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			Chapter 1

			Nina set down the wheelbarrow, rotated her tight shoulders, and indulged in a moment of pleasure watching her daughter.

			Phoebe walked alongside Mr Petey, holding the grey pony’s lead rein close to the bit as she’d been taught. Mr Petey plodded docilely around the paddock, ears flicking back and forth as he listened to Phoebe’s voice. Mr Petey’s rider, Billy, clutched the saddle with both hands. His red T-shirt was a little too small and showed a strip of chunky tummy between it and his pants.

			“Try and sit a little straighter, Billy.” Phoebe’s clear voice floated back to Nina. “Mr Petey will be more comfortable if you do.”

			Billy jerked to attention like a soldier, making Nina smile.

			“Phoebe’s good with the little kids. You wouldn’t think she’s only twelve herself.” Stella stood next to Nina. Straw stuck out of her wispy hair, but her hands were as clean as ever, her nails manicured.

			“Yes, she is.” Nina allowed herself a moment of pride before turning back to the wheelbarrow.

			Stella, however, continued to watch her son, her work apparently forgotten.

			Nina sighed. If only Stella would show the same commitment Phoebe did. “Can you take that wheelbarrow to the muckheap and empty it, Stel?”

			Stella wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know.” Her gaze went back to Billy, who was now urging Phoebe to let him trot.

			“Remember, I showed you how last time.” Nina managed a reassuring smile for Stella before she turned and marched off to the barn. Exactly how had Stella thought she could help at Banksia Farm when they struck the deal? She was scared of the animals and attempted any physical chore in a very half-hearted manner. Nina sighed. Billy and his obvious love for the animals had won her over, and Stella was part of the package.

			Stella trailed behind her. “What do you want me to do?”

			Nina shot a glance at the still unemptied wheelbarrow and quashed her short reply. If Banksia Farm was to gain anything from Stella’s “assistance”, Nina had to come up with something Stella was able to do. The dollars she could have received if a paying child had Billy’s place in the Barn Kids program flashed through her mind, but she pushed the thought aside. No, she would always make room for the Billys of this world, even if their parents couldn’t pay or were useless around the farm. She grabbed the ponies’ hay nets and stuffed them with more force than necessary.

			Stella stood in the doorway, twirling a strand of hair around her finger.

			“I’ve been thinking.” Nina summoned a smile. “How about I show you what’s involved in manning the farm shop? It’s a pleasant task. You just have to sell the farm produce to visitors.”

			“Would I be by myself?”

			“Not at first. I’ll show you what you need to do, but once you’re confident, I’ll leave you to it.”

			“I don’t think I’d be very good at that. I’m not that good at talking to people.”

			“Why don’t you give it a go at least?” Even in her own ears, Nina’s voice sounded artificially encouraging. “Most of the volunteers love working there.”

			“I’d rather not, if you don’t mind.” Stella came further into the barn.

			Nina saw the flash of apprehension in Stella’s blue eyes and quashed a snappy reply. It was hard for Stella as a single parent. She always seemed so diffident, so lacking in confidence. That was another reason Nina had agreed to take Billy into Barn Kids—maybe being around Banksia Farm would benefit Stella too.

			“No worries, then. You don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with.” She was running out of options for Stella, though. She handed her the hay nets. “Can you hang these in Mr Petey’s and Jellybean’s stalls? Remember the knot I showed you? Use that.”

			“I think so.” Stella took the hay nets and wandered off.

			Nina heaved a sigh of relief. Hopefully, Stella would hang the nets correctly. She would have to check later. She strode back to the ignored wheelbarrow and pushed it to the muckheap. With economical movements, she forked the soiled straw and manure onto the top of the heap.

			Luckily, it was a quiet day at Banksia Farm. Most of the regular Barn Kids were at school, but Phoebe and Billy’s school had a kid-free day.

			There was no sign of Stella. Nina walked down the barn until she caught sight of Stella’s bright cotton frock in Jelly’s box. Stella was wiping something from her sandal—the unsuitable open-toed sandals Nina had told her not to wear—and the hay net sat lopsidedly on the floor. Without a word, Nina went in and hung it up.

			“I’ve trodden in something that smells bad.” Stella balanced on one leg as she inspected the bottom of the other sandal. “Where can I wipe it?”

			“On the straw.” Nina’s voice was as pleasant and even as she could make it. Really.

			Stella overbalanced, and her foot went down in the straw. “Oh no. I trod in something again.”

			Nina clenched her jaw so hard her teeth ached.

			The door of the barn crashed open. “Mum, where are you?” Footsteps thudded on the concrete. “Mum?” Phoebe’s voice cracked with panic.

			“I’m here, Phoe. Where’s the fire?” Nina’s pulse raced with a mother’s concern, and she stepped out of Jelly’s stall.

			Phoe skidded to a stop. Her eyes were wide, and her complexion was unnaturally sallow.

			“What’s happened?” Nina’s gaze darted over her daughter from head to toe. Blood. Was there blood? Nothing obvious. But what then? She gripped Phoebe’s shoulders, willing some words out of her.

			“Billy fell off. I think he’s hurt his arm, and he’s talking funny.”

			Oh shit. Nina shot a glance at Stella, and she struggled to keep her voice calm. “You did good fetching me, Phoe. Where’s Billy now?”

			“Sitting on the ground in the paddock. He says he wants rissoles for dinner and Superman is riding Mr Petey to the airport.” Phoebe’s voice was husky as if with unshed tears.

			Worry jumped in Nina’s stomach. “Let’s go see.”

			Stella and Phoebe had to jog to keep up with Nina’s swift steps.

			“Billy often talks nonsense,” Stella said. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

			Nina shot her a glance. Stella was no helicopter parent, but her airy unconcern seemed a little callous.

			Nina’s glance swept around the paddock. Mr Petey grazed on the far side by the road. His reins trailed on the ground.

			Her gaze snapped to Billy. He sat hunched over, and one hand held the other arm. What seven-year-old ever stayed still like that unless he had to? Unless he’s badly hurt. Nina swallowed hard against the panic that bubbled in her throat. “Phoe, catch Mr Petey and put him in the barn. Then fetch one of the pony rugs and come back as fast as you can.”

			Phoe nodded and went off at a run.

			Nina hurried over to Billy and crouched. “Hey, mate. What’s the matter?”

			Billy gazed up at her, his eyes unfocussed. “I fell out of the sky. My arm hurts.”

			“Can I have a look?” Nina forced a smile.

			Billy shook his head. “Nah.”

			Stella crouched too and gently brushed Billy’s hair from his forehead underneath the riding helmet. “Can Mummy look?”

			Billy nodded and bit his lip.

			When Stella lifted Billy’s hand from his bad arm, it was bent in a way that no normal arm should be.

			“Oh,” Stella said, her voice small. She jerked back.

			Nina glanced at her. Stella was milky white and washed-out. She didn’t want two casualties on her hands. She fought down a wave of queasiness. Focus. Was the broken arm Billy’s only injury? What should she check? Another deep breath steadied her, and her first-aid training jumped back into her head. “Billy, do you know where you are?”

			“I’m at the farm. Mr Petey and I were flying really high. Then a cloud fell on us, and Superman said Mr Petey had to take him home. Superman pushed me off.” He pointed upward. “Why is the sky green?”

			Nina met Stella’s eyes over Billy’s head. He was an unusual kid with a vivid imagination, but this was weird talk, even from him. Sweet baby Jesus, please not a head injury.

			Nina peered into Billy’s eyes. What was she looking for? Think. His pupils—that was it. She glanced from one to the other. They looked to be the same size, but it was hard to be sure. “Did you hit your head?”

			“My head hurts.” Billy whimpered and leant back into Stella’s arms.

			That was enough. A broken arm was one thing, but a head injury could be serious, particularly in a child. Nina stood, fished her phone from her pocket, and glanced at Stella, who had regained her colour but still looked fragile and unsure. “Stel, we need to call for an ambulance. I’m going to step over here to make the call, okay?”

			Stella stared at her for a moment, then her hunched position unfurled. “I’ll stay with my kid.”

			Nina nodded and smiled at Billy. “I’ll be back in a moment, Billy-the-Kid. Phoe’s gone to get you one of Mr Petey’s rugs to keep you warm.”

			She stepped a couple of paces away and faced Billy while she lifted the phone to her ear. Stella sat on the ground, cradling him to her chest and singing softly.

			The Triple Zero operator was calm and efficient and, after the initial questions, said an ambulance was on its way.

			“Ask him some basic questions,” the operator said. “Keep him talking.”

			Nina returned to Billy’s side and crouched. “So, my little mate. What’s your name?”

			Billy looked up at her. Tears sparkled in his eyes and tracked moisture down his dusty cheeks. “William Robert Placido Moran and I live at 52 Lorikeet Close, Linville, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, the world, the universe.”

			“Spot-on.” Nina smiled at him. “How old are you?”

			“I’m seven years, one month, and eleven days. My mummy’s thirty-four years, five months, and fifteen days. Where’s Mr Petey?”

			“Did you hear that?” Nina said into the phone. “Billy doesn’t normally slur like that.” To Billy, she said, “Mr Petey’s gone home for his dinner.”

			Phoebe returned at a jog, a horse rug in her arms.

			Nina draped it around Billy, careful to avoid the broken arm.

			“Is there any blood or clear fluid in his ears?” the operator asked.

			Nina shifted to look carefully. “Not that I can see. Should I remove his helmet?”

			“No, leave it. The ETA for the ambulance is four minutes. Keep talking to him and watch in case he falls unconscious.”

			“How are you, Stella?”

			“Okay.” Stella tightened her arms around Billy’s chest. “I’ll be better when Billy is.”

			Billy whimpered. “Stop squeezing me, Mummy. It hurts.”

			Stella loosened her grip. “Sorry, sweetie. Mummy’s just looking after you.”

			A mother protected her young. Nina swallowed down the worry. Hopefully, Billy only had a broken arm and a minor concussion and nothing worse. But what did she know?

			Nina peered into Billy’s eyes again, searching for any change.

			He stared back at her, his blond hair flattened on his forehead under the helmet. His blue eyes were wide and apprehensive.

			“The ambulance should be with you in three minutes,” the operator said. “Is there someone who can stand on the road and flag it down?”

			Of course. She should have thought of that. “Phoe, run to the end of the drive and wave at the ambos when you see them. Leave the gates open on your way so they can drive straight through.”

			Phoe nodded, then took off at a run, her skinny limbs flying over the rough ground.

			“You want to ride in a big, white ambulance, Billy?” Stella said into his ear.

			“Will the lights flash? Will it make the whoo-whoo noise?”

			“I’m sure it will, just for you.”

			“Good.” Billy’s voice slurred.

			Sirens sounded in the distance. “Hear that, Billy?” Stella said. “They turned them on for you.”

			Billy gave a weak grin. His eyelids fluttered.

			The sirens stopped. A minute later, the ambulance bounced its way across the rough grass. Phoebe ran behind and came to stand next to Nina.

			Nina glanced at her. This was scary enough for her. How was Phoebe managing?

			Her daughter’s lower lip trembled, and tears sparkled on her lashes.

			Nina squeezed her hand. “Billy will be okay.” Please let that be true.

			Two paramedics exited the ambulance. One crouched next to Billy. “Hey, big fella. What happened to you?”

			“I fell off Mr Petey. I think his wings stopped working.”

			“Well, that’s not good. My name’s Brett. What’s yours?”

			“William Robert Placido Moran. I feel sick.” Billy wiggled out of Stella’s arms and emptied his breakfast over Brett’s shiny boots.

			Brett didn’t budge. “Let’s take a look at you, William Moran.”

			His colleague opened the back of the ambulance and wheeled out the trolley. “We’ll take him to the university hospital,” she said to Stella. “Will you ride along?”

			Stella struggled to her feet, brushing grass seeds from her dress. “Yes. Of course.”

			Nina stood to one side as the female paramedic asked questions of Stella. Concern for Billy welled up once more, and her guts twisted. What if it had been Phoe who sat pale and sick, clutching a broken arm and spouting nonsense? She’d have been beside herself with anxiety. Stella, for all her vagueness, was handling this well, maybe better than Nina would have if it were her kid.

			In no time, Billy was loaded, and Stella climbed in the back alongside him.

			“I’ll call you later,” Nina called. “See how he’s doing.”

			Stella nodded.

			The ambulance crawled down the paddock to the gate and out onto the road.

			Nina blew out a deep breath. Billy was now in the best hands. She forced a smile. “Why don’t you and I have a long drink of lemonade after all that? We can call Stella later to see how Billy is.”

			A tear slipped down Phoebe’s cheek. “Will he be okay? Will he?”

			Nina wrapped one arm around her. “I’m sure he will be, sweetie. Broken bones heal quickly when you’re little like Billy.”

			Phoebe’s shoulders hunched, and she pushed away from Nina’s side. “Was it my fault?”

			“No. Definitely not. It was an accident. That’s all. It wasn’t Mr Petey’s fault either.”

			“I’ll go and pour the lemonade.” Phoebe turned away and walked towards the house.

			Nina took a pace after her, and her glance fell on the still open gate. She jogged across to close it.

			A car door slammed nearby.

			When Nina turned, she tightened her lips, and a spark of anger ignited in her belly. Just what she needed.

			Jon Wakefield’s dapper grey suit was as immaculately pressed as if he’d just picked it up from the drycleaners. Which he probably had. He approached her, detouring around the rutted dirt. His gaze followed the ambulance speeding along the road. The sirens came on in a blaze of sound, probably at Billy’s request.

			“Trouble in paradise?” He switched his gaze to her face.

			“No.” Her smile stretched her lips in an insincere grimace.

			“It looks like there is. An ambulance leaving here in a hurry.”

			She shrugged. “Everything’s fine. Just a routine precaution.” Oh, how she hoped those words were true. Billy would be fine. Kids fell off ponies all the time. Kids bounced; they didn’t break. Except for Billy’s arm. Hopefully not his head.

			“I’m glad to hear it.” He brushed imaginary dust from the arm of his suit. “I wonder if you’ve had a chance to consider my offer, Ms Pellegrini.”

			She clenched her jaw. Did he never give up? “I have. The answer’s no. Just as it was to your previous offer and the one before that.”

			“I think you’ll find it’s a generous one. Do the research.”

			“I don’t need to. The answer’s still no.”

			The ambulance was nearly out of sight, sweeping up the main road towards the hospital. The lights and sirens were still on. Billy must be enjoying the ride.

			“Going to the university hospital?” Wakefield said. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

			“No.”

			“Horses are dangerous brutes.”

			“Not mine.”

			“Still.” He shrugged. “A lot of overheads on a big place like this. I hope you’re well insured.”

			Nina moved back through the gate and closed it. It was a flimsy barrier at best between them, but the solidity and permanence of her land underneath her feet gave her confidence. She lifted her chin. “You’re wasting your time, Mr Wakefield. Please do not come again.”

			He rested a hand on the gate with studied casualness. “Two million, three hundred. I think you’ll find it’s more than generous. You could do a lot with that. A fine education for your daughter. A lovely modern house to live in.”

			“The answer’s no. It will always be no. I’m not selling.”

			For a moment longer, his cool grey eyes studied her.

			Nina lifted her chin and met his stare until he turned away.

			“Don’t lose my business card. You may need it.”

			The arrogant bastard. Nina gripped the gate with both hands. Nothing could make her sell Banksia Farm. Nothing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Her feet must have swelled. Maybe wearing work boots all the time had made them spread. Whatever the reason, Nina’s shoes rubbed her feet. Her left big toe seemed jammed against the end of her smart dress shoes—the only suitable pair she had for a trip to Sydney’s business district. Surreptitiously, she eased her foot from the pump and wiggled her toes. She flicked a page of the glossy magazine on her lap and glanced around the reception area.

			Plush carpeting and recessed lighting enhanced the smooth timber of the expansive reception desk. No doubt it was milled from a solid slab of rainforest timber, polished to perfection by an army of third-world workers, and had cost more than Nina made in three months.

			The receptionist’s gaze lingered on Nina’s bare toes, and she had a rather supercilious expression on her face.

			Nina smiled at her and resisted the urge to jam her foot back into the too-tight shoe. She turned another page of the magazine and pretended to read.

			“Nina Pellegrini?”

			Nina looked up.

			The soft carpet had muffled the approach of the big-boned, severe woman now standing in front of her. Her helmet of grey hair was cut in an angular style that did nothing to soften her look. She was dressed all in black: a black blouse with a high neck tucked into tapered, black pants, ending in soft leather shoes—black, of course.

			Nina struggled out of the too-soft leather chair and tried to push her foot back into her shoe at the same time. “Yes, that’s me. You must be Leigh Willoughby.” She held out a hand, but the attempt at professionalism was spoilt when her toe caught on the carpet and she overbalanced.

			The woman caught her elbow to steady her.

			“I’m sorry.” Nina stooped to replace her shoe. “Thank you for seeing me, Ms Willoughby.”

			“I’m Grizz Jankowski, Leigh Willoughby’s paralegal. Let me take you through.” Grizz smiled. It brought her face alive and made her seem more approachable.

			Nina smiled back. Thank goodness for a friendly face after the haughty receptionist. “Yes, thank you. Of course. I should have known your name. I saw your picture on the company website.” Inwardly, she cursed her inattention. She’d studied the team photos; Leigh Willoughby was blonde and younger than her paralegal—maybe around thirty. In the photo, Leigh was smiling slightly, to inspire confidence no doubt, but the effect had still been somewhat distant and professional. Nina imagined Leigh Willoughby as tall, slender, and elegant, with obfuscating formal language—like all lawyers.

			“No problem.” Grizz waited until Nina picked up her bag, and then she buzzed open a security door into the main office.

			The route she used was obviously the one for clients; it bypassed the cubicles of admin assistants wearing headsets and typing at breakneck speed, and skirted rooms with desks piled high with papers. Nina craned her neck to catch a glimpse of the real world of Petersen & Blake outside of the row of glass-fronted offices and the streamlined corridor softened with artwork. The final door stood open, and Grizz led the way inside.

			“Leigh, this is Nina Pellegrini.” With a professional smile at Nina, Grizz left and slid the glass door closed behind her.

			Leigh Willoughby stood and came around her desk, hand outstretched.

			Wow. The photos on the website, while accurate, hadn’t portrayed the gleaming perfection in front of her. Ms Willoughby was a tiny, slender woman standing maybe 170 centimetres in her high-heeled pumps. Leigh Willoughby’s blonde hair was coiffured into a tidy pleat, with not a single strand left loose. Her make-up was discreet with neutral shades on her eyes. Only her lips stood out, a dark and glossy red, like overripe berries.

			Nina’s gaze swept over her from top to toe, taking in the glasses with large, black frames, and the cream silk blouse and dark skirt. Sheer tights, of course. Nina’s own bare legs, her patterned skirt, and her newest T-shirt that had seemed suitable when she had dressed that morning in her bedroom at Banksia Farm now appeared cheap and shabby. Still, this woman was her best chance, and she wasn’t going to blow it by slinking away in shame. She took Leigh’s hand.

			Leigh’s clasp was firm but brief, a literal press of the flesh. She gestured to the leather chairs in front of her desk. “Please take a seat.” When Nina was seated, Leigh steepled her fingers in front of her. “Now, how can I help you?”

			Nina swallowed, the words she’d rehearsed in front of the mirror that morning scratching in her throat. “Thank you for seeing me. I researched lawyers who would best be able to help me, and your name came up at the top every time.”

			Leigh inclined her head in acknowledgement but remained silent.

			Nina dragged in a deep breath and crossed her legs. “I’m the owner of Banksia Farm. It’s a little over nine acres—about 38,000 square metres—in the outer western suburbs. My gran left me the land, and I run it as a sort of smallholding. I also run a program called Barn Kids. It allows children age seven to twelve the opportunity to experience a slice of rural life in the city. The kids learn animal care and the chain of food from soil to table. They also learn to ride a horse.”

			Leigh nodded once. Her face wore a polite expression of interest.

			“Barn Kids is a paid program, but it relies heavily on volunteers. Occasionally, I’ll take on a deserving kid for free who can’t afford to pay, and in return a parent volunteers around the farm. One of those kids is Billy Moran. He’s seven. He’s not a special needs kid, but he’s a little different. A bit slower, more introverted. Seems younger than his age. Gets picked on by other kids if someone doesn’t watch out for him.” Billy’s sweet, earnest expression jumped into her head as she told Leigh more about him and the circumstances leading up to the accident.

			“My daughter, Phoebe, offered to take Billy for his riding lesson. She’s done it before many times.”

			“How old is Phoebe?” Leigh studied Nina’s face from behind the enormous glasses.

			“Twelve.”

			“I see.” Leigh picked up a pen and jotted a few notes on a blue legal pad. “Go on.”

			Had that been a disapproving tone in Leigh’s voice? Surely lawyers were supposed to be non-judgemental. “Phoe’s been around horses since she was five.” She cringed at the defensiveness in her voice. She needed Leigh on her side. But her voice shook as she related the accident. Billy’s comments about Superman nearly undid her completely. She’d thought he was okay. Wanted him to be okay. Believed he would be fine.

			“I called his mother that night, of course,” Nina continued. “Stella was relaxed about the whole thing. Billy’s arm was in plaster, and she said the hospital had kept him in that night for observation.”

			More notes on the blue pad. Leigh’s writing was small and neat, as she was, and the pen was a proper fountain pen. Its gold cap twinkled in the overhead light.

			“Billy was released the next day, and a few days later, he came back to the farm with some carrots for the ponies. Stella was there, and she, too, seemed okay. But a couple of weeks later, I got this served upon me.” Nina reached into her bag and drew out a sheaf of papers. She laid them on Leigh’s desk with trembling fingers. On the immaculate surface, the papers seemed dirty and dog-eared. There was an orange juice stain on the front page. She’d kill Phoebe later. “It’s something called a Notice of—”

			“Claim. Yes, I can see that.” Leigh picked up the document and flicked through it.

			Nina twisted her hands in her lap and watched as Leigh read quickly, a small line forming and fleeing her forehead.

			Leigh put the papers down on the desk and picked up the pen again. “I assume you have public liability insurance? You don’t need me for this. Give the form to your insurer.”

			“I have. They’ve declined to cover me since an underage child was in control of the pony when it happened. My policy states it must be someone sixteen or over.”

			“I see.” Leigh’s neat writing reached the end of the page, and she flipped to a fresh one.

			“I make everyone sign a waiver. Surely that will protect me.”

			Leigh tapped the pad with her pen. “Most of them aren’t worth the printing costs. They don’t cover negligent acts. This alleges that you were negligent in allowing a minor to have control of a dangerous animal, that the pony is dangerous, that you should have ensured that the paddock was free from rabbit holes—”

			“Do you know how ridiculous that last one is? That all of those things are? It’s a farm. I can no more keep rabbits out than I can fly.”

			“Nevertheless, it’s part of the claim. Along with the defective helmet you supplied and the lack of instruction Billy received.”

			“It’s bullshit.”

			“Many claims are.” Leigh’s pen tapped a staccato beat. “Unfortunately, you still have to respond to it.”

			“Can you help me?” Nina leant forward. She held her breath. If Leigh agreed, it would be all right.

			“Yes.” Her glance flicked up and down Nina’s body. It was an assessing glance; Leigh was judging her worth and her ability to pay, of that she was sure.

			“So you’ll take me on?” Nina’s shoulders relaxed, and her body sagged as the tension left her. Something like this must be peanuts to Leigh. It would be done and dusted in a couple of weeks. Leigh would bluster and bullshit and write a couple of letters in stiff legalese, Stella would crawl off, and the whole thing would be dropped.

			“You need to sign the cost agreement, provide me with more information, and deposit twenty thousand dollars into our trust account, and I can get started.” She picked up the phone. “Grizz, can you bring me the information sheet on defending personal injury claims? I’m taking on Nina Pellegrini.”

			Nina sat frozen in her chair. Twenty grand? She must have misheard. No one could possibly charge that. Even given the opulence of the office, she’d figured on a couple of thousand at worst. Distantly, she realised Leigh was saying something; those glossy raspberry lips were moving, but it was as if she were underwater. Everything was blurry, and Leigh’s voice had a slow and distant quality.

			“Nina?”

			Leigh waited for her response. Probably her clients usually nodded and wrote a cheque for twenty grand as if they were buying a latte.

			“Did you say twenty thousand dollars?” That was what Leigh had said—she was sure it was—but she had to be certain.

			“Yes. You can transfer the money when you’re ready to begin. However, you have a time frame within which to respond, and that’s only ten days away. So I suggest you don’t delay.”

			“I don’t have twenty grand. I didn’t think it would be that much.”

			Leigh frowned. “Then I suggest you approach your bank as soon as possible. Set up a line of credit against the property.”

			“I can’t. The property’s mine, but I’m forbidden to borrow against it. It was a term of Gran’s will.”

			“Is there someone who can lend you the money? Family?”

			Nina shook her head. She was starting to feel like a puppet, pulled hither and thither by Leigh’s words but always in the wrong direction. Her stomach contracted as if she’d swallowed an ice block. “I thought it wouldn’t take much. A few letters over a couple of weeks.”

			Leigh’s lips compressed. “I’m sorry, but no. It’s more complicated than that. Look, if you don’t have the money for legal fees, then I suggest you make a quick offer to settle. You’ll almost certainly have to pay something anyway—these things seldom go away. The mother’s a single parent, I think you said?”

			“Yes. Money’s tight for her.”

			“Then write a letter denying liability but offering a commercial settlement for a quick resolution. Offer ten thousand and leave it open for seven days. If the mother is financially strapped, it will probably be tempting.”

			Nina could barely force the words past the lump in her throat. “I don’t have that much money.” How could she have been so naive, so utterly stupid? She was completely out of her depth here. She’d been good to Stella and Billy; she’d taken one look at Billy’s eager face when he had seen the ponies, and her big, soft heart had urged her to take him on. And look where that had gotten her: a fancy office on the twentieth floor of one of the ritziest office buildings in Sydney, being stared at by a lawyer who probably spent more on a restaurant meal than Nina spent on a week’s worth of groceries.

			Nina could no more raise ten thousand than she could ride Mr Petey to the moon. She could already imagine the bank manager’s apologetic face if she approached him for a loan. Ten grand. It was impossible.

			“How about offering two grand?” Nina tried a smile, but it felt more like a grimace.

			Leigh’s eyes softened for a moment. “I’m sorry, but even to someone on a low income, two thousand will sound like peanuts.”

			“It’s not peanuts to me.”

			“I’ll ask Grizz to give you the contact details for community legal. They won’t be able to represent you, but they might offer more advice.”

			“Thank you.”

			A tap on the door and Grizz entered the room. She set some papers on the desk and smiled at Nina. “Would you like a cup of tea while you complete the forms?” Her broad face seemed like a safe harbour after Leigh’s remote coolness.

			“There’s no need for that, Grizz,” Leigh said. “Nina is just leaving. Can you bring her the contact details for community legal? She’ll be in reception.” She stood and held out her hand. “Thank you for considering us. I’m sorry we can’t be of assistance.”

			Nina stood. Her legs were shaky, as if she’d galloped circuits of Randwick racecourse. “Thank you for your time, Ms Willoughby. I’m sorry it was a waste for you.”

			Leigh inclined her head. “No problem. I wish you the best of luck.”

			Head high, Nina walked through the door.

			“To the left,” Grizz said from behind her.

			Nina didn’t trust her voice, so she simply walked to the reception. She should have known the second she set foot in this palace that it wouldn’t be cheap. Opulence like this didn’t come for nothing. She was out of her depth. Banksia Farm’s lived-in shabbiness wound through her mind, and the need to be home curled on the couch consumed her. She would have to figure out what to do. She would need to find money.

			Tears pricked at the back of her eyes as she walked the quiet corridor to reception, and she willed them not to fall. Leigh must be worth a fortune. Weren’t lawyers some of the richest people in Sydney?

			No wonder. No bloody wonder.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Leigh stared at her computer screen. Incoming emails rolled past, the usual dozens and dozens that marked the start of any workday. She ignored them. Grizz would arrive soon, and she would sift through those same emails and handle what she could, which would be most of them. Then Grizz would grab money out of their joint fund, descend twenty floors to the coffee shop in the foyer, and return with a coffee for each of them. For fifteen minutes, they would update each other on the priorities for the day and progress on files while they sipped coffee. Generally, they shared a snippet of their private lives too.

			Leigh switched screens and opened the Defence on the Matheson matter. She typed quickly, rebutting sections of the claim, flagging others for Grizz to research.

			She was engrossed when Grizz slid the door open with her foot, limped across the carpet, and set the coffees on Leigh’s desk. “End-of-the-month muffins. They’re raspberry and white chocolate.” She added a paper bag. “We made budget; all’s right with the world.” She sat opposite and took a muffin, then slid the bag across to Leigh.

			They were still warm. Leigh’s mouth watered, and she took a bite. “These are so good.”

			“My favourite,” Grizz said around a mouthful.

			Leigh studied her. “Are you limping? Again?”

			Grizz shuffled in her chair. “It’s nothing. Not much anyway.”

			Leigh took another bite of muffin. “Spill. Was this from last night’s activities?”

			Grizz sighed. “Bryan and I went to the indoor climbing wall at Parramatta. Just don’t tell me a forty-nine-year-old woman shouldn’t be scaling cliffs. My creaky hips aren’t that bad, and I thought I’d be okay.”

			“Is it bad? Do you need some time off?”

			Grizz swallowed a huge mouthful of muffin. “No, I’m fine. It’s just a broken toe.” She glared at the muffin as if it were responsible for her injuries. “And I’ve twisted my lower back. I have no idea how that happened.”

			Leigh smothered a smile. Grizz might be the best paralegal in Sydney, but she was also the most accident-prone. And she refused to succumb to her age. “Let me know when you’re going to the chiropractor.”

			“This afternoon at three.”

			“No problem. Take as long as you need.”

			Grizz could have all the time off she needed. She’d make the time up—and more—as she always did.

			Leigh waited until the muffin was gone before getting down to business. “Liability response is due on the Tran file today. Please draft a denial. Also, can you call Peter Nolan again and ask for the employment records? Be stern.”

			Grizz nodded. “My speciality.”

			Leigh flashed a grin. “That’s why you’re the one calling him.”

			Grizz picked up her coffee. “Remember Nina Pellegrini from two days ago?”

			Leigh nodded. Nina Pellegrini was not the sort of woman Leigh would forget in a hurry. She had beautiful hair, shiny and lustrous like polished mahogany, pulled back from her face in a ponytail. And then there were the clothes—an odd mix of dated styles. Nina was intriguing; she wasn’t just a corporate drone in a suit.

			“She appeared in reception and asked to see you,” Grizz said. “I’ve talked with her. She still doesn’t have the money for fees, but she wants to persuade you to take her on pro bono.”

			Nina’s intense figure flashed into Leigh’s mind: her huge, dark eyes, her naivety that things would work out without money. She wasn’t the usual sort of client, and it wasn’t the usual sort of case. But to take her on for free?

			“I told her that your pro bono work was limited,” Grizz continued, “and that her case was problematic for us in that it involved a child. The public can get emotional when children are hurt.”

			“You’re right. Thanks.”

			“She smiled, very sweetly, very politely, and said she realised that, but she still wanted a chance to talk to you.” Grizz sipped her coffee. “I said again you wouldn’t take her on, but she settled back in the reception chair, took out a book, and said she wouldn’t leave until she’d had a chance to persuade you.”

			Leigh raised her eyebrows. “She could be in for a long wait.”

			“I said that. But she’s not causing any problems. Chantelle on reception says she’s perfectly polite, and her only other request has been for a glass of water.” Grizz hesitated. “I read your notes. There’s something not quite right about that claim against her, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

			“The mother delayed bringing a claim, and in the meantime, the child had been around at the farm with carrots for the pony. That’s odd but not that unusual.”

			“Maybe.” Grizz’s rather plain face was thoughtful. “Anyway, at Nina’s request, I said I’d tell you she was here. Which I’ve now done.”

			“Please tell her again that I’m not able to see her.”

			“Will do, boss.” Grizz stood and gathered the empty cups. “I’ll get back to the grindstone.” She left, closing the door behind her.

			Leigh worked steadily with no distractions for an hour until her neck ached from hunching. She kicked off her high heels and padded on stockinged feet over to the window.

			Twenty storeys below, Sydney buzzed like a termite mound. Traffic, crowds, planes overhead—people going about their day. She glanced over to where she had a tiny glimpse of the harbour, sparkling blue in the sunshine. A ferry chugged past, and a flotilla of small yachts tacked hither and thither, their bright sails standing out like jewels on the water.

			Who had the day off on a Wednesday to go sailing? There were so many boats out there; they couldn’t all be sailed by retirees or the superrich. She sometimes sailed on a friend’s yacht but only on weekends when he couldn’t get enough of his regular crew—and Leigh didn’t enjoy it enough to make the bigger commitment.

			With a final glance at the world outside, Leigh returned to work.

			Around one thirty, the hunger pangs in her stomach upped the level to a roar. She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. Maybe Grizz hadn’t gone out for lunch yet and could pick something up for Leigh on her way back. Grizz’s phone clicked over to voicemail; she must have already left on her break.

			Leigh stood and picked up her bag. She’d nip out and pick up a salad to eat at her desk. She smoothed down her skirt with her palm and headed for the lift.

			As she entered reception, a woman there put down her book and surged to her feet.

			Nina Pellegrini. How could Leigh have been so absent-minded as to forget she might still be there?

			“Ms Willoughby.” Nina stood directly in front of her so that Leigh was forced to come to a stop or brush past her. “I understand from your paralegal that you don’t feel you can help me, but I only ask for ten minutes of your time.”

			“I’m sorry, I only have a few minutes to grab lunch before my next appointment.” It was a lie, but Nina wouldn’t know that.

			“Then let me buy you lunch. Ten minutes, Ms Willoughby—Leigh—that’s all. Then if you still can’t help me, I’ll leave you alone.”

			Nina’s face was pinched, and her eyes had an overlay of worry. Dark circles under her eyes stood out even against her tanned face. “Please,” she said again.

			Leigh looked at Nina. The woman was obviously on edge. Her fingers clasped her bag so tightly her knuckles were white. One tiny part of Leigh’s mind softened. Nina was a woman, a mother, and, from the look of her, a battler. Nina was the sort of person Leigh had thought she’d be helping when she became a lawyer. A genuine person having a hard time with the law through misfortune. But somewhere along the way, Leigh had been sucked into the world of insurance law, helping major corporations pay out as little as possible to injured people.

			Leigh tightened her lips. They were not alone in reception. There were clients there, real clients, and although they appeared absorbed in magazines, Leigh would bet her BMW they were avidly listening. It would look bad if she dismissed Nina. “Walk with me. It’s a five-minute walk to the café. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

			Once they were on the street, Leigh turned to Nina. “Talk.” She started walking.

			“I still don’t have the money to pay you,” Nina said. “Let’s get that out of the way first. But I would like you to take me on anyway. Pro bono. I can’t do it without you. I researched you. Saw an article about you in a business magazine. You are, quite simply, the best there is.”

			Leigh shrugged. “Grizz already told you the reasons why I won’t take you on.”

			“My grandparents bought Banksia Farm seventy years ago when they were just married. They had a dream of self-sufficiency. But as Sydney expanded, it became harder for them. Things cost more, and that’s when they decided to run Banksia Farm as a place for city kids to enjoy a rural lifestyle. Do you know there are kids in Sydney who think that milk is manufactured in cartons? They have no idea it comes from a cow. They’ve never seen a cow.” Nina drew a breath.

			“I’m not sure what this has to do with me.” Leigh quickened her pace.

			“This is what the farm’s about, Leigh. Being around animals teaches kids things they can’t learn in a classroom. They learn to be kind to small, helpless things. They learn responsibility, to think for themselves, and they learn a work ethic.”

			They parted around a group of businessmen, each with a mobile phone held to his ear.

			“Kids need the farm. And special needs kids and those from families who are just getting by need it more than most. A group of kids who have Down syndrome comes once a fortnight, and they take it in turns to ride. I don’t charge them. Sometimes, nurses from the university hospital bring terminally ill kids. Most of those kids soon go into hospice care. The community needs Banksia Farm.”

			“What you do is admirable.” It was. A community for kids—which must make it harder for Nina to stomach that one of the kids she’d helped was likely to bring about the closure of the farm. A pang shot through Leigh’s belly that wasn’t entirely due to hunger. She slowed in front of a café. “This is where I get lunch.”

			“I’ll get it for you.” Nina’s mouth set in a determined line. She pushed past Leigh and up to the counter. “What will you have?”

			There were two stools at the bench by the window. Nina perched on one and clasped her glass of water. She hadn’t ordered anything to eat.

			“If Billy wins his claim, I will have to sell Banksia Farm to pay him. There is no way around that. I won’t have any problem selling—indeed, there’s a very persistent developer who’s made me a couple of offers already. Banksia Farm is no longer in the bush; it’s surrounded by housing estates, and blocks that size are almost impossible to come by in the greater Sydney area. They could put a high-density development there or even a shopping centre.”

			“You’d do well, I’m sure. A block that size, you’d make enough to pay Billy and buy a house in the same area.” Leigh picked at her salad.

			“You still don’t get it.” Nina’s hair had worked loose from her tight ponytail. Strands hung around her face. “This isn’t about money. It’s about keeping the farm going for the kids who need it. Like Billy. Yes, I know he’s the cause of the problem right now, but Billy is exactly the sort of kid who needs to come to Banksia Farm. He comes out of himself when he’s there. He loves the place.”

			Nina leant forward and touched Leigh’s hand, stilling it. Her touch was light, but there was an intensity to it, a burning desire for something. Nina’s touch screamed of a passion for life, for helping people, for doing the right thing. She was everything Leigh had been once, before she gained the office on the twentieth floor with harbour glimpses and partner on her business card.

			“Please, Ms Willoughby—Leigh. Please help me. Not for me but for the kids who need Banksia Farm.”

			Leigh studied Nina’s hand where it lay on her own.

			Nina must have sensed the gaze, and she removed her hand. “Billy was hurt, but I don’t think it was my fault. And this is going to sound mean, but I don’t think he’s as badly hurt as the claim makes out. A broken arm and a concussion? That shouldn’t change his life. But you read that claim form; it makes Billy out to be incapacitated for life. Why should so many other kids suffer for that?”

			Leigh ate her salad. Nina’s words twined around her mind. Defending the claim should be straightforward. Sure, Nina would almost certainly have to pay out something, but it shouldn’t be much. Maybe one of the junior lawyers in the firm would take it on pro bono.

			She looked over at Nina. Her head was bowed, and her fingers pleated the material of her skirt. It was a vivid pink, similar to the one she had worn for her appointment two days ago, but this one was older, shabbier. They weren’t the sort of clothes one wore to meet with a top lawyer.

			“Look, you really don’t need me for this.” Leigh put her fork down. “It’s straightforward. What I’ll do is put you in touch with Sarah Jackson, one of the other lawyers in my firm; she should be able to help you pro bono.”

			“No. Sarah’s probably a fine lawyer, but I want you. It’s that important.”

			Irritation flared. All clients thought their claim was important enough to warrant a top lawyer, but the reality was that few claims merited her attention. But there was something about Nina that tugged her, reminded her of something long neglected in her own life. Nina’s eyes, wide and pleading, were like a doe’s eyes. Soft, brown, about to be trampled on.

			“Come and see the farm for yourself. You can just turn up; it’s that sort of place. Then you’ll see why I can’t lose it, why the community needs it.”

			Leigh pushed away the remains of her salad. “I’ll think about it. That’s the best I can do. And in fairness to you, I’ll let you know by early next week so you’ll have time to find someone else if I can’t help you.” Part of her wondered why she was even making this concession. She’d think about it, yes, but she already knew what the answer was. She should tell Nina no and be done with it. Nina would get by. And even if she didn’t, well, it wasn’t her concern.

			“Thank you.” Nina’s hands untwisted in her lap. “I hope you come out and see what we’re doing. You can meet Mr Petey.”

			“Your husband?”

			A swift grin darted across Nina’s face and was equally swiftly hidden. “No. Mr Petey’s the pony Billy was riding. I don’t have a husband. Or a wife for that matter.”

			Oh. Now that was news. Leigh tamped down the question on her lips, one about wives. Nina wasn’t a client, not yet, maybe not ever, but that didn’t mean she was going to ask questions that would lead to shared knowledge, maybe something in common. A community in common. She stood and offered a small smile. “I’ll get back to you. Thank you for lunch.”

			Nina rose. “You’re welcome. I look forward to hearing from you.”

			Leigh strode away, focussing on the street. If she glanced back, would she see Nina looking after her? Why did that even matter?
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			“I’ve done some research.” Grizz stood in front of Leigh’s desk with a sheaf of papers. They looked like printouts from the internet.

			“Oh? Are you going parasailing this weekend or waterskiing?”

			“Neither. At least not until my toe has healed. Bryan wants to go camping anyway.”

			“A nice sedate caravan park by the beach?” There was no way Grizz would stay somewhere like that, and her husband was the same. Their idea of camping was a bivouac halfway up a mountain.

			“Pft.” Grizz scowled. “There’ll be plenty of time for that when I’m old. No, I’ve been researching Banksia Farm.” She placed the papers on the desk, sat, and crossed one ankle over her thigh. “It’s fairly well known—indeed, I’d already heard of it. There’s a waiting list to join their Barn Kids program, and there are several newspaper articles singing its praises. However, its business structure leaves a lot to be desired. It’s not a limited company, which leaves Nina wide-open.”

			Leigh pulled the papers over. “What sort of idiot doesn’t register a company to protect her assets?”

			“An uninformed person?” Grizz shrugged. “Seems to me she’d have a shot at operating as a registered charity.”

			“I told her I’d think about taking her on pro bono.” Leigh looked up.

			Grizz nodded as if she had expected as much. “Your diary is free tomorrow afternoon if you want to drive out there and take a look.”

			“How many clients did you have to move to free that up?”

			“Only two. You could do with more pro bono, y’know.” A smile softened Grizz’s face under the helmet of grey hair.

			“And you want it to be Nina?”

			“She seems like a deserving case.”

			“Grizz, you soft-hearted old sook.” Leigh tried to suppress her grin.

			“Don’t tell Bryan. He thinks I’m a hard-bitten old cow, and I like it that way.”

			“I know your gooey side, but my lips are sealed.”

			“So you’ll go out to the farm tomorrow?”

			“No. I appreciate you freeing up my diary, but I don’t have the time for pointless jaunts. I’ll use the time to prepare for the Mason trial.”

			“You’re throwing Nina to the wolves?”

			“She’s really got to you.” Leigh sighed. “Call Sarah. See if you can sweet-talk her into taking it.”

			“No worries.” Grizz rose and limped out of the office.

			Her phone rang sometime later. Leigh glanced at it in irritation. The screen flashed James, the senior partner. That was a call she had to take.

			“What’s this I hear about you shirking pro bono?” His voice boomed out. “Sarah called me. Some little case you tried to shift to her. Sarah already has half-a-dozen pro bono matters, and she’s under the pump for a big commercial trial. How many pro bonos have you got?”

			Leigh wracked her brain. “Two, maybe three.”

			“Not enough. We’re a big firm. We have obligations. Make time, Leigh. If the case is a total crock, that’s different, but otherwise, get it done. Or do what everyone else does and hand it off to your paralegal.” The line went dead.

			Leigh compressed her lips. James’s manner was as abrasive as road gravel, but he always got his points across. Sighing, she flicked to her calendar. She was still free the next afternoon. She’d go out to Banksia Farm and at least take a look.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Nina sat at her kitchen table, pad and pen in front of her. What should she do with Leigh? Was it best to let her see Banksia Farm exactly as it was: messy, dusty, full of stray children and animals? Or should she try and round up some volunteers for a last-minute tidy-up and arrange for the kids from Dare to Be Different to come a week early? If anyone could tug at Leigh’s heartstrings, it would have to be those kids, all of whom had Down syndrome.

			But she had less than twenty-four hours. Really, what could she do in that time? No, Leigh would have to take Banksia as she found it—however that may be.

			Nina put the kettle on, stepping over the ginger kitten playing on the floor, tumbling over and over as he tried to fight his way out of a paper bag. The kitten, another of Phoebe’s strays, had come home with her last night, and Nina hadn’t the heart to turn the animal away. Besides, Phoe had been difficult lately. She’d treated Billy as a kid brother, and she’d been quiet since the accident. If a kitten could make things better, then Nina wouldn’t object.

			She rummaged in the cupboard, eventually turning up a packet of chocolate biscuits. Once she’d made tea, she returned to the table with the tea and bickies.

			The pad remained stubbornly blank. Even if she did nothing else, she needed some sort of tour for Leigh, a plan of what she could show her. She wrote Banksia Farm—Familiarisation Tour at the top of the pad and underlined it three times.

			Should she start at the house, offer Leigh a cuppa? Nina glanced around the kitchen. Housework was way down the list for her, so the kitchen looked as if a bomb had hit it. Last night’s dishes were in the sink, and there were random groceries on the counter that hadn’t been put away—including two litres of milk that would now be well and truly off. Phoe had walked across the floor in her gumboots and tracked red dirt across the grey tiles. No, maybe the house wasn’t a good idea. Leigh would doubtless have allocated a strict time frame for the visit anyway, and Nina was sure it wouldn’t include tea and bickies.

			She’d start in the barn and let her see the horses, especially Mr Petey. Once Leigh saw what a gentle, mild-mannered pony he was, she would be able to prove he wasn’t dangerous. Then maybe she’d take Leigh around the chicken sheds, the paddock where Billy had fallen, and let her see Sophia the dairy cow and the goats. Once school was finished, there were generally a few of the Barn Kids hanging around. If Leigh wasn’t scared off by then, she could see how much the kids got out of it.

			The ginger kitten had extricated himself from the bag and now pounced on Nina’s bare toes. His little claws were like needles. Nina picked him up and put him on her lap. He turned around three times like a dog, settled down, and started purring.

			Barn, Nina wrote. Meet Mr Petey. Chickens—collect eggs with kids. She dunked a bickie in the tea and ate it while she thought.

			A noise made her look up. Phoebe slouched into the kitchen and headed for the fridge. Her skinny legs stuck out of her cut-off denim shorts like matchsticks. She pulled the fridge open.

			“Dinner won’t be long,” Nina said.

			Phoebe ignored her, took out the block cheese, and cut herself a large slice. She grabbed a slice of bread and doubled it over the cheese. “Don’t need dinner. Got this.”

			“You need to eat more than that.” Nina winced. She sounded like her mother. Or how her mother would have sounded if she’d ever been around to notice what her daughter was eating.

			“Not hungry.”

			The way Phoebe tore into her makeshift sandwich belied her remark, but Nina chose to ignore it. “I’m thinking macaroni cheese. With bacon.”

			Phoebe’s favourite dinner. For a second, interest flashed in her eyes, but then she shrugged. “Still not hungry.”

			“I’m making it for me. There’ll be enough for you too, if you want some.”

			Phoe cut another slice of cheese and turned to go, leaving the cheese on the counter.

			“Stay and talk to me,” Nina said. “I haven’t seen much of you this week.”

			“Not my fault. School. You were gone too.”

			Phoebe seemed to have forgotten how to talk in whole sentences. But at least she was talking.

			“I saw the lawyer again,” Nina said. “She’s coming tomorrow afternoon to see the farm. It’d be nice if you could meet her. So come straight home from school, please.”

			Phoebe stuffed the cheese into her mouth and swallowed fast. “Why’s she coming? You said she wouldn’t help.”

			“She’s considering taking us on.”

			Phoebe stared. “Big of her. Since when do we have to beg people to help?”

			Since we don’t have twenty grand for her fees. “Lawyers can refuse cases. And they don’t work for free, Phoe. You know that. So will you be here?”

			“Got homework. I’ll be here.” She turned and glared. “I’m not poshing up for her, though. Not like you did when you went to see her.”

			Nina bit back her irritation. Maybe she should have kept the lawsuit from Phoebe. Since she’d learnt of it, Phoebe’s normal sunny self had vanished under a shroud of surliness. But Phoe would have found out, or she would have asked why Billy-the-Kid didn’t come around anymore. She couldn’t shield her daughter forever.

			“Play nice with the lawyer when she arrives.”

			“What’s her name?”

			“Ms Willoughby.”

			“Ms Willoughby,” Phoebe parroted. “Does Ms Willoughby have a first name?”

			“Leigh.” She caught the sneer on Phoebe’s face. “But you will not call her Leigh, do you hear me?”

			“I call my friends’ mums by their first names.”

			“That’s different. They invited you to. Ms Willoughby is a professional woman and is therefore accorded respect. Got that?”

			Phoebe didn’t answer. She picked up the knife again and cut another chunk of cheese.

			“Phoe? You hear me?” Nina eyed the diminished block of cheese. Phoe normally ate like a horse. If Nina made macaroni cheese for dinner, no doubt Phoe would demolish most of it, even after eating half the block.

			“Yeah. I got that. I’ll be polite.”

			“Thank you. Now, if you’ve left me any cheese, I’m going to make dinner.”

			“I might eat a bit,” Phoebe said in an offhand manner. “Seeing as you’re making it and all.”

			Nina smothered a smile as she went over to the cooker. “No worries. Do you want peas in it too?”

			“Yeah. Thanks. Gonna read in my room.” Phoebe got a glass of water from the tap and slouched out of the room.

			Nina watched her slumped figure depart and bit back the urge to tell her to stand up straight. She could only hope that Phoebe would be more cooperative when Leigh arrived.
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			Leigh’s BMW dropped a wheel into a pothole, but the car’s cushioned suspension meant she barely noticed. It felt as if she’d been driving for a long time, although her GPS put the travel time at a little over an hour. Western Sydney was flatter, hotter, and altogether more alien than the Sydney she knew, that of renovated terrace houses, modern apartments, and a coffee shop on every corner. Here were small, suburban houses on pocket-handkerchief blocks. Most looked new, showing how the demand for housing had expanded in recent times, but here and there was an older house, probably a former farmhouse that had once been surrounded by fields but now had a tide of close-packed residences at its door.

			Leigh looked at her watch. School must be finished for the day, going by the number of kids walking home in groups, laden school bags slung over their shoulders. The GPS beeped, telling her to turn left in four hundred metres.

			The car in front slammed on its brakes and dived to the kerb. A child ran across and leapt in the passenger seat, and the car pulled away again right in front of Leigh.

			Her fingers twitched to sound the horn. Consciously, she relaxed her shoulders. It wasn’t that important. If she was a few minutes late, she doubted Nina would notice.

			The GPS directed her through more modern housing developments until she joined a major road. Two strands of barbed wire separated the road from a dusty paddock, where a black-and-white cow grazed alongside a small, brown pony. Leigh slowed as the GPS told her she had arrived at her destination.

			A rather shabby sign proclaimed, Banksia Farm—a taste of rural life for city kids.

			Leigh slowed to ease the BMW off the road and onto a dirt driveway. It forked, and a fingerpost pointed to the right for the farm. Nina had said for Leigh to find her there, so ignoring the left fork that seemed to lead to an old weatherboard house, Leigh went right, past a shed with faded red paint and a sign that said, Farm Shop. The track ended in the farmyard.

			She parked alongside the barn and hesitated. Outside was dusty. A couple of hens pecked around, and somewhere a dog barked.

			She was dressed unsuitably. Of course, she knew a farm was no squeaky-clean office, but she’d expected something a bit more manicured than this. Edged gravel pathways maybe or smooth green grass, not a dust bowl with some brown strands and straggling weeds. Maybe a tidy stable yard with horses’ heads looking over a neat row of blue doors. Leigh certainly hadn’t expected to be hovering in her car, wondering how long it would take for her four-hundred-dollar shoes to be irrevocably ruined. It was her own fault she hadn’t thought to bring alternate footwear.

			There was a tap on the window, and she glanced across to see Nina. Decision made for her, she opened the door and exited.

			“Hi.” Nina smiled. Her whole face lit up and became alive in a way it hadn’t done in the refined and air-conditioned offices of Petersen & Blake. She wore a singlet with a pair of cut-off denim shorts and gumboots, a seemingly incongruous combination that made perfect sense in the stifling hot and dirty surroundings.

			Moisture trickled down between Leigh’s breasts in the heat, and she wondered if her deodorant was still working. She glanced at Nina’s bare legs enviously. What wouldn’t she give to shed the tights and jacket.

			“Thank you for coming. I hope you had a pleasant trip out here.” Nina’s words were stilted, as if she had been schooled in polite small talk.

			“Yes, thank you.” Leigh looked around. “So this is where it all happens.”

			“Kind of.” Nina pushed back wisps of hair that had escaped her ponytail. Her fingers left a smear of dirt on her cheek, but she didn’t appear to realise.

			Leigh’s gaze fixed on it. The dark mark, Nina’s golden skin, slightly flushed and damp from the heat of the day. The sudden warmth in the pit of her stomach had nothing to do with the sun. Now that was unexpected.

			Leigh had been staring too long.

			Nina cleared her throat. “Do you want me to show you around, or would you prefer to wander by yourself?”

			Leigh pushed the inappropriate thought from her mind and moved away from the car a pace so the reflected sunlight was less. “Let’s start with the paddock where the accident happened.”

			“Sure.”

			The path was a beaten dirt trail, no neat grey gravel in sight.

			“The yard where you parked is the hub of the farm. The barn here”—Nina indicated it with a wave of her hand—“is where we do a lot of the Barn Kids activities. It’s a safe area for kids to ride a pony for the first time, and it’s where we milk our cow, Sophia.” She skirted a patch of thistle and waited for Leigh to catch up.

			Leigh gestured to her shoes. Already the dark leather was scuffed and covered in a film of dust. “My apologies, I should have brought different footwear.”

			Nina’s lips twitched. “I can lend you a pair of gumboots. Size six if that’s any help.”

			“Thank you, but no.” Leigh straightened and managed a cool smile. The thought of sliding her feet into oversized rubber boots made her wince, and she would no doubt look ridiculous.

			“No worries.” At least Nina had slowed her steps. She paused to open a gate. “This is our riding paddock for more confident children or, as in the case of Billy, a child who is led. It’s also home to Sophia and our goats.”

			The black-and-white cow Leigh had seen earlier raised her head.

			Nina produced an apple in halves. “Sophia loves apples.” She held out one piece to Leigh. “Want to give it to her?”

			The cow broke into a lumbering trot and sped up to them. She appeared overly thin; her hipbones stuck out like coat racks. She came to a halt and looked expectantly between them. Dust from her hooves floated down, turning Leigh’s suit jacket a dingy grey.

			She brushed at it, but more settled.

			Nina still held the apple, and Sophia nudged her hand with whiskery lips. An enormous pink tongue curled the apple into her mouth.

			“Leigh?” Nina prompted.

			Leigh took a step back. “No, thank you. Oh!” Too late, the squishiness under her shoe told her she’d stepped in something bad. Very, very bad if the sudden odour of cow shit was anything to go by. She moved forward again and inspected her shoe. Green-brown manure oozed over the pump and onto the top of her foot. It stank. She stank. She closed her eyes and fought back the snap of anger at her predicament. When she was sure she could speak calmly, she said, “Do you have a rag?”

