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Chapter 1

Amelia Johnson stood at the sink, scrubbing the saucepans from dinner last night with more force than necessary. Her hair—a striking combination of electric blue, pink and silver that caught the light like a disco ball—was pulled back in a messy bun, and she wore her favourite ripped jeans and an oversized flannel shirt that had seen better days. Her hours at the pre-school had dropped a couple of weeks ago, and now that she had extra time at home, she was feeling more like Cinderella every day.

Reflections from the crystal Mum bought at the markets last week, when she helped Sarah, bathed the farmhouse kitchen in flashes of colour. Mum had headed out early again today, and Amelia suspected it was because she preferred looking after Jett, Sarah’s little boy, to being at home.

‘I’ll be back about three, love. There are a couple of loads of work clothes in the laundry, and upstairs could do with a good vacuum.’ Mum had tapped on her door about six-thirty.

‘Okay, Mum. I won’t be home this afternoon, though. Say hello to Sarah and Jett for me.’

Amelia didn’t mind helping Mum out; it was good to see her getting away from the drudge of looking after four adults, two of whom were really peeing her off lately. Even though Guy and Oli had moved out to live with their respective partners, they still treated the house the same way they always had, expecting Mum to clean up after them.

‘You know, there are dishwashers for that sort of thing.’ Guy’s voice broke into her thoughts.

‘What?’

‘I said there are dishwashers for that sort of thing,’ her brother commented from his seat at the kitchen table, not looking up from his laptop where he was updating his spreadsheets. ‘Revolutionary technology, really.’

‘And you know there’s actual work to be done outside instead of fiddling with spreadsheets all morning,’ Amelia shot back, though there was no real heat in her voice. ‘Revolutionary concept, really.’

Oliver wandered in through the back door, his boots leaving small clumps of red dirt on the mat despite Amelia’s repeated warnings about cleaning them first. ‘What’s revolutionary?’ he asked, heading straight for the kettle.

‘Nothing,’ Guy replied at the same time Amelia said, ‘Your apparent inability to use a doormat.’

Oliver glanced down at his boots with a surprised expression. ‘They’re not that bad.’

‘They’re never that bad in your opinion,’ Amelia said, abandoning the pots to grab a tea towel and start drying with the same aggressive energy she’d applied to washing them. ‘Yet somehow Mum and I are always sweeping dried clumps of mud out of the kitchen. If we told Sarah what a grub you are when you’re here, I’m sure that would be the end of your relationship. Do you wipe your feet at her place?’

‘I guess I do. Sorry, I’ll use the mat next time.’ Oliver switched the kettle on and settled into his usual chair. ‘But I have more important things to worry about today.’


‘Like what? Whether your precious mangoes are getting enough sunshine?’ Amelia rolled her eyes. At twenty-two, she was the youngest of the Johnson siblings, and sometimes she felt like her opinions carried as much weight as one of Grandmère ‘s feather boas.


The sound of slow, uneven footsteps on the stairs interrupted their bickering. Their father appeared in the doorway, fully dressed for farm work but with a confused expression that set Amelia’s nerves jangling.

‘Morning, Dad,’ Oliver said. ‘Sleep well?’

Hugo Johnson stood in the kitchen entrance, his callused hands gripping the doorframe as if supporting himself. ‘Have you boys turned the pumps off yet?’ he asked, his voice carrying that uncertain quality that had become increasingly frequent over the past month or so. It was hard to see her strong dad like this. He’d never fully recovered from his heart attack.

‘Yes, Dad,’ Guy replied gently, closing his laptop. ‘Oliver took care of them at dawn.’

Hugo’s brow furrowed as he patted his pockets absently. ‘Right. Now, where did I put my work gloves? I could have sworn—’

‘They’re in your back pocket, Dad,’ Amelia said softly, watching as relief flooded her father’s face when he found them exactly where she’d said.

‘Thank you, sweetheart.’ Hugo smiled at her, but his eyes were cloudy. Amelia’s chest tightened. ‘I don’t know where my head is today.’

These moments of confusion seemed to be happening more often—Dad repeated questions, misplaced things, and seemed genuinely confused about routine tasks. But whenever she’d tried to voice her concerns, her siblings had dismissed them as stress or fatigue, but she had noticed the worry on Mum’s face more often this week.

Dad headed out to the shed, and Guy looked up from his laptop. ‘Everything all right, Melie?’

‘Don’t call me that. I’m not a kid anymore. And yes, everything’s just peachy. Why wouldn’t it be? Just because I’m stuck here helping Mum half the week, washing dishes and sweeping up after you two while you sit around planning the future of the farm without consulting the one person who still lives here full-time—’

‘Hang on,’ Oliver interrupted, staring at her. ‘What do you mean, we don’t consult you? What do you want to be consulted about? I thought you were moving out anyway.’


