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Chapter One


Rose


Some days the dust was like a second skin. Even here, in town. A thick, red, gritty skin that clung so stubbornly to her arms and legs that when she brushed a hand across her limbs the stain on her fingertips was a surprise. Today was one of those days. Eleven o’clock in the morning and already twenty-nine degrees. Ridiculous for this time of year.


Rose O’Shea stared at her upturned palm, fascinated by the strange pattern the red particles had formed. She traced an arc from the base of her index finger to the meaty pad of flesh below her thumb. A fortune teller had told her years ago, studying the lines on her hand, that she would live a long, happy, prosperous life. At forty-nine she figured she was more than halfway through it, and while she wasn’t destitute, prosperous wasn’t a word she’d use to describe her bank balance.


She pulled out the rag tucked into the string of her apron and wiped down the bar as she gazed out through the open door of the pub. Not an awful lot to see – the odd car passing by, a few locals strolling home with their shopping bags trying to dodge the midday heat, Harry Shepherd’s cattle dog stretched out on the footpath waiting for his owner to finish his lunchtime schooner before they wandered off home.


A blowfly zoomed by Rose’s ear and she swatted it away with the cleaning cloth still clutched in her hand. ‘Bugger off.’


‘If you say so.’ Declan appeared beside her, a beer glass in one hand, the other pulling on the tap, a grin on his face.


She shook her head. ‘Don’t you even think about it. I’ve lost enough staff lately. Besides, if anyone apart from that blowie is buggering off it’s me.’


Declan lifted the tap and rested the glass of amber liquid on the bar. ‘Is that right? And where would you be buggerin’ off to this week, Mrs O?’


She looked across the room, out through the open window, but the scene she imagined was far from the one outside. Instead she saw a higgledy-piggledy roofline, a soft opalescent light and bare-branched trees lining the cobbled streets. The Seine ambled below an ancient stone bridge as she sat watching it, sipping dark, bitter coffee and nibbling on a chocolate croissant at an outside seat at a little corner patisserie. All sorts of elegant people bustled by as the afternoon turned to twilight. One by one the street lamps came to life along the Champs-Elysées, and there, presiding over the city, was the Eiffel Tower.


‘Paris,’ she sighed, coming back to reality.


The bartender delivered the drink to Harry and returned. ‘Really? I never pegged you for a romantic,’ Declan teased. ‘And who would you be takin’ along with you?’


He had the same lilt to his voice as Mick. She wouldn’t usually fraternise so casually with her backpacker staff; she preferred to eavesdrop on their tales, hear about all the places they’d been, store the information away for possible future reference. But Declan … well, she could chat to him all day. She stared back out at the quiet street, the asphalt so hot she could almost see the vapour rising into the air, the row of shops huddled in the shade beneath a tin awning. One day she’d pack a suitcase and buy that round-the-world ticket she’d always dreamed about, but it wasn’t going to be any time soon.


She considered his question. ‘Not a soul.’ She rubbed at a stain on the polished surface in front of her and dumped the cleaning cloth into a plastic bag by her feet.


‘Argh now, as someone who has been there I can assure you it’s called the City of Love for a reason.’


Rose smiled in spite herself. ‘You are going to make some girl very lucky one of these days, my friend.’


‘I’m up for it if you are.’ He wiggled his eyebrows.


Rose gave a hearty laugh. ‘Back to work.’ She forced a scowl and nodded towards the other end of the bar where a grey-headed couple perched on stools. ‘The nomads up there look like they could do with a drink.’ Harry, now that he was on his second schooner, was chewing off the couple’s ears about the local sights. Next week it would be a different couple he’d be boring to tears. Different people, same old story.


‘That they do.’ Declan shot her a wink before turning to greet the customers.


Cheeky bugger. Completely full of himself but still a breath of fresh air, especially after that last bloke she’d employed. Up and left without giving a scrap of notice, but not before he’d stuck his fingers in the till and fleeced her dry. She’d sworn she would hire a woman the next time, steer away from the bedraggled young men who landed on her doorstep looking for cash to fund the rest of their adventures. But then Declan had appeared with his Gaelic charm. True, she did have a soft spot for his accent, but he was neat and clean and easy on the eye. Damned efficient too. Hiring the backpackers was so much better then employing locals. It was the gossip factor; stickybeaks poking their noses into her business were the last thing she wanted. Given the rate things was falling apart around here, her bank manager would no doubt prefer it if she were a one-woman show, but there was only so far she could stretch herself.


Meryl the postie strode through the door, the height of fashion in her fluoro orange vest and silver bike helmet, waving an envelope about. ‘Only one for you today.’


Rose thanked her and grabbed the letter, peering over the top of her glasses to study the fine print in the top corner: Wills Shire Council. Hopefully they’d be more amenable than the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection and actually help her out with the funds to repair the place. It could certainly do with it. Her face fell as she took a minute to really look at the broken window sashes, the dry rot spreading through the timbers, the bare patches of thread in the ancient carpet. And that was only what she could see from where she was standing. Parts of the roof had rusted away, and you took your life in your hands venturing out onto the upstairs verandah. Termites. Voracious little bastards. The airconditioning had even carked it a few weeks back. She looked up at the fan whirring beneath the pressed-tin waratahs on the ceiling and thanked God for small mercies. With a bit of luck she’d be able to make a start on some of the renovations this month. If The Crossroads wasn’t heritage listed she could get away with doing it on the cheap, but the number of rules and regulations she had to follow was mind-boggling. She slipped her pinkie under the envelope’s seal to rip the thing open, but a voice boomed through the doorway, stopping her in her tracks.


‘Rosie Barnes, you haven’t changed a bit.’


She stared at the man, frowning. He seemed to know her but she didn’t have a clue about him. It took another long, hard look before she worked it out. The face was more lined, the hair above it greyer and thinner, but there was no doubt in her mind about the identity of her visitor.


