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Synopsis

Dumped at the altar and left without a home, Rosie Xalbadora takes a job as a governess at the edge of the Australian outback. There she meets Pippa Bristow, a sensitive child who copes with her parent's bitter divorce by escaping into a magical world of fairy queens and unicorns. Pippa's enigmatic father, Adam Bristow, will endure whatever it takes to shield his daughter from his selfish, oil heiress ex-wife.

Struggling to shield Pippa from her mother's games, Rosie must face her own painful past while fighting a growing attraction to her handsome, emotionally unavailable employer. But help comes in the form of a quirky neighbor, a friendly Outback town, and two ghost riders who visit Rosie each night in her dreams. When Rosie and Pippa save a small, white pony from slaughter, their ill-timed compassion puts Adam's custody dispute, Pippa's fantasies, and Rosie's worst fears all up for bid in an epic showdown.

The Auction Trilogy is a contemporary romantic family saga styled with the heart-wrenching, Gothic undertones of Jane Eyre and just a hint of the supernatural.

.

The Auction Trilogy contains:

—If Wishes Were Horses

—Well of Dreams

—Behold a Pale Horse

.

“A mystical, magical landscape, and old legends take on a new life…” —Romancing History Blog

.

“I was instantly drawn into the characters’ lives, and felt like I was right alongside Rosie as she struggled to keep her life from falling apart…” –N.Y. Times Best Selling Author Stacey Joy Netzel

.

"This modern day rendition [of Jane Eyre] … is spot on with the Bronte storyline, but with a refreshingly modern twist. You'll want to cry with the heroine as she struggles to protect the little girl from her crazy and manipulative mother, and you'll cheer for Adam & Rosie as they take baby steps toward trusting one another and believing in true love…" —Dark Lilith Book Blogs

.

"I cried, laughed and my heart sang throughout its entirety. If you're a romantic at heart and love to be put through the wringer just to have your heart sigh, this is the book for you…" —Reader review

.

"The mental imagery of this story is incredible. I fell in love alongside Rosie with the Station and its dream walks. A beautifully written tale!" —Reader review

.

"The book induces a roller-coaster of emotions in the reader ranging from unadulterated mirth one moment to such deep grief and sadness the next. The description of Australian outback, the auction and the scenes are so vivid that they took me down memory lane to the trip I took to that country…" —Reader review

.

"The story of Adam Bristow, his daughter Pippa, and incoming tutor Rosie Xalbadora invokes shadows of Jane Eyre, with Erishkigal’s flair for complex story line and a rich supporting structure of subplot … "The Auction” is satisfying, inspiring, heart-rending, and epic…." —author Dale Amidei, Jon's Trilogy
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I dedicate this book to the compassionate angels who devote their lives to rehabilitating and saving our equine brothers. 




Arabian Proverb

The wind of heaven 

Is that which blows between a horse's ears

.

Arabian Proverb




BOOK 1: 
If Wishes Were Horses
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If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.

If turnips were swords, I'd have one by my side.

If "ifs" and "ands" were pots and pans.

There'd be no work for teachers' hands.

.

—Scottish Proverb, 1670




Prologue
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A desolate wind rattled through the sunburned thistle as the small, white pony stood at the gate, searching the horizon for her little girl. Each day the land grew drier, the forage more sparse, and the dam dried down to a muddy trickle. The other horses wandered deeper into the Outback, but the white pony dared not go too far because, if she did, she would not be here when the little girl came back to ride her.

Before the horse trailer had dropped her off, the little girl came every afternoon to braid her mane and tail with pretty ribbons. Then they would ride with all the other pretty ponies until they were tired and happy and filled with laughter and whinnies. If she closed her eyes, she could still remember how good it felt when the girl gave her sweet, succulent carrots and curried her coat with a soft-bristled brush. Oh! How she missed the little girl! She couldn't understand why the family had sent her away.

Many seasons had passed since the last time she'd seen the little girl, but each afternoon, as soon as the sun began to dip towards the Never-Never, the white pony wobbled to the gate, now so emaciated and thin she could barely walk, and patiently waited for her little girl to take her home.




Chapter 1
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A girl never forgets her first, great love. Tall and golden-haired, with deep brown eyes and ears which perked forward every time I entered the stall, I had no interest in any other male but Harvey. Why should I when, at the end of each day, he waited patiently at the gate for my return? He would listen non-judgmentally as I spilled forth my woes; and then he would carry me to freedom beyond the stable.

When she killed him, that bitch who called herself my mother, I cried for weeks, and then I ran away. Oh, sure, she sic'd the police on me and made them haul me back from the airport, but I got back at her. Yes I did! The day I turned eighteen, I moved out of the house and asked Dad to cut off Mother's child support. It was a fitting punishment, to watch her lose the house, because she put down my horse to get back at him for leaving her.

Perhaps it was karma that now I was losing my own home?

I forced back a tear as my 'second great love' helped me carry my belongings out of the apartment we'd shared for the last three years. He acted as though the green garbage bag containing my pillow was heavy as it bumped against his lanky frame. I heaved a crate full of textbooks into the back of my red 2007 Ford Falcon and stepped aside so he could stuff it between the boxes. 

"That's everything you brought—" he spoke in a monotone. "The rest is mine."

Brown-haired and brown-eyed, Gregory Schluter looked awkward in a crisp white pinstripe dress shirt. A 'matched pair' everyone called us through four years at the University of Queensland, although my hair was long and I had the black eyes of a Gitano grandmother. Gregory's brown Barren loafers pointed back at the door as though at any moment he might spook and bolt  into the safety of our old flat.

"That's right, this stuff is mine—" my dark eyes bored into his. "And now you'll be rid of me!"

Gregory skittered back as I slammed the car door, as though fearful I might curse him, or lob something at his head.

"Don't say it like that, Rosie—" his voice warbled. "You make it sound like I'm throwing out the trash." 

"Aren't you?" My voice turned bitter.

"We're just different, that's all," he said. "We never had much in common."

I clenched my jaw, refusing to get sucked into an argument so he could blame me for the demise of our relationship. We'd met as freshers, moved into an off-campus apartment our second year, and for the next three years I'd worked while Gregory studied so he could graduate magna cum laude. Our dream wedding was supposed to happen just after the New Year. Instead, the moment he landed a job, the bloody bastard asked me to give him back his engagement ring.

"Fine." I fought back tears as I rummaged for my car keys. "You'll never have to see me again!"

His voice took on a high-pitched pleading edge. "Can't we just be friends?"

I met his gaze. Gregory's brown eyes darted back towards the apartment which would be empty as soon as the moving van took his stuff to the luxury condo he'd just conned his new girlfriend into putting a down payment on in Sydney.

"No." I lifted my chin. "You're a bloody user, and I'm all done being used!"

That sense of knowing I'd inherited from my Gitano grandmother rippled through me as I felt any connection I might have left to the bloody bastard die. I plopped down into my Falcon and turned the key, not bothering to buckle my seatbelt as I jammed the car into gear. The tires chirped and Gregory yelped. Good! I hope I'd run over the bludger's foot! 

The V6 revved like a muscle car as I sped out of Brisbane onto highway A2. The sense of strength was illusory, a symptom of a muffler which needed to be replaced, but it felt strong and I needed every ounce of strength I could get.

"Jerk!" I screeched at the open highway. 

I drove, unseeing, until the urban landscape transformed into amber waves of pasture. The grass had become desiccated into a pleasing golden color which reminded me of Harvey's mane. Little by little, my tears abated. This was horse country, the kind of place I'd dreamed about moving to once I got a place of my own; where Harvey would have run free instead of standing in a paddock.

I turned on the radio where the Australian Top-40 sang of babes and boobs and betrayal. The Madden Brothers came on with their corny jingle, and after a while my fingers began to tap the tempo of 'We Are Done.' 

My petrol tank light began to blink. I pulled off the nearest exit and found a servo not too far off the highway. After a quick trip to the toilet, I waited in line to pay and scanned the headlines on the newspaper stand.

— Drought Decimates Outback Stations —

Next to it a full-color rag sheet had some blonde bimbo and the latest chapter in her high-profile divorce:

— Oil Heiress Jets Off With Venezuelan Billionaire —

A machine rolled hot dogs, two for $5 plus a bag of chips and a fizzy drink. I could almost taste the crisp bite of sausage blended with soft white bread, yellow mustard and sauerkraut, but until I found a job, I was just another battler with too much week and not enough money. It was better to eat the Vegemite and bread I'd tossed into my car. 

I asked the kid behind the counter for directions to the address Professor Dingle had scribbled on a piece of paper and learned it was another half-hour from here to Toowoomba; beyond that the kid wasn't sure. I went back outside and proceeded to fill up the Falcon.

An ancient Buick pulled into the opposite pump, the kind you usually see on 'classic car night.' A little old lady got out and went inside to pay, her white-blue hair and magenta lipstick clashing with her orange clothing. Her equally elderly husband opened up the petrol cap. He gave me a jack-o-lantern grin.

"G'day, miss," he said. "Ain't seen you around here before."

"I'm just passing through." 

I stared at the petrol pump as the numbers crept up to $60, half of the money I had left in this world. If I didn't land this job, every penny I had would be spent driving out to the interview.

"You headed to the horse auction?" the old man asked. 

"Horse auction?" The equestrian in me piqued with interest. 

The old man gestured to a red cardboard sign with an arrow that said, 'Lockyer Horse & Saddlery Auctions.'

"They hold it the first Saturday of every month," he said. "But lately its' been every other weekend 'cause of the drought. Most people who come off the highway are hunting for the auction."

I pulled out the slip of paper I'd tucked into my pocket, the one Professor Dingle, my former Child Psychology professor had given me after I'd broken down in her office and told her I had no place to go.

"I have a job interview in the Darling Downs near Nutyoon." 

"Nutyoon?" the old man's eyebrows bunched together. "That's beyond the black stump."

"Yup." 

We stood in silence as the petrol pump clacked through the numbers. The wife shuffled out, her enormous white purse tucked beneath her arm. She gave me that appraising look all women do whenever they spy a younger woman chatting it up with their husband.

"She going to the horse auction?" the wife asked.

"Nope," the old man said. "She's going to Nutyoon. She's got a job interview out there."

