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Prologue


If Libby had known this would be the most traumatic day of her life, she would have dressed better. And eaten better too. Sort of like The Last Supper, but in reverse: all the enjoyment of the meal without the foreboding.


Because that’s how trauma sometimes rolled. Out of a clear blue sky, without warning.


Well, there was an actual heavy thunderstorm that day, but still.


After it rolled in, every minuscule detail remained in her head, as though branded by a red-hot cattle iron. The smear of spilled milk on the stone kitchen bench. Ludo’s jacket flung across the couch. Black clouds crowding the horizon, gathering pace and darkening as they careened in from the ocean. An open newspaper, its pages fluttering on the rooftop terrace before a powerful gust snatched and hoisted it over Bondi Beach towards the heads. A single blue feather, elegant and long, discarded from Miss Marple’s tail. Ana’s dirty kneepads dumped on the floor near the penthouse lift, right where you stepped when you got out. The clash of Ludo’s Bruno Mars phone ringtone with the violin sonata coming from Harrison’s room. A single jar of Beechworth Goat’s Cheese scraped clean and propped near the sink, ready for washing.


It was a bugger, because she’d always loved Bruno Mars, and now she couldn’t listen to him at all.


At least she could change the cheese label to avoid nasty connotations. One perk of being the graphic designer. Dido might have something to say about unilateral revisions to the business branding, but it couldn’t be helped.


The perfect synchronicity of her family’s life all unstuck with one press on the intercom.


Hindsight, that useless, conniving second cousin of Trauma, gleefully told her afterwards that things had been far from perfect. Miniature warning signs flickering like pinpricks of light in a moonless night sky. Ludo’s discarded jacket, for one thing. He was always so fastidious. And Ana was usually tidier, too. It was like she’d already sensed she could get away with more.


Plus, a new tension had sprung up around money. Nothing major, but Ludo had asked her about a few recent purchases. Libby didn’t want for much – the penthouse was a world away from growing up on a goat farm – but it wasn’t like him to check up on her.


‘We’ve done well: all our hard work’s paying off and now we’re set for life, you, me and the kids. Take it easy, Libs! This is our time. We live on the most famous beach in the world. What more could anyone want?’ he used to say.


She was hardly a Real Housewife of Beverly Hills. About her biggest indulgence was the occasional pedicure, and only then because her gross horny nails needed industrial-strength cutters to trim them. So when Ludo started questioning her spending habits, it struck her as odd.


‘Takeaway again? Don’t you think it’s time you learned to cook?’ His remark the night before had stung, especially as it was calamari and chips – his favourite and something she’d bought specially to lift him out of his slump.


That was another thing – his slump. She had noticed something was up without really knowing or questioning what. He’d never seemed nervous or anxious before – not when the kids were little or she was pregnant or the business was just starting – but now he was both.


And there was the strange new friction between Harrison and Ludo. At first, Libby hadn’t noticed it. It was hard enough to get them in the same room at the best of times. Ludo was flat out with running Malu, his investment business, and Harrison was hardly ever around, what with coming up to the last year of school and rehearsals. But then one time Ludo made a harmless remark and Harrison shot him a look of pure malevolence. Another morning, when Ludo asked her to make him a cup of tea, Harrison had retorted, ‘Make it yourself!’ before storming out of the apartment.


Other details from the harrowing day remained seared on her memory: a mountainous crack of thunder ripping the air and a streak of bright light connecting the sky to Bondi Bay. Libby had rushed out to grab what was left of the newspaper and scatter cushions. She made it back inside just as the second thunderbolt boomed, almost shaking the building. A thick grey blanket was squeezing every trace of light from the late afternoon sky.


So when the buzzer sounded, she’d only just heard it. Who would call in this weather? She padded across the room, rubbing her wet hair with a tea-towel, and pressed the intercom video link. An unfamiliar man with a heavy brow and a shorter woman with a platinum blond bob were staring at the camera. They both wore suit jackets and grave expressions. There was some other movement at the edges of the camera.


‘Yes? Can I help you?’ Libby said.


Lightning flared again, followed by a further mighty thunder crack. The woman was speaking and holding something up to the camera.


‘Sorry, what was that? Who’s calling?’ Libby said.


Light caught the object in the woman’s hand and revealed it to be a silver police badge. ‘Detective Senior Constable O’Reilly and Detective Sergeant Swift. Is Ludo Popovic home?’


Libby’s heart gave a painful thump. Her thoughts flew to her family. Had the kids been in an accident? No, the police officer had only asked for Ludo. So it must be his family. One of his parents? Or a brother? Both of them were plumbers. Was one of them trapped under a bathtub? Oh God, was it about when Ludo had pulled out of the underground garage before putting his seatbelt on? Wait, she hadn’t lodged her business activity statement, and it was past due. No, that couldn’t be it. Why would they ask for Ludo?


Such were the meaningless thoughts that ricocheted around her brain like bouncing lotto balls.


The intercom blared again, intrusive and unwelcome between thunderclaps. The police officer’s face reappeared on the monitor.


‘Ma’am. Can we come in, please?’ she said.


‘Yes – yes – of course,’ Libby spluttered, buzzing them into the lift downstairs. A wave of nausea swept over her.


She found Ludo in his study, stabbing at his keyboard. ‘It’s the police. For you. I – I hope your family’s okay.’


‘The – police? Here? Don’t let them in,’ he said, jumping to his feet, eyes bulging.


‘What do you mean? I can’t just leave them downstairs. It’s the police!’


But Ludo had turned ashen. His eyes rolled back and forth, and his breathing was ragged.


She took his hand and led him into the living room to wait for the lift. ‘They’re coming up now. Ludo, whatever it is, I’m here for you.’


He looked completely wild as he dropped her hand and fell to the floor in a crouch, head in his hands. Libby put her hand on his shoulder, and he gripped her fingers, squeezing so tightly her knuckles cracked.


