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CHAPTER 1


‘It’s really brown,’ Kim says.


Alex half-turns her head towards her daughter, who’s sitting in the back seat, and sees her gazing out the window.


‘What is?’ she says, quickly turning her head back. She’s not used to driving on country roads. Her old colleague Garry warned her that she would need to pay attention or she’d find herself in a paddock – or, worse, crashing into a tree. Long, straight lines, he’d said. So easy to become bored. And that’s when they get you.


‘Everything,’ Kim says with a sigh and Alex hears her turning a page of her book.


‘I really don’t know how you can read in the car,’ Alex says, laughing. ‘It always made me sick.’


‘This is making me sick,’ Kim mutters.


‘What, bub?’


‘Nothing.’


Alex emits a sigh of her own. She has been telling Kim for weeks now that they’d be moving away from Sydney. It’s the city of both their births but as it’s built up to the 2000 Olympics it’s become a different place – fast and breathless and crowded. More cosmopolitan and more interesting, yes; harder to live in, also yes. Every day there seem to be more cars on the road and fewer parking spots, more new buildings and not enough space for them. It feels to Alex like the city is swelling, as if it’s a blister heading for bursting, and she doesn’t want to be there when that happens – which will probably be around the time of the Opening Ceremony.


It might have been easier if she had an extra set of hands to help her – someone to run Kim to her Saturday sport, for example, while Alex did all the housework that accrued during the week. Her mother, Marta, helped a little bit but she didn’t drive, nor did she live close by, so Alex knew she had to rely on herself most of the time. And for a gal on her own trying to bring up her kid, Sydney was tough. It took her an hour to get to work each day and often more than that to get home. On the nights when Marta wasn’t looking after Kim, Alex would arrive to find her daughter asleep on the neighbour’s couch. It was great to have such a friendly neighbour but Alex decided she’d rather see Kim more. So she told the Department of Education that she’d go to a country town, she didn’t really care where, and they sent her here. Bellbird River, New South Wales. A pit stop of a place along the road to Tamworth. Not that Alex knows anything about Tamworth other than stopping there once on a school trip.


‘I want to spend more time with you,’ she explained to her only child. ‘If we move to a country town the school will be around the corner. Won’t that be better?’


Kim gave her the baleful eyes she’d perfected as a toddler. ‘What about Grandma?’ she said.


Well, Grandma had told Alex not to leave Sydney.


‘Don’t take my Kimmy so far away!’ she’d said, laying on the guilt the way she likes to. The way she did when Alex, aged eighteen, told her she was pregnant and her mother had asked her why she wanted to ruin both of their lives. As Alex used to joke to her friends: ‘Marta by name, martyr by nature.’


‘Get rid of it,’ Marta had said, as if the foetus was a pot plant that hadn’t made it through a stinking-hot summer. Now that foetus is Kimberly, all she wants to do is keep her near.


Alex knows why: Kim is her mother’s chance to get things right. She thinks she failed with Alex – pregnant in her last year of high school, never saying who the baby’s father was, not finishing her Higher School Certificate, even though she did it two years later and got into uni and managed to find a good, stable career – and if only Marta can keep Kim in her clutches she’ll right that wrong.


Alex appreciates all Marta has done with Kim – Alex could hardly have managed without her in the early years – but she wants to stand on her own two feet now that Kim is older. She chose to have Kim on her own but she’s felt like a kid herself for most of the time she’s been a mother.


Now she’s almost thirty Alex needs to stop reacting to things and take action. Motherhood just happened to her. Teaching just happened to her in a way – it was the career that made the most sense when she had a child to think about. She really wanted to be a lawyer. Lawyers are in charge. Lawyers have comfortable lives. Lawyers can afford to take nice holidays. But she’s not a lawyer, so moving to a town where she will be paid the same as in Sydney but won’t be paying Sydney rent is a chance for her to save up some money and maybe take Kim to the Gold Coast for a trip. Maybe even put a little away each month so she’s not always worried about whether or not she can cover the bills.


She couldn’t say any of that to Kim, of course. Money worries aren’t something children should have to hear about – which Alex knows because they’re all she heard about growing up.


So when Kim asked about her grandma, Alex smiled brightly and said, ‘Bellbird River isn’t so far. It’s just five hours. That’s nothing in a country this big!’ And certainly not as far away as Moree, which was the department’s other offer.


Alex rotates her head just a little so she can keep one eye on the road while observing the landscape. It is brown – and also golden in parts, and khaki in others, depending on how the farmers are working it, by the looks. There is land with furrows in its soil and staccato stands of eucalypts. Ahead she can see a dam, and galahs at the water’s edge.


Then the speed limit changes to sixty and a few hundred metres on is a small white sign with black writing: Bellbird River.


The real estate agent told her the house she’s rented is on the main road, so when Alex spies the sign saying Town Centre she puts her blinker on and turns left onto Drury Street. Although she doesn’t remember the address being Drury Street and she’s left the slip of paper in her handbag, which is on the floor below the passenger seat.


Kim keeps sighing as they drive slowly past heavy-brick single-storey shops with wrought-iron lace adornments, a pub whose heyday was clearly several decades ago, some weatherboard homes and a couple of solidly constructed two-storey houses that look as if they were built around the time Queen Victoria entered her dotage. There’s a stone School of Arts built in 1901 – the first blush of Federation – and a town hall dated 1904, as well as a park with a slippery dip, swings and a cenotaph. The park has a vibrant stand of roses of various colours, almost in defiance of the sunbaked palette of the natural landscape around it. There are several bushes with lush pink blooms, a few with vermilion, a stumpy white rose bush and a pale yellow that is taller than the rest. Clearly someone cares enough about this park to go to the trouble of creating an oasis of colour.


‘Look at the roses, Kim,’ Alex says. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’


‘S’pose so,’ Kim says and Alex can hear the shrug in her voice.


It’s only when they pass a sign pointing to the council swimming pool down a side street and the dwellings run out that Alex realises she should stop and check the address of the house. It’s on Jumbuck Way, number 98. And Jumbuck Way is … the road she turned off, which she knows because her instructions were to take the Kamilaroi Highway from the New England Highway, passing through Quirindi, then the ‘tourist route’ on Jumbuck Way. If she kept going on it she’d reach Tamworth, if she didn’t choose to turn off to Gunnedah. In other words, it’s the main road. The main road into town, just not the main road in town.


‘Where are we going?’ Kim says as Alex does a U-turn and drives back along Drury Street.


‘I must have missed the house,’ Alex says, turning left onto Jumbuck Way. She feels unsettled, as if she’s made a mistake coming here. ‘Look out for number 98.’


She passes the service station, then about three hundred metres along there’s one house, and another. A couple on the other side of the road too.


‘Ninety-eight!’ Kim shouts and Alex pulls the car onto the shoulder outside the house.


