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PROLOGUE: GULF SAVANNAH


1951


Annie Somerville gathered up her little daughter, Lily, and settled her firmly on her hip. Nothing much frightened Annie any more – life in the Australian Gulf Country demanded courage and tenacity – but this morning was different, and she couldn’t shake off the deep-seated dread that had been with her since waking.


The roar of the Spitfire shattered the dawn’s silence as it raced along the dirt runway and lifted into the sky. Shielding their eyes from the ensuing dust, Annie and her two-year-old daughter followed the Spitfire’s path until it was lost in the great dark heart of the enormous cloud that had come at dawn. This was the legendary Morning Glory, and it lay between the north and south horizons, overshadowing the vast savannah plains as it rolled in on itself, like an eternal, never-breaking wave, its crest glittering and shimmering with the crystal drops of ice it had captured on its progress across the Gulf of Carpentaria.


It was terrible in its beauty, and Annie tightened her grip on the child as she searched that roiling behemoth for sight of the plane, her prayers silent, her pulse racing as the fear grew.


And there it was, a tiny speck, riding that wave, diving, twisting and turning like a toy, racing along the crest, careless of the dangers.


Annie’s imagination took her into the cockpit where she could see her husband laughing with the sheer joy of having achieved a long-held dream. How could he possibly understand how fearful she was – how helpless? The battle-scarred Spitfire and the brave, foolhardy man who flew her were as chaff in the wind to the mighty Morning Glory.


The Spitfire banked sharply and swooped back into the cloud. Annie waited breathlessly for it to re-emerge – but the cloud was fading now, leaving only a shimmering reminder on the far horizon, and a silent, empty sky.










1


Brisbane, 2000


Fleur had taken extra care with dinner that night – she’d known Greg would come home from the hospital tired and hungry after yet another long, busy day in theatre. Yet the lovingly prepared meal was wasted on her: she was too tense, and had no appetite. She abandoned her plate, sipped the chilled Chardonnay and took pleasure in watching him eat.


At thirty-nine, Greg Mackenzie had an athletic physique, and looked more like a rock star than a much-respected paediatric surgeon. His shoulders were wide, his belly taut, his shock of fair hair curling over his ears before sweeping back from his handsome face. But it was his eyes that had drawn her to him three years ago. They were the green of a summer ocean, fringed by long, thick lashes, and conveyed an undeniable and dangerous sensuality that had swiftly ensnared her.


He’d surprised her when he’d asked her to move in with him: they’d been dating for almost a year and she’d almost given up hope that they might have a future together. Greg had previously held fiercely to his independence – he was driven with the ambition to make a difference in the fraught, sometimes heart-breaking, world of paediatric surgery and there was little space in his life for other commitments. They had now been together for almost three years, and although life with Greg wasn’t always easy, due to the nature of his work and his reluctance to discuss her growing need to start a family, her love for him was stronger than ever.


Greg caught her watching him, then noticed she hadn’t touched her meal. ‘Oh, Fleur.’ He sighed. ‘You’re not still fretting about your job, are you?’


She nodded, letting her long dark hair drift over her face so he couldn’t see the tears that had come so unexpectedly.


He reached across the table and took her hand. ‘I’m sure everything will turn out just fine,’ he said firmly. ‘Oz Architects is a big company with a good reputation. They won’t go under, you’ll see.’


Fleur wished she shared his optimism, but the mood in the office had changed of late, and there was a sense of gloom that nothing could dispel. The rumours had been rife for months, growing in their intensity as projects were put on hold, staff left, and previously loyal clients decamped to rival companies. She wanly returned his smile and took another sip of wine as he once more tucked into his steak.


‘I could apply for another job, I suppose,’ she murmured, as she plucked at her table napkin, ‘but the company has nurtured me since I finished uni, and I’ve done very well with them. It would feel disloyal to leave on the strength of the rumours, and I still can’t quite believe it’s about to implode.’


Greg pushed away his empty plate and rested his warm hand over her restless fingers. ‘There’s little point in getting stressed about it, Fleur,’ he said softly. ‘Any decision regarding the company is out of your hands. And even if it does go to the wall, you’re a brilliant architect and I can almost guarantee that you won’t be out of work for long.’


She couldn’t help but smile at his unswerving faith in her abilities. ‘At thirty-four, I’m a bit long in the tooth to be on the dole,’ she said wryly.


Greg pushed back his chair and went round the table to gather her up in a warm embrace. ‘Now you’re just feeling sorry for yourself,’ he murmured against her cheek.


She silently admitted she was feeling down in the dumps as she nestled into him. But the steady beat of his heart was reassuring as she breathed in his clean, crisp scent and drew from his strength. Greg was her rock, her soul-mate, and no matter how rough the seas of life became, he would always be there to anchor her.


‘I knew I could rely on you to make me feel better about things,’ she murmured against his lips.


He kissed her deeply, held her in a tight hug, then patted her backside. ‘That’s my girl.’ His smile was broad as he looked down at her. ‘Things will work out, Fleur, they always do – and who knows? This could be a turning point that leads to even bigger and better things.’


Fleur watched as he began to clear the dishes. ‘I’m not so sure I really want anything bigger and better,’ she said hesitantly. ‘I love what I do, but my priorities have changed since I started out, and the thought of trying to succeed in what can be a fiercely competitive business no longer has the same appeal.’


Greg dumped the plates on the stainless-steel draining board and turned to look at her with a frown. ‘But you’ve worked so hard to get where you are,’ he said. ‘Surely you’re not thinking about giving it all up?’


Fleur could feel her pulse beating wildly as she faced him, for this was rocky terrain they’d covered before. If she wasn’t careful they would end up having yet another argument. ‘I just thought,’ she said quietly, ‘that if it doesn’t go well tomorrow, I might take a few months off to re-evaluate things.’


Greg folded his arms, his gaze steady as he leant against the granite worktop. ‘What things?’ he asked warily.


Fleur took a deep breath. ‘I’m thirty-four, Greg,’ she said softly. ‘You know exactly what I mean.’


He dipped his chin as his shoulders sagged. ‘Not that again, Fleur,’ he said, on a sigh. ‘We’ve discussed the subject of babies too many times already, and I don’t want to fight with you.’


‘I don’t want to fight with you either,’ she replied, as she took a step towards him and tentatively placed her hand on his arm. ‘But time is slipping away so fast, Greg, and I’m frightened that soon it will be too late to start a family.’


‘We’re too busy to have babies,’ he said. ‘Especially now I’m head of Surgery, and you’ll be either looking for a job, or totally immersed in some new building project.’


‘I don’t have to find a job – not for a while at any rate – and even when I do, I could go part-time and find a good crèche nearby,’


‘Having kids is a full-time job, Fleur. You can’t just dump them with strangers when they become inconvenient.’ He shrugged off her hand and went to open the large glass doors that led onto the penthouse terrace.


A curl of uncertainty began to unravel inside her. ‘Then I won’t work at all,’ she said quietly. ‘We can afford to live on your salary if we move to somewhere smaller.’


‘I like it here,’ he muttered, staring out to the panorama of the Brisbane city lights twelve storeys below. He stepped into the balmy warmth of the early summer’s evening and went to contemplate the view from the far side of the terrace.