The envelope slid from Rose’s hand, dragging her out of her stupor. She bent down behind the bar and picked it up, then slowly folded it into the back pocket of her jeans, took a breath.


After all these years …


‘David Ryan.’ She cleared her throat to rid her voice of its tremor as she stood. ‘What are you doing back in town?’


‘Thought I’d come out and see how a few of my old mates were doing. Start with my favourite girl.’


Mates. Not exactly a term she would have used to describe their relationship. Or rather, lack of relationship.


He took a seat across from her at the bar. Age hadn’t diminished his height although it had added an extra few kilos to his middle where his navy polo shirt wrinkled across his belly. The unruly blond mop was gone, replaced by a respectable crew cut, but his eyes were still the same striking shade of blue.


‘You’re looking good, Rosie. Hair’s a bit redder than I remember, but it suits you.’


What else do you remember?


‘Thanks. You too.’ And why the hell was she choking on her words like a nervous preschooler?


Get a grip, Rose.


‘You look good too, I mean. How are you?’


‘Older, and a bit on the bald side.’ He ran a hand over the top of his head. ‘Bald is sexy these days, so they tell me.’


‘So they tell you or so you tell yourself?’


The man shrugged and gave a quiet laugh. ‘Either or. You, my dear Rosie, haven’t aged a day.’ His smile was lopsided. That same old smile …


‘Well, since I was seventeen when we last saw each other I know for a fact that you’re full of crap.’ Seventeen and climbing out of his station wagon pulling on her knickers, but that didn’t bear thinking about. She rubbed the sweat from her palms onto her apron.


Dave snorted. ‘Same old Rosie. You always did say exactly what you thought. Have you got time for a chat? You can fill me in on what you’ve been doing for the past thirty years.’


It was actually thirty-two years, but she didn’t correct him. The bar top had been buffed to a brilliant shine. She picked up a knife and a lemon from the bowl under the counter and started to cut it into wedges. You could never be too prepared. ‘I’m a bit busy right now, Dave.’


‘Could have fooled me,’ he said.


She looked around the almost empty bar. The nomad couple and Harry were the only customers and their eyes were currently glued to Declan, who was busy spinning them a yarn.


‘Come on, Rosie, you’re the boss, aren’t you? I’m sure you can take a break.’


She was cornered. But curious. Now that the shock of seeing him again was wearing off, she wanted to know more about where he’d been all these years – and what he was doing back here. ‘I suppose I can spare a few minutes.’ She signalled to Declan, who made his way towards them. ‘Dec, can you grab us a couple of light beers?’


‘Not for me thanks, Rosie,’ Dave held his hands up in a stop-right-there gesture. ‘Bit early in the day. I’ll have a lemonade thanks, mate.’


‘A beer and a lemonade coming right up.’


Rose brushed her fringe back off her face, fluffed up her hair in an effort to hide the greys among the auburn, adjusted her T-shirt – one of her oldest – on her shoulders. What a fright she must look. Not that she needed to impress David Ryan, of all people. She lifted the divider and made her way to a corner table.


Dave sat down beside her. There was a long moment of silence before they both started to talk at once.


‘So, when did you—’


‘How long have you—’


He laughed. ‘Ladies first.’


Declan arrived with their drinks before either of them could try again. ‘Here you go. Enjoy.’ He gave Rose a wink and a thumbs up as he left.


She shook her head before turning her attention back to her visitor. ‘So, I’m not sure where to start.’ Certainly not with the last time they’d seen each other. Her stomach fluttered.


‘Well, I know you married an Irishman.’ He gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘And I heard he passed away a few years back.’


She bit down on the soft flesh inside her cheek. ‘You’ve heard a lot.’


‘Bush telegraph, Rosie, you know what it’s like. I’ve kept in touch with a few people out here. News travels.’


‘Hmm, that it does.’ She caught herself fiddling with her wedding ring and dropped her hands.


‘I’m sorry about your husband.’


He sounded genuine. But then he always was a genuine sort of bloke. ‘Thanks, Dave. How about you?’ She’d heard, of course, that he’d married and moved to Brisbane, but that was about as far as it went.


‘I lost Kay eighteen months ago.’


‘Sorry to hear that.’ She really was. Grief was a torture she wouldn’t wish on anyone.


Dave screwed up his face and stared out the window. ‘You’d know better than most how hard it is. I keep thinking I’ll see her walk through the door but then …’


His voice trailed off and Rose followed his gaze to the life-sized statue across the street. An Ichthyosaurus. Itchy to his friends. Farms in the district were dying, shop fronts were boarded up all over town but the local tourism scene was alive and kicking thanks to the dinosaur trail. Itchy and his prehistoric mates. Poor buggers, stranded in that inland sea, never to escape, stuck in the middle of nowhere. She looked back at the man seated opposite her at the table, his brow furrowed, hands clasped and resting in his lap. He’d got away and she’d never really expected to see him again.


‘So, what brings you out this way after all these years?’


Dave pursed his lips, tapping the pads of his thumbs together. He leaned back in his seat and when he turned his head Rose was shocked by the glassy sheen in his eyes. ‘Taking a few weeks, visiting all the old haunts, seeing a few people. I’m thinking about moving here again.’


A strangled noise slipped from her throat before she had time to choke it back.


If he heard it he didn’t bat an eyelid. ‘The city’s not for me, Rosie. It was Kay who wanted to move in the first place. We had a good life, but my kids have their own families now and I’m at a bit of a loose end. Unit living is so claustrophobic. There’s no space. Nothing to look at. I miss the dirt.’


She gave a manic laugh. ‘Are you crazy? Some days I think if I see one more speck of the stuff I’ll scream.’