‘Charming country cottage’ was how the real estate agent described the place, which Alex leased without inspection because she didn’t have time to drive ten hours to Bellbird River and back just to look at a house. As Alex gets out of the car she sees that the charm of the cottage is debatable. Although maybe it’s meant to come from the fact that it’s old. About the same age as the two-storey houses she saw on Drury Street but not nearly as well preserved.


Kim hops out of the car, her Trixie Belden book tucked under her arm.


‘What do you think?’ Alex says, squinting into the afternoon sun.


‘Um …’ Kim also squints as she looks up at the dilapidated roof. ‘Is this really it?’


Alex looks down the road to her right, where the next house is a good fifty metres away, and to her left, where there’s a vacant lot sporting some old tyres.


‘I don’t think there’s much room for error, bub.’ She raises her voice as a passing semitrailer rumbles over her words. ‘This is number ninety-eight.’


Kim glares at the back of the truck. ‘I hope there aren’t many of those.’


‘There might be,’ Alex says. ‘For fifty dollars a week we probably can’t expect much. And this is a highway.’


‘Great,’ Kim says, rolling her eyes.


Alex wants to laugh – at eleven, Kim is still cute enough to be funny when she’s mad – but that would just make Kim cross at her. It’s so easy for a mother and daughter to get on each other’s nerves when there’s no buffer between them. Instead, Alex makes a face at her child and pulls the house key out of her jeans pocket. She picked it up from the real estate agent on the way through Quirindi, along with the instruction: ‘Don’t lose it, love, it’s the only one.’


The lock turns easily, and they walk into a short corridor and turn left into a light-filled room.


‘It’s nice!’ Kim says, sounding as surprised as Alex feels as they go back into the hallway and on to the sitting room.


Alex leased the place furnished – the real estate agent said the owner’s late mother used to live here and he’s never been inclined to sell her furniture – so Alex was expecting lace doilies on everything and embroidered cushions with quaint designs. Instead there’s a couch that’s definitely out of style but in very good nick, highly decorated lamps that look sturdy, and armchairs that appear not to have been sat in for many years.


‘Let’s find your bedroom,’ Alex says, nudging her daughter, who skips back to the hallway.


Alex takes the room at the front of the house, Kim the cubby-like room next to the kitchen, which isn’t as old-fashioned as Alex feared.


‘The beds are coming tomorrow,’ she says, because secondhand beds were where she’d drawn the line, and the agent had agreed. ‘So we may need to sleep in the sitting room tonight.’


‘That’s fine!’ Kim skips again, this time out the back door and its flyscreen into a small garden that has two lemon trees, a cumquat in a large pot, and native plants that Alex knows she should be able to identify but can’t.


‘Can we call Grandma?’ Kim says breathlessly as she inspects the garden.


They’ve never had a garden of their own – their apartment block in Meadowbank just had a concrete courtyard – and Alex can see curiosity on Kim’s face.


‘Not yet, bub,’ she says and smiles cheerfully. She wants to feel settled before she has to listen to Marta’s guilt trip. Plus she has to get the phone turned on.


‘I’ll bring in the suitcases,’ Alex says, turning back into the house.


‘I’ll help!’ Kim says, but she has her nose buried in a gardenia. Which is where it should be. Her daughter shouldn’t be carrying her mother’s baggage.


‘It’s fine. You explore.’


Alex walks down the hall, taking in the vague lavender scent of the house, and heads out the front door to the car.


She’s congratulating herself on having found such a great place to live when she sees a woman across the road, a hand on her hip and a glare on her face.


‘Hi!’ Alex calls and waves, only to see the woman turn swiftly and walk up her front steps.


So maybe the congratulations were premature. Maybe that’s one friend she’s not going to make in this town. She’ll have to worry about that later, though. For now she has bags to unpack, a child to feed, and no bed to crawl into as she contemplates the changes she has wrought on both their lives.









CHAPTER 2


The house has never seemed so empty. Perhaps because it has never been this empty. Victoria has lived in it all her life; her father grew up here, and so did his father. Or, rather, no – Grandpapa built the house. Right in the centre of town. Or was it Great-Grandpapa who did that? Someone at the library will know. They keep all the records there. All the local stories. Plans. Maps. Et cetera. Victoria has never needed to know because this house is an extension of her, and she of it, and there is a timeless quality to that.


At least, there was. Before she found herself alone in it. Her children have their own homes now. And Victoria has no brothers or sisters to make a claim on her ownership of the house. Until this morning her husband was here, but he won’t live here again. Not if she has anything to do with it. No doubt his mistress doesn’t want him living here any more either.


Victoria would love to have a story of hapless discovery and righteous confrontation to tell the women at the badminton club when she sees them on Thursday. She’s fairly sure they all know that Arthur has been having an affair. Hard not to, as his mistress is the wife of the mayor. Except Victoria didn’t know. Had no clue. Didn’t even go looking for clues. Hence she didn’t make any kind of discovery about his misdeeds and had no opportunity to confront him.


Arthur simply appeared before her this morning and told her he was leaving her for this – this – this Celeste because they were in love.


‘In love?’ Victoria shrieked. Shrieking seemed apt in the moment. ‘In love?’


‘I don’t expect you to appreciate my emotions,’ he said condescendingly in the same tone he used to refuse milk in his tea when they were visiting friends. I don’t expect you to remember that I don’t drink cow’s milk.


‘That’s because you don’t have any!’


She was outraged, of course. They’re in their sixties. Affairs are meant to happen when you’re still of an age to have the energy to carry them off. When they had two children under the age of three Victoria might have been relieved if Arthur had had an affair and saved her the bother of looking after his needs as well as the children’s. But, no, he had to wait until now, when the children are grown and it’s been just him and her trying to fill the many rooms of this grand old house in this formerly grand town. Now, when they’d settled into a companionable groove. Or so she’d thought. Perhaps she should have taken his willingness to tend the back garden as something other than an interest in helping to beautify their home. Perhaps one should never trust a husband who starts discussing the merits of American Beauty roses after a lifetime of indifference to flowers of any kind. Perhaps one should take it as an indication that he has developed an interest in a woman who is known for carefully tending to the roses in the mayoral garden.


‘That’s unfair,’ Arthur said after her outburst, and she thought she saw a pout. ‘Celeste says I’m very sensitive.’


‘To yourself, perhaps,’ Victoria said, looking around for a missile to throw at his head. She might never have the chance again, and forty-two years of marriage really deserved a big send-off.


‘You have to understand, Vicky—’


‘Don’t call me that,’ she snapped. ‘You’re no longer entitled to it.’


‘Celeste makes me feel like a man,’ he went on.


‘What have you been prior to this point?’ she said, spying the large leather-bound Bible her father had left on the sideboard and which had stayed in its place since he died, Victoria not being a fan of the good book after she once asked a teacher why Jezebel supposedly deserved to be put to death for wearing eye make-up and never received a satisfactory answer. Because, as she knows now, there wasn’t one. She picked up the tome. Time to avenge Jezebel. Or just make herself feel better.


