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About the Book

A tasty workplace lesbian romance about racing the clock and romancing the hot new boss.

Coffee shop manager Clea Winneke is in quite a pickle. She’s just inherited a failing Melbourne sausage factory which she can only keep if it makes a profit in its first year. Mix in Clea’s total lack of sausage savvy with a mysterious saboteur, and it’s a recipe for disaster.

Katrina Nordling works as a food scientist at Shamrock Sausages and can’t understand why it’s doing so badly. Worse, there’s some random barista dropped in to run it, and Kat cannot afford the company to go under because of its novice CEO.

But what if Clea and Katrina join forces to get what they desire? And what if what they most desire changes as they get closer to their goal?
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Chapter 1

The Daily Grind

Clea glanced up as the bells on Yarra Grind’s door jangled. “It’s red-hat-woman and her friend who never speaks,” she said to the barista, Kayla.

Kayla nodded. She reached for two of the bright, mismatched mugs they used and set them next to the espresso machine in readiness. She finished the drink she was making with a swirl of espresso art on the foam. “Latte for Eden,” she called out.

Clea inclined her head at red-hat woman and her silent friend. “Hello, again. Your usual?”

Red-hat woman didn’t smile. “Yes, please. And maybe we’ll break the pattern and have a piece of macadamia shortbread to go with it.”

“On it.” Clea picked up the tongs and slid a piece of the shortbread onto a plate, then added a smaller piece with a jagged edge. “Take this one as well in support of you breaking with tradition.”

Red-hat woman gave her a blank look. “Thanks.” She followed her friend to their usual table in the corner.

“I don’t know what they’ll do if ever anyone’s sitting there,” Kayla said as she started on their flat whites.

“It happened once,” Clea whispered back. “They didn’t stay, just walked out again.”

“Each to their own.” Kayla nodded. “I get like that when my favourite kebab shop is out of garlic sauce. At 2 a.m., after the clubs have shut, I need that sauce.”

“Obviously you don’t get lucky often,” the baker, Ji-hoon, called from the back of the shop where he was drizzling honey over the orange-almond cake he’d just taken from the oven. “Who wants to kiss a face full of garlic sauce?”

Kayla wrinkled her nose at him. “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it,” she said in a singsong voice.

A flush rose up Ji-hoon’s neck. Clea suppressed a smile. Maybe one day, Kayla would stop looking for her soulmate in nightclubs and on Tinder dates and see who was under her nose—but today was not that day.

The bells jangled again, and a middle-aged man entered. His steel-grey hair barely brushed the collar of his polo shirt, and faint lines radiated from his eyes as he smiled at Clea behind the counter.

Kayla nudged Clea. “Time for your break. Your sugar daddy’s arrived.” She reached for two cups.

Clea nudged her back. “That joke is as old as your garlic-sauce breath. For the last time, Patrick is not my sugar daddy.”

“I believe you. Thousands wouldn’t. But I’m sure you’re about to take your break.”

“I am. Because I’m the manager, and the manager can take their breaks at a suitable time of their choosing,” Clea fired back. “Lucky I like you, Kayla. Of course, I’d like you more if you stopped with that old joke.”

“Stopped what?” The man, Patrick, now stood in front of the counter. “Are you causing trouble again, Kayla?”

His Irish burr fell softly on Clea’s ears as she turned to him. “Kayla is flirting with insubordination again. Ignore her.”

Patrick smiled. “She’s all bluster, Kayla; I’m sure of it. Anyone who makes a double espresso as hearty and full-bodied as you can do no wrong in my eyes.”

Clea removed her apron. “I’m on my break, Kayla. Try to not bankrupt us in the next fifteen minutes.”

Kayla grinned. “I’ll do my best.”

Clea picked two pieces of apple-spice cake from the cabinet and weaved her way between the small tables to where Patrick now sat at the counter by the window, looking out at the street. Outside, traffic idled along Johnston Street, baking in the heat of the Melbourne summer. A train rattled over the rail bridge, and at the lights on Hoddle Street a driver leaned on the horn when the car in front seemed likely to miss the filter.

Kayla brought over their coffees and set them down.

Patrick picked up the teaspoon and stirred his, then moved the complimentary biscotti from the saucer. “How’s things with you, Clea?”

“Nothing much changes in my life.” Clea sipped her macchiato. “And that’s the way I like it. Although Ji-hoon tried a new recipe today.” She nudged the plate in Patrick’s direction. “See what you think.”

He picked up one piece and took a bite. “It’s good.” He set the cake down again.

Patrick was probably in his mid fifties but obviously looked after himself. He was trim—no beer gut hung over the waist of his casual pants—and his lightly tanned face was relatively unlined. Clean living, Clea had decided some months back when Patrick had first started coming into Yarra Grind.

She was never sure how it came about that she started taking her breaks when Patrick arrived. That it was usually a quiet time of day helped—after the morning takeaway-coffee-and-muffin crowd, before the mothers and toddlers. Sure, she’d noticed the polite older man with the Irish accent that sounded like cream and mist and heather, and their polite exchanges had morphed into longer chats. Then he’d invited her to sit with him, saying she must take a break at some point, and Clea, surprising herself, had agreed. The two or three mornings each week when Patrick came in were now a fixture for her breaks. And despite what Kayla joked about, she’d never once got the sense he had an ulterior motive or was trying to hit on her. There had to be a twenty-something-year age gap at least, and he’d mentioned his wife and daughter.

“Life is about change, Clea,” he said now. “Whether we want it or not.”

“Is that a roundabout way of asking if I applied for the marketing position at the Rialto?” She took a bite of apple cake. “Because if it is, the answer is no, of course I haven’t, and I’m sure you knew that without asking.”

A beat of silence. “I never presume. But I thought that position had potential, and the Rialto’s a strong company. We all have to start somewhere.”

She took a sip of her coffee and resisted the urge to shuffle in her seat. Surely, he didn’t think she was lazy? She glanced around to see who was in earshot. Ji-hoon was nowhere to be seen—no doubt preparing the lunchtime baguettes—and Kayla was humming to herself as she restacked the mugs next to the espresso machine. The only other customers were red-hat woman and her friend. “I didn’t apply because it’s not right for me. Marketing isn’t my strong point, and I can’t work my way up if I’m crap at the job they hired me for.”

“If you’re going to use your newly minted master’s in business, you’re going to have to start somewhere. How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine.” She rolled her eyes. “That’s what happens when you’re a late starter and have to work your way through uni.”

“And now you’re in the job market competing against other new grads. Don’t leave it too long, Clea.” He paused, studying her. “I could put the word out for you.”

“Or find me a job in your sausage factory.” She winked.

His smile curled one side of his mouth. “Shamrock Sausages is a little more upmarket than just a factory. If I had a management position open, I’d hire you. But I don’t have an opening. That’s the problem with a family business—”

“I was joking,” she said. “You know that, right?”

“I do. Don’t worry, Clea. If I did have a position, I’m sure you’d turn it down.”

He was right. And that made her squirm inside. But every time she imagined herself walking into a job interview, her impostor syndrome raised its head. She was one of hundreds with the same master’s in business. Just another wannabe in chain store clothes trying to look professional. No matter how much she practiced interviews with Sage, the only ones she’d done, her mind had emptied faster than Yarra Grind’s cake cabinet. But it was never going to get any better unless she at least tried.

What exactly was she waiting for? When she thought of her nebulous future business career, her dreams were of her in a power suit in a corner office with a polished desk of rainforest timber, the CEO of at least a statewide chain. So not going to happen unless she at least made a start.

Maybe next week.

“How’s Zara doing with the new social media campaign?” she asked Patrick.

His lips tightened a fraction. “She’s still working on it. She hasn’t shown me anything yet. It’s been months.”

Months? That didn’t sound right for what seemed like a standard campaign. But she couldn’t say that to Patrick. “She’s your daughter; when she does deliver, it will be stupendous and blow up the Internet. Shamrock Sausages will be the toast of the gourmet-breakfast scene. Melbourne will be eating your blood sausage—”

“Black pudding.”

“Black pudding,” she amended, “and slicing your traditional Irish-style pork-and-sage sausages into their sandwiches, serving them up with chips, a fried egg, and a plateful of beans.”

“I hope so,” Patrick said. “I’ll bring you a sample pack for the café. If you like them, you can order more.”

“You do that.” She drained the last of her coffee.

“In return, you can give me some advice. Tell me, how would you encourage Zara to work faster?”

“One-on-one meeting,” Clea said. “It would be hard as she’s your daughter, but you need to find out—tactfully—if she’s struggling or if there’s another reason why she hasn’t produced yet. Ask if she needs more training, or different software. And give her a firm deadline. If you don’t want to do it, involve your HR person.”

“That’s sound advice.” Patrick’s eyes crinkled. “I should hire you.”

Kayla approached them. “Sorry to interrupt, Clea, but can you sign this delivery order?”

“Sure.” She felt inside her apron pocket. “Let me get a pen.”

“Here, use mine.” Patrick pulled out a silver-coloured pen from his shirt pocket.

Clea took it and removed the cap. “A fountain pen! I haven’t used one of these since calligraphy classes.” She signed her name with a flourish and handed the docket back to Kayla. “It writes beautifully.”

“Keep it,” Patrick said with a wave of his hand. “Nice to see it appreciated.”

She tried to hand it back to him. “I can’t, Patrick. It must be expensive.”

“No, it just looks it. Keep it, Clea. I have more back at the office.”

“If you’re sure, then thank you.” She recapped it and tucked it into her apron pocket. “Now, before I go back to work, tell me how your squash ladder is going. Have you finally displaced Roland, who’s topped the ladder every season since about 1980?”

“Not yet. But I play him next week. If I win, I’ll be the leader. At least for a blink and a heartbeat until he retakes it.”

“You’ll do that. I never asked you. Why squash and not, say, tennis, where you’d be outside in the sun?”

“It’s high thirties out there now. Who in the name of God would want to race around a baking tennis court in this? The squash courts are air-conditioned.”

“So don’t play on the five days of summer we have.”

He laughed. “There is that. But also, I played squash when I was a lad back in Ireland. There wasn’t a tennis court in our town, but there was a handball alley and squash courts. I started playing then. We hid from the rain, not the sun.”

“And you kept it up when you came here?”

“I did. Jumped off that Qantas plane in Melbourne when I was twenty-three and went straight to the squash courts,” he said. “Via the backpackers and the employment agency, of course. The day I got work as a butcher was the day I joined the squash club.”

“Guess that’s why you look so young,” she teased. “No sunlight on that pale Celtic skin of yours.”

“There is that.” He studied her. “What did you say your heritage was? Sure you’re not Irish with that pale skin and light-brown hair?”

She laughed. “Aussie all the way. Well, three generations at least. My mother’s ancestry is Polish.”

“Guess that’s where your pale skin comes from then.” He finished his coffee and stood. “Thanks for the chat, Clea. Always a pleasure.”

“You too, Patrick. Thanks for the pen. Guess I’ll see you next week to find out about that squash ladder.”

“You will.” With a wave to Kayla, he left the shop.

Clea watched him striding down the street. Now, there was a man who had his life together.

Unlike her. For a second, she wondered if she was as bad as Zara in not moving forward. But Clea had looked at the ad for the Rialto position and seen only the skill sets she didn’t have and had skipped over those she did.

Maybe she needed to focus on the positives. As Patrick did.


Chapter 2

Good Morning, Starshine

A few days later, Clea trudged up the two flights of steps to the apartment she shared with her best friend Sage.

She opened the door, and a waft of tepid air seeped out, the rattle of the ancient air conditioner nearly drowning out the traffic noise from Hoddle Street. Sage was in the kitchen, back to her, their ponytail brushing their narrow shoulders as they stirred something at the cooker. They lifted their wooden spoon in salute.

Clea walked up and peered around their arm. “Is that dinner? Smells…funky.”

Sage stirred faster. “It’s just paella—you’re probably smelling the prawns. They were marked down to stupid level, but they seem okay.” They picked up the container of dried chilli and shook it liberally over the rice.

Clea nodded. “Gourmet” had not been in their vocabulary when they were two impoverished students living together. Now they both had reasonable jobs, things had improved somewhat, but old habits died hard. “Wine?” she asked. She pulled open the fridge without waiting for an answer and hauled out the five-litre cask of nondescript white.

At least they had moved on from using Vegemite jars as wine glasses. She pulled two glasses from the shelf and filled both. “Sláinte.”

“Bazooka!” Sage replied. They lowered the stove heat, then took the few paces to the couch and threw themselves down, long legs draped over the end, the wine in their glass miraculously not spilling. “So, what’s new and exciting today?”

Clea sucked her bottom lip. “Ji-hoon made a passionfruit custard slice. It was divine. I would have brought you a piece, but it sold out by lunchtime. You?”

“I don’t start until ten tonight. But Shout About It is playing, if you want to come down.”

“I’ll think about it. Early start tomorrow. Six.”

“And this is why you did your master’s in business.” Sage sighed theatrically. “So you can get up at five every morning to open a coffee shop.”

She nudged them. “And this is why you did your master’s in psychology, so you can start work at ten every night to throw drunk people out of nightclubs.”

“We’re a pair of losers.” Sage took a mouthful of wine and rested the glass on their bony knee. “You need that old Irish dude to offer you a job in his sausage factory.”

“He didn’t come in again today.” Clea took a mouthful of wine. Its sour aftertaste had long ceased to bother her. “Not since last week. That’s unusual.”

“He’s a customer; he doesn’t have to report in.”

“I know. But he tells me when he’s going to skip. I guess something came up.”

“Most likely.” Sage drained their glass in two large swallows. “Another? When you’ve drunk it, I have something to tell you.”

“I’m not going to like it, am I? Tell me now.” She watched as they went to the kitchen and refilled their glasses.

Sage placed Clea’s glass on the side table. “Your junker of a car is one wheel closer to the wrecker’s yard. I had to hit the starter motor with a hammer to get it to turn over. It’s in the footwell if you need it again.”

“I don’t have the money to fix it.” Clea took another slug of wine. She should have applied for the job at the Rialto. Patrick was right; she had to start somewhere. And although it was an entry-level position, the salary was more than she earned at Yarra Grind.

“I’ve put fifty in our emergencies jar,” Sage said. “And payday’s next week. Hopefully the car will keep going a bit longer.”

“I don’t suppose the landlord called you about the aircon? It’s been two weeks since he swore he’d have it fixed. Be nice to sleep in temperatures under thirty degrees.”

“This is Melbourne, honey, and this heatwave is about three days too long already. Cold snap is promised. The landlord’ll ignore our request and hope we forget about until the next hot spell.”

Clea drank more wine. Life was again lurching from minor annoyance to major stressor. Patrick was right; she had to force herself to get serious about the job hunt.

~ ~ ~

“Clea Winneke?” The unknown voice on the phone had an Australian accent, but the vowels were smooth and polished. Professional.

“Speaking. How can I help you?” It must be the new job agency she’d signed up with.

“My name is Michael Richmond from Richmond Carlisle Lawyers in Collins Street.”

Clea suppressed a sigh. So, not an employment lead, then, just another scammer. “I suppose a Nigerian prince has left me two million dollars. Again. That’s getting a little old, sweetie. Time to think of something new.”

A silence on the line. “I applaud your caution, but this is a genuine call. Please, can you use whatever search engine you trust to find the number for Richmond Carlisle, then call it and ask for me, Michael Richmond? Take as long as you want. Give your name, and you’ll be put straight through. I have something important to discuss with you. I look forward to talking with you.”

The call ended.

Clea stared at the phone. A Collins Street lawyer calling her? She ran through possible scenarios. No one had any reason that she knew of to sue her. She hadn’t been in any vehicle accidents. Her mother would never use a lawyer—Tamsin’s handwritten will was in the quinoa container at the back of her pantry. And she had no other relatives that she knew of, rich or otherwise. Tamsin was an only child, Clea’s grandparents were dead, and her father had never been in the picture. Despite the lawyer’s assurances, it smelled like a scam.

She searched Richmond Carlisle Lawyers on her mobile. There they were, with an address at the Paris end of Collins Street. The street view showed an imposing bluestone building with discreet signage. Zooming in, she was able to read the brass plaque by the door which had Richmond Carlisle engraved in blocky letters. She scrolled through the Google reviews, which dated back many years. All glowing. She clicked on the website link.

Sure enough, Richmond Carlisle handled wills and estates, estate litigation, and family law. She found details of Michael Richmond, senior partner, Wills and Estates. His photo showed a stern-looking man with dark hair dressed in a grey business suit, white shirt, and navy tie with a subtle pattern. Probably some old boys’ association. He was leaning forward, fingers steepled, with a serious expression for the camera.

So Richmond Carlisle existed. Michael Richmond existed.

Clea scrolled through the services offered. Nothing that implied litigation, unless it involved a deceased estate. It couldn’t possibly be that. Her finger hesitated over the call button on the website. What had she got to lose?

Sure enough, when she gave her name, the receptionist put her straight through.

The same voice from a few minutes ago answered. “Thank you for returning my call, Ms Winneke. Before I continue, I need you to verify a couple of personal details for me.”

Faint alarm bells twanged, but she pushed them aside. The firm existed. They checked out.

“What is your full name?”

“Clea Starshine Winneke.” She waited for the slight hesitation she always heard when she gave her middle name. Thank you, Tamsin. “Jane” would have been perfectly fine.

“Thank you,” Michael said without a pause. “And where do you work, and what is your job title?”

Strange. “I’m the manager at Yarra Grind in Johnston Street, Abbotsford.”

“Thank you. Ms Winneke. This will come as a shock to you. I understand you know Patrick Shanahan.”

She frowned. “Somewhat. He’s a regular customer at Yarra Grind.”

Michael cleared his throat. “Ms Winneke, I’m sorry to inform you that Patrick passed away unexpectedly last week. A major heart attack while playing squash. He was given immediate assistance, and paramedics attended quickly but were unable to save him.”

Clea’s lips felt numb, her throat tight over the words she should say. Patrick. Dead. Here one minute and gone…somewhere…the next. Tamsin would say his essence had been reabsorbed into the earth, his soul mingling with others. The formal religion she’d been briefly taught before Tamsin had pulled her from the class—saying she wanted Clea to find her own spirituality—would believe Michael was in heaven. Or hell. Clea simply didn’t know.

Tears pricked the back of her throat. She hadn’t known Patrick long. He’d started off as just another customer but had become a friend. A pleasant person who’d drunk double espressos and pushed notes into the shared tip jar had become that bit more. That bit kinder. That bit more interested in Clea and her life. He’d become a friend and a mentor.

She’d never told him how much she’d enjoyed their conversations. How she’d valued his advice.

And now she never would.

“Ms Winneke?” Michael said, his voice a soothing baritone. “Clea? I’m sorry. I realise this is a shock.”

She cleared her throat. “Thank you for letting me know. When is the funeral? I would like to attend.”

“I believe his widow is finalising the arrangements. The reason I called you, however, is that you are a beneficiary of Patrick’s will.”

“Oh.” Surprise made her voice rise. “I didn’t know him that well; I certainly didn’t expect that.” It would be something small, maybe something jokey he thought she’d like. “I’m sure you’ll let me know when and where I can collect it.”

Another pause. Then Michael said, “It’s a bit more complicated than that. Unusually for this day and age, Patrick requested that his last will and testament be read to the assembled beneficiaries. This is happening Thursday at 11 a.m. at my office. I would appreciate if, at all possible, you attend. Patrick was adamant the reading not proceed until all beneficiaries were gathered.”

She thought quickly. “I’m working that morning. Do I really have to be there for something so small?”

“I’m following his explicit instructions. If you can’t attend, I will have to reschedule with the rest of his family and friends.”

“I see.” Clea bit her lip. “I guess I could manage that.”

“Thank you,” Michael said briskly. “I will see you Thursday at eleven. I’ll put you through to my assistant so she can send you directions.”

The call clicked over to an efficient-sounding woman who said she’d forward directions and instructions for accessing the complimentary parking. Clea thanked her, imagining her beat-up Subaru cosying up to the no doubt luxury cars in Richmond Carlisle’s car park.

She sat for a few moments on the window seat in the apartment, hugging her knees. Patrick was dead. A twist of sadness clenched her heart. In uni, her friend’s mother had died. Others had lost uncles, even a brother. But for her, with no relatives other than Tamsin, she’d never lost anyone she’d considered a friend. Her eyes were damp. Swiftly, she wiped them with the hem of her shirt.

She’d go on Thursday as she’d said she would. At the least, it would give her a chance to express condolences to Patrick’s widow and daughter and find out the funeral arrangements.


Chapter 3

Not Just a Trinket

Despite rejigging the roster, Clea still had to work a few hours at Yarra Grind in the early morning. An unexpected rush saw her still serving customers at half past ten.

“Go.” Kayla squeezed Clea’s arm. “We’ll manage.”

Clea flung her apron over the chair in the tiny office. Wisps of light-brown hair were escaping her ponytail, but there was no time now to go home and change. She looked down at her dark pants and teal shirt with the Yarra Grind logo. At least she was tidy. She would have to do.

She was lucky and caught a train within a couple of minutes, which rattled her to the city. She glanced at her phone. 10:50 a.m., and a couple of blocks to walk. She would only be a couple of minutes late.

She was out of breath as she stepped out of the lift into the foyer of Richmond Carlisle. The dark-tiled floor and timber-and-steel reception desk exuded an air of understated opulence. A black leather couch and two easy chairs filled with sombre-looking people lined the walls. Clea flicked a glance at them as she approached the desk. Maybe these were Patrick’s family, or maybe they were here for another matter.

She gave her name in a low voice to the impeccably made-up receptionist, half expecting to be told so sorry for the inconvenience, but there was no need for her to attend.

The receptionist offered a brief smile. “If you’d like to take a seat, Ms Winneke, Mr Richmond won’t be long.”

Clea thanked her and looked around. The only free seat was on the couch next to a blonde woman dressed in what had to be a designer suit. Her knees tilted to one side, and sheer stockings encased her slender legs. Clea suppressed a smile. Who wore stockings in the Melbourne summer? No one she knew. The woman smoothed down the lavender skirt of her suit and glanced at the receptionist with an irritated expression. She was maybe in her late forties or early fifties. Maybe she was Patrick’s widow.

Rather than sit next to her, Clea moved to stand by a tall rubber plant alongside one curved wall. She licked her lips and tried to remain unobtrusive as she studied the gleaming floor.

“Excuse me,” a woman’s voice said. “I’d like a long black, please. Double-shot.”

Clea smiled. It seemed coffee orders were the same everywhere. She glanced around to see whom the woman was ordering from.

“I’m talking to you,” the same voice said, now with a thread of impatience running through it. “And my mother would like the same.”

Clea jerked her gaze to the woman now standing in front of her. Piercing blue eyes under immaculately styled blonde hair stared back at her. Patrick’s eyes, she realised with a start. This must be his daughter, Zara. A rush of sympathy had her reaching out a hand, and she summoned polite words of sympathy.

Before she could say anything, a door next to the reception desk opened, and Michael Richmond stood there. “Good morning. All those here for the reading of Patrick Shanahan’s will, please follow me to the boardroom.”

With an impatient tsk, Zara swivelled on her heel and took the older woman’s arm, sweeping them through the knot of people to follow Michael.

Clea hung back, waiting until everyone had left the reception area before she followed a pace behind. She’d thought the reception area was lavish, but the boardroom was next level. A granite table that would easily seat twenty dominated the room. Water jugs and glasses dotted the surface.

Michael closed the door behind her. “Thank you all for coming. Please take a seat. Before we begin, would anyone like tea or coffee?”

Zara’s lips tightened. “Your assistant ignored me before. I’d like a long black. Double-shot.” Her gaze swept the room and lit on Clea, where she hovered uncertainly behind the seats. “Pronto, please. Click, click.”

Michael followed Zara’s stare. “Ms Winneke isn’t here to make coffee.” He pulled out a chair halfway along the table. “Please take a seat, Ms Winneke.”

Clea’s faced burned hot as she slunk into the chair. The disdain in Zara’s stare drilled into the side of her neck. And now the other people in the room were also staring at her, no doubt wondering what she was doing here. She tugged the collar of the Yarra Grind shirt, wishing she’d taken the time to change.

She darted glances at the others. The icy blonde she’d noticed earlier was almost certainly Zara’s mother, Patrick’s wife. Widow, she corrected herself with a sharp pang. The other people in the room were a middle-aged man—as soft and squishy around the edges as Patrick’s wife was sharp—and a teenage boy who sat next to him scrolling on his phone.

An assistant entered and passed around the table, taking coffee orders. Clea shook her head when asked. Unease and nerves twined in her stomach. The sooner she could leave, the better. There was no sense prolonging it with coffee.

She sank lower in the seat. She shouldn’t be here; that much was clear. The others were obviously family. Patrick’s wife—Maeve, Clea remembered—and Zara. The man who bore a similarity to Patrick underneath his padding could be a brother, and the teenager was likely his son—Patrick’s nephew. And then there was her, and she surely didn’t belong here and didn’t need to be here to learn of a small bequest. Maybe not even that. It had to be a mistake.

A few minutes passed, during which everyone stared at their phones. Then the same assistant returned with a tray of drinks.

Clea gripped the plush arms of the leather chair, preparing to rise, mumble an excuse, and flee. But then Michael strode to the end of the table.

“Thank you for coming, everyone. As you know, Patrick was insistent that his last will and testament be read in the old-fashioned way, with everyone gathered together.”

“He always liked to garner attention,” the man who looked like Patrick said quietly.

“I understand.” Maeve’s Irish accent was less pronounced than Patrick’s had been, as if she’d worked at smoothing it out. “But what is she doing here?” One long, immaculately polished fingernail pointed at Clea. “The rest of us are family. I don’t even know who she is.”

Michael cleared his throat. “Shall we continue?” Without waiting for an answer, he picked up a marbled green folder from the desk, undid the blood-red ribbon holding it closed, and withdrew some sheets of paper. He took his time smoothing the papers on the desk, then looked around the table, studying each person in turn.

Clea flushed and dropped her gaze when his stare rested on her. She couldn’t leave now—it would be unutterably rude.

“This is the last will and testament of Patrick Eamon Shanahan of 15 Dendy Circuit, Brighton, in the State of Victoria. I revoke all wills and other testamentary dispositions that I have previously made.” Michael’s sonorous voice added weight to the solemn words. A performance.

“I appoint my brother Fionn Paul Shanahan as executor and trustee of this will. If Fionn Shanahan predeceases me, refuses, or is unable to act, I appoint Michael Richmond of Richmond Carlisle Lawyers to be the executor and trustee of this will.”

The man Clea had flagged as Patrick’s brother nodded and bowed his head.

Michael continued reading what sounded like standard clauses regarding the payment of funeral and other expenses.

Clea glanced around from under lowered lashes. Fionn’s son patted his father’s arm awkwardly. Maeve tapped a lacquered fingernail on the granite table, while Zara simply looked bored.

“To my nephew, Seamus Shanahan,” Michael continued, “I leave the sum of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars and the vintage Morgan Plus 4 he has always admired, along with the wish that he drive it safely and well.”

Seamus’s phone dropped to the tabletop with a clatter, and his eyes shone with pleasure.

Clea swallowed hard. A quarter of a mill and a car worth many tens of thousands for a boy who looked too young to drive. This group was so not her place.

“To my brother, Fionn Shanahan,” Michael continued reading, “I leave the sum of one million dollars, plus the beach house at Aireys Inlet. May he continue to enjoy it for many years to come.”

Fionn’s lips curved into a smile even as his eyes glistened with moisture. Seamus leaned against him for a moment and allowed himself to be briefly hugged.

“To my daughter, Zara Shanahan.” Michael paused, and his gaze swept up and down the table. “I leave my rental property portfolio, consisting of three houses and two apartments in the suburbs of Port Melbourne, Hawthorn, North Fitzroy, and Albert Park, together with the sum of two million dollars for her use and benefit entirely.”

Clea gulped and wished hard for a glass of water, but to reach for one would draw attention to herself at this moment. Two million was a staggering amount. Plus a property portfolio that had to be worth several million. It was almost incomprehensible, but Zara merely nodded and leaned over to whisper something to her mother.

Maeve nodded tightly. Her fingernails tapped faster on the granite.

“To my beloved wife Maeve Shanahan,” Michael continued. “I leave our home in Dendy Circuit, Brighton, the remainder of my vintage car collection, and the freehold land and factory buildings in Mordialloc, comprising the premises of Shamrock Sausages. I also leave the remainder of my estate not otherwise explicitly mentioned, and all my remaining personal effects that she may keep or dispose of as she sees fit, with the exception of the following bequest.”

Maeve’s face relaxed, and a taut smile flickered and disappeared. “That land is worth millions. Once I wind up that damn sausage factory, I can consider subdividing.”

Clea sat frozen. She was now the only person who hadn’t been mentioned. The tension in the room had been broken by Maeve’s words. Zara chatted to her mother, and Clea caught the word “liquidator” and mention of a well-known residential developer.

It had obviously been a mistake all along. Quietly, she rose and pushed her chair back. No one would notice if she left now. Michael was turning to the final page in the document—no doubt closing remarks. Maeve and Zara talked softly together. Fionn and Seamus sat silently, shoulders rubbing.

Michael’s voice rose above the chatter. “My final bequest is to my daughter, Clea Winneke. To Clea, I leave her the choice of three of my personal effects, along with sole ownership of Shamrock Sausages, including all assets and liabilities, on condition that she put Shamrock Sausages back into profit. If she fails to do this after one year, Shamrock Sausages will pass to my wife Maeve with no conditions whatsoever.”


Chapter 4

And the World Still Turns

What? Clea gripped the back of the chair as the room swayed around her. This is a mistake. Patrick’s daughter, Clea Winneke. That isn’t possible. But a glance at Zara’s and Maeve’s shocked and disbelieving faces convinced her she hadn’t misheard. Light-headed, she sat abruptly before she fell.

“This is a joke.” Maeve hissed the words. “Zara is Patrick’s daughter. Not this person.” She flicked her fingers in Clea’s direction. “Had he a bastard child, I would have known.”

Clea sucked slow, deep breaths, willing the room to stop spinning. She looked away from the venom on Maeve’s face, and her skittering glance lit on Fionn.

He gave her a small nod and a smile before turning to Maeve. “It’s no mistake. Clea is Patrick’s daughter.”

“I will be challenging that.” Maeve’s lips thinned to a bloodless line.

“Patrick only recently confirmed this.” Michael neatened the pile of papers in front of him. “I realise this has come as a great shock to you. Patrick informed me that he intended telling you, and I am confident he would have done so, had he not unexpectedly passed.”

“There is no proof,” Maeve spat. “Why would he leave Shamrock Sausages to her?” With a curl of her lip, she dismissed Clea as she might a particularly slow server.

“There is proof, and with Clea’s consent it can be provided to you.” Michael glanced at Clea. “But first I need to speak with her. Please wait here,” he added as Maeve prepared to rise. “Clea, if you will spare me a few minutes. You too, Fionn.”

The combined glare of Maeve and Zara pierced her shoulder blades as Clea followed Michael through a door into a small breakout room. A jug of ice water sat on the table, and Michael poured a glass and waved for her to sit before he pushed the glass across to her.

“Clea, I apologise for springing this on you, but I could not break my client’s confidentiality. I know Patrick intended telling you. Fionn can explain.”

Clea stared at Patrick’s brother. Underneath the soft padding, Fionn had the same keen gaze and sharp nose that Patrick had. Her fingers rose to her own nose, long and fine…like Fionn’s. Was it possible? No. She shut down that thought. This was a mistake. Tamsin had always told her she had no idea who her father was, hadn’t even given her any possibilities when Clea had pressed her for information. It was a commune, Tamsin had said with a wave of her hand. Love was free and easy. She loved all the people she lived with, and they weren’t bound by the outdated ties and social constraints of monogamy.

Fionn pulled a folded sheet of paper from the inside pocket of his jacket and placed it on the table. “Forgive me, Clea, this is quite a long story. Thirty-one years ago, Patrick came out to Australia from County Offaly in Ireland. Our family were butchers, but Patrick wanted to travel. He gave himself a couple of years to see the country and decide where he wanted to live. He bought a small van and set off from Melbourne, planning to support himself by getting casual work as a butcher along the way. A couple of months into his travels, he was following the Murray River along the border between Victoria and New South Wales when his van broke down. He flagged down a passing car. The driver said he lived in a hippie commune on the New South Wales side of the river. He said there was someone there who could fix Patrick’s van, and in exchange, Patrick could do some work for the commune. Patrick wasn’t a mechanic, and he didn’t have much money, so he accepted.”

Fionn shot a look at Clea. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” She gripped the waterglass with both hands to stop the shaking. “Please, go on.”

“Patrick enjoyed the free and easy lifestyle at the commune—particularly when he met Tamsin Winneke. In the three weeks he was there, Patrick and Tamsin enjoyed what he described as a warm sexual relationship. He realised the commune was polygamous when he was propositioned by other members, but he was a bit more straitlaced than that, and he stuck with Tamsin, assuming that she was doing the same.” Another quick glance. “I hope this isn’t upsetting to you?”

Clea shook her head. “Tamsin has always been open with me about her lifestyle.” Her head spun. Tamsin knew Patrick. The words pounded repetitively in her mind.

“He learned that, despite their relationship, Tamsin remained polygamous, and while he didn’t understand her choice, he accepted it. He decided to move on and resume his travels around Australia, and they parted on good terms. Three months later, he received a letter from Tamsin. She was pregnant, and the timing meant the baby was likely his although she couldn’t be certain. She said she didn’t expect anything from him, and she was just letting him know as a courtesy, as he was welcome to be a part of the baby’s upbringing if he chose. Tamsin said the baby—you—would be raised as a child of the commune.”

Clea swallowed hard. This was her story, her unconventional mother unpacked by a stranger. She shuffled in her seat. Her heart hammered uncomfortably in her throat. Patrick knew Tamsin. Had known her well enough that he could be Clea’s father. “Tamsin has always said she didn’t know who my father was.”

Fionn exchanged a quick glance with Michael. “She never confirmed paternity. Indeed, she likely does not know. She sent Patrick a message when you were born. It simply said, Clea Starshine Winneke, born 25 July.”

“Then how…?”

“Patrick’s childhood sweetheart Maeve came out to Australia. They reconnected, then married and settled in Melbourne. Patrick opened a butcher’s shop specialising in Irish sausages and value-added meat products. His daughter Zara was born a year later. Patrick had no contact with Tamsin after her message. I came out from Ireland to join Patrick in Shamrock Sausages. I worked with him for a few years, before going out on my own. Patrick confided in me that he had another daughter as well as Zara and often spoke wistfully of what he was missing.” He hesitated. “He asked me not to tell Maeve—and although I didn’t agree with that, I honoured his request. Maeve and Zara are very different to Patrick. I think those differences were part of what drove him to track you down.”

“Did he ask Tamsin?” Clea’s mouth was dry, and she took a large gulp of water.

“No. You were easy enough to trace—in part because of your unique middle name.”

“Good morning, Starshine,” Clea whispered. “Tamsin used to quote the full line from Hair every morning.”

“Once he discovered where you worked in Melbourne, he started visiting Yarra Grind. He used to tell me about you.”

“All this doesn’t mean he’s my father.” She released the glass and surreptitiously wiped her clammy hands on her pants.

“No,” Fionn agreed. “But this does.” He slid the folded paper across to her. “Patrick took one of the takeaway cups you’d drunk from and had a DNA analysis done, comparing it to his. These results show a 99% probability he is your father.”

She stared at him, the words swirling as if in a dense fog. Father. Her father. Patrick, the affable customer who had so quickly become a part of her morning routine at Yarra Grind. Patrick, who was now dead, the connection unacknowledged.

Until now.

Regret and longing for what could never be rose inside her, and she swallowed hard.

She pressed her palm to the paper, still unread, on the table. “Patrick is my father.” The words disconnected and re-formed. Patrick. Is. My. Father. Patrickismyfather.” Because Patrick was gone, but the connection remained.

Michael cleared his throat. “Clea, I don’t want to rush you, but I need to return to Maeve. May I have your permission to show her and Zara the DNA test results?”

She nodded slowly.

“Now, your inheritance. There are a few more details. While you’ve inherited the business of Shamrock Sausages, Maeve has inherited the real estate. The existing lease is now voided with Patrick’s death, but per the terms of his will, Maeve must rent to you as the new owner of Shamrock Sausages at a peppercorn rent for the next twelve months. If you, as the new CEO, have not put the business into the black by then, it will go unconditionally to Maeve. If you have turned a profit—however small—Shamrock Sausages will be yours, with the lease to convert to a thirty-year lease at the same rent.” He glanced at her. “Once the business is unconditionally yours, there’s nothing to stop you selling it then, if you want.”

She stared at the lawyer, the words tumbling around in her brain. She was CEO of a business. A struggling one, sure, but she was CEO. And Patrick, who had nudged and cajoled her into doing something with her business qualifications, had trusted her with something he cared about.

Self-doubt rose in her throat, and a strangled laugh leaked out. She’d thought her impostor syndrome bad enough before, but now it threatened to drown her. She was manager of a three-person coffee shop in Abbotsford. That was the sum of her experience. How could she possibly take over a business the size of Shamrock Sausages?

“I don’t know if I can do this.” The words scratched in her throat. “I manage a coffee shop.”

Fionn’s brows lowered. “Don’t you have an MBA in business? Patrick believed in you.”

“You can refuse,” Michael said. “If you chose to reject the bequest, the business will go to Maeve. You heard her—she will liquidate and sell the land. Patrick chose you for a reason, Clea. You, not Maeve or Zara. Sure, you’re his daughter, but he also saw something in you that made him think you were the right person to carry on his legacy.” He rose. “You don’t need to give me an answer now. The year will start once you sign the agreement. You can have a couple of weeks to decide. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to my clients.” He left the room.

Clea stared down at her hands. Dimly, she heard the brush of chair legs on the soft carpet. The sound of Fionn clearing his throat. Fionn was her uncle. Maeve was her stepmother. Zara, her half-sister. Seamus, her cousin.

Family.

Would they accept her? Did she want them to? Clea closed her eyes and wished herself back in the coffee shop.


Chapter 5

Missing: Sunshine and Kittens

Kat hunched over her laptop staring unseeingly at the screen. No matter how long she stared, the protein analysis still didn’t sink in. Outside her office, Patrick’s PA, Lise, and the bookkeeper, Anjali, spoke in low voices. Kat could only make out a few words over the whir of the air conditioning, but “make payroll” were two of them.

Make payroll. Two words she’d hoped never to hear since she took the position of food scientist at Shamrock Sausages nearly eight years ago. She knew the company was losing money—all the staff did; Patrick had always been open about how things were going. It was a family company, he’d always said, and in his eyes, all his employees were part of the Shamrock family. Make payroll had never been an issue before; Patrick was able and willing to inject his own funds to support the business. But now, one week after his death, it was in doubt.

Payday was the next day. Kat opened the banking app and stared at her balance. It hadn’t changed. If Shamrock Sausages couldn’t make payroll, then her mortgage payment would bounce. And while the two transactions were tied in an unusual way, she couldn’t miss a payment. Especially now.

She tuned her hearing back to the conversation outside her office door.

“Maeve will inherit the factory,” Anjali said, her voice louder. “Who else is there?”

“Zara?” Lise replied. “After all she ‘works’ here.”

Anjali hesitated. “She gets paid very well for managing Shamrock’s social media accounts. But—”

“There’s been nothing,” Lise said, her voice bitter. “It’s the same tired old posts, recycled from when Daryl was doing it. Zara’s posted nothing new. I asked her recently when we could expect the new posts to fire up. She blew me off.”

“When did any nepo baby hire ever work? Maybe I shouldn’t pay her tomorrow.” The two moved away from Kat’s office.

Kat stared unseeing at the figures on her screen. Patrick’s blind spot when it came to his daughter was legendary. It was all very well for Anjali to talk about not paying Zara, but of course she couldn’t do that.

Kat’s eyes burned with unshed tears for Patrick, and she dashed them away and focused fiercely on the screen. Already, she missed him. Missed him dropping into her office to check the quality control reports or to debate new sausage flavours with her.

“Pork and prune?” he’d said the last time. “Does anyone eat prunes these days? That will never sell.”

She’d shown him a similar sausage produced by an award-winning butcher in regional Victoria that was apparently flying out of the cold cabinets.

“It’s not traditional. Not Irish.” He’d set his jaw.

“Neither is any sausage with beef in it. But we make those.”

He’d glared at her, then laughed. “Produce a test batch, and serve it up at the staff breakfast. If they like it, then that’s a definite maybe.”

Patrick would not be at any more staff breakfasts now. The monthly sausage sizzle—with a pile of Black Pudding, the latest sausage variety, and toast—was something she’d started. Something that most everyone attended.

Everyone except Zara. And Maeve, of course. But Patrick’s wife only ever floated through the factory at Christmas in a waft of Chanel.

A gust of air brushed past her, laden with something more prosaic than Chanel. Lenny, the factory foreman, put some papers on her desk. “Production reports. All good.”

Kat waited. Lenny never brought the reports.

He leaned against her desk. “Have you heard anything?”

“About what?”

He sighed. “C’mon Kat. You were tight with Patrick. Coffee. Closed-door meetings. Did he ever, y’know, talk about what would happen to the factory if…” His face crumpled, and he took a deep breath.

She reached out a hand and rested it on his. Lenny was in his mid thirties, and his partner had just had a baby. It was natural he’d be concerned about the factory’s future. His future. “I’m sorry, Lenny, I don’t know any more than you. Patrick and I weren’t that close. It was all business.”

“Closer than most of us.” He sniffed. “If you hear anything, will you tell me? It’s just that with the baby…”

She squeezed his hand. “I’ll let you know if I can. But I’m as clueless as you.”

The day, like every day since Patrick passed, was one long parade of staff in and out of her office, of people hunched in corners with their heads together and worried expressions. There had been no sign of Maeve or Zara, and Shamrock Sausages was a rudderless ship, veering wildly through turbulent seas.

Lise ambled into her office around lunchtime and threw herself into the other chair. “I don’t know what to do,” she confessed. “Patrick was always the in-charge one, and when he wasn’t here, Daryl stepped up. I wish Patrick had replaced Daryl after he left. I’m not a leader; I’m just a PA.”

“Not just a PA,” Kat said. “You know how things happen better than anyone.”

“The office, sure. I can deal with reps, suppliers, and outlets. Trade orders and restaurants. Advertising. Anjali knows who needs to be paid—if there’s money to do it. But I’m at a loss in the factory.”

“Lenny knows his stuff,” Kat said. “Divide the responsibilities and conquer.”

“I guess.” Lise smoothed her skirt toward her knees.

“I heard you and Anjali talking.” Kat leaned over her desk. “Is there enough money to make payroll tomorrow?” She crossed her fingers under the desk.

Lise sighed. “Just. A couple of payments came in, so all’s good for tomorrow. But I’m worried. Maeve has never taken an interest in Shamrock. Zara, for all she works here, isn’t much better. What if they cut their losses and close it down? I know I’d get a job easily enough, but I like working here. I think we all do. You hear so many stories of terrible bosses and working conditions.”

Kat’s stomach jumped with nerves. “You think Maeve would sell?”

“She hates this place. I overheard her talking with Patrick at the Christmas party last year. She told him how much the land was worth if only he closed the business and sold to a developer. She was talking in that pouty-little-girl voice of hers. You know it?”

Kat nodded. That voice grated on her ears like a stuck meat grinder.

“She didn’t even have the courtesy to wait until the party was over. If she’s inherited—and, really, who else would?—then the For Sale sign is probably being hammered in outside as we speak.”

Kat flipped the window blinds and peered out. “Nothing yet.”

“Wait until tomorrow. I’d put money on it.” Lise levered herself to her feet and with a waggle of her fingers left Kat’s office.

Kat sat for a moment, acid filling her throat. Lise would be fine—good PAs were gold—but her? Job openings for food scientists were scarce, and competition was fierce. It was crazy for a thirty-four-year-old to be living week to week as she did, but most thirty-four-year-olds hadn’t her financial responsibilities. If it wasn’t for Patrick, she wouldn’t have been able to do it.

Her fingers shook, and she clenched her fists to quell them. There was nothing she could do about it right now. Que sera, sera, and all that. Maybe Maeve would decide to keep the factory going. Maybe Patrick’s will had stipulated she do so. But in the absence of news of sunshine and kittens, she’d eat baked beans on toast for dinner and see where else she could save money.


Chapter 6

Days Like This Don’t Come Around Too Often

Sage’s jaw had been on the dingy carpet for the last thirty minutes as Clea related her day. They shook their head. “So Patrick, the personable customer you thought of as a friend, turns out to be your father?”

Clea nodded. “I saw the DNA test results.”

“And he left his sausage factory to you? Despite having a wife and another daughter.”

She nodded again. The day had had a surreal quality to it and so far, the evening was going the same way.

“You’re the heir to a business worth, what? Millions?”

“I don’t think so. It’s apparently running at a loss, and if I don’t turn that around within twelve months, Maeve—”

“Your stepmother.”

“Doesn’t a stepmother have to actually parent? But, yes, Maeve gets it. And she’ll sell.”

Sage bounded over the arm of the sofa and landed with a thump next to Clea. “Girlfriend, this is your opportunity. You’re the CEO now. You can turn it around. A rags-to-riches tale. Where is it? Please don’t say somewhere outside the Melbourne Ring Road.”

“Mordialloc. Not on the beach, of course, in the industrial area.”

Sage folded their lanky frame in two and catapulted to their feet. “Do you know the address? Let’s do a stealth drive past. Right now. Will your crappy car make it that far?”

“What if someone sees us?”

They scoffed. “Who would? And if someone does, they won’t know who we are. We’ll just be two more weird people in yet another beat-up old car.”

She shook her head. “Maybe tomorrow. I need to let it sink in. And I want to call Tamsin.”

Sage slumped back down. “Of course. Do you think she’s known all along who your father is, or do you think she’ll be as surprised as you?”

“When she’s talked about it—which isn’t often—she’s always said she didn’t know.”

“Surely she’d remember a handsome Irishman?”

“There apparently were a lot of hallucinogens. She could have slept with the US president and not remember. Besides, DNA tests don’t lie.”

“But a piece of paper can be forged.”

“What’s the point in that?”

Sage pursed their lips. “Maybe Patrick liked you. Maybe he hated his evil witch of a wife and snobby daughter and wanted to teach them a lesson. So he forged the test results.”

Clea shook her head. “Keep writing that fantasy novel. With your imagination, it’ll be a bestseller.”

“Call Tamsin. Can I listen? Your emotional support enby. Better than a poodle any day.”

“You can listen. Then I won’t have to tell you after.” Clea dug her phone out of the pocket of her jeans and tossed it hand to hand. “What if Tamsin says it’s all bullshit?”

“What if she confirms it? Call now, and then we’ll have an enormous vodka and soda with the last of the bottle I won in the pub raffle.”

“Now you’re talking.” Clea heaved in a deep breath and pressed Tamsin’s number.

“The earth’s blessings on you, Clea Starshine. What’s happening in your overcrowded world?” Tamsin’s low voice wafted down the phone line.

Clea smiled. However difficult her mother could be, Tamsin was still her parent. Her newfound knowledge would never undermine that connection. “To you as well, Tamsin.” It was as close as she could come to repeating Tamsin’s affirmation. “My world is…interesting right now.”

“Life must always be interesting. The seasons change and move on, and so must you.”

“My life could be changing in a big way. But first, I have something to ask you.” Clea’s voice cracked on the final word, her heart pounding so hard against her ribs, she wondered if it would split open.

“Okay.” Tamsin sounded wary.

“It’s about my father. Wait—” she said when it seemed that Tamsin would, as she always did, say there was nothing more she could tell Clea. “Is it possible he was Irish? Called Patrick Shanahan?”

Silence.

“Why would you think that?” Tamsin’s voice shook, and that answered the question. Everything she’d ever wanted to know about her father, everything she’d asked before, everything Tamsin had refused to answer… She’d known. Or, at least, she’d accepted the possibility.

“He is, isn’t he?” She clenched the phone, barely aware of Sage sliding closer to put their arm around her shoulders.

Another silence. Then, “Clea, I told you the truth: I don’t know who your father is. Those were the golden days when I was young and beautiful, when love and sexuality were things to be freely expressed, freely given, not hidden away as it is now—”

“I know all that.” Impatience shimmered in her voice, enough that Tamsin gasped. “But was Patrick Shanahan one of the people you slept with at that time? One of the men who could conceivably be my father?”

Another silence. Clea imagined her mother sitting on her old couch, covered in batik shawls, her grimy bare feet tucked beneath her. The tropical breeze would be stirring the wind chimes. Tamsin would be staring out through the rainforest to where, in daylight, there was a glimpse of blue, blue sea.

“It’s possible, yes,” Tamsin said at last. “His car broke down. He worked with us at the commune on the Murray River while it was fixed.”

Exactly what Fionn had said. The room swam around her for a moment. Sage tightened their grip on her shoulders and pressed a kiss to her hair.

“Did you have any contact with him after that?”

Tamsin sighed. “I had no reason to contact him until I learned I was pregnant. I wrote to him to let him know, then sent him a message after you were born. He didn’t reply—I didn’t expect him to. We didn’t need him, and I sensed he disapproved of my lifestyle.”

“He is my father,” Clea said. Her voice sounded harsh in her own ears, and the words welled up, wanting to spill over. Wanting to punish Tamsin for her secrets. “I’ve seen the DNA test results. Why didn’t you tell me when I asked who my father was?”

“I couldn’t be sure. And I had no need to know.”

But I did. Clea closed her eyes. “He was a lovely man. I’ve met him. But he died last week.”

“Oh,” said Tamsin, faintly. A swift, indrawn breath. “May his soul be at one with the earth, the skies, and the stars.”

I could have had a father. I could have lived in a house, gone to an actual school. I could have had a normal life. The words rattled around her head, but she bit them back. Tamsin’s life was her own. It had been hard for her to reject conformity—but it was her choice, and not for Clea to question it. “He’s left me something in his will,” she said instead. “Something big. I need to decide whether to accept it.”

“Will it give you joy?” Tamsin asked. “Will you use it wisely, to benefit the community and the planet?”

Clea bit back a laugh. A sausage factory benefiting the planet? That didn’t seem a natural fit. But it fed people, provided employment. She’d stopped being vegan the day she left home. It would be hypocritical of her to object to the production of meat. “I don’t know yet. I hope so.”

That was as close as she could come to telling Tamsin right now. And if she decided to reject the bequest, Tamsin need never know.

“Come and visit soon, my starshine child,” Tamsin said. “It’s been too long.”

“I’ll try.” It was what she said every time.

They ended the call, and Clea slumped back against Sage’s chest. “Can we have that vodka now?”

“You’ll need to move.” Sage hummed in amusement. “My telekinesis skills need improvement.”

Clea got to her feet, retrieved the vodka, and peered at the level in the bottle. “We’ve enough for two small or one large one each.”

“The large one,” Sage said. “Days like this don’t come around too often.”


Chapter 7

Sailing into the Sunset

Kat stood in the blinding sun, in a loose knot of her work colleagues. While the church had been standing room only, not everyone had continued on to the graveside. She swept her gaze over the massed rows of headstones. So hard to accept that Patrick would be among the dead resting here. She fixed her gaze on his coffin, now bare of any adornment, ready to be lowered into the ground.

Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.

She barely registered the priest’s words as he recited a prayer. Across from her, Maeve and Zara stood together, upright and contained, as if held together by iron bands. Maeve’s face was a blank mask, but Zara’s eyes were red and puffy.

“Let us pray together.” The priest spread his hands. “Our Father, who art in heaven…”

Kat licked her lips and mouthed the words to a prayer she’d thought long forgotten.

The prayer finished, she watched in respectful silence as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Next to her, Anjali sniffled. Tear’s trickled down Kat’s cheeks, and she wrapped an arm around Anjali’s shoulders. On the other side of the grave, Zara burst into noisy sobs.

Maeve’s lips tightened, and after a swift glance around, she placed her arm across Zara’s waist.

Maeve and Zara came forward to throw some foliage into the grave. Shamrocks for Ireland, gum leaves for Australia.

It was over. The priest closed his book. People turned to each other, shaking hands and exchanging a few words. Some clustered a respectful distance from Maeve and Zara, going up in turn to offer condolences. Maeve clasped hands, dispensed air kisses, and accepted stiff hugs.

As Kat watched, a young white woman approached Maeve. She murmured some words Kat couldn’t hear and stretched out her hand. Maeve’s face froze, and she turned her back on the woman to speak with a man hovering behind.

The rejected woman bent her head and wiped her eyes with swift movements. When she straightened, her gaze followed Maeve and Zara as they chatted. How strange. And how rude of Maeve. The unknown woman had presumably only wanted to offer her condolences.

Kat watched the woman as she turned and walked toward the car park. Her slim, poised figure held Kat’s gaze, the bright sunlight giving her light-brown hair an auburn tinge.

She turned to Lise on her other side. “I guess we better return to work. Keep the business going for Maeve.”

They walked back to their cars. Lise and Anjali drove away together, followed by the other Shamrock employees.

An old Subaru was parked next to Kat’s Volvo. The woman Maeve had snubbed was fiddling with the bonnet catch. As Kat approached, the woman thumped the bonnet, which bounced up, and she lifted it.

Kat watched as she leaned in with a hammer in her hand. Surely, she wasn’t vandalising that old beater of a car? It looked as if it would barely make it out of the car park without falling apart.

The woman tapped something under the bonnet, then got into the driver’s seat. There was a loud click, but the car didn’t start.

“Dammit!” The woman pressed her fingers to her forehead and got out the car again. For a moment, she stood, head bowed, twisting the hammer in her hands.

She didn’t look like a vandal, and no wannabe car thief would target that car. Kat went to her car and unlocked the driver’s door. The woman looked up and swiped the back of her hand across her eyes. Her hair hung limply, and her eyes were puffy and red, her pale skin blotchy.

“Are you okay?” Kat hesitated, her hand on the car door. “I mean, I saw you at Patrick’s graveside, so you’re obviously not okay, but is there something else?”

