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Move to the country for $1 a week.

Dulili is suffering a people drought. Over the years more people have moved away than have arrived to stay in this old New South Wales farming town, and now only a handful of young families and elderly residents are left. The locals put a plan into action to entice newcomers: offering the town’s empty houses to newcomers from anywhere in Australia. Who could resist renting a beautiful homestead for a dollar a week?

Newly divorced Bea Elliot needs Honey Hill House for more than just a quaint project—restoring a ramshackle old farm house to a successful B&B will prove to her family—and herself—that she is strong enough to make a go of things on her own. She doesn’t need anyone to help her, even if the guy next door is remarkably obliging, delightfully generous, and terribly charming.

A city girl won’t last six months in the country, but Callum ‘Mitch’ Mitchell has good manners and loves his town, so he’ll be neighbourly, but keep his distance. Experience has taught him not to get involved with out-of-towners. Even if this out-of-towner is surprisingly resilient, unexpectedly tough, and unpredictably fond of local football.

Good fences make good neighbours, but in Dulili, it seems like barriers might instead be breaking down…


About the Author

Although born and bred in the city of Melbourne, Lisa has always been a country girl at heart. As a horse-mad teen she read countless books about girls and their ponies and dreamed of a life on a horse stud, far away from her suburban home. After completing a teaching degree, Lisa finally got to realise her dream of a life in the country when she took up a position in a rural school. A flood, a fire, and several encounters with snakes taught her that life on the land wasn’t all fluffy sheep and home-baked scones!

After moving back to the city Lisa’s appreciation for all things rural didn’t wane. She took to jotting down stories of her life in the bush so she would have a reminder of her time there. Eventually she realised that making up stories was much more fun than sticking to the facts.

Lisa now lives in a small coastal town with her husband, their three sons, and two very spoiled dogs, Millie and Lulu. When she’s not writing or reading she spends her time walking her dogs along the beach, pretending to watch her husband surf, drinking copious amounts of coffee at a local café, and cheering on the Mighty Cats at Simonds Stadium.
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Chapter 1

‘Hello. Anybody home?’ Callum Mitchell stood on the back porch of Honey Hill House and tried once again to get his new neighbour’s attention. ‘Can I come in?’ he called through the tattered wire of the screen door, but no reply came. There was definitely someone in there. He could hear music coming from the direction of the kitchen and every now and then there was a bang.

He tapped his foot impatiently. Damn his mother and her blasted welcome baskets. He had way better things to be doing than standing here like a chump at the back of some unknown woman’s house. Mum clearly thought he was stupid. She’d made some excuse about a committee meeting at the Country Women’s Association hall in town and dumped the wicker basket of freshly made scones and homemade jams in his hands. ‘Tell Beatrice, I’ll pop in to see her soon, darling,’ she’d said as she bustled out the door. Clearly she thought ‘Beatrice’ was an appropriate romantic choice for him—in other words she was a woman of a similar age—and she was wasting no time in putting the two of them together. If he didn’t know better Mitch would have sworn that his mother had devised the whole ‘Move to Dulili for one dollar’ scheme with the sole purpose of getting him hitched.

Even if he was in the market for a partner—which he most definitely wasn’t—some fly-by-night chick from the city would never be his choice. But Evelyn Mitchell was a difficult woman to say no to, so here he was, wasting his Friday morning trying to get the city chick to answer her door. He banged hard on the screen door again and was rewarded with a muffled response from inside just as the door’s hinges gave way.

With his arms full of scones there was nothing he could do. The door crashed onto the sagging timber deck, sending a cloud of grey dust into the air. ‘Goddammit!’

‘Can I help you?’

He wasn’t exactly sure what he’d imagined Beatrice Elliott would look like but he did know the person standing before him wasn’t it. She was tall, almost the same height as him, even in bare feet. Feet that featured toe rings, no less. He hadn’t seen that coming. Stupid, impractical shoes perhaps, but toe rings? Nope, they hadn’t crossed his mind. She was dressed in loose-fitting denim overalls and had her hair pulled back off her face and covered with a scarf.

‘Is something wrong? Do I have something on my face?’

He was staring. ‘Oh … no. Sorry. You just took me by surprise, that’s all. I’ve been out here banging for a while now.’

‘I didn’t hear you. I had my head in the oven.’

He raised his eyebrows but she didn’t elaborate. Her gaze was firmly fixed on the fallen door.

‘Sorry about the door,’ he said. ‘I can fix it for you later. I’ll come back.’

She reached back to adjust the bandana that was just covering her pink—yes, it was definitely pink—hair. ‘And you would be?’

‘Mitch, err, Callum actually. Callum Mitchell. I’m your neighbour from up at Warialda Farm. I live in the first cottage.’

Her lips stretched into a smile of recognition. ‘Evelyn’s son, right?’

Mitch laughed. ‘Yep. So Mum mentioned me then?’

Beatrice grinned. ‘Your name might have come up once or twice when we met last month. Anyway, Callum, what can I do for you?’

‘First of all you can call me Mitch. No one calls me Callum except for my parents.’

‘Fair enough. You can call me Bea. All my friends do.’

‘Bea it is.’

‘Was there something else?’

‘Yeah. You can take this basket off my hands. It’s a welcome gift from Mum.’

‘What a lovely thought.’ She held up her hands, which were covered in black gunk. ‘Would you mind bringing it in and popping it on the kitchen table for me? I don’t want to ruin the basket.’

‘Sure. I’ll just take my boots off.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s an absolute disaster area in here. I’m going to have to wash the floor later anyway.’

‘Okay.’ He followed her inside, dodging open boxes as they made their way into the kitchen. He dumped the basket on the wonky Laminex-topped table and the table rocked in response. ‘Whoa.’ He put a hand out to steady it.

Bea shrugged. ‘I really should chock that table up with something. Seems the floor’s a bit uneven in here.’

Mitch nodded. ‘Yeah, it’s going to take a bit to fix this place up. Mum says you’re planning on turning it into a B&B.’

‘Yeah, something like that.’

Something like that? Didn’t she know? What was the committee thinking, giving Honey Hill House to a girl who looked like she’d be more at home on a commune than running a small business? Beatrice Elliott mightn’t look the way he’d expected but so far she’d done nothing to contradict his prediction that she wouldn’t last six months in Dulili.

Bea washed her hands and went over to the basket. ‘Oh wow, homemade scones—my favourite. And apricot jam too. Your mum is a real sweetie.’

‘She said to tell you she’d drop by soon. She has a few things on today but she’ll try to pop in to see how you’re going as soon as she can.’

‘Great. I’ll be happy to see her. So, can I offer you a cup of tea? Maybe a scone?’ She grinned at him and he found himself grinning back.

He was tempted to say yes. For some inexplicable reason he wasn’t in a hurry to leave. There was something strangely fascinating about this woman. It wasn’t just her appearance that had aroused his curiosity, there was something about her manner, something that made him want to sit down, pull off his boots and stay for a while. Maybe it was just the fact that she was so different from most of the women he met that made her so interesting. But she looked busy, and he really did have to head into the Ag Store to pick up some fencing wire. ‘No, I best be off. Thanks anyway. I’ll pop back later and fix up your screen door.’

‘Oh, no need for that. I can do it. It’s just a couple of screws and I’m pretty handy with a drill.’

Another surprise. ‘Oh. Okay, if you’re sure.’

‘Yep I am. Seriously, you don’t need to worry. I’m used to looking after myself.’

He was being dismissed, no doubt about. ‘Nice to meet you then,’ he said as he started back the way he’d came.

She smiled. ‘You too.’ She placed the jam jar back in the basket and knelt down in front of the open oven door.

‘Why did you have your head in the oven?’

‘Sorry?’

‘When I arrived you said you had your head in the oven.’

‘I just couldn’t take it anymore. Lucky you came when you did or I would have ended it all. You’re my knight in shining armour.’ Mitch creased his brow, not really sure how to respond to that statement, but she grinned. ‘Cheer up. I’m only kidding.’

‘Very funny. Is the oven not working?’

Bea sighed. ‘No. It’s a real bummer because I love to bake. The hot plates are working okay, but I can’t get the oven to fire up.’

‘Want me to take a look? I’m pretty handy with electrical stuff.’

‘No, it’s fine. I have to get a new oven anyway. This little old thing isn’t going to make the grade once I start taking guests on. Looks like that’s a job for sooner rather than later.’

‘You know, it’ll take a while to get a new oven fitted. The nearest appliance store is in Orange, which is a 50-minute drive from here. Even if you went today there’s no guarantee they’ll have the model you want in stock, and even if they do you’ll need to get someone who’ll come out here to fit it. I can give you a couple of names if you like, but like I said, the whole process won’t be quick. You might have to wait a couple of weeks. Wouldn’t you rather have a working oven in the meantime?’

Her shoulders slumped. ‘I guess I hadn’t thought about it like that. But I can’t ask you to fix my oven. I don’t want to be an imposition. We’ve only just met.’

‘You didn’t ask, I offered. And we’re neighbours, we help each other out. That’s just how we roll here.’

She laughed, a loud infectious laugh and he grinned in response. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I just never expected you to say, “That’s how we roll”.’

‘Glad I amused you. At least I’ve been of assistance in some small way.’

‘Look, I’m just not used to accepting help from strangers, that’s all. But you’re right. We are neighbours and I guess I’m going to have to get used to things being done a little differently here. I’d love you to take a look at my oven, Mitch, but there’s one condition.’

‘Oh yeah, what’s that?’

‘You let me cook you dinner once it’s working again.’

‘It’s a deal.’

* * *

Bea stood on the back verandah watching the clouds of yellow dust Mitch’s ute threw up as he drove off towards town. Her first interaction with one of the natives—outside the old dears on the ‘Dulili for one dollar’ committee—hadn’t gone too badly. Granted she’d already broken her new rule of not relying on anyone else, but Mitch had made it pretty much impossible to say no. She hadn’t really wanted to start her time here being indebted to anyone, especially not a gorgeous specimen like Callum Mitchell. Her stomach had done a flip-flop at the sight of his masculine arms wrapped around the wicker gift basket, but she’d immediately quelled any amorous thoughts with the painful memory of Jason’s betrayal. Moving to Dulili was about freeing her life from old complications, not inviting new ones. She was not here to fall in lust with nice-looking men. She was here to build a life of her own.

Mitch had insisted looking at the oven would be no big deal and she’d offered to repay him with a dinner, so that made them all square, didn’t it? Besides, if he was right about the time it would take to get a new oven fitted it would be really inconvenient. With winter on its way, she’d been planning on baking lots of breads, muffins and pizza bases to freeze, not to mention the odd teacake or two. Hopefully fixing the old oven wouldn’t be a big job and her little dinner would be sufficient payment.

They’d made plans for him to come back late this afternoon after he’d finished doing whatever it was he had to do. She probably should make a start on unpacking the kitchen stuff if she was going to cook anything for anyone in the near future, but it was nearly lunchtime. Emma would be out of the classroom in ten minutes, which meant she had time to make herself a tea and scoff one of Evelyn’s scones before having a much-needed phone debrief with her friend.

She’d last seen Emma on Tuesday night at her farewell dinner. All her girlfriends had been there at their favourite little neighbourhood pub to wish her well on her new adventure. There’d been lots of laughs and a few tears too. Lots of promises to come and visit when she was settled. Bea knew everyone meant what they said, but she also knew that those promises would be hard for some of her friends to make good on. Kids, jobs, husbands, boyfriends and so on had to come before visiting a crazy girlfriend who’d gone bush. But Em would come. She’d made Bea promise that she’d have a guest room ready by the next school holidays, because she was planning to come and stay for two whole weeks.

Tuesday seemed like a lifetime ago. Wednesday she’d finished loading the truck her brother had borrowed from a mate and then the two of them had hit the road, Joe driving the truck and her following behind in her ancient Barina. It was a long haul from Melbourne—two days on the road, with an overnight stop in Wagga Wagga—but she’d loved sharing the adventure with Joe. It took her back to her early childhood, those happy days before Mum was gone and she’d had to grow up overnight.

They’d arrived late yesterday afternoon and after some basic unpacking, including the assembly of two beds, they’d both collapsed with exhaustion. This morning, Joe had been up and ready to leave before seven. The truck had to be back before Monday so there was no chance for lingering farewells. Bea kissed Joe with dry eyes and a smile on her face, shaking off his pleas to call if things didn’t work out.

‘You worry too much, Joe. I’m going to be fine. Better than fine. I’m going to be fantastic.’ As the truck disappeared into the distance, she realised she was on her own for the first time ever. The tears came then. Whether they were out of fear or relief she didn’t know.

But so far, so good. The unpacking was going well and the oven was the only major problem she’d discovered so far. That problem was on its way to being sorted so she figured she could afford a little break. Hopefully a quick chat with Em would help keep the homesickness at bay. With the scone now reduced to crumbs and a fresh tea in front of her, she pulled out her mobile and called her friend.

‘Bea, I’ve been waiting to hear from you! I tried to call yesterday but it went straight to voicemail. Are you there? How is it? Are you loving it?’ Emma’s questions tumbled out one after the other, giving her no chance to answer before the next one came.

‘Yes, I’m here. We must have still been on the road when you called. The mobile signal is non-existent between towns. I was worried I wouldn’t get a signal here because I’m a few kilometres out of town, but so far, so good.’

‘Oh god, imagine if you had no signal. I can’t even …’

Bea laughed. Emma had a tendency to overdramatise even mundane situations. ‘Well, you don’t have to. Besides, I’ll get a landline put in soon. Don’t worry, we’ll still be able to talk as much as we ever have.’

‘How’s the unpacking going?’

‘Okay, I guess. I’ve got stuff everywhere. We didn’t arrive here until late afternoon. Thank goodness I only brought the bare essentials. We dragged the couch, the fridge and the washing machine in, set up my bedroom and a bed in one of the spare rooms so Joe had somewhere to sleep. I’ve only just started on the boxes today. I’ve got a lot of the kitchen stuff sorted but I’ve had a couple of interruptions.’

‘How could you have interruptions? You don’t know anyone there.’

‘I’ve been making friends.’

‘Already?’

‘Yes, indeedy. Remember I told you about Evelyn Mitchell, the lovely lady on the committee who leased me the house? Well, she has a son and he dropped a welcome gift from his mum this morning.’

‘Interesting. What was he like?’

‘We didn’t really get off to an auspicious start—he pulled my screen door off its hinges trying to get my attention. But he was bearing gifts so I forgave him. He’s actually a pretty friendly guy. I think the Mitchells will be good neighbours to have.’

Em sighed. ‘I mean what’s he like? You know, is he a hottie?’

Bea felt herself blushing even though she was alone. There was no doubt Mitch was an attractive man. ‘I don’t know. I guess he was nice-looking. You know I’m not here to pick up men, right? I’m perfectly happy on my own.’

‘I’m not suggesting you set up house with anyone, Bea, but it’s been over a year since you and Jason split. You don’t have to live like a nun.’

‘I’m not ready, okay? Besides, Mitch is my neighbour and his mum is on the committee. I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot in this town. Anyway, who are you to be doling out the relationship advice? It’s been a while between drinks for you too.’

‘At least I’m trying. Hey, if you’re not going to date Mr Hottie, maybe I can practice my flirting skills on him when I come up for the school hols, so try not to scare him off, okay?’

Bea laughed. ‘I don’t think he scares easily. You should see how I look today. I’ve got the daggiest overalls on you’ve ever seen in your life and my hair is still that god-awful shade of pink. I need to find myself a hairdresser and sort that out fast.’

‘So he stayed around for a while then?’

‘Not really, no, but he is coming back. My oven’s not working and he promised he’d come back later to take a look at it.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Em’s tone was teasing.

‘It’s not like that. He says neighbours help each other out here and I’ve offered to cook him dinner as payment.’

‘Hang on a minute. I thought you said you weren’t interested. Now you’re telling me you’ve set up a date with this guy?’

‘What? No. No, it’s not a date, it’s just my way of saying thank you. Oh my God. You don’t think he’ll think …’

Em laughed. ‘You really are clueless, Bea. I don’t know how a grown woman can know so little about the opposite sex.’

‘Give me a break, would you? I haven’t dated for about 100 years. I remind you I was a child bride.’

‘Hmmm,’ Em said in a noncommittal tone.

‘So, what do I do? I can’t cancel. He’ll think I’m a nut job.’ She groaned. ‘How on earth do I manage to get myself into these situations?’

‘I don’t know. I think’s your special superpower. Look, I guess you’ll just have to make it clear at the dinner that you just want to be friends. Guys don’t do well with subtle hints. You’re going to have to come right out and say it. Anyway, my love, I must run. I desperately need a coffee and I’m on playground duty in ten minutes. Let me know how it all goes, okay?’

‘Sure. It was great talking to you, Em.’

Bea put the phone down and picked up her tea. Less than twenty-four hours living in Dulili and she’d already landed herself in trouble. So much for the simple life.


Chapter 2

Bea had just poured her second cup of tea for the morning when she heard a car pull up beside the house. Her hand flew to her head in a desperate attempt to smooth the bed-hair look that she had happening. She pulled her woolly grey cardigan tight around her and hoped that her black pyjama pants might pass for tracksuit bottoms. Who the hell called in unannounced at nine-thirty on a Sunday morning? Please don’t let it be Mitch. She hadn’t psyched herself to deal with him yet. He’d popped in the afternoon before to look at the oven and declared that it just needed a fuse replaced. He’d promised to come back the next afternoon with a new fuse and the tools to fix it. Afterwards she’d make him dinner and they’d be square. She’d make it clear that she wasn’t available for romantic interludes and that would be that. She’d planned on being charm and sweetness personified as she let him down gently, but she wasn’t ready to deal with him in her pyjamas.

As Bea scurried to cover her hair with a pink bandana there was a light tap on the door, followed by Evelyn’s voice. ‘Yoohoo, Beatrice. It’s me, Evelyn.’

Evelyn. Crisis averted. ‘Coming,’ Bea called.

As she opened the back door the older woman took in her attire. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. I hope I didn’t wake you. I’m just back from church—Dulili had the early service today—and I thought I’d pop in to see how you were doing.’

‘You didn’t wake me. I’m just having a lazy Sunday morning, that’s all. Come on in.’

‘Oh no, I don’t want to disturb you.’ Evelyn smiled and made no move to leave.

‘Don’t be silly. I’ve got a fresh pot of tea on the table. Please, come in.’

‘If you’re sure?’

Bea nodded and beckoned for Evelyn to follow her. Evelyn took a seat at the kitchen table—no longer wonky thanks to a small chock of timber—while Bea pulled out a fine china teacup from the cupboard above the sink.

‘I can see you’ve been working hard. I can’t believe you’ve got everything looking so lovely in less than two days,’ Evelyn said.

‘I didn’t bring much furniture with me,’ Bea said, neglecting to mention that she didn’t actually have much furniture to bring. ‘When I’ve repainted and done the renovations I’m planning, I’ll work on fully furnishing the house. I’m thinking I might be able to pick up a few pre-loved pieces and restore them. I want the place to have a homey feel.’

‘That sounds just lovely. And, yes, you might be able to scrounge a few old pieces here and there. There’s a big op shop in Orange where you can pick up bargains sometimes.’

‘Ooh, that sounds interesting. I’ll have to check it out.’

‘So tell me all about these renovations. I hope you’re not going to over-capitalise, my dear. Of course, you know it’s the committee’s fondest wish that you will restore the house and stay on in Dulili, but what will you do if you spend all that money and the B&B doesn’t work out?’

A prickle of alarm twisted in Bea’s chest. Was the committee having second thoughts about her? She’d signed a lease on the property, so surely they couldn’t kick her out now? ‘I’m very optimistic Honey Hill House Retreat will be a huge success. You’ve seen my business plan, so you know how much work I’ve put into it.’

‘Oh I know, love. I know you’ll do your best. I just don’t want you to over-commit. Building work can be expensive. You could save yourself a bit of money by doing a lot of the work yourself, and around here there’s plenty of people who’ll lend a hand.’ Evelyn smiled and sipped her tea. ‘I believe you’ve already met my Callum? He’s very handy around the house. I’m sure he’d be more than happy to help out.’

Bea bit back a smile. So that was what all this was about. It seemed Evelyn was playing matchmaker. ‘Yes, we’ve met. He’s very kindly offered to fix my oven for me.’

‘I did hear something about that. He tells me you’re cooking him dinner?’

So Evelyn knew, and by the look on her face she clearly thought the thank you dinner constituted a date. Had Mitch said as much? Was she going to be persona non grata around here once she made it clear to Mitch that romance wasn’t on the cards?

‘To say thank you,’ Bea said carefully. ‘I really appreciate him helping me out. Usually I’m quite independent but I’m afraid the electrical workings of an oven are beyond me. I thought it only fair that I compensate him in some way for his time and at the moment my cooking’s the only thing I have to offer.’

Evelyn nodded knowingly. ‘I’m sure you two will have a lovely time.’

Bea decided to change the subject. It seemed Evelyn was determined to see romance where there was none and nothing she could say on that topic would convince her otherwise. ‘Speaking of help, I have a few questions for you, if you don’t mind?’

‘Of course I don’t. That’s what I’m here for. Fire away.’

‘I was in Dulili yesterday doing some grocery shopping and had a bit of a look around the main street. I didn’t notice a hairdresser of any type. As you may have noticed, my hair is in desperate need of a cut and a colour.’

‘I did notice you’d changed the colour of your hair since last time we met,’ Evelyn said. ‘It’s looking very … colourful.’

Bea laughed. ‘That’s very diplomatic of you. It’s not meant to be fairy-floss pink. I did the colour myself last week and was hoping for a nice shade of burgundy. Unfortunately, I’ve ended up with this fiasco.’ She touched her hair and rolled her eyes.

‘I did wonder, but you know many of the young ones these days like that sort of thing, so I thought it best to hold my tongue.’

‘Well, it’s not really my cup of tea. I’m wondering where the nearest hairdresser is?’

Evelyn creased her brow as if giving the question careful consideration. ‘Some ladies go to Orange for their hair, so that’s an option if you’re looking for something special, but I get young Caitlin Morley to do mine. She works from home since she’s had the twins and she’s very good. I’m sure she’d be able to sort your colour out in no time.’

Bea hesitated for a moment. A haircut in someone’s kitchen wasn’t really what she’d had in mind. But neither was traipsing all the way to Orange. She wanted to get this hair sorted as soon as possible. She’d seen the way the few locals she’d encountered the previous day had looked at her. It was going to be challenging enough to fit into this tiny community without the burden of looking like a walking, talking lollipop. ‘Caitlin sounds great. Do you have her number handy?’

Evelyn rummaged in her black patent leather handbag and pulled out a well-worn address book. ‘Have you got a pen?’

Bea pulled a notepad and pen from one of her kitchen drawers and dutifully copied down the number Evelyn read out. When she was finished Evelyn looked at her dainty marcasite wristwatch and clicked her tongue. ‘Goodness me, is that the time? I must be off. Can’t sit around yacking all day, I’ve got things to do. And I expect you’ll be wanting to get dressed.’

Bea felt her cheeks flush. ‘Yes, I suppose I should.’

* * *

Mitch dropped by the main house after lunch to let his dad know the sick cow was on the mend. He’d save the old man a trip out in the cold. The sun was shining but there was a chill in the air and Geoff still wasn’t over the bout of bronchitis he’d contracted over a month ago. Of course, he said he was fine, but Mitch noticed how it had slowed the old man down. It was a bit of a worry. With Jimmy off gallivanting around the globe there were only the three of them to run the farm. At the moment that was okay, but if Dad wasn’t well enough to help out, then it was essentially all up to him. Mum was a tough old bird and she did what she could, but at her age she should be thinking about taking things easy, knitting booties for the grandkids and that sort of thing. Not that she had any grandkids.

He pulled off his boots at the back door.

‘Callum, is that you?’ Evelyn’s voice called from the kitchen.

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Are you here for lunch?’

He closed the back door behind him and made his way to the kitchen, tossing the keys to the ute on the hallstand as he went. ‘Something smells good.’

‘Corned beef and mashed potato. We’ve eaten already but there’s plenty more. I can make you up a plate.’

He kissed his mother on the cheek and winked at his father. ‘Thanks Effie, but I’ve already eaten. I had a sandwich.’

Normally his mother would protest that a sandwich was not a decent meal for a working man, but today she nodded and smiled. ‘I suppose that’s wise seeing as you’ll be eating a big meal tonight. I’ve been down to visit Beatrice this morning. I’m sure she’s planning something special. She seemed very grateful you’d agreed to fix her oven.’

‘That’s enough of that, Mum.’

She opened her eyes wide and feigned innocence. ‘What?’

‘You know what. Don’t go getting any ideas in your head about me and Bea. She seems like a nice lady, but I’m just being neighbourly, that’s all. I’m not interested in anything more.’

‘You’re calling her Bea, eh? That seems mighty chummy for someone you claim not to be interested in.’

‘I mean it, Effie, that’s enough. I hope you haven’t been down there badgering the poor woman.’

‘Of course not. I just popped in to see how she was doing. I’m part of the committee, remember? It’s my job to see she’s settling in.’

‘Look, Mum, I’m glad you’re looking after her. She seems like a perfectly nice person. I just don’t want you getting any ideas about the two of us, okay? She’s simply not my type.’

‘How can you say that? You barely even know her. What’s wrong with her?’

Mitch shrugged. ‘Nothing’s wrong with her, she’s just not for me. She seems … I don’t know … a bit airy-fairy, a bit flighty. Just not my type, that’s all.’

‘Is it the pink hair? Is it? Because that was an accident. She told me so herself. She asked me for Caitlin’s number so she can get it fixed.’

Mitch hated to think of himself as shallow, so he didn’t want to admit that the pink hair had played a part in him deciding that Bea was some sort of impulsive hippy type. The fact that her hair wasn’t pink on purpose surprised him, and not in a bad way. But he wasn’t going to give his mother the satisfaction of being right. ‘It’s not the hair, all right? Mum, you’ve got to stop trying to matchmake me.’

Geoff put down the newspaper he was reading. ‘That’ll do from the both of you. Can’t a man have a cup of tea in peace?’ His father’s voice was gruff, but Mitch knew he was only half serious.

Evelyn looked contrite. ‘Do you want a cuppa before you go, love?’ she asked.

Mitch shook his head. ‘Nah, thanks anyway. I better get on with fixing this oven. I just stopped by to let Dad know the cow’s doing better. No need to check on her this arvo, she’s doing fine. She’s eating well and trotting around. I’ll keep her down here until the morning, but tomorrow she can go back into the herd.’

Geoff nodded. ‘Righto. Looks like you’ve got me to yourself this afternoon, Mother.’ He winked at Mitch behind Evelyn’s back.

‘Well, I’ll leave you two lovebirds to it then,’ Mitch said with a grin. ‘See you tomorrow.’


Chapter 3

Bea couldn’t believe her own stupidity. Not only had she accidentally organised a date with her neighbour—unwise in the extreme—but worse than that, she’d bought a leg of lamb to serve for dinner. She’d had grand plans for a traditional Sunday roast and shopped accordingly, not stopping to think about the fact that the oven wasn’t working. Even if Mitch did manage to fix it, the oven would need another clean before she could use it and by the time she let the oven heat up, then put the meat on to cook, it would be hours before they could eat. Hours where she’d be stuck with a man who quite possibly thought she had romantic intentions towards him. Which she most definitely did not.

Not that Mitch wasn’t worthy of romantic intentions. He was certainly easy on the eye, she’d admit that much. It was impossible not to notice the startling combination of his blue-green eyes and dark brown hair, not to mention his boyish smile. Then there were those tanned, muscular arms. She might not be in the market for a man but she still had a pulse, and like it or not her well-built neighbour was managing to make it race.

Or maybe it was just nervous tension. All morning she’d been buzzing about, unable to settle properly at any task. It wasn’t only the meal dilemma, she couldn’t decide on an appropriate outfit for this evening’s social engagement either. She’d been fine until Em had started blathering on about ‘hotness’ and ‘dates’. Anyone listening to that conversation could have easily mistaken them for a pair of sixteen-year-olds. That stopped right now. She had no room in her life for juvenile crushes. Honey Hill House was her opportunity to be independent. To live her life her way without depending on anyone else. She’d make sure Mitch got that message loud and clear.

Of course there was the distinct possibility that he had no interest in anything other than a decent feed. Bea shook her head. Why was she even speculating about this? Mitch was being a Good Samaritan and she was repaying his good deed with a meal. That was all that was going on here. There was no need to worry about cooking the perfect meal or wearing the right outfit, because this was not a date. Full stop.

* * *

When Mitch drove up she was on the back verandah. He could see she had the screen door precariously balanced on one foot as she screwed the top hinge into place. She didn’t turn around as he got out of the car and walked the few metres along the overgrown gravel path that led to the back steps, his heeler Rosie scampering along behind him. ‘I told you I’d fix that,’ he said when he reached her.

‘And I told you there was no need.’ She still didn’t turn around.

‘Well, seeing as I’m here can I at least help out by holding the door for you?’

Finally, she looked at him. ‘Sure.’

He set down his toolbox and took hold of the door as she removed her foot. This time her feet were sensibly enclosed in Blundstone boots. He found himself wondering if she kept the toe rings on underneath. When the door was attached she put down the screwdriver and picked up a cordless drill. Bea really wasn’t his type—way too skinny for his liking, and that pink hair, accidental or not, did nothing for him—but he had to admit there was something rather sexy about a woman who knew her way around a power tool.

‘I reckon that’ll do it,’ she said, stepping back to admire her handiwork.

‘Looks pretty good to me.’

Bea’s attention had moved on. She bent down to pat Rosie, who, true to form, had immediately rolled over in the hope that her belly would be scratched. Bea obliged immediately. ‘Aww, you’re such a cutie pie. What’s your name?’

‘This is Rosie. She is pretty cute, and she knows it. Don’t you, girl?’ Rosie’s ears pricked up and she gave a little yap in response.

Bea laughed. ‘You are adorable, Miss Rosie, and I love your name. In fact, it’s something we have in common.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Rose is my middle name.’

‘Beatrice Rose, eh? That’s name you don’t hear every day.’

‘Beatrice is after my great grandmother—my Dad’s gran. She raised him and he honoured her by giving me her name. And Rose, or Rosina actually, was my Mum’s name. As a kid I hated my name, but now I kind of like the fact that it has a history. It makes me feel connected to my past, if you know what I mean.’

He did know. Perhaps there was more to this woman than he’d given her credit for. ‘Of course. That’s a great story.’

Bea laughed. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to get all deep and meaningful on you there. I have a tendency to waffle on. It’s a bad habit.’ She stood up and brushed her hands on her faded jeans. ‘Come on inside.’

Rosie jumped up and looked at the door expectantly. ‘Not you, missy,’ Mitch said. ‘You can stay.’

‘Oh, you can bring her inside if you like.’

‘Are you sure?’

Bea nodded. ‘Sure. I love dogs. In fact, I’m going to get myself one just as soon as I’m settled.’

Mitch pulled back the door and nodded for Bea to go ahead.

‘Come on, Rosie,’ she said.

Rosie looked up at him, waiting for his go-ahead. ‘Go on then, in you go.’ The pup trotted inside as Mitch went to retrieve his tools. Once he was inside a mouth-watering aroma flooded his senses. His stomach rumbled in response. ‘Something smells good in here,’ he said as made his way into the kitchen.

‘Bolognese sauce,’ she said, pointing to the pot bubbling away on the hotplates. ‘My mama’s special recipe. I had planned on cooking us a lamb roast, but I wasn’t sure how long it would take to fix the oven, so I’m afraid you’ll have to make do with a simple pasta dish. I hope that’s okay?’

‘Are you kidding? That’ll be fantastic. I’m a terrible cook—sausages with scrambled eggs is about the extent of my repertoire. I go to the main house for a decent feed every now and then. Mum’s a great cook but she tends to stick to pretty basic fare—you know, meat and three veg, shepherd’s pie. Plain country tucker.’

‘Nothing wrong with that.’

‘I’m going to have to turn the power off for a bit. I hope that won’t spoil the sauce?’

‘Oh, no, it’s pretty much done. I can take if off now and reheat it when I cook the pasta. I’m afraid I’ve only got instant spaghetti. I usually make my own fresh pasta but I haven’t really had time with the unpacking and all.’

‘Make your own? Wow. I’d like to see that.’

Bea turned off the hotplate and removed the pot, placing it on a heat mat on the kitchen table. ‘Once I’ve got this kitchen sorted out I’ll show you how to make your own if you like.’

‘Sure,’ Mitch said. It was a throwaway reply. Bea was nice enough and interesting too, but he wasn’t planning on spending too much time in her company. He was happy to help her out now and then, just like any of the other newcomers. Who knew, maybe some of them would stick around? But unlike the rest of Dulili, he wasn’t pinning his hopes on it and he certainly knew better than to get too close to outsiders. It just made things harder when they inevitably went away. ‘I’ll just head outside and flick the power off and then I can get started.’

‘Do you know where the fuse box is?’ she asked.

‘Sure. I know this old place like the back of my hand.’

‘Okay. If you don’t need me I’ll go freshen up a little and change out of these clothes.’ Her face coloured slightly at the mention of removing her clothes and perhaps because of this he found himself wondering what lay beneath the baggy sweatshirts she seemed to favour.

He cleared his throat. ‘Go ahead. This won’t take long. Half an hour tops.’

‘Great.’

After an awkward pause she retreated to one of the bedrooms and he made his way back outside, Rosie once again at his heels. This was a mistake. He was already harbouring inappropriate thoughts about his new neighbour. It was stupid. For starters she was not his type, but even if Bea was the most desirable woman on earth hooking up with her was definitely not a good idea.

Maybe he was just reacting to the attention. First she’d invited him for dinner, then she’d offered to show him how to make pasta—a second ‘date’ perhaps—and finally she’d blushed when mentioning getting changed. She was interested and he was flattered. It’d been a while since he’d had any female attention and his ego was lapping it up. But it wouldn’t do to lead her on. Not when they had to live right next door to each other, at least for the time being. A fling was out of the question, it would make things incredibly awkward once they were done with each other. And as for anything more? Unlikely, considering he was betting Bea’s ‘tree change’ would be over in six months or so. By the summer she’d be back in the city and Honey Hill House would be empty once more.

* * *

Now that he was here, just down the hall with his head in her oven, Bea found herself in a tizz. Why on earth had she blurted out that thing about showing him how to make pasta? And the blushing. What was that about? Was she going through a second adolescence? Why couldn’t she just be normal and businesslike around this man? Now he was going to think she had the hots for him, which was going to make this evening’s dinner very uncomfortable.

As much as she’d love to, she couldn’t stay in her bedroom forever. She’d already spent twenty minutes in here ‘freshening up’. It would be incredibly rude to stay away for much longer. The trouble was she was still in her bra and undies, completely unable to decide on an outfit that conveyed ‘I am a together and completely sane woman, who wants you to like me, but not like me’. Unfortunately none of her clothes seemed up to the task.