‘What are you doing?’ Arthur said.


‘I plan to hit you.’ She felt the heft of the old book – it would be the perfect weapon to use against an adulterer.


‘Victoria, you’re being ridiculous!’


She turned, Bible in hand. ‘Am I?’


‘Celeste said you wouldn’t understand,’ he said disdainfully.


‘She’s clearly a very perceptive woman.’


She stepped closer and Arthur held up a finger.


‘I don’t know what you think you’re proving,’ he said, ‘but you’re making yourself look pathetic.’


She stared at him, at his drooping eyelids and his sloping shoulders and his slack waist. All the things that a wife forgives – overlooks, even – because if she doesn’t she may start to question her choices in life.


‘I’m pathetic?’ she said sternly. ‘You’re sixty-six. She’s forty. Get a grip.’


With that, the urge to strike him left her. What would be the point? He’d go crying to Celeste, and possibly to the police, and she really didn’t want to end up spending the night in the cell at the local station, no matter how agreeable the constable is.


She put the Bible back on the sideboard and remained facing it until he left the house.


Since then she’s been wondering not about how he could have cheated on her – that’s a turn of events so commonplace it’s almost banal – but about how many people in the town knew before she did. How many of her friends kept this from her? Because there is just no way, in a place as small as Bellbird River, that the wife of the mayor can have an affair undetected. Let alone Arthur, with his prime position at the Rotary Club and his prize-winning fruit cake at the local show.


Shame. That’s what she’s really thinking about. That’s what she’s been insulated against most of her life. She was captain of the primary school and of the hockey team. She was head prefect of her Sydney boarding school. She married the first young man who even breathed in her vicinity.


She supposes she should feel sad. She and Arthur have known each other for a long time. He was the head prefect at their brother school, a height of responsibility he never reached again. He was given money by his father to invest in various businesses that did moderately well but did not reap the fortune Arthur felt he deserved. Then he started asking Victoria’s father for money to invest and still the fortune failed to manifest. But he did well enough for them to maintain their respectability. It was important to Victoria that they be respectable. If a person doesn’t have her dignity she doesn’t have much at all. Accordingly, not once in her life has she done anything to bring shame on herself. Yet here it is, visited upon her.


Failure. That’s also what she’s thinking about. Despite her efforts, she has failed to keep that shame away and in doing so she has let down her parents. They’re long dead, but there are still people alive in this town who knew them. How awful to know that they’ll soon know – if they don’t already – that Victoria has failed to protect her family’s good name.


She jumps as the phone jangles.


‘Yes,’ she says. She doesn’t have the energy to be anything other than curt.


‘Vicky?’


‘Who is this?’


‘It’s Gabrielle!’


Her cousin. Who did not sound like that the last time they spoke.


‘What’s wrong with your voice? I didn’t recognise you.’


‘I, ah … It’s a long story. I’ll tell you when I get there.’


‘Where?’


‘Bellbird River.’


‘Why are you coming here?’ Victoria is not in the mood for a house guest, no matter how fond she is of her cousin, and a house guest is what Gabrielle will expect to be.


‘I’m moving home.’


Victoria’s mouth opens but nothing emerges. Gabrielle moved away when she was a teenager and their contact with each other has been mainly in the form of postcards and letters, and the occasional expensive phone call, as Gabrielle sang with one opera company or another around the world. Victoria is proud of her. There have been write-ups in the newspaper and even the occasional album documenting her magnificent voice. But there are no opera companies in Bellbird River, so Victoria has no idea why she’d want to live here again.


‘Don’t worry,’ Gabrielle says, laughing nervously, ‘I won’t ask to live with you.’


‘I’m not worrying,’ Victoria says quickly.


‘Yes, you are.’ Gabrielle pauses. ‘Vicky, I just need to come home.’


Her voice contains longing and a certain weariness that Victoria understands, mainly because she’s a decade older than Gabrielle and weariness comes with the territory.


‘Then come,’ she says more gently. She glances around the vast sitting room and down the empty hallway beyond it, thinks of all the bedrooms and no other occupants, and feels her resolution thawing. ‘And you can stay if you like.’


There’s a little noise of satisfaction on the other end of the line.


‘Oh good,’ says Gabrielle. ‘I arrive in four days time.’


‘Come to the house,’ Victoria says. ‘I can’t imagine I’ll be anywhere else.’


‘Lovely.’


There’s a pause.


‘I’ve missed you,’ Gabrielle goes on.


‘No, you haven’t.’


Gabrielle emits a husky laugh. ‘I’m glad you haven’t changed,’ she says, ‘but I really have missed you. We haven’t seen each other since …’ There’s a sigh. ‘Milan, 1995.’


Victoria smiles into the handset. ‘That’s the blink of an eye ago.’ She’s missed her cousin too, but she’s not going to tell her that yet. Gabrielle can work for it – that’s what she gets for being away for so long.


‘See you soon, then. Bye, Vicky.’


‘Ta-ta.’


Victoria hangs up but doesn’t replace the handset. Instead she leaves the phone off the hook – something she has never once dared to do in her whole life – puts her feet up on the couch and closes her eyes for a nap that turns into a ten-hour sleep.









CHAPTER 3


‘Did the boys behave themselves at breakfast?’


Debbie turns at the sound of her employer’s voice and quickly works out that Bea means the workers, not her own sons. Mainly because her sons are standing on either side of her, holding their sports bags. Ready for Debbie to drive them to tennis lessons in town because their mother will be too busy to do it and, besides, driving is part of Debbie’s job description.




Housekeeper wanted


Wattle Tree, near Bellbird River, NSW


Must be able to efficiently clean and manage large


house and outbuildings


Experience in cooking for large numbers valuable


Sewing and dressmaking a plus


Must have driver’s licence





That was the original ad. ‘Wattle Tree, near Bellbird River’ turned out to be a thousand or so hectares of a mixed-use farm that has a modern house for the owners – after the original was torn down, Debbie was told – as well as cattle yards, three cottages for the workers, various sheds and a semi-successful attempt at a large vegetable garden. The workers are the large numbers needing cooked food. And ‘Must have driver’s licence’ turned out to mean ‘must be willing to chauffeur school-age children to school on weekdays and sports on weekends, because their parents are too overwhelmed to do it’.


Debbie hadn’t had a lot of other employment options at the time. In fact, she’d had none. Bea hadn’t asked questions beyond whether or not Debbie had the skills she was looking for, but Debbie wanted to tell her everything – didn’t want there to be secrets. Wanted Bea to know that her driver’s licence was the first thing she attended to when her sentence was up, because she wanted to be free.