“Thank you for asking,” the woman said, “but I’ll be fine. Today isn’t a good day for anyone.” Her smile wobbled and faded fast, but for a fleeting moment, it lit her face.

For a second, all Kat saw were blue eyes fringed by long lashes and a mouth that seemed to wear the smile so easily, so naturally, it must be her normal expression. Resting smile face. Even the puffy eyelids couldn’t hide that this was an attractive woman.

She was staring. Kat forced her gaze away from the woman’s face. “I guess I’ll leave you to your DIY projects, then.”

The woman’s face creased into a puzzled frown.

“The hammer.” Kat indicated it with a nod of her head. “Are you hanging pictures in the engine bay?”

The woman’s laugh had a rippling, delighted sound to it. “I wish. No, my starter motor’s sticking. My housemate said to whack it with a hammer, but I can’t hit it and turn the key at the same time.”

“I can help. Want me to turn the key?”

“That would be wonderful.” She handed Kat a key on a worn leather key ring.

Kat slid into the driver’s seat, put the key in the ignition, and checked the car was in neutral. “Count of three?”

“Ready? One, two, three.”

Kat turned the key, and her new acquaintance clanged the hammer twice against something metal.

With a screech of metal on metal, the car started.

“Fantastic.” The woman slammed the bonnet shut and came around to the driver’s side. “Thank you so much. I need to get this fixed. I can’t keep relying on kind strangers. Although”—she considered Kat, her head on one side—“you were at Patrick’s funeral, so I guess you’re not a total stranger.”

“There were plenty of people I didn’t know.” The image of Maeve turning away from this woman’s outstretched hand burned her eyeballs. Maeve was no Ms Congeniality, but to be so rude at her husband’s funeral?

“I didn’t know anyone. Well, I knew Patrick, of course, but he wasn’t saying much today.” That tentative smile again.

Kat found herself smiling back. “How did you know him?”

The woman’s tongue touched her lower lip, and her gaze shifted away for a moment to the middle distance. “He was a regular customer in the coffee shop I manage. We used to chat. He was a lovely man. Kind.”

He was. Kat knew that only too well. A coffee shop manager. That didn’t explain Maeve’s rudeness. Unless… No. Surely Patrick hadn’t had an affair with this girl who looked to be close to Kat’s own age. Patrick had always been so devoted to Maeve—although Kat wasn’t the only person who wondered why. More likely, it was exactly as the woman said—Patrick was a pleasant customer. “I think he’d have liked you came along today.”

“I know he would. I just wish I could have told him…” Again, her gaze shifted to the distance, to where a line of oak trees shaded one side of the cemetery, and she wrapped her arms around her waist as if she were cold—or holding in her emotions.

“Maybe he knew, whatever it was.” Kat touched her arm. She wanted to keep her hand there, absorb the feel of soft skin through her fingertips. How wrong that she should be thinking of this now. “He had religious beliefs.”

“You must have known him well. I know he was Catholic”—she indicated the cemetery they’d just left—“but I don’t know how much was tradition and how much was belief.”

“I don’t know either,” Kat said. “We weren’t that close.”

“How did you know him?” The woman’s clear eyes fastened on Kat’s face.

Kat’s lips curved into a smile despite her sadness. “We—”

The Subaru hiccupped, and with an expletive, the woman leaped across and jammed her foot on the accelerator, revving the car. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I better go before this piece of junk dies on me. Thank you so much for your help.”

“No worries.” Kat watched as the woman put the car into reverse and backed out of the space. She watched as the Subaru drove away. She hadn’t even got the woman’s name.

She snorted to herself. What would she have done if she had? Gone into every one of the hundreds—probably thousands—of coffee shops in Melbourne looking for her? Ridiculous.

She needed to get to work. The future of Shamrock Sausages might be up in the air, but that didn’t mean she—or any of the staff—would slack off.

~ ~ ~

The next day, Kat had just returned to her office when the bell in Reception rang loudly. After a moment, Lise greeted the caller.

Maeve’s distinctive voice shrilled above the rattle of the ancient air conditioning. “Thank you, Liz, but there’s no need for you to escort us. We know the way to Patrick’s office. We’ve just come to collect a few things.”

Kat rose and went to Reception.

Maeve, dressed in black, dabbed at her eyes with a tissue as she listened to Lise’s murmured condolences. Zara stood next to her holding her mother’s arm.

“That is very sweet of you,” Maeve said. “I know Patrick thought highly of you and the rest of the staff.”

Lise gripped Maeve’s free arm. “Please know we all will do everything we can to keep Shamrock Sausages running smoothly.”

Maeve looked up, and a frown crinkled her smooth brow. “Thank you, Liz. Zara and I appreciate that.”

Kat came forward. “Maeve, Zara. I’m so sorry for your loss. We all are. Patrick was very much loved here. It must be so much worse for you.”

Tears glinted in Maeve’s eyes, and she glanced away, blinking fiercely. Zara slipped her arm around her mother’s waist and stared at the floor. When she looked up again, her eyes were red.

Kat’s heart went out to the girl. For all that she didn’t much like her, Zara was still in her twenties. Too early to lose a parent. Kat swallowed hard. She knew all about that, and she clasped her hands together to stop the shaking.

“Thanks, Kat.” Zara managed a tremulous smile. “I’m sure you’ll all understand if I take some time away from work to support my mother.”

“Of course,” Lise said. “I’ll let Anjali know. Actually, Maeve, I realise it’s terrible timing, but Anjali would really appreciate a quick word with you about the business accounts going forward. We’ll need to set up another signatory on the account so the business can meet its obligations. While you can sign, you’re seldom here, and we need two authorised signatures. Right now, it’s only Anjali and you.”

Another flash of something crossed Maeve’s face. Irritation? Surely not. Kat pushed that thought aside.

“We’ll leave that for another day,” Maeve said. “There are decisions to be made about the future of the factory.”

A chill encircled Kat, and she wrapped her arms around her middle. That had sounded very much like Maeve was considering selling the business. From what Patrick had intimated, the factory had provided well and generously for his family.

Until recently. But that was only a minor downturn, wasn’t it? Nothing to worry about. That was what Patrick had always assured them.

“I won’t keep you,” Maeve said now. “We’ve just come to collect a few personal items from Patrick’s office.”

“Of course.” Lise stepped back. “Please let me know if there’s anything you need.”

“Two coffees,” Zara said. “Long black, double-shot. Thanks, Lise.”

Lise’s lips tightened, but she smiled and nodded.

Typical Zara. She was grieving, but still, she could have phrased it as less of a demand. Kat stood with Lise as Maeve and Zara went down the corridor to Patrick’s office.

“What do you make of that?” Lise asked. Her gaze followed Maeve’s progress. “It sounds as if she wants to sell. I hoped she’d hire a general manager, someone who knows what they’re doing.”

“I assumed she would.” Kat’s stomach flopped to her cushioned safety boots. She’d have to talk with Maeve about her own situation—and the sooner the better.

A little later, she looked up from her laptop to see Zara in the doorway.

“Hi,” Zara said. “Can I come in?”

Kat nodded and waved to the uncomfortable seat on the far side of her desk. “How can I help?”

Zara passed a hand over her eyes. “I hate all this. Mum’s going through his office, but I had to get out. Dad never should have died. He was only fifty-four. He exercised, ate well—apart from too many damn sausages. All that salt. The post-mortem said it was a massive heart attack. The sausages can’t have helped.”

“It could have been many things,” Kat said. “I’m so sorry, Zara.”

“Yeah. Well.” Zara straightened. “Mum’s looking for deeds and contracts and stuff. There’s so much to sort.”

“Wouldn’t the lawyer have them? Or is there a deposit box somewhere?”

“We’ve got the house deeds. It’s the business stuff she’s after.”

“They’re not in the safe?”

“Safe?” Zara’s voice sharpened. “I didn’t know there was one.”

“Behind the books on the left side of the bookcase. I don’t know the code. I’m not sure anyone here does.”

Zara bit her lip. “Hopefully Mum knows it.” She rose.

“Wait, just one moment, if you don’t mind.” Kat rose too. The timing was awful, but if Zara opened the safe, the chances were her agreement with Patrick was there. “It’s about my loan.”

Zara tilted her head. “What loan?”

“Zara, where are you?” Maeve’s voice came down the corridor.

Kat moistened her lips. “Zara, it’s—”

Zara stood and folded her arms. “I don’t have time for this now. But if you have any sort of loan from my dad, then we’ll have to check the contract, but it’s extremely likely we’ll call it in. I suggest you start seeking alternate funding.”

“Zara, I’ve tried—”

But Zara had swept out of the room.

Shit. Kat pressed her hands to her cheeks, but it didn’t stop her fingers from trembling. No one would lend her money because of her terrible credit history. How long would that situation last? Would her three years of good credit be enough to get past that? She was already stretched to the limit managing Patrick’s repayments and the balance of her mum’s debt. A bank would certainly charge a higher interest rate.

It was gone five. Kat rose and gathered her things. She had to assume that Zara would demand full repayment, so she’d start applying to lenders immediately. She’d contact her bank when she got home.

On the way to her car, she passed the handyman, Rick, pushing a trolley laden with boxes. Two paintings rested on top—the ones from Patrick’s office.

Maeve opened the boot of her Mercedes. “Put them in here.”

Rick lifted the paintings in and went to load the boxes on top.

“Not like that,” Maeve said sharply. “You’ll damage them. These paintings are worth thousands. Put the boxes on the back seat.”

Kat went across and touched the largest painting’s frame. She’d always loved the depiction of a yacht on a stormy sea sailing into the sunset. Patrick used to say it reminded him of his life, and that no matter how rough times got, there was always the sunset and the promise of another day. “I love this one,” she said to Maeve. “Are you going to hang it at home?”

Maeve flicked her a dismissive glance. “It doesn’t match our decor. I’ll send it to an auction house.”

“But Patrick loved—” Kat shut her mouth abruptly. Maeve would have known that. And the artwork was obviously now hers to do what she wanted with it. She wondered what was in the boxes. Personal items, probably. It made sense: If Maeve hired a manager, they would want to personalise Patrick’s office.

She would miss the painting of the yacht against the sunset, but not nearly as much as she was already missing Patrick.


Chapter 8

A Stranger Comes to Call

A week after the funeral, Clea squared her shoulders and sucked in a deep breath as she stepped out of the lift into the lavish foyer of Richmond Carlisle. The previous time, she’d been bewildered and uncomfortable. This time, the bewilderment had gone, but the uneasy feeling that there was some mistake and she shouldn’t be here persisted. But when she’d called Michael and said she was accepting the bequest, he’d shown no surprise. Of course not. Who in their right mind would turn down the chance of inheriting a business potentially worth millions?

Clea tightened her lips. Tamsin’s daughter, that was who. But it was time to step away from Tamsin’s ideals. They weren’t hers—that was why she’d pursued a degree in business, after all. She just had to find the courage to use it—and Shamrock Sausages was the kick in the pants she needed.

The receptionist gave her a bright smile as she entered. “Good morning, Ms Winneke. I’ll let Mr Richmond know you’re here.”

“Thank you.” Clea took a seat, crossed her legs, and tried to appear relaxed.

A minute later, the receptionist led her through to Michael’s office. She offered coffee, which Clea refused. She was so nervous, she’d probably spill it on important papers.

After some small talk, Michael led her through the minutiae of the conditions of acceptance. “All the assets and liabilities of the business become yours for the initial term of one year. At the end of the year, the books will be audited, with the cost to be borne by the estate. If the books show a profit—even a single dollar—the ownership permanently transfers to you. If there’s a loss—even a single dollar—ownership will transfer to Maeve, and you will walk away with nothing. You will not have to repay any loss unless the audit reveals evidence of negligence or fraud. Do you understand?”

Clea gripped her thumbs tightly. She could still walk away now, pretend the offer had never been made. But no. This was her chance. And she owed it to Patrick’s memory to turn the business around—if she could. She nodded.

“You’ve satisfied yourself as to the state of the business? You’ve had seven days to audit the existing books so that you’re aware of the current financials?”

She nodded again. The business bank account showed a steady drip of personal withdrawals. “I have a question. Signatories on the business account were Patrick, the bookkeeper, and Maeve Shanahan. Am I able to revise those signatories, whether to add or remove them?”

Michael’s eyes creased. “You are. Anjali Chatterjee is the bookkeeper and payroll officer, so you would be wise to keep her. Maeve, however, has no reason to remain.” He shuffled papers. “In accordance with Patrick’s instructions, I froze her access to the account from the date of his death. It is up to you whether you terminate it or restore it.”

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“In that case, we’re ready to sign.” He picked up the phone. “Marie, please can you come to witness Clea’s signature?”

She seemed to be signing and initialling forever. Financials, lists of assets, bank details, the property lease, service contracts, transfer of ownership of vehicles, hire agreements for various equipment, and more. Clea’s fingers ached from gripping the pen too tightly when, finally, Michael said they were done.

He reached into a drawer and pulled out two heavy sets of keys. “A third set is held by Katrina Nordling, the food scientist, a fourth by Leonard French, the factory-floor supervisor, and the fifth and final set by Lise Weber, Patrick’s PA. They’ve been handling the opening and closing since Patrick’s death.” He pushed his chair back and regarded Clea over steepled fingers. “When will you go there?”

She smiled. “In about an hour.”

He opened the folder in front of him. “Take this letter. The staff are unaware of the change of ownership. Feel free to circulate this. It details the change.”

“Thank you.” She took the proffered envelope, then stood. “Thank you for all your help.”

“Good luck, Clea. I wish you every success. Not only because I hate to see any good business fail but also because I know it was what Patrick wanted.”

Out in the street, she gripped the box of files Michael had given her and took several deep breaths. She was ready for this. She had to be. Because this was the best and biggest chance anyone would ever give her to make something of her life.

She couldn’t afford to blow it.

~ ~ ~

The small car park in front of Shamrock Sausages was crammed with vehicles, with the only remaining space marked CEO. Clea considered parking there, but it seemed tactless until she’d talked with the staff. Names ran through her head: Anjali Chatterjee, Katrina Nordling, Leonard French, and Lise Weber. She hoped all four were working today. She’d debated emailing them but thought an in-person approach was better.

She parked her battered Subaru on the street and picked up the briefcase borrowed from Sage. Like all of their things, it was well-worn—the leather marked—and one clasp was broken. But it was one hundred percent better than anything she had. Taking a deep breath, she crossed the car park and pushed open the door marked Reception.

She looked around. The room was empty. An old-fashioned bell sat next to a handwritten sign telling callers to ring if the desk was unattended. The wooden desk had scuff marks on the front, and a computer showing a blank screen sat next to a pile of papers. Boxes were stacked against the wall. Clea craned her head to look at the papers—they seemed to be invoices. The top one had an overdue stamp. She swallowed hard. That was no surprise; she and Sage had gone through the books, plus an accountant who was a friend of Kayla’s had given her opinion. The business was teetering.

She rang the bell and waited. After a minute, a door banged on the far side of the wall, and a curvy white woman dressed in jeans and a T-shirt appeared. “Hi,” she said with a friendly smile. “Can I help you?” She shuffled the invoices into a neater pile and turned them face down.

“I hope so.” Clea summoned an answering smile. Her heart banged a tattoo against her ribs. “I’m Clea Winneke. I realise you don’t know who I am, but I’m here to see Anjali Chatterjee, Katrina Nordling, Leonard French, and Lise Weber. It’s about the late Patrick Shanahan. By chance would those people be available?”

The woman’s face froze. “I’m Lise. Can I ask what this is about?”

“I don’t mean to be evasive, but it’s a confidential matter. If the others are here, it would be much easier if I could speak with you all together.”

Lise’s glance ran down Clea’s body, from the shoulder-length hair she’d just combed in the car, down her black-and-white checked shirt tucked into black slacks—to her flat lace-up shoes. “Let me check their availability. I’ll be a few minutes. Please take a seat.”

“Thanks.” Clea retreated to the only seat—a rather battered blue leather chair that turned out to be as uncomfortable as it looked.

Lise disappeared the way she’d come. Clea placed the briefcase between her feet and tried to appear calm. So far, Shamrock Sausages didn’t look anything like the million-dollar business she’d been expecting from the financials. It was worn and run down. But she shouldn’t judge. After all, it was unlikely that many people came to the premises. Lise’s casual dress reflected that.

A few minutes later, Lise returned. “We’re all available. Please come through. We’ll meet in Kat’s office. Can I get you a coffee, tea, water?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

Lise led the way into an office near Reception. A desk that looked as if it had come from an office chain store some years ago housed a computer, a stack of trade magazines, and three packets of prunes. A white lab coat hung over the back of a chair, and a paper cap rested on the desk. The room was jammed with people and chairs, obviously dragged in for the meeting.

The white woman behind the desk rose and held out her hand. “Hello, Clea. I’m Kat Nordling. I’m the food scientist here.” Her grip was firm, and her blue eyes widened momentarily, her handshake stilling, before holding Clea’s gaze unwaveringly.

Clea’s lips parted in a soundless oh. It’s her. Recognition stole her voice for a moment, but she kept her eyes on Kat’s face, resisting the temptation to let her gaze roam from Kat’s blonde hair and arresting eyes down over her rangy body. There was no mistaking her. This was the gorgeous woman who’d helped her start her car after the funeral. The woman whose sympathy had gone some way to easing the hurt of Maeve’s rejection. The woman she thought she’d never see again. “I’m happy to meet you properly, Kat.” She offered a smile, then turned away from the question in Kat’s eyes as the others introduced themselves.

Anjali Chatterjee was a short brown woman somewhat older than the others, whose plump body was encased in loose jeans and a baggy top. Leonard, who introduced himself as Lenny, was pale and rake-thin, and his eyes kept darting away from Clea. His hands twisted in his lap when he sat.

They were all unsure, Clea realised, possibly fearing bad news. Hopefully, she could reassure them somewhat.

“Thank you all for seeing me at short notice. First, let me offer my condolences to you all for Patrick’s death. It would have been a terrible shock. It was for me too, even though I didn’t know Patrick as well as all of you.” She focused on Kat, a calm centre for the anxiety that swirled around the room.

A murmur of acknowledgements answered her, then the room fell silent again.

How much to say? She hadn’t prepared anything, hoping that when she was in front of these people the words would come. She cleared her throat. They were all staring at her, waiting. She had to say something.

“I knew Patrick as a friendly and pleasant customer at the coffee shop I manage…managed. A few days after Patrick’s death, I was summoned to his lawyer’s office. I was told that Patrick had left Shamrock Sausages to me, hoping I would continue to run it. There are some conditions, the main one being that I bring the business back into the black within a year. If I don’t manage that, the business will go to Patrick’s widow.”

She scanned their faces. Anjali’s hands were pressed to her mouth—in disbelief, most likely. Lise was wide-eyed, her mouth open and closing like a goldfish. Lenny stared down at his hands, still twisted in his lap.

Only Kat remained composed. She linked her hands on the desk and leaned forward. “This is unexpected. We presumed that Maeve had inherited the business. Can I ask why Patrick left it to you?”

Clea wet her lips. “I learned at the reading of the will that I’m Patrick’s daughter. It apparently was news to Maeve and Zara as well as me. Patrick knew I have an MBA in business, and from our regular conversations, he obviously believed in me enough that he hoped I’d be able to keep Shamrock Sausages going. Maeve’s intention was to sell.”

Another silence. Kat locked stares with Lise for a moment. “This is a lot to take in, and we also need more information,” she told Clea. “Why should we believe you? Do you have proof of what you’re saying?”

“I do.” Clea picked up the briefcase and put it on her lap. The first clasp opened, but the second, predictably, stuck. She jiggled it, but it didn’t budge. Heat flared up her neck, and she thumped it on the ground. The case burst open, spilling papers, her wallet and phone, and a sandwich she’d bought at the servo on the way over.

Kat’s lips twitched. “You have a habit of hitting things that are broken.”

So much for her professional first impression. “You caught me at a bad time at the funeral,” Clea said with dignity.

“That was a bad time for all of us,” Lise said. “Let me help.” She kneeled and started gathering papers, handing them to Clea.

“Sorry about that.” Clea sighed. She found Michael Richmond’s letter and handed it to Kat. Their fingers brushed, and Kat’s hand twitched away as if she’d touched a hot stove. “Anyone is welcome to call Michael Richmond of Richmond Carlisle for additional verification.”

Kat read the letter. Her face was a mask as she handed the letter to Anjali.

When they’d all read it, Kat asked, “What are your plans?”

This was easier. Clea leaned forward. “I want to turn the business around, bring it back into profit. It’s a family company, with a history of fine products. I may not have known Patrick that well, but I already trusted him as an honest person and a good person. I want to do this for him. Repay his trust in me—and in all of you. His brother told me that Patrick valued all his employees and wanted to give you job security. I think Patrick knew Maeve wouldn’t be the best person to do that.”

“Are you?” Lise asked. Her round face bore a deep crease between her eyes. “With respect, Clea, do you have any experience in this type of business? Running a coffee shop is a long way from running a factory and supply business with thirty employees.”

“I don’t. But I intend to try. And I’m hoping all of you will support me.”

Anjali worried her bottom lip. “How much do you know about the financial side of the business?”

“Enough to know that it’s currently running at a loss. But there are some obvious ways to minimise that.”

“By redundancies?” Lenny looked up and hunched his shoulders.

“Not if I can help it,” Clea said firmly. “It’s not what Patrick would have wanted, and it’s obvious he thought highly of you all. I’d like to talk with you all individually, later.”

“So what will you do now?” Lise asked. “What about the rest of the staff? Are you going to tell them?”

“Of course. Not today, though. I’d like to pick all of your brains first. Lise, would you be able to call an all-staff meeting for tomorrow morning? Please don’t alarm anyone, but, equally, don’t tell them what it’s about.”

“Sure, I can do that.”

“You’ll want a space to work,” Kat said. She stood. “Patrick’s office would seem to be appropriate.”

Lise nodded. “There’s nowhere else.”

“I’ll take you there now,” Kat said.

“Thanks.” Clea stood as well. “What times work for all of you today? I’m thinking an informal chat so we can get to know each other a bit better and I can find out more about your roles.”

Lenny shuffled his feet. “I’m on the early shift, so I finish at two. I need to be on the factory floor for the last couple of hours.”

“Then why don’t you come first?” Clea shot him what she hoped was a friendly smile. “Say, twenty minutes?”

“Sure.” Lenny left as if his pants were on fire.

Clea hoped he would keep the news to himself until tomorrow morning. “Why don’t the rest of you work out what suits you best, timewise? I have no preference.”

With another smile, she picked up Sage’s case and followed Kat along the corridor.

“Anjali’s office,” Kat said with a wave of her hand. “Payroll, financials, and personnel records are in there. The break room is down the end, and that door leads to the factory floor. Lenny’s the best person to show you around there.” She led the way through Reception and out the other side. “Lise’s office. She normally deals with any callers. That door is Zara’s office. You’ve met her?”

Was Clea imagining it? Was there a coolness to Kat’s voice that hadn’t been there a second ago? “Briefly. I thought it best to talk with her another day.”

Kat threw open the final door. “This is—was—Patrick’s office. It’s a bit bare—Maeve and Zara came in and cleaned out a lot of things.” She bit her lip. “We all assumed Maeve would inherit the business, so none of us challenged her as to what she took. And, to be honest, I don’t know what would be considered the property of the business and what would be Patrick’s personal things. The artwork, for example.”

Clea looked around. Bare was an understatement. A large wooden desk, a worn-looking office chair, and an empty bookcase. Darker patches on the walls showed where the artwork would have been. A coffee mug proclaiming World’s Best Boss sat on the desk next to a litter of pens and assorted stationery. She walked around behind the desk. Most of the drawers stood open, and, apart from a couple of muesli bars, were empty.

This had been Patrick’s office. Clea closed her eyes against the wash of emotion. “What would have been in here?”

“I don’t know exactly. But Patrick kept most of his customer files on that bookcase. I’ll see if Anjali took them, but generally she only does the invoicing.” She pointed to a small metal door set into the left side of the empty bookcase. “Valuables are kept in that safe. I don’t know the code. Maeve might—Zara was asking about it when she came in here a couple of days ago.”

Michael had given her a document with bank account numbers and such. “I think I have it.”

“Maeve may have emptied it. I know there was some personal stuff in there.” Kat’s gaze lingered on the safe.

“That’s understandable,” Clea said. Or was it? She’d reached out to Maeve a couple of times after the first meeting in Michael’s office. Both times, the calls had gone to voicemail and she’d left a message saying she realised her existence was a huge shock, but she hoped they could all get past that and get to know each other. There had been no reply, and then Maeve had snubbed her at Patrick’s funeral. The hurt, the embarrassment, the crushing sadness that even in their shared sorrow Maeve was ignoring her, still cut deep.

“I’ll leave you to settle in,” Kat said. “Not that you’ve much to unpack.” Her gaze switched to Clea’s face. “I recognise you from the funeral, of course, although I didn’t know who you were then. I understand now why Maeve ignored you as she did.”

“It was a massive shock to all of us. Maeve, most of all, I think.”

“I can imagine.” Kat’s smile flickered, and there was the echo of the appealing woman she’d met in the car park. “I hope we can work well together, Clea. This was completely unexpected for all of us—but hopefully it’s for the best.”

“I hope so too.” Clea’s face ached from maintaining a neutral smile. Friendly and warm, but not creepy or intimate. Certainly nothing that hinted at how damn gorgeous she found Kat. “Thanks, Kat. I look forward to chatting with you later.”

When Kat had gone, Clea blew out a breath and ran her fingers over the top of the wooden desk. Patrick’s desk. There was already a thin layer of dust on the surface, as if Patrick’s presence had left the room. She closed the door, walked to the window, and pulled up the blind. The office looked out to the front car park. A couple of employees in dust coats and with paper caps covering their hair were having a smoke break on the far side of the car park. Was that okay in their factory garb? She didn’t know. She’d have to ask Lenny.

Clea went back to the desk and checked the drawers in turn. They were all empty. She frowned. Surely, there should be a computer? But Kat hadn’t mentioned its absence, so maybe it was kept somewhere else or Patrick was a paper-and-pen man. But there was no diary or address book, only an old-looking desk phone. She picked it up and was relieved to hear the dial tone. Patrick must have had a business mobile. Another thing to ask Anjali or Lise.

She put her case on the desk and flicked the clasps, banging the stiff one with a closed fist until it sprang open. She found the paper with bank account details listed. As she’d hoped, at the bottom was the security code for the building alarm and the code for the safe. She went over to it and entered the electronic code. It opened with a satisfying click.

It was empty.

She reached a hand to the back, feeling along the sides and the top, but her fingers touched only cool metal. Clea frowned. That wasn’t right. She’d expected the factory lease, the lease on the delivery truck, and other similar things. Maybe Anjali had them. But after what Kat had said about Maeve, she had to wonder.

A tentative tap on the door stopped her musings. “Hi Lenny. Come on in.”


Chapter 9

How Did It Come to This?

A few hours later, Clea rested her head on the empty desk. Worry threaded through her veins. Talking with Lenny had done little to boost her positivity—he appeared to be the silent type. Most of their chat had been her reassuring him that she was going to try her hardest to keep the factory going.

Lise and Anjali had been more upbeat, but Anjali, in particular, had painted a gloomier picture than the books alone had shown. Clea lifted her head and compressed her lips. When she’d asked Anjali about a string of large withdrawals over the months before Patrick’s death, Anjali has said they were done by Maeve, who had access to the account. Right there was one reason why Shamrock Sausages was struggling.

Clea pressed her fingertips to her temples. The withdrawals totalled many tens of thousands. They’d stopped since Patrick’s death, when Maeve’s access to the account had been suspended.

The day was giving her a tension headache. She wanted nothing more than to go home, collapse onto their shabby couch, and let Sage press a cold beer into her hand. But she still had to chat with Kat Nordling, the food scientist. She wasn’t even sure what a food scientist did.

A tap sounded on the door, and Kat poked her head around the half-closed door. “Is now a good time?”

“Sure. Come on in.” Clea waved her in and leaned back in her chair, trying to project a relaxed approach she wasn’t feeling.

Kat’s lab coat hung open over jeans and a striped shirt. She moved with a fluid grace, like a marathon runner.

Kat eyed her with a sympathetic gaze. “You look tired. Tough day?”

So much for appearing relaxed, but warmth stole through her chest at Kat’s kind words. “Somewhat. It’s like the first day of a new job but harder. Thanks for asking.”

A quick smile that lit Kat’s face enhanced the faint laughter lines around her eyes. “I remember my first day here. It was overwhelming. Patrick showed me around, introduced me to everyone. Shamrock Sausages had never employed a food scientist before, and although I was qualified, I’d never actually worked as one. I guess you could say we learned together.”

Clea found herself smiling in response. “I admit, I’m not exactly sure what you do. Food scientists seem to wear many different hats.”

“You’re right there. Some are more laboratory based. Some work in product development. We’re a small business, so I work across both of those, although we outsource most of our laboratory work. Mainly, I oversee the ingredients and manufacture from a nutritional and food safety point of view. But I also work on new sausage types, and I double as the health-and-safety officer, so I keep abreast of regulations. I liaise with Lenny and his staff a lot—they do the hands-on manufacture.”

“I see.” She didn’t, not really, but it made some sort of sense. Static buzzed in her mind. So much to learn, and most of it out of her previous experience. “I was studying the sales figures by product. There are a couple of items that show little sales. Who decides when a product is discontinued?”

“Patrick used to oversee all of that,” Kat said. “I’m aware of those figures, but while I’d suggest new types of sausage, for example, he had the final say.” She tilted her head and studied Clea. “Patrick came from a family line of butchers. He was adamant we keep making traditional items.”

“One of the last things he said to me was that he’d bring me some samples of the Black Pudding,” Clea murmured. “Such an ordinary thing to say. If only I’d known…”

“That’s just it, isn’t it?” Kat said gently. “Mostly, we can’t know. My last conversation with Patrick was about the footy, of all things, instead of anything meaningful. I think we just have to reflect back on the good times.”

“Thank you for sharing that. I guess I didn’t inherit the footy gene.”

Kat opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again. “Can I ask you something?”

Clea recalled herself to the present—this shabby, bare office. A building that had seen better days. And a woman who was gazing at her with compassion. It was all very different from the luxurious lawyers’ offices and Maeve and Zara’s hostility. “Sure. That’s what this meeting is about.”

“How far into the red are we? And do you truly believe you can turn it around?”

“I love how you start with the easy questions.” Clea tried a small smile. “I’m not really sure how to answer you, to be honest.” The figures ran through her mind: the lines of red on the profit and loss; the withdrawals from the bank account. There was an honest answer she could give—but how much could she trust Kat or any of the staff? After all, they all knew Maeve and Zara far better than they knew her. Maybe that’s where their loyalty would lie. “We’re enough into the red that I seriously considered turning down this inheritance. I’m no Patrick, with personal assets behind me. But, equally, now that it’s my business to make or break, I don’t have some of Patrick’s…obligations. So, yes, I do believe I can give it a red-hot go.”

Kat’s tongue touched her top lip.

The gesture drew attention to those full lips, and Clea dropped her gaze to the papers on her desk. “I’m going to have to rely on Patrick’s key staff to help me. That’s Anjali, Lise, Lenny, and you.”

Kat nodded slowly. “Patrick put a lot of trust in me in the past. He—” Kat’s mouth snapped shut, and she took a deep breath. “You’re the person he chose to lead the business. I owe it to him to support you, as he did me.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that more than you know.” For a moment, they stared at each other. Clea swallowed hard and dragged her gaze away from Kat, looking down at the papers on her desk “From your perspective, is there anything immediate you can think of that would cut costs?”

Kat hesitated. “There is…but…”

Clea tilted her head. “Go on.”

“Patrick always insisted on using ethically sourced ingredients. Think free-range pigs with room to roam, access to the outdoors. No sow stalls. Australian pork. There is cheaper meat available—but that is from battery-type farming.”

“Is that meat comparable?”

“Nutritionally, yes. There is some evidence to say that free-range meat has higher protein and less fat content, but studies are inconclusive.”

“Then we’ll stick with the suppliers and meat quality Patrick used. I grew up vegan. I haven’t been vegan since I left home, but I prefer to eat meat that has been treated humanely during its lifetime.”

A small smile flickered. “As do I. I’m glad you’re doing that Clea. Thank you.”

Clea met Kat’s eyes. They projected a steadfastness that reassured her.

She hoped her gut instinct was correct.

~ ~ ~

Kat opened the front door and dropped her work bag and the day’s mail on the spindly table by the door. A headache pounded at her temples and her stomach jumped and twitched like a frog in a sack.

What a day. What an unexpected about-turn of everything she thought she knew about Patrick and Shamrock Sausages. She carried on down the hallway to the kitchen at the rear and raised the blinds to let in the northerly light. Now she was in her own space, some of the day’s tension drained away. Her stomach growled, reminding her she’d missed lunch. She was supposed to have had lunch with Lise, but neither of them had wanted to leave the premises, Instead, they’d tried to reassure employees worried about the all-staff meeting called for the next morning. Kat just hoped their reassurances proved true.

Clea. Kat had recognised her instantly as the mystery woman Maeve had snubbed at Patrick’s graveside. The distressed woman with the old car that looked like it was held together by spit and willpower. Patrick’s daughter. Shock had kept her silent when Clea revealed that, but there had to be more to it. Clea looked to be in her late twenties—somewhat older than Zara. Where had Clea been until now? Who was her mother?

In her mind’s eye, she tried to see Patrick in Clea’s features. Those same clear, blue eyes, yes. Maybe a similar nose—long and sharp. But while Patrick’s nose had a bump on the ridge—a fight when he was young, he’d said, Clea’s was fine and elegant. Kat shook her head. Since when had she found anyone’s nose attractive? Since this week, apparently.

She recalled Clea’s stunned look as she had taken in the factory. She’d been nervous but trying to hide it, projecting a veneer of upbeat confidence. But for all her nerves, she’d been determined.

And beautiful. Her light-brown hair had framed a pale face, and it had taken Kat a serious effort to avoid gazing at her body. A true hourglass, with full breasts and hips. Gorgeous. But while Shamrock was a casual environment, Clea’s clothes were chain store. In the last few years, Patrick had put a lot of his own resources into keeping Shamrock going. Clea didn’t look as if she could fund the next staff breakfast.

Kat yanked open the fridge door, stumbling back when it sprang free. Wine. She wanted wine. And food. She pulled the cask of cheap white from the bottom shelf and shook it. There were maybe two or three glasses left. She poured herself one and returned the rest to the fridge. A quick glance at the rest of the contents showed a block of cheddar, half a loaf of bread, a couple of onions and carrots. For a moment, she considered ordering pizza, but no. Zara’s words about refinancing her loan swirled in her mind again. There was no way she could waste money on pizza. Not now. It would be a cheese-and-onion toastie for supper.

That reminded her. She set her wine on the table and returned to the hall to collect her mail. Junk mail, a flyer for pizza, another for a lawnmowing service—hadn’t they noticed her lack of anything mowable?—and a white envelope bearing the logo of her bank. Had they responded to her mortgage application already? She fumbled it open, but it was only her statement.

Kat picked up her wine and flung open the doors to the rear yard. The parched, brown grass was patchy in places, worn away under the Hills Hoist. The raised veggie beds her mum had so loved were chock-full of dying weeds. Maybe this weekend she’d get around to giving the beds some love. After all, growing veggies was cheaper than buying them. Her elderly neighbour’s dog Putchi snuffled along the fence line, and she went over to give him a scratch on his enormous hairy head. She should take him for a walk.

She opened her email on her phone and scrolled through the messages that had come in over the last few hours. One from her bank leaped out at her. That, surely, had to be a response to her loan application. Kat went back inside and sat on the stool at the breakfast bar, then took a large gulp of wine to fortify her. This had to be good news. She’d stuck with the same bank for years, repaid the overdraft, and had lived strictly within her salary ever since. Three years of perfect financial stability. Even if it did involve rather more baked beans on toast than she would have liked.

With a deep breath, she clicked the email.

Dear Ms Nordling,

With reference to your application to refinance 11 Correa Road, we regret to advise your application has been declined.

The email ran on into polite assurances that her business was valued and suggestions for improving her credit history. Kat closed her eyes, then reopened them and read it again, but the message was unchanged. Declined. Years with that bank, and they wouldn’t refinance an existing loan.

Oh, Mum. I might lose the house. But no. There were other banks, mortgage brokers, and credit unions she could apply to. Or maybe Zara would talk Maeve into keeping the loan going. After all, she’d never missed a payment to Patrick ever. And Maeve almost certainly didn’t need the money.

She frowned. Was her loan part of Shamrock Sausages? In which case, the decision wouldn’t be Maeve’s to make—it would be Clea’s. Hope pushed jagged spikes into her throat before reason kicked in. Clea didn’t know her at all, and Clea wanted to keep the business going. The most logical way to do that would be to call in the loan.

“Oh, Mum,” she said aloud. “How did it come to this?”

The urn of ashes on the shelf didn’t answer. But Kat knew how it had happened, and even if she could have the time again, she wouldn’t change anything. Her mother’s comfort and care in her final years was worth all the present pain and insecurity.



Chapter 10

Not Just Coffee Anymore

The all-staff meeting had gone better than Clea expected. All thirty-four staff had attended—except one. Zara was absent. Clea checked with Lise that she’d been contacted, and Lise confirmed that she had a read receipt from Zara’s email. Clea pushed that out of her mind and concentrated on the people in front of her.

By lunchtime, she’d seen eight people who’d had questions.

Clea pulled her sandwich from the cooler bag and regarded it glumly. She might now be the CEO of a million-dollar business, but she could still only afford cheese-and-pickle sandwiches for lunch.

Lise stuck her head in the door. “No one else to see you until this afternoon.” She came further into the room. “If you don’t mind me saying so, your lunch doesn’t look very appealing.”

Clea poked one curling corner of the bread. “Pickle saves most things.”

“There’s a sandwich toaster in the break room. That might buck it up a bit.”

It would, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to face the staff in a more casual setting. Her presence would probably stifle their conversation. She opened her mouth to refuse.

Lise held out a hand. “On second thought, if you want to keep hiding in here, I’ll toast it for you.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“No worries. Melted cheese can only make this sad thing better.”

“Thanks.” Abruptly, Clea remembered Kat’s comment from the day before. “Lise, did Patrick have a laptop or a desk computer?” She gestured at the expanse of bare desk. “Would you know where it is?”

Lise frowned. “He had a laptop. And it was always here—he never took it home. I hope Maeve didn’t take it when she was here clearing Patrick’s personal items.”

Clea hoped so too. “I guess I’ll have to ask her.”

Lise scooped up the sandwich and disappeared.

That was a solution to one problem, but the biggest issue still remained. Even the barest of courtesies demanded she speak with Maeve and confirm she’d removed her as a signatory from the Shamrock Sausages business account. She’d eat her lunch and then try calling her again.

Her desk phone rang, startling her out of her introspection. She sucked her upper lip. She had to start taking control of the company, and she may as well start now. She snatched up the phone before she could change her mind. “Clea Winneke.”

There was a moment’s silence on the other end before a voice said, “I apologise; I think I have the wrong number. Is this Shamrock Sausages?”

“It is,” Clea said. “Who do you wish to speak to?”

“Patrick Shanahan, please. This is Margo Lessing of Market Wholesale.”

Of course.

Clea’s breath hitched, and she took a deep breath. “Margo, I’m sorry to tell you that Patrick passed away unexpectedly three weeks ago. I’m Clea Winneke, the new CEO of Shamrock Sausages. How can I help you?”

“Ohhhh, I’m so sorry.” Margo’s voice dropped in pitch. “Patrick was a lovely man. I was calling to say my order didn’t arrive yesterday, but that’s understandable, given the circumstances.”

“I apologise, Margo. We’re still dealing with the transfer of the business. Your order should be on the truck for delivery today. Let me put you on hold and check that for you.”

She put the call on hold and drummed her fingers. Who would deal with delivery queries?

Lise appeared in the doorway, a plate in her hand. “Here you go. I added some biscuits from the communal tin.” She set the plate down on the desk. “Are you okay? You’re looking worried.”

Swiftly, Clea explained the call.

“I called Margo the day before yesterday to explain the order would be a day late,” Lise said, “but I had to leave a message—she obviously didn’t receive it. Give me a moment, then transfer the call to my phone.” She was gone before Clea had a chance to thank her or ask how she transferred a call. She made her best guess and was relieved to see it went through.

Her sandwich was edible, and Lise had picked chocolate biscuits for her, Fortified, she looked up Maeve’s number. Her hand hovered over the desk phone. Maybe she didn’t have to do this. After all, she’d left three messages for Maeve but was yet to hear back.

With a deep breath, she pressed Maeve’s number. When it answered, she nearly dropped the phone in shock.

“Is that you, Liz?” Maeve’s cultured voice, Irish, sure, but with an overlay of pomposity, came down the line.

“Hello, Maeve. This is Clea Winneke. Do you have a few moments? It’s important that I speak with you regarding the business.”

Silence echoed for a moment. Would Maeve end the call? Clea gripped the handset harder.

“I don’t believe we have anything to say to each other,” Maeve said. “And if I choose to contest that ridiculous will, then any contact will be through our respective lawyers.”

Clea’s heart stalled for a second. Contest the will? She’d never thought of that. “This is a courtesy call to save you potential embarrassment. I’m letting you know that I’ve acted on professional advice and that, going forward, the temporary block on you as a signatory on the Shamrock Sausages bank accounts is now permanent. As you are not an employee, director, or management, you have no ties with the company except as the landlord. You are no longer able to withdraw money.”

“It is my late husband’s money,” Maeve said in a voice that could have blown straight from the Antarctic. “I have every right.”

Doubt slammed into her in the face of Maeve’s assured voice. Was she right? But no…Michael had said he’d acted on Patrick’s instructions to block Maeve’s access. “I understand why you’d think that, but the…the business accounts are separate from his personal assets.” Her voice quivered, and she sucked in a quick breath. “You have no more right to the business accounts than I do to Patrick’s personal ones.”

“You will not get a penny from them. And if you try, I will prosecute you for attempted theft.”

An ice-cold anger stole over her. “I only want what is legally mine.” She gripped a pen in her fist so hard it bent. She’s hurting. Make allowances. “One more thing I’d like to ask you: I opened the safe, and it was empty. I realise Patrick most likely kept personal documents in there, but my understanding is there were also business contracts, deeds, and records. Maybe you took them by mistake? Maybe you also took Patrick’s business laptop in error?”

“It’s a personal laptop.”

“Lise says Patrick used it purely for business and never took it home. If you’ve taken it, and the documents…by mistake…I’d appreciate if you could return them to the premises by close of business tomorrow. If you don’t have them, I’ll have to assume they’ve been stolen and act accordingly.”

“Anyone could have taken the laptop.”

“Any investigation would start with those known to have access to Patrick’s office.” Her fingers shook, and she clenched her fist.

“I will ask Zara if she picked it up. It’s possible she needed it for her work.”

Right. Zara. “Please do check with her. I’d also appreciate if you could ask her to call me. She is obviously entitled to bereavement leave, but I’d like to discuss her projects as soon as she is able.”

“I’ll pass on the message. Now, if that is all?”

“Not quite. Patrick’s will states I’m entitled to three of Patrick’s personal items of my choosing. I’d like to arrange a time to come over and select them.”

“It’s not convenient. My daughter and I wish to be left alone to grieve.”

Clea hesitated. The woman was as choppy and awkward as any she’d encountered, but all the same, she’d just lost her husband unexpectedly and learned he had another child. “I understand. Maeve, I’m truly sorry for your loss. Patrick was a good and kind person, and I miss him greatly. I’ll contact you another time about the personal items.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your thoughts.” The call clicked off.

This inheritance was already proving to be difficult. Why couldn’t you have left me a couple of photos and $500? She snorted. Despite the less than glorious beginning, this was still a golden opportunity on a tin plate. But without the laptop, she was limited in what she could do. Maybe there was a spare she could use. Clea rose and headed to the door, rounding the corner straight into someone tall, slim, and definitely female. She took a step back and rubbed her shoulder.

“Sorry.” Kat also stepped back. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

“No damage done. Were you coming to see me?”

“I was, yes. Have you got a moment—it’s about my laboratory access.”

“I have several moments, all of them very long, until I can find Patrick’s laptop. I think Maeve has it.”

Kat’s lips compressed. “She was here and left with several large boxes. I have no idea what was in them, though.”

“I can’t do much without a computer. Ideally, Patrick’s, but I’ll take anything that connects to the company network at this point. I was on my way to see Lise.”

“I have a spare you can use.” Kat’s long fingers refastened her tight bun at the back of her head. “You can ask Lise to give you Patrick’s access.”

“Thanks. First, though, what did you want to know?”

“It can wait. Let’s get the laptop first.” Kat turned and walked back down the corridor.

Clea fell into step with her. They were almost the same height, and their strides matched. How long since she’d had that? If they were girlfriends, they could hold hands and walk down the street in perfect sync.

Stop that, Clea.

She slapped that thought back to whatever tiny corner of her mind it had come from.

Kat led the way into her office. “It’s here.” She closed the door to access a tall cupboard in the corner and pulled out a rather battered laptop. The case had a burn on one corner, and the mouse and power cord were tangled in a knot. “Sorry about the case. I dropped acid on it. Lucky I got to it before it ate through. The computer works fine, though.”

“Thanks.” Clea took it and folded her arms around it, holding it to her chest. “The laptop isn’t the only thing missing. The safe was empty. I know you said there was personal stuff in it, but I’d expected other documents.”

Kat’s eyes hooded. “Have you asked Maeve?”

“I tried, yes. I’m not her favourite person.”

“I guess that’s understandable.”

“The lawyer’s meeting was a shock for a few people.” Clea clutched the laptop. Maybe it was unprofessional to discuss this with Kat, but, apart from Sage, she had no one she could talk to. Kat’s eyes were kind and radiated calm. Clea hoped she was reading her right; if she was Maeve’s BFF, this conversation would not end well. “Did Maeve come in here often?”

Kat lifted a shoulder. “Hardly ever. The Christmas party, and that seemed under sufferance. She’d sweep in to see Patrick sometimes, ignoring all of us straight into Patrick’s office, no matter if the door was closed or he was with someone.”

“She sounds delightful.”

Kat huffed a laugh. “Consider this as a friendly warning—Maeve’s high maintenance. Patrick always looked stressed after her visits. But he stuck by her, wouldn’t say a word against her. I guess he loved her.”

“Then why leave the business to me? Surely, if he loved Maeve that much, he’d have wanted her to have it?”

“I guess we’ll never know.” Kat looked down at her boots.

“Michael—the lawyer—said that Patrick wanted the business to continue. I want that too. I guess that’s where I differ from Maeve.”

“We all want that. Well, most of us do. Obviously, to some, it’s just a job, and they’ll be gone at the first sign of difficulty. But me, Lise, Anjali, Lenny, some of the factory workers who’ve been here for over twenty years—there are plenty of people here who’ve got your back.”

The knot of tension in her chest loosened a little at Kat’s words. “Thanks—you have no idea how much I needed to hear that. This is all so surreal. This morning, getting dressed, I automatically reached for my coffee shop uniform.”

Kat laughed, a low sound that rippled pleasantly over Clea’s ears. “We’re pretty casual dressers here. I’ve seen people wearing worse.”

She stepped further into Kat’s office and set the laptop on her desk. “Want me to bring you a Yarra Grind shirt? It’s what the best-dressed barista-about-town is wearing.”

“Take a walk through the factory. There are a couple of people who regularly come in on early shift in their PJs.” She lifted a shoulder. “No one minds. And apparently the flannel PJs are warm and cosy.”

“Is that your office wear?” Her mind flashed to an image of Kat in her nightwear. Striped flannel grandad pyjamas? A long T-shirt and undies, her long legs bare?

“Not yet. It’s not off the cards, though.” Kat looked down at her jeans and casual shirt.

“I won’t enforce it as a dress code.” She pulled at the collar of her own blue-and-black shirt. She needed to shop for clothes—it was all very well joking about wearing PJs to work, but not for her. Not for the CEO.

For a second, her old insecurities rose in her throat until she thought she might choke on them. With an effort, she pushed them down. Kat supported her, and others too. She met Kat’s gaze and smiled. “That’s good to know. To think that two weeks ago, I was running a coffee shop. Now I’m CEO of a sausage factory.”

Kat laughed. “Stranger things have happened. Although I’m not sure what!”


Chapter 11

Uncomfortable Realities

Kat stared at the email from a credit union regretting they were unable to approve her application for refinancing. That made five applications now, all rejected quicker than shit off a shovel. She checked her list. If the West Melbourne Credit Union also rejected her, it would be a full house.

It was time to call a mortgage broker.

She rose from the nook in the living room where her laptop sat. So far, there’d been no word from Maeve about the loan. Did that mean Maeve was too grief-stricken to do anything about it? Or was she even now writing Kat to call it in? Or did it mean that it was, after all, a loan from the business? Kat couldn’t remember how it had been set up. She repaid it monthly via direct debit. Oh! Of course. That would tell her.

She opened her banking app and scrolled to regular payments. The details of the account she repaid to flashed up in front of her. Patrick Shanahan. A personal account. That meant Maeve now owned the loan. Kat wasn’t sure which was worse: Maeve, whom she at least had a slight personal connection to, or Clea, whom she barely knew at all but seemed more approachable and reasonable than the stand-offish Maeve.

Kat rose and went to the front porch. The house had been fine when she and her mum had shared it. For one person, it was large and echoey. She paused at the front bedroom. Her mum’s room. It had been unused for nearly four years—ever since her Mum went into dementia care. As long as she kept the room untouched, Kat had been able to fool herself that, one day, her mum would come home. Death had a way of ending foolish thoughts, though.

She pushed open the door and went across to the front blinds, lifting them up to let in the late-afternoon sun. Dust drifted down to the watermarked windowsill. She should get a quote to repair the window so it didn’t leak every time there was a storm from the west. Ha! Good luck with that. No tradie would work for what I can afford to pay.

Maybe she could take on a second job, pay off the loan faster. Maybe that would be enough to appease Maeve.

Maybe.

Kat smoothed the dusty quilt on the bed and plumped the pillows. Then she returned to her laptop to hunt for reputable mortgage brokers.

~ ~ ~

When Clea arrived the next morning, Lise greeted her at the front desk. “I hope you’ve brought your muscles. These were dropped off early this morning.” She gestured to a laptop bag and an untidy pile of what looked like ledgers. “It’s Patrick’s laptop and the account books from his office. Of course, most of them are now electronic.”

“Who dropped them off?” Clea asked.

“Zara. She just turned around and went straight back out again.”

“Did she say anything about calling me?”

Lise shook her head. “She’s not the chatty kind, if you get my drift. Doesn’t really have friends here.”

Clea sucked her lower lip. How long should she give Zara to contact her? Was a week enough? After that, she’d have to get fierce—and that wouldn’t help her chances of getting to know Zara on a personal level. She scooped up the laptop and as many of the books as she could manage. “Don’t suppose you know Patrick’s password?”

“Maevezarastarshine. All lowercase, no spaces.” Lise grinned. “He wasn’t very original, although I never understood the starshine part.”

Clea’s lips froze, and she could barely form the words. “It’s my middle name.”

“Guess that explains it.” Lise radiated sympathy. “Gaining and losing a father in the blink of an eye must have been a massive shock for you. If you ever want to talk, I’m here. I’m a clam with secrets, so you don’t need to worry the whole factory will hear.”

“Thanks. Maybe I’ll take you up on that.” But it was Kat’s high cheekbones and expressive face that sprang into her mind. Lise seemed friendly and approachable, but Kat had a steadiness about her that was appealing. As if once she gave you her friendship, she’d always be by your side. A bit like Sage.

She deposited the laptop on her desk and went to get a coffee. Lenny was there, talking with someone in overalls, but the conversation stopped as she entered.

“How’s things, Lenny?” She smiled, hoping she appeared friendly rather than sinister.

“Good. All’s fine.” Lenny shuffled his feet. “Gotta set up the six-monthly service on the packing machine.”

“You usually do that?”

“Yeah.”

“Then please go ahead as usual. We need to keep the sausages sausage-ing.” Mentally, she slapped a hand to her forehead. Sausages sausage-ing? Where the hell had that come from? The way Lenny was looking at her, he was wondering the same thing. She turned to his companion and held out a hand. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Clea.”

“Rick. I’m the handyperson. I do the building and grounds maintenance, fix small things and so on. My wife Cyn works on the factory floor.” He shook her hand. “Better get back to it.”

Lenny followed him out without a word. What was all that about? Clea shrugged. Maybe Lenny was just shy.

She made a cup of instant coffee, trying not to compare it to the freshly ground espresso at Yarra Grind. And that was another thing. Kayla was covering for her for now, but after that, she was expected back. Was she going to return? She needed to make rent and feed herself. If Shamrock couldn’t give her some sort of salary, then she’d need to return to Yarra Grind, at least part-time.

Clea went back to her office and booted up Patrick’s laptop. The background was a photo of him with Maeve and Zara. They were all smiling at the camera, the perfect happy family. Clea’s smile slid off her face. Patrick was gone, and Maeve and Zara were making it clear there was no room for her.

She clicked on the accounting program, then on the bank. For the next hour, she worked steadily, making notes of where the money went. Then she checked the overdue invoices. She whistled through her teeth. There was nearly one hundred and fifty thousand owed to Shamrock. Who called their overdue customers? Maybe Anjali. She added another item to her list. Shamrock also owed over one hundred thousand to their creditors.

Clea worked her way through payroll. Patrick drew a salary that was over four times what she earned in the coffee shop yet was still modest for a CEO. She jotted a note on the pad. The other workers earned more or less what she would expect—except for one. Zara earned nearly as much as Patrick. It was a family business, after all, but surely Zara had some accountability. Her title was Digital Content Manager. Clea pulled up Shamrock’s socials. The scant postings seemed to be a rehash of old content—certainly nothing new or exciting.

Talk with Zara, she wrote on her list and underlined it three times.


