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Praise for Secrets



‘Exploring trauma and addiction, Secrets is an unflinching account of what can happen when we care for others and let our true selves be seen. Judi Morison’s debut novel is at once a testament to how far we’ve come in this country, and in the same breath, a searing indictment of just how far there is yet to go. An instant Australian classic.’ Hayley Scrivenor, internationally bestselling author of Dirt Town and Girl Falling

‘Judi Morison’s Secrets is a gripping and heartfelt novel that draws you deep into a world shaped by family bonds, hidden truths, and the enduring strength of Indigenous women. With a deft hand and deep empathy, Morison lays bare the heartbreak of racism and the resilience it breeds. This is a murder mystery layered with history, love and quiet power – one that stays with you long after the final page.’ Larissa Behrendt, award-winning author of After Story

‘A powerful debut of love and loss. Secrets takes us inside a family of heartbreaking secrets. Judi Morison’s characters are true-to-life with all the complexities of human nature – they made me laugh and they made me cry. Ultimately, Secrets shows the power of truth to heal.’ Petronella McGovern, bestselling author of The Last Trace

‘Ruth, a mother and matriarch, is reminiscent of the great characters of modern literature. Like Ma Joad of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, Ruth is “the citadel that cannot be taken”. We are indebted to Morison’s both subtle and searing craft in producing anunforgettable novel.’ Tony Birch, award-winning author of Women & Children

‘Epic, compelling and moving. A classic Australian saga centred around a farm house and its native gardens in northern New South Wales, rich in wildlife and memories. Secrets illustrates the ways trauma is passed on from generation to generation, but also the power of truth, and the strength of women, love and family.’ Inga Simpson, author of The Thinning

‘A poignant and powerful story about family connections andIndigenous recent history.’Julie Janson, author of Compassion

‘Morison writes with skill and heart. I devoured this engrossing novel in one rush, by turns moved, angry and, ultimately, hopeful.’ Delia Falconer, author of Signs and Wonders

‘Here are two women who might believe they are worthless if not for small and large acts of human kindness. But it is their longing for each other that transforms them, and from the page, I felt their beauty and their grace.’ Courtney Collins, author of The Burial

‘Secrets is about the shame and the silences that can tear us apart – it’ll make you angry and it’ll make you cry. But it’s also about the power of hope, and the healing that can happen when we listen to each other. I fell in love with these characters. I felt like I was sitting right there at the kitchen table with them and I didn’t want to leave. A beautiful Australian novel.’ Emma Darragh, author of Thanks for Having Me

‘Judi Morison’s moving and confronting story of racism, misogyny and ignorance is based on a shameful history stretching over six decades. But while the narrative of Secrets is propelled by intergenerational trauma, its focus is always on the broader picture, one that involves truth-telling and healing. This is a beautifully structured novel revealing the strength of women’s resilience, the importance of tending to one’s family and land, and how one might find a way to quiet optimism.’ Dr Debra Adelaide, author of The Household Guide to Dying

‘Morison’s achievement is to render a warm-hearted yet tough-minded and nuanced portrayal of white and Indigenous families drawn together through their shared and differing experiences of [the] trauma… of forced adoption. Secrets also offers an immersive love for the land; the reader can almost smell the fragrance of the tree violets and lemon myrtle.’ Claire Corbett, author of When We Have Wings

‘Secrets and families are routine but some families have them in colour.’ Bruce Pascoe, bestselling author of Dark Emu
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For the healers and those who are healing.






When the grandmothers speak, the earth will be healed.

HOPI PROVERB









Prologue

Cora, September 2016

From the freshly greening hillside in the mountain range that snaked between the east coast and the central plains, Ruth’s grave overlooked the acreage on which her home, Cora, sat. Paint crumbling to talcum on its faded white weatherboards, Cora shone stark beside the kunzeas that already pressed their mauve-pink flowers against its verandah. Along the range north and south, valleys cupped morning cloud, and from Ruth’s garden below, a pied currawong called.

The September sunlight glinted on clods of earth, like dark chocolate, as Ruth’s coffin was lowered. In the sudden quiet, feet pressed towards the lip of the grave and the soft thwack of Acacia pubifolia stems, Ruth’s favourite velvet wattle, blended with the dull puck of dirt hitting the biodegradable cardboard coffin, on which she had insisted. Around the ring of mourners, the sweet, wood-and-honey scent of the wattle mingled with the smell of smouldering leaves and bark.

The ceremony concluded, the graveside circle was broken as a woman strode swiftly away, down the rutted track towards the house. The remaining mourners followed more slowly, clots of red-brown soil stuck to their shoes.

Trailing behind the rest of the funeral party came the younger generation. Ruth’s grandson, Hamish, on day release, wearing prison greens unsuccessfully camouflaged with a midi-length black wool coat of Em’s, walked arm in arm with his sister. Dressed in her best black going-to-court suit to collect him, Em alternated between beaming at her brother and swiping away tears for the loss of her grandmother.

By the time brother and sister climbed the wooden steps to the verandah, most of the others were inside. What would be the reaction to Hamish showing up?

In the hallway, on the oak hallstand Ruth had refused to part with, her favourite gardening hat still hung alongside a battered Akubra and several knitted scarves. Ruth hadn’t been interested in modernising or decluttering, so anything and everything had continued to find its way onto and around the old hallstand and not a lot ever seemed to leave it.