Screw it. Clean jeans and a jumper would have to do. It wasn’t a date and she didn’t want him to think it was one. There was no point get all ‘gussied up’, as her dad would say. All her going-out clothes, the ones she would wear if she were hosting friends for dinner in Melbourne, seemed out of place here.

She shimmied into her favourite jeans, which were still a tad loose despite her trying her hardest to gain back the weight she’d lost after the surgery. It seemed her body had settled on a new, lean version of itself and wasn’t giving that up anytime soon. She drew in the jeans with a chunky leather belt and pulled on old faithful, a black crew-neck cashmere jumper that she’d bought in London years ago. Despite its age the jumper still looked good and she felt comfortable in it. It was the best she could do. She checked in the mirror to make sure her pretend boobs—prosthetic was such an ugly word—weren’t lopsided. She’d have to get used to wearing her ‘falsies’ every day now. Back in Melbourne, she hadn’t bothered to wear them unless she was going out. Everyone there knew about her mastectomy. Here she was reluctant to draw attention to the fact that she’d had surgery. She didn’t want people feeling sorry for her or treating her with excessive caution. It was better to pretend the surgery had never happened. At least for now.

With her boobs passing inspection, she slid in a pair of embossed silver hoop earrings—her favourites. She’d taken to wearing them lots lately. Jason had never liked them, thought they were ‘common looking’, so every time she put them on she felt a tiny jolt of rebellion.

Finally, she ran a brush through her hair and pulled it up into a high ponytail. First thing tomorrow she’d be calling that hairdresser Evelyn recommended and getting something done about this disgusting hair. The colour didn’t suit her at all. It made her complexion look dull and grey. Sickly even. And that just wouldn’t do. She’d had enough of looking ill. Now that she was fit and healthy she wanted to look the part, not be reminded of a washed-out dishrag every time she caught a glimpse of her reflection.

Banging from the kitchen reminded her that Mitch was probably wondering where she’d disappeared to for all this time. Never mind about tomorrow. She had tonight to get through first.

* * *

Mitch found himself having a much better time than he’d expected. Once he’d sorted the oven out he’d headed back to the cottage for a quick shower and change of clothes. Bea had changed out of her work clothes and despite not being in any way dressed up she looked pretty, like she’d made an effort. It would be ill-mannered of him not to do the same. He’d attempted to take Rosie back to the cottage with him and lock her in for the night, but she was having none of that, preferring to remain in the sunny spot she’d found in the kitchen. Bea insisted she was happy for the pup to stay put. It seemed she and Rosie had taken a shine to each other. In fact right now his heeler, who rarely strayed from his side, was curled up on the couch between the two of them with her head resting on Bea’s lap.

They’d finished dinner a while back and were halfway through a nice bottle of shiraz. Luckily he’d walked back to Honey Hill House, because at the rate he was going there would be no way he could drive home. The conversation flowed effortlessly. They’d covered a lot of ground in these past few hours, although it seemed both had carefully avoided revealing anything too personal. Nevertheless, he found out some interesting titbits. For instance, he now knew she spoke a smattering of Italian. He’d discovered this when she exclaimed ‘mannaggia!’ after spilling half a glass of wine on the table. Apparently her mum was Italian, her dad an Aussie. Her heritage explained her deep brown eyes and her tendency to gesticulate with her hands, which tonight had ended in wine spillage.

She’d talked about her dad and her brothers—one wasn’t much more than a kid—and her friends back home. Her voice was tinged with homesickness as she spoke, but it was momentary. Her eyes sparkled as she poked him playfully, saying she’d hogged the conversation for too long and now it was his turn.

To be honest he was more than happy listening to her. Her eyes danced when she warmed to a subject and she laughed often, usually at her own expense. The wine had given her voice a warm husky tone and he would be content to listen to it exclusively for the remainder of the evening. But not wanting to seem churlish, he obliged and took his turn. He told her about Dulili. What it was like growing up when times were better and all the shops on the main street were occupied. He talked about his mother’s stubborn refusal to believe that the town was dying and the birth of the committee that had eventually come up with the one-dollar leases to attract people such as herself to the town.

She started to talk about her hopes for Honey Hill House. How she planned to restore it and make it more than just a B&B. She was hoping to turn it into a ‘wellness retreat’, whatever the hell that meant. She believed once it was up and running she’d be attracting tourists to the town. Obviously it had been this aspect of her submission that had convinced the committee to take on a divorced woman in her thirties. The Dulili Project Committee had stated that its first priority was to attract young families to the area, or young couples who would hopefully become young families, but so far few of the newcomers fit these criteria. In fact, Adele and her daughter were the only newcomers he could think of that did. When Mitch questioned his mother about the ragtag assortment of new citizens, she snapped at him that every single person selected would be an asset to the town and she thought she’d raised him to be more open minded than he was currently being.

As much as he found himself hoping that Bea’s venture was successful enough for her to stay on in the town, the thought of hordes of tourists streaming into Dulili did not fill him with joy. Not that it would be an immediate problem, given the current state of Honey Hill House. The place was only barely habitable, and certainly not fit to take on guests.

‘You’ve got a big job ahead of you,’ he said. ‘Fixing this place is going to take a fair bit of work.’

Bea grinned. ‘I’m up for the challenge. I know the place looks bad, but it has good bones. The structure is solid. I had it thoroughly checked out before I signed the lease.’

‘Still, it needs more than a lick of paint before you can entertain the idea of having paying guests.’

She eyed his empty wine glass and reached over to grab the shiraz from the coffee table. ‘More wine?’

He hesitated. It was getting late and he had an early start in the morning.

‘Go on. There’s probably only half a glass each left in the bottle. We may as well finish it.’

‘You’ve twisted my arm.’

Rosie whimpered slightly as Bea’s movement disturbed her sleep and they both laughed. Bea settled back on the couch. ‘I know you probably think I’m some silly hippy with a pipe dream, but I do know what I’m doing.’

Mitch cleared his throat uncomfortably. She had his measure. ‘I’m sure you do.’

She laughed, a deep throaty chuckle. ‘You’re not sure at all. I can see the doubt in your eyes. But that’s okay. I’m happy to prove you wrong.’

He felt himself colouring. ‘I hope you do.’

‘Look Mitch, I’m not stupid. I know there’s a lot of work to do and I don’t have endless funds, but I haven’t gone into this project blindly. To start with I can do a lot of basic things myself. My dad’s a builder and I’ve picked up a trick or two over the years.’

That explained the proficiency with power tools. ‘That’s great.’

‘And for the bigger jobs, I’m hiring professionals. I’ve budgeted to add two guest en suites and modernise the kitchen. My brother’s a plumber so he can do the fit out for me. It’s just the major building work and new appliances I’ll have to shell out for.’

‘Well, it does sound like you’ve got it all under control. I wish you well. And if there’s anything I can do …’ What the hell was he saying? He had enough on his plate with the farm, without adding handyman duties to his list of chores. And as nice as Bea was, he didn’t want her relying on him, or getting the wrong idea.

‘Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. I’m sure between my brother and me we’ll be able to sort out anything not on the builder’s to-do list.’

‘You must be close to your brother if he’s prepared to come all the way up here just to help out.’

She smiled. ‘Yeah, Joe and I are close in age and in some ways we’re almost like twins. We lost our mum when we were young and the two of us banded together to take care of our baby brother, Luca. Luca was just two when Mum passed away.’ Her eyes misted with tears that she quickly blinked away.

‘I’m so sorry to hear that. It must have been very difficult for all of you.’

Her lips clamped together in a hard line and she nodded. ‘Dad did his best, but Mum was the love of his life. He was lost without her. And Luca was a baby. He had no idea how to look after him. I was thirteen, and I’d helped Mum care for Luca while she was sick, so it was only natural for me to take over that role. Joe helped out too. He took over things like doing the grocery shopping and paying the bills Mum would usually take care of. I sort of became a pseudo mum to Luca.’

‘Wow. That’s a lot of responsibility.’

She shrugged. ‘I guess. At the time we didn’t think about it, we just did what we had to. It did bring us closer together, though. I would do anything for my brothers and I know they feel the same way about me.’

Mitch thought about his relationship with Jimmy. He and his younger brother couldn’t be less alike. They got on well enough, but they had so little in common that they often found themselves with little to say to each other. Jimmy had no interest in the farm at all. Much to his parents’ dismay he’d decided to extend his overseas ‘gap year’. Who knew if he would ever return to Warialda? Unlike Mitch, he had no desire to spend the rest of his days in Dulili. Mitch didn’t envy Bea’s circumstances but he couldn’t help but be a tad jealous of the obvious bond she had with her siblings. It must have been incredibly hard for her to make the decision to move so far away. ‘So what made you do it?’ he found himself asking.

‘What do you mean?’

‘What made you pack up and move away from all the people you love?’

Her face coloured and her gaze dropped to the floor. He’d overstepped the mark.

‘I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.’

She smiled, but her eyes had lost their light. ‘It’s okay. I figured people would ask me that question. It’s complicated and really not something I want to bore you with. The short answer is that I wanted a fresh start. My life hasn’t exactly gone to plan recently and I wanted to start over in a new place. I’ve always loved the idea of running a small guesthouse, or a B&B. My hus—I mean, my ex and I used to joke that’s what we’d do in our retirement.’

The divorce. That probably explained the sad look on her face. This was a can of worms he didn’t want to open. Dwelling on the past was waste of time. This he knew from experience. ‘Ha, so you’ve taken early retirement then?’

She grinned. ‘I wish. I’m not exactly flush with cash, which is why the one-dollar lease was so attractive to me. That and the name.’

‘The name?’

‘Yeah. Honey Hill House. Honey. Bea. Honeybee. Get it?’

Seemed like a strange way to choose a new place to live, but he was enjoying the story so he nodded along as if it made perfect sense. ‘Ah, now I see.’

‘When I saw the ad for Dulili in the paper, I was intrigued, but when I saw this place I fell in love. The name sealed the deal for me. I figured it was a sign that the whole thing was meant to be.’

This time Mitch couldn’t conceal his surprise at her decision-making process. ‘Wow. That’s a big leap of faith to take. I’m not sure I could do that.’

‘You don’t believe in fate?’

He shrugged. ‘Not really. But seeing as you do, I guess I should tell you that it’s not just your house that runs with the honey theme.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The farm’s name, Warialda, is an Aboriginal word meaning “place of wild honey”.’

Her eyes sparkled. ‘Really? That’s amazing. Makes me think my instinct was totally right.’

‘Yeah, but it wasn’t named that because of any bees. My great-grandfather settled here and built the main house for his new bride. She named the farm after the town she’d grown up in, Warialda.’

‘Well, even so, now I’m totally convinced this is the place I’m meant to be. I can’t wait to tell my friend Em this story.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s a nice coincidence I guess, but I’m not sure I believe in all the fate mumbo jumbo. I guess I’m just not the superstitious type.’

She laughed. ‘Oh my God. My family would drive you nuts then. We have a long list of superstitious rituals that must be adhered to, otherwise mark my words, the earth will open and swallow us up.’

‘Oh yeah, like what?’

‘The usual stuff. If you spill salt some must be thrown over your left shoulder to avoid bad luck. Don’t walk under ladders. That sort of thing.’

He shook his head and laughed. ‘You don’t seriously believe all that stuff do you?’

She shrugged. ‘That’s not the worst of it. We have our own special family rituals too. For instance, I have to wear the scarf my mum knitted me when I was ten to every Geelong footy club final. If I don’t wear it a loss is guaranteed.’

‘Huh, I would never have picked you for a football fan.’

‘Born and bred Cats supporter. But I only like real footy, not soccer or that rugby stuff they play up here.’

‘Rugby League.’

‘Whatever. It’s all the same to me. It’s not real footy and you’ll never convince me otherwise.’ Her voice rose enough to make Rosie open her eyes and prick up her ears. ‘Sorry girl.’ Bea stroked the pup’s back and she settled again. ‘That’s one thing about Melbourne I’m really going to miss. I go to as many Geelong games each season as I can, and if I can’t get there in person, I always watch the game on TV. I guess I’ll be lucky to even see a replay on telly up here.’

‘I might just be able to help you out there.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Well, it might not be your beloved home team but I do know where you can catch some AFL action next weekend.’

‘Really? Where?’

‘There’s a local league. Dulili doesn’t have its own team. We used to but these days there’s not enough blokes here to field a whole team. The club amalgamated with Mandurama to form the Demons.

‘You are kidding me? A real footy team here in country NSW?’

‘I’m not kidding. In fact, it just so happens that yours truly used to play on the backline until a couple of years ago. I’m retired now but I still try to get to as many games as I can. I’m planning on going to the game next Saturday. You can tag along if you like.’ Bloody hell, what did he go and say that for? Bea was nice. Too nice for him to be leading her on. He hadn’t meant the invitation as anything more than a friendly gesture but now her eyes were all lit up and she was nodding enthusiastically.

‘I’d love that. It’s a date.’ As soon as the words were spoken the smile disappeared from her face. ‘Actually … um … look, Mitch, I’m hopeless at this sort of stuff. I’m always putting my foot in my mouth. I’d really like to go to the footy, but I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I don’t want you thinking …’

‘Thinking it’s a date?’ He hoped the relief he was feeling wasn’t visible on his face.

She averted her eyes. ‘Exactly.’

‘Of course not. It’ll just be me giving you a ride, introducing you to some of the other locals. That’s the neighbourly thing to do, is it not?’

‘Okay, sure. So long as we’re clear? Sorry … I’m just … I need to settle in here and stand on my own two feet. I’m not looking for anything else right now.’ She bit her lip and he fought back an urge to lay his hand on hers to reassure her.

‘That’s perfect. I’ll be honest with you, Bea. I was a little worried when you invited me for dinner. I thought maybe you saw it as something more than a simple thank you. I’ve had a fantastic time tonight but, like you, I’m not looking for a romantic relationship right now. I’m always in the market for a new friend, though. There’s not too many of us around the same age here in Dulili, so we need to stick together. What do you say? Friends?’ He thrust out his hand for her to shake.

She took his hand and grinned. ‘Friends it is.’


Chapter 4

Bea banged loudly for a second time on the farmhouse door. She could hear the strains of a children’s television show coming from inside, punctuated by the squeals of at least a couple of toddlers. She looked down at her phone to double check she had the right address when she heard a woman’s voice call out, ‘Coming.’ She heard footsteps and then some sort of commotion behind the door before it finally opened.

A smiling blonde woman with her hair pulled back into a jaunty ponytail greeted her. ‘You must be Bea,’ she said and then laughed. ‘“Be Bea”, that’s a bit of a mouthful. Anyway, come on in. I’m Caitlin. Excuse the mess.’ She nodded to the couch, where a pair of adorable red-haired toddlers sat. ‘These two have been particularly rambunctious this morning. I swear they’ve pulled out every toy they own.’

‘They’re gorgeous. Twins?’

Caitlin nodded. ‘Ruby and Max, say hello to Bea.’

‘Hello, Bee,’ the twins chorused and then Max began to make a buzzing sound, while Ruby giggled.

‘Oi, stop that, the pair of you,’ their mother demanded. She gave Bea an apologetic shrug. ‘Sorry. People talk about the “terrible twos” but they’ve already turned three and I’m not seeing any improvement.’

‘Don’t worry about it. I think they’re cute.’

Caitlin raised her eyebrows. ‘When they’re asleep maybe. Anyway, come on through. I’ve got a little salon set up here in the spare room. I just need to keep the door open so I can keep an eye on the Dynamic Duo. They shouldn’t be too much trouble. I’ve just put on a Peppa Pig DVD so they’ll leave us be for a bit.’

‘No worries.’ Bea followed Caitlin into her makeshift salon. There were two chairs, one in front of a basin and the other facing an antique-style mirror. Bea took a seat in front of the mirror, while Caitlin went to fetch a cape to cover her. She pulled off the black bandana she was wearing and freed her hair from the elastic hair tie she had it pulled back in.

‘So what are we doing? You said on the phone something about a new colour?’

Bea nodded. ‘The pink was a mistake. My hair’s naturally a light-brown colour but I’ve been dyeing it blonde for years. The week before I moved here I decided it was time for a change.’

Caitlin nodded as she ran her fingers through Bea’s hair. ‘Fresh start, eh?’

‘Exactly. I decided to try being a redhead for a while. My ex wasn’t fond of red hair and so I thought now that we’ve gone our separate ways it was the perfect time to give it a whirl.’ Bea gently bit her lip in an attempt to stem the flood of information pouring from her mouth. What was it about hairdressers that made you want to tell them your whole life story?

‘So you did the colour yourself then?’

‘Uh huh. Can you fix it?’

‘Oh yeah, no worries. But your hair is in quite poor condition. All those years of harsh colouring have done you no favours. I can give you a treatment if you like, but really my advice would be to cut it short.’

Short? For as long as she could remember, her hair had been shoulder length or longer. Her husband preferred it that way. When she’d met Jason, the first compliment he’d ever given her was about her hair. They’d met at a mutual friend’s birthday party in southern Italy when she was just twenty-one. In a sea of dark-haired Italian beauties her long blonde hair stood out and she found herself the object of much male attention. Jason, a fellow Australian, had rescued her from the advances of a drunken Lothario. ‘Your hair really is gorgeous,’ he’d said. ‘But I think it’s causing you more grief than joy tonight. Stick with me and I’ll protect you.’

Stuck with him she had, for nearly ten years. He’d been her everything for so long. Over the years she’d acquiesced to his preferences and had been happy to do so. After all, he’d given her so much. A beautiful home, expensive clothes and jewellery, travel and the freedom not to work unless she chose to. She’d always seen the little compromises she’d made as her way of contributing to a happy marriage. After all, didn’t there have to be some give and take in every relationship? Her naïvety had played right into his hands.

‘How short?’

‘Depends on how daring you want to be.’ Caitlin met her eyes in the mirror. ‘Honey, I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you’re hiding your light under a bushel. Look at those gorgeous dark brown eyes of yours. And you have killer cheekbones. With the right cut and colour you’d give any of those supermodels a run for their money.’

Bea laughed. She was about as far from a supermodel as a person could get. But the idea of a totally new look was appealing. To hell with it. It was only hair. ‘Yeah. Okay. I mean why not?’

‘That’s the spirit! I have a little trick I use with ladies who are making a radical change, not that I get too many—we’re in the heartland of the blue-rinse set here. Anyway, I like to cover the mirror while I cut and colour, that way they don’t fret while the transformation takes place. What do you think? That way the next time you see yourself you’ll get the full picture—a beautiful butterfly emerged from her cocoon.’

Bea nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

Caitlin clapped her hands and raced off to get another black wrap, which she draped over the mirror. ‘There,’ she said. ‘When I take that away you’ll be looking at a whole new you.’

Bea’s heart hammered in her chest, but there was no going back. She’d promised herself she’d be brave in this new life she’d begun. A new look was a good way to start.

Perhaps sensing her unease, Caitlin began to chat, entertaining Bea with stories of life in her newly adopted home. ‘I hope you like living here, Bea. There’s not too many of us under-fifties in town, so having you new dollar people move in is like a breath of fresh air. Do you know any of the others?’

Bea shook her head. ‘I only arrived a few days ago and you’re the first person I’ve officially met, other than the Mitchells of course.’

‘The Mitchells are a lovely family. They’ll look after you. Evelyn is a real sweetheart. Heart as big as Uluru, that one. She’s the one who started this whole dollar thing in the first place. Reckoned we needed some new blood in the town. And she wasn’t wrong about that. She got the ball rolling by donating the house you’re leasing.’

‘Honey Hill House belongs to the Mitchells?’

‘Used to. Now it belongs to the town. No one had lived in the old house for years. Sid Mitchell, Geoff’s uncle, was the last person to live there. He used to keep bees at one time. In fact, I’m pretty sure that’s how Honey Hill got its name. Anyway he died over five years ago. Both Mitch and Jimmy were already set up in their own places on the farm when Sid passed on. The Mitchells put it up for lease a few years back but there’s not much of a market for rental properties here. I think looking at that empty house and thinking there must be some better use for it was what sparked Evelyn to start the Dulili Project Committee.’

‘Wow. The Mitchells must really love this town to give up part of their property like that.’

Caitlin shrugged. ‘I guess so. They weren’t the only ones to donate property. But that’s what it’s like around here. Everyone pitches in. You’ll see.’

‘Yeah. It seems very friendly. Mitch dropped by yesterday to fix my oven for me. He insisted. Said it would take days to get a repairman out here.’

‘Ah so you’ve already spent one-on-one time with Dulili’s most eligible bachelor, then?’ Caitlin’s tone was playful.

‘What? No, no. It wasn’t like that. I only cooked him dinner to say thank you for fixing the oven.’

‘You had dinner with him? Oh girlfriend, if my hands weren’t all full of colour I would so high-five you! Mitch hasn’t dated anyone in forever. Not since …’

‘What?’

‘Not since his fiancée left him. It would have to be at least eighteen months ago now. He’s become a bit of hermit lately. In fact, there was some talk around town that the real reason behind Evelyn’s drive to bring newcomers to the town was to find a new love for her son.’

‘Oh good grief. You don’t think that’s true do you?’

‘Of course not. But I’m sure she’d be very happy if he did find someone. He’s been through a pretty rough time this past year or so. He spends nearly all his time on the farm.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah that fiancée of his really did a number on him. Took off when he was off at a cattle auction. Didn’t even say goodbye.’

‘Wow. Why did she leave?’

‘No idea. He followed her to Sydney but I’m not sure what happened down there. After a week or so he came back without her. Evelyn told me the wedding was off and that was that. Lucy, his fiancée, was originally from England. Evelyn seems to think she’s gone back there for good.’ Caitlin moved to stand by the mirror. She screwed up her face. ‘Good riddance, if you ask me. I never liked her.’

Bea raised her eyebrows. It was difficult to imagine Caitlin being anything other than sweet and friendly.

‘She’s stuck up that one. Real hoity toity. Thought she was too good for the likes of us here in Dulili. I never understood what Mitch saw in her. But that’s love isn’t it? Sometimes it doesn’t make any sense.’

* * *

Mitch had spent the past six days wondering if taking Bea to the footy was a good idea after all. He’d really enjoyed himself on Sunday night. Bea was smart and funny and easy to be around. After their awkward discussion at the end of the evening he had no fears that she was looking for something he didn’t have to offer. In fact, from the sound of it she was even less interested in a relationship than he was. But once they were seen together tongues would wag.

That was the one downside to living in a tiny town like Dulili. Everybody knew everybody else’s business. It would take the bush telegraph all of five minutes to relay the news to his mother that he was keeping company with a woman. He could just imagine her excitement, especially when she discovered it was Bea—one of her handpicked newcomers. He could do without the scrutiny, but backing out wasn’t an option. He’d promised Bea he would take her and he wasn’t a man who went back on his word.

He pulled up the ute beside the house—it was still hard to think of the old place as anything but Uncle Sid’s house. He wondered what his great-uncle would think of Bea’s grand plan to turn it into a ‘wellness retreat’. Fools and their money are soon parted was one of his favourite sayings, and Mitch imagined the old man shaking his head and uttering those very words as looked down on his house from above.

Mitch opened the car door and Rosie, who’d been sitting beside him, clambered over his lap and jumped to the ground. She barked excitedly as she bounded up the steps to the back verandah, wagging her tail madly when the back door swung open. Mitch got out to follow, but stopped dead when a stunning figure appeared on the verandah.

‘I heard you pull up.’ It was Bea’s voice calling to him.

Mitch’s breath caught in his throat. If it weren’t for the familiar voice, he might not have recognised her. She looked like a completely different person. It wasn’t as if she was done up to the nines or anything. She was wearing boots, jeans and a jumper, much like she had been the last time they were together. But something was definitely different. The pink hair was gone! In fact, a lot of her hair was gone. It was now a deep red and cut in a very short style. The result was mesmerising.

‘Stay there, if you like,’ she said. ‘I’ll just grab my coat and beanie. I’ll be there in a flash.’

Bloody hell. He blew out a deep breath and tried to pull himself together. He hadn’t anticipated this sort of reaction to seeing her again. On Sunday, when they’d made the agreement to be friends, he’d had no qualms about sticking to that arrangement. Bea was great. Easy to talk to and good company, but not his type. Now suddenly he was reassessing his judgement.

Before he’d had time to pull himself together she was opening the ute door and, after allowing Rosie to jump in first, taking her place beside him. ‘What do you think?’ she asked, waving a navy and white woollen scarf in his direction.

What did he think? He coughed to clear his throat. He was in trouble, that’s what he thought. ‘Wrong colours,’ he managed.

‘Hmmm, I thought that might be the case. I guess it would be too much to expect the team … what’s their name again?’

‘Demons.’

‘Demons, huh? I guess it was too much to expect they’d have the same team colours as the Mighty Cats. What colours are they?

‘Red and blue.’

‘Like Melbourne. I guess that make sense. Well, I suppose if I’m going to be a bona fide supporter I’m going to have to wear the colours. I’ll have to get the knitting needles out.’

‘You’re full of surprises aren’t you? Handy with a cordless drill and knitting needles.’

She laughed. ‘I’m a woman of many talents.’

‘So I see.’

The rest of the thirty-minute drive was spent in similarly friendly banter. By the time they arrived at the ground, Mitch realised his resolve was in serious jeopardy. With every witticism, every breathy laugh and every glance from those chocolate-brown eyes, Bea Elliott was chipping away at his determination to keep this relationship purely platonic.


Chapter 5

April 20, 9.40pm

To: Emma Jenkins

From: Bea Elliott

Subject: Finally!

Don’t faint! I have the Internet connected. It’s been a struggle without it these past couple of weeks, especially seeing as the mobile reception out here is patchy at best. I changed phone carriers in the hope of getting better coverage and it is a little bit better but not much! Sorry our phone catch-ups have been so sporadic, but now I’m hooked up properly with a landline (will text number so you have it in your contacts) we should have better luck communicating.

How’s everything at your end? I can’t believe we’re getting close to the middle of the year already. How’s your grade this year? Are they all adorable little cherubs or should I stock up on hard liquor for your visit in the school holidays?

Bea stopped typing for a second and thought about everything she needed to do before Em’s visit. There was a lot of work ahead of her but she was confident the guest rooms would be done in time, provided Joe could spare a few days to come up and fit out the bathrooms for her.

I’m working hard on getting the place ready for your visit. The plan is to have the guest rooms fully finished, including the en suites, by the end of term. Then I can start work on getting the kitchen up to scratch. When that’s done I should be able to get my accreditation and hopefully start welcoming guests by the start of September.

She felt a tingle of excitement at the thought of opening up the B&B for business. If things went well this first season she had plans for expansion. There was a disused stable out the back that would make a fabulous self-contained cottage, and there was plenty of room for more cottages in time. But she was getting ahead of herself…

Right now the house is a disaster zone! The builders have left crap everywhere. But I can’t complain. The new bathrooms are looking good. One has room for a big bath and a walk-in shower. The other one’s a bit smaller so that room will be slightly less expensive to stay in. I can’t wait for you to see the house in person. I’ve attached a few ‘before’ pics for you to look at, so you can appreciate the full glorious transformation when you get here.

She couldn’t wait to see Em, full stop. It was hard not having any truly close friends nearby. Of course, she had made some friends. Caitlin was lovely and had gone out of her way to be friendly and include Bea in as many social opportunities as possible, but real friendship took time to build.

I’m taking your advice and trying to fit in with the locals. Yesterday I ran into Caitlin—the hairdresser I told you about—at the General Store and she asked me if I wanted to come to a tree burn with her next weekend. I had no idea what a tree burn even was (kind of like a big bonfire thing with a BBQ and lots of drinking from her description) but I was happy to accept the invitation. She seemed surprised that Mitch hadn’t said anything to me about it, as she knew for a fact that he was going. So I guess I didn’t make a great impression on him. Maybe it was my overly enthusiastic barracking at the footy! I know Jason was always horribly embarrassed by me when I really got into a game. So much for me making friends with the locals!

She hadn’t seen Mitch since the day they’d gone to the footy together. It was a shame, because she’d thought the two of them were getting along famously. Perhaps she’d committed some social faux pas she was unaware of and had offended him. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Well, I think I’ve rambled on enough. I have an early start tomorrow. There are no noise restrictions out here so the builders start work around seven. I need to be up and dressed with a pot of coffee made before they arrive.

Talk soon.

Bea xxx

Bea pressed ‘send’ and closed her laptop with a sigh. She missed Em, and her other close friends, more than she’d anticipated. The days weren’t so bad. She was busy with all the renovations. She couldn’t do too much physical work inside while the builders were there, but she’d done plenty of planning and organising. She’d made the trek into Orange to purchase her new kitchen appliances and ordered the shelving and new bench tops and even had a bit of a scout around for furniture that might make the guest lounge feel cosy. The front garden had taken up a fair bit of her time these past couple of weeks. She’d spent days pulling out weeds and preparing the garden beds for planting. There was plenty of work to do and she’d kept herself busy. During the daylight hours there wasn’t much time for feeling homesick.

Nights were a different story. The TV antenna no longer worked and she hadn’t managed to do anything about that just yet. Prior to today’s internet connection, she’d felt pretty lonely and isolated once the sun went down. The first few nights she’d enjoyed the stillness and was happy to just sit with her mug of tea appreciating the peace and quiet. Three weeks on, whiling away the hours alone had become less attractive. Her thoughts were starting to drift to dark places and she worried about whether she had really taken on too much with this project. If it failed she would be left with nothing. She’d have no option but to move back in with her father. Love him she might, but the thought of moving back home, with Dad hovering over her and second-guessing her every move, filled Bea with dread. Also, something Joe mentioned when they were unpacking the truck made her think that perhaps Dad wouldn’t be too thrilled to see her move back in, if it came to that. Apparently once Luca had left for Italy, Dad had started seeing one of the ladies from the bowls club on a regular basis and they’d become quite an item.

At first she was shocked. ‘You don’t think they’re …?’ she’d asked her big brother, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

Joe shrugged. ‘I dunno. And I don’t want to know. It’s none of our business. He’s been alone for a long time, Bea. Surely you don’t begrudge him a little happiness?’

Joe was right of course. ‘No. I don’t. It’s just hard to get my head around, that’s all.’

If this move to Dulili wasn’t a success she’d not only be facing the fact that her life was in the toilet, she’d be putting a dampener on Dad’s happiness too.

Failure simply wasn’t an option.

* * *

Mitch ripped the top off a Toohey’s New and took a big swig as he watched her approach.

Obviously someone had been kind enough to invite Bea to the tree-burn bash, Caitlin by the looks of it, and now he was feeling like a heel that he hadn’t thought to mention it.

Jesus.

Now he was telling lies to himself. Of course he’d thought of it. And thought about her. In fact, he’d done little else. Ever since they’d watched the Demons get thrashed she’d been on his mind.

Quite a few women came along to watch the footy, most of them because their husbands or boyfriends played. If it was a close game they might show a bit of interest but really, it was a social event for most of them. A chance to catch up with the other wives and girlfriends and maybe have a cheeky glass of wine or a beer. When Bea had agreed to come along he’d thought she was just looking for a chance to meet other locals and that her interest in the game would be cursory. He couldn’t have been more wrong. From the first to the final siren she was totally into it. She knew all the rules, and wasn’t afraid to voice her opinion when she thought the umpire had made an iffy decision. Loudly. It was hard to believe that such a small chest could contain such a huge set of lungs.

Her support for her newly adopted team was ferocious. He found himself watching her instead of the game. There was something raw about her passion for the game, and watching her aroused his most primal instincts. The more she yelled and laughed and swore, the more he thought about kissing her hard on those plump red lips. Watching the football together was not an activity they could safely repeat.

All the way back to the farm she’d prattled on about her love for the game. How her mum had been a huge Geelong fan and had gone to all the home games. Bea hadn’t been interested until her mum died and she took it upon herself to support the team on her mum’s behalf. Her eyes shone with excitement as she spoke and all he could think about was getting her out of that car before he did something stupid. He hadn’t seen her since.

Until now.

She came and stood right beside the fire drum he had his back to and put out her hands to warm them. ‘Hey Mitch. I thought you might be here tonight.’

‘Yeah. It probably doesn’t seem like anything special to a city girl like you, but these bonfire nights are a pretty big deal out here.’

‘On the contrary. I’ve been looking forward to it ever since Caitlin mentioned to me earlier this week.’

Good thing it was dark already so she couldn’t see his face colouring. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t think to mention it to you. It was rude of me. I’ve been busy on the farm all week and I honestly didn’t think of it. Don’t tell Mum. She’ll have my hide if she thinks I’ve snubbed one of her newcomers.’

‘Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me. You’re not under any obligation to entertain me, Mitch, but I’m glad you brought it up because I was beginning to think I did something at the football to offend you. I have a special knack of putting my foot in it without even realising I’ve done anything wrong. I hope that’s not the case, but if it is please let me know.’

‘No, no, you didn’t offend me. Seriously, I’ve just been busy.’

‘You weren’t put off by my overly enthusiastic barracking style then? Because I have been told it can be a tad off-putting.’

He grinned. ‘I have to admit I’ve never met a woman with quite so much passion for the game. But that’s a good thing in my book.’

She laughed. ‘My ex-husband didn’t think so. He stopped going to the footy with me early on in our marriage. Said I was an embarrassment.’ Her voice was light, but he detected a hint of sadness in her statement.

‘Well, he’s a damn fool if you don’t mind me saying.’

She shrugged. ‘He wasn’t a footy fan, that’s all.’

Mitch sensed the conversation was heading into dangerous territory. Time to head back to safer ground. ‘I’m going to grab something eat. How about you? Can I interest you in a snag in bread?’

She grinned. ‘You betcha.’

He put his hand on her elbow to steer her in the right direction and they walked together to the barbecue pit.

‘Hey, Mitch, good to see you,’ a voice said from behind.

‘Alicia. Sorry, I must have walked right past you. I didn’t see you there.’

‘No worries. It is pretty dark out here when you’re away from the fire.’

‘Alicia, this is Bea Elliott. She’s just moved into Uncle Sid’s old place.’

Alicia put out her hand to shake Bea’s. ‘Ah, so you’re the new resident of Honey Hill House. How are you liking Dulili?’

‘I’ve been busy with the renovations to the cottage, so I haven’t spent much time in town yet, but what I’ve seen so far I’ve liked. High Street is just so pretty.’

Alicia smiled, ‘Glad to hear you say that.’

‘Alicia organised a working bee last month to repaint all the stores in High Street.’ Mitch said, before Bea could say more. If she was as adept at putting her foot in it as she kept insisting, he didn’t want it to be with Alicia. She’d recently put a lot of effort into beautifying the main street and he didn’t want Bea making some off-the-cuff remark about the town that might upset her. Poor girl had been through a hard time lately.

He needn’t have worried. Bea was smiling and nodding enthusiastically. ‘I did notice how fresh and clean all the shops looked. You did a great job. I love how community-minded everyone seems to be around here.’

Alicia shrugged. ‘To be honest, it wasn’t completely altruistic. I run the Ag Store in town, so it pays for me to have the main street looking good. The more people coming to town the better.’