Chapter 12

Some of Us Are Coffee Snobs, and Some of Us Aren’t

A tap on the door brought Clea out of her thoughts. The door opened and Kat stuck her head around. “Lise and I are going to the coffee stand across the road for our break. Want to come? It gets us into the sunlight for a few minutes.”

Clea locked the screen and closed the lid. “Sure. That sounds good. The instant coffee doesn’t really cut it.”

They waited in Reception while Lise talked on the phone. After a minute, she mouthed go without me and rolled her eyes.

Kat led the way across the street, where a vintage caravan set up as a coffee stand was doing good business.

“Hiya, Kat.” The young Black woman behind the counter leaned across. “Your usual?”

“Yes, please, but just coffee; no cake today. Hassana, this is Clea. She’s the new CEO.”

“Nice to meet you,” Hassana said. “Guess I’ll see you here often, unless you like instant coffee.”

Her smile was infectious, and Clea found herself smiling back. “If your coffee’s good, I’ll definitely be here.”

“A challenge!” Hassana laughed. “What can I get you?”

“Just a latte, please.”

Hassana’s eyebrows rose. “That’s it? Kat here has it all frilly with almond milk, a shot of caramel, and double hot.”

“That’s it.” You could disguise bad coffee with syrups and fancy milk, but a latte showcased the beans, and the barista’s skill.

Kat led them across to the standing tables. “You’ll like it. Hassana’s good. Although”—she nudged Clea companionably—“you’re a barista. You’ve doubtless got higher standards than me. And don’t ask Lise. She puts four sugars in hers.”

“I’m not a barista now.” At least, she hoped she wasn’t. “But, yeah, once a coffee snob, always a coffee snob.” She should get at least a pod coffee machine for the break room.

She watched Kat across the small table. “How are you doing? It must be difficult for you now that Patrick’s gone. I hear you and he were close.”

“We were friendly. And, yes, I miss him. I miss him watching Gaelic football on his phone, and the way he’d bring random small treats for people. Everyone here got something at least once every couple of months: speciality tea; chocolate; Matchbox cars for Lenny, who collects them; bright socks for Ben, who always wears odd ones. Did he ever give you anything?”

Apart from a potentially million-dollar company? “Once, when I didn’t have a pen on me, he gave me a silver fountain pen, the sort with real ink that you fill from a bottle.” She managed a wobbly smile. “I should bring it in here. It’s in a drawer at home.”

“You should.” Kat regarded her with an intent gaze. “Do you live near here?”

“Abbotsford, the other side of the city. I share with my best mate—we have done since uni days. It’s a tiny flat with dodgy air conditioning on a really busy street. But neither of us have much money, so it works for us.”

“Maybe that’s about to change,” Kat said. Her eyes crinkled appealingly as she smiled.

“Not if I want to get Shamrock into the black. I’ve been looking at the figures…I think it’s possible. Mainly because I don’t have a family to support.”

Kat’s lips compressed. “We all know about Zara. She had a habit of leaving her payslips around. It was as if she was putting her middle finger up—Look how much I earn and how little I have to do for it sort of thing.”

“I have to talk with her. I need to check her contract, though, see what it says.”

“Probably very little.” Kat watched her steadily. “Patrick’s contracts were always sparse. He used to say he preferred to trust people, but workplace practice meant he had some things in writing.”

Her eyes were striking. A clear dark blue, almost navy. Such a contrast with her pale skin and nearly platinum hair. Was it natural? Probably. It went with her skin tone.

“Some HR records were tucked in the books that Maeve returned. Maybe Zara’s contract is there.”

“A good place to start looking. Also, there’s another contract that—”

“Sorry, sorry.” Lise hurried up to them. “I couldn’t get off the phone. It was an employment agency—Best Foot Forward. Patrick contacted them a few weeks ago with a view to hiring someone to help his digital content manager. Apparently, she’s snowed under with work and needs an assistant.” Lise shot a meaningful glance at Kat, who stared down at her coffee, lips twitching. “The agency has someone really great who’s just finished a contract elsewhere. I explained about Patrick and said our new CEO would be in contact. I hope that’s okay, Clea.”

“That’s fine. I’ll call her. I’ll have to speak with Zara first, though—find out why she needs an assistant. I can’t see that she’s produced much so far.”

Lise and Kat exchanged another look. “She hasn’t produced anything new at all,” Lise said. “I’m sorry, Clea. I don’t like to speak badly of anyone, but I’ll make an exception for Zara. I don’t believe she has any intention of working. She just draws the salary.”

Clea looked across at Kat. “What’s your honest opinion?”

“I agree with Lise. ‘Working’ at Shamrock was just a way for Patrick to give Zara money. She always was his blind spot.”

“I won’t hire an assistant for Zara if she’s not doing the work. I’ll let the agency know.”

“Good luck talking with Zara,” Lise said. “Patrick wouldn’t hear a word against his family.”

And now Zara was her family, even if Zara didn’t want to acknowledge it. But do I have to take on Patrick’s way of doing this? Kat and Lise’s faces across the table stared at her, Lise’s wary, as if worried she’d said too much, Kat’s cool and poised, radiating calm.

No. I won’t let Zara drag Shamrock down. But making that happen wasn’t going to be easy.

~ ~ ~

“The staff breakfast is tomorrow.” Kat stuck her head around Clea’s door a few days later. “Seven sharp. Most everyone comes—for the free food and the chat. Do you want to do it Patrick’s way, or are you going to start a new tradition?”

Clea pushed aside the list of potential places to advertise she’d been studying. “Patrick cooked on the BBQ in the car park?” She rubbed her eyes. “A couple of different sausages, plus you sometimes tried out the new ideas using the staff as guinea pigs.”

“That’s about it.” Kat entered fully and moved a box of the paper hats the factory staff wore from the chair to the floor. “Anything you want to change?” She sat, and the white lab coat she was wearing fell open, showing a long, lean length of leg encased in faded denim.

“We should usher in the new era at Shamrock. How about as well as the sausages, we include some other things? Eggs, tomatoes. Maybe some fruit on the side?”

“The dietitian I once thought I’d be approves. I’ll stop on the way home and get that. Are you going to rule the BBQ?”

“Honestly? I’m a really bad cook. Is there anyone else who’d like to do it?”

“Lenny stood in before when Patrick was away. He did a good job.”

“Thanks. I’ll ask him.”

When Kat had left, Clea rose and went down to the factory floor. The clatter of machinery and the buzz of chatter from the packing area rang through her head. She found Lenny staring at a hopper, a sheet of paper in his hand.

“Hi,” she said.

Lenny startled, and the paper scrunched in his hand. He turned to face her.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I guess you didn’t hear me over the noise.”

“I didn’t, but that’s okay. I should be used to people appearing suddenly.”

Clea studied the hopper. “What does this do?”

“Mixes the ingredients for the sausages. The meat is ground over there”—he indicated with a jerk of his head—“ then the rest of the ingredients for a particular type of sausage go in the top. They’re mixed around, then they’re extruded through the sausage casing.”

When he didn’t say more, Clea asked him if he’d be able to cook the staff breakfast the next day. “Yeah, I can do that. You’ll set the food aside in the cool room as usual?”

“Show me where you want it.”

He led her across to the enormous refrigerated rooms where the finished products were stored. “There, in the corner.”

“No worries.” She’d ask Kat how much she needed. She looked around the room. Knotted ropes of sausages hung on hooks; boxes of black pudding and sausages lined the shelves.

“It’ll look different tomorrow,” Lenny said. “Delivery truck going out this arvo.”

Deliveries meant invoices. Invoices meant payment. Payment meant a small step to revitalising the business. And that was a good thing.


Chapter 13

Not Cardboardeaux

The light was fading when Kat left work. She locked the door and went toward her car. Her stride hitched. In the CEO space, Clea’s battered Subaru had the bonnet up. Clea leaned in, fiddling with something.

Kat changed direction. “Won’t it start again?”

Clea straightened. “No, and hitting it with the hammer isn’t working.” She lowered the bonnet. “I’ll call an Uber.” The dying sunlight painted her light-brown hair with a sheen of gold.

“It’ll take a while to get one. I can drive you. Abbotsford, right? Shouldn’t take too long.” It would be no hardship to be close to Clea for the drive.

Clea worried her lower lip with her teeth. “Are you sure? Where do you live?”

“Mentone.” She shrugged. “Apart from getting the stuff for tomorrow’s employee breakfast, I’m not doing anything tonight.”

“Well, if you’re sure, that would be great. We can get the food on the way.”

Kat went across to her Volvo and unlocked it. She slid in and waited for Clea to get settled before reversing out and onto the road.

Clea patted the leather armrest. “You keep this well. It’s very stately.”

“It was my mother’s. She bought it new and was meticulous about servicing it.” Which was yet another thing she couldn’t afford.

“Has she moved onto something smaller now?”

“You could say that. She’s moved into an urn on my bookshelf.” Kat slanted her a glance. “Please don’t apologise for asking. It was a while ago now.”

“Still. I shouldn’t have presumed.” Clea bit her lip.

“It’s understandable you’d think that. Mum was young—only in her late fifties—but she had early-onset dementia. It’s a cruel disease.” This close to Clea, Kat caught a drift of her scent. Something light and floral that reminded her of forests, of sunlight, of bushwalks—although it had been many months since she’d had time for that.

“I’m sorry. Were you working at Shamrock when it happened?”

“Yes, and Patrick was very good to me, with time off and so on. One reason I owe him my loyalty.” And the other was the loan hanging over her head. Was now the time to mention it? Maybe not. Maybe this was the time to get to know Clea a little better rather than diving in with a request. And her last conversation with a mortgage broker had been promising. He’d intimated he’d be able to find financing for her.

Clea was silent. Was she thinking about the father she barely knew? Or maybe she was thinking about the best place to stop for eggs and tomatoes. “Is your mother around?” That seemed a safe way of phrasing it.

She sensed rather than saw Clea’s smile across the dim car. “She is. Tamsin lives in a hippie commune in Far North Queensland. She’s a lot more settled now than when I was growing up, but she’s still the poster woman for flower power.”

“That would have been a different childhood.”

“Different, yes, not necessarily bad, though. I was homeschooled for much of it, which translated to running wild with the other kids, going on nature walks, and learning how to cook vegan food.” Clea turned toward her. “I haven’t actually told her I’ve inherited a sausage factory.”

“Mmm, that would be awkward. Maybe you can work on a vegan line. Using soy protein and tempeh or something.”

Clea made a face. “I had way too much soy when I was a kid. I started eating meat when I left home. Tamsin doesn’t approve, although she doesn’t try to change me.”

“She sounds interesting.”

“That’s one way of putting it.” Clea grimaced. “I wished for a suburban house with a fence, and a dog and a mother who worked in an office rather than attending peace rallies. Now I understand where she’s coming from, but at thirteen, she was a major source of embarrassment.”

Kat turned onto the Nepean Highway and accelerated to the speed limit. The motor dealerships and large stores flashed past. “Guess we all want what we don’t have. I wanted a pony, but that’s not the same.”

Clea laughed. “Me too, but I’d have settled for a kitten. Tamsin didn’t—still doesn’t—think it’s right to keep pets. Taking away their freedom. I’d love a dog, but my housemate and I can’t keep one in our flat.”

“When you make a success of Shamrock, maybe you’ll be able to move.” Kat flashed her a smile.

“Thanks for the support.”

There was a break in Clea’s voice that hadn’t been there before. Was she upset?

“I’m struggling big-time with this. Impostor syndrome by the truck load. Oh, I have the qualifications on paper, but practical experience, not so much. You’re the first person since Patrick who’s said they believe in me.”

Kat concentrated on the flow of traffic, on the river of tail-lights on the highway. “I meant it. Why wouldn’t you make a go of this?” When she glanced across at Clea, the woman’s finger was tapping her lower lip as she thought. Kat’s grip tightened on the steering wheel as a curl of heat arrowed through her chest. Clea’s long finger, with its short, buffed nail, was doing strange things to Kat’s insides. No. Things are complicated enough right now. She had to talk about the loan; that had to be her priority.

Clea huffed a laugh. “Lack of experience, lack of working capital, the burden of Patrick’s family.” She ticked the points off on her fingers. “When I think about everything I don’t have, I want a glass of wine and some conversation that isn’t related to sausages.”

Was that a hint? Without analysing her reason, Kat swung off the highway into the small suburb of Gardenvale. “There’s a wine bar here that has really good red wine. Food, too, but it’s pricey.” She lifted an eyebrow. “I’ve got time if you have.”

“What about the eggs and tomatoes?”

“There’s a local supermarket opposite.” Kat slowed to a crawl, looking for a space. She found one and nosed in. “No pressure.”

“Let’s do it.”

The wine bar was half full, and they found seats at the counter by the window. A train rumbled over the bridge, and behind them, a group of women were having a hilarious time with their not-book club.

“We must talk about Haruki Murakami,” one said. “We can’t just keep drinking wine!”

“Why not?” another replied, and the group dissolved into laughter.

“That sounds like my sort of book club,” Clea said. “It’s certainly the only sort of club I’d have time to join. Maybe I should ask them for an application.”

“I’d join too. Especially if there was cheese as well.”

Clea pulled over a menu. “White or red? I’ll get this, as a thank you for driving me home.”

A frisson of relief passed through Kat’s chest. She hadn’t even thought about money when she’d made the offer, only about Clea looking so lost. “Thank you. I’ll have a glass of white, please. Verdelho, if they have it.”

“I see they do.”

The server approached, and Clea ordered.

“So, what do you do outside of work?” Clea picked up a coaster and ran her finger around the edge. “Don’t feel you have to answer, but I’m asking personally, not as your boss. To be honest, I don’t feel like anyone’s boss, but if you’d prefer, we can sit in silence and stare out of the window or talk about work.”

“I like the personal touch.” Kat cringed as she said it. That sounded almost creepy. “I mean, I’m friends with Lise and Anjali, why not with you as well?” Friends? Yes, that she could do.

“Thank you. I’m a novice at navigating this type of relationship. I’m friends with one of the baristas at the coffee shop, though, and that’s not a problem.”

“Friends, then.” She pushed down the twist of disappointment that said that really wasn’t what she wanted. It was the sensible thing to do. “Honestly, I do very little. I walk on the beach, read, go out with friends.” Although there hadn’t been much of that. Her perilous financial state had dramatically limited her social life. And she was still trying to make the house feel like her home, rather than the place she took care of for her mother, but she wasn’t going to tell Clea that.

“Parties? Gigs? Or quiet drinks and coffee?”

“The latter. What about you?”

“My housemate, Sage, works security at pubs and clubs, so I can often get in for free. That hasn’t happened much lately, though.” A cheeky grin peeped through. “I’m not too sure why…”

“Too much time stalking the streets with a meat cleaver? Side hustle as a romance novelist, pouring out angst and throbbing hearts onto the page?”

Clea laughed. “I’d love to do that. I read enough.”

“Murder mysteries or romances?”

“Romances. I always have something by the bed. Nothing puts me in a happy place like a good happy-ever-after.”

“I should try that.” It would be the only throbbing heart she’d have.

“Let me guess.” Clea propped her chin on her hand.

Her finger tapped her chin again, and Kat fought not to stare, and not to think what else that finger could do.

“You read either Nordic dark noir or literary science fiction?”

“I didn’t know literary sci-fi was a thing. I’ll have to find some. And I don’t read noir—too depressing—but my mother loved it. I pick up whatever catches my eye at the library. Right now, it’s Haruki Murakami.” Kat sat back as the server approached with their wine.

“You should definitely join their book club.” Clea nodded at the group still laughing and still not talking about books. She lifted her glass of red. “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” Kat echoed, and they clinked glasses. “Abbotsford has a lot of great pubs and clubs. Where does Sage work?”

“The queer clubs mostly. Bars for women in Collingwood, sometimes the gay clubs.”

So, by implication, Clea went to queer spaces. That didn’t mean she was queer, though. Maybe she went purely because Sage worked there.

“Weekend after next, I’m helping Sage on their stall at a pride event in Brunswick. They sell the jewellery they make.”

“Sounds great.”

“It’s a free event. Come along if you’re not doing anything and you’re comfortable in queer spaces. Last year was awesome. Very joyful.”

Kat stared down at her glass. So Clea was part of the rainbow family in some way. Not that it changed anything. She was still her gorgeous boss, still off limits in the potentially too messy box. “I’d cross the city for a good pride event. I’ll look it up.” Had Clea assumed she was straight? “Maybe. You can never have too much joy in your life.”

Clea blinked as if startled. “I might see you there, then.”

“Do you have much?” Kat added after a moment, even as she wondered if Clea would think it was crossing a line, a thick, black one marked too personal.

“Honestly? Life is a slog right now. Sage and I barely make rent some months, and we run a tight ship. Cheap wine, simple food. This”—she lifted her glass—“is a treat.”

“Then I’m happy you chose to share it with me. But things will get better for you now?”

“I hope so. It will take the pressure off Sage too. We’ve helped each other out since uni days.”

“Are you partners?” Her breath was shallow as she waited for Clea’s answer. Although it shouldn’t matter. She was still her boss.

“No, never have been. We’ve been best mates, though, ever since we met when we simultaneously grabbed the same jacket in an op shop.”

The warmth of possibility was back in her chest, and Kat crushed it. “Who ended up with it?”

“We tossed a coin, and Sage won. But we then browsed the shop together, and they picked out another one for me. We basically have a communal wardrobe. This shirt is Sage’s.” Clea sipped her wine.

“I’m sure it looks better on you than Sage.” She blinked. Where had that come from? “I mean, I don’t know Sage, but those colours are stunning on you.”

Clea quirked a smile. “Thanks. Do you specialise in compliments? You’re very good at them.”

“Ignore me. I mean, don’t ignore the compliments—I mean those—but ignore that I’m probably being too familiar.”

Clea tapped the back of Kat’s hand where she fiddled with the drink coaster. “Don’t stress, Kat. I’m normally the awkward one. I totally get it.” She sipped her wine. “What about you? Are you still mates with people from uni?”

Kat’s embarrassment eased a little with the change of subject. “Some. But I went to uni in central Queensland. Food science positions aren’t that common—so my friends are very spread out. Some work in America, others in Europe. My bestie from those days lives in Maine. She’s always sending me photos of moose and fall leaves.”

“Nothing like a cute animal with a big nose for that ahhh factor.”

“That could describe my ex-girlfriend,” Kat said. She hadn’t planned on saying that, but at least now Clea had no doubts that Kat dated women.

Clea’s eyelashes lowered momentarily, and an enticing blush stole into her cheeks. So, not immune to Kat, then.

“Why is she your ex?” Clea asked.

“Because she’s in Italy now. Also because she was kind of toxic. She put a tracker in my car and would ‘accidentally’ turn up when I was out with friends.”

“That’s not kind of toxic; that’s serious stalker toxic.” Clea leaned closer. “I can’t match that, but an ex of mine read tarot cards. People said she was great at it, but every time she read mine, instead of the rather vague ‘you are at a crossroads in your life’ type of thing, or ‘drive carefully on the full moon’, she’d tell me I had already met my soulmate and should let myself love her back unreservedly. That my first child would be a Taurus, born the next year.”

“She sounds perfect! And so intuitive.” Kat rolled her eyes. “Do I need to ask why she’s your ex?”

“She used the tarot for every decision, even when deciding between pizza or burgers for dinner. I had enough of it.”

“I wonder what her deck was like: The High Priestess, Death, the Tower Burger, the Hawaiian Lovers with Extra Pineapple.”

Clea laughed, and the sound rippled through Kat’s body. Oh, this was not good. In a social setting, Clea was all too easy to talk to. All too attractive. And when she leaned forward like that, Kat got a glimpse of the shadowy cleft between her breasts, a hint of black material. She kept her eyes fixed on Clea’s face.

Without realising it, she’d finished her wine, and Clea’s was nearly empty as well. She waited while Clea finished the last few drops, then slid from her seat. “If you don’t mind, we should go. I’d much rather stay here and have another glass of wine, but I should take you home.”

Clea stood too. “Maybe we can do this another time.” She touched the back of Kat’s hand. “Sometime when we don’t have to rush off.”

“I’d like that.” Her gaze dropped to Clea’s lips. I’d like more than that.

After a quick stop in the supermarket for the eggs, tomatoes, and fruit, they returned to the car.

They were silent as they passed through East St Kilda and then Melbourne’s ritzy suburbs of South Yarra and Toorak.

“I’ll need directions once we’ve crossed the river,” Kat said. The Volvo ran smoothly down the hill crossing the Yarra by the old silos.

Clea directed her to do a U turn at the lights. “Pull over where you can. I live there.” She pointed to an older block of apartments. The front yard was overgrown, and paint was peeling from the entrance door. “It’s noisy but close to where I used to work.” She rolled her eyes. “Used to. Ha! I’m still sort of working there.”

Maybe she had loyalty to her previous employer. Maybe she needed to keep her options open until she was sure all would continue well at Shamrock. A van pulled out in front of her, and Kat dived into the vacant space.

“Thanks for the lift.” Clea turned to face her. “I really appreciate it.”

“How will you get to work tomorrow?”

“Uber. I’ll book it the second I’m in the door.” She touched Kat’s arm where she held the steering wheel. “Seriously, you saved me a lot of hassle. Plus, I had a better glass of wine than any of the cardboardeaux Sage and I have.”

“No worries.” Her gaze was trapped in the shadows of Clea’s face, in the edge of cheekbone, the jut of her chin. A lovely face. Not that she was looking. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You will. Thanks again, Kat.” Clea scrambled out of the car and slammed the door.

The last Kat saw of her was her uplifted hand as she opened the rusty gate to her apartment block.


Chapter 14

Pork and Prune

Clea accepted a plate of sausages from Lenny, added a fried egg, tomato, and a couple of slices of bread. Juggling her plate and cutlery she looked around for a vacant spot at the picnic tables surrounding the car park. Groups of workers sat chatting together. If she was as outgoing as Sage, she’d simply sashay over to join them, but the idea filled her introvert heart with dread.

Spying Anjali sitting at the end of one of the tables, she went over. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

“Please do.” Anjali’s plate was loaded with the three types of sausages: the Pork and Lemon Myrtle, Beef and Cheese, and the proposed new Pork and Prune. A bite was taken from each.

“Is it too early to ask if you have a preference?”

“Never too soon,” Anjali said. “I’ve always liked the ones with lemon myrtle, but this new Pork and Prune gets my vote. I’m going to get a dozen to take home for my family’s dinner tonight. That is”—she bit her lip—“I’m assuming you’re going to keep up with Patrick’s tradition on breakfast mornings?”

“What’s that?”

“Oh. Sorry, I thought you knew. The day of the breakfast, staff can get a dozen sausages for free. I think that’s a major reason most people come for breakfast, even if they’re not working. All we have to do in exchange is rate the sausages. So this new one”—she waved a piece of it on her fork—“if we all hate it, there’s a good chance it won’t go into production.”

Clea ate a mouthful of the Pork and Prune. “I love it!” The fruity and slightly sweet taste of the prunes blended well with the pork. “And, yes, let’s keep that breakfast tradition going. I’ll take a dozen of the Pork and Prune myself.” Sage would love them, and food she didn’t have to pay for was always good.

“Be quick. I think they’ll be popular. Patrick used to fill the spare fridge in the corner of the break room, and it’s first in best dressed. But you can get a label and put your name on it if you want to be sure of getting your favourite type.”

Maybe that wouldn’t be the most tactful thing for the new CEO to do. “I’ll let everyone else have first pick, then take what’s left.” She glanced around the yard. “Is everyone here today?”

“Crista’s on holiday. And I don’t see Zara. But I’m not sure she’s ever come.”

“I need to make contact with her. Find out when she’s going to be back in the office. Can I get her mobile number from you?”

“Sure.” If Anjali thought it odd Clea didn’t have Zara’s number, she didn’t show it. “Her entitlement to bereavement leave is up. You said to give her another week, but that’s up today.”

“Thanks. I’ll let her know.”

“Good luck,” Anjali said.

Anjali left, leaving Clea sitting by herself at the end of the table. She pasted a smile on her face and tried to look relaxed, rather than a Nellie-No-Friends. When Lenny slid onto the bench opposite, she gave him a genuine smile. “Hi Lenny. Enjoying your breakfast?”

He shook his head. “Haven’t had any yet. The service guy is here. He’s only servicing the grinder—said you cancelled the service on the mixer.” He glanced over to where one of the factory workers was now presiding over the barbecue. “Why d’you do that? If our maintenance records are incomplete, we could be shut down.”

She set down her fork. “The service was booked twice. The mixer’s in for next week.”

“The small mixer’s booked for next week. The one that does the black pudding. You’ve cancelled servicing on the main processing mixer.” Lenny stared down at the table, as if afraid of her reaction.

A chill wrapped itself around Clea’s body. “I didn’t know there was a second mixer.” Her voice sounded feeble in her ears. A non-excuse.

Lenny’s lips compressed briefly. Over his shoulder, she saw Rick the handyman watching them, a smirk on his face.

“Can you ask the service guy if he can do the main mixer today while he’s here?” Clea attempted to project confidence. Authority. Everything a CEO should—at least, one who hadn’t made a major mistake.

Lenny was already shaking his head. “I already asked. He can’t. The earliest he can return is next Tuesday—and only because he had a cancellation.”

Maybe that cancellation was from another hapless CEO who didn’t know what they were doing. “What do you suggest?” Her voice was small, timid.

Lenny glanced around as if to check who might be looking. “Nothing. It will be serviced in five days—which is still just within time—but we’ll have two call-out fees instead of one. Better hope the service tech doesn’t call in sick that day.”

Clea’s stomach churned, and she couldn’t eat another bite of the Pork-and-Prune sausage. “And if, for some reason, it doesn’t get serviced next week?”

Lenny looked as uncomfortable as she’d ever seen him. “We’d have to take it out of use—which would really limit our production.”

Clea closed her eyes as the potential repercussions swamped her. “I’m sorry, Lenny. It’s totally my fault—I should have checked with you first. Thank you for telling me.”

He stood. “S’okay. Guess it’s difficult for you, not having the experience.” A small nod. “I’ll get back to the tech.” He went over to Rick and said something. Rick shook his head, and the two of them went into the factory.

Clea was left sitting alone at the table, staring at a plate of sausages, her appetite completely gone. Lucky that Lenny was on the ball—they couldn’t afford to reduce production, and any shutdown would be worse. And it would have been her fault.

She stood, pasted a smile on her face, and took her breakfast back to her office. She had so much to learn—she knew less about sausage production than most of the factory workers. Maybe she should work on the production line for a week.

The darker patches of paint where Patrick’s paintings had hung still mocked her. Those paintings had been on the company’s asset list. Yet another thing to talk to Maeve about. Or Zara.

Zara.

She could put off calling her, but it had to be done. Wasn’t that part of being CEO? Doing the harder tasks no one else wanted to do? The tasks requiring diplomacy, communication skills, and, where necessary, firmness. Time for her to start earning her salary.

She picked up the desk phone and pressed Zara’s number.

“Yes?” She recognised Zara’s rather dismissive voice from the meeting in the lawyer’s office. As if she were one second away from ending the call, no matter who was on the other end. In the background, chatter and laughter and the chink of cutlery sounded. Zara was likely out enjoying her own breakfast.

“Zara? This is Clea Winneke. While I appreciate you are still grieving your loss, I need to speak with you about your return to work.”

“Can’t it wait?” Zara sounded impatient. “It’s only been a few days.”

Clea shrivelled inside. Tamsin’s pacifist outlook had so not prepared her for this. “It’s been five weeks. We need to discuss your plans.”

“Five weeks is not sufficient for the loss of a father.”

“The entitlement for bereavement leave in Australia is two days, and Shamrock has given you some weeks on top of that, so it’s extremely generous. If you had any holidays or personal time owed, you could take that, but Anjali says you’ve already used your allowance for the year.”

“I hardly think any of this matters,” Zara said in a bored voice. “Leave and so on doesn’t apply to me.”

Clea’s mouth hung open, and she gripped the handset tighter. Zara’s entitlement was staggering. “The leave policy applies to everyone. If you want additional time, you’ll need to request unpaid leave. Otherwise, we expect you here tomorrow morning for a full working day.”

“I work from home most of the time.”

“As you’ve had time off, and given that Shamrock Sausages has changed hands, I’d like to see you here tomorrow. We need to sit down together so you can show me what you’ve been working on. The progress you’ve made with our social media accounts. Shall we say eleven? That should give you time to settle back in.”

A gusty sigh. “I suppose so.”

“Also, if you have any company property at home, apart from what you need to work, I’d appreciate if you could bring that with you. There are a few things missing from the asset list.”

Silence.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Clea said. Her chirpy voice was far from what she was feeling. “And Zara… I look forward to getting to know you better.”

A grunt answered her, and the line went dead.

That didn’t go well. Clea unclenched her hand from around the phone and took a few deep breaths, willing her heart rate to slow. Then she pulled over her list of potential new customers. Time to see if she could sweet-talk them into taking on Shamrock Sausages in their stores.

~ ~ ~

Kat hovered in the doorway to Clea’s office around four. “I came to see if you’ve got your car sorted. I see it in the car park, but I’m not sure if that’s fixed and raring to go or hasn’t moved from yesterday.”

“The latter,” Clea said. “There’s a mobile mechanic coming to look at it, but he can’t come until tomorrow.”

“How are you getting home?”

“Train. It’s way cheaper than an Uber.”

Kat pursed her lips. “But way longer. What is it? Two trains?”

“Three,” Clea said with a sigh. “That’s okay. I’m not doing anything this evening except cooking dinner with Sage.”

“I can give you a lift. Wine on the way is optional; we can go straight to your place, if you want.” She blushed. “That came out wrong. I think you know what I mean, though.”

Clea suppressed a smile. She did know—unfortunately—that Kat wasn’t offering anything past a lift. “That’s really kind of you, but it’s a lot of driving for you at the end of the day.”

“I don’t mind.” Kat came further into the office. “And to be honest, I have something I’d like to talk to you about, and I’d prefer we didn’t do it here.”

“Oh?” That sounded mysterious. “You still don’t have to drive me home. We can have lunch away from here one day, if you’d prefer.”

“Or we can use the time to get you home.” A grin. “That way, you’ll have to listen to me!”

“Should I be scared?” Clea’s answering grin bubbled up. Kat was gorgeous when she smiled like that. It lit up her whole face, made it come alive.

“Very. Just check your door is locked as we cross the Yarra River. You wouldn’t want to…accidentally fall in.”

She swatted Kat on the arm. “Bad person. I’ll take my chances.”

It was nearly five thirty before they left. Clea stretched out her feet and wiggled her toes in her office pumps. “I couldn’t do this in my car. My knees would hit the dash.”

“Take your shoes off, if you want.”

“Rash of you. My feet probably stink. I’ll be fine.”

Once they were on the Nepean Highway, Clea turned to face Kat, resting her back against the door. “So, what is it you want to talk about?”

Kat chewed her bottom lip, but her gaze remained on the slow-moving traffic. “I wish I had a glass of wine in front of me to make this easier. The short version is that four years ago, my mother went into dementia care. Normally, the person’s home is sold to fund the care, but I wanted to keep it. I tried to hold on as long as I could—paying the daily rate for Mum’s care and paying the mortgage as well—but I inevitably fell behind, and the bank threatened to repossess the house. I tried to get a loan to pay off the mortgage, but by then, my credit was so bad, no one would lend to me. Patrick stepped in and loaned me the money at a very favourable rate. I’ve been paying him back ever since.”

She indicated and changed lanes. “After Patrick died, Maeve inherited my loan. Zara didn’t seem to know about it but said they would be calling it in. I make payments into Patrick’s personal account, not the business one.”

Clea was silent. What was Kat actually asking here? “I don’t remember seeing any mention of it in the business financials. Maybe Patrick’s brother—the executor—will get in touch with you. Isn’t it the executor’s job to deal with things like this? You shouldn’t have to deal with Maeve.”

“I guess.” Kat sounded hesitant. She stopped at a red light and turned to Clea. “To be honest, I was hoping the loan was against the business. If the loan is called in, I’m screwed. I’ve been applying for mortgages on the house—it’s mine now after Mum died—but my bad credit is still haunting me. So far, I’ve been rejected by every bank, credit union, and mortgage broker I’ve approached.”

“How much is the balance?”

“Nearly one hundred and eighty thousand.” She huffed a laugh. “It’s a pittance by today’s standards, and it’s secured against a house which is worth four times that. But if Maeve calls in the loan, I’ll have to sell…and I don’t want to. The house was Mum’s. I grew up there. Moved back home when she started to decline. It makes me seem very boring, but my life is in that house. And I’m not ready to let that go, but it’s a struggle to keep it going as well as pay off the remaining debt from Mum’s care. Selling would be the easy way out, I know.”

“What are you asking me to do?”

“I don’t know what you can do apart from checking again if the loan is actually to the business. Maybe… Maybe, if it’s not, you’d consider taking it over from Maeve? I haven’t missed a payment to Patrick in four years.”

“I’ll check again, but, Kat, Shamrock Sausages doesn’t have one hundred and eighty grand lying around to loan you. I wish I could help, but there’s no way. To be honest, it’s a struggle to get through the month.”

Kat’s fingers flexed on the steering wheel as the lights turned back to green and she accelerated away. “To be honest, I didn’t think you did. I guess I was hoping…” Her voice shook. “I guess I was hoping the loan was already in the business.”

She slanted a quick glance at Clea. “Could you talk to Maeve? Persuade her not to call in the loan?”

Clea’s face froze. As if. “I’d do more harm than good. Maeve cuts me dead. Zara is barely polite. I’m sure if I mentioned it, they’d do the opposite of what I asked.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you in an awkward place. Forget I asked. Hopefully, Maeve won’t do anything for a while, maybe not until the estate is settled, and that could take months.” Kat’s voice held an artificial bright optimism. “Don’t say, ‘Maybe you’ll win the lotto’.”

“That was going to be my next comment.”

Kat sighed. “I’ve about as much chance of that as getting a loan from somewhere. I’m sorry I bothered you with this. Let’s change the subject.”

Clea licked her lips. If only she’d been able to tell Kat not to worry about the loan. But one hundred and eighty thousand dollars was an immense amount—and not one Shamrock could help with. “I’m going to have frozen pizza for dinner tonight. Sage texted earlier. With luck, it might have mushrooms on it. No pineapple.”

“We agree on that. Pineapple on pizza is one of the wrongs of the world. How do you feel about anchovies?”

Clea ran with it. “Can’t get enough of the salty little fish. We have a giant jar of them in the fridge, and they add flavour to the blandest of dishes.”

“I’ll remember that. Maybe I can add them to the sausages? Next time I’m playing around with additives, I’ll remember this conversation.”

“That might be several steps too far. The world wouldn’t agree. There are people—many of them—who don’t believe anchovies belong in Caesar salad.” Clea shuffled around until she was facing forward again. But she could still see Kat’s hands on the steering wheel, the long fingers tapping lightly on the leather cover as she drove.

“That’s their loss.”

Kat drove past the turn-off to the wine bar they’d been to the day before. Clea eyed it. Another glass of that magnificent red would be just the thing now, but no. She couldn’t justify the money. It would be frozen pizza and cardboardeaux again with Sage.

Not expensive wine and chat that skirted flirtation with Kat.


Chapter 15

Breakfast at Tofino’s, Not Mordialloc

Clea sat in her office the next morning, Shamrock’s Instagram account up on her screen. The last post was over two months ago, a time when Patrick was still alive. It was a repeat of a previous post from six months before that, a bland, uninspiring piece about “quality meats with an Irish flavour”.

So what had Zara been doing? She put Zara Shanahan into the Instagram search box and had her answer in under two seconds. Zara’s personal profile described her as a “foodie promoting whole foods and healthy eating.” Her feed was mainly duck-faced selfies of Zara with a procession of friends eating at fancy restaurants. The last post was the day before.

Breakfast at Tofino’s with a few of my dearest friends, the caption read. Tofino’s uses pastured eggs from WhirlyBird Hens on the Mornington Peninsula. I could really taste the difference in the eggs on my salmon benny.

Clea counted name-drops for five businesses. No doubt they weren’t promoted out of the goodness of Zara’s heart.

Eleven came and went with no sign of Zara. At twenty past, Clea had picked up the phone to call her when loud voices from Reception stopped her.

“Hello, Lise. Would you mind getting me a coffee from the stand over the road? I can’t face cheap instant at this early hour.”

Clea put the phone down.

“Hi, Zara. I’m in the middle of something right now.” Lise’s tone was firm but polite. “You’ll have to make do with instant today.”

A sigh. “I guess I’ll have to get it myself.”

“You’re already late for your meeting with Clea. Go on back. You can get your coffee later.”

Nicely done, Lise.

Another sigh, longer and louder than the last one. “Okay. I’m sure I’ll only be a couple of minutes.”

The tap-tap of heels echoed down the corridor. Clea switched to a spreadsheet and waited.

Zara breezed in without knocking and threw herself down in the chair. “So, what do you want to talk about?”

“Good morning, Zara. I’d have appreciated you letting me know you were running late.”

A groomed eyebrow lifted. “Why? What else have you got to do?”

Don’t rise to the bait. She’s your sister. “How are you doing?”

Maybe it was her gentle tones, or the lack of confrontation, but Zara’s face crumpled for a moment, and she stared down at her hands where they clutched her bag. “Okay, I guess.” She looked up and met Clea’s eyes. “Thanks for asking.”

“I hope we can talk outside of work sometime. Get to know each other a bit. I’d love to hear more about Patrick.”

The supercilious eyebrow lift returned. “I’m not sure we’d have anything to say.”

Oh, Zara. One tiny step forward, two giant leaps backward. “All the same, I’d like to try.” When Zara didn’t answer, she continued. “But today is about work. Anjali says she hasn’t received any application for unpaid leave, so that means you’re back on board, yes?”

Zara gave a jerky nod.

“I don’t know what arrangements you had previously as far as working hours go, but you’re being paid as a full-time employee. So thirty-seven and a half hours each week. I realise some of your work can be done from home, but for the moment, I’d like for you to come into the office a minimum of three days per week so that I can gain an understanding of what you’re working on.”

“I don’t see the need for that,” Zara said in a sulky voice.

“You don’t see the need to come into the office or to show me where the campaign is at?”

“Either. Both.”

Clea steepled her fingers and leaned forward. “Thing is, Zara, I do see a need. I can’t see anything new on the Shamrock socials since Daryl controlled them.”

“There’ve been posts,” Zara said. Her gaze flicked to the blank spaces on the walls of Clea’s office and stayed there.

“Daryl’s old content. Nothing fresh. I’d like to see what you’ve come up with so far.”

“It takes time to design a new campaign.”

Clea summoned an image of her mentor from uni. What would Dev do? Should she back off? The answer wouldn’t come.

Zara stared at her, no doubt wondering why she didn’t answer. “Well, if that’s all, I’ll be off.”

Words crystallised in Clea’s mind. “That’s not all. Seven months is a long time with nothing to show on socials. You could be posting interim things, such as pictures of the factory, stores where people can buy our goods, recipes. Pictures of charity events we sponsor—like the food bank drive three months ago. We were a major sponsor—donated food and money—but there wasn’t a peep about it on our socials. That’s why it’s important that I see what you have been doing.” Clea nodded to the bag at Zara’s feet. “I see you brought your laptop. You can show me now.”

“It’s my personal laptop.”

Clea kept her face blank. Polite. A mask of pleasantness. Inside she was fuming. “You came to work today but didn’t bring your work laptop? I’ve looked on the business network, Zara, and your folder there is empty. What did you hope to achieve today?”

Zara went pale and stood. “I haven’t time for this. I have a lunch appointment at twelve.”

“A business lunch?”

“Personal.”

“Then we will continue this after lunch.” She stood as well. “Zara, you’ve had an easy ride with Patrick, but you’re paid to work here, and you need to be as accountable as everyone else. I’ll expect you back here at one.”

Zara shot her a look that was pure venom, picked up her bag, and left.

Clea listened for her talking with Lise, but there was silence.

That went well. Not. Clea sat and swivelled on her chair so she could look out the window. Zara got into a silver Range Rover and left in a squeal of tyres, nearly sideswiping a pedestrian.

Sister or not, she owed Zara nothing except courtesy, and that line of credit was fast running out. What could I have done differently? There had to be some way of getting through to Zara. She pressed the heels of her hand into her eye sockets and groaned.

A cough made her look up. Kat stood in the doorway. She wore a white lab coat, her hair caught under a paper hat, and she held a laptop. “I wasn’t eavesdropping, but I heard most of that.”

Simply the sight of her was a mood boost, a shot of happy hormones to her stressed system. “Come in, and please close the door. Please tell me honestly, as a friend would, was I out of line with Zara?”

“Honestly?” Kat set down the laptop and sat. “I think you gave her far more rope than she’s entitled to after all this time. I would have given her a sharp kick in the pants.”

“Maybe I should have.”

“Justifiable action.” Kat nodded. “No jury would convict you.”

“I’m ninety-nine percent sure she’s done nothing at all the past seven months.” She brought up Zara’s Instagram and turned the laptop to face Kat. “She’s an influencer—and not for Shamrock. Thing is, I don’t know what to do about her.”

One part of her mind said she shouldn’t be discussing this with Kat. If anyone, it should be Anjali, the de facto HR person. But Kat was…if not a friend, she was fast becoming one. Something about her calm manner made Clea think she could trust her. “She treats me like dirt under her Italian leather boot. Patrick was obviously letting her do whatever she wanted, but I can’t do that. Not if I’m to turn a profit.”

“So do you want to fire her?”

“I’d much rather she just got on and did her job. But even so, her salary isn’t in line with her position. And I doubt she’d accept a cut. But I have to do something.” Tears pricked the back of her eyes. “I’m feeling like I shouldn’t be here. I don’t know what Patrick was thinking when he left Shamrock to me. Whatever he saw in me…well, he was wrong. I can’t do this.” She wiped her eyes with impatient movements.

“You’ve only just taken over.” Kat leaned across the desk and took Clea’s hands, gripping them in her own. “You can’t expect to turn things around in such short a time. You were left a shitfest mix of family business and company. Patrick’s family—your family, even if they don’t accept it—is treating you like dirt. But it’s very, very early days.” She bounced Clea’s hands up and down. “I believe in you. So does Lise. Others too. You can do this, Clea.”

Kat’s hands—warm, strong, and reassuring—gripped hers. Kat’s thumbs rubbed the back of Clea’s hands in a gentle motion. Back and forth Kat’s thumbs went, each stroke easing away the self-doubt, the worry. Clea watched those hands, felt the slight roughness of Kat’s thumbs as they worked their magic. A few more seconds, she told herself, then she would smile, thank Kat, and pull her hands away. Say she was fine now. But with each pass of Kat’s thumbs, the need to follow through with what she should do faded, drifting away like dreams into the mist.

What must Kat think of her? Slumped in a funk in her office because she was unable to manage a recalcitrant employee? She tensed, her hands no longer accepting of the comfort but poised to withdraw.

Kat gave Clea’s fingers a slow squeeze. “Okay? I mean it, Clea. I believe in you. Tell me what you’re going to do. Saying the words will solidify your plan. And don’t worry—this will stay between us.”

Clea straightened, drew back her hands. “Thank you. Sorry for falling apart on you.”

“You didn’t.” Kat tapped the desk. “Now, this plan?”

She drew in a deep breath. “I give her a chance to show me what she’s been working on. I’ll tell her to be here at nine o’clock sharp tomorrow in my office with her work laptop. If she fails to show without notice, she’ll get a verbal warning. If she attends but can’t show me any progress, then she’ll be given a written warning and be put on a performance plan. I’ll have Anjali sit in on that meeting and document it. I’ll ask what she needs to improve: training, equipment, and so on. Then we see what happens.”

“And if she’s unwilling or unable?”

“Then a second written warning. A third warning results in termination. That’s how we have to do it. We give her every chance.”

“I’m no HR person, but that sounds fair to me.”

“I’ll check with Anjali, make sure it’s the right way to go about it.” She drew a deep breath. “Now, did you want something? You were coming here before you got diverted into my HR mess.”

“I did. Two things, actually. The first is, I’m going to check the raw ingredients for the Irish Breakfast sausages. I look over what’s arrived—a bit of a quality check, if you will—and then Lenny loads the grinder and the process starts. I thought you might like to see it in action.”

“Will it put me off sausages for life?”

“It’s more industrial than you might imagine. It’s not all rosy-cheeked butchers and smiling pigs—”

“I doubt any pigs are smiling if they’re in our sausages!”

“But all of our staff love them. Everyone takes up the free dozen on breakfast days.”

“True. Then, yes, I’d love to watch. Thanks for thinking of that. What was the other thing?”

“Is your car being fixed today? Or do you need a lift tonight?”

“The mobile mechanic is due after lunch. He’s got a starter motor that will fit, and he’ll be able to put it in this afternoon. So thank you, but you’re off the hook.”

“Shame.” Kat stood. “We could have had a chat that didn’t include our problems. Just a chat like friends. Maybe another glass of wine.” Her slow smile spread, and Clea found herself smiling in response. Kat oozed reassurance. But right now, with her hair pulled back from her face—highlighting her high cheekbones, her light floral scent surrounding her—reassurance wasn’t what Clea was thinking of. No, her mind was filled with something far more physical and earthy than that. She forced her mind back to sausages.

“Now you’ve sold it. Another time for sure.” Clea stood as well. “Now, let me see where all the magic is made.”

Kat took her out to the factory floor and over to where Lenny was inspecting a silver-coloured boxy machine, nearly as high as he was.

“All good, Lenny?” Kat asked.

“Yeah.”

“Then let’s make sausages!”


Chapter 16

Pride!

Sage and Clea had done enough pride stalls together that they worked in tandem erecting the marquee, setting up the tables, and arranging Sage’s jewellery. They were ready an hour before the market opened, and Sage went off to get food.

They returned with a cardboard tray holding two large coffees, plus two German sausages on long, crusty rolls. “Extra sauerkraut and mustard on yours,” they said, setting it down.

Clea unwrapped hers and took an enormous bite. “Thanks,” she said through a mouthful of sausage.

“It’s not a Shamrock sausage.” Sage took a bite of their own. “But it’s pretty good. Shall I take your photo for social media?”

“Better not. I’m already in enough shit with Zara.” Clea set down her sausage to take a mouthful of coffee. That Zara had called in sick the afternoon of their chat—telling Lise it must have been bad crayfish—still had Clea grumpy. Zara had yet to return to the office.

“What are you wearing today?” Sage appraised her, then picked out some wrist bands and dangly rainbow earrings and handed them to her. “Did you bring your wings?”

“Sure did.” Clea dived under the stall and found her pink-and-yellow-and-cyan wings. “Can you help me put them on?”

“Perfect.” Sage said when they’d attached the wings. “You’re a pansexual dream.” They were wearing bracelets and pins with the non-binary and ace colours. “Are you on the hunt today?”

Clea shook her head. “With everything else going on right now, I don’t have time for anything like that.”

“A hook-up can take only twenty minutes.” Sage waggled their eyebrows.

“Not my thing, as you know. I mean it, Sage. I’m not looking. I have to work at Yarra Grind tomorrow.”

“Oh Clea, Clea, Clea. You inherit a company where the last CEO drew a salary you could only dream about and you’re still serving vanilla slice and cappuccinos in Johnston Street. When are you going to get paid?”

“Next payday. But not a full one. I need to make sure there’s enough to pay the important things: Staff. The electricity bill. The coffee fund.”

“I get that. Can’t run out of coffee.” Sage finished their sausage and wiped their mouth. “Incoming. They must have opened the gates early.”

Clea smiled at the two women approaching the stall. “Hi. Feel free to browse and let me know if you want any help.”

It was nearly two before there was a lull in foot traffic. “Are you hungry?” Sage asked. “If so, get me whatever you’re having.”

She nodded and ducked out from the stall, heading for the grazing alley. She was deciding between Vietnamese noodles and loaded fries when someone touched her arm.

“Hi,” Kat grinned at her from underneath a floppy hat covered in rainbows. It hung down over her ears so she looked like a multicoloured cocker spaniel. Her hair was down from her tight office bun and hung to her shoulders. It made her seem softer, younger. Her T-shirt bore an array of pride stickers handed out by the various organisations and a large, hairy dog of indeterminate breed danced at her feet. Its pale fur was dyed neck to tail in rainbow colours, and it wore gold-coloured booties and a diamante collar.

“Hi to you too.” Clea tamped down her stupid grin, the one that would have told Kat exactly how happy she was to see her. She crouched to say hello to the excited dog. “Who’s this?”

“This is Putchi. He’s my neighbour’s dog, and I borrowed him for today. He’s very happy to be at his first pride event.”

“Welcome, Putchi.” She stroked his head and was rewarded by some enthusiastic licks. Clea stood. “And welcome, Kat. Not your first pride event, I’m guessing.”

“Far from it. Pride is a joyful time in my otherwise drab and mundane existence.” Her grin gave away the lie. “Putchi’s entered in the Rainbow Dogs Parade. He’s heard there are edible prizes, and he means to win one.”

“You can do it, Putchi,” Clea told him. “Dance your best in those booties, and smile at the judges. You’re a shoo-in.”

“How’s your friend’s stall going?” Kat asked. “I haven’t seen you yet.”

“We’re over there.” Clea pointed. “I’m just grabbing food for us, so I shouldn’t take too long.”

“I was heading for the loaded fries,” Kat said. “Loaded with bacon and cheese and chilli sauce. That’s my vibe today.”

“Sounds good.” Clea took a few paces and joined the line. “That’s three portions, then. Unless Putchi isn’t confident of winning and wants a serve?”

“Not with chilli on them.” Kat grimaced. “My neighbour, Elsie, gave him some leftover Thai noodles once. They were barely even spicy, but poor Putchi was sick all night. No chilli for this boy.”

Once they had their fries in hand, Kat looked around. “Where are you going to eat? I don’t fancy sitting in the sun—I’d fry more than these fries.”

“I have to get back to the stall,” Clea said. “Come too, if you want. We have chairs in the shade for when we have a minute to sit.”

“Sage won’t mind?”

“They’ll be delighted.” No need to mention that Sage had been insisting Clea bring Kat around so they could meet her.

They walked back to the stall.

“The purple,” Sage was saying to a woman holding up both turquoise and purple earrings for an opinion. “Makes you look very glam. And you, darling”—they turned to the woman’s friend—“maybe these…” They darted to the other end of the stall and returned with huge hoop earrings with feather dreamcatchers in them. “Are these your vibe?”

Both women looked delighted and agreed, setting them down to continue browsing.

Clea held up the fries and gestured to the back of the tent.

With a glance to make sure the women were okay, Sage went to the back and accepted a plate of fries. “Lifesaver.” They stuffed a few into their mouth. Once they’d swallowed, they turned to Kat. “Hello, Clea’s friend. Are you who I think you are?”

Kat shot a worried glance at Clea.

“I don’t know who you’re thinking of,” Clea said to Sage, “but this is Kat, from Shamrock Sausages.” She shot them a frown. Don’t give me away.

“Lovely to meet you,” Sage said. They waggled their fingers at Kat. “And your hairy friend, of course. Would he like a chip?”

Putchi sat at attention and considered Sage—or rather, Sage’s food.

“He needs a bit more to make him really stand out.” Sage gave Putchi a couple of fries. “Don’t you think so, Clea?”

“No such thing as too much bling for a rainbow dog,” Clea said. She scarfed her own fries, one eye on the women now browsing the lapel pins.

Kat’s gaze darted from Putchi to Clea and back again. “Where did you get your wings? I reckon Putchi could totally strut his stuff in a pair of those.”

“Perfect.” Sage started unhooking Clea’s wings. “Putchi can borrow Clea’s.”

Clea raised a brow. “Why, yes, he can. Thanks for checking, Sage.”

Sage grinned, unrepentant. “We have to get this mutt over the finish line.”

A couple of minutes later, Putchi sported a pair of fairy wings and looked very pleased with himself. Sage added a string of LED lights around his collar. “You’ve got this, Putchi! When’s the competition?”

“Twenty minutes,” Kat said. “Can either of you come and watch?”

Sage went to finalise the sale for the two women.

“I wish,” Clea said “But once people finish eating, they generally descend on the stalls. Please don’t leave without coming back, though.”

“Of course not.” Kat’s gaze sparkled. “Putchi needs to return your wings anyway.”

“He can keep them. They look better on him.”

“I disagree.” Kat’s gaze sought Clea’s, and for a few heartbeats, their gazes clung. The slow, spreading smile on Kat’s face, Clea knew, matched the one on her own.

Wow. What’s happening?

It was one thing to admit a colleague was attractive—gorgeous, actually—but quite another to get trapped in a time-and-space bubble for two while the noise and laughter and people swirled around them. Quite another thing to realise this was not a workplace and colleague thing anymore. Indeed, maybe it never was, not since the evening when they’d stopped at the wine bar.

And Kat was staring at her, her smile now a beaming grin, her pupils wide and dark.

“Excuse me,” a pink-haired teen said, “how much is the demisexual pendant?”

Clea jerked her eyes away from Kat and her magnetic gaze. “Uh…it’s…” Her mind went blank.

Sage swept in. “It’s seventeen dollars, or any two for thirty.”

Kat touched her upper lip with the tip of her tongue, and, fascinated, Clea’s eyes followed the motion.

“I better go,” Kat said. “I wouldn’t want Putchi to miss his big moment. Elsie would never forgive me.”

Clea dragged her gaze away from Kat’s tongue and focused on Putchi, who was staring adoringly up at Kat. Clea knew how he felt.

Kat walked away over to where a crowd of frolicking dogs and owners were gathered. Putchi and his wings blended right in.

“Clea, can you help for a second?” Sage’s voice penetrated her brain fog, the swirling mess of fixation on her co-worker who suddenly wasn’t just a co-worker but was at a pride event. Who had met Clea’s eyes and gazed at her as if she wanted to do more than attach fairy wings on dogs.

Sage nodded toward a couple of women browsing the silver rings.

“Can I help you with anything?” Clea approached them with a smile.

“I love these twined heart rings,” one said. “Do you have more like this? I’d love something like this for our commitment ceremony.”

