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			Chapter 1

			She’d done it.

			The words on the screen blurred as Stevie’s eyes filled with tears. She dashed them away impatiently and read the email from the university again. Three years of study came together in this moment. Stephanie Sterling: registered nurse. And she’d succeeded on her own terms.

			Stevie sprang from the chair and took two paces to the window. She stared out without really seeing the street scene below.

			Registered nurse. The words hummed in her mind. She closed her eyes, and the joy expanded in her chest, spilling over in a tumble of laughter. She’d actually done it. Stevie drew a deep breath, then another, and threw open the door to her small balcony. Flinging her arms wide, she screamed down at the quiet street below, “I passed! I’m a qualified nurse!”

			A courier paused as he got into his vehicle and gave her a thumbs up. “Good on ya, love. Nurses make the world go around.”

			Stevie blew him a kiss and retreated inside before she made even more of a fool of herself.

			Her email pinged, and she returned to her laptop. The subject line made her smile: Kiss my arse, baby, I passed! It seemed her former housemate Kate was also celebrating.

			Stevie grabbed her phone and punched in Kate’s number.

			Kate answered on the first ring. “How’d you do, girlfriend?”

			“I passed with honours.”

			“Fantastic! I knew you would. You worked harder than any of us. I’m so happy for you, Stevie.”

			“We both slaved. You deserve it too.” Stevie closed her eyes at the memory of their long caffeine-fuelled late-night study sessions, when they had been so tired neither of them could remember the difference between myelopathy and myopathy.

			Voices in the background rose and fell, and there was a burst of laughter. “That’s the rest of the gang,” Kate said. “We’re off to paint the Melbourne laneways red in celebration. I wish you were here. It’s not the same without you.”

			“I wish I was too.”

			“Go out on the town,” Kate said, her voice firm. “Celebrate. Promise me you won’t let your family steal this from you. Make them acknowledge your success.”

			“I promise,” Stevie said automatically. And she would try. It was simply easier to promise Kate than to get into another discussion about her family.

			“Good. And when things settle down, we must plan your next visit down to the big smoke! We all miss you.”

			“I miss you guys too.” Stevie glanced around her bare flat, comparing it with the messy space she’d shared with Kate.

			“And Stevie?” Kate paused. “I believe in you. There’s no better nurse in Australia than Stephanie Sterling.”

			Kate ended the call on a burst of noise and shouting from their friends.

			Stevie set the phone down and paced back to the window. Celebrate, Kate had said. Oh, how she wanted to, but it was easier said than done in a small town where she had few true friends.

			For a moment, she thought about driving to Canberra and hopping on a plane to Melbourne. She glanced around the dingy flat. No. She wanted this space gleaming with fresh paint and cheery decor before she started her new job at Harbour View Aged Care Home, so a trip to Melbourne would have to wait.

			Her fingers twitched with the need to call someone. Ash? But no, her sister had said she’d be in a meeting all afternoon. She couldn’t disturb her. If she wanted to call someone she might be able to celebrate with, that left only one option. Should she call her parents? Would they be happy for her? Would they even realise what this meant to her?

			Make them acknowledge your success. Kate’s words echoed in her mind.

			Stevie returned to the desk and picked up her phone. Her finger hesitated over the call button. Maybe her mother wouldn’t answer anyway. It was probably her bridge morning, or she’d be at some charity fundraiser. Stevie had seldom presumed to interrupt, even as a child. But this was different. And it was part of her reason for returning home to Wallanbindi. She bit her lip and pressed the call button.

			“Stephanie, darling.” Her mother’s cultured tones came down the line.

			“Hello, Mother. How are you?”

			“Waiting. My hair appointment is running late.” Annoyance threaded her mother’s voice.

			That wasn’t good. A bored and irritated Linda was unlikely to give the reaction Stevie hoped for when she shared her news. “I can call back.”

			“No.” A heavy sigh. “You can keep me amused while I wait.”

			“I’m not sure about the amused part, but I’m calling with news.” Stevie took a deep breath. “I got my uni results. I passed with honours. I’m now a registered nurse.”

			“Darling, that’s wonderful news! Of course, I always knew you would. We have a nurse in the family now, how marvellous. You can look after us when we’re old and infirm.”

			“That’s a long way off.” Her mother always said the same thing. It hadn’t been funny, even the first time.

			“But still,” her mother’s voice became brisk, “we must celebrate.”

			“I’d love that. Maybe we could go out to dinner? Ash and Zach too, of course.” Warmth spread through Stevie, and she pushed aside her uncharitable thoughts of earlier. Her parents may not approve of her career choice, but it seemed they were willing to celebrate her success.

			“Mm. I’ll arrange cocktails on the boat—just us and a couple of close family friends. The weather’s warm enough now for boat drinks. We’ll make it tomorrow evening.”

			“I’ll be there. Thank you, Mother. That will be lovely.”

			“Wear something dressy. Not those jeans.”

			“Of course.” It was a family rule that unless you were actually out on the ocean, get-togethers on the boat were dress-up affairs.

			“Congratulations, Stephanie. We’ll see you tomorrow at six.”

			Stevie clicked off and laid the phone on the desk. She rose to her feet and, ignoring the computer, went back to the window.

			Her flat was above a corner shop and boasted a sea view, according to the real estate agent who let it. That was true—if she stood on her toes and peered over the roof of the block next door. But it was her apartment, the first place she’d ever lived alone, away from family, and without a gaggle of rowdy housemates. The sea was a smooth and glassy blue—the impossibly clear blue it took on when the sun shone bright. Today, the Sapphire Coast was living up to its name.

			She’d take her bike for a ride along the coastal path. The hills would provide a workout to burn off some energy.

			Stephanie Sterling, registered nurse. Maybe she’d stop at the new craft brewery and have a pint of amber ale. Sit in the sun and watch the world go by. Stevie rose. Life sounded good right now.
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			She should have known.

			Stevie clutched her glass of champagne and pasted another smile on her face. It felt as fake as the last one. She propped her back against the bulkhead and stared out across the main saloon. Two dozen or so manicured people sipped drinks and mingled. Cocktail chatter passed over her, a muted overlay to the soft classical music playing from Good Time Gal’s speakers. She slipped a foot out of the unaccustomed high heel and rubbed it on her calf.

			“Lovely gathering, Linda.” A grey-haired man took a gulp of his red wine and addressed her mother. “Been too long.”

			“It has. We’ll have to have you over for dinner soon to make up.” Her mother smiled a practiced smile and excused herself gracefully.

			The grey-haired man’s gaze roamed the saloon and settled on Stevie. He crossed to her. “Stephanie? It is Stephanie, isn’t it?”

			She nodded and extended a hand. “You have the advantage; I’m afraid I can’t recollect your name.”

			“Michael Asula. I’m one of the town councillors, for my sins.” He laughed heartily at his own joke.

			Stevie nodded and added a mental tick to the “local politician” column. So far, among the guests were three local bigwigs, the CEO of one of her father’s major suppliers, and a local reality TV star. No one who fit the description of “close family friend”.

			“I met you a couple of years ago,” Michael continued. “You were heading back to university. What are you studying again?”

			“Nursing.”

			“How’s that going? Tough job, nursing.”

			“I’ve just graduated. I’m now a registered nurse.”

			“Congratulations. I didn’t realise it had been that long. Good to have you home, Stephanie. I’m sure you’ll be off again, a job in the big city, eh?”

			Was there any point in telling him? Stevie smiled and murmured something noncommittal. The smile stayed on her face like a photograph until Michael had moved away.

			She expelled her breath and clutched the stem of her champagne glass. She threw back the contents in a couple of gulps and went over to the bar to refill it. Ha! So much for a small celebration of her achievement. I should have taken that flight to Melbourne. If she had, right now, she’d be out clubbing, happily excited with her friends. There’d be laughter and shared joy. She’d be whirling through the laneways of the city, in and out of bars and nightclubs. She’d link arms with Kate, and they’d drunkenly tell each other how much they loved each other and would always be friends. Maybe she’d have picked up a woman for a heated night. Maybe she and Kate would have gone home and crashed in a corner, curled up together.

			It would have been good. It would have been fucking awesome. Instead, she was stuck here with a group of strangers who barely knew who she was, let alone the party was supposed to be her celebration.

			The glass in her hand was empty again, and she refilled it. She pushed past a knot of chattering people and headed for the rear deck. Maybe there she could have some peace and quiet.

			“Stephanie, wait a moment, darling.” Her mother appeared by her side. “I’ve barely seen you this evening.”

			“You’ve been busy chatting.”

			“And you haven’t. You could make more of an effort.”

			Stevie shrugged. “I hardly know any of these people. I thought this was to be a small gathering of close friends to celebrate my news.”

			“Oh.” At least her mother had the grace to look momentarily embarrassed. “It was short notice. Most people already had plans.”

			Not the people that matter in your world. Strange that. She clamped her jaws together in case she blurted the words. Now wasn’t the time or a place to let them know how disappointed she was.

			The tinkling piano music covered the awkward silence. Faintly, the murmur of Ash’s and Zach’s voices reached Stevie from the rear deck. At least she could rely on her sister to understand. “I’ll see what Ash is up to.”

			The music reached its end, and for a moment there was silence. Stevie took a step towards Ash, and her mother followed.

			A cool breeze came in from the ocean, blowing across the stern of the boat, and Stevie shivered. Zach’s voice reached her, quiet words she couldn’t make out. And then as the breeze dropped, she heard him clearly.

			“I love you so much. Ash Sterling, will you marry me?”

			“Oh!” Her mother gasped. Her fingers sought Stevie’s and squeezed. “Oh my goodness.”

			“We should go back to the saloon. Give them their privacy,” Stevie whispered.

			“Wait.” Her mother’s grip tightened. “I want to hear the answer.”

			Stevie couldn’t pull away, not without being overheard by Ash. The low rumble of social chatter from the saloon reached her, and her mother’s breathing was quick in Stevie’s ear. A wavelet broke on the hull, the whisper of water sounding unnaturally loud.

			“Yes, oh yes, I love you so much.” Ash’s voice trembled, but her words rang clearly in the night.

			A choked sound from Zach and then their voices rose and fell, murmuring endearments Stevie could only dimly hear.

			The music restarted, and mellow jazz wafted from the saloon.

			“She said yes! What a glorious end to the night. I must tell George. I hope we have enough champagne left for everyone.”

			“Wait. Let Ash tell Father; it’s her moment.”

			But her mother was gone, her heels clicking as she scurried across the wooden deck.

			Stevie moved to the rail and gripped it with both hands. She stared out over the marina and let the bubble of happiness for Ash expand in her chest. Ash had found her prince, just as she’d always wanted. Even when they had been little and made blanket forts to hide in and whisper secrets, Ash’s dream had always been about a prince and a wedding and a big family she would love so hard her heart would burst. Stevie had played along and talked about running a retirement home in the hills for old horses where no animal would be turned away. “What about a prince?” Ash had said, and Stevie hadn’t been able to say it wasn’t a prince she wanted, but a princess.

			At least Ash had found her dream.

			Stevie picked up her glass and sipped, envisaging the moment when Ash would tell her the news; maybe not tonight, not at this ridiculous party that was so not what her mother had said—but later maybe, tomorrow, when the newly engaged couple emerged for a late breakfast. Ash would hold Stevie’s hands and tug her forward to whisper the news in her ear as she had when they were kids, as if it was a secret for Stevie’s ears alone.

			“We’d better rejoin the others.” Ash’s voice drifted across to Stevie. Footsteps sounded on the deck, coming closer.

			Stevie moved away in case Ash realised their private moment had been overhead. She cut through the saloon to the buffet on the foredeck and pretended to browse the artfully arranged canapés. Out of the corner of her eye, she spied Ash and Zach arriving back and started in their direction. She wouldn’t spoil their surprise, but she had yet to talk to Ash all evening.

			She had just reached Ash’s side when the blare of the boat’s horn sounded. The ensuing silence was broken by the tinkle of silver on glass. Stevie turned towards the sound. Her father stood on the small platform by the wheel, a glass and fork in his hands.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Please allow me the indulgence of a happy announcement.” His gaze roamed the crowd and settled on Stevie. A flicker of a frown crossed his face.

			Oh! The champagne she had drunk was now a mellow buzz. Was she wrong about this evening? Was her father actually going to publicly congratulate her? He was still to fully accept her career choice, but it seemed he was taking another step along that path. She gripped her glass tightly, straightened her shoulders, and met her father’s gaze with what she hoped was an encouraging smile.

			Ash’s lips brushed her cheek. “Well done, Stevie. It seems I’m not the only one proud of you.”

			Her sister’s whispered words warmed her more than the crowd ever could. Stevie squeezed Ash’s hand, even as her gaze remained fixed on their father.

			“I am blessed to have two wonderful daughters: warm and loving, intelligent and talented, and of course, so very beautiful.” Their father’s gaze travelled across the assembled people. “But today, I am especially proud of one of them who is fulfilling her life’s purpose.”

			Stevie’s lips trembled as warmth expanded in her chest. To hear her father speak the words, to know he was proud of her—she’d never known that. She’d always pushed her uphill path against the one her parents had laid out for her. Joy bubbled over in her tight throat, and she ducked her head to hide her unexpectedly moist eyes.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you my daughter, Ashleigh, who has this evening given her hand in marriage to Zachariah Pettigrew. May they have a long and happy life together and may they swiftly give me grandsons.”

			Applause and voices washed over her in a tide of noise. Stevie’s feet turned to stone and rooted her to the deck, and the heat of embarrassment crept over her cheeks. She was so wrong, so unbearably wrong. The happy tears of earlier burnt in her eyes, and her throat closed over so she could barely speak.

			Ash’s hand in hers became a dragging heavy weight. “Stevie, I’m so sorry. Zach only proposed minutes ago—they must have overheard. I wanted to tell you first. Not like this.” She squeezed Stevie’s hand. “And I would never have usurped this evening. This is your moment, not mine.” Ash’s face had a pinched, worried look, so different from her earlier joy.

			“Congratulations. I’m so very happy for you and your prince.” Stevie forced the words out, her voice trembling with emotion. “Now let me hug my sister.” Her arms closed tightly around Ash, and she buried her face on Ash’s shoulder to hide her expression.

			“It’s not right.” Ash’s voice vibrated with anger. She disentangled herself from Stevie and turned to face the guests. “Thank you for your good wishes. But this evening doesn’t belong to me and Zach; it’s Stevie’s evening. After three years of study, my sister—”

			Music swelled from Good Time Gal’s speakers, drowning her words as Cliff Richard’s old song “Congratulations” boomed out.

			In the throng of people congratulating Ash and Zach, Stevie was able to slip away. Her face ached from the wide artificial smile pasted on it. She stood on the sidelines, watching the stream of guests.

			Ash smiled and thanked each person with a kiss on the cheek. Zach shook their hands and kept Ash at his side. Their parents stood close by, beaming in pride and also accepting congratulations as if they were the happy couple.

			Stevie sipped on her champagne as she waited for a break so she could congratulate Zach. Ash would be happy with him; of that she was sure.

			A heavily made-up older lady approached Stevie, not anyone she knew. Probably a somebody, she thought bitterly, a person of influence.

			“You’re not joining in the celebrations,” the woman said. “Are you not happy for your sister?”

			“I’m delighted. She and Zach make a wonderful couple.”

			The woman peered at her. “I’m sure your time will come, m’dear. I’m sure there’s a lovely young man out there somewhere for you.”

			Stevie clenched her jaw. Usually, she let the heteronormative assumptions wash over her, especially if it was someone she was unlikely to see again, but the curl of anger in her belly wouldn’t be pushed down. She finished her glass in two mouthfuls, willing the impulse for hot words away.

			“Do you have a young man already?” The woman sipped her own drink.

			“No. I haven’t yet found the woman I want to marry.” Where was the champagne bottle? Conversations like this needed a little extra assistance. With a muttered “excuse me”, she pushed away from the railing in search of more liquid courage.

			Why were champagne glasses so small? Three gulps and they were empty. Stevie topped hers up again. Dimly, she heard her mother’s voice. So what. She was probably worried about making the morning social column in the local paper. That a small town like Wallanbindi even had a social column was ridiculous. Stevie turned her back on the chatter and gripped the railing, staring out at the boats in the marina, resting in their pens.

			“Darling.” Her mother appeared at her elbow. “I think you’ve had plenty to drink.”

			“I don’t think I’ve had enough.” Stevie lifted her glass and drained it in defiant gulps.

			“You’re making a spectacle of yourself. Of us. The decent thing would be to be happy for your sister on her great day.”

			“I am happy for her. And I’ve told her so. Leave me alone, Mother. Don’t make this worse than it already is.”

			Her mother was silent for a moment. “Stephanie, is this sour grapes? Because if this unseemly display is your way of getting back at your father and me, then it’s not working. You’re only showing your own immaturity.”

			Stevie turned to face her mother. There were two blurry faces staring back at her, a polite frown creasing her mother’s immaculate forehead. Both foreheads. “I know you’re not proud of me. Nothing I’ve accomplished has made the slightest difference. Do you know how hard I worked to become a nurse? And you sweep it aside in favour of celebrating Ash’s accomplishment of being pretty enough, nice enough to be marriageable? I truly hope she’s happy.” She pushed away from the railing and lurched slightly in the unaccustomed high heels. “I’m going now. Please tell Ash I’ll call her tomorrow.” Good Time Gal moved fractionally under her feet, and Stevie swayed.

			An opened bottle of champagne sat on a table, and she swiped it, tipping the bottle back and taking a long swig from the neck.

			Please, let me get out of here. Stevie put her shoulders back, sucked her stomach in, and walked carefully down the gangway to the marina. Behind her, the music swelled, interspersed with loud and slurring voices. It seemed she was not the only one to avail of the plentiful champagne.

			“Stevie, wait!” Ash’s voice reached her.

			Stevie turned and wiggled her fingers. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I love you.” She continued walking, not looking back.

			As she turned the corner of the jetty, the sound of running feet followed her. No doubt Ash, coming to see if she was okay. She closed her eyes for a second, then opened them again as a wave of dizziness engulfed her. She was okay. And she wouldn’t spoil her sister’s night any more than she already had. She put down the champagne, slung her small bag crossways over her body so she wouldn’t drop it, and hurried down the jetty. Hoping the light was dim enough that Ash hadn’t seen where she went, she ducked down a smaller pier.

			“Stevie? Where are you?” Ash’s voice was closer. Any second now she’d see Stevie on the jetty, caught like a kangaroo in headlights.

			Stevie glanced around. Most of the boats were million-dollar gin palaces like her parents’ cruiser, guarded with locked gates and blinking security lights. But a yacht at the end was in darkness. She hurried towards it. The boat was small and old, sails tightly furled, and the deck bare, but most importantly, there was no security gate barring her access. Stevie assessed the gap. Maybe half a metre. She could make that. As she moved towards it, a gust of wind pushed the old yacht closer to the pier, closing the gap to a sliver. She slipped her shoes off and threw them onto the deck, then hiked up her dress to mid-thigh and gripped a stanchion. She swung herself over the railing to the deck. Her foot caught, and she nearly fell. She grabbed the wheel to save herself and lurched into the cockpit.

			“Stevie, where are you?” Ash’s voice again. “I just want to know you’re okay.”

			Stevie bit her lip. Better Ash return to the party and celebrate her happy evening. And if she didn’t find Stevie, that would happen more quickly.

			There was nothing to hide behind in the shallow cockpit, but Stevie crawled over to the far side of the wheel, hoping the shadows would be enough to conceal her if Ash kept coming. She slid down, brought her knees up to her chest, and tucked her head down. The world spun for a moment in a champagne haze.

			Ash’s footsteps slowed and stopped.

			Stevie pictured her looking around at the silent boats. Go away, go back to the party. She breathed slowly, hoping the lapping waves would cover the sound of her breath.

			For a moment there was silence, then Ash’s footsteps slowly moved away, as if she wasn’t convinced Stevie was hiding there somewhere.

			A slightly bigger wave made the yacht rock, and Stevie gulped as the world spun once more. Exactly how much champagne had she drunk? It was a blur after the first couple of glasses, after her parents’ lack of interest in her achievement.

			I should have known. Their reaction was nothing new. She swallowed hard against a surge of nausea. A wave of dizziness engulfed her. Once it had passed, she raised her head. The only noise was the chime of halyards against the mast and the slap of wavelets against the hull as the breeze picked up.

			Stevie got unsteadily to her feet. She needed to get home, curl up in bed, hug her pillow, and try to forget about this evening. The wooden deck was cold and damp against her shoeless feet. Where were her shoes? She spied the gleam of the patent leather against the dark wood of the deck and moved over to retrieve them. As she bent to grab them, her head spun once more and she lurched, falling down a single step in front of a door. A crack and the door swung open. Stevie could see the top of the steps leading to the cabin below.

			Damn. She hoped she hadn’t broken it. Bracing herself, she leant in to close the door, but it swung out of her reach. The cabin was dark and silent. Stevie descended the first step, meaning to grab the hatch and close it, but the yacht swayed once more, and she lost her footing. Her hand grabbed at the door sill to arrest her fall, but she stumbled down the steps to the darkened cabin and landed in a heap at the bottom. The shoes skittered across the cabin floor, one coming to rest by her outstretched hand. Hell and damnation.

			She lay for a few seconds. Was she hurt? Was anything broken? But as far as she could tell without rising, there was only her cloudy, pounding head and what felt like a bruise on her shin where it must have caught the top of the coaming. Carefully, she got to her feet, one shoe clutched in her hand.

			The companionway back to the deck was an insurmountable obstacle in her current state. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness, but try as she might, her blurry vision wouldn’t focus. She turned around to face the steps, and the narrow entrances to two bunks swam into view, one on each side of the companionway. The curtains that would give privacy to the sleeper were open. Her second shoe rested on the floor nearby.

			Exhaustion flooded her body and left each limb heavy. What difference would it make if she used one of the bunks to sleep off the champagne? The yacht was deserted. She’d already inadvertently broken in. No one would come now, not at nearly midnight. Then in the morning, she could make good any damage, leave a note for the owner, and return home. Far better to do that than try to make her way out and stagger the short distance to her flat. Even those few hundred metres felt like an insurmountable challenge. And what if someone saw her, drunk and dishevelled, shoes in hand, reeling home? No, in the morning, she’d be able to leave quietly and go home with some semblance of dignity. And the chances were she wouldn’t bump into any departing guests from her parents’ party either.

			The bunk looked inviting. It was long and narrow and had a sleeping bag opened on the mattress. Stevie closed her eyes momentarily, and any inclination to return home fled. She crawled into the narrow bunk, threw both shoes and her shoulder bag to the foot end, and rested her head on a pile of stiff fabric. She pulled the curtain closed and yanked the sleeping bag over her body. Closing her eyes, she let the gentle motion of the waves soothe her to sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Kaz walked along the jetty towards Delilah. It was just past five in the morning, and the sky was starting to lighten over the sea. She dragged a hand across her face, thinking longingly of the coffee she hadn’t stopped for before leaving her cabin. An early tide didn’t wait for anyone, caffeinated or not.

			Her boat rested in the calm water. Kaz dropped her small daypack on the deck, swung her leg over the railing, and gently set down the cat carrier. “Just a moment, Sinbad. I’ll let you out soon.”

			She removed the wheel cover and turned to open the hatch. She frowned. The door was slightly ajar. She must have been in a hurry when she left last night and not bolted the door properly. The music and voices from the large cruiser moored on a nearby pier had been so loud, all she’d wanted to do was get home for a good night’s sleep.

			Kaz opened the hatch fully and secured it open. A rough piece of timber caught her fingers. The door had a crack in it, near the lock. She frowned. Surely no one had broken in? Delilah was the most unassuming boat in the marina—but also the least protected. Carefully, she stuck her head through the hatch and listened. There was no sound from the cabin, and nothing appeared to be disturbed. Kaz went down the companionway and glanced around. The cabin was neat and as she’d left it. She shrugged. She must not have bolted the door last night when she left, and it must have swung in the wind, cracking the timber on the outside of the cabin. She stowed her pack in a locker and ascended back to the deck again.

			The sky now had a yellow glow in the east. Venus glowed bright on the horizon. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and a light breeze ruffled her short hair. Perfect for sailing. Kaz removed the mainsail cover and stowed it in the locker under the bench. She removed the ties and had the sail ready to hoist once she reached open water. She fired up the donk, listening to the reassuring throb of the diesel motor. Swiftly, she cast off, then returned to the wheel, put the engine in gear, and let Delilah ease out of her berth.

			Seagulls wheeled around the stern as she motored out of the marina to the harbour mouth. Once past the harbour wall, the water was choppier. Kaz hoisted the mainsail and turned Delilah to catch the breeze. The sail filled, and the yacht surged forward. She killed the donk and set her face to the ocean. This was the moment she loved best: when the engine turned off, and the only sound was the water slapping the hull before Delilah bore away from the wind and picked up the course.

			Now that the initial flurry was out of the way, she opened the cat carrier. Sinbad stalked out, his tail a quivering question mark. He mewed once, gave her an affronted glare, and set off on patrol of his yacht.

			“Sorry, Sinbad.” Kaz bent to stroke his head as he paraded past, his furry body brushing her calves. “You know I can’t let you out until we’re out of the harbour.”

			Sinbad mewed once more and relented enough to arch up into her caress. Patrol completed, he jumped onto the bench and stared out to sea, whiskers twitching.

			She glanced at the compass; yes, she was bearing sou’-sou’-west towards Bass Strait. Coffee. Oh, how she wanted a mug of it. Soon. Once she was catching a steady breeze, she could think about coffee.

			Wallanbindi receded behind her, and the peaks and troughs of the ocean grew more pronounced. Delilah sliced through the waves, the foam rippling against the hull.

			Coffee. Kaz set the autopilot and went about securing lines and making the deck shipshape once more. Once done, she returned to the wheel, checked the compass, and sat, propping her feet on the bench opposite. Seagulls wheeled in the wake, dipping into Delilah’s trail as she surged through the ocean.

			Coffee could wait a little longer. Kaz sat back, scanning the horizon, and enjoyed the rise and fall of her yacht as she cut through the waves.
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			This isn’t right.

			Something rough scratched against Stevie’s cheek, and the air clung damply to her skin. She shivered and drew up her legs, curling into herself for warmth, but it had little effect. The room swayed around her, and there was an undercurrent of noise: the slap of the sea, the boom of water hitting the hull. She groaned quietly to herself. Great. She must have fallen asleep on Good Time Gal, and the weather must have changed. Stevie sighed and tried to find a softer place for her cheek. Her parents’ bunks weren’t usually this hard. Stevie rolled over, and her knee contacted something solid. She opened her eyes. The bunk was dim, and she was resting on a sail bag. Its unyielding surface was hard against her cheek. What? Where am I?

			The bunk lurched down, and her stomach followed in a swoop of nausea. Stevie closed her eyes again and tried to shift through her fuzzy memories. This wasn’t Good Time Gal. Snippets of memory assailed her: the party, Ash and her engagement, too much champagne. Stevie groaned as her stomach rolled in time with the boat. Way too much champagne. Ash following her down the pier, the yacht she hid on. And now, here she was on that same yacht, which was obviously out to sea.

			Shit. Double, triple fucking shit.

			Acid sat in the back of Stevie’s throat as her hangover asserted itself. What wouldn’t she give for a couple of ibuprofen and a vitamin B drink. But she had a more immediate problem: she was out at sea on a strange boat being sailed by God knows who. All she knew was they were unlikely to be happy when she staggered up on deck in last night’s party dress.

			And who was sailing the boat anyway? Her fingers trembled as scenes of mayhem and murder crashed through her mind. What if it were a couple of drug runners out to pick up their goods? Human traffickers? Or smugglers of illegal contraband of any sort, evading Australia’s border protection? They wouldn’t take kindly to an inadvertent stowaway. She’d be overboard before she knew it and forget about any sort of life raft.

			Stevie stifled her panicked gasp. Now was not the time for an overactive imagination. No, more likely, she’d find a retired fisherman heading out for a spot of big game fishing. Tuna, marlin, sailfish. A few hours shivering in the stiff breeze, and then he’d deposit her back in the marina at Wallanbindi.

			Hah! It was all very well to talk herself into believing in the benevolent fisherman, but she was still down here, while they were up on deck, believing themselves alone. Stevie sat up, and her head crashed against the low ceiling. She bit back a curse. She swung her legs around and listened. No one seemed to be in the cabin; there was only the creak of the boat, and water rushing against the hull.

			Stevie pushed back the curtain, exited the bunk on shaky legs, and looked around. The compact cabin contained a chart table, a neat galley space, and a sail bundled on the bench seats that faced a small table.

			There was no sign of anyone in the cabin. The hatch was open, and the sound of the sea filled her ears. The boat lurched, and her head swam. A hangover and seasickness—could life get any more miserable? She took a tentative step towards the middle of the cabin. The boat swooped downwards, and she grabbed the table to stop herself from falling but hit her hip on the edge. At least she wasn’t still wearing the high heels. Where were they anyway? She couldn’t remember.

			Think, Stevie. Her thoughts jumbled together in a panicked swirl, and she took a deep breath. Think. Of course. Stevie went back to the bunk and found her small bag she’d stowed there last night. She rifled through it until she found her mobile phone, but one glance at the display showed there was no signal. She must already be far enough from land that she was out of range. She tucked the phone back into her bag.

			What to do? She could hardly spend the duration of the trip—however long that may be—hiding in a bunk, getting sicker and sicker. Even the most novice of sailors knew they’d feel better up on deck where they could see the horizon. And even if she did hide away, at some point the captain and crew would come down. Crew. It was likely there were at least two or three people on board. How would they react to an inadvertent stowaway?

			Stevie groaned quietly. There was nothing to be gained hiding away and tormenting herself with possible scenarios. She had to get this over with: she had to go up on deck, apologise, find out what she’d gotten herself into, and hope whoever they were, they were understanding. She stood, smoothed down her dress, and moved across to the ladder.
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			A stiff breeze kept Kaz occupied for the first couple of hours. By the time it eased and Delilah was sailing easily, she was gasping for a coffee. She was far enough from shore that it was a good time: away from pleasure cruisers, not yet in the shipping lanes. She scanned a careful three-sixty. There were no boats near enough to be a danger, no ships on the horizon.

			She glanced over at Sinbad, curled up in a coil of line, sound asleep. “If only you could make coffee. I don’t know why I keep you around.”

			Sinbad twitched a black ear but otherwise didn’t stir.

			Kaz took a step towards the hatch. A thump sounded from the cabin below. Kaz froze, and the back of her neck prickled. Something was not right. Things fell in rough weather all the time. But now, while there was chop and enough of a breeze to keep things interesting, it wasn’t rough enough for things to go flying. And she was an experienced enough sailor that she knew she’d secured everything last night. The pots and pans were stowed, the chart table bare of anything that could fall.

			She took another step towards the hatch, but another sound stopped her dead. Another thump. Kaz halted and stared at the companionway. Think! What had she forgotten about that could have fallen? But even as her mind sifted through the possibilities, she knew there was nothing.

			The unlocked hatch flashed through her mind. One anomaly she could discount; two was not a coincidence. Surely there was no one else on board? But there had been a definite noise from below, the clumsy sounds made by someone who didn’t have their sea legs. Kaz grabbed a winch handle. It wasn’t the most threatening of weapons, but it was all she had.

			“Who’s there?” She made her voice as gruff and deep as she could. “Show yourself.” She gripped the winch handle tighter and raised it up, ready to defend herself if necessary.

			A shuffle of feet on the steps, and two hands and a head came into view. Brown hair, rather dishevelled, and small hands. Feminine hands.

			Kaz released a shaky breath. A woman: that she could deal with.

			The woman’s head came up through the hatch. Short hair in a pixie cut, probably once smooth and layered, now standing on end. Smudged mascara-rimmed wide and frightened eyes. A patterned dress more suited to dinner at a high-end restaurant than to an old and weathered yacht.

			The woman climbed awkwardly onto deck and held her hands out wide to show they were empty. “I’m so sorry. I can explain.” Her voice was breathless, husky, tinged with apprehension.

			Kaz tightened her lips and scanned the stranger from top to toe. Her clothing was rumpled as if she’d slept in it, and her feet were bare. Polished toenails, painted a deep red to match her dress. She appeared to be in her late twenties, and her accent was Australian. She looked as if she should be smooth and polished, calm and collected, and clutching a glass of sparkling wine. Instead, she was obviously ill at ease, and her gaze darted around the deck and across to the horizon before returning to Kaz. The stranger swallowed hard.

			Good. She should look nervous. She was a stowaway, a trespasser, and someone Kaz didn’t want or need on board Delilah. Especially now.

			Anger curled in Kaz’s stomach. What the hell was she supposed to do? “You better have a good explanation if you don’t want me to throw you overboard.” Kaz made her voice gruff and aggressive. The threat was an empty one, but the woman didn’t know that.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be here.” Her gaze darted around the deck once more as if she couldn’t believe where she was. “Are we far from Wallanbindi? I can’t see land.”

			“About two and a half hours. And we’re out of mobile phone range, so I think you better answer some questions.”

			The woman nodded, a jerky up-and-down movement.

			“Who are you and what are you doing here? A truthful answer.” Kaz hefted the winch handle and slapped it on her opposite palm. Instinct told her this woman wasn’t dangerous, but she wasn’t letting her guard down just yet. She’d heard the stories of yachts in Australian waters hijacked, forced to pick up parcels of hard drugs and smuggle them back into Australia. It would be foolish to trust this woman.

			“Who are you?” the woman fired back. “Why should I tell you who I am?”

			Her words were feisty, but her nervous glance at the winch handle slapping on Kaz’s palm gave her away.

			“It’s my boat. You’re the lawbreaker here. I’m not the one who has to explain herself.” Kaz tossed the winch handle to her other hand. “You don’t have to like it, but you do have to give me a reason not to leave you in the life raft and call marine rescue. Who may or may not come before the sharks do.”

			The stranger’s face turned even greyer, and her gaze focussed on the winch handle.

			Kaz kept her face expressionless, and she slapped the winch handle on her palm.

			The stranger hunched her shoulders, her face crumpled, and her bravado seemed to evaporate into the sea spray. “My name’s Stephanie Sterling, but most people call me Stevie. I live in Wallanbindi. My parents own a cruiser, Good Time Gal, that’s moored at the marina. There was a party on board last night.” Stevie hesitated. “I was there but I had too much to drink. I left the party and must have taken a wrong turn. My head was spinning. Your boat wasn’t locked. I came on board and lost my balance. I fell against the door and it opened.” She spread her hands, palms up in a gesture of supplication. “I’m sorry. I just wanted somewhere to sleep off the booze for a couple of hours. I didn’t mean any harm. If I’ve damaged anything, I’ll pay for repairs.”

			Kaz kept her poker face. It was a plausible story, but a little too pat. Even if it were true, her gut told her Stevie was keeping some parts secret. But there was a party somewhere in the marina last night—the same party that had driven her to abandon her original plan to sleep on board ahead of her early start on the morning tide.

			“Why didn’t you sleep on your parents’ cruiser?”

			A corner of Stevie’s mouth quirked up. “Every corner was occupied with party people. Loud party people. I was heading home. I just didn’t realise how much I’d had to drink.”

			Kaz studied her. Stevie was pale, and there were dark circles under her eyes. But that didn’t mean anything. She could have had a poor night’s sleep awaiting discovery this morning, wondering if her concocted story would be believed. “And the rest of the story?”

			Stevie’s throat worked. “What do you mean? I’ve just told you what happened.” The breeze stiffened and swept across the cockpit, and she shivered, clutching her arms tight to her body.

			“Most of it,” Kaz agreed, “but if you were going home, why did you detour down the jetty where Delilah was moored? It’s obviously not the way out.”

			“I told you; I took a wrong turn.”

			“Try again. Delilah’s pen is at the very end—it’s the cheapest berth in the marina. It’s very obviously not the exit. Why did you even trespass on my yacht at all?”

			Stevie hesitated. “I was avoiding someone. I didn’t want them to find me.”

			It was plausible, if a bit obvious. “Does anyone know where you are?” Kaz set the winch handle down on the bench.

			Stevie’s gaze flicked to it, as if she were assessing if she could grab it first. “Yes, of course. My parents, George and Linda Sterling. My sister Ash. All of the party guests who saw me leave.”

			“Really? All of these people saw you breaking and entering and simply watched? If that’s your friends and family, then I’m sorry for you.”

			“You have no idea.” Bitterness tinged Stevie’s voice. “You’re right. No one knows where I am. But I don’t think you’ll throw me overboard.”

			“I wouldn’t be the first sailor to do that to an uninvited guest.” Kaz kept her stare blank, threatening almost. “It’s choppy out today. You’re not wearing a life jacket and you’re not secured by a line.” She indicated her own life jacket and the tether running from it to the jackline. “One big wave and you could lose your balance, all that grog you’ve had, and you’d be overboard before I could save you.” She lifted a shoulder. “Lot of sharks in the Tasman Sea.”

			If anything, Stevie blanched a whiter shade of pale. “Look, I realise you’re worried. I know how this must sound, but it’s the truth. My bag’s below deck. Let me get my driver’s licence; then you’ll know at least I’m telling the truth about my name and where I live.”

			“In a minute.” The wind had picked up and changed direction, and Delilah started to buck against the increased swell. Kaz returned to the wheel and disengaged the autopilot, adjusting course so Delilah sailed tight to the wind again. Kaz reefed the mainsail and gripped the wheel tightly. It gave her something to do with both hands. She eyed Stevie, still standing near the hatch, visibly shivering in the breeze.

			Stevie’s story was probably true. If she were a hijacker, surely she would have dressed in something more suitable than a sheer party dress that offered no wind protection. Her bare arms had goose bumps.

			“Are you alone?”

			Another flash of apprehension widened Stevie’s dark-blue eyes. “No one else is on board with me, if that’s what you mean.” Her chin lifted. “But there are people in Wallanbindi who’ll be wondering where I am. My parents, my sister. My sister last saw me on the marina. That’s the truth. When I’m missing, they’ll check what boats have left this morning. I expect marine rescue will come out.”

			“Possibly. Eventually. They’re busy people. If you’re on the run, they’ll come sooner.” She watched Stevie closely, looking for a reaction. If Stevie appeared nervous at that, then Kaz would call marine rescue herself.

			“Call them if you’re worried. I’m not hiding anything.” A gust of wind plastered Stevie’s dress to her legs, and she shivered again.

			Kaz considered her. She didn’t appear dangerous, and her story could be true. But what to do with her? She couldn’t allow a stowaway to disrupt her plans.

			Stevie wrapped her arms around her body.

			“Come on.” Kaz made her voice rough and offhand. With a swift movement, she engaged the autopilot again. She took a careful look around. Nothing on the horizon. “We’ll go below out of the wind. I’ll need to see your ID.”

			Stevie nodded, turned to the hatch, and hesitated.

			“You first,” said Kaz. She may be inclined to believe Stevie’s story, but Kaz didn’t want to be in front of her on the steep steps down. She waited until Stevie reached the cabin, then Kaz followed quickly.

			Stevie was standing by the chart table, obviously ill at ease. She looked around the cabin. “You keep this very neat.”

			Kaz moved to the stove and lit it. “Most sailors are tidy. It’s a safety thing. Please get your ID.” She watched as Stevie went to one of the forward bunks and retrieved a shoulder bag. “Is this all you have with you?” If she was telling the truth, there was no way she had planned this. The tiny bag wouldn’t hold much at all.

			“Yes.” Stevie held out the bag. “Take a look inside.”

			Kaz accepted the bag and moved past Stevie to the bunk. Pushing back the curtain, she took a look around. The sail bag that held her spinnaker was there, a bit squashed on one side as if someone had lain against it. Her sleeping bag was pushed to the bottom of bunk. Kaz yanked the bag up and a pair of high heels was revealed. Nothing else. Still…

			“Can you make the coffee?” Kaz asked. “There are mugs in the drawer.” If Stevie was occupied at the stove, she was less likely to come up behind Kaz with a winch handle to the back to the head. She waited until Stevie was at the stove, then she swiftly moved the sail bag and felt down the sides of the mattress. Nothing was hidden that she could tell.

			“Do you have milk?”

			“No. No sugar either. I suppose you take both?”

			“Milk only. I’ll cope.” Stevie set two mugs of instant coffee down on the table.

			Kaz set Stevie’s bag on the table and with a glance at Stevie, upended it, spilling out the contents. A small coin purse, a set of keys, two tampons, and a folded piece of paper.

			“My licence is in the purse,” Stevie said.

			Kaz unzipped it and pulled out a twenty-dollar note, a couple of coins, a platinum credit card, and the licence. Kaz studied it. “Stephanie Laura Amelia Sterling. Bit of a mouthful.” The Victorian state licence was a few years old, but the picture was obviously Stevie, albeit with longer hair that waved softly around her face.

			Stevie wrapped her arms around her waist. “Blame my parents. Those are all family names.”

			Recognition stirred. “Are you one of those Sterlings? The family that owns Sterling Enterprises?” Memory tickled further. There was more to the family than that, but right now it wasn’t important.

			“Yes, my parents run it.” Her voice was curiously flat.

			Kaz unfolded the paper and scanned the contents. The email was brief, congratulating Stephanie Sterling on successfully completing a Bachelor of Nursing. “Congratulations.” She pushed the contents of the bag over the table. “I believe your story. The question is now what to do with you.”

			“Thanks.” Stevie’s shoulders lost some of their tightness. “I realise it’s an imposition, but I’ll try to stay out of your way. Are you out for the day?”

			“Unfortunately, it’s not that simple.” Kaz closed her eyes momentarily. What she had to say was unlikely to be well received. “I estimate this will be a ten-day round trip. Five or six days if I drop you off at the earliest opportunity. You can relay the fact that you’re safe at the next radio check. You can speak to the radio operator, Alana, who will pass on a message to whomever you want.”

			“Ten days? There’s no way I can be away that long.” Stevie’s face froze for a moment. “I’m sorry, I’ve obviously gate-crashed your holiday. If you can drop me back to Wallanbindi, I’ll be out of your hair.”

			“It could be less. Maybe only five or six days.”

			“That’s still— I can’t.” Stevie offered a tight smile. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t insist if it weren’t important.”

			Kaz gestured to the bench seat by the table. “Why don’t you sit for a minute? I’ll be back.” She waited until Stevie sat, and then she ascended the companionway. A careful three-sixty scan reassured her there were no boats or obstacles in her path, then she returned to the cabin. She picked up her mug and propped her butt against the chart table so she could see Stevie more clearly. “I can’t drop you to shore. My schedule won’t allow it. I was already late leaving Wallanbindi, and I can’t spare the time.”

			“How far are we from Wallanbindi?” Stevie clasped her hands together. “Surely it couldn’t take too long to drop me back?”

			Kaz snorted. “You were out for the count for over two hours, Sleeping Beauty. And the wind is behind us as we head south. It could take five or so hours to tack back to Wallanbindi against the wind and current from the north, and then I’d have to get in and out of the harbour on the tide. I’m not going to waste a day to drop you off.”

			“Then drop me off at the next port.”

			“Sorry. I have a schedule. I’m not going to wreck it for you.”

			“A few hours detour has got to be better than putting up with me for ten days,” Stevie shot back.

			“This isn’t a negotiation.” Kaz took a sip of coffee. It was good and strong as she liked it. “I’m under no obligation to do anything for you except try to keep you safe.”

			Stevie bit her lip. “I can’t be here for ten days.” An edge of desperation shimmered in her voice.

			“Trust me, I don’t want you around for that time.”

			“If that was really the case, you’d take me back to Wallanbindi. Where the hell are you going that’s so important?”

			Kaz shrugged. She might believe Stevie’s story, but right now, she didn’t want to tell her any more. She would have to—and soon—but her gut told her it wouldn’t sit well with her.

			“What are you, an ASIO spy?” Stevie narrowed her eyes.

			“I don’t think the Aussie intelligence agency would want me.” Kaz studied Stevie over the table. How much should she tell her?

			Stevie spread out her hands. Her fingers trembled. “I’m not asking you to return me for any shallow reason. You saw the email in my bag stating I’m now a registered nurse. I have a job waiting for me. In four days, I start at an aged care home in Wallanbindi. I can’t miss my first day.”

			The email had been folded and refolded, and had a creased look about it, as if Stevie had taken it out many times to reread the contents. A nurse. Kaz stared across at the stove swinging gently on its gimbals. It was easier than facing Stevie’s accusing stare. She calculated the distance again in her head: the likely wind, the strong currents, her own estimated ETA and destination. It was still no good. Even to drop Stevie to shore would mean her own schedule would be shot to smithereens.

			“I’m sorry, I really am, but I can’t take you back right now.” She gestured to the radio. “I’ll try to raise Alana on the radio. She can pass on a message so you can let someone know you’re safe. She could probably pass on a message to your employer too.”

			“That’s it?” Stevie stared across the table. “I could lose my job because of your holiday. I don’t know what sort of world you inhabit, but a call from a third party saying I can’t make my start date isn’t going to endear me to my employer.”

			A twist of sympathy uncoiled. Stevie was pasty, her eyes wide. And she was a nurse. Even so, it wasn’t enough to make Kaz change her plans. “I’m sorry.”

			And right now, she needed to get out on deck. “Bring your coffee and come back up.”

			Without waiting for an answer, Kaz stretched up through the companionway to set the mug outside on the deck before she shimmied up the four steps to the cockpit.
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			Stevie’s death glare seared into a spot between Kaz’s shoulder blades.

			Her inadvertent passenger was not a happy camper right now. Kaz stared out to sea, her gaze sweeping the horizon. She took longer than usual for the sweep; it was easier than looking at Stevie. But, of course, when she faced the deck again, Stevie was there, nursing her coffee mug, her eyes radiating a mixture of hurt and anxiety.

			Kaz almost felt sorry enough to take her to shore. Almost.

			Stevie’s chin raised, and she stared at Kaz down her nose. “Aren’t there laws obligating you to return a stowaway as soon as you become aware of their presence?”

			Kaz shrugged, her moment of sympathy disappearing like a dolphin diving into the deep. “I have no idea. I’ve never had a stowaway before. But I’m the captain of this vessel, and my word is law around here. You’ve obviously never done much sailing or you’d know that.”

			“I’ve done enough to know I don’t like it very much. Too many blustering blokes shouting: ‘Get over that side.’ ‘Pull this.’ ‘What are you, a bloody big girl’s blouse?’ ‘Get the fuck out of the way.’ Sailing around buoys in Port Phillip being yelled at for a couple of hours isn’t my idea of fun.”

			“It’s not mine either, which is why I’m not part of the yacht racing set. But one thing is correct: a boat has only one captain, and what they say goes. Delilah is no different. I left Wallanbindi this morning, believing myself to be alone, with a specific purpose. I’m sorry if this wrecks your weekend, keeps you from the next party, but returning you to shore isn’t an option. Final answer.”

			A gust of wind sliced across the cockpit, and Stevie shivered. “I need to get back.”

			“And I need to keep going.” Kaz took a slug of coffee. The caffeine hit the spot. Stevie’s eyes boring into her were a guilt trip masked in navy blue. An intense, unusual shade of blue. “Unfortunately for you, it’s not up for debate. A boat is a dictatorship in that respect.” She studied Stevie, noting the shaking hands. Was she nervous at being at sea, simply hung over, or was there a more serious problem?

			As if reading her mind, Stevie said, “What if I’m diabetic and need insulin?”

			“Are you? Or have you just discovered that in the last couple of minutes?”

			Stevie bit her lip. “What would you do if I said I was?”

			“Depending on the urgency, I’d either head for the nearest port or call for the rescue chopper. I won’t knowingly endanger someone’s life. But if this is a fabrication, then my reaction won’t be pretty. Are you diabetic? Or have any other health condition I should know about?”

			Stevie’s mouth twisted. “No, I’m fine. I won’t lie. But I can’t stay here.”

			“Boyfriend missing you?” Kaz tilted her head.

			Stevie laughed, a short, sharp sound. “Way off.” She sat abruptly on the bench, huddled against the cabin, as much out of the wind as she could.

			Kaz glanced at the compass mounted on the wheel. Delilah was still bearing sou’-sou’-west. She scanned the horizon again, noting the whitecaps as the wind gusts increased. It must be nearly twenty knots.

			Stevie was a problem. It was all very well for Kaz to refuse to take her back to shore, but where she was headed was not without risk. Indeed, open-water sailing had its own dangers. Did she have the right to impose them on Stevie?

			Kaz studied her. Stevie’s short hair was mussed, but the cut was a good one. Hair-salon couture, not like her own chopped cut, done by Alana after a couple of pale ales. “Is there some reason as well as the job why you’re so desperate to return? Big party next weekend? Seasickness?”

			“You still think I’m a socialite party girl, don’t you?”

			“Not entirely. But you party way harder than I ever did.”

			Stevie spun around and stared out to sea, but not before Kaz caught a glimpse of moisture in those unusual eyes.

			“At least tell me what’s so important about your holiday that you won’t take me back.”

			Kaz’s instinct was to evade the question, but given Stevie was stuck with her, Kaz would have to say something. She checked the tell-tales streaming out in the breeze while she thought. “Have you heard of Ocean Rights?”

			Stevie’s forehead wrinkled. “The organisation that protects oceans and sea life? They were in the news recently for intercepting a Japanese whaling boat.”

			“Yup, that’s us.”

			“You’re part of a greenie organisation?”

			“Careful.” Kaz kept her voice even. There had been curiosity in Stevie’s tone, not disparagement, but the word irked her. “I can still throw you overboard as shark bait. But yes, I’m part of Ocean Rights. Our aim is to keep the oceans ecologically sustainable, while protecting those species that are in danger from humans.”

			“Like whales?”

			“Yes, whales. But also those less visible species that are coming under threat. Species in danger of being overfished—southern bluefin tuna, for example. But we have a broader mandate too: to keep the oceans free from the dumping of waste.”

			“Like cruise ships emptying their toilets into the water?”

			Kaz shrugged. “That’s a problem too, but we aim for the bigger picture. Like superpowers carrying nuclear waste through New Zealand waters. Did you know New Zealand is nuclear-free?”

			“Yes.” An acerbic tone. “I’m not an idiot.”

			“There’s a Chinese ship, Li Jing, coming down the east coast of Australia. It will swing west and pass along the south coast. It’s carrying nuclear waste.”

			“Where’s it going?”

			Kaz stared out to sea as she considered her answer. “I don’t know. Technically, it’s bound for southern Africa. But our intel suggests the ship intends dumping the waste overboard.”

			“Why would it do that?”

			“To save a considerable amount of money and red tape at the far end. Its cargo manifest doesn’t list nuclear waste.”

			“So how do you know that’s what it’s carrying?”

			“Intel. That’s all I’m telling you.”

			Stevie set down her coffee mug and stood. “Seems like you’re expecting me to take a lot on trust here.”

			“Says the woman who’s yet to give me a complete reason as to why she’s on board my yacht.”

			Stevie’s shoulder’s hunched. “Fair enough. But you know who I am and how I got here. You now can tell me where we’re going.”

			Kaz met Stevie’s eyes across the cockpit. Her eyes were slightly bloodshot. If Stevie was a good-time party girl, that would explain the bloodshot eyes. Well, she was in for a shock, all right.

			“We’re joining an Ocean Rights convoy and we’re on an intercept path with Li Jing. We’re going to protest its presence in Australian waters.”

			“And where do you expect to intercept?”

			“Our best guess is somewhere in the Bass Strait between mainland Australia and Tasmania. The ship won’t dump anything there—the shipping lane is too busy, and it’s too close to marine rescue and other patrols—but once the ship has cleared Tasmania, we expect it to veer out to sea and lose its cargo.”

			Stevie huddled down as a stiff breeze blew into the cockpit. “It sounds fantastical to me. How do they think they’ll get away with it?”

			“It’s hard to police Australian waters. Too much ocean, too few people.”

			Stevie stared down at her feet. “So, surely before you join the convoy, you can drop me off at a port en route? Any port. A jetty in the middle of nowhere. I’ll hitchhike to the highway. You don’t want me on board, and I don’t want to be here. I’ll reimburse you for your time.”

			Kaz sighed. “I’ve already said I’m on a tight schedule. You’re stuck with me until after the protest.” She took in Stevie’s stricken expression. “So, five days at the absolute minimum.”

			“Five days.” Stevie’s voice was flat.

			“If we run into foul weather it could be a lot longer.”

			“Please. I’m begging you. Take me back to Wallanbindi—or at least the nearest port. I get this convoy is important to you, but my job means a lot to me.” Stevie’s fingers shook, and she clenched them on her mug.

			For a split second, Kaz considered it. Stevie looked so defeated. And her reason for wanting to return was sound. “I’m sorry. I really am. But my needs take priority here. Final answer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The coffee had gone cold, but Stevie drank it anyway. The liquid swam uneasily in her stomach, but at least the caffeine would help her hangover. The wind had also helped, but only temporarily. Now it was cutting through her thin dress like a scalpel through skin. Things were so totally out of her control right now, but at least she could stay warm. With a glance at Kaz, she went carefully down the companionway and grabbed the sleeping bag from the bunk. She returned to the cockpit and wrapped the bag around herself.

			Worry churned with the coffee in her stomach. She’d miss her start date. She’d be letting her employer down before she’d even set foot in the door. Would they give her a second chance? She didn’t know and would prefer not to have to find out.

			Kaz stood at the wheel, tanned hands holding it easily, her gaze on the top of the sail. Kaz. What sort of person sailed for five days to intercept a tanker? Many of Stevie’s uni friends in Melbourne worried about the planet, about climate change, about animals becoming extinct. There were protests—but they generally involved banners and chanting at Parliament House followed by a few beers in a pub afterwards. Nothing like this. Nothing as committed as this.

			Was Kaz even telling her everything? Delilah was an old yacht. Maybe Kaz planned to sail her into the side of the tanker in a final blast of glory, live action captured by a news chopper overhead.

			She took a deep breath and steadied her panicked thoughts. She was being ridiculous. For all that she was stubborn, Kaz seemed quite sane, not a person on some crazy suicide mission. And Delilah may be old, but she was lovingly maintained. Her wooden decks were varnished, the cabin well maintained and tidy. The deck was shipshape, lines coiled, sails in good order.

			Final answer, Kaz had said. She wouldn’t take Stevie to shore. She was stuck here. Whether she was safe was another matter. Surely Kaz didn’t really intend sailing into the path of a tanker going full steam ahead? It sounded a foolhardy pastime. “This protest… It sounds risky.”

			“It is.”

			“Very dangerous. What can a small yacht expect to do against a tanker? It will run right over you. It may not even see you.”

			“We’ll make sure it knows we’re there. The point isn’t to tackle them head-on; it’s to gain their attention. But yes, small boats have been smashed to matchsticks by tankers in the past. None of our boats. But there is an element of danger.”

			Stevie pulled the sleeping bag tighter around her, and her thoughts ran away in a spiral of fear. “I didn’t want to be here before you said that, and I definitely don’t want to be here now. I’d rather leave this boat alive. I’m asking you again: please drop me to shore.”

			For a moment, Kaz’s golden eyes softened. A muscle twitched in her jaw. “No. I’m truly sorry. But if I drop you off, I won’t be able to join the protest. Tankers move fast, and in case you hadn’t noticed, Delilah isn’t a speedy boat. We need to be in place when the ship comes through. Each boat in the protest has their allocated spot. We interfere as much as possible, force the boat to slow down. If I miss my spot, it will affect the next protest boat, and the next and so on. I can’t take the time to drop you off.”

			“You must.” Worry forced its way up Stevie’s throat. “Please.”

			“Sorry. If I was out here for any other reason than the protest, I would turn around immediately and take you back. But I can’t this time.”

			Stevie turned away to face out to sea. The whitecaps leapt, whipped into froth by the wind. A lone seabird followed in Delilah’s wake, high above the boat. She turned back to Kaz. “I can’t spend five days wrapped in a sleeping bag. How can I possibly last out here with no change of clothes, not even any warm clothes?”

			Kaz measured her with her gaze. “You’re a similar build to Alana. She keeps some spare clothes on board, plus there’s spare wet-weather gear below. They’ll keep the wind out. Go below and look in the lockers above the table. You’ll find something there. There should be a packet of new underwear too.”

			Stevie made her way cautiously down the companionway. Once inside the cabin, she dropped the sleeping bag back on the bunk and opened the locker Kaz had mentioned. It held shorts, jeans, a couple of flannel shirts, some T-shirts, the new packet of underwear, and thick socks. A beanie sat on the top. She stripped off her dress and folded it on the bench, then dressed quickly in a T-shirt, jeans, and flannel shirt and jammed the beanie on her head. The jeans were a little big in the waist but otherwise fit well.

			She turned to look for the wet-weather gear, and the radio mounted above the chart table caught her eye. She went over and studied it. Dials, buttons, a handset. How did it work? For a moment, she wished she’d paid attention on the few times her father had used the radio on Good Time Gal. Did it automatically go through to someone? Stevie bit her lip. Even if she got through to marine rescue, what would she tell them? That she was being held against her will? That wasn’t quite correct. She’d been the one who’d trespassed, and Kaz would put her ashore as soon as she could—just not immediately. If it wasn’t an emergency, marine rescue would surely charge for a callout—if they actually came.

			If she could get a message to her parents, she was sure they would arrange to get her off this old tub in a blink. Maybe her father would be able to put pressure on Kaz to take her back to shore. Maybe when Kaz let her relay a message through Alana, she could get a message to her parents. She could be home within a day, settling into her flat, preparing for her new job.