Debbie didn’t care that she had to take the test again, as if she was a teenager on L plates. The licence was her ticket away from her past and towards the future she hoped to salvage. Towards her children, who were living in Tamworth with their father, who’d divorced Debbie after she was jailed. He had custody of the children, so it was simple for him to take them wherever he wanted to, away from her and the prison visiting hours that would keep the kids in touch with their mum. Debbie had had no recourse. Both parties didn’t have to agree to a divorce provided they’d been separated for a year, and Greg didn’t find that hard to prove after Debbie’d been in prison for that long. She was hardly in a position to go to the Family Court to say she didn’t want the divorce or demand that Greg brought the kids for a visit here and there.


Besides, prisons are no places for children. Even Debbie understood that, no matter how often she felt that by taking them away Greg had punched a hole in her chest that will never fill up. The only thing that can fill it is spending time with her children to make up for what’s been lost. And the issue with that is she’s the cause of that lost time. She, and she alone, stole money and was found out. So she is the cause of her own devastation, and suspects she’ll never forgive herself for that.


It has occurred to Debbie, usually when she’s driving Bea’s sons around to visit their friends or play sport, that it’s strange Bea trusts her with these children but Greg can’t trust her with her own. That’s what he said when she told him she wanted to make arrangements to see Emily and Shaun on a regular basis. It was after that phone call that she realised she’d need to move closer to them to try to make it more inevitable for him to say yes. Also because he told her he’d remarried and she can hardly believe that another woman spends more time with her children than she does.


‘Deb?’ Bea prompts her.


‘Sorry – away with the pixies.’ Debbie smiles as brightly as she can.


She always wants to be the no-trouble employee. Needs to keep this job. Doesn’t know if anyone else would be as prepared to ignore her past as Bea has been. When Debbie confessed it Bea had nodded slowly and said, ‘We all make mistakes.’ Then looked at her meaningfully, as if there was more she could say but she was choosing not to.


‘Did the dogs wake you up?’ Bea shakes her head, looking annoyed. ‘I swear to god, I told Phil to move them further away from the house but he seems to think they’re guard dogs. I keep saying they are working dogs. We don’t need guard dogs out here. What are they guarding us from – snakes?’ She snorts. ‘They’re more likely to get bitten than we are.’


‘Mu-um, we’ll be la-aate,’ says Ryan, the youngest of Bea’s two and the only one who’s keen on the tennis lessons they’ve been attending in the school holidays. This will be their last lesson; school starts soon and they’ll have to switch to a weekend sport.


‘Sorry, darling, I know.’ Bea makes a pleading face at Debbie. ‘Sorry, Deb, I’m holding you up. But were the boys all right at breakfast?’


‘Oh – yes. Fine.’ Debbie thinks of the five burly workers who crowded around the table in the shed, inhaling the food she’d toiled to prepare. ‘But they finished those rolls so I’ll pick some up in town on the way back.’


Bea nods. ‘Just let me know if any of them get, you know …’ She makes an awkward face. ‘Rude. I don’t want them driving you away!’


‘I can handle it,’ Debbie says, thinking of everything she’s dealt with over the past three years. It would have been five but she was so well behaved she barely even had to apply for parole, and no one fought her application to report to the police in Bellbird River instead of what used to be her local station in Sydney.


That’s her – well behaved. Most of the time. She became an accountant because that was the sensible thing to do. Changed to being a bookkeeper after Emily was born so she could manage the work around the kids. A sedate occupation. She’s not a drinker, nor a smoker. Doesn’t take drugs. Doesn’t eat junk food. Just likes to gamble and doesn’t know when to stop. That’s why she needed that money. No, that’s wrong – it’s why she took that money. From her clients. Slowly, and over time, she fiddled the figures enough to squirrel away money to fund her habit. Or her hobby, as she thought of it. What a pity she became worse at that hobby over time.


‘Mu-ummm.’


‘All right, Ry,’ Bea says sharply. She regularly seems to be mildly irritated by her children and it makes Debbie want to grab her and tell her that, yes, children can be irritating but you should never take for granted how much you’d want them to irritate you if you didn’t have them around any more. But she doesn’t say that. Because, as she’s figured out, if a parent hasn’t experienced what she has, they just don’t understand.


‘Come on, kids,’ Debbie says chirpily. ‘And don’t worry, Ryan – I’ll put the pedal down until we hit the main road.’


She grins at Bea, picks up the car key from the hook by the back door and leads the boys out to the carport.


‘Stop it, Steven!’ Ryan says as his older brother shoves him. They always jostle for position before getting in the car. Maybe Debbie’s own children do it; there’s no way for her to find out.


‘Boys – in,’ she commands.


They fuss and squawk but eventually settle themselves into their seats and click in their belts.


In the rear-view mirror Debbie sees Bea giving them a wave but she doesn’t tell the boys because the wave is over in an instant. Instead, she keeps her promise and puts her foot down on the dirt road and they almost fly to the gate, the boys giggling in the back as stones and sticks hit the side of the four-wheel drive. Debbie thinks it’s the sweetest sound she’s ever heard.









CHAPTER 4


‘Is that all, Mrs Singh?’


Janine pushes the half-dozen brown bread rolls over the counter and blows air up towards her fringe despite knowing it won’t do any good. With the shop door open and letting the heat in, no ceiling fan and the ovens hardly cool behind her, there is no way even one hair is moving off her forehead. Just like there’s no way her cotton dress is going to unstick itself from her armpits.


‘Um …’ Mrs Singh squints and bends down to look at the cakes. The same way she does every time. She comes into the shop and says she’s ‘only here for bread, you know’, and while Janine’s getting it she doesn’t even glance at the cakes. Just before she hands over her dollar twenty for the bread she decides she wants a finger bun, but she’ll never say that. She’ll look at all the cakes while any other customers who might be in the shop smile patiently at Janine, because they know Mrs Singh and her routine. She did it to Janine’s parents for years, and now she does it to Janine.


A few months ago Janine memorialised the experience in an oil painting she called Pink Finger Bun. It’s in the shed out the back of her parents’ house, along with all her other paintings.


Not that many people see her paintings. She doesn’t show them to her parents often because when Janine did art for the Higher School Certificate her mother told her she was wasting her time and she’d never get a good mark. They were right about her not getting a good mark overall, but she came eighth in the state in art. Her parents didn’t say congratulations and she knew it was because they thought it would just encourage her. They wanted her to go to uni and become someone. When it was clear that wasn’t going to happen, they let her work in the bakery. Janine supposes she should thank them, but she’s never been good at letting go of petty resentments.


Another reason is that her mother said Janine’s paintings looked ‘messy’. Janine tried to explain that oils can be imprecise but her mother just said she should try to be more like Renoir. Bloody chocolate-boxy Renoir. Janine prefers Van Gogh, with his brilliant colours and brilliant mind that turned in on itself. His heart, his distress, his passion all there on the canvas. She wishes she could be so brave in her art.


