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Chapter 1: 
Uninvited Guests
“THIS IS THE MOST RELAXED I’ve been all week.” Sarah sighed in pleasure and leaned forward to clink her beer bottle with her best friend Kristin’s.
Their friend Andi raised hers in salute from across the deck where she lounged in a canvas chair.
“How much of a sad suck am I that a couple of beers on my deck followed by pizza is the highlight of my week?” Sarah chugged another mouthful.
Kristin laughed. “You can stop the ‘poor me’ act. If I suggested we swap lives, even for a week, you’d fall over your feet rushing to escape.”
Sarah waggled her eyebrows. “Try me.”
Kristin leaned forward in her chair. “Sarah Santoro. You have won the ‘Escape My Life’ competition. Your prize, should you choose to accept it, is a week living the high life of Kristin Astuti. Yes, Sarah, you will live in Kristin’s two-bedroom apartment in the lush suburb of Box Hill with a panoramic view over the four-lane Maroondah Highway, sharing with her weird housemate and his terrible taste in music. You’ll commute into Melbourne every day to slave at whatever temp job is on offer. Then you’ll return home every night to takeaway and The Bachelor on TV while you dream of your own prince… Sorry, princess. Although if you’re taking my life for a week, does that mean you get a prince?”
“No way. At least, not unless it’s Jake Gyllenhaal.”
Andi barked a short laugh. “And what do you get in this life swap, Kristin?”
Kristin stood and posed, one hand on her hip, the other holding the beer bottle high. “The comfortable life of Sarah Santoro! I’ll be woken every morning by the world’s cutest seven-year-old jumping on my bed demanding orange juice. I’ll prepare breakfast for Noa and myself, which I’ll eat on this very deck, listening to the birds, smelling the coffee, and watching the veggies grow. And when Noa goes off to school, I’ll drive two minutes to my steady job as admin assistant for one of Ringwood’s largest construction firms.” Kristin’s mouth turned down. “Okay, while I admit the whole two-minute commute thing is appealing, you have possibly the most unappreciative, misogynistic, arsehole of a boss in Australia. But I’ll say it again: you have a two-minute commute. You don’t cram onto an overcrowded city train and spend thirty minutes jammed under someone’s stinky armpit.”
“And that closeness is why I put up with it. So I’m nearby for Noa.” Sarah sipped her beer. “Although, you’re right. I wouldn’t swap lives, even for a minute. Even though this is my only evening to myself, I still miss Noa.”
“Where is she tonight?” Andi asked.
“A birthday sleepover with a school friend.” Sarah grimaced. “I wouldn’t be that mother. She has to corral half a dozen kids, feed them something everyone will eat, soothe tears and tantrums, limit their intake of lollies, keep them from bouncing off the walls, and get them into bed before midnight.”
“You’ll be that mother soon enough.” Kristin winked. “Next month, when it’s Noa’s birthday.”
“She’s already told me she wants to go horse riding.”
“Good luck with that.” Andi stretched out her long legs. “I used to ride as a kid—it’s the most addictive thing. If you let her start, she’ll never stop.”
“Maybe Sarah will invite you along.” Kristin opened her eyes wide in an innocent look and sat once more.
“Right. And maybe you’re the next prime minister of Australia.” Andi tipped her beer to Kristin with a grin. “Me and kids aren’t a perfect match. Oh, Noa’s a great kid, but a whole bunch of them?” She shuddered.
Kristin leaned forward. “So which of us would you take in this life swap, Andi?”
Andi chugged a mouthful of beer. “Try me.”
Kristin threw out an arm. “Andi Barrons, your life is up for grabs. Whoever you choose gets to live your carefree, independent lifestyle. Your life swap will live in your cute and quirky—”
“Basic,” said Andi.
“—studio right next to your workshop and yard. As you live alone, your life swap will have total freedom to walk naked around the studio, eat out every night rather than fight for kitchen time with a housemate or cook fish fingers for a seven-year-old. Your life swap can bring home a different person every night if she wants—“
“You know I don’t do that.” Andi grinned. “I don’t have the energy working for myself.”
“—and jet off to Bali on a whim. Total freedom is the package on offer here.”
“The bank might not agree,” Andi said.
“So, who are you going to pick?” Sarah sat forward, agog with mock anticipation, although it didn’t take a telepath to know the answer.
Andi’s glance slid from Sarah to Kristin and back again. “How can I possibly choose?”
“Oh, per-lease,” Kristin scoffed. “Like we don’t already know! You’d take my life over Sarah’s comfortable one in a millisecond. We all know you’re not a kid person.”
“Your housemate plays hip hop when he gets home from night shift. That’s good reason to swap with Sarah.”
“Tariq’s got headphones now. Sometimes, he even uses them.”
“Well in that case…” Andi tapped a finger on her lower lip. “I’d choose Kristin’s life. The hip hop was the deal breaker, but if Tariq glues his headphones on, then no problem.”
Of course. Sarah squashed the sinking feeling in her stomach. Andi had never hidden her choice to remain childfree. To her, a child—even one as adorable and well-behaved as Noa—would be the ultimate nope.
And that choice worked in reverse too. A year ago, when Kristin first introduced them, Sarah had wondered if they had possibilities beyond the friend zone. After all, Andi was warm and considerate of others, relaxed company, and striking with that undercut and floppy over comb highlighting her dark eyes and sombre, angular face. But her discomfort around Noa had scuppered that faint idea before it got off the ground.
But even so, hearing Andi choose Kristin’s life over hers rammed home that she wasn’t on Andi’s radar. Not like that, anyway.
Sarah stretched her mouth into a polite smile. She totally got that not everyone liked being around kids. Andi was kind to Noa, but in a stilted way, as if Noa was an alien who spoke another language and Andi’s universal translator was on the blink.
Andi’s eyes glazed over whenever Sarah mentioned school lunches, the difficulties of clothes-shopping for a fussy kid, or the night-time perils of treading barefoot on Lego. No, she and Andi were poles apart in their lives, and Sarah was happy with the easy friendship they now shared.
She stretched her legs out to the low table between the chairs, enjoying how the autumn sun warmed her thighs. Not bad thighs really, too white from lack of sun and dimpled with cellulite, but she loved their curve and how she looked in shorts. She wiggled her bare toes for a moment, revelling in the last of the sunlight.
She swung her feet to the deck. “Another beer? And shall I order the pizzas?”
“Sure,” Kristin said.
“I’ll have one of those zero alcohol beers please,” Andi said. “I’m driving.”
“No worries.” Sarah went inside to pull the beers from the fridge and place the call. No need to ask the others what they wanted—the three of them did this enough that she knew it by heart: two family pizzas: one veggie supreme, one capricciosa with extra olives, hold the anchovies.
She returned to the others. “Twenty minutes for delivery.”
Kristin accepted her beer. “Thanks. I was just telling Andi that I caught next-door’s cat pissing in my tomato plants again. Do you think the tomatoes will be okay to eat?”
“Maybe.” Sarah shrugged. “You put cow poo on gardens—is cat pee any different?”
“I can build you a wire enclosure for the plants to keep the cat out,” Andi said. “Won’t take me long.”
“That would be great. It’s either that or something drastic. I got it a good squirt with the hose the other day. It yowled and ran off. Please neither of you make any wet pussy jokes.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Sarah said.
Kristin pulled up her knees to sit more comfortably. “You really do have the best place here, Sarah. I wish I had a house and a yard rather than a flat and two cat-piss drenched tomato plants on a tiny patio.”
“I love it.” Sarah sipped her beer. “Maybe it makes me old and boring, but I love pottering in the garden. Veggies, flowers. My stone mandala. It’s my happy place.”
“I love it too.” Andi’s intense, dark eyes pinned Sarah over her beer bottle. “You did a great job of turning it into a beautiful space.”
“Tell that to Noa.” Sarah sighed. “She wants a swing in the corner, a sandpit, and a track to race her bicycle around. Not very compatible with a peaceful place.”
“I thought Cait was going to put up a swing,” Kristin said. Her dark hair swung forward, partially obscuring her light-brown face.
Sarah’s lips twitched. Her ex-wife had never approved of Kristin, thinking her shallow and irresponsible, and Kristin had picked up on that.
“She will,” Sarah said mildly. “But she won’t be back in Australia for almost a year. I thought I’d get Noa something from Kmart. She’ll outgrow it soon enough, so there’s no point spending much.”
Kristin’s lips pursed as if she were about to say something else.
“Was that the doorbell?” Andi cocked her head. “Pizza must be early.”
Sarah jumped to her feet, relief coursing through her at the interruption. She never liked having to defend Cait when Kristin got snippy. “I’ll get the plates,” she said to Andi. “Would you mind answering the door? The money’s on the hall table.”
“Sure.” Andi unwound her long limbs and stood, then with the easy grace of a big cat, ambled into the house and down the hall.
Sarah followed as far as the kitchen, where she pulled out plates, napkins, and hot sauce from the cupboard. Voices at the front door made her cock her head. Andi’s voice, and a woman’s. Sarah frowned. The voice sounded…familiar. Irritation seeped into her belly. She dragged a deep breath and walked into the hall.
“If you’re not going to give me your names, I can’t tell Sarah you’re here.” Andi stood with one arm across the door frame. Her lanky body seemed to have gained extra centimetres and her voice bristled with annoyance. “So, I’m going to close the door in your faces and let her know there are two people here who won’t give their names but are demanding to speak with her. Is that the correct message?”
“I could ask what you’re doing in her house.” The woman’s voice held the cut-glass edge of arrogance Sarah knew well.
She went up to Andi and touched her arm so that she lowered it. “Good evening, Rosalind and Lionel. I wasn’t expecting you.” To Andi she said, “It’s okay; they’re Cait’s parents.”
Andi’s brow furrowed. “I would have been politer if you’d introduced yourselves. I apologise.” She turned to go back to the living area.
Sarah pasted a smile over the familiar irritation at their presumptuousness in arriving unannounced. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Rosalind’s slightly hooded eyes stared at her from her thin face. Her mouth curled in its usual downturn of disapproval, but this time there was more. Rosalind’s gaze was…assessing. Behind her, Lionel shuffled his feet, looking as if he’d rather be home in their Hawthorn mansion with a large gin and tonic. Sarah’s lips twitched before she schooled her expression to one of neutrality. That was doubtless what Lionel was thinking. And Rosalind… She was normally cordial, but now there was an edginess about her, as if she no longer had need for politeness.
On impulse, Sarah reached for Andi’s hand. “Please stay,” she whispered.
Andi’s fingers twitched as if she was going to jerk free, and Sarah tightened her grip. The look of foreboding in Rosalind’s expression set her nerves jangling.
Andi stepped closer and remained silent.
“It’s nice to see you both,” Sarah lied, “but it’s not a good time. Maybe we can arrange something tomorrow?”
“That’s fine,” Rosalind said. “We won’t keep you. We’ve just come to see Noa.”
Sarah frowned. “I don’t remember you arranging a visit. She’s not here; she’s at a sleepover.”
“Well, if you give us the address, we’ll visit with her there,” Rosalind said.
Next to her, Andi’s body was rigid. Sarah glanced at her. A muscle twitched in Andi’s jaw.
“No,” Sarah said. “Noa’s with her friends. She’s been looking forward to this for days. As I’ve said before, you need to arrange ahead if you want to spend time with her.”
Rosalind’s smile was cooler than a row of supermarket freezers. “We’re her grandparents. We shouldn’t need to make an appointment as if we were going to the dentist.”
“It makes it easier. That way you don’t have a wasted trip.” Like now.
“Cait never minded us dropping around.”
“That changed when Cait and I split. I asked that you call ahead, and it’s great when you do.” Sarah clenched her jaw. Rosalind knew that, so why was she trying to change things? She’d always stuck to the arrangement—until now. “I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted journey.”
“We’re trying to help, Sarah, dear.” For a moment Rosalind’s eyes softened. “It’s difficult for you by yourself caring for Noa. When Cait left you—”
“We mutually agreed to an amicable split.”
“—you agreed to share custody. With Cait now overseas, it’s just you. It must be hard. You work part-time for a low wage, and you have no one to help you—your parents are still living in Italy, are they not? We’re offering that help. Noa’s our blood granddaughter. You’re only her adopted parent.”
“Thank you for the thought, but Noa and I don’t need help.” Sarah’s mouth could hardly form the words. What did Rosalind mean? Only Noa’s adopted parent? Rosalind knew Sarah was also listed on Noa’s birth certificate. “Cait is paying child support as she always has. More than she has to. Noa has everything she needs.”
“But not everything she wants. My granddaughter should want for nothing.”
“She’s not a spoiled child. She’s being raised as Cait and I agreed: to understand the value of money, to work for what she wants. She has everything she needs, and she has a mother’s love: mine.”
“You’re doing your best, I know, but with Cait away, we think it best that we step in more to help you out. Spend more time with Noa.”
Something is wrong. Alarm bells clanged in her mind. The carefully enunciated words contained an implied threat—she was sure of it. Rosalind had never been this pushy. Indeed, her grandparent style had always been more hands-off. An unpredictable small child didn’t fit into her meticulously curated life.
Sarah’s hand shook in Andi’s grasp. A wave of nausea made her think she might throw up on Rosalind’s polished leather shoes. Their voices had brought Kristin down the hall, and she stood with her hands on Sarah’s shoulders.
The touch gave her confidence to respond. “You’re welcome to do that, of course. Maybe you’d like to come around tomorrow afternoon and stay for tea?”
“A child needs two parents.” Rosalind’s voice dropped to a soothing tone and her gaze flicked to Kristin.
“She has two parents: me and Cait.”
“It would be different if you had a partner, Sarah. But with your little job, how can you alone possibly give Noa the attention she needs? We’re just trying to help.”
“She’s at school.”
“And who collects her from school? She’s too young to be by herself. Be reasonable. We can have Noa stay over with us—maybe in the week, while you’re at work.”
“Thank you, but Noa’s school and friends are here.”
“Oh, we can accommodate that.” Rosalind waved a hand. “After all, I don’t have to work.”
Fear dripped down her spine and her flesh crawled. Rosalind wanted Noa. For reasons she didn’t understand, Rosalind was trying to gain control of her grandchild. Her neck stiffened as if made of steel, and she dragged in a breath. She would not let that happen. Whatever it took.
She took a deep breath and then another, forcing the panicked thought from her head. She was being silly. Rosalind and Lionel had always seemed happy with their fortnightly visits with Noa. They took her to the park or to an activity and usually brought her home before the time they said. Indeed, they had never asked for more time with her and sometimes skipped a visit. Why would they suddenly want the disruption of a small child in their lives?
“You’re welcome to have Noa visit more, of course,” she said. “But school days are busy times. Why don’t we talk about it tomorrow?”
Rosalind’s mouth moved into a brief smile, even though the rest of her face didn’t change. “We’re trying to help more while Cait’s away.” One bony shoulder lifted in a shrug. “Lionel and I worry about you. If you had a partner to share the load with you, that might be different.”
Andi cleared her throat loudly. “Sarah has a partner.” She lifted their linked hands. “Me.”
Sarah bit back a gasp. It lodged in her throat along with her heart, beating hard. What on earth had made Andi say that? Any second now, she would laugh, disentangle their hands, and say she was joking. The beginnings of a tension headache twinged at the base of her skull.
“You?” Rosalind lifted her chin and stared at Andi down her nose.
“Me.” Andi brought their linked hands to her lips and kissed the back of Sarah’s hand. The touch of her lips was warm. “As Sarah’s partner, I collect Noa from school and look after her until Sarah’s home.” Andi’s voice, gravelly and strong, washed over Sarah’s ears. She squeezed her hand tightly.
Behind them, Kristin gave a soft gasp and her fingers bit into Sarah’s shoulder.
There suddenly wasn’t enough air in Sarah’s lungs. What the hell had Andi done? Sarah’s breath hitched in her throat. She forced her face into what she hoped was a relaxed smile and wrapped an arm around Andi’s waist, hooking her fingers into her belt as if she did this every day. “So, Rosalind, you see there’s nothing to worry about. I have Andi as support, and Noa is cared for by two people who love her.”
The headache ratcheted up to a dull pounding. Oh God. What will happen now?



Chapter 2: 
Howdy, Partner
“PARTNER?” IF ROSALIND’S BROW WAS in any way mobile, it would have lowered in a stormy frown. The woman must be welded together with Botox.
“Yes, partner.” Andi wrapped her arm around Sarah’s waist so they stood united and pressed a kiss to her forehead where the white streak fell in her otherwise brown hair. Sarah’s hand shook where it rested against her hip. No wonder. Rosalind would terrify anyone. Andi pressed her lips together. Except for her. It would take more than this haughty woman to bring her down. “Maybe now you’d like to introduce yourselves.”
“Rosalind and Lionel Bancroft. Of the Oxford Bancrofts.”
Did she really think that was impressive? That a person’s ancestry was more worthy than who they were now? Still, two could play at that game. “Andi Barrons. Of the Polks Hill Barrons.”
Again that attempt at a wrinkled forehead. Let Rosalind try to work out that ancestry. Andi switched her gaze to Lionel. “Pleased to meet you, Lionel. Do you talk?”
“He does,” Rosalind snapped. “Sarah, you should have informed us you had a partner.”
“I don’t see why,” Sarah said. “Rosalind, I don’t mean to be rude, but you’re interrupting our evening. Why don’t we talk tomorrow?”
Rosalind took a step backward. “You’ll be hearing from us.”
“Of course.” Andi wrapped an arm around Sarah’s shoulders and pulled her close again. She fit neatly under her arm, body warm against Andi’s side, the stiffness in her shoulders betraying her tension. “I’m sure you’ll let us know in advance when you want to spend time with Noa.”
Rosalind turned and marched down the steps from the front door. At the foot, she turned around. “Come along, Lionel.”
With a faint shrug, Lionel turned to accompany her.
They reached the gate and barged past the delivery driver, nearly knocking the pizzas from his hands.
He came up the path and handed the boxes to Andi. “Someone was in a hurry.” He jerked his head to where Rosalind and Lionel were driving off in their Mercedes.
“Yeah. Sorry they were so rude.” Kristin picked up the money from the hall table. “Thanks.” She took the pizza from Andi. “I’ll get this sorted.” She headed back to the kitchen.
Sarah stared at the closed front door. “I can’t believe what just happened.” She faced Andi. “And I can’t believe you said that.”
“No worries. It wasn’t much, but hopefully they’ll back off.”
Sarah pressed her palms to the sides of her neck, fingers massaging the base of her skull. “I thought… It seemed like they want to take Noa. Spend more time with her—at their place. But I don’t know why. They’ve only ever had her for one overnight in the past, when she was three. She was supposed to stay for three nights, but she cried so much the first night, Rosalind brought her back. Cait and I had to cancel our weekend away. Since then, they’ve only had short visits.” She pressed a shaking fist to her mouth. “Why do they suddenly want to be involved now?” She stared up at Andi, her light-brown eyes wide and damp. “They’ll take her.” Tears spilled down her cheeks.
A wave of tenderness rose in Andi’s throat, and she itched to pull Sarah into her arms. It wasn’t right she had to deal with Cait’s parents by herself. Sarah was a great parent—Noa was proof of that. “You don’t know that. Maybe they’re just trying to help more while Cait’s away.” Except that didn’t ring true. The warning signs were marching up and down her spine, prickly like ants. But right now, Sarah needed reassurance. “Maybe we scared them off.”
Sarah huffed a laugh. “You don’t know Rosalind. What she wants she gets.” Sarah reached out and touched Andi’s forearm, where the intricate black-and-grey tattoo sleeve wound down to her wrist. “Thank you for your support. It shouldn’t make a difference really—I don’t think being a single parent goes against you anymore, but Rosalind obviously believes it does.”
“It was nothing.” Andi rested her hand over Sarah’s for a moment. “Happy to help.”
“Not everyone would have done that.” Sarah swallowed. “Thank you. I really mean it.”
“Pizza!” Kristin yelled from the kitchen.
With a final glance at Andi, Sarah led the way to the rear of the house.
Andi followed. What exactly had she done? When she’d answered the door and Rosalind had stared at her as if she were worms and demanded to see Sarah, her hackles had risen faster than a pit bull’s. Rosalind’s gaze had swept over Andi’s buzz cut, loose singlet, and tattoo sleeve, down to her worn cotton shorts and bare feet, then back to her face. Judgemental, much? Rosalind’s attitude brought back all sorts of memories—and none of them were good.
Pretending to be Sarah’s partner was no skin off her nose. Sarah obviously loved her kid, and that was reason enough to have jumped in.
It had been a small and satisfying thing to do. Hopefully, that would be the end of it.
* * *
Andi drove steadily down the Maroondah Highway toward Box Hill, Kristin in the passenger seat. It was only ten, but after Rosalind and Lionel’s unexpected appearance, Sarah had been distracted. Andi had been only too glad when Kristin suggested they head home.
“That was a good thing you did for Sarah.” Kristin propped her arm on the open window and regarded her. “Pretending to be her partner.”
Andi concentrated on the road. “It wasn’t much. If it got that stuck-up bitch off her back, then it was worth it.”
“Don’t bet the farm on that.”
Andi shot her a glance. “What do you mean?”
Kristin’s dark eyes held a sombre intensity. “I’m not Cait’s biggest fan. When she and Sarah got together, I didn’t think it would last. Cait seemed…out of Sarah’s league, I guess.”
“What do you mean? Sarah’s very attractive, in a cute sort of way.” Femme-y sort of way, but she didn’t know if Kristin would get that.
“Oh, per-lease. Sarah’s gorgeous. I didn’t mean her looks.” She shot Andi a glance from under lowered brows. “I mean Cait’s a high-flyer. She rose through the medical ranks quickly, filled in as head of the emergency department at the hospital where she worked, and then they offered her the permanent position. She’s career-driven and high achieving. And Sarah is not. She’s happy with her life, caring for Noa, working part-time in an ordinary job, living in that old house she bought when she and Cait split. She’s content with what she has. I think Cait will always be restless. And while Cait’s the one who birthed Noa, Sarah was her primary carer, right from the start.”
“I wonder why Cait was the one to get pregnant?”
Kristin sucked in her lower lip. “Cait collects experiences like other people collect Star Wars figurines. I think giving birth was one of those experiences. Sarah said even while Cait was in labour, she was analysing it as if she was making a documentary. Then she was happy to go back to work early, and Sarah was the one who took parental leave.”
“Did Cait have much to do with Noa early on?”
“She loves her, there’s no doubt about that. And she loved Sarah too. They were a great family, very tightly bonded for a while. Until they weren’t.” Kristin shrugged. “But they remained friends.”
“Would Cait have sent her parents around?”
“I doubt it. For all that Cait’s not my favourite person, I don’t think she’d do that to Sarah. Cait’s never been close to her parents. Maybe that’s part of the problem. She’s an only child, and with her overseas, Rosalind’s trying to grab onto Noa. But, we can speculate all we want, can’t we?”
Andi pondered. Sarah was Kristin’s best friend; there was doubtless more she wasn’t saying.
She slowed for the speed limit then turned into the square, brown-brick apartment block where Kristin lived. Her ground-floor flat was in darkness. “Doesn’t look like Tariq is home.”
“Night shift. He’s a perfect housemate that way, apart from the hip hop.” She leaned across to peck Andi on the cheek. “Thanks for driving. It’s my turn the next time.”
“No worries. Flash the light once when you’re inside.”
Kristin nodded and leaped out, slamming the door of the truck.
Andi waited until the light flashed, then drove slowly back onto the highway. Her yard and shopfront were a couple of kilometres further on in a backstreet. She used the remote to enter her yard, pulling the truck into the shed at the rear and nudging the front bumper within a couple of centimetres of the stacked paint cans.
Once inside her studio apartment, she dropped her truck keys on the kitchen bench and poured a large glass of water. She drank it staring out at her yard, at the stacked timbers, trestles, and ladders along the side wall. Working for herself had many advantages, including being able to set her own hours. For a moment, she wondered how Sarah put up with constantly being at the beck and call of her arsehole boss.
Sarah. The memory of Sarah’s hand sliding into hers brought a flash of longing for more of the touch. If she was reacting like that to Sarah, of all people, it must be time for her to head out to one of her favourite bars and see if she could find some company for a night. Maybe tomorrow.
Andi took a quick shower and got into bed. She stretched her naked body, revelling in the soft sheets and firm mattress, then picked up her thriller from the nightstand. Time to find out who the murderer was.



Chapter 3: 
Jam Drops
“GOOD MORNING, SARAH, THIS IS Rosalind. Lionel and I were wondering if it would be suitable to come and visit Noa this afternoon?”
Sarah gripped the phone, her fingers instantly clammy. Rosalind’s voice was perfectly polite, the question perfectly reasonable. But coming, as it did, after the previous evening, Sarah’s spidey-sense tingled. She looked across at Noa, who sat at the table drawing ponies with rainbow manes and tails. Her tongue wrapped over her upper lip as she concentrated. They had no plans for the afternoon; there was no reason not to agree—and she had offered.
“Of course. Noa will enjoy that.” She crossed her fingers against the embellishment. “How does three suit you?”
“We’ll be there. Maybe Noa would like to go to the park?”
“You can ask her when you arrive. Would you like to stay for tea?”
“Thank you, Sarah, but we’ll need to get home.” Rosalind paused. “We’re looking forward to seeing your partner again. Andi, wasn’t it?”
The foreboding became a red alert klaxon. Shit. How was she going to get out of this? “I’m not sure of her plans for this afternoon. She may have…soccer practice.” She closed her eyes.
“Oh, that’s a shame. Maybe she wouldn’t mind missing it for once?”
“I’ll check with her, but I can’t promise. I’ll see you at three.” She ended the call and sat a moment, the coil of worry pushing up into her chest.
Pasting on a smile, she went across to Noa. “These ponies are fantastic, sweetheart. Do they have names?”
Noa nodded without looking up from her drawing. “The blue one is Sky, the yellow one is Wiggle, and the black one is Neo.”
“Neo?”
“We saw The Matrix at Mia’s house last night. Neo’s in that.”
“The Matrix?” Wasn’t that rated for teenagers? “Who picked that?”
“Jasper, her big brother.” She wrinkled her nose. “It wasn’t very good.”
“Right.” Sarah stifled a laugh. Thank goodness she hadn’t said that when Rosalind was there. Her breath left her chest in a big whoosh. She should have given a definite reason why Andi wouldn’t be there. But if she’d done that, Rosalind would have certainly come around another time—maybe without notice. Maybe, if Andi was willing, they could get the meeting over with today, and Rosalind would be satisfied. She chewed her lip. It was one thing that Andi had involved herself on the spur of the moment, but this was another thing altogether. Whatever the reason Andi had said what she did, Sarah was very sure she hadn’t thought ahead. To being asked to come around and pretend to be Sarah’s partner. But it was for Noa’s sake, and what else could she possibly do? She picked up her phone again and took it out on the deck, closing the door behind her.
She pressed Andi’s number. Please, please pick up.
“Hi, Sarah.” Andi’s low tones came over the line. “How’s things?”
“Good.” Liar. She hesitated. Pleasantries or get straight to the point? “Actually, not good. I was wondering if I could ask a huge favour?”
A tiny silence on the line. “You can ask. But I can’t answer until I know what it is.”
Sarah shot a look at the closed door. Through the glass, she could see Noa’s bent head as she concentrated on her drawing. “Rosalind called. She and Lionel are coming around this afternoon. To see Noa, she says, but she’s also expecting to see you.”
“Oh.”
Sarah chewed her lip as she waited for Andi’s answer. “I told her you might be at soccer practice,” she offered when the silence stretched too long.
“Soccer?” Andi sounded amused. “I play hockey.”
“Can you come? Even for a few minutes?”
“I guess I can come for a bit. What time?”
Andi didn’t sound very enthusiastic—who could blame her for that?—but she’d agreed. For a second, Sarah swayed, relief rushing through her like a waterfall. “They’re coming at three. But if you could arrive earlier, we can decide what we’re going to say to them. We’ll need a story of how long we’ve been together and so on.”
“Okay. How about two-thirty? Will that be long enough?”
“I hope so.” Sarah sighed. “And Noa will be here of course. I haven’t figured out what to tell her yet.”
“Maybe you won’t have to. Can we talk about that when I get there?”
“Sure. And Andi…thank you.”
“No worries.”
Andi ended the call, leaving Sarah staring at the phone, worry threading through her like a spider web.
* * *
Sarah looked at her phone for the hundredth time. 2:45 p.m. and no sign of Andi. Her fingers worried the phone case. Should she call? If she did, and Andi was pulling into her street at that exact moment, she’d seem like the nerviest parent. Andi wasn’t that sort of person. She was blunt and direct and didn’t seem to have an anxious bone in her body. She oozed confidence, from the way she strode into a room to the way she stood, hands on hips, tattoo sleeve on full display, handsome face sombre.
And Sarah still had to talk to Noa. She’d thought it might be easier with Andi there, but it seemed that wasn’t going to be an option.
Noa was in the kitchen pressing her small thumb into the top of each jam drop biscuit they’d made. “Done.” She beamed a gap-toothed smile. “Can I put the jam in now?”
“Sure. Remember, these are for Nana and Poppi. They’ll be here soon.”
“Do they like red jam?”
“I’m sure it’s their favourite.” Sarah took the raspberry jam from the fridge. “Don’t put too much or it will burn.”
“’Kay.” Noa carefully put a teaspoon of jam on the first biscuit. Half of it fell down the side.
Sarah bit her lip. A burned jam drop was nothing compared to the shitshow that was about to go down.
“Do I get the first biscuit?”
Sarah turned. Andi stood on the deck outside the rear door. Relief slithered down her spine and she closed her eyes briefly in thanks.
Noa turned and the next spoonful of jam fell to the countertop. “Hi, Andi. You can have the second biscuit. Mummy gets the first.”
“Cool.” Andi gave an awkward sort of half-wave and went across to Sarah.
“Sorry I’m late. I thought I better change to back up your story.” She gestured to her clothes: a sports top and skort, thick socks, and boots. “My hockey gear, but I doubt Rosalind will know the difference.”
“Thank you. I was worried. Come out back and we’ll talk.”
Leaving Noa to cover the counter with splatters of jam, Sarah led the way off the deck and down to the raised veggie beds at the end of the garden. “Long ears.” She nodded toward Noa. “They’ll be here in ten minutes, and I haven’t said anything to her yet. I wasn’t sure if you were still coming. It might be best if we stick to the truth as much as possible: we met through Kristin a year ago. I think that’s when we did meet. We’ve been dating since then. And you moved in…” She stared at Andi. “When?”
“Not too long ago,” Andi said. “Or Rosalind would have met me before. Six weeks ago? Will that work?”
“I think so. And as you work for yourself, you can collect Noa from school, as you told Rosalind.”
“What about Cait? Have you told her about us?”
“Um…that’s difficult. Because if this were real, I would have. But she barely has Internet or phone where she is. Hopefully, Rosalind can’t contact her any easier than I can.”
“Got it.”
Sarah looked down at the ground, then across to Andi. Her gaze ran up the hockey boots and thick socks, over suntanned, muscular legs to the hem of the brief skort. Andi had amazing legs, lean, strong, with well-defined muscles. She looked like she worked out, but more likely it was her physical job.
Job.
“I’m not entirely sure what you do,” she said. “You paint houses?”
Andi winced. “Sort of. I do…but it’s more high-end stuff. Specialty paint finishes, decorative trim work, colour consultation, and timber work. I’m more an interior designer for surfaces. Upmarket properties—probably like Rosalind’s. I haven’t slapped a coat of white satin finish on a wall for years.”
“So I better not ask you to paint my wardrobe doors?”
“As your girlfriend, you can ask. Maybe I’ll even do it.” She shot a wink, and a little frisson of feeling sparkled its way to Sarah’s fingertips. Who knew a wink could be sexy? To cover her confusion, she turned and started back to the kitchen. “I better talk with Noa.”
“Mummy, jam’s done. Can we put them in the oven now?” Noa jumped down from the stool and tugged at Sarah’s hand the minute she came through the door.
The counter was covered in raspberry jam and the empty jar was on its side.
“Sure. I’ll put them in, you look at the time and add ten minutes. That’s when they’ll be ready.”
“It’s five minutes to three so they’ll be ready at…” Noa pursed her lips. “Five minutes after three.”
“That’s it.” Sarah put the biscuits in the oven, then faced her daughter. “Noa, you know Andi’s my friend, don’t you?”
“Course,” Noa said. “Andi paints things, jus’ like I do.”
“Andi’s my—”
The doorbell rang. Shit. Of course they would be early. Sarah stared at Andi. “I’m not ready.”
Andi picked up the bag she’d dropped when she came in. She pulled out a flannel shirt and draped it over the back of a chair, then a builder’s tape measure and a pair of work gloves, which she dropped onto the counter, avoiding the jam splatters. “Props.” She shucked her hockey boots and left them at the back door.
Sarah stared open-mouthed for a second. She hadn’t even thought of that. She went to the front door, closing her bedroom door on the way. No need for Rosalind to see it was obviously only occupied by one person.
She threw the door open. “Rosalind, Lionel. Please come in.” She stood aside to let them pass.
“Thank you, Sarah. It was kind of you to invite us over.”
Sarah let that pass without comment. Rosalind had never been the type to offer a kiss on the cheek or even the pretence of an air kiss, and she walked past with a nod. Lionel offered a slight smile.
“Noa, darling. We haven’t seen you for a long time.” Rosalind swooped toward Noa with her arms wide open.
Noa shot Rosalind a panicked look and retreated to the other side of the kitchen counter next to Andi.
“We’re teaching Noa bodily autonomy,” Andi said. “Please don’t be offended, but she’s exercising it often just because she can.” She rested a hand on Noa’s shoulder.
Oh! Sarah glanced at Noa. She seemed comfortable next to Andi.
“Hello, Nana. Hello, Poppi,” Noa said.
“Shall I put the kettle on?” Sarah offered. “Noa’s made jam drops for you. They’re in the oven.”
“They’re nearly ready,” Noa said.
“I’ll make the tea,” Andi said. “How do you like it?”
“Sarah keeps an orange pekoe for us,” Rosalind said. “We have that weak and black.”
Andi filled the kettle. “Why don’t you sit on the deck?” She gave the counter a quick wipe, then took out mugs and set them next to the tape measure and gloves.
“You can show Nana and Poppi your flower patch,” Sarah said to Noa.
“Who’ll take my biscuits out of the oven?” Noa stuck out her lower lip.
“I will,” Andi said.
“’Kay.” Noa ran out the back door. “C’mon, Nana and Poppi. I grew flowers you can eat. You can eat one if you want.”
Sarah flicked a quick smile at Andi as she followed Rosalind and Lionel into the garden. “Okay?” she mouthed.
Andi nodded.
Noa picked an orange flower and held it out to Rosalind. “These are nass…nuss…”
“Nasturtiums,” Sarah supplied.
Rosalind took the flower and held it awkwardly.
Noa picked more and handed one to Lionel. “It’s good, Nana.” She ate one herself.
“I’m sure it is.” Rosalind balled up the flower and dropped it into the grass.
Sarah glanced back into the kitchen. Andi was opening every cupboard in turn, obviously looking for the teabags. Hoping Rosalind didn’t glance that way, she encouraged Noa to give her grandparents a tour of the veggie patch to give Andi time to find what she needed.
“This is lettuce and those are carrots and that’s spinach.” Noa wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like that, but Mummy does. And these will be cauliflowers soon.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah saw Andi put mugs down on the outside table, then return with a plate of biscuits. When Noa had finished her tour, Sarah suggested they sit in the shade.
Andi pushed mugs of tea, the teabags still inside, across to Rosalind and Lionel.
“Oh dear.” Rosalind’s mouth turned down. “This is far too strong. You only need waft the teabag across the surface. And I do prefer a cup and saucer to a mug. It really does make the tea taste better.”
Andi pushed across the sugar bowl, a plate, and teaspoons. “Take the teabag out now.”
Rosalind did, with a moue of distaste. “Can I trouble you for some fresh boiling water?”
Andi took Rosalind’s mug back into the kitchen and returned with a weaker brew.
Where would she sit? The back of Sarah’s neck was damp with sweat. If Andi was a real partner, what would she do? She moved into the corner of the two-seater. “There’s room for you here, babe.”
Andi came over and sat, picking up Sarah’s hand and resting it on her own thigh then covering it with her own. A frisson of heat rippled through Sarah’s hand. Andi’s bare thigh was warm, surprisingly soft over firm muscle. Nice. How long since she’d touched a woman’s leg? She couldn’t remember. For a moment, she fought to regain her composure, curling her fingers around the inner surface of Andi’s thigh.
They hadn’t discussed this, whether they would touch when Cait’s parents were here. But then, there had been no time to discuss much of anything. They were winging it more than a flock of lorikeets.
“So, Noa, do you like living here with Sarah and Andi?” Rosalind stirred her tea and fixed Noa with what she probably thought was a kind smile. It reminded Sarah of a shark.
“Yeah.” Noa wrapped both hands around her glass of water. “Can I have a jam drop?”
“Offer one to Nana and Poppi first,” Sarah said.
Noa slid from her chair, took the plate in both hands, and walked around to Sarah. “You get the first one, an’ Andi gets the second one.” Then she carefully took the plate to Lionel and Rosalind. “I made them. It’s raspberry jam.”
“I don’t eat sugar, darling,” Rosalind said. “And you shouldn’t either.”
“I’ll have one,” Lionel said. “Thank you, Noa.” He took two, ignoring Rosalind’s glare.
“Do you have lots of friends at school?” Rosalind asked. “What are their names?”
Sarah bit her lip. Most grandparents would already know the answer to that.
“Seb an’ Opal an’ Billie an’ Lahn an’ Mia an’ Jamal.” Noa finished her biscuit. “Can I have one more, Mummy?”
“Yes,” said Sarah at the same time as Rosalind said, “No.”
“It’s not good for her to eat so much sugar.”
“She’s fine.” Sarah crossed her legs, forcing herself to appear relaxed. “She has a healthy diet.”
Lionel reached for another biscuit, earning himself a glare from Rosalind.
“We have a proposition for you,” Rosalind said. “While Cait’s away, we suggest that Noa attends St Philomena’s. It’s a private girls’ school in Hawthorn. It has extremely high standards and the girls receive a well-rounded education. If she likes it, Noa could remain there until Year 12, after which she’d go to university.”
“Noa’s happy at her state school,” Sarah said evenly. “Besides, I can’t afford the fees.” She dug her fingers into Andi’s thigh.
“We’re offering to pay the first year’s fees.” Rosalind smoothed down her pencil skirt over her bony knees.
“It’s a kind offer, but it’s not necessary. Cait and I are extremely happy with how Noa’s schooling is going. Her friends are here. If she had to travel to Hawthorn, she’d be disconnected from her social group.”
“She’d soon make new friends. Suitable friends.”
“Still. Thank you for the offer, but the answer is no. It would be too hard for me—us—to take her there.”
Sarah glanced at Noa. She was staring at Rosalind with a stormy expression. “I don’t want to go to a new school. I won’t.”
“You don’t have to, sweetheart. I promise.” Sarah forced a smile through stiff lips.
“You should reconsider,” Rosalind said. “We thought this was something we could do to help while Cait’s away. Noa could come and live with us in the school term. She—”
“No.” Sarah fought to keep her voice calm. “Rosalind, the answer is no. I also would appreciate if you didn’t upset my daughter by discussing things like this in front of her.”
“We hardly see Noa at the moment, and we’d love to see more of her. We’re in a position to do so much for her, and we’d really like to. Not only education, but she could have—”
“Enough, Rosalind.” Sarah’s pulse pounded like a jackhammer. “You’ve been able to see Noa as often as you want—you chose the fortnightly visits, not me. Now, please drop the subject.”
Rosalind’s face smoothed like a bedsheet. “Of course. Noa, would you like to go to the shopping centre? We can see what you’d like as a present?”
Noa hesitated. “Only if Mummy comes too.”
“I’m sure Mummy and Andi have things they want to do,” Rosalind said. “What do you call Andi, Noa?”
“Andi.” Noa looked confused.
“I think it’s better if we go to the park, sweetheart,” Sarah said. “Maybe we can get an ice cream on the way home.”
“Mummy, can you come to the park too?”
“Of course, sweetie.” Sarah’s smile felt more like a grimace. There was no way she was leaving Rosalind and Lionel alone with her daughter now.
Noa nodded. She sat down again and swung her legs.
“Will you come with us also?” Rosalind directed her words to Andi.
Andi’s brows lowered momentarily. “I’ll stay here. I need a shower after…soccer…practice. I cut it short to be back for your visit.”
“You don’t appear very dirty,” Lionel said. “When I used to play rugby, I’d return home covered in dirt and sweat. Maybe ladies play more gently.”
“We don’t. It’s as tough as it gets,” Andi said. “But I spent a lot of time on the sidelines today. I hurt…my knee a couple of weeks ago.”
Sarah blew out a careful breath. There were so many traps for the unwary in this, from non-stinky soccer kit that was actually for a different sport, to showers. Was Andi actually going to take a shower and change, or was she just going to disappear while they were at the park?
“Then we’ll see you when we return.” Rosalind inclined her head. “I look forward to getting to know you better.”
Sarah widened her eyes and stared at Andi. “Will you be here? Didn’t you say you had to go to the yard to get ready for work tomorrow?”
“Yes. Yes, I do.” Andi’s thigh pressed against hers and Sarah removed her hand.
“Don’t let us hold you up, babe. I’m sure Rosalind and Lionel will understand.”
Rosalind’s lips pressed into a thin line, but she made no comment.
“Thanks, doll.” Andi stood. “I’ll get in the shower now.”
Doll. Really? Sarah snorted quietly.
Andi turned to the others. “I’ll probably be gone before you’re back from the park. It was good of you to drop around.” Picking up the sports bag, she marched inside, down the hall, and into Sarah’s bedroom.
What now? Did she actually have a change of clothes and a towel in her bag? Was she just going to hide until they went to the park? Sarah bit her lip. Maybe Andi had presumed there was an ensuite. How long would she wait in the bedroom before Rosalind became suspicious? She jumped to her feet. “Let’s go to the park.”
“Yeah!” Noa jumped up and came around to tug at Sarah’s hand. “Let’s go!”
“What’s the rush?” Rosalind picked up the disdained mug of tea and took a cautious sip. “I haven’t finished my tea yet.”
Sarah sat back down and willed Rosalind to finish quickly.



Chapter 4: 
An Emerald-Green Towel
ANDI PULLED OPEN THE ONLY other door in Sarah’s bedroom. It was a wardrobe, not the ensuite she’d been hoping for. She hadn’t brought a change of clothes anyway. Hopefully, everyone would simply leave, and she could head home. She looked around. Sarah’s room was tidy, and rather cosy: queen bed with a sky-blue quilt, an eye-catching abstract print on the wall, and some books by the bed. The only thing out of place was a pair of Noa’s shoes by the window and a tangle of phone chargers on a chair. Andi sat on the bed and looked at the books. Both were sapphic romances: A Breathless Place and Amy’s Rest. Oh well, if she was stuck in here for a while, at least she’d have something to read.
She crept back to the door. Voices echoed from the living room, but they didn’t seem to be going anywhere. She couldn’t stay in Sarah’s room forever.
Andi opened the wardrobe. A pile of bright towels caught her eye. Without thinking further, she stripped off, left her kit in a pile on the floor, and tweaked the top towel from the pile. It covered her from nipples to butt—just. If no one looked too closely, she’d be decent. Wrapped in emerald-green towelling, she lifted her chin and flung open the door. Hopefully, no one would notice her. She might as well have a shower before putting on her still-clean hockey kit to head home.
Two steps into the hall, Sarah appeared out of the living room, trailed by Rosalind, Lionel, and Noa.
“Oh!” Sarah stopped dead, her eyes widening as she took in Andi’s naked limbs. Her pale face gained a rosy hue and her lips twitched.
Andi shot them all a jaunty grin, gripped the towel tighter over her breasts, and took another two steps down the hall and into the first room. Shit and fuckity fuck. The room was obviously Noa’s. Even though she’d been to Sarah’s house dozens of times, she’d never actually been to the bathroom, only ever used the separate toilet at the rear. She looked around. What the hell was she to do now? Spying some discarded clothing on the floor, she grabbed it and exited back to the hall. Sarah’s face looked…amused or annoyed. Andi really couldn’t tell.
“Getting the dirty laundry,” she said, holding up Noa’s dungarees and a shirt. “For the laundry bin. In the bathroom.”
“Right,” Sarah said.
Andi dared a look at her face. Her lips were definitely twitching. Twitching was good, amused rather than annoyed. Holding Noa’s clothes in front of her and the towel tightly over her breasts, Andi marched down the hall. There was only one other door; that had to be the bathroom. With a brief smile at Rosalind and Lionel, she entered.
It was the bathroom. Her breath let out in a relieved puff. The way she’d messed that up, it could have been the linen closet. She dropped Noa’s clothes in the laundry basket and looked around. The bathroom was neat, with rows of brightly coloured bubble baths with dinosaurs on the labels and a walk-in shower.
She listened at the doorway for the sound of voices, but there were none. They must have left. Finally.
The shower had lemon myrtle and Kakadu plum bodywash, very different from the unscented soap she used. Andi turned the shower on and dropped the towel.
* * *
Sarah’s gaze followed Noa as she swung back and forth.
“Higher, Poppi, higher!”
Lionel gave a gentle shove, and Noa worked the swing so she could go higher.
“She’s very like Cait.” Rosalind came to stand next to Sarah. “Cait was adventurous when she was a girl. And look at her now—halfway around the world living in squalid conditions.”
“She’s saving lives.” Sarah continued to follow Noa with her gaze. “I’m proud of her.”
Rosalind sniffed. “She could have made a donation instead.” She watched Noa on the swing, still urging Lionel to push harder. “That’s why it’s important that Noa get the best guidance in her schooling. With Cait’s genes, she could do great things.”
Sarah swung to face Rosalind and summoned steel into her voice. “I appreciate your offer, but the answer’s still no. She’s seven. She’s having fun with her friends, learning who she is. No doubt, St Philomena’s is a good school, but Noa’s happy at the local primary.”
“I’m sure you’re doing your best, but with Cait away, it’s our responsibility to look out for Noa. Most parents would jump at the offer of private school for their child. Better academic success. More children from private schools go on to university and commence a professional career. It’s an important start in life.”
“I’m not sure that’s the case anymore. Even so, Noa’s happiness is the most important thing right now. Cait and I agree on that.”
“I’m thinking of you as well.” Rosalind switched her gaze to Sarah. “Even though Andi helps out, raising Noa is a lot of work. I’m not convinced the situation is ideal. The early years are so important for a child. Andi’s a painter—”
“She’s an interior designer for paint finish. High-end properties. Like yours.” There was no harm in appealing to Rosalind’s vanity.
“Still, she’s a manual worker. Is that the sort of influence you want for Noa?”
“Andi’s job has nothing to do with it. She’s a good person.” Sarah kept her gaze steady on Rosalind’s face. She might only have known Andi for a year, but there was a solidity about her, a trustworthiness that shone through. And she’d always been kind to Noa—despite not wanting to be around children.
“Maybe. But all the same… What does Cait think of her?”
“They’ve never met. But Cait has always supported my choices, and she’s always said she’d be happy if I find someone. Just as I’ll be happy if she does.”
“It’s difficult to contact Cait on e-mail, but I’ll be asking for her thoughts.” Rosalind took a pace away and her gaze fixed on Lionel, still pushing a giggling Noa on the swing. “Sarah dear, I need to speak with you about something, and I want you to know it’s Noa’s interests we have in our hearts here. Lionel and I will be speaking to our lawyer. As you don’t seem willing to let Noa come to us in the week, we’re seeking legal advice. If it’s best for her to stay with us, we’ll file for custody while Cait’s away. Maybe, it would be easier for you to have Noa live with us full time for this period.”
Sarah gasped as an icy thrall gripped her heart and her blood stopped moving in her veins. No, no, no, no. For a moment, terror paralysed her vocal cords.
Rosalind cocked her head. “You agree? Of course, you can come and visit. She’ll have some free time on the weekends.”
“Ab…absolutely not.” The words croaked. “Noa is my daughter, both in my heart and in law. No court would agree to remove her from my care.”
“I think you underestimate the power of lawyers. Even if you managed to retain joint custody, it would be an expensive process for you. And very disruptive for Noa. You need to consider what is best for her.”
Saliva collected in Sarah’s mouth and she swallowed hard. Tears prickled behind her eyes, but she willed herself not to cry. That would be a weakness Rosalind would exploit. Her mind was a blank slate. This was a nightmare. And she couldn’t let it happen. Was Rosalind right? Would a court side with a grandparent over a mother? It must be possible, otherwise why would they waste money on a lawyer? A chill seeped into her bones as panic gripped her.
Sarah balled her hands into fists and jammed them into her pockets to hide their shaking. “I am considering Noa. She is the most important thing in my life. And a child’s place is with a parent.”
“Not necessarily—there are precedents where relatives have obtained custody. Cait agrees with this.”
“Cait does not agree. She would have discussed it with me first.”
“Do me the courtesy of allowing that I know my daughter best of all.”
“I was her wife.” Sarah spat the word. “For eleven years, we were partners in every way. And while we’re now divorced, we still care for each other deeply as friends, and want what is best for our daughter. Cait does not support this. I know that.”
For a moment, a shadow passed over Rosalind’s face and she softened. “Sarah, please believe me when I say this isn’t personal. We’re thinking of Noa.”
“I think of nothing but Noa. I’m her mother. She stays with me.” The cold slither of terror was replaced by a nugget of anger. It sat in her chest, hard and tight, a mix of harsh words and the desire to run to Noa, to scoop her up, drag her away, and bar the door to Rosalind and Lionel forever. “Don’t do this, Rosalind.” She swallowed the anger with difficulty. It wouldn’t help her right now. “I’ll beg if that’s what you want, but I won’t let you take my daughter. And no court would support you.”
“My lawyer believes different. Sarah, this isn’t about you.”
“No. It’s about Noa, and what’s best for her, and that’s staying in her home with her mother.”
Rosalind pressed her lips together and took a few steps toward the swing, where Noa was slowing down.
“Nana! Watch me jump off! I can go from really high.” Noa wiggled to the front of the seat, ready to leap.
“Darling, don’t do that. You might hurt yourself.”
“Mummy lets me do it.”
Sarah jammed her hands further into her pockets. She did, and Noa was fine. She wasn’t an ornament to wrap in tissue paper and keep clean and neat, nor a china doll to sit in the corner and be admired for her prettiness. “Noa knows what she’s doing.”
Noa pushed off as the swing got to the highest point of the arc and spread her arms and legs like a star, landing on the rubber matting. She stumbled forward to her knees but bounced right up again. “Did you see?”
“I saw, sweetheart. You were fantastic.”
Rosalind bustled forward. “She’s bleeding.”
A tiny trickle of blood oozed from a minor cut on Noa’s knee.
She looked down and wiped it with a finger. “I’m good.” She ran off to the monkey bars.
“This is exactly what I mean. The child needs more care than you are able to give.”
“I’ve been caring for Noa since the day she was born. And now Andi looks after her as well.”
“Andi, yes.” Rosalind’s expression turned thoughtful. “Tell me again what Andi does to help?”
Static buzzed in Sarah’s mind. Was Rosalind making a list for surveillance operatives to check? “She picks Noa up from school on days when I’m working. She does all the things any step-parent would do: makes her school lunches, supervises bath time, helps with homework. Reads to her. All things you should know. After all, you did them for Cait when she was little.” She tried to keep her voice even. Anger, defensiveness, upset, and tears wouldn’t help her now even though all those were threatening. She blinked with damp eyes. “Although Cait had a nanny, didn’t she? And then she went to boarding school. So maybe you didn’t.”
“She had the best nanny. We’ll get the best for Noa, too.” Rosalind looked at her watch, the small diamonds around the face winking in the sunlight. “Lionel, we need to get going. The Milsops are coming for cocktails in a couple of hours.”
Lionel trailed over. His face reminded Sarah of a dairy cow: soft and drooping, mild and meek. “Yes, darling.”
“It was good to see you, Sarah.” Rosalind’s beaky face cracked a tiny smile. “Good-bye, Noa.” She blew a kiss to Noa, who ran over and wrapped her arms around Rosalind’s waist. “Bye, Nana. Bye, Poppi.”
Rosalind patted her head. “We’ll be seeing you soon, Sarah. In the meantime, you should think about what I said.”
Sarah grasped Noa’s hand and gave Rosalind a stony glare. The only thinking she’d do would be how to stop Rosalind from going ahead with her plans.
* * *
Rosalind gripped the steering wheel of the Mercedes and looked across at the park. Sarah was crouching, hugging Noa, who had her arms around Sarah’s neck. Even at this distance, Sarah’s body radiated tension.
A quiet longing to have Noa hug her like that settled in Rosalind’s chest. “Noa’s so like Cait was at that age.” She looked at Lionel as he fumbled with his seatbelt. “She’s intelligent, with an enquiring mind. She should be doing more than drawing unicorns and prattling on about eating flowers. When Cait was seven, she was learning the piano, and was proficient in French.”
“Not all children are the same,” Lionel said. “Noa isn’t Cait. She’s her own person. Have we time on the way home to buy another bottle of gin?”
“We have enough gin,” Rosalind snapped. “Cait turned out well, thanks to our guidance. A respected, successful doctor. If Noa has the same opportunities, she could follow in Cait’s footsteps.”
“It wasn’t smooth sailing with Cait,” Lionel said. His fingers plucked the seatbelt away from his chest. “She rebelled against her education and became difficult.”
“That’s why we sent her to boarding school.”
“In hindsight, that was a mistake. She was so young.” He paused. “Would you send Noa to boarding school?”
Rosalind lowered her hands from the steering wheel to twist them in her lap. “No. Not while she’s seven. Maybe when she’s twelve, for secondary school.”
“Cait will be back then—I’m not sure she’ll agree to that.”
“We’re not doing this for us, Lionel. We’re doing it for Noa.”
Lionel watched Sarah and Noa, now walking hand in hand toward the slide. “Sarah loves her daughter, Rosie. Are you comfortable taking her child from her?”
Rosalind lifted her gaze from her lap but couldn’t meet his eyes. “At times, we all have difficult things to bear. I hope that Sarah will come to realise this is the best thing she can do for Noa.”
“Is it? Noa’s already separated from Cait. Taking a child away from her other mother—that sounds harsh to me. For both of them.”
“It will be difficult for Sarah,” Rosalind acknowledged. “And the pain we’ll cause her has given me a few sleepless nights. But she surely will see it’s better for Noa in the long term.”
“I doubt she will,” Lionel said gently.
“Are you questioning our decision?” Rosalind met his gaze. “I need you to support me in this.”
“I will. But”—his eyes seemed unutterably sad for a moment—“we can’t use Noa to atone for our mistakes with Cait. We won’t bring Cait closer to us this way. If anything, it may have the opposite effect.”
“This is about our granddaughter and what’s best for her. And this is the best way. Cait…well, I’ve accepted a long time ago she’s following her own path.”
“Without us, for the most part.”
“Yes. Without us.” The hollow space inside that used to be filled with her daughter’s love pulsed in her chest. Cait was polite, distant, cool, and dutiful. Rosalind’s face tightened. Just like their lawyer, come to think of it. The hole in her chest grew bigger.
She swallowed, and for a moment a wellspring of suppressed feelings pushed into her throat. She opened her mouth and the words, You’re right. This isn’t the right thing to do sat thickly on her tongue. She closed her mouth with a snap. Now was not the time for sentimentality, to second-guess their decision.
“This time, we’ll do better.” Rosalind turned to look at her husband. His face—once so strong—was blurry around the edges now. She’d have to talk to him about his gin habit. “I worry about Noa. She’s at the formative age when she needs to be setting the habits for a lifetime. It’s time to start learning a musical instrument, a second language. Set the grounds for academic success.”
“And you think you’ll guide her in that?”
“Of course. Are you questioning my capabilities?”
“Of course not, dear.” Lionel blinked a couple of times.
She started the car and put it into drive.
“We should still stop for more gin,” Lionel said. “The Milsops drink it like water.”
* * *
Andi was gone when Sarah arrived back from the park. The house was closed, and the bathroom had the soft, steamy feel of a recent shower. The emerald-green towel rested in the laundry basket.
“Bath or shower?” she said to Noa.
“Bath. With blue dinosaur bubbles.”
“Make sure your room is tidy and then come back to run your bath.” Sarah left Noa picking toys up from the floor of her room and went to her bedroom for a clean towel. A folded sheet of paper with her name on it lay on the bed. A bubble of warmth lodged in her chest at Andi’s thoughtfulness in leaving the note where Rosalind wouldn’t have seen it had she returned to the house. She smoothed out the note.
Hi Sarah, Sorry about the whole bathroom snafu, but I think I covered it. Like my arse. Thanks for the shower. I’m sure I’ll see you sometime soon with Kristin.
Andi
Sarah snorted. Andi’s arse had only just been covered by the green towel, and the view of her long legs nearly made the worry when she’d gone into Noa’s room by mistake worthwhile. As was the flash of a tattoo she’d never seen before: intricate lettering in rainbow colours spelling out the start of a phrase on the outside of her left thigh, reading upward toward her hip, disappearing under the towel. Always S. What was the rest of it? Always Sexy? That didn’t seem like something Andi would tattoo on her body. Always Sapphic? Seen? It was something to think about.
“Ready!” A naked Noa danced into the kitchen. “I put the bubbles in.”
“Then we better check it’s not too much.” Sarah pushed aside the thoughts of Rosalind, of Andi in a towel, and followed Noa to the bathroom where, as she’d suspected, a bubble mountain was threatening to overflow the tub.



