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			Chapter 1

			The Nosy Neighbours

			“Pssst.”

			Marta glanced around. The voice was Coral’s husky ex-smoker’s croak, but although Marta had stopped outside Coral’s house, her friend was nowhere in sight.

			“Over here.” Coral’s pale, age-spotted hand waved from behind the giant rosemary bush at the front of her yard. “Don’t keep walking.”

			Marta pushed open the sagging front gate and spied Coral stooped behind the rosemary, peering down the street. “What’s up?”

			“Bruce’s niece is here.” Coral’s scarlet chiffon scarf caught on the bush and she twitched it free. Her bright-red nail varnish flashed in the sun. “You would have walked into her if you’d kept going.”

			Marta switched the litre of milk she carried to her other hand and pushed a pair of secateurs out of the way with her toe. “I need to get this milk into the fridge before it turns into sour cream. Since when has Melbourne been this hot in March?”

			“You can drink your coffee black if the milk goes off. This, darling, is hot news. What do you think? Look quickly and tell me.”

			Marta looked where Coral pointed.

			A slender, white woman stood in the middle of Gaylord Street, hands on hips, scrutinising the row of terrace houses on the opposite side of the street to Coral’s. Her brief white singlet revealed tanned shoulders, and even from twenty metres away it was obvious her faded khaki shorts had seen better days. Lean legs ended in heavy workboots. A tool belt with hammers and a blocky tape measure hung low on her hips.

			Something heavy plummeted from Marta’s chest to her stomach. “Oh. It must be her.”

			“That’s what I said. Try to sound a little excited.” Coral tugged at Marta’s T-shirt. “Get down. She’ll see you.”

			“She’ll spot me in about two minutes when I get home. She’s my new neighbour.” She scrutinised Coral. “Why aren’t you already in her face saying hello as you do to everyone who even pauses outside your gate?”

			“I’m doing my reconnaissance first. Once I’ve got a feel for her, then I’ll be over there borrowing a cup of sugar and pumping her for information.” Coral peered at Marta through heavily mascaraed eyelashes.

			“Did ASIO recruit you overnight to spy for them?” Marta heaved a sigh and put the milk down in the shade. She’d thought she was doing better. But seeing Bruce’s niece—for who else could it be prowling around outside his house—stirred up a longing for her old friend. She ducked her head momentarily to hide her damp eyes.

			“Hey.” Coral rested a motherly hand on Marta’s shoulder. A quick squeeze and then she ran her hand down Marta’s arm to clasp her fingers. “It’s okay to be upset. I miss him too. And it’s only been six weeks.”

			“I always thought Bruce would be around forever.” She blinked fast and managed a wobbly smile.

			“Ssh.” Coral rubbed the back of Marta’s hand. “His niece is probably lovely. She has his genes after all, so she’s probably as funny and delightful as our Brucie was. And we don’t know what she’s going to do with the house—although she’ll have to do something. It will crumble into the ground if she doesn’t.”

			Marta bobbed her head and dashed at her eyes with the back of her hands. A deep breath. Another.

			“Okay?” Coral tipped her head to one side and regarded her.

			“Yeah.” Marta’s voice cracked, and she switched her attention back to the street. “Bruce ordered me not to be sad when he passed, but I’ve never been good at following orders.”

			Coral’s scarlet lips parted in a grin. “I know, darling. We’ll get through.” She inclined her head at Bruce’s niece. “And she could be just the woman to hold your hand as you do.”

			Marta flicked Coral’s scarf away from the rosemary once more. “Not everyone who comes to Gaylord Street is queer. Bruce’s niece probably has a handsome husband and three mischievous but adorable kidlets.”

			Coral made a rude sound. “Use your eyes. She’s wearing a tool belt. And she has a fine pair of hammers hanging from it. When did you last see a woman with a tool belt who didn’t like other women?”

			“The last time I went to Bunnings and couldn’t find silicone sealant. The aisles were full of women with tool belts, and if they were all queer, then the ten-percent theory is well and truly smashed.”

			Coral puffed out her cheeks. “And don’t we wish that it was.” She peered down the street again toward Number 94.

			Bruce’s niece took a couple of paces toward the house.

			Marta knew what she was seeing: a tiny, overgrown yard in front of a shabby red-brick house with a black-painted door and a single front window. For the most part, the tightly packed houses along Gaylord Street were the long, narrow Victorian workers’ cottages dating to the early 1900s. With a layout and plumbing to match.

			Coral grabbed her arm and ducked behind the rosemary again. “She’s looking this way.”

			Marta got an impression of chin-length brown curls, but she was too far away to see the woman’s expression. Marta waved, and received a half-wave in return. “See, she’s friendly. No need to hide.”

			Coral bobbed up with the secateurs in her hand and made some vague passes at the overgrown rosemary. Fragrant clippings fell to the ground. “Is she still looking?”

			“Not anymore. You can stop pretending. You haven’t trimmed this bush in ten years.”

			“Time to start then.” Coral picked up some of the clippings and handed them to Marta. “Add these to your risotto, or whatever you’re cooking tonight.” She peered up the street again. “Look, she’s going in.”

			The woman pulled something from her pocket, opened the rusty gate, and walked the three paces to the front door of Number 94.

			The same wash of sorrow pushed into Marta’s throat. Bruce was gone. His niece was here, and times were changing. She needed to accept that.

			The woman disappeared into Bruce’s house.

			“I wonder if she’s ever seen inside before.” Coral, too, looked down the street. “For all that we loved Bruce, he was the world’s worst housekeeper. She could be in for a hell of a shock.”

			The woman exited the house and went to a rather battered white truck parked outside. She pulled out a sports bag and returned to the house.

			“If that’s all she’s brought, it doesn’t look as if she’ll be staying long.” Coral switched her gaze to Marta. “Have you still got a key?”

			Marta nodded. “Another reason I should say hello—to give her the key.” She picked up the milk.

			“Don’t forget to report back. Find out what she’s going to do with the house.”

			“I will.”

			“Bruce said…” Coral’s gaze fixed on the peeling purple paint on the gate. “That he’d remembered some of us in his will. He said I was one. And while he didn’t say any names, I’m betting you are too. Of all of us, you were closest to him.”

			Marta nodded. “Yeah, he said the same to me. A keepsake, I imagine. Maybe he’s left me his souvenir teaspoons.”

			Coral laughed. “Just what you need. Kitschy tourist spoons. But you’re probably right; that’s exactly the sort of thing he’d do. Me, I’m hoping for a couple of his china cats. Remember how, after every dinner party, when we’d all overeaten as usual and were awash with wine, he’d hold up that ugly figurine of a kitten, the one with bright-red protruding eyes and a pink bow around its neck and say—”

			“Pussy’s bow, darlings. I’m stuffed to pussy’s bow,” they said together, and then dissolved into laughter.

			Marta fancied she could hear Bruce’s great booming laugh honking along with them. She looked up to the sky and smiled, then glanced over at Number 94. The front door stood ajar. Bruce’s niece was probably walking around the cluttered interior, eyes wide with disbelief at his bad taste. “It will be strange having a neighbour again.”

			“Don’t be too sure.” Coral nodded in the direction of Number 94. “She’s leaving already.”

			The woman opened the door of her truck, but instead of driving off, she pulled out a couple more bags and a toolbox and took them inside.

			Marta rested her hand on the gatepost. “I should go and say hello. See if she needs anything.”

			“Go.” Coral gave her a push in the small of the back.

			Marta stepped onto the narrow footpath and squeezed through the parked cars to cross the street.

			Bruce’s niece had disappeared, and the door was now closed.

			Marta entered her own yard. Her wooden fence was painted the same mint-green as the door, and the tiny yard boasted a tangle of herbs and native Australian shrubs: grevillea, correa, and pink heath. They spilled over the uneven brick paving in a riot of colour. Marta paused and let the pleasure of arriving home warm her once again, before she glanced over the low brick wall that separated her house from Number 94. The truck was still there but there was no sign of anyone. She opened her door and went inside. For a second, she paused to listen, but no noise came through the wall. Bruce’s niece didn’t seem to have inherited his rowdiness along with his house.

			What was she like? Bruce had barely mentioned her, and his solicitor hadn’t given her name. There was only the impression of a lanky body and bobbed curly brown hair. Her clothes suggested she was a tradesperson of some sort. Well, that would be just the thing for Number 94.

			No doubt Marta would find out about her new neighbour soon enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Niece from the Outback

			How had Bruce lived in this clutter? Jorgie edged her way along the hallway. Her tool belt caught on a spindly table, tilting it alarmingly. Some china ornaments slid along the dusty surface, and a couple of them crashed to the floor.

			Shit. When Jorgie stooped to brush the pieces into a pile, her toe collided with one of the table legs. The leg collapsed, and the rest of the figurines crashed to the ground in a melee of colourful china. Colourful, broken china.

			Jorgie blew out a frustrated breath and stepped over the pieces. “Sorry, Bruce,” she said to the dust motes in the hallway. “I hope they weren’t your favourites.”

			She’d clear it up later; right now, she was curious to see the rest of the house. Her house. She shook her head in disbelief. Who’d a thunk it?

			Two doors opened off the long hallway. Bedrooms, she presumed. She pushed open the first door, and a long cobweb trailed over her face and hair. Ugh. She shivered and brushed it away, trying not to wonder where the web’s occupant was.

			A wrought-iron queen bed and railings of clothing made the small room appear even tinier. It had to be Bruce’s bedroom.

			A tweed jacket hung next to a rose-pink crushed velvet blazer, as if Bruce hadn’t been able to decide between Oxford scholar and camp, inner-city gay. A memory of Bruce wearing the blazer with a lime-green shirt edged into Jorgie’s mind. The two of them, eating in an African restaurant somewhere nearby. It was the last time she’d seen him, but he’d done so much for her in that one visit. It must have been most of thirteen years ago, yet he still had the blazer. She pressed it to her cheek, catching her breath as the memory pulsed in her throat and a familiar guilt weighted her gut. Carefully, she rehung the blazer and smoothed the collar.

			Jorgie pressed a hand to the bed. It was firm. Good. Once she’d cleaned up, vacuumed the dust from the room, and found some fresh sheets, she could sleep here. She returned to her truck to grab her sports bag and put it on the bed.

			She left the bedroom and eased her way down the hallway, careful not to knock anything else. The polished floorboards sagged alarmingly as she stepped into the second bedroom, which was laid out as an office. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined most of the walls, and extra books were stacked in haphazard towers on the floor. A sleek, silver laptop looked out of place on the dark wooden desk.

			The hallway opened into a cramped kitchen. Jorgie turned a slow circle. The appliances looked older than she was. Hell, even her mother would turn up her nose at them, but at least they were clean. The ancient microwave would probably suck more power than the national grid had to offer—if it worked at all. The tiny living room off the kitchen had cracks in the wall and a huge wooden table pushed to one side but otherwise didn’t look too bad.

			Where was the bathroom? Jorgie frowned and retraced her steps. No bathroom. That left the door from the kitchen. It took some tugging and jiggling of the rusty lock before she could open it. Outside, a covered concrete walkway led down the side of the house. Jorgie walked to where she could see two more doors leading back into the rear of the house.

			She opened the first door. A pale-blue bathtub with a shower head dominated the room. Jorgie’s lips twitched in a rueful smile. At least it wasn’t avocado-green.

			The final door led to a laundry area and toilet, and beyond that the passageway ended at the tiny backyard.

			She blew out a breath. This wasn’t the sleek, modern cottage she’d imagined when the solicitor had called. She’d dreamed of a light-filled, airy space of plate glass and polished timber, with racy modern art on the walls. The reality was rundown. But that was okay; it was hers.

			Sort of.

			A twitch of something she couldn’t immediately identify beat in her stomach. The house was shabby. Bruce had had money—his will was proof of that—but he obviously hadn’t cared to spend much on home maintenance. The twitch grew to a flutter. My house. She went out into the backyard, where rusty gutters and a sagging fence weighed down by creeper greeted her. The house was awful. But it was hers.

			Jorgie threw back her head and laughed to the cloudy sky. She was a homeowner. She spun in a circle, arms outstretched, twirling and spinning with a delirious joy until she was dizzy and staggering. She collapsed on a wooden bench by the rear door and rested her head back on the wall.

			What should she do?

			The house needed a lot of work. Repairs to the walls and floorboards, and a new roof. The bones of it had to be made strong before she considered anything else. To make it liveable, desirable even, the house had to be brought into the twenty-first century. A modern bathroom. A kitchen that didn’t look like it belonged in a museum with a sign reading The 1950s housewife’s daily duties were easy in a modern kitchen like this one.

			She worried her front teeth with her tongue. Decisions, decisions.

			Jorgie returned to the kitchen and pulled open the fridge, bracing herself for a sour smell. But the fridge was clean and empty. There was a neighbour who’d written to her and Cilla offering condolences. What was her name? Marta? She must have cleaned out the fridge.

			The two women who’d stared at her from across the road leaped into her mind. Stalking her more like—she’d seen them ducking behind the bush. Jorgie grinned. Maybe one of them was Marta. She’d have to find out.

			Jorgie pressed her hands to her stomach. How long since she’d last eaten? Hours ago, and only a rather tired sausage roll she’d bought from a servo when she’d stopped for fuel. She’d bring in the rest of her gear then go grab a sandwich and takeaway food she could reheat later. Maybe she’d sit on the veranda and listen to the sounds of the city. Try to sort through the conflicting ideas and emotions in her head and figure out what she was going to do.

			When she went out to her truck, the two women were still in the front yard a few doors up on the opposite side of the street.

			Jorgie took her toolbox and remaining two bags from the truck and carried them inside, past the ornate metal plaque proclaiming Number 94.

			The house next door had pale-green paintwork and a cared-for appearance. It oozed charm. That must be where Marta lived, since Bruce’s house—her house—was the end of the terrace.

			The email from the solicitor leaped into her head. It was all very well deciding what she wanted to do, but it wasn’t entirely up to her what happened to the house. Her stomach turned an uncomfortable circle. First, she had to decide what she was able to do.

			Then, she’d have a talk with Marta and the others.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A Fishing Expedition

			When Marta watered the herbs a short while later, her new neighbour’s battered white truck was still outside Number 94. She stared at it as she waved the hose over the array of pots and cursed when the spray wet her feet.

			She could knock on the door and introduce herself. After all, she’d sent a condolence card to Bruce’s sister—the new owner’s mother.

			The spray from the hose soaked her sandals as she remembered Bruce’s last days.

			He’d clutched Marta’s hand and told her things he wanted her to know: that his only regret was not returning to Thailand to seek out the young man with pansy eyes he’d fallen for when he, too, was young. That Marta should get a cat once he was gone, as he knew she hadn’t out of consideration for his allergies. And then he told her his house was going to his niece as she would have need of it most of all.

			“Our little gay village in the heart of the city,” he’d said, his voice so faint Marta had to bend close to hear the words. “How I have loved living here.” His eyes opened and pierced Marta with their gaze. “Don’t be sad for me, Marta. Celebrate life, celebrate living. Enjoy every moment and remember me fondly.”

			“I will,” Marta replied. “I’ll remember your fondness for pre-dinner martinis and after-dinner port, that terrible pink blazer of yours with moth holes in the collar, and those wonderful dinner parties that went on until morning.”

			“We had good times, didn’t we?” His voice fluttered, so barely there for such a larger-than-life man.

			“We did,” she said. “I love you, dear friend.”

			Bruce’s soft sigh had been her only answer.

			And now Bruce’s niece was here, and Marta should go and say hello rather than dithering and drowning her sandals. Should she call Coral and ask her to come too? But it was cocktail hour, and Coral would be filling her wide, old-fashioned champagne glass before settling onto her front porch to hold court for anyone who passed by.

			Marta turned off the hose and squelched back inside. She put a couple of the cranberry muffins she’d made that morning in a paper bag and checked her hair in the mirror in the hallway, smoothing some strands that stuck out from her short bob and fluffing the back so it didn’t look so flat. Then she walked the few steps from her gate to Number 94.

			The bell didn’t work, so Marta banged on the door as she always used to do. After a minute, the tread of feet echoed on the wooden floor and the door swung open. Up close, Bruce’s niece appeared older than Marta had guessed, maybe late twenties. Her white skin was tanned golden, as if she spent most of her time outdoors. A trail of cobwebs festooned her curly hair, probably from poking around in the house. She didn’t look much like Bruce: her cheekbones were higher, her nose thinner, her lips fuller, her neck longer—but her eyes were the same, warm and brown, with faint laugh lines at the corners. Wow. Marta shuffled her feet in the damp sandals. The woman was arresting, with her direct gaze and regal, almost haughty expression. But then her face broke into a friendly grin and a dimple winked in her right cheek. The standoffish first impression vanished like champagne from Coral’s glass. It was impossible not to smile back.

			A dimple. Don’t look at it. Marta averted her eyes. Kryptonite.

			“Hi,” the woman said. “I think I saw you in the street earlier?”

			“You did,” Marta said. “I live next door though. I’m Marta, Bruce’s—” She caught herself. “Your neighbour.”

			“I wondered if you were. I’m Jorgie, Bruce’s niece. My mother Cilla was Bruce’s sister.” Her gaze moved from the top of Marta’s head, across her face, and down her body to end at her still damp feet.

			Marta’s toes curled in her sandals. Jorgie’s gaze wasn’t predatory; it seemed more curiosity, a cataloguing of her uncle’s friend, but it was still unexpected—and somewhat flattering.

			“Thank you for your card. It was kind of you. Cilla and Bruce weren’t close. But you probably know that as you were his friend.”

			“Bruce never talked much about his family,” Marta admitted.

			Jorgie’s lips twisted. “Yeah. Well. I’m not surprised.” She glanced back along the hallway. “I was about to sit on the veranda for a while. Maybe have a beer. Would you like one?”

			Marta hesitated. Would she be interrupting? But Coral’s voice echoed in her mind: Find out what she’s going to do with the house. And they were going to be neighbours, for however long. “Sure. Beer is always good. If you’re not rushing off anywhere?”

			“I’m not,” Jorgie said. “I was going to reheat the takeaway I bought earlier and have an early night.” Her thousand-watt smile flashed again. “I’d really like it if you’d stay.”

			Warmth trickled down Marta’s spine. That smile was dynamite. “Then I’d love one.”

			“I’ll go grab them. It’s VB brand; nothing special.”

			“That’s fine.” Belatedly, Marta held out the bag. “These are for you. They don’t really go with beer, but you might enjoy them for breakfast.”

			Jorgie took the bag. “Thanks. I haven’t dared look much at the kitchen yet, except to wonder if the microwave works.”

			“It does. But it makes twice as much noise and takes three times as long as you’d expect.”

			“Sit.” Jorgie gestured to the wicker seats on the veranda. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

			Marta sat, shedding her sandals and curling onto the seat as she’d always done, thinking of the times she’d sat here with Bruce—him with his customary martini, her with a beer or a mug of green tea. They’d sat and watched the world of Gaylord Street pass by, their friends and neighbours, people heading to the Retreat Hotel on the next corner or to stroll along the Yarra River.

			Jorgie returned with two small bottles of beer and handed one to Marta. For a moment there was silence.

			Thoughts swirled in Marta’s mind, possible conversation openings, but none seemed quite right. She could hardly come straight out and ask what Jorgie intended to do. Maybe she should start babbling about the neighbourhood, or the weather. She pulled her knee up, rested her arm on it, and slid a sideways glance at Jorgie.

			“I had a look around Abbotsford this afternoon,” Jorgie said. “I’ve only been here once before, and it was a long time ago, when I was fifteen. Cilla and I were living in South Australia then. I had some of the usual teenage drama, and I stormed out and came here to Bruce. I remember we walked by the river and went out to eat. Then he paid my coach fare home. I never saw the house.”

			“It’s probably more dilapidated now, but it’s basically the same. Same paint, same kitchen and bathroom. Same dust.” She rolled her eyes. “Bruce wasn’t the handiest with the vacuum.”

			“Mm. I’ve learned that.” Jorgie’s lips twitched.

			Marta’s glance fixed on them. Up close, Jorgie’s lips were fascinating. Full, and with a delightful bow to them. They looked as if their owner smiled a lot. And the dimple, oh God, the dimple. She’d never been able to resist those cheeky little indentations. She was getting as bad as Coral, checking out every woman she talked with.

			“I’m trying to decide what to do with the house.” Jorgie switched her direct gaze to Marta. “I’m sure you’ve heard I’ve inherited it?”

			“Bruce told me before he passed.” Marta’s stomach roiled with anxiety. What was Jorgie going to do? Sell? Move in? What if she rented it to a gaggle of noisy college students? It was possible.

			“It was a total surprise, to be honest.” Jorgie rolled the bottle between her palms and stared out at the street.

			A couple walking past with a French bulldog gave a wave. Marta waved back, and after a second, Jorgie lifted a hand.

			“It’s kinda nice here. I drove around for a while and then took a walk along the river,” Jorgie continued. “I didn’t expect such green space in the heart of Melbourne. There’s a huge brick building right on the river, surrounded by gardens. What’s that?”

			“Abbotsford Convent,” Marta said. “It hasn’t been a convent for decades, of course. Now the rooms are offices and spaces for practitioners and artists. There’s a couple of restaurants and a bar in the courtyard. It’s a great place.”

			“I’ll have to explore more.” Jorgie flashed her a smile.

			Marta’s stomach churned a little less. The smile made her neighbour seem more approachable—less the niece no one knew and more like Bruce whom everyone knew. She returned the smile with one of her own. “I have a studio at the convent. I’m a potter. Well, part-time potter, part-time social worker.” She pointed to a row of bright flowerpots in the alcove in the veranda wall. “Those are my work.”

			“They’re gorgeous. I love the colours.” Jorgie reached out and touched the trailing vine that hung from one of them. “Someone must have been watering these. You?”

			Marta nodded. “No point letting them die.” Was Jorgie ever going to turn the conversation back to what she was going to do with the house? She wished Coral was with her. Coral would know what to say. She’d look Jorgie square in the face, bray her big horse laugh, call her “darling”, and ask outright if she was going to live in her inheritance, sell it, rent it, or demolish it. If only Marta had a quarter of Coral’s confidence with small talk, she’d have been fine. It was easy enough to talk with her clients: straightforward words about housing affordability and where to get assistance. But social chit-chat? Always hard with a new person.

			“I expect you’re wondering what I’m going to do with the house.” Jorgie settled back in the wicker chair.

			Marta itched to brush the trail of cobwebs away from Jorgie’s hair. Instead, she set down her beer and clasped her hands in her lap as if she were on the tram to St Kilda. “Yes. We’re all…that is, Bruce’s friends, are curious as to what will happen to Number 94. If I had to guess, I’d say you’re going to sell.”

			“This is all new to me.” Jorgie waved a hand at the street. “I live in a tiny town—Worrock—in outback New South Wales. The population is only a few hundred.”

			“Cilla lives there too. I remember the name.”

			“Yeah.” Jorgie’s lips compressed. “I can’t leave her alone for long. She’s one reason I shouldn’t move here. And there are others. I should sell.” One tanned shoulder lifted in a shrug.

			Marta nodded. Jorgie didn’t sound as if the decision was done and dusted. There were probably a hundred reasons why a move was impractical. No doubt Jorgie had work, commitments—maybe she did have the handsome husband and the pack of kids. Marta bit her lip. Jorgie might consider her options—which sounded like a Victorian marriage proposal—but Marta was sure she’d sell.

			She swallowed the lump in her throat at the thought of Bruce’s house under the auctioneer’s hammer. It would be the end of an era when new people took over. When there were people who weren’t Bruce holding court on his veranda.

			“This street is tightly held. Very little comes up for sale, or even for rent. Especially in this stretch, between Weatherby and Bright Streets. Bruce always used to call it our little gay village.” She shut her mouth with a snap, afraid she’d said too much. She shot a glance at Jorgie. Surely it wasn’t news to her that her uncle had been gay? And, by implication, she’d outed herself as well.

			Jorgie nodded and regarded Marta with a slight smile. She didn’t seem perturbed by what Marta had said; indeed, her smile was a knowing one. Marta tried to breathe quietly. A gorgeous woman with a dimple. That was it; she might as well rip her clothes off and throw herself at Jorgie’s feet right now.

			“Then, hopefully, the house would sell easily. I have a few decisions to make first though. It’s not as straightforward as it seems.”

			Marta stared out at the street. What did Jorgie mean by that? Probably something complicated to do with probate. She wouldn’t have a clue.

			“Tell me about Bruce’s life here,” Jorgie said. “If you don’t mind, that is. I didn’t know him, not really. One visit, Christmas cards, an occasional email. Our family are lousy communicators, and Cilla’s the worst of the lot. I know he was a philosophy professor at Melbourne Uni, but what about his friends? I don’t even know if he had a boyfriend.”

			Marta let out a slow breath. So Jorgie knew Bruce was gay. That made it easier. “Bruce was talking about retirement when he got sick. He said he wanted to spend more time on his hedonistic lifestyle, but that was a joke. His friends on Gaylord Street were his family— Oh! Sorry, I didn’t mean—” Marta stared down at the dusty tiles. Tactless idiot!

			“Hey, that’s okay.” Jorgie rested a hand on Marta’s arm briefly. “Found families are special, and I’m glad Bruce had that.”

			“He always said we were one big happy family here. And then he’d laugh his great booming laugh and argue with Coral for the millionth time about the best way to make kimchi. Shrimp paste or no shrimp paste—that was the debate.” Marta smiled up at the rusty veranda roof. “He never had a boyfriend as long as I’ve known him. He tended to remain within the circle of close friends.”

			“You, of course,” Jorgie said. “Who else?”

			“Coral. She lives at Number 69. That was her I was with when we waved earlier. She and Bruce were around the same age—early sixties—and they were forever reminiscing about the good old days, and the good old gay scene around inner Melbourne.”

			“Was there one?”

			“To hear them talk, yes. I never did sort fact from fiction when they got to reminiscing. But it was quite different back in the seventies—a lot more underground.” Marta took another sip of her beer. “Then there’s Leo. He bought his place about five years ago.” Marta pointed at the double-fronted weatherboard directly opposite. “Leo’s lovely. You won’t miss him when he walks past. He’s ripped and bulky, and wears muscle tees. But he’s the sweetest person. He does carpentry and labouring work from time to time, so if you need a hand, he’s your man. Leo organises our street get-togethers. We all bring food and booze and hang out in the middle of the street.” Her gaze flicked toward Jorgie. “Stay around long enough—a week or so—and you’ll get an invite. Accept, as long as you’re not easily shocked.”

			“I’m not.” A smile tinged Jorgie’s voice. “So you, Coral, and Leo, you were Bruce’s family in Gaylord Street?” Jorgie tilted her head and regarded Marta. “If you don’t mind me saying, you’re a lot younger than Bruce.”

			“Maybe I’m an old soul.” Marta shot her a smile. “I’m a homebody really. And like Bruce, I found my family in Gaylord Street. My parents both died when I was in my late teens, and I’ve been here pretty much ever since. I rented for a while, then bought my house about eleven years ago when it was as cheap as chips. Not like now.” She pushed her hair behind her ears. “You’ll do well if you sell it. But for me, I don’t see myself living anywhere else. My friends are here, and my studio’s nearby. My social-work clients are all in the inner city. What else is there?”

			“When you put it like that, it makes sense.”

			“Bruce had younger friends, apart from me. Leo’s the same age as me—mid-thirties, and then there’s Elfin. She’s nineteen and has lived here for a couple of years. She shares a house with Lulu. They’re a few doors up on this side. Bruce and Elfin got along well. He was always very protective of her.” Did Jorgie think it strange that Bruce was closer to neighbours than his actual relations? If she did, she wasn’t showing it.

			Marta snuck a glance at Jorgie’s profile. It reminded her of something that should be in the National Portrait Gallery: an aristocratic profile with a determined jaw and high cheekbones. Her lips, though, were anything but severe. The full curve of the lower one made Marta think she appreciated the sensual things in life. And the dimple. She’d like to touch it with the tip of her tongue. She shook herself. Where had that thought come from?

			“There’s a heap of things I should ask you.” Jorgie turned to face Marta. “About Bruce. About this house. Whether I’m going to fall through the floorboards in the bedroom, what day the bins get collected, but I think they’ll have to wait.”

			“The first two will take a while. The floorboards in the north east corner by the window are rotten. And bin day is Tuesday.” Marta’s beer was finished, and from the way Jorgie was twisting the bottle, so was hers. Marta stood. “Thanks for the beer. Please drop around if you need anything. You know where to find me.”

			Jorgie stood as well. “I will. And thanks for the muffins.” She suppressed a yawn. “I’m sorry, I’m not being very welcoming, but it’s been a long day.”

			“I’ll leave you to it.” Still Marta stood, watching the arm muscles revealed by the singlet Jorgie wore. A mental shake, then she took the three paces to the gate. “Bye.”

			“See you.”

			Jorgie’s gaze made her neck prickle as she rounded her own gatepost and took the three equivalent steps to the front door.

			Once inside, she went down the hall to her open-plan kitchen and living area. Light flooded the warm, welcoming space, with its polished floorboards and green plants dotted around. Her own pottery provided touches of bright colour.

			Marta opened the fridge and pulled out vegetables for a stir-fry. Maybe she could invite Jorgie over for dinner one night. Bruce’s kitchen was a bit outdated. It was one reason Bruce’s dinner parties were all catered. And he used to have dinner at least one night a week with Marta, another night with Coral, and frequently with Leo.

			It was a pity Jorgie wasn’t intending to stay. She’d have been a connection to Bruce. Maybe she’d change her mind. There were so many maybes. Marta sighed. Whoever said change was a good thing obviously hadn’t known about Gaylord Street.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Parenting the Parent

			Jorgie retreated to the main bedroom. She’d already made up the bed and found places for her clothes. It was a few minutes past eight—early evening for city people, but not for her.

			She glanced out the front window at the street. Two teenagers on skateboards slalomed their way down the middle, and somewhere a couple of people were having a shouted conversation with a lot of laughter. Jorgie pressed both hands to her ears, but she could still hear the rumble of traffic and the rise and fall of voices. A pang of longing for her quiet veranda in Worrock shot through her, and she drew the curtains to muffle the noise.

			The floorboards bounced as she crossed the room. Marta was right; they were spongier than a Country Women’s Association bake sale.

			For a moment, she considered her options: another beer, reheat her dinner, call Cilla. Jorgie sat on the bed, swung her legs up, and rested her back against the headboard.

			Best to get it over with.

			Without thinking further, she pressed Cilla’s number and counted the rings. At six, she figured Cilla wasn’t going to answer—again—but then her mother’s soft tones came over the line.

			“Jorgie?”

			Why was Cilla always so diffident? She knew full well it was Jorgie; her name would be on the screen.

			“Yeah, it’s me. How are you?”

			A long sigh. “I’m okay, I suppose. A bit lonely without you.”

			“It’s only for a couple of weeks. Then I’ll be home.” She pushed aside the thought that it might be longer. She’d meet that issue if it happened.

			A silence on the line.

			“Have you had dinner yet? Taken your tablets?” Jorgie asked.

			“I’m not hungry. Not really.”

			“You need to take your tablets with food. There are some ready-prepared meals in the freezer. Put one of those in the microwave.”

			“I’ll do that.”

			Jorgie gripped the phone tightly. Maybe Cilla would eat, but most likely she wouldn’t. “How about I ask Deb to look in on you?”

			“No.” A flash of spirit lit Cilla’s voice. “She nags me to do things. I’m happy here with the TV.”

			“What else are you doing? Will you go to the Stump Inn for bingo night?”

			“Not this week. I’ll wait until you’re back for that. Jorgie…I don’t suppose you can transfer me some money? I’ve run out, and pension day is still four days away.”

			Jorgie counted to seven. She shouldn’t ask why Cilla needed it. Her mother could make her own decisions—but that should include managing her own finances. The pension wasn’t much, but she didn’t have any rent or bills to pay—thanks to Jorgie. “Is there a particular reason you need it?”

			“No. I just need it. If you can’t send me some, I’m sure I’ll manage. Forget I asked.”

			She should. She should simply say “Okay then” and change the subject. But Cilla was her mother, and she asked for so little, and in the past, she had given Jorgie so much. “How much do you need?”

			“A hundred will be enough.”

			“I’ll transfer it later tonight.”

			“Thank you, Jorgie. You’re my best daughter.”

			“I’m your only daughter.” The lame joke fell flat between them. “I have to go. Look after yourself, Cilla. Take care and call me if you want to.”

			“Bye, love.” The call clicked off.

			Jorgie threw the phone on the bed. She could worry about Cilla until the cows not only came home but died of old age, but it wouldn’t change anything. She opened her banking app and transferred the money. Maybe she should call Deb anyway—ask her to come up with an excuse to stop by. Just to make sure Cilla was okay.

			Her stomach rumbled, and she pushed herself off the bed. First dinner, and then it was time to make some serious decisions. She’d put it off long enough, and it wasn’t fair to the others to make them wait. Tonight, she’d decide, and then tomorrow, she’d set things in motion.

			Would they be surprised? The news she had to share was maybe not life-changing, but it would make a big difference for these people. Good people, from the little Marta had told her.

			Marta. She was rather interesting with her messy cap of hair and quiet manner. Not conventionally attractive—her nose was too long and thin, her eyes too large and dark to go with her translucent skin and ash-blonde hair. Her chin too pointed, her mouth too big. It was as if her features were crammed into too small a face. But her mouth was one that looked as if it smiled a lot, and her brown eyes were warm and guileless.

			Her hesitation to out Bruce had been rather sweet. Jorgie’s lips twitched. Marta had outed herself too. She smiled. It would be no hardship having Marta next door for the next couple of weeks. Or longer.

			Jorgie put her Thai curry and rice in Bruce’s ancient microwave. It made a strange grinding noise, way louder than any normal microwave should, and took nearly seven minutes to heat the food. Jorgie took the curry, grabbed another beer, and went to the backyard to eat. It was more appealing than the dreary kitchen or living area, and she wanted to think without any more of Bruce’s friends stopping to chat.

			She ran through the names: Coral, Leo, Elfin, and Marta of course.

			Things began to settle in her mind. Ideas, dreams, possibilities. It wasn’t what she’d intended when she’d first heard about the house, and it would make life difficult for the next few months, mainly as far as Cilla was concerned. But the opportunity that Bruce had given her was coming more clearly into focus. A financial windfall, sure, although that wasn’t all of it. It was a chance. Jorgie sucked a breath. A chance to be more than Jorgie-the-handywoman who assembled raised veggie beds, painted bedrooms, or did any number of small jobs for people. It was a chance to get her teeth into a large project. And Bruce’s house would pay back that commitment in spades, she was sure of it.

			A pulse of excitement beat in her chest. This was her opportunity to prove that she was capable of greater things. It would be the start of a portfolio that may lead to more satisfying projects, more creative work. Her mind buzzing, she thrust the unfinished curry aside and went into the house. A quick rummage in Bruce’s desk turned up a pad and a bunch of pens. The third pen worked. She returned to the yard and started jotting down figures.

			She would manage a longer time here—Cilla would have to understand her reasons. And the rewards would be worth it.

			But she first had to convince the others.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			You’ve Got Mail

			Marta pushed open the gate, set down her work satchel, then retrieved her mail from the box. She’d been longer than expected with a client, dealing with housing agencies trying to find somewhere for Lara to live. She’d managed it—eventually—and Lara had been tearily grateful. Another day, another client whose life was now a lot better. The glow in her stomach from that success still burned bright and made up for the lack of breakfast. She’d grab an early lunch, then spend the afternoon in her studio. Her fingers tingled with the need to be buried in soft clay.

			“Marta, wait up.” Coral approached at a fast clip. Coffee splashed out of her mug with every step. She came close and whispered, “Did you get one?”

			“Get what? And why are you whispering?”

			“A letter.” Coral jerked her head to Number 94, and more coffee spilled from her mug.

			“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. At least come inside so you can talk louder than a mutter.” She opened the door and preceded Coral to the kitchen.

			Coral perched on a stool at the kitchen bench while Marta flicked the switch on the coffee machine. Coral could exist for days on coffee and champagne, and it was still the caffeine time of day.

			“Now, what’s up?” She put a couple of cranberry muffins on a plate between them.

			Coral riffled through the mail Marta had brought in. She pushed the junk mail and bills to one side and held up a white envelope with Marta Jansson handwritten on it in blocky letters. “This. Open it.”

			Marta tore it open and removed the single sheet of paper.

			 

			Dear Marta. Please can you come to 94 Gaylord Street this evening, 24 March, at 7.00pm to discuss Bruce’s will. I’ve invited you and Bruce’s other friends in the street who are affected by what I have to say. I hope to see you later. Jorgie Anderson

			 

			“Oh.” Marta frowned. “I wonder what that’s about.”

			“She didn’t give any hint when you were around there last night? Leo saw you sitting on the veranda like a pair of owls on a fence, all cosy-looking.”

			“No. Not really. I think she’s going to sell, but I don’t see how that affects us.” The coffee finished brewing with a splutter, and she topped up Coral’s mug and poured one for herself.

			Coral reached for a muffin and took a bite. “These are great, by the way. They’d be out of this world if you put chocolate chips in too.”

			“I’ll add them to the next batch.” The contents of Jorgie’s letter rattled around in her head. It seemed a formal summoning for a distribution of teaspoons and porcelain cats—but what else could it be?

			“Leo got a letter too. I don’t know if anyone else did.”

			“There’s so much stuff in the house, maybe she’s going to ask us to select our keepsakes before she gets rid of the rest.”

			“If it’s all going, then I want dibs on the dining table. It’s solid oak, y’know.”

			“Jorgie will probably want to keep that, at least for now. She’ll have to eat somewhere.”

			“So how long is she staying around? Did she say?” Coral smoothed out Marta’s letter and studied it again as if the words were a code she could decipher if only she stared long enough.

			“A couple of weeks. She seems to be looking forward to returning to New South Wales. And her mother apparently needs some sort of care.”

			“Cilla?” At Marta’s nod, Coral continued, “Bruce used to say she was ‘delicate’, whatever that means.”

			“Maybe we’ll find out this evening. You’ll be there?”

			“Wouldn’t miss it for anything. I’m agog with anticipation. Those china pussies are calling my name.”

			* * *

			Marta knocked on the door of Number 94 at five minutes past seven.

			“Hi.” Jorgie stood aside so Marta could enter. “Those muffins you gave me. A-ma-zing.”

			“Do you think I should add chocolate chips?”

			Jorgie’s eyes crinkled as she thought, and her luscious lips curved into a smile. “Is there anything that isn’t better with chocolate chips?”

			Marta pretended to consider. “Kimchi. But don’t say that to Coral or she’ll experiment to prove me wrong.”

			Jorgie laughed, preceding Marta down the narrow hallway to the living area past the kitchen. “You’re nearly the last.”

			Marta dragged her eyes away from Jorgie’s boyish figure and looked around the room. Coral gave her a wave, and Leo offered a smile. His blond hair was clipped shorter than usual, making his thick neck and bulky shoulders seem even bigger.

			Another bang sounded on the front door, and Jorgie disappeared to answer it.

			Marta squashed up next to Coral on the rattan lounge. “Does anyone know why we’re here yet?”

			Leo shrugged. “Not a clue.”

			“I’m about to expire with curiosity, darling,” Coral said.

			Jorgie returned accompanied by a tiny teenager wearing a tutu, ripped tights, and Doc Martens.

			“Elfin, honeybun.” Coral wiggled her fingers.

			Elfin’s gaze flitted like a swallow as she took in the others. Her maroon hair appeared nearly black in the dim lighting above her pale face. “Hi, everyone.” She perched on the arm of Leo’s chair.

			Marta shot her what she hoped was a reassuring smile. Elfin had only been living on Gaylord Street for the last couple of years, but she fit right in as if she was everyone’s favourite little sister. She helped Leo with his backyard veggies, often dropped by to chat with Marta in her studio, and she’d helped nurse Bruce in his final weeks.

			Jorgie stood in the doorway. “Can I get anyone anything? Wine, beer, tea?”

			Voices answered her, and she disappeared to return with a bottle of red wine and some beers. Coral produced her ever-present champagne glass and poured a glass of sparkling wine from the bottle at her feet.

			When everyone had a drink, Jorgie moved in front of them and rested her butt against the oak table. She twisted the beer bottle in her hands. “Thank you all for coming. I’m sure you’re wondering what this is about.”

			Her gaze rested on each of them in turn before lingering on Marta for a long moment.

			Goosebumps popped on Marta’s skin. Jorgie’s glance was intense, really studying her, more than the others.

			“I think you all know Bruce left this house to me. But there’s a condition. While the title is now in my name, if I sell the house, fifty percent of the sale price is mine. The other fifty percent is to be split equally among the four of you. If I choose not to sell and live here myself, then I must get the house valued, and pay each of you 12.5 percent of the valuation price.”

			Jorgie’s words flickered over Marta’s skin, as charged as the moment before lightning hits. She scrunched her forehead. Surely she’d heard that wrong. Maybe it was 2.5 percent, or 0.25 percent. Not 12.5 percent. That had to be tens of thousands.

			“You mean,” Coral said hesitantly, “that either way, each of us gets 12.5 percent of the value of this house? It’s worth a lot of money.”

			Jorgie nodded.

			“It’s worth maybe $600,000, even in this rundown condition,” Leo said in hushed tones.

			“I can’t believe it.” Elfin’s voice wobbled. “I just can’t believe it.”

			Marta was silent as the news sank in. 12.5 percent of that, split four ways would be around $75,000 each. Not a fortune, but a serious windfall. She rubbed her suddenly cold hands together. “Thank you, Bruce,” she whispered to the air. “I had no idea.”

			“I was expecting a bottle of his 1978 vintage port,” Leo said. “Bruce and I enjoyed a few good ports together over the years. It’s the sort of thing he’d do—leave me a bottle. But a share of his house…”

			“I thought I was here to pick out an ugly china ornament.” Coral set her champagne glass at her feet and clasped her hands together. “Nothing more. A keepsake of my friend.”

			Voices murmured around the room. Marta stared down at her glass, tears pricking the back of her eyes. $75,000. The sort of money that would make a huge difference to all of them.

			Coral met her eyes. She had blanched the whiter shade of pale that normally came after a long, dark winter. “Seventy-five grand,” she mouthed at Marta. “Seventy-five-fucking-grand.” She picked up her glass again and refilled it.

			Various uses for the money ran through Marta’s mind: expand her pottery studio, a new and better kitchen, a holiday overseas. She swallowed away the lump in her throat and looked at Jorgie, who still rested against the table, a slight smile warming her face as she watched their reactions.

			Marta caught her eye. “What are you going to do, Jorgie? Are you going to sell…or maybe you plan on living here?”

			One side of Jorgie’s mouth twitched up.

			Marta stared at her full lower lip in fascination. The curling smile made her seem younger, less remote, and damn it all, the dimple was back. Warmth trickled through Marta’s chest, heading lower. She fixed her gaze on Jorgie’s eyes, her wild hair, the ceiling. Anywhere except that dimple.

			“That depends,” Jorgie said.

			Marta tilted her head in silent invitation to continue.

			Coral stopped chattering about china frogs, and Leo put down his phone where he’d been googling local real estate prices.

			“I’ve got a proposition for you. All of you,” Jorgie said. “I didn’t expect this either. I had no idea Bruce was leaving me—and you all—the house. And while it’s tempting to put the house on the market, take whatever it fetches, and run back to the outback, I think I can do better than that. I think we can do better.”

			Everyone stared at Jorgie—except Elfin, who studied her feet in the clumpy Doc Martens as if wondering how they grew on the end of her legs.

			“I’m a maintenance person,” Jorgie said. “My one-woman business in Worrock is as a handywoman. I do carpentry, basic plumbing, repairs, painting, landscaping. I can put in kitchens, re-tile a bathroom, repoint brickwork, repair roofs and guttering. I won’t touch electrics, as I’d like to stay alive, but other than that, I’m a jill-of-all-trades.” She nodded at Leo. “What do your searches say Number 94 would be worth if it was renovated? Repairs done, made solid. Re-roofed, a new kitchen and bathroom, fresh paintwork?”

			“It depends on how it’s done,” Leo replied. “Keeping this floorplan, maybe $800,000. If you did what everyone else around here is doing and kept the façade and front bedrooms but converted the rear of the house from these tiny rooms into an open plan living area—like Marta has—then, if it was a high-quality job, maybe up to one million.”

			Elfin gasped.

			Coral’s glass slipped from her hand and shattered on the worn carpet.

			Marta drew a quick breath as the number hammered in her head. One million dollars! It was an inconceivable amount for a tiny Victorian cottage in the inner city. Oh, she’d known real estate prices were rising to all sorts of crazy, but she’d never really kept track of them. She hoped she could live in Gaylord Street for many, many years to come, so what was the point of looking at prices if she wasn’t going to sell her house?

			Jorgie nodded. “One million. That’s what I thought too.” Her gaze settled on each of them in turn. “I’m prepared to renovate Number 94. I’ll put in the labour for free, and I think I can do the work in four or five months. Bruce left me some money as well as the house, and if I’m careful, that will fund the cost of materials, plus the tradespeople I’ll have to use. I have enough to live on myself—if I’m frugal. Then, when I’m done, it will sell as desirable inner-city living rather than renovate or detonate. I’ll pay myself back for the cost of the materials and tradies, and we’ll then split the rest of the proceeds as Bruce intended: fifty percent to me, the other fifty percent split between the four of you. Even if the house only fetches $800,000, and materials are $50,000, that would give each of you nearly $94,000.”

			Coral pressed her bony knee into Marta’s leg and gripped her thigh tightly. “Holy fruitcakes, Batwoman. This is serious.”

			“If we do this though, everyone has to be on board,” Jorgie continued. “I’m asking you to delay the money you might receive now for the possibility of more later. Of course, I’m not a prophet. The housing market might crash. The house might burn to the ground. I may start the renovations and find something unexpected, something big that will cost a lot more than anticipated. But, hand on heart, I’ll do my best to do a great job in the five or six months I’m projecting.”

			“Forgive me for being indelicate, when I’m normally such a lady,” Coral said.

			Marta snorted in amusement.

			“But do you have enough dosh to pay your rent or whatever in Worrock?” Coral continued. “What about your business?”

			Jorgie nodded. “I hope so. Rent in Worrock is peanuts compared to here, and my business, such as it is, will have to be put on hold.”

			“No more questions, Your Honour.” Coral held up her hands. “If Jorgie’s not going to starve, then I’m in with pleasure.”

			Leo crossed his legs, his jeans pulling tight over muscular thighs. “It’s a more than generous offer. I’m in. If you need a carpenter or another jack-of-all-trades, I’ll volunteer. I have muscles.” He pulled up the sleeve of his T-shirt and flexed a golden bicep. “I can help with the heavy lifting.”

			“That would be great. I’ve already heard good things about you.” The dimple appeared as Jorgie smiled at Leo. “If anyone else wants to help, that’s wonderful. But if no one is able, that’s fine. I’ll hire someone to help me and add it to the materials cost.”

			“Put the testosterone away, Leo.” Coral tapped him on the shoulder. “Some of us don’t want to look at things like that. What do you think, Marta?”

			“It sounds potentially good,” she said slowly. “It’s very generous of you, Jorgie. It’s a big chunk out of your life.”

			“I’m expecting it’ll be worth it in the end.” Jorgie tucked a strand of curly hair behind her ear and regarded Marta.

			“Are you sure you’ll have enough to live on?” Marta resisted the urge to squirm under Jorgie’s gaze. It was a reasonable question. She didn’t think Jorgie would rip them off in any way, and she hated to think of her struggling financially.

			“If I can complete it in five months, and if my estimates on the materials are close, then yes—barely.” She lifted her bottle of VB. “I won’t be buying craft beer and expensive takeaways though.”

			“If that’s what’s needed, we’ll take it in turns to feed you.” Coral looked at the others for support.

			Marta and Leo nodded. Elfin stared at her boots as if they held the secrets of the universe.

			“Thank you,” Jorgie said.

			That tip-tilted smile was again doing strange things to Marta’s insides. She focussed on Jorgie’s words, sifting through them looking for a catch, but they seemed genuine, as trustworthy as their speaker. Jorgie was Bruce’s niece, and Marta would have trusted Bruce with her life.

			But the difficult questions still needed to be asked, and it didn’t seem as if the others were going to ask them. “What if you change your mind and decide not to sell? What happens then?”

			Jorgie’s open face didn’t change expression. She nodded. “That’s a fair question. But it won’t happen. My life is in Worrock. My mother’s there and she needs me, and that won’t change.” Her lips turned down momentarily. “Also, even if I wanted to stay, I wouldn’t have the money to pay you all out. I’d have to get a big, fat loan, and I doubt I’d be able to repay it.”

			“What…” Marta felt like a killjoy as all eyes turned toward her. “What if the work takes a lot longer, like nine, ten months, and you run out of money? Or what if you keep saying you’ll sell but things happen, and that sale never comes around? What if in three years’ time, we’re all sitting here again, the house is still unfinished, and there’s no chance of a sale? I’m not saying you’d do that deliberately, Jorgie, but what if you get hurt or sick? After all, Bruce was healthy and planning his retirement party less than a year ago.” She stared at the floor, absently noting the threadbare carpet and the worn patch of floorboard beneath it. Bruce, it seemed, had money, yet he’d lived in such a shabby, old-fashioned house. It hadn’t been important to him.

			When Marta looked up again, the smile had fled Jorgie’s face. “I honestly hadn’t considered that. I guess you never think about what you believe won’t happen. How about we set a cap on the time? If Number 94 isn’t on the market in six months, a majority vote can force a sale?”

			“That sounds fair. But I’d still like more time to think about this. I’m stunned by the news and probably not thinking straight. I’d like a day or two to let it settle in my head before I give you my final answer.”

			“That’s reasonable.” Jorgie offered a slight smile.

			“Thanks.” Marta’s heart slowed its crazy thumping. She glanced around the room and her gaze settled on Elfin, who was staring at the floor, hands clenched in the nylon skirt of her tutu. The material rustled as if her hands were shaking.

			“Elfin?” Marta asked in a low voice. “What do you think?”

			Elfin raised her face to Marta. “I still can’t believe this. Not really. I had no idea Bruce thought that much of me.”

			Leo reached out an arm and pulled Elfin into his side.

			She leaned on his shoulder for a moment before continuing. “In so many ways, this couldn’t have come at a better time for me. I need…I need the money for something. Something important. And I worried I wouldn’t be able to get it. But now, maybe I can, but I can’t wait too long.” Her narrow chin wobbled. “I would like to sell now, even if it means I get less money.”

			“A lot less money,” Coral said.

			“I know. And I wish it weren’t the case, but I need it now.” She dashed at her eyes with the backs of her hands.

			Marta glanced at the others. Leo stared impassively back at her; Coral raised an eyebrow in question. Jorgie had said it would need all of them to agree to the delay for it to happen—and that seemed fair. There was, after all, some risk.

			Jorgie leaned so she was level with Elfin. “I wish I could advance you some money, but I simply can’t. Not if I’m to do this properly.”

			“I know. I’m not asking you to,” Elfin said. “I feel awful holding everyone back. I wouldn’t even say this if it wasn’t important.”

			“Is that a definite no?”

			“Not yet. Can I have some time to think? I don’t want to ruin things for everyone.”

			“Take your time,” Leo said. “It’s a big decision. Marta hasn’t committed either.”

			Coral nodded.

			“Thank you.” Elfin managed a tremulous smile and picked up her wine glass, which was empty.

			Coral reached across and filled it, then slipped out of the room to return with a dustpan and brush. She crouched and swept up her broken glass.

			“I won’t take too long. I promise,” Elfin said.

			Marta leaned back in the chair. So it wasn’t done and dusted yet—and it came down to her and Elfin. Even so, if the house went on the market tomorrow, they all stood to get an extremely sweet windfall. She looked at Jorgie. She didn’t seem annoyed by their hold outs. Her gaze rested on Elfin and there was a pensive look on her face.

			Marta took a sip of her drink to keep her hands occupied. Thoughts rattled around her mind, mainly of the woman sitting in front of her. Jorgie was taking a chance on them as much as they were on her. Coral and Leo had leaped on her proposal without too much thought. Maybe Elfin was the sensible one. Marta filed that thought away to think about later.

			Jorgie slid off the table. “There’s one more thing. There’s so much stuff here. Even if I’m not going to be working on the house, I’ll have to clear most of it. Take what you want. I’m only keeping a few things for me and Cilla.”

			“You get your china pussy, Coral.” Leo shot her a wink. “I doubt anyone else will want it.”

			Warmth spread through Marta’s veins. Keepsakes. She would like some small things to remind her of Bruce. She’d know what she wanted when she saw it, but certainly not the souvenir teaspoons on the opposite wall, twinkling in the living room lights. Maybe Jorgie would let her return another time to look around in slower time when her thoughts weren’t so jumbled.

			The others stood and dispersed through the house as if it were a giant yard sale. Coral chose the largest, ugliest china kitten with a pink bow, which she said would ensure she never forgot Bruce, and got her dibs on the dining table when Jorgie was finished with it. Leo asked for some plants from the backyard, Elfin for some books.

			“Dibs on any book by Bruce Chatwin,” Leo called. He was studying a particularly hideous painting. “What’s this supposed to be anyway?”

			Marta went across. “I’ve often wondered. If you take it, Leo, you’ll have years and years to work it out and tell the rest of us.”

			“It looks like an umbrella blown inside out,” Leo said. “Or maybe a vagina blown outside in.”

			“As if you’ve even seen a vagina in real life,” Coral said.

			“I have an imagination,” Leo retorted. “And I have Pornhub, even if those pink bits really aren’t my thing. I’ll leave them to Marta and Elfin.”

			“And me.” Coral slapped his arse as he stretched to lift the painting from the wall. “I may be pension age, but I’m not withered like Valentine’s roses.”

			“Of course you’re not.” Leo wrapped her in a hug. As he pulled away, he said, “You’re well preserved by all that booze you drink.”

			“Tsk.” Coral slapped his arse again and stomped off to the bookcase. “For that, I think I’ll look at the books. I’ve always wanted to read The Songlines. I hear it’s Chatwin’s best.”

			Marta let the banter wash over her. She went over to Jorgie, who was propped against the wall watching everyone. “I’m too overwhelmed now to pick out keepsakes. Would you mind if I dropped around another time?”

			“Of course not. I hope you will anyway.” Jorgie’s full lips curved into a smile that was sweet and somehow very sensual at the same time.

			“I’m sure I will.”

			“You and Elfin might have questions for me when you’ve had a chance to think more. I’ll answer them if I can.” Jorgie’s gaze flicked to where Elfin sat with Coral, a couple of books clutched in her hands. Of all of them, on the surface Elfin seemed like the person most likely to agree.

			“Will you be very disappointed if the renovation doesn’t go ahead?”

			“Somewhat. But it’s everyone’s choice. Something as big as this needs everyone to agree.”

			Jorgie’s direct gaze seemed to pierce right through Marta’s clothes. Heat licked over the skin on her chest, and she willed it not to creep higher where Jorgie would see it. That would be too embarrassing. “I’ll leave you to it.”

			“You’ll be seeing me, Marta.”

			The words sounded like a promise, and the flush crept up Marta’s throat. With a wave to the others, she left.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Mothballs and Muffins

			“I haven’t been this indecisive since Alanis Morissette played in Melbourne on the same night as the annual social workers’ conference.” Marta thumped her butt down on the stool at Coral’s breakfast bar and put her head in her hands. “I was awake most of the night with crazy scenarios playing out in my head. You used to be a psychologist. I know you can’t counsel friends, but I’m desperate.”

			“You’re talking about Jorgie’s offer?” Coral asked. “Or is this your usual debate about where to go on holiday?”

			“New Zealand for the holiday.” Marta said. “Of course I’m talking about Jorgie’s offer. What made you say yes so quickly?”

			Coral slid across a mug of coffee and a plate of chocolate biscuits. “It was a no-brainer. An extra $19,000 in six months? That’s free money. Of course I’ll wait.”

			“You don’t worry if Jorgie has an ulterior motive? After all, it’s a very generous offer. Maybe she’ll inflate the materials cost or something.”

			Coral picked up a biscuit and dunked it in her coffee. “Do you really think she’d do that?”

			“No, I don’t. I trust her. That’s probably what’s worrying me—I’m not usually someone who makes instant decisions about people. And you and Leo have no qualms. Elfin’s hesitation seems related to something else. Why are we all so trusting of a stranger?”

			“She’s not a stranger; she’s our Brucie’s niece.”

			“They were basically estranged. And plenty of fraudsters have honest families.”

			Coral took a bite of biscuit. “You’re right, of course. I guess because I would’ve trusted Bruce with my life, I’m prepared to believe his niece won’t shaft me over money. It’s not logical, I know, but I can trust Jorgie; I feel it in my water.”

			“Your water said the Irish horse would win the Melbourne Cup. It broke a leg and had to be shot.”

			“Details. My water’s not infallible, especially lately. I need to pee every ten minutes. Now, you say you trust her, so what does she need to do to reassure you she’s not an elaborate scammer? Maybe you’re right.” Coral waggled her eyebrows. “Maybe Jorgie’s not Bruce’s niece at all. Maybe Bruce’s actual niece is running a nightclub in Berlin, blissfully unaware she’s inherited a house in Australia.”

			Marta rolled her eyes. “I thought of far worse than that at three in the morning.”

			“So ask to see the accounts every month, and get the solicitor to draw up a contract outlining the arrangement. We can all sign it.” Coral shrugged. “It’s probably a good idea.”

			“You’re right.” Marta sighed. “Why am I such a coward when it comes to leaps into the unknown?”

			“Darling, here’s my advice to you as your friend: you’re just cautious, and that’s not a bad thing. And you don’t like change, and this is one big, sweet-smelling, gorgeous, free-money change.”

			“Is that what you used to tell your clients? To embrace change?”

			“No. I parroted their words back to them and let them work it out for themselves.”

			“Is that what psychologists do?”

			“Of course not.” Coral frowned. “I never said I was a good psychologist, which is why I don’t practice anymore. Except when friends barge in at six in the morning demanding coffee and advice.” She patted Marta’s arm. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

			* * *

			Jorgie stood in the kitchen and stared morosely at the empty cupboards. She’d held off buying food while waiting for Marta and Elfin to make their decisions, but two days later, her cupboards were bare and there hadn’t been a peep from either of them. If they didn’t agree, Jorgie would be on her way home soon.

			Home. The word settled over her like an old sweater: warm and comforting. The city felt scratchy on her skin. But if she returned to Worrock, this opportunity would be gone—and she may never get anything as promising again.

			A bang sounded on the front door. Maybe it was Marta. Her smile would surely brighten Jorgie’s morning, and that would be true even if she hadn’t brought muffins. Jorgie’s mouth watered at the thought. She made her way to the front door.

			Elfin stood on the veranda, a thermos and a paper bag clutched in her hands. “Hi. Am I too early?”

			“I’m an early riser.” Jorgie stood aside to let her in.

			Once in the kitchen, Elfin set the thermos on the bench, pulled mugs from the cupboard, and poured two coffees. “I wasn’t sure if you had milk, so I brought some.” She produced a small container of milk and pushed the paper bag toward Jorgie. “Spinach and feta pastries. I work at Breaking Bread Bakery at the convent, and each day I get to take home the stuff that doesn’t sell. These are yesterday’s, but they’re still good.”

			“Thanks. That’s nice of you. I need to go grocery shopping. At least for a couple of days’ worth of food.”

			Elfin’s smile appeared briefly. “Maybe longer.”

			Jorgie squashed the flicker of hope that rose at her words. “That depends really. I hope so, but nothing’s settled.”

			Elfin perched on one of the high stools at the kitchen counter. “I’m sorry I was weird and vague the other night. I think I upset a couple of people.”

			“Don’t worry about it. Who’s to say your way isn’t the right one? Anything could happen in the next few months to delay the renovation, and then you all might end up with a lot less.” Jorgie stirred her coffee, then cupped her hands around the mug.

			“Maybe. But I think your way is best. And I’ve come to say that I agree with Coral and Leo. I hope it doesn’t go too much past the time you think it will.” Her mouth quirked. “I’ve watched those TV renovation shows. Every project is always a disaster before it ends up as a show house.”

			“It wouldn’t make good TV if it came in on time and under budget.”

			“True. But there are a million things that could take longer. The city council for starters.” Elfin sipped her coffee and stared down at the mug as if it held all the answers to the world’s problems. Her shoulders drooped. Her hunched figure wasn’t that of someone who’d had a financial windfall; she looked like someone who couldn’t find a way past a problem.

			“Are you okay, Elfin?” Jorgie took a sip of coffee. It was good and hot and warmed down to her empty belly. She waited until Elfin looked up. “I don’t mean to pry, but you seemed upset the other night. I don’t have money to lend you, but—”

			“It’s okay. Thank you though. It’s not something I can really share—it involves someone else. I’m going to take out a loan.” She cradled her coffee in both hands.

			“Are you sure about your decision? To let me renovate? I don’t want to pressure anyone.”

			Elfin gave a jerky nod. “Yeah.” She nodded a second time, a bit firmer. “So if Marta agrees, then it’s a goer. And thank you. You’re doing something good for all of us. I hope I didn’t sound too ungrateful.”

			“You didn’t. You sounded sensible. And thank you for the coffee and pastries.” Jorgie burrowed into the bag, took a pastry, and bit into it. “This is really good.”

			“I know, right? Wait until I bring you some of the pumpkin and ricotta ones. They’re even better.”

			“Can’t possibly be,” Jorgie mumbled around a mouthful of pastry.

			Elfin put down her mug. “Y’know, I was so surprised to be included in Bruce’s will. Coral, Marta, even Leo…. They all knew Bruce for years. Me, I only got to know him a couple of years ago. I was seventeen. I didn’t have much money, and Bruce was kind and made me laugh. So when he got sick, and didn’t want to go into care, it seemed obvious that I help look after him. Marta and I did most of that. Coral did some, too. Leo, I think, was freaked by Bruce’s illness. He didn’t know how to react.”

			“I think Bruce must have liked that you were there for him.” Jorgie said. Elfin was a surprise package. A hidden strength lurked inside her small body. “And the house… He’s remembering his friends—and that includes you.” She cocked her head. “You barely took anything last night. Would you like to look now? It was crazy with the others acting like magpies and picking the shiny things.”

