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      When Charlotte leaves her old life to start afresh near the township of Bindarra Creek, she experiences a sense of liberation and adventure. The rural property she purchases is perfect for her new business venture and a friendly neighbour, Alex, along with his two children, Isla and Eli, help her settle in. However, plans for a peaceful rural life do not run smoothly and when she stumbles on a sinister connection to her past, Isla is also drawn into the web of evil. Now Charlotte faces the perilous task of saving the young girl from a deadly situation. Will Alex rescue Charlotte and Isla in time? Or will the secret places beyond the gate, hide forever, their fate?
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      Charlotte peered through the car windscreen at the blinding winter rain. Window wipers, working furiously, did little to push back the tide of water that flowed over the glass. She stopped at an intersection, checking the road signs as she drove through the middle of the small town of Bindarra Creek. The street was deserted, only a few dim lights glowing outside the closed shops and businesses on the main street. Cars parked outside the Riverside Pub stood in a torrent of water that gushed down the side of the street. Large puddles covered sections of the bitumen and she avoided them, hoping like crazy the roads she needed to travel on would not be flooded.

      When she came to the T-intersection she turned left; the dim lights of the Cyprus Café letting her know she was on the right street. Winding her way around she slowed again, checking her bearings and the directions she’d been given. The R.S.L. club and the public hospital appeared on her right and a sign, Mt Ingalls Road, was just visible through the rain. Picking up speed she followed the road that would lead her out of town. The road narrowed as she cleared the outskirts of the town and eventually, she came to what she was looking for: a wooden road sign, “Forrest Road” directed her to turn right. Charlotte indicated and turned the car, slowing once again as bitumen turned into dirt. Tall trees and thick bush lined the side of the road and large branches waved wildly in the howling wind. Twigs and lumps of bark flew through the air and she flinched at the sound of them hitting the car. What a night to be driving, especially on these back roads she didn’t know well. Thank goodness—from what she remembered—the property wasn’t too much further.

      The bush soon cleared to open paddocks and the entire landscape lit up as a flash of white light split the sky. Rolling hills dotted with trees and large boulders were visible for a second and Charlotte took a deep breath, relieved her destination was nearby and she’d soon be safe and away from this awful storm. Another jagged bolt of lightning and a loud clap of thunder made her jump. She looked ahead; a large metal gate blocked her from driving any further. Annoyed, she pulled up and turned the engine off, the headlights lighting up the gate blocking her entrance.

      The last thing she wanted to do was get out in the pouring rain, but there was no use just sitting here dry and warm, hoping the gate would somehow magically open. The rain showed no sign of abating, so with a sigh, Charlotte grabbed her torch and got out of the car. Stepping carefully over the puddles, she tried to avoid the deeper holes, but the muddy water soon covered her shoes and soaked the bottom of her jeans. Water streamed down her face, drenching her from head to toe and she tucked her head down low trying to protect herself from the icy wind. She gritted her teeth, her hands shaking as she wrapped her scarf tighter around her shoulders.

      The light from her torch shone on the gate and she expelled her breath in frustration. A heavy chain fastened with a padlock was wrapped around a thick wooden post. Shaking the gate, she swore loudly when it didn’t budge. The entry to the property she had just purchased was through a shared easement between her place, and the exclusive polo establishment, Bentley Estate, next door. Hunter Sullivan, the real estate guy, had told her that the gate was never locked, and both properties used it without any drama. There hadn’t been a padlock on the gate when she’d inspected the estate. The only keys she’d been given were to the house, sheds, and other buildings on the property. Another loud clap of thunder rumbled across the sky and a bolt of lightning lit up the paddocks in front of her. Her hands clenched into fists as the rain lashed across her face, her body shaking from frustration as well as the cold.

      Racing back to the car she cursed Hunter. Surely the neighbours knew she was arriving today? Bindarra Creek was a small township and the fact that an outsider had bought the sprawling farm on Forrest Road and was turning it into a writers’ and artists’ retreat, would no doubt have the townsfolk—and her neighbours—talking.

      Her hands shook as she pushed the button for Hunter’s after-hours number. Please, she pleaded silently, please let there be phone reception.

      “Thank goodness,” she shouted down the phone when he answered. Another loud clap of thunder rent the air and the trees at the side of the road flung their leaves and small branches onto the bonnet of her car.

      “Charlotte here. Charlotte Dawson. I’m at the gate, but there’s a lock on it.” Her voice shook as she tried to stop her teeth chattering.

      Hunter’s deep voice was a welcome sound. “Charlotte? I thought you were moving in this morning?”

      “I was supposed to, but I was held up. But I’m here now, standing at the gate. It’s locked. I can’t get in.”

      “What! That gate’s never locked. Hell Charlotte, there’s a doozy of a storm here at the moment. Is your brother with you?”

      “No. That was the holdup today. It’s a long story and I’ll fill you in another time. All I want to do is to get into the house. Now. I’m drenched.”

      Hunter paused. “I’m looking after the twins. My wife’s at a meeting so I can’t come and help you out. I tell you what though, I’ll give Alex next door to you a call. I’m pretty sure he’s home tonight. They must have put a lock on that gate for some reason. Stay there. I’ll ring you back.”

      The car swayed a little as the wind picked up. What a typical end to an awful day. Jacob, her older brother, was supposed to be helping her move in. He’d been going to stay for the week and make sure she got settled, but he’d rung this morning.

      “I feel dreadful and I never usually let you down, but….”

      Charlotte hated buts. Someone had once told her that in a sentence, everything that came before but could be disregarded.

      And it was true.

      Jacob had been upset. “You know I’d do anything for you, sis. I’m trying my best to free up the time, but Cecilia is threatening to pack her bags. She’s only been back a week and now she’s leaving again. She says it’s over. I need time to talk to her and make her realise she can’t do this again. You were right when you said I was being too nice. I shouldn’t have let her back although this time I know I don’t have feelings for her anymore, so maybe it’s been for the best. I’m sorry, I can’t make it. You’ll be okay, and I’ll get down there as soon as I can. I just need some time to sort this mess out.”

      Her phone dinged and Charlotte looked down, reading the message from Hunter.

      Alex is on his way. He said the gate isn’t locked. Message me when you get in.

      Hopefully, this morning and tonight weren’t an indication of what was to come. This move to Bindarra Creek was going to fulfil her dream. As well as—she scrunched up her face, looking at the water pouring over the car—as well as giving her something to concentrate on after her marriage breakup.

      Twenty-five to thirty-five. Ten years she felt like she’d tipped down the drain, flushed down the toilet. Ten years of a husband trying to convince her what he wanted was important in life. Ten years of arguing in her mind that she wasn’t being true to herself.

      Now, there would be no more wasting time. She knew what was important in life and she wasn’t going to smile and put up with what she didn’t agree with anymore. Those days were over, as were romance, men, and definitely marriage. A lesson had been learned. If only she hadn’t been so stubborn and instead listened to her family, as well as Aunt Lucille about getting married so young. Men could not be trusted. It might appear they loved you, worshipped the ground you stood on, bought you expensive jewellery, and held you like you were the most important person in the world. The trouble was that they were all weasels—sneaky, conniving, two-timing mongrels who lied through their teeth and thought they were God’s gift to women.

      Charlotte gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white.

      Let go. Let go of the steering wheel.

      She closed her eyes.

      Don’t let the fury rise.

