogs were happy. They must be immune. Two were in their beds and the other two were sniffing around out on the grass. What goes in, must come out. She locked the screen door for the night. Sleeping with an unlocked door was just too foreign to her.

She glanced at the few dishes on the sink. They can wait till morning. A comfy-looking couch in the lounge beckoned, but she knew if she sat on it, she wouldn’t get up for the rest of the night. Through the windows that overlooked the garden, she saw no sign of the steer. She hoped it hadn’t broken through Bunnings Boy’s fence again. She went to the bathroom, showered, set her alarm for 6:00 a.m., and jumped into bed. She forgot about her goal of reading the email—it stayed on the table where she’d left it. She hit the sack and went out like a light. 

​

Chapter 3

​Grey Custard


​Week 1—Monday Morning


A noise rang out. June woke with a start and looked at her phone. It was 4:01 a.m. Roused now, she heard the noise again—cock-a-doodle-doo. 

‘Bloody Rooster!’ she groaned and pulled her pillow over her head. She’d not seen the hen house yet and planned to do rounds after 6:00 a.m. 

‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!’ the bird repeated, annoyingly. There was no going back to sleep, and it was still pitch dark! 

Now wide awake, she decided it was the perfect time to read the emailed instructions. She climbed out of bed, headed for the kitchen and made a steaming hot cup of tea. She took the tea and the printed email from the table back to bed. 

Between sips of tea, she tackled the email one page at a time. There was a lot to absorb, but the Woodwards’ instructions were clear and precise. Under the heading, Winston, it stated, “Ensure you put the chain across the stairs of an evening or Winston will spend the night on the deck!” 

On the deck? She wondered what they meant. She hadn’t heard anything. A feeling of dread overcame her. She had unhooked the chain and left it that way. She dropped the papers on the bed, placed her half-finished tea on her bedside cupboard, and in her knickers and t-shirt, made a beeline for the sliding door. It took a moment to find the deck light switch in the dark and when she did, she wished she hadn’t. The dogs were on their beds sleeping comfortably and there, standing in the middle of the deck, was Winston. Reality struck. She smelled it before she saw it. Where there’s a steer, there’s dung. She sighed. And dung there was—steaming piles of it, splattered like large bowls of grey custard spilled from a great height. For a moment, all she could do was stare in disbelief. You can wake from your nightmare now, June Hall. The urgency to act became very real. Winston shuffled toward her voice, his hooves scraping through the mess, spreading it further and grinding it into the crevices and grain of the timber deck. She flung open the screen door and threw up her arms. 

‘Kshh, kshh,’ she called out, baffling the beast. She wanted to shoo him off the deck and as far away from the chaos as possible before he made it worse. ‘Kshh, kshh,’ she repeated until the baffled steer turned, headed down the stairs, and retreated to the lawn. June surveyed the mess, the overwhelming stench of manure making her gag. 

She contemplated. As soon as the hot, tropical sun rose, it would shine on the deck and bake the manure like concrete. She had to remove it sooner rather than later. She picked up a pair of gumboots that had been left on the deck next to the sliding door. 

‘These things are huge,’ she said of the boots. ‘Doc Woodward’s no doubt. She checked them for spiders and then pulled them on. ‘Better than no boots at all.’ 

Clomping around the splatters gingerly, she headed down the stairs. In the pre-dawn light, she found a shovel and a rake. Back up the stairs, she scraped the piles up one at a time. Up and down the stairs she went, placing each steaming pile on the garden. With the last shovel-full removed, she took the garden hose and dragged it up onto the deck. The dogs watched on, intrigued, but refused to move from their beds. Hmm, immune to both mosquitoes and the smell of dung! June glared at them.

‘Great that some of us get to sleep,’ she said, sarcastically. With the deck broom in one hand and the hose in the other, she got to work. She hosed and scrubbed, then hosed and scrubbed again, until all signs of Winston’s manure were washed away, between the slats. She cleaned the broom and the boots, then returned the hose to its hanger.

‘You will not set foot on this deck again while I’m in charge, Winston Woodward!’ she grumbled, clipping the chain back across the top step of the stairs. She needed a shower. She had the scent of manure fixed in her nostrils and specks of splash-back stuck to her legs. She’d take dogs over bovines any day!



​Chapter 4


​The Menagerie


​Week 1—Monday Afternoon


By 5.30 a.m., June had not only cleaned up after Winston but had also finally finished reading the Woodwards’ notes. She had no idea there were so many animals on their property. She was to check the chickens and ensure their food and water containers were full. They were free-range but housed securely overnight. She’d read that the chook house had a dedicated solar panel to power an automatic door—she couldn’t wait to see how that worked. She was to collect the eggs daily, in the evening where possible.