Chapter 5: 
Offcuts
“SARAH TOLD ME YOU SAVED her butt from Rosalind again.” Kristin rested against Andi’s kitchen bench, watching as Andi pulled two beers from the fridge. “How did it go?”
“Fine. Why wouldn’t it?”
Kristin rolled her eyes. “Because you were pretending to be something you’re not. Because Noa could have inadvertently blown your cover. Because Rosalind could have asked why there was nothing of yours in the house. All sorts of reasons.”
“I did screw up by walking into Noa’s room instead of the bathroom.” Andi twisted the tops from the beers and handed one to Kristin. “But I covered it okay.”
“That’s exactly what I mean. So, that’s the end of it? Rosalind’s happy Noa’s looked after?”
Andi shrugged. “Why wouldn’t she be? I think we were convincing. Sarah’s a great mother.” For a second, the sour taste of old traumas flooded her mouth. There were plenty of great mothers—but not hers. She shook her head to release the old memories and concentrated on Kristin once more.
“You don’t know Rosalind. She’ll be around with a search warrant if she thinks anything is amiss.”
“I’m sure it’s fine.”
Kristin pursed her lips. “I hope so.” She sucked a mouthful of beer. “So how did you get on with Sarah? You’ve always been… I don’t know…a bit distant with her. Even though she’s my longest friend.”
“Sarah’s lovely. I enjoy the pizza nights, but I don’t know we have much in common past that. She’s somewhat…mumsy. Does she have any life outside of Noa?”
“Of course. Being a parent doesn’t automatically make you a dull person. And Sarah’s not uninteresting.” Kristin’s eyes flashed sparks.
Whoa. Better back off. “I didn’t mean she’s boring. She’s not. She’s sweet and friendly and outgoing.”
“So are golden retrievers.”
Andi huffed a laugh. “Sarah’s gorgeous looking.”
“Still sounds like a golden retriever. Your point?”
“I’m trying, in a very bad way, to say that Sarah’s a great person and I like spending time with her. But I think we’re too different to ever be really close friends. I wouldn’t ask her on a date.”
“Yeah, I wondered about that.” Kristin put her beer on the coffee table and threw herself onto Andi’s old leather couch. “My two closest friends both date women. How great would it be if you got together? Not for want of trying on my part.”
“It doesn’t work like that. There has to be attraction, mutual interests, shared values, emotional compatibility. Sarah’s very attractive, but I think she and I are better staying in the friend zone.”
Kristin arched an eyebrow. “It sounds like you’ve given this a lot of thought. Like you’re looking for a partner. What happened to stand-alone Andi who avoided entanglements?”
“She’s still there. But maybe I’m not so deadset about remaining single as I was.”
Kristin pinged to alertness. “There you are then. You and Sarah… The perfect match.”
“Hardly. And there’s Noa.”
“Who’s the biggest little cutie-pants in Melbourne. Seriously, she’s a good kid.”
“I know. But a long time ago I made the decision not to have kids. That hasn’t changed. It includes not getting involved with someone who has them. Kids…complicate things. And you can’t uncomplicate them without hurt.” Andi stared down into her beer bottle. It was easier than meeting Kristin’s eyes, seeing the sympathy in them.
Kristin was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry I mentioned it. I get your reasons, Andi. No one should force kids on another person, however they come.”
“Noa’s a great kid. But even if Sarah and I were the hottest couple in Melbourne, it wouldn’t work.”
“Because of Noa?”
“Yeah.” She shrugged. “Seems I can’t escape my family history.”
Kristin bounced off the couch in one ungainly movement and came over to Andi, wrapping her arms around her waist. “Your family isn’t a shining example. It doesn’t have to be like that.”
“I know.” Andi sighed into Kristin’s hair. “But it’s hard to get past.”
* * *
Andi was loading her truck for work when her mobile rang. She set down the box of paint samples and fished the phone out of her pocket. The screen said Sarah. For a second, she considered not answering it. After all, she’d done her bit; there was nothing else she could do. But they hadn’t spoken since her towel-clad hall sprint, so she answered.
“Hey,” Sarah said. “How are you? I’m checking in to see if you’ve got over being caught mostly naked by Rosalind.”
It wasn’t Rosalind she remembered. Sarah’s gaze welded to her leg, to the tattoo on her thigh, was what stood out in her mind. Best not to mention that. “I’ll get over it. Whether Rosalind will is another matter.”
Sarah huffed a half-hearted chuckle. “Probably not.”
“How did it go at the park?”
“Fine-not-fine. Actually, it was shit. Can you talk right now?”
“I guess,” Andi said. “I’m loading my truck.” She clattered a paint roller on a tray for emphasis. Why did Sarah want to unload on her? Maybe Kristin was unavailable.
“I’ll be quick. Basically, Rosalind told me she’s going to file for custody of Noa while Cait’s away.” Sarah’s voice clogged, as if she was fighting back tears. “She wants to send Noa to some fancy private school where all the kids talk like they’ve got broomsticks rammed up their backsides, where the summer uniform costs more than I spend on Noa’s clothes in six months, and where extra-curricular activities include a winter ski trip, horse riding, and elocution lessons. Elocution! What classist shit is that? The school is everything Cait and I didn’t want for Noa.”
“Oh.” Andi leaned against her truck. “It sounds expensive.”
“It is. But I’m not to worry about that because Rosalind and Lionel will pay.” Bitterness seeped through the phone connection. “I’m scared, Andi. If Rosalind gets lawyers, I can’t win. Any lawyer I could afford wouldn’t be as good as her best-in-Melbourne one.”
“What does Cait think about this?” Andi asked carefully.
“I can’t get hold of her. The only communication is a shared satellite phone and brief e-mails. I’ve texted the satellite phone and sent an e-mail asking her to call when she can. But she warned me before she left that communication would be very difficult. I’ve also left a message with the aid organisation she works for. I’m sure Rosalind will do the same.”
“If Cait and you are on the same page, surely she’ll support you?”
“I’m sure she will—when she gets my e-mail. But that may be too late.”
“Rosalind won’t be able to do this instantly. Surely it takes months to change custody arrangements?”
“I don’t know. But it’s the threat of it that’s got me worried. If she takes me to court, even if she doesn’t win, the cost of fighting her will break me. I don’t know if she could win, but as long as there’s that possibility, then I have to assume she will win.”
“What about Legal Aid?”
“I called them. They’re understaffed and overworked. I…I don’t know if that’s good enough. Rosalind said if I cooperate and let her see Noa more often, it will be better for me in court. Show I’m willing to compromise.” Her voice hardened. “But that’s just it. I’m not willing to compromise, not when it comes to my daughter.”
“I’m sorry,” Andi murmured. “You’re a great mother. Anyone can see Noa should be with you.”
An audible hitch in breath came over the line. “I’m so scared. What if she takes Noa? Turns her into some snooty posh kid? Turns her against me?”
“I don’t think that’s possible. Kids love their mothers.” Andi closed her eyes at the hypocrisy in what she said. Not all kids loved their mothers. Not all mothers loved their kids. “Sarah, I’m sorry you’re having these problems. And I’m sorry, but I have to finish loading—”
“Wait. Before you go.” Sarah’s voice sharpened. “I need to ask you another favour. Remember Rosalind thinks we’re a couple?”
“I can hardly forget. But I can’t come around all the time, I’ve—”
“I don’t need that. But I was wondering if I can borrow some of your clothes, a couple of tools. As props. I’ll leave them around the house for when Rosalind comes. Things that are obviously not mine, that look like your work gear. I can come and get them from you. Would that be okay?”
“I guess,” Andi said slowly. On the surface, it was an innocuous request. But it seemed like the toe she’d dipped into Sarah’s life was now a whole foot up to the ankle.
“Thank you.” Sarah’s voice dripped relief. “Noa and I will be around in twenty minutes if that works for you. What’s your address?”
“That’s fine. But I have to head out in an hour.” She gave the address.
“No worries. Thank you, Andi. I mean it.”
The line went dead. Andi put the phone back in her pocket and continued stacking paint cans. It was a small request, from a good person, but the feeling of uneasiness persisted. She was worrying unnecessarily. There was no need for her to be more involved. Her spur-of-the-moment claim that she was Sarah’s partner leaped into her mind once more. If she’d stopped to think about that for oh, a second or two, she’d have realised it was a stupid thing to do. But at the time, it seemed like a simple way to get Rosalind off Sarah’s back.
She’d find some clothes and things for Sarah to borrow. After all, she was just helping out a friend.
* * *
Sarah squinted at the GPS. The address Andi had given her was a shopfront with a yard next to it. Colour Me was written on the shopfront in curly writing. A rainbow sticker was displayed by the door. The gate to the yard stood open, and Sarah drove in cautiously. Andi’s truck was parked to one side, next to a shed from which bangs and clatters sounded. Sarah cut the engine and turned to Noa in the back seat.
“You need to stay close, okay? This is a worksite, not a playground. Remember, we look with our eyes, not with our hands.”
“’Kay.” Noa followed Sarah out of the car.
The yard was cluttered, but tidy. Timber was stacked in neat piles on one side—slabs of unfinished wood Sarah imagined would be turned into benchtops and tables. Planks and sheets of various sizes and types leaned against the shed. She followed the noise inside.
Andi, dressed in brief shorts and a shirt with torn-off sleeves, was moving paint cans from one stack to another.
“Hi.” Sarah took Noa’s hand.
Andi’s black hair was plastered to her forehead, the comb-over drooping in the stifling heat of the shed. “Hi. Let me just move these last few.” She turned her back and bent to pick up two ten-litre paint cans. Her biceps came into sharp definition as she lifted and reached to place them on the second stack.
She should look away. Andi’s lean body was doing strange things to her stomach, turning it inside out, creating a slow buzz deep down. Andi bent to pick up more cans, and her legs, lean as whipcord, filled Sarah’s vision. Wow. She couldn’t look away, her gaze welded to those lean, suntanned legs. She made it look so easy…but Sarah was sure that if she tried, she wouldn’t be able to move the cans half as easily as Andi.
“What’s this?” Noa freed her hand and ran over to some timber offcuts in a pile of sawdust.
“Noa, what did I tell you? Don’t mess with Andi’s stuff.” Sarah’s voice sounded squeaky in her own ears.
Noa crouched and picked up a chunky piece of wood. “Can I have this?”
“Noa. Put that down. That’s Andi’s.” The last thing she wanted was for Andi to ask them to leave.
Andi set down the last of the paint cans and went over to Noa. “This isn’t a toy store. There are sharp things and things that could hurt you. Can you show me what you have?”
Noa gazed up at her with big eyes. “Jus’ a bit of wood.” She held it out.
Andi took it. “Why do you want it?”
“To make something. Maybe I can make it into a little pony, like the one my friend Opal has. Her dad carved it for her.”
“Whittling knives aren’t toys.” Andi’s brow lowered. “But you can take the wood if you want.”
“Thank you. Can I have more bits?”
“Noa, don’t ask for too much. It’s nice of Andi to give you that piece.” Sarah blew out a breath. Way to annoy someone who’s doing us a favour, kid!
Andi turned to her truck and pulled out a plastic bag that looked as if it had held nails. “If your mum says it’s okay, you can fill this bag with whatever you want from that pile. But don’t go anywhere else, right.”
“Mum, can I?” Noa turned pleading eyes to Sarah.
“Sure, because Andi said you could.” What else could she do? And it was such a small thing.
Leaving Noa to fossick in the offcuts pile, Sarah went over to Andi and put a hand on her arm. “Thanks. And I don’t mean for letting Noa mess up your workshop. I mean for the stuff you’re letting me borrow.”
Andi glanced at Sarah’s hand on her arm, and Sarah jerked it back as if she’d touched hot coals. Guess that was out of line. Her palm tingled where it had rested on Andi’s forearm, over the whirls and concentric circles of her black-and-grey tattoo. Her finger itched to trace one of those circles, around and around. She clenched her hand into a fist to stop the urge.
“No worries. I got some work stuff together.” She gestured to a small pile. A battered tool belt rested on a couple of well-worn paintbrushes, a bottle of sugar soap, and some sponges. “Will that do?”
“Yeah. It’s only the suggestion I’m after.”
“You can take those old boots too. Leave them by the front door or something.” The boots listed to one side, the leather rough with wear and splattered with paint.
Sarah wandered across to the other side of the shed where a painting caught her eye. It was simply a column, painted on a dark background, but the curve of the column and the fancy buttress leaped out from the background as if she could touch it.
“Did you do this?”
Andi came to stand next to her. “Yeah. It’s a sample 3D paint effect to show customers. Like these.” She reached down to take out a couple of small sheets of plywood. Sarah’s fingers twitched to reach out and take the cupcake that was painted on one. It looked edible, it was so real. “I do trompe-l’œil architectural paintings for customers sometimes. They make it look like a flat ceiling is actually domed, for example.”
“These are fantastic. It must take forever to do.” Sarah reached out to the painting of the column and ran a finger along the curve, still half-surprised it was flat paint.
“It does, which means they’re expensive, so I don’t get to do them very often.” Andi spread her fingers and they brushed against Sarah’s.
Sarah froze. The tiny touch sent a zigzag of electricity along her nerves. Tiny little zings of… Of what, she didn’t know. But it was unexpected.
The movement of Andi’s fingers halted as well and they stared at each other.
Sarah moved. “Let me get these tools into the car.” She spun away, unwilling to see the amusement in Andi’s dark eyes. As she returned, Noa went up to Andi with her bag of offcuts.
“Andi, can I have these?”
A twitch of Andi’s mouth, and a brief frown. She looked down at Noa. “Sure.” She turned away to her truck once more.
Noa ran up to Sarah. “Look!”
“That’s great, sweetie. Put them in the boot so you don’t make a mess in the car.”
“’Kay.” Noa walked off.
“Come into the studio,” Andi said. “I’ll grab some clothes and things you can take.”
Sarah followed her inside and looked around curiously. The space had rustic cabin vibes, with rough timber planking for the walls and a mixture of old furniture and bright fabrics. The foot of a large bed peeked out from behind a Chinese painted screen, and a pushed-back curtain surrounded a bathroom. Obviously a layout that suited a single person.
Noa ran in behind them and looked around. “How do you go to the toilet without anyone seeing?”
Sarah smothered a grin. “There’s a curtain, see?”
“Can you pull it for me?”
“Sure.” Andi went over and pulled the curtain around the bathroom. With a shy smile, Noa went inside.
“It’s obvious you live alone.” Sarah ran a finger along the kitchen bench. It was planed smooth, and the natural grain of the timber shone through. She traced the wavy lines of a whorl.
“Yeah. Not much need for privacy. I’m not overlooked, so I can walk around naked if I like.”
Sarah was glad she had her back to Andi. The thought of Andi naked brought a pinkness to her chest and cheeks. The curse of pale skin. “Do you?” At least her voice was steady.
“Yeah, sometimes. Especially when it’s hot. I have fans but no air con.”
“Your space is lovely.”
“Thanks. It was just a lean-to at the back of the shop when I bought the place. It’s not much better now, but it’s home.”
“Did you grow up in Melbourne?” She knew so little about Andi. Until now, Kristin had been their main link. It seemed strange for them to be with together without Kristin’s effervescent presence.
“No, a little crossroads in Gippsland with three houses and a pub. Polks Hill. I left when I was sixteen.”
“Do you go home much?”
“No.” The word sliced across the half-formed words Sarah had intended to say next. Andi turned on her heel and picked up a cloth bag. “Let’s find some props.” She went to the bedroom area and pulled a couple of shirts from the open rack of clothes. “You want underwear too?”
The tips of Sarah’s ears burned hot. The thought of Andi’s underwear made her insides twist. “Sure.”
Andi went to a drawer and pulled out a couple of pairs of grey boyshorts. “Socks, too?” A few pairs of footy socks joined the clothes in the bag. “How about this?”
“What?” Sarah’s mind was still lit with the sight of the boyshorts.
Andi held up a sketch pad. “This is an old one. It’s ideas for my 3D paintings. You could leave this on the table.”
“Good idea. Maybe you’ll even get some business from it.”
“Nice idea, but I don’t need more work. I’m booked solid for the next four months. And I couldn’t hack working for Rosalind. I pick my customers carefully.”
“Have you always worked for yourself?”
“You’re being very curious.” Andi closed the sketchpad and set it down by the bag.
Sarah lowered her voice, conscious of Noa behind the curtain. “We need to know about each other if Rosalind asks. You should probably learn more about me too.”
Andi’s face went still. “Why would she ask me anything? These are just props, Sarah. I’m not signing up to be your fake partner.”
Sarah bit her lip. “I understand that. But you started this, Andi, when you told Rosalind we were together.” She hunched her shoulders. “I’ve researched it since. It shouldn’t make that much difference, me being a single parent, as far as the court goes. It was a fantastic gesture of yours, but it’s made the situation more complicated.”
“Oh.” Andi nibbled her lower lip. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think. I just acted. Can you tell Rosalind you don’t have a partner? That I was just trying to help?”
“It’s not that easy. I should have said that at the time, but I didn’t. I was caught off guard. But I can’t say I was wrong now—it will ruin my credibility if this does go to court. What court will believe I’m being truthful when I lied about something as basic as whether I have a partner or not?”
“If you say you were in shock at her request—”
“It doesn’t look good. I’m sorry, but I have to keep going with this now. I know you didn’t mean to, but you’ve complicated this for me, and so I’m asking you to keep up the pretence as well.”
Andi propped her butt against the counter. “I hope this will be the end of it.”
Sarah sighed. “Believe me, you can’t want that more than I do. But if there is a time when you see Rosalind again, it would be good to be prepared. I hope she’ll just drop this whole idea.” She hunched her shoulders as the worry simmering in the back of her mind pushed to the fore again. “But if she doesn’t…”
“We’ll meet that if it happens.” Andi turned away to the sink and started rinsing a dirty mug.
“I should go.” Sarah looked around for Noa. The curtain was still closed. “Noa, are you ready?”
“Yeah.” Noa appeared around the curtain.
“Let’s go.”
“Can we get ice cream on the way home?”
“We’ll see.” Her daughter’s trusting face looking up at her had the power to melt Sarah’s heart every time. What would she do without Noa in her life? All meaning would be sucked away. Sarah slammed those thoughts from her mind. It wouldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let it.
“Thanks for all the stuff, Andi.”
Andi set down the mug she was drying. “No worries.” She leaned back against the sink, her ripped shirt hanging loose over her shorts and showing off her suntanned arms. “No doubt I’ll see you around.”
Andi’s gaze burned a hole in the back of Sarah’s neck as she shepherded Noa into the car. She would see Andi again—she just hoped it was for the usual beer and chat with Kristin, and nothing more.



Chapter 6: 
Kicking Practice
“NOA, GET YOUR SOCCER BOOTS now or we’ll be late.” Sarah stuck her hands on her hips and called out to the backyard where Noa was doing something in her garden plot.
“’Kay.” Noa didn’t move.
“Now, please.” Sarah went back into the house and grabbed her purse and car keys.
Noa trailed in. Her soccer kit bore smears of dirt and she was still in her sandals.
“Where are your boots?”
“Dunno.” Noa went to the couch and sat, her lower lip jutting like she was catching raindrops.
“Go and put your socks on while I look for your boots.” Without waiting to see what Noa did, she went to the front porch where she’d last seen them. There they were, cosied up to Andi’s worn old work boots. Sarah banged the dried mud off them. “Noa, I’ve got your boots; come now, please.” She kept her voice patient.
Noa’s footsteps dragged down the hall and she slouched out and sat on the step to put on her boots. “Soccer’s silly.”
“You thought it was the best thing ever last season. You begged to be allowed to join the under-tens.”
“It’s boring. It’s just running around.”
“What would you rather be doing?”
“Horse riding.” Noa glanced up, one boot on, one boot off. “Can I learn that instead?”
She might as well have picked skydiving. Just as expensive. Just as likely not to happen.
“We’ve paid the soccer subscription for the season as you wanted. We’ll talk about horse riding after that.” Maybe Cait would be willing to pay for the lessons. If she was back in Australia by then.
“I miss Mumma. When’s she coming home?” Noa’s big dark eyes, so like Cait’s, sparkled with tears. “She’d let me go horse riding.”
“She’s not going to be back for nearly a year. You know that. Maybe you can talk to her on the phone soon. In the meantime, it’s you and me, hey. We do okay.” She held out a fist for Noa to bump, but her daughter’s arms remained stubbornly folded.
“Mumma wouldn’t make me go to soccer.”
The front gate creaked open, and Sarah glanced up. Oh no.
“Mumma would let me go horse riding.” Noa’s mutinous face, so like Cait’s, stared up at her.
“Horse riding?” Rosalind’s cut-glass voice pierced the air. “Is that what you want to do, dear?”
“Yeah. But Mummy says I can’t. I hafta go to soccer.” Noa stood and kicked the front step with the toe of the despised soccer boot.
“Why would Mummy say that, hmm?” Rosalind shot Sarah a sideways glance. “Maybe Mummy doesn’t have the money for horse riding. But Nana does.”
Oh no, no, no. “We’ve paid for a season of soccer, as Noa wanted. She has to learn she can’t have everything on a whim, or skip out on her commitments.” Sarah kept her voice steady.
Rosalind cast her a sideways glance. “We can discuss this later. I came to see if Noa would like to come for a drive. Maybe go for an ice cream.”
Really, the entitlement was staggering. Did she seriously expect them to drop their plans for the morning to accommodate her last-minute idea? “Sorry, Rosalind. We’re off to soccer. Then after lunch, Noa has a playdate with a friend from school. I’m sorry you had a wasted journey. I did suggest you call ahead.”
“But Noa doesn’t want to go to soccer. You’d rather come with me, wouldn’t you, darling?”
Noa stayed silent, but her hand crept into Sarah’s.
“We better go so we’re not too late. Noa, put your other boot on.” She turned to Rosalind. “You’re welcome to come and watch if you want. See how fast Noa can run. Maybe she’ll shoot a goal like last week.”
“Oh, no thank you,” Rosalind said. “Those hard grandstands are uncomfortable. It’s only a pretend game, isn’t it? Not a real match.” She stared at Andi’s boots on the porch.
Sarah squelched the feeling of relief. So worth getting those props from Andi. “Another time then. If you call ahead, we can plan something fun we can all do.”
Rosalind turned to the gate. “Is Andi home? I was hoping to talk with her about painting our dining room.”
“She’s at work,” Sarah said. “I’ll let her know you’d like her to quote, but she’s booked up for the next few months.”
“Surely not,” Rosalind said. “It’s easy enough to find painters. I just want a fresh coat of white paint. She could probably do it in a day.”
Right. It didn’t take much to envisage Andi’s outraged expression if she heard that. But there was no point arguing with Rosalind. “I’ll ask her to give you a call. Now, Noa, we have to go.” She worried Noa would argue again, but she jumped into the backseat as if she, too, was delighted to escape her grandmother.
“You must come to dinner next week,” Rosalind said. “Andi could quote for the painting then.”
“That will be nice.” She managed a pleasant smile even though her stomach was twisting itself in an undo-able knot. “I’ll need to check with Andi.”
Rosalind nodded in the manner of one not used to being refused. “Thursday at six. It will be pleasant to get to know your partner.”
Somehow, Sarah doubted that was true. But the bigger problem remained: How on earth was she going to get out of this? And what would Andi say?
* * *
“I’m not painting her bloody wall.” Andi put the phone on speaker and continued making her sandwich.
“I told her you were booked for months. She didn’t believe me. If she hears it from you, she’ll have to.” Sarah’s voice echoed from the phone. “Andi, I really wish I didn’t have to ask you this, but will you come? I have to keep her convinced we’re partners. At least until I hear from Cait, and she can get Rosalind to back off.”
“Sarah, I already said I made a mistake jumping in as I did. Rosalind’s entitled attitude rubbed me the wrong way, and, well, you’re a great mother. I thought it might help you. Lending you some stuff to scatter around was nothing. Now it’s dinner. Quite honestly, I’d rather donate a kidney. What will it be next time?”
“I really hope there won’t be a next time. I’ll hear from Cait, she’ll call off Rosalind, and we can go back to normal. To beers with Kristin every couple of weeks and no more.” Her voice went quieter. “Andi, I know we’re not close friends, but I’m really grateful. Please, can you come on Thursday?”
Andi sighed. “And what if Noa dobs us in? Inadvertently, of course. But what if she says I live in a shack behind a shopfront and have never stayed at your house in my life?”
“I’ll talk to her. In a roundabout way. I don’t want her to lie to her grandparents. Will you come? Please?”
Andi closed her eyes. The entreaty in Sarah’s voice was like pin-point water torture chipping away at her defences. And Noa. No kid should be ripped away from a parent who wanted them. “I should have said Kristin was your partner.” She was putting off the moment when she’d agree, but maybe, just maybe there was another way out. “Can’t you take her instead?”
“What, and tell her you got muddled and Kristin’s my partner instead of you? Really, Andi, that’s ridiculous. It’s a good thing you didn’t say it was Kristin, as Rosalind’s met her many times, and she knows Kristin’s straight.”
“People change. Evolve—”
“Please, Andi?”
The catch in Sarah’s voice was her undoing. Not that she needed to be undone any more than she was already. She’d been on a losing wicket the moment Sarah called and related Rosalind’s visit. The woman was poison. Rich, entitled, and determined to trample over Sarah to get what she wanted. It was amazing Cait was, by all accounts, a relatively decent person who was nothing like her parents.
“I’ll come. My place is on the way to Hawthorn. How about you pick me up?”
“No worries.” Relief rippled in Sarah’s voice. “Thank you so much. I owe you.”
“No arguments from me.” Andi kept her voice gruff. “You owe me big time.”



Chapter 7: 
Donating a Kidney
“ANDI, WILL YOU MAKE ME a toy horse from the wood you gave me?” Noa’s voice piped up from the backseat. “Please?”
Andi tugged at her white button-down shirt. It felt weird having a tight collar, but she’d figured even her best jeans and T-shirt wouldn’t cut it at Rosalind and Lionel’s house. She looked across at Sarah, who seemed cool and calm in a sleeveless pale-blue dress that ended at mid-thigh. The dress showed a delicious length of leg, and that creamy white skin was attracting Andi’s eyes like a moth to a flame.
She turned to face Noa. “Why don’t you ask your mummy?” She knew the answer before Noa scrunched her forehead.
“Mummy doesn’t know how. You do.”
She pulled at her collar. “I paint things, not carve them.”
“But you said—”
“Noa, enough.” Sarah changed gear.
Noa subsided and resumed looking out the window.
“What did you say to her?” Andi asked in low tones. “About us?”
Sarah flicked her a glance. “Nothing.” She checked on Noa in the rear-vision mirror. “There’s nothing I could tell her that doesn’t ask her to lie. Cait and I have always stressed the need to be truthful. I can’t backflip now.”
“Risky.” Andi looked at Sarah’s hands on the steering wheel. They were confident and capable—she was a good driver who didn’t take unnecessary risks and was decisive when it mattered. “Your cover could be blown.”
“I realise that. It kept me awake last night—weighing up whether to abandon the principles I’ve tried to instil in big-ears back there for the sake of… Well. You know.”
“But you don’t hold yourself—or me—to those standards?” Andi said.
Sarah shot her an agonised look. “I really do recognise the hypocrisy in that. And if you can’t live with it, then I’ll take you home right now. I’ll do anything at all for the best outcome, and that means making decisions that are hard to live with. But for this—for her—I’ll do it.” Her lips pressed together in a thin line.
Andi reached out a hand and touched Sarah’s arm. The tension radiated through her fingers. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make it harder for you. I was just wondering what might happen. Trying to cover all our bases, I guess.”
“What are you talking about?” A little voice piped up from the back seat.
Sarah blinked fiercely. “We’re talking about ourselves. Me and Andi. You know Andi’s my friend, right?”
“Course. She comes around with Kristin. And by herself.”
“I’m telling Andi how much I like her. Is that okay with you?”
“Andi’s gonna make me a horse,” Noa said confidently.
Andi smothered a chuckle. “I guess that is the most important thing.”
* * *
Andi shaded her eyes against the bright lighting on Rosalind and Lionel’s porch and glanced casually around as she rang the doorbell. As she’d suspected, a blinking light in the ceiling indicated a security camera. She took Sarah’s hand, curling her fingers around her palm, then leaned in and let her lips land on her cheek.
Sarah stiffened fractionally.
“Camera,” Andi whispered.
In response, Sarah leaned closer, resting her head on Andi’s shoulder for a moment before straightening and taking Noa’s hand with her free one.
The door swung open, revealing Rosalind, smart in a mint-green linen suit and what looked like full make up. Her skinny legs ended in a pair of high heels.
Andi suppressed a grin. She was still taller than Rosalind, even in those heels. She must be very pissed off about that.
“Good evening,” Rosalind said. “Noa, darling, please take your shoes off. What’s that in your hand?”
“Wood. Andi’s gonna make me a horse.” She held it out to Rosalind, who ignored it.
“Very nice, I’m sure. Sarah, Andi, it’s good of you to bring Noa.”
“Of course,” Sarah said. “And it’s good of you to invite us to dinner.”
“We wanted to see Noa. And Andi, I understand you’re going to quote us for repainting the dining room. If your prices are reasonable, we’ll be happy to give you the job.”
“It all depends on what you want,” Andi said. “Shall we talk about it later?”
Rosalind led the way through a cathedral-ceilinged living area and modern kitchen to the rear of the house.
Andi glanced around. The house spoke of understated money and quality. She couldn’t fault the timber flooring and bespoke kitchen with silky-oak cabinetry and gleaming stainless-steel appliances. There was no sign of dinner preparations. Andi sniffed; only the faint scent of jasmine permeated the air. Maybe Rosalind intended ordering in. The living area was showroom perfect, right down to the glossy magazines fanned on the coffee table. Andi couldn’t imagine daring to pick one up to flick through it.
Lionel trailed behind them, looking as out of place as Andi felt. She raised her chin. She’d get through this. She’d faced down worse than Rosalind.
Noa clung to Sarah’s hand and was silent. She’d seemed comfortable with her grandparents in her own space, but here, in this gleaming box of a house, she was too quiet.
“Before we have a drink, Lionel and I would like to show Noa something that’s just for her,” Rosalind said.
Andi raised an eyebrow at Sarah. Somehow, she didn’t think it would be a glass of raspberry cordial.
“This way, Noa.” Rosalind led the way upstairs and along a corridor. Doors opened off on either side, and Andi glimpsed bedrooms, the large beds impeccably made up with snow-white linen. Rosalind opened a door at the end. “This is your room, Noa. Do you like it? Look, we got you some horses, and there’s puzzles and games in the cupboard. Drawing things, too. You like to draw, don’t you?”
Noa gave a short bob of her head.
Andi and Sarah followed Noa in. The room was as sterile as the rest of the house, although at least it had bright rugs on the timber floor and the king single bed was laden with soft toys.
Noa shrank into Sarah’s side and looked up at her.
“You can thank Nana and Poppi,” Sarah said.
“It’s nice, thank you,” Noa mumbled.
“When you stay here, this is where you’ll sleep.”
“Rosalind, we’ll discuss this later. Right now, Noa likes her own bedroom at home,” Sarah said.
Andi squeezed her hand. Had Rosalind, too, heard the shake in her voice?
“Quite. Noa, why don’t you stay here and play with your toys while the adults have a drink. We’ll call you for dinner.”
“Do you want to do that?” Sarah asked her.
Noa nodded, staring at the row of model horses on a shelf.
“Okay. You come downstairs if you want me. You don’t have to stay here.”
They left the room, and Rosalind closed the door.
Sarah opened it again. “She’s not a prisoner. She needs to know she can find me.”
Andi frowned. Sarah had the battle of her life with Rosalind. She pasted on a smile and tried not to think of what she could be doing instead of this: working on a trompe-l’œil painting purely for pleasure. Out with a friend from her hockey team. Slouched on her couch with a beer and takeaway watching trashy TV. Any of that would be preferable to the stilted conversation here.
Rosalind led the way downstairs. “Gin and tonic?”
“Sure,” Andi said. She’d prefer a beer, but this was all about playing the game for Sarah’s sake.
“Lionel.” Rosalind indicated the drinks cabinet with a flick of her head, and he obediently went to mix the drinks.
Really, the woman should just click her fingers and be done with it.
They sat on the rear patio, drinks in hand. Andi took Sarah’s free hand in her own as they sat together on the couch and squeezed lightly.
Sarah shot her a smile and moved closer.
Andi slipped an arm around her shoulders. Sarah’s skin was warm and soft against her own, pearly against the pale-blue dress. Nice.
“So, where do you work, Andi?” Rosalind asked.
“My business has a yard and a studio in Box Hill.” Andi sipped her drink and fought not to wince at the bitterness of the tonic.
“Isn’t that awkward to get to from Sarah’s house?”
“Not really. Most of my customers are in the inner city, so I usually go by my yard at the start of the day.”
“So how do you collect Noa from school?”
“I start early. Usually by seven, and I can choose my own hours, so it’s no problem.”
“Which gate do you collect her from?”
The question was innocuous, but Andi’s senses twanged a red alert. And she had no idea of the answer.
“The side gate on Wattle Street, of course.” Sarah squeezed Andi’s thigh gently. “It’s not as convenient for Andi, but we don’t want to change Noa’s routine.”
Phew. One trap averted.
How many more to come?
Rosalind’s lips thinned. “Andi, can you give me a quote for painting the dining room. Just a fresh coat of white paint. It’s getting quite dingy.”
She inclined her head. “Thank you for thinking of me, but unfortunately, that’s not the type of work I do. I’m a design specialist. I can give you a recommendation for a housepainter if you want.”
“But—”
“Noa won the Kindest Kid award in her class this month,” Sarah said.
Andi closed her eyes briefly in relief. She had no wish to debate Rosalind’s dining room.
Rosalind pursed her lips. “It’s hardly an academic marker, is it?”
“She’s seven. Kindness, fairness, getting along with others—Cait and I are delighted she’s the way she is. There’s plenty of time for academic achievements later.” Sarah voice was even, but her hand quivered against Andi’s leg.
“Let me cut to the chase, Sarah. I spoke with my lawyer.” Rosalind smoothed down her linen skirt over her knees. “She believes we have a good case to gain custody. If you want to avoid the unnecessary expense of retaining a lawyer, I suggest you agree to Noa living with us while Cait’s away.”
A small gasp escaped Sarah’s lips, and she took a quick breath. “That will never happen. You can’t take a child away from their parent without a very, very good reason. You don’t have that. I can’t believe Cait agreed to this. When did you last speak with her?”
“Not since she left, but that’s irrelevant.”
“It’s very relevant. She won’t be happy when she comes home and realises what you’ve tried to do. Do you want to risk estranging your daughter?”
Andi silently applauded the steel in Sarah’s voice, even as her hand gripped Andi’s leg like a vice.
“Cait is in full agreement with all my decisions.” Rosalind tilted her head to one side. She looked like an eagle about to pounce on a mouse. “She gave me her power of attorney while she is overseas.”
Cait did what? Andi had thought Cait and Sarah were united. She sucked her lower lip. Had Cait known what Rosalind intended?
“No matter. A power of attorney doesn’t negate her mother’s wishes. My wishes.”
Rosalind’s face retained its unnatural immobility. “Sarah, we’re not doing this to upset you. We’re doing this for Noa. And in Cait’s absence, we are acting as we see best. We want Noa to have the best things she can, and—let’s be frank here—you can’t give them to her.”
“Monetary things?” Sarah’s voice rang sharply. “You consider that more important than a loving family and stable home?”
“She will have those, too. Here.”
“Cait didn’t.” Sarah’s voice was low. “You sent her to boarding school to get her out of your hair. Your own daughter didn’t have a happy childhood—what makes you think Noa would be any different?”
Rosalind glanced at Lionel, who shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Cait had everything a child could ask for: the best school, ballet lessons, ski trips—”
“She didn’t have your love.”
Rosalind’s mouth opened in a soundless O and she stared at Sarah with what looked like genuine hurt in her eyes.
Andi squeezed Sarah’s shoulder and swallowed away the lump in her throat. Every child should be brought up in a loving household—if that was an option. “Noa isn’t Cait. She’s her own person, not your second chance.”
Rosalind flashed her a narrow-eyed glance. “We love Noa, and we want her as a part of our lives.”
“Do you?” Andi asked. “Do you really?”
Lionel leaned forward, his gin glass cradled in both palms. “We do. We’re retired. We now have the time and energy to dedicate to a child. Is that so wrong?”
“You make her sound like a puppy,” Sarah said. “Your change of heart shouldn’t disrupt a happy family. I’m willing to let you spend more time with her—but only if you stop trying to take her away from me—us.”
“Quality time is not a tedious hour in a suburban park,” Rosalind said. “It’s shaping a child to be the best they can be. We want to help her onto her path in life. And with respect, we are in a better position to do that for Noa than you. Cait’s power of attorney shows her support.”
“I don’t care what the power of attorney says. Cait wouldn’t have agreed to this without talking to me. And why now?” Sarah’s fingers gripped Andi’s leg tight enough that she’d leave a mark.
Andi covered Sarah’s hand with her own and stroked gently.
“Noa is getting older and would benefit from a private school education.”
“You barely have any relationship with her.” Sarah’s lips were bloodless, nearly as pale as her face. “You told me you find small children, ‘destructive, dull, and demanding’. That’s what you said when I invited you to Noa’s sixth birthday party.”
Rosalind made a dismissive gesture. “That’s not important. Noa’s grown into a lovely child and it’s time she got to know us better. With our help, she will grow into a fine young woman.”
Andi took another mouthful of gin and tonic. It did nothing to wash the sour taste from her mouth.
“We have always been there for Noa if needed, and the time is right to take a more active role.” Rosalind leaned forward. “I realise this is a shock, Sarah, but this is what Cait wants. What we want. And Noa will thank us for it in years to come.”
“Rosalind, please. I’m begging you. Don’t do this.”
The anguish in Sarah’s voice turned Andi’s heart inside out. What sort of person tried to take a child from a parent who loved her? She pulled Sarah closer. Her breath came in fast, sharp pants.
Andi swallowed hard. “We won’t let you do this. It’s all wrong. Wrong for Noa, and for Sarah. Wrong, I think, for you.” She switched her glare to Lionel. “Is this what you want, too?”
Lionel shuffled in his seat, his large hands clutching his glass. “Er, yes. Of course.”
“Try to sound like you mean it,” Andi snapped.
“Consider this fair warning, Sarah,” Rosalind said. “My lawyer believes we have a good case. And in such cases, the lawyers will delve into every aspect of your life: your employment, your finances, your home situation. Your…partner.” She shot Andi a glance. “My lawyer is the best. We’d rather not do that to you, but we will for Noa’s sake.”
“Rosalind, please.” Sarah’s voice trembled. “You know this isn’t what Cait wants. You know Noa is happy with me. She’s settled, she loves her school and her friends. Uprooting her to be your living doll might fill a gap in your life, but it would be at Noa’s expense. She’s already had the stress of her other mother going overseas. Where is she now? Playing alone in a bedroom full of expensive toys. At home, she’d be with me and Andi, surrounded by love.”
Andi’s stomach rumbled, but she ignored it. She wouldn’t be able to force a mouthful of food past the thick atmosphere of this house anyway.
Sarah stood. “We’re going. If you want to see Noa from now on, I will be present at the same time. And you will need to call ahead.” Sarah lifted her chin and turned on her heel.
Andi stood as well and followed to wait at the foot of the stairs. Rosalind came too, trailed by Lionel. Andi waited silently, staring Rosalind in the eye until the other woman bit her lip and turned away.
“Can I take this, Mummy?” Noa’s chatter drifted down the stairs.
“Not that,” Sarah said. “We’ll get you one like it.”
“You’ll stay for dinner, of course,” Rosalind said. “It will be another fifteen or so minutes.”
She really expected them to play happy families? Andi tightened her lips. She knew what she’d like to say to Rosalind, but it was Sarah’s call.
“You can’t expect to carry on as usual after this,” Sarah said in a low voice. “We’re going home.”
“I’m hungry, Mummy.” Noa tugged on Sarah’s hand.
“We’ll get pizza on the way home, sweetie, as a treat.” When they reached the front door, she gave a curt nod to Rosalind.
“Bye, Nana. Bye, Poppi,” Noa said.
Rosalind fluttered her fingers. “Good-bye, darling. We’ll see you soon.”
Not if I have anything to do with it. Andi lifted her chin and swept past Rosalind and Lionel, following Sarah and Noa to the car.
* * *
Rosalind stood in the front room watching out the window as Sarah buckled Noa into her booster seat in the rear of the car. Andi was already in the passenger seat.
Lionel sighed beside her. “I worry for you, Rosie. Do you really think this is the best thing?”
“Family is important. With Cait away, we must do our best for Noa. And it will be pleasant to have some laughter in this house again. There are things I regret about how we raised Cait. We left her alone too often, sent her away too young.” Her shoulders lifted. “At least, this way, we can make it better for her daughter.”
“But what about Sarah? I worry for her, too.”
Rosalind found his hand and grasped it, clutching tightly. She needed to make him understand. “Sarah will be all right. What mother doesn’t want the best for her child?”
“I hope you’re right.” Lionel turned away. “Another gin and tonic?”
“Please.” The house would come alive once Noa was living there. The perfect, sterile box wouldn’t be so empty, so desolate. She would read stories to Noa, there’d be swimming lessons. Gymnastics maybe. Maybe they’d find a French au pair so that Noa could learn French. They’d get a piano for her. Not—Rosalind suppressed a shudder—a violin. And it was never too early to learn tennis.
This was the right thing to do. She was sure of it.



Chapter 8: 
Being Seven
ANDI WAS SILENT AS SARAH drove up the highway to Box Hill and then stopped the car outside the studio. She turned the engine off.
Andi looked across the darkened car. Sarah’s face was half in shadow, lit only by the orange glow of a streetlight. She stared straight ahead and gripped the steering wheel.
“Are you going to be okay?” Andi asked.
For a moment, she thought Sarah wasn’t going to answer. Then with a long exhale, she dropped her hands and turned in her seat to face Andi. “I have to be. For Noa.”
They both looked to the back seat where Noa slept in her booster seat, her head on one side.
“I knew Rosalind was difficult, but I didn’t know until now how determined she was to have her own way. I can’t let her take Noa. I’ll do anything—anything—to stop that.” Sarah licked her lips. “Thank you for coming with me tonight.”
“I didn’t do much.”
“You were there, holding my hand. Giving me strength. I don’t know if you realise, but you’re a solid person. You project confidence and determination. Well, that’s what I took from you anyway. Thank you.” She reached across the darkened car and picked up Andi’s hand. “I want to ask you something.”
A cold feeling trickled down Andi’s spine. She was sure it wasn’t the pineapple-on-pizza question that had been successfully skirted during dinner. It would be more: her time, her presence, her…what was it Sarah had said? Her solidity. “Sarah, I can’t—”
“You don’t know what I’m going to ask yet.”
“I can guess. You want me around more to keep up the pretence for Rosalind.” She sucked a frustrated breath. “I have a life. A business. Friends. I was happy to help you out for this—but it’s not something I can keep doing. Please don’t make me regret jumping in to help you.”
“Please listen.” Sarah’s fingers closed around Andi’s hand, halting the movement when she would have pulled away. “Rosalind has all the money in the world. You heard her—she’ll fight for full custody. I can’t let that happen. You were Noa’s age once—imagine how you would have felt if someone had tried to rip you away from your mother. How scared and abandoned and alone it would make you feel—as if your mother didn’t love you.”
Imagine it? Andi clenched her jaw. Sarah had no idea. No imagination was needed. She just had to think back. To her seven-year-old self, sitting on the landing clutching the banister railings as if they were the bars of a cage, listening to her mother arguing with her sister, Sheryl, about who would keep her. Except they hadn’t been fighting over who would get to look after Andi—the winner got to walk away. It had been nearly thirty years, but the conversation still played out in her head, in her dreams and nightmares.
“I’ve had her for seven years. Do you have any idea how having a kid restricts you?”
“She’s your daughter, Gwen. She’s not my responsibility.”
“I’ve had enough of her creeping around, getting sick, ruining my life. I can do fuck all—what sort of life is that for me? If you won’t take her, it’s foster care.”
Andi shook her head as the familiar reel unspooled in her mind. Her jaw clenched so hard her back teeth ground together. She didn’t know exactly what Sarah was going to ask, but she already knew it would play on her sympathy. And Sarah didn’t know it, but Andi was already teetering on the edge of agreeing to…whatever it was.
But she couldn’t. She mustn’t. For her own sanity, she had to refuse. Sarah was a casual friend, not anyone she needed to take responsibility for. And while yes, Rosalind was a gold-plated entitled steamroller, and Noa needed to stay with her mother, it was not Andi’s responsibility to support that. Not my problem. Not my life. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing hard she’d never claimed to be Sarah’s partner. If she hadn’t done that, she wouldn’t be in this situation now. She gripped the doorhandle, fumbling for the lever, memories of childhood unspooling in her head. She’d spent years freeing herself from that early rejection.
“Sarah, you don’t know what you’re asking. I can’t—”
“I haven’t asked you anything yet.” Sarah’s wide, brown eyes were dark and unfathomable in the dimly lit car.
“But you’re going to.”
“Yes, I’m going to. And please, just listen. I’ve been thinking about this, and it’s not all one-sided. It might benefit you, too.”
Her breath left her body in a whoosh. “Then say what you’re going to.” Say it, so I can turn you down and get on with my life.
“Rosalind’s not giving up. But neither am I. She thinks we’re partners, and you heard her—she intends checking up on that. There’s no way I can back out of that now. I wish I could. I wish I’d stopped you when you said it or laughed it off as a joke. But I didn’t—because I was terrified, and not thinking clearly, and if having you as my fake partner would make a difference, then I had to take it. And now, I have to continue the lie.” Sarah bit her lip. “I… I have a proposal for you. I’d like you to move in with me and Noa, to make a truth from your fabrication. You can live rent free, and you’ll have no living expenses. I’ll pay all the utilities and buy all the groceries. I’ll cook and clean. All you have to do is move in. And yeah, maybe collect Noa from school occasionally, but that’s all. You’ll save money, and time as you won’t have to cook or do housework. I won’t make any other demands on you. You’d be free to come and go, treat the house as your own. I just ask that if you intend having anyone stay over, you take them to your studio, not my house.”
Andi was silent. All the reasons she shouldn’t swam through her head: she’d lose some freedom, despite what Sarah was saying. And she’d miss her own space, her sparse studio that was nevertheless perfect for her, and exactly how she liked to live. Sarah’s house was cosy and comfortable, but it was still more cluttered than she was used to, more suburban, more domestic.
And a child lived there.
Noa was the biggest reason she shouldn’t move in.
But the alternative was so much worse for Noa.
“Andi, say something.” Sarah tightened her grip on Andi’s hand. It was a hot, desperate clench, as if all the worry of the evening was clamping down. “I can even pay you a small amount, if that makes a difference—”
“It doesn’t,” she said harshly. “I don’t need money, and I don’t need you to pay my bills.”
“Oh.” Sarah looked away, her gaze fixing on Noa, still asleep in the back. “That was the only incentive I had to offer you. That you’d be able to save money.”
Andi, too, looked at the sleeping child. Big mistake. Noa’s lashes made dark crescents on her plump cheeks, and her mouth curved into an adorable pout, even in her sleep. One hand clutched her stuffed panda and the other was above her head, back against the car seat in a loose-limbed pose no adult could ever sleep in.
“Nobody should have a child if they don’t want it.”
“You should have thought of that before she was born, Gwen.”
“I should have. But I’m thinking it now.”
Her own mother hadn’t wanted her, but Sarah wanted Noa, wanted to keep her so badly she was prepared to have Andi move in.
“I’ll think about it.”
“I mean it, Andi. I will try my hardest not to impinge on your life. Noa, too. I’ll keep her away from you as much as possible. I know you’re not really a kid person. She’s a good kid; she’ll understand.”
“Will she?” Andi’s voice grated in her own ears. “She’ll understand why someone she doesn’t know well is living in her house and she’ll stay away?”
“I’ll make sure she does.” Sarah’s jaw worked as if she was fighting tears. “Andi, I don’t want to play any sort of emotional blackmail card, but it could be the difference in keeping custody.”
“For how long? Until Cait returns in a year and can head her mother off at the pass?”
“Hopefully not. Cait will be able to check her e-mail eventually. She’ll get the message and call. She’s employed by an Australian aid organisation—they know the importance of getting messages and contact with home.”
“How long?”
“Maybe a couple of months. I hope, anyway.”
Andi looked away, out the car window. Her shop front was in darkness, the gates to the yard closed. Two months. Would it be so bad? Surely, she could manage that. And it wasn’t as if she was a kid magnet; after some initial curiosity, Noa would probably avoid her. That was what most kids did; her stand-offish and discouraging manner meant that most kids just stayed away. Which was perfectly fine with her.
“If I agree and find I can’t hack it—really can’t do it—then I’ll move out again. Is that acceptable?”
“Of course. And”—Sarah’s chin lifted—“if you being there is difficult for Noa in any way, then I’ll ask you to leave.”
“No problem.”
“Does this mean you’ll do it?”
Did it? Her own childhood had been miserable because she’d been forced to live with someone who didn’t want her. It was somewhat different with Noa, but the principle was the same. A child should be with a parent—if that was what the parent wanted.
Two months. Sarah sat with her back to the car door—as if backed into the corner by Rosalind. As she shifted position, her face came into the yellow streetlight. It turned the silver streak in her hair to gold, made her lips seem softer, pillowy. Andi looked away. She needed a clear head for this decision.
She glanced at Noa again and her lips twisted along with her heart. There was no decision to be made. “Okay. I’ll do it. When do you want me to move in?”
Sarah exhaled and slumped back against the door. “Thank you.” Her voice vibrated and she seemed on the edge of tears. “Thank you so much. I don’t know what I’d have done otherwise.”
“You’d have thought of something.” Her voice came out harsher than she intended, the ties of responsibility already entwining around her. What the hell have I done?
“I’d have had to. That doesn’t mean I know what.” She took a breath. “Can you move in this weekend? Noa has soccer on Saturday morning. I can leave you a key and you could move then. Or if you want me to help, I can do that Saturday afternoon.”
“The morning is fine.” The sinking feeling in her gut was already weighing her down. A drumbeat thundered in her blood. This is a mistake.
“I’ll clear space for your clothes. Do you need other spaces? A workspace for your computer? Room in the garage for tools? Any furniture you need to bring?”
“A desk area if you have it. Minimal tools. I’ll still work from here.” She gestured to the yard.
“Thank you.” Sarah hesitated and her gaze sought Andi’s once more. “There’s just one thing you may not be aware of.”
“Oh?” Surely it couldn’t be worse than having to move in with a seven-year-old.
“I don’t have a spare bedroom. It’s a two-bedroom house: my room, and Noa’s.”