‘Don’t listen to her,’ Mitch interrupted. ‘She’s being modest. All the local farmers have regular orders with her at the Ag Store. They don’t care what colour the place is painted. Alicia was thinking of her fellow traders.’

Alicia gave Mitch a good-natured sock in the arm. ‘Quit it would you? You’re making me out to be a regular Mother Teresa. I don’t want Bea getting the wrong idea.’

Bea laughed. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t expect you to start performing miracles or anything like that. So, you run the Ag Store? Maybe I’ll be seeing more of you soon. Like I said, I’m doing some renovations on Honey Hill House. Right now I’ve got builders in. They’re doing all the hard yakka but I’m planning on doing as much as I possibly can myself.’

‘I heard a rumour you’re turning the old place into a B&B. Is that right?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Wow. That’ll be great for the town. But I guess you’ve got a big job ahead of you. What are the renovations you’re planning?’

Mitch smiled. It was great to see Bea holding her own with Alicia. On the surface the pair had nothing in common, but nevertheless they seemed to have hit it off. ‘Sorry to interrupt ladies, but I’m going to go grab a snag from the barbie. Can I bring either of you anything?’

‘Yeah I’d love a snag too, if you don’t mind?’ Bea said.

‘Not at all. Onions? Sauce?’

‘Both, please.’

Mitch nodded. ‘How about you, Alicia?’

Alicia shook her head. ‘No thanks. I’ll grab something a little later.’

Mitch left them to their conversation and wandered over to get some food. So much for avoiding Bea. He couldn’t seem to stay away from her. It wasn’t as if she was struggling to make friends of her own. She’d come with Caitlin, so clearly they’d formed some sort of relationship already, and now she was nattering away to Alicia and managing to get more than one-word answers out of the girl. Maybe Alicia was finally finding a way to move forward. If that was the case, good for her. He was happy to see her smiling.

He was ashamed to admit that lately he’d gone out of his way to avoid Alicia. To be honest her grief made him uncomfortable. How the hell could he feel hard done by when what she was going through was so much worse? Paul was dead and there was no coming back from that. In comparison his woes seemed trivial. He’d lost the love of his life, but she wasn’t dead. Lucy simply didn’t love him enough to stay.

He felt like such a chump. Everyone else had seen that it was never going to work out between them. Jimmy had said as much. He’d told his little brother to piss off and mind his own business. And Jimmy wasn’t the only one. He’d thought his parents would be overjoyed at the news of his engagement, but Lucy never really won their hearts. Of course neither of them said as much and they’d both tried their best to welcome Lucy into the Mitchell clan, but she’d never really fitted in. He had no one to blame but himself. How had he ever imagined that a princess like Lucy could ever survive in this place? She’d hated Dulili from the moment she’d laid eyes on the town and despite all her promises of loving him ‘forever’, six months after their engagement party she was gone. She took with her all his plans for the future. He’d imagined them taking over the farm, raising a tribe of kids who’d eventually inherit Warilda and keep the cycle going. Now Lucy was gone and he was alone. Jimmy was off to see the world and who knew when he’d be back, if ever. He’d be the last Mitchell to farm this land. Warialda would die with him.

He shook his head to free himself of his sombre thoughts. If Alicia could move on after all she’d been through so could he. It was time to stop moping about what he’d lost and get on with appreciating what he had right now.


Chapter 6

It was on the road between Orange and Dulili that Bea came to the sudden realisation that she was happy. Not ‘coping’ or ‘making the best of things’, but actually happy. This morning she’d taken Evelyn’s advice and headed off to scout Orange’s opportunity shops and antique stores. She’d found some amazing bargains, but unfortunately hadn’t been able to fit all the bentwood chairs—perfect for the relaxed kitchen she had in mind—into her tiny hatchback. She’d also spied a couple of wicker armchairs that would look adorable on the front verandah.

Luckily the Salvation Army ladies had kindly offered to hold them for a few days while she worked something out. Perhaps a friend with a truck or a ute could pick them up for her, they’d said. And that was the thing. She actually did have friends here she could ask. She’d only lived in Dulili for six weeks and yet she already felt like part of the town. The bonfire night was the turning point. Just her presence there seemed to have cemented her place with the locals. Caitlin made sure everyone in town knew who she was and before the end of the night she’d secured several dinner invitations and had been made to promise she’d pop in for coffee with several of her newfound friends. They were a varied group, all sorts of ages and personalities, but all were open and friendly and excited about her plans for Honey Hill House.

She’d especially enjoyed meeting Alicia who was quiet but friendly nonetheless. She’d made a point of popping by the Ag Store and picking up some supplies a few days after the bonfire. Alicia had introduced her colleague, Lachlan, who was a newcomer like herself. He was a quiet sort of fellow but pleasant enough. He’d offered to assist her any way he could with the renovations. ‘We newbies need to stick together,’ he’d said as she was leaving. Of course she wouldn’t take him up on his offer, she couldn’t accept help from a total stranger, but it was a nice thing for him to say nonetheless.

Then there was Caitlin. Bea smiled just thinking about her. She was a bundle of energy and had appointed herself as Bea’s social secretary. She’d introduced Bea to all her friends and made sure she was included in any social gathering that was happening in town. And so in a short space of time Bea had started to feel as if she was truly a part of the community.

Mitch was also turning into a good friend. Since the night of the bonfire he’d been a regular visitor to Honey Hill House. He always had a reason—calling to see if she needed anything from town if he was going, extending a dinner invitation from his mother, making sure her roof hadn’t leaked after an unexpected storm—and he never outstayed his welcome. Bea found herself looking forward to his visits, disappointed when she heard his ute drive past without pulling into her driveway. She’d cautioned herself time and time again not to rely on him. Dependence on others made you weak, she’d learned that the hard way. But there was no harm in making friends. And around here friends helped each other out. That was a fact of life in Dulili. She made sure she reciprocated all his acts of kindness. Mainly with baked goods, which he seemed to like.

Mitch was a sucker for her cooking, particularly her ‘melting moments’. A huge batch of those would probably be sufficient enticement for him to help her collect the chairs. She smiled, satisfied that the problem was solved, and then turned up the radio and sang her heart out all the way home.

* * *

Mitch was disappointed to find Bea’s car gone when he pulled up into her drive. He’d taken to collecting her mail as well as his own from the roadside mailbox. Lots of times she beat him to it, walking the kilometre to collect her own letters. But if the weather was bad, or if she was particularly busy, sometimes she didn’t get to it. It was a good excuse to see her.

He had a crush on her. A ridiculous, immature, schoolboy crush. Since that first footy match together he’d been hooked. The whole thing was stupid and against his better judgement but it seemed there was no way around it. At first he’d tried to stay away from her, but in a town like Dulili that was always going to be tricky. The fact that she was living right next door made it pretty much impossible. And as time went on he found he didn’t want to stay away.

Since Lucy left his days had been pretty much all the same. Get up. Fix something to eat. Work. Fix something to eat. Watch TV and down a couple of beers. Bed. Get up and do it all over again. Occasionally he was persuaded to hit the pub on Friday night, but in all honesty he didn’t really enjoy it anymore. What was the point? Same old faces, talking about the same old stuff. He felt like he was stuck in a never-ending loop.

Seeing Bea lit up his day. She never failed to make him laugh. He always felt better for having seen her and he never left without a smile on his face. That was enough. It had to be, because turning it into anything else didn’t make sense. Not yet anyway. Maybe if she stayed …

No, best not go there.

He knew from experience that simply wanting to make a go of it in Dulili wasn’t enough. Living out here away from the hustle of the city might seem like paradise to him but for a woman who was used to shopping all the time, eating out at flash restaurants, and having services like public transport and medical facilities on her doorstep, it probably was more akin to hell. Lucy had said so more than once.

Bea wasn’t Lucy, he knew that, but she was a city girl nonetheless. And even if by some miracle she did end up staying she’d made it clear she wasn’t looking for anything more than friendship. So they’d be friends. If that’s all it ever came to, it was better than nothing.

The sound of a vehicle coming up the dirt road towards the house jolted him from his thoughts. It was Bea. The tinny sound of her little hatchback was unmistakable. He found himself grinning as he waved a greeting. Meanwhile Rosie ran in circles and barked her delight at the familiar car’s appearance.

Bea pulled up near the back verandah and returned his wave. ‘Just the person I wanted to see.’

‘Me? Why I’m honoured.’

‘You might not be when I tell you why. Come down here and give me a hand with this stuff, would you?’

‘Sure.’ He jumped down from the verandah and joined her as she opened up the car’s boot. The little car was crammed with all manner of stuff. ‘Been shopping I see.’

‘Yep, op-shopping. All this stuff will make the B&B look fabulous once I’m done. I got some huge bargains and this isn’t all of it. I have to go back and get the rest because I couldn’t fit it all in.’

‘Is there anything left in the store?’

‘Ha, ha. Don’t be a smart arse. It doesn’t become you.’

He laughed as she handed him a dusty-looking lamp. He hoped she hadn’t parted with too much of her cash for this decrepit piece. ‘So why am I the person you wanted to see?’

‘Well, I need a favour. It’s about the stuff I left back at the store. See this?’ She pulled out a wonky-looking timber chair. ‘Well, there are more of these, plus a couple of wicker armchairs. Obviously they’re not going to fit in this little car. I was kind of hoping I could borrow your ute for a few hours to go pick them up.’

‘Hmm …’ he said, stroking his chin in mock consideration. ‘What’s in it for me?’

‘A batch of my world-famous melting moments.’

‘Ah. Well, if that’s the case I can do better than lending you the ute. If you can wait until Saturday, I’ll come with you and help you load the stuff.’

‘Oh there’s no need for that. I can load the furniture myself.’

Mitch thought quickly. He didn’t want to lose this opportunity for them to spend some time together. ‘It’s no trouble. I need to head into Orange on Saturday to pick up a few things anyway.’ Just what those few things were he wasn’t quite sure, but there was bound to be something he needed.

‘Really? Okay then. Let’s get this lot inside and I’ll make you a cuppa to seal the deal.’

‘Righto.’

They dumped all Bea’s purchases in the living room—she said she’d sort them out later on—and headed into the kitchen for a cup of tea. Mitch pointed out the mail he’d dumped on the kitchen table. ‘I brought these in for you.’

‘Thanks. You know, I don’t expect you to personally deliver my mail.’

‘It’s no trouble. I’ve got to get mine anyway, and I drive right past your door on my way home.’

‘So long as you’re not putting yourself out to do it. I have to admit it is a bit hard to get used to.’

‘Me delivering your mail?’

She laughed. ‘Not having a letterbox right out the front of the house. There are things about living in the city that people just take for granted.’

‘Like what?’

‘Mail delivery. Garbage collection. Having things like supermarkets open twenty-four seven.’

There it was. A list of things she found difficult. How long before the excitement of being in the country wore off? He tried to keep his voice casual as he replied. ‘I guess if those things are important to you then country life’s not for you. As far as I’m concerned picking up your mail from an RMB, or towing the garbage bin to the main road is a small price to pay for the life we have here.’

She looked up from the mail she was flipping through. ‘Absolutely. I wasn’t complaining, Mitch. That’d be pretty hypocritical of me considering you collect my mail every other day and always tow my bin out. I promise I will do something about getting my car sorted to tow stuff eventually.’

He shook his head to indicate that it didn’t matter. ‘It’s no big deal.’

‘It is a big deal. I want you to know how grateful I am to you, and to everyone else in Dulili, for the welcome you’ve given me and for the help settling in. I came here determined to do everything on my own, without accepting help from anyone, but I soon discovered country towns don’t work like that.’

He nodded. ‘You’re right about that. Living here is like being part of an extended family. Everyone wants to be part of your life, for better or for worse. Sometimes that’s exactly what you need. But at times it can be too much.’ He paused, thinking about Lucy again. Expecting her to settle here had been foolhardy. He’d grown up here and was comforted by the intimacy of the town. He took people’s interest in his life for what it mostly was—care and concern. As for the gossips, he knew how to handle them. But Lucy had found the attention intrusive, the town claustrophobic. ‘Country life’s not for everyone,’ he said.

She put her mug of tea and the mail down on the table and looked him in the eyes. ‘Well, it’s for me,’ she said steadily. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

He looked into her eyes. ‘Glad to hear it,’ he said. His eyes held her gaze for a fraction longer than was usual in a social situation and her cheeks flushed in response. He forced himself to look away.

* * *

On Saturday morning Bea waited on her back porch. A weird fluttery sensation churned her stomach almost as if she was nervous. But that couldn’t be right, because what on earth did she have to be nervous about? She was waiting for her mate, Mitch, to come pick her up so they could collect her furniture—a perfectly pleasant task. So why was she feeling fidgety all of a sudden?

Because something had shifted between them. That’s why.

The change was almost imperceptible, but it was there. It was the way he’d looked at her across the kitchen table the other day that was bothering her. She suddenly realised why. Mitch cared whether she stayed or not. It mattered to him. And she couldn’t have that.

This, of course, was her own fault. So much for being independent. Yes, it was tricky in a small town. Everyone wanted to help and part of fitting in was accepting that. But somehow she’d let herself rely too much on Mitch. He was the first person she thought to ask when she needed assistance of any type. He was always popping in for some reason or another and she’d quickly become accustomed to his willingness to help out. That had to stop. She couldn’t have him getting the wrong idea.

It was too late to get out of today’s plans. He’d be pulling up any minute, and she’d already called the op shop this morning to confirm she was picking up her furniture. It would be totally rude to pull out of their outing, not to mention inconvenient. But after today she’d back off. She’d already made it quite clear that she wasn’t up for anything more than friendship, but maybe her behaviour towards him was sending out the wrong signals. Emma was right. She really had no clue about such things.

His habit of collecting her mail was problematic. She had to admit to deliberately leaving it for Mitch to pick up. She liked having him drop in to see her on an almost daily basis. But if she was right about that look in his eyes, there was more to his letter delivery routine than simply helping out a neighbour. On Monday she’d get a lock for the mailbox and make up some excuse about why it had to be secure. She would tell him there was only one key. She knew there was no point thinking that she could avoid Mitch altogether, they lived too close for that to be a possibility, and in any case he was good company. She didn’t want to lose his friendship. She just needed to put up a few boundaries and be firm about them, that was all.

There. Problem solved. So why was her damn stomach doing flip-flops at the sight of his ute pulling coming up the road?

He tooted and waved as he pulled up. Bea waved back and made her way to the car.

‘I like a girl who’s on time,’ Mitch said, as she clicked on her seatbelt.

She didn’t look at him, instead focusing her gaze on the frost-covered paddocks beyond her yard. ‘I didn’t want to keep you waiting, especially as you are doing me this big favour. Honestly, Mitch, I really appreciate all the things you’ve done to help me settle in.’ She glanced sideways and took in the easy smile on his face. ‘And everyone else in town too,’ she added, hoping he’d get the hint that she didn’t expect any special favours from him.

‘It’s my pleasure. Like I told you, I was heading to Orange today anyway, so it’s no trouble.’

For a moment she wondered if she’d imagined that emotion-laden look across the kitchen table the other day. Maybe he wasn’t going out of his way for her. Maybe he didn’t care one way or the other if she made a go of it in Dulili. Maybe he was just being nice. ‘Yeah, you never did say what you needed to do, though.’

He hesitated just for a second but it was long enough for her to know he wasn’t telling the truth. ‘Er … well, I actually have to get myself some new clothes.’

Clothes? She bit her lip to stop herself from laughing. Since when did a bloke who never went anywhere further than the Dulili pub need to purchase new clothes? ‘Really? In Orange? I thought you’d be able to get all your clothes from Alicia’s store.’

‘Um, well, yeah, I do get a lot of stuff there. Work clothes and boots, mainly. But I need a few decent shirts and a new pair of jeans and the Ag Store’s not the place for those.’

‘Going somewhere special?’

‘Huh?’

‘Are the new clothes for a special event?’

‘Oh. No.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But it never hurts to have something decent to wear. Mum goes to church on Sunday and she likes it if I come along every now and then. I don’t go every week, but I try to show my face once in a while. Last week when I went into the main house to pick her up she gave me the stare.’

‘The stare?’

‘Yeah, you know, the “Is that what you’re wearing?” stare.’

Bea began to laugh as she pictured Evelyn looking her son up and down with a cool expression. ‘So you figured you’d better get yourself some new threads?’

Mitch grinned. ‘Yeah. Best to keep Mum happy.’

‘Fair enough. So where are you going to get these clothes?’

He shrugged. ‘I dunno. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I guess I’ll start at the Jeans Shop and if I don’t find anything there I’ll move onto Maxwell’s Menswear.’

‘I don’t know Orange too well yet. Are those places close to the op shop? If you want, you can just leave the ute with me. I’ll load up while you go shopping.’

‘No, that’s okay. I’m happy to help you load the ute. Maybe you can come shopping with me first. I mean if that’s okay? I’m bloody hopeless at picking clothes.’

Bea chewed her lip and stared out at the paddocks filled with grazing cattle. Shopping together was blurring the lines of their relationship, the very thing she was trying to avoid. ‘Ah, you don’t want me tagging along.’

‘Actually, I do. I’d consider it a favour in fact. I hate clothes shopping. I haven’t done it properly since … well, it’s been a long time.’

Oh God. He hadn’t shopped since he’d broken up with his fiancée. This scenario was getting worse by the second. But how could she say no? He was here early on a Saturday morning doing her a favour. She could hardly refuse his request. ‘Yeah, okay, sure. But be prepared for the truth. I don’t mince words when it comes to fashion.’

He laughed. ‘Yeah, I don’t think we’re aiming for high fashion. Just something comfortable that won’t have Mum rolling her eyes when I front up for church.’

She allowed herself a smile. ‘I think we can manage that.’

* * *

He wasn’t lying. Mitch truly had no idea about clothes. It was evident from the way his demeanour changed the minute they walked inside the shop. His relaxed, easy-going manner was gone, his body appearing to tense the second his feet crossed the store’s threshold. He looked about aimlessly, a confused expression on his face. If they were ever going to get to the op shop Bea was going to have to take control.

‘You said you wanted jeans, right?’

He nodded. ‘Yep.’

‘What sort of jeans?’

He looked at her blankly.

‘Relaxed fit? Straight leg? Skinny?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

She eyed him up and down. He wasn’t a skinny jean kind of guy. Skinny screamed hipster or metrosexual, and Mitch was far from either of those things. Relaxed fit wouldn’t do the job either. His body was too good to hide under loose clothing. Straight-leg jeans were probably the go—they’d hug that cute butt nicely. Bea felt colour rushing to her cheeks at her inappropriate thought. She had no business thinking about Mitch’s butt, no matter how taut it was.

‘Hey, what’s wrong? You look a bit flushed.’

She shook her head. ‘Nothing. It’s just warm in here after being out in the chilly air.’ She spied a wall of neatly stacked jeans at the rear of the shop. ‘Come on, let’s get started.’

Mitch followed her lead obediently and soon she had pushed him into the change room with three pairs of jeans to try on. ‘Three? Really? They all look the same to me,’ he said.

‘Hmmph. Shows what you know. They’re all different brands and will be slightly different fits. Plus I’ve given you three different shades of denim to choose from.’

He shrugged. ‘Whatever you say.’

‘You try those on and I’ll go find some shirts to go with them.’

‘Yes boss.’

Five minutes later she returned with four assorted long sleeved casual shirts. She knocked on the change room door. ‘Are you decent?’

‘Sure.’ He opened the door. ‘What do you think?’

Bea nodded. ‘Turn around.’ He obliged and she couldn’t help but admire his neat rear end, despite inwardly chastising herself for noticing. At least she’d been right about the jeans. ‘They’ll do,’ she said. ‘You may as well leave those on while you try these.’ She shoved the shirts into his hands and backed away. ‘I’ll be right out here if you need me.’

‘Righto.’

While she was waiting she flicked through a couple of racks near to the dressing rooms. A green checked shirt that she’d somehow missed in her last scan of the store caught her eye. The colour was perfect for Mitch. It was definitely worth trying on. She flipped through the rack until she found the appropriate size and made her way back to the fitting room. ‘Hey, look what I found,’ she said. She tapped on the flimsy louvered door and it flung open, revealing Mitch naked from the waist up.

‘Oh, Mitch, I’m so sorry.’ She slammed the door closed and backed away. She’d seen him in a close-fitting T-shirt before, so she knew he had a nice body, but she hadn’t been prepared for what the sight of that bare chest would do to her. It had only been a second, but she’d managed to take in the toned biceps and defined pectoral muscles along with that oh-so-sexy washboard stomach. Heat flooded her chest and crawled up her neck and into her cheeks. Sweet Jesus he was hot! She bit her lip in attempt to distract herself but the pain did nothing to stem the flow of impure thoughts flooding her brain.

‘Hey, don’t sweat it,’ he called. ‘It’s not like you caught me with my pants down.’

Oh lord. Now she was imagining a scenario without pants. ‘I’ll wait for you at the counter,’ she called, rushing away before he could protest. Once she was a safe distance away, Bea stripped her coat off in an attempt to cool herself down. She’d never had such a visceral reaction to a man, ever.

Jason had been her first and her only lover. She was so young and naïve when they met. Her only previous experience had been a few tentative kisses and awkward gropes with the brother of a school friend. Her life had left little time for the normal teenage liaisons. Jason didn’t mind. He’d been gentle and patient and in time their lovemaking had become wonderful, passionate even, at least until the whole baby-making disaster began. But as wonderful as her love life with Jason had once been, never had she ever experienced anything like the flash of raw desire that had hit her when she saw Mitch’s bare torso.

Get a grip, Beatrice. She was reacting like an adolescent who’d just come face to face with her favourite rock star. Perhaps that’s what this was—a middle-aged adolescence, seeing as she’d effectively missed that boat the first time around. But she wasn’t a teenager. She was a thirty-two-year-old woman with responsibilities. Part of being a responsible adult was knowing when something wasn’t good for you. The most important thing in her life right now was getting the B&B up and running, and then working her butt off to make it a success. Any sort of romantic scenario involving Mitch put that dream in jeopardy. How would she feel once he’d seen the real her and rejected that? A man who looked like Mitch didn’t need to settle for damaged goods, no matter how kind-hearted he seemed. Even if, and it was a big if, he could see past her scars and they managed to have some sort of liaison, what if it didn’t work out? How would she cope living right next door once it was all over between them?

If Emma were here she’d laugh and tell her to stop overthinking everything and just go for it. ‘Have a fling. It’ll do you good,’ she could hear her friend saying. That was all very well in the city, when you could have a no-strings-attached affair and not risk ever running into the bloke again. But out here in the bush it didn’t work that way.

‘Hey, Bea, where are you?’ Mitch’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

She turned to see him coming out of the fitting room, wearing the green checked shirt. As she’d predicted, the colour suited him, making his blue-green eyes even more intense. She felt the heat rising in her once again and she shooed him back into the change room. ‘Okay, looks like we’ve found what we need. You can take it off and we’ll get going.’ She pretended to be interested in a nearby coat so he wouldn’t see her burning cheeks.

Boundaries were definitely needed.


Chapter 7

The lock on the mailbox did the trick. Bea noted the look of surprise on Mitch’s face when she told him the box would be locked from now on. She tried to soften the blow by explaining she was expecting some guests to pay by cheque and so she thought it best to secure her mailbox. He’d nodded and said it was ‘probably wise’ but he’d hurried off home without taking the Anzac biscuits she’d made for him by way of an apology, and she’d barely seen him since.

It was for the best, she knew that, but she had to admit she was missing his company. Plus, it was a bloody nuisance having to collect the mail each day. Bea tried to make the best of it, telling herself that the two kilometre round trip doubled as her exercise for the day, but on days like today when the wind was biting and there was the hint of snow in the air there wasn’t much joy in the walk. Still, it was hardly worth starting the car up for such a short journey, and with no gym in Dulili she really did need to do something to keep her fitness up. With that in mind she pulled on her sheepskin-lined coat, a beanie and her leather gloves, and set off down the road.

It was freezing, but after a few minutes of brisk walking she warmed up enough for her teeth to stop chattering and for her mind to think about something other than how damned cold she was. Despite the chill, it was a clear day, perfect for drinking in the true beauty of her surrounds. Every day she grew to love this place a little bit more. Right now she was looking at green paddocks that went on as far as the eye could see, punctuated only by clumps of trees. As she made her way towards the main road there was not a house, a shed or barn in sight. The barbed-wire fences and occasional glimpses of cattle were the only clues that the area was inhabited.

Bea inhaled a deep breath of the crisp, clean air and thought how lucky she was to have found this oasis of calm. Moving to Dulili was the best thing she’d ever done. Her decision to move here had been one of necessity, not choice. Back in Melbourne she’d put on an optimistic façade about her enforced ‘tree change’, but deep down she’d wondered if she had what it took to live in such a small town. Yes, she missed her friends, nipping down to the local café for a skinny latte, and the ability to run to the 7/11 and pick up a tub of Ben and Jerry’s at 2am should the need arise. But overall, life here was good and getting better. It was so peaceful out here. She had time and space to think and to just be. The dismal TV situation and patchy mobile and wifi signals meant she was spending less time at night plugged in and more time reading, listening to music or simply staring at the stars. She felt calmer and more centred than ever before.

All this clean country living was doing her body good as well as her mind. She was cooking up a storm, using all the gorgeous locally sourced produce, and her body was thanking her for the effort. For first time since her surgery she felt like her old self. No, that wasn’t true. She would never be the person she was before, but that was okay. This new, stronger, more resilient body was an improved model.

Each day she had more energy than the last, which was just as well, with all that needed to be done to get the B&B ready for its grand opening. She was really happy with the way it was turning out so far. The builder had done a great job realising her vision, and once Joe fitted out the en suites all that would be left to do in the guestrooms was to paint and decorate. In other words, the fun bits. Once those rooms were done only the kitchen remained. She absolutely loved the plans the kitchen company had come up with. Their design was very slightly over her budget but she figured it was worth it. After all, the kitchen was the heart of the B&B, the place where she would spend most of her time and hopefully somewhere the guests would naturally gravitate to. It was worth paying extra to get it right. Everything was definitely falling into place.

The only hiccup in her perfect world right now was the awkwardness between her and Mitch. She missed his easy company, but was hopeful in time they’d settle into a friendship unfettered by attraction. For now, the polite but distant treatment they were giving each other was probably for the best. She simply couldn’t risk any dramas that might jeopardise the success of the B&B.

She arrived at the RMB and quickly slipped the key into its lock. The new lock was still quite stiff so she had to jiggle for a moment before it sprung open. She smiled to see several letters inside the box. A postcard from Luca caught her eye first and she eagerly flipped over the glossy picture of the Trevi Fountain to see what he had to say.

Hey Sissy

Having a fabulous time. Can see why you love Italy so much.

Wish you were here.

Love and kisses, Luca xxx

Bea laughed. Not exactly an informative missive but at least he was having a good time. Beside the postcard there were two other letters, a bank statement by the looks of it, and a window-faced envelope that had been readdressed several times—obviously it had taken a while to find her. She pulled off her glove and slid a finger under the end flap, curious to see what it was. She unfolded the enclosed letter to see the Australian Tax Office’s logo staring at her and her heart started to beat a little faster. This couldn’t be good, could it? Jason always handled all their financial dealings, including taxation. Oh sure, she’d gone along to the accountant with him once a year and signed on the dotted line of her tax return, but numbers had never been her thing. She never really thought about tax, until the yearly accountant visit came around. She and Jason always lunched at The European afterwards, which made the affair more than bearable.

She’d learned the hard way that leaving all the financial decisions up to her husband was a huge mistake, but with the divorce finalised she thought she’d put the worst of that behind her. She said a silent prayer that this was just an information letter or that maybe they owed her money. She’d never had a tax refund since she married Jason. Maybe they’d realised she didn’t actually earn any money and were refunding her. That could happen, right? Her hands shook as her eyes scanned the letter. Hot tears scalded her icy face as she realised the implications of the document in her hands. Just when she thought she’d finally turned the corner it seemed her past was chasing after her to drag her down once more.

* * *

First, Rosie’s ears pricked up, then she sat up on the ute’s front seat and began to bark excitedly.

‘Hey girl, what’s got into you? We’re nearly home.’

Rosie yelped her response.

Mitch’s brow furrowed, wondering what the heck was going on with his normally placid pup. ‘Just have to stop off at the mail box, then we’ll go right home,’ he said soothingly, but Rosie was having none of it. She continued her agitated barking and whining until he pulled over at the group of RMBs at the end of Mitchell’s Lane. That’s when he saw what all the carry on was about. It was Bea. She was sitting on the icy ground, her back leaning up against the timber post of her RMB. What the hell was she doing?

He jumped out of the ute with Rosie hot on his heels. ‘Bea! Are you okay? What’s wrong?’

She looked up at him through swollen, red-rimmed eyes. ‘Everything,’ she said and then her body convulsed with sobs.

He held out his hand for her to take. When she didn’t respond he bent down and grasped both her hands in his. ‘Come on,’ he said gently. ‘You can’t sit here. The ground is freezing. You’ll make yourself sick.’

She didn’t speak, but allowed herself to be helped up from the ground. Once on her feet she stood there forlornly, tears streaming down her face, her body heaving with sobs. He drew her to him and enveloped her in his arms, while Rosie rang rings around them. He was surprised at how slight her body felt against his own. Her height and her manner gave the impression that she was formidable, but underneath her bulky clothes there was nothing of her. Right this moment she seemed fragile enough to break.

He held her until the sobs subsided, releasing her slowly when he felt her breathing begin to steady.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she started, but he shook his head.

‘Shh. It’s okay. Just relax. I’m going to take you home and make you a cup of tea. Then you can tell me what’s brought all this on. Okay?’

She nodded and followed him back to the car. They didn’t speak again until they were back in her kitchen. Bea sat quietly, like a troubled child, at the kitchen table, while Mitch went about making a strong pot of tea. Once it was done he found two mugs in the overhead cupboards and set them on the table. ‘Milk?’

She nodded. ‘There’s some in the fridge. Sugar’s in that little pink canister on the bench if you want it. I don’t have it in tea, though.’

He nodded and set about pouring them each a large, strong cup. It was chilly in the kitchen so before he took a seat at the table he stuck his head into the living room and checked the fire Bea had left smouldering in the grate. ‘I’m just going to sort fire out,’ he said. ‘You drink your tea. I’ll be back in a flash.’

She nodded silently. He was really starting to worry now. The crying was bad enough but this passive silence was really unlike her. Normally she buzzed around like, well, like a bee. He smiled at the thought. He’d thought Bea was such an odd name in the beginning, but he had to admit it suited her perfectly. She was never still, always fussing around, making sure others were comfortable. But now it seemed she was barely capable of caring for herself, let alone worrying about anyone else. She hadn’t even bothered to pat Rosie. Whatever was going on it was major and he could only hope there was something he could do to help.

There were a couple of logs on the hearth but the fire was really no more than smouldering ashes so he headed out the back to the woodpile in the shed. He grabbed Bea’s axe and split a few logs into smaller pieces for kindling. Back inside he teased the fire back to life and then stacked a few more logs on the hearth, before finally taking a seat opposite Bea in the kitchen. She at least had some colour in her cheeks and she was stroking Rosie’s ears, so perhaps she was ready to talk now.

‘Your tea will be cold,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘I don’t mind. Plenty more in the pot anyway.’

She nodded and pushed her cup across the table towards him. ‘Best pour me another one then. I’m done.’

He smiled and took the cups to the sink, emptying his own before refilling them both. He put the tea in front of her and sat once more. ‘All right, what’s all this about then?’

She slipped her coat off and dug around in one of the pockets, eventually pulling out a damp envelope. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Read this.’

Carefully he separated the letter from its envelope and laid it out on the table. It was from the tax office. It only took him a second to realise it was a bill, a large bill at that, and it was overdue. He didn’t hesitate before responding, ‘If you need money I can—’

Her cheeks blushed a deep shade of crimson and anger flashed in her eyes. ‘I don’t want your money,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I just know it must be hard for you right now, with the renovation expenses and all. I know you’re just getting back on your feet after …’ He was going to say ‘the divorce’ but he knew from past conversations Bea wasn’t fond of discussing that particular topic. ‘After everything that’s happened,’ he continued. ‘And I have some savings. I’m not using them for anything. You could look at it as an investment in this place.’

‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘Honey Hill House is my project. I need to do it on my own or not all.’ A fresh tear slid down her cheek and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. ‘Right now, not at all seems the most likely scenario.’

‘Hey, don’t give up that easily. I’m sure we can find a way around this. I take it this is more than you were expecting to pay?’

Her shoulders slumped. ‘Oh Mitch, I am such an idiot. I wasn’t expecting to pay anything. This is going to sound so pathetic, but I don’t know anything about tax at all. I’ve never had to worry about it. Jason and our accountant took care of all of those kind of things.’

‘But you must have filled out a tax return surely?’

She lowered her eyes. ‘Kind of. The accountant did it with the information Jason gave him. I signed it each year and I never really took any notice of what it said.’

‘Wow.’ Damn. He shouldn’t have verbalised his surprise, but he was shocked that Bea, who had always struck him as independent and competent, would allow someone else to take responsibility for something as important as a tax return.

She covered her face with her hands momentarily and then looked him in the eyes. ‘I know it seems incredibly stupid, but Jason was my husband and I trusted him. He never gave me any reason not to. Well not until…’ Tears filled her eyes once more.

‘Hey, there’s no need to go into all that. Not unless you want to. But we do need to figure out what you can do to fix this.’

She nodded silently.

‘First of all, this is overdue and you’re paying interest on it. We need to put a stop to that ASAP.’

‘I suppose that means paying it right away.’

‘Can you do that?’

She shrugged. ‘I guess so. I mean I have enough in my account but it will wipe me out. If I pay it in full I won’t be able to finish the renovations and if I can’t finish the renovations, I’ll be left with no way of making an income.’

‘I’m sure if you ring the tax office you’ll be able to negotiate something, a payment plan maybe.’

‘Even if that’s the case, I’m still screwed. I had a tight budget as it was. I thought I’d have enough to fix up this place and enough of a buffer to live on for six months or maybe even a year if I was super careful. Even if they don’t make me pay it all at once my budget is blown. I think I have to face the fact that I stuffed up big time. I thought I’d accounted for everything when I did the costing for this project. But I guess I was wrong. My dad warned me I was out of my depth but I didn’t want to listen.’

He could hear the defeat in her voice and it had him worried. ‘But what will you do if you can’t finish the renovations?’

She let out a long sigh. ‘Go back home. Move back in with Dad and look for a job, I guess. I don’t really have any other options.’

Mitch’s throat went dry. That couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it happen. ‘It doesn’t have to come to that. Please, Bea, let me help.’

‘How? With money?’ She shook her head again. ‘I can’t take your money. I can’t be beholden to you like that.’

‘It wouldn’t be like that. We can make it a loan if you like. Interest free. Honestly, I’m not doing anything else with it. I was saving for … well, something that’s never going to happen now. The money’s just sitting there not doing anything. I’d rather it be used for something worthwhile. And really, it would be for the good of the town. It will be hard to lease this place out half finished. The B&B is such a great idea. It would be a shame for the town to lose it.’