			There the picture shuddered and closed down. Sure, her parents would help. There would be a helicopter rescue; she would be hauled off Delilah on the end of a cable and whisked off to land. Her parents would pay the thousands of dollars that would cost—and they wouldn’t let her forget it. It would be just one more thing they would hold over her, one more hymn to the joys and necessities of money, one more paean to the ease of life she could be having—if only she stopped this ridiculous nursing career and came home to work in the family business, as Ash did.

			No. Stevie tightened her lips. The last thing she would do was ask her parents for help. Right now, she didn’t want to talk with them. If it weren’t for Ash, she wouldn’t even bother to let them know where she was.

			She donned a yellow weatherproof jacket, and, deciding against a pair of canvas sneakers, she pulled on a pair of yellow boots that were only slightly too big and ascended the companionway again.

			Kaz was hoisting a foresail with quick, economical movements. Even as Stevie watched, the sail sprang free and billowed for a moment, before Kaz trimmed it taut. It filled with wind, and Delilah picked up speed, heeling to port as she sliced through the water.

			Meow.

			Stevie shook her head. She must be hearing things. Surely there wasn’t a cat on board? This crazy journey must be getting to her big time.

			Meow.

			A jet-black cat crouched on the deck, regarding Stevie with unblinking green eyes.

			Stevie rubbed her eyes, but when she removed her hands, the cat was still there. She hadn’t expected to see that. She extended her fingers to the animal. It arched its back and crept away warily.

			“That’s Sinbad.” Kaz secured the line and returned to the wheel. “He’s been with me since he was a kitten. Seldom misses a sailing trip.”

			“He doesn’t seem very friendly.” Like his owner.

			“I found him as a wee scrap clinging to a plank drifting out of Wallanbindi Harbour. I have no idea how he got there, whether it was accidental, or someone thought it would be funny to cast him into the ocean. I rescued him, looked after him until he was healthy again, and he’s been with me ever since.”

			“Did you take him back to shore?” Stevie bit her lip. She hadn’t meant the words to sound so bitter.

			Kaz gave her a cool stare. “Yes. I wasn’t going anywhere in particular that day, so I did. And he would have likely died if I hadn’t.”

			Stevie turned away, staring out to where the whitecaps were whipping. Salt spray brushed her face. She was stuck on this damn boat with an irritating woman and a cat. Already, she was further from shore than she’d ever been in a yacht, and it was a bit unnerving. Delilah rocked along in an uneven rhythm, and spray coated the deck. Was this even safe?

			As if reading her mind, Kaz opened the bench locker and pulled out a life jacket. “Put this on. See those jacklines?” She indicated two wire cables that ran from bow to stern along the rails on either side of the boat. “Clip your life jacket to the jackline with this tether.” She tossed over a short length of rope with a shackle at either end. “From now on, you don’t come on deck without it. The jackline lets you move about freely but gives you a measure of safety. Clip on when you ascend the companionway, and only disconnect when you go below. Got it?”

			Stevie nodded, eyeing Kaz’s chest. She was already clipped on.

			“One rogue wave, one big gust, a large roller, and you can be gone. And if you’re man overboard, you’re as good as dead. Even if I see it happen, the chances of getting back to you are Buckley’s and none.”

			Stevie widened her eyes. People did this for fun? Going out on her parents’ cruiser was fun—if you discounted having to spend time in their company. So far, this was not pleasant at all.

			Kaz scanned the horizon. “It’s quiet. Seeing as I’m stuck with you, you might as well earn your passage. Come below now, and I’ll give you a quick tour.” She led the way down to the cabin without checking to see if Stevie was following. “You’ve already found the galley. Cooler over here. I hope you’re not a fussy eater; I eat simply on board. Stuff that’s quick to prepare. Although with two of us, we’ll be using the emergency rations before the trip is over.”

			Stevie caught a glimpse of dehydrated meals, the sort bushwalkers used. She nodded, trying to take it all in.

			“You can keep using that forward bunk if you want—I have the port side—or if you want something less claustrophobic, you can bunk in the main cabin. Up to you. Just keep the chart table clear.” She moved across to the table. “Radio is here, plus GPS and compass. Do you know how to use any of them?”

			“Just the GPS in my car.” For a second, she thought longingly of her little car. The system on the wall looked nothing like the simple one in her Mini. There was no comforting bright screen with an arrow showing the way.

			“Then it’s probably best if you leave the GPS to me. The radio is more important—you need to know this. Ocean Rights has volunteer shore operators. If we don’t check in on schedule, there’s an alert pattern generated. Other boats will come looking. Check in at six every evening. Mornings too, when we’re closer to where we need to be.”

			Stevie watched closely as Kaz explained the buttons and dials. She’d already placed her trust in Kaz—indeed, she didn’t have any other option at this point—but knowing how to work the radio seemed like a sensible precaution. And if something happened to them, then at least she’d know how to call for help. “Will we meet up with other boats?”

			“Some. Out to sea like this, it’s harder to work together to hassle the tanker. If we’re in a harbour, then it’s easier. Then we can work as a flotilla.”

			Stevie bit her lip. Kaz’s “protest” seemed idealistic at best, suicidal at worst. “If it’s only a couple of boats hassling a ship, then what’s the point? The ship will ignore you at best, run you down at worst, and no one else will know.”

			“Ah, but they will. We’re the mosquito that brings down an elephant. Niggling and worrying. They have to avoid us. We slow them down. They take notice. And we take photos, broadcast our radio communications. There are press releases, a live feed. If things get interesting enough, often a TV channel will send a helicopter.” She shot a quick smile in Stevie’s direction. It transformed her face, lighting it from sombre to lively in an instant. “You could be on TV.”

			“Been there, done that. Don’t need that again.” The words snapped out before Stevie could suppress them. Inwardly, she groaned. Her family and their ties were not something she wanted to bring up with Kaz. She shrugged before Kaz could ask her about it. “Nothing important. Just TV crews and reporters lurking around places I’ve been.” Reporters who were probably right now taking pictures of Ash and Zach and preparing a piece for the local paper—if not the nationwide ones.

			Ash. A curl of anxiety pushed aside the nausea in her stomach. Ash would be worried. Stevie was sure her sister had tried to call her already, despite how busy she doubtless was. “When can I get a message to my sister? She’ll be worrying about me.”

			Kaz nodded. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you were so concerned. Let me scan the horizon once more, then we’ll try to raise Alana.” She exited the cabin up on deck once more.

			Stevie bit her lip. She looked around Delilah’s cabin. She was a small boat, but one that would accommodate the two of them easily.

			Kaz returned. “Right, let’s see how much you remember about the radio.”

			Stevie picked up the handset and flicked the power button. What was the sequence again? She pressed buttons and turned a dial, knowing it was correct when Kaz gave her the briefest smile. The radio crackled as Stevie sent out the call.

			There was no answer from Alana.

			“I’m sorry. We’ll try again at the six o’clock check-in. She’ll be there then.”

			Stevie nodded. “Thank you for trying.” It should be okay until then. Hopefully, Ash would assume she was sleeping off a hangover. Hopefully. She turned her attention to the chart on the desk. “Do you know where we are?”

			Kaz touched the map with her finger. “In rough terms, we’re about here.” She traced a path around the bottom of Australia, towards Melbourne. “This is where we’re heading.”

			Mere centimetres on the chart. Stevie stared at short distance they’d travelled and the distance to go. There was no way she’d be home in time to start her new job. And if she blew this, who knew when she’d get another, especially not in the small communities on the Sapphire Coast. Small communities could be so tight-knit; stuff up once and you may not get a second chance. Word travelled fast.

			“I really can’t do this.” Stevie spoke steadily, forcing her voice to remain calm. “You’re going to cost me my job, the start of my career. Please, it’s not too late. Drop me off somewhere. I’ll pay you.”

			Kaz set her jaw. “No. It’s not up for negotiation.”

			“Name your price.”

			“I’m not for sale.”

			“Do you realise what you’re costing me?” Stevie fought to keep the tears from her voice.

			“I wasn’t the one who got drunk, did a spot of breaking and entering—the hatch won’t close properly, so I’ll send you a bill for that—and who might well sabotage my participation in the protest anyway. A protest which I consider to be far more important than you playing nursey.”

			“Playing nursey!”

			A wave slapped the hull with a loud boom, and Delilah rocked.

			Stevie grabbed the edge of the chart table for balance. “Three years of study is not playing nursey. Why would you think that?”

			“Your expensive clothes, your parents’ cruiser. The Sterling name.”

			“You’re making assumptions based on my being at the party last night. I’m sure even you own a set of decent clothes for parties. I could make assumptions about someone who’s able to take off on some fool’s protest mission for ten days. Do you have a job?”

			Kaz’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “My boat. I ask the questions. I don’t think you’re in any position to be making demands.” She shrugged. “We’re stuck with each other. I suggest we both make an effort to get along.”

			Stevie tried to swallow. The salt air seemed stuck in her throat. “Look, I’m sorry I’m here. Trust me on that. I understand this is important to you—but nursing’s important to me too.” She spread her hands out in appeal. “One tiny yacht in a protest—what difference do you hope to make? But one nurse in an aged care home—I can make a difference. I know I can. I’m sorry for offering money. I didn’t mean to imply you could be bought.”

			An acrid taste sat at the back of Stevie’s throat. Because that was what she had thought. She’d judged Kaz, made assumptions based on the old and worn yacht, based on Kaz’s casual appearance. She’d fallen into her parents’ method of getting their own way. Be nice, be polite, ask as if you’re granting a favour, and when that doesn’t work, offer cash. It was entitled, it was condescending, and it reeked of the privilege of wealth. Stevie had sworn not to fall into that trap. It was why, after all, she’d funded her own way through her nursing degree, why she’d shared a tumbledown house with Kate in inner-city Melbourne rather than letting her parents find her a sleek modern unit in a trendy area. It was why she’d studied nursing rather than business as her parents had wanted.

			It was why she’d forged her own path.

			“I’m sorry,” she said again.

			Kaz studied her, her head tilted to one side.

			She had the most incredible eyes. A warm brown, with golden flecks. Tiger’s eyes. Like the beast. Like the semi-precious stone. That stone had always been her favourite. Stevie shivered as Kaz’s golden gaze travelled at a leisurely pace from the top of Alana’s red beanie that covered Stevie’s pixie cut, down to the rubber boots.

			Kaz’s stare was assessing, as if she was checking out Stevie’s physical strength and sturdiness, weighing up whether she’d be of any use at the physical tasks of sailing a yacht. Or maybe she was concerned about her own safety, much as Stevie had been when she’d first woken up.

			“A truce, then.” Kaz’s lips tilted up in a natural smile. It reached her eyes, crinkling the corners. Her teeth flashed white in her tanned face.

			“A truce.”

			“And now, I have to get up on deck. We’ve been down here twenty minutes—that’s the limit.” She turned and ascended the companionway.

			Stevie followed. She watched as Kaz clipped her shackle onto a ring at the hatch, and then as she moved further out on deck, she moved the shackle to the metal jackline. Stevie copied her, clipping her tether onto the other jackline, which ran the full length of the railing.

			Kaz scanned the horizon, slowly and deliberately, taking her time in each direction before turning.

			“What are you looking for?” Stevie asked. The question seemed a stupid one. Surely it wouldn’t be hard to see a ship?

			“You can’t just take a quick look. You can miss a boat when it’s in the trough of the waves. Not to mention debris. You don’t want to hit anything if you can help it.” Kaz completed her scan and moved to the wheel. She released the autopilot and stood, legs akimbo against the roll of the boat, her hands loosely gripping the timber wheel.

			Stevie sat abruptly as Delilah yawed. Water splashed over the side. Thank God for the waterproof jacket. She stared out to sea. There was no land in sight, no ships, no markers. There was just the deep, blue, rolling ocean. A couple of seabirds wheeled overhead, following in Delilah’s wake. She focussed on Kaz’s hands. They were strong, tanned. Capable looking. Her long fingers curved over the wheel, her nails short, with one ragged thumbnail, as if she habitually chewed it. There was a neatness about Kaz, a self-contained awareness of her own movements. Nothing unnecessary. Stevie guessed that was from time on boats. A clumsy person would find it hard.

			Kaz was silent, as if all her conversation had been washed overboard.

			Stevie’s stomach gave a gut churning rumble accompanied by a hunger pang so intense she felt momentarily faint. She wondered what time it was.

			Kaz turned to her. “It must be early afternoon. I don’t keep normal mealtimes on board; I just eat when I’m hungry. Do you want to make us a sandwich?” At Stevie’s nod, she continued, “You’ll find sliced bread in the cooler, and ham and cheese.”

			Stevie lurched to her feet and, careful of the rolling deck, made her way to the hatch.

			[image: ]

			Kaz swung the hatch experimentally to and fro. She’d patched the crack with waterproof filler and managed to cobble together a fix for the hinge Stevie had broken. Hopefully, it would hold. She glanced at her watch. It was nearly time for her scheduled check-in with Alana. She looked over at Stevie. She was huddled in a corner propped against the rail, staring out to sea. Her face was pale, and she looked tired.

			Kaz took a long, slow three-sixty scan. There was nothing to be concerned about.

			Stevie had mentioned family. Surely they would be wondering where she was?

			“I’m going below for the scheduled check-in,” Kaz said. “Who do you need to contact? I can ask Alana to pass on a message.”

			“My sister, Ash. She’ll be worried about me.”

			No mention of her parents, the owners of the gin palace moored at Wallanbindi. Still, at least she had someone who cared about her. “Come below and you can pass on her details to Alana.”

			Kaz sat at the chart table and picked up the handset. Stevie rested her butt against the table and watched closely as Kaz activated the radio.

			“O.R. Shorebase, this is yacht Delilah calling O.R. Shorebase. Are you there, Alana? Over.”

			Stevie leant forward and studied the buttons. “This flashing light indicates an active call?”

			Kaz nodded, just as the radio crackled to life.

			“Yacht Delilah, this is O.R. Shorebase. How are you, Kaz?”

			“All’s fine here. I’m making good progress and am on schedule.”

			“I’ve heard from all of the boats now except for Dolphin’s Leap,” Alana said. “Everyone is on course and on schedule. Your first intercept should be in three days’ time. No changes so far.”

			“Thanks, Alana. There’s one more thing. I have an unexpected guest on board.”

			“Unexpected?” Alana’s voice sharpened. “Have you caught enough fish for everyone?”

			“Plenty.”

			“Good.”

			Kaz smiled. The question was their safe phrase. If she had replied that they’d all have to eat less, then Alana would have ended the call as soon as possible without making anyone suspicious who may be listening in, and then she would have called marine rescue. “I’ll put her on to you,” Kaz said. “Her name’s Stevie Sterling. Would you be able to call her sister and let her know she’s okay?”

			“Sure,” Alana said. “No time to let the family know before she sailed into the sunset with you? You haven’t lost your touch, girlfriend.”

			Kaz flicked a quick glance at Stevie. “It’s definitely not like that. She’s…just a friend.” She wasn’t even an acquaintance. But explaining the situation now would cost precious time, and only raise more questions. She’d tell Alana once she made it back to shore.

			“Right. So you say.” Amusement hummed in Alana’s voice.

			Kaz stifled a sigh and gave the handset to Stevie.

			“Hi, Alana, thank you for doing this. My sister’s name is Ash, and she’ll be worried about me.” She recited Ash’s phone number and email address.

			“What would you like me to say?”

			Stevie looked at Kaz, a tiny wrinkle appearing between her eyes. It was kind of cute. “That I’ve just gone sailing with a friend for a few days?” She raised her eyebrows questioningly.

			Kaz nodded. As an explanation it was brief, but it would suffice, as long as Ash believed it.

			“Yes, tell her that,” Stevie said with more assurance in her voice.

			“No worries. Will she want to know anything else? Like who you’re with?”

			Stevie sighed. “She probably will, but please say you don’t know and you’re simply relaying a message.” She hesitated. “If she’s suspicious, tell her congratulations on her engagement to Zach, and that I love her, and I’ll be in touch in a week or so.”

			“Got it.”

			Stevie gave the handset back to Kaz. “I’ll go back on deck.”

			When Stevie was gone, Kaz said to Alana, “You still there?”

			“Of course. Why do I think you’re not telling me everything?”

			“Because I’m not telling you everything. But you’ll have to wait.”

			“Okay. If I must.” Alana’s sigh gusted over the channel. “But tell me this: is she really not a girlfriend?”

			“Really not,” Kaz said firmly. “I’m not even sure if she’s gay.”

			“Oh-ho. That’s telling. My seductive friend is losing her touch. Did your gaydar get swept overboard in heavy seas?”

			“No, I think it’s working. But I’m not checking it. If you want to hear more, you’ll have to wait until I’m back, Al.”

			Alana was silent. “I know you. We may not be girlfriends anymore, girlfriend, but I know when you’re hiding something. I demand craft beer and pizza when you return, and an evening to catch up.”

			“You’ve got it.” Kaz grinned. “I’ll look forward to it, Not-Girlfriend.” She closed the channel and went back on deck.

			Stevie stood studying the autopilot as it made tiny course corrections. She watched as Kaz disengaged it and took the wheel once more.

			“Can I ask you something?”

			“Sure.”

			“Is Alana your girlfriend?”

			Kaz studied the tell-tales on the sail to save herself from answering. Why did Stevie want to know that? She mentally shrugged. She was probably just making conversation; nothing more. “She’s my ex. We remained friends.”

			“That’s not an easy thing to do.”

			“It was for us. We were friends before we were lovers, and we just slid back to the friendship zone. Plus we’re both in Ocean Rights, so we have to see each other fairly often.”

			“Yes. Ocean Rights.” There was an edge to Stevie’s voice. “The organisation that trumps all else.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Stevie shrugged and stood staring out to sea. Kaz followed her gaze, which was fixed on the horizon.

			When it became obvious Stevie wasn’t going to respond, Kaz said, “Tonight, we’ll take two-hour watches. Two hours on deck, alternating with two hours sleep. I’ll leave the autopilot on for your watch, but you’ll still need to scan three-sixty at least every ten minutes. Whether you stay up on deck or go up and down is up to you.”

			Stevie bit her lip. “You trust me with your yacht?”

			“It’s either trust you or come up every twenty minutes to do my own scan. This way, I’ll get better sleep.”

			“You said ten minutes to me!”

			“I did. It’s the safer option. But when I’m by myself, I can catnap in twenty minutes, and it’s better I’m not comatose with tiredness.” Kaz looked across at Stevie. She didn’t look too happy at the thought of being on watch. Well, Kaz wasn’t too happy about trusting Stevie with her boat. It seemed life was throwing the unexpected at both of them right now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Stevie’s head spun. The information overload she’d sometimes reached as a student nurse was nothing on this. Boating terminology swam in her head: transom, gunwale, pushpit. And she had to have it all memorised in the next thirty minutes before Kaz took her nap. When her parents took the cruiser out, there was seldom anything to do. Her father started the engine, took the wheel, and popped the champagne.

			She looked over the rail to where the sun lowered itself towards the ocean. The earlier whitecaps had disappeared, leaving a calm, deep-blue sea. The wavelets whispered against Delilah’s hull, and the mainsail was taut against the small breeze.

			Kaz was on the bow doing something to the self-furler. Stevie had seen it work earlier. It allowed a solo sailor to control the sails from the cockpit. Kaz made her way back around the deck. Sinbad stalked in her wake, his tail a quivering question mark.

			“Dinner?” Kaz asked.

			The slight queasiness Stevie had felt earlier in rougher seas had vanished, and hunger growled in her stomach. “That would be good.” She tried a smile. “Want me to prepare it?”

			“If you don’t mind. There’s pasta, some cooked bacon I brought from home, and a jar of pasta sauce. It should be enough for both of us—I was going to have it for two nights.”

			With a swift nod, Stevie made her way below deck, unclipping the tether as she went. The cabin was warmer, so she shed her bulky outer jacket, leaving it on a hook by the companionway as she’d seen Kaz do. She looked around. A two-burner stove swung on gimbals, barely rocking now in calm seas. She found pans and the pasta.

			It took her a couple of tries to figure out how to light the stove. She found the sauce Kaz had mentioned and also some mushrooms and tomatoes. She studied the vegetables for a moment. If she was at home, she would have added the veggies without hesitation—but Kaz had said they would be eating dehydrated packet food before the trip was out. Reluctantly, she put the veggies back in the cooler. She found a block of parmesan cheese, and when the meal was ready, she used a knife to shred some over the pasta.

			“Dinner,” she called to Kaz, who came to take the bowls Stevie handed up to her.

			Kaz ate fast, shovelling down her food. Her bowl was empty before Stevie was even halfway through.

			“That was good. Thank you.” Kaz set her bowl down on the deck.

			“It was nothing. Just what you told me to cook.”

			“With a sprinkle of cheese and I think a few of the dried herbs.”

			“Yeah. Do you mind?”

			“No. But I’m glad you didn’t use the mushrooms, or we’d have a lean dinner tomorrow.” Kaz took a swig from a water bottle stored in a pocket by the wheel. “It’s probably a good thing we don’t have anything fancy to drink. Who knows which yacht you’d end up in afterwards?”

			Stevie opened her mouth to object, but then caught Kaz’s teasing smile. She rolled her eyes. “Look, it was one party, okay?”

			“I know, just joking. I’m pretty impressed with this meal. Didn’t figure you could cook.”

			Stevie laughed. “Of course I can cook. I’m a nurse. Do you really think I can afford a chef? Nursing is one of the most undervalued professions there is. And until now, I’ve only been able to work as a nursing aide. My pay barely stretches to a bottle of merlot on the weekend.”

			“You’re a rich girl who happens to be a nurse. I’ve seen your licence, Stephanie Sterling. I’ve seen the luxury cruiser your parents own.”

			“And you’re assuming because I’ve got rich parents, I’m rich too?” Stevie snorted. “I supported myself through university.”

			“Really? Supported yourself completely?”

			Stevie screwed up her nose. “You obviously don’t believe me. Not that it’s any of your business, but I didn’t take a penny from my parents for three years. Before that, even. I lived in a student share house. This yacht is a lot more luxurious than that.”

			“It was your choice.”

			“Yes,” Stevie agreed. “But it was what I needed to do.” She set down her bowl, some pasta still untouched. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

			She stared out to sea, stupid tears pricking at the back of her eyes. She didn’t need Kaz’s approval of her choices. As soon as her foot touched dry land, Kaz would be forgotten, and she was sure the feeling was mutual. She picked up the bowls and made her way to the cabin to use the toilet.

			It was difficult to manoeuvre in the tiny cubicle. Once she’d finished, Stevie sat for a moment and rested her head in her hands. This was the craziest situation she’d ever gotten into. Still, it would make a good story in the future. She wondered if Alana had contacted Ash as she said she would. Was Ash worried? Maybe she thought it was just a cock-and-bull story so Stevie could have some time alone.

			She went back to the galley and cleared up the dinner items, which took all of five minutes. She took a long, slow look around the cabin. What should she do now? If she was at home, she’d maybe go for a walk or a cycle, call a friend, or read a book. She suppressed a chuckle. She could walk around and around the deck for exercise. It must be all of a dozen steps from end to end.

			A soft thump sounded, and Sinbad appeared. He jumped onto the table and sat regarding Stevie with a fixed stare.

			“Hello, kitty.” She held out a hand to him, and he rubbed his face against it, purring softly. At least he appeared to have got over his wariness to her. If only his owner would follow suit.

			Should she feed him? She found some sachets of cat food in a locker, along with a bag of kitty litter.

			“Do you want me to feed Sinbad?” she called up the steps.

			“Yes, please. You’ll find—” Kaz’s outline showed against the light.

			Stevie held up the packet. “Does he like the sardine one?”

			“He likes whatever’s in his bowl. Apparently, animals who’ve been starved will always eat anything. I have to be careful not to overfeed him.”

			Stevie found his bowl and emptied the packet into it. Sinbad’s sleek black head was in the dish before she had finished.

			What to do now? Since Sinbad was ignoring her in favour of his food bowl, Stevie made her way back to the cockpit.

			Kaz nodded approvingly as she clipped her tether to the jackline. “You’re a quick learner.”

			Stevie shrugged. “I guess I fit a lot of the stereotypes about nurses: calm under pressure, quick learner, practical.”

			“Every nurse I’ve known is also unshockable and swears a lot.”

			“Those too. I’ve only done hospital placements so far, but I learnt a lot about people’s differences in that time. Especially when I was in Emergency.”

			“You must have some stories.”

			“Some. But I don’t know if they’ll interest you. Nurses don’t save the planet like you do.” She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice but couldn’t have entirely succeeded.

			“I would never say nurses aren’t important. They are.”

			“Not important enough to take back to shore.” Stevie shut her mouth with a snap. Antagonising Kaz would probably make it less likely she would help.

			“I’m sorry you’re upset, but this protest is vital. I’m not here on a whim, Stevie. This”—she spread her arms wide to encompass Delilah and the ocean—“is to me what nursing is to you. And it’s a big picture.”

			Stevie studied Kaz’s fingernails. Short, blunt cut, practical fingernails. Much like her own. Most nurses kept their nails short. Another cliché. Sailors were probably the same.

			And lesbians. The thought leapt into her head. Which also fit Kaz—at least, she’d said Alana was her ex. That meant she did date women. Stevie filed that information away.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be snippy.” Stevie’s words came out on a sigh. “I’m finding this difficult, to be honest. Not”—she held up a hand—“that I’m complaining because I’m a poor little rich girl as you obviously think I am, but because I’ve worked for something for the last three years, and now through some bizarre twist of fate, it’s not going to plan. I feel like a failure. I don’t expect to be your BFF, but can we call a truce? Again?”

			Kaz gave a short nod. “There’s no room for ego or feuds on yachts. I apologise too. I did make some assumptions about you.”

			“Thanks.” Stevie offered a tentative smile. “Now, what on earth will we talk about?”

			“Do you live in Wallanbindi? That should be a safe subject. I ask because I don’t remember seeing you around before. And I would have thought we’d have bumped into each other before now. Especially as I think we might have a community in common?” Kaz tilted her head to one side. “Or have I read you wrong?”

			“There’s nothing wrong with your gaydar, at least. As for the rest, remember I’ve been living in Melbourne for the last three years. I only came back ten days ago.”

			“But your family is based here.” Kaz’s brow knitted. “I don’t take much notice of the social pages, but while I know a bit about your family, I don’t remember reading about you.”

			Thank goodness for small mercies. “I don’t feature. My sister Ashleigh does sometimes. And my parents, George and Linda. They’re the socialites.”

			“Yes. Big employer in town. Own a lot of the local businesses. Your mum does a fair bit of charity work, or so I hear.”

			“There’s a charitable trust. Sterling Saves.”

			“I remember now. I approached them a couple of years ago. I wanted to know if they’d consider helping Ocean Rights. I was told it wasn’t really their sort of charity.”

			“No.” Stevie twisted her hands in her lap. Was this going to be another point of antagonism? “Mother oversees that. She’s more the charity-ball type. Safe, respectable charities, generally involving religion or children or both.”

			“Not Ocean Rights, then. We’re neither of those.”

			A brief silence fell. Delilah sliced through the waves. Twilight crept around them, and the western sky was streaked pink. The navigation lights twinkled; red on the port side, green to starboard. A white light shone to stern, creating a comforting circle.

			“I’ve moved into a flat on Harbour Road,” Stevie said.

			“I’ve probably passed by your place then, on the way to Delilah.”

			“Maybe. I sometimes sit on the balcony and watch people pass by. Go for a walk around town. I haven’t been back long enough to make friends. The people I knew before have either moved on, or else we don’t have much in common anymore.”

			“What about your sister?”

			Stevie smiled into the gathering gloom. “It’s great to see her more often.”

			“Does she work?”

			Stevie’s smile slid from her face. “She’s learning the ropes in Sterling Saves so she can take over eventually. And she’s just got engaged.”

			“Just?” Kaz’s gaze followed Sinbad as he leapt lightly out of the companionway and sat on the deck. One leg stuck straight in the air like a drumstick as he groomed himself. “Was it her engagement party on your parents’ cruiser last night?”

			A wave slapped the hull, and Stevie took the moment to compose herself. “You could say that.”

			“You don’t sound happy about it.”

			All the clouds in the sky could be hanging over Stevie’s head. Grey and gloomy. “I’m delighted for my sister. Zach is lovely.” She cast around for a change of subject before Kaz could ask her more about the evening. “What about you? Where do you live when you’re not on your yacht?”

			“I live in the hills outside of Wallanbindi. I like the quiet. I have a small cabin in a clearing in the forest. It’s pretty much one big room, with a view east.”

			No mention of a job. Maybe Kaz was one of those people who lived on welfare payments while saving the planet. Stevie mentally shrugged. It wasn’t her business what Kaz did with her life.

			There was a silence. Kaz adjusted the sail and rested back against the transom, her gaze on the sky and the few bright stars that shone through gaps in the clouds.

			With Kaz’s attention elsewhere, Stevie was free to study her more closely. Her cropped brown hair hugged her head, but the ends were curling in the damp, salt air. The neck of her waterproof jacket was opened, showing a patch of tanned skin on her neck and upper chest. She had the look of someone who didn’t spend much time indoors.

			It was hard to see her shape underneath the bulky jacket. Her legs were long and lean, that much she could see from the leggings she wore. She was probably wiry all over with hard muscles from sailing a boat by herself.

			Kaz’s gaze returned from the stars, and she stared at Stevie. There was a small smile on her face.

			Caught looking. Stevie glanced away again, back to Sinbad who was now curled on the deck housing sound asleep.

			The crackle of the radio came from the cabin below. “… Yacht Delilah… This is Dolphin’s Leap calling yacht Delilah. Do you read me? Over.”

			Kaz leapt to her feet and was down the companionway before the voice on the radio had completed a second call. Stevie followed. From Kaz’s reaction, this was unusual. She stood in the galley, close enough to hear, but in Kaz’s line of sight in case Kaz needed privacy.

			“This is Delilah. Marty, is that you? You missed the scheduled call.”

			“Yeah.” A sigh came over the radio’s crackle. “Kaz, I have to be quick. We’re waiting on marine rescue and I need the radio free. We were through The Heads heading into Bass Strait when we were rammed. A power boat came out of nowhere, straight for us. It was low light and our navigation lights were on. It must have seen us—and it took no evasive action. It’s put a hole in the hull. We’re out of the protest.”

			“Did you get the name of the boat? The numbers?”

			“They were painted out. It was deliberate, Kaz. Someone is on to us. Be very careful out there. We’re only a couple of hours from shore and it’s bad enough. Seas are calm; we’re in no immediate danger.”

			Stevie drew a swift breath, shock hammering in her ears. Kaz had said it could be dangerous, but this seemed extreme. Her training kicked in, and she stepped up to the radio. Taking the handset from Kaz, she pressed the button. “My name is Stevie and I’m a nurse. Was anyone hurt?”

			“Guido had a hand crushed. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

			“Is it bleeding?”

			“We’ve stopped it with direct pressure. I don’t think it’s bad enough for the rescue chopper.”

			“Wrap the hand in clean wet towels if you have them. Have Guido sit somewhere quiet and raise the hand above his heart. He’ll need to go to Emergency as soon as he’s on shore. Crush injuries can be serious. If you give him pain relief, note down the name and dosage.”

			“Got it. Thanks, Stevie.”

			Stevie handed the handset to Kaz.

			“I need the channel, Kaz,” Marty said. “Just wanted to warn you.”

			“Thanks. Take care. Over and out.” Kaz put the handset down. She turned to Stevie. “Thanks for what you did. I doubt Marty would have known what to do, and there are usually only the two of them on board.”

			Stevie shrugged. “Basic first aid. Not much else to do for that type of injury.” The approval in Kaz’s eyes gave her hope. Maybe now Kaz would reconsider taking her back. The danger had intensified. What if that same powerboat came for them? What if they were rammed several hours out to sea? What if they sank? She had no clue what to do with the life raft. Stevie trembled. Imagine being stuck in a tiny life raft—if they made it to the raft in time—in the dark. Would they even survive? Fear made her legs weak, and she leant against the chart table for support. Kaz was insane to even consider continuing.

			Kaz had turned back to study the chart. “With Dolphin’s Leap out of the picture, it’s even more important we keep our allocated place.” She traced a path along the chart with a finger.

			“We’re continuing?” Stevie’s voice shook. “Guido’s injury is serious. Crush injuries can turn into other long-term conditions.”

			“There’s nothing we can do for Guido at this distance. He’ll be able to get to a hospital soon.”

			“But we won’t. If that happened to Delilah…” The bubbling edge of anxiety nudged its way into her throat. Stevie dragged a deep breath. I can do this. I can keep calm. She glanced at Kaz once more.

			Kaz met her gaze evenly. “I won’t lie to you, Stevie. Something like that could happen. But it’s less likely out here than closer to shore. We’re harder to find. It’s further for a saboteur to come.”

			“But if it did?”

			“Don’t think that. Lots of things could happen. It’s pointless to dwell on what might be. We have a life raft. It’s stocked with water, basic foodstuffs, flares, an emergency radio. We don’t want to end up in it, but if we do, chances are we’ll survive.”

			When had Stevie started thinking of we? As if she were a part of Delilah. As if she and Kaz were in this together. When had she accepted that she was involved, whether she wanted to be or not?

			She managed a small smile. “That’s reassuring.”

			“It is. I’ll show you how to launch it.”

			“Thank you.”

			Kaz sat in the chair and swivelled to face Stevie. She reached out a hand, and Stevie gripped it. Kaz’s grip was steady, reassuring.

			“I realise this is outside your comfort zone, but you’re doing great. Really, you are. Remember too, the more you know, the better you’ll cope. Now, let’s go back on deck and I’ll show you the life raft.”

			Kaz’s explanation went a long way to reassure Stevie. Her head spun with even more terminology and procedures she had to remember, but Kaz was right. It had helped to steady her.

			At the end of the explanation, Kaz had gone below and returned with two mugs of hot chocolate. “It’s only powdered,” she said. “But it’s still good.”

			Stevie sipped hers. The sweetness was familiar, comforting. “Did you say you wanted me to take a watch tonight?”

			“Yes. We’ll both do two shifts of two hours each. You can go first.”

			“What do I have to do?” Stevie pushed aside a frisson of anxiety. She had to sail this boat alone? In the dark. Surely that was too dangerous. She barely knew what to do.

			“Come and stand here.” Kaz shifted back so Stevie could slip in front of her. “Put your hands on the wheel. Now, look up at the mainsail. See those little fluttering ribbons? They’re the tell-tales. When you’re properly on the wind, they go straight out. If they go limp, it means you’re too much into the wind and Delilah will slow down. Move the wheel until the tell-tales go straight out again.” She stepped away and watched as Stevie tried to keep the sail filled. Delilah came into the wind and slowed.

			“Turn her away from the wind. Just a little.”

			Stevie did so, and the sail filled again, and Delilah picked up speed.

			Kaz watched as she held course. “You’re doing well. It’s important you know what to do if the wind direction changes.” She demonstrated. “Your main job is to keep a look out. Not only for ships—or power boats—but for anything in the water. Large timber, whales, even shipping containers. All of those can float just below the surface and be hard to see. But if you hit something, you’ll know it.”

			“Is there a detector of some type?” The twist of anxiety increased. Hit a whale. She couldn’t imagine that would end well.

			“Sure.” Kaz scratched her nose. “If you have the money to buy one. Which I don’t.”

			“What do I do if there’s a ship?”

			“Nothing, if it’s a safe distance away. If you think it’s coming towards us, or we’re on a collision course, you get on the radio and try to hail it. Let them know we’re here.” Kaz paused. “If that happens, wake me. If anything happens you’re worried about, wake me. I’d rather that, than wake up on the ocean floor.”

			“What about Sinbad?”

			“It’s calm enough tonight to leave the hatch open. He’ll come and go as he wishes. Are you okay if I kip for a couple of hours? Wake me at”—Kaz consulted her watch—“eleven. Or earlier, if you’re worried.”

			Stevie nodded and watched as Kaz descended the companionway. Sinbad stared after her but didn’t move.

			Carefully, Stevie stood and turned a careful three-sixty, studying the horizon. There was nothing; just the inky-black sea. The tell-tales fluttered in the breeze, but all was good. She tipped her head back to see the stars. The clouds were less thick, and the Milky Way glittered overhead in a million points of light. She sat again and closed her eyes.

			At first, there was only the background noise of the ocean—splashes, the tickle of water against the hull. Stevie drew in a deep breath, held it, and released it slowly through her mouth. There was a ringing in her ears she’d never heard before. Delilah was moving steadily, her sails filled. She opened her eyes and looked at the wind gauge by the companionway. Twelve knots. A steady breeze, Kaz had called it.

			She was more alone than she’d ever been. Further from human companionship, further from shore. Apart from Kaz, there were no other humans for kilometres. Stevie shut down those thoughts before a dark panic could take her. She could do this. It was an adventure. If she thought of it that way, a new experience, something few people had, she would be okay. Focussing on the present kept the worry aside—mostly.

			There was nothing she could do about her job: either she would make it, or she wouldn’t. If it looked likely she’d miss her start date, she’d ask Alana to contact Ash again. Ash could then relay a message to her employer. Hopefully, she would do it in such a way she wouldn’t make the problem worse. Hopefully. And maybe Kaz would relent and let her off sooner. Maybe they’d meet up with another yacht heading to shore. Stevie didn’t even know if it was possible to transfer passengers at sea like that, or if Kaz would allow it.

			Kaz.

			She was an enigma. What sort of person put her life at risk for a cause? Ha! Stevie snorted. She was being ridiculous, as the answer was all sorts of people, for all sorts of causes, both good and bad. At least Ocean Rights seemed to be doing something worthwhile. For a moment, she wondered what her mother would make of them. Would she ever consider a rag-tag protest group to be a worthwhile outlet for charity funds? Hardly. The answer jumped into her head. Her mother’s causes were ones that allowed her to dress in a ball gown and be a glittering host at a society event—events that allowed the spotlight to remain on her as much as the charity. Stevie had searched the internet for the last charity Sterling Saves had supported and found only a bare-bones webpage that talked vaguely about poor children in underdeveloped countries without giving any details. The biggest item on the page was her mother’s hosted luncheon. The thought of Kaz and her mother in the same room made her smile. There was no universe where they would get along.

			Stevie was now daydreaming when she should be paying attention. Guiltily, she stood again and searched a three-sixty. A light winked on the horizon to the south-east. A ship? She supposed it must be. There was no land that way, not unless Tasmania had moved in the night and come closer to the mainland. She studied the spot, briefly seeing the light again. It was impossible to tell which way it was travelling.

			She sat again. The rhythmic rock of the boat was somehow soothing and stimulating, a bit like riding a cantering horse. She tipped her head back to see the stars. Yup, still there.

			There was a soft thump and Sinbad arrived on her lap. He arched his back and kneaded her leg with his paws. His slitted eyes seemed to dare her to throw him off.

			“Hey, puss.” Her voice seemed loud in the night. She stroked the cat gently.

			He arched under her touch, and his paws clenched and relaxed on her thigh.

			She wouldn’t tell Kaz, but she could get used to this.

			[image: ]

			It certainly wasn’t the trip Kaz had expected. She trimmed a sail so it tightened against the wind. Delilah picked up speed. While she enjoyed sailing with friends—Alana and she sailed particularly well together—her time alone on Delilah was always special. The wide expanse of inky water, the stars, the small creaks and water noises that were Delilah at sea.

			Not this time. Not with her passenger.

			If she strained her ears, Kaz could hear a soft rumble from the cabin below: Stevie snoring ever so gently. No, it was far from ideal that Stevie was on board.

			Kaz clipped the tether to the ring at the top of the companionway and went down to check the navigation. Was she being unreasonable not dropping Stevie to shore? But no, the GPS showed they were many nautical miles from land. She couldn’t justify taking Stevie in—not yet, anyway. Not until after the protest.

			Delilah’s rocking had increased. Kaz went back on deck and checked the tell-tales, adjusting course to compensate. She remained standing, absorbing the boat’s movement through her deck shoes. Somewhere to starboard, she heard the long huff of a whale surfacing to breathe. Then there was quiet again. Looking in that direction, she spotted the whale’s footprint—the eerie patch of smooth water where the whale had dived. She kept her gaze that way, but the whale didn’t surface again.

			Stevie’s rumbling snore had ceased. Kaz imagined her curled up in the bunk, her back to the sail bag, her face pressed into the pillow. Kaz checked the time. It was nearly time to wake Stevie for her watch.
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			“Hey.”

			The voice came from somewhere above Stevie’s head, and a hand shook her shoulder.

			The remnants of her dream fled, leaving only the echo of the woman who’d filled it. She grunted and pushed her head deeper into the pillow. It seemed as firm as a bag of cement. She must buy a new one sometime. She groped for her quilt, but it seemed to have disappeared.

			The shaking hand grew more insistent. “Stevie, wake up. It’s time for your watch.”

			Watch? The word penetrated her fogged brain, and she rolled onto her stomach. Memory resurfaced in a rush. She was at sea. And this grumpy-faced woman staring at her was Kaz.

			Stevie pushed herself up. “Sorry. I’m normally easy to wake. I can’t believe I slept so well.”

			It was a bit of a lie, but to come face-to-face with the woman who’d been in her dream was a bit disconcerting. Not that anything weird had happened in the dream, nothing she wouldn’t admit to in company, but all the same, to wake up and blurt, “I was dreaming about you” wasn’t likely to endear her to Kaz. It had been easier to say she’d been sleeping soundly.

			“Oh?” The grumpy expression eased from Kaz’s face. “I sleep well on board too. The motion, the sounds…”

			Stevie swung her legs around, tugging Alana’s T-shirt back into place from where it had ridden up over her belly.

			Kaz’s gaze flicked away. “I’ll let you get dressed.”

			Dressed. Stevie’s brain struggled to catch up. She was dressed. Mostly. She’d slept in the T-shirt and only removed the jeans. Except, she now remembered, she’d also removed her bra. Heat stole into her cheeks. Kaz had looked at her chest.

			Stevie groped around until she found her bra, pushed alongside the sail bag. With a swift glance at Kaz, now with her back to her as she studied something on the chart table, Stevie tugged on the jeans, stripped off the T-shirt, donned her bra, and redressed.

			Quickly, she used the toilet and joined Kaz in the cabin.

			Wordlessly, Kaz handed her a mug of coffee.

			“Thanks.” Stevie took a sip and let the strong coffee roll around her mouth. Her brain immediately cranked up another notch. “What time is it?”

			“Nearly two in the morning. I let you sleep another hour. You looked like you needed it.”

			“Thanks. I must have looked pretty bad.”

			“Terrible,” Kaz said with a straight face.

			Stevie shot her a glance, and her gaze connected with Kaz’s. She was smiling. Pressed lips, a half-crooked mouth, but it counted as a smile. Instinctively, Stevie’s own lips lifted in response. “Then I’ll take a longer shift this time.”

			Kaz gave a curt nod, and the moment of warmth disappeared.

			“Anything I need to know?” Stevie took another mouthful of coffee. She needed it, and it might be the only one she got for a few hours.

			“Wind’s light and constant, so you should have a fairly easy time. Watch out for the shipping lane coming up from Tassie to the mainland, though. I’ve seen a few cargo ships. They’re a good distance away, but we’ll have to cross their path at some point. Wake me if you’re concerned.”

			“No worries.” Stevie gulped the rest of her coffee and rinsed the mug, then shrugged into her harness and made sure the tether was clipped to the front.

			Kaz yawned and moved towards her bunk. “One thing,” she said over her shoulder. “There’re whales around. I hope you get to see one.” She pushed aside the curtain and crawled in.

			Whales? Now that would be something. Stevie climbed up the companionway and clipped her tether to the jackline. She’d seen whales before. Indeed, much of Wallanbindi’s tourist traffic revolved around the animals. Whale-watching tours in particular. Also, the darker history associated with the ex-whaling town. But the only whales she’d seen had been from the deck of a large commercial boat in the company of a hundred or so noisy people. If she was lucky enough to see a humpback whale tonight, she suspected it would be a very different experience.

			The night was quiet, the sea heaving in a gentle roll. She listened hard, but there was no sound, except the slight ringing in her ears from the utter silence. No lights on the horizon. A cool breeze filled the sails. Kaz must have reefed them, she noticed. There was a smaller triangle of sail to catch the wind.

			Stevie sat and stared out across the water. No lights, no sound. Only the inky sea and a path of moonlight trailing across the water, lighting the tips of small waves in random sparkles.

			Kaz chose to do this alone. What sort of person wanted this total aloneness, her only human contact a voice on the radio once or twice a day? Surely she must get lonely—scared, even. Stevie fought down a flash of panic. What if something happened to them? She could see the comforting shape of the life raft in its cradle on top of the cabin. At least she now knew how to operate it.

			Stevie dragged a deep breath, willing the moment of anxiety to subside. She would be fine. It was a mantra she’d often repeated to herself when she was on her nursing placements. Although she’d been a student, she’d sometimes been left in charge of patients when the regular staff were called away. She’d been able to quell her jittery feelings of inadequacy by running through what she did know and making mental notes of questions to ask when the trained nurse returned. She’d got through that. She’d coped in all sorts of difficult situations then—had saved lives, even. She would not let being the only awake soul on this part of the ocean faze her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“Coffee.” Kaz placed the mug outside on the deck and returned for the second mug.

			Dawn streaked the sky in runs of pink and cerise. It was just gone five on the second morning of the voyage. Kaz had been surprised to wake naturally; she’d expected a nervous call from Stevie in the night, and certainly for Stevie to wake her at four, after her two hours on watch. But no. The novice seemed to have acquitted herself well.

			Delilah moved steadily through the sea, heading sou’-west. She could take advantage of more sail now with two of them there. Move a little faster.

			Stevie picked up her mug. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her pixie haircut stood up in all sorts of spikes and angles, but she gave Kaz a tentative grin.

			“How did you go in the night?” Kaz asked.

			“Okay, I think. No close ships. No whales either. And we’re still afloat. That’s a win in my book.”

			“Mine too.” Kaz studied the ocean. “We might be in for some rougher weather later. This flat sea is deceptive. I’ll get the forecast when I check in with Alana. Are you hungry?”

			“Starving.”

			“Then let’s have an early breakfast, in case it’s too difficult to cook later.”

			“I can cook if you want.” Stevie’s voice was diffident, as if she expected to be knocked back.

			She was making an effort to fit in. And the dinner she’d made had been pretty good. “That would be great, if you don’t mind. I normally boil an egg and slice it onto a piece of bread.”

			“Is that what you’d like?”

			Kaz shrugged. “I don’t mind. I do that because it’s easy. Be my guest if you want to try something else. Just go easy on supplies.”

			Stevie stared out towards the sunrise. “This is beautiful. So calm and serene.” She turned back to Kaz. “I’m sorry I crashed your alone-time.”

			“That’s okay.” Kaz examined her response. Yes, she meant that. It was okay. For an uninvited guest and a novice sailor, Stevie was doing fine. She was learning fast, she hadn’t made any major mistakes, and even Sinbad seemed to tolerate her. “I’m sorry I couldn’t take you back to shore right away. If I was out for a lesser reason, I would have.”

			Stevie nodded. “I’m starting to understand that.”

			Kaz stole a glance at Stevie, who was staring at the sunrise again. She was an attractive woman too. But that didn’t mean anything. Sure, Stevie had alluded to the fact she was gay, but Kaz wasn’t even going to consider Stevie in that way. She was better off alone.

			Stevie shook the dregs of her coffee over the side and stood. “I’ll go and do breakfast. I’ll try not to set the place alight.”

			“That could make things difficult,” Kaz said, deadpan. “It’s a good thing I showed you how to operate the life raft.”

			“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Stevie disappeared down into the cabin, and there was the sound of clattering pans.

			Kaz was sure the resultant breakfast would be far tastier than anything she could make.
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			A couple of hours later, the wind came up with an abrupt intensity. One moment, Delilah was moving slowly through calm waters, and the next, she was bucking on a choppy sea, sails flapping.

			Kaz cursed and sprang for the halyard, reefing the mainsail down to a small triangle. “Try to keep her bow to the wind.”

			She didn’t have time to see if Stevie obeyed; she was too busy furling the sail and closing the hatch.

			Water splashed over the side and soaked her, but she barely noticed. When the sail was furled, she went back to the wheel. Delilah heeled to port as a gust of wind buffeted her.

			Stevie relinquished the wheel quickly and slid on her bum to the side bench. The high side, Kaz noticed approvingly. Stevie looked pale, and one hand clutched the gunwale beside her.

			“We could have this weather for a while.” Kaz zipped her waterproof up to her chin.

			Stevie nodded. Her face was as grey as the ocean. “What do you want me to do?”

			“Nothing right now. Just make sure you’re clipped on.”

			“Do you stay up here or go below?”

			“I prefer being up here. But if it gets really bad, I’ll go below. No sense risking being washed overboard. Even with the line, it can be dangerous.” She glanced over at Stevie.

			She was biting her lip, and her grip on the gunwale showed white knuckles.

			“You can go below if you want. But if you’re feeling sick, better to tough it out up here. You’ll feel worse below.”

			“I’m not seasick. Just a little nervous, I guess. I’ve never been on seas like this.” A wave broke over the foredeck, and Stevie gasped.

			“This isn’t too bad. Really. Delilah and I have handled far worse.”

			“Do me a favour and don’t tell me about that right now.” Stevie managed a tight smile. “Let me think this is as bad as it gets.”

			“No tall ocean-going tales then? You’ve taken away most of my casual conversation. Sailors are as bad as golfers and fishermen for the embellished stories.”

			“Then I definitely don’t want to hear them.” Stevie shuffled along the bench until her back was wedged in the corner. “This feels safer. I don’t know how you can keep your balance.”

			Kaz glanced at her feet, spread wide on the deck. “Used to it, I guess.” She squinted up at the tell-tales. “If it’s any consolation to you, if this wind keeps in this direction, it will shave a few hours off our voyage.”

			Stevie gripped the gunwale hard. “At least Sinbad has the sense to remain below deck.”

			“He goes down at the first sign of chop. When I rescued him, I thought he’d be scared of water. Cats and water don’t really go together.”

			“Not like golden retrievers.”

			“Whenever I went out on the boat after that, Sinbad stayed at home.” She shrugged. “Why would I even consider taking a cat to sea? A friend of mine takes her poodle—Whiskey loves it—but a cat? But there was a protest a couple of years ago in New Zealand waters.”

			Stevie nodded. “I remember reading about one against military vessels carrying nuclear warheads. Was that it?”

			“Yes. Alana was coming with me, and I had no one to look after Sinbad. So I put him in his carry cage and took him along. I thought he’d stay below deck, but that little cat took over Delilah like he owned her. He’s been coming ever since.”

			“One of my housemates in Melbourne had a cat.” Stevie’s voice was calm, but she continued to grip the gunwale. “Most of the time, she was the sweetest little tabby, but she had an evil side. There was a ledge over the front door. If you came home after dark, Priscilla would leap onto your head from the ledge and jam her claws into whatever bit of you she could reach. We used to keep old saucepans by the front door. One of those on your head and Priscilla just slid off. She was such a sweet kitty otherwise.”

			Kaz chuckled. “Sinbad’s only evil if he’s hungry. Which is most of the time.”

			Delilah lurched, pounding down off a wave with a bang. Her bow emerged from the wave, water streaming down both sides.

			Stevie gasped.

			“It’s okay.” Kaz kept her voice steady. “This really isn’t bad.”

			“I guess it’s like me reassuring a patient a needle won’t hurt. To me, it’s a tiny little pinprick. To them, it’s someone ramming a broomstick in their arm.”

			“It’s all relative.” Kaz glanced at the wind speed gauge. “It’s picking up a bit. Gusting to thirty-five knots.”

			“That sounds bad.”

			“Delilah can cope.”

			“You talk about your boat like she’s a person.”

			Kaz smiled into the blowing wind. “Not a person, but not a thing. Delilah… She’s there for me. When I need space, her company is all I need. She’s never let me down.”

			“Well, that’s a lady worth hanging on to.”

			Delilah’s bow dipped beneath a rolling wave. When she emerged, a translucent jellyfish was caught against a winch.

			“I bought her about seven years ago. She was fairly run down. I restored her myself, updated the navigation equipment, and added some things to make it easier to sail her alone.” She pointed to the self-furler.

			“How old is she?”

			“Thirty-four. The same age as me.”

			“Is that still safe? It seems very old.”

			“I’ll assume you mean Delilah.” Kaz chuckled, and Stevie smiled too. “She’s not old. There are boats crossing oceans that are nearly one hundred years old.”

			“My car’s four years old, and I think that’s getting on a bit!”

			“Don’t ever look up the average age of most aircraft.”

			“I suppose it was a silly comment.” Stevie shifted her feet to brace against the base of the wheel as Delilah heeled further in the wind gusts.

			“You’d consider my car an antique,” Kaz said. “It’s a twenty-year-old Jeep. Still mostly reliable, although it has its moments. And it’s more environmentally friendly to keep an old one going than it is to buy a new one.”

			“My car was the last thing I accepted from my parents before I started my nursing degree. I plan on making it last. I’m impressed by your Jeep. You’ll have to give me some tips on keeping an old car on the road.”

			Stevie was a peculiar mix of defensiveness and outgoing behaviour. She seemed afraid of being judged for having rich parents. Kaz bit her lip. She’d done a bit of that judging, made a few assumptions in the two days they’d been together. “You don’t have to explain. What you drive is your own business.” Curiosity made her ask, “What does your sister drive?”

			“A Merc. A couple of months old.” Stevie’s tone was clipped.

			“I see.”

			“Please don’t do that.” Stevie’s voice shot up a couple of notches. “Don’t start judging me again. You think I could drive a Merc if I wanted to.” Her breath came in fast pants. “I could—if I compromised who I am, what I want to be. I think you would understand. It’s funny; I’m the one wanting to get back to start my nursing job—a job that will make a difference to people’s daily lives. You’re the one floating around the ocean on a yacht. It may be an old yacht, but I still bet it’s worth more than my car.”

			Kaz raised her eyebrows. Yup, definitely defensive. “I wouldn’t know.” She kept her tone mild. She had agreed to a truce, even if Stevie had temporarily forgotten. “I didn’t pay much for her, and I worked hard to get her seaworthy.”

			“Do you like doing that sort of thing? Is that what you do for a job? Carpentry and things like that?”

			“I didn’t mind doing it as I could visualise the result. I knew I could turn Delilah into something beautiful.”

			“She is.” Stevie ran a hand over the varnished timber. “A true labour of love.”

			It was all at once too difficult to sit and stare at each other across the cockpit. Stevie’s defensiveness had disappeared. She seemed to understand the complicated relationship Kaz had with the sea. Stevie’s understanding made it all too close, too intimate. Kaz cleared her throat. “Here, take the wheel. Try to keep this heading. Grip tightly. It takes effort to hold a course in this wind.”

			Once she was sure Stevie could hold the course, Kaz clipped her tether to the jackline and went forward. Ostensibly, she was checking the self-furler on the foresail. Really, she wanted a couple of minutes alone.

			The self-furler was fine, as she’d known it would be. She retreated to where she would be out of the way of the worst waves should Delilah take a dive through a roller again. She propped her back against the mast and stared out at the slaty sea. An albatross rode the wind currents, but other than that, there was no sign of anything. Kaz stared for a couple more minutes, feeling the deck shudder beneath her. The wind howled through the halyards, clattering them against the mast. She hoped the gale wouldn’t worsen.

			When she had her calm centred within her again, she returned to the cockpit. Stevie was gripping the wheel with white knuckles. She shot Kaz a tight smile. “This is harder than I thought it would be. She keeps wanting to go that way.” Stevie pointed with her chin to starboard.

			“You’re doing well. We’re still on course. But I think it prudent for us to go below. Wind is picking up.” She gestured to the wind speed gauge, which now showed a steady thirty-seven knots.

			Stevie’s eyes looked almost black. “Are we safe?”

			“Yeah.” Kaz injected confidence into her voice. There was no point scaring Stevie to bits. “But we’ll be safer below. Wait while I set the sails.” She reefed the mainsail down even more and set the autopilot. “Go now, while the swell is less.”

			Stevie scuttled to the companionway, tugged the hatch open, and disappeared.

			Kaz took a last three-sixty scan and followed. She shed her wet-weather gear and left it on a hook just inside the hatch.

			She went to the radio and turned it on. It crackled into life, and a disembodied voice came over, giving weather conditions. Kaz jotted a few notes and turned the volume down.

			They would just have to ride out the storm.
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			Stevie’s breathing was so shallow it barely moved her chest. The tiny cabin closed in on her in a claustrophobic nightmare, and the noises reverberating through the hull gave her no reassurance they would even make it out of this. The waves sounded monstrous, and the calm between each roller even worse.

			Boom.

			The noise thundered through the cabin. Stevie put her hand on the bulkhead. A tremor ran through her fingers as the boat shuddered. The mugs and cutlery rattled in the drawer, and a pen rolled to the edge of the chart table. Only the raised edge stopped it from falling on the floor.

			Then there was a lifetime of relative quiet. Stevie counted her heartbeats. She reached fifty-eight before another boom made the boat shudder. Her stomach lurched into her throat, and she swallowed hard against rising nausea. Delilah rolled to one side, and the pen clattered to the floor.

			Stevie looked across at Kaz. She sat at the chart table, fiddling with the radio, which emitted strange crackles but no recognisable words.

			“Are we—” Stevie’s stomach lurched, and for a moment she thought she was going to be sick. She dragged a deep breath. “Are—”

			Delilah yawed hard over, and something heavy moved with a thump in one of the lockers.

			Stevie couldn’t supress her panicked gasp. “Are we going to be okay?” Her words were drowned by another resounding boom that made the hull vibrate. She tried again. “Should I be worried?” She wrapped her arms around her stomach, trying to keep it in place and stop it leaping like a rabbit into her throat.