			“I’m sorry, not with me. Wipe your shoe on that patch of grass. That will get the worst of it off. Wait there. I’ll get you something.” Nina took off at a jog. Even though she was running in gumboots, somehow she made it look graceful.

			Leigh hobbled over to the grass and wiped. Some of the muck came off, but it would take a cloth, a copious amount of water, and a brush to get the rest off. And a shower for her.

			This was going from bad to worse. She felt sticky and dirty, and her armpits were damp. Her shoes were utterly ruined, her suit most likely as well, and her face burnt hot in the blazing sunlight. This whole case was going nowhere. She should get back to her car, and James be damned. He could lean on some other lawyer to take it on pro bono. If she got to her car in the next couple of minutes, she could be on the road back to civilisation before Nina returned. Nina would realise why she’d gone; she couldn’t expect Leigh to represent her after this?

			Sophia still hung around.

			“Shoo.” Leigh waved her hands.

			Sophia gazed at her with her big, dark eyes and didn’t budge.

			“Go away,” Leigh said.

			With a human-sounding sigh, the cow turned and walked back to where there was shade on the other side of the paddock.

			Leigh hobbled back towards her car. But as she did, she saw Nina jogging towards her, a bulky bag in her hand.

			Nina reached her and set the bag down. “Sorry it took me so long. I’ve never been much of a runner.” Her breath exited in sharp wheezes, and she removed an inhaler from her pocket, shook it, and took a puff. “Lean on my shoulder. There’s a bottle of water and a cloth in the bag. Take your shoe off so you can wash your foot better. I also brought the gumboots.”

			It would be churlish to leave now. And she really wanted to remove the shoe. The smell of manure was sickening in the heat. Leigh rested a hand on Nina’s shoulder. It was reassuringly steady, and Leigh slipped out of the shoe. She took the proffered bottle of water, but the pencil skirt of her suit meant she couldn’t bend her foot up to wash it. A grunt of frustration escaped her.

			Nina glanced down. “Here, give me the water. Can you balance one toe on the ground?”

			Leigh did so, and Nina’s shoulder slipped from under her hand. Before she could object, Nina crouched and poured water over Leigh’s foot. She wet and wiped with the cloth until the foot was clean.

			Leigh closed her eyes briefly. Could things really get more awkward? Nina’s demeanour wasn’t that of a servant, her touch on Leigh’s foot impersonal, but the whole episode felt heavy, intimate even. She looked down at Nina’s head, the ponytail flowing out behind the broad-brimmed hat she wore. Nina’s arms were lightly muscled, probably from all the physical work, and her skin was smooth. She remembered the feel of Nina’s shoulder under her hand. Touchable skin. Now where has that thought come from?

			“You probably should take off your tights. They’re ruined anyway.” Nina glanced up and made a moue of sorrow. “I’ll buy you a new pair.”

			“There’s no need. I have others.”

			“Of course.”

			Leigh glanced around. The paddock was open, bordered by a busy road. There was no way in hell she could remove her tights here. “I’ll be fine. If you could pass me those boots.”

			Nina flushed. “Of course.”

			The boots were too big and awkward. Used as she was to high heels, the ridiculousness of her attire made her seethe. If anyone from Petersen & Blake saw her like this, they would never let her live it down. Even Grizz, who could usually be counted on to say and do the right thing, would guffaw and snap pictures on her phone.

			It was as if she had lost her authority with the lack of height. She raised her chin. “Now, can you show me where the child fell off?”

			Nina led the way across the paddock. It was flat, but the ground was uneven, pockmarked with rabbit holes and tufts of weeds. Nina stopped near a hedge that separated the paddock from the house area. “It was approximately here. Of course, there’s nothing to actually identify it.”

			“And the rabbit hole the pony tripped in?”

			Nina shrugged. “Could be any of them. Rabbits are a curse, but I won’t shoot or poison them. The actual hole could even be gone by now. Caved in.”

			Leigh looked around. The paddock was featureless. She pulled out her phone and snapped a few pictures, including a selection of rabbit holes.

			“Would you like to come and meet the ponies?” Nina asked. “Some of the Barn Kids will probably arrive once school has finished, but in the meantime, I can show you the displays about the program. Phoebe should be home too. Maybe you have questions for her.”

			It was hard walking in the cumbersome boots, and Leigh was conscious that Nina had slowed her pace to accommodate her.

			Nina led the way into the barn.

			It was tidier here than outside, with straw swept into piles and a neat corner with saddles and other horse paraphernalia.

			“We bring animals in so that the kids can learn to handle them. All the kids have to learn farm safety before we let them out onto the farm proper.”

			“Did Billy learn it?”

			“Yes. Absolutely. Billy is very intense. He’s a slow learner, but when he’s got it, it’s embedded in his memory.”

			“Do you have paperwork for that?”

			“Paperwork?”

			“A sheet that the child signs when they’ve completed the farm safety component.”

			“No.” A wrinkle creased Nina’s forehead. “The parents sign a disclaimer when they sign up their kid, but there’s nothing past that.”

			Leigh nodded, non-committal. That was one thing to look at as soon as possible. Hopefully, it was drawn up by a lawyer rather than Nina herself.

			Nina led the way to a corner with partitions. Photographs were pinned on the boards. “These are the Barn Kids. Many are city kids from low-income families.” She pointed to a gap-toothed, small girl hugging a goat. “That’s Naima. Her family are refugees from Iran. Naima’s the best English speaker in her family, so she has to translate for her parents a lot of the time. Her mum makes cheese from Charli-the-goat’s milk to sell in the farm shop. Naima’s family gets a share of the profits.”

			Nina took Leigh’s arm as if they were besties and drew her over to a large photograph. “This is the current group of Barn Kids. Twenty kids, age seven to twelve.”

			Leigh studied the photo. There were slightly more girls than boys, and they were a mix of ethnicities. All of them were laughing, as if the photographer had said something funny. “Is this the group Billy was in?”

			Some of the light went out of Nina’s smile. “Yes. That’s him there.” She pointed to one of the smallest kids in the front row.

			Leigh leant closer to see. Billy was a chunky kid, earnest looking. He was smiling, but it was the smile of a kid who didn’t quite get why everyone else was laughing. His hair stood up in blond tufts, and he was dressed in a pair of shorts, a T-shirt, and bright red gumboots. He looked younger than his seven years. She snapped a picture with her phone.

			Nina’s hand still rested on Leigh’s arm. The touch was light. Leigh was drawn to the hand. Nina’s nails were short, cut rather unevenly, and there was a rim of dirt under each one. How different to her own neatly manicured and buffed nails. Leigh tried to imagine Nina working in her office. The picture wouldn’t come. Nina belonged out here, light-years from the inner city. Leigh moved away to study the next photo, and Nina’s hand fell away.

			“Who are these people?” The photo showed a group of adults. Some held tools, others plates of baked goods.

			“We had a working bee to repair the barn. These are some of the volunteers. Mostly parents of the Barn Kids, but others just like to help out.” She pointed at a rather untidy woman on the edge of the group. The woman’s hands were empty, and she stared fixedly at the camera. “That’s Stella, Billy’s mum.”

			Leigh snapped another photo.

			There were more photos. Kids astride a couple of ponies, an adult at the head of each animal. A little boy holding a chicken. One of Nina milking Sophia, surrounded by a group of kids. The photos were a pastiche of happy times.

			“You see?” Nina said. “See the happiness on these kids’ faces? I’m starting a cooking class next week. The kids will learn to cook some of the farm produce, and then their parents will come, and we’ll all share the meal.” Her face was serious, shimmering with intensity. “Some of these kids only eat takeaway or sandwiches at home. This isn’t some whimsical skipping-through-the-daisies farm program, Leigh. This is life skills for kids who badly need them. This is why I have to keep Banksia Farm going. For everything it brings to the community. If I have to pay Billy a huge sum of money, I’ll have to sell the farm.”

			“You’ll almost certainly have to pay him something. Few claims are withdrawn. How will you pay him anything?” The words if you don’t have twenty grand for legal fees hung in the air unsaid.

			“If he deserves compensation, I’ll make sure he gets it. Maybe I could pay in instalments or something. But I can’t tell if this is genuine or not. And I don’t want to lose the farm if I don’t have to. That’s why I need you, Leigh.”

			Leigh. Her name sounded soft on Nina’s tongue. It was usual to be on a first-name basis with clients, but most of them still managed to make her name sound clipped and formal. Not Nina. She drew Leigh’s name out almost to a sigh.

			And when had she started thinking of Nina as her client? Leigh’s still-dirty toes curled in the uncomfortable gumboots and reminded her of all the reasons she didn’t want this case. She put a pace between them. “Is the pony here somewhere?”

			“Mr Petey’s in the stable. Let me show you.”

			Leigh followed her, clumping awkwardly in the gumboots. Nina looked comfortable in hers despite the incongruous look with shorts. Her legs were muscled like her arms, as if she walked the land every day. She probably did. Nina Pellegrini had no need to work out in an expensive gym to keep fit. A mental picture flashed into her head of Nina in her gumboots doing the step aerobics class at Leigh’s gym. She suppressed a grin.

			“We have two ponies,” Nina said. “I brought Mr Petey in earlier, as I thought you’d want to see him.” She went to one of the stables and unbolted the door.

			The dim space was cooler than the main barn. A pretty grey pony stood on a bed of straw. He was dappled like the rocking horse Leigh had when she’d been little. His ears pricked at the newcomers.

			A movement behind the pony caught her attention.

			A skinny girl brushed him with long, sweeping movements over his back. Her glance snapped to Leigh, and she ducked behind the pony to brush his hind legs. Leigh caught a glimpse of dark hair and the same large, brown eyes Nina had. This must be Phoebe.

			“Phoe, come and meet Ms Willoughby from Petersen & Blake. She’s come out to see if she can help us.” There was a warning in Nina’s tone. Play nice, it said.

			Was Phoebe an awkward kid? Stubborn? Mean even? That would make the case more difficult. Much of the defence would hinge on proving that Phoebe was a responsible person, well able to be in control of the pony despite her tender years. Leigh stopped that train of thought. There was still no guarantee she would take the case.

			Phoebe stayed crouched, working on the pony’s hooves.

			“Phoebe,” Nina said again. This time the implicit warning was stand up now, or there will be hell to pay.

			Phoebe stood. Her eyes flashed defiance. “Sorry. You know Mr Petey doesn’t like his fetlocks brushed. It’s better to finish when you’ve started.”

			A little crease between Nina’s eyes showed the lie, but she let it go.

			Phoebe wiped her hand on her grubby shorts and held it out. “Nice to meet you, Ms Willoughby.” No expression in her voice. She was obviously parroting the words she’d been told to say.

			Leigh shook Phoebe’s hand. “I’m happy to meet you too, Phoebe. Why don’t you call me Leigh, as your mum does?”

			Triumph flashed in Phoebe’s eyes for a second. “Mum says I have to call you Ms Willoughby.” She shot a sideways glance at Nina.

			“Whatever you and your mum are most comfortable with is fine by me.” Leigh pasted a conciliatory smile on her face. This child was pivotal to the case, and if she was to give it a fair assessment, she needed to forge a rapport with the girl. “Why don’t you tell me about Mr Petey?” She took a tentative step forward and patted the pony gingerly on his nose.

			“You don’t know much about horses, do you?” Phoebe’s tone held a superior smugness. “You don’t approach them from the front like that. You’re in his blind spot. It’s lucky Mr Petey’s used to people like you; some ponies would be scared.”

			Leigh gritted her teeth. If Phoebe was like this with the Barn Kids, she doubted many of them would stay. She took a step back. “How should I approach him?”

			“From the side so he can see you. Come up to his neck and scratch him under his mane. He likes that.”

			It was a test, Leigh realised. And hell and dammit, she may not like this prickly child, but she needed to make Phoebe comfortable around her. And if a lecture on horse management was the way to do it, well, that’s what she’d do. “Like this?” She circled around to the pony’s shoulder, put a gentle hand on his neck, and stroked. His coat was soft.

			“Yeah, that’s better. Scratch him. You can be harder; he likes that.”

			Leigh scratched, and Mr Petey gave a deep sigh. His lower lip flapped, and his eyes closed. Would the smell of horse ever come out of her hands? “How old is Mr Petey?”

			Nina leant her butt on the door, and her gaze rested on the two of them. No doubt making sure Leigh didn’t intimidate her daughter. Hah! It was more likely to be the other way around.

			“He’s seventeen.”

			“Is that old for a horse?”

			“Middle-aged. Like Mum.” Phoebe threw her mother another quick sideways glance. “Horses can live to thirty-something.”

			Leigh glanced at Nina, who looked to be maybe late twenties. She must have had Phoebe very young. “Do you like riding him?”

			“Yeah. He’s my favourite.”

			“Do all the Barn Kids ride him?”

			“Not all. Jelly’s a bit smaller, so some of the kids prefer her. They like to be closer to the ground. Not that there’s much difference between them. A few centimetres.” Phoebe moved to Mr Petey’s rear end and brushed his tail.

			Leigh still had her hand on the pony’s neck. Mr Petey turned his head and nudged her in the side.

			“He wants you to keep scratching,” Phoebe said.

			She daren’t look to see whether Mr Petey had slobbered over her suit, but she would bet a bottle of vintage champagne he’d left a mark. This was an expensive visit clotheswise. Dutifully, she resumed scratching. “Did Billy always ride Mr Petey?”

			“He rode both, but he liked Mr Petey best. We try and share the ponies around evenly at Barn Kids, but Billy was the only one here when he fell off. I asked him which one he wanted to ride, and he chose Mr Petey.”

			“So what happened? Tell me from the start.”

			Phoebe concentrated on the tail, brushing the long strands out so they hung in a silken curtain. “We groomed, saddled, and bridled Mr Petey together. It was a nice day, so we went outside. Billy had ridden in the paddock before.” She looked up, and her gaze met Leigh’s squarely. “He was nearly ready to ride alone.”

			“At seven years of age?”

			“Yeah. I was riding alone when I was five.”

			“It all depends on the child,” Nina said from the door. “Some are still being led at eleven or twelve. Billy had had quite a few lessons by this stage.”

			“I gave Billy a leg up, helped him with his reins and stirrups, and led him around the paddock.”

			“How did you lead him?”

			“I clipped a leading rein to the rings of Mr Petey’s bit and used that. That way, Billy could practice steering and control. I’m only there as a backup.”

			“Where did you take him?”

			Phoebe shrugged. “Just around the paddock. No particular way.”

			“Along the fence, beside the road, in the middle?”

			“I don’t know. I didn’t draw a map. Just around. Okay?”

			Mr Petey tossed his head at the angry words. His head came around, and his big, rubbery lips and yellow teeth closed around one of the buttons on Leigh’s jacket. Leigh jumped back just as he jerked, and the button flew off and fell into the straw.

			Phoebe laughed.

			Leigh clenched her jaw. This was too much. Over one thousand dollars’ worth of clothing was ruined on this visit. The farm was dirty, disorganised, and seemed to be run on a shoestring, with no proper safety procedures. And Phoebe was a little shit. Leigh was the one doing them a favour by even considering the case pro bono. She didn’t have to put up with this. She took a step back and fixed Phoebe with a cool gaze.

			“Phoebe, apologise at once.” Nina jammed her hands on her hips, her eyes spitting sparks.

			Phoebe shrugged. “She’s the one who should apologise. Not me.”

			Really? This child was unbelievable.

			Nina opened her mouth again, probably to squash Phoebe flat, but Leigh held up a hand to hush her.

			“Why should I apologise, Phoebe?” She kept her voice cool, the sort of even tone she used to calm angry clients. Most of those clients were at least twenty years older than Phoebe.

			Phoebe’s hands clenched in Mr Petey’s tail. “Because you could save the farm if you wanted and you won’t. Mum and I don’t have that option. You swish in here all superior-like and ask questions like you’re some kind of judge. You don’t like us; that’s obvious. And you don’t belong. I don’t know why you’re here—maybe someone made you come—but I think you’ve already decided you’re not gonna help. You don’t care that we’ve got no one else. I’m sorry if I’m rude, but I think you deserve it.” Her glance shifted to Nina. “I’ll send myself early to bed now. But it was totes worth it.”

			She pushed her way past Mr Petey and marched from the stable with her chin up.

			Nina leant against the wall and rested her head back. Her eyes closed. “I’m sorry for my horrible daughter. She was probably the last straw. I’m sure you will drive away from here with relief, never to return.” Her eyes opened, and her direct gaze skewered Leigh. “Phoe’s right about one thing, though: you are our only hope. While I don’t blame you one little bit if you want nothing more to do with us, it’s our hopes, our dreams, and everything that matters most in our lives that you’re taking away with you.” She levered herself away from the wall. “Please come to the house, use the shower, and I’ll see what I can do about your clothes and shoes.”

			Leigh’s gaze fixed on the curve of Nina’s neck, on her bent head, messy hair falling out of its ponytail. She’d removed her hat and left it on the ground, uncaring if the clothes-eating pony took a nibble. Nina’s neck was smooth and led down to prominent collarbones just visible over the top of her singlet. One shoulder strap drooped down her arm, and Nina hoicked it up. She lifted her chin and met Leigh’s gaze.

			Her face had an immobile quality to it, unlike her earlier expressiveness. It was as if she’d already withdrawn and couldn’t let hope shine in her eyes any longer. Like Phoebe, she obviously thought Leigh had decided not to help them.

			She was probably right. Leigh would return to the office, note her attendance, and make a decision. Her head had already made it.

			“I can lend you some clothes,” Nina said.

			“Thank you, but I’ll be fine.” Leigh turned towards the door. “I better be going.” The gumboots had rubbed her heels, and there was a hole in her tights that her toe must have pushed through, and it now felt like a garrotte.

			At her car, she bent to pick up the ruined shoes and opened the car boot. “Would you have some sort of plastic I can put them on?”

			Nina darted off and returned with an empty feed sack. It covered the floor perfectly.

			Leigh shrugged out of her jacket and dropped it into the car boot next to the shoes. The jacket was ruined; it could hardly get worse next to the waterlogged shoes, still with pieces of manure clinging to them.

			Nina glanced at the shoes. “Let me know the cost of replacing them.”

			“Sure.” Leigh knew she wouldn’t. It would be kicking a downed woman. She moved to the driver’s door.

			“Wait.” Nina put a hand on her arm.

			Close up, Leigh caught her scent: something earthy like freshly cut grass and an overlay of recent sweat.

			“I’m sorry this has been a disaster. I expect I’ll get a letter from you in a couple of days, saying you’re not going to take us on. I wish it were otherwise. But I want to thank you for taking the time to come out here and look. You’re obviously a busy woman. Your time is money, and”—a swift, glancing smile—“that’s something I don’t have much of.”

			Leigh looked into her face, past the cheerful facade Nina presented to the world. Nina’s smile was off-kilter, her eyebrows drawn together. Underneath the smile, Nina Pellegrini was a beaten woman.

			Leigh proffered her professional smile, the one that didn’t reach her eyes. Smooth, reassuring, and insincere. “I’ll be in touch.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“Morning.” Grizz entered Leigh’s office and set her coffee mug on the desk. “How did it go at Banksia Farm yesterday?”

			Leigh tightened her lips at the memory. The uncomfortable day was still fresh in her mind, and the smell of the farm still permeated her car. She’d have to get it detailed. “It was a disaster. The farm is a disorganised mess, and the daughter is a brat. It will be difficult to prove she’s responsible enough to be in charge of the pony.” She gestured to a bag by the wall. “Would you mind mailing that to Nina Pellegrini?”

			“Sure.” Grizz picked up the bag and looked inside. “Gumboots?” Her expression invited Leigh to say more.

			“I won’t be needing them again.”

			Grizz sat and placed the bag at her feet. “Sounds like you’ve made up your mind.”

			“James strongly suggested I take the case, but his only concern is I increase my pro bono work. There are other matters as well as Banksia Farm.”

			Grizz studied her in silence for a few seconds. “Sure. In fact, there’s an email in your inbox, asking if anyone has capacity to take on a commercial litigation matter pro bono. Shall I respond that you do, seeing as you’re not taking Nina on?”

			Leigh frowned. “I think I’ve heard about that. It involves a charge of money laundering.”

			“That’s it. There’ll be a lot of work reconciling bank statements.” Grizz’s mouth turned down. “That I’m sure will land on my desk.” She stood. “Can’t help wishing you’d take on the farm instead.”

			Leigh stared at her upright back as Grizz stalked to the door. Grizz would never presume to influence Leigh’s choice, but what she’d said was correct: the very boring task of going through the hundreds of bank statements and financial records would doubtless fall to her. It wasn’t only lawyers who were expected to work for free in pro bono matters—paralegals were as well. No wonder Grizz wanted Leigh to assist Nina instead.

			Leigh tapped her pen on her blue pad. Had she been too hasty in dismissing Nina? Sure, the farm was a mess, but her personal feelings shouldn’t influence her decision to accept or reject the case. Nor should the fact that Grizz wasn’t happy about the alternative. Pro bono work came down to the most deserving case in her area of expertise. What she’d seen of Banksia Farm before the visit went wrong had shown it was exactly the sort of case she should consider. It was a community service helping disadvantaged kids. And without a lawyer’s assistance, it was in trouble.

			Leigh rose, went out to Grizz’s corner, and perched on the edge of the desk.

			Grizz swivelled around. “Glad you’re here. Can you sign these cheque requests?”

			Leigh found a pen and signed her neat signature on each document. “Do I have a free morning next week?”

			Grizz arched an eyebrow. “Wednesday.”

			“Keep that clear if you can. I’ll go back to Banksia Farm and take another look. I may have been too hasty in my decision.”

			“No worries. Want me to call Nina and set it up?”

			“No.” Leigh picked up Grizz’s Superwoman action figure and bent the toy into a fighting stance. “Nina suggested I just turn up. I’ll do that.” She set the figure down on a pile of court documents.

			“According to their website, the farm always needs volunteers.” Grizz moved Superwoman into a crouch and set her on the stapler. “Go and help out for a morning. You might gain a better insight on how the farm runs, whether it’s something you want to take on pro bono. If you’re working there, you’ll see the real farm, not just what Nina wants you to see.”

			Volunteer. The last time Leigh had volunteered for anything had been the Law Society dinner planning committee. She had no idea what she’d be doing if she volunteered at Banksia Farm, but she’d bet the next end-of-the-month muffins it would be more exciting than the Law Society dinner. A picture flashed in her mind of Nina showing her the photos of the adults who gave their time willingly to help the farm. They’d looked as if they were enjoying themselves. Something tugged in her chest as she thought of the photos on Nina’s board. She picked up Superwoman and made her leap off the stapler onto the desk. One small step for womankind.

			Leigh nodded thoughtfully. “I just might take your suggestion.”

			Grizz handed up the bag containing Nina’s gumboots. “Then you can save me the effort of mailing these.”
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			“She’s back.” Phoe stomped into the kitchen in her gumboots. They left dusty prints on the freshly mopped tiles.

			Nina pushed her hair from her eyes. “Phoe, are you totally blind? Can’t you see the floor’s wet? And who’s back?”

			“Sorry.” Phoe retreated to the door. “The lawyer woman. Leigh.”

			“What does she want?” Nina frowned. It was a long drive to deliver a letter refusing the case. Maybe she wanted to give them a bill for the clothes. Nina didn’t like to think too hard about that one. She was sure she could clothe herself and Phoe for a year based on the cost of that suit and designer pumps.

			Phoe stood on one leg and wiggled the other. “I didn’t ask her. I saw her car drive up, and I came and got you.”

			“There won’t be anyone there to greet her. It’s only after seven.”

			“I don’t want to talk to her. I don’t think she likes me.” Phoe shucked her gumboots on the porch and walked on tiptoes over the wet floor. “I have to get ready for school.”

			Nina left the mop in the bucket and found a pair of shoes. She looked down at herself. Her shorts had a rip in the thigh, and her singlet was dirty, but that was nothing new. She hadn’t had a chance to tie her hair back, so it hung below her shoulders. It needed a wash. She sighed to herself. She looked like shit, but what did it matter? Leigh was probably only there to deliver something, and Nina didn’t need second sight to know it wouldn’t be good.

			She went down the steps from the house and along the path that led to the farmyard.

			Leigh was talking to Jellybean. Jelly had her head down, and Leigh was rubbing her between the ears, Jelly’s favourite place.

			That was something Nina hadn’t expected to see, not after the last disastrous visit.

			Leigh turned at Nina’s approach. “Hello. How are you?”

			“Fine, thanks.” Nina pushed her hair behind her ears and studied Leigh.

			Or the person who superficially looked like Leigh. Gone were the tailored black suit and cream-coloured blouse. Gone were the sheer tights and designer pumps. This version of Leigh wore a grey T-shirt and a pair of shorts. Tailored shorts to be sure, not the baggy drawstring sort that Nina wore, and they were an impractical beige colour. Her legs were bare, and she had a pair of canvas shoes on her feet. If you didn’t look at the perfectly pressed clothes and unsuitable colour choices, she looked like any of her farm volunteers. Even her blonde hair wasn’t in its formal office pleat but was caught up in a ponytail at the nape of her neck.

			“Can I help you?” She checked Leigh’s hands for papers. Nothing. They must be in the car.

			“I’ve come to volunteer for the morning. Well, until eleven anyway. I need to be changed and at my desk by one.”

			Why? Nina nearly blurted the word. Her mind whirled. She must be missing something. Leigh wasn’t the sort of person to simply volunteer.

			“I’ve been thinking about you. About the farm,” Leigh amended. A slight flush coloured her cheeks. “I thought I’d come here one more time.” She gestured to a bag at her feet. “And return your gumboots.”

			“You’re very welcome,” Nina said, even as her mind spun through the reasons behind Leigh’s decision. Did this mean Leigh was considering taking her on? Nina’s breath hitched, enough that she instinctively felt her pocket for her inhaler. Keep calm. Don’t react. Treat her like any other person. “We love new volunteers. There’s a bit of paperwork I need you to sign before I can put you to work, though.”

			A real smile, not a professional one, curved Leigh’s lips. With a start, Nina realised Leigh wasn’t wearing make-up. She looked younger, more natural.

			“Of course. I expected that.”

			Nina led her to the corner of the barn that housed the sign-up sheets. She pulled one out of the file and handed it to Leigh. “Take your time to read, then if you are happy, please sign and date.”

			Leigh glanced at the document. Her lips twitched a couple of times as she read. “Did a lawyer write this?”

			Nina fiddled with the pens in the jam jar, found the best one, and handed it to Leigh. “Do you think a lawyer wrote it?”

			“To be honest, no.”

			Nina sighed. “You’re right. I cobbled it together from similar documents I’ve signed over the years.”

			Leigh signed with a flourish. “I have no problem signing this, as it doesn’t hold water. You should ask a lawyer to rewrite it.”

			Like that was going to happen. It was far from her most important priority. She took Leigh’s form and placed it in the folder.

			“What do you want me to do?” Leigh quirked an eyebrow.

			The sight hit Nina like a punch in the gut. This was far from the cool, rather distant lawyer who’d been here the other day. This was almost like any other volunteer who came in the gate and asked what they could do. Most of them stayed an hour, did a minimal amount of work, and never returned. Some did. But they were people with time on their hands who wanted to do something different. They weren’t the Leighs of this world.

			And this Leigh was staring at her, waiting for her reply. Nina’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, and she couldn’t find words. Leigh in her shorts and canvas shoes, stripped of her professional veneer, was suddenly a woman, not an automaton. An attractive woman. A woman who even now, as she stared at Nina, head to one side, assessing her nonresponse probably, was the first woman who had stirred Nina’s interest in at least a couple of years, ever since Nina had split with Jenn.

			Nina swallowed.

			Leigh still stared at her, although now her gaze was slightly puzzled. She was doubtless wondering why Nina hadn’t answered.

			“My chores today are to sweep the yard, collect eggs, clean out the chook shed, milk Charli-the-goat, and if I have any time left over, pull hemlock in the paddock.”

			“Okay, then. I’ll tag along. What’s first?”

			“The chooks,” Nina said. “They’ll be out foraging already, and so it’s a good time to get the eggs. Grab that basket over there and follow along.” If there was still a tiny chance Leigh would help them, giving her a pleasurable task would do the most good.

			Her voice was back to normal—at least she hoped it was. Leigh was just a volunteer, albeit an unusual one. She waited while Leigh collected the basket and then led the way to the chook house.

			Nina gestured to the laying boxes. “Lift up the lid. If there’re eggs, pick them out. If there’s a hen in the box, put the lid back down. Look before you stick your hand in. Occasionally, there’s a snake.”

			“Really?” Leigh seemed more fascinated than alarmed, which was a good sign for a prospective volunteer. A few had refused to go any further once they heard that. But then Nina saw the shudder go through Leigh’s body, swiftly controlled. So she wasn’t as cool and calm as she made out, then.

			“Yes. Not often, but occasionally there’s a little diamond python or a red-bellied black. They’re after the eggs.”

			“Got it.” Leigh crouched and lifted the first lid. She peered in, then stuck her hand in and brought out a brown egg. “Do brown hens lay brown eggs?”

			“Pretty much. That light-brown egg would have come from one of the Australorps.” She gestured to a large, dark-sheened chicken scratching around the edge of the paddock.

			“How can you tell?” Leigh opened the next hatch, looked inside, and removed a darker egg.

			“Because the darker ones, like that one, come from the ISA browns—the smaller, brown hen. Both sorts of eggs are equally delicious.”

			Leigh shuffled further along the line until she’d found nearly four dozen eggs and two affronted nesting hens. “What do you do with the eggs?”

			“Phoebe and I eat a lot of them. We sell the rest in the farm shop. Six bucks a dozen.”

			Leigh’s shorts had ridden up her thighs as she crouched. Her skin was milky white, unblemished, and it looked as soft as butter. Nina tried not to stare. Leigh’s skin was everything hers was not. Her own legs were tanned, toughened by the sun, covered with small scars and scratches.

			“Any chance I can buy a dozen of these today? I know someone who’ll love them.”

			“Sure. I’m not sure you’ll love them after the next chore. Collecting eggs is the fun part that all the kids love. They see who can find the biggest or smallest eggs, the most eggs, and so on. But now we have to clean the nesting boxes. Let’s take the eggs back to the barn, and I’ll show you.”

			Cleaning the boxes was not a glamourous job, but it was a worthwhile one. Nina had long ago learnt to give new volunteers a soft, easy job first so they had fun before she gave them a dirty one to show it wasn’t all about skipping around the paddocks, collecting eggs, and bottle-feeding baby goats. And finally, a job that needed knowledge or skill to give them something to aspire to. Although whether a lawyer would find milking a goat to be a life challenge remained to be seen.

			“This is easy but not fun,” Nina said. “Put the gloves on, remove the dirty straw and chicken shit from the nesting boxes, brush out with the hand broom, and then replace with clean straw. If one is particularly foul, you’ll need to hose it out and let it dry before you replace the straw.” She glanced across at Leigh. “Still up for it?”

			Leigh’s lips compressed, and her nose wrinkled. Damn. Leigh was not just another volunteer. Nina should have found her something more pleasurable to do.

			“Of course, if you’d rather not, that’s fine.” She hated how her voice sounded so conciliatory. “There’s always work to do in the farm shop.”

			“Would you ask any other volunteer to clean the nesting boxes?”

			Leigh’s superior tone grated on Nina’s ears. So Madam Lawyer thought she was above this, did she? She swallowed her instinctive retort. “Unless there’s a reason why they can’t, then, yes. It’s a regular volunteer task. But you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

			Leigh looked as if she was going to refuse the task, but then her shoulders squared, and she shot Nina a cool glance. “I’m capable of doing this.” She took the gloves and trundled the wheelbarrow back over to the boxes.

			Nina watched as she set to work. Her movements were neat and economical. It was a messy task: chicken shit, feathers, soggy straw, and sometimes bits of eggshell or insects littered the nesting boxes.

			Why was Leigh here? She hadn’t said why she’d returned; she’d just appeared. She still hadn’t said whether she was going to take Nina’s case, and that omission alone had Nina as jumpy as a kangaroo in a stock pen. A couple of days ago, when Leigh had driven away in her elegant car, its sides coated with dust, Nina thought she wouldn’t see her again. She had resigned herself to doing the best she could, maybe write a letter to Billy’s lawyers and offer a small sum of money to settle the claim. But here was Leigh again.

			Maybe hope was not lost. Nina absently followed Leigh with her gaze, focussing on the nape of her neck revealed by the ponytail. It was as soft and white and unblemished as her legs.

			Leigh worked methodically. Once it was obvious she was fine, Nina said, “I’ll be over in the veggie patch. Come and find me when you’re done here.”

			Leigh stood and stretched her back. “What should I do with the dirty straw?”

			“Add it to the manure heap. Thank you.” She left before she could say something stupid, such as “What are you really doing here?”

			She collected her pitchfork and went down to the veggie patch. The soil needed to be turned over before she planted more summer crops: lettuce, tomatoes, and capsicum. She worked steadily, breaking up the hard soil with the fork to aerate it, working in some of the stable manure for nutrients as she went.

			Leigh appeared as she reached one end. “I’m not used to this physical work.”

			“Don’t overdo it, or you’ll be sore later.” Nina stretched her arms over her head to loosen her shoulders and eyed her newest recruit.

			Leigh absently massaged a shoulder, her expression still aloof, but Nina caught where Leigh’s gaze was directed: at Nina as she stretched. At Nina’s breasts.

			Heat stole into her cheeks, and swiftly, she relaxed her arms again. She hadn’t expected Leigh to be interested in her in that way. There was no point complicating this more than she had to. She wanted Leigh for her legal skills, not for anything else.

			And right now, she was still at a loss to know why Leigh was really here. Why drive an hour to volunteer at something you had no knowledge or skill at? There were volunteer opportunities closer to the centre of Sydney. The homeless, food banks, meals on wheels. Nothing that involved chicken shit and sore backs. Leigh’s assistance was welcome—heaven knows, she always needed more volunteers—but right now, there were more pressing things she needed to know.

			Like would Leigh take her on pro bono?

			She stuck the pitchfork in the ground. “You’ve done enough for your first time.” Would there be a second time? Right now, Leigh’s coolness implied there wouldn’t be, in which case Nina needed to find out as much as she could now. She forced a smile. “Why don’t you come up to the house, and we’ll have a cup of coffee?”

			Leigh gave a slight smile. “Sure. Coffee would be very welcome. Thank you.”

			They walked side by side to the farmhouse. Nina pushed open the unlocked door and led the way into the kitchen.

			Leigh’s gaze flicked around the kitchen, as if mentally cataloguing the mismatched crockery and the battered wooden table.

			Nina looked around, seeing it through Leigh’s eyes. Shabby, untidy. A few dishes in the sink that Phoebe must have left as she hurried off to school. A dish on the ground with stale cat food in it, attracting a few flies. Binks, Phoebe’s new kitten, couldn’t have come home last night. Nina gave a mental shrug. Leigh would have to see her home as it was. No doubt it was a far cry from where Leigh lived. Nina imagined her in a sleek glass-and-stainless-steel apartment with a huge balcony and a view of the harbour. In some trendy suburb with a price tag in the multiple millions.

			“It’s only instant, I’m afraid.” She flicked the switch on the kettle and found two mugs that seemed reasonably clean.

			“That’s fine.”

			Nina waited until Leigh was seated at the kitchen table, hands wrapped around her mug, before she asked, “Why are you really here this morning? Not that I don’t appreciate the assistance, but I can’t help thinking you won’t be one of my long-term volunteers.”

			Leigh blew on her coffee. “Two reasons. The first, as you’ve probably guessed, is that I didn’t give you a fair chance when I came out last time. Things didn’t go so well, and that wasn’t your fault. I thought volunteering would give me a chance to see the farm again and from a different perspective. I hoped it would help me decide whether or not to take it on.” She sipped her coffee, winced, and set the mug down.

			“And the other reason?”

			That slight smile again, one corner of her lips twitching, as if something was privately amusing. “Grizz talked me into it. I’m still not quite sure why I agreed.”

			Oh. No doubt Leigh wouldn’t be back again. Not as a volunteer anyway. Then Nina’s mind leapt on the first part of what she’d said. Leigh was still considering them. There was still a chance. Maybe, just maybe, it would be okay. Hope surged in her chest. Please make her say yes.

			Leigh stared at her, one eyebrow raised.

			Self-consciously, Nina looked down at her own mug, clenched in her hand. “I hope you enjoyed the morning and you’ll come again.”

			“I’ll have to see if I have time available.” Leigh set her full mug down on the table and drew her feet together as if to rise.

			Of course, she wouldn’t commit. Especially if she didn’t take them on. It was now or never. Nina had to know. “And have you decided whether you can help with the claim against us?” Her chest was tight, and she wished for her puffer. What if after all of this Leigh said no? What then?

			“I can’t tell you right now.” Leigh offered a cool smile.

			“Off the record?” Nina clutched her own mug so hard the heat scorched her skin. “I won’t hold you to it, whatever it is.”

			“It’s possible. I think you’ve got a reasonable chance of a fair outcome to the claim, and I know I could help you. And I like what you’re doing here. The kids, the animals.” She fell silent.

			“Thank you.” Nina stretched out a hand impulsively and touched Leigh’s arm. “Really, thank you.”

			Leigh’s skin was warm and so very soft. The sort of silkiness that came from exfoliation, body scrubs, massages, and expensive body lotions. The temptation to move her thumb in a tiny, caressing circle was strong. Just to see how it felt.

			Nina quashed the thought as soon as it was formed. What the hell was she thinking? Leigh still had to agree to take them on first. Nothing could get in the way of that. She removed her hand. “I want to apologise for Phoebe’s rudeness. Phoe’s taken this whole claim thing very badly. She considered Billy her little buddy, and friends don’t do things like this to each other—at least not in Phoe’s world.”

			“They do it all the time in mine.” Leigh picked up her mug and then, as if remembering it was only instant coffee, set it down again. “Friends, partners, business colleagues, co-workers. People can be the best of friends until there’s the chance of easy money on the horizon. Don’t worry about Phoebe. I get where she’s coming from.”

			Leigh had intense eyes, a clear grey behind the thick-rimmed glasses. She met Nina’s eyes squarely every time, with no sideways slide of the gaze, no unwillingness or evasion. “Have you always worked here? Or did you have a different career before this?”

			“I’ve been here since Gran left me Banksia Farm. I was nineteen, Phoebe was two, and I was struggling to look after her and study graphic design at TAFE. Gran knew I loved the place—I’d spent a lot of time here when I was a kid, as my parents travelled a lot and Gran cared for me. Gran also wanted me to have some security. She saw me battling as a single teen parent.”

			“Is Phoebe’s father in the picture?”

			“He sees Phoebe maybe once a month for a weekend, plus some holidays. Gino works in the mines in Western Australia. We’re good friends now.” Nina propped her chin on her hand. “We were high school sweethearts. I was sixteen when I got pregnant, and abortion wasn’t an option—not for me anyway.” She gazed at the ceiling, remembering how it was. “Italian Catholic family. My upbringing got in the way of me considering any other way out. But of course, now I’m so glad I have Phoe in my life. I realise what a cliché that is.”

			“It’s a most common response.” Leigh took a large mouthful of coffee, as if the conversation had suddenly become uncomfortable.

			“Do you have kids?” Leigh didn’t look to be the maternal type, but you never knew. She probably had 2.5 perfect children and a nanny.

			“No, I don’t.” She set her cup down. “My career takes up so much of my time it wouldn’t be fair on a child. Maybe one day, although Grizz is constantly telling me about the joys of being child-free.”

			“There are days when I totally get what she means.” Did Leigh have a partner? Someone as polished and glossy as her? No doubt someone with a high-profile career like Leigh. They’d sit in their sun-filled kitchen on weekends, sipping French coffee and reading briefs or dissertations or medical reports or whatever high-powered people did instead of flicking through the junk mail from the supermarket to see if there were any interesting special deals.

			She’d been wool-gathering. Leigh watched her with that strange little half smile on her face.

			“It’s not like you’re imagining.”

			“What isn’t?” Surely, she can’t see into my head.

			“My life. You’re envisaging me with a professional partner, a swift kiss on the cheek before we go our separate ways for our twelve-hour workdays, while our home help bustles around, cleaning the kitchen.”

			“I wasn’t thinking that.” How did she know?

			“If you say so.” That same small half smile.

			Nina stared at the way her lips quirked up. No lipstick. Not today. Not that she could tell. Leigh’s lips must naturally be that soft shell pink. “Still, I’m sure you live somewhere very different from this.”

			“Yes, I have an apartment. You’re lucky to have this oasis in Sydney. I can see the appeal of land.”

			“Let’s hope I get to keep it.” Nina’s voice was small. Even in her own ears, she sounded defeated.

			“Hey.” Leigh reached over the table, and her fingers briefly clasped Nina’s. “Don’t give up before we start.”

			Nina stared at her. “We?”

			“Slip of the tongue.” Leigh withdrew her fingers, and her manner slipped back into the distant professional. The brief accord of a moment ago had vanished like rain into parched ground. “Don’t read more into that, Nina. This has to be a business decision, not an emotional or personal one.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m sorry, but I need to head back to the office. I’ve done very little to help you this morning.”

			“I don’t want to overwork you. You may be helping me with more important things than chickens.”

			Leigh’s face was serious. “This morning was very satisfying. The physical work. I didn’t expect to enjoy it, but I did. Even if I can’t take you on pro bono, I would like to come back to volunteer again sometime. If you’ll let me. If I can make the time. As Grizz says, it’s good to get out of your comfort zone.” Her gaze searched Nina’s face. It was like being pinned by a spotlight.

			“I’d like you to come.” Was that her voice, so croaky and feeble, far from her usual brisk tone? “I didn’t expect that. I thought you’d hate the manual work.”

			“Being a lawyer can be very abstract. It’s very cerebral, all documents and arguments between barristers, and it often seems very removed from the people at the centre of a claim. This morning, though… There’s nothing abstract about chicken shit. It brought me back to basics. What’s real.”

			Nina watched Leigh’s face. It was soft and wistful as if her mind was far away. She took a shallow breath. Was Banksia Farm working its magic on Leigh too? “You’re welcome anytime. Even if you can’t take on the claim.”

			“Good.” Leigh glanced at her watch again, her voice back to its usual briskness. “Now that’s settled, if it’s all right with you, I’ll collect the eggs I left at the yard and leave. Do I need to arrange times for volunteering, or do I just turn up?”

			“When you’re new, it’s better if you arrange times. That way, I can make sure there’s someone to instruct you.”

			“That makes sense.” Leigh nodded. “Who does the instructing?”

			“Me mostly. Phoebe sometimes—she knows what to do almost better than anyone. Or one of my long-time volunteers: Kiren, Geoff, Andi, and Ahmed. They’re the most regular. I’m sure you’ll meet them all if you keep coming.”

			“I hope you’ll do more of my tuition.”

			Nina stared. What does she mean?

			“You’re a good instructor.”

			Oh. Of course. “I’m sure I will. I probably do the most.” She stood. “Now, let’s get those eggs.”

			The basket of eggs was where Leigh had left it. Nina found cartons, and they put the eggs in, making sure there was a mix of sizes and colours in each.

			“Can I take two dozen?” Leigh asked. “Or is that selfish of me?”

			“That’s fine.” Nina handed them over. “Twelve dollars, please.”

			“My purse is in the car.”

			They walked over to where the BMW sat in the sun, and Leigh found the money.

			“Thank you for this.” She hesitated. “I know you need to know if I can take on the claim, and I’ll try and get an answer for you later today or tomorrow. Is that good enough?”

			“Yes. Thank you.”

			Leigh nodded and patted the rear pocket of her shorts. “I took a copy of your waiver. I’ll take a look at it.”

			The movement brought Nina’s gaze to Leigh’s rear—small but perfectly curved. No doubt honed by gym exercises designed to make it so. “That would be fabulous.”

			“I’ll be in touch.” Suddenly, Leigh was brisk, back to curt professionalism despite her less-than-formal attire.

			The BMW slid smoothly down the potholed driveway. Nina turned away. Could she let herself hope, just a little, that things would sort out? An image of Billy slipped into her mind—his face white with shock, his arm at an unnatural angle, the nonsense he had babbled. If Billy had lasting effects from the accident, then it wasn’t enough for it to work out for Banksia Farm. It had to be okay for Billy too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Leigh sat at her desk, Billy’s Notice of Claim in front of her. She stared at the printed words without seeing them. When the balance had tilted in Nina’s favour, she didn’t know. But sometime between collecting eggs and a mug of the worst coffee she’d had a in long time she’d found herself thinking not about whether she’d take the case but about how she’d defend it. She spread the Claim out on her desk.

			Her shoulders and upper back ached from forking chicken manure. The manual work had been surprisingly pleasurable. The treadmill at her gym and the peppy aerobics class she took now seemed artificial. This morning, she’d worked her muscles, not purely for health, to keep fit, or so she could wear a sleeveless dress with pride, but for a greater purpose. Caring for animals, helping produce food, and, yes, working as part of a community. The glow of achievement still warmed her.

			Leigh picked up one of the cartons of eggs and left her office. “Present for you.” She set the eggs on Grizz’s desk.

			Grizz looked away from her computer. “Did these come from Banksia Farm?” She lifted the lid and touched one brown egg with a finger. “Thank you. Nothing nicer than fresh farm eggs.”

			“Laid overnight by fat, brown hens, collected this morning by yours truly.” Leigh grinned at Grizz’s startled expression. “What did you think I was doing there?”

			“I thought you might have changed your mind and not gone. Your diary said outside appointment. That’s code for anything nonlegal. When James puts that in his diary, it means a boozy lunch at the Press Club. You, though…”

			“I know. I seldom do that. But I didn’t want James asking me about Banksia Farm before I’d made my decision. Hence the subterfuge.”

			Grizz pushed her chair away from her desk and swivelled around to face Leigh. “So are we taking them on?”

			“I talked to James this morning and said we’d do it.”

			“Good. It’s not right that some of the most underprivileged kids in our city lose access to a community resource because of one kid.”

			“I hoped you’d think like that, seeing as you have to commit the pro bono hours as well.”

			“Lucky that I’m here early most mornings.”

			“I’ll make it up to you. What James doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

			“Happy to help, boss. And if there’s any reccies out to Banksia again, I’d like to come too. Be nice to see the place.”

			“You got it. We need to examine this case thoroughly. Obviously, if Billy was hurt in a lasting way, then Nina will have to pay, in which case our aim is to find enough of a balance that the farm can continue.” Leigh turned to leave, then halted. “Fought any fires this morning?”

			Grizz’s mouth turned down. “Only the usual. Eliza Merrins still refuses to talk to us. The investigation report is in on the Balfour matter, and it supports the other side. And these four messages need an urgent call back.”

			“Of course they do. Thanks, Grizz.” She took the message slips.

			“You’re welcome. Next coffee’s on you.”

			Leigh went back to her own office. She took a quick perusal of the phone messages and returned two of the calls. She had to draft an advice for a new client, but Banksia Farm—and Nina—wormed their way back into her head. She fished out the waiver Nina had her sign. It was poorly done. She read through it slowly, rewording sections as she went, and added a few more. Grizz could tidy this up.

			Grizz slipped into the office, laid a manila folder on the desk, and left without comment. The folder had Banksia Farm written on the outside.

			Leigh picked up the folder and looked inside. It seemed that Grizz had pre-empted her decision to take on the farm. She had put together a to-do list. It included taking statements from Nina and Phoebe, plus talking to anyone who had worked on the paddock where Billy fell or who had dealings with the pony. There was also a pile of paperwork to be sent to Nina. All in all, it looked as if Grizz was on top of things.

			Leigh set the folder aside and turned to her computer. In the meantime, there was other work, paying work, she had to attend to.
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			“Nina Pellegrini will be here tomorrow to give her statement.” Grizz’s heavy tread across the plush carpet made Leigh look up. “By herself.”

			Leigh frowned. “I thought we wanted the daughter to come as well?”

			Grizz set down her ever-present coffee mug. “We did. She won’t come.”

			“Won’t or can’t? We can reschedule if it clashes with her schooling.”

			“Won’t. Nina says Phoebe is refusing. She didn’t say why.”

			Irritation flared, and Leigh tapped the blue legal pad with her pen. “Well, make her come in. We haven’t time to pander to schoolgirls. Maybe you could try. I’m not Phoebe’s favourite person.”

			“I could take her statement over the phone. But we both know it works better face-to-face.”

			“I’ll stress the importance of Phoebe’s statement when I see Nina tomorrow.”

			Grizz nodded, her face implacable. “I’ve got the GP records for Billy Moran. I’m going through them now.” She headed for the door, then paused. “Are you still volunteering out there?”

			“At Banksia Farm?” At Grizz’s nod, Leigh lifted a shoulder. “I intend to. But I’ve been busy.”

			“Don’t put it off. The best volunteers are regular volunteers.”

			“Do you volunteer for anything?” Leigh propped her chin on her hand.

			“Sure. Bushland regeneration in the Blue Mountains every couple of months. Bryan does a day every so often for a charity that matches tradespeople with low-income people who can’t afford to maintain their homes. Plumbers are always in demand. Volunteering makes Australia go around. Makes things a bit more even.” Grizz left.

			Leigh stared at the door where Grizz’s solid shape had been. Grizz was right; she should go back to Banksia Farm. She remembered how the fresh eggs had felt cupped in her hand: warm and fragile. Banksia Farm too needed that same protection. She would do her best for the farm—and for Nina.
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			“Would you like a cup of anything?” Grizz ushered Nina into Leigh’s office and stepped back.

			“Thank you. Tea would be wonderful. I didn’t have time for breakfast this morning.” Nina smiled at Grizz. “Black, no sugar, please.”

			“You got it.” Grizz left.

			Leigh studied her client across the desk. Nina looked different. Gone were the cheerful chain store clothes; Nina wore a black suit. A hint of cherry-red blouse showed underneath the jacket. Her hair was still in a ponytail, but there was definitely a hint of blusher on her cheeks, and her lips were stained a darker red. The dark clothes brought out her golden skin tones.

			Her gaze must have lingered too long, as Nina sat straighter and drew her shoulders back. “Well? Do I pass muster?”

			Leigh dropped her gaze to the desk. “I apologise. I didn’t mean to be rude. I was thinking how different you look.”

			Nina pulled at the lapel of the jacket. “Yes, well.” Her chin lifted. “I felt very out of place the last times I came here. I’m not a business person. I don’t have business clothes, and I think that made me stand out like…well, like dog’s balls.”

			Leigh’s lips twitched at the colourful expression.

			“When you came out to Banksia Farm—the second time—you’d made an effort to fit in. Oh, it wasn’t perfect—”

			“I thought it was,” Leigh said, deadpan.

			“Not far off. But beige shorts? Did you get the red dust out of them?”

			“I’m working on it.” Leigh grinned. The shorts were ruined and had gone into the bin, but Nina didn’t need to know that.

			“Then that’s a first. I suggest you wear something browner next time. Or that you can keep as farm clothes.”

			Next time. Leigh picked up her pen and wrote Nina’s name on her legal pad. It bought her time. A few seconds.

			“Anyway,” Nina said, “You’d made an attempt to fit into my world, so I’ve returned the effort. One of my volunteers, Kiren, is an office manager. She loaned me the clothes and advised on make-up.” She hunched her shoulders under the jacket. “I haven’t worn make-up since high school.”

			“You look very professional. Very lovely.”

			Lovely. Where the hell had that come from? It was unprofessional and, well, sort of creepy. The kind of comment a middle-aged man might say to his female junior assistant. Leigh gritted her teeth as if to bite back any more inappropriate comments.

			“Thank you.” Nina’s smile reached her eyes, and some of the stiffness left her body. “I wasn’t sure. I feel a bit of an impostor in these clothes, to be honest.”

			“Don’t. And I appreciate that you made the effort, but really, there’s no need on my behalf. I very much hope you didn’t feel judged by anyone in our firm the last time you were here.”

			“Certainly not by you or Grizz. It was more to bolster my own confidence.” Nina sat straighter. “You want to take a statement, I think Grizz said.”

			“Yes. Yours and Phoebe’s. I was expecting Phoebe to attend with you.”

			Nina huffed a breath. “I know you were, and I’m sorry. She refused to come. She’s not normally such a brat; she’s usually sweet and easygoing, but she’s still taking this hard. She blames herself, I think.”

			“I need you to persuade her. She’s a keystone in this. We need to show that she’s a capable person, regardless of her age, and, therefore, it was eminently reasonable for her to be in charge of the pony and for Billy to be under her care.”

			Nina nodded and fiddled with the cuff of the jacket. “I know. And she will.” Steel flashed in her eyes. “I’ll make her.”

			“It’s always best if a statement is given willingly. We can’t put words in her mouth, so if we’re dragging blood from a stone, it won’t be good.”

			“She’s angry. She’s hurt. And she still feels you should come to her. Don’t get me wrong. She’s happy you’re taking on our case, but it’s like she’s making you prove yourself.” Nina met Leigh’s eyes. “Look, I know how that sounds: a twelve-year-old kid calling the shots. And you’re doing us a favour by taking us on. I wondered…that is, maybe if you intend on coming to volunteer again, that maybe you could take her statement then.” Nina sat back in the chair, and some of the tightness left her body as if now that the hard words were spoken she could relax.

			Really? A twelve-year-old playing puppet master? Phoebe needed to realise who was helping whom in this. Leigh tightened her lips and waited for the surge of irritation to subside. “Nina, I’m relying on you to make Phoebe understand the importance of this. Usually, my clients come to see me, not the other way around.” She summoned her best steely lawyer’s tone. “You’re the parent; she’s the child. She cannot dictate play in this.”

			Nina was pale under her golden tan. “I’m sorry. I’ll make her. I’ll forbid her to ride until after she’s talked to you. However,” her voice took on an unyielding quality, “I would appreciate if you kept my parenting skills out of this.”

			Leigh inclined her head. “Noted. But I would appreciate if Phoebe was encouraged to stop wasting my time.” She kept her stare fixed on Nina until she lowered her gaze.

			“You’re not going to drop us, are you?”

			Nina’s anxious voice pushed a curl of guilt in Leigh’s chest. It wasn’t fair of her to worry Nina like this, despite her obstreperous daughter.

			“No.” The word came slowly, but her thoughts flashed fast. “I’d prefer if Phoebe worked with me on this rather than against me. So just this once, let’s do it her way. I had intended on volunteering again in the future. Let me see if I can bring that forward.” She checked her diary on screen, then picked up the phone. “Grizz, can you see if you can free up Thursday afternoon for me?” A tiny voice in her mind wondered why she was doing this. She didn’t have to spend the entire afternoon at the farm—after all, Phoebe wouldn’t be home from school until later. Leigh swallowed as she put the phone down. She wanted to return. Phoebe’s statement was just an excuse. The farm was a world away from her usual routine, and despite its challenges, she’d enjoyed the last visit. The farm had given her a space to shed her corporate image and just be Leigh.

			“Thank you,” Nina said. “I’ll make sure Phoebe’s there after school if I have to tie her to the barn door.”