The lift doors pinged open and the two police officers surged out, followed by two more in polo shirts, who were snapping blue surgical gloves on.


‘Ludo Popovic?’ said the woman.


Ludo stood up slowly. His jaw was slack. He was staring at the uninvited guests but didn’t seem to see them. Beads of moisture ringed his hairline. He opened his mouth, and all that came out was a dry croak.


‘You’re under arrest for financial fraud, under the New South Wales Crimes Act, section 192E. You do not have to say or do anything, but if you do, it may be used as evidence against you. We are also authorised to conduct a search of these premises by the Law Enforcement (Powers and Responsibilities) Act 2002.’ The police officer held up an official-looking piece of paper. A lightning flash illuminated her face, followed by more thunder roiling into the distance. Libby stared as the other detective and the polo-shirted officers fanned out through the apartment. Someone called out ‘In here!’ from the direction of Ludo’s study. Everything felt suspended, frozen in time, like a paused horror movie as the dagger rises.


Arrested? What?


Don’t be ridiculous.


They must have the wrong guy!


But any microscopic relief at the obvious mix up vanished. Her husband turned towards her and she froze. His pupils were tiny pinpricks and his jaw sagged. A low, gurgling moan emanated from his throat.


‘Ludo. What is it? It’s OK, we’ll sort it out. Ludo!’


But he was shaking his head slowly, heavily. Before Libby could say another word, he croaked, ‘I’m sorry.’













Chapter 1


Before


It was a beautiful early spring September day in rural Victoria and the air smelled musty, fresh and sweet in equal parts. Libby inhaled deeply through her open window and edged the car past the old five-bar gate. She felt her whole body lift and lighten, like she’d been stuck indoors in the rain for days and this was her first time allowed out to play between showers.


She nudged the Audi into the far corner of the yard and jumped out, her boots scrunching on the gravel. An incredible racket was happening near the milking sheds – yelling blended with bleating and plenty of blue language.


‘Kim! Kim Kardashian! Come on, you old princess, move your feet! For Pete’s sake, it’s only a bit of water.’ Libby’s mother, Maggie Carter, was wrestling with a large goat who wouldn’t budge from the spot. She saw Libby and Ana and her eyes lit up. ‘You’re here! Come and give me a hand with this recalcitrant creature, will you?’


Ana dashed across the yard to open the side gate. Libby joined her mum, shoulder to rump. Several sweaty minutes of puffing and heaving later, they finally pushed the goat through to the next field. Ana quickly bolted the gate shut.


‘Seriously, Mum, there must be an easier way,’ Libby said, wiping her brow.


‘I just need to clear those rocks. Water keeps pooling in between and you know she doesn’t like to get her feet wet. Now, how’s my favourite granddaughter?’


Ana submitted to a smothering hug. ‘Grandma, I’m your only granddaughter,’ came a muffled squeak from the depths of blue overalls and a back-to-front apron with I  [image: ] Goats on the front.


‘You’d still be my favourite, even if I had a hundred,’ Maggie said. She turned on her heel, marching at her usual warp speed back across the yard, even in giant rubber boots. Libby and her brother Evan had spent years trotting alongside their mother. She didn’t realise it wasn’t normal walking speed until well into her teens.


‘How was the drive?’ said Maggie.


‘Fine. We stopped in Jugiong for lunch. There was a family of possums nesting in the tree. Where’s Dido?’


‘In the milking shed, setting up some sort of goat scratcher thing she got off eBay. God knows how it’ll work, but you know your aunt,’ Maggie said. She cocked her head. ‘Can you hear something?’


Libby opened her mouth, but an almighty screech drowned any response out.


‘I neeeeed your love!’ shrieked the voice.


Maggie stared as Ana produced Miss Marple’s cage from the car. The parrot was extremely hyper after the long trip, and the sights and smells of the farm were adding to her agitation.


‘Well now! Who is this?’ Maggie said.


‘This is Miss Marple,’ Libby said. ‘We’re minding her for my friend Hazel, who’s in hospital at the moment.’


The parrot’s life span would have been significantly shorter if she’d left her at home with Ludo. The two of them exercised a lively hate–hate relationship, though Libby secretly suspected the bird thrived on the conflict. The six-hour drive to the farm had been trying, even she had to admit. Ana spent most of the time with her headphones on so Libby had to endure the bird’s nervous scratching, not to mention rainforest renditions of the soundtrack from Back to the Future.


Hazel was recovering from a broken hip, gifted to her after falling off her stepladder while changing a light bulb. She insisted she didn’t ‘have a fall’, she just ‘slipped and fell’, because only old doddery people ‘had’ falls, whereas accidents still happened to the fit and youthful. Libby’s elderly friend would be in hospital for at least two more weeks. In the meantime, she had been keeping an eye on Hazel’s place, cleaning out the pizza delivery flyers and shooing cockatoos away from the squat giant palm tree that filled the tiny front yard. Fiercely independent, Hazel still lived by herself in her original red-brick house in Bondi; it was one of the last post-war houses in the suburb that hadn’t been renovated or bulldozed. At least it was a single storey, so no awkward stairs, but it was still much bigger than it seemed from the front, and perhaps too big for Hazel to manage now.


‘Will she be OK here?’ Maggie said now, peering closely through the bars of Miss Marple’s cage. ‘It’s much colder in Beechworth than in the jungles of Africa.’


‘Don’t be daft, Mum, she was born and raised in downtown Bondi,’ Libby said.


‘Well, let’s get her indoors before she upsets the girls,’ Maggie said, using the collective she always did when referring to the goats. She grasped the cage and lofted it towards the door and away from the delicate ears of her charges.