‘You’ve changed your tune.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘When I first came here you thought the B&B was a ridiculous idea that would never work.’

‘I never said that.’

‘Maybe not, but that’s what you thought. It was written all over your face.’

Here he was thinking he’d been discreet about his misgivings, but she clearly had his measure. God, what else she did know about him? Did she realise how much he’d come to care about her? That he wanted her to stay because he couldn’t bear for her to leave? He shrugged and gave her a grin. ‘Let’s just say you convinced me.’

She smiled back at him.

‘So you’ll take the money then?’ he asked. ‘If not for me, for the good of the town?’

She shook her head slowly. ‘I can’t take your money, Mitch, not as an investment, not even as a loan. I appreciate you wanting to help, really I do. But this is my problem and I need to sort it out by myself.’


Chapter 8

Mitch looked at Bea in dismay. ‘Why? Why won’t you let me help you? Investing in Honey Hill House is a perfectly reasonable solution. We can have a legal contract drawn up if you like. I’m not offering you charity if that’s what’s bothering you.’

‘It’s not about charity. It’s about control. I need to be in control of my own life, Mitch.’ Bea was surprised at her own words. They were true, of course. Her whole life she’d been controlled by others and the move to Dulili was supposed to change all that. But she’d never said these words out loud to anyone, not even Emma.

Mitch looked confused. ‘I don’t want to control you, Bea. I just want to help.’

‘Yeah, I know, but that’s how it starts.’

‘That’s a bit cynical isn’t it?’

Bea shrugged. ‘Just speaking from experience.’

He said nothing. She wasn’t surprised. How was he to know what she’d been through? Mitch was a great guy. He was sweet and generous and he probably couldn’t imagine hurting those he loved. But Jason had been a great guy too, at least in the beginning. She didn’t owe Mitch an explanation but she found herself wanting to give him one. Or maybe it wasn’t so much that she wanted to explain herself, more that she just wanted to talk about what had happened over the past two years. She had kept it bottled up for so long, it would be good to let it all out. And now that she wasn’t going to be living in Dulili for much longer, unburdening herself to Mitch held no risk. She looked at the old railway clock that hung above the kitchen door. It was four-thirty. They’d been sitting here for an hour already. Mitch probably had things to do. She didn’t want to be a burden to him, but she didn’t want to be alone right now either. ‘Fancy staying for dinner?’ she asked.

He grinned. ‘What are you cooking?’ Then his smile disappeared and concern creased his brow. ‘Maybe I should do the cooking and let you relax for a bit?’

She shook her head. ‘Nah. I’d rather do something. You know, keep myself busy. How about gnocchi?’

‘Sounds good to me. You know I’ve never eaten gnocchi before.’

‘Really? Oh my goodness. You’re in for a treat. Just you wait until you try my gnocchi. My Zia’s special recipe. She taught me to make it when I was living with her in Italy.’

‘Sounds great. I reckon I might have a nice bottle of Merlot up at my place. Do you think a smooth red would go down okay with your gnocchi?’

‘Absolutely, in fact any sort of wine would go down pretty well right about now.’

‘Okay. I’ll head back to my place, change out of these grubby work clothes and grab a bottle or two. Rosie and I will walk back so we don’t have worry about driving under the influence. Will you be okay here by yourself for bit?’

Obviously he’d seen her invitation for what it was, a desperate ploy not to spend the next few hours alone. She put on the cheeriest face she could muster. ‘Absolutely. Take your time.’

‘Righto. We’ll get going then. Back soon. Rosie, let’s go.’

As she heard the ute pull away, Bea got to work. She pulled out some potatoes, rinsed them off and popped them in a big saucepan. Once the potatoes were boiling she scoured the pantry for Zia’s tomato sauce ingredients. It was a simple recipe really, the secret was adding a couple of grated carrots for sweetness and a drop of balsamic vinegar for tang.

It was Zia Lucia’s recipe, but cooking gnocchi always reminded her of spending time in the kitchen with her mother. She remembered her mum’s patience as she taught her the trick of rolling gnocchi along a fork to shape it. Zia used a purpose-made board, which was easier and less time consuming, but Bea preferred her mum’s method.

While the potatoes boiled she mulled over her current situation. There was no one in the family she could ask for money. Dad was retired now, and couldn’t afford to be throwing money her way. Joe would find the money if she asked him, she knew that, but who knew when she would be able to afford to pay him back? Now the new baby was here he had lots of expenses and she knew he and Nat were saving to give their kids a private school education. Joe wanted his kids to have the best possible start, and hoped that they would follow in their Uncle Luca’s footsteps by gaining a university education. She didn’t want to stand in the way of that. There really was no other solution than to pay the bulk of her debt to the tax office as soon as possible and head back to Geelong to live with Dad until she could find herself a job.

She allowed herself a sigh of self-pity. Jobs were not exactly easy to find right now, especially in Geelong. With the Ford factory winding up, and a few other big businesses letting people go, the local economy wasn’t exactly flush. She figured there wouldn’t be much call for a travel agent and that was the only training she had. Even as a youngster her part-time job had been at the local travel agency. She’d become full time once her schooling was done and eventually opened her own tiny business. She’d never worked in any other industry. Sadly, she couldn’t imagine there would be too many opportunities opening up for agents right now in her hometown. Those locals who could afford to travel were probably booking online anyway. But it couldn’t be helped. She’d just have to be creative, look outside the travel industry for something else. At this stage she couldn’t afford to be choosy. She’d take any job she could get. She was smart. Her skills were transferable, weren’t they? And she was a hard worker. Surely someone would give her a chance?

She fought down her rising panic with the mantra she’d adopted to get through the rough months after her surgery. What doesn’t kill me will only make me stronger. Strangely, there was comfort in that.

The thud of Mitch’s boots on the back verandah put an end to her worrying and brought her back to the boiling potatoes. ‘Hey you. Come in here and wash your hands. I’m going to teach you to make gnocchi.’

Mitch plonked two bottles of red on the table while Rosie shot through his legs and into the living room to take up her favourite place in front of the fire. ‘Make it? I thought I was only required to eat it?’

Bea’s stomach flipped. He was wearing the green shirt and jeans she’d picked out for him on their shopping trip. She quickly turned and focused her attention on looking for a colander to drain the potatoes in. ‘No free rides I’m afraid.’

He laughed. ‘All right then. If I must. I’ll just go wash my hands and I’ll be at your service.’

Bea tried her best to think unsexy thoughts. She went over the steps to making perfect fluffy gnocchi, but that led her mind wander to guiding Mitch’s hands as she showed him how to roll the balls along the fork. No. Next she tried thinking about how she was going to tell her Dad she’d failed at her big attempt at going it alone, but that caused her eyes to prick with tears. She’d shed her fill of tears for one day. In the end she resorted to reciting flight numbers in her head and matching them with their routes. QF9 Melbourne to LAX, QF10 Melbourne to London, and so on until Mitch’s appearance undid all her good work.

‘Where do we start?’

His voice started the butterflies swirling in her stomach again. This was not good. She tossed him a hot potato and laughed as he juggled it.

‘Ow! Bloody hell, Bea.’

‘We need to get the skin off.’

‘You didn’t think to peel them before you cooked them?’

‘Ah, that’s one of the tricks to fluffy gnocchi. The skins stop the potato from getting too soggy. If they absorb too much water your gnocchi will be gummy instead of fluffy.’

‘I see. We can’t have that, then. But can’t we wait for them to cool down a bit?’

She shook her head. ‘No. It’s best to work while the potato is still warm, so stop sooking and start peeling.’

‘Righto, boss. But can I put this down long enough to crack open one of those bottles? I have a feeling this is going to be thirsty work.’

She nodded. ‘I’ll get the glasses.’

For the next half-hour they worked side by side. Mitch seemed impressed with the potato ricer and took over that job while Bea got started on Zia’s sweet tomato sauce. Once that was done, Bea showed Mitch how to turn the potato into a soft dough and then together they rolled out the long sausages that would soon become perfect little balls of gnocchi. Mitch was a quick learner and soon he was rolling the balls along a fork like an old hand.

Bea realised how much she missed having someone to cook for. Sharing a meal at the end of the day was one of the best parts of being married. She’d always spent a lot of time preparing the evening meal, infusing each dish with her love for her husband. In the early days their meals together were happy times, with Jason sharing his hopes and dreams over the dinner table. Back then she’d felt like the luckiest girl in the world. Of course it hadn’t always been like that. Towards the end of their marriage she’d often eaten alone. Jason ‘worked late’ many nights a week and sometimes didn’t come home at all. But even when times were good, they’d never shared the food preparation the way she and Mitch were doing right now. Back in her old life the kitchen was solely her domain. She hadn’t minded that. She was proud of her culinary skills and happy to impress her husband with a beautifully presented meal each night.

Maybe if there’d been more of this—more camaraderie, more playfulness, more shared activities—things might not have ended the way they did. Who knew? She found herself wondering how different her life might have been if she hadn’t rushed into marriage when she was barely out of her teens. Would things have been different if she’d allowed herself to grow up a bit, find out who she was on her own instead of sliding into the role of Mrs Jason Sinclair? Maybe if she hadn’t been in such a hurry to escape the role created for her by her family she wouldn’t have run headlong in a marriage doomed to fail. Maybe she would have fallen in love with someone who was strong enough to accept her for who she really was.

Someone like Mitch.

She realised she was staring at Mitch’s hands as he worked the gnocchi dough, and wondering what they would feel like moving over her bare skin. Absentmindedly, she crossed one arm across her chest and tucked her hand under her arm. She couldn’t feel the raised skin of her scar beneath her jumper but it was there nevertheless, part of her forever. Who was she kidding thinking about Mitch in that way? What man would want to caress her scarred body? She shook her head and put her glass down. Clearly the wine was clouding her thinking.

‘Hey, are you okay?’ Mitch asked.

‘I think I need to give the wine a rest if I’m going to do this meal justice. I gulped the first one down too quickly and it’s gone straight to my head.’

He laughed. ‘Maybe that’s just what you need tonight.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. Not unless you want to be eating toast for dinner.’

‘Fair enough. We’ll save the wine for later. How are these for size?’ He held up a little ball for her inspection.

‘Perfect.’ The gnocchi was perfect and so was he.

Once the gnocchi was done and all plated up Mitch poured another two glasses of red and they sat together at the kitchen table. Mitch loaded up his fork and took a bite and then let out a groan of appreciation. ‘God, Bea, this stuff is amazing. I can’t believe I’ve never eaten it before.’

‘I’ve spoiled you now. Gnocchi isn’t always this good. Don’t be tricked into buying the pre-packaged stuff from the supermarket. It’s awful.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind, although I don’t think the general store stocks gnocchi.’

‘You’re probably right. I must be thinking about the supermarket near where I lived before. There you can buy it pre-made from the dairy case, but it’s nothing like homemade.’

‘I guess you can get all manner of things in the city that we don’t get here. But just like your pre-packaged gnocchi, most of them aren’t worth having in my opinion.’

The thought of giving up Dulili for 24-hour supermarkets and never-ending streams of traffic filled Bea with dread. Geelong may not be quite the metropolis Melbourne was, but compared to Dulili it was massive. In the short time that she’d been here she’d grown to appreciate all this little town had to offer. The stillness, the clear skies and sweet, clean air, the gentle rhythm of each day—life unfettered by traffic or queues. Most of all she’d come to appreciate the locals. One local in particular.

This was so goddamned unfair. Yes, she might have been foolish to trust Jason implicitly, but hadn’t she already paid for that? She’d lost her marriage, her home in Williamstown and the comfortable life she’d built for herself. Through all of the losses she’d stayed resilient. Refusing to give in to bitterness, believing that there were good things waiting for her just around the corner and that somehow she’d find a way to rebuild her life. But this was one blow too many. She tried to blink back the tears welling in her eyes but as hard as she fought she was unable to stop them.

‘Oh Bea, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry. That was insensitive of me. I’m sure the city has many delights to offer too.’

She sniffed and shrugged. ‘I don’t want to leave here, but I can’t see any other choice.’

‘I think you’re wrong about that.’

‘I’ve told you already, I can’t take your money, Mitch.’ Maybe it was the wine, or maybe it was the fact that soon she’d be leaving this place that made her decide that now was a good time to tell him the whole story. Well, maybe not all of it, but she at least wanted to explain why she was so hung up on not accepting any financial help. ‘Are you done?’

He nodded and stood to start clearing the table.

‘Just leave that. Let’s take our wine and go sit by the fire. I have a few things I want to explain.’ Her chair made a scraping sound as she pushed it in. She’d been debating what type of flooring to put in the kitchen when it was done. Initially she favoured timber but she was concerned that with the high volume of people visiting her kitchen the boards would wear prematurely. No need to worry about that now.

‘You don’t owe me any explanations, Bea. If you don’t want my help that’s cool. I’m just sad that Dulili is going to lose you when it doesn’t have to be that way.’

‘Come on in here and I’ll explain to you why it does have to be that way, as much as I wish it were otherwise.’

Mitch followed her into the living room, stopping to tend to the fire before settling himself down on the couch beside her. Rosie stood up, stretched and yawned and decided the gap between them on the couch was the spot for her.

‘Oi, you, I don’t think Bea wants you climbing all over her and her furniture,’ Mitch said.

Bea scratched Rosie’s ear. ‘Don’t you listen to him. You know you’re welcome here, don’t you girl?’

‘You spoil her. She’s not allowed on the furniture at my place.’

Bea shrugged. ‘I think Rosie was my first real friend in Dulili. Whatever she does is fine by me.’

‘I’m your friend, too, Bea. I hope you know that.’ He reached over and laid his hand on her forearm.

Bea’s heart hammered at his touch. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing that she would soon have to leave this town. Somewhere along the line her feelings for Mitch had ceased to be platonic. Her poor heart had only just begun to recover from its last assault. She couldn’t risk it being broken again.

Rosie pushed her nose under Mitch’s hand, resting her chin on the spot where it had been. They both laughed, and for the moment the tension was broken.

‘Mitch, I know you want me to stay, and I know that if I go I’ll be letting your mum and the whole town down. I don’t want to leave, believe me. But without the means to support myself staying here is impossible.’

‘Let me help, then.’

She shook her head. ‘If it was just a matter of a couple of thousand dollars, I would swallow my pride and accept a loan, but it’s a lot more than that. It would take me years to pay it back, which would make me beholden to you and I really can’t have that.’ She felt the heat of her cheeks colouring. ‘It was reliance on a man that got me into this mess.’

‘I don’t know anything about your ex-husband, but I do know that I would never leave you in a situation like the one you’re in now. No decent man would. And like I said earlier, if I loaned you money or invested in the B&B we’d draw up an agreement so it was all official. You’d know exactly what the terms were.’

‘I know your intentions are nothing but decent, Mitch, and I really appreciate that you care enough to want to help, but I can’t accept your money. Let me tell you a little a bit about my marriage to Jason and then you might understand why.’


Chapter 9

Bea picked up her glass from the coffee table and took a big swig. She wasn’t sure why she felt this desire to unburden herself to Mitch. Maybe it was as simple as missing Em. Without her best friend on tap she didn’t have anyone to mull over the whys and wherefores of her relationship with Jason. Nobody except Em knew the full story. She’d hoped moving to Dulili would open a new chapter in her life and therefore rid her of the need to analyse the past, but this latest development had put her history with Jason front and centre once again. She put the glass down and turned to Mitch. ‘You’ve probably figured out by now that I was pretty young when Jason and I got married.’

Mitch nodded. ‘Yeah, I guessed that much.’

‘We met in Italy, when I was living with my Zia Lucia and her family. Originally I went to Italy on a study tour. I used to work as a travel consultant. When I was twenty-one there was a tour of Italy and my boss decided I should go, but Dad didn’t want me to go.’

‘Why not?’

‘At the time he said it was because of my little brother. You remember I told you how Joe and I took on a lot of the responsibility for raising Luca after Mum died? Well, at the time of the study tour Luca was in primary school and I took him to school each day. After school he would come to agency and hang out for bit until either it was time to go home or Joe could pick him up. Joe started early so he usually finished about four. Dad didn’t want Luca walking home to an empty house, so he forbid me to go.’

‘How old was Luca?’

‘That’s the thing. He was eleven. Only a tiny bit younger than I was when Mum died. And he was good kid, responsible, y’know? He was perfectly capable of walking home by himself and waiting the half-hour for Joe to get home. But Dad wouldn’t hear of it. Of course it was years later that I realised that the reason Dad didn’t want me to go had nothing to do with Luca. He was afraid if I went overseas I would never come back, that he’d lose me.’

‘So you went without his approval?’

‘Uh huh. First time I’d ever gone against his wishes, but I knew it was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up. Once he realised he couldn’t stop me he contacted Zia Lucia, Mum’s sister, so she could meet up with me. He wanted her to keep an eye on me. I loved meeting my aunt. She looks so much like my mum and I realised there was a whole side to me that I had no idea about. I wanted to stay in Italy and explore my cultural heritage. I guess in a way it made me feel closer to Mum.’

‘How did your dad take that?’

‘He wasn’t happy but Zia convinced him that it would be good for me to spend some time with her. My boss agreed to give me leave without pay and so I stayed on. I had a fantastic time and I loved getting to know my Italian side of the family. Of course I missed my family, especially Luca, but being away from them made me realise how restricted my life was back home. I was twenty-one and living the life of a middle-aged woman. I knew I didn’t want to go back to that life, but I just couldn’t see how I could tell Dad I wasn’t coming home. I knew it would break his heart and he’d suffered so much already.’ She could see the pity in Mitch’s eyes. ‘Hey, you don’t have to feel sorry for me. Yes, I lost my mum, and that was heartbreaking, but I had a good childhood. I was loved and needed. There are far worse things.’

Mitch nodded. ‘I guess, but you did have a lot of responsibility from a young age.’

Bea shrugged. ‘That couldn’t be helped. But at twenty-one I’d had enough and I figured Luca was big enough for Dad to look after without my help. I just didn’t know how to get out of going back home without causing a major family rift. Luca had already lost his mum. I didn’t want him to lose his sister too.’

‘What did you decide to do?’

‘I didn’t really decide anything. Well, that’s what I told myself. I met Jason and fell in love. He gave me the perfect way out of my situation. I told myself it was fate.’ Heat burned her cheeks as she continued. ‘Looking back on it all now, it seems so clear cut. I needed Jason and that’s why I married him, but back then I truly believed I was in love.’

Mitch nodded, encouraging her to go on.

‘We met in Italy, at a party I went to with my cousin. He was the only other native English speaker in the room and with us both being Australian we naturally gravitated towards one another. It was love at first sight, or so I thought. We had a whirlwind romance. Jason was older than me—thirty when we met—and keen to settle down and have a family, so it wasn’t a total surprise when he whisked me away to Paris for the weekend to propose. We’d only been dating for a couple of months.’

‘Wow.’

‘Yeah I know it sounds crazy, but at the time I was thrilled. I was in love and it meant I had a legitimate reason to leave home. One Dad couldn’t argue with.’

‘How did your dad take it?’

‘Not too badly. I think he was sad that I would be moving out, and he was a bit worried I was too young, but he came around once he met Jason. Jason was great at charming people and Dad was no exception. He gave us his blessing. I guess he thought Jason would look after me. And he was grateful that I was marrying an Australian and that we planned to live in Melbourne, not in Milan.’

Mitch nodded. ‘I guess it was a relief that you weren’t going to stay overseas forever. I think my parents were worried about that when I first brought Lucy home. I don’t know if you’ve heard much about my former fiancée?’

It was the first time Mitch had voluntarily offered up any information about his past relationship. Bea knew she needed to tread carefully if she didn’t want him to clam up. ‘Not much. Just that she was English and that she went back home.’

‘Yeah, well that’s pretty much all there is to know. Mum and Dad tried their best to welcome her into the family, but there was always tension between them. Lucy never really fitted in. I think part of it was because Mum was so worried that she’d take off back to England and that I’d go with her.’

‘But you didn’t go?’

Mitch shook his head sadly. ‘There was no point. She didn’t want me.’

‘I know what that’s like,’ Bea said softly.

Mitch shifted uncomfortably on the other end of the couch. ‘How long did it last?’ he asked, shifting the focus back onto her.

‘Almost ten years. And most of them were good. Well, at least I thought they were. In hindsight maybe I was wrong about that.’

‘So what happened?’

Bea let out a heavy sigh. ‘At first everything was wonderful. Jason worked hard—he’s in advertising. I left my job at the travel agency because it was too far away from where we lived and Jason wasn’t keen on me working every day anyway. He wanted me to be available to attend corporate events with him and to be able to travel with him at short notice. He helped me start my own little agency that I could run from home, working my own hours, but it was tiny. I couldn’t take on too many clients because of the travel Jason and I did. Most of my time was spent playing the perfect corporate wife.’

Mitch raised an eyebrow.

‘Yeah, I know. It seems incredibly naïve, but I felt so lucky. I had a husband who wanted me by his side all the time. He didn’t quibble about the time I spent with my family, as long as I was always available to him when he needed me. He spoiled me with extravagant gifts. I felt like a princess. It wasn’t until he decided we needed a baby that things began to turn sour.’

‘He decided? You didn’t want one?’

She shrugged. ‘It wasn’t that I didn’t want kids. I was only twenty-five. I wasn’t ready for my life to change yet. I’d spent my youth bringing up Luca and I was enjoying not having that responsibility. I tried to talk Jason into waiting a couple more years, but he didn’t like that idea. He was already in his mid-thirties. He didn’t want to be an old father. He became more and more insistent.’

Mitch’s eyes widened. ‘He forced you?’ Bea could hear the anger in his voice.

‘No, no, nothing like that. He just wouldn’t let up about it and in the end I gave in, because I wanted him to be happy. We started trying but nothing happened. Jason became frustrated. He seemed to think I was deliberately avoiding getting pregnant. He insisted we seek fertility advice.’ She paused to take another sip of wine. Once Mitch knew this next bit, there would be no going back. He would never see her the same way again. ‘I had to have a full medical as part of my work-up and after discussing my family history my doctor referred me for genetic testing.’

He creased his brow in confusion. ‘Is that usual? I mean I don’t know much about this kind of stuff but that sounds pretty full on.’

‘It was because my mum and my nonna both died of breast cancer. I didn’t have to get tested. The result wouldn’t affect my fertility, but my doctor thought I might like to know if I was carrying the gene.’

‘For breast cancer?’

Bea nodded. ‘Not just breast cancer. If it turned out I was carrying the gene then I’d have an increased risk of ovarian cancer too.’

‘That must have been a hard decision to make.’

‘Not really. I’m the sort of person who likes to know the facts. I figured if the test came back negative, great. If not, then I’d know what I was dealing with. Unfortunately, Jason didn’t agree.’

‘He didn’t want you to have the test?’ Mitch’s tone was incredulous.

Bea shook her head. ‘He figured we were better off not knowing. He thought it was best not to meddle with fate. I remember him saying, “None of us knows the future, I could get hit by a car tomorrow”.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I went ahead and got tested. It was the first time in our marriage I’d gone against Jason’s wishes. I kept it from him and if the results had been negative I probably would never have let on. Maybe we’d be the proud parents of a couple of kids by now, and I wouldn’t be sitting here pouring my heart out to you.’

‘So it was positive?’ His eyes were filled with concern.

Bea closed her eyes and nodded, reliving the moment her life had changed forever. ‘Yep. I tested positive for the BRCA1 gene and almost immediately I knew what I had to do. I knew I couldn’t live with the time bomb ticking away inside of me. I decided I wanted to have immediate surgery to remove my ovaries and my breasts.’

She looked at Mitch waiting for the shock, the distaste to settle on his face, but all she saw in his eyes was sympathy.

‘Jason didn’t agree. He thought we should try for a baby first, using IVF if we needed it and then I could have the operation. My specialist suggested freezing some eggs for future use, which I was open to, but Jason seemed determined for me not to have the surgery. In fact, he told me I was being hysterical for even considering the mastectomy. As far as he was concerned I could just have frequent mammograms and hope for the best.’

‘So you left him?’

She shook her head. ‘No. I was shaken by Jason’s opposition, but I loved him and I figured he reacted the way he did out of fear. I really thought we could make it work. But I wasn’t prepared to compromise on my decision. I know it seems selfish but I had to put my health first.’

‘That’s not selfish at all,’ Mitch said, shaking his head. Rosie lifted her head, looking to see what had riled her master, but seeing no apparent danger she yawned and settled back on the couch once more.

Bea stroked Rosie’s ears as she continued. ‘I think my biggest fear was bringing a child into the world that I wouldn’t be around to see grow up. I didn’t want any child of mine going through what’d I’d been through. But Jason didn’t seem to see that as a problem. His thoughts were that you never know what life will bring and you can’t protect your child from everything. My thoughts were that I wanted to have the best odds possible of seeing my child grow up.’

‘I reckon that’s a perfectly reasonable position. I’m sure I’d feel the same way. And surely the doctors backed you up?’

Bea shrugged. ‘I was so young, the doctors thought it would be fine to wait until I’d had a family. My risk of anything developing when I was still so young was low statistically, but I was uncomfortable with waiting. I just wanted to get the whole thing over and done with so I could get on with my life.’

‘So what did you decide to do?’

‘I waited a few months, all the time continuing to try to fall pregnant but I found myself growing increasingly anxious. In end I decided I couldn’t live with the threat of cancer hanging over me. It was ruining my life. We went through the process of harvesting my eggs and then I booked myself in for surgery. Jason said he would support whatever decision I made, but I knew he wasn’t happy.’

‘That must have been very hard for you.’

Bea swallowed down the lump forming in her throat at the memory of those lonely days. ‘It was. I hadn’t told anyone in my family what was going on because I didn’t want to upset them. Luckily I had my friend Emma for support or I don’t know what I would have done.’

‘Jason didn’t step up to the plate?’

She shook her head. ‘God no. Unfortunately, things went from bad to worse. I decided to have my ovaries and fallopian tubes removed first, as ovarian cancer is hard to treat. I wanted to lower the risk of developing it.’

‘Of course.’

‘But during the surgery they discovered I already had cancer. It was tiny but it was there.’

‘Fuck.’

Bea grinned. It was the first time she’d heard him swear like that.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It must have been a hell of a shock, though. Thank God you decided to have the operation.’

‘I know.’ Bea reached back over her shoulder and touched the place below her neck where she knew her rose tattoo sat. ‘I think it was Mama watching over me, pushing me to insist on the surgery no matter what anyone else thought.’

Mitch retrieved the wine bottle from the coffee table and filled both their glasses. She noticed he took a sizeable swig before placing it back on the table.

Bea took another sip too. Her head was getting quite fuzzy but the alcohol dulled the pain of reliving this awful chapter in her life. ‘The discovery of the tumour changed things. My surgical oncologist recommended a hysterectomy and I agreed. Jason was devastated. There was no longer any hope that I could carry a child, even with the assistance of IVF. His dream of becoming a father was over.’

‘And your dream of becoming a mother too.’

‘You know what? Strangely enough that never really worried me. I just wanted the chance to live. If that meant never having kids then so be it. I know lots of young women are heartbroken when they realise they won’t be able to have a child, but for me I was just grateful to have the chance to live. That’s not to say I haven’t had my moments of grief over it all, but when I was first diagnosed that was the least of my worries.’

Mitch stood up and went over to the fireplace and stood with his back to her. He poked around for a bit, stoking it and rearranging the burning logs before finally deciding to throw another one on. Bea wondered if she’d disclosed too much. She hadn’t meant to go into every little detail of her marriage but once she’d got going it was hard to stop. She didn’t want Mitch feeling sorry for her. There was no need for that. Her cancer and Jason’s subsequent reaction had made her strong. She knew now that she could survive whatever life threw at her.

Finally, he turned and looked right at her. ‘You’re amazing you know that? I’m sure a lot of people would have sunk into the depths of depression, but you just got on with it.’

The intensity of his gaze and the sincerity with which he spoke had Bea quivering with emotion. This man had shown more care for her in the past few hours than her own husband had throughout the whole ordeal. She dropped her gaze in the hope that Mitch wouldn’t see the grateful tears welling in her eyes. ‘Thanks. But really, I didn’t do anything special. There were plenty of times I broke down and felt like I couldn’t go on, but in the end there isn’t really any choice. You just have to get on with it. Deal with one day at a time.’

‘So what happened between you and your husband? Please tell me he didn’t leave you to deal with all that on your own?’

‘You know what? I wish he had. In some ways that would have been kinder. I guess he felt like it wasn’t socially acceptable to leave your wife when she had cancer, so he stayed. But he was angry.’

‘At you?’ Mitch’s voice shook with anger.

Bea shrugged. ‘Not exactly. I think he was angry at the way things had turned out. That his life wasn’t turning out the way he expected. Look, I don’t want to dwell on this bit, Mitch. It’s painful. But I want you to know what happened, so I’m just going to spit it out. Our marriage fell apart. He never touched me after the cancer surgery. He became quite distant and spent a lot of time at work. He stayed with me until after I’d had the mastectomy but he was repulsed by me once it was done. He couldn’t even look at me. In the end I decided I’d be happier without him. So I was the one to leave. I moved in with my friend Emma for a while and started to get my life sorted out. That was when I discovered the truth. Jason had been having an affair for months, maybe longer, and even worse than that, he’d siphoned all our accounts. The only money I had was what I’d saved from my little travel agency business. Thankfully I had that set aside in a personal account.’

‘What about your house? You’d be entitled to half of that, surely?’

She shook her head. ‘It was rented. Jason was one of those types who believed in freeing up his money for investments. Some of our money was tied up in his family business and a lot was invested in the stock market, but unbeknown to me he’d been cashing stocks in. By the time we split there was barely anything left. Funnily enough his new girlfriend recently bought a property in Brighton and they’re living there together. I figure that’s where the money’s gone.’

‘But the tax bill? You must have been earning money to owe that much tax?’

‘I don’t know. I vaguely remember the accountant talking about income splitting to minimise the amount of tax we paid. Obviously a lot of his income has been allocated to me.’

‘Have you been to a lawyer?’

‘Yeah. In the beginning I was determined to fight him, to get what I was entitled to, but lawyers cost money. In the end I decided I needed to let go and move on. And that was working out pretty well until I got the tax bill in the mail today.’

Mitch smiled at her. ‘You’ve dealt with way worse things than that. You’ll find a way to get through this. And I’ll be here to help you.’

Bea let out a big breath. Of course Mitch was right. This was by no means the worst thing that had ever happened to her. But she was tired of fighting all the time. Dulili was supposed to be her fresh start. All the crap from her life with Jason was supposed to be firmly in the past. ‘Thanks but I don’t see what you can do. I can’t let you invest in Honey Hill House. You understand that now, right? I need to be totally in control of my own finances. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Mitch. I just never want to rely on anyone else ever again.’

‘There are other ways of helping.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well I might need to think about that. But for starters I can recommend a good accountant. My friend Fiona has her own practice in Orange. She’s super smart and very easy to talk to. I’m sure if I called her she’d fit you in ASAP. What do you think?’

‘I guess it couldn’t hurt.’

‘Well, that’s a start. Now, should we crack open this second bottle or will I put the kettle on?’

Suddenly Bea felt as if a large weight had been lifted from her shoulders. ‘Tea would be the sensible choice, but you know what? Let’s walk on the wild side.’


Chapter 10

Mitch welcomed the distraction of opening the wine. He needed a moment to process what he’d just heard and what he was feeling. He was grateful that it was a corked bottle and not a screw top as it gave him the chance to head into the kitchen for a moment while he retrieved the corkscrew.

‘Second drawer down,’ Bea called from the living room.

‘No worries,’ he replied, struggling to keep his voice light and cheery.

‘Back in a tic,’ she said, and he heard her get up and walk in the direction of the bathroom.

Bloody hell, what a night. He needed to tread carefully now, because today everything had changed. From the moment he’d taken her in his arms at the mailbox Mitch had realised this thing he had for Bea was way more than a schoolboy crush. When she told him about the tax bill and that it meant she’d have to leave, the resulting panic he felt made him realise he couldn’t lose her. He was crazy, head over heels in love with this woman and there was no way he was going to give up on her without a fight.

Everything she’d told him tonight had reinforced his feelings. My God, she was amazing, far from the ‘dippy hippy’ he’d once imagined her to be. She was a warrior, proud and strong. The trouble was that those very qualities he so admired about her were preventing her from accepting his help.

There had to be some way for Bea to stay in Dulili. He’d call Fiona first thing and ask her for a favour. At least then they’d know what they were facing. Beyond that it was hard to know what to do. But there would be a solution, he was sure of it. After all Bea had sacrificed, it wasn’t fair for her to lose Honey Hill House as well. He would do everything in his power to make sure that didn’t happen.

The more pressing problem was whether or not to act on his feelings. More than anything he wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her. No, that was bullshit. He wanted more than that. He wanted to kiss those ruby red lips of hers. He wanted to strip off the layers of clothes she hid beneath and let her know just how desirable she truly was. He wasn’t sure what lay beneath her woolly jumper. She hadn’t elaborated on her breast surgery and what it had entailed. It wasn’t something he knew much about. But he did know this much, breasts or no breasts, scars or none, Bea was the woman for him.

* * *

‘Did you find it?’ Bea asked.

‘What?’

She walked into the kitchen to find Mitch staring blankly into space. Was it any wonder? Poor guy. She’d droned on and on for hours about her pathetic marriage and her health problems. Hardly scintillating dinner conversation. ‘The corkscrew. You’ve been in here for ages.’

‘Have I? Sorry. I was just—’

‘Planning your escape? I honestly don’t blame you.’ She laughed as she opened the drawer to retrieve the corkscrew.

‘No. Quite the opposite. I was working out how I could keep you from leaving Dulili. I don’t want to lose … the town to lose you.’ His voice came out thick and raspy. Maybe it was the wine.

‘How about this? No more talk of my troubles tonight. Let’s change the subject and pretend that awful bill doesn’t exist.’ She waved the corkscrew in the air. ‘Come back in the living room and help me forget my woes for a bit.’

He grinned. ‘Deal.’

With the mood somewhat lightened, Mitch made his way back to the living room and Bea followed behind, corkscrew in hand. In their absence Rosie had decided to make the couch her own, stretching out and taking up all the room.

‘Oi, you. Shove over. Give us some room,’ Mitch said, giving the pup a gentle push. Rosie yawned and did as she was told, but instead of curling up in the middle of the couch where she’d been all night she moved to one end and curled herself into a tight ball. Mitch raised his eyebrows. ‘That wasn’t what I meant,’ he said, but he made no move to shift her.

Did it matter if they had to sit so close to each other? It wasn’t as if Mitch was about to put the moves on her. Not after the conversation they’d just had. If he’d ever been attracted to her—which she very much doubted—there couldn’t be a more serious passion killer than an hour’s discussion on your ex-husband, topped off with a side of breast-removal surgery. In fact, she could probably give classes: How to Turn a Guy Off in Two Easy Steps. ‘Leave her there. She looks so comfy. And I promise I won’t bite.’