"Nutyoon?" the woman snorted. "Ain't nuthin' out there but dying fields. Drought's hit everything hard. The farmers keep coming here, trying to sell their stock before the poor things starve to death, though there's so many of them that most end up going to the doggers. Won't be no jobs for no farm hands in Nutyoon."

Her voice sounded caustic, but her blue eyes were filled with worry as she took in my worldly belongings piled into the back seat of my car.

"I'll be taking care of a kid," I said. "The position includes my room and board."

"Well I should hope so!" she said. "Cause there ain't much for hotels in that part of the country. Ain't nuthin' but wheat and cows."

The couple gave me directions to loop back up to the A2. As I pulled out, I glanced at the sign which said 'Lockyer Horse & Saddlery Auctions.' Once upon a time … no! I pushed the wish out of my mind. First I had to find a job, and then save money for a new apartment. Moving in with my mother wasn't an option, and my father had moved back to Spain when I was sixteen.

I hit Toowoomba exactly as the kid had promised and then headed southwest on the A39. The highway narrowed into a two-lane road, and the landscape grew flatter and definitely drier. I turned on the air conditioner, but it did little good. The landscape took on a reassuring sameness. Only the slight variation in shades of beige indicated where the endless fields of wheat turned into barley and sorghum. Even to my untrained eye, the crops looked too dry for this early in the growing season. 

At last I came to the exit given in my directions. I turned off into an even narrower road which cut in a straight line through sparse, scrubby trees; though occasionally to my right I could see a glimmer of water. I drove forever until at last I saw the dirt road which would lead to my destination.

A small, wooden sign said 'Condamine River Ranch.' Beneath it was taped a poster board with large purple letters that said —Welcome Rosamond—. A pink sparkly unicorn graced one side of the sign, and on the other a crooked rainbow disappeared into a pot of gold guarded over by a fairy. A lump rose in my throat as I read the scrawled, childish text that said 'don't be scared of Thunderlane' along with a stick-figure dog.

I knew the little girl's name was Pippa. Her parents were recently divorced, and she lived with her father who traveled a lot on business. Beyond that, I would find out the rest when I got there. I pulled out my mobile phone and snapped a photo. There was only one bar, not enough reception to upload it for my friends, so I just hit 'save.' Not since my dad moved back to Spain had anybody cared enough to make me feel welcome. Maybe this gig wouldn't be so bad? 

My car shuddered as I rattled over the cattle grid. A long dirt driveway wound forever through overgrown fields, but there was nary a cow in sight. At last an enormous white monitor-barn came into view. Across the courtyard stood a modest yellow ranch-style house surrounded by faded grass, empty window-boxes, and overgrown hedges. A black and tan Australian shepherd came running out, barking.

"You must be Thunderlane?"

I pulled up next to a dilapidated green utility vehicle that was parked beside a sports car covered with a beige dust cover. 

"Hey, puppy?" I reassured the dog as I got out of my car. I held out my hand so he could sniff it. The dog wiggled and then ran back towards the house, yapping. 

A girl with white-blonde hair and pigtails came bounding out.

"She's here! Daddy! She's here!"

She was dressed entirely in pink; hot pink shorts and a pale pink top with My Little Pony plastered on the front.

"You must be Rosamond?"

 "That would be me—" I found it easy to smile. "And you must be Pippa."

"Did you see the sign?"

"I did. Thank you. It made me feel very welcome."

The little girl grinned. She had, I noticed, unusual grey eyes, so pale they glistened silver in the sunlight.

"Daddy was afraid he wouldn't find someone to come all the way out here, so I thought if I made a sign, maybe you'd want to stay?"

That lump which had sat in my craw all the way from Brisbane eased up just a little.

"That's not up to me. It's up to your father."

The aforementioned father moved towards us, dressed casually in snug blue denims that accentuated his long stride. He wore a plaid, short-sleeved shirt typical of station owners, but it had a designer cut, not the usual department-store fare. He stood nearly two meters tall, broad-shouldered with golden-brown hair and aristocratic features that would have been devastatingly handsome if his face hadn't been pinched with worry. He held out his hand.

"Miss Xalbadora?"

My hand tingled as his fingers closed around mine. I stared into the most remarkable pair of eyes I've ever seen, blue-green with a halo of aquamarine which swirled around a dark iris like the ocean around the Great Barrier Reef. I tried to guess his age and placed it as perhaps ten years older than me?

"That's Rosamond—" I stumbled on my words. "Please. Most people call me Rosie."

Damn! Just four hours ago I'd been crying my heart out over Gregory.

"I'm Adam. Adam Bristow." He raised one golden eyebrow as he spied my car, filled floor to ceiling with everything I owned. "Would you like some help carrying in your things?" 

My cheeks turned pink with mortification. It had never occurred to me that my potential employer would see my car before he made a decision about hiring me.

"I thought this was a preliminary interview?"

Adam scowled.

"Roberta Dingle is a close friend of my wi— um, my former wife. She arranged this interview. Not me." His voice rose with an edge of anger. "My wife was supposed to take Pippa for the summer and then she refused. As far as she's concerned, she can simply line up a governess!"

"Oh—" I realized I'd stepped into a hornet's nest. "Who will I be working for? You? Or your ex-wife?"

Adam squeezed his temples.

"Me," he said bitterly. "It has always fallen to me."

I glanced at my car, wondering if this was a snake pit I wished to step into. There was nothing back in Brisbane, and I refused go crawling to my mother. Perhaps Sienna's mom might put me up for a couple of weeks, at least until I found a job?

A small hand slid into mine.

"Please stay?" Pippa's silver eyes clouded with worry. "Mrs. Hastings sent over some muffins in case you were hungry. Would you like some tea?"

Adam's expression softened. He was not angry at me. He was angry because the poor kid's mother had blown her off and left him holding the bag. 

I remembered the welcome sign way down at the gate. I needed a job. The little girl needed a caretaker. And Adam? What did he need?

"Well perhaps you would like to know more about me?" I suggested.

Adam wore a cautious expression.

"I do have a few questions?"

"Okay." I took Pippa's hand and spoke to her this time. "But first I'd love some tea. And then I need to discuss some things with your father."

Pippa skipped happily back into the house. The dog ran behind her, its tail wagging like a fluffy black propeller. Just because I didn't have anywhere to go didn't mean I needed to act like I was desperate.

The inside of the house felt like stepping into a 1970's sitcom, complete with dark paneling and furniture so old it had gone out of style and then come back in again. Pippa dragged me over to a worn upholstered chair and then plopped down onto the matching garish orange couch, admonishing the dog not to jump up with her. An adult's tea set had been painstakingly laid out on the coffee table along with a checkered table runner and matching napkins. I sank into the chair which was far more comfortable than attractive. 

Adam stepped into the adjacent kitchen, and then back out again carrying a tray laden with muffins.

"Mrs. Hastings has been helping me take care of Pippa," he said. "But she's seventy-two years old. Last week she fell and bruised her hip."

I glanced around, wondering if somebody else lived here. Pippa bounced up to snatch a muffin from the tray.

"She lives at the station across the road. She used to babysit Daddy when he was little." Her voice dropped low. "That was before Grandma died."

Adam cleared his throat.

"My mother passed away three weeks ago from breast cancer. We came out here to help her manage her estate, but Pippa likes it here and it's commutable to my job."

"Professor Dingle mentioned you travel a lot," I said. "What do you do for work?"

"I evaluate shale for its suitability to extract natural gas and oil." 

"Fracking?"

"Not exactly." Adam frowned, his expression thoughtful. "Coal seam gas. There are pockets of it all over Queensland."

I bit my tongue, rather than repeat what my greenie friends said about the harm to the Earth. The last time I checked, the oil fairy hadn't come down from the sky to fill up my petrol tank.

"So you have another house somewhere?"

Adam looked away. "That's one of the things I need to decide over the summer. Originally, I'd hoped…"

He trailed off, his chiseled features filled with a combination of anger, sadness and disbelief. It was the expression I'd worn ever since Gregory told me he didn't want to marry me.

"Daddy said if we stay, maybe I can get a horse!" Pippa's eyes shone bright with anticipation.

"Do you ride?"

"A little. Last summer Mummy sent me away to horseback riding camp."

Adam's features hardened into an unreadable expression. I waited for him to begin the interview, but his sharp eyes watched the way I interacted with his daughter as she served me tea. I decided it might be better if -I- asked the questions.

"I understand Pippa has missed some school?"

"For the past year, Pippa has been homeschooled, but I hope to enroll her in a regular school come the autumn. I'd appreciate it if you could make sure she's ready."

"That's what I'm trained to do," I said. "What other duties would I be expected to perform?" 

Adam sipped his tea. The porcelain teacup looked ridiculously small and fragile in his enormous hands.

"Many of the test wells I oversee are within a day's drive, but the other wells are out in the Surat Basin. I staved off checking them, thinking I could cram them in while Pippa was with her mother, but I can't leave them unsupervised any longer. If I do, I could lose my job."

"When do you have to leave?"

"My first trip into the outback begins the day after tomorrow," Adam said. "For the most part, I will come and go until the end of January."

"That barely gives you any time to get to know me?"

Adam snorted with disgust.

"Roberta Dingle swears you're the hardest-working student she's ever met. She said you're an excellent teacher with a knack for sensitive and gifted children?"

Hard-working, yes, but it would be a stretch to call me an excellent teacher. I'd graduated on the pity-plan after Ms. Dingle let me make up a test after I'd been held up at work. 

"And who would I call if there's ever a problem?" I asked. "I don't know anybody out here. I don't even know where the nearest emergency room is."

"Mrs. Hastings has agreed to babysit Pippa one afternoon a week so you have some time for yourself." Adam's voice took on a bitter edge. "I trust her implicitly. She convinced me it would be better to care for my daughter here rather than send her away to camp."

Pippa's gaze sank into her teacup.

"Besides," he added when he saw my hesitation. "We do have a hospital. It's just that it's little more than a day-clinic."

"Okay," my voice sounded small. "I hate to ask, but how much…"

"Five hundred dollars a week, plus a two thousand dollar bonus at the end of the summer. That includes your room and board, as well as expenses and any meals you take with Pippa."