In the kitchen, Libby opened the Esky she’d brought and unpacked the cheese samples from Bondi markets. The room was just the same as ever. Libby and her twin brother Evan grew up playing on the flagstones round the ancient pot-belly stove. Maggie still used the same old wicker basket for the wood. Libby and Evan would sit opposite each other, puzzling over their homework books, copying each other when one was stuck, while Maggie or Dido served up hot buttered crumpets and tea. These days Evan ran the local pub with his wife Suze, but he insisted on keeping tea and crumpets on the menu, just because they made him feel good. Libby never felt she’d missed out on having a father around. The farm was such a magical place to grow up. All her childhood memories felt like a series of chocolate-box images.


The old Welsh dresser was groaning beneath towers of teetering cardboard boxes overflowing onto the floor and every nearby surface. Behind the box stack, tacked roughly to the wall in cheap frames, was the picture gallery, a long-running family joke. Every Christmas, Maggie and Dido gathered the goats and put bows on them for their annual picture. There must have been over thirty and counting, though they’d dropped off in recent years.


‘Mum, what’s all this?’ Libby said, gesturing at the cardboard stack.


‘Extra packaging for the Open Day. We’ve been working overtime making extra cheese – it’s all stored already, in that fridge box out in the yard. Did you see it when you came in? Evan picked it up from a customer for a song.’


Kim Kardashian and Miss Marple had taken Libby’s attention when they arrived but now she remembered seeing a trailer wedged in the corner against the Murraya hedge. It was hooked up to the ancient farm generator, which was a mixed blessing – at best, it spewed oil and diesel fumes. At worst, it caused the entire property to fuse.


‘It works a treat,’ Maggie went on. ‘We’re hoping for big things this year. The usual market people are setting up stalls out the front, and the artisty people will all be in Jake’s fields. The only way they can get there is through our yard, so we can bombard them with your smashing flyers – Evan got them printed up.’ Maggie waved at a stack of glossy flyers bound by a rubber band.


There was a rap at the back door before it swung open.


‘Jake! Talk of the devil!’ Libby jumped up and gave her old friend a hug. The advancing years had seen his head hair march backwards while his chin hair continued expanding in a huge, frizzy explosion. These days it had become a thing akin to the beard of local bushranger Ned Kelly. He’d had a bit of red in his too.


The Carters had lived next door to Jake Abercrombie and his family their whole lives. He, Libby and Evan spent so much time together growing up they considered Jake their third twin. The beard had appeared after his life took a sharp detour and he seemed in no hurry to lose it. Libby couldn’t stand beards, but she loved him just the same.


‘My ears were burning. Afternoon, all. Thought I heard the car. How are ya, Libs?’


‘Cup of tea?’ said Maggie.


‘Sure.’ He sat at the table and spotted Ana. ‘Hey, squirt! What gives? If you’re planning on any skating action, I covered our front yard in fresh flat concrete. And Daisy and Briony are up at the house.’


‘Can I go?’ Ana said to Libby.


She nodded and her daughter shot out, grabbing her skateboard from the car. One of the best things about coming back to the farm was how much Ana and Harrison loved it too. It was a shame he couldn’t make it this weekend, but for some reason they made the kids start their year twelve school year in term four of year eleven. And the pressure from the music academy was intense. Libby was still surprised at his insistence on staying behind to study for his end-of-year-eleven assessments – the academic side of things wasn’t his forte – but she wasn’t going to argue. Maggie was philosophical about it, saying that genius had to be nurtured. If it meant not seeing him for the odd weekend, that was the price you had to pay if you wanted a classical musician for a grandson.


Jake laughed as they watched Ana disappear up his driveway. ‘That’ll be the last you see of her this weekend. So, Maggie. I’ve put a chain on the gate to keep it open. All car parking in the left-hand paddock.’


Maggie clapped her hands. ‘It’s going to be terrific!’


Jake nodded. ‘The grass is looking good, overflow space for picnics as well. I reckon keeping the food and drink stalls in the yard here will work a treat.’ His freckled face was animated and worry-free compared with two years ago.


‘How are your girls?’ Libby said.


Jake’s face shimmered like it was back-lit. ‘They’re tops. Looking after their old dad, as usual. Daisy’s already in grade four. Can you believe it? She’s mad about horses, which is great. I picked up a pony from a farmer in the next valley and she hasn’t looked back. Mind you, she’s growing like a weed. Won’t be long before I have to upgrade her. And Briony’s loving her first year at good old Beechworth High, when she’s not clucking over me.’


‘I forgot she started high school this year! Is it the same as in our day?’ Libby said.


He grinned. ‘It’s beyond strange going back there as a parent. Do you remember Mrs Brady?’


‘Don’t tell me she’s still there!’ Libby said.


‘Yes! She still has hair down to her waist, I don’t reckon she’s ever cut it, and if anything her glasses are even bigger. Which is weird as things usually get smaller when you grow up, don’t they?’


‘Can’t believe she’s lasted this long. Though geography never was my strong point,’ Libby said.


‘Me neither. I was just desperate to get through school and out the other end.’


Briony carried a certain kudos with Ana just by being a year ahead of her. She was more studious and straight, while Ana was the wild, untamed one. Funny, given which one lived in the country and which in the city. Ana’s tomboy ways helped lighten up Briony, while Briony was a good steadying influence on her friend.


Maggie had disappeared through the back door and there was still no tea in sight. Libby put the kettle on and smiled to herself. She felt so happy to be at home; she was acutely aware of how fortunate she was in her happy family unit. She glanced sideways at Jake, feeling her heart melt into a puddle like it always did when she saw him. Bondi was too far to duck back very often, and she worried about him like a mother hen. Abercrombie Farm had always survived on a shoestring income and Jake struggled for years to make ends meet.


At least, he used to struggle, until his financial strains had all ended two years back. The massive irony being that he would far rather still be struggling with money than receive a payout for what he’d gone through.















Chapter 2


The Beechworth Goat Farm Open Day had a real country fête atmosphere, right down to the fluttering red and white striped bunting. Perfect weather, the first proper day of spring, and all the locals and passing tourists turning up, delighted to see the back of a long cold winter.


