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Synopsis
When Sarah Phillips lands on top of Harriett Roberts in an overturned car it’s not an ideal first meeting. The overwhelming confusion she feels threatens her plans for a fresh start as a doctor in the inhospitable Australian Outback.
Veterinarian Harry Roberts doesn’t need some city girl-pretty girl rocking her world. The Outback is no place for lightweights—and no place for women who ask too many questions.
One touch, one unguarded look… The future could be promising, if neither of them had a past.
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Chapter One
“Fasten your seat belt, please.”
Sarah opened her eyes, disoriented, then the memories came flooding back. She took a breath of cold air, wrapping her arms tight. It had made sense to make a new life. Now, however, doubts rolled in as she gazed out the window at the dawn swallowing remnants of the grey night. The range of mountains far below took on faint arrays of pinks and mauves as the small plane banked in a steep curve, heading west. She sniffed, her temper frayed from lack of sleep. The trip from Melbourne was taking forever. Changing planes in Brisbane meant an overnight stay to catch the flight for Arrow Creek at five in the morning, an unreasonable hour to be expected to get to the airport in her opinion. To make matters worse, the schedule included landings at two other towns on the way which she hadn’t noticed when she booked.
“Is this your first time to western Queensland?”
Sarah turned to the elderly woman occupying the next seat. In the dim light of the plane she looked like an old black-and-white photograph. She suppressed the impulse to discourage conversation for it was against her nature to be rude. “Yes, the first time I’ve been anywhere this far west of the coast.
“Where’s your home?”
“Melbourne. Are you from Arrow Creek?”
A shake of the head. “My husband and I live at the Gold Coast. I’m Martha, by the way.”
“Sarah.”
“I’m going to mind the children while my daughter-in-law has her baby. It’ll be my twelfth grandchild.” Pride was there in the faded eyes as they drifted down to Sarah’s left hand, which was resting on the book in her lap. “Not married, dear? A pretty thing like you?”
Sarah raised an eyebrow, pushing aside the feeling she had “bloody reject” tattooed on her forehead. “No. I was engaged. Not now.” She didn’t elaborate, conscious of the quizzical eyes staring. Nobody would leave her alone. She was sick of putting up with this crap from her family, let alone a complete stranger. It was going to be a long flight.
A soft “Oh” hissed from the woman before the plane provided a welcome diversion by descending for its first stop, lurching like a wounded albatross through a stratum of air pockets in the already hot sky. Twenty minutes later they were in the air again. As her travelling companion prattled on, Sarah replied in monosyllables, getting more depressed by the minute. All she wanted was to be left alone to wallow in self-pity.
“Do you have a job to go to?”
“Actually I’m the new Arrow Creek doctor.” She smiled as the woman opened her mouth, then clamped it closed. Good, that shut her up.
Sarah pointedly flicked open her book, a light romance she’d bought at the airport newsagency. It had not been a wise choice in her present state of mind. It only brought back memories of her engagement. She should have been happy. Craig was every woman’s fantasy and he wanted her. Sarah had tried with him, really tried. He was the perfect lover, skilled and worldly, but something—no, everything—was missing. There always was. When she’d given back the ring a year ago, she wondered how anyone had the courage to take that final step into marriage.
What the hell’s wrong with me? Thirty-three and I can’t make any relationship work. On the other hand, why should marriage be the beginning and end of my identity and achievements anyhow? Surely it all comes down to what I want in the end.
At the next stop Martha got off and a young boy bounced into the seat beside her. On this leg refreshments were served, a slightly stale fruit muffin with stewed tepid coffee. Sarah pined for her favourite coffee shop on Burke Street when she took a sip. To add insult to injury, the boy, soon after stuffing every morsel of the muffin in his mouth, succumbed to the constant rocking of the plane and vomited it up in a spasm as they descended to land at the Arrow Creek airport.
She stood on the gangway blinking into the light, flicking away trailing curls from her face. They had a mind of their own in any breeze. She gave up years ago wishing for straight hair, resigned to the fact she had to put up with her mop of curly red hair.