There were turkeys at the rear of the block. They slept high in a tall fig tree but required a bucket of feed in the mornings. They too were free-range to a certain extent. There was a blind pig in a pen as well. 

‘Hoo boy’ she voiced. ‘I’m going to be busier here than at work!’

With the morning sun already blazing and the temperature rising, she threw on old clothes, slipped into the oversized deck boots, and headed outside to do the chores. She needed to be in Millbrook by 8:00 a.m. to start work. 

First up, she found the chicken coop. The chickens were up, about, and scattered all over the block. Some scratched through leaf litter in search of bugs. Those who either weren’t hungry or had already eaten fluffed their feathers in dirt baths. June watched their antics and some watched June with equal interest. Whether or not she had food was on their minds. A few came running, just in case. 

‘So... you’re the culprit that woke me this morning, huh?’ she grumbled at the stately, multicoloured rooster that took no notice of her. ‘I’m keeping my eye on you, young man. I’m sure there’s a chopping block in the woodshed.’ She noted several roosters, though the others looked young.

The chook house was outstanding and amused her no end. It sat on stumps, the floor approximately one metre off the ground. From the noise within, and the toing and froing of busy chickens up and down the access ramp, she figured the nest boxes were located inside. A closer inspection confirmed this—there were human-accessible lift-up doors on the side for collecting the eggs. 

The ramp to the doorway was covered in synthetic grass for grip.  Above the doorway was a sign—The Penthouse, and a penthouse it was indeed. The floor consisted of form ply designed to slide out in sections. The ply scraped and cleaned easily, allowing manure that fell during the night roost to be collected for the garden. There were notes on a garden too—a vegetable patch beyond the car shed. She was welcome to use anything from it and looked forward to fresh produce. Fortunately, they’d added, “We don’t expect you to maintain the garden, you’ll be busy enough”.

So that’s the solar panel. She took note of it fixed to the coop roof. The automatic door closed after roosting time and opened bright and early each morning, creating a haven at night. She considered foxes. She couldn’t imagine what other dangers there’d be. The chook house was far from your average coop; it was outstanding. An architectural marvel. 

Her second stop was at blind pig, Wilbur’s pen. She smiled at his name. 

‘You know, Wilbur,’ she said calmly as she approached the waist-high fence. ‘I bet your chicken buddies have names just as quaint as yours!’ The pig, while unable to see her, appeared happy to hear her voice and followed it. She had never been close to a pig before—not even one with vision. Humming a tune to make her position known to the mammal, she lifted the lid on an old metal rubbish bin next to his gate and peered inside. The pig snorted, making her jump. He knew the noise and what it meant—breakfast! ‘Oh,’ she hesitated. ‘That... um... sure looks scrumptious.’ She hoped she sounded more convincing to the pig than she sounded to herself. She took the jug from on top of the feed and as instructed, scooped up the required amount and then poured it over the fence and into his feed trough. 

‘Reee-reee-reee,’ Wilbur headbutted the trough and searched with his snout until he located the food, then ate hungrily. Fixated on his eating—or rather, scoffing, she dropped the jug. Fortunately, it fell into the trough where she could reach it. Had it landed on the ground, it would have stayed there. She didn’t have time to enter the pen, and she’d need time—time to work up the courage to do it. She put the jug back into the feed bin and secured the lid. She had a lot to learn—not just about the Woodwards’ animals, but about animals in general. Quietly she watched him for a moment as he devoured his breakfast. He had the manners of a... well... a pig! A glance at the water container next to the trough told her she didn’t need to change or fill his water, so she moved on. Besides, she was struggling physically. As well as her time restraints, she had lost the ability to control her gag reflex. The smell of Winston’s manure lingered in her nose like an unwelcome visitor. She didn’t need Wilbur’s adding to it. 

Under a large fig tree, a rafter of turkeys waited for breakfast. June estimated 30 and approached them cautiously.

‘Would they attack her?’ she wondered. According to the Woodwards, the birds roosted in the tree nightly, returning to the ground at sunrise, but each morning they faced a dilemma. They landed outside the fenced-off papaya plantation where they preferred to spend their day. On the plantation, they could wander freely, feast on bugs, and fertilise the soil to their heart’s content. This was nature’s organic pest control and fertiliser all in one.