Fleur followed him, glancing only momentarily at the glittering sweep of the city below them. ‘I like it too,’ she said, ‘but if I’m made redundant we won’t really be able to afford it – and it’s not exactly a family home, is it?’


‘It was never meant to be.’ His expression softened as he turned to face her. He snaked an arm over her shoulders, drawing her close until he could gently rest his chin on the top of her head. ‘We live here because it’s in the heart of the city where we have a good social life – and, besides, it’s convenient for the hospital. I can easily afford to keep us going until you find another job, Fleur.’


She looked up, her fingers running lightly over his bristled chin. ‘I have no doubt of it,’ she said, ‘and of course I appreciate the wonderful life we have here. But it’s time for us to think further ahead, my darling, and to discuss this block you seem to have when it comes to having a family.’


Greg’s expression hardened again as he took a step back from her. ‘I’m sorry, Fleur, I thought I’d made it plain when we first moved in together that babies were never part of the plan.’


‘I know that’s what you said at the beginning,’ she admitted, ‘but I thought you’d change your mind once you realized how good we are together, and what a loving home we can give to our baby.’


‘I’ve never given you reason to think that I’d ever change my mind,’ he said flatly.


Fleur could have sworn the apartment building shifted beneath her as her heart lurched and she fought back the tears. ‘But I hoped you would,’ she said, her voice breaking. ‘And I really believed you might come round to the idea once we were settled.’


He took a deep breath and let it out on a sigh as he ran his fingers distractedly through his hair. ‘I love you, Fleur. I love being with you, and waking up beside you every morning, but I don’t want a kid. It would spoil everything.’


She moved away from him. ‘But a child is a gift, the very proof of our love and commitment to each other. It will bind us even closer, and give us far more than all this.’ She took in the apartment and the view with a sweep of her hand.


His eyes darkened as he rammed his hands into his trouser pockets. ‘Easy for you to say when you’ve never known how tough it is without all the luxuries. A kid needs two parents to look after it, guide and protect it. It will wear you out, divide and separate us with its demands – it’ll tie you down and change you.’


The tears were blinding her, but she was damned if she’d let them fall. ‘Of course it won’t,’ she managed. ‘Just because you have no family and mine isn’t exactly the Waltons – that doesn’t mean we can’t be good and loving parents. A baby will bring us even closer,’ she persisted, desperate now to convince him.


He was clearly making an effort to keep control of the situation, but a pulse beat in his jaw, his tone was sharp-edged, and his eyes sparked with determination. ‘It won’t, believe me,’ he said grimly. ‘And it’s no good you trying to persuade me otherwise. There will be no babies, Fleur.’


The world seemed to rock on its axis. ‘No babies?’ she whispered. ‘Not ever?’


He shook his head, his expression hinting at a regret that wasn’t mirrored in his resolute eyes. ‘I know you’re disappointed right now,’ he said tightly, ‘but you’ll thank me in years to come when your career takes off and your building designs are winning awards.’


Shocked by the sheer audacity of his argument, she began to tremble. ‘You’re denying me the only thing I’ve ever asked of you,’ she breathed. ‘Don’t you dare tell me I’ll be grateful.’


‘I’m sorry. That probably didn’t come out right,’ he blustered. ‘But surely you can see how impractical it would be for us to have a child?’ He ruffled his hair again, clearly battling to find the words to placate her. ‘I’m at the hospital all hours. You’ll soon be busy with new building projects, and away on site. You can’t have it all, Fleur.’


‘I’m not asking to have it all,’ she said, through the tears which were now streaming, unheeded, down her face.


He took her into his arms and held her as she sobbed. ‘Oh, Fleur, I’m so sorry. I hate hurting you like this, but I thought you’d accepted things the way they are.’


She pulled away from him and saw the anguish in his expression that must surely mirror her own heartbreak. ‘But this isn’t the first time we’ve discussed this – you knew how I felt about having a baby.’


‘And you knew that I didn’t want any.’ He gave a ragged sigh. ‘Admit it, Fleur, you chose to ignore what I was telling you, and kept on hoping. Now it has led to this. I’m truly sorry that you’re so hurt, but I won’t change my mind.’


‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘You say you love me and that you’re sorry you’re hurting me, but with every word you’re hurting me more.’


‘Oh, Fleur … I don’t know how to put things right between us.’


She looked up at him. ‘You could start by explaining the real reason behind your determination not to have children. And don’t tell me it’s because we’re too busy or that this apartment isn’t right or we’d make lousy parents, because I think all that is a smokescreen for something far deeper.’


He dipped his chin. ‘We’re both too emotional to talk sensibly tonight,’ he murmured. He held out his hand to her. ‘Let’s leave it for now, and go to bed.’


She ignored the hand and walked back into the vast open space of the main room, which served as kitchen, dining room and lounge. The thought of lying next to him, of feeling his arms about her, their bodies entwined, was too much to bear. ‘I need time to think things over,’ she replied, ‘so I’ll sleep in the spare room tonight.’


He grasped her hand, stopping her before she could reach the bedroom door. ‘Don’t do this, Fleur. Please, my darling.’


‘I’m sorry, Greg. I can’t talk any more tonight, please don’t make this any harder than it already is.’ She saw his stricken expression in the moment before she closed the door, and knew there would be little sleep for either of them that night.


*

The dirty dishes had been stacked in the dishwasher, the table cleared, but there was no sign of Greg, who must have left early for the hospital – no doubt to avoid any further confrontation. In a way, it was a relief, for Fleur was wrung out after a restless night of tormented thoughts and emotions, and the last thing she wanted for either of them was a continuation of an argument that appeared to be unsolvable.


She showered and dressed for the day, taking extra care with her makeup to hide the ravages of the night before going back into the kitchen to make a pot of strong coffee. Greg’s note was leaning against the percolator.




Darling Fleur, a thousand sorries for the pain I’ve caused you. We’ll talk tonight, and then perhaps you’ll come to understand why I feel so strongly – and hopefully forgive me. I love you, Greg. PS. Good luck on the job front.





Tears threatened again and she hurriedly blinked them away as she made the coffee and tried to focus on the morning’s meeting, which suddenly didn’t seem important at all. They could talk things through, certainly, but it was clear that one of them would have to change their mind if they were to continue in this relationship. He was asking her to make a terrible sacrifice, but if he was unwilling to bend, then she had some very serious decisions to make.


The anguished thoughts went round and round in her head as she drank the strong black coffee and stared out of the plate-glass windows to the distant horizon where Mount Coot-tha shimmered in the early-morning sunlight.


The vista was impressive, but the spacious, silent apartment seemed to close in around her. She finished the coffee and hurried down to the underground car park, climbed into her Mazda roadster and drove, at speed, into the city.


She parked in the designated space behind the offices of Oz Architects, gathered up her handbag, briefcase and laptop, and took a long, deep breath before she climbed reluctantly out of the car.


‘G’day, Fleur. How ya going?’ Jason Delaney, dressed in sweat pants, cut-away singlet, running shoes and black bandanna, was out of breath.


Fleur smiled up at her colleague. ‘Not too good,’ she said, the gold bangles jangling on her delicate wrist as she flicked back her hair and adjusted the collar of her suit jacket. ‘I’m worried about today’s meeting.’


Jason stopped jogging on the spot, his handsome face immediately doleful. ‘Aren’t we all? What do you reckon, Fleur? Are we for the chop?’