I glanced at the little girl who stared at me with hopeful silver eyes. It was a generous offer with few expenses, the little girl was cute, and it would keep me busy while I licked my wounds from Gregory's betrayal. It would also give me enough money to put a first, last and security deposit on a nice apartment as well as a financial buffer until I found a permanent job. Besides, when was the last time somebody had made me a welcome sign?

"When do I start?"

For the first time, Adam gave me a genuine smile. The lines around his eyes disappeared and the years fell away, revealing he didn't appear to be that much older than me.

"Right away. Starting with making sure Miss Muffet washes up the teacups. Out here, everybody has to pull their weight."

He stuck out his hand.

"Deal?"

I took his hand and shook it.

"Deal."




Chapter 2
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"Would you like me to help you carry in your belongings?"

Had I possessed an iota of common sense, I would have told Adam 'no,' but it'd been so long since a man had offered to help me do anything that my mouth giddily blurted 'yes' before my brain had a chance to say, 'What are you stupid? Do you -really- want your new employer to know you just showed up for your job interview toting the contents of your former apartment?'  

I sputtered. And then I bit my tongue. After saying 'yes' like an eager little fan-poodle, what was I supposed to do? Give a long-winded explanation? 

Adam strolled out to my car with his too-long legs, giving an uninhibited view of the way his firm backside filled out his jeans. Warmth crawled up into my cheeks as I realized, in my foolish desire to get my stuff out of Gregory's lair, I'd inadvertently buried my suitcase under every. Single. Thing. I owned. 

Adam watched me rummage through the mess with amusement.

"You sure brought a lot of stuff." 

If there'd been a hole for me to crawl into, I swear to God I'd have dove right into it.

"I needed to move my things out of my former apartment," I said. "They wanted $300 per month to rent a storage bay, so I took it with me."

"Why didn't you store it with your family?"

My mouth tightened into a grim line. It would be a cold day in hell before I ever visited her again. I told Adam the smallest lie I possibly could.

"My father now lives in Spain."

Adam's blue-green eyes crinkled into a thoughtful expression, but thankfully he decided not to pry. What could I say? That I'd come out into the back o' Bourke to run away from my own bloody life?

I handed him the green garbage bag which contained my pillow as I heaved a box of textbooks out of my back seat. It teetered precariously on one knee as I reached for my suitcase, but no such luck. The sucker was buried under an avalanche of crap.

"Do you intend to keep that stuff in your car for the entire summer?" 

Adam's lip twitched as he forced himself not to laugh. I glanced over to the enormous white monitor-barn which dwarfed the house, perhaps eight or nine times its size.

"I hoped to find a storage unit in town," I said. "But you have such a big barn … would you mind if I kept it there?"

Adam's façade cracked as he broke out into a grin. It was a brilliant smile, broad, with white teeth, the kind you see on the men who grace the cover of GQ Australia. He placed the pillow on the roof of the car and reached to relieve me of my burden.

"Here. Let me get that."

"I can do it."

"I insist."

He lifted the hefty box right out of my hands. Was that a yes? Yes, you can store your junk in my barn? Rather than ask, I pulled out the next box to get at my suitcase, the one marked 'Second Semester - Dual Major.' The darned crate weighed at least twenty-five kilos.

"What's in here, anyways?" Adam shifted his box.

"My old textbooks. They cost so much I couldn't bear to throw them out."

"What kind of textbooks?"

I opened my mouth to answer, but decided it would open the door to even more questions. When I'd started my teaching degree, I'd intended to get qualified to teach secondary school right up through the 12th year, but then Gregory convinced me that time would be better spent helping him graduate at the top of his class. I'd only gotten qualified to teach primary school up until the 7th grade.

Talk about being 'too stupid to live!'  Gee, Mr. Bristow. I'm so gullible, I financially supported the first bludger to ever pay attention to me, and now I want you to trust me to babysit your daughter…

"They're just, you know, books," I mumbled, hoping to change the subject. "General education requirements. Nothing exciting."

Adam reached over my head and grabbed the pillow off the roof of my car. I was acutely aware of how tall he was as the scent of musk and a light touch of after-shave filled my senses with an odd sense of longing. From the way Professor Dingle had described him as 'an old-fashioned dinosaur', I'd expected Pippa's father to be a much older man. 

"Follow me," he said, oblivious to the fact I found him attractive. "You can keep these in the tack room." 

"Uhm, if you don't mind," I snatched the bag and tossed it back onto the roof of the car, "I'd like to bring my pillow into the house."

Adam frowned.

"We have everything you need."

"I like to sleep with my own pillow and blanket."

Adam shrugged. "Have it your way." He led me across the clearing towards the barn. "It's full of field mice, so you don't want to keep your things in here long-term. But it should tide you over until Pippa returns to school."

I glanced over to where Pippa played with her dog, laughing as she sent the shepherd after a stick beyond the edge of the courtyard. People joke that everything in Australia is out to kill you, but between the brown snakes and funnel spiders, it's not that far from the truth. 

"Rosie?" he asked. "Is everything okay?"

He studied me intensely, a hawk scrutinizing a dove. I tilted my head in the direction where Pippa had gone.

"How far is she allowed to roam?"

"Anywhere within the immediate courtyard," he said. "My mother fenced it in to keep the cattle out of her garden, but it works just as well to keep Pippa in. She's supposed to come get you if she wants to go beyond the fence, but sometimes she wanders down to the river."

"Does she swim?"

"Yes. But I don't want her going down there alone."

I followed him into the soft shadows of the barn which was clad in wood instead of corrugated metal. Inside, the air felt hot and musty, but for a girl reared around horses, the faint scent of manure was more seductive than the most expensive after-shave. My face fell as my eyes adjusted to the light and recognized that, not only was the interior empty, but from the open layout, it was built to accommodate cattle.

"You don't have any horses?"

"Not anymore," Adam said. "My mother sold the livestock after my father died."

The tack room was empty, just like the rest of the barn, but around the edge, pallets were placed to keep the now-empty grain bins off the floor. I didn't wait for Adam to unload his box, but dropped mine and headed back to my car. On the next trip in, I nabbed him peeking into an open crate of textbooks.

"Psychology of the Gifted Child?" He held up one of the titles.

"Yeah," I said. "That was Professor Dingle's class." I didn't add that I'd taken it as a 'Me-101' class. The last thing he needed to know was that I considered myself to be bloody daft.

At last there was nothing left but my suitcase and the bag with my pillow. Adam grabbed the heavier luggage.

"Come," he called as he headed toward the house. "I'll show you to your room. Once you unpack, we'll get some supper."

My stomach rumbled as I trotted after him, scurrying to keep up with his too-long stride. "What's on the menu?"

"You tell me? I was hoping cooking might be included in the deal?" He shot me an expression that reminded me of a boy who'd just snitched a cookie. "I'm a terrible cook. It will enhance your chances of survival if you never let me serve you a single meal."

I gave him a mock grimace.

"I'm not a terrible cook," I confessed, "but I'm no gourmet."

"Then in that case we'll have Pippa's favorite. Cucumber sandwiches with goat cheese." He gave me a guilty grin. "I suspect she likes them because it's the only meal I don't ruin."

Perhaps two days' worth of razor stubble gave him the roguish look of a jackaroo. He must have realized he'd let his guard down, because he hid his smile behind a cautious, watchful expression.

He led me down a hallway to a sunlit bedroom with a picture window which overlooked the Condamine River. Café lace curtains graced the window, and the entire room smelled of potpourri. The furniture was 1970's modernist, with walnut veneers and boxy lines that had oddly come back into fashion.

"This is nice."

"This was my mother's room," he said. "Pippa used to crawl in with her whenever she had a bad dream, so I thought, maybe, while I'm gone…"

Adam looked away, but not before I noticed the way his eyes glistened, a man who three weeks ago had just buried his mother. And now, he'd been forced to clear her room out for a total stranger. 

A lump rose in my throat. This was a far nicer room than even my bedroom as a child. A handmade double wedding ring quilt adorned the bed. I fondled the neatly aligned threads which appeared to have been hand-embroidered. 

"I'll fold this over the rocking chair at night so it doesn't get dirty."

Adam nodded.

"That's what my mother always did."

He heaved my suitcase on top of a large, wooden steamer trunk that had been painted dark green to complement the wallpaper. Amongst the pink paper roses, darker squares betrayed where photographs had recently been removed. One picture, however, still remained: a little blonde girl wearing a drover's hat seated upon a small white pony.

"Is this Pippa?" I asked.

"That's my mother," Adam said. "I guess she'd have been around the same age Pippa is now."

I scrutinized the picture. Other than the faded colors, the photograph could have been snapped just outside the door. Adam's mother must have grown up in this house as well? 

"Pippa looks like her."

A dark shadow crossed Adam's features, but what he was thinking, I could not guess.

"I'll leave you to unpack," he said. 

He shut the door, leaving me to rummage through my things. I fished my pillow out of the bag and folded my hideous crocheted granny-square afghan at the foot of the bed, a trick I'd learned as a teenager to feel at home. I unpacked my wardrobe: blue jeans and khaki slacks, some utilitarian T-shirts and enough button-down shirts to wear a clean one every day. My only concession to fashion was a little black knit sheath. I shook out the wrinkles and hung it next to my everyday clothes. 

My hand trembled as I unwrapped my black leather Dubliner horseback riding boots. Even with six years gone by since I'd last ridden Harvey, the scent of horse and saddle soap still clung to them, and the leather gleamed like new. The shaft came up to above my knees, and on the vamp ten laces gave the appearance of tall Victorian granny boots. I sat down in the rocking chair and pulled them on, admiring the way they showed off my ankles. It was too bad the Bristows didn't own any horses. With a regretful sigh, I slid them into the closet.

I paused in front of the mirror to check my appearance. Purple-black circles sat underneath my dark eyes, my clothing looked crumpled, and my skin appeared sallow with a sheen of sweat. In a single day I'd been reduced from future wife of a successful finance prodigy to a girl who lived out of her car. 

What did Adam think of me, a girl without a home?

I picked out a clean, white shirt and peeked into the hall. This house, like most homes on the fringes of the outback, had been built for utility. That meant I'd be sharing a bathroom with Pippa and her father.