The Victorian region was known for its wineries and farms, which did the Open Day no harm at all. Between the Snowy River National Park, the winding and staggering coastline of the Great Ocean Road and the gems of small towns nestled along the river’s course, Libby felt it was the most beautiful of all Australian states. Verdant pastoral landscapes hosted colonies of kangaroos or giant waddling wombats. Victoria was home to more than half the nation’s koala population, the lovable animals easy to spot clinging to the tops of eucalyptus trees.


Everyone had been hard at it setting up since daybreak, lugging hay bales, assembling tasting plates and filling water containers. Grazing platters held neat stacks of home-made lavosh biscuits ready for the cheese tastings. Maggie had been gradually (and graciously) allowing a few locals to set up their own stalls over the years, which ranged from some haphazard gazebos to just a few tarpaulins for each patch.


‘It all adds to the vibe, makes it feel authentic,’ she insisted.


‘Mum, what could be more authentic than half a dozen goats staring at everyone while we spruik their cheese? I can’t believe you’ve said Manny Hepworth can have a patch. All he does is load up the contents of his salvage yard and tip them out on a tarp,’ Evan said, who’d been there all morning setting up the beer tent.


‘Exactly! Creates atmosphere, don’t you think? Besides, he’s a good customer, always buys heaps of cheese.’ Maggie waved a vague hand across the yard as though that settled everything.


‘Remind me again why we had to get up so early?’ Ana said, yawning.


Evan ruffled his niece’s hair. ‘To make sure the power and water connections work: that kind of thing. The stallholders brought a lot of their gear in yesterday, so we’re all shipshape.’ He hoisted a barrel from the ute and rolled it across the yard. His face was grey and drawn compared to the day before when he’d popped in to say hello.


‘Don’t forget to leave space for the café. Remember last year’s feedback?’ Libby said.


‘Bloody ridiculous! If people want caffeine, they can get it at the Copper Kettle in town. This is a proper artisan fare. You can’t go pairing our cheese with coffee!’ Maggie exclaimed.


‘It doesn’t really go with beer either,’ Libby pointed out.


The pub tent was always a winner on the Open Day. As the local publican, Evan came with ready-made clientele. The tent was lined with upturned barrels ready for the craft beer and wine tasting. Other local providores started arriving to set up their wares. There were so many gourmet delicacies, it was more like the food hall of an international department store than the yard of the local goat farm – locally distilled gin, jams and relishes, honey, olives, olive oil, apple cider vinegar and smokehouse charcuterie.


Two new teardrop bendy signs promoting the Open Day and designed by Libby bowed to and fro on either side of the front gate. It was always nice to see her work come to life outside the glossy designs she did for Malu, the consultancy Ludo ran with his partner Maya, raising finance to back entrepreneurial start-ups. Libby didn’t really have time for other paying clients, but she squeezed in jobs for the farm and for Springdale, a Bondi nursing home, when she could find time.


The morning had been unbelievably hectic. Maggie stalked back and forth across the yard, barking instructions at anyone who caught her eye. Libby was kept busy replenishing the tasting plates and taking orders for the cheese and produce. It was past midday by the time she could draw breath. She mopped her face with her Beechworth Farm apron. Time for a cold drink.


She wandered into the beer tent, where Jake was helping Evan man the pumps. A column of pink spangly hair ties clamped his beard like an ancient emperor’s beneath his jaw.


‘I’m not sure pink’s your colour: it clashes with the red,’ Libby said.


‘Alas, my order for silver and leather rings went astray. Lucky I’ve got a daughter who never leaves home without her hair accessories. The blasted thing gets in the way if I don’t tie it back.’


‘You could just shave it off.’


‘What, after all the hard work cultivating it? I’m planning on shaping it into a bird or a fish or something.’


‘Or a goat!’ Libby said, and they both laughed. Right on cue, Kim Kardashian stuck her head through the fence and stared at them with her pale creepy eyes.


‘Drink?’ Jake said.


‘Thanks. How many people do you reckon? Ana and Briony are supposed to be doing a visitor count, but they’ve disappeared,’ Libby said as Jake handed her a freshly drawn cold scrumpy.


‘Couple of hundred, maybe more. They’re still arriving and parking in the far paddock. Dido’s pretty stoked – there aren’t many avenues for combining goats and cycling, but she’s pulled it off as always,’ Jake said.


They looked across at Libby’s aunt, clad in head-to-toe Lycra and a fluoro bike helmet. She was wheeling a small boy sitting astride her road bike round the yard. Libby admired her aunt’s passion and enthusiasm for anything new. There were still heaps of lopsided clay sculptures dotted round the farm dating back to her pottery obsession. Her interests waxed and waned, but cycling had endured ever since the old Beechworth railway line from goldrush days was turned into a bike track. Dido had even joined the local cycling club, and they rode out in a loose peloton once a week.


Libby took a quick picture of her aunt and sent it to Harrison with the message, See what you’re missing out on! He and Dido shared a special bond. She would have loved it if Ludo could come more often, but he was usually too busy with work.


‘That was just what the doctor ordered. You having another one?’ Libby said as they drained their cups.


‘Better not: I need to keep an eye on the girls – the two-legged kind that is,’ Jake said, nodding over the fence. His daughter Daisy was in the neighbouring paddock, taking children for pony rides. She stood by self-importantly, wearing her riding hat and boots and brandishing a whip, giving out instructions on how to do up helmets and how to hold the reins before leading the pony round. Briony and Ana were helping with crowd control.


‘She’s pretty young to be handling that by herself,’ Libby said.


‘Jasper is putty in her hands. It’s more dangerous hitching a ride on Dido’s bike. Anyway, there’s no telling Dais she’s not up to it. I just have to hover and look like I’m not supervising. Briony’s my spare pair of eyes.’


‘At least the kids are probably all at school together. Make it easier to settle those compensation payouts when they come a cropper,’ Libby said with a straight face.


‘Cheek!’ Jake said, cuffing her.