      A new life beckoned. Away from the city, away from the glitter strip of the Gold Coast, and all that pretentious stuff she’d never wanted anyway. The bimbo could have it all, and the bimbo could have Hugh.

      Thank goodness the inheritance from Aunty Lucille had come through after the divorce and not before. Her stomach rolled as she thought of how horrendous it would have been if, Hugh, who stated his profession as ‘developer’, had got his hands on it. There would have been some get-rich-quick plan that he would have wanted to invest in, a business idea that was going to make a million dollars. The inheritance would have gone in the blink of an eye, down the same road her own savings had gone. It would add to the list of, “you just got to give it time, babe, these things aren’t quick money-making plans, they’re major investments, you have to be patient.”

      No, this money had bought her dream, Forrest Glen.

      Nothing would stop her from doing what she wanted now she was her own person. If she kept telling herself that, it would happen. Don’t let anything or anyone get in your way. Not even a big fat padlock on a gate that wasn’t supposed to be locked.

      Headlights coming towards her from the other side of the gate broke her reverie.

      “At last,” she murmured.

      A man dressed in a long waterproof coat climbed out of the car, a large umbrella shielding him from the heavy rain. He tried to open the gate, shaking it as she had, before returning to his car. Someone in the passenger’s seat passed him something and she watched as the man walked back to the padlocked gate. He unlocked the padlock and swung the gate wide open.

      Charlotte breathed a sigh of relief. The storm showed no sign of weakening and all she wanted was a hot shower and dry clothes. She wound the window down a little as the man came to the side of her car. He shouted over the sound of the storm.

      “G’day. I’m Alex Bentley from next door. That padlock’s never locked. It just hangs there, has done for years. I’m not sure what’s happened. Maybe some kids snapped it shut. Anyway, I’ll take it off. Hunter rang to let me know you were locked out.”

      “Charlotte. My name’s Charlotte. Thank you.”

      He waved her through as she called out to him. “Thank you, again.”
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      The weather did not improve. The rain became heavier and the wind continued to howl as Charlotte drove the short distance to the house. A narrow concrete path led to the front verandah and she parked as close as she could to the front steps. There was no covered area to park under and for a while, she contemplated sleeping in the car. Draping her arms over the steering wheel she closed her eyes, her energy sapped from the long drive and a week of packing and organising before she’d left. The noise of the rain on the car was deafening and she questioned if she had the energy to get out and bring her bags in. Sitting up she pressed her face to the side window, rivers of rain pouring down its surface. Aunt Lucille would have said to get out and get moving.

      It’s only water, it won’t kill you.

      Taking a deep breath, she grabbed what she needed, opened the car door and made a dash for the front steps. Thankfully the front door was unlocked and the verandah offered some protection from the rain. By the time she managed to drag a couple of bags, her sleeping bag and camp mattress into the house, she felt like a drowned rat. At least the electricity worked, the toilet flushed and although the hot water system was turned off, she told herself that in the morning the water should be warm enough for a shower. The large fireplace beckoned but there was no hope of that tonight. A spot on the lounge floor would have to do. A dry-off with a towel and a change into fresh clothes left her feeling slightly better and she curled up on her mattress. Her sleeping bag and a blanket kept her warm and she snuggled in, the dramas of the long day sending her into a heavy sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The overgrown twenty-hectare property, situated at the end of Forrest Road, had literally popped out at Charlotte from the real estate pages she spent half her life perusing now she didn’t have any other aim in life. The previous year had been a rollercoaster of ups and downs, the routines of ten years of marriage thrown into chaos as she tried to get over her divorce with Hugh. She’d continued her teaching job when they separated. It had given her something to focus on and stopped her thinking about him and the bimbo. While she was busy with her Year One class, she didn’t have time to worry about how she’d been made a fool of or think about the lies that she’d swallowed.

      With a class of twenty-five five-year-olds, she hadn’t been afforded a spare second of downtime. Continuing in her job and not taking time off to drown in her sorrows and anger had been the best decision she’d made for a long time. Jacob had offered for her to live with him and his girlfriend, Cecilia. That wasn’t exactly the ideal situation either, as Jacob and Cecilia had an on-off, then on-again relationship that never ran smoothly. He needed to end the romance, or “convenience”, as her father liked to refer to it and get on with his life. Then again, who was she to be giving advice?

      I can’t even manage my own affairs.

      So, with nowhere else to go, she’d packed what she needed and moved in with Jacob. Thankfully she had spent most of the time in her bedroom, using the excuse that she was getting lessons ready and trying to work out what she was going to do with her life. She needed time to herself to get her thoughts in order.

      Jacob lived on Tamborine Mountain in the Gold Coast Hinterland, the perfect place to retreat to, away from anything that was associated with her old life and Hugh. Charlotte knew she needed a massive change, a move away from people who she never wanted to see ever again. Most of the people she’d socialised with were Hugh’s friends anyway. She’d kept her friends at work separate from her home life, the chance of a coffee with a group of them after work had provided a calm, fun time compared to the intensity of time spent with Hugh. Apart from her family, who she knew would visit her wherever she lived, there was really nothing keeping her at the Gold Coast. Although she loved teaching, she also decided that it was time for a career change. A new challenge to distract her from wallowing over the past, wasted years.

      “But you’ve only been teaching for seven years,” her mum said, horrified that her only daughter would consider a professional change this early in life. “I thought you’d stay in teaching until you had a family of your own.”

      “Well, Mum, not everything goes as planned, and thank goodness I didn’t have kids with Hugh, otherwise, I’d have to share them with him and the bimbo. That would be something else I’d have to contend with. At least this is clean-cut. There is nothing that ties me to him.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you got any money from him,” her father added.

      Her tone lightened when she spoke to her father. He was a sweetheart and like Mum, all he wanted was for her to be happy.

      “No, Dad. I didn’t. He wasted the lot and our mortgage was up to the hilt. He’s sold that stupid fancy house that I never wanted, the flash cars and expensive furniture. You know those things don’t matter to me. I can’t believe I went along with it for so long. He was never like that at the start. I wish you’d said more over the last few years.”

      “We know, love,” Dad had said. “Hugh changed when he took on that new job and began mixing with all the highflyers. I could see the edge of it there with him at the start but I thought you’d keep him level-headed. It was hard for your mother and me to say anything. We did try though.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I know. This is my fault and no one else’s. I have nothing to my name but at least I’m not in debt. The loans are paid out and I guess I’ll just start again.”

      “We love you, darling,” her mother added. “Anything you need, we’re here for you.”

      “Thanks, Mum. You know I’d ask if I needed. I can stay with Jacob until I work out what I want to do. I’m also going to visit Aunt Lucille during the next round of school holidays. I’ve been in contact with her and she’s excited I’m coming. Perhaps I’ll end up in Sydney. There are plenty of jobs down there and it would be a fresh new start.”

      Aunt Lucille, her mother’s older sister, lived surrounded by her small dog, beloved cats and paintings, on the harbour in Sydney. Her husband had died many years ago and she’d always told Charlotte and Jacob that their Uncle Bernard had been the love of her life and she’d never find anyone as good as him again. She never remarried and with no family of her own, Charlotte and Jacob were the closest thing to having her own children. Charlotte’s dad always said that Lucille was wildly eccentric and in a world of her own. She was, however, the best aunt any child could wish for and her house was a fabulous place to offload kids to in the school holidays.