He gave an awkward sort of chuckle. ‘Let’s get this bottle open then.’ He took the corkscrew from her hand and then went about removing the cork from the bottle. He poured two glasses and handed her one. ‘Cheers.’

‘What shall we drink to?’

He paused for a moment, looking as there was something he wanted to say, but changed his mind. ‘To new beginnings,’ he said, eventually.

‘Yes, to new beginnings and new friends.’ She lifted her glass in a salute before taking a sip. Clearly she was on the edge of her alcohol limit because instead of the ladylike sip she’d intended to take, she partially missed her mouth, sending droplets of red wine dribbling down her chin. Before she’d had time to set her glass down, Mitch reached across and placed his hand beneath her chin. He swiped the drops away with his thumb. ‘There you go,’ he said softly.

Her body reacted immediately, a tantalising quiver of electricity shooting across the skin as he touched. When he made no attempt to remove his hand she looked up to meet his gaze. There was no mistaking the desire in his eyes. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘What’s going on here?’

‘I’m thinking very seriously about kissing you.’

Her heart began to hammer so hard it felt like it was beating in her throat. ‘Mitch,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t think that’s such a good idea.’

‘Really?’ he said, inching closer. ‘I happen to think it’s the best idea I’ve had in a long time.’

Suddenly she couldn’t think of a reason not to let him kiss her. All her concerns about them being neighbours were irrelevant now. For despite Mitch’s optimism, Bea knew there was no way she’d be able to keep Honey Hill House. It was only a matter of time before she admitted defeat and called the removalists. So why not indulge in a little harmless flirtation? It’d had been such a long time since a man had shown any real interest in her.

She closed her eyes and waited.

He moved so close that she could feel his breath mingling with her own. His hand gently reached for hers and he took it as he tenderly laid his lips on hers. At first he was careful, his lips gently brushing against her. The sweetness of his kiss conveyed his respect, and his reluctance to cause her further pain. Once again she felt the tears begin to well.

To hell with that. She was not some fragile piece of china that needed to be handled with care. She wanted to be kissed like a woman, not a precious princess. She wanted a man who was overcome with desire for her. A man who would tear off her clothes hungrily and throw her down on the bed. A man who couldn’t get enough of her.

She responded by deepening the kiss. She let go of his hand and cradled his head, drawing him even closer. His arms enveloped her as his mouth moved to trail kisses from her earlobe along her neck. When the neckline of her jumper restricted him from going further he slid his hands under the waistband and began to tug the garment upwards.

Bea froze. What would happen if Mitch saw her naked? How would he react to the fact that she had scar tissue where most women had breasts? What if he was repulsed by the sight of her? ‘Stop,’ she said, pulling away.

He immediately withdrew his hands.

‘I’m sorry. I thought that was what you wanted. I shouldn’t have rushed you. We can take things slow if you like.’

She creased her brow in confusion. What did he mean? Was he talking about having sex or something more? Because this wasn’t about anything more than giving in to desire without consequences. ‘Mitch, I do want to kiss you. More than kiss you in fact, but you know this isn’t going anywhere right? You know that I can’t stay in Dulili?’

‘We’ll see about that.’ He reached for her again.

She shimmied away. ‘I’m serious. I mean if I were staying this probably wouldn’t be a great idea, with us being neighbours and all.’

‘Bea, can we just forget about all that for a little while? I’m attracted to you. To be honest I started to fall for you way back when I saw you fixing the back door.’ He grinned. ‘Girls who know their way around a power tool are very sexy, you know.’

She smiled, grateful for his attempt at lightening the mood. ‘Obviously we’re attracted to each other, but I don’t see where this can go. Both of us have been hurt before.’

‘Let’s not worry about that tonight. You think you’re moving and all we can have is a one-night stand. Well, I’m telling you right now, that’s not what I want. But if it’s all I can ever have I’ll take it. I want you Bea. I want all of you.’

Suddenly she felt stone cold sober. His honesty was disarming. No man she’d ever known had been prepared to lay his feelings out like that. Okay, so it wasn’t as if she had lots of experience with men, and apparently Jason wasn’t a stellar example, but her girlfriends were always dissecting conversations they had with men, trying to analyse what their latest lover really wanted.

‘What are you thinking?’

Mitch had been honest. It was only fair that she respond in kind. ‘I’m scared,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘That’s understandable. I’m scared too. But we can make a pact that tonight is a guilt-free zone. No promises. No lies. Just the two of us showing each other how much we care. Let’s not worry about the future, or the past. Let’s just be happy right now.’

She nodded slowly. He didn’t have to convince her of the merits of sleeping with him. Every fibre of her body was aching for his touch. But there was still the matter of him seeing her as she really was. ‘Okay. But it’s not just that. Honestly Mitch, this is hard to admit but I’m terrified that when you take my top off you’ll be repulsed by what you see.’

He reached over and grabbed her hand. ‘There is absolutely no way that is going to happen.’

‘You understand that there’s nothing there, right? My breasts are gone. These…’ she placed her hand on her prosthesis, ‘… are fakes. Pretend boobs so my clothes fit properly, but when you undo my bra, it all comes off and there’s nothing there. Are you sure you can deal with that?’

He didn’t flinch, or even blink an eye. ‘I’m attracted to you, Bea. All of you. I love the way you swear under your breath in Italian and that you talk to the pot when you’re cooking. I love that you’re the most vocal supporter the Demons have ever had. I love that when life threw you a curve ball, you decided to pick yourself up and make a fresh start. You’re strong and brave and clumsy and silly and funny. These are the things that make me happy when I’m with you. There’s nothing under that jumper that scares me.’ He placed his hand on her chest, right above the fake mounds. ‘This is what I’m interested in, not these.’ He gave one of her falsies a squeeze.

She burst out laughing even while her eyes were filling with tears. This man was worth taking a risk for, but she had to make sure he knew what he was getting into. ‘Are you sure? Because it’s not exactly pretty under there. I mean, I’m used to it. I kind of like my scars. The way I look at it I owe my life to them. But I can see how it might be a turn-off for other people.’

‘I’m sure. I don’t think there’s anything about you that could turn me off.’

She leaned in close. ‘I think maybe you’d better kiss me then.’

He obliged, kissing her tenderly at first then deepening the kiss as she responded to him. Her hands slid down to his waistband and she tugged at his shirt until she’d freed it from his jeans. Now, with her hand on his bare chest, she could feel his heart thumping. This was real. He wanted her. This beautiful man desired her. And he’d already told her he was hoping for more than a one-night stand. Maybe…

Stop.

She wouldn’t spoil this moment by overthinking it. They’d worry about tomorrow when it came.

He pulled back gently. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I do have one small request.’

‘What’s that?’

He nodded his head toward Rosie. ‘Not here … not in front of the pup. It just doesn’t feel right.’

Bea laughed. ‘Yeah. I guess you’re right. How about we leave Rosie here where she’s comfy and we retire to the bedroom?’

‘Sounds good to me.’

She took him by the hand and led him to her room. He went to flick on the light as they entered, but she shook her head. ‘Leave them off.’

‘Really? I don’t want to make love in the dark. I want to see you. To look in your eyes. Please don’t be afraid. I’m promise you every inch of you will be beautiful to me.’

She sat down on the bed and reached for her beside lamp. ‘Okay, but leave the main light off. It’s too harsh. I think the lamplight is more romantic.’

He nodded his approval as he closed the door behind them. He stood in front of her. ‘Would it be easier if I went first?’

She giggled. ‘What do you mean?’

‘How about I do a little striptease for your pleasure?’

She grinned. ‘Oh my God. Really? You’d do that?’

‘I’d love too.’

‘Why thank you sir. Actually, now it’s my turn to make a request.’

‘Anything.’

She leaped up and went to the rickety Queen Anne wardrobe that housed all her accessories and dug around for a moment in the dim light until she found what she was looking for. Once located, she popped the cowboy hat on her head and jumped back onto the bed, propping herself up on the mountain of soft white pillows at the head of the bed as she tossed the hat to Mitch. ‘Can you wear this?’

He laughed. ‘Can I ask how it is that you just happen to have a cowboy hat conveniently stashed in your wardrobe?’

The hat was joke gift. She’d almost thrown it out. Right now she was congratulating herself for her sentimental hoarding tendency. ‘My girlfriends gave it to me before I left Melbourne. There was quite a bit of discussion about kissing cowboys, and how I needed a hat to fit in here.’

‘Ah I see. Well then…’ he put the hat on and winked, ‘… let me be your cowboy tonight.’

‘Would you like some music to get you started, Cowboy Mitch?’

‘Yeah, that’d be great.’

She leaned over and pulled her iPod out of the bedside drawer. ‘Anything particular you had in mind?’

He shook his head. ‘You pick.’

She scrolled through her favourite playlists for what seemed an age but nothing stood out as being just right. In desperation she clicked on the classic rock playlist and there it was. She began to laugh as she popped the iPod into its dock.

Mitch raised his eyebrows and then joined in her laughter as Joe Cocker’s You can leave your hat on began to play. He started to sway in time to the music, as he slowly unbuttoned his shirt. When it was fully undone, he dropped his shoulders and let it fall to the floor. With that he turned so that he had his back to her and began to shake his butt. Bea couldn’t help but laugh. Mitch responded by turning back to face her and unbuttoning his jeans. Slowly he unzipped, teasing her a little by moving the zipper down then up again.

‘Take ‘em off,’ she called, holding her belly, which was aching from laughing so much.

Mitch obliged, peeling off his jeans, while all the time keeping time with the beat. Funny as it was, she had to admit he wasn’t a bad dancer. And his performance had achieved what she’d never thought possible—instead of feeling scared and anxious, she felt happy and relaxed. Ready to take the next step.

The song was ramping up for its finale and so, it seemed, was Mitch. He had his back to her again and now—dear God! —he was removing his boxers. Turned out she was right all along. He did have a magnificent butt. As the song finished he removed the hat from his head and after strategically placing it in front of him turned to face her.

She applauded and wolf-whistled, before patting the bed beside her. ‘Come here,’ she said giggling.

‘What are you laughing at?’

‘You did a great job. You know, maybe you’ve missed your calling. If you ever decide on a career change I reckon Manpower might just snap you up. I do have one tiny criticism, though.’ She pointed to his feet. ‘Socks on is a deal breaker, I’m afraid.’

He looked down at his feet. ‘Have a heart. I couldn’t work out a sexy way to take them off.’

She laughed. He looked so sweet and vulnerable standing there in his socks with nothing but a hat for modesty. To remove the socks he’d have to put the hat down and reveal all in the process. ‘I’ll make a deal with you,’ she said. ‘If you take off your socks, I’ll take off my top.’

‘Deal.’

* * *

Mitch was glad Bea had insisted on the dim lighting option. Hopefully it meant she couldn’t see the beads of sweat forming on his forehead. He had performance anxiety of a most unusual kind. He’d meant what he said earlier about loving every part of her, and he knew that no matter what she revealed when she removed her jumper, it wouldn’t turn him off. On the other hand, he’d never seen a woman without breasts before and he didn’t know what to expect. He knew even the slightest flinch or hesitation on his part would send Bea’s confidence plummeting. It seemed he would be the first man to see her like this since her husband. Bea was tough, she’d recovered from the bastard’s rejection, but Mitch knew there was a lot riding on how he reacted to her scars.

He sat on the side of the bed, his back to her as he removed his socks and threw them so they landed on top of the clothes he’d already discarded. He took a steadying breath and turned to face her, finally discarding the hat. ‘Okay, that’s my part of the deal done. Your turn now.’

Her eyes stared into his as she silently removed her jumper. Slowly he lowered his gaze. Her chest was encased in an ordinary black bra. Nothing too scary there.

She slid a finger under one bra strap and pulled it free of her shoulder. She was smiling but he could see the trepidation in her eyes.

‘Allow me,’ he said. He placed his hand on her neck and drew her in so he could kiss her. When he felt her body relax into the kiss he gently moved his hand lower, all the time stroking her with his thumb. His mouth moved from her lips to her neck, his lips following the same path as his hand. She moaned softly as his thumb caressed her collarbone and his body responded to her desire.

He moved his free hand to her back and found her bra clasp. He fiddled for a moment without success and she laughed. ‘Do you need some help?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘No, I just need both hands, that’s all.’ He moved his right hand to her back. ‘There,’ he said. ‘Success at last.’

She gave him a timid smile and leaned forward so the bra and its imitation breasts fell onto the bed.

He moved back just slightly and looked at her chest. He wanted her to see he was not afraid. And there was nothing to fear. Her chest was flat, that wasn’t such a big deal. And there were two perfectly symmetrical horizontal scars. Fine and silvery in colour, they sat in the place where her nipples had once been, their presence the only mark on her otherwise milky white skin. The scars weren’t ugly. They stood in testimony to her courage. ‘Is it okay if … can I touch …?’

She nodded.

He traced his finger along the left scar and then his lips followed suit.

She placed her hands in his hair and whispered, ‘Thank you.’

His lips found their way back to her collarbone and then her neck. He pulled back so he could look at her as he said, ‘No, thank you,’ before kissing her mouth once more.


Chapter 11

Bea awoke to the winter sun peeking through the crack in her curtains. She never closed them completely because she loved the freedom of not having an alarm. Waking to the morning light was one the pleasures of living out here.

Speaking of pleasure, had she dreamed that delicious encounter last night? She rolled over. Nope. The beautiful man was still here in her bed, sleeping soundly. It felt too good to be true. She allowed herself a moment to watch him and to revel in the memory of last night’s lovemaking, before sliding quietly out of bed. She didn’t want Mitch to feel uncomfortable when he woke. She wasn’t expecting him to whisper sweet nothings now the reality of the new day was here.

Last night he’d done more than enough. Mitch had given her a beautiful gift and she appreciated that. He’d made her feel like the most desirable woman on earth.

He’d made her feel whole.

Despite what he’d said last night—after a few wines, it had to be said—she had no expectations of anything more than what they’d shared. Of course, now that she’d seen him at his very best, she couldn’t help but feel sad that their relationship would never get off the ground. Another reason to hate the situation she now found herself in. But nothing had changed. She still owed the tax office a truckload of money she couldn’t afford to pay, and sleeping with Mitch hadn’t made her change her mind about accepting his financial help. In fact, if anything it strengthened her resolve to stand on her own two feet, no matter what the consequences.

But she wasn’t going to spoil this gorgeous sunny morning by dwelling on her money problems. This morning she was going to make them a hearty breakfast and enjoy spending time with Mitch. She was not going to ruin her good mood by thinking about what lay ahead.

As she headed to her antique wardrobe to collect a robe she caught sight of her naked body in the mirror. She paused for a moment to look at her reflection. Staring back at her was a happy woman, with long toned legs, awesome hair, shining eyes and a couple of scars. She traced her finger along her scars. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. Without them she might not be here. Even if the cancer hadn’t claimed her life, without her decision to have surgery she might very well still be in a toxic marriage and living half a life. She missed her breasts, there was no doubt about that, but she was grateful for the strength and freedom their loss had provided.

She slipped on her warmest winter robe and tiptoed across the chilly floorboards to the bedroom door. Outside she could hear the patter of paws. Poor Rosie was probably dying to go outside. She edged the door open to find the pup padding towards her. ‘Hello, gorgeous girl,’ she whispered. ‘Do you want to go outside for a bit?’

Rosie pricked up her ears and wagged her tail in response.

‘Come on then.’ She headed down the hall towards the back door with Rosie following dutifully behind. ‘There you go girl,’ she said as she opened the door for the pup to head out. Rosie bounded off, and Bea closed the door to stop the crisp winter air from filtering in. Rosie would let her know when she was ready to come back inside. She made her way to the kitchen to turn on the little fan heater before heading to the bathroom.

When she returned she found Mitch standing at the open fridge in his boxer shorts.

‘Hey beautiful. I wondered where you’d got to.’ He extended his hand. ‘Come here and give me a kiss.’

‘I was just letting Rosie out for a run.’ She took his hand and let herself be pulled in for a kiss. ‘Are you ready for breakfast?’

He nibbled her neck. ‘Yeah, I’m starving.’

She giggled and pulled away. ‘Be serious will you? What would you prefer? Bacon and eggs or Canadian pancakes?’

‘What are Canadian pancakes? I mean what makes them Canadian specifically?’

She shrugged. ‘Well, my version is big fluffy pancakes, real maple syrup and a side of bacon. It’s my Dad’s favourite breakfast. He always called them Canadian and I guess I never questioned why.’

‘Sounds awesome.’

‘Pancakes it is.’

‘I might go put some clothes on before I give you a hand with that. As much as I’d like to spend more time half naked with you it is a bit chilly in here.’

‘I don’t need any help. Why don’t you have a shower while I cook? Fresh towels are in the cupboard under the sink.’

He grinned and pulled her close again. ‘I’ve got a much better idea. Why don’t you come join me in the shower and then we can both cook breakfast afterwards?’ He started to kiss her neck.

Bea’s heart soared. Last night hadn’t been an act of kindness. He wanted more. Whether or not that was a good idea she didn’t know. It was hard to think straight with him kissing her collarbone like that. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘You’ve convinced me.’

* * *

‘Canadian pancakes are my new favourite breakfast food,’ Mitch said as he laid his knife and fork together on the plate.

‘Good thing I showed you how to make them, then. Now you can have them whenever you want.’

Mitch crinkled his nose and shook his head. ‘Nah, I’m a slow learner when it comes to cooking. I’m sure mine wouldn’t be a patch on yours. Maybe you’ll take pity on me and we can breakfast together more often.’

‘Mitch …’

‘What?’

‘Last night was amazing. And this morning too. But nothing’s changed. I’m still leaving. I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to start something when we know it has no future.’

He’d known this was coming and was prepared. ‘But we already did start something.’

‘I thought I was clear last night, that this …’ she pointed her finger at him and back at herself, ‘… that we had no future together. I’m so sorry if I led you to believe otherwise.’ The look on her face was pained.

‘No, no. You were clear. That’s not what I meant. This started for me when I met you. I was intrigued, then attracted and now … well, now I don’t want to think about a day without you in it. I can’t help how I feel and I’m not willing to give up on the chance for us to be together. Unless …’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Unless what?’

‘Unless that’s something you’re not interested in?’

Her hand reached out across the table and she placed it on top of his. ‘In different circumstances I can’t think of anything I’d like more.’

‘So if we could find a way for you to stay in Dulili you’d consider taking this further.’

She was silent for what seemed like an eternity. Mitch’s pulse thudded in his ears. Had he just made a gigantic fool of himself? Maybe he’d misread the situation. Maybe she only agreed to sleep with him because she was leaving.

‘I’d be open to talking about it,’ she finally answered.

A wave of happiness washed over him. Now he knew there was hope, there was work to be done. He looked up at the kitchen clock. ‘Jeez, it’s nearly nine already.’

Bea gave him a cheeky grin. ‘I guess time flies when you’re having fun.’

‘You’re not wrong. Look, as much as I’d love to stay here, I’ve got things I need to do this morning. What are your plans for the day?’

She shrugged. ‘I was going to start pulling up the carpet in the guestrooms today. Once the en suites are done I’m going to strip and polish the floorboards. Or I was going to, but I can’t see the point now. So I guess I don’t have any plans.’

‘Good. One of my jobs this morning is to call my friend, Fiona. She’s the accountant I was telling you about. I’m going to try to get her to see you today.’

‘But it’s Saturday.’

‘I know that, and I’m not making any promises, but I’m sure if she can she will make time for you. We go back a long way.’

Bea cocked an eyebrow at him. Was that a hint of jealousy in her eyes?

‘Okay so you’ve sprung me. Fiona used to be my girlfriend.’

Her face coloured and she started to shake her head. ‘I don’t think I’m comfortable with you asking your ex for favours on my behalf.’

‘Relax. You didn’t let me finish. She was my kindergarten girlfriend.’

‘Oh.’ She laughed. ‘I guess that’s okay then.’

He stood up and carried his plate to the sink. ‘Shall we do these dishes?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ll clean up. You’ve got work to do on the farm.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll let you know what Fiona says.’ He stopped to give her a kiss on the top of her head as he made his way out to the door. Her still-damp hair smelled of the vanilla and honey shampoo he’d washed it with not an hour before. An image of the suds running down between the two small tattoos on Bea’s naked back flashed through his mind and he shook his head to stop the thought going any further. There was no time for that now. He was a man on a mission.

* * *

After the dishes were done, the sheets changed and the bed remade, Bea found herself with nothing to do. There was no point doing anything towards the house renovations at this point, but she wasn’t ready to start packing up to leave just yet either. It was probably ridiculous to hope that Mitch’s friend could offer any solutions to her problem, but she was going to hold out to hear what the woman had to say before packing her bags.

She made herself a fresh cup of tea and took the phone into the living room. What she needed was a big debrief with Em. A chat with her friend was guaranteed to make her feel better and, more importantly, help her sort out how she was feeling about the Mitch situation. She punched in Em’s number and waited, but instead of Em’s cheery voice she got voicemail. Bea glanced at the grandmother clock on the mantle—another spectacular op-shop find—and realised it wasn’t even ten o’clock yet. More than likely Em was at her Saturday morning Pilates class. So now it was down to her to sort out her feelings on her own.

The divorce might have just been finalised but her relationship with Jason had been over for a long time now. They day he told her he thought her decision to have her breasts removed was ‘unnecessary and selfish’ she’d closed her heart to him. And there hadn’t been anyone else since.

In her heart of hearts she hadn’t dared to hope that there could be anyone else. Em had questioned whether her decision not to have reconstructive surgery was her way of protecting herself against further relationships. Did she want an excuse not to put herself out there? She’d been so sure that wasn’t it. Her decision was to do with accepting what had happened to her and loving herself the way she was. She totally understood why women chose reconstruction, and she hadn’t ruled it out as an option for the future, but for now she needed to embrace the change to her body and her life, not sweep it under the carpet like it had never happened. That’s what she’d been telling herself up until now.

What if Em was right? What if the reason she didn’t want new breasts had less to do with acceptance and more to do with fear? And where did that leave her now? Mitch didn’t care whether she had breasts or not. He’d made that perfectly clear. So what was she running from? Why was she so resistant to the idea of starting something up with him?

Bea stared out the living-room window and watched the dark clouds rolling in. This morning’s clear blue sky was gone and it looked as though they were in for a storm any time now. Funny how things changed so quickly.

Last night she’d been certain that her dalliance with Mitch couldn’t last more than a night, but what if she was wrong? What if by some miracle she was able to keep Honey Hill House? Could she really risk giving this thing with Mitch a chance?

Her shoulder began to itch in the exact spot where she had the rose tattoo in memory of her mum. As she rubbed her shoulder blades against the back of the overstuffed armchair to scratch her itch, Mama’s last words to her sounded in her ears as clearly as if the woman was in the very same room.

Be brave, my little honeybee.

* * *

‘Hey Bea. How’re ya doin’?’

Bea smiled at Johno, the pub’s bartender, as she made her way across the public bar. ‘Not too bad, Johno. Yourself?’

‘Can’t complain.’

‘You haven’t seen Mitch, have you? I’m meeting him here for a drink.’

Johno nodded in the direction of the bistro. ‘He’s out back with Fiona Maxwell. Go on through. You can’t miss them.’

‘Thanks.’

Mitch waved her over as soon as she pushed the saloon doors open. She’d been surprised when he’d called and asked to meet her here with the letter from the tax office. Apparently Fiona was busy all day but was happy enough to meet them for drinks and dinner at the Dulili pub. Mitch apologised for not being able to pick her up. He said he some errands to run in town and would meet her at the pub at five-thirty.

He stood up and kissed her on the cheek when she got to the table. Her body stiffened slightly. She wasn’t comfortable with the idea of public kissing just yet, but no-one else seemed to take any notice, least of all the blonde curvy woman seated at the table.

Bea thrust out her hand. ‘You must be Fiona. I’m Bea Elliott.’

Fiona looked up through heavily mascaraed eyelashes and said, ‘I’m pleased to meet you, Bea.’

Bea took off her coat and sat opposite Fiona. ‘I’m so sorry you had to come all the way out here on a rainy night like this. I would have been more than happy to meet you at your office during business hours.’

Fiona smiled. ‘It’s no trouble, honestly. I’m a Dulili girl and I love an excuse to get back here and catch up with old mates. Plus, I do love me a good chicken parma and you can’t go past the one they serve here.’

‘Is that right?’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’

Mitch smiled at Fiona. ‘Should we get the business portion of the evening out of the way? I’m sure Bea will feel a lot better once she’s spoken to you.’

Fiona nodded, but Bea’s mouth went dry. She wasn’t at all sure that Fiona would be able to give her any good news. ‘I don’t think there’s much you can do, actually. I owe the tax office a lot of money.’

Fiona nodded again. ‘Mitch mentioned that. Did you bring the letter with you?’

Bea dug around in her handbag for a moment to find the letter and then passed it to Fiona. They all sat silently while Fiona read the brief document.

‘This payment is overdue. Is there a reason you didn’t attempt to pay on time? What I mean is, have you had any other notifications that you’ve ignored?’

Bea shook her head vigorously ‘This is the first I’ve heard of it. I guess because I’ve moved house a couple of times since my last tax return.’

‘And you didn’t notify the tax office?’

Bea shook her head.

‘Did you lodge a tax return last year?’

Bea’s stomach churned. ‘I wasn’t earning any money so I didn’t think I had to.’

Fiona nodded sympathetically. ‘It’s okay. I’m not here to judge you, only to help. Don’t worry, I’ve seen much bigger debts than this. We’ll be able to sort something out.’

Mitch reached over and squeezed her hand. ‘See? I told you Fiona would help.’

Fiona continued, ‘I’m wondering how the tax office got your new address. Are you claiming any government benefits?’

Bea shook her head. ‘No, but I did just notify Medicare of my new address and … oh no …’ The flicker of hope that maybe there was a chance of working this out died when Bea realised what an idiot she’d been. ‘I have a business number. I used to have my own travel consultancy. It wasn’t very big, just a few clients, but I did it by the book. I made an enquiry about using the same ABN for the B&B and I gave my new details when I did that. Does this mean they’ll cancel my ABN? Will I have to file for bankruptcy if I can’t pay?’

Fiona shook her head. ‘No, no. I shouldn’t think so. Now you said you didn’t earn any money. Do you think this,’ she pointed to the letter on the table between them, ‘is incorrect? Because the tax office has been known to make mistakes. We can challenge it if you think that’s the case.’

Bea sighed and looked at the table so she didn’t have to meet Fiona’s eyes. ‘I know this sounds incredibly stupid, but I’m pretty sure that it will be income allocated to me from my husband’s business. Money I never saw in reality, but on paper it’s mine.’ Bea went on to explain as briefly as possible how the family business had worked. How Jason had taken care of all the money in the household and how she’d trusted him. ‘You must think I’m a complete fool,’ Bea said when she was done with the details.

‘Not at all. You were young and you trusted your husband. Everyone makes mistakes. Now if you make the same mistake again, then I might think you’re a fool.’ Fiona winked.

Bea laughed. ‘Let me assure you there’s no chance of that happening.’

‘The thing is, Bea, the tax office usually only sends out a bill like this after a return has been lodged. Do you think your ex-husband may have forged your signature?’

Surely not. Jason was an arse but he wasn’t a criminal. At least she didn’t think he was. ‘I don’t know, but it’s hard to imagine he would stoop so low.’

‘Are you sure you didn’t file a tax return? You didn’t sign one for him last year like you had in previous years?’

Bea was silent for a moment. What must Fiona think of her? And what about Mitch? Even though Mitch knew her story, when the facts were laid out like this her married life seemed pathetic. She seemed pathetic. ‘I don’t know,’ she said quietly. ‘Maybe. I was very stressed when the divorce finally came through. I’d been ill and, well …’ She glanced up at Mitch. In the version of her life she’d given Mitch there’d been no depression, no grieving. She’d dealt with her diagnosis and carried on with her life, but in fact there’d been months after the surgery when she’d barely left the house. There had been a whole slew of papers she’d had to sign to unravel her life from Jason’s. Maybe one of those had been a tax return. She honestly didn’t remember.

Mitch and Fiona exchanged a glance. Humiliation burned Bea’s chest and the heat of it crawled up her neck and into her cheeks. How stupid and immature she was compared to the two of them. Was she destined never to escape the mistakes of her past?

‘You know, Bea, if you weren’t mentally capable or if you felt coerced in any way, then maybe there are other avenues, perhaps legal avenues you could pursue,’ Fiona said.

Bea shook her head vigorously. ‘No. I’m done with lawyers. Even if I wanted to I couldn’t afford to take Jason to court. Besides, I want to take responsibility for this.’

Mitch squeezed her hand. ‘There’s no shame in seeking help, Bea. Especially if something dodgy has been going on with Jason’s company.’

‘No. This is my fault and I accept the consequences. For years I abdicated my financial responsibilities. Yes, I trusted Jason and yes, he made it hard for me to be involved in any financial decisions. But I should never, ever have signed any document without reading it. I should have known better. I’ve let others control my life for too long. I need to take care of this myself. And when it’s all done I’ll be free.’

Fiona nodded her understanding.

‘So what’s the next step, Fi?’ Mitch asked.

Fiona looked at Bea. ‘I really need you to come and visit me in my office so I can get your data up from the ATO. I’ll need you to call them. Don’t worry. It won’t be scary. I’ll be right there and will walk you through the process. Look, I know this is a lot of money to you, but to the ATO you’re small fry. They just want a commitment to pay. They’re not going to force you into bankruptcy or make demands that will cause hardship.’

‘Really?’

‘We’ll be able to work out a regular payment schedule, I’m sure. I can’t speak as to exactly what that schedule will be. Hopefully something that will allow you to go ahead with your plans, but we’ll just have to wait and see on that score. There’s every reason to be hopeful though.’

Bea felt an enormous wave of relief wash over her. There was some work to be done to get through this debacle but Fiona’s calm and professional manner gave her every reason to feel hopeful that there would be a solution. ‘Thanks, Fiona. I really appreciate your help. Now, please, let’s talk about something else.’


Chapter 12

On Monday morning Bea raced from Fiona Maxwell’s office to her car. Her tiny umbrella was no match for the icy sheets of rain coming at her. Once safely inside the car she removed her sodden coat and then scrambled around in her handbag for something to dry her face and hair. At the bottom of her cavernous bag she found a grubby-looking bandana. It would have to do.

Once she’d dried off a bit she turned on the engine and got the demister going. Her little car was all fogged up—just like her brain. She should be happy, or relieved at least. After forty-five minutes in Fiona’s office and a lengthy discussion with Tim from the ATO, they’d managed to come to an agreement about her tax bill. The ATO was going to let her pay it in instalments. One payment immediately of five thousand dollars, which was as much as she could realistically afford, and the rest in quarterly payments. By the end of next year her debt would be paid.

So she wasn’t going to be dragged off to prison for tax evasion, be made bankrupt or any of the other terrible fates that had invaded her dreams for the past couple of nights. But now that the immediate problem was solved she had to work out what she was going to do with her life. Once she was back at Honey Hill House she would do the figures to be sure, but as things stood right now she couldn’t see how she could make the B&B work. She couldn’t open without a proper kitchen and now she couldn’t afford to renovate it. Maybe if she could get a job here … she laughed out loud. There were no jobs in Dulili. She was part of a scheme to bring new people and new businesses to the town to create jobs. Maybe she could get a job in Orange? Somehow that didn’t seem likely. She doubted the local travel agency would be looking to take on a new consultant and it wasn’t even as if she had recent experience. Perhaps she could do something else. But what?

Her head was spinning with ideas of jobs she might be capable of when the kicker hit her. If she wasn’t going to turn Honey Hill House into a B&B she was breaking her agreement with the Dulili Project Committee and thus she couldn’t stay in the house. Her heart sank. It really was over.

The drive back to Dulili took all Bea’s concentration. The rain beating down in Orange followed her all the way home. Visibility was poor and driving safely was the only thing on her mind. It wasn’t until she turned into the gumtree-lined dirt road that led to her house that she allowed herself to think about the pain of leaving here. It had been only a couple months since she and Joe had dragged all her possessions out of his mate’s truck, but it felt like a lifetime ago. She’d been happy here. Had dreams. Made friends. Fallen in love.

Fallen in love?

No. It was too soon for that. She didn’t love Mitch. Not yet. But if she stayed, there was the potential for that. If ever there was a man she could let her guard down with, it would be him. Was him. She’d told him more about herself in the last few days than she’d disclosed to some of her closest friends. Being with Mitch was easy. It wasn’t just the physical attraction, powerful though that was. He made her feel more like herself than she had in a very long time. When they were together she was happy. It was as simple as that.

But there was no way forward for them. She couldn’t stay and Mitch leaving the farm wasn’t an option either. Evelyn and Geoff couldn’t manage the property without him and, besides, the farm was in his blood. It was part of him and she would never ask him to give that up. In any case, she was in no position to be asking him for anything. They’d slept together once—okay twice, although the shower session had nothing to do with sleeping—and that really was it. And now she’d have to be satisfied with that because she couldn’t let it go any further. She didn’t know how long it would take her to sort out the move back to Geelong, but she doubted she would be here longer than a couple of weeks. It wasn’t fair to either of them to confuse things by continuing to sleep together.

She pulled up outside the house and for a moment contemplated not going in. Mitch had made her promise to call him the moment she got home. He’d wanted to come to Fiona’s office with her, but she’d refused. She was determined to sort her financial woes out on her own. But now she knew what was what there was no sense in delaying the inevitable. Perhaps she should head up to Mitch’s place and tell him the news right now. That way everything would be settled and she wouldn’t have a dark cloud looming over her head, figuratively speaking of course. The literal dark clouds above her showed no signs of abating. But the need to dry her hair and change out of her damp clothes was even greater than her desire to tell Mitch her mixed bag of news. She’d clean herself up and then call him. He’d been vague about his plans for the morning, saying only that he had stuff to do but would be around should she need him. Now that she thought about it, tearing up to his place wasn’t the best idea anyway. The likelihood of finding him there at eleven in the morning was fairly remote. He could be anywhere—out in the paddocks, in town buying supplies, or any number of other places. She’d stick to the plan and call once she was in some warm clothes.

As she emerged from the bathroom ten minutes later, hair freshly blow-dried and body warmly wrapped in a thick cable-knit cardigan, she was surprised to hear a car pulling into her drive. She peeked out the kitchen window to see Evelyn’s four-wheel drive parked behind her hatchback. Damn. Normally she loved Evelyn’s company, but she wasn’t prepared to have the ‘I’m sorry but I’m leaving’ discussion just yet. She wondered how much Mitch had told his mum about her predicament. If he hadn’t said anything maybe she could avoid the whole conversation. Of course she’d need to tell Evelyn soon, but she wanted time to prepare exactly what she was going to say.

She watched as Evelyn got out of the car, covered head to toe in wet-weather gear, sensible country woman that she was. As Bea raced to open the back door so Evelyn wouldn’t be kept waiting in the rain, she heard another car pull up. She pushed open the back door. ‘Evelyn. What a lovely surprise. Come on in out of the rain.’