Chapter 9: 
Sleeping Arrangements
SARAH’S HEARTBEAT THUNDERED IN HER ears as she uttered the words. Andi was likely to change her mind now—and she wouldn’t blame her in the slightest.
“Well, that makes things harder.” Andi settled back against the car door.
Sarah tried to interpret her words. Did that mean she was still committed? Or was that a lead in to “hell, no”?
“While Noa could bunk in with me and you have her room, I’d rather not change her routine that much. Plus she’s got a small bed and her room is full of toys and her stuff. You can have my room. The bed’s comfortable, there’s more room for your clothes, and if Rosalind goes snooping, it will look more real if you’re obviously sleeping there.”
“Where will you sleep?” Again that neutral tone that Sarah couldn’t read.
“On the couch in the lounge.”
“For two months? I hope you’ve got a good chiropractor.”
“It’s not too bad. I can’t see a better option. I could sleep on the floor in my room, but it won’t be any more comfortable, and I thought you’d prefer privacy.”
“What if Rosalind arrives unannounced? And what will you tell Noa?”
“If Rosalind arrives without calling ahead, I won’t let her in. But…” She bit her lip. “I haven’t figured out about Noa yet.”
“And where will you keep your clothes and all that?”
“It will have to be in the bedroom still. But I’ll collect what I need in the evening, so I won’t disturb you.”
“It’s more likely to be the other way around,” Andi said. “I often leave by six, and if I have to go via my yard, it might be even earlier.”
“I’ll manage.” Sarah turned to face the front and gripped the steering wheel. “I understand if all this is a dealbreaker.”
She counted the thuds of her heartbeat in her ears as Andi pondered. When she got to one hundred, the sick feeling intensified.
“I’ll manage. We’ll manage.”
The words thumped into the dark car with a serious weight. Sarah closed her eyes and the air trickled from her lungs. Thank God.
“I’ll move my things in while you’re at soccer on Saturday.”
“I can drop the key off to you, or leave it hidden.”
“Hidden’s fine. Just text me a photo of where it is.”
“So you can play hide and seek around the garden?” Sarah’s mouth stretched into a smile even as her muscles went limp.
“Maybe.” Andi wasn’t smiling; her face had a serious cast to it, sombre in the shadows. “I’m not totally comfortable with this, but I’ll give it a go.”
“Thank you. So very much. I’ll do everything I can to make it easy for you.”
“I know you will.” Andi opened the door. “I’ll see you Saturday. Take care, Sarah.”
“Bye.” Sarah watched as Andi fitted her key into the front door of the shop and disappeared inside. What have I got myself into?
* * *
“She’s moving in on Saturday?” Kristin’s voice ended in an upward squeak. “That’s a bit lesbian U-Haul isn’t it?”
“It’s not like that. I’ve told you why, so please don’t joke—at least to Andi.” Sarah glanced around the office. Bryce, her boss, was out with a sales rep, and the only other person there was Tenielle, the office junior, who was staring at the photocopier with a worried expression on her face.
“I won’t. I’m surprised she agreed, to be honest.”
“Because she doesn’t like kids much?” Sarah glanced at Tenielle, who was now on her hunkers peering inside the bowels of the copier.
“That too, but I meant she likes her own space. I probably know her best of anyone and even I don’t really know what she does in the evenings. Maybe she cooks gourmet dinners, or stares at the walls. She’s just quiet and rather private.”
“Guess I’m about to find out.” Sarah raised her voice. “Tenielle, follow the instructions on the screen to clear the paper jam.”
“You so need another job. Something more challenging than showing someone how to work the photocopier and fixing your idiot boss’s stuff ups.”
“What do you suggest? Brain surgery? Astronaut? Or should I just write an instant bestseller in my lunchbreak?”
“Funny girl. I can talk to my job agency. They find tons of work for me.”
“You like being footloose, and you’re extrovert enough to make friends instantly. Honestly, Kristin, my job’s not perfect, but it’s close to home, and I have the hours I need. Mostly, anyway. I’d have to negotiate that over and over if I temped as you do.”
“It’s not all temping. They have permanent jobs too. I can ask Lizzie at Best Foot Forward to give you a call.”
“I’ll think about it. But I have enough on my plate right now without adding a job hunt.” Sarah pulled her notepad over and started to doodle.
“True. So, with you and Andi in the same house, does this mean every night is pizza night?”
“As long as you don’t mind Noa being around.”
“We’ll arrange one soon. Maybe all this forced proximity will get to you both and you’ll fall in love.” Kristin’s voice took on a syrupy sweetness.
“That might happen in books. Not real life.”
“You don’t know that. The two of you, eating dinner together every night. Lounging around in your jammies watching TV. Your hands brushing as you load the dishwasher together.”
“What have you been smoking? You’re not normally such a hopeless romantic. Maybe we should concentrate on your love life. Find you a decent bloke with hair above the neck and all his own teeth.” Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah saw Tenielle advancing toward the photocopier with a kitchen knife. “Tenielle, don’t do that! You’ll fry your brains.”
Tenielle stopped dead, her mouth open.
“I have to go,” she said to Kristin. “I’ll see you soon.” She ended the call and hurried over to Tenielle. “Let’s unplug it from the power before we do anything drastic.”
* * *
Andi pulled her truck into Sarah’s driveway, grabbed her sports bag, and left it on the porch while she hunted for the hidden key. Once found, she let herself in the front door. Sarah’s car was gone, but she called out a greeting just in case. It echoed down the hall in the hollow way a house sounded when there was no one home.
Andi picked up her bag from the porch, slipped inside, and nudged the front door closed behind her. She pushed open the door to Sarah’s room and looked around. Sarah had cleared the top of the bedside cabinets, and the quilt on the bed looked fresh and crisp. She dumped her bag and slid open one of the wardrobe doors. Sarah’s clothes had been pushed to one side, and there was hanging space and empty shelves.
Swiftly, she unloaded her truck. She hadn’t brought much: clothes, personal items, her laptop, and a few books. A couple of canvases and paint, which she left on the back deck out of the way. She couldn’t see herself spending evenings in front of the TV like a long-married couple. This way, she’d have something to work on. Maybe, as well as sample trompe l’œil paintings, she’d finally be able to experiment with, painting for fun.
Unpacking done, Andi wandered into the living room. When would Sarah return? She had no idea. She stuck her hands in the pockets of her shorts. This was a terrible idea. What on earth was she supposed to do? It was all very well for Sarah to say she should make herself at home, but it felt…intrusive. She found a remote and pointed it at the TV. The radio came on, tuned to a commercial soft rock station. Jeez, was that Sarah’s taste?
She fiddled with the control until some Aussie indie stuff came on. Better.
Andi threw down the remote. Well, that had occupied five whole minutes. With a shrug, she went to the bedroom and pulled out her laptop. She may as well catch up with some bookkeeping. She returned to the living area, where there was a desk in one corner that seemed to have been cleared, so she set it down there.
She was deep in her credit card statement for the month when the front door slammed and running feet entered the room.
Noa ground to a halt when she saw Andi. “Hi, Andi.” Her voice was soft, shy. “Whatcha doing?”
“Accounts.” Andi saved the spreadsheet. “Pretty boring really.”
“Oh.” Noa stared then ran back the way she’d come.
Footsteps came down the hall.
“She’s here, and she’s doing accounts.”
“Then let’s be as quiet as little mice so we don’t disturb her.” Sarah’s voice came softly.
For a few minutes Andi tried to concentrate on the numbers in front of her. Noa’s exaggerated whispers and Sarah’s soft voice seeped into her consciousness as surely as if they’d been kicking a soccer ball up and down the hall. She got up from the computer and went over to where Sarah was putting groceries away in the kitchen.
“Hi.” Sarah’s smile was too wide, too unsure. “Would you like a cuppa?”
“Sure. But not that orange shit Rosalind drinks.” She caught Sarah’s wince at the swearword. “Sorry. I’m not used to having to watch my language.”
“No worries.” Sarah reached for the mugs.
“I feel kinda awkward.” Andi rested her hands on the counter and watched Sarah grab the teabags. “You and Noa shouldn’t be creeping around your own home. Please, I’d rather you just got on with things as usual.”
“I’m trying to make it easier for you.” Sarah poured boiling water on the teabags. “I don’t want you to find you can’t deal with us and move out.”
“That’s kind of you, but it’ll be hard to convince Rosalind that Noa’s comfortable around me if she’s creeping around and whispering.”
“There’s a difference between consideration and the trampoline dance-party this house can be at times.” Sarah’s quick grin did strange things to Andi’s insides. She’d never noticed the curve of Sarah’s lips before.
“I’m sure we can find a happy medium.” Andi pushed her fingers into her hair, teasing it out so that the quiff bounced back against her forehead. “We just need to find our way around each other.”
“We do.” Sarah pushed a mug over. “And I hope we will. I’m sure Noa will revert to her usual boisterous self once the novelty of having you around wears off. Then you’ll be asking me to lock her in the garden shed.” She walked out onto the back deck with her tea, and Andi followed.
Noa was digging in a garden bed with a beach bucket and spade. The sunlight glinted off her mousy brown hair which was almost the same colour as Sarah’s. Cait must have a similar colouring.
Andi glanced at Sarah as she curled her feet onto the porch swing and blew on her tea. The white streak in the front of her hair looked almost silver. It was eye-catching. Not for the first time, Andi wondered if Sarah dyed it that way—but she’d never seen roots growing out. Either Sarah was diligent about covering them, or it was natural.
“Did you get moved in okay?” Sarah asked.
“Yeah, thanks. I didn’t bring much. Your room is great, and the bed seems very comfortable.” She snorted softly. It sounded like an Airbnb review. “Is my laptop okay where I was working?”
“Sure. I don’t use mine often. I have enough time staring at a screen at work.” Sarah pulled a face. “Will you be home for dinner tonight?” She asked the question diffidently, as if she didn’t care either way. And why would she? Maybe she had plans and Andi being around would mess with them.
“I thought I would be. But if it’s awkward for you, I can—”
“Andi, stop it!” Sarah put down the tea and leaned forward. “You don’t have to be so cautious and polite. Really, you don’t. I was asking simply to know how much to cook.”
“Oh.” Andi chewed her lip. “In that case, I will be here. I’ll pick up some beer when I’m out this afternoon.”
“There’s no need. The deal is—”
“Now who’s being polite? C’mon, Sarah, a few beers are only the right thing to do when someone cooks for you. Or gets takeaway. Or whatever.”
“I was going to make lamb pilaf—lamb with rice, sultanas, and nuts. I bury lots of veggies in it and Noa eats it quite happily. Will that work for you?”
“It sounds great. At home, I’d get takeaway or have a freezer meal.”
Sarah tutted, but her eyes shone with amusement. “Oh please. No cardboard dinners in this house.”
“Some of them are quite good.” Andi slurped her tea and set the mug down. “Last night, I had chicken in red-coloured sauce with peas and corn.”
“And how did it taste?”
“Like red cardboard,” Andi admitted. “I think it was tomato sauce, but the jury’s still out.”
Noa ran over, her bucket held in both hands. “Look.” She thrust the bucket at Sarah. “Worms!”
“Big fat ones,” Sarah agreed. “Why don’t you show Andi then put them back in the garden where they’ll be happy?”
The tip of her tongue protruding from between her lips, Noa walked over and held out the bucket. “Do you want to see my wormies?”
“Sure.” Andi peered into the bucket. “They’re very nice.” What was an appropriate comment for worm-admiration? “Do they have names?”
Noa gave her a “duh” look. “Of course not. They’re worms. I’ll take them home now.” She retreated down the garden holding the bucket.
Sarah’s lips twitched as she looked at Andi. “You really haven’t had much to do with kids, have you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“Nooo… Well, apart from the whole awkward thing and lack of conversational skills. No one would ever guess.”
“You’re right. I was an only child. Somewhat of a loner at school.” She hadn’t had much choice about that. The lack of decent clothes, the home-done haircut, and the lack of stuff—all the things that children held dear, whatever the latest collector craze was—meant she stayed a loner, although not necessarily by choice.
“You went to school in the bush?” Sarah tilted her head on one side. Her warm brown gaze was disquieting.
“Yeah. The nearest town was Korumburra. I used to take the bus.”
“And now you’re an adult, you still don’t have much to do with kids, obviously. No friends with kids, no girlfriends with offspring, no young cousins or family friends?”
“No.” Andi clipped the word. The last thing she wanted was to discuss her childhood. “I don’t hate kids or anything, but… I don’t know how to act around them.”
“They’re just small people. So you treat them exactly as you would any other person. Although maybe without the swearing and beer.”
Sarah’s smile peeped out again. It really was rather delightful.
“So I should discuss my work with Noa, or ask how her day went, or whether she wants pineapple on pizza?”
“The first two, sure, but the answer’s no to the pineapple question. You don’t need to use a cutesy voice, or a bossy tone as Rosalind does. Just be yourself, just as you were when you gave Noa those bits of timber. You’re a kind person, Andi. You must be, or you wouldn’t be sitting here now.”
Andi twitched in her seat and her shoulders tightened. It was all very well Sarah saying that…but putting it into practice was another thing.
“Cait was the same when Noa was little.” Sarah’s gaze drifted out to the garden to where Noa was now pulling what Andi hoped were weeds. “For all that Cait birthed her, she was always reserved around her. I was the one who stayed home, changed her nappies, blended disgusting mixes of fruit and veggies so she had healthy food, put up with her terrible-twos tantrums until I just wanted to lock myself in the bedroom and cry. I did that a couple of times. But parenting came more naturally to me than to Cait. It’s certainly not for everyone.” Her direct brown gaze returned to Andi and pinned her to the seat. “Cait managed. And Noa loves her.” She stood, brushing the front of her shorts. “I’m keeping you from your accounts.”
Andi’s lips twitched. “You’re doing me a favour. I loathe doing them. Maybe I could teach Noa.”
Sarah laughed. “Only if you want the tax office to come calling.”
“I thought you wanted me to bond with your daughter?”
“There’s bonding and there’s child labour. I’m not sure that’s the former.”
“What are you going to do?” As soon as the question popped out of her mouth, she wished she could take it back. It was none of her business, of course, and really, she shouldn’t care.
“Laundry. Then I’m taking Noa to get new soccer boots. Her toe is rubbing on the end of this pair. They’re hardly worn. You?”
Her mind went blank. At home, she’d potter in her workshop, work on her paintings. Maybe call a friend. “Would you mind if I did some painting?” She gestured to her canvases propped against the wall. “I won’t make a mess.”
“You sound like Noa, and I don’t believe her either. Andi, for the next few weeks, this is your home; please treat it as such.”
She nodded and waited until Sarah had gone inside to grab the laundry before she rose and went back to her laptop. She hunched her shoulders as she typed, acutely aware of Sarah humming to the radio in the kitchen, calling to Noa to go and get her dirty clothes, and Noa’s loud whisper asking if Andi would carve her a horse. She kept her head down until Sarah and Noa left for the shopping centre.



Chapter 10: 
How to Meet Women
SARAH RELAXED ON THE COUCH, her bare toes wiggling against the fabric at the other end. A glass of rosé wine sat on the coffee table. Noa was already asleep in bed, clutching her stuffed panda.
Andi sat in the chair opposite, beer in hand. At least she seemed less uneasy than she had earlier in the day.
“Did you do any painting while we were gone?” Sarah asked. The canvases had been stacked facing the wall and she hadn’t liked to look. They appeared undisturbed, but maybe Andi was just super fussy that way.
“No.” Andi stretched her legs out in front of her.
Sarah kept her gaze firmly on Andi’s face, but it was as if there were little fishhooks on Andi’s thighs, tugging her gaze downwards.
“I need a couple of things from the yard, and I didn’t want to make a special trip. I finished my bookkeeping, then thought I’d watch the footy.” One side of her mouth turned down. “I may have messed up your TV settings. I couldn’t figure out the remote.”
“Don’t worry. Kristin stuffs it up on a regular basis.” She got up to look for the remote.
Andi handed it to her, and their fingers brushed. Sarah jerked back as if the touch burned. Which it felt like it did. Sarah stole a glance at her face. Impassive, same as always. Good. The last thing she wanted was for Andi to think she was attracted to her—that would be all kinds of awkward in their situation. She retreated to the couch and pointed the remote at the TV. It only took a few clicks before the TV sprang into life. “I’ll have to show you how to work it. Do you want it on now?”
“I’m easy. If there’s something you want to watch, that’s fine, but don’t have it on for my benefit. I’m pretty much a sports watcher and that’s all.”
“Just the footy?”
“Mainly, but the tennis, too.”
“I love the tennis. I went to the Australian Open a few years back. I got lucky and saw Viva Jones’s final match ever. She lost to Jelena Kovic. It was an incredible match.”
“I saw that too, but on TV. Viva commentates now. Knows her stuff—as you’d expect.”
“Maybe we could go to the tennis in January?”
“Maybe.” Andi tilted the beer bottle back to get the last drop.
The stretch of her tanned throat drew Sarah’s glance down to the vee of her T-shirt. What was it with her tonight? Perving on Andi like some teenager with her first crush.
“Or I could take you to the footy,” Andi continued. “AFLW is always a great afternoon out. Women in short shorts, mud, and muscles wherever you look.”
“I could go for that.” Sarah propped her chin on her hand. “What team do you barrack for?”
“South Melbourne. I may or may not have had a crush on Sophia Lindstrom when she played for the club. She coaches now, but South are still my team.”
So, they had some common interests in sports. That was something.
“Any social plans for the weekend?” Andi asked.
“Nothing exciting. I don’t have a date, if that’s what you mean.”
“You’ve never mentioned dating anyone since I’ve known you.”
“I haven’t dated properly since Cait and I split. I’m not deliberately avoiding it…but it’s harder to meet people when you’re a single parent. Finding the time. And then there are plenty of women who don’t want to date someone with a child. Like you.” She softened the words with a smile.
“Yeah, like me.” Again with that twitch of a smile.
Sarah rested her head on the back of the couch. “I tried the dating apps, but it wasn’t a raging success. I have a couple of horror stories.”
“Should I take notes? Find out who to avoid?”
Did that mean Andi was looking to date? “Let’s see. There was Lucinda who was looking for a life partner but was moving to Far North Queensland the next day. I’m not sure if she meant for me to go with her, or if she was looking for an excuse not to move. And ‘Erica’ who said she was twenty-nine, but turned out to be Eric, a straight, sixty-year-old cis male who told me I was closed-minded for not wanting to continue the date. Those were the first two, and I was ready to give up there and then. But then I met Sunita, who was lovely. We went out for coffee, and arranged a lunch date, but she texted the day before to say she’d got back with her ex. I stopped trying after that.”
“Notes taken.” Andi pretended to scribble on an imaginary notepad.
“Have you any horror stories? You must be able to beat mine.” Sarah stretched one leg and shook it as a twinge cramp tightened her muscles. The spasm eased and she relaxed the leg again.
“Actually, no. I’ve never used a dating app.”
“What, never-ever?” Sarah raised her head so she could look Andi in the eye.
“Nope.”
Sarah rested her head back again. “Then how do you meet women? Bars? At the footy? Or maybe rich women hire you to decorate their mansions?”
“Yes to the first two. No to the rich women.”
“Tell me an unusual pick-up line then. You must have one.” Sarah contemplated her glass of pink wine. She must be a little bit tipsy if she was asking. But she wasn’t flirting. It was all just part of getting to know Andi better, getting comfortable with her.
“My pick-up line or someone else’s?”
“Whichever.”
“Well… I dated a woman I met when I was a life model,” Andi said. “She was an art student.”
“Nude modelling?” Sarah fought back the urge to widen her eyes and stare at Andi, envisaging how she’d look.
“Sort of. Life models pose naked for art classes. I didn’t do any sexualised poses—although some models are comfortable doing that. Generally, you’re holding a pose—sitting or standing—for twenty minutes or so in the centre of a circle of artists. I used to do the community colleges, evening classes, and the University of the Third Age.”
“Was it…? Did you…?” Sarah shook her head slightly. This beat her hobby of netball.
“Was I embarrassed? No. Did students ever make me uncomfortable or make inappropriate comments? Very, very occasionally, but a good teacher shuts them down immediately. Did I get cold? No, the rooms are always very warm. Was the pay good?” Again, that flickering smile. “Yes.”
“Sorry. I guess you get asked those questions all the time. Did you see the finished paintings?”
“Yes. The artists love it when you circulate around the room after the session has finished, looking at and commenting on their work. Some were fantastic. Others, not so. But there was something to love in each of them.”
“Is that how you got into 3D painting?”
“Mm. I joined an art class as a result of being a model.”
Sarah was silent. She pictured Andi, naked, on a stool maybe, her strong jawline, her lean body. Her breasts. What would they be like? And her tattoos on full display. “So those students all know what the tattoo on your hip says.”
Andi laughed. “So you did see it. I wondered. But no, I haven’t been a life model for a couple of years now, and I didn’t have that particular tattoo when I was.”
“What does it say?”
Andi was silent.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to be inappropriate.” Stupid question, Sarah. It’s probably personal. “So, tell me about the pick-up line.”
“Let me grab another beer. More wine?”
She nodded. It was a Saturday night, after all. Noa was sleeping soundly. If she couldn’t have a couple of glasses of wine now, when could she?
Andi returned with a beer and the bottle of wine and topped up Sarah’s glass. “Once, I was the life model for three sessions at the community college. The students were mainly in their early twenties, but there was an older woman who couldn’t keep her eyes off me. More so than in an artist’s way. I knew she wouldn’t approach me—it would have been highly inappropriate—so I went up to her after the class on the pretext of looking at her sketch, and asked if she’d like to come out for a drink sometime so she could see me with my clothes on.”
Sarah laughed. “Cute.”
“She thought so too. Her name was Sylvie, and she was in her late thirties. I was twenty-four. We dated for a few months, then parted amicably.”
“What was her drawing of you like? I bet it was glorious.”
“Actually, it was terrible. She was into cubism, and she’d drawn me all boxy shapes and angles and glaring colours. I never told her I hated it. She hung it in her bedroom.”
“So you saw yourself, all orange shapes and offset eyes every time you—” Sarah shut her mouth with a snap. Definitely too loose with the wine.
“Basically, yeah.” Andi shifted position. “So that’s my story.”
“And now you’re gloriously single. Well, apart from your fake relationship with me.”
“Right.” Andi finished the new bottle of beer in long gulps. “I think I’ll head off to bed. Do you need anything from your bedroom before I do?”
Sarah took a minute to regroup. What had she said to make Andi change the subject so abruptly? She shook her head, attempting to clear the wine-fuzz. “Uh, yeah, thanks. Let me grab a couple of things, then it’s all yours.” She got to her feet and went down the hall to her room—Andi’s room now. Apart from a couple of paperbacks and her phone on the bedside table, the room was exactly as she’d left it that morning. Andi must have unpacked already.
She slid open the wardrobe to grab some nightwear. Sure enough, Andi’s clothes were hanging neatly on hangers, and a pile of folded shorts and T-shirts rested on the open shelving. Where were those boyshorts she’d seen before?
Sarah pulled out a long T-shirt from her own drawers, plus clothes for tomorrow, and returned to the living area.
“Do you need a hand making up your bed?” Andi gestured to the big old-fashioned couch.
“No, I’ll be fine, thanks.” Sarah went to the linen cupboard and pulled out sheets, a pillow, and a fleece throw. “These will be fine. It’s a warm night.”
“Well, goodnight then.” With an awkward nod, Andi disappeared up the hall, leaving Sarah standing in the middle of the room with bedding clutched in her hands.
* * *
“Sarah, these were supposed to be dealt with yesterday. Why are they still here?” Bryce threw a sheaf of invoices on her desk and folded his arms. His white cotton shirt pulled tight over his muscular chest.
Sarah bit her lip and picked them up. “You didn’t give them to me until nearly three. You know I have to leave at three to pick up Noa. I intend to do them this morning.”
Bryce grunted. “They were urgent. You should have asked Tenielle to do them if you couldn’t.”
“Tenielle doesn’t know how.”
“Then show her.” With a final glare, Bryce marched off.
Her lips tightened. How unprofessional to tell her off in front of Tenielle—who even now was sitting wide-eyed at her desk looking like she wished she was anywhere else. There was no point showing Tenielle how to deal with the invoices until she’d learned the bookkeeping program. Or the basics of bookkeeping for that matter. With a sigh, Sarah pulled over the invoices, brought up the program, and started entering them.
Her mobile rang, and with a guilty glance at Bryce’s closed door, she looked at the screen. Kristin. Right now, there was no way she could answer the call. Kristin’s offer to call her own job placement officer flashed into her mind. She’d take her up on that—just as soon as Rosalind had retreated, Cait had returned to Australia, and she and Noa could resume life as it used to be.



Chapter 11: 
Inexpert Assistance
ANDI LOOKED AROUND HER YARD with a sigh of relief and entered the shed to find what she needed for the job in Kew. Some planks of snow gum—narrow, fine-grained, with a subtle grey tinge—and toning grey-green paint. The client had given her free rein to handle the finish how she thought best. Customers like that didn’t materialise often. If Lien-Yang liked her work, there would be more areas in his old mansion crying out for her touch. She loaded what she needed into the back of her truck.
Her stomach rumbled, and she went into her studio. She’d only been away for three days, but already there was a layer of dust on the surfaces, and a faint air of neglect. Andi flicked the switch on the kettle and pulled down her teabags. Some time for a cup of tea by herself in the yard beckoned, with no Sarah and her soft rock music, no Noa following her around with a chunk of wood in her hands asking her to make a horse. No busy-ness, no chatter—just solitude and early sunshine.
Perfect.
The battered old canvas chair was still in her favourite spot in the yard, partially shaded by a mass of overhanging jasmine. For a moment, she regretted not stopping for a bacon-and-egg roll on the way over. She could almost taste the salty bacon in her mouth. She’d emptied the fridge before shifting to Sarah’s.
Sarah. She heaved a breath. It wasn’t too bad living there. In fact, there were some things that were downright good. Like Sarah’s cooking, and her great back deck. And evenings sitting on that deck or in the living area with Sarah were…pleasant. That was the word. Pleasant. Relaxing. She was easy company, and if she seemed a little anxious at times, well, that was to be expected, given the stress she was under.
Andi shook her head. She couldn’t fathom Rosalind’s motives for wanting Noa. On the surface, she was equally as awkward around Noa as Andi was. And the last—only—time she’d been to their house, Noa had been shunted off to play in the luxurious bedroom by herself. That wasn’t the attitude of someone who loved their grandchild and wanted to care for them.
She compressed her lips, remembering all the times that she, too, had been told to run off and play quietly and not bother the adults. First by her mother and then by her aunt.
“Go away, Andi. Stop bothering me.” And, “You can’t possibly be hungry. Go and get a slice of bread and leave me alone.” And, “You’re so needy. No wonder your mother didn’t want you.” The hurt from the last one had long faded to a cold nugget of indifference in her chest. Her mother hadn’t wanted anyone who interfered with her life. Andi had long ago realised it wasn’t anything she’d done or hadn’t done. It was just Gwen. Just her mother. And just Sheryl. Just her aunt.
Rosalind was no Gwen—she had money, for starters—but it was all too easy to imagine her mother’s words in Rosalind’s mouth.
She sighed and sipped her tea. Noa was a good kid. Sarah was a good mother. They obviously loved each other. And Rosalind—for whatever nebulous reason—wanted to tear them apart.
It wasn’t her business. But if playing the role of Sarah’s partner stopped that, then she’d add it to her “I Done Good” column.
It was only for a few weeks. She could do that.
* * *
“I have a favour to ask you.” Sarah’s voice came through the speaker on Andi’s phone. “Please, believe me, I wouldn’t ask if there was anyone else. Where are you right now?”
“At my yard.” Andi slammed the door of her truck and went to open her shed. “What is it?”
“Would you be able to collect Noa from school in forty-five minutes? My boss is demanding I finish some end-of-month billing before I leave. I hate to ask…but I haven’t got anyone else.”
“Forty-five minutes? I’ll be battling to get there in time. Isn’t there an after-school program or something?”
“There is, but you have to let them know ahead. Look, if you can’t do it, I’ll manage. I thought I’d at least ask.”
Andi sucked her lower lip. There was no real reason not to. “Okay. I’ll get her.”
“Oh, thank you.” Sarah’s sigh gusted down the line. “You’ll need to get the spare booster seat from the house. When Noa comes out, give her our safe word, which is ‘unicorn’. Then she’ll know it’s okay to go with you.”
“Unicorn. Got it. I’ll be there.” Andi ended the call.
She made it to the school with three minutes to spare. Propping herself against the fence opposite the gate, she watched the kids in their green uniforms and wide-brimmed sunhats stream out. At this distance, they all looked the same. Maybe she wouldn’t recognise Noa or, worse, maybe she’d come home with the wrong kid. But then Noa exited and stopped uncertainly to look around.
Andi waved. Noa waved back and waited for the crossing lady to let her across the road.
“Hi, Andi.” Noa dropped her school bag at Andi’s feet. “I know you’re okay, but I hafta ask you for the safe word.”
Andi looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. “Unicorn.” What sort of stupid safe word was that anyway?
“Cool. Where are we going?”
“Home. Why, where did you think you were going?”
Noa shrugged. “Dunno. But you’ve never picked me up before.”
Andi started walking toward her truck but stopped when Noa didn’t follow. “What’s the matter?”
“Mummy carries my school bag.”
Really? “You’ve been carrying it all day, so you can manage a bit longer. The truck’s only around the corner.”
For a second, she thought Noa would refuse, then she picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulders. It reached down below her bottom and bumped her legs at every step. What on earth was in that bag?
Noa climbed into the truck and looked around. “It’s a bit dirty.”
“It’s a working truck. You can walk home if you don’t like it.”
“S’ok. I like it. And I’m never allowed in the front seat, so I really like it.” Her gap-toothed grin peeped out for a moment.
“I don’t have a back seat, so you have no choice.” Andi helped her with the seatbelt, then started the truck. Her mind went blank. What sort of things did you talk about with a kid anyway? School? Homework?
“I’ve got two things for homework. I hafta draw someone in my house, and I hafta do four sums. Will you help me? Are there more chocolate biscuits at home or did you eat them all? Can we stop at the park on the way? I want to practice jumping off the swing. I need to be better than Lahn and Billie before tomorrow.” Noa’s chatter filled the cab, and Andi suppressed a smile. It seemed she’d worried for nothing. But helping with homework? That was way above her paygrade as slightly awkward fake-partner. She remained silent and concentrated on driving.
“Andi? Will you help me please? Mummy does. And now your sorta my other mum, aren’t you?”
“What do you mean?” Andi scrunched her forehead and braked sharply as a driver cut across in front of her. “Fucking idiot!”
Noa gasped. “You said the F word! You said the F word! How come you can say it, but if I do, I get into trouble?”
“When you’re older you can say it.” Andi changed down a gear and the truck picked up speed again.
“How old? When I’m eight? Seb’s eight, and he’s not allowed to say it.” Noa giggled, “But we practice it sometimes.”
“Older than that.” Andi’s mind went blank. What the hell was she supposed to say? “When you’re sixteen.” That should be safe enough.
Noa looked out of the window. “We’ve gone past the park already.” Her lower lip stuck out.
“We’re not stopping. We’re going home. I have some stuff to do, and you have homework.” Andi pulled her baseball cap lower over her forehead and indicated left. At least they didn’t have far to go.
“What stuff? Can I help you?”
“I have to…er…”
“You don’t have anything to do, do you?” Noa said in a small voice. “You jus’ don’t want to let me help.”
Andi wilted inside. How often had she heard that as a kid? Go away, Andi. I don’t give a fuck what you do as long as you do it somewhere else. No wonder she’d learned to amuse herself.
“Not true.” A glance in the review mirror caught the timbers, sawhorse, and toolbox still in the back of the truck. She hadn’t had time to unload in her rush to collect Noa. “I have some timber edging to cut to the correct lengths, then I have to varnish it. You can help with that if you want, but it’s a bit boring.”
They reached Sarah’s house, and Andi pulled into the drive.
Noa jumped out. “I’ll help. Can we start now?”
“Homework first.”
By the time Andi had unloaded the truck and got her equipment set up in the backyard, Noa was sighing dramatically over her exercise book at the kitchen table. Andi made a mug of tea and took it across. “How are you doing?”
“I’ve done three sums, but I don’t know how to do the other one. Will you help?”
Oh jeez. “I’ll try. But I’m not as clever as your mum.”
Noa giggled. “Mummy’s not that clever. Sometimes she has to look stuff up, but she pretends she knows. Here.” She pushed her exercise book across. “I hafta add 349 and 211. I can’t remember which end I start at.”
Is that all? Andi trickled out a relieved breath. She sat next to Noa and showed her how to do the sum.
As Noa bent over her notebook, Andi’s gaze was caught by a drawing on the opposite page. It was of a person in blue jeans with black hair falling over one side of their face. There was a scribble on one arm, and the person was holding a hammer twice the size of their head. Andy was written underneath.
“Is that me? It’s very good.”
“Yeah.” Noa said. “But I made your hammer bigger as you’re so strong.” She pushed the notebook to Andi. “Did I get my sum right?”
“You did. Well done.”
“So now I can help.” Noa jumped down from the table.
“Put different clothes on. Something old that it won’t matter if it gets dirty.”
“’Kay.” Noa disappeared.
Andi went out to the yard and lined up the first bit of jarrah on the sawhorse, marking the length to cut. She huffed a sigh of frustration. This would be so much quicker if she had her electric mitre saw. But it was back in the yard. The offcut of jarrah fell to the ground as Noa returned.
She watched steadily as Andi completed a second clean cut. The third piece went the same way.
“Can I do one?” Noa came closer so she could stare up into Andi’s face as she lined up the fourth piece.
“Not this. If it goes wrong, it wastes the timber.” Andi straightened her back, glad to escape Noa’s stare. The child had the concentration of a cat stalking its prey.
“It looks easy. An’ you said I could help. Watching isn’t helping.”
“It’s not easy.” Andi put her hands on her hips and stared down her nose at Noa. “You have to measure the right length, then get the cut exactly right. If you’re even the tiniest bit out, it’s useless. Watch a couple more, then you can have a go.” By then, she’d have some longer pieces of offcut that Noa could wreck.
Noa jammed her hands on her own hips. “You promised I could help.”
“Okay. Why don’t you start by picking up the corner offcuts. Then you can go and find me a piece of timber that is the same length as the one I’ve just cut.”
“Yeah!” Noa scooted off.
Andi’s phone rang and she looked around for where she’d left it. Ah, over there, on the table on the back deck. She hurried over and answered just before it stopped ringing.
“Andi, it’s Sarah. I’m just checking you managed to get Noa all right.”
Guilt slashed through her. She should have let Sarah know, but it hadn’t even crossed her mind. She’d said she’d do something, and she’d done it. She wasn’t used to this cross-checking. “I’ve got her. Sorry, I really should have at least texted. Noa’s done her homework, and now she’s helping me with a bit of work. Nothing much; she’s basically cleaning up for me.”
Sarah laughed. “Guess that’s one way of getting it done. Thanks, Andi, I appreciate it. By the way, would you be able to take some chicken out for dinner? I forgot this morning. There’s a packet of thighs on the top shelf of the freezer.”
“Sure.” With a quick glance at Noa, who was pushing the scattered sawdust into a pile with her fingers, Andi went into the kitchen and opened the freezer.
“How’s work today?” She scanned the top shelf and found the chicken underneath a box of breaded fish fillets.
“Better than yesterday.” The smile in Sarah’s voice came over the line. “Bryce is off my back since I did the invoicing first thing. And thanks to you, I’ve made my time up. Even the photocopier’s behaving and has only jammed once.”
“Good news in the corporate world.”
“You have no idea. I spend more time unjamming the copier than any other task at work.”
Andi pulled out the chicken and set it on the counter. “Anything else you want out of the freezer?”
“No, that’s all, thanks. I better go. I’ll be home in about thirty minutes. Bye, Andi.”
Andi set the phone down on the counter. There’d been a cosy familiarity about their conversation, the sort of exchange she imagined partners who lived together had. Discussing picking the kid up, dinner, their day. When she overheard conversations like that, she’d normally be glad such banality wasn’t anything to do with her. But just then, when it did involve her…well, it had felt safe, normal. Warm. Andi bowed her head and focused on her phone on the counter. What a strange thing to be thinking. She wasn’t a part of this family. No, this was Sarah and Noa—
Noa! Shit. She’d forgotten about her, and she was suspiciously quiet.
Andi hurried outside, half-expecting blood and tears. Noa had her back to Andi and she was facing the mitre box. A long piece of jarrah stuck out the side. And Noa’s arm was moving back and forth as if she were… Andi’s blood ran cold. As if she were sawing. She crossed the yard in a few strides until she was next to Noa.
“See?” Noa’s face was red with effort. “I told you it wasn’t hard.” The jarrah waved slightly as she sawed it—in what looked like some random place in the middle of the length.
“For fuck’s sake, Noa. I told you not to touch that!” Andi reached to take the saw, and then removed the jarrah. The rich, red timber had a ragged cut about two centimetres deep. The piece was now useless for the long edge she’d planned, and, worse, the salvaged timber would be difficult to match. She dragged a deep breath and tried to tamp down her reaction. Bloody kid!
Noa looked up at her, chin wobbling and big eyes filling with tears. “I wanted to do it like you.”
“I told you to wait.” Frustration made her voice grate. “You’ve ruined this piece.” She ran her hands through her hair, tossing the floppy front back.
“I wanted to help.”
“Noa, you have to do what you’re told when you’re with me. Got that? If you can’t, then you can’t help me anymore.” She spun on her heel and put the ruined piece back with the others. It meant she didn’t have to look at Noa’s tearful face.
“I’m sorry, Andi.” The little voice followed her.
Andi halted, irritation warring with the urge to comfort the child. She’d only been trying to do what she thought Andi wanted. Maybe do something that interested her. Her aunt’s voice echoed in her head: Stop following me like a fucking puppy. Was that what she was doing? Reliving the past, turning into her mother and her aunt? No. Andi set her jaw. She wasn’t them. She recognised kids had no place in her life and had made damn sure there weren’t any—unlike her mother. Until now. Maybe she’d overreacted a little, but that didn’t change that Noa hadn’t done as she was told. She swung around to face her again, and that tear-stained face gave her a shaft of guilt. She shook her head slightly. She hadn’t a clue what to do.
Acting on instinct, she dropped to her haunches. “It’s okay, Noa. I’m sorry I shouted at you. But it is very, very important you do as I tell you if you help me again. That wood is heavy, and the saw is sharp. You could have hurt yourself.”
Noa’s mouth contorted. “’Kay.”
“Why don’t I show you how to saw timber properly? I’ve got a smaller saw you can use.”
Noa’s downcast face lifted like a sunrise. “Really?”
“Yes, really.” Andi matched her excited tone. “First, let’s find a piece of wood for you to practice on.”
With Noa at her heels, she went over to the pile of offcuts. There was a short piece of pine—a soft wood, easier for Noa to manage—that would do. Then she selected the small handsaw she used in confined spaces.
“Before you saw, you have to know where you’re going to cut,” she said. “So you have to measure it and mark the spot with a pencil.” She handed Noa her tape measure and carpenter’s pencil. “Show me where you’d mark a length that is fifteen centimetres long.”
Noa took a minute to work out how to get the tape to extend. “Here?”
“It’s not accurate. See how the end of the tape isn’t actually at the end of the wood? If you cut that, it would be too short.” She showed Noa how to hook the lip of the tape over the timber so it stayed in place. At her second attempt, Noa got it right and made a mark with the pencil. “Now, you want to cut it at a forty-five-degree angle. Do you know what that is?”
Noa shook her head. Her wide eyes hadn’t left Andi’s face.
“Well, where a wall meets the floor is ninety degrees, so forty-five-degrees is half that. Can you imagine what it might look like?”
Noa thought, her tongue worrying her upper lip. “I think so.”
“So to cut a forty-five-degree angle, you put the timber in the mitre box in the forty-five-degree slot and saw down that. The mitre box keeps the saw straight and the angle accurate. See if you can find the right slot.” She pointed at the mitre box.
Noa studied it. “This one?”
“That’s it. Now put the timber in the box and see if you can saw down the forty-five-degree slot.” Andi smiled at her intent face. Was Noa a smart kid, or were all kids this quick? She had no idea.
Noa did so and started sawing. “It’s hard.”
“Move closer. It will be easier then.”
In a few minutes, the timber fell into two.
Andi picked up both pieces and inspected the cut. It was a bit ragged, but not bad at all. “Well done!”
“Can I do another bit?”
“Another bit of what?” Sarah’s voice sounded.
Andi turned to see her standing on the back deck, still in her work clothes of dark denims and a branded polo shirt.
“Mummy!” Noa ran across and threw her arms around Sarah’s waist. “Look what I sawed all by myself!” She tugged Sarah’s hand, dragging her off the deck and down to the sawhorse. “I measured it and sawed it. I helped Andi, and she shouted at me when I did her sawing wrong, but then she showed me how to do it properly. Look!”
“Wow! You did good, sweetie. Now, why don’t you go and get yourself a biscuit out of the tin as a reward. I want to talk to Andi for a minute.”
“’Kay.” Noa ran off.
“Thank you for collecting her. I really appreciate that. But there are a couple of things that have me worried here. You shouted at her and let her use dangerous tools. She’s seven, Andi, not your apprentice.” She folded her arms tightly across her chest.
The movement lifted her breasts and pushed them out, and Andi averted her gaze. But not before she’d seen their soft swell under the loose shirt. “I was talking to you on the phone. I came back out and Noa had taken my saw and managed to cut part way through a piece of timber I need for my current job. It will be difficult to match. Not only that, but I was worried she’d hurt herself.”
“But shouting, Andi? I get that she needed to be corrected, but I’d appreciate if you didn’t shout.”
“She used the F word too.” Noa jumped off the deck and came toward them.
“This gets better all the time,” Sarah muttered.
Heat crawled up Andi’s cheeks. “I apologised to Noa for shouting at her, but it’s important she learn not to touch my things.”
“It is,” Sarah agreed. “And I think Noa knows that—now. Is that right, Noa?”
“Yeah. I said sorry to Andi.”
“And you won’t do it again?” Sarah asked.
“No. Andi, can I help you again?”
“Only when I’m here. These are adult tools. Understand?”
“Yeah.” Noa gave her a wide smile and wandered off down the garden to inspect her edible flowers.
Sarah’s cool gaze was doing strange things to her insides. The need to explain, to justify, to make excuses bubbled up into her throat but she swallowed them down again. “Sarah, I’m happy to help you, and I’m doing the best I can around Noa. But I’m not a parent and I don’t want to be. I don’t know how to treat a child, so I’m going to make mistakes.” She spread her hands wide. “I accept I was wrong to shout, but I was worried she’d hurt herself. But also, I need you to realise that I will probably stuff up more. I haven’t grown into caring for a child as you have. I’m certainly not a natural parent as you obviously are. I’m trying my best.”
For a long moment, Sarah stared at her. The white streak in her hair glinted in the late afternoon sun, and her light-brown eyes were assessing. Then she gave a short nod. “I know you’re trying, and I really appreciate that. Maybe you could make sure your tools are secured when you’re not using them? At least the dangerous ones.” Her lips lifted into a small smile. “But can you work on the shouting thing and the F-bomb thing? I don’t want Noa to have the best vocabulary in her Year 2 class.”



Chapter 12: 
Those Who Do Not Listen
ROSALIND CROSSED HER LEGS AND sipped her tea. Araminta’s lily pond sparkled in the sunlight, and the rose bower where they sat was festooned with late-blooming roses, their muted creams and pinks almost the same shades as Minty’s dress. Rosalind let her gaze roam over the roses, admiring their furled petals.
A shout drew her glance to the sand pile in the corner littered with toy cars and trucks where Minty’s grandson, Tom, was rolling around with the new puppy. Rosalind watched their play. The child laughed as the puppy pounced on his stomach.
A child’s laugher. How long since she’d heard it at home?
Minty set down her cup. “I didn’t want to get the puppy. Dogs are so much work. But Tom can’t have a dog at home because there’s no one around in the day, so we agreed to get one for his sake. He spends his days here anyway. Look at them.” Minty’s fond gaze followed her grandson as he ran around the sandpit with the puppy at his heels.
A clutch of longing gripped Rosalind. Maybe Noa would like a puppy, and she would run around their backyard as Tom was. Noa could pick out a collar and leash—something pretty, maybe with diamante—and she could arrange for them to go to puppy pre-school together. Rosalind closed her eyes. Noa was a chance for her to do it right this time. Was a grandparent’s relationship with a grandchild better, tighter than with their own child? According to Minty, it was. She had more time to bond, to play, to watch Tom develop into a person. Maybe, with Noa, she and Lionel would find that closeness that was missing with Cait.
Maybe, this time, they would get it right.
* * *
Sarah lay on the couch, her arm underneath her cheek, staring out at the moonlit garden. Despite her assurances to Andi that the couch was okay, it was a horror to sleep on. The cushions kept drifting apart and her hip sagged into the gap. And she could only lie on her left side, so that she was facing uphill. She’d lain on her right side the first night, and the slope of the couch meant she’d woken with her face pressed into the back of the seat, snorting like a birthing sow. Maybe tomorrow night, she’d sleep on the floor. Or see if she could get a cheap sofa bed instead.
She’d thought of sleeping in Noa’s room, but she didn’t want Noa to blurt it out to Rosalind. Noa probably assumed Andi shared Sarah’s bed. After all, that’s what Sarah and Cait had done.
Cait.
There’d been no e-mail, no phone call, no text. Cait had warned her communication would be very difficult, with only sporadic access to even a satellite phone, but it had been a couple of weeks now. Or maybe, Cait had responded to Rosalind and not her. Maybe even now, Rosalind was in late-night talks with her expensive lawyer, planning how they would seize Noa and sweep her off to the big house in Hawthorn, shower her with gifts and a pony, and leave her alone in the bedroom to play.
Cait’s stories of growing up with Rosalind and Lionel were tales of being told to read in her room or be quiet like a little lady. Treats and outings were more often in the company of a procession of nannies than her parents. And she’d been sent to boarding school when she was eight.
Rosalind’s interactions with Noa showed they hadn’t changed.
If her own parents lived closer, Sarah would be crying on their shoulders about now. But they had moved to Italy when they retired, and their phone calls were full of noisy gatherings and exuberant greetings in Italian. They were living their best life—and they’d earned it. Calling them would be a last resort.
Sarah sat up and swung her feet to the floor, twisting her body to try and stretch the aches from it. Her mind was grey with weariness. There was no point trying to sleep with her mind spinning in the sort of circles that would seem ridiculous come daylight. She’d make a cup of herbal tea and sit out on the deck to drink it. Maybe then, she’d be able to sleep.
* * *
Sarah yawned as she drove to Noa’s school to collect her. Her thoughts were moving at glacial speed after the poor night’s sleep.
Noa came out dragging her school bag. Sarah reached to take it, but Noa shrugged her away. “I can do it.”
“That’s new,” Sarah said. “You couldn’t earlier this week.”
“Andi said I carry it around all day so I could carry it to the truck.” She looked around. “Is Andi here?”
“She’s at work.”
“Oh. I wanted to saw things again.”
“Maybe after your homework you can paint. What have you got to do?”
“I hafta find a question in my ‘I Wonder’ notebook and get the answer. That’s all.”
“Okay. So you get computer time for that.”
Noa chattered on, and Sarah let her thoughts drift as she drove home. Should she talk to Noa about Andi and why she was staying with them? She smothered a yawn. Maybe when she wasn’t so tired. And it was her netball night—hopefully the exercise would help her sleep better.
As Noa did her homework, Sarah took out a frozen casserole and put it in the microwave to defrost. She changed into her netball clothes and went back for Noa. She wasn’t at the computer, which was turned off. Spying her down the end of the garden, Sarah walked down.
“Noa, come on. It’s time to leave.”
Noa jerked in surprise, and her paintbrush splattered over what she was painting—it looked like old bits of wood.
“Put your brush in water, and let’s go.”
Her netball team was mainly mothers, a motley crew of various ages. A couple of the older kids supervised the younger ones at the playground next door to the court, and the mothers all chipped in for the teens. The arrangement worked well.
Noa ran off to join her friends as soon as they arrived, and Sarah went over to where the others were warming up for the friendly match with another local team.
“How’s things?” Kristin asked, as they went out to take their positions.
“With what?”
Kristin shrugged. “Anything, really. Start with Andi.”
“Haven’t you talked with her?”
“Not in the last couple of days.”
“She’s fine. We’re getting along. She let Noa help her with something, and now Noa won’t stop talking about her.”
“Ooh. Noa’s first girl crush.” Kristin high-fived her and ran off to take up position as centre before Sarah could reply.
Sarah suppressed a smile and went to her own position. The opposing wing attack was a taller, stocky girl. She’d have to do a lot of running tonight to outmanoeuvre her.
* * *
The next day at work, Sarah’s phone dinged with an e-mail, and she snuck a look. Oh! Cait’s name jumped out. She glanced at Bryce, who was conducting a very loud phone call in his office. Sarah stood, slipped her phone into the back pocket of her jeans, and headed to the toilet.
Once she was locked in the cubicle, she pulled her phone out.
Hi Sarz,
Things are good here. I’ve been out in the desert travelling to remote communities. We set up a tent for the clinic and wait to see who comes—and they do come. Often more than we can treat. Sorry for the lack of contact. I only got part of your e-mail—it got mangled by the servers along the way, and it seemed like it was still partly encrypted. There was a heap of nonsense code and it cut off in a sentence about my mother. She’s giving you trouble in some way about Noa? Just hold your ground. You know I support you in whatever way you need. You’re Noa’s mum, and that counts more than anything Mother can throw at you.
I’ll try to e-mail again soon, but communication is really difficult.
Please tell Noa I love her to the moon and back, and that I miss her.
Love, Cait
Sarah blew out a breath. Good-bad-good. Good that Cait had e-mailed, bad that Sarah’s message had been mangled and she obviously hadn’t got the part about Rosalind wanting custody, good that Cait supported Sarah all the way. Hopefully, it was enough ammunition to face down Rosalind should the need arise.
* * *
Andi set down the phone and blew out a breath. With luck, the new supplier would come through in time with the particular textured finish she was after. She looked at her phone—it was nearly nine, and she should have been at the job an hour ago. But it had been easier to make the calls from Sarah’s house with her laptop nearby.
She went to the kitchen and grabbed a couple of muesli bars for breakfast, then went back to the yard to collect the timber edging she’d prepared when Noa had “helped”.
A magpie warbled as she walked to where the timber was, and a kookaburra laughed in response, setting off a whole chorus of the noisy birds. Andi frowned. Her varnish brush stuck out of a jar of water, milky with paint. And one of Noa’s offcuts was painted with thick, uneven white paint. Andi blew out a breath. That bloody child! She must have been painting—and in the process had wrecked Andi’s high-end brush. At least she’d had the sense to use the offcut.
She bent to pick up her prepared timber and halted. The outer two pieces were covered in speckles of white paint. Andi pressed her lips together. It didn’t take a detective to figure out those splatters were caused by an inexpert small person wielding a varnish brush covered in too much paint.
“For fuck’s sake.” So much for Noa promising not to touch her tools unless she was there. She inspected the timber; she could sand it back, but it was time she didn’t have. She grabbed the timber and strode out to her truck to load. She’d have to talk to Sarah later.