Of course, Janine is lucky to have the shed at all. It’s attached to her parents’ house and she’s been living there for far too many years; she’s lucky they don’t kick her out. Probably because they feel sorry for her. Thirty-six and still working out what she wants to be. Who she wants to be. Everyone else seems to know where they slot into this life and perform their roles cheerfully. Janine just hasn’t worked out how to do that yet.


‘I’ll have a finger bun with pink icing,’ Mrs Singh says triumphantly as she stands up again.


‘One dollar seventy altogether, Mrs Singh.’ Janine slides the finger bun into a white paper bag then puts it in a plastic carry bag along with the bread rolls. She smiles and nods as Mrs Singh leaves.


‘Still with the finger bun, eh?’ says Davo, shoving his fist into his shorts pocket and extracting the correct amount of change for his daily sausage roll.


Janine nods and turns towards the cabinet that holds the sausage rolls and pies.


‘Why don’t you just get it for her before she asks?’ he says, as if he’s come up with a genius idea.


‘I tried that once,’ Janine says, putting the sausage roll in a bag and picking up the coins on the counter. ‘She got upset and didn’t come back for two weeks.’


‘People, eh?’ Davo picks up his breakfast. ‘Thanks, luv.’


‘See you tomorrow, Davo.’


Janine waves a limp farewell then wipes her forearm across her forehead to stop sweat trickling into her eyes. She knows from years-long experience that the breakfast rush is now over and she might have a few minutes to tidy things up before the morning tea crowd arrives.


Within a few seconds she’s humming one of the songs they’re practising in choir at the moment. The choir she joined because her mother said she needed to make some friends. Which is true – she’s failed to keep her high school friends, for one reason or another. One teacher described her personality as ‘anti-social’, so Janine guesses that’s why she’s had trouble finding any new friends. A small town offers a limited pool of acquaintances and she’s paddled in both deep and shallow ends and still found no one.


Her mother thinks the choir will mean Janine is more interested in going to the annual Tamworth Country Music Festival, held up the road. Her parents love it and, her mother says, there are ‘nice country boys’ there. Emphasis on boys. As Janine told her mother, boys aren’t looking at women her age. Nor is she looking at them.


She’s not a singer. Not a good one, that is. The choirmaster, Warwick, says that absolutely everyone can be taught to sing and Janine’s the living proof. The choir is an outlet, though, as well as an outing. Singing feels freeing – she’s literally getting something off her chest. She doesn’t have a natural ear for harmonies but she learns them all right, with some practice. It was her homework to sort out the mezzo harmony for this song and she’s not sure if she’s cracked it. So she gives it a try while she retrieves more sausage rolls from the back and lines them up in the cabinet.


‘Is that ABBA?’


Janine jumps, although she knows full well that people can walk into the shop at any time. She just forgot that someone could catch her singing.


The speaker is a short woman with grey-streaked brown hair that is, oddly, in plaits. She looks like she’s at least forty and plaits are for schoolgirls, Janine thinks. Her forehead is lined and so are the corners of her eyes. But while the rest of her face looks hard, her brown eyes are bright, like she’s trying to take in as much as she can, even though her smile is nervous. Janine is very sure she’s never seen her before – she’s seen everyone who lives in this town. That’s what comes of not only growing up here but being the second generation to do so.


‘Um, yes,’ Janine says bashfully.


‘It’s “My Love, My Life”, isn’t it?’ The woman smiles tentatively.


‘Yeah, it is.’ Janine isn’t sure how much to tell her. Perhaps she’s an ABBA nut? Janine is not an ABBA nut. She prefers rock music to pop. Pop’s a bit too sweet for her. So she doesn’t want to enter into a conversation about whether or not Arrival is better than ABBA: The Album. She found herself in just such a conversation at choir practice last week and couldn’t extricate herself fast enough.


‘I’m in a choir,’ she adds, hoping that will distance her from the song choice.


‘Really?’ There’s another tentative smile and the woman’s eyes flicker away.


‘Yeah. Can I help you with something?’


Janine knows she should be friendlier to a new customer but she can see Mr Fordham crossing the road, which means he’ll be in here within thirty seconds wanting his two pies with sauce drizzled on top.


‘Oh. Sorry.’ The woman shakes her head. ‘I’d like two dozen white bread rolls, please.’


‘Feeding an army?’ Janine says cheerfully as she picks up enough bags for the rolls.


‘I work out at Wattle Tree,’ the woman says, naming a property that all the locals know because the previous owners went bankrupt after the place had been in their family for over a century, and they sold it for a song to some lawyer from Sydney who thought he knew more about beef cattle and sheep than they did. He moved his wife and kids in, and everyone’s been waiting for them to fail. No sign of it yet.


‘The rolls are for the staff,’ the woman explains. ‘I, ah, usually do the shopping in Tamworth.’


‘Thought I hadn’t seen you before,’ Janine says. ‘Four dollars eighty.’


The woman hands over a five-dollar note and Janine gives her twenty cents.


‘Thanks.’ The woman drops her eyes and picks up the rolls.


‘Thank you,’ Janine says. ‘See you next time.’


There’s always a next time. This is the only bakery in town. Even the people who go to Tamworth shop local on occasion.


The woman nods almost imperceptibly and steps back as Mr Fordham barrels his way into the shop.


‘Morning, Mr Fordham,’ Janine says, moving quickly to get his pies.


‘Janine,’ he booms, putting his hands on the counter as if he’s surveying his kingdom.


As Janine squirts the sauce on the pies she glances up and sees the woman standing outside the shop, looking in at her with something like regret. But once their eyes meet, she walks away. Weirdo is the first word that comes to mind, even though Janine knows that’s unkind. You get all sorts here – everywhere, no doubt. It’s just that they’re more noticeable in a place where the streets are mostly unshaded and there aren’t many nooks and crannies between houses. Nowhere to hide. Nowhere to stash your secrets.


Which means Janine will find out exactly who the woman is before too long, whether she wants to or not.


‘Thanks, Mr Fordham,’ she says as she takes his money. And as he walks out the door she starts singing her harmony again, this time imagining she’s Frida singing along with Agnetha instead of Janine just trying to get her notes right, and it helps.









CHAPTER 5


After spending her youth determined to flee Bellbird River and never return, Gabrielle has to admit that she is disappointed in herself for coming back, especially without a good reason. Having nowhere else to go is not a reason so much as an imperative. She is an opera singer who can no longer sing opera, thanks to a surgeon who thought that repairing her vocal cords meant accidentally removing the three top notes from her range. An opera singer without opera is a singer without work, as Gabrielle has discovered. Her voice is not as well suited to rock or pop or jazz. Nor to folk or, heaven forbid, country music.