			“I’d like that, if it’s okay. Actually, what I’d really like…”

			“Go on.”

			“Some of his clothes. I know it might sound weird, but I buy most of my clothes from the op shops anyway. Second-hand stuff is more interesting, and I bet half of the stuff in the op shops belonged to someone who’s died. Bruce had great taste. To me, at least.” Elfin gestured to her military jacket slung over a body stocking, and a skirt that appeared to be made of rags tied to a thick leather belt. “I’d like to wear his clothes.”

			“That’s not weird. It’s rather lovely actually. There’s so much, and I don’t know that anyone else will want it. Do you want to look now?”

			“If you don’t mind.”

			Jorgie picked up her mug. “Let’s go.”

			Elfin left with an armful of clothes and propped two full bags by the door to pick up later. Her taste had run not only to Bruce’s rather flamboyant shirts and scarves, but also his professorial tweeds, 1970s nylon shirts, and woolly jumpers.

			As she went out the gate, Marta came out of her front door and the two said a quick hello before Elfin continued up the street.

			Marta rested her hand on the wall between the houses. “I was coming to see you. But I might be too late to offer you coffee and breakfast.”

			“There’s no such thing as too much coffee. Or even better—tea. Do you want to come in?” Jorgie stepped onto the veranda to see Marta better.

			She was wearing a long-sleeve T-shirt with a narrow stripe, and a pair of three-quarter-length pants that showed her shapely, pale calves. She looked like she should be yachting on Port Philip Bay, but it suited her. Jorgie focussed on Marta’s slender hand resting on the wall. Her neatly trimmed fingernails were buffed rather than varnished. For a second, an image flashed into Jorgie’s mind of those fingers running over a woman’s body. A twist of heat uncurled in her belly. Did Marta have a girlfriend? She hadn’t said.

			Then Marta smiled and her narrow face lit up. “I’ll come around. Give me a minute.”

			She disappeared back inside.

			Jorgie waited, idly picking dead leaves from the prickly shrub by the front wall.

			Marta returned with a tray bearing two mugs of tea, and a plate of the same cranberry muffins as before. “Shall we sit here?”

			Jorgie nodded. She was fast learning that outside the house was more pleasant than inside, even now in autumn when the temperatures had reduced from pizza-oven hot to a slow simmer.

			“Did Elfin bring you pastries?” Marta asked.

			“Yes. I’ll have to check out where she works. If the bread is half as good, that’s where I’ll buy it.”

			“Their sourdough spelt loaf is incredible.” Marta handed Jorgie a mug. “You probably don’t need a muffin right now, but keep it for later.” She regarded Jorgie over the rim of her own mug. “I’m dying to know but pretending I’m too polite to ask. Has Elfin made her decision?”

			“She has. She’s in. I don’t know why she needs money now, but she thinks she can get by.”

			It was cute how Marta’s infectious smile lit her face, which came alive with a joyful beauty. Wow. When had she started thinking Marta was beautiful? Maybe about two minutes ago. Jorgie set down her mug before she spilled it.

			“I’m so very happy about that,” Marta said. “I hope she’s okay. Elfin’s such a quiet one, and I don’t know who she confides in now Bruce has gone. But for the Number 94 project, well, I think it’s the best decision. That’s what I came to tell you.” She cupped her mug in both hands. “I’m in, too. I just needed some time to think it over.”

			“That’s great.” Excitement curled in Jorgie’s belly. The Number 94 project was really happening. She grinned at Marta.

			“I have one proviso though—that we get the solicitor to formalise the arrangement. I think I’d sleep better at night if we do that.”

			Jorgie nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll go and see him as soon as I can get an appointment.”

			“Thank you.” Marta’s eyes glowed. “I feel ungrateful, doubting your offer. You’re being very generous with us all. And it’s quite a commitment for you. Leaving your life for a few months.”

			“It’s something I want to do. I’ve never had a project this size before.” She narrowed her eyes against the morning sun and squinted at Marta. “Surprised?”

			“No. You said that last night. More or less. Maybe I—we—should be concerned that you won’t be able to do this, but you made a compelling case.” Her eyes crinkled. “You should be a motivational speaker. I could do with you for some of my clients.”

			“The social work clients or the pottery ones?”

			“Social work. People who buy my pots either want them or not. I don’t try to change anyone’s mind.”

			“Social work must be tough at times. At home, it’s difficult to even access someone like you. There are less services in the bush. But there’s more of a community, I think, than in larger places.”

			“Generally, yes, but not here. Gaylord Street is our little inner-city village. Our little gay community for the most part.”

			Was Marta fishing? Probably. Jorgie smiled to herself. “Surely not everyone in the street is queer?”

			“No, of course not. There’s a couple with a chocolate labradoodle who live at Number 74. A straight family with a toddler on the corner of Bright Street. There are probably more heterosexuals than queers if you were to count them, but all the same, statistically, we’re defying the odds here. Like attracts like.”

			The boat neck of Marta’s T-shirt had slipped to one side on her slender shoulder, revealing her prominent collarbone, and a thin bra strap. Cream-coloured.

			Jorgie jerked her gaze away. Ogling her new neighbour wasn’t likely to endear her to Marta. “Not like where I live then.” Jorgie stretched her bare toes toward the prickly shrub. “There’s a tiny queer community around Worrock. My last girlfriend worked at the mine in Cobar, twenty kilometres away.”

			When she looked up, Marta was staring at Jorgie’s thighs as if she’d never seen such things before. Maybe she hadn’t. Jorgie’s muscled thighs came from physical work, tanned from being outdoors, and covered with nicks, scratches, and small bruises. They weren’t the thighs of a city person.

			Marta’s thighs would be soft, pale, and way more alluring to look at. Jorgie blinked rapidly and shoved the thought aside.

			“What happened to her?” Marta asked.

			“Small-town living wasn’t her thing. We were together for a few months, then she returned to Sydney.” Jorgie pressed her lips together remembering the breakup.

			“Ouch,” Marta met her eyes for a second before shifting her gaze back to the street. A rosy blush crept up from the boat-neck T-shirt. “There’s a lot of queer around here, as Bruce used to say.”

			“Maybe I should ask you to show me around a little?” The words had popped out of her mouth without conscious thought, and it was only when she saw Marta’s surprised expression that she realised how it might have sounded. “I mean, if you’d be okay doing that.”

			Marta’s lips twitched again. “I’d like that, Jorgie. But I’m not part of the in-crowd party scene. I haven’t been to a club in years. If you’re after warehouse parties or techno stuff, Coral would know—despite not being the demographic. Or Elfin’s housemate, Lulu.”

			“I’m more the quiet drink with a friend type.”

			“I can do that. There are some great pubs and wine bars around here. Saltlips in Collingwood is mainly for women—if that’s what you want.”

			“That sounds great.” Jorgie gulped the last of her cooling tea. “That’s quite different from the outback. I might as well start living like a local. Where do you go for a night out?”

			“Coral and I often go to the Retreat Hotel. It’s all of two hundred metres away—the old-fashioned brick pub on Weatherby Street. We go mid-week for happy hour. Then there’s the bar at the convent. That’s lovely on a warm evening. There are great coffee shops in Brunswick Street, and if I’m feeling flash there are some hip backstreet gin bars.” Marta stared down at her sandals. “Not the exciting city life you were imagining?”

			“No. That all sounds like my sort of thing.”

			“You can always come too.” Marta set down her mug and reached for the bag with the muffins. “I’m going to steal back one of these.” She passed the bag to Jorgie. “What would you do if you were at home on a Saturday night?”

			“There’s not a lot of choice. Maybe go to the only pub in town for a feed with a friend. Occasionally I’ll see a pub band in Cobar. More likely stay home and cook dinner with Cilla.”

			Marta laughed. “We need to change it up while you’re here.”

			Jorgie caught Marta’s sideways glance. When she was amused, the laugh lines deepened around her mouth. Marta had said she was in her mid-thirties, but with the morning sun catching the ash-blonde highlights in her hair, and her slender hands wrapped around her mug, she appeared younger. Closer to Jorgie’s own twenty-eight years.

			The twist of interest made her fingers twitch, and Jorgie pushed her hands under her thighs so Marta wouldn’t see.

			Rather than debate her non-existent social life, she said, “I was thinking about what Leo said about potential renovations. I’m glad you and Elfin are on board, as I was up late doing some calculations. Originally, I planned on making good the structure, putting in a more modern kitchen and bathroom, and painting. Fairly straightforward stuff.”

			Marta nodded in a ‘go on’ kind of way.

			“Leo said most people open out the back of these terrace houses to form an open plan living area. I’m now thinking about doing that. I should still be able to do most of the work myself, and if I’m careful, it won’t run too much over what I can afford.”

			“I think that’s a great idea,” Marta said. “My house is like that, although it was done years ago, before I bought it. You’re welcome to come and have a look. Maybe get some ideas—even if it’s what not to do. Let’s just say I was too easily led on a couple of changes.”

			“Chalkboard walls?”

			Marta wrinkled her nose. “No, luckily. But I had my kitchen done seven years ago. I have open shelving and hanging racks instead of cabinets. There’s no way I can make my cheese grater and battered old pans look artistic. It looked great when the designer showed me a mock-up with gleaming stainless-steel pans and sparkling glasses all artfully arranged. Mine are a jumble of too much mismatched stuff.”

			“I’d love to see your place. I only have the roughest of ideas for the house right now, so it would be good to see what you’ve done with your space.”

			“You’ll need permits from the council to do major work. They can be pigs, or they can be quite easy to deal with. It all depends on who you get at the front counter.”

			“I walk out if the wrong person is serving that day?”

			“You got it. Trust me, it will save you a lot of pain.” Marta’s eyes crinkled again, and her laugh lines caught the sunlight. She looked at her watch. “I have to go. I have an open studio on Tuesday mornings.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not that many people ever come, but I have to keep regular hours if I’m to keep working as a potter.” She stood. “Are you doing anything tonight? Would you like to eat with me?”

			Was Marta asking her out? That was… Jorgie ran over the possibilities in her mind and settled on unexpected. Certainly not unwelcome. The opposite in fact.

			“Oh,” A pink flush stole out of the neckline of Marta’s T-shirt. “Sorry. That came out wrong. I mean, would you like to come and have a look at my place tonight? And I can feed you. As part of the Number 94 project’s assistance. If you’d like.”

			So not a date then. Jorgie ignored the twinge of disappointment and focussed instead on Marta’s blush. She was adorable when flustered, with pink cheeks and her gaze darting here and there—anywhere rather than look at Jorgie.

			“Well, that depends on what you’re cooking,” Jorgie said. “If it’s liver and onions, or brussels sprouts, then I’ll take my chances with Bruce’s microwave. If it’s anything else at all, I’d love to.”

			The rosy sunset hue receded from Marta’s cheeks, leaving a delicate pink.

			Rose pink. Jorgie shook her head to clear the thought. Since when had she become so fanciful?

			“No offal. I promise. No liver or kidneys or those congealed blood squares they sell on Victoria Street. No tripe or brains, no lungs or haggis. Have I missed anything?”

			“That’s a very comprehensive list. I think you’ve got it covered.”

			“Chicken?”

			“Chicken what? Hearts?”

			“No, actual chicken. Breasts and thighs. Do you like them?” Marta’s eyes twinkled, then she glanced away.

			For someone who’d been embarrassed in case her dinner invitation had been misinterpreted, Marta was now doing a good imitation of a champion flirter.

			“No worries there.” Jorgie met her gaze. “I love a nice breast or thigh.”

			“Then chicken it is. How about seven this evening?” Suddenly Marta was all business as she gathered the mugs and tray. Her fine hair fell forward as she leaned, but not enough to hide the growing pinkness of her cheeks.

			Interesting. So she’s not immune to me. “Seven is great. Thanks.”

			Marta straightened, the tray in her hands. “I’ll see you then.” She walked out of the open gate and into her own yard. The smile she flashed Jorgie over the wall was a friendly one. Or was it more?

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			It’s Who You Know

			Jorgie parked the truck outside the council offices, attempted to smooth her unruly hair, and took another look at Marta’s text.

			 

			If Sasha or Olga is on the counter, go for it. Sasha is best. If it’s Richard or Christine, leave immediately.

			 

			Jorgie found the planning department, entered, and looked around. The office had the same green-tiled decor as a 1970s public toilet, and the row of plastic chairs reminded her of a dentist’s waiting room. Two people sat flicking through magazines, and a dark-skinned woman in a crisp white shirt stood behind the counter. She wore a name tag, but it was too far away for Jorgie to read.

			She wandered to the counter under the pretence of reading a sign stuck to the glass. The woman’s nametag read Sasha.

			Yes! Jorgie gave her a smile, took a number from the dispenser, and sat next to a sour-faced woman clutching a sheaf of what looked like building plans. Hopefully, her miserable demeanour wasn’t a bad sign.

			Twenty minutes later, Sasha called her number, and Jorgie went up to the counter.

			“How can I help you?” Sasha’s close-cropped dark hair suited her rather broad face, and a nose ring twinkled in the harsh lighting. Jorgie’s gaydar danced the tango as Sasha gave her a smile, and from the way the woman was eyeing her upper body above the counter, Jorgie figured she might not be alone in the instant lust market.

			A portly white man approached and tapped Sasha on the shoulder. “Sash, it’s time for your break. I’ll take this enquiry.”

			Sasha didn’t break eye contact with Jorgie. “I’ll see to this one, Richard, then I’ll go.”

			“Thanks.” Jorgie grabbed a sheaf of papers from her shoulder bag and pushed them across the counter before Richard could argue. “I spoke with you last time. It will save time as you’re here again.” She hoped Sasha wouldn’t call her on the lie.

			Was that a hint of wink as Sasha took the papers? Maybe. No, definitely. Jorgie waited until Richard had stomped off and then leaned on the counter as Sasha flicked through the sheets.

			“This is your truck registration, a list for the hardware store, and a takeaway menu for the Thai restaurant on Johnston Street.” Sasha pushed the papers back.

			Jorgie summoned what she hoped was an inviting smile. “Yeah, I know. But your colleague looked like he’d rather chew nails than give me any assistance. Thank you for staying into your break.”

			“You’re welcome.” Sasha’s gaze made another swift pass along Jorgie’s upper body. “Now, what do you want from me?”

			Wow. Forward was an understatement. Sasha was decidedly predatory. “I’m renovating one of the Victorian terrace houses in Gaylord Street. I’m enquiring as to what permits I need.”

			“What are you intending to do?” Sasha asked. “If you’re keeping the original footprint, then you don’t need much unless you’re removing asbestos.”

			“No asbestos.” Jorgie hoped that was true. She hadn’t even thought of that. “I want to remodel the rear of the property into one large open-plan area.”

			“Will you be moving the bathroom?”

			“Yes.”

			Sasha slid an information sheet across the counter. “If you’re relocating the bathroom, you’ll need a building permit, an asset protection permit, and possibly a permit to modify the drainage. That shouldn’t take too long to obtain, but we’ll need to see the architect’s plans.”

			“I don’t have an architect.” Jorgie summoned her most winning smile. “I thought if I kept the original outside walls, I wouldn’t need one.”

			“That’s mostly correct. I take it you’ll be keeping the original roof line?” Sasha gave the barest nod.

			“Yes. That’s the idea.”

			“And you’ll be retaining the original façade?” Again, that slight nod from Sasha. “The street has a heritage listing.”

			“That’s right. I love the façade. I wouldn’t change it even if I could.”

			“Are you doing the work yourself or using a licensed builder?”

			“Myself.” Oh shit. Why didn’t I think of that?

			“Then you’ll need an owner-builder permit.” Sasha pushed across another form. “Other than that, you’ll only need the general building permit for the bathroom, unless you’re going to put skips on public property, work out of hours, or need to apply for a traffic management plan.”

			“Just the building permit.” She hoped that was true. The rest sounded…expensive. “How long will that take to get?”

			Sasha gave her a long look. “That depends. If you class this as a major renovation, then you’ll need to post notice outside the property for 30 days—”

			“It’s very minor. I’m shifting the bathroom a couple of metres toward the front to allow more room for the living area.” She crossed her fingers below the counter at the lie.

			“Then it’s a minor renovation. In which case, we should be able to approve it quickly. We’ll need to see your plans though.”

			The inside of Jorgie’s wrists slicked with sweat. “I don’t have plans, exactly.”

			One corner of Sasha’s lips twitched. She cast a glance around the room. The two people waiting weren’t paying them any attention. Sasha’s gaze lingered on Jorgie’s shoulders, revealed by her white singlet. “There’ll need to be an inspection before you start work, and a second when the drainage and plumbing work is complete, before you start tiling and putting in fittings, and then the final inspection.” She pushed over another form. “Fill this one out now, and we’ll contact you to arrange the initial inspection.” She leaned across the counter. “Get plans from somewhere. Even if you don’t stick to them. Even if you do them yourself. They won’t approve you to start work without them.”

			Jorgie’s mouth dropped open. “Thanks,” she whispered, then picked up the forms and turned to leave.

			“Don’t leave the counter,” Sasha said. “Fill them in here, otherwise Richard will relieve me for my break. Trust me, you don’t want that.”

			Marta’s advice had been pure gold. As quickly as she could, Jorgie completed the forms and handed over her credit card for the fees. Sasha read each one and stamped it with something official-looking.

			“These all look fine. Make sure your phone number is correct, as I’ll need to contact you in a week or so to…arrange the first inspection.” Sasha’s eyelid dropped in the barest hint of a wink.

			“It’s correct. I’ll be waiting for your call.” Jorgie returned the pen. “Thanks,” she mouthed.

			Back in her truck, she flopped into the seat, her heart going a mile a minute. Holy freaking moly. She was 100% convinced that Sasha had fudged the forms on her behalf. And if the price was a date with a gorgeous woman, so be it. It wouldn’t be the worst price to pay.

			Jorgie rested her head on the steering wheel. One hand still clutched the stamped form authorising her to relocate the bathroom, subject to a first inspection of the house, inspection of the plans, and final inspection.

			She started the truck. Time to return to Number 94. She had a lot of work to do.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Renovation, Renovation

			Marta was spooning olives into a dish when her doorbell rang. A buzz of anticipation trickled across her skin. She’s coming to look at the house. And to get fed. Nothing to get excited about. Ha! The message didn’t seem to have gotten through to her hormones.

			Jorgie stood on her front porch, but different to the woman she’d seen earlier. Gone were the work clothes that had seen better days. She’d obviously made an attempt to tame her riotous curls, and she wore a vintage David Bowie tour T-shirt and a pair of dark jeans.

			Marta opened the door wider. “Come in.” A cleaned-up and tidy Jorgie was doing strange things to her insides. Her mouth instantly became as dry as her front yard after a hot summer, and she longed for a drink of water.

			“Thanks.” Jorgie proffered a bottle of wine. “I hope cab sauv is okay.”

			“Perfect.” Marta took the bottle and led the way to the back of the house. Something about Jorgie’s clothes nagged her memory. “I like your T-shirt.”

			“Do you? I found it in Bruce’s wardrobe.”

			“I thought it looked familiar. He had so many clothes.”

			“Mm. I’m learning that. Elfin took some to remember him by.”

			“I saw her leave with her arms full. She’ll enjoy them. Her taste is somewhat eclectic. She and Bruce used to go around the second-hand stores together.” She opened the wine Jorgie had brought and found glasses, which she set on the counter next to the nibble plate she’d prepared.

			Jorgie was standing at the rear of the house looking out into the darkness. “Thank you for inviting me.”

			“It’s part of the deal. We feed you; you do the work.” She nudged the cheese to a more artistic angle.

			“Is that the only reason?” Jorgie swung around to face the room again, and one finely curved eyebrow arched. An impish grin twinkled.

			“No, of course not. I know you wanted to see…” Marta waited a beat before adding, “my house.”

			“Mm. I did, didn’t I? House. Yes. I wanted to see your…house.”

			Marta worried the cheese knife and suppressed a smile. This was unexpected, this…flirting. Is that what it was? Yes, there was no other word for it, and she wasn’t so out of touch with the dating world that she didn’t recognise it when she saw it. And, too, the little pauses and deliberate word choices that made the spark oh so delicious. Maybe Jorgie was like this with everyone. Marta reined back her thoughts. She’d have to see how she behaved with Elfin, or Coral even. Maybe this was just her way.

			When Marta didn’t respond Jorgie turned her attention back to the rear doors. “This is nice work.” She ran her palm over the timber edge of the wide doors that ran floor to ceiling. “These open the full width of the rear?” Her voice had returned to cool professional mode.

			“Pretty much. They slide along the tracks so there’s only one panel width on either side when it’s open. Look.” She came over, pulled the bolts, and pushed each half open. “It’s easy to do. It’s only stuck once since I’ve been here.”

			Jorgie got down on her hands and knees to inspect the door tracks. The jeans pulled tight over her backside.

			She has a lovely butt. Marta pushed the thought to one side. This evening was about ideas for Number 94, and to feed Jorgie. Not to ogle her exceptionally fine, muscular, flat buttocks—exactly the boyish shape that Marta liked in a woman. She shook her head slightly and concentrated on what Jorgie was saying.

			“—rising from the floor?” Jorgie stared at her, one eyebrow raised in question.

			“I’m sorry, what did you say?” Her chest flushed warm, and she hoped Jorgie didn’t notice and guess the reason for it.

			“Have these tracks ever warped or risen from the floor with the movement of timber?”

			Floors. Right. Marta forced her thoughts back to building projects. “I think there’s a baseplate of some sort under the timber. I can’t remember exactly, but the tracks aren’t just held by the wood. I’m not as skilled as you at knowing these things.”

			“You don’t know how skilled I am.”

			I’d like to find out. And not just with floorboards and putty.

			Jorgie knocked the floorboards either side of the tracks. “You and the others are taking my skills on trust.” She got to her feet. “Was your house originally the same layout as Number 94?”

			Marta smiled. Bruce had always referred to his house as Number 94, as did his friends. It hadn’t taken long for Jorgie to adopt that too. “Yes. But my house was like it is now when I bought it. All I’ve done is redo the kitchen.”

			Jorgie ran a hand along the party wall between Marta’s house and hers. “This is double brick. I like that you’ve left it exposed. And it’s well sealed. No brick dust.” She went across to the far wall. “But this is newer, obviously.”

			“It was done to comply with council regulations. My house originally had an outside passage like yours, which was partially enclosed by the previous owner. There are weatherboards underneath the plaster. Is that what you’re thinking of doing?”

			“I’ll have to see if I can do the same—or if I have the budget. Demolishing the existing walls and putting up new ones will cost a lot more, but I think it would pay off in the end when we sell.”

			She’d said we. Already, the Number 94 project was becoming not just Jorgie’s house and Jorgie’s ideas, but more of a communal thing. Like Gaylord Street.

			“Looks as if you’ve got some water seepage here.” Jorgie inspected the joins in the rear doors. “There’s a new sealant that will fix that. I’ll get some and fix this for you. It won’t take much.”

			“That’s really nice of you.” Marta smiled, seeing how Jorgie’s hair had bounced back to its usual wiry mass. It suited her like that, more than when it was tamed.

			“You’re feeding me. It’s only fair. And right now, I’ve got my eye on your cheese platter. All the same, would you mind if I looked at your bathroom first?”

			“Sure.” Marta led the way to her tiny bathroom and stepped inside. “It was moved completely, of course. Originally, it would have been where yours is, in what’s now the middle of the living area.”

			“Yes.” Jorgie made a moue of frustration, “That’s going to be one of the biggest headaches. My bathroom’s got a solid concrete floor that’s a different level to the kitchen. I’ll need to jackhammer it out.” She entered and stamped a foot. “There’s probably sheeting under these tiles, not concrete. No wasted space with only a shower.”

			It had always been a small bathroom; it was impossible to sit on the toilet if the shower door was open. But with Jorgie in there as well, the room seemed tiny. Marta pressed herself to the sink hard enough that the edge jammed into the small of her back, but even so, it was intimately close. Jorgie’s leg pressed against Marta’s as she inspected the shower door. Her bare arm brushed Marta’s as she reached to open the upper cabinet.

			Marta shivered at the brief touch, goosebumps popping on her forearms. She’d been squashed in here with Coral before when the overhead fan stopped working, but it hadn’t been like this. She’d never felt there wasn’t enough air in the room, never noticed Coral’s scent as she was now aware of Jorgie’s—a fresh-from-the-shower body wash type smell. Maybe it was patchouli? But then, Jorgie didn’t seem like the patchouli type; more something fresh and crisp like sandalwood.

			She concentrated on breathing steadily. But then Jorgie turned and looked her full in the face as she said something about… Marta frowned. She had no idea what Jorgie had said. She was close enough to see the slight unevenness of Jorgie’s skin, the golden warmth of her eyes. The desire to touch her face beat in Marta’s blood and she jammed her hands into her pockets.

			Jorgie’s eyes darkened, becoming molten in the harsh overhead light.

			Marta took a deep breath to steady her wild thoughts. “I…I better check the dinner.” She closed her eyes for a second, and when she opened them, Jorgie was exiting the bathroom. Another breath, then a third. Maybe now she could follow without making an absolute idiot of herself.

			Back in the kitchen, she waved at the stools by the counter. “Grab a seat. I need to do a bit toward dinner. You can watch me, and eat cheese, and pretend you haven’t seen my awful kitchen shelves.” She poured the wine, handed a glass to Jorgie, and pushed the nibble plate closer. “Help yourself.” That wasn’t so hard. The ball of nerves in her stomach unwound a little.

			“Don’t mind if I do.” Jorgie cut some Camembert, paired it with a cracker, and ate it in one bite. She tilted her head to one side as she eyed the kitchen shelves. “I see what you mean. Cluttered. And they must need a lot of cleaning, being above the cooker.”

			Marta rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah. Don’t look at the top shelf. I think there’s alien life up there.”

			Jorgie laughed, a deep belly chuckle that made Marta smile. “I’ll build you some cabinets when I’m done next door if you’d like. Maybe with bright yellow doors to match the inset panel in the side wall.”

			“I was hoping you wouldn’t notice that,” Marta said. “The designer told me sunflower yellow would lift the room. Actually, I think it was because she wanted to get rid of a panel no one else would buy.”

			“Maybe.” Jorgie snagged a couple of olives. “It’s not too terrible. But I won’t use it for the cupboards, I promise.”

			They shared a smile. Marta’s toes curled with the warmth of it. When Jorgie smiled like that, her resemblance to Bruce shone through in the laugh lines around her eyes and the way her face softened. But Bruce hadn’t had a cute dimple.

			“How was the studio today?” Jorgie asked.

			She remembered! The little moment went straight to Marta’s head like a shot of tequila. “I had a couple of people stop by, so that was good. I’m not well-known at all. The studio is an indulgence for me. Makes me feel like a real potter.”

			“Hey, I’ve seen what you do. The pots next door, remember? And I see what you have here.” She gestured to the cheese platter. “Is this yours? The pattern is like one of the pots.”

			“It is.” She was proud of this one. A tiny pottery mouse crouched by the rim, near a curling handle.

			“It’s gorgeous. I love the colours, and of course your little friend about to steal the cheese.” Jorgie touched a finger to the mouse.

			“Thanks.” Marta turned to the refrigerator to hide the flush Jorgie’s praise had caused. She took out salad ingredients.

			“You’ve got talent,” Jorgie said. “Fabulous pottery, and a profession as well. Me, I’m just a jill-of-all-trades. I don’t have a creative bone in my body. My biggest artistic achievement today was picking which of Bruce’s T-shirts to wear.”

			“You had a win on that.” The faded black T-shirt with its bright design looked good. Mouth-wateringly good. “Actually, it seems Elfin and I had the same idea. I was going to ask if I could take some of Bruce’s clothes as my keepsake. I’ve got one of his jackets already—it’s a leather one he loaned me one evening. I hadn’t returned it when he got sick, and then I forgot about it.”

			“Keep it,” Jorgie said. “It sounds as if he wanted you to have it.”

			“It’s a good jacket. Quite old, and really good quality. You might like it yourself.” It would look good on Jorgie. Her long, lean body would suit the wide-lapelled old style better than it did Marta. She always felt drowned by the jacket, much as she loved it.

			“No. It’s yours.”

			“I also have a key. I must give it to you.”

			Jorgie shook her head. “I’d like if you’d hang on to it. Bruce trusted you with it. I’ll do the same. And it could be useful if I ever get locked out.”

			Marta smiled. “You will. Bruce used to get locked out about once a month. When there’s a strong wind from the north, it can blow the front door closed with enough force to trip the lock.” She opened the oven, and the scent of cumin and coriander wafted into the kitchen on a gust of steam. “Dinner won’t be long. I just need to finish the salad.”

			“That smells amazing. I grabbed a takeaway sandwich today when I got out of the council offices.”

			Marta turned to the sink to wash the lettuce. “Sasha or Olga?”

			“Sasha. She implied the permits wouldn’t be too hard to get.”

			“Well, there’s hard and there’s extremely hard—the council isn’t the speediest of animals. But Sasha knows Gaylord Street well. She used to live here, before she moved to Brunswick. She’s well-known for smoothing the planning paths of people around here.”

			“That explains it. She was extremely helpful.”

			Marta suppressed a grin. She’d been on the receiving end of Sasha’s “helpfulness” in the past, and while Marta hadn’t taken her up on the offer of a fling, it had been a fun two weeks. “She can come across as too helpful at times, if you get my drift. She mostly plays it straight down the council line, but she’s been known to bend a few rules, and she nudges the applications of people she likes to the top of the pile. If she ever whispers a hint, make sure you take it.”

			Jorgie nodded.

			Did that mean Sasha had already got her claws into Jorgie? She would, after all, be Sasha’s type. She went for the tomboy, sporty sort of woman.

			Marta’s stomach lurched at the thought of Jorgie and Sasha on a date, although a pickup in the council offices was fast even for Sasha. She took a mouthful of wine. It was really none of her business. “It must be weird for you being in the city after Worrock.” That should be a safe enough topic.

			“The first few days were rough—so much background noise and traffic! It never stops. But I’ve gotten rather used to it now. I had a walk along the river today. I even saw a kingfisher—at least, I think so. It was a quick flash of a blue bird.”

			“You do see them around here sometimes.”

			“I’m still not used to squeezing the truck into tiny car spaces—when I can find one—and I don’t dress like a city person.” She looked down at Bruce’s T-shirt. “Well, most of the time.”

			“You fit right in wearing that.” Marta slid her gaze away from the tanned skin of Jorgie’s throat. “To be honest, I like your work clothes. You wouldn’t stand out at a grunge party.”

			“Grunge?” Jorgie raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have you know those clothes are pure class in Worrock.”

			“Get Leo to take you to his favourite Friday after-work pub. It’s full of tradies. Leo loves them—and a lot of them love Leo. You and your workwear would blend right in.”

			“I think I’ll try the places you suggested first.” Jorgie’s eyebrows did a little dance, and the dimple flashed.

			Marta turned to the spice rack and pretended to study it to hide her pleased smile. Did Jorgie mean she’d like to go there with Marta, or just that she preferred more female spaces? Either way, the thought of an evening out together made her mind sizzle with anticipation. She grabbed a spice at random and turned back to Jorgie.

			“I still have to go to the convent, and see where Elfin works.” Jorgie stole a couple of olives from the platter. “Maybe I could come by your studio too?”

			“Of course. I’d love to show you. Don’t expect much though. It’s no Brunswick Street art gallery.” Marta busied herself chopping tomatoes and spring onions. “Would you mind going to the front yard and picking some chives and parsley for the salad? A small amount of each.”

			“No worries.”

			When Jorgie had gone, Marta faced the cooker and put her hands to her warm cheeks. Jorgie was perfectly polite, perfectly pleasant, but Marta’s thoughts had already escaped the friend zone and were heading into more intimate areas. It was all so fast. A few days ago, Bruce’s house had sat empty, and she and Coral were speculating as to the new owner. But now, that new owner sat in her kitchen flirting like a demon, and Number 94 was the major project that would change all their lives for the better. That was enough. She didn’t need additional complications—did she? She turned back to the counter. Who was she kidding? She’d make room for that sort of complication.

			Jorgie returned with the herbs which she placed on the counter. She cut herself another slice of cheese, this time adding a smear of quince paste to the cracker. “It’s also stuff like this that I love about the city.” She lifted the cracker. “I’m sure you hopped on a tram to the Queen Victoria Market, bought this amazing cheese for a song, picked up the paste and these olives, and put together this cheese plate in three minutes flat. A cheese plate in Worrock is block cheddar, crackers, and Vegemite.”

			“I think you’re exaggerating.” Marta smiled at the idea. “But you’re right in that I did grab these things at the Vic Market on my way home the other day.”

			“I’ll have you around for drinks on the veranda soon. Then I’ll show you what passes for nibbles in Worrock. Cheese and Vegemite is only the tip of the iceberg.”

			“No!” Marta pressed her hands to her cheeks in pretend horror. “You don’t mean…?”

			“Worse.” Jorgie shot her a wink.

			“You can’t possibly be talking about…?”

			“I am. A packet of French onion soup stirred into a tub of sour cream and served with salt and vinegar potato chips.”

			“No,” Marta moaned.

			“Or a square of mild cheddar, a cube of tinned pineapple, and a coloured cocktail onion on a stick.”

			“I thought that was made illegal in 1970.”

			“Baby frankfurters with a bowl of tomato sauce for dipping.”

			“Now you’re talking,” Marta said. “I love those.”

			“We call them ‘little boys’ because of their resemblance to a certain portion of the male anatomy.” Jorgie wiggled her pinkie. “And I don’t mean a finger.”

			“The only little boy I’d eat is the sort made with unhealthy processed meat.” Marta grinned at Jorgie over the salad bowl. “I’m about to slice some baby cucumbers for the salad. Try to control yourself.”

			“Not difficult.” Jorgie took a mouthful of wine. “But to be truthful, those snacks are even dated in Worrock. Apart from the little boys, of course. Those will never go out of style.”

			Marta grabbed balsamic vinegar and olive oil and whisked up a quick salad dressing.

			“That. What you’re doing now. At home, I’d use mayo.”

			“It’s probably having time as much as anything,” Marta said. “Leo grew the lettuce. His backyard is basically one enormous raised garden bed. He supplies most of the street with lettuce, beans, tomatoes—whatever he has growing at the time. I’ve just got herbs—gardening is for people who are too lazy to go the shops.”

			Jorgie laughed. “I don’t believe that.”

			Marta put the salad bowl on the table. “Dinner’s ready. Can you grab the wine and come and sit?”

			When the chicken, rice, and salad were served, Jorgie tucked in as if she hadn’t been fed for a week.

			Marta ate more slowly, watching Jorgie across the table. Bruce’s T-shirt was too big for her, but even so, Marta could tell she wasn’t wearing a bra. But then, she probably didn’t need to with that boyish figure.

			Marta tugged at her own bra strap, pulling it higher on her shoulder. One of the worst things about having fuller breasts was self-consciousness about going braless. Maybe she should try it again sometime. After all, who really looked at her breasts?

			“Penny for them.” Jorgie put down her cutlery to take a sip of wine. “Suddenly you looked eons away.”

			Marta’s pressed her lips together to stop a smile. It wouldn’t do to say what she’d really been mulling over. “I was thinking it was nice to see you enjoying the food.”

			“I am. I cook at home, and usually make enough for Cilla too. She isn’t an adventurous eater. This”—she held up a forkful of rice—“would be somewhat confronting for her. She’s a meat and potatoes kind of woman.”

			“Have you always lived near Cilla?” Marta asked.

			“Pretty much.” Jorgie’s easy smile fled her face. “I live a few doors down from her. Cilla doesn’t do well by herself if she’s left alone for too long. She needs someone to keep an eye on her, and I’m all she has.”

			“And she never saw her brother much.” Marta said the words idly. “Bruce hardly mentioned her, you know. Just said he had a younger sister living in outback New South Wales.”

			“They’re half brother and sister. They have different mothers, and they grew up apart. They fell out some years ago, and they’ve barely spoken since, just the occasional email.”

			What could make a brother and sister cut contact completely? Surely not that Bruce was gay, not when Cilla’s own daughter was too.

			“They fell out over money.” Jorgie stared into her wine glass as if it could solve all her family’s problems. “Cilla is easily led. Many years ago, she had a major drug problem, and ran up massive debts. She went to Bruce to see if he would help her. Apparently, he said he would—once she’d been clean for a year. Well meaning, I guess, but it didn’t help her at the time.”

			“How is she now?” Marta asked cautiously. It was hard enough for her clients who struggled with addiction to get help in the city; in the bush it must be so much harder.

			“She’s been clean for nearly ten years now, but she struggles with her mental health. I hope she’s going to be okay while I’m down here. I’ve arranged for someone to go in a few times a week to check on her.”

			“Can you get assistance for her via social services?”

			“Some. But not enough. She has an online support group—if she checks it. If the internet is working.” Jorgie raised her head to look at Marta. “I didn’t mean to talk about Cilla. You probably get enough of that at work.”

			“It’s no problem. If you want, I can make some calls, look up what services might be available for her. I’m sure you’ve already accessed what there is, but sometimes, if a social worker intervenes, it opens up other avenues.”

			“I’ll check with Cilla, see if she’s comfortable with that.” Jorgie’s smile seemed forced.

			“Think about it, and if you don’t need me, no worries.” She took a deep breath. It was always hard to persuade people to take what she offered at first, but then, sometimes, it swung the other way and they became too dependent. “More chicken?”

			“Yes please. It’s great. Maybe I should take a doggie bag home for breakfast tomorrow. Assuming I can heat it in that old microwave without getting electrocuted.” Jorgie smiled, seemingly grateful for the change of subject.

			“You might not need it. Leo said something about dropping around with a bacon and egg roll.”

			“Coral wasn’t joking when she said people would feed me.”

			“She wasn’t. It’s a total cliché, but we’re a tight community here. The people you’ve already met are the closest, but there are others in the street who are part of the looser group. You’ll meet them soon, I’m sure.” She pushed her plate to one side. “So, you survived Sasha; what happens now?”

			“With Sasha?”

			Marta laughed. “I didn’t mean that. I meant with Number 94. Sasha, well, she’ll call you in a week or so about the house, and she’ll probably ask you out.” Was she a bad person if she hoped Jorgie would say no? Probably.

			“Is that a condition of getting the permits?”

			“No, not at all. She’s not like that.” Marta rested her foot on the chair and her arm on her knee. “She’s somewhat of a player though. So if that’s not your thing, be careful.”

			Jorgie’s smile turned inward. “Thanks for the advice.” She took a mouthful of wine. “As for what’s next, I’m going to keep working on the front two rooms. Repairing the plaster, repainting, replacing the floorboards and so on. No permits needed for any of that. Hopefully, it will be straightforward.”

			“Let’s hope so.” Marta pushed Sasha from her mind. “I hope we’re not in for too many surprises from Number 94.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			The Way to Get Things Done

			Jorgie stepped back from the wall to get a better look. The front bedroom appeared a lot bigger without Bruce’s clutter in it. Elfin and Leo had helped move Jorgie’s bed to the living area and taken most of the clutter from the first two rooms to the local op shop. Coral had gotten the oak dining table. The front two rooms looked very bare and sparse without the bookshelves, clothes racks, cupboards, and desk that had been there before.

			She’d also pulled out the 1950s wood-burning stove that had warmed the front bedroom and patched the broken brickwork. She hoped to source a second-hand Victorian fireplace. The couple who walked the French bulldog past her door every morning had pounced on the stove, saying it was perfect for their place. In return, they’d given her some Victorian ceiling roses that had been in their shed for a couple of years, since their own renovation. They’d look great in the bedrooms.

			Jorgie had started repairs on the solid plasterwork in the front bedroom, ripped up a dozen floorboards, and repaired some of the joists beneath. She now had to try to match the original boards before she replaced them. The room had been transformed from a shabby, outdated room to a construction site. But that was an improvement.

			Jorgie slapped more filler on her plasterer’s hawk and started to fill the wall cracks.

			When her phone rang, she cursed and considered not answering. If the filler hardened it would be useless. But there were many things the call could be, and some of them were important. She answered.

			“Jorgie Anderson?” a female voice said.

			“Yes, that’s me.” The voice sounded familiar, but it wasn’t one of the Gaylord Street crew.

			“This is Sasha from the council. I’m hoping to make an appointment for the preliminary inspection of 94 Gaylord Street for next Wednesday. How does 4.30pm sound?”

			“I can do that.” Jorgie switched the phone to the other ear. “How long will you need?”

			“Thirty minutes should do it,” Sasha said. “The inspector’s name is Matt Cameron.”

			“Thanks for organising that so quickly. I appreciate it.”

			“You’re welcome. I’ll follow up with you afterwards.” Sasha clicked off.

			Jorgie stared at the phone. Things were moving quickly. Hopefully, it was a sign that she—and the others—had made the right decision.

			* * *

			Later that evening, Jorgie sat on the veranda with a beer. Bruce’s ancient microwave cranked away in the kitchen, reheating a vegetarian lasagne that had come from Coral. The smell of melted cheese made her mouth water.

			Jorgie stared out to the street. A shout of laughter rang out from Weatherby Street, and the usual traffic noise rumbled from Hoddle Street, but otherwise it was as quiet as it got in the city. She rested her head on the back of her chair, staring at the strip of sky visible between the curve of the veranda and the roof of Leo’s house across the street. The sky held the golden glow of streetlights, and there were no stars visible, even though it was a moonless night. If she was at home, she’d be sitting on her own veranda staring up at a million stars. The only lights would be from next door a couple of hundred metres away.

			Jorgie sighed. The city was no longer the somewhat intimidating place it had been when she’d first arrived—but it was still noisy, strange, and too full of people. Her throat tightened with a quiet yearning for home, but it wasn’t the desperate ache of longing she’d expected to feel. Maybe in another week, that yearning would become unbearable, and she’d jump in the truck and head back for a weekend. Take time for solitude, to sit and watch those bright stars, and let her ears ring in the total silence. Reassure herself Cilla was okay.

			For a second, she thought about calling Lou for a chat. But listening to her friend complain about her husband and prattle on about her kids wasn’t what she wanted right now.

			A gate creaked, and she raised her head to see Marta entering her own yard. The streetlight reflected off her blonde hair, turning it golden. She wore shorts and a sweatshirt. Jorgie’s gaze dropped to Marta’s legs. They were as pale and silky looking as she’d imagined.

			“Hey,” Jorgie said. “Good day?”

			“Busy,” Marta replied. “You know how it is. How about you?”

			“Yeah. Chugging along. No awful surprises so far.”

			“I’m working from home tomorrow, so I’ll be around if you need anything.” Marta bent to pull a dead leaf from a plant. “This is a strange arrangement we have about the house. At least it seems so to me.” In the streetlight, her face was pensive.

			“It still seems like a dream to me. It’s only been two weeks, yet…” Jorgie shook her head. How to explain to Marta that despite her longing for Worrock, Gaylord Street was gaining a familiar feel. It wasn’t home, but she wasn’t just a visitor either. She bit her lip, the words jamming in her chest. “The first council inspection’s next week,” she said instead. “It’s happened quickly.”

			A flash of something crossed Marta’s face. In the streetlight, she seemed suddenly wary. “Good luck with that. I hope it goes well.” She waggled her fingers in farewell and went inside.

			Jorgie listened to the microwave going around with a clunk on every spin. Her dinner would be another few minutes. She pulled out her phone and pressed Cilla’s number.

			Cilla answered on the second ring. “Hey gorgeous daughter. How’s the big smoke?”

			The tightness in Jorgie’s throat eased at Cilla’s upbeat tone. “Surprisingly good, actually. I’m doing a lot on the house.”

			“Unless Bruce changed his ways since I last saw him, you must have been tempted to throw in a few litres of fuel and a match.”

			Jorgie snorted a laugh. “You could say that. But it’s going mostly okay.”

			“Of course it is. You’re my daughter. And we Anderson women are tough.” Cilla’s words ended on a breathy sigh, and she was silent for a moment. “Most of the time, anyway.”

			Jorgie closed her eyes. Oh, Cilla. “Do you need anything? I can—”

			“No, I’m fine, love. Thank you for caring.” Another long exhale. “Betty gave me some tomato seedlings this morning. I think I’ll plant them in the north bed tomorrow.”

			“Good idea. If you’re going to plant more veggies, I’ll dig over the other beds for you when I’m home.”

			“That will be nice. I miss you, Jorgie.”

			“I miss you too…Mum.” Jorgie bit her lip. Cilla had been Cilla since Jorgie turned fifteen. But sometimes it felt right to say “Mum”.

			“Are you meeting people down there?”

			“Yes, the street is a really welcoming community.”

			Cilla sighed. “That’s nice. It must be exciting after Worrock. Your own tribe.”

			Her tribe. Jorgie’s mouth hung open for a second. Yes, that’s what it was. The eclectic queer group in Gaylord Street was her tribe. Just as they’d been Bruce’s.

			* * *

			Someone tapped on the window as Jorgie levered up another floorboard from the front room. Another board that was too thin and springy to be left. At this rate, she’d be redoing the entire floor. She balanced on the joists and looked up.

			A man in a fluorescent vest stood outside, his face pressed close to the dusty glass.

			“One moment,” Jorgie called. She walked on the exposed joists to reach the hallway and opened the front door.

			“Matt Cameron from the council here for the inspection. Your bell doesn’t seem to be working.” The man nodded in greeting. “May I come in?”

			“Sure.” Jorgie pushed her hair behind her ears. “The place is a mess. I wasn’t expecting you until 4.30.”

			Matt shrugged. “It says 2.30 on my sheet. If it doesn’t suit, I can come back, but it might not be for a few weeks. You were squeezed into the schedule.” His lowered brows indicated he wasn’t too happy about that.

			“Now’s fine. Do you want me to show you around, or would you prefer to look for yourself?”

			“I’ll be fine. I won’t interrupt you.” He gestured to the front room where a fine haze of dust hung in the air. “I’ll need a copy of your plans.”

			Plans. Shit. Jorgie’s smile froze in place. Sasha had said they needed plans. And she’d completely forgotten about them. “Uh, they’re with the draftsperson. I was to collect them later this afternoon.”

			Matt gave her a long look. “In that case, I’ll need you to show me the proposed changes. But you’ll have to drop the plans into the council first thing tomorrow morning.”

			“I’ll do that.” Holy smoking mackerel, how will I manage that? “I was told the only changes you needed to inspect related to moving the bathroom.”

			Matt consulted a tablet. “That’s what it says here. That you intend moving the bathroom two metres toward the front. I’ve inspected a few houses like this, and two metres doesn’t seem worth the effort. Most of them have to shift at least four metres. You realise if you need to dig a completely new drainage line, you’ll need a different permit?”

			Jorgie dug her hand into the pocket of her shorts and curled her fingers around the truck keys to stop them shaking. “I don’t think that’s needed.”

			Matt gave a slight smile. “Let’s take a look, eh?”

			Jorgie led the way to the kitchen. She pointed to the living area at the rear. “The bathroom will be shifted forward to there.”

			Matt looked at his tablet again. “And the existing bathroom is the other side of the wall. Hmmm. You’re right. Depending on the proposed layout of the bathroom, that could be two metres.” He exited the kitchen along the outside passageway.

			The bathroom looked shabbier than ever, the harsh overhead light showing up the rust stains on the light-blue bath.

			Matt tapped the wall adjoining the living area. “Brick. And the plumbing runs to here. Your plans will need to show that you have appropriate load-bearing in place if you intend to knock down this wall.”

			Jorgie nodded. Her mouth was dry. What had she got herself into?

			“I’m also curious as to why you’re only moving the bathroom two metres. Most people who attempt this kind of work push it further to the front to give a larger living space.”

			“Can I do that?” Jorgie asked, as non-committal as she could manage.

			“Not without the major planning permit and 30 days’ notice.”

			“What’s the distance allowable without going for the permit?”

			Matt shot her an indecipherable look. “I would have thought your…draftsperson…would have told you that. Or even Sasha. It’s three metres.”

			“I’ll have to look at the plans again.” Jorgie turned away. This was going south big time. She was totally unprepared. No plans, no real idea except the rough idea in her mind, and the certainty that she could do the work. A 30-day delay would be a major sticking point. And that was assuming that everything else went as fast as shit off a shovel.

			Matt stamped his foot on the floor. “Solid concrete slab. It will be some work to get to the drainage. These old houses can be hit and miss. Quite often you end up replacing everything.”

			Jorgie’s bank balance flashed in front of her eyes. Even with the money from Bruce, and her own savings, there wasn’t a lot of room for the unexpected. She forced a smile. “Fingers crossed then.”

			Matt left the bathroom and went down to the toilet and laundry. “You’ll be moving this too, I take it?”

			“Yes. The toilet will be in the new bathroom.” Laundry. She hadn’t even considered that. Maybe it could remain in a shed in the yard.

			Matt had moved to the yard and was staring up at the roof. He flicked a few screens on his tablet. “You’re lucky. This outside passageway is enclosed under what the last plans show as the roofline, which date to”—he looked at the tablet again—“1954. That means as far as the council is concerned, anything under the existing roof is not considered new construction.”

			Oh! Jorgie’s spirits lifted out of her boots. That was good news. “So I can reframe the wall to the boundary?”

			Matt’s rather grim face cracked a small smile. “Looks like it. Subject to the plumbing certificate, electrical safety sign-off, fire safety certificate…the usual.”

			“Yes, the usual.” She leaned against the wall, feigning a confidence she didn’t feel.

			Matt put away his tablet. “That’s all I need for now. Make sure you lodge a copy of your plans by tomorrow morning. If they match up to what you’ve told me, all should be fine. I’ll see you for the plumbing inspection, when you get that far.”

			“Thank you for coming out so quickly.” She followed Matt back to the front door.

			“No worries. Good luck with the work. She’s a solid old house, this one. She’ll see you right.” He slapped the brickwork by the front door and a shower of red dust rained down on his boots.

			Once the door had closed behind him, Jorgie sagged against the wall. That had been fine…if you didn’t count the potential extra money for drainage, and the lack of plans. How was she going to get plans by tomorrow morning? She didn’t even know a draftsperson, let alone one who could produce something that quickly. She wished hard for a magic wand that could extract the ideas from her head and put them onto paper.

			Jorgie slid down the wall. From this position, she could see a crack in one of the front room joists that she’d thought solid. More work. Her shoulders slumped. She must have been barking mad to think she could do this by herself.

			A noise through the wall behind her back made her straighten. Muted music drifted through the brickwork, which was then drowned out by the whine of a vacuum. Maybe Marta would know of a magic draftsperson. If Marta didn’t, she’d have to jump on the internet and throw herself on someone’s mercy.

			Leaving her door open, she went around into Marta’s front yard and rang the bell. The vacuum stopped, and footsteps thudded along the hall before the door opened.

			Marta’s hair was in disarray. She wore an old pair of drawstring shorts, a T-shirt with a stain on the front, and thongs on her feet.

			“Hi,” Jorgie said. “I’m here to pick your brains.”

			“I’m not sure I have any to pick,” Marta said. “But you’re welcome to try.”

			Swiftly, Jorgie related what Matt had said about plans. “I don’t suppose you know anyone who could come up with some sort of plan by tomorrow morning?”

			“Actually, I might. There’s a couple up the street, Alfonso and Ginger. They live in the two-storey house with the rainbow flag on the balcony. Ginger drew up the plans for their own renovation and got them passed. He has some sort of computer program that did it easily. The difficulty will be whether he’s in the mood to do it for you. To call him antisocial is like describing Sydney Harbour as a puddle. I’ll go across and see if he’ll do it. Can you be ready to drop everything if I come and get you?”

			“Of course.” Jorgie’s innards unwound themselves a little. “Thanks, Marta.”

			“I’ll let you know.” Marta went out of the gate and up the street.

			Jorgie retreated to Number 94. From the window, she saw Marta go into the yard where the rainbow flag fluttered from the balcony.

			Jorgie picked up her plastering tools. The filler from earlier was now as hard as concrete. How long would Marta be? Her day was shot to pieces now. She went to the sash window at the front with the broken cord and started dismantling the window. That allowed her to keep an eye on the street.

			She’d gained access to the snapped cord when Marta reappeared. She jogged across the street and gesticulated wildly when she saw Jorgie, giving her a thumbs up.

			“He’ll do it,” Marta reported when Jorgie joined her in the street. “Go now. I’ll leave you to it.”

			Ginger was a tiny, wiry, Vietnamese man who didn’t have a single ginger hair on his head. He nodded at Jorgie but didn’t say anything. The room he led her to was crammed floor to ceiling with old books. Jorgie caught a glimpse of lavish leather bindings squashed in next to tatty paperbacks. Every centimetre of the shelves was taken up by the books, which were fitted into the available space like a Tetris puzzle.

			Alfonso loomed in the doorway, his portly frame filling most of the space. A luxuriant mass of curly, black hair topped his light-brown face. “Tea, coffee, Bonox?”

			“Tea would be great, thanks,” Jorgie said.

			Ginger sat behind a desktop computer with the most enormous screen Jorgie had ever seen. He gestured to a chair next to him. Jorgie removed a pile of papers and placed them on the floor, then sat.

			“I’ve pulled up the council’s original plans and imported them into my program,” Ginger said. “So I’ve got the measurements.”

			Jorgie had to lean closer to hear him. Wow. She hadn’t even thought of that. “I want to make the area from the kitchen to the rear into one open area. Move the bathroom three metres toward the front of the house. Extend the new area out to the boundary on the east side under the original roofline.”

			Ginger clicked away for a few minutes. “Need a weight-bearing beam here.” His mouse dragged over the wall between the current living room and the bathroom.

			Exactly what Matt Cameron had said. She watched as Ginger added one in.

			The door creaked open, and Alfonso entered, a silver tray holding a bright pottery teapot shaped like a curled-up mouse with its tail as the spout in his huge hands. Jorgie smiled at the cute design. Most likely, it was Marta’s work. The colours and patterns looked like something she would create.

			“Tea,” Alfonso announced. “Jorgie, you didn’t say how you liked your tea, but you’re a builder, and builders drink tea like tar, so that’s what you’ve got. And I may have forgotten to take the teabags out. Otherwise, Ginger darling, it would have been the subtly fragranced brew that you prefer. I’ll make you a fresh one.” He set down the tray and left.

			“Bathroom where?” Ginger said.

			Jorgie shot him a sideways glace. He looked so shrunken sitting in his enormous chair, wrapped in a cardigan that looked as if it had been made from a dog blanket. He kept his focus on the screen in front of him. “There.” She jabbed at the screen. “Plumbing on the wall to the rear where I can hide it. I can’t move the bathroom any more to the front without the council cracking the shits with me.”

			“You’re left with a weird gap and the bathroom off the kitchen.” He shot her a glance. “If you put the kitchen on the side wall, you can move it toward the rear. That puts the bathroom further from the kitchen. And you can fill up that gap with a laundry area. Won’t make much difference to the size of the living area.” Ginger didn’t wait for a response; he kept clicking and moving blocks and layers around.

			Alfonso returned with more tea. He stood behind Ginger and rested his hands on his husband’s shoulders. “Ooh. Doesn’t this look stunning?”

			Stunning was over the top for what was simply lines on a screen.

			“What’s that?” Alfonso pointed at the rear boundary marked with parallel solid and broken lines.

			“Roller door to the rear laneway,” Ginger said without taking his eyes from the screen.

			“I hadn’t thought of that,” Jorgie said.

			“You need it. And you need a permit. Get it over with now.” Ginger’s fingers flew over the keyboard.

			“So clever, my husband.” Alfonso preened. “So adorable.”

			‘Adorable’ wasn’t the word Jorgie would have used for Ginger, but the two of them together were…adorable.

			Ginger dragged and dropped, pointed and clicked, and gradually the outline on the screen filled in. The grandfather clock in the corner had ticked over past six o’clock before he sat back. “Done. Will that work for you?”

			Jorgie twitched her chair forward. A very professional looking plan filled the screen. The bathroom sat adjacent to the laundry. The kitchen was against the side wall, but it was workable. And it should satisfy the council.

			“Yeah. That’s fantastic. Thank you so much.”

			Ginger hit the print button, and they all watched as the plan came to life on a piece of paper.

			Jorgie stood. Her back was stiff, her eyes glazed from staring at the screen. But the leaping excitement in her chest made up for that. This might work.

			Ginger handed the paper to Alfonso first, and Jorgie had to wait as he oohed and aahed over the design. Finally, she held the plan in her hands. It wasn’t perfect. But it was a whole heap more perfect than anything she could have come up with. And, importantly, she’d be able to take it to the council tomorrow morning.

			“I can’t thank you enough,” she said. “I was stuffed like a turkey until you came along. How much do I owe you?”

			Ginger ducked his head in embarrassment, and it was Alfonso who said, “Nothing. Not a cracker. It’s for our dear departed friend, Brucie, and it’s our contribution to the Number 94 project. Of course, we’ve heard about it.”

			They had? She’d thought that news was kept between the five beneficiaries.

			He winked. “No secrets in this street. Now, has anyone brought you dinner tonight?”

			“No. I was going to get takeaway from the Japanese place on Smith Street.”

			“No need; we have enough to share. Unless you have a fondness for teriyaki that won’t be denied.”

			“It can wait. I’d love to share, thank you. Let me duck home and grab some beers.”

			Alfonso tutted. “You’ll soon learn we prefer wine in this house. Ideally a Barossa shiraz, but we’re not too fussy. You sit right there and chat with Ginger, while I put the finishing touches to dinner, then you can hustle over the road and bring back one of Brucie’s bottles of shiraz. You’ll find the good stuff in the laundry cupboard, if you haven’t drunk it already. I hope you’re not fussy about food. A lass from the country… Are you a meat and potatoes kind of gal?”

			“I eat anything,” Jorgie reassured him. “Except liver and brussels sprouts.”

			“No innards or baby cabbages. I promise.” Alfonso bustled off, as important as a five-star Michelin chef.

			Jorgie looked at Ginger, who was staring down at his lap, seemingly not having anything to say. She rose and went to look at his bookshelves. “Bruce Chatwin? I’ve heard a lot about him lately. Which of his books would you recommend?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Hot Sauce, Hot Stuff

			The sun took a while to slant into Marta’s backyard on autumn mornings, but that was okay. The mornings were cooler, the air crisper, and the sun a welcome friend.

			She stretched upward, face upturned to the sky. A breath. Another, deeper one, and she exhaled forcefully, her mind clearing of all that was unnecessary. For twenty minutes, she worked through her yoga routine, stretching and concentrating on her breathing until, mind clear and body limber, she went back inside to the coffee machine.

			As she ground coffee beans, bangs from next door echoed through her kitchen. Three bangs, then a pause. Another three bangs. She wasn’t entirely sure what Jorgie was doing, but whatever it was, it was loud. And intrusive.

			Marta clenched her teeth. Jorgie could hardly be expected to renovate a house without noise. She’d have to suck it up.

			Another bang. Marta skulled her coffee and pressed the button for another. It was fast becoming a four-espresso morning.

			It was her turn to provide Jorgie’s breakfast. She opened the fridge and pulled out tortillas, bacon, eggs, and hash browns. Breakfast burritos oozing soft-cooked egg over crispy hash browns and bacon would be the perfect thing to crank up her morning—and hopefully, Jorgie’s too. At least she’d get a respite from the banging while Jorgie ate.

			Her good mood was restored by the time she knocked on the neighbouring door. And when Jorgie answered, her spirits lifted even more. A smudge of plaster dust decorated Jorgie’s nose, and her hair was filmed white with it. But her singlet—blue this time—was as tight as ever, and her shoulders as tanned and muscular as Marta remembered. The flutter in her stomach had nothing to do with the coffee she’d drunk.

			She lifted the tray holding the foil-wrapped burrito and a mug of tea. “Room service.”

			Jorgie opened the door wider. “You are a lifesaver. I’ve been banging away at the wall where the fireplace will go to expose the old chimney, and it’s heavy work. I’m starving.”

			“Then a breakfast burrito should hit the spot.”

			“That sounds like heaven. I don’t suppose you’ve got any hot sauce?” She made puppy-dog eyes at Marta.

			Jorgie probably didn’t realise how utterly appealing she looked with her wide, warm eyes and gorgeous skin on display. She almost certainly didn’t realise the effect she was having on Marta. “I do. I’ll grab it.” Marta turned away before she could do something stupid, like call Jorgie “hot stuff” or, worse, reach out to run her fingers along the muscles in her upper arm.

			“Have you had your brekky?” Jorgie asked. “Have you time for a cuppa with me?”

			“I haven’t and I do. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			Once inside her own door, Marta pressed her hands to her heated cheeks and blew out a breath that lifted the fringe from her forehead. Jorgie was growing on her, and in all sorts of ways that went beyond neighbourly. And it was rather exciting to think on that. To think of possibilities. Maybe. If, of course, Jorgie was even interested in her. Sure, Jorgie had flirted, but maybe she flirted with everyone. With a shake of her head, she went to find the hot sauce and pick up her own burrito and coffee before returning to join Jorgie on the veranda.

			“This is amazing,” Jorgie said around a mouthful of burrito. She shook more chilli sauce on her food.

			Marta shook her head. “You sure like the hot stuff. If I had half as much heat as you my head would explode.”

			“It’s an acquired taste,” Jorgie said. “But you’re right. I love it spicy.”

			The glance she shot Marta made her insides tremble. There was as much heat in Jorgie’s glance as there was on her burrito. Or maybe that was Marta seeing what she hoped to see. Jorgie was probably thinking about her breakfast, nothing more. But whatever it was, the pleasure of the moment made her mouth stretch into a grin. “I’ll have to try for more spice in my life then.”

			Their eyes met, and Marta forgot her food and her cooling coffee. There was only Jorgie’s warm brown glance and something small and fresh uncurling in the space between them.

			Jorgie was saying something. Her mouth was moving, but her words were drowned in the buzz of discovery in Marta’s head. “Sorry, what did you say?”

			Jorgie’s mouth quirked up in a fascinating manner. “Do you think Leo meant his offer to call on him for help at any time? I’m getting a marble fireplace delivered this morning for the front bedroom. It’s too heavy for me to move alone.”

			“I’m sure he meant it. Bang on his door and ask him.”

			“I will. Thanks. There’s a ceiling beam that needs reinforcement too. Maybe he could help with that at the same time.”