‘Probably am crazy. I don’t know.’ He was on a roll and there was no stopping him. ‘My daughter, Mel, thinks I’m still grieving, but it’s not just that. Of course I miss Kay, but it’s more. I miss the land. And the people.’ Dave picked up his glass and guzzled down his lemonade.


Was this actually happening? Was David Ryan really sitting across from her pouring his heart out? The last thing she needed was him back in town – a constant reminder of the past she’d left well and truly behind. Her hands had tightened themselves into fists beneath the table. She uncurled them and picked up her glass, suddenly wishing she’d ordered something stronger, a little Dutch courage was what she needed. Since there wasn’t any of that to be had she mustered up the real thing.


‘Coming back might not be as easy as you think.’


‘You left. Couldn’t wait to get out of the place, if I remember rightly.’ He waved a hand towards the bar. ‘Doesn’t seem like coming back did you any harm.’


An angry heat built in her chest and rose to scald her cheeks.


If you only knew.


She looked away, ran her eyes around the collection of faces smiling out from the frames on the walls. People she and Mick had met over the years, right here in this pub. David was right, of course. She had made a life for herself back in Birralong and yes, it had been a good one. ‘That was a long time ago. And I was gone for less than a year. Things have changed a lot since then.’


‘Place still looks the same to me.’ He narrowed his eyes a little, pinned them on her. ‘Weren’t you heading off on a big adventure when you left here, travelling the world? Doesn’t sound like you got very far.’


He laughed quietly and it took everything she had not to reach across the table and slug him. She plastered a smile onto her face instead. ‘I was a kid. Homesick.’ Not entirely the truth but not a straight-out lie.


‘My point exactly. You were born and bred in Birralong, like me. It’s in our blood.’


‘What would you do? If you came back?’


‘Oh, I don’t know, buy myself a bit of land. Try my hand at being a farmer.’


A sudden laugh burst from Rose’s lips. ‘You do know we’re in the middle of a drought?’ Hectares and hectares of dry earth stretched for thousands of kilometres in every direction. What cattle was left had to be fed on food trucked in at higher prices than most people could afford. Life on the land had never been easy, but right now it was harder than ever. And David Ryan, who had never farmed a day in his life, thought he could just waltz on in and become some sort of cattle baron.


‘I know, I know, probably not the best timing.’


Now there was an understatement. And her chance to convince him that moving back was a very bad idea. ‘There’s barely been a drop of rain in the past three years. A heap of people have up and left.’ Rose studied the bubbles foaming around the rim of her glass as she waited for her words to take effect. ‘Awful state of affairs. The roo problem’s getting out of hand again too. Thousands of them. It’s like a plague. Even with the cull they’re completely out of control. Strathmore is riddled with them.’


‘Strathmore? Bernie Bailey’s place?’


Rose nodded. ‘My daughter married Bernie’s son. They’re running it now.’


‘A daughter, eh?’


‘Yes.’ Her spine stiffened. Was she really having this conversation? The best she could do now was try to steer it back on track and then get the hell out of it. ‘Just the one. Stephanie. She’s twenty-seven. And a grandson. Jake. He’s almost five.’


Dave shook his head, huffed out a smile. ‘Hard to believe we’re both grandparents. I still feel like I’m a teenager half the time.’


She stood up and twisted the edges of her mouth into what she hoped was some sort of apology. ‘Well, I’d better get back to work.’


Dave frowned briefly before standing. He placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘Is everything all right, Rosie?’


‘Yes, yes, everything’s fine. I just have a few things I need to get done.’


‘Of course.’ He took a step forward and kissed her cheek. ‘It’s good to see you again. Been way too long. I’m housesitting for the Tinsdales so I’ll pop in and have dinner one night. We can have a proper catch-up.’ He turned to leave but pivoted back. ‘Or I could come and try my hand at being a barman.’


She gave some sort of half-hearted laugh as she watched him leave, her knees shaking, her hands gripping the edge of the table. David Ryan. One of the town’s most eligible bachelors in his day. Two years above her at school. She’d melted every time he said hello to her back then – all the girls had, but she’d taken her crush one step too far. He’d already left town with Kay by the time she’d come running back from Sydney with her tail between her legs.


All these years later and she’d almost managed to convince herself he’d never existed.


She picked up the two glasses and returned them to the bar. Declan had scuttled off to the storeroom to see what needed to be ordered. The nomads were gone, along with Harry, and the place was deserted. A sudden emptiness took hold of her as she looked around the room that had been both work and home for the past twenty-five years. There were days when she’d give anything to get out of the place, to do what she’d planned as a teenager, to travel. Seeing Dave again had dredged up that old urge to flee, but she wasn’t seventeen anymore. She had a life here, responsibilities, promises to uphold. And a pub to run. The past was no more than a story – a story she’d never told anyone.


A secret that was hers to keep.


Stephanie


Scones. You couldn’t get any more clichÉd when it came to country cooking than a batch of scones, which was exactly why Stephanie was sliding the final tray into the oven. She banged the door closed and set the timer. Grandma Barnes’s famous scones were always a hit, and Stephanie hoped that today would be no different.


Hope. It was about the only thing she had an abundance of right now.


She gave a soft sigh and glanced skywards through the kitchen window. Brilliant blue as far as the eye could see. Her heart hurt just looking at it. Even after three years of solid drought she woke every day hoping that when she parted the curtains heavy grey clouds would be looming. Hoping that the rain would come and their property – and their livelihood – would no longer be under threat.


Hoping that life would get back to what it was before.


She dropped the dishcloth into the sink. Everything was just about ready. The first two batches of scones were lined up on the wire cooler, golden brown pillows of dough that smelled like Sundays. It reminded her of afternoon teas after a big lamb roast for lunch. Of damper and the old cast-iron kettle heating in the fireplace. Her dad and grandpa sharing a couple of long necks later on the verandah, yabbering about the price of wool and how many shearers would be in town next week and how good that would be for business – both the pub and the property – while the sun turned the horizon to tangerine.