She has steadfastly resisted country music and the people who like it, because she decided long ago that it’s the music appreciated by people who are too unsophisticated to appreciate opera. Yet here she is, back in the Slim Dusty heartland. Her father used to send CDs of Slim’s music to wherever Gabrielle was in the world, ‘to remind you of where you come from’ he’d say in his notes. She never listened to them. She was trying to escape where she came from, and besides, as far as she was concerned Slim was no singer.


‘Turn right here, driver,’ she says as the taxi approaches Drury Street.


The taxi is an extravagance, but she didn’t want to ask Victoria to pick her up. How positively twee, being met at the airport by your cousin. Neither one of them would endorse that kind of showy sentimentality, so instead Gabrielle told the taxi driver she’d make it worth his while to take her from Tamworth to Bellbird River. Not that she should be spending money on taxis given she’s unlikely to work anytime soon. Still. Still. One must maintain standards, and driving up in some little rental car is not a standard, it’s a compromise.


As they pass the Bellbird River Hotel she sees the chalkboard out the front that advertises upcoming musical acts. Apparently a ‘jug band’ is to play there tonight. Wonderful. The pub is only thirty metres from Victoria’s house so they’ll both be able to enjoy this band of jugs.


‘Just here,’ she commands. ‘The big house.’


The taxi pulls up in front of two grand sandstone storeys and a wrought-iron first-floor balcony beneath a roof that is so high it’s almost disproportionate.


As a child Gabrielle was in that house several times a week, wandering in after school to see her older cousin Victoria, whom she so wanted to emulate and impress. Victoria could be terrifying – she was tall and had very good posture – but she never treated Gabrielle like an annoying child. Not even when those passing visits turned into nights staying over because Gabrielle’s parents were fighting again, sometimes physically.


Gabrielle waits for the driver to open her door, which he doesn’t. This should not be a surprise as he didn’t see her into the car either, so she reluctantly shoves open the door and swings her feet onto the footpath. He can earn his tip by taking her bags out of the boot.


‘Jeez, you’ve got a lot of stuff,’ he says, dropping her Louis Vuitton trunk almost on her foot.


‘Be careful,’ she admonishes, but she’s talking about the luggage, not her foot. The foot can be fixed. The Vuitton trunk would have to go back to Paris to be mended and the northern hemisphere suddenly feels like a whole planet away.


‘Keep yer shirt on,’ the driver mutters as he drops another, smaller bag onto the footpath.


Gabrielle resists telling him that she would prefer him to not only keep his shirt on but to tuck it in, pays him the fee, and a tip.


She turns to see a woman around her own age wearing a tired-looking apron and an even more weary expression on her face, standing inside the gate of the house next door, one hand on her hip, the other holding secateurs which she must be about to use on the droopy hydrangea next to her.


‘Yes, hello,’ Gabrielle says smarmily. ‘Just visiting my cousin. Victoria. I’m sure you know Victoria. Everyone does.’ She waves her hand at the wrist, as if she’s Princess Margaret on the Buckingham Palace balcony, then walks up to the door, not waiting to see if the woman is still watching. No doubt she’ll see her again. Every day. Probably more than once every day. Ad infinitum.


Oh god, what has she done coming back here? Europe is full of cities so busy that no one has time to mind their own business let alone anyone else’s, and now she’s returned to a place so small she’ll soon know the number of chin hairs on every elderly woman in town.


The original knocker is still on Victoria’s door and Gabrielle knocks in the same code she always used: two taps, a pause, then three, another pause, then one.


A minute or so passes but Gabrielle knows it’s because Victoria will be walking from somewhere in the bowels of the house. Finally the door swings open and there stands her cousin, still imperious with her customary French roll, which is greyer now than it was when they last saw each other.


‘Gab-ri-elle,’ Victoria trills and follows it with a small smile, as if they only saw each other yesterday instead of a few years ago.


‘Vicky.’ Gabrielle glances to one side and sees another curious neighbour. ‘Hello!’ she calls, waving vigorously. ‘Yes, I’m visiting Victoria!’


‘Who are you waving at?’ Victoria cranes her head out the door. ‘Oh, he is preposterous. Get inside.’


Victoria yanks her arm and Gabrielle almost trips up the step.


‘What’s wrong?’ she says after Victoria has firmly closed the door on the luggage sitting on the footpath. Not that Gabrielle is worried about it – nobody would dare steal from Victoria’s cousin.


Victoria moves past her down the hall. ‘Everyone’s being nosy now that Arthur’s left me.’


‘What?’ Gabrielle stops. So this is why Victoria sounded so odd on the phone.


‘He’s run off.’ Victoria flaps a hand. ‘Well, not off. A few streets away. He’s shacked up with the mayor’s wife.’


Gabrielle pauses to consider this information. Arthur has never been known for his sex appeal so she is finding it hard to imagine how he managed to ensnare not only her vivacious cousin but another woman too.


‘Is she still living with the mayor?’ she asks.


Victoria glares at her and Gabrielle starts laughing. ‘Because that would be awkward,’ she continues.


‘Gabrielle, are you making fun of me?’ Victoria says, but she doesn’t sound too cross.


‘Absolutely not. I’m making fun of him. Come on, Vicky, you were always too good for him.’


‘Was I?’ Victoria frowns. ‘I see you’re dyeing your hair.’


‘What makes you think I’m not still naturally brunette?’ Gabrielle puts a hand to her crown even though she knows it makes her look unsure. Which she is – just not about the colour. No, it’s her old insecurity about Victoria always looking soignée with her thick mane, while she, little cousin Gabby, struggles to keep her wisps under control and, despite attempts to wrestle her hair into submission with the aid of combs and bobby pins, always manages to end up with a bird’s nest after an hour.


‘Brunettes are definitely grey by your age,’ Victoria states.


Gabrielle sniffs. ‘Well, I can’t have people thinking I’m old. Not in my line of work. We can’t all look as dignified as you do with your grey hair.’


‘I’m fairly sure that’s not a compliment.’


‘It is.’


‘Hm.’


‘Which room have you given me?’ Gabrielle says brightly.


‘Mine. I hardly need the main bedroom any more. I’ve moved into a guest bedroom.’


‘Does that mean I’m sleeping in your marital bed?’


‘I burnt it,’ Victoria says, leading Gabrielle up the stairs to the bedrooms. ‘It’s a single bed from one of the guest rooms.’


‘Fair enough.’


They arrive at what Gabrielle remembers as the main bedroom. She and Victoria used to sit on the bed – back when the room belonged to Victoria’s parents – and talk about composers and painters. Gabrielle always felt so grown-up finding out about the things Victoria loved, things her high-school education hadn’t yet introduced her to. If it wasn’t for Victoria she wouldn’t have discovered opera, would never have dreamt she could become a singer. So if it wasn’t for Victoria she likely would never have left Bellbird River; nor would she have had cause to return. She needed to come home, yes, but that was only possible because Victoria is here.