			“How’s it all coming along?”

			Jorgie reached for the hot sauce again. “Slowly. But I expected that. The floor is worse than I thought, at least in the front room. I cracked a pane of glass while I was fixing the window cord, so now I need a glazier. But other than that, all is okay.”

			“Did Sasha come through with the permit yet?”

			Jorgie’s mouth turned down at one corner. “Not yet. I hope she’s not all wind and hot air. According to what she told me, I should have it by now. I dropped Ginger’s plan in as they asked, but I haven’t heard back. It’s only been a week, so I shouldn’t complain. I hear it can take months if they object.”

			“It will be okay,” Marta said. But if the council started picking holes in the proposed work, who knew how long it would take.

			Jorgie was staring at the leg of her shorts, absently pulling a loose thread and watching it unravel. “I don’t want to sound too defeatist, but I’m honestly wondering if I’ve taken on too much. I’m only three weeks in, and it’s already looking like a much bigger task than I expected. The work I do in Worrock is nothing like this. There, I patch and fix and make do for people with no money to do a job properly. Am I crazy attempting this? Are you crazy, agreeing to go along with me?”

			“No. It’s beginning jitters. Of course the council takes their sweet time to do anything. It’s what councils do best. Leo will come and help you, and he’s one of the most upbeat people on the planet. It will be okay.” Would it? Hopefully, she wasn’t some Pollyanna pouring sugar on an unwinnable situation.

			“You’re right.” Jorgie took a final bite of the burrito and washed it down with a gulp of tea. “This is nothing I can’t handle.” She got to her feet. “And I need to get back to it. Will Leo be awake yet do you think? I don’t want to piss him off by disturbing his beauty sleep.”

			“Give him another hour,” Marta said. “He generally emerges, blinking like a sleepy tomcat, into the daylight sometime after nine. Soothe him with caffeine, admire his muscles for a couple of minutes, and then he’ll be good to go.”

			“I’ll take your advice.”

			Marta rose and collected the empty mugs. Should she ask Jorgie the thought that was in her head? Go for it, a little voice in her head urged. Since when had she thought twice about a friendly gesture? Except it’s not entirely a friendly gesture, the voice argued.

			“Are you doing anything tonight? Coral and I are going to the Retreat Hotel. We drink happy hour beer—well, I do. Coral insists on her sparkling wine, of course—and we have a pub feed. Coral and I thought we could introduce you to our local pub.”

			Jorgie hesitated, and Marta’s hopes fell.

			“No pressure. We go every couple of weeks, so it’s not now or never.”

			“I’d like that—if I’m not intruding.”

			“Of course not. Quite often some of the others come, but it’s usually Coral and me.”

			Jorgie’s grin spread to her eyes. “What time?”

			“Seven? The pub is staggering distance.”

			“It’s a date.”

			That dimple would one day be her undoing, of that Marta was sure. She crumpled the discarded foil from the burritos. This wasn’t really a date, date. But an evening out all the same.

			“We’ll bang on your door at seven.”

			* * *

			Marta turned the sign on her studio door to Open and stepped inside the small space. On one side of her was a chiropractor—Elspeth came in handy when Marta’s neck ached from bending over her potter’s wheel. On the other side was Bree, a writer who kept to herself. No one knew what Bree wrote—she was very private about it all. Coral joked that probably she wanted some quiet time away from her demanding husband and noisy kids. Leo speculated she wrote erotic bestsellers. More likely, she lay on the floor and had a snooze.

			Marta turned on the light and checked the pots she’d set aside to dry before firing. They were coming along well, but they’d need another few days before they went into the kiln.

			Today was a day for bits and pieces: labelling, pricing, contacting a couple of the stores that took her pieces on consignment. But first, and most urgently, she had to call Coral.

			Coral answered on the third ring. “Marta, darling, it must be important if you’re phoning me.”

			“I wanted to catch you before you saw Jorgie,” Marta replied. “Please tell me you haven’t seen her today.”

			“Not yet. Should I lie in wait for her behind the rosemary and snag her as she passes?”

			“No, nothing like that. I’ve invited her to the Retreat with us this evening. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Why would I mind?” Coral sounded surprised. “Unless…you’re wanting me to ‘have a migraine’ this evening and back out at the last moment?”

			“No!” Marta clutched her phone harder. “Please come. But, if you see her, can you make out that you and I talked about inviting her along before this morning? So that it doesn’t sound like a date.”

			“Marta.” Coral’s voice took on a chiding tone. “You like her—please do me the favour of not denying it. I saw how you looked at her when we learned about our inheritance. Like she was deliciously edible, and you couldn’t wait to dive in. The lust was dripping off you. Was there a damp patch on the seat when you stood? I didn’t check.”

			“Coral!” Despite her mortification, Marta’s lips twitched into a smile. “I do not drip lust—or anything else. I am refined, and delicate, and conservative, and—”

			“Oh, per-lease. I may be a menopausal senior citizen who isn’t at the lusty end of life, but I know what it looks like. I even remember what it’s like. And, occasionally, I still surprise myself. Remember that woman who came around from Meals on Wheels a couple of months ago, asking if I wanted to sign up?”

			“Yeah. I wonder who thought you needed that? Don’t you live in the most sharing community in Melbourne?”

			“Exactly.” Coral’s voice hummed with satisfaction. “I have the three major food groups at my fingertips at all times: coffee, sparkling wine, and chocolate. Anyway, if you’d checked how long the Meals on Wheels car was parked outside my place, you might have figured we were doing more than talking about the importance of five serves of veggies a day.”

			“Really?” Marta’s jaw dropped. “And you’re only telling me now? I am insulted, my friend. I tell you about my dates.”

			“I wouldn’t exactly call this a date. More a hook up. And yes, you tell me about your love life, but there hasn’t been much to tell lately, has there? Which is why I’m suggesting I slink off into the night later and leave you alone with Jorgie.”

			“It’s not like that.” Or was it? It most definitely was. And Coral was right; there’d been all too little excitement lately. The hottest thing in Marta’s life before Jorgie had been the birdseye chillies Leo grew in his backyard.

			“If you say so. But I have no idea why you’re hesitating. You might want to think on that. I’ll come around before seven, and then we can collect Jorgie.”

			“Okay.” Marta’s head whirled. Coral had a point. Why, exactly, was she hesitating? What was the worst that could happen? She could break my heart.

			“Earth to Marta. Yoo-hoo, darling, you’ve gone quiet. Stop obsessing. What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

			“You read my mind.” Marta huffed a laugh. “And you’re right. I don’t know why I’m so hesitant. Maybe it’s because we’re neighbours and I’ll have to face her over the fence every day if she rejects me.”

			“Not good enough. Anyway, I’ll see you later. Wear something short. I’ve seen her staring at your legs.” Coral ended the call in her usual abrupt manner.

			Coral was right—as she usually was. There was no reason for Marta to hold back. The covert glances she’d caught from Jorgie, the flirting. Oh yes, the flirting. Marta jumped to her feet and started pacing.

			She’d see what happened this evening. After all, Sasha may have called Jorgie and ensnared her in the past hour. The pang in her chest caught her unawares. Jealousy. She was jealous of Sasha, who was enough of a live wire to trap any female she wanted. But then Coral’s words echoed in her head: “I’ve seen her staring at your legs.”

			All Marta had to do was seize her chance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Retreat! Retreat!

			“Shorter than that.” Coral stood on Marta’s porch and folded her arms. “I can’t even see your knees.”

			“This is plenty short enough. It’s autumn. Cool evenings. Goosebumped legs aren’t appealing.”

			“It’s not that cold.” Coral turned a quick circle, arms outspread. Her gauzy scarves fluttered around her throat like a cloud of butterflies. “I’m showing more leg than you, saggy, baggy, and wrinkled as mine are.”

			Marta made a rude noise. “Your legs are gorgeous.” She smoothed down the front of her skirt. “This is fine.”

			“Rot.” Coral pushed past her into the hall and continued into the bedroom. She hummed as she flicked through Marta’s wardrobe.

			Marta watched her, amusement warring with irritation at Coral’s presumptuousness.

			Then Coral turned to face her, something bright yellow and turquoise in her hand. Something garish and small.

			Marta’s jaw dropped. “No way! That’s my beach sarong! It barely covers my butt.”

			“You have a nice butt.”

			“I do. Years of squats will do that to anyone. Even you. But I’m not wearing that to the pub.”

			“Okay then. Wear these.” Coral thrust a pair of navy linen shorts toward her.

			She considered them. The front pleat was flattering; the hem came to a few centimetres above her knees and would go with the silver-grey shirt she was wearing. They might work. “Okay then. You win.”

			Swiftly, she stripped off her skirt, threw it on her bed, and reached for the shorts.

			Coral jerked them out of reach. “Cotton underwear? With Minions on them? They weren’t even sexy when Minions was a thing. You’ve still got time to change.”

			“I have not, and I will not. I’m planning on keeping my underwear on all night.” She grabbed the shorts from Coral, ignoring the way her knees went weak at the thought of lowering her undies, Minions and all, very slowly for Jorgie.

			“Don’t know how you’re going to pee then.”

			Marta snorted. “Don’t know how no one’s murdered you yet.” She pulled on the shorts, grabbed Coral’s arm, and gave it a squeeze in apology. “Come on. We’re late.”

			Jorgie answered the door at the first bang. “I’m ready and dying for some interesting beer. Please tell me they do a good stout.”

			“They do,” said Coral. “A chocolate stout. I’m told by the beer-drinking Minions it’s delicious.” She nudged Marta. “Isn’t that right, Minion?”

			Coral’s nudge barely registered. Marta blinked rapidly, trying to clear the vision that was Jorgie from her cloudy mind. No one should look as good as she did in a white linen shirt, the sleeves casually rolled up her forearms, and the vee of the front dipping down between her breasts. No bra, if Marta wasn’t mistaken. The shirt was tucked into jeans that were faded and worn, as if they were much loved and much washed. They hugged Jorgie’s lean thighs like a second skin.

			Coral took a pace forward and stroked Jorgie’s shirt. “Good quality.” She leaned in so close that her nose nearly bumped Jorgie’s biceps. “They don’t make shirts like this anymore. Is it one of Bruce’s?”

			“Sprung.” Jorgie took a step back when it seemed likely Coral’s nose would touch her boob. “My wardrobe has more than doubled since I came here.”

			“It looks good on you,” Marta said. Good was an understatement. A huge one. Jorgie oozed sex appeal in that shirt.

			Coral straightened and nudged Jorgie in the arm. “What my usually articulate friend is trying to say is, you look amazing in that shirt. If I were ten years younger and didn’t have a dodgy hip, you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

			“Ten years?” Marta laughed to deflect from the heat in her cheeks. “Make that twenty.” Coral’s possible murder grew larger in her mind. “Although what were you telling me this morning about the Meals on Wheels lady? Your dodgy hip didn’t stop you then.”

			“Mm.” Coral licked her lips. “Meals on Wheels: good enough to eat. And I did.” She cackled like a broody hen and linked arms with Jorgie and Marta, dragging them toward the gate. “Now come on. The pub won’t wait around forever.”

			“I thought it had been there for at least one hundred years,” Jorgie said. “I’m sure it will last another ten minutes.”

			Marta stole a glance at her. From what she could see of Jorgie’s expression behind Coral’s fluttering scarves, she didn’t seem put off by Coral’s outrageousness.

			As if drawn by Marta’s glance, Jorgie looked across and their gazes connected and held. Jorgie’s smile grew, and she gave a wink.

			Marta wrinkled her nose in return, and her lips twitched into a smile as she allowed herself to be steamrollered down the street.

			Coral released them when they reached the pub, leading the way to the polished timber bar.

			Marta followed Jorgie, watching how her head swivelled around, obviously taking in the deliberately old-fashioned pub with its curving bar edged with a brass rail, and the stained glass in the head-height cabinets.

			“My shout,” Coral announced. “And I’m getting your dinner, Jorgie. It’s my turn to feed you, so I’m taking the easy way out. I recommend the lamb shanks. What do you want to drink?”

			Jorgie studied the labels on the beer taps. “I can’t go past that chocolate stout.”

			Coral nodded. “Marta? The usual?”

			“That’s new.” Marta pointed to a pale ale. “I’ll try that one.”

			They carried their drinks to a corner table and studied the menu. The buzz of conversation surrounded them, and a shout of a laughter echoed from the back bar. Stuart the barman was polishing glasses. His shirt was as fine and white as Jorgie’s.

			“Macadamia-crusted barramundi for me.” Marta flicked the menu to the centre of the small table.

			“Lamb shanks,” Coral said. “Jorgie?”

			“The lasagne sounds good, but I doubt it could beat yours. I’ll have the chicken pot pie.”

			Coral drained the last of her sparkling wine and jumped up. “I’ll order for you too, Marta.” She scurried off to the bar, her purple heels clacking on the tiles.

			Marta suppressed a small smile. Coral couldn’t be more obvious in her matchmaking if she tried. The thing was, what did Jorgie think about it?

			Jorgie tilted her head and studied Marta. “Is our flamboyant friend right? Do you think I look good in this shirt?” She fingered the linen.

			Marta’s heart fluttered, but the heat in her belly had nothing to do with linen, or the promise of a good dinner, and everything to do with how Jorgie looked in the crisp shirt. “You look better than Bruce did.” She gave Jorgie a slow smile, gaze lingering on her tanned skin and how it contrasted with the white shirt. Flirting? Oh yes, she could do that. “But I’m curious as to how you got such a perfectly ironed finish. Bruce’s iron burned out several months ago. He perfected the rumpled look after that.”

			Jorgie’s smile grew. “Leo came to help with the fireplace—it looks fantastic by the way—and I mentioned we were coming here. He went all fashionista on me and went through Bruce’s remaining clothes, found this, took it home and washed it in some magic fairy dust so it came up whiter than white, and then ironed it.”

			“He did good. I don’t think you’d look half as amazing in a grubby, crumpled shirt.” That wasn’t quite true. From what she’d seen of Jorgie so far, she looked good in anything. Marta bet that even wrapped in a painter’s drop sheet, she’d still be mouth-wateringly sexy.

			“Mm. I wonder how Leo is with interior design? Maybe he can sprinkle his sparkle over Number 94 when the major work is done.”

			“Take a look at his place before you commit to that. His design taste runs to dark rooms and industrial fittings.” Marta wriggled in her seat and resisted the temptation to tug her shorts further down her thighs. She’d thought them quite demure earlier; now she was sitting, they rode up to mid-thigh.

			Coral returned in a waft of chiffon, bearing a new glass of sparkling wine. She sat opposite and stuck her elbows on the small table. “Now I can really get to know you, Jorgie. How are you enjoying Melbourne?”

			“To be honest, I’ve seen an awful lot of the inside of Number 94, a few hardware stores and builders’ yards, the council offices, and not much else.”

			Coral tutted. “You need to get out more. Explore around. Get Leo to take you to his favourite dungeon, Elfin to the second-hand stores.”

			“I hear you’re the person to take me to the warehouse parties,” Jorgie said.

			“Not take, darling, but I can tell you when and where they happen. My wilder days have passed.” She tilted her glass.

			“Have you been to the convent yet?” Marta asked.

			“No, but I keep meaning to. From what you and Elfin say, it sounds wonderful.”

			“I can show you around sometime if you’d like,” Marta said. How did that sound? Too off-hand? Too keen?

			Coral gave her a wide grin and a not-so-subtle thumbs up.

			“I’d love that.” Jorgie gave her a slow smile that lit her eyes and did strange things to Marta’s insides.

			“Don’t forget to take her to the haunted tower,” Coral said. “Supposedly the ghost of a nun stalks the room. She fell in love with another nun and pined away into an early grave when Mother Superior sent her lover to a convent in New South Wales.”

			“Lesbian nuns. Got it. Between that, the pastries from Elfin’s bakery, and Marta’s pottery studio, I won’t be able to keep away.” She shot Marta a scorching sideways glance through her thick eyelashes.

			“My studio’s the least exciting of the three.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Jorgie said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

			Marta took a mouthful of ale to quell the leap inside her. Coral was right. She should stop holding back. Instead, she should channel her inner Sasha and make her interest plainer. She took a breath to answer, but at that moment the server arrived, three plates balanced on his arms.

			“Who’s having the lamb shanks?”

			“Me,” said Coral.

			Marta dragged a deep breath as the moment passed. They were just three friends having dinner in a pub, as friends had dinner the world over. She thanked the server as he placed her fish in front of her.

			The server set the pot pie in front of Jorgie and left. For the first couple of minutes there were only the sounds of eating and the scrape of cutlery, then the conversation meandered around the best local attractions and the farmers’ market at the convent.

			Jorgie set down her cutlery and tugged at her shirt. “Good thing this is loose. But my jeans are getting uncomfortably tight. That was delicious.”

			“Undo the button of your pants,” Marta said. “No one will notice.” Her mind spun away with the thought of Jorgie undoing her jeans.

			Jorgie straightened and untucked her shirt. For a second her face registered concentration, then she sighed. “Oh, that’s so much better.”

			Coral let out a small sigh. “I’ve got my old-woman skirt on. Elasticated waist. But Marta, those shorts of yours are a snug fit. You could undo the button without anyone seeing your underwear.”

			She wasn’t going to mention Minions again, was she? Marta sent her a quick glare.

			Coral smiled and raised her glass of sparkling wine.

			“My shorts are fine.”

			“Mm,” Jorgie said. “They are.”

			Marta’s pulse tripped the light fantastic at the warmth in Jorgie’s eyes, and she again stopped her fingers from worrying at the hem of her shorts.

			“Any more treasures come to light in the house?” Coral asked. “Love letters under the floorboards, a pair of gold rings sealed in the solid plaster, a butt plug under the mattress?”

			Marta rolled her eyes. Coral was Coral. No one could change her—and no one wanted to.

			Jorgie laughed. “Nothing as interesting as any of those. Plenty of photographs—I’ll have to show you as you’re both in a lot of them. Bruce obviously hadn’t embraced digital photography. I’ve also found a box of orthopaedic arch supports, and a mouse graveyard. That’s about as interesting as it gets so far.”

			“Mammal or computer?” Marta asked.

			“Mammal. At least, that’s what I think the bones are.”

			“So not a long-dead secret lover?” Coral stacked their empty plates to make more room on the small table.

			“Definitely not.” Jorgie pleated her napkin between her fingers. “Everyone speaks so well of Bruce… You both have such great memories of him. I have very few. I can’t remember his visits when I was small; just that one time when I came here. I wish I’d known him better.” Her voice held a wistful edge that tugged at Marta’s heartstrings.

			She reached out a hand and placed it over Jorgie’s, stilling her nervous motion. “One of the many good things about Bruce was that he didn’t judge or blame people. He knew where you lived, remember, and he chose not to visit you for his reasons, the same as you chose not to visit again for yours. And he left his house to you.”

			“Yeah. And he made sure you all were included.”

			“Do you mind that?” Marta asked. It was something that had niggled in her mind since the night Jorgie had told them all.

			“At first, I wondered why he’d done it. But I didn’t mind. After all, it was his choice. Once I met you all, it was obvious why.” Jorgie pinned her gaze on Marta. “Did you mind that he left the house primarily to me? Either of you?” She switched her gaze to Coral.

			Coral shook her head.

			“No! Of course not. You’re his family,” Marta said. “That’s generally what people do.”

			“We’re a strange sort of family though.” Jorgie ducked her head and stared down at the table. “His only sister was estranged, his only niece visited him once and then never again. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d left his money to the RSPCA.”

			“He was allergic to cats,” Coral said. “Except for the china pussies.”

			Marta’s hand still rested on Jorgie’s. She should remove it, but the feel of Jorgie’s skin under her fingers seemed right.

			Jorgie turned her hand over and linked it with hers then raised her head again. The smile she shot Marta made her inner muscles clench. She wiggled her toes in her sandals.

			“Thank you,” Jorgie said. “It’s easy to feel like an interloper in a tight-knit community. You’ve all been so welcoming here. I can see why Bruce considered you his family.” Her words had a heartfelt ring to them.

			Marta ducked her head to hide suddenly damp eyes. When she raised them, even Coral was misty-eyed.

			Coral picked up her glass, which was empty. “Whose shout?” Her voice was gruff.

			“Mine.” Jorgie gently freed her hand from Marta’s. “You sticking with the pale ale, Marta?”

			She nodded and watched Jorgie’s rear—enticing in the soft, faded jeans—as she sauntered to the bar.

			Coral leaned across the table. “Eyes front, darling. They’re on stalks.”

			Marta switched her gaze to her friend. “I can’t help it. She must have magnets in those jeans and I’m the iron filings.” She sighed. “Am I too obvious?”

			“Yes.” Coral tapped on the wooden table. “You’re as transfixed as a mouse in front of a red-bellied black snake. But that’s fine. So is Jorgie. You’re gonna get a piece soon or I’m the next president of the US of A.”

			“America couldn’t handle you. Give it another four years. As for the first part… I don’t know, Coral. I don’t know if I’m ready.”

			“What are you waiting for? Your boobies to sag? Your vag to become as dry as the Simpson Desert? You’re in your prime, girlfriend. Firm and—”

			“If you say ‘moist’, I’m out of here.”

			“Succulent,” Coral continued without missing a beat. She sobered and leaned in close. “She’s coming back. But if you want your Auntie Coral’s advice, I say go for it.” She sat back as Jorgie set their drinks on the table.

			Jorgie slid back onto her seat and lifted her glass. “Cheers.”

			“Cheers,” Marta and Coral echoed, and they all clinked glasses.

			“So you haven’t run back to New South Wales yet.” Coral regarded Jorgie with a half-smile.

			“No. But I’ll have to go home for at least a couple of days soon.”

			“Wife? Partner? Girlfriend? Adorable pet bunny who will turn into a casserole without you to protect it?” Coral asked.

			Marta sucked a quick breath. Jorgie didn’t act as if she had a girlfriend, but that didn’t mean anything. She held her breath as she waited for the answer.

			Jorgie laughed. “None of those. But I can’t leave Cilla on her own for too long. She gets into these slumps sometimes where she won’t leave the house or do anything for herself. I’ve got a friend looking in on her, but it’s not the same.”

			No girlfriend. The breath left Marta’s chest in a rush. “The offer still stands if you want me to nudge social services up there.”

			“Thank you.” Jorgie’s fingers found Marta’s beneath the table, and she squeezed. “I’ll see how she goes.”

			Marta squeezed back, and left her hand lying in Jorgie’s clasp. Her fingers were dry, slightly rough from all the physical work, and when she rubbed a thumb over the back of Marta’s hand, a small callous gave a delightful friction.

			It was hard to think of light conversation with Jorgie’s thumb making teasing circles.

			“Maybe you’ll be here for the next street party. We all bring food—and it doesn’t have to be fancy. Ruth up the street brought Vegemite sandwiches last time, and they got eaten.”

			“We mainly sit around and talk,” Coral said. “Sometimes Leo blasts techno and we have a dance party. That’s usually only when Alfonso’s illegal hooch comes out.”

			“He has a still?” Jorgie’s eyes crinkled. “I must find out where he got it. Is his hooch any good?”

			“No one’s died yet, but a few people have wished they had the day after,” Marta replied. “He’s in the process of, let’s say, perfecting his craft.”

			“Are you perfecting your craft too?” Jorgie’s words were low, for Marta’s ears only.

			She glanced at Coral, who was waving at someone across the bar.

			“My pottery? Absolutely. Or do you mean my other skills?” When had she acquired this seductive, deep voice that purred and caressed? Since she’d met Jorgie, apparently.

			Jorgie’s thumb made another pass. “Your pottery seems perfect to me. Your cooking is also MasterChef standard. I wonder what other skills you have.”

			Her lips twitched. “That’s for me to know.”

			“And for me to find out?”

			“Maybe.”

			Her heart skipped in her chest. If there was a MasterChef for flirting, she’d be in with a chance. She lifted the glass with her left hand to avoid breaking the clasp with Jorgie’s and took a mouthful.

			“Anyone for dessert?” Coral said. “Marta, are you having that coffee cheesecake you had last time?”

			Cheesecake wasn’t what sprang to mind when Marta thought of dessert right now. She shook her head. “I’m too full.”

			“Me too,” Jorgie said with a sigh. “Although it sounds good. The only dessert I usually make for myself is ice cream with chocolate sauce.”

			“Don’t knock it,” Coral said. “I’ve been known to have that as dinner.” Her glass was empty again.

			“My round.” Reluctantly, Marta disengaged her fingers from Jorgie’s and hoisted her bag onto her knee, searching for her wallet.

			“I’ll pass on another one, thanks,” said Jorgie. “That stout is as filling as the pot pie.”

			“Coral?”

			Coral gave her a long look. “I’m fine too. I think I’ll have an early night. You might want to get to bed early too, Marta. You’re looking flushed.”

			Really. Coral was as subtle as a sledgehammer. “My shout first next time then.” Marta slid off the stool and hoisted her bag up onto her shoulder.

			The others stood as well, and together they left the pub.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			What to Do in the Dark

			The yellow streetlights cast a glow over the footpath, adding a warmth to the already mild evening. A steady stream of traffic passed up Weatherby Street.

			The footpath was too narrow to walk three abreast, so Coral went ahead, leaving Jorgie and Marta to walk side by side.

			Marta flicked a glance at Jorgie. Should she make the first move? She thought it would be welcomed. After all, Jorgie had caressed her hand in the pub. She took a breath, swung her arm so that her fingers brushed Jorgie’s, and hooked their pinkies together.

			Jorgie nudged back, and then they were holding hands.

			Warmth travelled up Marta’s arm in a series of little zings. She smiled. Zings were good. How long since she’d felt them? She couldn’t remember, and that was a sad, sad thing. Now though, the heat was trickling up her arm as glowing as a fire on a winter night.

			Their steps matched, their footfalls keeping the same beat.

			Coral glanced back at them, and her gaze lowered to their linked hands. “Darlings, I’m going to have to hustle. I need to pee a waterfall. I should have done those pelvic floor exercises when I was younger. Do yours, Marta. Don’t wait until it’s too late. Toodles!” She increased speed until she was almost jogging in her high heels and turned the corner onto Gaylord Street.

			There was no way Coral could keep that pace up, and Marta was equally sure she didn’t want an early night. Sure enough, she slowed and nipped in Leo’s gate. No doubt going to report on the evening.

			Jorgie tugged at Marta’s hand, and when a gap appeared in the traffic, led her across the street and into the cobbled laneway that backed onto their houses. The loquat tree on the corner hung leafy shadows over the lane. A cat stalked in front of them and jumped onto a gatepost, where it sat staring at them.

			Marta wiggled her free hand at the cat. “Hello, kitty.”

			The cat stared impassively back at her.

			“I sometimes come this way,” Marta said. “But I don’t have my back gate key with me.”

			“I have mine,” Jorgie said. “And I get to inspect my rear entrance, which is sagging.”

			“If I were Coral, you’d hear a bad taste joke right about now.”

			“I’m glad you’re not Coral, lovely as she is.” Jorgie’s voice thrummed lower, smoother, sexier, or maybe it was the cocoon of darkness wrapped around them that made it seem that way.

			Despite her words, Jorgie showed no interest in the rusty corrugated iron fence at the back of her house. Marta’s heart leaped and skittered, anticipation of Jorgie’s real reason for coming this way making her pulse race. Privacy from Coral and Leo’s eager stares, perhaps? She stopped walking and turned to face Jorgie. “There’s your fence. And you can’t see much in the dark, but I can tell you it’s definitely sagging. Unlike your bottom, which is definitely not.”

			“You’ve been looking.” A smile vibrated in Jorgie’s voice.

			Marta stepped closer. “Of course I have. I’ve always enjoyed a nice view.” She met Jorgie’s eyes. “So. Fence? Or are you going to tell me your ulterior motive?”

			Jorgie lifted a hand and tucked a strand of hair behind Marta’s ear, brushing skin as she did so.

			Marta shivered.

			“What makes you think I have an ulterior motive?” Jorgie’s voice rumbled like stones in a river. She brought her fingers to Marta’s neck and they danced lightly around the collar of her blouse.

			“Don’t…don’t you?” If Jorgie sounded like a rippling river, her own voice was as croaky as a frog in a drain. But there was no room for words in her chest, what with her heart dancing a tango.

			“I think you know, Marta, and I think you have the same one. Why else would two usually sane women take the dark laneway with uneven cobbles when they could stroll easily along a smoother, well-lit pavement?”

			Marta didn’t know what to do with her hands. Pushing them into her front pockets seemed like a barrier, and she didn’t want that. Folded arms were out for the same reason. Her fingers rose, almost of their own accord, and wavered by her sides. She took a deep breath, and the tension melted from her shoulders. Her hands settled on Jorgie’s waist. She smiled into the darkness and took a tiny step forward.

			Suddenly, it was all so easy.

			Fabric slid softly under Marta’s touch as she spread her palm over Jorgie’s waist. She wasn’t sure which of them moved—maybe she shuffled her feet, maybe Jorgie took a tiny half-step. But closer they came.

			Marta’s senses burst into life, like a half-dead battery plugged into power. The soft linen overlying Jorgie’s slim waist. The fuzzy darkness of the laneway. The rumble of traffic on Hoddle Street to the west and voices drifting from a house a few doors up. And Jorgie’s crisp, clean scent in her nose, the brush of Jorgie’s fingers on her neck.

			Marta’s pulse pounded. The steady thump of her blood urged her to take that final small step, to fit her lips to Jorgie’s, to find out if her full lower lip was as pillowy and soft as it looked. Despite the two beers, her senses thrummed as if she was caffeine supercharged. How long since she’d kissed someone? Nearly a year. The answer leaped into her mind.

			Marta took a deep breath and raised her chin.

			Jorgie stared down at her, a smile gracing her beautiful, sensuous mouth. “This has been a long time coming.” She lowered her face so that it hovered close to Marta’s.

			Their breath mingled in the small space between them.

			Marta smiled in anticipation and her grip tightened on Jorgie’s waist. She licked her suddenly dry lips at the same moment as Jorgie lowered hers. Marta’s tongue brushed Jorgie’s mouth, and a zing of pleasure shot from her lips along her nerves until it seemed even her toes were tingling.

			Jorgie’s lips moved softly over hers, touching, sipping, warm and firm and, yes, soft. So incredibly soft.

			Marta sighed and sank into the warmth coursing through her blood, thrumming along her nerve pathways until all she wanted to do was spend the rest of her life in this dark laneway, with Jorgie kissing her.

			They drew apart for a second. Marta drew a quick breath, and then Jorgie’s mouth descended again. The kiss deepened, became more desirous, more urgent.

			Jorgie flicked her tongue along Marta’s lower lip in invitation.

			Marta parted her lips, and Jorgie’s tongue swept inside, seeking and electrifying.

			Oh God. This wasn’t just a kiss. This was a knee-trembling, liquefying, satisfying, mind-blowing experience. Something that should be added to the Melbourne tourist guides as a “must do” for the city. She smiled against Jorgie’s lips, only for that smile to be swept away in the caress of Jorgie’s tongue and the rocket of lust that zapped through her. Maybe she was lightheaded from lack of air, or maybe it was simply Jorgie’s electrifying touch.

			Wow. It was the only word in her head that would do justice to this. Wow. Wow.

			Jorgie shifted and withdrew slightly, enough that her lips slanted across Marta’s in a brush of softness. She lifted her head, but continued to stroke Marta’s neck in a gentle tickle.

			“I think we nailed that,” Jorgie whispered. “For a first kiss, that was spectacular.”

			Spectacular wasn’t the word for it. There were fireworks, rocket launches, and if the planet spun itself into the sun in the next two minutes, Marta wouldn’t notice. She couldn’t get any hotter. “It was. All-singing, all-dancing, all-around amazing.” Her lips tingled. “If everyone from Worrock kisses like that, I’m buying a coach ticket there for the weekend.”

			Jorgie laughed softly. “I wouldn’t know.”

			“Then I’ll stay here and kiss you instead.” Marta raised a finger and stroked it over Jorgie’s full lower lip before replacing her finger with her mouth.

			Daringly, she ran a hand over the small of Jorgie’s back, dipping into a gap where the loose shirt had pulled free to touch her skin. She moved her finger back and forth, working the gap wider to absorb the sensation of Jorgie’s skin, the heat, the softness, the desirability of her.

			With a small sigh, Jorgie stepped back. “Time out. Before we get totally carried away.”

			Disappointment shafted through her, but Marta nodded. Jorgie was right. And this urgent need for more was not usually her thing. This was a kiss. Only a kiss. They were still a long way from Jorgie seeing the Minions.

			“Are you okay?” Jorgie asked.

			Marta huffed a laugh. “After the best kiss of my life? I’m more than okay. I rate that a fourteen out of ten.”

			“That good, huh?” The smile in Jorgie’s voice trickled down Marta’s spine like caramel. “If we’re doing performance reviews, then you get the Most Valued Player award. Player I’d most like to kiss again.”

			“You can.” Marta’s lips tingled.

			“Soon. Very soon, I hope.” Jorgie caught Marta’s hand. “Let’s go through the house.”

			Marta linked her fingers with Jorgie’s and together they walked through the dusty house to the front door.

			“There’ll be an audience if we go outside,” Marta said. “I’m sure Coral’s been regaling Leo with tales of how we’re about to rip each other’s clothes off and have loud, ferocious sex up against the front door.”

			“That’s on next week’s schedule,” Jorgie said, deadpan. “But I don’t want to feel like a chimpanzee at the zoo with the kids outside the cage waiting for me to throw poo at them. So…” She moved closer.

			The kiss was sweeter and softer than the earlier ones, but no less hot. Marta finally stepped back, lips tingling, and squeezed Jorgie’s hand. “I’ll see you soon.”

			“You will.”

			The promise in Jorgie’s voice put a bounce in Marta’s step as she walked the few paces to her own door. With a wave to Leo and Coral, who were pretending to have a conversation at Leo’s gate, she went inside her house.

			Maybe she should reconsider the Minions underwear.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Premature Grey

			Jorgie leaned against the doorframe of the second bedroom and wiped her arm across her forehead. Despite the mask she wore, her world tasted of plaster dust, gritty and chalky and doubtless not good for her in any way.

			Unlike Marta, who’d tasted of pale ale and sunshine and was definitely good for her in all sorts of ways. Marta, who seemed like an angel with her pale hair and quiet ways, but who kissed like a demon. Marta, whom Jorgie couldn’t wait to kiss again.

			Jorgie had been disappointed when, that morning, it had been Elfin on her doorstep with a bag of pumpkin and ricotta pastries and a shy smile. But Jorgie couldn’t expect Marta to provide all her meals—that wasn’t fair. So she’d welcomed Elfin in, and they’d sat in the tiny backyard with coffee, and chatted about the bakery and whether Elfin should dye her hair sky-blue or purple to replace her current maroon.

			“How are things coming along?” Elfin asked.

			Jorgie showed her the completed front bedroom and re-laid floorboards in the hall. “I haven’t heard from the council yet, but if I don’t hear soon, I’ll have to either delay, or take a punt it will be okay and start knocking down the rear of the house anyway.”

			Elfin bit her lip. “I hope there won’t be much of a hold up.” Her face had a pinched, worried look to it.

			“Is everything okay, Elfin?” Jorgie asked gently.

			Elfin nodded once and her lip trembled into a weak grin. “I hope it will be.”

			She’d left after that, as if afraid Jorgie would ask more.

			Was Elfin really okay? Maybe Marta would know. She’d ask her, the next time she saw her. Hopefully soon. And with more kisses.

			For a moment, she paused. In the white haze of lust for Marta, she’d overlooked one thing: In a few months, she’d turn her back on Number 94 for the last time and return to Worrock to resume her normal life. The only possible future for her and Marta was one involving nine hours of highway driving each way. There was no way she could move to Melbourne, and from what she already knew of Marta, her wanting to move to Worrock was as unlikely as Jorgie moving to Mars.

			Jorgie squared her shoulders. So, a fling then. She could handle that. To raise any other possibility or look to the end of something that hadn’t even started seemed premature and presumptuous. Marta, too, must have already realised this, and was meeting Jorgie innuendo for innuendo, touch for touch. Kiss for kiss.

			A fling. The word settled in her mind. It sounded exciting, illicit, full of steaming hot sex and the thrill of the chase. The nearest thing she’d ever had to a fling was a few nights with a tourist passing through Cobar whom she’d met at one of the pub rock nights. That had been more expediency, nothing like the bone-melting lust she felt for Marta. Jorgie’s blood fizzed at the possibilities.

			She took another swing at the plaster which crumbled into chunks at her feet. The rather stale smell that had always permeated the second bedroom grew stronger. She crouched to inspect the wall. Bloody hell. The faint tidemark staining was more pronounced as the plaster fell away, and the brickwork behind showed rising damp. She blew out a breath in frustration. More work. More money. She straightened. It was nothing she couldn’t fix with damp-proofing, but it would take more time.

			And time was a-ticking. Six months, she’d told the others, and she was already five weeks into that. She swallowed away the worry and swung at the plaster until the brickwork was exposed along the entire wall. Chunks of plaster disintegrated under her feet, and a haze of dust hung in the air. She coughed and left the room to allow time for the dust to settle.

			In the kitchen, Jorgie made herself a cup of builder’s tea, strong and thick, and took it out to the backyard. She stared at the fence dividing her yard from Marta’s. Was she enjoying a coffee in the weak autumn sunshine? Was she still in bed? Or maybe she’d already gone to work. The tiny government car she used for her social work wasn’t out front, but maybe she’d been unable to get a park and the car was in another street.

			What was Marta doing this evening? They hadn’t made plans, neither had asked the other out. But it wasn’t as if she wouldn’t bump into Marta again. Her next-door neighbour. It could hardly be easier. Her fingers tingled with the remembered feel of the soft skin of Marta’s neck.

			Jorgie took a slurp of tea and turned to face the rear of the house. This was the biggest section of work: reducing it almost to a shell and starting fresh. A list of what was involved paraded through her mind: add support beams, smash down the inside walls, jackhammer out the concrete floor, install new plumbing, redo the floors, new interior walls. Electrics. Check the roof. Source a rear sliding door. And all that before the smoke and mirrors easy parts: plaster, paint, fixtures, fittings…and the necessary council inspections.

			Some people thought that “renovation” involved standing hand in hand with a loved one in Bunnings picking out gold or silver-coloured towel holders, and deciding between grey-green or green-grey granite countertops. She slugged another mouthful of tea.

			She could do this. Jorgie gave a short nod to the empty yard. And if she couldn’t, well, Leo was there to help, and she thought the others would lend a hand as well. The thought of Marta in a skimpy top, paint freckling her shoulders, her fine hair wrapped in a turban, was appealing.

			Her phone shrilled as she took the final mouthful of tea. She swallowed hastily and answered.

			“Jorgie Anderson?” a female voice asked.

			“That’s me.”

			“It’s Sasha from the council. I’ve got good news for you. We’ve approved your plans. You can collect the stamped plans tomorrow morning, but you can start anytime.” She laughed. “Seems Ginger still knows his stuff.”

			“Thank you. That’s fantastic news.” Jorgie sat on the bench by the back door. “And yes, Ginger did help.”

			“I figured. He knows all the tricks. Now”—Sasha’s voice took on a smoother, softer tone—“if you’d like, I can drop the plans around to you tonight. I’m meeting some friends at the Convent Bar, and you’re on the way. It would save you a trip in the morning.”

			Jorgie hesitated. Was this more than a simple offer? Sasha’s bold glances in the council office made her think it might be. Or maybe Sasha simply was going to the Convent Bar. “I don’t want to take you out of your way.”

			“You’re not. It would be nice to see you again, Jorgie.”

			Why was she hesitating? Sasha was certainly a gorgeous woman who seemed like fun. Marta’s narrow face flashed before her eyes, her warm brown eyes and bright smile. And that kiss. But Sasha had been extremely helpful. The least she could do was invite her in for a beer.

			“Sure,” she said. “That would be good. I figure I owe you a beer or two for your help when I lodged the forms.”

			“A beer will be great, but not because you owe me one. I used to live in Gaylord Street. That neighbourhood is special. I like to help when I can. Sixish this evening okay?”

			“Sure. I’m usually still working at that time though, so don’t expect anything fancy. I’ll still be sweaty, and prematurely grey from plaster dust.” That seemed like a compromise. She’d welcome Sasha for a drink, but this should make it obvious she wasn’t offering anything else.

			“No worries,” Sasha said. “I’ll see you later.”

			Jorgie set the phone on the bench next to her and leaned back against the wall, closing her eyes and turning her face up to the sun. Council approval. Her mind hummed with her to-do list. Get the second bedroom finished as soon as she could so she had space to move while she demolished the rear of the house.

			“Meow.”

			Jorgie opened her eyes. A cat sat on the edge of the timber deck staring at her. Was it the same one they’d seen last night?

			Just before she’d kissed Marta.

			Before she could go down that rabbit-hole of happy, distracting thoughts, Jorgie held out her hand. “Here, kitty.”

			The cat meowed again, stood, and stretched. It was a small tabby, very skinny, with a tail that seemed too long for its body.

			Jorgie stayed still, and she and the cat regarded each other.

			Then, with a small harrumph, the cat padded over to sniff her fingers. There was no collar or registration tag. Maybe it was a stray—that would explain its lean, hungry look.

			Seemingly satisfied that Jorgie was harmless, the cat rubbed its head on her shin.

			“Where did you come from?” She reached slowly to pet its head.

			The cat arched up to her caress.

			“No one to take care of you? Maybe you had your own human once; you don’t seem very scared of me.”

			Slowly Jorgie stood and took a pace away. The cat followed.

			“You stay there. I’ll get you some water at least.”

			Inside the house, she grabbed a plastic container and filled it with water. She picked another dish and a small can of tuna from the cupboard and returned to the backyard.

			The cat was still there, sitting regally on the bench and staring fixedly at the door, as if awaiting the return of its servant.

			Jorgie set down the container, popped the tuna can, and shook it into the dish, then retreated to the bench.

			The cat leaped down gracefully and stuck its head into the food, eating fast.

			Jorgie watched for a moment, then went back into the house. The cat seemed sweet, but it was pointless bonding with it. She would only be here a few more months, then she was going home. Back to Worrock.

			The cat slipped from her mind as she returned to the second bedroom. The dust from her earlier destruction had settled as fine powder. She grabbed a plastic sheet and set about removing the plaster chunks.

			* * *

			Jorgie idled the truck along Gaylord Street, hoping for a parking spot. On her second circuit, she got lucky and dived into a spot outside Elfin’s house. She unloaded the damp-proof injector kit and the masonry drill bits and lugged them the few metres to Number 94. As she reached the front door, Marta’s door swung open, and she stepped out.

			Jorgie’s heart flipped in her chest. Marta’s fine hair brushed the collar of her neat blouse. Its softness had tickled her hand the night before, right before the warmth of Marta’s lips set her world on fire. She put down her purchases and stuck her hands in her back pockets. “Hi.”

			“Hi yourself,” Marta said. Her smile peeped shyly. “I heard you banging earlier. How are things with you?”

			“Good. Great.” Playing it cool was out. Jorgie’s lips twitched, and she gave in to the urge to grin. “Although last night was a stand-out in the good-and-great stakes.”

			Marta’s smile grew wider. “You enjoyed Coral’s utter lack of tact, and strange comments about Meals on Wheels?”

			“I did actually, but that’s not what I meant.”

			“The stout at the Retreat is rather good.”

			“It is. That would be the good part of the evening.”

			Marta sighed theatrically. “Then the great part must have been Coral extolling the virtues of pelvic floor exercises.”

			“That doesn’t rate a mention. If you come around here for a minute, I can remind you about the great part.”

			Marta wrinkled her nose. “I’d love a long, slow reminder, but I’m on my way to see a client.”

			“I can work quickly.”

			Marta tucked her briefcase under one arm. “Show me.” She came around the wall between the two houses.

			Jorgie opened her front door and, leaving the damp course on the step, took Marta’s hand and tugged her inside. She kicked the door closed with a foot.

			Marta tilted her head. “You’re not leaving it open for passers-by to gawk?”

			“Strangely, no.” Her insides danced a jig as she threaded her fingers firmly through Marta’s.

			Marta took a small pace forward, set her case on the floor, placed her hands on Jorgie’s shoulders, and pressed her back against the wall. “I mustn’t get dust on my work clothes.”

			“You’re lucky this isn’t wet paint,” she managed, before Marta rose on her toes and pressed her lips to Jorgie’s, leaving a gap between their bodies. The air left her lungs in a whoosh as Marta opened her mouth over Jorgie’s lips and stroked insistently with her tongue.

			Warmth trickled down her spine like melted chocolate. Her nipples hardened underneath her T-shirt, and showers of sparks erupted behind her closed eyelids. Her hand tingled with the need to touch Marta, but mindful of her dirty state, she pressed her palms flat against the wall instead.

			For a long, lazy minute, their tongues duelled together in a hot, wet dance that spiralled up to a crescendo that left Jorgie dazed. Marta had kissed like a demon last night; it seemed she’d upped the ante. What was the next step up from demon? Archdemon? Chief Seductress, Marta the Incandescent?

			Marta drew back. “I have to go.” She stepped back and smoothed the front of her blouse. Her eyes flashed regret.

			Jorgie rested a finger on her lower lip, engorged and tender, and imagined it was Marta’s touch.

			“It’s my turn to feed you tonight,” Marta said. “I’d like to invite you over to eat, but I’ll have paperwork to complete after this visit—if I manage to get out of your door in time to go in the first place. But I’ll drop your dinner around beforehand. Maybe we could have a glass of wine together?”

			“I’d like that.”

			“Then I’ll see you, oh, say 6.30?”

			Jorgie nodded, and watched as Marta picked up her case, blew a kiss, pulled open the door, and was gone.

			She listened for the sound of Marta’s car pulling away, then with a sigh, retrieved the damp course and returned to the second bedroom.

			She crouched on the floor and ripped open the packaging. Maybe she’d go and buy some nice cheese and have it ready when Marta came. Shit! Jorgie sat back on her heels. How could she have forgotten that Sasha was coming around after six?

			* * *

			“Here you go.” Sasha handed Jorgie a thick envelope. “Signed, sealed, and now delivered.”

			“Thanks. That’s really good of you. You’re welcome to come in for a beer if you can stand the mess, but I understand if you’d rather not.” She gestured at her own grubby singlet and cargo shorts. “The house is a bit of a tip at the moment.”

			“I’d like a look. I won’t lean on anything dusty.” Sasha flashed a smile, and her gaze swept up and down Jorgie’s body. “That includes you.”

			“I don’t blame you,” Jorgie said. A ripple of relief went through her. Sasha was gorgeous, especially now in a lemon-and-white T-shirt, and close-fitting jeans that hugged her curves. But while Sasha oozed sex appeal and charisma in bucketloads, Jorgie didn’t have the flip-flop feeling in her stomach she got when she thought of Marta. She led the way to the kitchen, set the plans on the bench, and pulled two beers from the fridge.

			“I can see why you’re renovating,” Sasha said. “This probably hasn’t changed since 1950.” She ran a finger over the ancient cooktop. “You probably know every restaurant and takeaway around here.”

			“Some,” Jorgie said. “And the neighbours have adopted me. I get fed a lot.”

			“Mm. I can see why.” That quick up and down appreciation from Sasha again. “They’re good people in Gaylord Street. I was sorry to move away.” She took a mouthful of beer. “I’m meeting people from those days in the Convent Bar. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like. Make some new friends.” Sasha’s gaze lingered on Jorgie’s chest.

			Jorgie picked her singlet away from her skin. “Thanks, but I’ll pass. I’m not really dressed for it, and I’d like to get another hour’s work done before I stop for the day.”

			“No worries.” Sasha’s easy smile shone for a second. “You’re pushing yourself. Is there some sort of deadline?”

			“I’ve given myself six months to finish and get the house on the market. There you go—inside knowledge. Maybe you’ll buy it and move back.”

			Sasha pulled out one of the stools and wiped her palm over it to shift the dust. “Lovely thought, but above my price bracket. Besides, Ellie really likes Brunswick, and I really like my girlfriend and want to keep her happy.”

			Girlfriend. Some of the tension unwound in Jorgie’s chest. “That is important.”

			“Ellie works in Richmond,” Sasha said. “She’ll be at the Convent Bar this evening as well.” She rested her elbows on the bench then removed them hastily and brushed at the dust on her skin. “There are a couple of single women coming too. Hot and available single women, who would leap out of their Birkenstocks at the chance to meet you.”

			“Thank you, but I’ve probably got enough on my plate at the moment.” She waved a hand around the house.

			Sasha winked. “I was talking about a night or two, not a U-Haul.”

			“Even so, I’ll take a pass.” Part of her wondered why she was turning down the offer. But, it seemed the thought of any other women had been scorched from her brain by the blowtorch of Marta’s kiss.

			“No worries.” Sasha twisted the beer bottle in her hand then drained the remainder in long gulps. “I’ve done my part by asking you along. I mentioned you to a couple of the women I’m meeting tonight, and they were literally drooling. It was very messy. For all that Melbourne’s a big city, sometimes the dating pool can seem tiny.” She stood. “I’ll leave you to it. If you change your mind about this evening, we’ll be there until eleven or so. I can practically guarantee you’ll get lucky; Zoe will take one look at you and start ripping her clothes off.”

			“Maybe I will,” Jorgie said. No way. She followed Sasha along the hallway.

			Sasha yanked open the front door.

			Marta stood on the porch; one hand raised ready to knock. The other held an insulated food bag and a bottle of wine. Her eyebrows arched in surprise.

			“Hi Marta,” Sasha said. “Long time, no see.”

			“You too,” Marta said. Her gaze flicked from Sasha to Jorgie and back again.

			“I’ve been meaning to give you a call for a while now. See if you wanted to catch up. I’ve missed all the news from Gaylord Street,” Sasha continued.

			“I’m sure Jorgie will fill you in.”

			Was it Jorgie’s imagination, or was Marta’s tone cool? Disinterested?

			“I’m heading down to the Convent Bar. I’m trying to persuade Jorgie to come too—I might have succeeded. You’re welcome to join us as well.”

			Something indefinable flashed across Marta’s expressive face before it smoothed. “Thanks, but I’ve got work to finish tonight. I’ll leave you to it. Nice to see you again, Sasha.” To Jorgie she said, “Your dinner. Beef and juniper casserole, and mashed potatoes. The wine I promised you. I’ll leave it here. If you’re eating at the Convent Bar, it will keep until tomorrow. Catch you soon. Bye, Sasha.” She set down the food and wine, then retreated backward down the step, her face fixed in a rigid smile.

			Jorgie watched with a sinking heart as Marta scurried in her front door, which closed with a decisive click. Bloody hell. It didn’t take a degree in psychology to figure out what Marta must have thought.

			“She okay?” Sasha asked. “She never used to be that weird.”

			Jorgie shrugged. She didn’t want to discuss Marta with Sasha. And to her, Marta hadn’t acted weird; she’d acted hurt.

			Sasha let herself out of the gate. “So I’ll tell Zoe it’s a definite maybe then.” With a wiggle of her fingers, she left.

			Jorgie went back inside. Marta knew about Sasha’s reputation. To her, it must have appeared that Jorgie was going on a date with her. Her stomach twisted with worry. Should she knock on the door and set Marta straight? But her door had closed with such finality. And Marta had said she had to work. Jorgie sighed. Surely, after the kiss they’d shared only hours earlier, Marta didn’t think Jorgie would go on a date with Sasha. And she knew Sasha had helped with the plans.

			Still…

			Jorgie took a pace toward Marta’s front door. She’d go and explain. It would only take a minute. Hopefully, it would reassure Marta, remove the tight, shuttered look that had covered her face.

			Her phone rang and she cursed. She pulled it from her pocket and glanced at the screen. Cilla. Damn. She couldn’t let that go to voicemail. She pushed away the impulse to ignore the call. “Hi Cilla, how’s things in Worrock?”

			“It’s home, Jorgie. Not Worrock. Since when has Worrock not been home?”

			“Home,” Jorgie corrected with an internal sigh. A fretful and picky Cilla was not a good sign. “What are you up to?”

			“Nothing much. Netflix is down, Prue is away in Adelaide. I’m sitting on the deck watching the grass wither. When are you coming home?”

			“Not yet. I told you; this work will take about six months.”

			“Didn’t say nothing about not coming home for six months,” Cilla said acerbically. “Or are you too good for us now?”

			“No need to get salty on me. You know that’s not true.”

			A whoosh of breath down the line. “I know. I’m sorry, Jorgie. I’m just bored. Nothing much happens here.”

			“It’s bingo tonight at the pub. And that Zumba class you wanted to try is tomorrow morning. Jill is always trying to get you to volunteer at the op shop—you could give that a go.”

			“I might. But it’s all so samey. Same people, same conversation, same tired old activities.”

			“You used to love all that. And nothing would change if I was there.”

			“I miss you, Jorgie.”

			“I miss you too. But I can’t drop everything and come home. I must finish this now that I’ve started. I could come for a weekend though. Soon.”

			“You do that, love. Come home for your old mum.”

			Jorgie closed her eyes. She should have gone before now. It wasn’t fair to leave Cilla alone for so long. “Maybe the weekend after next.”

			“That would be lovely.” A spark of life flickered in Cilla’s voice. “Maybe we could go to Cobar, have a feed, play the pokies.”

			Oh God. Shoot me now. The slot machines put Jorgie in a boredom stupor. But Cilla loved them, and that was the main thing. “Sure. We can do that.”

			“How’s Bruce’s house coming along?”

			“Slowly. But the council approved the plans today, so I can start smashing down things now.”

			“Your favourite part. I remember when you redid my bathroom. You must have been seventeen. You borrowed a sledgehammer from someone and attacked the tiles as if they were your enemy. Then, once they were all gone, you went camping for a long weekend with your mates, leaving me with no bathroom.”

			“That was a long time ago,” Jorgie protested. “And I did you a beautiful bathroom.”

			“You did. Eventually. With subway tiles, long before they were trendy.”

			“They were cheap. And you had the most modern bathroom of anyone.”

			“I did. You’re a good daughter, Jorgie. That’s why I miss you so much. You’re the only person who understands me. No one here does.”

			Oh no. When Cilla got into her self-pitying cycle, it took time and care and love to bring her out of it. Jorgie flicked a glance to Marta’s door. Still closed. What had she expected? The need to go and knock, explain about Sasha, beat inside her. But she couldn’t ignore Cilla. Cilla was family, her mother, her only relative now. Maybe there would be time when the call ended.

			“Did you plant the tomatoes Betty gave you?” she asked.

			“No. Not yet. I can’t find a trowel. Can you come before the weekend after next? You could do it in a few minutes.”

			“I can’t yet. I’m sorry, Cilla. I really am. I’ll come soon.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, love and concern for her mother surging in twin tides in her chest. She sat once more. This call would be long. A fretful Cilla was not easily reassured.

			It was over an hour later when they said their goodbyes. She looked at the time on her phone; nearly eight. Was it too late to knock on Marta’s door? Surely not. Tucking her phone in the back pocket of her jeans, Jorgie walked next door and rang the bell.

			She waited, but no footsteps sounded down the hall. Marta must be engrossed in her work. Jorgie retreated to her veranda, biting her lip. Leaving things unresolved made her stomach churn with anxiety, but it seemed she’d have to, at least for now.

			And what to do about Cilla? Memories of three different Cillas jostled for space in her head. The Three Stages of Cilla. It sounded like a Broadway show, and it certainly had enough drama for one. Stage One was the picture-book single mother, doing the best she could to make a home for herself and Jorgie. Baking cookies, watching clouds together, and teaching Jorgie how to dream, how to be her best. Their life was as sweet and sugary as a Hallmark Christmas. There was even a kitten.

			Stage Two was the dramatic one. The screaming, the friends who turned out not to be friends. Mysterious packages arriving, graffiti on the fence that turned out to be code for her less than wholesome activities. Visits from the police and social services. The lack of food. No wonder Jorgie had rebelled. It was during this stage she’d gone to visit Bruce.

			He’d given her the confidence in herself to return home and make plans to leave. And he’d tried, in his clumsy way, to force Cilla onto a better path.

			Jorgie snorted. That hadn’t ended so well. But maybe, in the end, it had counted for something. Stage Three had started not long after that and was still ticking along in a flat, unbroken line. If only Cilla could regain some of her earlier spark.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			A Rabbit Called Herbert

			Marta closed her front door, settled her bag more firmly on her shoulder, and headed out of the gate. She was earlier than usual; it wasn’t even seven, but she’d been awake since four, staring at the ceiling and cursing herself for having misjudged Jorgie. She hadn’t picked her for someone who would kiss someone hard enough to make the moon and the stars sway in the heavens, and then go out on a date with someone else the next night—but it seemed that was exactly the person Jorgie was. In the middle of the night, it was all too easy to think that.

			The May morning was delightfully cool for autumn. If she concentrated hard and used her imagination, she could almost feel the start of winter in the air.

			“Marta! Wait up.” Scurrying feet sounded on the pavement behind her. Elfin slowed as she caught up, her omnipresent Doc Martens slapping on the concrete. “Going to your studio?”

			Marta nodded. “It’s my kiln day. And I’ve got an idea for soup mugs I want to try.”

			“Rad.” Elfin stuck her hands in the pockets of her over-sized jacket—one of Bruce’s. “I’m going to work. I’ve got a few more hours this week, which is good. More money.”

			Marta snuck her a sideways glance. Was Elfin okay? The memory of her sitting in Jorgie’s living room saying she wanted to sell immediately was still vivid. “Are you getting enough hours to get by?”

			“Yeah.” Elfin stared at her feet marching along the pavement. “I live cheaply.” She flashed a glance at Marta. “You’re wondering why I wanted to sell, aren’t you? I can hear your brain ticking.” She continued before Marta could answer. “It’s something unusual. Not just rent and beer money. I can’t tell you. It involves someone else. Someone…important to me.”

			“Elfin, is it anything I can help with?” Marta’s heart cracked at the catch in Elfin’s voice. “You don’t have to tell me the reason; just tell me what you need.”

			“Thank you, Marta. You’re kind peoples. But unless you’ve got a few grand stashed away you don’t need anytime soon, then there’s nothing you can do.”

			“I don’t. I’m sorry.” She reached out a hand, and Elfin took it. “But if I can help with other things…you’d tell me, wouldn’t you? I have a spare room if you need somewhere to live for a while.” Elfin’s housemate Lulu seemed lovely, but you never could tell what went on behind closed doors.

			“Thanks, but that’s not it. Lulu’s great. I’m making rent.”

			Marta was silent, giving space for Elfin to talk if she wanted, but she was quiet.

			After a few minutes, Marta said, “I wonder who will buy Number 94 when Jorgie’s finished the work? It’s a couple of years at least since something was sold in this part of Gaylord Street. The last house that came up for rent was yours. It will be strange having new people around.”

			Elfin’s lips twitched into a smile. “We won’t have any say in who buys it. It’ll be the highest bidder. They’ll probably be a high-profile business couple. She’ll be a lawyer; he’ll be an accountant. They’ll march out the door dressed in power suits every morning at 6.30 a.m. on their way to the city. They’ll have a small dog, a Pomeranian maybe, who’ll be shut in with puppy pee pads all day until they come home at eight at night to order Uber Eats. The poor dog will bark all day from boredom and drive you crazy. Then in a couple of years, they’ll produce the perfect child, leave the dog at the RSPCA shelter, and move to Kew on the ‘desirable’ side of the river, where there are large houses and gardens, and little Damian or Hermione can run around and bond with nature, under the supervision of a French au pair who’s more interested in ogling the contractors working on the mansion across the road.”

			“Near Kew or Far Kew?” Marta sniggered at the old joke. “You’ve really given this some thought.”

			Elfin ducked her head. “I daydream a lot, when it’s quiet at the bakery.”

			“Have you thought of an ideal buyer?”

			“Oh yes. A queer person of course, female or enby. They’ll be in their twenties, self-employed in something creative. They won a big arts prize and that’s their house deposit. They’ll be fun and outgoing and ride a moped, which will be stolen one night and will turn up in Leo’s yard the next morning—he’ll have ‘borrowed’ it to take his latest conquest for a joyride. Everyone in the street will love them—even Ginger will be won around as they’ll be able to talk design with him. They’ll own a rabbit, and it will escape every so often and hop around the street eating Leo’s vegetables and Coral’s weeds.”

			“What’s the rabbit called?” Marta played along.

			“Something cute like Herbert. Certainly not Bugs, and very definitely not Casserole.”

			“And will they fall in love with you?” So far, the mythical buyer for Number 94 sounded like Elfin’s ideal partner.

			Elfin’s smile wobbled, and Marta cursed herself for her tactless comment.

			“No,” Elfin replied. “I’m…not looking. Maybe they’ll buy the bakery though and make me the manager.” She shot Marta a sideways glance that almost was a smile. “Or they’ll want to invest in the best and brightest pottery studio this side of the Yarra River.”

			“Maybe. But I like being my own boss.” She squeezed Elfin’s hand then released it. “You’d be a great bakery manager though, so I’ll take that scenario.” She sighed. “I wish things wouldn’t change in Gaylord Street. I guess I’m set in my ways, but I love the way things are right now. Our happy little gang of friends. A great place to live.”

			“Is living next door to Jorgie part of what you love?” Elfin stuck her hands back in the pockets of Bruce’s jacket. “Seems the two of you are getting on very well.”

			Jorgie’s scorching kiss tumbled through Marta’s mind, followed immediately by the memory of Sasha, as gorgeous as ever in a yellow-and-white T-shirt. Had Marta been wrong about Jorgie? Or was she seeing something that didn’t exist? After all, she knew Sasha quite well, and liked her—when she wasn’t hitting on Jorgie anyway.

			Marta hunched her shoulders, conflicting thoughts racing through her mind. “Yes, living next door to Jorgie is part of what I love about our street. She’s a good neighbour. And good peoples.”

			She hoped that was still true.

			* * *

			Marta pushed her hair out of her eyes and squinted at the soup mug she was painting. At times like this, she wished her hair was long enough to tie in a ponytail, or short enough that it wouldn’t even reach her eyes. But with her fine hair, she’d learned by trial and error that this length suited her best. She pushed her reading glasses up her nose and concentrated on the native Aussie animals she was painting around the mug’s rim.