As she brushed pieces of half-digested blueberries from her Louis Vuitton skirt, she surveyed the small airport. Good lord, I’ve flown back to the fifties in a time machine. A dilapidated weatherboard building, partially covered by a tired purple bougainvillea bush, was the sole checkout point. Two hangars stood at the far end of the runway, separated from the car park by a wire fence in need of repair. She wobbled her way over uneven bitumen, the tips of her high heels catching in tar, making walking in a straight line impossible. After the suitcases were deposited through the gate, the six other passengers were claimed by friends, vanishing into waiting cars and leaving Sarah alone. Annoyed, she looked down the road. She had expected red-carpet treatment on arrival; doctors were in short supply in the bush.
Great, they’ve bloody-well forgotten me.
Ten minutes later, as she was turning on her iPhone, the sound of an engine split the hush and an old pickup truck appeared round the corner and chugged to a stop beside her. A blue cattle dog jumped down from the back and the driver emerged, dressed in stained jeans, a faded shirt hanging loose and a battered hat pulled low. Sarah wrinkled her nose in distaste. I don’t believe it. The hospital has sent the flipping gardener to pick me up.
“Doctor Sarah Phillips, I presume.” The voice was low and husky, and the hat came off with flourish. Sarah’s jaw sagged. It wasn’t a man—it was a woman with straight black hair to die for and lips to rival those of Angelina Jolie. Long lashes framed dark green eyes, twinkling emeralds in the sunlight. Her tall slim body radiated health and the vitality of one used to outdoor life. Christ, she’s drop-dead gorgeous. Even in those ghastly clothes she makes me feel like an escapee from a frump farm.
Sarah stepped forward. “You’re late.” The words slipped out without thought, then she blushed, conscious there was no valid reason to be so ungracious.
The woman shrugged and then frowned, her welcoming smile vanishing. “Sorry, Doc. We’d better start again. I’m Harriett Roberts. Friends call me Harry.” She thrust out her hand.
As she grasped it, Sarah felt a faint tingle in her palm. The hand felt warm and somehow safe. She raised her eyes to study the woman’s face more closely, quashing a gasp when a jolt hit, an adrenaline rush so powerful it literally took her breath away. The woman was truly beautiful, but there was something else—something she couldn’t put her finger on—something that made her heart race and body ache. It took all her willpower to appear unaffected. “Hi. Do you work at the hospital?”
“I’m the local vet. Sorry about looking like this. I had to give a friend a hand with cattle work and didn’t have time to change.” She seemed a little subdued, giving Sarah an odd look, then blushing and sliding her eyes away. “When I saw you, I didn’t think you’d be the new doctor. I was expecting an older woman.”
“I can assure you I’m old enough,” Sarah snapped, resorting to anger to quell the feelings she was experiencing.
“Come on, we’ll get your luggage and get you to town.” Harry eyed the pile. “Hell, are these all yours? Just as well I brought the pickup.”
“Where will you leave the dog?”
“Jack will be coming with us. I can’t leave him here. He belongs to a mate of mine. I needed him for the cattle work.”
“Those suitcases cost a fortune.”
“Tough. There’s no other option,” was the only answer she received as Harry placed the cases in a heap in the back. When they were all in, Harry whistled to the dog, which took a leap and landed with a thud on top.
Sarah wrenched open the left cab door, finding a greasy mess on the seat there that forced her to contort her body to fit in the place least likely to dirty her cream linen skirt. By now she was wholeheartedly regretting opting for glamour to make a good impression instead of choosing plainer, more practical clothes.
“Just throw some of the stuff on the floor. It won’t be long to get you to town.”
Sarah didn’t deign to reply.
When she turned the ignition key, though, the engine only gave a pathetic whine. After a few more tries, she grimaced. “Sorry. I should have got a new battery the other day. Come on, we’ll have to give her a push.”
“Push! Push! Helloooo, do I look like Superwoman?”
Harry looked at her, saying nothing, merely raising an eyebrow.
“Oh bother.” Sarah struggled out, knowing she faced a losing battle. The height of the vehicle was not designed with tight skirts in mind, which made sliding down the best option.
The vehicle eventually gained enough speed for Harry to leap into the driver’s seat and turn the key. With a splutter and a backfire, the engine coughed once, then roared to life, leaving Sarah to totter after it in her heels until Harry stopped to let her clamber back in.