The turkeys ran to the plantation gate, their excitement visible. They too, knew food was on its way and lined up like eager schoolchildren outside a classroom. She noted those at the back were impatient and shoved and squabbled with those in front. It reminded her of her school days, where unruly bullies pestered well-behaved children in front of them in a manner that would avoid the teacher’s eyes. 

The papaya plantation was around 2000 square metres in size. The ground itself was steep, particularly where it dropped off beyond the fig tree and fence line. June edged past the turkeys, trying not to look nervous.  

‘Out of the way you lot,’ she insisted. A few gobbled in response, more a hurry-up than an acknowledgement of her authority over them. At the gate, she took the lid off a bucket of dried, cracked corn that had been soaked overnight. The turkeys moved in tight around her. The Woodwards had thankfully prepared the mix the day prior. According to her list of instructions, she was supposed to soak six cups of the dry feed in water every night and give it to them every morning. That didn’t seem hard. 

‘Back off,’ she warned. ‘Or open this ruddy gate for me!’ With the bucket over her arm and the turkeys pushing at her feet, she removed the Occy Strap that secured the gate and opened it. Where would the world be without Occy Straps? She took two steps into the plantation yard. She leant forward and hung the bucket onto a hook secured to a post. It sat right at the top of a steep slope. 

‘Looks like you guys have scratched or pecked away every blade of grass on this poor little slope,’ she said. ‘That can’t be good!’ She moved back and left the hungry birds to it. One by one, they entered the yard, the sloping soil no challenge to their anisodactyl feet. Some gathered around the corn bucket and either persistently argued or patiently waited for their fill of the corn. Others were disinterested, instead happy to wander down among the papayas and roam. June Hall had to admit that turkeys were indeed fascinating creatures and being close to them, for her, was a first. She could have stood there all day watching them, but work called. She made her way back to the house. 

Dressed and with her bag and lunch packed, she ran her eyes back over her lists of instructions, double-checking she’d done everything that was expected of her regarding the property. She glanced at Dave’s card on the bench and wondered—should she put his number in her phone? One never knows when one might need a local. She added him to her contacts.  

With the door locked, she stepped over the Winston chain. Doing this every time she took the deck stairs would be a hassle, but she’d tolerate it. It was far easier than cleaning up piles of steer manure. She walked to her car. The sky was clear, and the sun shone on her back. How anyone lived in this environment was beyond her. She was freshly showered and already her skin was tacky to the touch from humidity. A bead of sweat trickled down her back. This weather isn’t fit for humans or animals. She opened the car door, hopped in, started the engine, and turned the air-conditioner to high. She directed the jets to her face and body and soaked up the relief it offered.

Down the lengthy driveway and through the gate, she indicated automatically to turn right onto Aurthur Willis Road. She didn’t know why she did that with no one behind her. There, also turning out of his driveway, was Dave. He smiled broadly at her and waved out of his window. She noted it had been wound down. 

Seriously, do you not use your air-conditioner? No sense, no feeling! He waved her forward and she headed out onto the unsealed road that would take her into Millbrook and to the surgery. She’d heard it was a small town with a big heart and hoped the rumour had it right. As she drove, she watched Dave follow her in his ute. Her imagination wandered—what would he look like in smart clothes? In clean clothes? Clothes that made those broad shoulders and biceps even more noticeable. A warm sensation passed through her—hard to say if it was from her thoughts... or the air-conditioner struggling to keep up in the humidity.



​Chapter 5


​Self-Made Man


​Week 1—Monday Morning


DAVE followed June until he reached his bottom paddock. He had to check a section of fence, attend to the troughs, and administer antibiotics to a wounded steer he’d yarded. When those jobs were finished, he faced the clean-up from yesterday’s customers visiting his new paddock-to-plate venture. As he reflected on the turnout, a smile tugged at his lips. Setting up a barbeque-style attraction in a slaughterhouse had been a mammoth task, but he was no stranger to hard work or commitment.

It had been over a year since his wife had left. Survival meant moving forward. At the time, he’d felt hurt beyond repair.  He’d married for life—or so he thought. There had even been talk of kids, but in hindsight, he should have realised from the get-go—there’d been signs. 

Living rurally didn’t suit everyone. Plenty of men and women in agricultural settings had their relationships fall apart, be it through distance or other reasons—he wasn’t the first farmer to face heartbreak, and he wouldn’t be the last.

Dave was born and bred on the land but attended boarding school in the city. Travelling during his gap year, both domestically and abroad, only reinforced that city life—big or small—wasn’t for him. He’d felt lonelier in a crowd than he ever had with just stock and stars for company. Oh, how he’d missed the stars—the city lights stole their brilliance.

