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DEAR RUTH
a short story by Bronwyn Parry

A touching story of love that spanned the decades, set in Dungirri, a small outback town.

Includes previews of Bronwyn’s four full-length novels As Darkness Falls, Dark Country, Dead Heat and Darkening Skies.


North-west New South Wales, July 1970

It had to be her. Patrick caught glimpses of her on the dance floor as he paid at the door of the hall and greeted friends he’d not seen for almost a year. She laughed up at Len Strelitz when he swung her out of the progressive barn dance into an enthusiastic polka around the centre of the circle, only steering her back into place after the ladies had moved on to their next partner.

A dozen male voices rose in cheerful protest, and Patrick grinned. Nothing much changed in Dungirri. With timber milling and agriculture the main work in the district, men far outnumbered women – and so competition for the attention of the few single women was an ongoing, good-hearted game. From the way she joined in the teasing, the new schoolteacher seemed more than capable of handling herself.

As he threaded his way through the crowd, shaking hands, exchanging pleasantries and news, half his attention stayed on the dancers, and the slim figure in the white dress. Amidst hoots of laughter, she pantomimed her escape from Len on the next progression, slipping out of his hold and into Aldo Menotti’s, who bowed with his old-world courtesy and swept her into another round of the dance.

‘So, the wanderer has returned,’ Jeanie Menotti commented beside him. ‘I wasn’t sure you would, this time.’

Pleased to see her, and with the privilege of long friendship, he kissed her on the cheek. ‘I always do, don’t I?’

‘Eventually.’ She smiled, partly at him, partly at Aldo, twirling his partner under his arm and handing her gallantly on to the next man.

Patrick must have been staring again, for out of the corner of his eye he caught Jeanie’s amused glance.

‘Ruth’s pretty, isn’t she?’ Jeanie remarked lightly. ‘Have you met her, yet?’

The word ‘pretty’ came nowhere near the Pre-Raphaelite image of her; the long white cheesecloth dress, draping softly from a high waist, the ribbon braided in a semi-circlet around her head, her long brown hair falling loose.

Short of words, he shook his head, answering only the second part of the question. ‘I only arrived back this afternoon.’

The music drew to a close, and Jeanie nodded towards the dance floor. ‘You’d better ask her for a dance then. If you can beat the rest of the horde.’

He made it to her side a step ahead of three other men, waited a moment while she thanked her last partner.

‘May I have the next dance?’

She turned at his voice, and a genuine smile lit her face. ‘You must be Patrick O’Connell. I’m Ruth.’

Despite the soft femininity of her long dress, her handshake was confident, and the sparkling blue eyes that met his were those of a woman, not a girl.

Her fingers were delicate in his work-scarred hand. Reluctant to let her go, he led her away from his competitors to a slightly less crowded corner of the hall. And then his tongue knotted as tightly as the unaccustomed tie around his collar, and he struggled to find conversation.

With an easy smile, she saved them from awkward silence. ‘Thank you for letting me rent your cottage while they were rebuilding the teacher’s residence. It was much better than the hotel.’

‘No problem. Besides, it’s my sister who owns it. She can rent it out to anyone she likes.’

The music started again with the introductory bars of a waltz, and he breathed a little easier. A waltz he could manage, without stumbling over his feet or hers. If it had been a quickstep, he might have had to whisk her out the nearby door.

He drew her into a waltz hold, and if it was a little closer than he might have held another woman, she either didn’t notice or didn’t mind. Her left hand rested lightly on his shoulder, her right clasped in his, and the scent of her light rose perfume taunted his imagination with thoughts that did not belong in the middle of the hall at Dungirri’s winter dance.

She’d left his tiny cottage neat and clean, but when he returned this afternoon there’d been traces of that same scent of roses, and small, telltale signs of her here and there. Reminders that she’d slept in his bed for months, eaten at the table he’d built with his own hands, sat on the verandah bench looking out over the view he loved.

And she’d read the books cramming his timber bookshelves. Not just read them, but written to him; that first letter brief and polite, saying she hoped he didn’t mind that she was making use of the unexpected bonus of good books to hand. He’d written his answering letter by a camp-fire on the bank of the Diamantina near Birdsville, on a page torn from his notebook, the outback night sky rich with a million stars above him. Her next letter waited for him at Innamincka; he’d read it by the Cooper, the corellas screeching in the sunset as they settled for the night in the trees lining the river.

He’d stayed there a month, and two more letters from her, before he’d taken charge of a mob of cattle heading north-east. But the flood season came early to the Channel Country, spreading life-giving water over the usually dusty plains, and it was three months before he reached Windorah. In the long nights camping under the outback sky, he’d filled his old leather-bound journal with observations and thoughts, stories inspired by his travels, and letters to her that he’d never send.