It was past noon by the time they headed down the road leading to the highway that would take them to Arrow Creek. Sarah sank back, feeling strangely disconnected from her surroundings. They looked so foreign. No hustle and bustle of the city, just quietness, which she found more disconcerting than the roar of traffic. Conscious of the body next to hers, her nerves on edge, she stared out at the vegetation lining the road, closing her eyes, forcing herself to relax. As she opened them, something huge leapt in front of the truck. She gave an involuntary scream, clutching at Harry’s hands resting lightly on the steering wheel. Panic took over, and with a reaction she couldn’t control, she grabbed the wheel itself and yanked hard.
The vehicle swerved from side to side, Harry working frantically to keep it on the road. “For heaven’s sake. It’s only a roo, not a bloody elephant. Where have you been all your life?”
The truck was still lurching as they neared the T intersection with the highway. Desperate now, the vet cranked the wheel to take the bend. The wheels began skidding on loose gravel, the car failed to take the corner and with a crash they hit the ditch on the far side of the road. There the truck came to rest, perched at a precarious thirty-degree angle.
It took minutes for the dust to settle and Sarah’s heart to stop pounding. She looked at Harry with concern. The vet was on the floor of the vehicle, her head squashed at an odd angle against the door beneath her and her legs pressing hard into the gear stick. Sarah, on the uphill side of the lean, was much better off, though the straining seat belt was digging sharply into her torso and her temple ached where it had hit the wheel.
A flush of heat swept over her face as the enormity of what she’d done, sank in. “Are you all right. I’m so very sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
A groan escaped from the vet. “Can you see Jack?”
Sarah craned her head to look out the window and was relieved to see the dog sitting panting at the top of the ditch. “He’s okay. How about you?”
“Well, I’m not exactly in the most comfortable position, am I? I can hardly bloody breathe. I can’t do anything where I am so it’s up to you.”
“That’s going to take some doing,” said Sarah, swallowing. “We’re on a hell of a lean.”
“First thing—don’t panic. Undo your seat belt to give yourself more mobility, then open the door and climb up and out.”
Sarah fumbled with the clasp, all thumbs, until eventually there was a metallic click and the belt zipped back. Having not thought to hang on to something for support, she fell down against Harry, jamming her further against the door.
“Be careful,” Harry snapped.
Struggling to get upright, Sarah only succeeding in pushing herself closer to Harry until they were squeezed together. Sarah became acutely aware of the body beneath hers, the strong legs, curved stomach and soft breasts pressing against her own. Her nipples tightened into hard nubs. Heat swept across her skin and desire more powerful than any she’d ever known lodged in her groin. It took all her willpower to keep her body from grinding against the one beneath it.
Oh god, what’s happening to me?
She managed to raise her head far enough to look Harry in the eye. Dark green irises flashed back, pupils dilated, her expression unreadable. Her full lips were moist and inviting. Sarah bent closer, mesmerized, a breath away from kissing her before she jerked her head backward.
Panicked now, she swivelled awkwardly, trying to grasp the handle of the door behind her. The vet wriggled her body in an attempt to provide support, which only exacerbated the situation. With a whoosh, Sarah fell back down again. Harry grunted, looking slightly shell-shocked, as gravity pressed them together once more. They were face to face now and Sarah’s knee was lodged between Harry’s long legs, pushing against the crotch of the jeans. A wave of desire rippled through Sarah. Her body took on a mind of its own, straining out of control to feel the flesh beneath the clothes.
“Have another go at the door.” The words whispered in her ear, hissing through teeth as though they had had to be forced out.
Sarah could barely speak. “Right.”
This time as she manoeuvred around, she braced her free leg against the middle console, taking a firm hold of the door handle. The regret as their breasts separated hit her like a soft slap. As she pushed the door, her other knee ground further inside the legs for support. A gasp escaped from Harry.
“Sorry. I’m trying not to hurt you.” Sarah was desperate now, lunging toward the door, her knee pumping upward into fabric that covered the softness between Harry’s legs.
The vet groaned. “The door has always been hard to open.”
Sarah looked down at the woman’s face. Perspiration covered the tanned skin and the jaw clenched in spasms. That made it worse. Moisture pooled between Sarah’s legs and arousal built like a fire inside her. Her sex began to throb. She knew if this went on much longer she’d reach orgasm.