Ending up separated and alone on a new property hadn’t been in Dave Andersen’s life plan. He’d bought the house, the land, and had the debt and a wife—then, suddenly, it was just him to manage it all.

The old slaughterhouse in one of his paddocks caught his eye at the time. He’d stood there, thinking, why not? What he hadn’t expected when he decided to renovate was becoming his grandmother’s full-time caregiver, but on the upside, both challenges cured his loneliness and gave him no time to dwell—just things to do and someone to talk to at night. 

Opening a paddock-to-plate venue had been a steep learning curve, but through it, he’d discovered two passions he never realised he had—cooking and educating. From the outset, he wanted his business to be more than just a place to eat beef. He wanted people to learn and appreciate the effort behind breeding cattle and understand sustainability.

He designed flyers, planned how to host and educate visitors, and curated the menu. He even spent time with an old schoolmate-turned-winemaker, ensuring he stocked the best wines to pair with beef. Local where possible.

Dave was an owner-builder, designer, renovator, and marketer—plus chef, retailer, educator, carer, and farmer. Not to mention—housekeeper. Running a paddock-to-plate, a home, and keeping up with his meddlesome gran meant there was always work to do.

But above all, Dave was an animal man. His cattle were cared for to the highest standard while they lived. Slaughter days weren’t easy, but they were part of farm life—something he’d grown up with, accepted, and moved on from. 

Dave was a proactive, self-made man, turning setbacks into stepping stones and dreams into reality.



​Chapter 6


​Always Running


​Week 1—Monday, Dave and Alice


Alice Andersen collected her handbag from the lounge room and popped it in the basket on her wheeled walker. She’d been to the bathroom and was ready for her trip to Millbrook Surgery. She turned to make her way toward the passage—she would not keep her grandson waiting. He was the apple of her eye. 

Dave’s ute tore up the driveway, tyres crunching on the gravel as it arced into a half-circle and came to an abrupt stop—passenger side perfectly aligned with the front garden path. A moment’s silence followed, then the vehicle door slammed. Alice glanced at her watch, worried, as the thudding sound of work boots running on concrete grew louder—thud—thud—thud—thud. 

She knew what would come next: two deep grunts, one for each boot wrenched off hot, sweaty feet. Two familiar thuds—one after each grunt—signalled the boots hitting the veranda. She waited for the leathery, shuffling sound, and there it was. He never let her down and always kicked his boots away from the door; never would they be a trip hazard for his grandmother. That’s my boy. Best grandson ever. 

As the squeaking screen door banged shut, Dave appeared in the lounge room doorway, panting but grinning—a smile that, as his grandmother knew, should have been melting hearts!

‘Always running,’ she grumbled. She moved forward and stood face-to-face with him. ‘You need to stop, listen, and truly see the beautiful things in front of you every single day. We all cross the finish line, you know—so walk, don’t run. Time goes quickly enough.’ 

‘I don’t have time for your words of wisdom today, Gran. Are you ready to go?’ he asked, with perfect composure. 

‘Yes, dear...’ she replied, her caring eyes looking him up and down. ‘You’ve been doing too much—again!’ 

‘That’s Mondays... plus the clean-up took much longer than I anticipated,’ he admitted. ‘Yesterday was a busy one.’ He stepped aside to let her into the passageway. ‘Let’s go,’ he insisted. Alice hesitated, noting he looked hot.

‘You don’t want to shower before our appointments?’ She looked concerned. 

‘Yes, of course...’ his smile straightened. ‘But if I do, we’ll be late. Don’t fuss. It’s fine. I’m sure Doc Flint will forgive a fellow man for working hard. I’ll change my shirt and grab a clean pair of boots—that okay?’

‘A boot and shirt change will suffice,’ she agreed. ‘You do work hard—too damn hard, David!’ She nodded. She pushed her wheeled walker past him.  

‘So, you keep telling me—Graaandmother!’ he replied with a smirk. She called him David during her philosophical or meddlesome moments—the latter always worrisome. 

‘I’ll wait by the car,’ she insisted and picked up her pace. ‘I don’t want you driving too fast,’ she mumbled. ‘As we know, accidents can happen.’

‘Sure, Gran. Be right there,’ Dave answered. In his bedroom, he pulled on a shirt—one he didn’t have to button. There wasn’t time for buttons. He ignored his sweaty socks, took a clean pair of boots from his wardrobe, and made a beeline back to his ute—screen door slamming behind him. Running, he arrived simultaneously with Alice, helped her in the car and then threw her wheeled walker—The Silver Stallion—into the back.