The pair passed along the wide hallway – the main artery of the house – with its sepia photographs of young men on horseback, various unknown relatives in World War I army uniform and several championship bulls wearing Royal Agricultural Show ribbons. They hurried past Ruth’s bedroom, off to the right, and more rooms either side, until a fretwork arch marked their arrival in the living area, where the others waited.

Smells of coffee, tea and freshly baked scones hung in the air as Ruth’s daughters took up their positions around the room, doubtless wondering how they would all occupy Cora that afternoon, with their mother no longer circumscribing its spaces. Whether the rooms would echo and the painted clock on the kitchen wall tick more loudly. What adjustments they would all have to make.

Hamish took himself off to the far corner and squatted on his haunches, a habit he must have picked up in the exercise yard, while the rest of the mourners stood or perched uneasily on dining chairs around the edges of the room.

No one had taken Ruth’s seat, the floral chintz-covered tub chair by the fireplace. Yet most eyes in the room seemed drawn towards it. Did its emptiness somehow more strongly suggest her presence?

Em finally drew herself up beside her grandmother’s chair and broke the silence. ‘We’ve got some talking to do,’ she said.

Out on the hillside, Ruth could do no more. She knew her girls well, but how would they react to what Em had to say? For now she did as she always had – gave a resigned sigh as she watched over them and prayed for peace.







Part One







Chapter One

Cora, May 2016

Pushing aside a knitted scarf, Ruth checked her hair in the hallstand mirror and grimaced. Once thick and lustrous, her 78-year-old hair had thinned. But she could do as little about that as she could about the drought.

She stepped onto the verandah and leant on the railing above the wilting kunzeas, waiting for her granddaughter. Despite it being the tail end of autumn, the weather was mild. Too mild and too dry. Yet, even with this latest drought, after sixty years Ruth still hadn’t tired of the view from the verandah. The tumble of lichen-splotched granite boulders that cradled the head of the creek, when it ran with summer rain. The local trees, some of which had stood there for centuries.

Along the creekline, the handful of river red gums, at least two hundred years old, looked stressed, losing leaves and showing signs of dieback, but the gnarly, silver-leaved ironbarks were coping, even flowering, and the ghost-like white box.

This past summer, the grass in the home paddock had been finished off by hungry roos and wallabies. Still, the small trees and the shrubs she’d planted in the fenced garden kept the birds happy. The water she left out for them helped too.

She was glad she’d planted natives around the house, unfashionable though they’d been when she started work on the garden. They’d had some good summers for rain then. The dams and tanks had been full and she’d spent long days cosseting her plants.

This was where she belonged. When her time came, they could lay her in the earth to feed the worms, beetles, and all the soil organisms that populated Cora’s once-barren garden and the paddocks and bush beyond.



A dust haze signalled Em’s red Honda Jazz before it emerged from behind the line of Lombardy poplars on the access road and turned onto the drive that wound up to the house. A pied currawong chose that moment to share its sliding onomatopoeic call. Ruth shook herself and thrust her shoulders back as her granddaughter’s car pulled into the gravelled turning circle and stopped at the foot of the stairs. Em was making sure they were on time for her grandmother’s appointment.

Waving Em back into the car before she could step out from behind the wheel, Ruth descended the stairs and settled into the passenger seat. They might as well get on the road to Ross and get the damned appointment over and done with.



Ruth closed her eyes, and opened them again. Nothing had changed. The white walls of the surgery glared back at her, the steel and chrome fittings reflecting even more light. Only the murmur of Dr Amini’s voice had stopped.

The consultation was over. Twenty minutes gone in a flash. The doctor rose from her desk, touched Ruth on the shoulder, hesitated. She didn’t offer her arm but waited for her patient to collect her thoughts and draw herself to her feet. As Ruth stood, Em tucked her pad and pen into her leather satchel. She, too, knew better than to offer to help her Nan up.

Ruth half listened to the doctor’s repeated instructions about making another appointment with the oncologist. He was nearly an hour’s drive away. She would need Em for that appointment too. But they could think about that later. Now she could really do with a cuppa. With a bit of luck, they might find an outside table at the cafe around the corner, where they could talk without half the town knowing her business. Em held the door open and, without waiting to discuss it, Ruth headed for the cafe.

What should have been a two-minute stroll turned into a string of meetings with local acquaintances – the bank manager, the newsagent, and the checkout lad from the IGA – totalling a good ten minutes. To any enquiries about her health, Ruth repeated, ‘All good,’ with a curt smile and nod, before moving the conversation along to the record high autumn temperatures and the chances of winter rain.

One table outside the cafe was free, the others filled with a group of chattering tourists. No need to worry about being overheard. Ruth settled herself in one of the plastic chairs and studied the menu, though she couldn’t see a thing without her reading glasses.

She lifted her eyes, looked across to the park opposite and frowned. The blowsy English shrub roses, putting on a late-autumn display, were an affront. She couldn’t abide exotics. The only introduced plant she made an exception for was the genus Populus. At least they were useful. Along fence lines and bordering stretches of rural roads, poplars served as shade and wind breaks and, perhaps most importantly, as landmarks, defining otherwise vast spaces.

The avenue of golden poplars – Populus x canadensis ‘Aurea’ – which marked the town had turned, with most of the trees’ butter-yellow leaves already stripped by the westerlies, the scourge of that part of the world. But come spring, the naked shapes would shimmer with a gauze-like mantle of grey-green.