      Unlike home, when you were on holiday with Aunt Lucille, there were hardly any boundaries or rules. The main ones were that you were only allowed within a five-mile radius, no train travel, no getting in cars or talking to strangers, and to be home by dark. “The world, or Sydney, is your oyster,” Aunt Lucille told them.

      They didn’t have a clue how far five miles was. It didn’t matter though, there was plenty to keep them occupied close by, the gardens as well as the beautiful Sydney Harbour providing an idyllic playground.

      Aunt Lucille had passed away not long after Charlotte had left Hugh.

      Her gardener found her slumped in a chair on the front verandah. He noted that an empty Scotch glass—her regular afternoon practice—was on the table beside her.

      Jacob and Charlotte reminisced about their childhood holidays as they sat with their parents in the foyer of the solicitor’s office.

      “Probably had one too many Scotches,” Charlotte’s father said.

      “I’m pleased to hear the glass was empty,” her mother bantered.

      When the will was read, Charlotte tried hard to stop the tears flowing. Aunt Lucille had been like her second mother. They were kindred spirits; each understood the other. They’d spend hours walking around the Sydney house together. Talking about the collection of paintings that adorned the high walls. Together they had scrutinised the well-known artists, such as Sidney Nolan, Pro-Hart, and Aunt Lucille’s favourite, the richly coloured paintings of Margaret Olley. The assortment of artwork hung side-by-side with Lucille’s and Bernard’s work and much to Charlotte’s delight, Jacob and her own art pieces were also exhibited in between the others, as if they were just as important.

      The solicitor read the will, the words blurred as Charlotte fought back her tears. Most of what he said didn’t register, the details lengthy. It wasn’t until they returned home to her parent’s place that the enormity of what she had inherited, sunk in.

      Charlotte and Jacob stared at each other, wide-eyed. They had been left the bulk of the will and contents of the house and cottage, with their parents receiving a large amount as well as several family items from the home. It was a substantial inheritance and more money than she could ever imagine belonging to one person. It would set her up for the rest of her life.

      The Sydney house had been sold and everything finalised. All Charlotte needed to do was decide where she wanted to go. When the property near Bindarra Creek caught her eye, she followed up with an enquiry. The real estate agent, Hunter Sullivan, had been relaxed and helpful. The place needed a bit of work but not too much, it wasn’t far from the small town and with the main house, a variety of sheds and four cabins that were zoned for commercial activities, the deal was sealed. It sold itself.

      Perfect. A new career, a different area that wasn’t too far from her family, and a new home far enough away from the Gold Coast so that she wouldn’t run into Hugh and Bimbo.
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte thought about Aunt Lucille as she woke up on the first morning in her new home. Sunlight filtered in through the loungeroom window and she lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. An embossed diamond pattern circled a light, the bulb hanging down on a long black cord. The ceilings were solid plaster and picture rails ran around the walls, their narrow shelves decorating the chamferboard surfaces. Ornate timber arches painted in different colours led the way to other rooms and hallways.

      She closed her eyes, excited to wake up in a place that belonged to her. Any decisions, both big and little were hers alone. No doubt there would also be mistakes, but at least they would be hers to make.

      A sudden, loud pounding on the front door startled her and she sat upright. She’d thrown on the first dry piece of clothing she could find last night, an old T-shirt of Lucille’s with splashes of paint across it, the length of it barely covering the top of her legs. Grabbing a pair of shorts from her bag, she jumped up, hurrying to get her legs into them as she called out to whoever was at the door.

      “Just a minute.”

      Pushing her hair back from her face, Charlotte thought what a sight she must be. Her hair which was an out-of-control tangle of blonde curls at the best of times, was wild and woolly this morning, the hairband that usually kept it in some sort of order, lost amongst the blankets and sleeping bag.

      She ran her hands over her T-shirt, tucked her hair behind her ears, and opened the front door.

      “Good morning,” called Hunter, thrusting a bottle of champagne and a bunch of flowers into her hands. “Welcome to Bindarra Creek.”

      “Thank you, and oh, they’re lovely. I love native flowers.” Charlotte smiled as she pushed her nose into the colourful blooms, clasping the bottle tightly, aware there was another man standing behind Hunter.

      “And this is your neighbour, Alex. He let you in last night. I thought I’d bring him over to meet you properly.”

      Alex held out a hand, his tanned fingers closing over hers as she took it. Dark brown eyes stared into hers, a faint smile on his face. There was a rough stubble on his cheeks and she admired his short dark hair, seeming to sit exactly where it should. Neat and tidy, just like how he was dressed. She shook his hand before letting go and attempting to tuck her wild hair behind her ears.

      “Pleased to meet you again,” he said. “Apologies for last night. That gate has never been locked. That was bad timing with the storm.”

      She gestured for them to follow her into the house. “Oh, no worries. Nothing went right yesterday so that was just another stumble. No big deal.”

      No big deal, she thought, considering she could have been struck by lightning or died from a falling tree smashing into her car.

      “Makes life exciting,” she added. “Welcome to the palace. As you can see the furniture is still to be set up.” The two men cast their eyes around the empty rooms.

      “The cleaners did a good job,” Hunter said. “At least that’s something you don’t have to worry about.”

      Charlotte placed the flowers and bottle on the kitchen bench. “They did. I’m in no hurry. I’ll just unpack slowly and enjoy settling in.”

      Alex walked around the kitchen, running his hand over the walls. “Built to last these old houses. This one’s a beauty.”

      “You’re lucky, Charlotte.” Hunter opened the back door. “Alex considered buying this place at one stage. His sister and her partner live in a cottage down the back of his property. They were keener than him, I’d say.”

      Turning to Alex she pulled her shoulders back and once again tried to push her hair behind her ears. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t. This place suits me perfectly.”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t need more land or buildings. I’ve enough to deal with what I’ve got.”

      “Lucky for you Charlotte, Alex’s fiancée, Belinda, doesn’t like old houses.”

      Alex shrugged. “Yes, that was interesting, Hunter, wasn’t it? When you tried to point out all the positives to her. She struggles enough with my house, even though it’s got more room than anyone could ever need. She’s got plans drawn up for a new house, a more modern style.”

      “Oh, what will you do with the other one?” Charlotte said. “I saw it from the road the first time Hunter showed me this place. It’s a beautiful old house.”

      “We haven’t got that far yet. If I have my way it won’t be going anywhere. That’d mean there would be two large houses on the property.” He shook his head and she could see that he wasn’t keen on the idea.

      “Your mate, Lester, was the one who wanted this place,” Hunter added. He turned to Charlotte. “You’ll soon get to know everyone. Lester is married to Alex’s sister, Bridie.”

      Alex interrupted, a scowl on his face. “They aren’t married.”

      There was disdain in his voice and she wondered if it had been Lester in the car with him last night. Her eyes followed him as he walked towards the fireplace. The friendly tone returned to his voice. “I do love this old place. Are you going to change much?”

      “Not anything too drastic. I’ll maintain what’s here and fix up a few things. I love this house and I want to try and keep the ambience of the place. That’s what drew me here to begin with. I’m going to turn it into a writer’s and artist’s retreat. That will mean doing up the four cabins, so there will be plenty to keep me busy.”

      There was a pleasant tone to his voice and he seemed pleased with her answer. His voice was deep and gentle, his manner welcoming.

      He nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Just remember, Belinda and I are right next door if you need anything. Here’s my card with my number on it, just in case.”