			Kaz heard her this time. “Not worried. Just cautious.” She threw a smile in Stevie’s direction.

			“It sounds like Delilah is breaking apart.” Stevie clenched her jaw to stop her teeth chattering. She’d like to think it was due to cold, but her forehead was beaded with sweat.

			“She’s not. We’ve been in worse than this.” Kaz swung around to face her. Something in Stevie’s face must have stirred her sympathy because she came over, half falling onto the bench next to Stevie as the next boom sounded. “Hey, it’s okay.” Her hand briefly grasped Stevie’s knee and gave a squeeze.

			“What’s the booming? I keep expecting us to break apart every time. And the moments before…it’s like waiting for a gunshot.”

			“We’re falling off the waves. Delilah is moving faster than the waves are rolling beneath us. So we’re overshooting, we hit air, and fall down. That’s what the silence is; we’re falling, then the noise is when we hit the ocean again.”

			“We’re falling?” Stevie’s voice rose an octave, and she bit her cheek to stop herself from crying out.

			Boom.

			“It’s all right. Delilah can handle it.” Kaz offered her a small smile. “It’s okay to be afraid. I’d rather you were worried than you thought it a great carnival ride. That’s when you do stupid things. You need to be scared at sea sometimes.”

			“I’m not scared.” Stevie pressed her feet into the floor as her stomach lurched again. “I’m fucking terrified.”

			“Hey.” Kaz shuffled closer on the bench. She lifted Stevie’s hand from its death grip on the seat cushion and held it. “Would it help to be distracted or to know what’s going on?”

			“Definitely distraction. I have a mental picture now of us sliding down the face of a wave and it looks like every disaster movie I’ve ever seen.”

			“Okay.”

			A short silence, and Stevie flashed a glance at Kaz. Her forehead was scrunched as she concentrated. Stevie’s glance fell to their linked hands. Kaz’s hand was hard, her grip firm. Stevie focussed on her blunt fingertips, her short nails. It was better than thinking of when the next thump would come.

			Boom.

			Stevie tightened her grip on Kaz’s hand. Somehow, when she thought of sailing, she thought of calm blue seas and sunshine. A light breeze ruffling her hair as she sipped a glass of bubbles on a spacious deck. Not hunched in a dark cabin, listening to the world end outside the porthole—a porthole covered in sea spray and washed more thoroughly than any carwash.

			“I spy with my little eye, something beginning with C.” Kaz squeezed Stevie’s hand.

			“That’s it?” Stevie said incredulously. “That’s the best distraction you can come up with?”

			“Sorry, it seems Netflix is down, and I left my guitar at home.”

			“You play guitar? Cabin. Cat. Coffee.”

			“I can play two tunes very badly. Think of the classic rock riffs everyone learns. And you can’t see the cat. Sinbad will be buried under the sleeping bag on my bunk. He always goes there in bad weather.”

			“I can’t see coffee either. I was just being hopeful. If it’s not cabin, then how about chart?”

			“Chart it is. You’ll have to wait for your coffee. Too dangerous to light the stove in these seas.”

			Boom.

			This time Delilah rolled sideways as she came down. Kaz’s waterproof fell off the hook and slid along the floor.

			Stevie shuddered. Maybe she could will away the panic that had her stomach coiled into a hard ball. She snuck a glance at Kaz. She didn’t appear ruffled. She simply held Stevie’s hand as if it was the most natural thing in the world to be doing. Stevie gripped harder.

			“Your turn,” Kaz prompted.

			“This is crazy. I haven’t played this since I was about five years old on car journeys to Sydney.”

			“You’re distracted, so it’s working. I spy… Go on,” Kaz prompted.

			Stevie blew out a breath. “I spy with my little eye, something beginning with…” Her gaze roamed the cabin. “With T.”

			“Teabag, transom, Teflon, tap, tequila.”

			“You have tequila on board? Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.”

			“Don’t even think about it. I’m not telling you where it is.”

			“I’d probably throw it up anyway.”

			“Was I right? With my guesses?” Kaz’s smile had an impish tilt to it.

			“No. Keep going.”

			“Tonnage, traveller, tow rope, teepee, television.”

			“You made that up!”

			Kaz shrugged. “Only a little. I give up.”

			“Toilet.” Stevie pointed to the chemical toilet half visible through the door.

			“Wrong. The toilet’s called the head on a boat.”

			“This is a stupid game.” Stevie removed her hand from Kaz’s. Her palm tingled where it had touched. It’s the blood circulation coming back. That’s why it’s tingling. No other reason. She laid her head back against the bulkhead and closed her eyes.

			“Then think about what else will distract you. I’m going to look outside.” Kaz stood.

			Stevie’s eyes snapped open. “Be careful.”

			“Honey, I never knew you cared.”

			“I don’t know how to sail this plank if you get washed overboard.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll be safe.” Kaz’s voice was surprisingly gentle.

			Stupid tears pricked behind Stevie’s eyes. If only she was home, curled on the couch in her apartment with a romance novel and a glass of red wine. Instead, she was scared silly and as useless as tits on a bull.

			Boom.

			A gust of cold air blew into the cabin as Kaz opened the hatch. Instantly, the air was damp with moisture. Stevie had time to see Kaz clip her tether to the ring and then she was gone. The hatch closed with a bang behind her.

			If only Sinbad was on her lap. It would be soothing to stroke his fur, feel his rough little tongue on the back of her hand. Maybe she could crawl into Kaz’s bunk and hide under the sleeping bag with him.

			To think people sailed for fun. Once, a few years ago, she’d gone out on her parents’ cruiser to watch the leaders of the Sydney to Hobart race go past. The huge maxi yachts had cut through the water like a scythe though long grass. The race that took place every year immediately after Christmas was a social event to her parents. The Sydney to Hobart yachts often suffered major damage. The race was notoriously dangerous. People had died.

			No. That was not how she had to think. Think, Stevie… What are the symptoms of macular degeneration and the drugs that treat it? But the textbook knowledge eluded her. Her fingers gripped the edge of the seat as she waited for the next shuddering boom. How would Kaz manage out there? What was she seeing? Were there waves like apartment blocks looming over Delilah, about to crush her like matchsticks under the weight of water?

			Oh God, Kaz, come back.

			The hatch crashed open again, and Kaz came down the companionway. She shed her waterproof and ran a hand through her damp hair. “I think it’s easing somewhat. Wind speed’s dropped; the water doesn’t look quite as high.”

			“Should I get the tequila shots ready?”

			“Give it another hour, and I think we’ll be out of the worst of it.” Kaz slipped back onto the bench next to Stevie. “How are you doing?”

			How was she doing? Her heart thumped in her throat, and she focussed on what Kaz had said. They were nearly through. Delilah was still in one piece. And she was still alive. “I’m okay.” She managed a weak smile. “I didn’t expect this.”

			Kaz leant back and crossed her legs at the ankles. “No one ever does. But now you’ve been through it once, it will never be this bad again.”

			“Can I have that in writing?”

			“You’ve done well. I promise, this is easing.”

			“No more I Spy?”

			“Nope. Soon, we’ll be back on deck, checking for damage, getting back on course.”

			“I guess we can wait until the next storm to play Truth or Dare.” Kaz was right. The booming noises were less frequent, Delilah’s progress less erratic. Stevie’s stomach grumbled, and she clutched her middle. “Sorry about the noise.”

			“Don’t be,” Kaz said. “I’m hungry too. I’m also glad you don’t seem to suffer from seasickness. The first time Alana was in a storm like this she was as miserable as a caged puppy. Hated being below deck as it made her sicker. Hated having to throw up in the head because of the smell. Hated everything about it. But when the storm cleared, she was fine.”

			“Does she still come out with you?”

			“Sometimes. When she can get away. She’s a single mother with a toddler, and Delilah isn’t the safest space for kids. Her kid, Summer, is three now, and she’s able to come for the day when the weather’s calm.”

			“But you don’t have any such restrictions, do you?” Stevie said. “No job, no kids. Nothing to stop you doing what you want, when you want.”

			“Your assumptions will bite you in the bum if you’re not careful,” Kaz said. “I haven’t told you about jobs or kids. On the face of it, you’re the one with no money worries and no restrictions.”

			“That’s not true. I’ve already told you about my job.”

			“Yes.” Kaz considered her. “You’re not what I expected a Sterling to be like, that’s for sure.”

			“Now who’s making assumptions?” Curiosity spiked, and she said, “What did you expect?”

			“Someone very high maintenance. A complainer. Someone who wouldn’t make any effort to work.”

			Stevie frowned. “That’s such a stereotype. You think all rich people are just entitled whingers?”

			“To be honest, I didn’t give it any thought. Not until you landed on board.”

			“And that’s what you expected of me?”

			Kaz stretched an arm along the back of the bench. Her fingertips brushed Stevie’s shoulder. “Yeah. I did. Rich, drunken party girl breaks and enters then demands to be taken back to shore. You tell me what you would have assumed.”

			“Fair enough.” Stevie sighed. “I hope you don’t think that now?”

			“No.” Kaz gripped Stevie’s shoulder briefly. “You’re okay.”

			“Thanks. I think.”

			“I’ll think more of you if you want to make a snack to keep us going until dinner.” Kaz’s smile peeped out.

			Stevie laughed. “You and your silver tongue.”

			[image: ]

			“Any news as to the others’ whereabouts?” Kaz asked cautiously. Radio channels weren’t private, and people did sometimes listen in, take the information, and use it to disrupt a protest. Despite what had happened to Dolphin’s Leap, Kaz hoped their exact plans were still unknown, and would remain so until Alana alerted the media.

			“All on course and on schedule except for one,” Alana said. “They’re approximately a day behind due to weather.” Papers rustled over the radio link. “You’re out of the foul weather now. In fact, you’ll have the opposite problem tomorrow with very light winds, less than ten knots and a sou’-westerly.”

			“Great.” Kaz sighed. A sou’-westerly meant they’d have to tack into the wind, which was a lot of work and slow progress.

			“You should be okay. You’re ahead of schedule.”

			“I try to build in extra time. You know that, Al.”

			“Yeah.” A smile in Alana’s voice. “You used to drive me crazy. You’d leave two days early, and then we’d have a good wind and we’d be bobbing around catching fish for three days waiting for events to catch up.”

			“Better that than us trying to catch a fast-moving vessel.”

			“And only you would eat the fish.” Alana paused. “How’s your guest?”

			Kaz glanced over her shoulder although she knew the cabin was empty. Stevie was on deck. “Surprisingly okay. She stood watch last night. She can cook. She’s not afraid to pitch in.”

			“But she still wants to return to land?”

			“Yes, of course. I’ll drop her off somewhere as soon as I can.”

			“I got hold of her sister,” Alana said. “Ash was a bit wary. I congratulated her on her engagement, as Stevie said, and she was a bit better after that. She wants to talk to Stevie, though.”

			Kaz worried her lower lip with her teeth. “I don’t think logistically we can do that.”

			“I told her it might be difficult. I’m not sure she believed me. She asked me to relay a message to her sister. Well, I think it’s more of a test question. You know, to make sure the kidnapper really has got the victim.”

			“You watch too many true crime series.”

			“I’ve got to do something when Summer’s asleep. That is, when I’m not sleeping myself.”

			“Give my favourite child a big kiss from her Auntie Kaz.”

			“I already do. Every night. Now, are you going to get Stevie?”

			“Hold on.” Kaz put the handset down and climbed up a couple of rungs and stuck her head out of the hatch. The sky was a brilliant orange. She was missing the great sunset after the storm. “Stevie? You there?”

			“Yeah.” Stevie’s voice came from the foredeck. “Playing with Sinbad.”

			“Can you come down for a second? Alana has a message from your sister that needs a reply.”
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			Ash! Stevie stood, dislodging Sinbad from her lap. Affronted, he swatted at her with a paw, raising a welt on her wrist. Stevie hissed in pain and glared at the cat before making her way to the cabin.

			Kaz was perched on the seat next to the radio when she appeared. Stevie shot her a quick glance. What had Kaz been saying about her to Alana? And why should it even matter?

			Kaz gestured to the handset, and Stevie picked it up. “Hi.”

			Kaz’s intense gaze didn’t waver. It seemed as if she, too, wanted to hear whatever Stevie had to say.

			“Hello yourself,” Alana said. “Now, this sounds cryptic. Ash wants to know what you did to Cindy-Lou.”

			Stevie snorted laughter. “Tell Ash I drowned her,” she said in a deep, sinister voice. “Slowly. Deliberately. It took a long time. She tried to climb out, but the sides were slick and steep.”

			There was a silence on the line.

			“Are you taking notes?” Stevie asked in her normal voice.

			“I’m not sure if I need to write this down or call triple zero,” Alana said.

			Stevie flicked a glance at Kaz from under her lashes. “Your friend doesn’t seem worried she’s floating around in a matchbox on the ocean with a potential murderer.”

			“Kaz can look after herself. Has she got a winch handle stuck down her pants?”

			Had she? Stevie flashed another glance at Kaz, this time at her waistband. She’d changed at some point and the leggings she wore showed…everything. Her legs, tight and firm, with defined quads and muscular calves. Definitely no winch handle. “Not that I can see.”

			“You’d know if Kaz was worried.” Laughter in Alana’s voice. “So, who was Cindy-Lou?”

			“A doll I was given as a kid. I hated her. She was a present from Mother when I was maybe six. I’d asked for a skateboard. I got Cindy-Lou. Apparently, a skateboard would make me more of a tomboy than I already was. My favourite game with Cindy-Lou was drowning her in the bathroom handbasin.”

			“Poor Cindy-Lou,” Kaz said.

			“Yeah. It wasn’t her fault she wasn’t a skateboard. She got lost after that. I took her out with me one day and, somehow, she never came home. I hope she was found by someone who would love her. If you relay all of that to Ash, she’ll know it’s really me.”

			“Either that or Australia’s next serial killer.”

			“You definitely watch too many true crime shows,” Kaz said.

			“I have to go,” Alana said. “Keep an ear out on the radio tomorrow for other boats. Enjoy your calm sailing. Over and out.”

			The cabin seemed smaller without Alana’s cheery voice. Stevie stood, needing to move around. “I should get back on deck.”

			Kaz nodded. “One of us needs to. The other can do dinner. Your choice.”

			“I’ll cook. What do you want me to use?”

			Kaz gestured to the small locker. “Noodles or rice. Take your pick. You’ll find some chicken and fresh veg in the cooler. We’ll be using dehydrated veggies after this.”

			Preparing food was something Stevie knew. She boiled two sachets of quick-cook rice, with the chicken, then combined it with the veggies in the largest pan she could find to make a quick fried rice. There were three beers at the bottom of the cooler. She looked longingly at the cans, beaded with moisture, but left them alone.

			When the meal was prepared, she divided it between two bowls and took them up on deck.

			The sun had gone, the wind had dropped, and Delilah sailed smoothly. Kaz had hoisted the foresail to catch the available wind. Stevie looked around and smiled to herself. She’d already caught the sailor’s habit of a three-sixty-degree sweep whenever she came on deck. There was a tanker on the starboard horizon, but otherwise all was quiet. Stevie set the bowls on the bench. Delilah yawed slightly to port, and the water curled back in a tight furrow from her bow. Two large seabirds dipped and wheeled in her wake.

			The autopilot was engaged, and Kaz leant back against the transom. The breeze ruffled her short brown hair.

			“Thanks.” Kaz picked up one of the bowls. “You’re a better cook than I am. This smells delicious.”

			Stevie lifted a shoulder. “I hope it is. I found some soy sauce and used that along with your dried ginger.”

			“I would have just boiled the lot. Nothing fancy. This is great.”

			There was a silence as they ate. Once again, Kaz ate fast, and she was finished long before Stevie. The trait of a lone sailor, Stevie supposed, when eating fast was a necessity. She took the empty bowls below and cleaned up, leaving the galley tidy.

			The moon was rising, huge in the east, when she returned. Moonlight trailed a path across the water, glinting silver on the tops of the small waves. Somewhere there was a small splash. The lights of the tanker had disappeared over the horizon, and there seemed to be nothing around them.

			The air was cold, and a dampness hung around. Stevie huddled deeper into Alana’s fleece. Kaz didn’t seem to feel the cold as much. She’d discarded her waterproof and wore a flannel shirt with her leggings. She’d rolled the sleeves up to show tanned forearms.

			Stevie studied those forearms and hands. For a second, the image of those fingers trailing over her body surfaced. A tremor ran over her skin that had nothing to do with the damp air. Wow. Where had that thought come from?

			A heavy exhale sounded long and low, like a heartbroken sigh. It seemed very close. Stevie was on her feet in an instant as she scanned the deck for who it could be. What it could be.

			Kaz too was on her feet, but when Stevie sought her face, Kaz was smiling. “Humpback whales.” She pointed.

			Stevie’s gaze followed her pointing finger, and she caught a glimpse of upraised tail flukes. White patches shone bright in the moonlight as the whale dived, the flukes standing upright before sliding soundlessly beneath the water. A glassy smooth circle in the water spread out from that point.

			A curving back broke the water twenty or so metres away. The whale’s blow was loud in the night, and spray rose in a spout to patter down on the ocean. In a few seconds, the whale’s back curved in a graceful arch and it was gone, diving back underwater.

			Moisture filled Stevie’s eyes. The night, the majestic creatures, the moonlight on the water. She smiled out to sea, her heart so full of the perfection of the moment there was no room for anything else.

			Kaz came to stand beside her. “I’ll never take this for granted.” Her voice was awed, hushed, but Stevie heard every word as clear as a crystal teardrop. “Anytime someone says to me I’m wasting my time on protests, wasting my money on donations, wasting my breath in arguing for conservation, I think of moments like this, and I remember again why I do it.”

			Stevie couldn’t reply. Kaz’s words settled in her mind. No wonder Kaz wouldn’t jeopardise the protest by returning her to shore. She got it. More than got it; she understood. The graceful arch of the humpback whale’s back was imprinted in her memory. She sighed, quietly.

			The leading whale broke water again only a few metres away from Delilah. It turned on its side and raised its flipper to the sky, water droplets pattering onto the ocean. Stevie’s vision was filled by the huge wedge head, the long jaw with barnacles clinging to the metal-grey skin. A single eye stared right at her, unblinking.

			Her lips parted on a soundless sigh, and she blinked fiercely as tears blurred her vision. “Travel safe.” She wasn’t aware she’d whispered the words aloud until Kaz moved closer and her fingers curled around Stevie’s palm.

			She couldn’t have broken the connection. Either connection. The whale’s eye was dark, so very human-like. Kaz’s fingers were warm, strong, grounding her on the boat. A tiny boat, bobbing in a vast sea, a universe of stars overhead.

			The whale dived again, and its glassy footprint spread out over the water.

			Stevie had to remember to breathe. Her breath was trapped in her chest as the whale disappeared. Where had it gone?

			“It’s under the boat. Look to port.” Kaz’s voice rumbled through her, so quietly Stevie felt the echo of the words rather than heard them.

			Her heartbeat counted the moments as she waited for the whale to surface. When it did a few metres on the other side of Delilah, a short, sharp blow parted the quietness. And another. The second whale surfaced, the two curved backs arching in unison.

			Stevie threaded her fingers with Kaz’s, the touch of their hands linking them in a way that seemed as united as the whales’ movements. Had she moved closer to Kaz, or had Kaz shifted closer to her? Their shoulders bumped. Kaz freed her fingers and slid her arm around Stevie’s waist. Now they pressed together, shoulders, ribs, hips, and thighs.

			The whales had gone. Disappeared under into the ocean. One part of Stevie’s mind mourned their absence, but a bigger, more immediate part, was cataloguing the touch of Kaz’s body against her own and how it made her feel. She stared at the whale footprint on the ocean: glassy, calm, smooth—everything her life wasn’t right now. Especially with Kaz’s arm loosely slung around Stevie’s waist and her side pressing into Stevie’s with every breath she took.

			Really, with all the drama in her life at the moment, she didn’t need this as well.

			One more breath, and the smooth circle on the ocean dissipated.

			Stevie moved away. It took two more breaths before she felt able to speak. “That was magical.” Another inhale. Her voice was normal. Kaz would put any tremor in it down to the emotion of seeing the whales.

			Kaz turned to face her. “I’ve seen them often. Every time, they make my heart sing.”

			Stevie tracked the path the whales were taking. Far out, she saw a blow, then another. The whales were moving fast.

			“Do you want to take the first and third watch?” Kaz yawned. At Stevie’s nod, she said, “I’ll go below, then. Wake me at eleven.”

			Stevie nodded again. “Thank you, Kaz.” She wasn’t sure exactly what she was thanking Kaz for—the whales had hardly appeared at her command—but it felt right to do so. Thank you for sharing the moment with me. Thank you for your company. Thank you for the touch of your arm, the pulse of your heartbeat. She turned away, ostensibly to scan the horizon, but really so she didn’t have to see Kaz leave to go below.
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			The third watch—01:00 hours to 03:00 hours—dragged long and lonely. Stevie’s eyes scratched with tiredness despite the two hours of unbroken sleep she’d had earlier. Luckily, the night was calm. Kaz had shown her how to tack—turn the bow through the wind so the sails caught the wind again and kept them moving in the right direction. It was a scramble to do so by herself. Delilah was set up for solo sailing, but that was for the experienced Kaz. Stevie’s attempt had been awkward and a bit uncontrolled, but she’d managed it without waking Kaz to help.

			She thought back to her first night shift on nursing placement. She’d managed to change a urinary catheter by herself. Stevie grinned into the darkness. Totally different tasks. Same feeling of accomplishment.

			She scanned the horizon again, then focussed on a container ship that appeared to be bound for the mainland. She’d been watching it for the past thirty minutes. It reminded her of the block of housing commission flats at the end of the street where she’d lived in Melbourne. The ship was moving steadily and fast. It seemed as if it easily would pass in front of Delilah.

			Stevie sat on the bench, her gaze following the curl of water from Delilah’s bow. It was hypnotic. The rolling dark water, breaking in a lazy curl along the side. There was enough moonlight to shine a path along the water. Stevie stared at the silver waves, her mind emptying of everything except the roll of water, the rhythmic whisper of it against Delilah’s hull.

			Her head jerked, and for a second she was disoriented. Her neck ached, and as her mind snapped back into gear, she leapt to her feet. She’d fallen asleep. Hopefully, only for a moment; hopefully, the head-jerk had been as she’d nodded off. It was nearly three in the morning, after all. The time of night she’d always found most difficult on night shift. She’d always made sure to do a ward round at that time, or just simply wander up and down to keep herself alert.

			Not really possible on an eleven-metre yacht.

			She started to scan a three-sixty. Oh shit. The tanker she’d seen earlier was closer. Much closer. Near enough to see its dark-red sides, to read its name: Calliope. It must have changed course while she slept. What should she do? The container ship bore down on her. The thrum of its engines rumbled loudly across the ocean.

			Wake Kaz. Stevie almost tripped over her feet as she lunged for the hatch. She wrenched it open and screamed into the dark cabin. “Kaz! Kaz! Wake up!”

			A thump from down below and Kaz’s tousled head appeared in the companionway. “What is it?”

			“Ship.”

			Kaz stuck her head out of the hatch, took a quick look, then disappeared below. Stevie heard her voice almost immediately. “Container ship Calliope, this is the yacht Delilah. We’re on your port side, do you see us on your radar? Over.” Then to Stevie, she said, “Get down here, now.”

			Stevie scrambled to obey. Her hands shook as she took the handset from Kaz.

			“Repeat what I just said every minute. Make sure to lift the button between times so you’ll hear if there’s a response. Got that?”

			Stevie nodded.

			Kaz grabbed her life jacket and harness and put them on over her T-shirt. Leaving her lower half clad only in a pair of cotton shorts, and with bare feet, she disappeared. Stevie heard the winch grinding, the thump as the boom swung to the other side, putting them on a different tack.

			She repeated the message to the ship. The only response was crackle. Had Kaz managed to turn them away? Her palms were damp, and her thumb slipped off the radio button as she attempted to broadcast again.

			Delilah yawed wildly from side to side and the rumble of Calliope’s engines grew louder. Maybe now would be a good time to start believing in a god. Stevie stifled a hysterical giggle and broadcast her message once more. What good would it do if the ship responded now? They must be close, so very close. The engines sounded all around her. What would happen when the ship passed? Would they be sucked under in its wake? Or would the wash hit them broadside and they’d capsize? Panic roiled under her skin, her heart beating so fast it pounded behind her eyes in an instant headache.

			And then Delilah rolled so hard Stevie dropped the handset and gripped the edge of the table. Her foot, braced against the opposite bench, was the only thing stopping her from going flying. Delilah rocked back upright. Kaz. Was she okay? If the roll had been this bad below deck, it must have been far worse above. Stevie went up the ladder. Where was Kaz?

			Her panicked gaze flew around the boat. Thank God. Kaz was on one side, feet braced against the cabin. She was winching hard, her forearm muscles standing out in relief.

			Calliope was ahead of them, its propellers churning the ocean in its wake. The wash caught Delilah again, and she flailed from side to side. Thank God it wasn’t as bad as the last time.

			Kaz ignored Stevie, intent on her task. Delilah was now at right angles to the wash, but with enough wind in her sails to keep the forward momentum. Stevie gripped the hatch. Kaz was okay. Delilah was still upright. Her legs went instantly weak, and she sat down hard on the bench.

			Kaz returned to the cockpit. For a minute or so, she didn’t speak, simply trimmed the sails and adjusted the course to steer Delilah across the wake and out to calmer water.

			She looked across at Stevie. Her face was stony, but her words were calm. “Next time, wake me sooner, okay? That was very nearly a disaster.”

			“I’m sorry.” What else could she say? Nothing excused her. “I think I nodded off. When I woke, the ship was so very close.”

			Kaz’s lips compressed. “That’s why we take short watches. So we’re not overtired.”

			“I know.” Acid rose in her throat. If Kaz would only shout at her, it might make this easier to take. This cold, emotionless reaction was harder to bear. “I’m sorry.”

			“We were lucky. Another couple of minutes, and I couldn’t have tacked in time. We would have come too close.”

			“I’m terribly sorry.” She couldn’t stop apologising, but there were no words to atone for the enormity of her mistake. “I realise how bad that could have been. I was scared shitless.” The final words came out in a whisper, and Stevie twisted her hands together in her lap.

			Kaz slid along the bench towards her.

			“It’s okay.” The words were soft, but the arm Kaz slid around her shoulder was firm. “Nothing happened.” She pulled Stevie towards her, so Stevie’s head rested on Kaz’s shoulder.

			Stevie buried her face in the warm weave of Kaz’s T-shirt. “I was below deck, calling and calling into the radio. That bloody ship never responded. Did they not hear us, or was it better not to respond in case they did hit us?”

			“Probably the former. In the middle of the night, there’s generally only one on watch for the radio. If they stepped out for a second…”

			“I was so scared.” Stevie whispered the words again. “Not knowing what was happening on deck was the worst. Not knowing how close the ship was. What you were doing. Whether you were all right.”

			“I was fine. I’ve had closer calls than that. Calliope was never in danger of hitting us. It was their wake that was dangerous this time.”

			Stevie let the words sink in. Then she said, “Closer calls?”

			“Yes.” The word was clipped. “Stevie, we’re okay. Don’t think about it now.”

			“I have to think about it. Please, can you put me to shore? If that’s what you do, deliberately, when you protest, I don’t think I could take it.”

			“Look at me.” Kaz’s words were soft, but the fingers she used to tip Stevie’s chin up so she could look her in the face were assured. “I will never knowingly put myself, my crew, or Sinbad in a situation I don’t think I can handle.” She held Stevie’s gaze. “But I won’t lie to you. Sometimes it’s an uneasy truce out here. Yes, it can be dangerous, but I believe it’s a manageable danger. I’ve already told you I can’t take you to shore, but I will as soon as I can after the protest is over. I promise.”

			“Will I have to be on the radio next time?”

			“No. There’s no need for that. It will be daylight. The ship will already be on the alert that we’re there. You can be on deck. I hope that’s easier for you.”

			“I hope so too. I feel such a wuss.”

			“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Alana was the same. She hated being below deck.” Kaz’s fingers released Stevie’s chin, and her hand settled on Stevie’s shoulder. She gave a brief squeeze.

			When Kaz let go, Stevie felt the loss of the touch keenly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“Why did you choose to be an aged care nurse?” Kaz set down her mug of coffee.

			It was later the same day. After the close call with the tanker, Stevie had gone below, curled up on her bunk, and passed out like a light. Her gentle snores had wafted up to Kaz from time to time. Kaz had let her sleep for a couple of hours and then had woken her with a mug of coffee.

			The storm had passed, leaving a whitewashed sky, with the sunlight sparkling so fiercely on the sea it hurt Kaz’s eyes. She’d found her darkest sunglasses and a spare pair for Stevie.

			Stevie intrigued her. Her initial impression had been so far out as to be totally laughable. Stevie was no superficial good-time girl. Her determination to return in time to start her job—a challenging career choice that was both physically and mentally taxing—showed that. Alana seemed to like her. Even Sinbad was won around. The black cat was now curled on Stevie’s lap, purring.

			“Why did I choose nursing? Or aged care nursing specifically?” Stevie stroked Sinbad between his pointy ears, and the cat purred harder.

			“Either. Both.”

			“Is it a cliché to say I’ve always wanted to help people?” Stevie turned towards Kaz, her eyes hidden by the sunglasses.

			“It is a bit.”

			“Nurses have the best parties.”

			“That is undeniable. But you don’t need to be a nurse to get an invite. I’ve been to a few hospital parties in my time.” She paused. “And you can’t convince me you’re just a party girl. Not anymore.”

			Stevie’s grin flashed. “Why are you asking?”

			“Why aren’t you answering?” It had been a casual question initially, simply making conversation to pass the time, but Stevie’s evasion now piqued her curiosity harder.

			Stevie shrugged. “Do you want the throw-away answer or the long one?”

			“The truthful one.”

			“Why? Do you think I’m holding out on you in some way? Maybe I’m a spy for an oil company.”

			“I don’t think that for one moment. We’ve only got each other to talk to. I’m making conversation.”

			“She’s leaving you out of this, Sinbad.” Stevie addressed the cat. “Why aren’t you telling her about your nocturnal adventures with a coven of mermaids? How they led you along the moonglade, then took you down to their briny home and fed you jellied sea urchins and the most delectable oysters that were as perfect as a string of pearls?”

			“He’s already told me that story,” Kaz said, deadpan. “And I didn’t believe him last time. Sinbad’s a liar. Always telling me I forgot to feed him.”

			Stevie laughed. “Poor Sinbad. Do you ever forget?”

			“Sometimes. He generally reminds me before too much time has passed.” Kaz picked up a line and recoiled it, simply to keep her hands occupied. “I’m curious about you. Most people like talking about themselves, but you keep changing the subject.”

			“Not everyone likes talking about themselves.” Stevie shrugged.

			The day was warm, and she wore one of Alana’s T-shirts. It was slightly big in the neck, and it revealed the swoop of Stevie’s collarbones, the hollows, the soft-looking skin over bone.

			“True. But I’d like to know. If it’s private, you don’t need to answer me.”

			“It’s not very interesting. You know of my family. There’s just Mother, Father, me, and Ash. Father runs the actual money-making part of the business—with a lot of help and advice from his executive, of course, but he holds the reins pretty tightly. Mother has control of Sterling Saves. She runs balls and events, race days and the likes, and the proceeds go to charity.”

			“That’s admirable.” Kaz didn’t move her gaze from Stevie. She stared at her bent head, the pixie cut ruffled by the breeze.

			“It’s tax deductible. Just like the five bucks you probably put in a tin for the Royal Flying Doctor Service.” Stevie took a deep breath. “As the eldest child, I was expected to go into the family business in some way. I said early on I didn’t want to. Certainly not the business side. I know nothing about investments and manufacturing, which is where most of the money is made. So my parents said I was to take over Sterling Saves. Mother wanted to do less. Less, that is, of the actual work. She still had every intention of attending the balls and race days. Of dressing up in an expensive frock and being seen by people who matter.”

			There was no bitterness or envy in Stevie’s voice. Her voice was flat and unemotional.

			“At first, I went along with it because I felt I had no choice. I had to do something with my life, and compared to some of my friends, I knew I was lucky. No money worries. But the more I learnt about Sterling Saves, the less it seemed to actually help the people it was supposed to. It was a hands-off sort of giving. Like giving a dollar to someone on the street, but not actually looking at them, not really seeing them. Just going through the motions.”

			There was a bleakness in Stevie’s voice that caught Kaz in the solar plexus. Her mouth twisted. Was Stevie playing the poor little rich girl card? No. Kaz rejected that. There was an underlying hum of emotion in Stevie’s voice she couldn’t hide, although she was obviously trying. Sincerity underpinned her every word. Stevie truly believed what she was saying, and there wasn’t a shred of self-congratulation in her words.

			“I told my parents I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to do something that mattered. Father said, ‘Like what?’ He suggested if I didn’t want to work—as if his choice was the only option—that I get married and have babies.”

			“Are you out to your parents?”

			“Yes. Since I was fourteen. Back then, there wasn’t same-sex marriage in Australia. So Father’s suggestion of a heterosexual marriage was just another way that showed they didn’t listen to me. He made it very clear while he tolerated my being a lesbian, he never truly accepted it. To him, I was just playing around with girlfriends until Prince Charming came along.” Stevie slanted a glance at Kaz. “Are you out to your folks?”

			“I was, yes. But they’re dead now. Cancer took them both, one after the other in the space of a year.”

			“I’m sorry.” Stevie reached a hand over the space between them and briefly squeezed Kaz’s fingers. “I’m whinging about my parents and you don’t have yours around anymore.”

			It was the quickest of gestures, a simple squeeze and release, but the warmth from Stevie’s hand seemed to radiate into Kaz’s body.

			“It was a few years ago now. The grief has passed. It always does. But they had no problem with my sexuality. My first girlfriend would stay over. They defended me to their less tolerant friends.”

			“Lucky you. The only time I brought a girlfriend home, they kept introducing her to people as ‘Stephanie’s friend’.” Stevie picked Sinbad up and stood abruptly. Sinbad freed himself and jumped down to the seat in a graceful motion. He shook himself in an affronted manner then leapt onto the cabin roof, where he crouched, eyeing them.

			Stevie took a careful look around the horizon. “When I got accepted into the nursing program at Melbourne Uni, Father told me I wouldn’t finish the first semester.” Stevie sat again. Sinbad glared at her from the cabin roof, and she held out a hand to coax him back. “I thought that was his way of goading me to finish, but I was so bloody wrong. He really believed I wouldn’t finish, and to him, the sooner I dropped out, the sooner I’d see sense.”

			“What about your mother?”

			“I don’t think she cared. I’d come home—the usual, you know: birthdays, Christmas—and she’d ask if I was still learning to be a nurse. Like she didn’t know—or care. I’d tell her my exam results, and she’d look over at me and say, ‘That’s nice, dear.’ And change the subject.” Stevie leant back against the rail. “I picked aged care nursing because nurses are really needed in that field. Many people want the glamorous jobs: the operating theatre, paediatrics, ICU. Although there’s just as much blood and bile and shit in those places. I like being with older people. And sometimes, they have nobody.” Stevie pleated the edge of her T-shirt. “The party I went to the night I fell asleep on Delilah?”

			Kaz nodded. “Mmm.” Now that Stevie had started talking, it seemed the words wouldn’t be stopped. Her expression was hidden behind the sunglasses, but Kaz guessed her eyes would be as bleak as her words.

			“I’d told my parents I’d passed my final exams, and I was now a registered nurse. Mother said she’d organise a close family gathering on the boat to celebrate.” Stevie looked down at her fingers, worrying the material. “Except it wasn’t. It was the usual get-together of important people in Wallanbindi. My results weren’t mentioned. And then Ash got engaged to Zach, which was unexpected, but Mother jumped on it.” She looked up again.

			Kaz sat as still as stone, not wanting to interrupt the story.

			“Ash and Zach had no intention of announcing the engagement then—Mother had simply overheard and the announcement was made. She hadn’t even asked Ash first! My father gave a touching speech about Ash fulfilling her destiny. My nursing degree wasn’t mentioned.” She gave a small shrug. “My parents are my parents. I can’t change them, but I’m trying to see if they’ll at least meet me halfway.”

			“I think I’d have hit the booze as well if that had happened to me.” Indifference could be as cutting as harsh words—Stevie’s parents seemed masters at that. For a moment, she wondered why Stevie had taken a job in Wallanbindi. Many people, given the choice, would run far, far away to escape such parents. Stevie seemed to be meeting them more than halfway. She must hold out some real hope they would come around. Kaz bit back the words she wanted to say—abrasive ones about parental neglect—and said instead, “I’m sorry you had to cope with them. No wonder you went to Melbourne for your training.”

			“Don’t feel sorry for me. My parents couldn’t change who I was, what I wanted to do with my life.”

			“They could have supported your choice. Certainly, they could have recognised your achievement.”

			“To them, it’s not much of an achievement. Nursing is something other people’s children do.” There was a flatness in Stevie’s voice as if saying the words was one thing; accepting them for truth was another.

			Sinbad leapt down from the cabin roof. He stalked across Kaz’s lap to Stevie and rubbed his head on the back of her hand.

			“Did they think nursing was beneath you?” Kaz asked.

			“I don’t know. Mother, at least, thinks if you don’t have to do something unpleasant, then why would you? Why would I wipe old people’s bottoms when I could be wearing designer clothes and eating gourmet meals—and all in the name of charity? To her, fundraising is more important than nursing.” She gave a small smile. “I disagree, of course.”

			“I’m with you on that.” Kaz smiled. “But at least they’re trying to benefit others. At least they have a charity arm of the business, even if it doesn’t do nearly as much as it could. There are many, many rich people who don’t do anything at all.”

			“That’s true. I hadn’t expected you to see that.”

			“What about Ash?” Kaz shifted closer, and her fingers descended to pet Sinbad too. The cat settled on the bench between them.

			“What about her?”

			“Does she support you?”

			“Oh yes. When I refused to follow in the family business, she stepped up willingly. Said it was what she wanted anyway. Zach is a good bloke.” Stevie smiled towards where the sea met the sky. “I think they’ll be happy together.”

			“Alana said Ash was concerned about you.”

			“We’ve always looked out for each other.”

			“I have a brother.” Kaz’s fingers circled one of Sinbad’s ears. “We’re not really close. He does his thing, I do mine. We get on fine when we get together, but neither of us go out of our way to make that happen.”

			“Does he live close?”

			“New Zealand. I sailed over once. It had been a long, rough trip and I was by myself. So I arrived into Auckland tired, dirty, and rather smelly. I hadn’t had a shower for seven days. Garth picked me up and took me home, I had a shower, fell into bed, and slept for two days straight. I heard later from his wife he thought me very rude for turning up in such a state.” She shrugged. “He got over it. And that reminds me.” Kaz flashed Stevie a smile. “If you want a shower, now’s the best chance. Calm weather, not too cold.”

			“I haven’t seen a shower.”

			The wrinkle in Stevie’s brow came out as she thought, just as it had when she was learning to use the radio. It was rather cute.

			“It’s a camping one. I fill it with water, string it from the mast, and strip off. We’ll have to go easy on the water, but there should be enough for a quick wash-off. You can heat some water in the kettle if you want, but I don’t normally bother.”

			Stevie straightened, and her posture glowed with enthusiasm. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day. I’ve been trying not to think about a wash.” She picked at Alana’s T-shirt. “I’ve hardly done anything strenuous to work up a sweat, but I still feel dirty.”

			Kaz picked up her empty coffee mug and went below. She returned a couple of minutes later with the bulging solar shower. She hung it on the mast. “This is cold water. You turn it on here. There’s some ocean-safe soap below. I’ll get it for you. I’ll grab more of Alana’s clothes for you too.”

			“Where will you be?”

			Was that worry in Stevie’s voice? There often was little room for modesty on a cramped boat, and nakedness—her own or others—didn’t bother Kaz. A tingle shivered across her skin at the thought of Stevie naked, and she shook her head to dislodge the picture. Oh, good grief, Karin Malone. Get over yourself. She won’t want you looking at her. “I’ll be below.”

			Down in the cabin, Kaz pressed cold hands to her heated cheeks. She was an idiot, and she’d probably made Stevie uncomfortable. She shook her head, willing away the picture of her hands moving in slow circles over Stevie’s naked back. She supposed it was proximity. Two people alone together on a small boat. Either they would become close, or they would hate each other’s guts. At least it wasn’t the latter.

			The past couple of days had shown her a different side to Stevie. A kind and considerate side, very different to the party girl reeking of stale booze who’d staggered up on deck the first day.

			What would have happened if, say, they’d met in a pub? Maybe one of the waterfront bars along the coast, one of the craft beer halls. Would Kaz have noticed Stevie then? Would she have sat next to Stevie and started a conversation? What would Stevie have done? Maybe they’d have shared a tasting paddle of beers; maybe they’d have left together, and a kiss would have been offered and accepted in a dark car park, before they drove home. Maybe to Stevie’s apartment above the shop.

			Kaz shook her head again to clear the images. Daydreaming wouldn’t help. And Stevie was expecting her to return any moment with soap and clothes. She grabbed what was needed and ascended the ladder noisily in case Stevie was already stripping off.

			“Here.” Kaz set down the pile of clothes and a bar of soap in a dish. A quick-drying towel landed on top. “That should be all you need.”

			“I’ll be fine. Thanks.”

			“No worries.” Kaz went below again. This was ridiculous. She was being an idiot. She’d never had any trouble before keeping her thoughts from what her crew might look like underneath their clothes. Well, except for Alana, but then she knew very well how Alana looked naked. She’d had other women on board—attractive women, other lesbians, even a straight woman who wanted to lose her lesbian virginity with Kaz—and she’d never sat dithering below while they showered on deck. She’d gone about the yacht’s routine, ignoring the naked flesh by the mast. She’d deflected comments about soaping backs, ignored the teasing and subtle—or not—come-ons. She’d even managed to sidestep one woman who did a naked yoga routine in the cockpit every morning. Her name was Prudence, if Kaz remembered correctly. She was not well named.

			But Stevie… Kaz sat abruptly on the bench and twisted her hands together. She was almost impossible to shift from her mind. Kaz glanced up at the ceiling. Stevie was above. Was she already naked, shivering in the unheated water? Or had she chickened out due to cold? Maybe she’d taken to it as she had to everything else on Delilah and she was revelling in the crisp air on her skin, the tingle of cold water, of being sky-clad on the ocean.

			Kaz chewed a thumb nail. She would take her shower when Stevie had finished. How would Stevie react to her?
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			Swiftly, Stevie stripped off her clothes, wrinkling her nose at their rather stale odour. This shower, however cold, however brief, would be heaven. A few seconds later, she reconsidered that thought. Cold water splashed over her skin, popping goose bumps. She wet her body, then soaped herself quickly. The unscented soap gave few suds, but she started to feel clean. She soaped her hair and face and then, ducking under the trickle of water, managed to rinse herself clean.

			Less than five minutes from the start, she was warm and cosy, dressed in some of Alana’s clean clothes—another T-shirt and a pair of cotton pants. Her hair stuck up in spikes, and her face felt dry and stretched from the days at sea. Maybe Kaz had some moisturiser, or was that something she didn’t bother with?

			She rested the soap on the deck, bundled up her dirty clothes and towel and went below.

			Kaz was studying the chart. She looked up as Stevie came up. “Feel better?”

			“Much.” Her skin still smarted from the cold water. Her nipples were erect too, tingling in Alana’s T-shirt. Stevie crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t suppose you have any moisturiser?”

			Kaz pushed away from the chart table and rummaged in a locker. “Here.” She threw a small tube over to Stevie.

			“Thanks.” She stroked it on her face, and instantly her skin felt more supple.

			“My turn.” Kaz turned and picked up her clean clothes.

			Stevie stowed her dirty clothes in a plastic bag and pushed them to the front of her bunk. She’d take them home with her, wash them, and return them later.

			She sat on the bench. Kaz would be stripping off now, shivering in the breeze. Her body would be firm, her skin tanned on her arms and legs from time in the outdoors. Her breasts looked nothing special when she wore clothes, but Stevie would bet they would be beautiful naked. Small, obviously. Firm, absolutely. A smooth upper curve, a palm-shaped swell beneath.

			She had to stop thinking of her companion like this. The enforced proximity was obviously playing tricks on her. Stevie leapt to her feet and went over to the chart. Where were they? The chart was double-dutch to her. Without the reference points of shore, she had no idea.

			A string of curses came down from on deck, followed by a yell of, “Stevie! Can you bring me my towel? I must have left it down there.”

			The blue towel was thrown on the bench. Stevie picked it up. She should just walk nonchalantly up on deck, drop the towel near Kaz, keep her eyes front and centre, and go below again.

			She should do a lot of things.

			She went up on deck. Kaz stood by the mast. Her short hair was slicked back from her face, throwing her cheekbones into fine relief. She turned away as Stevie approached, and the light fell on the curve of her spine, the flat, muscular buttocks.

			Oh God. Kaz was, quite simply, gorgeous. Eyes front! Ha. There was no chance of that. Her gaze roamed over Kaz’s body, from the tanned shoulders, down to where she could see a hint of breast, the line of her ribs, hip, and thigh.

			“Towel, please. I’m freezing.”

			Busted. Heat seared Stevie’s cheeks. “Sorry. I got caught up in a line.”

			“Right.”

			When she met Kaz’s eyes, they were amused.

			Stevie handed over the towel and turned away, heading back to the safety of below deck.

			The clothes locker was open, Kaz’s clothes jumbled inside. Stevie went over to close the locker. She pushed the pile of undies to one side so the door would latch. The undies caught on something, and Stevie tugged. A purple vibrator came free and fell to the bunk with a clatter. Could this really get any more uncomfortable? She picked up the vibrator and stuffed it back in the locker, trying not to think of Kaz plying it over her sex. Did she have it turned up full for a quick and dirty orgasm, or did she toy with herself, a tickle and a tingle, the long, slow build to a big release?

			Swiftly, she went back on deck. Kaz was partially dressed in a T-shirt and a pair of knickers. Stevie didn’t know whether to be relieved or sorry.

			“There’s a bucket in the locker under the starboard bench,” Kaz said. “Can you fill it with seawater so I can sluice the soapy water from the deck?”

			Stevie did as she was asked and watched as Kaz cleaned the deck. She had strong legs. She must exercise in ways other than being on a boat. The yacht seemed to be good for upper body strength—all that winching and grinding —but lower body, not so much.

			Stevie had to stop looking. Fantasising, more like. “Would you like a mug of coffee?”

			“That would be good. Thanks.”

			When the coffee was made, she sat opposite Kaz in the cockpit. Kaz now wore loose cotton pants, similar to the ones Stevie had on. The late-afternoon sun slanted across the waves, and the air was cooling fast. There was a light mist on the water. Lights off the port bow showed the position of two container ships some distance away.

			“Tomorrow, we’ll intercept Li Jing.” Kaz sipped from her mug. “Alana will alert the news media, but as we’ll be one of the first boats on the scene, I doubt we’ll make the news. Which is fine. I’m not doing this to be on TV. Tomorrow, we’ll be in radio contact with Third Strike and Merrylegs. They’re boats from Melbourne. Merrylegs is a power boat, so it’s able to do the best work at slowing down the ship. It can keep pace with it too.”

			“What do we do?”

			“I’ve got banners that tie on to the railings. Protest flag from the mast. A megaphone, although they can seldom hear us. But seeing an angry person with a megaphone lets them know people aren’t happy, even if they can’t hear the words. And if there’s a media chopper, it’s good footage. A previous time, I had the megaphone, and Channel 5 were circling overhead. I knew no one could hear what I was saying, so I recited Edward Lear limericks as loud as I could, complete with fierce gestures. ‘There was an old lady of Chertsey…’”

			“If I have to do that, it will be The Man from Snowy River. All thirteen stanzas.”

			“You didn’t strike me as a Banjo Paterson kind of woman.”

			Stevie leant back. “I love the brutal honesty of Banjo. Bush poetry for the ordinary person. I had to learn The Man from Snowy River at school. All those stanzas about jackaroos on horses chasing the wild brumbies. It’s a bit blokey, but there’s something so real about it, for the time that it was.”

			“It wouldn’t fly now. They’re trying to get the wild brumbies out of the Victorian high country. They do a lot of damage with their hooves.”

			“I know. And while I appreciate that, I can’t help feeling a bit sad about it.” Stevie grinned across the cockpit. “Want a rendition of the poem? I’ll do the shortened version.”

			“I didn’t know there was another one.”

			“Watch and listen.” Stevie stood, put one hand on her heart, the other spread wide in a theatrical gesture. “There was movement at the station for the word had got around, that the colt from Old Regret had died. The end.” She sat again.

			“That’s it?” Kaz laughed. “Good one. I think I prefer the original, though.”

			“Do you look forward to these protests?” Stevie asked. “Or is it just a means to an end?”

			“Mainly the latter. But it can be exhilarating. Sailing close enough to hinder a ship, but not so tight I end up at the bottom of the ocean.”

			“I wish you hadn’t put it quite like that.”

			“It’ll be all right. Who knows? Maybe you’ll get the protest bug. You can come out again with me if you do.”

			“Let me think about that.” Stevie hesitated. This accord they had between them was a good thing. Almost a friendship. She didn’t want to disturb it, but she still needed to know. “So tomorrow evening, you’ll be able to take me to shore?”

			“I hope so. But I can’t give you any guarantees. I said when I first found you on board it could be up to ten days. It’s unlikely, but it’s a possibility.”

			“But if the protest is over tomorrow, then what’s stopping you? You said you can’t keep up with the ship for long, so when we fall behind, surely we can head for shore then? Would we be there by tomorrow night?”

			“No. We’re several hours out to sea. Even if we head for land tomorrow afternoon, it will still take us several hours. Thursday, the middle of the day, would be my best guess.”

			Her heart sank. Even Kaz’s best estimate was too late for her job. Thursday lunchtime, Kaz had said. Stevie’s job started on Thursday at seven a.m. “Even if we head in tomorrow? What do you mean by that?”

			“If the wind is against us, if the ship decides to head into port at Melbourne. It will have to slow down once it’s through Port Phillip Heads, so we can keep up and put in a concerted protest. If any of the other boats get into trouble. Any of those things will keep us at sea for longer. I did tell you it could be up to ten days.” Kaz’s tone was gentle, as if she didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news.

			“I’m an optimist. I’ll keep believing you’ll drop me off somewhere where I can make it back to Wallanbindi, even if I have to hitchhike. Then maybe I’ll be only a day late.” Stevie managed a tremulous smile. Kaz hadn’t lied to her, but despite everything, she’d hoped she might squeak in ahead of her start date. “What about that power boat you mentioned? Maybe I could transfer across to that and get back sooner?”

			“That will be out a lot longer than me. They normally carry fuel to take them as far as possible.”

			“Do none of these people have jobs?” Stevie frowned. “Do you have a job? You’ve never said.”

			“I work for myself. I’m an app developer. So I work when and where I want to. Plus I live really simply. I don’t need much.”

			“Maybe we’ll bump into each other in Wallanbindi.” Stevie looked down at her lap. “If I ever make it off Delilah, then I’d like that.”

			“Me too.” Kaz’s answering smile nearly made up for the worry about Stevie’s job.

			“I’ll need Alana to call Ash again. I’d hoped I might make my start date, but now, Ash will have to call my employer and let them know I won’t make it.”

			“Alana will do that. What should Ash say?”

			Stevie bit her lip. “I won’t outright lie, but the truth probably won’t make me popular. She can say there’s been a family emergency. That’s close enough to the truth and hopefully will stop any further questions.” Hopefully, when she did return to Wallanbindi, she would still have a job waiting for her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			The dawn watch was Kaz’s favourite time of day. The sea shone like glass, an impossible shade of royal blue. Delilah moved steadily through the water, a curl of white along her bow. Lured out by the warm night, Sinbad slept in a coil of line. Kaz’s brain screamed for coffee, but she didn’t want to disturb Stevie just yet. She’d had less than an hour’s sleep since her last watch.

			Stevie. A warm glow pulsed in Kaz’s nether regions at the thought of her. She was such a mix of anxiety and practicality. But she was doing pretty well for a newbie sailor. She learnt fast too. If she wanted to keep sailing, she’d be a great addition to any crew.

			And Kaz had caught Stevie checking her out. She’d handed over the towel and turned away, but the heat in Stevie’s gaze could have ignited Delilah’s aging timbers. And since then, there had been little glances Stevie hadn’t troubled to hide.

			Kaz had been around enough to know when a woman desired her. And Stevie did. It would be good to explore that one day, if she got the chance. Here and now wasn’t the time, though. Not with the protest about to start. Not with Stevie gunning to get to shore at the first opportunity. But they both lived in Wallanbindi. Who knew what would happen if they stayed in contact?

			The radio crackled with her call sign. That would probably have woken Stevie, and if Stevie was awake, that meant coffee. She went below, put the kettle on, and picked up the handset.

			“This is the yacht Delilah, over.”

			“Kaz, it’s Lucas and the crew of Third Strike. We’re moving to our allocated position. ETA, about four hours. How about you?”

			“We’re after you. ETA maybe six hours. Wind’s favourable; we’ll make it. Have you heard from Merrylegs?”

			“They’re through The Heads. We’ll see them before you do.”

			“How many with you?” Kaz asked.

			“The usual suspects: Krista, and Thom. A good number for this. One for the wheel, one for the sails, and one for the megaphone. Heard you’ve got a passenger this time.”

			“No one you know.”

			“New girlfriend?” There was laughter in Lucas’s voice.

			“It’s a long story. I’ll tell it sometime over a bottle of whiskey.”

			“If she’s good, hang on tight. It would be nice to have a new face for these things. And you could do with another body on board, now Alana’s tied to shore.”

			“It’s a bit early to think of that.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Stevie stir in her bunk. She swung her legs out, stretched and stood.

			The kettle was boiling merrily. Stevie reached for the mugs.

			Kaz’s gaze fixed on the strip of pale skin between Stevie’s T-shirt and the cotton pants. Just a glimpse of soft-looking skin. Stevie was slim; there was no excess padding on her belly.

			Stevie set a mug of coffee in front of Kaz and retreated to the bench. She scrubbed her face with her hands and pushed fingers through her spiky hair.

			“I’ll leave you to it,” Lucas said. “Good luck. Hope to catch you face-to-face one of these days. Over and out.”

			“Thunderbirds are go?” Stevie grinned at her over the rim of her mug.

			“They are, Lady Penelope. Thanks for the coffee. Better have a decent brekkie this morning. We might not have time for lunch.”

			Stevie’s nod had a supressed air of excitement about it. “Is it weird to say I’m almost looking forward to this? It’s not every day I take on a battle in Australian waters.”

			“I guess that’s one way of looking at it. Hold on to that enthusiasm for the next few hours.”
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			The rust-streaked sides of the Chinese ship rose out of the ocean like the cliffs along the Great Ocean Road—but those cliffs didn’t have the air of menace about them Li Jing had. At least she did from this angle.

			Stevie stood in the cockpit, the megaphone in one hand. The side of the tanker seemed shudderingly, terrifyingly close. Delilah’s deck creaked under Stevie’s feet as Kaz brought the yacht ever closer. Canvas banners were now strung from the railings on each side. No dumping nuclear waste in Australian waters read one. The other simply said No dumping nuclear waste in any ocean. The protest flag streamed out from the top of the mast.

			Stevie tipped her head back and stared up at the decks of the ship. It could be a ghost ship. There was no one to be seen. It powered on seemingly without human intervention.

			She lifted the megaphone. It was pissing into the wind to use it, even if there was anyone listening on Li Jing. But Kaz had said being seen to make noise and protest was part of the game. “No waste in Australian waters. No nuclear waste. Keep our oceans clean.” She lowered the megaphone and gasped. The ship loomed in front. Surely Kaz couldn’t tack from here? They couldn’t avoid a collision.

			But then Kaz did tack and Delilah swung away, scudding over the waves away from the ship.

			Stevie’s knees trembled. Was that as close as it looked? She hoped not. Taking a deep breath, she raised the megaphone again and repeated her calls.

			The clatter of the boom swinging around alerted her to Delilah’s change of direction. Once again, she was heading straight for the ship. The ship had to know they were there. Surely someone had seen them, on the radar if not by sight, or had heard the radio calls aimed at them. If no one saw them, this protest was futile.

			“Get on the radio, call the ship,” Kaz yelled.

			Stevie stowed the megaphone and went below. She picked up the handset, checked the frequency, and broadcast a message as Kaz had shown her earlier. “Chinese cargo ship, Li Jing, this is the yacht Delilah currently off your starboard bow. Do you see us? Over.”

			There was only silence in response.

			Stevie repeated the message.

			Being below was the worst. Were they about to be run down by thousands of tons of steel? Delilah heeled over, and Stevie grabbed the edge of the chart table. The seasickness she’d thought gone rose in a roiling wave of nausea. She sucked a couple of deep breaths, willing it away, enough that she could repeat her call without feeling as if she would throw up in the middle of the sentence. Kaz had described the weather as perfect protest weather: sun, enough breeze to get them out of trouble, a choppy sea, not rough enough to make for dangerous conditions. So why was Delilah rocking like that? The clatter of the rigging sounded again; Kaz must be going about.

			Stevie repeated her message. This time, the radio hissed in reply, then there was an unintelligible stream of Cantonese. “Yacht Delilah,” a voice said in halting English. “You are putting yourself in danger. Leave now.”