I laughed when I saw the salmon pink toilet, matching tiles, and pink porcelain tub. I fingered Adam's silver razor balanced on a clear glass shelf above a pink standalone sink. My hand tingled as I pictured my tall, handsome employer forced to stand in the cramped, pink bathroom each morning to shave. 

A bottle of bubble bath balanced precariously on the edge of the tub along with a Barbie doll with still-wet hair. The plush charcoal grey towels looked like they'd been brought from somewhere else, perhaps the house where Adam used to live in with his wife?

I rummaged through the closet until I found a faded hand towel with a pink monogrammed 'B' and a matching facecloth. It smelled lightly of laundry detergent, fresh air, and Imperial Leather soap. I turned on the tap and scrubbed my face in the near-scalding water, first hot to mop away the oil, and then cold to chase away the heat. I borrowed Pippa's toothpaste, a sickening bubble gum flavor, and used my finger to brush my teeth.

My own image stared back at me from the chrome-edged medicine cabinet, as plain as an old stock horse that'd been bred for work instead of show. Black tendrils escaped my ponytail and curled around my face, the same unruly hair as my Gitano grandmother. I pinched my cheeks to add some color. I wasn't pretty, but at least I no longer felt so ugly. I tossed my skanky T-shirt back into my room and made my way to the kitchen. 

A high, sweet voice chattered to the dog.

"The fairies said Rosie has come to make Daddy not be so sad," Pippa said to Thunderlane. "Mummy doesn't want us anymore, so the Fairy Queen sent Rosie instead."

A lump rose in my throat. After my father moved back to Spain, I had spoken to Harvey the same way Pippa spoke to her dog; although in my case I'd been fourteen years old instead of ten. Harvey had sustained me, my reliable, furry best friend. 

Thunderlane whined. I cleared my throat and entered into the Bristow's kitchen. It was a curious train wreck of different time periods and materials. While the grey and red Formica table was vintage 1950's, at some point, probably during the early 1990's, the plywood cabinets had been painted country blue. The stove, however, was 1970's brown, while the refrigerator was a modern white side-by-side.

"Hi Rosie." Pippa smiled up at me as if only moments ago she hadn't been pouring her heart out to the dog. "Guess what Thunderlane just told me?"

"What?" 

"He said you and Daddy will get along just fine."

I gave her an indulgent smile. Children of divorced parents often engaged in magical thinking. Once Pippa accepted her parents weren't going to get back together, hopefully she'd stop talking to imaginary friends?

"What do you want for supper, Nipper?"

"Cucumber sandwiches," she said. "With lots of goat cheese and dill."

"Will that be with crusts, or without?"

"Without," Pippa said. "Cut it into triangles, from corner to corner."

I peeled and sliced a cucumber that I found in the fridge while Pippa mashed the goat cheese into the delicate white bread, tearing it up into an unappetizing mess. I let her do it, for how was a child supposed to learn unless you gave them the chance to master the task themselves?

I picked delicate fronds of dill off the vibrant green stalks and crushed a few to release the grassy scent. As I did, Pippa arranged the cucumbers into two green eyes and curved up the rest into a mouth.

"There," she said. "That should make Daddy happy." 

I glanced up to see the aforementioned father had just entered the room. He eyed the sandwiches as though I had just prepared a feast.

"Our first meal together," I said.

A shadow crossed Adam's chiseled features. His wife had left him, I suspected, and having me here was not something he felt entirely comfortable with.

"Yes, let's eat," Adam said.

He turned his back and ambled out of the room.




Chapter 3
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The scent of fresh-brewed coffee intruded into the dream where Harvey and I cantered alongside a girl on a snow white pony. The girl resembled Pippa, but the way she carried herself was anything but young. She kept trying to tell me something, but the passing wind made it difficult to hear. I tangled my fingers in Harvey's mane and leaned closer to discern what the girl on the white pony kept trying to tell me. Suddenly, I felt the experience of falling.

"Bloody hell!" 

I caught the bed post just in time to avoid tumbling onto the floor. My heart raced. I could still almost feel the horse underneath my buttocks. My thighs hurt where I had tightened them in my sleep to ride a gelding that had been dead for six years.

The scent of coffee beckoned from the kitchen. I glanced out the still-dark window, and for a moment I felt disoriented about where I'd woken up. Little by little, reality intruded into the dream. Nutyoon. Bedroom. Monday morning. Time to get up and get to work. After two days spent getting to know the little girl, today her father would leave for his first business trip away. 

With a groan, I threw back the covers and hauled my sorry butt out of bed, feeling around with my bare feet until my piggy-toes found the soft knap of my sheepskin slippers. I pulled on my bathrobe and stepped towards the open window where the faintest hint of grey had begun to brighten the sky. The scent of water blended with the rich aroma of earth felt intoxicating in a land which was prone to drought. Off in the distance, the moonlight reflected off the water, or … wait! What? A fire burned right from the center of the river. 

I leaned closer, scrutinizing the distant lights. A central, ethereal glow radiated out of the river, surrounded by smaller lights which danced around it in a circle, as though a group of children had gathered at a bonfire to dance while carrying candles.

I rubbed my eyes to make certain I wasn't still dreaming…

Something clattered from the direction of the kitchen. A baritone expletive drifted my way, spoken in the thick, broad country dialect of an Outbacker.

The coffee beckoned like a siren singing. Adam claimed to be an untalented cook, but when it came to coffee, the man could outdo the most talented barista. I glanced back towards the river, but the lights had disappeared. I decided to see if Adam needed help.

He looked different this morning than the man I'd spent the last two days getting to know, clean-shaven and wearing charcoal designer slacks, a tailored dress shirt, with a grey striped tie draped around his neck, but not yet knotted. His clean-scraped chin only accentuated his chiseled features, and his golden-brown hair had been moussed back into the stylish cut of someone you might find in a boardroom. His language, however, was anything but Pommy as he scraped at a cast iron griddle, looking out of place in a kitchen which had been sized for a woman. From the burnt, black stack of circular objects next to him on plate, I guessed he was trying to make pikelets.

"Do you need some help?" I asked

Adam's head shot up, his blue-green eyes startled; as though he hadn't expected anyone to be awake.

"I'm, uhm, good." He grabbed the griddle and forgot to put the potholder over the handle. "Bloody hell!" he yelped, elongating the 'uhd' in bloody as he yanked back his hand and shook it.

"You should stick that under the cold water."

"Do yer think so, mate?" Adam snapped. His eyes burned aquamarine with anger.

I resisted the urge to snap back at him.

"Fine." 

I turned to go back to bed.

"Rosie … I’m sorry," Adam said. "I shouldn't have taken it out on you."

I stopped and waited, and then I turned around.

"Don't you have to be out of here?" 

Adam looked sheepish.

"Every time I went away on business," he said, "my mother would get up to make me breakfast. She made a double batch and left my plate so that when Pippa got up, she could pretend she'd eaten her breakfast with me." A hint of grief made him grimace. "Mama made me breakfast a week before she died. I knew she was sick, but I had no idea the cancer was terminal, only that the last few weeks she asked Mrs. Hastings to help her care for Pippa."

He inhaled sharply. From the way his broad shoulders shuddered, his mother's death had hit him a lot harder than he was letting on.

"I'm sorry for your loss," I said. "From how Pippa describes her, she was one heck of a lady?"

Adam nodded. His eyes appeared too blue and bright. He rubbed his nose and looked away.

"This will be the first trip I've made since my mother died," he said. "I'm not good at these kinds of things, but I promised my mother I would be a better father. I thought…"

He trailed off and pointed at the table. Three places were set with ceramic plates, a blue gingham napkin, and silverware. Pippa's place had a handwritten note tucked under her fork along with the yellow pill he'd explained had been prescribed 'for depression.' The pikelets looked like little black manhole covers, but the coffee smelled delicious. A small, ceramic crock full of butter, a jar of homemade strawberry preserves, and a tea canister repurposed to hold icing sugar were laid out in the center of the table.

"I think if you put a bowl over the pikelets," I said, "it will keep them warm, so when Pippa wakes up she'll know you made her breakfast with love."

Adam nodded, grateful I understood. I fished a heavy ceramic serving bowl out of the cupboard and placed it upside down upon the stack. Adam scraped the last broken pikelet out of the pan and tossed it into the sink. I filled it with water to soak as he rustled up two teacups to drink the coffee.

"Please, won't you join me?" he said.

I gathered my bathrobe so the neckline wouldn't flop open and sat down at the Formica table: grey and red, with a chrome edge and matching chairs with duct tape on the vinyl to keep the stuffing inside. 

For the last two days Adam had acted standoffish. Not unfriendly, more like he felt uncomfortable with having a strange woman living in his house. He tipped the peculiar little coffee carafe he'd been heating directly over the gas flame to pour a steaming brown waterfall of heaven into my cup.

"Thank you."

He sat down opposite my seat and scooped out three sugars and a healthy glug of cream. I followed his example. I had taken to drinking coffee to keep awake through my classes, my teacher training practicum, and the job I worked on top of that to earn the rent. Australia might be a nation of tea drinkers, but my Spanish father had always preferred coffee. It was yet another way to rebel against my mother.

I closed my eyes and raised the cup to my nose, relishing the tickle in my olfactory senses as the caffeinated steam made its way into my sinuses. I took the first sip. Pure heaven slid like silk across my tongue, just the right balance of bitterness and sweet. I let out a low groan.

I opened my eyes and realized Adam was staring at me. Color crept up into my cheeks.

"This is really good coffee," I said. "You have no idea how hard it is to find an excellent cuppa long black."

A flash of surprise danced across Adam's handsome features, as though the man had never been complimented before.

"It's the only thing I make well," he said. "Sometimes my company sends me overseas. I bought this thing—" he held up the little copper carafe on a long handle, "—from a trader on the back of a camel in Saudi Arabia. With this, you can make coffee anywhere. Even over a campfire in the desert."

"Really?" I studied the peculiar little carafe. "My father liked to use a French press."

"You mentioned he was from Spain?"

"Is," I said. "He is from Spain. He moved back there after he divorced my mother. I've only seen him once since I graduated high school."

Adam stared into his cup, his expression thoughtful.