‘I have missed you,’ she says, and now that they’re standing still she can see how age has changed her cousin and how it has not. Victoria still has her big forehead and her strong nose and chin, it’s just that now her skin folds around them in different ways.


‘I’m sure you have,’ Victoria replies, ‘even if you are a haphazard correspondent and haven’t come to visit in three decades. I’m not sure I’ve forgiven you for performing in Sydney that time and not bothering to drive up here to say hello.’


‘I took you for granted,’ Gabrielle admits.


They stare at each other for a few seconds, then Victoria sighs. ‘I think all humans take other humans for granted. Including ourselves.’


She picks up Gabrielle’s hand and pats it; an intimate gesture for a woman who doesn’t hug or kiss easily. ‘I’m glad you’re here. And you can stay as long as you wish.’


‘Thank you,’ Gabrielle says, and suddenly feels tired. In-her-marrow tired. She yawns. ‘I think I need a nap after that drive.’


Victoria gestures into the room. ‘All yours. Now, I’ll retrieve your luggage from the street. The nosy neighbour should have gone back inside.’


‘Thanks, Vicky,’ Gabrielle murmurs.


Now it’s a pat on her cheek. Times certainly are changing. ‘You’re welcome.’


Flopping on the bed, Gabrielle vaguely hears the front door open just before she falls into sleep.









CHAPTER 6


Alex feels like a nervous first-day-of-school student as she stands at the gates of Bellbird River High School. She’s already sent Kim ahead into the primary school next door so she can wander around the grounds and see where everything is, then Alex will pop over and introduce herself to the headmistress.


This will be the first time Kim has ever been a student anywhere near the location where her mother is a teacher and Alex has no idea how that will go.


‘If you see me over the fence, you have to call me Miss Markovich,’ she said earlier that day. ‘You can’t call me Mum.’


‘I knooow, Mum.’


‘Practise.’


‘What?’


‘Practise. Call me Miss Markovich.’


‘I knooow, Miss Markovich,’ Kim said and wrinkled her nose. ‘They’re all going to ask why we have the same last name if you’re a miss and not a missus.’


‘Just say it’s none of their business,’ Alex said, although she felt an anticipatory pang of fear for her child. She hated putting Kim in this position – it was bad enough she was the new teacher’s daughter, she’d also be the kid who had no father – but Alex had to hold on to the hope that this move would be good for both of them.


‘Yeah, like that works,’ Kim said, and her face dropped.


By the time Kim had left their local primary school in Sydney, Alex knew she’d heard every possible variation of ‘You have no dad’ or ‘You’re so ugly your father didn’t want you’. When Alex had given birth to her perfect little girl it had never crossed her mind that she was signing her up for years of taunting by other children, or over a decade of disrespect from other adults directed towards both of them. Alex still has no idea why people have to be so cruel when she and Kim have done nothing to provoke it.


‘Bub, it’ll be hard at first but you’ll be fine,’ she said as reassuringly as she could.


‘Don’t call me bub!’ Kim snapped.


‘Sorry. I forgot.’


Kim had decided yesterday that certain terms of endearment were no longer acceptable. So when Alex said goodbye to her at the primary school gate she just called her by her name, and watched her walk away, her shoulders drooping a little but her feet treading firmly.


Alex puts her own shoulders back as she tries to find the high school principal’s office. She’s learnt many things over her teaching career, even if it hasn’t been that long, and one of them is that posture is important. It signifies so much to everyone around you.


Teenage girls usually start slumping as soon as their breasts begin to develop. Alex did it too, so she understands, but the rounded shoulders make them look like cowed puppies, and other students target them. The girls who have the easiest time of it are usually the sporty ones, partly, Alex is sure, because they walk around with their shoulders back and their spines long, ready to throw a netball at any moment.


‘Mr Sheridan?’ Alex says as she knocks on the principal’s door.


Vince Sheridan looks up and she watches his face change from neutrality to something resembling glee. She sighs, because she’s seen this before and knows what it means: she’s younger, and more attractive, than he was expecting. Male principals always think female maths teachers are going to have warts on their double chins and claws instead of hands.


‘Miss Markovich!’ He springs from his chair. ‘How delightful that you’re here! And please call me Vince!’


Alex smiles politely. ‘Thank you.’


She’s not going to say he can call her Alex. She doesn’t want him to call her Alex. It will undermine her credibility in front of the students. It’s hard enough that she’s young. But she has no trouble calling him Vince, if that’s what he wants.


He shuffles loose papers together on his desk then steps out from behind it. ‘Let me give you the tour,’ he says.


She moves aside to let him go first out the door and he looks confused.


‘After you,’ he says, gesturing.


‘Oh. Thank you.’


‘If you turn left that will take us towards your classroom.’


Alex glances from left to right as they walk along the short corridor. The school doesn’t look much bigger than a large house so she doesn’t think she’ll have trouble finding everything.


‘We’re not a significantly sized school,’ Vince says, pausing outside a classroom. ‘Only thirty students in each year, or thereabouts.’ He beams at her. ‘I was really thrilled that you wanted to move to this little town. We haven’t had a proper maths teacher here for a couple of years. The students are going to benefit greatly from your presence.’


‘Let’s hope so!’ Alex lets him have a bigger smile this time.


He reaches around her and opens the door. ‘In here will be your room. We have the students move around rather than the teachers. It gives them a chance to stretch their legs.’


‘I see.’ Her last school was so big she almost had to sprint between classrooms to be on time.


‘And we give them fifteen minutes every second class to go for a run around the paddock.’ He nods to the large open space adjacent to the school.


‘A run?’


‘It helps settle them down. Most of them live on properties. They’re used to being active. If we don’t wear them out somewhat they get restless.’


He shrugs as if to say, What else are we meant to do? But Alex can see the logic.


‘Can the teachers go for a run too?’ she says.


Vince looks surprised. ‘Sure! Most of them don’t want to, though. They’d rather have a smoke or a coffee.’


‘That won’t be me.’


She looks around the room. Smaller than she’s used to, but there are shelves occupied by textbooks and other volumes. It looks lived in. Comfortable.


‘Thanks, Vince. I’ll get settled before the first class.’


He nods vigorously. ‘Right, then. Good luck! I’m just down the hall if you need me.’


Alex matches his nods and watches as he pauses at the door, gives her a vague little smile and leaves.


Taking the measure of the room with its high ceiling, like those she’s seen in houses built many decades ago, she wonders if this actually was someone’s home. She notes the two ceiling fans turning slowly, barely moving the warm air around the room. No air-conditioning unit. Typical. There weren’t any in her school in Sydney either, but the temperatures didn’t get as high as they can here. Another sweaty summer. She’ll have to buy some sleeveless tops at the one dress shop she’s seen in town. And some running gear.


As Alex checks her watch she sees she has only twenty minutes to pop next door, say hello to Kim’s new headmistress, and get back for her first class.