Chapter 13: 
Say Cheese
SARAH STIRRED THE CHEESE SAUCE she was making. A dish of lasagne sat on the counter, awaiting its final layer.
“One of your favourites,” she said to Noa.
“Yeah.”
Her daughter seemed subdued. She’d asked where Andi was, and then dawdled over her homework and refused to go into the garden to play. Sarah shot her a worried glance; hopefully she wasn’t coming down with something.
The front door opened and closed, and then soft footsteps sounded down the hall. Sarah smiled down into the saucepan as a bubble of anticipation settled in her stomach. There was no reason why Andi’s return each night should make her feel like this—but it did. She’d missed the sound of the door and Cait swooping in to kiss her and Noa. She’d missed the warm snugness of a family. She shook herself. Andi was not family. Andi was a friend doing her a big favour.
“Hi.” She looked up as Andi entered the kitchen. Her black hair drooped from its usual tidy comb-over, and her eyes radiated tiredness. She wore her usual work shorts—tough material with lots of pockets—and a T-shirt splattered with paint. It had slipped to one side, showing a swoop of tanned skin between neck and shoulder. Sarah swallowed. What would that soft-looking curve feel like? That place on a woman had always drawn her eye. She’d loved to rest her lips there, on Cait’s pale skin, and feel her pulse. She shook herself. Daydreaming about Andi would get her exactly nowhere.
“Hi.” Andi set her bag and lunchbox on the counter. “Something smells good.” Her gaze flicked across to Noa, who had her head down concentrating on her homework. “Hi, Noa.”
“Hi, Andi,” Noa mumbled.
“Want a beer?” Sarah asked.
“Thanks.” Andi accepted the amber ale. “We need to talk. Alone. Have you got a moment?”
Sarah paused as a chill slithered down her spine. Andi’s words seemed…ominous. “Now’s fine.” She turned the heat off and moved the sauce away. “Outside?”
“Sure.”
With a glance at Noa, studiously ignoring them, Sarah led the way outside. Had something gone wrong with Noa and Andi? Was that why Noa was quiet? Resolve stiffened her spine. If Andi had done something to Noa… She settled in one of the canvas chairs and waited while Andi pulled the door closed. “What’s the matter?”
Andi sat and leaned forward, resting her forearms on her knees and cradling her beer in both hands. “I’m sorry, but this isn’t working.”
The chill down her spine became a block of ice. “What do you mean? I thought we were doing okay. I thought you liked being here. Rosalind seems to believe our relationship. And Noa likes you. It’s working… I thought. What have I done?” She ended the sentence in a whisper.
Andi turned her beer bottle around in her hands. “You’re not the problem, Sarah. You’ve been great. It’s Noa.”
“Noa?” Surprise made her sit back. “I thought you were getting on. I know you don’t like kids much… I can keep her out of your hair.”
“That’s just it. You tried, but it’s not working. The other night, when you told me not to shout at her…well, I’m sorry for that. It’s obvious now I overstepped. But Noa wrecked some of my timbers. I’m still trying to source a matching replacement.”
“I’ll pay. Your time and the materials.” Sarah’s mouth was as dry as dust. Was that all it was? It would be money she didn’t really have, but if it meant Andi stayed, well, of course she’d pay.
“It’s not just that.” Andi sat back and raised her beer to her lips then set it down without drinking. “I told Noa not to touch my things. But last night, she painted a piece of wood. The wood’s fine; she knew to use the offcut. But she wrecked my good varnish brush by using it for paint and not cleaning it properly. And she splattered paint over the rest of my timber. I’m sure she didn’t mean to do that—but it happened anyway. I can’t let her keep wrecking my materials like this.”
“I’ll tell her to keep away.”
“I did. You did. It didn’t work.”
“You could work in your yard. Not bring things here.”
“Then I’d never be here. I’m always working on something. It’s how I operate. No, it’s best if we stop this arrangement. You can tell Rosalind we split up. Or tell her I’m working interstate. Whatever you do, I’ll back you up.”
Sarah licked her dry lips. “Please, Andi. I need you so that Noa remains with me.”
“Do you? I know it seemed that way, but Rosalind has backed off. Nothing for over a week. I have a business to run and it’s just that bit harder from here.”
“Because of Noa?”
Andi passed a hand over her eyes. “Yeah. Being honest, that’s most of it. I’m just…not comfortable with kids. And I can’t have her meddling with my work like this. Apart from anything else, I don’t want to see her get hurt.”
The cold, sick feeling crept upwards, and Sarah swallowed against the rising nausea. Somehow, she had to keep Andi here. So much could still go wrong. And while Andi might think Rosalind was done and dusted, she knew better. “Andi, please.” She wrapped her arms around her waist although the evening was mild. “What if—”
“So here you are,” a familiar cut-glass voice interjected. “It’s lucky that Noa was paying attention and let us in. We’ve had a lovely time looking at her drawings.” Next to her, Lionel shuffled his feet.
Oh no. Of all times, even after being told to call ahead, they simply barged in again. And this time, Noa had let them in while she and Andi were arguing in the backyard. How much had they heard? Sarah swallowed away the worry. “Hello, Rosalind and Lionel. Can I help you?”
Noa stood behind them.
Rosalind stared at them, no doubt taking in their tense, hunched postures. “I’ve come about Noa’s eighth birthday in two weeks. We’d like to see her on the Saturday. Lionel and I have arranged some special treats for her.”
“That’s kind of you.” Sarah flicked a glance at Noa, trying to gauge her reaction. She looked interested, but not excited. “We’ll have to—”
“Actually, Rosalind, Sarah and I have already made the arrangements for Noa’s treat for that day.” Andi stood and came over to where Sarah was. “But it’s a surprise for Little Miss Long Ears there.” She grinned at Noa, who offered a shy smile in return.
Heart thumping, Sarah stood too and moved closer to Andi. Reassuring warmth radiated from her body. Their hips bumped, then Andi wrapped an arm around Sarah’s waist and pulled her closer. A soft pressure on the side of her brow as Andi pressed a casual kiss there. The sort of kiss romantic partners bestowed without thinking. Sarah’s skin tingled from the soft touch.
“I’m sure whatever little party you’ve arranged can be done another day.” Rosalind sat, uninvited, on one of the canvas chairs then stood again quickly. She pulled Noa’s Barbie doll from the side of the chair and threw it on the table.
Noa glared and retrieved it.
“It can’t, actually. It took a lot to organise.” Andi’s fingers stroked a quick one-two above the waist of Sarah’s jeans, and she bit back a gasp. It felt so good.
“Why not let Noa decide which she’d like?” Lionel suggested.
Rosalind placed a hand on Noa’s head. “We have a bouncy castle just for you and some friends. It will be on the lawn at home. Then we’ll have a magical feast! All the things you like best, and then you get to open your presents.”
“What friends? How will Lahn and Mia get there?”
“New friends,” Rosalind said. “Suitable children from your age group at St Philomena’s. They’ll be in your class if you go there for school.”
Over my dead body. Sarah compressed her lips. “Rosalind, we’ve discussed this before. It’s not going to happen.” For a second, she thought about mentioning the e-mail from Cait, but not with Noa standing there. This talk about a change in arrangements was the absolute worst thing for a child to hear. “Noa’s not going there for school. Rosalind, I’ve warned you about this before. Please do not come here and try to influence my child.”
Rosalind inclined her head. “Would you like that, Noa?”
“I want what Mummy and Andi are gonna do.” Noa folded her arms, hugging her Barbie close. Her bristling stance was so like Cait that Sarah sucked a breath.
“What are you going to do?” Rosalind asked. “You can hardly keep it a surprise now.”
Andi shrugged. She sat on the arm of one of the chairs and held out an arm for Noa.
She went over and leaned against Andi’s leg.
“Your mum and I have arranged for you to go horse riding. We’re all going: you, and Mum, and me, and one of your friends. You get to choose who you bring. We’re going to a friend of mine who has ponies. Quiet ponies”—she flashed a quick smile at Sarah—“who’ve taught lots of children to ride. You’ll have a proper lesson. Then, afterwards, you’ll learn how to care for your pony and put them to bed. Then we’re all going for a picnic at a secret place.”
Oh my God. Sarah met Andi’s gaze over Noa’s head. How had she come up with that idea on the spur of the moment—and how was she going to pull it off? “Thank you,” she mouthed and saw Andi’s eyelid drop in the hint of a wink.
Noa’s eyes grew wider and wider. “Thank you, Andi.” She flung her arms around Andi’s waist, then around Sarah’s. “That’s the bestest birthday treat ever!”
“Very well.” Rosalind drew herself up and tightened her lips. “We’ll arrange our birthday party another time.”
“That’s fine,” Sarah said. “Please make sure you give us enough notice so that we can keep the day free.”
Rosalind gave a stiff nod, then held out her arms. “Noa, darling, say good-bye to me and Poppi.”
Noa stopped chattering about ponies and came over to accept Rosalind’s and Lionel’s kisses. “Bye, Nanna and Poppi. Would you like one of my drawings to take home?”
“That would be lovely,” Lionel said. “I’d like one to put on the wall in my den.”
“You can come and pick one now.” Noa took his hand and tugged him back into the house.
Rosalind turned on her heel and followed them. It was only a minute or two before she marched up the hall and out the front door, trailed by Lionel clutching one of Noa’s drawings.
Sarah blew out a breath and turned back to Andi, picking up her hand and gripping it. “You picked the perfect thing. But…will it happen? Or should we let Noa down gently?”
“I can make it happen.” Andi placed her other hand over Sarah’s. “I have a friend in the Yarra Valley who has a few retired ponies.”
The warmth in Sarah’s chest radiated like a fire on a winter’s night. But before Rosalind arrived, Andi had been trying to end their arrangement. It would be too easy to ignore what she’d been saying and run with this new thing. But that would be a mistake. Something like that shouldn’t be pushed aside.
“But just as Rosalind arrived, you were breaking up with me… So to speak.” She forced a smile. “And now, you’ve enmeshed yourself further in our lives. What happened?”
Andi compressed her lips. “Rosalind happened. I don’t understand why she wants Noa to live with her, but she’s not used to being denied something she wants. And that makes her dangerous. Rosalind made me so angry swanning in here with her presumption that money would buy Noa’s love. I saw red and reacted.”
“Thank you.” Andi’s hands, sandwiching her own, were doing strange things. Heat slid down Sarah’s spine like melted chocolate. It was reassurance, she told herself. Relief that Rosalind had been put off once more. “Does this mean…you’re not going to move out?” She held her breath.
Andi wiggled her head as if thinking. “No. I’ll stay…at least until after Noa’s birthday.” She flashed a grin. “Just try to keep her away from my work and tools. And I’ll try to pack them away more, so she’s not as tempted.” She pressed Sarah’s hand, then released it. “Now, I’m going to make a few calls in the bedroom—away from small listeners. I’ve got a horse-riding party to arrange.”
Sarah opened her mouth to thank Andi, then closed it again. How many times could she keep expressing gratitude? Endlessly, it seemed, but Andi was going way beyond their original arrangement. “Before you go, I got an e-mail from Cait.” She brought the e-mail up on her phone and handed it to Andi. “My e-mail was scrambled, and she only got half of it. So she doesn’t know I’m ‘dating’ you. And she doesn’t know what Rosalind actually wants. I don’t know if this is enough to stop her.”
“I don’t know either,” Andi said. “Have you seen a lawyer?”
“No. They’re expensive, and I don’t even know if I need one yet. But Cait’s e-mail says she supports me. That must count for something.”
“Maybe.” Andi sounded doubtful. “But it’s all a bit vague. Have you replied yet?”
“No. I was going to do it this evening after dinner.”
“How about you include a photo of the two of us? A cosy couple photo.”
“I don’t know.” Sarah picked at a loose thread on her top. “Telling Cait a lie about being in a relationship is one thing; sending a photo seems like a step too far.”
Andi shrugged. “Up to you. How about we take a photo of us anyway to post on social media? I bet you’ve posted photos of you and Kristin that to the casual observer would look like you’re in a relationship. With a photo, it’s all about the viewer’s interpretation.”
“That’s a good point.” Sarah chewed her lip. “Okay, let’s do it, if you don’t mind.”
Andi pulled out her phone. “We can both sit on the couch. Cait will know it’s your deck.” She moved across to the couch, sat, and patted the place next to her. “Come over here, girlfriend. Let’s record our love for posterity.”
Andi’s flippant words gave her a shaft of unease. Posing for photos, living together, planning Noa’s party. Like it or not, her life was tangling with Andi’s. But the photo was a good idea.
She sat, back upright, knees together, as she did in her office chair.
Andi held out her phone for the selfie. “Uh no.” She lowered the phone. “You look like you’re at a job interview. Relax.”
“I am relaxed,” Sarah said. “I’m smiling, see?” She turned and bared her teeth in a frozen rictus.
“You may be as soft and floppy as a day-old kitten, but you certainly don’t look it.” Andi leaned over, slung her arm around Sarah’s neck and pressed a kiss to the side of her mouth, just as her fingers tickled the crook of her neck and shoulder.
Sarah jerked at the unexpected kiss and squealed at the sensation of Andi’s tickling fingers feathering over her skin.
Andi snapped the photo. Her voice reverberated against Sarah’s cheek as she said, “That should be better than you with a broomstick up your shirt.”
The cool air wafted over Sarah’s cheek where Andi’s lips had been, and she touched it lightly with her fingertips.
Andi looked at the picture. “Not bad. But I think we can do better.” She turned the photo to Sarah. It showed her with a startled expression as Andi’s lips rested on her cheek, so very close to the corner of her mouth. Andi looked wicked, her gaze slanting to the camera.
“We need romance,” Andi said. “Think of someone you would love to kiss. Someone famous, someone real. Cait, even.” She readied the camera again. “Ready?”
Who would she like to kiss? Sarah’s mind fizzed blank. Kissing someone hadn’t been something she’d thought of much since she and Cait split. Kissing Cait had been familiar and sweet. Offhand at times. Arousing at others. She guessed most couples who’d been together for as long as she and Cait had found the same. She’d kissed two people since they split: Sunita of the failed date, and then a woman in a bar, after a little too much wine. She didn’t like to think of that now; it made her shrivel a little, how desperate she must have appeared.
Andi clicked the camera, startling her out of her reverie. “Again,” she said, and Sarah nodded.
Andi moved closer, and this time she pushed Sarah’s hair back with gentle fingers. They brushed over her skin like cobwebs, like dreams. Then she cupped Sarah’s chin, lifting it.
“A better angle,” she murmured, and then her face moved closer, out of focus, and her lips touched down on Sarah’s cheek.
Desire swam in her stomach, around and around, like a mixing bowl, sweeping things long forgotten from the sides: kisses, desire. Lust. All from a kiss on the cheek. For a fractured second, she wondered what Andi would do if she turned her head, a tiny bit. The smallest of movements and their lips would touch.
The camera clicked, the sound almost startling.
“That should be better.” Andi sat back and looked at the picture.
Sarah sat for a second longer. What the hell had just happened? She glanced at Andi, who was staring at the photo, a small wrinkle between her eyes. Nothing had just happened. Nothing. She was obviously a sex-starved single mum who was turning the most innocuous thing into something it wasn’t. The sooner she forgot about that the better.
She sat back against the couch. “Can I see?”
Andi handed the phone over. “The second one’s the best. We totes look like a loved-up couple.”
The first shot was only okay. There was a stiffness still to her shoulders and a gap between their bodies that a real couple wouldn’t have. The second shot made her gasp. She was staring at the camera, eyes wide and slightly bemused. Soft. A tiny smile, like she knew a secret, like she knew she was in love. And Andi, with her lips on Sarah’s cheek, was also looking at the camera—that made sense; she was the one taking the selfie, after all—but her expression was tender. As if Sarah mattered to her. As if she cared.
Her breath caught in her chest. What if that caring were real? Memories swamped her, not of Cait exactly, but the feelings of being with Cait, when she loved and was loved in return. When the world was rosy and bright and secure, and when Noa was a part of that love and their circle that would never be broken.
Until it was.
Sarah sighed. She and Cait were better off as friends—she didn’t want to return to what they had. But she wanted what they’d had together. Maybe it was time to sign up for the dating app again as Kristin kept suggesting. After all, this strange longing for Andi must only be because of their circumstances.
Andi’s fingers flew over her phone. “I’ve just sent it to you. Does Rosalind look at your social media? Maybe you should post it. Even if she doesn’t, if she gets a lawyer, you can bet they will.”
“Good…good idea. I’ll do that.” Her voice croaked.
“I guess I better too. For consistency and all that.”
“We better keep posting things if we start.” More posing. More fake kissing. More of the two of them together.
Once all this was over, she was definitely signing up for the dating app.
* * *
“Andi Barrons. Who calls a child Andi?” Rosalind held out her empty glass to Lionel.
He took it and went over to the drinks cabinet to pour a slug of gin in both their glasses. “Maybe it’s a nickname, but I don’t think it’s unusual these days.”
“We should have her investigated.” Rosalind took the offered glass. “Sarah’s obviously taken with her, but we don’t know her background. She’s caring for Noa, after all.”
“She seemed decent to me,” Lionel said. “Salt-of-the-earth type.”
“She’s a tradesperson, Lionel, and Sarah’s a secretary.”
“Admin assistant,” Lionel murmured.
“Call it what you will, but Noa’s a smart child. She needs to be guided toward the professions. A state primary school is all very well, but for Noa to realise her potential she’ll need a better education.”
“I went to a state school.” Lionel took a gulp of his drink. “And you never had a problem with that when we started courting.”
“You were already making a name for yourself in the banking world,” Rosalind said. “And having me by your side gave you extra polish. Just as we could do for Noa.” She leaned forward. “With Cait away, it falls to us to do the best for her.” Her lips twisted. “Surely it’s not too much to ask? It breaks my heart, Lionel, knowing that we could do so much for Noa yet not being able to.”
Lionel was silent for a moment. “She’s so little. She’s already having to cope with Cait being overseas. I agree we need to do our best for Noa, but I question the timing…now.”
Rosalind stood and went over to the french doors that led to the rear patio. She stared out at the manicured yard, the miniature spruce in their ornamental pots, the water feature surrounded by a spill of cascading plants. “Is there ever going to be a better time?” She directed her words to the patio.
“Cait said she cried every night for a month when we first sent her to boarding school.”
“We’re not doing that. St Philomena’s is close by. Noa can be a day pupil.”
“But she’d be living here.” Lionel swirled the ice in his glass. “She’s been used to living with Sarah. Coming here would be as upsetting for Noa as going to boarding school was for Cait. I’m not saying we shouldn’t assist, Rosie. I’m questioning the timing. I also think we need to wait until we hear from Cait. Make sure she’s in agreement.”
Rosalind swung around. “We don’t need to wait. Cait gave me her power of attorney.” She paced back to lower herself gracefully onto the chair next to Lionel. “Cait trusts us to do what is right.” She fixed her gaze on Lionel, until—as expected—he returned his stare to his empty glass.
“As you wish, Rosie.” He heaved himself to his feet. “I’ll be in my den until dinner.”
Rosalind watched him leave. Lionel would see that she was right and would support her, as he always did. It would be worth it when Noa was here with them. She’d be able to relate when her friends talked about their grandchildren.
She pursed her lips. This may be hard for Noa at first, but she would adapt and thrive—as Cait had done.



Chapter 14: 
A Way Through the Maze
ANDI ADJUSTED HER SHIN GUARDS for the final time, then ran out onto the field. The opposing player gave her a short nod, which Andi returned. She gripped her hockey stick and jigged from foot to foot, waiting for the umpire’s whistle.
When it came, she took off, racing forward on the wing, ahead of her opponent, ready to receive the ball.
By half time, her team was ahead by one goal, and Andi was mud-splattered and glowing under the floodlights. She’d missed this: the pulse-pounding, muscle-burning exertion, the thrill of outwitting her opponent. She’d missed her teammates, too, and the casual affection they shared. She’d only missed one match, but it felt like more.
When the final whistle blew, her team had won by two goals.
“Coming for beers?” Xan asked her.
“Of course.” Beer, wings, teasing, and good-natured insults, along with a dash of flirtation, was their standard post-match wind down. It would be good to have purely adult company with no Noa and her million questions. She slung an arm over Xan’s sweaty shoulders. “You owe me a beer for missing that sweet pass I sent you. If you’d been paying attention and not ogling the opposition’s defence, we’d have won four goals to one.”
“Bollocks.” Xan gave her a friendly shove. “Your pass was way off. I’d have had to run halfway to the car park to retrieve it.”
Andi snorted in amusement, then leaned in. “Don’t look now, but the Gold Strikers’ goalie is heading our way.” She nudged Xan. “All yours, mate. I’ll see you at the pub.” Grinning, she sauntered away. Yes, it was good to be around uncomplicated company.
* * *
“What colour are the ponies? Can we stroke them? Can we go fast?” Noa’s questions came thick and fast from the back seat.
Beside her, Opal giggled. “I want to ride a silver one.”
“Grey,” Sarah said from the driver’s seat. “Silver or white ponies are called grey. And I don’t know if there’s a grey one.” She slanted a glance at Andi, an eyebrow raised in question.
“You’ll have to wait and see.” Andi winked at Sarah.
The drive out to the Yarra Valley passed through Kinglake, recovered now after bushfires, and on to the little township of Toolangi. Sarah looked around. It was lovely out here, with towering grey-green gum trees and thick undergrowth. She should bring Noa out more often. They passed a general store where people were sitting outside drinking coffee.
“Turn left here.” Andi directed her up a dirt road that led into the forest.
She drove slowly, mindful of the car’s underbody, and followed Andi’s directions down a sloping dirt driveway that ended at an A-frame house. The kids tumbled out of the car, and Sarah followed. The house was built in a rustic fashion, with side wings that looked like the owner had added on extra rooms as the mood took them. A stable block, a huge shed, and sloping paddocks, crispy brown after the summer heat, rounded out what she could see.
A woman came out of the house. Her brown helmet of hair hugged her skull over a weather-beaten face. She wore jeans and a shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows and sturdy shoes.
“Hi, Miriam.” Andi stepped forward and hugged the older woman. “Thanks for doing this for us.”
“No worries. Been too long since you came to see me. Sometimes it seems like that city sucked you in and swallowed you whole. Now, who are your friends?”
Andi introduced Noa and Opal. “And this is Sarah.”
“Happy to meet you, Sarah. You’re the first girlfriend Andi’s shown on her Insta, so that must make you special.”
“Oh, I’m—”
“Special, yes.” Andi came up and slung her arm around Sarah’s waist.
“Which is why you want to make it special for Noa, too. I get it.” Miram turned to where Noa and Opal were leaning on the fence, watching the ponies grazing on the far side. “Let’s get going.” She picked up two halters. “Let me catch your ponies, girls. Andi, you come with me.”
Andi ducked through the fence with Miriam and walked across the paddock.
“So, is Sarah your person? Or are you still testing the waters?” Miriam’s shrewd blue eyes assessed her.
Andi swung the halter. “It’s not exactly what you think. It’s complicated.”
Miriam guffawed. “I wondered. You don’t have the comfortable look of a couple.”
Andi filed that information away. They’d have to work on that before they saw Rosalind next. The halter stilled in her hand. She was thinking like she was a long-term part of Sarah’s plan. Not someone who wanted to bail at the first opportunity.
“It’s to do with Noa,” she said. “I can’t tell you more.”
Miriam stopped, and when Andi halted, too, she gripped her forearms with both hands. “And the kid who no one wanted wants to help another kid.” Her eyes radiated kindness. “You’re a good person, Andi. But you know that.” She resumed walking. “Let’s get these animals before those kids bounce off the fence.” Swiftly, she caught the two she wanted, and, giving one to Andi to lead, returned to the kids.
“Now, if you want to ride, you first have to brush your pony so he doesn’t get itchy under the saddle. Birthday girl Noa, which would you like to ride?”
Noa’s head, wearing a new riding helmet—her birthday present from Andi—swivelled between the two. “That one, please.” She pointed to a tubby chestnut with a white blaze. It stood with pricked ears and a kind expression.
“That’s Comet. So, Opal, that means you get Blinky Bill.”
Andi stood beside Sarah as they watched Miriam teach the girls how to groom and tack up.
Sarah lowered her phone from where she’d been taking photos. “This is fantastic. They won’t forget this day in a hurry.”
“I’m sure they won’t. I still remember the first time I went riding.”
“When was that?”
Andi glanced at her. When had Sarah’s eyes appeared so luminous? “I was nine. And Miriam gave me my first lesson. It was very much like this.” She nodded toward where Miriam was now explaining to the kids how to mount.
“Was that where you grew up in Gippsland?”
“Yeah. Miriam would often look after me after school.” When Sheryl wouldn’t let me in the house. Or forgot to leave a key. No need to mention that to Sarah, though. “She let me ride in exchange for help with the animals.”
“You must have loved that.” Sarah’s gaze never left Noa as Miriam helped her and Opal into the saddles. While Opal shrieked and grabbed Blinky Bill’s mane, Noa was silent, and sat very still. One hand gripped the pommel, and the other stroked Comet’s neck. Then she looked up and across to where they stood, and the joy on her face clutched at Andi’s heart. The kid got it.
“Andi,” Miriam called. “Would you come and lead one of the ponies?”
“Sure.” Andi sauntered over. “I’ll lead Comet.”
Miram nodded and, leading Blinky Bill, set off for the sand arena.
“Okay?” Andi looked up at Noa.
Noa sat up straight and held the reins as Miriam had shown her. “Yeah. I said to Comet that I’ve never been on a horse before and asked him to be kind.”
“And you’re being kind to him.” Unlike Opal, who was still shrieking—whether with nerves or joy, Andi didn’t know.
“Am I sitting right?” Noa asked.
Comet was walking steadily, so Andi draped the lead rein over his neck and walked at Noa’s side, showing her how best to sit.
Noa flashed her a grin, and Andi’s heart turned over. What a great kid she was. Was Sarah videoing this? She looked across and yes, Sarah had her phone pointed in their direction. Andi gave her a thumbs up, then took the lead rein back and followed Miriam and her charge into the arena.
Sarah and Noa. They were a complete package. Some lucky woman would someday gain a gorgeous family.
Some lucky woman—but not her.
* * *
Sarah picked a sandwich from the picnic basket and resisted the urge to flip it open to see what was inside. The others had been great—why would this be any different? Mm. Chicken, brie, and salad. Hardly the simple sandwiches she normally made, but Noa and Opal were devouring them.
Andi had aced the party planning. From the pony riding, which was such a success, to this picnic in the grounds of a kid-friendly winery, picnic basket supplied, and with room for the kids to play, both in the adventure playground and a twisty hedgerow maze. Although Sarah suspected the most fun in the maze was had from sending up the “flares” for rescue which pin-pointed their location on the app on Sarah’s phone.
Andi had also carved Noa the wooden horse she kept asking for and said they could paint it whatever colour she wanted. Sarah suspected the finished horse would look exactly like Comet.
Opal reached for another sandwich. “This is fun, Sarah. Thank you for inviting me.”
“You’re welcome, Opal. Thank you for helping Noa celebrate her birthday.”
“And thank you, Andi,” Opal said. “Wanna have another go in the maze?” she asked Noa.
“Yeah.” Noa stood and took a sandwich in each hand. “In case we get really lost and have to wait a long time for you to find us.”
“Good idea,” Andi said. “Opal, you should take some too. Rescue could take a long time.”
As they walked away, Opal’s clear voice drifted back to them. “Is Andi your step-mum?”
Andi’s eyes opened wide, and Sarah motioned for her to stay silent. Her ears strained for Noa’s reply.
“Andi lives with us,” Noa said. “Mummy likes her a lot.”
She looked down at the picnic basket hoping to hide the heat in her cheeks.
“A lot, huh?” Andi’s voice held a tinge of amusement.
“Guess we’re doing a good job of pretending we’re partners then.” Sarah hoped she sounded offhand.
Andi shuffled closer and her warm fingers lifted Sarah’s chin. “Mm. We are.” She took a quick breath and moved nearer, and her lips came down gently on Sarah’s cheek, hesitated, then withdrew.
All Sarah’s breath seemed caught in her throat, as if the moment was frozen in time. Why had Andi done that? With no one around, no one who mattered to see. It was only a kiss on the cheek, she told herself. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. It had the outward trappings of a friendly kiss, but she sensed a deeper meaning behind it, as if Andi was exploring something.
She drew back and her gaze darted around Andi’s face. The butterflies were now line-dancing. Oh hell. With a deep breath, she turned to fully face Andi and rested her hands on those muscular forearms, one finger tracing the whorls of the sleeve tattoo. Then Sarah leaned in and kissed her on the lips.
Andi’s sharp intake of breath nearly made Sarah pull away. Had she misread? But then Andi pushed a hand into Sarah’s hair, splaying over the back of her head, and kissed her back. Firm, mobile lips teased Sarah’s, and she shuddered as a flick of Andi’s tongue tickled her mouth. Sparks shot deep into her belly, and the outside world was suddenly far, far away in another dimension. White noise filled her head and there was only Andi and how she kissed.
Then, with a small sigh, she was gone.
Sarah opened her eyes. Same bright, sunny day, same picnic blanket with the remains of the food, same sounds of laughter and shouting as kids tried to navigate the maze. Same Andi, even, although her face had a closed-in look, as if she wasn’t sure what she’d done.
Sarah looked away, over at the maze. Her pulse pounded an erratic beat, and the frozen feeling of having made a big mistake crept over her.
“Are you okay?” Andi sat back on the blanket and picked up her bottle of mineral water to take a mouthful.
“I’m fine. Should I apologise? I guess from how you’re looking now, I misread things.”
“Don’t apologise, Sarah. You caught me by surprise.” Her lips lifted into a smile and Sarah couldn’t look away.
“I thought…that is, you didn’t have to kiss me then. And, well, I wanted to kiss you.” She looked down at her hands twisting in her lap as heat flared in her cheeks. “As Noa said, I like you, Andi, and I guess having you around has turned that liking into something more. Now”—she got to her feet—“I wonder where those girls have got to? I didn’t get a flare notification.” Although a bomb could have dropped while she was kissing Andi and she wouldn’t have noticed.
Andi sat for a moment longer, then stood as well. “Let’s clear up the picnic. They’ll probably appear soon.”
Sarah gathered up the plates and cutlery and put them in the supplied bag. Normal. Appear normal. Try not to look like the sort of idiot who kisses someone who doesn’t want or need it. Don’t make it worse than it already is.
By the time Noa and Opal came running back, she’d almost succeeded.
“We got to the centre of the maze!” Noa shouted.
“And back out again,” Opal added.
“Well done. And in such perfect time too. It’s time to leave.”
Back in the car, Sarah drove steadily down the Melba Highway toward home. She glanced in the rear-view mirror. Noa was staring out of the window. Opal was already asleep.
“Did you enjoy your day, sweetie?” she asked.
“Yeah. It was the best ever. Comet was really kind. He looked after me. Andi did too, but Comet did mainly. Can we go again, Andi?”
“I’ll have to see,” Andi replied. She shot a glance at Sarah and lifted an eyebrow.
What was that supposed to mean? Was Andi asking Sarah’s permission, or was she thinking of their kiss? No. For sure, she would be thinking about an ice-cold beer, and maybe some time alone, away from kids and parents. Sarah needed to remember that.



Chapter 15: 
Apprentice Noa
ANDI WAITED OUTSIDE NOA’S SCHOOL. Sarah had sounded stressed when she’d called. Her boss had an urgent meeting the next day he’d only thought to tell her about after lunch, and he needed presentation booklets made up. He’d asked Tenielle to do them, but she’d gone home sick, so Sarah had to stay to complete the task. She’d begged Andi to collect Noa.
It had been a few days since Noa’s birthday outing. Rosalind and Lionel had backed off from their planned party and instead said they’d be arranging piano lessons for Noa’s present. Noa’s outraged expression said exactly what she thought of that.
Since the horse-riding outing, Andi hadn’t seen much of Sarah. She had left the house early each day, returning just in time for dinner and some awkward conversation before she’d headed for bed with a book. What Sarah did, she didn’t know.
It was all the fault of that kiss. Andi closed her eyes as the moment replayed itself behind her eyes for the umpteenth time. It was her fault. Because, if she was honest, her cheek kiss had been born of a warmth and a longing she couldn’t explain, even to herself. And certainly not to Sarah.
Andi shook her head to rattle the memory loose.
Kids started pouring out of the school gates and boarding the school buses or heading over to waiting parents. After a few minutes, Noa appeared, chatting with Opal and a boy. Her schoolbag sagged on her back. She said good-bye to her friends and walked over.
“Hi, Andi.” Her trusting smile made Andi grin in response.
She held out her hand. “C’mon, let’s get home.”
Home. She wasn’t sure when Sarah’s house had turned into home, but she only went to her yard now for work. The last time she’d gone into her studio, her nose had wrinkled at the musty smell. The minimalist style she’d always told herself she preferred seemed dull when compared with Sarah’s bright house.
“What are we gonna do? Can I ride my new bike?” Noa trotted alongside, her schoolbag bumping her bum at every step.
The bike had been Sarah’s birthday present to her.
“You’re going to do your homework as always. But after that, I need to go to my yard. You have to come too.”
“Whatcha gonna do there? Can I help?”
Memories of the last time Noa helped ran through her mind. She pushed them aside—Noa had left her things alone since. “Sure you can.”
Noa beamed. Her adult tooth was coming through to fill the gap, making her even more adorable. “I only have a bit of homework today. I hafta label countries on a map of the world.”
Once home, Noa settled at the dining table with her homework, a glass of water, and a banana. Andi looked around. The kitchen was messy from Sarah’s rush out the door that morning, so she put things away, washed, and wiped. Noa was still busy, so she went through the veggie drawer of the fridge and took a few rotten vegetables to the compost, then washed the drawer out.
Noa came up to her, a brightly coloured map of the world in her hand. “Can you check this for me?”
Andi sat on the couch, and Noa hung over her shoulder. A couple of countries were marked wrong. Should she correct them? She didn’t know. “Spain and France are wrong, but the rest are right.”
Noa took the sheet and went back to look them up. When she returned, Europe was restored to order.
“Go and change into old clothes that can get dirty and proper shoes, not sandals,” Andi said. “Then we’ll go.”
Once in the truck, Andi put the windows down and stuck her elbow on the sill. Noa sat in the passenger seat wearing one of Andi’s old work caps. It was too big and kept falling over her face, flattening her mousy-brown hair. Out of the corner of her eye, Andi watched as, with effort, Noa rolled down her window and rested her elbow on the sill as well. Despite the booster seat, she had to reach up to do it and looked very uncomfortable.
“Now people will think I’m a tradie like you.”
“They will.” Andi smothered a smile.
She parked the truck at her yard and went into her workshop. The particular paint she needed was at the back, under a stack of other cans.
“What can I do?” Noa asked.
Andi thought quickly. An occupied Noa was less likely to wreak havoc. “Go to the bench over there and find some new fluffy parts for my paint rollers.” She handed Noa the handles. “Two each to fit all these.”
She’d barely got the cans shifted when Noa came back with the rollers.
“Perfect!”
Noa beamed. “What else?”
“I’m going to hand sand some timber. You can help with that if you want, but you’ll have to wear a mask because of the dust.”
“Cool.”
Noa was very serious as she rubbed the narrow timber with sandpaper. Serious and careful. She wasn’t doing the best job—Andi would have to finish them herself when Noa wasn’t around—but she was having a fair crack at it.
“Are you gonna pay me for this?” Noa rubbed one of the rounded corners.
“Pay you?”
“Yeah. Jamal’s dad is a plumber an’ he pays Jamal two dollars to sort his washers into different sizes. And Mia’s mummy works in an office, and Mia gets three dollars to do her shredding, and three dollars to sort her stationary. I reckon this is more difficult than that.”
“I hadn’t thought.” What the hell? “You should pay me for looking after you. If you weren’t here, you’d be in after-school care.”
“I don’t have any money to pay you. Jus’ pocket money.”
Andi’s sympathy welled at the sight of her wide eyes over the mask. “Okay, as you’re doing a great job, let’s say I pay you for your help. How much do you think I should pay you?”
“I wrote a list when I finished my homework.” Noa put down the sandpaper and pulled a folded piece of paper from the pocket of her pants.
Andi took the crumpled sheet, unfolded it, and read: “$3 evry hour. Chippys from Maccas. Pony riding. A shirt saying Noa an a hat like yours.” She pretended to study it. “I can’t guarantee the pony riding. That’s up to Miriam. I can do the shirt and the hat.”
“What about the money?”
“Is this a fair rate? Maybe Jamal would help me for two dollars an hour.”
Noa thought. “Jamal is no good at painting things. An’ that’s what you do. So you need me.”
“Skilled labour.” Andi nodded. “You’re right; you have to pay more for people who know what they’re doing. So three dollars an hour is okay. That only leaves chips from Maccas in dispute. I think we have to refer that to my boss.”
“You’re gonna ask Mum.” Noa sighed. “She’ll say no.”
“If your mum says no, that’s a no from me too. What would your mum say yes to?”
“I’m allowed ice cream if it’s hot.”
“It’s hot today.” Andi smothered a smile.
“Yeah!”
“Do we have an agreement, Apprentice Noa?”
“Yeah.” Noa stuck out a hand and Andi solemnly shook it.
“Now, back to work. I want these three pieces of wood sanded before you stop work for the day.”
Noa stuck her hands on her hips, and Andi fought back a smile. She looked like Sarah in her boss-mum mode. “When do I get my shirt an’ hat?”
“I’ll order them for you tomorrow.”
“’Kay then.” She picked up the sandpaper again.
* * *
Andi detoured on the way home to an Italian ice cream shop she knew. She thought the fifty flavours would delight Noa, but she’d taken a cursory glance and picked strawberry. They sat outside on the bench watching the people scurry along the street.
Noa’s tongue swiped around the rim of her ice cream cone. She stared at the table. “Mumma is in Africa. It’s a long way away. I coloured it on the map for homework. I miss her.”
Mumma? Oh, she meant Cait. “I’m sure you do, and she must miss you too. But she’ll be home one day.”
“But that’s a long time away. I miss her now.” Noa’s ice cream dripped as she stared up at Andi. “Do you have a mummy?”
Oh no, no, no. How was she to answer this? “Everyone has a mummy of sorts.”
“Did she ever go away?”
Andi took a bite of her cone to avoid answering. If she said yes, then Noa’s next question would be to ask if she came back. And the answer wouldn’t reassure her. But she couldn’t lie to a child, could she? Not even to make her feel better? “I don’t really know my mother. My aunt raised me.”
Noa stared at the street, melted ice cream running over her fingers. “I don’t think Mumma is coming back. I think that’s why Nana wants me to go and live with her.”
Oh, shit, shit, how the hell do I respond? She wished hard for Sarah to materialise, sit down, take Noa’s hand, and reassure her that Cait loved her very much. That Sarah loved her even more, and she didn’t have to live with Rosalind, ever-at-all.
“Do you want to live with Nana and Poppi?” Andi’s skin prickled with the certainty she was totally ill-equipped to deal with an insecure child.
“No. Nana’s scary.”
Andi dropped the remainder of her ice cream in the bin and crouched in front of Noa. “Your mum doesn’t want you to live with Nana either. Your mum wants you to stay with her very, very much. Okay?”
“Okay,” Noa said in a small voice. “But Nana said she can look after me better than Mummy.”
Andi swallowed and wished for a glass of water. Don’t make promises you can’t keep. “I don’t think that’s true, do you?”
Noa shook her head and tears welled up in her eyes.
“Mumma will come home again. Then you’ll have your two mothers back. And in the meantime, you have your mum.”
“An’ you?”
Oh fuck. But Noa was looking at her with tears in her eyes and a wobbling lower lip, and instantly Andi was back on the landing at Polks Hill, listening to her mother and aunt arguing over who’d take on the job of looking after her. In her mind, she clutched the railings of the stairs and knew what it was like to be unwanted, a burden. Unloved. She’d been too scared to cry, too miserable to do anything except wonder what would happen if neither of them took her.
Andi held out her arms to Noa, who scooted in and wrapped her arms tightly around Andi’s neck. Ice cream dripped down Andi’s back, sticky through her shirt, but she didn’t care.
“I’m here for you, too, Noa. As long as you and your mum want me around.” Her fingers trembled as she clasped Noa. Why did I say that? She opened her mouth to qualify the comment, but closed it again, words unsaid. She could almost taste the rejection of her seven-year-old self in Noa’s desperate grip.
Noa sniffled and buried her face in Andi’s shoulder. “I thought Mumma didn’t want me and that’s why she went to Africa. I thought you didn’t want me…you jus’ want Mummy, so I thought I’d have to go to Nana’s.”
She wished hard for someone who knew what to do in situations like this to tap her on the shoulder and put words in her mouth. “Your mum would choose you over me every time.” Even with that kiss—a kiss she’d tried hard to push from her mind, without success. “And I like you. Didn’t I just make you my apprentice?”
More melted ice cream made its sticky way down her back as Noa pulled back from the hug to look her in the face.
“Yeah. A ’prentice has to learn stuff for years and years, so I guess you’re gonna stay.”
The panic of inadequacy churned in Andi’s gut. How did anyone ever decide to have a child with all the responsibility and care they entailed? You couldn’t just walk away—unless you were Gwen—but most people, most decent, caring, loving people… Well, they stayed, and put their lives on hold, and tried their best to raise a good kid. A net of responsibility tightened around Andi’s throat. It had seemed like a nothing thing to step in and help Sarah. But now… It felt like a noose—everything she’d never wanted. But Noa must never know how she felt. Never.
She pushed down her disquiet and dragged up a smile. “Yeah. I guess I’m gonna stay.”



Chapter 16: 
In the Night-time
SARAH TURNED ON TO HER back, trying to get comfortable on the couch. Each night she spent here, it seemed the seat cushions got thinner, the gaps between them wider, the springs of the couch saggier. They probably were. After all, this was a couch for sitting, not meant for a seventy-kilogram adult to sleep on for weeks.
She rested a folded arm behind her head and stared up at the ceiling. The rest of the house was quiet. Noa had fallen asleep, tired out after what sounded like a busy time with Andi. She’d hugged Sarah hard when she got home, clinging for a longer time than usual before chattering about how she was now Andi’s apprentice and would be earning money.
Andi had winked and said she’d give her the details later.
Outside the living area, the garden shone silver in the moonlight. Sarah thought about getting up for a cup of herbal tea, but that would just make her get up again thirty minutes later to pee. She turned on her side. Her neck twinged, her hip ached, and her shoulder felt like it was digging through to the floor. She probably would be more comfortable on the floor.
With a sigh, she rose and went to stand by the french doors. There’d been nothing more from Cait. Sarah’s e-mail with the selfie of her and Andi had gone unanswered. But Rosalind had been silent, too, and that was what had her stomach twisted into knots any Girl Guide would be proud of. Had Rosalind given up? Maybe. But most likely not. What Rosalind wanted, Rosalind got, whether it was a fresh cup of tea if the first one wasn’t up to her standards…or a child.
Sarah turned back to the room and eyed the couch. No way was she getting any sleep on that thing. She’d put the cushions on the floor and sleep there. Her thick yoga mat was in her bedroom wardrobe. If she had that, she’d be a lot more comfortable. She rotated her shoulders, trying to ease the kinks as she thought. Andi was no doubt asleep. She could probably sneak in and grab the mat without waking her.
Mind made up, Sarah padded quietly up the hall. She paused at Noa’s door, but all was quiet. Andi’s door was shut. Sarah turned the handle and entered the room like a thief. She glanced at Andi in the bed, sprawled on her front, taking up most of it. The covers were around her waist, and she wore a loose singlet, which had risen up. Her back was free of tattoos, but the sleeve on her arm stood out against the white sheets.
She’d be difficult to share a bed with.
Where had that thought come from? Sarah stopped and stared at the woman in her bed. Andi was gorgeous. And she kissed so gorgeously too.
Sarah closed her eyes. She’d managed—mostly—to push the memory of that kiss from her mind, and certainly she’d glossed over how stupid she’d been to instigate it. But it had been an amazing kiss.
She went to the wardrobe and slid open the door. The outline of the rolled yoga mat was visible on the top shelf. She tugged, but it didn’t budge. Another yank, and it came out in a rush, knocking over a box of old costume jewellery that was next to it. The box landed with a clatter on the polished boards.
“Who’s there?” Andi’s voice sounded like a pistol shot.
Sarah turned. The bedside light came on, revealing Andi sitting up in bed. A rustle as she swung her legs over the side and snapped to full alert.
“Sarah.” Relief threaded Andi’s voice. “You startled me. Is everything all right?”
“Yes, sorry, I tried not to wake you. I wanted this.” She lifted the yoga mat. “That couch is terrible for sleeping, so I’m going to try the floor.”
“That doesn’t sound much better.”
“It’s that, or sleep on the deck. I’ll be fine.” She stooped and scooped up the jewellery then shoved it back in the cupboard.
Andi stood and came over. Sarah averted her eyes from the boxer shorts that revealed so much of her long legs. The rainbow lettering tattoo caught her eye again, but she could still only make out Stay S.
“I feel guilty. I’m here in your very comfortable bed and you’re wrecking your back on the couch from hell.”
She shrugged. “It’s okay most of the time.”
“You’re a good liar.” Andi’s fingers lifted and pushed back the strands of hair that hung over Sarah’s face. “I’ve seen you wincing as you stretch in the mornings.”
“It eases as I move around.” Andi’s fingers on her face sent trickles of heat over her skin.
“Still. Surely there’s somewhere better? I understand your reasons for not wanting to bunk in with Noa, but maybe we could borrow or buy a sofa bed?”
“I thought of that. But I didn’t think it would be needed for long.” She focussed on Andi’s face, ignoring the drizzle of sensation her fingers were causing.
“Yet here we are, weeks later.” Andi dropped her hand. “It seems stupid. I’m in your queen bed, and you’re on the couch. Surely we could share the bed?”
“Share it?” Realising she sounded like an outraged parent, she modulated her tone. “The way you were sprawled all over it when I came in, I don’t think there’s any room for me.”
“I don’t usually sleep like that. Not if there’s someone with me.”
Jeez Louise! Sarah dragged a deep breath as the image of a naked Andi surged in her mind. What exactly was Andi suggesting? The kiss they’d shared at the winery rose in her mind. One kiss. One sweet, definitely sensual, nearly passionate kiss. Was she suggesting a continuation of that kiss…something more?
“What sort of sharing do you mean, Andi?”
“I’m suggesting two friends sharing a bed, as I’m sure you’ve done with Kristin. Two friends, one bed. Expediency, nothing more.”
“We kissed.” Her face heated like a campfire. “Do we ignore that?”
“Do you want to?”
“We should. I know I was the one who kissed you, but you responded. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. It’s made things awkward. I’ve been trying to ignore it. But it’s hard…” Her voice sank to a whisper.
“I like you a lot, Sarah. If you want more, I would so very much like that. I keep remembering our kiss.” An indrawn breath. “I can’t forget it, to be honest. But, while we’re talking like this, I need to say that even though Noa’s awesome, this wouldn’t—couldn’t—be any sort of long-term thing for me.”
“Because of Noa?”
Andi turned away slightly, and her profile was shadowy in the dark room. Pensive. “Yeah, because of Noa. I told her I’d be there for her. She was upset, and it seemed like the right thing to say. And I will be—while she wants me. But I’m not parent material in the long term. And that’s what you would be considering.”
“You’re great with Noa.” Sarah’s head spun. Andi wanted her, but couldn’t commit because she’d be a bad parent? Maybe it was the early morning hour, or maybe Andi wasn’t explaining everything.
“She needs more than I can give. I think you need more, too.”
“What do you mean?” Sarah tried to absorb what Andi wasn’t saying. “There are no guarantees with any of this.”
“No. It’s just that…children don’t take well to people they love walking out on them. They overhear things. They put their own interpretation on things. Noa’s already worried because Cait’s gone away.”
“She knows why. She was told Cait would be back in a year.”
“A year’s a long time when you’re only eight. When she was upset, she told me she thinks you’ll choose me over her and that’s why she has to live with Rosalind.” Andi passed a hand over her hair, which hung over her forehead. “I’m sorry, I should have told you that before. I told her you would choose her over anyone else. But she still worries, I think. And she asked if I was going to leave too.”
Sarah sat on the edge of the bed with a thump. Noa thought she would abandon her for Andi? She gathered the doona in her fist and bent her head. “How could she think that? Of all things…the one thing I’d never do.” She raised her head, the urge to go to Noa’s room and gather her sleeping daughter in her arms beating in her chest.
She took a deep breath, then another. “What did you say to her in reply?”
Andi spread her hands. “What could I say? I said I’d be around as long as she wanted me. I knew it was the wrong thing to say at the time, but what else could I have said?”
“There’s no magic formula for dealing with kids. Noa likes you.” She bit her lip. Maybe that was the wrong thing to say, when Andi appeared to be teetering on the brink of emotional withdrawal. And it was definitely the wrong thing to say in other ways. She shut her eyes for a moment, then opened them. “I take that back. I sounded like the entitled parent who thinks their kid’s needs override those of anyone else.”
“Can I get comfortable?” Andi swung her legs up without waiting for an answer. “Serious conversations in the dark need comfort.”
Sarah scooted over to the other side of the bed, pushing the pillows behind her back and stretching her legs out in front of her, crossed at the ankles.
The curtains were open enough to let a dim orange glow from the streetlight enter the room. “Poor Noa. I want to wake her up and hug her close right now. She’s my life, Andi. No one else comes close.”
Andi reached out a hand, took Sarah’s, and placed them both on her own thigh.
The warmth and softness of Andi’s skin radiated into her palm. Sarah concentrated on not stroking that supple thigh. How totally inappropriate that would be.
“I know. The love shines out of you. Noa’s a lucky kid.” Andi bent her head and squeezed Sarah’s hand tighter.
“So what are you saying?” Sarah sorted through Andi’s words in her head.
“That while I’d like to follow up on that kiss we had, it’s not a good idea. For both of us, but also for Noa. It’s another layer of complication between us.”
For a few moments there was silence. Sarah stared at Andi’s hand clasping her own. The kiss replayed itself in her head, but, also, Noa telling Andi she thought Sarah would send her away. Oh Noa. Her heart cracked a little. Why didn’t Noa tell her that?
And Andi. So adamant she didn’t want a child in her life, but so caring of that child that she didn’t want to cause upset when she inevitably left. Sarah mulled over the words. There was a piece of this missing. Why was Andi so adamant she didn’t want kids?
Sarah pushed that thought aside. It wasn’t her business. People didn’t want kids for all sorts of reasons, and it was no one’s choice but their own. It wasn’t something that should be influenced. “Do you have brothers or sisters?”
“No. Just me.”
“And your parents?”
Even in the dim light, she saw Andi’s jaw clench. A muscle twitched on one side. “I was raised mainly by my aunt.” The words had a tight, clipped sound.
Back off.
For a few minutes more, Sarah relaxed back against the pillows. It really was a comfortable bed. Even with the yoga mat, the hard floor of the living area seemed very unappealing. Her eyelids drooped and she forced them open. “I better go and try to sleep. It’s nearly two.”
“Stay.” Andi scooted over and flipped back the covers, sliding underneath. “We can share a bed as two friends. Seriously, what can we do at two in the morning when we’re both so tired? You may as well have a good sleep for the rest of the night.”
Sarah nodded. She was just so tired. She slid down and under the covers. The familiar comfort of her own bed enveloped her. Even Andi’s long length on the other side wouldn’t keep her awake for long. There was a decent gap between their bodies—Andi must be hugging the edge. How long since she’d shared a bed with anyone? There’d only been Kristin a couple of times since Cait. And Cait had been a sprawler who tossed and turned, so Sarah had stayed on her side of the bed.
She turned on her side, facing away from Andi. Even so, awareness of her presence made her skin tingle. She was centimetres away. How was she lying? On her side, facing the edge? Or was she on her back, her hand above her head, eyes open in the darkness. Or was she watching Sarah, her knees curled up, narrowing the gap between them?
She wouldn’t look, wouldn’t push back to find out. No, she’d lie here and enjoy the pillowy comfort of her bed and the first decent sleep in weeks.
Andi’s breathing wafted softly in the quiet room. Was she already asleep? Sarah’s skin prickled with a sort of tension—or was it anticipation? She pressed her head more firmly to the pillow. This hyperawareness was only because she hadn’t shared a bed with anyone except Kristin for years. That was all it was. The politeness of keeping to her own space.
But it wasn’t that at all. The realisation beat in Sarah’s mind. She pushed her hand under the pillow. What if she turned to face Andi, sighed as if she was asleep, mumbled something incomprehensible, and curled up to her side, pressed her face to Andi’s shoulder? What would happen then?
She squeezed her eyes tight shut. Nothing would happen. Nothing could happen. Sarah concentrated on breathing quietly, waiting for the storm surge to quell in her blood so sleep could overtake her.