‘I hope not,’ she muttered, her high-heels ringing on the paving as she headed for the office block. ‘Greg and I have a huge mortgage to pay, and thirty-four isn’t a good age to be out of work.’


‘But I thought Greg had just been promoted to consultant surgeon. Surely he’s earning enough to keep you going for a while.’


Fleur wasn’t about to discuss her financial situation with him. He might be well-meaning – and her best friend at work – but he was a gossip. She tapped in the security code, pushed through the door and headed for the ground-floor office suite. Walking into the great white space that was cluttered with desks, drawing boards and filing cabinets, she switched on the banks of lights, then dumped her bulging briefcase and heavy laptop on her desk.


‘There’s no point in speculating until we know the facts,’ she said quietly. ‘Oz Architects is a big company, and we have to hope it can weather this latest storm.’


Jason took off the bandanna, stuffed it into a pocket and folded his muscled arms against his toned chest. ‘Well, I’ve already applied for a couple of posts, just in case. There’s no way I can expect Enrique to keep me in luxurious idleness, however much I might enjoy it.’ He glanced at the showy watch on his wrist. ‘I’d better get a wiggle on and make myself beautiful before the powers-that-be descend.’


Fleur smiled as he strolled out of the office on his way to the cloakrooms. Jason could always lift her spirits, no matter how low she was, but the memory of the lonely, restless night she’d spent in the spare bedroom, her thoughts and emotions in turmoil, couldn’t be vanquished even by Jason’s cheerfulness.


She slipped off her jacket and plumped down in her leather chair, the rather heavy silence of the deserted office engulfing her. It didn’t alleviate the uncertainties of the day, and it was with some relief that she heard the other members of staff arriving. Tying her hair back from her face, she did her best to greet them brightly as they poured in, their noise and clatter shattering the ominous silence. The only topic of conversation was the forthcoming meeting and, as ten o’clock approached, the chatter lessened and the tension mounted.


*

‘Why don’t you come to the bar and drown your sorrows with the rest of us, Fleur?


She shook her head. ‘I just want to go home, Jason,’ she said as, under the watchful eye of the bailiff’s guard, she packed the last of her personal belongings into a cardboard box, then slipped on her jacket.


‘But Greg will still be at the hospital,’ he pointed out. ‘It’s not good to be on your own at a time like this.’ He glanced swiftly at the burly guard, lurking nearby, and nodded as the man tapped his watch. ‘Come on, Fleur,’ he coaxed.


She resisted his attempts to get her out of the office, for she needed a quiet moment to take everything in. ‘I’ve been with this company for ten years,’ she murmured, as she sat at her desk for the last time. ‘I got chartered here, and was promoted only a few months ago. How could they do such a thing?’


‘Greed,’ replied Jason, tartly. ‘They got caught giving back-handers to developers and politicians, and exacerbated the situation by fiddling the books. No wonder we’re all out of a job.’


‘But they were such a big company. Why did they need to do that?’


He reached for her cardboard box and placed it on top of his own. ‘Who knows? And we’re out of work, without a cat’s chance in hell of getting redundancy. I for one would like to shoot the bastards.’


She giggled despite everything, and got to her feet. They walked past the hurriedly cleared desks, the filing cabinets that spewed reams of paper, the discarded drawing boards, charts and scale models of projects that now would never be finished. The once cutting-edge architects’ office had already taken on the aura of abandonment.


The bailiff’s man opened the door and locked it firmly behind them.


She deposited the cardboard box in the roadster’s boot and Jason gave her a hug. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to come to the bar? I’m buying.’


She drew back from his embrace. ‘Greg and I have plans for tonight, Jason, but thanks for the offer.’


‘Oh, it’s like that, is it?’ He raised a mocking brow.


She knew what he meant, but didn’t put him straight. He was the best girlfriend a woman could have and she would miss not seeing him every day, but some things were far too private to share. She stood on tiptoe and lightly kissed the smooth cheek that was scented with Paco Rabanne. ‘Stay in touch, Jason,’ she murmured, ‘and let me know if you hear of any good jobs going.’


Fleur drove towards the Brisbane River and the penthouse apartment that overlooked it. Losing her job so soon after her devastating argument with Greg was like another small death, and she felt numb, isolated and uncertain about everything she’d once thought was set in stone.


*

The hot, needle-sharp shower went some way to restoring her spirits and, by the time she’d applied fresh makeup and changed into a cool, button-through summer dress, she was feeling more positive. She had proved her worth at Oz Architects, and would soon find another position – perhaps in a smaller, well-established company that would appreciate what she had to offer.


She ran the brush through her hair as she thought about going through the interviewing process, the settling-in period, the new colleagues. The prospect of starting again didn’t excite her as it might have done only a few days before: no career could fulfil her deepest yearning.


With a sigh, she put down the brush and went into the third bedroom, which she’d turned into a home office. It was no good thinking like that, she scolded herself silently. Far better to focus on preparing her CV and putting her portfolio together, rather than dwelling on things she couldn’t change.


The drawing boards stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the terrace, each covered with intricate plans that were now obsolete. Rolls of plans and scale models of past and future projects filled every shelf, and research books were stacked precariously on the desk beside the computer. A large photocopier stood against the far wall, its lid open to reveal the ground-plans of a project she and her colleagues had been preparing for tender. Pencils, rulers and all the paraphernalia of her trade were stuffed into pots, and forgotten coffee mugs festered on top of the filing cabinet. But the walls were covered with bright, beautiful pictures of the buildings she’d helped to design, and the crystal butterflies and birds that hung before the windows shot rainbows of colour about the room as they moved imperceptibly in the air-conditioning.


The silence was too profound, so she turned on the portable radio and tuned it into a classical-music station, setting the volume low. As the beautiful nocturne drifted into the room, she sat at her desk and stared out of the window to the distant, hazy outline of Mount Coot-tha and the ribbon of the Brisbane River, which ran beneath the elegant bridges and through the heart of the city. Was Greg feeling just as confused and hurt – or was he as determined as ever to keep things as they were? Did he even realize how damaging all this could be – and what could he possibly say to her that would make her change her mind?


Weary with the thoughts that ran endlessly through her head, she checked that her portfolio was up to date, then trawled the architectural website to see what posts were on offer. She bookmarked the ones that sparked any interest into her Favourites folder and then began to sort through the paperwork she’d need at interview. There were some certificates missing, but she was fairly certain Greg had filed them in his own home office.


Greg’s office was neat to the point of sparse. The filing cabinets were lined up like soldiers; the desk was bare of paperwork; there were no pictures on the wall, no crystals dangling at the window or plants to alleviate the blandness. The only personal items in the room were Greg’s beloved guitars, neatly propped in their stands.


Fleur went to the desk and hunted for the keys to the filing cabinets, most of which held copies of medical records, scholarly tomes on all things to do with paediatrics and endless back issues of the Lancet. Fleur had no interest in any of these, and went straight to the cabinet that held their certificates, passports and other documents.


She found her birth and graduation certificates neatly filed in a folder marked ‘Fleur’, but there was no sign of her chartered architect’s certificate, and the drawer seemed to be stuck. She gave it a tug, but still it refused to budge, so she reached in and scrabbled about until her fingers found the offending folder that had become jammed in the mechanism.