‘What do you think, Oli? When’s the last time anyone asked my opinion about anything important around here?’ Amelia demanded, waving the tea towel. ‘Charlotte gets to make all the decisions about Maison de Rêve. Julien runs the General Store; you control the mangoes. Lisette left to find her own life. Guy and Dad manage the cane and the books—and what do I get a say in? Working part-time at the preschool and helping Mum do the dishes and laundry, with the family assuming I’m too young to understand anything about farming.’


The gentle humming of the refrigerator was the only sound in the ensuing silence.

‘That’s not fair,’ Guy said quietly. ‘Of course we value your input. If you want more, just say.’

‘Do you?’ Amelia challenged. ‘Because last week, when I suggested we could plant a small herb garden and supply the General Store and the local restaurants, Dad patted me on the head and told me it was a nice idea for when I was older. And when I mentioned that the irrigation system in the eastern paddock has been making weird noises for the past month, Oliver told me I was probably hearing things.’

Oliver shifted uncomfortably. ‘It hasn’t been making weird noises.’

‘It has, actually,’ Guy said, still focused on his laptop screen. ‘Elena noticed it yesterday. Sounds like the pump might need replacing.’

‘See? I’ve been saying that for weeks, but apparently, I don’t know enough about the farm to recognise a failing irrigation pump, but Elena does.’ Her jaw tightened. ‘And not only that. Every day, it’s something else I’ve done wrong, or not done well enough, or should have anticipated before it became a problem. I can’t breathe in this house without someone having an opinion about whether I’m doing anything good enough.’

‘Mum’s just stressed about Dad,’ Oliver said, though his voice lacked conviction. ‘She doesn’t mean—’

‘She absolutely means it,’ Amelia interrupted. ‘And it’s not just Mum. I’m tired of making excuses for everyone. I’m tired of being the family scapegoat when things go wrong and the family pet when you need someone to run errands or wash your dishes.’

‘If you’re so unhappy, what’s happened with you moving out?’

‘I’m still looking, but trust me, I’m going.’ Amelia was horrified that she sounded teary, especially when she saw the look her brothers exchanged.

The sound of the screen door slamming announced Charlotte’s arrival, who hurried in, oblivious to the tense atmosphere.

‘Great, you’re still home, Melie. I want you to—’


‘Good morning to you too, Char,’ Amelia interrupted.



‘Oh, sorry. Good morning. I thought I’d call in to see you on the way to school. And please don’t call me Char.’ Charlotte’s words ran together as she walked across and switched the kettle on. ‘I’m trying out a new recipe for our dinner party at Grandmère’s on Friday night, and I need someone to taste it for me. Can you come over for dinner tonight, Melie?’



‘Amelia, not Melie. I’m grown up now too, Charlotte.’


‘I have excellent taste. I’ll volunteer,’ Oli said.

‘I want someone who appreciates good food. You eat peanut butter and banana sandwiches for breakfast,’ Charlotte replied with a grin as she reached for the jar of instant coffee. ‘Your opinion on Beef Bourguignon is invalid.’

‘What about Guy?’ Amelia asked, gesturing towards their brother, who was looking hopeful.

‘Guy would agree that cardboard was delicious if it meant the conversation ended faster,’ Charlotte said matter-of-factly. ‘Please, Melie? I really need your help with this. Can you come over?’

Amelia felt the familiar tug of conflicting emotions. On one hand, she was pleased that Charlotte valued her opinion. On the other hand, her assistance was only requested for things like recipes and dresses—never for anything that mattered.

‘Tonight?’

Charlotte nodded absently, already assuming that Amelia would do it.

‘I can’t,’ Amelia said, surprising herself with the words. ‘I have other plans.’

‘What other plans?’ Her sister frowned.

‘Personal plans,’ Amelia replied, lifting her chin slightly.

‘What personal plans could you possibly have on a Tuesday night in Duckinwilla Creek?’ her sister asked, raising her eyebrows.

‘Maybe she has a date,’ Guy suggested helpfully, earning himself a glare from Amelia.

‘Do you?’ Charlotte’s expression shifted from irritated to intrigued. ‘Wow, who with? Is it someone from Duckinwilla Creek? Do I know him?’

‘It’s not a date,’ Amelia said firmly. ‘And even if it was, I don’t need to report my social life to the family committee.’

Oliver raised an eyebrow. ‘Family committee?’

‘You know what I mean,’ Amelia said, her earlier frustration returning in full force. ‘The way everyone around here thinks they have a right to know every detail of what I’m doing and when I’m doing it, while at the same time treating me like I’m too young to have opinions about anything that matters.’

The words were tumbling out now, fuelled by months of suppressed resentment and the fresh sting of watching her concerns about Dad being ignored.

‘That’s not true,’ Charlotte protested. ‘We just worry about you. You’re the baby of the family.’