‘A strong pot of Irish Breakfast, no milk, and a soy cappuccino, thanks,’ Em said, taking charge when the waitress came.

Ruth looked up and smiled at her granddaughter’s efficiency.

‘Sorry. Did you want a scone or something else to eat, Nan?’

‘I don’t want your mother or your aunts to know. Not yet,’ Ruth said. Her stomach cramps still hadn’t settled. She couldn’t have eaten a thing.

‘But you can’t stay out there on your own —’

‘I’ve lived at Cora since I was married and that’s where I’ll remain. The garden needs me, and I need my garden. I’d go stir-crazy if I lived with your mother or your Aunty Gene, and Lou’s place is hardly big enough for her and her books. You won’t be getting me into any nursing home, either.’

Em nodded.

Ruth reached across and lightly touched her granddaughter’s hand. ‘I’ll need to make sure my will’s up to date,’ she said, her voice softer. ‘Can you help me with that?’

Ruth had thought about her will a while back when the trouble with Hamish blew up. She’d been pressured to make sure her grandson didn’t get anything. She had no intention of writing him out of her will and she’d worried then about the possibility of a legal challenge down the track. The succession lawyer at Em’s firm had helped her.

‘Of course I can, Nan. I’ll come out tomorrow morning, when you’ve had a bit of a rest,’ Em said, scooping a teaspoonful of froth and chocolate from her coffee, ‘and we’ll work out what extra help you’ll need at home.’

‘Dawn coming two days a week is all I need. I can ask her for an extra day if it’s really necessary.’

‘Dawn’s great, Nan, but she’s your cleaner, not your carer. I know she was a real godsend when Pop died, and she’s been a great help to you since then – nothing’s ever too much trouble for her – but like the doctor says, you’re going to need —’

‘If I want any more help, I’ll say so,’ Ruth said, reaching across to pat her granddaughter’s hand. ‘I’m not an invalid yet, lovey.’

Ruth caught the attention of the waitress and paid the bill before Em had spooned the last of the froth from the sides of her cup.

‘Nothing I need now,’ Ruth replied to Em’s offer to take her shopping. ‘I just want to get home,’ she said, pushing her chair in and heading for the car.



While Em manoeuvred out of the carpark behind the medical centre and turned onto Ross’s main street – the major route north and south along the range – Ruth remained silent.

It had taken time for her to warm to the new young doctor. ‘Persian,’ she’d said, introducing herself. That was during Ruth’s first visit for stomach pain and Dr Amini had asked her if anything else was troubling her. When Ruth mentioned that Hamish was in gaol and the reason for it, the doctor surprised her with her knowledge and her sympathy.

‘Ah, addiction is not just a Western problem, Mrs Macdonald. I worked for many years with women prisoners addicted to heroin, and later in a women’s clinic in Tehran. It is still mainly heroin use in Iran but methamphetamine use was growing when I left. Your grandson uses ice, yes?’

‘I think he might have started with marijuana but somehow got into ice,’ Ruth said, surprised to hear a woman doctor speak so practically about drug addiction.

‘Your grandson needs help, Mrs Macdonald, not judgement or punishment. He is ill. But you must not make yourself ill by worrying about him. I will give you some literature to read. Then you will understand the illness, and perhaps you and your family can help him get the treatment he needs when they release him from the prison.’

Dr Amini was empathetic but she was no pushover. She hadn’t assumed that Ruth was suffering from anxiety and she wasn’t put off by her reluctance to discuss bodily functions. In fact, Ruth had thought her downright rude with some of the far too personal questions she had asked about Ruth’s toilet habits, and as pushy as a door-to-door salesman in coercing her into seeing a gastroenterologist for a colonoscopy.

That was when things had begun to get out of hand, with an oncologist next, wanting all sorts of tests and scans. You name it, she’d had it. Ruth was exhausted just thinking about it.

She needed to get home. At Cora she could sit on the verandah, look out over her garden and the paddocks beyond, and have a good think. About how she could build a strong, united family that would stay together after she was gone. One that provided Hamish the support he needed and brought him back into the fold. Everyone made mistakes. She of all people knew that.



Back at Cora, Ruth and Em scratched together a salad from the thirsty vegie patch. A few ripe tomatoes from her heirloom varieties, a bunch of baby carrots, and a couple of handfuls of spinach and herbs, thrown together with some hard-boiled eggs and a helping of Dawn’s baked beetroot, made a decent meal. Ruth wouldn’t have cared if she didn’t eat, but young people needed three good feeds a day and she knew Em often skipped meals, with all her running around. Ruth had always thought lawyers sat in their offices all day. Not so, it seemed.

When the tail-lights of her granddaughter’s car became a flickering behind the poplars at the bottom of the drive, Ruth went inside. She was tired after the visit to the doctor, but she needed to sort out her will as soon as possible. Both her sons-in-law were a bit too interested in money for her liking. They’d have Hamish sidelined and Cora on the market before she was in the ground unless Em’s associate could come up with a way to stop them.

Leaving the dirty dishes in the kitchen, Ruth headed for the dining area. From the Edwardian carved oak sideboard she took a bottle of Scotch whisky and her last crystal tumbler and poured a good three fingers of liquor into the glass. She topped it up with ice cubes in the kitchen and almost added a splash of water for appearances. But what the hell, no one was around to check on her.