			Success! Now the ship could no longer pretend they weren’t getting the message. “Li Jing, we protest your plans to illegally dump nuclear waste in Australian waters. We have alerted the authorities.”

			There was no response; Stevie hadn’t expected any.

			“Stevie! Get up here!” Kaz’s voice summoned her.

			She scrambled up the companionway. Delilah was once again scudding over the swell, heading towards Li Jing. They were still close by. The ship must have slowed its progress due to their presence. That could only be a good thing.

			Kaz waved to Delilah’s starboard side. “Merrylegs is here.”

			The sleek lines of a power cruiser raced towards them. It slowed, and the protest flag hoisted from its rear flagpole. Its sides bore similar signage to Delilah. Merrylegs took up a position alongside Li Jing and kept pace with the ship. A figure on deck brandished a megaphone. “Get the fuck out of our ocean with your waste!”

			“Merrylegs is always to the point.” Kaz’s short hair ruffled in the breeze. “And we have a wider audience now.” She pointed at the sky, where the Channel 5 chopper approached. “Put on your best smile.”

			Delilah was falling back. Even though the tanker had slowed, its pace was still faster than Delilah’s.

			“Lower sail, Delilah,” came the voice over the megaphone from Merrylegs. “We’ll return shortly and tow you to a new position.”

			“Can you acknowledge that?” Kaz said to Stevie and started furling the sails.

			Stevie grabbed the megaphone again and acknowledged Merrylegs. She added a thumbs up for good measure.

			Shortly after, Merrylegs returned. A crew member threw over a line.

			Kaz secured it to Delilah’s bow cleat. “Hold tight. This can get rocky. But they’ll put us in position to have another go. If we can keep them slow, that’s great. Then the next boat will hopefully have arrived to take over.”

			Delilah bucked her way through the powerboat’s wake. Water splashed over the bow, and plumes of spray filled the air. Stevie gripped the railing. This felt as unsafe as anything that had happened in the past few days, but Kaz seemed unconcerned. She stood at the wheel as the timbers creaked and groaned around her.

			Merrylegs released them sometime later, once again in the path of Li Jing, and, with a wave, took off in a spray of water back towards the container ship.

			Kaz hoisted the sails again, and with a glance at the oncoming ship, said, “I think we can cut across their bow. Wind favours us, and it will get us airtime for sure.” She pointed up at the Channel 5 chopper. “They like the risky manoeuvres.”

			Whatever had happened to no danger? Stevie bit her lip. She looked over at Kaz. Her eyes sparkled, and her movements had a contained energy about them, as if electricity fizzed along the surface of her skin. She was obviously loving this. Kaz’s hands were sure on the wheel. Her fingers loosely held it, letting it move with the play of water over the rudder. But as wired as Kaz was from the protest, she was grounded by her boat. Her thumb caressed Delilah’s wheel in an absent-minded one-two stroke.

			Where was Sinbad? What was he doing in the mêlée of activity? He was nowhere to be seen. Probably curled up on a bunk out of the breeze. Stevie’s lips tilted up. Kaz loved Sinbad as much as she loved her boat. It may sound dangerous, but Stevie bet she wouldn’t risk either of the things she loved to any great degree.

			Kaz looked over at Stevie. Kaz’s body still barely seemed able to contain her energy but her expression was serious. “Stevie, this is dangerous, but it’s a sure-fire way to make the evening news. I wouldn’t attempt it if I didn’t think I could do it, but I have you to consider too. Are you okay with this? Tell me now either way, as it’s now or never. If you say no, then we won’t do it.”

			Li Jing bore down on them. What if the wind dropped and left them wallowing in the path of this fast-moving lump of steel? What if Kaz misjudged their course or speed? They wouldn’t stand a chance. Stevie’s pulse pounded in her ears, throbbing in time with the beat of Li Jing’s engines. The chopper circled overhead.

			Exhilaration bubbled in her chest. She trusted Kaz. If Kaz said she could do it, then Stevie was sure it would be okay. She made her decision. “Go for it.”

			With mainsail and foresail up and filled with wind, Delilah moved fast. Spray coated her deck and beaded on Kaz’s hair.

			Li Jing had never seemed bigger as it bore down on them. Stevie looked up. Were there figures on the foredeck waiting for Delilah to be smashed to matchsticks under the steel prow? She hoped not.

			Li Jing sounded its siren in one long blast. Stevie clutched the rail harder. She glanced at the chopper overhead. Would the chopper be able to save them, if the worst happened?

			“Jump up and down. Wave your arms,” Kaz instructed. She had started leaping like a monkey on a sugar high behind the wheel. One hand steered Delilah, the other waved like a sapling in a gale.

			Stevie jumped onto the cabin roof and waved her arms. She tipped her head back and turned her face into the wind, letting her arms fall back. The downdraft from the chopper and the shadow that fell on her face told her she was being filmed, but she didn’t care. No one would recognise her like this—and so what if they did. Her heart rate pounded at a mile a minute, but the scene crawled in slow-motion. The ship, the yacht, the helicopter, the anticipation and dread of waiting for something to happen.

			Another blast of Li Jing’s siren overlaid the sound of the chopper, and then Delilah flew out the far side of the ship. It seemed there were only metres to spare, but surely that was an illusion. Stevie glanced back. Water churned along the ship’s sides as she scythed through the waves.

			Stevie’s heart thundered in her throat. Objects in the mirror may be closer than they appear. The thought made her giggle hysterically. Was it the same with ships? Or did the opposite apply? Her knees trembled, and she carefully worked her way back to the cockpit. Would her heart rate ever return to normal? Right now, it seemed permanently stuck at the top of the chart. If she was her own nurse, she’d be marking the need for blood pressure medication and beta blockers.

			For the next thirty minutes, Delilah crisscrossed in front of Li Jing. Merrylegs worried at her sides like a mosquito. The ship had slowed to a crawl, and bursts of angry words from the radio in the cabin punctuated the noise Stevie was making. Merrylegs’s crew blasted a deafening cacophony with megaphones and air horns.

			When Delilah fell behind again, Merrylegs left them with a wave and a toot. Kaz reefed the sails, and they continued at a sedate pace.

			Stevie sat cross-legged on the cabin roof and rested her chin on her palms. The nervous tension of the past couple of hours seeped away, and suddenly she was very tired. “What wouldn’t I give for a beer.”

			Without a word, Kaz disappeared below and came back with two tinnies beaded with moisture. “These were at the back of the cooler.”

			Stevie flicked the top and chugged half of it in one go. It wasn’t as cold as she’d have liked, but it tasted good. Better than good. She set the tinny down beside her. “That’s it? Now we head for shore?”

			“Pretty much. Unless we hear Li Jing is heading for Melbourne.”

			“We sailed for nearly four days for a few hours of action?”

			“When Garth lived in Sydney, he’d drive to Adelaide whenever the Swans had an away game there. It’s fifteen hours of driving each way. Everyone has their passion.”

			“I bet your brother had hot showers along the way.”

			“He did. He also stopped at all the outback pubs. That fifteen hours of driving was spread over four days.”

			Stevie stared out at the ocean, at an albatross dipping low over the waves. “I think this is more beautiful.”

			Kaz leant against the cabin roof and tapped her beer to Stevie’s. “I’ll make a protester of you yet.” She set the tinny next to Stevie, and one hand settled on Stevie’s foot. “We didn’t have the greatest start, but I think we’ve worked together well.” Her fingers rested on the top of Stevie’s foot, above the canvas shoe.

			Tingles spread up her leg. Kaz’s touch seemed casual, and her gaze remained on Stevie’s face.

			Stevie couldn’t look away. Kaz’s hair was stiff and salty, sticking out at all angles. The old shirt she wore had a rip on one shoulder. For a second, Stevie thought about walking into her parents’ home in Wallanbindi, her hand clasped in Kaz’s. Kaz would be as out of place in that refined environment as a pit bull in a poodle parlour.

			It didn’t matter what her parents would think. Parental approval would never happen; not for her.

			Stevie set down her own beer and covered Kaz’s hand with her own. The small touch lit a spark in her belly, a thrum of anticipation. “I don’t know if ‘enjoyed’ is the right word, but these few days have been good. Thank you for being decent. After all, you could have just thrown me overboard as you threatened.”

			The corners of Kaz’s eyes crinkled. “That was never going to happen. I don’t pollute the oceans, remember?”

			Stevie picked up Kaz’s hand and curled her own fingers around it. Kaz’s palm was warm, slightly rough. A hard edge of skin from a half-healed cut scraped Stevie’s finger. A frisson of anticipation licked over her skin. If she leant down, if Kaz reached up, their lips would align. They could kiss. Her body twitched.

			She so very nearly made the move.

			The yawn caught her by surprise. Stevie stifled it with her free hand. “I guess the excitement has caught up with me. I could curl up in the cockpit and sleep for a week.”

			“I know what you mean.” Kaz’s smile held a gentleness Stevie hadn’t seen before. “I cried at the end of my first protest.”

			“Adrenaline crash.” Stevie nodded. “Your blood sugar drops after an adrenaline rush. That’s why”—she yawned again—“I’m so tired.”

			Kaz removed her hand from Stevie’s ankle and went back to the wheel. She checked the course.

			The moment where something might have happened had passed. Stevie’s mind swam in foggy circles of weariness. If she had taken that moment, had leant forward, had initiated a kiss, what would have happened? Would Kaz have responded? Or would she have drawn away with a polite smile and put distance between them? She probably had women coming on to her all the time. Stevie glanced at her standing at the wheel. Kaz was, quite simply, gorgeous. She could probably have her pick of women. Why would she be interested in Stevie?

			But then Kaz met Stevie’s gaze once more and under the overlay of empathy, Stevie thought she could see the tamped flame of desire in Kaz’s eyes. Maybe. Or, more likely, Stevie was just projecting what she would like to see.

			“Go and have a rest if you want,” Kaz said. “I can handle things up here.”

			“I’d rather stay here. I’ll make coffee. Want one?”

			“No thanks. I’m buzzed enough from the protest. I’d like to sleep later.”

			Stevie went below and put the kettle on. That was it. Nearly four days at sea, a couple of hours of terrifying exhilaration and it was all over. She still couldn’t believe she’d told Kaz to sail in front of Li Jing. Stevie shook her head. Four days earlier, she would never have said that.

			The kettle boiled, and she made herself a coffee and took it back on deck.

			Kaz was still at the wheel. “If we get good winds, you’ll be on shore tomorrow afternoon. We could put in at the jetty at San Remo. That will give you the option of a coach to Melbourne airport, or you might be better off trying for a coach to Wallanbindi. That might be faster, rather than have to make your way home from Sydney airport.”

			“I’m sure I’ll manage. Thank you. Will that take you out of your way?” Her voice sounded flat in her ears. This was what she wanted, what she had pushed and cajoled and nagged and demanded for. There was no reason she should be sorry the journey was coming to an end for her. None.

			“Somewhat. But the alternative is another day or so to Melbourne, and that’s dependent on the tides through The Heads into Port Phillip. Best to go at slack water. Then another day to get to Melbourne.”

			Stevie pushed the regret away and calculated. San Remo was at the mainland end of the bridge to Phillip Island, and it was a busy enough place that there should be coach lines serving Wallanbindi. Maybe the coach would take eight or nine hours to get there; she didn’t know. If she was lucky, she could be home forty-eight hours from now. Two days late for work. “If you’re okay with it, then San Remo would be great. Thanks.”

			Kaz nodded and, after picking up her empty tinny, she went below.

			Stevie rested back on her elbows on the gunwale. She might yet get to start at Harbour View Aged Care Home. That was what she wanted. That was where her life had been leading for the past three years. Four magical, scary days on a yacht didn’t change anything. She wasn’t going to change her path now.
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			Stevie’s watch was officially over, but still she stayed in the cockpit, one arm along the rail, staring out to sea. Three in the morning. And all’s well.

			Delilah sailed on, needing little assistance. The sails were set, the wind was in the right direction. All Stevie had to do was scan the horizon, check the tell-tales, adjust course a fraction every so often.

			There were things she should do. Get some sleep was top of the list. She was used to night shifts, early morning study sessions, and late nights out in Melbourne’s laneway scene with friends, but the two-hour night watches on Delilah were a killer. She had no idea how Kaz coped alone.

			But Kaz obviously did manage, only too well. It seemed most of her sailing was single-handed. She’d only ever mentioned Alana as regular crew.

			Stevie shifted as her bottom grew numb pressed into the fibreglass bench. Sleep would be sensible. And she really needed to pee. She should go below, wake Kaz for her watch, and then she could use the head before curling up on her bunk and pressing her back to the sail bag to try to get some shut eye. Maybe Sinbad would creep in to join her as he had last night. She’d woken to find his warm body tucked against her legs under the sleeping bag.

			But still Stevie stayed out on deck. The stars blazed a brilliant pathway dropping down into the ocean. The Southern Cross was high at this time of night, but her eyes still found it unerringly. Early sailors must have loved that constellation. She drew the imaginary line out from the long axis of the cross, and the second imaginary line out from the middle of the pointer stars. There. Where the two lines intersected was due south. Every Aussie schoolkid knew that, and it was one thing she’d never forgotten. She stared south. The only land in that direction was Tasmania and then Antarctica.

			Delilah was heading nor’-nor’-west towards San Remo. If she looked hard, Stevie fancied she could just make out a yellow glow on the horizon.

			She sighed. When had this unwanted trip become such a pleasure? When had the constant damp, the winds that turned her hair into a salt crust and cut through her clothes, and the lack of sleep, morphed into an adventure? Something that she was enjoying? She’d been more fearful for her life in the past four days than at any time in the past. Knowing how far away they were from assistance should anything go wrong, knowing her life depended on an aging yacht and her captain, and her own inexperience, was a sobering thought.

			But somewhere between the gut-clenching terror, the seasickness, and the very ordinary food, the ocean had stolen her soul.

			For a brief and dizzying moment, she’d wondered about asking Kaz if she could sail with her to Melbourne, simply to get another couple of days on board. But the impulse had fled once sense kicked in less than a second later. She had to return to Wallanbindi to start her job. That was her number-one priority. Not a protest, not days at sea. Certainly not Kaz and her steady demeanour.

			Stevie shook herself out of her fantasy. The tell-tales hung limp, and the edge of the sail was starting to buckle. She turned the wheel until the sails filled again and checked the compass in the centre of the wheel. Yup, still on course. She looked ahead again, towards the glow of San Remo.

			Ahead of Delilah, a patch of brightness glittered in the water. What was it? She glanced at the sky. The moon was behind a cloud, yet the shining brightness remained. It hung just below the surface of the water. Delilah sailed into it, and the strange light parted in front of the bow.

			Stevie looked down. A fluorescent gleam turned the ocean into silver foil, glittering as if the stars had fallen into the sea. Delilah’s bow waves were a curl of silver, trailing out behind. She grabbed the winch handle, leant over the back of the transom, and dipped the handle into the water. The tiny stars coalesced around it, trailing out like a drowned Milky Way.

			A memory surfaced in her mind, a long-ago National Geographic magazine.

			Phosphorescence. Algae, or tiny creatures? She couldn’t remember, but it didn’t matter. The blue lights strung in glittering trails around Delilah were magic. They had to be.

			She should wake Kaz. It was her watch, and maybe she wouldn’t want to miss this. Stevie had no idea if this was a common occurrence or something special, something rare. She went below. Soft, snuffling snores came from Kaz’s bunk.

			The need to pee was now urgent. She pulled the sliding door of the head closed and flipped the lid. She dropped her pants and peed, then turned and flushed.

			Her fingers stilled on her zip. As the bowl refilled, it was full of stars. Blue points of light, sparkling in their incongruous setting. Of course—the head took water from the ocean. Stevie tore a piece of paper from the roll and dipped it into the bowl. The phosphorescence clung to it like paint. She twisted it this way and that, watching the light, then dropped the paper into the bowl and flushed again. The universe again filled the bowl as it refilled. She closed the lid.

			Stevie rinsed her hands and went over to where Kaz slept. She lay on her back, chin raised, the pillow fallen on the floor.

			Stevie put her hand on Kaz’s shoulder and shook gently.

			Kaz woke with a start, her eyes snapping open, instantly awake. “What’s wrong?” She propped up onto one elbow. “It must be my watch.”

			“Come and see.” Joy bubbled to the surface. She held out a hand to Kaz.

			Kaz twisted upright, grabbed her pants, and swung her feet to the floor, pulling her pants on nearly in the same movement. She took Stevie’s hand. “You’ve found my secret chocolate stash.”

			“Better. Although it’s a good thing I didn’t know about your stash before.” She linked her fingers with Kaz’s and tugged.

			“The head?” Kaz yawned. “Is it blocked again?”

			Two people jammed inside the tiny cubicle was a close fit, but they managed. Stevie flipped the lid. “Ta dah!” She didn’t look into the bowl, she watched Kaz, wanting to see her enchantment.

			Kaz’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Beauty in the most mundane of places.”

			“It’s a tiny universe.” Stevie gazed down into the bowl, transfixed once more. When she looked up, Kaz wasn’t staring at the phosphorescence. She was looking straight at her.

			Stevie’s fingertips tingled. The tiny smile curving on Kaz’s lips said her mind wasn’t on algae, however beautiful.

			“Beauty.” Kaz stroked over Stevie’s lower lip with her free thumb. Across and back.

			Stevie parted her lips and pressed a soft kiss to Kaz’s thumb as it brushed past. They stood close together from necessity, their hips touching. The ocean sounds were muted, enough that Kaz’s even breathing was the sound she heard. With a small sigh, Stevie gave in and rested her head on Kaz’s shoulder.

			Kaz slipped an arm around Stevie’s waist, and for long moments, the world narrowed to the two of them in the confined space, and the blue light in front of them.

			Kaz was the one to move away. “Let’s go on deck.”

			Delilah was still sailing a slow and stately course. Her prow parted the phosphorescence, which then clung to her hull.

			Kaz sat on the bench and leant down to trail her hand in the water. The glow coated her fingers. “I’ve seen this many times. It never gets old, though.”

			Stevie was silent, content to listen to the night and the water. The real world seemed far away. The urge to keep moving, keep sailing, consumed her once more.

			“If you want, we can keep going to Melbourne.” Kaz’s quiet words echoed the thoughts in her head. “Maybe it would be easier for you to get home from there.”

			She was tempted. Not only for the quiet evenings like these, but for Kaz. Would anything happen between them if she stayed? What might they become?

			The longing to remain was a physical pain. If only she could. If only… Stevie shook her head, although she wasn’t sure Kaz would see it. “I’d like to. But I can’t. My best chance of getting back soonest is probably a coach from San Remo.”

			“As you wish.”

			“Where will you go from here?”

			Kaz stretched her legs out. Her close-fitting pants clung to her lean muscles. Stevie found herself fascinated with how the material hugged her thighs.

			“I’ll probably stop in San Remo for a couple of days. I’ll check over Delilah, maybe do a better job of fixing the hatch, and reprovision. For some reason, I seem to have less food than anticipated for my return trip.” She flashed Stevie a grin.

			Stevie shifted uncomfortably. “That’s my fault. You’ve fed me the last few days. I don’t have too much cash on me, but I’ll give you my contact details. Please let me know what I owe you. Including what it costs to fix the hatch, of course.”

			“No worries. After that, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll explore around Westernport Bay while I’m here. I don’t have any immediate deadline to get back. I’ll probably put in to Mallacoota for a day or so too. There’s a nice waterfront pub there. It will be good to have a feed that isn’t out of a packet.”

			Stevie watched Sinbad as he patrolled the edge of the deck. She would miss this. Delilah would sail on without her, and Kaz would go back to being a solo sailor. Would Kaz miss her?

			The water was now dark, the phosphorescence behind them. If she looked in Delilah’s wake, she could still see it, gathered in trailing glowing lines. She yawned. Her eyes grated, the lids heavy, as if the salt air had crusted on them, weighing them down.

			She stood. “I better get a couple of hours of kip.”

			“I’ll wake you with coffee.”

			And a kiss? Maybe, if she was lucky.

			With a nod at Kaz, Stevie went below.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			The diesel engine ticked over as Kaz concentrated hard, easing Delilah up alongside the jetty. The fenders were already in place along Delilah’s sides. Stevie stood on the bow, the line in her hand, ready to jump off as soon as Delilah docked.

			Delilah nudged the jetty, and Stevie jumped over the gap and put a couple of turns of line around a bollard. She ran back to catch the stern line Kaz threw to her.

			She was still securing the stern line when Sinbad sprang across to shore and stalked up the jetty, tail in the air.

			“Shit!” Stevie finished securing the line, then ran after him.

			Kaz smiled to herself. Sinbad would lead her a merry dance. The first thing he did at every port was leap ashore and go exploring. He’d return, as he always did, and generally it would be with a fish in his mouth from a local fisherman. Kaz wasn’t the only living thing on Delilah who got sick of packaged food.

			Sinbad must have heard Stevie’s running feet, as he took off into a gallop and streaked around the corner.

			“Stevie, come back. It’s okay,” Kaz yelled.

			Stevie returned, glancing over her shoulder as she did.

			“He always does that. I think it’s a reaction to being cooped up for so long. He’ll be back in under an hour, and if he doesn’t have a well-fed look about him then I’m a sailor’s uncle.”

			“I know how he feels. I think this jetty is swaying.”

			“It will stop. Eventually. Probably tomorrow.”

			Stevie climbed over the railing back on board. “I’d better get my bag.” She pulled at the sweatshirt she wore. “Thank you for the loan of the clothes. I’ll get them back to you as soon as I can. I didn’t fancy sitting on a coach for most of a day wearing my party clothes.”

			“Thank Alana, not me.”

			“Still, you offered. You could have let me suffer.” Stevie disappeared below and then came back clutching one of Kaz’s daypacks. “I’ve put all of the dirty clothes in this. I hope that’s okay.”

			“It’s fine.”

			Stevie fiddled with the strap on the pack. “I’ve written my contact details on a piece of paper. It’s on the chart table underneath the radio. I don’t have your details. I’d write them in my phone but the battery’s flat.” Her glance snapped to the main road where a red coach was slowly making its way along. “Shit! That’s my coach. I have to run.”

			“It’s early. It will wait for a few minutes.”

			“Still. All the trouble it was to get me here, the last thing I want to do is miss it.”

			“Then go. I’ve got your details. I’ll be in touch when I get back to Wallanbindi in a week or so.”

			Stevie nodded. She hitched the pack higher on her shoulder then came over to Kaz. Her navy eyes were serious. “Thank you. For everything…” Stevie hesitated, and her gaze dropped to Kaz’s lips and lingered there. Kaz stayed as still as stone. Her lips felt full, thick with blood, where Stevie’s gaze rested. Her mouth was dry, and she licked her top lip.

			Stevie’s eyes darkened, and she took a small step closer. “Kaz, I—”

			The coach hooted from the road.

			Stevie spun around. “I have to go. I’m sorry to leave so quickly.” For a second longer, she hesitated, as if her feet had somehow welded themselves to Delilah’s deck, as if the yacht herself wanted Stevie to remain.

			Kaz nodded “Go—before the coach does.” If only Stevie didn’t have to leave so quickly. Things felt unfinished between them, as if there were small steps they could take on the road to friendship…or more.

			Stevie swung over the rail to the jetty. “I hope Sinbad returns soon. Give him a cuddle for me.” Then she was gone, jogging up the jetty to where the coach waited at the turn around on the main road.

			Kaz watched her until she disappeared among the fishing people and tourists strolling the jetty. With a small sigh, she turned back to Delilah. Time to reprovision and get Delilah shipshape again. Maybe do a load of laundry. Once Sinbad returned, she would motor around to an overnight berth at the marina.

			She went below. Already, Delilah seemed emptier without Stevie. How strange.

			Kaz went to the chart table. A scrap of paper torn from the notepad poked out from under the radio. She pulled it out. Stevie Sterling, 1/94 Harbour Road, Wallanbindi was written in a strong hand. There was a phone number too and an email address.

			Kaz smoothed out the paper and put it in her pocket. She’d put the details in her phone later. First, she had a boat to restore to order. But right now, she had to wait for her cat to come home.

			[image: ]

			“Li Jing didn’t go into Melbourne,” Alana said. “You probably haven’t seen a TV, but our protest made the national news. Li Jing is going along the Victorian coast right now, and there’s a whole flotilla of yachts and boats accompanying her. If we can keep the pressure up, by the time she crosses the Great Australian Bight, she’ll be too nervy to do any dumping.”

			“That’s great,” Kaz said. Another success. Saving the ocean, one tiny step at a time. If the protest had stopped Li Jing, then it was worth it: the time, the money, the sleepless nights.

			“So Stevie has gone?” Alana asked.

			“Mmm. She got the coach back to Wallanbindi a few hours ago.” Delilah still seemed strangely lonely, which was why Kaz had called Alana on the radio. It wasn’t the same as having Stevie in her space, but it was a good second.

			“Will you see her again? She seemed nice.”

			“Apart from the whole stowaway thing, you mean.”

			“You seem to have got over that.”

			“Yeah. She was good company, as it turned out.”

			“You know what they say: if you can travel with a friend, then they’re a good friend. On a yacht, that holds true one hundred times over. Were you ever tempted to throw her overboard?”

			“I threatened initially. It was bluster, of course. After that, it was fine.” Kaz hesitated. “I liked her, Al. Liked her a lot.”

			“As a friend?”

			“At the moment, yes, we’re friends. But I think… Maybe we could have more.” Saying the words out loud seemed to solidify them, make them more possible.

			A whisper of a sigh down the radio. “If that’s the way it’s going, then I’m happy for you. Not that you need my approval, of course. You never needed my approval for anything, even when we were girlfriends. You’re one of the most single-minded people I know.”

			“You say it like it’s a bad thing.”

			“It makes it hard to get close to you. I always felt it was Ocean Rights first, and me second.”

			“You joined Ocean Rights.”

			“Yes. I believe in it strongly, but I initially joined because of you. I thought I might have more of your attention. It didn’t work.”

			Kaz wished hard for a beer. Or a shot of bourbon. Conversations like this made her want to duck for cover.

			“Look.” Alana’s voice softened. “I loved you, Kaz. I still love you, in a nonthreatening friend type of way, so here’s some free advice. If Stevie and you could have a thing going, then give her a bit more. Don’t shut her out if she’s not doing things your way. The only way it would work otherwise is if you’re both equally invested in Ocean Rights…or if she has her own passion that doesn’t include you. But if it’s the latter, then where will you be as a couple?”

			There was a last beer in the cooler, Kaz was sure of it. Letting Alana chatter on, she went and found it. Returning to the radio, she heard Alana say, “Don’t you dare walk away on me just because I’m saying the hard stuff. You come back here right now, Karin Malone, and hear me out.”

			“I’m here.” Kaz popped the top of the tinny and took a long draught. “You’re telling me to wise up. I haven’t missed a thing.”

			“But are you really listening?”

			“Yes,” Kaz lied. The thing was, deep down, she knew Alana was right. Things that mattered to her, things that stirred her soul, consumed her to the bones, had been her priority. She’d put them above work, friends, and relationships. And she had been unfair to Alana. She’d had a job when they were together. Not one that stirred her up, but a job she needed to pay rent and buy food. And Kaz had not made allowances for that need when Alana had refused to come on a protest, one that would cause her to miss work.

			Kaz stared down at her fingers, clenched tight on the tinny. That hadn’t been fair. She had known it at the time, and she knew it now. Just as she knew, in some tiny, buried corner of her mind that the decent thing would have been to take Stevie back to Wallanbindi rather than making her come along on the protest.

			But she couldn’t have done that. She hadn’t lied to Stevie when she’d stressed how important the protest was to her. If she didn’t have the passion for Ocean Rights driving her, she didn’t know who she would be.

			She took another swallow of beer.

			No, that wasn’t true. She would be just another trendy app developer, drinking mocha lattes, eating smashed avocado on toast, and paying lip service to the things that mattered, even as her bank balance rose higher. That wasn’t her then, and it certainly wasn’t who she was now.

			“Kaz? You still alive?”

			“Yeah.” When had her voice become so croaky?

			“I love you. Remember that. And from the way you talk about Stevie, you may have found someone who’s right for you. I don’t want you to blow it.”

			“I’ll try not to.”

			“I mean it. I’ll come around and shake some sense into you when you’re back in Wallanbindi.”

			“You do that. I’ll cook.”

			“Right. What vegetarian meal will you cook for me?”

			“Quinoa, sweet potato, kale, and feta fritters.” Kaz grinned at Alana’s astonished silence. “What, you don’t think I’ve cooked vegetarian since you left me?”

			“No, to be honest. You always were a meat-and-potatoes kinda girl. I ate a lot of roast vegetables when I was with you, because that was what you cooked for me. That was your compromise to my lifestyle choice: throw more veggies in the pan. The old Kaz would never have heard of quinoa, feta, and kale fritters.”

			“Don’t forget the sweet potato. They don’t hold together as well if you omit it.”

			“The old Kaz would have no clue about that. Is Stevie vegetarian?”

			“No. At least, she ate meat on board Delilah, although she’d have been pretty hungry if she didn’t.”

			“So Stevie isn’t responsible for the fritters then?”

			“No. I found the recipe on the internet. It sounded tasty.”

			“I had to ask. The Kaz I knew wouldn’t have given a recipe like that a second glance. You’ve changed in some ways. I’m not sure what was the trigger—”

			“Does there have to be one? Maybe I wanted to be healthier, save money, save the land as well as the oceans.” She took another slug of beer. Alana had never put her under the microscope before. And to be honest, it was uncomfortable. Alana was painting her as inflexible, unwilling to compromise for a partner. She wasn’t that bad, was she?

			“There’s generally a reason. And if it’s getting you to be a little more open to other people’s needs then I’m all for it.” Alana’s voice softened. “I didn’t intend to load this on you all at once. But if you and Stevie might have a chance at something, then it’s time for some tough love from me. So you don’t blow it.”

			“Like I did with you?”

			“Like you did with me.” Alana’s voice was brisk. “But that’s water under the bridge. We’ve both moved on. I’m happy with my life. Oh, I’d love a partner who actually wanted to live in Canberra rather than just squatting there until a better job came along. Someone who would love Summer as much as I do. It’s not easy parenting alone.”

			“There’s someone out there for you, Al.”

			“Yeah. And I chose this single-parent lark. I’m not complaining.”

			“You never did.”

			A wail sounded in the background.

			“Gotta go. I wondered when Summer would wake. It’s not like her to sleep through a meal. Give me a shout when you’re back in Wallanbindi, and we’ll come down for those promised fritters. Maybe stay for the weekend.”

			“I’ll look forward to it.”

			“Me too. Take care sailing back alone.”

			“I always do. I’ll keep the six o’clock check-ins, if you’re around to hear them.”

			“Should be. As long as Li Jing is still in Australian waters, I’ll be listening in for updates. Over and out.”

			Kaz replaced the handset and drained the last of her beer. She went up on deck and sat, looking out over the marina. The sun was lowering itself into the ocean, and a cool breeze blew in from the south. She stared over the white decks of the bobbing yachts without really seeing them. Alana was right, she knew that…now…and she should have really known it then. It had always been her way or the highway.

			And Stevie. Not for the first time, her thoughts tumbled back to after the protest. Stevie, sitting cross-legged on the cabin roof. Kaz had been so sure Stevie was about to kiss her. Or she was about to kiss Stevie. The promise had hung in the air between them, needing only for one of them to reach out and take it. And she would have done, if Stevie hadn’t yawned, overcome with tiredness. Her weariness had swept away the moment.

			Until next time?

			It was a stretch to think though there would be more. Sure, they lived in the same small town. Sure, Stevie had been surprisingly invested in the protest, but once back in her own world, once she started her new job, well, chances were Ocean Rights and Kaz would be pushed to one side to make way for what was important to Stevie.

			Even so, Kaz would give her a call when she got back to Wallanbindi. She fished in the pocket of her shorts feeling for the paper where Stevie had written her address. She found a twenty-dollar note, and the key to the marina’s bathroom block, but no scrap of paper. It had been there earlier. She remembered feeling it when she pulled out money to pay for Delilah’s berth for the night. She checked again in rising frustration. It must have fallen out of her pocket then. She couldn’t get it now, the marina office was closed, and by tomorrow the cleaners would surely have swept it up and binned it. Kaz sighed. It wasn’t a major problem; she’d be able to find Stevie easily enough in a small town like Wallanbindi. Someone would know her. Plus, she knew where her job was and roughly where she lived. Harbour Road. Was it number 84 or 94? Alana also had Stevie’s sister’s phone number. No, Kaz would be able to track her down. But right now, she’d wanted to hold the scrap of paper in her fingers, read the firm writing, maybe memorise the details. Maybe feel a little closer to Stevie again.

			Kaz stood. Daydreaming like this had never saved the planet, and it wouldn’t help her now. She went to find her washbag. She would have a quick shower at the marina. Then tomorrow, she’d shop for provisions and start the long sail back to Wallanbindi.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Stevie opened her front door and fumbled for the light switch. She dropped the daypack on the couch and went over to the window that overlooked Harbour Road. It was only six in the morning, but already people were going about their day. The flat smelt musty and a little bit bad. She’d been away for six days, but she hadn’t exactly planned on being away at all.

			She went through to the kitchen. A bunch of bananas sat on the bench, blackened and covered in fruit flies. The bad smell came from the bag of rubbish sitting in the bin next to the counter. Stevie dumped the bananas into the bag and took it outside to the wheelie bin.

			Back inside, she made coffee. The milk was off. She smiled. Black coffee didn’t faze her anymore. If anything, the past few days of black coffee on Delilah had given her a new appreciation of it.

			Morning sunlight streamed in through the living room window. The Greyhound coach had taken over twelve hours to deliver her to Wallanbindi, stopping as it did at most of the small off-highway towns. But she was home. All told, she’d only be two days late to start her new job.

			Stevie took her coffee over to the window. Outside, Wallanbindi was starting to wake. A delivery van stopped at the convenience store, and a ute with fishing rods strapped to the roof drove slowly past towards the jetty. A trawler cleared the harbour mouth and headed out to sea. Sunlight reflected off the wavelets. It was a calm day.

			Too calm for good sailing. Stevie smiled again. When had she started thinking like a sailor? The answer was easy: since her unexpected adventure. Soon she would be checking the maritime weather.

			Where was Kaz now? Was she still in San Remo, or had she moved on? Maybe she was even now heading back to Wallanbindi, Delilah cutting through the waves, Sinbad sleeping on the bunk. Was Kaz thinking of her, even as she was thinking of Kaz?

			Stevie shook her head. She needed to forget Kaz for now. Maybe later, she would allow herself that luxury, but right now, she had to concentrate on what was important. She’d called the nursing supervisor of Harbour View Aged Care Home from a payphone as soon as the coach made its first stop. There had been a distinct chill in the supervisor’s voice as she said yes, she’d received a message saying Stevie had been unavoidably detained due to a family emergency and would be unable to make her first shift. Stevie’s apology that she now couldn’t make her second shift either had been met with a chilly “I see” and was followed by a silence Stevie had blundered in to fill with half-truths and explanations that, in hindsight, she would have been better off not giving. After Stevie had trailed into silence, the supervisor said she trusted Stevie would be there for the early shift the following morning, Saturday, and she would appreciate if she could arrive thirty minutes early for orientation.

			Stevie had promised. And she fully intended to be there well ahead of the start time. That was tomorrow, and this was today. Today, she would catch up on sleep after her broken night on the coach, stock up on groceries, make sure her uniform was pressed, and her shoes whitened ready for the morning. Then, maybe, she would be able to catch up with Ash.

			Pleasure warred with embarrassment at that thought. She owed Ash an explanation for her behaviour, and the thought made her writhe in shame. But equally, she needed to hug her sister and congratulate her on her engagement. Maybe she could catch Ash before she made plans for the day so they could have a long lunch. She’d call her early so hopefully Ash would still be in bed rather than at work where their mother might overhear. Stevie wasn’t ready to face her yet. Six days might have passed, but the bitterness still filled her mind at her mother’s about-face at the party.

			No, any overture would have to come from her parents.

			She pulled her phone out of her bag and plugged it into the wall. She made a second mug of coffee as she waited for the phone to charge enough to turn on. When she did power up, it dinged nonstop for a couple of minutes. Emails, Facebook messages, several texts, and missed calls. Nearly all the calls and texts were from Ash, although there were a couple from friends in Melbourne, and a solitary call from her mother. She deleted that voicemail unheard.

			Ash had left four voicemails. The first two were from the night of the party. Ash’s voice came tinnily through the phone’s speakers. “I know you’re upset, Stevie. Please let me know you’re okay.” The second was along similar lines. The third was from the day after the party and Ash sounded panicky. “I don’t care if you’re angry with me, but please, Stevie, please, please, let me know you’re okay. I’m worried about you.”

			The final one was from the day before. “Alana tells me you’re on your way home. Call me when you arrive. We need to talk.”

			It was nearly seven. Ash would still be asleep, but waking her was far preferable to having Mother butt in on their plans.

			Ash’s phone rang several times before clicking over the voicemail. Stevie left her phone charging and took her coffee out to her tiny balcony overlooking the street.

			When her phone rang, she startled, sloshing hot coffee over her bare knees. “Shit.” It could only be Ash. She tripped over the door track in her haste to get the phone and nearly went sprawling into the room. The phone stopped, just as she put her hand on it. The screen said it had been Ash. It rang again as she looked at it, and she answered.

			“Where are you? Are you home?” Ash said.

			“Yeah. About half an hour ago. I’ve only just got enough charge on my phone that I could check my messages.” Careful not to disconnect the charger, Stevie sat on a stool and put the phone on speaker. “We need to talk, Ash. I need to apologise.”

			“I don’t think you have anything to apologise for.” Ash’s voice hitched, and there was a tremor in her words. “I’ll come around. I’ll bring breakfast, as I doubt you’ve anything there. Forty minutes, okay?”

			“Great. I’ve got black coffee, but nothing much else.”

			“I’ll raid the fridge here. See you soon.” Ash paused. “I want to know everything that happened—and why. I’ve been worried about you, Stevie.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry.” Stevie bit her lip. “What about our parents? Do they know where I’ve been?”

			“I’ll tell you everything when I see you. It will be easier.” Ash ended the call.

			Stevie put the phone down again. Ash had seemed on edge. Hopefully, it was just early morning wake-up, pre-coffee. That was enough to give anyone the jitters. Except herself—now. Pre-Delilah, she, too, would have been cranky before her morning caffeine fix. Now, though… No coffee was nothing to a woman who could wake at three a.m. to sail a boat through a strange ocean.

			But tough ocean sailor or not, there was one thing she was looking forward to. She walked to her bathroom, shedding Alana’s clothes in a trail along the floor as she went. A hot shower. A hair wash. And then her own, comfy clothes. Two showers in six days—one of them a cold wash-down on deck, the other at a truck stop when the coach stopped for a break on the way home—was adequate, but nothing beat a long, hot shower, with shampoo, body wash, and conditioner. She would shave her legs and trim her nails. And then cover herself in moisturiser to counteract the harsh sea air.

			She studied herself in the mirror while she waited for the water to run hot. Her skin was more tanned than previously, and her hair was a wild mess. It would be far worse if she had long hair. After a week at sea, she’d probably never get a comb through it. No wonder Kaz kept her hair short.

			Kaz. Again, her face leapt into Stevie’s mind. Where was she? Maybe she’d found someone else to crew for her on the return trip? Selfishly, she hoped not. She’d carved herself a little niche on Delilah, and it stung a little to think she could so easily be replaced. But that was self-absorbed thinking. It was easier to sail Delilah with two. Kaz would probably welcome an easier trip home.

			There again, Kaz seemed more the solitary type. More likely, she was having coffee in the cockpit as she held the wheel with her other hand, checked the wind, and scanned the horizon.

			Stevie sighed. It had taken most of a day for the ground to stop rocking after she’d left Delilah. How long would it take for her to stop remembering those few days at sea? How long until she stopped reliving that almost-kiss with Kaz?

			The shower steamed. Stevie got in and sighed in pleasure as the water streamed over her head. Hot water. Lots of it. She grabbed her shampoo and sudsed her hair.

			Thirty minutes later, dressed in a pair of baggy cotton shorts and a faded T-shirt, hair still damp, and curling at the tips, she left the front door ajar for Ash, boiled the kettle, and returned to the balcony to wait.

			Five minutes later, Ash’s silver Mercedes pulled up outside. Ash got out, pulling two laden bags with her. A clatter of feet on the stairs, and then Ash burst into the room. The bags dropped to the floor, and she bounded forward to take Stevie in her arms and hug her tight. Her fine hair tickled Stevie’s nose, and her chest heaved against Stevie’s own.

			“Oh, Stevie, I’ve missed you so.”

			The emotion in Ash’s voice surprised her with its intensity.

			“It’s been less than a week. You didn’t see me for much longer than that when I lived in Melbourne.”

			“I know. But this is different.” Ash pulled away and turned, but not before Stevie had seen the dampness on Ash’s cheeks.

			She caught Ash’s hand, tugging her back towards her. Her glance took in Ash’s pale face. Her fingers twitched in Stevie’s grasp. “What’s wrong? Tell your big sister.”

			Ash laughed, but it was a high-pitched nervous sound. “I hardly know where to start. But I want to know your story first. Start with the party.”

			Right. The party. The thing she most wanted to forget right now. But she owed it to Ash. “Mother told me that party was to celebrate my graduation—just us and some family friends. I thought that, finally, they were proud of me, and of what I’d achieved. I thought maybe they’d finally accepted me for who I am.” Stevie let go of Ash’s hand and went over to the counter. She picked up her discarded coffee and turned the mug around and around in her palms. “Apart from you and Zach, I barely recognised a single face, let alone anyone who I’d want to celebrate with. No one had any idea what the party was for. To them, it was just another gathering on the boat with free drinks.” Bitterness crept into her voice, and she shook her head to dislodge it. Her parents weren’t worth the angst.

			“And then Mother overheard Zach’s proposal and we usurped your night.” Ash’s voice trembled, and she covered her mouth with her hand.

			“It wasn’t your fault. It was obvious long before they had no intention of celebrating my graduation. It was just another excuse for a boozy party with influential people.”

			“Still, I’m sorry. Is that why you got stinking drunk?”

			“I’m not proud of that, but yes. I tried to stop Mother. I was with her when she overheard Zach. I said it was your news to share, but she wouldn’t listen to me. You know the rest.”

			“I screamed at her the next morning. Told her she shouldn’t have done it, that we would have announced it in our own time—and to our friends and family first of all, not a crowd of random strangers. I said, too, that any announcement made that night should have been about you.”

			“What did she say?”

			Ash bit her lip. “Maybe it’s better I don’t tell you.”

			Right. Same old Mother. No doubt she’d said to Ash a wedding was the more important announcement. Stevie clenched her jaw until she was sure her voice would be steady. “Then don’t. I don’t need any more reasons as to why I should step away from them. It’s been one step forward, half a dozen steps back in our reconciliation so far.”

			Ash hugged her, her arms closing tight around Stevie’s waist. “I love you. And I’m here for you. Always.”

			Stevie closed her eyes and rested her head on Ash’s shoulder. Her warm steadiness reassured her. Ash was all the family she needed. Fuck the rest of them.

			“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.” Ash’s voice was plaintive. “Can you tell me your story while I cook something? I have bacon, eggs, mushrooms, and bread. Baked beans if you want them too.”

			On cue, Stevie’s stomach rumbled. “I’m starving. I had a really bad sausage roll at the last coach stop. That was hours ago.”

			Ash went into the kitchen and started banging cupboard doors as she hunted for the frying pan. She laid the bacon and mushrooms in the pan and set it on the stove. “So spill. Everything. Start when you left the party. Where did you go?”

			“I didn’t want to spoil your evening too, so I ran. I heard you come along the pier after me, and there was only one yacht that wasn’t secured tight. This is going to sound a bit unbelievable, but it’s the truth.” Stevie related how she’d boarded Delilah and hid before falling asleep in the cabin. “Of all the yachts to pick, I picked the one with a mission! I woke, hours out to sea with no idea of where I was, or who else was on board.”

			Ash’s eyes widened. “Were you scared?”

			“Hell yeah! It could have gone so very wrong. But Kaz was surprisingly fine about it all.”

			“It’d be hard, though. Stuck on a small boat with a stranger. No suitable clothes.”

			“She lent me some things. That was okay. And we got on together. Very well, actually.”

			“But no showers, no proper food. No wine. I would have died. I’m surprised you didn’t.”

			Stevie flicked the kettle on again. With the amount of caffeine she’d had in the past twenty-four hours, she wouldn’t sleep for a week. “I liked it, Ash. I certainly didn’t expect to. It was definitely challenging. But I enjoyed being out there. No one else around. Did Alana tell you what we were doing?”

			“We?” Ash eyed her askance. “You certainly took to it if you’re identifying with the cause.”

			Stevie rinsed her mug and found another one for Ash. “I did. I’m going to look into joining Ocean Rights. Maybe, if Kaz will take me along, I’ll go out again.”

			Ash turned back to the counter and broke eggs into a bowl. “It’s dangerous.”

			“No more than other things people do for fun and adrenaline.”

			“It’s possibly illegal.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Something really got to you. Was it Kaz?” She turned again and narrowed her eyes, staring at Stevie across the counter.

			“Why would you think that?” Stevie broke eye contact to look for the instant coffee.

			“Just a hunch. That and Alana’s comment that she hoped Kaz wouldn’t kill you before you got to shore. Apparently, she’s hard to get along with.”

			“We got along well. I already told you.”

			Ash poured the beaten eggs into a small pan and popped the bread into the toaster. “Do you like her, as in like her?”

			Stevie met her gaze. “Yes.”

			“And does she like you in that way?”

			“Maybe. I think so.”

			“Is that why you’re now so taken with a life on the ocean waves?”

			Stevie considered. “No. At first I was scared. It was uncomfortable; it was difficult. But then it got to me. I started to understand why sailors can’t keep away from the sea. Why it draws them back.” She stared down at her hands. “Once we were past the initial wariness, I started to see Kaz in a different way.”

			“A potential girlfriend sort of way?”

			“Yes. I hope I’ll see her again.”

			“Well, that can only be a good thing. You haven’t had a girlfriend since Suzanna. And she was a bit strange.”

			“Very strange. But that’s okay. We split up most of a year ago.” Stevie stared at the blank wall behind Ash’s head. She really should get something decorative to go there. She would—eventually. Making her new flat into a home had been one of the things she’d planned on doing this past week.

			“So, this Kaz?” Ash prompted.

			“We clashed a lot at first. She refused to take me back to shore and I was worried about missing the start date for my job. We didn’t see eye-to-eye on that, but I did come to understand her passion. Ocean Rights was something so important to her that she was prepared to put up with me for a week. She could have just made an online donation, signed a petition, written a blog post. But she packed up her life and her cat and sailed off to put herself in front of a tanker. And she does it often. That’s an intensity you don’t often see in people nowadays.”

			“Not like Sterling Saves, then.”

			“I haven’t seen Mother do anything for charity other than put on a frock and drink champagne in the right places.”

			“That’s what I meant.” Ash found the plates and set two on the counter. “The family charity is as much a cover for social occasions as it is about giving money. Oh, it gives money to charity, it’s not doing anything illegal, and the accountants keep it on the straight and narrow with the tax office, but it’s a bit…” Ash frowned down at the plates.

			“Wishy-washy?”

			“Yeah. Do you know which charity benefitted the most last year from Sterling Saves?”

			Stevie shook her head. “Not a clue. I’ve been rather sidelined since I went to study nursing.”

			Ash dished up the food and took the two plates over to the breakfast bar. “If you were a poor child in Australia—a kid who didn’t have money for a laptop for school, wasn’t able to join a sports club, maybe didn’t even have enough to eat—and a charity effectively gave you a two-grand donation, would you rather it went on those items, or on a single designer gown to wear to your high school graduation? Would you rather that charity paid for a deportment class so you could learn to wear that frock the right way, or would you rather have a cooking class on how to eat well on a budget?”

			“Sterling Saves buys the gowns, doesn’t it?” Stevie stared down at her breakfast. Her appetite had gone. What a waste of money under the name of charity.

			“Mother’s rationale is poor children feel marginalised by not having the right clothes to wear at an important time in their lives. That owning a designer gown—that they will probably never wear again—will give them the self-respect and self-confidence to strive for better things in life. I get that—to an extent.” Ash slid onto the stool opposite and then immediately jumped up again. “Do you have any tomato sauce?”

			“Sorry. I need to shop.”

			“Never mind. It’s not important.” Ash took a deep breath and continued. “There’s a charity that receives donated designer gowns for graduations and the like for the same demographic. They get good quality frocks from op shops and consignment stores at a fraction of the price of new ones. They reached out to Sterling Saves asking if they could work with us. For every young person Sterling Saves clothes, this charity clothes ten. Mother wouldn’t hear of joining forces. She said it gave the wrong impression.”

			Stevie cut a piece of bacon and chewed slowly. “I can think of a dozen charities I’d rather support than that—but if I was going to give money to something like this, the second-hand one makes the most sense, on many levels.”

			“Sterling Saves receives sample gowns and clothes from fashion houses. Supposedly, it’s so we can assess suitable clothing for young people. The reality is most of the samples are Mother’s size and hand-picked by her.” Ash put down her knife and fork, picked up the salt shaker and turned it over and over in her hands. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. After all, you’ve already stood aside from running Sterling Saves. And you don’t need any more reasons to dislike our parents than the ones you already have.”

			Anger churned in Stevie’s stomach. “I was bloody well right to want nothing to do with them.” Fitting in, making the right impression, being part of a group—she got that it was important to many people, especially teenagers. But when there was a way of doing it better, of helping more people, then why not do it that way? Because Mother wouldn’t get her free designer clothes. And Mother needed to look the part. “Oh, this old thing,” she used to trill when someone complimented her on her dress. A dress that was brand-new and probably cost more than the average weekly wage in Australia. And now, it seemed, one she’d been given for free. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t afford to buy it for herself.

			Ash’s mouth twisted. “Yet you would be the person to do a better job. You’re strong, Stevie. Over time, you could have made your views felt, could have worked Mother around. Don’t get me wrong”—she held up a hand—“I support your choice to step aside. And it was my decision to take your place. But I’m no good at this. I can’t easily stand up to Mother.”

			Stevie stared out of the window. Through the dusty glass—something else she needed to do—the street was now busy with people going about their business. How many of them were thinking of two-thousand-dollar frocks? Not many, that was for sure. She looked back to Ash.

			Ash sat with her head bowed, twisting a piece of paper towel in her fingers. Her shoulders slumped, and her breakfast was nearly untouched. The situation with Sterling Saves must really be getting to her. A twist of guilt stabbed Stevie’s stomach. Her own actions had put Ash in the spotlight for this. After Stevie’s withdrawal, there was no way her parents would let Ash off the hook. A Sterling must lead Sterling Saves. What would people think otherwise? Maybe there was some way she could help Ash without their parents knowing.

			In the meantime, though, in all the time they’d been preparing breakfast, Stevie still hadn’t properly congratulated Ash on her engagement.

			Stevie touched Ash’s hand, stilling her movements. “There are more important things to talk about.” She waited until Ash met her eyes. “Congratulations. You and Zach.”

			Ash’s smile stretched but wobbled. “Thank you. I love him, Stevie, I really do. I can’t imagine not being with him. But…”

			Stevie stilled, watching Ash. There was something more going on here. Ash didn’t have the unreserved glow of happiness she’d expect from someone newly engaged. “Go on.”

			“I don’t want to marry him.”

			Stevie paused. That was unexpected. Tread carefully. “I’m not sure I understand.”

			“Love and marriage don’t necessarily go together. And while I hope I will be with him for the rest of my life, I don’t need to marry him to do that. Maybe in the future, that will change, but right now, I don’t want marriage.”

			“I heard you, Ash. I heard you say yes.”

			“Did you? I was taken by surprise when Zach proposed, and I don’t remember my exact words, but I thought I said yes, I love you too. I don’t remember actually agreeing to marry him, but I couldn’t bring myself to stamp on his proposal and I wanted to reassure him I wanted to be with him forever. I couldn’t shoot him down with a lecture about the unnecessary nature of marriage.” Her mouth twisted. “You know the rest. Mother heard, and the next thing was the big announcement. What could I do? It would have been shaming for Zach and our parents if I’d said then I didn’t want to get married.”

			Ash looked Stevie squarely in the face. “I feel trapped. Into marriage, but mainly into the charity.”

			“Have you talked to Zach about how you feel?”

			“Not really. Not yet. He’s still over the moon we’re getting married. I’ve told him I don’t want to rush things and he’s fine with that. Maybe we can be one of those couples who are engaged for twenty years.”

			“And the charity?”

			“I don’t think I’m the right person to run Sterling Saves. I’m not strong enough to stand up to Mother. It can’t go on the way it is—that’s just not right—but I don’t think I can bring about that change.” She tore tiny strips from the paper towel. “It’s ironic. Zach would be the perfect person to do that. He’s got a good head for business, and he too thinks the money could be put to better use. But our parents won’t consider someone who isn’t a Sterling to run it. If we’re married, then it’s okay, of course.”

			A cold feeling settled in her stomach. Poor Ash. She was now as trapped as Stevie had been—before she’d thrown it all in to take up a place at Melbourne Uni. Before she’d distanced herself from her family to follow her own path in life.

			Her thoughts flew to Kaz. She’d approached Sterling Saves on behalf of Ocean Rights and had been knocked back. If Stevie—or Ash or Zach—had been in charge, that wouldn’t have happened. But it was no bloody wonder Ocean Rights hadn’t been a fit. Their mother would have been horrified to be associated with a scruffy bunch of greenies.

			Ash pushed the paper fragments into a mound. Her fingers trembled.

			Stevie remembered the feeling. When she’d told their parents she was moving to Melbourne, her stomach had been in her throat, nearly stifling the words she had to say. Mother and Father had sat on the other side of the dinner table, their expressions identical: stony and disapproving. She’d left it to the last minute to tell them. Her bags for Melbourne were already packed and in the boot of the car, even though she didn’t have to leave for another couple of days.

			The expected explosion hadn’t come. In its place had been a sort of cold indifference. Every time Stevie saw her mother in the days before her departure, her mother’s face had settled into lines of disappointment and betrayal, as if Stevie was going to prison for murder rather than simply to Melbourne.

			It would be far worse for Ash.

			“Ash, look at me.”

			Ash met her gaze. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

			“Whatever you want to do, whatever you choose to do, I will support your choice. If our parents make it too hard for you, you can come and live with me. If you want to backpack around the world, if you want to join a commune, if you want to study. Whatever you want, I’m behind you. If you live with Zach or if you split with him. Hell, even if you marry him, I’ll support you as long as it’s what you want. Got that?”

			Ash nodded.

			“Good. Now eat your breakfast before it gets cold!”

			Ash laughed. “Yes, Mother.”

			“No. Not that. Never that. Yes, Sister Dear, is the right answer.”

			The eggs were cold and leathery, but Stevie picked up her fork and shovelled them into her mouth. Ash had a battle ahead. But Stevie could make it easier by being there for her. And she would be there. When she lived in Melbourne, she’d loved the city: its diversity, the arts, the cafes and bars, and her wide group of friends. But something had drawn her back to Wallanbindi. At the time, she’d thought it was to make her parents proud of her, to show them what she could do, and to gain some acceptance for her choices. She blinked fast. Ash’s story had brought home to her that wouldn’t happen. Her parents had the inflexibility of dinosaur bones.

			No. Now she was home for Ash.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Her uniform felt familiar. Comfortable. White tunic, dark pants, and sensible shoes. Stevie slid her watch onto her arm and made sure her hair was brushed and neat. She had a bag containing her scrubs, in case those were needed.

			This was her life now. Registered Nurse Sterling. Ready to make a foray into the working world. She cast a glance around her neat flat. She and Ash had gone grocery shopping and picked up a few things necessary for comfortable living. When she came home this evening, there would be a cold glass of wine and the makings of a chicken salad.

			Delilah’s tiny galley and its cooler box came into her mind. Salad would be a massive luxury for Kaz. Where was Kaz now? Still sailing up the coast? Maybe she was moored somewhere, in an inlet. Maybe she was sipping coffee and watching the wildlife near the water’s edge.

			Alana’s clothes sat washed and folded, ready to be returned, along with a replacement pack of underwear. Ash had Alana’s number, but Stevie would rather return the clothes to Kaz. After all, they had come from Delilah; that would be the place to return them to.

			Harbour View Aged Care Home was close enough to walk to—one reason Stevie had taken the lease on her apartment. In Melbourne, she’d shared a house a thirty-minute tram ride from the uni in a residential suburb—and that was close compared to where some of her friends lived. Small-town living had many advantages, and walking to work was one of them.

			At the entrance to Harbour View, she paused. This was it. Her first day of full-time work. A milestone most people reached before they were twenty-eight. She gave a short nod. She may have returned to Wallanbindi, but that didn’t mean she would return to the socialite’s life she had before she went to Melbourne.

			Squaring her shoulders, she walked up the path and into reception.

			Thankfully, the supervisor seemed prepared to overlook her less-than-auspicious start and soon put Stevie at her ease. Once the paperwork was out of the way, the health and safety videos watched, the presentation on safe manual lifting absorbed, Stevie was shown to the nurses’ station. She’d be rotating through the different wings of the home for the first few weeks, before being placed permanently.

			The charge nurse, whose badge gave her name as Eilish, greeted her with a smile. “Welcome, Stephanie. We’re very glad to see you.”

			“Thanks. And, if you don’t mind, I prefer Stevie. I don’t have my proper name badge yet.”