She wrestled it free, then tried to smooth out the creases and return the spilling papers to some kind of order. It was unusual for Greg to be so careless with his files – some of the papers, including her certificate, had torn edges now. He must have been in a hurry when he put it away.


Her hand stilled as she caught sight of the familiar heading on the writing paper, and before she knew what she was doing, she’d read the short, concise letter. ‘What on earth?’ she breathed, as she read it again. ‘But this makes no sense – especially after what happened last night. Why, Greg?’


She stared at the letter for several more minutes, trying to work out Greg’s reasoning, then lost patience, stuffed it back into the folder and slammed the drawer. She wished she’d never read it, for now she had no choice but to question him about it.


*

Greg came home at lunchtime, his handsome face bearing lines of weariness and unhappiness as he entered the apartment, armed with an enormous bunch of roses. ‘I managed to offload my theatre list so I could have the rest of the day off,’ he said. ‘I know the roses are a bit of a cliché, but I wanted to give you something to show that I’ve been thinking about you.’


Fleur was sorely tempted to fly into his arms and hold him tight, to kiss away those lines and tell him they could survive this. But she couldn’t – not after the hurt he’d caused. She took them from him and breathed in their scent. ‘They’re beautiful,’ she replied, then kissed him lightly on the cheek.


‘I’m guessing the meeting didn’t go well as you’re home early,’ he said, as he shed his jacket and shoes.


‘I’m out of work and there’s no redundancy pay,’ she replied, as she placed the roses in a vase and set them on the glass dining-table. ‘But there are other jobs out there.’


Greg seemed to realize she was tense and needed to keep her distance, so he didn’t embrace her. He poured a glass of juice from the fridge and perched on the arm of the cream leather couch. ‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out,’ he said, ‘and for the hurt I’ve caused you. We’ve both had a hellish twenty-four hours.’


Fleur sat down on the bar stool by the kitchen counter, determined to put space between them and stay calm. ‘You said in your note that you’d explain everything,’ she replied. ‘I’m ready to listen, Greg.’


He twisted the tumbler in his hands, his expressive face showing his inner turmoil. ‘I love you, Fleur, and I want us to get married and share the rest of our lives together.’


‘But marriage isn’t the answer, Greg – not if there are to be no children.’


‘But our life can be perfect – just the two of us. And—’


‘Not for me, it wouldn’t,’ she interrupted. ‘Marriage is about raising a family together, not living as we do now.’


‘But I thought you were happy with the way things are.’


Fleur was holding tightly to her emotions. ‘I was before you told me there wouldn’t ever be any children,’ she said, her voice betraying the tears that were gathering.


Greg scrubbed his face with his hands. ‘I’m sorry, Fleur, but I’m not going to change my mind on that.’


‘You made that very clear last night,’ she managed, through the lump in her throat. ‘But you don’t seem to understand how much damage this is doing to us, Greg – or to me. Surely I should have some say in such an important decision.’


He stood up and began to pace the room. ‘It’s not a decision I’ve taken lightly, Fleur, believe me.’


She watched him and knew he spoke the truth. ‘But why make it at all? I don’t understand.’


He stopped pacing and came to stand on the other side of the counter. ‘We have a good life, and without children we’ll have the freedom to live it to the full,’ he said in a rush. ‘We work long hours as it is – and it would be far worse if we had children.’ He took a deep breath, clearly struggling to keep his own emotions in check. ‘I’ve seen what it does to my colleagues and, believe me, Fleur, the divorce rate at the hospital is as high as the stress levels.’


He put out his hand towards her, hesitated and withdrew it again. ‘I love you, Fleur, but I don’t want our lives turned upside down just because your hormones are raging.’


‘My hormones?’ she gasped. ‘This isn’t about my hormones, Greg – it’s all about you, and what you want.’


‘No, it isn’t,’ he insisted, with a frown. ‘I love you, Fleur, and I’ve always had your best interests at heart. I really think you should—’


She was breathing hard, struggling to keep the anger at bay. ‘I already know what you think,’ she said sharply, ‘and none of it is in my best interests.’ She was trembling now. ‘And don’t keep blaming all this on me and telling me you love me because I don’t believe you.’


‘Fleur—’


She ignored his outstretched hand. ‘If you really loved me, like you keep saying you do, you’d at least think about having a baby with me.’


His jaw set in a stubborn line as his eyes hardened to ice. ‘That’s emotional blackmail, Fleur, and absolutely beneath you.’


‘I know, and I don’t like myself for it – but it’s the only weapon I have.’


He seemed to have no answer to this for he turned away from her and began to fiddle with the coffee machine.


‘You said you’d explain,’ she said. ‘But so far, you’ve said very little to convince me that you have a valid reason for laying down such a draconian law.’


‘I’ve explained as much as I feel I have to,’ he replied, ‘and you getting over-emotional about it isn’t helping.’ He cut off any further exchange by turning on the coffee grinder.


Fleur glared at him in fury and frustration as the noise filled the open-plan room and made her head throb. She moved to the other side of the granite counter, determined to discover what really lay behind his decision.


Greg refused to look at her and, as the loud grating came to a sudden end, the silence was heavy with tension.


‘Talk to me, Greg,’ she pleaded. ‘Let’s not fight.’


He plugged in the espresso machine, laid out the tiny cups and saucers, then leant against the granite counter, bare feet crossed, arms folded over his chest as if to ward off further confrontation. ‘Okay, let’s get down to the absolute basics, Fleur,’ he said. ‘How do you know you’re even capable of having children?’


‘I had all the tests done two months ago,’ she replied evenly. ‘I’m ovulating up a storm, and the doctor reckons there’s no reason why I shouldn’t conceive.’


He raised a fair eyebrow. ‘And what if I’m firing blanks?’


She met his gaze. ‘We both know you’re not.’


He slowly straightened, his eyes almost feline as they bored into her. ‘What makes you so sure of that, Fleur?’ His voice was soft, but laced with anger.


Her gaze didn’t waver, but her heart was banging against her ribs. ‘I’ve seen your latest medical test.’


The green of his eyes was now Arctic. ‘How?’


Her mouth was dry and she was finding it hard to swallow. ‘I was looking for my certificates, and your folder had come loose. It was jamming the drawer. All the papers spilt out – and there it was.’


The tic in his jaw beat faster as he narrowed his eyes. ‘When was this?’


She’d never seen him so angry before, and it made her nervous. ‘This morning.’


‘How dare you pry into things that are none of your business?’ he hissed.


‘We share this apartment and a bed – of course it’s my business,’ she retorted. ‘And it’s a good thing I did find it, Greg, because you obviously weren’t going to tell me about that medical, were you?’


‘It was just a routine annual check-up,’ he said, his gaze sliding away before he turned and poured the thick, dark coffee into the tiny cups.


‘If it was so routine, then why did it include a sperm test?’


The silence stretched and the tension in the room was almost tangible as he still refused to look at her. Then he abandoned the coffee neither of them wanted and stood with his back to her, his head bowed. ‘I asked for it.’


Fleur could barely breathe. ‘Why?’


He still couldn’t look at her. ‘I was considering a vasectomy.’


She felt as if he’d punched her and staggered back to the stool, numb with shock.