“Sure.” Clea led them to the other table, where there was a larger display. “Take a look at these and tell me what you think.”

~ ~ ~

Kat snapped a couple of pics of Putchi in his finery, including the big, red second-place ribbon around his neck. Putchi only cared about his prize of a massive bag of bacon nibblets, and he was being fed way more than was good for him by a group of adoring kids. Kat arranged to collect Putchi’s main prize of a twenty-kilogram sack of dog food before she left. Elsie—who was a pensioner and finding it tough to make ends meet—would be delighted.

Kat dragged Putchi away from his admirers and headed back to Sage and Clea. She stopped under an awning and watched a few moments. The stall was busy, and both were helping customers.

So Clea was pansexual, if her choice of wings was anything to go by. And obviously very out and proud. That was always a good thing. She’d had one girlfriend who—

She stopped her thoughts. She was thinking as if she’d ask Clea out soon, as if Clea would accept. And that, of course, should not happen. Clea was technically her boss. And even if that wasn’t an issue, she needed Clea’s help in sorting out the mess of her loan.

She cast another look in Clea’s direction, seeing her quick, economical movements as she re-sorted the lapel badges. Clea seemed an unlikely CEO for Shamrock, and an even more unlikely sister for Zara. Kat hunched her shoulders. Despite everything, she wouldn’t want to walk in Clea’s flat pumps, not with Zara and Maeve gunning for her.

But Patrick had obviously seen something in Clea, something that made him leave Shamrock to her, not Maeve. Kat scrutinised Clea. Yes, there was Patrick’s determined square chin, a hint of Patrick’s reddish hair. She caught a breath as Clea straightened and linked her hands on top of her head and checked her work.

That gesture, right there. That was pure Patrick. She’d seen him do that as he watched the factory floor, as he took a breath resting in his office chair. She blinked. Patrick had been more than a boss to her—he’d been a friend.

How must it be for Clea, finding and losing a father in the blink of an eye, before they could reset their relationship from barista and customer to father and daughter.

Clea glanced across, and their gazes met across the walkway. Clea grinned and gestured to Putchi and gave two thumbs up.

Kat went across to let Putchi accept his praise and pats and yet more nibblets.

“What cross-eyed judge gave another dog first place over our Putchi?” Clea demanded.

“A staffy dressed as a drag queen won,” Kat said. “Nothing beats that.” She showed Clea the pic on her phone.

“Right. Well, Putchi was a worthy second.”

Sage appeared and, with a flourish, pinned a badge proclaiming Rainbow Dog on Putchi’s collar. “I hope his owner likes the bling.”

“Elsie’s in her eighties and an enthusiastic ally. I’m sure she’ll be delighted.” She shuffled her feet. She wanted to ask Clea if she’d like to have a glass of wine with her, but the throngs of people still browsing the stall would make it unlikely. Already, Sage had gone to take someone’s money and Clea was darting glances over Kat’s shoulder.

“I shouldn’t hold you up,” Kat said, at the same time as Clea said, “I’m sorry, but I need to keep working.”

They grinned at each other.

“I guess I’ll see you Monday,” Clea said. “Now that my car’s back, I won’t need to pester you for a ride.”

Shame. “Anytime.” Kat pushed a wayward bunch of hair from her eyes. “I’ll leave you to it. Bye, Clea. Thanks for suggesting I come along.”

“I’m glad you did.”

Was it Kat’s imagination, or was Clea sorry to see her leave?

“Bye, then.” She forced her heavy feet to move, and, letting Putchi lead the way, she started back to her car.


Chapter 17

A Rock and a Hard Place

Lise met Clea at the factory door on Monday morning. “There’s a bit of a problem.”

Clea set her briefcase down on the battered reception desk. “Tell me the worst.”

“The roof leaked over the weekend. Over your office. Everything is very soggy.”

Clea pushed open the door to her office. Sodden papers littered her desk—the print outs she’d left there on Friday. She squelched over the drowned carpet to reach it. The papers disintegrated when she lifted them. Her chair had a puddle in the hollow of the seat, and her coffee cup that she’d left empty on her desk had a centimetre of water in it.

“How was there this much water?”

Lise pointed upward. The ceiling tiles had disintegrated, leaving a gaping hole through which she could see the roof. And through the roof, the smallest patch of grey sky.

“It’s weird,” Lise said. “I swear the roof was sound—Patrick got a building safety inspection every year, and the last one was four months ago. Everything was fine then. These old factories built in the seventies are solid as…” She pointed at the roof. “It looks as if something heavy landed on it.”

Clea stared at her. “What, like an asteroid?”

Lise didn’t laugh. “More like a rock.”

“But where has the water come from? It’s barely rained.”

“There’s a water tank inside the roof space. My guess is it sprang a leak, and, of course, no one was here to notice and turn the water off.”

Clea heaved a breath as anxiety trickled through her. What would this cost to fix? Thousands was her guess.

“I’ll call the insurance company and a plumber, just as soon as I’ve had a cup of coffee,” Lise said. “Lenny’s already turned the water off.”

“Thanks.” The tightness in Clea’s chest eased a bit. Insurance. Of course. She hoped this would be covered. “I’ll grab a coffee too. How do you take yours?”

“You’ll have to get it from Hasanna’s. No water here. And a flat white with four sugars, please.”

With an internal shudder at the thought of four sugars, Clea left her bag outside the door where it was dry and went to get coffee.

“You’ll have to use Zara’s office today,” Lise said when Clea returned. She pushed her hair from her eyes. “There’s no way you can work here.”

At least she’d taken her laptop home. She went next door to Zara’s office and set up on her desk. Her chair seemed brand new—firm and comfortable. Better than the one in Clea’s office.

Most of an hour later, a noise in the doorway made her look up.

“Making yourself at home, I see.” Zara lolled in the doorway.

“Roof leak,” Clea said succinctly. “We’ll have to share your office today.”

Zara’s lips tightened, but she didn’t reply.

“I hope you’re feeling better.” She didn’t believe Zara was sick for even a second, let alone a week, but what else could she do? “I see you’ve brought your laptop. Now’s a good time to show me what you’ve been working on.”

“Can I have my seat back?” Zara set the laptop down and flipped up the lid.

Clea moved from the chair without a word and dragged around the visitor chair.

“So this is our Instagram account.” The logo flashed briefly before Zara switched screens. “And this is our Facebook page. Our contact details are there, some posts.”

“Slow down. I can’t see the posts at that speed.”

Reluctantly, Zara scrolled down the feed.

“The latest post is almost three months old, and it’s just a picture of the factory and the wording from last year’s advertising,” Clea said. “Why is there nothing new?”

“It takes time to develop new branding.”

“So that’s what you’ve been working on the past seven months?”

Zara gave a stiff nod.

“Why is it taking so long?”

“It takes time to research the market, produce new artwork, take photographs.”

“Great. Let’s see what you’ve got so far.”

“I don’t have it with me.” Zara folded her arms across her chest and shot Clea a snake-eyed glance.

“This is your work laptop. Where is it if not here?” She kept her voice even and calm despite the rage choking her. Zara had done nothing. Nothing at all to earn her inflated salary.

Zara remained silent.

She picked up the desk phone. “Anjali, can you come to Zara’s office immediately please?” She glanced back at Zara. “Do you want a support person for this meeting?”

Zara’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

“As you wish. I made the offer.” Clea dragged Zara’s laptop in front of her and scrolled through both the Instagram and Facebook accounts while she waited.

Anjali appeared in the door, a pad and pen in her hand.

“Thanks for coming, Anjali. Please, can you record this meeting so that you can provide a written account to Zara by close of business today?” At Anjali’s nod, she continued. “Zara, this is your first written warning for underperformance. You have no new work to show for the last seven months. We are putting you on a performance plan. Starting tomorrow, your work-from-home privileges are revoked, and you will work at the office from 8:30 a.m. until 4:30 p.m. with thirty minutes for lunch. At the end of each week, you’ll email me a list of everything you have worked on and achieved during the week. You must notify me by telephone in advance of any absences. We’ll check in again with you in one month’s time. If there is no significant improvement, you’ll receive a second written warning. Three written warnings mean instant dismissal. Do you understand?”

Zara’s jaw twitched. “This is ridiculous and unnecessary. I have never been held to stupid standards.”

Clea tightened her hands under the desk. “All employees, without exception, have to meet these standards. In addition, we will review your salary at the end of the first month.”

“I’ve got all that down,” Anjali said.

“You’re trying to get rid of me.” Zara stood abruptly, and the chair rocketed back into the wall behind. “It’s a witch hunt.”

“This is the proper process for any employee who is not performing adequately. We’re being more than reasonable. As far as I can tell, you’ve done nothing for a long, long time. This is your chance to turn that around. Now, are you going to sit down and start work?”

For a second, she thought Zara would turn and walk straight out, down the corridor, through Reception and into the car park. Oh, if only she would.

Zara lifted her chin. “I’ll get a coffee, then I’ll be back.” She stalked toward the door, then whirled around. “But I’m not sharing my office with you. Find somewhere else.” And she was gone.

Clea sank back into the uncomfortable chair. “That went well.” The tension rippled across her body, and she gave a shaky laugh.

“It could have gone worse,” Anjali said, her lips twitching. “I’m not sure how, but I’m sure there’s a way.”

“I’ve had better starts to Mondays. If this is what being a CEO is like, maybe I’ll go back to managing a coffee shop.”

Except she’d now resigned, which meant she had to make this work.

“We need to find you space to work,” Anjali said. “You could come in with me, but there’s only a tiny table in the corner free. How about sharing with Kat? I’m sure she won’t mind, and her office is a lot bigger.”

Clea fought to keep her expression neutral, rather than letting her eyebrows dance and her smile break free. Sharing with Kat. Oh yes. Her stomach tingled. “That would work. Please can you ask her? She might feel she can’t say no if I ask.”

“Sure.” Anjali rose. “I’ll ask now. Pack up your things, Boss. Let’s get you out of here before Zara returns.”

~ ~ ~

Kat looked across at Clea’s profile. She was staring at her screen, chewing on her lower lip. She was a peaceful office mate. No rehash of what she’d done on the weekend, no chattering on her phone, and certainly no tuna-and-onion sandwiches. Clea worked steadily, and any phone calls she made were in a low voice, not the booming tones Patrick had used.

No, it was all very peaceful, and Kat could almost forget Clea was there.

Almost.

Or she would if it wasn’t that Clea drew her gaze like Putchi to a bag of bacon nibblets. The way she tapped her pen on her lower lip was irresistible, as was how she leaned back in her chair to link her hands behind her head, her full breasts pushing out her shirt. And, on the few occasions she talked to Kat, there was the way she kicked off her shoes and put one foot up on the chair and rested her chin on her knee, as if they were chatting in her living room. It showed off her thigh, outlined by the black pants she wore, and, no, it was not distracting at all.

Or, at least, not much.

The plumber had come and welded the water tank, stopping the leak and restoring the water. Rick had covered the small hole in the roof with a tarpaulin. The plumber had shrugged when asked what had caused the leak. Whatever it was that came through the roof, was his answer, which wasn’t helpful.

Something fallen from an airplane? Kids throwing rocks? Space junk? No one could work it out. They found nothing unusual in the roof space.

Clea told Kat that they couldn’t fix up her office until the insurance had assessed the damage. “Sorry, Kat. I hope you can put up with me for another few days.”

“I’ll manage.” She shot Clea a sideways glance that may or may not have been the tiniest bit flirtatious. “It will be a struggle, but I’ll cope.”

“I’ll bring cupcakes.”

Clea’s answering glance started a slow burn in Kat’s belly. Because there was flirtatious and there was smouldering, and Clea’s slow lowering of her eyelashes, then the way she peeped sideways under them, was the latter.

Clea was flirting with her? Well, hell and damnation, that made things difficult. Kat pushed her chair back and stood. Heat crawled up her neck, and she wanted nothing more than to walk over to Clea, tug her up from her chair, wrap one arm around her waist, push the other hand into her hair, and pull her closer. And then? Her mind stuttered. And then she would kiss her senseless.

She clenched her stomach as the scenario ground to a shuddering halt. Not happening.

“I’m going to…” She took a steadying breath. “I’m going to talk with Lenny about the next batch.”

Clea waved a hand. “See you soon, office mate.”

At least she hadn’t said work wife. Kat headed toward the factory. She may as well talk with Lenny. At the door to the factory floor, she passed Rick talking with his wife, Cyn. Cyn must be on a break, as her paper hat dangled from her fingers and she had shed her protective floor coat. She patted Rick’s shoulder and followed Kat back to the work area.

Lenny was adjusting the settings on the grinder when she found him.

“This is the new Pork and Prune sausage,” he said. “The missus loved them when I took some home. Glad they’re being produced.”

“I am too.” Kat watched his long fingers adjusting the coarseness of the grind, the proportion of seasonings.

Lenny finished and glanced at her from under his hat. “All going good in there?” He jerked a thumb toward the office area. “With Clea?”

“I think so. I’m optimistic. She’s trying hard.”

Lenny gave a jerky nod. “Hope so. Can’t lose this job. Landlord’s put the rent up. And Chelle isn’t working right now what with the baby.”

She touched his stiff arm. “I hope it will be okay. Hang in there, Lenny.”

Kat took the long outside way back to her office. She looked longingly at Hasanna’s coffee stand, but she’d only budgeted for one coffee each day, so she settled for instant. After a beat, she made one for Clea as well.

“Thanks.” Clea looked up as Kat set it on her desk. A small frown creased between her eyebrows. She glanced at the closed door. “I checked again to see if there was mention of Patrick’s loan to you anywhere in the business financials. See if I missed anything. I’m sorry, but there’s not. It must be a personal loan.”

“So it comes down to Maeve.” Kat ran a hand over her hair, contained in her tight office bun. “My contract doesn’t have anything about what happens if either of us dies. Patrick wrote it himself, I think. He always was the trusting sort.”

“And you repaid that trust in spades. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

“But Maeve won’t see that. And she can afford a lawyer to argue what must be done. I can’t.”

“She’s done nothing so far. Maybe she won’t.”

“Oh, she will.” Kat swallowed hard against the stone in her throat. “She’ll get around eventually to dealing with the small things—like my loan—and then she’ll call it in.”

“Maybe by then you’ll have other funding.” Clea’s voice shone with a bright optimism.

“And maybe Kristen Stewart will appear in Melbourne and ask me on a date, then pay off my loan because of my awesome performance in bed.”

For a second, their eyes met, then Kat snorted. Her lips twitched, and despite the gravity of her situation, she couldn’t stop the belly laugh that rolled out of her.

Clea stared for a second. Then she, too, chuckled. Their laughter grew as they fed off each other, until, with streaming eyes, Clea clapped a hand over her mouth. “It’s not that funny.” But her laughter broke through her fingers, and they were off again in semihysterical gales of laughter.

Kat’s phone rang, and she eyed it. A deep breath. Another. She picked up the receiver. “Kat Nordling.”

Across from her, Clea stared down at her desk until her shoulders stopped shaking.

It was back to business.


Chapter 18

The Weather in Queensland Is Delightful

“I like your new job.” Sage sprawled on the couch, their feet hanging over the end. “Because you’ve been paid, and now we have wine that isn’t out of a box.” They lifted the glass of merlot in toast to Clea.

“It’s still cheap wine,” Clea said.

“But it’s out of a bottle. We have gone up in the world. Next, we’ll be buying meat from the butcher and not the reduced shelf at Coles.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. My salary is one-third of what Patrick took, and I’m only taking half of that right now. So don’t book a table at the fancy Italian restaurant in Brunswick Street just yet.”

“If only. I dream of their pumpkin gnocchi. Hurry up and turn a profit, sweetie, so we can celebrate.”

“I’m working on it. The new Pork and Prune sausages went out today to customers. Orders were good. With a bit of luck, we might have that meal sooner rather than later.”

Sage jumped up. “I forgot. Ji-hoon dropped off some leftover cakes from Yarra Grind. He said they all miss you, and, please, can they order some of your goods.” They went to their tiny kitchen and returned with a cake box. “If there’s spiced apple cake in here, it’s mine.”

“We’ll share whatever there is.” She watched as Sage opened the box.

“There is. And some of that passionfruit slice. My day has improved.”

Clea’s phone rang, and she glanced at the screen. Her fingers froze, and she raised wide eyes to Sage. “It’s Maeve.”

Sage set the cakes down and vaulted over the back of the couch to land with a thump next to Clea. “You going to answer?”

“Yes. But I’m nervous.”

“Don’t be. You got this, girl boss” They took the phone from Clea’s nerveless fingers, swiped the call open, and activated the speaker before handing it back to Clea.

“Clea speaking. How are you, Maeve?” Her voice wobbled, but she took a deep breath.

“I’m coping. Thank you for asking.” Maeve’s voice had a stiff cordiality to it. “I’m calling about Zara. She’s not doing so well. She would have called you herself, but she’s still prostrated with grief.”

Beside her, Sage frowned. Uh-oh. Here it comes, they mouthed.

“I understand,” Clea said. “It’s hard to lose someone you love.”

“More than that.” Maeve’s voice gained strength. “Her father was Zara’s world—and she was his universe. His only child—until you came along. That’s been hard for Zara to deal with.”

“It’s been difficult for me as well.” Her hand shook, and she nearly dropped the phone.

Sage took her free hand, cradling it within their own.

“It’s not the same,” Maeve said. “But I called to talk about Zara.”

Bitch, Sage mouthed.

“Zara has had so little time to accept her father’s death, and now you’re forcing her back to work. She—”

“Maeve, Zara had five weeks’ paid bereavement leave, which is significantly more than she’s entitled to. She has no paid holiday or personal days left, but I offered her unpaid leave, which she declined.”

“Unpaid leave is not acceptable.”

“It is more than fair. Zara is an employee, the same as any other, and as such, I can’t keep extending special benefits to her.”

“And now you’ve put her on some ridiculous ‘performance plan’. It is driving her to the edge of a breakdown.”

“With respect, Maeve, Zara has been employed for a long time but has yet to produce anything meaningful for Shamrock. Her salary is far in excess of her demonstrated experience and qualifications. The performance plan remains.”

“She is quite unable to meet that at this sad time.”

Sage picked up their own phone and checked Zara’s Instagram. Their eyebrows raised and they showed Clea the phone. A post from the day before showed Zara visiting a healthy lifestyle resort. Sage pointed to the location: the Sunshine Coast in Queensland.

“But not unable to travel to Queensland to spend time at a luxury resort and post about it on her Instagram.”

Silence. “It’s necessary for her mental health.”

“She hasn’t requested any time off. I am yet to see anything approaching the standard required for her job. If Zara isn’t at her desk tomorrow morning, she will receive a written warning. Her second.”

“I’m letting you know she won’t be in tomorrow.”

“I need Zara to call me. If she’s able to fly to Queensland, she’s able to pick up the phone. Maeve”—she softened her voice—“I don’t want to fight with you or with Zara. I’d like to get to know both of you better—after all, Zara is my sister. You were Patrick’s wife. But I have a business to run, to make profitable, and I can’t do that the way things were. Thirty-four employees depend on the business and want it to work. As do I. Patrick believed in me, and I want to make Shamrock Sausages successful—for him.”

“I doubt you’ll manage it. Patrick poured money into the business for years.”

She was silent. The kneejerk response was to say that Maeve and Zara had drained money out faster than Patrick could put it in. But if she was to have any chance of rapport with Maeve, some things had to remain unsaid.

“Maybe you and I can have coffee sometime?” she asked. “I’d love to hear your stories about Patrick. I still have to pick out the personal items left to me in his will. Maybe we could do that sometime next week?”

“I’ll think about it. This is a very difficult time.”

“I understand. Please ask Zara to call me if she will not be at work tomorrow.”

“Goodbye, Clea.”

Clea stared at the blank phone, and she pressed her lips together to stop them trembling. “Do you think she’ll ever come around?”

Sage wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her to rest on their chest. “It’s not looking good.”

“I have to keep trying. For Patrick’s sake.”

“And for yours too,” Sage said gently. “It’s human to want to know where we came from. Human to want to build connections with family. But sometimes it’s just not to be—or it’s better for your own wellbeing to cut the ties.”

“As you did.” Clea pressed closer to their chest, feeling their heartbeat under her cheek.

“As I did,” Sage echoed.

~ ~ ~

Clea gripped the pen Patrick had given her. Its cool metal casing and weight were comforting. My father held this pen. She closed her eyes, trying to summon some echo of his presence through the metal.

Anjali entered the office and perched on the corner of Clea’s desk. “No Zara yet. She’s nearly two hours late and no phone call. Do you want to call her, or shall I?”

“I think it would be better coming from you. I don’t want to antagonise her further.” She turned the pen over in her fingers. “I don’t know why she even pretends to want this job. She surely doesn’t need to work.”

Anjali bounced her hands on her thighs. “To be honest, she’s probably hanging on to it as long as she can so that the business has to pay her, reducing the profits.”

“Believe me, I’ve already thought of that. But we must handle it correctly.”

“And we will. I’ll go and call her now.” She flapped her hand. “It’s warm in here. Perimenopause sucks.”

Clea looked over at Kat’s empty desk. Her white lab coat hung over the back of the chair, and a copy of Food Science and Health lay on the desk. Kat had said she had a meeting off-site this morning. They’d only shared offices for a few days, but Clea missed Kat muttering to herself as she studied analyses, her soft sigh of appreciation at the first sip of Hasanna’s coffee.

She opened the budget spreadsheet to enter the latest sales projections. The back of her neck prickled with heat. Anjali was right; the room was warm.

A couple of hours later, she pulled her shirt away from her sticky skin. It had now moved out of warm and into tropical. It was also strangely quiet—the background hum of the air conditioning was absent.

She went out into the corridor and down to Lise’s office.

Lise met her at the door. “I was just about to come and find you.”

“About the air conditioning? Or rather lack of it.”

“Exactly. It’s not working in the offices. Luckily, the factory’s still working—we’d have to stop production otherwise. I was about to place a service call.”

“Please do. In the meantime, do we have portable fans?”

“I think there’s one in Zara’s office. You can take that—she’s not here.”

“Can you see if Rick has anything we can use? If he hasn’t, please ask him to go to Bunnings and get one for each office. It’s going to be in the thirties today, way too hot to work without cooling.”

“Or we could all shift into the factory.” Lise grinned. “Only joking, although it’s tempting.”

Clea returned to her office. Beads of sweat popped on her forehead. So this was the life of a CEO. When she’d started her business degree, she’d envisaged meetings around marble boardroom tables, business lunches in high-end restaurants, discussions with the CFO, the COO, the C-anything-O, and herself calmly overseeing everything and everyone, offering an informed opinion, measured advice. The lynchpin around which the business operated.

Instead, here she was in a too-hot shared office in a shabby factory building, discussing building maintenance and underperforming employees. She rested back in her chair and linked her hands on top of her head. Was this better than working with two other people, serving coffee and apple-spice cake? Well, yes. Yes, it was.

Apart from the apple-spice cake. She still missed that.

~ ~ ~

“Clea?” A burly man in shorts and a high-vis shirt with the name of an air conditioning company on the pocket stood in the doorway. “Got a minute? I think you’d better see this.”

“Sure.” Clea levered herself to her feet. Hopefully, he was going to show her a bird’s nest in the aircon duct or a disconnected pipe. Something quick—and cheap to fix—that meant the aircon would be purring away before too long.

The tech led her around to the outside unit. “When I looked, the cover had been removed. Only trained techs should do that, else it invalidates the warranty. Not that this is under warranty…it has to be about ten years old.” He pointed a stubby finger at the mass of wiring inside. “See here…and here…and here? Those wires have been cut. Deliberately. Has anyone attempted a fix on this unit recently?”

She shook her head. “No. No one.”

“Well, someone’s done this. It’s not frayed, there’s no sign of rodents. I can fix it, but it also looks like the motor is stuffed. It’ll be costly. Cheaper than a new unit, though.”

“Please go ahead and fix it.” Her mouth could hardly form the words. More money. More expense. And although the tech hadn’t explicitly said, it looked to her like sabotage. The thought sat uneasily in her stomach. Surely, no one would be that vindictive? Would be stupid enough to risk prosecution if caught?

“No worries,” the tech said. “I should be able to get it back up in an hour or so.”

“Thank you.” She went back inside, avoiding Lise’s questioning look.

Kat arrived just after lunch. She set down her bag and turned to Clea. “Hello work mate. How’s things? It’s lovely and cool in here—it’s a furnace outside.”

Clea barked a short laugh. “And that is a whole ʼnother story.”

“Oh?” Kat raised an eyebrow.

“The aircon failed. It’s fixed now. But I felt like a roasting potato for much of the morning.” Clea hesitated. The tech’s words and the visual of clean-cut wires swam behind her eyes. She needed to talk to someone about this. Lise, maybe. Anjali? But it was Kat’s steady gaze that reassured her. “Are you rushing away tonight? Fancy a drink in that wine bar in Gardenvale again?” When Kat hesitated, she added, “My treat. But I understand if you’re busy.”

Kat’s shoulders dropped a centimetre. “I’d love to. Their verdelho was divine.”

“Does five o’clock work for you?”

“I can make it work.” Kat sat and turned on her computer. “I’m already looking forward to it.”

Butterflies twirled in Clea’s stomach. It’s about work. I need to remember that. But that wasn’t enough to stop a smile blooming. “So am I.”


Chapter 19

Thirty-One Who Might

The wine bar was busier than the previous time, but they were still able to snag two seats at the bench by the window. Kat watched the street while she waited for Clea to return from the toilet. It was safer than fastening her gaze on Clea’s trim body as she walked back to her seat.

The server returned with their wine and set it down.

“Cheers,” Clea said and lifted her glass.

They clinked glasses.

“Thank you for coming.”

“Try and stop me,” Kat said. “Good wine, good company. It’s nice to get to know you, Clea.” Her shoulder brushed Clea’s as Clea turned fully to face her.

“Honestly, most everyone at Shamrock has been lovely,” Clea said. “It can’t have been an easy transition, but I think it’s mostly going well—thanks to you all.”

Was this why Clea had asked her out? Just to offer a generic thank-you, the same for all staff? Kat sucked on her lower lip. She’d thought there was more between her and Clea. More friendship. An edge of attraction. And now that she was sure her loan wasn’t from the business, there was one less stumbling block between them.

“But particularly you,” Clea said. Her knee nudged into Kat’s leg as they faced each other on the tall chairs. “You’ve been great. I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you better.”

Oh! Suddenly it was all that bit brighter. Kat swirled the wine in her glass. Clea’s knee against her thigh jiggled, as if Clea was…nervous? Now, why would that be?

“Have you had any luck on your remortgage applications?” Clea stared at her, her yes seeming darker in the wine bar’s subdued lighting.

“No.” She grimaced. “But on the positive side, the executor of Patrick’s estate, Fionn Shanahan, contacted me yesterday to confirm the new bank account details for payment. Patrick’s old accounts have been closed. He didn’t say anything about calling in the loan—but then, I was too afraid to ask.”

“Fionn seemed very reasonable when I met him. Maybe it will be able to continue.”

“I hope so.” Kat nibbled her lower lip. “Is that what you wanted to talk about? My loan?”

“Partly. But also…” Her chest heaved. “Kat, I feel I can trust you. Am I right in that?”

She laid her hand on Clea’s jiggly leg, just above the knee. A hitch of indrawn breath, then Clea’s leg relaxed under her hand. It was warm underneath her thin pants as the muscle softened. How would that feel if she were touching soft skin instead of polyester? Would she smooth her hand around to curve along Clea’s thigh? It was her turn to suck in a quick breath. “You can trust me. That’s what friends do. Secret keepers.”

“Thank you.” For a moment, Clea stared out the window watching the quiet street outside. A couple of cars passed before she snapped her gaze back to Kat. “I think someone is sabotaging Shamrock.”

Kat’s mouth hung open for a moment. “The roof leak? It could have been anything, Clea. Surely that was just bad luck.”

“Maybe. And I thought that too, until this morning. The tech who fixed the aircon showed me the wires in the unit had been cut. Neatly sliced like a sausage. He didn’t say it was deliberate, but what else could it be?”

“But why would anyone do that?” Kat’s head spun. “Do you think it’s an employee? If Shamrock goes under, they’re out of a job.”

“You’re right. And I don’t see why anyone would have the motive—except Zara and Maeve. They both want Shamrock to fail. That way, Maeve gets to sell the land for millions.”

Ice slithered through her veins. “But that’s criminal! Why would they risk it?”

Clea covered Kat’s hand, pressing it into her thigh, then leaned forward. “Because they stand to gain a lot of money. Because they hate me for taking part of what they consider to be theirs. And because they hate me for who I am: Patrick’s daughter.” She looked down, but not before Kat saw the moisture gathering in her eyes.

She lifted her hand from Clea’s leg and cradled Clea’s hand within her own. “That’s their loss that they don’t want to get to know you. As for the money—don’t they say that the richest people are the most tight-fisted? That they give the least to charity?”

“I’ve heard that.” Clea offered a wobbly smile. “But there’s one thing wrong with my theory: The air conditioning was working yesterday, so it would have to have been sabotaged overnight—and Zara was in Queensland.”

“Maeve?”

“I can’t see Maeve cutting her own toenails, let alone grubbing around in the weeds at the back of the factory, removing the cover of a unit covered in road grime and dust, and knowing which wires to snip.”

“Maybe she advertised the job on Airtasker. Wanted: discreet saboteur. Cash job.”

Clea snorted. “I doubt she’s that stupid.”

“Are there security cameras around there?”

“No, only the ones at the loading dock and front entrance. So that’s no help. I don’t know what to do, Kat. Do I just hope I’m wrong, do I just hope that’s the end of it? Do I confront Maeve? That will really smooth things between us if I do—and I have no proof. Or do I call an all-staff meeting and ask whoever is breaking stuff to please stop?”

Holding Clea’s hand felt right. More than right. Kat looked down at their interlocked fingers and smoothed her thumb over the back of Clea’s hand. Once she started, she couldn’t stop. Over and over, back and forth. Clea’s skin was soft, smooth—no blemishes, cuts or burns—her nails gently rounded, unpolished, and short.

“Kat?” The soft question jerked her out of her introspection. She looked up to find Clea staring at her, a soft question in her eyes.

“I’m sorry. I was thinking and—” She dropped Clea’s hand as heat crawled up her neck. “You don’t have any proof. I don’t think you can jump too quickly.”

“Don’t be sorry.” Clea lifted a shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I liked what you were doing.”

For a few seconds, the background noise of the wine bar faded: the murmur of other people’s chatter, the clink of glasses, the whoosh of a tap. There was only her and Clea, sitting close, their knees still touching, their hands now apart. Was that an invitation for more? It had to be; what else could it be? But, still, she couldn’t move, frozen in the knowledge that Clea was her boss, and that “friends” was a very different proposition to “lovers” or “girlfriends” or “friends with benefits”.

Clea leaned forward. “I understand why you wear your hair in such a tight bun for work. But at pride, you wore it down. You have gorgeous hair. You don’t need to wear it up now. This isn’t work.” She cocked her head. “May I?”

Kat’s heart battered fiercely against her ribs. What was Clea asking? She nodded, unable to look away from the steadiness of Clea’s gaze.

Clea lifted her fingers and placed them on Kat’s temples. Holding her gaze, she slid them around over the tightly wound hair, seeking the fastener. Two small gold-coloured clips securing the shorter, wispy bits of hair came loose under Clea’s fingers. She removed them and dropped them onto the bench.

Kat suppressed a tremble as Clea’s fingers moved to the tortoiseshell clip on her bun. That, too, she placed on the bench, and then Clea worked at the elastic that bound Kat’s hair. Carefully, she eased it away from her head. Then Clea’s fingers pushed into Kat’s hair, loosening the coil of her bun, working her fingers through teasing the hair free.

Kat closed her eyes for a moment to better absorb the sensation.

Clea jerked her fingers back. “Static shock. You’re electric!”

Kat’s breath whooshed out of her. Her scalp tingled where Clea’s fingers had touched it. “What can I say? I have too much hair.”

Clea sat back and picked up her wine again. Her chest heaved in a deep breath, and for a moment, she was silent. Her gaze slid away from Kat, as if she had revealed too much.

“The air conditioning,” she said at last. “It’s fixed, but there’s an invoice for a couple of grand.” She grimaced, and her voice grew surer as she ran with the subject. “The roof…that could have been bad luck, but this? No.” She leaned forward. “I don’t know who it could be. But I’m sure it was done deliberately.” She sucked on her lower lip.

Fascinated, Kat watched the movement.

“I hate mistrusting people. I hate thinking there’s someone at Shamrock who wants the factory to fail, but if it’s not Zara or Maeve, then the chances are it’s an employee. And I have no idea who.”

Kat stared into her own glass. “Are you asking me to spy on people?”

“No! Not that. I could install more security cameras inside and out—but that would be costly, and it sends a message that I’m the sort of boss who doesn’t trust people to do their best. I know I’ve only managed two other people in the past, but I’ve always believed that if you do the right thing by people—treat them fairly and well, be aware of their personal circumstances and allow for them wherever possible—they will do their best for you.”

Kat nodded. “That’s how Patrick was. And that’s why so many of his workers have been there for many years—that’s unusual in a factory environment.”

“But if it is sabotage, I can’t let it continue. There’s trust and there’s naivety. My mum—Tamsin—she believes in karma and trusts that Gaia will provide.”

“What would she say about this?”

“She’d tell me the bad things are happening because I’m making products from animal flesh. I don’t think that’s the reason at all.”

Kat nodded again. “But you have to find out who—if anyone—wants the business to fail.”

“I hate to ask you this—and please don’t answer if it makes you uncomfortable—but can you think of anyone who might have reason to sabotage us? You know most everyone who works there.”

“I can tell you who it won’t be: Lise or Anjali. There’s no way they would do anything. And—” Her mouth closed with a snap. And Lenny had been on the tip of her tongue. Lenny, who’d worked there for several years now, who oversaw the factory floor so efficiently and well. He may not be the most outgoing of people, but she trusted him.

But memory tickled in her mind. His wife Chelle had recently had a baby, and Lenny had voiced concerns about Shamrock’s success before. But that, too, didn’t make sense. Hadn’t he said they were struggling with Chelle on maternity leave? Lenny had more reason than most to want Shamrock to continue—or to look for another job.

“And?” Clea tilted her head.

“Forget I said that. Just thinking aloud.”

“And you wouldn’t. So that’s three people out of thirty-four who wouldn’t have done it. That’s not many.”

Warmth bloomed in her cheeks at Clea’s trust in her. “To be fair, they’re the people I know the best, work with the closest.” And with Lenny. She shook her head to clear her mind. Lenny had more reason than most to want Shamrock to continue.

“Is there anyone disgruntled at work? Unhappy that I’ve taken over rather than Maeve?”

“Not that I know of. Apart from Zara, of course.”

“Yes, Zara. It all comes back to her. I’m out of my depth, Kat. Trying to balance Shamrock Sausages versus not alienating my sister entirely. And doing the right thing as far as workplace relations go.”

“Anjali knows her HR stuff,” Kat said. “You can trust her to get it right. Zara didn’t come in today?”

“No. It’s like she’s daring me to fire her without due process. She’s still in Queensland—according to Maeve, it’s to care for her mental health. But she didn’t call me herself, and she didn’t pick up when Anjali called her. I want to do the right thing by her—losing a parent can mess with anyone’s mental health. Grief. It’s a strange thing.”

Kat touched her hand, and when Clea didn’t withdraw, she curled her fingers around so that they were palm to palm. “Grief is cold and hard and ensnares you so you feel there’s no way out. And when you think it’s easing, it can trap you again.” Her heart clenched. Oh, Mum. I miss you so much.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring it up for you again.”

“Patrick was good to me when Mum died. And others too. He offered flexibility, gave people more than the standard time for bereavement leave.”

“Have I done enough for Zara?”

“Zara was always a special case. You’ve done more than enough—I think, though, it will never be enough in her eyes.”

“I hope I’m wrong.” Clea’s eyes took on a faraway look. “I hope this is two unrelated instances of bad luck. That no one is out to sabotage Shamrock. And that if I’m wrong, I hope it’s nothing to do with Zara. She is, after all, family.” She looked down at the table. “Even if she doesn’t see it like that.”

Kat’s heart clenched at the sadness on Clea’s face. She held her hand, feeling the warmth of her skin, the softness.

Somehow, in a few short weeks, Clea—with her mix of confidence and vulnerability—had become someone important. Someone Kat trusted. Someone who was a friend.

But the buzz of tension in her stomach, and the glow inside when she touched Clea’s skin, told her it was more than that. Kat wanted more.

But could she—they—do that?


Chapter 20

When Woo-Woo Makes Sense

“Greetings to you, Clea Starshine, on this beautiful day.”

Clea glanced out at the overcast Melbourne morning. Not so beautiful, especially not compared to the tropical paradise where Tamsin lived.

“To you as well, Tamsin. How’s Far North Queensland?”

“I’m in Victoria.”

Clea could imagine Tamsin’s lips puckering.

“I am accompanying Rufus on a spiritual journey to his homeland. We are sailing to Erobin and will leave this evening to cross the Heads at slack water.”

“I hope it’s meaningful for you both.” Clea clutched her phone. Was Tamsin going to suggest meeting up? It was so like her not to let Clea know in advance.

“It will be. We’ll be holding a ceremony to reconnect him to his ancestral land. I wish you could come too.”

“Are you in Melbourne?”

“I will be this afternoon. Rufus will drop me at your place. We can prepare food together.”

“Sure, that would be great.” Clea thought over the contents of the fridge. She’d have to go to the market for more vegetables. Tamsin refused to eat anything from a fridge that had stored meat. Not that there was much meat in Clea and Sage’s fridge anyway.

“And I would like”—Tamsin’s voice took on an unusual hesitancy—“for us to talk about Patrick and what he left you. I sense you are conflicted.”

Clea covered her surprise that now, after all this time, Tamsin wanted to talk about Patrick. “I’d like that too.”

“Rufus and I are sailing from Mornington. Maybe you could drive me down there?”

“Sure. I’d be happy to do that. It will be lovely to see you.”

“You, too, Clea Starshine.”

The call ended. Clea rested her head back on the couch. There went the Saturday she’d planned: time to read a new romance novel, followed by live music in the beer garden of the Standard. Today would now be a trip to Vic Market for food, and then conversation with Tamsin. About Patrick.

~ ~ ~

Tamsin greeted Clea with a clasp of her hands, and an encompassing hug. Clea hugged back, smiling into her mother’s long, grey hair. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, sweetheart.” Tamsin held Clea at arm’s length so she could study her. “You’re looking pale, and your aura shows tension.”

Not surprising. But Tamsin wasn’t the person to discuss work with, so the tension would remain.

“I have quinoa, tempeh, and fresh vegetables,” she said instead. “I waited for you so we could prepare our meal together.”

She went over to the small kitchen area. “Can I get you something to drink? We have teas in the cupboard or filtered water.” She turned on the coffee machine for herself.

Tamsin inspected the small selection of herbal teas and selected lemon balm and ginger. Once made, she studied Clea in silence, her gaze running over her from head to toe. “You seem stressed, my sweet. Your energy is jagged.”

Clea took a long, slow breath. “Not particularly.” Liar.

“Is it about Patrick? The thing he left you—is it not giving you joy?”

“It’s complicated.” She turned and kept her back to Tamsin, using the coffee maker as an excuse.

“I’m here to listen, if you want, Clea Starshine. No judgement.”

Clea turned up the milk frother while she thought. Tamsin floated through life and was very firm in her beliefs—but she’d always been accepting of Clea’s choices: when Clea had come out at fourteen, when she’d left the commune, when she’d gone to university and chosen a business degree, when she’d moved to Melbourne. Even when she’d started eating meat. She looked into Tamsin’s serene blue eyes. She oozed calm. Nothing ever fazed her.

“I told you I found out Patrick was my father.”

Tamsin nodded. “I’m sorry you had to find out that way, but I truly didn’t know.”

“Don’t apologise. I understand and accept your choices. There’s more, though.” She took a deep breath and told Tamsin what had happened in the lawyer’s office, about Maeve and Zara, about what Patrick had left her.

Tamsin stood and held out her arms, and Clea went over. She laid her head on Tamsin’s shoulder, wrapped her arms around her waist, and, for a few moments, allowed herself to simply be comforted. To breathe in Tamsin’s scent—earthy, a hint of fresh sweat, the unscented shampoo she used that nevertheless had a smell-not-smell scent about it.

When she straightened, she took the stool opposite Tamsin.

“It is a great opportunity for you,” Tamsin said. “One that aligns with your chosen path. Now I see where the drive to succeed comes from, although I did not see that in Patrick, when I knew him.”

“Maybe,” Clea said. “But I don’t just want to be a success; any success can’t come at the expense of my happiness, or kindness to people. I got that from you. But I’m conflicted. I have more family now—Zara, my sister. Even sort of a stepmother. But they don’t want to know me…and Zara is a huge drain on the business.”

“Do you want her to come around to your way, or do you want her to leave?” Tamsin said. “It seems neither of you is able for the dual role. Mixing family and money only works if it truly comes from a place of love.”

“You managed it. Your commune has always had pooled finances. What belongs to one, belongs to all. That’s what you’ve always told me.”

“True,” Tamsin said. “And I know that’s one reason you turned your back on commune life.”

“Not the main reason.” Clea looked down at her hands. “I need some privacy, and I would like a partner someday. A monogamous relationship.”

“You and Sage support each other financially when you need to—do they not fulfill the need for a relationship?”

“Sage has my back, as I have theirs—but I’d like a romantic partner one day. My person. I’m glad the commune fills your needs.”

“Not all the time. It’s a dark side of human nature to want more.”

“Maeve and Zara have more money than I’ll ever have—or want. Shamrock Sausages is small biccies compared to that—why can’t they support me with its success? In Patrick’s memory, if nothing else.”

“People with the most cling the tightest to what they have. They learned about you at the saddest time of their lives. Not only did they lose someone they loved, but everything they knew about their family, about Patrick, was upended. And you were there, instantly a part of it all. Give them time, Clea Starshine. Maybe they’ll come around.”

“And if they don’t?” Maeve’s haughty face flashed behind her eyes. Zara’s supercilious voice rang in her ears. It seemed like a losing cause.

“Then you’ll have a decision to make. Some people belong in our lives. Others, we must set free from our expectations.”

Tamsin was a woo-woo specialist, but if you sifted through her words, there was always a nugget of common sense at the bottom.

“I’m not sure what I want yet.” She stared down into her coffee. The barista in her had surfaced, and she’d automatically twirled a fern into the foam.

“Are you sure you don’t know?” Tamsin’s voice recalled her from coffee art.

Her breath caught. What did she want from Maeve and Zara? Or just Zara? Just Maeve? She closed her eyes and remembered times at the commune: Tamsin present, but not present. A mother, yes, but a part-time one. Children were everyone’s responsibility and had the run of the commune. They ate with whomever they were with at mealtimes. They slept the same way. Clea had often curled up on an enormous bed with other kids and whatever adults were there, like a pile of puppies. It had been a loving childhood, but the love was abstract. Everyone loved each other because that was how the universe turned. But she’d longed for a love that was hers. A mother who loved her more than she loved the kid next door. A father.

She’d found a deep and true love with Sage, but it was the love of friendship. A Thelma-and-Louise-to-the-death kind of love: fierce, strong, platonic. Sage was her found family, but…

“I want to be a part of Patrick’s family,” she said. “Not necessarily close, but I want the acknowledgement from Zara, at least, that we’re sisters. I don’t think we’ll ever be close, but I want to see what we have in common, what parts of Patrick run inside us.”

“And can you do that if Zara is hindering your business?”

“No. Not at all. But if I fire her, I’ll kill whatever chance I have of having a relationship with her.”

“Then, Clea Starshine, you have a difficult choice to make.”


Chapter 21

A Big Turn-Off

Kat’s Saturdays ran on lines as predictable as the St Kilda Beach tram. She’d race through the housework, trying to at least keep the large house clean and tidy. If anyone visited, they’d notice the spider webs in the corners, dust on the ceiling fans, and an oven that was long overdue for a clean. But Kat’s few visitors were friends who wouldn’t notice and wouldn’t care if they did.

By midafternoon, the house was clean, she’d drunk more coffee than was good for her, and she’d taken Putchi to the dog beach, where he’d galloped on the sand and splashed in the wavelets that lapped the edge of Port Phillip Bay. Kat had walked the length of the beach and back while Putchi frolicked with doggo friends.

Then she’d loaded him back into the Volvo, grimacing at the seawater and sand on her back seat. She dropped him off to a grateful Elsie and had yet another coffee with her and some soft digestive biscuits. What an exciting life she had. Her mouth turned down. Thirty-four years old and Elsie had a more exciting life than she did. Even now, she was with her mahjong group, which, she’d told Kat, was as much about gossip and drinking sweet sherry as it was about mahjong.

Kat thought about calling her friend Leah to see if she wanted to go out for pizza, but, she remembered, Leah was away for the weekend with her new boyfriend. Leah was living the life, experiencing all the things Kat should be doing—well, apart from the heterosexual part.

It was five o’clock. The pile of unread reports on her desk at Shamrock Sausages flashed into her mind. She didn’t usually work on the weekend, but if she went there now, she could maybe read a couple, and—more to the point—she could look around the factory, see if anything was out of place. If there was a saboteur, if anyone was watching the building, then erratic hours would be a good thing.

And she could get takeaway pizza on the way home.

Without thinking further, Kat grabbed her car keys from the now dust-free hall table, with its old-fashioned figurines of a shepherdess and a flute player, and headed out.

The factory was quiet. Kat walked around the outside, treading cautiously through the long grass. The industrial air conditioning units hummed, all the outside doors were locked, the windows were tightly closed. She let herself in the front door and walked along the corridor, peering into every office and space. Apart from the drooping rubber plant in Reception—Lise must have forgotten to water it again—everything was as it should be.

She gave the plant a drink from her water bottle and returned to her desk. She’d just picked up the top report from the pile and unscrewed her water bottle when a rattle sounded in the corridor. She froze, water bottle suspended halfway between desk and lips. It had sounded like the jiggle of the old front-door lock. Sweat instantly beaded her forehead, despite the air conditioning.

She stood and moved silently to the doorway, then into the corridor. Someone stood at the reception desk, leaning over to look at the pile of invoices there. A slim person, dressed in T-shirt and shorts like herself, their light-brown hair drawn up in a small, messy ponytail.

Kat’s breath trickled out of her. Clea. Of course. Kat walked forward, her stride normal. “Hi, Clea.”

Clea swung around, and her wide eyes found Kat’s. “Hi, Kat. I saw your car out front.”

Kat walked fully into Reception. “I was worried when I heard someone out here. I’m glad it’s you.”

“What are you doing here?” Clea’s gaze flickered over Kat.

Was it her imagination, or did it linger on her face, and then on her torso? She resisted the urge to look down at herself, check if her nipples were visible through the thin, clinging T-shirt. “I thought I’d come in and catch up on some report reading.” She spread her hands. “And I thought it could be good to show a presence here at odd times. In case anyone’s casing the factory.”

Clea’s lips twitched. “Seems we’re thinking the same. Well, not the reports, but I thought I’d come here for an hour or so. Did you find anything amiss?”

“No. I walked around. All seems fine.”

“Good.” Clea sighed. “Maybe we’re imagining things. Maybe the roof and the AC failure were just bad luck. Just a coincidence.”

“Do you think that?”

“No.” Clea met Kat’s gaze. “Not when wires were cut, I don’t. But I’m hoping that’s the end of it. I’ve just spent the afternoon with my sunshine-and-fairy-dust mother, whose rose-coloured glasses would turn even the direst situation into something positive. Tamsin’s attitude must be rubbing off on me.” She put down the invoices. “I’ll just get a coffee, then I’ll leave you to your reports. Want one?”

Kat nodded and went with Clea to the break room. As Clea put the kettle on, Kat went to the fridge and picked out the milk. She frowned; the carton wasn’t cold. Bending, she looked in the fridge. No light. She peered down the back of the fridge—the power was off at the wall socket.

“I hope you like black coffee. Fridge is off.” She reached down the wall and flicked the switch, and the fridge hummed into life. “Strange. Why would anyone turn it off?”

“No note about a fault?” Clea asked.

“Not that I can see.” She looked inside the fridge, at the usual motley collection of abandoned lunches, peanut butter containers, and Vegemite jars. When she got closer, the puddle of spilled milk in the veggie drawer made her stomach turn. Sour as Maeve’s face. She removed the drawer and took it over to the sink to clean.

“Are you thinking this is another deliberate thing?” Clea asked. “It seems very petty. Not as bad as wrecking the AC or the roof.”

“Maybe. What better way to upset people than by denying them a coffee in the morning and spoiling their lunch?” She filled the drawer with water and watched as the dried bits of lettuce and tomato floated to the top in a film of milk.

“If the fridge was turned off deliberately—and it could still be a fault—that means whoever it is has access to here.” Clea propped her bum against the counter. “The aircon, the roof: That could have been done from the outside.”

“So it likely is someone who works here.” Kat pulled over the kitchen bin and started going through the fridge, chucking anything that would have spoiled while the fridge was off. She pulled out a sandwich container and opened it. The stench of mould nearly overwhelmed her. She tipped the contents in the bin. “That must have been there for weeks!”

They worked together, Kat emptying the fridge and the grungy containers, Clea washing them. “I’ll leave a note that the fridge was turned off by accident, so we had to empty it. I don’t want to alert anyone that we’re on to the sabotage.”

“Good idea.” Kat straightened. “So much for my afternoon reading reports. I was going to treat myself to pizza afterwards as a reward.”

Clea’s smile lit up her face. “Oh, I think you’ve earned it. That spilled milk alone is worth a large supreme with double salami.”

“Says the ex-vegan,” Kat said. “When you do something, you go all in.”

“I guess. But it has to be double or nothing with salami.”

The clock on the wall showed it was nearly six. What if… Before Kat could second-guess herself, she said, “I was going to get pizza at my local place, Vino Collapso. If you’re not doing anything, you’re welcome to join me.”

“I’m not. I’ve just taken Tamsin to Mornington Pier to join a yacht to Erobin—that’s the traditional owners’ name for King Island. I was going to head home, fall into a glass of wine, and enjoy being alone in the flat for a few hours. Sage is working.”

“Then don’t let me spoil your plans.”

“No.” Clea reached out a hand and rested it on Kat’s arm. “I’d love to have pizza with you.”

If was as if each of Clea’s fingers heated a spot on Kat’s arm. The warmth spread, melting her like chocolate. She stared at Clea’s hand, then up to meet her gaze. “That would be lovely.”

“Then it’s a date.”

A date? Was it? Kat swallowed. Dates were arranged beforehand—one person asked, the other accepted. They decided where to go, what they were doing. And then, later, if they would do anything afterwards…together. The drizzle of warmth travelled her veins into her chest. “It’s a date.”


Chapter 22

Vino Collapso

They took separate cars to Vino Collapso. The tiny trattoria was jammed in a side street in Mentone near the railway station, between a laundromat and a mobile-phone repair shop. The red-and-white awning covered three tiny tables on the street. All were occupied, even though it was just gone six.

Clea looked at the neon sign proclaiming Railway Pizza. “Why did you call it Vino Collapso?”

“This place has been here since the seventies. Back then, if you came here after the pubs closed and ate in, if the owner liked you, he’d give you shot glasses of his illegal home-distilled hooch. All very under the table, and he never charged. It was gut-rotting eyeball popping stuff, with a sky-high alcohol content. One glass and you were under the table. Hence, Vino Collapso.”

“Did you ever have it?”

“Please! I wasn’t here in the seventies.” Kat paused. “However, the original owner’s son now runs it, and the hooch remains. So, yes, on occasions, I’ve had it.”

“People can die from methanol in home-distilled spirits. I’m not sure I’d be brave enough to try.”

“Joe knows what he’s doing. It’s pretty smooth stuff—and no one’s ever got sick, that I know of. But he’s a lot less free with it than he used to be.” Kat pushed open the door and looked around. Every table was occupied.

The server came up to them. “Hi, do you have a reservation?”

“No,” Kat said. “I was going to get takeaway, but we changed our minds. Do you think they’ll be much of a wait for a table?”

The server offered a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry, but most of these tables were booked for a birthday, so I have no idea how long the wait would be. Takeway would be about twenty minutes.”

“The pizza here is worth the wait.” Kat turned to Clea. “Or we can go somewhere else if you want.”

“And miss out on the best pizza? Let’s get takeaway. We can find a picnic table by the beach.”

“Or take it to the factory.” She nudged Clea. “Joking. The beach for the win.”

They ordered a large four-corners pizza and two bottles of water and said they’d return to collect. Outside, they walked the few metres to the busy Station Street.

“This is my suburb,” Kat said. “I live a few blocks to the north.”

“Your mum’s house?” Clea turned and ambled along Station Street. “It seems like a good place to be. A lot of space compared to where I am in Abbotsford.”

“Too much space, really, for just me. I should sell. That would solve the worry about the loan, but I’m still not in that headspace.”

“Have you heard anything about it?”

“Nothing. I made the payment as usual. Got a receipt from Patrick’s brother.”

“Fionn? There must be a lot of work as executor. They had to rush things for me so that the factory could keep trading.”

“And so that Maeve couldn’t drain it anymore?”

“Yes. That too. But I don’t want to talk about the factory now. We called this a date. Let’s talk date-y things.” Clea glanced sideways with sparkling eyes. “If you’re okay with that. If I’m not misinterpreting? If you’re okay with us working together.”

Was she? A twist of doubt surfaced, but she pushed it aside. Yes, Clea was her boss, but Clea wasn’t involved in her loan. It would be okay. “I think so. You treat people fairly at work—so I’m trusting it will be the same with me.”

Clea stopped, put her hands on Kat’s forearms, her expression serious. “I will be. I promise. But if you’re not comfortable, then—”

Kat closed her eyes. Clea’s hands on her arms, her light scent surrounding them, was all making it hard to think. But there was only one answer. “I’m willing to try.”