Evelyn smiled and stepped inside, pulling off her gumboots the second she was in the door. She pulled out a pair of dry shoes from a plastic bag she was carrying and slid her stockinged feet into them. ‘Goodness, it’s coming down in buckets. Hope that roof of yours is leak free.’

‘So far so good,’ Bea said, as Mitch made his appearance on the back verandah.

‘Good, you’re here,’ Evelyn said as her son closed the back door behind him.

Bea looked from one to the other and raised an eyebrow. ‘Is this purely a social visit or do I detect something else going on?’

Mitch grinned. ‘No flies on you, are there?’

Bea shook her head. ‘Come on into the kitchen. I’ll put the kettle on.’

Mitch and Evelyn took off their wet-weather gear and hung it on the hooks in the laundry, while Bea filled the kettle.

‘It’s chilly in here. Do you want me to get the fire going?’ Mitch asked.

‘Yeah, I only just got back from Orange ten minutes ago, so I haven’t had a chance to do it yet.’

Mitch nodded and made his way to the living room. Evelyn took a seat at the kitchen table. Evelyn made small talk for a few minutes while Bea made a pot of tea, set out two of her good teacups and a mug for Mitch—she knew he wouldn’t appreciate drinking from the delicate heirloom china—and put out a plate of Anzac biscuits she’d baked the week before.

‘Right,’ said Mitch. ‘That’s all done. It’ll be toasty warm in there pretty soon.’

Evelyn added a little milk to her tea. ‘Pretty jug, Beatrice.’

‘Thank you. It belonged to my nonna originally.’ She looked up at Mitch. ‘So, may I ask, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company this morning?’

Evelyn sat her cup down on its saucer. ‘Callum has told me a little bit about your predicament.’

Bea shot Mitch a furious glance, before looking back at his mother. ‘I’m so sorry, Evelyn. I wanted to tell you myself. I honestly had no idea this was going to happen.’

‘Hush now. There’s no need to apologise. Sometimes the unexpected happens in life. What we need to focus on now is a solution to your problem.’

Bea sighed. ‘You’re very kind, but I don’t think there is a solution. I’m not sure how much Mitch has told you, but it’s pretty clear to me that I can’t afford to open the B&B like I’d planned to.’

‘Callum hasn’t told me much. Just that you got an unexpected bill—something to do with your ex-husband—and that now you’re in a bit of strife with paying for the renovations.’

‘Well, I guess that’s it in a nutshell,’ Bea said.

‘Was Fiona able to help?’ Mitch asked.

‘Yes and no. Things have been sorted out with the tax office, so I need not fear being dragged away to prison,’ Bea said.

Evelyn reached over and patted her hand lightly. ‘I’m sure that was never on the cards, dear. We would never let such a thing happen.’

Bea smiled at her kindness. ‘Fiona helped me negotiate a payment plan with the ATO. I have to pay five thousand dollars right away and then I can pay off the rest over the next two years.’

‘That’s a start,’ Mitch said. ‘But I guess that still puts a dent in your savings.’

Bea nodded. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be able to pay for the renovations now. It’s just not possible.’

‘Ah, now that’s where we come in,’ Evelyn said.

Bea put up her hand to indicate for Evelyn to stop. ‘That’s so kind of you, really it is. But I’ve already explained to Mitch that I can’t accept financial assistance.’

Evelyn shook her head. ‘I completely respect that decision, Beatrice, and let me tell you it only makes me regard you in even higher esteem than I already did. But it’s not financial help we’re offering.’

‘Oh?’ Bea creased her brow in confusion. ‘What then?’

‘What if we could accomplish the renovation without you having to pay a cent?’ Mitch asked. ‘Would that be enough for you to get back on your feet?’

‘In theory that’d be fantastic, but I don’t see how …’

‘We’ve taken care of all the details,’ Evelyn said, the delight obvious in her tone of voice. ‘All you need to do is give us the go-ahead.’

Bea looked at Mitch. ‘I don’t understand. What’s going on here?’

‘I’ve made a few calls, been to see a few people and I think we can get your new kitchen built and the rest of the renovations taken care of without you having to spend any more money,’ Mitch replied.

‘What? How?’

‘People have offered to help out by doing the work for nothing,’ Mitch said.

‘Sort of like a town working bee,’ Evelyn chipped in.

‘Lots of people here have general carpentry skills. Farmers are a pretty handy lot. You said your brother was going to come up and do the plumbing, right?’

Bea nodded, dumbstruck for the moment.

‘Well, if he can do that we can take care of everything else. It’s not just labour people have offered. Alicia says she has heaps of leftover paint from when we had the working bee on the main street, which you can have, and she’s volunteered along with Caitlin to help you paint. Lachlan’s volunteered his services for whatever’s needed. Apparently he’s a jack-of-all-trades.’ He pulled a ragged piece of paper out of his pocket. ‘I’ve got a list of a dozen people here who’ve offered to help in some way. We’ve got an electrician, people who have experience with building and tiling. Pretty much everything you need.’

‘And the CWA ladies have offered to cater for a full weekend to help you feed the volunteers,’ Evelyn said.

Bea sat silently for a moment. She didn’t know how she felt about all of this, let alone what she should say. On the one hand she was enormously grateful to Evelyn and Mitch, and to all the people who’d offered to help. She couldn’t imagine something like this happening back in the city. One of the great things about living in a small town was how the locals all pulled together to help each other out. On the other hand, she was embarrassed that it had come to this. She’d come to Dulili to prove to herself she could be independent. Now it seemed she was a charity case.

‘I honestly don’t know what to say.’

Mitch grinned. ‘Just say “yes” and then we can start planning the logistics.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s not that I’m not grateful for the offer. I truly am. But when I came here to start my life over I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t depend on anyone else ever again. If I accept this offer, I’ll be breaking my promise to myself.’

Mitch opened his mouth to protest, but Evelyn shook her head at him. ‘I understand, Beatrice,’ she said. ‘And perhaps you’re right. Perhaps Dulili is not the place for you.’

‘Mum!’

‘Let me finish, Callum.’ Evelyn’s tone was firm, and Mitch acquiesced, albeit with a scowl on his face.

‘When you first applied for this house I told you that living in Dulili would be very different to what you were used to. You seemed to think you would cope with that, but it’s really hard to know whether country life is for you until you’ve lived it.’

‘It’s not that I don’t like it here,’ Bea said. ‘I love it. I want to stay, but I can’t accept charity. I just don’t feel right about it.’

‘You see? That’s what I mean. Small-town life is probably not for you. Because we’re not offering charity here. Helping each other out is part of who we are. It’s in the town’s DNA. When you move to Dulili you become part of a big extended family. Okay, sometimes it might be a dysfunctional family, but we’re family just the same. When someone in the town needs something we all rally together. That’s just how it is. If you don’t want to be part of that, I completely understand. It’s not for everyone. City folks are used to having their privacy and I guess the loss of that is hard for some to overcome.’

‘It’s not that. I love being part of this community, but … well, I feel like I’ve let you all down. Everyone here has already done so much for me. I can’t possibly expect people to give more.’

Evelyn shook her head and clicked her tongue. ‘Now that’s where you are wrong. The B&B is a large part of the future of this town. Some of the events the project committee have planned for the future depend on there being adequate accommodation in the town. The B&B is an integral part of that. Every bed counts. But even more than that, we’re hoping the B&B will draw tourists to the town all year round. Word of mouth is a powerful thing. It only takes a few people to have a good experience and to go back to Sydney or Melbourne and tell their friends to get the ball rolling. Every new person visiting this town provides a boost to our economy. Do you see what I’m saying, Beatrice? This town needs you. The only way you’ll be letting us down is if you leave.’

Bea chewed the inside of her lip to stop the tears that were forming in her eyes from falling, but she couldn’t keep the waver from her voice as she replied, ‘Yes. Since you put it that way I guess I really don’t have a choice. I’ll stay and I’ll gratefully accept all offers of help. Thank you both so much.’

Mitch let out a whoop, jumped up from his seat and hugged Bea tight before planting a kiss on her lips. A knowing smile settled on Evelyn’s face. ‘Time for me to get going,’ she said, placing her teacup gently back on its saucer.

Bea extracted herself from Mitch’s hold and stood up. ‘Let me get your coat for you, Evelyn,’ she said.

‘I’m parked behind you, Mum. I’ll have to move so you can get out,’ Mitch said. He looked at Bea. ‘I’ve got a ton of things I need to see to today. I’ve been a bit preoccupied the last few days. Can I drop by later?’

Bea nodded, grateful that she was going to get a few hours to herself so she could process the day’s events.

‘Great. I’ll be back around five. We have a few things to talk about.’ With that he kissed her cheek and headed toward the laundry to collect his boots and coat. Bea and Evelyn trailed behind. Mitch waved to them both as he headed out into the rain.

Bea retrieved Evelyn’s coat and hat from the laundry while the older woman slipped her shoes off and pushed her feet back into her gumboots. ‘Thank you so much for everything, Evelyn. Really.’

‘No. Thank you for staying. And not just because of the B&B. I haven’t seen my boy this happy since … well let’s just say for a long time.’

Bea’s mouth went dry. What had Mitch told her? She had no idea where their relationship—if you could call it that—was going. She wasn’t exactly ready to be talking about it with his mother. ‘Oh. I don’t know … um … I’m not sure …’

Evelyn laughed. ‘Don’t worry. You don’t have to say anything. Callum would be mortified if he thought I suspected anything. Maybe I’m wrong, but from the day you moved in Callum’s been more and more like his old self. Whatever’s going on between the two of you certainly agrees with him. I’m so glad you’re prepared to stay and give the B&B a go. None of us wants to lose you.’


Chapter 13

‘Hey, Mitch, I’ve got a box full of taps here and some other fittings,’ Lachlan said. ‘Where do you want them?’

‘Bea’s brother, Joe, is in charge of all the plumbing stuff. Better check with him. He’s in one of the en suites I think.’

‘Thanks mate.’

Mitch paused to wipe his brow for a moment. Despite the chill outside he was working up a sweat demolishing Bea’s kitchen cupboards. Four weeks had passed from the day Bea had agreed to stay and in that short space of time so much had been achieved. As expected, the town had rallied together to help Bea renovate Honey Hill House. The wonky kitchen floor had been re-stumped, the repaint of the outside was almost finished, and when the weekend was over all the major building work would be completed. All that would be left was for the floors to be sanded and polished and for Bea to complete the decorating. Uncle Sid wouldn’t have recognised the old place.

The floor sanding and polishing would take a week to complete, but it didn’t matter. Bea would stay up at the cottage with him. In just over a month they’d become inseparable. Officially they hadn’t moved in together, but it was a rare night they spent apart. When they did spend the night in separate beds, Mitch missed her like crazy. He’d quickly grown accustomed to the way her slender body melded into his own, and he now he found it hard to get to sleep without her in his bed. Last night he’d tossed and turned for ages and he figured tonight would be the same.

Thank God Bea’s brother Joe was going home on Monday morning. He didn’t think he could bear more than three nights apart. Bea had insisted that they not share the same bed while Joe was staying, even though logistically it made more sense for her to spend those nights at the cottage with him, thereby freeing up her bed for Joe. But she wouldn’t budge on the matter. The spare rooms were all covered in plaster dust and panting drop sheets, leaving poor old Joe sleeping on the couch.

He was surprised at how coy she was about their relationship in front of her brother, especially given how open they were with his family. Not that they’d had much choice. They all lived in such close proximity that it was impossible to keep a secret. He knew his mother was trying to keep a lid on it, but it was hard for her to hide her delight at their union. And she wasn’t the only one.

It was funny how everyone in town had accepted their relationship without question. There had been no raised eyebrows, no elbows nudged in his ribs, no inappropriate questions, in fact no comments at all—not even from straight shooters like old Imelda Wade. It was as if everyone had expected the two of them to form a couple. Whatever it was, he was happy to roll with it. He was happy and no one was on his case. Who could argue with that?

Bea appeared in the doorway with a glass of cold water. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Thought you might be able to use this.’

‘Thanks, babe.’ She winced and he grinned in response. ‘Sorry, I know you hate it when I call you that, but I sometimes I just can’t help myself. You are a babe. You know that don’t you?’

Her cheeks flushed an adorable shade of pink as she glanced around to see if anyone had overheard. ‘Stop it, Mitch. You’re incorrigible. I just came in to tell you that the CWA ladies are serving morning tea on the front verandah. A cuppa and scones if you feel like it.’

‘Too bloody right I feel like it. I’ll be out in a minute. I just want to get the last of these cupboards out.’

She reached out and placed her hand on his shoulder before leaning in for a kiss. ‘Thanks for all this. It’s amazing.’

He squeezed her lithe body against his own. ‘Happy to be of service.’

‘Sorry to interrupt.’ Joe’s voice came from behind.

Bea disengaged from his embrace and turned to face her brother. ‘Hey Joey. I was just about to come find you. There’s morning tea out the front if you’d like some.’

‘Yeah, that sounds good. But I want you to come and have a look at the first en suite. Everything’s done now bar the tiling. I want you to check everything looks the way you expected.’

Bea jumped up and down and clapped her hands. ‘Come on then. I can’t wait to see it.’

Mitch didn’t really have a handle on Joe yet. He was polite enough, and contributed his fair share to the conversation whenever the three of them were together. But when Bea wasn’t in the room, Mitch detected some coolness from her older brother. Joe was reserved with Mitch, only speaking when spoken to and even then giving monosyllabic answers much of the time. Mitch hadn’t broached the subject with Bea, not wanting to burst the bubble of joy she’d been floating around on ever since her brother arrived. Hopefully it was nothing. Maybe Joe was just naturally quiet around people he didn’t know well. In any case he would be gone by Monday and they could go back to their normal domestic arrangement.

Once the B&B got sorted they should invite all of Bea’s family to stay. There would be plenty of room. It would be great to get the two families together seeing as … well, he might be getting ahead of himself here, but the way he saw it, eventually those two families would become one. He hadn’t mentioned marriage to Bea yet. He didn’t want to scare her off, especially after all her misgivings in the beginning. He’d coaxed her into taking their relationship one day at a time, and so far that was working out just fine. But one day he hoped there’d be more than that. She was the one for him. The only. He wanted to stand up in front of their family and friends and declare his love out loud. Hopefully, given enough time, Bea would feel the same way.

* * *

Bea twisted the tops off two stubbies and made her way out to the front verandah, where Joe had settled himself with the local newspaper. The sun was low in the sky and before long it would be too cold to sit out here even with her sheepskin coat on.

‘Check out that sunset,’ Joe said.

‘Yeah, we get some great ones out here. You’re lucky though. Up until this weekend we’ve had nothing but rain for weeks. Mitch says I need to prepare myself because it’s not that unusual to get snow at this time of year.’

‘Wow. That’d be something. Speaking of Mitch, what’s the deal with you two?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Obviously you’re together. Is it serious?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I’ve only been here for just over three months and we’ve only been together for one of those. Right now we’re taking it one day at a time and I’m happy with that.’

‘Hmmph.’

‘Hmmph, what?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Come off it, Joe. You clearly have something you want to say. Spit it out.’

‘I’m just confused, that’s all. I thought coming up here was all about standing on your own two feet. I mean, we all offered, Bea—you can’t say we didn’t—when it ended with Jason. Dad wanted you to come home and you know you are always welcome to stay with Nat and me. I don’t understand why you’re taking all this help from strangers, when you wouldn’t accept it from your own family.’

‘First of all, that’s not true. You’re here helping aren’t you? And I have accepted lots of help from Dad too. He helped me move all my stuff to Em’s after Jason and I broke up, remember?’

‘That’s not what I’m talking about and you know it.’

‘Look. It’s hard to explain. Things are different here. Honey Hill House is my place, the B&B will be totally my business, but getting it up and running is kind of a community project. It’s important to the town and that’s why everyone’s pulling together to make it happen.’

‘Yeah, okay, but that doesn’t explain your … relationship with The Cowboy.’

Bea felt her temper rise. What was Joe’s problem? ‘He’s not a cowboy. Stop being a smart arse.’

‘He’s a cattle farmer isn’t he?’

‘Yes, he is. But you’re being condescending and I don’t like it.’

Joe’s face softened. ‘Okay, you’re right and I’m sorry. Look, from what I can tell Mitch seems like a perfectly nice kind of guy, but you know that’s what we all thought about Jason too. I just don’t want you to get hurt again.’

Bea reached over and squeezed her big brother’s hand. ‘It’s very sweet of you to be so protective of me, but you don’t have to worry. Mitch is the most loving and trustworthy man I’ve ever met—apart from the men in my family, of course. He knows everything about me and he doesn’t care. He understands why I had to have the surgery. He loves me in spite of my scars, or maybe even because of them—he says they’re part of me and therefore he loves them too.’

‘Look that’s all very well and good, but don’t you think things are moving a bit too quickly? Like you said, you’ve only been together for a short time. I’m not a fool, Bea. His stuff is everywhere. Shirts in your wardrobe, deodorant and shaving gel in the bathroom.’

‘So what? We’re sleeping together, is that what you want to know?’

Joe shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘That’s not really any of my business.’

‘You’re right,’ she said without any anger in her voice. ‘It’s not. Look, I know that what Jason did was terrible and I know I wasn’t the only one hurt by his betrayal, but I’m a grown woman, Joe. I have to accept some of the responsibility for how my life turned out. I see that now. I spent years in a relationship where I allowed all the decisions to be made by my partner, but I let that happen because I was tired of being a grown up, tired of having to make all the decisions. When I met Jason I just wanted someone to look after me for a change. And he did. The trouble with a relationship like that is that it isn’t equal. No wonder he freaked out when I started making up my own mind about things.’

‘You’re painting a pretty rosy picture of it all, aren’t you? The man left you practically destitute.’

‘Let’s not do this, okay? I’ve moved on.’

‘To another man.’

‘God, Joe, haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said? I’ve grown up. I know what I’m doing. I’m taking responsibility for myself. Mitch and I live in separate houses, have separate finances, if that’s what you’re worried about. But you know what? I trust him. I do. We’re equals in this relationship and if one day we decide to throw our lot in together then it will be because I want to, not because I need to. I’d like your blessing, Joe, but I don’t need it. I’m okay with my decision and in the end that’s all that really counts.’

Joe pinched the skin at the top of his nose between his thumb and forefinger and rubbed, the way he always did when he was thinking. ‘I’m sorry sis, you’re right. You’re a big girl now and I should trust your judgement.’

She smiled at her big brother, who she knew only had her best interests at heart. ‘It’s okay. I know I’ve made mistakes in the past, but you have to believe me when I tell you I’ve well and truly learned my lesson.’

* * *

The following day, Mitch made sure he was at Bea’s bright and early. He wanted to make sure he was there to shake Joe’s hand and bid him farewell. Hopefully one day the two of them would be brothers in law, and Mitch wanted the relationship to be an easy one. While Joe had been polite enough during his stay, Mitch sensed some tension between the two of them and he wanted to nip that in the bud.

The rain had finally cleared and although it was cold the early-morning sun sparkled in a clear sky. It was going to be a great day. Mitch could hardly wait to get Bea alone. Four long nights without being in her bed had him toey to say the least.

‘Good weather for travelling,’ he said as Joe emerged onto the verandah, a toolbox in one hand, his overnight bag in the other.

Joe nodded. ‘Yeah, I guess. If it stays like this, I should make pretty good time.’

Bea stood behind him, clutching a paper bag. Looked like she’d made him a packed lunch. ‘You take it easy on the road,’ she said, poking Joe with her finger. ‘We don’t want any accidents, you hear?’

Joe turned and planted a kiss on his sister’s head. ‘Don’t you worry, sis. You know I’m a careful driver.’

Bea nodded and went to hand him the bag but his hands were full.

‘Here, let me help you load up,’ Mitch said, moving to take the toolbox from Joe’s hand. Joe handed it over—somewhat begrudgingly, Mitch thought.

‘Thanks mate. Well, I guess this is it, sissy. See you soon.’

Even though he stood a few metres away Mitch could see Bea’s eyes were glassy with tears. She threw her arms around her big brother’s neck and then planted a kiss on his cheek. ‘Got everything?’ she asked, but before Joe could answer she drew back. ‘Hang on, Joe. Don’t go yet,’ she said as she moved towards the house. ‘I almost forgot. I’ve got things for you to take home for the kids.’

Once Bea disappeared into the house Joe took his bag to the car, flipped open the boot and nodded for Mitch to place the toolbox inside. The two of them stood awkwardly together in silence for a moment, before Joe began to speak. ‘Look, Mitch, I don’t want to be a jerk, but there’s a couple of things I need to get off my chest. I don’t know how long before Bea appears so forgive me if I’m blunt.’

Mitch raised his eyebrows in surprise, but nodded for Joe to go on.

‘You seem like a nice enough bloke, but to be honest that’s what I thought about my sister’s ex-husband and I couldn’t have been more wrong in that instance. I don’t know how much Bea has told you, but she’s been through the wringer. I know she comes off all strong and independent, but that doesn’t mean she can’t be hurt. After I found out what her arsehole of husband had done to her all those years, I decided I would make it my business to be more involved, to make sure nobody ever hurt my little sister like that again.’ Joe looked him square in the eyes. ‘Do you hear what I’m saying?’

‘Loud and clear. But I assure you there’s nothing to worry about. I love your sister, Joe. I would never, ever do anything to hurt her.’

Joe nodded. ‘I hope not. But know this, if you do you’ll be answering to me. Talk’s cheap, Mitch. Don’t waste your breath trying to reassure me. The only way you can do that is by doing the right thing over the long haul.’

Mitch opened his mouth to tell Joe to take it easy, but Bea appeared on the verandah waving two knitted toys in their direction. He decided to go with his first instinct and play nice. He nodded and thrust out his hand to shake Joe’s. For a second he thought Joe might leave him hanging, but instead he gripped Mitch’s hand firmly and gave one short pump.

Bea thrust the toys into Joe’s hands. ‘The bunny’s for Mia,’ she said, ‘and the t-rex is for Felix.’

‘Did you knit these yourself?’ Joe asked.

Bea nodded. ‘Yep. I started them as soon as I got here.’

Joe smiled and kissed his sister one more time. ‘Thanks. I’m sure the kids will love them. I better make tracks. I’ve got a long day ahead.’

As Joe jumped in the car, Mitch moved forward and slid his arm around Bea’s shoulders. He felt the heave of her chest as she waved her brother off. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Don’t be sad. Imagine how much fun it will be to see his reaction to the finished project when he comes back with Nat and the kids.’

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘And with that in mind I’d better get cracking. There’s still a lot to get done before my test guest arrives. I honestly can’t wait for Em to get here. You two will get on like a house on fire, I’m sure of it. And I can’t wait for her to see what I’ve done to the house. I’ve been emailing her photo updates from the beginning, so she knows what a big undertaking it’s been.’

‘Has she been to this area before?’

Bea laughed. ‘Em? No way! She’s a city girl through and through. Em honestly didn’t believe me that we have to tow our rubbish bins to the main road for collection. She thought I was pulling her leg. The only way I could coax her away from her cushy urban life for a few days was to promise her a “luxury suite” at the B&B. So, as I said, time for me to get to work. What are your plans this morning?’

Mitch slid his hand down her back and gave her tight little butt a squeeze. ‘I was kind of hoping to spend it with you.’

She raised her eyebrows and widened her eyes. ‘Painting?’ she enquired with faux innocence. ‘I thought you’d be busy on the farm this morning, but if you want to give me a hand I’m not going to say no.’

‘I wasn’t talking about painting. I think you know that.’ He tapped her backside playfully and she giggled.

‘Well, I guess it is still early.’


Chapter 14

Bea watched with satisfaction as Mitch devoured the stack of pancakes she’d cooked. The big breakfast was part thank you and part bribe. Em was arriving in a few hours and Mitch had agreed to give them a full day and night to themselves before launching into his role of ‘Dulili and area tour guide’—a role he seemed to be fairly keen on, it had to be said.

It wasn’t that Bea didn’t want Em to meet Mitch. Part of her couldn’t wait for that to happen. But she did want the chance to spend some one-on-one time with her bestie. She wanted to don PJs and drink wine and eat chocolate, while they discussed their love lives and giggled at in-jokes that nobody else in the world would get. Tomorrow night she would cook a big dinner for the three of them, but tonight she wanted Em all to herself.

‘God that was amazing. Thanks.’ Mitch put his knife and fork together and wiped his mouth on his napkin.

‘There’s more bacon if you want it.’

‘No thanks. I’m really full.’ Mitch patted his stomach for emphasis. ‘I’m seriously going to have to start cutting back. Since we’ve been together I think I’ve gained a few kilos.’

She smiled and shook her head. ‘You look all right to me.’

Mitch picked up his plate and moved towards her. He placed his plate carefully into the sink and stood close behind her as she started to run the water. She felt his warm breath near her ear as he nuzzled her neck and wrapped his arms around her waist. ‘I honestly don’t know how you stay so skinny with all that you eat.’

She swivelled around in his arms so their eyes met. ‘Are you calling me greedy?’

He laughed. ‘Not at all. You know I love a woman with a healthy appetite. Speaking of which …’ He drew her close and began to nibble at her ear.

‘That’s enough of that,’ she said, wriggling free from his embrace. ‘I haven’t got time. I need to get this place cleaned up before I head off to the airport.’

‘What time does Emma’s plane land?’

‘Around lunchtime. I need to double-check the exact time. In any case I’m heading into Orange as soon as possible. I’m going to do a little shopping before I go to the airport.’

He smiled. ‘It’s great to see you so happy, Bea. I know you miss your family and friends a lot.’

She could see the tiny speck of doubt in his eyes. She knew what he was thinking. Was he enough for her? Enough to make her stay? He’d confided in her about Lucy and how she’d just up and left while he was away. As much as he seemed to love Bea and wanted to trust her, she knew that sometimes his past with Lucy cast a shadow of doubt over their relationship. He was more than enough and she wanted to reassure him of that. ‘Yeah, I do miss them but I am happy here, Mitch. I’ve never been happier in fact. I can’t imagine my life anywhere else.’

‘Good to know.’

‘Anyway, now that the B&B is finished they’ll be able to visit more often, which is nice. Dad’s talking about buying himself a caravan so he doesn’t take up one of the guest rooms when he visits.’

‘There’s always Jimmy’s cottage. No one ever uses that now he’s away, and just between you and me—for God’s sake don’t tell Mum—I’m pretty sure he’s never coming home. I’d have to clear it with Mum, but I’m sure she’d agree that your family are welcome to use the cottage any time they’re here.’

She moved in and kissed his cheek. ‘You’re so good to me. But right now you need to go. Both of us have stuff we need to do.’

‘Righto boss. I’m outta here.’

‘I’ll call you later,’ she called at his retreating back.

* * *

As Mitch got close to the main house he heard his phone ping with a text message and he grinned. They’d only been apart for two minutes and already Bea was texting him. He pulled up near the shed and reached for his phone. The text wasn’t from Bea. In fact, it was a number he didn’t recognise. He glanced at the unopened message, expecting to find spam of some description but what he saw caused his pulse to thud in his ears. One word stood out.

Lucy.

Fuck. How could this be? She’d vanished from his life well over a year ago and he’d heard not a word since. She’d changed her number, blocked him on social media, and asked her friends not to give him any information about her. He knew this because one of them, Felicity, had told him so when he drunk dialled her a few weeks after Lucy left.

After a couple of deep breaths Mitch opened the message.

Hi Mitch. It’s Lucy.

I’m sure u r surprised to hear from me.

I need to see u. It’s an urgent matter.

I’m staying in Orange.

Please return my call ASAP.

What the hell did she want? And why now? For six months he’d turned himself inside out. He’d tried so hard to find her, even going so far as to book a ticket to England in case she’d gone home to her mother. In the end he hadn’t gone. Jimmy had stopped him. They’d fought over the phone when his little brother had the guts to say what no-one else would. He was making a fool of himself. She didn’t love him. Didn’t want him in her life. What if he went to UK and managed to find her? What then? ‘Give it up, mate.’ Jimmy had said. ‘Otherwise you risk people thinking you’re a stalker.’

And so he’d tried to forget her. First with booze and, when that didn’t work, by shutting himself off from the world, throwing everything he had into the farm. And then Bea had come along and smashed down the wall he’d built around himself. She’d disarmed him with her honesty and her openness. There was no game playing. He knew how she felt about him and he wasn’t afraid to let her know he felt the same way.

Bea didn’t know it but she’d helped him to do what nothing else—not booze, not time, not family or friends—could. Finally, he’d forgiven Lucy for what she’d done.

When Bea talked about how angry her ex was at not being able to have children, a splinter of doubt had wedged its way into his belief that he’d been completely blameless in his break-up with Lucy. When Bea talked of her pain and of her husband’s, he could see her ex’s selfishness clearly. And if he accepted that Jason Sinclair was a selfish prick, then maybe he had to consider the fact that he wasn’t too far from that himself.

When he thought about Lucy and what had happened between them, he realised how unsupportive he’d been. Oh, he made a good show of saying all the right things, but really, all along he’d had his own interests at heart. She was scared and isolated, thousands of miles away from her friends and family, and he’d expected her to just suck that up because he loved her and it was what he wanted.

He’d fallen hard for Lucy when they’d first met in Cairns. He was up north on a six-month working holiday and she was backpacking her way up the east coast. She was unlike any woman he’d ever known. She was so sexy—short and curvy, some might even say plump, with big blue eyes, long dark hair and a smattering of pale brown freckles on her nose. He was irresistibly drawn to her. The first time he laid eyes on her she was dressed in a yellow sundress and a large straw sunhat to protect her pale English skin. When she opened her mouth and spoke with that adorable English accent he was hooked. And it wasn’t just physical. She was sweet and funny and smart too. They liked all the same TV shows, the same music, even the same foods—apart from Vegemite, of course. Lucy never did adapt to that taste.

They were perfect for each other, and when he talked about his dreams for the future—the farm, a big family—she didn’t shy away from that. He proposed to her one clear starry night on the pier in Port Douglas, and she didn’t miss a beat before saying yes.

Things were fine until he brought her home to Dulili. She was shocked (and dismayed, he now realised) at the size of the town, at his modest little cottage and how far they were from a major city. She didn’t have a driver’s licence—having come from London, she’d never really needed one—which made getting a job almost impossible. Having worked in an office before her travels, Lucy was unused to physical labour and didn’t relish the idea of working on the farm. She made no real attempt to fit in with the locals, and spent her days reading and watching TV.

She was bored and lonely, he knew that, but he kept telling her—and himself—that things would get better. It wouldn’t be long before they could start building their own house on the property, and as soon as she passed her driving test he’d buy her a new car. At first she’d seemed cheered by these prospects, but as the months went on she showed less and less enthusiasm for anything.

Mitch didn’t know what to do. He tried taking her out, introducing her to his friends but, although she was polite, she never really seemed to find a way to fit in. He asked his mother for help, but for some reason she and Lucy never found a way to get along. When Evelyn tried to assist her with plans for the wedding, Lucy complained to Mitch that his mother was interfering.

When she came to him in July telling him she was pregnant, Mitch was overjoyed. All his dreams were coming true. He simply couldn’t wait to be a dad. And now, with a baby coming, Lucy would have a purpose. Something to fill her days. A baby would help her to find her place in this town he loved.

But Lucy did not share his joy. She didn’t want a baby. She wasn’t ready. She was scared and … when she did have a baby she didn’t want to raise it in Dulili.

He pleaded with her, promised her he’d help. He’d spend less time on the farm. They’d find the money to employ a farmhand if need be. His mother would help too. It would be fine when the baby arrived, she just needed to give them a chance to find a way to make it work.

Lucy held her ground. She was leaving and she was ‘sorting out’ the baby problem. He gave in then. Promised her he’d give up Warialda and they could move to a town. He didn’t think Sydney was his thing, but if that was what she wanted he’d do it. Or maybe one of the big coastal towns, or even Brisbane. Hell, he’d go anywhere if she’d just promise him she’d keep the baby.

It took some talking but in the end she agreed. He told her he’d start looking for a job just as soon as he returned from the cattle auction in Dubbo. He left the next morning satisfied everything was sorted.

When he returned home bursting with news of a lead on a possible job just out of Brisbane, she was gone. There was a note on the bed. She couldn’t do it. She was sorry.

Over a year and a half had passed since that day and now she was back.

Mitch read the text message again and wondered what she wanted from him. Maybe Lucy coming here wasn’t such a bad thing. He could apologise for his lack of understanding. Explain to her how he was blinded by his own wants and needs. Tell her she was forgiven for getting rid of his child.

His throat constricted and his chest burned. Had he truly forgiven her? Deep down he didn’t know, but he had to try. He could at least tell her he was sorry for his part in the whole mess. Maybe that would be enough for them to both move on with their lives and be happy.

* * *

Bea’s view of the small stream of passengers making their way into the gate lounge was partially obscured by the huge bunch of helium balloons she was holding. She knew it was a ridiculous and over-the-top gesture, which was exactly why Em would love it. As it turned out she didn’t need to have a clear line of vision—Em’s squeal announced her arrival.

‘I can’t believe you’re finally here,’ Bea said, thrusting the balloons into Em’s hand and kissing her on the cheek all at once.

‘Me either! I’m so happy to see you. I’ve missed you so much.’

‘I take it that’s not all your luggage?’ Bea nodded at the small leather hold-all slung over Em’s arm.

Em grinned. ‘You know me well.’

‘Come on, then. The luggage collection is this way. How was your flight?’

‘Disappointing.’

‘Oh? How so?’

‘I was hoping to be seated next to a hot, single, massively rich property owner, but I ended up with a chatty nanna instead.’ Em entertained her with stories about her flight until finally the luggage was unloaded from the aircraft.

‘Let me grab your bag for you, seeing as you have your hands full,’ Bea said.

‘Oh would you? Thanks. It’s the one with the pink polka-dot scarf tied around the handle.’

Bea nodded and set off to retrieve the bag. She grimaced as she dragged the suitcase along behind her. ‘What on earth have you got in here?’ she asked Em as they headed outside.

‘Well, you know I like to prepare for every eventuality. I wouldn’t complain if I were you. There might just be a present or two for you stashed among my many and varied outfits.’

‘Ooh. In that case let’s hurry up and get to the car. The sooner we get home, the sooner I can open them.’

The trip home from Orange seemed to pass in no time. Bea and Em exchanged gossip, laughed and talked over the top of each other until Bea pulled into Mitchell Lane, the dirt road that led to her home. ‘That’s it,’ she said, pointing towards the house.

‘Wow, Bea,’ Em said. ‘It’s beautiful out here. The pictures you’ve sent haven’t really done this place justice. You really are out in the bush, though, aren’t you?’

Bea laughed. ‘Kind of. Dulili’s only five minutes’ away, though. I probably should have taken a detour to show you the main street, but I was kind of eager to get you back here. Tomorrow I’ll take you back there so you can have a proper look around.’

‘Sounds great.’

Bea pulled the car up near the back verandah, while Em oohed and aahed over the garden, the surroundings and the house itself. They dragged Em’s enormous suitcase up onto the verandah and Bea quickly pushed the back door open.