			“No worries.” Eilish found a marker pen and wrote Stevie in big letters on a label. “Stick this on your tunic. It will make it easier for our residents. We all go by first names here. We want this to be a home, not a hospital, and if the residents call you nurse, that makes it harder. Although there are a couple of residents who still want to be called Miss Phegan and Mrs Littleton. Now, come with me, and I’ll give you the tour and introduce you to everyone.”

			Stevie followed Eilish around the area. The other nurses seemed welcoming and friendly, even if they were too busy to do more than smile in acknowledgement.

			“You can read the nursing notes,” Eilish said, “so this is more a meet and greet.” She led the way into a bright and spacious lounge room and over to a couple of men in a corner who were playing chess. “Ben, Harvey, this is Stevie, our newest staff member.”

			Later, head buzzing with names, she and Eilish returned to the nurses’ station. Harbour View had two wings for those able to mainly care for themselves, a high-dependency wing for those who were bedridden, and a dementia ward. The introductions had taken the best part of the morning.

			“You’ll spend the first few shifts here,” Eilish said. “But make sure you read the nursing notes on all patients. The dementia ward, especially, has some very particular needs patients and situations.”

			Stevie nodded, trying to absorb all the information.

			“I’ll buddy you with Luce for the rest of the shift. Good luck.” With a quick smile, Eilish led her over to where an enrolled nurse was assisting a resident to position her walking frame.

			[image: ]

			Ash called almost as soon as Stevie got home. She was tired after her shift—seven hours of being mainly on her feet took some getting used to—but it was a pleasant tiredness.

			“How was your first day?” Ash’s bright tones came over the phone. “Want to tell me about it?”

			“It was great. I think I’m going to like it there. What are you doing this evening? Do you and Zach want to go down to the Wharf Tavern for dinner?” The chicken salad would keep for another day.

			“I’d like that. But Zach is in Canberra tonight for work, so it’ll just be me.”

			“How about I meet you there at seven?”

			“I’ll book a table. See you later.”

			Stevie took a leisurely shower and found some soft denims and a T-shirt. She spent some time making sure she had a fresh uniform ready for the morning, then she grabbed a sweatshirt in case the evening turned cool and strolled the short distance to the tavern.

			Ash waited, a bottle of white wine and two glasses in front of her.

			Stevie slumped into the chair, tiredness overwhelming her.

			“So tell. How was the first day?” Ash poured wine into the two glasses.

			“Great. I applied there as they seemed to treat their residents with care and respect and that really does seem to be the case.” Her mouth turned down. “I wish that was the norm, but unfortunately, it’s not.”

			“Elder abuse.” Ash nodded.

			“I had a placement during my training that was terrible. It was a dementia ward. They didn’t mean to treat the patients badly, but they were so short-staffed, sometimes the patients were left in their own soil for hours. There was certainly no one to talk to them, show them some care and respect.” Stevie’s lips tightened as she remembered. “The staff were all worn out.”

			“So Harbour View’s not like that?”

			“No. I met every resident today, and the charge nurse made sure to introduce me to everyone—even if the person was unable to respond. And she waited while I said hello and a few words to them. She didn’t try to hurry me along.”

			“I’m sure it’s not going to be all pleasant chat with chirpy senior citizens, though.” Ash sipped her wine.

			“Of course not! The medication round took a long time, there was screeds of paperwork, I met a very rude doctor, and I gave a couple of sponge baths.”

			“Wiping bottoms. Mother would be horrified.”

			“She would be. But that’s part of being a nurse. I wasn’t going to make someone wait until the nursing aide was free because wiping bottoms wasn’t my job.” Stevie smiled. “I enjoyed my day. It was satisfying to know I’m finally doing what I’m trained to do.”

			“What about the staff? Are they nice?”

			“Everyone I met was. Also, no one commented on my last name. They must know it, even though our name tags are first names only.”

			“Sterlings are no longer automatically known in Wallanbindi,” Ash said. “So many people come and go; retirees come to settle from the cities. Mother bemoans we’re not the name in town anymore.”

			“Mother.” Stevie took a large gulp of wine. “Have you seen her today? Did she mention my job?”

			“I saw her early, before she rushed off to play golf, or mahjong or whatever it was. I said it was your first day. I asked if she was going to call you to wish you luck.”

			“She wouldn’t have got me. I was on early shift.”

			Ash bit her lip. “I don’t know she intended to call.”

			Why had Stevie even thought for a second their mother would? Her complete disinterest in Stevie’s career so far should have made that obvious.

			“I’m to tell you to come to brunch on Sunday, though.”

			“Ask or tell?”

			“Tell.”

			“I can’t. I’ll be working.” Typical of their mother. Make even an invitation an order.

			“Want me to tell her?”

			“No. I’ll do my own dirty work.” Stevie pulled over the menu. She wouldn’t waste another thought on Mother this evening. Maybe it was time for her to accept some things really couldn’t be changed. Although, a tiny voice whispered in her head, one of her reasons for returning to Wallanbindi—as well as to spend more time with Ash—was to try to rebuild the relationship with her parents. So far, she wasn’t succeeding too well. She studied the menu sheet. “What shall we eat?”

			“Burger with blue cheese,” Ash replied. “I usually have that here. It’s good.”

			“Then two of them.” Stevie rose. “My shout.”

			“I should get this. I’m the one on an inflated salary for doing very little.” Ash’s voice held a tinge of bitterness.

			“No. I’m the one celebrating my first day of full-time work. And you got the wine.” Stevie took the menu and strode off to the bar.

			She glanced back at Ash as she waited to be served. Ash’s neck was bowed, her long blonde hair tucked behind her ear, leaving her perfect profile in view. Even from a distance, there was an aura of sadness around her.

			Stevie returned with the table number and set it down. She touched Ash’s hand. “Is everything okay with you? You’re not yourself this evening?”

			“Not really.” Ash’s voice trembled. “But it can wait. This is your time.”

			“I’d be a bad sister if I ignored you. Is it Mother?”

			“Of course it is. She told me today we need to start planning the wedding, else all the best venues would be booked.”

			“What did you say?” A cold feeling stole over Stevie. This was their mother’s modus operandi: grind a person down with assumptions until they went along with it, just for a peaceful life.

			“Remember what I said yesterday?” Ash’s voice trembled. “That I’m not sure I want to get married?”

			“Of course.”

			“Mother told me I need to marry Zach sooner rather than later, so he too can become involved in the family business. But not the charity. The actual money-making side of the business, because that’s important work. Men’s work.” Her voice dripped sarcasm. “I’m not strong like you, Stevie. I just couldn’t tell her I wasn’t even sure I wanted to get married.” She drew a deep breath. “Her insistence that everything is just-so makes me want to run away from it all. Even from Zach. Maybe I am too young to tie myself to one person. I’ve never slept with anyone except for him. Maybe I’m missing out.” She looked Stevie full in the face. “Sometimes, I fantasise about taking a plane to Perth, where no one can possibly recognise me, and having a one-night stand, just to see what it’s like.”

			Stevie stroked her hand. She wasn’t sure how to react to that.

			“You’ve had one-night stands?” Ash asked.

			“Yes. A few. Don’t judge.”

			“I’m not. I’m a bit envious, to be honest.”

			Stevie stared out across the harbour to where a trawler headed out for the night’s fishing. “If you had one, how would that go with Zach?”

			Ash too looked over the water. “I love Zach.” Her words were directed to the ocean. “Very much. But he was my first. Now he’ll be my only.” She turned. “Don’t get me wrong, I love him very much, but I wonder if I’m missing out.”

			“I can’t tell you what to do. For me, though, I’d trade every one-night stand I’ve ever had for a loving relationship.” Stevie bit down on the ‘like yours.’ She’d thought that was true; now she wasn’t so sure.

			“That’s it. Most of the time, I’m so very happy with Zach. When I think about it rationally, it’s Mother’s insistence that we get married soon that is pushing me to the one-night stand idea. A stupid sort of rebellion. When Mother’s not in the picture, it’s the last thing I want to do. Sure, at times, I wonder what it would be like, but I love Zach enough not to hurt him like that…” Ash flapped a hand at a seagull balanced on the rail. The bird didn’t budge. “I’m old-fashioned enough to want monogamy.”

			The waiter brought their meals, pausing their conversation. Stevie’s mouth watered. She’d had a quick lunch at Harbour View, half a sandwich, nothing more, and she was starving. She dipped a French fry into the aioli and ate it. “What about Zach in all of this? Does he want to join the business?”

			“He said he would for my sake, but it’s not what he wants. He’s still building his career as an architect. That’s why he’s in Canberra tonight. He has a job interview tomorrow with a firm there. If he gets the position, it will be a big step up for him. He wants it badly.”

			“Will he move to Canberra if he gets it?”

			Ash nodded. She picked up her fork and ate a cherry tomato. “I’d move too.”

			“Two daughters gone. No other family to take over Sterling Saves. They’ll have to”—Stevie let out an exaggerated gasp of horror—“advertise for the best candidate like most businesses do.”

			“Won’t happen. Mother’s told me over and over no one can run a family business like family.”

			“I’m not coming back. Nor am I going to make a wise heterosexual marriage just to please them. They might have no choice.”

			Now that would really put the cat among the Sterling pigeons.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Kaz came in before the dawn on Wallanbindi’s early tide. She set Delilah to rights and left her shipshape, then emptied the cooler and sat to wait for Sinbad to return from his customary exploration.

			When he did, she coaxed him into his carrier and carried everything over to her Jeep waiting in the marina car park. It was still early, and the shops wouldn’t be open for a couple of hours. Rather than wait around, Kaz gave in to the urge to head home. She could return for groceries later.

			She drove down the winding access track to her cabin through the towering gum trees and messmates. Beside her, Sinbad yowled in his carrier on the passenger seat. He, too, would be happy to be home.

			The cabin welcomed her. No matter how much she loved being at sea, returning home to her space was a special joy. She looked around. Same queen bed with the patchwork quilt made by her granny. Same simple kitchen, with wooden shelves and an old gas cooker, all with an overlay of dust from her two weeks’ absence. Same warm timber boards and wool rugs. Kaz moved across to the veranda doors and threw them open. Birdsong rushed in, along with a cool breeze.

			Sinbad mewed softly, and she released him from the carrier. He came out in a rush, as he always did, and looked around as if to satisfy himself he was home. He jumped onto the bed and settled down to wash himself.

			Kaz went over to the kitchen bench, filled the kettle, and flicked its switch. While it boiled, she emptied her bag onto the bed, pulled out the dirty washing, and headed downstairs to the laundry under the house to throw a load into the machine.

			Coffee made, Kaz went out to the deck. She leant on the railing, staring up at the tall messmates. Her veggie garden drooped, and the grass and shrubs had the crispy look that came with drought. Hopefully, her water tanks would hold out until the next rains.

			A kookaburra swooped down to land on the railing.

			“Shoo.” Kaz flapped a hand. “Go and eat worms.”

			The bird didn’t budge, merely eyed her expectantly, its heavy beak less than a metre from her face. She didn’t feed the wild birds, preferring they be self-sufficient, but Alana had fed them, and even though it was a couple of years since Alana was a frequent visitor, the birds never forgot. Even now, they came around looking for handouts.

			The kookaburra shuffled closer along the railing and was joined by a companion. The two birds chortled, then went into their full-blown laughing call. The song echoed around the clearing.

			Sinbad prowled out to join her on the veranda. He eyed the birds but kept his distance. He’d learnt early on their sharp beaks could inflict damage to an incautious feline. He sat by the door and pretended not to notice them. Pride salvaged.

			Kaz smiled. Being at sea was what kept her going but returning to her private spot in the bush was its own special time. For now, everything was right in her world. Delilah was securely berthed in the marina. Li Jing had received enough negative publicity as a result of their protest that it had already left Australian waters, heading for Africa. There had been no reports of illegal dumping. The reports coming in from Ocean Rights’s contacts in Durban were positive as well.

			She had work to do too—paying work. One of her regular clients wanted some tweaks and upgrades to an existing app she’d done for them. That would be a few weeks’ solid work.

			Not today, though. The first day back from sea was for catching up on neglected chores around the cabin. She’d weed the veggie patch, plant new seedlings, do laundry, including the bedding and towels from Delilah, and go back into town for groceries. Maybe, soon, Alana and Summer would come down from Canberra for a couple of days.

			Kaz tipped the dregs of her coffee over the rail and turned back into the cabin.

			How was Stevie doing? Not for the first time, the thought wound through her mind. Without Stevie’s presence on board, the return trip had been strangely lonely. Maybe she’d bump into her around Wallanbindi. If not, then the next time she talked to Alana, she’d get Ash’s contact details and find Stevie that way. Apart from anything else, Stevie still had Alana’s clothes. Kaz didn’t think she needed an excuse; surely the rapport they had forged while at sea was reason enough. There had been the beginnings of a friendship, the beginnings of a shared cause. Maybe, too, the tentative unfurling of something more.

			The washing machine started the spin cycle, rattling enough that the birds, startled, flew off the railing. Kaz headed down the steps to the yard. First to try to save her veggies, finish the laundry, and then she would go to town.
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			By the time she got to Wallanbindi, Kaz was starving. She’d eaten half a packet of crackers topped with the remains of a jar of olives. Sinbad had eaten some dry cat food, giving her the skunk eye all the while at the poor breakfast service. Kaz headed for her favourite café, tucked in a side street near the whaling museum.

			The waitress recognised her and smiled a welcome. “Coffee and the all-day brekkie?”

			“Yes, please.” Kaz headed for a corner table where she could watch the street. It was fairly quiet. A couple of tourists pointed at the museum and appeared to debate whether to visit. An elderly lady with an equally elderly spaniel went into the hardware store.

			The waitress brought a mug of coffee and set it down. “Breakfast won’t be long.”

			Kaz idly sipped the strong coffee. Was Stevie at work? Was it going well for her? Maybe tonight, she’d call Alana and get Ash’s number.

			A blonde woman walked along the street. From the side, if she ignored the different hair colour, she looked superficially like Stevie. Maybe it was Ash.

			Kaz snorted. Get a grip, Kaz. Not every remotely similar woman needs to remind you of Stevie. Instead, she sipped the coffee. Decent coffee, not the instant stuff she had at sea.

			The waitress returned with a plate of food. “Here you go.” She hesitated. “I’ve seen you around enough that you must live here, at least part of the time. Are you local, or do you have a holiday place here?”

			“Local,” Kaz said. “But I’m away a fair bit for work and travel.”

			“Must be nice. I’m always here. Rain, shine, tourist season, and when it’s raining so heavily you can’t see to the other side of the harbour. What do you do for work?”

			“I.T.” For a moment, she was tempted to mention Ocean Rights, but this was her home port. Ocean Rights supporters occasionally had their boats vandalised. She didn’t want to run that risk.

			“That’s what I should have done. English lit gets you nowhere as a degree.” The waitress turned as someone entered. “Gotta go. Enjoy your breakfast.”

			The food filled a hole in her stomach. Kaz lingered over a second cup of strong, black coffee, then paid and said goodbye to the waitress. Next on her agenda was a trip to the yacht chandlers to replace a line that had frayed and then the supermarket for some food—including cat food, before Sinbad chewed her leg off, or launched an attack on the kookaburras that would surely end in disaster for her cat.

			The supermarket was quiet. Kaz picked up some essentials, plus meat and salad ingredients for the next couple of days. She’d get more work done if she didn’t have to do a grocery run.

			She rounded the corner into the next aisle and stopped. The blonde woman who’d passed the café was there, studying the bags of rice. Up close, she looked even more like Stevie. The woman pushed her hair behind her ear. In profile, the resemblance was uncanny.

			Before she could talk herself out of it, Kaz approached her. “Excuse me, by any chance are you Ash Sterling?”

			The woman turned and smiled. “Yes, that’s me. Do I know you?”

			“No, but I know your sister, Stevie.” She held out a hand. “I doubt she’s mentioned me, but I’m Karin Malone. Stevie sailed with me recently.”

			“Kaz!” Ash studied her with frank appraisal. “I’ve heard rather a lot about you in the last few days, actually. Glad you made it back safely.”

			Ash’s gaze was all too knowing. What had Stevie told her? “Did Stevie manage to start her job? Was there any problem with her being late?”

			“No, not really. The charge nurse was pretty decent about it when Stevie did arrive. But if you know my sister, you must know how conscientious she is. I don’t blame her for being worried—she worked so hard for her degree that to have things go wrong would have been very difficult for her. Thank you for getting her back as soon as you could.”

			“I wish it could have been earlier. Maybe Stevie told you the reason?”

			“Some.” Ash grinned. “Quite a lot, actually. She seems to have taken to sailing like, well, a duck to water. She hasn’t stopped talking about Delilah, the voyage, and Sinbad, of course.”

			Was that all Stevie had mentioned? What had she said about Kaz? Had she mentioned how close they had come to a kiss? Kaz smiled back at Ash. It was easy to like her. She had a light-hearted approach and an open manner that was inviting. “Congratulations on your engagement, by the way. Stevie mentioned it.”

			“Thanks.” Some of the light disappeared from Ash’s face. She picked up a bag of basmati rice and tossed it from hand to hand. “I know Stevie is expecting you to call. Are you going to?”

			Her frankness was disarming. “I would, but I seem to have lost her phone number. Not deliberately,” she added, as she saw Ash frown. “I was going to ask Alana for your number so that I could get a message to Stevie.”

			“Normally, I’d check with Stevie first, but I don’t think I need to this time.”

			Kaz pulled out her phone. “I’ll put it here.”

			Ash reeled off the number. “She’s on a late shift, but I think she’ll have already left for work. Early shift tomorrow.”

			“Thanks.” Kaz put her phone away. “Maybe I’ll see you again.”

			“That’s quite possible, I think, if you’re going to call Stevie.” She put the rice in her trolley. “Don’t wait too long. She mentioned a rather nice nurse called Luce where she works.”

			“I won’t. Alana will need her clothes back anyway.”

			“I hope that’s not the only reason.” Ash glared.

			“No, just a good excuse. Thanks, Ash. I’m sure you’re going to walk around into the canned fish aisle and call Stevie, so tell her I said hi.”

			Ash grinned. “She’s at work, remember? But I’m going to leave her a message. See you around, Kaz.” With a small wave, she pushed her trolley around the end of the aisle with one hand and pulled out her phone with the other.

			Well, at least Stevie would be expecting Kaz’s call.
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			Sinbad was in a standoff with the kookaburra when Kaz returned home. He crouched on Kaz’s bed, the fur on his back standing on end, glaring at the bird through the glass. The kookaburra sat on the railing, a small lizard dangling from its beak. As Kaz watched, the lizard disappeared down the bird’s gullet.

			Sinbad mewed at her return, and, breaking his concentration on the kookaburra, came across for a pet.

			Kaz put away her groceries and then went outside on the veranda, letting Sinbad come with her. Her errands in town had taken longer than expected, plus she’d been down to the marina to give Delilah an airing and a good clean. The sun was already getting low, grazing the tops of the trees around her cabin. Kaz grabbed a cold beer, picked up her phone, and sat on the bench. Sinbad jumped up next to her and rubbed his head against her knee. Was he happy to be home, or did he miss the ocean? She couldn’t tell; despite his unfortunate start in life, he seemed to be happy at sea, but it wasn’t a natural habitat for a cat.

			For her though, the ocean was part of her. Saltwater in her veins, she’d heard others say, and she agreed. The cabin in the forest was wonderful. It was her quiet bolthole, it was a peaceful secluded place where only her closest friends were allowed, but Delilah was her true home. Going to sea was part of who she was, and so Sinbad had to come too.

			She cracked the beer and took a mouthful, then picked up the phone. She scrolled to Stevie’s number and hesitated. How to handle this? Stevie would still be at work, so she would leave a message. Should it be bright and breezy and say they must catch up so that Stevie could return Alana’s clothes? Should she say she’d like to meet and leave it open ended as to the reason? Or should she invite Stevie out on a date. Dinner maybe, somewhere in town?

			She pressed the connect button. The call went straight to voicemail—Stevie must have it turned off at work. Kaz waited for the tone then said, “Hi, Stevie, this is Kaz. I think you’ll have heard from Ash already, so I won’t repeat that. I’m back in Wallanbindi now, and it would be great to catch up. Can you give me a call when you’re free? Sinbad misses you too.” She hung up and cursed herself. What was she thinking? Sinbad misses you too. She’d totally given herself away with that one.

			She took another mouthful of beer and went over to the railing and stared at the treetops. It was dusk, and one tree was filled with chattering lorikeets, home to roost. The noise was deafening. Maybe they had muffled her message to Stevie.

			Oh well, there was nothing she could do about it now. Stevie would call back; she wasn’t the type not to. They would just have to see where they went from here.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			What did Kaz mean? Stevie replayed the message for the third time. On the face of it, it was the sort of polite message one not-quite-friend would send another. A sort of feeling-out message, prior to meeting for coffee or drinks. But it ended on a different note. Sinbad misses you too. Too. Stevie grinned. She would take the message as it sounded. Kaz missed her.

			She then replayed Ash’s earlier message. Ash’s bubbly voice said she was in the supermarket and she’d just met Kaz and Kaz was lovely and asking after Stevie, and if Stevie didn’t do something there fast, she needed her head screwed on properly and her eyeballs replaced, because Kaz was gorgeous and exactly Stevie’s type. The message ended with an abrupt “Call me.”

			It was nearly ten at night. Stevie’s shift had ended at nine, but she was a little late leaving. She’d been chatting with Luce in the locker room. Luce, it seemed, had just moved to nearby Merimbula with her girlfriend Hannah and their small son, Ryan. The possibility of new friends seemed on offer.

			Stevie badly wanted to wash away the aged-care-home smell and fall into bed. She had to be up at seven the next morning. Both Ash and Kaz would have to wait.

			She poured a tall glass of water and went to the shower. A warmth unfurled in the pit of her stomach that had nothing to do with the steam from the shower. Kaz wanted to see her again. And she wanted to see Kaz.
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			Stevie called the following afternoon, after her shift ended. She’d rehearsed what she would say. “Hi, Kaz,” she’d say cheerfully. “How was your trip?” She’d let Kaz tell her about her return voyage, and she’d tell Kaz about her new job. And then she’d say, “I’ve got Alana’s clothes. Would you like to meet for a beer sometime soon?” And then she’d hold her breath until Kaz replied.

			Kaz answered on the second ring.

			“Hi. It’s Stevie. I missed you too.” The words tumbled out, and she slapped her head. What sort of a total idiot was she? So much for playing it cool. “I mean, I missed Sinbad.”

			“Well, that’s good. He’d have hated it if it had been a one-way thing.” There was a distinct chuckle in Kaz’s voice.

			Stevie sighed. “You wouldn’t think I’d been practicing different ways of calling you, would you. And then I just blurt out what’s in my head.”

			“I don’t mind.” At Stevie’s pause, Kaz repeated, “I really don’t mind.”

			“That makes me feel a bit better.”

			“What’s next on your script?”

			“Well, I’m supposed to ask about your trip, and then you’re supposed to ask about my job. Can we consider those parts done and skip to the part where I, ever so casually, ask if you’d like to come out for a drink?”

			“I’d love to. If you hadn’t beaten me to it, I was going to ask you.”

			The tightness in Stevie’s chest eased a little. It would be all right.

			“How about dinner instead? We’ve a bit to catch up on. Sinbad needs to relay—through me, of course—how good the mullet was I caught for him on the way back. I need to tell you how the protest ended.”

			The protest. Of course. That was no doubt uppermost in Kaz’s mind, but that was okay. And Stevie wanted to know. “Dinner would be good. Do you have anywhere in mind? Ash and I went to the Wharf Tavern recently, and that was pretty good. Nice view, too.”

			“The Wharf is fine. What night suits you?”

			“Thursday or Saturday would be best. I have a late shift on Friday.”

			“Let’s make it Thursday. It will be quieter. We’ll be able to hear ourselves talk better.”

			Two days away. The warmth spread into Stevie’s chest. “I’m looking forward to it already. Seven suit you?”

			“That’s fine. I’ll see you then.”

			Stevie ended the call. Two days seemed a long time away.
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			Stevie arrived first at the Wharf Tavern. There had been a cold snap, so it was too chilly to sit outdoors. She found a table by the window from where she could see the door. The bag of Alana’s clothes sat by her side.

			She’d dressed with care: faded jeans, a tie-dye T-shirt, and the barest hint of mascara and some pink on her lips. Kaz had only ever seen her in her party dress or Alana’s clothes, never her own preferred casual look.

			Kaz appeared a few minutes later. She, too, wore jeans but had paired them with a dark-red button-down shirt shot through with silver thread. It suited her, and the touch of silver brought out the strands of grey in her hair. She slid into the chair opposite. “Hi.” Her eyes crinkled as she smiled.

			If anything, she was more tanned than before. The sleeves of the shirt were rolled up to show her sinewy forearms.

			Stevie smiled a greeting and pushed the clothes across. “Let me give you these. They’re all washed and pressed.”

			“Thanks. I don’t think Alana knows what an iron is, but I’m sure she’ll be happy.”

			“I also have to pay you for food and fixing the hatch.” Stevie pulled out her wallet and opened it.

			Kaz reached over the table and clasped Stevie’s hands, stilling them. “Anyone would think the only reason you came out tonight was to square things off. You and I both know that’s not true.” She moved Stevie’s hands back. “I got the hatch fixed properly in San Remo. I’ll let you know how much for it and the food. I can’t remember the amount now.”

			Stevie hesitated, then put away her wallet. “No worries. Just don’t forget. I wanted to get the boring parts out of the way.” She leant forward. “How was the return voyage?”

			“Peaceful. Sinbad isn’t the greatest conversationalist. Apart from when he’s hungry.”

			“Yes, he can be a bit vocal if you’re not quick enough to get the food in the bowl.”

			Kaz’s eyes sparkled in the lights. “Right now though, I’m the one meowing for my supper. I’m starving—I always eat for an army when I return from sea.” She pulled across the menu. “I’m still craving salad, though.”

			“Strangely, I fancy fish. Do you ever catch any at sea?”

			“Sometimes I’ll troll a line from the stern. Sinbad and I share what’s caught. We got a couple of mullet.”

			“I don’t think that’s on the menu here. But I’m going to have the fish and chips all the same. It’s fresh off the local boats.”

			Kaz scanned the menu and set it down. “The chicken and pear salad sounds good. I’ll have that.” She rose.

			“I’ll get this.” Stevie grabbed her wallet again. “It’s the least I can do after you fed me for nearly a week. What would you like to drink?”

			“Wheat beer, please.”

			Stevie placed the order and returned with a wheat beer for Kaz and an amber ale for herself. “Cheers.”

			“Cheers,” Kaz echoed, and they clinked glasses.

			“So tell me how the protest went,” Stevie said. “I looked for it online. There was a lot of initial coverage, a few opinion pages, and a fair amount of discussion about the waste industry and where it all ends up. I saw a great shot of Delilah sailing close to the bow of Li Jing. Delilah looks so tiny.”

			“We consider it a success. Li Jing didn’t go into Melbourne and kept a steady course. We had people intercepting her into the start of the Great Australian Bight. We couldn’t track her all the way across, of course—she was further out to sea, and there are few settlements along that coast where a yacht could leave from. But we had a light plane buzzing the ship occasionally. Also, the marine rescue kept an eye out—as a direct result of our action. We’re fairly sure Li Jing continued on without dumping waste.”

			“That’s fantastic.” Stevie reached out to Kaz’s hand. Her skin was warm and dry under her touch. Smoother than it had been on Delilah. Maybe it was missing the overlay of salt on her skin. “Really, it is. It’s amazing to think a few people in tiny boats can stop something so destructive.”

			“It is, isn’t it?” Kaz grinned. “I remember my first protest. It was in New Zealand waters, so by the time I’d sailed there—it was on someone else’s boat—I was already dog tired from ten days at sea, night watches, rough weather, and the stress of being confined with half a dozen people I didn’t know too well. But then we unfurled our banners and sailed into the path of a Japanese whaling ship that had breached New Zealand waters. It was terrifying and exhilarating all at once.”

			“Was that the start of it?”

			“Yes. That was nearly ten years ago. I bought Delilah shortly after—I found it very hard to be with other people, under a stranger’s command.”

			“Yes, there’s only one captain on a boat. A wise woman told me that.” Stevie grinned.

			Kaz grimaced. “I get someone has to be in charge, that it’s important to follow orders, but I dislike the whole blokey mentality found on a lot of yachts. Not all, luckily.”

			“Don’t ever go out on my parents’ boat, then. Father is captain, and he controls it all. We’re only there to look decorative and have a good time. Mind you, a power cruiser is a lot different from a yacht.”

			“I don’t think there’s much chance of me ending up on your parents’ boat.” Kaz’s hand shifted under Stevie’s touch, but she didn’t pull away. “But tell me your news. How’s the job going?”

			“Good. I’m enjoying it so far. I’m one of only a couple of registered nurses—most of the others are enrolled nurses or nursing assistants. Most of them are very good, but a registered nurse is in charge. So soon, that will be me. Captain of the S.S. Harbour View.”

			“Even though you’re freshly minted, so to speak?”

			“It sounds more important than it is. I’m conscious of not rolling in all newly qualified and riding roughshod over the top of them.”

			“Mmm. That seldom ends well.”

			“Although a certain captain had no hesitation ordering me about!”

			“That’s different.” The lights in the tavern were low, so the outside view of the ocean was still visible, and Kaz’s eyes sparkled enticingly.

			Was she flirting? If Stevie was a betting woman, she’d slap down her money on the possibility. But maybe Kaz flirted with all women on her boat; maybe she had a woman waiting at the end of every small-town jetty up the east coast.

			“There’s a lot I’d like to order you about in,” Kaz continued. She winked.

			At least, Stevie thought it was a wink. Maybe she had a twitch in her eye, but there was no mistaking the double entendre. She’s flirting. A warm buzz started in the pit of her stomach. Stevie took a mouthful of cold ale, but it did nothing to douse the heat.

			Melting at Kaz’s feet in a puddle of lust was probably not the coolest option. “You’re not my captain anymore.”

			Kaz considered, her head on one side. “Does that mean you won’t come out again on Delilah with me?”

			The warmth spread to her diaphragm making it hard to catch her breath. “Am I invited?”

			“I didn’t think you needed an invitation. You didn’t the last time!”

			“You want me to break in and appear three hours out to sea?”

			“Ideally not. I don’t want to repair the hatch again. But if that’s what it takes…” She winked—or twitched—again.

			It was a wink, Stevie decided. She didn’t think people winked anymore. Kaz apparently hadn’t read that memo. She leant forward. “If you’d have told me a few weeks ago I’d have enjoyed bobbing around on the ocean on a glorified plank, I wouldn’t have believed you. Strangely, though, I’d love to come with you again.”

			“When I found you on Delilah, I’d never have believed you’d turn into the protester you did. A hungover party girl in a thin dress. You didn’t look the part at all.”

			“Looks are deceiving.” Stevie worried the drink coaster with her fingers. “I know I was difficult at first, but I’m glad I ended up on board.”

			“You enjoyed the bad food, lack of showers, and sharing your bunk with a sail bag?”

			“Maybe not the last one.” Stevie glanced up and met Kaz’s gaze. She took a deep breath, trying to slow her racing heart. Flirting took two, after all. “There are better things to share a bunk with.”

			Kaz’s expression didn’t alter, but there was suddenly a lick of flame in her amber gaze. Stevie couldn’t look away. The air between them seemed blurry, like the shimmer of a heat haze.

			“Like what?” Kaz’s words were a croak, so different from her usual self-assured low voice.

			Stevie’s lips parted. Was she ready for this? This sudden escalation of desire between them? She should back off and make a joke about Sinbad being a great bed companion. But then, she wasn’t sure what this was. This could be a great flirtation, maybe a single night together. If she backed off now, maybe she wouldn’t get another chance.

			Her time in Kaz’s company on Delilah had been leading, slowly, subtly to this, to an intimacy between them.

			She was ready.

			“A woman.”

			“Any particular sort of woman?” Kaz seemed fascinated by Stevie’s lips. Her gaze lingered on them.

			Stevie smiled slowly.

			Kaz’s eyes darkened in response.

			“Someone outdoorsy, who loves nature,” Stevie said. “Passionate, of course, in all things. Someone comfortable in her own skin and sexuality.”

			“What does she look like?”

			She pretended to consider, head on one side. “Tiger’s eyes. Intense expression. Maybe some streaks of silver in her short brown hair.”

			“I thought no one noticed those.” Kaz’s slow smile lit her face.

			“Dream on, girlfriend.” Stevie cursed her runaway mouth. Girlfriend was an expression she used all the time with her friends. Would Kaz interpret it differently? Would she think Stevie was presuming?

			Kaz touched the grey strands. “I rather like them, truth be told. I’ve never dyed my hair; I’m not going to start now.”

			“I’m not asking you to. I like them as well.”

			“That’s lucky. And I love your pixie cut. I love how it curls, just-so, over your left ear but not your right.” Kaz reached across and touched Stevie’s left ear.

			The heat in Stevie’s body had now reached her chest. It curled tiny tendrils around her heart.

			Kaz’s finger traced around the whorls of Stevie’s ear and withdrew.

			“Who’s having the fish and chips?” The waiter’s question seemed to come out of nowhere.

			That’s right. Food. They were here for dinner, not just a master class in flirting from Kaz. “That’s mine.” It took Stevie two tries to get the words out.

			The waiter set down the fish and chips in front of Stevie and the salad in front of Kaz. “Can I get you anything else?”

			“Do you have any malt vinegar?” Stevie cursed her request as soon as it had left her mouth. She could do without vinegar just this once. Now the waiter would interrupt them again when he brought it.

			The waiter nodded and disappeared.

			“No tomato sauce? How very un-Australian of you.”

			Stevie shook her head. “Not with fish and chips. We were brought up the British way. Malt vinegar and salt. Anything else is sacrilegious. Now, a meat pie is different.”

			The waiter returned with the vinegar, and Stevie shook it over her meal, followed by salt. She pushed her plate across to Kaz. “Try one.”

			Kaz snagged a fat chip and tasted. “Too much salt for me. But the vinegar’s good.”

			“You inhale enough salt on the water.”

			“There is that.” Kaz took a mouthful of her chicken salad. “This is good. Try it.” She waited until Stevie had taken a forkful before continuing, “All that salt! And you, a nurse!”

			“Means nothing. Plenty of nurses smoke, go out on the piss, take no exercise. Doctors too.” She ate another salty chip and continued, “I’ve wondered something about you. With your emphasis on saving the planet, did you ever consider turning vegetarian?”

			Kaz scowled, and Stevie wondered if she’d crossed a line.

			“Valid point. It’s been made to me often, mostly by people in Ocean Rights. I was a vegetarian for a couple of years, but I suffered chronic fatigue. My doctor suggested adding meat to my diet to see if it made a difference. It did. I’m certainly not saying that’s right for everyone, but it worked for me.” She smiled slightly, a gentle uptilt of her lips. “And, to be honest, the first steak I had after being vegetarian for so long was the best thing I’d ever tasted.”

			“Do you feel guilty about eating meat?”

			“Sometimes. Most often when I’m with Ocean Rights people. I generally eat vegetarian then.”

			“Don’t feel guilty.” Stevie speared a piece of her fish and dipped it into the tartare sauce. “You need to do what’s right for you. I’ve learnt you have to pick your causes in life as well as your battles.” She sighed. “When I first went to Melbourne, there were so many things competing for my time. Save the children, save the animals, save the planet. Eat well, eat for health, eat for the planet. Don’t get me started on politics!”

			Kaz grinned. “I won’t. There lies the end of a pleasant evening.”

			“I had to pace myself,” Stevie continued. “One person can’t help everyone. You have to do your best. I learnt that as a nurse too. Much as I would like to, you can’t give emotionally to everyone. There’d be nothing left.”

			“It must be hard sometimes to switch off.”

			“Sometimes, yes.” Stevie leant forward and put down her cutlery. “How did we end up in this serious conversation?”

			“I’m not sure. But I like learning about you, Stevie.” Kaz’s smile grew slowly. It lit her face and made her eyes appear huge. “I hope to learn a lot more.”

			Stevie’s breath caught in her throat, and the warmth in her chest that had subsided to a simmer as they talked about other things leapt anew. “Me too.”

			Kaz pushed her plate away and reached across the table with both hands.

			There was no room in Stevie’s stomach for the rest of her meal. Her belly was full of cartwheeling butterflies, fluttering their wings against her belly until she couldn’t swallow from nerves and anticipation.

			Kaz’s thumb stroked the back of Stevie’s hand. The gentle to-and-fro sent tingles over her skin as if her whole body was electrified.

			The server came up to remove their plates and ask how they’d enjoyed their meal. Somehow, Stevie managed to answer him. The interruption brought her back to the very public setting where they were. This was not the place for seduction—although she wasn’t sure who was seducing whom. Maybe they were both on the same path, moving to the same conclusion.

			Stevie sat back in her seat, picked up her ale, and took a mouthful. She nodded to Kaz’s empty glass. “Would you like another?”

			“One’s enough for me. Otherwise, I’ll have to sleep on Delilah for the night rather than drive home.”

			“How far away do you live?”

			“Twenty minutes or so.”

			I live closer. The words hovered on Stevie’s tongue. Should she say them, with all they implied? She finished her ale in two large gulps.

			“Would you like to take a walk to the marina?” Kaz asked. “I like to check on Delilah, any time I come to Wallanbindi. Make sure nothing has gone awry.”

			“I’d like to see her.”

			“You make Delilah sound like a person.” Kaz rose and picked up the bag of Alana’s clothes. “But that’s how I talk about her too.”

			Stevie stood too, and they left, clattering down the stairs to the street.

			The sky was clear, and the night was crisp and chill. Stars blazed overhead, and the gentle breaking waves whispered rhythmically on the harbour wall.

			Kaz turned towards the marina, and Stevie fell into step. A sideways glance, then Kaz took her hand, her fingers clasping Stevie’s palm tightly.

			Desire curled sweetly in Stevie’s chest again.

			Their steps matched, and they walked along the road to the marina. Although Kaz was taller, their heights were similar enough that their hips bumped. Stevie shivered in the cool breeze.

			“Cold?” Kaz didn’t wait for an answer. She freed her hand and wrapped it around Stevie’s waist, drawing her closer.

			Stevie slung her own arm around Kaz’s body. Their pace slowed and became an amble. A stroll Stevie didn’t want to end. Not as long as it meant Kaz’s arm around her waist and the anticipation of something more at their destination.

			They reached the entrance to the marina and started out along the jetty.

			“That’s my parents’ cruiser.” Stevie pointed. Good Time Gal was in darkness, covered tightly against the weather. Even so, her sleek modern lines screamed money.

			Kaz studied the boat. “I’d love to take that out on a protest. You could keep up with anything.”

			“Imagine if I asked if I could!” Ash’s comments about the ineffectiveness of Sterling Saves rose in her mind, but she pushed the thoughts back. Now was not the time. She tightened her fingers around Kaz’s palm.

			Kaz squeezed back and led them past Good Time Gal, further along the jetty. “Well, you know what they say—better to beg forgiveness than ask permission.”

			“Karin Malone! I hope you’re not suggesting I steal my parents’ boat.”

			“Never,” said Kaz, although there was a definite grin on her face. She turned down one of the piers.

			“I remember this.” Stevie looked around. “I ran down here.” She gestured to the security gates protecting most of the boats. “Delilah was the only boat that didn’t have one of those.”

			“She still doesn’t.” Kaz stopped in front of Delilah.

			The wind rippled over the water in a cooling breeze, and Delilah rocked slightly in her pen.

			Kaz swung a leg over the rail and climbed onto the deck. She held a hand out for Stevie.

			Stevie took it and ended up next to Kaz. She looked around. Same wooden deck, same wheel, shiny from use in the ten and two position. The mainsail was tight under the boom cover, the foresail wrapped around its stay. Stevie went over to the hatch and ran a hand over the closure. “They did a good job fixing it.”

			“They did.”

			Stevie looked around. “I keep expecting to see Sinbad on top of the cabin.”

			“He’s at home, probably on my bed.” Kaz unbolted the hatch and led the way below.

			Stevie followed. It was exactly as she remembered, down to the sail bag pushed to one side of what she thought of as her bunk.

			Kaz flicked on the light. The cabin was neat and tidy and smelt faintly of polish. She placed the bag of clothes on the bench and went over to the galley. The door to the head was propped open. Stevie smiled in memory of the light that had filled the bowl that night.

			Kaz held up the kettle. “Coffee?”

			Wordlessly, Stevie shook her head. “Just water.”

			Kaz rinsed her fingers under the tap and poured two glasses of water before handing one to Stevie.

			She took a large gulp. It did nothing to ease her dry throat. The curtain that separated Kaz’s bunk from the main cabin was pulled back. Stevie caught a glimpse of a sleeping bag pulled over the mattress. The bunk was wider than hers.

			“Captain’s bunk,” Kaz said with a smile. “Yours was the squashy one. Mine’s a double.”

			The words conjured images in Stevie’s head. The two of them, lying together. Kissing. Hands exploring skin. The rhythm of lovemaking and the rhythm of the ocean. “I didn’t think I’d miss this, but I did.” She turned to Kaz. “I missed you too.” The words had spilled out before she could hold them back, but from the slow, spreading smile on Kaz’s face, they were welcomed.

			“I like to think we have some unfinished business.” Kaz came closer, and her fingers again touched the curl of hair over Stevie’s left ear.

			“We do.” Stevie took a step forward and pushed her hands underneath Kaz’s shirt to touch the skin above her jeans.

			Kaz shivered, and her eyes turned golden in the dim cabin light. She turned her head and pressed a kiss to Stevie’s neck.

			Oh! So that was what Kaz’s lips felt like on her skin. The touch of her lips sent sparks down Stevie’s nerve pathways. Like liquid fire, they danced and burnt, turning her mind into a molten mass of longing. When Kaz raised her head, Stevie moved forward and fitted her lips to Kaz’s.

			The kiss started off soft. Memories of the time before when they had been so close to this flew into Stevie’s mind. This was what she had wanted then. And now, finally, that moment was here. Her tongue traced Kaz’s upper lip and then she sucked upon Kaz’s lower lip, grazing it gently with her teeth.

			Kaz slipped her hand around the back of Stevie’s head and pulled Stevie closer so that the kiss could be what it was supposed to be: hot, wet, and laden with passion, a living thing that Stevie couldn’t have stopped even if she wanted to.

			Kaz’s lips moved with assurance, and her tongue swept into Stevie’s mouth, tasting, even as her lips supped, and their mouths moved together.

			There didn’t seem to be enough air in the cabin. Stevie’s head swam as if she were dizzy, and her knees trembled as her strength left them. This intoxication was all Kaz’s doing. Kaz was drawing her along into a web of lust from which there was only one conclusion.

			She may have started this, but it had quickly spiralled out of her control. Not that she wanted to stop. Kaz’s firm lips led the way, as she plundered Stevie’s mouth with assurance. She’s the captain. What she says, goes. Stevie smiled against Kaz’s lips at the thought.

			But Stevie wouldn’t passively follow Kaz’s lead. She let her fingers drift under Kaz’s shirt again, sweeping motions to and fro, first brushing her waist, and then her ribs, until her fingertips touched the lower edge of Kaz’s bra.

			Kaz shifted, half-turning her body away so that Stevie’s fingers rested on the underside of Kaz’s breast.

			Her bra was soft under Stevie’s touch, something natural like cotton rather than shiny and silky. What colour was it? Black, maybe, or a sensible beige. Kaz was such a practical person that the more frivolous colours seemed out of character. Her bra wouldn’t be shell pink or turquoise.

			And then Kaz drew away, grasped Stevie’s fingers, and placed them on the buttons of her shirt.

			It seemed as if the sea was roaring in her ears, even though the water in the marina was calm. But there was the crashing of waves in her head, and maybe Delilah was swaying under her feet, or maybe it was all her. She glanced at Kaz’s face.

			Her expression was serious, sombre, even, but she looked at Stevie and smiled. “I am so ready for this.”

			Stevie undid the buttons on Kaz’s dark-red shirt, carefully, one by one, pulling the shirt apart as she did so.

			Blue. Kaz’s bra was a bright royal blue. Not quite the practical colour she’d envisaged, certainly not a bland skin tone. Her throat was ruddy and weathered, but under the vee of sunburnt skin, her skin was softer, a glowing golden.

			Stevie bent and placed her mouth in the cleft between Kaz’s breasts and kissed.

			Kaz pushed her hands into Stevie’s hair, cupping her scalp with a soft touch.

			When Stevie straightened, she moved her hands around Kaz’s back, found the bra catch, and fumbled with it, thick-fingered, until it opened and she could push the bra up. Kaz’s breasts were small and delicate. But the undersides curved like shells, and the nipples were a dusky pink with large areolas. Stevie stroked a finger down the upper side of one breast and circled the nipple with wide strokes.

			Her heart thundered in her ears, and dimly she wondered how soon she could get Kaz to lie down on the bigger bunk as she didn’t think her legs would support her for much longer. She leant forward and sucked one of Kaz’s erect nipples into her mouth, her tongue mimicking the pattern her fingers had taken earlier.

			Kaz stroked from Stevie’s neck down over the T-shirt, and she traced one of the wild spirals of tie-dye pattern. “Somehow, this is very you. Although I wouldn’t have picked you for a girl who wears pink.”

			“I don’t normally.” Stevie straightened, and her muscles clenched as Kaz’s finger ran around her bellybutton. “I just loved the shirt.”

			“I love what’s underneath it more.” Kaz moved her finger in another foray around and around, then she tugged the T-shirt upwards. She smoothed her palm around Stevie’s waist.

			Sparks. There was more than sparks between them; they had already kindled into flame. It wouldn’t take much more before it erupted into an inferno, as wild and fierce as any bushfire. She stepped back and pulled her T-shirt over her head. Her bra followed.

			Kaz’s gaze locked onto Stevie’s breasts.

			Stevie’s nipples hardened, not only from the chill air of Delilah’s cabin.

			“I love your body,” Kaz said, and her voice held a huskiness missing from her normal tones.

			“I love yours. And I’ve seen more of it than you have of mine.”

			“Ah yes. When I took a shower on deck.” A hint of amusement in Kaz’s tone.

			“Did you deliberately leave the towel in the cabin?”

			“No. That was a lucky chance. I saw you looking, Stevie. Did you like what you saw?”

			Did she? Did the pope wear a silly hat? Did a bear shit in the woods? She hadn’t liked the sight of Kaz’s naked body. She had loved it. She nodded.

			“Maybe it’s time for a refresher, then,” Kaz said. “In case you’ve forgotten how it looks.” She dropped the shirt from her shoulders and discarded the bra completely. Her fingers went to the button of her jeans, and she undid it, slid down the zipper, pushed her jeans down her legs, and stepped out of them. Clad only in a pair of scarlet cotton bikinis, she stood straight under Stevie’s gaze.

			Before, on deck, Stevie had been embarrassed to have been caught looking. Now, she let her gaze roam from Kaz’s strong face, down over her long neck to her wide shoulders, her lightly muscled arms, those breasts, over her flat stomach to where the undies sat, just above her pubic mound. Her hips were as lean as Stevie remembered, her thighs as long and strong. The tan faded where her shorts would come, and the skin around her hips and upper thighs was a pale gold.

			“You can’t be the only one looking.” Kaz came forward, and her fingers rested on the waist of Stevie’s jeans. “You want this?”

			She could only nod. Any words were caught in her throat, which was closed over with the emotion and the rightness of the moment. She’d spent only a few days with Kaz, but this felt so right. She nodded again in case there was any misinterpretation and then leant in to Kaz’s kiss, wanting the warmth and reassurance of her lips.

			Kaz undid Stevie’s jeans and pulled them down.

			Fumbling and stumbling, Stevie tried to kick them away without breaking the lock of Kaz’s lips. Finally, her undies were gone, and the bushfire now raged unchecked through her body. She yanked at Kaz’s underwear, smiling as Kaz managed to step out of them more gracefully than Stevie had done.

			Kaz broke the kiss. She grasped Stevie’s hand and tugged, and they crawled into the bigger bunk, turning around until they were side by side on the opened sleeping bag.

			The crimson haze in Stevie’s head spread through her body in a pulsing wave of lust, and she couldn’t have put words to what she felt if her life depended on it. They kissed, and the touches became more intimate, slower, until when Kaz’s fingers slid inside, Stevie arched up from the bed and her mouth opened in a soundless “oh” of pleasure.

			There was more touching as Stevie yearned to repay the feelings Kaz had stirred in her, and then Kaz’s lips followed where her fingers had been.

			It was slightly surreal in the darkness of the cabin; Kaz’s lean body was a hazy shape between Stevie’s legs, but the sensation of skin on skin was intensified. Delilah rocked slightly in her berth, and then, when Stevie finally got to spread Kaz’s thighs and touch her how she’d dreamt of doing, Delilah’s rocking matched the rhythm of Stevie’s fingers on Kaz’s clit.

			When it was all over, it was still unfinished. They kissed again, hot and slow enough that Stevie wondered how she could possibly take any more pleasure. The ache in her belly and the wetness on her thighs should have been enough. But it wasn’t.

			She wanted more of Kaz. Much more.

			Eventually, when their lovemaking had drifted into drowsy kisses and gentle touches, when Stevie rested her head on Kaz’s shoulder and placed a thigh over Kaz’s own, when the only sound was the halyards chiming against the mast in the breeze, Stevie’s eyes grew heavy, and she relaxed into sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Kaz woke abruptly with the full leap into wakefulness she usually had on board Delilah. But this time was different. She was not at sea. Light filtered into the bunk from the skylight, and there was a heavy weight over her legs.

			Stevie.

			Kaz raised her head and looked down at Stevie, whose head rested on Kaz’s shoulder. Without disturbing her, Kaz groped for her phone. Of course, the phone was out in the main cabin, no doubt somewhere in the scattering of abandoned clothes on the floor. Stevie had mentioned a late shift, but was that today or tomorrow?

			Gently, she shook Stevie’s shoulder.

			“Whassthematter?” Stevie mumbled and burrowed her nose deeper into the curve of Kaz’s neck and shoulder.

			“Stevie, wake up. Do you have to be at work?”

			Stevie drew her legs underneath her and shot upright in the bunk like a rocket. “Work? Shit.” She pushed her hands through her hair. It stuck up like the spines of an echidna. Then she relaxed. “No. I’m on a late shift.” She turned to Kaz. “It can’t be that late. Thank you for thinking of that.”

			Kaz raised up on an elbow, and Stevie bent down, brushing a quick kiss over her lips.

			“I have morning breath.” Stevie grimaced. “And I need to pee.”

			She scrambled past Kaz, giving her a gorgeous view of her rounded bottom, and then she went into the head.

			Kaz relaxed on the bunk. With luck, Stevie would return and there might be more lovemaking—slower, softer lovemaking, the sort that drifts on for a long time, when two people have no pressure of places to go or people to see.

			Stevie returned, shivering, and climbed back into the bunk to burrow under the sleeping bag. “It’s a little after seven and I don’t have to be anywhere until one. What about you? Do you have to get home to feed Sinbad?”

			Kaz shook her head. “He has a feeder. He’s fine on his own for a night or two. I don’t have to leave this bunk all day if I don’t want to.”

			“What about food? Coffee? You must need to pee.” Stevie’s smile was infectious.

			Kaz found herself grinning inanely in return. The buzz of last night’s sex still burnt low in her belly. She was sure it wouldn’t take much to fire her up again.

			“Maybe for that. Otherwise, I can live on love.”

			“You might be able to, but I can’t.” Stevie’s stomach gurgled, punctuating her comment. “I need coffee. Toast and Vegemite. Ideally eggs. I’m a working woman now; I need to keep my energy up.”

			“I need kisses, caresses, and that special way you have with your tongue on a most sensitive part. That will keep my energy up.”

			“I’ll see what I can do. After coffee.” With a quick kiss to Kaz’s lips, Stevie scrambled out again and pulled on her jeans and T-shirt. She lit the stove and threw open the hatch. “It’s a gorgeous day. Let’s have coffee on deck.”

			“Okay. But only if we can come back to bed before you have to go to work.”

			Stevie turned, coffee mugs in hand. Her eyes were a brighter blue in the sunlight streaming through the hatch. “As if I wouldn’t agree to that.”

			The coffee steamed in the cool morning as they sat on deck. Around them, the marina was stirring into life: people carried gear to boats, and a yacht on the next pier cast off and backed out of its pen.

			“I only drink black coffee now, thanks to you. Saves buying milk.” Stevie sipped her coffee. “Is it strange for you to be back on land?”

			Kaz considered. “Not really. I spend more time at home than I do at sea. But there’s always a couple of days of readjustment when I miss the salt air and the solitude.”

			“I’d love to see your cabin sometime.”

			“I’d love to take you there.” Somewhere in the back of her mind, Kaz wondered at her quick acceptance of Stevie. She’d been dating Alana for a couple of weeks before she took her to the cabin. But Stevie fitted so seamlessly into Kaz’s life that she hadn’t hesitated.

			“In the meantime, if you want a hot shower this morning, my flat is five minutes away. Not that I’m implying you need a shower or anything.” Stevie’s smile sparkled over her coffee mug.

			“A hot shower would be good. Eventually. After maybe another mug of coffee, and whatever else we can find to do after that.”

			Stevie’s stomach gurgled again. “Breakfast. I hope we can find breakfast.”

			“Not onboard Delilah. I emptied the cooler.”

			“Then my place. I have eggs and toast.”

			Kaz looked at Stevie as she sat at the stern. The breeze ruffled her short hair, and Kaz could clearly make out the shape of her breasts under the thin T-shirt. No bra. Of course she hadn’t put one on yet. Stevie’s slender hands clasped the mug. She had beautiful hands, with long fingers, healthy nails clipped short.

			What was it about Stevie that felt so comfortable, so right? After such an awkward start, she fit so neatly into Kaz’s world. And she loved being at sea, even if she still had a lot to learn. Kaz remembered one night when Stevie was on watch. Kaz had woken, following some internal clock that said it was time to rise and go on deck. She’d been late for her watch, but when she’d looked out of the hatch, she’d seen Stevie by the wheel, alternately watching the tell-tales and the horizon. Her expression had been peaceful and intent, and she’d exuded the same sort of quiet happiness that Kaz herself felt at sea.

			Kaz had taken one long look at Stevie’s upturned face, and then she’d gone back below to her bunk. Stevie would wake her when she was ready. There were some things best not to interrupt, and a silent communion with the ocean was one of them.

			She reached out a hand across the space and took Stevie’s. “Maybe we should go to your flat. A hot shower and breakfast sound mighty tempting.”

			“Mmm.” Stevie turned to face Kaz and took her hand. “We will, then. This is lovely, but Delilah should be at sea, not penned in some marina.”

			They rose and went below, tidying and straightening Delilah together as if they’d done it for years.

			Stevie took a long look around. “I already loved this boat. Now, it’s extra special because of last night. My first time making love on a yacht.” She looked Kaz full in the face. “Hopefully not my last.”

			Kaz found Stevie’s hand and tugged her close. “I think we can arrange a repeat.” This time, had she found a woman whom she could share her life with? Someone who would join her on the seas, would feel as passionately as she did about the things that mattered? It was early days, sure, but Kaz hoped.

			Stevie’s flat was indeed only a short walk away. Kaz looked around the space curiously. It was painted the functional white of many rental properties, with bland, hardwearing fixtures. There was little personalisation. A couch, a desk with a laptop, a TV, and a coffee table stacked with medical magazines. Through the door to the bedroom, Kaz glimpsed a large bed with a sky-blue quilt.

			She went over to the desk where there were a couple of photographs. One was of Stevie, her arms around two other women. They were laughing uproariously, and the background appeared to be a cocktail bar. The second photo was of Ash. She was cooking, a wooden spoon upraised to the camera and a huge grin on her face. “Ash really does look like you. When I bumped into her the other day, for a split second, I thought she was you, despite the blonde hair.”

			“It’s dyed. Her hair’s the same colour as mine. People always used confuse us when we were younger.” She flashed a quick smile. “That’s probably why she started dyeing it.”

			“How are the engagement plans coming along?”

			Some of the light fled Stevie’s face. “Truth be told, she’s a little unhappy. It seems she’s going through the same shit with our parents I went through when I left for Melbourne. She’s not enjoying working for the charity as much as she’d hoped. Our parents seem to be pinning their hopes on Zach coming into the business. He’s not a Sterling, but he’s male, and marrying one, so it’s acceptable. Just.” Her voice had taken on a bitter tinge.

			Kaz mentally shook her head. How terrible to be shoehorned into something you hated. Hopefully, Zach would seize the opportunity and run with it. “What does he do now?”

			“He’s an architect.”

			Strange. That was a career that brought out the passion in people. Creating beautiful things. Unless it was a council toilet block, of course. Did architects even design them? Probably not. “Does he not like it?”

			“He loves it, and I foresee an almighty problem in the future about all of that.” Stevie came close and linked her arms around Kaz’s neck. “I don’t want to talk about Zach. I don’t want to talk at all.” Her lips sought Kaz’s.

			At their warm, persuasive touch, all thoughts of anyone other than Stevie fled her head. “When do you have to leave for work?”

			Stevie tilted her head on one side. “Half past twelve. And I have to shower, eat breakfast, and make dinner to take to work. So if you’ve got anything you want to add to that list, you better be a fast worker.”

			Kaz dropped to her knees and flipped up Stevie’s T-shirt and pressed a kiss to her belly. Her tongue dipped into her naval.

			Stevie squirmed. “That tickles.”

			Kaz repeated the action and let her lips drift lower. She unzipped Stevie’s jeans and, in one swift movement, yanked down her jeans and undies. Stevie’s warm, woman scent drifted out to Kaz. She closed her eyes and breathed her in.