			Her mind kept wandering, away from platypus and koalas, and back to Sasha’s invitation to Jorgie the evening before. Had it been a date? Had Jorgie gone? The more Marta sifted through her memories, the harder it was to accurately remember. Jorgie had seemed somewhat discomforted by Sasha’s words, but maybe it had been embarrassment that Marta had overheard them. Or maybe it had simply been indigestion caused by Leo’s lunchtime special: ham and peanut butter sandwiches.

			Marta wiggled her brush in the black paint and dabbed a button nose on the koala. If only her stomach would stop its nervous churning. Sasha had done Jorgie—and by extension all of them—a huge favour with the plans. Jorgie was probably paying back in beer. Marta gave a short nod. Yes, that’s what it was. Jorgie wasn’t the sort of person to kiss a woman as if the sky and heavens and all the angels had fallen to earth and landed on her lips, and then go out on a hot date with someone else in the next minute.

			No, Jorgie was not like that.

			Her brush had remained in place too long, and the koala’s cute black nose had engulfed its head. Marta dabbed with a rag, but it was too late; the paint had bled, and the mug would be yet another she’d offer for free to her friends. On a whim, she took the next mug, painted a lop-eared bunny on it, and wrote Herbert underneath. She’d give it to Elfin.

			She needed to stop fretting about what might or might not be—ideally before she ruined a whole line of soup mugs. A coffee and maybe an apple scroll from the bakery would set her right. She went to the sink to rinse her brush.

			Tonight was the monthly street get-together. Surely, Jorgie would be there. They could talk then.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			With Friends Like This

			Leo and Alfonso were already setting up the long tables they used for the potluck when Marta arrived home. Coral hovered next to them, her wide-mouthed champagne glass in hand, directing Leo as to the best way to secure the table legs—as if he hadn’t done it dozens of times before.

			When she spied Marta, she came trotting over and greeted her with a kiss on the cheek. “Darling! I haven’t seen you in ages.” She linked arms with Marta and dragged her away from the others.

			“It’s been two days, Coral. It’s often longer than that.”

			“But not when you’ve got delightful gossip to share. News that will blow my socks off my gnarly feet and unpainted toenails. A secret that will make me hug you and whisper that it’s about time.”

			Marta rolled her eyes. “In a few days, you’ll have a present of a soup mug with a koala fighting a black cloud painted on it. Will that blow your socks off? Not that you’re wearing any.”

			“That’s not what I meant. I’m talking about you and you-know-who, and the you-know-what that you did.” Coral gave her an exaggerated wink.

			“Okay then.” Marta sighed. “You’re my best friend and I wouldn’t say this to anyone else. So what I’m about to tell you stays between you and me, agreed? No telling Leo, no standing on the table after a bottle of sparkling wine and screaming it to everyone. No sneaky emails to Ginger later. Agreed?”

			“Agreed.” Coral took a slurp from her glass.

			“Swear on your fridge full of French champagne?”

			“I swear.”

			Marta leaned close enough to whisper in Coral’s ear. “Aldi’s special buy next Wednesday is thermal underwear. I suggest you get in line early—they’ll go fast.”

			“Pft.” Coral laughed, then tapped her on the arm. “You know I only wear silk next to my skin. Now tell me what I really want to know. You. Jorgie. Kisses in the dark laneway.”

			“How do you know about that?” Surely Coral hadn’t spied on them from the corner, or sent up a drone?

			“I didn’t until two seconds ago.” Coral smirked at Marta’s frustrated expression. “Gotcha. So now you have to tell me.”

			Marta took Coral’s arm and steered her away from where Leo was dawdling with a pile of plates for no reason whatsoever except that he was within earshot of them. “We kissed in the laneway.”

			“I knew it.” If Coral hadn’t been clutching her glass, Marta was sure she would have fist-pumped. “And? Have you smooshed your ladyparts together yet?”

			Marta’s eyebrows hit her hairline. “That’s a new expression, even for you.”

			“Did you do the horizontal jiggy-dance, did you Netflix and chill, what about some good old-fashioned frottage?”

			“Sometimes, Coral, I worry about you.”

			“You love me.”

			“I do. In a dear-friend way. Let me make that clear before you consider me as a substitute for Meals on Wheels.”

			“So that’s a yes to the frottage then?”

			Marta sighed. “That’s a no. Nothing happened past the kiss. Kisses. Several of them. Hot and spine-tingling, dreamy and sensual, kisses that took me to the stratosphere, to the moon and stars.”

			Coral stared at her. “You must be oxygen-deprived after being blown into orbit. I’ve never known you this poetic. Now”—her voice took on a brisk tone—“go home, change into something short and sexy, grab whatever delicious food you’ve prepared from the fridge and a bottle of the good stuff, and return as fast as you can. And promise your Auntie Coral that tonight you’ll finish what you started with Jorgie.”

			The greyness of earlier clutched her heart and she stared at Coral. “I can’t promise that.”

			Coral flicked her pink scarf away from Marta’s hair. “Coral the Clairvoyant senses there is more to this story. But Coral the Clairvoyant also foresees that if in twenty minutes Marta is not dressed in something short and sexy that isn’t covered in blobs of paint, there will be blood. Now go. You can tell me the rest of the story later.”

			Marta managed a wobbly smile and took a few steps toward her house.

			“And no Minions,” Coral shouted across the street.

			* * *

			Marta sat with Alfonso, Ginger, and some of the people who lived further up the street. She half-listened to Alfonso pontificating about the local council elections, sipped a beer, and tried not to stare at Jorgie’s black door, which was firmly closed. It was past seven. Maybe Jorgie wasn’t coming. Maybe she’d gone on another date with Sasha. Maybe—Marta swallowed in dismay as the thought hit her—she had yet to come home from the last one.

			“So where’s Gaylord Street’s newest resident?” Alfonso interrupted his own complaints about resident parking permits. “Expected to see her here.”

			Marta shrugged. “I mentioned it to her. Maybe she’s busy. She could be still working.”

			“Well, that’s not right.” Alfonso struggled to his feet from the low chair and smoothed the front of his shirt. “That gal’s been slaving away since she got here. Who’s been helping her?” He fixed Marta with a beady eye.

			“Leo,” Marta said. “And the rest of us have supplied her food and drink. She said she’d ask for assistance if she needed it.”

			“Proud gal, I’d say.” Alfonso harrumphed, which turned into a cough. “Don’t think she’d ask for much. Wouldn’t kill you to offer. The others too.”

			Guilt twisted in Marta’s stomach. Alfonso had a point. They’d all taken Jorgie’s words at face value and sailed on with their lives without offering much in the way of practical help. Apart from Leo and his muscles. “You’re right. We could do more. I’ll offer on the weekend.”

			“You can offer now.” Alfonso nodded at Number 94.

			Jorgie was opening her gate.

			Heat crawled up Marta’s cheeks and she stared down at her beer bottle so Alfonso wouldn’t see.

			Jorgie looked amazing. Marta was used to seeing her in singlets and cargo pants, or a shirt and jeans, but now she wore a tie-dye halter neck top. It caught underneath her small breasts, emphasizing their perfect shape before looping up and around her long neck. Her curly hair was pushed behind her ears, enhancing the graceful length of her neck, and her long legs were bare under blue cotton shorts. She had a powder-blue sweatshirt slung over one arm, and a cooler in the other hand. Marta’s stomach coalesced into a ball of nerves, and she was glad she hadn’t yet eaten. She took a deep breath, preparing to get to her feet and saunter casually over to say hi as normal people would do. She smiled at Alfonso. “No time like the present to make that offer, eh?”

			He waved his glass of red wine at her.

			Marta rose and headed toward where Jorgie was placing a container from her cooler on the food table. Before Marta could reach her, the French bulldog owners swooped in and started talking.

			Marta switched course. She’d rather talk with Jorgie alone first. Find out the lay of the land. That first minute of conversation would tell her everything she needed to know. What Jorgie didn’t say would give her as many answers as her words. Marta went to say hi to the physiotherapist who operated the clinic on the corner of Bright Street.

			She managed to snatch occasional glances at Jorgie. After chatting with the French bulldog owners, she went to sit with Alfonso and Ginger for a bit, then talked with Elfin and Lulu where they sat on Leo’s wall.

			This is nuts. Anyone would think she was back in high school trying to get up the nerve to chat with her biggest crush—the statuesque netball captain. Marta grabbed another beer from her cooler and ambled over.

			“Hey.”

			Elfin’s welcoming smile shone brighter than it had that morning. She sat on the wall next to Lulu, kicking her legs so her Doc Martens bounced off the bricks with every swing.

			Lulu grinned and knocked her beer bottle against Marta’s. Elfin’s housemate was a bright and bubbly person, and Elfin seemed happy living with her. Did Elfin have a secret yearning for her roommate? Marta pushed that thought aside and focussed on Jorgie.

			“Hey, yourself.” Jorgie’s full lower lip curved sweetly when she smiled, and the dimple made a brief appearance.

			Marta’s own lips tingled as she remembered how Jorgie’s had felt.

			“Thanks for that casserole you dropped off yesterday. It was utterly delicious. The wine was excellent too.” Jorgie tilted her head. “I thought you were going to share a glass with me, but you vanished.”

			A tiny part of the tightness in Marta’s chest unwound. Jorgie seemed pleased to see her, her eyes warm and inviting. “Sasha was there, and I didn’t want to intrude.”

			“She dropped off the planning approval on her way to the Convent Bar.” Jorgie’s mouth stretched into a grin. “We got it!”

			Marta would really have to stop focussing on Jorgie’s lips and their fascinating movement. It was distracting and made it hard to concentrate on— “Wait! Did you say the plans are approved?”

			“They are. No alterations needed. Leo and I spent today finishing off the second bedroom, and tomorrow the demolition starts in earnest.” Her eyes sparkled with enthusiasm.

			Marta grinned back, thoughts of Sasha forgotten. “That’s fantastic!”

			“I know, right? I can make serious progress now. I was just telling Elfin and Lulu.”

			Elfin swung her legs harder. “It’s awesome. And it’s my turn to bring you dinner tomorrow. I’ll make sure it’s something filling. You’ll need it if you’re swinging a sledgehammer all day.”

			“Not at first. Before I can smash down walls, I need to make sure the roof is supported. But it will be hungry work, so whatever you come up with for dinner will be welcome.”

			Alfonso’s words jumped back into Marta’s head. “Do you need a hand?”

			“With the work?” Jorgie paused. “I don’t want to impose, Marta. The deal we made was that I’d do the work. I stand to make the most from the improvements, after all.”

			“Leo’s been helping you.”

			“He offered his body, so to speak. And he plays it down, but he’s actually very skilled.” Jorgie took a mouthful of beer. “He enjoys doing things like this, and he doesn’t have a regular job, so he’s generally free to assist.”

			“I’d like to help, too. If you think I’d be useful, that is.”

			“There’s always something to do. If you really mean it, that would be great.”

			“I mean it.” Marta met Jorgie’s gaze, and for a moment it was as if they were the only people on the street. Jorgie’s eyes radiated warmth and the promise of something that didn’t involve sledgehammers and brickwork but kisses and caresses. Marta sucked a quick breath.

			“I can help too. Not tomorrow. I have to work. But Sunday,” Elfin said. She smoothed the front of her sequinned cocktail frock. “I’ll wear something more practical than this; I’m stronger than I look.”

			“The more the merrier. I’d say free beer for all, but Leo gave me the beer in the first place, so I’m only passing it on.”

			A car drove slowly down the street, pausing when it came to Alfonso’s group clustered in their chairs in the middle of the road. With good natured grumbling, the group moved. The driver gave a toot on the horn and continued.

			“We should eat,” Elfin said. “Coming Lulu?”

			The two of them ambled off toward the food.

			Marta inclined her head. “Are you hungry too?”

			“In a minute.” Jorgie reached out and touched Marta’s hand where it held her beer. “I’ve been trying to catch you alone all evening. Every time I looked your way, you were talking with someone.”

			Marta let her smile grow. “Me too. I wanted to talk with you, but it seemed you were the most popular person this evening.”

			“I’m sorry you didn’t stay the other night,” Jorgie said. “Sasha wasn’t there long—but I felt I at least owed her a beer for her help.”

			“Sasha is helpful.” The knots retied themselves in Marta’s stomach. “Did you enjoy the Convent Bar?”

			Jorgie’s forehead creased into a frown. “I’m hoping your tour of the convent will include a stop there, so I’m waiting until then.”

			“Oh.” Marta processed Jorgie’s words. “Sasha implied you were going as well. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

			“She did invite me.” Jorgie scuffled the pavement with her sandals. “I didn’t go.”

			Marta’s mouth fell open in surprise.

			“For one, I had another hour of work to do—which didn’t get done, as Cilla called. For second, Sasha was trying to set me up with a friend of hers and I wasn’t interested. But mainly, I’d rather have spent the evening with you.” Jorgie peeped at Marta from under lowered lashes. “Surprised?”

			“Somewhat. Mainly that Sasha wasn’t grabbing you for herself.”

			“Her girlfriend might have had something to say about that.”

			Girlfriend. It seemed even players like Sasha settled down in the end. Marta dragged a deep breath and let it out. It wafted into the air along with her worry that she’d misread the situation. “I didn’t know. That’s why I disappeared. I didn’t want to interrupt anything you might have going with Sasha.”

			“Sasha’s gorgeous and a lovely person. But she’s not you.” Jorgie’s nose wrinkled. “I should be offended. Maybe I am offended.” Her smile gave the lie. “You and I kissed, and it was the most wonderful few minutes I’ve had since forever. And you think I’d run off with someone else the first chance I get?”

			“Well…” Marta nudged her hip into Jorgie’s. “I’ve wondered about you and Leo working so closely.”

			Jorgie laughed. “Leo would be horrified at that thought.” She picked up Marta’s hand and linked their fingers together. “You know, after Sasha left last night, I worried you’d misinterpreted why she was there. I was going to come over and explain about the plans. But Cilla called. I knocked on your door after I got off the phone, but there was no answer. And I tried again this morning, just after seven, but it seemed you had already left.”

			Oh. Warmth spread in Marta’s chest. Relief. Pleasure. “I was out in the backyard for a while and wouldn’t have heard you. And I left early this morning for my studio.”

			Jorgie looked down at her feet. When she glanced back at Marta, her smile was wide and open. “I’m glad it was that. I was very afraid I’d upset you, and that you were avoiding me.”

			Marta shook her head. “We’re adults. I was annoyed with myself that I’d maybe read you wrong.” No need to mention the whole lying-awake-most-of-the-night thing.

			“I think we’re both reading each other right.” She squeezed Marta’s fingers. “We’ll have to go on a date soon. You and me, that is.”

			“Are you asking me out? Why, Ms Anderson, and me a poor little city girl unskilled in the ways of the world.”

			Jorgie’s eyes turned molten. “I don’t believe that for a second. Anyone who kisses like you do is not unskilled.”

			“You haven’t seen me with a circular saw.”

			Jorgie lifted their joined hands. “I count ten fingers still attached. You can’t be that bad.”

			“Please don’t give me anything sharp when I come and help tomorrow. I’d hate to prove you wrong.”

			“You’re really coming to assist?” Jorgie said. “You don’t have to. Leo and I work well together, and it will be heavy work.”

			“I’m coming. It’s not really fair, is it? Alfonso said that, and I agree. I won’t be able to do as much as Leo, or as often as him, but that doesn’t mean I can’t do something.”

			Jorgie stepped closer. “Coral’s approaching fast. But before she gets here…” She pressed her lips to Marta’s cheek on the edge of her mouth. “That will have to do until later.”

			“Marta,” Coral’s voice boomed out. “I hope you listened to me about the Minions.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Dates and Kisses

			A couple of hours later, Marta had eaten enough that she probably should fast for the next two days and had caught up with the neighbours she didn’t see as often. Jorgie had talked with Leo, and then Coral. Exactly what was said in that conversation, Marta didn’t dare think.

			The evening was getting cool. The remainder of the food had been divided up, the tables stacked away in Leo’s backyard, and the empty bottles bagged for recycling. Most people had already dispersed to their homes.

			Marta rested her butt on Leo’s wall.

			Coral propped next to her. “So, what happens now?”

			“Leo will divide those empty bottles between everyone’s recycling bins, same as always.”

			Coral smacked her arm. “Funny girl. Now give me a proper answer.”

			“I don’t know, Coral. But me and Jorgie, it’s starting to feel as if it could be a thing.”

			“Of course it’s a thing. Haven’t I been saying that since Jorgie arrived?”

			“You have. But—”

			“But what? But nothing. You go, girl. And here she comes. Your girl.” She raised her voice to reach Jorgie. “You come to walk our Marta home?”

			“I guess that’s one way of looking at it. It’s a long three dozen steps on a well-lit street.” Jorgie smiled at Marta and held out her arm. She’d put on her sweatshirt, but the sleeves were pushed up, revealing her strong, tanned forearms. “Are you ready to leave?”

			“She is.” Coral took such a hasty step away that she nearly fell off her high heels. “And so am I. In fact, I’m already gone.” With a wave in their general direction, Coral scurried off.

			Marta slipped her arm through Jorgie’s. Even that touch of skin, arm against arm, started a low, deep burn in her belly.

			Jorgie turned in the direction of their houses. “I enjoyed this evening. Everyone is so welcoming. It’s like Gaylord Street has its own little dome of friendliness.”

			“Not quite everyone.” Marta lengthened her stride to match Jorgie’s. “That would be too picture perfect. There’s a rather pretentious guy a few doors past Coral who’s horrified by what he calls our ‘low brow approach’. He’s the curator of an art gallery where a sniff of the air costs you five hundred dollars. Then there’s a really quiet couple who live at Number 54. They barely raise a smile.”

			“I don’t think I saw any of them tonight.” Jorgie tightened her clasp so that Marta’s arm was pressed against her side.

			Marta fancied she could feel Jorgie’s heart beating against her ribs, thundering as fast as her own. “They never come to the street parties. The gallery curator complained to the council once, but nothing ever happened. Rumour has it Sasha ‘accidentally’ shredded the complaint.”

			They had reached their gates, and Marta hesitated. It seemed too abrupt to end the evening now. “Would you like to—?”

			“About Cilla…” Jorgie turned to face Marta and took both her hands. “Anyone else, I’d have let the call go to voicemail, but I can’t ignore her.”

			Marta remained silent. It seemed Jorgie had more to say and interrupting now would probably cut that dead.

			“Cilla… She’s had it tough. I’ve told you about her and Bruce. She’s not easy to live with at times.” Jorgie sighed.

			She freed one hand from Jorgie’s and pulled out her house key, sensing Jorgie wanted to talk. And maybe kiss. “Another beer? Coffee?”

			“I’d like that.” Jorgie’s voice was low, a sensual buzz that zapped straight along Marta’s nerve pathways, setting them alight.

			She flicked on the living room light, lowering the dimmer so the corners were shadowy. Mood lighting. Romantic, even. She went to the fridge and pulled out a couple of ales, holding them up in question.

			“I’ll have water, please.” Jorgie sat at the counter and heaved a sigh.

			Marta returned the beers to the fridge, filled two water glasses, and came around the counter to sit on the stool next to her. She rested a hand on Jorgie’s leg above her knee and squeezed. Her social worker senses twitched.

			“Cilla,” she prompted. “Tell me, if you’d like.”

			Jorgie twisted the water glass in her hand, staring at it as if the right words were floating inside. “Cilla was a great mum when I was young. The best. It was only ever the two of us—I never knew my father. We didn’t have much money, but she gave time to me. We did fun things together, she was there for me, and gave me so much love. Then, when I was a teenager, Cilla got into drugs. I don’t know what started it, but I think it was probably boredom, and having the wrong friends. Things were bad at home for a while. A long while actually. We got evicted from our rental. Cilla got a couple of convictions for petty crime—shoplifting mainly. Child Protection got involved, but it was never bad enough that they threatened to take me away. And I didn’t want to leave. She was my mother; where else would I go?

			“But then I came out to her. I was fifteen at the time, although I’d known I was gay before that. She didn’t take it well. She didn’t threaten to throw me out or anything, but at one point she yelled at me, ‘You’re just like Bruce. Putting yourself first’.”

			“That doesn’t seem fair,” Marta murmured.

			“No. It wasn’t. I didn’t know then that Bruce had refused to help her unless she got clean first. Anyway, that’s when I came to visit him. I just turned up. He welcomed me, we talked. He said I could stay with him if I needed to, but he also said if I wanted to go back, he’d help me get there.” Jorgie heaved a sigh and took a sip of water. “I knew even then that Cilla needed me—and I knew I had Bruce to fall back on if I couldn’t cope. I went back. I threatened to walk out on Cilla if she didn’t clean up. I gambled that she loved me more than she loved ice.”

			“What happened?” Marta tightened her grip on Jorgie’s knee, willing the words out of her.

			“It wasn’t immediate. There were a few false starts, a couple of relapses, but eventually we got Cilla into a rehab program in Adelaide. She came out clean. We had to move though. Her old friends were still in South Australia, her dealer, too. The network would have sucked her back in otherwise. We moved to outback New South Wales—her choice. I left school at seventeen and started a trade apprenticeship as we needed money—Cilla found it hard to get work, harder to keep it. Then I started the handywoman business and was able to support both of us. Cilla’s stayed clean.”

			Thank God. Marta’s grip relaxed. “She must be a strong woman to manage that.”

			“She is.” Jorgie picked up the water again, then set it down on the countertop untouched. “It’s been ten years now. Long enough that I hope she’ll remain that way.”

			“There are good odds she will after that length of time.”

			“I know. I’ve read studies. But, somewhere along the way, she lost her spark. Her joy, her sense of fun. I don’t think Worrock is the best place for her, but she always says she doesn’t want to leave.” Jorgie shrugged. “And it’s where my business is. She relies on me to get things done. Take her grocery shopping, to the pub, to the library, to Cobar. And I’m happy to do those things for her. She gave so much of herself to me when I was small—and now I’m giving back. And, too, I worry that if I’m not there for her, she’ll relapse, even after all this time.”

			“Has her GP mentioned depression?” Marta said the words carefully.

			“Yes. She has medication and sees a counsellor—when she can.” Jorgie picked up her water glass again and drained the contents in one go. She set it down and picked up Marta’s hand. “This has been the status quo for so long, it seems like nothing will ever change.” Jorgie sat up straighter and her lips stretched into a small smile. “Thank you for letting me talk about her, but now that’s off my chest, I’d rather change the subject. I’d rather talk about you.”

			Marta took a moment to respond. The change of subject was abrupt, but she understood. Sometimes, a person just had to get it out there, and once the words were released, they could move on—until the next time. She wasn’t Jorgie’s counsellor or social worker—and she certainly didn’t want to be. She had plans for them that were as far from professional as it was possible to get.

			“What would you like to talk about?” She played for time, unsure if Jorgie really was ready to move past Cilla for the evening.

			“Our date.” Jorgie waggled her eyebrows. “We’re going to have an official, pick-you-up-at-the-door first date. Of course, who picks up whom at whose door is up for negotiation.”

			“Unless you want to meet at a coffee shop in daylight, and we’ll each have a friend who will call with an ‘emergency’ if we haven’t texted a code word after forty-five minutes. If we don’t answer, they’ll call Triple Zero.”

			Jorgie laughed. “That must be city dating. In Worrock, we meet at the pub, because we generally know each other anyway—even before a first date.”

			“It’s about three degrees of separation in the women’s dating scene in Melbourne,” Marta said. “Or less. How many in Worrock?”

			“Zero degrees.” She paused. “Is zero degrees possible? Does that mean you’re dating yourself?”

			“Depends on if you count your vibrator as a person.”

			“Dolly and I are very close, but she refuses to meet Cilla,” Jorgie said, deadpan.

			“That’s Dolly’s prerogative. But I hope she has more than two degrees of separation from Kevin Bacon. If it’s less, that’s weird.” The fizz was back in Marta’s blood, little leaps and pulses that jagged through her veins, making her smile in anticipation.

			“Our date,” Jorgie reminded her. “We can skip the nervous first coffee date. Maybe, too, the second drinks-after-work date. Can we go straight to the dinner date? By ourselves, this time. No Coral.”

			“That sounds perfect.” Marta turned her gaze to the ceiling. “Hmmm. I wonder if you’ll kiss me when you walk me home?”

			Jorgie turned more fully to face her and slotted her leg between Marta’s thighs. “That’s a given.”

			Jorgie’s bare leg rubbed gently on her thighs. For a moment, she wished she, too, had worn shorts or a skirt instead of jeans. She shivered at the thought of how that would feel.

			“Where will we go?” Jorgie asked. “That’s your choice—I hardly know anywhere.” She moved her leg up and down, a caress of skin against denim.

			“Do you like Korean food?” The back and forth of Jorgie’s leg was distracting. Korean food. Yes, that’s what they were talking about. But the hypnotic caress was making it hard to think. Any second now, she’d suggest the school tuck shop for their date.

			“I’m not sure I’ve had it, to be honest,” Jorgie replied. “But I like spicy food, and Asian flavours, so I’ll give it a go. Where are we going?”

			“Bulgogi Sisters. We’ll need to take a tram, but the food is great and the decor more intimate than some places.”

			Jorgie pushed the sleeves of the sweatshirt further up her arms.

			For a second, Marta considered turning on the heating in the house. If Jorgie got warmer, maybe she’d take the sweatshirt off and the tie-dye halter neck would make a reappearance. Maybe it would cling to Jorgie’s breasts even more in the warm room.

			“—open on Sundays?”

			“Sorry, what did you say?” Marta shook her head to dislodge the image of Jorgie’s breasts and concentrated on the real Jorgie in front of her.

			“I asked if Bulgogi Sisters was open on Sundays. I’d love to suggest tomorrow night, but there’s a lot of work to get through. I might be too wrecked to be good company.”

			“They’re open. Sunday then?”

			“It’s a date.” Jorgie slid off the stool. “Now, before I go home to my cold and lonely bed, I would like to check something from the other day.” She held out a hand.

			Marta took it and stood, heart thumping in anticipation of her next move.

			Jorgie slid her hands up Marta’s forearms, and then around to cup her elbows.

			Marta mirrored her. Jorgie’s forearms were as firm as they looked, with a sprinkling of soft hair. Nice.

			Jorgie trailed her fingers up Marta’s arm to her shoulder and then around to the back of her neck. She leaned forward and blew softly so that Marta’s hair flipped up and brushed her face. “I love your hair; it’s like swansdown. So fine and soft.” She tickled the back of Marta’s neck.

			Jorgie’s touch was turning Marta’s bones to jelly. Before she melted into a puddle, she brushed a finger over Jorgie’s lips: first the upper, tracing the bow curve, and then the lower, lingering on the pillowy fullness.

			Jorgie parted them and Marta slipped a finger into her mouth to gently touch the inner edge of her lower lip.

			Jorgie hummed, and her tongue darted out to touch Marta’s finger before withdrawing.

			Marta stepped closer and her hands dropped to Jorgie’s hips and tugged. There was a moment to see the golden flecks in Jorgie’s eyes, the smooth tanned skin of her cheek and the downy hair near her ear. Then Marta leaned in and fitted their lips together.

			It was as if they had never stopped kissing since the last time. Jorgie’s tongue flicked at Marta’s lips, and she opened them, allowing access. She pushed closer, seeking more: Jorgie’s taste, the scent of her hair, the smoothness of her skin under her hands. A moment to take a breath, a change of angle, and then Marta returned to the kiss, falling into it as if it were a deep pool and she was drowning.

			A minute or a lifetime later, she eased back. Her lips pulsed tender, and she could only stare at Jorgie, reliving the last few moments. That kiss. That kiss had shaken her world, rocked her to her core.

			“I wonder what we’ll do on our first date.” Jorgie’s eyes were dark with passion.

			Marta huffed a laugh. “I can’t wait to find out.”

			“I should go.” Jorgie didn’t move, simply touched her own lips as if they, too, were sensitive.

			Marta nodded. “You should.” She counted the seconds as Jorgie’s eyes darkened even more.

			Then, with a small sigh, Jorgie stepped back. “Leo’s coming at six in the morning. It’s going to be a very long day. We’re going to brace the walls and roof, knock down the rear and north side wall, and make the building weatherproof, all in one day. I must go.”

			Marta nodded. “I’ll come around in the afternoon. See if I can help.”

			Jorgie nodded. “Thank you.” Then with a small smile, she swung around and walked up the hall.

			Marta stared after her, touching her tingling lips.

			Sunday could not come soon enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Dust to Dust

			Jorgie rested on the long handle of the sledgehammer and bent nearly double as she coughed, a choking cloud of brick and plaster dust settling around her.

			Leo picked his way across the rubble. “You okay? Do you need a thump on the back, or would you prefer to cough up a lung in peace?”

			Jorgie straightened, eyes streaming, and looked at him over the top of her facemask. “Let me choke alone.”

			Leo looked around. “Despite your imminent demise, we’re doing well. Bracing is in place, the roof shouldn’t cave in, and half of the house is now rubble. Bruce is probably turning in his crematorium urn.”

			Fine grey dust stuck to Leo’s sweat and coated every centimetre of bare golden skin, and the rip in his singlet only needed a knife handle poking through to complete the zombie apocalypse look. When he turned back to resume work, Jorgie caught a glimpse of bright-red boxers covering muscular buttocks through the gaping tear in his shorts where he’d caught them on a nail. The tradies who frequented Leo’s favourite happy hour pub would probably eat him alive if they could see him now.

			“Five minutes for a water break?” Jorgie called.

			Leo nodded, and shuffled his way to the sink. He filled two pint glasses with water and carried them out to the backyard.

			Jorgie slumped on the bench against the fence between the two yards. “This is when I start worrying in earnest. There’s no going back now.” She shot a sideways glance at Leo, who sat next to her with his legs outstretched. “What if I can’t do this? I’m not a builder. What if I make some sort of stupid rookie mistake—build the wall in the wrong place or something? I’ve never worked to a plan before.”

			Leo gulped his water in one go and set the glass down. He tapped her on the arm. “You may not be a builder, but from what I’ve seen of your work, you’re a damn fine tradesperson and problem solver. You sorted the bracing on the rear corner. You found the plumbing leak from the copper piping under the floor that we didn’t know about. You did most of the work in the front two bedrooms, and you’ve done a fantastic job. I don’t think you’ll have a problem.”

			“But laying out the site. String and pegs and all that. What if I get it wrong?”

			“Have you asked Ginger to help yet?” At Jorgie’s startled expression, Leo continued. “He did the plans. He was an architect, before he had to stop working. If we peg out the site, I’m sure that in exchange for a decent bottle of port—that he will give to Alfonso—Ginger will check it’s correct before we start building.”

			“Really?” Some of the weight lifted. “I’m so glad you’re here, Leo. I don’t think I could have done this without you. It makes me feel bad.” Jorgie picked at the hem of her shorts. “You’re putting in far more work than the others—and that’s not a complaint. They’re keeping up their end of the deal; but you’re doing way more.”

			“Has anyone told you my story?” Leo asked.

			Jorgie shook her head.

			Leo crossed his arms behind his head and leaned back against the fence. “The quick answer is my family are rich. Like stupendously rich. Not mining magnate wealthy, but enough that I have a lot of money. They’re also very conservative, and I don’t fit their public image. In short, they pay me handsomely to mostly stay away. And I’m mostly okay with that. Gaylord Street is my happy space.”

			Jorgie reached out a hand and squeezed his elbow. “It’s their loss.”

			“That’s what I tell myself. Don’t feel sorry for me, Jorgie. Some families aren’t meant to be. I’ve made my life here.” His smile held no regret or sadness.

			Jorgie nodded. She understood. The Gaylord Street magic was sprinkled over most of the residents.

			“I don’t need a job,” Leo continued, “but I enjoy being physical. So from time to time I do labouring work, either to help out a friend or—”

			“To pick up construction workers,” Jorgie inserted.

			“You got it. So, really, I don’t mind. I’m glad to help—especially someone like you who knows what she’s doing.” He smiled. “And I know what you’re thinking: Why did Bruce leave me a share of his house knowing I didn’t need the money?”

			“I hadn’t got that far,” Jorgie admitted. “I’m still wrapping my head around the fact I’m sitting next to a male Gina Rinehart.”

			“Hey!” Leo batted her arm. “I’m not nearly that rich, and much better looking.” He sobered. “Bruce was a good mate. He had a way of worming his way into people’s trust. Anyway, I told him about an idea I had, he encouraged me, and I think my share of Number 94 is a part of that—I think that’s what he’d like me to do with my share of the money.”

			Jorgie tilted her head and studied him.

			Leo looked unusually pensive, his gaze fixed on the rusty gate into the rear lane.

			“Whatever it is, if it had Bruce’s support, I’m sure it’s a good plan.”

			“Thanks. I hope so. I’ll tell you about it one day.” He gave her his wide, white, Hollywood smile. “Now, shall we return to the salt mines?”

			“Lead on.”

			Leo pointed to the rear gate. “Y’know, if you go ahead with the roller door that’s on the plans now, you could get a bigger skip in the yard for the next load. I’ve got a friend who runs a roller-door business, and he owes me a favour. He’ll give you a good price. Want me to give him a call and see if he can fit you in this week?”

			“Sure.” Jorgie smiled. “Thanks for the favour, rich man!”

			Leo rolled his eyes and pulled his phone from his pocket to make the call.

			* * *

			Jorgie startled as a pair of hiking boots came into view on the far side of the jackhammer she was using. She looked up over pale legs, a pair of tough shorts, and an old-looking T-shirt to Marta’s face. She wore a half-smile, the one Jorgie was starting to think of as “Marta’s smile”. Her heart kickstarted up a notch at the sight.

			Jorgie straightened, turned off the jackhammer, pushed her mask down, and removed her earmuffs. The fine concrete dust tickled the back of her throat and she coughed.

			“I banged on the door, but there was no answer,” Marta said. “Now I see why. A bomb could drop, and you wouldn’t hear it over that noisy pogo stick.”

			“You’ve probably heard it too. Sorry about that.”

			“It was impossible not to.” Marta made a face. “Still, I understand. A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. Even if it makes enough noise to drown out a footy stadium of rabid Collingwood fans at full throttle.”

			“We don’t have too much more to go.” Jorgie wiped the back of a glove over her forehead.

			“The last time I was here, there was still half a house at the end of the hallway.” Marta waved to Leo, who was shifting a wheelbarrow full of rubble to the skip in the backyard. “Are you secretly planning to demolish the rest of it?”

			“Hardly. What you see now is hopefully as bad as it’s going to get.”

			“Where are you going to shower? Eat? Sleep?” Marta’s eyes rounded like saucers as she glanced around.

			“Nothing’s changed. My bedroom is fine, the shower’s still there, and it’s Elfin’s turn to bring me dinner.”

			“It’s not very comfortable.”

			Jorgie shrugged. “Honestly, it’s fine. I’ve slept in a lot worse.”

			Marta opened and closed her mouth. “If you’re sure?” At Jorgie’s nod, she continued, “I’ve come to help. What would you like me to do?”

			Jorgie took a step back and swept her gaze over Marta again, paying more attention to the sturdy boots and practical clothes. Her hair was secured under a cap. She certainly looked the part. She also looked mouth-wateringly kissable. “Are you feeling strong?”

			“Depends on what you call strong. If you want me to balance a cast iron bathtub on one hand, you’re out of luck. If you want me help Leo with the rubble—I can do that.”

			“The latter. I’ll get you some gloves.” But it was as if her feet were welded to the ground.

			Marta smiled a soft, secret smile that seemed reserved for her alone.

			“Thank you for coming.” Jorgie stepped forward and ran a finger down the side of Marta’s cheek, watching in amusement as Marta shivered.

			“I said I would.” Marta’s voice held an uncharacteristic huskiness that sent an arrow of heat down Jorgie’s spine. She held out a hand. “Gloves. Before I ignore Leo and drag you off to your dusty boudoir.”

			“I wouldn’t stop you. Leo could take an early mark.” Jorgie found her a pair of thick gloves and relieved Leo of the wheelbarrow. “Don’t bust a gut,” she said to Marta. “Only do whatever you can manage. But all this”—she pointed at the rubble—“has to go in there.” She pointed to the skip. “Leo and I stop for a beer at five, so let’s see what you can do in two hours.”

			Marta nodded and squared her shoulders. “I’ve got this.”

			* * *

			Jorgie glanced over to where Marta once again trudged out with the wheelbarrow to the backyard. Her shoulders slumped, and the barrow moved erratically, but Marta hadn’t complained once. Jorgie could appreciate that tough attitude.

			Leo had left half an hour ago, citing a hot date in a cold dungeon. It was now her and Marta and the gathering dusk.

			“Hey.” Jorgie went across to Marta. “You’ve done a lot today. Let’s call it a night.”

			Marta set her jaw. “Let me get rid of this load.”

			Jorgie followed her out and helped her heave the broken concrete and smashed-up timber that was once part of the kitchen into the skip.

			“Done.” Marta stripped off the gloves and threw them into the barrow. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so tired in all my life. Am I slurring my words?”

			“No more than usual.” She smiled as Marta aimed a mock punch in her direction.

			“Give me a beer. I’ll probably be incomprehensible then, but I have never needed a beer as much as I need one now. I could marry a beer. Especially if it’s an icy IPA with a foamy head and full-figured, cool body.” She slumped on a bench in the yard.

			Jorgie went back to the fridge, now pushed against the wall of the bedroom, pulled out two beers, and returned to the yard. “Cheers.” She tapped her bottle to Marta’s. “Thank you for what you did today. I hope you’re not too stiff later.”

			“No worries. I’ll have a hot shower and I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Marta looked around at the construction site that once was a house. “How will you shower in all this? Does the hot water still work? And it’s not very private.”

			Black sheeting, still pushed aside at the rear, hung where there had once been walls.

			“The hot water still works fine. And there’s no one to see, not unless they’re peering over the rear fence.”

			“Don’t take anything for granted,” Marta said. “Coral had a peeping Tom once.”

			“Are you sure that wasn’t wishful thinking?” Jorgie took a swig of her beer.

			“Only if it was a peeping Tomasina. She didn’t have her contacts in at the time though, so it could have been next door’s dog.” Marta rotated her neck. “You’re welcome to use my shower if all this is too basic. It’s no problem.”

			“Thanks. I’ll be fine for the moment, but I’m sure I’ll take you up on that another time.” Unless… The thought crashed into her mind, lifting her tiredness in an instant. Unless she’s offering more than a shower.

			“The offer is for a shower. I don’t have an ulterior motive.” Marta peeped sideways at her. “Not yet anyway.”

			Did Marta have mind-reading skills as well as hidden muscles for shifting rubble? Jorgie stretched out her legs and wiggled her feet in the heavy workboots. When she looked back, Marta was staring appreciatively at her thighs, eyes fixed on the tanned and dusty skin. Or maybe she was still in her daze of tiredness, so exhausted she couldn’t even move her gaze.

			“That’s okay. I already have an ulterior motive where you’re concerned. My intentions are out and open. And I’d love to use your shower one day soon, but only when we’re not too tired to appreciate everything that I hope will come with it. Except singing.”

			Marta’s lips twitched into a smile. “You sing in the shower? So do I. We’ll have to duet one day. No seduction tonight then.” She yawned. “I’m no pillow princess, but that’s the only way anything would happen right now.”

			A zap of energy shot from Jorgie’s chest to between her legs. She hadn’t thought Marta would be a pillow princess, but the visual of her as an enthusiastic participant in bedroom games was now lodged behind her eyes. “Hold on to that thought. The ‘one day’ thought.”

			Marta hummed, and her eyes fluttered closed. “One day soon.”

			They fell silent, and Jorgie’s mind meandered around the day. It had gone so much quicker with Marta there. Not only the work she’d done, but being able to sneak tiny glances at Marta in her shorts and boots, sweat beading her forehead. The little half skip she did to manoeuvre the wheelbarrow past the black plastic. Was there anything sexier than a woman doing physical work?

			Something Leo had said jumped into her head and triggered a memory. Something she’d pushed aside while working. Should she ask Marta? Jorgie took a deep breath and released it slowly. Yes. It was the right thing to do.

			“I was wondering if you’d come with me to the funeral home next week.”

			Marta’s eyes flew open. “You haven’t collected Bruce yet?”

			“No.” Jorgie bit her lip. “At first, I wasn’t sure what I was doing, then I wondered what I’d do with him after I’d collected him. Then, I got so busy with the work that I rather pushed it to one side. Now, though…I think it’s time.”

			“Of course I’ll come.” Marta hesitated. “Have you thought what happens after that? Did Bruce leave any instructions?”

			“He did. Clear ones that will be easy to follow. But first, I have to bring him home.”

			Marta lifted a hand and gestured to the demolition around them. “He wouldn’t recognise it. But I think he’d have approved of what you’re doing.”

			“I hope so. What day works for you to collect him?” Warmth gathered in Jorgie’s chest and expanded. Marta hadn’t hesitated where many people would have cried off.

			“Wednesday afternoon? I’ll be at my studio in the morning.”

			“How about I come by there after lunch? I’d like to see it.”

			“That will work.”

			“Thank you for agreeing to come with me.” Jorgie reached out a hand, and Marta took it. “I didn’t want to go alone.”

			“I’m glad to come,” Marta murmured. “It seems right to me.”

			For a few minutes, they sat, hands linked, in the gathering darkness. The rumble of traffic on Hoddle Street seemed faint, and the city noises that had seemed so loud and intrusive when Jorgie had first arrived had now mellowed to a backdrop rather than the main event. Jorgie took a deep breath. Even the city smell was barely noticeable anymore. When had this acceptance crept up on her? She looked across to Marta, sitting silently, eyelids drooping, hand clasped loosely in her own.

			Marta’s eyes shot open and she looked down at their linked hands and then across to Jorgie.

			Her smile. When Marta had started to smile at her, with more than friendly meaning in her eyes—that’s when it was. Jorgie grinned back as the comfort of Marta’s presence wrapped itself around her. City life was starting to feel almost like home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Peeping Tomasina

			Jorgie trod gingerly across the slippery roof, inching her way across the rusty corrugated iron toward the party wall with Marta’s house. Overnight rain had leaked in on her side, sliding down the old brick wall to pool at the bottom.

			The iron grated and sagged under her weight. Heart thumping, Jorgie edged forward and sighed in relief when she reached the wall. She crouched to inspect the roof. As she expected, there was a slight gap between the iron sheets. She set down her silicone gun and grabbed the towel from her shoulder to dry the surfaces before sealing.

			She was intent on her work when soft music drifted up to her. Elevator music, she called it, chimes and pan pipes that reminded her of Cilla’s relaxation music, which was usually overlaid with a soothing voice saying, “Imagine you are on a beach.”

			The music came from Marta’s yard. Jorgie peered over the edge of the roof straight down into Marta’s space. Their yards were the same size, but while hers looked like a bomb had dropped, Marta’s looked like Home Beautiful. Large planters edged a space laid with sandstone pavers. A wrought-iron rack on the far fence held some of Marta’s signature bright pots, some with small plants in them, some empty. A row of colourful pottery tiles lined the fence. Jorgie was too far away to see the designs, but she bet they were the Aussie flora and fauna that characterised Marta’s work.

			Jorgie’s gaze snapped to the still figure in the centre of the yard. Her back to Jorgie, Marta stretched into a graceful Warrior pose.

			And she was naked.

			Jorgie’s breath whooshed out of her mouth and she clenched her hand on the towel. No, not naked, but not far off. A tiny pair of purple bikini pants covered her butt cheeks, and little else. Above the undies, Marta’s spine curved upward in graceful line. Her skin held a touch of sunbloom on her shoulders and arms, but her back was pale and milky. Only the thin line of a matching bra strap interrupted the curve of her upper body.

			Holy moly! Jorgie froze in her hunkered position. Obviously, Marta thought herself unobserved. Obviously, this was something she did regularly. Marta clearly hadn’t woken and decided today was the day to saunter out half-naked into her yard to do some yoga, on the off-chance Jorgie might be on the roof. Hell, no. Jorgie was interrupting her personal time, and she probably wouldn’t be happy to find a peeping Tomasina on the roof.

			Jorgie stifled a nervous giggle. Maybe she should hop over the roofs like a cat burglar and make her escape before Marta saw her. But that plan was a bust; even if Marta didn’t notice her slinking across the rooftops like a bad Santa, eventually she would have to slither down into someone’s yard.

			That was a terrible idea.

			Maybe if she remained still for long enough, Marta would finish her routine and go inside to get dressed and never know that she had spied.

			“And into King Dancer pose.” The soothing voice that floated up from Marta’s yard sounded exactly as Jorgie had imagined.

			Marta moved into a second graceful pose.

			How the hell does she hold that position without falling flat on her nose? She obviously didn’t need Coral’s advice about core exercises.

			Jorgie’s thighs started to ache. Gently she lowered her butt to the roof, her gaze riveted to Marta, drinking in the sight. Her pale skin set off her slender body, and her blonde hair fell about her face. When Jorgie caught a glimpse of her expression, it was serious, concentrating deeply.

			Jorgie wiped her damp palms on her shorts. She should move away, back to the other end of her roof. Maybe she could shimmy down the ladder and be back in her yard before Marta wondered what the noise was. Certainly, she should look away.

			Certainly, she should do a lot of things.

			But, a tiny voice argued in her head, she hadn’t realised Marta was there when she fixed the roof, hadn’t noticed until the music had chimed a little louder. And Marta wasn’t naked; her undies probably covered as much as any bikini she wore to the beach.

			Jorgie closed her eyes briefly and shifted when a roofing screw dug into her butt. Imagining Marta without her clothes was one thing; seeing her nearly naked in the flesh was another, and the gorgeous reality of it was the stuff of fantasy. Heat pooled in Jorgie’s belly, curling its way down to coalesce between her legs. Her nipples pressed almost painfully against her singlet. How was she supposed to climb safely down a ladder with her knees as jelly-like as they were, and her mind firmly in the bedroom?

			She had to leave. As inadvertent as her peeping had been, she couldn’t sit here and gawk, invading Marta’s privacy. She tried to rise, but something tugged at her butt. The roofing screw again. She tugged to free it and the material gave way with a loud rip.

			“Shit!” Jorgie’s foot caught and she stumbled a step forward with a loud clatter of boots on iron. She caught herself and retreated a step away from the edge of the roof. Cool air on her butt told her she and Leo now had matching shorts.

			When she dared to look down, Marta was facing her, hands on hips. Her full breasts were contained only by the cups of her purple bra. Full coverage, Jorgie noted, no lacy half-cups, before she forced her gaze up to Marta’s face. The tingling between her legs ramped up a notch. If only she had a distraction, something to take her mind off her arousal—and the reason for it.

			“If you wanted to see me without clothes, you could have asked.” Marta folded her arms across her chest. “My yard is screened from the neighbours for a reason.” Her voice could have sliced glass.

			Jorgie spread her hands. “I’m sorry. I came up to fix the roof. It’s leaking after last night’s rain. And I wasn’t looking into your yard, but then I heard the music.”

			“You could have said something. Let me know you were there.”

			Jorgie swallowed her nerves. “I should have. But you were concentrating so hard, I thought I’d back away and finish the roof later. You heard me trip when I ripped my shorts.” She turned and presented her backside to Marta as evidence.

			When she faced Marta again, her lips were twitching. “I can’t say that view’s not appealing, so I guess we’re even.” She unfolded her arms, giving Jorgie a full frontal of her breasts, narrow waist, and the teeny-tiny bikini pants.

			Jorgie’s stomach unwound as the tension left her. “Am I allowed to look now?”

			“I rather think anything you’ve seen today, you’ll see up close and personal sometime soon.” Marta’s voice had dropped to a sensual, teasing tone.

			Oh God. Jorgie’s legs turned to cottonwool as heat exploded in her chest. Oh God. If she got down from this roof without turning molten it would be a miracle. If she didn’t then hurdle the two-metre fence into Marta’s yard and sweep her up, hold her in her arms, and kiss her like there was no tomorrow, before carrying her into the house like a fade-to-black romance novel, well, she’d have full marks for self-control and restraint.

			“Sometime soon?”

			“Today’s Sunday.” Marta turned and picked up a towel that rested on the bench. “Our date. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten already. Bulgogi Sisters.”

			“I haven’t forgotten. I’ll be at your door at six.”

			“I’m looking forward to it.” Marta slung the towel around her neck and strutted inside, as if she knew very well that Jorgie’s stare was welded to her chest.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			The Crunchy Side of Life

			Marta leaped up from the chair and flung the magazine she was leafing through on the coffee table. Jorgie would be here in ten minutes, and the butterflies in her stomach had fluttered up to her brain, making it impossible to concentrate on chicken recipes.

			She walked over to the window and pressed her hands to her stomach as if she could stop its nervous leaping. Anyone would think she’d never been on a date before. Marta smiled to herself. Her past flings and relationships had never made her feel like this: as if her guts had tied themselves in knots and her skin was supercharged in anticipation.

			She should call Bulgogi Sisters and change the reservation to ten o’clock. There was no way she could eat anything now, not with her body so electric and ready for Jorgie’s. Maybe they could reverse the date. Marta could drag Jorgie to bed, and then with the tension and anticipation gone, they could go out to eat.

			Maybe. Or maybe they’d stay in bed, and dinner be damned.

			She went into the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was disordered from running her hands through it so often, but her close-fitting, long-sleeve blue T-shirt enhanced her colouring and went well with her three-quarter pants. Coral would be horrified—not enough skin on display.

			She paced back to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and drank it in one go to ease her dry mouth. She set the glass on the counter, then changed her mind and put it in the sink. Should she check her bedroom was tidy? It would only be the fourth time. That wasn’t excessive, was it? She walked up the hallway and into her room.

			Yup, same white sheets, changed this morning, same blue-and-white quilt—also clean. She ran her hand over the bedside cabinets—no dust. She was contemplating getting down on hands and knees to check for dust bunnies or balled-up undies under the bed when the doorbell rang.

			Yes! Marta fist-pumped, then spun on her heel to head to the doorway, only then remembering that her front blind was open. She smoothed her hair and answered the door.

			Jorgie stood on the step. Her normally curly hair had been slicked back close to her head. The style highlighted the slant of her cheekbones and her full lips. She wore her faded, hip-hugging jeans with a lime-green shirt that Marta recognised as another of Bruce’s. A jacket hung over her arm. She looked magnificent.

			Those lips. Marta’s gaze arrowed to them. Would Jorgie kiss her hello? “Hi.” Even to her own ears, she sounded breathless.

			“Hi yourself.” Jorgie proffered a small bunch of flowers. “Seeing as this is a proper date, I bought these for you. You can fist-pump in appreciation if you want.”

			Heat crawled up Marta’s cheeks. Sprung. She took the flowers and touched the feathery leaves with a finger. “Thank you. How did you know I love grevilleas—well, all Aussie flora—best of all?”

			“Your pottery.” Jorgie shuffled her feet. “As well as the abstract designs, I’ve seen animals and plants. Leo brings his own mug that’s one of yours. It has—”

			“Wrestling tiger snakes on it.” Marta smiled. “That was a special request for his birthday last year.”

			“Yes, different from cute koalas, but just as gorgeous.”

			For a moment, they stood still on the doorstep, gazes locked.

			Then Jorgie looked down at her feet. “As gorgeous as you.” She met Marta’s eyes again. “I mean it, Marta.”

			“I must be dreaming,” Marta said. “A handsome woman brings me gifts and pays me compliments. Did I win the dating lottery?”

			“Maybe we both did.” Jorgie gestured to the flowers. “Why don’t you put them in water, and then we can get going.”

			Marta found one of her pottery vases and plonked the flowers in it. She’d remove the wrapping and arrange them properly later. She shrugged into her jacket, picked up her bag, and scurried back to the front door.

			Once on the street, she found Jorgie’s hand with her own and they strolled the short distance to the tram stop. A tram arrived within a couple of minutes, and they sat near the back listening to the ding of the bell as it slowed, and the whoosh as it accelerated.

			Two girls got on, barely into their teens, and sat on the side-facing seats in front of Jorgie and Marta. The teens put their heads close together and whispered to each other.

			When the kissing started, Marta squeezed Jorgie’s hand. “Were you like that?” she asked. “All loved up as a teenager?”

			“I was seventeen before I had my first girlfriend, but we were more full-on than these two. We snuck out to the river in Nat’s old car and had sex on the backseat.” Jorgie grimaced. “It really wasn’t comfortable. What about you?”

			“Fourteen when I first had a girlfriend, but we mostly kissed and cuddled and not much else. Sarah broke my heart when she fell for the boy who worked at the corner shop.”

			Jorgie wrapped an arm around Marta’s shoulders and pulled her closer. “I promise not to do that.”

			“You won’t. He’s now doing time for tax fraud.” Marta stood. “Next stop’s ours.” She pressed the bell to signal the driver.

			Even though it was Sunday evening, people spilled out of the pubs and cafés on Brunswick Street, and the thump-a-thump of a rock band sounded from a beer garden.

			Marta took Jorgie’s hand again, and they walked up the street. The nerves of earlier had settled to a tingle—not gone away, just tamped down for the moment, like a campfire gone to embers, but ready to flare with the tiniest piece of kindling. Marta stopped at a wide building with an open front where people sat at a counter overlooking the street.

			“Fancy a beer? We’ve got time. This brew pub is rather good.”

			Jorgie nodded. “Sure. And I know this brand. They even sell it in Worrock—although in bottles.”

			They pushed their way inside through the knots of people. Marta gestured to a couple of bar stools. “Why don’t you grab those, and I’ll get the beers. What would you like?”

			“Stout or porter if they have it.” Jorgie headed toward the counter.

			When Marta returned with their drinks, Jorgie had her feet hooked around the footrest of her stool and was staring out at the street.

			“There’s a kind of life I never thought I’d enjoy.” Jorgie nodded toward the open front. “So many people, all so busy, rushing here and there. Much of my life has been in towns with populations smaller than the number of people in this street right now.”

			Marta set the stout in front of Jorgie and sat on the stool next to her. “Does it make you miss home?” A pang shot through her.

			“Strangely, not really.” The dimple flashed in Jorgie’s right cheek, and her direct gaze focussed on Marta.

			“I didn’t expect you to say that. You always talk so wistfully of Worrock.”

			“It’s home. And Cilla’s there, so that means it will always be home.” Jorgie picked up Marta’s hand from where it lay on the counter. “But here…Melbourne. Abbotsford. Gaylord Street… Well, I feel more comfortable here now. Of course, everyone in Gaylord Street helps that along.”

			“Would you consider staying? Oh!” Marta slapped her hand over her mouth. “That came out wrong. I’m not going all U-Haul on you—”

			“I wouldn’t need one to move from next door.” The dimple flashed in Jorgie’s cheek again.

			“I’m just wondering if you like Melbourne enough to stay. I mean…” Marta’s cheeks burned with embarrassment that Jorgie might think she was getting all possessive, not even one hour into their first official date. “What I’m trying to say is—”

			Jorgie leaned forward and captured Marta’s lips in a swift, firm kiss.

			The touch of her mouth was enough, and Marta’s bones melted like a toddler’s ice cream in summer.

			Jorgie pulled back. “You don’t need to worry. I know what you mean.” She sighed. “Anyway, I have Cilla to consider. I can’t move permanently and leave her alone with no support. Maybe others could do that; I can’t.” She picked up her glass and took a mouthful of beer. Her eyes widened. “This…now this is delicious. What is it?”

			“Chocolate stout with a hint of chilli. If you’re about to say you could stay in Melbourne for this beer, I’m going to be very offended.” Marta grinned as consternation flashed across Jorgie’s face. “You were going to say that, weren’t you?”

			“No! Well…if it came with a serve of crunchy pork belly, then maybe I would.”

			“Hold that thought.” Marta took a gulp of her own beer as the heat left her cheeks. “Bulgogi Sisters does a sticky pork belly that will make you rethink your love of crunchy.”

			“I don’t know. The best things in life are crunchy. Dry autumn leaves. Ice cubes. The floorboards at Number 94. Peanut butter. You can’t top that for crunchy.”

			“I prefer soft.” Marta traced a heart on Jorgie’s palm where it lay face up on the timber. “Soft, squishy heart. Raspberries, mashed potato, melt-in-the-mouth caramel. Soft skin.” Marta’s pulse took off at a sprint.

			“You might have me there.”

			“Do I?” She drew a circle on Jorgie’s palm, followed by a question mark. “Do I have you? At least for now?”

			“Hmmm.” Jorgie tilted her head, and her mouth stretched into a slow smile. “You or Coral? You or Leo? You or this chocolate chilli stout? It’s a hard decision.”

			Marta rested her hand on Jorgie’s forearm and stroked the inner surface of her wrist.

			Jorgie shuddered. “On second thoughts, there’s no contest.”

			Marta wasn’t normally this bold. She’d been the more passive one in her previous relationships, but something about the open appreciation made her confidence soar. She tapped her fingers on Jorgie’s wrist, then slid her palm up and down her lightly muscled forearm.

			“I think maybe we better finish our beer and find the restaurant.” Jorgie’s voice had a whiskey-and-honey huskiness to it that made Marta’s insides quiver.

			She picked up her glass and downed half of her wheat beer in one go, thankful she’d chosen the smaller glass.

			Jorgie finished hers, stood, and held out her hand.

			Bulgogi Sisters was only a short walk away. Unlike the cavernous, echoing spaces that so many modern restaurants went for, Bulgogi Sisters occupied a single shop front. A long passage ran between nooks on either side holding small tables. The chefs worked at the back, shielded by a slatted partition made from old pallets. Bright, mismatched crockery decorated the small tables, and instead of flowers, the vases held long snake beans. The server arrived quickly, bringing menus, a jug of water, and a dish of dipping sauce.

			Marta broke off half of a snake bean and dipped it into the sauce. “This is made from soybeans, chilli, maple syrup, and pistachios. Try it. It’s very spicy though.”

			Jorgie copied her. “It’s great! Really unusual.”

			Marta picked another bean. “The beans are crunchy too.” She winked.

			“They are. Does this mean I have to order something soft to keep you happy?”

			“I’ll be getting the pork belly I mentioned, so you can pick whatever you like.” She pushed a menu across the table. “Do you want wine?”

			“I might stick with beer.” Jorgie flicked the pages of the menu. “I have no idea what to order. How about you pick for both of us?”

			Marta arched an eyebrow. “You trust me?”

			“Totally.” Jorgie’s soft response brought a seriousness to the conversation.

			Marta licked her lips. “Good,” she said, equally quietly. “As I do you.”

			“Are you ready to order?” The server’s bright tones interrupted them.

			“We’ll have a couple of Hite beers while we decide,” Marta said.

			The server scurried off.

			Marta let the silence sit between them as she read the menu. She wasn’t sure what Jorgie’s trust entailed, but she sensed it wasn’t lightly given. As for her, well, she had trusted Jorgie from the evening they’d all sat in Bruce’s living room and heard her idea for the house. Even though Marta had hesitated, she’d known then Jorgie was a person she could trust. With her plans for the house, and by extension the money they all stood to gain: yes, absolutely.

			With her heart? Marta swallowed. It was too early to think about that, but the foundations were building, step by step, day by day. Until Jorgie left.

			When she was sure she could speak through the thickness in her throat, she said, “No liver. I remember that. Anything else you’d rather not eat?”

			“Nothing.” Jorgie’s eyes crinkled with her smile and she broke off another bean and dipped it in the sauce. “I’m eating raw beans and maple syrup right now.”

			The server returned with their beers, and Marta ordered.

			“If this isn’t enough, we can order more.” The butterflies which had quietened returned in full force. Would there be room in her stomach for food?

			“I’m sure you know what you’re doing.” The heat in Jorgie’s gaze implied more than a proficiency with ordering food.

			“Oh yes. I don’t think you’ll be disappointed. I aim to…please.”

			The rush of colour to Jorgie’s cheeks and the darkening of her eyes told Marta she’d hit the mark.

			“Good.” Jorgie picked up Marta’s hand and pressed her lips to the back.

			Such a simple gesture, old-fashioned and romantic. And scorching hot. A current spiked from her hand to her nipples. Holy moly. For a second, she wanted to drag Jorgie out of the restaurant and hail a taxi, too impatient to wait for any tram.

			She took a deep breath and searched for a change of subject—anything to distract her from what might happen later. “Have you talked to Elfin much?”

			Jorgie blinked and her forehead furrowed. “Not for a few days.”

			“There’s obviously something going on with her. She’s always been quiet, but not distracted like this, not sad and worried. I thought she might have talked with you.”

			Jorgie shook her head. “Not really. Maybe she’s still grieving for Bruce? You said they were close.”

			“Maybe. But I don’t think it’s that. She’s very preoccupied, and she’s less involved with us than she used to be.”

			“She’s nineteen. We’re all old farts one shuffle away from a nursing home compared to her.”

			“Elfin’s never thought that way. She’s a thirty-year-old in a teenager’s body.” Worry pushed into Marta’s throat. The distraction was working. She hadn’t thought about Jorgie naked for at least a minute. The mental image returned in an explosion of lust. Hah! It seemed distraction had a short half-life.

			Their starters arrived, beautifully presented on bright plates. Marta picked up her chopsticks. “Crispy chicken kimchi bites.” She grabbed one with the chopsticks and dipped it into the accompanying sauce. “Crunchy on the outside, soft in the middle.”

			Jorgie followed suit. “You have a thing for soft, don’t you?”

			“Mm. Just like you have a thing for crunchy. So we’re both happy with this.”

			“I’m happy with you,” Jorgie said.

			The warmth spreading through her was more than just spicy food. It was happiness.

			* * *

			It was nearly eleven when they returned to Gaylord Street. Jorgie linked her hand more firmly with Marta’s as they walked the short distance from the tram stop to their houses.

			Would Marta invite her in, or was it too late for her? She’d mentioned she had a client early in the morning, but how early was early?

			They stopped at the gates. Marta opened hers and tugged Jorgie up the step to the dimly lit porch.

			Tiny jitters of anticipation coursed down Jorgie’s spine. The evening had been good. Great. And while she didn’t have an expectation of more, she was hopeful. Marta’s flirting and teasing implied she was thinking the same way.

			Marta pulled Jorgie out of the dim pool of light to the darker corner by the far wall. She quirked her half-smile, then pressed both palms to Jorgie’s cheeks and her lips to Jorgie’s mouth.

			The kiss bloomed, unfurling in a promise of lips and tongues, seeding heat that trickled through Jorgie’s body before pooling between her legs.