Chapter 17: 
The Hounds
“BEER.” KRISTIN PUT DOWN A dozen small bottles on the countertop and grinned at Andi. “It’s your turn to order pizza. It seems like forever since we’ve done this. Where’s Sarah?”
“Not home from work yet. Her boss kept her late again.” Andi pulled the bottle opener from the drawer and flipped the top from two beers.
“But Noa’s here.”
Andi glanced out to the yard where Noa was rearranging the stones in the mandala. “I collected her from school.”
“You? Ms Forever Childfree?”
“Being childfree doesn’t mean I won’t help out a friend. Noa’s a good kid.”
Kristin’s gaze softened. “She is.” She switched her stare to Andi. “How’s it going for you two? Living together.”
“Fine. Pretty well actually. Sarah’s easy company.”
“Now she recognises it!” Kristin took her beer and slurped a mouthful. “I’ve always told you how lovely Sarah is and how you should totally date her—for real. Not this pretend stuff.”
“You make it sound so easy.” Andi put the rest of the beers in the fridge. It meant she didn’t have to look at Kristin’s knowing face.
“Have there been any moments when you looked into each other’s eyes and the sparks leaped like the Easter bilby? Any accidental touches as you both reach for the kettle at the same moment? Sweet moments in a darkened room as you both watch Noa sleep?”
“You read way too many romance novels.” Andi shifted, momentarily uncomfortable in her own skin as she recalled last night’s conversation in the dark. Sarah sleeping next to her. How she’d woken later in the night, unused to someone in the bed with her and watched Sarah’s sleeping face for a few moments. How relaxed and peaceful she’d looked. How beautiful.
“You can’t blame me for wanting to live vicariously through my friends. There’s fuck all fucking in my life right now.”
Andi huffed a laugh. “Should I throw those same questions back at you about your housemate? How’s Tariq during the reach-for-the-beer-together moments, the accidental-walk-in-at-a-personal-time-in-the-bathroom moments? Or the good old my-back-aches-can-I-have-a-massage moments?”
“Now who’s been reading the romance novels?” Kristin sniggered. “None of those with Tariq. He’s too focussed on his studies, work, and sending money home to his family. Don’t worry, I’ll quiz Sarah when she gets home.”
Andi gazed at the benchtop to hide her pink cheeks. And what would Sarah say? Would she mention their kiss? That they’d shared the bed last night?
Noa wandered in from the backyard. “Can I have something to eat, Andi?”
“Sure. You sit there and talk to Kristin—I’m sure you’ll find it educational—and I’ll make you a snack.”
“No carrots.” Noa made a face.
“The trade-off is then you get double apple.”
“’Kay.”
Andi pulled out some crackers and hummus, sliced an apple, put it all on a plate, and set it down by Noa.
“I’m starving too,” Kristin said. “But I’ll wait for pizza. I hope Sarah comes home soon.”
As if on cue, a key sounded in the lock, and then Sarah burst in, dumping her work bag on the couch, and pulling her jacket off almost in the same movement. She swooped down to kiss Noa on the top of her head. “Hello, sweetie. Good snack you’ve got.”
“Andi made it.”
“Andi’s a good person.” Sarah turned to the others and held out her arms. “Girlfriends! I am happy to see you.”
“Humph.” Andi pretended to glare. “You’re happy to see those beers.” She pulled a fresh one from the fridge, levered off the top, and passed it to Sarah.
“That may be true. But it’s Friday, I have a beer in my hand, my darling daughter and my best friends in the house, and any second now, one of you will say the pizza is ordered.”
“Nope. We weren’t sure when you’d get out of jail. But we can order now.” Andi couldn’t help but smile at Sarah’s enthusiasm. She was gorgeous when her face lit with happiness from the small things that made up an evening with friends. She held up her beer bottle and clinked with Kristin and Sarah. “To good friends and good people.”
Andi glanced sideways at Sarah, who was looking at her, too. Their eyes met, then Sarah blinked, and her glance slid away. Was she uncomfortable about last night? She’d been sleeping when Andi crept out of bed before six. Sarah had moved in the night and faced inwards, one hand loosely curled by her head on the pillow, her chest rising and falling in slow breaths.
“So, Sarah,” Kristin began. “Andi here says that—”
“Uh-uh.” Andi tapped a pattern on the countertop. “That’s talk for later. Or not at all.” She shot a meaningful glance at Noa, drawing patterns in her hummus with the corner of a cracker.
“Sorry.” Kristin said. She glanced at Sarah. “Is your grumpy-guts boss paying you overtime for tonight?”
Sarah lifted a shoulder. “I won’t ask. He’s flexible with my hours to allow for Noa—most of the time, anyway.”
“And how many hours extra have you worked this week? I hear Ms Childfree here collected Noa.”
“I know, Kristin. I give more than I get. But there’s a lot to make up for it. I can walk to work—”
“But you don’t, as you have to take the car so you can collect Noa.”
“The pay’s okay.”
“It’s okay, yeah. But you could do better.”
“Can we change the subject?” Sarah’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I know I could do better, but this job works for me and for Noa. I don’t need the extra stress right now.”
“I’m sorry.” Kristin reached out and rubbed the back of Sarah’s hand. “You’re right. I’ll zip my lip, drink more beer, and dream about pizza.”
Sarah gave a wonky smile. “Thanks.”
Andi hunched her shoulders. Was Sarah’s tight demeanour to do with worry about her job and Rosalind? Or had last night something to do with it? She didn’t know. But she wanted to ease it, to smooth away the worry lines bracketing Sarah’s eyes and touch her lips to Sarah’s forehead in comfort.
Noa finished her snack and brought the plate to the counter. She leaned against Sarah’s knee. “Can I watch TV?”
“Until the pizza comes. No longer.”
“’Kay.” Noa wandered off to settle in front of the TV, the remote in her hands.
Kristin shot her a glance, then stuck her elbows on the counter. “So, Sarah, Andi here is tighter than your boss’s wallet and she’s not saying much about how you two are rubbing along. Or is ‘rubbing’ a bad word to use?” She snickered.
“Behave.” Sarah smacked her arm. “The only rubbing is on the dishes in the sink.”
“Shame.” Kristin chortled. “But seriously, it’s going okay?”
Andi turned to the fridge to get more beers. If Sarah was eyebrow-signalling Kristin, it was better she didn’t see.
“I think so. But you should probably ask Andi; it’s harder on her than me.”
“Apart from your back on the couch.”
No, no, don’t go there, Kristin.
There was a moment of silence. “The couch is fine, once you get used to it. Shall I order the pizza? I’m starving.”
“I’ll order,” Andi said. “The usual?”
“You even have to ask? The number’s on the fridge.”
Awkward moment averted by food. Seemed that worked for most things. Andi went to get her phone and order the pizza, and when she returned Sarah and Kristin were talking about their netball team.
“You should try out, Andi.” Sarah said. “We need tall people. Most of our team are ducks: arses near the water.”
“No coordination. I’m a hopeless catcher.”
“No one can miss a netball.” Sarah picked a mandarin which was lying on the counter. “Here, catch.” She threw it toward Andi.
Andi grabbed for it, missed, and the fruit bounced off her hand and hit her empty beer bottle with a dull ‘pong’, knocking it over. The dregs spilled onto the counter.
“See?” She got a cloth and wiped up the liquid.
“A mandarin isn’t a netball. You’re not off the hook. And you play hockey.”
“Totally different coordination skills.”
Sarah turned to Kristin. “Remember Lolly? She was taller than you, Andi, and she could catch and shoot like a dream in practice. Never missed. Put her in a match—even the most lowkey and friendliest of games—and she’d drop the ball every time. It’s not like we’re a competitive side—there was really no pressure.”
“Not from us,” Kristin agreed. “You couldn’t be worse than her, Andi.”
“I’d rather not find out.” Andi grinned to take the sting from the words.
“Okay, no netball. Got it,” Sarah said. “We can stick to pizza eating and beer drinking. And your very short fan club of one, who says you’re getting her a shirt with her name on it. Is that right?”
“I did mention it, but I haven’t done anything about it.”
“With a shirt like that, if she’s no good as a decorator’s assistant, she can always get a job in the local auto parts.” Sarah grinned. “What on earth made you agree to making her your apprentice?”
Andi shrugged. “I’m a sucker for a cute kid?”
“Don’t buy it,” Kristin said. “You refuse to come around when Tariq’s niece visits.”
“She’s a horror. The only time I met her, she climbed into my truck, found my lunch, and took a bite from every sandwich and biscuit.”
Sarah laughed. “Your sandwiches are the healthiest of anyone’s. There can’t have been enough junk in them for her.”
“Maybe. I didn’t want to eat them after she’d mangled them, so I went hungry. Noa hasn’t stolen my food—yet.”
“She won’t. Not if you give it to her first!” Sarah propped her chin on her hands. “I can’t believe there’s been nothing more from Rosalind. Maybe Cait got through to her and called off the hounds?”
“Wouldn’t Cait have told you that though?” Andi watched as Sarah pushed her hair behind her ears. The white streak fell forward again, glinting in the overhead light. Andi’s fingers itched to tuck it back behind her ear.
“She would. But I haven’t heard from her since she said she’d support me.”
“A lawyer would send a letter, I’d think,” Kristin said.
“There’s been nothing in the mailbox.”
Noa came across from the couch. “I’m hungry.”
“Pizza won’t be long, sweetie.” Sarah ruffled Noa’s hair.
“So no letter,” Andi said.
“There was a letter.” Noa looked up at her. “I took it out of the box. The day I became your apprentice.”
Sarah’s wide eyes met Andi’s over Noa’s head. Her face instantly held a pinched, worried look. “What did you do with the letter, Noa?”
“Um…. I think it’s in Andi’s truck. I put it in the door pocket.”
Andi slipped from the stool without a word and went to find her truck keys. The passenger side pocket was jammed with all sorts of oddments: a tyre gauge, dust masks, lip salve, a couple of muesli bars…and jammed in the corner, a stiff white envelope bearing the logo of David Sutherland and Associates. Shit. Andi smoothed the envelope out. It was addressed to Ms Sarah Santoro. She locked the truck and turned to go back into the house.
“Pizza!” The delivery guy opened the front gate.
Andi paid him, took the pizza inside, and set it down on the counter.
At Sarah’s questioning look, she gave a short nod.
Sarah’s face lost all colour and she swallowed hard. “Can I have it?”
Andi’s glance flicked to Noa, who was eyeing the pizza boxes. “Maybe we should eat first.”
Sarah’s face flickered into a grimace. It was probably supposed to be a smile. “You’re right.” Her hand gathered the hem of her shirt into her fist.
Without a word, Kristin rose and got plates, hot sauce, and the roll of kitchen towel. “Let’s eat, guys.”
“Yeah!” Noa sat on a stool and opened the nearest pizza box. “Yuck, olives. That’s grown-up pizza.” She opened the other box.
Andi shot a glance at Sarah, frozen on the stool. “Noa, don’t forget to wash your hands first, then get yourself a glass of water before you sit down.” Once Noa went to do that, Andi moved to sit next to Sarah. “Normal, remember, for Noa’s sake.” She covered Sarah’s hand with her own. It trembled underneath hers and she clasped it tightly. “Whatever that letter says, it can wait until we’ve eaten, and Noa’s gone to bed, right? I know it’s hard, but you need to stay strong a little longer for Noa. Kristin and I are here for you.”
Sarah managed a tight nod, and when Noa returned, she drew her into a tight hug by her side.
“I love you, too, Mummy. Can I have two pieces?” Noa asked.
“As long as you eat the crusts and not just the good parts.” Sarah’s voice shook slightly.
Andi squeezed Sarah’s hand again, releasing it only to put pizza on everyone’s plate.
Noa and Kristin chattered as they ate, Kristin asking Noa about school and giving silly answers to make her giggle. Sarah picked at her food, barely managing half a slice.
Andi’s heart turned over at Sarah’s tense demeanour. That bloody Rosalind. Whatever the letter said, she already knew it wouldn’t be good news. Nobody engaged a lawyer to say everything was peachy.
When Noa was done, Sarah stood. “Dinner was later than usual, Noa, so it’s bedtime. If you go now you can read in bed for ten minutes longer.”
“Kristin, will you read to me? Please? It’s a book about a red tractor.”
“How can I resist a red tractor?” Kristin said. “They’re my absolute favourite.”
“You get ready and call out when you’re in bed, Noa, and Kristin will come and read to you,” Sarah said.
“’Kay.” Noa disappeared.
Sarah’s breath whooshed out and she rested her elbows on the counter and put her head in her hands.
Kristin shot a meaningful, lowered-brows look at Andi. “You know what to do,” she mouthed.
Andi put a tentative hand on Sarah’s shoulders. Her heart thumped erratically. This felt like more than comforting a friend. If it was a friend’s support Sarah needed, Kristin should have jumped in. She was Sarah’s best friend, after all.
But then Sarah gulped and raised her head, and Andi’s discomfort melted like Noa’s ice cream. What was it about Sarah and her daughter that was doing this to her? Stoic was blowing out the window and down the yard. “Stay strong. It might not be as bad as we think.” She slid her arm further around Sarah’s shoulders.
Sarah leaned in, resting back against Andi’s body. “Or it might be worse.”
Kristin pushed the letter across the counter. “Open it. Then at least you know. And Andi’s right. While it’s unopened, you’re imagining the worst. So opening it won’t make it any worse.”
“Can you open it?” Sarah asked. She pushed closer to Andi, resting her head on Andi’s shoulder.
Kristin nodded. She took a knife from the drawer and slit the top neatly, removed the papers and unfolded them.
“Dear Ms Santoro,” she read. “It’s headed Our clients: Lionel and Rosalind Bancroft: Application for full custody of Noa Katherine Bancroft.”
Sarah gasped. “That’s as bad as it can get.”
Andi closed her eyes. It was a total shitstorm. The memory of Noa saying she didn’t want to live with Rosalind flashed into her mind. “Read on, Kristin.”
Kristin cleared her throat. “We refer to the above.” She grimaced. “Why do lawyers always state the bloody obvious? We act for Lionel and Rosalind Bancroft, and enclose by way of service an application filed today in the Federal Circuit and Family Court of Australia for a parenting order under Part VII of the Family Law Act 1975 (“Application”). The Application seeks to obtain full custody of our clients’ granddaughter, the child Noa Katherine Bancroft (“Child”) in accordance with the wishes of our clients’ daughter, Cait Eleanor Bancroft, the Child‘s mother. In this regard, we note that our clients hold Power of Attorney for Ms Bancroft’s affairs while she is overseas. It is our clients’ strong belief that the Child’s emotional and financial wellbeing will be better served in the care of her natural grandparents. You have twenty-eight (28) days to respond to the Application. That’s it.” Kristin looked up. “There’s a separate document in legalese which must be the Application.”
For a moment, there was silence. Andi tightened her grip around Sarah and pressed a kiss to her hair. “We’ll fight this. You have Cait’s e-mail saying she supports you. Maybe that will be enough to get them to back off.”
“Maybe,” she said in a small voice.
“Hey.” Andi unwound her arms from around Sarah and gripped her shoulders so she could see her face. “We can start with that. If we have to get a lawyer, then that’s what we do.”
Sarah’s throat worked. “We?”
Yes, she had said that. It hadn’t been deliberate; the words had just come. We could get a lawyer. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m playing fake partner and step-mum a little too seriously.”
“No, it’s okay. I need all the people I can get in my corner.” For long moments, they stared at each other. 
Andi’s body pulsed with her heartbeat, slow and steady.
“I’m in bed.” The call came from Noa’s room.
Kristin cleared her throat. “That’s my cue for the red tractor. Not that you two will miss me. I’m glad.”
She disappeared toward Noa’s room.
“I’m glad you’re here,” Sarah whispered. “If it was just me, alone, trying to be strong, trying to keep it all from Noa, I don’t know how I’d manage. Thank you.”
Andi went to the sink and poured two glasses of water so she didn’t have to see the entreaty in Sarah’s eyes. What have I done? It seemed like she’d signed up to be in this for the long haul. And it was all her own doing—she’d got herself involved in this. Lawyers didn’t just evaporate overnight. A twist of anxiety pushed into her throat. Wasn’t this what she had avoided for so long? Getting involved with kids. With someone with a kid. But it was a bit late to think that now; she couldn’t leave Sarah alone to face this. She returned to Sarah and handed her one of the glasses of water.
“Thanks.” Sarah drained the glass. “This situation has only been going a few weeks, but it already feels like some twisted nightmare I can’t escape.”
“It will end.” Andi ached to hold her again, to absorb her worry. She stared down the hall, half-hearing Kristin’s voice rising and falling as she read the story. “We’ll get through this.”
Oh, how she hoped that was true.



Chapter 18: 
Setting Boundaries
KRISTIN RETURNED WHEN NOA WAS asleep. Sarah sat on the couch and listened as Kristin and Andi made a determined effort at light conversation. But alone, without the comfort of Andi’s arms around her, it was harder to keep her dark thoughts at bay. What could she possibly do against Rosalind and Lionel’s wealth? Money did talk; rich people got the best lawyers and would doubtless pay for the best experts to assess Noa and reach an “unbiased” decision that she would be better and happier with her grandparents.
It felt like hours but was probably only thirty minutes or so when Kristin rose and said she’d head home. She hugged Sarah at the door. “I’m here for you,” she whispered. “And you have Andi. She cares, I think, more than even she knows.”
They were just comforting words, a soothing background for the turmoil in her head. But she said, “Thanks,” anyway and clutched Kristin to her for a moment.
Back inside, Sarah wrapped the pizza leftovers and put them in the fridge.
“Pizza for breakfast,” Andi said. “Noa will be thrilled.”
“So would I be. Normally.”
“We need a plan.” Andi picked up the empty bottles and put them in the recycling. “First, try to contact Cait again. She’s your best hope of ending this soonest. But also, find out how we respond to the application, see if we need a lawyer. Maybe you could follow up with Legal Aid.”
“I’ll e-mail Cait in the morning. Then I’ll try calling the aid organisation again to see if they can get a message to her.”
“I’ll look online to see what I can find out about the application.”
“I wonder if Rosalind will try to see Noa.” Sarah collected the dirty plates and loaded the dishwasher.
“I think we assume she will. I wonder if she has us under surveillance?”
“I hope not.” Sarah looked around the kitchen. It wasn’t exactly tidy, but it would do. “I think I need to go to bed.”
“Okay.” Andi stopped, cloth in hand.
The memory of the previous night flashed through Sarah’s mind. How comfortable she’d been. How safe she’d felt. And the tingle of attraction that had her clutching the side of the bed in case she did something stupid in her sleep, such as move toward Andi in the night. She sucked her lip. Should she ask to share again? Andi probably wanted the space to herself. But Andi was looking at her with a twisted sort of longing, as if she, too, didn’t know how to offer.
“Can I—?” Sarah began.
At the same time, Andi said, “Would you—?” She stopped. “You first.”
“I was wondering if you’d mind if I slept in the bed tonight,” Sarah said. “I’d like not to be alone, lying in the dark, with my mind spinning. If you don’t want that, just say so.”
Andi chuckled, a rich, dark wine sound that rippled down Sarah’s spine. “That’s what I was going to offer.” She moved closer and her fingers lifted the silver streak of hair and tucked it gently behind Sarah’s ear.
She shivered as Andi’s fingers brushed her cheek. Andi was so close, her eyes huge and dark in the dim lighting, her hair like a soft, black pelt, begging to be touched. What would it matter if she touched it? Andi was close enough that her breath puffed warmly on her face, and her fingers dropped from Sarah’s cheek to rest lightly on her neck. Surely Andi must feel how her pulse leaped and skittered.
Sarah swayed forward. After tonight and all it had brought, surely she could have one kiss for comfort, one gentle kiss that showed her someone cared. She licked her upper lip, took a breath, and leaned forward, fitting her lips to Andi’s.
“Sarah—” Andi’s words were swallowed up in a gasp of surprise.
Why was she surprised? They had kissed before—a kiss Sarah had also instigated. Surely Andi must realise the intent behind this. And then all rational thought evaporated in a flash. Andi’s hesitation vanished, and Sarah found herself being kissed back. Thoroughly kissed. One hand pushed into Sarah’s hair, anchoring her head, and the other grasped the shirt at her waist.
Sarah’s head swam in a viscous pool of desire that was at once a steady pull and a fiery pulse. She pushed her hand into the soft brush of Andi’s hair and returned the kiss, hot and heated, their lips pressing together, mouths opening. When Andi’s tongue pushed into Sarah’s mouth, the jolt of longing made her sag against Andi’s rangy frame. The kiss continued, in a mesh of lips and tongues. She stroked around the waistband of Andi’s shorts, slipping underneath her shirt to touch skin. Because how could she not? She swayed closer, pressing against Andi, breasts against breasts, hips close together.
And then Andi’s lips were gone.
Sarah gasped with the abruptness of it.
“Sarah.” Andi grasped her waist and put some space between their bodies. “This isn’t a good idea. It’s a reaction to stress, maybe it’s distraction. I understand, but it will make it hard.”
“Don’t put words into my mouth or tell me how to feel.” Her body felt the loss of Andi’s close to her.
“You’re right. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. But still. I can’t do this. This isn’t right for us—for me—right now. I’ve committed to help you and Noa, but this… This is different.”
“It doesn’t have to be.” Her lips pulsed, swollen from Andi’s kisses. “We can do both. Keep it separate. Friends in a fake relationship with benefits.”
“You might be able to do that. I’m not sure I can. It’s starting to feel real to me, and if we sleep together, the boundaries will blur more. I’m not sure how I would cope.”
Sarah stilled. Her overwhelming need to be close to someone, to take comfort after the shock of Rosalind’s letter had made her push when she should have drawn back. This may be right for her, but she couldn’t put Andi in an uncomfortable position. And she had. “I’m sorry.” A deep breath to reduce her simmering desire. Another to try to stem the flush of embarrassment creeping up her neck.
“It’s okay. I understand.” Andi reached out a hand as if she was going to touch Sarah’s cheek. It hovered for a moment before she lowered it. “I’m sorry too. I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to share the bed tonight. I’ll sleep on the couch.”
“No, I’m used to it. I will.” Why this creeping feeling of loss, as if something important had now gone?
“Don’t argue, Sarah.” Now Andi’s fingers did briefly brush her cheek. “You’ve had weeks of that bloody couch. It’s my turn.”
“We could share the bed. I promise to stay on my side.”
Andi’s smile held a wistful tinge of softness. “No. Not tonight. Maybe when I get my equilibrium back, we can do that. But not tonight. Goodnight, Sarah.”
“Goodnight.” She watched as Andi went to the cupboard where the bedding was stashed and pulled it out. Only when Andi turned her back and started pulling her shirt over her head did Sarah look away.
She walked to the bedroom and got undressed, pulling out a fresh nightshirt from the cupboard. In bed, she rolled onto her side, facing the edge, as she’d slept the night before. When she closed her eyes, images rolled through her mind: Rosalind and Lionel. The letter. Oh God, the letter. Her fingers shook and she clutched her pillow. Surely, they couldn’t rip Noa away from her. Could they? She’d contact Rosalind and Lionel’s lawyer on Monday, forward them Cait’s e-mail. But the midnight images wouldn’t go away. Why was everything always so much worse in the middle of the night? She reached to the nightstand for her water bottle, but of course she’d left it in the kitchen.
Sarah turned over and moved to the other side of the bed. Andi’s side. She pressed her face into the pillow, but it just smelled of fresh linen. Rolling on to her back, she spread out like a starfish. It was late. Noa had soccer practice early tomorrow—if she could be persuaded to go. If Rosalind didn’t appear to bribe her with a pony. She turned over again, to face away from Andi’s side of the bed, and closed her eyes, concentrating on breathing slow and steady.
Andi was probably uncomfortable on the couch, cursing her, wishing she could get a decent night’s sleep. For a second, she thought of going to get her water bottle. If Andi was still awake, she could offer to swap.
Or offer to share the bed again. Her lower body throbbed in an unsatisfied ache. No. Andi had shared why that was difficult for her, and that was something else to think about. She’d said the fake relationship, their fake family was starting to feel real. Sarah pressed her face into the pillow. What exactly did she mean by that, and why was it a bad thing?
With a groan, Sarah sat up and snapped on the bedside light. She was too wound up to sleep. At least some of her books were on the bedside table. She would read. And maybe remind herself why she could not allow herself to fall for Andi.



Chapter 19: 
Part of the Conntrack
“I HAFTA GIVE YOU A proper warning.” Noa handed Andi a folded piece of paper, then retreated to “her” workbench.
“What have I done?” Andi mock-glared at the little girl. “I got you a cap. Your shirt is on order. I’ve paid your wages, and you’ve had ice cream every day, even when it wasn’t actually freezing.”
Noa’s mouth shifted left then right as she thought. “Yeah, but part of the deal was pony riding. It hasn’t happened. And it’s been two whole weeks.”
“Hmmm. You’re right. But that’s not up to me. They’re Miriam’s ponies.”
“Will you call her? Please?” Noa stared up at her with wide eyes. “I don’t want to go to soccer next week.”
“Pony riding isn’t a way of getting out of doing something you don’t want to do.” Andi unfolded the piece of paper. Written in red crayon in Noa’s blocky print was 1st warning to boss Andi. Ponys is part of the conntrack. Andi pursed her lips. “Okay. Noted. I’ll try to do better. But your mum has to agree to pony riding, and you have to really want it. And that means helping Miriam with the dirty work.”
“Like what?”
“Like mucking out—picking up pony poo—and brushing Comet.”
“I can do that.” Noa picked up her sandpaper again and resumed sanding the cornice.
Really, she did a good job for a kid. Like more than three dollars per hour worth. She should give her a pay rise.
“Then if you can get your mum to agree, I’ll see if we can arrange it for next weekend.”
“Really?” Noa dropped the sandpaper and sprang onto Andi’s back like a monkey, wrapping her legs around Andi’s waist and her arms around her neck. “You’re the best.” She hung on as Andi walked over to her water bottle and took a drink. She shook Noa off and readjusted her cap so it was at the angle she liked, smothering a grin as Noa immediately adjusted her cap to the same angle.
“Can I ride Comet again?”
“That’s up to Miriam. It depends if Comet had a hard day.” Andi turned away and picked up her angle grinder. “Now, earmuffs on. I’m going to make some noise.”
Noa obediently put her pair on and returned to her sanding.
The screech of the angle grinder meant she didn’t have to talk. And that was a good thing. Noa’s toothy grin, endless energy, and enthusiasm were wearing down her defences. She, queen of the childfree, was falling for someone under one hundred and thirty centimetres tall who hadn’t grown boobs yet. And her mother… A blaze of heat surged through Andi’s belly at the thought. How had she ever thought of Sarah as too mumsy? She was such easy, relaxing company.
You’re in danger, Andi. Back off, before it’s too late. Before Noa falls for you, before you abandon her. If you can’t take on a child forever, better to leave now. But how could she resist Noa when she begged so prettily, when her needs were so simple? An ice cream and a pony ride. And her mother to love her. Oh, how she hoped that would be allowed to continue.
Sarah had e-mailed Cait again and tried to call, but there had been no response. She’d also forwarded Cait’s e-mail to Rosalind’s lawyers, but they hadn’t responded either.
At the vibration of her phone in her pocket, she turned off the angle grinder and answered. “Hi Sarah.”
“Hi yourself. I was wondering if you’d like to go out for a pub feed tonight. My boss gave me a voucher. No doubt he was given it and can’t use it, but hey, I’m not passing up a free meal.”
“I’d like that. My apprentice and I will be stopping in twenty minutes.”
“Great. I’ll see you later.”
* * *
Andi swung the truck into the driveway and halted. A navy sedan across the street caught her eye, parked in an unusual position. As she watched, the driver lifted his phone to his ear. Just making a call then.
Noa jumped out as soon as the engine stopped.
“Hey,” Andi called. “You’ve forgotten something.”
“Oh yeah.” Noa went back and got her work gloves and water bottle. “You hafta sign my timesheet.”
“I’ll do it inside.” Andi let them into the house. “Into the shower, Apprentice Noa. We’re going out for dinner tonight.”
While she waited for the shower to come free, Andi signed Noa’s timesheet and took a pass around the kitchen. Sarah’s house was old and a bit shabby, but it had lived-in comfort. She’d said Cait had bought her out of the modern townhouse they’d lived in together. The townhouse had been more Cait’s thing, and the small, single-storey house with a large garden, full of winding paths, shrubs, and raised beds, was hers. Andi went outside to water the lettuce seedlings.
When she returned, Sarah was home, and Noa was bounding up and down the hall without a stitch of clothing on.
“Hi.” Sarah pushed her hair behind her ears, and it immediately fell forward again. In the soft hall lights, her mouse-brown hair had a chestnut sheen. “It seems one out of three of us is ready to go.” She pointed at herself.
“Noa got first shower. I’m going to take a wild guess she’s finished.” Andi slipped past her and into the bedroom, where she gathered clean clothes and her towel and headed for the bathroom. No need for a repeat of the first day when she’d nearly flashed her butt.
When she emerged, Noa was dressed, and Sarah had changed into a loose shirt instead of her branded polo. It skimmed her curves, and the deep vee drew attention to her cleavage. Andi averted her gaze. Her dreams last night had included removing Sarah’s bra and feasting her eyes on what she imagined were the wonders beneath.
Andi had shrugged into a black cotton shirt, shot through with silver. It may only be a pub meal, but she may as well look good. Look good for Sarah, a tiny voice whispered in her head.
As she got into the passenger seat of Sarah’s car, Andi’s glance caught the same navy sedan parked up the street. She frowned. That was a long phone call. They must be visiting someone. Maybe.
She waited until they’d navigated to the main road, then turned to face Noa in the backseat. “Okay there?”
“Yes,” Noa said.
Andi glanced to the rear. The navy sedan was a couple of cars behind them. That couldn’t be a coincidence. When Sarah pulled into the car park at the tavern and got out, Andi lingered behind. Sure enough, a minute later, the navy sedan also pulled in and hesitated, then parked at the far end of the car park.
She caught up with the others. It had to be surveillance organised by Rosalind. She ground her back teeth together. Well, tonight, all they’d see was a close and happy family out for dinner.
Sarah held Noa’s hand as they crossed the car park. Andi went to Noa’s other side and took her free hand. “Want a swing?” At Noa’s enthusiastic answer, she said, “C’mon Sarah, we can do this.” Together, they swung a giggling Noa to the entrance of the hotel.
As they waited in line to order food, Andi slipped an arm around Sarah’s waist and leaned in to press a kiss to her ear. “Someone’s watching us,” she breathed. “Play along.”
She caught Sarah’s widened eyes and her imperceptible nod.
“Can I have nuggets and chips?” Noa asked.
Sarah started to nod, then stopped. “I think tonight you better have something with vegetables.”
“Chippies are vegetables.”
“Green vegetables. Or salad. How about fish and chips with some salad?”
“’Kay.” Noa stared at the kids’ play area in the corner. “Can I play on the bouncy castle?”
“Not until I can watch you.”
“How about I watch her?” Andi said. “Please can you order me a blue rump steak with pepper sauce, chips, and salad.” She kissed Sarah’s cheek and squeezed her hand. “Come on, Noa.”
The play area wasn’t too busy, and Noa soon got bored being on the bouncy castle by herself. Andi held her hand as they went to find Sarah, who was sitting at a table by the window looking at her phone.
She looked up as Noa scrambled into her seat. “Good play?”
“It was okay,” Noa said. “Can I go pony riding on Saturday? Andi said I had to ask you.”
“Did she? What if I say no?” She tapped Noa’s nose.
“Please? Although if Andi’s my mum now, too, why do I have to ask you?”
Andi’s eyes widened and she glanced around for the man from the navy sedan. She didn’t have a clear idea what he looked like, but there was a middle-aged man with thinning hair nursing a soft drink two tables over. Was he in earshot? She didn’t know. She gulped. She couldn’t refute Noa’s comment in case he could hear—how sensitive was surveillance equipment anyway? But letting it go unanswered would reinforce Noa’s belief.
“I’m still the one most responsible for you,” Sarah said. “Andi’s just looking out for you like that. Now, I got you lemonade, but make sure you drink your water too.”
“You are the absolute best mum.” Andi squeezed Sarah’s hand where it lay on the table. “Now, the best partner would have bought me an ice-cold beer.”
“Well, I’m two for two then.” Sarah indicated the glass on the table.
“What about Mumma?” Noa asked. “She’s still my mum, isn’t she?”
Andi caught her breath. How much deeper could she go into this without drowning?
“Of course she is, sweetie.” Sarah freed her hand from Andi’s and took Noa’s face between both her palms. “Mumma Cait is the mummy who grew you in her tummy. And she loves you very much and misses you even more. And I’m the mummy who raised you every day from when you were a baby as Mumma Cait had to go back to work. So you’re lucky because you’ve got both me and Mumma Cait, and now you have Andi as well.”
Noa managed a wobbly smile, then picked up her lemonade and took a huge slurp through the straw.
“So, pony riding this weekend?” Sarah said to Andi.
The straw popped out of Noa’s mouth. “Really? We’re going!” She got out of her chair and went to hug Sarah, resting her head on her shoulder. “This is the best!”
“I’ll call Miriam tomorrow.” Andi took a look at navy-sedan man. Yup, still there with the same drink and no food. Surveillance couldn’t pay very well. Or maybe he didn’t want to leave his seat. For a moment, she thought about buying him a drink simply to mess with his head, but giving him more evidence to report that might dent Rosalind’s case was probably the more sensible option.
Andi shifted her chair around closer to Sarah’s and rested her hand on Sarah’s thigh, stroking lightly up and down. “I never asked why your boss gave you this voucher. Are you employee of the month?”
“Out of two? When the other is Tenielle? The odds are good I’d be the employee of every month.”
Andi gave a warning squeeze of Sarah’s thigh. “So he must really appreciate your work. That’s great job security for you.” Another squeeze.
“Yeah, he is. He mentioned the words ‘pay’ and ‘rise’ in the same sentence the other day, although he did say he’d need to work out the best amount.”
“That’s fabulous.” Andi leaned over and gave Sarah a lingering kiss. “I hope you ordered the seafood platter for yourself to celebrate.”
“How did you know?” Sarah’s eyes sparkled. “With a dozen oysters. We can share them.”
Oh no. She’d be lucky to choke down a single oyster. “You can have them all. You appreciate them more than me.”
“No arguments from me, babe. Just as you can keep your undercooked steak.”
“Does this mean you won’t steal my chippies?” Noa asked.
“Maybe not,” Sarah said. “It’s a Santoro family tradition to steal chippies whenever you can.”
The server arrived with three plates. “Who’s having the seafood platter?” At Sarah’s nod, he set it down in front of her. “Then I’m guessing this big ol’ steak is for this big ol’ girl here.” He winked at Andi and set the steak down in front of Noa. “And the fish n chips are for you. You can’t be very hungry.” He set the final plate in front of Andi.
At Noa’s horrified expression, he said, “Or the other way around,” and switched the plates.
“Santoro family tradshun. I get to steal your chippies.” Noa reached across and took some from Andi’s plate.
Andi feigned horror and covered her plate with both hands.
With a wink at Noa, Sarah stole a chip from the other side of Andi’s plate.
“That’s it! I give up. I guess you’re both telling me I only need steak and salad.”
Noa giggled and imitated Andi, covering her plate with both hands. “You can’t have any of mine.”
“Please?” Andi made puppy-dog eyes.
With a great show of reluctance, Sarah stole a chip from Noa’s plate and put it on Andi’s. “Don’t eat it all at once.”
Andi grabbed it and ate it in one chomp. “Too good to save it. Besides, I think its place on my plate would be in peril if I waited.”
“You could have a point there.” Sarah squeezed lemon on her oysters. “Have an oyster instead.”
“No thanks.” She couldn’t suppress a small shudder.
Sarah gave her a warm smile and ate an oyster with exaggerated pleasure.
A frisson of warmth trickled through Andi’s body. This was what family life should be: small pleasures, shared experiences. But how well did it last? It hadn’t for Sarah and Cait. And if Rosalind had her way, it wouldn’t last for Sarah and Noa either.
She flicked a glance to navy-sedan man. He faced them and was morosely stirring the remaining ice in his glass with a straw. No doubt he had a buttonhole camera pointed at them. Hopefully, it was recording what looked like a happy family gathering. Andi shoved him from her mind and cut a piece of steak.
“See?” Sarah rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t eat that. It’s not cooked.”
“Neither are those oysters,” Andi pointed out. “And this is the only way to eat steak.” She put the piece in her mouth and chewed with relish.
“Can I try it?” Noa asked.
“Why do you want to?” Sarah cut a piece of calamari. “You can try this.”
“Andi likes it like that. So I want to try.”
“Okay. Just a small piece.” Andi cut a tiny piece of steak from the edge where it was least rare and gave it to Noa. For a few moments, she chewed with a strange expression on her face, then she swallowed.
“Did you like it?” Sarah’s lips twitched as if she was suppressing a smile.
“Yeah.”
“I’m sure if you ask Andi nicely, she’ll give you more.”
“No, it’s okay.” Noa buried her face in her glass of lemonade and took a long drink.
Andi shared a smile with Sarah over Noa’s bent head. Such simple things, such small things. But they were making her feel like she belonged.



Chapter 20: 
Shark Attack
“SARAH SANTORO?” THE COOL VOICE held a disinterested tinge. “This is Beatrice Stapleton from David Sutherland and Associates. We have received your e-mail. Can you advise if you intend to be represented by a lawyer?”
“I hope I don’t need to.” Sarah clutched her mobile hard against her ear. “The e-mail I forwarded clearly states that Cait Bancroft—Noa’s other mother—supports Noa remaining with me, regardless of what Rosalind Bancroft thinks.”
“The e-mail is not conclusive.” Beatrice sounded bored, as if she was used to talking to lesser mortals who simply didn’t understand or realise the importance of playing along. “And the power of attorney my client holds grants them the power to act for their daughter.”
“I have attempted to contact my ex-wife again, but communication is difficult where she is. Once she is able to respond, she will support me.”
“We’ll evaluate that when a response is received. If it is received. Now…” Her voice took on a briskness. “My clients request access to the child this weekend. Saturday afternoon and overnight, until noon on Sunday.”
“Not Saturday. We have plans for Noa. And I do not agree to an overnight stay.”
“You have previously, and that consent has not been retracted.”
“I’m retracting it now.” Was that her voice, so shaky with terror that she could barely get the words out?
“And this, Ms Santoro, is why you should seriously consider seeking representation.” Beatrice spoke in a gentler tone, almost as if she had a grain of sympathy but wasn’t allowed to show it.
Sarah licked her dry lips. “We’re taking Noa pony riding Saturday. She’s been looking forward to it all week.”
“My clients have made plans for her too.”
“And there is no reason for me to upset my plans for something I wasn’t told about and don’t agree to.”
“Let me put it this way.” The millisecond of sympathy had vanished. “I will see to it that my clients’ request is approved by the court before Saturday. You will have to acquiesce. In the circumstances, it will look better if you consent.”
“But I don’t. Rosalind and Lionel have only ever wanted to see Noa once a fortnight—until recently.”
“Until recently, Noa’s mother was a part of her life.”
“I’m Noa’s mother.” Had she shouted the words? Going by Beatrice’s silence, she may have. Was she even now scribbling unstable on a yellow legal pad? She took a deep breath. “I am Noa’s legal parent. She’s better off with me.”
“That’s for the court to decide. But in the meantime, you can expect to receive a court order granting access. I suggest you find yourself a lawyer.” The phone went dead.
Sarah put her head into her shaking hands. What should she do now?
“Are you okay, Sarah?” A soft voice above her head made her look up.
The office junior stood there, a concerned look on her face.
“Can you give me a minute, Tenielle?”
Tenielle nodded. “Is there anything I can do for you?”
She laughed, a hollow, unfunny sound. “Not unless you know a good family lawyer.”
“My uncle,” Tenielle said. “He’s with Doodson and Lee. They’re very good. At least, that’s what my mum says.”
A flicker of hope spun to the surface, but then her stomach plummeted again. “Thank you, Tenielle. But if he’s that good, I won’t be able to afford him.”
“Let me call him.” She went to her desk phone and after a couple of minutes said, “Hello, Uncle Alan. My boss needs a family lawyer. I don’t know what for, but can you talk to her for a minute?” She paused. “Yes, that boss. The good one. Sarah’s taught me a lot and never once shouted at me.” Another pause. “Thanks.” She held the receiver out. “He’ll talk to you.”
Wow. Even if he only gave her ten minutes, it was something. “Thanks, Tenielle, I owe you.”
With a shy smile, Tenielle disappeared to the back office.
“Hello, Alan, this is Sarah Santoro. I’m sorry, I don’t know what to call you. Tenielle just called you Uncle Alan.”
A rich chuckle greeted her. “I’m Alan Doodson. You can call me Alan. Tenielle has spoken highly of you. Between you and me, she credits you with the fact she still has a job. So, let me see what I can do to help you.”
Sarah took a deep breath and swiftly explained the situation.
“I see. David Sutherland and Associates are known for their bullying tactics. I won’t lie to you, Sarah, you’re on shaky ground. That power of attorney. Have you got a copy?”
“No. There was talk about sending it, but I haven’t seen it.”
“Then that’s the first thing we have to do. I’ll contact Beatrice and get a copy.”
“Alan, I really appreciate your advice, but I’ll be honest: I don’t think I can afford you.”
That chuckle again. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll only charge you for disbursements and my time if I need to attend court on your behalf. In return, you keep treating my niece with the kindness and respect you’ve shown her to date.”
Part of the weight lifted from her shoulders as if it were attached to a hot air balloon. “Thank you so much. I accept.”
“I thought you would. I’ll e-mail you a cost agreement to sign confirming that. Now, while we can challenge the access Noa’s grandparents are applying for, I recommend you consider granting part of Rosalind’s request. Would you be comfortable with Noa going there for the afternoon and you collect her after early dinner? No overnight stay.”
Sarah sucked her upper lip as she thought. “I’d rather not. Noa will be disappointed—we have a pony-riding outing lined up for her.”
“All the better. The child will be upset at missing that, and less inclined to be the perfect grandchild. I’m sorry she’ll miss out, but we can turn these things to our advantage.”
“If you think so.”
“I do.” Alan continued to talk, outlining how they would respond to the weekend access request. “Now, your partner—Andi. Is she supportive?”
Had she mentioned Andi? She must have. And she must have described her as her partner. What to do? Lying to Rosalind was one thing, but lying to a lawyer? Could that get her into trouble?
When the silence had stretched too long, Alan said gently, “If Andi, whoever she is, is a supportive partner in any sense of the word, then you are lucky. So, is Andi on your side?”
“Yes, yes, she is. Noa’s very fond of her.”
“Good. Then we’ll talk with her as well.” After a few more questions, Alan ended the call.
Sarah flopped back in her chair, her mind spinning.
Tenielle re-entered the main office. “Bryce came looking for you. But I managed to find the invoice he wanted.”
“Thank you,” Sarah murmured. It seemed Tenielle had found some initiative at the perfect time. “I think I owe you doughnuts at least.”
“Make it cheesecake, and we’re quits.” Tenielle grinned and returned to her desk.
* * *
Andi drove Sarah’s car steadily down the Eastern Freeway toward Hawthorn. The silence was deafening. Who knew an eight-year-old could do aggrieved silence so well? Noa slouched in the back seat, arms folded, lower lip sticking out like a dinner plate.
Andi’s stomach churned. She suspected Noa’s petulance was a cover for hurt and worry at being made to go to Rosalind and Lionel’s for the afternoon. Was there anything she could say to make it better? She sighed softly, the sound covered by the whine of the engine. Was this what it was always like being a parent? Trying to make it better for your kid…but not being able to?
Alan had suggested that Andi be the one to drop Noa off to reinforce her place in Sarah and Noa’s lives. Andi opened her mouth to say something about stopping for ice cream, but the words died in her throat with one glimpse of Noa’s closed-in face.
Some minutes later, she turned onto Doncaster Road. When she stopped at a red light, she looked back at Noa. “Do you want to talk about anything?” Were those the right words? She had no idea, but she couldn’t just drive and not do anything.
“No.” Noa scrunched down further in her seat and stared out of the window.
The lights turned green, and Andi looked at the clock on the dash. They were a few minutes early. Alan’s words ran through her head. Under no circumstances arrive late. She turned into a side street and cut the engine.
Resting her hands on top of the wheel, she stared straight ahead out of the windscreen. “Noa, I understand you don’t want to be here. If I were you, I wouldn’t either. And I know you’re disappointed you’re missing out on pony riding today, but I swear to you we will go another time. But today, you have to go to your grandparents’ house for the afternoon. They asked for you to stay overnight. Your mum argued that, and this is the result. I wish I could start the car, and you and me drive on down the highway and find ourselves a good adventure for the afternoon, one with ponies and ice cream and cutting things with saws. I wish that so hard. But I can’t. And your mum can’t either. She didn’t want you to go at all, but sometimes people have to do things they don’t want to.”
“Like sums,” Noa said in a tiny voice.
“Yeah, like sums.”
“What did you hafta do when you were eight that you didn’t want to?”
Andi closed her eyes. What did she do that she wanted to, was the shorter answer, but she couldn’t put that knowledge on a child. “It was different for me. I lived with my aunt, and she didn’t want me there. So I had to do lots of things I didn’t want.” Like remain in my room, not say a word, do all the clearing up after meals, listen to how lucky I was that Aunt Sheryl had taken me in when my own mother didn’t want me…
“Where was your mummy?”
“She went away.”
“Will my mummy go away too?”
Oh, Noa. “No. I promise your mummy will never go away and leave you.”
“So what do I tell Nana when she says I’m coming to live with them?”
“Just tell her you don’t want to, and you want to stay with your mum and me.”
“Can she make me though?”
If Andi had thought she was out of her depth before, now she was totally drowning. What the hell should she say? The truth. Wasn’t that the only thing she could do? “I don’t know, Noa, but your mum and I don’t want that. And your mum will never leave you. I promise.”
Noa turned to face her. Her eyes were red. “Can I have a hug?” Her lower lip trembled.
Andi released her seatbelt and leaned through the gap between front and rear.
Noa unhooked her own seatbelt and launched herself into Andi, arms sliding around her neck. “I’m scared.”
“It’s okay to be scared.” Andi pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “The bravest people are the ones who are scared but do it anyway.”
“An’ you’ll come and get me this evening?”
“Nana will bring you home.”
Noa thought. “What’s for dinner?”
“I don’t know. Your mum’s cooking. Or maybe Nana will give you dinner.”
“I don’t like Nana’s cooking. It doesn’t taste nice.”
“If you come home and you’re still hungry, we’ll have something for you.” Andi looked at the clock again. Time to get moving.
“We have to go, Noa.”
Noa nodded. “’Kay.”
Andi started the car. Time to drop Noa off and get home to Sarah.
* * *
Sarah looked at the clock for the umpteenth time. Gone eight and still no sign of Rosalind. “I should call her.”
“She’s half an hour late,” Andi said. “Give her a few more minutes.”
“She’s doing this deliberately. Pushing the boundaries like an international border dispute.” She managed a tiny smile, but it was an effort.
A car door slammed outside and then there was the sound of running feet on the porch.
“This will be them,” Andi said.
“I’ll get it.” The bell rang as Sarah walked down the hall. She pulled open the door and Noa dived in, hugging her around the waist, holding on like she’d never let go.
“Noa’s had dinner, but she didn’t eat much,” Rosalind said. “Good-bye, Noa. We’ll see you—”
“That has to be arranged through the lawyers,” Sarah said through stiff lips. “You brought it to this, Rosalind. Now you have to abide by those rules.”
Rosalind inclined her head. “Noa, tell your mother what a good time you had.”
“Bye,” Noa mumbled. She didn’t look up.
Sarah placed a hand on her shoulder. She should make Noa thank Rosalind for the day and say a proper good-bye, but right now, looking at her daughter, it wasn’t the time.
When the silence stretched, Rosalind nodded. “Good-bye, Sarah.”
She gave a polite nod and closed the front door with a sigh of relief. “Are you hungry? Why don’t we get you a snack and you can tell me and Andi about your day.”
“’Kay.” Noa went down the hall in front of her.
While Andi got out corn chips and dip, Sarah sat and pulled Noa to her. “I’m happy you’re back, sweetie. What did you do at Nana’s?”
“It was boring. Some kids came. Nana said they would be my new friends. But we went up to that room with the toys and they didn’t want to play with me. They jus’ played with each other and not me. Then we had tea with sandwiches and stuff. Then Nana an’ me went to a pet shop and looked at puppies and guinea pigs. Then we went back to their house again and I played by myself in the room with the toys, and then I came home.”
How could anyone think that so little interaction was a good way of getting to know a child?
Andi set the corn chips down, and Noa dug in. Sarah looked at her over Noa’s head. Surely, no court would pick Rosalind over her.
* * *
Rosalind drove the Mercedes steadily down the highway toward home. The day had been difficult. Noa had been sulky, and the children Rosalind had arranged to come and play with her hadn’t seem interested. After leaving them alone for an hour to get to know each other, Rosalind had returned with some fruit drinks to find the children playing with Noa’s car racing track while her granddaughter sat alone on the bed. The unopened book in her lap and her red eyes had told the story. Rosalind had encouraged her to join the others, but it was obviously not going to work. Even when they went downstairs for tea, the other children had eaten most of the sandwiches and cake while chattering among themselves, while Noa sat sulkily, pulling the crusts off her sandwich and refusing to join in.
She’d sent the other children home early, and, in desperation, taken Noa to a pet store. Noa seemed to enjoy the animals, and Rosalind had slipped ten dollars to an employee to let her cuddle one of the puppies.
“Darling, when you come and live with us, you can have a puppy just like this one if you want. Won’t that be fun?”
Noa’s face shuttered. “I don’t want a puppy.” She put the animal carefully back in its cage. “An’ I don’t want to live with you. I want to stay with Mummy and Andi.”
Rosalind kept her face smooth. She would not stoop to arguing with an eight-year-old. “Let’s look at the guinea-pigs,” she said instead. “Would you like one?”
“No.” Noa folded her arms.
She looked so like Cait in that moment that Rosalind’s muscles tensed. Her daughter had been like this when she’d withdrawn from them, too. Was there no happy medium with children? “Well, maybe I’d like a guinea pig. I like the ginger-and-white one.” She lifted it out of the cage, held it up close to her face, and wrinkled her nose at it.
The guinea pig squeaked back at her, and Noa laughed.
“Do you want to hold it?” Rosalind said. At Noa’s nod, she handed her the animal.
Noa petted it, smiling as it snuggled in. “Where will you keep it, Nana?”
Rosalind thought of her pristine house and immaculate yard. What on earth would she do with a guinea pig? She had no idea. “Outside in a cage.”
“It would be lonely all by itself,” Noa said. “You’d have to play with it often.”
Rosalind suppressed a shudder. There was no way she’d have a rodent around normally. But if it endeared her to Noa…maybe.
“You could get two,” Noa said.
“Which one do you like best?”
“The white one with a black smudge on its nose.” Noa pointed.
“We could get both, if you want.” Rosalind smiled. Noa was a darling when she wasn’t being so prickly. “But you’d have to look after them.”
Noa frowned. “But they’re your piggies. I won’t be there to look after them.”
“Then I’ll wait to get them until you’re here to share them.”
Noa gave her a long look. “That’s not what you said. You said you wanted one.” Her mouth turned down, and she put the guinea pig back in its cage.
Rosalind tightened her lips. Were all children this difficult? The guinea pig had left little brown droppings on her blouse which stuck when she attempted to brush them off. Her lips compressed. The shirt was silk and would stain.
“Can I go home please?” Noa asked.
“We’ll go now.” Rosalind tried to sound as if it was her idea all along. Taking Noa’s hand, she led the way back to her car.
Noa stared out the window the whole way.
“We’re here,” Rosalind said brightly when she pulled into her drive.
“I want to go home, not your house.” Noa’s bottom lip quivered.
Her comment twisted deep inside Rosalind. Could she do nothing right in the eyes of this child? She was only trying to make things better for her. Why couldn’t Noa see that? “I’ll take you home later.”
The tears that gathered in Noa’s eyes were like a knife to the heart.