      She watched the two men as they got in the car and drove away. It sounded like she had been lucky to purchase the place. Thank goodness for Aunt Lucille’s inheritance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The first items Charlotte brought in from the car were her electric jug and teapot. If she could have a cup of tea she’d be able to function and think about what needed to be done first. Hunter and Alex hadn’t stayed long and although the welcome was friendly she was pleased to be left by herself to sort out the contents of her car. She liked her new neighbour, Alex. He seemed like a genuine guy, and not knowing anyone else from town, except for Hunter, it might be handy for her to have a local couple to turn to if there was anything she needed. The removal van was supposed to arrive in an hour or so and she needed to be dressed and ready to instruct them where to put everything. She glanced around the rooms again, grateful she didn’t have to worry about cleaning. They were spotless.

      Three stairs leading from the wide back verandah were a perfect place to sit and sip a hot cup of tea. A few leftover biscuits from the drive yesterday were still crunchy and she congratulated herself on finding something edible for breakfast.

      The sky was clear, a bright blue stretching from one horizon to the other. Rays of winter sunshine warmed her legs and arms, the clear weather in direct contrast to what she had experienced last night. After the storm, the grass glistened and the trees and even the old sheds seemed to sparkle in the morning light. In front of her, a large house yard stretched out; a couple of sheds and a Hills hoist the only structures nearby. A variety of trees and gardens were scattered around the edges of the yard and she glanced up at the massive poinciana tree that stretched its limbs over one entire corner of the yard.

      Her gaze fixed on the rickety treehouse perched on two of the wide horizontal limbs, wooden steps leading up to it nailed to the thick solid trunk. She’d spotted the treehouse when she’d first viewed the property, immediately loving the ancient tree that reminded her of one that she and Jacob had spent many hours climbing, the branches similar to a tree that rambled across the back boundary of Aunt Lucille’s yard.

      The view from this yard was different from that one, but similarly, a landscape you could stare at for hours. The house was situated on a small rise and beyond the house yard, the land sloped gently away towards the northern reaches of the property. Long grass filled the paddocks and Charlotte was impatient to walk around and explore.

      Shading her eyes from the sun she spotted a small hummock towards the back end of the property. Four timber cabins stood in a row, their tin roofs glimmering in the sun. That was going to be one of her priorities, to start doing them up. After all, that was where her income was eventually going to come from. Beyond the cabins, tall trees bordered a winding creek; Hunter had told her there were deep pools there that were perfect for swimming. She tipped her cup up, relishing the last of the warm liquid.

      Further over she could see the border of Alex’s property. White fences ran around the perimeter and if she stood on the end of her verandah she could see his white, very large house, the house yard bordered by stiff, thin conifers that looked like they belonged more on the ritzy canal estates where she came from on the Gold Coast. From what Hunter told her, Alex’s two-hundred-hectare estate had once been a rundown farm. He’d bought it six years ago and spent a large amount of money paying contractors to renovate it. The locals referred to it as, the Lord’s House. Thea, at the Cyprus Cafe had told Charlotte the estate was regularly frequented by the rich, jet-setting polo groups who lived mainly in the big cities of Melbourne and Sydney. The owner, Alex, she explained, was one of those rich city folk who liked to dabble in country estates. She’d seen it all before. They usually bought the properties, renovated what was there, and then built a mansion where they could live for certain months of the year.

      “They come, they go,” she’d quipped as she passed Charlotte a sandwich. It was the same day that Charlotte had bought Forrest Glen and she tried to remember exactly what Thea had said. “Him and his famous fiancée, they just have these places as toys. It doesn’t worry any of us here in Bindarra Creek though. At least when they have their fancy weekend events it brings money into the town.” She’d leaned over the counter and lowered her voice. “Even though he’s rich and won’t stay, he is very good looking.” She looked around the café to make sure no one had heard. “Sorry, don’t mind me, but wait until you get a look at him.”

      Charlotte had not given the owners next door another thought after that. Her focus was on how she was going to transform her property into a sought-after retreat for writers and artists. Even though she had enough money from Aunt Lucille that she probably never needed to work again, she wanted to have something to aim for. With finances to back her, the new property would hopefully, eventually provide her with an income.

      She thought about the man next door, Alex. He’d looked exactly as she expected. In fact, she knew before she even met him. Thea had reached under the counter and pulled out a magazine that showed a photo of him and his fiancée. “He’s so handsome. Look at him. Looks like a movie star with that chiselled chin and muscly physique. Do you remember Paul Newman?” She looked over her glasses at Charlotte. “Actually, a stupid question because you probably weren’t even born when he was on the screen. You’re closer to my Thalia’s age. Anyway, look him up, because your neighbour, that’s if you buy the place, well he looks exactly like him. The only difference is that Paul Newman had blonde hair and this Alex fella has dark hair. The article gives all their details. You know, where they live, who they mix with.”

      Remembering the conversation, Charlotte googled the actor, Paul Newman, on her phone. She raised her eyebrows. Goodness me, Thea was right, Alex did look just like the actor had when he was young. She was living next door to celebrities, the rich and famous of the polo group as well as Alex’s fiancée who was well known for her roles on the soapies on television.

      Charlotte put her phone down. That was enough snooping. She couldn’t be bothered looking at pictures of who his fiancée was. What you looked like or what you owned didn’t mean anything. It was reassuring to meet Alex and know there were people next door she could turn to for help if needed, however she didn’t intend to become too friendly with them. That sort of lifestyle was exactly what she wanted to get away from, and she’d already spent too much time thinking what a good looker he was

      A truck’s horn sounding out the front broke her daydream and she tipped the last of her tea out on the grass before making her way to the door
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      The removalists worked solidly, the two men patient as she directed them where to place the furniture and her most treasured pieces. Not everything had arrived in this first shipment, only those pieces. In the months before she moved, Jacob had enjoyed traipsing around the countryside with her, helping her locate what she needed. There was also furniture of Lucille’s in storage and once she sorted out the first lot she’d work out what could go where. It was important that the furniture and household items coordinated with the era of the house and property. Everything was to be old or second-hand. No new fancy white or grey lounges, no glossy tiles, and definitely, no plastic outdoor furniture. Forrest Glen Retreat would be old world, with an atmosphere and living areas designed to match the pace the retreat would run at, slow and relaxed.

      The previous owners had left kindling and firewood in one of the sheds and that night Charlotte lit the fire. Her old lounge chair, covered in the patchwork quilt Lucille had given her years ago was suited perfectly for snuggling up in front of the flames and she sank back into the chair, holding a glass of red wine in hand. Life couldn’t get much better and even though the rooms were still full of unpacked boxes and bits of furniture were stacked untidily against the walls, she’d managed to create a couple of corners of comfort in amongst the mess. This room was warm and cosy, her blankets from last night bundled up next to her. She’d bunk down on the lounge tonight. Her bed was up, thanks to the removalists, but she hadn’t time to make it, so sleeping in the warmth didn’t seem like a bad option.

      The fire crackled and glowed in the fireplace as the flames licked the dry logs she’d found in the shed and she soaked in the warmth as she munched on some leftover pizza that she’d brought with her. Tomorrow she’d do some more unpacking and go into town and stock the fridge and pantry. There was so much to do, both inside and out; she was never going to be bored living here. Charlotte closed her eyes, excitement filling her as she dreamed about the months, the years ahead.