She carried the glass and the Scotch bottle through to the verandah. No need to switch on the outside light; the glow from the stained glass lamp on the hallstand near the front door was enough. She lit the citronella candle on the wicker occasional table, plumped the cushion on her seagrass chair and sank into its drooping seat. The chair had started to unravel around the arms and Ruth twisted a few escaped strands back through the frame. But they were too brittle; she would do more harm than good. Leave it be.

She took a first sip of whisky and breathed out. The familiar burn of the spirit was sweet pain. The initial diagnosis hadn’t been unexpected and at least she knew where she stood now, which was more than a lot of people could say. The bloody cancer had spread through the wall of her bowel into her lymph nodes, and was already in her liver and lungs. Unless her heart gave out on her, which seemed unlikely at this stage, she had a timeframe. An expiry date.

The finality of the phrase struck her and, for the first time, tears welled and her throat constricted. Another large sip of whisky. She swallowed. No time to feel sorry for herself. Too much to do. Too much to put right before she shuffled off this mortal coil, as the pointless bloody euphemism put it. She closed her eyes and inhaled slowly, then let the air escape in a rush. Her family was falling apart and she had one last chance to fix it. But how on earth was she to manage that?



Three years back they had all come together for her seventy-fifth birthday. Lou and Em had rounded everyone up and the girls had planned who would bring what. It had been a corker of a day, despite the heat. Em drove up early and she and Dawn set up a table in the shade of the droopy-leaved native cherry tree that Ruth had managed to nurture, notwithstanding its difficult temperament and warnings that it would only thrive on the leeward side of the range.

Ensconced at the head of the table, which was dressed up for the occasion with a worn damask tablecloth, Ruth had greeted the family as they arrived.

Viv was first. In a navy suit jacket a bit too warm for December, her long legs in a matching pencil skirt and low-heeled courts, and her arms filled with a tote bag of expensive, gift-wrapped cosmetics and plastic containers of smoked salmon blinis, she strode across the grass towards her mother.

‘Happy birthday, Mum!’ she said, bending to kiss Ruth on the cheek and deposit the gift bag onto her lap before hurrying off to refrigerate the blinis.

Lou was next, as if on cue, lugging Aldi bags of vegan salads and homemade orange-syrup almond cake across the uneven ground. In wide-legged black pants and a loose cashmere tunic with a soft floral pattern, she looked cooler than her older sister, though her shorter legs and the few extra kilos she carried caused her to breathe more heavily than Viv.

‘Mum! Happy seventy-fifth! Great idea to set up the table outside,’ Lou puffed as she dumped her bags on the ground and hugged her mother, pressing her cheek against Ruth’s and kissing her on the forehead. Digging into one of her bags, she brought out a subtly patterned silk scarf and draped it around Ruth’s neck.

‘I got this from my friend at the markets, Mum. She makes them using solar printing, with leaves and other bits of plants.’

The scarf was perfect.

Running late, unsurprisingly, was Gene, who approached the gathering at a half-run, flapping empty hands as she called back to David over her shoulder. Something must have upset her that morning.

Gene’s dress sense often surprised people and that day was no exception. The slim-fitting red trousers and strappy yellow top which showed off her tan had raised Viv’s eyebrows.

‘I’m celebrating Mum’s life!’ Gene snapped.

‘Mum’s life hasn’t been quite so colourful,’ Viv shot back.

Gene sniffed and turned to her mother. Ruth hugged her youngest daughter, recollecting earlier days.

‘Look at Gene, Mum, showing off again,’ Viv would whine when they were kids, as Gene somersaulted down the hill or did handstands in the shallow end of the dam.

Pouring each of them a glass of wine, Ruth had prepared herself to listen to Gene’s latest tale of woe.

Next had come Hamish, too pale and thin for Ruth’s liking, walking across the grass arm in arm with his sister. They were close, he and Em, despite the five years between them. With her strong swimmer’s shoulders and year-round tan, Em looked rudely healthy beside her brother, and Ruth had worried about her grandson coping with the pressure of his looming Higher School Certificate exams. She guessed from Viv’s tight lips when speaking about Hamish, and the distance he kept between them, that he wasn’t buckling down to his studies as his mother and Peter would have liked.

She knew her girls too well to expect the day to be perfect, but that gathering had gone smoothly enough. Everyone had got along fine – at least as well as they ever did. But that was back then, before Hamish went off the rails with bloody drugs and got himself locked up. Before the girls split into three separate camps. Now it looked like they would never reconcile. Stubborn they were. Just like their mother, Ruth supposed.

But that wasn’t the only family complication. The three girls were unaware of the other one. How could Ruth tell them? Perhaps sleeping on it would help – if she managed to sleep. Lately her nights had been restless and she woke exhausted, with wisps of bad dreams hanging just out of reach.

Swirling the remaining ice in her whisky glass, she looked out across the dark garden to the last threads of rose-gold streaking the horizon. Another whisky might do the trick.

Back in the kitchen, she glanced at the clock, hand-painted by Lou in her folk art phase. Ruth poured another finger of liquor over the melting ice in the tumbler and swallowed her dexamethasone with the whisky. She wasn’t supposed to have alcohol while she was on chemo but it took the edge off the nausea, especially in the first few days of the fortnightly cycle, when the three-hour irinotecan, calcium folinate and fluorouracil drip she had at the hospital was followed two days later by a further couple of days of fluorouracil by infusion pump at home. Then the dexamethasone didn’t seem to work too well. At least the other drugs were doing their job, keeping her out of pain, mostly.