‘No, you all assume things about me,’ Amelia corrected. ‘There’s a difference. You manage me, and you dismiss me, and you assume I’ll always be here to pick up the pieces of whatever crisis needs handling while never actually including me in the decisions that affect all of us.’

She flung the tea towel onto the sink and turned to face her siblings. ‘You want to know what my plans are? I’m going to look at another rental property in town today. I’m sick of waiting for Mrs Davis to call. She can go whistle! I’ll go to the opposition. And I’m sick of living here!’

The stunned silence that followed was so complete that the only sound was the clock ticking in the hallway and the distant sound of Dad’s tractor moving between paddocks.


‘That’s a bit harsh.’ Charlotte’s voice rose. ‘Mum told me she thought you didn’t want to move yet. And Grandmère agreed with her.’


‘So, I’ve been the subject of discussion, have I? Well, I am moving. And I’ve applied for the traineeship at the preschool in town, and I’m going to get my own place and start living my own life instead of being the baby sister who gets patted on the head and told to leave the important stuff to the grown-ups.’

Guy’s laptop made a small chirping sound that seemed unnaturally loud in the tense kitchen.

‘But you can’t move out,’ Oliver said finally. ‘This is home.’

‘It will be home when I visit. Like you all do,’ Amelia corrected. ‘I’m the only one who still lives here, and I’m tired of feeling like this.’

‘You’re being overdramatic, Melie,’ Charlotte said, though her voice lacked its usual certainty.

‘Amelia. And am I?’ she challenged. ‘Tell me the last time anyone treated me like an adult and not Cinderella.’

‘You know,’ Guy cleared his throat. ‘The herb garden idea was pretty good—’

‘Too late,’ Amelia interrupted. ‘Don’t try to make me feel better now by pretending you’ve suddenly recognised my brilliant contributions. I’ve made my decision. I’m going.’ She headed towards the back door, pausing only to grab her keys from the hook by the window.

‘Where are you going now?’ Charlotte called after her. ‘You need to get changed if you’re going to town.’

‘Out,’ Amelia replied, not turning around. ‘I might be back for lunch—Mum’s already put your smoko and sandwiches in the fridge—and you boys make sure you clean up after yourselves. And give some thought to Dad. Keep an eye on him while Mum and I are out.’

‘Amelia, wait—’ Oliver started, but she was already running up the stairs to her room to get changed.

As she climbed into her battered little hatchback a while later—a hand-me-down from Julien that she’d painted bright yellow with purple polka dots, much to the family’s horror— Amelia caught sight of her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her hair escaped from its bun in rebellious wisps, her cheeks were flushed with emotion, and her eyes were bright with determination.

For the first time in months, she looked like herself instead of some watered-down version designed to fit her family’s expectations.

The drive to town took fifteen minutes along winding roads bordered by sugar cane fields and grazing paddocks. Amelia had made this journey many times, but today it was different—she was driving towards her future instead of just away from her frustrations.

Her first call was to Mrs Henderson, a former resident who had moved to an apartment at the coast when her husband passed away. Even doing that made Amelia feel rebellious.

‘Yes, my father’s cottage is still available,’ the woman responded to Amelia’s inquiry. ‘It’s not a new house. It’s quite old, and it needs a tiny bit of work, but it’s cute and very comfortable. Would you like to look at it? I’m on my way to Duckinwilla Creek now. I can meet you there if you’re interested.’

‘Oh, yes, please!’

The old cottage on Maple Street was everything Amelia dreamed of: small but charming, with an overgrown front garden that had potential, and a little back patio that caught the morning sun. The wraparound latticed porch added to the quaint look, and the mature jacaranda tree in the front yard was in full leaf.


Mrs Henderson beamed when Amelia indicated she was happy to move in immediately if she was the successful applicant.


‘I had another tenant due to move in last weekend, but he didn’t arrive, so I’m happy for you to take it.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Amelia clasped her hands with happiness.

‘You’re the youngest Johnson, aren’t you?’ the older woman asked as they walked through the tiny kitchen with its vintage stone sink and cheerful—albeit stained—yellow walls. ‘I met your mother at the CWA meeting a few weeks ago. Even though I’ve moved, I like to keep up with what’s happening in Duckinwilla Creek.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Your brother has done a wonderful job with the General Store. People are talking about it in Bundaberg and Bargara.’

‘Yes, we’ve been getting more tourists in town lately.’

‘Your whole family is very community-minded. I heard Julien is going to head the Chamber of Commerce.’ That was a surprise to Amelia. ‘So, you’re looking for a bit of independence? Being a local Johnson is a good enough reference for me.’

‘Yes, I am looking forward to having my own space,’ Amelia said, surprised at Mrs Henderson’s knowledge of her family. Then again, it was Duckinwilla Creek; she should be used to it. ‘I’m hoping to start a full-time traineeship at the preschool next month. I have an interview later today.’
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