"I would say that it wasn't very nice of him to leave such a lovely daughter behind," he said softly. "But truth is, until Eva and I split, I spent more time chasing after oil wells than taking care of Pippa."

I sipped my coffee and tried to keep my expression non-judgmental. My mother was furious when my father returned to Spain, but I blamed her for driving him away.

"You're taking care of Pippa now." I gestured towards the blackened pikelets. "She's a lovely girl, and this is a good first step."

Adam looked relieved.

"Eva believed if we hired the best help, it would make up for our shortcomings as parents. We had a lovely older woman who loved Pippa as though she was her own, but then Mrs. Richardson retired, and the governesses we hired since then all up and quit. I think that's what finally drove Eva over the edge, being forced to actually be a mother."

He cut into his pikelet and pushed it around his plate, but I'd noticed he often didn't finish his meals. I bit into my own blackened pancake, and then reached for the canister of icing sugar.

"My mother is the domineering type," I said. "She was always there, but nothing ever pleased her. My father got sick of it and left, but she wouldn't let him see me, so eventually he just left Australia and went home."

"Do you hate him?" 

I gave Adam a wistful look.

"I blame her for driving him away." 

Adam opened his mouth as though to ask another question, but thankfully interpreted my crossed arms to mean 'back off.'  We ate in silence until he glanced at his watch.

"I have to go," he said. "I have a plane to catch to Sydney."

"I'll tell Pippa you made her breakfast," I said. "She'll appreciate it. I'll make sure she understands."

Adam stood up and grabbed the charcoal suit jacket he'd hung over the back of his chair. He slipped his arms into the sleeves and began to fumble with his tie. 

"Here, let me," I said. 

He froze as I touched the narrow strip of silk which was far more expensive looking than any article of clothing I owned. The fabric slipped luxuriously through my fingers as I stepped closer and caught the light scent of aftershave.

"The hungry fox chases the rabbit twice around the tree—" I wrapped one end twice around the other. "Under the root, and over the branch, the rabbit escapes by jumping in his hole." I slid the fat end through the knot and tightened it perfectly beneath his collar.

Adam's hand slipped up to capture mine. He held it, where I'd tightened the knot, pressed into his chest right above his heart.

"That's quite the rhyme," he said.

My heart beat loudly in my ears as I became painfully aware of how very tall and male Adam was. Gregory had been handsome in the manner of a yearling racehorse, but in the paddock, Adam would be a stallion.

"I'm a primary school teacher," I said. "Or at least I will be, once I find a permanent job. But one of the schools where I did my practicum was an all-boy's college preparatory academy."

Adam squeezed my hand.

"Take good care of Pippa while I'm gone," he said softly. "I may not be the greatest father, but everything I've done, I've always done for her."

This was not a come-on, but a plea from a worried dad. I suddenly felt ashamed of lusting after the man like a mare in heat. Adam was only interested in somebody to care for his daughter.

"I will," I said. "You have my word."

Adam nodded and held my hand a little longer than was necessary, and then he broke away, the skittishness he'd exhibited earlier suddenly returned. I recognized it as the discomfort of an until-recently married man around a woman who was not his wife. Until Gregory had dumped me, every time a man had paid attention to me, I'd scampered away, thinking I must somehow be betraying him.

Adam gathered up his briefcase and his travel bag.

"Adam?" I asked. "I, um … when I first woke up, I saw lights down by the river."

Adam grinned.

"Those are the Mimis," he said. "Fairies. Ask Pippa about them. She'll tell you all kinds of stories."

"Fairies?" My eyebrows shot up with disbelief. "Really?"

Adam laughed.

"I highly doubt it! That's just what my mother called them when we were kids. We never did figure out what they are, but the lights only appear at certain times of the year. I suspect they are fireflies emerging from their nest."

I remembered Pippa telling her dog that the fairy queen had brought me here to make her father happy. Her clever grandmother must have leveraged some real-life natural phenomena to turn Pippa's relocation after divorce into a magical experience for her.

"Goodbye, Adam," I said.

I watched as he pulled the dust cover off his silver Mercedes SLX, got into the car and drove away, into that other world where Adam was a man of privilege. The promise of dawn brightened the eastern sky. Off to the west, the Milky Way jutted straight out of the horizon like an enormous belt of stars. It was pretty here, with no sound but the peeper frogs and the chirp of crickets to break the peace.

"I could get used to this," I said.

A shooting star shot across the heavens. I closed my eyes to make a wish, concentrating the way my Gitano gypsy grandmother had taught me to make things manifest.

Please? I need a home?




Chapter 4
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Pippa ate her breakfast with blasé acceptance, chatting amiably while Thunderlane waited underneath the table, his tail thumping, for the 'gifts' Pippa slid to him when she thought I wasn't looking. I pretended not to notice the more charred portions of Adam's cooking disappear into the dog's mouth.

Thunderlane didn't care. Food was food. Especially people food slathered with butter and jam.

I coaxed Pippa to take her morning yellow pill, and then got up to clear away the empty dishes.

"Wait!" she called as I reached to remove her father's plate. "I'm not done yet."

Okay. Perhaps not so blasé? I set Adam's plate back down and moved to wash my own dirty dishes. Pippa grimaced as she swallowed her morning dose of Risperdal.

"What would you like to do today, Nipper?" I asked.

"Mrs. Hastings asked me to bring you over to meet her."

"When?" 

"This afternoon."

I herded Pippa to her bedroom to get dressed. It had the look of a boy's room hastily converted into a girl's, with an expensive-looking pink and white designer bedspread that clashed with the dark blue painted walls and navy gingham curtains. It had a single closet and a small, wooden bureau, and underneath the window, a sturdy desk overlooked the courtyard.

"This used to be your daddy's room, ay, Nipper?" 

"No," Pippa said. "This room belonged to Uncle Jeffrey."

"Your father has a brother?" 

"Not anymore." Pippa's face fell. "Uncle Jeffrey died last autumn. And then when my grandpa found out, he died too."

A lump rose in my throat. This poor kid couldn't get a break.

"How?"

"He was a soldier in Af-af-af…"

"Afghanistan," I said. "How did he die?"

"He just disappeared," Pippa said. "Grandma said his helicopter got shot down and the bad men stole his body."

Pippa pointed to some pictures mounted on the wall. They were not pictures of a soldier, but the usual candid snapshots of a gangly middle-schooler and poorly taken state-school portraits. Amongst the pictures was one of a tall, stern-looking man who resembled Adam standing behind two golden-haired boys of equal height. I scrutinized the picture, trying to figure out which boy was Adam.

"They were twins?" 

"Yes."

I exhaled. Adam hadn't said a word about his brother. Pippa lost all semblance of chatter as she picked out an outfit, solid purple with a pale lavender sparkly unicorn emblazoned across the front. Her silence grew stifling, so I decided to draw her out.

"Is that your Grandpa?" I pointed to the older man in the picture.

"Yes," Pippa said. "Grandma said he died of a broken heart. Grandma missed him, so she got sick and died too."

And I thought that -I- had things bad…

"Do you miss your Grandpa, honey?"

Pippa paused putting on her socks and pulled her knees into her chest.

"Grandpa didn't like Mummy—" Pippa's voice grew small. "So we didn't visit. Grandma always came to visit us."

I sat down next to her.

"Sometimes adults have disagreements," I said. "But that doesn't mean he didn't love you. He just didn't know how to show it."

Pippa nodded, but her body language said otherwise. What did I know? Maybe her grandfather had disliked her? She didn't look like Adam, so if she resembled her mother, that dislike may have transferred over to her child.

I gave Pippa a hug.

"Get moving, kiddo," I said. "Didn't you say we were supposed to visit Mrs. Hastings today?"

Pippa perked up. Whoever this neighbor was, she and Pippa obviously got along.

The phone rang as Pippa tied her shoes. 

"I'll get that." I hurried down the hallway to grab the extension in the living room. "Hello? This is the Bristow residence."

"Is this Rosamond?" a feminine voice asked.

"Yes, this is Rosie." I didn't recognize the voice.

"This is Linda Hastings, your neighbor across the street. I wanted to invite you and Pippa to come over for lunch today."

I felt relieved.

"Yes, we would love that." 

It was one thing to be told the neighbor had offered to help, quite another to call up a total stranger and invite yourself over for a visit.

"Come on over around eleven thirty," Linda said. "Pippa usually helps me in the garden, and then we'll make lunch with whatever Mother Nature gives us."

"Okay," I said. "We'll see you then."

Pippa came bounding out of her bedroom with Thunderlane at her heel.

"Was that Mrs. Hastings?"

"Yup."

"I knew it was her!" she grinned. "She always calls at exactly nine o'clock."

That left us with two and a half hours to kill. One of my jobs was to get Pippa current in her school work. For some reason, Adam had pulled her out of school and brought her here, but never enrolled her in the local primary school. I couldn't help but wonder what he was running from?

"Do you know what I want to do?" I asked.

"What?"

"I studied in college to be a teacher," I said, "but I'm kinda new at it. I was wondering if you'd help me teach?"

"You want to play school time?"

"Yes," I said. "You'd be starting fifth year, right?"

"Fourth—" Pippa's face fell. "I started the year after Daddy was stationed in Saudi Arabia. They said I was too little to start school, but when I got home, Mummy insisted they move me up to the right grade. I keep falling behind, so they said they will hold me back unless I can get caught back up again." Her lip trembled. "The other kids all say it's because I'm stupid."

I bit my tongue before I could ask 'why the hell didn't your parents make you start school on the Australian schedule?' For all I knew they'd made a command decision that delaying a year would be better than sending their daughter to school in a misogynistic country that hated women.

 "Do you speak Arabic?"

"Only a few words," Pippa said. "I don't remember much. Only that it was hot and Mummy hated it because she wasn't allowed to drive a car."

Pippa fished out her schoolbooks and we spent a pleasant two hours reading. Despite the fact she was purportedly behind, she answered all of my grammar questions effortlessly. Perhaps she was behind on her other subjects? I would test her subtly, for who wants to spend their summer doing drills?

At five minutes past eleven I announced it was time to get ready for our 'lunch date.' I made certain I looked presentable for lunch with a seventy-two year old woman. Pippa scampered onto a path which led across several pastures which had already turned golden from lack of rain. Across the street was a different kind of gate. Pippa tied it securely shut behind us.