      A retreat.

      If only Aunt Lucille was still alive. She would love this place. Charlottes’ eyes grew heavy and she drank the last of the wine before crawling into her sleeping bag still wearing the same clothes she’d had on from the night before.

      The best part was that she didn’t have to worry about anyone else. Who cared or would even know that she had worn the same clothes or hadn’t brushed her hair for two days? If this was how it felt to be free, she was going to remain single forever.

      Freedom, she thought as she shut her eyes, falling asleep before her head hit the pillow.
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      The following days were filled with activity. Most rooms were now sorted and her bedroom was finally set up. With Jacob’s help, she had picked out pieces of furniture from Lucille’s before the rest was sold. Her favourite piece was the large four-poster bed, that stood in the middle of her bedroom. The four twisted cedar posts matching in style to a sideboard, hall stand and chaise lounge. Luckily, the rooms in the house were spacious and able to accommodate some of the larger pieces. A Persian rug was soft underfoot, the scent of Lucille’s beloved Scottish Terrier, Buddha, faintly distinguishable in its coarsely woven surface.

      Pushing a broom back and forth across the timber verandah Charlotte gazed across the paddocks. A small girl, aged about six was skipping, her knees kicked high as she went. Beside her, a taller boy, around eight, ran and jumped, racing around her. They stopped when they got to the fence, the boy helping the girl to climb over it.

      As the children neared Charlotte’s house she wondered if they were Alex’s children. Thea had been up with the town gossip and said he had a boy and girl, probably around the age these two were. They both went to boarding school and were only home on school holidays. There was no mother.

      These must be the children she’d referred to. They waved at her and called out as they ran across the nearest paddocks, before long, both bounding up the steps in front of her.

      The little girl was red in the face, her blonde hair tied up in two bouncy pigtails. She was as cute as a button, with big dimples and a chubby smiling face. Her brother was also a good-looking boy, his blonde hair cut short, but the same dimples and green eyes as his sister, staring straight at her as she smiled and said hello. They stood before her, the girl with her hands on her hips and the boy stretching out his hand for her to shake.

      “Hello,” Charlotte said. “Who do we have here?”

      “I’m pleased to meet you,” the boy said. “My name is Eli and this is my younger sister, Isla.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Eli, and you also Isla.” Charlotte held out her hand, shaking Eli’s hand and then Isla’s.

      Both children wore expensive clothes; Isla’s cotton floral dress matched with a bright red jacket over the top while Eli’s shorts were ironed and a collared shirt tucked in neatly under a winter jacket. New shoes and long socks completed their outfits, their hair neat and their faces clean.

      Isla looked Charlotte up and down. “We live next door. Our dad owns the polo horses and we have a dog called Jasper and two cats, Ethel and Milfred. We also have a swimming pool and I just got a pogo stick that I can jump on. My dad has lots of horses and people say he’s the best person at breeding foals. What’s your name?”

      “My name is Charlotte. It must be wonderful having all those animals.”

      “It is but Belinda-Maree won’t let them inside.” Isla pouted when she spoke, her green eyes flitting back and forth as she tried to peer past Charlotte in through the doorway.

      “Oh dear, that’s not much fun, is it?”

      “Do you have animals?” Eli took a step forward, also trying to get a better look inside.”

      Charlotte smiled at their inquisitiveness. “No. Not yet. I’ve just moved in so maybe one day I will.”

      Isla chatted incessantly. “Do you have a husband? We don’t have a mum, she left Dad for another dad and she doesn’t visit us. Now we’re going to get a new mum, Belinda-Maree, but we don’t like her and she’s fussy and goes mad at us when we make a mess. When I spilled my drink last night, she…”

      “Ssh,” Eli butted in. “Remember Dad said you weren’t to repeat everything. He told you what happens at home is private.”

      Charlotte grinned. “Would you like a cold drink?”

      “Yes please,” they both said at the same time.

      They followed her into the kitchen, Isla talking nonstop.

      “Dad let us come home from boarding school a bit earlier. He said we can have eight weeks here with him before going back. Belinda-Maree wasn’t happy about that and I know because I followed them and hid behind the lounge while they were talking. She said we should go back early so she can have time with Dad by herself. Dad said, we’ll see. She doesn’t like us, especially me. She says I talk too much. This is yummy. Lemonade is my favourite.”

      “Thank you,” Eli said, putting his finger to his lip trying to get Isla to be quiet.

      “Looks like someone is looking for you.” Charlotte pointed across the paddocks. An older man followed the same path the children had. He stopped when he got to the fence, bending down to get through the wire and then straightening up slowly before walking toward them. He waved as he neared and Charlotte poured another cold drink from the jug as he made his way up the back stairs.

      Isla jumped up and hugged his legs. “Barney, you came to visit Charlotte too.”

      Charlotte passed the old man a glass, his weathered hands reaching out to accept it.

      “G’day. I’m Barney. I’m the caretaker next door. I came looking for these two. You turn your back for a minute and they’re gone. He sipped the cool drink, sitting down on the bench seat beside Charlotte.

      Barney’s tattered hat sat crooked on his head, a sun-beaten face with deep-set eyes peering out from under it. His wiry arms were tanned dark from the sun, his short, muscled legs pushed into a well-worn pair of work boots.

      She shook his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, Barney.”

      “I meant to get over and introduce myself anyway. Now if you need anything, just sing out. I’m always around and can help. I live in a cottage down the back of Alex’s property. I’ve been there forever.  Worked there before he bought it.” He ran his hand over the timber rail in front of him. “This is a beautiful property. I hear you’re going to turn it into a retreat.”

      There was a gentleness about Barney and she loved the respectful way he bobbed his head towards her when he spoke, pouring her a drink from the jug, before taking another for himself.

      “I love art, as does my brother Jacob,” she said. “He’ll come and stay sometimes once I’ve settled in. He’s a writer, so a retreat for artists and writers was a perfect venture. There’s plenty of work to do on the cabins but the place has so much potential.”

      Isla pulled at Barney’s arm. “Can you come with me to the big tree over there? It looks like there is a cubbyhouse in it.”

      Barney pushed some hair back from her face and picked some cobbler peg prickles that were attached to her socks.

      “Go and have a look for yourself. You’re a big girl now. Take Eli with you and see if it’s safe and not going to fall down. Go on, off you go.”

      Isla waited until Eli walked with her, the two of them making their way to the tree. Eli tested the bits of timber nailed onto the trunk, before climbing up them and telling Isla it was safe. The little girl followed, looking back at Barney and Charlotte with every step. Both children were hesitant and it took them a long while to pluck up the courage to go higher and find their way to the platform that made up the base of the treehouse. When they reached it they sat in the middle of it, peering cautiously over the edge.

      Barney turned to her. “They don’t get to do anything themselves. If it was up to me I’d have them in old clothes and bare feet. Fancy making kids wear shoes around the yard. I tried to tell Alex they won’t have the confidence to do things but he follows everything that Belinda woman says. Anyway, you don’t need to know all about that.”

      She laughed. “The kids have only been here half an hour but I think they may have filled me in on quite a few things.”