So much had changed.


There was no use wallowing in misery, though. There’d been worse droughts and the generations before had all survived them. This land had been passed down to them to take care of – well, to Bryce really, but she was his wife and they were in it together. Gritting their teeth and staying positive was their only option, which was exactly why a busload of tourists was about to descend on Strathmore. She checked the clock above the sink: 10.18.


Twelve minutes to arrival time.


She reached around to untie her apron, folded it in half and half again and returned it to the bottom drawer. It was far too hot for denim but she wanted to look the part, and jeans and western boots were her standard uniform. She undid the cuffs on her shirt and rolled the sleeves up a little. The pink checks contrasted nicely with her tanned forearms and the collar made it dressier than her usual singlet top. All she needed was a hat to complete the look. She plucked her favourite from the hall-stand, the one with the feathered band around the brim, popped it on and took a look in the mirror. Not too bad. A bit of make-up probably wouldn’t have gone astray. She pulled a tube of pale pink gloss from her back pocket and ran it over her lips. A smudge of dough had somehow found its way to her eyebrow and she wiped it away before assessing the final result. The woman looking back at her wasn’t exactly model material but she was good enough – certainly good enough to play host to a busload of sightseers.


The anticipation of it all was making her giddy. As much as she loved Strathmore, there were times when she missed the happy chaos of The Crossroads, people coming and going, the stories and laughter and noise. One day on the farm could so easily roll into the next, especially now with the stock so run down and not as much physical labour to be done. Bryce hadn’t exactly been great company lately, either. He’d shrunk so far inside his shell that any form of real adult conversation was pretty much non-existent. And as much as she adored Jake, there was only so much you could talk about to a preschooler – or a horse, for that matter. Her mood flattened. She needed to make sure Bryce was psyched up for their visitors and she had a pretty good idea where to find him.


Walking down the hall towards the office, she practised moulding her expression into something resembling calm. What was that saying her grandmother had about pouring water on oil? Or was it the other way around? Anyway, it wasn’t like she wanted strangers traipsing through their house and across their land either, but if the extra income was going to help pay their weekly grocery bills they both needed to suck it up. She paused at the door of the office. There he was, right where she knew he’d be. Even from behind he oozed tension, his shoulders hunched, his hands clenched into fists on either side of the computer. She angled her head to catch a glimpse of the screen. The weather channel. Same as always. Couldn’t he find a better way to spend his day than scanning the internet? You only had to look outside to see that there wasn’t any rain on the way any time soon. She took a few more seconds to shake away her irritation and smooth out the frown she could feel on her brow before stepping into the room.


‘Hey, babe,’ she said. Pouring oil on troubled waters, that was it, and she hoped she was doing it now. ‘Almost ten-thirty. The bus will be here soon.’


Nothing.


‘Bryce?’


One hand dropped to his thigh and he shifted slightly in the chair but made no effort to turn around. ‘I heard you.’


‘Okay. I’ll go find Jake and we’ll see you outside?’


Nothing.


‘Okay?’


Was it that hard to answer a simple question?


‘I said I heard you, didn’t I?’ He swivelled the chair towards her. She drew in a sharp breath at the flash of lightning in his eyes.


It stirred her own thunder. ‘You could show a bit more interest in this whole thing.’


‘In what?’ He scowled at her, a crimson stain colouring his cheeks. ‘Friggin’ stickybeaks dropping by to feast on our misery? This was your brain child, not mine.’


‘Do you think I like it any more than you do? I’m doing this – no, we’re doing this – to bring in some extra money, not for the entertainment value. At least it’s something practical.’ She waved a hand in the direction of the computer. ‘Beats sitting on that thing for hours every day.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ He stood, hands splayed at his waist. His faded work jeans sat low on his hips and his grey shirt hung loose. Couldn’t he wear a belt? Make an effort to look presentable?


‘I’m saying that checking the weather reports every half-hour isn’t going to make it rain. There’s plenty of other stuff to be done around here.’


He huffed. ‘Like tend to the three sheep and fifty-two cows we have left?’


A vision of the herds that once crowded the station filled Stephanie’s head. Thousands of sheep feeding on land that used to be ripe for grazing. Better days. Days that would return.


‘Look, let’s not do this again.’ She took a step forward, reached out and held his arm, ran her thumb over his bicep. ‘I know it’s not ideal. But it’s temporary, okay?’ She forced a small smile onto her face as she leaned towards him, slipping her hand into his when he nodded and sighed.


A bell chimed. ‘That’s the last lot of scones.’ She turned and made her way back towards the kitchen, a spring returning to her step now that it was almost time. Bryce followed, a few paces behind. Fingers crossed they would get through the morning with him at least pretending to be pleasant. He had to be.


‘Where’s Jake?’ he asked.


She flicked the oven off and eased the tray onto the bench. ‘I think he’s playing with his trucks out the front. He’s pretty excited about our visitors.’


‘At least someone is.’ So much for pleasant. It was going to be up to her to pull them through. She abandoned the tea towels and closed the short distance between them, looping her hands at the back of his neck.


‘It’s not forever. Let’s just see how it goes.’


Bryce nodded. His palms were solid and warm against the small of her back as he brushed a kiss to her forehead. His skin had that same earthy scent she’d always loved, but the spark that used to light his eyes was gone. It had been missing for a while now. The only thing that would bring it back was rain. Not the paltry showers that fell briefly with the grumbling afternoon storms they sometimes had but days and days of a good solid drenching.