‘But I didn’t have it done, Fleur,’ he said. ‘I was just curious,’ he raced on. ‘I thought that if I was firing blanks, you’d be able to come off the pill – and, if not, that a vasectomy would make things easier for both …’ He tailed off.


‘You bastard,’ she rasped. ‘You absolute bastard. How could you even contemplate such a thing without discussing it with me?’


He folded his arms defensively again. ‘It was just a thought – no need to make a drama out of it.’


She stared at him, seeing not the man she loved but a cold, distant, unfeeling stranger. ‘You really, really don’t want children, do you?’ she breathed. ‘That’s why you insist upon using condoms when I’m already on the pill.’ She gave a harsh bark of humourless laughter. ‘Talk about belt and braces. How stupid was I not to realize?’


‘The pill doesn’t always work,’ he muttered defensively. ‘And I wasn’t sure I could trust you to take it. You’ve been acting very strangely lately.’


Fury, anguish and pain galvanized her and she flew at him. ‘Bastard!’ she screamed, as she tried to claw his face and beat his chest. ‘Selfish, arrogant bastard!’


He dodged her nails and grabbed her wrists. ‘Calm down, for God’s sake, Fleur. You’ll make yourself ill.’


‘I don’t care,’ she sobbed, wrestling against him.


‘Well, I do.’ He half carried her to the couch and pushed her down into the soft leather. ‘Stop it, Fleur. Nothing can be resolved if you carry on like this.’


Fleur curled into her pain, unable to believe how deeply he’d betrayed her. ‘But there’s nothing to resolve, is there?’ she moaned. ‘You’ve already decided.’


Greg snatched up the car keys and shoved his feet into his loafers as he scooped his mobile and pager from the worktop. ‘I can’t talk to you when you’re like this,’ he muttered.


‘Where are you going?’ she asked in panic.


‘Out.’


‘But you can’t. Not now. Not like this.’ She clambered off the couch and stumbled towards him. ‘Please, Greg, don’t leave me.’


‘You need time to calm down and think things through. It’s better if I go now before either of us says things we’ll regret.’


The door closed behind him, thereby enforcing his absolute determination to bring closure to the argument.


She sank back into the couch. He didn’t love her – and at that very moment she hated him. He’d destroyed everything they’d had together.


*

Greg discovered he was trembling as he stood in the echoing silence of the private underground car-park. He abhorred confrontation and had clearly learnt nothing about women in his thirty-nine years, for he’d handled the whole episode very badly. Fleur was distraught, hurt to the point where she probably – and with good reason – hated him right now. And he didn’t have the first idea of how to put things right between them without compromising on the one thing he’d vowed never to do.


His loafers made little noise as he crossed the concrete and headed for the Porsche, but the very silence of the place made him want to bellow with anger and frustration – to punch something and give vent to the troubling emotions he’d always been so careful to control. He hadn’t meant for her ever to know about those tests – but now she did, she’d made him feel cornered and vulnerable, which had resulted in him retaliating in the only way he knew how: coldly, clinically, logically.


His reined-in emotions and enforced coolness were the defences he used when faced with situations that overwhelmed him – but he knew that, although they might succeed in his work at the hospital, they could be fatal to his relationship with Fleur.


‘You’re a bloody coward, Greg Mackenzie,’ he muttered, as he unlocked the car. ‘You should have made it absolutely plain right from the start.’


He slid into the luxurious leather seat and slammed the door. His regrets were legion, but he knew that to return to the apartment right now would only cause Fleur more hurt – perhaps even give her hope. And that was the last thing he wanted.


The sensuous aroma and feel of new leather should have cocooned and soothed him, but today it merely stifled him as he leant back and closed his eyes. The Carrera had been a gift to himself once his promotion had been confirmed. She was a beautiful car, a long-cherished dream, with shiny black bodywork, alloy wheels and a three-litre engine. It was the perfect symbol of his hard-won success – a real boy’s toy – and certainly not suitable for car-seats and all the paraphernalia small children demanded.


He glanced into the next parking bay at Fleur’s Mazda MX5. Scarlet and sleek, it was also entirely unsuitable for ferrying kids about. His lip curled. It had been yet another extravagant gift from her father, who seemed to think that expensive presents could make up for his complete lack of parenting skills.


He pushed aside all thoughts of Don Franklin and gave a sigh of deep regret. He didn’t want to lose Fleur – couldn’t bear the thought of life without her – which was why he’d prayed this day would never come. But it had, and now he was afraid that his future was heading down the same torturous road as his past.


In his foolishness, he’d thought she was happy as they were – thought that her childhood experiences had cured her of ever wanting children, and that her nieces and nephews had been enough to satisfy any maternal stirrings. He hadn’t missed the occasional reference to children, or the way she watched babies in prams, but had fooled himself into thinking it was just a momentary lapse, idle wistfulness that would soon be forgotten in the excitement of their busy and fulfilling lives. How very wrong he’d been. How blind to Fleur’s real and urgent needs, which he’d refused to acknowledge. Now their future together was uncertain. He bowed his head and closed his eyes as the terror of losing her grew ever stronger.


He was in the wrong. He should have explained to her how afraid he was of having children. The responsibility of raising them, of guiding them safely through the quicksands of life was something he didn’t dare take on – the chance of failure was too high.


He could almost hear his father’s sneering voice – the barrage of words that had dripped like poison throughout his boyhood and remained with him still. It had been so hard to overcome them, to disbelieve them when they’d been so firmly instilled. But he’d proved he was worth something – proved he could rise above the old man’s tangible hatred and stand tall, confident in his skills, at ease with himself and the life he’d chosen. In short, he’d escaped from Hell and had no intention of ever visiting it again.


He’d been careful to tell Fleur as little as possible about those years, saying only that his parents were dead and he didn’t like talking about them. But there was so much more he should have trusted her with because the legacy of pain, isolation and anger that lay just below the surface haunted him still, and now threatened to destroy everything he held dear.


The tap on the window made him jump and he stared stupidly at his neighbour and colleague, John Watkins, before recognizing him.


‘You all right, mate?’ the older man asked, once the window had slid down. ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, you look a bit crook.’


Greg quickly blew his nose. ‘Just a touch of hay fever,’ he said, trying to gather his wits. ‘Forgot to take my anti-histamine.’


John’s craggy face showed little sign of conviction, but he didn’t probe further. He squared his broad shoulders and patted his trim waist – he was almost sixty but in excellent shape. ‘I was off to see if I could persuade someone to play squash,’ he said, hitching up his large sports bag. ‘Care to take up the challenge?’


Greg could think of no better way to release all the pent-up emotions than to hit a little ball against concrete walls. ‘My kit’s at the club. I’ll meet you there.’


He turned the key and the Porsche roared into life, the throaty pulse echoing in the silent concrete garage. He buckled up, then eased the car out of the narrow space and followed John’s Subaru up the ramp. Fleur would have to be faced, and soon – but he prayed he could find the courage to tell her why he never wanted children, and why it was so important that she understood and accepted the fact.


*

Fleur had stood beneath the powerful shower jets, her sobs drowned by the sound of the water until she was drained of all emotion. She dragged a towel around her and slowly traipsed across the sunlit bedroom. Her world was shattered. Hope had died, and there was no joy any more in the beautiful room she’d furnished with such love and care.