			“Tease.” Stevie’s voice held an edge of torment.

			Kaz pressed a kiss to Stevie’s soft curls and then helped her step out of her jeans and sandals. She ran her palms up from Stevie’s knees and along her inner thighs in a slow glide, absorbing the feel of impossibly soft skin, marvelling at the way the fine hairs stood on end as her hands passed over them. When she reached the juncture of Stevie’s thighs, she pressed them apart and dipped her finger in the wetness between. Then, with a deep breath, she buried her face there, licking and sucking, using her tongue in every way she could until she discovered what Stevie liked best.

			Stevie’s hands gripped Kaz’s head in a painful vice grip, but Kaz didn’t stop, not until Stevie cried out and the tension left her body.
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			Despite her best efforts, Stevie was only just on time for her shift. She waved to Luce in the locker room and then walked as fast as she could without actually jogging to the ward.

			It was her first day on the Alzheimer’s ward, and apart from one of the aides whom she already knew, she would be working with a new group of people.

			The RN in charge frowned slightly as Stevie slid up to the nurses’ station for handover.

			Stevie took the last remaining chair and pulled out her notepad. It was hard to concentrate as the charge nurse rattled off details of the patients. Her words washed over her. Kaz was in her head, filling her mind. She stared at the painting over the charge nurse’s head, barely seeing the bland landscape with grazing horses.

			The scrape of chairs as the others got to their feet brought her back to reality. She pushed the image of Kaz, her face suffused with passion, to one side, and rose too, ready to file out with the others.

			“Nurse Sterling, one moment, please.” The rather cold tones of the charge nurse halted her. That and the fact the nurse had used her formal title, rather than her first name, hinted of trouble.

			“Have you had much experience with Alzheimer patients?”

			“Not too much,” Stevie admitted, “although I’ve had a couple of placements working with patients with dementia.”

			The charge nurse nodded. “We’re short-staffed. We’re always short-staffed. No one wants to work with dementia patients. There’s little interaction—if we even had time for any—and some of the patients can be violent. You’ll know which ones those are from the briefing.”

			It wasn’t a question. Stevie wracked her brains trying to remember. “Beds 13, 18, and 20.” Surely the nurse had given the patients’ names, but she couldn’t remember them.

			The charge nurse nodded once, a short, sharp jerk. It seemed Stevie was dismissed. She turned to the door.

			“Sterling.” The charge nurse’s tone was almost musing. “Are you related to the prominent Sterling family in Wallanbindi? Socialites and the like.”

			Stevie bit her lip and swung back to face the charge nurse. “Yes.”

			“I wonder why you’re working as a nurse.” The charge nurse glanced at the chart in front of her. “Surely you don’t need to.”

			“I want to.”

			There was no response, but waves of disdain rolled off the seated figure. Stevie waited another few seconds, then left. Would she always have this as long as she lived in Wallanbindi? The Sterling name was simply too well known. She squared her shoulders and tried to let the words roll away. Stevie was not her family.
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			Family. Stevie sat on the couch and picked up her phone. She should call her parents. She’d had no contact with them since the day of Ash’s engagement other than to leave a brief message that she couldn’t make Sunday brunch as they’d asked. There had been nothing more from them in the nearly two weeks since.

			They should call me, not the other way around. She turned the phone around in her hand. She was the wronged party, although she doubted her parents saw it that way. But what was more important? Trying to connect with them in a more meaningful way, even if it meant making the first move or holding out and waiting for them to call?

			The phone display said it was nearly ten p.m. That wasn’t too late in the Sterling household. Mother and Father were probably settling back with an after-dinner glass of port. Taking a deep breath, Stevie pushed the call button for the house number. There was no answer. Maybe they were entertaining or out for the evening. She’d try again tomorrow. Instead, she tapped the shortcut for Ash’s number.

			“Hey.” Ash’s voice came down the phone line. “How was your day?”

			“Good.” Stevie pushed the memory of the snotty charge nurse to one side. “I was in the dementia ward for the first time.”

			“That doesn’t sound good. It sounds depressing.”

			Stevie took her glass of water to the couch and curled up in one corner. “It could be, if I let it. But dementia patients are some of the most neglected patients in our care system.”

			“Even at Harbour View? I thought it was a great place.”

			“They’re treated better there than all of the places I went to as a student.” She subdued the niggle that said the patients were known by bed numbers, not names. “It could be better, but it could be a hundred times worse.” She switched the phone to the other ear. “I didn’t call to talk about geriatrics, though. How are you?”

			“Okay, I guess.”

			“But?” Stevie waited. The flatness in Ash’s voice hinted of more.

			“It’s Mother. She asked me to start working on donors to provide dresses for the next school formal night. I did as she asked and contacted the usual designers, but I also called the charity I mentioned before, the one that provides second-hand clothes. They were delighted.” Ash’s voice choked. “Mother wasn’t. She yelled at me and made me call the charity and rescind the offer.”

			Stevie’s heart twisted at the misery in Ash’s voice.

			“I don’t want to do this, Stevie. I can’t do this. When I think of spending the rest of my life drinking expensive bubbles at ridiculous charity lunches as Mother does…it’s enough to give me hives.”

			“Maybe you won’t have to for much longer. If Zach joins the business.”

			Silence spread down the line, long enough that Stevie started to worry. Was there something wrong with Zach?

			“He got the job. He’s moving to Canberra,” Ash blurted.

			“And you? What are you doing?” Stevie picked her words carefully. After everything Ash had said recently, she wasn’t sure what was behind this.

			A small silence expanded to be a longer one. Still, Stevie waited. Ash would tell her when she was ready.

			“I want to go too,” Ash said in a small voice. “Zach’s new job involves designing the sort of buildings he’s always dreamt about: minimalist, aesthetic, modern buildings. The company specialises in small spaces, functional living that is also beautiful. He discussed it with me, Stevie. He knows Mother’s expectations of him, and he said if I felt strongly about it, he’d turn down the offered job. But the Canberra job is everything he wants to do. I can’t stand in the way of that, and I wouldn’t want to.”

			Stevie stared out of the window. The orange streetlight on the corner cast a pool of light. A solitary dog sniffed at tyres, but otherwise there was no life around.

			“What would you do in Canberra?”

			That silence again. “I don’t know. I just know I want to be with Zach, and I don’t want to work with Mother.”

			Stevie could sympathise with that.

			“When are you going?”

			“Zach moves in five weeks. Me… I don’t know. I don’t know how to tell Mother. I don’t know how she’ll find someone else to take over the charity. For all her controlling ways, she still needs someone to run it. I can’t just up and leave.”

			“Treat it as any other job, and give her a month’s notice,” Stevie suggested.

			“But it’s not just any other job, is it? You must remember how it was for you, when you told her you wouldn’t even start in the charity.”

			Stevie remembered. The silent reproaches over the dinner table, the long-suffering sighs, the overheard phone conversations between Mother and her friends, saying how Mother couldn’t possibly attend such-n-such because she had to work now Stevie had decided to play at nursing.

			Poor Ash. It would be much worse for her. She’d worked with Mother for nearly three years—almost as long as Stevie had been away.

			“I can’t tell her. I don’t know how to,” Ash said.

			“You have to. You can’t just not turn up one morning.” Stevie kept her tone soft. Ash was a gentle person, and she’d always been a follower, often doing what other people asked of her. But while Stevie—and now Zach—had fought her past battles for her, this was one she’d have to do herself. Or mostly herself.

			“How did you do it?”

			“I don’t think my way was the best way,” Stevie said, wryly. “Remember, I hadn’t started working for her; there was just the expectation that I would. If I had to do it again, I’d be less abrupt about it. Still firm, just less challenging. I made it about her, not about the charity, which was a mistake.”

			She had done it all wrong. It didn’t pay to be wishy-washy with Mother, but she could have been kinder, explained why she couldn’t do what Mother wanted.

			“Will you come with me, when I tell her?”

			The old nervous feeling stirred in the pit of her stomach, the one only her parents could induce. “I haven’t seen them since the night of the party. I could make things worse.”

			“I don’t see how it could be any worse. Please, Stevie? You don’t have to say anything. Just knowing you’re there in my corner will make it easier.”

			“All right. When do you want to do it?”

			“Not yet. I need to psych myself into it, even with you there. Maybe in a week or so, I’ll feel brave enough.”

			“Let me know.” Stevie drew a deep breath. Was she too soft where Ash was concerned? She still wasn’t sure how she was going to react to seeing her parents. Maybe going with Ash would work for her as well. Their parents’ focus would be on Ash, not her. Stevie gave a wry, inward chuckle. What was different about that?

			“Anyway, enough about me.” Ash’s sigh gusted down the line. “What are you up to this weekend?”

			“I’m on a late shift Sunday. Saturday… Well, I’m going out with…a friend.” One part of her mind noted she hadn’t said Kaz’s name. Was Kaz a friend? Yes, she was, but she had also slipped over the edge into…what? Lover, yes. Friend with benefits? Girlfriend? Stevie didn’t know. Right now, she wanted to see what they were to each other before sharing it with anyone else. Even Ash.

			[image: ]

			Kaz glanced around her home. Everything was in place, ordered and neat. A chicken risotto sat on the stove, needing only the final touches. Her work papers were tucked away, there were wildflowers in a glass on the table, and a decent bottle of wine chilling in the fridge.

			Sinbad meowed for dinner, and she picked him up and snuggled him, rubbing his glossy black fur with her chin.

			He allowed it for a second or two before struggling to get down. Sinbad only permitted cuddles if he was the one who initiated them. She fed him, setting the dish outside on the veranda so that the less-than-romantic smell of cat food didn’t permeate the cabin.

			Stevie would be here any moment. Kaz twitched the cutlery into place on her small table, needing to keep busy. If she stopped, sat with a beer, maybe, she would think of Stevie, and then the waiting would be unbearable.

			She snorted to herself. She was behaving like someone who’d never had a crush or a girlfriend, before. But the jittery feeling in her stomach was more like a kid before Christmas than anxiety. Quite simply, she couldn’t wait to see Stevie, to slot into her arms as if she belonged there. She couldn’t wait to kiss her.

			Did Stevie feel the same? Kaz thought Stevie did. But apart from Alana, Kaz’s dating history had been so spotty over the past few years she was rusty on reading the signs. This dry-mouthed anticipation was all new again.

			An engine sounded outside, that of someone making their way slowly along her rough access track. A bright red Mini Cooper appeared and did a careful turn to park outside the cabin.

			Kaz waited, watching for the first glimpse of Stevie as she exited her car. Would she still feel that same leap of pleasure when she saw Stevie again, or would it be like seeing a friend? Like seeing Alana?

			Then Stevie got out of her car, looked directly up at the veranda, and waved.

			Kaz waved back and watched as Stevie went around to the passenger door and removed a cooler bag. The anticipation had ramped up to a buzz of excitement, a pleasurable ache in the pit of her stomach. She went down the stairs to greet Stevie.

			She looked stunning. She was wearing what seemed to be the same pair of soft denims, but this time with a checked cotton shirt, the sleeves rolled up to show her tanned forearms. She had red Converse on her feet.

			“Hi.” Stevie met her at the bottom of the stairs. “I brought dessert, and—”

			Kaz couldn’t help herself. She leant forward over the cooler bag Stevie held and found her lips, kissing her warmly. She placed her palm on Stevie’s cheek, smiling as Stevie leant into the touch. “I’ve missed you.”

			Stevie’s eyes seemed huge. “Good. Because I missed you too.” She kissed Kaz once more, and her tongue flicked over Kaz’s lips.

			Kaz broke the kiss. “Stop, please. I’ve cooked dinner, and if you keep that up, it won’t get eaten.”

			“That won’t happen.” Stevie picked up the cooler bag again and started up the steps. “I’m starving. I usually keep muesli bars in my locker at work, but I’ve run out. I was talking to a resident at Harbour View. She’s a total sweetie. She asked if I had a date with a young man this evening. I said no, but I did have a date with a gorgeous woman. Dulcie grabbed my hand, made me bend down, and then she whispered in my ear to seize the day. That she, too, had a special friend when she was younger, but that was then, and it just wasn’t possible for them to be together. She said she wasn’t brave enough.” Stevie stopped on the top step and turned. “How sad is that? And how lucky we are to live when we do in that respect.”

			“And where we do.”

			“Yes, that too.” Stevie continued into the cabin. She turned a slow three-sixty, her gaze lingering on Kaz’s living space. “Wow. I love this. It’s like living in the forest canopy.”

			Kaz alternated between seeing her cabin through Stevie’s eyes and looking at Stevie herself. She had to admit the cabin presented well after her tidy up, and the surrounding grey-green of the gum leaves lent weight to Stevie’s words.

			Stevie peeked around the bookshelf separating the sleeping area from the rest of the cabin. She took in the wide bed, facing the window and the same treetops. “Oh my. I can imagine waking up here. What direction is this facing?”

			“North. So the light’s good all year around.”

			Stevie walked in and touched the quilt with its pattern of sunflowers. “This is lovely.” She pressed the bed and grinned wickedly. “Nice and firm too.” With a last, longing glance at the bed, Stevie went back out to the main area and to the cooler she’d left on the kitchen counter. “Chocolate mousse cake.” She handed Kaz the platter.

			“Homemade?”

			“Yes, but not by me. Ash made it and dropped it at my place. I didn’t have time to cook.”

			“That was nice of her.” Kaz came closer and slid her arms around Stevie’s waist and nuzzled her neck.

			“Wine.” Stevie pulled out a bottle of rosé wine from the cooler. “I wasn’t sure if white or red would be more suitable, so I compromised with pink.” A couple of wedges of cheese and a packet of crackers joined the wine on the counter.

			“You really shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble.” Kaz punctuated her words with a nip at Stevie’s neck. “I love it that you did, but you didn’t have to.”

			“I know. I wanted to.” She shuddered against Kaz’s lips. “That feels rather sexy, you know.”

			“That’s the idea.” Kaz nipped again, then straightened. “But first, wine, cheese, dinner…”

			They took the wine and cheese out to the veranda. Sinbad was curled up on one of the two easychairs.

			Stevie went over and stroked him between his ears. “He seems just as content here as he does at sea.”

			“Just don’t try to pick him up. He still gives affection on his terms, not anyone else’s.”

			“Yes, I think I still have the scratches on my wrist.” Stevie held out an arm.

			Kaz took it and bent low, pretending to inspect it. “I can’t see any scratches. Oh, wait! There’s one.” She pressed her lips to the faint pink mark. “And another.”

			Stevie squirmed. “You tickle.”

			“Pick Sinbad up, then. You’ll get more than tickles.”

			“No thanks. I like my blood inside my body.” Stevie shooed Sinbad off the chair and sat in his place.

			Affronted, Sinbad stalked to the far end of the veranda and leapt onto the railing.

			“Will he be okay?”

			“Yes. He knows it’s too far to jump.” She twisted the top of the wine and poured two glasses.

			Stevie stretched her feet out, just reaching the railing with her toes. The movement drew Kaz’s attention to the line of her thighs, taut under the faded denim. Stevie had beautiful legs, toned, as if she worked out often—or maybe she just walked a lot for her job. Even her feet were lovely, with high, strong arches and long, slender toes.

			Kaz sliced some of the cheese, paired it with a cracker, and handed it to Stevie.

			“I’m on a late shift tomorrow.” Stevie laid her head back on the back of seat and closed her eyes. “I may just sleep all morning.”

			“Surely not all morning?” Kaz rested a hand on Stevie’s thigh. “You’re staying over, aren’t you? I thought we might go bushwalking in the morning. My neighbour lets me hike on his land. He has a trail that goes to an overlook over the valley. It’s a good place for a picnic.”

			“As long as there are no leeches.” Stevie didn’t open her eyes. “If there are, I’m staying here with Sinbad.”

			“You should be all right. It’s dry sclerophyll forest.”

			“Good. When we were kids, our parents took us bushwalking in the Otway Ranges in Victoria.” She shuddered. “We got back, and there were leeches everywhere. And I really do mean everywhere. Ash had one on her bottom. I have no idea how it got there. I can’t stand them.”

			“I wouldn’t take you for the squeamish sort.” Kaz rubbed her thumb on the inside of Stevie’s thigh. “You being a nurse and all. Cutting people open. Seeing the blood and guts.”

			“That’s different. It’s their blood, not mine.” Her piercing eyes opened, trapping Kaz in their gaze.

			The urge for Kaz to rest her head back too, or maybe on Stevie’s shoulder, and luxuriate in her presence was strong. Having Stevie close was like an electric charge straight to her erogenous zones. But also, Stevie was easy company. She was obviously someone who appreciated her surroundings. That was obvious from her compliments on Kaz’s cabin, from the way her gaze followed the gum trees waving in the breeze, and her quiet awe at the starry nights on Delilah. Kaz rested her head back on the couch.

			“Hey.” Stevie dug her in the ribs. “Don’t go to sleep on me. You haven’t fed me yet, and I certainly want more than one glass of wine.”

			Kaz leant forward and poured more wine. “I didn’t know you’d lost the use of your arms.”

			“You’ll find out later I haven’t.” Stevie’s quick grin and the light touch of her fingers on Kaz’s thigh reinforced that. “But I’ve had a hard day. I thought you might want to cosset me.”

			Kaz’s nerve endings sprang alive, tingling with anticipation. She straddled Stevie’s legs and leant forward to kiss her. She meant it as a quick kiss, an affectionate buss rather than a prelude to more, but as Stevie’s lips opened under her own, that intent fled. Stevie tasted of the rosé wine she’d been drinking, and there was a faint smell of antiseptic from her hair. But she was sweet and hot and eager, cupping Kaz’s buttocks and urging her closer.

			Kaz broke the kiss with reluctance. Her lips pulsed thickly, engorged with passion. “Dinner first. Come and talk to me while I add the finishing touches to the meal.”

			They sat to eat at the small table in front of the window. The darkness stole in, broken only by a small lamp behind Stevie. It cast her face in shadow, turned her into light and shade.

			Kaz ate mechanically, not really tasting the risotto. Her complete concentration was on Stevie, on her full lips as they closed over the fork, on her fingers as she reached for her wineglass, her smile as she pointed to Sinbad stalking a bird on the veranda and his pretend indifference as the bird flew away unharmed.

			The risotto was perfectly flavoured, the mousse cake densely chocolatey, and the after-dinner coffee thick and strong.

			Stevie yawned. “I could go to sleep now.” She skewered Kaz with her look. “Unless you’ve got some foolproof way of keeping me awake?”

			Oh yes. Had she ever. Kaz rose from the table and held out her hand. Stevie linked her fingers with Kaz’s, and together they walked to the bed. Kaz undressed Stevie with careful slowness, her fingertips brushing each exposed piece of skin as her clothes came away. The back of Kaz’s fingers brushed Stevie’s breast, and the lightest of touches on her hips as Kaz removed her undies made Stevie shudder, her pupils huge and dark in the dim light.

			They came together in the middle of the bed, on top of the covers, too urgent, too desirous, to pull back the sheets. Kaz came once under Stevie’s mouth and again as her fingers pushed inside her.

			Kaz needed to return the favour. Her fingers danced a light pattern on Stevie’s clit, and her lips followed down to between her legs.

			Afterwards, Kaz pulled Stevie closer, so her head rested on Kaz’s breast.

			Stevie yawned, her breath warm on Kaz’s skin. “I thought I was tired before. If there’s nuclear war tonight, I’ll sleep right through it.”

			Kaz lay awake as Stevie slept. She watched a moth on the ceiling and listened to the night sounds coming in from the bush. What she and Stevie had—whatever it was—was already something precious, something she knew she wanted to continue. They seemed so compatible in many ways, so simpatico in the things that mattered.

			Kaz pressed a soft kiss to the top of Stevie’s head. It was early days, but even as the lethargy that precedes sleep stole over her, Kaz knew what the feeling in her heart was. It was happiness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Kaz ducked into the greengrocers and picked up a basket. She preferred the smaller shop with its variety of locally grown produce to the large supermarket chains. She fingered a bunch of bok choy and gazed at the lettuce without really seeing them.

			It was hard to concentrate on grocery shopping. Stevie was in her head, with her cap of shiny brown hair and her quick smile.

			Butter lettuce or mignonette? Did it even matter? The fresh greens couldn’t compete with the image of Stevie as she’d last seen her, neat and professional in her nurse’s uniform: white tunic, navy pants that almost matched her eyes, and sensible white shoes. Stevie had strapped her watch to her wrist, checked she had a pen in her top pocket, and kissed Kaz goodbye as she left for her shift.

			Nurse Stevie was a million light years away from hungover socialite Stevie. How could Kaz have ever thought Stevie was superficial?

			Not for the first time, Kaz wondered about Stevie’s parents. Stevie hadn’t mentioned visiting them since she’d been back—although maybe she simply hadn’t mentioned it. But she’d talked about meeting Ash several times.

			Kaz supressed a smile. It didn’t seem as if she would be dragged off to meet the parents anytime soon, which made a change from a couple of previous girlfriends she’d had. She wouldn’t lose any sleep over not meeting Linda and George Sterling.

			She picked up a mignonette lettuce and moved to the root vegetables. Her phone rang, and she set down the basket and fished the phone from her pocket.

			“Hi. Where are you?” Alana’s voice came down the line. “Are you in Wallanbindi or somewhere more interesting?”

			“Wallanbindi’s plenty interesting, thanks.”

			“Mmm. I didn’t mean to imply it wasn’t. I like that little town nearly as much as you do. I just thought you might be off somewhere.”

			“I have nothing at all planned at present.” Kaz picked out a couple of parsnips with her free hand and put them in the basket. “Are you coming to visit?”

			“I thought I might. Are you free next weekend? Summer and I can come down. If you can put up with a three-year-old, we might even stay over.”

			“Of course.” What was Stevie doing that weekend? It seemed they were going one date at a time, and the next date was tomorrow evening. Stevie was coming to the cabin again.

			“I might see if Stevie is free to join us.” Kaz kept her voice casual.

			“Right. Like I didn’t expect that.” The undercurrent of amusement in Alana’s voice said she hadn’t been fooled for an instant. “So you’ve met up again, realised you both live in the same little town, and figured there’s no reason not to keep seeing each other.”

			“Something like that.” Kaz shunted the basket across the aisle with her foot and picked up some red onions. “I really like her, Al. It’s been a long time since I connected this well with someone. Well, you were probably the last.”

			“I’m glad you said that. I’d hate to be forgotten.”

			“Never that. So, you don’t mind if I invite her?”

			“Of course not. I’m curious to meet her, actually. How about inviting her sister along too?”

			“Ash?”

			“Yeah. She was fun on the phone.”

			“I know that tone of voice. She’s engaged. To a man. Just sayin’.”

			“Why do I always get interested in the unavailable ones?”

			“Can you come Saturday? If you can be here by ten, we can go out to the Limeburner Creek market.”

			“Summer will like that. I’ll try. Now, go and call Stevie and ask her too. See you soon. Love ya, Kaz.”

			“Love ya, Al.”

			Kaz ended the call. She’d ask Stevie when she saw her next.
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			Going home to change before going to Kaz’s cabin seemed like time Stevie didn’t have, so when her Mini pulled up outside, she was still wearing her nurse’s uniform.

			Kaz bounded down the steps to greet her and pulled her in for a kiss.

			Stevie responded, her lips opening under Kaz’s insistence. Her heart thrummed and delight spread through her body, engulfing her. Around them, the flock of lorikeets came home to roost, and their cacophony filled her head, melding perfectly with the white flash of heat coursing through her.

			“Let me get the food,” Stevie said, when Kaz released her. Her lips still tingled, and she missed Kaz’s touch already.

			She collected the takeaway containers from her car and took them upstairs to set them on the counter. “Thai food. It should still be warm. Can I change before we eat?”

			“Only if I can watch.”

			Stevie took her bag through to the bedroom area and stripped off her uniform. Kaz’s heated gaze scorched Stevie’s body as she pulled on cargo pants and a dark-purple T-shirt.

			They ate outside on the veranda. The lorikeets were now settled in the tree they favoured, but their squawking was still loud enough to make conversation difficult. Stevie drank water and shook her head in disbelief at the amount of chopped chilli Kaz put on her food. “Your stomach will corrode. It will melt in a bubbling pool of acid.”

			“Unlikely.” Kaz ate another forkful of glass noodles. “I got used to fiery food when I was in Thailand. I was there for six months a few years ago. It’s easy enough for me to work from anywhere.”

			Stevie pushed a whole dried chilli to the side of her plate. That was a difference between her and Kaz. Not just how spicy they ate their food but their working life. Kaz’s was spasmodic—she worked when she got a contract, or when she needed money, or when there wasn’t a protest needing her attention. And Stevie—well, she hadn’t done her training to flit around from job to job. Her sort of commitment meant being a constant in the lives of the elderly she cared for.

			She pushed the thoughts aside. It was too early in their relationship to think about such things. She was making problems where none existed, not at this time.

			Kaz got up and returned with two bottles of craft beer. “Beer and Thai food. Go together like sun and sand, wind and sails.” She smiled at Stevie. “You and me.”

			Warmth pulsed in her belly. Oh, how she hoped so. Thoughts of Kaz were starting to fill her every waking moment. She twisted the top of the beer and took a swig. “Have you been out on Delilah since you returned?”

			“No, but I was thinking of going out for the day next weekend. Alana is coming up with Summer. She’ll stay Saturday night, so I was thinking of Sunday.”

			“The weather’s supposed to be good through to early next week.” Alana stayed over? Where would she sleep? Were her and Kaz the sort of exes who were comfortable sharing a bed—and if so, exactly how did they share it? There was no other bed in Kaz’s cabin, that she could see. But then where would Summer sleep? A worm of jealousy twisted in her stomach. She and Kaz had never touched upon exclusivity. That expectation was in her head, but she shouldn’t presume Kaz thought the same.

			“Yes, that’s what I thought. It’s been a while since Al’s been out on the boat. Summer’s now old enough for an easy day out too.” Kaz shot Stevie a sideways glance. “I was wondering if you would like to come? It would be an early start, but if you came for dinner on Saturday—Alana would like to meet you in the flesh, so to speak—then we could leave from here.”

			Stevie mentally reviewed her shifts. “I can manage that. I have an early shift Saturday. I could be here by five-ish.”

			“Great.” Kaz reached over and touched Stevie’s hand. “I’m really glad.”

			“Will you have space for me to stay over if Alana’s here?” She kept her words as neutral as possible.

			“There’s a fold-out bed. I’ll put it in the living area for Alana and Summer.”

			Relief made the tension in Stevie’s belly unwind. How obvious. “What do you want me to bring?”

			“I’ll do dinner, but if you could bring some vegetarian picnic-type food for the next day, that would be great.”

			“No worries.” Stevie drained her beer and pushed her empty plate to one side. “I love this time of day. Nothing to do, no place to be.”

			“No place?” Laughter threaded Kaz’s voice. “I was thinking of bed soon.”

			“Well, apart from that.” Stevie’s relaxation evaporated like desert water.

			Kaz picked up the empty plates and containers and took them inside. She returned with two more beers. “My forest guardian is back.” She pointed to a stout shape shuffling through the clearing below.

			“A wombat?”

			“Yes. He’s lived here as long as I have. I love to see him toddling around. Sinbad stays away. I think he came off worst one time.”

			“Sinbad’s so tough with humans, I find that hard to believe.”

			“Wombats have huge claws. All that digging. Sinbad was probably lucky to escape injury.” Kaz stared out to the forest. “I love living here. In a strange sort of way, it’s the closest thing to being at sea. I can’t see my neighbours, and I’m surrounded by nature that changes with the seasons, with the weather. When it’s raining heavily, the gum leaves turn a silvery green, and the bark goes dark. The trees are so beautiful. When it’s windy, they rustle and sway. There’s always something to watch.”

			“I missed places like this when I lived in Melbourne. I shared a house in the inner suburbs. There were parks nearby, and the Yarra River, but there was nothing immediately outside the door. We had a tiny concrete backyard, and the front door opened directly onto the street. That’s one reason why I wanted to come back here.”

			“The other being your family?”

			“Yes. Not that I’ve seen anything of them lately, except for Ash.”

			“There’s no rule that says you have to get on with your family.”

			“I know, but I’ll have to see them soon. I’m trying to psych myself into it.” Stevie sipped her beer. “There’s one more thing now: Ash has decided she’s moving to Canberra with Zach. There’ll be fireworks. She needs me to come with her when she tells our parents she doesn’t want to run the charity anymore.” The old tension coiled in Stevie’s belly. This was déjà vu in a way and came with the same sleepless nights, dread of their reaction, and nervous tension that her own announcement had.

			“What will happen with the charity?”

			Stevie shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe Mother will have to keep running it. Otherwise, they’ll have to hire someone, but they’re extremely resistant to that idea. Things should stay in the family, according to my parents.”

			“It sounds like they might not have a choice. Unless you’re going to change your mind.”

			“No. Been there, discarded that idea. I’ve made my choice.”

			“Think of all the influence you could have, though.” Kaz set down her beer and leant forward. “No more ball gowns. You could steer the charity in directions that really count.”

			“Ash tried that. It was pushing shit uphill all the way.”

			“Maybe you’re stronger than Ash. After all, you got your own way in what you wanted to do.”

			Stevie tamped down the spark of irritation that had flared at Kaz’s words. “And I intend to keep doing it. Drop it, will you?”

			“Sorry.” Kaz sat back in her chair, and the overhead light sparked highlights in her chestnut hair. “I guess I see it differently to you.”

			Stevie’s gaze swept over the dark trees. “It’s a touchy subject for me. I’ve been over it in my head, and with Ash, a hundred times. And each time, I come to the same conclusion. I have to do what’s right for me.”

			“I know. You’ve told me. I’m sorry, Stevie. I had no right to presume to tell you what you should do.” Sincerity shone in Kaz’s voice.

			Stevie picked at a seam on her cargo pants. “I’m dreading going with Ash, to be honest. It’s already brought back how it was for me when I told them, which is something I’ve tried hard to forget. I’m trying to rebuild my relationship with my parents, not smash it to smithereens. Supporting Ash is unlikely to endear me further to them.”

			“Have you said this to Ash?”

			“How can I? She needs me. When it comes down to it, I have to put her above any possible reconciliation with my parents.”

			“Can Zach go with her instead?”

			“She asked me.” Stevie straightened her shoulders. “I’ll be there for her.” She drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. George and Linda Sterling would not ruin her evening. She would not let them. She took another deep breath and rose. “Dessert?”

			A smile spread across Kaz’s face. “I didn’t know you brought any.”

			“I didn’t, not really. I just got some really good chocolate.”

			“Mmm. Maybe we should eat it somewhere more comfortable.”

			“Inside?”

			“I was thinking of bed.”

			“Chocolate on the sheets isn’t fun.”

			“It won’t be on the sheets.” Kaz also stood and held out her hand.

			Stevie took it, and together they walked inside. Kaz found the chocolate and unwrapped it, breaking it into squares in a small bowl. She placed the bowl in the microwave and turned it on for ten seconds. Then she collected two glasses and a bottle from a shelf. They undressed beside the bed, and Kaz crawled onto the sheets. She rested her hands behind her head and crossed her ankles. In the dim bedside light, her body was light and shadows, darkest at the triangle between her legs, lightest on her breasts.

			When Stevie joined her, Kaz poured two glasses of Grand Marnier and handed one to Stevie. “Cheers.”

			The orange liqueur held a fiery-sweet burn. It trickled down her throat, warming as it went.

			“Lie back.” Kaz leant over her. Kaz took a square of softened chocolate and placed it next to Stevie’s nipple. She took another sip of Grand Marnier and held it in her mouth as she sucked Stevie’s nipple and the chocolate into her mouth.

			The thickness of melting chocolate, the coolness of the alcohol, but mainly the touch of Kaz’s tongue, combined to shoot shards of electricity down to Stevie’s toes. Kaz swirled her tongue around Stevie’s nipple, sucking with a lazy sensuality.

			It took Kaz a long time to clean the chocolate from Stevie’s nipple, and by the time she had finished, Stevie was molten inside.

			“The chocolate is melting fast. I don’t want to get it on the sheets.” Kaz’s voice was thick, hoarse. She took another mouthful of liqueur and repeated the process on Stevie’s other nipple.

			Stevie closed her eyes, and her back arched involuntarily. To be closer to Kaz, to feel her talented mouth on her breast for longer, now, another time, again and again. Forever, maybe? Much too soon to even think of that, but the thought in her head wouldn’t be dislodged.

			Stevie sighed and put her mind firmly in the present. On the here, on the now, on Kaz’s mouth on her breast, the ripples of pleasure even now building between her legs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			“…And the woman behind the counter asked Kaz and me, ‘Are you sisters?’” Alana grinned across at Stevie. “Kaz replied, ‘I haven’t seen your brother in here lately. Is he unwell?’ The woman said, ‘That’s not my brother, he’s my husband.’ And Kaz smiled sweetly, put the money down on the counter, and said, ‘I apologise for the incorrect assumption.’ And left.”

			Stevie laughed. “If I had a dollar for every time I’ve been asked that.”

			“Or every time some girl has come up to me, chatted, flirted, and then pointed to her boyfriend skulking in a corner and asked if I’m up for a threesome.” Kaz rolled her eyes.

			Alana’s glance flicked to Summer, asleep on the rollout bed on the other side of living area. “Or people cooing over Summer and saying her daddy must be so proud. Maybe number 4186 on the sperm donor register is proud, who knows?”

			“She’s a sweetie.” Stevie glanced at Summer. The little girl was asleep, curled on her side clutching her raggedy stuffed bilby.

			“She is.” Alana’s gaze lingered on her daughter. “I worried when I was pregnant that I’d feel trapped. That I wouldn’t be able to live my life anymore. But it didn’t stop me. The urge for a child was that strong. Well, she has stopped me doing an awful lot of things. The protests, for example, and I worry more now about money, and making sure I have enough. That’s mainly the reason I took the job with the Australian Natural Energy Foundation. Sure, it’s nine to five, sure, I have to live in Canberra, but I’m getting paid for something I feel passionately about, and Summer has security.”

			“Is there anything you really miss?” Kaz turned the longneck around in her hands.

			“The spontaneity that comes with having no ties. The buzz of the protests. Not worrying that I only had five bucks in my pocket and no food, because I knew I would cope. But with Summer, my days of deciding at four in the morning that I’m going to drive to Nimbin for the Mardi Grass festival are over.” A wry smile. “Actually, my days of smoking dope are over too. And much as Summer loves Kaz, I still had to persuade Summer that coming here this weekend would be a fun thing. She didn’t want to leave the cat and her cot. The sailing was the clincher. She loves that.”

			Kids changed things for sure, Stevie mused. Most every person said having kids wouldn’t alter their lives, and it seemed most every person found out they were wrong. Summer was a darling. A self-contained quiet little soul who obviously adored Kaz but had taken a while to warm up to Stevie. But when Summer had run up to her, given her a handful of gumnuts she’d collected in the clearing, smiled a sweet smile, and run off again, Stevie had been hooked.

			Alana hadn’t been what she’d expected. Her voice over the radio had been low and smooth. Persuasive. No doubt that was part of the reason she was so good at her job, briefing politicians on alternative sources of energy: solar, wind, water. Alana in person was a lot more dynamic than her voice suggested. And she presented differently too. Stevie had expected someone polished, with a corporate image, smooth hair sleeked into some acceptable office style. Pants suits maybe or designer jeans. Instead, Alana dressed like a ’70s feminist: dungarees, flat hemp sandals, and a rough cotton T-shirt. Her hair was shaved close to her head, and she had a tongue piercing. Her hazel eyes shone with intensity, especially when she talked about her work. And when she talked about Summer, her eyes softened.

			“You’re still involved in the protests,” Kaz said. “It would be a lot more difficult without you on the radio. A lot more dangerous too.”

			“Thanks. Nice to know I’m appreciated.”

			“Hell yeah,” Kaz said.

			“Maybe you can go out again sometime,” Stevie said.

			“No. I’ve thought about it, but I don’t think it would be fair to Summer. She’s too little to come, and it would be too dangerous for her anyway. Not fair on other people on board either, to expect them to look out for a kid. There’s enough happening at any time without the added distraction.” She flashed a grin at Stevie. “You know that now.”

			Stevie nodded. The adrenaline that had coursed through her when Delilah had sailed up and in front of Li Jing’s prow still woke her some nights, heart pounding. It had been a terrifying, glorious time.

			“Even if I left Summer with someone and went without her… Well, I’m all she has. I don’t think it’s right for me to do something so risky.”

			Stevie stared at the floor, the beer bottle twisting in her hands. Was this conversation something Kaz and Alana had had in the past? Was this the reason for their breakup? Kaz, it seemed, would never leave the ocean fully, and Alana’s focus was now on her daughter. People changed, grew, diverged. It was what it was.

			“Don’t get me wrong,” Alana continued. “I wouldn’t change a thing. I wouldn’t be without Summer. I’d love to have a partner, but it’s harder now. I’m not just falling in love for myself, but for Summer too.”

			Stevie rose and went to the kitchen for a glass of water. It gave her a moment alone. Alana’s obvious love for her daughter shone through. Stevie gripped the sink. Had her parents ever had that same unconditional, all-encompassing love for her? She couldn’t remember feeling she was the most important thing in their lives. She was more an adjunct. A necessary part of a dynasty. Until she wasn’t.

			Maybe it was a generational thing. Parenting was very different now to what it had been when she was a kid. Maybe that was all it was. Maybe her parents had loved her as deeply as Alana loved Summer.

			Maybe she should give them another chance.

			When she was sure her voice would remain steady, she called out, “Anyone want water?”

			No one did. Stevie returned with a glass for herself.

			Kaz had tuned the radio to a station that played mellow tunes and moved to the couch. She held out a hand for Stevie.

			Alana sat in the chair opposite, one ankle over the other thigh, a beer in her hand.

			Stevie took Kaz’s hand and settled into the couch next to her. She leant into Kaz’s embrace. How easy it was to be with Kaz; how right was their time together.

			“You two seem comfortable,” Alana said. “If things are going well for you, then I’m very happy for you both.”

			“Thanks,” said Kaz in an easy tone. “Early days.”

			Alana got up to check on Summer. Kaz kissed the top of Stevie’s head. “I love having Al here, but right now, I just want to go to bed with you.”

			“Open plan living has its disadvantages. We’d have to be quiet.”

			“I wouldn’t care, to be honest, but I actually meant I’m looking forward to holding you. Having you fall asleep in my arms.” She hesitated. “I love going to sleep with you, Stevie.”

			The sensation curling around her heart was happiness. That’s what it was. Things seemed finally to be falling into place. Life, career, home…a relationship. All finding their slot in her life, aligning neatly like soldiers on parade.

			“Me too,” she whispered.

			Alana returned. “Summer’s very warm. I’ve taken the covers off her, but she’s still a bit sweaty. She was quieter than usual today too. I hope she’s not coming down with a cold.”

			“Do you need anything for her? Not that I have much here,” Kaz said.

			“I have some junior paracetamol in the car. I’ll give her a couple of those if she wakes.”

			Stevie curled her legs onto the couch and leant into Kaz. Should she offer to look at Summer? But Alana didn’t seem overly concerned, and the child was sleeping.

			Alana yawned. “I might go to bed, though. We were up early to get here for the markets. And you want an early start for our sailing day tomorrow. Don’t feel you have to leave the room,. I’ll sleep through anything.”

			Kaz yawned as well. “I think I’m for bed too.” Her eyes beckoned an invitation to Stevie.

			A few minutes later, Stevie pressed into Kaz’s side in her big bed. Kaz’s arm wrapped around her shoulders, holding her close. Her steady heartbeat thrummed under Stevie’s ear.

			“Second best time of day,” Stevie said into Kaz’s breast. “The best time is waking up with you, knowing we have another day ahead of us.”

			Steady breathing was her answer. Kaz was already asleep.
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			Summer was worse in the morning. She was sniffly and mopey, and her fine hair was plastered to her forehead even though the morning was cool.

			Alana sat on the couch with Summer in her arms. “I think it’s just a cold type thing. I don’t have a thermometer here, but I don’t think she’s that hot.”

			Stevie sat too, felt Summer’s forehead, and took her pulse. “You’re right. Hopefully just a cold. Does she have an upset stomach?”

			“No, I don’t think so.”

			“Mummy…” Summer struggled in Alana’s arms and promptly threw up on the floor.

			“Scratch that. I’m sorry, Kaz, I’ll clean it up.”

			“Don’t worry,” Kaz said. “You look after Summer.”

			“I think I better take her home and put her in her own bed.” Alana stood and took Summer’s hand. “Want to go home, sweetie?”

			Summer nodded. Her skin was pale, and her shoulders drooped.

			Stevie crouched and brushed Summer’s hair away to feel her forehead again. “Make sure you keep her well hydrated. Give her a drink every time she wakes. When you get home, a lukewarm sponge bath will help keep her cool. Do you have a thermometer at home?”

			At Alana’s nod, she continued, “If her temperature goes over thirty-eight degrees, take her to the doctor.”

			“I’ll do that. Thanks, Stevie.” Alana picked up Summer and took her to the bathroom to clean her up and change her clothes.

			Kaz wiped up the vomit from the timber floor and shook a few drops of eucalyptus oil around to mask the smell.

			Thirty minutes later, Summer was buckled into her car seat.

			Alana hugged both of them. “I’m sorry I messed up our plans.”

			Stevie hugged her back. “I’m glad I met you in the flesh. I hope Summer feels better soon.”

			Alana’s car bounced slowly up the rough track. Kaz turned to Stevie. “Still want to go sailing?”

			“Of course. I was hoping you’d still want that.”

			“You said you’re not working tomorrow either—how’d you fancy going overnight? If we leave soon, there’s a sheltered cove a few hours sail to the south. We could go there, drop anchor, and sail back tomorrow.”

			“You mean we don’t have to stand watch through the night? Don’t have to get up every twenty minutes to scan the horizon?”

			“Nope.” Kaz grinned. “We spend the night in a quiet cove. We drink wine. We eat fresh food. We make love. If we’re lucky, there’ll be dolphins.”

			“I want it on record I’m only coming for the dolphins.”

			“You can stand watch all night, if it makes a difference.”

			“Tempting—but no.” Stevie wrapped her arm around Kaz’s waist. “I was really looking forward to a day sailing. Now it’s an overnight—do you know how good that sounds?”

			“I’ve a fair idea. Do you know how good it sounds to share it with you?”

			Stevie pressed a kiss to Kaz’s lips. They curved in a smile against her own. “I’m getting the idea.”

			“Then let’s get moving.”
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			They fell into the same easy routine from before: Kaz captained, Stevie cooked, and they both took turns on the wheel and trimming the sails. With the wind against them, there was a lot of tacking, winching, and grinding, which, as Kaz said, was great for toned guns.

			That led to a few minutes of flapping sails and a boat dead in the water as Stevie insisted on abandoning the wheel to feel those guns for herself.

			Kaz watched Stevie on the wheel. She had the relaxed look of a long-time sailor: wide-legged stance, her gaze on the tell-tales, on the instruments, and on the horizon. The checks became second nature, as Kaz well knew, and Stevie, it seemed, had already learnt the unconscious patterns.

			There were no other boats around when they reached the cove. Kaz dropped anchor in a spot she knew would shelter them from prevailing winds and not leave them high and dry when the tide went out in the night. The surrounding land was a national park, so there were no houses to be seen and only a few clusters of distant lights further along the coast. A couple of trawlers fished under bright lights, far enough away not to be intrusive.

			Kaz relaxed back against the gunwale, a glass of red wine in hand. The empty bowls that had contained a vegetable and cashew nut stir-fry sat on the deck.

			A fish jumped somewhere with a splash, but otherwise the night was quiet.

			“No dolphins.” Stevie set her glass on the bench and tipped her head back. “You got me here on false pretences.”

			“There’s still tomorrow. I usually see them in the early morning.”

			“It’s strange not having Sinbad here. I keep expecting him to emerge from the cabin.”

			“He’s fine by himself. And it means he won’t pounce on us in the middle of the night.”

			“Yes. Not his most endearing trait.”

			Kaz was silent, watching the wavelets lap the shore. Somewhere, a bird gave a long, mournful call.

			“I’m going with Ash to our parents’ place on Tuesday.” Stevie broke the silence. “I’m not looking forward to it.”

			“Be the strong and silent type, standing at the back of the room with your arms folded. Like a SWAT team. Ready to get her out of there if things turn bad.”

			Stevie laughed. “I think Ash will need a bit more than that. She’s expecting Mother to put pressure on her not to resign. I’m to make sure Ash doesn’t agree.”

			“Are you going for dinner?” Kaz kept her voice as neutral as possible. This was hard enough for Stevie without her making assumptions.

			“I hope not. If I’m there for dinner, I’m likely to end up back in the firing line.”

			“Will I get to meet your parents one day?” Kaz asked the question idly. George and Linda didn’t sound like her sort of people at all, and her previous dealing with Linda had reinforced that. But at the same time, she wondered what kind of people would be so insensitive to their children’s lives.

			“Do you want to?”

			“I’m curious.”

			“They’d probably love you. As long as they don’t know who you are.”

			“As in Kaz-the-Activist or Kaz-their-daughter’s-girlfriend?”

			“Both, but mainly the second. They don’t have an outward problem with me being gay, but Mother in particular is convinced it’s a phase. Despite me only ever having girlfriends, she’s sure I just need to meet the right man.”

			Yup. Stevie’s parents were definitely rock bottom on the sensitivity stakes. “Would you like me to come around when you get home from their place?”

			“I might not be in the best of moods.” Stevie brought her knees to her chin and wrapped her arms around her legs.

			“That’s okay. If you’d like me to come over, then I will. But I don’t want to push.”

			“When did you get to be so supportive? Are you like this with everyone? Alana, me?”

			“No. Just people I care about.” The words flowed into the night, and Kaz held her breath. She hadn’t meant to say them. But now they were out there. And they were true. She did care about Stevie. This complex person who’d barged into her life and seemed to have a grip on her heart—and other organs.

			“I care about you too, Kaz.” Stevie’s words were quiet. A fish jumped again, and the sea was inky black under the night. “And thank you. I would very much like you to come around. I’ll text you when I’m leaving.”

			Kaz nodded. And then there were no more words as she moved across the space between them and sealed her words with a kiss.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“Ashleigh, darling.” Their mother pressed a kiss to Ash’s cheek. “How lovely to see you. You should have said you were bringing Stephanie with you. I’m not sure what Cook intends for dinner.” She gestured vaguely before turning to the cocktail cabinet. “Gin and tonic?”

			“Yes, please,” Ash said.

			Stevie nodded as well. She hoped Ash would stop at a single drink. Dutch courage wouldn’t serve her well in this situation.

			Their mother handed them both a gin and tonic. “Shall we take these out to the terrace?” Without waiting for an answer, she led the way out to the paved outdoor area.

			It was one of Stevie’s favourite places around the house. Shaded by jasmine which wafted a subtle scent over the area, the paved terrace had a large table that could seat twelve but also small alcoves hidden from the main house. Here, Stevie had sat and read and had hatched the plan that had led her to Melbourne and a nursing career. Here too her first girlfriend had met her parents. That was not such a happy memory—it had all been fine as long as her parents believed Shelly was a friend from school. A girlfriend from school had been a different thing, and her parents had reacted by pretending Shelly was a friend. That attitude was largely unchanged nearly twelve years later.

			Their mother sat at one end of the large table. She took a sip of her drink. “How are you both doing?”

			Ash shot an imploring glance at Stevie.

			“I’m doing fine, Mother. My new job is going well. I’m learning a lot, enjoying the work and meeting some lovely people.” She snorted to herself. Her stilted words sounded like the answer to an interview question.

			“That’s good, dear. It’s also good to see you’ve obviously apologised to Ashleigh for causing a scene on the night of her engagement.”

			Really. Stevie gritted her teeth so hard her jaw ached. It would do no good bringing up the supposed purpose of that night again and especially not right now.

			“It was supposed to be Stevie’s night, remember Mother?” A tremor shook Ash’s voice. How did she ever stand up to their mother over important things if she was this nervous now? No wonder she wanted out of the charity. Living with that kind of stress wasn’t good for anyone.

			Their mother inclined her head at Stevie. “I’m sure Stephanie understands the bigger news had to take priority.”

			She should be used to this. Well and truly, over and over again, the slights happened. But her mother’s words still cut deep. Was she so completely unimportant in her parents’ eyes? Stevie closed her eyes and counted to ten. A deep breath. Another. She would not change her parents overnight. It would take time. And this evening was about Ash and helping her find her path to happiness.

			She kept her face still. She wouldn’t show any reaction. Maybe not ever again in Mother’s presence.

			“I wasn’t happy that night either, Mother,” Ash said. Her fingers clenched around her drink. “That night was supposed to be Stevie’s. Also, Zach and I would have liked to make any announcement in our own time, in our own way. You took that choice from us.”

			“But darling, there is no better way than in front of people that matter.”

			“Matter to you, maybe. Not to me and Zach.” Ash took a quick gulp of her drink. The ice cubes rattled in her glass as she set it down empty. “May I have another, please?”

			Their mother arched a manicured brow. “You drank that very fast. I hope you’re not following Stephanie’s poor example from the night of your engagement.”

			“Stevie has only ever set me a wonderful example,” Ash said. “She’s always been true to herself and what she wants in life. That’s why she’s here with me now. Because having her here is giving me the courage to say what I need to say to you.”

			Their mother’s mouth formed an O of astonishment. “Ashleigh, this is no time for dramatics.”

			“No dramatics. This is just a statement. Maybe I should have done this at work this morning, but I feel, as you’re my mother as well as my employer, I owe you something more personal than that.” Ash dragged a deep breath and sat back in the chair, as if to put distance between her and their mother. “Please accept my resignation from Sterling Saves. As I don’t have a contract, I don’t know how much notice I’m supposed to give, but I’m giving you one month. That should be enough time for you to find a replacement.”

			Stevie took a gulp of her own drink. The expression on their mother’s face was one of mild displeasure. In Sterling terms, that was a black rage.

			“You don’t have to resign because you’re getting married. This isn’t the 1950s.”

			“That has nothing to do with it. In fact, Zach and I may not get married at all. We’re happy as we are, and we don’t necessarily need marriage to continue that.” Ash edged her chair closer to Stevie, and her hand sought Stevie’s where it rested in her lap. Ash’s fingers trembled.

			Their mother’s brow creased. “Not get married? How ridiculous. What will you do when children come along?”

			“That’s really jumping the gun. If we decide to have children, they’ll be fine, whether or not their parents are married.”

			“Then what”—their mother’s voice had the grate of steel—“do you intend to do? Your trust fund isn’t endless.”

			Stevie’s lips twisted. The trust fund each of them had was huge. Plenty for a comfortable lifestyle. Not that she had touched hers in nearly four years.

			“Zach and I are moving to Canberra. Zach has a job there. I will be going too. I may study. After all, Stevie has never been happier since she started her nursing degree.”

			“I think we need another drink.” Their mother rose and went to the cocktail cabinet, returning with three more gin and tonics.

			Stevie set hers down untouched. She had to drive, and apart from that, she needed her wits about her.

			“Canberra’s only three hours’ drive away. You could stay here in the week and go there on weekends.” Their mother made it sound like an eminently reasonable suggestion.

			“I don’t want that. I’m resigning, Mother. The work isn’t what I want to do.”

			“Of course, if you want to be so selfish…”

			“It’s not selfish. I’m doing what I need to do for me. Besides”—Ash clutched Stevie’s hand harder—“I don’t think you need me. You run Sterling Saves. There’s very little I do, and you don’t seem to need my input or suggestions.”

			“That’s not true, darling.”

			“Tell me one thing I suggested that you implemented.”

			“You’re still learning. You can’t expect to sweep in and have all of your ideas put into practice.”

			“It’s been over three years. None of the causes I’ve suggested have been taken on.”

			“Sterling Saves has an image. We focus on bringing joy into the lives of those who need it. Take the high school formal gown project, for example—”

			“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. My suggestion would have given that joy to hundreds of young people, not just a select few.”

			“Our image is not supplying second-hand tat, Ashleigh.” Their mother’s drink was nearly empty—again.

			Stevie sat back in the chair. If not for Ash’s death grip on Stevie’s hand, Stevie would have said she was handling this well.

			“Because the second-hand places don’t supply you with designer gowns,” Ash said in contempt.

			Their mother’s face smoothed over, and if possible, became even more bland and expressionless. “We’ll discuss this tomorrow morning, Ashleigh. Let’s just enjoy the evening now. Are you and Stephanie staying for dinner? Your father will be home soon. You don’t want to leave before then.”

			Stevie couldn’t take any more. She rose. “I have a date, so I can’t stay. Ash, are you coming with me or staying longer?”

			“I’ll come with you, if you don’t mind.” She turned to their mother. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning. Let’s make that meeting for nine a.m.”

			“What meeting? Oh, to discuss your resignation. I’m not sure I can do nine, darling. How about eleven?”

			“Eleven, then.” Ash stood as well.

			“Who’s your date with, Stephanie? Did you meet him through work?” Mother inclined her head, one eyebrow arched. If Stevie didn’t know better, she’d have thought Mother was interested in the response.

			“No.” Stevie didn’t bother correcting the misgendering. She just wanted to get out of there and get Ash home before she burst into tears.

			The three of them stepped back through the hallway to the front door.

			“Bye, darlings.” Their mother fluttered her fingers. “See you soon.”

			With a nod and a wave, they left.

			Ash sank into the passenger seat of Stevie’s Mini. “That was awful. Worse than I expected. She talked over me. She didn’t listen—and you can bet this cute little car that tomorrow she will pretend the conversation never happened.” She sounded near to tears.

			“I won’t take your bet. She did the same when I told her about my university placement.”

			“What should I do? What if she refuses to accept my resignation?”

			“She can’t. Put it in writing, email it to her, the board, Father, and me. Then just leave on the day you said.”

			“She’ll have no one to run the charity. No family member, anyway.”

			“It’s archaic that she thinks that’s important. In fact, isn’t nepotism illegal?” Stevie turned the key in the ignition. “Being family doesn’t make you qualified to do something. My friend Ben’s father is a surgeon. That doesn’t make Ben skilled with a scalpel. Quite the opposite, actually. He can’t even carve Sunday lunch.”

			“She’d have accepted Zach. I think that’s half the reason they wanted me to marry him. Because he’s sensible, has done business training, and he’s male, of course.”

			“At least I don’t have that pressure.” Stevie let out the clutch and the car accelerated down the long driveway. “Even if I had a partner who was willing, they’d never accept a female partner. Another step on the slide to ruin.”

			Ash pulled a tissue from her bag and dabbed at her eyes. “You’re out of their influence now. Please don’t be tempted to go back.”

			“I’m not.”

			“They might put pressure on you all over again, once they realise I’m serious about resigning.”

			“They can try.” Stevie turned onto the main road and shifted up a gear. “I have a job. Now, am I taking you home, or do you want to come back to my place? Kaz is coming over later. You could meet her properly.”

			“Kaz? I’d really like that, but to be honest, I don’t think I’d be the best company right now. I just want to go home to Zach and let him hold me.”

			Stevie drove the twists and turns to where Ash lived with Zach. Their modern house on the outskirts of town was a rental, but it was far fancier than a young couple just starting out could usually afford. The trust fund at work.

			She kissed Ash on the cheek. “Call me if you need anything.”

			“I will. Thanks for coming with me.” Ash returned her hug and then left the car.

			The front door swung open, revealing Zach silhouetted by the hall light. Stevie sighed. It must be wonderful to come home to a partner who was there for you, who supported you even through the difficult times. Maybe, one day, she would have someone like that.

			Maybe it would be Kaz. Stevie didn’t know. But right now, she was looking forward to finding out. That reminded her. She fished out her phone and sent a text to Kaz saying she’d be home in fifteen minutes.

			The phone beeped almost instantly in reply: See you in 20.
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			Kaz pulled up outside Stevie’s apartment. The lights were on, the window blinds pulled half down. Kaz grabbed her bag with a change of clothes and exited the car.

			Stevie answered the door even as the echoes of the bell died away. She wrapped her arms around Kaz. “I’m so happy to see you.”

			“That bad, huh?” Kaz kissed her and nuzzled her hair for a moment. The scent of coconut from her shampoo clung to the soft strands.

			“Worse. Not for me though, for Ash.”

			Kaz followed her upstairs and put her bag down in the living area.

			Stevie turned from the fridge with two beers in her hand and handed one to Kaz. “If that’s your overnight bag, you can put it in the bedroom. That’s if you’re staying.”

			Her matter-of-fact tone, her assumption, warmed Kaz. How long had it been since she’d been comfortable enough with someone to know that she’d stay over, that they’d want her to?

			“I’m staying.” Kaz moved her bag to the bedroom and then followed Stevie out to the balcony.

			It was still early, and the street outside was busy. People walked to the fish and chip kiosk by the entrance to the marina, walked their dogs, and strolled to the tavern.

			Stevie took a long swig of her beer. “That was a most unpleasant evening. Mother hasn’t mellowed any. She’s still arrogant and self-centred and of course thinks she knows best. Including about my career choice and sexuality, and Ash’s career and marriage.”

			Kaz whistled. “I can’t wait to meet Linda.”

			Stevie filled her in on what had happened. “Ash is upset. She believes Mother won’t accept her resignation.” Stevie held up a hand. “And yes, I’ve already been over why she can’t do that.”

			“And you?” Kaz rubbed a soothing hand between Stevie’s shoulder blades.

			“I’m just stinking mad. This was how it was for me four years ago, but, in Mother’s eyes, I didn’t even have the slight excuse of marriage.”