His beloved and familiar face was so different from her memories of it from their early carefree years. His complexion bore the ravages not only of farm life, but also from the years since his wife’s death, which had etched a hundred new lines into his skin. And that beard! But his bright blue-grey eyes still twinkled at her with all the warmth and affection they had always shared.


He spotted something over Libby’s shoulder and his ruddy face went pale. She found her arm encased in a vice-like grip.


‘Libs – save me!’ he croaked.


‘What?’ Libby said.


Jake was wrenching off each of the spangly hair ties along with streamers of hair. He was hastily fluffing his beard, tweezing out chunks like fairy floss and dipping his fingers in Libby’s cider, which he scrunched into the hair. The unconfined whiskers now sprang out into a riot of ginger frizz almost the full width of his shoulders.


Libby stared at him in disbelief. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Jakey! Yoo-hoo!’ trilled a high-pitched voice.


A short round woman with elaborately pinned dark curly hair and wearing a spinnaker-like emerald beaded caftan was sailing towards them, bumping a wheelie basket across the gravel. Bright emerald eyeshadow highlighted her heavily made-up face, which was set in a beatific smile. She made an unwavering beeline for Jake.


He shot Libby a final desperate look before hooking his thumbs into his belt and smiling at the woman. ‘How are you, Miranda?’ he said.


‘I was hoping to run into you. Such a lovely day for it. I said to my Bootsie, what a fun day we’ve got in store, a farm Open Day and it’s right next door to Uncle Jakey!’ said the woman in a breathy, high voice. A tiny terrier with matching emerald beribboned ears and beady currant eyes was sticking its head balefully out from the basket.


‘I didn’t know you were coming,’ Jake said, drawing himself up and shoving his hands deep in his pockets.


‘Oh, were you asking after me? How sweet. I thought I’d surprise you. Are you on a break?’


Libby covered her mouth. She’d never met the woman before, though she still knew most locals, and Jake made no move to introduce them.


Now he cleared his throat. ‘Actually, Miranda, I need to help Daisy with the pony rides. Jasper is very bad tempered: he bucks and bites easily.’


They looked across the paddock to where Daisy led a small child round on a plodding, docile Jasper. The child’s father walked on the other side while Briony and Ana supervised the waiting children. It was as charming a country scene as you’d ever see.


Miranda squinted. ‘Really? They look fine to me. Surely they can cope on their own for a bit? You deserve a rest, you know, especially being both mother and father. Why not make the most of having all these people around to give you a break?’


Libby privately agreed, but clearly Jake didn’t.


‘Sorry, Miranda. I really need to get back. Maybe later.’ He threw a desperate glance at Evan and took off at a jog towards the paddock.


Miranda looked crestfallen but immediately perked back up. She called out to his retreating back. ‘Later! Of course. I understand. A farmer’s work is never done, isn’t that right? I’ll wait right over there, ready for when you have a few free minutes, and we can have that drink.’


~


By mid-afternoon, the beer tent was thrumming with people lining up to try all the brews. There was even a local kombucha and some alcohol-free cider for the kids.


A barefooted girl in a yellow dress was trying on a replica of Ned Kelly’s infamous helmet, which Jake had fashioned from an old bucket, amidst a riot of giggles. He stood in the far paddock chatting to a parent, his wild beard roughly retied with bits of string.


Libby was patrolling the café area with a rubbish bag. She spotted Evan on the far side of the yard. He still seemed flat compared with the day before when he’d dropped by, his usual smiling eyes now pouchy and ringed by dark circles. She watched him look over to where the diminutive figure of his wife, Suze, was showing an old man in a slouch hat a life-sized twisted metal sculpture of a goat with copper ears and hooves. The pub cellar-yard doubled as her workshop space, and she banged and pulled away at scrap metal there in between cooking pub food and keeping the locals honest.


Libby caught up with Evan, who wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.


‘Hey, sis. Another cracking day.’


‘Seems to have gone pretty well. Maggie and Dido should be happy.’


Evan nodded across at Jake. ‘I see you met Miranda before. One sure-fire way to put a fire under Jake!’


‘Mmm. What was it all about?’ Libby said.


Evan cast around as though to make sure the coast was clear before leaning in. ‘She moved here about six months ago, opened a fancy gift and clothes shop in town. Since then, she’s pretty much made it her life’s mission to become the second Mrs Abercrombie. You’ve never seen anyone move faster than him when she comes into the pub, and you know how much he hated sports day at school. Jake heard on the grapevine she hates beards, though, which is why he’s transformed his look from the close-clipped hipster into the wild man from Borneo.’


Jake’s distinctive laugh was floating across the yard. He looked happy, and so did the girls. Daisy had refocused easily on the pony since the worst of her grief had passed, but Briony was more of a brooder: at least that’s how they looked to Libby. If only she could see them more often. Getting information from Evan about how their friend was doing was always a hit-and-miss activity, but the bond between the three of them was forged back in kindy.


‘He’s been pretty good. His latest thing is cooking, would you believe? Spends most nights watching YouTube and trying out new recipes. Maybe you could pick up some tips,’ Evan said.


Libby glared at him. Her lack of kitchen skills was a constant source of mirth in their family.


‘Harsh but fair, sis. Anyhoo, the girls spend a bit of time here with Mum or Dido. And he’s even come to the pub for a pie once or twice. Mum insisted one night, said the girls could even sleep over if they got tired.’


‘That’s great!’


‘Yeah, he’s getting there, for sure. More and more like the Jake of old. The “Fanfare for the Common Man” sort of bloke who never had a bad word to say about anyone. I haven’t seen that Jake for a good while,’ Evan said.


‘What he’s been through would change anyone,’ Libby said. Her throat tightened. Remembering Evan calling with news of the horrific accident sent an icy chill down her spine even two years later.


A scream of joy cut through the yard as two small boys raced past trailing a kite.