Dave drove down his long, country driveway, stopping momentarily at the road to give way. There were rarely cars on Arthur Willis Road.  

‘Doc and Mrs. left yet?’ Alice asked. 

‘Yesterday morning, Gran. There’s a house-sitter there now.’ He glanced left and right—no traffic either way—and then subconsciously, across and upward toward Barrine Views. Alice noted his glance and was inquisitive.

‘Oh... what sex?’ 

‘A woman. ’Bout 30.’ Dave rolled his eyes and pulled out onto the road.

‘Your age, then?’ Alice asked, needing more information. ‘Is she pretty?’ 

‘Very,’ he said poker-faced and without thinking. He accelerated at a fast but cautious speed. With luck, they should arrive just in time. 

‘Perhaps you can invite her for dinner, dear?’ Alice threw him a look as best she could with her osteoarthritic neck.

‘Gran. Really?’ He shook his head. ‘You know I don’t have time for that.’

‘You should make time,’ Alice insisted. ‘All work and no play make Dave a dull grandson. Besides, I might like the company.’

‘Well, you might meet her, yet...’ Dave explained. ‘Rumour has it, she’s working at the surgery—a nurse. Filling in for Mrs. W, I hear.’ Alice said nothing—just looked away at passing paddocks, though she didn’t see them, her mind busy scheming behind a mischievous smirk. 

Dave focused on driving and the task ahead. He’d become a regular at the surgery since taking on the role of Alice’s carer. It was just the two of them these days—grandmother and grandson—and that was all he had time for. 




​Chapter 7

Beyond Carrot Cake

Week 1—Monday, June

It took less than an hour for June to feel at home in Millbrook Surgery. The computer system was one she was proficient with and that made all the difference, as did the staff who welcomed her with open arms. The cupboards in the treatment room were labelled, making finding what she needed a breeze. Coral, the surgery’s practice manager, had even prepared her morning tea—a flat white and homemade carrot cake—perfectly timed between patients. The ten minutes it took her to devour it, was just the boost she needed to soldier on. 

During June’s morning orientation, she’d spied the carrot cake in the staff room—it was her favourite. Alongside the cake, on an old wooden table, were mangoes, avocados, an extra-large block of chocolate, and other fruits she’d never seen before. 

‘Our patients bring in all sorts of goodies for the staff,’ Coral had explained. ‘If they’re on the old table, they're anyone’s—go for it.’ That sounded great to June. It appeared that country patients were most thoughtful. She’d also warned, ‘Working here, dear June, you’ll soon put curves on that lean body of yours.’ June agreed she just might. 

The morning’s patients had presented with ailments quite different to what she was used to. She’d removed a scrub tick from a patient’s back and dressed the fresh wounds of an old farmer; his rusty ute tray had fallen off its hinges, scraping the skin from his shins as it fell to the ground. There’d been the usual ECGs and the taking of vital signs for several patients. She’d immunized a six-month-old baby, dressed a sprained ankle, and noted that she was soon to see a patient whose pet python had mistaken their hand for a rat!

She glanced at the computer and noted the name of her next patient—Mrs. Andersen. She headed to the waiting room to collect her. Mrs. Andersen of Arthur Willis Road—could she be Dave’s wife? June scanned the room full of waiting patients. 

‘Mrs. Andersen,’ she called. An elderly lady sitting in the corner stood up slowly and unsteadily. She fumbled with her wheeled walker. June approached her. 

‘Hello. Are you Mrs. Andersen?’ Alice nodded. ‘I’m June, the locum nurse. I’ll be looking after you today. Are you able to walk okay or shall I fetch the wheelchair?’

‘No dear. I can walk. I’m just a bit slow, that’s all.’ June escorted her to the treatment room, weighed her as they passed the scales, and then showed her to a seat in her office. She took Alice’s blood pressure. ‘So, you’re the Woodwards’ house-sitter, dear, is that right?’ Alice looked her up and down.

‘Yes, that’s right. I’m here for March while they’re in the UK,’ she explained. 

‘Well, it’s lovely they can take a whole month’s break—Goodness knows they earn it running this show... and it’s even lovelier that you can take care of their property and the menagerie. They’ve such a stunning home.’ The elderly woman had an infectious smile; however, June wouldn’t label the Woodwards’ home stunning—unique or eccentric perhaps? Rustic-bordering-on-charming for sure. ‘My grandson is right. You are very pretty.’ June felt the warmth in her cheeks as she blushed. 

‘Your grandson is Dave?’ she asked.
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