There’s a knock on the door. It’s Vince again.


‘Hi,’ he says, ‘just wondered if you’d like a cup of coffee? I’m about to make one.’


‘Thank you, Vince, that’s really nice of you but I have to run to the primary school.’


He looks confused, then his face relaxes – he must have remembered that she told him she has a daughter who will be attending the primary.


‘Say hello to Mrs O’Reilly for me,’ he says, and Alex presumes that’s the name of the headmistress. ‘Coffee at recess, perhaps?’


‘Sure,’ she says, although she has no idea if she’ll have time for that. But she doesn’t want to be rude on her first day.


‘All right, I’ll let you get on with things.’ He nods once and waves as he retreats.


Now Alex has only seventeen minutes to get next door and back. She slings her handbag over her shoulder and breaks into a trot as she heads for the corridor.









CHAPTER 7


Victoria keeps her head down as she enters the supermarket. Not that there’s much ‘super’ about it. It’s more the size of a decent shop. Which means it’s all too easy to bump into other people while she’s there, and she knows they’ll either snigger or sigh and bite their bottom lip and look at her as if she’s grown a large goitre. Because those are the two reactions she’s been getting so far.


The other day one of the local councillors, a pinched-looking woman named Prue, even went so far as to attempt to hug her, saying, ‘Such a shame, Victoria, such a shame.’ Victoria sidestepped the hug and fell into the gutter.


She would rather avoid all such encounters for at least the next few months; however, she can’t avoid the shopping, because although Gabrielle isn’t singing opera professionally at the moment she likes to keep her zaftig opera figure and is rather fond of baked goods as a means to that end. So Victoria – glad to have the distraction of putting dormant baking skills to use – has been choofing off to the supermarket to stock up on flour, butter and eggs. She’s going through more of them than she did when her son was a teenager playing sport four days a week, even though she’s quite sure Gabrielle has also opened up a line of supply at the bakery.


As Victoria is extracting two dozen eggs from the pile near the fridges she senses a large male presence.


‘How are you, Victoria?’


She looks up to see Jimbo French and his mane of white hair.


He’s a former mayor, so it’s not his wife with whom Arthur has been enjoying himself; in fact, Jimbo’s wife has long since departed this world. Jimbo is better known as a long-time captain of the Bellbird River First XI – undefeated against their rivals, the Quirindi First XI – as well as the unbeaten over-sixties men’s singles champion at the local tennis club, and current hardware store owner, ever since his wife died and he sold their property because he didn’t want to live out there on his own.


Victoria has known Jimbo socially for years but they have never been what she would call friends. Although, as she’s been discovering, her friends aren’t who she thought they were – several women she’s considered friends for years seem to be incapable of talking to her now that she’s the subject of town scandal. So perhaps she isn’t who they thought she was, either. And Jimbo is the first person, outside of her family, to ask her how she is.


‘I’ve been dumped, Jimbo,’ she says, and her eyes flicker towards the checkout, where the middle-aged woman at the till widens her eyes.


‘I know,’ he says. ‘That’s why I came over to say hello.’


It’s on the tip of her tongue to say something sharp about people wanting to rub salt in her wound, but she stops herself. She doesn’t know Jimbo well enough to judge that.


‘He’s a bastard,’ Jimbo says, his weatherworn chestnut-coloured hands on his hips. ‘I’d clock him one if I came across him.’


‘Would you?’ Victoria says, surprise making her voice several notes higher than usual.


Jimbo waves his hand like he’s swatting a fly. ‘Idiot. He always thought he had a ticket to ride being married to you and now he’s ridden all the way into a ditch. Some blokes …’ He shakes his head. ‘They just don’t know how good they’ve got it.’


Victoria isn’t sure what to feel. Flattered, perhaps, that this man she barely knows but who is familiar in the way everyone in a small town is clearly thinks highly of her? Or should she be disconcerted that he’s formed an opinion of her when she has none of him?


‘I think Arthur feels he has a much better ticket now,’ she says and offers Jimbo a tight smile.


‘He’s wrong,’ Jimbo says forcefully and she’s surprised once again.


‘Look,’ he goes on, ‘it’s none of my business but, ah, I found myself on my own when May went and I could have bloody moped at home, y’know?’ He folds his arms across his chest and Victoria realises that he still has the physique of the sturdy farmer he used to be. ‘But it’s the worst thing to do.’


‘I’m not moping,’ Victoria says with a hard edge. Because she is moping, and she’s channelling it into baking for her cousin.


‘Even if you’re not, it’s good to have an … activity, y’know what I mean?’


He looks so serious that Victoria feels like laughing at the improbability of receiving advice from Jimbo.


‘I suppose so,’ she says.


‘I’m in the choir,’ Jimbo announces with what sounds like a hint of pride. ‘I reckon you should join.’


‘The town choir?’ She’s seen them perform from time to time. Christmas carols. ANZAC Day. The usual roll call of civic musical appearances.


‘That’s the one.’ He beams. ‘We’re practising for the town Easter concert. Good lot of songs. Something for everyone.’


‘I don’t sing,’ she says quickly.


He laughs. ‘Of course you do. Everyone sings.’


‘My cousin is the singer.’


‘I heard she’s back.’


‘She is.’


‘Bring her with you.’ He looks pleased with himself, like he’s checkmated her.


‘I don’t sing,’ she repeats.


‘Victoria,’ he draws out, ‘everyone can sing. It’s just that not everyone knows it yet.’


‘Did you come in here specifically to recruit me?’ she says, wondering how on earth he’d even concocted such a scheme.


‘No.’ He looks slightly hurt. ‘It just occurred to me while we were talking.’


She presses her lips together. ‘I’ll tell Gabrielle that you’re looking for members. Although I’m not sure it will be her cup of tea. Opera is … not choir music.’


‘We have some good singers.’ Now he’s the one with a hard edge.


‘I’m sure you do.’


‘And Gabrielle would be fine,’ Jimbo says, ‘but, ah, I really hope that you come along too.’ He looks at her with meaning but she doesn’t know how to decipher it.


‘I’ll think about it,’ she says to end the conversation. She’s aware that at least two other people have just walked into the supermarket and she’d like to complete her shopping before she’s forced to talk to – or ignore – anyone else.


He nods. ‘Righto. We rehearse on Tuesday evenings at the town hall. Seven o’clock.’ He pauses, an expectant look on his face.


Victoria offers what she hopes is a warm smile, although she’s out of practice on that score. ‘Thank you, Jimbo. Nice to see you.’


Turning away, she feels his hand on her arm. ‘I really do hope you’ll be all right, Victoria,’ he says, and his large blue eyes look sincere.


‘Oh, I’ll be fine,’ she says, although his unexpected kindness is making her feel strangely emotional. She must get out of here. ‘See you.’ And clutching the eggs to her chest, she walks swiftly towards the flour aisle.
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