      Barney’s eyes followed them as they crawled along the wide branch, Eli helping and cajoling Isla when she got stuck. “They’re beaut kids. Spoilt rotten by Alex when they’re here though. That Belinda gives them a bit of a hard time. She thinks I’m old and doddery and that I don’t notice, but nothing much gets past me. You know their mother left when Isla was just two years old? She never came here much but said she’d had enough of life where they were also living in Sydney and up and left him. It’s a rare thing for a mother to leave her kids behind. She met another man. A rich Italian man from the Amalfi Coast. Left Australia with him and never looked back. Every year she sends them a birthday card with a cheque in it. That’s it though. Not another word.” He turned to her. “You got kids, love?”

      “No, Barney. I don’t. I’m not married anymore. It’s just me and not even any pets. I tell you what, I’m not hating it either. I was married but that didn’t work out. I plan to make this place my life. I don’t need anyone else.”

      He raised his eyebrows, looking like he was going to say something but then didn’t. They sat and talked for a while and Charlotte was surprised to discover that Barney also loved to paint. “Used to dabble a bit. Many years ago. When my Mavis was still alive. I’ll show you some of my paintings one day.”

      “That’s fabulous, Barney. Do you still paint?”

      He shook his head and looked down at the ground. When he looked up his eyes were full of sorrow. “I haven’t picked up a paintbrush since the day she died. We were together sixty-two years. I miss her every day and I just don’t have the heart to paint. It doesn’t interest me anymore. Actually, lots of things don’t.”

      Charlotte sat up straight as a car drove in beside the house.

      Barney stood up, putting his hat back on his head. “Looks like these kids have got everyone out looking for them,” he said. “That’s Alex and his sister’s partner, Lester. Now we’ll be in trouble.”

      Isla and Eli stood up, yelling out to their father as he hopped out of the car. “Dad, Dad. Look at us. We’re up in the treehouse.”

      Isla jumped up and down. “Look at me, Daddy. Look how high it is.”

      Alex rushed over and stood beneath them. “Okay, now stand still and don’t be scared. I’ll get you down. Sit back down and I’ll lift you.”

      Barney winked at Charlotte, his voice low so Alex couldn’t hear. “See what I mean. They can get down by themselves. They just need to climb down the same way they went up.”

      Alex lifted Isla down first and then Eli. Neither Barney nor Charlotte had moved and they watched as he held their hands and led them up towards the verandah. The other man who had been in the car also made his way toward them.

      Alex sounded a bit stern when he spoke and Charlotte tried not to giggle as he admonished both the children. What a worrier, she thought. If only he could see what kids did once they were let loose at school. She listened to him as he continued to give instructions. “You must not get up into high places like that or leave the house without telling me where you’re going. Please always remember the rule that you aren’t to go beyond our property fence or through any of the gates. The land beyond that is not ours. I want you to apologise for coming here uninvited.”

      Barney stood up, taking his hat off and banging it against his leg. He replaced it before stacking the glasses together near the jug. “I wasn’t far behind them. They just went exploring.”

      Alex smiled at her. “Hello, Charlotte. Thank you for watching over them.”

      She waited for him to introduce the other man but he must have forgotten she hadn’t already met him. She peered at him from behind her sunglasses. There was something vaguely familiar about him but she wasn’t sure what it was.

      He nodded at her, his unsmiling face sending a chill down her spine. Where did she know him from and why did she have an instant distrust, or was it instinctive dislike?

      Barney caught her eye and she realised she was staring. “This is Lester,” Barney said. “I don’t think you’ve met him yet.”

      She nodded back at Lester. “Pleased to meet you.”

      He squinted at her and nodded, before turning his face away to talk to Alex. “C’mon, I’ve got work to do. I can’t waste any more time running after these bloody kids.”

      Isla and Eli stood silently, clutching their father’s hand. Charlotte picked up instantly that the children were not fond of Lester and her mind ticked over as she watched them all get into the car.

      “I’d love it if you let them come this far to see me. I used to be a primary school teacher and I miss the company of kids this age.”

      Isla jumped up and down, tugging on her father’s hand and Eli also looked up at him. “I’ll look after Isla, Dad. It’s not very far from our place.”

      “As long as it’s okay with Charlotte, I don’t mind. But you need to remember you aren’t to go any further than here.”

      Isla grinned at Charlotte who pursed her lips in amusement. It was obvious that Alex doted on the children and perhaps like most little girls, Isla was able to twist him around her little finger.

      “Come and play anytime,” she said, waving to them through the back windows of the car where they sat with Alex.

      Alex chuckled, seeming relaxed now he had his kids safely with him and he was once again in control. “Don’t tell them that they’ll be here all the time.”

      “I don’t mind at all,” she replied, laughing as Isla blew her kisses.

      She glanced quickly at Lester, his face set and his eyes turned away from her. He seemed nervous, fidgety, as he twisted a charm attached to his leather bracelet. Interesting, she thought as she watched as the car drove back out the driveway and through the gate, turning up the easement towards the house next door.

      There were a variety of people who lived on Alex’s property. The children were adorable and Barney was such a gentleman; the type of person you could sit and talk to all day. As for Lester, she didn’t like the look of him one bit. The image of his face stuck in her mind, a persistent nagging pressing on her. She’d seen him somewhere before. Perhaps he’d lived on the coast at some stage. Barney would know. Next time she saw him, she’d ask. Now she needed to get back into sorting out the boxes and setting up. The days would fly and Jacob would be here to help her before she knew it. Together they’d get the place organised and then would come the exciting part.

      The retreat.
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      Alex sat in the back of the car on the way home. Isla had crawled onto his lap. Wrapping his arms around her he kissed the top of her head, enjoying that she was still little enough to cuddle and carry. Both kids were growing up too fast. If only he could keep them at this age for longer. Now that they were at school he saw them less and less.

      Isla looked up at him with her big innocent eyes and he spoke softly in her ear. “Don’t ever get too big that you don’t want to give me cuddles.”

      He was rewarded with a kiss.

      “Never,” she said, giggling quietly before cupping her hands around his ears and whispering. “Look, Lester’s neck is like a bush turkey’s.”

      Alex clenched his teeth to stop his laughter. Isla was right. Red rolls of skin crossed the back of Lester’s neck and spiky bits of hair stuck out from them. It was strange that there was fat there because Lester was skinny. There was also a tattoo amongst the folds of skin but it was faded and hard to tell what it was.

      Squeezing Isla tighter he shook his head at her. He’d had various conversations with her about commenting on Lester’s looks or ways. Only yesterday she’d started talking about him, and Alex had struggled to get her to stop once she started.

      “Lester always spies on us,” she’d said, the cute pout on her face stopping Alex from what he’d been doing. “Not just me, but Eli and you. He slinks around like the sloth in my picture books. He has beady eyes and thin lips and looks like an evil cartoon character. I hate him, more than I hate my teacher.”

      “That’s enough, Isla. Remember what I said, if it’s not nice don’t say it.”

      She’d stomped her foot. “When Lester is near me I get prickles on my skin. He’s not nice.”

      Alex had wanted to agree with her, there was certainly something about Lester that also put him on edge. “I’ve heard you, Isla, but that’s enough now. Just keep clear of him.”

      Now as they drove back towards home he thought about how he was always trying to keep everyone happy. His sister often complained that the kids didn’t come and see her but Alex had told them on numerous occasions not to visit Bridie at her house or be down in the stables unless he was with them.