			Leigh’s lips twitched. Somehow, she could see Nina doing that. All fiery Italian spit and spunk one minute, the next hugging her daughter and soothing her pride.

			“Do you intend to volunteer on Thursday?” Nina asked.

			“Yes.” She clipped out the word. “Do you have a problem with that?”

			“No. Except…” Nina paused. “Thursday is a challenging day. I’m not sure if you’ll find it to your liking.”

			To her liking? Did Nina think she was some little hothouse flower who would wilt if asked to do something difficult? Leigh may not be used to farm work, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t capable of it. “Can you be more precise?”

			“Have you ever been around kids who have Down syndrome?”

			Leigh shook her head. She’d barely had anything to do with kids, let alone special needs ones. It wasn’t that she disliked kids; it was just they were a strange and baffling group of people, and she didn’t know how to talk to them. Children were something other people had.

			“The kids come to ride. One person leads the pony, and a second person walks alongside the child. You’d be alongside the child, as you’re not skilled with ponies. Kiren normally comes on Thursdays, but she can’t make it this time.”

			“That doesn’t sound too arduous.”

			Nina laughed. It was a deep chuckle, natural and unforced, so unlike the polite, restrained rumble her colleagues made.

			Leigh’s gaze locked on Nina’s lips and how they curved up in a wide arc. The touch of lipstick she wore accentuated that curve. It was an unaffected smile. Leigh would bet that Nina had never practiced her smile in front of a mirror, perfected a spontaneous smile that was anything but. Was Nina as unrestrained and natural in everything she did?

			Leigh jerked her thoughts back in line in time to hear Nina say, “The challenge is not only the physical exertion. You might find it quite confronting. Wear comfortable shoes. Be prepared to do a lot of walking and to answer questions not normally asked in polite company.”

			“I hope there won’t be many of those.” Leigh twitched her professional smile into place and took a deep breath. This was work. Inappropriate questions didn’t factor into her day. There’d been a few occasions when a client had attempted to cross that line. She’d shut them down with a steely glance and a pointed change of subject. But she wouldn’t be able to do that with one of these kids. She’d have to cope. Nina was wrong about her not being up to it. “Don’t worry. I’ll manage.”

			She glanced down at the pad to compose herself, and when she looked back up, her business mask was firmly in place. “Now that’s out of the way, let’s get to your statement. First, tell me in your own words how you came to own Banksia Farm and how long it’s been operating as it is.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“Me now! Me now!” The voice boomed around the paddock. Its owner hopped from foot to foot, her round face alight with pleasure under the riding helmet.

			“It’s your turn next, Edwina.” Ahmed brought Jellybean around to the excited child and smiled down at her. “But first, we have to make sure Darren gets down safely.”

			As the pony halted, Leigh turned to face the pony’s side, the way Ahmed had shown her. She put a steadying hand on Darren’s calf, giving him the security of her presence.

			“Can you remember the proper way to dismount, Darren?” Ahmed asked.

			Darren nodded and steadily went through the motions until he slithered to the ground. “Thank you, Jelly.” He flung his arms as far as they could go around the pony’s chest and hugged tightly.

			Jellybean stood stoically, seemingly unbothered by the small child underneath her neck or the excited girl, feet drumming a tattoo as she waited her turn.

			Darren’s mother approached with some carrot sticks, which she gave to her son. Darren offered one to the pony.

			“Just a moment, Darren.” Ahmed’s voice was calm as he took the child’s hand and drew it away from Jelly’s questing nose. “Remember what we said? Hold your hand flat with the carrot on top so that Jelly doesn’t accidentally bite your fingers.”

			Darren nodded and did as he was told.

			Leigh stood to one side and watched as Jelly lifted the treat gently. Nina had been right when she’d said both ponies were quiet and kind. Over the course of the afternoon, she’d seen them hugged in all sorts of ways and their manes pulled and twisted by nervous fingers, all without so much as a laid-back ear.

			Leigh’s singlet clung damply to her skin, and she was sure her face was scarlet. Running around next to a trotting pony was surprisingly hard work, especially on uneven ground. She also had to keep a careful watch on the rider. So much for treadmill fitness. That was nothing on this. For a moment, she thought longingly of the air-conditioned gym that was her usual fitness venue and of her personal trainer and his regimented routine, which was designed to work all of her muscles in a controlled way.

			There was nothing controlled about her work at the farm, and she was acutely aware that she must look a red, panting, and sweaty mess. Thank goodness, when this was over and she’d taken Phoebe’s statement, her next stop would be her own shower followed by a large gin and tonic. An extremely large gin and tonic.

			Ahmed turned to Edwina. “Now it’s your turn.” To Leigh, he added in an undertone, “I hope you’re not easily shocked. Edwina’s thirteen, with all that brings.”

			Leigh didn’t have a chance to reply, as Edwina threw her arms around Leigh’s waist. “I want her to help me on.”

			Leigh’s gaze sought Ahmed. “I don’t know what to do.” Edwina’s arms around her waist were heavy. The child was solidly built and had to weigh seventy kilos. Leigh was sure she didn’t have the strength to give her a leg up as she’d seen Ahmed do with Darren.

			He gave her a sympathetic grin. “Don’t worry. We use a mounting block.” To Edwina, he said, “You know the drill, Edwina. Let’s go over to the block, and you can show Leigh how you can get on all by yourself.”

			Edwina clutched Leigh’s hand. “C’mon, let’s run so we get there quicker.”

			Leigh obligingly broke into a jog, but Ahmed’s voice stopped her. “No, ’Dwina, you know you don’t run in the paddock. You’d run straight past Mr Petey, and that’s not safe.”

			Leigh’s face burnt. The rebuke had been mild, but it felt aimed at her as much as Edwina. She bit her lip. She should have known that. It was common sense, something she’d always prided herself on having.

			“She was going to let me.” Edwina’s lower lip stuck out like a dinner plate, and she tugged on Leigh’s hand.

			“Her name is Leigh,” Ahmed said. “And she’s a very nice person who is helping you have your ride today. But you have to be extra nice, as this is her first time. We want her to come back, right?”

			Edwina peeped up, her brown eyes sorrowful. “Sorry, Leigh. You will come back, won’t you?”

			“I’ll try.” Leigh smiled at her.

			The answering smile on Edwina’s face made Leigh’s sunburnt shoulders and aching calves worthwhile.

			“If you come back, you can marry Ahmed. Then you can have sex, and you’ll have a baby.”

			Did she really say that? Leigh’s jaw dropped, and she shot a glance at Ahmed to see his reaction.

			“Remember what we said last time, ’Dwina?” His voice had a calmness Leigh would struggle to match.

			“Yeah.” The dinner plate pout was back. “Sorry, Leigh. I’m not supposed to talk about sex because there are little kids here. Do you wear clothes in bed? My mummy doesn’t.”

			Leigh started. Where was the instruction manual for things like this? She had no idea if all kids talked this way or just Edwina. “Help!” she mouthed to Ahmed.

			His lips twitched in a brief smile. “Why don’t you lead Jelly over to the mounting block?” he said to Edwina. “Do you remember how to do that?”

			Edwina nodded. Bristling with importance, she took Jelly’s lead rope and marched off, the pony walking by her side.

			At a nod from Ahmed, Leigh moved next to her, and Ahmed fell in on the other side.

			“Look at me!” Edwina screamed to the other kids. “I’m leading Jelly! And Ahmed and Leigh are gonna have a baby and call it Edwina!”

			Leigh bit back a laugh. In her professional life, she was able to stare down obstreperous lawyers, diffuse difficult situations, and pacify angry clients, but now she was rendered speechless by a thirteen-year-old.

			The afternoon was not what she’d expected. The noise and exuberance of the Dare to Be Different group was never-ending. Laughter and shrieks of joy seemed to be the norm, and there were more hugs than tantrums, although there had been a couple of those too. But Edwina’s hand in hers had a trusting simplicity about it. It was life distilled to the basics, although whether Nina would agree with that, she didn’t know. On the surface, there was nothing simple about the ordered chaos in the paddock.

			But despite the outward spontaneity, the volunteers were alert and careful of their charges. Firm but kind. Leigh looked across at Ahmed. He was portly and appeared to be in his sixties, but he moved with a spryness that belied his age. The smile he’d given Edwina had been gentle and full of love. Love. There was no other word for it. Leigh would put money on the fact that Ahmed got as much pleasure from the afternoon as Edwina did.

			Their path took them close to the other half of the group, waiting for their turn on Mr Petey. Leigh’s gaze was drawn to one figure. Nina wore what Leigh was coming to think as her farm clothes: a singlet, baggy shorts, and gumboots. Her dark hair hung loose underneath a wide-brimmed hat. She walked alongside Mr Petey, one hand on the leg of the small girl perched on top.

			“You’re doing great, Halifa,” Nina said. “No one would think this was your first time.”

			“Don’t let him go faster.” Halifa clutched the front of the saddle with both hands.

			“I won’t.” Nina’s voice radiated reassurance. “Mr Petey will walk like this forever until you tell him to stop. Let’s stop now, shall we? Then you can give him a pat.”

			Andi, the volunteer at Mr Petey’s head, brought him to a halt.

			Nina encouraged Halifa to lift one hand from the saddle to pat the pony’s neck. The child’s shy smile as she touched Mr Petey brought an answering one from Nina.

			Leigh had been staring. With a start, she forced her gaze away from Nina and her group and back to Edwina by her side.

			The Dare to Be Different group left around four. Eventually. After some tears and a spectacular tantrum from Edwina, who didn’t want to leave, they were driven away in their minibus, faces pressed to the glass, hands waving wildly.

			Leigh flopped heavily onto a chair in the corner of the barn. The other volunteers were still brushing down the ponies and mixing feeds. She should join them, learn another of the never-ending tasks around the farm, but her thighs refused to move, and her shoulders were stiff. She touched her nose. Hopefully, her sunblock had been enough. It would be unprofessional to have a sunburnt nose in the office tomorrow.

			The afternoon had been long but not unpleasant. No, scratch that. She’d enjoyed it. Most of it anyway. Although she hadn’t appreciated feeling like a fool when Ahmed had corrected her a couple of times, she’d understood why he’d done it.

			Laughter drifted from the barn, and over the top was Phoebe’s clear voice.

			Phoebe. Leigh groaned. The last thing she wanted to do right now was take Phoebe’s statement, but that was the main purpose of her visit. Phoebe had arrived back from school just in time to help put the ponies away. She had yet to acknowledge Leigh.

			Leigh shifted in the hard chair, trying to get comfortable.

			“How are you doing?” Nina sat in the chair opposite. She handed Leigh a bottle of water. “You look like you need this.”

			“Thanks.” Leigh broke the seal and took a long draught. “Right now, I’m wondering if I’ve got any energy to get up from this chair or if I’m here for the duration.”

			“Those kids are demanding. It’s amazing how draining an afternoon with them can be, but it’s one of my favourite times. Ahmed says you were great and even managed Edwina with aplomb.”

			Leigh nodded. “She’s a spark all right.”

			“She’s been coming here since she was nine. She wants to go faster, but her poor balance makes that too risky.” Nina tipped her head to one side. “Are you sore? I saw you jogging around the paddock. That’s tough in this heat.”

			“Some.” Leigh took a swig from the water bottle. “But I still have to talk to Phoebe.”

			“Yes. I’ll get her.” Nina raised her voice. “Phoe, can you come here, please?”

			“In a minute.”

			“Now, please.” Nina’s voice was firm.

			Phoebe slouched up and flung herself on one of the hay bales.

			Leigh gave her a friendly smile. “Hi, Phoebe.”

			“Hi,” Phoebe muttered.

			“Can you go with Leigh to the house? Make a cup of tea for Leigh if she wants one, and you can have chocolate milk. You need to give your statement.”

			“Can’t.” Phoebe dropped her chin to her chest. “Got extra homework.”

			“You should have thought of that before you came over to the barn. Leigh is here especially for you. Go now.”

			Phoebe opened her mouth and shot Leigh a glance, then looked away. “Sure I will. If you want me to fail school.”

			“This will take one hour,” Leigh said. “You can do your homework after.”

			Phoebe’s brows lowered. “You’re not my mother. You don’t tell me what to do.”

			It was too much. Who did this obnoxious child think she was, calling the shots? And Nina let her get away with it. Leigh injected her voice with icy coolness. “Listen to me, Phoebe, and listen good. You can cooperate now, or you can cooperate later, but if you want your mother to keep the farm, you will talk with me. If I have to come back again, I will send a bill. An hour of my time, plus two hours travel charged at my full rate, which is seven hundred and fifty per hour. You want to do your homework? Fine, you do the maths on that.”

			Phoebe glared, then she bit her lip and ducked her head down again. “I thought you were working for us for free. Because we’re a charity case.”

			Nina moved over and put a hand on Phoebe’s shoulder. Her eyes flashed daggers at Leigh, but she kept silent. Ease off my daughter, her glare said.

			Leigh rose from the chair and bit back a groan of pain from stiff muscles. She crouched in front of Phoebe. “Look at me, please.”

			When Phoebe met her eyes, her lashes were spiky with wetness.

			A twist of guilt lodged in Leigh’s chest. She had spoken harshly to the child, who was obviously struggling with the situation. “I am working for you for free. And I will do my utmost to help you win this case. But I need your help for that. Yours and your mum’s. I need you both to help me.” She kept her gaze on Phoebe, unwilling to see Nina’s reaction. But Phoebe couldn’t be allowed to keep dictating play.

			“Okay,” Phoebe said in a small voice. “I’ll come now.”

			“Thank you.” Leigh stood and waited as Phoebe uncurled herself from the hay bale. “Let’s go and find that chocolate milk, eh?” Only then did she look at Nina.

			A frown creased Nina’s forehead. Her glance flicked from Phoebe to Leigh and back again. “Do you want me to come too, Phoe?”

			“No. I’m okay.” Phoebe bit her lip.

			Nina hesitated, as if weighing the situation. “Sure?” At Phoebe’s nod, she said, “No worries. I’ll be over shortly to prepare dinner. Phone me if you need me.”

			Phoebe nodded again. “Are you ready now, Leigh?”

			“Yes. It should be quieter over at the house. And cooler.” Leigh lifted the damp singlet away from her skin and fanned herself.

			[image: ]

			Leigh set down the pen. “I think we’ve covered everything, Phoebe. Thank you. You’re a good historian.”

			“I don’t like history.” Phoebe clutched the glass that had held her chocolate milk. A milky moustache decorated her upper lip. “I’m better at maths and English.”

			“A good historian is someone who relates something well. You’ve got a good memory and were very clear in how you told me what had happened.”

			Phoebe licked the milk from her upper lip. “I guess. I can’t really forget it, that’s why. I remember how Billy screamed when his arm broke. I remember him crying. I dream about it sometimes.” Her voice was small. “But in my dream, I can’t get the ambulance to stop. I’m at the gate, waving and waving at it to slow down, but it keeps going right on past with all its lights flashing, and it never comes for Billy.”

			How was she supposed to respond? In her office, if an adult client admitted something like this, she’d incline her head, say that Grizz would give them the business card of a good counsellor, and she’d move right along. But the untidy kitchen, the kitten purring on Phoebe’s lap, and the rosellas twittering on the veranda railing made it all seem more intimate. Personal.

			Leigh made her voice soft. “Have you talked to your mum about this?”

			“No. She’s so busy with everything.”

			“I think she’d like to know. Or if you don’t want to talk to her about it, maybe you could talk to a counsellor. Is there one at school?”

			Phoebe set down the glass, picked up the kitten, and put it on her shoulder, where it peeked through her hair at Leigh. “I think so. But it’s the holidays next week. I dunno if they’re there now.” Phoebe fell silent. One finger stroked Binks’s little head. “Leigh, do you think—?”

			Footsteps sounded on the veranda, and Phoebe’s mouth shut like a steel trap. The door opened, and Nina shed her gumboots in the doorway and entered. Her gaze sought Phoebe. “How are you doing here? Much more to do?”

			“No, we’re done,” Leigh said. “Phoebe was very helpful.”

			Phoebe ducked her chin to her chest again and surged to her feet. “What’s for dinner?” She went over to Nina, wrapped both arms around her waist, and laid her head on Nina’s shoulder.

			Nina hugged her around the shoulders, jerking back as Binks appeared from under Phoebe’s hair. “That kitten is everywhere!”

			Phoebe giggled. “He likes sitting on my shoulder.”

			“He’s not a parrot.” Nina untangled herself from Phoebe’s hug. “Chicken and rice for dinner?”

			“Yum. My second favourite.”

			Leigh sat quietly at the table. Mother and daughter seemed so tight-knit it was as if they had forgotten she was still there. The well-worn kitchen was not nearly as aesthetically pleasing as the sleek stainless-steel one in her apartment, but right now, it seemed infinitely more appealing. Chicken and rice—something she seldom ate—sounded far more appetising than the salad she’d pick up from the supermarket on the way home.

			Leigh rose from the chair. “I’ll leave you to it. Thank you, Phoebe. Grizz will be in touch once the statement is ready for you to sign.”

			Nina swung around again and flicked a glance at Phoebe. “Thank you, Leigh. Both for coming here again and for your work with the Dare to Be Different kids this afternoon. I hope you’ll keep coming, but, of course, we realise how busy you are.”

			“I’ll have to see.” Leigh summoned a smile. “I enjoyed today. More than I expected.”

			Nina’s brown eyes were as warm as her smile. “I’m glad. Well, we’ll look out for you again.”

			Leigh turned at the door. Mother and daughter were looking at her with identical brown eyes.

			Phoebe gave her a shy smile. “Bye, Leigh. I hope you can come again.”

			Yes, she would return. She would make time in her life for this—for them. “I hope so too.”

			The warmth that settled in her chest as she went down the steps had nothing to do with the heat of the day.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Nina gulped the last of her coffee and grabbed a muesli bar. Breakfast on the run was usual for her, especially on a Saturday, which was the farm’s busiest day. In addition to the Barn Kids, there were often blow-ins: passers-by who saw the sign and wandered up the driveway for a look.

			Nina stuck her head into Phoebe’s room. “Phoe, it’s gone seven. Time you were up.”

			“In a minute,” Phoe snapped. She was curled up in bed, reading a thick tome that was most likely a library book. “Leave me alone.”

			“Okay, okay!” Nina threw up her hands. “But it would be great if you could be in the yard by eight when the Barn Kids arrive.”

			“Sure.” Phoe turned a page. “Close the door behind you.”

			Nina closed the door with more force than strictly necessary. A surly daughter was the last thing she needed. Nina sighed. Phoe would be thirteen in three months. Hopefully, she wasn’t already outgrowing the horsey, tomboy stage. With luck, it would be a while before her thoughts turned to boys—or girls. Phoe had never given any indication where her preference lay, and Nina had never asked. There would be plenty of time for that in the future. Right now, Phoe was still a child. An uncooperative one right now, but still a child.

			Nina found her boots, picked out Binks, who was hiding in one of them, and went down to the yard. With luck, Phoe would come down later.

			Three of her volunteers were already there. Ahmed was bringing the goats into the barn, ready for the Barn Kids to milk them, Andi was mucking out Jelly’s box, and Kiren was in the barn, arranging the hay bales in the semicircle they used for teaching sessions.

			“Hey, Nina.” Kiren smiled her gentle smile that inspired confidence in so many nervous kids. It also made her beautiful face even more stunning. Nina was sure the increase in male volunteers was directly attributable to that smile.

			“Hi, Kiren. Thanks for doing this. I’m running a bit behind today.”

			“You oversleep?” White teeth flashed in Kiren’s brown face.

			“I didn’t. Getting Phoe out of bed is another thing altogether. What do you want to do today? Teach goat milking or do the veggie garden?”

			“I’ll do the veggies. I had the easy option last week; let Ahmed handle the goats this time. That leaves Phoe and Andi to do the ponies.”

			Nina nodded. There’d be an adult with Phoe—that was the main thing. Since Billy’s accident, she’d discreetly made sure Phoebe didn’t supervise the kids and ponies alone. Phoe hadn’t seemed to notice, which was good. If she had, it would be another reason for her to get angry.

			Nina grabbed the last two bales and moved them into position around the wooden platform. Kiren fetched the milking pails and left them nearby, and then they went to help Ahmed corral Cristobel, a wise white nanny goat who often managed to escape being penned. By the time Cristobel was persuaded to join her friends, it was nearly eight, and the Barn Kids milled by the door of the barn.

			Nina went over and smiled at the kids and watching parents. “Hi, kids. Ready for another busy day?”

			A chorus of yesses answered her.

			“Okay, into your groups. To start with, green group will go with Kiren. You’ll be working in the veggie garden, learning how to control pests without chemicals. Grab gardening gloves as you go—you’ll also be weeding. Blue group, you’re with Ahmed, and you’re going to learn how to care for our goats. You’ll also be milking them. And red group, you’ll start easy and get your riding in first. So you’re going with Andi into the paddock.”

			As the kids in their coloured shirts dispersed, Nina glanced around. No Phoebe. Nina sighed. She’d have to help Andi until Phoebe deigned to show her face.

			She followed as Andi shepherded the chattering kids out to the stables to tack up and take the ponies out. She was halfway across the yard when Phoe slid up to the group as if she’d always been there. Naima slipped her hand into one of Phoe’s, Rufus grabbed her other, and together the kids towed her along.

			Nina turned away. Phoe’s arrival freed her up for something else. She headed down the drive to the shed that housed the farm shop, opened the door, and swung the sign to Open. A cream-coloured car slid past, its engine purring softly, then it stopped and reversed a few feet to where she stood.

			Oh. The leap of warmth up her neck was surely caused by the morning sun. It couldn’t be because Leigh was back; even Phoebe wasn’t bad enough to put her off. Nina waited as the BMW’s door opened and Leigh got out.

			She wore the same olive-green shorts she’d worn on Thursday to help with the Dare to Be Different group. After Thursday, they’d been crumpled and dirty, covered with pony slobber and sticky handprints where Edwina had grasped Leigh’s shorts and dragged her over to Sophia to give her an apple. Now those shorts were pristine again, clean and even pressed. Or maybe they were a new pair.

			Leigh approached, and it took all of Nina’s concentration to focus on Leigh’s face and not on those milk-white thighs beneath the hem of her shorts. Face. Concentrate. Heat crawled up Nina’s chest. What was all this? It was like being an embarrassed teenager all over again.

			“Hi.” Leigh’s voice held the same breezy confidence it always did, but her smile was less professional lawyer and more that of a volunteer pleased to be at Banksia Farm again. Or that of a friend, happy to see Nina. “I hope you don’t mind me coming unannounced. Grizz prepared Phoebe’s statement on Friday, so I’ve brought that.”

			Certainly, a top lawyer didn’t need to act as courier. That must mean Leigh wanted to come. “Are you charging me two hours travel time?” she asked, deadpan.

			Leigh had the grace to blush. “Of course not. I said that to scare Phoebe. I also thought maybe I could help with the Barn Kids today.”

			“I don’t mind.” Ouch. That sounded offhand. “I mean, that’s great. I’m happy you’re here.” Too much. Nina mentally slapped herself. Talk about going from one extreme to the other. She let her gaze sweep from Leigh’s shiny blonde hair, once again in the more informal ponytail, over the red T-shirt and olive shorts, down to the sturdy hiking boots she wore. “You’re dressed for anything Banksia Farm can throw at you. I’ll find something for you to do, but I’m going to take a wild guess that you don’t know how to mend fences.”

			“You’d be right.” Leigh’s smile was infectious, and Nina’s own mouth stretched into a grin. “However, I’d like to talk to you first. I’ve reworked your disclaimer.” She gestured at the shop. “Are you opening? Maybe I can help you with that for a bit to allow you to read over my changes.”

			“You’ve done that already?” Warmth expanded in her chest. “I didn’t expect that. Thank you.”

			Leigh’s slim shoulders lifted. “It didn’t take long. Grizz did the hard yards on that. She revised it based on my notes and gave it to me to check.”

			“I’ll have to thank her. Does she…?” She caught herself. “Does Grizz get paid for work on my case? I would hate for her to lose money over me.”

			“We’re both working on it in our own time. But don’t worry about it; we both want to do this.” Leigh took a pace towards the shop. “What do you sell in here?”

			Nina swallowed hard. Grizz, too, doing this because she believed in Banksia Farm. “Thank you.” Her hand on Leigh’s arm stopped her. “Thank you both for doing this.”

			Leigh glanced at Nina’s hand on her forearm but didn’t move.

			Nina’s palm heated with awareness. She’d meant the gesture purely to stop Leigh continuing into the shop, but now she was achingly aware of Leigh’s soft skin under her fingertips. The two of them were frozen in a tableau that to the casual observer would look like two friends. Or two lovers.

			Nina hesitated. She could remove her hand, pretend that nothing had just happened between them, lead the way into the shop, and show Leigh the tea towels and table mats. Or she could leave her hand where it was, meet Leigh’s gaze, and smile. Smile as if…as if what?

			As if they were flirting.

			No. That could not happen. Leigh was her lawyer. A lawyer she’d had to beg to take her case. Nothing could get in the way of that, of saving the farm. Nothing.

			Nina dropped her hand and took a step back. “Let me show you the shop.” Her voice was almost normal. Leigh would never notice the way the last word trembled.
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			“Oh my God. I never thought of this. I never realised…” Nina spread the disclaimer out on the counter. “You’ve reworded this so well.”

			Leigh stood next to her. “Paragraph eight left you wide-open. This is better.”

			“I can see. Thank you.” Nina’s gaze sought Leigh’s. “You’ve done so much for us already.”

			Leigh shuffled her feet. Praise from clients was nothing new, but Nina’s heartfelt words twinged in her chest. She remembered the weight of Nina’s hand on her forearm, that soft, unexpected touch. “It’s really very little.” Her voice was harsh in her own ears. “Next time you want something like this written it’s worth paying for a lawyer.”

			“I will.” Nina scanned the printed sheets.

			Rather than stare at Nina’s brown shoulders revealed by her olive singlet, Leigh wandered around the small shed that served as the shop. Homemade preserves and a few dozen eggs were stacked on shelves, and racks held greeting cards and postcards showing scenes of the farm. Leigh studied the preserves. The labels were handwritten. She picked up a jar of tomato chutney. The label read, Made by Daisy, a volunteer of Banksia Farm, using produce grown at the farm. That was a nice touch. All of the other jars had similar labels.

			Leigh browsed, then selected a jar of lemon marmalade for Grizz and the tomato chutney for herself. She put them on the counter along with two dozen eggs. She dug in the pocket of her shorts and pulled out a fifty. “Can I pay for these now?”

			“No.” Nina moved over to the rack of greeting cards and positioned different ones at the front. “No charge.”

			“I have to pay you. It’s your business.”

			“Lawyering is yours, and you’re not charging me.”

			“That’s different. Let me pay you.”

			“Leigh, please don’t. Besides, I can’t change a fifty.” She flashed a grin. “Now, which do you think is the best card? The one of ponies grazing at sunrise or this one of Phoebe milking Cristobel?”

			Leigh hovered, the fifty still in her outstretched hand. Nina studied the cards, ignoring the money. Pride. Leigh got that. To insist on paying seemed too superior, too monied. She tucked the fifty back in her shorts. “I like Phoebe with Cristobel. It’s more unusual. Now, why don’t you show me your procedure here? This is probably something I could do for the morning.”

			“Sure. If you don’t mind.”

			Nina tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear and explained the sales process.

			Leigh half-listened. She watched Nina’s fingers as they tapped the till while she explained the different buttons and categories of goods. Nina’s fingers moved swiftly, efficiently, a bit like the woman herself. For a second, an image flashed in Leigh’s mind of those same fingers moving slowly, caressingly. The touch of Nina’s fingers on her hand. What would Nina’s caress feel like? Would it crackle with the same enthusiasm Nina displayed in life? Or would it be softer, dreamier, sensuous?

			She refocussed on what Nina was telling her.

			“The volunteers get a cut on sales if it’s something they made—Daisy will get two dollars from the sale of this tomato chutney.” She touched the jar Leigh had selected. “So you write it down in this book. One page for each volunteer.”

			Leigh nodded. “But I didn’t pay for that chutney.”

			“Daisy will get her money.” The fierceness in Nina’s eyes stopped Leigh from saying more. “It’s not meant as an income for the volunteers, but it’s a recognition of their time. Some of them donate the money straight back.” She nodded at a donation box on the counter.

			“Do you charge people who only want to walk through the farm for a look?”

			“No. But as we accompany them most of the time, we make sure to tell them about the collection tin. There’s another couple of donation boxes around too.” Nina closed the book and replaced it on the shelf under the till. “That’s it. Not rocket science. Not as difficult as what you do all day.”

			“Helping Edwina was the most difficult thing I’ve done in a long time. What you do here matters, Nina. I can’t always say the same.”

			Nina’s gaze shot to her face, a question in her eyes.

			Leigh glanced down. Her hand rested on top of Nina’s. The gesture had been instinctive, something she’d done without forethought. Stupid move, Leigh. She moved her hand away and gripped the counter.

			“If you’re sure you’ll be okay, I’ll go and start the fencing repairs.” Nina’s voice was steady.

			Leigh remained where she was, watching Nina as she walked away. Careful, Leigh. She’s a client.
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			Leigh looked at her watch. It was nearly one, and the pangs of hunger had intensified to a dull roar. Nina hadn’t mentioned if someone would come over to relieve her for lunch or if she should close the shop door and go off to find a café where she could buy a sandwich. She’d wait another few minutes, then she’d duck out to find something to eat.

			The shop had been busy, but not so much that she’d been overwhelmed. It seemed Nina had a fair number of local customers who popped in for eggs, goat cheese, and preserves.

			Leigh went to the door and looked out. A small figure walked down the drive towards the shop.

			“Hi,” Phoebe said when she got close enough to talk. “Mum sent me to ask if you’d brought lunch.”

			“I didn’t think of it,” Leigh said. “Maybe you could point me to somewhere where I can buy a sandwich?”

			“Mum said you’d say that.”

			When Phoebe smiled, she looked less the grumpy tweener, older than her years, and more the twelve-year-old she was.

			“She says for you to come up to the house and eat with us. It’s only toasted sandwiches, though.”

			“Are you sure? Where do the other volunteers eat?”

			“In the barn with the kids, but they know to bring lunch.”

			“I don’t want any special treatment. I’m happy to go and buy something.”

			Phoebe shrugged. “Up to you. But people often come up to the house. Kiren, usually.”

			Kiren must be a good friend: lending clothes to Nina, eating lunch at the house. Was she a girlfriend? Maybe. That was none of Leigh’s business, though.

			“In that case, I’d love to eat lunch with you. Thank you, Phoebe.”

			“Then let’s go now.” Phoe turned back to the door, then hesitated. “Mum said you’d brought my statement for me to sign.”

			“That’s right. It’s in the car. I’ll bring it up with me.”

			“Was it okay?” Phoebe stood on one leg and tucked the other up like a flamingo. “Did I say the right stuff?”

			“You did good.”

			“Okay.” Phoebe came back into the shop and up to the counter. She picked up the rock weighing down a pile of leaflets on the counter and turned it over in her hands. “I was wondering…”

			Leigh nodded in encouragement. “Go on.”

			Phoebe put down the rock, picked up the pen, and doodled a horse’s head in the margin of one of the leaflets. “Will we have to pay something to Billy?” Her rushed words were directed to the countertop.

			Leigh’s heart squeezed. None of her clients worried about the money they might have to pay—but then, most of them had insurance that covered them. To have a child ask her this was an uncomfortable first. Should she smile, pat Phoebe’s shoulder, and tell her that everything would be all right? Nina’s face floated through her mind. Nina hadn’t hidden the situation from her daughter. “You might have to pay something to Billy, yes. He’s been hurt; that’s only fair. But I’m working for you to minimise that.”

			Phoebe chewed her lip. “We can’t afford to pay anything. And horseriding is an inherently dangerous pastime. Stella knew the risk.”

			Inherently dangerous pastime. Where had the child picked up that particular expression?

			“You’re correct, to a point. And we’ll certainly be arguing that.” Leigh nodded, giving her answer the seriousness that Phoebe’s words warranted. “The other side will be arguing, though, that it was made less safe, as a twelve-year-old child was in charge of the pony. And that’s why I took your statement. So that we can show you are responsible and capable. Now, let me grab that statement and find that lunch. I’m starving.” Her stomach gurgled loudly.

			Phoebe giggled. “Mum says there’s a piglet in my tummy when mine does that.”

			“Then I hope we’re not having bacon sandwiches.”

			Nina’s weatherboard house was hot, but a breeze wafted across the veranda, aided by the ceiling fan.

			“Thank you for the invitation,” Leigh said to Nina as she entered the kitchen. “Can I do anything to help?”

			“No, thank you. It’s all done. Sit down and help yourself.” Nina grabbed some water glasses.

			There was a pile of toasted sandwiches on the table on the veranda, a huge bowl of salad, and a jug of water.

			Phoebe reached over, grabbed a sandwich, and stuffed half into her mouth. “Ham and chutney. My favourite,” she mumbled around a mouthful.

			“Is the chutney from the shop?” Leigh asked.

			“Yes, it’s Daisy’s tomato chutney,” Nina said. “I hope you like it, as you selected a jar.”

			Phoebe grabbed another couple of sandwiches. “Can I go and read in my room?”

			“Use a plate and eat some salad too.”

			“Thanks.” Phoebe heaped a plate with more sandwiches and a tiny amount of salad and disappeared.

			“She’ll devour the sandwiches and put most of that salad in the bin.” Nina turned to Leigh. “But I still make her eat some of it.”

			Leigh piled salad on her plate. “I appreciate it. Thank you for making it.”

			“Do I have to force you to eat a sandwich?” The corners of Nina’s eyes crinkled in amusement.

			“No. I have to try Daisy’s chutney too.”

			Nina heaved a sigh. “Phoe’s still a horror a lot of the time. When she’s not snarling at me, all she wants to do is read in her room. Most parents would be delighted if their kid read as much as Phoe seems to.”

			“But you’re not?”

			“Well, it’s better than surfing questionable sites on the internet. But I can’t help thinking that if this thing with Billy ends badly, she’ll have plenty of time to read, but she won’t have this.” The wave of her hand encompassed the farm.

			“I hope it won’t come to that.”

			“But you can’t promise. I get that.” She took a bite of her sandwich. “Enough of that. Tell me something to make me smile.”

			The request surprised Leigh. When had she last been asked something as simple as that? Something a friend might ask. “Well,” she said, stalling for time. “I talked to a potential client this week. She’s a flight attendant who wrote a salacious tell-all memoir about her life. She’s being sued by a bunch of her colleagues who are unhappy with how she portrayed them in the book. Let’s just say one of the flight attendants disputes the measurement of a particular portion of his anatomy, and a captain swears that of the dozen or so people she’s alleged to have slept with, there’s one she definitely has not.”

			“Really? And people sue over that?” Nina propped her chin on her palm. “What does it matter who you love?”

			“I’m not sure love came into it. But, yes, it’s ridiculous.”

			“I guess that puts my problems into perspective.” Nina picked up her sandwich again. “Just think, if my life had turned out differently, I could have a woman waiting for me in every major city. Instead, my Saturday nights are Netflix and popcorn with Phoebe—if I can tempt her out of her bedroom.”

			So Nina did date women. Leigh had been fairly certain, but here was the confirmation. Leigh was sure Nina could date if she wanted. Single mothers everywhere were out on the town; it probably wasn’t Phoebe holding her back. For a moment, Leigh wondered if she would be happy with Nina’s life. Quiet nights relaxing at home. If Leigh wasn’t at a social event—gallery openings, an upmarket restaurant dinner with colleagues, a business networking event—then she took a file home from the office and worked. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had an evening of doing nothing. And tonight, she had a date.

			For a tiny moment, a worm of envy uncoiled. An evening where she didn’t have to be anywhere, with anyone—or working. James took his Dictaphone everywhere. Grizz said the secretarial pool laughed when they transcribed his words and heard a toilet flushing. One swore James had dictated an advice in church—she’d heard the priest serving mass in the background.

			No, Leigh didn’t want work to rule her life to that extent. But Nina’s life? That was too far in the other direction.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Leigh’s damp hair clung to the back of her neck. The shop wasn’t air-conditioned, and it was scarcely cooler than outside. She went to the door and looked over to where Sydney was a smudge on the horizon, a yellow cloud of pollution hanging over the city. It was fresher here. Even though they were surrounded by housing estates and traffic roared along the dual carriageway that bordered one side of Banksia Farm, there were telltale signs they weren’t in the city. The red and blue rosella that sat preening in one of the she-oaks. The moo of a cow. Children laughing as they ran freely around the farm. Banksia Farm was indeed an oasis in the city.

			Nina exited the barn, a bucket in each hand and a trail of kids following.

			Leigh returned to pick up her bag. A swift check around the shop to make sure all was in order, then she left and pulled the door closed behind her. She had to leave now and get ready for her date—her first in a long time—with a barrister she’d met through work. She was cautiously optimistic. Meredith was a professional like herself, and, of course, they had law in common. Maybe it was time to break her dating drought.

			The shop keys jingling in her hand, she cut across the paddock towards Nina to return them. With thoughts of Meredith in her head, she wasn’t looking where she was walking. When the ground shifted underneath her foot, she froze. The keys dropped from her hand. She looked down. The tail end of a light-brown snake slid away through the grass. Her belly tightened, every muscle screaming in a visceral horror, and she thought she might throw up. Sweat sprang up on her forehead. For a terrifying second, her vision swam.

			Leigh dragged in a deep breath, then another. She would not faint. She focussed on the snake as it slithered away until it was lost to sight in the grass.

			She licked her dry lips. She had felt no bite, no pain. The snake couldn’t have bitten her. She had trodden on it, and it had moved from under her foot. That was what she had felt.

			The deep belly breaths worked. Slowly, her head cleared, and her limbs felt as if they would obey her once again. She picked up the keys and continued across the paddock towards the barn, scanning the ground in front of her.

			Leigh’s legs trembled when she reached the barn, and she sat on a bench to collect herself.

			A scuffle of feet and Nina appeared. Her hair hung loose from her ponytail, and a smudge of dirt streaked across one cheek.

			“All done for the day?” Nina flopped onto the bench next to Leigh. “Thank you for that.”

			“You’re welcome. Here’s the keys.”

			Nina took them and turned towards her. “Are you okay? You look a little pale.”

			“I trod on a snake. In the paddock.”

			“Did it bite you?” In a swift movement, Nina crouched in the dust at Leigh’s feet. “Let me look. Which foot?”

			“No. I don’t think so. I didn’t feel anything like a bite. It was under my left foot, and then it moved off.”

			Nina picked up Leigh’s foot and studied her ankle above the hiking boot. She ran her fingers around the back of Leigh’s calf.

			Leigh shuddered. Sensation ran up her leg at Nina’s exploratory touch. A gentle touch, her fingers dancing over Leigh’s calf. Leigh closed her eyes.

			“No blood. I can’t see any puncture wounds.” She moved to the other leg. “What did it look like?”

			“Brown. Long. Snake-like.”

			“Eastern brown snakes are common around here. They’re highly venomous, as you must know.” Nina bent closer and inspected Leigh’s right calf. “But I think you were lucky. I can’t see anything to indicate you’ve been bitten. Good thing you wore boots today. However, if you don’t want to take a chance, I can call Triple Zero.”

			“No. I’m sure it didn’t bite me. I didn’t feel anything.” She managed a semblance of a smile. “And if it did, the presence of snakes is in the new disclaimer.”

			“Which you haven’t signed. Which no one has signed yet.” Nina sighed. “I’m glad you’re okay. That’s the important thing.” Her gaze lifted to meet Leigh’s.

			Nina’s fingers on Leigh’s leg suddenly burnt hot. It was as if Leigh could feel each separate digit where it rested on her calf. If Nina moved her hand now, would it be a caress, or would she still be looking for a snakebite? Leigh bit her lip. This was crazy. Nina was a client, and she had to stop thinking of her like this. Obsessing more like.

			“Thank you.” She moved her leg away from Nina’s fingers and tucked her feet under the bench. “I have a date tonight, and it wouldn’t do to miss it because I was in hospital getting antivenom.”

			“It would be a novel excuse. I’m sure your date wouldn’t have heard that before.”

			“Maybe. Meredith’s a barrister; she’s probably heard a lot of things.” Immediately, Leigh wished she could recall the words. Talking about her personal life with a client was a line she seldom crossed. But it seemed lines were blurring all the time with Nina. This was something she could not allow to happen.

			Nina stood. “Can I get you a cold drink of something?”

			“Thanks, but no. I better get going. You’ll hear from me if there are any developments on your matter.”

			“Right. Thank you.” Nina’s tone matched Leigh’s for formality.

			With a small smile, Leigh headed for her car. The city—and Meredith—awaited.
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			Nina blew out her breath in a long exhale, which lifted the strands of hair from her forehead. What the hell was that about? For a minute, it had been as if she and Leigh were friends. It had been like talking with Kiren or any of the other volunteers who, over the years, had become friends. Except, a little voice whispered, she’d never had that deep compulsion to touch Kiren’s skin. Never had that deep yearning for more that she’d experienced when her fingers rested on Leigh’s leg.

			Friends, ha! Nina snorted. And she was sure, so very convinced, that Leigh had felt something like that too. There had been a tremor in her skin, a shiver under her touch, like a skittish thoroughbred. She was dreaming. Leigh’s shiver was more likely fear of snakebite.

			But even if “friends” was a possibility, anything more was not. Not as long as Billy’s claim was ongoing. Maybe not ever, because surely once that was sorted out, Leigh would smile her polite, professional smile, shake Nina’s hand, wish her well, and that would be the last she’d see of her. Nina pulled the band from her hair and refastened her ponytail.

			What would have happened if she’d met Leigh in other circumstances? Nina smiled wryly. Nothing, that was the answer. Leigh and she moved in circles so different they would never have intersected in the normal way of things. Even being friends would not be a possibility. What would a professional like Leigh have in common with a scruffy woman who ran a struggling farm in an unfashionable part of Sydney?

			But the day had been a good one. The Leigh who came to the farm was different to the Leigh who inhabited the upper echelons of a swanky office block in the centre of Sydney. Farm-Leigh was warm, approachable, funny even. Office-Leigh was none of those things. And she’d handled Phoebe well, even if Nina’s hackles had been up, ready to leap to the defence of her daughter.

			Nina gripped the back of the bench. In what universe could she and Leigh date? That was simple: there was no parallel universe she could dream of where that might happen—and that was before Leigh had thrown up the mysterious Meredith, her date for the night.

			In what universe could Nina and Leigh be friends? Maybe this one.

			Just maybe.

			The BMW had disappeared, and Nina stared at the empty driveway. This wouldn’t do; there was work to do, always work to do. She swivelled on her heel and marched back to the barn. She’d see which of the volunteers needed a hand with the Barn Kids. Her gaze travelled over the paddock. Only Jellybean was there, a small rider on top, circling around Phoebe.

			Nina searched for Andi but couldn’t see her. She frowned. After all they were going through with Billy, surely Phoe wasn’t supervising another kid by herself? Nina ducked under the fence and walked across the paddock.

			“That’s great, Naima,” Phoebe said. “See how happy Jelly is now? Her ears are pricked, and she’s listening to you. Now see if you can make her halt.”

			Jelly came to a ragged stop.

			“That’s fantastic. Now let’s do some around-the-world. Wait until I can hold Jelly’s head.”

			“She won’t do anything to hurt me,” Naima said. “Jelly loves me.”

			“I know she does, sweetie, but let me hold her anyway.”

			Nina slowed her steps. Around-the-world was a fun game they played with the kids, involving the rider turning a full 360: sitting sideways, then backwards, then the other side, and back to the front. They did it all the time. But should Phoe be by herself, supervising a nine-year-old? What if Jelly was startled by something and bolted?

			Chaotic thoughts of disaster swirled in her head, and she forced herself to maintain the slow progress to the pair. Two months ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated. Phoe knew what she was doing, and Jelly was a quiet pony. Now though… She came up alongside Phoe.

			“Look at me, Nina! I’m backwards!” Naima’s gap-toothed smile beamed at her over Jelly’s tail.

			“That’s great! You’re doing really well.”

			Jellybean stood dozing, head low, ears flicking occasionally to shed a persistent fly. Phoe stood by her head, holding the reins under the bit, as Nina had taught her.

			“Where’s Andi?” Nina asked.

			“Gone. It’s nearly four. Most people have left. Naima worked really hard today, and her mum’s a little late, so I thought she could have an extra ride on Jelly.” Phoe’s grin was her normal, sunny self. Surly, incommunicative Phoebe had disappeared.

			Nina matched her grin. “Naima’s doing great. So are you, Phoe. You’re the best. But…maybe you shouldn’t do this by yourself right now.”

			Phoebe’s lips tightened. “Why? Because I’m not old enough? Not a responsible adult?” The sneer instantly wiped out Phoe’s cheerful mood. “You never used to be like this.”

			“Things have changed now. You know that.”

			Phoe ducked her head, but not before Nina saw her trembling lower lip. “But that’s it. They shouldn’t have to change. Aren’t we trying to show that all this is normal, that I am a responsible person? If I stop doing this, then they’ve won. That shows it wasn’t the right thing to do.” She waited until Naima faced the front again. “C’mon, Naima. Feet back in the stirrups and let’s go back to the barn. D’you want to try a trot on the way back?”

			Phoe led Jellybean away.

			Naima’s excited chatter drifted back to Nina. She bit her lip. Phoe was right. But what had been so ordinary before now felt perilous for their future. Nina kicked a rock. Bloody claim. Bloody lawsuits. Bloody lawyers. And damn Billy for getting hurt and sending their lives into a tailspin. She cut across the paddock to the driveway and ducked under the fence, too late seeing the balding man standing in the shade of a tree.

			She switched direction and marched up to him. “I’ve told you before: you’re not welcome here. Please leave.”

			Jon Wakefield smiled. If you didn’t know the man and what he represented, you’d be charmed. It was a pleasant smile, genial, sincere. Or so it appeared. Nina had been taken in once long ago. Never again.

			“Your sign says visitors welcome.”

			“Visitors. Not developers. Please leave.”

			Wakefield shrugged. “I’m just seeing how you’re going. Everything all right here?”

			“Gangbusters. Why wouldn’t it be?”

			Wakefield wasn’t wearing his snazzy suit today. Instead, he wore neatly pressed casual pants and a pale polo shirt. Uncharitably, Nina hoped they’d be ruined by the red dust.

			“Heard there was a little problem with the kid who was hurt the last time I saw you. The one taken away in an ambulance.”

			“Billy’s fine.” Nina turned away. “Now, leave before I have you thrown out.”

			“Sure.” Wakefield’s voice was as smooth and polished as if he’d just accepted a dinner invitation. “I’m going. Just remember, my offer to purchase is still open should you find you need to sell.”

			She gave him a tight smile that threatened to crack her face. “You were leaving, I believe.”

			“See you again soon, Nina.” Wakefield moved out into the sunshine and sauntered down the drive to the road.

			Damn. Why the hell did Jon Wakefield always appear at the wrong moment? The man had a nose for trouble. But he was wasting his time with her. She clenched her fists, watching as Wakefield exited through the gate and got into his shiny car.

			Nina would never sell. Oh, how she hoped that was true. But if the worst-case scenario happened, she would never sell to him.

			Or so she hoped.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			“Are you going?” Grizz ambled into Leigh’s office, coffee mug in hand. “Thought I might go along.”

			“Going where?” Leigh looked up from her file.

			“Check your email for one headed Christmas at Banksia Farm. If I’ve got one, you must have too.”

			Leigh found the email Grizz had mentioned.

			Join the supporters and friends of Banksia Farm for the annual Christmas party. Fun for all the family. Santa will arrive by pony during the afternoon.

			She glanced at Grizz. “It sounds as if it’s aimed at the kids.”

			“I’m sure it is. But they’ll need adults to assist. It’s nice of Nina to invite me, so I thought I’d go. Besides, I haven’t been out there yet.”

			“You’ll enjoy it.”

			“Maybe I’ll get to ride a pony.” Grizz took a huge slurp of coffee.

			“Try not to fall off. You’d have a major conflict of interest if you got hurt.”

			“Only joking. I’m sure the ponies would be too small for me. Unless they’ve got one of those huge animals that pulls beer wagons. It’s next Saturday. I’ll go and reply right now. Hope I see you there.”

			Leigh stared absently at her screen. Should she go? If she was to continue volunteering, then, yes, it was something she should do. Wanted to do. And she would see Nina again. Warmth unfurled in her stomach and crept up her chest. Just the thought of Nina did that to her. Nina with her weird clothes and precarious position in life.

			Heat still buzzed in her blood. Nina, not Meredith, made her feel like this. Her date with Meredith had gone well. They’d had a cool and collected dinner at a high-end restaurant. The conversation had been about mutual colleagues and the Sydney law world. They’d shared a taxi afterwards, and Leigh had declined Meredith’s carefully worded invitation to come up to her penthouse for coffee, citing work she had to do the next day. It had been an excuse, and if Meredith had picked it as such, then she’d been too polite to call Leigh on it.

			Meredith fitted into Leigh’s world. Meredith with glossy hair, immaculate presentation, and a rake-thin body. She hadn’t called to suggest a second date, and Leigh had been quietly relieved. It saved her the awkwardness of declining—at least for now.

			Leigh left her desk and went over to the window. There was Sydney: the opera house, the harbour bridge, the harbour with its blue water and scudding yachts. That was Meredith’s world—and her own. She tried to picture Nina at the restaurant where she and Meredith had eaten. Nina would be awkward, worried about her clothes and worried about the cost.

			She made up her mind: she would go to the Christmas party. It would be good PR. And, after all, she was still a volunteer. She dashed off a quick RSVP before she could change her mind.
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			Leigh stood in the barn next to Grizz. It seemed as if everyone with any connection to Banksia Farm was there: volunteers, parents, and, of course, a milling mass of excited children. The first to greet Leigh when she arrived was Edwina, who ran up to pat Leigh gently on the tummy and to ask if she had a baby in there yet.

			Leigh was glad Grizz hadn’t heard that particular exchange.

			“Here comes Santa, kids!” Nina said.

			From Nina’s perch on a hay bale, she waved an arm towards the barn door as a red-clad figure with a slightly askew bushy, white beard rode into the barn on Mr Petey. The pony had two huge sacks over his flanks. Santa rode him in a large circle around the barn as Nina directed all the kids to gather in the middle.

			Santa reined to a halt. “Who’s been good this year?”

			There were a few shouts of “Me!” but many of the children stared wide-eyed at Santa.

			“Only the good children get presents,” Santa said. “Who’s been good?”

			“Me!” Every child in the barn screamed the word.

			“Let’s see.” Santa dismounted and handed Mr Petey’s reins to Kiren. Santa—who sounded very like Ahmed—reached into one of the sacks. “Rufus. Is there a Rufus here?”

			An excited little boy ran up and was given a present.

			“This is great.” Grizz, dressed in her customary black, turned to Leigh. “You didn’t tell me what a wonderful place this is.”

			Nina joined them. “Would you like a volunteer form?”

			“I’d love it, but realistically, I wouldn’t be able to come on a regular basis. I’ll keep it as an occasional treat.” Grizz laughed along with everyone else as Santa called Mr Petey’s name and presented the pony with a carrot. “Leigh might be back, though.”

			Had she mentioned to Grizz that she was thinking of returning? Leigh couldn’t remember. But Grizz’s certainty made her hesitate.

			“I’m not sure when I can come next,” she said. “Maybe next Tuesday.”

			Nina arched an eyebrow. “That’s Christmas Day. No volunteers needed. Phoe and I take care of it.”

			“It slipped my mind,” Leigh said.

			Grizz cocked her head. “I never asked what you’re doing for Christmas this year, seeing as your parents are away.”

			“I’m planning a quiet day at home,” Leigh said.

			“Lucky you. If you decide you want chaos and noise, you can come to ours. Bryan’s decided we’re hosting orphan’s Christmas this year. So far there’s about thirty people coming.”

			Leigh grinned. “Thanks, but no thanks. I meant it when I said I’d like a quiet one.”

			“But alone?” Grizz’s brow pleated. “At Christmas?”

			“It’s a day like any other. You of all people know that, Ms Agnostic.” Defensiveness had crept into her voice despite her best effort for it to remain even. There were places she could go, of course, but none appealed. Christmas with her parents was a duty, not a pleasure, and with them away, she was genuinely looking forward to the time alone.

			“Sure thing, boss.” Grizz gestured to Santa as Phoebe slunk up to collect her present. “Nice to see she’s not too old for this.”

			“She thinks she is, but I put her name in anyway.” Nina snapped a picture with her phone, then turned to Leigh. “You can come here for Christmas if you’d like. It’ll just be me and Phoe. And two ponies, a cow, five goats, a cat, and a flock of chickens. They don’t eat dinner with us, though.”

			“Thanks. I’ll let you know.” Leigh smiled her professional smile. It was a nice thought of Nina’s—no doubt she’d felt obliged after Grizz’s comments. Leigh wouldn’t go, of course, even though the invitation seemed a hundred times more appealing than the one to Grizz’s orphan’s Christmas.

			Presents all handed out, Santa mounted Mr Petey and urged the pony into a ragged canter, once around the barn and then out the door.

			Grizz moved away to talk to Kiren. A small group of parents and children waited, obviously wanting a word with Nina. Leigh took a step away.

			Nina touched Leigh’s arm briefly. “I meant it. Christmas. You’d be very welcome.” Her eyes were warm, and fine lines crinkled the edges as she smiled.

			“Thank you. I’ll think about it.” The invitation was unexpected and seemed too personal. Christmas was family time after all. If she were to accept, what message would she be sending? “What about Phoebe? Won’t she want to spend the day alone with you?”

			“She’d probably rather spend it at Grizz’s orphan’s Christmas, to be honest. We sometimes have friends join us. Kiren came for a couple of years after her marriage broke up.”

			It was impossible not to react to Nina’s openness. Suddenly, that quiet day with a book and a glass of fine red wine didn’t seem half as appealing. But she needed to consider the invitation carefully. There was a fine line with lawyer-client relationships that she couldn’t cross. Volunteering was encouraged. Friendship was acceptable if that was all it was. Leigh was glad Nina had mentioned Kiren had come in the past. That made it more of a general invitation. That should be fine. “Can you take a definite maybe?”

			“That’ll work. Just let me know by Christmas Eve.”

			[image: ]

			It was late in the afternoon before Leigh returned to her car. The day had been an unexpected pleasure. Seeing the kids enjoy Santa wasn’t something she would have thought of as enjoyable before now. Whenever she saw families queuing up to see Santa in a shopping centre, she took a longer way around to avoid the noise. Maybe it was that the screams of delight were less intrusive in the airy barn than in an echoing shopping centre, or maybe the kids who came to the farm were better behaved. While there had been noise and chaos and a few tears, there had been no ear-splitting shrieks or tantrums.

			It wasn’t as if Leigh disliked children. They just seldom intersected her orbit. Until lately. Until Banksia Farm, Dare to Be Different, the Barn Kids—and Phoebe. Luckily, Phoebe seemed more comfortable around her now.