			Marta’s kiss grew hungrier, more demanding, her hands holding Jorgie in place, even though she could no more move away than she could fly. Although this kiss was like flying: a soaring, spinning explosion of colour behind her closed eyelids. It was a prelude and a promise.

			Marta pulled back, and her eyes searched Jorgie’s face.

			Jorgie rested her cheek on Marta’s trembling palm.

			“I have to tell you something,” Marta said. She licked her lips, but it was a practical, nervous gesture rather than a sensual one. “I had every intention of inviting you to stay tonight.” Her little half-smile flickered again. Her Marta smile. “I’ve been nervous about that—it’s been a while since I invited anyone to stay over, but I really wanted it to happen with you.”

			Past tense. Had Marta changed her mind?

			“I still want that. But I got my period while we were at the restaurant. I’m early.” She shrugged, and her smile peeped again. “I’d rather not deal with that awkwardness for our first time, if you don’t mind.”

			Jorgie let out a slow, careful breath. Marta hadn’t changed her mind. And she was right. Sex for the first time was an exploratory dance at best. She nodded and took a deep breath, willing her body to calm. “I understand. I’d feel the same if it were me.”

			“I want you, Jorgie. I can make love to you tonight, if you want, but it’s not as easy for me right now.” She grimaced. “I have cramps.”

			“No. We’ll wait, until we can both be equally in this together.”

			Marta stepped forward, slid her hands around Jorgie’s waist, and rested her head on Jorgie’s shoulder. “Thank you.” Her voice was muffled by the jacket. “You have no idea how disappointed I am.”

			Jorgie wrapped her arms around Marta’s shoulders. “Think of the anticipation. Think of the tension. And think of the kisses in the meantime.”

			Marta raised her head. “Maybe I need to check the quality of the kisses again. Standards might have slipped.”

			Jorgie kissed her long and hard, until Marta admitted that standards were as high as ever.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Major Tom

			Jorgie stretched out her legs and leaned back against the wall. The weak, early morning sun warmed her face and shoulders. The weather was cooling. She cast a glance at the rear of the house. Hopefully, she and Leo would have the shell in place before the rains started, and before temperatures dropped to single digits. At least Ginger had confirmed all their pegs and lines were correctly positioned, taking away one of her biggest worries.

			She took a mouthful of her tea. Marta had done an amazing job shifting rubble, and the backyard was nearly clear. The woman looked fragile, unused to physical work, but her grit and stamina had been impressive. The image of her, dirty and dusty, dog-tired, but still plodding on, came into Jorgie’s mind. Marta was not someone who gave up.

			The faint chimes of a yoga soundtrack drifted from the yard next door, and Jorgie pictured Marta in her underwear stretching into a pose. Or was it cool enough this morning that she’d donned more clothes? Yoga pants and a T-shirt, maybe. Jorgie wouldn’t look; but she’d ask the next time they saw each other.

			“Meow.”

			A small, furry body rubbed itself against her shins.

			“You again.” Jorgie bent to pet the little tabby.

			It purred in pleasure and pressed its head against her.

			“Are you hungry?” The cat was still skinny. If anyone else was feeding it, it wasn’t very often. “Would you like more tuna?”

			“Meow.”

			“I’ll take that as a yes.” She rose slowly, careful not to startle the cat, and pushed through the black plastic to the cupboard that now housed her meagre groceries. There were still a couple of tins of tuna. She found the same dish and another for water and took them back to the yard.

			The tabby had its head in the dish almost before it was on the ground.

			Jorgie watched it lick the bowl clean with methodical precision. As she picked up her cooling tea, the faint strains of music from next door ceased. She imagined Marta performing a final stretch and picking up her mat. It was only a few hours since they’d last seen each other. In other circumstances, she might, even now, be in bed, with Marta pressing kisses to her lips. Or she might be waking her with a trail of kisses down to her breasts.

			She set down her tea and went over to the fence. “Hey, Marta. Are you still there?”

			“About to head inside for a shower and a coffee. Are you peeping through the gap?”

			“No! Of course not!” It was only when Marta laughed that Jorgie realised she was joking. “I heard your music stop. Do you have time to come around for a cuppa on this side of the fence?”

			“Sure, if it’s quick,” Marta said.

			“I’ll put the kettle on.”

			The cat had finished scouring the bowl and was now watching Jorgie from the top of the gatepost.

			She picked up the empty bowl and went back to the remains of the kitchen, flicked the switch on the kettle, then continued to the front door. She pulled it open to find Marta on the porch.

			“Hi,” Marta stepped inside and pushed the door closed with her butt. She put her hands on Jorgie’s shoulders and pulled her back against the closed door. “I missed you. I missed this.” She ran a finger over Jorgie’s lips, lingering on the lower one, before closing in for a kiss.

			Jorgie was surely imagining the sound of swelling violins, but the musical crescendo was a fitting soundtrack. She kissed back, her tongue sliding past Marta’s lips to the softness within, which tasted of toothpaste and promises.

			After a minute, Jorgie drew back. “I mentioned a cuppa.” She led the way to where the kitchen used to be.

			Marta looked around. “I can’t get used to this. I nearly broke my back pushing my bodyweight in rubble over and over, so I know it’s gone, but my brain doesn’t accept it’s gone-gone.” She looked around for somewhere to sit and settled for propping her butt against the remaining brick wall.

			“Gone-gone but not for long-long.” Jorgie smiled. “It will be back, better if not bigger. More modern, but still with charm. That’s the idea, anyway.”

			“I’m so impressed at what you’ve accomplished so far. You can do it.” Marta touched Jorgie’s arm. Her eyes were alight with warmth and sincerity. “But until you do… You promised me coffee.”

			“Not coffee. I don’t have any, and that’s the state of the nation until Leo arrives bearing caffeinated gifts. I’ve been drinking tea. Black tea, so strong the spoon stands up, laden with three sugars. Builder’s tea, we call it, as that’s what all the brickies and construction workers drink on the building sites. Can I tempt you?”

			Marta shuddered. “Will it stain my teeth?”

			“I can’t promise it won’t. Maybe they’ll rot from the sugar first.”

			“You make it sound so appealing.”

			“Just like me.” Jorgie gave her a fake leer.

			Marta leaned forward to inspect Jorgie’s mouth. “Looks as if you still have all your own teeth.”

			“Better have another cup then.” She put two teabags and three spoonfuls of sugar in each cup, topped them up with hot water, and jiggled the teabags until the tea turned a dark and peaty black.

			Marta took a cautious sip and shuddered. “This needs to come with a health advisory.” She took another sip. “But it’s not too bad.”

			For a few moments, they were silent.

			“Does all this blood, sweat, and tears you’re putting into the house make you want to keep it?” Curiosity threaded Marta’s voice. “It’s going to be so beautiful when it’s done, and someone else will have all the benefit.”

			“I don’t think about that,” Jorgie replied. “I can’t afford to keep the house, simply because I’d never be able to pay out you and the others.”

			“Do you think about me?” she said with a teasing lilt.

			“Of course. Actually, apart from bricks, plumbing parts, skip hire, and damp course, you’re all I think about.”

			“Damp course,” Marta mused. “I could make a joke about that.”

			Jorgie laughed. “Please don’t. Leave those jokes to Coral.” She reached to touch Marta’s fingers where they held the mug. “Actually, I don’t think about building supplies very often. I think about you.”

			“That’s lucky.” Marta took a mouthful of tea and winced. “Because I think about you too. You know, if you want to stay in Melbourne, Coral has a spare room she’s thinking of renting. I bet she’d be delighted if you moved in.”

			“I love Coral, but she could be a nightmare to live with.”

			“She is. I stayed with her for a week when my kitchen was being revamped. She sleeps about four hours a night. I love her dearly, but I was ready to drop into an early grave by the time the kitchen was finished.”

			“I can’t stay in Melbourne,” Jorgie said. A pang shot through her as she said the words, surprising in its intensity. Imagine staying here in this cosy community. Working with Leo, laughing at Coral’s bad jokes, having serious conversations with Elfin. And Marta. Being with Marta. “It’s because of Cilla. I’ve already said that.”

			“You did,” Marta said. “I respect your reasons, and I’m not trying to change your mind. I was suggesting an option in case you were thinking that way.”

			“I have to go back for a visit soon.” Jorgie finished the dregs of her tea and set down the mug. “Check on Cilla, coax her back out into the community, make sure she has food in the fridge, and money in the bank.”

			“Maybe…Cilla would like to move?” Marta suggested.

			“She’s always said she’s safe in Worrock. But I don’t know. She’s seemed a little restless the last couple of times I’ve called.”

			“Maybe she’s missing you.”

			“Maybe.” Jorgie sighed. “I know it’s been hard on her, me being down here for so long. For her sake, I should have put the house on the market straight away and returned home. But I couldn’t bring myself to pass up such a great opportunity.”

			“And you shouldn’t have to. I know you love your mum, Jorgie, but you can’t design your life around her. You have to do what’s right for you, too.”

			“Part of coming to Melbourne was to see how well Cilla copes alone. At first, she seemed to do okay. Now, though, she’s struggling.”

			“Why don’t you bring her back with you for a visit?” Marta asked. “When were you thinking of going?”

			“Next weekend, or the one after. But I can’t bring her here.” She flapped a hand at Number 94. “There’s nowhere for her to stay, sleep, or eat. I won’t ask the others to feed her as well as me.”

			“She could stay in my spare room. She’d be close enough to see you every day, but she’d have somewhere to retreat to if she needed it.”

			Warmth flooded Jorgie’s chest. “That’s an incredibly nice offer. Thank you. I don’t know if she’ll come, though. If she’ll even consider it.”

			“You don’t know until you ask.” Marta emptied the remainder of her tea into the sink and rinsed her mug. “If you go up this weekend, you could bring her back with you. Take her home the following weekend, or else put her on the coach.”

			“I could, I suppose. But are you sure you want her staying with you? She could be terrifyingly strange. She might creep into your bedroom in the dark to watch you sleep, and you’ll wake to find Cilla standing at the end of your bed with a breadknife in her hand.”

			“Will she?”

			“No. Not at all. She’s gentle and peaceful. I’m just saying, you don’t know her, yet you’re opening your house to her.”

			“She’s your mum,” Marta said simply. “I’m sure she’s lovely.”

			“I’ll ask her when I see her, then. If you’re really sure.”

			Marta nodded. “Of course. By the way, the offer still stands if you want to use my shower.” She nodded to where the pale-blue tub sat forlornly on a pad of concrete in the open area, surrounded by a sagging shower curtain. “That can’t be pleasant. Where do you get dressed? It must be chilly in the mornings.”

			“It’s getting that way,” Jorgie admitted. “If you mean it about the shower, I might take you up on the offer soon.”

			“I mean it.” Marta held her gaze. “I never offer anything I don’t intend to give. Remember that, Jorgie.”

			A buzz of adrenaline tracked along Jorgie’s nerve pathways. “I will.”

			* * *

			“What undies were you wearing?” Coral plonked herself down on a stool at Marta’s counter and held out her glass.

			Marta obligingly filled it along with her own. “You’re obsessed with my underwear. I’m starting to worry about you. Jorgie didn’t see my undies.”

			Coral slapped Marta’s hand where it lay on the counter. “What are you waiting for? A gilded invitation? Why ever not?”

			Marta took a huge slurp of the sparkling wine. “Because my period came early, and, well, you know.”

			“Aunt Flo. I do indeed.” Coral sighed dramatically. “I’ve told you about Evelyn, my last long-term relationship?”

			“Many times.”

			“Princess Evelyn,” Coral continued as if Marta hadn’t spoken. “She made me sleep in the spare room every time Aunt Flo paid me a visit. That was one reason we were not meant to be.” She placed one hand over her heart and the other over her eyes.

			“Some people are like that. I don’t think Jorgie is, but for a first time…” She shrugged.

			“That’s one thing I don’t miss about being young.” Coral gazed into the middle distance. “Menopause has its advantages.”

			“I’m glad you’ve embraced the change.”

			“I have. The question is: Will you? And I don’t mean menopause.”

			Marta stared down at her glass, following the path of the tiny bubbles that tracked up the side. “What do you mean? I’m open to seeing where this goes with Jorgie.”

			“That’s one thing. But there are other changes coming, Marta.” Coral’s voice lowered, became softer than her usual strident tone. “Changes to Gaylord Street—your comfort zone. Number 94 will be sold, and we’ll have no control over who buys it. Chances are they’ll be straight. Maybe they’ll have kids. Maybe they’ll be investors who’ll rent it out six months at a time. Airbnb even. They might want to change the fence, or maybe they’ll want to extend up to a second storey. Maybe they’ll be unfriendly.”

			“Stop, you’re scaring me.” Marta briefly put her hands over her ears.

			“You love this street. I do too. But we can’t live in our little bubble forever. Jorgie will sell. Someone will buy.”

			“And Jorgie will move back to New South Wales.” Their relationship was doomed before it even started.

			“You can’t know that for sure.”

			“She’s told me she can’t leave Cilla alone. And Cilla won’t leave Worrock.”

			“There’s always a choice. If Jorgie left, Cilla might follow.”

			“You’re getting way ahead of things. Jorgie and I have only kissed. We haven’t slept together, haven’t made any commitment.” Marta sighed. “We’re not even officially girlfriends. And any of those things might not happen.”

			“You’ll sleep together. I’ve seen the way she looks at you. As if you were choc-chip-cherry-brandy ice cream, and all she needs is a spoon. And maybe a tub of whipped cream.” Coral waggled her eyebrows.

			“How do I look at her?”

			“As if she’s a double-hopped IPA and you’ve been on antibiotics for six months.”

			“Well the drought will probably continue for a while. I’ve offered for Cilla to stay with me next week. I’m not sure I want to get down and dirty with her daughter when Cilla’s in the next room. You know how sound carries.”

			“I don’t think people care about that anymore. Everyone’s sleeping with anybody under their parents’ roofs.” Coral drained her glass and held it out.

			Marta half-filled it. “I care. And I’m the one who counts here.”

			“When’s Jorgie off?”

			“This weekend, I think. So between my period and that, we’re still going to be circling and sniffing each other’s pheromones for the next couple of weeks.”

			“Imagine what will happen when you do rip each other’s clothes off. You’ll spontaneously combust. Leo and I will walk along the street the next morning and all we’ll find is a pile of blackened rubble where your house stood, and two pairs of shoes abandoned by what used to be the front door.”

			“You have way too much time on your hands. You need a hobby. I hear crochet is all the rage.”

			“I’m too young for that. I’d rather try roller derby.”

			“Good luck with that. I’ll come to your funeral. We can put you in the same urn as Bruce.” Marta slid from the stool. “Now, are you staying for dinner? I’m having sticky chicken and kale coleslaw.”

			“Why do you think I arrived at seven o’clock? I’ll nip home and pick up another bottle and be back to watch you cook.”

			Marta leaned over and pecked Coral on the cheek. “I do love you, you know. You keep me grounded. I even tolerate your awful jokes and lack of personal boundaries.”

			“Personal boundaries are overrated. Just like kale coleslaw. Any chance we could have chips with that chicken?”

			Marta laughed. “Go and get your sparkly wine and hope I don’t bar the door before you return.”

			“Not a chance,” Coral shot back. “Like the Terminator, I’ll be back.”

			* * *

			Jorgie sang along to King Princess on the radio. It was hard to hear the song over the whine of the circular saw she was using to cut timber for the new frame, but Bruce’s ancient radio didn’t go any louder. She gave a King Princess-style hip-flick and foot shuffle.

			The framing was half done, and when Leo arrived, they would start on the final wall.

			Something touched her shoulder and she startled, tightening her grip on the saw to avoid it crashing to the ground. She set the tool safely down and spun around.

			“Sorry.” Marta clasped her hands in front of her. “I didn’t mean to make you jump. You obviously didn’t hear me banging on the front door, so I came in the rear gate.”

			Jorgie stuck her hands in the back pockets of her shorts. “You can interrupt me any time.” She leaned forward for a kiss.

			Marta’s lips softened under the touch. When they broke apart, she was smiling. “How’s it coming along?”

			“Good. Leo and I will have it to lock up stage by this evening.”

			“Meow.” The tabby cat wound itself around Marta’s ankles.

			“Whose cat is this?” she asked.

			Jorgie shrugged. “No idea. I think it’s a stray. It started appearing around a week ago. I’ve been feeding it.”

			“Meow.” The little cat stretched, forepaws along the ground, butt in the air.

			“If you keep talking to it, I’ll get the food.” Jorgie left and returned moments later to find Marta petting the cat.

			“What a sweetie. Have you given it a name?”

			“No. It didn’t seem worth it. I won’t be around long enough to get attached. You can name it if you want.”

			“It’s obviously a boy cat. I saw him from the rear a moment ago.” Marta circled the pointed ears with a finger. “Let’s call him Major Tom.”

			“David Bowie reference. Good one.” Jorgie crouched and pulled the tab on the cat food she’d bought.

			Major Tom leaped over and patted Jorgie’s hand with a soft paw as if to say, “Hurry up”.

			Jorgie emptied the can into his bowl, then stood and watched him demolish the food. “What are you up to today?” she asked Marta. “Putting Coral in an aged care home? Or the easier task of world domination?”

			Marta laughed. “I like my organs inside my body. That wouldn’t be the case if I attempted to pry Coral from her house. Talking of Coral, I came to ask if you want to come with us to the Retreat tonight. Alfonso and Ginger are coming too.”

			“Sounds great. What time?”

			“Seven.” Marta pressed a kiss to Jorgie’s lips. “I’ll see you then.”

			Jorgie watched her trim backside retreat up the hallway. Putty. That’s what she was in Marta’s hands. A few sweet words, a chaste kiss, and Jorgie turned her schedule upside down.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Ashes to Ashes

			The next afternoon, Jorgie pushed open the glass door to Marta’s studio and looked around. Racks of bright and quirky pottery covered one wall, and a workbench with rows of pots and mugs in various stages of completion took up most of the room. A potter’s wheel was pushed close to the window. Various coloured clays sat in plastic sacks along the wall, underneath a rack of what looked like paints and glazes.

			“Hi,” Marta, dressed in jeans and a silver-grey shirt that brought out the highlights in her blonde hair, came around the bench. “Welcome to my kingdom.”

			“A busy kingdom.” Jorgie turned a slow circle, careful not to brush against anything. “It’s a wonder you can fit in here.”

			“It’s not normally this cluttered. I’m getting ready for my kiln day.”

			“And you let people in here. It must be chaos.”

			“Not many people find me. Most buy my work from local shops and a few small galleries. I turn the sign to Open when I’m here, but it’s usually quiet.”

			“This is all amazing.” Jorgie looked at a display of cheese platters. “Imagine what you could do if you had a bigger space.”

			“I’ve thought of getting a shopfront. I could still keep my kiln time here. But it’s not possible at the moment; I’m not successful enough to do this full-time.”

			“Follow your dreams.” Jorgie ran a finger over the pale-green glaze of one of the cheese platters. “You’re really good at this.”

			“Thank you.” Marta came up close and rested a hand on Jorgie’s arm. “Maybe one day.” She ducked her head. “Now, shall we go get Bruce?”

			* * *

			“Are you okay?” Jorgie looked across the cab of her truck to Marta. “It’s not too late if you’d rather not do this.”

			Marta swallowed and stared straight ahead. “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.” She unfastened the seatbelt with shaking fingers.

			Jorgie’s heart swelled with empathy. Maybe it had been wrong of her to ask Marta to come. At the time, it had seemed right that one of Bruce’s closest friends come with her to collect his ashes. She reached out to take her hand. “You can wait here if you’d rather.”

			Marta turned to her. Her eyes were damp. “No, I’m coming. It’s just… It’s all so final. I’m not in denial; my head’s accepted that Bruce is dead, but my heart is still catching up.” She managed a watery smile. “If he is going to reappear, he’ll probably be a little upset you’ve demolished most of his house.”

			Jorgie removed her own seatbelt and slid across the bench seat. She wrapped her arms around Marta’s shoulders and pulled her close.

			Marta sighed and laid her head in the crook of Jorgie’s neck, breath puffing warmly on her skin.

			Jorgie closed her eyes and absorbed the feel of fine hairs tickling her chin, and the way that Marta felt so right in her arms. Somewhere in the background, a car started, and the traffic news said something about St Kilda Road being at a standstill. But none of that mattered. What was important was holding Marta and giving comfort and strength as best she could. She pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

			After another minute, Marta sat up. “Thank you.” Her voice was husky, as if her throat was clogged with unshed tears, but she met Jorgie’s gaze and managed a tremulous smile. “I’m ready. Let’s bring Bruce home.”

			The funeral home was square-built of yellow-brick, as if the practical nature of the building had to be echoed in its design. It was softened somewhat by hanging baskets of flowers and a display of plastic peace lilies in the front window. Did anyone pick plastic flowers for a coffin? Jorgie supposed it was practical; they wouldn’t wilt in the heat of Melbourne’s summers.

			The paperwork didn’t take long, and soon a marbled cardboard box the size of a shoebox was handed over. Jorgie took it and stroked a careful hand over the shiny surface. All that was Bruce was inside. No, she corrected herself. What was inside was cremains: ash and bone. Bruce lived on in memories: in Coral’s laugh when she related a tall story of Bruce’s misdeeds, in Ginger’s distant gaze, and in Elfin’s smile as she wore his clothes. He was embedded in the concrete and brick of Gaylord Street. She glanced at Marta, who was gazing at the box.

			Although her eyes were wistful and faraway, she must have sensed Jorgie’s attention. “Okay?”

			Jorgie tucked Bruce under her arm. “Okay.” She reached out her other hand and took Marta’s.

			Back in the truck, Marta held Bruce carefully on her knees, as if the box contained spun glass. “What happens now?”

			“The memorial. It will be easy to follow Bruce’s wishes—he basically wanted an informal picnic, and he was adamant it’s to be a celebration of his life and not a sombre affair with everyone drinking too much gin and talking in muted voices.”

			“That’s so Bruce. He hated stiff, formal occasions.” Marta’s thumb caressed the side of the box, and she smiled down at it. “Have you thought of a date?”

			Jorgie started the truck and pulled out onto the street. “I’d like to give Cilla the chance to come. I’m not at all sure if she’ll want to, but it’s only right to see if she wants to be involved. Apart from me, Bruce was her only family. So maybe when she comes down. If she does.” Jorgie swallowed away the thickness in her throat and tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

			You never knew with Cilla. It would be a huge step to even get her to come to Melbourne. Attending Bruce’s celebration of life might be one step too far.

			* * *

			The early morning sun slanted in through the rear of Number 94 the next day, illuminating Leo’s muscular body as he leaned on his sledgehammer.

			“Ready?” Jorgie adjusted her safety goggles above her facemask, rolled down her sleeves, and hefted the sledgehammer. “First person to crack it open is the winner. Loser buys the beers.”

			“Get your wallet out, Anderson. Mine’s a stein of imported Belgian.”

			“Don’t bet the farm, Warhof. Now, who goes first?”

			“I’ll give you the advantage of going second. You’ll need all the help you can get.” Leo settled his goggles more firmly and put on his thick gloves. His beefy muscles were covered by a long-sleeve shirt. He gave the old cast iron bathtub an assessing look. “The secret is to pick your spot. I’m going for the plughole.” He swung the sledgehammer over his head and down to the bath. It connected with a loud clang, and enamel chips flew into the air.

			“We need earmuffs.” Leo put down his sledgehammer and went to get them.

			After settling the earmuffs on her head, Jorgie inspected the site of Leo’s blow. “Just enamel. The iron isn’t even dented. My turn,” she shouted to be heard through the earmuffs. Taking a pace back, she eyed up the bath and swung the sledgehammer, hitting the rim. Vibrations travelled up her arm, and enamel chips spun out in all directions. She stepped back.

			“Interesting choice of position, but you’re wrong. The plug area is already weak because of the hole.” Leo swung again. More chips flew, but the bath remained uncracked.

			“YouTube videos recommend the rim.” Jorgie swung again.

			“Because of course YouTube is the best way to learn everything from demolition to cardiac surgery.” Leo’s eyes rolled behind his goggles. “Whereas I bring years of experience. Two blows each now? Otherwise, we’ll still be here at Christmas…unless Marta eviscerates both of us because of the noise.”

			“Two blows.” Jorgie nodded. “I hope Marta’s not home.”

			Leo swung twice in quick succession. More enamel flew. “Her car’s there.” He bent to inspect the tub. “There’s a crack! I win!”

			“She could have walked to her studio.” Jorgie leaned over to inspect Leo’s damage. “It’s a hair. Look.” She picked it out of the tub and held it out to him.

			“I’m not touching your pubes.” Leo stuck his hands behind his back.

			“Idiot.” She placed the hair carefully on his shirt. “My pubes aren’t six centimetres long.”

			“How do I know what women’s pubes look like? Take your strikes.”

			Jorgie lined up her mark and swung the sledgehammer twice. Even with earmuffs, the noise was deafening. “You have Pornhub, like the rest of Australia.”

			Leo shrugged. “Hardly anyone on Pornhub has hair below the neck. And I skip right over the vajayjays.” He eyed Jorgie with curiosity. “Do you have—?”

			She held up a hand. “Don’t even finish that sentence. There are limits to our friendship.”

			Leo took two more blows. Still no crack.

			“Right, this time it’s going to go.” Jorgie took a deep breath and swung, putting her whole effort and bodyweight behind the hammer. The first blow opened a long crack in the side. On her second strike, a large piece of iron fell into the tub. She put the sledgehammer down. “You owe me a pint of chocolate stout.”

			“You got lucky,” Leo grumbled.

			“I watched YouTube,” she corrected.

			For the next thirty minutes, they took it in turns to break up the tub.

			At the end of it, Jorgie’s shirt stuck uncomfortably to her back, and gritty enamel chips and dust coated all exposed skin. She removed her protection and collapsed onto the bench. “That was the hardest I’ve ever worked for a beer.”

			Leo sucked in his stomach, ripped his shirt open, and beat his chest in a macho display. “Only the fittest survive. What shall we do next? Jackhammer out the remaining concrete?”

			“If either of you start that jackhammer, I swear I will gouge your eyeballs out with a teaspoon and eat them on toast for breakfast.”

			Jorgie turned her head with an effort.

			Marta stood in the hall doorway, her arms folded, and her lips pressed to a thin line. “How about you sew curtains? Plant pansies? Paint something? Between the banging and you two yelling at each other, my brain is rattled to shreds.”

			“I’m sorry.” Jorgie stood and went over to Marta. “We’re finished now. No more ugly bath.”

			“No more Zoom meeting for me either. I had to make my excuses and leave. Still”—her lips twisted—“it’s partly my fault. I didn’t let you know beforehand.”

			“I’d kiss you, except I’m filthy and sweaty.” Jorgie spread her hands out. “Thank you for being understanding about the noise.”

			Marta blew out a breath. “I know very well you can’t do the work otherwise, but it’s not easy living next door to you at times.” She flicked a glance to the rusty pipework and pieces of what had once been a bath. “Seems tonight would be a good time to take me up on the offer of my shower.”

			“If that’s okay.”

			Marta smiled, the first one since she’d walked in with a stormy face. “Of course. In fact, I came to give you a key in case I’m not home. There are clean towels in the wardrobe in the spare room.” She held out a key.

			“Thank you. I’ll try not to disturb you too much.” Jorgie took the key.

			“You won’t? That will be a shame. I was counting on seeing you in the shower.” Marta winked, turned on her heel, and went up the hallway to the front door.

			Jorgie watched her leave, her body lit with anticipation, thrumming from Marta’s words.

			“Seems someone’s gonna get lucky soon.” Leo rebuttoned his shirt. “Now, let’s get the pieces of the bath into the skip.”

			“As long as we do it quietly.”

			* * *

			Marta let herself in her front door. The sound of the shower and some off-key singing greeted her. It seemed Jorgie was a better handywoman than she was singer.

			The bathroom door stood slightly ajar, and wisps of steam escaped around the edge. Marta slowed. What if she were to call out a greeting to Jorgie, push open the door, and go inside? She could be casual about it. Take a beer and sit on the closed toilet lid and chat with Jorgie about their days like an old married couple. What if she took two beers? She imagined Jorgie’s wet arm snaking around the edge of the shower cubicle to take one, her body hazy behind the glass, like a half-remembered dream.

			She hesitated, opened her mouth to call out and offer beer, when the shower stopped. “Hi Jorgie, I’m home.” She cringed when the words left her mouth. It sounded so fifties housewife: “Honey, I’m home. What’s for dinner?”

			Jorgie’s upper body, wrapped in a towel, popped around the door. “Hi. I won’t be long. Just need to stop dripping.” She pointed to her hair and disappeared back into the bathroom.

			Hair, yes. Hair. Get your mind above the waist, Marta. “Do you want a beer?”

			“No thanks,” Jorgie called. “But I’d love a glass of water.”

			Marta poured two glasses of water and carried them to the couch that faced the glass doors to the rear yard.

			It wasn’t long before Jorgie appeared, hair damp and slicked back, but still curling at the ends. She wore a pair of jeans and another of Bruce’s shirts, the sleeves rolled up.

			“Thanks for the shower,” she said. “Great water pressure.”

			“Anytime. Hang on to the key.”

			“I won’t need it for the next few days.” Jorgie settled onto the couch next to Marta. “I’m leaving for Worrock first thing tomorrow. Spend some time with Cilla. Talk to her about Bruce’s celebration of life.”

			Marta’s spirits plummeted to the bottom of her sandals. The second date would have to wait. “I hope Cilla’s okay.”

			“So do I.” Jorgie swigged half of her water in one go. “I’ll miss you, Marta. I’ve got really used to you being in my life.”

			Marta’s eyes widened at her serious tone. “You’re coming back, aren’t you? You sound as if this is farewell.”

			“Of course not; I’ll be back in a few days; I can’t take any longer away from the house.” She caught Marta’s hand and pressed it to her own leg. “And I don’t think I can be away from you any longer.”

			“Oh,” Marta murmured, and her heart sped up until it was thumping almost painfully in her chest. Jorgie was looking at her with so much longing in her eyes that it was all she could do not to grab her hand and drag her down the hallway to her bedroom. She took a deep breath, and then another.

			Jorgie hesitated. “I still would like that second date.”

			“Me too. I’d like more, too. I mean that.”

			Jorgie’s eyes darkened, nearly to black. “You have no idea how close I am to calling Cilla and putting her off for another week. Do you still have your period?”

			Marta raised from the couch and straddled Jorgie, settling on her lap. “I know exactly how close you are. But yes. For another day or two.” She bent and fitted her lips to Jorgie’s.

			The kiss leaped to life in a blaze of heat. Instantly, like the sudden pounding of Marta’s heart. Blood pulsed through her arteries, carrying the heat of the kiss to every finger, every toe, every tingling nerve.

			When Jorgie traced her lower lip with her tongue, Marta’s core turned to jelly as an arrow of lust pinned her to the spot.

			Finally, Jorgie pulled back. “I should go. I have to be up early. It’s a nine-hour drive.”

			Marta nodded even as disappointment shafted through her. “My offer for Cilla to stay still stands.”

			“Are you sure?” Jorgie’s gaze scanned her face.

			“Yes. Remember, I don’t offer anything I’m not sure about.”

			“I remember. I’m looking forward to the other thing you offered.”

			Marta leaned in for another kiss. “Anything you want me to do while you’re gone?”

			“Don’t forget me.” Jorgie brushed the back of her hand lightly over Marta’s cheek.

			“No chance of that. But I was talking about Number 94.” The heat of Jorgie’s legs scorched the apex of Marta’s thighs and she shifted restlessly.

			“Ask Leo. He’s going to be working there while I’m gone, so don’t be surprised if you hear noise. He’s also arranging underfloor heating in the living area.”

			“That sounds fancy.”

			“Leo knows someone who knows someone, and we got a good deal. Maybe you could feed Major Tom occasionally? There are some tins of cat food in the kitchen.”

			“I can do that. Where have you put Bruce? Do I need to make sure Leo doesn’t knock him over?”

			“Bruce is safe on the mantlepiece in the front bedroom. I hope Cilla will come. If she wants to.”

			Marta nodded, and disentangled from Jorgie to stand on shaky legs. “Closure like that is important.”

			“It is. I’ll let you know what happens.” Jorgie stood, too, and took a moment to smooth her hair. Together they walked to the front door. A final quick kiss, then Jorgie opened the door and headed down the path. She turned and looked back.

			Marta blew her a kiss. As the gate closed behind her, Marta spun around and went to her kitchen. It was only a few days. But already they stretched empty ahead of her without Jorgie.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Outback Dreams

			Jorgie’s planned early getaway from Melbourne was derailed when the standpipe sprang a leak overnight. She’d had to fix it before she left. As a result, it was 9.00 p.m. before she arrived in Worrock, and every house was already in darkness. She stabbed at the lock with her key until the door swung open, then felt for the light switch. The hall light came on, flashed, and went out. Jorgie cursed and fumbled for the torch on her phone. She shivered as the colder night air of the outback seeped through the weatherboards of the old house.

			As she flicked on the bedroom light, a mouse scampered across the floor and disappeared through a crack in the skirting board. Great. Hopefully, there wasn’t a nest of them in her bed. She’d been away less than two months, and it seemed her house was already being reclaimed by nature.

			She dumped her bag on the floor and returned to the kitchen to grab a glass of water. A gritty layer of dust coated the glass, and the water ran red with rust for a minute before clearing. Jorgie skulled a glassful, wincing at the taste, and then headed for bed.

			Marta had a comfortable-looking queen bed. Her house was a pleasant temperature, not on the edge of icy, and there were certainly no mice. A pang of longing shot through her. For Marta, yes, but also for the community of Gaylord Street. Worrock seemed a lonely place in comparison. Jorgie lay in bed and listened. Nothing. The silence was total. No rumble of traffic, no muted voices as people walked down the street. A small animal scratched somewhere in the house, before the silence stole over her again.

			Jorgie turned on her side and let the vision of Marta—wispy blonde hair, pointed chin, and quirky half-smile—settle behind her eyelids as she drifted off to sleep.

			* * *

			“You’ve bought so much food.” Cilla picked up the packet of Tim Tams and studied it as if it were something new and strange. “How long are you back for?”

			“A couple of days at least.” Jorgie put the milk in the fridge, noticing how little was already there. Half a loaf of bread, a block of cheese, two wrinkled apples. “I couldn’t get much. The Worrock shop seems to have less and less these days.”

			“Everyone goes to the IGA in Cobar.” Cilla filled the kettle and flicked the switch. “Would you like cake?”

			“Sure.” Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too stale.

			“Oh, I forgot.” Cilla looked around vaguely. “It went dry, and I had to throw it out.”

			“No worries. We’ll have the Tim Tams.”

			Cilla moved to the bags and started pulling things out.

			Jorgie picked up the overflowing rubbish bin and ignored the dirty dishes in the sink. She’d do them later. Her footprints made tracks across the dusty floor and she had to jiggle the door handle to get it to open to take the bin out.

			“Have you told the landlord about this handle?” she asked.

			Cilla shrugged. “I can’t remember. Probably not. He won’t fix it anyway.”

			She was doubtless right about that one. “I’ll have a look at it for you.”

			They took their tea to the veranda. Already, it was a few degrees hotter than Melbourne. That was Worrock: cold at night, hot in the day. Dust hung in the air from the only car to drive down the street in the previous half-hour.

			“It’s nice to see you. Thank you for coming up.” Cilla sat on the couch, hands folded in her lap, neat and contained, like a kid outside the principal’s office.

			Jorgie sipped the black tea. “Next time I won’t leave it so long. So, what are you doing today?”

			“Not much. Thought I might plant those tomatoes over there.” She gestured to some punnets of withered seedlings. The ones she’d mentioned weeks ago.

			“They don’t look very alive.”

			“Which is why I better get on with it.”

			“I’ll give you a hand if you want. We can go to Cobar tomorrow and do a big shop to stock the freezer. Maybe we could get some lettuce seedlings and other veggies for the garden.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Go to the pub and have a feed.” Even to her own ears, there was an edge of desperation in her voice. It never used to be this hard to talk with Cilla. But then, Cilla wasn’t usually so passive…so quiet.

			Cilla nodded, and a silence grew between them.

			“Things are going well with Bruce’s house,” Jorgie said eventually. “Leo and I have framed out the new section. He’s getting a sparky in while I’m gone.”

			“Dangerous work, being an electrician.” Cilla took a sip of tea.

			“Which is why I’m not doing it.” Jorgie shot Cilla a small smile. “Some of the others have been helping, too. Elfin’s been working in the front yard. It’s not such an overgrown mess anymore. Marta helped Leo and I last weekend. She put in a full afternoon of hard labour. She’s so slightly built I didn’t think she’d be able to do it.”

			“Us skinny ones are tougher than we look. We have to be to get by.” The flash of spirit seemed to drain Cilla, and she stared down at her hands twisted in her lap.

			“I know. No one’s tougher than you, Cilla. No one. Which is why it’s hard to see you so…lethargic.”

			Cilla shrugged. “Not much to get excited about in Worrock. Nothing much changes.”

			“You used to love that. Small-town life and friendships.”

			“I used to love a lot of things,” Cilla fired back. “Not all of them were good for me.”

			There was so much bitterness in her words that Jorgie fell silent. When it became obvious that Cilla wasn’t going to say more, she rose and went back to the kitchen. She rinsed her mug, found a reasonably clean cloth, and started wiping surfaces. She may not be able to talk to Cilla without annoying her, but she could at least make the house a little more pleasant.

			* * *

			“I miss you.” Jorgie said the second her call was answered. She put the phone on speaker and rested it on her knees.

			“That’s good to know, darling. I’m glad I’m not the old fart neighbour you never want to see again.”

			“Coral?” Jorgie looked at the phone screen. She’d definitely called Marta.

			“Alive and kicking and in my glorious prime. Now, have you called for an update on your house, or do you want to speak to Marta? Think carefully about that answer, as Marta’s standing right next to me holding out her hand for the phone and tapping her foot like an over-caffeinated Irish dancer. She misses you too, by the way. When are you coming home?”

			“Coral, give me the phone now, or you can make your own dinner.” Marta’s exasperated voice sounded in the background.

			Jorgie laughed, even as a twist of longing tugged at her. Coral had said home, and the word sounded right. “Soon. Now, please can I speak to Marta?”

			“Only if you tell me what sort of naughties you two have gotten up to so far. Marta’s supposed to be my best friend, and her lips are puckered tighter than a cat’s bum hole. Not a word has passed them about what the two of you do under cover of darkness. Although, personally, I prefer the light left on.”

			“I’m sorry about Coral.” Marta’s voice came over the line, sounding amused. “I promise I’ll look into an aged care home for her tomorrow.”

			“Not if you want to see the light of day again,” Coral shouted in the background.

			“I don’t think any home would take her.” Jorgie settled back against the veranda chair.

			“I was thinking of New Zealand where they won’t have heard of her.”

			“Make it in the Marlborough wine region and I’ll consider it,” Coral said. “I’m going to have a tinkle, ladies, so you can get the cooing over with while I’m gone.”

			“Close the door!” Marta said. Then to Jorgie, “She’s gone. For maybe a minute. How are you? Where are you?”

			“At home, on my veranda with a beer. I’m fine. Trying my best with Cilla.”

			“Is she there?” Marta asked.

			“No, she’s at her house. I haven’t mentioned her coming to Melbourne yet. I’m picking my moment. We’re back from trivia night in the local pub.”

			“It’s early to be home. It’s not even eight.”

			“That’s how it is in the bush, city girl.” Jorgie sighed. “It’s a bit quiet, to be honest. I never thought I’d say it, but I miss the buzz of Gaylord Street.”

			“I miss you,” Marta said, her voice a low purr. “Coral’s right. And I can’t help but think of what we so nearly had—and hope that chance comes around again soon.”

			“What did we so nearly have?” Jorgie pitched her voice as low as Marta’s, picturing her sitting at her kitchen counter with one eye on the bathroom door.

			“Sex,” Marta said succinctly. “Glorious, hot, steaming, fiery, bed-rattling, earth-shaking sex.”

			“Oh.” Jorgie’s body instantly became supercharged, as if Marta’s words had burrowed under her skin. “How am I going to sleep tonight now? Knowing what you’re thinking.”

			“You’ll manage.” A pause, then Marta said, “Coral’s back.”

			“La, la, la, got my fingers in my ears. Can’t hear you.” Coral’s singsong voice echoed over the phone. “But when you have earth-shaking sex, I want to know about it.”

			“You’re terrible,” Marta said to Coral. And to Jorgie, “Of course she was listening. When will you know if Cilla’s coming back with you?”

			“I’m going to ask her soon. How much notice do you need?”

			“A couple of hours. I’ll get the spare room ready anyway.”

			“Thank you. For everything.” The warmth in the pit of Jorgie’s stomach crept up into her chest and circled her heart. “I’ll let you know as soon as I can about Cilla.”

			“That’s fine. I miss you, Jorgie. I’m looking forward to seeing you.”

			“Me too. So very much.” Jorgie ended the call, set the phone on the chair next to her, and picked up her beer again.

			Around her, Worrock oozed quiet. When did it not? In the time before Melbourne, she’d loved that peace, the sense of merging with the landscape. Jorgie took a deep breath. It was still there. The cool air on her face, the red dust on her skin and gritty in the bed sheets, the absolute pleasure of being alone in a landscape, with no one to see her dance. But now, knowing what she could have, was it enough? Would Worrock be enough for her?

			* * *

			Jorgie tried. A trip to Cobar for a pub lunch and to play the pokies. Three hundred dollars’ worth of groceries. A BBQ with a couple of Cilla’s friends.

			When Deb and Roger left, she took a cup of tea out to Cilla, who’d been sitting on the veranda while Jorgie cleaned up. She sat next to her on the couch.

			“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” Jorgie cradled the mug in both hands. “You hardly said a word this evening.”

			“It’s nothing.” Cilla wouldn’t meet her gaze.

			“Should I make an appointment for you with your GP? Something’s not right, Cilla. Maybe you need some extra help. Is there something I should know? Is your health okay?”

			“I’m sure it’s fine.”

			“It doesn’t seem that way to me.” Jorgie set down her mug and shuffled forward so that she could touch Cilla’s leg. “I left here a couple of months ago and you seemed okay. Enjoying things with friends, going out. The house was clean too. Now, it’s as if you’re a different person. I simply want to know you’re okay. I care about you, Cilla…Mum. I love you, and I want to help.”

			“Then come back to Worrock.”

			Jorgie was silent. “You know I can’t do that yet. I have to finish the work on Bruce’s house and then sell it. I can’t walk away from that—and I don’t want to.”

			“Surely you can get someone else to do the work. You have customers here, Jorgie. Ralph asked when you’ll be back—he’s got a leak in his roof again.”

			“His roof needs replacing, but he asks me to patch it every time.”

			“And Dimity wants pavers laid from the front door to the gate.”

			A fist clenched around Jorgie’s guts. Returning to Worrock meant resuming the life of a small-town handywoman. Little jobs for good people whom she was pleased to help, but they didn’t pay well. Like so many rural towns, Worrock was slowly dying, its aging population not being replaced. She was needed here, that was for sure, but for her…

			“Number 94 is my chance to do more. Be more. It’s a huge project, and I’m handling it. Once I’ve proved myself with this, I can do more than leaky roofs and pavers.”

			“But there’s no demand for that here or in Cobar. It’s all small jobs.” Cilla pleated the edge of her shirt.

			“There’s a bigger world than Worrock.” Jorgie spoke gently. “I’ve always known that.”

			“But you love it here.” The pleat sprung free and Cilla worried the material, twisting it around her finger.

			“I did… I do.” Jorgie’s breath shuddered as she stared out across the quiet street. Not a single car had passed while they were sitting there. The house opposite was empty. Long, dry grass grew up around it, and one of the front steps was broken. Dimity’s house was next door to that, the one with no front path, and then her own. It seemed every other house stood vacant.

			A picture of Gaylord Street flickered through her head: the unexpected pleasure of living in a vibrant community rather than a dying one. And Marta. She was a huge part of that pleasure. “But I want more.” There. She’d said it. “The money from Bruce’s house will allow me to buy a house in Worrock for you. They’re practically giving them away, after all. Then you’ll always have somewhere to live.”

			“And where will you go?” Cilla’s voice shuddered.

			Where indeed? Would Worrock ever be enough for her again—especially if she had bigger and better building work, things to fire her creativity, practicality, and problem-solving abilities? What if she was able to obtain her master builder’s qualification? The audacity of that dream made her gulp down a moment of self-doubt. But what if she could? There were courses, she knew, and they took practical experience into consideration. If she were a master builder, Worrock wouldn’t be big enough to hold her.

			Jorgie opened her mouth to tell Cilla of her dream, but then she looked at her mother.

			Cilla still worried her shirt, but she seemed to have shrunk into herself, become smaller somehow, as if the more Jorgie’s dreams expanded, the more diminished she became.

			Jorgie’s dreams came at the expense of her mother’s happiness.

			How could she up and leave Cilla alone in Worrock? Even if she only went to a larger regional town, unless she came home every few days, Cilla wouldn’t manage. She’d shrivel into herself, become a husk of who she’d been, until she was yet another old lady, lonely and alone on a veranda in a dying town. A wave of love for Cilla, intense and bittersweet, washed through her.

			Jorgie bit her lip. “I don’t know where I’ll be. But wherever that is, you can come with me.”

			Cilla didn’t answer.

			“Or you can stay here, and I’ll visit often.”

			“What, once in two months like you did this time? I need you here with me, Jorgie. I don’t cope well alone. You know that.”

			“You can’t build your life around me.” She subdued the curl of irritation that lurked in her chest and made her voice soothing. This wasn’t Cilla’s fault; this was how she was. “If you stay in Worrock, I’ll come and visit when I can. In the meantime, you have your friends. Deb and Roger, Dimity—”

			“I’m bored. There’s nothing to do here, the conversations go around and around. The same people, the same things to talk about. When you’re not here, there’s nothing to get up for, nothing to do. Nothing I want to do.”

			Jorgie’s mouth hung open for a second. “Then we come back to the first option: come with me. Find a new life in a bigger town, where there are things for you to do, new friends, better support services.”

			“I can’t do that. As much as I hate Worrock at times, I can’t leave. I’m too scared.” The admission was a whisper.

			“Oh, Cilla.” Jorgie dropped to her knees and placed her hands over Cilla’s, stilling their nervous movement. “We’ll get you some more help. Your GP—”

			“Is as useless as a chocolate teapot,” Cilla snapped. “He keeps increasing my medication. The apocalypse could happen, and some days I’d sleep through it.”

			“You can change GPs. Maybe there’s a better one in Cobar.”

			“I’m sure there is. But it’s not easy to get there. I can’t drive.”

			Marta flashed to mind. She’d offered to help—if Cilla would accept it. It was Jorgie’s turn to feel as useless as that chocolate teapot, as she simply didn’t know what she should say or do. Should she encourage Cilla to go or stay?

			“What scares you about leaving Worrock?” Surely that was a safe question.

			“I think I’ve forgotten how to make friends. Here, I have my books, and TV, and everything is known and safe.” She gripped Jorgie’s hands. “But I’m bored.”

			“Do you want to come to Melbourne with me? Just for a week. We’d drive down together, and you could see Bruce’s house, meet his friends. We’ll hang out, and you can explore, either with someone or by yourself.”

			“Oh, Jorgie, I couldn’t. Where would I stay? I’m too old to sleep on a mattress on the floor.”

			“That’s the best part. Marta has offered you her spare bedroom. She has a lovely house—comfy and relaxing. She sent us a card when Bruce died.”

			“I remember,” Cilla said slowly. “If I came, how would I get back?”

			“I’ll drive you back.” Jorgie made the decision in one swoop. “You can come with me when I leave as planned on Tuesday. When you say you’ve had enough, I’ll take you home. But you’ll have to stay at least until Thursday, as I’ve got the plumber coming on Wednesday.” There would be so much to do in that time—but if Cilla came, she’d manage it somehow.

			Cilla raised her eyes to Jorgie. “I’d like to try, love. I do so like being with you. Can I think about it?”

			“Of course.” Jorgie ran a thumb over the back of Cilla’s hand as a tide of love rippled through her. Cilla deserved so much more than the half-life she had. “Also, I’ve collected Bruce’s ashes. I’m going to arrange a small celebration of life for him. I was thinking of next weekend so you could be there if you wanted. Maybe you’d like that. But if you’d rather not, that’s okay too.”

			Cilla nodded. “I’ll let you know.”

			* * *

			Jorgie swung the truck onto the Kidman Way. Red dirt landscape lined the highway on either side, broken by low mulga trees. Dusty sheep nosed for grass, and red sand dunes sloped down in the distance.

			She looked across at Cilla in the passenger seat. “Okay?”

			“Yes, okay.” Cilla pulled a packet of mints from her bag. “Want one?”

			“Sure.”

			Three hours into the drive, they stopped for coffee in the small town of Hillston. Cilla fiddled with her watch, and her hand shook on her cup. Jorgie kept up a stream of chatter, but her heart sank. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.

			Cilla pushed her greying hair from her face. “I’ve changed my mind. Jorgie, please can you take me home?”

			Oh no. “I can’t, Cilla. I’m sorry, but I have to keep going. I told you, I have a plumber coming tomorrow, and I need to be there.”

			Cilla’s gaze darted around, flitting over the people at the other tables. “Maybe one of them is going north and could give me a lift.”

			“No, Cilla. That can’t happen. I’m sorry, but you promised. You’re coming with me for at least a couple of days. Longer if you want to stay for Bruce’s celebration. Then, if you want, I swear I’ll take you back. If you don’t like staying with Marta, I’ll book you a hotel.”

			Cilla picked up her coffee and took a sip. The cup clattered back on the saucer, spilling some of its contents.

			Jorgie reached over and stilled her hands. “I promise. On Thursday, if it’s what you want, I’ll take you home.” She waited until Cilla’s hands stopped shaking.

			Cilla took a deep breath, and her chin lifted. “Okay. I can do this.”

			Jorgie offered what she hoped was an encouraging smile. Please, let Cilla be okay with this.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Sir Leo the Magnificent

			Marta smoothed the clean quilt on the spare bed and tweaked the jar of flowers on the cabinet to a better arrangement. A fresh towel on the foot of the bed and a couple of books by the lamp completed her preparations. Hopefully, Cilla would feel at home.

			She returned to the kitchen to check on dinner. Jorgie had texted as they’d left Seymour to say she estimated they’d be an hour and a half. That was an hour ago, which gave her enough time to see if Major Tom was around. The little cat hadn’t appeared the last time she’d had gone into Jorgie’s yard. She’d even called and banged a spoon on the tin.

			She grabbed a tin of cat food and the stripey bowl that had become Major Tom’s, and went into the yard, intending to go through Jorgie’s back gate.

			“Meow.” The plaintive sound came from the top of the fence between the two houses. Major Tom tippy-toed his way along the fence, then jumped down into Marta’s yard and sashayed his way to wind sinuously around her ankles.

			“Hello, handsome.” Marta bent to pet him. “I missed you yesterday. Where were you?”

			He blinked up at her. “Meow.”

			“You were at the footy? That’s great you got a ticket. I’m sure you barrack for the Geelong Cats. Species loyalty and all that. Did they win?”

			“Meow.”

			“They did? And they beat the Western Bulldogs? It must have been a good day for cat-kind.” Marta straightened and smiled at her own whimsy. Talking to a cat. Did that put her on the first rung of Crazy Cat Lady status? Ha! More like halfway up.

			She set down the bowl and emptied the food into it.

			Major Tom moved regally across to eat.

			Marta returned inside, leaving the rear doors open for fresh air. There was still time before Jorgie and Cilla were due to arrive. Should she go and have a quick look next door? She hadn’t set foot in the house since Jorgie left. There’d been banging and power tool noise in the last couple of days, and at one point a lot of swearing. Leo hadn’t yelled for help, so she figured he had vented and moved on. Come to think of it, she’d barely seen Leo for days.

			She got to her feet, thinking she’d take a quick walk through to make sure he hadn’t left the bed buried under a pile of rubble. Although, that could be the perfect excuse for Jorgie to sleep in hers. Her mind fizzed with the possibilities.

			As she got to the front door, the bell rang. A leap of excitement pulsed in her throat and she threw the door open.

			Jorgie stood on the porch with a slight, grey-haired woman. Marta’s gaze snapped to Jorgie’s face before running over her familiar figure.

			Her hair was more disordered than ever, as if she’d had the window open in the truck, and she wore her usual singlet with an unbuttoned checked cotton shirt over the top. Cargo pants sat low on her hips, half tilted over her flat stomach.

			Oh, that soft-looking skin! Marta dragged her gaze away and focussed on Jorgie’s face.

			She was smiling, as if she knew exactly what Marta had been thinking. And she probably did. “Hi.”

			“Hi. It’s good to see you.” Marta switched her gaze to Cilla. “Cilla, I’m really happy to meet you at last.”

			“Thank you.” Cilla pushed her hands further into the pockets of her jeans. “It’s good of you to let me stay.”

			“It’s my pleasure. I feel I know you already.”

			Cilla’s smile flickered briefly.

			“Let me show you your room.” Marta gestured to the bag at Cilla’s feet. “Is this all your bags?”

			“Yes, that’s it.”

			Marta headed down the hall and opened the door of the spare room. “I hope you’ll be comfortable here.”

			“I’m sure I will.”

			“Do either of you want a shower before dinner? There’s time if you do.” Marta led the way to the kitchen.

			“I’d love one,” Jorgie said. “Long drives always make me feel so grubby. But there are a couple of things I’d like to do first.”

			“Oh?” From the glint in Jorgie’s eye, Marta was sure she knew what one of them was.

			“Yes, that too,” Jorgie said with a wink. “But right now, I’m hanging out to see Number 94. Leo was very secretive as to what he intended to do—apart from the underfloor heating. I’ve been wondering about it most of the way here.”

			“Obsessing, more like,” Cilla said.

			“Leo was busy. There was a lot of noise. Quite late sometimes.”

			“Maybe he’s put in a home gym. Or a dungeon. He threatened to do that,” Jorgie said.

			“I wonder if that would increase the real-estate value,” Marta said.

			“Only if Leo bought it.” Jorgie held out a hand to Marta. “Shall we go and look? Cilla, are you coming?”

			“Marta…would you mind if I had a shower while you’re over there? I can see the house tomorrow, Jorgie. I’m rather tired.”

			“Of course. There’s a towel on your bed.” Marta slid open the bathroom door. “Bathroom’s here. Help yourself to anything you need. We won’t be long.”

			Cilla nodded and disappeared toward the bedroom.

			Marta took Jorgie’s hand, linking their fingers together. “Does Cilla know about us?”

			“I’ve said you’re a good friend and becoming more than that. Was that the right thing to say?”

			“Of course. I didn’t want to inadvertently surprise her.”

			“You won’t.” Jorgie tugged Marta toward the front door. “Come on. I want to see the house!”

			Jorgie retrieved her bag from the truck, then led the way into Number 94 and down the hallway, dropping her bag in the bedroom along the way. “It’s all the same so far.”

			Marta peered around her as Jorgie opened the door into the open plan area at the rear.

			“Oh!” Jorgie’s hand flew to cover her mouth. “What has Leo done?”

			Marta followed her into the space. A week ago, the area was only weatherproofed, with open framing still on the inside. Joists and temporary sheeting were the only floor. Now, the interior walls were mostly covered in plasterboard. The floor was rough finished timber in places, apart from the open sections where the old plumbing would need replacing.

			“Oh my God.” Jorgie turned a slow circle. “How has he done this so quickly? It’s everything we discussed.” She went into where the bathroom would be. The walls there were unfinished, allowing access for the plumber.

			“I don’t know.” Marta, too, looked around the space. “He must have worked all hours.”

			“He must have had help.” Jorgie put her hands on her hips. “There’s no way he’s done this by himself in the time.” She hunched her shoulders. “I’m not sure I can pay for this. I didn’t budget for tradies for this work.”

			“Hey.” Marta reached out a hand and squeezed Jorgie’s arm. “Leo knows that. Trust him.”

			Jorgie nodded. She was pale under her tan. “I hope you’re right. But this… This is amazing. He’s cut a month off the estimated time to completion.”

			“Maybe you should go away more often.”

			Jorgie walked to the rear, where the timber frame was in place, ready for the large sliding doors to the yard. She peeked through the plastic sheeting covering the frame. “He hasn’t cleared up much. The yard looks like the local tip. But still. This is incredible.”

			“I can come and help clear the mess away tomorrow afternoon.” Marta shrugged. “It’s about all I can do.”

			“That’s still a lot. Thank you.” Jorgie ran her hand along the plasterboard. “He’s sealed the joins and covered the screw holes. This is quality work.”

			“He’s good at what he does. He finished a room for Ginger last year. Alfonso had started it, made a total mess, and then abandoned it when he realised he had no clue as to what he was doing. Ginger said Leo was fantastic.”

			“The sparky’s been here too.” Jorgie pointed to the electrical wires grouped where light switches and power points would go. “He’s even put the light and ceiling fan in the bathroom.” She swung around to Marta. “This is unbelievable. I wonder if he’s home? Have I time to thank him before dinner?”

			“Of course.”

			“But before Leo, there’s a more important thing to do.” She settled her hands on Marta’s hips and tugged her closer.

			The kiss was everything Marta had missed—and more. For long, lazy minutes, their tongues duelled, and she lost herself in the sweet haze of lust that kissing Jorgie always seemed to arouse. They broke apart, then Marta sighed and kissed Jorgie again, not ready to stop just yet. If ever.

			Finally, Jorgie stepped back. “Reality check. We need to get back.”

			Marta nodded. “Leo, Cilla. Dinner.”

			But Leo’s house was in darkness, and there was no answer when Jorgie rang the bell. She shrugged and turned to follow Marta home. “I’ll see him tomorrow.”

			“We’re back.” Marta called out when they returned.

			“I’m here.” Cilla’s voice came from the rear of the house. “Making friends with your cat.”

			“Cat?” Jorgie arched a fine brow. “Have you adopted Major Tom?”

			“Not yet… I did leave the rear door open though. Maybe he’s gotten bolder.”

			Cilla was sitting on the lounge by the open door. Major Tom stood on the seat next to her, front paws on her lap, butting his head against her hand.

			“He’s a sweetie,” Cilla said. “What’s his name?”

			“Major Tom. But he’s not mine. He’s a stray that Jorgie started feeding.”

			“Looks as if he’s yours now. At least in his mind.” Cilla drew figure eights on the cat’s head.

			He settled on the couch next to her and started purring.

			Marta spread her hands. “He may belong to someone. Maybe he’s microchipped—we never checked.”

			“Sure,” Jorgie said. “I bet we turn up nothing. Remember how skinny he was? Chances are he was left behind when someone moved house. I bet little Tommycakes here has found himself a new home.”

			“Tommycakes?” It was Marta’s turn to arch an eyebrow. “I didn’t pick you as one for the cutesy names. What do you call Leo when you’re alone? Lee-Lee-Flower?”

			“Actually, I call him ‘Master’,” Jorgie fired back.

			“Jorgie had a kitten once, when we lived in South Australia,” Cilla said. “A tiny black-and-white tuxedo kitty. Jorgie called it—”

			“I’m sure Marta’s not interested,” Jorgie said. Her eyes flashed a warning in Cilla’s direction.

			“Oh, Marta is. What was it called, Cilla?”

			“Princess Ju-Ju Snugglebunny. Princess Snuggles for short.”

			“That beats Tommycakes,” Marta agreed.

			Jorgie shrugged. “I was six. That’s what six-year-olds name their kittens.”

			“Except Princess Snuggles was a boy. Very obviously a boy, especially when seen from the rear,” Cilla said.

			“I wanted a girl kitty. I like to think I was making my preferences known, even then.”

			Marta went over to the kitchen. “Tommycakes can stay for now. But he’s going outside when we go to bed. I don’t have cat litter, and I have no idea if he’s housetrained. I’ll see if I can borrow Lulu’s cat carrier and try to get an appointment with the vet.” She opened the cupboard. “What do you want to drink, Cilla? I have wine or beer.”

			Cilla hesitated. “I’d like a glass of red wine if you have it, please.”

			“I didn’t know you liked red wine,” Jorgie said. “You always drink beer at home.”

			“That is there, and this is here. I’d like the wine please, Marta, if that’s okay.” Cilla spoke with more firmness.

			“Of course.” Marta pulled a bottle of cabernet sauvignon from the cupboard and opened it. “Jorgie?”

			“I’ll have the same, please.”

			Marta poured three glasses and put out a plate of dried olives and slices of hard Greek cheese. “Do you have plans for tomorrow, Cilla?”

			“Not really.” Cilla stared into her wineglass. “Go and see Number 94 of course. After that, I don’t know. I’ve got a good book, so I won’t be any trouble.”

			“You won’t be at all.” Marta offered a reassuring smile. Cilla was so different from her daughter. Jorgie was vibrant and positive, and Cilla seemed very withdrawn. Perhaps it was the unfamiliar setting, and the stress of meeting new people. “I’m going to my pottery studio in the morning. Maybe you’d like to come too? It’s a nice walk, and there’s a lot to see around the convent. There’s a pleasant stroll along the river too.”

			“Thank you.” Cilla didn’t offer any more, leaving Marta to wonder whether she would come or not.

			Jorgie flashed her a brief look of sympathy. “These olives are great. Have you tried one, Cilla?”

			Cilla picked one from the plate and ate it. “They’re nice. Quite different.”

			Marta shuffled on her stool. “Jorgie, do you want a shower before dinner? If so, now’s a good time.”

			“After dinner’s fine, as long as I don’t stink too much.” She lifted an arm and sniffed her pit.

			“You’re fine. Nothing a razor won’t fix.” Marta tilted her head and regarded the fuzz in Jorgie’s armpit.

			“I forgot to take one to Worrock. But I’m kinda enjoying the whole au naturel feeling. Maybe I’ll leave them unshaven—for now, at least.”

			Oh! Heat crawled up Marta’s neck at a visual that now wouldn’t be dislodged. Did Jorgie prefer the natural look elsewhere? Was her bush as luxuriantly curly as her head? Marta buried her nose in her wineglass and pretended to sniff the contents. Jorgie shaved her legs—at least, she had until last week. Where else did she shave? She lifted her face from the glass to find Jorgie staring, her dimple delightfully cute.