      They were only here for the holidays and once they were back at boarding school he didn’t need to worry about them being around Lester or going on the property where they shouldn’t. There was two hundred hectares for them to roam but he wanted them near the house and with him when they were here. That wasn’t always easy, because Belinda-Maree also wanted him to herself. It was obvious that Isla and Eli weren’t overly keen on his fiancée. The fact that she hadn’t had much to do with kids previously had made the interactions difficult and he’d tried hard to get everyone to like each other. No doubt that part was going to take a while, especially for Isla who had also unfortunately overheard Belinda-Maree telling him that she thought the kids were too clingy and needed to be doing more without him.

      He sighed, watching Isla as she glared at the rear vision mirror. Lester was looking at it also, his eyes narrowing as he stared back. Lester looked back down when Alex caught his gaze. Isla’s face was set in a scowl and she snuggled back into his chest as the car pulled up in front of the house.

      There was more to Lester than met the eye and if it wasn’t for the fact that Bridie seemed happy with him, Alex would have long ago told him to move on. Even Eli had picked up on his nasty side and had told Alex how he and Isla sometimes followed Lester across the paddocks.

      “It was Isla’s idea, Dad,” Eli said. “She thinks she’s one of those detectives like she reads about in the books at school. If she lies down and crawls through the grass she says he can’t see us. We had to hide behind some trees, to make sure. The trouble was once he went through the back of Charlotte’s place, there weren’t any trees to hide behind. We crouched behind the old shed and watched him go through the furthest gate. He kept walking towards the mountains. Isla thinks he’s doing something sneaky.”

      “Don’t ever follow him again and make sure Isla doesn’t either. I’ll have a talk to her.”

      Alex thought about that conversation now as he watched Lester get out of the car. Why would he go out through the property next door? It wasn’t as if he liked walking and the mountains were a far distance away. Strange, Alex though. He’d have to keep an eye on that, and Isla.

      As they out of the car, Isla gripped Alex’s hand as Lester patted the bonnet of the car. “Five times,” Isla said quietly so that no one but Alex could hear. “Always five times.”

      As he stood and watched Lester walk away towards the cottage he lived in with Bridie, he reminded himself to watch him more closely. Eli and Isla meant everything to him and he didn’t care if Belinda-Maree thought he was over cautious. Lester put him on edge.

      Isla tugged on his hand as Belinda-Maree came out of the house to greet them. “Can we look at the horses, Dad?”

      “Your father needs to come and sit down and have a chat with me,” Belinda-Maree answered before he could. “Run along, there’s a good girl. Give him some space.”

      He took a deep breath. Theirs had been a whirlwind romance. Belinda-Maree had swept him off his feet with her exquisite looks and interesting personality. He’d only had a handful of girlfriends since the children’s mother had left and he’d made sure not to get too involved with any of them. His life had been shattered when he’d been left with two small children to look after and a marriage breakup that he hadn’t seen coming. The last thing he’d wanted was another relationship.

      Belinda-Maree was different though. She’d made him laugh and helped him regain some of his love of life. For years he’d focused on his work in Sydney, the polo business and property, breeding, competing and socialising when he had to. She’d stormed into his life and taken over. He hadn’t minded and when she started to make more and more decisions he let her have her way. It had been a long time since anyone had done that and he’d gone along with her ideas for the children to attend boarding school, the changes she wanted in the house and when she’d suggested that they get engaged and married in the coming year, he’d agreed. She was fun to be with and he still got plenty of time to himself while she concentrated on her acting career.

      Now it was school holidays and the kids were home, life had not been so smooth. He’d argued with her and stood his ground when she tried to stop the kids staying for the extra weeks. “I want them here for two months,” he’d said, ignoring her sulky look and harsh words.

      “Sometimes, Alex, I wonder who the most important person is in your life? Is it me or them?”

      “My children are, and they always will be.”

      They’d argued that night and he’d tried to explain that she needed to think of them as her family too.

      “I don’t understand why you don’t let Bridie do more for them. She has access to all your money to get everything for them.”

      The argument had grown heated and in the end he’d walked away, leaving her drinking her wine alone.

      Now he followed her up to the courtyard where he could see she had drinks and nibblies set out for them. Isla and Eli had taken off upstairs and he took one last look at Lester, before giving Barney a wave goodbye.

      It was never easy keeping everyone happy.
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      Lester sat alone in the small office at the rear of the stables. He’d moved away from the others and the car as quickly as he could, ensuring that he patted the bonnet five times before distancing himself from those pesky brats. That Isla kid talked way too much and she was always watching him.

      There weren’t many jobs that he did around Alex’s property but right from when he arrived he’d volunteered to clean the office. That way he could shut the door, make a cup of tea and have the space to himself. The room was rarely used and it gave him a chance to be by himself and use the phone if he needed to.

      He lit a cigarette, drawing back deeply, relieved to be in a silent room. That’s what he liked the most. Being by himself. Soon his life would get back to that, just him, and he wouldn’t have to put up with those kids spying on him, or anyone else near him. That was one thing he was sure of, and also, that before the month was out he’d be as far away from Bindarra Creek as possible.

      Soon he’d be set up for life. Western Australia was looking good. If only he could keep that kid from watching him all day.

      He smiled and stirred his cup of tea, three times to the left and then three times to the right. The spoon clinked two times on the cup and then two times on the saucer before he laid it down gently on the left-hand side of the table. He sipped it slowly. Strong, black, and full to the brim. Always the same. It had to be. Otherwise, he’d have bad luck.

      That had been his downfall when the cops caught up with him last time. He’d become lazy, less vigilant, and not focused on his routines. As he took another sip of his tea he thought about how he’d cursed himself by killing that bloody chook. It was a stupid move because there had been blood. Everything was supposed to die a natural death. And he knew, blood, and killing, brought nothing but a curse. Even though he buried the hen, placed a cross on the spot and recited a poem for it, the jinx was set. The cops arrived the next day and arrested him. They said they’d had a tip-off.

      He should have been more careful. All the years he’d managed to avoid them, but now because of his stupid temper he’d broken his rules that were strict on the protocols of superstitions and curses. He fondled the cross that hung from his ear. They hadn’t let him wear it in jail. That or his plaited leather wristband with a lucky four-leaf clover hanging from it. The possessions had been there in the paper bag they gave him the day he walked out a free man. He’d waited until he was clear of the prison boundaries before putting them both on.

      He twirled the earring the right number of times and said a few words to his clover and faced it to the front. It wouldn’t happen again. This time he’d be on his toes and ensure nothing led to him doing more time. He shuddered at the thought. He wasn’t going back into that hole again. Dumb coppers, he thought. They’d only got him on some crimes. If only they knew about the bigger ones. They’d been watching him, waiting for him to make the wrong move. But he was way smarter than they were.

      He smiled as he turned his cup in his hand, twice to the left and twice to the right. Placing it down gently on the saucer with the handle facing the back, he thought about how clever he’d been to change his appearance, buy new identification documents and make his way back to Bindarra Creek. Nothing much had changed over the years. He’d lived down this way when he was in his early twenties.

      Back then was when he’d originally discovered the hideout. Someone in town mentioned that the elderly couple who owned the property, called Forrest Glen, were looking for a handyman to do some light work. They’d lived on the run-down farm forever and knew the mountains on their boundary like the back of their hand.