Em’s eyes widened. ‘Did you leave the door unlocked?’

Bea shrugged. ‘Yeah. I guess I must really be turning into a local. Nobody locks their doors out here.’

‘But what about burglars?’

Bea laughed. ‘Who’s going to trek all the way out here on the off-chance of finding an empty home? And if they did they’d soon be spotted. Let me assure you the bush telegraph is in fine form out here. Someone would notice a strange car coming up the lane.’

‘You should be careful, honey. Don’t forget you’re a woman on your own.’

‘Don’t worry. I do lock the door at night, but I have to tell you I’m not on my own very often these days.’

Em grinned. ‘Ah, yes. The cowboy. And where is he, pray tell? Out lassoing cattle I presume? When will he be back? I’m dying to meet him.’

‘He’s dying to meet you too, but I’ve shooed him off for now. I wanted you all to myself tonight. You’ll both have to wait until tomorrow. Now come on inside. You can choose which guest room you want to sleep in and I’ll make us a cup of tea while you unpack.’

* * *

The Orange Family Inn was a nondescript family-run motel on the outskirts of town. Mitch double-checked the address he’d tapped into his phone to be sure he was in the right place. It wasn’t exactly seedy, but it could definitely use a coat of paint and a good clean-up. It wasn’t the sort of place he imagined Lucy would choose to stay.

He sucked a deep breath in to steady his nerves and knocked on the door of unit 12. The door swung open and there she was. She looked much as he remembered, except she wore little makeup and there were dark circles beneath her big blue eyes. Jet lag, he imagined. He wasn’t sure what the protocol was in this situation. Should he kiss her? Shake her hand? Go for a quick hug? Luckily she took the initiative, lightly brushing his cheek with her lips.

‘It’s good to see you, Mitch,’ she said.

‘Yes, you too,’ he responded automatically.

There was an awkward pause before Lucy spoke again. ‘Sorry. This is a bit odd isn’t it?’

He nodded. ‘Kind of.’

‘Please, come inside. Sit down.’

He took a seat on a faded blue vinyl chair that was placed beside a small round dining table, and looked around the room. It was fairly standard for a country motel. He’d stayed in plenty of similar places on his auction trips. The worn beige carpet was fairly standard, as were the floral curtains. The room was, however, quite large. There was a queen-sized bed and a small couch as well as the table where they were seated. There were two closed doors to his left. One would be the bathroom and the other appeared to be another bedroom. Lucy had the family suite. He wondered if she was travelling alone. Perhaps her mother or one of her sisters was travelling with her. For some reason this thought increased his nervousness. What had Lucy told her family about him?

‘Can I get you a tea or coffee?’ she asked.

He glanced at the ancient kettle sitting on the brown bench top next to the TV. ‘No thanks. I’m fine.’

‘A cold drink perhaps? There’s Coke in the mini fridge, I think.’

He shook his head. ‘Lucy, I don’t mean to be abrupt, but your message said you wanted to see me urgently. Is there something you wanted to talk about?’

She rubbed her temples briefly and then stood up. ‘This is hard Mitch. I hope you don’t mind but I might just make myself that cup of tea. You know, settle the nerves a little.’ She smiled nervously and then took the kettle to the bathroom to fill it. Soon the sound of boiling water filled the room, making conversation difficult. When the kettle finally clicked off the room was awkwardly silent. Lucy stood with her back to him, jiggling the tea bag, opening and adding two little plastic tubs of UHT milk then ripping open a stick of sugar and stirring it in. Finally, she brought the cup of tea back to the table and sat beside him.

‘I want to talk to you about what happened when we broke up,’ she said. Her hand shook as she picked up the cup to sip. Milky liquid sloshed onto the saucer.

Mitch decided this was a time for kindness. ‘I’m glad you came, Luce. Obviously meeting like this after … well, after what happened between us is awkward, but I want you to know I’m not angry about how we parted. Not anymore. I was at first, of course, and it took me some time to move on from it all. But I have moved on.’

Her eyes darted to his left hand. ‘Are you …?’

‘Married? No. But there is someone else. We’re just starting out, but it’s serious.’

She looked away then and the silence returned.

‘What about you?’ Mitch asked. ‘Is there someone in your life?’

A thin, hollow-sounding laugh escaped her lips. ‘You could say that.’ Her gaze dropped to her feet and her face visibly paled.

He’d obviously hit a sore point and he wasn’t sure how to respond, so he said nothing.

Eventually she looked up. ‘There was someone, but he’s gone now, which is why I’m here.’

Crap. She wanted him back? Mitch’s heart began to pound. Why the hell hadn’t he considered that possibility? It seemed so obvious. Why else would she travel halfway across the world to see him? He’d stupidly imagined she was here to beg for her forgiveness, and he’s been rehearsing a magnanimous speech in his head. What an idiot. As if she’d fly out here just to say, ‘I’m sorry I ran away. I’m sorry I didn’t keep the baby. Can you forgive me?’

‘Lucy,’ he said gently, ‘a lot of time has passed since we were together. I loved you very much once. It took me a long time to get over you, but I am over you. I’m sorry, but I’ve moved on.’

She nodded. ‘I get that, really I do. But this isn’t just about you and me.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I think it might be easier if I just showed you.’ She stood and beckoned for him to follow her as she walked towards the closed door next to the bathroom.

Mitch followed, utterly confused about what was going on.

Lucy carefully turned the door handle and slowly pushed open the door. She put a finger to her lips and nodded for him to enter. For a moment he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. Then he noticed the travel cot jammed between the double bed and the wardrobe. He glanced back at Lucy, who simply nodded. Mitch moved forward as if in a dream, stopping about a metre away from the cot. He took a deep breath and peered in. An angelic-looking baby—it was hard to tell whether it was a boy or a girl—lay sleeping under a white blanket embroidered with yellow ducks.

‘Mitch, this is Oliver. He’s your son.’


Chapter 15

‘Mmm, mmm. I don’t know how you do it, Bea. This lamb shank soup is positively orgasmic,’ Em said.

Bea laughed. ‘Thanks, I think. It’s Nanna Elliot’s recipe, so I don’t really think about it in terms of sexual pleasure. Nanna would have had a coronary if she’d heard it described that way. I know what you mean though. It is yummy. I remember her visiting on weekends after Mum died. She’d catch the train down from Warrnambool and cook for us all weekend. This soup was always on the menu and I loved it.’

‘Speaking of orgasms …’

Bea raised her eyebrows. ‘God, Em, only you could turn a discussion about wholesome soup dirty.’

‘There’s nothing unwholesome about good sex, my friend. I hope you are finding that out.’

Bea felt herself blushing. ‘A lady never tells.’

‘Oh rubbish! And anyway, since when were you a lady? No more excuses my friend. I’m hydrated, you’ve given me the tour of this delightful house and we’ve eaten. You can’t stall any longer. I want all the juicy details about you and the cowboy and I want them now.’

‘Okay, okay. Why don’t we get cosy in the living room, then? I’ll light the fire, while you make us a cup of tea and we can get settled in for the afternoon.’

Em grinned. ‘Sounds perfect to me. I’ll pop the kettle on and then go get my slippers. If we’re in for a big chat fest, I might as well be comfy.’

Minutes later they were snuggled up on Bea’s cushy couch in their PJs. Em had insisted. Bea even had her woolly bed socks on. She drew her legs up onto the seat and pulled the soft mohair rug from behind her to cover her knees. ‘There’s a rug behind you, too, if you need it, Em,’ she said. ‘The fire will take a little while to really get going.’

‘Thanks,’ Em said and she mirrored Bea’s position on the couch. ‘So spill, please. What the heck is going on here with you and the farmer?’

A bubble of happiness rose up in Bea. She was almost too afraid to tell Em how wonderful her life was right now lest she jinx herself. But being evasive with her best friend was not an option. Em would nag until she got the information she wanted. ‘Oh Em, he’s amazing. I think I’m in love. Seriously in love. I almost feel like it’s simply too good to be true, that I’m dreaming or imagining things.’

Em nudged Bea’s foot with her toe. ‘That’s enough of that. You, my friend, deserve happiness more than anyone else I know. So how did this happen? I mean, I know all the bits leading up to the big night of s-e-x, but I don’t know how you went from fancying each other to jumping into the sack. In fact, I can’t believe you actually did it. Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled for you that you did, but before you left Melbourne you were talking like you’d never have sex again.’

Bea shrugged. ‘I don’t know really. There’s something about him—you’ll see when you meet him tomorrow. He just makes me feel so safe, so secure. I trust him completely.’

‘He sounds like one in a million. Were you nervous? You know, about …’ Em’s hands rested on her breasts.

‘Yeah, of course I was. I was terrified that he’d be repulsed. But he wasn’t. Not at all. We talked about it beforehand and I was completely honest, so he was prepared, well, as prepared as he could be. It did kind of happen out of the blue one night. We’d both been drinking—a lot—and so I guess that helped settle the nerves. For both of us.’

‘Bea, stop me if this is uncomfortable or inappropriate but …’

‘What? Em, we’ve been through so much together and no one has been there for me the way you have. You can ask me anything.’

‘What was it like? Was it strange making love without any breasts? Did you feel uncomfortable?’

‘Well, like I said, I was nervous at first, worried that Mitch wouldn’t be turned on once he saw my naked chest, but that didn’t turn out to be a problem at all. And as for the actual sex, it was …’ Bea felt herself blushing. She and Em had always discussed their sex lives. They asked each other questions and told each other things that neither would disclose to another soul in the world, but suddenly she felt shy. ‘It was good, actually. I’ve discovered erogenous zones I didn’t know I had.’

‘Oooh, do tell!’

Bea buried her face in her hand and giggled. ‘I feel weird telling you this.’

Em became serious for a moment. ‘You know you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.’

Bea laughed. ‘I’m just worried you’ll think I’m a weirdo.’

‘The ship’s already sailed on that one, I’m afraid.’

Bea reached behind her for a cushion and proceeded to toss it at Em’s head. ‘Takes one to know one.’

Em laughed. ‘You might be right about that. So where are these mysterious erogenous zones that I know nothing about?’

‘Turns out my collarbone area is quite sensitive now, and the base of my throat. I’m telling you, Em he started kissing me there and before I knew I was …’

‘Ready for action?’ Em offered helpfully.

‘More than that.’

Em’s eyes widened. ‘He made you climax by kissing your neck?’

‘Almost. See? I told you it was weird.’

Em smiled and shook her head. ‘Not weird at all. Just different. I take it that never happened with Jason?’

Bea shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Do you think it’s the changes in your body, or is Mitch just a supersonic lover?’

Bea couldn’t keep her smile to herself. ‘I think it might be a little of both.’

‘Well, I’m glad for you. At least one of us has a decent love life.’

‘Oh honey, what happened to Jeremy?

‘Jeremy turned out to be a jerk with a capital J.’

‘I think we might need chocolate for this one,’ Bea said as she rose from the couch. ‘You stay there while I go get some. It’s definitely time to crack open the emergency stash of Lindt.’

* * *

‘Jesus Christ, Lucy. You can’t just spring this on me like this. I mean, how did this happen?’ Mitch paced the length of the motel unit and then swung around to face her again. ‘How could you have kept this from me?’

‘Keep your voice down. You’ll wake him.’

He shook his head, but lowered his voice all the same. ‘I just don’t understand. It wasn’t like you didn’t know how to find me. I’ve been in the same place all along. Same address, same phone number, same fucking email address, even.’

She winced at his swearing and her eyes began to water, but no answers came.

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have sworn at you. I just don’t know how to deal with this.’

‘Please come and sit down so I can explain what happened.’

Reluctantly Mitch took a seat on the faded floral couch. Lucy seemed unsure of where to place herself. Eventually she dragged one of the chairs closer to him and sat down.

‘Before you say anything else, I want you to know I understand what I did was wrong and I’m sorry.’

He shook his head in disbelief. His mind was having difficulty making sense of this bizarre situation. ‘Well? I’m waiting.’

‘Obviously, I changed my mind about the abortion.’

‘Obviously.’

‘Mitch please, just let me get this out and then you can do your worst.’

He raised his eyebrows but said no more.

‘It wasn’t as simple as I thought it would be. When I went to the clinic in Sydney, I had to have a blood test and an examination. It turned out I was a little further along than I first thought, but I was still at the stage where the clinic was happy to book me in. I had to talk to a counsellor so they were satisfied I was really sure. I was positive, so they made an appointment for me later that week.

‘The following day I had a terrible pain in my side and I started to bleed. I have to admit I was actually kind of happy because I thought I was having a miscarriage. I figured that would be better than having to go through with the procedure. At first I just stayed in my hotel room, but the pain got really bad and I ended up in the hospital emergency room.’

Mitch’s anger softened just a touch. ‘That must have been really frightening. I wish you had let me stay with you in Sydney. I told you I would support you. I was happy about the pregnancy, Lucy, but that didn’t mean I would force you to do something you weren’t ready for. It was always your choice.’

‘Well, you know, Mitch, at the time it didn’t feel like that. I didn’t want you around me. It was hard enough making that decision without you there looking like your heart would break in two every time I mentioned not keeping the baby.’

‘So it wasn’t a miscarriage then?’

She shook her head. ‘It turned out to be an ovarian cyst that had burst. Not really such a big deal.’

‘But the cyst prevented you from having the … procedure.’ He just couldn’t bring himself to say the word abortion. Not when he’d just clapped eyes on that beautiful little boy in the next room.

‘No. There was no medical reason I couldn’t have it done. But …’ her voice became soft and husky and her hands clenched into tight fists, ‘… I had to have an ultrasound and once I heard Ollie’s little heartbeat and I saw his image on the screen. I just couldn’t.’ A single tear slid down her cheek.

One time he would have reached out to touch her. To comfort her. But not today. ‘I can understand that, but why didn’t you tell me? You knew I wanted to be with you and that I wanted to have kids. Why the hell didn’t you call me?’

She wiped away the tear with her sleeve and looked him in the eye. ‘I didn’t want to be with you. I’m sorry Mitch, but once I realised I was pregnant it all became crystal clear to me. What we had was fun, but it wasn’t love. Not for me anyway. I knew if I told you about the baby you’d try to talk me into staying. I couldn’t bear to go back to Dulili. I know you love it but I can’t breathe in that tiny town. The second I pass the town population sign I feel the air being sucked right out of me. Everyone looking at me, knowing every little thing. I just couldn’t bear it.’

‘We didn’t have to stay in Dulili. I would have followed you anywhere.’

The defiance in her eyes softened. ‘I know this might be hard to understand but being pregnant made me realise that while I cared about you a lot, you weren’t The One.’

He nodded slowly. At the time he would have disagreed, but now he knew Lucy was right. They weren’t each other’s soul mate. He knew this because his soul mate, the love of his life, was back in Dulili, blissfully unaware of what was taking place in this bland motel room. ‘So where have you been all this time?’

‘I know it was wrong and I know it was selfish, but I didn’t want my baby born here in Australia. I wanted him to be born back home. I went back to my family in London.’

‘Why did you come back? Why now?’

She sighed. ‘Ollie’s getting bigger. The older he gets the more of you I can see in him. He’s got your eyes and your chin. Even his expressions remind me of you. There’s a photo at your mum’s place of you on your first birthday. Now Ollie’s around the same age he looks almost identical to the way you did.’

Mitch could not find the words to express how he was feeling. He couldn’t put a name to the emotion causing his chest to burn. ‘How old is Ollie?’ The name sounded strange on his lips. Ollie. Oliver Mitchell. Was that his full name?

‘He’s thirteen months. I can’t believe how the time has flown. He’s crawling and pulling himself up on furniture. It won’t be long before he walks. He’s talking a little bit too.’

Mitch swallowed down the lump in his throat. How could Lucy have done this to him? He had a son, a beautiful little boy, and he’d already missed out on so much.

‘You didn’t answer my question. Why are you here now?’

‘I realised how much you were missing out on and that made me feel ashamed. And I want Ollie to know his dad. The older he gets the more I realise my life isn’t about me anymore. It’s about what’s best for Ollie.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘I want you in our lives, Mitch.’

Before Mitch had a chance to ask her exactly what she meant by that, a piercing cry cut into their conversation. Lucy jumped up and rushed to the bedroom. ‘It’s okay, baby,’ he heard her say. ‘Mummy’s here.’ The crying stopped and was replaced by the Ollie’s little voice saying ‘Mama’ mixed in with a jumble of other incomprehensible sounds. Lucy’s voice made soft soothing sounds as she interacted with him.

Mitch was rooted to the spot, his heart pounding furiously. In mere moments he was going to meet his son. It seemed surreal. For many years he’d dreamed of a family, but not like this. He fought an urge to run while he still could, before he’d met the little bloke’s eyes. Two hours ago his life was pretty much perfect and now … well, now he didn’t know what it was. But he wasn’t a shirker. Ollie was his child and no matter what else happened he would live up to his responsibilities.

Lucy stood in the doorway with the baby on her hip. He wasn’t looking at Mitch yet; he had his head buried in his mother’s neck. ‘Here he is,’ Lucy said in a singsong voice. ‘Mitch, this is Ollie. Ollie this is your daddy.’

The child slowly turned his head to look at him. Lucy was right. He could see the family resemblance right away. He stood up and walked toward them. ‘Hello, Ollie,’ he said, his own voice sounding foreign to him.

The child ducked his head again, and Mitch shrugged his shoulders at Lucy.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘He’s going through a bit of a clingy stage. He’ll be better when he wakes up properly. Once he gets to know you better he won’t leave you alone.’

Mitch went back to the couch as Lucy put the baby on the floor with a few toys. Suddenly Mitch saw the motel room through different eyes. This was no place for a baby. The carpet was old and didn’t look like it had been thoroughly cleaned in years. Ollie was crawling around on it then putting his fingers in his mouth. It wasn’t on.

‘Pack your stuff,’ he said to Lucy. ‘I’m getting you out of here.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Ollie can’t stay here. Get your things together. I’m taking you back to my place.’

Lucy shook her head. ‘No, I’m not going back there. Too many bad memories. I came here to sort things out with you, to find a way for you to be part of Ollie’s life, but I don’t want to go back to Warialda.’

‘Give me a break will you? It’s going to take more than an hour or two to sort this out. In the meantime, wouldn’t you rather be staying somewhere clean and comfortable? Ollie will be safe at my place while we work things out. I can’t bear to leave him here, but I can’t stay here forever. I need to get back to the farm. I’m not inviting you to move back in, just to stay for a day or two until we work out a way forward. For Ollie’s sake, please come.’

Her mouth was set in a hard line, but she nodded and pulled a large suitcase off the floor, plonked it on the bed and began to fill it with clothes.

Maybe this wasn’t the greatest idea he’d ever had, but what else could he do? He supposed he could fork out for a nicer motel, but really, motel rooms were no place for a little kid, especially not for any length of time. Not that he had any idea about how long Lucy planned on staying. Was this just a flying visit or was she planning on moving back to Australia permanently? If she was planning on leaving again how was he supposed to get to know his son? If he left her here how could he be sure she wouldn’t take off again? Better to keep her close so he could keep an eye on the situation.

He had a spare room with a single bed and he was sure his mother had an old cot tucked away somewhere. She’d kept a few of his and Jimmy’s baby things in anticipation of grandchildren. Before his split with Lucy she used to openly talk about her desire to be a grandmother, but these days she was kind enough to keep her thoughts to herself.

The thought of his mother’s face when she saw Ollie cheered Mitch a little. She would make such a wonderful grandmother. And Dad would love a little grandson to take on tractor rides and to make little wooden toys for. Acid burned at the base of his throat. Goddammit. This was big. Ollie’s existence didn’t just affect him. Everyone around him would feel the impact—Mum, Dad, Bea.

Bea. He kept pushing her to the back of his mind. He couldn’t bear to think about the effect this news would have on her. He had to see her as soon as possible so that she knew that this development in his life didn’t change anything between them. But first he had to get Lucy and Ollie home and get them settled.

‘Do you need any help?’ he asked as Lucy dragged the enormous case to the front door.

‘I’ll get the car seat,’ she said, ‘and show you how to fit it. It’s going to be a big part of your life from now on.’


Chapter 16

‘That dog can’t come in here,’ Lucy said, eyeing Rosie suspiciously.

‘She can go out for now,’ Mitch said, ‘but she sleeps inside. It’s freezing out there at this time of year and she’s only a pup.’

Lucy shrugged. ‘She’s a dog. She’ll be all right. And I’m not having her in here licking Ollie or worse.’

‘Rosie’s perfectly well trained. She won’t go near Ollie unless I let her and she certainly won’t hurt him. In any case it’s not like I’m planning on leaving the two of them unsupervised.’

‘No. I’m sorry, Mitch, that’s not good enough. I don’t want her around my baby and that’s final.’

Mitch gritted his teeth. ‘Fine. I’ll take her up to Mum’s. I need to see if she still has that old cot anyway. If not, I’ll have to sort something out.’ Just what he’d sort out he wasn’t sure. Caitlin might be able to help him out, but the fewer people that knew about Lucy’s return right now the better. The last thing he wanted was Bea hearing this news from someone other than him.

With that thought he decided it would be better to take Rosie up to Bea’s place. She slept there most nights anyway. That way he could give Bea the heads up in person. He could explain … explain what exactly? That his old girlfriend was up at his house? He suddenly had a child and he didn’t know what was going to happen next? He hesitated for a minute. Maybe talking to Bea right now wasn’t a great idea after all. There wasn’t time to talk this through properly. No doubt it would take some time to explain the situation to his parents and he couldn’t leave Lucy languishing at the cottage forever. They had things to talk about, things to get sorted. What would he say to Bea, anyway? How could he answer her questions about what would happen going forward when he didn’t know himself? And Emma was there. Bea had been looking forward to her arrival for weeks. He didn’t have the heart to spoil their girls’ night with his news.

First thing tomorrow he would tell her. By then he would know what he was doing and he’d be able to give her the answers she needed.

With his mind made up he whistled for Rosie and headed off towards the main house on foot. When he reached his parents’ home he kicked off his muddy boots on the verandah and opened the front door. ‘Stay,’ he said to Rosie as he poked his head inside. ‘Mum? Are you here?’

‘In the laundry, love. Just a tick.’ Evelyn appeared moments later, wiping the back of her hands down the front of her apron. ‘This is a nice surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see you this afternoon. Dad said you were off to town to pick up an order from Alicia.’

Damn. With all that had happened this morning he’d totally forgotten about his promise to pick up his order of stock feed. ‘I haven’t managed to get to that yet. Do you know where Dad is?’

Evelyn shrugged. ‘You’d have a better idea than me, love. I haven’t seen him all day. He left at about seven this morning. He was back for lunch by the look of the dishes in the sink, but I wasn’t here. I was over at Caitlin’s getting my hair done.’ She looked at him expectantly.

‘So I see. Very nice.’

She sighed in response and Mitch realised he hadn’t quite met the mark with his compliment, but he knew better than to try to remedy the matter. Anything else he said would only make things worse. ‘Look Mum, I need to talk to you about something. I was hoping Dad would be here too, but seeing as he isn’t and I haven’t got much time, I think I’ll just have to get you to tell him the news.’

‘What news? What are you talking about, Callum? Is everything all right?’

‘Yes. No. Oh, I don’t know. Mum, can we sit down?’

‘Should I make us a cuppa?’

Mitch felt like if he had one more cup of tea today it would start leaking out of his ears, but with the news he was about to give her, Evelyn might need a strong cup of tea. ‘Sure. That’d be great. But I can’t stay long, so no messing about with cakes or doilies and the like. Just a mug of tea will be fine.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes sir.’

Mitch took a seat at the kitchen table and moments later Evelyn put a mug of steaming hot tea in front of him and placed a fine china cup at the seat opposite.

‘Now,’ she said. ‘What’s going on?’

Where to start? Maybe with the good news first. ‘Mum, I remember ages ago, when Lucy and I were talking about getting married, you mentioned you’d kept a few things from when Jimmy and I were little.’

‘Yes, I’ve still got some of your baby clothes in the wardrobe in the spare room and your old cot, oh and the highchair.’ Realisation dawned on her face. ‘Oh Callum, are you telling me … is Bea pregnant?’

Oh God. Why hadn’t he seen this coming? Of course she would jump straight to that conclusion. Her face was beaming as she waited for his answer. He shook his head. ‘No, Mum. Sorry that was a stupid way to start this conversation.’

Her face fell. ‘Oh. So I’m not going to be a grandmother then?’

‘Well, you sort of already are.’

‘For God’s sake Callum, speak plainly. What on earth are you talking about?’

This was it. Once he told her it would be a reality. ‘Lucy’s back, Mum. She’s up at the cottage right now. She has a baby. A little boy. His name is Oliver and I’m his father.’

* * *

An hour later he was back at the cottage, bolting together his childhood bed. The cot was in immaculate condition. Lucy expressed concern about Ollie sleeping in a ‘relic’, but once she saw the beautifully carved timber and the pristine mattress carefully wrapped in plastic, her protests ended.

Lucy sat on the couch, arms folded across her chest, watching him as he worked. ‘Are you going to tell me what your mother said or not?’

He shrugged. ‘There’s not much to tell. Like I said before, the news came as a shock.’ That was kind of an understatement. Mitch had never seen his mother so emotionless. She’d sat in stony silence for over a minute after he’d blurted out the news. Her first utterance—‘I knew all along that girl was trouble’—was not something he would tell Lucy.

‘So she doesn’t want to see her grandson? I thought she’d be thrilled. She was always going on about wanting grandchildren when we were engaged.’

‘I told her I’d bring him by the house tomorrow. It will give her a chance to tell Dad and for them both to get used to the idea.’

‘Am I invited to this meet-up?’

‘I thought it might be easier if I took Ollie alone. Give Mum and Dad a chance to get to know Ollie without any awkwardness.’

‘There! I knew it. They hate me don’t they? They never thought I was good enough for their precious son. Well, it’s just bad luck, because I’m not letting you take Ollie out of my sight. They’re going to need to understand that we’re a package deal, Ollie and me. You can’t have one without the other.’

Mitch’s skin prickled at the inference. The contrite, reasonable Lucy of this morning was giving way to a more demanding and erratic model. Did she mean that if he wanted Ollie in his life then she had to be part of it too? And in what way?

‘If you want to come, that’s fine I guess, but you have to understand that people may be less than thrilled to see you, Lucy. You ran off here and left a gaping hole in my life. My friends and family saw how much I was hurting and they felt for me. Now you turn up out of the blue with a child whose existence you’ve kept secret for more than a year. You have to understand things might be a bit tense for a while.’ He screwed on the last bolt and looked at the cot with satisfaction. ‘Do you want to pull the plastic off that mattress and we’ll pop it in.’

She nodded and picked up the mattress from the floor. Once it was pushed into place Mitch stood back and admired his handiwork. ‘What do you think?’

‘It’s lovely. I think Ollie will be very comfortable in his daddy’s old bed.’

Mitch smiled and walked over to where Ollie was playing on the floor. ‘What do you think little man? Want to have a look at your new bed?’

Ollie looked up into his eyes and smiled, and Mitch’s heart melted. He turned to Lucy. ‘Is it okay to pick him up?’

‘Sure.’

Mitch bent down and opened his arms and Ollie extended his chubby little arms in response. As he gathered his son up into his arms for the first time, Mitch felt a new emotion. It was love, but not like he’d felt it before. This feeling was primal. He knew in that moment that no matter what else happened in his life, his son must always come first.

* * *

‘If you keep feeding me like this I’m not going to have any clothes to fit me by the end of the week.’ Em groaned and rubbed her tummy.

‘There’s no law that says you have to clean your plate, you know. I’m not your mother,’ Bea said, looking up from her phone.

‘I know, but you have to take some of the responsibility. You know your Canadian pancakes are my favouritest thing in the whole world.’ Em stopped rubbing her belly and looked up. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Huh? Oh, nothing. Why?’

‘You seem distracted. You keep looking at your phone.’

‘I’m sorry. That’s really rude. I just haven’t heard from Mitch this morning. He sent me a goodnight text last night, which is kind of weird. He’s not a fan of texting, usually he prefers to call.’

‘Sorry, I’m not seeing the problem.’

‘Oh, no problem. I’m just surprised I guess. He’s been on all week about how he couldn’t wait to meet you and show you around the area. I thought he’d be here by now, that’s all.’

Em glanced at the kitchen clock. ‘You know it’s really early, right?’

Bea laughed. ‘Nine o’clock isn’t early for a farmer. Mitch will have been up for hours. I’ve tried calling and texting him but he’s not answering. He might be out and about somewhere. Mobile coverage is a bit patchy in certain parts of the farm.’

‘Maybe his phone is flat. Did you try the landline?’

‘He doesn’t have one up at the cottage. Says he doesn’t need it. Look, it doesn’t really matter. Maybe he’s got caught up with something on the farm, a sick cow or something. Why don’t you and I get ourselves organised and I’ll take you for a walk around the property. We can go up to the cottage and see if Mitch is home. If he isn’t we can walk over to the main house and say hi to Evelyn. She’ll be breaking her neck to meet my guest from the city.’

‘What if Mitch turns up here while we’re gone?’

‘He’ll see my car and know we haven’t gone far. He’ll find us. It’s not that big of a distance between the three houses.’

‘Right. I’ll get my coat then.’

‘And your hat and gloves too. It might look sunny out there but it’s cold, believe me.’

Once they were suitably rugged up against the cold, Bea and Em set off towards the cottage. Em was truly delighted by the surroundings and excited by the glimpse of a kangaroo in the distance. ‘If you look carefully you might see a roo or two in the paddocks near Mitch’s place. And keep your eyes out for wombats too. It’s unusual to see them in the daytime but we get plenty of them around here,’ Bea said.

Em’s eyes widened. ‘Really? Wow. I’ll make sure to keep my eyes peeled.’ They walked in silence for a moment before Em said, ‘You’ve really fallen on your feet here, Bea. I was worried about you when you said you were moving. To be honest I thought you were crazy. Moving out here to the middle of nowhere to a “fixer upper”. No friends, no family. I worried about how you’d cope. But look at what you’ve achieved in such a short space of time. The B&B is just gorgeous. I’m sure it’s going to be a huge success. Obviously you’ve already made your mark on the town, otherwise the locals wouldn’t have got behind you to help the way they did.’

‘Dulili people look after their own. They would have done the same for anyone.’

‘But that’s what I mean. You’re a bona fide local now. You’ve made yourself a home.’

Bea smiled. ‘Yeah, I guess you’re right.’

‘Not to mention found yourself a man who makes your face light up every time his name is mentioned. I seriously cannot wait to meet this incredible man of yours.’

‘Looks like you’re in luck then. That’s Mitch’s cottage just through those trees there. The ute’s there, so my bet is he’s home.’

They walked the rest of the way in silence. Bea couldn’t help but feel a tinge of trepidation as she climbed the steps to the front porch. What if Mitch and Emma didn’t love each other the way she thought they would? There was only one way to find out. She rapped on the door and waited.

‘Just a second,’ Mitch’s voice called from behind the door.

Was that a baby crying she could hear in the background? Surely not. He must have the TV going. Odd at this time of the day.

He opened the door and his face visibly paled. ‘Bea. Hi. Sorry, I’ve been meaning to phone you all morning. I’ve just been a bit caught up.’ He stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind him.

Bea creased her brow in confusion. ‘Mitch, I’d like you to meet my friend, Emma.’

Mitch barely even glanced at Em as he held out his hand for her to shake. ‘Pleased to meet you, Emma.’

Em smiled warmly, either oblivious to his cool reception or in a brave attempt to rise above it. Bea couldn’t tell which. ‘My friends call me Em,’ she said brightly.

‘Uh huh,’ Mitch responded, his eyes still firmly on Bea.

‘Did you forget about your promise to be Em’s tour guide today?’ Bea asked.

‘Oh damn it! Yeah, sorry,’ he glanced at Em, ‘I did. Look today’s really not a great day for me to be away from the farm. I’m sorry to let you both down, but I promise we’ll do it another day before Em goes home.’

‘Um, okay.’ Bea suddenly felt bereft. She told herself not to be stupid. Obviously something had gone wrong on the farm that needed his attention. What that could be she wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t as if she had any understanding of the nuances of cattle farming. Even after a few months here she didn’t know exactly what it was he did all day. ‘Anything we can help out with?’ she asked.

He smiled and shook his head. ‘No, honey, but thanks for asking. You girls have a fun day without me.’

She shrugged. Obviously they weren’t getting an invitation to come inside. ‘Okay, we’ll be off then. We might pop over and see your mum.’

Mitch’s eyes widened and he opened and closed his mouth as if he wanted to say something but then changed his mind. As Bea and Em turned to leave he spoke again. ‘Bea, I really need to talk to you sometime today. Do you think you can spare some time this afternoon?’

She was about to say ‘of course’ when the front door opened. A dark-haired woman with a baby on her hip stood in the doorway. She was dressed in a nightgown and robe. ‘There you are,’ she said to Mitch. ‘We were wondering where you’d got to.’

Bea stared at the woman, not comprehending what was going on.

She smiled at Bea. ‘Hello, I’m Lucy,’ she said.

All moisture left Bea’s mouth and acid burned her throat. Em was looking at her with a confused expression, but she couldn’t speak. She shook her head and began to run.

‘Bea!’ Mitch and Em called in unison and she heard their footsteps on the gravel path behind her. But she couldn’t look back. She ran as fast as she could but Mitch was faster and stronger. She hadn’t made it to the end of the driveway before he caught up and grabbed her arm.

‘Bea, wait.’

‘Let me go,’ she said, yanking her arm away.

‘It’s not what it looks like.’

‘It isn’t? So that isn’t your ex-girlfriend standing inside your house in her pyjamas?’

‘No, well, yes it is, but there’s nothing going on here. Not like you think.’

‘All right then, explain it to me. How is it that she happens to be here? And how come you never mentioned that she was coming?’

‘I didn’t know she was coming. You have to believe me. She just turned up yesterday.’

‘On a day when you knew I would be busy and unlikely to be in touch. That’s very convenient, don’t you think?’ Bea heard Em panting behind her. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Her whole world was disintegrating yet again. What was wrong with her that she chose such dishonest bastards to fall in love with?

‘Bea, please. I can explain this. There is a very rational explanation for the whole scenario. I just need you to sit down calmly with me for a few minutes and I’ll explain the whole thing.’

‘Not now, Mitch. Not with her standing in the doorway staring at me like I’m some sort of freak.’ She swallowed a sob. ‘I’m too damn angry to think straight anyway.’ She turned to Em. ‘Come on. We’re leaving.’

Em nodded before shooting Mitch a withering look. She grabbed Bea’s hand and they began to walk.

‘When?’ he called at her retreating back.

Bea turned her head without breaking her stride. ‘I don’t know.’


Chapter 17

‘You did that on purpose,’ Mitch said as he slammed the front door shut.

Ollie’s eyes widened in surprise and his bottom lip trembled, before he let out a howl. Lucy shot Mitch a furious look. ‘Now look what you’ve done.’ She jiggled Ollie up and down. ‘It’s all right sweetheart. Silly door go bang, that’s all. Everything’s okay.’ When the crying stopped she put him back on the floor with some toys. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. What did I do on purpose?’