‘Shame Harrison couldn’t make it. I feel like we haven’t seen him forever,’ Evan said.


‘I know. He was disappointed, too. This time of year is so intense, so many concerts and recitals, plus all the schoolwork that’s not music. At least he could stay home with Ludo. He wanted to come too, but he’s flat out with a new pitch. We’ve barely seen him ourselves and we live with him.’


Ludo’s trips to Beechworth were rare, between work and his allergy to dogs, though the only dog at the farm these days was Louis, Dido’s rescue greyhound. Libby resolved to work on Ludo a bit more when they got back. Get him back to the farm this year if possible. There were heaps of new antihistamines on the market. And Christmas was fast approaching. Even as these thoughts tumbled round her head, she knew it wouldn’t happen. Her husband had been unbelievably tense over the past few weeks, trying to pull off yet another life-changing deal. Their life was already great, it didn’t need changing, but he wouldn’t be told.


Suze had made a sale to the slouch-hatted man. She was shaking his hand and tapping something in her phone. Her face was pale and her eyes were ringed with violet. Libby looked at Evan.


‘What is it, Ev? Tell me.’


‘She … We, er, had some bad news last night, so, you know. Today’s been hard. That’s pretty much it for us.’


‘Oh, Evan! I’m so sorry!’ Libby hugged her brother tightly, and he squeezed his arms round her before stepping back with a sad smile.


‘It’s OK. We knew the odds were long, but it was the last throw of the dice. The cash has run out. All our savings have dried up. And we can’t keep living hand to mouth.’


‘Can I help? Oh, Evan, I’ll do anything to help you both,’ she said. She felt sick for them.


‘It’s OK, Libs. Really it is. Anyhow, it’s not just the money. Suze is forty, so our chances are tiny, even if we were as rich as Jeff Bezos. In some ways, it’s a relief. Every cycle, every test, the waiting, the stress … it’s rough on her.’


‘Rough on you both,’ Libby said.


‘Worse for Suze. And she blames herself, or at least her body. While I’m just this useless lump, no good to anyone.’


‘You are not useless!’


Evan shrugged. ‘Seriously though, I’m ready to get off this bloody hamster wheel. Maybe we can find a new way to move on together. I miss the wild, gorgeous girl I fell in love with.’


Libby squeezed her brother’s hand. It was so unfair, but then that was the way with life. People who didn’t deserve or even want to be parents popped babies out every five minutes, and so many kids weren’t raised in happy homes like the one Suze and Evan would provide.


If only Harrison were here. They always got on so well. Not that a nephew was any substitute for his own child, she hastily corrected herself.


‘It’s all good, Lib. Life’s good. Can’t complain, to tell you the truth. We’re very lucky in heaps of ways.’ Pain crossed his face for a split second before he shook himself and winked at his sister.


There was a sudden commotion over by the fenceline. Piercing cries rang out across the yard.


‘Help! Help, someone!’


A cluster of people had formed near the paddock fence. A few of them were looking around as though for help and two children were whooping with laughter.


Miranda was leaning against the fence at an awkward angle facing the yard. Wait, she wasn’t leaning. She was pinned. Her rosebud mouth was working into a circular ‘o’, but panic seemed to have robbed her of her voice. Her plump arms flapped about helplessly, their trailing sleeves billowing in the breeze. Something behind her was pulling her caftan tightly against her body, vacuum-sealing her rounded stomach and thighs. Her coiled hair was flopping across her flushed face. Bare feet scrabbled to grip the loose gravel near her upturned sparkly ballet flats. Bootsie was out of the basket, snarling and barking so hard all four paws left the ground at each yip.


‘Kim Kardashian! Stop that now!’ boomed a voice.


Maggie was racing towards the flailing Miranda. On the other side of the fence, the goat was tugging and chewing on metres of bright green material still attached to the woman.


‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ Miranda finally squealed.


Jake had appeared quick as a flash, leaping the fence in a move worthy of an Olympic hurdler. He gripped the hapless woman’s shoulders and heaved on them while Maggie tugged and pushed the recalcitrant goat from the other side. The child in the yellow dress was literally on the ground, clutching her sides.


‘We’ve got you! You’re alright!’ Jake said.


‘Kim! Drop it! Drop it now!’ Maggie bellowed.


There were a few minutes of stalemate tussle: Kim did not want to relinquish her tasty new snack. Miranda’s eyes rolled back. She let out a throaty moan and flung her arms backwards, sunlight catching her be-ringed fingers.


A low, deep ripping noise crept across the yard. Suddenly unconstrained, Miranda lurched forwards into Jake’s arms.


He was a big man, but no match for her weight and momentum. They both swayed and staggered once, twice, bound as if in a strange three-legged race, before toppling. Jake landed with a thunk on the ground, with Miranda splayed across him. What remained of her caftan finished in a diagonal jagged edge across her back, well above her red lace underwear. His beard trailed out from under Miranda’s generous frame.


There was a hideous, pregnant silence broken only by the continued chewing of the goat on her now unfettered treat. Everyone gaped. Maggie reached out a hand to help Miranda up and another man offered his jacket.


But Miranda didn’t need helping. Her face was radiant. She was looking down at Jake, who lay spreadeagled beneath her. ‘My saviour!’ she said with starry eyes.


Evan grinned. ‘He’s got no chance. He’ll never shake her after this.’















Chapter 3


Beechworth Tavern was packed with the usual Sunday lunch trifecta of locals, families and tourists, all jostling for position at the bar while they waited for a table. Delectable smells of roasting meat drifted across from the servery, where the queue wrapped round half the restaurant.


Dido and Libby had arrived early, which was just as well, as they only just grabbed the alcove table by the slow-combustion fireplace. A small canvas of two seniors playing lawn bowls, their backs to the room, was propped on the picture rail. Libby saw her sister-in-law briefly, ducking her head in the kitchen to offer help, but was waved away.