The sparkle was back on Clea’s face. “That’s the best answer. For that, Ms Nordling, you’ve won four-corners pizza from Melbourne’s best pizzeria.” With a slow slide of her hands down Kat’s forearms, Clea turned and resumed walking.

The trickle of anticipation that had buzzed in Kat’s stomach since they’d left the factory increased. “Then this is a date.” She moved closer to Clea, and her hand brushed Clea’s fingers. Just a touch, just a tingle, but a few strides further on, when they brushed again, she captured Clea’s hand in her own, linking them together. Heat travelled from Clea’s palm to hers.

How long since she’d last held another woman’s hand like this? Since before her mum passed, before her life turned into one long slog of money worries and work.

Then Clea settled her hand more firmly in Kat’s own, threading her fingers between them. “Do you ever eat here?” She pointed to a Malaysian restaurant. Her voice rose higher than normal. Was she, too, feeling the tingle?

“Sometimes,” Kat replied. “They have great chicken curry.” It seemed too soon to suggest it for their second date.

They reached the end of the shopping strip and stopped. “Where’s your house?” Clea asked.

“Two blocks further on, then turn left. Fairly close to the beach. No view, though.”

“You’ve seen where I live.” Clea glanced sideways again. “My view is of the aircon units in the next-door apartments. Which work a lot better than ours and seem to run all the time.”

“My view is of the overgrown garden I never have time to conquer, and the ugly brick house across the street.”

“Still, sounds better than mine.”

Kat turned to face her. “We can take our pizza there if you want. It’s not the beach, but it will be less crowded, and we won’t have to fight for a picnic table.”

“Sure.” Clea squeezed Kat’s hand. “I’d like that.”

Together, they turned and retraced their steps toward Vino Collapso. Kat’s heart pounded, and she took deep breaths. It was only pizza, to be eaten on her front porch or at her kitchen table. She’d done that often, with friends. But inviting Clea was different. Because in her mind, she imagined a different end to the evening than she did with friends. She mentally ran over what she had at home. She’d cleaned the house, she was pretty sure there was wine in the fridge—only cask, but from what Clea had said in the past, Kat didn’t think she’d be that fussy. And she’d changed the sheets—no. That was likely several steps past what Clea was thinking. For her, too.

Clea was, after all, her boss, even though she didn’t act like it, had from the start treated her, and others as potential friends—equals not subordinates. Maybe it was because of her lack of company corporate experience. Maybe it was just how she was—or the influence of her hippie mother. Whatever the reason, Kat liked it. Liked that they felt free to change their relationship. Friends, yes, but also more than friends.

Their pizza was coming out of the oven when they returned to Vino Collapso. The server boxed it up. Joe, the owner, was busy in the kitchen. Kat caught his eye and waved, and he waved back and said something to the server.

When their order came, there were also a couple of pieces of tiramisu. “From Joe,” the server said. “He’s sorry there was no room for you to dine in tonight.”

The way things were turning out, Kat wasn’t sorry.

“I’ll follow you,” Clea said, when they were out on the street.

Kat swung into her drive a couple of minutes later, seeing Clea pull her ancient Subaru to the curb outside.

She waited until Clea joined her on the porch. “Home, sweet home.” She led the way inside, turning on lights as she went.

“This is nice. So much space!” Clea set her bag down on the table.

“You’re being polite, but thank you. It’s stuck in a time warp—Mum liked it this way and saw no reason to update—and I haven’t had the money.”

“No judgement here. Sage and my place is more old-fashioned than this, furnished mainly with op shop finds.”

Kat found plates and napkins, the container of dried chilli, and another of parmesan. “I have wine, if you don’t drink fancy.”

Clea nudged her. “You know I don’t—that wine bar in Gardenvale excepted.”

Kat poured two glasses of white and set them on the table. “Do you want to eat on the front porch? We can sit like two pensioners and watch the roses grow.”

Clea laughed. “The pensioners I know are all rumbling around the Yarra Valley in vintage cars or bushwalking in the Alpine National Park. Seventy is the new fifty, or so I’ve heard.”

“Putchi’s owner lives next door.” Kat set the pizza down on the small table on the front porch. “Putchi will probably appear—but don’t give him any of your pizza. He’s on a diet.”

“Noted. It smells amazing. You’ll be lucky to get any, let alone Putchi.”

Kat flipped open the lid, and her mouth watered. “Pepperoni-and-mushroom quarter for me first.”

Clea took the same and bit into it. “So good.”

They were silent as they demolished the pizza, ignoring Putchi’s whines from the far side of the fence.

Clea balled up her napkin and tossed it into the empty box. “I’m stuffed. Can we take a break before that amazing-looking tiramisu?”

Kat nodded. Picking up the empty box, she took the last remaining crust to the fence and gave it to Putchi. It was gone in a millisecond.

“I thought you said no feeding the hound!”

“There wasn’t any cheese on that piece.” She returned to the table and wiped her fingers on the napkin. “I need to wash my hands. Maybe have another glass of wine.” She held up her glass. “Do you want one too?”

Clea stood. “I’ll come. That was great pizza, but I’m all cheesy too.”

Kat led the way inside. “Bathroom’s there. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

Back in the kitchen, she washed her hands, then pressed her palms to her cheeks. Having Clea in her space was a little strange. Colleagues, new friends… What came next?


Chapter 23

What Happens If You Don’t Kiss

The sound of the toilet flushing brought her back from her introspection. She turned from the kitchen bench as Clea returned. Her light-brown hair was mussed, and her T-shirt was pulled over at one side, showing a pale line of collarbone. Kat traced it with her gaze. Clea had a delicate build, fine-boned, with full breasts and curvy hips. But for all that she seemed fragile, there was a core of strength to her.

Clea pushed a hand through her hair, disarranging it further. She came up to Kat and leaned against the bench next to her. “Thanks for suggesting this. It’s been good to relax with you, away from work.”

Was that how Clea saw her? As a sort of relaxation therapist? She’d suggest they do yoga next.

Some of her doubt must have shown on her face; Clea’s eyes widened. “Oh no, Kat. I can guess your thoughts. If I just wanted to unwind, I’d have gone home and read a steamy romance. Something with a cover you can’t read on the train without getting raised eyebrows.”

“You should get an ebook reader. Total anonymity for your book choices.”

Clea moved a crumb around the bench with a finger. “I’m making a bollocks of this; I’m trying to say I enjoyed this evening. Although I hope it hasn’t ended yet. We still have tiramisu.”

Kat’s stomach unwound. So Clea wasn’t rushing away—yet. “And steamy romance?” The words popped out before she could second-guess.

Clea’s eyes crinkled. “Well. I do have my book in the car. You can plait my hair while I read to you.”

Kat shifted closer, leaning against the bench so their hips bumped. She picked up some of Clea’s hair and let it fall. “Too short to plait this. I’ll brush it instead. One hundred times. Then you can feed me chocolate dipped strawberries when it’s my turn to read the steamy romance aloud.”

“Where have you been all my life!” Clea placed a hand on her heart and pretended to swoon. “Are you going to sweep me up in your big, strong arms and have your way with me?” She fluttered her eyelashes.

Kat huffed a laugh. “Hardly. You’ve obviously never seen my lack of biceps. And consent is sexy. That cavewoman stuff is not my vibe.”

“Mine either.” Clea didn’t move.

There was a vibration in the air; Kat was sure of it. That almost tangible leap of connection between two people who were attracted to each other, who hadn’t kissed—yet. Who hadn’t caressed—yet, but might, if things went that way. Who hadn’t had sex.

That was one leap too far. Kat swallowed. Let the kissing happen. Let them see after that. She turned so her hip rested against the bench and fingered Clea’s hair once more, winding a lock of it around her finger and letting it spring free.

Clea swallowed visibly, and her fingers fluttered by her sides.

Why was she not turning toward Kat, stroking up Kat’s arms, moving closer? Was she, after all, not wanting this?

“Consent is sexy,” Kat said again. “But I can’t read you, Clea. I don’t want to go where I’m not welcome.”

“You’re welcome,” Clea said in a low voice. “But I’m your boss. The first move has to come from you so there’s no chance of coercion. And if I’ve read this wrong, then I’ll thank you for the pizza and the wine, for sharing your front porch with me, for inviting me into your house. I’ll pat your arm, and say ‘See you on Monday’, and then I’ll—”

Since when had a woman describing what would happen if they didn’t kiss been sexy? Been such a turn-on that Kat’s body was already alight, pulsing with anticipation? Since Clea, that’s when. Since Clea’s gaze didn’t meet hers and iterated the points as if it were a budget plan, but with such a thread, an undercurrent of yearning in her voice, that it almost throbbed.

Since Clea had stated so plainly she wanted Kat to kiss her but that she wouldn’t—couldn’t—make the first move.

The thought pounded through her mind, and she moved from the bench to stand in front of her. She rested one hand on Clea’s waist, the other lifted and traced the fine line of the collarbone that she’d so admired earlier. She drifted her hand up Clea’s neck, feeling her pulse throb fast under her fingers.

Kat tilted her head and watched Clea. Watched the flush that crept up her pale skin, painting her neck a delicate rose. Her breathing hitched, and the tension in her slight body was that of a finely tuned guitar string.

Her thumb trailed over Clea’s chin, then brushed her lips. Back and forth, feeling their softness.

Clea’s mouth opened into a smile. “Now you’re getting it.”

Kat leaned in, settled her body against Clea’s. Thighs, hips, breasts. Her breath came fast, and the anticipation coiled tightly, like a spring waiting to be released. She pushed her hand into Clea’s fine hair, and her lips touched down on Clea’s. Lightly, once retreat; twice, a soft touch; three times, a brush and a flick of her tongue over Clea’s lower lip.

Then she couldn’t wait any longer, and her lips settled over Clea’s and then they were kissing and there was no retreat. She slanted her mouth over Clea’s, tasting her lips, Clea’s warm breath in her mouth.

Clea’s hands rose, hovered, then settled on Kat’s waist, bunching her T-shirt, gripping it tightly, raising it from her shorts. Her fingers brushed the skin at Kat’s waist, and the shock was so intense, Kat gasped, withdrew from Clea’s lips, then went straight back, deepening the kiss, parting Clea’s lips with her own.

Their tongues met, danced, tangled. The kiss was hot, wet, and wild. It was a kiss that shouldn’t stop. One Kat didn’t want to stop. Her body lit from within, hot as flame. Her nipples pulsed hard against Clea’s breasts, and the answering points of Clea’s own desire pressed into Kat’s chest.

Was it minutes they kissed? Kat didn’t know. She was caught up in the dance of kiss, release, kiss, each kiss sweeter and hotter than the last, each release a gasp for air before they resumed.

And where was this going, tonight?

Clea’s hips shifted against her own, then her hands tugged the belt loops on Kat’s shorts.

Kat drew back, put some air between their bodies, away from Clea’s oh-so-tempting lips, and brushed the backs of her fingers down her cheek. Her lips pulsed tender from the kisses.

“Do you want to stay?” The words came from deep within, and she held her breath in anticipation of Clea’s answer. Would she stay? Take what was so obviously on offer in those tame words?

Clea bit her lip. “I want to.” She looked down at her rumpled clothes, touched her own lips. “I want nothing more than that. But the rational part of me says we should take this slower. There are, after all, many reasons why we should be sure it’s what we both want.”

“In the cold light of morning, I’ll still want you, Clea. But I understand.”

And she did. They were colleagues—more than that, Clea was the boss and had to tread carefully through the minefield of workplace relations. There were so many things.

But still, there was this.

“I understand,” she said again, then leaned in and brushed a kiss over Clea’s parted lips.

She took a pace back. More than air between them, a gap less easily crossed.

“Thank you.” Clea closed that gap and smoothed a thumb over Kat’s lips. “I hope this isn’t all we have, Kat. I hope you ask me out again.”

She nodded. A deep breath to calm herself, regain her centre which had spun so wildly off kilter as they kissed. Another deep breath, and she could trust herself to speak.

“I hope you’re going to stay for the tiramisu. Joe makes a fantastic one.”

“Of course. I won’t miss that.”

“More wine?”

Clea shook her head. “No. I have to drive home.”

“You could stay in my guest room.” The words were out before she could second-guess them. “There’s a comfortable queen bed.”

Clea was already shaking her head. “I’m sure it’s as soft as clouds, but I don’t trust myself to stay in it. I’ll go home.”

She would. It was sensible. Kat went over to the fridge and found the containers of dessert, then bowls and spoons. She checked the freezer. “Ice cream too?”

“Why not? This is an evening of indulgence, after all.”

“But not an occasional one, I hope?” When Clea didn’t answer, she added, “Joe’s tiramisu is a once tried, never forgotten sort of thing. You’ll be back for more.”

“I’ll be back for more of everything I’ve had this evening.”

“Even the cheap wine and Putchi whining for pizza?”

“Especially those. Putchi was the highlight.”

“A girl could be insulted, but something makes me think you’re joking.” Kat took the ice cream out of the freeze and pried the lid off, adding a scoop to each bowl. “Shall we eat on the porch again?”

“I’d like that.” Clea took one of the bowls from Kat. “If we’re in a semipublic place, I might be able to keep my hands off you.”

They were mostly silent as they ate dessert. Elsie had taken Putchi inside, and the street was quiet. Kat ate, her gaze flicking to Clea often. And it seemed Clea was doing the same; when their gazes collided, they would linger, and sparks danced in the air between them.

When the bowl was empty, Clea stood. “Thank you for a wonderful evening. A wonderful date. I don’t want to leave, but I will.”

Kat stood as well. “Thank you for sharing it with me.” She moved closer to Clea. “A kiss before you leave? We’re on a public street. What could possibly go wrong?”

“A deserted public street.” But Clea closed the gap between them and fitted her lips to Kat’s.

It was swift and hot, a press of lips, a brush of tongues. Then, just as it was on the verge of becoming more, Clea broke the kiss and stepped back.

“I’ll see you on Monday, Kat. I’ll be dreaming of you.”

“Me too,” Kat whispered. “Me too.”


Chapter 24

A Way to Save Face

Clea arrived on Monday morning, at the same time as the factory’s early shift. She said hi to Lenny and, mindful of her suspicions of sabotage, took a walk around the building, and then into the offices. Everything seemed fine. The air conditioning hummed, the fridge in the break room was cold, and she placed the milk cartons she’d bought into it.

She made herself a coffee and pretended to check the coffee supplies. Would anyone be surprised to see a working fridge? If they were, they hid it well.

She returned to Kat’s office and set up her laptop.

Just before eight, Kat arrived with a breezy and professional, “Good morning. How was your weekend?”

“It was fabulous, thank you for asking. One of the best for a long time. How was yours?”

“Same. I did come in here briefly on Saturday late afternoon to catch up on a few things, but the day improved dramatically after that.”

They exchanged little secret smiles. Clea’s turned into a grin that overtook her face. “I’m glad for you.” She forced her eyes back to her laptop screen.

“Morning!” Lise strolled into the office and collapsed into the chair opposite Kat’s desk. “I’ve had the weekend from hell, with a sick kid and a dog that is throwing up all over the house. One needs a doctor, the other a vet, but I’m not sure who needs which.”

“Do you want to go home?” Clea asked. “You could have called in.”

“Hubs is home with them at the moment, but his shift starts at two. I’ll probably have to leave before that.”

“No worries,” Clea said. How different Lise was from Zara.

“I came to say the insurance assessor is coming to look at the roof this morning. He implied it would be quick. So you could have your office back in a week or so.”

“That’s great,” Clea said. “I’m sure Kat’s sick of me.”

She looked down at her desk, lips twitching.

“Not yet,” Kat said. She was unpacking her bag.

“Is Zara here?” Clea asked.

“She is, yes. Do you want to see her?”

Clea covered her surprise. This was a positive sign. Maybe, just maybe, Zara was turning around.

“I’ll go and see her shortly.” Maybe she’d take her to Hasanna’s coffee stand. Maybe they’d chat. Maybe.

“She said something about a meeting later this morning, so I wouldn’t leave it too long.”

“Thanks.” Clea said. “Let me know when you need to leave. I hope your kidlet’s okay.”

“And the dog,” Kat added.

“They’ll both live to cause chaos another day.” Lise levered herself to her feet. “I’ll get stuck into it.” She sauntered out.

Clea opened her emails and scanned them. Nothing seemed urgent. “I’ll go and chat with Zara now.”

“Good idea,” Kat said. “So her meeting doesn’t interfere.”

Clea rose and went out into the corridor and down to Zara’s office. The door was half closed, so she knocked briefly and stuck her head around it. “Hi, Zara. Got a few minutes?”

Zara looked up from her laptop where she was typing slowly. “Sure.” She didn’t smile, but it was the most welcoming thing she’d said to Clea so far. That had to be a positive sign.

“Are you feeling better?” Clea sat in the chair opposite, hoping she looked relaxed. Nerves twined in her stomach. There was something about Zara, about her innate sense of superiority, that always put Clea on edge, as if Zara were judging her. Which she probably was.

“Yes, thank you. My GP wrote me a sick certificate.”

“Drop that in to Anjali when you have a moment,” Clea said. “I’m checking in to see how you’re going.”

“Considering I’ve been off sick, the answer is not well. I have nothing new to show you.”

Clea bit her tongue against the words she wanted to say: that Zara hadn’t shown her anything so far, new or otherwise. “Have you had coffee yet? I’m going to Hasanna’s. Want to come?”

Zara slammed the lid of the laptop shut. “Sure. Beats the muck in the break room.”

Wow. Zara must really want coffee to agree to come with me. “There’s a pod machine now, so it’s better than it was,” Clea said after a beat. “But Hasanna’s is still the best.”

There was a tall counter with two stools free at Hasanna’s. Zara hitched her bum onto the stool. “Long black, double-shot.” Then, after a beat, she added, “Please.”

Clea ordered for them both and returned to Zara. “I wanted to talk to you away from the office. So what we say won’t go on your personnel file. This is between us.”

Zara nodded tersely.

“I’ve seen your social media postings. The ones promoting restaurants—including ones in Queensland from last week.”

Zara opened her mouth as if to say something, but Clea plunged on. “This isn’t about you doing that while on sick leave. You obviously know a fair bit about making social media work for you. So why doesn’t that extend to Shamrock Sausages? It can’t just be that you dislike me, as it goes back long before then.”

Zara shrugged. “I’m not very enthused about sausages, to be honest. And Dad didn’t care if I did it or not.”

“Thing is, I care. I’m going to make a success of this business. And social media is an important part of that. I guess I want to know if you can do it?”

“It’s not difficult,” Zara said. “Daryl was doing okay before I came along.”

“But he wasn’t. It needs more than a couple of photos of black pudding. We need to build the brand. Generate excitement, make people want—”

“Sausages are not, inherently, exciting.” Zara watched Hasanna approach with their coffees.

Clea waited until the coffees were in front of them and Hasanna had gone before she said, “Not to you. But they are to me, and this is my business now. If it fails, I fail. If I can’t make money to pay the staff, then I’m the first one who won’t get paid. And I can’t afford to carry people who aren’t behind me. And so I wonder about you.”

“It’s not really relevant.” Zara stirred her coffee. “I’m on the payroll. And unless you come up with some fabricated reason to fire me, I’m still employed.”

“Tell me,” Clea said. “Is it me, or would you be this way with anyone in my position?” A curl of anger was unfurling in her belly. Whatever Zara said, she could take it. “I want to know.”

For a moment, Zara looked at her, and her affectation of ennui slipped from her face, leaving her wide-eyed and looking bewildered. A flash of hurt, a moment of indecision. Then the mask was back. Zara picked up her coffee cup and sipped.

“Both, I think,” she said after a moment. “I don’t care about Shamrock Sausages. It’s just a way to get a bigger allowance—Dad always said that. But it’s also you. You came barging into our lives at a terrible time, and now you’re here and you’re someone I have to deal with, but…” Her chin went up. “You say you’re my sister, but I don’t think of you like that. I’m Dad’s only child. I always have been. He never acknowledged you until that ridiculous will, and now you want into Mum’s and my life. How can you be a part of our family—especially now?” Her face crumpled. “You can’t understand, no matter how hard you try. I miss him every day. You’ve never really known him.”

Clea sat, frozen, on her stool. This was a huge mistake, trying to talk with Zara. She’d made things worse, and she’d upset a grieving woman. Her sister, no matter how much Zara denied it. But what was also blindingly clear was that there was no way forward for Zara within Shamrock Sausages.

“I’m sorry you feel like that.” She reached out a hand and placed it on Zara’s arm. The muscles tensed under her palm. “I don’t want to upset you or Maeve. But, like it or not, Patrick is my father, and I’d hoped that gave us some shared bond as well as shared blood. I don’t want anything from you, Zara, not on a material level. But I would like your friendship. Not now, it seems, but I’m still hoping for later. A month, a year, whenever.

“My mum, Tamsin, visited on the weekend. She lives in a commune in Far North Queensland. She’s empathic—always able to see both points of view—and that makes her wise in a way that I’m not. Maybe you’re not either. She said that as long as I control Shamrock and that you are an employee, there is no way forward for us on a personal level.”

Zara stared at Clea’s hand on her arm and wouldn’t meet her eyes, but Clea sensed she was listening.

“What I’m about to say is between us. We’re not at work. I am going to make a success of Shamrock. For me, for the staff, but also for Patrick. And for that, I need a marketing person who is committed to the job. That’s not you. And if Tamsin is right, then as long as you’re an employee—and you obviously don’t want to be one—there’s no chance of us reaching some accord. We can carry on with the performance plan—and we both know you’re unlikely to meet it. Patrick apparently was going to hire you an assistant—but that’s not in the budget. I’m offering you to walk away. You can give me two weeks’ notice—I’ll pay you the two weeks, but you don’t need to come in. You can say you’ve got a fabulous job, you can say you’re joining the air force, moving to Hollywood, whatever you want. We’ll make it pleasant for you. Tea and cake in the break room, a card, flowers, all the well-wishes you could want. The alternative is—unless you actually do turn things around—you’ll be out in a month. Sacked for non-performance. I know you don’t need the money, and I know you don’t want to work here, especially not as it means being with me. So this way out allows you to save face, walk away, and move on with your life.”

“And it saves you paying my salary,” Zara said in a stony voice. “A huge saving that will give you a better chance of turning a profit. Why would I want that?”

“Why do you care? I know exactly what Patrick left you and Maeve. If I had a quarter of what you had, I’d never need to work again.”

“You can never be too rich,” Zara said. “Things can change in the blink of an eye. As long as the business is here, Mum can never sell the land. Land worth millions, leased at a rent so low it’s ridiculous.”

“Patrick could have left me some of your millions,” Clea said. “He didn’t. Nor did he leave me vintage cars or investment properties, or a house in Brighton. He left me his business, because he thought I’d care for it. And I do.” She slid from the stool. “Zara, the offer remains open until either you decide to do some work for Shamrock or until we fire you. Think on it. After all, I’m the only sister you have too. I’d like us to at least be friends.”

“In your dreams.” Zara’s mouth worked, and she looked away. “Now, please let me finish my coffee. I’ll be back afterwards to sit at my desk until you release me for the day.”

“As you wish.” Clea blinked back hot tears. Tears of embarrassment, of shame at her failure, of the feeling she’d made things worse. She picked up her untouched coffee and went over to ask Hasanna to put it in a takeaway cup.


Chapter 25

A Very Big Mouse

Clea returned to the office. So much for bonding time with Zara. The gap between them was now as wide as Bass Strait. She should accept that Zara and Maeve wanted nothing to do with her. She should move on. It was all very well for Tamsin to say that Clea might build a better relationship with Zara outside of Shamrock, but then Tamsin saw the best of everyone. She floated through life being kind and trusting that everything would work out.

Clea, on the other hand, was more pragmatic, and believed her superannuation, not the universe, would take care of her in her old age.

Kat wasn’t in their shared office when she returned, but there was a small box on her keyboard. Clea picked it up. Two Lindt chocolates. There was no note, but it had to be Kat. Perceptive Kat, who had divined the obvious: that her overture to Zara would not end well.

She returned to the emails she’d skimmed earlier. One, from a butcher’s shop in Footscray, jumped out at her. Excess salt. She frowned. What sort of a subject line was that? She clicked the email.

Good morning, Ms Winneke,

We request a refund for the Irish Breakfast Sausages delivered last week. The batch is faulty in that there is too much salt and the sausages are not edible. Most of our customers have returned them for a refund.

We trust this is a one-off error in manufacture and will keep our order for next fortnight.

Regards,

Philippe Couturier

Footscray Gourmet Smallgoods

Too much salt? She frowned. She’d had the Irish Breakfast sausages at the staff breakfast, and they’d been fine. Delicious. Everything a sausage should be. But would that be the same batch as the one Philippe had received? She printed the email and headed for the factory to find Lenny.

She found him in the storeroom talking with Kat. Both turned as Clea entered.

“—Three sacks missing,” Lenny said. “They were here last week. I’m sure of it. But we can’t make white pudding without it.”

“Is there a problem?” Clea asked. Another one?

Kat grimaced and gestured for Lenny to speak.

He shuffled his feet and stared at the floor. “All the oatmeal is missing.”

“Would it have been used for something else?” Clea asked.

“No. Only the black or white pudding. And we made the black last week.”

“Has it been moved?” Clea looked around the orderly storeroom. Bulk spices, dried herbs, barley, and salt. Salt. She still held the email. Was the missing oatmeal another issue?

“Nowhere to move it to. Normally lives there.” He pointed to a rack where there was an oatmeal sack-sized space. “I asked on the floor if anyone had moved it. No one has.”

“Maybe we have a very big mouse.” Clea tried to smile.

“No, we are careful not to introduce vermin,” Lenny said seriously. “The storeroom door is steel. No gaps.”

“Has anything ever gone missing before?” The other unexplained things that had gone wrong were jumping in Clea’s mind. Had someone stolen or destroyed the oatmeal? Oatmeal? Who could possibly want three sacks of it?

“Once a delivery came out of hours and was left on the dock,” Lenny said. “It rained, and it was all ruined. But apart from that…” He shrugged.

Clea unscrunched the email in her hand. “I wanted to ask both of you about this.” She handed the paper to Kat, who read it and handed it to Lenny.

Lenny blanched. “I set the mixer. I followed the same quantities I’ve done for years. This has never happened before. I check them each time. Maybe I made a mistake…but then the next time I would have noticed the salt was too high.” A flush replaced the chalk-white of his cheeks.

“I’m not blaming you, Lenny,” Clea said. “I just want to find out what went wrong so we can correct it.”

“Maybe there’s a calibration error on the machine,” Kat said. “It was serviced not long ago.”

“But why only this batch?” Clea asked.

“So far,” Kat muttered.

“If the calibration’s out since the service, we would have had complaints about other sausages before now. They all include salt,” Lenny said.

“It’s a preservative.” Kat nodded. “Lenny’s right; unless dozens of customers are complaining, it’s likely to be only one batch.”

Clea’s lips thinned. “Lenny, can you pull a few sausages from as many recent runs as you can? Label them, and we’ll cook them up and taste test. Hope you both didn’t bring lunch.”

“It’ll keep,” Kat said.

“Let’s go to the park and use the barbecues there,” Clea said. “At this stage, I’d rather the staff didn’t know there’s a problem. Lenny, what time suits you?”

“Don’t think I can, Clea,” he mumbled. “Got deliveries coming in. Might be oatmeal, so if there is, we can get the white pudding happening after all. Machine’s not doing anything right now. Don’t want the downtime.”

“I understand. If the sausages are good, we’ll bring some back for you.”

Clea and Kat returned to Kat’s office.

“Thank you for the chocolates,” Clea said. “You must have known today was going to be a shit of a day. Zara, then the email about the salt, then the oatmeal.” She slumped in her chair and pressed her fingers to her temples. “That’s three things. Hopefully that’s the universe done with me for today.”

Kat sat at her own desk. “Clea, Lenny’s too afraid to tell you, as he thinks you’ll blame him, but he said the oatmeal must have been taken by someone.”

“That’s what I thought as well. I’ll reassure Lenny I don’t blame him. At least—” She bit her lip. “Would he sabotage us?”

“No.” Kat didn’t hesitate. “He’s still worried that he might not have a job if Shamrock fails—and his wife is at home with a baby. He told me he wants to stay here if at all possible. Lenny had it tough as a kid and didn’t have a great work history before he joined Shamrock. Patrick put his trust in him and made him floor supervisor. He appreciates that.”

“Then who?”

“I don’t know.”

“I won’t put cameras inside. Spying on people. That’s wrong.”

“Might be worth checking the footage from the external cameras. That oatmeal had to leave somehow. I doubt anyone tossed it up through the hole in the roof.”

“After lunch. Guess it’s just you and me for our barbecue in the park.” Even a short lunch meant time alone with Kat. Clea’s insides gave a twirl.

“At least it’s not thirty-five degrees today.”

“Maybe we should get some potato salad and a couple of beers and make an afternoon of it. I’m joking. I wish I wasn’t. We’ll cook and eat and return here.”

“Is it wrong to say I’m looking forward to it?” Kat leaned back in her chair, and her gaze caressed Clea’s face. “You and me. The beachside barbecues are closer than the park. We might as well enjoy the sea breeze and view.”

“I enjoy any time I spend with you,” Clea said. Her heart thudded. Was that admission too much?

Kat’s gaze softened and her fingers flexed as if she wanted to reach out and touch Clea. “Me too, Clea. Even time in this office, listening to you mumble as you work.”

“I like seeing you nod and tap your pen twice at the end of every paragraph you read.”

“How do you know that?”

“Too infrequent to be a sentence. Too short to be a page. Must be paragraphs.”

“You mustn’t have enough work to do, Ms CEO, if you’ve had time to figure that out. It will be more peaceful when you return to your office, but I’ll miss you.”


Chapter 26

Like Vegemite from the Jar

They were lucky and scored a barbecue on the foreshore overlooking Port Phillip Bay. Clea laid the sausages on the hot surface “So, we have some time while they cook. What are we going to do?”

Kat didn’t move. “That depends. We’re in a public area close to work. It’s within the working day. I’m guessing public sex is not an option.”

Clea laughed. “You guess right.” She turned away to check the sausages. “Pity.”

Kat froze. Did she hear Clea correctly? But then Clea turned back and met her eyes, and her impish smile told Kat that, yes, she had heard correctly.

“And here I thought you’d be the free-spirited, live dangerously type.” She took a long swallow from her water bottle to ease her suddenly dry mouth.

“You’re thinking of my mother. She’s the one who does naked protests and gets tied to bulldozers. I’m the uptight one in the family.”

“Compared to Maeve, you’re Lady Gaga.”

“Maeve’s not family. She’s made that very plain.” Clea poked the sausages, turning a couple with a fork.

Kat silently cursed. They’d been flirting, and then one unthinking comment had shut Clea down faster than an illegal gambling ring when the cops pulled up outside. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned her.”

“That’s okay. I need to start accepting the obvious about her and Zara. And I need to stop trying to get closer to them both.” She turned the sausages again, then walked to the edge of the shelter and stared out over the bay. “Tamsin’s somewhere out in the Bass Strait right now. That must be fabulous.”

“As long as you don’t get seasick. I get queasy crossing the Yarra on a bridge.”

“Guess your ideal holiday isn’t a cruise, then.” Clea’s smile was back to an approximation of her usual sunshine.

“No. I’d like to go overseas, somewhere past New Zealand—that’s the only place I’ve been so far. I’d like to visit the southwest United States—see those saguaro cacti and Joshua trees. And I’d love to do the puffin count one year in Iceland. Apparently, if you can abseil, you’ve a better chance of being selected.”

“I’d love that.” Clea’s eyes glowed in the afternoon sunlight. “Puffins have to be the cutest, most ridiculous-looking birds.”

“That butcherbird eyeing the sausages might disagree.” Kat made shooing motions at the bird, who regarded them with a bright, beady eye and took a tiny hop further away, where it settled in to wait for their inattention.

“I’ve never had the money for much travel.” Clea rested against the timber support. “I’ve never earned much, and of course I have to pay off my uni fees. I generally holiday at home, or I go to the Atherton Tablelands to visit Tamsin.”

“Maybe that will change now.” Kat touched Clea’s arm and trailed her fingers down to Clea’s hand. She squeezed her palm. “Now that you’re a fancy-pants CEO of an award-winning sausage-making company.”

“That would be nice.” Clea squeezed back, and her thumb made a slow back and forth pass on Kat’s hand. “Those award-winning sausages are starting to smell good. And I’m hungry. Let’s see how they taste.”

She pulled out two paper plates and took the first sausage off the hotplate. “I hope we can tell which flavour is which.”

“I can tell with my eyes closed,” Kat said. “Consider this your next challenge. You can keep your eyes open, though.” She cut a bite off the sausage and speared it on the fork, then held it out to Clea. “Your observations and guesses, please, Madam CEO.”

Clea took the fork. “It’s lighter in colour, so not one of the beef ones.” She sniffed it. “No obvious smell.” She put it in her mouth and chewed. “Not too salty. That’s a relief. Is it the Pork and Sage?”

“Final answer?” Kat ate a piece of the same snag to check her guess.

“Lock it in.”

“Ding, ding, ding! The answer is correct. It is indeed Shamrock Sausages’s award-winning Pork-and-Sage sausage.”

“Yay!” Clea wet her finger and chalked an imaginary mark in the air.

Kat retrieved the fork, then cut a piece of the second sausage. “This one’s harder.”

Clea turned the fork over. “More robust colour—quite orangey-red inside. From the colour, I guess either the sweet chilli and beef or the Spanish-style beef with smoked paprika.” She took a bite. “Definitely the sweet chilli and beef. This is one of my favourites. And it’s not salty either.” She finished the sausage. “You can have the second one.”

“Ding, ding, ding. You’re now two for two.” She passed Clea a piece of the third one.

Clea put it in her mouth, chewed once, and then turned and spat it out, wiping the back of her hand over her mouth. “That’s disgusting. It’s as salty as Vegemite straight from the jar. Worse.” She reached for her water bottle and took a long slug. “Which one was that?”

“The Irish Breakfast sausage.” Kat cut herself a tiny piece. It was as bad as Clea said. She met Clea’s eyes. “There must be twenty times the correct amount of salt in this. No wonder the customer wanted a refund.”

Silently, they tried the remaining sausages, but all were fine.

“Let’s get back to work.” Clea packed up the remaining sausages for Lenny. “We’ll have to recall the batch. I’ll ask Anjali to call all customers who had the breakfast sausages delivered in the last week. Tell me, what do you think the chances are that this is machinery malfunction?”

“Honestly?” Kat bit her lip. “Zero to one percent. Those Pork and Sage were made before, the honey and mustard ones after. If the machine was faulty, surely others would be bad as well.”

“I thought you were going to say that. This means the sabotage is being done by someone who works at Shamrock or has access out of hours, as opposed to say, a casual visitor. And I have no idea who it could be.”

“And has knowledge of how the machinery works. If they altered the settings to increase the salt, they knew enough to set it back to normal afterwards. Although most anyone can read a manual.” Kat opened the container and put the remains of the salty sausage into it. “I’ll get this tested. In case salt’s not the only thing they messed with.”

In silence, they cleaned off the barbecue.

“A pity,” Clea said. “We could have had a lovely lunch, just the two of us, a romantic sea view…and instead we’ve had a depressing conversation about who hates Shamrock Sausages enough to want it to fail.”

Kat held out her arms. If someone saw them, well, they would see a someone comforting a friend. Just a hug.

With a small sigh, Clea walked into Kat’s hug, sliding her arms around Kat’s waist. “Thank you,” she said, her voice muffled by Kat’s shoulder. “You give the best hugs.”

“Anytime. Maybe I’ll put a sign on my office door: Free Hugs.”

“Seeing as I’m still sharing your office, that means I’ll be first in line, every time.”

Clea looked up, and there was so much sadness in her eyes that Kat couldn’t resist. She pressed a kiss to Clea’s parted lips, a soft caress meant to comfort, to give a glimmer of light on a dull day.

Clea gasped, and, for a moment, her lips were hungry, pressing into Kat’s that kissed her with an urgency and desperation.

Then she was gone, standing a pace away. “Thank you for that. That was…kind.”

“Not kind, Clea. Something I wanted to do. I still do.” She waited until Clea met her gaze again. “And we will do it again. Very soon.”


Chapter 27

Effective Immediately

Three weeks later, Kat opened the email from the mortgage broker with trembling fingers. Finance offer, the subject read, and that was enough to make her think of celebratory wine, maybe Thai food. Maybe shared with Clea. The broker had taken long enough to secure an offer—she hoped that meant he’d been thorough and that the offer was a good one.

She scanned the email, and the joy leaked out of her pores with every sentence. Sure it was an offer. Sure, she could refinance the house—mostly. Could she afford the repayments?

That would be a big, fat no.

She pulled over her calculator. The offer was from an overseas lender, one she was sure she’d read about that financed high-risk loans. The interest rate on offer made her eyes water. And when she calculated the monthly repayment, it was nearly twice what she was currently paying to Patrick’s estate. There was no way she could afford it.

The broker’s email was over-the-top enthusiastic, talking about how his hard work to secure her a loan had paid off and recommending she accept the offer.

Right. Not happening.

Kat closed the email and stood, then walked to the window to stare out over her parched and weed-filled garden. Maybe she should get a housemate. Or start an OnlyFans site. Ha! Who’d want to look at a thirty-four-year-old, very ordinary lesbian? She’d be lucky to make enough for a cup of coffee. She ran the figures again, including rent from a housemate in the mix. It still wasn’t enough. But if that was what it took, she’d do it.

She returned to her computer and logged on to Facebook to draft a housemate-wanted ad.

~ ~ ~

Clea’s meeting with Zara was always the highlight of her day.

Not.

But this time, Zara actually had something to show her. Sure, it was only two images. Sure, they looked like she’d downloaded them from a stock photo site and thrown together a few sentences to accompany them, but she’d actually done something. That felt like a world first.

“That’s a good start,” Clea said. “How will you follow up?”

Zara shrugged. “That’s a week’s work right there.”

The taut band of nerves in Clea’s stomach snapped. “Zara, we’re looking at something an eight-year-old could have put together in five minutes. Is this all you’ve worked on this week?”

Zara pushed back from the desk. “I just told you—it’s a week’s work.”

“It’s not. What else have you been doing?” She pulled out her mobile and flicked to Zara’s Instagram. “You don’t need to answer that. The five-course degustation lunch at Belmondo’s is a delight. Taking three hours—weekdays only—this gourmet lunch, with wines carefully paired for the best experience, is a must for the discerning diner” She put her phone down. “Belmondo’s is in the Yarra Valley—most of two hours from here. When did you go?”

“Wednesday,” Zara said. “When you were out having lunch with your pet food scientist.”

“Working lunch.”

Zara shrugged. “If you say so.”

“So you arrived in the morning and left, what, two hours later? I didn’t see you that afternoon, so I’m guessing you didn’t return.” Anger warred with sadness that it had come to this. She picked up the phone. “Anjali, please can you come down to Zara’s office immediately.”

“Another written warning?” Zara leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “How dull, darling.”

“Get another and you’re gone.”

“I’ll save you the trouble.” Zara stood, slamming her laptop closed, then putting it in her bag. “I’m gone. I resign, effective immediately.”

Clea’s face froze, and she couldn’t say anything.

Anjali entered. “We’ll need your resignation in writing, Zara.”

“I’ll send you an email.”

Anjali moved in front of her and held out her hand. “That laptop is Shamrock’s property. We’ll also need your swipe card, company credit card, and any keys you have—including for the lockable drawers in your office.”

For a moment, it appeared Zara might fling the laptop across the room, but then she thrust it at Anjali.

“The cards and keys, please.”

Zara dug around in her designer leather bag, then threw them on the desk.

“As of now, Zara, your employment with Shamrock Sausages has ended.” Clea fought to keep her voice steady. “Please send us an email confirming your resignation by close of business today.” She held out her hand for Zara to shake.

She brushed past it with a sneer. “Goodbye. Can’t say it’s been a pleasure.” Her heels clacked up the corridor to reception and the front door banged so hard, Clea wondered if she’d shattered the glass.

She and Anjali looked at each other with wide eyes. Clea’s knees shook, and she sat abruptly in Zara’s chair—the soft and padded leather chair that was so much better than any other. “She’s gone. She’s actually gone.”

“And Shamrock’s bottom line is instantly looking healthier.” Anjali perched on the edge of the desk and patted Clea’s shoulder. “Are you okay? I guess it’s not every day you have to fire your sister.”

“She left before I could do that.” Clea compressed her lips.

Lise appeared in the doorway. “Is everything all right? Zara just left without a word as if the hounds of hell were after her. Her tyres left burn marks in the car park, she took off so quickly.”

“She’s gone,” Anjali said. “I’m not sure Clea’s ready to celebrate, though.”

Clea twisted her hands together as a boulder of worry dissolved in her stomach. Anjali was right: The bottom line would be so much better without Zara’s inflated salary slurping up the profits. But the gulf between her and Zara had just split wider. Too wide to ever bridge? Maybe. Probably.

“We’ll need to hire a marketing person. Lise, can you call Best Foot Forward and see if the person they recommended before is still available? If so, can you arrange an interview?”

Lise nodded and left.

Anjali stood in the middle of the room and put her hands on her hips. “Are you going to move into this office? It’s as big as yours, and you may as well have the fancy desk and big-ass chair.”

Clea looked around. It was nicer than her office. “Yeah, I’ll take it. If you or Lise want my old office, you can sort it out between you and move in once the repainting is done and the new carpet laid. Then hopefully, when we get a marketing person, they can have whichever office is vacant.”

“Thanks, Boss.” Anjali grinned. “Lise and I can toss a coin. I hope I win, as there is so much more shelf space in yours. I’ll give this laptop to Lise—she can see if there’s anything on it worth saving and then get it ready for the new person.”

Clea headed back to Kat’s office. It was empty. Kat returned as Clea was packing up her things.

“Moving out?” Kat arched an eyebrow.

“Moving back to the executive wing,” Clea said. “Such as it is in a sausage factory. You’ve missed some drama.” She updated Kat on Zara’s exit.

“Are we happy about this?” Her expression radiated sympathy and understanding. Of course, Kat would know Clea’s conflicted feelings about Zara.

“I’m happy she’s gone from the business, happy we can now hire someone who hopefully can manage more than two basic posts a week. I’m uncomfortable with how she left. I still have the idea of a fairytale, sisters-together sort of ending. I need to accept it’s not going to happen.”

Kat came over and put her arms around Clea. “No. It probably isn’t.”

Clea relaxed into Kat’s loose embrace. Nothing inappropriate, just a friend comforting a friend. But still, her lips tingled with the need to taste Kat’s once more, to run her hand along her side, push her fingers into Kat’s silky hair. She took a breath and eased out of Kat’s arms before she could give in to the impulse to kiss her.

“So I have my office back,” Kat said. “I’ll miss your muttering and rustling of papers. Maybe I’ll get a white noise machine instead, so the silence isn’t too terrible.”

Clea stuck her tongue out and gathered the final papers and stuffed them into her case.

“Well, you’re only up the corridor. It’s not the other side of Melbourne.”

“Are you doing anything tonight? Would you like to have dinner with me?”

“Another date?” Kat cocked her head to one side.

“If that’s how you want to take it, yes. Or if you prefer, it can be two friends and colleagues having dinner.”

“It’s a date,” Kat said firmly. “And I’d love to.”

“Do you want to go home and change first? I can’t.” Clea grimaced and looked down at her business-casual shirt and pants. “I’m respectable but dull.”

“Then let’s be dull together. I can go straight from here. I’ll wear my lab coat, if you want. Although any restaurant might assume I’m doing a health-and-safety check.”

Clea laughed. “We might get great service if you did. Do you like Turkish food? There’s a place in Hampton that has amazing mezze. They make their own bread and dips.”

“Two Turks? I love that place. What time can you get away?”

“How about I meet you in the car park at 5:30? There’ll be time for a walk on the beach first, then—if you want.”

“I’d like that.” Kat’s gaze ran over Clea’s body, then returned to her face. “I’m looking forward to our date already.”


Chapter 28

No Garlic

At 5:25 p.m., Clea squeezed up to the mirror in the unisex bathroom. Luckily, she had a basic make-up bag with her in the car, in case she ever had to look more like the CEO of a successful company. A touch of mascara, a brush of eyeshadow, and a lick of lip gloss. Two minutes and she was ready. She strolled through reception, waving at Anjali, who had won the toss for Clea’s old office and was boxing her things, ready for the move.

Kat was already waiting, leaning up against her Volvo. “You look lovely.” Her gaze swept Clea from head to toe, lingering for a long moment on her lips. “Although I don’t know why you bothered with lip gloss. The moment we’re away from here, the second we have even some semi-privacy, I’m going to kiss that off.”

Clea stepped closer. It was as if a positive charge was coursing over her skin, drawing her into Kat’s orbit. “And then what?”

Kat tapped a finger on her lips. “I’m thinking hummus with pine nuts. Gözleme with cheese and spinach, and lamb. You can’t have Turkish food without lamb and garlic sauce.”

Clea smothered a smile. “I was thinking about what colour your underwear is.” She turned and unlocked the Subaru. “Are you going to follow me?” She got in without waiting for an answer, leaving Kat opening and closing her mouth like a goldfish.

They parked on Beach Road and strolled the few metres to the beach. Tiny wavelets lapped the coarse sand, and a line of seaweed, driftwood, and broken shells marked the tide line. Clouds gathered far out on the bay, and a flash of lightning darted across the sky. The air was humid with the oncoming storm.

“Do you miss the tropical beaches of Far North Queensland?” Kat picked up a flat stone and sent it skimming across the water.

“I was never there much,” Clea said. “The commune was in the Tablelands, most of an hour’s drive from the ocean. There were so many backpackers and tourists in the dry season, it was always crowded. You can’t swim in the wet season because of marine stingers.”

Kat made a face. “If it’s not box jellyfish, or saltwater crocs, it’s blue-ringed octopus, cone snails, and sea snakes. Several varieties of those. Melbourne’s beaches must be paradise compared to that.”

Clea raised an eyebrow. “Really? Gritty sand and cold water.”

Kat laughed. “I don’t swim here. But I do like walking the cliffs around Sandringham. If the air temperature gets to forty degrees, I might swim.”

Clea stopped and faced the bay. “Melbourne’s home to me now. I came here for uni and never left. I love this city.”

“So do I.” Kat stopped and turned to face Clea. She picked up her hand and tugged her close. “And I like you, Clea. Not just as a friend, in case you’re wondering.”

Clea stepped closer, into Kat’s space, and she pushed her hair behind her ears. “Can I kiss you?”

“You’re so cute. Asking if you can.”

“I’m still your boss. This is still a workday. I don’t want to put you in an awkward position, where you feel you can’t say no.”

“I would never think that of you.” Kat moved her head, Clea leaned in, and then their lips met and they were kissing.

It escalated like a bushfire. Clea’s head spun. Kat was sweet and hot under her lips, and she opened her mouth and traced her tongue along Clea’s lips until she, too, did the same. Their bodies pressed against each other’s, and their tongues danced an exquisite advance and retreat.

The waves spun decorously to shore, a breeze blew Kat’s hair so it tickled Clea’s cheek, and her hands clenched on Kat’s cotton shirt, bunching the material in her fingers.

A breath, a change of the slant of their mouths, and the kiss grew once more. Thoughts of dinner left Clea’s head. The worries of the day—of Zara, of budgets—evaporated into the magic of Kat’s kiss, the warm press of her body, and the knowledge that this was something she wanted in her life; this was someone she wanted.

When they broke apart, Kat’s pupils were dark and wide. “Tell me…tell me why we stopped. Why we’re going to dinner and not somewhere more private.”

“Right now, I don’t know,” Clea murmured. Her heart battered a fierce rhythm against her ribs, and she tasted salt on her lips from the sea air.

Kat took a deep breath. “Because it’s midweek? Because we have to work tomorrow? Because right now I’m hungry?”

She laughed, gleefully, and linked her fingers into Kat’s, turning them so that they started the walk back to their cars. “That last one is the top reason.”

“Which means,” Kat said softly, “that after dinner, who knows what we’ll do?”

~ ~ ~

They were lucky and found a table in the upstairs area of Two Turks, where they sat on large richly coloured floor cushions and ate from a low table. As well as the bread—soft pillowy clouds of heaven—and the hummus with pine nuts, they ate spiced meatballs, rice flavoured with pomegranate and wrapped in vine leaves, and a platter of tender lamb—without the garlic sauce.

Clea laughed when Kat dribbled hummus down her shirt, having missed her mouth.

Kat captured Clea’s hands so she couldn’t grab the last meatball. Instead, she picked it up herself and bit it in half, then fed the other half to Clea.

Two hours later, after Turkish delight and sweet mint tea, they reluctantly got to their feet. “It’s my turn to pay,” Clea said.

“I only paid for pizza,” Kat said. She pulled out a couple of twenties, even as her stomach contracted at the thought of how much of her groceries for the week that would be.

“No.” Clea closed Kat’s fingers over the notes. “It’s my turn.” She handed her credit card to the server.

They each had a takeaway box. “Sage is going to be happy with this,” Clea said. “Don’t give yours to Putchi.”

“No way. I love that dog, but not that much.”

Kat’s heart thrummed a different rhythm. Their conversation on the beach. Their accord in the restaurant. Their kisses. Their hot and heated kisses that made her fly free, above the earth, soaring in a sensual paradise with Clea. “Do you want to come back for coffee?”

“I’d love to,” Clea said. “But I should go home. If I come back now, it will be hard to leave. I don’t have clothes for the morning—and I don’t feel like doing the walk of shame in front of Anjali and Lise.” She ran the backs of her fingers down Kat’s cheek, feeling her shiver at the touch. “But soon, Kat. Soon, I hope we’ll go on a weekend date with no time limits.”

“I hope so too. I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”

“You’ll manage. I’m looking forward to it already.” Clea leaned in and kissed her, and Kat melted, her fingers clenching on thin air as she fought the impulse to push them under Clea’s shirt, here in Hampton Street, where anyone could see them. Anyone at all.

Clea broke the kiss, then kissed her fingertips and pressed them to Kat’s lips before swivelling and walking back to her car.


Chapter 29

Bullshit-Free Zone

Clea arrived at Shamrock early the next morning. She glanced at the front doors, but on impulse decided to take a walk around the outside. The loading dock looked as it should. She debated turning back there, remaining on the concrete, but no. She continued on, picking her way over the weeds and gravel and long grass at the rear of the factory. Spiky seeds and burrs clung to her pants. She should ask Rick to slash the area, make it more accessible.

Something leaning against the wall of the factory caught her eye. She frowned. Something lumpy and brown.

She went closer and poked the brown sacking with her foot. The wet sackcloth parted and mouldy oats spilled out. Three sacks. The missing oats. So they hadn’t been stolen, just removed from the factory and effectively dumped. Another tick in the sabotage column. Another tick in the likely-to-be-an-employee column. The security cameras on the front door and loading dock hadn’t shown anyone removing sacks, so they’d likely left by the side door, where there was no camera.

Clea completed her circuit and went inside. It was ten to eight. Her feet turned automatically toward Kat’s office before she remembered. She turned on her heel to head to her new office. She’d find Rick later and ask him to remove the oats.

The modern abstract paintings on the walls of what had been Zara’s office reminded her: It had been several weeks, but Maeve was still to provide a full account of everything she’d removed from Patrick’s office that belonged to Shamrock. Like the paintings. Anjali had found the receipts for those, purchased for the business and worth a few thousand each.

Maeve, too, was yet to get back to Clea to allow her to select three personal items of Patrick’s. Would it ever happen? Clea was beginning to doubt it. She sat at her desk and picked up the silver-coloured fountain pen that Patrick had insisted she keep those few months ago. So much had happened since. She clutched the pen tightly, its metal barrel cool against her fingers. At least she had this, a personal item that had belonged to her father.

She set the pen on the desk again and went down to the break room to make herself a coffee.

When she returned, there was a smartly dressed brown woman standing in reception. Her hair was pulled back tightly, and she wore burnt-orange pants and a cream blouse.

“Hi, can I help you?” Clea set the coffee down on the reception desk.

The woman smiled. “I’m Kristin Astuti from Best Foot Forward. I spoke with Lise Weber late yesterday, and she suggested I start as a temp today with a view to going permanent as your social media manager. I was told to ask for Clea Winneke.”

“I’m Clea. I’m happy to meet you, Kristin. Our previous social media person…” How to put it? Nothing worse than bad mouthing Zara to Kristin in her first few minutes on the job. “She had to resign immediately for personal reasons.”

“I hope I’m a suitable replacement.” Kristin offered a professional nod.

“I hope so too. Follow me, and I’ll show you around.” Clea led the way to her office. “We’re waiting on new carpeting in one office. When that happens, Anjali moves there, and you’ll have Anjali’s old office. For now, though, you’ll be sharing an office with me. There’s more space for the external monitors, and I’m not here all the time. You can have the main desk.”

Kristin ran a finger around the curved top of the external monitor on Clea’s desk. “These are very high-end. They’re perfect.”

“Good. You can leave your bag here, if you want. I’ll show you the break room and introduce you to some of our staff.”

Two hours later, Kristin had filled in the paperwork, met Lise and Anjali—who’d taken her over to Hasanna’s for coffee—and had a quick tour of the factory from Lenny. Lise had set her up with Zara’s laptop, hooked up to the external monitors, and Kristin was already working her way through Shamrock’s social media. She pushed her glasses up her nose, peered at the screen, frowned, and jotted something on a pad.

Thirty minutes later, Kristin leaned back in her chair. “Can I ask you something? You might not like it.”

“Sure.” Clea looked across at her from the smaller desk she was using. If Kristin was half as good as Clea was hoping, she had a pretty good idea what she was going to say.

“Your previous marketing person… What exactly did she do? Because your socials are practically non-existent, the website is like something from twenty years ago, and there are enquiries through the site dating back most of six months—and I can’t see that they’ve been answered.”

“Is that all?” Clea flopped back in her chair and started to laugh. “I was expecting worse.”