Ruth locked up, something she’d never bothered with until Hamish’s carryings-on had made her realise just how vulnerable she was on her own at Cora. In her bedroom she pulled aside the curtains and opened the casement windows to the garden. Crickets chirped in the bushes, over by the tank stand a solitary frog celebrated the cooler evening air, and in the Ficus rubiginosa, the rusty fig she’d coaxed along for years before it settled in, fruit bats bickered. She put on a cotton nightie, slid under the worn linen sheets and bit her lip. It was a lot to give up.

The oak bedstead creaked as she rolled onto her side and pulled her knees up, trying to get comfortable. Perhaps due to the extra whisky, a clear memory surfaced, of the first time she’d slept in that bed, sixty-odd years before.

She had been fearful of many things that first night but, as it turned out, Rob was just as nervous as she was. After some ineffectual caresses her new husband had blundered inside her and come within seconds, before falling asleep on his back, his snoring much like a brushtail possum’s growl. She had lain awake wanting so much more, yet knowing that was all she deserved from this marriage based on a lie.



The sounds of cupboard doors closing and water running in the kitchen woke Ruth. Sunlight fell across the bed and the resident kookaburra pair started up their chorus somewhere behind the house. She’d slept well, waking once for the bathroom before going straight back to sleep. Throwing off the sheet, she reached for the woollen wrap she kept for the morning cool and walked barefoot down the hallway.

Dawn stood at the sink, her lean frame bent stiffly over the bench. She turned as Ruth entered the kitchen, and the worry in her brown eyes made Ruth’s lips compress.

‘Looks like you and Em had a bit of a party last night. How you feeling this morning?’ Dawn asked, drying her hands on a tea towel and tucking an escaped salt-and-pepper curl behind her ear.

Olive-skinned and long-fingered with smooth, pale fingernails, Dawn had strong hands, with no sign of the arthritis that had plagued Ruth for the past forty years. Ruth took in the clean benchtops and gleaming sink.

‘She wanted to tidy up last night but I sent her off home. She’s so busy, that girl.’

‘And how’d you get on with the doc?’

‘Yes. Well…’ Ruth dropped onto one of the bentwood chairs at the kitchen table. ‘How about a cuppa?’

Dawn had already put the kettle on. Ruth could see tension in the hunch of the other woman’s shoulders and her own stomach knotted in response. Dawn brought the mugs to the table, added sugar and stirred, the teaspoon clattering against the china. She set one down in front of Ruth, slopping tea onto the worn pine boards.

Ruth reached for a tea towel from the bench behind her and mopped up the spill.

‘Well, out with it!’ Dawn stood beside her at the table. ‘What did the doctor say?’

Ruth hadn’t heard Dawn sound this bossy since she’d found out that Hamish was badgering Ruth for money. At first, Ruth had believed her grandson’s excuses for needing the odd small loan. Dawn had recognised the signs straight away and hadn’t held back.

‘That young fella’s stringing you along. Don’t let him sweet-talk you into paying for whatever habit he’s got himself hooked on.’

Dawn was right. But it had taken a while for Ruth to admit to herself that Hamish was lying, and to resolve to stop feeding her grandson’s addiction.

Now Dawn wasn’t just being bossy, she was upset. But she had to be told.

‘None of them like to say. But the Persian woman isn’t as close-lipped as that oncologist at the hospital. She reckons I’m looking at a few more months if I’m lucky – or unlucky, depending on how it progresses. I might get to see spring.’ There. She’d said the words. It was real now.

Dawn stared at her as if she’d been punched in the stomach and had the wind knocked out of her.

‘Don’t worry. I’m okay,’ Ruth said, reaching across to touch the other woman’s hand.

Sinking into a chair, Dawn wiped her cheeks with one hand and grasped Ruth’s wrist with the other. ‘I’m not, but,’ she said, the words half strangled. ‘I’m not okay. What am I supposed to do?’

Ruth reached across and took Dawn’s two hands in hers.

‘Shush, shush. Everything will be alright.’






Chapter Two

Cora, May 2016

Alone, Dawn slumped forward on the kitchen chair, her face in her hands. She had coaxed Ruth into drinking a whole berry smoothie, reminding her how much she’d had to pay for blueberries in town since the ones in the garden gave up the fight. Now Ruth had gone off to shower.

It was too bloody cruel. Ruth had fought so hard to beat the cancer, or at least to keep it under control. She’d done everything the doctor and the specialist had ordered, even though she hated the indignity of it all, the invasion of her privacy. And the bloody chemo was a nightmare, though Ruth never complained about the exhaustion or the nausea. She just got on with things as best she could.

Then this news. A death sentence. Dawn sniffed. Ruth was putting on a brave face but she must be gutted.

And how would her girls take it? Ruth wouldn’t want Viv, Lou and Gene fussing around her but they would want to be involved; she was their mother. Young Em, too, was just as close to her Nan as her mother and aunts were, and she lived much nearer. Ruth’s three girls were all tied up with their jobs; they couldn’t pop up every few days. Even Em, just over in Strathmeade, couldn’t be dropping in much more than she already did to check on Ruth. It would be a tug-of-war, with Viv, Lou and Gene each wanting Ruth to go with them.