"Mrs. Hastings keeps sheep and goats and alpacas," she said. "Make sure you always tie the gate or the sheep could be hit by a car. They're not very smart, you know?"

Thunderlane barked and raced off to herd some black-faced sheep.

"No, Thunderlane!" Pippa shouted. "Bad doggie! It's too early for them to go back to the barn!"

The dog cut back and forth, nipping at their tails, but not enough to hurt them. The instinct to herd was bred into the Australian Shepherd, which was why so many families favored them to keep their children out of mischief.

We left the relieved sheep. The next pasture contained stately alpaca which had been recently shorn, leaving only tuft balls of wool on the top of their heads, their tails and their ankles. Every single alpaca displayed a different hairdo and some of the smaller ones wore ribbons. Their camel-like faces turned to watch us pass.

"They look like gigantic poodles," I said.

Pippa giggled. 

"Mrs. Hastings gets creative when she shears them."

She paid a wide berth around the next pen which contained a black male sheep with four horns which stuck out of his head like the devil on a tarot card.

"That's a Jacob's Ram," Pippa whispered. "Azazel's really mean, so don't go into his pen."

The final gate was of woven sticks supported by a lush, green arbor of buttery yellow roses which smelled lightly of … licorice? It appeared as though the roses had been coaxed to grow upwards and create the lattice. Pippa shut the gate behind her. I realized we stood in a well-watered patch of emerald green marijuana which towered above us like a cornfield.

My mouth dropped open as I touched the slender, seven-leaved plant.

"Is this…"

"Hemp," Pippa said nonchalantly. "Mrs. Hastings says someday it will save the world."

She skipped happily through the cannabis plants, her blond pigtails bouncing behind her as Thunderlane ran after her, his black tail wagging like a jolly roger. I broke off a leaf and raised it to my nose. Yes … and no. Something about the scent was not quite on-point. Not that I would ever admit I knew what real marijuana smelled like!

Mrs. Hastings had a ranch-style house, painted white, the same approximate vintage as the Bristow's, but from there the houses were radically different. Wisteria and trumpet vine crept up to cover every bit of vacant wall, and in front of the picture window, two meter tall hollyhocks shaded the glass from the summer sun. A large white peacock strutted across the emerald green lawn, stalked by a calico cat who appeared fascinated by the bird's long tail. The peacock cried out, 'help' and flared its tail into a magnificent lacey fan.

"That's Shah Jahan." Pippa pointed at the peacock. "He's named for a famous Mughal emperor."

She ran up to the front door and let herself in without knocking. I stared at the colorfully painted red door. Someday, when I found a home, I'd always dreamed of having a door that color.

"Ah, come in!" the voice I'd heard earlier called. "I was just feeding Humpty and Dumpty."

The scent of fresh-baked bread hung heavily in the air of a kitchen which would have been a twin for Adam's had the cupboards not been painted a bright sunshine yellow. At a huge, rough-cut slab of a wooden table sat a woman who did not look anywhere near the 72 years that Adam had claimed. Her waist-length tresses were purest white, and in her hand she held a tiny baby bottle as she fed a foxlike creature wrapped up in a dish towel.

"Mrs. Hastings?" 

"Linda, please. And you must be Rosie?"

"That would be me."

As she turned towards me I spied something crawling in her hair.

"Eek!" I shrieked. "You've got …"

I pointed at the creature, my mouth agape with disbelief.

"Bats," Pippa giggled.

"That's just Dumpty," Linda Hastings said. "Humpty's little sister. They became orphans when their camp got hit by lightning."

The flying fox peered out from the safety of Linda's hair with inquisitive dark eyes. But not for the fact its long arms contained a hook-like claw at the end of leathery wings; it otherwise resembled a tiny reddish fox pup. Her little brother Humpty squeaked with frustration when Linda removed the bottle from his mouth.

"Pippa!" Linda called. "Could you please go check the nests to see if the chooks have left us any eggs?"

Pippa grabbed a basket and headed out the back door. A joyful bark indicated Thunderlane had run around the back to meet her.

"Come, sit." Linda rubbed her hip. "I fell off a ladder and the doctor said I'm supposed to stay off my feet. Not that I listen, mind you."

She gave me a mischievous wink. She was a slender woman, with delicate wrists and long fingers which absent-mindedly stroked the bat wrapped up in the towel. She wore a bright pink Indian kurti shirt with white embroidery around the yoke and yoga pants which stopped just below her knees. She wore no shoes, and every one of her toenails was painted a different color.

"So tell me, Rosie, what did Adam offer to entice you to come all the way out here?"

"Five hundred dollars a week," I said. 

"That's not much when you get back to Brisbane. I told him I thought he should offer you six hundred a week."

"It includes room and board, plus a bonus at the end of the summer." I stared at the two orphaned fruit bats as they wrapped their wings around one another for warmth. "Besides," I said more softly, "I needed the work." 

Linda stared past me, her expression thoughtful.

"I'm glad Adam agreed to interview you. I've never seen him so distraught as the day Eva showed up at his mother's funeral and made a scene."

"He made it sound like Eva abandoned Pippa?" 

"She did," Linda said, "but I guess she doesn't see it that way."

She reached across the table to grab a heating pad before I could say, 'here, let me get that for you.' The bats squeaked, a lonely, plaintive cry, as Linda wrapped them in a receiving blanket and tucked them into a basket. 

"Had you ever met Pippa's mother before that day?" I asked.

"Only once," Linda said, "at Adam's wedding. She was a beautiful girl, but I could tell Adam was making a mistake."

"Why?"

Linda's expression grew wary.

"Sometimes doing the right thing is not the right thing to do," she said.

Pippa came skipping back in, carrying a basket full of eggs.

"And what did the ladies have for us today?" Linda asked.

"Six eggs," Pippa said. "Enough to make a frittata."

Linda Hastings stood and clutched at her hip. I could see from her grimace that she resented the fact her injury slowed her down. She was lucky, at her age, her hip hadn't broken.

"Let me help," I offered.

Linda waved away my hand.

"Get the bushel basket, Pippa," she called. "You'll have to show Rosie where the vegetable garden is. I'm not quite steady enough to hobble outside."

Pippa took my hand, her silver eyes bright with excitement.

"Follow me." She yanked me out the door like an excited dog on a leash, past rows of flowers where some clucking chickens scratched contentedly for grubs. Through a gate was an enormous garden where every kind of vegetable you could imagine grew. The air spoke of the fertility of the land.

"What should we pick?" 

"Anything we like," Pippa said. "Mrs. Hastings's sons come every day to help her, but there is always too much, so she lets me take whatever I wish."

She filled up her basket almost exclusively with cucumbers. I carefully picked some pole beans and arugula, and then pulled up a leek and threw that into the basket as well. Scattered throughout the garden were a variety of sculptures. One of them, a tall, thin wooden figurine, appeared to be Aboriginal in origin. Pippa spoke to the statue as if it had come to help us pick.

"What is that?" I asked her.

"That's a Mimi," Pippa said. "Fairies. They like to hide in the rocks wherever there is water. Grandma said they taught the First Australians how to make a fire."

I stared at the tall, sticklike figure painted with rings of blue and navy. I remembered Adam's off-the-cuff comment.

"Is this one of the fairies?" 

"No," Pippa said. "That's just a statue of one. The real Fairy Queen likes to bathe in the river. You'll know when she's there because the Mimis always welcome her with a bonfire."

I paused mid-snip.

"A fire? Down by the river?"

"Of course," Pippa said. "She came to see me last night."

She skipped over to the next section of the garden, her purple outfit a splash of color amongst a hedgerow of magnificent dark green kale. For a kid who'd grown up in Brisbane, Pippa seemed quite at home in the garden. I followed her back into Linda Hasting's house.

"Wash these for me, dearie?" Linda asked Pippa. "Remember to soak them really good."

I watched the way Linda artfully orchestrated the running of her kitchen. Every command was phrased as a request, and the more she made Pippa work, the more work Pippa seemed eager to do. I had never seen such a gift with children before except…

"You're a teacher?" I guessed.

Linda Hastings laughed.

"Guilty as charged," she said. "Though I've been retired for seven years. I taught at the state secondary school for forty-five years, starting with Adam's mother, and then I taught Adam and his brother." A cloud came across her expression. "Poor Jeffrey. I can't believe he's gone."

"Adam's brother?"

"Yes. He was everything his father wanted him to be … and it cost him his life." Linda grew thoughtful. "They never did find his remains, but it didn't matter. Adam's father took a heart attack three weeks after the men came from the Army."

"Pippa's had it bad, hasn't she?" 

Linda glanced over to where Pippa had paused washing arugula in the sink. She gave an evasive answer.

"I'm just glad Adam brought her home." 

She changed the subject to talk of lesson plans and which of us had taught the naughtiest students. Pippa finished preparing the salad and sat down with us, her bright, silver eyes watching as we relayed tale after terrible tale about our most mischievous students and the naughtiest stunts they'd ever tried to pull.

"You win," I said after Linda related a tale of a boy who'd mistakenly baked her cookies made with salt instead of sugar. A boy who, it turned out, was none other than Adam Bristow! We both laughed as I realized I'd found a kindred spirit. I remembered the peculiar 'crop' out in the pasture.

"I, uh, noticed you grow hemp?" I asked. "Isn't that illegal?"

"I specialize in growing natural fibers," Linda said. "If it's got value as an industrial export, you can petition the government for a special license. It's my most profitable crop."

We discussed things like pedagogies and lesson plans until the sun settled in the west and it was time to take Pippa home.

"By the way," Linda said as we got up to leave. "Macy Robertson, who teaches seventh grade, is due to have a baby at the end of the month. If you put in an application at Saint Joseph's, they may take you on as a substitute teacher while Macy does her maternity leave."

I thanked Linda and gathered up the basket of fresh cucumbers and goat cheese, enough to keep Pippa in her favorite lunch for the next few days. The answering machine light blinked red when we got home. I hit play and listened to the sound of four hang-up phone calls and then a message from Adam saying he'd called to see how Pippa was doing. No sooner had the message finished when the phone rang.