Chapter 21: 
A Conversation in the Dark
LATER, WHEN NOA HAD GONE to bed, Sarah came out to where Andi sat on the couch on the rear deck. She cradled a beer in her hand and seemed lost in thought. Sarah sat beside her, close enough that their knees touched. “I seem to be thanking you all the time.” She knocked her water glass to Andi’s beer.
“Don’t worry about it.” Andi stared at her in the darkness. “I was thinking about you, actually. Wondering who you are other than Noa’s mum. You play netball, you have a job you’re not too fond of, you love pizza…but what else is part of you? Not Noa, just you.”
When was the last time someone had asked her that? Warmth trickled through her at the question. “I’m just me.” Sarah stretched out her legs and rested her toes on the low table. “I was Cait’s wife before I was Noa’s mother. We did things together.”
“Like what?”
“Cait liked the theatre, and we had a lot of dinners with her work colleagues. Sometimes, we’d have a weekend away—go to a winery, that sort of thing.”
“Was that what you liked doing as well?”
“Yes. The weekends away were relaxing, her colleagues were fun. But I don’t see them anymore of course. They were Cait’s friends mainly.” Sarah shifted in her seat. Put like that, so bluntly, it sounded like her life revolved around Cait and Noa. Like they were the important ones, and she was…not. But that wasn’t right. Cait had loved her, and of course her life revolved around Noa. That was what being a mother entailed.
“Did Cait and you ever do what you wanted?”
“Of course. But Cait worked such long hours as an ER doctor. It’s a stressful job. I tried to keep the weekends for things that she enjoyed so that she could relax and recharge for the week ahead. I don’t regret that.”
“What about your family and friends?”
“My parents live in Italy. It’s always been their dream to retire there. I haven’t told them about the custody issue. There’s nothing they could do from there—they’re not rich.” She took a sip of water. “My friends… Well, Kristin of course. And mates from the netball team. More recently other mothers from Noa’s school. We get together for coffee or when our kids are on playdates. Not lately though—this whole thing with Rosalind has sucked up my whole life.”
“What do you like doing?” Andi’s eyes glittered in the overhead light. “I’ve seen you cook, go to work, play netball, and do things with Noa. You don’t have much that’s your own time.”
She didn’t, but that was what sole parenting was. On her infrequent coffee meet ups with other mothers, it was mainly what they talked about—how little time they had to themselves. Before she’d accepted her overseas posting, Cait had asked if she’d be able to cope. She’d offered to pay for childcare so Sarah could have more time for herself. But Cait hadn’t once suggested Rosalind and Lionel might play a bigger part. Interesting.
“It’s tough being a single parent. Your life gets put on hold—but it was my choice, and I’m fine with that. But that’s why I’ve had little time for dating.” Andi’s knee rubbed against her own, a sweet warmth of skin on skin. “I read, bake, talk with friends on the phone.”
“What would you do if you could have one date anywhere, doing anything?”
The question was a lazy one. Andi was just making conversation, wasn’t she? But her interest, her intent gaze, made Sarah feel seen. Appreciated. She drank her water while she thought. “I’d spend the day bushwalking. I used to love that when I was younger. Then return to a meal someone else had cooked for me, that someone else would clean up, and then a romantic evening on the couch.”
“What about sex?”
Sarah blinked. “Yes, of course. That would be a part of my perfect date. Long, slow lovemaking. None of this fast and furious stuff.”
“What do you like?” Andi’s hand, cool from holding the beer, came to rest lightly on her knee and smoothed a small circle. The coolness against Sarah’s heated skin made her shiver.
The intimate question seemed quite natural in this setting, not creepy, just one close friend to another. She and Kristin often talked about sex, although it wasn’t like this, wasn’t intimate, sensual even. “I love it when a woman goes down on me. Even before their tongue touches, I love the anticipation. The look in their eyes as they see me, and then, that upward flick as their gaze meets mine, the touch of their fingers.” A frisson of desire wound its way down through her belly, lower to her sex. A lick of flame touched between her legs. This never happened when she was laughing with other friends about sex, talking about Cait’s full-on intensity, or listening to Kristin relate a one-night stand. But here in the dark with Andi, it had the closed-in secrecy and intimacy of a confessional.
“I like that too,” Andi said. “Going down on someone. It’s often when a woman feels most vulnerable, revealing herself like that. I love the trust given to me.”
Oh! Here in the dark, with Andi’s palm still making slow circles on her thigh, that knowledge felt like a temptation she couldn’t afford. As if the line between talking and doing was blurring, becoming fainter.
“What do you like?” Sarah asked.
“Me?” Surprise rippled in Andi’s voice. “Would you believe no one has ever asked me that. I’m always the one giving—at least at first—and even then, the words are never spoken. But some things are best shown, aren’t they?”
Sarah’s mouth was dry, but her water glass was empty and getting up to refill it would destroy the mood. “Try telling me,” she said instead. “I just told you.”
Andi’s throat moved as she swallowed. “I don’t know that I can. I’m not good with words.”
“It’s not hard. One word. Then another.” She linked her hands together tightly in her lap and counted her heartbeats, uncertain if Andi would reply, uncertain if she’d crossed a line. But Andi had been the one to start this. This new intimacy, two people alone together in the darkened garden, just the dim light from the living area behind them filtering through the blinds. A nightbird called, another answered. It seemed it was just the two of them, and the threads of their arrangement were drawing them tighter, closer.
It was more real.
Sarah opened her mouth to retract the question, but Andi spoke first.
“I like feeling full. Filled up, swollen, fucked with the slowest of movements. But maybe because of how I present”—she indicated her haircut and no-nonsense clothes—“I don’t get that often. And…”
The nightbird called again in the silence. Sarah’s heart thumped a slow tattoo. They were in her backyard. Her daughter slept in the house behind them. And secrets were being told on both sides. Words spoken that, once out in the air, couldn’t be taken back, couldn’t be unsaid. Maybe they would change everything.
Maybe, they couldn’t allow them to change everything.
She waited for Andi to continue.
“I think I’m better at giving than taking.” Andi’s hand tightened on Sarah’s leg. “I think I’m better at loving than being loved. And that never ends well. So… I try not to love.”
What could she say to ease such a raw confession? Two people, both able to love so hard, both unable to give their hearts.
“I believe there’s someone for everyone. Their person. You’ll find yours.” Yes, Andi would find someone who would see her big, giving heart behind the tough exterior. A pang knifed through her. That person would be a lucky woman. But it wouldn’t be her—Andi had made that very clear. And, she told herself, she didn’t want that. Andi, for all that she seemed to like being around Noa, didn’t want kids in her life. And that was non-negotiable for Sarah.
“That’s kind of you to say,” Andi said, “but I don’t have good history that way.”
“With girlfriends?”
Andi’s mouth compressed and her grip tightened on Sarah’s knee to almost painful intensity. “Further back than that. When I was a kid.”
Sarah’s heart expanded and she wanted to wrap Andi in her embrace and tell her everything would be okay. “First love?”
Andi barked a short laugh. “No, that would have been easy. Doesn’t everyone get their heart broken as a teen?” She was silent for a moment.
Sarah waited. If she wanted to talk, she would.
“My mother left me with her sister. Said she didn’t want me anymore and if Aunt Sheryl didn’t take me in, it would be foster care. I listened to them arguing for hours over who had to look after me. The winner got to walk away.”
“Oh.” Sarah gasped. The immensity of that betrayal from the one person who should love unconditionally. And the cruelty of the argument within earshot. “What happened?”
“Aunt Sheryl raised me. But she constantly reminded me how I was only with her as it was ‘her duty’—said with a pursed mouth and disdainful voice. I didn’t have much as a kid. I couldn’t bring friends back as Aunt Sheryl would put me down in front of them. And I didn’t have many friends anyway, so I wanted to hang on to the few I had. I got out as soon as I could. Polks Hill is a tiny place. There wasn’t anyone to look out for me—apart from Miriam. I got an apprenticeship with a painter when I was sixteen in the nearest town. Steve had a granny flat out the back of his house—he let me live there rent free. And his wife was lovely. I was lucky.”
“Were you out then?” She snuck a look at Andi. Her profile had the immobility of granite.
“I officially came out when I was living with Steve and Ana. They didn’t bat an eyelid. I never told my aunt—Why would I give her one more reason to hate me?—but she knew. Everyone knew.” She shrugged. “The way I looked, talked, walked, acted. If it quacks like a duck…”
What could she say? The conversation had gone from confiding in a flirtatious, sexual way to a raw, unsettling intimacy. Andi’s low words were hesitant, as if she seldom talked like this. The edge of danger, the possibility they might fall into each other, to sleep together, had passed, but in its place was something deeper.
“Have you seen your mother since?” she asked.
“She tracked me down a couple of years ago. Turned up at the yard and asked for money. Said I owed her.” Andi gave a short, humourless laugh. “I gave her some money and said that was it. She wasn’t welcome back in my life. She said if she couldn’t come back, her price for staying away had gone up. I told her good luck with that and to get the hell out. I don’t know where she is, and I don’t care.” Andi removed her hand from Sarah’s knee and wrapped her arms around her waist as if she were holding in the years of hurt. “Life is easier, less complicated by myself.”
Sarah’s chest fractured, as if taking in Andi’s hurt had expanded her heart so she could barely contain it. “I’m sorry. I haven’t helped—asking you to pretend to be a family. It must be difficult.” She dragged a breath. She had to release Andi from their agreement. She’d had no idea what she’d asked of her. None.
“Playing happy families. You caring for Noa.” She gripped Andi’s leg and turned to face her. “I’m so sorry. You should have said.”
Andi shrugged. “Some people should never be parents: my mother and aunt. Me. But for someone like you… it’s so obvious you love Noa. It was instinct what I said to Rosalind. It seemed like such a little thing to do to keep a family together. So another child wouldn’t go through what I did.” An echo of a smile. “Remember, I’d just met Rosalind. She didn’t make a good impression.”
“It was a kind thing to do. But…” Sarah dragged a breath. “Now that I know what it’s costing you, I can’t let the arrangement continue. It’s not fair to you. If Cait e-mails again, if I can talk with her, if Rosalind’s lawyers see reason—if Alan is half the lawyer he’s cracked up to be—then it will be all right. You can walk away, Andi. It’s not right that I choose Noa’s and my happiness over yours.” She swallowed away the rock in her throat that reminded her maybe it wouldn’t be all right. That Rosalind and her supercilious lawyer could still take Noa. She would have to take her chances.
“No.” Andi turned, too, so they were half-facing each other. “I’ll see this through. I gave my word.”
“If you’re really sure?” Sarah searched for doubt on Andi’s face. At Andi’s nod, she continued, “Then thank you. So very much.” Another sigh. “It’s complicated, isn’t it.” Her palm rested on Andi’s thigh, and the heat of her body warmed Sarah’s hand. She wrenched her thoughts back to the conversation. Her palm, Andi’s leg… It brought back the thoughts of earlier, when their talk was running in a different direction, one that even now started a low burn of heat in her belly. There were so many layers here, so many forces pulling them together and pushing them apart.
“It is.” Andi lifted and traced the white lock of Sarah’s hair with fingers that trembled. “One part of me says I should run, far away from you and Noa. Before I hurt someone.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Before someone hurts me. Again.” She shifted forward on the couch and turned so they faced each other fully. Andi’s knee slipped between Sarah’s thighs. “But then, I don’t want to run. You and Noa… You’re becoming special to me. I don’t want to go, Sarah. This”—she gestured to the yard, the house—”is my new normal. Our evenings like this. Having Noa follow me around as my little apprentice. It’s starting to feel so very real…and that scares me.”
“Why?” Sarah’s heart thumped painfully. Andi’s words were both exhilarating and nerve-wracking. It’s starting to feel real to me too. But I don’t know if I can tell you that.
“It’s everything I don’t want in my life. Everything that’s always sent me running. I dated a woman once—Elise. We’d been on five dates, and I really liked her. The sex was amazing. We laughed. We liked the same things. We hiked, went to see our favourite band together. And then she told me she had a kid and wanted me to meet her son. I freaked. I just couldn’t, and I told her that. She didn’t take it well.”
Sarah licked her lips. “She was lying by omission. Five dates is a long time to hide a child. I could never hide Noa in that way. We’re a package.”
“We met at a bar. It turned out her sister was minding her son when we went out.” Andi gripped Sarah’s shoulder then ran her fingers down her arm to take her hand. “I felt deceived, to be honest.”
“I would too, if it had been me, but”—she took a deep breath—“maybe she wanted to see if you had a connection first before talking about her son. Kids aren’t necessarily a dealbreaker to many people. I’m not making excuses for her, but it’s harder dating with kids.”
“She should have told me.” Andi’s jaw tightened. “She presumed it would be okay.”
“You’re right.” Andi had said a few times that she didn’t want children in her life. This was just another reinforcement of that. But she’d also said it was feeling real with her and Noa. What a contradiction.
Was Noa worming her way into Andi’s heart? But no. It would be like the time she’d pet-sat for a friend. Misty the spoodle had been beyond adorable and she and Noa had missed her dreadfully when she’d had gone home—but a few days later, life went back to pre-Misty. Sarah snorted softly. What sort of mother was she to compare her child to a spoodle?
“Andi, please don’t say something you’ll regret. About me and Noa.” She closed her eyes briefly. She wanted Andi to stay. The realisation hit her like a concrete truck. She wanted Andi in her life, wanted this fake family to become a real one. Wanted this concocted relationship to fall slowly, gradually, into something as real and solid as they were pretending it was.
“I won’t. I can’t.” Andi’s voice was a hoarse echo in the dusk. “But I’m telling you how I feel—now.” Her legs tightened around Sarah’s. “My mind is running in circles. But I promise you—I swear to you—that I’ll see this through with Rosalind. So that you and Noa can remain together. And when everything is resolved, you’ll go back to your normal lives.”
“And you?”
“I don’t know.” A slight shrug. “I’ll go back to my studio, and my yard, and messing with paint. If you think it’s easier for her, Noa can still come and help me occasionally.”
Would Andi miss them? Or would they be the human equivalents of Misty the spoodle? Their positions, the way they were sitting, this private cocoon of shared confession and intimacy, and the deepening of their friendship was suddenly too much. She watched Andi’s face, sombre in the shadows. Her lips parted slightly as she licked them. The curl of desire, muted while they’d been talking, surged anew. The slow rub of Andi’s thigh against her own was an unbearable torment.
If this were real, they would smile at each other, then kiss. And then they would go to bed, and Andi would go down on her, and she’d fuck Andi slowly and gently with as many fingers as she wanted. Her breath caught. The scenario, now lodged in her mind, wouldn’t leave. She stared at Andi and her heart turned over.
“Sarah.” Andi moved forward and lifted her hand to cup Sarah’s jaw. “I shouldn’t. We’ve just been talking about all the reasons we shouldn’t do this, but I want to kiss you so badly.”
A frisson of desire trickled down Sarah’s spine. Their previous kisses flashed into her mind. How good they were. How they had flooded her senses with their drugging and desirous taste. One kiss. It would be so easy to lean into the kiss, to allow herself this small pleasure.
One kiss. That was all it was.
One. Small. Kiss.
She was aware of each of Andi’s fingers on her jaw, their warmth, the slight pressure as she urged Sarah’s chin up. She closed her eyes on a sigh and gave in to the pressure.
Andi’s mouth touched down with a puff of breath, a gentle brush of lip to lip, a whisper of passion. A tiny moment of hesitation and then the hand that had been cupping Sarah’s jaw slid around to the back of her head and their mouths fused urgently.
Sarah melted, all the heat that had been building between them detonating through their mouths. Andi’s tongue flicked against her upper lip, then when Sarah’s mouth opened enough, it slid inside. Sarah sagged against Andi. The taste of her—beer and sweetness. The smell of her, fresh from the shower—crisp, sports bodywash. And the feel of her. All planes and leanness, firm muscles, not bulky but solid, as if nothing and nobody could get past her.
The kiss deepened. Sarah linked her hands around Andi’s shoulders, pulling her closer. Her blood hummed and her pulse throbbed in anticipation. What if she were to take Andi’s hand and drag her to the bedroom? What if she were to break the kiss, hoist her T-shirt over her head, unclip her bra, and then return to Andi, sliding her hands under Andi’s shirt, tracing the waistband, slipping down her shorts to finally read the wording of her tattoo?
What if?
For a few moments longer, the kiss continued. Sarah’s head spun, drugged with kisses.
Andi broke their lip lock. “I don’t know what to do here, Sarah. Help me. Do we take this further, or do we stop?” Her hand trailed down Sarah’s side, fingers brushing the side of her breast over her T-shirt.
“What do you want?” Sarah knew what she wanted; what she wasn’t sure about was if she should have it. Maybe she and Andi could make that decision together.
“I want you.” Andi’s eyes glittered in the overhead light. “But…”
Sarah placed a finger over her lips. Disappointment coursed in her blood, but every breath tamped it down, replaced it with all the reasons why this was a bad, bad thing. “We shouldn’t. There are so many reasons. And tonight, especially. We’ve talked, shared things. We’re both vulnerable now, in our ways. I’m not saying we would regret it, but maybe…”
Her regret was echoed in Andi’s face. “I wish you weren’t, but you’re right.” She shuffled back, and her hands fell away from Sarah’s body. “This whole situation is reeling me in. You’re so easy to talk with. I told you things tonight I’ve not told anyone else. If we took this further…I don’t know that I could return to how we were.”
A pang knifed Sarah’s gut. Would that be so bad, she wanted to say but couldn’t. “Let’s go to bed.” A tiny smile. “Alone. I’ll have the couch.”
A short nod, and Andi’s throat worked as she swallowed. “Goodnight, Sarah.”
Sarah watched, immobile, as Andi stood, walked inside, poured a glass of water, and went up the hall to the bedroom. Only then did she go inside and start to make up the couch.
It was for the best. Really it was.



Chapter 22: 
Bears in the Forest
“SAW THERE. CAREFULLY.” ANDI PUSHED her cap back on her head, suppressing a smile as Noa mimicked the gesture. “Can you do that by yourself?”
“Course.” Noa gave a decisive nod, and then stuck her hands in her pockets and sauntered over to where her own smaller tool set was kept.
Andi’s lips twitched. That was her swagger transposed onto an eight-year-old. It was flattering, it was fun…and it also made her uneasy in a gut-clenching way. There was no doubt Noa was becoming fond of her.
Just what she didn’t want.
Her phone rang and she glanced at the screen. Miriam. She stepped outside to take the call, away from Noa’s listening ears.
“Hey, stranger.” Miriam’s hearty voice echoed down the line. “Are you and the fam still coming up this weekend?”
The fam. The casual expression sat uneasily in her ears. She, Sarah, and Noa weren’t family. Except they were. Sorta.
“Sure, if you’ll still have us. Noa was so upset she missed out last weekend.”
“I’ll have Comet ready. Do you and Sarah want to ride as well? You could do the short forest loop.”
“I’d love that, but I’ll have to ask Sarah.”
“No worries. She can decide at the time. I’ll have the animals ready. So, Saturday at two?”
“Sure. Thanks, Miriam.”
She ended the call and pocketed the phone, then walked back to where Noa was carefully sawing a piece of timber. Accurately too. She had graduated beyond offcuts and Andi now let her cut actual pieces she needed.
She watched the girl’s rapt, careful expression, the sweet, gap-toothed grin she shot Andi when the piece she was cutting fell cleanly to the ground.
These times with Noa were all too precious—and all too scary.
* * *
“The grandparents’ lawyer still hasn’t disclosed the power of attorney,” Alan said. “She says she’s still waiting on her clients to provide it. I’m starting to smell week-old fish.”
“Do you think it doesn’t exist?”
“Maybe. Or it’s not what the grandparents believe it to be. Or else they’re just being ornery. Think they’re above all this.”
“They’ll have to show it, won’t they?” Sarah glanced around the office. Bryce was in his office with the door shut, and Tenielle was humming as she waited for the kettle to boil.
“Of course. Without it, their case is a lot less. Their lawyers must know this too, which is why it’s strange they’re not pressuring their clients. I’ve given them seven days, after which I’ll get nasty. So far, I’m being Mr Nice Guy. Now”—his tone turned businesslike—“you need to play Ms Nice Gal too. You and Andi. Are you comfortable inviting the grandparents for dinner at your house? Your turf. A weeknight, so you can send them home early with the excuse that Noa has school the next day. Nothing fancy. You’re showing them your family life.”
“I could do that. If I have to.” Her heart sank to her socks at the thought of an evening with Rosalind and Lionel.
“It would be helpful. If it turns nasty, you won’t have to do it again.”
“That’s supposed to be reassuring?”
Alan chuckled. “I guess not. Name a night, and I’ll issue the invite through the lawyers.”
“Next Tuesday,” Sarah said. It would be after pony riding, and that would hopefully give them something joyful to talk about. “I’ll need to check with Andi, but I’ll call back later today if it’s not going to work.”
“Fine.” Alan sounded brisk and suddenly somewhat distracted. “Let me know.” The call ended.
Sarah drummed her desk with a pen. It seemed like they were marking time, waiting for Cait, waiting for Rosalind, but Alan assured her this was normal. She called Andi, who agreed with Tuesday.
“We’ll make sure pony-riding is Noa’s best day ever. She can bubble with happiness.”
And that was their best defence.
* * *
“Ready?” Andi smiled down at Noa on Comet. “We’re off to explore the great wild west. Unexplored territory. Our horses are going to tread where no horse has gone before. There may be bears.”
“Bears?” Noa’s voice ended in a squeak, and she looked up at Andi, mounted on one of Miriam’s other horses. “Will we have to chase them away?”
“Maybe. You up for that, pardner?”
“Yes.” Noa set her jaw and nodded, gripping Comet’s reins tightly. “Will Mummy be okay? What if the bears get her?”
“They won’t,” Andi said firmly. “Because we’ll ride the perimeter and make sure she and Miriam are safe.”
Miriam barked a laugh from where she stood next to Sarah. “For crying out loud, Andi, go now. You’ll be talking about wolves next.”
“Ssh,” Andi said in an exaggerated whisper. “I wasn’t going to mention them.”
“I’m not scared,” Noa said. “’Cause I’m with you. An’ you’re the biggest and bravest person in the world an’ you’re gonna look after me and Mummy.”
“Hey,” Miriam said. “What about me?”
“You don’t need Andi to look after you. You’ve got Rufus.”
Miriam’s dog wagged his tail at the sound of his name.
“That’s true. I have. Now go, you two. Sarah and I have tea to drink and talk to talk.”
“Sure you don’t want to come too?” Andi said to Sarah. “Last chance.”
“I’m very sure.” Sarah clicked a photo of them on her phone. “I’d much rather relax here. I hear there’s tea.”
“Okay then.” Andi blew her a kiss and didn’t miss how Miriam’s face softened at the sight. “C’mon, pardner. Time to hit the red dirt trail.” She urged her horse forward. Comet walked at her side, controlled by the lead rope in Andi’s hand.
Sedately, the horses walked side-by-side along the fence line toward the forest.
“Am I doing this right, Andi? Can I trot this time? Where are the bears?” Noa’s chatter filled her ears, and she answered automatically, more intent on ensuring Comet was behaving. But the chestnut pony walked calmly, ears pricked. Miriam had said he knew his job and would walk on the lead rope forever.
“We’ll have to be very quiet if we want to see the bears,” Andi said. “Whispers only. And you have to think brave thoughts as Comet will know if you’re scared and then he’ll get scared too.”
“I’m not afraid. I’m with you.” Noa said, as if it was the simplest, most obvious thing in the world. Her head swivelled in all directions as they took the well-used forest trail that led up to the old fire tower.
Andi gave Noa a glance. She seemed at home in the saddle, and Comet’s ears were pricked forward. “We’re going to the top of the world. Maybe there’ll be bears. Maybe just an old wolf or two. We’re explorers. When you get home, you can write a story about it for Mummy.”
Noa’s eyes grew rounder and she looked around. “Maybe there’s not bears in Australia.”
“Sure there are.” Andi searched the trees around. If they got lucky, Noa might get to see one.
After twenty minutes, they reached the old tower. It was blocked off for climbing, but there was still a cleared area with a view over the Yarra Valley.
“We’ll stop here for a little while.” Andi dismounted and loosened her horse’s girth, then helped Noa do the same. Then she pulled two rather squashed muesli bars from her waist pouch and handed one to Noa.
“This is the bestest day ever.” Noa’s face shone as she looked around.
“Even though you had to do soccer first?” Andi teased.
“Yeah. It’s not so bad. But this is better.” Her small body tensed. “Look! Over there. Is that a bear?”
A grey shape moved through the trees. Andi stifled a smile. “I don’t know. But if we stay still and quiet, we might find out.”
Noa snuck closer to Andi’s side and her hand crept into Andi’s.
“It’s okay,” Andi whispered. “If it’s a bear, I think it’s a friendly one.”
A rustle in the undergrowth, and then two grey kangaroos hopped into the clearing and stopped, rising on their hind legs to regard the intruders. Their ears swivelled back and forth. For long moments humans, horses, and ’roos stared at each other, then the ’roos dropped their heads to graze.
Noa’s death grip loosened on Andi’s hand. “Look,” she whispered loudly. “There’s a baby.” The joey poked its head out of its mother’s pouch.
Then Comet snorted, and the kangaroos took off, flying across the clearing in fluid hops and into the bush.
“Oh,” Noa said. “I wish they’d come back.”
“Not today,” Andi said.
“They weren’t scared of us.”
“No. Because we were quiet. The horses helped too.”
“Until Comet made a noise.” Noa giggled.
Andi offered Noa a water bottle. When she’d drunk, she said, “It’s time to move along the trail, pardner.” She showed Noa how to tighten Comet’s girth and helped her mount.
A couple of kilometres down the track, Andi stopped abruptly. “A bear.”
Noa’s eyes went wide, and she looked in the direction of Andi’s pointing finger. “I don’t see it. Why would it be in the tree?”
“Some bears live in trees. Look up at the fork of that big gum.”
“Oh!” Noa squeaked in excitement. “That’s not a bear, that’s—”
“A koala bear.” Andi grinned. “That’s the only bear you’ll find in Australia. It’s not really a bear of course, but it’s pretty cool.”
“It’s the best.” Noa gazed up at the tree.
When Noa had looked all she wanted, Andi led Comet back along the fence line to Miriam’s house.
Sarah and Miriam were nowhere in sight when they got back. Noa chattered non-stop as they unsaddled their horses and brushed them down.
The women appeared as Andi was ready to lead the horses to the paddock to turn them out for the night.
“Want to ride Comet bareback?” Miriam asked. At Noa’s excited nod, she boosted her onto Comet’s broad back and handed the lead rope to Andi. “Hold on to his mane.”
Sarah clicked more photos as Andi led both horses the short distance to the paddock.
When the good-byes were said, and Noa had recounted every last detail of the ride, they took their leave.
Andi glanced into the back seat as they drove away. Noa stared out the window, finally having wound down. By the time they joined the Maroondah Highway, she was asleep.
Sarah reached across the gearstick to take Andi’s hand. “Thank you. To hear her prattle, that was the most dangerous and daring adventure.”
“I enjoyed it too.” Andi absorbed the sensation of Sarah’s hand in hers. Her thumb made circles over the back of her hand. “Seeing the bush through her eyes. How was your time with Miriam?”
“Good. I like her a lot.” She shot Andi a sideways glance. “She quizzed me on my intentions toward you.”
“And what did you tell her? That they are strictly dishonourable?”
Another sideways glance. “I might have. She seemed to think we were a real couple.”
“Did you correct her?”
“No. She seemed so happy you’d found someone.”
“Oh.” Andi absorbed that information. Miriam had never hinted at anything like that. And she seemed content alone, ever since her husband had left. Yet there she was, tacitly encouraging Andi to find a partner.
“I’m happy with you.” The words sprang from her without conscious thought. She bit her lip. Too much. Even if they’re true. She shouldn’t have said it. She turned toward the window. “Traffic’s getting heavier.”
“You don’t need to change the subject, Andi. It’s okay to say things like that.” A squeeze of the hand, then Sarah released it to change gear. “I’m happy with you, too.”
Andi’s gaze switched to Sarah, who was now intent on the cars ahead. Warmth seeped through her. The warmth of being wanted for herself. For a second, she had a flash of a possible future: her, Sarah, Noa, walking along a beach somewhere, content at home, on holiday. Noa going to secondary school, bringing home her first love interest. Maybe Noa working with Andi on a more formal basis or going off to university. Her and Sarah, growing older together. Maybe the rest of Sarah’s hair would catch up with her white streak. Maybe they’d have another child.
Whoa. Stop right there. Where had that thought come from? This wasn’t happy-ever-after, was it? This was happy-for-now, and she would be content with that.
* * *
Kristin, dressed in her work clothes, lolled against Andi’s truck in her yard. “Consider this a buddy check. You know, like when the police call around to someone who hasn’t been seen for days to make sure their dog hasn’t eaten them.”
“No dogs here.” Andi stopped unloading the truck and stuck her hands on her hips. “As you can see, I’m fine. Want a cuppa or glass of water? I’ve got nothing else.”
“Tea would be great.” Kristin straightened and preceded Andi into her studio. When they were again outside, lounging in Andi’s canvas chairs, mugs of tea in their hands, Kristin said, “Seriously. I haven’t seen you for a while.”
Andi reached out to grip her hand. “Thanks, mate. But seriously, I’m fine. I love that you asked though.”
“Living with a kid must be difficult,” Kristin said. “That’s really what I’m getting at. Oh, I know you and Noa are best buds now, but it’s still everything you’ve avoided in your life. I guess I’m just making sure you’re really fine, and not being all stoic for Sarah’s sake while actually you’re shrivelling inside.”
Warmth blossomed in Andi’s chest like a flower unfurling. “There’s a bit of that, to be honest. But I’m doing good. Better than good…although that’s what worries me.”
Kristin sipped her tea. “Because?”
“Because I think Noa is getting too close to me. And that’s not going to go well…when all this ends. She’s already had one parent disappear out of her life. Oh, I know Cait’s coming back, but it won’t be for a while.”
“There’s nothing to say you can’t still be a part of Sarah and Noa’s lives. You can still be their best mate. Sarah’s not the sort to cut you off once you’ve served your purpose.”
“I know. It’s just…” Andi spread her hands. “It’s upending my life, to be honest, and while a few months ago I’d have whinged about that big time, well, it’s not what I expected.”
“Go on.”
Andi sucked her lower lip. The words tumbled inside her head in a chaotic mish-mash of thoughts and feelings. “I always thought I was best not getting into a situation where I’d do a Gwen and disappear. Or be forced into parenting. The responsibility alone always scared me. But now…that situation is creeping up on me. And…and it’s not as horrifying as I always thought.”
“Have you said this to Sarah?”
“Yeah…and I think she’s starting to feel the same. That this could be real. And that scares me, although it makes me think that even I may have a happy ever after. But what if I find I can’t do this, Kristin? What if I try and fail?”
Kristin set down her mug and leaned over to grip Andi’s hand with both of hers. “Welcome to the wonderful world of romance and love, my friend, where there aren’t any guarantees, only best attempts.” She clenched her hands over Andi’s. “You have to try. That’s all you can do. Try with an honest heart and see what happens.”
Andi heaved a shaky breath. Kristin was right. She would just have to try and see if her best was good enough.



Chapter 23: 
So Not So
“IT’S NICE OF YOU TO come, Rosalind and Lionel.” Sarah ushered them into the house. “It’s just family dinner tonight, nothing special.”
“Thank you, Sarah. We didn’t dress up.” Rosalind leaned in and pecked the air near Sarah’s cheek.
Could have fooled me. Rosalind’s silky grey dress and high heels would have been at home in a high-end restaurant, and Lionel, silent as ever, wore a suit jacket with a tie. What on earth were they expecting?
“Noa’s in the living area.” She ushered them down the hall.
Noa and Andi were bent over a drawing on the dining room table. They looked up as Sarah entered.
“Hello, Rosalind, Lionel,” Andi said, getting up. “Can I get you anything? A beer?”
Sarah suppressed a smile. It was likely Rosalind had never had a beer in her life.
“Yes please,” Lionel said.
Rosalind’s mouth puckered as if she’d sucked a lemon. “No thank you. Do you have any wine? A pinot gris maybe?”
Sarah stepped in before Andi could haul the cask of pink wine from the fridge. “I think there’s a bottle of chardonnay. Would that be all right?”
“That’s fine.”
“Pale ale or wheat?” Andi asked Lionel.
He looked as animated as Sarah had ever seen him as he said, “Wheat beer please.”
Noa looked up. “Hello, Nana and Poppi.” She selected a red crayon and returned to her drawing.
“It’s polite to come and kiss me,” Rosalind said. “After all, we haven’t seen you for a while.” She shot a sad glance at Sarah.
Noa got down from her chair and went over to peck the proffered cheek. When she sat back down, Rosalind joined her at the table.
“What are you drawing?” Rosalind studied the drawing. “Is that a cow?”
Noa’s brows lowered. “It’s a pony, and his name’s Comet. I ride him.”
“You can now afford lessons?” One finely plucked brow arched.
“She rides with a friend of mine. Miriam’s excellent. Her ponies also work with Riding for the Disabled.” Andi handed Lionel a beer, and a glass of wine to Rosalind. “Cheers.” She knocked bottles with Lionel, who looked inordinately pleased to be drinking from the bottle.
Rosalind took a sip and then set the glass aside. “Do you like riding Comet?”
“Yes. He’s the best.”
“Maybe we can buy him for you.”
Coldness stole through Sarah’s chest. Was this the new approach? Bribe Noa into wanting to be with them?
“There’s no need,” Andi said. “Noa can ride him often. Besides, he’s not for sale.”
“Everything is for sale if you offer the right price,” Lionel said. “I remember when I was negotiating for the purchase of a Yarra Glen winery. The owners—”
“Yes, Lionel, we know,” Rosalind said, with a wave of her hand. “If Noa wants the pony, that can be arranged.”
“You can’t buy my daughter,” Sarah said. “Please drop the subject.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Noa sitting, staring. “What would you like to do with Nana and Poppi before dinner, Noa?”
“I’m drawing.” Noa instantly became absorbed in adding a saddle on Comet.
“Can I draw too?” Lionel sat on her other side.
Noa shot him such a worldly glance that Sarah stifled a smile. “Can you draw?”
“I don’t know,” Lionel said. “Maybe you could show me?”
“’Kay.” Noa pushed across a sheet of the butcher’s paper she was using. “Pick a colour.”
Rosalind’s cheek twitched. “That’s not a suitable—”
“What a great idea,” Andi said, sitting next to Lionel. “Maybe you can teach me, as well, Noa? Why don’t you join too, Rosalind?” Without waiting for an answer, she distributed paper.
Trapped, Rosalind centred the paper in front of her.
“First you have to draw the head,” Noa said. “Everyone pick a colour.”
Sarah turned to the kitchen. Rosalind with a yellow crayon in her hand wasn’t something she’d expected to see. If she was this awkward with something as simple as drawing with a child, how could she expect to have Noa with them full time? She concentrated on the simple chicken dish she was making, putting the place settings on the unoccupied end of the table until the artists were finished.
Twenty minutes later, there were four drawings of Comet that met Noa’s standards. Rosalind rose from the table, leaving her drawing. “Come and sit with me, Noa. Remember the little girls you played with when you visited us? You’ve been invited to Alexandra’s party next week. Won’t that be fun?”
“Um…no?” Noa wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather ride Comet.”
“Next week isn’t suitable.” Sarah faced Rosalind and fought to remain unruffled. “Noa, please clear the table and set it for dinner.” Once Noa was occupied, she said, “Rosalind, you started this situation. This needs to go through your lawyer and mine.”
Rosalind waved a hand. “But it’s a party with a suitable family. I’ll call Alexandra’s mother and make sure Noa gets an invite—”
“So there is no invite now?” Andi came over to them. Her hands were jammed in her pockets and she seemed to have grown in stature. “You’ll push Noa in just because you can?”
“Such things are important. We’re trying to give Noa a good start, give her what she needs.”
“Your priorities are different. They’re not mine, and not Cait’s,” Sarah said. “Now, dinner’s ready. I suggest we eat. Noa, please get water glasses for everyone.”
When everyone was seated, she dished up the brown rice and chicken stir-fry.
“Delicious,” Andi reached for Sarah’s hand across the table and squeezed it lightly. “I love your cooking, doll.”
“Thank you, babe.” Two could play this game.
Rosalind picked at her meal, but Lionel devoured his.
“So, Noa, tell me about your day.” Rosalind’s face retained her curiously immobile look, but she managed an approximation of a smile.
“I had school.” Noa balanced a piece of broccoli on top of the rice and shovelled it all into her mouth at once.
“What’s your favourite subject?”
Noa chewed for a long time, her gaze fixed on Rosalind. Then she took a drink of water. “Reading and drawing.”
Sarah squashed a frisson of glee at Noa’s delayed response. “Noa is doing well at school.”
“You need to look to her future,” Rosalind said. “Creative pursuits are not a worthwhile career path. St Philomena’s puts emphasis on science and maths, which—”
“There’s no need for that discussion now.” Sarah’s fingers clenched on her water glass. “Rosalind, this time together is for you to enjoy Noa’s company, not plan her future.”
“I didn’t go to university.” Lionel spoke up. “Never did me any harm.”
Rosalind opened and closed her mouth like a fish.
“I’m gonna be a famous horse rider,” Noa said. “Or make things like Andi does.”
“What about a doctor like Mumma?” Rosalind asked.
“Blood’s yuck. Can I have some more please?”
Andi put a second small serving of chicken and rice on Noa’s plate. “Apprentice Noa is a very quick learner.”
Rosalind’s lips compressed to a thin line.
* * *
Sarah put the last of the dishes in the dishwasher and turned to Andi, who was wiping the table. Noa was in bed, and Lionel had done a surprisingly good job of reading her a bedtime story before he and Rosalind departed.
“Glass of wine?” Sarah asked.
“Sure.”
Sarah poured two glasses of pink and sat at one end of the couch. There was enough room for Andi at the far end. Sarah’s nerves twanged. This was the first time they’d been alone together, really alone, since the last kiss. The last caress. The last admission that both of them wanted more.
Wrong. It was still wrong. Sarah adjusted the cushions, pulling one out so she could rest her arm on it. It also blocked the middle of the couch. Keep your distance.
Andi sat, too, stretching her toes out to the coffee table. “This is getting to be a habit.” Her eyes sparkled in the overhead lights. “You, me, a couch.”
Sarah turned her wine glass in her hand. “It’s a comfortable habit. I like your company, Andi.” And that was half the problem. Life was normal with Andi in it. Their little routines were accepted now—not just Andi picking Noa up from school, but their together times on this couch, or the back deck.
“Too comfortable.” Andi stared into her own wine as if answers swirled in the glass. “I’ve been thinking all this week I should have been working on my own painting. Instead, I’m relaxing with you, teaching Noa, just…existing in your space, I guess.”
Sarah levered herself away from the back of the couch so she could face Andi. “Your painting is important. The trompe-l’œil?”
“Yeah, that. And I’d like to try my hand at painting for pleasure. I haven’t done a new trompe-l’œil since I moved in here.” She sucked her upper lip in her mouth. “I should be annoyed by that. I should be itching to have that brush in my hand, to create… And I do. But it just isn’t as important as before.”
Why was that, and what was Andi really saying? Sarah chose her words carefully, as if tiptoeing through a field of young wheat. “You must make time for what’s important to you, Andi. Your 3D paintings are amazing. And if it’s your outlet, then you need to continue—paint for pleasure, too, if that’s what you want. I have a mundane life, but just because you’re living here right now doesn’t mean you need to have one too.”
“Mundane? Is that what you think?”
Sarah took a sip of wine while she collected her thoughts. “I don’t see how you can think it anything else. I shepherd a kid through life. I work an ordinary job. I do things like school runs, and supervise homework, and try to cook healthy meals on a budget. I play netball and have pizza nights. Until you came along, I hadn’t been outside of Melbourne for months. Those pony riding expeditions are as exciting as a trip to Africa for me.” She bit her lip; mentioning Africa, with its echoes of Cait, was a mistake.
Andi tilted her head. “We all want what we don’t have, don’t we? If you and Cait were still together, would you have gone to Africa with her?”
“With a child?”
“People do.”
“You’re right. And while I may envy them for a fleeting moment, I wouldn’t go. That’s why Cait never went before now. Because she knew I wouldn’t come, and it would have been impossible for her to take Noa without me.”
“So she jaunts off to follow her path, leaving you holding the baby. What about your dreams?”
Sarah let the warmth of her dreams surround her. They stole up around her, wrapping her closely in a net of contentment. “This is what I want.” She gestured around the living room. “My own space, a garden. And Noa. Helping her shape her life. Seeing her grow and turn into a good person. I always wanted to be a mother. This is my dream. Sure, I’d love to see the plains of Africa, but it’s harder to reconcile that wish with my bigger one. I hope I’ll get to travel one day—but for holidays, and Noa will come too. That’s my balance. Or compromise, if you’d rather call it that.”
Andi turned to face the french door to the garden. “I don’t presume to label your dreams. But I’m so very happy you have what you want.”
“Not all of it, of course. Who wouldn’t want a million dollars, a bigger house, a new car, and a loving partner to share it all with? But those aren’t realistic. Not for me, anyway.”
“You never know.” Andi put down her wine and shifted closer, throwing the cushion Sarah had placed as the flimsiest of barriers to the floor.
Her leg pressed against Sarah’s, the heat seeping along her thigh like the sun. Sarah tightened her belly. She should move away, put some distance between them. There was still some space at her end of the couch. Or she could stay, and enjoy the feeling, the promise, the warmth of Andi’s body next to hers.
Andi wrapped an arm around Sarah’s shoulders, pulling her closer.
With a small sigh, Sarah let her body relax into Andi’s side. It felt right. Natural, as if one part of what she hoped for was finding its way to her. But that was an illusion. And if that illusion seemed frayed around the edges, as if it was blending with reality, well that was a path she couldn’t let herself go down. The crossroads in the dark forest, with the shiny, bright, beckoning path labelled Heartbreak versus the twisting, shadowy and oh-so-much less appealing way signed Reality.
But for another minute, she could have everything.
Andi shifted so she was half-reclining on the couch, tugging Sarah down with her.
Her head rested on Andi’s shoulder. If she moved down further, she’d hear her heartbeat—steady, strong. Reassurance that the world would be right with Andi by her side.
She made that one, small shift, and yes. Andi’s heartbeat pounded in her ear, a little faster than expected, but just as solid and rhythmic as she’d thought.
For a few minutes, they lay there. Then Sarah swung her legs up onto the couch and wrapped an arm around Andi’s midriff. She’d seldom relaxed with Cait like this. Cait wasn’t a person who stayed still for long. Even watching TV or reading, she bounced up and down: to get water, to find something for the morning. Even just to check she’d locked her car—a transparent excuse that covered her need to move.
“You scare me, Sarah.” Andi’s voice reverberated under her ear.
Sarah tensed, reasons running through her mind. “Why?”
“Because of this.” Andi’s arms tightened around her, and she ran a slow, seeking hand from Sarah’s shoulder down to her hip and back. “You make this seem like something I should want. Could want. I’ve always run from commitment. Kids. Because how can I be the person they need when my own life was so fucked? How could I be there in the long term? I knew I couldn’t, so I always got out before it could become a problem. But this…you. You make me believe.”
Andi’s heart beat faster under Sarah’s ear.
“What do I make you believe?” she whispered.
A silence, wrapped in promise. “You make me believe I can have this with you. Make it real.”
Sarah’s own heart sped up to match the beat of Andi’s. What was Andi saying? That she wanted to stay? Her shirt was rough under Sarah’s cheek, but her arms held her close, tight. As if she was precious.
“You’re saying you want to stay with me and Noa?” She counted her heartbeats while she waited for Andi’s reply.
“Yeah. That’s what I’m saying.” She shifted, settling Sarah’s head more firmly on her breast. “But I don’t know what you want.”
Words beat joyfully in Sarah’s chest. Was Andi the person for her and Noa? She sucked a deep breath, trying to calm her pulse over the thundering in her mind that said yes, yes, she was.
Could she believe Andi? A lifetime running from commitment, set aside in a blink for her and Noa? A chill seeped in through her lungs and every breath pushed the coolness around her body.
Right.
So not so.
Andi Barrons falling for Sarah Santoro. An ordinary single mother with no dreams other than the mundane ones she’d already achieved.
So not so.
Oh, Andi no doubt believed she wanted it now, in this warm snug of togetherness brought on by proximity and closeness. But if she was away from this, back in her own space, well, Sarah and Noa would be like Misty the spoodle: cute, loving, missed for a while, but then largely forgotten.
Andi’s arms tensed around her; Sarah had let the silence stretch too long.
“I’m not sure I can give you that,” she said. “Can you really overturn a lifetime of freedom to tie yourself to us?” She extracted herself from Andi’s arms and sat up. “I’m trying not to put words into your mouth, but it’s hard not to. I think Noa and I have given you the family you missed out on when you were a kid. And that’s great, and wonderful, and I’m happy we can do that for you. After all, you’ve done so much for us.” She swung her legs to the floor and moved further along the couch. “But I think, in the long term, you’ll find we’re not right for you.”
Andi heaved herself to a sitting position. “I think you’re wrong. I feel things, Sarah. Things that are new to me. I want to be a part of your lives. Not just for this fake partner thing, but for real.”
“For how long?”
“I can’t answer that. No one can, no matter how sure they are. But…I’d like to try. Can we?”
Try. It seemed half-hearted. You tried oysters, abseiling, a higher grade of fuel in the car, all to see if you liked them, if it worked. But a relationship? To try seemed too weak a word for that.
When Sarah didn’t respond, Andi added, “What else can we do? I can’t promise you forever. No one can do that. No partnership agreement or marriage vow is unbreakable.”
She was right; of course she was. Sarah stared across at Andi, at her floppy black hair tumbling in disorder over the sharpness of her razor cut. At her dark eyes, so hopeful. The black ink on her arm seemed to echo her mysteriousness.
The slow burn reignited in Sarah’s stomach. It had never really gone away, she now realised, it had just been tamped down by the demands of her everyday life. But everyday life was the norm, and Andi was outside of that.
She stared at Andi, reliving their kisses, the feel of Andi in her arms, her strong body supporting Sarah’s. People had casual relationships all the time. She wasn’t averse to them. Indeed, some earthshaking sex was probably the best thing she could do for herself right now. Not every flare of attraction had to lead to more. Sometimes—most times—it led to a single night together.
Sarah’s breath expanded in her chest. Maybe she and Andi could have that one, sizzling night together. Get it out of both of their systems. And then, in the morning, they could part ways, return to their normal lives with no expectations or longing between them.
Who was she fooling? Not herself, and if she voiced her thoughts to Andi, almost certainly not her either. For Andi, rightly or wrongly, wanted Sarah for more than that. Their dreams had aligned—at least for now.
“I can’t, Andi.” She pushed her hands into her hair. “I’m sitting here, arguing with myself that we could have at least one night together. That maybe we could make it work. But if we’re honest, we know it wouldn’t. And I can’t just try it. Not now. Not while you’re living with me. If it didn’t work, and you couldn’t stay…I don’t know where that would leave me with Rosalind.”
A deep breath, then another. The knot in her chest felt like a locket of tears, as if she were shooting down her own dreams along with Andi’s.
“And Noa. She’s my everything. And she’s already so very fond of you. I’d be letting you break her heart along with mine when you left.”
“You’re presuming you know how this would end.” Andi’s voice was husky. “No one can. I promise, though, that even if we did part, I would make it as easy as I could for Noa.”
“I know you would. But Noa’s had one parent leave her already. A year’s a long time when you’re eight, and Cait’s return isn’t something she can see right now. If you left as well, if you left after she had started to love you…”
She couldn’t continue. It was likely that Noa already loved Andi. The apprenticeship, the pony rides, the ice cream. Noa already talked to Andi about things she didn’t mention to Sarah. She already treated her as an adult who cared.
Sarah tilted her head back and closed her eyes. Her chin wobbled and hot tears prickled behind her eyes. She screwed them shut in an attempt to stop them falling.
Andi moved closer and picked up her hand, but Sarah shook it free. The touch would break her. Just as Andi would break her and Noa if she let them into their lives any more than she already was.
“I’m sorry. I really am.” She rose and took two paces away to stare out the window. “I’m sorry, I can’t try what you want. For Noa’s sake. And mine.” The tears leaked from her eyes and she dashed them away. “I can’t be what you want.”
* * *
Andi remained on the couch when Sarah had gone. Gone where, she didn’t know, but as the minutes ticked past, she assumed she was on the front porch, or else curled up with Noa.
She put her head in her hands. Way to fuck up. Some tiny part of her had assumed Sarah would see her as the completion of her own dream. She hadn’t expected to be rejected out of hand, because Sarah didn’t believe her. No. That wasn’t right. Sarah did believe her, but she thought Andi’s change of heart was a temporary thing.
Well, she couldn’t exactly refute that based on past history.
That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. Gwen, Sheryl, past rejections welled up in her mind once more, but she shook them away. She wasn’t seven anymore. She wouldn’t be hurt by this.
Slowly, she stood and walked down the hall. Noa’s bedroom door was closed, when it normally stood partially ajar. Sarah must be in there.
Andi went into Sarah’s bedroom, shucked her clothes, and got into bed. For a moment, she’d thought Sarah would agree they could try. She’d seen them falling into each other’s arms, seen this bed with the two of them, their lovemaking hot and sweet.
Instead, she was back to where she always was.
Alone.