The two fellas would probably egg on their wives too, trying to gain some advantage out of Ruth’s last days. Viv’s husband, Peter, was forever going on about money – investment this, finances that – and Dawn had never liked Gene’s husband, David. Something about him didn’t sit right with her. Not just his nose for money, like Peter’s, but something deeper that she couldn’t put her finger on. Even Em might want her grandmother to move into town with her, closer to the hospital and easier for Em to keep an eye on her. Dawn didn’t blame the girls or Em, but she would lose Ruth even sooner if they took her away from Cora.

She blew her nose and took her mug to the sink. Eyes closed, she repeated the words of the Serenity Prayer. She couldn’t change Ruth’s diagnosis – what could she do?

Without measuring, she rubbed together self-raising flour and butter, added enough milk to make a dough and popped a batch of scones into the oven. Em would appreciate the home cooking and Ruth might even be tempted to nibble on a scone with another cuppa. Dawn checked in the cupboard and found the last jar of quince jam. She had helped Ruth make a batch two years back. They’d had a bumper fruit crop that season. But that was before the drought bit hard.

Dawn made herself another brew and sat down again, elbows on the pine tabletop, hands wrapped around the mug. The vacuuming could wait. Five years before, when she’d walked into Ruth’s life, Ruth’s husband Rob was dying. Ruth had been in a bit of a state then, not coping well. She’d needed help and Dawn was looking for work in the area. The arrangement had worked a treat. And now, she was about to lose Ruth. The hollowness in her stomach threatened to pull Dawn straight back to Queensland, to that lonely kid who never belonged.

She dragged herself back from where her thoughts were taking her and checked the clock. Getting to her feet, she tested the scones, then set them to cool on the wire rack, covered with a clean tea towel. The vacuuming wouldn’t do itself and there was no point in self-pity. She knew where that led and she sure as hell wasn’t going back. She rinsed her mug and hauled the old vacuum cleaner out of the cupboard. Keeping busy would help.

It didn’t. The electric whirring and her fierce lunges with the cleaner rod couldn’t stop the memories from surfacing – like dead fish, bloated and putrid, floating on a river. She was back there again, on the outskirts of Brisbane.



Em’s car crunched on the gravel out front, snapping Dawn out of her melancholy. She was glad Em was back. She must be devastated at the thought of losing her Nan. The girl’s lawyer training had made her tough, though – well, tougher than Dawn was, anyway. Em would hold herself together, keep a smile on her face and a bounce in her step, for Ruth’s sake. That didn’t mean she didn’t feel it, though. Dawn was glad she’d made the scones.

She didn’t pause to say hello. She’d almost finished cleaning the girls’ rooms. Given that they weren’t often used, she usually gave them little more than a flick with the duster and a half-hearted poke with the vacuum. But they needed to be ready for whoever turned up now. One less thing for Ruth to worry about.

Dawn’s gut clenched and the hollowness gnawed again. Three months. Just one season. Come spring, where would they all be? Where would she be?






Chapter Three

Cora, May 2016

Ruth had showered, dressed and was waiting on the verandah when Em’s vehicle buzzed up the driveway, silencing the currawongs for a few minutes. It was good of her granddaughter to take time off from work and come back to talk about her will. Ruth was having second thoughts about what the succession lawyer had drawn up two years back.

Em bounded up the steps and hugged her. ‘Did you sleep okay, Nan? You sit here and I’ll get us a cuppa.’

The smell of fresh-baked scones drifted down the hallway and through the open front door, then the hum of the vacuum cleaner. Dawn was getting on with things.

‘Yes, I slept well, thanks lovey. I think Dawn’s made some scones for you, too.’

Ruth surveyed the garden and winced when she saw the shrivelling leaves of her Hardenbergia violacea, the purple coral pea climbing up the verandah posts. The grey water from the kitchen and laundry that went out to the garden wasn’t enough. The dry air even chafed her own skin. She looked up at the high, bleached sky and willed it to rain. But she couldn’t fix that either.

She should have done something years ago about the mess she’d got the family into. But once the first lie had been told, there was no going back. Had she been afraid of hurting others, or was it herself she’d been worried about?

Em reappeared, carrying a tray with a fresh mug of tea for Ruth, a coffee for herself, a plate of Dawn’s scones and a jar of quince jam. The vacuum cleaner was still buzzing in one of the bedrooms and Ruth knew better than to interrupt Dawn at her work. A suggestion of a breeze drifted over the range but no clouds followed it.

‘I’ve been doing some more thinking,’ Ruth said, crumbling the scone Em had set beside her tea. ‘If I leave things the way they are, with everyone in the family getting a share of the property when I go, there could be one hell of a bunfight over what to do with Cora.’

Em, like her grandmother, didn’t beat around the bush.

‘You’re not wrong, Nan. Peter’s got his good points but he’s too interested in money. He’ll pressure Mum to sell up. He’ll want to get the highest possible price for Cora and he won’t give a stuff about what anyone else wants.’ Em looked out across the landscape and back to the verandah.

‘I think you might be right, lovey. Your mum’s a strong woman, but she seems to have a blind spot when it comes to your stepfather.

‘You know, after your father died, Pop had hopes that your mum might come back and help him manage the property. But then, with her economics degree, she found herself a job in the bank up there and I could tell she was set on working her way up the corporate ladder – well, as far as a woman can before hitting the glass ceiling.’

‘Not that Uncle David’s any better.’ Em twisted her hands in her lap.