      It wasn’t often that he did honest work but the word was that the couple had a broad knowledge of the area and talked about bushranger hideouts in the mountains that bordered the far reaches of their property. He’d thought it sounded interesting, worth checking out. And it had been. Although they no longer ventured past the yard, they told him about places they’d discovered in earlier years, when they were younger. The area was smattered with secret hideouts, where bushrangers had once hidden from the law, many years before, in a different century. The couple, excited that someone was interested in the folklore of the area, drew him a map and assured him that no one else knew how to get in or out of there. Years ago, there had been another track in, but that had long gone. They were too old now to walk that far and the only easy way to access the area was through their property.

      Lester could lay on the charm when needed and pretended that he was interested in the local history, the legends of the bushrangers, and the heritage of the area. The information he gained was detailed and after he’d finished the maintenance work for them he’d followed their directions and found exactly what he was looking for.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dense scrub blocked the way to the creek at the far end of the property and beyond that, the hills rose sharply, their steep sides and thick bush a deterrent to anyone who might ever venture in that direction. He knew no one would ever find their way in and out of where he went. A shiver of excitement pulsated through his body. He, Lester McLean was the only one who knew the spot.

      Now it was August and time to leave. Bridie had served his purpose well. Her and her stupid rich brother. He hadn’t even bothered to steal from her, she gave him whatever he wanted; a steady supply of cash that her brother allowed her access to and an endless bank account to buy whatever was needed for his brats. Just bide your time, he reminded himself, don’t draw attention to your activities. He’d make sure he had a clean run. He’d leave Bridie a note, saying they were done. He could just walk away, take what was his and begin his life on the other side. He’d change his name again.

      He stubbed out his cigarette in a small tin he always carried with him. Nothing went on the ground. It wasn’t that he cared about rubbish, the point was it was bad luck to put tobacco or the ash back into the earth. It meant that was your last cigarette. It would mean your time was up. Tipping the last of his tea down his throat he thought about how lucky he was that he knew how to keep the curses away. It had kept him alive, allowed him the convenience of living with Bridie, and to safely spend the waiting time in a comfortable manner at her brother’s fancy farm.

      He pushed his hat back on his head and twisted his wristband so that the clover sat to the front; always to the front. He was a fortunate man and soon he’d be even luckier and out on his own again with enough money to last him a lifetime. Gazing over the paddocks that separated the two properties he smirked, thinking about the new owner of Forrest Glen. What were the chances of him running into someone from his past? Clenching his fists and shaking his head to rekindle memories, he thought hard, trying to recall a particular day.

      At least she didn’t look like the sort who would venture into the wilderness behind the property. Her and those brats wouldn’t be smart enough. No one would stand in his way, he’d make sure of that.
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      Eli and Isla soon had a well-worn path through the paddocks to Charlotte’s place. Following them was usually an array of animals; Jasper the dog, the two cats and sometimes a few ducks or geese. The scene reminded Charlotte of the Pied Piper and she described the fairy tale to Isla and Eli.

      “You’ve heard those stories before, haven’t you?” she asked, digging through one of the boxes to find her books. She turned the pages of a thick fairy tale book, grateful her mother had kept her childhood treasures. Isla chose one and Charlotte read the story out loud, surprised that they weren’t familiar with it. “Can we take it up to the cubbyhouse?” the little girl asked.

      “Of course, you can. As long as you look after them.” Charlotte passed her three of her favourite hard-covered books.

      Isla climbed up the wooden slats into the treehouse before lying on her stomach on the old boards and peering at the pages. No doubt she would love the coloured glossy pictures that accompanied the stories.

      The dog and one of the cats lay underneath the tree, curled up together. The other cat had followed Isla and sat beside her, also looking at the pages as it licked its paws. Eventually, the cat lay down next to her, the backyard a quiet and serene sight. Eli was also kept busy when Charlotte discovered he loved nothing more than to make things out of timber. An old hammer and handsaw of her father’s, along with pieces of cut-off pine resulted in a decent-looking box that he proudly presented her with before he and Isla headed off home. She displayed it on her table on the back verandah. “I’ll keep my treasures in there,” she told him, placing the timber lid that he had made, squarely on the box. “You’re clever. This lid fits perfectly.”

      Alex rang after the first week. “The kids just want to come to your place all the time. I have a huge cubbyhouse here that cost a fortune. It’s painted blue and has a kitchen, lounge and all the bits and pieces that go with it. Plus, it’s on the ground. But no, they whinge and carry on when I say to play in there and then they disappear to your place. They must be eating you out of house and home.”

      “It’s funny that you say that, because I was in town earlier and Mr Porter at the hardware shop asked me how I’d settled in and if I’d met you. I told him your kids had fallen in love with my poinciana tree and all they wanted to do was to play in the treehouse.”

      “I bet he had a laugh about that. He would have made a large profit out of the cubbyhouse I bought from him. I tell you, everyone knows everything about you around here. You can’t get away with much.”

      “Yes, I got asked a run of questions when I went to the IGA. I only wanted a few items but I was in there for ages.”

      “Someone new in town, the locals love it. Are you sure you have time for the kids to visit?”

      Charlotte laughed. “It’s okay, honestly. I’m out in the yard doing things anyway so they’re never far away from me. Don’t forget I was a teacher. I love kids, plus they’re well-behaved. Maybe just make sure Isla wears a hat though.”

      “Thanks, Charlotte. I’ll send Barney over when they need to come home. I worry about them walking through the paddocks if it starts to get dark. I’ve told them they have to be back before then.”

      “I make them leave before the sun goes down. Lester often watches out for them. I see him standing in the back paddock. He watches them walk home.”

      Alex didn’t reply and she wondered if he had heard her. “Are you still there?”

      “I am. Yes, still here. I’ll make sure I get Barney to come over and walk them back each time. Can we please make that a rule that they aren’t to leave your place until Barney comes to collect them? And it must be Barney, no one else.”

      She took a deep breath. Why was he so adamant it needed to be Barney and why had he only come up with that idea after she mentioned Lester? Perhaps it was best not to ask questions. Obviously, there were family problems or some issues with his sister and Lester. It was easy to pick up on those vibes from both the children and Alex.

      “Okay, you tell them both and I’ll make sure it happens.”

      They chatted for a bit longer and he asked how she was finding the new location compared to where she’d come from. She looked through the open door that led out onto the side verandah. In the distance, the mountains shimmered in the heat of the day, the edges of them hazy. Puffy heavy clouds hung low, their shadows darkening parts of the paddocks that stretched down to the creek beyond the gate. “It’s a beautiful part of the world,” she said, feeling euphoric. “I love the view to the west. Those mountains are amazing in the afternoon light. They turn all different colours as the sun goes down. Often your horses are in front of the setting sun. It’s an artist’s dream.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You’re an artist. Isla told me. Those mountains that your property runs to, border Akuna National Park. There’s a variety of stories about the events that occurred in and around them many years ago. It’s said they were the hangout of bushrangers and also where some of them were holed up before shootouts with the police. It’s hard to know what’s real and what’s a myth.”

      “I’ll have to go for a drive and check them out. Perhaps when my brother arrives.”

      “I’d love to take you both out there if you have time one day. I haven’t been that way for years. You can walk there from here, but It’s a fair distance. We used to visit my grandmother way over the other side of the park. There were similar areas there and as kids we played in and around the boulders and caves. Bushrangers and cops.” He laughed, a sound she hadn’t heard from him before. “I’d forgotten about those good times. Seems so long ago.” His voice faded and she guessed that like her, there were memories that had been pushed aside after dealing with the tumultuous times that may have come afterward.
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