Chapter 24: 
Closing Ranks
SARAH’S MOBILE BLASTED ITS RING tone as she was typing up a quote for Bryce. She glanced at her phone, frowning at the unfamiliar overseas number. No doubt, another scammer. Her finger hovered over the reject button, but she hesitated. Maybe, just maybe, it was Cait. She answered the call.
“Sarah?” The voice was tinny and crackly, but unmistakable.
“Cait? Oh thank God you’ve called.” She cast a quick glance at Bryce’s shut door. This call was too important to miss. Catching Tenielle’s eye, she gestured to the phone, then left the office. Once in the car park, she rested her butt against the wall. “I can talk now.”
“You need a new job, Sarz.” Same old Cait.
“You’re right, but there are more urgent things than that right now. Did you get my e-mails?”
“Yes, eventually. Sarz, I had no idea my mother intended this. None. Please believe me.”
Relief shot through her like a bullet, and she slumped back against the wall. She’d trusted Cait, but there’d been that niggling little voice that said maybe, just maybe, Cait wanted her mother to care for Noa.
“I believe you. But you need to call Rosalind off.” Swiftly she outlined the legal case, the surveillance, how Rosalind had tried to take control.
“I gave her my financial power of attorney,” Cait said, “so she could sort out anything relating to the bank, the mortgage, transfers of money and so on. She gave me a second POA, but it seemed too broad and too vague, so I didn’t sign. I assumed her lawyer had drawn it up automatically. I signed nothing other than the financial one—and that doesn’t affect Noa. You’re Noa’s mother, Sarah, even more than me despite who birthed her. I would never do anything to separate you from her.”
“I didn’t think you would. But Rosalind was so convincing, I couldn’t help but worry.” Sarah closed her eyes as tears of relief threatened.
“My mother’s a bitch,” Cait said succinctly. “Can you give me your lawyer’s number? I’m in Addis Ababa for three days. It was supposed to be some relaxation—guess I’m now reining in Mother. Tell me what you want me to do.”
“Get Rosalind to drop her custody claim and any thoughts of having Noa attend St Philomena’s. She can visit, as long as I’m there, or Andi. No overnights though.”
“Andi?” Cait’s voice rose. “Who’s Andi?”
“Oh.” Sarah bit her lip. “I sent you an e-mail, some weeks ago.”
“I didn’t get it.” Cait sighed. “I’m sorry, Sarz. It seems I’ve missed something important. Can you tell me now?”
What to say, how to explain? A dozen different explanations raced through her mind, but this was Cait and she deserved the truth. “Andi is a friend of me and Kristin. She agreed to pose as my partner to convince Rosalind that Noa had a stable home life with two people caring for her. She moved in to make it seem more real. She’s a good person, Cait. I wouldn’t do anything to put Noa at risk.”
“I know you wouldn’t.”
“Noa really likes Andi.”
“And you?” Cait’s voice dropped to the softer tone she used when she was really listening and not just reacting.
Sarah switched the phone to the other hand. Her pulse raced; the question felt like a dangerous one, as if it came with a catch. “We’re good friends.”
“Is that all, Sarz?”
“I’ve… I’ve come to care for her too. It may have started as a fake relationship, but…it’s starting to feel real. But it’s complicated.”
“Then I’m happy for you. Life is complicated. We just have to roll with it. Maybe I’ll get to meet Andi when my year is up. Now listen…” Cait’s voice went back to brisk. “I know you’re at work now, but I’d love to speak with Noa. Can I call tonight?”
“She would love that more than anything. She’s found it hard, with you away.”
“I miss her.” Cait’s voice dropped again. “I didn’t realise how much I would.”
“Call every night if you want.”
“I’m only in Addis Ababa until the day after tomorrow, then it’s back out to the villages. Communication will be near impossible again. But I’ll call your lawyer and make sure I do whatever they need—a statement, statutory declaration, whatever. And”—her voice hardened—“I’ll call Mother. Let her know very clearly where I stand.”
“Thank you. I’ve been worried.”
Cait laughed. “I bet that’s the understatement of the year. You must have been scared to have roped in Andi. I’m sorry it’s been so hard to contact me, but hopefully, all will be sorted soon.”
“I hope so.” Sarah heaved a great breath, letting a glimmer of hope lodge in her chest. “So tell me about what you’re doing over there—if you have time.”
“I have a few more minutes. It’s amazing. I’m in a team of four medics and we travel around a wide remote area. Word travels fast, and often we arrive to find people already waiting to be seen. We do everything we possibly can—the variety of medicine is immense—and we’re making a big difference.” Her voice dropped again. “This is why I became a doctor, to do this type of work. To really make my training count.”
“I’m happy for you. You always had big dreams, Cait. Huge ones, too big for my life.”
“Don’t say that.” Cait’s voice sharpened. “Don’t put yourself down. We were good together, until—”
“Until your dreams took you away. At first just in your head. But now…” She gestured broadly even though Cait couldn’t see.
“Yeah.” A sigh, then she said, “I have to go. I need the details of your lawyer.”
Sarah fumbled in her phone and managed to give her Alan’s details without disconnecting the call.
“Thanks. I’ll call Noa later. I can’t wait to hear her voice. Bye, Sarz.” The call ended.
Sarah stared at the phone and the relief welled up in her throat until she wanted to shout it to the sky. Thank God. Thank the goddess, the universe, and any deity who was listening. Everything would be okay now.
* * *
Andi’s phone rang in her pocket, and she fumbled it out and answered. “Hi Sarah, what’s up?” No doubt she had to work late again. It was becoming such a regular occurrence that Andi now planned her working day around Noa’s pick up.
“I’ve just had a call from Cait! She had no idea what Rosalind was doing, and the only POA she signed was financial. She’s calling my lawyer now.”
“Really? Sarah, that’s the best news.” Andi sat on the base of her stepladder as relief thrummed through her.
“The best. Rosalind’s claim should fall into smithereens. This shitshow will be over soon—it has to be. Noa and I can go back to our lives without this hanging over us.”
“That’s great.” And it was. Truly. But… Andi’s stomach flip-flopped into her boots. If all went to plan, Sarah would no longer need to pretend a relationship with her. And while, once, that would have filled her with relief, now it made her uncomfortable. Uneasy, as if everything good and solid was dropping out of her life.
“It’s fantastic. I’m not going to celebrate until I know everything has gone away, though. Just in case.”
“I’m truly happy for you.” Andi tried to put some joy in her voice, but it was hard. Sarah’s happiness most likely meant the end for her.
“Anyway, apart from telling you that amazing news, I’m calling to let you know I’ll be picking Noa up from school.”
Was Sarah trying to get rid of her already? “I’m happy to get Noa if you want. I’ve already planned my day around it.”
“I’ll get her. I also want to tell her that Cait is going to call this evening. She’ll be over the moon.”
“I’m sure she will.”
“I thought we’d stop on her way home from school and get ice cream, and then order pizza for dinner. Her favourite things.”
“It sounds great.” Andi opened her mouth to say she’d be home for pizza.
“So that means you get an evening off. I’m sure you’re desperate for some adult company.”
Only yours. She gripped her phone. Was Sarah trying to tell her to clear out for the evening? It sounded like it. A hollow greyness settled in her stomach. She’d thought she was becoming a part of this little family. Sarah’s words made it very clear she would only ever be an outsider.
“There’s pizza for you, if you want, of course.”
Did she mean it? There was a diffidence in her voice, as if she was looking forward to an evening with Noa, chatting with her ex-wife. Ever since her time in Polks Hill, Andi had sworn she’d never go where she wasn’t wanted, however much she herself may want it. “Thanks,” she said through stiff lips, “but I’ll spend the night at my studio. Find out how dusty it’s become.”
“If you’re sure.”
“I’m sure. Send my best to my apprentice, and I hope you have a fantastic evening. Oh, and Sarah? I’m really happy for you.” She ended the call before she could say she’d changed her mind and would be home for pizza. Home. Sarah’s house had been home in her head for some time.
Andi finished packing up the jobsite and drove to her yard. She let herself into her studio and looked around. What had once been eclectic and minimalist now seemed shabby and sparse—more like a share house than the home of someone closer to forty than thirty. She’d told herself she liked it that way: a small home, just for her, with only the basics. A kettle, a toaster, a microwave, a hotplate. Hell, the toilet didn’t even have a door. She’d always told herself she didn’t need more—but now, the tiny space seemed to mock that idea.
Her houseplant was dead, its leaves crispy brown. The only living thing dependant on her, and she couldn’t even keep it alive. Andi set down her satchel and threw herself on the bed. A puff of dust rose around her, and the pillow smelled musty. She rose and went to the fridge, remembering halfway there she had no beer.
The evening stretched long in front of her. Maybe she should do as Sarah had suggested and go find some adult company. Have a beer and a pub feed. Maybe find someone to talk to, to reassure her that her company wasn’t totally shunned. But even that idea failed to grab her.
She rested her head back against the wall. Her heart pulsed tender, bruised. She should never have allowed herself to start caring—for Noa, with her quirky little grin and her eagerness to be involved in everything. But mainly for Sarah. Sarah with her big, encompassing heart, her absolute love for her daughter, and her determination to keep her small family together. That family which was pushing Andi to one side now the need for her was over.
Was this how other people felt, coming into a family that was already a unit, rather than one they’d built themselves? Maybe. But for her, it echoed Gwen and Aunt Sheryl’s rejection all over again. Andi shook her head and pressed her lips together to stop them trembling.
That was what hurt the most. She’d opened her heart, dared to believe she may belong, only to be shut out once she’d served her purpose. She’d survive; she knew that. She’d done it once, and she could do it again. But Sarah and Noa had cracked the shell around her heart, made her think that maybe she’d found her place. Those cracks were closing again, like concrete around her chest.
So, it was her alone. Again.
Andi closed her eyes.
Fine.



Chapter 25: 
Reintegration
ROSALIND’S PHONE RANG ITS DECOROUS ringtone, and she picked it up from the table next to her and glanced at the screen. “It’s Beatrice,” she said to Lionel before answering the call and putting the phone on speaker.
“Good afternoon, Rosalind.” Beatrice said. “Is Lionel there with you? It would be preferable if I could speak with both of you.”
“I’m here, too,” Lionel said. “Good afternoon, Beatrice.”
“Thank you for sending through the power of attorney,” Beatrice said. “However, the copy you sent is a financial power of attorney only and does not cover the custody situation. Do you have the correct version?”
“My apologies,” Rosalind said smoothly. Her chest burned with the fire of acid reflux and she longed for her tablets. “I’ll have to see about getting you the general version, but it could take some time.”
“I was under the impression you already held an executed general power of attorney,” Beatrice said. “That was what you informed me at the start. Is this not the case?”
Rosalind smoothed the front of her blouse with her free hand, conscious of Lionel’s stare. “I’m still waiting on Cait to return the executed version. Mail delivery is obviously difficult right now.”
“I see,” Beatrice said in a neutral voice. “I remind you that Ms Santoro’s lawyers called for it to be provided within seven days. That time has passed. Their next move will be to bring an application to the court to compel you to provide it. Your case is considerably weaker without the executed general POA as that would have allowed you to act for your daughter in all her affairs. The financial one is irrelevant to this situation.”
“I’ll attempt to contact my daughter again and stress the urgency of it.” Rosalind closed her eyes against Lionel’s unblinking gaze. “I have no doubt that Cait will sign.”
“Fine.” Beatrice’s modulated voice didn’t change. “I will advise Ms Santoro’s lawyers that the executed POA will be provided as a matter of urgency to try and stave off an application, and I’ll provide them with the financial POA as an indication of your daughter’s trust in you to manage her affairs. I’ll be in contact again once they revert.”
“Thank you,” Rosalind murmured. She ended the call and set the phone down on the table. For a moment, she sat immobile, worry threading through her veins like cobwebs. Cait hadn’t responded to her e-mail requesting she sign the general POA. Maybe she hadn’t received it—she’d been very unresponsive since she’d gone overseas. But it would be okay. Cait had been fine signing the financial POA, and she said she trusted them to look after her affairs while she was gone. That should surely include Noa.
She tapped the brochure for St Philomena’s which lay on the table. The glossy cover showed smiling girls dressed in royal blue uniforms complete with ribboned hats walking arm-in-arm in front of an ivy-covered building. The school crest and Latin motto completed the cover. The statistics for university entrance and scholarships and the impressive list of alumni spoke for themselves. Noa would thrive in that environment, far better than the chaotic hit-and-miss of a state school.
Lionel cleared his throat. “You won’t want to hear this, Rosie, but we need to consider what happens if we don’t get that signed POA from Cait.”
She swung around to face him. “Why do you say that? Cait will sign.”
“She’s still good friends with Sarah. It’s possible she will take Sarah’s part.” He set his hands on trousered knees.
Rosalind stared at his age-spotted hands. He had the skin of an old man. With a jolt, she remembered he was approaching his seventieth birthday. Was it unfair to ask him to raise a young child? But no. Having Noa around would give them both new enthusiasm, would give them the family they’d missed out on when Cait was small. She pushed aside the thought that it was her doing they weren’t close with Cait, that she hadn’t always been there for her daughter. She would atone for that now—with Noa.
“Cait trusts us.” She held out a hand to Lionel and he clasped it. “We’re doing the right thing, for Noa and for Cait.”
* * *
Sarah listened to Noa chattering excitedly on the phone to Cait, telling her about school, about soccer, about her new favourite type of pizza…and also about Comet, and Andi, and being Andi’s apprentice, and how she wanted to paint like Andi when she grew up.
Eventually, Noa wound down and handed the phone to Sarah.
“Seems like our daughter is very taken with Andi.” The smile in Cait’s voice came through the phone line. “Maybe you should consider making the relationship real.”
Sarah looked around to make sure Noa was out of earshot. “I’ve already had one relationship where I stayed because of Noa. I don’t need another.”
“Ouch.” Cait sounded amused rather than annoyed. “Sorry, that was out of line. But I’d love to see you happy with someone.”
“I’m sorry I snapped. It’s a tender point. Maybe because I’d like Andi to stay, but she’s not that sort of person. She’s childfree, she has good reasons for that, and she avoids commitments in her life.”
“People can change. That doesn’t mean Andi will. But maybe keep an open mind, eh?”
“She says she has changed; she wants to make it real,” Sarah said in a rush. “It’s me that’s struggling with that. I believe her…now…but I don’t feel I can trust her to be around for the long term.”
“That’s what you said about me. Remember?”
“I… I’d forgotten that.” Sarah slumped onto the couch, the phone pressed to her ear.
“You thought I was a player—”
“You were.”
“—and that I wouldn’t stick around. Wouldn’t want kids. We may be divorced now, but we had eleven years together. Eleven mainly good years. And we had Noa. Back when we were getting together, I worried that you would be the one to bail. You were only twenty-one, and you didn’t seem to believe my player days were over. I’m not comparing myself to Andi, but I’m just saying it takes trust and commitment on both sides.”
Sarah was silent. Cait was right. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so quick to brush Andi’s words aside.
“She’s not here tonight. She’s gone home.”
“Maybe she was being tactful and didn’t want to interfere with my call.”
“Maybe.” Sarah sank her teeth into her lower lip. Or maybe Andi had gone because Sarah had presumed she would want a night alone and encouraged her to take one. Or maybe, it was because her invitation to be around for pizza had sounded like an afterthought.
“Sarz? Are you still there?” Cait’s voice echoed in her ear. “I’m sorry, but I have to go in a minute. I called your lawyer and I’m doing a statement tomorrow to send to him—I’ll copy you in on the e-mail. I’ll call my parents tomorrow as well. I’ll say if they don’t drop the custody issue, they will never hear from me again. That, too, will be in my statement.”
Sweet relief fizzed in Sarah’s blood, and the tension drained out of her so swiftly she nearly dropped the phone. Rosalind couldn’t argue with that. No court in the land could argue against that. “Thank you. So very much.”
“Only doing what’s right. I have to go. You can reach me on e-mail for another day, then I’ll be almost impossible to contact for another three months. If you think of anything else, e-mail me. Take care, Sarz. Be happy.” The call ended before she could reply.
She went out to the back deck. Noa came running up and jumped into her arms, clinging with arms and legs as she used to do when she was a toddler.
Sarah hugged her hard for a moment, then let her slide to the ground. “You are too big and heavy to do that now. How was Mumma?”
“Good. She told me she loves me, but she has to help lots of people an’ kids get better who are sick. I wanna be a doctor like Mumma when I grow up.”
“You can, if that’s what you want. You’ll have to work hard though. Lots of sums.”
“I’ll do them. If you want something badly enough, you gotta work for it. Andi told me that.” Noa nodded as if she were twenty-eight rather than eight.
It seemed advice was coming at her from the most unlikely places this evening.
* * *
For the first time in a long time, Andi considered not going to work. Her big bed was comfortable, and she’d taken an antihistamine tablet so she could ignore the dust. But getting up and going off to work as if nothing had happened, even when her world was in ruins, seemed unappealing. Surely she could take a day to just be, ease her way back into her own space, remind herself why she loved her studio. And yes, she’d dust and clean and change the bed linen and go grocery shopping. Then she’d lie on her bed and contemplate the ceiling and maybe read one of her mystery novels rather than one of Sarah’s romances. Maybe those romance novels had coloured her world, made her believe in a happy ever after that couldn’t possibly exist in the real world.
She sneezed, dust tickling her nose until the need for tissues made her get out of bed. She looked around her space as the temptation to flop back into bed grew stronger. No. She squared her shoulders. She’d go to work, get groceries on the way home, and tidy up later. Life had to go on. It was the only way to get through this.
For a second, she wondered if her little apprentice would miss her, then she pushed that aside. Maybe she’d still get to hang out with Noa. After all, Sarah might not want Noa’s life disrupted yet. And the whole issue with Rosalind wasn’t yet fully resolved.
Andi shuffled to the loo, then hunted for work clothes. She’d call Sarah later.
* * *
Andi hadn’t called.
Sarah picked up Noa and they went home. She peeked into the bedroom. It was as Andi had left it the day before, with various clothes piled on a chair and the bed made tidily. It didn’t look as if she’d returned since yesterday. She picked up one of Andi’s shirts and smoothed it.
“Where’s Andi?” Noa appeared in the doorway. “I wanna show her my drawing from school and tell her what Mumma said.”
“She’s probably still at work,” Sarah said. She put the shirt over the back of the chair.
“’Kay. What’s for dinner?”
What was for dinner? She hadn’t given it any thought. She stared blankly at Noa.
“Can we have cheesy pasta?”
“Sure.”
“And Opal asked if I can sleep over tomorrow night, and then I can go to soccer in the morning with them.”
Sarah opened her mouth to say ‘sure’ again then closed it. Noa could ask if she could ride Comet to the moon right now and she’d probably say sure. “I’ll call Opal’s mum.”
“’Kay.”
She made the call while Noa did her homework, confirming and arranging the details. A free evening. She should call Kristin and see if she wanted to do something. But Kristin would assume that Andi would be included too, and Sarah wasn’t sure if Andi would want that. Maybe an evening by herself with her thoughts was just what she needed.
* * *
Andi slammed the truck door outside Sarah’s house. She hadn’t called. After all, nothing had been said to change their arrangement. Not yet, anyway. She shucked her boots on the porch and used her key to open the door.
“Andi!” A thump and then the sound of running feet and Noa threw her arms around Andi’s waist. “Mumma called me! She lives in a hut made of mud and sometimes when she wants to go to the toilet she has to dig a hole in the ground, but she saves people’s lives. She’s really ’portant.”
“Your mumma’s doing good things,” Andi said.
Noa beamed, then tugged her hand. “Come on. Mummy’s making cheesy pasta.”
Andi followed her down the hall to where Sarah stood at the stove.
“Hi,” Sarah pushed her hair back from her face. “I wasn’t sure if you would be here for dinner.”
Oh. Andi managed a small smile. “If it’s okay.”
“Of course. If you don’t mind eating what is basically macaroni and cheese. Nothing exciting.”
“Any food cooked for me is exciting,” Andi said. “And I love mac and cheese.”
“Me too.” Noa stood next to her. “Mummy, how long is dinner? Me an’ Andi need to have a ’portant meeting. About work.”
“You’ve got time for that,” Sarah said.
“Oh?” Andi raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried?”
Noa led her to the table and sat. “Please sit there.” She pointed to the chair opposite.
Andi sat, clasping her hands on the table. “Now, why have you called this meeting, Apprentice Noa?”
“You hafta tell me off,” Noa said. “’Cause I didn’t tell you I wouldn’t be working yesterday. It was ’cause Mumma called. But I should have told you. So, this is what you hafta do.” She slid across a sheet of paper. On it was written a numbered list. Andi smothered a smile as she read.
“So, Apprentice Noa, point one says you didn’t call in to let me know you wouldn’t be at work. You made it difficult for me, as I couldn’t find anyone to replace you at short notice. I would have called your friend Jamal, but I didn’t have his number. And he works for only two dollars an hour.”
“Jamal’s not on the list!” Noa said. “You don’t have to say that.”
“But, I hear that Jamal isn’t as good as you. Basically, Apprentice Noa, you are a most important employee, and I couldn’t do without you.”
Noa beamed. “That’s better.”
She read on. “So, point two says I’m not to tell you off this time. Instead, I’m going to give you a pay rise.” She raised an eyebrow. “I am?”
“There’s more.”
“I’m giving you a pay rise because you’re so…” She squinted at Noa’s handwritten sheet. “What does this say? Is it vulnerable?”
“Valuable,” said Noa. “It means ’portant.”
“Right.” Andi battled on. “Because you’re so important, I’m going to give you a pay rise. Of…” She raised her eyebrows. “You can’t have a dollar an hour. How about fifty cents?” Was this the right thing? She shot a look at Sarah, but she had her back to them.
“Okay. Thank you. Can it start tomorrow? I’m saving up for something ’portant. I’ve saved all my wages so far. I have nearly forty dollars.”
Behind Noa’s head, Sarah turned from the stove. Her hands made wiggling “I have no idea” gestures and she shrugged. “The wage negotiation has to be put on hold for now. Dinner’s ready. Noa, please set the table.”
Saved by the dinner gong. Andi rose to get water glasses. The need to talk to Sarah churned inside her. Later, hopefully, when Noa had gone to bed.
It was much later before the opportunity arose. Noa was finally in bed, and Andi and Sarah had taken mugs of herbal tea out to the deck.
Sarah blew on her tea and looked at Andi over the rim. “I’m glad you came back tonight. A lot happened we need to talk about.”
Andi nodded and sipped her own tea. Sarah was right, but that didn’t mean she was looking forward to the conversation. “About Cait? About Rosalind?”
“Yes.” Swiftly, Sarah filled her in on the conversation with Cait. “Also, Alan’s talked with Rosalind’s lawyers, and called for them to withdraw the claim. Cait e-mailed through her statement and Alan sent that to them. He says while there’s nothing to stop Rosalind continuing, she’s almost certain to fail. And of course, Cait has said she’ll have nothing more to do with her parents if she continues. Alan expects them to withdraw in the next few days.”
“So that’s it?” Andi said. “No more worry. And no need for our fake relationship.”
“Not after the next few days,” Sarah agreed.
So this was it then. Even though she’d guessed this was coming, to hear Sarah say it so bluntly made the cheesy pasta sit heavy in her stomach. “When do you want me to move out?”
Sarah stared at her, and a flicker of something undefinable crossed her face. “Would you mind waiting until Rosalind has properly withdrawn?”
“Of course not.” Andi rose to her feet and paced to the edge of the deck, where she stood staring out over the dark garden. “Sarah, I told you before I’d like to give this a try for real. Have you thought any more about that?”
“It’s not that easy for me,” Sarah said in a low voice. “I have Noa to consider. And she’s already so very fond of you. I worry for her if it didn’t work out. And…” Her voice cracked and she took a deep breath. “I worry for me, too.”
Andi gripped the railing. What exactly did Sarah mean by that?
“I know there are no guarantees in life. Exhibit A: me and Cait. But that doesn’t mean I won’t try to protect Noa for as long as possible. She’s missing Cait. There’s nothing I can do about that—Cait had to live her life as she felt best. But I can try my hardest not to put Noa in a situation where she’ll love someone else who leaves her.”
“That’s not very fair,” Andi said. “You’ve already done that to Noa. You said yourself—she’s fond of me already. How will us trying a real relationship undo that?”
“The longer it goes on, the longer we try, the worse it will be—in the end.”
Andi chuckled humourlessly. “Do you know how this sounds? The childfree person who’s avoided relationships versus the mother who’s admitted she’d like to be in a close relationship again. Who do you think should be arguing to give this a try?”
For a second, Sarah stared, then her face dissolved into a rueful look. “You’re right. It sounds ridiculous when you put it like that.”
Andi came over to join Sarah on the couch. She took her tea from her hands and set it on the low table. Then, she took both of Sarah’s hands in her own and shuffled forward until their knees touched. “Sarah, I can’t promise we’ll be together forever…or even for a while. But I can promise that this is what I want with my heart and soul. You and Noa. And me. Together. I can promise I’ll do everything I can to make this work. If you’ll let me. It hasn’t been easy for me to get to this point. There’s been so much hurt and mistrust I’ve had to let go of. But your fierceness in fighting for Noa showed me how worthwhile a healthy family relationship can be. It doesn’t have to be what I grew up with. Please, will you let us at least try?”
Sarah swallowed, and a drop of moisture fell onto the back of Andi’s hand. She swallowed again, once, twice, as if her throat was too clogged for words. “After that, I don’t know how I can refuse. Not when it’s what I want with all my heart as well.”
Andi gripped Sarah’s hands and her head dropped forward over them. She raised them to her lips and turned them over to kiss first one, then the other. Her lips tingled from the touch.
When she raised her head, Sarah was staring at her, eyes wide, lips gently parted. Kissable.
Andi’s heart thundered in her chest, and she was lightheaded with joy. But before she kissed Sarah’s adorable lips, before they embraced, and whispered promises and dreams, there was something else to say.
“There’s one more thing. I’m asking you to not exclude me as you did last night. I respect Cait’s place in both of your lives, and I realise there will be things the two of you need to decide that won’t include me. But last night was a celebration and I’d hoped to be a part of that, but you as good as pushed me off to a bar for some ‘adult company’.” She stared down at their joined hands again. “I felt excluded, as if I was no longer relevant now that I’d filled my purpose.”
“Oh,” Sarah said softly. “Oh, no.” She removed her hands from Andi’s and adjusted so they could embrace. Her arms stole around Andi’s shoulders, her lips caressed her cheek. “That wasn’t my intention. I truly thought you’d like some time to yourself—go out, maybe. After all, we’ve disrupted your life so much these past weeks.”
“I didn’t. I stayed home and wished I was with you both. Does that make me sound pathetic?” She shrugged. “It’s the truth.”
“It makes you sound like someone I want in my life.” Sarah moved so her lips hovered over Andi’s. “Can I kiss you now?”
“You need to ask that?”
“I do. I don’t want any more misunderstandings between us.”
“Please kiss me, Sarah.”
Sarah’s lips slanted softly over Andi’s, and she teased Andi’s lips apart to run her tongue over the inside.
The yearning for Sarah, more of her, all of her, lit like a match to paper inside Andi. This woman. This incredible woman. She gathered her close and kissed her back, pouring her heart and soul and words she longed to speak into the kiss. For long moments they traded kisses back and forth, before Sarah eased away.
“What happens next?”
“I want to take you out.” Andi twisted the white streak in Sarah’s hair around her finger. “Just you and me.”
“I’d like that.”
“I want to spend time with you, Sarah. Romantic time that focuses on the two of us. There might be hand holding.” Andi’s gaze dropped to Sarah’s lips. “Kisses.”
Sarah’s tongue flicked out and licked her lower lip.
Andi fixated on the movement. Sarah had done that exact same thing last night in Andi’s dreams. Right before she’d leaned in and kissed her, and her hands had roamed Andi’s body. She’d woken in the dark, the sheet twisted around her, her lower body aflame, and what she was sure was a moan on her lips.
“Tomorrow night? Noa’s having a sleep over with Opal.”
Scenarios of what they might do together lit up Andi’s mind. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.



Chapter 26: 
Coffee and Confidences
“I HOPE OPAL’S MUMMY GETS pizza tonight,” Noa said the next morning.
“But you like her cooking; you always say she cooks better than me,” Sarah said.
“She does. But you an’ Andi are going out, so it’s only fair I have something nice too.” Noa’s eyes widened. “Maybe you’re going for pizza without me!”
“Is that what Andi said?” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Andi make an emphatic ‘no’ gesture.
“No…she said she’s taking you somewhere you hafta dress up and do your hair all fancy.”
“Noa!” Andi’s wail was as heartfelt as Noa’s could be. “You promised you wouldn’t tell.”
“Oops.” Noa covered her mouth. “Sorry.”
“I’ll have to withhold workplace privileges, Apprentice Noa,” Andi said. “Things you hear at work aren’t to be repeated.”
“Do I still get to come with you to do a real job next week? You promised.” Her lip quivered.
Andi went around the counter and crouched so she was level with Noa. “You get to come. I did promise you that, and I never break my promises. But there might be an ice cream forfeit instead. I haven’t decided yet.”
Noa considered. “I’d rather come with you than have ice cream.”
Andi tipped Noa’s school hat over her eyes. “That’s good. Because I’d rather you came than all the ice cream in the world.”
Sarah watched their exchange, which ended with a hug. Andi met her eyes over Noa’s head. Her gaze was steady, calm, and she embraced the little girl with care, releasing her the second Noa moved to end the hug. See? Andi’s eyes seemed to say, I’ve got her safe for you.
Sarah looked away, thoughts churning through her mind. Andi’s strong arms could be a safe haven for more than Noa.
Their gazes met and clung. Sarah’s breath seemed glued in her chest. If she moved, if she broke the connection, then it would shatter into a million pieces.
“Can I ride Comet tomorrow?” Noa asked.
“See what you’ve got yourself into?” Sarah said to Andi. “You’ve unleashed a demon.”
“If it’s all right with your mum, I’ll see if Miriam is okay with that,” Andi said.
Sarah folded her arms and tapped her foot. “If it’s okay with Miriam, we’ll go immediately after soccer. That way, you can help Miriam with the chores of looking after Comet too.”
“Yeah! Too cool.” Noa dragged her school bag down the hall. “We hafta go. I’ll be late for school.”
Sarah grabbed her car keys from the counter. “See what excitement you miss early in the mornings? Negotiation about the weekend. If Noa wasn’t going to Opal’s tonight, there’d also be a debate about what’s for dinner.”
“I’ll look forward to next time,” Andi said, deadpan. “I have to go too. Even though I’m only working in my yard, I can’t slacken off completely. And my vote would be lamb chops.”
“Pork stir-fry,” Sarah said. “And when Noa picks, it’s—”
“Cheesy pasta,” Andi said. “Which is a good choice. However, I promise it won’t be on the menu tonight.”
Tonight, when they went out on a date. A real date. Sarah’s fingertips tingled as little bolts of excitement shot down her arms. Maybe this would be the night that everything changed. She met Andi’s eyes, and the look of longing scrawled on her face made Sarah catch her breath.
Tonight, for a short time, she wouldn’t just be Noa’s mother. She’d also be Andi’s date. After that? She’d have to wait and see.
* * *
“You look beautiful, Sarah.” Andi closed the front door and held out an arm.
Sarah’s eyes sparkled in the porch light, and her legs seemed endlessly long between the hem of her dress, which fell to mid-thigh, and the high heels she wore. The dress was simple, just a shift in a shimmering silver-grey, but it clung and skimmed in all the right places. Her hair was twisted up and strands of white fell to one side of her face, golden-brown to the other.
“You clean up pretty good yourself, Barrons.”
Andi glanced down at her maroon shirt and dark tapered pants. She didn’t own many smart clothes, but she liked the feel of the outfit, and it seemed Sarah liked the look of it.
Andi opened the door of the Uber and waited until Sarah was settled before going around to the other door.
“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” Sarah asked.
“You’ll see soon enough.” She reached for Sarah’s hand and pressed it to her own thigh.
Sarah curled her fingers around the inner surface and squeezed. “I’ll wait impatiently. This is already a treat. I don’t dress up like this to go to McDonald’s.”
The Uber deposited them outside a stone building in the nearby suburb of Warrandyte. Andi led the way inside, and soon they were seated at a table by the picture window at the back. The restaurant’s small tables were covered in fine white linen, and candles flickered in the middle of each one. Andi glanced out the rear. The building was cantilevered over the Yarra River which ran past sluggish and brown beneath them. Gum trees drooped over the water, which was lit by floodlights.
“This is amazing.” Sarah reached across the table to take Andi’s hand. “Thank you for bringing me here.”
“I wanted someplace special. I want to show you what you mean to me.” Her thumb made a slow glide across the back of Sarah’s hand.
“I’m becoming convinced.”
The waiter brought menus, and they were silent as they studied the options.
After the orders were taken, wine brought, and glasses poured, Andi raised hers and clinked with Sarah’s. “To us.”
“To us.” She took a sip. “I’ve seen this place but never been here. One of the girls on the netball team lives nearby and we sometimes have coffee at a café up the road.”
“Would you like to live near here?”
Sarah considered, her head on one side. “No. I love where I am. Besides, a move would mean Noa changing schools. She’s had enough turmoil in her life lately without adding that. What about you? How long have you had your yard and studio?”
“Five years or so. But I’m not particularly attached to it. I used to love my studio, but the last few months have shown me it’s just a space.”
“A good one.”
“I learned not to get too attached to anything when I was a kid.” Andi stared down at her blunt-cut fingernails. “If it was obvious I liked something, Aunt Sheryl would throw it away. My teddy bear, a book someone gave me.”
Sarah’s eyes were luminous and gentle. “That’s terrible. No wonder you got away as soon as you could.”
“Please don’t feel sorry for me. It was tough—”
“I’d call it child abuse.”
Andi inclined her head. “You’re right. I know that now. But then, I didn’t know any different. It was terrible, but it gave me resilience. Toughness. Independence.”
The waiter set down their first course: rare beef with lemon for Andi, mussels for Sarah.
“Enough talk about my early years.” Andi took a sip of water. “This is for you and me. No shadows in the room. This is, after all, our first actual date.” The woman sitting across from her sparkled, both with beauty and with kindness. And right now, Andi’s attention was solely on her.
“I should ask first-date questions to get to know you…but I feel after these weeks of living together, we can skip that.” Sarah picked up a fork and tasted her food. “This now…this is amazing. I don’t envy Noa her evening with Opal’s mum’s incredible cooking.”
“Did you ever?” Andi sampled a piece of beef.
“No. Besides, Opal’s mum said she was giving in to demands. Pizza’s a treat, and fun to eat with a messy kid, but this is better. I don’t get dressed up like this for pizza.”
“No, I’ve only seen you wearing that dress to play netball,” Andi said, straight-faced. “I never figured how you leap around in that tight skirt.”
“Some skills are innate, but that one took years of practice. Are you sure we can’t recruit you for our team?”
“You saw my ball-catching abilities. You’d be better off encouraging the opposition to put me on their team.”
Sarah’s eyes crinkled. “I’ll consider that.”
Andi ate more beef—it really was amazing, but not nearly as incredible as Sarah was right now, with her silver dress, shiny hair, and sparkling eyes. Everything about her shone.
“Would you like to ride, too, when we go to Miriam’s tomorrow?” Andi stole a mussel from Sarah’s plate while she considered. “You’re right; this is wonderful.”
“So wonderful you had to steal one. They are too good to give away. As for the riding…” Sarah put her fork down with a sigh. “I’d rather not. Let’s just leave it as something you and Noa do together.”
“It’s a lovely way of seeing the bush.”
“I realise that. Maybe we can go bushwalking one weekend after you’ve ridden. Horses are so big. And…to be honest, if you leave, it’s not something Noa will be able to do anymore. Not unless Cait pays for it when she returns. So if it’s the thing you two do together, it might make it easier for her if it ends.”
At least Sarah had said “if” not “when”. But the words still gave her a chill. “I’m trying, Sarah. Maybe it doesn’t have to end.”
“I know. And I’m sorry, I should have been more upbeat about it. It’s just really hard for me to see to the end of the road right now. But”—she squared her shoulders—“this evening isn’t to talk about that mess, or even about Noa. This is about us, right?”
“Right.” Andi poured more wine for both of them. “That’s why I got an Uber. That’s why we’re here. To enjoy each other’s company.”
“And I am.” Sarah tilted her head on one side. “Do you ever take holidays? You’ve never mentioned any.”
“It’s hard working for yourself, with no employees. But yeah, I do. Last year, I went to Tasmania in winter. It was amazing. The crispness of the air, frost, the deserted beaches. The food.”
“I’ve never been,” Sarah said. “Cait preferred warmer climates, so we’d go to the Queensland Barrier Reef islands. Or overseas. Since then, I’ve been watching my pennies, so Noa and I mainly holiday at beaches in New South Wales.”
“What do you do there?”
“Noa loves the sand, of course. And I love relaxing with a book.”
“I’ve seen your books on the nightstand. Seems you like romance between the pages.”
“I love romance. What’s not to love about two people falling so far in love they will upend the world to be together? That’s what most of them are about. People finding happiness.”
“Isn’t that what we all want, in the end?” Andi couldn’t tear her eyes from Sarah. The long, slender length of neck that led down to the scooped neck of her dress. The fine pale skin above the neckline. No jewellery adorned her neck. Andi considered. She couldn’t ever remember Sarah wearing any at all: no necklaces or bracelets. No rings.
“It is, yes.” Sarah’s fingers fluttered at the neckline of her dress, as if she could feel the intensity of Andi’s gaze.
“I think you’re my happiness.” The words welled from Andi’s chest, low and measured. “You and Noa.”
Sarah’s gaze dropped to her plate and she fiddled with the cutlery, pushing it to more of an angle. “I don’t know, Andi. Only you can answer that. Just as only I can answer if you’re my happiness. Maybe you are.”
Sarah was right—on the surface. Andi’s mind buzzed with pops of emotion. But this was the closest she’d ever come to letting another person—people—in. And if it fell apart, she didn’t know if she’d ever summon the courage to try again. Andi opened her mouth to relate that thought but closed it again. That would be putting responsibility for her happiness on Sarah, at least partly, and that was wrong. No, it would be better to walk away with grace if that’s what it took.
But, oh how she hoped it would never happen.
* * *
Main courses followed the appetisers, and then they shared a raspberry pannacotta for dessert. The waiter offered coffee and liqueurs in a lounge area overlooking the river.
They were the only ones there, and the big, squashy couch, angled to face the water, seemed like a private world for the two of them.
Andi wrapped her arm around Sarah’s shoulders, pulling her closer, enough that Sarah’s hair tickled her face.
Sarah rested a hand on Andi’s stomach. “How come this is still so flat after all that food? I feel like I’ve swallowed a basketball.”
Andi studied Sarah’s belly. “It doesn’t look like it.” Indeed, the slight curve was no different from usual.
“Can I breathe out now?” Sarah made a pantomime of exhaling until her stomach swelled.
Andi laughed. “As long as you breathe in again afterward.” Sarah felt right in her arms, her slight weight soft against Andi’s shoulder, breath warm on her neck. Is this what it’s like waking up with her? Although they wouldn’t have clothes on if they woke together.
The waiter took their coffee orders. They both declined liqueurs.
“I went camping with a group of friends when I was in my last year of high school,” Sarah said. “Five of us, all girls. We went to Wilsons Promontory National Park.”
Andi nodded. “The Prom”, as it was affectionately known, was a popular camping destination, with spectacular coastal scenery.
“First night out, it rained. We had two tents: one for three and one for two. The two-person tent leaked, and so everyone crammed into the other tent. I was in the middle, with two people jammed up on either side.” She fanned herself, as if remembering. “It was hot. One of those steamy nights where it’s still about thirty degrees.”
Andi nodded. There had been no fans or air con at Polks Hill, and on nights like those her tiny airless bedroom had seemed like a sweltering prison.
“We decided it would be best if we all lay on our left sides. That way we would slot together like knives in a drawer. That’s what we did. I remember Alison’s breasts and stomach pressed against my back, my arm over Clara’s waist, and me pressed against her back. My lips almost on her neck. I wanted to kiss the back of her neck so bad. And I was so turned on. That was the first time I acknowledged I was gay. That the feelings I had for some of my friends were different, more intense, than most other people’s. That night in the tent, all crammed in together, hot and sweaty as we were, with sand everywhere, changed things. Until then, I’d known I was attracted to girls, of course, but I hadn’t stopped to figure it out.” Her shoulders raised in the silver dress. “It wasn’t a big deal, not for me, not for my parents, certainly not for my friends, some of whom were figuring out similar things for themselves. It just was.”
“Did you kiss Clara’s neck?” Andi spoke softly, not wanting to break the spell of Sarah’s words.
“No. It would have been wrong to do so. But shortly after that, I came out. And haven’t looked back.”
“How did the camping trip end?”
“In an amazing way, actually. The next day, everything was soaking. We were covered in mossie bites as none of us had thought to bring repellent, and someone had tripped over the abandoned tent in the night and ripped it. None of us could face a second night, but the trouble was, we weren’t being picked up until the next day. We were on the beach debating what to do—there was no phone reception of course—when a luxury cruiser moored offshore, and a couple of people came ashore in a dinghy. They took pity on us and ended up giving us a ride back to Melbourne on the cruiser. We had an amazing trip! Our parents were furious, of course, us going off with strangers. But it ended well.”
“Some people have all the luck,” Andi murmured. “If it were me, I’d have ended up sleeping in the soggy tent.” Not that she’d had time for holidays like that when she was seventeen. She’d been too busy with her apprenticeship and building a new life for herself away from Polks Hill.
“I’ve always thought I’m a lucky person,” Sarah said. “My luck took a huge bellyflop lately, but now it seems it will all turn out okay.”
“I hope it does,” Andi said. She shifted her arm so Sarah sat up. Two cups of coffee steamed on the table in front of them. Neither had noticed the waiter bringing them.
Sarah reached for her cup and sipped. “Even this coffee is amazing. Better than my instant.”
“That’s why I mostly drink tea,” Andi said. “Bad tea is better than bad coffee. But this is good.”
Sarah set hers down and turned so she faced Andi. “What do we do now? Where do we go from here? And I don’t mean home in an Uber.”
“The big picture?” She lifted the strands of hair from Sarah’s neck and wound them around her finger.
Sarah reached for Andi’s hand, unwinding the hair. “Can we take it slow?” Sarah looked up and locked her gaze on Andi’s. “Can we be sensible, ease our way into this?” Her mouth quirked. “Can we stay out of bed a little longer?”
Relief slithered down Andi’s spine. It would be okay. “Of course.”
“At least we don’t need to worry about telling Noa. She already thinks you’re my girlfriend.”
“My apprentice is a smart person.” Andi brushed back the hair which had fallen over her eyes again. “I only hire the best.”
“She told me she only works for the best. I think both of you are on a good wicket.”
“We should seal our new accord,” Andi said.
Sarah’s eyes crinkled enticingly. “And how do you suggest?”
“A kiss?”
“Why make it a question when you already know the answer.” Sarah moved closer so her thigh brushed Andi’s leg.
Andi pushed her leg against Sarah’s and palmed her cheeks with both hands. She leaned in and let her lips touch down on Sarah’s in a gentle caress. For a few moments the kiss grew sweetly, steadily. Sarah tasted of hope and coffee.
Andi drew back and touched the back of her fingers to Sarah’s cheek. “Thank you.”
“I should be thanking you.”
Andi stood and held out her hand. “Let’s go home.”



Chapter 27: 
The Best Use for Fingers
THE UBER DRIVER WAS THE chatty sort, but he soon fell silent when they didn’t respond. Sarah looked up once from Andi’s kisses and saw him watching them in the rear-view mirror.
When they got home, she opened the front door and walked down the hall to the living area. An insect battered itself against the window and outside a car drove slowly past. There was a sweet, hot tension in the air, entwining them both. Sarah’s heartbeat thundered in her ears. There was only Andi and her, alone in a quiet room, with new promises and sweet potential between them.
“Do you want anything? Water?”
“No thank you.” Andi remained where she was, hands resting on the counter, gaze fixed on Sarah’s face.
Something hot and heavy settled in Sarah’s belly. The possibilities made her bones melt. Andi was right; there were no guarantees, no set-in-stone happy ever afters. There were only two people who would try their best to make things work.
And they had this. This wanting, this needing…this desire for each other.
“I want something,” she said. She remained at the counter, watching the small line of puzzlement deepen between Andi’s eyes. Then she closed the gap, and pulled Andi to her, pushing her hips into Andi’s, her breasts into Andi’s chest, and then her arms around her neck. “I want to kiss you.”
Andi’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “We can do that. Kisses are still taking it slow.”
Andi’s lips softened under hers for a moment before she returned the kiss. Their lips moved together slowly, then more urgently. When Andi parted her lips, Sarah slipped her tongue into her mouth, tracing around the inside of her lower lip. For long moments, their tongues duelled together, until with a groan, Andi wrapped her arms around Sarah and pulled her even closer.
Sarah’s head spun. Andi surrounded her: her taste was on her tongue, her scent overwhelmed her, and the breathy noises she made as she kissed filled her ears. Sarah pushed her hands into Andi’s thick hair, anchoring her into place.
Finally, they eased apart. Sarah closed her eyes, willing her breathing and pulse to return to normal. Her pulse thundered like an express train. She glanced at the couch—where, if sanity prevailed, she’d be sleeping very soon. But the curl of heat in her belly, the flicker of flame over her skin, and Andi’s taut arms around her made it difficult to think of sleep.
Scratch that. It made it impossible.
She rested her forehead against Andi’s, breathing the same air, occupying, it seemed, nearly the same space. If only she could slide under Andi’s skin right now, lie with her, merge with her. Memories of the evening, not long ago, when they had talked about what they liked surfaced in her mind. Sarah’s nipples tingled and her sex clenched.
What she wanted right now, and what she should have, were two different things.
“Sarah, what do you want?” Andi whispered. “Do we want the same thing tonight?”
She nodded, then bit her lip. Big mistake. “Yes…but I shouldn’t.”
Not we shouldn’t, as this was under her control.
Andi’s breathing rasped in the quiet room. “If you’re not comfortable, if this isn’t right for you, that’s okay.”
She stared at Andi’s lips once again. Full lips, slightly parted. Her tongue came out to moisten the lower one. Sarah’s eyes tracked the movement. One flick. Another. Then her tongue withdrew. She tightened her fingers on Andi’s waist, loosening the shirt from her pants so she could touch skin.
Andi waited, her eyes on Sarah’s face, arms still encircling her, but looser now. No pressure.
Sarah’s heartbeat thundered in her ears, and she pressed her thighs together trying to quiet the pulse that echoed there too. “Persuade me.”
Andi sucked a quick breath and her dark eyes seemed fathoms deep in the dim light. “No. If we do this, it will be because we both want it. No persuasion or coercion.”
There was such kindness and decency under Andi’s tough exterior, and that’s what undid her. Sarah freed herself from Andi’s embrace and took a step back.
For a second, Andi’s shoulders slumped, before she nodded and her arms dropped to her sides. “As you wish.”
Sarah shook her head. “No persuasion, remember? Andi, do you want to sleep with me tonight? Not just sleep. Do you want to…” the words “have sex” or “fuck” seemed too abrupt for the moment, but “make love” was surely wrong. She hesitated.
“Do I want to get naked with you? Fuck you or make love to you? It’s your choice, Sarah. Is that what you’re asking?”
“Yes. Please.” Her fingers trembled and she clasped them together in front of her.
“Then come with me.” Andi held out a hand, and Sarah placed hers into it.
Together they walked up the hall to the bedroom.
Andi left the main light off and drew the curtains before flicking the bedside light on. The yellow light gave the room a soft, almost candlelit aura. Sarah glanced around; her familiar bedroom seemed new and different with Andi’s clothes over the chair and the pillows plumped up on the other side of the bed to where she usually slept.
Andi took both Sarah’s hands and drew her closer again. For long moments, they kissed. Soft, gentle kisses that built gradually until the heat in them made Sarah’s head spin. Andi’s hand drifted down her side, sliding over the dress until it nearly reached the hem. Then she grasped it and with the softest of brushes and gentle caresses, eased the skirt higher, until it bunched around Sarah’s hips.
“How do I get this off?” Andi whispered in her ear.
“There’s a zip down the side.” She raised her arm, and Andi’s questing fingers found the zipper and slid it down.
The dress sagged forward from Sarah’s shoulders, and she slid her arms from the sleeves, letting it pool at her waist.
Andi ran her palms up Sarah’s sides to cup her breasts over the filmy bra she wore. “Beautiful.” Her voice held a reverence at odds with her usual manner.
Emboldened, Sarah shimmied out of the dress and kicked it aside so she stood in only her undies.
Andi traced around the edges of the bra, along the top of each cup, up to the shoulder strap, before dipping down Sarah’s back to undo the clasp. She removed it and tossed it into the corner.
The room was cool, and Sarah’s nipples puckered. But then Andi covered her breasts with her palms, and the heat from her hands made Sarah’s skin flame.
“I remember what you like,” Andi said. Her voice was a husky ribbon of desire. “Every word you said. Every single word. I’m going to taste you. Soon.” She caressed Sarah’s breast, fingertips grazing nipples.
Flashes of pleasure moved lower in Sarah’s belly. “And I remember what you like, too,” she said. “I’m going to fuck you with as many fingers as you can take. Slowly.” Saying the words brought a visual of her doing exactly that, and her knees buckled with the intensity of the picture.
“That will be incredible.” Andi’s voice dipped lower. She bent her head, and her warm, damp lips closed around Sarah’s nipple.
Sarah pushed her fingers into Andi’s thick hair, anchoring her there, even though there was probably no need. Andi didn’t seem in any hurry to stop. Her fingers inched over Sarah’s ribcage to cup the other breast.
“We could do this better lying down.” Her voice vibrated over Sarah’s nipple.
“We could. But first, you need to take some clothes off.”
Andi straightened and quirked an eyebrow. “It is warm in here.”
“It’s chilly. Think of a better excuse.”
“I don’t want to crumple my shirt.”
“That’s better.”
“I just want to get naked with you.”
“That’s the answer I was looking for.” Sarah closed in on Andi’s buttons, opening them one by one until the front of her shirt hung free. She pushed it back and ran her fingers over Andi’s toned abs, up to the plain white bra she wore. No lace or details, but the snow-white cotton looked good against her skin, complemented her strong body and chiselled face.
Andi stepped back and shed the shirt and bra. Her sleeve tattoo popped. Sarah’s fingers itched to trace its lines from wrist to shoulder, and she gave in to the impulse, following the curve of a wave, the seabird that skimmed it, and then the lines of cloud which ran up to Andi’s shoulder. Her small breasts jutted from her chest in scallops of perfection.
“One day, I’d like to hear about this,” Sarah said. “But not now. I have other things to learn about you right now.”
“I’ll tell you anything you want to know, Sarah.” Andi cupped her face and swooped in for another long, slow kiss.
Sarah’s lips tingled and her skin was as heated as flame, travelling in sheets down from the touch of Andi’s lips. Her fingers trailed down Sarah’s arms to her hands, which she lifted and placed on the waistband of her own pants.
Andi gazed at her, but stood immobile, with no attempt to hide. Only if you’re sure. Only if you want this, her eyes said.
Sarah flicked the button of the black pants and lowered the zipper, revealing white cotton boyshorts as plain as Andi’s bra. She’d loved the lace and satin Cait had liked to wear, but on Andi, the plain cotton was perfection. She slid the pants down, working them over Andi’s hips and down her legs.
Andi kicked them away and stood silently, as Sarah’s gaze licked over her body from head to toe.
“You’re amazing,” Sarah ran one finger from Andi’s chin down to between her breasts, lower, over her abs, to trace the top of her boyshorts. “How did I get such physical perfection in my bed?”
Andi gave a slight smile. “I was asking myself the same thing.”
Sarah smoothed her palm over Andi’s thigh. Now she’d see what the tattoo said. Stay
S. “I’ve wondered about this. What it says.”
Andi gave a half-shrug. “I’ve wondered how you look naked.” She hooked her fingers into the sides of Sarah’s undies and tugged them down.
Sarah stepped out of them and placed her hands on her hips. “Now you know.”
Andi’s gaze licked over her body, lingering on her breasts, her stomach, the patch of curls between her thighs. A flush of heat spread across Sarah’s chest, and her clit throbbed. If she was this turned on now, what would happen when Andi touched her intimately? She’d likely combust.
She moved closer to Andi again and placed her palm flat on Andi’s stomach. Her fingers teased at the waistband, dropping underneath, lower, until she touched crinkly hair. “These have to go.”
Andi yanked the boyshorts down and stepped out of them. “I like your approach.”
Andi turned and the words of her rainbow tattoo came into view. Stay Strong. Of course. And Andi had, rising above her childhood to be the person she was today. Strong. Kind.
Sarah moved to the bed and lay down. Her heart pounded an uneven rhythm, excitement, apprehension, and desire strumming a pattern in her chest. But desire was definitely winning.
Andi kneeled on the end of the bed and placed her hands on Sarah’s ankles. Her face was etched with concentration as she started stroking wide sweeps up Sarah’s shins, around to her calves and back down again. She repeated the movement, nudging Sarah’s thighs apart, her body rocking more forward with each caress until her thumbs brushed the apex of Sarah’s thighs.
Sarah resisted the urge to squirm, to push her sex toward Andi’s hand. Surely, Andi would be able to feel how wet she was, how ready for her. She flicked a glance to Andi’s face. Her concentration was absolute, eyes fixed on her fingers, watching as they brushed Sarah’s sodden curls.
And then she looked up and their eyes connected, and Andi’s face softened. “I want it to be good for you.”
Little zings travelled across Sarah’s skin from Andi’s caresses. “I don’t think you need to worry about that.”
Andi leaned forward and moved her hands to either side of Sarah’s shoulders. Her knees came in between Sarah’s parted thighs, and slowly, oh-so slowly, she lowered her body down until their hips brushed, their bellies connected, and their breasts touched. Andi’s longer body covered Sarah’s, but she supported her weight on her elbows and gazed down into her face.
The full body kiss was complete when their lips met once more.
They both gasped with the sensation, and small teasing kisses became longer, deeper ones.
When Sarah thought she couldn’t take it anymore, Andi moved down, brushing over Sarah’s body, never crushing her, until she lay between her parted thighs.
Sarah’s breath came in short pants. This was what she’d said to Andi was her biggest fantasy, this was what she loved being done to her in bed most of all.
There wasn’t enough breath in Sarah’s chest to encourage her, not enough air in the room to get breath deep in her lungs. Her pulse thundered and her skin popped into goosebumps.
Andi touched down gently with a fingertip, circling around Sarah’s lips, moving in slow, deliberate strokes that wound Sarah tighter with every one. When she finally brushed Sarah’s clit, Sarah jerked with the intense sensation. Her fingers curled into the sheet underneath her and she bent her knees the better to bear down.
And then, with a wicked flick of her eyes between Sarah’s parted thighs, Andi moved her face closer, and the touch of her tongue—soft, assured, a deliberate slow drag from bottom to top—had Sarah gasping. Her inner muscles tightened, and she relaxed them deliberately. She was already so close. So unbearably close.
Andi licked her lazily, circling around, long, slow glides that drew her closer and closer to her peak. And when Andi’s tongue dragged around her clit, pressing on one side as she liked—how had she known?—Sarah came with a shout and a clench, and the great white wave of feeling took her over the edge in a tumbling mass of pure feeling.
Instantly, she was as limp as a sleeping child, muscles relaxed, heart still pounding but slowing.
Andi moved up, her chin shining wet, until she was by Sarah’s side. “More?” Her fingers drifted down to tangle in Sarah’s curls.
“No. Not yet.” A deep breath. Another. She leaned in and kissed Andi, tasting herself—the salt, the sweet, the musk—on her tongue. Her breathing slowed and she kissed Andi again. “You’re incredible.”
“I could say the same about you.” Andi’s dark eyes were inscrutable deep black pools. She shifted, and her fingers found Sarah’s breast.
“Don’t get too comfortable,” Sarah said. At Andi’s indrawn breath, she realised how that might sound. “No! We’re not going anywhere. I meant don’t go to sleep.”
Andi blinked and her face spread into a smile. “Only if you want to.”
“I want to.” With another kiss, Sarah urged Andi onto her back, then moved down her body, lingering on the tips of each breast, down to her rigid belly. She trailed a hand from one hipbone, down over Andi’s concave belly to the peak of the other hip, and then lower, into the dark patch of hair.
“Spread your legs for me and bend your knees.”
When Andi obeyed, Sarah shifted until she was between Andi’s legs. She put one hand on Andi’s inner thigh and inched her way upwards until her fingertips touched dampness. For a few moments she stroked the outer lips of Andi’s sex, until she couldn’t hold off any longer, and eased one finger between, sliding into the narrow channel.
Andi sighed and her eyes half-closed. She placed a hand on Sarah’s shoulder.
Sarah slid her finger in and out, adding a second one.
“You feel good.” Andi’s voice came from above her head.
“More?”
“Yes. Please.” Her voice reverberated with need. “Three. Four.”
Sarah licked her lower lip. Andi was tight and slick around her fingers. She moved with infinite slowness, easing out, then added a third finger, and then a fourth.
Andi gasped and her inner muscles gripped Sarah’s fingers, then eased.
“You feel so good,” Sarah said. This slow, sensual fucking was turning her on, too, as if every push inside Andi was reciprocated in herself.
“You do. So fine. Amazing.” Andi’s voice held an edge of tension.
Was she close? Sarah slowed, wanting to prolong the moment for her. She curled her fingers slightly and was rewarded with a sigh from Andi. Was this all she needed? The heel of her palm bumped Andi’s clit, and she tightened inside and pushed up, until with a deep groan that seem dragged from within, Andi’s belly tightened, and she clenched around Sarah’s fingers, inner muscles spasming to end in the most delightful quivers.
Andi’s hands tangled in Sarah’s hair, stroking it back from her face. “You are amazing.”
Sarah pressed a kiss to Andi’s damp mound, then slowly withdrew her fingers. She moved up the bed until she could rest her head on Andi’s shoulder.
Andi closed her arms around her, holding her close. “Thank you.”
Sarah raised her head to see Andi’s dark eyes glittering. “I think I should thank you, but maybe we’re just good together.”
One part of her mind catalogued the differences from Cait, but she pushed those thoughts aside. This was not about Cait; it was nothing to do with her. She was with Andi… She moved her leg across Andi’s thighs and marvelled at how good they’d been for a first time together. Way to break the drought. She smothered a giggle and wrapped her hand further around Andi’s waist.
They made love a second time, moving slowly, hands, fingers, lips, and tongues, before finally falling into sleep. Sarah woke, momentarily startled by the unfamiliar presence in her bed. But then she curled into Andi again and fell back asleep.
* * *
The alarm woke Andi at 8:00 a.m. For a second, she was disoriented, her limbs heavy and sticky, the air in the bedroom too close. And then there was Sarah, curled on her side facing Andi, peaceful in sleep.
The moment of concern slid away, and Andi snuggled down once more. What would Sarah want to do? Andi was usually gone in the mornings before Sarah got up, so she wasn’t sure of her morning routine. She leaned in and pressed a kiss to Sarah’s forehead.
Her eyes shot open, and she blinked a couple of times before her face relaxed into a smile. “Hi.”
“Hi yourself.” Andi leaned in again and brushed her lips over Sarah’s, a brief kiss, conscious of morning breath. “Did you sleep well?”
Sarah stretched, her leg brushing Andi’s. “I don’t remember much sleep. I remember three orgasms. I remember your amazing tongue and fingers. And I remember your kisses and being held so close.” She hesitated. “As if you cared.”
A shaft of emotion surged into Andi’s throat. “I do care, Sarah. Don’t ever doubt it.”
“No regrets?” Sarah’s clear gaze searched Andi’s face.
“None. You?”
“No. I better get up though.” She didn’t move.
“Yeah. Me too.”
But neither of them moved, until Andi’s fingers found Sarah’s breast, and Sarah’s hand crept between Andi’s thighs.
The alarm sounded again, just as Andi reached a quick peak. She allowed a few moments for the ripples to die away, and to catch her breath, before she turned the alarm off.
Sarah sighed. “Real life, huh?”
“Maybe you could sleep here again tonight?”
“Try to stop me.”
Andi pushed back the covers and got out of bed. For a second, she looked down at Sarah’s naked body and hesitated. “What about you?”
“Save it for tonight,” Sarah said. “When Noa’s in bed.”
She nodded, grabbed her towel, and continued to the shower.
Tonight couldn’t come soon enough.