A motor hummed in the driveway and they turned together, looking through the window to see a minibus pulling up not far from the house. A small figure ran towards it, waving to Narelle, the bus driver cum local tourism officer. Stephanie smiled. Her beautiful curly-headed boy, a smaller version of her husband. Nearly five and almost ready for school. She pulled her hands away from Bryce and adjusted her hat. Scones and akubras. Was it all a bit much? Oh well, too late now. ‘You ready?’


‘No. But it looks like we’re doing this anyway.’


She shook her head and made her way towards the door. ‘Come on,’ she said, jollying him along, ‘it won’t be that bad.’


There was no response, just the fall of her husband’s boots on the timber floorboards. Whether he liked it or not, Strathmore was now a local tourist attraction, at least for the time being, and Stephanie was determined to show their guests a good time.
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‘Do you have any dinosaur bones?’


‘How hot does it get in summer?


‘When was the last time it rained?’


‘What do you do when the tanks run dry?’


The questions were endless. Stephanie answered each one with a smile, trying to be as informative as possible. No, the dinosaur skeletons were further north. Very hot in summer, usually in the forties for weeks on end. The last decent rainfall was in March 2012. When the tank runs dry we buy water – and try not to shower too often. Her feeble attempt at humour raised a smattering of polite laughter from the women in her group as they inspected the miracle that was her vegetable garden. Most of the men had elected to follow Bryce on a tour of the machinery sheds. She glanced over to see how they were doing. Not too well, judging by the look on her husband’s face, which was growing increasingly darker. He wasn’t one to suffer fools – not that these people were fools but, given their lack of farming experience, in his current frame of mind Bryce might not be able to hold his tongue.


Please just keep it together, Bryce.


Perhaps it was time to mix up the party.


‘So, who’s ready for some morning tea?’ she said, leading the women in the direction of the house. The table on the porch was already set, Grandma’s old china tea cups and saucers laid out on the white lace cloth, cake plates and milk jugs waiting to be filled.


As murmurings of ‘Yes, please’ and ‘Ooh, lovely’ followed her invitation, she waved a hand in Bryce’s direction. He nodded curtly before saying something to his group that she couldn’t make out and they all turned and began the walk back up. Bryce walked a few steps behind, head down, as Jake chattered away. Like the women, most of the men seemed to be in their sixties and seventies. A few, sporting the evidence of a life well lived around their waistlines, were red faced and mopping their brows with handkerchiefs. Fortunately she’d remembered to switch on the aircon. It was a luxury they usually didn’t allow themselves, but the last thing they needed was one of their visitors keeling over. Inside she offered everyone a seat and ducked into the kitchen to boil the kettle and warm the scones, politely refusing offers of help. Bryce had stayed outside, and when she poked her head out the door he was nowhere to be seen.


She excused his absence with a fence that urgently needed fixing, and the next half-hour flashed by in a blur of tea drinking, scone devouring and question asking, the tourists obviously determined to get their money’s worth. She managed the whole thing on her own, quite professionally too, if she did say so herself. Jake kept everyone entertained with stories about their kelpie, Peppie, who had come out briefly to say hello and then hidden herself back under the house in the shade. When Narelle announced it was time to head off, Stephanie waved them all goodbye, not entirely sorry the morning was over but pleased with how it had gone. Pleased with herself. Only one aspect of it had bugged her and it was only after the guests had closed the doors of the minibus and driven away that she allowed the anger simmering away inside her to come to a boil.


Jake was standing next to her finishing off a scone he’d managed to sneak outside, cream and jam smeared across his chin. She pulled a tissue from her pocket, reached down and cleaned him up.


‘Where’s Dad?’ she asked.


He shrugged. ‘That was fun,’ he said, licking his lips. ‘I’m going to play.’ He skipped back towards the house where his trucks and cars were arranged in a circle in the dirt beside the garden.


Oh, to be a child again. She squared her shoulders and turned her eyes to the shed. So much for Bryce being on board. He’d done the absolute minimum and then vanished. Would it have killed him to come inside and be sociable? Give her a hand?


Her quarter horse, Bandit, whinnied at her but made no move to leave the shade of the tree he was standing under as she passed his paddock. His bay coat was dull with dust and his black mane tangled with burrs. Poor thing, he was definitely in need of a bath. Maisie, his mother, had taken shelter under the tin roof of her stable and looked thoroughly bored. Both of them loved getting out and about, doing the show circuit in their blingy saddles and bridles, but the entry costs and the petrol were unnecessary expenses.


Or so Bryce had decided.


All was quiet as she stepped inside the shed, the warm air even thicker than it was out in the open, if that were possible. She sucked in a breath and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dimmer light. A potpourri of chaff and oil and petrol filled her nostrils and she twitched her nose, fighting the urge to sneeze. Bales of hay were piled almost to the roof along part of the back wall. The tractor and excavator, neither of which had been used for months, were garaged in here along with a couple of quad bikes and an old paddock-basher ute. Shelves of tools, all neatly stored, lined the walls. Higher up was a padlocked metal cabinet and inside it, stored safely away, were two rifles. At the far end was an office, separated from the rest of the space by a timber partition, and sitting there at his father’s old oak desk, his back to her, was Bryce.


Stephanie started towards him but then stopped. Something was wrong. She watched him carefully, took in his posture. He was leaning forward, his arms on his knees so that his body was hunched, his head lowered, almost touching the desk. Creeping closer, she could see now the way his shoulders heaved. Her own lungs were rising and falling like a pair of bellows. She braced her hands against her thighs, trying to steady herself as she stood, rooted to the spot. And then she heard a noise – a dry, raw rasp. Something primal and unsettling.


Bryce.


A cold finger of ice traced its way up her spine. She drew in a sharp breath. He spun around and for a few long, slow seconds they stared at each other. Even from this distance she could see the rims of his eyes were blood-red, his cheeks wet. He moved quickly then, swiped his palms across his face, and looked away. ‘I’ll be up in a minute.’