‘You’re a patron, you’re not the hired help,’ Suze said firmly. She looked exhausted, drawn and pale. Libby wanted to squeeze her tight and tell her how sorry she was, but another time.


‘No chance you’ll ever be allowed back in that kitchen. I’d stick to cleaning up if you want to help out,’ Dido said tactlessly as they sat down.


‘It was an accident! How was I supposed to know it was sugar and not salt?’ Libby said.


‘Tasting it? Lucky Suze caught the dish before it reached any customers. Anyway you can’t be good at everything: none of us can design things like you can. Here you go,’ Dido said, pushing the bulldog-clipped menu across the table.


Libby sighed. Maybe she could redesign the menu template or something.


They pored over the weekend meal offerings.


‘What are you having?’ she said to her aunt.


‘Sunday roast, same as always. I’m working on Suze to add goat to the menu, but she’s resisting so far.’ Dido’s eyes were clear and bright in her ruddy face, flushed with her usual robust health. You’d never know she was ten years older than her sister. She’d moved back to the farm after years of cabaret tours through the States, before Libby and Evan were born. And when their dad left, Dido had stepped in without missing a beat.


She’d just finished a twenty-kilometre ride on the rail trail that morning, finishing up at the pub in time to meet Libby. As usual, she’d turned a few heads in her fluoro cycling Lycra and clip-clop cleated shoes.


‘Where’s Ana again?’ Dido said.


‘Sleepover with Briony. I didn’t have the heart to extract her,’ Libby said. ‘Mum’s meeting us here. She had some bits to finish off.’ Maggie had better get a move on or there would be no lunch left. She had been very mysterious. ‘Do you know what she wants to talk about? I’d better order for us all,’ Libby said, eyeing the growing queue by the servery. She ordered their meals and squeezed back into the alcove next to Dido.


‘Yesterday went well. Heaps of fresh interest, people I’ve never seen before. And I collected a few new names,’ Dido said.


Libby nodded. ‘Me too, and Ana got some as well. I’ll type up the addresses before we go so Mum can organise the special Open Day package prices.’


Dido looked startled. ‘I meant the cycling club. I got six expressions of interest.’


‘Right, yes,’ Libby said, nodding. Her aunt beamed back at her, oblivious. ‘Shame about the, er, incident. Poor Miranda. I think her dress is beyond repair.’


Dido snorted. ‘I know, right? You have to be so careful when you open your house up to people.’


‘I guess. But no lasting harm done,’ Libby said with a giggle, picturing Miranda’s rapturous face with Jake beneath her.


‘There certainly was harm done. Poor Kim got a dreadful tummy ache. We’ll have to wait for those beady bits to pass through her before she’s back to her old self,’ Dido said with a frown.


‘I meant to Miranda. We might have to be more careful in the future – people can be so litigious. Maybe we get them to sign a disclaimer or something next time.’


Dido considered. ‘Great idea. We could pull something together along the lines of, I hereby agree not to put the girls in harm’s way, otherwise Beechworth Goat Farm has the right to sue et cetera et cetera.’


‘Dido! We can’t sue our customers!’


Her aunt bristled. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Anyway, it was the silly woman’s own fault. She shouldn’t have been standing so close to the fence. Everyone knows goats eat anything. Our Kim’s eyes lit up good and proper when she saw that green material fluttering through the gap, with little treat pellets sewn through it and all.’


Libby smothered a smile. It was unlikely the goat’s namesake had ever been called Our Kim in her life.


A loud twang came through the tavern speaker system as a musical duo set up in the corner. Maggie appeared, looking harassed, and squeezed herself next to Libby in the corner booth. The rich smell of goat emanated from her.


‘Sorry, I got held up. Lady Gaga got her head stuck between the railings. Where’s Evan?’


‘He’s working: not sure he can join us. The place is packed. We had to order you food in case we missed out. What’s this all about anyway, Mum?’ Libby said.


‘Just something I meant to tell you. What did you get me?’ Maggie said, pulling on her glasses.


‘Battered cod and wedges. You could have just told us yesterday – Evan and I were together all day,’ Libby said.


‘I guess she forgot,’ Dido said, giving her sister a peculiar look.


Libby collected a round of drinks and some water. A happy Sunday burble undulated through the tavern, punctuated by the odd burst of raucous laughter.


Evan was busy serving a group of leather-clad bikies at the far end of the bar. He grinned over at Libby and mouthed something while holding up five fingers.


The buzzer vibrated, and Libby collected their meals and cutlery and squeezed it onto the tiny table.


‘Ana’s staying over at Jake’s. He’s making a roast,’ Maggie said, waving a sizeable chunk of battered fish at Libby.


‘A roast!’ Libby’s culinary inadequacies were being brought to the fore this weekend. Maybe cooking really was something you could get better at. ‘How’s he been coping?’


Maggie chewed her wedge and washed it down with a beer. ‘Pretty well, to tell you the truth. With every day that passes, he seems lighter and brighter. He’s amazing with the girls, drops everything for them. I worried at first he was neglecting the farm. I mean, I get it, but if the place went belly up, he would be in all sorts. But they seem OK. He always says, “That’s what a simple life does for you: reduces stress and lets you focus on the good things.”’


‘I wish I could see them more,’ Libby said.


‘It’s bad enough losing your wife, but with two young kids to raise, and girls at that – well, it’s not easy. Briony helps muck out the stalls for a bit of pocket money. She misses her mother the most. Daisy was much younger, so her memories are fading quicker,’ Maggie said.


‘Briony looks more like Rachel too, whereas Daisy is pure Jake,’ Libby said. A familiar sick crushing sensation gripped her when she thought of the girls.


Libby regretted not having been closer to Rachel, especially since she and Jake were so close growing up. Or maybe because they were. Their wedding had been the event of the century, over three hundred people at a top local vineyard, with a sit-down dinner, cocktails to order and a feature in a glossy country magazine. Rachel had been beyond stunning in a designer halter-neck sheath dress which set off her flashing blue eyes and caramel skin perfectly. Jake looked starstruck all day long, like he’d just won the lottery but still didn’t believe the caller.