			She knows what I’m thinking! She lifted her chin and waggled her eyebrows suggestively, receiving a wink in return. “Then if you’re ready to eat, let’s sit.” She gestured to the table set for three by the rear door, then pulled the casserole from the oven and set the dish on the table along with the salad. “Chicken broccoli casserole. I wasn’t sure of your tastes, Cilla, so I played it safe. Jorgie said you eat chicken.”

			“This looks delicious, thank you.” Cilla sat primly at the table.

			Was Cilla always so reticent? It would be a long few days if so.

			Jorgie ate fast, polishing off her plate in record time. She was done before Cilla had eaten half of her portion, while Marta ate slowly to keep Cilla company.

			Jorgie shifted her chair closer and her hand slid onto Marta’s thigh, tickling up and down from her knee to the hem of her shorts. The touch both soothed and aroused.

			The chicken seemed to stick in her throat, suddenly hard to swallow. She took a sip of wine. Now the dinner was too long, too drawn out, too polite, for an evening when all she wanted to do was stand, kick over the chairs, press Jorgie up against the wall, and kiss her senseless.

			After dinner, Marta offered coffee and home-made shortbread.

			Cilla shook her head. “I’m sorry, but the drive has taken it out of me. Would you mind if I went to bed? It’s very rude, I know.” Dark circles shadowed the pale skin under her eyes.

			“Of course not,” Marta said. “Is there anything I can get you?”

			“No. You’ve been very welcoming. Goodnight.”

			Jorgie stood and kissed Cilla on the cheek. “Sleep well. Come next door whenever you’re ready in the morning.”

			“Thanks, love.” Cilla touched Jorgie’s cheek and then disappeared up the hall.

			Jorgie walked back to Marta and wrapped her in her arms. “Now, I get to kiss you again.”

			Marta shuffled closer, so their breasts and hips were nearly aligned. She pushed her arms underneath Jorgie’s and pressed her shoulders, urging her even closer.

			Jorgie’s lips hovered above hers. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed this.”

			Her breath feathered over Marta’s lips, and then the air disappeared between them as Jorgie’s lips brushed over hers.

			Marta flicked her tongue over Jorgie’s full lower lip, then shuddered in delight as those lips opened and Jorgie’s tongue teased hers. Jorgie’s kisses should be an ASIO weapon. No foreign spy could resist spilling secrets after a kiss like this. But oh, she was so glad these kisses were only for her and not pressed into service for Australia.

			They broke apart. Marta brushed her fingers over Jorgie’s cheek, lingering on the dimple. “Are you tired as well, or do you want to sit for a while?”

			“Let’s sit.” Jorgie took Marta’s hand and tugged her toward the couch by the rear doors. “Thank you for welcoming Cilla. I don’t know how she’s going to get on down here.” She related her deal to drive Cilla home early if she still wanted that. “I was thinking of having Bruce’s celebration of life on Saturday. That way I can take Cilla home beforehand if she still wants to go…but I’m hoping she stays for it.”

			“That’s very short notice,” Marta murmured. “Only a few days.” She sucked on her lower lip. It seemed hurried.

			“I know,” Jorgie said. “But that’s actually what Bruce wanted. He said that way only his true friends will come, rather than acquaintances who feel obliged.”

			“That sounds very Bruce,” Marta said. The knot of words in her chest that said it wasn’t enough time to honour him eased. “Where will it be held?”

			“You know that little park that’s jammed between two factories on the river? It has a picnic shelter, and it dips down to the river path. There. I’m to buy champagne—”

			“Coral will be pleased,” Marta murmured.

			“—and everyone is to dress in cheerful clothes, including something that reminds them of Bruce. No planned speeches. No organiser or funeral director, just people speaking as feels right. Then we scatter Bruce in the Yarra River, and then he wants us to—”

			“Oh no!” Marta’s mouth fell open in disbelief. “Please don’t tell me, he wants us to all to—”

			“—link arms and sing—”

			“‘Kumbaya’,” they said together.

			Marta started chuckling, and Jorgie joined in. Their laughter melded together until it was a hysterical gale that fed off itself.

			Marta clutched her ribs. “Stop. It hurts.”

			“How did you know?” Jorgie said. Marta caught her eye once more and the laugher started again. “It’s such a girl-guidey campfire song. So very unlike Bruce.”

			“That was why he loved it,” Marta said with another chuckle. “He said the song was now all about artificial bonhomie, and so he made it his own, and insisted we sing it after every dinner party. That way, he said, it would be true and real and a celebration of good friends—the song in a kinder meaning. Ask Alfonso to start the singing. You won’t regret it.”

			“I’ll do that. Then Saturday it is. Close enough to maybe entice Cilla to stay; enough time to contact Bruce’s friends.” Jorgie tilted her head. “I was hoping you might know how to reach his other friends. From Melbourne University, and so on.”

			“I can do that, if you want. Unless you’d rather do it.”

			“No.” Jorgie caught Marta’s hands in her own again. Her fingers brushed over the backs. “It would be good if you did. You know Bruce’s life here better than I ever can.”

			“I’ll do it. For Bruce and for you.” Marta rose and went to fetch their wine glasses and the remainder of the bottle. “We can rally the community to help us set up: tables for food, coolers for drinks, and so on. An informal gathering like this will be easy.”

			“That’s what Bruce wanted. Thank you, Marta.”

			For a moment, they were silent. Marta’s mind wandered over the past few days. “How did your time in Worrock go?”

			“Not well, to be honest. Cilla seems so aimless and bored. I’m hoping she finds some enjoyment here, but I think she’s out of her comfort zone and a bit overwhelmed.”

			“Let’s try to make it good for her, then.” Marta offered a reassuring smile. “Sometimes, people need to be encouraged away from the familiar. I see it often with my social-work clients. Sometimes, our best life is lived on the edge of what we’re comfortable with. Not always, of course, but it’s often worth a try.”

			“You’re so kind.” Jorgie wrapped an arm around Marta’s shoulders and pulled her closer. “You don’t have to do any of this for Cilla—welcoming her into your home, taking her to the studio, being so considerate of her, but you’re doing it. And don’t say it’s because you’re a social worker. It’s because you’re a good person.”

			“I try.” She sighed into Jorgie’s shoulder. “If I can make things a little better for someone like Cilla—then why not?”

			“I know how you can make things a lot better for me right now.” Jorgie’s tone turned sultry, suggestive.

			“Oh?” Marta’s lips twitched into a smile. “You’d like me to help with the plumbing tomorrow. Maybe lay a new drainage line or something?”

			“That would be nice, but I have Sir Leo’s muscles for that.”

			“Must be you want me up on the roof replacing the rusty corrugated iron.”

			“Pay attention.” Jorgie tutted. “I did that weeks ago. After you caught me up there peeking into your yard.”

			“So you admit you were spying on me! Maybe I should check to see what holes you’ve drilled through to my bathroom.”

			Jorgie laughed. “Hardly. I like to think that one day, hopefully soon, I’ll be able to see you naked without resorting to a peephole.”

			“Only if I get to see you naked first.” Marta dropped her voice. She’d meant to sound as sultry and sensual as Jorgie, but it came out more like Coral’s ex-smoker’s croak.

			“You will. Soon.”

			Marta moved closer and pressed her lips to Jorgie’s, kissing her with all the yearning that was in her heart.

			Jorgie kissed her back, pushing her against the back of the couch. Her fingers crept up from Marta’s waist to brush the underside of her breast.

			To and fro they went, in a hypnotic rhythm that shot arrows of desire into Marta’s belly…and lower.

			Jorgie moved back, and her eyes glittered in the overhead lights. “And that is exactly how you make things better for me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Morning Primrose

			Marta shot up in bed, her dream still echoing in her head. But the clanging and banging that in her dream had been Ginger and Alfonso performing in a Caribbean steel drum band continued. Now that she was awake, the noise was louder and more discordant. She groaned and flopped down again. Not a dream Alfonso and Ginger, but a real next-door Jorgie and most probably Leo. She reached for her phone. Not even 7.00 a.m.

			Another clang made her groan again. She got out of bed and went down the hallway to the bathroom.

			“Morning, Marta. I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

			The voice made her stop as she exited the bathroom.

			Cilla was sitting on the couch, fully dressed, a paperback face down on her knees.

			Marta looked down at her sleepwear. Decent enough. Another clang made her wince. “Cilla, it’s not you who woke me up. It sounds like a bad calypso band next door. No one who isn’t dead could sleep through that.”

			“I’ve been awake for a couple of hours,” Cilla said. She turned the book over and dog-eared her page before closing the book. “At home, I’m usually awake by five. Earlier in the summer when it gets light so early.”

			Marta went to the coffee machine. “Would you like a cup?”

			“Can I have tea instead?”

			“Sure. You can help yourself at any time. I hope you know that.”

			“I didn’t want to rummage in your cupboards.”

			“I’ve no secrets. Not in the kitchen cupboards anyway.” Marta winked.

			“Don’t worry. You don’t have a daughter like Jorgie without learning some discretion.” Cilla gave a soft smile.

			“I wish all my social-work clients were as wise as you. So many family dramas could be avoided if only parents gave their children space and privacy to be themselves.” She put the kettle on for Cilla and fired up the coffee machine for herself.

			“I thought I’d go and see next door soon. After a cuppa.” Cilla’s smile spread wider, more like her daughter’s.

			“Have you ever been there before?”

			“A few times when Jorgie was small—I don’t think she remembers—and then maybe fifteen years ago. I asked Bruce for help.” Her chin lifted. “I had a drug problem. I asked for money. He refused…until I was clean.”

			Marta nodded, non-committal.

			“I’ve been clean for ten years.”

			“You’ve done incredibly well. It can’t have been easy.” Marta busied her hands making the drinks then took the mug of tea to Cilla.

			“It wasn’t. It still isn’t some days, but I know how to get past that now. Anyway…” Cilla’s voice became firmer, “I’m looking forward to seeing the house. The last time I visited, it was like a time capsule from the 1950s. I’m sure Bruce must have modernised some things—”

			“Don’t be too sure of that,” Marta murmured.

			“—and I’m looking forward to seeing what Jorgie’s done. This project means a lot to her. I don’t know if you realise that.”

			“I think I do.” Sadness clutched Marta’s heart. Jorgie had made it plain: Bruce’s house was a chance to prove herself, showcase her skills, build her resumé so she could make a better go of her business—in New South Wales. And when the house was sold, she would leave. Marta bit her lip and turned her thoughts away from that day. No point dwelling on that now. It was still weeks, months, away.

			“At least when you go next door, the noise will stop for a while!” She shot Cilla a conspiratorial smile. “Then, when you return, I’ll have brekky ready.”

			“Thank you.” Cilla’s smile shone brighter. “I’d like that.”

			* * *

			The plumber arrived early. Like 6.00 a.m. early. Jorgie threw on a shirt and shorts to let him in.

			“Sorry,” he apologised. Large white teeth flashed in his brown face. “My boss added an emergency call after yours. I didn’t want to have to rush your work.”

			“No worries.” Jorgie flicked the switch on the kettle. “Tea?”

			“That’d be bloody good. Thanks. Name’s Aarush, by the way.”

			Mugs of tea in hand, Jorgie and Aarush checked out the bathroom and kitchen area.

			“Full day’s work here,” Aarush said. “I might have to come back another day.”

			Jorgie pushed a stray curl behind her ear. “I was really hoping it would be done today. Is there anything I can do to help get it done faster?”

			Aarush shot an appraising glance at her arms. “How good are you with a reciprocating saw and mallet, and how deaf are your neighbours? The old galvanised pipes have to be removed first, and cutting them at the join then knocking them out is the quickest way. If you can do the kitchen, I can make a start with the PVC pipes in the new bathroom.”

			“I can do that,” Jorgie said. She hoped Marta and Cilla would be understanding about the noise. “I’ll turn the mains water off.”

			Aarush nodded. “Amazing how many people don’t think of that.”

			Leo arrived as she was beating up a symphony on the old pipes. He threw her a foil-wrapped brekky sandwich.

			Jorgie dropped the mallet and sprang over to him, throwing her arms around his waist. “Leo! You’re amazing. How did you do all this while I was away? It’s fantastic!”

			Leo hugged her back before releasing her. “All I did was follow your plans and go with what you’d said—your ideas are solid, Jorgie. You have a good eye for layout. And to get it done, I called in a few favours. I have a lot of mates in construction.”

			Right. His happy hours at the tradie pub.

			Leo looked past Jorgie and lifted a hand. “Hi, Primrose.”

			Primrose? Jorgie shot a glance at the buff Aarush/Primrose. The look he was giving Leo was more than a little lustful. She hadn’t picked that one.

			She switched her focus back to Leo. “I haven’t budgeted for tradies for that part of the work though.” She gestured. “The ceiling, the plasterwork… Not that I’m ungrateful, but—”

			“There’s no charge.” Leo gripped her forearms. “As I said, I called in favours. Remember what I told you about how I help mates from time to time? I’m talking about those favours, not any other sort, in case you were wondering.” He winked.

			Jorgie heaved a breath. How had she ever deserved a friend like Leo? “Thank you. Then consider me a favour to call in if you ever need it—for you or one of your mates.” She unwrapped the sandwich Leo had brought and took a bite. “And breakfast is awesome.”

			They got on with the work. Jorgie continued removing the old pipes and Leo worked on the framing for the rear doors, while Primrose installed the new plumbing in the bathroom.

			“Hello?” Cilla appeared in the hallway door. “The door was open, and you were making enough racket to be heard in Worrock, so I came in.”

			Jorgie wiped her forearm over her forehead. “Best way. Let me give you the tour. I can’t offer you a cuppa; the water’s off.” She introduced Cilla to Leo and Aarush, then led her back up the hallway for a look around. “Watch where you walk.”

			“I didn’t know you could do all this,” Cilla said when they’d worked from the front to the backyard. She picked her way over the rubble to lean against the new roller door to the rear lane. “No wonder you want more than Worrock can offer.”

			Her eyes were unutterably sad, and Jorgie had to look away and swallow hard before she could reply. “I had a lot of help. Leo mostly, but Bruce’s other friends too.”

			“The ones who also have a share in the house?”

			“Yes, mainly.”

			Leo came out to the yard. “What do you think, Cilla?”

			“I’m amazed, to be honest. This is going to be such a lovely home for someone.”

			“For you and Jorgie maybe?”

			Jorgie lifted an eyebrow. Leo had never questioned that she would return home after the work had finished.

			“No. I’m not a city person,” Cilla said.

			“And you know I have to sell to pay you and the others,” Jorgie added.

			Leo shrugged. “Just checking. It’s a pity in a way. You fit in so well here. And Marta will miss you.”

			“I’m not gone yet.” She shot him a glance from under lowered brows.

			“Just sayin’.” Leo pulled his singlet tighter across his chest. “Think I’ll see how Primrose is getting along.” He disappeared back into the house.

			Cilla straightened. “Thanks for the tour, love. I better get back. Marta’s going to take me to her studio.”

			“I hope you enjoy it. I’ll see you later, yes?”

			“Of course,” Cilla replied.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			The Girl Guide Chorus

			Marta led the way into her studio and flicked on the lights. “Let me check on these pots, then we can go and grab a coffee from the bakery café.”

			Cilla wandered around the room as Marta inspected the fired pots. She rejected one that showed signs of cracking.

			“These are gorgeous,” Cilla said. She picked up one of the finished mugs. “Can I buy a couple of these for friends at home?”

			“Of course not,” Marta said. “I’ll give them to you.”

			“You don’t have to do that.”

			“I know,” Marta agreed. “But I want to.”

			“Then thank you.” Cilla gave a half-smile. “What are you going to do here today?”

			“Paint designs on these pots, that’s all. I need to be home by one for a call from a client, then I’ve promised to help Jorgie. I can give you some suggestions for things you might like to do this afternoon.”

			Cilla’s smile wavered. “I’ll probably read in your backyard, if that’s okay.”

			“Of course. Why don’t we take a stroll around the convent now, before I get stuck into painting?”

			“Sure. That would be nice.”

			Marta led Cilla around the corridors of the main building, dropping into a few of the artists’ studios. She pointed out where she occasionally went to yoga classes, and a quiet room set aside for meditation. Then they went outside, and Marta showed her the bar, the couple of informal restaurants, and where the farmers’ market took place.

			“Let’s grab a cuppa to take back to the studio,” she suggested, leading the way into the bakery.

			Elfin finished serving a customer and turned to them. “Hi, Marta. The usual?”

			“Yes please.” Marta introduced Cilla.

			“It’s good to meet you, Cilla,” Elfin said. “What can I get you?”

			“A cup of tea, please.”

			“Chai, Earl Grey, jasmine, raspberry leaf, peppermint, lemongrass, Melbourne blend with a touch of vanilla, English breakfast—”

			“Just ordinary tea please.” Worry threaded Cilla’s voice.

			“Ordinary tea coming up. Are you having the drinks here? I can sit with you for a few minutes if so.”

			“Sure.” Marta mentally pushed aside the unpainted pots.

			Elfin brought their drinks over along with a plate of cupcakes. “On the house.” She pulled up a stool to join them at the counter by the window. “So how are you enjoying Melbourne, Cilla?”

			“I like it so far. Everyone’s very friendly.”

			After a few more pleasantries, Elfin said, “I’m not working this afternoon. If you want, I can show you around a bit. Some local places Bruce used to go.”

			“If you really don’t mind, that would be nice,” Cilla said.

			“I wouldn’t have offered if I minded. I love wandering around this area. I’d do it more often if I had time.”

			Marta wondered at her comment. Elfin only worked part-time, and on the face of it, she would have a lot of time to spare, especially now Bruce was gone. But maybe she was more of a homebody than anyone realised.

			“Then I’ve love to come with you.” Cilla offered Elfin a shy smile.

			“12.30 okay? I’ll meet you at Marta’s studio.”

			Cilla nodded.

			Back at the studio, Marta gathered her paints and settled to work on her pots. Cilla wandered around, picking things up and putting them down again.

			“Please don’t feel you have to stay here,” Marta said. “The convent gardens are lovely for a stroll, or you could explore some of the local shops on Johnston Street.”

			Cilla came over to where Marta was painting a design of banksia flowers on a pot. “I love what you’re doing. Can I…would you mind if I had a try at painting? I’ll pay for the pot.”

			“Of course not.” Marta hid her surprise. “Let me get you set up.”

			The next couple of hours passed quickly. Cilla was a quiet companion and painted three pots in complicated geometric patterns with a bold colour scheme.

			“These are amazing! Have you done this before?” Marta asked.

			Cilla ducked her head. “I painted a little before Jorgie was born. Not since then.”

			“I’ll get them fired for you, but they won’t be ready before you go back. I’ll give them to Jorgie to bring the next time she goes…home.” The word stuck in her throat, but Cilla didn’t seem to notice.

			“You’re very kind.”

			“You’re welcome to come back at any time. I could easily sell these. If you ever want to do more, I’ll pay you for them.”

			“Oh, I couldn’t. I’m not an artist, and I don’t think anyone would want to buy them.”

			“Don’t be too sure about that. We can find out though. How about you do one more and I’ll add it to my display?”

			“Really?” Cilla glowed. “Well, if you’re sure.”

			She picked out a pot and considered it for a while before reaching for the paints.

			Marta watched as Cilla painted swiftly, absorbed in her work. She must tell Jorgie. Maybe this was something she could do in Worrock. Maybe there was a potter’s studio nearby where she could be involved.

			Anything that gave Cilla more of a spark could only be a good thing.

			* * *

			True to her word, Marta arrived around 2.30 p.m. to help shift the rubble in the backyard. She wore the same shorts as before, with an old stripey T-shirt and the same hiking boots. Jorgie could hardly take her eyes from her pale calves. When had she ever noticed someone’s calves before? Marta’s were so perfectly shaped, softly curved down to slender ankles. It seemed a lot about Marta filled her thoughts these days. Those calves were another thing to add to the list.

			“Sorry I’m late,” Marta said. “I got a last-minute appointment at the vet for Tommycakes. The good news is, he’s healthy, but underweight. The vet thinks he’s about a year old. No microchip. They gave him worming tablets and flea treatment, microchipped him, and he’s booked in for neutering next week. Then I’ll register him with the council. Looks as if I’ve got a cat!”

			“Lucky Tommycakes.” Jorgie linked her fingers with Marta’s and pulled her in for a kiss. It went on long enough that Leo wolf whistled.

			Marta touched her face. “Lucky me. And I’m not talking about the cat.”

			“She’s not talking about the rubble in the backyard either,” Leo called from the bathroom. “Are you two ever going to consummate this relationship? The suspense is killing me, and all the female hormones flying around are messing with my gayness.”

			“Hormones don’t fly,” Jorgie said. “As for the first thing, that’s none of your business.”

			“Oh, but it is,” Leo said. “I need to know when to book extra tradies for when you’re unavailable due to a three-day love fest.”

			Marta blushed cherry-red and put her hands to her cheeks. “You’re embarrassing me.”

			“I don’t believe you.” Leo dropped his handsaw and came across to give Marta a hug. “Anyone who’s BFFs with Coral has to be completely unembarrassable.” He took in her pink cheeks. “You’re not embarrassed; you’re horny.”

			Marta thumped his biceps. “You’re incorrigible.”

			Leo pulled up his singlet and beat his fists on his bared chest. “I am man; hear me roar.”

			Primrose stuck his head out of the bathroom. “Come back in here, sweetbuns, and I’ll make you roar.”

			“Argh.” Marta slapped her hands over her ears. “You’re a fine one to talk about hormones.”

			Two hours later, Primrose took his leave and Leo followed, muttering something about a shower. The new bathroom and kitchen plumbing was in place, awaiting sign-off from the council before the fittings could go in.

			Jorgie went out to the backyard, where Marta was trudging resolutely from the rubble pile to the new skip with plasterboard offcuts in her hands. Without a word, Jorgie joined her to shift the final pieces, then went back to the kitchen to return with two bottles of water.

			“Thanks.” Marta’s shoulders drooped, but she still managed her Marta smile. “I need all this water and more, then a shower, then a beer.”

			“What?” Jorgie pretended affront. “Where am I in all that?”

			“Bringing me water, joining me in the shower, and sharing a beer and a kiss.”

			“That’s okay then. Although it will be squashy in your shower. We might have to wait for the shower here to be finished. It’s an open one—only a glass sheet separates it from the rest of the bathroom.”

			“I’m not sure I can wait that long.” Marta came in for a kiss.

			“All this kissing.” Jorgie sighed. “I feel like a teenager making out before the parents come home.”

			“Your parent is home,” Marta said. “I heard her in my yard talking to Major Tom. She spent the afternoon with Elfin.”

			“Good.” Jorgie pulled the bench so they could rest against the side wall. “I’m glad she’s getting out a bit.”

			“She seems to like it here.” Marta’s voice held bright optimism.

			“Early days. I’m still expecting her to ask to be taken back tomorrow.”

			“We’ll take her to the free music in Federation Square this evening,” Marta said. “Surely she’ll like that.”

			“You’re going to the city?” Jorgie asked. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she’d skipped lunch. Lucky Leo’s brekky sandwich had been filling.

			“So are you,” Marta said. “That is, Coral asked me to ask you. It’s her turn for your dinner tonight and she’s passing the buck to the food stands at the event.”

			“Great idea.”

			For a minute or two, they sat and sipped water, then Marta stood with an effort, her hands on the small of her back. “I feel older than Coral. My back is as stiff as a plank.”

			“No roller derby for you tonight then,” Jorgie said. Her gaze licked up and down Marta’s body. “I volunteer—bravely and with great sacrifice—to rub heat cream into your back after your shower.”

			Marta’s eyes turned molten. “Cilla’s in the house. And we’d never make the music before it finished. Hold on to that for another time.” She took a deep breath and shook herself like a terrier. “Sexual tension released. I’m going for my shower. Will you be around to use it later?”

			“Yes. Maybe half an hour.”

			“Good.” Marta blew her a kiss. “See you then.”

			Jorgie watched her disappear toward the street, then leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. It felt right to be with Marta. Right in a way she’d seldom felt. She bit her lip. How was she ever going to walk away once Number 94 sold?

			* * *

			“Elfin’s lovely, isn’t she?”

			Jorgie snuck a sideways look at Cilla as they ambled down the street to catch a tram to Federation Square. Ahead of them, Marta and Coral walked together. Coral’s loud cackling laugh drifted back to them.

			“Yes, she’s lovely. Very genuine.”

			“She’s easy to talk to. She listens. Not many people do that anymore—they’re all too busy talking about themselves and their lives. This afternoon, Elfin took me to the university where Bruce used to teach. She showed me the lecture theatre where he gave most of his classes. Someone waved us in and told us to sit.” Cilla giggled. “We didn’t, of course—the lecture was something about astrophysics and neither of us understood a word of it. But we laughed afterwards. To think someone thought we were students!”

			When did Cilla giggle? Jorgie gave a tiny shake of her head. She didn’t think she’d ever heard the sound before.

			“Then we went to a coffee shop in Lygon Street where Bruce used to go. If they like you, they give you a glass of their home-made walnut liqueur on the house.” She wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t much like it, but it was nice to be given it.”

			Jorgie swallowed her surprise. Cilla had been more places in an afternoon than she normally went in a month. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

			“I am,” Cilla said pensively. “It really helps that your friends are so kind. When Coral heard I’d been painting Marta’s pots, she suggested we dress up in our most outrageous clothes and go into some of the swankiest art galleries in the city pretending we’re famous artists scouting a location for our next exhibition.”

			Jorgie’s eyebrows hit her hairline. “Are you going?”

			“I don’t think I could do that.” Cilla tugged her jacket tighter around herself. “I don’t have Coral’s confidence.”

			“Have you thought about what you want to do tomorrow?” Jorgie said the words carefully. “If you still want to go home, I’ll take you. Otherwise, if you want to stay for Bruce’s celebration, I’ll take you home next week. No pressure either way.”

			Cilla sucked her lower lip. “I don’t know. I like it here, more than I thought I would. But it’s all a bit intense. I think I need some quiet time.”

			“You could have that tomorrow. Stay in with your book. Marta’s quiet company; she’d let you be.”

			“Mm. Maybe. Elfin also said I can come to the bakery. Just sit by myself and look out the window. She’s very understanding.”

			“That’s a nice idea. If you decide to stay for the celebration, we can get some sandwiches from the bakery for lunch and go and eat by the river. Just you and me.”

			“I’d like that, love. Spend more time with my best daughter.” Cilla gave a small nod.

			“Me too. Spend time with my best mother.” Jorgie found Cilla’s hand in the folds of her jacket and gave it a quick squeeze.

			“Your best mother, but not the best mother.”

			Jorgie blinked away the sudden moisture in her eyes. No, Cilla hadn’t been the best mother. At times, she’d been the absolute worst. But, all the same… “You’re my mother. Nothing can change that. And I don’t want to change that. It’s you and me together, Cilla. As it’s always been.”

			Cilla stopped and turned to face Jorgie. She lifted her hand and brushed the dampness from Jorgie’s cheek with her finger. “What did I ever do to deserve a daughter like you? I must have done something spectacular in a past life, as I sure haven’t in this one.”

			Jorgie smiled and linked her arm into Cilla’s.

			“Come on, slowpusses!” Coral shouted from further up the road. “Or Marta and I will nip into the Commercial for a restorative glass of bubbles while we wait for you to catch up.”

			“We better move faster,” Jorgie said. “Or who knows what Coral will do.”

			As they walked down the road, Cilla said, “About the celebration…do you think anyone will think it strange that I’m there? After all, I didn’t see much of Bruce when he was alive.”

			“No,” Jorgie said firmly. “And if they think it, it’s none of their business. If you want to come, then you have every right to be there, and more right than most. Certainly none of our friends from Gaylord Street will think it.”

			“Then I’ll stay. If it’s all right with you.” Cilla squeezed Jorgie’s arm against her side. “Let’s both be there.”

			* * *

			Jorgie looked around the small park. Despite the short notice, many people had come to Bruce’s celebration of life.

			People talked in small groups under the picnic shelter or gathered on rugs on the grass. Lulu strummed a guitar, and Elfin hummed along. A group of people from the university where Bruce had worked were braying like donkeys, but from what she overheard, they were missing their friend and happy to be at his celebration.

			A knot of local people from Abbotsford and nearby suburbs were grouped by the table. The corner shop owner. Stuart, the barman from the Retreat. Some of the volunteers from the op shops that Bruce and Elfin used to visit together. Sasha was there with her girlfriend, and there were many people Jorgie didn’t know. Word had clearly spread.

			The biggest knot of people, of course, was the Gaylord Street community. As well as the tight-knit group that Jorgie had come to think of as her friends, it seemed most of the street had come along too. Dogs gambolled together or barked at each other, and kids ran around playing. Even Ginger had been tempted, blinking, into the daylight and was talking earnestly with Cilla.

			Marta was chatting with a couple of artists from the convent. She wore a canary-yellow shirt with pink polka dots. It was garish, about six sizes too big for her, and the colours didn’t suit her, but it had been one of Bruce’s, and Marta remembered him wearing it the day he’d consoled her when her previous girlfriend left. She’d said it seemed fitting that she wear it today.

			All around, apart from the academics, people wore bright clothes, including some that used to belong to Bruce. Elfin was wearing one of his leather jackets with her tutu, Ginger wore an overlong pair of his pants rolled up at the cuffs and held up with a pair of purple braces. Cilla had picked a scarf from Elfin’s collection of Bruce’s clothes and wore it around her waist. Leo sported a dinner jacket, crisp white shirt, and bow tie. But that was Leo. Jorgie smiled fondly at the sight. He had linked arms with Primrose the plumber, and the two looked very cosy.

			Many people stood to relate a story or memory of Bruce, and there had been more than a few tears.

			Even Cilla stood briefly. “Bruce was my brother. I didn’t know him as well as I’d have liked, but being here today brings him closer. Thank you for sharing him with me.”

			Jorgie wrapped her arm around Cilla’s waist as tears pricked her eyes. She noticed Coral sitting alone on a picnic chair, staring down into her champagne glass, and went across to sit next to her.

			“Are you okay, Coral?”

			Coral looked up and sniffed. “I will be. I’m just missing him so much.” She hunched into the emerald-green shirt that had been Bruce’s St Patrick’s Day shirt. “I think I’ll go home soon.”

			“Then let’s carry out Bruce’s final wishes.”

			Coral managed a tremulous smile. “Yes, let’s.”

			Together they encouraged people to join them on the riverbank. Marta had already primed Alfonso.

			When everyone was gathered, Marta linked arms with Leo on one side and Cilla on the other. The Gaylord Street people, who guessed what was coming, urged everyone to link arms.

			Lulu struck a chord on her guitar.

			Alfonso took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and sang the opening stanza of “Kumbaya”. His deep bass voice rolled over them like velvet.

			Jorgie drew a quick breath, tears pricking behind her eyes.

			As people joined in and the chorus swelled, she stepped to the river and opened the bag of ashes. A small breeze picked up, and she waved the bag so the cremains drifted on the wind or fell to the water. She spun back, sending the final ashes flying in a semi-circle over the river, and caught Marta’s gaze.

			Her eyes were damp and red-rimmed, but she smiled. In sympathy, in comradeship, in sweet memory of Bruce, Jorgie didn’t know. But when she smiled back, she knew the meaning of her own smile. It settled over her, soft and comforting, light and airy.

			Jorgie stared down at the river. A few ashes still floated on the slow-moving water. Bruce, in the place he’d loved so much.

			She looked back at Marta. A shaft of something warm pierced her heart, and the feelings lodged there overflowed. Feelings she’d not even acknowledged to herself—until now.

			She loved Marta.

			Her warm and generous spirit, her teasing banter, her care for those in her circle. And yes, her small face with its large features and ready smile.

			Jorgie loved Marta. She kept her gaze locked on her as she stood in the company of her friends. Too early to say the words, too early to wonder if Marta shared those same unfurling feelings, but one day…

			One day, Jorgie would tell her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Return to the Black Stump

			“I like your friends.” Cilla stared ahead through the windscreen as the truck cruised up the Goulburn Valley Freeway toward Worrock. “They’re decent people; very welcoming.”

			“They are, aren’t they?” Jorgie kept her eyes on the road. Especially Marta, she wanted to say, but there didn’t seem much point. After all, she and Marta didn’t have a future past the sale. Not when Marta lived in Melbourne, and she lived a nine-hour drive away. Her stomach churned at the thought.

			Love for Marta welled up again, clutching her heart in its velvet cocoon. But now, reality and practicality ticked through her mind in a military two-step.

			Maybe it wasn’t insurmountable in the short term—nine hours’ drive was hardly the other side of the continent—but too many relationships spluttered and died when distance was involved. And flights weren’t a practical option. The airfield at Cobar was tiny, flights were infrequent, and there were no non-stops to Melbourne. It would be cheaper, and almost quicker, to drive for nine hours.

			And that was assuming Marta was even interested in a relationship.

			“Coral’s a hoot,” Cilla said. “Do you know she used to be a burlesque dancer when she was younger?”

			“I didn’t,” Jorgie dragged her attention back to Cilla. “That explains a lot.”

			“Marta’s going to teach me how to throw a pot,” Cilla continued. “If I come back, that is.”

			“Do you want to come back?”

			“I don’t know.” Cilla huddled down in her seat. “I’m looking forward to getting home.”

			After that she was silent.

			It was dusk when they pulled up outside Cilla’s house.

			“Home sweet home.” Cilla gusted a sigh. She lifted the parcel of fish and chips they’d picked up on the way. “Be a pet, Jorgie, and take my bag in. I’ll set the table.”

			They sat on the veranda to eat the fish and chips. The chips were soggy from being wrapped for so long, but they were tasty.

			Cilla broke off a piece of fish. “When you’re back in Gaylord Street, will you let me know how Elfin is? I hope her girlfriend is okay.”

			Her girlfriend? Jorgie frowned. “I didn’t know Elfin had a girlfriend.”

			“Oh.” Cilla dipped the fish into the mayo. “Maybe I’ve said too much. I thought you knew.”

			“Is Elfin okay?” Jorgie’s mind whirred. “Back when we all first discussed the renovation idea, she wanted to sell immediately. Said she needed the money for something important. Something involving someone else.”

			Cilla ate the fish. “I may have inadvertently broken a confidence. She talked a lot when we were out together, but she didn’t say it was a secret. Please can you forget I said anything?”

			“Sure. Will you hear from her? If you do, can you tell me if she’s all right?”

			“I will.” Cilla drank some water. “Do you want to stay here tonight?”

			“I’ll go to mine. The bed’s already made up. It will save you the work.”

			“Will you come by for breakfast before you leave?”

			“Of course.” Jorgie managed a smile. “I’ll look forward to it.”

			Later, she sat on her own veranda with a beer. Worrock was as quiet as ever. Somewhere was the hop-hop of a kangaroo. A dog barked once and was silent. Otherwise, nothing.

			Jorgie rested her elbows on her knees and peered up at the stars. They blazed in a million points of light. Seemingly so random, but really so ordered. She picked out some familiar constellations: the Southern Cross, of course, Scorpius with its elegant J curve. Orion. There were fewer stars visible in Melbourne—the city lights saw to that. But she’d still seen enough of them to feel the connection.

			She twisted the beer bottle in her hand. Would she be happy living in Gaylord Street?

			Yes. The answer jumped into her head. She would. The community had wormed its way into her heart. Maybe she could go into business with Leo—or if he didn’t want that commitment, she could employ him on whatever basis suited him. There were so many houses like Number 94—old, crumbling, ripe for renovation—and so many people needing someone to work on them.

			But, of course, it wasn’t that simple. She’d have to rent somewhere to live once the house was sold. And while a huge part of it was being able to pursue a relationship, Marta may not want that. Or if she did, she may not want to live together. Jorgie couldn’t presume.

			And the biggest reason of all why she couldn’t live there: Cilla. Even though Cilla had enjoyed her visit—indeed, had stayed longer than she’d said—that didn’t mean she was ready to move on from Worrock.

			Jorgie’s gaze tracked the path of a satellite across the sky. It was hard enough on Cilla now with Jorgie in Melbourne. She couldn’t do it forever.

			Would Marta move to Worrock, if it came to that? Jorgie’s lips twisted. No. Her life was in Abbotsford: her home, her studio, her job, her friends. Marta was the poster child for things remaining the same. Well, her and Cilla. How ironic was that.

			Jorgie picked up her phone. The need to hear Marta’s voice pulsed inside her. It seemed that once she’d acknowledged her love, even to herself, she wanted to fill all the tiny spaces in her life with Marta, to share her experiences, even if they couldn’t be together.

			It was only nine o’clock. Late by Worrock standards. Early by Melbourne’s. She pressed the quick dial.

			“Hey.” Marta answered on the second ring. “Did you make it back, or are you calling me from the side of the road as you wait for the breakdown truck?”

			“Please. Show some faith in my vehicle,” Jorgie said. “She may be old, but she’s a goodie.”

			“Like Coral.” A smile shone in Marta’s voice.

			“Yes, like Coral. Did you know she used to be a burlesque dancer? Cilla told me.”

			“I knew. She’s also been a phone sex worker, a bikini promo girl flogging beer in pubs, a hot air balloon chaser, and a clinical psychologist. I’m not sure which of those made her the most money.”

			“Really? Balloon chaser? How did she wear high heels on rough ground?”

			“She couldn’t. That’s one reason she chucked the job. The other was her champagne glass didn’t fit in the cupholders of the four-wheel drive. So, you’re home then.”

			“Yes. Cilla’s happy to be back.”

			“And you?” Marta’s voice was soft.

			A beat. “Yes, I guess I’m happy to be here too.” After all, what else could she say? “I’ll be back tomorrow evening.”

			“Me and my shower will be ready for you.”

			A zing of anticipation travelled down through Jorgie’s chest.

			Now that was something to look forward to.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Sex in the City

			Jorgie killed the truck engine outside Number 94. For a moment, she sat and stared at the front of the house. The black-painted door was closed, and from the front no one would know what changes had been made inside. The house looked better than it had when she’d first arrived, though. Elfin had tidied up the small front yard and completely removed the skin-tearing prickly shrub. The smaller native plants she’d put in were starting to take hold, and she’d filled Marta’s bright pots with an assortment of herbs.

			Jorgie went inside. The house was echoey-empty. She placed her bag on the floor of her bedroom and went for a glass of water. Glass in hand, she walked around the rear of the house.

			Tomorrow, she’d contact the council for the final sign-off on the plumbing, then she’d go to the kitchen and bathroom warehouse to select fittings. Maybe Leo would want to come as well. Although his taste in paint finishes was questionable, he had a good eye for the overall feel for a room.

			Jorgie pulled at her singlet, tugging it away from her skin. She pushed her hands into her hair, feeling the dust and grit of the journey. She needed a shower.

			Marta didn’t answer when she knocked. Jorgie hesitated, then returned next door to collect the key, along with her toiletries and a towel.

			Back at Marta’s, she quickly stripped off and, leaving her dirty clothes in a pile on the bathroom floor, got into the shower. The warm water slicked back her hair and streamed over her face.

			Once out of the shower and towelled dry, Jorgie looked around and cursed. In her hurry, she’d forgotten to bring clean clothes. The thought of putting on her dusty, dirty ones wasn’t very appealing. She considered wrapping the towel around herself and doing a quick dash next door, but the towel was small; it skimmed her nipples and barely hid her butt. She could imagine the howls of laughter if anyone caught her.

			Maybe Marta had a larger towel or a dressing gown she could use to get next door without risking arrest. Jorgie wrapped the barely adequate towel around her and ventured from the bathroom. Where did Marta keep the towels? She looked around. Ah yes, the wardrobe in the spare bedroom; she’d seen her grab one from there before.

			She was a few paces along the hallway when the scrape of a key in the front door lock sounded, and the door creaked open. “Hi, Marta, it’s me.”

			The door opened fully, and Marta stood there. “Oh!” She clutched the neck of her jacket. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

			“I’m sorry. I did call out, but you mustn’t have heard me.”

			“That’s okay. I gave you the key, after all, and I should have guessed when I saw your truck.” Marta advanced down the hall until she was in front of Jorgie, gaze raking from head to toe. “Most of my guests dress a little more formally for dinner, but I can make an exception for you.” She reached out a finger and traced along the top of the towel, dipping into the valley between Jorgie’s breasts. “Good evening. I missed you.”

			Jorgie’s breath caught in her throat, and suddenly it was impossible to draw a deep breath. Marta’s finger scorched a line of fire over her skin, filling Jorgie’s mind with thoughts of that finger on other parts of her body. Drawing a spiral on her chest. Tracing around a nipple. Sliding over her belly. Lower. Much lower. She swallowed hard as the visual overwhelmed her. “Good evening to you too. Is this how you greet all your guests?”

			“Only the special ones.” Marta crooked her half-smile and skittered her fingers to the edge of the towel where Jorgie held it closed along her side. Marta stroked a finger down the strip of bare skin where the towel didn’t meet, over the edge of Jorgie’s breast, down over her ribs, into the slight indent of her waist to the point of her hip.

			Jorgie held her breath, heart thundering in her chest. Her grip loosened on the towel and it sagged, baring her breasts.

			Marta’s gaze snapped to Jorgie’s chest and her mouth formed a soundless “Oh.” She slid her palm around Jorgie’s hip, pulling her closer. “I want you so much.” Her voice was hoarse, threaded with need. “I desire you.”

			Desire. The word seemed old-fashioned, but oh, it embodied the pulsing, pounding sensations coursing through Jorgie’s body. Desire. Yes, she desired Marta too.

			She dropped the towel.

			For long moments, Marta’s gaze swooped over Jorgie’s body. Every centimetre of skin touched by Marta’s long look prickled in arousal. Her nipples peaked, and liquid longing coiled in her stomach and surged at the apex of her thighs when Marta’s stare lingered on her clipped bush. Her skin tingled as Marta’s gaze meandered over her thighs, down to her feet, and then began an equally slow and lustful return journey back to her face.

			Marta’s eyes darkened nearly to black. “You are so gorgeous. So utterly, heart-stoppingly beautiful.” She took a step forward and pressed herself to Jorgie, winding her arms sinuously around her neck as she raised her mouth to press a kiss to Jorgie’s lips.

			Heat exploded in her belly as their lips touched. Marta’s full breasts, nipples already hard and needy, pressed into her chest.

			Their mouths opened, tongues seeking and receiving. For long moments, the kiss continued, escalating into a fiery need.

			Marta pulled back, and taking Jorgie’s hand, led her the few paces to her bedroom. With one swift yank, she pulled the covers back on the bed, then shed her jacket. Her hands fumbled with the button of her jeans until it gave, then she pulled down her undies and tugged her T-shirt over her head. She stepped away from the tangle of fabric at her feet.

			“Let me.” The words were thick in Jorgie’s mouth. She reached around to undo Marta’s bra and pulled it from her shoulders. Then she stepped back.

			Marta’s body was a soft symphony of creamy skin. A smattering of freckles covered the tops of her breasts, which swelled from her chest as enticing pale mounds topped with rose-pink nipples. Unclothed, her slender waist was more accentuated, her hipbones more prominent.

			Jorgie’s gaze meandered down to the juncture of Marta’s thighs, where a dusting of blonde hair covered her sex.

			She pressed both palms to Marta’s cheeks and lowered her mouth to Marta’s once more. When the kiss ended, she said, “We seem to have been kissing for an eternity, but I still can’t get enough.”

			“Me neither. But here we are, finally, and I’m not stopping now. Not unless Leo yells that the roof has fallen in, or Coral bursts in the door unannounced. Maybe not even then.”

			“Can she do that?” Jorgie murmured. “Maybe you should bolt the door.”

			“No time.” Marta pressed a string of open-mouthed kisses to the side of Jorgie’s neck, working her way down to the ticklish spot in the curve of neck and shoulder. “I’m so wet for you.”

			White heat exploded in Jorgie’s mind. The neediness in Marta’s voice, the way the words vibrated against her skin, the touch of her belly, the brush of fine pubic hair against her leg… Her breath shuddered in her chest and arousal arrowed deep in her belly, a shaft straight to her clit. That Marta could admit her lust in such a direct manner was a huge turn on. Jorgie stepped back and ran her palms from Marta’s shoulders, down over her lightly muscled arms, then inward, to where she wanted to touch. Her fingers circled around the swell of Marta’s breasts, spiralling around and around, inching closer to her pink nipples.

			Marta’s breath puffed loudly in the quiet room. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me.”

			Jorgie’s sex pulsed. Oh, she did. Because it was a two-way street. Her fingers danced around the edge of Marta’s nipple, making her gasp.

			“Don’t stop.” The words came out as a tortured wheeze.

			“No?” Jorgie circled one nipple then traced a figure eight path to the other. “Are you sure? Because I was thinking of doing…” She lifted her hands away and bent to take the nipple between her lips. Her tongue mimicked the path her finger had taken. “This.”

			“Oh, you’re good.” Marta wound her fingers into Jorgie’s hair, tugging almost painfully.

			The urge to drop to her knees and press her lips to that fine blonde down, to part Marta’s folds with a finger and press her mouth there, thrummed inside her, as urgent as a drumbeat. And would Marta touch her in the same way? She couldn’t wait to find out. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the silken feel of Marta’s skin under her hands, and her breathy little moans that were so utterly delightful.

			“Bed,” Marta whispered. “I want to lie with you.”

			Anticipation swirled in Jorgie’s chest and she crawled onto the bed to lie on one side facing the middle. When Marta joined her, they moved toward each other again, as if drawn on strings. Jorgie angled her chin, nuzzling her way under Marta’s fine hair to kiss her. The kiss may have started off soft, but within seconds, the wildfire between them flared out of control.

			White heat expanded in Jorgie’s mind until there was no room for any other thought. She pushed her tongue between Marta’s lips, which parted to receive her. As their tongues danced together, Jorgie ran her hand down Marta’s spine to cup her butt. Her skin had the fine, soft texture of silk.

			Marta’s eyes gazed into Jorgie’s with a deep intensity as she said, “Touch me. Please.”

			Longing swelled in her chest. How could she not? Touch Marta, kiss her, love her.

			Jorgie urged her onto her back, and she got onto her knees and straddled Marta’s thighs.

			Marta reared up onto her elbows and sought her lips in a searing kiss that made sparks fly behind her closed eyelids.

			Then, with a smile, a wink, and a thundering heart, Jorgie moved downward. A kiss to each pink nipple, then one to her breastbone. She shuffled backward, pressing a line of kisses on Marta’s creamy skin. On her sternum, her ribs, down her belly. A quick flick of the tongue into her navel, and then on.

			Lower.

			Marta gasped and fell back onto the bed.

			Jorgie moved further down and pushed Marta’s legs apart. Her lips were puffy, shining wet, and the blonde hair that covered them was slick with arousal. Jorgie lay on her stomach and ran a finger up one side of Marta’s sex, then down the other.

			“Tease.” Marta’s voice coiled tight, and her breath came in sharp pants.

			Jorgie repeated the motion, this time lingering on the down stroke. Moisture coated her finger, and she gently touched inside the slick, pink folds.

			“Double tease. Jorgie, please…” Marta’s hands fisted the sheet, and her thighs bunched rigid with tension.

			“I thought you were the calm one. All the patience in the world.” Jorgie shuffled closer, enough that Marta’s intoxicating scent coiled out to meet her. Was there anything more arousing, more sensual, more spine-tinglingly lusty than the scent of an aroused woman? If there was, Jorgie had yet to discover it.

			“Inside me. Please.”

			Jorgie dipped the tip of one finger inside Marta’s inviting sex and followed it up with the tiniest taste. Oh. Her taste was as delicious as her scent. She circled Marta’s clit with her tongue, then dipped lower once more.

			Marta’s hips bucked and her hands came down to tangle in Jorgie’s hair. “You’re killing me,” she whispered. “Taking me apart, piece by piece.”

			“That shouldn’t be allowed.” Jorgie pushed one finger inside, feeling the clench and relax of Marta’s inner walls, then added a second. Would she want more? That may be something for another time. Right now, Jorgie didn’t think it would take much more to send her into freefall.

			She moved slowly in and out, taking cues from gasps and moans. Then, when Marta’s hips rose from the bed, and her inner muscles clenched again, Jorgie nestled her chin against the bed and circled her tongue over Marta’s sex, then took her clit between her lips and sucked gently.

			“Oh!” Marta came with a shout, pushing against Jorgie’s face so that it was hard to breathe, her channel fluttering wildly against Jorgie’s fingers in the tiny spasms of orgasm.

			When she slowly withdrew, Marta sighed, a long-drawn-out sigh.

			“I don’t think I can move. That was incredible. You are incredible.”

			Jorgie couldn’t resist. A finger, a touch of her tongue, and in a very short while Marta was swooping into a second orgasm.

			She crawled up to lie alongside Marta and pressed a kiss to the edge of her mouth. Her own clit pulsed with need, but she ignored it, instead absorbing the sight of Marta’s satisfaction, and kissing her again with sweet and sticky lips.

			Marta opened her eyes. “We’re not done yet. That is, you’re not done yet.” She turned on her side, facing Jorgie, and walked her fingers down between her breasts, pausing on each nipple. “Turn about is your shout.”

			“I think you’ve mixed all sorts of things in that sentence.” Jorgie gasped as Marta’s fingers feathered through her trimmed bush.

			“I don’t care. It’s accurate.” She strummed a waltz on Jorgie’s mound—one, two, three; one, two, three—then propped herself on an elbow and stared down into her face. Her gaze held an intensity about it that said they were far from done.

			“Fingers.” Marta lifted and wiggled them. “Or tongue?” She stuck her tongue out and flicked it up and down.

			Jorgie sucked a breath. What a choice. “Both? Either? I want you, Marta. Only you.”

			Marta’s eyes softened. “Sweet words. You can say them again any time you want.”

			“I want only you. I need only you.” She hesitated, the declaration of newfound love pulsing thickly in her throat, ready to burst forth any moment. Was it too soon?

			Maybe.

			“That’s good. I want you too, Jorgie. For as long as I can have you.” Her voice vibrated with tenderness.

			Jorgie closed her eyes briefly. Marta was stating a fact: one day, soon, she would return to Worrock, and they would have a fractured long-distance relationship—or none at all. She pushed that aside. Now was not the time to think of that. “You have me.”

			Marta leaned in to kiss her—slowly, leisurely, as if she had all the time in the world for kisses—and moved her hand to Jorgie’s breast. She palmed it, smoothing her fingers over its slight curve, then bent to take Jorgie’s nipple in her mouth, running her tongue around the edge before sucking hard until it peaked into a rigid point.

			Jorgie closed her eyes as spirals of pleasure trickled through her.

			Marta lifted her head. “You like that?”

			“Mm. Will you do it again? Please?”

			Marta laughed, a husky ripple of sound, pushed Jorgie onto her back, and lowered her mouth to the other nipple. This time, her teeth lightly grazed even as her lips soothed and aroused.

			Jorgie gasped as a bolt of lightning travelled from her nipple to her clit.

			“Too much?” Marta raised her head, regarding her with a lustful expression.

			“No! It was…oh my God, please do it again.”

			Marta’s lips twitched and she bent to lave the nipple once more. Her touch was soft, warm, and wet, and as soothing as a warm bath—except that the feelings she aroused were anything but relaxing.

			Jorgie tensed, waiting for that edge-of-pain scrape that had sent her stratospheric before. But Marta didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Then, as she relaxed, as her stomach muscles softened, as she flung her head back, enjoying the touch of Marta’s lips, Marta sucked hard and her teeth gently scraped once more on the sensitive peak.

			The bolt of lightning had sat simmering in Jorgie’s chest, and at the less delicate touch, it zagged its way down to her clit once more in such an explosion of feeling that she thought she might come from that alone, with no direct touching. No, it’s too soon. She reared up and sat, legs spread, knees bent, facing Marta.

			Marta did the same, intersecting her legs with Jorgie’s.

			The silken touch of Marta’s thighs pressing on her own, and the sight of her, chest flushed pink with arousal, hair falling over her face, half-smile shining through, made Jorgie forget about her own pleasure for the moment. She moved forward until she could reach between Marta’s legs and brushed over the sodden hair, then dipped lower to swirl her fingers in the wetness beneath.

			Marta leaned forward too, and trailed her fingers up Jorgie’s thigh, coming to rest with the tips touching her sex.

			Jorgie’s clit pulsed, hot and needy. If Marta touched her properly, stroked, caressed, long, steady movements, she would be gone. Her orgasm tickled at the edge of her mind, vibrated in her sex. She was close. So. Fucking. Close.

			No. Not yet. Jorgie watched Marta’s face. She was sombre in a way that Jorgie seldom saw, her ready smile absent as she concentrated. But then, as if sensing her gaze, Marta looked up, smiled, and the world was in her eyes. Jorgie’s world.

			Jorgie moved her fingers up, pressing on the side of Marta’s clit, stroking back and forth.

			“If you keep doing that, I’ll come again,” Marta said in husky tones.

			“I hope you do.” Jorgie redoubled her efforts, concentrating on Marta’s reaction, her gasps and sighs, the tiny flinch when the pressure was too intense, the melting moan when it was exactly right.

			Marta’s movements on her own body stilled, and her hips tilted forward, pressing her sex into Jorgie’s hand. “Oh. Oh. Oh, yes.” A pink flush covered her chest, and her body jerked. She took a deep, shuddering breath and moved Jorgie’s hand away. “Enough.”

			Warmth expanded in Jorgie’s chest at her obvious pleasure. Delightful ripples coursed through her, anticipation at what was surely to come, intensified by the wicked look in Marta’s eyes.

			Marta trailed her damp fingers up over Jorgie’s belly once more to her breasts, circling each one. Then, back down again as if she had all the time in the world for this. She traced the crease where Jorgie’s thigh met her groin before once again touching the clipped hair over her sex.

			“You are so fucking wet.” Marta’s voice was low, intense.

			“You made me this way.” She closed her eyes as Marta’s fingers rested on her lower lips.

			One pushed inside, and Jorgie held her breath. The angle was difficult, and Marta couldn’t fill her as she’d like. “Can I lie down?”

			“Mm.”

			Jorgie fell back on the bed, spreading her thighs.

			In an instant, Marta straddled her legs. She probed, and then, oh! The fullness inside had to be from two of Marta’s fingers, maybe three. Jorgie swelled in response, closing her eyes as Marta pressed hard and stroked, unerringly finding her G spot. Her thumb rested on Jorgie’s clit.

			Jorgie gasped, the instant pleasure taking her by surprise. But she was so wet, and now she was so full, and the ache of that fullness was good. So unbearably good. Marta’s fingers pressed up again, stroking her G spot.

			It was enough. The sweet, hot tension that had been building since she’d dropped her towel in the hallway peaked and overflowed. Her body jerked, and her inner muscles tensed fiercely around Marta’s fingers as she came. Then, she was boneless, limp on the bed.

			Marta withdrew, then lay down next to her. She pressed a kiss to Jorgie’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

			Jorgie rolled to face her, resting a hand on Marta’s damp belly. “More than okay. My mind is officially blown.”

			Marta hummed. “I think we’re good at this.”

			“Together we are.”

			“Does this mean we don’t need any more practice?” Marta trailed her hand over Jorgie’s thigh.

			“There’s no such thing as too much practice. But I need a little time.”

			Marta pouted. “How much time?”

			Jorgie pretended to consider, one finger tapping her lips. “Oh…quite a long time, I think. Maybe…five minutes.”

			Marta laughed, and squeezed her thigh. “I think I’ll allow that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			To Heaven and Back

			Later, when they both were wrung out with the joys of their lovemaking, they rose and went to the kitchen to be welcomed by Major Tom demanding food. Marta wore her dressing gown and had found a robe for Jorgie. It was a little short and offered tantalising flashes of her lean legs.

			Marta kissed her and couldn’t resist a swift feel of butt. “I like you wearing this. Maybe it should be compulsory wear for all my dinner guests.”

			“Coral would go along with that. I’m not sure about Leo.”

			Marta laughed. “I’m not sure about Leo either. I think some things are better kept under wraps.” She fed Major Tom, whose yowls were getting more ferocious, then looked in the fridge and turned to Jorgie. “I’d planned to cook for you this evening, but unless you want to eat at midnight, it will have to wait until tomorrow. How about cheese and crackers?”

			“That sounds perfect. Maybe a glass of wine?” Jorgie sounded puppy-dog hopeful, and her begging expression made Marta laugh.

			“One glass of wine coming up.”

			Marta found cheese, salami, and olives, set them on the counter along with the crackers, and sat next to Jorgie, resting a hand on her thigh.

			The too-short robe gaped open. “Are you wearing anything under this?” She knew of course, but she lifted the flap to peek anyway. “No undies! How rude not to dress for dinner.” She leaned in for a kiss that tasted of red wine.

			“I can dress for dinner if you want. But it will be in today’s dirty clothes. That’s how I got into this mess in the first place.”

			“Then after dinner, I’ll take you somewhere you don’t have to dress up for.” She pretended to think. “Hmmm. That might have to be my bed. I don’t think the Retreat will let you in wearing this.”

			“Your bed sounds perfect.” Jorgie cut a piece of blue cheese, put it on a cracker, and handed it to Marta. “Eat. You might need your strength later.”

			“Oh? You’ve got more rubble you need shifted?”

			“Not exactly. Something softer needs taking to the heavens and back.”

			“And how will I do that?” The arousal she’d thought sated thrummed low in Marta’s belly again. This woman. Could she ever get enough of her? Warmth spread out like a rising sun into her chest. Jorgie fit so well into Gaylord Street—into her life.

			“You managed perfectly well without instructions earlier.”

			“It’s hardly the same as assembling Ikea cabinets.” Marta wiggled her fingers.

			Jorgie huffed a laugh. “It’s not. Luckily.” She cut a piece of cheese for herself. “Talking of Ikea, once I’ve arranged the final plumbing inspection with the council, I’m going to pick out the fittings for the kitchen and bathroom. Leo suggested Ikea, but I think we should go more upmarket.”

			“Bespoke?”

			“That’s not in the budget. Something between Ikea and a master carpenter carving a bench from a single piece of Tasmanian myrtle.”

			“Have you decided on a style?”

			“Not yet. I thought I’d go and look at what’s available. I’m hoping Leo will come with me.”

			“Can I come too?” Marta asked. “Choosing a kitchen sounds like heaven.”

			“Of course,” Jorgie said. “What are you doing tomorrow? I’d like to go in the afternoon, after I’ve rung the council.”

			“That will work. I’ve got clients to see in Carlton in the morning, and then I have to go into the office for a couple of hours, but I’ll be home by lunchtime.”

			“Then let’s aim for two-ish.” Jorgie rested a hand on Marta’s leg.

			It scorched through the thin robe, and heat crawled up her chest at the memory of those fingers inside her. “Are you staying here tonight?” She made her voice off-hand, not wanting to be the clingy, needy girlfriend just because they’d slept together.

			“I’d love to—if that’s okay with you?” Jorgie arched an eyebrow.

			“I wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t. It’s probably more comfortable than your bed.”

			“It’s a lot more comfortable. The company’s better too.”

			“I didn’t know you had company at Number 94. Should I be jealous?” She smiled at Jorgie, loving the way her eyes lit up with delight at their banter.

			“Only if you’re jealous of a rather large, very hairy spider who comes to visit from time to time. In the past, there’s been a rather cute mouse, but since we’ve got the place mostly sealed, she hasn’t visited.”

			Marta shuddered. “You are the bravest woman I know. Most people would have squashed that spider and trapped the mouse.”

			Jorgie shrugged. “Neither was harming me. But I did intend to trap the mouse if she hadn’t moved on by herself. The spider…she’s fine. Just a huntsman.”

			“No doubt the size of my palm, with long hairy legs to gather you up. You’ll probably wake cocooned in a web and hanging from a rafter waiting to be eaten.” She nodded. “I’d hate for that to happen. You better stay here.” Marta’s nipples tingled at the thought of what might happen—again—in her bed.

			“I wouldn’t want you to lie awake all night worrying about my fate.” Jorgie’s eyes crinkled as she smiled, and her dimple winked.

			Marta leaned forward to kiss it, and somehow that morphed into a full kiss, with lips and tongues.

			They broke apart and sat back, panting slightly.

			“Quick! Quick! We need to come up with conversation that doesn’t end up being about sex,” Jorgie said.

			“Spiders aren’t about sex,” Marta pointed out. “Although they do eat their mates afterwards.”

			“As opposed to during.” Jorgie winked.

			“New people have moved into the street. Is that topic safe enough for you?”

			“Yes.” Jorgie’s expression was curious. “I didn’t know anything was available.”

			“They’re renting Number 72, a few doors past Elfin and Lulu’s place. They’ve actually been there a few days. A family. Mother, father, two kids.”

			“That’s a small house for a family.” Jorgie picked an olive.

			“It is. Coral went around to welcome them to our street and invite them to the next get-together. She said they didn’t seem very friendly. Then Alfonso went around with a plate of Ginger’s home-made pastries, and the father all but pushed his kids behind him to protect them from the evil gay.”

			“Surely they didn’t!” Jorgie’s voice vibrated in horror. “Really?”

			“Not literally. But they closed the door, and Alfonso heard the father telling the kids not to touch the pastries. As if they were poisonous or something.” Marta sighed. “That’s so wrong. What an impression to give your kids.”

			“It might be general stranger-danger warnings. You know, like kids getting their Halloween goodies x-rayed for needles at the hospital.”

			“Maybe. I know Gaylord Street can’t stay this way for ever. People leave, new ones arrive, houses change. Look at Number 94. But I’d always hoped that new people would love the street as most of us do and want to keep our special community alive.” Marta sighed again as a pang of sadness sliced her. “I’m a happy little optimist, I guess.”

			“It’s okay to hope that things stay the same,” Jorgie touched the back of Marta’s hand.

			Despite her momentary sadness, the touch sizzled with warmth and hope. “I know. And the new people may come around once they realise how lucky they are to live here. Maybe they’ll come to the next street party, get talking with some of the other families here, and realise what a great place this is.”

			“Maybe.” Jorgie tilted her head. “Would you ever consider moving somewhere else?”

			Would she? Since she’d bought her place eleven years ago, she’d never for an instant considered selling or moving. Her home was here. Her studio, her work, and her friends. Gaylord Street was the family she otherwise didn’t have. Uprooting herself? She couldn’t even imagine it.