			For a moment, Leigh wondered if Meredith wanted children someday. The subject hadn’t come up during their date—indeed, why would it?—but Leigh somehow thought they were a low priority for Meredith. And no one should have kids if they didn’t want them. Grizz was a shining example of the happily child-free.

			“Leigh, wait.”

			The sound of running feet made her turn.

			“Hi, Phoebe. Did you enjoy the day?”

			“Yeah.” Phoebe was pink in the face, probably from sun or exertion. “It’s always good. I kinda wish Billy could have been here, though. He loved it so much last year. Told me the present he got was his best one ever.”

			Santa’s presents had been small toys or books. If that was Billy’s best present, it said a lot for his home situation.

			Leigh gave Phoebe a brief smile but didn’t answer.

			“Can I ask you something?” Phoebe stood on one leg and rubbed her foot behind the other calf. “It’s a question about law.”

			“Sure.” Leigh hoped she’d hid her surprise. “Ask away.”

			“Is it true that Billy could bring this claim against us until he’s twenty-one?”

			Where did she get that from? “Not exactly. If Stella hadn’t brought the claim, Billy would have been able to bring it on his own behalf once he turned eighteen. And then the three-year limitation date would kick in, so, yes, until he was twenty-one. But as Stella has brought the claim now, that doesn’t apply.” Leigh gave the serious response she thought Phoebe expected.

			“Oh. Good. Thanks.” Phoebe flashed a shy smile. “I was a bit worried.”

			“Where did you hear that?” Maybe she’d overheard Nina on the phone and had gotten the wrong end of the stick.

			“I’ve been reading a bit,” Phoebe mumbled. “Got a book from the library.”

			“Must be a boring book.”

			“I thought it would be. I mean, lawyers are so stuffy and dull. I thought the book would be too. Oh!” She turned beet-red. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that you’re stuffy. Most lawyers probably are. You’re okay.” The last words were muttered to the ground.

			Leigh suppressed a smile. “That’s all right. And you’re correct. A lot of lawyers are rather boring. Why were you reading the book?”

			“’Cause I thought I could help. Back in the beginning, I didn’t think you were going to do anything for us. I thought maybe I could do something. So I got a book on personal injury claims from the library. At first, it was difficult, but then I started to understand it a bit. And then I got interested.”

			Inherently dangerous pastime. So that was where she’d gotten the expression. “A lot of it is interesting, but there’s some really tedious parts too.”

			Phoebe grinned. “I bet you make Grizz do them.”

			“Some. Not all. She’d string me up from the barn rafters if I made her do all the boring bits.”

			“I thought I might be a lawyer one day.” Phoebe said the words in a rush, as if she expected to be told otherwise.

			Leigh nodded. “Good choice. I think you’ll make a fine lawyer.”

			“Really?”

			“Yup. How many other kids read law books for fun? You’ve got the passion.”

			“I want to make things right for people.” Phoebe’s words tumbled out. “People with no money, like us.”

			Leigh blinked hard against suddenly moist eyes. She wanted to hug this fierce little person who was so as she had been once. Before the insurance world had sucked a lot of the joy from her chosen profession. “I did too. I hope you keep your dream, Phoebe.”

			With a shy smile, Phoebe raced back towards the barn.

			Leigh continued on to her car. Maybe she would come here for Christmas after all. It would be different, and it sounded like a peaceful day. She doubted there would be the stilted small talk that often accompanied such gatherings. Christmas at Banksia Farm would be fun—exactly what she needed in her life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Nina slid the bowl of salad into the fridge and looked around the room. Christmas lunch preparations complete, she poured a glass of water and moved to the couch. Leigh would be here at any moment, and the butterflies in her stomach danced a polka at the thought. Nina took a sip of water. She and Phoe often had people join them at Christmas—Kiren, Gino, and various Barn Kids and their parents, especially if Christmas was a difficult time for them. There was no reason she should be nervous that Leigh was coming.

			Except she was.

			A knock sounded. Nina leapt to her feet and flung open the door.

			Leigh stood on the step, laden with bags.

			“Come in, come in. I knew it had to be you. No one else knocks.” Nina hesitated. Anyone else who came for Christmas Day she’d have greeted with a kiss on the cheek. It was what you did with guests in the home. But there was still that line to be crossed before Leigh would be a friend rather than simply her lawyer. “Merry Christmas.”

			Leigh leant forward and pecked her on the cheek. “You too. Thank you for inviting me. Now, do you have room in your fridge?”

			“Some.” Nina gestured towards the kitchen. Her cheek felt warm where Leigh’s lips had touched.

			The room looked nice. She and Phoe had tidied up, removed all the papers and clutter from their old wooden dining table, and cleaned the kitchen until it sparkled.

			Leigh lifted her bags onto the kitchen counter and pulled out two bottles of wine. “I hope these are okay.”

			Nina studied the labels. “They’re far better than what I have.”

			Leigh put the white wine into the fridge, then pulled out a bottle of champagne and left it on the counter.

			The glimpse Nina caught of the label told her it was French, the good stuff. She’d never in her life had French champagne. Her belly fluttered a little in anticipation.

			Leigh lifted out a large iced cake, a side of smoked salmon, brown bread and cream cheese, and an assortment of small jars. “You told me to bring something to nibble on. My family likes smoked salmon. I hope that’s okay.”

			“More than okay. That’s perfect.”

			Leigh opened the final bag. “I’m not sure what you’d like to do with these.”

			Nina caught a glimpse of gaily wrapped presents. “Let’s wait until Phoe appears, then why don’t we swap presents before lunch?”

			The thump of feet sounded, and Phoe entered the room. She flicked a smile at Leigh from under lowered lashes. “Hi.”

			“A proper greeting, please,” Nina said.

			“Hi, Leigh. Merry Christmas.” Phoe rounded the kitchen counter. “It’s ages until lunch. Can I have something to eat now?”

			“How about smoked salmon?” Leigh asked. “I’m rather peckish myself.”

			“Smoked salmon? Really?” Phoebe’s smile was wider this time. “Cool.”

			“Maybe with champagne. I can’t wait to open that bottle.” Nina grinned at Leigh.

			“Please, Mum, please. Can I try it? I’ve never had champagne before.”

			“You can have a sip, as it’s Christmas.”

			Leigh retrieved the salmon from the fridge and removed the wrapper. Without asking, she found a chopping board and sliced the brown bread, red onion, tomato, and lemon. She filled small dishes with the contents of the small jars—capers and peppercorns—and opened the tub of cream cheese.

			Nina watched her. Leigh looked very much at home in the farmhouse kitchen, something Nina hadn’t expected. She reached into the cupboard and found the champagne flutes. They were dusty from disuse, so she rinsed and dried them before setting them on the counter. Her gaze followed Leigh as she popped the cork on the bottle. Champagne splashed into three glasses—two full ones and one that was a quarter full.

			The champagne was fine and dry, and the bubbles tickled her nose. Nina sipped, enjoying the quality. It was very different from the ten-dollar bubbles she occasionally bought.

			Next to her, Phoebe took a sip and screwed up her nose, but she took another sip.

			“Your first champagne, Phoe,” Nina said. “Do you like it?”

			“Not really,” Phoe said with her usual honesty. “It tastes a bit weird, but I’m sure I’ll get used to it.”

			“Not too used to it, I hope.”

			Leigh held out her glass to Nina, and they clinked. “Here’s to a good day. Thank you for inviting me.”

			“Here’s to Banksia Farm too.” Nina was trapped by Leigh’s eyes. She wasn’t sure how she could ever have thought Leigh cool and stand-offish. Her grey gaze held Nina pinned, and it was anything but cool. To lighten the moment, Nina took a slice of bread, spread it with cream cheese, and topped it with salmon and trimmings.

			Phoe watched her carefully, then copied her actions. The salmon disappeared in two bites, and Phoe helped herself to another two slices before setting her empty glass on the table and bouncing across to Nina. “Can we give Leigh her presents now?”

			“Sure. Why don’t you get them?” Nina sipped from her glass and savoured the taste. She may never have anything as good as this for a long time, and she meant to enjoy it.

			“Please can you bring the bag on the counter too?” Leigh said.

			Phoebe returned with an envelope and a wicker basket. She handed both to Leigh and went back to fetch Leigh’s bag.

			“Which should I open first?” Leigh asked her.

			Phoe shrugged, and instantly, the awkward tweener was back. “Dunno.”

			“The basket.” Nina sat on the couch, feet curled beneath her.

			The basket contained a mix of jams and produce from the farm shop, including two dozen eggs.

			“This is wonderful.” Leigh lifted out a jar of strawberry jam. “Utterly decadent and delicious looking.”

			“It’s not much,” Nina said. “Just a small thank you for all that you’ve done for us so far.”

			“It’s not small. There’s a lot of work and care gone into these, I’m sure.”

			“Made with love.” Nina could have bitten her tongue. What a thing to say. “That’s what my gran used to say every time someone complimented her on her home-cooking. Food made with love tastes better.” She breathed a little easier. Her gran’s expression had fallen from her tongue without a thought as to how it might be misinterpreted.

			“I’m sure that’s true.” Leigh’s lips tilted up at one side. “I don’t get to eat much made from scratch. Restaurants, takeaway, freezer meals. It’s too much work cooking for one.”

			“Really? I suppose it makes sense. Not today, though. Everything you’ll eat was made from the basic ingredients. A lot of it was even grown here.” Nina sipped her champagne. The bubbles burst on her tongue. She could get used to this.

			“Open the envelope.” Phoebe stood next to the couch.

			Nina curled an arm around Phoe and pulled her closer.

			For once, Phoe didn’t squirm away. Her gaze was locked on the envelope in Leigh’s hands. One glance at Phoebe trying to dig through the bare boards with her toes, and Nina hoped Leigh would understand the importance of what she was about to be given.

			Leigh picked up the envelope. “To Leigh, from Phoebe.” She tore open the top and unfolded the single sheet of paper. “The bearer is entitled to a thirty-minute ride on Mr Petey.” Expressions flickered across Leigh’s face: surprise, wariness, pleasure. “Thank you, Phoebe. This will be something to look forward to. I’ve never ridden before.”

			“That’s okay. There’ll be someone to show you what to do.” Phoe sat on the couch and pressed into Nina’s side.

			“So who gets the thankless task of being my instructor?” Leigh looked from one to the other.

			“Who would you like?” Nina made her words as neutral as she could.

			“It’s Phoebe’s gift. Would you do me the honour, Phoebe?”

			“Yeah, I guess.” Phoebe mumbled the words, but a tiny smile peeped out.

			Nina took another sip of champagne, and her gaze connected with Leigh’s over Phoebe’s head. There was understanding in Leigh’s face, a sympathy for Phoebe Nina hadn’t expected, given what a brat Phoe had been.

			“Thanks,” she mouthed.

			A smile flickered on Leigh’s face, and then she broke the connection. She folded the paper carefully and tucked it into her bag. “Do you want your presents now?”

			“Yeah.” Phoebe’s face lit up. The mention of a present and it was as if she were five years old once more. “Please.”

			Leigh picked up the bag and pulled out a large parcel, which she handed to Phoebe, and an envelope for Nina.

			Phoe ripped off the wrapping. “Oh!” She beamed. “Thank you. This is amazing. Look, Mum. Riding boots. And they look like my size.”

			“I saw the size of your gumboots,” Leigh said. “I bought a size larger so that you won’t outgrow them too quickly.”

			“I’ve never ever had proper riding boots,” Phoe said. “I can’t wait to ride in them.”

			Nina kept her expression neutral. The gift was too much. Way too much. If she was correct, the boots were leather, not the cheaper rubber ones. Phoebe had never had such a lavish gift in her entire life. But she couldn’t upset Phoe’s happiness by making her refuse it.

			Instead, she picked up her envelope. It contained a voucher for a restaurant a few kilometres away. One that Nina had never been to, as the price of dinner would feed every four-legged occupant of Banksia Farm for weeks. The amount of the voucher would feed them for a month.

			“Thank you.” The words sounded stilted as they fell from her mouth. Awkward. Just as she felt right now. We are not a charity case. “I’ve seen this place, and it looks lovely.”

			Leigh watched her carefully. “I thought you might like to take someone for dinner.”

			Another jolt lurched through Nina. Did Leigh mean for Nina to take her for dinner? Was it so that Nina could pay her way at a place that was obviously far above her budget? Heat stole into her cheeks. This wasn’t how friends behaved. Most of her friends had more money than she did—and as they were her friends, they were happy to go for a coffee at a corner café or to have takeaway pizza at home.

			“I’m going to change and put my boots on.” Phoe’s departure scarcely registered with Nina.

			She bit her lip. “Leigh, this is too much. I meant our small gifts as a thank-you for the work you’re doing for us. I have a similar basket for Grizz as well. I feel awkward that you’ve given us such expensive presents.”

			Leigh’s forehead wrinkled. Some of the obvious pleasure at seeing Phoe’s excitement fled, leaving Leigh with a confused expression.

			“Really, it’s too much.” Nina dragged in a deep breath. “You’ve made me uncomfortable. I’m sure you didn’t mean that, but you’ve put me in a position I cannot repay. I can never give you anything similar.” She stared at the envelope in her hand.

			“No.” Leigh’s voice was harsh, and the couch dipped as she sat next to Nina. “Please don’t take this wrong. These are the sort of gifts I give. Yes, I realise they’re unexpected, but believe me when I say I didn’t order generic gifts over the internet for you as I do my other clients. I chose these myself. I sneaked a peek at Phoebe’s boot size. And I thought you would genuinely like to go to Emerald View Brasserie. You’ve invited me into your home today, and that’s something special to you. So I wanted to give you something special in return. I hope you will allow me that pleasure.” She caught both of Nina’s hands in her own.

			“Leigh, I…” Nina was trapped. Leigh’s hands were soft and warm against her skin, and the touch sent spirals of feeling down into her belly. She lifted her head and floundered in the intensity of Leigh’s gaze. Up close like this, her porcelain skin was fresh and luminous, her hair loose around her shoulders. She looked young and beautiful and desirable. Nina’s breath hitched in her throat. Butterflies cartwheeled in her stomach and bounced with the champagne bubbles.

			She moistened her upper lip with her tongue, and, bemused, she watched as Leigh’s gaze locked on the motion. The room, the house, Banksia Farm seemed far away. There was only this moment—Leigh sitting so close to her that Nina could hear Leigh’s breath, their hands locked together, the envelope resting on her lap.

			“Please, Nina. I would like you and Phoebe to enjoy this.” Leigh’s smile was tentative. It was as if her confident lawyer persona had been left in the city. “Or you and a friend. Whomever you want to take with you.”

			“I thought…” The heat crept higher in Nina’s cheeks until she was sure her whole face was ablaze. “That is…”

			The puzzled expression on Leigh’s face eased. “This voucher is for you, Nina. There’s no ulterior motive in the gift.”

			“I didn’t mean…” When had she become so inarticulate? “That is…” She heaved a breath. “Oh hell.” Nina gripped Leigh’s fingers more tightly.

			The thump of feet sounded, no doubt wearing brand-new expensive leather boots, headed at a run for the living area.

			Nina sat back and sucked air into her suddenly tight chest. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Leigh in case she saw… She didn’t know. But it was safer to concentrate on Phoebe, now wearing her jodhpurs and the shiny leather boots, even though the day was stifling hot.

			“They’re so good.” Phoebe was aglow. “Can I go and ride Mr Petey?”

			“Not now.” Nina’s words sounded reassuringly normal in her ears. Normal voice, normal tone, normal mother. Normal. “We’ll be having lunch soon, and I need you to help me.”

			“After lunch, then.” Phoe scrunched her face. “Are you okay? You sound weird.”

			So much for normal.

			“I’m fine. Just a sip of champagne went down the wrong way.” Out of the corner of her eye, Nina saw Leigh settle back on the couch, her lips twitching, obviously trying not to smile.

			“Can I help with anything?” Leigh asked.

			“Phoe and I will be fine. Thank you for offering.”

			The table was already laid outside on the shady side of the veranda overlooking the driveway and paddocks. Two large ceiling fans stirred the air. Nina carried dishes out to the table, while Phoebe brought condiments.

			When they were all seated, Nina said, “Help yourself. There’s no formality around here. The chicken and most of the salad come from the farm, the seafood from the local market. It’s nothing very special, but it’s fresh and tasty.”

			“And there’ll be leftover chicken for tomorrow,” Phoebe said. “Dad comes then, and he makes us his special pasta dish.”

			“Why is it special?” Leigh asked.

			“Because it’s the only thing he knows how to make.” Phoe giggled.

			“Not quite the only thing,” Nina said. “Gino comes for breakfast, makes us lunch, and then he and Phoe go to visit his parents. It’s family—even though we’re not a conventional family anymore.” She served herself with green salad and passed the bowl to Leigh.

			The meal was simple, but Leigh appeared to enjoy it. Nina watched her eat salad and cold chicken and work her way through a pile of prawns and two servings of Phoe’s potato salad. Had Leigh expected something fancier, more traditional? If she had, she wasn’t showing it.

			“That was delicious, thank you.” Leigh laid down her knife and fork and took another sip of wine. “I hope we left enough chicken for Gino to work his magic tomorrow.”

			“There’s a second chook in the fridge. We always eat too much.” Phoebe giggled again.

			“What would your family eat?” Nina sipped from her own glass. The wine created a mellow buzz.

			“Seafood mainly. We used to do the traditional Danish meal in honour of my mother’s family—roast pork and red cabbage—but it’s normally so hot in Sydney at Christmas that we stopped.”

			“Like us.” Phoebe wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. “We used to have turkey and stuff, but this is better.”

			“We have pavlova for dessert later,” Nina said. “And Leigh’s cake.”

			“Pavlova is my absolute favourite.” Leigh leant back in her chair. Her smile was slow and spreading.

			Nina was caught in her gaze, in the way Leigh studied her face with such intensity. Phoe chattered away, but the words washed over Nina unheard. Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was the unhurried nature of the day, when Leigh had morphed from cool lawyer to just a woman.

			“Can I go down to the yard?” Phoe asked.

			Nina nodded.

			Phoe hugged Nina briefly around her shoulders, and then she was gone, the new boots still on her feet.

			“Would you like more wine? There’s another bottle.” Leigh cocked her head to one side.

			“I think I’d fall asleep. I’m happy to relax here for a bit.”

			Leigh picked up her glass and moved over to the old couch against the wall. She sat, shucked her sandals, and curled her feet up underneath her.

			Nina tried not to stare at the bare length of thigh that the movement exposed. She went into the kitchen and refilled the water jug, found a couple of glasses, and brought them back. She sat next to Leigh and filled the glasses.

			“This is such a precious, peaceful time.” Leigh reached for the water. “I can’t remember when I last had a day like this, with nothing I had to do except eat, drink, and talk.”

			“I thought you’d find it dull.”

			“No. This is heaven. I can feel my blood pressure falling.”

			They sat quietly, the only noises the whop-whop of the ceiling fan as it stirred the turgid air and the occasional traffic noise from the road. A butcherbird perched on the railing, its beady eye fixed on the remains of the meal.

			“Go away.” Nina flapped a hand in its direction, but the bird merely chirped, flew to the table, and took off again, a piece of potato in its beak.

			“Did you think you’d do this with your life?”

			Nina faced Leigh. The question was phrased idly, but there was curiosity in Leigh’s tone. As if she genuinely wanted to hear the answer.

			“Of course not. What teenager thinks they’ll spend their life in a dilapidated house surrounded by housing developments, with a motley crew of animals and children? I was going to be a marketing whiz.” She smiled slightly. “Not very original, of course. But having Phoe rather derailed that.”

			“You could study now.”

			Nina lifted a shoulder. “Maybe, but I don’t have the time, money, or energy. And as long as I can hold off the developer who keeps pestering me and as long as we can resolve Billy’s claim and keep the farm, then I don’t want to change anything.”

			“You mentioned a developer before. Who are they?” Leigh uncurled her legs slightly. The movement brought her toes within a centimetre of Nina’s bare leg.

			“Jon Wakefield. Smooth-talking snake oil salesman. He’s offered me a couple of million for the land to develop it. Several times, actually. The amount creeps up every time.”

			“You’re not tempted?”

			“No. We’re doing good things here. It would break Phoe’s heart to leave. And mine.”

			“Phoe will leave one day. In only a few years if she goes to uni.”

			Leigh’s toes were closer. Only a sliver of air remained between those polished toenails and Nina’s leg.

			“Banksia Farm and I will be here for her when she returns.” Nina leant forward to refill her water glass. “What about you? Were you always going to be a lawyer? Did your family expect it?”

			“I had no idea what I wanted to do. Nothing seemed to appeal. When it came to a university course, I had the results to get into law, and it seemed like the lesser evil than other professional courses. Luckily, I enjoy it.”

			“What if you’d wanted to be a plumber? What would your family have said then?”

			“Honestly? They wouldn’t have been happy. Law is acceptable. Just.”

			“Partner at your age. A swanky office. No doubt a salary well into six figures. What’s not to love?”

			“A fair bit, actually.” Leigh faced Nina. “You take a lot of shit as a junior lawyer, a lot of sexism and machismo bullshit. You work hellish hours: seventy, eighty a week sometimes. Then, when you’ve clawed your way up the ladder such that you’re the one giving shit to others, your career has defined you for so long that you’ve forgotten how to do anything except work, socialise with colleagues, and attend corporate events and harbour cruises. No family, no kids. No love life.”

			The bleakness in her tone tugged at something in Nina’s gut. “You said you had a date recently. How did that go, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“Fine.” Leigh shrugged. “A colleague. We talked work. Meredith would be the perfect partner for me in that way. We’d have a convenient relationship on an equal footing.”

			“Will you see her again?” Nina’s stomach lurched unpleasantly as she thought about Leigh with the mysterious Meredith.

			“I don’t know.” Leigh pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I should ask her out again. That sort of compartmentalised relationship is probably what’s best for me. I honestly don’t know if I could handle the impulsiveness and rush of a more usual relationship.” She bowed her head.

			Nina’s gaze fixed on the curve of Leigh’s neck, her fine features in profile. Leigh didn’t sound sad, just resigned.

			“You can stop feeling sorry for me.” The crispness was back in Leigh’s voice. “I chose this life.”

			“It sounds so…sterile.” Nina hesitated. She’d put her foot in it; she may as well continue. “Like an old-fashioned marriage of convenience. You’ll no doubt have enough money to do everything most people can only dream of, but will you be happy?”

			“I’m sure we’d be content.” Leigh’s eyes drilled holes into Nina. “What about you? Are you waiting to be swept off your feet by a princess on a white stallion?”

			“Princesses don’t tend to be attracted to single mothers with bratty daughters. No, I’m more realistic than that. But I hope one day I’ll find someone. And I hope we’ll have friendship and laughter, good times and shared times. And passion.”

			Leigh’s lips hinted of passion. They curved in a natural upward tilt, as if Leigh smiled a lot. Her lower lip was full, pink, soft-looking. How would it be to kiss those lips? No. She mustn’t go there. But if Phoebe hadn’t interrupted when she did, what would have happened? Would she already know what Leigh’s lips felt like?

			Leigh picked up her water glass, took a sip, and set it down again. “Princesses are overrated. Too demanding.”

			“That’s what I tell myself when there’s no one in sight—just me, Phoe, a few ragtag volunteers, and dusty animals.”

			“I think you’ll find someone, Nina.”

			Leigh reached out and ran her hand lightly over the back of Nina’s fingers. It was the softest of touches, but the gentle sweep of Leigh’s thumb over the back of her hand ignited a slow burn in Nina’s belly. Flickers of flame ran over her skin from the to-and-fro of Leigh’s thumb. Nina focussed on their joined hands. It was easier than what she might see in Leigh’s face.

			And then Leigh’s hand pushed into Nina’s hair and lifted it away from her face. Leigh slid her fingers over Nina’s skin so that her palm cupped her face.

			Nina leant into the touch. For a moment, she closed her eyes, absorbed the light caress of Leigh’s fingers on her face. When she opened her eyes, Leigh was closer, enough that Nina could see the impossible evenness of her pale skin, her grey eyes behind the heavy glasses, so piercing, almost silver.

			Nina shivered. What should she do? And then her breath left her body in a long sigh, and she relaxed. Why was she even resisting this? She leant forward and pressed her lips to Leigh’s. They were as soft as they appeared, softer even. And when Nina’s tongue flicked out to trace Leigh’s lower lip, Leigh opened under the implicit invitation, and then they were really kissing.

			Leigh slid her hand up Nina’s throat in the lightest of caresses and curved it around the back of her neck, pushing into her hair.

			Nina shivered. When had a simple touch stirred such a bone-deep wanting in her? It was a kiss, no more, no less. But the way it ignited her nerve pathways in licks of flame made it so much more. The kiss went on. Nina’s tongue ventured into Leigh’s mouth, then withdrew to trace that luscious lower lip once more.

			Finally, Leigh drew back. She opened her mouth as if to say something but closed it again.

			“Passion.” Nina’s voice was rusty, hoarse. “I think that’s what it was. I think you felt it too.”

			Leigh nodded, her eyes glinting in her pale face.

			“Did you get that with Meredith?”

			“No. Not like that.”

			“Well, then.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			The air felt thick. “Nothing heavy. Just that you obviously don’t have to settle for a bloodless, expedient relationship—unless you want to.” Nina’s heart still pounded as if she’d jogged two laps of the paddock. The kiss had been magnificent. And she wanted more. But not now. Too fast, too soon had never been her thing. She stood on shaky legs and picked up the empty water jug. “More water?”

			“Please.”

			Leigh’s voice sounded as cool as a court case. Maybe she shared kisses like that all the time, in which case Nina had made a monumental fool of herself. Retreat. She filled the jug and topped up their glasses.

			“I need to go down to the yard, check on the animals. Find Phoe. Want to come?”

			“Sure. Walk off some of that great food.”

			The sun was unrelenting as they walked down the sparsely shaded driveway. Sweat prickled the back of Nina’s neck. She stole a glance at Leigh. Apart from a slight pinkness to her cheeks, she appeared comfortable. Nina scuffled her feet. She was the one behaving like a weird teenager. Women like Leigh probably kissed other women all the time. It was only Nina with her sparse dating history who was making this into something it wasn’t. She gave a mental shrug.

			Phoe was in the paddock with the ponies. She had an arm around each of their necks and appeared to be in earnest conversation with them.

			“She’s probably telling them about her day.” Nina gazed over the dry paddock. “She’s done that ever since she was small.”

			Phoebe lifted a foot and turned it this way and that. It looked as if she was showing off her new boots to the animals.

			Nina mixed up buckets of feed for the ponies and pulled open a bale of hay to feed Sophia and the goats.

			“It must cost a lot to keep all this going.” Leigh took part of the hay.

			“It does. But at this time of year I have no choice.” Nina waved an arm over the dusty brown paddocks. “Things get better in winter when it’s greener.”

			Sophia lumbered over when called, and Leigh put down her hay. She scratched the cow on her wide forehead and brushed away the flies. They hovered in a thick black cloud for a second and then returned. Sophia’s ears flicked, but it made no difference.

			The goats pushed their way into their pen in their eagerness to get to the hay, and the ponies jostled their way to the buckets. Everything at Banksia Farm was always keen to be fed—including Phoebe. She joined them at the gate.

			Nina made sure the hens were fine, and then the three of them walked slowly back to the house. The buzz from the wine and the heady rush of Leigh’s kiss had evaporated in the heat and the everyday prosaic duties of the farm.

			“More wine?” Nina pulled open the fridge. “And we have pavlova and cake to eat.”

			“No more wine, thanks. I have to drive. May I have a coffee?”

			“If you can handle our cheap instant.”

			“I’ll cope.”

			Phoe watched as Nina cut slices of pavlova, sticky-soft meringue topped with fruit and whipped cream, and thick chunks of Leigh’s cake. Phoebe’s serve was gone in an instant. She yawned. “Can I go and read in my room? Is that rude?” Her gaze slid to Leigh.

			“It is a bit,” Nina said. “Ask Leigh if she minds.”

			“Would you mind, Leigh?”

			“No, you go. It’s your day too.”

			If Phoebe was safely in her room, would Leigh kiss her again? Would she kiss Leigh? Really, she must have drunk too much wine. The kiss of before had been a pleasant aberration, a moment out of time when she wasn’t Nina the farm girl and Leigh wasn’t a partner in one of the most prestigious firms in the city. In their normal lives, they were so far apart as to make kisses like that impossible. It was just a kiss for the day that it was.

			They sat again on the couch overlooking the drive. Leigh sipped her coffee, then set it down on the low table in front of them. “Thank you for inviting me today. It’s been the most relaxing time I can remember.”

			Leigh’s lips formed the words, but Nina barely heard them. Her gaze focussed on the smooth curve of those lips. With an effort, she smiled. “It was my pleasure.”

			“I better go. Before I get too comfortable.”

			“Phoe will come out on the hunt for food soon.”

			“I must go and say goodbye to her.” Leigh rose.

			Nina stood too. “Would you like to take some leftovers? Save you cooking this evening.”

			“Trust me, I wouldn’t cook anyway. But if you can spare some, that would be nice.”

			Nina went to the kitchen, found a couple of takeaway containers, and filled them with chicken and salad. She added two slices of cake. She could hear Leigh and Phoebe talking, their voices rising and falling. They seemed to have a lot to say to each other.

			Leigh returned. “Thank you again.” She came closer, put her hands on Nina’s forearms, and tugged her closer.

			Nina swallowed. Would Leigh kiss her? A million reasons why she shouldn’t respond flickered through her head, but the one reason why she should was stamped in big, bold letters in her mind.

			Because she wanted to.

			Leigh hesitated and then carefully pressed a soft kiss to Nina’s cheek and withdrew. “Thank you for a wonderful day. And for the gifts. I enjoyed myself.”

			Nina nodded. She didn’t know what to say. In Leigh’s world, people probably asked other people to stay the night. She’d bet anything that Meredith would if that was what she wanted. But it wasn’t her style to suggest it, even if Phoebe wasn’t in the house. So what else could she suggest? A date? With a twelve-year-old tagging along? She settled for a smile and pressed her lips to Leigh’s cheek in return.

			“My firm is closed now until the new year,” Leigh said. “Will you need a volunteer in that time?”

			“Anytime.” Nina’s voice was soft. “Come anytime you want.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Leigh prowled around her apartment. Up and back, to and fro. With Petersen & Blake closed for the holidays and her parents away, time hung heavy on her hands.

			Leigh sat on the couch that faced the floor-to-ceiling window. But even the stunning view of Sydney Harbour failed to hold her attention. She lived in one of the most exciting cities in the world, and she was restless, bored even. For a moment, she wished she had some files she could work on. But it was firm policy that no one take files home over Christmas—a nod to work-life balance not found during the rest of the year.

			In previous years, she’d visited her parents, and the social obligations of the Willoughby family had filled her days. This year, there was no such distraction. Nothing to stop her from dwelling on Christmas Day at Banksia Farm.

			She was an idiot. Worse, she really hadn’t any excuse. Christmas lunch with Nina would have been perfectly acceptable if she’d kept it at that—just lunch. But she hadn’t, and Nina hadn’t. And the blame rested squarely on her own head. A lawyer-client romantic or sexual relationship was questionable in the eyes of the Law Society, but it was a definite no-no at Petersen & Blake. It could interfere with a lawyer’s objectivity and increase a client’s expectations. She should never have allowed the flirtation to develop. And a kiss? Leigh stared out at the harbour, a muted blue under an overcast sky.

			The kiss was wrong.

			Sure, Nina had seemed to want it as much as she had. Sure, Nina had kissed her, not the other way around. But Leigh was the one who’d initiated the lead-up. She’d pushed a hand into Nina’s hair, cupped her face. No, the blame was hers.

			Leigh rose and went to the kitchen. Ice cubes tinkled into a glass from the dispenser, and she filled the glass to the brim with water. What would it take to get Nina out of her head? Did she want to? She drained the water glass. The answer to that was easy: no. She wanted to keep seeing Nina; she wanted to help her keep the farm. She wanted to keep volunteering, learning things that a couple of months ago she’d never have thought she’d enjoy doing. She even wanted Phoebe to give her a riding lesson. All of those were acceptable. But anything more would have to stop. There must be no more flirting, no more intimacy. And certainly no more kisses.

			Leigh turned away from the window. Life was out there; there was little to keep her interest in her apartment. She would go for a long walk, maybe call up a friend and see if she wanted to meet for a glass of wine. And tomorrow, Leigh would go back to the farm and do what she had to do: put her relationship with Nina back on acceptable lines—lawyer/client and farm-owner/volunteer.
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			Leigh swung the BMW into the shade of a gum tree. Come anytime, Nina had said.

			Leigh had taken her at her word. She pulled a hat from the rear seat to shade her face and went in search of Nina.

			The farm seemed quiet. No kids darted around, doing chores or riding ponies, and no parents wandered around with their offspring. The murmur of voices led her past the veggie garden to the paddock.

			Phoebe was riding Mr Petey, cantering circles with a serious look on her face. The new boots gleamed on her legs.

			Nina stood in the middle of the circle. “That’s good, Phoe. He’s moving forward freely now. Change the rein and try the other lead.”

			Phoebe slowed to a trot, cut across the circle, and cantered in the other direction.

			Leigh waited by the railing. She forced her gaze away from Nina to concentrate on Phoebe and Mr Petey.

			Nina turned and saw her. “Take a minute, Phoe.” She cut across the baked ground to Leigh. “Hi. I didn’t see you arrive.”

			“I’ve only just got here. Everywhere’s quiet. Am I intruding?”

			“No. It’s still the post-Christmas quiet time. There’s no Barn Kids until February—too many people are away. There’ll be a few people here later, but you’re the first arrival today.”

			Nina’s red singlet had a tear in the shoulder, and Leigh’s gaze was drawn to the patch of lighter skin glimpsed through the rip. When she glanced up, Nina was watching, a slight smile on her face. Heat warmed Leigh’s neck. Caught looking. This she absolutely could not do.

			“Give me a task to do, and then I won’t interrupt you.”

			Nina grimaced. “The chores today are all terrible. Pull hemlock in the west paddock, mend a broken manger in Jelly’s stall, or clean the chook houses.”

			“I’ll do the last one. I know how to do that.”

			Nina cocked her head to one side. “You don’t have to do this. What you’re doing for us in your law office is far more important than shovelling chicken shit.”

			“What if I told you I like shovelling chicken shit?”

			“I wouldn’t believe you. I know how it stinks.”

			Phoebe rode across to them. “Hi, Leigh. Look at my boots! I’ve never had anything so good to ride in.” She flushed and hunched her shoulders, as if she’d said too much.

			“You’re welcome.”

			“Tell you what. Leigh and I will do the chicken sheds together. Phoe, you practice those figure eights and join us shortly.”

			Phoe nodded and rode away.

			“How have you been?” Nina’s warmth was a living thing. She extended a hand towards Leigh, her face an open invitation.

			The urgent need to tell Nina that she couldn’t do this thumped in her chest. She swallowed hard. Phoebe would return soon. There wasn’t enough time for the conversation they had to have.

			Leigh pretended not to see Nina’s hand. She walked across the paddock towards the barn.

			Nina fell into step beside her.

			Leigh could do this. Keep it light, keep it friendly—and no more. “I’ve been fine. The city’s quiet over the holiday time, so I had a long walk with a friend and then a glass of wine by the harbour.”

			Nina’s face was wistful. “I can’t remember when I had enough time to myself to do that.”

			“Do you ever get away for a holiday?”

			“I haven’t had a proper holiday for three years, only occasional weekends. I have to close the farm to the public and find someone to care for the animals. Gino stayed for a week last time, and Kiren and Andi have given me the occasional weekend break. Last time, I took Phoe to Melbourne.”

			Nina was as tied to her lifestyle as Leigh was to hers. More so. Another reason she should back off—as if she even needed another.

			Nina smiled. “Let’s get on with the chickens. Phoe has plans for you later.”

			“Should I be scared?”

			“Terrified. But that’s okay.”

			There was something so satisfying about the mundane chore. Leigh moved slowly down the line of nesting boxes, keeping a wary eye out for snakes. She pushed down the memory of treading on the brown snake. Something like that wouldn’t stop her. The sun beat down on the back of her neck as she reached into each box in turn to pull out the warm, brown eggs. The rhythm and repetition of the movement was strangely enjoyable, and the smooth curve of the egg in her hand was a simple pleasure.

			It was a long way from the gleaming surfaces and high-end finishes of her city office.

			Nina had already started with the wheelbarrow, cleaning out the soiled straw. They worked in silence.

			Leigh reached the end of the nesting boxes. “Nearly three dozen eggs.”

			“You must take some with you. With fewer visitors to the farm, we have a surplus.” Nina lifted some dirty straw into the barrow. “If you still want to help, you could start from the other end.”

			Leigh nodded. Even cleaning chicken shit was…well, not totally fun, but the hands-on feel of the work gave her a calm headspace she didn’t get often. She stole a glance at Nina, who worked methodically. The curve of her neck beckoned above the line of the singlet. No. She would not think that way. Not anymore.

			The chicken sheds finished, Leigh stood and stretched out the kinks in her back. “Phoebe’s coming.”

			Phoebe cantered up on Mr Petey and came to a halt.

			“Perfect timing,” Nina said.

			“I just happen to be free now,” Phoebe said to Leigh. “How about that riding lesson?”

			Leigh’s pulse jumped. Was she ready for this? “I can’t ride like this.” She gestured to her shorts.

			Phoebe held up a pair of jeans. “These are Mum’s. They’ll be too big, but I brought a belt. You can change in the barn. That’s where we’ll go for your first time anyway.”

			That was her excuse shot down. She studied Mr Petey. The pony stood still, a calm and wise expression on his face. Small kids rode him. Of course, it was safe. It wasn’t for Billy. But Billy was an unusual case—sheer bad luck. Horseriding carries an implied inherent danger. She snorted. So did driving on Sydney’s roads. And importantly, this exercise would help her gain more of Phoebe’s trust.

			“Okay, then. Let’s do it.” She nodded and, with a confidence she didn’t feel, turned on her heel and strode towards the barn.

			Nina’s jeans were way too long and big in the waist, and the helmet Phoebe handed her flattened her hair, but it didn’t matter. Once she had changed, Leigh watched intently as Phoebe demonstrated how to mount. Leigh’s attempt was ungainly, but at least she ended up on top of the pony. He seemed narrower than he did when she was on the ground, but he stood like a rock, his grey ears flicking back and forth as he listened to Phoebe’s voice.

			Phoebe guided her into position in the saddle and explained how to make Mr Petey start and stop. “Got that? Now ask Mr Petey to walk on. I’ll walk alongside you.”

			Phoebe’s voice carried a steady reassurance, as if nothing could possibly go wrong. And if it did, well, Phoebe knew how to correct it.

			Leigh squeezed tentatively with her calves.

			Mr Petey’s ear flicked once, but he didn’t move.

			“A bit harder,” Phoebe said. “He barely felt that.”

			Leigh nudged again, and the pony moved forward. She resisted the urge to grab his mane and instead concentrated on Phoebe as she adjusted Leigh’s position with sure movements of her hands.

			“That’s good,” Phoebe said. “You’re already getting the feel of it.”

			They’d only walked a slow circle of the barn, but already the rocking motion felt almost safe, almost comfortable. Leigh risked a glance at Nina. She sat on a straw bale, watching. A small smile curled up the corners of her mouth. Was she proud of her daughter or enjoying Leigh immersing herself more in Nina’s world?

			For nearly half an hour, Leigh did nothing but make the pony start and stop. Gradually, Phoebe moved away so that Leigh circled by herself, learning how to make Mr Petey turn in both directions.

			“You’re a natural!” Nina called. As Leigh glanced her way, Nina snapped a picture on her phone.

			“That’s probably enough for the first time.” Phoebe’s voice carried confidence and authority.

			Leigh nodded. In truth, her back ached a little, and her tailbone felt the hard saddle.

			“Want to try a short trot before we finish? Just once the length of the barn?”

			“Sure,” Leigh said. How hard could it be?

			She grasped the front of the saddle with one hand and listened closely as Phoebe explained about rising up and down in time with the pony’s two-time beat. Phoebe took Mr Petey’s reins to lead him and urged him into a trot.

			Suddenly, it was all so hard. Try as she might, she always seemed to be coming down as Mr Petey was going up, and she was shaken from head to toe. They reached the end of the barn.

			“Enough.” Leigh’s breath was gone from her body, and her legs felt like chewed pieces of string.

			Phoebe grinned up at her. “It might not feel like it right now, but you did well. I reckon it won’t be too long before you learn how to rise to the trot. It’s like riding a bike—suddenly you get it, and then that’s it for life. You’ll never forget.”

			Leigh groaned. “Right now, the only thing I want for life is a hot bath. And a gin and tonic.”

			Phoebe giggled, and the girlishness of it reminded Leigh abruptly that this was a child. Phoebe’s seriousness and maturity had driven that out of Leigh’s mind.

			“Next time you’ll get it.” Phoebe turned Mr Petey and walked them back to where Nina sat.

			“Thanks. And thanks for the lesson. You’re very good.” Leigh slid ungracefully from Mr Petey’s back and winced as the impact with the ground jarred her sore backside.

			Phoebe blushed and turned to the pony. “Guess I’ve had a lot of practice. I teach lots of kids.”

			Leigh patted Mr Petey’s neck, and he turned his head and lipped at the front of her T-shirt. His warm animal smell clung to her clothes. “Do you want me to help put him away?”

			“Nah, I think you need to walk around for a bit. I’ll do it.” Phoebe took Mr Petey’s reins and led him away.

			“Let’s take a walk.” Nina put a hand under Leigh’s elbow and steadied her as if she were an old woman.

			Her legs refused to work properly, and her back was as rigid as a plank. “Does it get easier?”

			“The stiffness? Oh yes. Keep walking. You’ll feel better for it. If you’re game for another ride soon, you’ll find Phoe’s right. It does get easier.”

			“Do you ride?”

			“I can ride, but I seldom have time now.”

			They reached the end of the barn and went out into the sunshine.

			“Come around here,” Nina said. “I need to pick beans for dinner.”

			“I’m not sure my inner thighs will ever feel normal again.”

			The veggie garden was only a hundred or so metres away, but it felt like an endurance trek. But by the time they reached it, Leigh walked easier.

			Nina grabbed a bucket and picked what seemed like a couple of kilos of beans, two heads of lettuce, and a whole lot of tomatoes. Bucket in hand, she came back out of the garden. “Take some of these home with you.” Her gaze snapped over Leigh’s shoulder for an instant and returned to her. “A car’s coming down the drive. It’s Kiren. She said she was bringing her nephews and nieces here for a visit today. So in a minute, we’re going to be surrounded by people, and I’m going to be busy. Any idea how we spend the next couple of minutes?” The wicked expression on Nina’s face showed her intention. Kissing.

			Leigh swallowed. She had to say something to Nina. It wasn’t fair to let her think they could continue what had started at Christmas. Not while Nina was a client. She closed her eyes, already hating the words she had to say, unwilling to see the reaction on Nina’s expressive face. “Nina, I have to—”

			“Mum, where are you? Kiren’s here.” Phoebe’s voice came from the direction of the barn.

			Nina stepped back with a rueful grimace. “Phoe’s timing is awful. I’m sorry to brush you off.”

			If only Nina knew. Leigh bit her lip. She should tell Nina immediately, but she couldn’t do it when Kiren and her relatives were about to descend on them. She faced the barn, and the slight movement made her aching muscles scream once more.

			“I think you should consider going home and having a hot bath to relax your muscles.” Nina’s voice came from behind.

			“That sounds incredibly appealing right now. If you don’t mind.” And it would take Leigh out of an awkward situation. Hopefully, the next time she saw Nina there would be time to explain.

			“Go. You’ll be in a lot of discomfort if you don’t take my advice.”

			Leigh nodded. “I’m sure you know best. I need to find Phoe before I go, though. I’ve got something for her. Nothing expensive. Only an old book I don’t need anymore. I’ll see you again.”

			“Make it very soon.” Nina’s murmured words followed her as Leigh walked away in the direction of the yard.

			Leigh returned to her car and got the book. She waved at Kiren and then found Phoebe. “I brought this for you.”

			Phoe came over. “Oh! This is perfect. The library won’t let me renew the one I borrowed.”

			“You can keep this. If you really want to be a lawyer, it’s not too soon to learn the practical application of law.”

			“I do.” She opened the book and flipped through the pages. “Y’know, when Mum first went to see you, I thought it was gonna be so easy. That you’d write a couple of letters or something, and it would all be over.”

			Leigh nodded. So many people thought that.

			“Didn’t take me long to realise we needed you.” Phoebe peeped from under her ridiculously thick eyelashes. She opened the book again. “I’ll read this. It might take me a while, though.”

			“You can’t enter law school for another six years. You’ve got plenty of time.”

			“Maybe you could teach me stuff? Y’know, we could exchange? I can teach you how to ride, and—”

			“I can teach you the basics of law.”

			“Yeah.”

			“I think I’ve got the easier job.” Leigh’s legs had stiffened as she stood there. “Right now, I think I may never walk easily again.”

			“Keep walking. Moving around really helps.”

			Keep walking. That was exactly what she should do right now to put some distance between herself and Nina.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“How was the rest of your break?” Grizz sauntered into Leigh’s office.

			“Possibly better than yours.” Leigh pointed to the bandage that covered Grizz’s arm from shoulder to wrist. “What happened this time?”

			Grizz grimaced. “Gravel rash. Bryan gave me a skateboard for Christmas. Those things are difficult to get the hang of.”

			“Does Bryan ever think that, oh, I don’t know, crochet hooks and wool might be a better gift for you?”

			“No. I told him it’s instant divorce if he ever gives me anything sedate.”

			“Crochet is really popular with all sorts of people. It’s not just for nursing home residents anymore.”

			“I know that. My niece makes gorgeous stuff—funky tops and all sorts of things. But it’s just not me. Hence the skateboard. I’ve got the hang of going along; it’s stopping I still have trouble with. Anyway, tell me about your break.”

			“It was good,” Leigh said. “Surprisingly relaxing.”

			“Did you spend any more time at Banksia Farm? You and Nina seemed to be getting along well.”

			Leigh pulled the file on her desk towards her and opened it. Anything rather than look into Grizz’s knowing eyes. “I was out there a couple of times. Phoebe gave me a riding lesson.”

			“Nice kid, Phoebe. Nice mother too. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”

			Leigh gave up the pretence of staring at the file. “I noticed.”

			Grizz grinned. “Thought you had. Don’t worry, my lips are sealed.” She picked up her coffee mug and drained the last drops. “I’m off to tackle my post-holiday inbox.”

			Leigh stared at the door after Grizz had left, worry churning through her mind. So Grizz had noticed. She trusted Grizz not to gossip, but the fact that she had even mentioned it reinforced Leigh’s decision to back away from Nina on a personal level.
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			Leigh paced around her apartment, across the polished wooden boards from the door to the floor-to-ceiling plate glass with its view of Sydney, and back again. The lights of the city shone in reassuring familiarity. This was her world: the fast-paced city where professional people air-kissed in hip bars and drank cocktails that cost more than the person serving them would make in an hour. Her world was high heels tip-tapping on the pavement as she hurried to her next appointment. It was long lunches, drinking hundred-buck-a-bottle wine with the firm’s other partners. It was a world of twelve-hour days and coming home to a meal delivered by Uber Eats or a couple of slices of toast and Vegemite, washed down by a glass of red wine.

			The last home-cooked meal Leigh had eaten was the one Nina had prepared at Christmas. Before that? She couldn’t remember.

			Leigh picked up her phone and flicked to Meredith’s text from that morning. Its terse, precise language mentioned a decision of the Supreme Court—had Leigh seen it?—and suggested coffee. It was very different to Leigh’s interactions with Nina.

			Meredith was the type of person Leigh should date—Meredith, not Nina. Trouble was, Leigh had been there, done that, and while Meredith was a pleasant person, undemanding and problem-free, Leigh didn’t want to date her.

			Leigh wanted Nina. And Nina obviously wanted Leigh.

			And that was the problem.

			She kicked off her heels by the couch, padded over to the fridge, and poured herself a glass of mineral water.

			Grizz wasn’t an issue, but the fact that Grizz had even mentioned Nina as anything other than a client brought her current thoughts sharply into focus. Leigh could see Nina as a friend, she was able to keep volunteering, and she could mentor Phoebe. But anything more and she risked the wrath of her firm. Maybe more. She remembered Elise, a junior lawyer. Elise had openly dated a client, and a few weeks later had found herself let go from Petersen & Blake. Politely let go, phrased in the most neutral of wording, but still gone. Kaput. No second chances.

			Leigh’s partner status wouldn’t protect her. If anything, it would make it worse, as she would be a bad example.

			She knew what she had to do—indeed, she should already have done it the last time she was at the farm. She had to tell Nina their Christmas kiss was a mistake, one that couldn’t happen again. And then she had to be true to her word and stick by that. Could she keep it light with Nina?

			She took a large swallow of water. How many girlfriends had she had in the last few years? That was easy. Not including Meredith, who barely counted as such, there were three. Three in five years. And how many clients? Hundreds. Clients came and went. Some were great, and some were nightmares, but, ultimately, they came, she got the best result she could for them—and they went. Some returned. Most didn’t. Litigation was something most people only encountered once in a lifetime.

			Leigh wandered back to the window and stared out at Sydney, at the great steel span of the harbour bridge with its flowing river of traffic.

			There was a potential solution to the problem. Clients were two a penny. A woman she liked a lot whom she wanted to date, to laugh with, to love with—that woman was a rare and precious thing. Leigh owed it to both herself and Nina to see what they could be.

			There was a way to avoid a conflict of interest. It would mean they could at least have the option of a relationship. Problem was, she now had to convince Nina.
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			Leigh’s office was exactly as Nina remembered. The same opulent reception, the same professional and polite receptionist. This time, Nina straightened her shoulders and gave the receptionist a smile. This time, she wasn’t here begging for favours or nervously wondering what to say in her statement. This time, she was here as a client, yes, but also a friend of Leigh Willoughby. Maybe soon to be more than a friend.

			She settled in a chair to wait. Anticipation kept a smile on her face. It had been a few days since she’d seen Leigh, and it felt too long.

			Grizz appeared in a couple of minutes. “Hello, Nina. Please come through.” She led Nina down the corridor to Leigh’s office. “Can I get you a cup of anything?”

			“Tea would be great, thanks.”

			Grizz left and slid the door closed behind her.

			Leigh rose as Nina entered. She wore a tailored navy dress, and her hair was once again arranged in its formal pleat. A discreet gold chain hung around her neck. For a moment, Nina stared, cataloguing the small differences between this Leigh and the one who came to the farm. Nina wanted to kiss her or at least touch her hand, but conscious of the glass door, she contented herself with a smile. The kiss, the touches, the words that were not those of lawyer and client would have to wait. Hopefully, Leigh had noted the 11.30 a.m. appointment time Nina had requested, and they would be able to have lunch together after business was out of the way.

			“Please take a seat.” Leigh moved a file to one side of her desk and pulled her blue legal pad closer.

			Nina sat and put the bag with eggs and farm produce for Leigh at her feet.

			“Thank you for coming in as I requested,” Leigh said. “There’s been a development in your matter. Billy has allegedly now developed a psychological injury as a result of the accident, and his lawyers want this included in his claim.”

			Nina frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

			“Allegedly, he is now terrified of all animals, particularly horses. He has nightmares and wakes screaming in the night, holding his arm. He is wetting the bed despite having been dry for the past three years. He has developed separation anxiety and won’t go to day care, as he refuses to leave his mother. He’s seeing a psychologist.”

			There was a tap on the door, and Grizz returned with the tea. She placed it on the desk and, with a quick smile at Nina, left the room.

			Nina bit her lip. “Does this often happen? It sounds very extreme. Poor Billy.” Her heart twisted. Billy-the-Kid, who’d loved the ponies and the farm more than most of the Barn Kids, was now terrified of what had given him such joy. What a terrible thing to happen to him, worse than his broken arm, worse than his concussion. Those would heal. Would Billy get his joy back? Oh, how she hoped so.

			“It’s not unusual. But we’ll need to verify what they say. Grizz has already requested the psychologist’s records. We’ll send him to see a specialist in due course so that his injuries can be assessed.”

			Nina took a swallow of tea to moisten her suddenly dry mouth. What would this cost? Did pro bono include these sorts of expenses? She couldn’t remember what had been said. Whoever had to pay, it didn’t sound cheap. But if Billy was suffering as badly as his lawyers said, then she didn’t have any choice. No way could Stella pay for that sort of treatment, not on her single-parent allowance.

			Not that she could pay either. “Who has to fund his treatment?”

			“The claimant at this stage, but an allowance will be made in his damages once his lawyers start putting dollar figures on his claim.”

			“What if I paid for the treatment?” Her stomach turned over at the thought of what it would cost, and the tea she’d drunk sat sour in her stomach. “Would that be easier in the long run?”

			“No.” Leigh leant forward, every inch the professional. Her expression was that of the aloof lawyer from Nina’s first visit. “We haven’t admitted liability for the claim. And it’s extremely unlikely that we will. An offer to pay for treatment will put that in doubt.”

			Nina studied Leigh as she wrote something on the pad. The woman in front of her was light-years away from the laughing woman complaining about her inner thighs. This woman was cool and professional, brisk and businesslike.

			Leigh put down the pen. “You’re a caring person, Nina. I know you want to help Billy, but if you do that, it won’t help you. My job is to make sure you don’t pay more than you have to. You can bet the farm that Billy’s lawyers are trying to find every angle so that he gets more dollars. He may have a psych injury, yes. But it wouldn’t be the first claim I’ve seen where there is actually no psychological impairment. Let it ride for the moment.”

			“Do you think Billy is making it up?”

			“I’m not sure. It would be premature to say.”

			Even Leigh’s language was different from how she was at the farm, her word choices more distancing, more superior. There was more than the polished oak desk between them. Nina frowned. The rapport from Christmas had vanished. Leigh probably wanted to keep it totally professional while they were in her office. That was okay. She could wait until the lunch date she hoped would follow for the Leigh who was her friend, the Leigh who had kissed her, to come out.

			“Do you have anything else to tell me at this stage?” Nina matched Leigh’s tone.

			“Not yet. We need to wait for Billy’s arm to heal.”

			“How long do we wait?”

			“A year would be enough time.”

			“A year?” The teacup shook in her hand, and tea splashed over the side. “I thought it would be maybe a month or two—that’s how long it takes a broken bone to heal. A year’s a long time to have this hanging over our heads. Billy’s too.”

			“It’s more than allowing time for the bone to heal. We have to show that he has no permanent impairment, no lasting effects. In a year, ideally, he should be back to normal, and that will mean he’ll be entitled to less money.”

			Nina stared at the bag at her feet. Crinkly leaves of silver beet poked over the top. “Is there anything else we need to discuss this morning?”

			Leigh recapped her fountain pen. “Just one thing.”

			Nina looked up at Leigh’s tone. It was neutral, flat. Did Leigh have bad news for her? The lunch date she envisaged receded a little. “I was hoping we could go out for lunch together. But you’ve got your bad news face on. Will I need a lot of wine to cheer me up?”