Evan appeared with a tea-towel over his shoulder. ‘I’ve only got five minutes. We’re flat out, as you can see. Can I get you another drink?’


Maggie flapped her hand at her bottle. ‘In a minute. Sit down for a tick. I need to talk to you both. This won’t take long.’


Evan frowned at Libby, but she shrugged and shuffled across to make space for her brother. Maggie was acting strangely, even for her.


‘Right then. Here we are.’ Maggie was fiddling with her fork, scraping the bottom of the empty basket and rucking the serviette.


‘Here we are,’ Libby agreed.


‘Your mother’s got something to say to you both,’ Dido said. Maggie threw her sister a look of pure malevolence, which Dido returned with a lifted chin.


Maggie cleared her throat and took a too big gulp of beer, which went down the wrong way, causing paroxysms of coughing. Libby tried bashing her on the back, but her left arm was hemmed in. After several moments of coughing and back clapping, Maggie eventually wiped her watering eyes.


‘You all right, Mum?’ Evan said.


‘All good. How’s Suze? The stall went well yesterday,’ Maggie said.


‘Pretty good. She sold a few pieces and got a couple of commissions,’ Evan said.


‘She’s a real talent. Lucky you’ve got the studio space out the back here,’ Maggie said.


‘Maggie Carter! Get to the point!’ barked Dido.


Maggie pursed her lips. ‘Oh all right. Now it’s not often I see you together and, well, I’ve got something for you.’ The serviette was now shredded into tiny confetti pieces.


‘I’ve come into a bit of money, and I want you both to have it. It’s not a fortune, nothing like that, but I don’t need it, and I’d rather see you two with it.’ Maggie spoke in a rush, not meeting their eyes.


‘Money? Where from?’ Libby said. They might have wanted for nothing growing up on the farm, but they didn’t have much either. Maggie pursed her lips.


‘It’s, um – it’s an old annuity. Had it for years. Forgot all about it.’


‘How did you forget?’ Evan said. Maggie was nodding enthusiastically like she’d just remembered something.


‘Yes, that’s right, the credit union changed hands, and it all got lost in the system. Well, the new owners got hold of me, and blow me down, it’s matured to over twenty thousand dollars,’ Maggie said.


‘Twenty grand! Mum, that’s great! But we’re fine. Don’t be giving it to us. Keep it for your dotage,’ Evan said.


Libby nodded. ‘I agree with Evan, Mum. It’s your money. Use it for a holiday, or your retirement, or something. Seriously, there’s no need to give it to us.’


‘Yes, there is need,’ Dido cut in. ‘Your mother has some money, and she wants you both to have it. You can sail round the world, or give it to charity, or stuff it in your chimney, but it’s yours.’ Her voice was clipped and sharp.


Maggie gave a firm nod, as if to say, See, it’s all settled.


‘Glad that’s sorted. Now, I have to get back, there’s a whole heap to do,’ Maggie said, before abruptly standing and leaving the pub without another word.


The next day, when Libby, Ana, and Miss Marple were driving back to Bondi, Libby reflected on the conversation. The biggest windfall they’d ever had was when Evan won twenty dollars on a scratchie one Christmas. She’d never even heard of an annuity. Maybe it was like a business grant, to support the farm. Libby had received a student grant for her college graphic design diploma, but she’d had to pay that back. Or at least, she and Ludo did.


She smiled to herself, thinking how different her life would have been if she and Ludo never met. She would have just stayed in Beechworth, content to look for design work, with no further ambition than just seeing where life took her.


All that changed the moment she met Ludo. Fireworks, flashing lights, shooting stars – you name it. Any number of pyrotechnic metaphors wasn’t enough to describe how he’d made her feel. She was coming to the end of her diploma, still living at the farm and working round-the-clock shifts at the pub, ironically before Evan owned it. One day Ludo came in to ask where the nearest petrol station was, having taken a wrong turn.


‘Never had a great sense of direction, but I’m so glad I got lost or I wouldn’t have found this great town!’ he’d said. With his floppy blond hair, pink cheeks and Iron Maiden T-shirt, he looked adorable. Libby had felt her own cheeks redden, mildly shocked at the unfamiliar sensations the young man in front of her was provoking. They stared at each other for a beat longer than strangers should. His beautiful mouth curved up at the edges as he leaned on the bar, and told her he was in Albury doing an internship – easier to secure a spot than in Sydney.


Within weeks, he’d whisked Libby up in a whirlwind of love, hope, expectation and the prospect of a bright future with her forever person. And when his job finished four months later it was the most natural thing in the world to stand by his side at an intimate wedding in the small-town chapel with only Dido, Maggie and Evan present before heading back to Sydney with a brand-new husband. She felt dazzled with pride and certainty, and clear sighted about her choices. And if her family had misgivings at the speed of it all, they never let on.


He and Maya had already met by then at the Albury firm and they were planning a Sydney consultancy together, sourcing funding for start-ups.


‘Moving forwards, not backwards! Look at where we live! Beechworth’s OK, but we’ve been lucky to get this. You know I want the best for you,’ Ludo said years later, hugging Libby tightly the day they moved into the Bondi apartment.


And it was true. The penthouse was more than she had ever dreamed of – the sort of place she saw other people walking round in the glitzy home relocation shows she loved. Their first place in Sydney had been a tiny urban studio flat where they lived off cheese toasties and cask wine. If money was tight, Libby never noticed. All she remembered was the thrill of living with Ludo, waking up every day next to him, exploring the city and the harbour on foot. The smell of coffee and toast and the sound of the Town Hall clock chiming. Naked passion on his face when they made love. The prospect of spending the rest of her life with him.


Twenty thousand dollars was a lot in anyone’s book. She didn’t know what she should do with her share, but that was OK.


She was married to just the man who would.
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