She slumped on to the bed and dragged the towel from her head so that her long hair fell wetly over her shoulders, dripping down her back and breasts. Staring at her reflection in the mirrored closets that lined one wall, she had to accept that things could never be the same again. She couldn’t force him to give her a baby – and although she might have been tempted to resort to sticking pins in condoms or secretly stop taking the pill she knew that was not the answer. A child had to be born from love, not deceit.


‘Can we ever get over this?’ she asked her reflection. ‘Do I love him enough after today to stay and put aside all the dreams I’ve cherished?’


She couldn’t answer that, for at this moment she was bereft of love and numb with pain. There were so many difficult, heart-searching questions she didn’t know how to answer, and she longed for the comfort and advice of her mother. But she was long dead, an ethereal figure whose name was never mentioned, and whose face she couldn’t remember.


There was always her half-sister, Beth, who’d taken her into under her wing during those early years even though she herself was only a teenager. But they had drifted apart over the past three years, and she didn’t feel she could run to her for advice after such a long time. As for their father, Don Franklin was not a man to turn to in times of trouble – he was neither loving nor caring.


She eyed the sunlit room and the rumpled bed. Greg was an enigma, and although they’d been together for three years, she realized now that she didn’t know him at all. His childhood was a closed book, and she’d always suspected it had been unhappy, but he’d become a successful and skilled surgeon – a man who worked tirelessly to erase suffering, a man whose gentle voice and even gentler hands could comfort the little ones in his care.


She’d seen him distraught when his skills couldn’t save them, and jubilant when his tiny patients were returned fit and well to their anxious parents. How could he possibly not want one of his own when he so clearly had the skills to nurture?


Flopping back against the pillows, she soon became restless. Her thoughts were whirling and her emotions in turmoil. She swung off the bed, rubbed her hair dry and got dressed. Shoving her feet into sandals, she went into the kitchen and eyed the mess.


The bar stool was still on its side where it had fallen as she’d attacked him, and the tiny cups of espresso coffee had shattered, spilling their viscous contents over the granite worktop and down the stainless-steel cupboard doors.


Housework busied her hands, but her mind refused to be still, and once the kitchen was gleaming again, she took a moment to regard the apartment they had bought with such excitement only two years before. After the morning’s revelations, she discovered she could regard it with the cool detachment of someone who didn’t care.


The huge open-plan space was awash with the sunlight that streamed in through the picture-windows. Cream leather, chrome and glass dominated it, relieved only by splashes of orange, green and scarlet from the birds-of-paradise flowers standing in the tall earthenware pot in the corner, and the vast abstract oil painting on the wall. It was achingly modern and cutting-edge – a designer’s dream without clutter, warmth or personality. No child would feel at home here. And now neither did she.


She plucked a carton of iced coffee from the fridge and scooped up the day’s post on her way out to the terrace. Brisbane was sweltering, the rooftops and glass towers shimmering in the heat-haze, the river running almost sluggishly through the city towards the green and gold of the surrounding countryside.


Fleur opened the large parasol over the white wrought-iron table and chairs and sat down to sip the coffee and stare at the vista before her. Life was continuing out there, the day unfolding as it always did, and there was no one to really care that she’d lost her job, the chance to have babies and that her relationship with Greg was in ruins. This apartment was a symbol of the having-it-all generation – but now it meant nothing: it had proved to be as fragile and transient as a house of cards.


She put on her sunglasses and turned determinedly to the latest edition of the Architectural Times. It was time to stop feeling sorry for herself and concentrate on finding a job. At least if she had work she wouldn’t have time to think.


*

Greg slid down the cool, solid wall of the squash court and tried to catch his breath. ‘You play a demon game, mate. Where the hell do you get the energy?’


John squatted beside him, his rugged face creasing like a bloodhound’s as he grinned. ‘Not bad for an old bloke, eh? I warned you, Greg, youth is no match for experience. Up for another?’


‘Not bloody likely,’ he grunted. ‘I already owe you a hundred bucks as it is.’


John got to his feet. ‘C’mon, mate. The beers are on you.’


After a long, hot shower to ease his aching muscles, Greg headed for the bar. The sports club was fairly new, and on this late Thursday afternoon there were few seats available by the vast windows that overlooked the riverside gardens. But John had managed to snag a couple and waved him over as he returned from the bar laden with a schooner of beer, a pint of orange juice and a plate of sandwiches.


Greg had taken his first sip of the ice-cold juice when his mobile and pager burst into life. ‘Dammit,’ he muttered, looking longingly at the sandwiches – he hadn’t eaten since the previous evening and was ravenous.


The pager told him he was wanted in A and E. Quickly answering the mobile, he listened to the precise voice at the other end. ‘I’ll be there in ten,’ he said. Looking at John with a wry smile, he shrugged. ‘That’s the end of my afternoon off.’


‘Serious?’


‘Serious enough. Shane Philips has been a patient before, and I’ve warned the authorities time and again to get him away from his father – but they never listen.’


‘Makes me glad I chose obstetrics,’ John replied, taking a huge bite of his sandwich. ‘Good luck, mate.’


Greg downed the juice, wrapped his share of the sandwiches in a paper napkin and, with a nod, left the club and headed for his car. The hospital was only a short drive away, but he suspected he would be several hours in theatre and would be too tired to want to walk back for it.


Having parked in his allocated space, he keyed in his home number on the car phone. It was dead – so the answering machine wasn’t working either. Fleur’s mobile was similarly unavailable, and he suspected she’d switched it off, determined not to talk to him.


With a groan of frustration he climbed out of the car, his stomach clenching at the thought of what awaited him at the hospital. As an experienced surgeon, he’d witnessed a great deal of suffering, but it never got any easier – and the knowledge that sometimes he could do very little to protect his small, vulnerable patients from the people who were supposed to love and care for them made him exceedingly angry. He’d done battle with the bureaucracy of the social-service agencies and had too often vented his frustration on the poor overworked social workers who were only trying to do their best – but it was a battle worth fighting, and he felt he was beginning to make some headway.


Greg hurried into the hospital, aware he was improperly dressed but not really caring – it didn’t matter in the scheme of things. He tried to reach Fleur again, but the line was still dead and he switched off his mobile. Taking a deep breath, he followed the duty doctor to the curtained-off cubicle and braced himself for what lay behind it.


*

Greg was still wearing hospital scrubs. He’d been in theatre for four hours, had sat through a long interview with the police, social worker, psychiatrist and hospital manager, and was now exhausted. In the silence that followed the end of the meeting, he slumped in the leather chair and shared a moment of quiet contemplation with the woman on the other side of the boardroom table.


Carla Fioretti was the antithesis of what anyone would expect of a consultant psychiatrist and counsellor. In her late thirties, with black hair and eyes, a flawless olive skin and the innate Italian ability to dress with panache, she wore a cream silk blouse, tight black skirt and high-heeled shoes. Her arrival at the hospital had turned heads, and caused excited speculation even among the most staid male staff, who suddenly made a point of smartening themselves up in the forlorn hope she might notice them.


Carla sashayed through the hospital corridors seemingly unaware of the admiring glances that followed her every move. Her private life was a mystery, and there was no outward sign that she was married, engaged or batted for the other side. She didn’t flirt, and steered clear of forming any relationships at the hospital unless they concerned her work. She had proved to be tough and focused on her job, and when she got her teeth into something, she had all the tenacity of a Jack Russell.