‘Bryce?’ She took a tentative step in his direction, the swish of her boot on the concrete floor echoing through the shed. Then another step. ‘Bryce?’ His name was all she could manage.


‘I said, I’ll be out in a minute.’ This time it was a growl.


Get out. That’s what he meant. Get out and leave me alone.


She left him, still sitting at the desk, still facing away from her.


Outside the sunlight and the heat were like a punch to the gut – another one – and she blinked deliberately as she stumbled back to the house. Vaguely she registered a whinny from the paddock and the faint, far-off caw of a crow but she kept her focus on the door, vacantly noticing Jake from the corner of her eye as she passed him playing in the dirt with his toys. She pulled open the door, made a bee-line for her bedroom and sank onto the mattress.


Her husband was sitting out there alone, in the shed, and he was crying.


In the ten years they had been together not once, not even when his parents had died, not when they were married, or when his son was born, or after the bust-up with his brother, not once had she ever seen him cry.


Faith


Kevin bacon flopped onto the straw covering his pen, closed his whiskery eyes and groaned. The pig was clearly disgruntled.


‘I know exactly how you feel.’ Faith Montgomery pivoted a stilettoed heel and headed past the animal enclosures into the main area of the cafe. The Grounds was a bee-hive as usual, bearded guys in chequered shirts downing fresh rose lemonades, silky-skinned women in ripped jeans and designer T-shirts chuckling into their chai lattes. She scanned the tables arranged below the wooden pergola, covered by a vine of star jasmine in full bloom. A smile sprang to her lips at the sight of her friend seated at a yellow-tiled table beneath a garden of hanging plants. De-briefing with her best bud was definitely going to make her feel better.


Poppy pushed her chair back to stand, drawing her into a hug. ‘Hey, you.’


‘It’s been way too long.’ Faith threw an arm around Poppy’s shoulder and kissed her cheek. Straightening back up, she took in the baby bump beneath the ruched khaki top. It was teamed with a multi-coloured scarf, black leggings and knee-high boots. No frumpy maternity wear for Pops. ‘And look at you! My God, you look like you have a basketball in there.’ She dropped her hands to the swell of Poppy’s stomach. ‘Feels like it too.’


‘Lucky I like you.’ Her dark eyes glinted as she raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. ‘There’s not too many people I let get away with that.’ She covered Faith’s hands with her own. ‘But you’re right. And I’m loving it.’


‘Well, it suits you. That thing they say about pregnant women glowing? You definitely are.’


Poppy tucked a strand of shiny black hair behind her ear and sat back down. ‘Can you believe it’s only a year since we were here for the wedding?’


Faith looked around the paved courtyard. It didn’t seem that long since the champagne glasses had been clinking over the long, food-laden tables. Poppy had been the picture-perfect bride in her figure-hugging Vera Wang lace gown. Faith herself had felt like a princess in silver silk, presuming she would be the next one to take the plunge as she gazed at Lukas looking like some sort of Greek god in charcoal Armani beside her. Her face slipped into a frown at that particular picture, but she forced a perky grin. ‘I know. Hard to believe – where has that gone?’


Poppy screwed up her face. ‘I guess that night’s not such a great memory for you, huh?’


‘Oh, don’t be silly, of course it is. And will you stop with this whole guilt thing? I told you when Lukas and I first started dating that no matter what happened it wasn’t going to affect our friendship – and I meant it. Just because he’s your brother doesn’t mean you have to feel responsible for him breaking up with me.’ She reached out and grabbed Poppy’s hand. ‘Really.’


‘I know. I just … it’s sort of weird, you know? I had this whole vision of you guys getting married and being my baby’s godparents and the four of us all playing happy families together.’ She cringed. ‘Sorry. Probably not helping.’


‘I told you, Pops, I’ve moved on. I’m fine with it.’ Faith sighed. ‘Besides, I have more current bad news to relate.’


A waiter appeared beside them, a cheery smile beneath his neatly trimmed goatee. He placed the cups and a plate of coconut bread on the table in front of them with a flourish.


Poppy grinned at her. ‘I knew you’d be here on time, so I ordered when I arrived.’ She reached for the peppermint tea. ‘The first thing I’m doing once this baby’s out is ordering a double-shot espresso. But enough about me – what’s wrong? And why aren’t you at work on a Monday?’


‘Dominic fired me. Sorry,’ Faith raised her fingers into air quotes, ‘“Let me go.”’


Poppy’s mouth fell open. ‘You’re kidding.’


Faith looked at her friend, straight faced, and gave her head a light shake.


‘Why?’ Poppy said.


‘The company isn’t doing as well as he’d expected, so he’s downsizing. Keeping only essential personnel.’


‘But surely he’d consider you essential? He headhunted you, for God’s sake.’


‘Apparently Nikita has a better skill set,’ she said bitterly.


‘Really?’ Poppy didn’t sound convinced.


‘Hmm. She might have a better set, but it’s got nothing to do with skills.’


‘No!’


‘Seems so. She was hanging off him like a leech after the staff meeting.’


Poppy snorted. ‘So, what are you going to do?’


‘No idea. Try to find something else, I guess. Start sending my résumé out to a few of the other events companies around the place,’ she said gloomily. The thought of job hunting made the contents of her stomach curdle.


‘You know what?’ Poppy sparked up. ‘This might be a good thing. You can take some time and have a think about what you want to do next. I know the holiday’s been forced, but why not enjoy it?’


‘True, I’ve just never been out of work before.’ Faith sipped at her coffee, licked the foam from her lips. ‘Jobs have always come to me.’


‘Like everything else in your life,’ Poppy said slyly. Her eyes brightened. ‘Maybe it’s a sign.’