			“Will Ash cave to pressure?”

			“I hope not. I don’t think so. She’s done the hard yards getting to this point. If she backs down now, then she’s probably there for life, shovelling teenage girls into designer dresses.”

			“I can’t think of anything worse. I wonder what would happen if one of those girls wanted to wear a three-piece suit?”

			“She would probably be quietly dropped from the program. Mother used a male pronoun in response to my comment that I had a date tonight. She just doesn’t get it.”

			“I may not see much of Garth, but at least he’s okay with my sexuality. If he wasn’t, I wouldn’t see him at all.” Kaz stared at the kiosk. A dog stood on his hind legs begging from the counter staff. As she watched, he was given something, and he trotted off. Her stomach gurgled. “Are you hungry? Fancy getting fish and chips?”

			“Yes!” Stevie leapt to her feet. “Mother offered dinner, but neither Ash nor I wanted to stay. I’m starving.”

			They finished their beers and wandered the short distance to the kiosk. The dog was still there, going around the outside tables getting chips.

			Stevie bent to pat him. “He’s not starving by any means. Look at all this padding over his ribs.”

			Rather than eat at the kiosk, they took the food home where they could have another beer. There were also kisses tasting of salt and vinegar and a pretend fight over the final piece of calamari. A fight which Kaz won by underhand means.

			“Not fair.” Stevie licked the salt from her fingers. “Saying you could see dolphins in the harbour to distract me so you could steal the last piece was a dirty trick.”

			“It worked, though.” Kaz bit the calamari in two and handed half to Stevie. “But I’ll share. I’ll share anything with you.”

			Stevie’s tongue brushed Kaz’s fingers as she took the food. Kaz shuddered. Stevie’s tongue had explored every centimetre of her body at this stage, but even so, the brush of it never failed to arouse her. Even when it was taking calamari from her fingers.

			Suddenly, she wasn’t hungry anymore. She had other things on her mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			“Do you still want to meet my parents?” Stevie’s head was in one of Delilah’s lockers, and her words were muffled. She emerged holding a fender with a broken clip and two very squashed packets of cheese and onion chips. “When was the last time you really looked in here?”

			Kaz shrugged. “Maybe six months ago?” She couldn’t remember. But watching Stevie on hands and knees, her backside poking out as she rummaged to the back of the deep locker, made her think it should be cleaned out more often. At least, if Stevie would do it and she could watch.

			“These chips are out of date.” Stevie threw them in a rubbish bag on the bench. “Do you want to keep the fender?”

			“I might be able to get it repaired.” Kaz continued going through the contents of the overhead locker by the chart table. “Why did you ask about your parents?”

			“There’s a charity do next week. Cocktails, dinner, charity auction. In aid of children in need. In need of what, I don’t know.”

			“Are you going?” Kaz found that strange. After everything Stevie had said, if she was going to frock up and attend a charity dinner…well, that was out of character.

			Stevie sat and rested one ankle on the other thigh. “Ash specifically asked if I would. She and Zach are going, and she suspects Mother will try to put her on the spot about remaining on in Sterling Saves. Ash says if we go, she’ll make sure we sit at their table. Moral support. You’re invited too, of course.”

			“I don’t have a frock. Even if I did, I wouldn’t wear one.” Curiosity about Stevie’s parents warred with the knowledge that this sort of thing was not her usual idea of a fun evening.

			“What would you wear to a fancy work function?”

			“Tailored slacks and a shirt. Maybe a pants suit.”

			“Do you still have something like that in your wardrobe?”

			“I think so.”

			“Then wear that. If you want to come, that is. I don’t want to pressure you.” Her mouth turned down. “I’m not looking forward to it myself. But I promised Ash.”

			Kaz moved across to the bench. She knelt in front of Stevie and rested her hands on her thighs. “Then I’ll come to keep you company.”

			“Thank you.” Stevie’s smile could have stretched to the horizon. “Now, how about I tackle the back of the dried-food locker? Unless you’ve been in there lately, I remember seeing a couple of rusted tins and soggy packets. It’s strange how shipshape you keep Delilah—except in the food lockers.”

			“Things go bad quickly in this environment.”

			“True. It doesn’t mean you have to eat them, though.” Stevie moved over to the galley and started pulling things out of the locker. A bag of rice burst as she lifted it. “How come you don’t have mice?”

			“Sinbad.”

			“Glad he’s earning his keep.”

			“Get back to cleaning, galley slave, and earn yours!”

			“Yes, ma’am!” Stevie saluted, but as she turned back to the locker, Kaz heard, “It’ll take more than some mouldy groceries to scare me off.”

			Kaz left her to it and went on deck where she resumed scrubbing. Most people who came sailing ran a mile when it came to the endless maintenance on a boat, especially an older yacht like Delilah. Scrubbing decks, checking lines and sheets, emptying lockers, servicing the engine, greasing winches, scrubbing the hull. The list was endless, and, like painting the Sydney Harbour Bridge, as soon as it was finished, it was time to start again. When Kaz had said what she’d be doing, Stevie had volunteered. “It’s only fair,” she had said.

			Kaz got down on her hands and knees again. The old-fashioned scrubbing brush was still the best way for those hard-to-reach places. Her shoulders burnt hot in the sun as she worked, but it was still something she liked to do herself. No one could care for Delilah as she could—well, no one it seemed, except for Stevie. Maybe.

			She reached the end of the foredeck and straightened. On the next arm of the jetty, Good Time Gal bobbed in her pen. Canvas protected her from the elements, and she was closed up tight. So much money sitting right there. Maybe it was different priorities, but the wealthy people Kaz knew would scoff at owning something so underused.

			At least Stevie’s parents were trying to do something for others through Sterling Saves. Even if it was misguided. Even if it was self-serving. Kaz sat back on her heels. Imagine if a fraction of that money was put into Ocean Rights. Imagine the awareness they could bring. And it wasn’t only Ocean Rights. Alana had mentioned a protest coming up in Queensland—a proposed dam in a position that made it perfect for a potential coalmine—and in the process would destroy the habitat of an endangered marsupial mouse and two native finches. It was a peaceful protest, Alana had said. Summer was better now—it had only been a cold—but Alana still couldn’t get away. If Kaz wanted a ride to Queensland, Alana could arrange it.

			Maybe Stevie could get the time off and come too. Stevie had been magnificent in the Bass Strait. Imagine having that passion and fire put to saving the Moraduc Basin.

			With a final glance at Good Time Gal, Kaz resumed her scrubbing.
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			The charity event was held in a restored old manor, now turned into a function centre. It overlooked the ocean from a vantage point on the cliffs. Kaz twitched uncomfortably at the lapel of her jacket. She seldom wore clothes like this, and they sat awkwardly on her. She didn’t know what to do with her hands—putting them in her pockets ruined the line of the suit, and she didn’t have a bag to hold. She settled for escorting Stevie with a hand in the small of her back.

			Stevie looked stunning. She wore a sapphire-blue three-quarter length cocktail frock that had tiny straps over the shoulders and clung to her breasts as if by magic. Stevie had whispered that she wasn’t wearing a bra, and the mental image was nearly enough for Kaz to grab her hand and tug her over to a quiet part of the room to find out for herself.

			When they entered the dining room, Ash was deep in conversation near the podium.

			“Let’s go and say hello.” Stevie took Kaz firmly by the hand and sauntered over to Ash.

			Ash finished her conversation and turned to them. “Stevie.” She pressed a kiss to Stevie’s cheek, then smiled at Kaz. “I’m so happy to see you again. Thank you for coming tonight.” She introduced Zach, who was a very tall, slim man with an easy smile and a relaxed manner. Kaz liked him immediately.

			Ash linked a hand through each of their arms and said, “Just a heads up, Mother’s being difficult. She refused to talk with me about my resignation. It’s been well over a week and she’s always too busy or just popping out for a moment. I think she’s gearing up for another announcement about the charity. I hope she doesn’t try to trap me.”

			Zach circled around behind them and rested a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “We’ll refute it if she does.”

			“In public? In front of all these people?” Ash’s fingers tightened on Kaz’s arm. “I don’t know if I could do that.”

			“Get in first.” Kaz spoke diffidently. These people weren’t her family; they might not like an outsider interfering, but to her this was an obvious potential solution. She couldn’t stand by and let Ash be led to the slaughter.

			Ash switched her intent gaze, so like Stevie’s, onto her. “In what way?”

			“Are there going to be speeches this evening? Is that when you’re expecting something from her?”

			“Yes. Normally, Mother will thank everyone for attending, give a little spiel about the cause, and encourage them to bid high in the auction.”

			“Any other speeches?”

			Ash shook her head. “No, just the welcome speech.”

			“Ask your mother if you can introduce her. Let her think you’re going to flatter and compliment her on organising the evening. Do those things, but also say that as you’ve handed in your resignation, this will be the last event you attend as an employee of Sterling Saves. Then thank everyone for coming, and say you hope to attend many more functions as a guest.”

			Stevie leant past Ash and found Kaz’s hand. “You, Wonder Woman, are a genius. I should have thought of that.”

			“Maybe you’re too close to the situation.” Kaz shrugged. “It’s just a more peaceable way out. Everyone saves face.”

			“It could work.” Ash’s face glowed.

			“I did something similar when I left my company. I said it at a board meeting. It worked well.”

			“What did you do after you left?” Zach asked.

			“My priorities had shifted. I went freelance and sailed a lot. I’m still doing that, actually.”

			A regally dressed lady with silver hair came up to talk to Ash. Kaz used the break to take Stevie’s arm and move them away. Two elderly matrons were staring at her and Stevie in a way that was less than friendly. She looked around the function room. “This is more extravagant than I’d guessed. The amount of jewellery in this room could pay off the national debt.”

			“Not quite. But you’re right; it’s all about seeing and being seen. Don’t turn around, but we’re already being studied by a couple of people—and not necessarily in a good way.”

			Kaz slung her arm around Stevie’s waist. “Then let’s leave them in no doubt.” She pecked Stevie on the cheek. Even though it was just a touch, Stevie’s soft skin under her lips sent sparks deep within her. Her fingers spread out over Stevie’s waist as if she could touch more of her.

			“Oooh. The sourpusses have moved away.” Stevie chuckled. “Serves them right if they’re offended.”

			Another woman was approaching, heading directly for them. She had the sort of thinness that came from eating too little rather than from exercise, and her face seemed artificially smooth. Her eyebrows arched in unnaturally fine lines over piercing blue eyes.

			Kaz swung Stevie around so she could see the woman. “Is that Linda?”

			“Yes. I wondered if she’d come over. Looks like you get your wish.” She put space between their bodies.

			“Stephanie.” Linda air-kissed Stevie’s cheek. “How nice of you to support us.”

			“Ash asked me to attend,” Stevie said. “Mother, I’d like you to meet Kaz.”

			Cool blue eyes raked Kaz from head to toe. “Nice to meet you…Kaz.” Her voice uplifted on the word as if she didn’t believe it to be a name. “Are you a colleague of Stephanie’s?”

			“No.” Kaz looked to Stevie for an explanation if one was warranted. A dull ache lodged in her chest. She’d said to Stevie it was up to her how she introduced her, but secretly, she’d hoped it would be as her girlfriend.

			Stevie sipped her drink and didn’t reply.

			“Then what do you do for a living?” Linda’s tone could have cut glass. No doubt she was wondering if Kaz had funds to bid at the auction.

			“I’m an app developer. For smart phones,” she elaborated, when Linda looked blank.

			“Very good.” Linda inclined her head, and Kaz could almost see the wheels in her head calculating her net worth.

			Linda turned to Stevie. “How do you know each other?”

			“Sailing.” Stevie snagged two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and handed one to Kaz.

			“How interesting.” To Kaz, Linda said, “Are you a member of the Cruising Yacht Club of Australia? Maybe I’ve seen your boat during the Sydney Hobart Yacht Race?”

			“I prefer a more relaxed type of cruising,” Kaz said. “I understand you also have a boat? I’ve seen it berthed in the marina here.”

			Linda gave a tinkling laugh. “Yes. Good Time Gal is a powerboat, though. We’re not the serious sailors that you are. Such an expensive pastime.”

			“It can be.” Kaz took a sip of her drink. “I find it blends well with my charity work, though, so that’s another reason I keep the yacht.”

			Beside her, Stevie barked a short laugh, turning it into a cough.

			Linda’s interest sharpened. “Really? We must talk about your charity work sometime. I’d be interested to hear what you do.”

			“I’d be delighted,” Kaz said smoothly. It wasn’t hard to read Linda’s thoughts: blend a charity with a boat and it wouldn’t only be designer dresses coming her way. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

			Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Ash hovering. Taking Stevie’s arm, Kaz moved them away towards the bar.

			“That was impressive. Mother now thinks you have a maxi yacht and pots of money to spend. She won’t leave you alone now.”

			“I didn’t tell any untruths. She put her own interpretation on what I said.”

			“That, and you look so dapper in this suit.” Stevie fingered a button on Kaz’s dress shirt. “Nice shirt, by the way. Lovely soft material.”

			“I haven’t worn it in a long time. I’m happy it still fits.” If Stevie didn’t stop playing with that button, then Kaz would have to find that quiet corner. Her fingers hinted of undressing to come and a slow disrobing in a dark room.

			Stevie’s fingers fell away.

			Kaz sighed, disappointed.

			“Ash is talking to Mother. She’s looking very self-satisfied. Your idea was a good one—Mother’s taking the bait.” Stevie took a canapé from a waiter’s tray.

			“Do you enjoy this type of evening?” Kaz asked. She took a sip of her drink to occupy her hands.

			“I don’t mind it occasionally, as long as I can make a swift exit when I’ve had enough. Sometimes it can be fun.”

			“I always tried to avoid things like this. Mainly because I didn’t own the clothes. When I had my own company, I used to send my marketing manager. He loved the glamour, the free drinks, and the social conversation.”

			“Then I really appreciate you coming with me.” Stevie’s finger made a circle around the button once more.

			“I offered. And now I have the clothes. No excuse. Although if you don’t stop fiddling with that button, you’ll have to find an excuse for leaving early. Really early.”

			Another loop around the button. “No self-control, Ms Malone?”

			“Not where you’re concerned.” Kaz leant closer to Stevie’s ear. “You’re delectable in that dress, and I really want to kiss you.”

			A tall man tinkled a fork on a crystal glass. “Ladies and gentlemen, please be seated for dinner.”

			“Is that your father?” Kaz asked. The distinguished-looking man oozed leadership, and his high forehead reminded her of Stevie’s.

			“Yes. Don’t be fooled by the authoritarian look. He and Mother work as a team in most things.”

			They found their seats. Each table seated eight, and as well as Ash and Zach, there were two older couples already conversing with each other.

			Ash leant across to whisper, “It worked. Watch out for the controlled version of fireworks later.”

			Stevie squeezed Ash’s hand. “It will be okay.”

			Next to Ash, Zach’s face was pale. “I hope so. This is very difficult for Ash.” His floppy brown hair covered half his face, and he kept pushing it back in a nervous gesture. Poor Zach. He probably was only just realising what a narrow escape he’d had in not agreeing to run the charity. Falling for a Sterling meant taking on their family as well.

			Like herself. The thought lodged in her brain like an arrow. Falling for Stevie. She, too, had gotten herself into a family situation she’d normally run a mile from. She bit her lip. Any other time, any other relationship, she’d reconsider.

			No. She dismissed the thought as soon as it appeared. Stevie was now a part of her life, one that was fast becoming dear. Stevie’s rather complicated family were part of that—as long as Stevie wanted them around.

			The wait staff served the entree—some sort of salmon mousse, a tiny portion artfully arranged in a swirl of coulis. It would be two normal size bites, but Kaz ate slowly and delicately, as Stevie was doing.

			The other couples at the table were now conversing with Ash.

			Zach looked across at Kaz. “First time at one of these things?”

			“Pretty much. A pub meal outdoors is more my thing actually.”

			“Me too. The Wharf Tavern does a pretty good feed. Ash and I quite often go there”

			“Good choice. Maybe Stevie and I could meet you there for dinner sometime.” She inclined her head. “If all goes well tonight, you might have a bit more free time.”

			“Pity we can’t slip out for a schooner of something right now. You like craft beer?” At Kaz’s nod, Zach continued, “I’ve started home brewing. Just for fun. I’m not considering a career change. But it’s a sort of alchemy, turning hops and yeast and malt into something that… Well, it’s no award winner, but it’s drinkable.”

			“Any explosions?”

			“Plastic bottles. They don’t explode, but a couple did go off like rockets when I opened them.”

			The main course arrived—a couple of pieces of chicken in a fan of snow peas with another swirl of sauce. At this rate, Kaz would be suggesting they stop for pizza on the way home. She glanced at George and Linda at the head table. What must it be like to have so much money in their control? They could shunt thousands here and there on a whim. That money could make so much difference to people’s lives. Kaz cut a snow pea into three and ate one piece slowly. It could be Stevie up there at the head table, if that was what she had wanted. She would put the family money where it would do the most good, Kaz was sure of that. For a moment, she indulged in the dream of what Ocean Rights could do if they had the backing of such a charitable trust. Better radio equipment, safety gear, maybe a paid publicity person.

			The clatter of cutlery eased as people finished their three mouthfuls of dinner. With a nervous glance at Zach, Ash stood. She walked behind Zach’s seat, and he reached back and squeezed her hand.

			Looking poised and confident, Ash made her way to the head table and stopped between her parents. She picked up the microphone and placed her other hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Ladies and gentlemen, before we come to the main purpose of the evening, our charity auction, I’d like to say a few words. I won’t keep you long—after all, I’m sure you’re all eager to dig deep into your pockets for charity—but I want to give recognition to the driving force behind not only this evening, but Sterling Saves in general. Obviously, a charity as big and encompassing as Sterling Saves doesn’t run itself. It would be wonderful if it did.” Ash paused as laughter rippled around the room.

			“My parents started Sterling Saves nearly twenty years ago as a way of giving back to their community. Many of the charities we support directly benefit our small town and surrounding area. And now, twenty years later, my parents still hold the reins of Sterling Saves. Yes, we have employees—some of you are here tonight—and yes, I, too, have been proud to work here. But the main credit, for tonight, for other nights, and for the leadership Sterling Saves shows in our community falls squarely at the feet of one person with the vision and determination to make it succeed. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you my mother, Linda Sterling.”

			Ash turned to face her mother and led the applause that swelled into the room.

			Linda stood, a pleased smile on her face, and nodded to those applauding her.

			“I have one more thing to say before I hand the microphone over to my mother.” A tremor crept into Ash’s voice, making the ends of her words shiver. “Tonight will be the last time I stand in front of you as an employee of Sterling Saves. With great sorrow, I have handed in my resignation, and I will be moving to Canberra with my fiancé. Other opportunities await us, but Sterling Saves will continue under my mother’s unfaltering leadership.” She moved as if to go, then turned back. “Oh, and if any of you fancy a career change, then there’s a management position going at Sterling Saves. Put in your résumés, ladies and gentlemen. We’d love to hear from you.” Her smile could have lit the room as she handed the microphone to Linda.

			Kaz looked at Linda. Her face was immobile, as if all the Botox in the room had congealed around her expression. But her fingers gave her away; they were clenched so tightly on the microphone that her knuckles were white. A muscle twitched in her jaw.

			Stevie leant over to Kaz. “She did it!”

			“She was magnificent,” Kaz whispered back.

			Ash returned to their table. Zach stood and wrapped her in his arms, hugging her tightly, his lips in her hair. A line of people stood waiting for a word with her. When Ash finally sat, there were two spots of colour high in her cheeks. “Can someone please pass the wine?”

			Stevie shunted over the bottle of pinot noir on the table.

			“Thanks,” Ash said. She poured a glass and took a gulp. “Kaz, I think I love you. That was marvellous. Mother couldn’t say a word.”

			“You did the work,” Kaz said. “Now you just have to see it through.”

			“I will.” She turned to Zach. “I’m moving to Canberra with you. I can’t believe it!”

			The expressions on both of their faces made Kaz melt inside. There was so much love in their joined gazes; so much radiant hope and excitement. A longing rose up in Kaz, tightening her chest. Imagine being that in love that the thought of being together could make you that glowing and so focussed on the other person that there may as well be nobody else in the room.

			She took a sip of wine to ease her dry mouth. Would Stevie be that person for her? She stole a look at her. She, too, was looking at Ash and Zach and their total involvement in each other. Stevie’s expression was soft, as if bemused at the love flowing between the pair.

			Maybe it was chance, or maybe Stevie sensed Kaz’s gaze, but Stevie turned her head slowly and her gaze locked with Kaz’s. Stevie’s eyes were dark, so dark as to be almost black, and her movements were slow, as if she were underwater.

			Kaz’s pulse pounded in her ears, a steady one-two rhythm that obliterated the background noise and the clatter of plates being cleared. Stevie. Was Stevie the person who would hold her heart? Was it Stevie who would be her love? It was one thing to want to be with her—quite another to dip into the future and wonder if they would share it.

			It was lucky there was only dessert left. Anything more would have caught in her throat.

			Stevie. Her. Was this her future?
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			Stevie curled around Kaz in her bed. Her blood still thrummed with the echoes of her orgasm. Kaz had been mind-blowing. Again. Would it always be like this? Stevie didn’t know, but right now she was in no hurry to find out otherwise.

			Rather than drifting into sleep, her mind raced with the events of the evening. Ash, Kaz, the way Ash had so neatly secured what she wanted from their mother. And it was Kaz’s idea.

			Her palm smoothed over the soft skin on Kaz’s ribs. “Did you enjoy this evening?”

			Kaz rested one hand behind her head. “Surprisingly, yes. Most of it. I loved seeing Ash come into her own.”

			“What do you think of Mother now that you’ve met her?”

			“Honestly?” Kaz raised her head to look at Stevie.

			“Of course. There’s no point being anything less than truthful.”

			“She’s not the worst. I was prepared to dislike her. And although Sterling Saves could definitely put their funds to better use, the fact it exists in the first place is commendable. So many rich people can’t be bothered at all. Linda has picked a cause dear to her heart. We think there are better choices, but, all the same, it’s her choice.”

			Stevie pondered Kaz’s words. “I guess there’s some truth in that.”

			“Your whole family is giving back in their way. In that context, it’s not surprising you are how you are.”

			“I hadn’t thought of that but you’re right.” Stevie circled around Kaz’s belly button with a finger. “Mother liked you. Yes, she thinks you’re rich, but after the initial recoil because of how you looked, she liked you.”

			“You reckon?”

			“I can tell. She didn’t give you the sniffy up-and-down look most of my girlfriends have received from her.”

			“But you didn’t introduce me as a girlfriend. You just said my name.”

			“I know.” Stevie’s words were muffled in Kaz’s shoulder. “I could have said exactly who you are, but then Mother would have dismissed you as a friend. I wanted them to accept you as Kaz, not Kaz-Stevie’s-girlfriend, or friend, or colleague. Giving just your name meant they had to meet you without any preconceived boxes to put you in.”

			The ache that had lodged in Kaz’s chest since Stevie had introduced her subsided a little. Stevie had given her the best opportunity to forge her own way with her parents on her own terms.

			“I haven’t made much of a success of mending my relationship with them. Not so far.” Stevie’s sigh wafted across Kaz’s skin. “Part of that’s my fault—I’ve been too angry or upset to reach out to them as much as I should. But I haven’t given up yet. We need an understanding. I think the relationship is salvageable. I don’t want to drag you in if it’s not what you want.”

			Kaz stroked a hand down Stevie’s arm. Her skin was so soft, so smooth. It was like stroking silk. “If I can help with that rebuilding, then I’d like to. I did get on with my parents, but I still wish I’d spent more time with them when I was able. I’ll never get that chance now.”

			Stevie nodded. Her face was solemn, as if she was deep in thought.

			“What we have…” Kaz picked her words carefully. “It’s starting to mean a lot to me. I didn’t expect this, but somewhere along the way… Well, I’m glad you’re in my life.”

			Stevie propped herself on one elbow. “I’m glad there are two of us in this, then.” Her smile made Kaz’s heart melt a little more. “I don’t know where we’re going with this yet, but I’m glad you’re with me for the journey.”

			Kaz reared up and met Stevie’s lips as they descended. The kiss deepened, and Kaz closed her eyes the better to absorb Stevie’s taste, the essence of her.

			And then she found she couldn’t talk for quite some time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Kaz threw underwear, shorts, and T-shirts into her sports bag. “I wish you were coming too.”

			“I wish I was as well.” Stevie sat cross-legged in the middle of Kaz’s bed. “But I simply can’t get away. Even a few days is impossible. I haven’t been in the job long enough to take holidays. You’ll have to tell me all about it when you get back.”

			Kaz grabbed a fleece and added it to the bag. She knelt on the bed and kissed Stevie on the lips. “It’s an important protest too. The state government is fast-tracking the water storage so the coalmine can go ahead. A coalmine! The rest of the world is going renewable, and Australia’s still in the dark ages.”

			“Things are changing. They have to. Or we won’t have a planet left to help.”

			“There is no planet B. I know.” Kaz grinned at her own joke. She flopped on the bed next to Stevie and propped on an elbow, looking up at her.

			Stevie’s face had a forlorn look. Wistful. “I really want to come. I hope you know that.”

			“I do.” Kaz’s fingers beat a pattern on Stevie’s thigh. One, two, three, one, two, three. “But it’s all about priorities, isn’t it? I made environmental issues my priority—over a lot of things.”

			“My work is mine. I can’t let it be otherwise now, not while I’m just getting started.”

			Kaz heaved a breath. How often had she heard similar from other people? Everybody had a life—she got that, of course she did—but you could make time for something so important. Was there anything more important right now than the environment? She tamped down the words that hovered waiting to be said. They would do no good. They would hurt Stevie. Not everyone had the same priorities as she did. “I just think of the bigger picture.”

			“Meaning I don’t?” A coolness permeated Stevie’s voice. “You think I should risk my job to come with you? I’ve already done that once, remember? Even if I didn’t have any choice that time, it was still the net effect.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying.” Or was it? Kaz bit her lip. Not everyone thought as she did. She knew that only too well. And she hoped she wasn’t arrogant enough to believe her way was the only way. But Stevie could do a lot more than she already did.

			“Then what are you saying?” Stevie drew her knees up and clasped her arms around them.

			“You’re in a good position, Stevie. You could do so much more—if you wanted to.”

			“Like what?”

			This wasn’t good. That wasn’t curiosity in Stevie’s voice; it was a roadblock. But Kaz was in too deep now—she couldn’t back away. If she did, it would only resurface another time, dragged out in an argument. “You come from a monied family. They control a charity. How many people can say that? You could be an influencer in that.”

			“You think I should take Ash’s job? Do you not know me at all? That was what I ran away from to do nursing. Nothing’s changed, Kaz. Nothing. Running a business—because that’s what it is—directing money, managing people. That’s not what I can do or want to do.” She pressed shaking hands to her cheeks. “I can’t believe you’re suggesting I do this.”

			“I’m not suggesting that. I’m just…speculating.” Shit, shit. Surely by now, with her experience, she could have picked her words better than that. She’d made a right bollocks of that. No wonder Stevie was annoyed.

			Imagine, though, what someone like Stevie could do in that position. The money they could direct to where it would matter. Where it could do good. No more thousand-dollar ball gowns for teenagers. Kaz pushed the thought aside. “I’m not saying you should run it. I know that’s not what you want.” She put out a hand to Stevie’s knee.

			Stevie didn’t react. “Then what are you saying?”

			“That with family money behind you, you surely don’t need to work full-time. A part-time job would leave you more time for things—”

			“If you say ‘things that matter’, Karin Malone, then I’m getting up and walking out right now.”

			Stevie’s words turned Kaz’s blood to ice. “No! Please, Stevie, listen to me. I was going to say ‘other things’.” Was she? Right now, she didn’t know. In the heat of the moment, in the compulsion to persuade Stevie, it was possible—no, it was probable—that she had been going to say ‘things that matter’. A worm of shame twisted in her stomach.

			Kaz prided herself on being articulate and persuasive—she could never have formed a successful company if she hadn’t been—but right now she was as bumbling and incoherent as a drunk at closing time.

			Stevie’s face had a closed-in look, as if she had already withdrawn from the conversion.

			“I ran a company for years,” said Kaz. “I learnt lots of things in that time, but one thing that stood out was I needed to make time for things that mattered. Relationships. Family too. I failed big time at those because I was always working. But also, and important to me, I needed to try to educate people as to how we’re failing this planet. The way I chose was protests. And it seemed, Stevie, you might feel the same.”

			“That’s very dogmatic.” Hurt shivered in Stevie’s voice. “You’re assuming I don’t care, or don’t care enough, because I’m not willing to drop everything to come with you, or to take over Sterling Saves. I care about the planet and its people. And caring for some of those people—often those who don’t have anyone else—is as important to me as protesting is to you. I thought you understood.” Stevie drew a deep breath. “It’s not enough to be a martyr to a cause. That’s a bad thing, actually, as you’ll end up resenting that cause. You have to do what is right for you. I would never presume to tell you not to chain yourself to a bulldozer or whatever it is you intend to do in the next few days. But equally, I would hope you would give me the same respect.”

			“I—” Kaz couldn’t go on. Was she being fair to Stevie? The hard kernel of shame wedged in her throat said she was not. Had she learnt nothing from her breakup with Alana? Was she once again trying to force someone into her own mould?

			Maybe she was. Scratch that—there was no maybe about it. She simply wasn’t sure if she could compromise on this.

			Her phone rang, and she glanced at the screen. It was the coordinator of the Queensland protest. Her finger hovered over the button to accept the call, but all she could see was Stevie, frozen in place in the middle of the bed. Hurt and anger shimmered in the air around her like a shield.

			Kaz stared at the screen, then with a deep breath, rejected the call.

			“Aren’t you going to answer it?” Sarcasm shredded Stevie’s voice. “It was probably important.”

			“It was. It was about the protest. But it’s more important to talk to you right now.”

			“Why? So you can talk me around?” Stevie got off the far side of the bed and walked over to the window. “I’m not coming with you. Not this time. If this isn’t the end for us, if we can genuinely respect our differing views, then I hope next time, or the time after, I can come along.” She turned. Her shape was a silhouette against the bright light outside. “I’d like that, Kaz, but not if you can’t give me the same space to do what’s important to me.”

			“I’m trying. Alana said… Alana told me I was too inflexible.”

			“Alana speaks sense. And she’s a brave woman if she said that to you.” A shred of warmth and humour permeated Stevie’s words. She returned to the bed and held out her hand. When Kaz took it, Stevie pulled her to her feet with a strong grip.

			“You go to your protest. Call me. I’d like to know how it’s going, how you’re doing. But Kaz, while you’re away, you need to think about this, about how it affects us. And I’ll do the same.” Stevie wrapped her arms around Kaz’s waist and kissed her softly. “I hope we can move past this.”

			“Me too.” The sick feeling in Kaz’s stomach eased slightly. Stevie wasn’t breaking up with her, but she’d very definitely fired a warning shot. “I’m sorry, Stevie.”

			“Me too.” Stevie’s kiss feathered across Kaz’s lips. “I’ll go home. You need to finish packing without distraction. We’ll speak soon, yes?” She hesitated. “Do you still want me to look after Sinbad while you’re away?”

			Kaz nodded. “Yes. Please. He’ll be happiest with you.” As I will be. She watched as Stevie picked up her overnight bag. Her feet thudded gently on the wooden floorboards, and her voice sounded as she said something to Sinbad. There was the clang of the cat carrier as Stevie fastened it, then her feet went slowly down the stairs.

			Kaz went over to the window and watched as Stevie put her overnight bag in the boot where Sinbad’s paraphernalia already rested and then put the cat carrier on the back seat. With a glance up at the veranda, Stevie waved and then was gone, the Mini purring steadily up the track to the road.

			Kaz turned back to her half-packed sports bag. Saliva filled her mouth, sour with the taste of worry. She and Stevie weren’t over. She held tightly to that thought. They just needed to find their way forward again.
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			When did Queensland’s outback roads get so damn long and empty? Kaz shifted her butt on the Jeep’s seat. Her buttocks were numb, and her foot seemed frozen in place on the accelerator. But if she managed another forty kilometres, she’d make Charleville where she could find a motel with a comfortable bed and a warm shower and a pub where she could get a decent feed. But most importantly, there would be mobile reception, so she could call Stevie.

			The previous night, too tired to drive further, she’d pulled the Jeep off the highway and bounced along a quiet track to a waterhole. There’d been no phone signal. She’d eaten some cheese and crackers for her dinner and fallen asleep on the back seat.

			She pressed the pedal, pushing the Jeep over the speed limit. Charleville beckoned. She said she’d call Stevie, and she didn’t want to wait too long before making good on that promise. Stevie would surely know about the fickleness of outback phone signals, but their last conversation had been unsettling. It would be good to hear Stevie’s voice.

			Nearly two hours later, damp hair slicked back, the dust of the journey washed away, Kaz reclined on the motel bed and picked up her phone. Stevie had listed her shifts so, unless she’d gone out for the evening, she should be home.

			The phone rang several times without an answer. Pick up, Stevie, answer, please. Kaz stared at the screen willing Stevie to answer.

			“Hello, Kaz.” Stevie sounded breathless. “I was in the shower. I nearly missed your call.”

			“I’m glad you didn’t. But I’d have called back.”

			“I’d have called you. Where are you?”

			“Charleville. I should be at the protest by late tomorrow.” The tightness in her throat eased. Stevie had answered the phone. She was talking. Until now, she hadn’t acknowledged how nervous she was that those things wouldn’t happen. “How was your shift?”

			Stevie was silent for a moment. “You really want to know or is this polite conversation?”

			Kaz closed her eyes in mortification. “I want to know. That wasn’t pretence, Stevie. I’d like to hear about your day.”

			A sigh down the line. “Thank you. My day was hard. One of our long-term residents died. Dulcie. I’ve mentioned her before. It was unexpected—I think she had a stroke.”

			“She was the one who told you she’d had a girlfriend. I remember. I’m sorry.”

			“I’ll miss her. She always had a story to tell. But it will happen to us all eventually.”

			“At least she had a caring home these last years.”

			“Yes. That’s important.” Stevie sighed again. “Thank you for remembering her.” She paused, then continued, “How was your drive? Any dramas? You’ve covered a lot of kilometres in two days.”

			“It’s been fine. The outback is beautiful, but still drought-stricken. It needs rain badly.”

			“Yes. Another reason why the government shouldn’t put in a dam for the mine. Save what water there is for the wildlife and the farmers.”

			Kaz put the phone on speaker and went to the fridge to get a beer. The dust of the day was still coating the back of her throat.

			“Moraduc Basin is on the news,” Stevie said. “I don’t know if you’ve seen it, but the mining company has said they’ll prosecute anyone who trespasses on their land.” She hesitated. “Please be careful, Kaz.”

			“I’ll try.” Warmth unfurled in her chest. The concern in Stevie’s voice had been evident, even over a bad phone connection.

			“Please come home safely.”

			“I will,” Kaz whispered. For a moment, she wished she was in Wallanbindi with Stevie, maybe in her big bed in the cabin, watching the gum leaves shiver in the breeze. Maybe in Stevie’s flat on Harbour Road, or, best of all, on board Delilah, the ocean parting around her bow, seabirds wheeling in their wake.

			She would return home to Stevie. But first, there was the protest.
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			“Thank you for coming, Stephanie.” Her mother ushered her along the hall and into the conservatory. “I thought we’d have pre-dinner drinks here. It’s so lovely at this time of year.”

			Stevie nodded. “It is.” She touched an orchid petal with one finger. “These are coming along nicely.” In truth, the waxy flowers had always slightly repelled her. They reminded her of embalmed bodies, so artificially beautiful. But Mother liked them, and that was what mattered.

			“Gin and tonic?”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			She watched as Mother made the drinks. “Is Father joining us?”

			“He’ll be home in time for dinner. He was in Canberra today.”

			Stevie accepted the drink and took a small sip. Good and strong, just as Mother—and she—liked it. It didn’t take a clairvoyant to divine why she was invited here. Ash’s bombshell was only a week ago. Stevie was surprised it had taken this long to invite her over. Maybe this was Mother’s idea of tact. But whatever the reason, Stevie hoped it would allow her to try to mend the gap between them.

			Especially now. Especially when Kaz had gone to Queensland, leaving things to be resolved between them. Rather than worry about what may happen, Stevie figured she might as well try to fix something else that was in danger of breaking: Sterling Saves. Maybe she could work with her parents to find someone to lead the trust. Maybe this would go some way to mending the breach between her and her parents.

			“Have you heard from Ashleigh?” Mother asked.

			“A couple of days ago. She and Zach are househunting in Canberra this weekend.”

			Mother didn’t appear to listen. She moved across to a bank of purple and white flowers. Stevie didn’t know what they were, but they looked exotic and expensive. If she owned a conservatory like this, she’d grow tomatoes and basil. She’d eat a ripe tomato every day, sprinkled with balsamic vinegar and paired with a slice of fresh mozzarella. She’d give excess fruit away to friends or make chutney.

			She was dreaming. With a start, she realised she’d missed the start of Mother’s sentence. “—like to move back in?”

			“I’m sorry.” Stevie shook her head. “I have water in my ears from my shower. I didn’t hear what you said.”

			Mother inclined her head. “I said, your father and I wondered if you would like to move back in here. The house is too big really for the two of us. It seems silly you renting that pokey little flat. Your old room is available, or if you prefer, you could have the guest suite at the rear. That has an en suite.”

			No way! Stevie bit back her instinctive response and summoned a smile. “That’s very kind of you, but I like my flat. It’s also closer to work.”

			“Work. Yes. But the flat must be so noisy, being on Harbour Road.”

			“A little, but I like it.” No orchids. “I’ve lived away from home for nearly four years.”

			“But you don’t need to. Ashleigh, of course, has Zachariah, but until you meet the right man for you, there’s no need for you to waste money renting.”

			And there it was, every reason why it would be so soul crushing to move back in. Five words that showed Mother, at least, had no idea who her daughter was. The right man for you.

			“I’ve told you, Mother. I’m a lesbian. There is no right man for me.”

			Mother blinked. “Yes. You’ve said.”

			Stevie softened her words. “Thank you for the offer. I appreciate it, but I’m happy where I am.”

			Her mother’s lips compressed. “Sometimes, I wish George and I had had boys. It’s so difficult bringing up girls these days. You always tried to be independent. And now look at Ashleigh… Throwing in everything she’s been offered and running off to Canberra.”

			Stevie took a big gulp of her drink. She would not react. Shouting, arguing, swearing, crying. She’d tried them all in the past, and nothing had ever made a single iota of difference to her parents’ mindset. She was a fool to think she could bridge that gap now. Maybe she was a fool to even return to Wallanbindi. She should have stayed in Melbourne. She’d have a great job, fantastic friends. She could be living her life without any of this stress.

			But no. That wouldn’t work. It would be a mistake to turn away now.

			And Kaz. If she hadn’t returned, she wouldn’t have met Kaz. What were the chances? Warmth stole through her, dislodging the cold hardness her mother had put there.

			“Ash is doing what she needs to do. As am I.” It was an effort to keep her voice light, but she managed it.

			“You’ve had your time, Stephanie. You had three years in Melbourne. You’ve got your nursing degree. Don’t you think it’s now time to give some consideration to us?”

			Bang. The number-two whammy. She’d known this would come. It was, after all, the main reason she was invited to dinner, even if it hadn’t been engraved on the invitation. “I’m happy to help you find someone suitable to head the trust. I’ve been thinking about this since Ash resigned, and I’ve got a couple of suggestions—”

			Her mother frowned. “That’s not what I meant. I’m simply saying you’ve had your free rein, now it’s time for you to join Sterling Saves. I’ll start your training so you can take over when I retire.”

			Stevie tried to suppress her laughter, but it bubbled up anyway. It was either that or cry. “That isn’t on the table as far as I’m concerned.”

			“Well, it should be,” her mother snapped. “You have a duty—”

			“I have a duty to do what’s right for me. Just as Ash has. I’m sorry, Mother. I know you’re upset Ash has gone her own way, but that doesn’t mean you can rewind four years and try to co-opt me once again. I wish it were different—it would be so much easier for all of us—but it’s not.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sure there are plenty of people out there who are more suitable than me to head Sterling Saves. I’ve researched agencies who specialise in headhunting executives. Executive Ahead is based in Sydney and—“

			“You’re being selfish.” Her mother’s lips thinned to a narrow, almost bloodless, line. “This charity is important. What we do—”

			“What I do is meaningful. Please don’t demean my work.” She was shaking inside, but whether it was rage or the unpleasantness of the confrontation, she didn’t know. But her insides churned, and the gin and tonic burnt like acid at the top of her stomach.

			“Wiping old people’s backsides can’t compare with—”

			“With what? I hope you never need your bottom wiped.” It was rage. It was anger at Mother’s blind righteousness, at her determination to get what she wanted at any cost. “With pretty frocks for kids who need a status symbol? Have you asked these kids if they have enough to eat, school books, money for the bus?”

			“They need to feel good.”

			“Yes. That’s important. But so are other things. Ash told me she wanted to make some changes and you wouldn’t listen to her. You’re running Sterling Saves exactly how you want to. You don’t need me. You don’t need me for the charity. I don’t think you’ve ever needed me for anything.” Her voice trembled. You don’t need me. You never did.

			The fight drained from her mother. She sat on the chair opposite, her hands twisted in her lap. “Is that what you think? Stephanie, darling, of course I need you. You’re my eldest child.”

			“To be a figurehead. That’s all.”

			“I have no choice. Ashleigh, Zachariah—they’ve made it clear they’re not going to be involved anymore. And you don’t have a husband. It has to be you.”

			“And I’ve made it clear I will never have a husband. Obviously you listened closely to that.”

			Mother was silent. “I was told it was a phase. A rebellion. That you’d grow out of it.”

			“Told by whom?” She could hardly get the words past the lump in her throat.

			“My confidantes. My doctor. Darling, I had to talk to someone. To try to understand.”

			“So you talk to a bunch of conservative women like yourself, and a doctor who still believes a woman’s husband should be consulted before any medical procedure.”

			“Dr Strong has retired now.”

			“Not before time. I changed doctors when I was sixteen after some particularly bad advice from him.”

			“Yes, he said that—” Mother’s mouth shut with a snap.

			“So I can add breach of doctor-patient confidentiality to the list of things I disliked about that man. He should have been struck off.” Suddenly, she was tired. Tired and sick to the stomach of arguing. She’d come here knowing what would be asked of her, but she’d believed it could be discussed like adults, without emotional blackmail. That her suggestions would be listened to, her views considered with love and understanding.

			Her world seemed so precarious, the bedrocks of family and even her career so unstable and fragile. Her career would be upended in a heartbeat if Mother had her way.

			Kaz too. Stevie had thought Kaz would be part of her stability. But had she just fallen for the same personality type? Someone who, like Mother, would disregard what was important to Stevie, would try to shovel her into a box where she simply didn’t fit? Stevie hadn’t thought so before. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

			Stevie closed her eyes and summoned the strength to stand and walk out. Kaz’s face flashed into her mind. For all her sudden doubts about Kaz, she would know how to handle this. What would Kaz do? Stevie didn’t know, but she knew without a doubt if Kaz was here with her, things wouldn’t have deteriorated to this level. Kaz holding her hand would have given her strength.

			Someone like Kaz should run Sterling Saves. Not her, not Ash, but someone like Kaz. Even Kaz herself would make a much better job of it than any member of the Sterling family.

			“So it would all be so much simpler if I had a husband.” The flatness in her voice made her wince, but she was drained, tired, and spent. She had no more fight in her. “A compliant husband who could walk in and take over the charity.”

			Her mother bowed her head. A moment passed. Another. Somewhere in the house was the rattle of china, quick footsteps on the tiled hallway. Probably the housekeeper preparing for dinner. “Yes, Stephanie. It probably would be easier.”

			“What exactly is your objection to hiring someone? There are plenty of suitably qualified candidates out there. More qualified than Ash or me. We wouldn’t even get a second look on the open labour market for that job.”

			“We thought…that is, I thought, family would be more loyal. Would uphold our values.”

			“Guess you were wrong about that.” Stevie could barely summon the words from her throat. She was just so damn tired. Tired of fighting, tired of being ignored.

			Mother looked at her watch. “Dinner is in five minutes. Your father will be home. We should move to the dining room?”

			It was a question. Mother wasn’t presuming she would stay, despite the invite. Did she want to stay? No, not now. Maybe not ever again. But if she walked away now, then the breach would be wider and deeper and crueller the next time they met.

			Stevie’s smile felt more like a grimace, but it was something that moved her lips even if it didn’t reach her eyes. “Sure. But when I go home, I’m going to leave you a bunch of résumés that Executive Ahead sent over. Will you promise to at least look at them?”

			She waited for her mother to nod. When she did, Stevie rose and waited for her mother to precede her to dinner.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			It was only nine when Stevie got home. Too early for bed. For a second, she thought of calling Luce, the friendly nurse from work, to see if she and Hannah fancied a pint at the Wharf Tavern. But Luce had an early shift the next day, and their son would be in bed. A phone call could wake him.

			Stevie poured a glass of red wine and took it out to her balcony. Wallanbindi was fairly quiet. A ute stacked with fishing rods went past. Obviously someone planning a late-night fishing session. The fish and chip kiosk was in darkness. The surf rolled and crashed on the shore in a regular rhythm. The tide must be just starting to go out. A couple of lights shone out to sea. The fishing trawlers must be busy.

			Stevie picked up her phone and flicked to Kaz’s number. Kaz had said she was likely to be out of mobile reception, but she tried her number anyway. The call clicked straight over to voicemail.

			Stevie sighed. She wanted to talk to someone. It wouldn’t be fair to disturb Ash. She tried Kate’s number in Melbourne, but again, the phone went to voicemail.

			Sinbad jumped onto her knee and meowed. She needed to feed him. After all, she’d told Kaz she’d be happy to look after him. She should make sure he didn’t starve in Kaz’s absence.

			Dinner with her parents had been stilted, but at least there had been conversation. Father had asked about her work and seemed to pay attention to her answers. Mother had skirted around any topic that seemed likely to inflame.

			There had to be a way back for them all, a way of mending strained family bonds. Stevie’s lips twitched a tired smile. Maybe she should advertise for a CEO for Sterling Saves and then present them to her parents as her partner—ideally a male—and let things go from there. She sipped her wine. She must be tired if she was thinking such rubbish. There were so many flaws with that plan it would need a trawler net to catch them all.

			She rested one ankle on the other thigh. What if she really had a partner like that? But she already had, of course. Kaz would be the perfect person to head up Sterling Saves. It was just a pity she wouldn’t be interested.

			Kaz was happy living the relaxed life. A cabin in the woods, sailing, protests. There was no inkling that she wanted to go back to anything more structured. But what if she could seize the opportunity she’d tried to encourage Stevie to take? Would Kaz want to, if it were offered?

			Probably not. It was a commitment—a huge one—and Kaz had shown no inclination for anything that tied her down. Indeed, quite the opposite. She’d been scathing of people who put their everyday life above the bigger picture.

			But this was the bigger picture—or it had the potential to be.

			Sinbad meowed plaintively and his claws dug into her leg.

			Stevie lifted him to the ground and stood. Sinbad trotted behind her as she went over to the kitchen. She opened the cupboard and took out two tins.

			“Succulent chicken or juicy duck? Meow when I hold up the one you want.” She lifted the chicken.

			Sinbad eyed her balefully.

			She held up the duck, and he rubbed against her leg and meowed. At least someone knew what he wanted.
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			The protest was over. Kaz knew she should take three days to drive back from Queensland. Driving at night on outback roads was asking for trouble. Kangaroos and other wildlife were an ever-present peril—the litter of car wreckage and roadkill attested to that.

			Kaz said goodbye to her fellow protesters and got into her Jeep. Her wrists and ribs ached, and she had the beginnings of a headache pounding at the base of her skull. The sensible thing would be to drive as far as daylight allowed and then get a motel for the night, before continuing the next day.

			She shifted in the seat, trying to find a comfortable spot for the seatbelt over her bruised ribs. Could she do the drive in two days? Maybe. The urge to see Stevie pounded in her blood. Even the beat of her heart seemed to echo the word. Ste-vie, Ste-vie. She put Wallanbindi in the GPS. Twenty-two hours of driving time, if there were no delays.

			Kaz put the Jeep into gear and swung out onto the road. She would do it in two days.
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			It was gone eleven at night when she pulled up outside Stevie’s front door. Two bloody long days on the road. One near miss with a kangaroo at dusk had sent her pulse rocketing—and not in a good way. The ’roo had hopped away unharmed, but Kaz had to pull to the side of the road to let her hands stop shaking on the wheel before she could drive on. But she was here.

			She pulled her bag from the Jeep and went to the door. Before she could ring the bell, the door swung open and Stevie threw her arms around Kaz.

			Kaz dropped the bag at her feet and hugged her back, relief coursing through her at Stevie’s greeting. It would be okay. Surely it had to be. Stevie smelt of soap and ti-tree shampoo. Her body pressed against Kaz’s, all warmth and curves, and she felt oh-so right in her arms. Despite herself, Kaz hissed in pain as Stevie’s body pressed against her bruised ribs.

			Stevie pulled back. “I’m so happy to see you. But is something wrong? Are you hurt?”

			“It’s nothing much.” Kaz wrapped her arms around Stevie again, a bit more carefully this time.

			“Come upstairs.”

			Stevie didn’t release Kaz’s hand as she led her up the stairs. Once in the light, she cupped Kaz’s face in both palms and studied it. “You look tired. How many speeding tickets did you get getting here in two days?”

			“None that I know of.” Kaz turned her head and pressed a kiss to Stevie’s palm.

			“Give it time. They often take a few days to arrive in the mail.” Stevie’s eyes were lit with pleasure, and she kissed Kaz on the lips. It lingered, and after a week of rough and tough conditions at the protest, it was sweet. So very sweet.

			Stevie ran a careful hand down Kaz’s side. “Going to tell me what had you wincing?”

			“Can I have some water first?”

			Meow. Sinbad appeared from Stevie’s bedroom and twined himself around Kaz’s ankles. She bent to pet him, not sure if she could pick him up without pain—indeed, if Sinbad would let her. “He looks well.” Sinbad arched up to her stroking hand.

			“He’s been sleeping on my bed. It was almost like old times on board Delilah. I should have collected the sail bag for the complete experience.” Stevie filled a glass from the tap. “Is this all you want? I have wine. Or coffee if you want to stay awake for a while.”

			“Just water. I’d love to do more, but I think I’ll be asleep before too long, no matter how much caffeine you pump into me.”

			“Sit.” Stevie went and got the water. “Now, tell me everything, starting with if you’re hurt. You didn’t say much before now.”

			Wordlessly, Kaz slumped onto the couch and held out her arms. Bruising circled both wrists. “We got arrested. The police up there are more concerned with jobs for the boys than they are about protesters. They were a little rough.”

			Stevie took her wrists with care. “Handcuffs?”

			“Yes. It can hurt if you jerk someone around by the wrists when they’re cuffed.”

			Stevie’s eyes were huge in the low light. “These must be sore as hell.”

			“Yeah.” Kaz freed one hand to have a drink of water. “We were put in a holding cell for twenty-four hours. During that time, someone’s boot ‘accidentally’ collided with my ribs.”

			Stevie gasped. “You didn’t say anything? And you drove for two days straight?”

			“I wanted to see you.”

			“But your ribs… Take off your shirt.”

			“Ooh, I love your forceful approach.” Kaz stood again, unbuttoned her shirt, and shrugged out of it.

			Stevie gasped again. Kaz knew what she was seeing; she’d seen it herself in the mirror at the motel last night. Purple-black bruising covered one side of her ribs. It was fading to yellow on the edges. That didn’t mean it hurt any less.

			“Did you see a doctor for this? Does it hurt to breathe in?”

			“No. I’m sure they’re only bruised. It hurts a bit to breathe in and it definitely hurts to cough.”

			Stevie rested two fingers on the pulse in Kaz’s neck. “Your pulse isn’t fast. No jugular distension. I’d say no pneumothorax—”

			“What’s that?”

			“Punctured lung. You’re probably fine, but you should get checked.”

			“You’ve just checked me.”

			Stevie looked so serious. The small frown she often got when she was thinking creased between her eyes. “I’m not a doctor.”

			“You’re plenty good enough for me.”

			Sinbad meowed and jumped onto the couch to settle next to her.

			“See? Sinbad agrees.” Kaz hesitated, then moved forward to catch Stevie’s lips in a kiss.

			Stevie returned the kiss, then moved away and smiled.

			She sat back on her heels and rested her hands on her thighs. “I should insist—”

			“No. Really. I’ll be fine. I just need rest.”

			“So what were you doing to get arrested?”

			“Chained to a bulldozer.” Kaz closed her eyes momentarily. The bulldozer had been in the full sun. The back of her neck was sunburnt. As well as her ribs and wrists, her shoulders ached, and her lower back was as stiff as a plank. But that was nothing new. The more physical kinds of protest had never been sedate or easy.

			“For how long?”

			“We were removed after a few hours and arrested.”

			“Are you charged? Out on bail?”

			“No charges. At least that’s something.”

			Stevie wrapped her arms carefully around Kaz and rested her head on Kaz’s shoulder.

			It was hard not to stiffen with pain at the contact, but the warmth in Stevie’s concern made things far better.

			“What can I do for you? A hot shower? Food? Bed?”

			“Your bed?” Kaz moved so she could look at Stevie’s face. “I don’t want to presume.”

			“Yes, my bed. We’ve got things to talk about, but I’m not throwing you out.”

			“Thank you.” Relief coursed through her, sending her muscles limp. “I’ll have a shower first.” Kaz yawned. Her body was one big, screaming ache. Despite that, the thought of lying with Stevie stirred places that had been dormant for the past few days. Hot water and a comfortable bed were second to that.

			Stevie was already in bed when Kaz returned from the shower. She put down her book and held out a hand.

			Kaz sat gingerly on the bed and took Stevie’s hand. “I’m glad to be back.”
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			Stevie wasn’t working the next day. Instead, she soothed Kaz’s aching muscles with a gentle massage that could have become more but didn’t. Kaz had wanted more. Despite the aches, her body reacted to Stevie in ways that were completely non-medical. But she hadn’t wanted to presume Stevie would welcome lovemaking. She was right—they did have to talk.

			So even when they squashed into Stevie’s tiny shower, and Stevie washed Kaz’s body with care and tenderness, Kaz held her closely, kissed her hair, but refrained from initiating anything.

			Clean and dressed, Kaz sat at the breakfast bar, cupping a mug of coffee and watching Stevie as she scrambled some eggs.

			Stevie put the plate down and sat as well, cradling a mug of coffee. She hadn’t made any food for herself.

			Kaz ate fast. It was obvious Stevie wanted to talk, and although her welcome home had assuaged some of the worry, there was more to be said. And it was Kaz who needed to do most of the talking. There’d been plenty of time to think while she was chained to the bulldozer and then locked in a police cell. Kaz had replayed the conversation she’d had with Stevie before leaving for Queensland. As she’d curled on a hard bench in the lockup, she’d even thought back to Alana’s words and suggestions.

			Kaz pushed her plate to one side. “Thank you. That was wonderful. The best meal I’ve had in days.”

			“Thank you.” Stevie didn’t add anything else. She set the mug down on the counter, and her gaze connected with Kaz’s.

			Kaz bit her lip. “I’ve been thinking.” She took a deep breath. Why were words like this so hard? The answer jumped into her head. Because they matter. What she had to say wasn’t just empty platitudes. She had to convince Stevie of her sincerity. Although Stevie had welcomed her back, was obviously happy to see her, if Kaz messed this up, then it could well be all over for them.

			Stevie had been right. Kaz had behaved like a boor, a presumptive, arrogant steamroller. She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes and absorbed the shame that rose up in her throat. When she was sure she could speak clearly, she fixed her gaze on Stevie. “I’m sorry about what I said, what I presumed, before I went to Queensland. It was arrogant of me to attempt to set your priorities for you. That was unforgiveable. You’re right, of course you are. Your job is important to you. It’s not just a job, is it? It’s a major part of who you are. It’s not my place to tell you what to do. Even if we’d been together for years, it still wouldn’t be my place.” Her fingers trembled, and she clasped her hands together in her lap to still them. “Can you forgive me?”

			Stevie licked her lips, and her gaze raked Kaz’s face as if assessing the sincerity of her words.

			Kaz put her heart and soul in her eyes. If Stevie walked out now… Kaz took a quick breath. If Stevie upped and left, then a piece of Kaz’s heart would go with her.

			Stevie nodded. “Thank you. You’ve obviously thought about this. I get where you’re coming from. When you care deeply about something, it’s easy to assume others have that same level of involvement.” She relaxed her pose and took Kaz’s hand. “Someone who puts a dollar in a collection tin cares in their own way. Telling them to give more will only alienate them.”

			Kaz nodded. Relief thrummed in her heart, and she tightened her fingers around Stevie’s. “I won’t make that mistake again with you. Alana was right, those years ago, when she told me I need to be more considerate to my partner.”

			“Partners.” Stevie said the word almost musingly. “Is that what we’re becoming?”

			Kaz paused as the word sank in. She’d repeated Alana’s words without considering their possible impact. But now that the word was out there…well, it sounded right.

			“Maybe.” Her throat scratched on the word. “I’d like that.”

			Stevie squeezed her hand. “Baby steps. We’re not there yet. But I’d like that too.” She released Kaz’s hand and picked up her mug again. “When you were at the protest, when you waved your banner, when you screamed your slogan, well, I couldn’t be there, but know you were doing it for me as well.”