Greg dredged up a smile as they regarded one another. She was a stunning woman, and he’d have had to be made of stone to be immune to her charms, but there it ended, for he was very much in love with Fleur.


‘Thanks for being so supportive, Carla,’ he said, through a vast yawn. ‘I feel a lot better now something positive is being done.’


‘The mother’s totally inadequate,’ she replied, in the seductive, husky voice that made lesser men tingle. ‘With the father in prison, she simply won’t be able to cope.’ She sat back in her chair, raking her long red nails through her hair. ‘I’ll do my best to persuade social services to get Shane into a reliable foster home, but you know how few places there are at the moment.’


‘He’s going to be in hospital for a few weeks yet,’ Greg muttered, as he dragged himself out of the chair. ‘Keep trying, Carla. I don’t want him ending up in some children’s home.’


‘Sometimes they’re the best short-term solution for a child his age,’ she replied, pushing back from the table.


‘I disagree,’ he said shortly, reaching for the door handle. ‘Kids need a proper home, and at five years old, fostering is the only solution in cases like this. Shane needs to know what it’s like to live with a proper family who will care for him, not be left to get on with it as one of a horde of other damaged, scared kids.’


She touched his arm, halting his progress out into the corridor. ‘You speak as if you have experience of such things,’ she murmured. ‘Want to talk about it?’


Her perfume was musky and enticing, her dark eyes mesmerizing, but he could see the concern in her expression and shied from it. ‘There’s nothing to discuss,’ he replied coolly. ‘Keep your counselling skills for those who need them, Carla.’


He left her standing in the doorway, his easy stride whispering through the empty corridor, his emotions tightly under control. He did need to talk – needed to get a great many things off his chest. But certainly not to Carla – and not tonight. He was far too fragile even to face Fleur. With a deep sigh, he dredged up the last of his energy and went to check on his young patient.










2


Fleur had spent a restless night prowling the apartment, unable to concentrate on anything. She’d finally fallen asleep on the couch just before dawn, and when she woke, she discovered it was past nine.


Befuddled with sleep, she wondered why she was on the couch – and then she remembered. Stumbling into the bathroom, she washed and put on the clothes she’d left strewn across the floor the night before.


Why hadn’t Greg phoned – and where was he? Her gaze fell on the telephone and she remembered having unplugged it the day before so she didn’t have to speak to anyone. She hurried to plug it back in and discovered he’d left two messages. He’d been called to an emergency, and had decided to spend the night at the hospital. If she needed to contact him, she could ring his secretary – his mobile would be switched off as he had a long day in surgery ahead of him, and would probably sleep at the hospital again tonight.


She deleted the messages. There had been no apology, no anxiety as to how she was feeling, no hint that he was planning to come home any time soon. It was clear he was avoiding her, and for that Fleur couldn’t quite forgive him.


Ignoring the temptation to ring him back, she went to fetch the mail that had just been pushed through the letterbox. After making a mug of strong black coffee, she walked out on to the terrace and sat in the shade of the umbrella as she sifted through the post.


There were the usual pizza-restaurant fliers, offers of membership to a new gym club and her monthly magazine from the Institute of Architects – she flicked through to the appointments page. There were four interesting posts, which she circled. She would start on the application letters later, she decided.


She set aside the magazine and eyed the self-important-looking package emblazoned with the logo of a firm of Sydney solicitors. She opened it, her frown deepening as she found two rather battered old diaries alongside a sealed envelope and a single type-written page.




Dear Ms Franklin,


It is my sad duty to inform you of the death of Mrs Ann (Annie) Somerville, who has been a highly regarded client of this firm for many years. Pursuant to her wishes, I am therefore instructed to discharge her will and apply for probate.


To this end, I must advise you that you are the main beneficiary of her considerable estate and, as such, it is imperative we discuss the terms of the will and its implications.


I will be in Brisbane on Monday, 14 January, to attend a conference at the Hilton International, and suggest we meet at four o’clock in the foyer. I have booked office space in the hotel so we can talk privately, but if this arrangement is not convenient to you, please telephone my secretary, who will reschedule.


The enclosed diaries and letter have been forwarded to you as requested by Mrs Somerville.


Please accept my condolences, and be assured of our continued commitment.


Yours sincerely,


Jacintha Wright (Ms)





‘Bloody hell.’ Fleur stared at the letter, then flicked through the closely written pages of the old diaries. Who the heck was Annie Somerville – and why should a complete stranger leave Fleur anything at all? It had to be a hoax.


But further examination of the letter revealed no telephone number she had to ring at premium rate, and there was no request for money or her email address and phone number. Hope blossomed again as the implications of such a windfall began to sink in. Not only might it provide the means to set up her own architectural design company, it might even make her financially independent. It could even change Greg’s mind about starting a family. If this was a sizeable legacy …


She stopped daydreaming about a riverside heritage home, with a large garden and sun-filled rooms ringing with the sound of children’s laughter. She was letting her imagination run riot in her excitement.


The sealed envelope had her name scrawled across it in copperplate writing, and Fleur eased it open to discover it contained a single sheet of paper.




My dearest Fleur,


I realize this letter, and my legacy to you will have come as a surprise – but I have no wish for you to mourn at my passing, for I hope that my gift to you will bring you the happiness and security you so richly deserve.


I am writing this while I sit at my window, watching the sun rise on another beautiful day here in Kingfisher Bay. I have called my home Birdsong, and it is my healing place, my sanctuary – the little paradise I discovered when everything I treasured in my life was snatched away from me and I thought I couldn’t survive such pain. I give it to you, Fleur, in the certain knowledge that you will treasure it.


The diaries are just two of many, but I wanted you to read them before you visit Birdsong and Savannah Winds, for they may help you to get to know me before you begin the journey I am about to send you on. This journey will sometimes be hard, Fleur, but you deserve to know the truth, however painful it may be. From knowledge comes strength, and I know at the journey’s end you will face the future undaunted.


Remember always that you are loved, and as you follow your destiny, there will always be someone watching over you to guide you along the way.


I wish you a loving goodbye,


Annie





It was a beautiful letter, so obviously written with love – but it gave no clue as to who Annie actually was, and posed even more questions. Who would be watching her? What truths would she find – and why would her coming journey cause her pain?


She carefully folded the letter back into the envelope and stared at the distant hills, which were hazed with heat. Birdsong and Savannah Winds. They were out there somewhere beyond the city limits – perhaps deep in the Outback – waiting for their secrets to be revealed.


She reached for the solicitor’s letter. ‘First things first,’ she muttered. Her sandals slapped against the terracotta tiles as she hurried across the terrace to the telephone.


A woman’s cool, efficient tones recited the name of the firm of solicitors and asked how she could help. Fleur gave her name and number, told the woman the package had arrived, and that the proposed meeting with Ms Wright was convenient. Then, because she was still sceptical, she added that she’d appreciate it if Ms Wright could bring some proof of identity to the meeting. She was informed that it would be necessary for Fleur, too, to provide some proof of identity.


She had just disconnected the call when her mobile shrilled. Hoping it was Greg, she snatched it up.


‘Fleur? It’s Margot. You are coming today, aren’t you? Only there’s a crisis, and we need to sort it out before Dad makes things even worse.’