Kristin’s lips twitched. “Now that you mention it, your logo looks like it dates to the company formation, and as well as it being outdated design-wise, the site has no mention of you. Shamrock Sausages is apparently a family company headed by Patrick Shanahan.”

“Zara, the previous social media manager, is Patrick’s daughter,” Clea said. She chose her words carefully. “Patrick died recently and left the company to me. And you’re right. Zara did bugger all.”

“Don’t hold back—tell it how it really is.” Kristin grinned, and her formal expression dropped. “So, what exactly do you want me to do? Fix all of that? Or just put up some pretty posts three times a week on your Insta?”

“Can you fix all of that?”

“Mostly. I won’t bullshit you—” She shot a glance at Clea, probably checking if her language was acceptable.

Clea gave a short nod. She heard worse every day.

“I can fix most of it. I have a degree in business marketing. I’ve been temping at Best Foot Forward for about four years. I was their temp of the year twice. But I’m now looking for a permanent position. I’m thirty-two; it’s about time I had something in my life other than a grotty rented flat in Dandenong and a housemate who plays ukelele at three in the morning. I can glow up your socials, update the content on your website, and, if you want, come up with a marketing plan that goes wider than just the internet. What I don’t have is the tech skills to redesign your website—but I can put you in contact with someone who can, who won’t shaft you.”

“You can do all of that? I’m impressed. And, yes, I want all that.”

“Great.” Kristin pulled over her pad. “I suggest I start with revitalising the social media accounts you do have—Insta and Facebook—scheduling regular posts with actual content and photos rather than just the dreary rehashes of old posts you’ve got now. I’ll update the existing website with current information and new content, and I’ll get quotes from a couple of web designers. Then, tomorrow—”

“Tomorrow?” Clea started to laugh. Kristin was a shining star compared to Zara and her two pathetic posts in one week.

Kristin bit her lip. “I can try to get it done sooner, but—ˮ

“No, no. That’s not what I meant. Tomorrow is about two weeks sooner than I hoped. Please go on.”

“Then tomorrow I’ll start working on a marketing plan for Shamrock. Maybe we can sit down together at the end of the week and discuss it? Even if you don’t want to hire me permanently, at least you’ll have something to guide you on the way forward.”

“Kristin, you’re wonderful.” Clea linked her hands on top of her head and grinned. “If we had employee of the month here, you’d already be in line for it. Please, go ahead with everything you’ve suggested.”



Chapter 30

Dark Deeds

A few days later, Kat went out to the factory floor. Lenny had mentioned he was starting a batch of the beef-and-paprika sausages, and she wanted to check the machine settings for herself. They’d been no further complaints, and Lise had been able to convince all their existing customers that it was a one-off fault. She’d refunded all the bad batch.

But they couldn’t afford another mistake. If it was just a mistake—and Kat didn’t believe that for one second. At least the analysis had shown it was only an excess of salt. Nothing else had been added or tampered with.

“All good, Lenny?” She watched him load the hopper with beef and add the seasonings into the chute on one side. “How much salt goes in these?”

“Not much.” Lenny poured it in from a sack into a separate measure. He consulted his notebook and set the dial.

Kat glanced at it. She didn’t know the exact number it should be, but it was certainly within the range of what she’d expect. She and Clea had ruled out Lenny as the saboteur.

But who else could it possibly be?

Damn, she missed having Clea in her office, muttering away, tapping on the desk, her soft brown hair falling over her face as she concentrated. Clea was a distraction, though, too easy to look at, too tempting to banter with, too enticing to stop for coffee. No, on balance, it was better she had her own office back.

She returned to her desk and opened her email, checking the nutritional analysis that had just come in, when there was a quiet tap on the door. She looked up.

“Hello, Mazzy. Did you want something?”

Mazia nodded and slipped into Kat’s office, closing the door behind her. She shot a quick glance around, as if satisfying herself they were alone. The hairs on the back of Kat’s neck prickled. Mazzy had worked for them on the factory floor for only a few months, but she was conscientious and reliable. Her softly spoken manner meant she was sometimes overlooked by the other workers, who tended to be loud and exuberant and had mostly known each other for several years.

“Is everything all right?” Kat kept her voice low and gestured to the chair in front of her desk. She glanced at the clock—Mazzy would have just finished her shift.

Mazzy sat, and her hands twisted in her lap. Her mouth worked as if she was going to cry, and she bit her lip.

“Take your time,” Kat said. “Can I get you anything? Some water?”

Mazzy nodded.

Kat went to the small fridge in the corner where she stored samples and took out a sealed bottle of spring water. She handed it to Mazzy.

Then she sat again and waited as Mazzy opened it and took a sip.

“I don’t know if I should tell you this.” Mazzy’s voice was barely above a whisper. “It is telling tales, and that is not a good thing to do. But I think it is important. I like working here. I get good money—better than what I used to get at the fish factory. I don’t want this place to close. I saw something…”

Kat’s pulse juddered and jumped into a higher gear. “You can tell me. I won’t judge you for telling, and maybe it is something we should know. Something that will keep Shamrock running. Keep you and others in a job you like.”

“I come to you, as you are a good person. I don’t know the new boss yet. I don’t know what she wants.”

“Thank you.” Kat waited. That Mazzy was nervous was evident, but was there more than that? Was she scared?

“Mazzy, has someone threatened you, told you not to say anything about what you saw?”

“No…as they do not know I saw them.”

“What did you see?”

“It was in the morning break. When the hooter goes and everyone stops for fifteen minutes. Normally, then, there is no one on the floor. I was in the break room, but I had left my phone on the floor by my position. I went back to get it. My position is near the hopper. It’s one of the noisiest places, and I’m fairly new, so that’s where I stand. Someone was on his phone, talking loudly over the machine noise. He was standing by the controls. He said… He said to the person on the phone, ‘So I turn the salt up to fifteen? It’s at two at the moment.’ The person on the other end must have said something, as he said, ‘Okay, then,’ and he turned the dial to increase the amount of salt that went into the sausages.”

“What did you do?”

“I got my phone and went back to the break room. He didn’t see me. And I didn’t think anything of it. What do I know about the settings on the sausage machine? I just make sure the links are good, put them in the packing boxes.” Mazzy took a breath.

Kat remained silent, her breath shallow, her heart racing. This was proof she and Clea weren’t imagining things. Proof that someone was indeed trying to sabotage Shamrock Sausages.

“My husband, he works for a butcher in Footscray. Rashid came home two weeks ago and said he was told to throw away all the Shamrock breakfast sausages. That the batch was too salty. Rashid did as he was asked, but he brought some home for us. We know Shamrock sausages are good, and he thought they would be okay. I put them in the freezer, then cooked them for dinner last night. They were horrible. We threw them away.” Mazzy looked up, and her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “Am I in trouble telling you this? But I don’t want the factory to close.”

Kat scooted around the desk on her chair and wrapped an arm around Mazzy’s shoulders. “No, you’re not in trouble. And I think the person you saw changing the amount of salt did it deliberately. They want Shamrock to close—even though it would mean you and me and our friends and workmates here would all be out of a job. Thank you for telling me this.” She hesitated. There was one crucial piece of information missing—but would Mazzy tell her?

“Can you tell me who it was you saw? We can’t stop them if we don’t know who it was.”

“Will he get fired?”

“That’s not up to me. But maybe yes. They’re doing something very wrong, Mazzy. Will you tell me who it was? I promise they won’t find out you told me.” Kat waited. Please, Mazzy, pluck up your courage and tell me.

“Rick.” Mazzy said in a low voice. “Rick who fixes things.”

“Rick the handyman? Cyn’s husband?”

Mazzy nodded.

Wow. Kat sat back, her mind buzzing. That was unexpected. Surely, with both Rick and Cyn employed there, they stood to lose a lot if Shamrock closed down?

“Will you come with me to Clea? Tell her what you told me?”

Mazzy was already shaking her head. “Someone might see. You tell her, though.”

“I will. Thank you for telling me—for trusting me with this.” She squeezed Mazzy’s hands. “Are you okay?”

Mazzy nodded. “Yes. I feel better for telling you. Thank you for believing me. I wasn’t sure if you would.”

Kat opened the office door and glanced out into the corridor. It was empty.

“There’s no one there. Do you want me to walk out with you?”

“No. It’s okay. Thanks.” Mazzy slipped out, silent as a ghost, and disappeared out of the door that led to the side of the building.

Kat returned to her desk. Her mouth was dry. She took a few swallows from her water bottle. She needed to talk with Clea about this—and soon—but Kristin was now sharing Clea’s office.

She picked up the phone and pressed Clea’s extension. When she answered, she said, “Do you have a couple of minutes to stop by my office? There’s something interesting in the latest nutritional analysis I want to show you.”

“Sure,” Clea said. “Now?”

“Can you make it thirty minutes or so? I just need to check a few things first.” It wouldn’t do if someone saw Clea hotfooting it into Kat’s office immediately after Mazzy had left. Far better to take the casual approach.

“No worries. I’ll be down shortly.”

Kat picked another water bottle from the fridge. Then she sat and stared at her computer unseeingly, waiting for Clea.

~ ~ ~

Her office door opened wider, and Clea stuck her head around. “Is now a good time?”

“Sure, come in. Close the door.”

Clea did so. “Why, you want to do dark deeds in shadowy corners of the food science cupboard?” She grinned. “Just like I imagined high school to be. Another reason I was so sorry to be homeschooled.”

Despite herself, Kat’s lips twitched into a smile. “You’ve got some imagination. My high school memories are of studying and the inside of the library. Oh, and soccer practice. I was keen but never good enough to make the team.”

“Still time. There are plenty of adult social teams around here. Maybe Shamrock should start one and join a league.”

Kat snorted. “Yeah, right. Somehow, I don’t see that being a success.”

“What did you want to talk about, then? If not dark deeds and high school soccer?”

“More serious than that.” Kat moved her chair closer. “I just had a visitor.” Lowering her voice, she related what Mazzy had told her.

Clea’s eyes widened. “Rick. Rick? But he and Cyn both work here.”

“I know. I don’t understand it either. What are you going to do?”

“I know you believe Mazzy, but I can’t just take her word for it. If she’s mistaken—”

“But if you don’t stop him and the sabotage continues, there’ll be a bigger problem.”

“You’re right. This is our best lead so far as to who’s been doing this. At least for the tampered settings on the salt. We don’t have any evidence Rick was responsible for the other damage.”

“You could talk to Rick, say he was seen changing the settings. Maybe he’ll confess.” Kat said.

“More likely he’ll glare at me and say whoever snitched was mistaken and that he was changing the setting back to what it should be.” Clea worried her bottom lip. “Let’s think on it. We need to be very sure we’re going after the right person. Mazzy’s given us our best lead yet—we can’t blow this.” Clea pushed her hair back with both hands. “I’m off to check the sausages for the staff breakfast tomorrow.”

“It’s tomorrow!” Kat jerked up. “I forgot. You distract me, Clea.”

“I hadn’t forgotten. Lenny’s cooking again. We’ve got four different types of sausages in the walk-in fridge ready to go, and I’m getting eggs and hash browns on the way home. Tomorrow we’re having brekky wraps.”

“That sounds amazing.”

“I hope so. The Black Pudding is one of the sausages. I still haven’t tried it. Tomorrow’s the day!”

“Excellent.” Kat hummed. “I love that. And if you don’t like it, then I’ll eat yours.”

“We must keep a close eye out tomorrow morning. With everyone outside for breakfast, it would be a perfect time for someone to mess with settings again.” Clea came closer, enough that Kat could see her eyes, the pupils wide and dark. “I hate this. I hate that we might be about to find out that someone we trusted is working against us.” She paused. “But I also want to ask if you’re doing anything on Saturday night?”

Kat shook her head even as her pulse leaped into double time. “I hope what you say next means I now have plans?”

“Would you like to come to my side of Melbourne? We can go out for dinner, walk along the Yarra, sneak into whatever club Sage is doing security at. Or we can have a drink, get takeaway, and stay home. Sage won’t be home until at least three in the morning.”

Kat melted as Clea’s low voice outlined plans. Plans that under normal circumstances would be wonderful, amazing—an exciting weekend in a vibrant city. “All I heard was that Sage won’t be home until three.”

“Do we have a date?”

“We do. When do you want me to come over?”

“Whenever you like. Maybe six? Then we’ll have time to go to my favourite local bar before dinner.”

“I’m looking forward to it already. More than I’m looking forward to tomorrow.” Her lips twisted.

“Me too, Kat. Me too.”


Chapter 31

Fifteen Point Two

“So, how’s the Black Pudding?” Kat came up to Clea at the staff breakfast the next morning. She glanced at Clea’s plate; the egg in her brekky wrap oozed sweetly over the hash brown, but the two sausages sticking out of the wrap were definitely not the Black Pudding. Two slices sat untouched on Clea’s plate.

“I haven’t tried it yet. Still enjoying the Irish Breakfast sausages in this wrap. I love that they’re not too salty.” She flashed Kat a quick smile.

“That’s not a good enough reason to avoid the pudding. Even Kristin’s eating it.” The new hire was circulating, taking photos with an honest-to-God camera—not a phone—of people enjoying their breakfasts.

“People love to see companies behaving well, looking after their staff,” she’d said earlier. “There’s too much of the my-boss-is-a-jerk mentality.” She’d snapped a photo of Clea chowing down onto her brekky wrap. “And they love to see that the boss is human. Especially with sauce on their chin.”

“I will eat the Black Pudding,” Clea said. “And I’m sure I’ll like it.”

“I’m waiting.” Kat set down her own empty plate and folded her arms. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rick with the remains of a brekky wrap on his plate, talking to Lenny. She turned slightly so she could continue to watch him.

Clea stabbed the pudding with her fork. “So, here goes.” She popped it into her mouth and chewed. Her eyes widened. “It’s fantastic!”

“It is, isn’t it? Wait until you try the white. Although that’s not a big seller.”

“We should get Kristin onto promoting it. The woman’s a machine.”

Kat turned her head and saw Rick saunter off, putting his empty plate into the bin.

Clea froze. “Are you watching Rick too?”

Kat nodded. “He’s just gone into the factory.”

“Come on.” Clea’s jaw set, and she put down her own unfinished breakfast. “We follow him. What better time to mess with something than when everyone’s occupied feeding their faces with free breakfast?”

Kat glanced around. No one was paying them any attention. She followed Clea through the front door—a different door to the one Rick had taken. They walked along the corridor in silence, then Clea eased open the big metal door to the factory floor.

It seemed to be deserted. Shortly, the early shift would finish their breakfast and stream in to start work, but for now, the machines sat in silence, lit only by the skylights and the dimmer lamps. Clea stole alongside one of the conveyor belts. Heading for the hopper, Kat thought. She followed, looking around as she did so. Rick could be anywhere, and, to be fair, he could be doing legitimate, necessary work.

Clea froze. Ahead, Rick exited the storeroom, carrying a white sack. “What’s in that?” Clea whispered.

Kat pressed her lips together. “It could be sugar or salt.”

Together, they crept closer to the hopper. Rick didn’t appear to have seen them. He was peering at the controls, then beeps sounded as he pressed buttons on the panel. He unscrewed the cap of the hopper.

Clea pulled out her phone, activated the screen, pressed buttons and held it up. The red video button glowed.

Kat gasped as Rick tipped in the entire bag of what she figured was salt. Her breath wheezed in her chest. Rick. Until now, she hadn’t truly believed it.

Clea thrust her phone at Kat and stepped forward.

Kat remained where she was, half hidden in shadow, the phone pointed at Rick.

“Hi Rick,” Clea said. “Is there a problem with the hopper?”

Rick set down the empty bag. “Lenny asked me to look at it. He wondered if the calibration was off.”

“It shouldn’t be. It was serviced recently. Do you know why he thought that?”

“He didn’t say.” Rick shrugged and took a small sideways step away. “I’ve taken a look. I can’t find anything wrong with it. I’ll go back to my breakfast.”

“What exactly did Lenny say?” Clea asked. “I’ll get him to take a look with you. He knows these machines better than anyone. It’s strange he asked you—this is under a service contract. If anyone outside of the service company messes with it, it invalidates the warranty. Lenny knows that.”

“I guess he just wanted a second opinion.” Rick picked up the bag and edged away.

“What’s in that bag?” Clea asked.

“Salt,” Rick said. “I wanted to see if topping up the dispenser would correct the problem. Maybe the calibration isn’t as accurate if the level is low.”

“What’s it set at now?” Clea tapped the panel.

“I don’t know,” Rick took another step toward the door. “My breakfast will be cold.”

Kat compressed her lips. Rick was lying—he’d put his empty plate in the bin before entering the building.

“You were at the panel when I came in. You changed something—I heard the beep. I’m guessing it was the salt, seeing as that’s what Lenny asked you to look at.”

Rick was silent.

“Fifteen point two.” Clea’s eyebrows raised. “Is this the usual setting for salt in this mix?”

Rick remained silent.

“Or did you just boost it to this setting? I think we should check with Lenny. Come with me, Rick; let’s check exactly what he asked you to do.”

“I’d like to finish my breakfast. Then I have to check the loading dock is clear before the next delivery arrives.” Rick pushed a piece of hair back from his forehead. His hand shook.

“It’s more important to check the hopper is working as it should before the early shift starts. Follow me.” Without looking back, Clea marched to the door back to the outside.

Once Rick was out of sight, Kat went over to the hopper. She activated the panel and videoed the displayed settings. The salt was indeed fifteen point two—well above the normal amount.

She followed Clea as she went up to Lenny, who nodded and accompanied her and Rick.

Kat looked around for Anjali. If Clea was disciplining Rick—or worse—Anjali would need to be present. She found her chatting with some of the second-shift workers who’d come in for the staff breakfast—and to claim their free sausages. Something in Kat’s face must have alerted her; she left the workers and followed Kat to a quiet space in the car park. Swiftly, Kat updated her.

Anjali’s eyes widened. “Leave it to me. I’ll make some excuse and go along so it doesn’t look like a set-up.”


Chapter 32

All It Takes

Clea closed her office door behind Lenny and waved them to sit.

“Lenny, can I ask why you asked Rick to look at the calibration on the hopper instead of placing a service call?”

Lenny’s face creased. “I didn’t. All my daily checks are fine. Even this morning’s—I did it early, before breakfast. Next service isn’t for a couple of months.”

“So, Rick, what made you think Lenny had asked you?”

A gentle tap sounded on the door, which opened, and Anjali stood in the doorway. “Clea, I wanted to ask—Oh! I’m sorry for interrupting. I didn’t realise you were in a meeting.”

“That’s okay.” What perfect timing. It seemed Kat had tipped her off. “Actually, Anjali, I’d appreciate if you could sit in on this.”

Anjali came fully in and closed the door behind her. “Sure. Hi, Lenny, Rick.” She nodded at the two men.

“We’re just discussing a potential problem with the hopper.” Clea sat behind her desk. “Rick, why were you checking the calibration?”

A ruddy colour stole up Rick’s neck. “Because he asked me to. I don’t know what your game is, mate,” he said to Lenny, “but I don’t like it.”

Lenny shook his head. “I’ve never asked Rick to check any of the settings—he doesn’t know what they should be, and it’s a delicate calibration.”

“What’s the usual setting for the salt in the breakfast sausages?” Clea asked.

“I’d have to check in my book to make doubly sure, which I do every time, but it’s two point something,” Lenny said.

“Two not fifteen?”

“Definitely. Fifteen would be make them inedible.”

“Thanks, Lenny. Can you go onto the floor immediately and check the setting of the salt? I think you’ll find it’s fifteen point two. Please check and reset all the settings before you run the hopper and come back to me if there’s any problem.”

“No worries.” Lenny bounced to his feet and hurried out of the room.

Poor Lenny. He was probably delighted to be freed from an uncomfortable situation. Clea leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “Is there anything you want to say, Rick? It’s your word against Lenny’s as to whether he asked you to check the calibration. But we have you on record as adding salt to the hopper and increasing the calibration to levels that would make the entire batch inedible. Again.”

Surprise flashed across his features. Surprise that she knew about that?

“After we had to recall the Irish Breakfast sausages, a member of staff said they’d heard you on the phone as you altered the calibration of the hopper. From what they overheard, the caller was directing you to do this—and instructing you on how to do it.”

Anjali leaned forward. “Rick, this is now a disciplinary procedure. You can have a support person in the room with you if you wish.”

Rick licked his lips. “No one.” His jaw jutted forward. “Because you have no proof.”

“That’s just it; we do have proof,” Clea said. “We have a witness from the first time, and I and another member of staff saw you at the machine a second time. Who were you on the phone to the previous time? Was it someone giving you instructions?”

“My phone records are a private matter.”

“Right now they are. But if this becomes a criminal prosecution for industrial sabotage, the prosecution will trawl through every call you’ve made and find out. They will also investigate if you had anything to do with the air conditioning failure—if you cut wires, for instance—and the roof and water tank damage.”

Rick shrank in his seat, his bluster evaporating. He pressed his fingers to his forehead. “Cyn,” he said at last. “I want my wife Cyn to be my support person.”

Clea nodded to Anjali. “Can you fetch Cyn from the floor? Please make sure Lenny knows where she is.”

Anjali nodded and disappeared.

Clea opened her laptop and searched for the manufacturer of the hopper. From there, it was a simple matter to source the operating manual online. She didn’t look at Rick—couldn’t bring herself to do so—but the canvas material of his pants rustled as he shuffled in the chair.

It was only a few minutes before Anjali returned with a worried-looking Cyn in tow.

“Thank you for coming, Cyn,” Clea said. “Rick is the subject of a disciplinary proceeding, and he requested you as his support person.”

“Why? What’s happened?” Cyn’s voice was a thready whisper. “Rick? What’s going on?”

Rick reached out and took her hand, and she sat heavily in the chair next to him. “I’m sorry, Cyn.” He lifted his chin. “Cyn has nothing to do with this. She doesn’t know.”

“Why don’t you tell us in your own words what’s been going on,” Anjali said. “I also am letting you know I’m taking notes.”

“Rick?” Cyn’s voice rose in question. “What the—”

“I’m sixty-four years old,” Rick said. “Cyn is a few years younger. We both want to retire soon—Cyn has a bad back from years of standing on factory lines; I have arthritis in my hip. I’ll need a hip replacement soon. When Patrick died, I assumed Maeve would continue running the factory. Then you appeared, Clea. I wasn’t convinced a young thing like you with no experience would make a go of this. But I needed to make sure Cyn and I would be okay. It’s not easy to get manual work at our ages.”

“What do you mean, ‘make sure Cyn and I would be okay’?” Clea asked.

Anjali flipped to a new page and continued scribbling.

“When Maeve came to empty Patrick’s office, I helped her pack things into her car,” Rick continued. “I asked her why she was doing this. At that time, none of us knew who was going to be in charge. Maeve told me she had wanted to build Shamrock up, secure Patrick’s legacy, but that it was out of her hands. Patrick had left the factory to his illegitimate daughter. She implied Clea resulted from an affair Patrick had while married to Maeve.”

“That’s incorrect.” Clea suppressed a gasp and fought to keep her voice calm. “My mother knew Patrick before Maeve came to Australia.”

Rick looked up. “That’s not what she said.”

“It’s irrelevant whether you believe me or not,” Clea said. “I’m sure you can find out my date of birth and the date of Patrick’s marriage if you need confirmation. Please go on.”

“Clea was so inexperienced.” Rick looked at Cyn. “I thought for sure the factory would close within a few weeks. Maeve called me. She was crying. She said Shamrock Sausages was bound to fail under Clea’s leadership, at which point it would revert to her. But by then, it would be too late for her to rebuild the business. She said that if the business failed sooner, there would be a chance she could revive it. She asked for my help.”

“What did she ask you to do?” Clea asked. Maeve. Bloody Maeve. Her fingerprints were all over this, manipulating and conniving to wreck the business. She had no intention of running Shamrock—she had said that in the lawyer’s office at the reading of the will, and it had been evident from her words and actions since. The icy cage around Clea’s emotions cracked, and a shard of white-hot anger shot out, piercing through the shell of hurt, the pain of rejection. Maeve. She clenched her fist under her desk.

Rick’s glance darted around the room before settling on Cyn. “Maeve said if things failed, if there were unexpected expenses, the business wouldn’t be able to pay, and it would revert to her sooner.”

“Did she give you suggestions?” Clea asked.

“Not at first. I…I was up on the roof checking the outlet of the water tank, and I dropped my wrench. It dented the corrugated iron. It gave me an idea. It was easy enough to smash a hole through the roof and puncture the tank. It was late on a Friday—no one was around.”

“Rick!” Cyn gasped. “That’s terrible.” She pulled her hand from his and tucked it under her thigh.

“Then another time, I cut wires in the air conditioning unit to the offices. Not the factory. I didn’t want to spoil the sausages. I’m proud to be a part of making those sausages.”

You have a fine way of showing it. Clea’s lips compressed, and she fought to stop them trembling. Maeve’s lies, Maeve’s hatred of her… It was all coming together. Even Zara’s attitude.

“I told Maeve what I’d done. She said that was good and that I was a loyal employee who should be rewarded. She met me away from the factory and gave me an envelope. It had cash in it.” The tips of his ears reddened. “One thousand dollars.”

One thousand dollars. That and a string of convincing lies was all it took to buy someone to do her dirty work. Clea’s stomach churned, and the black pudding she’d eaten sat heavy.

“Then, she said, if the sausages were inedible, if the product was so bad that no one wanted them, things would happen faster. I didn’t want to do that—I’m proud of Shamrock’s products, and I’ve been loyal to Patrick for many, many years. So she offered me more money.”

“How much?” Clea asked. The words seemed to come from someone other than her. They were a floating echo in the room, as if from far away.

“Five thousand dollars cash to make sure the batch was not only inedible but bad enough to damage Shamrock’s reputation. Maeve called and talked me through changing the calibration. She seemed to know what she was doing.”

“She downloaded the manuals.” Clea’s voice sounded harsh in her ears. “And what were you offered for this morning?”

“Another five thousand.” Rick spread his hands. “I couldn’t pass up that money. If Shamrock went bust, Cyn and I would be in big trouble. We still have a mortgage.”

Tears leaked from Cyn’s eyes and tracked silently down her cheeks.

“You didn’t care about your workmates?” Clea asked. “Those with young families like Lenny, single parents like Asha, or people who just want to do a fair day’s work for a decent wage? Did you think of them?”

Rick was silent. “I had to look out for us. Cyn…you understand, don’t you?”

Cyn looked him full in the face. “No, Rick. Right now, I don’t understand at all.” She looked down at her shoes.

Anjali moved her chair across and put her arm around Cyn’s shoulders.

“I can’t overlook this, Rick,” Clea said. “It’s a firing offence, and I will consider whether we pursue criminal charges.”

Rick blanched, and Cyn gasped. “Please, no.”

Clea stood, her heart hammering in her ears, and her words seemed to come from someone else. Cold. Abrupt. “This ends now. Rick, please gather your belongings. Anjali will escort you from the premises. You are terminated, effective immediately. Your final pay and any entitlements owing will be processed by tomorrow. Cyn, your job is secure, if you still want it. However, Rick is not to enter the premises or grounds again.”

Anjali also stood. “Rick, come with me. Cyn, if you wish, you can take personal time for the rest of the day. Please let me know if you intend on resigning.”

“I don’t need personal time.” Cyn wiped her eyes. “I’ll return to the floor, and I want to keep working here.”

They left.

Clea rested her head on her desk and closed her eyes. What a fuck of a day. The shitfest to end all shitfests. Rick, of all people. She raised her head. And Maeve. She simply hadn’t realised Maeve hated her so much. Or maybe she didn’t; maybe it was just all about the money. A woman with multimillions clawing for more.

Nausea swirled in Clea’s stomach, pushing its way into her throat. For a moment, she wondered if all this was worth it. Dealing with Zara, dealing with Rick, and facing the confrontation she now had to have with Maeve. Maybe she should have walked away from Patrick’s bequest. Told Michael Richmond she was refusing the inheritance and let Maeve have it all. If she had, she’d still be managing Yarra Grind, listening to Kayla and Ji-hoon snark and flirt, going home to Sage, and cooking strange meals because they were cheap.

But Patrick had believed in her. And she wouldn’t let him down.


Chapter 33

So… Now What?

Uncharacteristically, Sage had said nothing for the past ten minutes as Clea related the day’s happenings. Their mouth hung open, and their glass of wine had been suspended twixt table and mouth the entire time. It was now tilting over, threatening to spill.

Clea nudged Sage’s hand upright. “Drink this fine Château Incognito before you spill it.”

Sage took a hefty mouthful. “I’m just…” They shook their head. “Holy freakin’ moly, Clea. This is daytime-soap-drama worthy.”

“I wish it weren’t.” She took a mouthful of her own wine.

“What are you going to do? About Rick. About Maeve. About Kat.” They nudged her. “One out of three ain’t bad. A slimmed down Meatloaf.”

“Rick… He’s fired. He won’t get a reference. Cyn still has her job, though—she did nothing wrong and had no idea what Rick had done.”

“And Maeve?”

“This is the biggest thing Maeve’s done yet. I can’t let this go unchallenged, or who knows what will follow? She still has to return company items she took when she cleared Patrick’s office. Artwork, some tech gear. Things like that. And she still has to get back to me with a suitable time for me to select the three personal items of Patrick’s he left me in his will. I can’t face that one, Sage. Having her sniffing and judging me. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to pick them. There’s no way she’ll let me mosey around her Brighton mansion, picking over the silverware. But if I leave it up to her, she’ll probably give me two paperclips and a leaking ballpoint pen.”

“I’ll come with you, if you want. For moral support.”

“Thank you.” She touched their hand. “That’s kind. Even though I know you just want to see inside that mansion. See what Maeve’s like.”

“That too.” Sage stood and took the two paces from their tiny dining table to the couch. They flung themselves down. “You should go with someone, though. Not alone. Me. Kat. The lawyer, maybe.”

“I was thinking I’d call Fionn—Patrick’s brother, who’s the executor. I haven’t talked with him since the will was read. He seemed like he’s…well, not necessarily on my side, but certainly neutral. And Patrick had told him about me.”

“Call him.” Sage bounced up again to retrieve their forgotten wine. “Do you have his number?”

Clea nodded.

“Call him now—it’s not even seven, and he knows you busy CEOs work long hours. Ask him to arrange a time with Maeve and to go with you as a bodyguard. Maybe he’s got a Rottweiler he can bring along.”

Clea pulled her phone from her pocket. Her finger hovered over the contacts. Had she even added Fionn? But when she started typing his name, he popped right up. She showed the phone to Sage.

“Now press the call button, Starshine. Just do it.”

She did it.

~ ~ ~

The next afternoon, Clea sat in the passenger seat of Fionn’s vintage Range Rover. The two-door beast was nearly fifty years old, Fionn said, but had been restored to like-new condition. Clea curled her fingers into the leather armrest and watched the traffic along Beach Road from a higher viewpoint.

“How did you get Maeve to agree so quickly?” she asked.

Fionn kept his eyes on the road, but a smile curled his lips. “I reminded her that certain steps had to be followed, all minor bequests dealt with, before I was able to attend to the more major things—like the property portfolios. We need probate for that, but there’s no need to hold up something as small as your three personal items. I insinuated that if not done, there would be delays. When I said that, she suggested today. But, Clea, she also said there were very few personal items left. She said she’d thrown away the smaller items in a frenzy of grief. I don’t believe her, but I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

“I’m not.” Clea stared out at Port Phillip Bay. It was a grey day, and squalls were churning the white caps into the heavy clouds. “I just want, say, an item of clothing. Maybe something I can keep on my desk. And… I don’t know.”

The Range Rover passed through Sandringham and headed toward Brighton. Fionn turned onto the road that led to Sandringham Yacht Club. He found a parking space on the headland looking out to sea and turned off the engine. “We’re a bit early.”

“Patrick told me he sailed here.” She gazed at the curve of the harbour wall, the dark stone curling out to sea, and the rows of bobbing yachts, secure in their pens.

“He did. But he didn’t have much time during the last few years. He sold his yacht, and although he kept a social membership here, he seldom sailed after that.”

“What was his yacht called?”

“Lady Maeve.” Fionn smiled. “He did love her, Clea. I know it’s hard for you to see it right now, but he and Maeve were mostly happy. Patrick got joy from giving. And Maeve, she would thank him prettily and treat him kindly…as long as the money kept coming. It’s not my place—or yours—to judge their relationship.”

“I’m trying not to. But I don’t think Maeve and I will ever willingly spend time together.” The events of yesterday burned in her throat. Should she tell Fionn? What would he do with the knowledge? “Zara, though. I wish I could find some rapport with her.”

“Maybe. But I think it will be a time away.” Fionn, too, stared out to sea. “How’s the business going?”

“We’ve had a rough few weeks. Things have been difficult—with staff, a few production problems. But I think we’ve got it sorted now. Zara no longer works there. I don’t know if you know?”

“I have heard, yes. Maeve told me. I suspect her version isn’t the true one.” He held up a hand. “You don’t need to explain.”

“Thank you. I don’t know how, to be honest.”

“Here’s what I think, Clea. If you need me to run interference on anything again, you can call. Any queries relating to Shamrock Sausages that you think I might be able to answer, you can call. But I suspect that at the end of the year you’ll be calling me to arrange that audit—the one that will show you’ve turned a profit. And when that happens, I’ll take you here to celebrate.” He indicated the modern yacht club building. “We’ll eat in the member’s dining room, drink the finest champagne they have, and toast Patrick, and to your success. I’m sure we’ll be doing that.”

“Thank you.” She managed a shaky smile. “I appreciate your faith in me.”

“I appreciate the faith you have in yourself, Clea. There’s no doubt you’re Patrick’s daughter.” He started the Range Rover and reversed out of the space. “Now let’s put the cat among the pigeons and turn up at Maeve’s.”


Chapter 34

Three Things

Maeve’s house was an imposing three-storey brick-and-stone building. Floor-to-ceiling windows caught the late afternoon sun and reflected what seemed like a fleet of luxury cars in the driveway.

“Don’t be awed,” Fionn said as he escorted her up the path to the front door. “Those are normally hidden in the garages. Maeve is making a statement.”

“I’m not,” Clea lied. She lifted her chin and pasted on what she hoped was a cool smile.

The porch was the size of her apartment, and tropical plants grew profusely in pots. Fionn rang the doorbell, and in a moment, the tap-tap of heels on hard flooring approached. The door swung open.

“Good afternoon, Fionn.” Maeve stood there, dressed as if for upmarket cocktails in a black sheath dress accessorised with what Clea was sure was a double strand of real pearls. She air-kissed Fionn on both cheeks. “Clea.” Maeve gave a curt nod. “Come in.”

Without waiting for an answer, she led the way down a wide entrance hall. Recessed alcoves were discreetly lit to highlight various sculptures: a bronze bust, a modern abstract piece carved from green stone.

Clea swallowed hard. She was so out of place in this. She filed away the little details to tell Sage later.

Maeve showed them into a formal room where uncomfortable-looking couches upholstered in cream-coloured shot silk were arranged around a low wooden table. “Please, be seated. Would you like a glass of water?”

Fionn raised an eyebrow. “What Maeve? Offering water to Patrick’s daughter? I would like a gin and tonic, please. Maybe Clea would like one too.”

“Please.” Her voice that she’d thought locked up in her throat returned along with her courage. Maeve could not intimidate her like this. She was Tamsin’s daughter. Tamsin had stared down politicians and bulldozers. Tamsin would not be intimidated by a haughty widow who obviously wished Clea had never been born.

And neither would she.

Maeve rang a bell, and a maid—an honest-to-God maid in a black-and-white uniform—appeared in less than a minute. “Three gin and tonics please, Paula. Mediterranean tonic.”

“The finger lime gin, please.” Fionn gave Paula a smile.

Maeve’s lips thinned. “As you wish.”

She indicated some items set on the coffee table. “I wasn’t sure what things you would be interested in, Clea. I found a selection for you to look over.”

The table held small things: A pewter tankard, a squash trophy, a pair of onyx cufflinks, and other similar items.

“You don’t have to select from these, Clea,” Fionn said. “The will reads, and I quote, ‘her choice of three of my personal effects’.”

“I can hardly let Clea inventory the entire house.” Maeve sniffed.

Paula returned with a tray holding three gin and tonics. Sprigs of rosemary decorated the glasses, and pearls of finger lime were suspended in the liquid.

“Thank you.” Clea took one from the proffered tray with a smile.

When all of them had their glass, Fionn raised his. “To Patrick, who had the courage to bring Clea into his family.”

Maeve’s eyes narrowed, but she merely sipped her drink.

Clea took a mouthful. It was smooth and delicate and obviously a premium spirit. Delicious! She smothered a smile at the thought of the ten-buck bottle of red wine waiting at home for her.

“What sort of things did you have in mind?” Fionn asked Clea.

“I’d love a small piece I could keep on my desk to remind me of a gentle and kind man,” Clea said.

“What about the Marshall sculpture? Fionn turned to Maeve. “Where is that?”

“It’s hardly small.”

“All the better. You always told me you hated that one, but Patrick insisted on buying it.”

“I think it’s in Zara’s room.” Maeve lifted her chin.

“Surely I saw it in the dining room, off the hallway?” Fionn raised an eyebrow. “Come with me and look, Clea. Bring your drink.”

He led her back to the dining room. “This is what we’re talking about.”

The pale stone sculpture was about a metre high and raised on a plinth that meant Clea was nearly eye to eye with the woman it depicted. A woman, her long hair twisted in a single plait hanging over one shoulder, cradling a baby. The woman’s expression was full of love. Stars were caught in the woman’s hair and drifted over the baby’s head. Clea gazed at it, a lump in her throat. This was…

“It’s Tamsin.”

She caught a glimpse of Maeve’s expression. Her face folded into lines of sadness, and she looked down at the floor.

“I mean, there’s a passing similarity. It’s obviously not her. But I love it.” Her gaze picked out the line of stars. Clea Starshine.

It totally was Tamsin.

“I’d love this.”

Fionn nodded. “I’m sure that’s fine with you, Maeve, seeing as how you dislike it anyway.” He looked at Clea, and one eyelid fluttered in a wink. “Now, what else?”

“I’d like a piece of Patrick’s clothing I could wear. A jacket, a jumper, a favourite T-shirt.”

“Maeve?” Fionn turned to her, eyebrow raised. “I remember you saying you’d bagged up a lot of clothes to donate. Maybe Clea could take a look. As they’re being donated, no need to stop at one thing.”

“That will take forever,” Maeve snapped. “I have a charity afternoon tea in thirty minutes.”

“Then, if Clea’s willing, how about we take all the bags, and she can look through them in her own time? I’m sure you won’t mind then dropping them in a charity donation bin afterwards, would you Clea?”

“I’m happy to do that.”

“Right, the third thing.”

“I honestly have no idea,” Clea said. The sculpture was already worming its way into her heart, and the clothes were what she’d thought of before. Maybe Sage would like some too.

“Artwork?” Fionn asked. “Patrick had quite a collection. And, talking of artwork, Maeve, we can take those pieces that were purchased through the business and hence should remain with Clea. The ones you accidentally took.”

Maeve raised a shoulder. “I honestly don’t know which ones they are.”

“I’ll recognise them. Three large pieces: the yacht sailing the storm at sunset, a painting by Gabriella Possum Nungurrayi—Seven Sisters Dreaming, and the early work of the local artist he sponsored—Felicity Ito. That’s of cherry blossom. How about I have a look in the gallery while you and Clea select her third item?”

“Fine,” Maeve snapped. “As long as you’re quick.”

Fionn disappeared.

Clea swallowed and looked at Maeve. She was staring out of the window, a bored expression on her face. For a moment, a pang of sympathy stirred. She’d just lost her husband, after all, ending her marriage. A mainly happy marriage, from what Fionn had said. She opened her mouth to ask Maeve for suggestions but stopped. This woman had paid one of Shamrock’s employees to sabotage the business. To make it fail. To destroy its reputation. All because she wanted to sell the land for development.

The moment of sympathy evaporated like summer rain. But what did she want? Maeve would no doubt thrust a squash trophy at her and bundle her out of the door. Fionn would suggest something valuable. But what did she want? She closed her eyes, envisaged Patrick—his kind, rugged face, the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. And she instantly knew what she wanted.

“I’d like some photos of Patrick, please. Casual photos that show his personality, candid shots of him doing what he loved, not formal portraits.”

For a moment, Maeve was still. Clea sipped her gin and tonic and remained standing.

“You’re not what I expected,” Maeve said in a low voice. “At the reading of the will, what you’re doing with Shamrock Sausages. Now.”

“The reading of the will was strange for all of us. We both learned things it would have been best if we’d known years ago.”

“You really didn’t know?” Maeve swung around. “You really didn’t know Patrick…fathered you?”

“No. I’d never known who my father was.” She met Maeve’s eyes, and for a moment, they stared at each other.

But then Maeve broke the connection and sniffed. “By all accounts, the factory is doing better.”

Whose account? She wanted to say to Maeve that she knew what she’d done, how she’d bribed Rick, but first, she wanted some photos.

She inclined her head. “Thank you. Now, how do I look at photos?”

“Follow me,” Still clutching her drink, Maeve led the way through a maze of rooms to what was obviously a library at the rear. Floor-to-ceiling shelves held books of all shapes and sizes. Clea tried to catch a glimpse of some of the titles, but Maeve let the way to a small bookcase by the window. It held several large photo albums. Maeve pulled one from the shelf and handed it to Clea.

“Take a look. Make a note of the ones you want, and I’ll get copies made for you.”

Clea opened the album. Photos of Patrick—and Maeve and Zara—and other people she didn’t know stared back at her. She flipped the pages. Patrick on the deck of a yacht, a storm-tossed sea behind him. In his squash outfit, on a golf course. Polishing the bonnet of what looked like a vintage Bentley. And earlier times: what looked like a visit home to Ireland. Small stone houses, him and Fionn standing either side of a stout woman who could only be their mother. A wave of sorrow swept over her, like the waves over Patrick’s yacht in the photo. So much she’d missed out on. So much she wanted to know—and likely never would. She’d never even got to tell him how much she enjoyed their conversations at Yarra Grind.

“I’ll take this album,” Clea said. “I’ll make the copies and return the original album to you. I’m sure you’ll understand why, when I say I haven’t been given good reason to trust you yet.” She held the older woman’s eye until Maeve flushed and turned away.

“That’s fine. Have this back to me in a week. Now, I must go to my afternoon tea.”

Clea followed Maeve back to the hallway. Fionn stood there, three large paintings propped up by the door.

“I found them, Maeve. They were on the wall in the gallery. I also rescued the bags of clothing from the tradesmen’s entrance and put them in the car. We just need Clea’s sculpture and to load these up, and then we’ll be out of your hair.”

“I’ll get the gardener to help you.”

“Thank you,” Fionn said.

“Thank you, Maeve,” Clea said. “I will hold these things very dear.”

A jerky nod from Maeve, but when Clea looked at her face, her eyes held the shadows of sadness.

The gardener appeared and helped load the sculpture into the back of the Range Rover, using the bags of clothing as padding. The paintings were harder to fit, but eventually they slotted in.

They were driving back down Beach Road toward Mordialloc before Clea said, “That sculpture. That is my mother, isn’t it?”

“I thought you’d recognise it.” Fionn didn’t take his eyes from the traffic. “Your mother sent Patrick two or three photos of you when you were born. He showed them to me. One of them was of Tamsin holding you. It was only two or three years ago that Patrick commissioned this piece based on that photo. Maeve always hated it. I’m positive she didn’t know the significance to Patrick, but the fact that it was obviously important to him and she didn’t know why meant she loathed it on sight.”

“Thank you for telling me about it. I love it. I love what it represents.”

“Where are you going to put it? I’m heading back to Shamrock Sausages to unload the paintings that belong to the business, but I can drive you and the rest of the things home, if you want.”

“Thank you, but I’ll put it in my car and take it home. Otherwise I’ll have to catch an Uber tomorrow.”

Shamrock was quiet when they arrived. Only one car remained in the car park—Kat’s Volvo. Clea and Fionn carried the paintings one by one into her office.

“You’re using Zara’s office?” Fionn said.

“There are reasons.” Should she tell him? His sympathetic gaze convinced her, and it only took a few minutes to tell him about Zara’s resignation and the sabotage.

“And you know who did it?”

“I do now.”

“I think there’s more you’re not telling me, Clea. I won’t press, but if it involves Maeve or Zara, it will be tricky.”

“I haven’t decided what to do yet.”

“Good luck.” Fionn leaned in and kissed her cheek. “You’re a good one, Clea Starshine. I thought it when I saw you at Michael Richmond’s office, and I know it now.”

“Thank you. I’m glad I met you too.”

She watched him drive away, then turned to consider the paintings.

“Those are seriously gorgeous. The Aboriginal dot painting was always my favourite.” Kat lounged in the doorway, hip cocked to one side.

“They’re all incredible. I know little about art, but I know what I like.”

“So it went well at Maeve’s?”

“I got what I went for.” She waved a hand at the paintings. “Wait until you see what else I got. My three things. I’ll show you on Saturday. Our date.”

“Our date.” Kat walked across the room until she stood in front of Clea. She lifted a hand and swept the fall of hair from her cheek. “I’m looking forward to it. I’m looking forward to more of this.” She leaned in, and her lips rested on Clea’s for a moment. A soft touch, of spun silk and cobwebs that warmed her lips, fluttered along her skin in the lightest of touches.

Clea wrapped a hand around the back of Kat’s neck and pulled her closer, deepening the kiss, teasing open Kat’s mouth with her lips. She pushed her fingers into Kat’s soft hair and groaned into her mouth at the sensations.

Their breasts touched, sending sparks into Clea’s nipples. And they were both fully dressed. What would it be like to lie with Kat, both of them naked?

The kisses grew deeper. A pause, a lift of lips away from each other, a change of direction, and then Kat returned, slanting her lips over Clea’s again, tasting, touching, supping.

After a minute or an hour, Kat withdrew. “I better stop now before I can’t.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “I can’t wait until Saturday.”

“Me neither,” Clea said. “Me neither.”


Chapter 35

What You Do in the City

“Is it a rock? It feels like a rock. It weighs as much as a rock.” Sage grumbled as they heaved the sculpture up the stairs to their flat.

“Just don’t drop it on your foot. Better still, don’t drop it at all.” Clea grunted as she strained to move her end—the lighter end.

Once inside the flat, Sage went to prepare their dinner—Irish Breakfast sausages—while Clea unwrapped the sculpture. With much heaving, she manoeuvred it to the corner of the living room. It didn’t have the impact it had had in Maeve’s mansion, but it had a glow, a presence about it that drew the eye.

Sage turned from the kitchen. “Clea, that is beautiful.” They came over and studied it. “It’s Tamsin, isn’t it? And you. Look at the stars in your baby fluff, Clea Starshine. This is simply gorgeous.”

“I love it.” She touched the sculpture’s head with a finger, feeling the cool stone. “Do you mind if I leave it in here? We’ll need help to set it on the plinth.”

“I’d love it here.” Sage wrapped her in a ginormous hug. “What’s in those five garbage bags?”

She extricated herself from their arms. “Patrick’s clothes. What we don’t want is going to the op shop. So take anything you want.”

Their eyes glowed. “Oh, yes. Can I open one?”

After dinner, they looked through the clothes. Polo shirts, sports clothes, suits, ties, pants, even socks, and selected what they wanted.

“Why don’t you try a jacket?” Sage said. “Turn up the sleeves, leave it hanging open. Scarf or loose tie around your neck. That deliberate oversize look would suit you.”

Clea picked a pale-grey jacket, shot through with blue and put it on. It was like being engulfed in a warm hug. Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. She’d never had a hug from her father, but this was the next best thing.

Sage nodded. “That’s yours. And from the look on your face, you’re feeling it.”

By the end of the evening, they each had a pile of clothes, but there was still plenty to go to charity. Sage bundled them back into the bags. “I’ll drop them at the Salvos tomorrow.”

~ ~ ~

Not wanting to be late, Kat was early for their date. She found a parking spot half a block from Clea’s flat. They’d arranged to meet outside the Retreat Hotel. Clea hadn’t said anything past that, except to wear comfortable shoes.

She walked the short distance to the Retreat and checked the time on her phone. Still most of ten minutes early. But when she arrived, Clea was already there, leaning against the wall, checking her phone. She glanced up, saw Kat, and held out her arms.

Kat walked straight up and into the hug. It was like coming home.

When had Clea become so dear to her? She didn’t know, but Clea was now a part of her days, a part of her dreams. A part of her life.

She pushed her hands into Clea’s hair and took her lips in a kiss that went from peck-on-the-lips to take-me-to-bed in less than ten seconds. The heat, the instant jagged jolt of arousal, seared her until she wanted nothing more than to forget their date, forget everything except how quickly they could find somewhere private with a bed. Although even the bed was optional.

She pulled back but left her hips snug against Clea’s.

“Hi,” Clea said. “I think you’re pleased to see me.”

Kat ducked in for a second, swifter, kiss. “I am.” Her face seemed like it would crack from smiling.

“Me too.” Clea pushed away from the wall and took Kat’s hand. “You look amazing.”

Kat ran a self-conscious hand along her pants leg. The loose turquoise-and-pink pants were not her usual style, but when she’d found them at the Vic Market, she’d been tempted. Paired with a turquoise T-shirt, the outfit made her feel vibrant. Less the dull, everyday Kat, more alive.

“Thanks. So do you.” Clea wore an oversize cotton shirt knotted on one side over a pair of skinny jeans.

“It’s Patrick’s shirt. Or, rather, it was. It’s mine now.” She turned to the street. “Let’s walk.” She started along Nicholson Street, then turned into Yarra Street, heading toward the river.

“Are we going somewhere specific?” Kat linked their fingers firmly together and let Clea set the pace.

“Mm, we are. Have you been to Collingwood Children’s Farm before?”

“No! I’ve heard about it, of course. A place for city kids to experience country life. It’s a real community place.”

“I love it.” Clea swung their linked hands. “It’s not just for kids. I wander around, see the animals, pet the lambs, and then buy some fresh veggies grown on the farm.”

They arrived at the entrance. Clea showed her membership card; Kat paid the small entrance fee.

“Pigs first!” Clea tugged Kat in the direction of two enormous black pigs rooting around a large enclosure. “They like head scritches, but you have to make sure there’s a volunteer there. They’re very serious about not stressing their animals.”

Kat gazed at the enormous pigs. It almost seemed they were smiling.

They wandered on, hand in hand, stopping to look at cows, lambs, ponies, and guinea pigs, the latter being carefully cuddled by a group of kids.

An hour later, they left, walking along the path alongside the Yarra River below the imposing Abbotsford Convent.

“There’s a bar here where you can sit in the courtyard.” Clea said.

It seemed many people had decided the shady courtyard and high-ceilinged bar was the place to be. They got lucky and found a small table outside. Clea went to the bar and returned with two glasses of white wine.

Kat clinked glasses with her. “To us.”

“To us,” Clea echoed. “To a good afternoon. And”—she shot Kat a sinfully wicked glance through lowered lashes—“an even better evening.”

Her words settled in Kat’s mind. Oh yes. There was nothing she wanted more than to spend time with Clea. She reached across the table and took her free hand, playing with her fingers.

A comfortable silence settled in between them. Kat sipped her wine and then glanced around at couples like themselves, absorbed in each other. A few singles, fiddling with their phones. One older man reading an actual newspaper, a pint of stout on the table.

“Is this your favourite local place?” Kat asked.

“Pretty much. Certainly in the daytime. I go to some of the cafés and bars in Fitzroy, and of course the clubs where Sage is working. But lately, I’ve been too busy to go out much: Coffee with Kayla from the Yarra Grind last week. Noodles from a pop-up stall in Carlton the week before that. City things that revolve around eating and drinking and bands and coffee.”

“Melbourne coffee—the best in the world.” Kat nodded seriously.

“It is. I’m going to have that on my tombstone. She made coffee in Melbourne. And it was good.”

Kat laughed. “No tombstone for you for a long time, I hope.”

“I hope too. Sometimes, I feel like I’ve had three distinct lives already: commune Clea—the hippie child who ran free with no boundaries and little schooling. Then city Clea—university, student living, crowded share houses with terrible landlords, and scraping by. That morphed into Clea the barista and then coffee shop manager. Placating people with lemon slice, trying not to roll my eyes at some of the outlandish coffee orders. Who in Melbourne needs more than a flat white or a latte?”

Kat traced a big NO on Clea’s palm. “True.”

“And now, Clea the baby CEO, struggling to manage people and a company and learn the business all at the same time. Blundering along, trying my best.”

“Which is best?”

“This one, no doubt about it. And I’m starting to feel that maybe I can make it work.”

“You will.” Kat picked up Clea’s hand and pressed a kiss to the palm, tickling it with her tongue.

“And you? How many incarnations make up Katrina Nordling?”

She thought. “Only two, I think. Before Mum became ill and after. Before was ordinary suburban life: growing up, school, friends, teenage dramas, and then university. Shamrock Sausages was my first real job. First career job, as opposed to part-time jobs in uni. Basically, my life was fairly carefree, at least until Mum went downhill. Dementia. It started slowly. Initially, she did okay at home, first by herself, then I moved back in. Then with assistance on the days when I was at work. She was at home for three years, then I had no choice but to put her into dementia care.”

“That must have been hard.” Clea’s gaze softened. She stroked the back of Kat’s hand.

“She didn’t comprehend much by then. I think it was harder for me to visit her in a locked ward. Sometimes she didn’t recognise me. Sometimes she called me by her sister’s name. The staff were wonderful, though—very kind and caring.”

“That’s the important thing.” Clea sipped her drink. “Did you get a good response to your ad for a housemate?”

Kat rolled her eyes. “People from outside of Melbourne wanting to move in sight unseen and send me three months’ rent in advance.”

“That sounds dodgy as hell.”

“Someone who wanted to move into the one room with her adorable two-year-old triplets. A mechanic who ran his business from home—he needed space for a minimum of four vehicles. Another person who couldn’t afford rent but would pay me in bags of weed.”

“Did anyone come around to see the house?”