‘Came outside while Bea was there, before I’d had the chance to explain the situation to her. You knew who she was and you knew your appearance would cause trouble.’

‘For heaven’s sake Mitch, don’t be so melodramatic. We’re not teenagers. I had no idea she was there. I was simply looking for you. In any case, there’s nothing stopping you from going down there right now and explaining yourself.’

His shoulders slumped. Maybe she’d done it on purpose and maybe she hadn’t, but Lucy was right about one thing—Bea needed an explanation. Right now a bit of breathing space might be best. Give her time to calm down. He didn’t really know what he would say to her anyway. Obviously he would tell her the truth about Ollie being his son but beyond that he didn’t know what the future held.

He wasn’t sure exactly where this was all heading. Last night he and Lucy had talked for hours but hadn’t reached a satisfactory solution. He wanted to be in Ollie’s life and Lucy wanted that too, but they couldn’t agree on how to make that happen. Lucy seemed to think it would be best if they stuck together, made themselves into a family unit. Of course from his perspective that wasn’t going to happen. He’d argued that they didn’t love each other and that fact alone should be enough to stamp out the idea as an option. Surely such an arrangement wouldn’t be good for Ollie. He’d also pointed out that she refused to live in Dulili and he couldn’t see how he could leave here permanently. His parents needed him. She argued that things were different now they had Ollie to think about. They would both have to make sacrifices. Maybe she could stomach living here for a short time if she knew it wasn’t forever. Mitch began to suspect her willingness to make this ‘sacrifice’ was mainly because she didn’t seem to have any money. Apparently her boyfriend leaving had put her in a financially precarious position. She had her mum and her sisters but it seemed none of them were in a position to take her and Ollie on.

Despite talking for ages they were no closer to a solution. Mitch wanted to help but he didn’t want to live with Lucy again. They’d gone round and round for hours before the need for sleep overwhelmed them both. Right now they were at a stalemate.

* * *

Bea heard her bedroom door open and footsteps softly padding towards her. When she felt Em’s weight on the bed she removed the wet facecloth from her eyes and sat up.

Em sat a tray down on the bed. ‘I brought you a cup of tea and a sandwich. I thought you might be hungry,’ Em said.

‘Thanks. What time is it?’

‘Almost two.’

‘Oh Em, I’m so sorry. What a shocker of a day for you. I can’t believe we’re back here—me a huge mess and you picking up the pieces.’

‘Don’t be silly. What are best friends for? Besides you’ve done the same for me plenty of times.’

‘A few times maybe, but you don’t seem to mess up your life quite as frequently or as spectacularly as I do.’

‘You haven’t messed anything up. Whatever’s going on, it’s not your fault.’

Bea reached over and picked up a mug of tea from the tray. ‘Isn’t it? I was so stupid, Em. Before I came here I promised myself I wouldn’t get involved with anyone. All I wanted was to make a go of things on my own. To prove myself and to everyone else that I’m not a monumental screw-up, you know? But I didn’t even last three months on my own. I’ve had to get the town’s help so my business didn’t go belly up and I recklessly threw myself into a relationship with a man I clearly know nothing about. I’m pathetic.’

‘Stop it, Bea. To start with, the town is supporting you because they believe in you. That’s because of everything you bring to the project. You’ve done an amazing job with this B&B and it is going to be a huge success because of you. As for Mitch, well, we don’t really know what’s going on there. I agree things looked bad this morning, but you need to give him a chance to explain. He says he has a reasonable explanation and maybe that’s true. Perhaps you should listen to his side of the story before you get too distressed.’

Bea nodded. ‘I will give him a chance to explain. But after everything I’ve been through with Jason, it’s not hard to see that my judgement with men is way off.’ She put her mug of tea on the bedside table. ‘You saw what I saw right? She had a baby on her hip.’

‘Doesn’t mean it’s his baby.’

‘I’ve been thinking about it for hours. The timing is right. That baby’s at least a year old. They broke up eighteen months ago. You do the maths.’

‘Don’t jump to conclusions. Maybe she had an affair. And anyway, why does it matter if he’s got a baby?’

‘Because he never told me about it. Don’t you think that’s something worth mentioning to the person you are in a relationship with?’

Em blew out a sigh. ‘I guess. But let’s wait and see what he has to say before you decide that he’s a total arse. For all we know she just turned up on his doorstep and the baby isn’t even his.’

Bea sighed. ‘If that’s the case, why didn’t he call me to tell me that last night? All those unanswered calls and texts. He was clearly avoiding me.’ She felt the tears welling again. ‘You know, she was the one who left him. He was crazy in love with her. He told me so. And did you see her? She’s gorgeous and …’ Her voice had an edge of hysteria now, and she knew what she was about to say crossed the line, but she couldn’t stop. ‘Did you see those gigantic tits of hers?’ She flattened her hands against her chest. ‘I mean how on earth could he be attracted to me when he has a beautiful full-breasted woman right under his nose?’ She broke down again and began to sob.

Em scooted up the bed and took her in her arms. ‘Whatever this is about, I’m sure it’s not about your breasts.’

Bea abandoned herself to grief, each sob shaking her body like a physical blow. ‘How do you know?’

‘Oh Bea, you’re so beautiful. You’re smart and funny and warm and kind. What man wouldn’t want those things? Besides, Mitch knew about your body before he slept with you. If it was an issue for him you would have known about it before now. I don’t know what’s going on with him, but I’m sure that whatever is happening is nothing to do with your appearance.’

Bea didn’t answer for a while. Instead she took a few tissues from the box beside her bed and blew her nose, then grabbed the cold compress and applied it to her burning eyes. Maybe Em was right, maybe she wasn’t, but she was done crying for now. She peeled the cloth off her face and looked at Em.

‘You know, I don’t want to think about this anymore today. I’m going to have a shower and get changed. Then I’ll drive us into town and show you around. We can go to the coffee shop—they make delicious cupcakes—and when we’re done exploring Dulili we’ll come back here and have our special dinner just as we planned, sans Mitch. I’m not wasting one more minute of your holiday moping around.’

‘Sounds like a plan to me. Who can say no to cupcakes? I’ll just take this tray back to the kitchen and clean up a bit, while you freshen up.’ As Em stood up they heard a loud knock on the back door.

‘Oh god, that’ll be him.’ Bea froze. Half of her wanted to jump up and run to him so she could be told this was all a silly mistake, and the other half wanted to pull her head under the covers and get Em to shoo him away.

The knocking came again. This time it was more insistent.

‘He doesn’t have a key?’ Em asked.

‘Yeah, he does. The door’s not locked in any case. He obviously thinks he needs to tread carefully. A sign of guilt maybe?’

Em headed to the bedroom door. ‘Maybe he’s just trying to be respectful of your space.’

Bea had her doubts. ‘Maybe.’

‘Should I let him in?’

Bea sucked in a big breath and tried to steady her galloping heartbeat. Was this the end for them? If it was it was, better to know now. She nodded. ‘Yeah. Let him in. I’ll be out in a second.’

Em left and moments later Bea heard voices in the kitchen. Mitch’s voice mingled with Em’s. She couldn’t hear what they were saying. She looked in the mirror at her puffy red eyes. This was bullshit. She’d come to Dulili to recover, to stop feeling like this, and now she was back at square one. No matter what Mitch said, this thing ended today. She simply couldn’t take any more heartache.

After a few more deep breaths she summoned the courage to leave her bedroom and listen to what Mitch had to say. He and Em sat at the kitchen table, an awkward silence between them. He looked up at her and she could see the raw pain in his eyes. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’m here. Start explaining.’

Em jumped up. ‘I might leave you two to it,’ she said. ‘I’ve got some reading to do. I’ll be in my room if you need me, Bea.’

Mitch stood up and moved towards her. He moved as if to put his arms around her, but she swivelled around and walked towards the living room. ‘Come in here,’ she said. ‘If we’re going to do this, we might as well be comfortable.’

Before they could sit, Rosie’s unmistakable bark came from outside. ‘Damn it,’ Mitch said. ‘She must have done a runner on Mum.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Lucy doesn’t want her near the baby, so Mum’s looking after her for a few days.’

‘So Lucy’s staying for a few days then?’

‘Honestly? I don’t know.’

Rosie began to whine and scratch at the door.

‘For God’s sake Mitch, let her in. I might not be happy with you but I’ve got no beef with Rosie.’

As soon as the back door was open Rosie bounded in and found her way to Bea. She sat in front of the armchair where Bea had plonked herself and dropped her head in Bea’s lap. Bea stroked her ears. ‘It’s okay, Rosie. You’re here now.’ Rosie let out her happy dog sigh and curled herself into a ball at Bea’s feet.

Mitch closed the door to the hallway, presumably to ensure complete privacy, and then perched on the edge of the couch. ‘I’m so sorry, Bea.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t want to hear your apology. I want to hear your explanation.’

Mitch nodded. ‘Fair enough. I’m not sure where to start, really.’

‘You can start by telling me why you are shacked up with your ex-fiancée and explain to me how come you never mentioned to me that she was coming for a little holiday, or whatever the hell it is.’ She could hear the venom in her voice and she knew that it stemmed as much from jealousy as it did from anger.

‘She just turned up. I had no idea she was coming. After I left you yesterday I got a text message from her to say she was in Orange and needed to see me urgently.’

‘And of course you dropped everything and went running to her. It’s okay Mitch, really. You can admit it if you’re still in love with her.’

‘What? Where the hell did you get an idea like that?’

‘You’ve told me how you felt about her and how heartbroken you were when she left. Now she’s here and sleeping in your house. What do you expect me to think?’

Mitch’s shoulders slumped. ‘Okay. I can see where you’re coming from, but honestly, it’s not like that at all.’

‘Then why all the secrecy?’

‘When I got the text I had no idea what she wanted. You’d already headed off to the airport so I decided to go see her. I thought I’d go sort it all out before you and Em got back. You were so excited. I didn’t want to spoil your day with drama from my past. I didn’t think it would take long to deal with. I had every intention of telling her to leave me alone.’

‘But?’

‘That was before I saw Ollie.’

Bea felt her heart plummet to the pit of her stomach. ‘The baby?’

He nodded. ‘Ollie is my son.’

She’d suspected as much but somehow hearing his admission came as a shock. Bea fought to keep her voice low and calm. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you had a child?’

‘I had no idea myself until yesterday.’

‘How is that possible?’

Mitch buried his head in his hands for a moment before looking back at her. ‘I haven’t told you the full story about my break-up with Lucy. Just before she left here Lucy discovered she was pregnant. She was distraught. She didn’t want to keep the baby. I did. We talked about it a lot. She said that she felt trapped in Dulili and that having a baby would only make that worse. I suggested moving from here as a way to try to make her happy. In the end she agreed to keep the baby on the proviso that we moved to one of the capital cities. I thought the problem was solved. But I was wrong. You know the rest of the story. She left while I was away at an auction.’

‘But you knew she was pregnant, so how can you claim you didn’t know about your son?’

‘When I came back to find her gone I discovered a note. She told me she couldn’t go through with our plan and was heading Sydney to have a termination. She told me she felt pressured by me and she didn’t want to see me again. I ignored the note and followed her to Sydney. It wasn’t too hard to track her down. I wanted to tell her that I would support her no matter what her decision but she totally flipped out when she saw me. She told me I was too late, that she’d already “taken care of the baby”, as she put it, and was going back to England. She begged me to leave her alone. That was the last time I saw her.’

Bea knew from the pain in his eyes that he was telling the truth. It hurt that he hadn’t entrusted her with this story until he was forced to, especially after all she’d shared with him. ‘Why didn’t you tell me all this before?’ she asked, her voice coming out as barely more than a whisper.

‘I didn’t want to hurt you. I knew from the outset that you couldn’t have children, and more than that, that you were okay with never having kids. I thought if I’d told you about Lucy’s pregnancy and how badly I wanted her to keep the baby, you’d think I couldn’t be happy with you. But that’s not true, Bea. You are more than enough. You’re my everything.’

As much as she wanted to believe this, and as much as she knew Mitch thought it was true, it simply wasn’t. ‘So you’d give up ever seeing Ollie again to be with me?’

His eyes widened with shock. ‘Well, no, but I don’t have to. Lucy and I have been talking all morning about how we can make this work. We don’t love each other. She’s only here because of Ollie. She thinks we should be together for his sake, but I’ve told her that can never happen. She disagrees but I think she’s accepted that I’m not going to change my mind. We’re going to try to work out a way that I can be part of Ollie’s life.’

If there had been any doubt in her mind before, now there was none. What she’d had with Mitch had been wonderful. He’d made her feel whole again. But now it was over. ‘Mitch,’ she said gently. ‘I would never ask you to give up your child for me. Of course, I wouldn’t. My point is that I am not enough for you. How can I be? Family is so important to you. Having a child, an heir to inherit Warialda, is something you’ve longed for. I know that. I know you’ve tried to keep that part of yourself hidden from me, but it’s so ingrained it slips out in ways you’re not even aware of. Besides, as you well know, this is a small town. People talk. Most people don’t know about my medical situation. Do you know how many people have stopped me in the street to say how happy they are that you and I are together? The old folks are not backwards in coming forward about how it will be nice if it works out between us so you can have the family you’ve always wanted.’

His face turned beet red. ‘Bea, I’m so sorry. I had no idea …’

She smiled. ‘It’s okay. I’ve been so happy that for the most part I haven’t let it bother me. I kept telling myself that it was too early to worry about stuff like that and we could address the problem when the time came. Turns out the time’s come earlier than I expected.’

‘People had no business saying things like that to you. Nobody knows what goes on inside my head. I promise you, you are enough. The past couple of months have been the happiest of my whole life. If Lucy had not turned up with Ollie I would have been happy to never have kids. Warialda is important to me yes, but who knows, maybe Jimmy will have kids and they’ll want to take over the farm.’

‘Well, now you don’t have to worry. You have your own child.’

‘Yes, I have Ollie and I have a responsibility to him, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be together.’

‘Mitch, I want to believe you, really I do. But this is a big deal. I think maybe Lucy’s right. A child deserves to be with both their parents if possible. I grew up in a single-parent family and while Dad did his best, I longed to have my Mum as well.’

‘That was different. Your mum passed away. She didn’t have a choice. I do and I’m not going to choose to be absent from Ollie’s life. I just don’t want to live with his mother.’

‘Obviously that’s up to you. But I don’t want to be the person that stands in the way of a family being together. Lucy wants you back. Not that long ago you were head over heels in love with her. Maybe, if you give it a go, you can rekindle that.’

He shook his head, ‘No!’

‘So what if we stay together and Lucy decides to take Ollie back to England? Have you thought about that?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t think she’ll do that. But if she did we’d work it out.’

‘Mitch, I’m sorry. What we’ve had has been wonderful. I’ll never forget these past few months and what you’ve meant to me, but I can’t stand between you and your son. You need time to sort that situation out and my heart isn’t up to the uncertainty. I’m sorry. I wish it didn’t have to be this way but I have to protect myself. It’s over.’


Chapter 18

‘I can’t believe the Demons are in the grand final,’ Caitlin said over the top of the hair dryer. ‘It’s so exciting!’

Bea looked at her in the mirror. ‘Since when did you follow the Demons? I haven’t seen you at one game this season.’

Caitlin laughed. ‘Since the Dragons bombed out of their comp weeks ago.’

‘I keep telling you, you need to give away that NRL nonsense and come on over to AFL.’

‘Ha! Don’t get your hopes up. I’m never going over to the dark side. I’m only on board for the grand final and that’s only for the socialising. When footy season starts next year I’ll be right back on the sidelines cheering for the Dragons every chance I get.’

‘I take it from all the talk about town that grand final day is going to be huge,’ Bea said.

‘Yeah. Dulili hasn’t had any sort of team in a grand final for ages. You can expect lots of locals to trek to the ground tomorrow and then win or lose everyone will congregate back at the pub for speeches and so on. It’ll be a big night. You’ll be bringing all your family I expect?’

Bea hesitated. There really wasn’t a choice. She wanted to support the team. She’d been cheering them on all season, so she could hardly miss the grand final. And the function at the pub would be a great opportunity to introduce her family to the locals. Dad would love the game and hopefully when he saw her among her friends he’d stop worrying about her being a single woman ‘in the middle of nowhere’. But … Mitch was a supporter too, and there was every chance he’d be at the game. He didn’t often come back from Sydney to visit, but the odds were pretty high he wouldn’t want to miss the chance to see his team in a grand final. They hadn’t spoken once since he’d left, and Bea was keen to keep it that way. It was just easier.

‘You’re worried he’s going to be there, aren’t you?’ Caitlin said, as if reading her thoughts.

Bea nodded. ‘I know it’s stupid. This is my home now and it’s his hometown. Of course we are going to run into each other at some point. It’s just awkward with my family here and all. I’d rather there wasn’t a scene. But I can hardly stay away. Dad’s only been here for twenty-four hours and he’s already onto the fact that there’s a big game on tomorrow. I can’t say I won’t take him. Anyway, maybe Mitch won’t come.’

‘Maybe,’ Caitlin said doubtfully.

Bea’s stomach clenched. It’d been over two months since Mitch had moved to Sydney with Lucy and Ollie. She’d moved on, she’d had to. If she let herself dwell on what had happened there was a chance she’d slide down into a dark hole and never crawl out again. Mitch moving away had made life easier. It didn’t stop her missing him, but at least she didn’t have to worry about bumping into him in the general store or at the mailbox. If he was still living here she didn’t know if she could have stayed on. But he was gone and life was simple. Good, even. The B&B was finished and her family was here this weekend so she could do a ‘dry run’. Next weekend she had her first paying guests arriving.

Most of the time people in town avoided mentioning Mitch’s name, which she appreciated. Dulili was her home now. She was a local, not just one of the ‘dollar people’ anymore. She’d quickly grown to love this place and, provided Mitch stayed away, she couldn’t see herself leaving the town any time soon.

‘There,’ said Caitlin. ‘What do you think of the new colour?’

Bea looked in the mirror at her caramel-coloured hair. She’d kept the short do, but decided to go back to her natural colour. After a few months of transition it seemed Caitlin had achieved the look she was after. ‘It’s great,’ she said, smiling into the mirror. ‘I feel like myself again.’

* * *

Mitch couldn’t help but notice the extra cars in Bea’s driveway as he made his way up to the cottage. He recognised the white Patrol as her brother’s car. Obviously her family was here for a few days. That was going to make it difficult to get her alone to say what he had to say. No matter. He had time on his side now that he was back in Dulili for good. Hopefully now that he was back on the farm permanently, Bea would give him a fair hearing. He needed her to understand that no matter what else happened in his life, having her as a part of it was his number one priority. He just hoped it wasn’t too late for that.

He’d kept up with her life through the snippets of information his mother offered up during their weekly phone calls. Not that he would ever ask about her directly, but Mum—God love her—seemed to understand his need to hear tiny updates on Bea’s life, so she wove the information into her conversation, giving it no more emphasis than the footy scores or the latest complaints from Imelda Wade. As far as he knew there was no new man in Bea’s life. At least that was something.

As he approached the cottage Mitch felt a huge weight being lifted. How he had missed this place. Lucy absolutely adored the small semi-detached house he’d rented for her in Tempe, but living in Sydney’s inner suburbs these past couple of months had made Mitch yearn for the wide, open spaces he was used to. The very things Lucy loved about the place—it was close to public transport, lots of shops and restaurants—were the things that made him twitchy. There was too much noise, too many people, and for the life of him he couldn’t get used to having neighbours right next door, who he could occasionally hear fighting through the walls.

The one thing about his time in Sydney that had made all those annoyances worthwhile was Ollie. After two months of being in his son’s company on a daily basis, he felt he’d gone some way to bridging the gap in their relationship caused by their year-long separation. Ollie was just as likely to call out ‘Dada’ as ‘Mama’ these days, and Mitch had quickly become adept at caring for his little boy. He would miss waking up in the single bed opposite Ollie’s cot, but the time to make the break had come. Lucy was settled now. She loved her job working for a bank in the city, and the fact that she’d been able to secure a childcare place for Ollie in the same building made life much simpler for her. Over the past few weeks the two of them had eased Ollie into his childcare routine and he seemed to be thriving.

Of course Mitch would still be part of Ollie’s life. He and Lucy had agreed to a visitation schedule of every second weekend and three full weeks a year. For the moment Mitch would go back to Sydney for the weekend visits and bring Ollie back to the farm only when he had custody for a stretch of time. They’d agreed to revise the schedule once Ollie got bigger. First thing Monday he planned to visit a lawyer in Orange to get an official agreement drawn up. Lucy had actually been very reasonable about the whole thing so far, but if he was going to move forward with his life he felt he needed to have their arrangement formalised.

Maybe then he could prove to Bea he was serious about his intentions towards her.

* * *

Bea threw her hands in the air and screamed along with the rest of the crowd. She bent down, picked up her little nephew and whizzed him around in a circle. ‘We won, Felix, the Demons won!’ She set him back onto his feet and looked at her sister-in-law. ‘Can I take him out to the middle with me?’

Nat grinned. ‘Of course.’

‘Come on Felix. Grab your footy. We’re going out to congratulate the players and we can have a bit of a kick too, if you like.’ They ducked under the fence, with Rosie hot on their heels.

By the time they got out to the middle there were dozens of well-wishers on the ground. The players had formed a circle in the middle. It seemed they were opting to do the team song out on the ground instead of in the clubrooms, so their supporters could share their celebrations. Bea scooped Felix up and popped him on her shoulders so he could get a good view of the action. She joined in the singing with gusto and Felix did his best to sing along too. Good thing she’d given him that crash course in the team song last night, just in case.

Once the song was done she turned to wave at Nat, Joe and her dad only to find herself staring right into Mitch’s eyes.

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘I didn’t know you were here.’ Great way to show how together you are, Bea. Just great.

‘Yeah, big crowd today, so I guess it’s easy to miss people.’ Rosie began to run circles around him and he bent down to give her a pat. ‘Look how much you’ve grown, girl. Looks like Bea’s been taking good care of you.’

Bea smiled. Rosie had been a comfort since Mitch packed up and headed to Sydney. Officially, she belonged to Warialda. She was a working dog, but everyone knew her heart belonged to Bea. ‘Your dad’s been taking her out with him most days, but she comes home to sleep each night.’

Mitch smiled. ‘I’m glad you were able to take her on. The city’s no place for a dog like this one and she might like me a lot but you’re the one she loves.’ He looked up at Felix. ‘Who’s this, then?’

She lifted her nephew from her shoulders and placed him carefully on the ground. ‘This is Felix, my nephew. Felix, this is Mitch.’

‘That was some great singing from you just now, Felix. Did you enjoy the game?’

Felix nodded silently and an awkward silence fell between them. Bea couldn’t think of one thing that was worth saying. Idle chit-chat with Mitch seemed heartbreakingly pointless. ‘Well, Felix,’ she said, ‘I’d better get you back to your mum. Good seeing you, Mitch.’

Mitch opened his mouth but she didn’t stay to hear his reply. She turned on her heel and raced back to her family without looking back.

‘Wow, what a game,’ Joe said as she approached. ‘I thought they were goners at three-quarter time but that last quarter was just amazing.’

Bea grinned, despite the fact that her heart was still hammering in her chest after her close encounter with Mitch. ‘Yeah, it was amazing. The boys will be celebrating long and hard tonight.’

‘Speaking of which,’ Joe said, ‘Dad tells me there’s a celebration on at the pub tonight. Are we going?’

Bea shrugged. ‘Did you want to? I thought it might be a bit much for the kids.’

‘The kids will be fine,’ Nat said. ‘I was talking to your friend Caitlin earlier and she said she’s taking her twins. She said the pub is really kid-friendly. Besides, Joe and Dad can go in your car with you and I’ll take the kids in our car. That way if they get tired or cranky I can take them home without ruining everyone’s night. We don’t want you to miss out on a big town event like this, Bea, just because we’re here. And from what I’m hearing it sounds like it’ll be lots of fun.’

Clearly there was no getting out of it. At least the pub would be packed so the chances of any one-on-one time with Mitch were extremely low. ‘Great,’ she said. ‘Looks like that’s all sorted then.’

* * *

The pub was jumping. Mitch couldn’t remember a time when he’d seen the old place so packed. The atmosphere was great, but the crowd made it hard to see if she was here. He’d been scanning for ages without any luck.

‘Hey Mitch,’ Caitlin slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Good to see you back in town.’

He leaned in and kissed her cheek. ‘Thanks. Good to see you too.’

‘Are you home for long or is this just a flying visit in honour of the footy?’

‘I’m back for good. One of the farmhands I hired to help Dad out in my absence has moved on. Lucy’s got herself sorted with a good job and my little bloke is all settled in at his new childcare place, so I figured now was a good time to make the break.’

‘So you and Lucy are not together?’

‘Nah. I suppose you could say we’re friends. We get on well enough and both of us have Ollie’s best interests as our priority, so we’ll always have that in common. But there’s nothing else between us. That was over a long time ago.’

Caitlin nodded. ‘Got a recent picture of the little man?’

Mitch grinned and pulled out his phone. ‘Sure do.’ He opened up his photo stream and found the most recent snaps of his little boy. Caitlin oohed and aahed and made all the right comments, and his heart swelled with pride as he showed off his son. After a few moments Caitlin handed back his phone. As he stood to slide it back into his back pocket he saw Bea walking right past them. He touched her lightly on the arm.

For the second time that day her eyes widened with shock when she saw him. ‘Oh, hi Mitch,’ she said. She leaned over and gave Caitlin a greeting kiss.

‘Isn’t this great?’ Caitlin said. ‘The pub’s just jumping. I think they’re going to do speeches and presentations in the bistro in a few minutes. I might head off and see if I can score a good possie. See you in there?’

Mitch and Bea both nodded as she waved and made her way across the crowded bar.

‘Bea, I—’

‘Sorry, Mitch. I promised Nat I’d get her some hot water for the baby’s bottle. Gotta keep moving. Sorry.’

As she walked away he realised that it was going to take more than just a few quiet words to win her back.

* * *

Bea stood towards the back of the bistro with her family, clapping as the last premiership player was presented to the crowd. Despite her earlier encounter with Mitch she was glad she’d made the effort to come tonight. Her family had met just about everyone in town, and her Dad had just told her what a lovely little town this was and how happy he was she was doing so well here.

She’d kept an eye out but Mitch seemed to have disappeared after she’d snubbed him. She felt a twinge of guilt at the rude way she’d brushed him off, but she just wasn’t ready to deal with him yet. She hoped her behaviour hadn’t scared him away from the pub altogether. The Demons were his team too and he had every right to be here. Hopefully in time chance meetings like today’s wouldn’t be so tense. Maybe one day they could speak to each other as friends, but right now the pain of their break-up was too raw. As much as she hated to admit it, she was still in love with him. Avoidance was the only way she knew to deal with that.

The club president, Rick Fordham, was speaking now, thanking the players, the coaches and the supporters for all they’d done for the club throughout the year. Bea looked around the room at all the happy faces, including a few of the newer residents such as herself, and thought how lucky she was to have ended up here.

Loud applause made her direct her attention back to the stage, where Rick was now winding up. As he finished one of the players came forward and spoke quietly to him. Rick nodded and went back to the microphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. ‘It is my very great pleasure to announce a special guest speaker tonight. This speaker has been away from our fair town for a while and we were honoured that he made the trek up from Sydney to see the boys play today. Without further ado I invite former player and club legend, Mitch Mitchell, to the microphone.’

Thunderous applause followed Rick’s announcement and Bea felt her pulse rate increase as Mitch stepped forward.

Mitch tapped the microphone and then grinned sheepishly as the crowd shouted good-natured orders for him to ‘get on with it’. ‘Thanks Ricky,’ he began. ‘Great game today boys. You did Dulili proud just like you have all season.’ A roar went up from the crowd and there were many shouts of ‘hear, hear’ and ‘go Demons’, as well as much clinking of glasses. When the noise finally died down he continued. ‘I’m sure some of you boys will have noticed an increase in your fan base this season. We’ve been lucky enough to gain some new residents here in Dulili and some of those residents have become one-eyed Demons fans. Tonight I want to talk to you about one of those fans. In her short time in this town she’s become a loyal Demons supporter, in fact many know her as our most vocal fan.’

Several of the locals began to laugh and turn in Bea’s direction. Her pulse thudded at the base of her throat.

‘In fact, I have to thank the Demons, because it was at one your games that I realised how special this woman was to me. I fell in love with her as she cheered from the sidelines. I am, of course, talking about the beautiful proprietor of Honey Hill House, our town’s brand-new luxury B&B.’

More applause and a few wolf whistles as the space around Bea began to open up a little. She could feel the eyes of many upon her, most particularly her father’s. Her hands began to shake and she had to step forward and place her glass on a nearby table to stop from spilling its contents all over herself.

‘Bea, I can’t see you from up here, but I know you’re in the crowd somewhere. I have some things I need to say to you and I wanted to do it out here in public so that you know that I mean them. This way I’m not just accountable to you, but to the whole town if I screw things up again.’

The room had gone eerily quiet and the space around Bea became even greater. Joe came over and slid his arm around her waist protectively. ‘Are you okay, sis?’ he asked. ‘Do you want me to stop him?’

‘No,’ she whispered. ‘I want to hear what he has to say.’

‘Beatrice Elliot,’ Mitch continued, ‘you are the love of my life. I think about you night and day. I think about you when I’m driving, when I’m playing with my son, when I’m doing the dishes and at night you fill my dreams.’

A collective ‘aaw’ came from some of the women in the crowd and few sniggers were heard from some of the blokes. ‘Give a rest, Mitch,’ someone called from the back, but the voice was quickly shushed by others.

Mitch wasn’t deterred. ‘I think you already know this. I don’t think you doubt my love for you but maybe you doubt my ability to be there for you with all that I have going on in my life. Bea, I want you to know I will do anything to keep you in my life. Being away from you these past few months has been torture for me.’

A pathway had cleared so that not a single body stood between her and Mitch. Bea wanted to step forward, to go up to him and stop him from making such a colossal fool of himself, but she found her feet fused to the spot.

‘I’m not asking for the world Bea. I just want a chance to be part of your life again. I promise you will always come first in my life. We can take things slow. We don’t have to get married, or live together, not unless that’s something you want. I just want to know that I can see you each day and that you’ll be pleased to see me. Whatever else I have, I’m nothing without you. So what do you say? Can you give me another chance?’

The whole room was looking at her, waiting for her answer. ‘He must really love you, sis, to make such a dick of himself in front of all these people,’ Joe whispered. ‘For God’s sake go give the poor chump an answer. Put him out of his misery.’

What on earth was she doing standing here? This was her chance to have everything. For years now everyone kept telling her she was brave, when really in her heart she knew every action she’d ever taken stemmed from fear, not courage. Here was a chance to finally be the woman everyone thought she was. Her mother’s words yet again came to her.

Be brave, my little honeybee.

Later Bea couldn’t remember how she got up on the stage, but somehow she found herself there in Mitch’s arms. He pushed the microphone away. ‘I meant every word,’ he said. ‘I’ve thought long and hard about whether this was the right thing for me, for you and for Ollie, and honestly Bea, I don’t know. I only know how I feel. I’m desperately unhappy without you. I feel like my whole world’s turned grey. So what do you think? Will you give me another chance?

‘I will,’ she said, throwing her arms around his neck.

Then he kissed her and the sound of the whole town clapping and cheering became the soundtrack to the story they would tell Ollie in years to come.
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Adele Devereux knows what adversity tastes like, so when she’s retrenched from her job in Sydney, she packs her bags, takes her meagre savings and her shy, uncommunicative eight-year-old daughter, Ali, and moves to the country to take possession of a long-empty house for a rent of one dollar a week.

Adele is living on hope, and when Ali starts a friendship with Tom Wade, their taciturn neighbour, Adele is drawn further into the lives and intrigues of Dulili, the small town attempting to regenerate itself, and into the lives of the Wades.

Tom Wade is facing the biggest crises of his life. He’s back in town while he figures out the smartest way to regroup from the shattering and unexpected downfall of his business, Wade Rigging.

His new neighbours are testing his resolve to remain detached. Adele, because he doesn’t have time for anything more than falling in-lust, and Ali, because the child is giving him her hand and it’s a responsibility he doesn’t think he can handle. Tom has never backed away from a challenge, but he has a business to close and a new one to start, and he can’t do that in his hometown.

Adele has to get over a love that has nowhere to go, and Tom can’t see that by leaving Adele and little Ali, he’s breaking his own heart.



 

The Healing Season
Catherine Evans
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Can two broken people find a way to start again?

Alicia Pearce had her life planned—marry her best friend, manage her home town agricultural store, live in her grandparent’s old house, and fix the troubled relationship with her parents. But life doesn’t follow plans, and Alicia finds herself alone, grieving for what could have been, while struggling to start a business in a dying rural town.

Lachlan Muirhead moved to Dulili for a new start. A farmhouse for a buck, a job at the Ag Store, and a town to call his own seems perfect. But you can’t keep secrets in a small town and as he becomes involved with the community, he’s concerned his past may catch up with him.

Can Lachlan trust enough to accept help from Alicia? Will Alicia overcome her shattered dreams and learn to love again?
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Lisa Ireland, a brilliant new voice in rural romance, invites you to Linden Gully and the wedding of the year…

When celebrity novelist Johanna Morgan surprises everyone by arriving back in Linden Gully three weeks early for her best friend’s wedding, she’s shocked to find her ex-boyfriend Ryan Galloway is back too and well-integrated in the community as the local vet.

Jo’s maid-of-honour duties are not the only thing that’s brought her home. The family homestead of Yarrapinga is now her responsibility, and Jo needs to decide whether to keep it—and replace old memories with new ones—or sell it and cut off all ties to her childhood and her home.

Ryan has brought his young daughter home to Linden Gully to provide stability after the death of her mother. The last thing he needs is Jo’s return, and all of the emotional turmoil that she brings with her.

Thrown together as attendants at their best friends’ wedding, Jo and Ryan have no choice but to grin and bear all the tension. But it’s not only resentment lingering between them. The attraction is still there, and the heat and the memories.

They say you can’t come home again, but maybe, for Jo and Ryan, home is not just a place, but a state of the heart.
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When a smooth-talking, sophisticated city girl comes striding into town on her stiletto heels, he’s the last person who wants to notice…

When Jenna McLean gets roped into attending a matchmaking ball in a small country town, she holds no illusions of meeting the man of her dreams. A no-nonsense magazine editor, Jenna doesn’t believe in leaving love to chance, which is why she’s developed Marriage Material—a fool-proof framework for husband hunting. Shearers and farmhands need not apply.

Sheep grazier Luke Tanner has met women like Jenna before, and knows not to waste his time. With the drought dragging on and bushfire season around the corner, the last thing he needs is a spoiled city girl like Jenna adding to his problems. He’ll help out with the ball because it’s good for the community, but he won’t dance, he won’t flirt, and he definitely won’t be matched.

It’s been a long dry season, but everyone knows when it rains, it pours.
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