			“And when you sat with Dulcie, or with someone who has no one else, and you shared your time with them, know you were doing it for me as well.” She could barely get the words out past the lump in her throat.

			Stevie nodded. She licked her lips and leant in to kiss Kaz. Stevie tasted of coffee and forgiveness and it was the sweetest thing Kaz had ever tasted.

			[image: ]

			It was later, much later, after Stevie had kissed every one of Kaz’s bruises, had smoothed her palms carefully over her skin, and rested her palm over Kaz’s heart. After the lovemaking had finished, they strolled down to the marina to check on Delilah. They went on board and sat in the cockpit. Kaz smoothed her hand over Delilah’s weathered timbers, absorbing the warmth of the wood.

			“I saw my parents while you were away.” Stevie kept her gaze on the yachts, bobbing gently in their pens. “It went about as well as you’d expect after Ash’s bombshell.”

			“What happened?”

			“Mother all but ordered I take over Ash’s position in Sterling Saves. I told her that wasn’t happening, of course.” Stevie sighed. “She as good as told me she doesn’t care who takes it—as long as they’re connected in some way to the family. At least she didn’t demand I find a husband.”

			“That would have ended well.”

			“Probably in a murder charge. While you were away, I did some research. There’s an agency in Sydney that specialises in finding executives. Mother refused to even consider the idea at first, but she finally agreed to look at the résumés they sent. We called a truce over dinner though, so we at least have a tentative relationship now.”

			“They don’t have much of an option.” Kaz propped her feet on the opposite bench. “With you and Ash out of the picture, unless Linda’s going to run it forever, she’ll have to employ someone else.”

			“It’s a plum job for the right person. You said it yourself: it‘s a chance to influence where rather a lot of charity money goes. For a strong-minded person, willing to stand up to Mother, it could be very rewarding.”

			“No more designer frocks?”

			“That might need a compromise.” Stevie sent her an impish grin. “Mother said she wants to take a lesser role. She’s nearly sixty. She wants more socialising, less work.”

			Kaz considered. “She’d need to employ someone with a business background. In the wrong hands, it could bleed money in all the wrong way.” For a moment, she wondered if Alana would be interested. Alana would be great at something like that. She didn’t have much of a business background, but she was a fast learner.

			“Do you know of anyone?” Stevie was staring at her with a concentrated frown. As if she expected Kaz to have the answer.

			“I was just wondering if Alana would be good fit,” Kaz said.

			“She could be. There’s someone else I wonder about, though.”

			Stevie continued to stare, and Kaz caught on with a bang. “Me? Me? You think I could run your family’s charity?”

			Stevie inclined her head. “You said it yourself. It’s a great chance for the right person to wield a whole lot of influence.”

			“I didn’t mean me!”

			“Why not? You ran your own company so successfully you now only need to work occasionally. You have a passion to make things better. You’re used to talking to businesspeople. And since the charity dinner, I know you don’t totally hate small talk.”

			“But I have a job…” Kaz fell silent. She did. But it wasn’t the sort of thing she wanted to do long-term. It was a way of supporting herself so she could do what really mattered. She slumped against the gunwale.

			Stevie leant forward across the cockpit. She picked up Kaz’s hands. “I can think of no one better to do this than you. But if you look me in the eye and say you don’t want to do it, then I will never mention it again. That would be unforgivable of me after our conversation this morning. And, of course, I know what it’s like to be browbeaten into something. I’m not here to be the water on your stone. You have to want this.”

			Want this. Did she? Kaz gripped Stevie’s hands. Did she want to rejoin the corporate world? Did she want her free time stolen away by responsibility? But then, wasn’t that already how her life was? Ocean Rights or another organisation rang up and told her about a protest, and she dropped everything to go. She spent her own money, used her own time. That was responsibility and obligation too. “It’s your family’s charity. Your parents have said they want a family member to run it.”

			Stevie shrugged. “They can’t find one. They don’t have much choice.”

			“That doesn’t mean they’ll want me.” Kaz’s mind whirred. What about Stevie? How would it affect their relationship if she was deeply involved in Sterling Saves? “What if Ash changes her mind and wants back in?”

			“Then you work together or not at all. If you’re in charge, that will be your decision.”

			“Full-time work. That’s a big step for me.”

			“Mother floats in and out. Despite what she says in public, Ash said Mother works about ten hours per week. And Ash was paid for full-time hours, but she used to do maybe twenty. There are also two support staff. I’m also sure you’re a lot more efficient than Mother and Ash.”

			“What if Linda treats me as the figurehead that she treated Ash? If I’ve got no input, I won’t do it.”

			“You’ve got the strength to stand up to Mother. I think it would be hard at first, but if you stand your ground, once she sees she can trust you to do a good job, then I think you’ll be able to remake the charity how you want. You’ll have to push for it, but I think you could do it. Money for Ocean Rights. For environmental charities. Kids, animals, refugees… There’s a lot of money there to be distributed. And I think you’ll be able to choose your own hours as well.”

			Butterflies leapt in her stomach. It was an opportunity. Hell, it was a damn good one. She could do so much for things that mattered. Sure, she could keep chaining herself to bulldozers and getting arrested—and that mattered too. But there were others who could and would do that. How many others could head up Sterling Saves—and do it in a way that directed the money where it mattered most?

			“Would Linda ever back out completely?”

			Stevie was silent for a moment. “You’re talking as if you want the job.”

			Kaz bit her lip. She had been. And she was already thinking of how it might work for the best. Whoa, girl. Back up a little. She took a deep breath. “What do you think? What would you think if—assuming your parents agreed—I ran your family charity?”

			“I wouldn’t have even mentioned it if I didn’t think it was a good idea.”

			“But what about us? You and me. Together. Our…relationship. We’ve only been together a few weeks.” The word sat thickly on her tongue. That was what they had. And she didn’t want to lose it. The knowledge weighed in her chest. “What if it doesn’t work out for us and I’ve been parachuted into Sterling Saves?”

			“Kaz, I know what I want. I—”

			The ear-piercing shriek of the smoke alarm from the next yacht along filled the air.

			Kaz stood and looked over at the boat. There was a light on in the cabin, but no smoke that she could see. “Are you okay over there?”

			“Yes! Burnt the toast,” someone shouted in return.

			Kaz sat once more. Her pulse still tripped in heady anticipation. What had Stevie been about to say?

			Her mind circled back to the interrupted conversation. “Stevie, what if I take the job and we split up? How would you feel then?”

			“You can predict the future? I can’t. But if we split up, well, I hope we would be civil and behave like adults. I have nothing to do with the charity. It shouldn’t be a problem. If Sterling Saves is what you want, then we’ll need to think about the best way to do this.” She picked up one of the lines and coiled it more neatly. “Kaz, this is your decision. Not mine. Just know I…I care about you.” Her fingers worried the line.

			Kaz’s heart seemed to lodge itself in her throat. How else to explain this beating, pulsing knot of emotion that made her want to both laugh in exaltation, and cry in relief. That made her want to drag Stevie into her bunk and make fierce and tender love to her, made her want to cradle Stevie against her chest and say that yes, she was falling for her too. “Come here.” She held out her arms.

			Stevie lifted her chin. “You don’t have to say anything back. It’s not tit for tat. I just wanted you to know I have feelings for you and that means wanting you to be happy. At least for me, it does.”

			Stevie was blurry through the tears in Kaz’s eyes. “Please. Come here.” She stood.

			Stevie stood too and took the single pace into Kaz’s arms.

			Kaz closed her embrace around Stevie and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “The biggest doubt about this is it will make you uncomfortable. If you think we can make it work, then I want to try.”

			Stevie sighed, and her body relaxed in Kaz’s clasp. She stretched up to kiss Kaz.

			Kaz’s heart thundered. This pull, this need to hold Stevie close, tugged at her very soul. Had it ever been like this before? She didn’t think so, but her thoughts were scattered like rabbits over a paddock and she couldn’t think straight.

			Sterling Saves. That’s what they had been talking about. A few minutes ago, it had been an intriguing idea. Now it was blown from Kaz’s head. Stevie filled her mind. Stevie, with her dark eyes, mussed hair, and her heart on her face ready for Kaz to accept.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			“Tell me again what you said to your parents.”

			Stevie changed down a gear and swung the Mini around a bend. She glanced across at Kaz. She looked very dapper in an open-neck grey shirt and dark pants, pressed smooth. Stevie rested a hand briefly on Kaz’s thigh. The muscle was as hard as ironbark.

			“I said I’d like them to meet someone very important to me. That we wanted to be together. That it was serious. That we planned on moving in together. That this person—and remember I haven’t given a name—lived close to Wallanbindi. They then asked what you did, and I said you used to head a very successful software company, but right now you were considering your options.”

			“Considering your options.” Kaz nodded in approval. “That’s a good phrase.”

			“They seemed suitably impressed,” Stevie continued, “and said they were looking forward to meeting you.”

			“That sounds positive so far.”

			“Then I asked if they’d had a chance to review the résumés I left with them last time I was there. Mother made some vague comment about a couple of them being interesting. I asked her which ones, and she brushed me off without an answer. I rang the agency and they’ve had no contact from anyone in Sterling Saves. They’re just ripe for someone to swoop in and save them.”

			“That doesn’t mean they’ll consider me.” Kaz’s knee jiggled up and down.

			“True. But you’re about to land in their lap. They’d be stupid to not give you serious consideration. Especially with me, your Sterling family trump card, holding your hand.”

			“And then they asked about me… Tell me again what they said.”

			Stevie flicked her a glance. This was the third time she’d related this to Kaz. “Mother said she knew all along me being a lesbian was only a phase and she was delighted I’d met the right man.”

			“That’s the bit I think will be hardest.” Kaz’s knee was doing a good impression of a sewing machine. “They’re expecting a bloke.”

			“That’s their problem, not ours.”

			“But—”

			Stevie squeezed Kaz’s leg. “But nothing. We’ve been over this. Be yourself. Try to relax. They won’t eat you.”

			Kaz shifted in her seat. “This is important. What if they don’t like me? What if they like me but not as the CEO of Sterling Saves? What if they like me but not as their daughter’s partner? What if—”

			Stevie swung the Mini to the side of the road and killed the engine. “Karin Malone, listen to me. They already like you. And once they hear what you have to bring, they will be falling over themselves to employ you.” She shrugged. “And if they don’t, well, it’s not the end of the world. You already have a life you love.”

			“I know.” Kaz’s sigh fogged the passenger window as she stared out to the darkness. “A couple of weeks ago, I wouldn’t have changed my life for anything. Then you drop this on me and now it’s all I can think about.”

			“Hey, girlfriend. You might want to revise that sentence.”

			“Nearly all I can think about.”

			“That’s better.” Stevie picked up Kaz’s hand. “You probably won’t get an offer tonight. That would be terrible business practice. They’ll think on it. So if we need to refine our approach after tonight, we’ll have time.” She restarted the engine and pulled back into the roadway. “Now, we’ll be there in a minute, so take a deep breath and smile.”

			She slowed for the ornate entrance gates and drove at a sedate pace up the driveway to stop on the curve of gravel outside the front door.

			Mother answered the door. “Stephanie, darling. How lovely of you to come.” Her kiss grazed the air close to Stevie’s cheek. “And this is…?”

			Kaz was to one side. Stevie took her hand and tugged her forward. “This is Karin Malone, Mother. You’ve met before.”

			Her mother’s face froze for a second before her social smile reappeared. “Of course, I remember.” She held out a hand. “How nice to see you again, Karin.”

			“It’s lovely to see you again, Linda. And please call me Kaz.”

			“Kaz.” Mother inclined her head. “Come on through.” Her heels tap-tapped along the hall at a far swifter pace than usual.

			Probably trying to give Father the tip off. Stevie kept her face neutral. Now was not the time for amusement.

			“Darling, Stephanie and Kaz are here.”

			Father rose from the armchair and held out a hand. “Kaz. That’s an unusual name.” He peered. “Have we met before?”

			“Kaz accompanied Stevie to last month’s gala event,” said Mother.

			“Of course,” Father said smoothly. “What can I get you to drink? Gin and tonic?”

			They both accepted a drink, and Stevie sat on the couch with Kaz next to her. Her parents sat opposite in their separate armchairs. It had the air of an inquisition.

			“So how have you been, Stephanie?” Father asked. “Your job still going well?”

			“Very well.” Stevie took a gulp of her drink to steady her own nerves. Next to her, Kaz crossed one leg over the other and stirred her drink. She was the epitome of calm relaxation. Where does she pull that from? “I met a friend of yours the other day. Mary Kingswood came in to visit her mother who’s on my ward. She recognised me and we had a nice chat.”

			“Oh.” A tiny wrinkled formed between Linda’s eyes.

			Stevie could imagine her thoughts: my daughter the lowly carer.

			“She sends her regards,” Stevie said. Two minutes in and the conversation was already floundering. If only she had her friend Kate’s bubbly personality. Kate could make small talk to anyone.

			Kaz put down her drink. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both properly. I’m looking forward to getting to know you both much better.” She picked up Stevie’s hand. “After all, I hope to be a part of your daughter’s life for many, many years to come.”

			Even though she knew Kaz’s words were for a purpose, they still made Stevie melt. Many years to come. She hoped that was true. In the darkness of her bedroom, their murmured plans had stretched far into the future, but hearing Kaz say it to her parents added another layer of solidity.

			Father cleared his throat. “As we do you. We were beginning to despair Stephanie would ever settle down. Ashleigh is nearly four years younger and she’s now well settled.”

			“Yes, Ash and Zach make a lovely couple,” Kaz said.

			The conversation ground to a halt. The tick-tock of the grandfather clock in the hallway drowned out Stevie’s heartbeat. This was going horribly. Her parents hadn’t changed. They’d never accept her with a female partner; they’d never accept her nursing career, and by extension, any thoughts that Kaz might take the reins of Sterling Saves were vanishing like mist on the water.

			Kaz shot her a glance. She was probably wondering why Stevie had gone quiet, why she wasn’t steering the conversation in the way they’d rehearsed. But this oppressive house, this dragging silence, the weight of expectation and disappointment leeched the joy out of her. And her parents stared at her, sitting in their matching chairs with matching neutral expressions on their faces. They were the charity king and queen. Surely they had endless reservoirs of small talk. Any second now, she was going to mention the rugby, just to get something—anything—happening.

			Kaz smiled. “Stevie’s talked of you both, of course, and I know of you through the local media. You’ve accomplished a lot for our town, and beyond.”

			“We’ve always prided ourselves on giving back to the community,” George said. “My family goes back to the gold rush era in Ballarat. My great-great grandfather struck it lucky when so many didn’t. And over the years, the family has expanded upon that. We believe in helping those who are less fortunate.”

			“You must be so very proud of Stevie, then. Aged care nursing is a field that is so undervalued, yet gives back in spades. It’s a tough career choice, but she’s already doing well for herself.”

			“Yes, of course we are.” Linda’s smile seemed as fixed as a fencepost.

			“My background is in app development,” Kaz continued. “I ran my own company from a young age. Successfully too. But in the long term, it wasn’t giving me the satisfaction.” She inclined her head. “I sold the company and got more involved in the environmental field.”

			“Working?” George asked.

			“No, volunteering, I guess you’d say. I still do a bit of work for my old company, but now Stevie and I have committed to each other, I’m looking for something else to get my teeth into.” Kaz picked up her glass and took a sip.

			Father’s glass was empty, and he rose from his chair. “Another?”

			“I’m fine for the moment, thank you.”

			Stevie also put down her nearly full glass. “Not for me either, thank you. I have to drive.” Kaz, at least, was sticking to the script. Drop the hints into the conversation, refrain from asking for a job. Let them think it was their own idea.

			A gong sounded and Linda rose to her feet. “Dinner is served.”

			Stevie leapt to her feet. At least dinner-table conversation could centre around the food.

			She was seated opposite Kaz. As Mother talked about the local prawns and finger limes from Queensland they were eating, Kaz gave Stevie a slow wink. Hang in there, it seemed to say. Stevie listened to their conversation about the slow food movement.

			“I was involved with an organisation that promoted community gardens,” Kaz said. “Not so much for pretty flowers, although there were a few of them scattered around too, but gardens for fruit, vegetables, and herbs. Food for the table. It aimed to give city people access to healthy food without it costing a fortune. Many of the community spaces were on footpaths and in local parks. You’d be surprised how pretty a row of cauliflowers can be.”

			“There’s a council garden here in Wallanbindi,” Father said.

			“Yes, and it’s doing very well. But it’s only one area. The organisation I was with lobbied the council for small spaces to be available. Sometimes only a single garden bed, or a nature strip by the road. They’d get the permits, then give fertiliser, seedlings, protective mesh against wildlife, organic sprays, and so on. And advice. Everything to get a small space productive. Signage too, so others knew what was happening.” She ate a prawn. “Anyone was free to help themselves, taking only what they wanted for their meal. For the most part, people honoured that. There was very little vandalism or stripping of a crop. I thought about trying that in Wallanbindi. There are some raised beds on the street near Stevie’s flat. They once held shrubs, but they’ve died and haven’t been replaced. I thought I might approach the council.”

			Stevie kept her face neutral. She’d never heard Kaz mention this before. But it flowed on from the foodie talk rather well.

			“Who would do the work?” Mother’s voice held an interest Stevie hadn’t expected. “I don’t know of any organisation here that does that.”

			“Initially, Stevie and I. But with signage, and word of mouth, hopefully we can get a grassroots initiative going.”

			“I’m going to approach the board where I work to see if we can get something similar started in the street outside the aged care home,” Stevie said. “Some of the more active residents would probably love it.” The words had popped into her head. But it would work, she was sure of it.

			Kaz gave her a slow smile from across the table and set down her cutlery.

			A smartly dressed maid cleared the plates. A new staff member, not anyone Stevie knew.

			“You could approach Sterling Saves for funding,” Mother said.

			“I’ll do that, thank you.” Kaz poured water from the jug into her glass. “Whom should I contact?”

			“It would have been Ashleigh.” Mother sighed. “Of course, she’s now in Canberra. Send in a proposal via the email on the website, Kaz, and we’ll make sure to consider it. Now,” and her voice took on a briskness, “We don’t want to discuss business over dinner. Who would like more wine? We have a delightful pinot gris from the Adelaide Hills region, or a cabernet sauvignon from the Coonawarra.”

			Stevie accepted a small glass of red. The seeds were being scattered well for Kaz. It would be so good if that panned out. For a moment, she drifted into a daydream where Kaz ran Sterling Saves, and she was charge nurse at Harbour View. Delilah bobbed in her pen at the marina ready for the weekend, and Sinbad still stalked the deck…

			“… the seat. Of course, it’s early days yet, but the incumbent has indicated he intends to retire before the next election. We’ve been told, unofficially, that George would secure party support. It would be a total change for both of us, though.” Mother turned to her. “Stephanie? What do you think?”

			Stevie stared wide-eyed for a second as her brain scrambled to catch up. What incumbent? What election?

			“Good politicians are needed across all of the major parties,” Kaz said. Her eyes flashed sympathy at Stevie. “It would be a big decision if George decides to run.”

			“Yes. It’s not a decision to make lightly,” Father said. “Going into state politics can be a minefield for a businessman.”

			Her father wanted to enter politics? When had she missed that announcement?

			The maid re-entered with the main course, and conversation suspended as she served the rack of lamb and roast vegetables.

			When the maid had left again, Mother said, “You’re the first people we’ve told, outside of the decision makers in the party of course.”

			Right. “Thank you for telling us.”

			“We hope you’ll be proud of us, Stephanie. It’s a major accomplishment.”

			Stevie’s fingers clenched on the fork. Proud of them? For having the money and making the appropriate political donations, for schmoozing enough with the right people so Father’s latest idea gained at least some traction? They expected her to be proud of Father that he might be a politician in a party she would never in a million years vote for.

			And they could barely bring themselves to acknowledge Stevie’s own success. Something she wanted, something she worked for, struggled for, and made happen with her own hard work. Her own graft. She cut a piece of the tender lamb, chewed, and swallowed with an effort.

			“Yes, of course.” The lie clogged her throat. She took a mouthful of wine, then another.

			Across the table, Kaz stared at her, her expression worried.

			“Good.” Mother sliced a potato, her expression serene. “You and Kaz must come to the party fundraiser next month. How many tickets shall I reserve for you?”

			Stevie bit the inside of her cheek so hard she tasted blood. No doubt those tickets were around a thousand bucks each. Not to mention the assumption Stevie would support their party. “We won’t be attending.” She put down her knife and fork and dabbed her mouth with the napkin. The succulent lamb was ashes in her mouth. Why had she ever thought this was a good idea? “The party you support actively opposed marriage equality in Australia. I will never vote for a party that tried to negate who I am. That party also wants coal mining to expand. While I’ve never asked Kaz her voting preference, I know her well enough to know she wouldn’t either. I wish you well with your bid, Father, but I’m saying now that I won’t be the dutiful daughter at your side on the campaign trail.”

			Stevie locked her gaze with Kaz. Her lips tightened at the mention of coal mining, and she briefly touched her ribs over the healed bruises.

			Mother’s mouth formed an O of astonishment. Stevie daren’t look at Father.

			“I’ve been trying to live up to your standards—and yes, they’re your standards. You instilled in me the need to make things right for people having a hard time. I followed your lead in that. But when I followed those values in my own way, you were ashamed of me.” She drew a deep breath. She was twenty-eight years old. She would not cry; she would not get angry. “I moved back from Melbourne mainly to see if we could find common ground again. Be a family. But it hasn’t worked. But if I hadn’t come back to Wallanbindi, I wouldn’t have met Kaz.” The smile came despite her pain. “You have no idea what part you played in our meeting, but that doesn’t matter. Kaz is the best thing in my life right now.”

			Stevie pushed back her chair and stood. Escape. She had to get out of there before she made even more of an idiot of herself. She still had the napkin crumpled in her hand, and she threw it down on the table. One edge fell over her barely touched food.

			Kaz stood too and came around the table to take Stevie’s hand. She brushed the backs of her fingers over Stevie’s cheek. “Hang in there,” she said. “I’ll get you home.” She swung around to Stevie’s parents. “You people have no idea what a wonderful person your daughter is. She’s tried to meet you more than halfway, but I think this might be the final straw.” She gave a humourless laugh. “You know, part of the reason Stevie is here tonight is because of me. She knew that Sterling Saves needed a CEO. She knew I would be perfect for that job. She also knew you wouldn’t consider me without her there to be the family connection you crave. Well, I could run your charity. I could do this on my head with one hand tied behind my back. But if this lack of interest in your daughter is your normal way, then I wouldn’t work with you, even if you wanted me.”

			Stevie clutched Kaz’s hand. It was strong and steady in her grasp.

			It was her future.

			Her parents, it seemed, were her past.

			“Mother, Father, thank you for dinner. Thank you too for everything you did for me when I was a child. I’m truly sorry we can’t keep that bond going, but I can’t compromise who I am. I love you. But I can’t live with this constant indifference to the person that I am. I don’t expect you to agree with me, but I had hoped for some understanding and acceptance. For my own sake, it’s best I don’t see you. I’m sorry. I’ll miss you, but I can’t keep doing this.”

			Head high, Stevie turned her back on her parents’ ashen faces, and with Kaz’s hand in her own, she strode out of the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			“I’m sorry I messed it up for you.”

			Kaz looked over at Stevie. She was concentrating on the dark road. Her hands gripped the steering wheel tightly, her shoulders rigid. The Mini fishtailed around a bend as Stevie took it too fast.

			“Hey, it’s okay. We’ll get through it.” Kaz rotated her tight shoulders and took a deep breath. Stevie was normally an excellent driver. She would slow soon enough.

			“I’ve really broken things. There’s no way back from that.” Stevie slowed for the next bend.

			Kaz let out her breath in a quiet sigh of relief as the Mini swooped around the curve under control. “You did what you had to. You can’t keep taking shit from them. Maybe they truly didn’t realise how it was affecting you.”

			“Or maybe they did and they just don’t care.” Tears clogged Stevie’s voice, but at least she kept the speed down.

			Kaz watched the forest as the Mini sped along. This wasn’t the way to Stevie’s flat, where they’d intended to stay. This was the road to Kaz’s cabin.

			A wombat ambled along the side of the road, its solid shape a dark mass in the car headlights.

			“Can you go slower? Please.” Kaz said the words softly. “There’s always wildlife here in the dark.”

			To Kaz’s relief, Stevie slowed even more, and the remainder of the journey was less nerve-wracking.

			Stevie pulled up in the clearing outside the cabin and shut off the engine. “I didn’t want to stay at the flat. My parents know the address, and while they’ve never been there, and I doubt they’ll come now, I didn’t want to take the chance.”

			“Of course not. Sinbad will be happy we’re home.” Kaz stared out across the clearing. The cabin was dark, and only a sliver of moonlight filtered through the trees.

			The evening had been nothing as she’d thought it would be. She hadn’t expected to come away with a job offer, but Stevie had been confident Kaz could win them around eventually. That wouldn’t happen now. She pushed down her disappointment and focussed on the positives. She had no need for the job. Life could go on as before: protests, a quiet life in the cabin, some app development when she needed the money. And now, Stevie would be with her. It would have been a difficult road working for Sterling Saves. She didn’t need that type of shit.

			Kaz got out of the car and went around to the driver’s side. Stevie leant against the car, staring out into the forest. The silvery trunks of the stringybarks and messmates were like rows of ghosts. Kaz wrapped her arms around Stevie and pulled her close. Stevie’s fine hair tickled her cheek, and her breath puffed over Kaz’s skin. “Will you be okay?”

			“Yes. I just need time to close that door.”

			“I’m here for you. I hope you know that.”

			“I do. You were there for me right from the first. When you didn’t throw me overboard when you found me on Delilah.”

			“There are rules against that sort of thing—even though I didn’t tell you at the time.”

			“Nice to know you’re so law abiding—when it suits you.” Stevie moved out of Kaz’s arms and turned to face her. “Shall we go upstairs? You might be hungry. We didn’t get much dinner after all of that.”

			“I’m fine. I’ve had enough.”

			“Me too. My stomach is in knots.”

			Inside the cabin, Kaz left the lights off. She opened the slats to let the cooler air through and poured two glasses of water and gave one to Stevie. Without talking, they got ready for bed. Then the only sounds were the shiver of the breeze in the messmates and the rustle of sheets.

			Stevie slid her fingers with excruciating slowness over Kaz’s body, dipping into shadowy hollows, tracing a nipple, circling her belly button before dipping lower. Stevie caressed her with a slow and steady rhythm that had Kaz biting her lip as the pleasure built slowly, too slowly, until suddenly it was enough and she arched into her climax under Stevie’s hand.

			Then it was Stevie’s turn, and Kaz dropped down on the bed, pushing Stevie’s knees apart so her palms could slide up Stevie’s inner thighs. Kaz paused for a moment, the darkness in the room increasing her other senses. Then she lowered her head, and her mouth and tongue caressed and stroked, until Stevie came with a hoarse cry.

			[image: ]

			Stevie left her phone turned off. Her parents had probably called Ash, but Stevie couldn’t even face talking to her. And if her parents called—well, there was nothing she had to say to them.

			The day after the failed dinner, she and Kaz went sailing. They tacked away from shore, into the wind, then hoisted the spinnaker and had a long and glorious run with the wind behind them. Delilah sped over the waves as the yellow spinnaker bellied with wind.

			The breeze ruffled her hair, and the sun was on her face. Seabirds wheeled in their wake, and Stevie laughed in delight when Kaz pointed to a pod of dolphins surfing their bow wave and leaping alongside them.

			Kaz trimmed the spinnaker and returned to sit next to Stevie. Sunlight made her eyes more golden, and the fine lines crinkled at the corner of her eyes as she smiled.

			There was nothing better than this. Stevie stretched out her bare toes and rested them on the opposite bench. Her fingers caressed the inside of Kaz’s thigh under the hem of her shorts.

			When they returned, even the sight of Good Time Gal covered over in her pen couldn’t dampen her mood.

			Her parents were not a part of her life anymore.
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			Stevie checked the dosage on the medication chart and shook out two tablets. “Dr Shaw has increased your dosage, Glen. That’s why you have two tablets. It’s not a mistake.”

			Glen visibly calmed and even gave her a weak smile. “I trust you. Dulcie told me to always listen to you.”

			“Thank you, I appreciate that,” Stevie said. She poured water into a cup and held it out to him.

			“Stevie, you got a moment?” One of the nursing aides came into the room. “There’s someone to see you at the nurses’ station.”

			“Can you take over here?” She smiled her thanks at the aide, handed Glen’s tablets to her, and headed for the nurses’ desk.

			At first, all Stevie could see was a small group of relatives waiting in the lounge area. But then the group moved to the side of the room, and she spotted Mary Kingswood standing at the desk. She smiled as Stevie approached.

			“Thanks for seeing me,” Mary said. “I hope I’m not interrupting, but I wanted to thank you and all the staff for the care you give Mum. I know she can be difficult—she hasn’t taken the transition from her own home to a nursing home easily—but everyone here has been so kind to her. You in particular. Mum told me you listen to her stories about her childhood on the farm. I’ve heard those stories a hundred times. She’s enjoying sharing them with someone different.” Mary picked up a bag at her feet. “Please would you put these in the staffroom for everyone to share?”

			Mary handed the bag to Stevie. Inside was a large tin of biscuits and a box of chocolates.

			“Thank you. Everyone will love these. That’s very thoughtful of you.”

			“It’s my pleasure. I’d hug you, but I’m not sure if that’s appropriate in your workplace.”

			“It’s fine.” Stevie stepped into Mary’s hug.

			They broke apart, and Mary asked, “Will I see you at Linda’s birthday party on Good Time Gal at the weekend?”

			Stevie stared at her shoes to regain her composure. It had been five weeks since she and Kaz had left dinner with her parents so abruptly, and still any mention of her parents had the power to disturb her. “No, I can’t make that.”

			She didn’t say she had taken one look at the invitation and thrown it in the bin. Maybe her parents had thought sending a formal invite was appropriate, but to Stevie, it was just one more symbol of the divide between them.

			“I haven’t seen as much of Linda as I used to,” Mary continued. “She says she’s so busy with Sterling Saves now Ashleigh has gone, she hardly has time for a coffee and a catch up. I hope she finds someone to head the charity soon.”

			“Yes, I hope so too,” Stevie said. “If you’ll excuse me, Mary, I must get back to the ward.”

			“Of course. Nice to see you, Stevie. Hopefully we can catch up soon. And thank you again for everything you’ve done for Mum.”

			As Stevie turned to return to the ward, one of the people from the lounge area detached himself from the group and came over. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I couldn’t help hearing your conversation. Are you related to the Sterling family that runs Sterling Saves?”

			Was there no getting away from that? Stevie stretched a smile onto her face. “Yes, my parents run Sterling Saves.”

			The man held out a hand. “Thank you. My daughter had been trying to get a job for a long time, but she never looked the part. Business clothes, especially smart interview suits, are so expensive. Someone told her about Sterling Saves, so she asked them for help. They provided her with a suit, shirt, and shoes, and they sent her on a course to teach her interview techniques and presentation. She got a job shortly after that. She’s now a trainee accounts clerk.” He took Stevie’s hand and pumped it up and down. “Please pass on my thanks to your parents.”

			“I will.” Stevie’s head spun. Interview suits? That was new. It was the sort of thing Ash would have suggested. Maybe her mother had been listening to her after all. Maybe her parents were reconsidering other things too.

			Maybe. There were so many maybes. Stevie watched the man return to his family. She turned on her heel. Sterling Saves wasn’t her concern. She returned to the ward. She had patients who needed her.
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			Kaz let herself into Stevie’s flat. It still seemed slightly strange to have a key to someone else’s living space—even during her relationship with Alana, they’d never exchanged keys—but, as Stevie said, they were gradually combining their lives. It made sense.

			Stevie was on the phone when Kaz entered the living room.

			“Hang on a minute,” Stevie said into the phone. “Kaz is here.” Stevie set the phone down and bounded over to the door. She kissed Kaz, wrapped her arms around her waist for a moment and kissed the side of her neck. Then she returned to the call and pressed a button. “Ash, you’re on speaker now.”

			“Hi, Ash,” Kaz said. “How’s things?”

			“Good. Very good. Stevie was just telling me about Sterling Saves’s new direction.”

			The interview suits. Stevie had told her yesterday when she came home from work. Kaz had been surprised, and cautiously pleased. It seemed like a step in the right direction.

			“Was it your idea?” Kaz asked.

			“Yes. I didn’t think Mother was even listening when I raised it. The website mentions the program now. Below the mention for the formal dresses, of course, but still, it’s up there.”

			“Congratulations. That’s an achievement.”

			“In this family, it is.” Amusement hummed in Ash’s voice.

			“You were about to tell me some news when Kaz walked in,” Stevie prompted.

			“Yes! I went to the uni open day yesterday and talked to an admissions officer. I’ve got all the paperwork to apply.”

			“Fantastic!” Stevie said. “Do you know what you’re going to study?”

			“Not yet. I’ve narrowed it down to a couple of options. They’re both on the creative side.”

			“I guess you were serious when you said the business world wasn’t for you,” Stevie said.

			“Mmm. I’m getting really excited. We’ll be down on the weekend for Mother’s birthday. Stevie”—hesitation crept into Ash’s voice—“Mother specifically asked me to say you and Kaz are invited.”

			“We got the invitation. Stiff card, embossed gold print. It’s already in the bin.” Stevie’s hand crept into Kaz’s as if she wanted reassurance she’d done the right thing.

			Kaz gripped it tightly, her thumb rubbing the back of Stevie’s hand.

			“Then I’ll say nothing more. I understand,” said Ash. “Can we see you both on Sunday, before we drive back to Canberra?”

			“Of course. Come for lunch.”

			“That will be the best part of the weekend. Mother asked us to buy tickets for the political fundraising dinner. She said I should stand by Father. I refused, I said I wouldn’t support any party that was against marriage equality.”

			“Thank you,” Stevie said.

			“From me too,” Kaz added.

			There was a pause, then Ash said, “I have to go now. Zach’s home and we’re going out for dinner. Love you. Bye, Stevie, bye, Kaz.” The call clicked off.

			Stevie put down the phone and turned to Kaz. “Maybe we should consider going out to dinner. There’s not much food here.”

			Kaz wrapped an arm around Stevie’s shoulders and pulled her close. “Sounds good. We could try the Vietnamese place that’s just opened.”

			Stevie got off the couch and went to the fridge, returning with two beers. She handed one to Kaz and sat. “Ash sounds happy. It will be good to see her on the weekend.” She set her beer on the coffee table, laid her head on the back of the couch, and closed her eyes. “Do you think I’m being too harsh with my parents? Please be honest with me. When I think back over all that’s happened, I think I’m doing what’s best for myself. But then I hear good things about them from other people, or Ash calls, and I wonder…”

			Stevie’s forlorn voice squeezed Kaz’s heart. No one should have parents like the Sterlings. Especially not someone like Stevie. Right now, Stevie seemed so fragile.

			“You made your decision.” Kaz put the conviction Stevie seemed to need into her words. “You made the right choice for you.”

			“But what if I’m wrong? What if they have changed?”

			Kaz was silent. Stevie always sought the good in people. It was part of who she was. “People can change,” Kaz said slowly. “You can revisit it, if that’s what you want.”

			Stevie laughed, but it was a humourless, hurt sound that made Kaz want to hold her close. She rested her hand on Stevie’s thigh, wanting Stevie to know she was there for her.

			“I’ve tried before, remember, been in this exact place and it didn’t end well. No.” Her eyes opened, and she caught Kaz in her gaze. “I need to remain apart from them. Mother tried calling me. She left two messages. I didn’t reply. Maybe in the future that can change. I won’t say never. But not now. Not yet.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			It had been nearly three months since Stevie had heard Mother’s voice, except on her voicemail. Mother had left three messages before they had ceased. Stevie was quietly relieved.

			“See you tomorrow morning,” she said to Luce at the end of their shift. She shrugged into her jacket and picked up her bag. “Seven, at Delilah’s pen.”

			“Yup.” Luce grinned at her. “You’ve no idea how much Hannah and I are looking forward to this. No one should get to be thirty without spending a day on a yacht. Luckily, Hannah’s mum has Ryan for the day. We don’t even have to worry about him falling overboard.”

			“The weather should be hot,” Stevie said, “but bring something warm just in case. You don’t want to spend the day shivering in the cabin.”

			“More likely throwing up over the stern. I have to run. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Luce took the steps down from the front entrance of Harbour View two at a time.

			Stevie took the steps slowly, hunting in her bag for her car keys. She found them, slung her bag over her shoulder and headed for her car.

			“Hello, Stephanie.”

			The voice, cool and hesitant, made her pause. Stevie slowed her steps and turned to face the speaker. “Hello, Mother.” She gripped her car keys tightly. What could Mother want now? And, more to the point, did she want to hear it?

			Her mother had a pinched look, but her clothes and make-up were as immaculate as ever. She clasped her hands in front of her. “I was wondering if we could talk?”

			Even her word choices were tentative. Less of a demand, more of a genuine question.

			“Do we have anything left to say?” Stevie didn’t mean the words to come out so harshly. Her mother flinched, and she immediately regretted her tone.

			“I hope we have.” Her mother gestured to the forecourt. “Can we go somewhere a little more private?”

			The closed confines of her car would be too awkward. “Shall we walk?” Stevie turned without waiting for an answer.

			For a few seconds, she was walking alone. Then the tap-tap of heels sounded on the concrete, and her mother fell into step.

			Stevie walked in silence. She wouldn’t be the first to break it. This was her mother’s idea, so she could speak first. Besides, there was nothing she wanted to say.

			“I’m sorry.” The words were slow, with the same hesitance as earlier.

			“For what, exactly?” Stevie kept her gaze ahead. She took the path that led out to the main road. From there, they could join the foreshore path and walk forever. Or at least until this conversation ended in flames as so many before had done.

			“For not supporting you. For not encouraging you to be what you needed to be. For trying to force you into something that obviously wasn’t right for you.”

			“What are you talking about? Heterosexuality or Sterling Saves?” The car keys bit into her hand. This apology had the ring of honesty about it. She wanted to accept it and hold out her arms to her mother, but she still couldn’t. Not until she was sure it didn’t come with a proviso, an ultimatum, a demand. Not until she knew the words were truly genuine.

			“Both. Firstly, for not accepting that you’re…that you’re…”

			“Say the word, Mother.”

			Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her mother’s chin lift. “That you’re a lesbian. I accept that now.”

			“Why not before?”

			“When it comes down to it, your father and I are conforming people. We move in conservative circles. We didn’t know any gay people—”

			“That you knew of. We’re everywhere, Mother. You’d be surprised. I don’t think that’s a good enough reason.”

			“I know that too—now. We should have stood by you. It must have been hard enough for you to come out as it was.”

			Stevie’s mind whirled. Was this the genuine real deal? Was this the acceptance she’d sought? Or would it still be pushed aside once her parents had got what they wanted—whatever that was, this time. “Why now? What’s finally brought about the change of heart after my years of trying?”

			For a moment, the only sound was the rhythmic tap of heels on the pavement. “You won’t take my calls. It should be one of the happiest times of your life—a job you love, a woman you love—and your father and I can’t share it with you. I know what you’re going to say.” Her mother held up a hand. “And you’re right. You’ve offered us the chance to celebrate both of those things with you in the past, and we didn’t take it. Worse, we pushed your achievements to the side. We were wrong to do that.”

			“And now you came to this realisation all by yourself?” Stevie struggled to keep her voice neutral. There was nothing new here, not really. Was this another empty promise to be there for her in the future?

			“No. I needed help to get there. Mary Kingswood can’t stop singing your praises, how good and dedicated you are as a nurse. How much you do.”

			“Nice to know you listen to Mary over me.” It seemed the confidante network still held sway.

			“And I’ve been seeing a counsellor.” The words were quiet. “I’m not proud I had to talk to an outsider so as to understand my own daughter. A mother is supposed to have an instinct, to know what’s right. But the counsellor made me realise how utterly inflexible I was and how much damage I was doing to you, trying to force you to be what you’re not. What you don’t want to be.”

			A counsellor. Stevie stared along the road. It was a major step for her mother to take. She’d always been vocal about family issues staying in the family, or at the least, with close friends—who could be counted on to agree with her. Hope unfurled in her chest. She’d never seen her mother take this many steps in her direction.

			“And Sterling Saves?” They reached the road junction, and Stevie hesitated. They could end this conversation soonest by retracing their steps to the carpark. Instead, she crossed the road and started along the foreshore path.

			“That too was wrong. Everyone needs to follow their dreams. Your dreams were different. Ashleigh’s too. You have my word we won’t try to make you work for the charity. Stephanie…” Mother stopped. “Please, can you look at me?”

			Maybe it was the entreaty in her voice, maybe it was the tremor. Stevie stopped and turned to face her.

			Mother’s lips trembled, and she pressed them together to stop it. After a moment, she said, “I mean it. I miss you, Stephanie. You’re my daughter, and I miss you more than I can say. When you were in Melbourne—”

			“You didn’t come to visit once. Actions speak louder than words.” Goddammit, but this was hard. Her melting heart wanted to stop the torture, to tell Mother it was okay, that she was forgiven, that they would be okay from here. But her practical head wanted to be sure, very sure.

			“We didn’t think you wanted us to come. You were so determined to be independent. You didn’t touch a penny of your trust fund.”

			“I still haven’t.”

			“I know.” She hesitated. “You could. We wouldn’t think any less of you. It’s your money to do what you want with it.”

			“Maybe I’ll give it all to a LGBTQ+ charity.”

			Mother’s chin lifted. “If that’s what you want.”

			Stevie resumed walking. “So this is all very well and good. But who’s going to run Sterling Saves? I know Ash isn’t interested. And I’m not. I haven’t seen the position advertised. How do I know you won’t ask me again?”

			“We won’t. We’re scouting for someone to take over, but it has to be the right person. Until then, it’s in my hands. Stevie…” Her mother’s voice trembled. “I’m scared I’m losing you. My counsellor made me realise it’s a very real possibility.”

			Stevie bit her lip. This was what she had wanted, had dreamt of. This was her mother accepting her just the way she was. This was the furthest she had ever come to seeing her point of view.

			“And Father? Where’s he now?”

			“At home. Waiting for me to call him. Everything I’ve said holds for him as well, Stephanie. Everything. We thought if we both appeared, you’d refuse to speak at all.”

			Stevie worried the hem of her nurse’s tunic. “You’re probably right.”

			“So does that mean we can see you again? Get to know you all over again?”

			She hoped she wouldn’t regret this. She hoped that this time, everything was as it seemed. She nodded and held out a hand to her mother.

			Mother took it and for a few more steps they walked together, hands linked. Then, with a choked sound, Mother stopped.

			Stevie turned too. Tears streamed down Mother’s cheeks. “Stephanie.”

			She couldn’t have refused the entreaty if her life depended on it. One step and she was in her mother’s arms, her cheek resting on her shoulder. Mother clutched the back of her tunic, and her breath came in shuddering sobs. “Thank you. Thank you.”

			[image: ]

			Kaz linked her fingers more firmly with Stevie’s. It was good to get outside. Stevie’s flat was perfectly pleasant, but it was still a flat with white walls and a tiny balcony. Every time Kaz stayed over, they’d fallen into the habit of taking a walk down to the marina after dinner. Sometimes they went and sat in Delilah’s cockpit and talked, sometimes they just walked down to check she was okay—no loose fenders, no lines adrift—and returned to the flat. Occasionally, they’d stop at the Wharf Tavern on the way back.

			They walked along Harbour Road with no particular destination in mind. Stevie stopped at the marina entrance and raised a brow. “Shall we check on Delilah? Someone may have torpedoed her or something.”

			Kaz laughed. “Not unless the Queensland coalmine company has tracked me down.”

			Stevie punched her lightly on the arm. “Am I dating a wanted person?”

			“Nope. You’re the only person who wants me. At least, I hope so.”

			Delilah lay calm and still.

			Kaz swung over the railing and sat in the cockpit. “We should have brought a couple of beers with us.”

			Stevie joined her in the cockpit and kicked off her shoes. She stretched out her legs and wiggled her bare toes on the opposite bench next to Kaz.

			Kaz lifted Stevie’s feet into her lap and started massaging them.

			“I love how you can take a hint,” Stevie said with a sigh. She waited a moment, her gaze on the inky water and the row of yachts.

			Kaz was silent. Stevie had said earlier, when she came home from work, she needed to talk about her parents, that it was a positive thing, but she needed a little time to sort her own thoughts. Maybe now, she was ready to talk.

			“Mother was waiting outside when I left work,” Stevie began. She related the conversation. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Mother cry. She epitomises the phrase ‘stiff upper lip’. When we were hurt as kids, when Ash was taken to the Emergency Room even, when one of Mother’s close friends was killed in a road accident… She never shed a tear. Not in public anyway. Maybe it was different behind closed doors. But she cried today. Those tears make me think I made the right choice letting my parents back into my life. Our lives.”

			Kaz kept up the gentle massage. Stevie’s voice was quiet, musing, as if she inhabited some inner place, and the words she spoke were an overflow of her thoughts.

			“I’ve invited them to the flat on the weekend. I said for coffee. I want them on my turf the first time, so I can see how they react. It might take a little while before I’m ready to go to their home again. In the past, the worst conversations have been in that house. If coffee goes well, then maybe the next time they can come for dinner. Or we can meet for lunch somewhere. Maybe I’m being a Pollyanna, but this time, it feels as if we might actually have something.” She switched her gaze to Kaz. “I would like it if you were there too, but if you’d prefer not to be, that’s okay. I’m not going to insist.”

			Stevie is so strong. Kaz continued to hold Stevie’s feet, but her hands stopped the massage. After all she’d been through, she was prepared to try once more, but on her own terms. That she would do so reflected her inner strength, her own bedrock of calm. This time, it would work. Kaz was sure of that. This time, Stevie and her parents would meet on equal footing and with respect and acceptance on either side. “I would love to be there. I want nothing more than to stand by your side.”

			“Thank you. I’m glad. I’m not expecting this to be easy. I’m sure there will be one step forward, two leaps back a lot of the time, but I think we might get there in the end.”

			Kaz moved Stevie’s feet from her lap and scooted across to the other bench, next to Stevie. She tipped her head back to gaze at the stars. A roar of laughter drifted across the water from the Wharf Tavern, and a dog barked in response, but otherwise the night was quiet. She sought Stevie’s hand and linked their fingers firmly together. How right it felt, being here with Stevie.

			A splash drew her gaze back to the sea, in time to see the widening circles on the water where a fish had jumped.

			Stevie’s words of earlier drifted through her mind. Maybe it wasn’t just with her parents that Stevie might have something. Kaz tightened her grip on Stevie’s fingers. They would sit here a while longer. Then when the chill stole across the water, they would walk back to Stevie’s flat. Kaz was very sure they would forego a beer at the Wharf Tavern in favour of more time alone in Stevie’s bed. Tomorrow, they were sailing with Luce and Hannah. The day after that, Stevie had an early shift, so Kaz would rise with her and make toast and coffee for Stevie while she showered. Stevie would no doubt be unable to find something—her white shoes, her nursing watch—and would race out the door to avoid being late for work.

			Kaz would tidy the flat and then head back to her cabin, where she would work on her veggie garden and prepare a meal for the two of them later that day. The day would be brighter when Stevie arrived. Kaz turned to her. “It’s all falling into place for you. Your job, your parents. You and me.”

			Stevie freed her hand and cupped Kaz’s cheek. She pressed a kiss to Kaz’s lips. “We’re the best part of it all. I don’t know what I’d do without you, Kaz.”

			“I hope you never have to find out.”

			The kiss was warm and melting, but the breeze was cool. It didn’t matter. Delilah’s bunk was sheltered and cosy and big enough for two.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Six months later

			 

			Stevie paced from one end of the cabin’s living area to the other. Twelve paces up, twelve back. She was going to wear a groove in the floorboards if Kaz didn’t arrive back soon.

			Ash and Zach sat on the couch. Sinbad curled between them, watching Stevie with a supercilious cat expression.

			“Don’t you look at me like that.” Stevie plopped into the chair opposite. “I know you’re wondering too.”

			“Are you talking to us or to Sinbad?” Ash stood and went over to the window. “It’s pitch-black out there. I don’t know how you can live with no lights around.”

			“That’s part of the attraction, city girl.” Stevie grinned at Ash. “Just because you’re an urban-suburban trendy student these days, you’ve forgotten what it’s like in small towns.”

			“There’s small town, and there’s no town. And this is definitely the latter.” Ash sighed. “It’s very beautiful, though. Canberra can’t hold a candle to Wallanbindi, and out here is even more gorgeous. In daylight, at least. The patterns the leaves make are amazing.”

			Zach stood too and joined Ash at the window. “Ash was sketching leaf patterns at lunchtime. I expect they’ll turn up in her portfolio soon.”

			“My sister, the fabric designer.” A spurt of pride washed through Stevie, momentarily pushing aside her nerves for Kaz. Where was she? It’s been hours.

			Ash hunched her shoulders. “I’m still only a first-year student. It will be years before I can call myself a designer.”

			“You will.” Zach slung an arm around Ash’s shoulders and pulled her close. “You have the talent and the drive.”

			Car headlights swept around the trees as a vehicle came purring down the twisting dirt track. Kaz’s Jeep drove into the clearing and came to a stop by the steps.

			Stevie exchanged a nervous glance with Ash. Dinner was in the oven. A bottle of their favourite pinot gris was chilling in the fridge. All they needed was a cause for celebration.

			Oh, how she hoped that would be the case.

			It should be. Three weeks ago, her parents had approached Kaz to ask if she was still interested in running Sterling Saves. It had been a twisty path of negotiation as Kaz and Stevie’s parents had edged their way towards an agreement.

			“I still want it,” Kaz had said to Stevie. “I could do so much with it. And, to be honest, I think it’s time I moved on from the more physical protests.”

			Stevie had placed a palm over Kaz’s ribs, still tender months after the coalmine protest. “I’m not arguing that point.”

			“We can still do the ocean-based protests. The more peaceful ones.”

			Stevie had nodded. A couple of months ago, they had sailed Delilah to another protest, this time out in the Tasman Sea. And Stevie had managed to get a few days off to attend a working bee to plant trees for koala habitat.

			Kaz had taken both Stevie’s hands. Her grip had been tight, her eyes serious as she stared into Stevie’s. “But if you don’t want me to take on Sterling Saves, then I won’t. End of story. I don’t want to affect what we have. You are number one for me. I love you. There will be other opportunities. I don’t think there can ever be another you.”

			As she always did when Kaz proclaimed her love, Stevie had melted. “I love you too. And I want what will make you happiest. I think we’re mature enough to keep things separate if need be. But my parents have truly come around.”

			Kaz had nodded. “No more comments about finding you a good man. They support your job wholeheartedly. It just took them a bit longer to think of me as the potential new CEO.”

			And now, maybe that too had come about.

			Kaz came upstairs two at a time. Her hair was smoothed and neatly trimmed. Her maroon shirt was still neatly tucked into professional-looking black pants. She set her case down on the counter, smiled a greeting to Ash and Zach, and turned to Stevie.

			Stevie rose and kissed Kaz on one cheek, then the other, and finally on her lips. She was still getting used to the smartly dressed Kaz, the one who’d wined and won her parents over the past couple of weeks.

			Her parents. Step by step, brick by brick, finally, she was building something she hoped would last.

			Kaz wrapped her arms around Stevie’s waist and kissed her back. Hard and passionate, nearly enough to make Stevie forget what she was waiting to hear. Nearly.

			She broke the kiss. “Well?”

			Kaz opened the case and pulled out some papers. She handed them to Stevie. “Look at pages three, five, and eight. They agreed to the changes and I’ve signed. You’re looking at the new CEO of Sterling Saves.”

			Ash and Zach came over to hug Kaz as Stevie spread the pages out on the counter. “You have the final say on which charities to support. You work thirty hours per week, with six weeks annual leave, and another five weeks that can be taken at any time for direct support of a cause.” She ginned at Kaz. “So Delilah still gets to go on protests. And this position is official once Mother retires in two weeks’ time. Kaz, this is amazing. Think what you can do now.”

			“It’s fantastic,” Ash said. Her eyes shone. “A whole new direction for Sterling Saves. Starting now.”

			“It’s already underway,” Stevie said. “Five community gardens are awaiting approval from the shire. One is outside Harbour View Nursing Home. All are funded by Sterling Saves.”

			“What will you do next?” Zach asked Kaz.

			She turned to Ash. “Do you still have the contact details for the charity supplying second-hand formal wear for teens? It’s important we don’t cut off Sterling Saves’ original projects, but I think now is the time to help more kids look and feel good, rather than a select few. Your idea was a good one.”

			“I do.” Ash’s eyes glowed with pleasure. “Thanks, Kaz. I’ll email the details to you when I get home.”

			Stevie moved closer to Kaz. She picked up her arm and draped it over her own shoulder, nestling into Kaz’s warm body. “Don’t forget me, now you’re an important powerhouse of the business world.”

			Kaz turned and wrapped her arms more fully around Stevie.

			The warmth and liquid longing spread through Stevie, pooling in her belly. How soon could they tell Ash and Zach to go away? They were staying at their parents’ house. They really should go before it got too late…

			“I could never forget you.” Kaz’s voice was low in her ear. “Never. We did this together.”

			Stevie smiled and set her lips briefly against Kaz’s. “But your first priority is charity.”

			“No.” Kaz’s arms tightened around Stevie’s waist. “My first priority is to kiss you again. Properly.”

			Stevie couldn’t argue with that.

		

	
		
			Other Books from Ylva Publishing

			www.ylva-publishing.com

		

	
		
			A Heart This Big

			Cheyenne Blue

			 

			ISBN: 978-3-96324-083-6 (mobi), 978-3-96324-084-3 (epub)

			Length: 89,000 words (253 pages)

			 

			Country girl Nina loves to offer city kids a taste of rural life at Banksia Farm. When a lawsuit threatens, she needs help to avoid losing the farm.

			Enter lawyer Leigh, who doesn’t have time for small, unpaid cases or rural visits that wreck her cool—and her clothes. Still, warm-hearted Nina and her challenging daughter are awfully hard to say no to.

			A captivating opposites-attract lesbian romance.

		

	
		
			Food for Love

			C. Fonseca

			 

			ISBN: 978-3-96324-083-6 (mobi), 978-3-96324-084-3 (epub)

			Length: 96,000 words (276 pages)

			 

			When injured elite cyclist Jess flies to Australia to sort her late brother’s estate, the last thing she wants is his stake in a rural eatery. She’d rather settle up, move on, and sidestep the restaurant’s beautiful owner, Lili, and her child. Given her traumatic life, Jess isn’t sure she’d survive letting her guard down. A lesbian romance about how nourishment is much more than the food we eat.

		

	
		
			A Curious Woman

			Jess Lea

			 

			ISBN: 978-3-96324-161-1 (mobi), 978-3-96324-162-8 (epub)

			Length: 283 pages (100,000 words)

			 

			Bess has moved to a coastal town where she has a job at a hip gallery, some territorial chickens, and a lot of self-help books. She’s also at war with Margaret, who runs the local museum with an iron fist. When they’re both implicated in a senseless murder, can they work together to expose the truth?

			A funny, fabulous, cozy mystery filled with quirkiness and a sweet serve of lesbian romance.

		

	
		
			Rewriting the Ending

			hp tune

			 

			ISBN: 978-3-95533-504-5 (mobi), 978-3-95533-505-2 (epub)

			Length: 107,000 words (286 pages)

			 

			A chance meeting in an airport lounge and a shared flight itinerary leaves Juliet and Mia connected. But how do you stay connected when you’ve only known each other for twenty four hours, are destined for different continents and each have a past to reconcile?

		

	
		
			About Cheyenne Blue

			Cheyenne Blue has been hanging around the lesbian erotica world since 1999 writing short lesbian erotica which has appeared in over 90 anthologies. Her stories got longer and longer and more and more romantic, so she went with the flow and switched to writing romance novels. As well as her romance novels available from Ylva Publishing, she’s the editor of Forbidden Fruit: stories of unwise lesbian desire, a 2015 finalist for both the Lambda Literary Award and Golden Crown Literary Award, and of First: Sensual Lesbian Stories of New Beginnings.

			Cheyenne loves writing big-hearted romance often set in rural Australia because that’s where she lives. She has a small house on a hill with a big deck and bigger view—perfect for morning coffee, evening wine, and anytime writing.

			 

			CONNECT WITH CHEYENNE

			Website: www.cheyenneblue.com

			Facebook: www.facebook.com/CheyenneBlueAuthor

			Twitter: @iamcheyenneblue

			Instagram: cheyenneblueauthor

		

	
		
			All at Sea

			© 2020 by Cheyenne Blue

			 

			ISBN (mobi): 978-3-96324-352-3

			ISBN (epub): 978-3-96324-353-0

			 

			Also available as paperback.

			 

			Published by Ylva Publishing, legal entity of Ylva Verlag, e.Kfr.

			 

			Ylva Verlag, e.Kfr.

			Owner: Astrid Ohletz

			Am Kirschgarten 2

			65830 Kriftel

			Germany

			 

			www.ylva-publishing.com

			 

			First edition: 2020

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

			 

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to locales, events, business establishments, or actual persons—living or dead—is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Credits

			Edited by Zee Ahmad and Amber Williams

			Cover Design and Print Layout by Streetlight Graphics

		

	cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image/feather.jpg





OEBPS/image/Flourish-22.jpg





OEBPS/image/All-At-Sea_ITP.jpg
eeeeeeeeeeee