Chapter 28: 
The Hardest Question
“NOW, YOU HAVE TO DO exactly as I say,” Andi said as she and Noa stood on the porch of her customer’s house on Monday afternoon. “No arguing. Just be polite to Ms Rodriguez.”
Noa nodded. “I gotta notebook and pencil. I’m gonna take notes.” She held up a school exercise book.
Andi smothered a smile. “That’s a great idea.”
Emma Rodriguez was a long-time client of Andi’s who was redoing her home one room at a time as she could afford it. The kindly widow was the perfect real customer to inflict Noa upon.
Emma answered the door. “Andi, how nice to see you again.”
“You too, Emma. This is my apprentice, Noa.”
“Nice to meet you, Ms Rodriguez,” Noa said.
“You too, Noa. Would you like a glass of lemonade while Andi and I discuss what needs to be done?”
Noa hesitated a moment, longing scrawled over her face. “Thank you, but I’m working. I hafta take notes.” She pushed her cap back on her head.
“Of course,” Emma said. “Maybe there’ll be time for all of us to have some lemonade afterwards.”
The job was straightforward. A subtle marble paint finish in grey and white in the main bedroom and refacing the built-in wardrobes with a high-end timber.
Noa wrote it all down with a serious look on her face.
“What about this wall?” Emma gestured to the far end of the large room, where a window opened to the rear garden. A mass of climbing roses bobbed in the breeze outside.
Noa looked up at Andi. “Maybe you could do a painting that looks real around the window?” It could be like the roses were coming in.” She bit her lip. “Sorry, Andi. I know I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”
Andi gaped like a fish for a second. The idea was better than good, it was perfect. In her head, she could already visualise how the roses would twine around the window frame and along the wall. Ash pink and pale-yellow flowers would look amazing with Emma’s colour scheme. “Apprentice Noa’s idea is very good. She’s talking about a trompe-l’œil painting, which is one of my specialities. I can send you links to some of my existing work.”
“I’ve already seen them,” Emma said. “I love the idea. Thank you, Apprentice Noa. I hope I’ll get to see you again when the work starts.”
“I’ll be here,” Noa said. “I’m Andi’s most ’portant employee.”
As they drove away, Andi looked over at Noa. Her window was down, and she was imitating Andi’s posture with her elbow on the sill, her cap tipped back on her head. “Emma likes you. I don’t get chocolate cake with my lemonade when I come by myself.”
Noa grinned. “Now you gotta take me again as she liked my idea.”
“It was a very good idea. And you got me some high-paying work.”
“Do I get a bonus?”
Andi pondered. Noa seemed very focussed on the money aspect of their arrangement. First she’d asked for a raise, now this. Were all kids the same? She wouldn’t be surprised in this money grabbing world, but she’d never seen Noa spend anything. And she asked for so little. She wasn’t a kid who had to have stuff. “What do you do with your wages?”
“I’m saving for something big, but I can’t tell you what.”
Probably some sort of computer game. Andi wouldn’t have a clue.
“Please, Andi, can I have a bonus? It’s really, really ’portant.”
“Okay.” Noa’s wide, pleading eyes socked her in the gut every time. She wasn’t a demanding child—every ice cream was a treat to her, and she never expected to be given anything. “How about…ten dollars.” She hoped Sarah wouldn’t kill her. And Noa’s suggestion had added to the job.
“Cool. Thanks. Can I have it now?”
Andi huffed a laugh. “I’m driving. But my wallet’s in the glovebox. You can help yourself.” She deliberately didn’t look as Noa did that, but a flash of the blue ten-dollar note showed she’d taken the right amount.
“Can I ask you something?” Noa folded the note and put it carefully in the top pocket of her blue shirt, the one Andi had got her with her name on it.
“You can always ask me anything. But sometimes I might say I don’t want to answer.”
“Are you really my other mother? Opal says you are ’cause you live with us. I told her Mumma was. But can I have three mothers?”
Oh, holy freaking moly, what the hell was she to say to this? There was no personal experience or knowledge she had that could even give her an inkling of the right thing to say. Her only experience was people fighting not to parent her.
She gripped the steering wheel harder as she thought about her answer.
“Does this mean you’re not gonna answer me?” Noa said in a small voice.
Her insides clenched. That tiny voice told her that Noa expected not to get an answer. But what could she possibly say that was true, but didn’t give her expectations? And what would Sarah want her to say? She brushed a hand through her hair. “I’ll answer you, but to be honest, I’m wondering what to say.” She shot a glance at Noa, hunched in her seat. “How about we stop for ice cream— No, I’ve got a better idea. How about we stop for hot chippies, and I’ll answer you then?”
“Yeah!”
How far could she drive before eagle-eyes Noa spotted a chip shop?
Five minutes later, Noa bounced in her seat. “There’s Maccas. We can get chippies there.”
Too soon. Defeated, Andi pulled into the McDonald’s drive-thru. Better to have the conversation in the truck where no one could overhear.
Once they had their chips, and Noa had tomato sauce for dipping—with strict instructions not to spill it on the upholstery—Andi turned to face her.
“You can have three mothers—or more. You already have Mummy and Mumma. They are your first and most special mothers. Some people have a mother who birthed them, who might be different from the mothers who raise them. And if Mummy or Mumma found a new partner, then they would be your step-parent.”
Noa ate a chip. “Does that mean you’re my step-mum?”
Oh holy hand grenade and all the twelve apostrophes. What do I say now?
“It’s too early to say,” she temporised. “I’ve only been living with you and your mum for a few months.”
“And Mummy sleeps on the couch.” Noa nodded wisely. “Opal’s mummy and daddy sleep in the same bed. Will you do that too?”
Andi grabbed a chip and dunked it in Noa’s sauce to gain a few more seconds. Her heart pounded as if she’d loaded fifty large paint cans into her truck in ten minutes. The thought of Sarah naked in bed from this morning floated like an erotic dream through her mind. How much should she tell Noa? Should she even attempt to?
“That’s for your mum to answer. It’s not for me to tell you.”
Noa’s forehead wrinkled. “Why not?”
“Because Sarah’s your mummy, and it’s for her to tell you big things like that. Not me.”
“Like Seb’s mummy told him when his guinea pig died, rather than the man next door who ran over it by mistake.”
Andi’s lips twitched. Same-same but different. “Sometimes the people who love you the most should be the people to tell you things that are difficult.”
“Why is it difficult?” Noa crammed two chips into her mouth at once and spoke around them. “I wouldn’t mind if you slept in the same bed as Mummy. An’ I would like it if you were my step-mum. As long as I could still have Mumma as my mother, too.”
“Oh, sweetie.” Andi’s heart cracked and melted. “I would like nothing better than to be your step-mum, but you have to let your mummy and me work that out. But I promise you that both of us only want what’s best for you. You’re the most important person in your mummy’s life, and you’re a very special person in mine too.”
“Do you love me?” Noa stared at her, two more chips clenched in her fist and dripping sauce on the truck seat.
Andi thought her heart had shattered before, but it was nothing to what it was doing now. Noa’s words, so soft, so tentative, sent all her defences crashing to the floor in a heap. A fierce longing to gather this little person to her and make her world as perfect as it could be, swamped her. Is this what it’s like being a parent? This need to shield Noa from hurt and harm? The words swelled in her throat. Did she love this child, someone she’d never set out to care for, indeed, someone she’d actively avoided getting involved with—until her instinctive act to help Sarah blew that out of the water?
Yes, I do.
She let her smile spread and reached out to tip Noa’s cap back. “Why yes, Ms Noa, I do love you.”
Noa’s teeth flashed. “I love you too, Andi.”
And that was it. She had to look away as her eyes were suddenly damp, and right then she would have given Noa the moon and the stars if she’d have asked.
“Are you crying?” Noa asked. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.”
She opened her mouth to say of course she wasn’t crying, but closed it again and took a deep breath. Wasn’t that one of the things that messed kids up? Not having anyone show them how much they meant to them? It had certainly messed her up—but then, she hadn’t had anyone to smile at her and tell her they loved her.
Had anyone ever said those words to her? The thought froze in her mind like an ice boulder.
No. No one had.
Until Noa.
Andi turned to face her, wearing the dampness on her cheeks with pride. “I’m crying because I’m happy. Because you love me. No one’s ever said that to me before.”
Noa’s eyes widened. “No one? Not your mum?” She took a breath. “Not my mum?”
“No.”
“Oh.” Noa flung herself across the truck into Andi’s arms. The remaining chippies went flying, and she knocked the truck out of gear. “Then it’s lucky that I love you.”
Andi’s arms closed around her small shape, as her heart and eyes overflowed in tandem. “It is, isn’t it?”
* * *
Bryce flung open the door of his office. “Sarah, Tenielle. In here please. Now.”
Tenielle shot Sarah a scared look.
Sarah offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. Bryce wasn’t the summoning kind. This must be bad. Please, don’t let me get fired. And Tenielle had improved lately; she couldn’t think of any firing offence either of them had committed.
Bryce waved them to the chairs in front of his desk.
Sarah removed a stack of folders and paint charts showing various shades of white. So not Andi’s thing. Andi’s work was craft. Bryce was a builder.
“Okay, here’s the thing.” Bryce sat behind his desk and steepled his fingers. “I’m not getting any younger, and construction isn’t getting any easier. I had a buyout offer from a state-wide building firm, and I signed the paperwork yesterday. I have to remain for two months to smooth things over with existing customers and bring the new leads on board. Then I’m calling it quits. Me and the missus have bought a yacht. Thought we’d spend our time sailing up and down the east coast.”
Sarah twisted her hands in her lap and fought not to let any emotion show on her face. This was unexpected. She’d thought Bryce would be there for at least another decade. He was only fifty or so. The offer must have been good. No doubt the next thing out of Bryce’s mouth would be, “You’re fired.” She lifted her chin and tried to calm her jumpy nerves. She’d be okay. She’d call Kristin, get her to put her in touch with the agency she used.
Next to her, Tenielle gulped audibly. “Am I being made redundant?”
“Redundant?” Bryce’s eyebrows lifted. “No. Why, do you want to be? You haven’t been here long enough to get much in the way of a payout.”
“Oh.” Tenielle’s eyes widened. “What’s going to happen?”
Bryce shuffled the mess of papers on his desk, pulled out two sheets, and handed one to each of them. “Builder Blokes want to keep both of you on. Here’s the basic package. If you agree, they’ll e-mail you a contract. It seems generous to me.”
Sarah scanned the paper and fought to keep a blank face. It was generous: the hourly rate was twenty per cent more than her current one, and there was an extra week’s paid leave over Christmas. Best of all, as long as she kept core hours of ten to two, she could pick and choose when she worked. “This is fine by me. I accept.”
“Me too,” Tenielle said.
“Then that’s done and dusted.” Bryce waved them off. “Thank you both for your help over the years.”
Once the door closed behind them, Tenielle let out a whoop which she smothered with both hands. “It’s amazing! I get two dollars per hour more. And”—she dropped her voice to a whisper—“No more Bryce.”
“You deserve it, Tenielle. Congratulations.”
“Let’s order in lunch to celebrate.” Tenielle reached for the phone.
Sarah flopped into her chair. “There’s a bottle of wine in the fridge that’s been there since Christmas. Let’s open that, too. Bryce won’t care anymore.”
Could her day get any better? A tingle along her nerves told her yes, it could. Because she’d be going home to Andi, and a shared bed.
* * *
Rosalind’s hand shook as she finished reading Cait’s statement. The quiet hum of the air conditioning, the sound of Beatrice turning pages in a file, and Lionel tapping his fingers on the granite boardroom table faded into insignificance. Wordlessly, she handed the paper to him, and returned her focus to Beatrice, who sat across from her. Rosalind’s lips trembled and she pressed them together to stop it.
“Can I get you a glass of water?” Beatrice asked gently.
“Please.”
Beatrice picked up the phone and spoke to someone, requesting a jug of water and two glasses.
Lionel finished reading and set the statement carefully on the polished table.
“So, Beatrice. This is obviously a setback. Where do we go from here?” Rosalind stared at the copy of Cait’s statement where it lay on the table between them.
Beatrice hesitated. “Any decision is ultimately up to you both. However, in light of your daughter’s statement, I consider your prospects of success in obtaining custody of Noa to be greatly diminished. Cait does not support your application and has gone so far as to say that should you proceed with it, she will cut all contact with you. It is my opinion this would weigh heavily against you.”
A soft knock on the door sounded, and an assistant slipped into the room with a tray holding a jug of water and two glasses.
“Thank you, Roger.” Beatrice gave him a short nod, and he left the room as unobtrusively as he’d arrived.
Beatrice poured two glasses of water and passed one to each of them.
Rosalind took a sip and forced herself to swallow. Her throat felt tight, the betrayal in Cait’s statement a drawstring around her windpipe. She took a breath, then another. Her breath wheezed. Would it show weakness to use her inhaler?
“The existing power of attorney—”
“Is useless for this. It’s purely for financial matters.” Beatrice steepled her fingers. “And in light of Cait’s statement, your chances of having her sign the general one would appear to be negligible.”
“What do you suggest we do?” Rosalind asked. “Are there other avenues to pursue?”
“It is up to you,” Beatrice said. “Should you wish to continue with this, our firm is happy to continue representing you. However, it is my opinion that you are best to cut your losses now and withdraw the application. Doing so may allow you to negotiate some kind of continued access to Noa. If you continue this in court, I believe your prospects of success to be extremely low. Further, if you put Ms Santoro to the expense of fighting you in court, she is unlikely to cooperate with future requests to see the child.” She sat back. “You don’t have to decide now, of course. You can let me know your decision over the next few days.”
A grey mist swam in Rosalind’s mind, and her body seemed instantly heavy. To think it had come to this. She’d imagined Noa at her side—intelligent, adorable Noa—charming her friends. She’d heard the conversations in her head—her friends congratulating her on Noa’s academic success, her sporting prowess, her charm. She’d envisaged the adoration in Noa’s eyes as Rosalind gave her a pony—something fine and well-bred—and Noa’s subsequent success in equestrian circles.
Instead, she would have to beg Sarah to be allowed to see her own granddaughter.
Her eyes filled with moisture, and she wiped it away with quick, impatient motions.
“I would like you to also consider this as you make your decision.” Beatrice slid across a stapled wad of headed paper. “It’s our itemised bill for work performed to date. Should you wish to continue, this will need to be paid in full before further work can be undertaken.”
Lionel pulled it across and looked at the final page. His eyebrows raised. “Can you leave us alone for a few minutes to discuss this?”
“Certainly.” Beatrice stood and gathered her file. “When you are ready, please press zero on the phone and tell the receptionist you’re ready to see me.” She offered them a brief smile. “Please take as much time as you need.” She exited the room, closing the door behind her.
“It’s not about the cost, whatever it is,” Rosalind said. “We can afford it.”
“It’s not,” Lionel said. “Although the bill is considerably more than I expected. But it is about doing what’s right. Recently, I’ve been questioning if we’re doing that.”
“We’re doing what’s best for Noa.” Rosalind pressed her fingers to her forehead where a headache threatened.
“Are we?” Lionel swivelled to face her. “Are we really, Rosie? Sarah doesn’t think so. And now neither does Cait. Noa has told you she wants to live with Sarah and Andi. Is it really our place to disrupt a happy family? Far from absolving your guilt over not being there for Cait when she was small, will that guilt be heavier if you take Noa from her mother?”
She stared at him. The usually soft line of his mouth was set in a firm press and his jaw jutted slightly. For a moment, she was reminded of the Lionel of old, the one who negotiated deals, who was incisive and firm in his dealings with people. And fair. Lionel had always refused to shaft anyone for profit. It had been one of the things that attracted her to him.
He reached across and took her hands, lifting first one then the other to his lips so he could kiss the backs. “You tried to do what you genuinely believed was best for Noa. But, this time, you were wrong.” He squeezed her hands gently. “It’s over, Rosie. Let us now walk away with grace and dignity and try to mend what we’ve broken with Sarah.”
She opened her mouth to disagree, to say they could continue the battle in court, that the end would justify the means, but one look at Lionel, his eyes radiating calmness and concern, and she closed her mouth again. An unfamiliar feeling weighted her stomach: a hard, grey knot of knowledge that she had been wrong, and Lionel was right. She just had to find the courage to accept it. Rosalind bowed her head, and this time she let the tears fall on their joined hands.
“You’re a good man,” she said, when she could speak.
His mouth lifted in a small smile. “I try.” He disengaged their hands and stood. “Let’s go home. We can call Beatrice with our decision.”
Rosalind rose as well and slipped her arm through his. “We’ll do that.”
Together they left the boardroom. Lionel spoke briefly to the receptionist, saying they would contact Beatrice the next day.
Out on the street, Rosalind took deep breaths of city air. The tightness in her chest eased.
Lionel squeezed her arm. “It’s noon. Shall we find somewhere good for lunch?”
Rosalind nodded. Tomorrow, they would think about what to say to Beatrice. Now, they would try and enjoy what was left of the day.
Together.
* * *
Sarah returned from the bedroom after kissing Noa goodnight and sat on the couch next to Andi. “Got any ideas what we should do to fill up this long evening?”
“There’s a Law and Order rerun in ten minutes,” Andi said, deadpan. “Nothing like old TV to make time fly by.”
“I’d rather clean the cupboard under the sink.” Sarah rolled her eyes.
“We can do that. Or we can do this instead.” Andi tugged Sarah’s hand until she fell against her, then she wrapped her arms around her, holding her close. “I missed you today. I was working away on autopilot: sanding, painting, varnishing, but I was thinking of you and what we’ll do together in”—she looked at an imaginary watch—“maybe fifteen minutes or so.”
“That long?” Sarah raised her head from Andi’s chest. “I’m not sure I can wait that long.”
“You’ll have to.” Andi tapped her on the nose. “Patience is—”
“Overrated. Don’t pretend otherwise. Those people who talk about it being a virtue have never wanted something really badly.”
“And what would that be?”
“You.” Sarah ran a hand along Andi’s side and wriggled her fingers under her shirt. “But I have news to tell you first.”
“So do I. You first.”
Sarah related her job offer. “So this is amazing. More money, more flexibility and, best of all, in a couple of months, no more Bryce.”
“That is good news.” Andi kissed the top of her head. “You’re worth it. I know Builder Blokes—they’re a solid firm.”
“Good to know. Now, tell me your news.”
Andi was silent for long enough that a frisson of worry curled along Sarah’s ribs.
“It’s about Noa,” she said at last. “Don’t worry, nothing’s wrong. As far as I’m concerned, everything’s very right. Noa charmed Emma Rodriguez today and suggested something that was perfect. Emma loved it. I paid Noa a bonus.”
“Really? Not that I’m surprised. My child is a genius after all.”
“Isn’t everyone’s?”
“Depends who you ask.”
“There’s more,” Andi said. “Noa asked if someone could have more than two mothers. I said yes, but that you and Cait would always be her first and best parents. Then she asked if I loved her. She was so direct and uncomplicated. Just a kid, asking what she wanted to know.”
Sarah sat up. The vibration in Andi’s voice would have told her this was important, even if the words hadn’t. “What did you say?”
“I thought about what to say, but the answer was obvious.”
Sarah held her breath. Her daughter, her forthright, loving, daughter. Was she about to get her heart broken again?
“I said I did. I do. How could I not? And then she said she was glad, and she’d like me to be her step-mum, and that she loved me too. She made me cry, Sarah. No one’s ever said they love me before. Not a single person—until Noa.”
Sarah’s skin prickled. There was so much to unpack in what Andi had said. Andi, putting herself out there, delicately, not wanting to push in. Noa loved her. And Andi loved Noa.
There was something so poignant in Noa loving Andi. Being the first person to ever say the words to her. Sarah’s heart split then reformed, bigger, with more room, more space to fill with love.
“I’m sorry. I know that’s what you were worried about. That Noa would come to care for me.” She took Sarah’s hands. “I promise you I will cherish her love and I will do my utmost to be there for her. If you’ll let me.” She stared down at their joined hands and ran her thumb along the back of Sarah’s.
The thing she’d worried about had happened. But somehow, the leaping, shuddering feelings running through her body weren’t fear or concern. Andi would continue to care for Noa, as carefully and considerately as she had done so far. Sarah peeled back each layer of her worry. They fell away easily, leaving only the shining nugget of a woman’s love for a child.
She placed her palm against Andi’s cheek. “Thank you for being you. And for loving my daughter as you do.”
Relief flickered in Andi’s eyes. “I thought you’d be upset. I didn’t encourage her. This…love…came and caught me.”
“It’s okay.” Sarah leaned in and captured Andi’s lips with her own. For a moment, they were tense, then they softened under hers and parted. Warm, gentle lips, tentative, as if Andi feared to believe her words. Then with a sigh, Andi caught her in her arms once more and stroked her hands up Sarah’s back to push into her hair.
For long moments the kiss grew and spiralled, pulsating with need overlaid with memories of last night. And it could be theirs again tonight.
Sarah broke the kiss. “Can we go to bed?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
As they walked hand in hand down the hall to the bedroom, a new thought lodged in Sarah’s mind. What if this…love…wasn’t just for Noa. What if Andi could love her as well?



Chapter 29: 
Rosalind’s Return
ANDI WHISTLED AS SHE COVERED the paint pots in the back of her truck with a tarp. Emma Rodriguez was delighted with how the trompe-l’œil was coming, and Andi was loving the artistic challenge of painting the roses in such a way that they looked real, curling in through the window to spread over the wall.
Noa had accompanied her to Emma’s again, and had strutted through the house giving design suggestions, none of which were useable, but it didn’t matter. Emma was charmed.
Andi let herself in the front door. It had been three weeks since she and Sarah had become lovers. Three weeks of the happiest she had ever been.
Thundering feet alerted her, and then Noa flung her arms around her waist. “You’re home!” She tugged Andi along the hall. “Mummy’s making veggie fritters and she doesn’t mind if I cover mine with tomato sauce as long as I eat them.”
Sarah looked up as they entered the living area. She was mixing the fritters in a large bowl with her hands. Her hair hung over her face, the white streak shining in the overhead light. She wiggled her messy hands. “Now is not the time to hug you.”
Andi went over and hugged her anyway, pressing a kiss to her neck and blowing softly in her ear.
Sarah held her hands in the air and laughed when a blob of fritter fell onto Andi’s hair.
“You’ve wrecked my perfect coiffure,” Andi said in mock disgust. She flicked the fritter onto to the counter while Noa giggled.
Sarah greeted her as if she mattered. As if she cared. And Noa. Who’d have ever thought Andi would fall so hard for the happy family scenario? Even six months ago, she’d have hooted with laughter, make a few cracks about how kids upended your life, and moved on. Now though… Sarah and Noa held her dreams in their hands.
Not for the first time, the words “I love you” hovered on her tongue. She wanted to say them so badly it hurt. One day she would. One day soon.
“Kristin called,” Sarah said. “She said she hasn’t seen us for ages, and we’re overdue for pizza night. She’s suggesting this Friday, if that suits you.”
“Perfect. I’ll get a slab of beer on my way home tomorrow.” She pressed another kiss to Sarah’s cheek, smiling as Sarah turned her face so that it was a proper kiss.
“Later,” Sarah whispered. She drew back with a wink.
“I need a shower before dinner,” Andi said. She walked back toward the bedroom.
The doorbell rang, and she detoured to answer it.
Rosalind stood alone on the step.
Andi pressed her lips together, dislike for the woman surging through her. “What do you want? You know you need to arrange visits through your lawyer.”
“Is Sarah home?” Rosalind’s skin held a grey pallor, and although she’d been clever with her makeup, her eyes were red and puffy.
“I’ll see if she wants to talk with you.” Andi closed the door in Rosalind’s face and returned to the living room.
“Rosalind is outside wanting to see you,” she whispered.
Sarah’s eyebrows shot up. “What fresh hell is she putting on us now?” She rinsed her hands and dried them. “Come with me.”
They went back down the hall together, and Andi yanked the door open.
“Thank you for seeing me, Sarah,” Rosalind said. “I wanted to bring you this.” She produced a large envelope from her bag and held it out.
Sarah took a step back. “I wasn’t born yesterday. Tell me what it is. I’m not accepting service of any documents from you.”
The lines around Rosalind’s mouth grew more pronounced. “I guess I deserve that. You’ll get these from your lawyer in the next day or two anyway. It’s official notice that Lionel and I are withdrawing the custody claim.”
Sarah hesitated, then held out her hand, and Rosalind gave her the envelope. She ripped it open and scanned the contents before handing it to Andi. “It’s over.”
Andi read the papers, her shoulders sagging in relief. A joyous refrain ran through her mind. It was over. It finally was all finished, and custody of Noa was to remain between Sarah and Cait as agreed by them. Nothing for Rosalind and Lionel. She arched an eyebrow at Sarah. “Do you want to say anything else to Rosalind?”
Sarah shook her head. Her hands shook and she tucked them into her armpits.
“Thank you for delivering this. Please now leave.” Andi started to close the door.
“Wait, please. If you can give me two minutes,” Rosalind said in a strained voice. “I’d like to explain. Then I’ll go.”
A short nod from Sarah, and Andi opened the door once more.
Rosalind looked down the hall. “I don’t suppose I can come in?”
“No,” said Andi. “We’re about to eat dinner.”
“I’ll be quick.” Rosalind stared down at her immaculate cream pumps. “I wasn’t a hands-on mother when Cait was small. She had nannies, she went to boarding school. I didn’t want the disruption in my life. I realised too late the joy that children can bring. Cait was a teenager by then, an independent one, used to living her own life. She didn’t need me. I tried to guide her in life, but by then, it was too late. She succeeded in what she did by her own doing, and she had little time for us.” She looked at Sarah. “You were kind and invited Lionel and me into your lives. And when Noa came along, I was able to share a part of her, too. It made me realise…it made me yearn…” She broke off and took several deep breaths.
Andi took Sarah’s hand and clasped it between her own. If this was acting, it was damn fine pretence. If this was real…the tiniest edge of sympathy stirred. Andi quashed it and looked at Sarah.
Sarah’s gaze was welded to Rosalind, but her face was as blank and immobile as a slab of granite.
“I wanted what I’d missed,” Rosalind said. Her voice quivered and she dashed at her eyes with the backs of her hands. “When Cait went away, I saw my chance with Noa. I thought I had so much to give her, and I wanted to smooth her path, guide her to success, make things easier for her. I wanted to do this for Noa so much. I wanted it for me, too. I wanted to experience what I’d missed with Cait. The love…” She took a deep breath. “Please, can you understand?”
The flash of sympathy grew a little. So it was still mostly about Rosalind and her life, but buried in there somewhere were good—if woefully misguided—intentions. The thought churned in Andi’s mind that Rosalind was lonely. She pressed Sarah’s fingers. Surely, Sarah would see that too—but would she let Rosalind back into their lives? That decision was Sarah’s to make.
“Thank you for the explanation,” Sarah said. “But you’re wrong; I can’t understand that, not really. You wanted to open doors for Noa, make things easier for her. But it doesn’t work like that. Cait and I want Noa to be strong in her own right—as Cait is. I can see you wanted Noa to give meaning to your life. But that’s not how it works. You only ever wanted to possess her and mould her into the sort of person you thought she should be.”
“Please,” Rosalind said. “Can you give us another chance? Noa’s our only grandchild, and…we love her.”
Sarah’s lips tightened to thin white lines, and she gripped Andi’s hand so hard she feared for her circulation. “I’ve always loved her, but that meant nothing to you when you tried to take her.”
“Can I at least see Noa?”
“I can’t let that happen now.” Sarah turned away. “I’m sorry.”
“You heard her, Rosalind. The answer’s no. Not now.”
“Maybe not for a long time,” Sarah said over her shoulder. “Right now, I can’t forget what you tried to do, and I can’t trust you with my daughter.”
Andi closed the door gently and waited until she heard Rosalind’s slow footsteps move away. A minute or two later, her car started and she drove away.
Andi rested her head on the door. It was over.
She walked back to the kitchen to find Sarah on the couch with Noa, hugging her as if they’d been parted for weeks. She raised her face from Noa’s hair, and her eyes were damp.
Without a word, Andi went into the kitchen and continued the dinner preparations. As she fried fritters and chopped salad ingredients, the murmur of voices reached her.
Things were now settled for Sarah and Noa, but what would this mean for her and Sarah?



Chapter 30: 
Twin Sunrises
IT WAS NEARLY TEN DAYS before Andi raised the issue with Sarah. In that time, life had continued as usual: Andi collected Noa from school, Noa remained as Andi’s apprentice, they had gone to Miriam’s on the weekend, and Noa had ridden Comet. And Andi and Sarah continued on as if nothing had changed. They snuggled on the couch after Noa had gone to bed, or sat out on the deck with a beer. And they continued to grow their relationship in the bedroom, learning each other’s likes and dislikes, sharing their bodies in pleasure, growing closer, at least physically. While they were making love, Andi could let herself believe that Sarah, too, was falling in love. The sex was as perfect as any Andi could remember, Sarah the most giving and considerate partner. Did it get any better than this? Andi didn’t think so.
One part of her wanted to let it ride, let them continue to grow together naturally so that Sarah would realise they belonged together. But the nugget of insecurity gnawed at her, getting bigger, especially in the middle of the night. If she woke then, her mind whirling in chaotic circles, she’d look over at Sarah sleeping peacefully, and the anxiety drain would suck her in enough that she’d convince herself Sarah would wake and suggest Andi move back to her studio. She’d lie on her back, eyes wide open in the dark and realise she couldn’t live with not knowing. That she had to talk to Sarah, to try to gain some certainty.
Or maybe it would be best to simply move out and let Sarah come to her. But what would that achieve? Either way, they had to talk, determine what they both wanted, and then make it happen.
Talking about things. Processing. Wasn’t that what lesbians did best?
Sarah woke slowly, mumbled something, and turned into Andi to nuzzle into her neck like a sleepy kitten. Andi held her close, mind humming, skin tingling from the warmth of Sarah’s hand on her belly. The temptation to let her own fingers wander, to seek Sarah’s soft nipple, to trail along her side to cup her butt was overwhelming. A pulse beat heavily between her thighs.
“Morning,” Sarah mumbled.
“Good morning to you too.”
Something in her voice must have got through Sarah’s sleep-hazed mind. She raised up on an elbow. “Are you okay? You sound…stressed.”
“I’ve been awake a while,” Andi said. “Couldn’t get back to sleep.”
“Any reason for that? Or just one of those things?” Sarah’s voice gained in strength, and she gazed down at Andi. “Would some distraction help?” She trailed her fingers along Andi’s stomach, coming to rest at the top of her pubic hair.
Andi shivered, the delightful teasing setting her alight in all sorts of wonderful ways. But if she didn’t talk about this now, nothing would change.
“I’ve been worrying the last few nights,” she said, then stopped. How to raise this, what to say? The words beat inside her skull. It was only when she tried to say them that they refused to be said.
“What’s wrong? If you tell me, maybe we can work out a solution together.” Sarah rolled over and sat up, resting back against the headboard.
Andi sat up too, staring at the curtained window. Maybe if she didn’t look at Sarah it would be easier. “Remember when we heard from Alan that it was likely Rosalind would withdraw? You said then I could resume my life, but you asked me to wait until the withdrawal was official. It is now. But we also said we’d try a relationship. I need to know if that’s still what you want, or if you want me to move out. If… Now there’s not a threat to you and Noa, if you still worry about Noa getting hurt by me. Maybe you still want a relationship, but you’d rather we don’t live together, and I go back to my studio.”
“Is that what you want? I thought—”
The door opened and Noa crept in. “Mummy, I came to say we have to go to soccer soon, an’ I heard you talking. Please don’t send Andi away.” Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Andi loves me.”
“Come here, sweetie.” Sarah retrieved her T-shirt from the floor and yanked it on, then held out her arm and when Noa came closer, tugged her to her side. “Andi and I were talking, and it’s something we have to decide ourselves. But you’re right, Andi does love you, we all know that. But sometimes love isn’t enough. Adults have lives of their own, and they have to work out if they can combine them.”
“I don’t want her to go.” Noa pulled away from Sarah and climbed over the bed to Andi’s side.
Andi tugged the sheet higher, then drew Noa into her arms and looked at Sarah helplessly over Noa’s head. The words “I don’t want to go.” rose in her throat, but she suppressed them. It all came down to Sarah, and it wasn’t fair to pressure her that way in front of Noa. “Your mummy and I are talking about it now. Can you give us a few more minutes? Why don’t you get your crayons and draw a picture for us? Can you do that?”
Noa nodded, and with swimming eyes, got off the bed and out the door, closing it behind her.
“I’m sorry,” Andi said. “She shouldn’t have heard that.”
Sarah pulled the sheets disarranged by Noa higher over her shoulders. “No, she shouldn’t. And we have to go to her soon. I guess she rather forced things for us.”
Andi pulled the sheet up too, like a barrier against unwanted words.
“I want you to stay, Andi. I thought I’d made that clear by my actions. I thought it was clear by how happy we are together, how we’re a team. How much we both love Noa. I’m sorry. I should have said the words.” She pleated the sheet between her fingers. “I love you. I’ve only ever said that to one other romantic partner—Cait—and now you. I want nothing more than for you to remain in my life, living here with me and Noa, becoming a family. Although I think we already are. But if you’ve changed your mind since we last spoke about this, then I understand—”
“No!” Andi surged up onto her knees and the sheet fell away. “Stop, please. You and Noa, you’re everything to me. I love you, Sarah, so very much. You’ve both given me so much, have shown me what real happiness is.” She heaved a breath. “At first, I worried that I was somehow projecting the childhood I didn’t have onto our situation, but it’s not like that. I love you. I love Noa. I love living here. I don’t want anything to change.”
“Oh,” Sarah said, softly. “Oh.”
Andi wiped a thumb under first one of Sarah’s eyes, then the other. “Then I think we’re a family. I love you, Sarah.” She leaned into her, pressing kisses to her cheeks, her eyes, her forehead, and then her lips, breathing her breath, absorbing the aura of love and desire that surrounded them both.
For a few minutes, they traded kisses, back and forth, gentle, caring caresses interspersed with whispers of love.
Sarah pulled back. “We need to go to Noa.”
Swiftly, they dressed and went out into the living room, hand in hand.
Noa sat at the table. Her eyes were red, and in front of her was a drawing, and a white envelope.
Sarah pulled up a chair on one side, and Andi sat the other. “I’m sorry we worried you, sweetie. Andi and I have talked, and you know what? We love each other, and we both love you.”
“So Andi’s gonna stay?” Noa’s lip wobbled.
“Yes,” Andi said. “I’m staying. If that’s okay with you.”
Noa nodded. “It’s what I want most.” She pushed her drawing across to Sarah. “I drew what I wanted.”
Sarah put an arm around Noa, and Andi did the same, so they encircled her in their arms, Noa pressed close between them. Together they looked at the drawing.
In the centre were two big sausage figures and one smaller one. A third larger figure was close by. Underneath, Noa had written Mummy an Andi an Me. The third figure was labelled Mumma. Underneath, a line of smaller figures was labelled with the names of Noa’s friends, and her schoolteacher. In a top corner was a pony and a woman: Miriam an Comet. The other corner had kids chasing a ball: my team. And finally, very small, in a bottom corner, nearly off the page, were two figures with grumpy faces and grey hair: Nana an Poppi.
“It’s amazing,” Sarah said. She exchanged a soft glance with Andi across Noa’s head. “Everyone you love is here.”
Noa scrunched her nose. “I don’t love everyone on it. I like my teacher and Miriam, but I don’t love them. An’ I don’t love Nana.”
“You don’t have to love Nana,” Sarah said. “You don’t have to see her anymore unless you want to.”
Andi squeezed Noa’s shoulder, then reached further and laid her hand on Sarah’s. No, Rosalind wouldn’t be in their lives anytime soon, but Sarah wasn’t slamming the door for the future, if that was what Noa wanted.
“This is fantastic, Apprentice Noa,” Andi said. “You’ve even got me wearing my favourite cap.”
Noa beamed. “I have a prop’sition for you, Andi. So you’ll stay.”
“I already said I would be here for you,” Andi said gently. “I love your mummy and you too much to leave.”
Noa pushed across the envelope. “This is all my wages as your apprentice. You can have them back and I’ll work for you forever for nothing if you stay.”
Sarah raised an eyebrow and mouthed, “Child labour!” across Noa’s head.
Andi pushed the envelope back. “You earned this fair and square, Apprentice Noa. You keep it. You said you were saving for something big and special. You’ll need it for that.”
“I will.” Noa took back the envelope. “I’m saving to buy Comet.”
Sarah’s eyes grew round. “See what you unleashed?” she said to Andi.
“Remember I told your Nana that Comet wasn’t for sale?” Andi said. “Miriam loves him and doesn’t want to sell him.”
“But that was before we wanted to buy him,” Noa said confidently. “Mummy told me love makes the world go around and you can do anything if you’re doing it with love.”
Andi stood, her heart singing a song of love and belonging. “Your mummy’s right.” She waited for Sarah to stand and then took her in her arms. Her eyes closed and she breathed in Sarah’s fresh scent and revelled in how utterly right she felt in her arms. How perfectly they fit—the three of them. She reached down to draw Noa in too.
The joy swelled in her chest, too big for her body to contain, and she released it in the widest smile. Sarah matched it, and they stood grinning at each other like twin sunrises.
Noa tugged at their shirts, and Andi and Sarah crouched to encircle her in their arms. Sarah overbalanced, and the three of them toppled onto the rug in a laughing heap.
Her love. Her family.
Andi kissed Sarah and smiled as Noa wriggled between them. Sarah was right. You could do anything if you loved enough.
And she did.



Epilogue
Thirteen Months Later
 
“WE HAVE SO MUCH TO celebrate, not just my birthday.” Andi sat at the table with her eyes closed. “We should be celebrating our lives together.” She twisted around as she spoke.
“Don’t open your eyes!” Sarah and Noa shouted in unison. “Not yet.”
“I’m not.” Andi turned back to face the table, resisting the urge to peep.
There was scuffling and whispering.
“You can open your eyes now,” Noa said.
On the table in front of her was a piece of string, the end taped to the table, next to a hand drawn card and a plain, white envelope with Sarah’s writing on the front.
“What do I look at first?”
“My card.” Noa bounced up and down, and her cap fell over one eye. She pushed it back.
“Okay.” Andi picked it up, taking the time to admire the artwork on the front. It was a picture of Noa riding Comet, accompanied by Andi on another of Miriam’s horses, riding through a forest.
“This is great!” Andi ran a finger over the painted horses. “You’ve got all Comet’s marking exactly right.”
Noa beamed. “Of course! He’s sorta mine, so I know everything about him.”
Andi and Sarah had convinced Noa it was impossible to keep Comet in their back garden—and indeed, Miriam didn’t want to sell—but Miriam had said Comet was mostly Noa’s pony now, and she could ride him whenever she wanted. The three of them went up most weekends, and sometimes stayed for a few days to care for the animals so Miriam could have a break.
Inside the card, Noa had written, To Andi, with lots and lots of love from your most portant mployie and your most favrite child, Noa xxx
“Thank you, Noa.” Andi pressed a kiss to Noa’s forehead. “Which do I do next?”
“The string,” Sarah said.
Andi stood and ran her fingers along the string, following it to where it ran to the rear door. The blinds were down, and she bent to pull them up.
“No!” Sarah said. “You have a choice. You can either be blindfolded or close your eyes.”
“I’ll close my eyes.”
“No peeping,” Noa said.
“I promise. When have I ever broken a promise to you?”
“Never,” Noa said.
As Andi closed her eyes, she felt Sarah take one hand, and Noa the other.
“We’ll tell you what to do,” Sarah said.
There was the sound of the blind going up and the door opening.
“Two steps forward,” Sarah said, “then two steps down.”
Onto the deck. Andi let them lead her across.
“We’re going down the steps to the garden,” Sarah said. “Do you want to hold the rail?”
“No, I trust you.” Andi laced her fingers with Sarah’s and followed her quiet instructions to descend the steps.
“We’re on the garden path,” Sarah said. “I’ll go in front and you hold my shoulders, and Noa will go behind.”
Andi nodded. She knew this garden like the back of her hand: the twisting paths, the raised veggie beds, Noa’s edible flowers, and the swing set in one corner that Cait had built once she returned from Africa. The path twisted around. They seemed to be shuffling along for a while. There was a soft giggle from Noa as they went in tighter circles—no doubt following the spiral of Sarah’s mandala—and then back onto a straight path. The one that ran along the fence? Or back to the house? Andi was totally confused in which direction they were going. She simply followed along behind Sarah, Noa’s hands on her waist.
Finally, they stopped.
“We’re here,” Sarah said. She slipped her hand into Andi’s, and Noa took the other side. “You can open your eyes now.”
Andi did. They were in the corner of the garden where yesterday, there had been a raised bed containing some dead-looking beans and a mess of weeds. Now, though, there was a small, sturdy wooden shed. It had a long window along one side that looked back over the garden to the house. Andi studied it, her head on one side. Was it a tool shed? It seemed a strange present. She had retained her yard, although since she’d moved fully in with Sarah, she’d rented out the studio to Kristin, who was delighted to finally be shot of weird housemates.
“Go inside.” Noa hopped from foot to foot.
Andi opened the door, and a gasp escaped her throat. “Oh my God.” How had Sarah done this so quickly, so stealthily that she hadn’t noticed? The timber shed was set up as a small art studio. An easel sat by the window; a couple of blank canvases were propped against the wall. A long bench with storage underneath would be perfect for drafting or other small hands-on projects. “This is amazing. Wonderful.” She swallowed against the lump in her throat and couldn’t continue.
“So you can paint for pleasure, separate from your work trompe-l’œil,” Sarah said. “Like you told me when you first moved in that you’d like to do.”
Tears pricked the back of Andi’s eyes. Once again, Sarah had listened to her dreams and remembered them. Even though it had been many months since she’d confided that, Sarah had remembered. “Thank you. No one’s ever given me anything so wonderful. So thoughtful.”
“It’s from both of us,” Noa said.
“We didn’t get you paints or brushes as we thought you’d like to choose them yourself,” Sarah added.
Sarah knew her so well.
“Thank you both.” Andi held out her arms and Sarah stepped into them, sandwiching Noa between them. “You couldn’t have got me anything better.”
When the hug ended, she walked around the small space, touching the bench, the easel, and imagining herself here. The quiet pleasure of being loved trickled down her spine.
“And now we have to go back to the house to open Mummy’s envelope,” Noa said. “She wouldn’t tell me what’s in it.”
Andi kissed Sarah. “Thank you. There’s nothing better you could have given me.”
Sarah smiled, a twitch of her lips that seemed to reflect some inner amusement. “Come back to the house.”
Once in the living room, Andi put Noa’s card on the shelf with the rest of the cards, moving the others aside to place it in the centre. Her fingers brushed the ornate embossed card of a bunch of roses, which said inside, To Andi, a very happy birthday from Rosalind and Lionel. None of them were ready to deal with that yet. But, in time, they would. Rosalind and Lionel appeared genuine in their attempts to reach out, and Noa had asked about them. There would come a time when her grandparents would again be a part of their lives.
There was a card from Cait as well. She was returning to Africa for a second time in a few weeks, so until then she was a frequent visitor. After some initial reticence, Andi and Cait got on very well, much to Noa’s delight.
Andi picked up Sarah’s envelope and fingered it. Not a card; it was too flimsy for that. Not a gift voucher—although that wasn’t Sarah’s style.
“Open it,” Sarah said. Her eyes sparkled, and she smoothed her palms down the front of her pants.
Andi weighed the letter. Sarah was practically vibrating. Did that mean…? Her blood instantly thrummed. Maybe. But she couldn’t say anything until she’d opened the envelope in case she was wrong. She stuck her thumb in the top, ripped it open, and took out the single sheet of paper, unfolding it.
It was a printed photo of a pregnancy test. Andi’s gaze flew to the window of the test. Yes, sure enough, two lines showed clearly. The paper fluttered to the ground. “We’re pregnant? We’re really pregnant?”
“Really?” Noa jumped up and down. “Can I have a baby brother? Please?”
Sarah’s smile spread across her face like the sunrise. “We are.” She smiled down at Noa. “And I’ll try.”
Andi grinned. “That’s amazing. Incredible.” Second time lucky. The first attempt with donor sperm hadn’t resulted in pregnancy.
Sarah laid a hand across her stomach. “We’ll be a family of four.”
Andi took both their hands and led them to the couch. She sat, with one on each side, pulling them close. “Sarah, you truly are the love of my life, and Noa, you are the daughter of my heart. You both make me so very happy. And this”—she touched Sarah’s stomach lightly—“is the most incredible birthday present ever.”
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