“One woman who seemed okay. But she presented me with a list of her requirements, one of which was no extramarital sex while she was in the house.” Kat laughed hollowly. “I’ve taken down the ad.”

Clea touched her hand. “Do you have a father still?”

“He and Mum divorced when I was nine. He lives in Western Australia now with his second wife. I have a half-brother whom I’ve seen twice. Dad’s a Christmas-and-birthday-card-and-fifty-bucks type of bloke.”

“Strange the different family relationships people have. Everyone has their own origin story, no two the same, everyone with some sadness, hopefully some joy.”

“Yours is more unusual than most. I hope you’ll tell me one day how it went with Maeve, but I don’t want to spoil our happy mood.”

“Good call. Right now, I’m enjoying being here with you. Good wine”—she lifted her glass—“and later—”

“Takeaway Chinese and bad TV?”

“I was going to say a romantic dinner for two, and then we see where the evening takes us.”

Worry tweaked at Kat’s nerves. “Clea, I love the sound of this, but I’ll be upfront with you—dinner will have to be the cheap and cheerful type for me.”

“No.” Clea caressed the back of her hand. “Dinner’s on me. I’m paying myself a wage now. Not the full one, but more than I earned as coffee shop manager. It will be my pleasure.”

“And here was I thinking you’d taken more than your fair share of free sausages.”

“Tempting. But not true.” Clea glanced at the time on her phone. “Now, would you like a second glass of wine? We’ve got a twenty-minute walk to dinner, and there’s plenty of time.”

“I would. But if you’re buying dinner, I’ll get this.” She stood. “Same again?”

“Yes, please.”

Kat went inside to the bar. The buzz of conversation echoed in the room but it was warm and welcoming. The mixed clientele seemed mainly local, going by the snippets of conversation she heard.

“I’ve got a Tinder profile now.” An older lady in outrageously bright and mismatched clothes leaned across the table to her younger companion. “Seventy is the new fifty, and I’m not pushing up the daisies anytime soon. I’m looking to match with women under fifty.”

“Are you sure you can keep up with a forty-something, Coral?” her younger friend asked. “What with your bad hip?”

“I keep up with you, Marta,” Coral retorted. “And my stiff hip means my window of opportunity for oral sex is narrowing. Literally.”

Kat smothered a grin. The unknown Coral had a spark about her that made Kat think she’d be dating a forty-year-old very soon. She took the wine and went back to Clea, who had her chin propped on her hand, watching a toddler chase an adult around the grassy quadrangle.

“Thanks.” Clea looked back at her as Kat set the drinks down. “You know, when I first came to Melbourne, I was convinced I’d never stay. The city seemed so crowded after Far North Queensland, and everyone wore so many clothes. I’d spent most of my life barefoot and in shorts and a T-shirt. I had to buy long pants!”

“Why didn’t you go to uni in Brisbane, or to any of the regional Queensland universities?”

“I wanted to get far enough away from the commune that I wouldn’t be tempted to run back.” She tilted her head. “It worked. I only go back occasionally.”

The conversation then meandered over their university days and choice of subjects and tall tales of wild nights out involving pranks and student dares.

When their wine was gone, the evening was falling into purple twilight. Clea stood. “Shall we walk?”


Chapter 36

What You Like

Kat stood as well and took her hand, happy to follow as Clea led her along the Yarra River path in the direction of the city. They walked in silence, passed by the occasional runner or power walker with a dog, before crossing the footbridge that led to Victoria Street.

Traffic noise intruded, and the bustling street was alive with pub and restaurant-goers.

“Are we going for Vietnamese food?” Kat asked.

“Not this time. Sage and I get Vietnamese takeaway when we’re feeling rich, so it’s not really my idea of a romantic dinner.”

They walked along the street, passing office blocks and apartments. Kat looked about curiously as Clea turned into what looked like a car park and followed a path to where an old bluestone building was tucked away by the river. “I didn’t know this was here.”

“It is a bit hidden,” Clea said. “I hope you like Greek food.”

“Love it.”

Inside was surprisingly eclectic, with bright wall hangings and a life-size fibreglass bull in the entrance. Hats and jackets hung from his horns. Clea gave her name, and they were seated on the terrace under a gum tree and overlooking the river. A local indie singer played over the speakers.

“Not your usual Greek place, then.” Kat said.

“Not in looks, but the food is definitely Greek. You can order off the menu or you can give them an upper limit of what you want to spend and let them feed you until you say stop. If you’re an adventurous eater, I recommend that.”

“I’m game if you are.” Kat held Clea’s eyes in challenge. “After all, I’m the one who has blood sausage as part of her usual diet.”

“Okay, you’re on. And if there’s anything I don’t like, it will end up on your plate.”

The server approached with menus. Kat flicked through, seeing grilled kidneys, octopus, and combinations of foods she’d never had before. There was a lot of fish and lamb, and many of the dishes were accented with local bush tucker.

The waiter returned with wine glasses, and Clea requested the Surprise Me! option, receiving a nod and an approving smile in response. He was back in a couple of minutes with some dried black olives, dolmades, a couple of dips, and flatbread.

Kat studied the food. It all looked pretty much standard Greek fare, but the server explained that the olives were smoked, the dolmades included pomegranate and sumac in the seasoning, and the tzatziki was garnished with a lilly pilly conserve.

Clea poured wine, and they clinked glasses again.

“This is becoming a habit. Us together. Food, wine, and—”

“And kisses?” Clea said.

“Yes, that. And tonight—”

“Maybe more.”

“Maybe more,” Kat echoed. A trickle of anticipation drizzled down her spine and pooled between her thighs.

Across the table, Clea reached for a dolmade. Her cotton shirt was pushed up her forearms, and Kat’s eyes were drawn to the triangle of pale skin at her throat. The buttons were open enough that the top swell of Clea’s full breasts was visible.

Kat’s mouth went dry, and she took a mouthful of wine to ease it.

Clea’s hair fell softly around her face in loose waves. Natural, Kat thought. Apart from when it was tied back at work, Clea’s hair always had that gentle not-quite-a-curl.

“This is delicious.” Clea’s eyes sparkled as if she knew exactly where Kat’s thoughts had taken her. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

“Of course.” She broke off a piece of flatbread and wiped it through the tzatziki. The lilly pilly conserve burst on her tongue, and she took another mouthful.

They’d barely finished eating before the server appeared with a dish of marinated lamb chunks and an eggplant side dish.

“This is amazing,” Kat said.

Clea glanced up and smiled. “What’s your favourite food? You can pick next time.”

“Apart from the pizza at Vino Collapso, I love anything spicy. And, no, that’s not limited to food.” She caught Clea’s gaze and watched with delight as the blush rose up from the vee in her shirt. “That’s not to say I don’t have limits: I do.”

“I wonder what they are?” Clea’s eyes darkened to navy blue.

“Maybe you’ll find out.” Kat’s breath flowed in the shallowest of tides. She was drowning in Clea’s eyes, caught in her intense gaze. Then Clea’s tongue flickered over her lower lip, and the heat in Kat’s belly ratcheted up even higher. Breathe.

“Snapper with tomato, onion, thyme, and Tasmanian pepperberry,” the server announced as he set down plates between them. “And potatoes roasted in lemon and oregano. And, of course, a Greek salad.”

Food. Kat dragged her thoughts back to the fantastic meal set out between them. She was hungry. Had been hungry. Now, though…

“Eat.” Clea toyed with the fish with her fork. “It’s delicious.” She scooped some potatoes.

Kat ate a mouthful of fish. Her eyes widened. It was delicious—as was this delicious tension between them. Tension she very much hoped would be released later.

They left the restaurant an hour later. Traffic streamed down Victoria Street, which was busier than ever.

“We can catch a tram and have a short walk or work off some food and power home in thirty minutes,” Clea said. She stopped and caught Kat’s hand. “That is, if I’m not presuming too much?”

“I would like nothing better than to come home with you.” Kat glanced down the street. “Tram coming. If we hurry, we’ll get to the next stop.” She broke into a run, hoping Clea was following. She reached the stop as the tram slowed.

Clea panted up, and they walked into the road to board the tram. Clea flung herself into a seat. Her face was red, and she was breathing heavily. “I need to get fitter. How come you’re not panting?”

“I run sometimes. Walk Putchi on the beach a lot. Gyms aren’t my thing, though.”

“I think you’re an outdoors sort of person.” Clea said.

“You’re right. But I have such an indoor job.”

“Maybe you could retrain as a National Park ranger.” She then slapped her leg. “Don’t listen to me. Shamrock Sausages needs you. I need you.”

“And I need Shamrock. And you.” She picked up Clea’s flapping hand and held it to her own thigh. The warmth flowed through her thin pants, heating her skin.

“Three more stops.” Clea peered out of the window.

Kat’s heart rate ramped up. She moved Clea’s hand higher on her thigh.

They exited the tram, then crossed over Victoria Street and walked up the busy Hoddle Street. The fish-and-chip shop was doing big business, and a tiny bar pumped music onto the street at a volume to rival the traffic noise.

Kat and Clea meandered along the pavement. A darkened shopfront was an excuse for Kat to pull Clea into the entrance and kiss her—a deep, passionate kiss that pushed her arousal even higher. And then Clea led Kat up the steps of Collingwood Town Hall to push her against a pillar and press her body against Kat’s, kissing her until Kat’s head spun and the feel of Clea’s skin against her fingertips was a sweet and hot thing.

When they reached Clea’s apartment block, Clea pushed open the gate and led the way up the cracked concrete path to the entrance. “Upstairs.” She grinned. “My daily fitness routine.”

“Race you!” Kat didn’t wait for an answer but took off up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Clea’s laugh rang out behind her as her feet thumped on the tiled stairs.

Kat reached the top ahead of Clea, but both were breathing hard. Kat swung Clea into her arms and kissed her again. She groaned into Clea’s mouth as the scent and taste of her enveloped her.

“Come inside before we give my neighbours a show.” Clea broke away and went over to Number Four and went inside, leaving her shoes at the door.

Kat did the same and followed, looking around curiously. Clea and Sage’s living space was shabby but clean. A couple of battered old couches faced the window, and a small TV sat in the corner. House plants trailed tendrils of green leaves from some shelving. One corner held a small kitchen, a large coffee machine dominating the countertop.

“Can I get you anything? Water, wine, coffee?”

“Some water, please.”

Clea filled two glasses from the tap. She handed one to Kat.

She drank it, letting the cool water soothe her parched mouth.

Clea went over to a dark corner and flicked on a floor lamp. The light illuminated a sculpture there—a woman cradling a baby. It was an ethereal piece of artwork that stood out in the eclectic decor of the apartment like a moonbeam on a starless night.

She went closer to have a look. “That’s gorgeous.”

Clea’s smile wobbled. “Isn’t it? I only got this the other day—one of the personal items I got to choose from Patrick’s estate. I have Fionn to thank for knowing it existed and suggesting it.”

Kat touched a finger to the curve of the baby’s head. “I love the stars in the baby’s hair.”

“It’s me. And Tamsin. Patrick commissioned it from a photo.”

She went over to Clea and took her in her arms. “A beautiful piece with incredible personal meaning.”

“I know.” She rested her head on Kat’s shoulder. “It needs to be displayed somewhere finer than this lounge room, but I don’t want to take it to work, so here it stays. Luckily, Sage loves it too.”

Kat kissed her, sweeping her tongue around her mouth. Clea responded, and it was as if all the stars from the sculpture had touched down on Clea’s lips. For long moments, they touched and caressed, lips joining and parting in the softest of caresses. Kat’s hand rested on Clea’s waist, and she pushed up the white shirt to let one finger stroke along the soft skin underneath. Back and forth around the edge of the waistband, then up and down, over her ribs to brush the underside of her breast.

Clea shuddered, and her fingers rested on Kat’s neck, where Kat was sure her pulse must be beating out of her skin.

“My bedroom’s a few steps away.” Clea stared up at Kat, eyes soft in the lamplight.

Kat kept hold of Clea and shuffled them in the direction of the bedroom door. They reached it, eventually, a long kiss stretched between steps. When Clea finally opened the door, her shirt was gaping, revealing a cream-coloured bra beneath. Kat’s own shirt hung free of her pants, and Clea’s nimble fingers had burrowed up the back of her shirt to unclip Kat’s bra.

Once in the bedroom with the door closed, they broke apart. Kat held Clea’s gaze as she dropped the shirt from her shoulders and reached behind to unclip her bra.

Kat’s breath caught. Clea, topless, had a shimmering ethereal beauty that highlighted her body. Her fine collarbones swooped down into full, firm breasts, crowned with dusky pink nipples.

She moved closer and ran her fingers down over Clea’s breasts to circle those nipples. They peaked under her fingers. With an indrawn breath, Kat leaned in to follow the pattern with her tongue, running over first one, then the other.

Clea pushed her hands into Kat’s hair, fingers tightening, almost to the point of pain. “That feels amazing.” The words ended in a gasp as Kat bit gently on one nipple, then followed up with a gentle sucking. “Do it again.”

Kat kissed her way to Clea’s other breast and repeated the action. Clea’s answering hum sent a trickle of lust down her own spine. She eyed Clea’s queen bed. A patterned quilt and soft-looking pillows beckoned. “Shall we get more comfortable?”

Clea tugged the quilt down, revealing fresh, crisp sheets. Then she straightened and undid her jeans, pushing them over her hips, shimmying out of them. She held out her hand, and Kat took it again, turning their bodies so her covered breasts pushed against Clea’s bare ones.

“We’ll have no inequality in my bedroom.” Clea stepped back so she could tug Kat’s shirt over her head. Her bra dropped onto the floor.

When they moved close again, skin to skin, sparks shot like rockets along Kat’s nerve pathways. As if every centimetre of her skin was instantly alight from within, a glow of heat, of desire, of wanting for this incredible woman. For Clea.

Clea’s fingers pushed at the waist of Kat’s pants, slipping a finger under the elastic, stretching it, and snapping it back on Kat’s skin. “I love elasticated pants. Because I can do this more easily.” And then her hand was pushing under the waistband, a light touch on Kat’s hip, above her undies. Her fingers skated over Kat’s hip then around until they rested over the gusset. Over where she burned the fiercest.

“Your undies are damp. What will I find when I take them off?”

“Exactly what you’re expecting.” Kat’s mouth was dry, and she longed for water.

“Exactly what I’m hoping for.” Clea removed her hand and tugged at Kat’s pants until Kat lowered them herself and stepped out of them and her undies.

Clea moved closer and leaned in enough that their lips could meet. Her kiss was gentle at first, just focusing on her lips until, with a groan, Kat deepened the kiss. Instantly, their hands were all over each other. Kat’s hand smoothed across Clea’s shoulders, down her arms and back to her ribs. Up to her breast and the hard point of her nipple.

Clea’s hands covered Kat’s small breasts, stroking, then her mouth followed and the hot, damp feel of it made Kat’s knees jerk with the abruptness of the pleasure. She couldn’t wait any longer and pushed Clea’s undies down, stroking over the clipped hair she found, tickling down between Clea’s legs, running a finger along the length of her slit from back to front, over and again.

Clea sat abruptly on the bed, moving back until she rested against the pillows, her legs apart, her wet sex beckoning.

Kat’s own clit pulsed in anticipation. Of seeing Clea, of what Clea might do to her, of what she might do to Clea. Kat moved up and straddled her, grinding down on her hips before again taking her nipple in her mouth.

Clea arched up, and her mons pressed into Kat. She bore down as she took more of Clea’s breast into her mouth. Then it was back to Clea’s lips for another kiss that promised and delivered all at once. Licks of flame danced over Kat’s skin. There was heat, so much desire, anticipation, so much to learn and explore. What would Clea taste like? How would she sound as her orgasm built? And what would she look like as she came?

Kat couldn’t wait to find out. She shuffled back, ignoring her own desire that begged for release, and again dragged a finger through Clea’s wetness, parting her lips, pushing inside her for a brief, glorious minute before bringing her finger to her lips to taste her. “Is this okay? What do you want?”

“You.” Clea slumped back against the pillow, her eyes half closed. “I want you. Inside me, on top of me, your fingers inside, your lips on me there. And I want to do that all to you too.”

Kat moved back so she kneeled between Clea’s legs. She advanced her fingers so that one tip dipped inside Clea. Just one.

Clea sat up and shot out her hand. She grabbed Kat’s wrist. “Enough teasing. Please. Just fuck me.”

“Uh-uh.” Kat pushed her finger a little further inside. Clea’s wetness and heat engulfed her. She withdrew again, then advanced, a bit deeper, a bit harder, until Clea’s internal muscles tightened around her.

“Another finger. Two more. Fill me up. Your fist.”

Her words sparked an answering pang in Kat’s pussy. “Later. First, you’re going to come for me.”

“Not with just one finger. Fill me.”

Was that a challenge? Kat withdrew and bent and put her mouth between Clea’s legs, teasing up her lips, parting them, finding her hard clit. She put her mouth over it and sucked.

Clea’s shriek had her jerking upright.

Kat withdrew. What had she done wrong? Maybe Clea just didn’t like that. “I’m sorry—ˮ

“Don’t stop.” Wild-eyed, Clea leaned forward, her hand on Kat’s shoulders. “Oh my God, please don’t stop. I’m so close.”

Kat dropped back between Clea’s thighs, her fingers parted her, and she put her lips over Clea’s clit once more, tasting the sweet and the salt, a combination so light and yet addictive. She sucked again, and Clea’s hips came high off the bed; she keened, a high note that ended in a series of gasps as she pushed herself onto Kat’s face.

Kat slid two fingers inside, and Clea clenched around her, a spasm that disintegrated to shivers as she keened her way through her orgasm. Her shaking hand pushed gently on Kat’s head.

“Too much… Oh!”

With a final kiss and dip of her tongue inside, Kat withdrew. Clea’s wetness coated her mouth and chin, and the sheet underneath Clea was damp. She crawled up Clea’s body, a kiss to each nipple, until she could take her mouth once more in a lazy, long, drawn-out kiss. Clea’s eyes fluttered shut, her lips were slack. Was she someone whose orgasms exhausted her? Was she going to sleep?

Kat’s clit throbbed. She would manage if so. There was always later, or in the morning. She sat back on her heels.

But then Clea’s eyes shot open, and she nailed Kat with her intense stare. She pushed back her snarled hair. “Don’t think you’re going anywhere, now or until tomorrow.”

“I’m not?” The deep heat in Kat’s belly burned brighter “How are you going to keep me here? Tie me to the bed?”

“No. Not this time, anyway.” Clea sucked her lower lip. “I’m going to kiss every centimetre of your body. Your perfect breasts. Your stomach. Those hollows by your hips that are just begging to be tasted. And I still don’t know what’s under your panties. What you look like.” Her lashes dropped. “What you taste like. If you like to be fucked hard or leisurely. If you even like penetration at all. I’m going to find out what you like, Kat, and I hope when I’m done, you won’t want to leave.”

Her words sent a thrill down Kat’s spine into her core. “Then, convince me.”


Chapter 37

Selective Deafness

It was midmorning the next day before they emerged from Clea’s bedroom for anything more than a glass of water and to pee. They showered together, which led to activity that necessitated another shower. And then it was nearly lunchtime before they were dressed and able to leave their private cocoon.

Music played softly in the living area. Sage stood with their back to them, doing something at the kitchen bench. They turned as Kat and Clea approached. “Brunch,” they announced. “Scrambled eggs, bacon, and avo on toast. Clea, darling, you weren’t quiet. Lucky I still have earplugs.”

Clea blushed. “Lucky I still love you.” She went over to Sage and wrapped her arms around them in a hug. “Thanks,” she said into their neck.

“No worries.” They looked over Clea’s shoulder at Kat. “Good to see you again, Kat. I’m guessing you eat bacon, given where you work.”

“I do.” Kat hovered as if unsure what to do.

“Plates are in the cupboard next to the sink,” Clea said. “I’ll make coffee, if you set the table.” She busied herself with the coffee machine, grinding beans, foaming the milk.

They ate at the small table opposite the sculpture of Tamsin. Clea looked at it as she ate. The stars in the sculpture’s hair were nothing to the stars in her eyes right now. What a night. What an incredible night. She glanced over at Kat, who was tucking into her brunch with a ferocious appetite, sprinkling it with hot sauce after every other bite. Kat was an incredible lover. Clea’s body thrummed with the memory of her orgasms, and, for a moment, she considered dragging Kat back into her room, food be damned.

“Thanks for brunch,” Kat said to Sage. “That was just what I needed.”

Their eyelid dropped in a slow wink. “I figured that. I got home at three, and you two were still enjoying each other.”

Kat blushed. “Sorry if we kept you awake.”

“Don’t be. Just because I’m ace doesn’t mean I’m not happy when others enjoy the carnal.”

“All the same, thanks.” She stood and collected their dirty plates and took them over to the sink.

“Do you have to rush off?” Clea tried for a casual tone but knew she’d failed. But she wasn’t ready for Kat to walk away just yet. “If you don’t, Sage and I often go to the Standard in Fitzroy on Sunday arvos. Good bands playing.”

“I can’t today,” Sage said quickly. “I have a few things to do and thought I might catch up with…my brother.”

Clea raised an eyebrow. “Okay. If you say so.” There was no way Sage was catching up with Trent today or any other day that wasn’t a birthday or Christmas.

Kat turned. “Try to stop me spending the afternoon with you. If that’s what you want.” She abandoned the dishes and returned to the table to drop a kiss on Clea’s lips.

It tingled and sparked a need for more. Again, she thought about a return to the bedroom. “Then the Standard awaits.”

~ ~ ~

It was nearly six before they left the Standard. The Americana band had been great, as was the craft beer.

Kat took Clea’s hand as they walked toward Brunswick Street. She needed to get home—to walk Putchi for Elsie, to get ready for work tomorrow.

Work. Would this change anything between her and Clea at work?

Hopefully not.

“I’m making a simple pasta for dinner tonight,” Clea said. “There’s plenty, if you want to stay.”

Kat linked their fingers tighter. “I’d love to. But I really should get home. I have work tomorrow, and my boss is a dragon if I’m not there and sufficiently caffeinated by eight.”

Clea laughed. “Your boss is in the same boat. I have an eight o’clock Zoom meeting with the buyers for Good ’n Fresh. It’s the first of a few meetings this week with supermarket chains.”

“That’s great,” Kat murmured.

“So I’ll be going to work early, if you wanted to stay over?”

“I can’t. I wish I could.” She tugged Clea’s hand to stop her and swung her around to kiss her on the lips. “I really wish I could.”

“I understand. Next time? I hope there’ll be a next time, Kat. I hope this isn’t a one-time thing?”

Her heart swelled and nudged against her ribs, expanding with hope. “I would like nothing more than for what we have to continue. To develop. See where we go.”


Chapter 38

An Unexpected Visit

“Thank you,” Clea said to the buyer for Good ’n Fresh. “This sounds very positive. I look forward to hearing from you.”

She ended the Zoom call and flopped backwards in her chair, pulling her hair from its neat office style at the same time. Good ’n Fresh had been enthusiastic about the samples she’d provided and were offering favourable terms. Who knew being CEO meant so many hats? Now, it seemed, she was the marketing manager, product placement specialist, accountant, and jill of all trades, covering anything else that didn’t fit an actual job description.

And speaking of job descriptions… She picked up her phone. “Anjali, do you have a minute?”

A couple of minutes later, Anjali bounced into Clea’s office and set her coffee on the desk. “I’m willing to bet this is about staffing. Specifically a replacement maintenance person.”

“It is, yes. Can you place an ad to replace Rick? You can ask Lenny what specific experience is needed.”

“Sure. I can do that. The other thing is Best Foot Forward called, asking if we’re happy with Kristin. Her temp-to-perm period is up on Friday. Do we want to keep her? Please say yes.” She made puppy-dog eyes. “She fixed my email issue and set up automated backups for the server. We didn’t have any before. So she’s techy minded as well. I love the changes she’s made to the existing website.”

“Remind me of her salary range.”

“Compared to Zara’s salary, she’s a steal. It’s on the high side for her qualifications, but she’s so much more capable than she appears on paper.”

“She is.” Clea leaned back in her chair. “She’s already got someone redesigning the website, and she’s arranged a profile piece on Shamrock in Bayside Living. She’s also contacting our customers for feedback and has suggested that once we have product placement in a few of the smaller supermarkets, we run a promo to win a trip to Ireland. Free entry with any purchase.”

Anjali’s jaw dropped. “Sounds like she’s gold. For what it’s worth, she’s told Lise she loves working here—that she feels appreciated and loves that she’s not constrained. I think she’ll accept our offer.”

“Then can you call Lizzie at Best Foot Forward, and say we’d love to take her on, and offer the top of her range.”

“With pleasure. I can talk with Lizzie about filling Rick’s position too, if you want.”

“Good idea.”

Anjali stood. “I’m glad you’re here, Clea.” With a smile, she turned and exited, leaving Clea with her own smile.

Clea rested back in her chair and linked her hands behind her head. Her gaze fell on the photo of Patrick on the bookcase—one of the ones she’d got from Maeve. He was smiling as he stood at the wheel of his yacht, a heavy sea behind him, the wind disarranging his hair.

“We’re getting there, Patrick. Things are turning our way.”

~ ~ ~

Kat sat at her desk, reading through the latest nutritional analysis of the Irish Breakfast sausages. Once again, the sodium level was what it should be. She let out a breath. She’d expected that, but she’d had a tiny worry that maybe Rick wasn’t the only saboteur. That maybe Maeve had recruited other employees as well.

It was difficult to think about Maeve when her head and heart were full of Clea. Clea naked in bed, Clea between Kat’s thighs. Clea with her impish grin, eyelashes cast down, eyes flicking upward in that flirtatious glance of hers.

Clea. It was all about Clea.

They’d had lunch together the day before, eating sandwiches in Clea’s office, the door open. Lise had come in and not blinked an eye, simply said that, yes, the break room was crowded at the best of times, and since Aldo had tripped over a chair, knocked it into two more, and broken all three, there weren’t enough places to sit. Maybe she should order more chairs?

Kat rested back in her own chair. Things were starting to come together. Shamrock Sausages was edging toward the black; she was daring to believe she had a girlfriend she could care for. The only blot was…

“Katrina.” The voice from the doorway could only belong to one person.

“Good morning, Maeve. Can I help you with something?” What did Maeve want? To see Clea?

“I was passing, so I thought I’d do a property inspection.”

“Who did you arrange this with? Let me find them for you.” Kat stood and took a pace toward the door.

“I don’t need to arrange a time to see my own property.” Maeve waved a hand.

Kat frowned. “I’m not sure that’s correct. You need to give notice for entry.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not like Clea is paying a proper rent. Normal landlord-tenant agreements don’t apply in this case.”

“Let me find Clea for you. You can discuss this with her.” She picked up the desk phone, preparing to press Clea’s extension.

“I also want to talk with you, Katrina. Fionn drew my attention to the loan you held with Patrick. He asked if I would be prepared to continue the loan on the same terms.”

Kat drew a quick breath. That would be incredible. “I’d be very happy if you did. My payments have always been early, and the loan has only—”

“Of course, I told him that was completely unacceptable. An unsecured loan to an employee is too high a risk.”

Ice slithered down her throat and settled in her stomach. No, no… I’m not ready for this.

“The loan is secured by the house. The last valuation put it at four times the value of the loan.”

“I had the loan document checked by my lawyer. They advised me to call it in.”

“It’s served us well for four years,” Kat said through dry lips. “I’m sure it’s fine.”

“What you think is irrelevant.” Maeve walked into the room and wiped a hand over the chair before sitting. “You’ll be receiving paperwork calling for full payment of the loan now that the original agreement is nullified. Consider yourself lucky you had the extra time you did.”

“You need to give notice,” Kat said. The ice in her stomach was spreading to her chest, making it hard to speak.

“It will be the legal minimum, whatever that is.” Maeve stood again. “No need to disturb Clea. I’ll look around myself.”

“All the same, she’d like to know you’re here.” So she can keep an eye on you. She picked up the phone and pressed Clea’s extension. “Clea, Maeve’s here to do a property inspection. I thought you should know.” She listened to Clea’s answer. “She’s coming,” she told Maeve.

A minute later, Clea swept into the office. “Maeve, I’m afraid now is not a suitable time for an inspection. You’re required to give us one week’s notice.”

“That doesn’t apply here. The lease is a farce—”

“A lease is a lease, and all the legalities apply. Please leave now and send me the written notice.” Clea held open the door. “Let me see you out.”

Maeve stood. “This is ridiculous. This should be my business. I’ve been a part of it since its inception.”

“That’s no longer the case.” The chill in Clea’s voice would have frozen the sun. “I look forward to written notice.”

Maeve swept to the door. “I’ll see myself out.”

“I’ll accompany you.”

~ ~ ~

At the front door, Maeve looked out over the car park. “It’s not too busy today. Have you laid staff off?”

“Our staffing levels are as they’ve always been,” Clea said. “In fact, we’re hiring.”

“But people have left?”

“There’s always turnover in a business like this.” Clea shrugged. “Nothing unusual. Were you looking for anyone in particular? Rick, maybe?”

Maeve stiffened, and a beetroot flush crept out of the neck of her blouse. “Who?”

“The person you paid to sabotage the business,” she said quietly. “I know about that, Maeve. And you should be aware that I haven’t discounted laying criminal charges against him. Rick has already squawked like a lorikeet to me. I’m sure if he’s charged, he will be very happy to tell the police who paid him to do criminal damage.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Maeve’s face lost colour. “You can expect to hear from my lawyers about this slander.”

“The truth is never slander. Save your money for a criminal lawyer.”

Without a word, Maeve stalked across to her car and shot out in reverse, jamming the brakes on barely in time to avoid hitting Lise returning from Officeworks.


Chapter 39

Three Is Greedy

That evening, Kat and Clea sat in Kat’s kitchen, pizza from Vino Collapso on the table between them. Kat nibbled on a slice. Even the cheesy goodness and salty toppings couldn’t give her an appetite. She stared around the room, seeing it as if for the first time: the battered and old-fashioned cupboards, the discoloured bench top, the electric cooker that must be thirty years old. This house was a time capsule to her mother’s era. She’d changed nothing since moving in, nothing since her mother had died. And now what would she do?

“Did the mortgage broker come back with anything else?” Clea asked.

“Not since the offer with the ridiculous interest rate. It’s like he did what I asked, found me a loan, and that’s the end of it.”

“What if you accepted it? If you could manage a few months of payment, it would give you time to look around more. Or maybe Maeve would give you longer to find finance?”

“I honestly don’t know of anywhere else to look.” Kat fiddled with a crust, breaking it into smaller and smaller pieces. “And it wouldn’t take long for me to end up defaulting on that loan, which would make me even less likely to get a loan elsewhere.”

“Surely your credit will improve soon? You have secure employment, earn a decent salary, have a credit card—”

“With the tiniest limit that they won’t increase.”

“And a history of paying off a private loan for years.”

“Apparently, private loans don’t count for much. No credit reporting. And I don’t have a rental history, a car loan. None of the things most people have.”

“It’s not fair.” Clea picked up another slice. “I wish Shamrock could take over the loan. But I can’t Kat. There just isn’t the capital.”

The dimly lit kitchen had never seemed drearier. “I’ll have to sell.” A net tightened around her chest at the thought. Sell her mum’s house, her home? Where would she go? And she’d be leaving Elsie, who relied on her. But Elsie could get in-home support. She, on the other hand…

Clea dropped the pizza and reached across the table with both hands. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s a large block. Someone will buy it, bulldoze the house, redevelop the site. It’s probably big enough for a duplex. Maybe even three or four units.” And that would be the house her mum had loved, erased, scraped away as if it had never existed.

“You might get enough to buy somewhere outright.” Clea’s voice held a jaunty positivity. “A smaller house—you said this was too large for one person. Or a unit, maybe. On the beach.”

“Maybe.” She should be happy, she supposed. A new start. No more crumbling cupboards and worn lino. No more 1950s electrics that kept blowing. Maybe a place with air conditioning.

She pushed the misery to one side. “Maeve still has to send me notice the loan is ending. Maybe she’ll change her mind.”

“Do you believe that?”

“Not for a moment.” She heaved a sigh, and her breath rattled out of her. “No, I guess I’m selling.”

“Do you want me to go home?” Clea asked gently.

“No. Please stay. That is, if you still want to. If you don’t mind being stuck with a moaning misery all night.”

Clea rose from her chair and went around behind Kat. “You’re allowed to moan. This is something so unusual, that would never happen to most people in their lives. I just wish I could help.” She wrapped her arms around Kat’s shoulders and rested her cheek on Kat’s hair. “If you have to sell, you can stay with me and Sage until you find your perfect place. Or we’ll put a sleeping bag in the freezer room.”

Kat huffed a laugh. “I hope it’s an Antarctic one. Thank you, Clea. You can go home if you want—I don’t expect you to put up with me.”

“Where else would I be? That’s what…friends do. They’re there for each other. And I like to think we’re a bit more than friends. I care for you, Kat.”

The ice that had lodged in her chest since her earlier conversation with Maeve shifted, melted just the tiniest amount. She tilted her head back, dislodging Clea.

Clea moved so her lips brushed over Kat’s, a kiss that was intended to comfort, maybe, but turned instead into one of desire. Of lust. Of two people who wanted each other and, right now, wanted more than that. Comfort, warmth. Lust.

Clea deepened the kiss, her fine hair falling over Kat’s face. “I care for you,” she repeated.

Another shard of ice fell away. Kat stretched up, opening her lips to Clea’s seeking tongue, opening her heart to the possibility of more.

Clea palmed Kat’s face, holding her in place as she deepened the kiss. Tongues met, mated, danced.

Light exploded in Kat’s body, a wild spiral of wanting and needing and…caring. Yes, caring. She broke the kiss, and Clea straightened.

“Is it too early for bed?”

Clea hummed. “Eight thirty? Maybe not. We’ve had a stressful day, after all. Maybe we both need to relax. Unwind. And what better way than with an orgasm or two?”

“Three?”

“Each?” Clea tutted. “Greedy.”

“I think it’s possible.” She unwound herself from the chair and stood, gathering the plates and sweeping the crusts into the bin. She placed the pizza box, with its uneaten slices, into the fridge.

She glanced around the kitchen. The washing-up could wait until morning. Right now, she burned for Clea, wanting the closeness and reassurance she brought to sweep away the horror of the day. Linking her fingers with Clea’s, she led her down the hall to her bedroom, to her old-fashioned bed, to the pale-yellow walls that were so outdated.

She pushed those thoughts from her mind and pulled Clea closer, wrapping her arms around her waist, pushing under her shirt to the soft skin there.

Clea feathered her fingers up and down Kat’s back, playfully twanging her bra strap as she passed. “I’ve been dreaming of this.”

And then there was no more talking, just the whispers and murmurs of pleasure, the baring of skin, the soft sheets under Kat’s back. Clea’s thighs straddling her like a vice, lips and tongues and the unbearable pleasure spiralling within her.

Kat came the first time when Clea pushed fingers inside her, curling around to find her G spot. The second was when she mouthed her nipples and stroked between her thighs with a gentle touch.

And then she lifted Clea to her own peak with her tongue and coaxed a second orgasm from her with fingers drenched from being inside her.

Kat’s eyelids fluttered as she relaxed, boneless, into the mattress. “We said three. But…” She sighed and pulled Clea closer, one thigh over Clea’s hips, her fingers touching Clea’s nipple.

“There’s always morning. That still counts.”

“Mmm.” She pressed a kiss to Clea’s hair, then sleep claimed her.


Chapter 40

A Hill to Die On

A week later, Clea drummed her fingers as she waited for Maeve, who was already twenty minutes late for the scheduled property inspection.

Her desk phone lit up. “Maeve’s here,” Lise said.

“Thanks. I’ll be out.”

Maeve stood by the desk, locked in a stare with Lise. Zara stood by her side. That was unexpected. Clea mentally shrugged. It was usual for more than one person to attend a property inspection.

“Good morning, Maeve, Zara. Let me show you around.”

“There’s no need for that,” Zara said.

“Oh, I think there is. Don’t you agree, Maeve?” Clea held Maeve’s stare until she flushed and looked away.

Zara simply looked confused.

Interesting. Was Zara unaware of Maeve’s bribery?

Clea led the way down, opening each office in turn, “The social media and marketing manager, the bookkeeper’s office.”

Anjali offered a wave.

“Obviously, this used to be my office,” Clea said. “But we had a roof leak—most unexpected, so I shifted next door while it was being fixed. The insurance company are still investigating the cause.” She raised an eyebrow as she looked at Maeve.

“My office.” Clea opened the door to what used to be Zara’s office. “I’m happy to have the artwork back.”

Fifteen minutes later, Maeve announced she’d seen enough. “I just need a word with Katrina before we go.”

Alarm bells clanged in Clea’s mind. “Let me see if she’s in her office.”

Maeve swept in as if she owned the place—although she did, Clea thought with a grimace—and pinned Kat in her gaze. “I’m calling for full payment of your loan.”

Kat blanched. “When is it due?”

Maeve lifted her chin. “That depends.”

Clea frowned. That depends? On what?

Maeve faced Clea. “If you are prepared to drop any action on what we discussed during my last visit, then Katrina’s loan can continue.”

Kat gasped, and her fingers twisted together.

Clea’s mind hummed. Drop what they discussed? What in merry hell was Maeve talking about? “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.” She studied Maeve, then glanced at Zara, who was studying the pictures on Kat’s wall as if she’d never seen them before.

“The situation regarding the previous employee.” Maeve flicked a glance at Zara, then returned her gaze to Clea. “If you agree not to proceed with…with what you intimated, then I don’t see a problem with Katrina’s loan.”

Ice shards dropped from Clea’s stomach to her feet. Maeve was offering to keep Kat’s loan if Clea didn’t press criminal charges on Rick… implicating Maeve at the same time. That was bribery, pure and simple.

“Clea?” Kat stood. “What is Maeve talking about?”

Clea didn’t—couldn’t—look at Kat. Her mind hummed with implications. Allow a criminal act to go unpunished—two criminal acts—and Kat would be okay. Her stomach roiled, and she thought she might throw up.

“I’m not sure I understand, Maeve,” she said. “You’re surely not suggesting that I agree not to pursue criminal charges against…” She paused long enough to see the colour drain from Maeve’s face as she waited for her to say the name. “Against Rick? And in return, you’ll allow Kat’s loan to continue? That’s not ethical.” Out of the corner of her eye, she registered Kat’s astonished expression.

Maeve shot another glance at Zara, who still appeared to not to be listening. Interesting. Maeve’s jumpy demeanour implied Zara was unaware of what was going on. “Don’t you agree criminals should be brought to justice? It sounds as if you have a problem with that. I must be mishearing you.”

Maeve’s eyes darted around the room. “Zara, honey, would you mind finding Lise and asking her to get me a coffee from the stand over the road?”

Zara turned around. “Ask Kat.”

“Kat is not your servant.” Clea leaned against Kat’s desk, wishing she could take her hand, hoping that Kat had put the pieces together. Would Kat support her? Or would she ask that Clea accept the bargain?

Zara abandoned her perusal of Kat’s office. “What are you talking about?” She came closer to Maeve. “What’s not ethical?”

“Maeve? Maybe you’d like to explain.”

“It’s nothing to concern yourself with, darling.” Maeve clutched her handbag tighter to her chest. “I don’t think I want that coffee now. Let’s stop at Mario’s on the way home and have one there.”

Kat stood. “I can explain, Zara. Maeve is calling in my loan. However, Clea has discovered that sabotage here was carried out by an employee. The employee no longer works here, but Maeve paid him to damage both Shamrock’s premises and reputation. Maeve wants Shamrock to fail for reasons of her own, but I suspect so she can sell the premises. Or maybe just have Clea out of her life. Maeve is now offering to continue my loan if no criminal charges are laid.”

Zara’s gaze flicked between Clea and Kat. “You’re lying.”

Clea folded her arms. “No. We’re not.”

Zara swung around to Maeve. “Mum? Is this true?”

“Of course not.” Maeve’s chin lifted, her haughty mask back in place. “The idea is preposterous.”

“If it’s that ridiculous, why offer the bribe of continuing with Kat’s loan?” Clea stared Zara in the face.

“Yes, Mum, why?” Zara caught Maeve by the arm.

“Out of the goodness of my heart. Because poor Katrina can’t get a loan elsewhere.”

“If that’s the case, then why ask that we drop any charges against Rick?” Clea’s heart pounded, and a creeping sadness stole into her chest. This was it. There was no going back after this. No possibility of any sort of relationship with Maeve, or Zara. But she couldn’t agree, wouldn’t agree. And that, too, meant that Kat’s loan would be called in.

She hesitated. She held the future of Kat’s house in her hands. She could agree to Maeve’s terms, and they could all go along their merry ways: Kat with her house secured, Zara believing her mother could do no wrong, Maeve with no threat of being dragged through the courts. And her… Well, she would have the pleasure of knowing Kat could keep her house, and that maybe there was a chance for a relationship with Zara down the track. Maybe Maeve too, if Maeve could find enough in her to unbend.

But she couldn’t.

For all her faults, Tamsin had brought her up to be honest, to do the right thing, however hard. To be generous and kind, yes, but there was kindness and there was letting something go that should be fought. Even at the expense of someone she cared about.

“Rick’s been a valuable employee for so long,” Maeve said smoothly. “I’m sure he’s not to blame. I hate to see a good man go down.”

Right. That, right there, was the biggest load of bullshit.

“Rick admitted doing it—”

“He was probably protecting someone,” Maeve fired back. “His wife, maybe. Clea, if you want Katrina’s loan to continue, then you simply have to agree to my offer.”

“You’re making a big assumption here.” Clea closed her eyes momentarily and gripped the desk. “You’re assuming I care enough about Kat’s loan that I’ll do something morally wrong.”

“I know you and Katrina are close,” Maeve said. Her glance flicked to Zara. “There are rumours. I’m sure you don’t want your girlfriend to be homeless.”

Clea lifted a shoulder. She daren’t look at Kat, couldn’t bear to see the expression on her face as she banged the final nail in her coffin. “Kat and I are colleagues, nothing more. Her personal circumstances are not my concern.”

Maeve’s hard stare searched her face. “My husband would be heartbroken, Clea. His employees meant as much as family to him. And now you’re throwing two of them under the bus.”

Clea’s stomach twisted. She was. But there was nothing else she could do.

“Come, Zara.” Maeve swept out of the door.

Zara hesitated, her gaze flitting from Clea to Kat and back again. She opened her mouth, swallowed, and her mouth worked as she glanced after her mother. Then, with a loud exhale, she followed her out of the door.

Clea slumped on the chair, and she sought Kat’s face. It held a frozen, blank gaze staring at the wall.

“Kat?” Are you okay?”

Kat slowly turned to look at her. “As okay as anyone is after hearing the person you care about doesn’t care tuppence about them. You could have saved my house, Clea. But you didn’t. Okay, I get that. Because you’re right: It is completely unethical to allow Maeve to bribe her way out of possible criminal charges. I understand that. What hurts is that you denied our relationship. Is it true? Am I really only a colleague to you? Stupid, gullible me, thought we were becoming more.”

An icy lump sat heavy in Clea’s chest. “I only said that so Maeve would realise there’s no hope I’ll agree to her deal. I…I can’t. I wish I could. I wish I was the sort of person who didn’t care what money can buy. I wish I could have laughed and accepted Maeve’s offer so you get to keep the house. But I had to shut her down so completely that there’s no chance she’ll come back.”

“But that way?” Kat’s voice throbbed. “By shafting me in the heart?”

“I’m sorry. I care about you; I thought you knew that. I thought you would realise this was just something I said to Maeve. Please, tell me what I can do to make you believe me.”

Kat just shook her head. You heard her—she will now want full payment of the loan. No doubt she will call in the security and force the sale of my home.”

“I’m sorry.” A boulder of misery lodged in her chest, making it hard to speak. “I wish there was some way I could have done something different, but I can’t. I couldn’t.”

“I understood everything you said, right up until you said we were only colleagues and you didn’t care about my circumstances. Was that the real you, Clea? Was all this doing-the-right-thing just a façade?”

“No! Never that. Kat, I love—”

“Don’t say it.” Her expression set like granite. “Not now. Not because you’re trying to make amends.” She stood and gathered up her papers, shoving them haphazardly into her bag. “I have a headache coming on. A migraine. I’m taking the rest of the day off sick. If you check my entitlement, you’ll see I have several weeks of sick leave owing. Bye, Clea. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

Clea could only stare at her stiff back and bristling shoulders as she swept out of the door.


Chapter 41

One Bottle Isn’t Enough

Kat slumped at her kitchen table. It had been two days since the confrontation with Maeve, and she was yet to return to work. Each morning, she woke, eyed her work bag, and turned over again in bed. Then she called in sick. It wasn’t just that she didn’t want to face Clea, it was the matter of the house.

There literally was nothing else she could do. Nowhere else she could try for finance. She thought about taking up the loan the broker had procured, but what was the point? In six months, she’d be totally tapped out of funds, unable to meet the payments—even if she managed to get a half-decent roommate to ease the cashflow. It was just extending the misery.

She opened the web browser and searched for real estate agents in her suburb. If she had to sell, well, she might as well get on with it. And if she could show Maeve she had the house listed for sale, maybe Maeve wouldn’t file for possession, further damaging her already shattered credit rating. Maybe she could persuade her into letting the loan run until the house sold.

She looked over at the flyer on the fridge. Maybe she’d order pizza from Vino Collapso. A chewy crust dripping with cheese might be the thing to take the edge off her misery. But that would forever remind her of Clea and their first date. First official date. First time she’d truly believed that she and Clea could maybe be something to each other.

Ha. As if.

She picked up her phone and entered the first few numbers of the top estate agent. Her finger slowed, then stopped on the keypad.

She couldn’t do it. Not yet. Instead, she looked up the number for the Thai place. Spicy noodles would burn the sorrow from her heart.

She hoped.

~ ~ ~

Clea sat on the couch, the cask of red wine on the coffee table in front of her. Sage sat next to her, their arm over her shoulders.

“I knew it was bad when you brought out the cask wine. We graduated to bottles a couple of months ago.”

“I had a feeling one bottle wouldn’t be enough.”

“Because of Maeve?”

“Partly. But mainly because of Kat. I was wrong, Sage. I should have just laughed at Maeve, told her I was reporting the crime, and let that be that. I didn’t need to say I didn’t care about Kat.”

“Because you do care.” Sage nodded. “Honey, that is so freakin’ obvious. If you haven’t said the L word, you’re close.”

“I nearly said it. I tried. She wouldn’t listen.”

“Because your timing sucks. Telling someone you love them immediately after you’ve denied it to an audience is… I don’t know. Emotional manipulation. Breadcrumbing.”

“I fucked up, didn’t I?”

“Royally. On a scale of one to one hundred, your fuck-up is nuclear.”

“What can I do?” She poured herself another full glass of wine from the cask. “Apart from get rat-arsed on undrinkable plonk.” She made a face. “To think we drank this stuff for years without complaint.”

“I like to think we’re maturing.”

“You might be. Like cheese. I’m obviously regressing to a more immature me, one who can’t see to the end of their actions. Why Patrick ever left Shamrock to me, I don’t know. I should resign. Let Lise and Anjali run it. They’ve got their shit together.”

“You’ll do no such thing.” Sage nudged her shoulder. “Patrick believed in you. I believe in you. And apart from this emotional fuck-up, haven’t you done everything right? You’ve sorted your staffing issues, found a saboteur, recovered your lost artwork, kept the staff happy, and, importantly, believe in your ability to get Shamrock into the black. And how is the black looking, by the way? Is the red at least a dark pink?”

“It’s getting there. Of course, not having to pay Zara’s outlandish salary and only taking half salary myself is helping. We’re not in the black yet, but I have months to go.” She sighed. “Kat doesn’t have months. She’s less than a fortnight to come up with the money. And I don’t see how she can.”

“Would you lend her the money if you could?”

Clea sucked her lip. “I would, yes. But I can’t, of course, and Shamrock can’t. Not if it’s to turn a profit.”

“Those artworks in your office… What if you sold them?”

“That would bring in thousands, yes, but not nearly enough. I can’t raise the funds, Sage. But what really hurts is that Kat is all alone, worrying, sad, and I can’t help. I can’t even comfort her. She won’t talk to me. I texted her, but she didn’t answer.”

“Give her time,” Sage said. “Keep trying. That is, if you really do love her, if you realise what an idiot you were.”

“I do love her.”

“Then keep trying. And then some more.”

She nudged them. “You wise person, you.” Sage was correct. The thing was, how could she convince Kat she was serious about her?

~ ~ ~

Kat stared out at the street from the porch. Two days off work and she was no closer to picking up the phone and calling an estate agent. It was one thing to know she was pushed into a corner with no other option; it was another to actually do something about it.

The day was perfect: sunny, a light breeze. Not too hot. Perfect weather for a walk on the beach. On Elsie’s side of the fence, Putchi danced on his tippy-toes, obviously thinking the same thing.

Maybe it would clear her head. Maybe she’d reach the point where she could pick up the phone and call an agent. Maybe she’d figure out what to do about Clea. That was the hardest decision of all—she didn’t have a choice with the house, but she did with Clea.

She went inside to change her shoes, then knocked on Elsie’s door to see if Putchi would like some exercise.

Elsie was delighted. “Kat, if you come back via the milk bar, would you mind picking me up a packet of biccies? Maybe Iced VoVo this time.” Elsie reached for her purse, but Kat waved her away. “We’ll sort it out later.”

She clipped Putchi’s lead on and let him drag her across to her car, where he spun in circles until she opened the rear door for him.

The tide was in, and Kat trudged through the loose sand about the high-water mark. Putchi ran ahead, barking at seagulls before settling in for some serious butt-sniffing with a border collie. Kat exchanged smiles with the collie’s owner, and then, calling Putchi, she walked on.

She’d walk until her head cleared, until she came to terms with selling the house, until she decided what to do about Clea, or until Putchi ran out of steam. There was every chance Putchi would be the weakest link.

It was nearly two hours later when she pulled back into her driveway, Elsie’s biccies on the passenger seat and Putchi flaked out in the back of the car—he had been the weakest link—and Kat was no closer to a solution. She encouraged Putchi to jump out, picked up the biscuits, and went around to Elsie’s.

“Cuppa?” Elsie asked.

Kat nodded. Elsie’s too-strong, too-sweet tea was strangely comforting—and that’s what she needed right now.

They sat at the battered table in the dim kitchen, mugs of tea and a plate of Iced VoVo in front of them. Kat half listened to Elsie talk about a player in her Mah Jong group who cheated by sitting on extra tiles to hide them.

“She put them in her bra once,” Elsie said, “But she pulled one out when she thought we weren’t looking, and her booby came too and fell all over the table.”

“That’s nice,” Kat said. Should I use a local agent or one of the nationwide firms?

“Ha!” Elsie’s eyes twinkled. “I knew you weren’t listening.” She pushed the plate of biscuits closer. “What’s the matter, Kat? Something’s obviously bothering you.”

Kat snapped back to the present and pressed her palms into her eye sockets. “I’m sorry, Elsie. You’re right. I am a bit distracted.”

“Is it still your mum?”

“Not exactly, but it follows on from her.”

“I’m a good listener. Probably got no answers, though.”

Should she tell her? One glance at Elsie’s kind face decided her. Elsie had seen most things in her life. “It’s a long story.”

Elsie picked up the heavy teapot and topped up both their mugs. “I’m listening.”

Twenty minutes and another cup of tea later, Kat wound down her story. “So you see, I’m stuck. I can’t see any way to keep the house.”

“And Clea?” Elsie asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Why are you holding on to the house?” Elsie asked. “I mean, look at mine.” She waved a hand at her shabby kitchen. “I love it, but no one else does. And when I need more care, or pop my clogs, my son will get it. Do you think he’ll keep it? No, he’ll have the For Sale sign hammered in and be back to Thailand before the weeds have sprouted on my grave. And I don’t mind. The only thing I worry about is who will look after Putchi. If you could speak to your mum in heaven, she wouldn’t care what you did with the house. She’d want you to be comfortable. Happy. I’m sure you’d have enough from the sale to get yourself a comfortable little place. You could keep her china—although I always told her it was ugly—”

Kat snorted. “It is ugly as sin, but Mum loved it.”

“Then don’t keep it. Keep things you love. Not that brown ʼ70s pottery.”

“I feel…I feel that if the house is demolished, it will take my memories with it. Take her.”

“Your mum doesn’t live in bricks and mortar.” Elsie spoke softly. “She lives here, in our hearts. In your blood. In our dreams and memories.” She pressed a clenched fist to her chest. “She was a good friend to me, and I miss her still. I missed the woman she’d been before her mind started going, but I still loved her then. And now.”

Tears pricked at the back of Kat’s eyes. Elsie was right; of course she was. Her mum wouldn’t want Kat to moulder along with the house. She’d want her to move on, build her own life, not simply exist through memories.

Elsie patted her hand, and Putchi laid his big head on her knee and whined.

“Thank you. Thinking of what you said will make it easier.”

“Good.” Elsie shook another couple of biccies out of the packet. “Now, what do we do about Clea?”


Chapter 42

The Cornerstone of the Universe

Kat woke on Friday. Enough is enough. Three days off work stewing and crying was two days too many. Today, she’d go in, be polite to Clea, treat her as the work colleague she was. Have lunch alone in her office with the door closed.

She arrived at work early and saw Clea’s Subaru in the car park. She went in and put her bag in her office. Coffee was next. She was deliberating whether to splash out on a real coffee from Hasanna’s or settle for the pod coffee from the machine in the break room when a gentle tap sounded on her door.

“Hi.” Clea stood there, hands in the pockets of her navy pants. “I’m happy to see you back. I hope you’re feeling better.”

“Yes, thank you. I’m fine now.”

“Good.” Clea licked her lips, the gesture more nervous than sensual. “I was about to get coffee from Hasanna. Can I get you anything?”