			Leigh’s expression didn’t change. “Is that what you want, Nina? A lunch date?”

			“It would be nice—if you have time. I’d like to see a bit of your world. I dressed up.” She indicated her floral dress. Its last outing had been to a friend’s wedding. The dress flattered her shape and brought out her colouring. She hoped it wouldn’t be too out of place in the sort of restaurant Leigh might enjoy for lunch.

			Leigh’s gaze didn’t waver from her face. “I noticed. You look lovely. As for a lunch date, well, I can make time. But first we need to get something out of the way.”

			She had used the d-word. Anticipation fluttered in Nina’s stomach. A date, a real date, with lunch at a restaurant and wine. Kisses to finish. No doubt Leigh would have to return to work, but one date would lead to another—Nina was sure of that.

			Leigh pulled the file from the side of her desk. “Arbuthnot & Svenson are a long-established, reputable firm with an extensive history defending personal injury claims. I’ve spoken with Ella Taupin, an associate there. She’s prepared to take on your matter pro bono.” Leigh pushed the file over the desk. “Here’s some information about Arbuthnot & Svenson and about Ella. The agreement is also in there. Ella can meet with you at three today.”

			Nina frowned as Leigh’s words sank in. “I’m not sure I understand. Why do I need a second lawyer? What can Ella do that you can’t?”

			“Nothing.” Leigh offered a brief smile. “If you are agreeable, Ella will be your lawyer and will handle the claim from here on in.”

			“You’re dropping me?” A hard nugget of dread settled in Nina’s stomach. Questions buzzed through her head, but they all coalesced into one single word. “Why? What’s gone wrong?”

			Leigh glanced at the glass door, as if checking it was firmly closed. “Nothing is wrong with the claim. That’s progressing as it should. It’s us.”

			“Us? I thought…I thought we were progressing too. Moving past friendship.” Oh, sweet baby Jesus, I’ve got it wrong. Her cheeks burnt with embarrassment, but she lifted her chin and stared Leigh in the eye. “I apologise. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

			“No. Nina, don’t even think it.” Leigh reached over the desk, lifted Nina’s clenched fist, and closed her fingers around it. “You haven’t misinterpreted anything. You and me… Well, that’s why you need to see Ella. A lawyer should not form a romantic or sexual attachment with a client. It’s unprofessional. It can cloud judgement. The Law Society is against it. Not only the Law Society. If our relationship became sexual, this firm would suspend me. I’m already treading a fine line.”

			Nina pulled back her hand. “So you’re saying…?” She thought she knew, but the way her breath wheezed in her chest made her want to be very, very sure.

			Again, that glance at the glass door. Leigh straightened the file on her desk and laid her pen on top of it. “I would very much like to ask you out.” That same cool half smile. “I just did—lunch today. But I can’t do that if you’re my client. A business lunch, yes, but not the sort of thing we both have in mind. If you’re represented by another lawyer, then we have no problem. That’s why I asked you what you wanted.”

			The beginnings of a headache pounded at the base of Nina’s skull. “You didn’t phrase it too well, Madam Lawyer. I didn’t grasp that it was an either/or situation.”

			“It is, unfortunately. I would have liked to see your case through. But Ella’s good. Yes, she’s only an associate, but she’s going places. She’ll be promoted soon, I’m sure.”

			“I don’t give a fuck about Ella. She could be a great lawyer—she probably is, if you recommend her. But she’s not my lawyer. You are.”

			“But, Nina, I can’t be.”

			“Don’t you ‘but, Nina’ me. I don’t recollect the part of the conversation where you asked me if I was happy to be shunted off to someone else. I don’t want Ella. I want you. I came to you originally because you are the best. And nothing’s changed. I still want you.”

			Leigh sat motionless, her gaze steady on Nina’s face.

			Nina searched her mind to recollect the agreement she’d signed. There had been a heading, something like Terminating This Agreement. “Have I failed to follow your instructions? Have I not responded in a prompt manner? Have I given you any reason to suspect I may be fraudulent?” Her hand shook, and she tucked it under her thigh, under the floral-print dress she’d chosen with such care.

			“No, of course not. You’ve been a model client.”

			“Is there any reason other than that we want to pursue a romantic relationship to make you drop me as a client?”

			“None.”

			Nina closed her eyes for a second. “Then I’m sorry, Leigh, really I am, but right now, I put my need for a lawyer above my need for a girlfriend.”

			Leigh still hadn’t moved. “Is that what you want? Your final answer?”

			“It has to be. I have to put the farm first.” Tears pricked her eyes, and she blinked fiercely. She would not cry. She wouldn’t let herself. This wasn’t the end of a relationship. How could it be? Nothing had even started. But she was taking the axe to something promising, something that could have been beautiful. Potential that would never now be realised. “Are you still my lawyer?”

			“If that’s what you want, then, yes, I am.”

			The flatness in Leigh’s voice tore at Nina. She was letting Leigh down, turning away from what they could have been.

			“Can we at least be friends?” Her voice cracked on the final word.

			“Friends? Yes.”

			“Will you still volunteer at the farm? Phoebe wants to give you another riding lesson.”

			“I don’t know, Nina. Right now, I can’t tell you.”

			Nina smoothed the material over her legs, picked up the hem, and fiddled with it.

			Leigh’s gaze jumped to her legs and then darted away.

			“Are we done?” She needed to get out of this office, away from the heavy cloud that hung between them. She needed air and sunshine. A walk, maybe, by the harbour so she could think about what had just happened.

			“Yes. I’ll have Grizz contact you if there’s any further developments.”

			“Thank you.” She rose. “I’ll see myself out.”

			Leigh stood too. “I’ll be in touch.”

			Nina nodded. The thickness in her throat wouldn’t let her say anything more. She wanted to ask what could happen when the claim concluded and they were no longer lawyer and client. But Leigh had said that was likely a year away. Who could predict where they would both be that far ahead?

			She slid open the glass door and left. She found Grizz and put the bag of produce on her desk. “This is for you. For all that you do.” Without waiting for a reply, she hurried down the corridor towards reception, head down, looking neither left nor right, Grizz’s astonished face in her mind.

			She’d made the right decision; she was sure of it.

			It was better this way. Wasn’t it?

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Leigh sat at her desk and stared at a file without really seeing it. Nearly seven on a Friday and she was still at work. She had a date with Meredith, but Meredith was running an hour behind. An advice she had to finish, she’d said in her crisp tones. She was sure Leigh would understand.

			Leigh did understand only too well.

			She rose from the desk and, leaving her jacket on the chair, picked up her bag and went out through the darkened office.

			Grizz had gone mountain biking in the Blue Mountains. Not Leigh’s thing, but right now, she envied Grizz both her happy marriage and her weekend activities.

			Leigh left the office and stepped out into Sydney’s heat. She strolled the short distance to where she was to meet Meredith. The ultra-trendy bar boasted over a hundred different brands of gin with prices to match its reputation. Leigh ordered an upmarket gin and tonic and found a seat at a small table with beautiful but uncomfortable chairs.

			It had been more than two weeks since Nina had sat in her office and refused to change lawyers. In that time, Leigh hadn’t been back to the farm. She’d told herself she was giving Nina space to regroup, but that wasn’t all it was.

			She wanted to see Nina. She yearned for her wide grin, the way her eyes crinkled when she smiled. She wanted to touch the strands of hair escaping from her messy ponytail, wind them around her finger, and tug Nina closer. Kiss her.

			Not for the first time, she replayed their last meeting in her mind. Could she have handled it better? Yes, she very definitely could. She could have discussed the potential change of lawyer with Nina ahead of time rather than assuming Nina wanted the same thing that she did and steamrollering over her. She’d been insensitive and tactless. Nina was doing what she thought best to save the farm. Of course, she would put that over… Over what? The potential of a girlfriend? That’s all they were to each other.

			Leigh placed her mobile on the small table. Not for the first time, she thought she should call Nina and apologise. Nina had made it clear friendship was still on offer. Leigh missed that friendship. But that wasn’t all. She missed Banksia Farm. There, things were distilled to the elements: grow food, be kind, nurture a community. And Nina and her great big heart were at the centre of it, the touchstone that kept the farm thriving.

			Leigh sipped her gin and tonic. There was no reason she shouldn’t volunteer tomorrow—as long as that was all it was. She could go out there and be a part of it again. She’d weed the veggie garden, share a joke with Ahmed, and buy eggs from the farm shop. Maybe Phoebe would have another legal question for her. And Nina. What would Nina do?

			The answer spun through her mind. Nina would welcome her with a big smile, answer her silly questions about how things were done, and give her a task that was not too arduous, not too unpleasant, because Leigh was her lawyer. Nina would be warm and welcoming, but she would not go further. There would be no repeat of the kiss they’d shared at Christmas. There would be no touch of Nina’s fingers on her hand. Nina’s gaze would not linger on the line of Leigh’s thighs revealed by her shorts. They were friends now. It was for the best.

			Leigh looked at her watch. Meredith was not due to arrive for another forty-five minutes. Leigh drained her gin and tonic for Dutch courage and went to the bar for another. She sat at a quiet table where she wouldn’t be overheard and dialled Nina’s number.

			“Hi, Leigh. You’re working late.”

			Of course, Nina assumed that. After their last meeting, she would think this call was about the claim.

			“I’m not at work. I’m meeting a friend shortly for a drink. I wondered…” She plunged on before she could change her mind. “I wondered if you needed another volunteer tomorrow.”

			There was a long pause.

			Butterflies flew circles in Leigh’s belly. Maybe it was too soon; maybe it would always be too soon for Nina.

			“Yes, of course. You’re very welcome. I’m sorry, I didn’t expect that. I thought we wouldn’t see you again out here.”

			“I’d like to come, but only if that’s okay with you.”

			“Yes.” Nina’s voice was steady. “Of course. We’re friends, Leigh. At least, I think we are.”

			“Friends,” she echoed. “What time should I come?”

			“If you could manage eight, that would be fantastic. Andi can’t make it tomorrow, so I’m one short.”

			“I’ll see you then.”

			“I’ll look forward to it.” Nina’s voice was soft.

			Leigh ended the call. Instantly, the weekend was rosy. There was something to look forward to, something good to do. And she’d see Nina again. Leigh closed her eyes as the memory of Nina’s lips on hers rose in her mind. Nina’s tongue tracing Leigh’s mouth, the fresh, earthy smell of her, the tickle of her thick hair against Leigh’s cheek.

			Hell and damnation. Leigh pressed her hands to her warm cheeks. Maybe she was setting herself up for torment. A day in Nina’s company, close but not close enough. Friends but not more. Billy’s claim could last for another year or even more. There was no quick end in sight to her dilemma.

			She took a mouthful of her drink. She’d have to slow down, or she’d be tipsy when Meredith arrived. Meredith. Leigh had intended to make this a proper date, give her and Meredith an honest chance, but now, after talking with Nina, it was the last thing she wanted to do.

			She picked up her phone and flicked to Facebook to while away the time as she waited for her date.
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			“There’s an interesting appeal in the High Court,” Meredith said. “The tobacco industry is again trying to overturn the mandatory cigarette packaging.”

			“Research shows that the photos of diseased lungs on the packet are now not much of a deterrent,” Leigh said. “I would think they’d concentrate their efforts on trying to overturn the ruling that means cigarettes for sale have to be hidden from sight.”

			“Ah, that’s what’s interesting.” Meredith leant forward in her seat. “They are claiming that because the packets are hidden, the scare tactics don’t work. On the face of it, they would appear to be arguing against their best interests; however…”

			Leigh sipped her drink. Meredith was a driven and dedicated barrister. She was a poised and beautiful woman. And, on the few occasions she stopped talking shop, she was a witty and entertaining conversationalist. Now, however, was not one of those times. The contrast with Nina couldn’t be greater.

			“Do you agree?”

			With a start, Leigh realised she had no idea what Meredith had just said.

			“Leigh?” Meredith put a hand on Leigh’s knee. “Are you still with me?”

			She summoned a smile. “Of course. Just hungry. I skipped lunch.”

			Meredith drained the last of her cocktail. “Then let’s go eat. I booked a table at the Long Room. Does that suit you?”

			“Perfect. I haven’t been there for a while.”

			The Long Room was busy, but their table was alongside the kitchen, where diners could watch the many chefs at work behind the glass partition. Once they had ordered and their wine arrived, Meredith poured them each a large glass.

			“Cheers.” She clinked Leigh’s glass. “After the week I’ve had, this is extremely pleasant.”

			“It is.” Leigh sighed. “I’m looking forward to a weekend without opening a file. That’s a rarity.”

			Meredith’s mouth twisted down. “I can’t remember the last time I had time like that. But then I wonder what I’d do with myself if I didn’t have to work. Although I have a friend who’s always pestering me to come out on her yacht. Maybe I should take her up on that sometime.”

			“Do you enjoy sailing?”

			“I’ve never been, to be honest. There’s only so many hours in a day. Golf is my relaxation, although I admit that’s because so many contacts in our industry are made on the golf course. Maybe we could have a game sometime?”

			“I don’t play,” Leigh said. “I had a few lessons when I was a law clerk, but I couldn’t get the hang of it.”

			Meredith nodded. “And it’s not enough just to play, is it? You have to be of a certain standard.”

			Leigh let Meredith carry most of the conversation, content to sit in the plush surroundings and sip the excellent wine. Would Nina enjoy it here? She’d probably love it. With a guilty start, an image of Nina in an elegant summer frock, proposing they have lunch together, came into her head. She pushed the thought aside. That was over now. Nina was just a friend.

			Meredith’s conversation had circled back to work. “Are you going to the seminar on defending small claims? It’s in Byron Bay next month. I’m a speaker.”

			“I haven’t thought about it. I’m not sure if I can get away.”

			“You’ll need to decide soon. The worthwhile accommodation is nearly booked out.” Meredith sliced a piece of her rare steak. “Although if you do decide to attend at the last minute, you can stay with me. As a speaker, I have a suite.” Her quick, flirtatious smile told Leigh exactly what she was offering.

			Leigh took a bite of her swordfish and examined her reaction. Nothing. No spark of anticipation, no leap of heat in her belly. Meredith was exactly the sort of woman she should be dating, exactly the sort of woman who would normally pique her interest…except she wasn’t. She summoned a smile. “I’ll let you know. It’s a busy time of year for me, catching up after the Christmas break.”

			Meredith made a moue. “I know. I have no idea why the Sydney law world needs to close down from Christmas until the second week of January.”

			“It was often the only break I got when I was a junior lawyer.” Leigh finished her fish and took another mouthful of wine.

			The bottle was empty. Meredith looked around for a waiter. “Shall we get another bottle?”

			Suddenly, the expensive restaurant was too loud, too extravagant. The food was delicious, but was it really worth the money? Meredith’s company was pleasant, but it wasn’t Meredith she wanted to share this with. Longing for a shabby farmhouse kitchen and a meal of roast chicken and potato salad rose up. Conversation about things that mattered, not about points of law. Tiredness overwhelmed her, and she wanted nothing more than to go home, crawl into bed, pour herself a glass of wine, and stare out of the window at the city lights. “Would you mind if I took a raincheck? I’m very tired. I hope I’m not coming down with something.”

			Meredith blinked. “Of course.” She laid her hand over Leigh’s where it rested on the table. Her thumb stroked the back of Leigh’s hand. “I hope we can do this again soon, and maybe that night won’t need to end with dinner.” She turned Leigh’s hand over so they were palm to palm and clasped her fingers.

			Leigh didn’t answer, but she squeezed Meredith’s hand. Even if she couldn’t say the words to agree, she liked Meredith; she wasn’t going to close off this avenue just yet.

			Meredith insisted on paying the bill. “You can get it next time.”

			Traffic rushed past them as they stood on the pavement outside the restaurant. Leigh hitched her bag higher on her shoulder. “Thank you for a very enjoyable evening.”

			Meredith moved closer and cupped Leigh’s chin. Her mouth pressed over Leigh’s, cool lips moving softly.

			Leigh closed her eyes and gave herself up to the kiss. A beautiful woman who kissed like an angel. Certainly, she would feel something. She had to.

			Meredith moved back, a question in her eyes. “Would you like to do this again sometime?”

			“Yes, very much.” She pinned a smile on her face, leant forward, and kissed Meredith again. This time, Meredith’s lips pressed harder, and the kiss was more demanding.

			Leigh broke the kiss. “Can we talk next week?” Maybe by next week, her stubborn heart would have moved on. Maybe seeing Nina tomorrow would allow her to pigeonhole Nina into the “friend” category, and by next week, her heart would be free for Meredith.

			Meredith nodded, and with a small smile, she turned and headed away.

			Leigh heaved a sigh. Her apartment was calling. She took out her mobile and summoned an Uber.

			[image: ]

			Leigh barely saw Nina all morning at the farm. After greeting her, Nina had assigned her to work with Kiren and her group of kids in the veggie garden.

			Kiren was a quiet leader and a knowledgeable teacher, and she had the kids laughing as they learnt the difference between weeds and wanted plants and how to hand-pollinate zucchini flowers so that they turned into vegetables.

			Leigh had little to do except follow along, but by listening to Kiren, she was able to direct some of the kids.

			She worked her way down a row of zucchini with a couple of the kids and met Kiren and her group in the middle. They stood and let the kids finish.

			“You’re good with the kids,” Kiren said. “Not everyone has the patience.”

			“You obviously do.”

			“I love coming here. It’s almost like family but without the drama.”

			“You must know pretty much all there is to know.”

			“No, only Nina knows that. But I’m learning.” She raised her voice. “Lucy, that’s spinach; it’s not a weed.”

			“Yuk. Pull it out anyway!” another kid said.

			Leigh chuckled and exchanged a grin with Kiren.

			Kiren looked at her watch. “Okay, kids, time for lunch.”

			The kids scrambled to put the tools away and then ran helter-skelter to the barn.

			“I eat my lunch in the barn with the others if you’d like to join us,” Kiren said.

			“Thanks. It’s in the cooler in my car.” She retrieved her lunch and headed back towards the barn.

			“Hey.” Nina jogged up by her side. “I wondered if you’d like to come up to the house for lunch.”

			Leigh lifted the sandwich she’d purchased on the way there. “I’ve remembered to bring lunch this time.”

			“You’re still welcome.” Nina’s voice was diffident, as if she expected Leigh to refuse.

			That was not going to happen.

			Leigh changed direction and followed Nina to the house. She looked around. “Where’s Phoebe?”

			“She likes to eat in the barn with the other kids. If you’re not rushing off, I know she’s going to ask if you’d like another riding lesson after the kids have gone.”

			Would she? The aching back and thighs from last time had taken days to subside. But it had been rewarding. The glow of achievement—a physical achievement, not a mental one—had stayed with her for days. “I’d like that.”

			Nina pulled some sliced ham, lettuce, and mustard from the fridge and started buttering bread. When the sandwich was made, they took their lunch out onto the veranda, along with glasses of water.

			Nina was unusually quiet. She sprinkled salt on her bread and fiddled with her water glass.

			Leigh watched her, the nervous movements, her bent head. Maybe it had been a mistake to come today. She should have left Nina alone and not let her desire to see her again put pressure on Nina. A wave of sadness swept over her. She and Nina could have had something, if only they had met in another way, if only they weren’t lawyer and client.

			Nina looked up. “I’m sorry. I’m poor company. Truth is, I don’t know what to say to you. I also feel naive and stupid for not realising that you might have a conflict.” She bit her lip. “I don’t move in your circles. I don’t know how to act.”

			“You don’t have to act around me. I hope you realise that.”

			“Don’t I? I think I do. I’m acting now. I’m pretending I don’t think about our kiss.” She pushed back her loose strands of hair and looked Leigh in the face. “I’m not sophisticated like you. I haven’t dated in a couple of years. I would like to be friends with you. I would love for you to keep volunteering, but I don’t know how to make a graceful transition from what I hoped we’d be to what we are now.”

			“Maybe I should leave.” Nina’s words touched her. Leigh couldn’t think of anyone else who would be so honest.

			“No.” Nina clasped Leigh’s hand where it lay on the table. “Please don’t. I deal with all sorts of people and situations. I’ll be fine.”

			Leigh had been fine until Nina touched her. She closed her eyes as the memory of Nina’s lips on hers rose up once more. “I’m the one who should apologise. I should have asked you if you’d consider another lawyer rather than pushing one on you. I shouldn’t have assumed. And I should have known what you’d do.”

			“We both assumed.”

			Nina hadn’t removed her hand.

			Leigh should. She should slide her hand out from underneath Nina’s to pick up her water glass, anything but let her hand remain where it was. Her gaze sought Nina’s. “I guess we were both wrong in our own way.”

			The touch of Nina’s hand was now an unbearable weight of what she couldn’t have. She drew back and clasped her hands in her lap.

			“How has your week been?” Nina’s voice was nearly back to normal, but when she picked up her sandwich, it trembled in her fingers.

			“Busy. Catching up after the break still. You know how it is.”

			“I don’t, actually. There’s no such thing as a break around here. I had one day off over Christmas—and you were here for it.”

			“Yes.” The Christmas kiss. How could she forget? Not only the kiss but the day itself. It had been comfortable. Far away from her family’s Christmas of ostentatious presents and a magnificent lunch prepared by a catering company. Leigh picked up her own sandwich.

			“How’s Phoebe doing?” The thought rose in her mind—Phoebe struggling with her memories of Billy’s accident. She hoped Phoebe had taken her suggestion of talking to Nina. Should she tell Nina? Phoebe’s words had had a confiding feel, and Leigh hadn’t wanted to break her fragile trust.

			“She’s better.” Nina’s face glowed as she talked of Phoebe. “She told me about her bad dreams of the accident. She said you told her to talk to me. Thank you. I can’t believe I didn’t see my own daughter was struggling. We had a good chat, and I think she understands now that it’s not her fault despite what the claim says. She still misses Billy, though.”

			So often friendships were lost over things like this. Leigh sipped her water. “How are you doing?”

			Nina propped her chin on her hand. “You don’t have to counsel everyone. I’m fine. I can’t afford not to be. I have to be steady for Phoe, for the farm. I have to be strong for myself because there’s no one else who can be strong for me. It’s how it is when you’re a single parent.”

			Leigh bit her lower lip. Nina’s voice was pragmatic, but it didn’t take much effort to catalogue the stress in Nina’s life. Was she one of Nina’s stressors? The relationship that could not be? A boulder weighted her chest and pinned her to her chair. She closed her eyes. If only Nina had taken the offer to switch lawyers that would have freed Leigh to be there for her in other ways.

			Rather than say something she’d regret, Leigh swallowed the last of her sandwich and stood to take her plate to the sink. With her back to Nina, she gripped the sink and closed her eyes. Bloody claim, bloody parameters. The farm held her in thrall in a way that little had outside of work for a long time. But it was Nina who’d captivated her. Nina who even now was wringing Leigh’s heart through the shredder.

			“Hey.” Nina came up and stood alongside. Her hand rested on the sink mere centimetres from Leigh’s fingers. “It’s okay. I’m doing okay.”

			“I somehow think you always do.” When did her voice become so husky? “You encompass everyone, draw them in to you. Phoebe, Kiren, Ahmed and the other volunteers, the Barn Kids, the Dare to Be Different kids. And me. How did you get a heart this big? Big enough with enough love for everyone?”

			Nina’s shoulders moved in a tiny shrug. “I don’t think I’m anything special. I’m just a little Aussie battler, like so many of us.”

			“I wish I could stand by your side and fight some of those battles for you.”

			Nina’s pinkie twitched and then brushed Leigh’s in a quick to-and-fro.

			The tiny touch left Leigh craving more.

			“You do,” Nina said. “You’re fighting my biggest battle for me.”

			Leigh sucked in a breath and moved her pinkie so it touched Nina’s. Another small shift and she hooked it around Nina’s finger. The heat of that tiny touch branded her. “I wish…” She couldn’t continue, because how could she say what she wished for without crossing the lines they’d set down between them?

			“I know,” Nina said. “I wish too.”

			Even this touch was too much. She couldn’t do it. Leigh closed her eyes momentarily and sucked strength in with each deep breath. For a second or two longer, she allowed the tiny touch. Another heartbeat and then she unhooked her finger and slid her hand away from Nina. She exhaled steadily until she could trust her voice. “When do the Barn Kids finish today?”

			“Around three. That’s when Phoebe’s planning to get you up on Mr Petey again.”

			Leigh nodded. If she and Nina couldn’t be together, at least she still had her friendship and everything that went with that—including Phoebe.
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			“Has anyone told you lately you’re an evil torturer?” Leigh’s breath came in gasps, and her thighs screamed in agony.

			Phoebe grinned up at her from beside Mr Petey’s head. “Yeah. I’ve heard it before. You’ll get the hang of it soon, Leigh. And when you can rise to the trot, trust me, it will be so much nicer.” She turned to the front again, but Leigh clearly heard, “For you and Mr Petey.”

			Leigh gritted her teeth. She’d seen the Barn Kids rising to the trot. Even little Naima managed it easily. She would not be beaten by something so simple. “One more time?”

			“Sure.” Phoebe guided Mr Petey around. “Ready?”

			Leigh gripped the front of the saddle with one hand and left the reins loose, trusting Phoebe to guide the pony. “Ready.”

			Mr Petey sprang forward into a steady one-two beat.

			One, two, up, down, up, down. Leigh concentrated on the rhythm. Her thigh muscles cramped, and her backside bumped the saddle with every stride. Her position felt perilous despite gripping the pommel with a death grip.

			And then, in a moment, it was as if a switch had been thrown. Mr Petey’s stride was less jackhammer and more fairground carousel. Her lower legs stayed in position, and she was rising and lowering in time to the pony’s movement.

			Before she could stop herself, she called out, as excited as little Naima, “Look, Phoebe! I’ve got it!”

			Phoebe jogged along for another few metres before stopping. “I could tell. Mr Petey’s ears came forward, and he was so much more comfortable.”

			Leigh patted his neck. “Not as comfortable as me. How could I have ever not been able to do that?”

			Phoebe grinned. “That’s what everyone says. Nice one. It will be so much easier now. Next step is to do that without me leading you and without your hand on the pommel.”

			Leigh shifted in the saddle and winched as her backside protested. “Maybe next time.”

			Next time. She was talking as if she was a part of Banksia Farm. And she was—along with the Barn Kids, the other volunteers, the parents, and every person who wandered in for a look around and dropped a few dollars in the donation box. Nina made them all welcome. No doubt Stella and Billy had felt similarly included and embraced into the farm community. Did Stella miss the farm?

			Leigh dismounted, and as her feet touched the ground, her knees buckled. Once she’d steadied herself, she took Mr Petey’s reins over his head as Phoebe had shown her and led him to the barn to unsaddle him.

			She glanced at Phoebe, who walked on the pony’s other side. “How are you doing? I’ve been thinking about you.”

			Phoebe flashed Leigh a glance and stared at her feet. “I’m okay.”

			Leigh waited. If Phoebe wanted to talk, then she’d do so in her own time.

			“After what you said, I talked to Mum. It’s better now. I still think about Billy a lot, though, especially when the Barn Kids are riding or doing other stuff. I keep thinking how much he would have loved it.”

			Leigh’s fingers clenched on the reins. The poor kid. There was so much fallout over something that, to her, was relatively trivial. Injury claims happened all the time. They weren’t personal. Lawyers hashed out a settlement, an insurance company paid money, and people moved on with their lives. Done deal. But from the beginning, Nina and Banksia Farm had never been like that. It had been personal. There wasn’t an insurance company with a fat chequebook. And there were people Leigh cared about caught up in it all. Nina and Phoebe. Leigh flicked a glance at Phoebe’s bent head. The girl had snuck her way into Leigh’s heart.

			“It wasn’t your fault, Phoebe. You know that, right? Mr Petey tripped in a rabbit hole. No person in the world could have stopped that.” The rightness of her words expanded in her chest. Until now, she’d treated Billy’s claim as routine—procedures to follow, steps to take, the expected responses to be given. Now she got it and what it meant to Nina and Phoebe. “If Nina had been leading Mr Petey, he’d still have tripped. Billy would still have fallen.”

			“I could’ve led him across a different bit of the paddock. I probably shouldn’t tell you that.”

			“You didn’t know the hole was there. How could you? And if you’d picked a different route, well, there would probably have been another hole. It’s not as if you can keep rabbits out of the paddocks. People have been trying to get rid of rabbits in Australia for years—and failed.”

			“I guess.”

			Leigh halted, rested her hands on Mr Petey’s neck, and peered across at Phoebe. “I’m not telling you that the farm is going to win against Billy. It’s a bit more complicated than that. I’m telling you that I, Leigh Willoughby, believe in you, and I don’t think you did anything wrong.”

			“Really?”

			The hope in Phoebe’s face tore at her heartstrings. She shouldn’t say any of this; it was unprofessional. But nothing about Nina and Phoebe had followed the normal, distant professional lines, not since the first time Nina walked into Petersen & Blake in her cotton skirt and asked Leigh to help.

			“Yeah, really. Almost certainly, though, the farm will still have to pay something. That’s how it works. But I’m trying my hardest for you.”

			“I know. Thanks.” Phoebe urged Mr Petey forward again. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

			Leigh’s thigh muscles screamed in agony, and her lower back felt like a plank, but the warmth that spread through her body had nothing to do with the heat of the day.

			“I’ve been reading that law book you gave me.” Phoebe scrunched her nose. “It’s difficult. A bit dull, to be honest.”

			“Law is a bit dull, to be honest.”

			Phoebe giggled. “It’s really hard.”

			“You’re twelve. It’s hard enough when you’re twenty.”

			“I still want to be a lawyer. But right now, I’m reading a really good book about a girl and a portal to another world. She’s got blue hair and has wish coins. It’s more exciting than the law book.”

			“It sounds like it. I’d keep reading that book if I were you.”

			They reached the barn.

			Nina came around to join them. “I saw you rise to the trot. Well done!”

			“Did you see the part before?” Phoebe asked.

			“I did. Not so smooth. I thought you would slide off the side at one point.”

			Leigh groaned. “Not my most elegant moment.”

			Nina’s lips twitched.

			It was a fascinating movement, and Leigh’s gaze fastened on Nina’s mouth before sliding away.

			“I’ve seen better.” Nina slung an arm around Phoebe’s shoulders. “The first time I tried, I fell off in a mud hole. Mind you, Gran was alive then, and I was staying with her. I’d snuck into the paddock and ridden her horse bareback without her knowing. I was six, and the horse was huge. I’d climbed on from the fence, and the horse moved away, and I couldn’t get down. Until I fell off. But Phoe here”—a squeeze of Phoebe’s shoulders—“she got it on her first attempt.”

			Phoe blushed. “Well, I grew up around here. With the ponies. So I’d seen lots of people ride.”

			“You were still good, though, daughter of mine.”

			“Looks like I’ve got the best teacher.” Leigh met Nina’s gaze over Phoebe’s head.

			Nina’s quick smile showed her appreciation of Leigh’s comment. “Are you planning on coming back?” Nina’s voice held an unusual diffidence, as if she shouldn’t ask the question.

			“I’m coming back,” Leigh said firmly. They were friends. They could do this.

			“Well, if you can make time on Thursday afternoon, the Dare to Be Different kids are back. Edwina’s been asking after you.”

			Leigh groaned. “I’ll have to rehearse some answer to her more awkward questions, but, yes, I can be here on Thursday.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Phoe swung the trolley around into the frozen food aisle. “Can I get potato wedges? Pleaaasseee.”

			“We’ve got plenty of potatoes,” Nina said.

			“I know. But wedges are yummy. C’mon, Mum, it’s a cheap dinner.”

			“Okay, but don’t buy the big bag. Get a small one.”

			“Thanks.” Phoebe rushed off.

			Nina kept moving, past the dessert cabinet and all the other things Phoebe would doubtlessly beg for if she found Nina loitering around the fudge brownie ice-cream. It was early February, and the temperatures were still scorching, so it seemed as if Phoe was living on the stuff.

			She pushed the trolley around to find toilet paper and stopped dead.

			A thin figure studied the kitchen towels. Stooped frame, wispy brown hair, anxious look about her. She’d know Stella anywhere. Even as she watched, Billy ran up to his mum and put dishwashing liquid into her trolley. His plaster cast was gone; he now sported a black brace.

			Nina bit her lip. She should ignore Stella and keep moving. A confrontation wouldn’t be good for anyone, especially the kids. She wasn’t sure if she was even allowed to have anything to do with her. But then Phoe came around the end of the aisle, a huge bag of wedges and a carton of ice-cream in her hands.

			“Billy-the-Kid!” Phoebe dumped the food in their trolley and ran over. “I’ve missed you.”

			Billy cracked a grin as wide as Sydney Harbour. “Phoebe!” He threw his good arm around Phoe’s waist and hugged hard. “I wasn’t allowed to come and see you. Look!” He held up the arm in the brace. “I’m a robot man.” He walked up the aisle in a jerky fashion.

			Phoe giggled and imitated him.

			Nina watched the two of them clowning around, arms and legs moving stiffly as they pretended to be mechanical people.

			“Billy, c’mon. We have to go.” Stella’s voice was as anxious as Nina remembered.

			Nina couldn’t just ignore her. Despite all that was going on, she couldn’t bring herself to sweep around Stella and keep going. She stepped in front of Stella’s trolley. “Hi, Stella. Long time no see.”

			“I can’t talk to you.” Stella tried to get past, but a lady looking at tissues was in the way.

			“We were friends, Stel. And it will give the kids a chance to catch up. Phoe’s missed Billy. We both have.”

			“I’m not allowed to talk to you.” Stella gripped the handle of her trolley with both hands, as if she would ram it into Nina’s legs.

			Nina heaved a breath, willing the curl of anger to subside. She was trying her best to make this okay; Stella must realise that. “There’s no reason those two can’t talk.” At least, Nina hoped there wasn’t. “Let them have a couple of minutes before you drag Billy away.” She nodded to where the robots were now trying to moonwalk. “At least tell me how Billy’s doing.”

			“Why?” The quaver in Stella’s voice made the word high-pitched. “So you can tell your lawyer he’s okay?”

			Nina pressed her lips together, willing the hot retort to subside. After all she’d done, did Stella really think so little of her? She moistened her lips, buying time for her answer. “No. Because I care about Billy. Both of you came to the farm often. We miss you. Billy must miss the ponies.” Too late, Nina remembered that Billy was now scared of animals.

			“He doesn’t. He’s terrified of them. He won’t even walk past the farm now. You can’t trick me.”

			“I’m not trying to.” Could she not say anything right? As far as Stella was concerned, it would seem not. “But at least tell me what happened, what changed. You said Billy was okay. Then you served the damn claim form. You could have come to me first, Stel. Tried to work it out.”

			“Why? So you could offer to pay his medical bills or something? Billy’s gonna need more than that. Thousands more. Hundreds of thousands.”

			Nina’s shiver had nothing to do with the air conditioning. Hundreds of thousands? Surely not.

			“That’s for the lawyers to sort out. Now it is. They’ll get most of it, Stel. Most of the money we pay, most of the money Billy would otherwise receive. Me and Phoe will lose, and Billy will lose. I don’t know what you were thinking.” Keep it nice. Keep it light. She heaved a deep breath. Recriminations and accusations wouldn’t do anything.

			“He told me you’d never pay enough if I didn’t use a lawyer.” Stella shifted the trolley. It looked as if she would ram it through the other shoppers to escape if she had to. “It’s not fair. You’ve got everything. Me and Billy have fuck all.” She pushed her trolley forward. “Leave me alone, Nina.” She rushed down the aisle and grabbed for Billy’s good arm as she passed, hurrying him along.

			Hundreds of thousands. A boulder lodged in her chest, and she couldn’t drag in enough air. Her asthma inhaler was in the car, and she hoped she wouldn’t have an attack. She’d had no idea. None. It was worse than she ever imagined. What would they do? Her gran’s farm would be sold, the animals dispersed. Then what?

			Nina had no idea.

			Phoe returned. “Why’d they go?”

			“Why do you bloody well think? Because they can’t talk to us, not until they’ve taken us for every bloody penny we have.” Too late, she saw Phoe’s stricken expression and wished she could bite back the words. “Phoe, sweetie, I’m sorry. I’m upset by what Stella said. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

			“Will they? Will they take the farm?” Tears brimmed in Phoe’s eyes. “What about the animals? Where will we live?”

			“We’ll live at Banksia Farm, same as we always have.” Nina wrapped an arm around Phoe’s skinny shoulders. “They won’t get the farm. You’ll ride Mr Petey around the paddock in your new shiny boots for a long time yet.”

			“Promise?”

			“I can’t promise. I wish I could. But we can hope. I think it will work out.”

			“Leigh will save us.” Phoe’s voice wobbled. “She likes you, Mum.”

			“I like her as well, and she’s helping us. But we have to save ourselves too. Now,” she hoped she projected enough cheer into her voice to fool Phoe, “I saw that ice-cream you put into the trolley. Whether you get to keep it depends on what flavour it is. If it’s strawberry, it’s going back in the cabinet.”

			“Chocolate fudge brownie.” Phoe giggled. “You know I hate strawberry.”

			“Then you’re in luck. The ice-cream stays.”
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			“Am I intruding?” Kiren’s head poked into the little cubicle that Nina used as an office. “Tell me to get lost if I am.”

			“Nope. Of course not. What’s up, Kiri?” Hopefully nothing major. Nothing worse than black fly in the beans.

			Kiren came fully into the cubicle and rested her butt against the desk. “Nothing’s up with me. Everything’s going swimmingly. Andi’s with the Barn Kids in the paddock, pulling hemlock. The team that pulls the most gets ten minutes more riding time.”

			“Sneaky. I like it.” Nina swivelled away from the computer. “Want a cuppa?”

			“Sure.” Kiren topped up the kettle from the water bottle next to it and flicked the switch. “Actually, I was wondering if there was anything you wanted to talk about.”

			“Am I that obvious? I thought I was the master of bonhomie.”

			“You are. Your good cheer is legendary. But I’ve known you longer than most, and you’re staring into the distance and frowning. And sometimes, you look unutterably sad. I don’t want to intrude if you don’t want to talk, but is everything okay?”

			Kiren’s soft tones and warm voice were Nina’s undoing. She pressed the heels of her hands into her eye sockets. “Yes. No. Oh fuck, Kiri, it’s all going to hell in a handbasket.”

			“Tell me.” Kiren placed a cup of tea on the desk beside Nina. “Has this got anything to do with the new volunteer, Leigh, who seems to take up your time? Who doesn’t look as if she comes from this area and doesn’t have kids so that I wonder why she’s here?”

			“Sort of. It has more to do with Stella and Billy.”

			“Who haven’t been around for a couple of months. I thought I saw them on the street recently. Billy’s got a brace on his arm.”

			“I know. And that’s got a lot to do with it.” Nina took a deep breath and filled Kiren in with the major points of what had happened.

			“And Leigh?”

			“Is my pro bono lawyer.”

			“I thought…” Kiren seemed to pick her words carefully, “she might be more than that.”

			“Chance would be a fine thing.”

			“Seems to me you have every chance. She could hardly take her eyes off you last time I saw her. Followed you around.”

			“You’re observant. I thought we had a chance at something.”

			“But?”

			“She can’t date a client. She found me another lawyer so that she and I could date, but I told her I’d rather have her legal services than any other kind.”

			Kiren was silent for a moment as she sipped her tea. “And what’s going to happen with this Billy thing?”

			“If I knew the answer to that, I’d tell you. Worst-case scenario, I’ll have to sell the farm to pay him. No one is willing to tell me the best case, but it still involves paying more money than I have.”

			“We could hold a fundraiser.”

			Nina managed a weak smile. “That’s a wonderful thought, but I think it’s far beyond the scope of any fundraiser. We need a lotto win. I feel like I haven’t slept properly for weeks. I wake up in the night, and it all spins around in my head, all the possible scenarios, good and bad. Mainly bad. And then I can’t sleep, so I get up and make a cup of tea and wait for dawn to come. Luckily, it’s early at this time of year.”

			“It sounds like a lot of money for a broken arm.”

			“And the rest of it.” Her throat was suddenly thick. Despair clogged her throat, and it was hard to get the words out. “I get that Stella wants the best for her kid but to the extent of forcing us to close, depriving other kids, the community here, of what we offer? It doesn’t seem right somehow.”

			“Has Leigh got a plan?” Kiren shifted closer and rubbed Nina’s shoulder in a soothing rhythm.

			“I think it’s too early for that. We’re in the wait-and-see stage. Wait and see how badly Billy really is hurt, wait and see what the medical specialists say. Wait and see how much money they want once all of that is known. But Leigh really is the best. That’s why I won’t go to anyone else. If anyone can help us, she can.”

			“And when it’s finally over, what then? Could you and she date if you wanted to?”

			“I guess so. But it’s likely to be a year or so away. So if by then she hasn’t married some fabulous divorce lawyer and still wants to date a penniless ex-farmer, then, yeah, I guess we could.” Her voice cracked, and she couldn’t continue. Nina put her head on her folded arms on the desk and bawled.

			Once started, the tears didn’t want to stop. Dimly, she was aware of Kiren’s soothing murmurs as she rubbed Nina’s shoulders, of the rumble of traffic on the dual carriageway, Sophia’s I-need-milking moo, and the laughter of the Barn Kids. She willed the tears to stop before someone else came in, but all that happened was she got hiccups and her nose blocked. Eventually, she raised her head and wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to dump on you.”

			Kiren moved back to the corner of the desk. “No worries. Anytime. You were there for me when Rasheed left me. If it weren’t for this place, I’d probably still be holed up in a tiny flat, stuffing gulab jamun into my mouth until I couldn’t get out of the door.”

			“Come around the next time you’ve got a free evening. We’ll make curry and both stuff ourselves with Indian dumplings.”

			“I’ll look forward to it. And, Nina? We’ll get you through this.”

			“I hope so. And I hope we still have the farm at the end of it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“Mum, the developer man is back.” Phoe’s tousled head poked around the door of Mr Petey’s stable. “He wants to see you. I didn’t tell him where you were.”

			“She didn’t have to.” Jon Wakefield sauntered up and leant on the door. “Your sign says, Feel free to look around, and someone will find you. Seems like I found you instead.”

			“I said you weren’t welcome last time. Please leave.” Nina gripped the brush she’d been using on Mr Petey’s tail and willed herself not to hurl it at Wakefield’s head.

			“You’re open to the public. I don’t see a sign that states entry is at the owner’s discretion.”

			“You’ll see one the next time you try to come back.”

			Wakefield reached out a hand to pat Mr Petey’s nose.

			Nina hoped uncharitably that Mr Petey would take a chunk out of his sleeve, but that would probably give her more problems. And Mr Petey, placid animal that he was, simply accepted the pat with his eyes closed.

			“I’ve come to make you an offer.”

			Nina resumed brushing Mr Petey’s tail. “I’ve turned it down before. I’m turning it down again.”

			“You haven’t heard it yet.”

			“You heard my mum.” Phoebe’s voice trembled. She stood by the door, hands jammed on her hips, her chin jutting forward. “Go away.”

			Wakefield flicked her a glance. “Visitors following your instructions has got you in enough hot water already.” He directed his gaze back to Nina.

			“Care to explain what you mean by that remark?” The red-hot sizzle of anger in her blood wasn’t enough to obliterate her reasoning. How did he know that? Leigh had told her that Billy’s claim was minor enough that it would float under the radar and was very unlikely to be public knowledge. But what else could this self-satisfied jerk be talking about?

			Wakefield rested an arm on the stable door and removed it quickly when he saw the dirt.

			Phoebe sniggered.

			“I gather times are hard here.” Wakefield brushed at the dirt soiling his white shirt. “Which is why I’m prepared to offer you an immediate settlement. Two million dollars. Twenty percent upon a signed contract, the balance within thirty days. I have the contract in my car. Of course, you can get your lawyer to look over it if you wish.”

			“Two million?” Nina narrowed her eyes. “Why do you think I’ll take that when I’ve already turned down your offer of two million, three hundred thousand? You’re very forgetful.”

			“No, I remember exactly what my previous offer was. But circumstances have changed, haven’t they? My previous offer was on longer terms. This is as about as immediate as you’ll get for a land sale in New South Wales.”

			“It doesn’t matter what you’re offering. The answer’s still no.”

			Wakefield shrugged. “Take it or leave it. But this offer could be a way out of…a lot of things.”

			“The answer is no.”

			“It will always be no,” Phoebe said. “I’d rather burn down our house than sell it to you.”

			Wakefield laughed. “Little girl, it’s not about the house. That tumbledown place will be demolished anyway.” He turned away. “Just remember what I’ve said today. You know where to find me when you need to accept my offer.” He sauntered away as if he was in no hurry whatsoever, gave a courteous nod to Ahmed, who was stacking hay bales at the other end of the barn, and disappeared out into the sunshine.

			“What does he mean?” Phoebe’s voice wobbled, and she seemed on the edge of tears. “What does he mean when he said we might need to accept his offer?”

			“I don’t know, Phoe. I wish I did. I guess he’s trying a bit of manipulation, making us think things are worse than they are. Maybe he thinks we’re holding out for more money, so by offering less, we might take the previous offer.”

			“We won’t, will we?” Phoe leant her arms on the stable door, uncaring of the dirt that had put Wakefield off.

			Nina sighed. “If I could promise you, I would. But it would be the very, very last resort.”

			Phoe opened the door and came into the stable. She flung her arms around Mr Petey’s neck and buried her face in his mane. “I don’t want to live anywhere else.”

			Nina stroked Phoebe’s tangled hair as she had when Phoe had been a little girl. “We won’t let it happen. Not if we can help it.” She closed her eyes as she stroked. Just make it all go away. She seemed to have a permanent rock in her stomach these days, and her early mornings waiting for the dawn were getting longer and longer. Soon it wouldn’t be worth going to bed.

			“C’mon, Phoe. Mr Petey’s done. Let’s do Jellybean together, ready for the Barn Kids. They’ll be here soon.”

			Phoe hugged Mr Petey harder for a second, then raised her head. Her eyes were red rimmed. “Okay. But, Mum, it sounded as if he knew about Billy. How could he know that?”

			Exactly what Nina had wondered too. “I don’t know. I wish I did.”
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			Nina jerked awake at the raucous ringtone from her bedside table. Her mobile vibrated wildly, nearly at the point of falling to the floor. She snatched up the phone and glanced at the bedside clock. Nearly two in the morning. Her pulse rate accelerated. Night-time calls were never good. Thank God Phoe was tucked up safe in bed. Was her mother all right? “Hello.”

			“Is this Nina Pellegrini?” an officious male voice asked.

			“Yes, speaking.”

			“Ms Pellegrini, this is the Penrith Police. We’ve had reports of a small, brown pony loose on the dual carriageway at Cherryhill. The animal has nearly caused multiple accidents, but we’re unable to catch it. Someone suggested it might belong to you.”

			“I have a bay pony, yes, but she was in the paddock last night. There’s a padlock on the gate.” She breathed a little easier. Not her mother. And Jellybean should be safe and sound.

			“Can you check, please? I’ll hold while you do.”

			“Sure. I’ll be as quick as I can.” Nina threw on yesterday’s clothes and went out to the veranda, where her gumboots were. She put the phone down while she shook the boots upside down, then put them on.

			“Mum, what’s happening?” Phoebe appeared in the kitchen. “The phone woke me up. Why are you going out?”

			“I need to check if Jelly’s in the paddock. The police say there’s a pony like her on the dual carriageway. Go back to bed. I shouldn’t be long.”

			“I’m coming with you. Even if it’s not Jelly, we may be able to catch the pony before it’s hurt.”

			“Get dressed first. I’ll wait.”

			When Phoebe reappeared in shorts and a T-shirt, Nina grabbed two torches and her keys and set off at a jog. The gate from the paddock to the driveway was closed, and her torchlight picked up the glint of the padlock still in place. She climbed over the gate and swept the high-power beam around the paddock. There was Sophia, lying by the water trough, and Mr Petey ambled over inquisitively, his grey shape showing up clearly in the torchlight. There was no sign of Jelly.

			Nina cast the beam around the paddock once more. Maybe Jelly was under the trees or lying down somewhere where she was harder to spot. “Coop, coop. Jelly, Jelly, Jelly, where are you?” She remembered the phone, still blinking in her hand. “Are you still there?”

			“Yes. I take it you haven’t found your animal yet?”

			“Not yet. But it’s a large paddock. Give me a couple more minutes.” She tucked the phone, with the call light still active, into her breast pocket. “Phoe, you go around to the right. Stick by the fence and look for her. Shine your torch up in the air if you find her. I’ll go to the left and will do the same. You okay doing that?”

			Phoe nodded.

			“Don’t forget to watch for snakes. Sweep the light over the ground ahead of you.”

			“Mum.” Phoebe drew the word out in an exasperated sigh. “I’m not totally stupid.”

			Nina walked as fast as she dared, shining the torch along the fence line, the paddock, and the ground in front of her. No Jelly. She caught up to Phoe, who stood staring at the wire fence that separated the paddock from the road. All three strands had been cut, and one of the fence posts had been pulled out of the ground. The resultant gap was big enough for a herd of ponies to get through.

			A cold pit of dread settled in her stomach. If Jelly was out on the main road, she could be hurt or killed. “Shit.” She shone her torch up and down the road, hoping against hope that Jelly was grazing on the verge.

			“Ms Pellegrini.” The disembodied voice of the police officer came through her phone, muffled by her shirt pocket. “Have you found the animal?”

			“No. We’ve found a fence that’s been deliberately cut, though. She must have escaped through that. It’s lucky the others didn’t follow her.”

			“Ma’am, can you come down to the Cherryhill dual carriageway and see if you can catch her? She was last reported near the shopping centre at the intersection with Bent Street.”

			That was five minutes’ drive away. “Yes. I need to secure the other animals first.”

			“That’s fine. Come as quickly as possible.”

			“I’ll do that. Thank you.” She ended the call.

			“You’ll have to come, Phoe. I can’t leave you here alone.”

			Phoe made a rude noise in her throat. “As if I’d stay when we have to get Jelly.”

			“I’ll put Mr Petey and Sophia in the stables. Can you go over to the barn and gather together a halter, Jelly’s bridle, and a bucket of pony cubes? Oh, and the first aid kit. I’ll bring the car around.”

			Phoe nodded and jogged off, her torch shining on the ground in front of her.

			Mr Petey was easy enough to catch, but Sophia needed a slap on the rump before she stirred. Nina grabbed Mr Petey’s forelock and tugged him towards the stable. She cast a glance back at Sophia ambling along behind. Once they were both safely in the stables, Nina jogged back to get her car. She hadn’t had this much aerobic exercise in months. She was puffing as she reached the car and drove back to collect Phoe and the tack.

			It was easy enough to find the pony. As they approached the shopping centre, flashing blue lights alerted her to the police, stopped on the side of the road. Nina pulled into the car park and over to where figures waved their arms and darted about.

			“She must be so scared.” Phoe grabbed the halter and bucket of pony cubes and ducked out of the car as soon as it stopped.

			Nina followed. A couple of people were obviously trying to corner a pony up against the railings that separated the car park from a second busy road. From the pony’s spooked movements and abrupt changes of direction, it was obviously terrified. She caught a glimpse as it cantered under the glow of yellow streetlight. It was Jellybean.

			“Stop chasing her! You’re making it worse!” The scream was Phoebe, who pushed past the people into the light, where Jelly had now halted and stood with every muscle quivering.

			Nina moved forward. “Phoe, let me catch her. She’s scared. She could knock you over.”

			“No, Mum, please. It’s okay. Jelly knows me almost better than you. Let me try. I’m smaller. Maybe she won’t be as scared of me.”

			Nina hesitated. Phoe’s eyes were huge in the yellow light. This was about more than Jelly; this was about Phoe’s self-confidence. “One try. If you don’t get her the first time, I’ll take over, okay?”

			Phoe nodded and moved forward.

			“Stand still, everyone. The pony knows my daughter. Let her try and calm it down.” Every muscle twitched with the need to follow Phoebe. What if Jelly pushed past her and knocked her to the ground? There wasn’t a bad bone in Jelly’s body, but when an animal was this scared, anything could happen.

			Phoe rested the halter on her shoulder, held the bucket of pony cubes out in front of her, and shook it invitingly. “Here, Jellybellybean.” Her voice was soft and soothing. “Come here, pony. Come to me.” She kept up a stream of nonsense words in quiet tones. It was exactly what Nina would have done.

			Nina kept her gaze fixed on Jelly. The pony was still poised for flight, her ears flicking back and forth.

			Phoe approached slowly, still talking, and reached out to stroke Jelly’s neck.

			“She’s got her!” The exuberant shout came from a bystander, and Jelly flung up her head and shied, taking off at a fast trot towards the fence between her and the main road.

			Sweet baby Jesus. If Jelly tried to jump the fence, she’d be in the middle of traffic, even if she didn’t get her legs caught up in the wire. Oh God.

			But at the last second, Jelly ducked and swerved around. Her nostrils flared as she halted again, and this time Phoe was able to put a halter on her.

			Nina blew out a breath as her muscles relaxed. Her chest swelled with pride for Phoe. She’d done great. She started over towards them, but the cop intercepted her.

			“This your horse, ma’am?” At Nina’s nod, he continued, “I’ll need to take some details from you. There may be a charge of public endangerment.”

			“Our fence was deliberately cut. I’ll report that in the morning. Right now, I’d like to make sure my daughter and the pony are okay.”

			“Okay.” The policeman was young and obviously trying hard to be officious. “If you’ll let me have your details, I can let you go.”

			Nina provided them, keeping one eye on Phoe and Jelly. In a few minutes, the bystanders had dispersed, the cop shut off the car’s blue lights, and there was only Nina, Phoebe, and Jellybean in the circle of yellow streetlights.

			Phoe held Jelly while Nina checked her over. “She’s lucky. There’s a small cut on a fetlock, but that’s all.”

			Jelly pushed her nose under Phoebe’s shirt, as if seeking comfort.

			“How are we going to get her home?” Phoe asked.

			“We don’t have much choice. We’ll leave the car here and both walk home with her. I can collect the car in the morning.”

			Phoe nodded, and Nina summoned a reassuring smile. It was late; Phoe must be exhausted. “Will you be okay?”

			Phoe nodded again.

			“There’s a twenty-four-hour McDonald’s on the way. We’ll treat ourselves to cheeseburgers.”

			“Yeah.” Phoebe gripped Jelly’s halter rope, straightened her shoulders, and turned for home.
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			The phone rang, and Leigh’s number flashed on the screen. Nina snatched it up.

			“Nina,” Leigh said. “I understand you want to talk with me.”

			“Yes. Thanks for returning my call. I think you told me that Billy’s claim wouldn’t be public knowledge. Am I right?”

			“There’s no restriction on the claimant telling anyone, but realistically, it’s such a small claim, it is unlikely to be of interest to anyone.” Leigh’s voice was calm and professional.

			“It’s just that something strange happened yesterday. The developer I told you about returned and made me another offer. A lower offer with a short settlement date. He said it would get me out of all sorts of things. And he said something to Phoebe that implied strongly that he knew about Billy’s claim.”