Fleur’s spirits sank. Her elder half-sister always got straight to the point, her tone as authoritarian as their father’s and just as impossible to ignore. ‘I’m sorry, Margot, I forgot all about it – and I’m not feeling too good today. I think I’ll give it a miss.’


‘Don’t be feeble, Fleur,’ said Margot. ‘Beth and I need your support.’


She frowned. Margot and Bethany rarely spoke to one another, let alone joined forces against their strong-willed father. Despite everything, her curiosity was piqued. ‘Sounds serious. What’s he done this time?’


‘It’s far too complicated to discuss over the phone,’ snapped Margot. ‘Be at the house by midday. And don’t be late.’


Fleur stared at the receiver. Margot had hung up. ‘Bossy cow,’ she muttered, as she glanced at her watch. It was almost eleven, and although the thought of getting embroiled in yet another family battle of wills appalled her, she realized it might be the perfect opportunity to ask the others if Annie Somerville was a relative. It seemed to be the only explanation.


*

Margot carefully applied the scarlet lipstick, then stepped away from the bathroom mirror to study the effect. The woman who stared back at her with such steady scrutiny was sleekly groomed as always, her slender – some might say too slender – figure shown to its best advantage in the beautifully tailored cream linen dress. She wore gold bracelets and a slim watch, gold studs in her ears, and a thick rope of Broome pearls gleamed at her throat. The wedding ring had been discarded many years ago, and she would never wear another.


She touched her hair, pleased at how Monsieur Paul had successfully blended browns, auburns and honey blonde into the chic bob that curled just below her chin. Grey was too ageing, and at sixty-one, Margot had no intention of becoming matronly like her sister Bethany.


With a nod of satisfaction, she headed for the bedroom and picked up her briefcase. She checked she had everything, then paused for a moment in front of the window to steady her pulse and prepare for what lay ahead.


Her apartment was in Southbank, giving her a panorama of the city on the other side of the river and the parklands below her. Sailing boats tacked among the jet-skis, river taxis and speed boats, and Southbank was colourful with the bright awnings of the market traders’ stalls, its gardens and walkways already busy with the usual crowds.


Brisbane was a small city, but it was welcoming and laid-back, characteristics she appreciated in her busy life. It glimmered and glittered in the sun, the verdant green of the tropical trees in the parklands contrasting wonderfully with the turquoise water of the great river that ran through its heart. Set at the southern end of Queensland’s Sunshine Coast, the weather was temperate, with only infrequent hints of the humid tropics to the north and the vast deserts of the west.


Margot’s calm returned, bringing with it a cool and steady resolve that was far more familiar to her. She turned from the view and left the apartment. Minutes later she was in her Mercedes, heading along Kingsford Smith Drive, past the ornately decorated Breakfast Creek Hotel, where the famed beer-garden was already doing a roaring trade, and onto the Bruce Highway where the traffic was much lighter.


Caloundra was only ninety-six kilometres north, and Margot had plenty of time to get there, but as the tyres hummed along the highway, her resolve faltered again.


She hated confrontation, but it seemed there could be no escape from it – and for the first time in her life, Margot needed her sisters’ help to steer their father from further madness. She resented having to ask – had thought long and hard before she’d picked up the phone – but this was their future too, and it was time they shared the responsibility. Their father had always done as he pleased, had ridden rough-shod over all of them, but now he must be made to understand that he had gone too far. It had to stop.


*

Bethany removed the rubber gloves, hung them neatly over the gleaming tap and hooked her apron over the towel-rail. She had been up since dawn, and although she’d taken time to attend early matins, the scrubbed kitchen table was laden with the pies, cakes and tarts she’d baked for tomorrow’s church fund-raiser. As leader of the women’s Bible group, and a stalwart of the church council, it was expected of her, and she took pride from the fact that her baking always sold quickly.


She eyed the pristine kitchen and sighed, not with the usual deep satisfaction of a job well done but because it was too neat – and too quiet.


‘That was a deep sigh.’ Clive strolled into the room, dressed for his morning round of golf. He put his arm round her plump shoulders and pecked her cheek. ‘What’s the matter, love?’


Bethany leant against him, enjoying this momentary, and rare, show of affection, breathing in the aroma of his after-shave. At fifty-two, Clive was still a handsome man, his tawny hair falling over his brown eyes, a trim waistline and the vigour of a much younger man. ‘It’s ridiculous, really,’ she replied, ‘but I miss not having the kids about the place.’


‘Fair go,’ he replied, moving away to fetch his golf bag from the cupboard under the stairs. ‘It’s good to have a bit of peace and quiet, and to come home to order instead of flamin’ chaos.’


She bridled at this, for she’d worked hard over the years to keep the place looking nice – but she didn’t want to argue with him, not this morning. ‘Melanie will be leaving for uni soon,’ she murmured, as she handed him the flask of brandy he always carried in his golf bag, ‘and then we really will be on our own.’


‘They all leave sooner or later,’ he muttered, his concentration on his golf equipment. ‘Besides, you’re always so busy with the church and your committees, you’ll hardly notice.’ He pulled out the putter and eyed it carefully. ‘This is getting a bit rough round the edges. Perhaps I should buy a new one.’


Bethany watched as he checked his clubs and put them into the leather sleeves that had his initials emblazoned on them. It was all right for him, she thought bitterly. He had his accountancy firm to run during the week, and his golf at the weekends, but the energies she’d put into being a mother were no longer needed. At fifty, with no other skills, she was staring into a bleak and lonely future.


Clive had been an old-fashioned father, taking little interest in his children after the initial joy of their arrival, leaving the parenting and household management entirely in her hands while he built up his successful accountancy practice and worked on lowering his golfing handicap. Life for him wasn’t about to change at all.


‘Are you meeting the twins at the club, or will they be calling here first?’ The wistfulness in her voice was clear, but he didn’t seem to notice.


‘The boys can’t make it this weekend,’ he said, hoisting the large bag over his shoulder. ‘Some university thing or other.’ He eyed her thoughtfully, perhaps finally noticing how down she was. ‘Why don’t you phone Angie and see if she’s free for lunch or something?’


‘Not much point,’ she replied. ‘Our eldest daughter is too busy with her new husband and that great house they’re renovating. Besides,’ she added, ‘I’m having lunch with Dad and the others.’


He raised a dark brow. ‘Rather you than me. Is that what’s eating you today? You’ve got a face on you like you fell down a long-drop.’


She winced at his coarseness. ‘I enjoy our family get-togethers,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s this empty house that’s unsettling me.’


‘No worries, love,’ he said, hitching the bag higher. ‘Angie’s got a new husband and a new house. She’ll be pregnant in no time, and you’ll be too busy baby-sitting to worry about the rest of us.’ He winked and grinned, and left without another word.


Bethany stood in the silent, spotless kitchen and listened as he backed his car out of the driveway and was gone. She was cross with herself for being needy – for feeling so abandoned – but what on earth was she going to do with the rest of her life?


There would be no grandchildren for a long time yet – Angela had already made it abundantly clear that her nursing career would take precedence for at least another two years before she even started to think about babies. The twins, Joe and Mike, were in their final year of university and had little time to come home – unless it was to get their washing done, cadge some money or have a decent meal once in a while.
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