Willing herself to give a superhuman effort, she pushed and the door gave way.
Thank Christ. She crawled forward, untangling their legs, struggling to get over the console. “You’ll have to give me a shove.”
Firm hands grasped her buttocks, and Sarah’s excitement rose again. They continued to push, forcing her through the door until she sprawled on the ground. She lay there quietly for a moment, then struggled to her feet, spitting dirt out of her mouth while she smoothed down the front of her skirt and adjusted her blouse. As she made her way to the door of the truck, she heard the sound of feet crunching on the gravel behind her.
She turned to see a thickset man striding down the embankment, his face creased with worry. “You all right?”
She ran her fingers nervously through her hair. “I guess so. Harriett’s still inside the vehicle.”
He took a cursory look over the scene and poked his head through the window. “That you, Harry? You hurt?”
“I’m all right. Gimme a hand to get out, will you, Bill?”
“Take my hand. Then I’ll hook on my Toyota and give you a pull out to the road.”
Sarah sat on a stump nearby, silent, as Harry crawled out the door. She didn’t want to look the woman in the eye, but she knew she’d have to say something. “Sorry about the mess I’ve made here.”
Harry, stiff and unresponsive, seemed as embarrassed as she was. She gave a wan smile, caught Sarah’s gaze for a brief second before turning quickly away. “Accidents happen. Don’t worry about it. It’s insured.”
Sarah stayed on the stump, clutching her arms round her body, rocking back and forward as Bill backed his four-wheel drive down the hill and hooked a chain to the bull bar. As it took the weight, the vehicle righted itself and slowly crawled out of the ditch onto the main road. She watched while they inspected the damage, pulling at exposed body work and testing tyres. Harry didn’t look her way again. It was Bill who finally signalled her to come on up.
“Not much damage sustained.” He thrust out his hand. “I’m Bill Stevens, by the way. Harry tells me you’re the new doctor.”
“That’s me. Sarah Phillips. I’m afraid I’ve stuffed up already.”
The big man gave a laugh. “Not used to kangaroos, eh?”
“Bit foreign to me, I’m afraid. The only ones we see nowadays in Melbourne are in the zoo.”
“You’ll have to get used to them out here. There’s plenty around. The truck’s right to drive so Harry will get you to town. You’re lucky your suitcases didn’t get damaged. A bit dirty but that’s all.”
“Thanks for your help, Bill. I’ll look forward to seeing you again, though hopefully not in my professional capacity.”
He gave a grin. “See you, Doc.” He draped his arm over Harry’s shoulder and gave her a playful punch. “See you around, sport.”
“Will do.”
They stood silent until the Toyota disappeared down the road, then Harry turned to stare at Sarah, eyes hard, bright. “You all right?”
“Bit shaken up, but okay. Listen, Harry, I want…”
“No need to say anything more about this,” she interrupted. “Just get in and I’ll get you to the hospital.”
“You can at least let me apologise.”
“For frig sake, I told you there’s no need to discuss it further.”
Sarah stiffened, offended. But she had no right to be, she knew. Harry’s anger wasn’t about the accident, it was about what happened inside the cab. Realizing the enormity of what she’d done, Sarah was flooded with shame. Oh, God. I came on to this beautiful woman like a bitch on heat. A woman! What was I thinking? Without another word, she climbed into the passenger seat and stared out the window, only dimly aware of her companion whistling to the dog before settling into the driver’s seat.
The rest of the journey was a blur as Sarah grappled with the emotions she had experienced. Nothing would be the same again, she knew. Her libido had blazed alive, like no other time in her life. There was absolutely no doubt now why she hadn’t been able to make relationships with men work. What she’d forced herself to suppress over the years. She knew she would never be able to go back. Never be satisfied with less now. A tear fell down her cheek. She didn’t bother to wipe it away. She wasn’t crying for Harry’s embarrassment, she was crying for herself. She knew now for certain.
She was stuffed.



Chapter Two
Two people were waiting on the long verandah of the hospital when they drove in. A tall upright man in his early sixties came forward immediately, grasping Sarah’s hand warmly in greeting. “Welcome, Sarah. I’m John Morris, the medical superintendent. Good to have you aboard. Bill phoned to tell us you had some trouble, though you both look none the worse for wear, I’m glad to see.”