			“It’s possible he does. He has an interest in Banksia Farm, so he may have gone to greater lengths to keep tabs on it.”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“Business. If he turns up something that he thinks he can leverage against you, then it pays off.”

			“That’s not all.” Nina rested her butt against the counter so she could see if Phoebe came in. “Last night, after Wakefield said that, someone let Jellybean out of the paddock. They cut the fence to do so. Jelly’s not hurt, but she could have been killed.”

			“And you think Wakefield did it?”

			“Who else could it have been?”

			“It’s a stretch to assume it’s Wakefield. If I had to guess, I’d say it was kids on a lark.”

			Nina took a deep breath. “Can I take a restraining order against Wakefield?”

			“Based on that? No. You have no proof. It’s purely supposition. I realise you’re worried, but honestly, I can’t see anything to pin this on Wakefield based on what you’ve told me.”

			“He’s stepping up the pressure on me to sell. I wouldn’t put it past him to try more heavy-handed tactics.”

			“It’s possible, I suppose, but he’s taking a huge risk if it is him. Vandalising property would get him a fine if he’s caught, plus loss of reputation. Still, though, I think the police would be more inclined to blame hoons or drunks than Jon Wakefield.”

			Nina sighed. “You’re making sense, of course. But last night, I was sure he was behind it. It felt personal, vindictive, not just a random act. I guess I’ll just have to be more vigilant.” She was silent for a moment. “Will I see you Thursday?”

			“Yes, I’ll be there.” Leigh’s voice changed from the cool professional to a warmer tone. “I’m glad Jellybean’s all right.”

			Nina put the phone down. Leigh could be right—it may have been vandals. And there was nothing she could do. She could hardly prevent it happening again, not unless she kept all the animals in the barn overnight, which would cost her a fortune in extra feed. She blew out a breath. Onwards. Keep on keeping on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			“Coffee, boss.” Grizz entered Leigh’s office and put two mugs on Leigh’s desk. Liquid sloshed onto the polished surface.

			Leigh looked up from her brief and frowned absently at the pool of coffee on her desk. Her gaze fell on Grizz, now seated in the chair opposite. Her left arm was in a sling. “Grizz, what on earth have you done now? Is it broken?”

			“Nope.” Grizz picked up her coffee with her good hand. “Strained. It’s a bit sore, though.” She wriggled the fingers that poked out of the sling.

			“What happened?”

			“Remember how I told you about the weekend cricket match with Bryan’s family?”

			Leigh nodded. “And I said it sounded like the safest weekend activity you’d done in months.”

			“You shouldn’t have said anything.” Grizz adjusted the sling so it covered her elbow better. “I copped a cricket ball. Tried to catch it, but Bryan’s cousin could bat for Australia he hit the damn ball that hard. Bent my fingers back, strained a few tendons or something. Rest and ice for a week and I’ll be fine.”

			“Next time take the hang-gliding option.”

			“I will. I’ll either be safe or dead with that one.”

			“Do you need to go home and rest?”

			“No. I’ll send your typing out to the float secretary.”

			Leigh grimaced. “Check it carefully when it comes back. The last letter she typed had ‘pubic liability claim’ throughout.”

			“Gotcha.” Grizz sipped her coffee. “So that’s me. What’s new and exciting in your world?”

			“Nothing much.” Leigh switched her gaze back to her screen. She wasn’t going to tell Grizz about her uninspiring third date with Meredith. How flat it had felt. Meredith was her perfect match—on paper at least. So why couldn’t she get Nina and that sizzling kiss out of her mind?

			“You must have done something,” Grizz said. “I doubt even you worked all weekend. Did you volunteer at the farm?”

			“Not this weekend. I was there Thursday.”

			“Ah, yes, the ‘outside appointment’ in your diary. How’s Nina?”

			“Stressed, I think. There’s a few problems at the farm in addition to the claim.”

			“The two of you looked pretty friendly at Christmas.” Grizz pretended to study her nails, but her eyes, gimlet-sharp, flicked to Leigh. “So…”

			Leigh gave up all pretence of work and leant back in her chair. “Just say what you so obviously want to.”

			Grizz got up and closed the door. “You both obviously like each other, but my guess is you’ve told her you can only be friends, so you’ve both backed off. Am I right?”

			Images flashed through Leigh’s mind: Nina’s face, disbelieving and shocked, as Leigh had slid the client agreement for Arbuthnot & Svenson across the desk. The naked hurt when Nina thought Leigh wanted nothing more to do with her.

			“You’re right.” As much as she trusted Grizz, the conversation was becoming uncomfortable.

			Grizz was silent. Then she said, “It’s a pity in a way. She’s the first woman who’s dragged you out of your comfort zone in a long time.”

			Leigh arched an eyebrow. “My comfort zone being what exactly?”

			“Swanky dinners, gallery openings, the latest boutique gin bar. Professional people like yourself. Like Meredith.”

			“Meredith’s very pleasant.”

			“She is. She’s your comfort zone.” Grizz stood. “For what it’s worth, I liked the Leigh I saw at Banksia Farm.” She picked up the empty mugs in her good hand. “Billy’s claim won’t go forever. Then Nina won’t be your client.”

			“It will run for months yet.”

			Grizz shrugged. “What’s a few months in a lifetime?”

			Leigh watched her black-clad shape disappear through the door. Grizz was right, of course, but in a few months’ time, when Billy’s claim was settled, Nina could be anywhere, with anyone. And Leigh could be comfortably dating…not Meredith, but someone like her. Someone safe and professional and a little bit dull and predictable.

			Like herself.
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			Collecting eggs reminded Nina of Leigh. Every time she lifted the lids of the nesting boxes, she remembered how Leigh had cautiously felt inside, wary of snakes. She recalled Leigh’s fear of them. How brave she’d been when she’d trodden on a brown snake that time.

			For all that the farm wasn’t Leigh’s world, it had seemed she loved visiting, enjoyed the work. Enjoyed Nina.

			Nina’s toes curled in memory of the kiss. How long had it been since she’d been out on a date? Years. Having a farm that took all your time and money and a kid who she was doing her best to raise left little time for dating. Even if there was someone she wanted to date.

			She sighed. Leigh was probably looking forward to a power date with the barrister she’d mentioned. What was her name? Meredith.

			Tonight, Nina would make macaroni cheese, Phoe’s favourite. The two of them planned a movie night. Phoe wanted The Hunger Games—again. Leigh and Meredith were probably going on a dinner cruise on Sydney Harbour. There’d be a mellow jazz band, expensive wine, and at least five courses.

			Maybe it was time to put herself back out there. She could sign up on a dating site, and the next time Gino was back from the mines to take Phoe, Nina would go on a date. Or several.

			Nina reached the end of the nesting boxes and straightened. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that they usually ate breakfast an hour ago.

			She returned to the barn to replace her tools. Voices reached her: Phoe’s and a boy’s. One of the Barn Kids no doubt, arrived a bit early. Nina detoured to say hello, and the child’s voice piped up clearly.

			“Please, Phoebe, please! Can I have a ride on Mr Petey? He’s missed me, I know he has.”

			“No, Billy. I’ve said no. Go away. We can’t have you here.”

			“Why not?” Billy sounded hurt, his voice trembling.

			“You know.”

			“I don’t. Mum wouldn’t let me come, and now you don’t want me either.”

			Nina’s pulse sped up. Billy. Here. Begging for a ride. The kid who was now so scared of animals he needed counselling. Allegedly.

			Before Phoe could answer again, Nina went across. She leant her arms on the door and looked down at Billy, then at Phoebe, who was inside, brushing Mr Petey with short, fierce strokes. Her brows were knitted together, and she stared at the pony’s neck.

			“Hi, Billy. We haven’t seen you around for a while. How’ve you been?”

			Billy beamed—probably happy to see a friendly face after Phoe’s scowling one. “Good. ’Cept I miss Mr Petey.”

			“He missed you too.” Nina’s mind whirled. Was what she was doing wrong? She didn’t know. What she did know was that Billy wasn’t acting like a kid who was scared of animals; he was behaving like any of the Barn Kids: excited to be here, wanting to be close to the ponies. “Do you want to pat him? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

			“Yeah!” Billy didn’t wait for another invitation. He struggled to open the bolt on the door.

			Nina didn’t help. If Billy wasn’t scared, that had to be a good thing, but there was no way she would pressure him. Billy-the-Kid had to do this by himself.

			Billy finally worked the bolt free and went over to the pony.

			Nina followed. If Billy became panicky, she wanted to be where she could do something about it. She gestured to Phoe to move closer to Mr Petey’s head. Just in case. “Did you forget something, Billy?”

			A frown crinkled his forehead. “Oh yeah. I have to shut the door so that Mr Petey doesn’t get out.” He went back to the door and pulled it closed. “Can you bolt it, Nina? I can’t reach from in here.”

			“Sure I can,” Nina said. “Are you okay in here with Mr Petey?”

			“Course.” Billy sent her a beaming, gap-toothed smile. “Mr Petey’s my friend.” He returned to the pony and flung his arms around Mr Petey’s neck. The pony lowered his head and nuzzled Billy’s pockets, probably searching for treats. Billy pressed his head to the pony’s shoulder. “I love you, Mr Petey. You’re my bestest friend.”

			“Does your mum know you’re here?”

			“Nah. She’s not home. Tally’s looking after me. ’Cept Tally’s watching TV and didn’t want to play, so I came here.”

			“We better make sure you get home safe, then.” Nina pulled out her phone. “Can I take a movie of you so your mum knows you’re safe?”

			“Yeah. Take a photo of me and Mr Petey so Mum knows he still loves me. She told me he didn’t.”

			What the hell is going on? Nina activated the video on her phone and aimed it at Billy. This was so Stella could see that Billy was safe, she told herself. And because she didn’t want to be in any more trouble than she already was. This would be a record that Billy wasn’t coerced or harmed in any way.

			“Can I ride Mr Petey now? Then you can make a movie of me and Mr Petey so I can show Mum.”

			Nina’s heart pounded. Sweet baby Jesus, Billy had handed her proof that he wasn’t scared. But what about his arm?

			“How’s your arm, Billy? Is it all better?”

			“Yeah. It’s been better for ages.”

			“You had a brace on it the last time I saw you.”

			“Mum makes me wear that whenever I go out with her. The doctor man said I was all good now.”

			“And you want to ride Mr Petey? You don’t have to, Billy. Just tell me if you don’t want to.” Nina spoke steadily and clearly, hoping the phone’s microphone would pick up her words.

			“Yeah! More than anything. Can I have a ride?”

			“Phoe, come and take my phone and keep filming this for Stella. Have you got your phone too in case my battery goes flat?”

			Phoe nodded.

			Nina handed her the phone, hoping that Phoebe had caught her intent. Get a video of Billy, obviously happy, unafraid, and delighted to be reunited with his bestest friend, and a lot of the claim would fall apart. At least, Nina hoped it would.

			Mr Petey’s tack was in a corner, and Nina swiftly tacked up. Phoe kept the phone trained on Billy as he petted the pony and pulled down Mr Petey’s head so he could sing into his ear.

			Nina opened the stable door and led the pony out.

			“Battery’s died,” Phoe said from behind her. “I’ll use mine.”

			“Wait until we’re in the paddock.” Nina wanted to make sure she got a video of Billy riding—if indeed he did.

			Once in the paddock, Billy ran up again. “Can you help me up, Nina?”

			“Sure.” Nina didn’t make any move, but her gaze flicked to Phoe, who held the phone. She arched an eyebrow in question.

			Phoe gave a short nod. She held the phone in front of her, the camera light blinking.

			“Do you want to ride, Billy?”

			“Yeah!” His shout was so loud that Nina winced.

			Mr Petey lifted his head and regarded Billy.

			“You tell me if you want to stop, okay?” Nina said. “That’s very important. If you don’t want to do it anymore, you tell me, and we’ll stop immediately. Got that?”

			“Yeah. But I never want to stop.”

			Nina looped an arm through the reins, helped Billy onto the pony’s back, and adjusted his stirrups. She made sure Billy was comfortable and had remembered how to hold the reins properly. “Okay up there, big guy?”

			“Yeah.” Billy’s grin split his face.

			Nina led Mr Petey in a slow circle. “You okay, Billy? Are you scared?”

			“No!” Billy flapped his legs, urging Mr Petey on. “Can I go faster?”

			“Not this time.” Nina led Mr Petey in another slow circle.

			Phoebe lowered the phone and put it in her pocket. The battery must have gone, or the memory was full.

			“I think that’s enough for today,” Nina said. “We need to let your mum know where you are. She’ll be worried.”

			“No. She thinks I’m with Tally.”

			“All the same.” Nina helped Billy to the ground. They walked back towards the barn.

			“Billy! Oh, thank God, Billy, you’re safe.” A teenage girl Nina had never seen before ran across the paddock from the drive. She grabbed Billy by the arm and pulled him away.

			“Wait a minute,” Nina snapped. “Who are you?”

			The teenager turned, and Nina saw the tear marks on her face.

			“I’m Tahlia,” the girl said. “S’posed to be looking after Billy today, but he ran away.” She dropped to her knees in front of him. “Billy, you are so naughty. I was really scared.”

			Billy flung his arms around her neck. “Sorry, Tally.”

			Tahlia stood. “Stella told me if he ever ran off, to look here. Sorry to have bothered you.”

			“It’s no bother. Come again, Billy, but next time, make sure someone comes with you.” To Tahlia, Nina added, “Do you want a lift home?”

			“No, it’s okay. It’s only a few minutes’ walk. But thanks.” Tahlia gripped Billy firmly by the hand, and they walked across the paddock towards the drive.

			“I rode Mr Petey, Tally.” Billy’s voice drifted back to Nina. “We rode for miles and miles.”

			Phoe came up and slipped under Nina’s arm, draping it over her shoulder as she used to do when she was a little girl. “Is that good? Does that mean it will be okay?”

			“I don’t know.” Nina’s sigh gusted out. “I hope so.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			“Nina Pellegrini’s here for her appointment.” Grizz’s voice came over the phone. “Are you ready for her?”

			“Give me five minutes, then show her through. Thanks, Grizz.” Leigh pushed back from her desk and went over to the window. Same view, same harbour, same blue sky, sparkling water, busy streets. Same yachts sailed by the same people who didn’t have to be at work in a high-rise office on this summer’s day.

			She smoothed down her skirt, ran a hand over her hair, and checked the twist was still in place. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Nina’s a client. Nothing more. Nina had set that in stone when she’d refused to change lawyers. It was for the best anyway. She and Nina were poles apart. Their work, where they lived, their situations in life couldn’t be more different. It was for the best that this—whatever this was—had stopped dead. If she repeated that enough, maybe she’d start to believe it.

			Leigh turned away from the window and went back to her desk. She checked her lipstick in a hand mirror she kept in her desk drawer. It was perfect, same as always. But this time, she needed that veneer of perfection if she was to see Nina and not feel something.

			She composed herself, and when Grizz showed Nina through, she was able to stand, greet Nina with a nod and a professional smile, and thank Grizz.

			“Tea, coffee?” Grizz asked.

			“No, thank you,” Nina said.

			Leigh kept her face impassive. Nina was probably dying for a cup of tea, but there was a tightly reined-in excitement about her, as if tea would be a distraction.

			Leigh waited until Grizz left and slid the glass door closed behind her. “How can I assist today?”

			Nina hadn’t made much effort for her trip to the city. The borrowed professional clothes were gone, and she wore a T-shirt and a pair of beige cotton pants, the sort that were for sale in any chain store. Casual as they were, they weren’t Nina’s everyday pants. The red dust of the farm would stain them in their first wearing.

			But casual or not, the teal-coloured T-shirt highlighted her lustrous hair and tanned skin. Leigh clenched her hand. She’s a client.

			Nina leant forward. “I want to show you something.” She pulled two mobile phones from her bag and laid them on the desk. “I think this changes things, but I need your opinion.”

			Leigh glanced at the phones, then back to Nina’s face. Nina vibrated with tension, as if she was barely contained in her skin, as if the smallest encouragement from Leigh would have her beaming her wide smile and throwing her arms around Leigh in delight about…something.

			“What is it?”

			Nina picked up one of the phones and tapped it a few times, then handed it to Leigh. “Press the play button.”

			The frozen image showed Mr Petey being hugged by a small boy. Leigh tapped the play button.

			“Can I ride Mr Petey now? Then you can make a movie of me and Mr Petey so I can show Mum.” The boy’s piping tones came tinnily through the phone’s speaker.

			Then Nina’s voice. “How’s your arm, Billy? Is it all better?”

			Leigh stared at the phone and watched Billy hugging the pony, Billy chattering and happy, Billy obviously unafraid. Nina’s calm voice making sure Billy really wanted to be there and wanted to ride. The video ended.

			Nina handed her the next phone. “And this one.”

			The quality wasn’t as good on the second video, but it was clear enough that Leigh saw Billy riding Mr Petey, begging to be allowed to go faster, the obvious joy on his face.

			“Well?” Nina demanded as soon as the video ended. “Is this good?”

			Leigh laid the phone down on the desk. “Yes, it’s good. It raises questions—a lot of questions—about the veracity of the claim. It certainly shoots Billy’s alleged psychological injury to smithereens. Also, he says his arm is fine and he’s only made to wear the brace when he leaves the house. That could mean his mother’s afraid he’ll knock the arm in unfamiliar settings—or she wants the injury to appear worse than it is.”

			Nina sat back, beaming. “So does this mean the claim will be dropped?”

			“Not so fast. There might be questions as to how the video was obtained, whether Billy was enticed in some way—”

			“He came to me! What was I supposed to do? Turn away an unaccompanied seven-year-old child? That was why I asked the questions I did. I wanted to make it clear there was no pressure, that Billy wanted to be there.”

			“You made that very clear. You did a great job.” Leigh leant forward and placed a hand on Nina’s.

			Nina jerked at the contact, and her gaze locked with Leigh’s. Hope shone in her eyes.

			Leigh swallowed. The spontaneous touch now seemed like a big mistake. She withdrew her hand, picked up her pen, and drew her legal pad towards her. “Where was Stella?”

			“Not sure. Billy was in the care of a babysitter. She turned up, obviously distraught, a few minutes after the video ended and took Billy home.”

			“Did you contact Stella to let her know where he’d been?”

			“No. I wasn’t sure if I should. Besides, he was in Tahlia’s care.”

			“I think this Tahlia may not have mentioned this to Stella.” Leigh tapped her pad with her pen. “So there’s a very good chance Stella is unaware of what transpired. Unless Billy has told her.”

			“He may have. He was so excited to see Mr Petey. But he also seemed very fond of Tahlia. If she told him not to say anything, he might not have. Leigh, what happens now?” Nina laid her hands flat on the desk and leant forward. “Imagine, maybe this will be all over!”

			Her hope was infectious, and Leigh’s lips twitched into an involuntary smile. She knew she was smiling stupidly, unprofessionally at Nina, soaking up her joy, but she couldn’t stop.

			Nina’s eyes darkened, and she seemed to draw all her vibrancy inwards before she sent a beam of yearning straight to Leigh’s heart.

			Oh God. She couldn’t allow this. Leigh snapped back to the situation. Lawyer. Client. Her professional mask slid into place, and she leant back in her chair.

			The pleasure left Nina’s face, and some of the joy in the room went with it.

			Leigh swallowed. She shouldn’t feel as if she’d lost something precious—but she did. She picked up the phone. “Grizz, can you come in for a minute, please?”

			Grizz’s solid shape entered thirty seconds later. She flashed a smile at Nina, then turned her professional face on Leigh. “What can I assist you with?”

			Leigh handed her the two phones. “There’s one video on each of these. You’ll see the files are currently open. Can you download them to your computer and then burn a copy of each video onto three DVDs? Bring one copy back here for Nina.”

			“Got it.” Grizz picked up the phones and left.

			“This is what we’ll do.” Leigh was back in control. This was her world and what she did best. “We can’t approach Stella directly; we have to go through her lawyers. We’ll use these videos to put pressure on her. But we’ll have the element of surprise. I’ll call for an early settlement conference. I’ll say that my client wants to put an end to this sooner rather than later and is prepared to talk. We’ll meet together—you, me, Stella, and her lawyers—ostensibly to reach an early settlement, then we’ll hit them with this.” Leigh stood. “I have another appointment now, but if you want to wait in reception, Grizz will return the phones to you and give you a DVD of the video.”

			Nina nodded. “So this is good, then?”

			“Yes. It’s good.” Leigh moved towards the door and slid it open. “Thank you for coming in. I’ll be in touch when we’ve got the conference arranged.”

			Nina smiled. “Thank you, Leigh. You’re the best. I mean it.” A swift smile, then she left.

			Leigh watched her move with quick, light steps down the corridor. She shook her head once to dislodge the picture from her mind. She couldn’t be distracted now. She had work to do.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Nina shot up in bed. Something had woken her. Something out of the ordinary; she was sure of it. Her heart roared in her ears. The room was dark. Although the curtains were open, there was no moon. She got out of bed, padded over to the open window, and peered around the dark garden.

			Nothing. But she was sure she’d heard a noise. She withdrew her head and stood indecisively in the room. The old weatherboard house was full of noises, especially at night. Timber groaned and creaked as it contracted once the heat of the day was sucked into the clear night sky. A possum sometimes scurried across the roof, or the occasional mouse darted through the kitchen. Binks leapt off Phoe’s bed with a soft thump. A snort from one of the ponies or a grunt from Sophia drifted over from the paddock. Traffic noise from the road. All of those noises were part of every night.

			But Nina was used to those sounds, so they barely registered. This had been different. She sucked in a deep breath and listened again. Nothing.

			Just as it had been nothing the night before and the night before that.

			Nina bit her lip. There was no point in trying to sleep again until she was reassured all was okay and people and animals were where they should be. She dragged on her shorts and T-shirt from the day before and tiptoed down to Phoe’s room.

			Phoe was sound asleep on her back, arms spread as if she’d fallen asleep in the middle of some grand gesture.

			Nina went through the house to the back door. Nothing. She collected a torch, slipped into her sandals, and walked onto the veranda. A possum stared at her from its position on the railing. Maybe that’s what she’d heard. But she knew she wouldn’t sleep soundly again until she’d checked the animals.

			It had been nearly three weeks since Jellybean had been let loose, and there’d been no vandalism since. But the thought that there might be was enough to disturb Nina. Banksia Farm was a big property, slap-bang in the middle of a populated suburb on the edge of a huge city. There was no way she could patrol the boundary like some gun-crazed militia. She knew that, but still, once or twice a week she got up, walked across the paddock, counted heads, and shone her torch on as much of the fence as she could see.

			She swept her light over the rough ground. Jelly and Mr Petey dozed, nose to tail, under the gum tree in the corner. Sophia lay in the centre of the paddock. All looked quiet at the chook house and the goat pens. There was nothing unusual to be seen.

			Nina went back to the house and made herself a cup of camomile tea. She sat on the veranda couch and propped her feet on the low table.

			The possum paraded along the rail in front of her and jumped to the ground.

			Not for the first time, she wondered what was happening with Billy’s claim. It had been over a week now, and there hadn’t been a word from Leigh. She hadn’t been out to the farm either. She’d rung and apologised and said she couldn’t get away from work. Several times since, Nina’s fingers had twitched on the phone. She’d wanted to call—about the claim, sure, but also to hear Leigh’s voice. She’d resisted. She’d hear soon enough.

			Nina sipped her tea. Dwelling on the lawsuit wouldn’t make it any better. That only made her bitter and cynical, and that wasn’t how she was. She took a deep breath, set her tea down, stood by the railing, and stared into the night sky. Even on the edge of Sydney, stars blazed a trail overhead. The Milky Way fishtailed down until it blurred into city lights. Nina picked out the few constellations she knew. The Seven Sisters was her favourite, a dim cluster of stars that represented seven women. Folklore said they held together and were strong against the man who wanted to hurt them.

			Nina needed to remember that. Stand fast with the people she loved, and all would be okay.

			Was that what Leigh did? Nina picked up her tea again. Leigh seemed a bit of a loner. Maybe she’d had to be single-minded to get where she was in her career at such a young age. She and Grizz were obviously friends as well as colleagues, but who else did she have? Nina frowned. She shouldn’t waste her thoughts on Leigh. Right now, Leigh was probably curled around Meredith on Egyptian cotton sheets on a bed the size of an Olympic swimming pool.

			She should go back to bed. Nina emptied the dregs of her tea over the railing and turned. She paused. What was that? A glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye? It had looked like a dim, bobbing light in the drive. As if someone was walking with a torch, heading for the barn.

			Anger flared. There was no reason for someone to be on her driveway in the middle of the night. She grabbed her torch again but didn’t turn it on, not wanting to alert the intruder to her presence. Phoe’s hockey stick was propped against the wall, and she hefted it in her other hand. If she cut across the paddock, she would catch them faster.

			Her heart beat wildly, and she pushed down the surge of fear. She’d have to leave Phoe asleep alone in the house, but instinctively, she felt this wasn’t about her or Phoe. This was the same person who cut the fence, coming back for more mischief. She locked the house behind her and slipped the keys into her pocket.

			Nina reached the drive and walked on the grassy edge so the crunch of gravel wouldn’t give her away.

			The light ahead had stopped moving. It shone at a point. The farm shop. A loud crack sounded.

			Nina frowned. She sped up and jogged along the grass until she reached the shop.

			The door stood open. The padlock that usually secured it lay on the ground in two pieces. Someone was inside the shop. Nina pressed her lips together. She was sure they didn’t want a jar of lemon curd for their breakfast toast.

			A loud crash startled her—the sound of many jars hitting the tiles. The simmering anger built to a crescendo, and her instincts took over. Nina leapt into the doorway and flicked on the torch. Her other hand gripped the hockey stick. “Come out, you bastard. Show yourself.” Her words rang loudly, sounding a lot more confident than she felt. Her heart slammed against her ribs as she realised that no one knew where she was.

			She swept the torch beam around the shop.

			Another crash and then a person surged from the side straight towards her.

			A scream clogged her throat. She dropped the torch, and the light went out. She gripped the hockey stick with both hands, anger and fear coiling in her stomach. The person towered over her, a dark and menacing shape. If they attacked, she wouldn’t have a hope. For a second, she thought of Phoebe alone in the house, and then the person loomed above her, heavy breath on her face as they pushed past her and out of the shop. Nina caught a glimpse of a figure in dark clothes, a hoodie pulled up, partially obscuring their face. Then they were gone, sprinting down the drive towards the road.

			She knew she’d never catch them. And it would be foolish to even try. In under a minute, the roar of an engine started, then a car raced off down the main road.

			Nina leant against the doorway. The surge of adrenaline that had made her confront the person drained away, and she was instantly very tired. Her knees wobbled, and she put the hockey stick on the ground to steady herself. Her stomach churned. For a moment, she thought she might throw up. I’m okay. I’m okay. The words rattled through her mind like a train. The intruder had gone.

			Slowly, Nina bent to pick up her torch. The globe had shattered, and bits of glass littered the floor. She took a step inside and reached for the light switch.

			The harsh overhead light showed a mess. Dozens of jars of jam, chutney, and other farm products were smashed, and a mess of glass and sticky preserves covered the tiles. Splashes blotched the shelving. It looked as if the person had swept an arm across an entire shelf. Nina closed her eyes. Hours of work wasted. A huge mess to clean up. And the volunteers who had spent their precious time making these things would now lose their small payments for the goods.

			Nina walked gingerly into the shop. Glass crunched under her sandals.

			A second shelf had also collapsed, and pickled onions covered the tiles. The acrid smell of vinegar overwhelmed her.

			The fridge that stored Fatima’s cheese was wide-open. Nina pushed it closed. Lucky the vandal hadn’t smashed the door. If she hadn’t interrupted them, it could have been a lot worse.

			She should clean up the mess now before it dried and was harder to do. Tiredness caught up with her in a rush. It must be two in the morning, and she had to be up at six. But then she remembered Phoe sleeping in the house.

			She couldn’t leave her daughter alone, not after this. No matter how hard it would be to do this in the morning, Phoe was her number-one priority.

			Nina crunched carefully back to the door and turned out the light. She closed the door and made a quick trip to the barn to fetch a replacement padlock. Then she returned to the house.

			It was still in darkness. Nina peeked around Phoebe’s door. She was curled on her side, the cover around her waist. Binks had returned and now purred quietly against her back.

			Nina went to her room and set the alarm for 4.30 a.m. Maybe she could get the shop cleaned up before Phoe woke.
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			Nina put the mop back in the bucket and straightened. Her back ached, and she was soaked in sweat, but the shop was restored to its normal order. She’d rearranged the jars and produce so the shelves didn’t look so empty.

			It had been easy enough to keep Phoe away. Nina had suggested she take Mr Petey for a ride to check the fences, maybe give him some schooling in the paddock. He was becoming a bit naughty after being ridden by the Barn Kids, who let him get away with too much. Phoe had agreed with alacrity and had disappeared immediately after breakfast.

			A shadow fell across the doorway, and Nina jumped. There were all sorts of people it could be on a weekend morning, but after her broken sleep and the upset of the night, she felt as frayed as old rope.

			“Hello, Nina.” Gino hovered in the doorway. “I’d come in and hug you, but I don’t want to mess up your shiny floor.”

			“Gino!” Nina sprang across the floor and flung her arms around his neck. She needed a hug, and Gino gave the best ones: warm, firm, and unthreatening. A big old hug from a big old friend.

			He wrapped his arms around her and engulfed her with his warmth. Then he set her back. “So, mi cara, you are pleased to see me. I will have to go away more often.”

			She punched his arm lightly and grinned. What romantic inclinations she’d ever had about Gino were long gone, but what remained was so much better. He was a good friend, there for her if needed, and a wonderful father to Phoebe. “I thought you’d gone back to Western Australia.”

			“In ten days. Back to the mines for five weeks.”

			“Phoe’s riding in the paddock. Let me give her a yell.”

			“Before you do, there’s something I want to ask you.”

			“That sounds serious. Coffee or lemon cordial?”

			“Cordial’s fine.” Gino stood aside as Nina left the shop and padlocked the door behind her.

			The house was hot, the outside temperature already creeping towards the forties, and inside wasn’t much better. Nina found the cordial, added ice, and topped the glasses up with water from the fridge. Then she led the way to the veranda.

			Gino sat on the couch and took a long draft. “So good that.”

			“Take a bottle with you. It’s made by one of the farm volunteers.”

			“I will.” Now that he had her undivided attention, Gino seemed hesitant to talk.

			“So what’s on your mind?” Nina asked.

			“I wondered if I could take Phoebe away for a few days during half-term. I’d like to go camping on the central coast. There’s a great spot by the beach. Good fishing.”

			“Of course. I’m sure she’d love that. If she wants to go, that’s fine with me. You know that.”

			Gino nodded once. “Nina, I’ve met someone. She’s a lovely woman. Warm, strong, kind, generous of herself. I’d like Emilia to meet Phoe. I’d like Emilia to join us for the last couple of days, but I want to make sure you’re okay with that before I ask Phoebe.”

			“Oh, Gino.” Nina moved closer on the couch, picked up his hand, and squeezed it. “I’m delighted. Anyone you can love must be a good person. I’m so very happy for you.”

			He squeezed back. “Thank you. I think this is the one for me.” He hesitated. “Emilia would like to meet you too. Maybe before we go up the coast. She wants you to be comfortable with her as well. After all, she’ll be spending time with your daughter.”

			“Our daughter. And, yes, I would like to meet Emilia too.”

			Gino’s smile was the spontaneous, exuberant, wide grin she knew so well. When she had been sixteen and he’d turned that same smile on her, she’d been unable to resist.

			“If the short notice is okay with you and Phoebe, we’ll leave Monday and return on Saturday.”

			“That works for me.”

			“In that case, how about if Emilia and I come around tomorrow and take you and Phoebe out for dinner? There’s a new Korean restaurant opened up in Cherryhill. We could go there if you like.”

			“That sounds wonderful.” Nina drained her drink and stood. “Shall we go and see if Phoe would like to go camping?”

			Gino finished his drink and stood. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Before we do, I need to transfer some money to your account. Our daughter’s growing like a weed. I think she must need new clothes, and I haven’t given you money for a while.”

			“You pay your child support, Gino. On time every month.”

			“I would like to do more. Let me give you some money for her, eh?”

			Nina smiled. “Then thank you.”

			Gino pulled out his phone and tapped away for a while. “The transfer is done.”

			Nina watched his bulky shape as he went down the steps ahead of her. Gino had finally found someone. She was surprised it hadn’t happened sooner. He was the sort of man who needed someone to love, but his heart had been stomped on in the past. Including by Nina, although she’d tried to be gentle. She hoped Emilia knew how lucky she was.

			Something twisted in her stomach. Not jealousy, never that. What she and Gino had shared was a long time ago, and she loved him now as a true friend. But his happiness had been a radiant thing. A person secure in the love of another.

			Would she ever have that for herself? Only a few weeks ago, she had been hopeful. There had been a seed, a whisper, a nugget of something between her and Leigh. Now there was only the bittersweet memory of what might have been.
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			“Nina, it’s Grizz from Petersen & Blake. Is now a good time to talk?” Grizz’s voice came clearly over the phone.

			Nina glanced around. No one was within earshot. The closest person was Kiren, who was picking tomatoes in the veggie garden. “Sure.”

			“We’ve heard from Billy’s lawyers. They’ve agreed to a conference.”

			Nina’s heart raced. “That’s good, right?”

			“That’s good. Now, I know it’s short notice, but we’re wondering if you can make next Wednesday, 2.00 p.m. at our office. Allow all afternoon.”

			Nina thought fast. Phoebe would be away, camping with Gino. With luck, Kiren would be able to handle the farm. “I can do that.”

			“Great. I’ll lock that in, then I’ll send you an email with the details.”

			“Thanks, Grizz.” She hesitated. “Will Leigh be there? Or you?”

			“Leigh. This is lawyer work.”

			“I can’t help being a bit nervous. What if it goes wrong?”

			“There’s no guarantee. I wish there was. For what it’s worth, Leigh’s confident.”

			“I hope she’s right. Thanks.”

			Nina put the phone back in her pocket, her mind whirling. At least one thing was assured: if Kiren was at the farm while Nina was in the big smoke, then Kiren wouldn’t need her fancy business suit.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Nina looked stunning.

			Leigh gave Nina her best professional smile as she entered Leigh’s office. Maybe Nina had raided Kiren’s wardrobe again, or maybe she’d been shopping, but she wore a charcoal-grey slimline skirt and white blouse. Her hair was in a French braid, and she had on low-heeled pumps and tights. Leigh’s gaze snapped to her lips. Cherry lipstick outlined their full shape.

			“I’m nervous as hell.” Nina sat and crossed one leg over the other. The action revealed a line of toned thigh.

			Leigh averted her gaze, moved around to the other side of the desk, and sat. “You don’t look it. You appear cool, confident, and ready for anything. The perfect demeanour for this.”

			“Thanks.” Nina’s teeth worried at her lower lip. “I couldn’t sleep last night for worrying. What if this goes wrong? What if they somehow negate everything that Billy said?”

			“They’ll certainly try. I doubt they’ll succeed. Those videos are gold. Now, I want you to sit in the conference room and look exactly as you are now: calm and unworried. You’re likely to hear comments about Phoebe’s unsuitability to be in charge of the pony. Don’t get angry. Be polite. Let me do the talking. They’ll present their arguments first and their offer of settlement. Don’t be alarmed. I want to hear what they have to say before we hit them with the videos.”

			Nina nodded.

			“We’ll offer for them to walk away bearing their own costs—that is, we’re offering them nothing. They’ll probably need to confer in private, but I think Stella’s lawyer will see sense.”

			Nina nodded again. “And that will be the end of it?”

			“I hope so.”

			“Then I can get back to my life. Running the farm. Raising my daughter. Turning down that developer’s offer. Maybe you’ll keep volunteering. Maybe then we can—” Nina’s mouth snapped shut, and a rosy flush crept up her neck.

			What had she been about to say? If only she’d finished the sentence. Had she been going to say they could tread the path to romance? With an effort, Leigh pushed it from her mind. One thing at a time.
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			Nina couldn’t help staring at Stella. She’d expected Stella to be excited, anticipatory even, but she sat quietly on the far side of the conference table and stared fixedly at the water glass in front of her. Billy was not with her. Stella must be expecting the claim to reach a settlement, one that involved money for Billy. She didn’t know what was coming. Nina felt almost sorry for her.

			Almost.

			Stella’s lawyer finished his submission. “In conclusion, we put forward our opening offer to settle our client’s claim in the sum of five hundred and eighteen thousand, nine hundred and eleven dollars and seventy-two cents.”

			A gasp erupted from Nina before she could compose herself. Half a million dollars. And change. That was incomprehensible. Half a million bucks for a broken arm, a concussion, and a fabricated psychological injury.

			Stella’s lawyer continued. “In the interests of a quick settlement and keeping costs down for all parties, our client is prepared to accept five hundred thousand dollars if the Release and Discharge is signed this afternoon. Otherwise, that offer is withdrawn, and we’ll obtain further medical evidence.” He glanced at his notes. “Which will almost certainly mean our offer to settle will rise significantly.”

			Oh, sweet baby Jesus. She’d had no idea. She glanced at Stella again. Stella stared at the glass, turning it around and around in her fingers. She didn’t look triumphant or even very happy.

			Nina switched her gaze to Leigh. She didn’t look the slightest bit fazed. But then she must hear far greater figures than half a million bucks thrown around all the time. She could probably pay that herself without even dipping into overdraft.

			Nina dragged in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to restore her veneer of calm. Inside, she was as twitchy as a pre-schooler after a bag of red lollies. Her palms were clammy, and she wiped them surreptitiously on the sides of Kiren’s skirt. Great. Now I’ll have to get the skirt dry-cleaned. She swallowed a hysterical giggle. A dry-cleaning bill was the least of her worries.

			Leigh sat back in her chair, drumming her pen on the blue pad in front of her. One side of her lips twisted up in a half smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Five hundred thousand dollars. Thank you for the offer, Mr Richards. Unfortunately, our client doesn’t see the claim that way at all and is not minded to accept your offer. Liability is denied, and our offer to settle is nil dollars, with both parties walking away and bearing own costs.”

			Mr Richards didn’t even glance at Stella. “That is not acceptable.” He went to rise.

			“Before you leave, we’d like you to see these two videos.” Leigh pulled her laptop towards her, opened the lid, and pushed it towards Stella and Mr Richards. “Press play when you’re ready.” She sat back in her chair again and crossed one slim leg over the other.

			Nina watched Stella and her lawyer as Billy’s treble voice came over the speakers. The quality wasn’t great, but when Billy said, “Yeah! More than anything. Can I have a ride?” Stella gasped.

			Mr Richards’s lips tightened.

			Leigh waited until the videos finished before she spoke. “I have a copy for you on DVD.” She slid it across the desk. “These videos were made when Billy slipped away from his babysitter and walked, on his own, across three major roads to the farm. As you know, child welfare takes a dim view of any young child unaccompanied in such a situation, and it often becomes involved if they think a child is at risk. My client made sure he was safe. She made these videos in good faith so that Billy could show his mother how happy he was to be back with his best friend, Mr Petey the pony.” She paused. “My client’s offer of nil remains open.”

			“You have disclosure obligations,” Mr Richards said in hard tones. “These videos should have been made available before today.”

			“We were considering whether the claim was fraudulent or merely exaggerated. As you know, if fraud is suspected, we don’t have to disclose the evidence in advance. We’re still considering this point.”

			Mr Richards swallowed, his Adam’s apple jumping in his throat. “I would like to take my client’s instructions.”

			Leigh stood. “Quite. We will be in my office.”

			Nina stood too. She glanced at Stella, and this time, Stella met her gaze. Her pale face looked almost translucent. Stella bit her lip and looked away.

			Leigh led the way back to her office. “That went very well.” Her voice hummed with satisfaction. “I think they’ll withdraw. We’ve also rattled Stella with the implied threat of calling social services for neglect of her child.”

			“You wouldn’t, would you?” Stella didn’t deserve that. Sure, she was an absent-minded parent, but she loved Billy.

			“I wouldn’t, no. But Stella doesn’t know that.” Leigh closed the door of her office. “Can I get you anything?”

			“A glass of water would be good, thank you.” Nina licked her lips. They felt as dry as her throat.

			Leigh buzzed Grizz and requested a jug of water.

			“What happens now?” Nina asked.

			“We wait.” Leigh adjusted the window blind before sitting at her desk.

			The movement drew Nina’s gaze to Leigh’s slim calves. Her legs had been fabulous in shorts. She sat in the other chair.

			“When they’ve finished debating, Carl Richards will come and make a counteroffer. He’ll be trying to see if he can salvage something from the claim. He won’t get any fees if he doesn’t.”

			Grizz entered, set the water on the desk, and left with a smile.

			Nina poured a glass and gulped it down. Her heart rate was subsiding, but her stomach still lurched and rolled. She glanced at the clock on the wall. How long would they have to wait? Leigh looked at something on her phone.

			“You were magnificent in there.” Nina waited until Leigh looked up before she continued. “That other lawyer would have eaten me alive if you weren’t there.”

			“Carl Richards is a tough opponent, but he also knows his stuff, and he knows when he’s on a losing wicket.”

			“Thank you.” Nina reached across the desk and touched the back of Leigh’s hand.

			Leigh put down the phone and turned her hand over, palm up, and clasped Nina’s. Her skin was warm and dry. Reassurance oozed through her pores. “Don’t thank me yet. Wait until we’ve reached a settlement.”

			“No. It’s important you know now. You’ve done a lot for me. I know that. Right from the beginning. You didn’t have to take me on, but you did.”

			Leigh smiled. “You were tenacious, and Grizz was on your side from the start.” Her thumb moved in a gentle to and fro over the back of Nina’s hand.

			Nina stared at the motion. Each sweep of Leigh’s thumb stoked her feelings, building them up, increasing them until they threatened to burst forth. It was the tension of the day, of that she was sure, a crescendo to the nerves and worry and sleepless nights. Emotion clogged her throat: gratitude, warmth, caring, affection, all directed at the woman in front of her. To distract herself, she gulped more water.

			Leigh withdrew her hand, and Nina’s skin felt cool. Abandoned.

			A sharp knock sounded, and Leigh called, “Come in.”

			Carl Richards entered. He nodded at Nina but directed his words to Leigh. “I have a counteroffer. Can we talk off the record?”

			Leigh nodded and rose. “Make yourself comfortable,” she said to Nina. She left with Carl.

			With no distraction, Nina’s anxiety bubbled to the front again. She wanted to lie down in a corner and close her eyes, but she remained where she was, staring at the plate glass window and its ten-million-dollar view of Sydney. If she didn’t move before Leigh returned, it would be okay. She dragged in a breath and counted. When she reached one hundred, she started again. She had gotten to four hundred and eighty-eight when the door opened and Leigh returned.

			“They’re seriously rattled.” Leigh sat opposite. “They deny fraudulent intent but admit that Billy’s claim is greatly exaggerated. He did suffer a broken arm, which has largely healed already with no side effects, and a mild concussion. They made a counteroffer of twenty thousand.”

			Twenty thousand. Nina still couldn’t afford that, but if Stella agreed to a payment plan, she might yet keep the farm. She frowned as she pictured the paltry number in her bank account.

			“I’ve got them down to five thousand.” Leigh sat back in her chair and folded her arms. “That’s such peanuts that if you want to stand firm, I think I can get them to withdraw completely. I’ll drop a mention of child welfare again.”

			Five grand. She could afford that—just. Five grand was a paltry amount compared to the half a million that had been floated earlier. Five grand. She closed her eyes for a second and let the relief float up her body from her toes.

			Stella’s face pushed into her mind. Stella battling on her social welfare payments, trying the best for Billy. Billy and his joy at being reunited with his bestest friend, Mr Petey. Five grand was probably a week’s salary for Leigh. It was double what Nina and Phoe lived on in a month. But for Stella, it would be a windfall. And Billy would benefit from it; of that Nina was sure.

			Billy had broken his arm. He’d been scared and in pain, had been in hospital. Money wouldn’t take that away, but it didn’t seem right for him to end up with nothing.

			“I’ll pay the five grand.” Nina spoke clearly. Her hand shook on the desk, and she clenched it into a fist to stop the motion. It would mean lean times for the next few months.

			Leigh tilted her head. “Nina, I’m fairly sure I’ll get it to nil. We’ll let them sweat for a bit. You have a cup of tea, and then I’ll go back to them and refuse their offer.”

			“No. I’ll pay Billy five grand.”

			“He won’t get it all, you realise that? His lawyer will get some.”

			“He’ll get something, though?”

			“Yes. He’ll probably get half of that.”

			“That’s better than nothing. Billy was hurt. It’s not right that he gets nothing.”

			“Take a few minutes to be sure that’s what you want.” Leigh refilled Nina’s glass again.

			“I’m sure. Go and tell the lawyer.” Her stomach had stopped churning, her breath no longer felt laboured, and the need to reach for her inhaler eased. This was the right thing to do.

			“Okay.” Leigh rose and was gone. She returned in a few minutes. “That’s a done deal. Stella’s signing the Release and Discharge right now.”

			Nina stared at her. A second later, she gulped, her throat thickening, before she rested her head on her folded arms on Leigh’s desk and bawled. The tears kept coming. Relief mainly for herself, for Phoe, and for Banksia Farm that was now secure. But also for Stella, who was only trying to do the best for her kid, and for Billy, who had missed out on the thing he loved the most in the past few months.

			Dimly, she was aware of Leigh standing next to her, rubbing soothing circles between her shoulder blades, of Grizz’s voice somewhere above her head, of the sound of the door closing. Gradually, the sobs muted to a silent slide of tears down her face. When even they had stopped, she raised her head.

			Leigh lifted her hand away and took a step back. She picked up the water glass from the desk and handed it to her.

			Nina took a long draught and set it back down. “Sorry.” The word seemed nasal, choked in the tears and thickness in her throat. “I can’t believe it’s over.”

			“Believe it.”

			“I feel I should celebrate.”

			Leigh smiled. “Buy Phoe her favourite takeaway.”

			“Greasy burgers don’t do it for me. But I can eat whatever I want tonight. Phoe’s away with her father. I’m on my own.”

			Nina’s gaze locked on Leigh’s and clung. That had sounded like an invitation. What if Leigh took it up? What if she didn’t? She cleared her throat. “Maybe I’ll get Thai takeaway on my way home. Pad Thai is celebration enough.”

			Leigh’s gaze flitted around the room. Such unease was uncharacteristic. This was her office, her law firm, her success at negotiation. When her gaze met Nina’s again, she seemed hesitant. “As you don’t have to rush home to Phoe, maybe we could go out to dinner. To celebrate.”

			Nina’s heartbeat sounded in her ears, and the words of acceptance hovered on her tongue.

			“I sometimes take clients out to dinner after their matter has resolved,” Leigh added.

			Did Leigh invite many of her clients? But very soon, Nina would no longer be Leigh’s client. The claim was finished. Over. That meant they could see each other. If they wanted to. She daren’t let herself think about what the invitation might be. Or might not be.

			“I’d love to. Thank you.”

			“I’d like to go home and change first. How about I meet you at Seascape Restaurant at six thirty?”

			“As long as my clothes are fine. I came on the train, so I won’t have time to go home and change.”

			“You look perfect as you are.” Leigh scribbled something on a Post-it. “The address. It’s a short walk from here.”

			For a second, they stared at each other. A soft smile graced Leigh’s face, and Nina was sure there was a stupid grin on her own. Tonight. What would happen?

			Leigh escorted her back to reception and shook her hand. “A great result, Nina. I’ll be in touch.”

			Nina stared at her as she retreated through the security doors, then turned away. The receptionist averted her gaze. Nina doubted she was the first client to have the hots for Leigh.

			Should she splurge and buy a new dress for dinner? Despite Leigh’s formal wording, Nina was sure this was a date—their first real date—and wearing Kiren’s borrowed finery seemed wrong. Only the fact that she’d then have to cart Kiren’s suit into the restaurant stopped her—that and the five grand she had to come up with for Billy. So instead, she wandered around the city, gazing at shops where she couldn’t afford so much as a T-shirt. A department store changing room gave her the opportunity to remove her tights, and she dropped them in a bin.

			She ended up by the harbour and strolled along in the sunshine, enjoying the warmth on her bare legs. The walkway was packed with tourists taking selfies with the iconic opera house in the background and business people hurrying along, talking on mobile phones. Nina removed Kiren’s jacket and slung it over her arm.

			She had a couple of hours to kill. Her nerves jangled. Two hours until a date with Leigh. And it was a date. Leigh could disguise it all she wanted, could mention the other clients she took out to dinner, but this was a date. The sort two people went on when they wanted to know each other better. Much better.

			She couldn’t walk too far, or she’d be hot and sweaty with sore feet when she met Leigh. On an impulse, she jumped on a ferry to Manly. She stood at the front and watched the water part around the prow, the seagulls dipping and wheeling around the boat, and the yachts scudding about on the bright-blue water. At Manly, she treated herself to a glass of wine at a waterfront pub and called Kiren to let her know what had happened.

			“That’s fantastic news!” Kiren’s bright tones came over the phone. “I’m delighted for you. Are you on your way home now?”

			Nina hesitated. “Leigh’s invited me for a celebratory dinner. Would you be able to do the evening check on the farm?”

			“Of course. Are you staying over? The late trains can be a bit scary if you’re alone.”

			Staying over. Anticipation tickled in her belly. She could. If that was what they both wanted. “I hadn’t thought about it, but that’s not a bad idea.”

			“Text me if you do, and I’ll go to the farm early.”

			Nina ended the call and sipped her wine. The anticipatory tickle in her belly was now a full zing of excitement. She hadn’t spent the night with a woman since her last relationship had ended more than two years ago. Tonight was the perfect opportunity for some romance—and more. Was that also in Leigh’s mind?

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Leigh arrived first at Seascape. She sat at the bar and ordered a gin and tonic. A smile curved her lips as she thought of Nina, and her glance flicked to the door time and again. She didn’t want to miss the moment when Nina arrived and she could openly appreciate her.

			And then Nina stood at the door, and her gaze swept the crowded bar. She spotted Leigh and made her way over.

			Leigh stood to greet her, and any remaining thoughts fled that this was the sort of dinner she’d have with any client to celebrate a success. This was not that kind of evening. Nina was not that kind of woman.

			Nina looked exactly the same as she had earlier, except her hair was now loose and waved softly on her shoulders. Her gaze flicked to Leigh’s cheek, and she hesitated. Then she sat on the stool next to her.

			“Hi.” Her voice had a breathless quality. As if she, too, looked forward to an evening in each other’s company.

			“Hi, yourself. What can I get you to drink?”

			Nina glanced at Leigh’s glass. “If that’s gin and tonic, it looks wonderful.”

			Leigh caught the waiter’s eye and ordered. When Nina’s drink arrived, she raised her own and clinked it to Nina’s. “Congratulations. That was a great end to the claim.”

			“Thank you. But the kudos goes to you, not me. You and Grizz did all the work.”

			Leigh inclined her head. “The videos you took made all the difference. I just did what I’m paid to do.”

			“Except I didn’t pay you, did I? You saved my bacon, Leigh. I’m so glad I met you.”

			“Me too.” Leigh said similar words to clients often. But this time, she meant them. She had no trouble keeping clients at arm’s length, but here she was. Out to dinner with a client. Although, she justified, a soon-to-be ex-client. Her mouth was suddenly dry. Ex-client. Everything was now possible. If they wanted it.

			The lighting in the bar was low, and it enhanced the copper highlights in Nina’s hair and the golden tones of her skin. Nina’s jacket hung open, and the white shirt was a little rumpled, but it still set off her complexion. Leigh tried to avert her gaze from the deep vee at the front of the shirt, where a hint of the curve of Nina’s breast showed.

			“I’ve told Kiren how the claim ended. I can’t wait to tell Phoebe. I tried to minimise it in front of her, but she’s smart as a whip. She figured out early on we could lose everything.”

			“When’s Phoebe home?” Leigh took a sip of gin and tonic and set the glass down precisely in front of her.

			“On the weekend. But she and Gino are camping in a remote area with no mobile reception, so I can’t call.”

			“Does she like spending time with her father?”

			“Yes. Greatly. Of course, it helps that he spoils her rotten, as he doesn’t get to see her that often. I’m the bad parent who tells her to eat her salad and tidy her room. Gino’s the one who buys her a new laptop and basically does whatever she wants. But I’m lucky too. Gino’s a great friend.”

			“Would he have helped you out with money—if it had come down to it?” It felt like a very personal question to ask, but Nina didn’t seem to mind.

			“He offered, but he supports his elderly parents financially. Gino earns a good income from the mines, but most of it goes to people other than himself. I didn’t want to add to that.” Nina fiddled with her glass. “He’s fallen for someone. Phoe and I met her last weekend. A lovely woman.”

			“Does that bother you?” Nina seemed serene, but you could never tell. Those friends of Leigh’s who were separated seemed to struggle with the idea of their ex-partner moving on.

			“No! I’m really happy for him. Gino deserves someone in his life. And I trust him to consider Phoe in the arrangement.” She grinned. “I like Emilia already.”

			A black-suited waiter approached and cleared his throat discreetly. “Ma’am, your table is ready.”

			Leigh stood and held out a hand to Nina. “Shall we?”

			Nina stood, and her hand slipped into Leigh’s as if it was something she did all the time. “You lead, I’ll follow.”

			[image: ]

			Seascape was opulent, a long way from the cheap and cheerful local restaurants Nina took Phoe to when they wanted to celebrate something. Nina squared her shoulders and walked behind Leigh to their table, which was by the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the water.

			When they were seated, the waiter brought menus and a wine list, which he presented to Leigh. Of course he did. Leigh projected confidence, as if she ate here all the time. She probably did. The waiter had sensed which of the two of them was the power in power couple.

			Leigh looked beautiful, though. She’d changed out of her office suit to a powder-blue, knee-length dress. Its draped neckline showed off her pale throat and toned arms. The dress hung in a way that looked haphazard but was no doubt artfully crafted by a designer.

			Nina read through the menu. It was small, and the extravagantly described dishes had no prices. Still, today, she wouldn’t worry. Today was a celebration.

			Leigh barely glanced at the food menu—maybe she ate here often enough that she knew it by heart. Instead, she studied the wine list. “Do you have a preference?”

			“Not really. If you’re ordering red, I’d prefer a cabernet sauvignon to anything heavier. I’d hate to be hungover tomorrow.”

			Nina studied Leigh’s bent head. Her blonde hair was parted perfectly. Not a single hair dared to cross to the wrong side. Nina smiled to herself. A date like Leigh didn’t come into her orbit too often.

			Leigh ordered a bottle of pinot gris and one of cabernet sauvignon. She smiled at Nina. “We don’t have to drink it all. But I’m going to have steak, and it would be criminal to drink white wine with the steak they serve here.”

			“You’d be locked up.” Nina’s mouth watered. The steak here would be magnificent. She mentally changed her food order.

			When they were settled and the waiter had poured them both a glass of pinot gris, there was silence. Nina tried not to stare across the table; instead, she ran her finger around the base of her wineglass and glanced around the restaurant. Lavishly dressed couples filled every table. “I wonder how many of these are famous people?”