			“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” she said, and she didn’t miss the way Jorgie’s lips drooped down at her words.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Kitchen Wars

			Jorgie stared at her phone. Should she call the council, or was it better to go down in person and hope Sasha was there? She’d been so helpful, and friendly, it seemed only right to involve her again.

			Jorgie pressed the number.

			“Planning Department, Sasha speaking.”

			That made it easier.

			“Hi Sasha, this is Jorgie Anderson from Number—”

			“Hi, Jorgie.” Sasha’s warm, rich tones greeted her. “How can I help you?”

			“I need to arrange for Matt Cameron to return to do the final plumbing inspection at 94 Gaylord Street. Is that something I do through you, or do I need to contact him directly?”

			“Through me,” Sasha said. “Let me look at his diary. Hmmm. He’s solidly booked up for the next month.”

			“Oh.” Jorgie’s heart sank. “That means I can’t finish the bathroom.”

			“Awkward, yes,” Sasha said. “Really, you should have booked him before you were ready, to avoid delays.”

			“I’m an idiot. The last inspection was arranged so quickly, I didn’t realise this would take time.”

			“The only possibility of getting an earlier inspection is if you don’t have access to water. Your mains is probably turned off, isn’t it, subject to the final inspection? That’s what you have to do, so I’m sure you complied.”

			“Er, yes, of course.”

			“And so, as you have removed all the old plumbing, you have no water for drinking, no flushing toilet, no shower.”

			“Yes.” That was all true—except Leo had put in a temporary standpipe to give them water. “I use my neighbour’s toilet and shower.”

			“Marta? I bet you do.” Sasha’s voice hummed with amusement. “Well, you’re in luck, Jorgie. As you’re living there and have no running water, which is a health hazard, you qualify for one of Matt’s emergency appointments. How does tomorrow at four sound?”

			“Perfect! Thanks so much, Sasha. I owe you a beer.” She grinned from ear to ear. Whatever would she have done without Sasha steering her through the minefield of council paperwork? Wallowed, and got it wrong, and added weeks or months to the renovation time, that was what.

			“You can repay me tomorrow if you want. I’ll stop by after the inspection to sign off on your paperwork. If you ask Matt to leave the form with you, I’ll bring the rest.”

			“Really? That’s good of you.”

			“How about I bring Zoe with me? In case you’ve changed your mind about meeting her?”

			“Uh, that’s a nice thought, but Marta and I are girlfriends.” She hoped that was true. They’d never officially discussed it.

			“I wondered when I bumped into her on your doorstep. She seemed somewhat put out at seeing me. I’m glad you’ve sorted it out. Marta’s lovely.”

			“I know.” Warmth trickled through Jorgie’s chest at the thought of her. “I’m not sure what she’s doing tomorrow, but maybe the three of us can have a beer after the official part of the visit is over?” She hoped Marta would be fine with that.

			“That would be good. Can I invite Ellie to join us after work?”

			“Of course. I’ll see you then.”

			* * *

			Three people were a squash on the bench seat of Jorgie’s truck. Marta, being the smallest, took the middle seat, but even so, she had to put her legs over Leo’s lap so Jorgie could change gear.

			“Is this legal?” Marta asked as she jammed the seatbelt into the fastener. “What if we were all the size of Leo?”

			“It’s legal.” Jorgie got the truck into gear with difficulty. “And if Leo shifted toward the door, you’d have more room.”

			“I can’t,” Leo grumbled. “The armrest is digging in my side as it is.”

			Marta gasped as the truck lurched into the road and Leo’s elbow dug into her ribs. She’d have a bruise later. At least it was only a few kilometres to the showroom.

			“Your heel was digging into my leg all the way,” Leo said when they exited the truck. “I’m glad it wasn’t into my balls.”

			“I thought you had balls of steel,” Jorgie said. “At least, that’s what Primrose says.”

			“He does?” Leo looked pleased.

			Jorgie winked at Marta behind his back. “I made that up,” she mouthed.

			Marta stifled a giggle and followed the other two into the showroom. Once inside, they headed for the kitchens.

			“That one,” Leo pointed to an industrial-type design with polished aluminium counters and checker plate splashbacks that winked and gleamed under the overhead light.

			“That’s the non-slip plating on the step of my truck,” Jorgie said.

			“Too harsh and unhomely,” Marta said at the same time. “What about that one?” She pointed toward a warm timber kitchen with cream benchtops.

			“Too Escape to the Country,” Leo said. “Hang some dried hops around the windows and you’d be set.”

			“I don’t think it fits the open plan feel,” Jorgie said. “I like that one.” She nodded toward a gleaming modern display: white doors, white countertops, white porcelain sink, white dishwasher.

			“Terrible to clean. You couldn’t cook curry; you’d never get the stains out,” Marta said.

			Leo rolled his eyes. “Well, if you want to be ordinary. My vote is for minimalist. Who cooks at home anymore, especially when they live where we do, surrounded by fantastic cheap restaurants?”

			“I cook.” Marta jammed her hands on her hips. “So does Lulu, and Alfonso lives in the kitchen. Even Coral makes lasagne. People enjoy cooking. And who has a yard full of veggies? You do.”

			“Okay, okay.” Leo threw up his hands. “We need more than a kettle, a toaster, and a microwave.”

			“Let’s do this logically,” Jorgie said. “Up and down each aisle until we find something we all like. We’re all allowed one absolute veto. Mine’s for your choice, Leo.”

			“Ha, your veto’s wasted then,” Leo said. “Marta didn’t like it either.”

			They toured the showroom aisles and eventually stopped in front of a kitchen display. It had white cabinets with a grey/brown granite countertop. The appliances were polished steel, and the blue tones of the splashbacks gave a homey touch of colour.

			“This one,” Jorgie said.

			Marta nodded. “I like it.”

			“Me too,” Leo added.

			“We have consensus, ladies and gentlemen,” Jorgie said. “If it’s not the most expensive one in the store, we have our kitchen. Now for the bathroom.”

			Two hours later, having arranged delivery for the next day, they left. Marta grinned at the others. “That was most successful. Well done, Jorgie, for finding the bathroom in similar colours.”

			“Well done, Marta, for negotiating a twenty percent discount as we were purchasing both.” Jorgie nodded toward her.

			“And well done me for putting up with the two of you arguing about finishes,” Leo said. “Now, there’s a really good Vietnamese café around the corner. I’m going to get rice paper rolls for my dinner—because who cooks when there are so many restaurants?” He rolled his eyes in Marta’s direction. “Does anyone else want some? My shout.”

			“Deal!” Marta said. “Thanks, Leo. I’ll even forgive your comments on my choice of kitchen fittings for that.”

			Back at Gaylord Street, after Leo had gone home, Marta picked up their rice paper rolls. “Are you having dinner with me?”

			Jorgie came closer and rested a palm on her cheek. “Just dinner?”

			Marta leaned into her hand, thrilling to the touch of her work-roughened palm. “I’d hoped you might stay over. Unless you prefer your bed shared with Sally the Spider.”

			“Sally’s touch isn’t as arousing as yours.” She brushed Marta’s cheek with the back of her hand. “Can I do a couple more hours of work first?”

			“Come over whenever you’re ready. And bring that tiny towel of yours.”

			* * *

			Later that evening, after dinner had been eaten, Marta dragged Jorgie to bed. It was still early, but she used the excuse they hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. Luckily, Jorgie didn’t seem inclined to disagree.

			She kissed Marta’s naked shoulder, running her tongue over the soft skin. “I forgot to tell you. The bloke from the council is coming tomorrow to hopefully sign off on the plumbing permit work. Sasha got me an early appointment time.”

			“That’s great.” Marta turned her head so Jorgie could kiss her lips. “Knowing Sasha, she found a loophole to get you in sooner. She’s really incredibly helpful.”

			“She is. I invited her for a beer after the inspection tomorrow. She’s coming around with the paperwork.”

			Oh. Marta bit her lip. Did Sasha still have a girlfriend?

			Jorgie watched her. “I’m hoping you’re able to come over. I told Sasha you’d be there. She knows about us, and she said her girlfriend will come along too.”

			Marta’s breath released. She should have known Jorgie wasn’t after Sasha. Not now, anyway. “I can do that. What time?”

			“I’m not sure. After the inspection, she said. Presumably, that’s after she finishes work at five.”

			Marta snuggled down into the bed again, resting her head on Jorgie’s shoulder. “I’ll look forward to it. But I’ll look forward to having you in my bed afterward even more.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			About Elfin

			What a difference a week made.

			Jorgie looked around the rear of Number 94. The new kitchen cabinets gleamed white, and the coloured splashback and countertop added a pleasing warmth. The effect was modern, sleek, and appealing. Matt Cameron had signed off on the final approval, and Sasha and Ellie had come around to collect the paperwork which was now lodged with the council. The bathroom had waterproofing and floor tiles in place. Tomorrow, she and Leo would install the shower and toilet and complete the tiling in the bathroom and laundry.

			The huge glass doors that made up the rear wall of the house were installed together with the lightwell that Jorgie had insisted upon in the roof. The house was now light and airy.

			“You’ve done good.” Leo slung a companionable arm around her shoulders. “This house is magnificent.”

			“We’ve done good,” she corrected. “I couldn’t have done it without you. You put in so much more than I asked for.” She took a breath. “In fact, I’ve been thinking. I’d like to give you a higher percentage of the sale when it happens, to repay you for all your work. It will come out of my share—it won’t affect the others. I was thinking—”

			“No.” Leo pressed a finger to her lips, dropping it when she stared wide-eyed at him. “You’ve driven this project and done most of the work. I already told you, Jorgie; I don’t need the money. What I do need, though, is everything you’ve already given me. A project. A creative outlet. A purpose.” He hesitated and shuffled his feet. “Friendship.”

			Yes, friendship. She counted all the Gaylord Street crowd as her mates, but, apart from Marta, Leo was the person she was closest to. She turned to him and hugged him tight. “Of course,” she said, words muffled by his chest. “I hope you’ll stay my friend when I leave here. You can come and visit anytime.”

			Leo pressed her tighter. “Count on it. Maybe Primrose and I can road trip up to see you sometime.”

			She stepped back. “You and Primrose, huh? Whatever happened to footloose Leo, the darling of the happy hour tradies?”

			“Primrose happened.” A ruddy blush suffused his chiselled face. “And he seems as taken with me as I am with him.”

			Jorgie punched him in the biceps. “He’d be an idiot if he wasn’t.”

			Leo pretended to pummel her in the stomach. “Just as Marta isn’t an idiot. I know where you’ve been sleeping this last week.” He stepped back. “I hope she appreciates this solid six-pack you’ve gained.” He tapped it lightly.

			“She does.” Jorgie grinned. Marta would appreciate it all over again in a few hours. A thrill coursed through her at the thought.

			“You should start contacting agents,” Leo said. “It takes time to get a house signed up to sell. We’ve only got the tiling to finish, the paintwork, the trim around the rear doors, the skirting, the landscaping, outside paintwork, and a few other bits and pieces and the safety sign offs.”

			“I should,” Jorgie agreed. “I thought I’d ask Jensen & Hall and BT Slater for appraisals. They seem to handle most of the business around Abbotsford.”

			“They’re both good agents,” Leo agreed. “I bought my house from BT Slater. Would you consider also asking Parv Das?”

			“I don’t know him.” Jorgie frowned in thought.

			“He’s new. Used to be the top salesman at Jensen & Hall and he’s now gone out on his own and is looking to build business. He’s a licensed auctioneer.” He hesitated. “He’s also Primrose’s brother. I said we’d get him to do an appraisal.”

			“Why didn’t you say so? Of course we’ll ask him. After all, isn’t it one big family around here?”

			Leo grinned back. “It is.”

			* * *

			Two days later, the new doorbell rang loudly. Jorgie went to answer it.

			Elfin stood there, a bag of something in her hands. “Hi. I’m a bit late, but here’s your breakfast.”

			“Thank you. Would you like a cuppa? You haven’t been here for a couple of weeks. There have been a lot of changes.”

			“Yes, please.” Elfin followed Jorgie down the hall and into the living area. “Oh my God!” She set the bag on the counter and pressed her hands to her mouth. “Jorgie, this is incredible! How have you managed to do all this in such a short time?”

			“My secret weapon: Leo.”

			“Still.” Elfin pranced around the kitchen, opening cabinets, sliding the drawers open and watching them slide shut. “This is gorgeous. I love the colours. The whole thing is so elegant and classy.”

			“Hard-wearing and stain resistant too.” Jorgie filled the kettle and put it on to boil. “Take a look at the bathroom.” She watched as Elfin touched the modern towel rails and did a twirl inside the shower recess.

			“I love it,” Elfin said. “You should see the bathroom where Lulu and I live. It’s closer to Number 94’s before you and Leo came along.” She ran a hand over the hand basin. “You must be afraid to use it, spoil the perfection.”

			“I’m still using Marta’s.”

			“I know you’re together now.” Elfin smiled, but a shadow flickered briefly on her face. “I’m happy for both of you. Does this…does this mean you’ll stay? Not return to the outback?”

			“I wish I had that option.” Jorgie swallowed away the moment of wistfulness. “But I can’t. There’s Cilla. I’ve left her too long already. She doesn’t do well by herself.”

			Elfin tilted her head on one side. “Cilla’s incredibly wise. And she knows, I think, that you’re torn.” She opened the bag, revealing a selection of muffins and pastries. “Cilla was good to me, you know. She gave me advice on…something.”

			Jorgie nodded, remembering what Cilla had let slip about her having a girlfriend. There seemed to be something on the edge of Elfin’s tongue. It was there in her jerky movements and sad eyes.

			“I need to ask you something,” Elfin said. “I’m sorry, I have to. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t really important.”

			“You can ask me anything.” She kept her tone gentle. “I can’t promise though.”

			“Will Number 94 go up for sale soon? Now that all this is done?”

			“I’m talking with agents in the next couple of days. It will still be at least a month though. There’s still quite a lot to do, and it’s the final touches that will make the difference to the amount we get.”

			“I know you said you didn’t have much money. I understand that. This must have cost a lot to do.”

			“All the money I inherited from Bruce and more.”

			“I was wondering if now you could give me an advance on my share of the sale,” Elfin said in a rush. “I need the money for something important. I’d take out another loan—I did that when we decided to go ahead with the renovation—but the bank has already lent me as much as they’re able.” Her lips trembled. “I’m barely making repayments as it is. I hoped you might be able to help, seeing as you’re so close to finished.” Her hands shook and she twisted them together.

			Jorgie’s heart sank. Elfin looked so broken, so defeated. “I’m really sorry, Elfin. I can’t. I’ll be lucky to have enough money to get Number 94 to the finish line. These fixtures you’ve been admiring cost more than expected. I still have paint to buy and the rear yard to landscape and many small things that still add up to a lot of money.” She hesitated. “Is there anything else I can do to help?”

			“No one can help.” Elfin dashed at her eyes with the backs of her hands. “It’s money or nothing.”

			“Can I ask why you need it? Maybe there’s another way around.”

			Elfin raised wet eyes. “I haven’t told anyone this except Cilla—and she promised not to tell. I’ve got a girlfriend. Someone I love very much. Her name’s Britt.” Elfin looked down at her hands. “She’s sick and desperately needs surgery, but she doesn’t have health insurance and can’t afford to pay for it. I want to give her the money.”

			“I didn’t know you’d found someone. I’m really happy for you.” Mentally, she ran over the people she’d seen Elfin with. No Britt that she could remember. “I don’t remember meeting her.”

			“You haven’t. She’s American, in the military.” Elfin’s shoulders hunched. “She wants to come to Australia to be with me, but she needs the surgery before she can travel. She’s very sick, and has no one over there to look after her. Once we’re together, I can take care of her.”

			A staticky buzz rattled in Jorgie’s mind. It seemed strange—more than strange. “You’ve never mentioned her before, Elfin. I wish you had.”

			Elfin raised her head. Her face was pale, and dark circles rimmed her eyes. “Britt asked me not to say anything to anyone. She doesn’t want people feeling sorry for her. This is her.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and showed Jorgie.

			The picture was of a Hispanic woman in uniform against a plain background. Maybe an official photo of some sort. Her dark hair was pulled back and secured under a cap, and she was smiling for the camera. She looked to be in her mid-twenties.

			“She’s gorgeous. Such a kind smile. Where does she live?”

			“Arkansas. I love her, Jorgie. No one understands me as she does… Not since Bruce died. You and everyone here are so lovely, but Britt… She’s special.” She heaved a sigh. “I need to get the money somehow, but I don’t know what else to do. The bakery is giving me all the hours they can already.”

			“Is Britt the reason you wanted to sell Number 94 immediately?”

			“Yeah. Number 94 was such an amazing thing to happen—and you told us about it the day after Britt had told me she was sick. It seemed like fate, like Britt was meant to be with me. I took out the bank loan after that.”

			“How much do you need?”

			“Maybe $7,000. I know it seems like a lot, but it’s so expensive over there if you don’t have insurance.”

			Seven grand! And Elfin had previously sent money. “What was the earlier money you sent for?”

			“She has a congenital heart condition. She had previous surgery, but she needs another operation.”

			Jorgie’s heart twisted in sympathy. It was quite a big ask, and it wasn’t one she could do. Not without risking the completion of Number 94. “I can’t, Elfin. I’m really sorry. I don’t have the money to give you an advance. Is there anyone else you can ask? Family?”

			“I don’t have family,” Elfin said. “That’s one reason living here is so important to me.”

			“Have you asked anyone else in Gaylord Street?” Leo sprang to mind, but it wasn’t her place to mention that.

			“No. I don’t think anyone else has the money—except Leo, and I don’t want to ask him. When it came out that he was rich, he got asked for money by quite a few people. No one in Gaylord Street. Other people. I don’t want him to think I’m another gold-digger with my hand out.”

			“I’m sure he wouldn’t think that of you,” Jorgie murmured. “Elfin, would you mind if I mentioned part of what you’ve told me to Marta? She might have some ideas. Being a social worker, she might know channels for accessing funds.”

			“That’s okay. Marta’s so kind. But I don’t know if it will be in time.”

			“Let’s see what we can do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			The Stars at Night

			“We should christen that kitchen island.”

			Marta’s voice—sultry, sensual, and very seductive—washed over Jorgie from above. She straightened from where she was doing the final seal around the edge of the island.

			“You want to break a bottle of sparkling wine on it?” Jorgie asked. “Paint a name on the front and launch it into Port Phillip Bay? Say a prayer, or hold a viewing at a local hotel?”

			Marta stepped up close and wound her arms around Jorgie’s neck. Her pelvis pushed into Jorgie’s. “I was thinking more of the get-naked-and-try-not-to-make-stains-on-the-finish type of christening. You, me, your naked butt on that countertop. Fingers. Tongues.”

			“Behave! People will have to eat their dinner from this counter.” It was hard to think with Marta’s lips so close to her own.

			“True.” Marta sighed. “And the granite top could be rather cold. Also, Coral said she’d drop around in a bit, and if I’m not at home, she’ll know I’m here. Coral’s shockproof, but I’m not sure I am.”

			“You could kiss me anyway.”

			Marta closed the distance between them, and her lips touched down.

			Warmth trickled through Jorgie’s body, coalescing in her belly before sinking lower. Kissing Marta had always done this to her, but now that she knew exactly what making love with her was like, the heat of anticipation burned even fiercer.

			Marta broke the kiss but left her hand on Jorgie’s waist, keeping the connection. “I came to ask if you want to go out to dinner. Nowhere fancy, maybe one of the Vietnamese cafés in Victoria Street. I have a craving for pho.”

			“I’d like that. Can I finish up here first? Another hour if that’s not too late for you.”

			“That’s fine. You’ll be over for a shower, I take it?”

			“Yes.”

			“And to stay the night?” Marta’s voice dropped down a register, and her eyes beckoned an invitation.

			“Mm. If I’m not presuming.” Her pulse sped up at the thought of another night in Marta’s bed.

			“You’re not. Maybe, now that Number 94 is nearly finished, you could bring your gear to my place.”

			“You’re asking me to move in?” Jorgie thrilled at Marta’s words. Even though it was only for a short while, until the house was sold, the thought that Marta wanted her there all the time was intoxicating. “Should I order a U-Haul?”

			“Use your wheelbarrow.” Marta grinned. “And yes, it makes sense, don’t you think? You don’t want agents seeing through the house with your old bed and clothes draped everywhere.”

			Some of the joy seeped out of the moment. Was Marta simply being practical? “Is that the only reason?”

			“No.” Marta kissed her again. It was long, and slow, and at the end of it Jorgie was ready to christen the counter, never mind Coral’s potential arrival. “That’s the reason.”

			Relief made her lightheaded. “Then I accept, with pleasure.”

			“Believe me,” Marta said. “The pleasure is mutual.”

			* * *

			“Rumour has it you have a houseguest.” Coral click-clacked her way down Marta’s hallway to the kitchen. “Now, give your Auntie Coral a glass of bubbly and tell me all the details. All the details.”

			Marta pulled a bottle of bubbles from the fridge and poured them both a glass. “For once, the rumours are true. I’d have told you earlier, but you haven’t been around.”

			“The obligatory visit to my nephew down the Mornington Peninsula. You know he asks me to visit every year to check if I’m still alive.” Coral rolled her eyes. “I got back this morning, and Leo has already whispered in my ear that your neighbour isn’t your neighbour anymore but is more of a lover-in-residence. Like an artist-in-residence, but hopefully more exciting.”

			“Artist-in-residence is exciting. I’d love it if someone asked me to do that.”

			“As opposed to asking you to fuck them on the kitchen counter? Honey, there’s no competition.”

			“Were you listening at the door?” Marta feigned shock. “As I may or may not have propositioned Jorgie with that exact scenario.”

			“I don’t need to listen.” Coral cackled and took a huge slurp of sparkling wine. “I know how your mind works. And I’m happy that your body is now working too. Countertops can be cleaned before any sale. You remember that.”

			“You were listening,” Marta grumbled.

			“Wasn’t. That was a lucky guess. So…” She studied Marta with knowing eyes. “All is happy in paradise?”

			“Yes. For now.” Marta couldn’t meet her friend’s eyes. “As in, it’s great now. Amazing. We get on so well. The sex is off the charts.”

			“But she’ll be leaving once Number 94 is sold.” Coral set down her glass and reached out her arms. “Come here, honeybun.”

			Marta stepped into Coral’s hug and rested her chin on Coral’s shoulder. “I know I should enjoy every moment I have with her, take advantage of some good times, make some memories—”

			“Masturbatory memories,” Coral said. “Be honest.”

			“Them too. But I did mean happy memories. I’m falling for her, Coral. And not only in a lustful, sexual way. I’m falling for her in a happy-ever-after way.” She sighed.

			Coral’s arms pulled tighter. “Don’t write her off yet, sweetie pie. All sorts of things could change. You could change. Maybe you’ll discover Worrock is the place of your dreams. Maybe the pull of the city will be too great for Jorgie and she’ll stay.”

			“How can she stay when Number 94 is sold? She may not want to live with me. And she may not want your spare room, before you mention that.”

			“There are other houses to rent, to buy, to share around here. Hundreds of them. That’s one of the joys of the big city. If you piss off your friends, you can always make new ones.”

			“Not around here. Gaylord Street builds friends for life. You’re a good friend to me, Coral. The best.”

			Coral stroked her back. “You too, honeybun. Try not to worry about Jorgie. If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be.”

			Marta straightened. “You always say that. When Yasmin left me, when I rented my studio, when Leo bought into Gaylord Street. Any major change, it’s what you say. Even when the unfriendly family moved in a few doors from Elfin a couple of weeks ago.”

			“If it’s meant to be, they’ll stay. Otherwise, they’ll go. That’s how life works, Marta. You have to roll with it.”

			* * *

			Jorgie linked her fingers more firmly with Marta’s and enjoyed the soft touch of her hand as they strolled down to Victoria Street. It seemed to belong in her own. As if they were destined to walk, hand in hand, for a long, long time. She sighed and pushed that thought aside. It was not one to dwell on right now, when it surely wasn’t going to happen.

			The Asian grocers on Victoria Street bustled with people picking herbs and vegetables from the racks on the street. Tiny cafés with Formica tabletops and white painted walls were mashed next to new-look Asian fusion cafés and bars. All were jammed with people.

			“Do you have a favourite café here?” Jorgie looked up and down the street. “Whenever I’ve got takeaway, I’ve gone to the closest.” She pointed to one of the rather shabby older cafés.

			“That one’s good. But my favourite is over here.” Marta led the way to where a door at street level led to an upstairs café. There was a line of people queueing down the stairs. “Don’t be put off by the line. It’ll move quickly.”

			Marta was right, and in under ten minutes, they had shed their jackets and were seated at a small table in the echoey, bustling café. A server brought them green tea and water.

			Jorgie flicked through the laminated menu book. “It’s going to take me twenty minutes to read through the options.”

			“I know what I want.” Marta hadn’t even opened her menu.

			“Then why don’t you order for both of us. Just no congealed—”

			“Blood, or offal. I remember. You better not try my pho then.” Marta caught the eye of the server and ordered without referring to the menu.

			In only a couple of minutes, a plate of crispy spring rolls, a dish of dipping sauce, and a plate piled with crunchy iceberg lettuce were placed in front of them.

			Jorgie copied Marta as she wrapped a roll in the lettuce and dipped it in the sauce. The fresh taste exploded on her tongue.

			A few minutes later, while they were still eating, the server brought an enormous bowl of soup; another plate of lettuce, beansprouts, and Vietnamese mint; and then some round balls on skewers and a dish of rice noodles topped with meat and more herbs.

			“You must be hungry.” Jorgie eyed the mountain of food between them.

			“We can take leftovers home—but I bet there won’t be any. The skewers are cuttlefish balls, and the noodles have lemongrass pork on them.” She gestured to the rack of plastic sauce bottles. “Take your pick of sauces. They’re all good.”

			For a while they ate. Marta even persuaded Jorgie to try a taste of her pho, although Jorgie refused to eat the offal. But the beef soup was hot and very spicy and delicious.

			Marta was right. There were hardly any leftovers. As they sipped the remaining green tea, Marta turned the lid of the teapot over. Soon a second pot was brought.

			Jorgie picked at one of the remaining beansprouts. “Have you talked with Elfin lately?”

			“I see her a few times a week, as I’m sure you do. But talked? Not really. Not for a while.” Marta tilted her head. “Is something the matter?”

			“She came around this morning. She told me I could tell you this.” Swiftly, Jorgie relayed what Elfin had said about her girlfriend.

			Marta drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “Something’s not right with this scenario. When did Elfin get to meet an American servicewoman? She’s never been out of Australia. And if her girlfriend came here, we’d know about it. Lulu would have told us, even if Elfin didn’t. Has Elfin even met her, or is this all online?”

			Jorgie thought back. “She didn’t say. I just assumed she knew her in real life.”

			“And she’s sending Britt money. A lot of money. She’s taken out a loan, you say?”

			Jorgie nodded, and Marta went pale. “I’ll bet you every bottle of French bubbly in Coral’s fridge this is a romance scam. US military, money for surgery. That’s a classic scenario. Has Elfin ever talked with her via video link?”

			“I don’t know. She showed me a photo.” The sinking pit in Jorgie’s stomach was nothing to do with the huge amount of food she’d eaten that right now was threatening to make a reappearance. Sweet, kind Elfin, throwing her money into the jaws of a scammer. Jorgie took a mouthful of water to try to wash away the sick feeling.

			“I had a client caught up in one of these scams,” Marta said. “She sent nearly $100,000 before she told us enough that we realised what was happening. Can you ask Elfin to send over Britt’s photo?”

			Jorgie nodded and sent a text to Elfin. Minutes later she sent the photo, and Jorgie showed it to Marta.

			“Now we do a reverse image search on the photo.” Marta held out her hand for Jorgie’s phone. “May I?”

			Jorgie handed it over. Reverse image search? She’d never heard of such a thing. Romance scammers yes, but only in relation to lonely older people who weren’t too internet-savvy. Not someone like Elfin.

			“Ha!” Marta turned the phone around. “Here’s ‘Britt’.” The screen showed a social media page with the same photo. “Eliza Carmen Martinez, Private in the US Army, lives in West Virginia.”

			“Maybe she didn’t give Elfin her real name?”

			Marta’s mouth turned down at the corners. “It still doesn’t add up. If she’s as sick as she’s telling Elfin, why is she abseiling and parachuting? These pictures are from two weeks ago. And she’s just returned from visiting family in Costa Rica. Not bad for someone too sick to travel.”

			Jorgie closed her eyes and leaned back in her seat. “Poor Elfin. What do we do now?”

			Marta had a fierce, determined look on her face, one Jorgie had seldom seen. “We show Elfin this, and then, if she agrees, we set a trap for the scammer. We’ll need Leo for that.”

			For long moments, they were silent.

			Marta shuffled in her seat. “We better go. The server’s glaring at us. They rely on a quick turnover; it’s how they can keep the prices so low.”

			They left the restaurant, clattering down the stairs past the line of waiting people, which was even longer than when they’d arrived, and then wound their way along Victoria Street, through the knots of people and restaurant-goers.

			“Do you want a glass of wine somewhere?” Marta asked.

			Jorgie squeezed her hand and pulled her to one side, out of the flow of people. “To be honest, I just want to go home with you. To go to bed with you.” She kissed Marta, and once again the ever-present simmer of arousal leaped into a flame.

			Marta touched her cheek. “Then let’s go home.”

			Despite their urgency to get home, Marta led them another way, through one of the parks in the suburb. A path wound through the centre, past a small shelter with a BBQ and picnic table, past the flower beds dormant now in winter. A train rattled past on the line into the city, and a couple walked a dog. There was the usual rumble of traffic in the background, but otherwise it was as quiet as it got in the city.

			Jorgie clasped Marta’s hand. She’d always thought she was someone who could only live in the bush: in a small town like Worrock, or maybe even further out, on a block of a couple of acres. Have chooks, a dog, maybe raise a couple of sheep. She could still do that life. But somehow, since being in Abbotsford, the quieter life seemed more like marking time than actually living.

			How strange.

			She shot a glance at Marta, who had her perpetual smile, as if the world was something to be enjoyed wherever she was. She looked around at the park she must have seen hundreds of times before, sidestepped without complaint where someone hadn’t cleaned up after their dog, stopped to look at a bush that was starting to bud, and raised her face to the sky to point out a couple of stars.

			Jorgie looked up. Maybe she’d take Marta to Worrock and show her the sky. Maybe she’d love it there, get a job as a social worker, find a cute cottage for her studio, and move up to live with Jorgie.

			Right. And maybe Coral would find a husband and move to the suburbs to breed Golden Retrievers.

			They walked the rest of the way home in silence.

			Marta pushed open her front door, and taking Jorgie’s hand, led her inside and into the bedroom without a word. She didn’t turn the light on or draw the blinds, but in the shadowy dark, she undressed Jorgie slowly, removing her clothing piece by piece until she stood naked. Only then did Marta remove her own clothes.

			They kissed in front of the window, screened from the street only by a hastily pulled curtain. The yellow streetlight cast a warm glow on Marta’s creamy skin.

			Jorgie’s hand meandered its way from shoulder to her breast. She palmed Marta’s breast as she leaned in to kiss her. Despite the urgency she’d felt earlier, the kiss was slow, sensual, and full of warmth and comfort. Her heart overflowed with the feelings she’d been holding inside. They ended the kiss, their lips parting.

			Jorgie’s heart broke open, too small for the words trapped inside. “I love you.” She spoke quietly in the dark room, sure of the rightness of what she was saying. “I love you.”

			Marta made a small, choked sound. Whether it was surprise or delight or even panic, Jorgie couldn’t tell. But whatever Marta’s reaction, peace stole into her chest, warm and comfortable and right. She had told her. That was the right thing to do. Love shouldn’t be a secret.

			Marta turned away, and her slender shoulders shook before she returned to face Jorgie. “Thank you for telling me.” Her words were low, full of strength and gravitas. “It’s always hard to be the first to say the words.”

			“It wasn’t hard for me,” Jorgie said “I’ve known for a while. I needed for it to feel right to tell you. It is all right, isn’t it? You don’t have to return it, you don’t have to feel the same way, but I thought it important you know how I feel.”

			“I love you too.” Marta’s eyes were huge and dark. “You hold my heart. Please be gentle with it.”

			Jorgie was silent. How could she promise not to break Marta’s heart when soon there would be time and distance between them? When their lives would be nine hours apart, and neither could easily move? She swallowed hard, and leaned in again, letting her lips and body make the promise she couldn’t speak.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			About Elfin, Part Two

			Elfin’s tiny bedroom seemed miniscule with four of them clustered there. Leo sat at her desk in front of her laptop, pretending to be her in a chat conversation full of sugary declarations of love from Britt interspersed with worry that she wouldn’t be able to have her surgery.

			Marta swallowed hard against the pounding in her throat. They were saving a friend, she reminded herself. But right now, it felt as if they were destroying her.

			Elfin sat between Marta and Jorgie on the bed. She gripped Marta’s hands, her knuckles white. “I’m sure you’re wrong about Britt. She loves me.”

			Marta stroked the backs of Elfin’s hands with her thumbs and shot a glance at Jorgie, who sat like stone, though her face betrayed a mix of pain and sadness.

			“We’re your friends, Elfin,” Marta whispered. “No judgement, and nothing that happens here will ever go beyond this room.”

			Elfin nodded, a jerky up and down. “I guess it’s better to know.”

			Leo turned from the screen. “And if Britt really is who she says she is, I will lend you the money for her surgery, and you can transfer it to her today.”

			Elfin managed a tremulous smile.

			“Okay,” Leo cracked his knuckles. “Here we go. Operation Elfin. Come over here, so you can see the conversation.”

			Elfin pressed into Marta’s side as they stood behind Leo. Marta wrapped an arm around her, and Jorgie stood close on her other side.

			I’d feel better if I could see you, Britt, Leo typed. All this time, and you say you love me, but I’ve never seen you properly, never heard your voice. How can I send money to someone I’ve never seen?

			I’ve told you why, my darling, Britt typed back. I have an accent, and I don’t want us to not be able to understand each other.

			I have an Australian accent. Many people find that difficult to understand. We’ll work it out, snugglekins. I won’t stop loving you because you sound different to me. Turn on your webcam.

			It’s broken, Britt wrote. And I can’t afford to get it fixed. I have to save all my money for hospital bills. I sent you my picture, just as you sent me yours. Why don’t you turn on your webcam? That way, I can see you, and hear your sweet voice?

			“Yes!” Leo did a little butt wiggle and seat dance. “Stand out of line of the camera, you lot.”

			I can’t do that, he typed. I’ll do it when we both can. It will make it all the more special. A first time for both of us.

			“Don’t overdo it, tiger,” Jorgie muttered.

			“Just reading my audience.” Leo lifted his fingers from the keyboard and waggled them. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”

			Marta squeezed Elfin’s shoulder. “Hang in there. We’ve got you.”

			Please? Britt typed. I want to see you on the camera so much. I love you.

			I really can’t. Leo typed back.

			Why not? Are you hiding something from me? Go into Messenger and start it, just for a few minutes. Please? For me?

			Leo opened Messenger. “Britt’s there.” You won’t be able to see much. The light’s broken in my room.

			He pulled a piece of dark, loosely woven cloth from his pocket and draped it over the webcam, before glancing over his shoulder in the brightly lit room. “Thunderbirds are go.”

			He turned on the camera. I’m sorry, snugglekins. I’ve tried the camera, but it’s too dark to see.

			I can see your outline. Your hair is shorter.

			Leo tipped his head slightly to Jorgie, and she tweaked the cloth up a little so that the bottom of the camera was clear.

			Can you hear me? Leo typed. I’m talking to you.

			No. Is your mic on?

			I think so. I’m not very good at this. Leo tilted his head again, and Jorgie whisked away the cloth completely.

			My hair’s the same, Leo typed. It must be the bad light in here.

			Leo was clearly visible in the webcam.

			The chat box remained quiet.

			Britt? Say something? Am I so terrible to look at that you don’t love me anymore? Please, Britt, say something.

			Still there was no reply. Elfin gave a strangled sob and buried her face in Marta’s shoulder.

			Who are you? Elfin, honey, where are you? That’s not you.

			The light’s awful in here, Leo typed. It’s me, snugglekins.

			I’m seeing a man.

			From Marta’s position to one side, Leo’s fake shocked expression was visible. He pretended to fumble around for a few seconds, making sure that he was on camera while he did so. Then he turned the webcam off.

			“The camera’s off now, and the audio was never on,” he said. “You can talk if you want.”

			Jorgie returned to where Marta stood with Elfin and they each put an arm around her, cocooning her in their embrace.

			“What now?” Elfin said. “Is Britt still there?”

			“Still there,” Leo replied. “Not typing. Probably thinking. If she does show her face and it is the woman from the photo, we’ll both talk with her. Explain that I’m your friend and looking out for you.”

			Britt? Are you there? Say something.

			The circular dots rotated for a few seconds more. Who are you?

			Leo waited a few more seconds. You saw me on the webcam, didn’t you? You saw who I really am.

			I saw a man, Britt typed. Where’s Elfin?

			I guess the game’s up. I’m Elfin. At least, I’m pretending to be.

			So, whose photo did you send me?

			Some random image of a really cute piece. Guess you fell for it.

			“No lie there,” Leo said. “You are really cute, Elfin.”

			The circular dots rotated some more. I’d say you’re the fool. You sent me money.

			Me? LOL. I sent you nothing I didn’t plan on getting back and more. Now you’ve found me out, well, I guess that’s a small amount of money lost to a faulty webcam connection. Haven’t you heard of a reverse scam, where the big players sucker the small fish with a few thousand here and there, and then WHAM! I hit them for ten times the amount I sent, with the promise of getting it back many times over in a short time. And the small fish fall for it every time, trusting me because I’ve sent them money in the past. Welcome to reality, small fish.

			I don’t believe you, Britt typed. You’re testing me.

			Think what you like, Leo replied. But I’m a big hunk of gay man living in Australia and getting a very nice living off of this. What are you making? Peanuts. You’re not even a tiny fish in a tiny pond. Don’t play with the big boys if you can’t keep up.

			Ur gay? Well now ur talking. Just how huge is ur dick, big boy?

			Elfin uttered a choked sound and sagged against Marta, who held her close. Tears pricked the back of her own eyes. Poor Elfin. She’d always been the quiet one who felt things deeply. Right now, it must be like her heart was tearing out of her chest.

			Too big for you.

			Show me.

			Only if you turn on your webcam. Of course it’s working; that’s the oldest line in the book.

			The screen flickered for a moment. Then the blurry outline of a man came into focus as he moved toward the camera. His light-brown hair was coiffed on top of his head, and his thin-lipped smile flashed in his narrow face. You n me, bro. We can both sucker the hos big time. And maybe have a little fun together while we’re at it.

			Leo spun around in his chair. “I’ve heard enough. Anyone want more?”

			Elfin shook her head mutely.

			“No,” Marta said. “Enough is enough.”

			“I’m blocking him.” Leo closed the app. He came across and wrapped his arms as far as they would go around the three of them.

			“We’ve got you, Elfin,” Marta said, swallowing away the tears in her throat. “We’re here for you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Life as We Know It

			Jorgie settled into the chair on Marta’s front veranda and encouraged Major Tom onto her lap. She put her phone on speaker and rested it on her knee as she listened to Cilla talk about life in Worrock. Since her visit to Melbourne, Cilla seemed to have gained more of her spark back. She’d even said she’d like to visit Gaylord Street one more time.

			“Maybe we can both come and stay with Marta,” Jorgie said. “Number 94 will hopefully be sold soon.” She looked next door to where her house was in darkness.

			“I’d like that,” Cilla said.

			The lift in her voice took Jorgie by surprise. “We’ll make it happen then.” As if she needed an excuse to see Marta again. “I’ve settled on an agent,” she continued. “It’s the one Leo recommended—his boyfriend’s brother. He didn’t give me the crazy-high appraisal that the other agents did, but he was more realistic.” She hadn’t dared do the sums, didn’t want to presume on a sale price, but even the low range was more than she’d expected, both for herself and the others.

			“When’s the auction?” Cilla asked.

			“Three weeks on Saturday. The first open for inspection is this Saturday. Tomorrow, I’m having all the Gaylord Street people in for drinks, to let them have a good look at what’s been done. You should see it, Cilla! Elfin and Lulu have painted the trim at the front of the house and the gate. It’s still black—it sets off the red bricks so well. Then, along with Coral and Alfonso, they’ve turned the back into a lovely courtyard. They’ve redone the deck, trimmed the creeper, and brought in large pots of flowers. Marta hired furniture for the house, so it presents really well. It looks like a modern, upmarket home.”

			“I want to see it too. I’ll come down,” Cilla said abruptly. “Tomorrow. For the drinks. You’ve done amazing things, and I’d love to see them.”

			Jorgie bit her lip. “Cilla, I don’t have time to drive up and collect you. I’m really sorry. Maybe you can come another time. For the auction?”

			“No, I want to come tomorrow. The auction will be too busy, and you won’t have time to spend with me. I’ll ask Dimity to drive me to Cobar, and I’ll catch the coach. I should be able to get the one tonight. Would you be able to meet me at Southern Cross Station tomorrow? I’m not sure I’ll be able to get to Gaylord Street by myself.”

			“Are you sure?” Jorgie asked cautiously. “Will you be okay on the coach? You’ve never—”

			“I know what I’ve said in the past.” Cilla sounded impatient. “But you’re my only child, and this is a big deal. I want to see what you’ve achieved, and I’d like to celebrate that success with you and your friends. Don’t you want me to come?”

			“I’d love for you to come. I’ll ask Marta if you can stay.”

			“No need.” Cilla’s voice held a briskness that Jorgie hadn’t heard for years. “Coral offered me her spare room anytime I wanted it. I don’t want to cramp you and Marta.”

			Jorgie’s brows lifted in surprise. “Okay then. Want me to ask Coral?”

			“Yes please. I’ll text you the time my coach gets in tomorrow.”

			Jorgie was silent for a moment. “I’d have asked you down again, but I wasn’t sure if you wanted that.”

			“I would probably have said no, love. It’s too easy to be comfortable in Worrock. But this is special—all that you’ve done, you and Leo, well, I want to be there.”

			“And you will. I’ll meet you at the station. Let me know the time.”

			“I will. I’ll see you tomorrow, love.”

			Jorgie ended the call and sat in the darkness for a few minutes longer, stroking Major Tom’s curled back. Did Cilla’s determination to come to Melbourne mean she was finally looking further afield than Worrock? Or was it purely as she said—that she wanted to be there for Jorgie? She sighed. Whichever it was, it was a positive sign. Every step out of her small-town comfort zone seemed to be giving Cilla a renewed interest and purpose in life. Jorgie texted Coral to see if Cilla could stay, and received a thumbs up in response.

			The gate creaked, and Marta walked in. She halted when she saw Jorgie sitting on the veranda. “Have you lost your key?”

			“No. I enjoy sitting outside. I do that a lot when I’m in Worrock. Veranda-sitting is the town pastime. If there was a national league, Worrock would be champions.”

			“Getting into practice for the return to your normal life?”

			Jorgie tried to interpret Marta’s words. Not the words themselves, but the emotion behind them. Wistful, Jorgie decided. Marta was looking ahead to a time when their lives would part once more. They had come together, fallen in love, and the cycle would complete when they parted.

			How sad.

			Maybe that doesn’t have to happen. All it would take would be for one of them to move. Or even the promise of a future move that would make a nine-hour drive and an occasional weekend together bearable in the short term.

			“This is my normal life now,” Jorgie said. “Melbourne. Abbotsford. Gaylord Street. You.”

			“It doesn’t have to end,” Marta said. “You could stay. When Number 94 is sold, you could live with me.”

			Regret and longing tore Jorgie’s heart in two. “I can’t. I wish I could. But Cilla won’t leave Worrock. You’ve seen how she is. And I’m afraid that by herself, she’ll wither away or succumb to her depression. She relies on me.”

			“She could move here too. Find a flat. Share with Coral even.” Marta sat in the other chair and reached for her hand.

			Jorgie shook her head. “She won’t. I asked her.”

			Marta was silent for a moment. “Cilla didn’t strike me as totally without resilience. She struck me as someone with her own resources, who’s come to rely on you because it’s easy. You smooth her path. You pay her rent, drive her places, give her money. Yet, before you became an adult, before you had your own business, Cilla managed. I’m not saying she managed perfectly—”

			“She was a methamphetamine addict! That’s a long way from ‘managing perfectly’.” A twist of anger curled in Jorgie’s gut. Marta hadn’t been there, hadn’t seen how it was. She’d seen Cilla for a few days in an unfamiliar environment. Of course Cilla was different from how she was in her normal life in Worrock. That didn’t mean she could always be that way.

			Marta licked her lips. “I’m not doubting your opinion, Jorgie. I’m seeing things from an outsider’s point of view, and sometimes that vision is clearer. When you’re too close to a situation, when you love someone, and especially when a situation’s been in place for a long time—as it has been with you and Cilla—then it’s all too easy to accept it as a forever kind of thing. And”—she sucked a deep breath—“please hear me out before you jump down my throat, but maybe you need that status quo too. Maybe you have an emotional dependence on Cilla as she has on you. She needs you, and that defines your life. There’s safety in that.” Her hand shook on Jorgie’s. She removed it and clasped her hands in her lap.

			Jorgie was silent, instinctive denial bubbling up in her throat. She didn’t need Cilla nearly as much as Cilla needed her. Wasn’t that often the way with parents and children once they were grown? But was she using Cilla as an excuse to keep her life in a safe zone? “I thought Coral was the psychologist.” The sarcasm sounded bitter in her own ears.

			“In my job, I see people in all sorts of situations. Some beyond terrible, some just needing a tweak and a helping hand to find a way out. I’ve known people like Cilla before.”

			“Are you saying I’m scared?” Jorgie’s voice trembled, but she wasn’t sure if it was due to the enormity of what Marta was saying, or anger at her presumption to know what was right.

			“No.” Marta reached out again and took one of Jorgie’s hands. “You’re brave and good and honest. Maybe you’re nervous at what I’m saying to you. You’re probably angry. I’m not asking you to accept it just like that, but I am asking you to think about it. If I’m right—and yes, quite possibly I’m wrong—then I think you have the courage to admit it.”

			Jorgie was silent, thoughts crashing around her head like a roomful of bats when someone turned the light on. That was what Marta had done: turned the light on. Jorgie owed it to her to consider what she’d said. To ignore it and continue as before could be doing both of them an injustice at best, or a terrible sadness at worst.

			She gripped Marta’s hand and stared straight ahead. What if Marta was right? Would Cilla adapt and cope on her own—if she had to? But forcing her to do that may not be the right thing for Cilla. It could send her into a spiral of depression; it could reinforce her anxiety. Maybe it could make her turn, once more, to drugs.

			“Cilla quit drugs,” Marta said, as if she knew the progression Jorgie’s thoughts had taken. “She’s been clean for ten years. Do you know how many people manage that, especially with minimal help? Very few. Cilla’s a survivor. I don’t think you’re giving her enough credit for that.”

			“Cilla’s coming down here,” Jorgie said. “She’s taking the overnight coach. It’s a slow journey, but she’ll be here by the afternoon. She’s coming for the party.”

			Marta nodded.

			“She’s always said she’s too nervous to take the coach, but she is tonight.” Her gaze sought Marta’s. “She’s staying with Coral.”

			“What do you think that means, that she’s willing to come—now?”

			“I don’t know.” Jorgie shifted restlessly. “I wish I did.”

			Major Tom gave her an affronted glare and leaped to the ground, where he sat staring up at them.

			“Can I ask you something?” Jorgie asked. At Marta’s nod, she continued, “Would you move to Worrock to be with me? You’ve said it yourself; they’re crying out for social workers in the bush. We could build a house together, live a more peaceful life. You could have a bigger pottery studio.” Even as she said it there was a hollowness in her chest. The words felt wrong. What she was offering was an empty, unwanted dream.

			“Are you actually asking me to move?” Marta asked. “Or is this a what-if scenario, one you’re expecting me to turn down, and then you’ll use my refusal to push back on everything I’ve said to you?”

			“I don’t know,” Jorgie admitted. “But I intended to ask you anyway. And I expected you to refuse. I know your life is here. And it’s a good life. If it weren’t for Cilla…” The enormity of what she was about to say pulsed in her throat. “If Cilla wasn’t how she is, then I’d move down here to be with you in a heartbeat. A nanosecond. I never thought I’d say this when I first came here. I didn’t believe I could ever live in the city. I love the bush; I love the peace and the space and the solitude, and the connection with nature. The immersiveness of it. But, since coming here, I think I could get that from short breaks away from the city. Weekends, holidays. And everything I’ve gained from being here”—she gripped Marta’s hands—“community, friendship, laughter, satisfaction in my work, has been so much more. And there’s the big one too. Maybe the once-in-a-lifetime one. I’ve found love.”

			“I love you too,” Marta said. “I’m not going to push you. But I’m not willing to give up what we have if there’s a way.”

			“A nine-hour drive.” Jorgie wished hard for a glass of water. Her throat was dry and scratchy, full of hard decisions. “And only a tiny airport with infrequent, non-direct, expensive flights.”

			Marta stood, tugged at Jorgie’s hand until she rose as well, and wrapped her arms around Jorgie’s waist. “Sleep on it. Think about what I’ve said. And when you’re ready, really ready with a decision, then come back to me with an answer. But in the meantime…” She leaned in for a kiss.

			Jorgie closed her eyes at the first touch of Marta’s lips. How warm they were, how soft, but how assured. Marta’s tongue teased at her lower lip until she opened her mouth, and then their tongues danced together in a sensuous ballet, one that increased to a crescendo that could have only one ending.

			Jorgie broke away. “Let’s go to bed. Dinner can wait.”

			Marta’s smile was her only answer.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			The Final Party

			The living area at Number 94 was jammed with people. What was supposed to be a small gathering for the stalwarts, the workers, the knot of friends who had been involved in the project, had turned into an impromptu street party.

			Marta looked around the room. Leo was explaining to the couple who owned the French bulldog how to seal exposed brickwork to stop the dust. Primrose stood at his shoulder, a proud expression on his face. Alfonso was holding forth in the rear yard on politics, and even Sasha and Ellie were here.

			Elfin was sitting with Ginger, talking fast, while he gave her his full attention. She seemed to be doing okay. She’d spent an evening with Marta and Jorgie, telling them everything “Britt” had said to her and how she’d been sucked in. She’d dissected how it had happened, cried many tears, and drank a bottle and a half of red wine before spending the night in Marta’s spare room. But the next morning, she’d seemed better. It wouldn’t happen overnight, but Elfin would come through.

			Coral had collected Cilla from the station. The two of them had arrived an hour ago, and since then Coral was well down a bottle of sparkling wine and was talking to an older lady Marta had never seen before. From Coral’s body language, she knew her well, and there’d been a Meals on Wheels van parked in the street. Marta grinned to herself.

			She picked up a bottle of bubbles. The one person she most wanted to talk to wasn’t in sight—and neither was Cilla. She walked through the house and into the main bedroom at the front. Jorgie and Cilla were standing on either side of the Victorian marble fireplace that had been one of the first things to go into the house.

			“Am I interrupting?” Marta hovered in the doorway.

			“Of course not.” Cilla offered a sweet smile. “Especially not if you’ve brought wine.”

			Marta entered, opened the bottle, topped up Jorgie and Cilla’s glasses, and poured herself one. “Have you had the complete tour?”

			“I have.” Cilla glanced at Jorgie, and there was so much pride and love in her expression that Marta softened at the sight. “I can’t believe what Jorgie and Leo have done in such a short time. The finishes. The standard of work.”

			“The amount of work,” Marta said.

			“I know. I was telling Jorgie this is the project of a lifetime. Something for her to look back on with pride.”

			Marta’s heart sank; Cilla’s words didn’t bode well for the future. “Maybe it’s only the first of many such projects.”

			Jorgie’s smile flickered and died. “Maybe. Cilla was telling me there’s a developer working in Worrock now. There are new houses going up on the east side of town. She was suggesting I approach them for work now I’ve got this experience.”

			Modern, boxy houses lacking in character and charm? Marta knew of hundreds of such places. They were jammed together in Melbourne’s outer suburbs, each a replica of the other, differing only in the colour of the countertops and the style of taps. The Jorgie she knew thrived on the individuality and problem-solving involved in older houses. Could she be happy working on new builds?

			Jorgie stared at Marta. Her brow was furrowed, as if Marta’s doubts were echoing in her own mind. She heaved a breath. “It’s something to think about. Now, Cilla, we should go and join the others.”

			“There’s food there too,” Marta added. “People have brought plates, like the regular street party.”

			“The final street party,” Jorgie murmured.

			Marta closed her eyes for a moment as another piece of hope for the future crashed to the polished floor. It sounded as if Jorgie had already made her decision.

			* * *

			It was nearly midnight. Most people had returned to their own homes or, like Sasha and Ellie, gone out for the rest of the night.

			Jorgie looked around the room. Only the stalwarts remained, perched uncomfortably on the hired furniture or sitting on the floor. Alfonso had escorted Ginger home to bed and then returned bearing two bottles of his finest tawny port.

			He poured everyone a glass, then stood, his back to the window. “A toast! Please be upstanding, ladies, gentlemen, and non-binary persons.” He waited until everyone had scrambled to their feet. “I propose a toast to two of the finest builders in Melbourne: Jorgie and Leo. They’ve transformed Bruce’s wreck of a house into a showpiece of modern living. And all in five months, and probably less dollars than anyone would believe. To Jorgie and Leo!”

			“To Jorgie and Leo.” The murmur came from around the room and glasses clinked.

			Jorgie waited until everyone had sipped. “I, too, have a toast. And I must be a little drunk as I’d like to make a speech as well.”

			“As long as it’s short,” Coral called.

			Jorgie grinned in her direction. “Trust me. You’ll like it.” She took a breath. “I want to thank you all for making me welcome in Gaylord Street, and accepting me as one of your own. For the friendship and laughter, the advice and practical tips, for the food! Oh my God, so much food! In particular, to Leo, whom I literally could not have completed Number 94 without. But, friends, I’d like to make a toast to Bruce. Bruce who was the lifeblood of this street, and who is about to change many of our lives for the better. To Bruce!”

			“To Bruce!” The shout rose to the ceiling, glasses clinked, and people drank. And then, there was a few moments of silence.

			Jorgie looked around the room at the small smiles and introspective expressions. She sought Marta with her gaze.

			Marta had the same faraway expression on her face that the others wore, and her gorgeous half-smile. But then she looked at Jorgie, and the warmth and love in her expression made her melt. Their gazes met and clung, and their smiles grew until there might as well be no one else in the room. Warmth trickled down her spine. Marta looked at her with the world in her eyes, so much yearning and promise that, eventually, she had to look away.

			How could she possibly give Marta what she wanted?

			She glanced at Cilla, sitting next to Elfin. She couldn’t see how it would be possible.

			* * *

			By 2.00 a.m. the group was even smaller. Cilla had gone to Coral’s, saying she hadn’t stayed up past midnight for about thirty years. Jorgie, Marta, Coral, Leo, and Elfin were jammed together on the uncomfortable couches. They’d forgone the glasses and were passing around the second bottle of Alfonso’s port, drinking straight from the bottle.

			Marta squinted, trying to make the two Leos and the two Elfins come into focus. Next to her, Jorgie shuffled to get comfortable, and her thigh pressed more tightly against Marta’s.

			“So,” Coral said. “It comes down to the sale. The estimates are good. The first open house is tomorrow. What are we all going to do with our money? I thought I might open a bar. I could specialise in champagne cocktails.”

			Marta scrunched her forehead. “It’s a terrible idea. Just a way for you to tax deduct your booze habit.”

			“And what’s so wrong with that?” Coral demanded. “Entrepreneurs the world over operate that way.”

			“You’d have to work, Coral darling,” Leo said lazily. “Ordering, cleaning, serving, training staff, paying wages. You can’t swan around with a champagne glass in your hand as you do here.”

			Coral pouted. “Maybe I haven’t thought it through.”

			“I thought I’d invest in my studio,” Marta said. “See if I can make a go of being more a potter and less a social worker. I was thinking of a shopfront, but in the convent. Coral, you can make the cocktails for my opening.”

			Coral waved a glass in reply.

			Leo grabbed it before it could spill on the hired couch.

			“I’ve been thinking,” Elfin said. “My plans have changed…recently.” Her smile wobbled a little. “I’m going to see if I can get into college to study fashion design. I want to design recycled fashions, affordable one-offs. Bruce’s money will mean I can cut back my working hours and do the course faster.”

			“That’s a fantastic idea, Elfin. It’s perfect for you,” Jorgie said.

			Marta nodded agreement. Elfin was one of a kind; her fashions would be too. “What are you going to do, Leo?” She frowned. Had he ever said what he intended? Although he didn’t have any money worries, Leo was the type to do something.

			He waved a hand. “I have a couple of irons in the fire. Projects under way. Things that may come to pass. The will of Allah, the universe aligning, karma coming back to me.”

			“We get the drift,” Coral said. “I suppose that means you’ll buy Primrose a ring, change your dungeon to a nursery, adopt a couple of cute kids that you’ll call Annie and Emmie, and dress them in matching dungarees with patches on the knees.”

			Leo fell back against the couch, his hand over his forehead in pretend horror. “You’ve been reading my emails!”

			Coral thumped his leg. “Don’t have to. Besides, Jorgie told me.”

			“I did not!” Jorgie said. “Although I may have mentioned you and Primrose bought matching dungarees and red bandanas.”

			“So we can visit you in the boonies without sticking out like dogs’ balls.”

			“What about you, Jorgie?” Marta pressed closer to her side. The words, “Have your plans changed?” hovered on her tongue, but she bit them back. That was between the two of them and shouldn’t be thrown into the air in front of their tipsy friends.

			Jorgie passed the port across the coffee table to Elfin. “I’ll buy a house in Worrock for Cilla, so she has security. Then, I’ll put the rest into my business.”

			Marta was silent. So it seemed nothing had changed. Jorgie still planned on returning to Worrock. She closed her eyes briefly but opened them as her head spun. Too much port and melancholia were a bad combination. She forced a smile.

			“You’re a great person to work with.” Leo staggered to his feet and pulled Jorgie to hers with such force she fell against his chest. He hugged her close. “You and I are a great team. I’d hoped you might stay.”

			“So did I,” Coral said. She looked as if she might say more.

			Marta shot her a quelling glance. Now was not the time to air her misery to her friends. She would need their support after. After the auction, after Number 94 had sold, and after Jorgie had returned to Worrock.

			Coral got to her feet. “I’m off on the long trip home. I’ll see you later for the clean up!” She gestured to the litter of plates, bottles, and glasses that covered the counter.

			Elfin rose as well. “Me too.”

			Slowly, they dispersed. To Marta, it felt like the end of an era. She took a slow look around Number 94, picturing it as it had looked when it was Bruce’s shabby old house, with its claustrophobic rooms, grungy carpet, peeling paint, and 1950s kitchen. No doubt a professional couple would buy it. People with money, good taste, and a vastly superior coffee machine. Hopefully, they would fit in with the local community.

			But they could never replace Jorgie.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Going…Going…

			Marta and Coral rested their butts on Leo’s wall. Elfin and Lulu were somewhere in the crowd of people in the street. Leo leaned against his gate, fiddling with his phone.

			In front of them, Number 94 blazed with auction banners and flags announcing Auction Today! Over the past three weeks, a steady stream of people had traipsed into the house and exited clutching the colour brochure. The auctioneer, Primrose’s brother, Parv, had told them interest was strong, and he’d already received an offer of 1.1 million. His recommendation was to reject the offer and proceed to auction.

			Jorgie had told them all about the offer, and they’d all agreed they were happy to sell for that amount, and anything else was icing on the cake, but they would prefer to go ahead with the auction. It seemed that Number 94 would sell that day.

			As was usual in Melbourne, the crowd arranged themselves in the street facing the house, blocking the road. People clutched mobile phones. Families clustered together with anxious looks on their faces. A couple of dudes in suits lounged disinterestedly against Marta’s fence. Parv had said they were ones to watch, as they were buyers’ agents, ready to take instructions over the phone.

			The auctioneer’s assistant exited the house and nodded to Parv. They were ready.

			Marta glanced at the front of the house, trying for a glimpse of Jorgie, who was inside, ready to talk with Parv during the break in the auction about whether to sell or take further offers. No doubt she was pacing up and down, or else hiding behind the front room curtains, straining to hear through the window.

			Coral clutched Marta’s arm with one hand. The other held her champagne glass. It was currently empty—but Coral said she would pop the cork on the bottle when the hammer came down to proclaim Number 94 sold.

			“I’m so freaking excited, I could spit,” Coral said in her ear. “Imagine! In ten minutes or so, all this will likely be over.”

			“Yes.” Marta pressed her lips together. It would be the start of the end for her. She and Jorgie had avoided talking about what would happen after the auction. Neither had wanted to raise it, and maybe there was nothing to say. Nothing new anyway. Instead, they’d concentrated on enjoying their time together. Meals out, drinks with friends, walks along the river. Coffee and cake in Brunswick Street, a visit to the Children’s Farm, and to the farmers’ market.

			And the sex. Marta sighed. There was a poignancy and tenderness to their blisteringly hot lovemaking of late, as if both were storing memories for a later time.

			“It’s starting!” Coral’s nudge jolted her out of her introspection.

			“Good morning, everyone,” Parv announced. “And welcome to Number 94 Gaylord Street, Abbotsford. This carefully renovated Victorian end-of-terrace home is almost certain to sell today. I have preliminary instructions from the seller, and she is keen and realistic, so don’t hold back thinking you’ll buy it afterward. You’ll almost certainly be too late.” He continued to talk about the neighbourhood and the booming Melbourne property market.

			Marta’s phone pinged with a text. She pulled it out to look. Jorgie.

			 

			11 registered bidders!

			 

			Marta sent back a thumbs up.

			“Get on with it,” Coral muttered. “We know how close this house is to the river. We certainly know about the Retreat Hotel.” Her grip bit into Marta’s arm.

			Marta picked out Elfin’s sky-blue head in the crowd in front of them. It seemed half of Gaylord Street was out for the spectacle. Leo was texting on his phone, then he raised it and panned over the crowd. No doubt recording a video for Jorgie.