‘Yes, your Aunty Gene’s no more clear-sighted than your mum where her husband’s concerned.’ Ruth looked at Em and smiled.

Ruth had never understood what Gene saw in David. After she headed south to study marketing, Gene had seemed to enjoy her single life, serially recovering from a string of unworkable relationships, the end of each one more dramatic than the last. She had landed a low-level job in a glitzy advertising company, where she met television and film stars, found new ‘big city’ friends, and made the most of the access her job gave her to celebrity events.

When, at thirty-three, Gene met and settled down with David, Ruth had wondered if her youngest daughter had suddenly become aware of her biological clock ticking. But there were no more grandchildren, though the attention David gave to Viv’s two, especially Hamish, suggested that he would have been keen to have his own. To be fair, perhaps David just realised how much Hamish must have missed his own father.

‘David would probably want to buy up Cora himself, for as little as possible, and turn it into a money-raking Airbnb for trendy inner-city hipsters to escape to,’ Em said.

‘Yes. Like your mum, your Aunty Gene doesn’t visit as often as your Aunty Lou, but she still seems to need to come home every so often. How else could she cope with life in the Big Smoke?’

Underneath the fluff and drama of Gene’s semi-regular appearances at Cora, Ruth had noticed on those visits the gradual relaxing of her daughter’s shoulders, the loosening of her tight smile, her eventual ability to sit still for more than two minutes and look about her.

Ruth saw her granddaughter’s eyes fix on the embossed Art Nouveau brass nameplate beside the front door, its pattern of hearts and tendrils still proud after more than a century of polishing.

‘Do you want to keep Cora in the family, lovey?’

Em leaned closer to Ruth. ‘Of course I do, Nan. I took the job at the law practice in Strathmeade so I could be close to you, but also because I love Cora. It’s always felt like more of a home to Hamish and me than Peter’s house ever did.’

‘Okay. So, how are we going to keep Cora in the family, and the family in Cora?’

‘Well… maybe you could look at the possibility of a family trust. How about I make an appointment for you to see our succession guy again?’



The following Monday afternoon, Em drove her grandmother into Strathmeade to review her will. After stewing about it over the weekend, Ruth also phoned Viv, Lou and Gene with her latest prognosis.

By that evening all her girls knew.

Ruth had dreaded making those calls. Two months earlier, when the oncologist first diagnosed Ruth’s stage four bowel cancer, only Lou had been accepting of her mother’s decision to stick it out at Cora. Lou had always been the most easygoing of the three.

‘I’ll chuck in my job here and move back to Cora, Mum,’ she’d said. ‘I can be there for you, and I’ll pick up some casual work in Strathy so I won’t be under your feet twenty-four seven.’

Ruth couldn’t agree to that. Lou had worked too hard to become Library Manager of the coastal library service, starting as a junior Library Assistant, shelving books and filing catalogue cards. Ruth knew that library staff were overwhelmingly female yet men still held more of the executive positions. She wouldn’t let Lou risk the career she’d dreamed of since childhood. If Ruth had to be cruel to be kind, so be it. She’d told Lou she didn’t want her at Cora.

Viv had insisted that her mother fly up to stay with her and Peter. They would get her the best medical care, she said. But Ruth didn’t want a whole new team of doctors poking and prodding her, and she could think of nothing worse than spending her remaining time on earth imprisoned in a four-bedroom concrete bunker that took up a whole suburban block of land, apart from a pocket-handkerchief-sized square of pebbles and succulents that Viv and Peter called their garden, even if it did overlook a river. Make herself a captive audience to Viv carrying on about how she and Peter had washed their hands of their son, while also complaining about Gene and David’s cruelty towards him? And Peter, ever the accountant, pontificating about the economy and how much Cora would be worth if Ruth subdivided what was left of the property? That was never going to happen. Ruth had refused to leave Cora, and Viv had called her selfish.

Gene had also thought she knew best, when she’d stopped blubbing. Ruth must fly down and stay with her and David. A large teaching hospital was situated just around the corner so medical care wouldn’t be a problem, and they would squeeze a single bed into Gene’s office.

‘I’ll just have to work from David’s office, or at the dining table,’ Gene had said with a sniff, referring to her current job as staff writer for an events management company’s online media platform. David’s work as a financial advisor kept him away most of the day but, still, Ruth couldn’t bear the thought of spending her final days trapped in a house with a front door opening onto a street lined with expensive cars and a tiny, south-facing courtyard at the back. Nor could she imagine sleeping in the cramped spare room of the renovated inner-city terrace, where Gene’s desk and chair barely fit, let alone a bed. She would have suffocated. And Gene, like Viv, accused her of being selfish.

‘You’re only thinking of yourself, Mum. What about me – not knowing what’s going on up there, and how you are?’

‘That’s what telephones are for,’ Ruth had said, putting an end to that discussion.



But this time the girls’ reactions were better than Ruth had expected.

‘I’ll get a flight down and spend some time with you, Mum,’ Viv said. ‘Might take me a few days – maybe a week or so – to shift my appointments around at the bank, but I’ll be there soon as.’

Gene had sobbed for five long minutes. ‘Oh, Mum! I’ll come up straightaway and stay with you,’ she said, her voice muffled after blowing her nose loudly, then calling out to David for a large glass of wine. ‘I just need to finish the copy for this new campaign. Shouldn’t take me more than a few days, a week tops. But Mum, if Viv’s there, I don’t want her bullying me about Hamish.’