			Leigh’s gaze didn’t waver from Nina’s face. “Nicole Kidman’s in the corner with a friend. And a rather notorious member of parliament is tucked away, sharing an intimate meal with a woman who is not his wife.”

			Nina didn’t even glance. “I’d rather look at you.”

			A hint of pink coloured Leigh’s cheeks. “In preference to Nicole?”

			“No competition.”

			Leigh extended her hand over the white linen.

			Nina placed hers in Leigh’s palm without hesitation. Leigh’s fingers closed over hers, warm and dry, and the small movement of her thumb sent tingles along Nina’s nerve pathways.

			“You enthral me, Nina.” Leigh’s voice was low, and her gaze lifted from their joined hands to meet Nina’s eyes. “When you came into my office for the first time, I thought you were a beautiful woman. Then I got to know you—your warmth and kindness, your passion for the farm, the wholeheartedness with which you embrace everything you do.”

			Her words rang with honesty and tenderness. Nina melted into Leigh’s gaze and swallowed against the lump in her throat.

			Leigh took a sip of wine. “I can’t think of one other client who, if I told them I could almost certainly reduce the amount they had to pay to zero, would tell me not to try. Who would think of the small human at the centre of the claim.”

			Nina lifted a shoulder. “I would feel bad if he hadn’t got anything. It’s not Billy’s fault. I’m surprised at Stella, though, if I’m honest.”

			“Money. Apparently, it really does make the world go around.”

			“I don’t want to talk about the claim,” Nina said. “Not anymore. I’d rather enjoy the evening.”

			Leigh’s white teeth flashed in the subdued lighting. “Whatever will we talk about, then?”

			“You.” Nina took a sip from her glass and leant forward. “You know a lot about me. You’re the woman of mystery.”

			“Not really. I’m twenty-nine, I was raised in Sydney, went to university in Melbourne—”

			Nina squeezed her hand. “I know all of that. Law graduate prize. Taken on by Petersen & Blake straight from uni. Worked your way up. Associate at twenty-three. Senior associate at twenty-five. Now partner. I don’t want your résumé. Tell me something not many people know.”

			Leigh tilted her head. “I hitchhiked all the way to Darwin one summer break. A tradie picked me up in his van between Rockhampton and Mackay in Queensland. I don’t know if you know that stretch of the Bruce Highway, but it’s about three hundred or so kilometres with few settlements. He turned off the highway abruptly down a dirt track without forewarning me. I thought my time had come, and I wondered if I’d survive if I jumped out.”

			“What happened?” From Leigh’s smile, she guessed it had been something good. This Leigh, a relaxed Leigh, telling stories of experiences that many young Australians had had, was totally different from the calculating lawyer.

			“He took me to his granny’s custard apple farm. She was delightful. Eighty-something, living alone with her dog and selling custard apples from her door.” Leigh grinned. “Then he took me back to the highway and on to Mackay as if it was the most normal thing in the world to detour fifteen kilometres up a dirt road without warning.”

			Nina laughed. “Why didn’t you ask him where he was taking you?”

			“And risk him mentioning his disembowelling knife under the driver’s seat and the remoteness of the area?”

			The waiter approached with their entrees. Nina released Leigh’s hand and sat back as he set their plates down and described the Hervey Bay scallops topped with crumbled Irish black pudding, the smoked trout and fish roe on betel leaves.

			Nina’s mouth watered. “I’m glad Phoe’s away. There’s no way I’d persuade her to eat this, if we even considered coming here. It would be a waste anyway. She’s at the age when she inhales her food.”

			“You’re good with her.” Leigh picked a betel leaf from her plate and scooped it and its topping into her mouth. She swallowed. “I see friends with kids, and for some of them, it seems the kids are an afterthought to their lives. As if they’ve got the career, the huge house, the Mercedes, and the fashionable breed of dog, so now they need two kids. I seldom see the kids, as every time I see my friends, the kids are with a babysitter or at some sort of activity. I know they’re loved, but it seems a distant, hands-off approach.”

			“Not everyone is lucky enough to spend a lot of time with their offspring. Or maybe they don’t want to. Or the kids want to do their own thing.” Nina shrugged. “To each their own.”

			“You’re generous with your acceptance. Not many people are like that. Everyone has an opinion these days, and everyone is sure their way is the only way. Whether it’s raising a child or farming.”

			Nina speared a scallop with her fork. It was plump, juicy, lightly cooked, and utterly delicious. The last scallops she’d had were tiny frozen ones that had tasted of nothing much. “Deliberate cruelty is different, of course. Or having a child and not being prepared to love it no matter what. But within that love, I don’t believe there’s a single right way.” She paused, wondering if she should ask the question that hovered on her tongue. “Do you want kids?”

			“Honestly? I’m not sure yet. I don’t think I’m cut out to be a single parent, so I’d like to have a partner involved. But I wouldn’t want to be a hands-off parent.”

			“You’ve no rush.” Leigh, no doubt, would make a decision whether or not to parent in the same ordered way she seemed to have run her life so far. Not like her. Phoebe had been an accident—but one she wouldn’t change for the world. “My mother was the hands-off sort of parent. Too busy finding a replacement for my father to worry much about me. She took notice when Phoe came along but not in a good way. Phoe and I lived with her for the first year of Phoe’s life, and she never let me forget I should be grateful she hadn’t thrown us out.”

			“Did she enjoy having Phoebe around?”

			“Not really. Phoe was too noisy, too demanding. I know some parents want to make up for their parenting fails with the grandkids, but that didn’t happen for Mother. I stuck it out as long as I could, then I moved in with a friend.”

			“Was that better?”

			“Not really. Alicia was my best friend at school, and she thought we’d have a great time sharing a flat. But she complained about Phoebe cramping her style. No wild parties allowed with a baby in the flat. Phoe and I moved out again, and I don’t know what would have happened if Gran hadn’t taken us in.” Nina checked herself. This evening was a celebration, not a sombre reminiscence. “You know the rest. Did you spend every summer hitchhiking around Australia?”

			“One summer, I went to Europe.” Leigh’s smile was one of reminiscence. “I was in London, and the UK lesbian scene seemed so much more sophisticated than the Australian one. In hindsight, I don’t think that was necessarily true, but that’s how it appeared to me at the time. I ran out of money—too many nightclubs, pubs, and trips to Brighton.”

			“I’ve never even been to a nightclub.” Nina’s smile was wry. “Having a baby at seventeen rather put the kibosh on that.”

			“Rather than ask my parents for help, I took a job as a barmaid in a lesbian bar in inner London. I didn’t make much money, but I had a great social life.” Leigh’s expression was faraway behind her dark-framed glasses.

			“I can’t quite see you as a barmaid. I’m sure you were great with difficult customers, though.”

			“What, you don’t think I would have been good at manual work?” The glint in Leigh’s eyes gave away the tease.

			“I know you’re good at that! No, I could see you picking something quieter, less frenetic.”

			“I was nineteen. Back then, it was all about the moment: the next nightclub, the next experience.”

			“The next girl? I’m sure you had plenty of offers. Who doesn’t want to hit on the barmaid?” A pang shot through Nina at the thought of a young Leigh with the London lesbian scene at her feet. Something she could never have dreamt of for herself.

			“Some. But I was picky. I still am.”

			The intensity of her gaze held Nina pinned. This gorgeous woman wanted her. It still seemed an impossible dream, but the warmth and yearning on Leigh’s face made it reality.

			“Work and pleasure are separate now,” Leigh said. “Apart from you. You’re the exception to so many rules, Nina.”

			Nina set down her cutlery. She’d finished her scallops while Leigh was talking, and she’d barely noticed she’d done so. Leigh filled her vision, kept her captivated.

			The waiter came, took their plates, and returned with the red wine. Leigh tasted and nodded her approval.

			Nina reached out and touched one of the floral decorations in the middle of the table. “Good thing Mr Petey’s not here. He loves eating flowers.”

			Leigh chuckled. “I think Mr Petey would be very out of place here.” She reached across the table once more, and her fingers clasped Nina’s. “Unlike you. You’re radiant tonight.”

			Nina resisted the urge to check whether her hair was in place. “I guess relief will do that. I’m still coming down. It’s only now I realise how tense I’ve been these past weeks.”

			Leigh freed her hand and poured two glasses of red wine, waving away the waiter who bustled up. “Relax. Take it easy.” A wrinkle crossed her forehead. “At least, enjoy the meal. Although I didn’t ask—are you going back to the farm tonight?”

			How am I supposed to answer that? Nina paused. If she said she was going home, would Leigh feel obligated to end the evening early? But if she said she was thinking of staying in Sydney for the night, would Leigh think she was angling for an invitation to stay with her?

			“I haven’t decided. Kiren’s taking care of the evening chores for me. She’ll do the morning too if I ask her. So if I drink too much wine, I can find a hotel.”

			Leigh was silent for a moment. “Or you can stay with me if you want. I have a guestroom.”

			Nina’s breath came in shallow puffs. Was that what Leigh wanted—Nina in the guestroom? Or was she being polite? Nina looked her full in the face. Her relationship with Leigh from the very beginning had been characterised by Nina asking for what she wanted. Why should now be any different? Her palms were suddenly sweaty. Here goes nothing. “What if I don’t want to stay in the guestroom?”

			The air between them was thick with promise. Nina clenched her fist on her lap. Her fingernails dug into her palm, but the slight pain was a distraction from the tension. Was Leigh going to turn her down?

			Leigh’s face softened, and a smile grew. “I love that you’re so direct.”

			She wasn’t going to refuse. Relief shot through Nina, and her shoulders lost their tightness. “It gets me into trouble sometimes.”

			“Not this time. Show me your hands.”

			Nina extended her hands, palms up, on the table.

			Leigh traced the marks Nina’s fingernails had made on her palm. “You were afraid I’d turn you down. How could you possibly have thought that after all it’s taken to get us to this point?” She lifted one of Nina’s hands, brought it to her lips, and kissed the red marks on her palm.

			Leigh’s lips shot sparks along Nina’s veins, and a liquid heat gathered deep in her belly. Suddenly, the beautiful restaurant, the delicious food, and the elegant surroundings were a gilded prison stopping her from being where she really wanted to be.

			With Leigh. In bed.

			Leigh lowered Nina’s hands and released them. The waiter approached with their steaks and set them down.

			The steak was melt-in-the-mouth tender, as soft as butter and cooked to perfection. The vegetables were perfect, the wine a fitting accompaniment. Nina was quiet. In truth, anything she thought of saying seemed trivial, a distraction from the music in her head, the sweet, hot anticipation between them. From time to time, they shared a glance or a smile, and the desire ratcheted up another notch until Nina could hardly bear to stay still in her seat.

			She sipped the fine wine and let it roll around her mouth as she savoured every mouthful. It would be too easy to drink fast, but she wanted to enjoy this to the maximum, not spend the evening in a haze of alcohol.

			Finally, Leigh placed her knife and fork together neatly on her plate.

			“That was an incredible meal,” Nina said.

			“I don’t think that is all that will be incredible tonight.” Leigh’s gaze licked over Nina, skimmed her face, and settled on the vee of her blouse. “Do you want dessert?”

			Nina shook her head. She was so wound up she didn’t think she could manage another bite.

			“Then shall we leave?”

			“Yes.” The word was a croak.

			“I’ll order an Uber.” Leigh retrieved her phone and did so, then summoned the waiter for the bill.

			Nina fumbled in her own bag for her purse, but Leigh stopped her with a glance.

			“This is on me.”

			Nina couldn’t let Leigh pay. It may be nothing to Leigh, but that didn’t make it right. She opened her mouth to respond.

			“Don’t argue.” Leigh’s glance softened. “Not this time, okay?”

			Nina bit her lip, but the desire in Leigh’s gaze stopped her from saying more.

			The Uber arrived quickly, and they slid into the back seat. Nina watched as the city lights and streetscapes slid past. People were everywhere, walking, spilling out of bars and restaurants. All young and carefree—or so it seemed. She couldn’t remember when she had been like that, if she ever had. And the last time she’d had a night out in Sydney was years ago. And never with a woman who made her head spin as much as Leigh did.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			The Uber purred its way across the harbour bridge. Nina propped her chin on her hand and stared across at the opera house, its iconic white sails brightly lit. This was Leigh’s world, not hers. Leigh probably spent a few evenings a week like this. How could Nina ever expect to fit into Leigh’s world or vice versa?

			Nina pushed that thought aside. It had no place in this evening. This was one date, one night. She wasn’t going to presume a relationship would follow.

			The Uber pulled up outside a modern apartment block on the north shore.

			Leigh took Nina’s hand and led her through the glass doors into a lobby that looked more like a gallery of modern art. She nodded at the doorman and summoned the lift, pressing the button for the penthouse.

			Nerves made Nina’s eye twitch. Every step she took into Leigh’s world made it more and more obvious that they were satellites of each other’s lives, never a full participant. When the lift deposited them in the hallway and Leigh led the way into her apartment, Nina nearly turned and bolted. This was lavish, even for a partner in a renowned firm. The rich cream walls, recessed lighting, and glowing timber boards spoke of old money, family money. Nina fought the instinct to remove her shoes so the heels didn’t mark the boards.

			Leigh led the way into the open-plan living area and over to a kitchen that could be from a showroom. “Water? More wine?”

			“Water, please.” Nina’s throat was dry, and the glass in her hands was something familiar and steadying. Sweet baby Jesus, how could she have ever thought for one second that she and Leigh could be something more to each other?

			The living area boasted a view that looked south over Sydney Harbour. The streams of traffic were tiny far below. She even caught a glimpse of the opera house.

			Leigh waited until Nina had drained her water and then took the glass from her hand. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes. Just a bit shell-shocked by all of this.” Nina’s wave took in the apartment. “You must think I live in a hovel.”

			Leigh didn’t spare a glance at her apartment. “No. Don’t think that. Your house is a home. It’s lived-in, and it’s full of love and laughter. This is a shell. I didn’t decorate it, and barely any of this is my personal taste. An interior designer did it. This sort of place is expected of a partner in Petersen & Blake. Please don’t hold yourself to this standard, Nina. Nor me either.”

			The tightness in her throat eased enough that she could take a deep breath. There was no point comparing. Right now, it was enough that Leigh seemed to want her as badly as she wanted Leigh.

			She took the half pace to close the gap between them and cupped Leigh’s cheek with her palm. “You’re right. What we have right now isn’t about real estate.” Her heart thundered. The kiss she and Leigh had shared before had made her head spin and started the pulse of desire. But that kiss was never going to be anything more than just a kiss.

			This, though…

			She leant in and placed her lips over Leigh’s. Lightly, no pressure, just the touch of their mouths. Just to see if it was as good as she remembered, if the desire was still there to build on.

			It was more. It was better.

			A beat and then Leigh responded. Her tongue flicked out to trace Nina’s lower lip in a lick of fire.

			Nina closed her eyes, and the slow burn of the evening flared to an incandescent heat. She deepened the kiss, sliding her tongue around the smoothness of Leigh’s mouth, absorbing her taste, her small pants of breath. She slid her palms down to Leigh’s neck and rested them on the soft skin there. Leigh’s pulse beat strongly against her fingers. Nina let her fingers drift lower so that first one, then a second stroked under the neck of Leigh’s dress.

			Leigh’s mouth stilled in the kiss, and then she resumed, deepening the kiss, bringing a hunger, a need, a yearning.

			A tiny part of Nina’s mind marvelled that she was the one instigating this, leading Leigh along. Leigh was surely the more experienced of the two of them, and nothing in Nina’s previous relationships had given her the urgency she felt now.

			Then Leigh took a step back and kicked off her high heels. She returned and slipped her hands around Nina’s waist. Without the heels, she was tiny, but her presence was as powerful as ever.

			Nina found the clip that secured Leigh’s hair and removed it. The fine blonde strands slipped through her fingers. With her hair down, Leigh looked younger, softer, more vulnerable—or maybe it was the naked desire on her face that made her appear that way. Nina moved her fingers along the drift of hair, down Leigh’s neck, past the delicious warm spot where neck joined shoulder, and over her collarbones to the slight swell of her breasts.

			Nina paused and tapped a gentle pattern on the soft skin. It matched the drumbeat of her own heart, the throb of need that gathered deep in her belly.

			Leigh’s face was serious, but her teeth worried her lower lip, and her breath came in soft pants. “I think this is where we move to the bedroom.”

			Bedroom. Nina managed a short nod, stepped back, and linked her fingers firmly with Leigh’s as if otherwise, somehow in the walk to the bedroom, she would lose her.

			Leigh flicked a switch at the bedroom door, and low lighting grew softly like a sunrise. A king bed made up with pristine white linen, neatly turned down, dominated the room. Here the polished boards gave way to soft carpet. A partly open door gave Nina a glimpse of a lavish ensuite. She took a quick glance around the room to orientate herself, then focussed on Leigh.

			When Leigh reached behind and tugged at the zip, her powder-blue dress slid forward, away from her shoulders.

			Nina stared at the strip of skin, pale, as if it had never been kissed by the sun; smooth, as if it had been burnished and polished by creams and lotions to achieve that impossible evenness. For a second, her own sun-weathered skin gave her a moment of self-doubt. But she pushed it away. She was here now because Leigh wanted her exactly the way she was, not as some pampered beauty-salon client.

			Nina closed the gap between them once more. She stroked the dress down Leigh’s arms so it pooled at her waist. Her gaze zeroed in on Leigh’s breasts, covered only by a cream lace bra. “May I?” Her voice was husky, so full of need that Nina barely recognised herself.

			At Leigh’s answering nod, she found the front fastening and fumbled with the catch. Her fingers seemed thick, the delicate fastening too small for her to manipulate.

			Leigh covered Nina’s hand with her own and undid her own bra.

			Nina pulled the cups back, exposing Leigh’s breasts to the warm air. They were small, firm, and perfectly formed, a smooth slope to an upturned rosy nipple and then a soft undercurve. Nina sighed and gave in to the urge to kiss one pink nipple.

			It puckered under her lips. Leigh pushed her hands into Nina’s hair, her fingertips digging into her scalp.

			Nina straightened and slid her hands over Leigh’s rib cage to her indented waist and pushed the dress over Leigh’s flared hips so it fell to her feet.

			Leigh stepped away and stood proud, clad only in her undies and tights.

			“I don’t know how you wear these things.” Nina ran a finger over the waistband of the tights.

			“Me neither sometimes.” Leigh sat to remove them. The undies came away too, and when she stood again, there was only skin for Nina to feast her gaze upon.

			Leigh’s skin was unmarked perfection from head to toe, broken only by the pale fuzz at the juncture of her thighs.

			Nina desperately wanted to stroke those pale, puffy lips, to coat her fingers with the moisture she was sure was within, but she resisted. Her own clothes were restrictive. Impatient with the desire to press her skin to Leigh’s, she shucked her blouse, leaving it crumpled in a pile on top of Leigh’s dress, and pushed down her skirt. She would have continued her mad rush for nakedness, but Leigh caught her hands.

			“Slow down. Let me savour this.”

			Nina stood, awkward under Leigh’s gaze. It meandered from her face, down over her neck, to her fuller breasts in the cotton bra. Nina thanked whatever lucky stars had made her buy new underwear. It had been for confidence when facing Stella and her lawyers, but now it gave her the extra boost that she looked good. The white bra was simple, a chain store cheapie, but it supported her breasts, gave them a shapeliness she felt was normally lacking.

			Leigh’s eyes darkened, and she ran her fingers over the cups, lingering on the hard shape of Nina’s nipple underneath. She traced the silvery lines across Nina’s stomach. They were faded now, but the web of stretch marks would never go away completely.

			Nina’s undies matched her bra. Leigh hooked her fingers into the waistband, her knuckles grazing the white cotton and lace. She tugged, and the undies descended before they bunched at the top of Nina’s thighs.

			“It’s always easier than this in the movies.” Leigh’s voice was husky. “But it doesn’t matter. You’re beautiful, Nina. Your body is perfect.”

			Nina stared at her feet for a second. Compliments on her looks had always embarrassed her. She was comfortable in her own skin, but beautiful didn’t come into it. She was too stocky, too muscular, too tanned, too tomboyish. But she saw the truth in Leigh’s eyes, and she swallowed back the instinctive denial. In Leigh’s eyes, she was beautiful, and that was the only thing that mattered. She worked her undies down over her thighs, then stood confidently under Leigh’s heated look.

			Leigh took her hand and urged her over to the bed and down so they lay facing each other on the soft sheets. She took Nina’s hand and put it palm down on Leigh’s breast, even as she took her lips in a heated kiss.

			When Leigh moved down and took one of Nina’s nipples in her mouth, Nina couldn’t suppress the gasp as Leigh’s lips teased the point to such an exquisite peak that it was almost unbearable. She dug her fingers into Leigh’s shoulders, and when it became too much, she moved onto her back and urged Leigh over to the other breast.

			Leigh slid her hand down Nina’s stomach.

			It clenched involuntarily under the hot touch. A chant started in Nina’s head: please, please, please. When Leigh moved her hand down further and rested it on Nina’s mound, she couldn’t help herself. Her hips bucked up, seeking a more intimate touch.

			“Tell me what you want.” Leigh lifted her head as she inched her fingers lower. “Do you want me to touch you here?” She dipped one finger down even more and slid it into her sex for a moment before withdrawing.

			Nina’s clit throbbed pleasure. “Just touch me.”

			Leigh moved down the bed, sliding her hands along the outside of Nina’s thighs. When Leigh’s hands reached Nina’s knees, she reversed direction, and those same soft palms slid with excruciating slowness up the inner surfaces.

			Nina grasped the quilt and spread her legs as far as she could. Her pulse juddered as she stared down along her own body to Leigh. Where would Leigh touch her next? Would it be with her fingers or, sweet baby Jesus, her lips? She swallowed, her mouth dry as anticipation raced through her.

			Leigh moved between Nina’s parted thighs, and her fingers caressed up to Nina’s core. When Leigh touched her again, Nina jumped, even though the touch was expected. It was so intense. Weeks of yearning came together in that single touch of a finger.

			Leigh added a second, and Nina raised up on her elbows and watched through half-closed eyes. Whatever Leigh was doing felt amazing, her fingers twirled and stroked Nina’s inside walls with exquisite pressure. And then Leigh turned her hand, and her thumb grazed Nina’s clit.

			“Oh God.” A wave of pleasure surged through her. Her body was poised on the brink, as if one more tiny move from Leigh would send her freefalling into the abyss, flailing on a tidal wave of lust.

			And then Leigh moved her thumb again, and Nina’s legs jerked.

			Leigh shifted position, and her gaze flicked up to lock with Nina’s.

			Nina bit her lip. So close. So very close. When Leigh closed her eyes and dipped her head, her intent obvious, Nina dropped back to the bed, and her eyelids fluttered closed. She clenched down on Leigh’s fingers. Leigh’s tongue touched Nina’s clit once and lifted away, twice and another lift. Then it returned the third time, and Nina couldn’t hold off any longer.

			Her body arched into climax as a great gulping crescendo took hold of her and left her gasping on some distant shore.

			Leigh raised her head again, her fingers still moving inside Nina.

			Nina couldn’t speak. It was as if all coherence, all the words had fled her mind and there were only the echoes of immense pleasure, leaving her utterly and completely sated.

			Leigh moved back up by Nina’s side and rested a hand on her belly. “Are you okay?”

			Was she? She didn’t know. Maybe, after that, she would never be the same again. The world had somehow tilted on its axis, and there was a jumble of noise in her head. She nodded; it seemed easier somehow than finding the words.

			“Good.” Leigh rested her head on the pillow. She stroked a circle on Nina’s belly, fanned out to follow a silvery line, then returned.

			Nina turned her head and looked at Leigh.

			A faint pink flush coloured her cheeks and down over her chest.

			Nina’s heart rate sped up again. Leigh had given so much to her. Not only this particular pleasure but also her expertise and knowledge, her time both as a lawyer and a volunteer.

			It was time for Nina to start giving back.

			She leant over and fitted her lips to Leigh’s once more. Oh! The taste, the saltiness, the knowledge that she tasted herself, her most intimate part.

			Leigh rose up to greet the kiss, her hand in Nina’s hair to hold her close as if to stop her from leaving.

			There was no chance of that.

			The kiss grew in intensity, and when Nina finally lifted her lips from Leigh’s, she gasped from the loss. She settled her mouth on Leigh’s throat, exploring the soft crook of neck and shoulder. She cupped Leigh’s breast, her thumb caressing Leigh’s nipple.

			The pulse in Nina’s own sex beat strongly again. She pressed her legs together, feeling the wetness coating the tops of her thighs. Making love with Leigh. That’s what she was doing, and already it was one of the most incredible experiences of her life.

			Nina moved to Leigh’s other breast and caressed that nipple to a rigid peak.

			Leigh tightened her grip in Nina’s hair, and her head pressed back onto the pillow.

			Nina looked up along the arch of Leigh’s pale throat to the firm chin, the soft lips parted in pleasure. Then down along Leigh’s body, over her flat stomach to the wispy patch of blonde hair between her legs. Nina heaved a breath. This was such perfection, such a magical time.

			She propped herself on one elbow so she could see Leigh better and slid her palm from Leigh’s breast, down over her ribs to her waist, then back up again. Slow, so very slow. The anticipation of what was to come buzzed in Nina’s head. This was for Leigh. Did Leigh feel the same long slide to satiation that Nina had?

			Leigh’s breath hitched, and her breathing grew shallow. Her rib cage barely rose and fell under Nina’s hand.

			Nina repeated the motion, and this time she mapped a little further, down to Leigh’s hipbone and back via her belly, savouring each centimetre of the impossibly soft skin under her palm.

			Leigh shifted restlessly under the slow touch.

			When Nina looked up, Leigh was watching her face. Oh. Nina’s face burnt under the intense scrutiny.

			“I love watching you,” Leigh whispered. “Your face gives you away. You love doing this.”

			“I love doing this with you.” Nina’s voice was hoarse, the words pushing past the emotion in her throat. Pieces shifted, tumbling into place, and the words beat a rhythm in her head. I love doing this with you. I love doing this. With you. I love. You.

			Was that true, or was it just the emotion of the moment after the day that had been? Nina didn’t know. Tomorrow she would think about it more. Tonight she would go with the flow.

			She caressed her way across Leigh’s rib cage once more, up to her breast, and circled her nipple with one finger. Slowly, slowly, she passed down over Leigh’s belly again.

			Leigh shivered, and her breathing increased, loud in the quiet room.

			Nina let her fingers dip down, feathering through Leigh’s curls. A slow pass over the lower lips, engorged with desire, and then the same slow slide up. Nina’s heart pounded in her ears. She wanted nothing more than to take this to a hot and heady ending, give Leigh the climax that was so obviously close, but she resisted. There was a deep chime of desire low in her own sex, but she would wait. If any of the sapphic goddesses were smiling on her now, she would make this memorable. She would be memorable.

			Leigh bit her lip, and her fingers tightened almost painfully in Nina’s hair. “Please… Please…” Her belly was as tight as a drum under Nina’s hand.

			Nina kissed her again. She poured everything she had into the kiss, a soft, slow, deep kiss. She set aside the urgency of the moment and kissed as if it would be her last kiss on earth, as if there would be no more perfection than this.

			And maybe there wouldn’t be.

			Then, when Leigh’s body was so taut underneath her that Nina thought Leigh might snap, she finally let her fingers drift between Leigh’s legs.

			Leigh parted her thighs, and Nina stroked up along her folds. They were wet, slick with desire. With a glance at Leigh’s face, Nina slid a finger inside.

			Leigh flung her head back on the pillow, and her lips formed a silent O.

			Nina added a second finger. Wet, clasping heat surrounded her, and she bit her lip hard, the small pain focussing her on Leigh before the urgency of her own need could overwhelm her. She slipped in and out, a little deeper each time, interspersed with circles around Leigh’s clit. It stood hard and proud, begging to be sucked. Nina resisted—that would be next time. Right now, she wanted to make Leigh come and break the thrumming tension that engulfed her. Nina pressed her fingers inside again and curled them up to press on Leigh’s inner wall, even as her thumb slipped to and fro along the side of Leigh’s clit.

			“Don’t stop.” Leigh’s breathy entreaty fell into the air between them.

			Nina wouldn’t have stopped for the world. She kept up her movements, watching Leigh’s face for the subtle clues of pleasure.

			Then Leigh’s body arched up, her heels dug into the mattress, and her body jerked and spasmed around Nina’s fingers. One peak, then she subsided momentarily, only for a second peak to hit her almost immediately.

			When Nina was sure it was over, she withdrew her fingers and rested her hand on Leigh’s thigh.

			Leigh lay limply on the bed, her hair in disarray, a pink flush covering her chest. She met Nina’s eyes and smiled. “I don’t have words for something as incredible as that.”

			Nina ignored the tingling in her nipples and the pulse in her own sex. She lay next to Leigh. “You are incredible. In so many ways.”

			A huff of breath feathered into the room. “I think it’s us together that does it.” Leigh rolled onto her side to face Nina. “I can’t seem to get enough of you.”

			Nina hooked a leg over Leigh’s thigh. “Me neither. I don’t think I’m done yet.” She watched Leigh’s eyes darken at the implication. “Is it too soon for you?”

			“No. Normally, it would be. But now, with you…”

			Nina reached down and insinuated a finger between Leigh’s thighs. She curled it up into the wetness and rubbed slowly.

			And then Leigh also reached down and adjusted the angle of her hand so that she, too, could move in tiny circles over Nina’s clit.

			The pulse stepped up a beat, heady and urgent. Nina kept her gaze focussed on Leigh’s face as she learnt again how best to pleasure Leigh and what she liked. Leigh’s fingers were sure in their movements, and Nina’s pleasure built in a crest until her orgasm crashed through her like a tsunami and left her light-headed and gasping for breath.

			When she opened her eyes again, Leigh smiled in her face. Nina’s fingers were still wedged between Leigh’s thighs. She removed her leg from over Leigh, allowing Leigh to shift her position so she was more exposed. Nina circled, light pressure on the side of Leigh’s clit, and adjusted her movements to the expressions on Leigh’s face until Leigh came again in soft shudders.

			Nina rolled onto her back, and Leigh moved across to lay her head on Nina’s shoulder. She wondered if she should say something. Was there any etiquette for first nights together? It had been so long for her she simply didn’t know anymore.

			Leigh pressed a kiss to Nina’s shoulder. “Can I get you anything? Water?”

			“Water would be wonderful, please.”

			Leigh sat up and swung her feet to the floor. “Just so you know, I have to leave for work at seven tomorrow. I wish I didn’t have to rush away, but I’ve got a client at eight.” Her gaze searched Nina’s face. “I don’t want you to think I’m rushing you out of the door.”

			“I understand. I have to be back at the farm as early as I can too. Oh!” She sat up and scanned the room. “I never texted Kiren to ask her to see to things in the morning.”

			“I’ll bring your phone.”

			Nina lay back against the soft pillows and watched Leigh’s upright back and perfect buttocks disappear out of the door.

			Leigh returned with two glasses of water and Nina’s phone.

			Nina dashed off a quick text to Kiren. She hoped Kiren saw it in time to set an alarm for the morning. She turned to Leigh. Words she wanted to say hovered on her tongue: Words like Will I see you again? But she bit them back. It sounded too needy, too demanding, too much the cliché lesbian. And if Leigh prevaricated or outright refused, it would make things very awkward.

			After what had happened between them, though, Nina felt sure she would see Leigh again. She was no longer Leigh’s client. There was nothing to hold them back now. They could explore what they had and see where it took them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Leigh’s alarm went off at six, waking her out of a deep sleep. Her belly had a pleasurable ache to it, and her thighs were sticky. The musky smell of sex hung in the room.

			She looked across to the other side of the bed.

			Nina was awake. Her dark hair was in disarray, snarled over her face, which was creased from the pillow. She looked beautiful.

			Leigh leant over to kiss her, lingering on Nina’s lips and stroking her cheek with a thumb. “I wish I didn’t have to rush away, but I do.” For a heady second, she considered calling in sick but only for a second. Her sense of ethics wouldn’t let her, not unless she was dying.

			Dying of passion. The thought pushed its way into her head, swiftly followed by another. Ethics. Nina was technically still her client until she sent the final letters closing the file. That could be done soon. A purist would say she’d jumped the gun with last night’s date—and certainly with last night’s lovemaking—but Leigh pushed that thought aside. Nina’s matter was over, done and dusted. They would officially be free to date if that was what they both wanted.

			Nina looked at her with the world and her heart in her eyes.

			Leigh traced a finger along Nina’s lips. “I so wish I could stay.”

			“I have to go too.” Nina didn’t move. “But I want to at least kiss you first.”

			They moved together, and Leigh pressed her lips to Nina’s, tasting last night and loving Nina’s earthy scent in her nose.

			“Will I see you again?” Nina looked away, as if afraid of the answer she might hear.

			“You think there’s any doubt?” A glow warmed her at Nina’s words.

			“No.” An impish smile curled her lips. “But I’m a novice at this dating thing. I had to ask.”

			“Would you like it if I came to the farm tomorrow night? You said Phoe wasn’t back until Saturday.”

			“I have Barn Kids on Saturday. It would mean I’d be gone early.”

			“I could help.”

			Nina’s smile was a wondrous thing. It spread across her face like the sunrise. “That would be wonderful.”

			“I’ll bring takeaway if you want.”

			“No. Let me cook for you.” Nina hesitated. “Leigh, my bedroom isn’t like this. It’s a lot more basic.”

			“Does it have a bed big enough for both of us?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then it’s perfect.”
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			“You look happy.” Grizz stuck her head around the door of Leigh’s office. “Were you out celebrating the end of the claim against Nina?”

			“Yes. I took her to Seascape.” There was no harm saying that since she often took clients out to celebrate a win.

			Grizz whistled. “Ritzy place for a small claim.” She entered the office and propped her butt against the cabinet.

			“Maybe. To be honest, I thought Nina would enjoy it.”

			“Did she?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did you?” Grizz’s words were innocent, but there was a knowing look in her eyes. She arched an eyebrow. “I’m not an idiot, Leigh. I see what’s under my nose.”

			Leigh gave up the pretence of cool and smiled. “Yes, I did. Thank you for asking. And that reminds me. Would you mind preparing the—”

			“—final letters to go to Nina. Now, how did I know you were going to ask that?”

			“Exactly. Can they go out today?”

			“Can’t. We’ve got to wait for her cheque to clear for settlement funds. I can prepare the letters, but we can’t send them until it’s all finalised.”

			“Of course. You’re a wonder.”

			“Can I have that in writing?” Grizz levered herself off the cabinet. “Got plans for the weekend?”

			“It’s only Thursday. That’s your Friday question.”

			“Mm. But somehow, I thought you might already have it figured out. Just so you know, Bryan and I will be out at Banksia Farm on Saturday. Bryan’s going to connect a tap down the end of the paddock. Save them lugging buckets of water.”

			“I’ll probably see you there, then.”

			“Thought I might.” Grizz headed for the door. “I’ll leave you to it.”

			Leigh stared at her computer screen without registering the document open on it. She was seeing Nina tomorrow.

			Tomorrow seemed far away. With a sigh, she focussed on her screen.
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			Nina took a final pass around the living area. With no Phoebe to shed clothes, schoolbag, books, and stuff like autumn leaves, the living room looked tidier than it had been for a long time. The dining table had been cleared of paperwork and set for two. Nina had even found some candles at the back of a cupboard and dusted them off. A free-range chicken roasted in the oven, along with vegetables from the farm’s garden. She’d splurged and found some fresh prawns on special in the supermarket, and she’d made lime mayonnaise to accompany them. White wine chilled in the fridge, although she suspected Leigh would bring a far better wine with her than the one Nina had. She’d made tiramisu for dessert—if they made it that far without falling into bed.

			She wandered through the bedroom. Clean linen, check. Clutter and clothes gone from the chair, check. She’d even changed the globe in the bedside light for something softer rather than the harsh one she had for reading.

			If Phoebe walked in now, she’d know immediately something was up. She would be back tomorrow. Leigh hadn’t mentioned getting together on Saturday night, but Nina needed more time to get comfortable with this relationship herself before presenting it to Phoe.

			Relationship. Was that what they had? Nina smiled. It looked as if it might be, and that was a good thing. A very good thing.

			There was a knock on the door a little after six.

			Nina’s heart rate sped up, and anticipation had her almost running to the door.

			Leigh stood there in her business suit, her hands full of bags. A sports bag was slung over one shoulder.

			“Hi.” Nina knew she was grinning like a loon, but she could no more play it cool than Phoebe could do her homework on time. “Come in.”

			Leigh pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Let me put these down so that I can kiss you properly.”

			Nina’s cheek tingled from the touch. She led Leigh into the living area and took her bags from her.

			Leigh slung the sports bag onto the couch. “There’s wine in the cooler bag. Can it go in the fridge?”

			“In a moment.” Nina slid her arms around Leigh’s waist and leant in. “There’s something I have to do first.”

			The kiss leapt into being, as wild as a bushfire. Nina pushed her tongue into Leigh’s mouth, and for several moments, they gave and took in equal measures.

			Leigh moved away first. “Wine.” She took the bottle from the cooler bag, opened it, and poured them both a glass. “To new beginnings.”

			“New beginnings.”

			The wine was delicious, as she’d known it would be. She set the glass down and took the other things Leigh handed her: cheese and crackers, air-dried ham, fresh figs, and a second bottle of wine.

			“I need to change.” Leigh tugged at the collar of her shirt. “I didn’t want to waste time going home.”

			“Ms Impatient,” Nina teased, even as she rejoiced that Leigh was so keen to see her. She led the way to her bedroom, leant in the doorway, and watched Leigh shed her suit. Desire tugged her as Leigh turned, wearing only her undies, and pulled on a pair of denim shorts and a T-shirt. With her hair loose around her shoulders, she instantly looked younger, more relaxed.

			Leigh quirked an eyebrow. “Enjoy the show?”

			In answer, Nina tugged her closer for another slow kiss.

			They took their wine out onto the veranda. The heat of the day had cooled with a short, sharp rain burst, so the air was fresh with the scent of eucalyptus, the dust settled on the ground. A rosella landed on the railing, its red and blue plumage brilliant in the evening light.

			“What’s new and exciting in your world?” Nina pulled her feet up underneath her and curled into a corner of the couch.

			Leigh smiled. “You really want to know about court documents and contracts, obstreperous clients, and how the coffee machine broke?”

			“It’s part of who you are, so, yes, I do.”

			“That pretty much sums it up. The worst part was the coffee machine. Grizz was most upset. She’s fuelled by caffeine, and she had to go to the coffee shop in the foyer three or four times to make it through the day.”

			“She and Bryan will be here tomorrow.” Nina sipped her wine. “I hope that’s not a problem for you.”

			“She said. And, no, it’s not. Technically, you and I shouldn’t see each other yet—you’re still my client until we’ve got the paperwork finalised—but Grizz is a clam. Very discreet.”

			“And when it’s all done, that’s it? Nothing to stop us from doing what we want?”

			Leigh’s eyes were huge in the low light. “Nothing.”

			“And right now?”

			“I’m not leaving, Nina.” She reached across the space between them to take Nina’s hand.

			The prawns were delicious, the chicken roasted to perfection, and the vegetables crisp and tasty. Nina could have been eating cardboard. The butterflies in her stomach seemed to have filled all the available space, and they didn’t want feeding. Instead, she watched Leigh eat her meal with every sign of enjoyment.

			When Leigh set her knife and fork together, she tilted her head and regarded the food left on Nina’s plate. “You’re not a good advert for your own cooking. I thought that was delicious.”

			“I’m sure it is. I’m just not too hungry right now.”

			“What was the jelly you served with the meat?”

			“Apple, sage, and mint jelly. A father of one of the Barn Kids made it. Luckily, it wasn’t all smashed in the last lot of vandalism.”

			“The last lot?” Leigh frowned and picked up her wineglass. “I didn’t realise there was more after the fence was cut and Jellybean got loose.”

			“Unfortunately, yes. Someone broke into the farm shop in the middle of the night and had a smashing time. Literally. If I hadn’t disturbed them, there might have been more lost. I thought I’d mentioned it, but I guess in everything else that’s happened recently it slipped my mind.”

			“Nina, please be careful. They could have been high on drugs or something, looking for money.”

			“I don’t think so. I think it’s connected to the fence that was cut. The till was untouched. Even the donations box was left alone. No, it was someone who wanted to do as much damage as possible. I still suspect the developer.” She tightened her lips.

			“Did you go to the police?”

			“Honestly, I never got around to it. Gino arrived the next morning, and then Grizz called about the conference. It’s probably too late now.”

			“It could have been Stella.”

			“No. Stella wouldn’t do that. She’s not vindictive. Not like that anyway.” Nina looked down at her plate to collect her thoughts. “If you like the jelly, you can take a jar with you.”

			“Thank you.”

			There was silence for a minute. Nina watched Leigh twirl the stem of her wineglass. This was probably a quiet evening for her. No restaurant, theatre, or cocktail event. No trendy bar or dinner party. “You must think my life very quiet.” She gestured around her living area. “Where would you be on any other Friday night?”

			“Honestly?” At Nina’s nod, she continued. “Out to dinner with a friend maybe. Putting in an appearance at various events that the firm encourages us to attend. Occasionally a date but not often lately.”

			“Meredith?”

			“Yes, Meredith. We only had a few dates, Nina. I won’t see her again except through work.”

			“I wasn’t fishing for that answer. I wondered if you ever spent Friday nights at home.”

			“I’d like to, but it seldom happens. A night with my feet up on the couch, watching trashy TV, sounds like a dream.”

			“Be my guest. There’s all the trash you could wish for over there.” Nina gestured at the TV in the corner.

			Leigh didn’t spare it a glance. “That was before I met you. Now my dream is to sit with you on the veranda and see if the stars come out and know there’s a big bed to move to when we’ve had enough stargazing.”

			“You have a honey tongue.” Nina’s mind flickered ahead to the scenario Leigh’s words brought to mind.

			“I’ll put it to good use…later.”

			The world narrowed to the two of them and the warm night that was suddenly too hot. Nina pulled her T-shirt away from her skin, seeking cooler air. “You don’t make it easy for me to relax, you know.”

			“I do my best.” The glance Leigh shot her was wicked and wanton.

			Nina stood and went to the fridge to get the wine. “Then let’s go and find those stars.”

			Even with the ceiling fan, the night was warm. Nina watched Leigh, who relaxed with her head on the back of the couch, eyes trained on the night sky. “I wonder how many stars are out there?”

			“Billions. It puts us firmly in our insignificant place, doesn’t it?” Leigh didn’t shift her gaze away from the sky.

			“Lawsuits, farms, money, careers, even the people we love are specks in the history of the universe. I don’t know if that’s awe inspiring or depressing.”

			“The first,” Leigh said. “Because we’re here, we’re alive, and we have this world around us. People to connect with. I like to think we make our mark, brief as our time is.”

			“Call me naive, but I still like to think that love makes the world go around. Not only romantic love but of family, of friends, of animals, of nature. Even a favourite book or TV series.”

			Leigh laughed. “I’m not sure my fascination for I’m a Celebrity…Get Me Out of Here! adds much joy to the universe.”

			“The universe is probably covering its eyes. But you love it, and that’s what counts.” Nina rested her feet on the low table in front of them.

			Somewhere out in the night a dog barked, and one of the ponies neighed. A little thump on Nina’s lap announced Binks, who walked on velvet paws across Nina to Leigh, where he curled up in a tight ball on her lap.

			“You’re content here, aren’t you?” Leigh’s words were lazy, musing.

			“Yes. I can’t see myself living anywhere else. I hope I don’t have to, not for many years anyway.”

			“You have a rare thing—happiness in what you have. So many people want more.”

			“You’re very philosophical this evening.”

			One of Leigh’s shoulders lifted. “I don’t think so. I see so many people always wanting more than they have—a bigger house in a better suburb, a promotion, a job in a more prestigious law firm. A flashier car, a more beautiful wife.”

			“And you don’t want those things?”

			“To some extent.” Leigh’s smile flashed in the low light. “I’m ambitious when it comes to my career, and I love what I do. But I don’t much enjoy the falseness of some of the lifestyle.” She raised her glass at Nina. “This now. This seems real.”

			Warmth curled through Nina’s chest. She was what she was. She couldn’t change herself for Leigh, not when she tried to instil those same values in Phoebe. To hear Leigh say that she appreciated those things gave her hope. “Tell that to Phoebe. Right now, she wants the latest iPhone, and nothing will persuade her otherwise.”

			“Will she get it?”

			“Eventually. She earns money by working on the farm. Unless she sweet-talked Gino into buying it for her while they were away.”

			“She wants to be a lawyer. Did she tell you?” Leigh stroked Binks from his pointy ears to his tail.

			“Mm, eventually. I saw those enormous books by her bed. One of them fell on my toe. She said you’d given her a couple.”

			“Old books. They’re so dull, she’ll probably ditch the idea of being a lawyer sooner rather than later.”

			“Possibly not. She’s very single-minded for a kid.”

			“Maybe she’ll give me another riding lesson. My thighs have just about recovered from the last one.”

			Leigh’s words sent Nina’s thoughts skittering in a totally different direction from riding lessons. “I’ll rub them for you.”

			“You’ll need a gentle touch. I walked strangely for a week after the last lesson.”

			Nina laughed, then fell silent. Her wine was empty, and she didn’t want any more. “I should go and clear up the kitchen. At least wipe the table. In another little while, I won’t want to do anything except fall into bed.”

			“I’ll help.” Leigh tipped Binks onto the couch, stood, and held out a hand. She pulled Nina to her feet with a surprisingly strong grip for an office worker.

			They were silent as they washed the dishes and restored the kitchen to some semblance of order.

			“Would you think me a wuss if I suggested it was bedtime?” Nina glanced at the clock. It had only ticked over to nine. “I know this is ridiculously early in your world, but I have to be up before five.”

			“As long as I’m coming with you. As long as you don’t intend on going straight to sleep.”

			“Yes to the first and hopefully no to the second.” Nina stepped up close and picked up a strand of Leigh’s hair. She took Leigh’s hand and led her towards the bedroom, turning the lights out along the way.

			With the blinds up, the room was filled with moonlight. Some cars passed along the main road, their lights sweeping across the bedroom wall, but the noise was minimal.

			“Do you sleep with the blinds open?” Leigh asked.

			“Usually. I like to see outside. But I can close them if it bothers you.”

			“No, that’s fine.” Leigh tugged Nina closer.

			They kissed, long and slow, until the need built up and Nina couldn’t wait any longer. She pulled down the light quilt and moved away to shuck her clothes.

			Leigh’s gaze on her body never wavered. And then Leigh, too, removed her clothes. They came together in the middle of the bed in a mesh of hands and lips and tongues and skin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			“Thank you.” Phoebe’s voice came from above Leigh’s head.

			Leigh stood from weeding around the tomatoes in the veggie garden.

			Phoebe’s face shone with pleasure. She was, if anything, skinnier than the last time Leigh had seen her, but she was tanned, and her energy seemed barely contained as she hopped from foot to foot.

			“Hi, Phoebe. Did you have a good week away?”

			“Yeah, it was great. Caught a lot of fish. Cooked on the campfire. Usual stuff, y’know.”

			Leigh didn’t, but she nodded anyway.

			“But, uh, thanks.” Phoebe came closer in a rush, and her arms snaked around Leigh’s waist. A quick hug and she was instantly at the far side of the rows of tomatoes as if she’d teleported there. “Thanks for what you did.”

			“That’s okay. I’m glad it worked out.” Phoebe’s hug had been unexpected, but her awkward appreciation had warmed Leigh more than the extravagant gestures from many of her corporate clients.

			“Yeah. For us and the farm. And that’s the best thing. Not sure if Billy will get to come back, though.”

			“Would you want him to?”

			“Yeah. He loves it here.” Her toe dug the dirt. “And I miss him.”

			“Maybe he’ll be back. If Stella lets him.”

			“Anyway. I wanted to say thanks. Guess I’ll see you around.”

			“I hope so. Maybe you’ll give me another riding lesson sometime.”

			“Yeah.” Another flash of a smile, then Phoebe was gone, bounding out of the veggie patch and loping across to the barn where the Barn Kids were gathered.

			Leigh hunkered down to tie up the lowest trailing tomatoes. Phoebe seemed to like her. This could only be a good thing where Nina was concerned. Her fingers stilled. Those thoughts implied something long-term. Nina, Phoebe…and her. Could they be a family? She didn’t know yet, but she was willing to try.
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			It was the dying days of summer. Phoebe had been back at school for a week, and Nina was alone, shovelling gravel into one of the drive’s many potholes. The sun was pleasantly warm on her shoulders, and she hummed as she worked.

			“Hello, Nina.” The voice, soft, hesitant, was familiar.

			Nina straightened.

			Stella stood there, dressed in her usual cotton dress and sandals that were totally unsuitable for the farm. But then Stella hadn’t been to the farm in a long time—not since Billy had been hurt.

			Anger stirred in the pit of Nina’s stomach. This was the woman who’d caused her so much grief these last weeks, so much anxiety, tearing worry, and insomnia.

			This was the woman who’d nearly lost her the farm.

			Nina tightened her lips. Her first instinct was to give Stella her marching orders, tell her to leave and not return, but something made her hesitate. Stella’s eyes were huge, and she appeared poised for flight. What was she doing here? She must know she wouldn’t be welcomed with open arms.

			“Hi, Stella.” Nina rested on her shovel and waited, squashing the instinct to ask how Billy was doing. He must be at school.

			Stella fiddled with the strap of her bag. “I wanted to come and see you. Explain a bit.” Her downcast eyes swept the ground in front of her. Nina had the impression she was a heartbeat away from turning and fleeing.

			A tendril of sympathy stirred. It had probably taken a lot of courage for Stella to come here. Nina squashed that. Stella was trouble. The last few months had taught her that. She should have no sympathy for this woman.

			But Phoebe still missed her little mate, Billy-the-Kid. For Phoebe’s sake, she would hear what Stella had to say.

			With an effort, she summoned a small smile. “I could do with a break right now. Would you like a mug of tea?”

			“Yeah, thanks. If you don’t mind. I didn’t know if you’d talk to me.”

			“Come on.” Nina rested the shovel on the barrow of gravel and led Stella to the barn where the Barn Kids and volunteers had morning tea. She put the kettle on and shook the biscuit tin. There were a couple left.

			Stella cradled her mug and shook her head when Nina proffered the bickies. They sat on the straw bales by the pony stalls. Mr Petey hung his head over the door, ears pricked, hoping for a treat.

			Stella stared at the pony. “Billy loves Mr Petey. Even now, he asks when he can come back and see him.”

			Nina was silent. A tiny voice in her mind urged her to invite Billy back—for his sake, not Stella’s. But she held back.

			“I’m sorry about the claim.” Stella’s gaze fixed on Mr Petey. “What would have happened to the animals if you’d had to sell the farm?”

			“I’d have had to find homes for them. Hopefully, I’d have been able.”

			“I didn’t want you to sell. I didn’t realise you’d have to. You see…”

			Nina waited. Stella’s agitation hinted at other things.

			Stella took a deep breath. “Billy broke his arm. He spent a night in hospital, and they observed him and scanned him after the bang on his head when he behaved so strangely. But he was okay.”

			“Thank God,” Nina said.

			“I wasn’t going to bring a claim. I remember signing something when Billy started Barn Kids that said animals were unpredictable and pony riding could be dangerous.”

			Nina nodded. No sense telling Stella that the original waiver wasn’t worth the paper it was written on.

			“But then Jon found me. He said it was a shame that Billy had been hurt and that you shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it. He said—”

			“Jon?” Nina spoke more sharply than she’d intended. “Jon who?”

			“Jon Wakefield. He’s some sort of property person around here.”

			Jon Wakefield. Nina bit back a retort. What the hell had he done now?

			“Jon said that Billy deserved compensation because he was hurt. I said he would be fine and that I didn’t want to do anything that would make it difficult for you. He laughed at me and said you’d have insurance for things like that. He said that Billy wouldn’t have gotten hurt if an adult had been with him. And then he offered me ten grand for Billy. He said all I had to do was bring the claim and the money would be mine, plus any money we got from the claim. I’m so sorry, Nina. I didn’t realise this would happen. I thought you’d have insurance, and it wouldn’t matter. I didn’t know you’d have to pay yourself.”

			Nina clenched the mug so hard her knuckles turned white. Tea sloshed over the rim. Jon bloody Wakefield had done this. She stared at Stella, only vaguely noticing her agitation, her white face, her shaking hands. Jon fucking Wakefield had nearly ruined her, nearly forced a sale of the farm. He’d nearly gotten exactly what he wanted.

			She heaved a breath and then another, willing her fury to subside. When she was sure she wouldn’t scream at Stella, she asked, “And is Billy okay?”

			“Yes. His arm has healed. He wants nothing more than to ride Mr Petey again.”

			“His psychological injury? Why did you say he had one?”

			Stella’s hands shook hard. She set her mug down and tucked her hands underneath her legs. “Jon told me to. He said Billy would get more money. Just like he told me to make sure Billy always wore the arm brace. At that point, I didn’t realise your insurance wouldn’t cover you. I only found that out just before the conference.”

			Nina’s mind was a screaming whirl of anger. Thoughtless, vague, drift-through-life Stella had brought a claim, even though she didn’t want to, because the insurance would cover it. Stella had nearly brought about the end of Banksia Farm all because Jon Wakefield suggested it.

			Wait. Wakefield had done more than suggest it. He’d basically bribed Stella to bring a claim, something he knew damn well would likely force the sale of the farm. His words to Phoebe rose up in her mind: Visitors following your instructions got you in enough hot water already. He was behind this. Nina gritted her teeth. Yes, Stella had been a bit duplicitous, had been willing to take money for Billy from an insurance company, but Nina doubted she’d have done so without Jon Wakefield and his ten grand offer.

			“Nina, I’m so sorry.”

			Nina’s attention shifted back to Stella, and she pressed her lips together. She’d done a lot for Stella and Billy.

			Stella wrung her hands and appeared on the verge of tears.

			“What did you spend the ten grand on?” Nina asked.

			Stella blinked, and her chin lifted. “I paid off a credit card. Bought Billy some new clothes and shoes. Bought him a second-hand laptop so that he could learn like the other kids at school. Paid a month’s rent in advance. I didn’t fritter it if that’s what you’re implying.”

			A hot feeling of shame crept up Nina’s neck. That had been what she’d been thinking. Remorse twisted her stomach. Stella was a good mother for all her vagueness.

			“I’m sorry. But that ten grand was a way out of debt for me. It would give Billy something to get a better start in life. I knew it was wrong to take it, but I could justify it, as it was for Billy. Do you know how much we live on once we’ve paid rent, utilities, school stuff, and set a little aside for things like the car? One hundred and ten bucks a week. That’s for me and Billy to buy food, clothes, anything that’s extra.”