			“And now,” Parv said, “without further ado, what do you offer me for Number 94, Gaylord Street, Abbotsford? Do I have an opening offer of 1.2 million, people? 1.2 from someone? Anyone? Remember, this house will sell, and you’ll save everyone’s time if we start at 1.2 million. Remember when the last house came up for auction in this tightly held block?” He paused for a beat then said, “No, neither can I. Houses seldom come up for sale here for a reason: people love living in this street. Give me an opening offer. Don’t want to make it 1.2? No worries, you can start where you want. It’s where we finish that counts.”

			“One point freakin’ two,” Coral muttered in Marta’s ear. “I was hoping we might get to that on our best day.”

			“He’s working the crowd,” Marta murmured. “Don’t get your hopes up.” Butterflies whirled and danced in her stomach, churning through the acid, and her fingernails dug into her palms. If she was this nervous, how must Jorgie feel?

			“Nine fifty,” someone shouted.

			“Nine hundred and fifty thousand, from the man in the yellow shirt,” Parv said. “Nine fifty’s the starting point, but it won’t be where we finish. I’ll take increases of twenty thousand, folks. Who’ll give me nine seventy?”

			The assistant pointed to someone in the crowd.

			“Nine seventy to the woman with the little dog in her handbag,” Parv said. He swivelled to the original bidder. “Do I have nine ninety? Thank you, sir. Nine ninety over here in the yellow shirt.”

			“I can’t watch,” Coral’s grip threatened to cut off the circulation in Marta’s arm. “Tell me when it’s all over.” But her eyes remained open, glued to Parv as he worked the crowd.

			“This is so much money for a tiny house,” Marta whispered out of the side of her mouth. “Melbourne real estate is insane. How can people afford this?”

			“I know,” Coral said. “I couldn’t afford a shoebox if I had to start again. Oh no!” Her grip tightened. “The dog in the bag is highest, and yellow shirt is shaking his head. He’s out.”

			“Any advance on one million, one hundred and fifty thousand dollars?” Parv said. “Give me ten thou if you want. Come on, folks, you’re not here for fun. I know there are more bidders in the crowd than just those two.” He raised his rolled-up brochure and looked around. “Going once at one million, one hundred and fifty thousand dollars… Going twice at one million, one hundred and fifty thousand dollars… Any more bids? No? Then, please wait, folks, while I consult with the seller.”

			He disappeared inside with his assistant.

			Marta let out a breath. This was already higher than the offer made prior to auction. Already more than the million dollars they’d dreamed about when they’d all sat in Bruce’s shabby living room five months ago and agreed to let Jorgie go ahead with the renovation. This was incredible.

			This was what would take Jorgie away from her.

			Beside her, Coral reached for the bottle at her feet. “This baby is going to pop very soon.” She frowned. “But I really hope it’s not the sour-faced woman with the dog.”

			“Ssh,” Marta whispered back. “Don’t be so judgemental.”

			“He’s coming back!” Coral said. “I haven’t had this much excitement in my life since my last girlfriend lost the key to the handcuffs.”

			“Number 94 is on the market,” Parv announced. “If there are no more bids, it will be knocked down to the current bidder and her little dog for one million, one hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Are there any more bids?”

			His assistant pointed to one of the men by Marta’s fence.

			“One million, one hundred and sixty thousand to the man in the blue suit with the big phone. Glad to see you weren’t here to pass the time, sir.” Parv swivelled to the second man alongside Marta’s fence. “And one million, one hundred and seventy thousand dollars to you.”

			“I’m going to faint,” Coral said.

			Elfin approached. Marta made room for her on the wall.

			“I can’t believe this,” Elfin said, her face pale. “I just can’t believe this. Where’s Leo? He should be with us.”

			“He’s videoing the auction,” Marta said. “Don’t interrupt him; it will be great to see it later.”

			They linked hands and watched as the bidding crept up to 1.2 and stalled.

			“Going for the first time at one million, two hundred thousand dollars,” Parv said. His eyes scanned the crowd. “Going for the second time. Going for the third and final time at one million two hundred thousand dollars. Are you all done? Are you all finished? Going…going…”

			His assistant’s arm shot up and pointed to an Indian woman in a power suit who lounged at the far end of Marta’s fence.

			“Can you repeat your bid, please madam?” Parv asked. “One million two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Is that correct?”

			The woman nodded.

			“The bid stands at one million, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. How about you, sir?” He pointed to the previous high bidder. “You can give me another five hundred if you want.”

			The man in the blue suit shook his head, pocketed his phone, and walked away.

			“Anyone else? Anyone at all. The same goes for anyone. Make me an offer over the current high bid. No? Are you all done? Are you all finished? Sold for the first time at one million, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars… Sold for the second time at one million, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars… Sold for the third and final time…going…going…”

			Marta held her breath as tears pricked at the back of her eyes. Dimly, she was aware that Leo had come up beside her and put his arm around her shoulders.

			“Gone!” Parv slapped his rolled-up brochure on his other palm.

			And with the ‘gone’, the others erupted. Elfin screamed her delight.

			Coral pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Well fuck me dead, me hearties.”

			Leo fist-pumped a huge “Yeah!” and then said to Coral, “Today, I just might.”

			“In your dreams,” she retorted.

			Marta stood motionless, her heart sinking in her chest. It was over. Number 94 was gone. Spectacularly so. Her friends were now jumping up and down, arms linked as they screamed their delight to the sky. Coral popped her bottle of French champagne, Leo produced more glasses he’d obviously stashed behind his wall for this moment, and Coral splashed bubbles into each one.

			“It’s sold, Cilla,” Elfin screamed into her phone. “One million two hundred and fifty thousand!”

			“Number 94 Gaylord Street is sold,” Parv said. “Thank you for your time, folks. Madam, if you would like to come with me.”

			Parv’s assistant made her way through the dispersing crowd to the woman in the power suit. As she was escorted into the house, she looked over at them celebrating and shot them a beaming smile. No doubt she was delighted with her purchase. Her new neighbour. Marta sighed. For a second, she wished hard that Jorgie would refuse to sign the contract. But of course, she couldn’t do that. The fall of the hammer marked the sale.

			Longing and loss twined in Marta’s chest. Right now, she’d give every penny of the money she’d receive if it meant Jorgie would stay in Melbourne. She looked over at Number 94. Jorgie would be signing the contract, smiling at the purchaser, and shaking hands with Parv and his assistant.

			She accepted the glass Coral pushed into her hand and forced a smile onto her face. This was a good thing. It was.

			It had to be.

			She glanced around at her friends. Elfin could now complete her dream of studying fashion design. Coral—well, she wouldn’t open her cocktail bar, but the money would ensure she had a more comfortable older age. Leo—Leo still hadn’t said what he would do, but to him, it wasn’t a life-changer.

			And herself. Deliberately, Marta thought of her future: more time creating pottery, less social-work stress. Maybe a new kitchen to replace the open shelving that still drove her crazy. Maybe Jorgie would do it for her.

			“Hey,” Leo whispered in her ear. “It will be all right.”

			She summoned her smile again. “I hope so. I really do.”

			* * *

			Later that evening, after the impromptu party in Number 94 had wound down, Marta returned home with Jorgie.

			Once in the hallway, she caught Jorgie’s hand. “Come to bed.”

			Jorgie’s smile gleamed in the dim hallway. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”

			They prepared for bed in silence, each taking a quick shower to wash away the stress of the day.

			Marta drew the curtains in her bedroom, cocooning them in the room. She dropped the towel she had wrapped around herself and got into bed, pulling the covers over her.

			Jorgie stood at the foot of the bed. Her wild hair was damp and curling at the ends from the shower, and her eyes were soft and warm. “I love you.”

			Marta swallowed the rock in her throat. But not enough to stay. “Come here,” she said instead, and held out her hand.

			Jorgie crawled onto the bed, settling against the pillows next to her. She turned on her side and rested a palm against Marta’s cheek.

			Marta leaned into it, relishing the tender touch. She moved forward, raising a thigh and resting it over Jorgie’s hip. The room was quiet, dim, not dark, with streetlight filtering in around the edge of the curtains. Marta pressed forward and traced Jorgie’s lips, feeling them curve into a smile.

			The kiss, when it came, started as a soft touch of lips and grew slowly, an incalescence that sent ripples of fire over Marta’s skin.

			When Jorgie touched her nipples, she gasped and arched into the touch, her own fingers gripping Jorgie’s shoulders like a lifeline.

			“I love your breasts.” Jorgie hummed and sank lower so she could run her tongue around Marta’s nipple. “They are the most perfectly shaped breasts with the softest skin and most delightful nipples. They are the best size, the firmest, the creamiest—”

			“If you say ‘perkiest’, I’ll know you’re lying.” Marta ran her fingers through Jorgie’s hair.

			“They’re perfect—for me.” Jorgie took a nipple into her mouth and flicked the tip before releasing it. “Don’t ever say otherwise. I’ll love them when they’re—”

			Marta swallowed away the knot of angst that balled in her throat. The abrupt halt had told her everything she needed to know; Jorgie would not see Marta’s breasts when they were saggy, baggy, and droopy, which was doubtless what she had been going to say. But she would not spoil this lovemaking. There was no way of knowing how many more times they would have together.

			Jorgie urged Marta onto her back and rolled on top of her.

			Marta spread her thighs so Jorgie could settle more comfortably into the cradle of her hips. Her bush tickled Marta’s leg, and every breath she took pushed their stomachs together. Jorgie’s lips mouthed patterns against her skin, a soft, warm dampness that made her shiver as the cooler air caressed it. Electricity danced over her skin in the wake of those lips, a tingling, exhilarating sensation.

			Jorgie looked up and arched an eyebrow before dropping her head and pressing a line of kisses to Marta’s sternum and down over her belly.

			Her intent was unmistakeable. Marta thrilled to the touch, her body thrumming in anticipation of the pleasure to come. She was so wet. Jorgie must be able to feel that, caught as she was between Marta’s spread legs.

			Jorgie reached the top of Marta’s pubes and blew lightly, then traced a finger from the top to the bottom and back up again.

			Marta shivered, and spread her thighs even wider.

			“I love being here,” Jorgie said. “Between your legs, tasting you, being engulfed by your scent. Hearing your sounds. Making you come.”

			Her words sent a thrill deep to Marta’s core. “Then that’s what you should do.”

			Jorgie’s eyes darkened almost to black. “Your wish is my command.”

			* * *

			Later, much later, after Jorgie had made her come so hard she was sure every muscle would ache the next day, and after she had spent long minutes between Jorgie’s legs, they rested back against the pillows.

			Marta took Jorgie’s hand and pressed it against her own chest.

			“I can feel your heart.” Jorgie spread her palm over Marta’s left breast.

			“It beats for you.” She tickled lightly down the side of Jorgie’s leg. The euphoria of lovemaking was seeping away, the uncertainty of their future taking its place.

			Jorgie let out a long breath. “I don’t know what to do, Marta.” She stared at the ceiling. “About Cilla. About Worrock.” She turned her head and trapped Marta in her gaze. “About us.”

			“I thought you’d already decided. You said you intended buying a house for Cilla. You talked about working with the developer there.”

			“Cilla said that. Not me. Nothing’s changed. I want to be with you—here. But you heard Cilla. She has…expectations of me, and I don’t know if I can escape them.”

			The grey mist stole through Marta’s head once more. Had Jorgie not listened at all to her? Was she going back to the old status quo?

			“I did listen to you. Before. When you said Cilla and I might be too emotionally dependent on each other. I think you may be right. But I can’t just send her a text and say I’m not coming back.”

			“What are you going to do?” A seed of hope unfurled a shoot in Marta’s chest. Maybe. Just maybe…

			“I’m going back to Worrock in a day or two. I’ll talk to Cilla, really talk to her. I’m not sure I can give her an ultimatum, but maybe I can make her see…” She sighed. “I don’t know, to be honest. I don’t know how this ends. Our story. Will we be happy ever after, or does it end with me in Worrock and you in Melbourne?”

			Marta licked her lips with a dry tongue. “I know what I’m hoping for.”

			Jorgie turned to kiss her.

			Air trickled from Marta’s lungs when they parted. To go around in circles again seemed pointless at this moment. She could only wait and see how it was with Cilla… And what Jorgie decided. She clenched the sheets as a feeling of helplessness stole through her.

			They were both silent for a minute.

			Jorgie shuffled next to her. “The buyer seemed pleasant. She didn’t say much, but she smiled and said we’d done a great job on the renovation.”

			“What’s her name?”

			“Sonali something. That’s how she introduced herself. As Sonali. No last name.”

			“That would be on the contract.”

			“To be honest, I didn’t look. I’d already read over the contract previously, so I just signed.”

			“However nice she is, it won’t be the same as living next door to you. Or Bruce.”

			“Change happens, Marta,” Jorgie said softly. “Whether we want it or not.”

			“I know. If nothing else, these last months have rammed that home. I’ll keep an open mind. Sonali could be my new best friend.”

			“I’ve calculated the preliminary figures for Number 94,” Jorgie said. “I need the final amount for agent’s fees and the conveyancer, but at a rough estimate, when everything’s paid, I think you and the others will get around one hundred and thirty-four thousand each.”

			“Oh!” Marta pressed her hand to her mouth. “I had no idea. We never talked about the final figures. That’s so much more than we thought at the beginning.”

			“It’s not final,” Jorgie warned. “But I think it’s close.”

			“And you?”

			“I’ll buy Cilla a house in Worrock. The rest, I don’t know. I think I’ll still put it into my business.”

			“I’d like to hire you to renovate my kitchen. If you’re willing, of course.”

			“I’ll do that for you, Marta. Of course I will. I’d do anything for you.”

			Anything, it seemed, except move to Gaylord Street.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			The Distance Between Us

			Jorgie exited the truck outside her house and stretched. She’d only stopped for a quick sandwich on the way, and then a coffee, and it had still taken her nearly ten hours to reach Worrock.

			She pulled her bag from the truck and took it inside. The house smelled musty, with an underlying odour of mouse droppings. She’d have to set traps. An image of Marta’s welcoming house slid into her mind. If not for Cilla, she would be there now, maybe working on the kitchen, maybe sitting in the backyard with a cup of tea. She’d have the strong, thick builder’s tea she couldn’t wean herself from, and Marta would have something light and fragrant. She would be—

			Enough. This week was about Cilla, a check on her well-being. She texted her mum to say she’d arrived, and got a text back almost instantly:

			 

			The Stump Inn for a feed to celebrate your return?

			 

			Jorgie sighed. It didn’t seem much of a celebration, and it didn’t seem there was much to celebrate.

			 

			Sure. XO

			 

			What else was she to say?

			* * *

			There were only a couple of other people dining in the pub. The chicken schnitzel was crispy and freshly cooked, the chips plentiful, and the salad scanty. Jorgie sliced a piece of schnitzel and chewed thoughtfully.

			Marta would want half the chips and twice the salad. Despite the lack of veggies, she would fit in here. She’d chat with Cilla, joke with the barperson, and then get into a deep and sympathetic conversation with some of the regulars. Marta was a listener, doubtless a trait that made her a good social worker. She also could see to the heart of a matter. Hadn’t she done that with Elfin, and when she’d suggested that Jorgie and Cilla had a mutual emotional dependence that was holding both of them back?

			Jorgie looked over at her mum. Part of this week was to work to the heart of their relationship, find the best way forward—for both of them.

			“Coral texted to say she’s just found one of my shirts in her spare room,” Cilla said. “Would you mind bringing it back with you when you go down to finalise things?”

			Finalise things. Is that what she’d be doing? “I’m only here for a week,” she said. “Then I’ll go back to Melbourne.”

			Cilla played with her knife. “Back to Marta.”

			“Yes.”

			“I like her. You and she are good together.”

			“We are.” She took a deep breath. “We love each other.”

			“I guessed. You have a softness about you now, Jorgie. A joy, a spring to your step. You smile more.” Cilla cast her eyes down to her empty plate. “At least, you did in Melbourne.”

			“I’m back here now.” Which was a non-answer, an evasion. She’d been home for less than three hours. It wasn’t fair to pressure Cilla, and certainly not to leap in the first evening.

			Cilla was silent for a few moments. “I wish I had a cigarette.”

			“You haven’t smoked in years!” Jorgie’s eyebrows lifted. “Not since we lived in South Australia. At least…not that I know of.”

			“I’ve had two cigarettes since then,” Cilla said. “One when we got evicted from the first house in Worrock, remember?”

			She did. Cilla hadn’t been able to pay the rent. It was one reason Jorgie had gone and got her apprenticeship.

			“The other was when we heard Bruce had died,” Cilla continued. “It crushed me, all of a sudden. Bruce was my brother, and yes, we’d fallen out, but now we’d never have a chance to make up, for me to tell him I loved him.”

			“I didn’t realise you felt that.” Shame lodged in Jorgie’s chest. She should have seen Cilla’s sadness, should have helped. Instead, she’d taken off to Melbourne to look at Bruce’s house. It had been a way out, she realised in hindsight. A way out of her too-small life. But she’d left Cilla behind and that was wrong. “I should have asked if you wanted to come to Melbourne with me.”

			“I would have said no,” Cilla said. “Worrock’s my home, my safe zone. And back then, I was still reconciling my past anger with Bruce for not helping us when I asked for money all those years ago with how I felt about his death. I still think he was wrong not to help us, but I understand it better now. He was judgemental, wanting me to get clean, and then he’d help me—us.” She lifted a shoulder. “It would have been easier to do if I’d had his support. But he was an academic; he’d read the statistics. I carried that anger toward him for a long, long time.”

			“When did you let it go?” Jorgie closed her eyes so she didn’t have to look at Cilla’s face. So much hurt and sorrow, buried in their tiny family—and she had glossed over it.

			“I’d started in the last year or two. And when he died and there was no way of making it better between us, well, I had to let the anger go and remember the things I’d loved about him. I wouldn’t have come with you to Melbourne though. It would have been too much, too soon. Look at me, Jorgie. Please.”

			Jorgie opened her eyes. Cilla’s face held a seriousness and a determination she hadn’t seen for a long while.

			“Regret is a terrible thing. There are things you can change, and things you can’t. And I could have reached out to Bruce again—but I didn’t.”

			“He could have reached out to you,” Jorgie murmured. “And he didn’t.”

			“He did.” Cilla leaned forward and took both of Jorgie’s hands. “Two years after I got clean. I don’t know how he knew. He offered money. I turned him down. Pride. He hadn’t helped me when I needed him, well, I didn’t need him then. And the year after that he offered again, and I refused again. I regret that. I think, in his way, he needed us as much as we needed him.”

			“He had his Gaylord Street family.” Jorgie could hardly get the words out through the tightness in her throat. “They were with him.”

			“I know, and I’m very happy about that. And they embraced you too. Me as well. Coral, Marta…they would have known our family history, but they welcomed us all the same.”

			“They did.” She had to get out of here. The emotions were so tightly packed in her chest she could hardly breathe. Cilla’s words—spoken too late—were making so many things clear. About Bruce, Cilla, Number 94 and why it had been left to her. And, too, about the terms of Bruce’s will. Tears pricked at the back of Jorgie’s eyes. Any second now, she was going to start crying in the Stump Inn, and it wouldn’t be pretty. “Bruce’s will. Did you mind that you weren’t mentioned?”

			“No. I didn’t expect to be, not after I’d rejected his overtures so firmly. And he made sure you were okay. More than okay as it turns out.”

			Jorgie blinked fiercely, trying to clear the mist from her eyes. “Why are you telling me this now? Why not months ago, when Bruce died?”

			“I didn’t know how to, love. There’s been so much miscommunication and silence in our family about what we need, what we want. I couldn’t find the words. I needed to work through a lot, and I’ve only just been able to do that. We all have to figure out things in our own time, don’t we? That figuring out is why I want my third cigarette in ten years right now.”

			Jorgie nodded. The tears were so close. If she said anything in response, she’d start crying and not be able to stop. “Can we go home?”

			“Of course.”

			They walked in silence, footfalls thudding on the empty road; a bird called mournfully in the scrub. Only a few of the houses they passed had lights on. Her lips twisted. There were so many unoccupied houses here, and yet a developer was going to build a dozen new and modern ones on the edge of town. The heart of Worrock would be lost.

			The heart of Gaylord Street would still beat strong though.

			They reached her house first. “Do you mind if I make it an early night?”

			“Of course not, love.” Cilla pecked her on the cheek. “I’ll see you for brekky tomorrow?”

			Jorgie summoned a smile. “Bright and early.”

			It would be early, but she wasn’t sure about the bright. She doubted she would get much sleep. She had a lot to think about.

			* * *

			“The purchaser has made no additional conditions of sale,” the conveyancer said. “In fact, he’s being incredibly obliging. He’s returned—”

			Jorgie frowned. “Did you say ‘he’? The buyer at the auction was a woman. Sonali something.”

			“The buyer’s a man. Maybe he had an agent at the auction.” Papers rustled over the phone line. “Leopold Valentine Warhof. In fact, you may know him. He lives at—”

			“91 Gaylord Street. And yes, I do know him.” Leo. Leo was the purchaser of Number 94. Jorgie ended the call as soon as she could.

			She went out to the veranda and flopped onto the couch. Leo. Her good mate, who had put in weeks of unpaid labour, had bought Number 94. He was the buyer who had jumped in at the last minute, raising the existing bid by fifty grand.

			Leo.

			Jorgie shook her head. What the fuck was he thinking? He already owned his own home in Gaylord Street. He didn’t need Number 94. And why had he bid at auction? He could have put in an offer at any time—and it would most likely have been accepted by his friends. It didn’t make sense.

			Was he laughing at her all along? Encouraging her to fit out the house in his tastes, so he got a newly renovated house for a steal? Static buzzed in Jorgie’s ears, and she shook her head, hoping to dislodge her whirring thoughts. But that made no sense either. The house had been finished in a neutral style, a long way from Leo’s rather way-out tastes. And he’d hardly got it for a steal, upping the final bid as he had.

			Jorgie went back inside to get a glass of water, then returned to the veranda and pulled out her phone. She pressed his number.

			“I know you bought it,” she said, the second he answered.

			“Of course you know.” Leo sounded surprised. “You signed the contract with my name on it.”

			“I didn’t read the bloody contract. That Sonali person was there; I assumed she was the purchaser. All I could think was thank God it wasn’t the miserable woman with the dog in her handbag.”

			“Sonali’s Primrose’s mother.”

			“Of course she is.” Jorgie rolled her eyes. “Everything’s about Primrose right now. Did you buy it for him?”

			“Why would I do that?” Leo said. “Primrose will move in with me when we’re both ready. After I’ve redecorated the dungeon. I was hoping you’d help with that.”

			“Of course I will,” she said automatically. “Pink petunia wallpaper, maybe? Or a nice nursery print.”

			“Ha, ha,” Leo said. “Jorgie, did you really not know I’d bought Number 94?”

			“I didn’t.” She gripped the phone. “I suppose the entire street knows except me.” Marta. Why hadn’t Marta called to tell her?

			“I haven’t seen anyone since. I’ve been at Primrose’s place. So if you haven’t told them, they still don’t know.”

			Her irritation faded. Leo had bought the house. That, in fact, was pretty much perfect. “So are you going to tell me why? And why the secrecy?”

			“I always intended to buy it,” Leo said. “At first, I figured you’d immediately put it on the market, and I’d buy it in its original condition and do the work myself. But once it came out that Bruce had left a share of the house to all of us, I couldn’t deny the others the chance to make more money. Coral, Elfin…they really need it. Marta will put it to good use. So I went along with your plan. Had I not, the others would have got less, and I’d still have done the work.”

			“But why do you want it?” Jorgie frowned. That part still didn’t make sense.

			“I want to turn it into a drop-in centre for LGBTQ+ youth,” Leo said. “Somewhere for them to go in the daytime. I’ll employ a houseperson to be there, and I hope it will be a safe place for young people to hang out. Get some food. Relax. Find resources for jobs, counselling, financial assistance if that’s what they need, but I don’t mean it to replace the more structured centres.”

			“But if that’s what you want, why go along with putting in bedrooms and a bathroom?” Surely it would have been better to have it more as one large space?”

			“I see it as more of a homely place. And if I have a houseperson there, they’ll need a bedroom and facilities. The second bedroom could be used for occasional crisis accommodation, or if the houseperson has guests. After all, it will be their home.”

			Jorgie was silent as the idea ran through her mind. She’d never have thought that Leo would do this. “You could have put in an offer at any time. I know you, my friend, it would have been a fair one. Then we could have completed the work as you wanted it. You could have had your dream industrial kitchen.”

			“I thought of that. And I’m sure the others would have agreed. But, I owed it to all of us—to Bruce—to make sure Number 94 sold for the best possible price. And that meant an auction. If you all had accepted my offer beforehand, there would always be that doubt: maybe it could have sold for more.”

			“You increased the bid at the auction by so much. Maybe you could have gotten it for less.”

			“That was my best and highest bid,” Leo said. “What I was prepared to spend. If someone topped it, well, so be it. Are you okay with this, Jorgie? I didn’t mean to hold out on you, but I couldn’t say anything beforehand. It would have changed things—how you saw the house turning out. Maybe you’d have questioned why I was helping you.”

			Jorgie’s heart expanded. She’d always known Leo was a good person behind the flippant attitude, but this…this was incredible.

			“Bruce knew what I wanted to do—although, of course, I didn’t have a property in mind then,” Leo said. “I believe that’s why he included me in the group who benefited from Number 94. I think that was his approval of the idea.”

			“I think you’re right,” Jorgie murmured. “I’m finding out a lot about Bruce lately.” She cleared her throat. “I’m glad. It’s a great idea.”

			“I’m already registered as a not-for-profit organisation,” Leo said. “There’ll be more work to be done, but I hope I can get council approval.”

			“Call me first if you need work done,” Jorgie said. “I owe you. I can repay that work debt.”

			“There’s no one else I’d rather ask.”

			“Can I tell the others? Or do you want to?”

			“I was hoping you would.”

			“I’ll call Marta now.” Jorgie ended the call and rested the phone on her knee. What else would she tell Marta? Her head still spun with everything she’d learned: from Cilla, from Leo. The certain was uncertain. The past wasn’t how she’d thought. The future? She didn’t know.

			She pressed Marta’s number.

			“Hey.” Marta’s voice came down the line. “It’s the refugee from the city calling from the outback.”

			“You sound cheerful,” Jorgie said. “Are you still celebrating the sale?”

			“Sort of. It’s sunk in now. And yes, I am cheerful. I miss you, Jorgie, but what can I do? Mope around like Moaning Myrtle, or the grey lady in that poem who pined away for her lover? I miss you so much it hurts. Don’t think I don’t.”

			“I love you.” Jorgie closed her eyes, and Marta’s image appeared behind her closed eyelids. Her fine, blonde hair. Her quirky smile that always made her thin face come alive. Her huge, expressive eyes.

			“I love you too.” Marta sighed. “Listen to us. We sound like a pair of tweenies deep in the throes of first love.”

			Jorgie took a deep breath. “I’ve got something to tell you. I’ve found out who bought Number 94. It’s Leo.”

			“Leo? Leo?” Marta’s voice rose until it squeaked. “What the actual fuck?”

			“I couldn’t have put it better.”

			“But why?”

			Swiftly, Jorgie related what Leo had said.

			“That was unexpected.” Marta blew out a breath. “A drop-in centre. I don’t know what to say.”

			“Will you object? He’ll need council approval.”

			“No, I won’t object. I think it’s a good idea, actually. It all depends on how it’s run though. Maybe it’s something I could help with in my social-work capacity. I’m gobsmacked that Leo is the buyer. And there was me thinking I’d have a new neighbour. I might have dozens of them now.”

			“Leo might need to put in some soundproofing.”

			“Good idea.”

			“So,” Marta’s sigh gusted down the line. “How’s Worrock? How’s Cilla?”

			“Worrock is peaceful. Cilla seems…okay. She was quite talkative last night. Told me some of her history with Bruce.”

			“Is it something you want to share?” Marta asked.

			Jorgie puffed her cheeks. “I will, I promise. But right now, I’m still processing. Thinking on a lot of things.”

			“That sounds important,” Marta said. “Life-altering things, or what to have for dinner?”

			“Sausages for dinner. The rest…yes, life-altering. I’ve got a few decisions to make. And I need to talk more to Cilla. I need time in my own head. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be evasive.”

			“Is it…is it anything to do with me?” Marta’s voice lowered until Jorgie could barely hear her.

			“A lot of it is. Whether we can be together. How we can do it. Where we’ll be. You know, the small decisions in life,” she deadpanned.

			“At least the angst and anxiety aren’t about the dinner menu,” Marta said. “I’d hate for you to stress over sausages versus chicken wings.”

			“I could mix it up and choose pho.” It seemed a long time since she and Marta had gone to the Vietnamese café together. Before Number 94 sold. Before Leo’s bombshell. Before she’d returned to Worrock. But after she’d fallen in love.

			“Only if you eat the offal. Otherwise, what’s the point? You might as well have plain soup.” Marta sighed. “I don’t want to talk about pho. I want to know about you and me.”

			Jorgie was silent. Thoughts swirled around her head, yet still a way forward refused to pop to the front. Could she move to Melbourne? Maybe. But what if… “Have you thought more about moving to Worrock?” She snapped her mouth shut. She shouldn’t have asked; she was sure she knew the answer, and it would be one more sealing of the door.

			“Yes, I’ve thought. But I don’t know, Jorgie. And you? Have you thought more about moving to Melbourne? It seems that’s the place we both want to be.”

			“I’ve thought of little else,” Jorgie admitted.

			“Then you already know the answer. I can’t decide that for you. You need to decide whether you’re going to live your life for Cilla—or for yourself.”

			Jorgie dropped her head to her hands. “It’s not that easy.”

			“Important decisions seldom are. Take more time, Jorgie. It’s your future you’re figuring out. And mine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Crashing in Circles

			“Should I toss a coin, get you to decide for me, or drive until my car runs out of fuel? If I make it to Worrock it was meant to be. If not, well, I tried.” Marta clutched her wine glass like a lifeline.

			Coral turned from the oven, a dish of lasagne in her hands. “You don’t make life-changing decisions on the toss of a coin.”

			“Portland, Oregon was named that way. If the other bloke had won the toss, it would have been called Boston.”

			“Nice try, but no one’s happiness depended on it.” Coral put the dish on the counter and reached into the fridge for a jar. “I’m not deciding for you, and we can calculate the fuel thing easily enough. What’s the car’s fuel consumption? Then we google the distance, do a primary school calculation, and save you the hassle of running out of fuel on a deserted highway with no mobile reception.”

			“Then give me your advice as a friend with a side of psychology.” Her belly felt as if it was full of grasshoppers, leaping and battering themselves against their cage. Go. Stay. Every time she made what she thought was her final decision, she changed it a few minutes later. The indecision was slaying her.

			“There’s a good reason I gave up being a psychologist,” Coral said. “I was shit at it. Apparently, telling your patients they are making the worst decisions in the world’s history of moronic decisions isn’t good practice.”

			Marta sipped her sparkling wine. “I could move to Worrock. I’m sure I’d find work. Rural communities are crying out for social workers. But, if Jorgie wasn’t there, there’s no way I’d even consider moving. Is that the best basis for a relationship?”

			Coral looked at her impassively. “Go on.”

			“But Jorgie wants to move to Melbourne. There are so many positive things for her in that, such as—”

			“You’ve told me before. Keep going.”

			“The only sticking point to that is Cilla.”

			Coral started dishing up the lasagne. “If you force Jorgie to Melbourne—even if you could—and something happens to Cilla, she may never forgive you. The way I see it, you’ve got two choices: move to Worrock, or try a long-distance relationship and see if it evolves naturally into more.” She pointed to the food. “Sit. Eat.”

			Marta took her plate and twisted the jar until she could read the label. “Kimchi? With lasagne?”

			“It’s the last jar of Bruce’s. It’s sacred. Even though it needs shrimp paste.”

			“In that case, we better try it.” Marta spooned some onto her plate.

			“The kimchi or a long-distance relationship?” Coral lifted an eyebrow.

			“I was talking about the kimchi. A long-distance relationship is going to be difficult. Nine hours of driving. That’s each way. On a weekend, that means driving there for one overnight and driving back the next day.” She picked up her fork and turned it over and over.

			“You have some flexibility, and so does Jorgie,” Coral pointed out. “It’s not perfect, but isn’t it better than nothing?”

			“Maybe. Or maybe it’s prolonging the inevitable breakup.”

			“Marta Misery, Mistress of the Marital Morgue.” Coral rolled her eyes. “You used to be such a sunbeam.”

			“What would you do?”

			Coral sipped her bubbly. “If the mountain won’t come to Marta, then Marta must go to the mountain. I want to drink my good champagne at your wedding, my friend, not beside your lonely grave.”

			“You’re saying I should move to Worrock?”

			“I’m saying you should think about it. At least go for a visit.”

			“Love isn’t meant to be this difficult.” Marta ate a forkful of lasagne in the hope the food would settle her stomach. It didn’t. “These feelings… Jorgie… She’s all I can think about.”

			“Darling.” Coral reached out a hand and gripped Marta’s. “I think you have your answer.”

			* * *

			“I could see if your landlord wants to sell this house.” Jorgie looked around Cilla’s kitchen with a critical eye. It needed a lot of work, but it was nothing she couldn’t do. “Or is there anywhere else you want to look at? There are a few houses for sale.”

			Cilla scrunched her nose. “Maybe somewhere different.”

			That was unexpected. Cilla seemed so embedded in her house. “Why don’t you look at the real estate ads and see what catches your eye?”

			“There’s no rush. I’m happy here while you figure out what you’re going to do.”

			Jorgie jerked, the tension creeping up through her shoulder blades. “What do you mean?”

			Cilla sat on the kitchen chair and folded her hands neatly in her lap. “I mean you’ve been as jumpy as a bag of frogs these last days, trying to work out where you belong.”

			Jorgie took a deep breath. Cilla seemed to be inviting a confession. Now or never. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. “I know where I belong: in Gaylord Street with Marta. I’m sorry. This is going to make it hard for you, but I have to do this. I can’t stay in Worrock cleaning Horrie’s blocked drains and removing possums from Maud’s roof space. I can really make something of my life in Melbourne. Do more renovation work like Number 94. Maybe even get a master builder’s qualification.” Her glance darted around the room. If she didn’t see Cilla’s face, crumpled with sadness, she could get to the end of what she had to say.

			“And I want to be with Marta. Not once a month or so, but every day. I want to wake up with her, laugh with her, watch her craft her pottery. I want to be part of Gaylord Street, not as a temporary person as I was, but long-term. I want them as my friends. I need to do this, Cilla…Mum. And I’m trying to figure out how we can make it work.” Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and her hands shook. What if Cilla cried? Begged her to stay? She couldn’t back down now. If she did, she might as well buy a plot in the Worrock cemetery. But, equally, she had to do what she could for Cilla.

			Cilla raised an eyebrow. “It’s easy enough to make it work. You get in your truck and drive home. You and Marta decide if you want to live together or if you’re going to—”

			“You already knew what I wanted.” The shock of Cilla’s easy acceptance sent a frisson of fear into Jorgie’s guts. Why was she so unruffled about this? She’d always clung so tightly, been so needy.

			“Did you think I’d hold you back?”

			“I always thought I wanted to be here. That this was my place.” Jorgie studied Cilla carefully. Was she about to crack, fall apart in front of her eyes? Was this nonchalance simply a front? “But since I went to Melbourne, well, I’ve realised I can be more. Do more. And, hopefully, I can do it with Marta by my side. I said I wouldn’t do it at the expense of your health. But Marta made me realise that, maybe, I was holding you back as much as I thought you were keeping me here. I love you, Mum, but I think I have to follow my own path.”

			“Come here.” Cilla held out her arms.

			Jorgie stumbled into them and rested her head on Cilla’s shoulder.

			“I haven’t been the best mother. But I’d be the worst mother if I stopped you following your dreams. Being with the woman you love. Go to Melbourne, Jorgie.”

			“What about you?”

			“It will be hard at first. I’m so used to having you around doing the hard yards for me. But I think it’s time to stand on my own feet.”

			“I’ll visit often. Marta too.”

			“I’d like to come down sometimes. If that’s okay?” Cilla released Jorgie and gripped her upper arms. “If I’m not intruding?”

			“I would love for you to come down.” Jorgie’s head spun, lightheaded with relief. I’m going back to Melbourne. Back to Marta.

			Cilla heaved a sigh. “You really are the best daughter. Even if I had another one, you’d still be the best.”

			Jorgie laughed. “Lucky me I don’t have to share you.”

			“When will you go back? Can we spend the day together tomorrow? Maybe do something different? Go into Cobar for the day, do some shopping, take a walk along the river, have a nice lunch?”

			“We’ll do that.”

			“And then you’ll return to Marta?”

			“Yes.” The lightness and hope made her smile so wide she thought it might split her face. “Then I’ll go home to her.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			I Want My Girlfriend Back

			Jorgie cast a final glance at her house. The crumbling weatherboard had been her home for most of five years. The landlord would be sorry to see her leave, but she had no regrets. Without love, a house was just weatherboards and maintenance.

			Jorgie started her truck and pulled away. She drove through town, heading for the highway. It was nearly eight in the morning. If she made good time and took minimal stops, she could be in Melbourne by early evening. She glanced at her phone on the seat and wondered again if she should call Marta. But no. She wanted to have the conversation they had to have face to face, not over the phone. Marta would most likely be home, and if she wasn’t, well, she’d have a beer at the Retreat or hang with Leo or Coral for a while.

			She accelerated as she exited the town. She was going home. Home to Marta.

			* * *

			“I’m going.”

			Coral blinked sleepily into the grey morning. “Going where? At this hour?”

			“It’s nearly nine.” Marta dumped a bunch of irises into Coral’s arms. “You might as well have these. I don’t know when I’ll be back, and it would be a shame if no one enjoys them. Please can you feed Major Tom in the mornings and empty his litter tray at least once before I return. I’ve left the bathroom window open for him to get in and out. Oh, and can you water my herbs if there’s no rain?”

			“You’re going to Worrock.” Coral nodded. “I hope you have a wonderful time in the boonies. Send me a postcard—I’m sure it will be of sheep.”

			“I’m going for a visit, not forever. Not yet anyway. I’m going to surprise Jorgie. See how I like Worrock.”

			“The outback.” Coral shuddered. “Watch out for king tiger death brown mulga adder snakes dripping venom.”

			“I think you made that up, but I’ll be careful.” Marta held out her arms. “Give me a hug for luck, then I have to go. I’m picking up a rental car in the city. Can’t take the work car all that way.”

			Coral hugged her tight. “Drive carefully. And text me when you arrive.”

			Marta nodded into her hair. “I will.” She stepped back and grabbed the handle of her wheelie case. “Bye.”

			With a jumping heart and fluttering nerves, she walked out of the gate and headed for the train to the city.

			* * *

			The police car had been on her tail for the last few kilometres. It didn’t seem to be following her exactly, just travelling in the same direction. Jorgie kept one eye on the rear-view mirror and the other on the speedometer. The last thing she wanted was to be pulled over.

			She slowed for the speed limit on the edge of Hillston. Her phone pinged non-stop for a minute with missed calls and texts as she came back into mobile reception. Hopefully, it wasn’t Cilla.

			Jorgie parked on the main street, went into the nearest café, and ordered a cup of tea and a serve of raisin toast. She found a table and pulled out her phone. Three missed calls and a text from Leo, a text from Cilla, and a bunch of emails. Nothing from Marta.

			Cilla’s text wished her a safe journey. Jorgie sent a selfie in reply.

			Leo’s text was short and to the point: Call me. Now.

			He answered on the second ring. “Where were you? I thought you’d be up with the sunrise communing with Mother Earth.”

			“That was yesterday. Today it’s world domination.” She smiled her thanks to the server as he set down her tea and toast. “What’s the urgency?”

			“I need copies of the last water and rates notices for Number 94. My solicitor needs them today to work out the pro-rata amounts.”

			“Sorry.” Guiltily, she remembered she was supposed to have provided them to her conveyancer. “I’ll give them to you when I’m back.”

			“That will be too late. I need them today.”

			“I’m on my way. I’m maybe one-third of the way there already. Or you can get them yourself—they’re in the bathroom drawer.”

			“And you didn’t tell me you were coming.” Leo harrumphed. “Neither did Marta. Am I not your greatest mate anymore?”

			“Of course you are. Well, apart from Marta and Major Tom.” Warmth spread through her. “And Marta doesn’t know I’m on my way back.”

			“Why didn’t you tell her you’re coming?” Leo asked. “I’m sure she’d like to know so that she can cook you something special, change the sheets on the bed, clean up after last night’s orgy. The usual.”

			“That’s your style, not Marta’s. I want to surprise her. We need to talk.” She took a sip of tea. Good and strong, as she liked it.

			“Oh-ho.” Leo sounded cautious. “Talk in a good way, or talk in a farewell-my-love-for-we-must-part way?”

			“A good way,” Jorgie said. “I hope anyway.”

			“My friends are getting married.” Leo sighed. “I’m so very happy for you.”

			“Hold your horses. We’re not there yet. Maybe not ever. You and Primrose may well beat us to the exchanging rings stage. I’m happy for you. Did I ever tell you that?”

			“You did. But you can tell me again. I like people being happy for me.”

			The warmth spread into a mushy ball in her chest. “I love you, Leo.”

			“Don’t tell Primrose. He’s the jealous type.”

			“It’s a teasing, sibling, best-mates, insult-you-over-a-beer kind of love. You’re not my romantic type.”

			“I know,” Leo said. “Marta is.”

			Ain’t that the truth. Jorgie ended the call and picked up her now cold toast. She smiled, anticipating the moment when Marta would answer the door, kiss her, and drag her inside to kiss her more thoroughly. And then they would talk.

			* * *

			“Where are you?” Coral asked sharply. “How far away are you?”

			“Why? Has the house burned down?” Marta spoke into the phone which was propped in a cupholder on the dash. “Has Major Tom staged a coup?”

			“How far away are you?” Coral repeated.

			“Um, maybe four hours from Melbourne. I don’t know exactly. I can’t look at the GPS when I’m talking to you.”

			“Have you called Jorgie?” Coral asked.

			“No. I told you. I want to surprise her. Show that I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to be with her.”

			There was muttering and quiet talk in the background.

			“Who’s with you?” Marta asked.

			“Leo,” Coral said. “I’m putting you on speaker.”

			“Hi Marta,” Leo said. “Do you remember the name of the last town you passed through?”

			Marta frowned. “Um…Jerilderie, I think. I’m in New South Wales now. Will one of you tell me what’s going on? You’ve gone all secret service on me.”

			More muttering in the background. “That’s nearly three hours from Hillston,” Leo said quietly.

			“And it’s about two hours from Wagga Wagga according to the last signpost. Is this a geography lesson, or are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Marta drummed on the steering wheel and looked at her phone. She was down to one bar. “You’ll have to make it quick; I’m about to lose signal.”

			“Stop!” Coral shouted. “Pull over right now. If you lose signal, drive back to where you can get it.”

			Alarm flashed in Marta’s mind, and she pulled over in a farm entrance. “Now, please tell me what’s happening. You’re worrying me. Is everything all right?”

			“Leo spoke to Jorgie this morning. Right now, as you’re driving up to Worrock, she’s driving down to Melbourne. She was in Hillston over three hours ago, having brekky. Depending on how long she stopped and how fast she’s going, you’ll either have passed her already, or she’ll be close. Leo’s trying to call her now.”

			“Jorgie’s coming back?” Hope leaped into Marta’s throat. “But she said she’d be gone for longer. Did she say why?”

			“That’s for the two of you to talk about,” Coral said.

			“Her phone goes straight to voicemail,” Leo said. “Marta, can you drive back to Jerilderie? Find somewhere to wait and text to say where you are. We’ll keep trying Jorgie. She may already be south of there.”

			Marta put the car in gear and glanced around before making a U-turn. Her hands clenched the steering wheel as she accelerated back the way she had come. Jorgie was driving to Melbourne. That had to be a good thing. Surely. Her foot twitched on the accelerator, and she forced herself to remain at the speed limit. She would likely have to wait in Jerilderie for Jorgie. Getting there faster wouldn’t make it happen any quicker.

			* * *

			Jorgie’s phone pinged madly again as she entered Finley. What does Leo want now? She pulled over at a service station to fill the truck. Once done, she pulled away from the pumps to call Leo.

			He answered immediately. “Where are you?”

			“Hello, Leo. What’s the weather like in Melbourne? I hope you and Primrose are well,” she teased. “Couldn’t you find the rates notices?”

			“I got them. But more importantly, Marta’s driving to Worrock. She left this morning. Coral intercepted her, and she’s now waiting at Jerilderie.”

			“What? Really? Why didn’t she tell me she was coming?” White noise buzzed in Jorgie’s head. Marta was on her way to Worrock. That was huge. She stared at the phone as if she could force Leo’s words out faster.

			“Probably for the same reason you didn’t tell her you were returning to Melbourne,” Leo said. “You’re a pair of idiots. Lucky you have Coral and me to be your messengers. Now, where are you?”

			“Finley. About thirty minutes south of Jerilderie.”

			“This is what you do. No arguments. Turn around. Drive back to Jerilderie and find the Billabong Café on the main street. Marta’s there, waiting for you.”

			Jorgie closed her eyes for a moment. Her love was waiting for her. “I’m on my way. I’ll text Marta.”

			“You’re the world’s slowest texter,” Leo said. “I’ll do it. You drive.”

			Jorgie ended the call. Despite what Leo said, she sent a quick text to Marta.

			Be there in 30 mins.

			She got a thumbs up in reply. Jorgie started the engine and pulled back onto the highway, heading north. The tyres thrummed a rhythm that was echoed in her mind. Going to Marta. Going to Marta.

			* * *

			Marta chose a table facing the door so she’d see Jorgie the instant she arrived. She sipped weak tea from an old-fashioned rose-patterned cup and waited. Her stomach jumped and her leg twitched uncontrollably. What was Jorgie going to say? Here she was, thinking it was a good thing, but maybe Jorgie had been returning to Gaylord Street to finalise a few things. But if that was the case, Leo and Coral surely wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble. She looked at the time on her phone. Twenty-five minutes since Jorgie’s text.

			An engine rumbled outside. Through the lace curtains, she saw Jorgie’s truck nosing into a parking space. Her heart thundered in her chest, and instantly a dull headache started at the base of her skull. She took deep breaths, trying to will the tension away.

			The door jangled as Jorgie entered.

			Marta raised a hand.

			Jorgie strode across. Her hair curled wildly around her face, and her full lips were stretched into a grin. She wore a scarlet sweatshirt over faded jeans. She looked beautiful.

			Marta rose. Her tension headache drifted away as fast as it had arrived. It would be okay. It had to be.

			Jorgie grasped her hand and tugged her into a hug.

			“I love you,” she said into Marta’s hair. “I missed you. I’ve talked with Cilla. I was on my way back to you, if you’ll have me.”

			“I’ll have you.” Marta’s heart swelled so much she thought it would burst. “I was on my way to Worrock. I want to be with you more than I want to be in Gaylord Street. I love you too.”

			Jorgie caressed Marta’s chin, urging it up so their lips could meet. And then they were kissing.

			Marta closed her eyes and gave herself up to the sweetness of the kiss. Jorgie’s tongue tickled her lips and the kiss grew deeper, hotter, more desirous, until there was only the red-hot pulse of lust in her belly.

			Somewhere, off to one side, someone cleared their throat.

			Marta broke the kiss, and through heavy-lidded eyes, saw the café owner staring disapprovingly at them.

			“I’m happy for your reunion,” the owner said, “but would you mind toning it down while you’re in here?”

			Marta glanced around. Two elderly ladies sat with mouths agape, cups of tea suspended between the table and their mouths. A man wearing a suit ignored them, concentrating on the phone in his hand. And a woman sat with her two small children. Her lips twitched into a smile as she saw Marta looking.

			“Mummy, mummy!” one of the children shrieked. “Those ladies were kissing, like you and Momma kiss!”

			“That’s right, Frankie. Lots of ladies kiss.” The mother pulled her child onto her knee.

			Marta gave them both a wide smile and took Jorgie’s hand. They sat. Jorgie’s hand felt so right in hers. Its warm, work-roughened fingers clasped hers as if they’d never let go again.

			“So,” Jorgie said. “From no choices, we now have two. Worrock or Gaylord Street. You were really coming to Worrock?”

			“Yes. I realised I was being selfish not even considering it. I was on my way for a visit, to see if it’s somewhere I could live. If you want, we can continue to Worrock. I’ll still come.” Happiness pulsed inside her. It didn’t matter where they lived as long as they were together. They would find a way to make it work, Marta knew that as surely as she knew Coral would have the champagne opened, and her thumb on the phone button about to text.

			“But I’m coming to Melbourne,” Jorgie said. “It’s where I want to be. Cilla and I talked. It wasn’t an easy conversation, but we got through. She encouraged me to return to Melbourne. It still won’t be an easy road for her, but I think she’ll be okay.”

			Marta nodded. “Care, consideration, good support. We’ll get her through.”

			“You were right, too, when you said I was reliant on Cilla in a way. I want to move past that and redefine our relationship. If Cilla can come and visit us in Melbourne often, I think she’ll be— Oh!” She pressed her lips together. “I’m not expecting to live with you. If that’s not what you want, I’ll rent somewhere.”

			“No.” Marta’s lips ached from the wide smile she’d worn since Jorgie had walked in, but she couldn’t stop. “Please come and live with me.”

			“There’s nothing I want more.”

			“Not even Coral’s lasagne, or the chocolate stout at the Retreat? Or a day with Leo smashing something into smithereens? Or—”

			“Nothing. There’s nothing in the world that will keep me from you now.” She leaned forward again.

			Marta met her halfway, pressing her lips to Jorgie’s full ones.

			“Mummy! They’re kissing again!” The shriek was louder than any jackhammer.

			Marta pulled away, lips tingling. “Maybe we better get out of here, and go somewhere else, before we’re thrown out.” She stood and pulled out her purse. Her phone pinged with a text and she looked at the screen.

			 

			Are you still there and talking?

			 

			“It’s Coral.” She sent a thumbs up and a heart in reply. She paid the bill and left, hand in hand with Jorgie.

			Jorgie’s phone pinged as they walked to her truck. She looked at the screen, chuckled, and showed it to Marta. “It’s Leo.”

			 

			Too late to drive anywhere now, especially when steaming with lust. Have booked you room at Pioneer Motel.

			 

			Marta smiled. “Let’s go.”

			* * *

			The room was paid for, the receptionist at the Pioneer Motel informed them as she gave them a key.

			Marta looked around the huge room, investigated the bathroom, then fell backward onto the king bed. “This is great.”

			Jorgie pulled the curtains and locked the door. “It’s going to be more great in about fifteen minutes when you’re naked.”

			“More like fifteen seconds.” Marta sat up on the edge of the bed and pulled her jumper and T-shirt over her head. Anticipation thrummed in her blood.

			“Slow down.” Jorgie came to stand in front of her, pushing open her legs so she could move between and stroking across her shoulders.

			Marta shuddered. Spirals of arousal coiled from her belly to between her legs. She ran her palms down Jorgie’s hips over her jeans, then touched the zip. “Now who’s having trouble getting naked?”

			Jorgie flicked open the button, lowered the zip, and raised her arms over her head. “Do your worst.”

			“My best, I think you mean.” Marta stood and tugged at the sweatshirt and the singlet underneath, pulling them up and then yanking them over Jorgie’s head and tossing them to one side.

			Jorgie shuddered. “Your eyes are scorching my nipples.”

			“I didn’t know I had laser-eyes.” Marta bent forward to tongue first one, then the other. “Did that cool them down?”

			“No… Maybe you need to try for longer.”

			Marta ran her tongue around the left nipple, then sucked it into her mouth. She raised her head. “You’re distracting me. The aim is to get naked.” She let her fingers trail around the waistband of Jorgie’s jeans, to and fro over her stomach, delighting in the goosebumps that popped on her skin.

			Jorgie reached around to Marta’s back and fumbled the clip on her bra.

			Eventually it sprang free, and Marta shimmied her shoulders so the bra sagged forward, freeing her breasts.

			Jorgie traced their shape in large spirals, ending with a finger-dance around Marta’s nipples. “I could spend all evening doing this.”

			“I need more than this right now.” Marta shuddered, her skin aflame. “I want you inside me. I want to come. Now. Hard.”

			“I can arrange that.” Jorgie’s eyes darkened to black. She shuffled Marta back until the bed was behind her, then unsnapped her jeans and pulled them and her undies down in one motion.

			Marta kicked them away and pulled the quilt from the bed to lie back on the crisp, white sheets.

			Jorgie shed her remaining clothes and moved onto the bed next to her.

			Marta let her gaze roam over Jorgie’s body. Would she ever tire of seeing the long, lean, length of it, the small breasts and flat stomach? The chestnut patch of hair between her legs, already glistening damply in the overhead light.

			Marta’s gaze returned to Jorgie’s face, to her full lower lip, her delightful dimple, and her warm eyes. They softened under her scrutiny.

			“I love you,” Jorgie said. “And I can’t wait to build a life with you.”

			“I love you, too,” Marta replied. “I want that life together too. But right now, I can’t wait to feel you inside me.”

			Jorgie turned onto her side and mapped a pathway over Marta’s hip, swooping down between her thighs.

			Marta closed her eyes as Jorgie’s finger hesitated at her entrance. “Don’t tease,” she said, her voice tight with need. “I’m ready for you. Please— Oh!” Her body heaved, hips rising from the bed as Jorgie filled her. How many fingers, Marta didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was the feeling of fullness, and, when she opened her eyes, the love on Jorgie’s face.

			She gasped, locking eyes with Jorgie as she eased in and out.

			Marta’s hips rose from the bed. Ripples spread from her core, incandescent circles of lust, and she exploded into a glorious climax. A haze of many colours wheeled behind her eyes as Jorgie’s touch brought her shuddering to completion.

			Jorgie took Marta into her arms, murmuring words of love into her hair, and pressing kisses to her lips.

			She tasted of salt. Marta touched her own cheek and realised she’d been crying.

			“Are you okay?” Jorgie asked.

			“Yes. Very much okay. If this isn’t a perfect moment, then I don’t know what is.” Her heart slowed its thunderous rhythm, and the warmth of love stole through her. “Best of all, we have all night to do this again.”

			“We have a lot longer than that,” Jorgie said, and proceeded to show her that forever started right now.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Eight Months Later

			“Aqua or shell-pink?” Jorgie held out two samples of splashback. “Leo suggested fire-engine red, but I vetoed that.”

			Marta set down her bag and looked from one sample to the other. “I prefer the shell-pink. But what do you think? After all, this is your home too.”

			Jorgie tucked a curl behind her ear. It had taken a while for her and Leo to free up the time to remodel Marta’s kitchen, but now they’d started, it was going very quickly. Gone were the open shelves and rails, replaced by white cabinets. A new granite countertop set off the more modern gas cooker Marta had insisted on. All that was left was the trim work.

			“I like the shell-pink too. It’s soft and it sets off the wooden floor nicely.”

			“That’s sorted then.” Marta kissed Jorgie on the lips, her tongue sweeping a swift pass inside her mouth.

			Jorgie’s blood fizzed, as it always did from Marta’s kisses. Even the simple ones. The welcome-home pecks, and the early morning, slow, wake-up-I-love-you kisses that usually turned into something more.

			“I liked the red,” Leo grumbled from the top of a ladder where he was affixing a cabinet to the wall.

			“You can put it in your house, if Primrose will let you,” Jorgie said, grinning. She and Leo had formalised their working relationship into a business partnership specialising in renovating period inner-city houses. They had a waiting list of customers, including many from the area around Gaylord Street.

			“You can put it in mine,” Coral said from where she sat by the rear doors. “Nothing subtle or subdued for my kitchen, please. I want scarlet and purple.”

			“It’s very you, Coral,” Jorgie said. “We can get red cabinet doors if you really want to be blinded every morning. Leo and I should be ready to start on yours next week.”

			“I was hoping you’d say that. Thank you, darling.” Coral removed the end of her floaty scarf from her glass.

			“I’ve come from Number 94,” Marta said. “Max asked if one of you could help them fix the new TV to the wall. The footy starts in an hour, and they say there’ll be a riot if it’s not operational by then.”

			“I’ll go,” Leo said. “Don’t want to piss off my new houseperson. I’m done here.” He put in another couple of screws and then climbed down. “Call me if that falls off the wall before I get back.”

			“It better not.” Marta glared at him.

			“It will be fine unless there’s a bedroom earthquake.” Leo winked and headed for the door.

			Marta turned a slow circle. “The kitchen looks amazing—I love it. I can’t believe you’ve done it all in such a short time.”

			Jorgie wrapped an arm around her waist and bumped hips with her. “Leo and I work well together.”

			“That’s not what you said when he trapped you between the wall and the cooker,” Coral said.

			“Apart from that, we work well together.” Jorgie cocked a head toward next door. “I don’t hear swearing, so I don’t think the TV has fallen on his head.”

			“You can’t hear anything now he’s soundproofed that wall,” Marta said. She bent to pick up Major Tom who was winding around her ankles. She snuggled the cat and smiled as he batted a paw at Jorgie’s hair.

			Jorgie unwound her hair from Major Tom’s claw. “Cilla said she’d drop in once the studio closes. So anytime now.”

			Marta put down the cat, picked up the kettle, and filled it. “So far, it’s working out, Cilla being down here. Do you think?”

			“So far. It’s only been a few weeks. She seems to like her apartment in Hawthorn, and it’s an easy tram ride to your studio or to visit us. She certainly likes her new doctor and the different medication she’s been prescribed.”

			“She mentioned she’d gone for a walk with one of the women in her apartment block. I think she’s gradually starting to feel at home. I’m selling more and more of her pottery designs too. People love them.”

			“Hello. The door was open.” A voice echoed down the hallway.

			“Come in, Elfin,” Jorgie called. “We’re in the kitchen.”

			Elfin walked in, a big bag in her hands, accompanied by Cilla. “The sausage rolls and party pies for Number 94 for the footy match. I brought them here in case you wanted to pinch a couple first.”

			Jorgie pounced on the bag. “Yes! Of course. Thanks, Elfin. Want one?”

			Elfin grinned and ducked her newly pink head. “Cilla and I had a coffee at the bakery. We might have eaten a couple then.”

			“Elfin showed me her latest fashion ideas,” Cilla said. “They’re really…different. Great of course. Very out there.”

			“Of course they are,” Marta said. “They wouldn’t be Elfin’s otherwise.”

			“I’m only a few months into my course. I’ll get better.”

			“I’m sure you will,” Jorgie said, “but please don’t change what makes your designs unique. I love them.”

			“Thank you.” Elfin beamed. “My next project is a dress for Cilla for her birthday.”

			“It’s going to be my art studio dress,” Cilla said. “So that I look like a hip pottery designer.”

			“I have to go,” Elfin said. “Got an assignment to finish. Are you all still going to the Retreat for dinner?”

			“I’ll be there,” Coral said.

			Cilla nodded.

			“We’re going,” Jorgie said. She wrapped her arm around Marta’s waist again.

			“We might be a little late.” Marta winked at Elfin, then turned her gaze to Jorgie. “We have something…important…to do first.”

			Marta’s warm brown eyes shot sparks along Jorgie’s nerve pathways. She pressed a kiss to the side of her mouth.

			Elfin’s eyes flicked from one to the other. “I see how it is. I’ll get out of your hair. Can one of you drop the pies next door?”

			Marta nodded. “I will.”

			“Thanks. See you later.” Elfin disappeared up the hallway.

			Coral surged to her feet. “I’m not staying around to see you getting hot and heavy. I’ll see you later as well. But right now, Cilla and I are going to an open afternoon at the University of the Third Age. We’re going to learn mah-jong.”

			“That’s different,” Jorgie said. It sounded a bit tame for Coral.

			“That’s Cilla’s choice,” Coral continued. “Mine is abseiling. There’s an adventure tour that lets you abseil down a fifty-storey office block. We have to have some experience first, so we’re starting on the baby course.”

			“You’re doing that too?” Jorgie asked Cilla.

			“I’ve agreed to do the baby course. And I’ll watch Coral when she goes down the side of the Weston Tower.” She handed Marta an envelope. “Today’s cash takings from the studio. And I gave your card to someone who wants to talk with you about a custom order for their B&B.”

			“That’s great! Thanks, Cilla.”

			Cilla ducked her head in acknowledgement, then left with Coral.

			“Cilla told me that Elfin confided in her about what happened with ‘Britt’,” Jorgie said. “I think it’s going to be a while before Elfin trusts anyone in a romantic way again, but telling Cilla was a big step for her.”

			“Elfin will be okay. These things take time.” Marta peeped in the envelope. “Wow! Cilla had a busy day.”

			“Your new shopfront is paying off.” Jorgie wrapped her arms around Marta again.

			“It is.” Marta brushed her hair from her eyes. “Maybe, I can cut down further from two days of social work per week to just one.”

			“Or give it up entirely?”

			“No. I’d like to keep some involvement—beyond that of volunteer social worker for Number 94.” She freed herself from Jorgie’s arms and filled two glasses of water, then set them on the breakfast bar. “I still find it hard to believe my luck, you know. Living here. With you. The studio. Our friends.” Her pupils expanded. “Mainly you, of course. You’re the one non-negotiable item on that list.”

			Jorgie sat on one of the high stools. “I cannot believe how my life has changed either. It’s everything I never knew I wanted. But now, I wouldn’t change anything. Especially not you.”

			Marta took Jorgie’s hand and traced a heart on her palm. “I love you more and more each day. Now let me show you how much.” Her half-smile flashed.

			Jorgie’s heart expanded with love. How much more could she hold? Going by the last few months, her love for Marta was infinite. “Only if I can show you how much I love you, too, in all the best ways.” Jorgie close her hand over Marta’s. Not for the first time, she cast a glance to the wall that divided their house from Number 94. “Thank you, Bruce,” she whispered. “For everything. But mainly for leading me to Marta.”

			Marta squeezed her hand. “Thank you, Bruce. Now, if you’re up there watching, it’s time to go look elsewhere for a while. Your niece and I have things to do.”
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