Relief washed through Sarah. Life was back to normal and perhaps she could forget the past few hours or at least lock them up and throw away the key.
She tried to muster a smile. “I’m afraid I made a bit of a goose of myself. Luckily we avoided injury, though this outfit will never be the same.”
“Well, we can’t lose you now. I’m looking forward to working with you. Your former place of employment gave you a glowing reference.” He turned, acknowledging his companion. “This is Julia Malouf, our director of nursing.”
Julia smiled and grasped her hand. She was a plump woman, her wiry dark hair threaded with grey, her olive face scored with fine wrinkles and sharp black eyes that sized Sarah up shrewdly. She was clearly a force to be reckoned with.
“Harry will take you and your things over to your house and get you settled in. It’s only over the road opposite. I’ll give you the grand tour tomorrow morning at eight,” said John.
She climbed back into the truck, looking across at the vet as she started the engine. “You’ll be rid of me soon. That should please you.”
She knew she shouldn’t have said it, but even though her own behaviour had been unpardonable, Harry’s silence was starting to piss her off. She hadn’t said a word all the way into town. Sarah wanted to get under her skin, to get some reaction.
Tanned hands tightened on the wheel. “What do you want me to say?”
“Damn anything. It’s better than having you sitting there judging me like Miss Goodie Two-Shoes.”
“Judging you…What makes you think I’m doing that?”
“Aren’t you?”
“No.”
“Well, it seems pretty obvious that you dislike me.”
“I don’t dislike you.” The words came out in a husky whisper.
“It sure seems that way to me.”
Harry turned, visibly annoyed now. “Think what you like. We’re here.”
“Oh.” Sarah hadn’t even noticed the vehicle had stopped. The house was at the end of the street opposite the hospital grounds, a cottage-style building with white latticework along the front patio.
“Cute,” she murmured with approval.
“You want me to help you bring your cases in or what?”
“If you like.”
“Is that a yes or no?”
“Yes. Do you have to make a big deal out of everything?”
“You’re the one who’s being difficult,” said Harry as she lifted the suitcases from the back tray, ordering the dog to stay put.
“Careful, just don’t dump them down. God, look at the mess they’re in. There’s paw marks all over them.”
“Hurry up and open the goddamn door so we can get them inside. The marks will come off easily enough. Don’t make such a song and dance about a bit of dirt.”
Sarah sniffed. “Just put them in the hallway and I’ll take them to the bedroom later. You want a cup of coffee? There must be something in the kitchen.”
“No thanks. Got to get back to the practice.”
“Suit yourself.” Sarah hesitated at the door, studying the vet. Harriett Roberts was slightly taller than she was, above average height, early thirties at a guess. Her body was athletic, slim and subtle, moving gracefully with seemingly minimum effort. And that complexion—wow—tanned smooth honey. Not to mention the silky black hair waving over her shoulders. God, the woman was all raw sensuality.
She looked away quickly, realizing she had been staring, and cleared her throat in embarrassment before placing her hand on Harry’s arm. “I’d like to thank you for…”
“No worries. See you around.” Harry jerked arm away and, without another word, hurried out the door, slamming the garden gate shut behind her.
Sarah stood staring down the road as the truck drove away and long after it had vanished from sight. “She does dislike me,” she whispered.
After unpacking, she settled into the lounge, trying to analyse what had happened. Harry was beautiful, there was no denying it. But what was there about the woman that had had such an effect on her, had made her lose all control over her emotions? Had caused her attraction to women, which had been bubbling under the surface for years, to gush forth and nearly drown her in sensation?
She’d always been able to easily quash those tendencies before—it usually didn’t take more, in fact, that imagining what her mother would say. Besides, nobody had really rocked her boat. Not until now, anyway. When out of the blue, she’d turned into a lusting teenager. She shook her head. There was no explanation, no handy pigeonhole to stuff this into. It was best she forget about it. That’s what she’d do, she decided. Move on. When she saw Harry again, she’d treat her like any casual acquaintance. A grey cloak of loneliness settled over her.