			Nina closed her eyes. She and Phoe lived frugally, but they had more than that. Plus they had veggies and eggs for free. She’d known Stella—indeed, anyone on welfare—was doing it hard, but this was tougher than tough. She remembered back to a time when Ahmed’s dog had had puppies, and he brought them to the farm one day so the kids could play with them. Billy had begged Stella for one of the pups, and Stella had refused. At the time, Nina thought it was a bit mean. Now the reasons hit home: dog food, vet’s bills, vaccinations… It would have been impossible for Stella to find the extra money.

			“Tell me one thing.” Nina fixed her gaze on Stella’s face as if she could divine the answer. “Did you cut the fence and let Jellybean out on the road?”

			“No! Of course not. I didn’t know that had happened. Is Jelly okay?”

			Nina nodded. “And were you the person who broke into the shop in the middle of the night and trashed it?”

			“No! Nina, I’d never do that.” Stella’s throat worked, and tears spilled from her eyes. “Please, you must believe me.”

			Nina did. Even without Stella’s obvious distress, Nina simply couldn’t see her doing those things. “I believe you. I’m sorry. I had to ask. I didn’t think it could be you, Stella.” The words choked in her throat. She took a deep breath and hoped she wouldn’t regret what she was about to say. “Billy can come back to Barn Kids if he wants.” She spoke gently. “You too. I’ll reinstate our arrangement so you don’t have to pay for Billy. Although you’ll have to sign a new waiver. One thing all this did was force me to get it rewritten.”

			Stella hunched her shoulders under the faded cotton dress. “I didn’t think you’d let us back.”

			“Billy’s a lovely kid. He seemed to get so much pleasure out of being here. Most of the Barn Kids are here because they love the animals and love the program. That’s why I do this. That’s why I keep the farm.” She squeezed Stella’s hand. “Do you want to start now?”

			Stella stared at her. “Are you sure? I expected you to throw me out.”

			She’d been close to doing that, but Stella didn’t need to know that. “I’m sure.”

			Stella had had a reason, and she couldn’t be vindictive towards her for that.

			Jon Wakefield on the other hand…

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			The only times Leigh had seen Nina since Phoebe had returned from holiday was at the farm. Leigh now volunteered on Saturday mornings, and once a fortnight she escaped the office early to assist with Dare to Be Different. And while there was always time for a chat, a cuppa, even a kiss in a quiet corner, there hadn’t been anything more. How could there be when at any moment they could be interrupted by Phoebe or a gaggle of Barn Kids or even a headbutt in the back of the knees by Charli-the-goat?

			But Nina had called Leigh’s office and asked if by any chance she was free that evening. “Phoe’s spending the evening with Gino’s parents,” Nina said. “They live in Cabarita, so I’m taking her down, and I’ll pick her up a few hours later. Normally, I amuse myself for a bit or else go out to dinner with them. But if you’re free…”

			The invitation hung in the air. Leigh wasn’t free, but she would make it happen. Anticipation pasted a grin on her face. “I’ll pick you up. Give me the address.”

			“How about I take the ferry to Circular Quay? I could either meet you at your office or somewhere close by. I could be there by five.”

			“Even better. Shall I book somewhere for dinner?” Sushi maybe so she could watch Nina eat with her fingers, then lick them clean in that artless way of hers.

			“I thought takeaway at your place would be nice. The dress code might be more informal.”

			“Don’t dress for dinner.” Leigh smiled into the receiver, glad that no one could see her behaving in such a besotted manner. It didn’t fit her professional reputation. “When would you have to pick Phoebe up?”

			“Nine-ish.”

			“That gives us plenty of time to…”

			“To what?” A teasing note entered Nina’s voice.

			“To eat dinner, of course.”

			“I’m already looking forward to it.”

			Leigh lowered her voice. “I can’t wait to see you alone.”

			“I can’t wait to see you naked.”

			Leigh ended the call. There was a spring in her step as, suddenly too restless to sit still, she paced to the window. They were so different. The lawyer and the farm girl. The city slicker and the country bumpkin. The single professional and the single parent. But those differences seemed superficial; they were just how they ran their lives. In the things that mattered, she and Nina seemed so compatible. Quiet times with good food, whether from a restaurant or home-cooked. Stargazing. Working together. The desire they both had to make things a little better for other people. Those things counted more than where or how they lived.

			[image: ]

			When Leigh drove up, Nina was waiting at Circular Quay. She leapt in and leant over the gearbox to kiss Leigh.

			The brief kiss made Leigh’s lips tingle, and the short drive to her apartment seemed way too long.

			Once inside, Nina kicked off her shoes and turned back to Leigh. They came together, lips meeting in a kiss filled with pent-up longing and desire.

			“It seems so long since we’ve kissed like this.” Leigh cupped Nina’s cheek, delighting in how Nina leant into the touch.

			“I hope we’re going to do more than kiss.” Nina pressed her lips to Leigh’s palm.

			“How hungry are you?” The urgency Leigh felt wasn’t for dinner.

			“It’s not my highest priority right now.”

			The tension that had set Leigh on edge all day flooded back. She took Nina’s hand and led her to the bedroom.

			The lovemaking was as good as she’d remembered. Leigh came for the first time under Nina’s tongue, the second by her fingers. She lay back on the bed, Nina’s head on her shoulder, so bonelessly tired she could barely move.

			Nina drummed her fingers on Leigh’s rib cage. “Food. You may have decided you can live on lust, but I need something more.”

			Leigh ordered sushi to be delivered, and then they put on dressing gowns and went into the kitchen.

			When the doorbell rang, Leigh collected the food. Her discarded briefcase caught her eye. She returned to the kitchen with the food and set it on the counter. “Before I forget, Grizz did your final letters today. You’re now officially no longer my client. The letters are on the hall table for you.”

			“I’d forgotten about that.” Nina eyed the food containers. “Which one’s got the inari? I can’t wait any longer.”

			Leigh handed it over, smiling as Nina ripped the top off and ate a piece with her fingers. “We had to wait until everything was paid off and acknowledged before we could close your file. Can you wait long enough for me to get some plates? Or are you going to inhale the food, plastic containers and all?”

			“Depends how quick you are. That container looks mighty tasty to me.”

			Leigh set out plates and glasses of water. “Wine?”

			“Water’s fine for me.” Nina snagged a piece of sashimi the second Leigh set it out. The dressing gown gaped open as she did so.

			Leigh’s gaze fixed on the curve of her breast, the golden skin, the way her hair settled on her cheek in a thick wave.

			“I can’t remember the last time I had sushi,” Nina said. “Phoe won’t eat it. This is delicious.”

			“Maybe I could come around again on Friday?” Leigh made the offer hesitantly. She didn’t want to presume Nina would be comfortable having her there when Phoebe was in the house.

			“Phoe will be home. You know that?” Nina cocked her head.

			“I know.”

			Nina bit her lip. “I’m fine with the idea of you staying over when Phoe’s there. She and I have already had the talk, you know, the one where the parent talks about sex and the child looks uncomfortable. It’s just…” She blew out a breath. “This is more difficult than talking to Phoe about sex.”

			Leigh moved closer and picked up her hand. “If you don’t want me to come around, that’s okay. I didn’t want you to think I didn’t want Phoebe around.”

			“It’s not that.” Nina’s gaze locked with Leigh’s. “Look, I’ll just say it, okay?” At Leigh’s nod, she continued. “Phoe gets attached to people easily. What I’m trying to say without sounding all needy myself is if this is going to be a fast-burn relationship, zip, zip, all smoulder and sex, then we burn to ashes or find it’s too difficult to align our lives, then I’d rather Phoe hadn’t had a chance to get fond of you in that way.”

			Leigh’s mind whirled. Of course Nina would put Phoebe first. Phoebe was already shyly friendly to Leigh. She bit her lip. This was dating in the modern age—at least when one party was a single parent with limited babysitters. Inwardly, she berated herself for putting Nina in this position. But as a nonparent, things like this weren’t at the forefront of her mind. She’d never dated anyone who was a parent before.

			She squeezed Nina’s hand. “I’m sorry. That was very thoughtless of me.” She shrugged. “I guess I enjoyed our evening at your place last time. It’s such a special place to wake up, particularly when I knew I’d be volunteering there that morning. It’s your call, Nina. I’ll follow your lead where Phoebe is concerned.”

			Nina let out a shaky laugh. “I don’t mean to put you on the spot. This sort of conversation needn’t happen for a long time in most relationships. It’s very unfair of me to ask you to say how you’ll feel about me, about us, in a few months’ time.”

			“I wish I could answer you now.” Leigh picked up the water jug and refilled their glasses. “I know what I want to say, what I’d like to say, but I think it wouldn’t be fair to you or to Phoebe—just in case I’m wrong.”

			“Now I feel awkward.” Nina drew the lapels of her dressing gown closer together. “Can we forget we’ve had this conversation?”

			“No. It’s important. And I like that you can say things like this to me.” Leigh hesitated, words she wanted to say thrumming on her tongue. It was too early for some things, but equally, Nina needed some reassurance. And Leigh wanted to give that. “I can’t give you any promises, but this feels right. You and me together. It’s something I want. I hope we can grow this together.”

			“Thank you.” Nina’s smile was tremulous, as if she felt she’d said too much.

			Leigh waited until Nina’s glance connected with hers again. “I mean it. Those aren’t just words. I like Phoebe, and I would like to get to know her more. And you… I would like to get to know you a lot more.”

			Nina licked her lips, and the movement drew Leigh’s gaze to them. Those lips had done incredible things to her body less than an hour before. The sex was mind blowing. She really enjoyed Nina’s company. Was that enough to base a relationship on?

			“Maybe you could spend time with me and Phoe outside of the farm and Barn Kids,” Nina said. “Phoe’s seen me date before. She’ll catch on pretty quick. And then maybe we can revisit the idea of you staying over?”

			“I’m fine with that. But I hope we can do something like this again soon. Could you come into Sydney again? Does Phoebe ever have sleepovers?”

			“Not often. She’s a little homebody when it comes down to it. I can’t push her off on friends.”

			“Another evening like this, then. I’ll take what you can give me. I would like very much to keep seeing you. To see what we can make of this.”

			Disappointment sat like a stone in her chest. She’d finally found a woman she could be happy with, and first one thing and then another was thrown in their way. First, Nina was a client. Well, that one was no longer a problem. That reminded her. She rose and went out to the hallway to get the final letter.

			When she returned, Nina was staring out of the window at the inky water, the reflections of city lights.

			“I suppose I could ask Kiren to babysit. Or even Stella. She’s not mother of the year, but she could bring Billy. Phoe would love that.”

			“Stella?” Leigh frowned. “Have you spoken with her since the conference?”

			“Yes. Oh! I didn’t tell you.” She came over to Leigh and tugged the belt of the dressing gown. It fell open. Nina slipped her arms inside and wrapped them around Leigh’s waist. “It must have slipped my mind when you seduced me, Ms Willoughby.”

			“I don’t think we’ve got time for what you’ve got in mind.” Leigh gasped as Nina’s hand stole upward to cup a breast. She circled Leigh’s nipple with one finger, and tiny shards of pleasure arrowed out from the touch.

			“Pity. Although if Kiren or Stella can babysit, I could see you on Friday.”

			“Mm.” Leigh closed her eyes to better absorb the sensations Nina elicited.

			“Stella came to the farm.” Nina removed her hand and retied the belt. “I can’t keep doing this and not want to do more.”

			Leigh sat on the couch. “Sit. Talk to me.”

			“Stella wanted to explain. She said she didn’t realise my insurance wouldn’t cover it. You’ll probably think I’m an idiot, but I’ve agreed to take Billy back into Barn Kids. The poor kid has so little, and he loves the farm so much. They have to sign your fancy new waiver, though.”

			“Good.” Warmth travelled along Leigh’s veins. How many people would willingly take Billy back under those circumstances? Not many, that’s for sure. Nina’s willingness to see the best in people was one thing Leigh found so appealing. In her job, where she looked to discredit someone, to beat them down, to minimise their claim—well, Nina’s attitude was refreshing.

			“But she also told me something else.” Nina’s voice took on a hard edge, a sharpness that was usually missing. “Remember Jon Wakefield, the developer?”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“He paid Stella ten thousand dollars to bring a claim against me. Ten grand!” Nina’s lips tightened to a thin line, and she told Leigh what Stella had said. “I have a list of things I’d like to do to that man. The list starts with amputation and bankruptcy, moves through castration and disembowelling, all the way to waterboarding. If I could think of tortures starting with X, Y, and Z, the list would be a little longer.”

			The words wound themselves into Leigh’s mind. What the hell! She took a quick breath. “Nina, what Wakefield did is criminal. He basically paid someone to bring a spurious claim. Stella wasn’t going to do anything, and Wakefield encouraged her. Bribed her. You can press charges.”

			“I can? I would love to get the bastard.” She spat the words with venom. “I didn’t know there was anything I could do. He’s caused so much upset and stress. I know I should let bygones be bygones, but—”

			“It’s not a case of that. He’s a criminal. He should be brought to justice.”

			“Says the lawyer.”

			“Why did Stella take the money?”

			“She’s a single parent on welfare. She spent it on Billy. If you prosecute Wakefield, will Stella get charged with anything?”

			Leigh thought. “I don’t know. She might. She was the person who actually brought a false claim. But she might have extenuating circumstances.”

			“I wouldn’t want Stella to get into trouble.”

			“She’d definitely have to give evidence. But if she was cooperative, she’d probably get off lightly.”

			“What’s lightly?”

			“A rap on the knuckles. Maybe a fine.”

			“She can’t afford a fine. That’s what got her into this in the first place.”

			“You don’t owe her anything. She nearly destroyed you.”

			Nina fiddled with the belt of her dressing gown. “It’s hard to explain. I want to see Wakefield taken down. Hell, who am I kidding? I want to spit in his face as they lead him off to jail. But although I know Stella isn’t blameless, I don’t feel she deserves to get slammed. How do I know that Wakefield won’t get the second-best lawyer in Sydney and weasel his way out of it and Stella’s the one who goes down?”

			“You don’t know. You can’t pick and choose who is dealt justice and who escapes. That’s not your decision to make.”

			“Do you think there’s a good chance Wakefield will be convicted?”

			Leigh hesitated. “I’d need more information, but from those bare bones, I do.”

			“Would he go to jail?”

			“Assuming it’s a first offence, probably not. Maybe a suspended sentence, definitely a fine. I don’t practice criminal law. This isn’t something I can speculate about with any certainty.”

			“I hope the fine breaks him. I hope he has to sell his house to pay for it. That would be fitting.” Determination blazed out of Nina’s eyes, and her body radiated tension. “So what would I do if I wanted to pursue this?”

			“I’d file a charge with the insurance body. They’d take it from there.”

			“And you really think Stella has a good chance of getting off?”

			“Yes. I think so. No guarantees, though.”

			“Then let’s do this.” Nina’s voice was flinty. Leigh hadn’t heard that tone from her before. “Let’s get the bastard. And I hope he goes to jail.”

			Leigh stood and turned away. There was one thing Nina didn’t seem to have considered in all of this. She weighed the final letter in her hand, the one that ended the solicitor-client relationship between the two of them. She was a lawyer; her job was to uphold the law. Regret tore at her heart. It had all been coming together. Now anything she and Nina could have had was… Well, it would have to be set aside once more. For a moment, she wished she hadn’t said anything. She could have listened to Nina, agreed Wakefield was a bastard, and left it at that.

			But she didn’t have it in her to do that. Law defined her in so many ways. She couldn’t compromise who she was. She couldn’t have not told Nina that Wakefield was criminal, although that disclosure was tearing her apart.

			She turned back to Nina. “There’s something else.” Her voice trembled, and the words she had to say clogged her throat. “If you file charges, while you won’t be my client, we’d still be involved in a professional sense. We still could not have a personal relationship.”

			Nina’s gaze flashed to Leigh’s face, and her brows drew together. “I must be missing something here. From what you said about Wakefield, it’s simply a case of filing whatever you file and alerting whomever you alert and then sitting back and waiting for him to go to jail. I’d only be a witness. I don’t need a lawyer for that.”

			“You’re correct, but there’s more to it.”

			“Then explain it to me.” Frustration vibrated in Nina’s voice.

			“If Wakefield’s bribery of Stella goes before the court, Billy’s claim will be dissected into minute pieces, and you’ll be at the centre of it, involved every step of the way. You’ll have to give statements. Wakefield will get lawyers, and they’ll attempt to cast doubts on your veracity. You were my client for that claim, so I’ll need to work with you throughout the process. We’d have to work together closely enough that, as far as Petersen & Blake are concerned, we would still be lawyer-client.” Leigh set the final letters down on the bench. “I wish it were otherwise, Nina.”

			“Can you pass the case to another lawyer?” Nina’s voice held bright optimism. “I wouldn’t mind if you did that—now.”

			“No, it’s the past actions that would be under scrutiny, so that wouldn’t work.”

			Nina pushed shaking hands through her hair so that it fell around her face in a tangled cloud. “I didn’t realise. I thought…”

			Leigh steeled herself against the broken sound of Nina’s voice. She wanted to hold Nina in her arms one more time, reassure her it would be okay, kiss her as if they had a future—but she couldn’t.

			“So we wait until it’s over,” Nina said. “That’s all there is.”

			Leigh swallowed. “It’s likely to take a long time. Years, even.”

			“Years.” Nina’s voice lowered. “Years. Why does the system take so fucking long?”

			“They first have to review the case to see—”

			“That was a rhetorical question. You don’t have to answer it.”

			Leigh turned away so she didn’t have to see the defeat in Nina’s face. She poured two fresh glasses of water and brought them back.

			“I should have had the wine.” Nina picked up her glass and took a long swallow. “There must be another way. One that doesn’t involve us working together.”

			“I can’t think of one. And as you’ve told me before, the farm is the most important thing to you. Wakefield is unlikely to just go away. If he is responsible for the vandalism—”

			“He is. I’m positive it’s him or one of his minions.”

			“—then if you don’t prosecute, he’ll keep coming after you.” Leigh took a mouthful of her own water. It would be so easy to keep quiet. Everything she said made it less and less likely that she and Nina had any sort of chance at a future. But she had to tell her the truth. This was Nina’s decision to make, and she needed all the facts, not just the easy ones.

			Scenes of how it would be flashed in front of Leigh’s eyes: she and Nina in her office, polite talk, court documents spread on the desk. Forcing herself to see Nina as just another client. Trying to forget the Nina who’d been her friend, the Nina who’d kissed her, made love with her.

			Could she persuade Nina to let Wakefield get away with it? No. Leigh still believed in justice and the legal system. And if Wakefield wasn’t charged, no doubt he’d continue to make it difficult for the farm. How long could Nina take that sort of harassment? She didn’t have it in her to tell Nina to walk away—even if it meant sacrificing her own happiness.

			She looked across at Nina, who clutched the collar of the dressing gown, twisting it between her fingers.

			There had to be another way. If only she could see it. She sieved through possibilities, but another quick glance at Nina’s face and logical thought fled. Wordlessly, she rose and held out a hand to Nina.

			Nina stood, placed her hand in Leigh’s, and drew her into a hug.

			Leigh rested her face on Nina’s shoulder. The dressing gown was soft against her skin, and Nina’s body heat radiated through the thin material. How was Leigh going to give her up? It was unthinkable. She clutched Nina to her, and their bodies aligned, shifting so they rested close. Would this be the last time they stood like this? Her heart screamed no, but she stored the moment away in her head—just in case.

			Nina nuzzled Leigh’s hair and ran her palm down Leigh’s back. “Is there another way? There must be.”

			Leigh took a step back. Her body missed the comfort of Nina’s, and she wrapped her arms around her own waist. “Let me think about it. I can’t promise I’ll come up with anything, but I don’t know how I’m going to walk away from you.”

			Nina’s throat worked as if she was holding back tears. “If there’s any other way, I’ll try it. How long do you need?”

			“Can you give me two days?”

			“What’s two more days after all of this? I’ll wait for your call.”

			If there was an alternative that would see justice done and keep Wakefield away from the farm, then Leigh would find it. She had to—for both of their sakes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Nina sat in the farm shop, the sales book in front of her. She slammed the calculator on the desk. The figures didn’t add up right; she had three different totals from three separate attempts. She drummed her fingers on the desk and frowned at her phone. It still didn’t ring. After the other evening when it had all fallen apart for them again, she’d sent a text to Leigh, saying that maybe it was best that they cancelled their tentative Friday plans.

			Leigh had acknowledged her text, but there had been nothing since. Nina would only hear from her when—if—she came up with an alternative solution.

			She closed her eyes briefly as a wave of tiredness swamped her. Worry about Wakefield had kept her awake—again. Every unusual sound in the night had her convinced someone was prowling the farm, intent on sabotage. She’d even thought of sleeping in the barn to be closer to the animals, but, of course, she couldn’t leave Phoebe alone, and there was no way she’d put her daughter in harm’s way.

			Nina leant back in the chair and massaged her temples. In light of her decision to go after Wakefield, should she have told Stella she’d changed her mind and Billy couldn’t come back to the farm? She didn’t know. But Leigh had said it could take years to get to court. And in the meantime, Stella and Billy could have that time at the farm, even if things changed after that.

			She picked up her phone again. Ring. Leigh, please call me. Her fingers hovered over the display. She stared at the phone for a long moment before setting it down. She wouldn’t call. She trusted Leigh to contact her when the time was right. But please let it be soon.

			Her stomach hopped with nerves, and she swallowed against the acid in her throat. What if there wasn’t any alternative? What would she do then? If going after Wakefield meant losing Leigh, what would she decide?

			Nina picked up the calculator again and totted up the sales columns for the fourth time, which resulted in yet another different total. All this sitting around with time to think was making things worse. She pushed the sales book aside and leapt up to arrange the shelves of preserves. They were nearly full again after the vandalism. Her usual stalwarts had pulled together to come up with preserves and pickles to restock the shelves.

			The door of the shop crashed open, and Kiren stalked in. “That bloody black car is blocking the driveway again. It’s parked on the median strip of the main road so nobody can get in or out of the driveway without driving up the kerb. I had to turn in around his bonnet and scraped my undercarriage on the kerb. The driver didn’t even look at me. He was reading the paper.” A vibrating fury replaced Kiren’s normally calm demeanour.

			“Did you get the registration?” Nina clenched her fist on the jar she held.

			“No need. It’s the same car as yesterday and the day before. I say we call the police again. I took a photo on my phone.”

			Nina had called the police yesterday and the day before. It had done no good. The moment the driver of the black car had seen the police slow down, he’d driven off, as if he had merely stopped for a moment. Bloody Wakefield. If she wanted any more proof she was doing the right thing by bringing a charge, it was at the end of her driveway in the shape of a black car. “I say we confront him. I’ll do it. You stay at a distance.”

			Kiren nodded, and together they went back to the road.

			The black car was still there; the driver now had the music turned up loud.

			Kiren waited in the driveway.

			Nina went around behind the car and came up to the driver’s window. She rapped loudly on the glass.

			The driver ignored her—or maybe he didn’t hear her over the music.

			Nina slammed a hand down on the bonnet.

			The driver jerked up. “Watch what you’re doing!”

			“You’re parked across a private driveway. Please move.”

			He shrugged. “Don’t see no one wanting to get in or out.”

			Nina bent so that her face was level with the glass. “Tell Jon Wakefield,” she enunciated clearly, “that it’s not going to work.” She had the satisfaction of seeing the man’s face start in surprise before it smoothed clean.

			“I’ve got no idea who you’re talking about, love.”

			She itched to mention that Wakefield was about to get the surprise of his life when he was investigated for a criminal charge, but she held her peace. Justice would be done. And she would be in court, every single day if she could, watching him squirm.

			A car indicated to turn into the drive and slowed to a stop, waiting for the drive to clear.

			Nina pointed to the car. “That car wishes to access my property. Please move now.”

			He shrugged. “Don’t see no car.”

			The driver of the other car hooted.

			“Don’t hear nothing either.” He opened up his paper again.

			Nina straightened and went to speak to the driver of the other car. But as she approached, a line of traffic came up from behind, and it was forced to move on. Helplessly, she watched it drive off. She hadn’t recognised the car. That could have been a new visitor, a new volunteer, a deserving kid who would now miss out because of this…fuckwit.

			Jon Wakefield was behind it. She was one hundred percent convinced of that. Maybe he now knew Billy’s claim had failed, or maybe he was yet to learn of it. But it seemed he wasn’t letting up.

			He wouldn’t win. And jail was too good for him.
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			Two days, she’d said. Leigh had thought that would be enough time for her to work through the issues. Two days for her to think about Nina’s desire to prosecute Wakefield. Two days for her to think about what that decision meant for her, for them together. And what she might do about it. Those two days were nearly up.

			She’d wanted to call Nina even though she had nothing definite to tell her. Twice, she’d picked up the phone and held it in a clenched fist while her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Her finger had hovered over the call button. Both times she’d put the phone down. She still needed time to see if there was a way around this before she spoke to Nina.

			Correction, she had found another way. It would work; Leigh was sure of that. But was she really comfortable with it?

			Leigh looked around her office, her gaze lingering on her framed practicing certificate. She picked up one of her business cards from the holder on her desk. Leigh Willoughby, Partner. The embossed card represented everything she’d worked for, everything she’d tried to uphold in her professional life. A good lawyer fought for the best result for their client within the legal system. A good lawyer was ethical and upheld what was right and just. Her potential solution—one she hoped would get Wakefield off Nina’s back and allow Nina and her to pursue their relationship—skirted those boundaries.

			Could she live with that? She didn’t know, but if Nina was comfortable with her plan, then Leigh owed it to them both to try.

			She’d been over and over the possible scenarios in her head, and this was the only solution. Leigh punched in Nina’s number.

			The phone rang for long enough that she thought the voicemail would kick in.

			“Hi.” Nina sounded breathless, as if she’d been running.

			“Hi. Have I called at a bad time?”

			“No. I’m clearing a drain. Shovelling mud and rocks is hard work, and I’m filthy. Had to wipe my hands before I could pick up.”

			“I’ve been thinking.” The words she should say sat thickly on her tongue.

			There was silence on the other end of the line.

			“Have you found—?” Nina said.

			“I think there might be another—” Leigh said at the same time.

			Nina huffed an awkward laugh. “You first.”

			“I think there’s another way of dealing with Wakefield. It might work.” Leigh glanced at her office door. Still firmly closed. “But it would be best to talk about it face-to-face. How about if I come to the farm this evening?”

			“If there’s another way, then I’m listening. Will this mean we can—?”

			“I’ll bring dinner.” Leigh talked over her. She couldn’t discuss this at work. “Do you and Phoebe eat Vietnamese food?”

			“We do. I’ll see you then. Leigh?” A pause. “I’m looking forward to seeing you.”

			“Me too.” Leigh whispered the words, then ended the call. Now all she had to do was convince Nina to give her crazy idea a try.
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			Phoebe didn’t so much as blink when Nina said Leigh was coming over and bringing dinner. Her only comment was a request that Leigh include rice paper rolls in the dinner order.

			Nina sat on the sofa, trying to watch the news, but the political shenanigans of the day failed to hold her attention. What did Leigh mean? There might be an alternative way. She picked at the loose tassel on a cushion and wished for a glass of wine. She’d been an idiot. She’d had no idea that going after Wakefield would mean—once more—that she and Leigh couldn’t have a relationship. Nina ground her teeth together. Bloody Wakefield and his interference in her life. Even if she didn’t burn with the thirst to see him brought down, there was no way she could drop this. Not as long as he appeared hell-bent on destroying the farm one way or another. The black car had again blocked the driveway for over an hour at the busiest time of the morning.

			Nina stood, went over to the window, and stared out at the farm. What if there was more vandalism? What if he hurt one of the animals or burnt down the barn? Or, sweet baby Jesus, if someone was injured? So far, there had been nothing, but Nina knew that eventually there would be.

			No. Laying charges against Wakefield was the only way to stop this.

			Leigh’s cream BMW purred up the drive and came to a stop beside the house. Leigh got out and retrieved bags of takeaway food from the passenger side.

			Nina went down the steps to help. “Hi.” She took one of the bags from Leigh. “You’ve brought enough to feed all of the Barn Kids.”

			Leigh smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “I doubt that. I remember how much Phoebe eats.”

			She had brought wine too, and it was all Nina could do not to gulp the first glass in an attempt to settle her nerves.

			Phoe appeared as if drawn on elastic by the smell of food. She helped put the plastic containers in the centre of the table and managed to eat a rice paper roll while Nina and Leigh were still finding plates. Phoe demolished a huge plate of food, all the while talking nineteen to the dozen.

			Nina’s stomach churned with anxiety, and she picked at her food, barely tasting the lemongrass chicken.

			Once the table was cleared and Phoe had disappeared off to read in her room, taking some mung bean cakes with her in case she got hungry, Nina picked up the remainder of the wine and her glass. “Outside?” She gestured to the veranda.

			Leigh followed her out, and they sat on the couch.

			Nina stared out across the paddock, where Mr Petey and Jellybean grazed side by side. “This is killing me slowly. Waiting for Wakefield to try something else.” She faced Leigh. “Do you think he knows yet that Billy’s claim has failed?”

			“Maybe not. Unless Stella has told him—which I doubt, given her remorse.”

			Nina picked up her wineglass and took a sip. “I’m a mess, Leigh. Wakefield, Stella, Billy…they all take a part of me, and I’m falling apart.” She grimaced. “And when I thought I had a chance of something good in my life, that you and I could build something meaningful between us, it’s shot down in flames once more. If you’ve figured out a way around this, then I’m listening.”

			“I think so.” Leigh spoke slowly. “It’s not perfect. It won’t give you everything you want, but I think it will work.”

			“If it gets Wakefield off my back and behind bars, that’s all I want.”

			“How about one out of two?”

			Nina was silent for a moment. “You must mean he won’t go to jail.” She lifted her gaze to Leigh’s. “I want him in jail. Even if he’s not sentenced to time, I want him to think that he might be. I want him to suffer for all he’s put us through. He’s a criminal. If your solution means letting him off the hook, then I don’t think I can live with that.” She studied her clenched hands. “Not even for you.”

			“Is it revenge or justice that’s so important to you?” Leigh’s voice was husky, as if she was fighting emotion. “Does either of them rank higher than the farm, than peace of mind?” She drew a quick breath. “Than me? Than…love?”

			Love. Was this what it was? This hollowness inside when Nina had thought it was over? This warmth and rightness when Leigh was close, even now when Nina leaned towards a path that would break them apart.

			Love directed her life in every way: Phoebe, the farm, Gino, the Barn Kids, the volunteers. Why should she change now, especially when it was Leigh? Leigh who loved her. Leigh loved her. Sure, she might have the satisfaction of seeing Wakefield in jail, but it would be at the cost of something so much finer.

			Leigh had a solution. Not a perfect one, but one that might work. One that might stop Wakefield’s harassment. If he stopped, would it be enough? Or would she always be eaten up by hatred of him, the desire to punish? Nina looked at Leigh.

			Leigh had an ethereal paleness to her, and her eyes held a wariness and hesitation that tore at Nina. Leigh had laid her heart out for Nina to take—or reject.

			She bit her lip. The decision was obvious. If she pursued her thirst for vengeance, then Wakefield would win again, as he would cost her someone dear. Someone good who had come into Nina’s life and wanted to stay there if at all possible.

			There was no decision to be made. She had to be true to herself and all that she was.

			Nina closed her eyes briefly. The rightness of her choice stole through her and filled her with warmth. “Kiss me. Kiss me as we’ll kiss every day from here on if your plan works. Then tell me what we’ll do.”

			Nina shuffled forward and met Leigh halfway. She slid her palms along Leigh’s forearms up to her shoulders. Since they were sitting, their lips were at the same level, so all Nina had to do was lean in and wrap one hand around the back of Leigh’s neck. Her heart thundered in her chest. This moment couldn’t pass without words. It would seal the commitment, seal their relationship. Seal their love.

			Love.

			“I love you too, Leigh.”

			And then Nina surged forward and pressed her lips to Leigh’s. Nina was instantly immersed in her, Leigh’s body in Nina’s arms, the tickle of Leigh’s hair on Nina’s cheek, the sweet taste of her mouth.

			Leigh kissed with a persuasive warmth, a subtle teasing. Softly, lightly, her lips danced over Nina’s, and Leigh’s hand curled around Nina’s shoulders, bringing her even closer.

			Nina couldn’t stop, even if Phoe was to come thundering in. For this was the moment when it all became possible. When she knew at least part of what her future would bring.

			When they broke apart, Nina rested her palm against Leigh’s cheek. “Tell me your plan.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			The receptionist’s gaze travelled up and down Nina’s body, taking in her messy ponytail, the faded singlet, the shorts that had seen better days, and her gumboots, which dropped dust on the pristine carpet of Jon Wakefield’s office. Her gaze switched to Kiren, who stood slightly to one side and was dressed in a similar manner. “Do you have an appointment?”

			“No.” Nina gave a sweet and insincere smile. “Please tell Mr Wakefield that Nina Pellegrini is here with an offer for him. I think he’ll see me.”

			The receptionist’s expression altered subtly. “Please take a seat, Ms Pellegrini.”

			Nina and Kiren sat on the leather couch in the reception area. Nina set the briefcase she carried at her feet, picked up one of glossy magazines from the low table, and turned the pages, hoping she appeared engrossed.

			Kiren selected a similar magazine. “Do people really wear shirts that cost over a thousand dollars?”

			“I would,” Nina said. At Kiren’s startled glance, she added, “If I found it in the op shop for five bucks.”

			Kiren suppressed a laugh, turning it into a cough, and flicked the pages of the magazine again.

			Nina crossed her legs. The smoothness of the briefcase against her calf reassured her. Sweet baby Jesus, let me pull this off. Leigh had said it would be best if Nina did it but suggested she take along someone as a witness. Just in case. When she had heard the plan, Grizz had volunteered, but Leigh said it might be better if Petersen & Blake were kept out of it at this stage. When Nina had asked Kiren, she’d immediately agreed.

			Five minutes passed. Nina kept her face blank and the charade of interest in the magazine, even when shiny leather shoes appeared on the edge of her vision.

			“Good morning, Ms Pellegrini.”

			Wakefield’s unctuous tones set her teeth on edge. She flicked another page of the magazine before setting it aside and rising. She ignored his outstretched hand. “Jon. May we talk in private?”

			“Of course. Of course.” To the receptionist, he said, “Please can you bring some refreshments to my office?”

			Nina ignored that. Let him think they would be there long enough to need them.

			Wakefield led them along a wide corridor and showed them into his corner office. The artwork on the walls was no doubt designed to impress, to foster the impression that this was a successful man, one not to be trifled with. Nina barely spared it a glance.

			“So what can I do for you, ladies?” Although Wakefield included Kiren in his glance, he focussed his attention on Nina.

			“I’ve come to you with an offer.”

			His smooth face didn’t change. “Come to your senses? Well, I’m not sure the previous offer is still on the table. The real estate market is in a decline at present. Prices aren’t what they were. Growth has slowed, particularly in the less desirable outer suburbs such as yours.”

			“Really? That’s not what my research has led me to believe. I read in our local paper that you’re looking for a site for a shopping centre, service station, and transport hub.”

			“You can’t believe everything you read in the papers.”

			“I don’t. I do, however, believe that it’s not a coincidence that one of your cronies has been blocking my driveway for most of a week. He picks a strange place to read the paper. The CCTV in my farm shop also shows someone breaking in and vandalising the place. They have your build, Jon.” She measured him with her eyes. “Your height pretty much exactly.”

			It was a bluff, of course. There was no CCTV, but she hoped Wakefield didn’t know that. “Jellybean is okay. No thanks to you.”

			“Jellybean? A strange nickname for your daughter.”

			“The pony that got out when you cut the fence.” Nina glanced at Kiren. Her steadiness reassured her. “Thing is, Jon, I’m sick of this. I want it over with.”

			His expression hardened. “I can offer you one point eight million. Settlement within thirty days.”

			“One point eight? That’s even less than the last time.”

			He shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

			“I’ve spoken with a real estate agent. He said my land is worth, at a conservative estimate, nearly four million.”

			“Ah, Nina, you fell for that? Agents will tell you anything to get you to sign up.”

			She shot him a pointed stare. “Yes, they will, won’t they?”

			He ignored her. “One point nine. If you sign today.”

			“I have something rather different in mind.” She sat without waiting for an invitation and put the briefcase on the desk.

			“I don’t think you’re in a position to bargain, Nina. Not the way things are at the farm. That poor child.”

			So Leigh’s right, and he doesn’t know Billy’s claim is over. She supressed a smile. This made things easier. Her fingers stilled on the strap of the case. “I prefer Ms Pellegrini, coming from you. And things are fine at the farm.” She pulled out a thick sheaf of papers that Leigh had prepared at breakneck speed that morning and pushed them across. “I want you to leave the farm alone. I will never sell it to you—ever. I want you to not come within fifty metres of it again. You will not approach me, my daughter, or anyone else with the aim of reaching me.”

			Wakefield ignored the papers. “It’s a free world, love.”

			She shrugged. “Your choice. You can do as I say—but if you don’t, I’ll send these papers to the New South Wales Police.” She sat back. “Take a look. It’s the documents to file charges against you for insurance fraud.”

			Wakefield picked up the papers and read through the first pages. Colour drained from his face. In a couple of minutes, he ripped the papers in two and dropped them on the desk. “That’s bullshit.”

			“Is it? I don’t think so. We have a witness.”

			“Stella’s lying.”

			“So you know whom I’m talking about. Interesting, as her name isn’t on this document. But since you’ve mentioned Stella, if you don’t want these papers given to the police, then you agree to leave Stella alone too. You don’t approach her. And you certainly don’t bully her into repaying your ten grand.” She smiled. “Do we have a deal?”

			Wakefield picked up the papers again and ripped them into smaller and smaller pieces. “Blackmail’s a crime.”

			“Those papers weren’t the originals. Those are safe with my lawyer. And I’m merely asking you to stop your criminal behaviour against my business. That’s not blackmail.”

			“Two million. My final offer.”

			Kiren laughed.

			Nina shook her head. “You don’t get it, even now. Do I have your agreement? You leave me, my family, the farm, and Stella alone, and these papers will remain in safe custody with my lawyer. You break the agreement, and they’ll be in the hands of the police before you can say two million dollars.”

			There was a knock at the door, and the receptionist entered. She set a tray with coffee and biscuits on the desk.

			“Thank you.” Nina flashed her a smile. “However, we won’t be staying. We either have some papers to deliver, or else we are going to resume our lives. Lives that don’t include Jon Wakefield.” She stood. “Your choice, Jon. What’s it going to be?”

			“Thank you, Rose.” He waited until the receptionist left the office. “I won’t trouble you again, Ms Pellegrini. You have my word.”

			“Forgive me if I don’t put much faith in that. But we have an agreement, and if you fail to honour it, then you can expect a call from the police.” She inclined her head. “I can’t say it’s been a pleasure. We’ll see ourselves out.”
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			“It’s done.” The relief in Nina’s voice was apparent even over Leigh’s mobile. “He agreed. Kiren and I are back at the farm now. We’re sharing a bottle of wine.”

			“Well done.” Leigh rested back in her chair. “I’ll get Grizz to redraw your final letters.”

			“I can’t believe it’s all finally over. Everything.”

			“Believe it, Nina. That’s the end of it.”

			“We must have really rattled him. The black car was already gone from in front of the driveway when we got back to the farm.”

			Leigh closed her eyes and let the sweet relief sweep through her. There was something else too: anticipation. She couldn’t wait to see Nina and share in her happiness. “Will you be home later? If so, I’ll drop out with the letters. Once they’re in your hands, you’re no longer my client.”

			“I’ll be home. With the wine I’ve drunk, I’m not going anywhere this evening. Phoe’s with a schoolfriend. She’ll be home around eight.”

			Leigh looked at her watch. If she left in the next hour… “I’ll be with you by six.”

			Grizz took one look at her face, at the elation that must be scrawled all over it, and handed her a thick envelope. “Final letters for Nina Pellegrini. Your diary is clear for the rest of the day.”

			“Thanks, Grizz. I’ll head away in a few minutes.” Leigh paused. “Why don’t you come with me?”

			Grizz looked down at her desk with a pleased smile. “Don’t want to be the third wheel.”

			“You won’t be. Kiren’s there, and Phoe will be back later.”

			“Then, thanks. I’d love to come. But I’ll take my own car just in case you’re delayed.”

			“Good idea.” Leigh’s lips twitched.

			A short time later, Leigh turned into the farm driveway. There was no sign of the black car. She smiled. Success was such a great thing. She drove a wide circle outside the farmhouse and parked by the steps.

			Grizz pulled up in her Jeep.

			Leigh lifted out her briefcase and the wine she’d brought.

			“Come on up.” Nina leant on the veranda railing above them, a champagne glass in her hand. “Kiren’s here, also Stella and Billy.”

			Leigh paused, her foot on the bottom step. “Then can you come down here first to sign a couple of things?” It was a technicality, sure, but she’d rather get the paperwork out of the way before she saw Stella again.

			“Sure.” Nina set down her glass and bounded down the stairs. Her eyes were luminous in the late afternoon sun. She hugged Leigh. “It’s done. I can’t believe it. Your plan worked perfectly.” She hugged Grizz as well. “Thank you so much, Grizz. For everything you’ve done too.”

			Leigh pulled the envelope from her case and looked around for somewhere to spread the papers. The bonnet of her car was the only place, so she laid them out there and handed Nina a pen.

			“Where do I sign?”

			Grizz pointed. “Here…and here…and here.”

			Nina signed with a flourish and handed the pen and letters to Grizz. “I can’t believe it’s all over. Everything. Billy, Wakefield, everything.”

			Leigh’s chest was so full she couldn’t speak. Emotion closed her throat so that all she could do was stare at Nina, at her beautiful face that was now so dear to her, at her trim figure, at her hair already escaping its ponytail.

			“Are you going to kiss me now? Now that you can?” Nina moved closer to Leigh and slid her arms around her waist.

			Grizz cleared her throat. “I think I’ll go and say hi to Kiren.” Her feet pounded loudly on the steps as she ascended.

			Leigh leant into Nina’s embrace. “It seems Grizz has finally found tact after all these years.”

			“Can I kiss you now?”

			Leigh curved her arms around Nina’s waist. “I don’t know what you’re waiting for.”

			Their lips met and melded in a heated rush of passion. A spiral of delight coiled through Leigh’s body, warming and heating as it went. Nina kissed with a confidence, a delight, and a playfulness that had been absent from their earlier encounters. It was as if now that her problems had been resolved, she was free to indulge, to be herself. Leigh parted her lips to allow Nina’s tongue entry, and for long moments, they tasted and supped as passion surged between them.

			Nina was the first to draw back. “We have friends waiting.”

			A burst of laughter from upstairs reinforced her comment.

			They ascended the stairs to the veranda.

			“Here they are!” Grizz came up and pressed glasses of sparkling wine in their hands.

			Leigh smiled her thanks and glanced around the room. Stella stood off to one side. When Leigh caught her eye, she gave a tentative smile.

			A blond child came up to Leigh, holding a plate. “Hello, I’m Billy. Would you like a cheesy cracker? I cut up the cheese all by myself.”

			The slices were ragged, but Leigh set down her glass and took one. “Thank you, Billy.”

			She looked around. Grizz was talking with Kiren.

			Billy ran off and slipped his hand into Nina’s. Leigh heard him asking loudly when Phoe would be home.

			Stella still stood by herself. Leigh picked up her glass and went over. “Hello, Stella. How are you?”

			“Good. Thanks.” Stella clutched her champagne glass hard enough that her knuckles whitened.

			“It’s good to finally meet Billy.” Leigh gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile. Law wasn’t personal, but Stella probably didn’t realise that. “He’s got a wonderful confidence.”

			Stella’s face lit up in a smile that transformed her. “He has, hasn’t he? I don’t know where he gets it from.”

			“It sounds like he’s happy to be back here.”

			“He is.”

			“It’s a special place.” Leigh placed a hand on Stella’s arm. “I’m glad that Billy’s okay and you and Billy have come back to the farm. I hope you know that.”

			Stella’s gaze flew to Leigh’s face. What she saw must have reassured her. “Thank you. I hope I’ll see you around too?”

			“I volunteer here, so I’m sure you will.”

			Grizz came up with Billy hanging on to the back of her shirt. “Billy’s promised to show me how to send a chicken to sleep.”

			“Not now.” Stella took Billy’s hand. “In the daytime.”

			“It will be harder then.” Grizz winked at Billy. “As the chooks won’t want to go to sleep. Maybe they’d rather watch TV.”

			Billy giggled. “Don’t be silly. They don’t have ’lectricity in their house. And you just stroke them a special way, and they go to sleep.”

			“I must try that on you sometime, Billy.” Stella pulled him into a hug, and they moved away.

			Nina came up to Leigh and handed her a plate of Billy’s cheesy crackers. Their fingers brushed, and the touch was as charged, as electric as the first time they’d touched.

			“What are you thinking about?” Nina asked. “You look a million miles away.”

			“I’m thinking how glad I am I took your case on. I nearly didn’t, you know. It seemed too risky, too much being the big, bad lawyer trying to shaft a hurt kid. But when you showed up in my office and refused to leave, and you so obviously cared about Billy as well as the farm, well, it changed things.”

			“I’m glad.” Nina leant against her.

			For twenty minutes, Leigh chatted with the others. But always in the back of her mind was the knowledge that now she and Nina could be whatever they wanted to be. No restrictions. No limits. Whenever Nina passed on her way to the kitchen or their orbits intersected, Leigh reached for Nina’s hand, a brief squeeze, a touch of fingers that reassured her that yes, Nina was still there.

			Then Grizz cleared her throat and set down her glass. “I better be going. Bryan will have my dinner ready.” She came over to Leigh and Nina. Her glance flicked over their linked hands, and she smiled. “When did you say Phoebe would be home?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned to Kiren. “I must get that book you’re going to lend me sometime soon. It sounds good.”

			Kiren’s gaze, too, passed over Nina and Leigh, and she didn’t miss a beat. “Have you got time to follow me home now and get it?”

			“Sure,” Grizz said. “Stella, how did you and Billy get here? Do you need a lift?”

			“We walked, but a ride would be good if you don’t mind.”

			In under a minute, the goodbyes were said, and the kitchen was empty.

			Nina looked around the empty room at the mess of dirty glasses on the counter, the cheesy crackers crushed on the ground, the discarded plates. “We’ve got an hour until Phoe gets home. We could clean up…”

			“We could.” Leigh wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her into a sideways hug. “Or we could leave it for a bit. It’s a safe thing for us to be doing together when Phoebe stomps through the door.”

			“Mm. But what shall we do in the meantime?”

			“We could fill a couple of potholes in the driveway. It’s probably not too dark.”

			Nina snorted a laugh. “That wasn’t what I had in mind.” Her voice dropped a few levels. “I was thinking of something a little more private, just the two of us.”

			The yearning in Nina’s voice stirred something deep in Leigh. It wasn’t just the words but the timbre of her voice, the caressing tone in her hum. Nina so dear, so special. She stretched up to kiss Nina. Her lips rested lightly on Nina’s, absorbing the moment. The soft puff of Nina’s breath, the heat that emanated from her body, the strength in her arms as Leigh ran her fingers along the lean muscle.

			“We could just keep kissing.” Nina’s voice had a huskiness that had been missing earlier. “Or we could move to another room.”

			“I don’t think you mean the laundry.” Leigh ran a finger along Nina’s lower lip.

			Nina opened her mouth and sucked gently on Leigh’s finger. “I don’t. Which do you prefer? One hour with me in the bedroom or one hour here on the couch?”

			In answer, Leigh took her hand, and they wandered slowly through the living area, stopping to kiss every couple of paces. The blind was up in the bedroom, showing the gathering dusk outside. Car headlights from the road sent searchlights along the wall above the bed.

			They were silent as they stripped the clothes from each other, piece by piece, a slow disrobing. The lights on the wall cast a glow on Nina’s tawny skin. When they came together in a meshing of lips, tongues, hands, fingers, and then, again, tongues once more, the perfection of the time was almost dreamlike. Leigh couldn’t speak. She absorbed the small noises of the house and surrounds, which melded with Nina’s sounds of delight.

			When Nina came, arching up from the bed, the headlights from a passing car seemed to light the way ahead, a path for both of them.

			Leigh lay still, Nina’s head on her shoulder. Was this how it would be for them in the future? Scenarios ran through her head: lovemaking, cooking together, working on the farm, dinners in the city, and overnights in her modern apartment. And, too, was the other side of Nina, which Leigh very much hoped she would be a part of: Nina and Phoebe’s family life, the wider found family that was the farm volunteers and Barn Kids.

			But for the moment, lying quietly with Nina in the afterglow of lovemaking was enough.

			Nina stirred and pushed herself up. “Phoe will be home soon. Do you want a quick shower?”

			Leigh nodded, and the next few minutes were a rush of hot water and damp skin and kisses that nearly became more, Phoebe be damned.

			When Phoebe clattered her way up to the veranda, the two of them were eating a thrown together dinner of toasted cheese sandwiches.

			“Hi.” Phoebe burst through the door. “That smells good. Can I have some too?”

			Nina stood and flicked on the sandwich toaster again. “Didn’t you eat at Ash’s?”

			“Yeah, but dinner was curry.” She wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t eat much. Hi, Leigh.” She dumped her bag on the couch and continued to her room with barely a pause.

			“That’s her usual greeting. Obviously, seeing you here is nothing strange.”

			“I was wondering,” Leigh said.

			“Can we take it slow where she’s concerned? No announcements, just you around more often. She’ll be fine.”

			“You lead. I’ll follow.”

			Phoebe returned and went straight to the counter to pull out bread and cheese. She made a thick sandwich and put it in the toaster.

			“How’s Ash?” Nina asked.

			“Good. She’s gonna come up here tomorrow after the Barn Kids have gone so we can hang out.”

			“That’s fine. Leigh might be here too.”

			“’Kay. Can Ash stay for supper tomorrow? And will you make macaroni cheese?”

			“Yes and yes. But there’ll be salad with it too.”

			Phoe poured herself a glass of juice and took it over to the table. “I’m gonna ride Mr Petey early tomorrow before the Barn Kids. He’s a bit lively for them at the moment. Do you want another riding lesson, Leigh? It would have to be early.”

			“I’d love one,” Leigh said. “But I’m not sure if I can be here that early.”

			“Oh.” Phoebe took a huge bite of sandwich and washed it down with some juice. “I thought you were sleeping over. If you’re here by seven, though, there’ll be time.”

			It seemed Phoebe was more observant than her mother gave her credit for.

			“I’ll see how early I can get here.” Leigh shot a glance at Nina to see how she took that.

			Nina stared at her plate, obviously trying to suppress her smile.

			Nina’s rumpled bed flashed through Leigh’s mind, and her smile widened. It was going to be all right.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			A lot had changed in two years. Leigh stood at the back of the barn and looked out across the yard. A huge banner was strung across the driveway with Open Day! in red letters. The worst of the potholes were filled, and even the farm shop had a new coat of cherry-red paint. The barn and the yard were full of people wandering around, stroking Sophia and the baby goats in the petting zoo. Many of the Barn Kids giggled at the antics of the latest additions to the farm: Zoe the Berkshire sow and her litter of piglets. Parents and visitors listened in rapt fascination to the various demonstrations taking place.

			Kiren and Ahmed were taking pony rides, and a long line of small children waited for the pleasure of being led around the paddock on Jellybean or Mr Petey.

			Stella presided over a huge table of farm produce and had sold more in the one open day than the farm had sold in the preceding fortnight.

			Leigh turned to face into the barn. Rows of people sat on straw bales, listening to Nina as she told them about the farm. A journalist from a Sydney paper made notes, while a photographer prowled around, taking photos.

			“Banksia Farm not only provides a service to the community,” Nina said, “it is a community in its own right. The volunteers, Barn Kids, parents, and casual visitors are part of something special. Whether you volunteer your time for an hour or a day or whether you simply buy some goat cheese from the farm shop, you’re a part of our community. And now, mainly thanks to the work of our good friends Grizz and Bryan, Banksia Farm is a registered charity. This means more of our money can go towards the things that matter: getting kids from our area, our schools, and those kids in hospitals who can come out for a day to experience the pleasure of the farm. Let them have a pony ride, help out in the veggie garden, and learn the balance between work and play.”

			Nina was good at this. Her genuine passion for what she did inspired people. Even now, as she finished her talk and people stood, a steady stream of visitors pushed folded notes into the donations box.

			Leigh moved across to where Nina was talking to a family.

			Nina reached out and took Leigh’s hand. “My partner, Leigh Willoughby.”

			She had introduced Leigh that way for over a year now, but it never got old. Leigh squeezed Nina’s hand.

			Nina’s fingers curled around Leigh’s palm.

			The parents smiled and nodded and asked another question about the Barn Kids program. The two little girls between them gazed about the barn with rapt fascination.

			“Maybe your girls would like to take the kids’ tour?” Leigh asked. “I think there’s one starting in five minutes. A tour for kids led by kids.”

			“Oh yes!” The oldest of the girls grinned up at Leigh with a gap-toothed smile.

			“Let’s take them over.” The father caught his daughter’s hand before she could dart away. “Thank you, Nina and Leigh. I hope you’ll be seeing our daughters on your program soon.” They wandered off towards the yard.

			Nina glanced around. “No one else wants a piece of us.” She leant in and kissed Leigh, her lips lingering for a brief moment. “This open day is going so well. You’re a genius.”

			“Well, to be honest, Grizz is the genius—it was her idea. I do as I’m told.”

			Nina caught Leigh around the waist and pulled her close.

			Leigh’s heart thrummed at the contact. It was brief since they were in a public situation, but that Nina wanted to touch her, wanted to show her love never failed to give Leigh a thrill.

			She’d made the move out to the farm a few months ago. Petersen & Blake had opened an office in Parramatta, a city in its own right but part of the sprawling Sydney metropolis. Leigh had jumped at the chance to be the managing partner—mainly because it was an easy thirty-minute commute from the farm. Grizz, too, had transferred to the Parramatta office, claiming she was too old to adapt to working for anyone else.

			Leigh, Nina, and Phoebe had combined their lives, although Leigh had insisted on some renovations to the old farmhouse. Things were now very comfortable. The three of them had settled down and become a family.

			A family. The word never failed to warm her. Leigh was a part of something she’d often wondered if she’d get to experience.

			There was a commotion at the barn door. Phoebe and Billy marched in, leading a small gaggle of children on the kids’ tour, including the two Leigh and Nina had been talking to.

			“This is the barn,” Phoebe announced. “This is where you’ll learn all about the animals on the farm, how to milk a goat, and how to groom a pony. And other cool stuff. My offsider, Colonel Billy here, is gonna tell you about how he became a Barn Kid over two years ago when he was only seven. The youngest one we’ve ever had.” Phoebe stopped. “And these are my mums. They run the farm. Don’t mind them. They’re being soppy and in love. It’s what they do best.”

			Mum. Phoebe had first called her that when Leigh had moved in, but it still made her melt with love for the girl. It was a title she held dearer than that of managing partner, one that strengthened the bonds with her family.

			Nina leant into Leigh’s arms.

			Leigh hugged her more tightly and winked at Phoebe. “You’re right, Phoebe. It’s what we do best.”
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