Ruth hoped the two wouldn’t turn up at the same time and bring their quarrel over her grandson with them.

Lou had gone quiet on the end of the line before asking what the prognosis meant for Ruth, and how she planned to spend the time she had left. Ruth told her that she wanted to stay at Cora, do some thinking and work out how to reconcile her family.

‘I’ll drive across after work on Thursday and stay a couple of nights, or I can come sooner if you want,’ Lou said. ‘And Mum, who’s going to let Hamish know?’

Of course it would be Lou, if it wasn’t Em, who thought of Hamish. Lou had a soft spot for her nephew, and he for her. Maybe it was their shared love of books. Lou was the book aunt. For Christmas and birthdays she always seemed to find just the right books to give her niece and nephew, no matter how old they were or what current interests they had.

‘Well, his mother and Peter have cut him adrift, and Gene and David won’t have a bar of him now, so I guess that leaves me, you or Em,’ Ruth said. She could almost hear Lou’s brain ticking over at the other end.

‘Are you up to travelling, Mum? Could you handle the drive down there?’

Ruth couldn’t imagine telling her grandson over the phone – even if it were possible to reach him in gaol.

‘I’d love to see him,’ Ruth said. ‘Can’t count on still being around when he gets out. And I’d like him to hear it from me, and not in a letter. How soon can we go?’

‘I’ll ring and check with Em,’ Lou said. ‘I think we’d have to book by tomorrow if we want to see him this weekend.’

‘Em might even come with us. She misses him something dreadful. Must be the same for him, too, I reckon.’

Ten minutes later Lou called back. Em had jumped at the chance to visit her brother. Lou would drive over on Thursday after work and the three of them would head off on Friday, stay in a motel near the gaol and visit Hamish on Saturday before returning to Cora on Sunday. Em would book the visit and brief Ruth on what to bring with her to get into the gaol, and what to expect.

Ruth wasn’t nervous about going into a prison. She felt confident the guards would have things under control. Since Hamish had been arrested, she’d started to see prisoners differently. She was still worried about Hamish but she realised now that not everyone who ended up behind bars was a dangerous criminal. If anything, she was more apprehensive about the other visitors. What sort of people would they be? She knew Em was used to going into prisons to speak to clients, but she and Lou weren’t.



On Thursday morning Ruth was up and dressed early. She was relieved it was Dawn’s other day at Cora. She couldn’t seem to find the energy herself to think about preparing food for Lou’s visit. Dawn would think of something she could just reheat.

The Falcon rumbled up the drive and the car door slammed. Ruth looked up from her seat at the kitchen table as Dawn let herself in through the back door.

‘You’re up early. You okay? Trouble sleeping?’ A frown creased Dawn’s brow.

‘No, love. Just wanted to make an early start. Lots to do with Lou coming and the trip to the gaol and all,’ Ruth said. ‘Do you think you could make up something for dinner tonight, something I can heat up? And I’ll need to take some nice bland snacks with me in the car, I suppose, to keep the doctor happy.’ Ruth raised her eyebrows, forcing a smile.

‘Of course I can. And as much as you like to have a go at the doctor, she’s right. You need to have small, regular meals, especially when your routine is all over the shop. I know how bad you want to see that young fella but it’s all added stress, isn’t it.’

‘You’ve got your nurse’s cap on this morning, I see.’ Ruth smiled, patting the table beside her. ‘Tea’s just brewed. Sit down with me and have a cup.’

Dawn poured fresh tea for Ruth and a mug for herself, sugared and stirred them both and sat down, elbows on the table, cradling her tea.

‘Damn right I’ve got my nurse’s cap on. Someone’s gotta make sure you’re looked after,’ she said with a weak grin. ‘Does the lad know you’re coming?’

Ruth shook her head. ‘I don’t know what the prisoners are told… what they know. I think Em wanted to surprise him.’

‘Yeah, you never know what goes on in those places. It’s hardest when their visitors leave and they’re left behind, alone again. As long as he has someone to talk to after you go.’

‘How’re your two going? Everything okay?’ Ruth asked.

‘My lad’s doing good, Ruth. He sounded real positive last time we spoke. And Kell’s great. She’ll bring the kids up in the holidays.’

‘They’re a credit to her, those kids,’ Ruth said.

‘Must be in the genes,’ Dawn said, draining her mug and rising from the table. ‘What about a vegie bake for tonight?’

‘Perfect, love!’ Ruth said, reaching across to pat Dawn’s hand. Dawn’s strong fingers gripped hers in return, and Ruth squeezed back.



Lou arrived just in time for dinner and Ruth only had to reheat the vegetable bake and throw together a salad. She was grateful Lou wasn’t one to make a fuss. Ruth’s middle daughter asked questions, listened and offered practical advice, without pushing. Em was more like Lou than her mother in that respect, too.

After dinner, Ruth and Lou took the whisky and a bottle of cabernet merlot Lou had brought out onto the verandah. Lou pulled a peeling, cream-painted cane chair over to the wicker occasional table next to Ruth. The record high temperatures and below-average rainfall that year had overlaid the sweet citrus and menthol scents of the darkening garden with the sharp smell of dust and desiccated grass from the paddocks.

The pair looked across at the expanse of navy sky coming alive with stars, and skirted the issue that must have been on Lou’s mind and was certainly on Ruth’s.
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