"Hello?"

"Rosie?" Adam's voice was filled with worry. "Has Pippa been okay?"

"Yes, she's fine," I reassured him. "We just got back from visiting Linda Hastings. She's in the toilet, washing the chicken germs off her hands. You didn't warn me Linda was such a character."

"Yes, she is." Adam's voice instantly relaxed. "Now you see how my mother convinced me to drag Pippa out into the middle of whoop whoop."

He told me about his flight to Sydney, the business meeting he'd attended, and the long trip he still needed to make out to the heart of the Surat Basin to check some gas wells. It was a strange, intimate conversation, as if he felt more comfortable speaking to me over the telephone than in person. Severed from the distraction of his drop-dead gorgeous body, his voice was warm, friendly, and musical like a cello.

I handed the phone to Pippa as soon as she came bounding out of the toilet.

"Hi, Daddy," she said.

I left them alone to discuss their day.




Chapter 5
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I went fossicking through the kitchen cupboards, searching for a wire whisk to beat the eggs. As I touched the sturdy wooden framework, my hand tingled. It had a sense of permanence about it, this house which had sheltered four generations of Adam's family. My own parents' kitchen had initially been this shade of blue, but my mother had gutted it out, swearing 'you need to keep updating it so you can trade up for a better house.' Though we never did trade up, I'd never felt at home there because, every time I'd start to grow attached, my mother would announce we should sell it.

I located a wire whisk in the cupboard next to the microwave, along with an ancient blue cookbook titled Australian Cookery of Today. It was nearly nine centimeters thick, copyrighted 1943, with an impressive index which included explanations of how to prepare every food I could think of, family budget planning, ingredient substitutions, and how to increase or decrease a recipe for guests. A page captioned Common Cookery Failures: Reasons and Remedies caught my eye. Amongst the illustrations was a charred, black pikelet, along with an explanation of too-high heat. I marked the page with a slip of scrap of paper. The next time Adam was home, I would 'accidentally' leave the cookbook open on the counter.

Thunderlane came in, his nails click-click-clicking on the beige linoleum, followed shortly by the sleepy scuffle of My Little Pony slippers with pink puffy pony heads on the toes. Both kid and dog stared at me with hungry, expectant eyes.

"Good morning, Nipper," I said. "Would you like to break the eggs into the bowl?"

"What are you making?"

"Just scrambled eggs, but maybe tomorrow we can try something fancy?"

"Grandma used to let me cook muffins all by myself," Pippa bragged. "She said I'm a competent chef!"

"Then perhaps you can teach me, because somebody around here needs to know how to cook."

Pippa giggled. I gave her the daily little yellow pill, and then warmed up the frying pan while she broke eggs into a bowl. I handed her the wire whisk and she beat it into a yellow froth. As soon as the butter sizzled in the pan, I checked twice to make sure I hadn't turned the heat up too high, and then coached Pippa to dump in the mixture in to cook. The toaster dinged and I slathered the toast with butter. Within minutes the eggs solidified into a decadent pillow of fluffy, pale yellow clouds. 

We sat down to enjoy our meal. Eggs. Toast. And a hefty serving of homemade strawberry jam which, by my estimate of the store in the pantry, would outlive Pippa's grandmother by at least seven months. It was a simple breakfast, and yet compared to the cold cereal I'd subsisted on at college, it was a luxurious feast.

"What are we doing today?" Pippa asked.

Four days had passed in comforting sameness. But today, Linda Hastings would show me the town.

"First I'll test you in mathematics. And then Mrs. Hastings asked if we could drive her to the hairdresser."

"Can I get my hair cut?" Pippa asked. "I've always wanted a bob."

I scrutinized her long, platinum tresses, so pale and silky it framed her face like a radiant burst of starlight. Many a movie starlet bleached their hair blonde, but few could achieve the white-blonde pigment Pippa had been born with. The girl on the white horse who kept visiting my dreams had golden hair, more like a sheath of wheat.

"I think your father will be angry if I cut your hair." 

Pippa's face fell. 

"But maybe we could ask the hairdresser to trim your bangs?" I compromised.

Pippa's pink mouth curved up into a cheerful grin. She didn't seem depressed. In fact, the kid seemed to be perpetually happy, though perhaps that was a side-effect of the little yellow pill? I made a mental note to dig through my psychology textbooks in the barn.

We finished our breakfast, got dressed and struggled through her math lessons. My first glimpse of her underlying depression came when we moved into fractions and Pippa burst out into tears.

"It's okay, sweetie," I said. "Just add up all the numerators, and then we'll go back add up all the denominators on the bottom."

"I can't do this!"

"It's only addition. You just have to do it in two separate steps." I sketched out a problem on a piece of paper.

"I told you I can't do it!"

Pippa grabbed the paper and threw it onto the floor. She burst into tears, a pathetic ball of sobbing pigtails.

I bit my tongue before I said something stupid such as 'but your father's a geologist … why didn't he teach you how to do basic fractions?' I backtracked to some nice tame addition problems and worked on those while I searched for a way to make her add up fractions without making it look like I was asking her to actually add up fractions. 

At last I ceded defeat. I'd taught many children during my teacher training who'd exhibited math-phobia, but never so severely that the kid became paralyzed. Pippa's grandmother, I suspected, had focused on teaching the subject she knew well, lots of reading, because in that area Pippa was years ahead of her grade. Sometimes, accelerated learning in one subject could make it frustrating for a child to learn a topic where they struggled.

"Let's go eat some lunch, Nipper? And then we'll bring Mrs. Hastings to the hairdresser."

We made cucumber sandwiches, a moral imperative as otherwise there was no way we could use up the cucumbers Linda begged us to take off of her hands. Pippa dug out her grandmother's heart-shaped cookie cutter and cut slices out of the middle. I allowed it, even though it was a waste of bread. Thunderlane didn't mind the crunch of cucumber buried amongst the bread crusts and goat cheese. 

I buckled Pippa into the back seat of my Falcon and bumped up the driveway to Linda Hastings house. Linda's barn was set away from the main house, a shedrow barn, just large enough to give her sheep a place to bear their lambs. Every time I visited, I found myself fantasizing about how much Harvey would have enjoyed grazing alongside the alpacas.

Linda appeared on the small entrance porch. I helped her down the steps. In less than a week I'd grown rather fond of our elderly neighbor.

"You don't have to do that," Linda said.

"No, I don't," I said. "But if you go tumbling down upon your head, you're too heavy for me to carry back inside."

I helped her in, and then we were off to explore the town. The scrubby Condamine River floodplain gave way to fields of neatly tended wheat, sorghum and barley which stretched as far as the eye could see. The farms which had access to water still looked green, but the further we got from the river, the more the fields displayed that faded shade of green indicative of plants under stress from drought.

"Why don't you grow cover crops such as these?" I asked Linda.

"We grew grain while my husband was still alive," she said, "but after he died, it was too much for me to handle alone. Adam's father convinced me to switch to hemp and sheep. He said it would be easier on the land, and the land, in turn, would be easier on me."

Linda directed me off the main drag, to a length of street with shops on either side. I pulled into a slanted parking spot. While tiny, there was the usual mix of small town businesses, including the hair salon which was our destination.

I stepped out of the car into downtown Nutyoon and circled around to help Linda get up out of her seat. As she walked, she leaned heavily on a four-pronged cane, but as soon as she caught her balance, she waved away my helping hand.

"Stop hovering dear," Linda said. "You're worse than Dumpty."

"How are Humpty and Dumpty today?"

"Complaining that I left them alone," Linda said. "They hate it when I lock them in my bedroom so the cat can't get them.

We went inside the nondescript grey building which advertised itself as Cuts & Curls. Inside a hairdresser finished up a 'set' for a middle aged woman while the chair next to her stood empty. 

"G'day, Linda!" the hairdresser greeted my neighbor in the thick, broad dialect of a working-class woman. "I'll be right with you, hon. I see you brought me some new friends?"

"G'day Julie!" Linda greeted her right back. "This is Rosie. She's taking care of Pippa. Rosie … Pippa … this is Julie. Julie Peterson."

"Pleased to meet y'mate," Julie Peterson said. 

She looked to be early thirties, pretty and perky, with a halo of carrot orange curls which curved around her face like a pixie from A Midsummer Night's Dream. She was only 150 centimeters tall, with a smattering of freckles and an endearing little nose that curved up at the end. While by no means fat, she had a bit of plumpness, the kind that made a woman always swear, 'if only I could lose 15 pounds,' but then say, 'aw shucks! I'd really rather just enjoy myself.' While her clothing was tasteful, it had a wee bit of cleavage, and a skirt cut just far enough above the knee to show off a pair of shapely legs. She moved energetically, devoting all of her attention to her middle-aged client as she finished combing out and hair spraying her set.

"You got that book I told you to bring?" I asked Pippa.

Pippa reached into her bag and pulled out the latest installment of Fairy Realms.

The other customer got up from her seat, paid, and chatted with Linda before she floated out the door, full of smiles. Linda grimaced with pain as Julie led her over to the sink to wash her long, silver hair, and then led her back to the salon chair.

"How's your hip doing?" Julie made the usual chit-chat.

"Still hurts," Linda said. "But the doctor said he doesn't think there's any permanent damage."

"So who's your friends?" Julie smiled at Pippa.

"That's Adam's little girl, Pippa Bristow," Linda said. "And this is her teacher, Rosie Xalbadora."

"Oh?" Julie Peterson's auburn eyebrows raised in surprise. She eyed Pippa with a speculative look, but her gaze was friendly, not hostile. "I'd heard Adam stayed on after his mother's funeral, but you know how those gossips are—" she waved her hand. "Long on speculation and short on fact."

"Well, he stayed," Linda said. "But he'd appreciate it if word didn't get around. You know how Adam is."

"Yes," Julie laughed. "I know Adam about as well as he ever let anyone get to know him."

My interest perked up.

"Julie went to high school with Adam," Linda said. "They were in my science class together."

Julie combed the wet tangles out of Linda's long hair.

"If it wasn't for Adam," Julie said, "I don't think I would've passed Linda's science class. I was okay with the hands-on experiments, but those tables of elements? Why, I was ready to just throw in the towel."