They were colleagues. Of course Clea was being professional. But a glance at Clea, at her fingers now worrying the silver chain around her neck, tugged at her heart. The visceral longing for the Clea of last week momentarily overwhelmed her, for the one who would have closed the door, pushed her up against her desk, maybe laid her palm against Kat’s cheek before taking her lips in a kiss that would have rocked her socks off, and melted her core.

No. I can’t.

“Thanks, but I’ll get coffee from the break room. I’ve some catching up to do after those days off.” Her voice scratched, and Kat focused on her bag rather than look at the dark circles under Clea’s eyes, at that hopeful expression.

“I understand,” Clea said after a moment. “I’ll let you get on with your day.”

Kat went to the break room and made a double-shot coffee, hoping it would be enough to jolt the sadness from her heart. For all of Elsie’s encouraging words the day before, she still couldn’t get past Clea’s words to Maeve.

She nodded a hello to a couple of the factory workers and managed the approximation of a smile for Lenny when he asked how she was. Then, taking her coffee, she fled back to her desk.

Her desk had a neat stack of mail, of reports, nutritional analyses, and results from a consumer test group showing that while the Pork-and-Prune sausages were generally well received, they scored lower on texture and mouthfeel. Kat frowned at that. Maybe she should reduce the fruit content slightly.

Clea’s voice in the corridor, talking with Lise, sounded. Kat hunched her shoulders. Only a week ago, she’d be looking forward to when Clea would stand in the doorway and smile at her with her heart in her eyes. Their lunches together, the small touches and warmth that made her day. But not today. Her fingers stilled on the keyboard.

Clea walked past her door with a quick glance Kat’s way and a small smile, but she kept going.

Kat closed her eyes and swallowed away the lump in her throat. Oh, Clea. Was she wrong to take Clea’s words to Maeve so hard, so personally? Clea had done it so that Maeve would realise there was no way she could buy her way out of trouble. That was the right thing to do. But it was how Clea had done it. Reducing all they had shared to a bargaining tool. A nothing.

Kat and I are colleagues, nothing more. Her personal circumstances are not my concern. Would she ever forget Clea’s words as she’d smashed down on her feelings? On the love Kat had been daring to accept? On the possibility of a future for the two of them?

Of the two blows Clea had dealt, her denial that she and Kat were more than colleagues hit the hardest.

Elsie had said to give it time. But how much time was enough?

Clea’s laugh rang out from the corridor. At least one of them was happy. But the dark circles under the woman’s eyes this morning had told a different tale.

Enough. She needed this job; she needed to concentrate. She pulled over the consumer report on the mouthfeel again. If she could get some lab time this morning, she could be productive and out of the office, away from Clea. She picked up the phone.

~ ~ ~

Clea glanced up as Lise came into her office, shutting the door behind her. “Hi, Lise. What’s up?”

Lise’s round face was solemn. “I was going to ask you that.” She dropped into the chair opposite.

Clea clenched her fingers on the silver pen Patrick had given her. “Everything’s running smoothly. No dramas.” If only that were true.

“Really?” Lise arched an eyebrow. “I’m not talking about the factory—this time. I’m talking about you. Kat’s been off sick, you look like you haven’t slept for a week, and your voice is flatter than the Nullarbor Plain. Kat’s back today, and the tension between you is off the charts.”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you really? And even if you are, Kat isn’t. She’s just gone to the lab, but she looks as if the devil just stole her soul.”

Clea turned the pen over in her fingers. Lise’s words cracked the casing around her chest, and she took a breath. She couldn’t fall apart. Not here, not at work. She couldn’t allow that weakness.

“I know—and Anjali and Kristin know—that you and Kat are dating. Oh, Kat hasn’t said anything, but it’s obvious. The two of you are falling for each other, and that’s great. Fantastic. Love is love. My hubs used to look at me with heart-eyes, just as Kat looks at you. It’s all school lunches and kids’ soccer now for us, no time for heart-eyes, but you still have it. I hoped you two might have found each other like that.” Lise stood. “If you want to talk about it, I’m listening. Judgement-free zone.”

Clea hesitated. She’d talked to Sage, but the words wouldn’t come for anyone else. And Lise, for all that she liked her, was still an employee. As Kat was. “Thank you. But I think this is something I have to work through by myself. Kat isn’t listening to me right now.”

“I understand.” Lise stood. “Words are lovely, but you have to find the right ones. I hope you do. You and Kat—you both deserve some personal happiness.” With a smile and a flutter of her fingers, Lise left.

Clea abandoned any pretence of work. In an hour, Kristin would be coming in to show her the finished website. She’d have to be firing on all cylinders then, but, for the next hour, well, she was the boss. If she left the building for an hour, that was her choice.

She rose and grabbed her car keys. She told Lise she’d be back in an hour, got into her car, and headed for the beach.

She left her shoes at the start of the path over the dunes and rolled her pants to her knees. As she crested the dunes, the blue-grey waters of Port Phillip Bay spread out in front of her. The gritty sand rubbed her toes as she walked down to where the wavelets lapped, then she turned south, toward where the Melbourne skyline pierced the sky.

Deliberately, she let her thoughts roam free. Took in the cool water on her ankles, the translucent jellyfish washed to shore and caught in a strand of seaweed. Tamsin had sailed the bay and across Bass Strait to Erobin. She was back at the commune now, but for a moment, Clea imagined her walking beside her. Tamsin always had words. What would she have said to Maeve to persuade her to back off?

The answer drifted into her mind, an echo of Tamsin’s slow voice. She would have told Maeve that justice was a cornerstone of the universe and could not be negotiated in such an uneven fashion. Then, Tamsin would have left the room. No further justification or negotiation. Matter closed.

That’s what she should have done. She should have told Maeve that the sabotage and Kat’s loan were unrelated items and should be treated as such. If she’d really channelled Tamsin, then she’d have said she believed Maeve to be a fair person who would see her way to continuing Kat’s loan. Clea snorted. That would have earned her a supercilious glare down Maeve’s elegant nose and a sniffy comment that she wasn’t a charity.

But regardless of the outcome, that’s what she should have done.

She shouldn’t have pretended Kat was nothing to her. For all she’d tried to hide it, Kat had wilted at her words, become smaller, as if her foundation had crumbled.

Clea had to put that right, explain—again—and hope Kat understood that while Clea was a bloody idiot whose brain couldn’t keep up with her mouth, those words were not the truth. That she would do anything to make amends—but if she’d broken what they had beyond repair, then she hoped they could go back to being friendly colleagues.

Clea turned and walked back to her car. She picked three perfect stems of banksia and grevillea from the foreshore vegetation, then, after throwing her shoes in the boot, she drove barefoot back to Shamrock.

She slipped her shoes on before leaving the car. Kat’s Volvo wasn’t in the car park—she must still be at the lab. With a nod to Lise at the front desk, she entered Kat’s office. She found one of her glass beakers on a shelf and filled it with water, arranging the flowers in that, then left it on her desk. No note.

Then she went back to her desk, just in time for her meeting with Kristin.


Chapter 43

A Cheesy Vegemite Scroll Can Save the World

It had been nearly a week. Friday, Clea had left some native flowers, obviously stolen from someone’s garden or a park. Kat had taken them home and put them in a proper vase on the kitchen table. The delicate, curling grevilleas, with their bright colours, had reminded her of Clea.

Monday, after a weekend that seemed long and lonely, she arrived to find two Lindt chocolates by her keyboard—the same as she’d given Clea once. Tuesday lunchtime, an individual pizza was delivered at lunchtime from Vino Collapso. She pushed aside her sandwich and opened the box.

She stared down at the pizza, tears pricking the back of her eyes. Why was she putting herself through this? Clea had been misguided, yes, but her actions since—and her haunted expression—were telling Kat she’d been too hasty in her judgement.

But still… As with accepting she had to sell the house, she wasn’t quite there yet.

Wednesday, there was a tiny china sheep with curling horns balanced on her keyboard and a note. So your shepherdess has something to look after. She touched its smooth back with a finger. She hadn’t known Clea had even noticed the dusty shepherdess on her hall table. She set the sheep by the monitor.

Thursday, there was simply a card in a sealed envelope. The picture on the card was a dog very like Putchi, with a hangdog expression. Inside, Clea had written:

Kat, if these gifts are making you uncomfortable, or if I’m being pushy or stalkerish, send me an email with PLEASE STOP in the subject line, and I will. Clea.

She opened an email to Clea, and stared at the screen, her fingers resting on the keyboard. On the subject line, she typed, Please DON’T stop and hit send before she could reconsider or add more.

On Friday, when she arrived, Clea’s beater of a car was already in the car park, as it had been all week. Kat glanced over at Hasanna’s coffee stand. Her stomach growled from her lack of breakfast. A cheesy Vegemite scroll would fill that gap.

Despite the early hour, Hasanna was busy. Kat ordered, then taking her cheesy Vegemite scroll, she scanned the area for somewhere to sit.

Clea was perched on a stool at one of the barrels, a coffee in front of her. She looked paler than usual, and her hair had a not-combed look about it. She met Kat’s gaze and gave her a small smile.

Kat remained where she was. Did she want to redefine their relationship back to boss and employee, or did she want to let it grow once more, and see what they could be?

The smile faded from Clea’s face, and she stared down at her coffee.

She was ready. Kat’s feet made the decision; she wended her way through the barrels to where Clea sat. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

Up close, the dark circles under Clea’s eyes stood out like bruises, and her fingers trembled on her coffee mug. “Please do.”

Kat sat and broke off a piece of the scroll for something to do with her hands. Her stomach jumped with nerves, and she left the piece on the plate.

Clea waited in silence.

“Thank you for the gifts. They were very thoughtful.” She winced. That was what you said to the relative you never saw who’d sent you two tea towels and an oven mitt for Christmas. Clea deserved more than that. “How are you?”

Clea lifted a shoulder and a half smile quirked. “I’ve had better times. Is this a duty check in, Kat? If so, I’ll be fine, and you can stop worrying.”

“It’s not an obligation. I’ve been thinking about things. A lot of things, actually.”

“Can I ask…” Clea kept her gaze trained on Hasanna as the woman ground and frothed and juggled paper cups seemingly all at once. “How are you, really? You didn’t answer my texts.”

“I’m okay. Just okay. Coming to terms with things. With how they have to be.”

“The house? Or…us?”

“The house is the easy part.” Her laugh sounded forced, even in her ears. “I’m going to sell. I talked to an agent on the weekend. Their estimated range is higher than I dared hope—although they always say that. But even if I get the bottom of the range, it will be enough to let me buy something small outright in the same area. And I’m coming to accept that it has to go.” Her lips twisted. “After all, I couldn’t even bring myself to redecorate, to use the master bedroom. The house is a museum to my mum. I need to move on.”

Clea’s gaze was soft. “I’m glad you’re finding a way through this. How long will it take to sell?”

“That’s the thing; until she gives me the foreclosure papers, I don’t know the terms. I need to talk Maeve into agreeing to continue to loan until settlement. Wish me luck.”

Clea bit her lip. “I’m so sorry about that. But I couldn’t…I can’t…agree to her bribe. That’s corrupt. I’m so sorry you’re the one who suffers. I wish it could be different—that I had the money to loan to you. It’s what Patrick would have wanted.”

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up over that.” Kat extended a hand, let it hover over Clea’s. Her breath suspended in her chest until Clea reached up and wrapped her fingers around Kat’s. “I completely agree you can’t let Maeve buy or bribe her way out of this.” She met Clea’s gaze steadily. “What upset me was you denying our relationship. You shrugged me off like a moth-eaten coat.”

“I was wrong. I wanted to show Maeve she had no hold over me. But I hurt you in the process. Sage chewed me out, told me I was a bloody idiot and that I should prostrate myself at your feet. Well, not those exact words, but that was their meaning.”

“Coffee for Kat,” Hosanna shouted.

Kat went to the cart. On impulse, she bought a second cheesy Vegemite scroll for Clea. She set down her coffee and pushed the scroll across to her. Clea seemed to have more to say, but Kat didn’t want to rush her. It gave Kat time to think on how she wanted to reply.

Clea, too, was silent as she ate her scroll. When it was half eaten, she set it down, pinched the soft bread with her fingers. “I meant what I tried to say the other day. You don’t have to respond, but I want to tell you that I love you. I should never have denied our relationship, but I didn’t want to give Maeve more ammunition. I couldn’t let her take something so wonderful and turn it into a pawn to be used as bribery, or anything to buy her way out of trouble. I had to show she had nothing over me. I’m so sorry. It seems that all I did was upset the person who means the most to me, and nothing’s changed with Maeve, except that she’s now going to call in your loan. I don’t expect you to forgive me instantly, Kat, but I’m asking, hoping, you’ll give me a second chance.”

Kat looked at her, really looked at her, seeing her wide eyes shimmering with unshed tears, seeing the look of hope and pleading on Clea’s face, the tremor in her fingers where they mangled the scroll.

“If you don’t want to sell, I’ll help you as much as I can meeting the payments on the high-interest loan.”

“No. I’m going to sell. But thank you.” She gripped Clea’s fingers firmly, hard enough that the tremor stopped. “I understand. I wish you hadn’t done it, but I understand. I needed time to think these last few days. Time to come to terms with what I have to do. And I’ve done that, mostly. Elsie helped—she told me that what’s in our hearts matters the most. That Mum lives in my heart, in my memories, and will always be there wherever I’m living. Elsie’s nearly ninety. She told me not to be a fool. And”—Kat sucked a deep breath, heart pounding—“I ’d be the fool if I threw away the promise of a relationship with someone who already means so much to me simply because of some hurt feelings.”

“It was more than that,” Clea said. “Please don’t negate what I did.”

“Please don’t beat yourself up. We can get past this and come out stronger on the other side.”

Clea’s smile spread slowly, like the sunrise after a sleepless night. “There’s nothing I want more.”

For long moments, they sat, gazes locked, their connection stringing between them once more.

Then Kat stood and tugged Clea upright. “Can I kiss you?”

Clea huffed a breath. “I should be the one asking you that.” She leaned in.

Kat met her halfway, and their lips found each other, and clung together as if they’d been apart for months rather than days. Clea’s lips moved under Kat’s, and she tugged her away from the barrel so she could press their bodies together.

She lit, caught fire. The kiss grew in intensity, and it wasn’t until someone coughed that she remembered where she was and drew back.

She looked around. Hasanna’s approving smile, and some rather taken aback office workers greeted her. No one, she was happy to see, from Shamrock.

“I guess this means we’re okay again,” Clea said. She lifted her fingers to her lips as if she were reliving the kiss.

“We’re okay.” Kat said over her thundering heart. Her legs were suddenly shaky, and she sat and picked up her coffee.

Her phone and Clea’s pinged simultaneously with a text message.

Clea read hers and raised an eyebrow. “I’m guessing you’ve got the same message from Lise. Zara’s at Shamrock and wants to see both of us.”

Kat went cold. Was Zara the messenger from Maeve, with more demands or attempted bribes? Was she expecting to collect a cheque, or deliver foreclosure documents? “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Why does she want to see both of us?” Clea said. “Maybe it’s something completely different. Like…” She moved her mouth left, then right. “Like… Nothing. I can’t think of anything else it could be. But she can wait a few minutes. I have to get Lise’s coffee first.” She went and ordered it.

Kat gulped her cooling coffee. Her stomach was twisted like a pretzel, nerves jumping in her throat. It was one thing to have made the decision to sell, but she needed that bit of extra time to get the process happening. And if Zara was here to pressure her, that would make things one hundred times worse.

Clea returned. “Hey.” She clasped Kat’s hand where it rested on the table. “We’ll get through this. We’ll see what she has to say. Maybe it won’t be as bad as we think.”

“Or it could be worse.” Kat closed her eyes, and Zara’s normal arrogant expression flashed into her mind. It would be worse; she’d put money on that.

“We’ll meet it together,” Clea said. “With decent coffee in hand. I ordered another for us as well as for Lise.”

Kat tried to smile, but it wouldn’t stay on her face. It slipped away into the morass of worry. She dumped the dregs of her coffee and gripped Clea’s hand. It was firm, warm, reassuring. It helped. She dragged in a deep breath, then another. That, too, helped.

“Coffees for Clea,” Hasanna called out.

They collected the coffees and walked back to Shamrock.


Chapter 44

Alternate Universe

Lise was behind the reception desk, seemingly absorbed in the screen in front of her, but Kat would bet she was keeping an eye on Zara.

Zara stood as they entered. “Hi, Kat. Clea.”

“Good morning, Zara,” Clea said. “I understand you wanted to talk with us.”

Zara nodded. “Can we go somewhere private?”

Clea arched an eyebrow at Kat. “Are you okay with that?”

She nodded. If Zara was going to deliver an ultimatum, she’d rather it in private, so that any passing employee or customer wouldn’t see her fall apart.

“My office, then,” Clea said.

Clea delivered the coffee to Lise. “When you have a moment, would you bring a jug of water and some glasses to my office? Thanks, Lise. No rush.”

In her office, Clea took her desk chair, waving Kat to the comfortable guest chair. That left the hard chair for Zara.

Once they were all seated and Lise had brought water, Clea said, “What’s this about, Zara? If it’s to do with the lease, you are required to give us advance notice that you’re coming.”

“It’s not.” Zara perched on the edge of her chair and twisted her hands together.

Kat waited. Her fingers shook, and she clasped them in her lap, crossing her legs, hoping she appeared composed.

“The other day when I was here,” Zara began, “Mum said she was calling in Kat’s loan. You mentioned it to me, Kat, and Mum learned about it from Uncle Fionn ages ago, but it was small stuff compared to other things, so she let it slip.”

Kat sucked in a breath. Small stuff? For Maeve, obviously. But life-changing for her.

“I didn’t think anything of it when she told me she intended on calling it in. But then I heard her saying she’d allow it to continue if you, Clea, didn’t pursue something. Something about Rick. I heard what you said, but I didn’t believe you at the time.” Zara sucked her lower lip. “I do now. I asked Mum when we were driving home. She brushed me off at first, but I wore her down, and she told me. She wants Shamrock Sausages to fail so it will revert to her. Then she can sell the land. Oh, she could sell it with the lease in place, but at that pittance of rent and a long-term lease, she’d get peanuts.

“I wanted Shamrock to fail too.” She looked Clea in the face. “I’m sorry, Clea. Learning about you, how we did, when we did, was incredibly hard. It was like my place in the world—as Dad’s only child—was upended. If that was untrue, what else was? Not only was Dad gone but so was everything solid. It had been just me and Mum, and you were trying to upset that.”

Clea nodded, but her face didn’t change. “It wasn’t easy for me either, Zara. But I’m lucky I have good friends who are there for me. And I have Kat, who’s so very dear to me. I hope you have someone you can lean on too.”

Kat licked her lips and stretched them into a tremulous smile. There, right there. Clea acknowledging their relationship to Zara, of all people, meant a lot. It meant the world.

“Not really.” Zara looked down at her lap. “My friendships are more superficial than yours. But that’s not what I’m here to talk about.” She looked up. “What Mum did—paying Rick to sabotage you—was so wrong on many levels. Yes, I wanted Shamrock to fail—that’s why I wanted you to keep paying my salary. But I would never have done what Mum did. Then trying to bribe you to not press charges; that was so very wrong. Dad would have been horrified.” Her voice cracked.

Clea poured a glass of water and pushed it across to her.

Zara took a long drink. “If Dad hadn’t died so suddenly…” She took a deep breath, and her fingers trembled on the glass.

Kat looked over at Clea, who was watching Zara closely. Was Zara genuine in her emotion here? If she was softening them up for another blow, she was very convincing.

Zara took another deep breath, and when she looked at Clea, moisture glistened on her eyelashes.

“If Dad hadn’t died so suddenly, I’m sure he would have told Mum and me about you, Clea. He was getting to know you. Why else except to bring you into our family?” Zara’s lips twisted. “But you know Mum; you know what she’s like. She’s controlling and can be unforgiving. Even though Dad wasn’t with her when he met your mum, Clea, my mum would have taken it as a personal betrayal. Dad wanted to make Mum happy—and telling her about you would not have done that. I think he kept putting off telling us for that reason.”

“Would it have been different for you if you’d known before he died?” Clea’s voice was soft.

“I don’t know, but I like to think so. I could have heard Dad’s side, and I’m sure it would have been a kinder way to learn of you rather than in the lawyer’s office.”

“I wish Patrick had told me too,” Clea said.

“I’m sorry for how I treated you—and everyone at Shamrock.” Her tiny smile seemed forced. “Entitled, or what? I should have resigned when Dad died, but I wanted Shamrock to fail as a way of getting back at you for existing. How twisted is that?”

It was twisted, Kat thought. But it was human. When in pain, lash out. “And now, what do you want?”

“Now… Well, I hope you make it work, keep Dad’s dream alive.”

“I’m trying,” Clea said.

Zara took a deep breath and looked at Kat. “Later today, Mum is going to serve you paperwork calling in the loan. If you don’t pay the full amount due within seven days, you’ll have another two weeks at a high interest rate, and after that, she’ll foreclose.”

Kat’s muscles froze, and she could barely breathe. Foreclosure meant that Maeve would control the sale. And she wouldn’t bother getting a good price. As long as she got the amount of the loan, she wouldn’t care what was left over for Kat. “I was going to ask her—”

“Wait,” Zara said. “I have an offer for you. I’ll loan you the money. Me, not Mum. I have the papers drawn up here.” She tapped her bag. “If you agree, I’ll transfer the money today, and you can pay out Mum tomorrow. It’s not the rate Dad gave you, but it’s equivalent to the best bank mortgage rate. Same terms otherwise.”

“What’s the catch?” Clea asked, her voice neutral.

“I get why you’re asking that.” Zara met both of their eyes in turn. “But I am not my mother. There’s no catch. Nothing you have to do in return—except pay the loan as you did for Dad. What Mum did was wrong. Maybe criminal—I don’t know. Dad raised me to be decent to people. But as he and Mum grew apart, I spent more time with her. I guess some of her attitude rubbed off on me. If you intend on going to the police, well, it’s what you have to do; I accept that. I don’t know what will happen if you do. For me, I’ve just lost my dad. I hope I don’t lose my mum as well. And Rick… Mum said he was worried about getting another job if Shamrock failed. That his health wasn’t good and that was why he went along with it. I don’t know what happens to him.”

The bubble of hope that had formed in Kat’s chest at Zara’s words grew.

Zara fumbled in her bag and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “Here’s the loan documents. I know you’ve got no reason to trust me, so read them carefully. Get someone to look them over, if you want. If you take the offer, I’ll transfer the money to you the same day. I know this doesn’t make up for anything Mum did. Not even for anything I did—I haven’t been the nicest to either of you. But I’m trying to make amends—and one thing I can do is offer the loan. Maybe you’ll give me another chance. I’d like to get to know you, Clea. Maybe in time, you’ll want the same.”

“I’ve always wanted that,” Clea said softly. “Ever since I found out about you. I’d like that. I’d like to learn more about our father too.” She reached out a hand across the desk to Zara, who took it. For a moment, they stayed like that, hands clasped, until Zara bit her lip and looked away.

“Thank you. I don’t deserve that.” Zara then reached out her other hand to Kat. “You too, Kat. I’m glad you and Clea have found each other. There’s nothing hidden in those documents to trick you. I’m just trying to do what I can, after Mum…” Tears filled her eyes. “I’m just so sorry.”

She stood. “Let me know what you want to do. Both of you. Thank you for seeing me this morning.” She picked up her bag and left. Her heels clacked down the corridor, and there was the murmur of her voice as she said something to Lise.

Out of the window, Kat watched her get into her car—the new Range Rover that was worth more than her loan. She licked her lips. “Did I just dream that conversation?”

Clea rounded her desk and held out her hands to Kat, then pulled her up. “No. Or if you did, we both did. That was…unexpected.” She drew her close, kissing her slowly, softly.

“Alternate universe unexpected. But maybe in a good way. A loan. Just dropped on my lap like it’s nothing.”

“It would be nothing to Zara. I was at the reading of the will, remember.”

“Do you think she’s genuine?”

Clea sucked her lip. “I do, yes. Maybe I’m being all Pollyannaish about this, but I believe her. That she didn’t know what Maeve was doing. That she sees how wrong that is and wants to give you an alternative.”

“That’s what I thought too. I felt quite sorry for her, actually.”

“Yes. I’ll see what happens with your loan, but then I might reach out to her again. Maybe we can have a relationship of sorts.” She nudged Kat. “Read the loan agreement.”

Kat eyed it where it sat on the desk. “What if it was all bullshit? What if it says ‘Ha, ha fooled you’ on the second page?”

“I don’t think it will. But if it does, well, at least you know.”

“Read it with me, Ms CEO.” She picked up the papers and pulled her chair closer to Clea’s.

Kat angled the papers so they both could see and started to read.


Chapter 45

Some Decisions Are Not So Hard After All

After work, Clea and Kat went to Kat’s house. Clea touched the antique hall table as she passed, with its lace table runner and china figurines. “You don’t have to sell now. This shepherdess won’t move house.”

“I know.” Kat led the way to the kitchen and opened the fridge. “I wish I had champagne to celebrate, but I don’t. Just dinner leftovers and cheap wine.”

Clea reached into her bag. “But I do.” She pulled out a dark-coloured bottle. “It’s not French, but it’s good stuff from the Yarra Valley. After we read the contract, I nipped out and bought it.”

Kat’s eyes softened, and Clea blinked back her own tears. Really, it seemed she did nothing but turn emotions into tears these days. Happy tears now, which went some way toward making up for the angry and stressful ones.

Kat wiped under her eyes with her fingers, then reached to the back of the cupboard, pulling out dusty champagne glasses which she then rinsed and dried. “I’m going to accept Zara’s offer.”

Clea popped the bottle and poured two glasses. “It was exactly as she said. It’s a good offer, even though you have to pay slightly higher interest.”

“Nothing to what the mortgage broker found, though. I’ll take the loan to get Maeve off my back.” She pressed her lips together. “She won’t believe I’ve come up with the money.”

“I wonder if Zara has told her what she’s doing?” Clea lifted her bubbly, smiling as Kat did the same, and they clinked glasses. “Here’s to us. To last-minute reprieves. To good decisions. To people who aren’t all bad.”

They drank, then moved to sit on the front porch, watching Putchi sniff around Elsie’s garden next door.

Clea rested a hand on Kat’s thigh. Even through her pants, Kat’s heat warmed her palm.

The contentment she felt sitting with Kat, sipping very fine sparkling wine, was morphing into more. Into longing and desire. Her nipples hardened underneath her bra, and a slow burn was building between her thighs.

She set her glass down and turned to Kat, pulling her into her arms and finding her lips for a slow, soft kiss. “Can I stay tonight?”

Kat’s mouth turned up in a lazy smile. “You’ll have to wear the same clothes to work tomorrow.”

“I don’t care, if you don’t. And I doubt anyone else will notice.”

“Anjali will. Nothing gets past her.”

“Does that worry you?”

“No. I think we’re both able to keep it professional at work. Mostly. Just a few stolen kisses.” Kat’s hand settled on Clea’s leg, delving between her thighs and pressing the seam of her pants. “So none of this.”

Clea shifted her legs apart and sighed. “You’re right.”

Kat walked her fingers up to the waistband, flicked the button and lowered the zip.

Clea sucked a swift breath as Kat smoothed her hand across Clea’s stomach. “Or this.”

She kissed Kat again, deeper this time, tasting dry wine and Kat’s own unique taste.

Kat’s fingers dipped beneath the elastic of Clea’s undies, passing down over the soft curls to the dampness beneath. Clea opened her thighs more, and Kat tracked lower, sliding a finger between Clea’s lips to find the hard clit hidden there. “Definitely none of this.”

“Then that’s the deal breaker. Oh!” Clea bit her lip as Kat stroked, short strokes, alternating with small circles. “But don’t stop.”

Kat stopped. “The angle is breaking my wrist. And we’re on the front porch.” She withdrew her hand and, leaving Clea to fumble her pants closed, went back inside and down the hall to her bedroom.

By the time Clea had joined her, Kat had already unbuttoned her shirt.

“Is this a race?” The lust rose like a tsunami, and Clea shucked her own clothes in a couple of movements. She was naked first and fell onto the bed, watching as Kat removed her pants. “You’re so beautiful. So long and lean, with such perfect breasts. The right size. I can cover one with my hand, feel all of it at once.”

Kat kneeled on the bed in front of her, and Clea did exactly that. Kat’s hard nipples poked between her fingers, and she squeezed and released, repeating the action when Kat gasped. “I left you hanging.” Her fingers tracked down Kat’s body, over the flat stomach, to where her curls covered her sex.

“Nuh-uh. This time is for you.” Kat took both her hands, and pushing Clea back, spread her hands wide, pinning them against the bed. Her mouth descended to kiss Clea, a slow, hot kiss that intensified the burn already consuming her.

Then Kat’s mouth closed around Clea’s nipple, and the slow burn ramped into an incendiary heat that threatened to consume her. Kat sucked and licked, and then—oh my God—bit gently. Clea’s back arched from the bed. She closed her eyes to better focus on the feel of Kat’s mouth, then opened them again. She didn’t want to miss any of this. My girlfriend. My Kat. Even now, she was working down Clea’s belly with open-mouthed kisses, tickling her bellybutton with her tongue.

Kat let go of Clea’s hands and clasped her hips, nudging her legs apart. Her chin bumped Clea’s mound, then she moved lower, kissing her lips, insinuating her tongue so slowly that when it touched Clea’s clit, the intense shock took her instantly to the edge.

Kat’s fingers joined her tongue, and Clea’s world narrowed to Kat between her thighs and her own exquisite sensations. She gasped as Kat pushed inside her, more than one finger, maybe two, maybe three. She clenched down. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

Then as Kat’s tongue switched from long, slow strokes up the side of her clit to dancing on the tip, her world fractured and exploded into a million shining pieces. Her hips jerked up, her belly and inner muscles tightened, and she held her breath as the pulsing orgasm went on and on.

When Kat finally lifted her head and crawled up Clea’s body to kiss her, she was limp and sated, floating in the afterglow.

“That was amazing. You are amazing.” She kissed Kat back, tasting herself, so different from Kat’s taste.

Kat lay next to her, fingers idly playing with Clea’s nipple. “It’s easy to be amazing with a partner like you.”

“It’s us together,” Clea said. “Together we make magic.”

~ ~ ~

Later, much later, after Clea had brought Kat to a shuddering climax, Kat found some long T-shirts for them to wear, and they left the bed to forage for leftovers in the fridge. Macaroni cheese and a slightly wilted salad had never tasted so good, especially when washed down by fine bubbly.

“So you get to keep the house.” Clea’s eyes sparkled over the rim of her champagne glass.

“Yes, I can. Although…” She stared at Clea as her recent thinking coalesced in her mind. “When I took those days off work, I reached the point where I knew I’d have to sell. And I think that even though now that I don’t have to, maybe it’s the right time.” She looked down into her sparkling wine, waiting for the thought to trigger the usual instinctive horrified recoil. A deep breath and the usual sadness rolled through her. Another breath, and Elsie’s words about her mum drifted through her mind: She lives here, in our hearts. In your blood. In our dreams and memories. Elsie was right; she would always have her mother in her heart. Another deep breath. Four years. It was enough. It was time.

Clea said nothing, simply covered Kat’s hand with her own, her thumb rubbing gently over the back.

“I’ve reached the point where I can do that. Move on. Build my own life.”

Maybe with you. The words pounded in her head, echoing repeatedly in her mind. Maybe with Clea? Maybe.

“If you feel like that, then at least you’re open to the possibility.” Another caress over Kat’s hand, “It can’t be easy.”

“This is the first time I’ve thought of it as something I want to do, rather than something I have to do.” Kat sipped her wine. “You and your life changes have inspired me.”

“Glad I’m good for something.” Clea cocked her head, then added, “That’s a big step.”

“I’ll look for a small house nearer the beach.” The words settled into her mind. It was the right decision; she was sure of it. A new home, a new start. Maybe, too, it was time to let some of her mother’s possessions go. “That china shepherdess can find a new home with someone else. The sheep stays, though.”

Clea smiled. “Of course.”

“Will you come and look at houses with me? Help me decide? It needs to be close to Shamrock because I have every faith you’ll make that profit. You still have over seven months to go. You’ll do it, Clea.”

“Thank you. I’m cautiously hopeful at the moment.” She, too, pushed her plate away. “And I’d love to look at houses with you. I’ve never looked at houses with anyone. Never lived anywhere we owned. The commune was exactly that—communal. And I’ve only rented since I moved here. It must be nice to have a place to put down roots.”

Kat nodded. Maybe, sometime in the future, if she and Clea continued to grow their relationship, she would be asking Clea to move in with her. But that was a question for another time. There were still so many unresolved issues involving them both.

“What are you going to do?” She asked the question uppermost in her mind. “About Maeve. About going to the police?”

“I don’t know.” Clea’s sigh seemed to come from a deep place within. “Until Zara came by today, I was set on reporting the crime. But now…I’m wondering. Oh, not because of Maeve. She deserves punishment. But because of Zara. She’s lost her father. What if she loses her mother? Would Maeve go to jail if convicted?”

“I don’t know, but I think not for what is, presumably, a first offence. And she’d hire the best lawyer. I think there’s every chance she’d get away with community service, some sort of repayment to you, and probably a fine. Do you want her to go to jail?”

“I feel that Rick is more likely to. He committed the acts, after all. But I don’t know enough about the criminal system to know.”

“What if…” Kat picked her words slowly. “We were able to persuade Maeve to make amends? A subtle encouragement.”

Clea tilted her head. “My girlfriend and her science brain. What are you thinking?”


Chapter 46

A Most Reasonable Offer

“Thank you for meeting with me, Maeve.” Kat gestured to the chair opposite her desk.

“It’s the final day of your loan, Katrina. Do you have a cheque for me?”

“I do,” Kat said. She slid a sealed envelope over the desk. Her mind spun. She was free of Maeve’s control. The lightness in her chest made her smile.

“Thank you.” Maeve opened the envelope, checked the amount. “So you found a lender. I’m surprised. I hope the interest rate is affordable.”

“Extremely reasonable,” Kat said.

“I’ll send you a release of the security and confirmation of the payout of the loan.” Maeve stood.

A brief knock, then the door opened and Clea entered. “Good morning, Maeve. You were kind enough to give Kat the heads-up on her loan, so I’m repaying the favour. Please, take a seat again.”

“I don’t believe we’ve anything to say to each other.” Maeve lifted her chin.

“You’ll want to hear this.” Clea gestured to the chair and waited until Maeve sank onto it. “As you know, Shamrock Sausages was financially embarrassed by your actions. I think when it goes to court, a judge would look on you more favourably if you have tried to make amends.”

Maeve’s lips tightened. “So you want money.”

“There was an excess on the insurance we had to pay.” Clea named the amount.

“I’ll mail you a cheque. Now, if that’s all?”

“It’s not,” Clea said. “By tampering with the equipment, you damaged our reputation. We lost money replacing the inedible products for free. We had to increase production—pay overtime—to meet our existing commitments. Staff confidence lowered.”

“More money, I suppose. How much?”

“Not money,” Clea said. “I’m offering you the chance to make amends in a more direct way. We need a receptionist two days per week. I’m offering you the job.”

“You have to be joking,” Maeve snapped. “Do I look like a minimum-wage employee?”

“You look elegant and professional,” Clea said calmly. “You’d fit right in. Lise will train you: how to answer the phone, greet clients, make coffee, basic filing, open the mail each day and distribute it. Importantly, you’d be responsible for arranging the monthly staff breakfast.”

“You’re being ridiculous.” Maeve drew herself up to her full height and looked down her nose at Clea. “I’ll write you a damn cheque. Double whatever your loss is.”

“This isn’t about the money.” Kat said. “It’s about the goodwill and staff confidence. Seeing Patrick’s widow so obviously invested in the success of Shamrock Sausages will boost that.”

“You might enjoy it.” Clea rested a hand on the back of Maeve’s chair. “You’ve been here often; you know what a great bunch of people work here.”

“Get Rick back and offer him the job.”

“Rick’s wife told me he has work through Best Foot Forward—a temp agency. We have a new starter in Rick’s job next week. No, Maeve, you’re the best person for this. And it will reflect very well on you in court.”

“I’ll do it for two weeks. Starting Monday.”

“Two months, and we’ll call it quits. But you must agree not to undermine Shamrock Sausages in any way, or badmouth it to our employees, our customers, or anywhere in public—verbally or in writing. I’ll put that in your employment contract. You’ll earn the award wage for a junior receptionist.”

“That wouldn’t buy a decent meal.”

“Still, that’s what’s on offer. And it’s similar to what many people earn.”

“And if I don’t?”

Clea shrugged. “It’s entirely up to you, Maeve.”

Kat slid a couple of printed pages across the desk. “Here’s some comparative sentences handed down when the defendant genuinely tried to make amends for their crime—and when they didn’t. It was a crime, Maeve, one you paid someone to commit on your behalf. No doubt it would be in the news too, you being such a well-known socialite, doing so much for charity.”

Maeve scanned the sheets and threw them down on Kat’s desk.

“I’ll do it. Two days each week for two months.”

“That’s great.” Clea inclined her head. “Welcome aboard, Maeve. I’ll take you to Anjali now to sign your contract and arrange your start date. I hope you’ll be here before next Friday, though—it’s the staff breakfast. It would be great if you could arrange that.”

For a moment, Maeve’s lips thinned, and Kat thought she’d snap back, storm out. Then she shrugged. “Well played, Clea and Katrina. I know where Anjali’s office is. I’ll go there now.” With a tight smile, she left the room.

Kat blew out a breath. “That was difficult. I wonder if she’ll turn up?”

“I think she might. And if she does it with good grace, well, that will be the end of it.”

“You’re a good woman, Clea Winneke.” Kat went over and kicked the door shut, then kissed Clea swiftly but soundly.

“You’re a better one, Katrina Nordling. And I can’t wait for you to take me home—to your home.”

“Thanks to Zara. I wonder what she’ll think when Maeve tells her what she’s doing?”

“If she does. She may tell her she’s playing tennis twice a week.”

Kat laughed. “She probably will.”

~ ~ ~

Later, they went back to Kat’s house. Clea opened the wine she’d brought, and Kat prepared pasta in the old-fashioned kitchen.

“A modern kitchen,” Kat said as she fought with the ancient cooker. “That’s essential. With an island and more cupboard space.”

“How many bedrooms?” Clea asked.

“Two’s enough. One for me, and one for a guest room or office.”

“I hope I won’t be relegated to the guest room!” Clea handed Kat a glass of wine. She brushed the back of her hand over Kat’s cheek, relishing the touch of her skin.

Kat set down her wine and turned into Clea’s embrace. “No. I like what we have, Clea. I like your friendship, how you are at work, your kindness. But most of all, I love how we are together. In the bedroom and out of it.”

Clea’s heart was a fierce and wild thing, battering against her ribs. “I love you. It’s as simple as that.” She kissed Kat then, soft, sipping kisses that grew incandescent as their want for each other spiralled into something bigger, all encompassing. Clea eased them apart. “Dinner first. Then maybe an early night?”

A hiss from the stove made Kat leap away to stir the sauce. “Dinner’s ready. How quickly can you eat?”

“Not quick enough. But I’ll try my best.”

“You always do.” Kat’s soft expression made Clea melt. “That’s just one of the things I love about you.”


Chapter 47

Eight Months Later

Clea sat at her desk and took a deep breath. Anjali had sent over the end-of-month figures and the projected profit and loss for the last twelve months. The twelve months that Clea had been leading Shamrock Sausages. The figures that mattered, that determined whether Shamrock Sausages would remain her business.

And she was afraid to open the file.

Her fingers twitched on the keyboard, but she couldn’t force her hand to move the mouse, to click open the file. To make things worse, Anjali hadn’t said anything in the email. The subject line said, The figures you’re waiting for. No emoji to give her a clue.

Clea pushed back from her desk. What if after all this, she’d failed? Last month’s figures had been promising. Shamrock had been making a steady profit for a few months now, and the year-to-date figures had been steadily improving. But was it enough?

So much had been going their way. The employees were happy in their jobs. Clea had given them an above-award pay rise in July. Retaining staff was a key issue in manufacturing, and in a small place like Shamrock, it was important to have experienced staff who knew their jobs. Rick’s replacement was an ex-army sergeant who was as tough as she was savvy. As she’d said in the interview, if she could fix army tanks while under fire in Afghanistan, then anything at Shamrock Sausages should be a piece of cake. It seemed there was nothing Reece couldn’t fix—including cars, electronics, and lawnmowers.

And so much was going so right for Clea and Kat. On the advice of the real estate agent, Kat had auctioned her house. A bidding war between three bidders had sent the price spiralling, and the result had given Kat enough to pay out the loan from Zara and still buy a modern three-bedroom house one block from the beach. Clea spent most of the week there, although she had yet to formally move in. The house had a big backyard, so when Elsie had moved to a retirement home, Kat had adopted Putchi.

All that I have already is enough. Clea repeated the words to herself as she stared at the screen. If the figures were bad—if Shamrock Sausages wouldn’t be able to show a profit at the end of the month—well, she still had so much in her life; and the most important thing was Kat.

She picked up the desk phone and pressed Kat’s number. “Have you got a minute to come here? Anjali’s sent over the figures, and I’m too scared to open the file.”

“Don’t move,” Kat said. “I’m on my way.”

Less than a minute later, Kat appeared in the doorway.

Clea sat frozen in her chair. “I know there’s a good chance it will be okay. But what if it’s not?”

Kat pulled up a chair next to her. “Whatever it says, we’ll face it together.”

Clea rested her head on Kat’s shoulder for a moment. “Thank you. You’re always there for me.”

Kat kissed the top of her head. “Always.”

Clea sat up, took a deep breath, and opened the spreadsheet. The first worksheet was the projected figures for the current month. “We show a profit this month. Only a small one. It was the six-monthly services for the machinery, and that was a big expense. I hope we still have enough to carry us through for the year.”

“Look at it,” Kat said.

Clea clicked the tab. Her gaze dropped to the final figure in the bottom right corner. “Oh no.” Red numbers leaped out at her. “We won’t make it.” Tears filled her eyes. A year gone. Her big chance to make something of herself, to make things better for others—destroyed. Her dream of a business that was not only profitable but which looked after its workers as well—shattered.

Gone. All gone.

She had failed.

A message from Anjali popped up on her screen. Have you opened it yet? I’m coming over.

Kat moved closer to the screen. “Nearly fourteen thousand in the red. Let’s look at what we can change in the next two days.”

Clea pushed aside the panic running through her veins and focused on the screen. “I wonder if we could offer a discount for orders placed and paid for in the next two days?”

“That sounds desperate,” Anjali said from the doorway. “I have another idea.” She entered, followed by Lise and Lenny. “Look at the—”

“Wages,” Kat said. Her finger jabbed at the screen. “It’s payday on the last day of the month. Anjali, if we pay some wages a day late, will that affect the figures?”

“You need to have a reason,” Anjali said. “Else the figures remain for the current period. Now, I’m in the process of changing my bank account. I’m opening a new one. So, Clea, please can you pay me a day late so the new account will be open?”

“Me too,” Lise said. “Anjali told me she’s moving to a credit union offering a fabulous interest rate for new accounts opened before the end of the month. I’m opening an account there today.”

“That sounds good,” Kat said. “Who doesn’t like a good interest rate?” She slanted a grin at Clea. “I’m on board with that.”

Clea looked at each of them in turn. “You’d do that? For Shamrock?”

“Of course,” Lise said. “We’ll get paid—just a day late.” She shrugged. “I can manage that.”

“I won’t take a salary this month,” Clea said.

“You will,” Anjali said. “But a bit late. I accidentally wiped your bank details when I was in the payroll program. I’ve re-entered them…but I’m not sure they’re correct. Your salary won’t go through. It will take me a day or two to sort that out.”

Lenny twisted his hands together. “Clea, I’m sorry, but I need to get paid on time. Our rent’s due that day.”

“You will be, Lenny.” She nodded in reassurance.

Anjali nodded too. “We can pay most everyone on time.” To Clea she said, “Can I drive?” She pointed to the spreadsheet.

Clea moved out of her chair so Anjali could sit. Anjali pulled over the calculator, and her fingers flew over the keys. “Okay, with the fortnightly payments for Clea, Kat, and Lise, and weekly for me, we’re nearly there. If we can find two more people to voluntarily agree, then there’ll be a profit. A tiny one for the year, but a profit.”

“One more person.” Kristin stepped into the room. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t eavesdropping, I wanted to talk with Clea, but I heard what you were talking about while I was waiting outside. Can I get the details of that credit union too?”

Kristin too? Clea swallowed hard against the emotion building in her throat.

“Good woman, Kristin. Only one more now.” Anjali looked around.

“I know who we can ask,” Lenny said. “Give me a minute.” He left.

“Why are you all doing this?” Clea swallowed hard. “You don’t have to.”

“We know.” Lise looked around at the people gathered in the room. “Because Shamrock Sausages is important to us. Because when Patrick owned it, it was a great place to work. We were treated fairly, paid well… And it’s the little things. Community. Mates. When you took over Clea, well, we know it was tough at first, but you made it work. And we want it to keep working.”

“Most of the reasons you didn’t turn a profit in the year were things that no longer apply,” Anjali said. “Zara’s salary, the drop in business from the sabotage. Maeve. The last three months have shown steady growth. We’re going to make it, Clea.”

She ducked her head so that the others wouldn’t see how moved she was. It wasn’t businesslike to show emotion. It wasn’t how a CEO should behave. But then Kat took her hand, pulled her close and kissed her hair. “We believe in you, Clea. Your father would be proud.”

The tears flowed then, dripping silently down her cheeks in a steady stream. She raised her head. She was CEO, yes, but Shamrock Sausages wasn’t a usual place of business. Patrick had called it his extended family; now it was hers. She picked up the pen he’d insisted she keep that day—the last day she’d seen him alive. Her fingers closed over the smooth steel barrel. She hadn’t known he was her father then, hadn’t know who her father was at all.

“Thank you all.” She stood, went around to each of them in turn, offering a hug: Lise, Anjali, Kristin. And Kat. “I won’t forget this.” She returned to Kat, gripping her hand as if she would never let go; and she never wanted to.

“Right.” Anjali cleared her throat, but her voice remained gruff, thick, as if the emotion of the moment was getting to her as well. “I’ll email you all the link for the credit union application.”

Lenny returned with Cyn.

“I’ll do it,” Cyn said. “You treated Rick decently, all things considered. You could have pressed charges, but you didn’t. And he had a second chance through Best Foot Forward. He’s doing well now—thanks to whoever persuaded them to take him on…I don’t know who, but I suspect they’re in this room right now.”

Clea looked around. The flush on Lenny’s cheeks gave her a clue who it had been. “Thank you, Cyn. I appreciate your trust.”

Anjali tapped away on the calculator. “We can make a profit. Only three hundred or so, but that’s all that’s needed. Those people opening new bank accounts must send me an email me asking that their pay be delayed until the account is open. For the auditors, you know.”

Everyone nodded.

Clea looked around. “I can’t believe this. Thank you all. I won’t forget this.”

“See that you don’t come Christmas-bonus time.” Lise nudged her. “Only joking.”

One by one, the others faded away until it was just Clea and Kat in the office.

“I can’t believe this,” Clea said. “We’re going to do it. By the skin of our teeth, by a whisker. By a gnat’s toenail.”

“Not sure gnats have toenails.” Kat was looking at her with such love in her eyes that Clea caught her breath.

“You get the gist. It’s just…people. People are so kind.”

“They’re giving back,” Kat said. “Or as Tamsin would doubtless tell you, Clea Starshine, it’s karma.”

She spluttered a laugh. “She would say that. Maybe you and Tamsin shouldn’t get together again.”

“I like your mum. So there’s every chance we will. And we’re visiting her in her commune in a couple of months, so there’s that.”

Anjali reappeared. “All sorted,” she said. “Can you countersign this payroll request? It simply reflects what we discussed.”

Clea picked up her pen, the silver-coloured one that used to be Patrick’s, and uncapped it. She went to sign, but the pen scratched, out of ink. “One moment.”

She opened her drawer and drew out the bottle of black ink she used in the pen. As she filled it, tiny writing on the inner cartridge caught her eye. She squinted. She’d never seen that before. It was probably the manufacturer’s name or something, but then her own name jumped out at her. She peered closer and gasped.

Cradling the pen carefully, she turned to the others. “This pen… It came from Patrick before I knew he was my father. I thought it was just a throwaway gift from him. ‘Keep the pen,’ he said. But read this.” She handed it to Kat.

“For Clea, from Patrick, who believes in her.” Kat read.

“He meant to give this to me,” Clea whispered. “He meant all along for me to have the pen, and Shamrock Sausages. I always wondered if the will was a momentary impulse that he never got around to changing.”

“It wasn’t, I’m sure of it,” Anjali said. She waited while Clea refilled the pen and carefully signed her name, then gathered up the paper. “I’m on this, Boss.”

Kat left at five. Clea, however, remained to finish a few things. Before she headed to Kat’s for the evening, she took a walk around Shamrock. She looked around her spacious office, the one that used to be Zara’s. Zara and she had…not a sisterly relationship, but a friendly one. They met for coffee. Zara had invited Clea and Kat to her birthday celebration at one of Melbourne’s poshest restaurants, where along with the other guests, they’d posed for photos for Zara’s Instagram account. Zara had asked if she could share Clea’s story on her account, but Clea had refused. That was too personal to share. Zara had taken the refusal in good grace.

Zara had been instrumental in bringing Clea and Maeve closer and they were now…not friends, but there was no animosity either. After all, Clea could hardly be friends with Zara without running into Maeve.

Maeve, too, had taken her two-month stint on reception with good grace, earning her a thumbs up—and some good-natured teasing—from the staff, especially Lise, who insisted on calling her Mary as payback for all the times Maeve had called her Liz.

Clea had told her after one month that she wouldn’t be filing any charges for the sabotage. She’d expected Maeve to immediately stop working on reception, but Maeve had thanked her politely and kept showing up. “A deal is a deal,” she’d said.

Clea walked past Lise’s office. Lise, still working on something, gave her a wave. Kristin had left for the day. She was a surprise; someone who’d hit the ground running and was yet to ease up. She’d coordinated the new website, which included a web shop for the public to order online, with delivery in cool boxes to any major city. It was surprisingly popular and was one of the things that had contributed to Shamrock’s profit.

Out on the factory floor, the second shift was in full swing, with a couple of hours left to work. Lenny had gone home, but the shift supervisor gave her a wave and a thumbs up. The line of workers in their paper hats and shoes chattered as they worked, filling boxes and keeping everything running.

Tomorrow was the staff breakfast. Although Maeve no longer worked on reception, she still came in for the breakfasts and would nibble on a sausage and chat with the employees. Tomorrow, Clea would tell her that Shamrock Sausages had turned a profit. She hoped that wouldn’t shatter their newfound accord.

She went out to the car park and got into her battered Subaru. Maybe in a few months, she’d be able to buy a newer car. Maybe, too, she’d find somewhere to live closer to Shamrock. Sage and she had agreed not to extend their lease. Spurred on by her success, Sage was now working two days per week as a therapist with a practice that dealt mainly with those in the LGBTQIA+ community and planned to rent a studio apartment nearer their work.

Kat’s new house was only a ten-minute drive. Clea pulled into the kerb and cut the engine. Excited barking greeted her as Putchi bounced at the gate, happy his other mum was home. Clea used her key to enter and stopped dead. The short hallway that led to the living area had an enormous bunch of flowers on the hall table. Lilies mingled with native Australian flora in a wild profusion of colour. A card stuck on the top had her name on it.

She carried the flowers through to the kitchen, where Kat was stirring something on the stove. “Are these from you?” Clea sniffed the air. “Something smells good.”

“They’re not from me. They were on the step when I arrived home. And I’m cooking butter chicken.” Kat pushed a strand of hair from her eyes and came over to envelop Clea in a huge hug, kissing her deeply.

“My favourite.”

“I know. I got samosas from the Indian restaurant down the road. They’re not homemade.”

“You’re really rocking your new kitchen,” Clea teased.

“I thought we deserved a special dinner tonight.”

“To celebrate being paid late?”

“That too. But also something else. I hope.”

“What’s that?”

“It can wait. Who are the flowers from? There’s a card.”

Clea hunted around in the foliage and pulled out the small card in an envelope. She untucked the flap and pulled out the card. “Oh!” The wording on the front read, For my sister. “Sister.” Her fingers trembled as she showed the card to Kat, who raised her eyebrows.

Clea opened the card. “Good luck tomorrow. Zara. x. Today is a day of wonderful things.”

“I wonder if Maeve knows she sent that?”

“Maybe. Zara told her we meet every so often. She let Maeve know in no uncertain terms she didn’t agree with her attempts to close Shamrock.” She set the flowers in their vase down on the bench.

“Are you going to take them to the office tomorrow?”

“I think so. Anjali will submit the figures the day after. I don’t know how long it will take the auditors.” She turned to Kat. “What if they find something wrong?”

“They won’t. Haven’t you and Anjali been over the numbers every which way, triple checked everything, played safe if in doubt?”

“Yes, but—”

“But nothing. Try and relax, Clea. Think of everything we have. Us, together. Isn’t that the most important thing?”

Clea came over to where Kat stood at the stove and slipped her arms around her waist. “It is. I love you.”

“And I love you too. So much. Which is why I want to ask you something.”

Clea pulled away. “If I bought milk on the way here? And the eggs and tomatoes for staff breakfast? Why, yes, Ms Nordling, I did.” She lifted the bag at her feet and went over to the fridge to unload. “Ooh, someone’s feeling optimistic.” She touched the bottle of sparkling wine in the door.

“I am,” Kat said.

Clea closed the fridge door. “About what?”

“About you. About us. I know your lease with Sage has another two months to run, but, honestly, why should we wait any longer? I love you. You love me. Will you move in with me?”

The bubbles of joy in her blood that had been increasing all afternoon reached a new level of happiness. Kat and her, together. They’d discussed it, of course, but in an abstract one-day sort of way. But here it was, an offer laid out for her to accept.

“I will,” she said as her heart overflowed with happiness, spilling out in a smile that already seemed welded to her face. “Of course I will.”
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