‘A sign of what? That I’m over thirty, terminally single and, as of yesterday, jobless.’


‘No,’ she reached out and touched Faith’s hand. ‘Maybe it’s a sign that you should do something completely different. Travel, study, start your own business. What did Stella and Brian say?’


Her parents. The eternal worriers. ‘Nothing. They’re overseas. I haven’t told them yet. No point spoiling their holiday – you know what they’re like.’


‘Well, at least that gives you some time to sort out what you want to do, right?’


Faith nodded. She knew Poppy hadn’t really finished that sentence – sort out what you want to do without them interfering. ‘They mean well, they just get a bit carried away sometimes.’


‘Yeah, like that time they called the cops to look for you when we went to the Year Twelve after-party and you weren’t home by midnight.’


‘I was so embarrassed.’ She squirmed just thinking about it, even after all these years. ‘The joys of having older parents. And being an only child.’


‘You know, they’re lucky you never really rebelled. No way could I have handled the cotton-wool treatment.’


‘What? It’s not like your parents were exactly liberated.’


‘Yes, but mine are Greek,’ Poppy pointed out, ‘and I was much better at sneaking out than you.’


Her friend, as usual, was right.


‘You know what you should do now you have some spare time?’ Poppy didn’t wait for an answer, just went straight on in and provided one herself. ‘Get onto Tinder and find yourself a man.’


Faith almost spluttered out her last mouthful of coffee. ‘Yeah, because that’s going to solve all my problems. There is no way I am going to go out with anyone I meet online. You do know those sites are pretty much just fronts for casual hook-ups, don’t you?’ She caught her friend’s blank expression. ‘Of course you don’t – you’ve been happily taken for years. I’m telling you, Pops, there just aren’t that many solid guys around to even date.’


Poppy snagged the last slice of coconut bread and sat chewing thoughtfully. She pressed a napkin to her lips, folded it in two and dropped it onto the plate. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, hon, but you really need to think outside the box a little more. Be open to a few different options.’


‘What, so you’re saying I should date anybody who’ll have me now that I’m approaching my thirty-first birthday?’


‘No, I’m not saying that at all. You’re the one who had this thing about wanting to be married by the time you were thirty. Plenty of women are still single at our age.’


‘Name one of our friends,’ Faith challenged.


Poppy stared across the courtyard. ‘Alicia.’


Faith shook her head. ‘As soon as they legalise gay marriage she and Danielle will be signing the certificate.’


Her friend was mute.


‘See what I mean?’


‘All right. But that’s just our immediate circle. I’m sure you know plenty of people in the events world who are in their thirties and single. I’m just saying, Faith, you’re picky. It wouldn’t hurt to branch out a little. Take a chance on someone completely different.’


There was no point arguing. Poppy was a sweetheart but she was like a dog with a bone when she got going. Easier to just agree. ‘Maybe.’


A phone hummed from the depths of her new Burberry handbag. It had cost a bomb but it was worth every cent. She rummaged around, whipped out her phone and saw her mother’s face lighting up the screen. She turned it towards Poppy. ‘Her ears must have been on fire.’


‘Hi Mum,’ she said breezily. ‘How are you doing?’


‘Not good, darling, I’m afraid.’ Her mother sounded flustered. ‘We’ve had our passports stolen. Some street urchin in Rome just grabbed the bag off your father’s shoulder and ran off with it before we even knew what was happening.’


‘Oh, no.’


‘And we’re supposed to be boarding the cruise ship tomorrow and I can’t find the copies of the passports I made anywhere in our suitcases and apparently we need them to cross borders or something. I went to the Australian Consulate and they said if I can get a copy scanned and emailed to our hotel they can provide us with temporary ones.’


‘Okay.’ Faith rolled her eyes at Poppy, who was staring at her from across the table. ‘So, what can I do?’


‘Well, I made another copy of each, just to be on the safe side. I’m pretty sure they’re in the document folder in the top drawer of the filing cabinet. After you finish work could you go and have a look and see if you can find them?’


‘I’m not working today.’ The words just tumbled out. Her mother had this strange ability to wheedle the truth out of her even when she tried desperately to say nothing at all. Hence her adolescent groundings.


‘Are you sick?’


‘No, not sick. I’m …’ She scrambled for a plausible story as she looked across at Poppy, who was now giving her a wicked grin. ‘The boss gave a few of us a day off in lieu of all the hours we did on the last project.’ Technically it wasn’t a lie, more like an over-exaggerated truth. After all, Dominic had praised her for the hours she’d put into the Jump Into Spring event. Right before he lowered the guillotine.


‘Oh, that’s wonderful, darling. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble.’


‘Of course not. Text me the details of your hotel and I should be able to email them through in the next couple of hours. Are you having a good time? Other than the passport issue?’


‘Time of our lives! We should have done this years ago.’


‘Good for you. Talk soon, Mum. Say hi to Dad.’


‘Bye, darling.’


She finished the call and gave Poppy an apologetic smile. ‘Looks like I’m taking a trip to the southern suburbs.’


‘I heard.’


‘Guess you did. Sorry, Pops, I better get onto it.’


They stood and gave each other a side-ways hug. ‘No problem. Have a think about what I said, please.’ Poppy held her by the arms.


‘About Tinder?’ Faith smirked.


‘About all of it. The job, dating, life. You just need to get out of your comfort zone a little more, Monty.’


‘You’d know all about that, I suppose.’ Faith patted her friend’s tummy again and picked up her bag.


‘Don’t be cheeky. See you soon. Hope you sort out the passport drama.’


‘Me too.’


She took a different exit on the way out – seeing those animals locked up in their pens was too depressing. All she wanted to do was go home, climb into bed and drag the covers over her head. It was always good to see her best friend, but today’s conversation hadn’t exactly been uplifting. Still, Poppy was probably right. Her life could do with a shake-up. Once this speed-hump in her parents’ travel plans was sorted she’d sit down and brainstorm ideas to make it happen. After she’d taken a nap.