****

He danced with a light step and a good sense of rhythm, the slight, warm pressure of his hand at her waist guiding her safely among the other couples on the dance floor.

Ruth had recognised him when he’d arrived. Delphi O’Connell’s square jaw and brow sat more comfortably on her younger brother’s masculine face, especially with smile lines creasing the corners of his eyes.

Could you know a man you’d never met? She pondered what she really knew of him as they waltzed in a comfortable silence. A man who’d left school and gone on the road for the first time at fourteen, working his way around the country … and yet who had bookshelves that showed an enquiring mind and a love of literature. A drover who wrote with the touch of a poet. An expert cattleman, spoken of with respect by all she’d met, who knew more of the land and the native wildlife than most people learned in a lifetime.

‘What are your plans?’ she broke the silence to ask. ‘Will you stay in Dungirri for a while?’

Grey eyes met hers, considering for a long moment before a slow grin made them sparkle. ‘I suspect I’ll be home for a good long while, now.’

She smiled up at him, letting him see her pleasure. ‘Good,’ she said candidly. ‘I enjoyed your letters, Patrick O’Connell. I think I’m going to enjoy getting to know you.’

****

Sometime close to dawn, Patrick sat on the verandah of his small cottage, staring out over the moonlit paddocks, his mind racing with too many thoughts and emotions to sleep. Dances with Ruth. Supper with a crowd of others, Ruth by his side, her laughter infectious. Walking her home in the moonlight, taking a roundabout way, because there was too much to talk about. A long, gentle kiss by her gate.

He opened the new, leather-bound notebook on his lap, and began to write. ‘Dear Ruth …’

****

North coast, New South Wales, July, 2009

‘You’d be so proud of her, Ruth. She is beautiful, like you, not merely in looks but in spirit, and she is strong, courageous and compassionate. My only unfulfilled wish for her is that someday she will find a love to share as strong as ours …’

The handwriting blurred, and Bella O’Connell closed her eyes to stop tears from falling on the page, blindly reaching for another tissue.

A handkerchief pressed into her hand, and she felt Alec sit beside her on the floor in front of the sofa.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she managed, with a half-smile, half-sob. She blew her nose, wiped her eyes, and glanced around the chaos in the living room of their new home. ‘Sorry, I should have been unpacking instead of reading. But I found the box with Dad’s journals. I knew he kept a diary, but I’d never read them. I didn’t know …’ She swallowed to clear the lump in her throat. ‘He wrote to her, Alec. Every journal entry is addressed to her. From the day they met. And after she died, he kept writing to her. For twenty-five years.’

Alec’s arm drew her into his shoulder, and she leaned against him, linking her fingers through his. ‘You knew he loved her very much. You told me that.’ His lips pressed against her forehead. ‘Knowing how I feel about you, I can understand that he never stopped loving her.’

She couldn’t quite suppress the shiver. They’d both experienced too many close calls as police officers, and given the nature of Alec’s investigations of organised crime, the risks would never entirely fade.

‘I’m not planning on dying young,’ she said, with a small laugh that fooled neither of them.

‘Good. Neither am I. In fact,’ Alec grinned at her, and she knew he was lightening the mood, and loved him for his understanding. ‘I’m working on this plan of dying aged a hundred and nine, in bed with you. Think you can stand seventy years with me?’

She pretended to consider it. ‘Maybe. If I don’t die of starvation before you get the kitchen unpacked.’

Laughing, he pushed himself to his feet, and headed back through the stacks of removalist’s boxes.

Bella gently piled her father’s journals together, running her fingers over the leather.

‘I think you’d like him, Dad,’ she said softly. ‘And no matter what the future holds, I’m as lucky as you and Mum.’
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Haunted by her past, Detective Isabelle O’Connell is recalled to duty to investigate the abduction of a child from her home town. She and DCI Alec Goddard have only days to find the girl alive, with few clues, a town filled with suspects and a vast wilderness to search. It quickly becomes a game of cat and mouse, with Isabelle directly in the killer’s sights.

For Isabelle, this case is already personal. For Alec, his best intentions to keep it purely professional soon dissolve as his anguish over Isabelle’s safety moves beyond concern for a colleague. Their mutual attraction leaves them both vulnerable to their private nightmares – nightmares the killer ruthlessly exploits.
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PROLOGUE


No, not this.

Detective Sergeant Isabelle O’Connell dragged up every ounce of self-discipline to halt the cry of denial, and it lodged, unsounded, in her throat. She closed her eyes against the sight as tears that couldn’t be shed scalded her eyelids.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	

 
	 





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
3

BR(ﬁ/\N N
PARRY

Tabelle must face her
nightmares ... and a killer ..
to find a missing child
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