* * *
At seven in the morning the alarm began beeping with “you can’t ignore me” persistence, forcing Sarah, her mind still foggy with sleep, to reach over to snap the button off. She padded to the bathroom, then chose her outfit for the day, a more practical one than yesterday’s. She banished the butterflies churning in her stomach to another place—she always got nervous tackling something new. Her appointment with John was at eight, which should give her enough time to breakfast in the staff dining room.
As she crossed the road, she got her first good view of the hospital, which left her with a feeling of disbelief. It looked like it was built before Noah was a boy. Wooden buildings sprawled over at least a five-acre block, their architectural designs disjointed, looking as if sections had been slapped on in an ad hoc manner whenever the need arose for more beds. In fact, the end result resembled nothing so much as a half-finished jigsaw puzzle.
Two registered nurses were eating in the dining room when she entered. The younger of the two, a small, attractive girl in her mid-twenties, welcomed her with a grin.
“You must be Sarah, the new doctor we’ve been expecting. I’m Mary Johnson and this is Cathy Boyd. It’s good to see another single girl on the staff.”
They chattered until it was time for Sarah to head down to the wards for her appointment with John Morris. The med super wasted no time, taking her by the arm and leading her down the corridor. “Right, let’s go see the patients.”
The tour took an hour and a half—most beds were occupied and John was meticulous in discussing their case histories. She had chosen this particular hospital because it was an outpost for the Flying Surgeon team, a service offered by the health department to remote rural communities. A surgeon herself, she hoped they would find her a welcome addition to the staff and let her assist them occasionally.
As they finished the final ward John gave her a searching look. “Care to step into my office for a minute for a talk?”
“Of course.” She took the offered seat, studying the superintendent across the table. He was tall, with hair streaked heavily with grey and a body fit enough for her to guess he took good care of it. Black-rimmed glasses perched on a long thin nose, the eyes behind them seeming kindly. The overall impression they gave, though, was that he wasn’t one to take any nonsense. At this moment they were probing her face, searching for she didn’t know what. She knew this interview wasn’t the norm, was going to be difficult.
He rested his elbows on the table, forming fingers in a steeple. “There are some questions I’ve got to ask you, Sarah.”
She sat quietly, waiting.
“Why have you chosen to join the staff here? I have to admit you’ve got us puzzled, wondering why a doctor of your calibre would choose to come to a place like this. When the board received your application they couldn’t believe how qualified you were.”
Sarah shrugged. “A change.”
He shook his head. “That I can’t believe. You were one of the best surgical residents at the Royal Melbourne. A change, as you so lightly put it, should have been to one of the top overseas teaching hospitals, yet you left it all for this life. Why?”
“Is it a problem, John?”
What does he expect me to say? That I’m running away from everything? That I’m burnt out and don’t know who I really am? Well, he’s wrong. I’m past all that now. This is about healing my life. An acceptance of what is possible and not just talking about starting over, actually doing it. This is about needing to do something so I can feel better.
He shook his head. “Not really. But you must realize I’m responsible for the well-being of my staff, and if one of them has major problems, then it could jeopardise the quality of their work.”
She leaned forward, annoyed, and met his gaze. “You can rest assured I pride myself on my professional capacity in the workplace, as well as being a stickler for protocol.”
“That really wasn’t what I was alluding to.”
“Oh?”
“There’re three reasons why anyone seeks a major change—ambition, love or fear. Which one applies to you?” He gave a laugh. “It’s certainly not ambition.”
She pursed her lips. “No, obviously not ambition. Have you given a thought to the possibility that maybe I just want a little less stress in my life. You know, I always had the unwavering belief that I could make a difference in the world. Maybe that’s just a cliché, but I really believed it. I guess I pushed myself too far, let the life force of the city take over, suck everything out of me. I want, need, to have a quiet life for a while.”
“Then you certainly chose…” The phone rang, interrupting him. “Excuse me a minute. I’ll have to answer this.”
Sarah pushed back in her chair, thankful to have a breather to collect her thoughts. He was right in a way. She was running away in fear, and the million-dollar question to be answered was, was hiding out as far away as she could run going to get her any more peace? Well, she’d just have to make sure she became the model employee, to make sure to fly under the radar as much as possible while she was here.
The sound of the phone slamming down brought her back to the present.