[image: image]


The trip from Alexandria to her parents’ place in Cronulla took just over forty minutes. En route, she fielded another couple of phone calls from her mother asking if she’d found the papers yet. She probably shouldn’t have been so curt with her that last time, but really, she didn’t have wings and Sydney traffic was, well … Sydney traffic.


The sea air nipped at her cheeks as she climbed out of the car. Stella and Brian’s townhouse was brand new, had ocean views from the second-floor balcony and was within walking distance of the beach. The place was a lot smaller than the family home in Burwood. Once Faith had moved out they hadn’t needed the extra space and the low maintenance suited their new jet-setting, retiree lifestyle. It made sense, but that didn’t stop Faith’s disappointment as she stepped inside the door. This wasn’t home. Not her home anyway, not the old rambling federation cottage where she’d grown up, its huge backyard filled with old-fashioned roses, a wide green lawn and the tyre swing her dad had made for her hanging from the gigantic jacaranda, its purple petals scattered across the ground like a magic carpet.


This place was all neat edges and crisp white surfaces, much like her own.


She slipped off her heels and padded down the hallway. Spotless as usual, not a mote of dust in sight. Faith got that – she was pretty anal about cleanliness herself. When she’d first moved out it had been liberating to drop her clothes on the floor and leave her dishes in the sink, but after just a few days the novelty had worn off and she’d discovered that she was, after all, her mother’s daughter. She’d whipped around and tidied up, then hired a weekly cleaning service to keep her apartment immaculate. Some things were just part of your DNA.


Now she headed upstairs to the filing cabinet.


Pulling open the drawer, she flicked through the tabs on the files, until she reached T, and slipped out the one labelled Travel. Insurance papers, brochures on various European locations, hotel information, but no passport copies. Her mother was usually so organised about this sort of thing, but she had been a bit ruffled about going away for so long. Faith rifled through the rest of the drawer, and the one below, but no luck.


Her feet sank into the soft charcoal plush-pile as she made her way down the hall, pausing at the door to the spare room. A barely used double bed complete with a nautical-themed quilt cover sat beneath one of her mother’s original seascapes. Faith’s room. Only it wasn’t. A pang of childish longing prickled at the back of her eyes but she blinked it away.


Oh, get over yourself, Faith.


The main bedroom was a little further along. She reached the doorway and scanned the space, considering possibilities. The walk-in wardrobe was enormous but not a likely place to keep documents. She opened the drawers in both bedside cabinets, moving the contents around cautiously. This was her parents’ bedroom, after all, and some things a girl really doesn’t need to know. No surprises, thank God.


‘Well, Mum, I don’t know what you’re on about, but the copies aren’t here.’


There was one more possibility. Crouching down, she lifted the white broderie valance and lay flat on her stomach, stretching out her arms to retrieve a small suitcase from beneath the centre of the bed. It was a long shot, but worth a try. She clicked open the catches and sifted through the contents – old birthday cards, paintings from Faith’s preschool days, school reports, awards – memorabilia her mother had collected over the years. Faith had seen them all before, had laughed with her mother as they’d read through the badly rhymed poems inside the birthday cards, but that had been years ago. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Stella had always been sentimental but she was also a neat freak, so the fact that these childhood souvenirs had survived the big move made Faith irrationally grateful.


Come on, what is wrong with you today?


At the bottom of the case was a mustard A4 envelope. It was addressed to her – her name pencilled across the front in her mother’s handwriting – but she’d never seen it before. She flipped it over, ran her index finger over the seam of the sealed flap and then, before she could think better of it, tore it open. Inside was a single folded sheet of paper. When she slid it out, something fell into her lap: a small white plastic band she immediately recognised as a hospital ID bracelet. She picked it up and studied the faded handwriting: Eliza. There was another word or two, then the surname Barnes.


Eliza Barnes. Not a name she knew. She unfolded the paper to find a wallet-sized photo of a baby, and on the back was the same name: Eliza, Crown Street, 27/10/84.


‘My birthday.’ The whispered words bounced around in the space between the bedroom walls.


She turned the photo over and studied the tiny face. Her parents had never been great at the whole photography thing, but this baby was younger than the pictures she’d seen of herself. She didn’t have much experience with newborns, but this one had that red-faced, squinty-eyed look that suggested she was only recently arrived. Maybe it was a relative, or a friend?


With the same birth date.


A strange tingling sensation rippled beneath her skin. Picking up the piece of paper again, she saw that the writing was flowery, like calligraphy. Nothing like her mother’s.


She read the first line.


Eliza, my sweet baby girl.


Her eyes flicked to the image of the baby, and then back to what she now realised was a letter.


You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. I wish I could keep you. But I need to do what’s best for you, make sure you have a good home with parents who can give you everything you deserve.


Please know that I love you, now and always.


Your mother,


Rosemary.


Rosemary?


Her own middle name. Faith Rosemary Montgomery.


She lifted her head and stared out into the vacant hallway. As a child she’d asked her mother where her middle name had come from, as children do. Was she named after someone? A relative, or a friend? Was it a family name? Her mother’s response had been annoyingly vague: It belonged to someone very special. But when pushed for more information Stella had changed the subject. When Faith had asked her about it again, years later, the story had changed: Your father and I both liked it. The shift had been confusing. She’d shrugged it off as one of her mother’s memory lapses.


Was this the Rosemary she was named after? Everything inside her tightened, from the skin on her scalp to the sinews in her shoulders, to the hollow space below her diaphragm.


She gazed back down at the photo. The baby had dark hair, nothing like her own, and the eyes were the murky blue of all new arrivals. There was nothing at all familiar about her.
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