"Adam tutored you?" I scrutinized her body language and, sure enough, her pale, pixie skin turned a guilty shade of pink beneath her freckles.

"Adam tutored a lot of people. Didn't mean anything." She turned to Pippa. "Rita finished up early today, so you can sit in that empty chair if you like. Just don't touch her scissors."

Pippa skittered over to the big grey hairdresser's chair with an enormous grin and spun it around, just to make sure it would. Julie gave the height bar a couple of quick pumps so Pippa could see herself in the mirror.

"You got kids?" I guessed.

"Just one," Julie said. "Emily. She's due here after school in about, oh, maybe twenty minutes?"

Julie and Linda chatted as Julie trimmed her hair and then rolled it into curlers, the gift all good hairdressers have to put their clients at ease and pry out of them tidbits about their personal life. Every now and again she shot me a question, mostly innocuous stuff such as how I liked Nutyoon and did I have any family hereabouts. I dodged the latter question with a vague 'no … my family lives far away.' I had the feeling that, if I sat in Julie's chair, before I knew it she'd have me pouring my heart out about my dilemma.

The door chime pealed. A girl about Pippa's age came in with dark auburn hair, elfin curls, and far more freckles than her mother. She wore a royal blue skort and matching blue and gold polo shirt with a Nutyoon primary school logo just above her heart. She greeted her mother warmly and eyed Pippa with curiosity.

"Emily, this is Pippa Bristow. Pippa? This here's my Emily. She's about the same age as you. What grade you in now?"

Pippa's expression grew guarded. "Fifth," she said. But it came out more like a question.

"Ahh, so you're both in the same grade," Julie said.

Emily had the same disarming nature as her mother. "Hi."

"Hi," Pippa said warily.

"You just visiting?"

"Yeah. Something like that." 

The friendly, outgoing Pippa I had come to know retreated behind a clumsy wall. I noted the way Linda frowned. There was a story here, one I had not yet learned.

"Emily," Julie said. "Why don't you take Pippa into the back office to play?"

Pippa rose from her chair and, while Emily was the more self-assured of the two, Pippa's tall, slender frame towered over her by a good twenty centimeters. Emily gestured for Pippa to follow her into the back room.

Linda and I breathed a sigh of relief at the exact same moment. We looked at each other. Julie Peterson looked between us, and then took a guess.

"I see Pippa is shy just like her Daddy?" 

"He's not shy anymore," Linda said. She qualified that statement. "Not that he runs headlong into a social situation. He just takes a long time to warm up to people, that's all. Wants to get to know them before he decides to trust them."

I thought of the tall, handsome man who helped without being asked, but if I started to pry, he grew taciturn and wary. Yup. That sounded like Adam. I filed this insight into the back of my mind. The sooner I figured out his likes and dislikes, the more smoothly this summer job would flow, especially in the close confines of living under the same roof.

"What's he been doing the last ten years?" Julie asked. "I saw him once here in town. Waved at him, but I don't think he recognized me. I kept hoping he'd stop by the salon, but word is he keeps to himself?" Her expression grew pensive as she stared at her own reflection in the wall of mirrors. "Dang, he got hunky. For a moment, I thought he was Jeffrey."

Julie pulled out the blow dryer and silently dried Linda's hair. Most women her age liked to cut it short and dye it, but our neighbor kept it long and her natural silver. At one time, Linda Hastings had been a beautiful woman; still was, if you redefined your definition of 'beauty' to include lots of laugh lines. Julie finished up and set Linda's hair with a bit of hairspray.

"There ya go!" Julie said, perky once more. "You'll be the belle of bingo night."

Linda paid and tipped her as they chitchatted about one of Linda's passions, Saturday night at the church bingo hall.

"Pippa!" I shouted. "Time to go."

Pippa came skipping out of the back office with Emily at her heel, her earlier wariness vanished. She skidded to a stop in front of me."

"Rosie! Guess what! Emily has a horse and his name is Polkadot!"

"She does, does she?"

"Yes! And she wants me to come and ride him!"

I glanced at Julie and gave her that inquisitive eyebrow that meant 'is this something you want to encourage?' I noted the way Julie gave her daughter that exact same look.

"Yeah, Mummy! Can Pippa come over?" Emily said. "She said she went to riding camp all last summer. She rides English style. Like Sarah Colbert does."

"Sure, honey." Julie turned to me. "Emily loves to make new friends. Here…" She reached for a business card. "Here's my mobile number. Why don't you give me a call and we'll set up a playdate after school."

"Why can't Pippa come over this weekend?" Emily asked.

"You're at your father's," Julie said. "I don't think Pippa's daddy will want her staying three towns over."

So Julie is divorced? Getting to know Emily might help Pippa make her own adjustment?

"I'll speak to Adam," I said. "But his job takes him away too much as it is. I'll call you next week to set up a playdate if you don't mind?"

That would be great." Julie gave me a disarming smile.

My hand tingled as I took the business card from her. Warm. Friendly. Genuine. 

We said our farewells and stopped off at the IGA. While Linda instructed Pippa to go fetch the items on her shopping list, I checked my mobile, but the darned thing only had two bars. Not enough to check my voicemail or get a call through without being dropped. Besides? Who would I call who cared? 

I shoved the phone back into my purse, and then drove Linda back to her beautiful little house with its big, beautiful pastures and precious little barn. 

Home... 

I had eleven more weeks to figure out what the heck I wanted to do with the rest of my life now that I wasn't about to become Mrs. Gregory Schluter, find a post-summer job, and figure out where the heck I was supposed to live.

Why was it that everybody had a home but me?
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By late Saturday afternoon, the house resembled one of those kid's television shows where a band of musical pirates descends upon your clubhouse and throws your world into utter chaos. Pippa and I hopped around the living room like two crazy wallabies, frantically picking up her latest project, a stable for her My Little Pony figurines made of glue, popsicle sticks, and snips of yarn. It was a sneaky comradery, the kind I hadn't felt since my best friend Sienna convinced me to skip school and take our horses on a trail ride. 

"Quick!" I tossed Pippa an empty popcorn bowl. "Hide the evidence!"

She scrambled into the kitchen to wash away the buttery goodness while I tucked the cushions back into the hideous orange couch. Just as I draped the contrasting chevron afghan onto the back of the sofa, Thunderlane barked.

"He's here!" Pippa bolted for the front door like an ecstatic joey. "Daddy's home!"

Adam's sleek silver Mercedes picked its way through the ruts. It was a slender Thoroughbred, engineered for the open highway, out of place in the farmland between the inner coast and the vast, ochre desert which made up the dead heart of Australia. He backed it into the spot between the ancient green ute and my own, unimpressive red Falcon, a champion racehorse settling into the stable amongst the two stock horses. The moment he stepped out of his car, Pippa tackled her father like a pro rugby player.

"Daddy!"

"Hey princess!" Adam laughed. "How was your week?"

He pulled his travel bag from the rear and followed Pippa back into the house, grinning as she yabbered about all of our naughty intrigues. He was a tall, golden god, dressed casually in an immaculate white shirt buttoned down just enough to show a sprinkling of hair, dusty-looking work boots, and snug-fitting jeans that accentuated his broad shoulders, long legs and narrow hips. I held open the screen door so he didn't have to juggle his bags.

"G'day, Senorita Xalbadora," Adam spoke with a mock Spanish accent. "I see you survived a week with my daughter?"

"She was very well behaved—" I pursed my lips in mock disapproval "—except she took it into her head to scramble her own eggs without supervision. I can say with certainty your offspring takes after her father in the kitchen."

"That bad, ay?"

"I think you'll need to bring home some dynamite to frack the burnt eggs out of the pan."

"It wasn't my fault, Daddy!" Pippa protested. "I just forgot to turn the stove off."

Adam deposited his bags inside his bedroom and turned to give his daughter a bear hug. 

"We don't actually dynamite," Adam said. "We drill and then we shake…" He grabbed Pippa by the shoulders and shook her until she broke down in a fit of giggles. "...until the gas bubbles come loose from the coal beds. Do I need to summon a drill rig, little girl, to blast away your cooking experiments?" He raised one golden eyebrow in mock disapproval.

"Oh, Daddy!" Pippa tugged at his arm. "Rosie is exaggerating!" She giggled. "Besides … it's no worse than what you do! Remember the time you tried to bake me a birthday cake?"

I faded into the background as they chatted, trying to find that sweet spot between remaining helpful and staying out of their way. For a man who claimed to be a lousy father, Adam and Pippa certainly seemed to be tight. If not for the fact his work often took him away, he would make the perfect single dad.

I busied myself cooking supper, not an elaborate meal, but even I could rustle up some chicken. Slender puffs of smoke carried the mouth-watering scent of barbeque back into the house. Pippa, her father, and Thunderlane all piled out the kitchen door, the three of them sniffing the air like hungry dingos. Adam's face lit up when he saw the outside table had already been set.

"Now that is a feast to come home to!" He gave me a heart-melting grin that made me blush like a bashful schoolgirl.

"You did say to never allow you a stove?" 

"Ay, I did," Adam said. "And you'll do right well not to forget it!"

As we ate supper, Pippa peppered her father with questions about siting his latest gas well. His demeanor became animated as he described the men he worked with, the station that hosted their latest operation, and his tribulations to extract coal seam gas without causing any explosions. The way Adam described it, fracking sounded friendly and scientific, a vastly different story than the tales of horror told by my greenie friends. 

As soon as we finished cleaning up the dishes, Adam herded Pippa into bed. I closed my eyes and listened to the cadence of his voice as it rose and fell in a dramatic rendition of a story about a unicorn. When -I- was still a girl, each night my father broke out his flamenco guitar and sang stories before bedtime about our Gitano ancestors. It was one of the things I'd missed most after my mother had driven him away; that, and the time we'd spent together training Harvey.

Sometime later, my enigmatic employer headed back out to his Mercedes and dug something out of the boot. His tall, muscular frame stood silhouetted against the evening dusk as he pulled the beige dust-cover over the car and tucked it into bed. I faded back from the living room curtains and pretended to read when he strolled back in so he would not notice my blatant interest. With a weary grin, he tore open the box marked White Rabbit and fished out a pair of stubbies.
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