“I’m going to find out what you’re made of now. First day and you’re going to be thrown into the deep end. There’s been an accident. A semi hit a school bus on the T-junction just out of town. Better get to Emergency and get the staff to set up. The first of the kids are arriving as we speak.”
As they hurried out the door, sirens could be heard coming up the street, turning into the driveway, getting louder.



Chapter Three
The hospital morphed into a hive of activity. Nurses appeared, running toward the emergency room at the front of the building. When she burst into the room, Sarah was confronted with what she could only describe as bedlam. Eight children lay on beds and ambulance trolleys, whimpering, crying, screaming, covered in blood.
As she ran to scrub up, she heard John giving orders. “Put the worst up here. Get their names and contact the parents. You take Sally Jenkins over there, Sarah. She’s going to need a surgeon’s skill.”
The girl was unconscious, shock setting in with the massive blood loss. Sarah directed one of the nurses to bring over the intravenous tray, quickly swabbed the girl’s wrist and inserted the needle. When the point slid into the vein she attached a bag of saline. “Cover her, nurse, and elevate the foot of the bed. Try not to move her too much until I can see the extent of her injuries. Take some blood and crossmatch it as quickly as you can, then get some from storage.”
The child had all the signs of severe haemorrhage—rapid pulse and breathing, low blood pressure, pallor and a significant drop in body temperature. Sarah hooked up the cardiac monitor and administered dopamine. Her main injury, at the top of her right leg, was a jagged laceration. Blood welled out of it when she gently removed the pressure pad, then ran down her leg in a steady flow.
“Quick, give me a pair of forceps. Swab her and I’ll try to find the bleeder.”
Something had ripped through the girl’s flesh like a can opener, leaving a jagged, gaping wound. Sarah gave a shudder. An inch higher and her femoral artery would have been severed.
“There’s a minor artery bleeding somewhere…somewhere…” she muttered as she swabbed and probed.
Then she saw it. She clicked the forceps shut, clamping the blood vessel. Blood still oozed, though slower now, the inside of the wound becoming visible. She clamped again and the flow stopped.
John’s voice echoed through the room. “How are you going?”
“I’ve stopped the bleeding. Once we get blood into her she should show signs of improvement. I’ll suture the wound, then come over and give you a hand.”
One hour blurred into the next. Suturing wounds first, plastering broken limbs, talking to parents…until finally, when she looked over the long verandah, she saw that darkness had enfolded the hospital gardens. Totally exhausted, Sarah barely felt it when the super laid his hand gently on her shoulder as they stood looking down at Sally.
“Well done. You’ll do me for an offsider any day. It’ll still be touch and go for poor little Sally, unfortunately. The next twenty-four hours will tell. If she does survive, she will have you to thank. Now go and have a bite to eat, take a rest for half an hour and I’ll see you in the ward at eight.”
“I’ll stay until she’s out of the danger if that’s all right.”
“Thought you might. She’s AB positive and we only had one bag in the fridge. She’s going to need more or we’ll lose her.”
Sarah stroked the pale little hand. “She must have some internal bleeding as well. Is there anyone with that blood type in town?”
“They’re checking the files now. We’ll have to cross our fingers. Just our luck she has to be a rare one. Even if we get some more, she may have to have surgery if she doesn’t improve. You up to operating?”
“Of course.”
John gave her hand an affectionate squeeze. “Haven’t I turned out to be the stupidest prick ever? Talk about looking a gift horse in the mouth. Imagine me lecturing you earlier about being too qualified. I’m sorry. Why you came here is entirely your own business and I’m jolly glad you did.” He gave a chuckle. “Imagine this place having its own resident surgeon.”
Running footsteps reverberated in the hallway, and the charge nurse burst in with a triumphal smile. “We found a donor. She’s on her way up.”
“Right. Sarah, you go and get the blood.”
She was already halfway out the door, hurrying toward the outpatient department. No time to change out of her blood-stained scrubs—she hoped the person wouldn’t have a fit when she saw her looking like Dracula after a feed.
The nurse was waiting at the door. “The donor’s here.”
“I’ll just wash my hands and be right there. Put the tourniquet on.”
Hands scrubbed, she entered the room and walked over to the emergency bed. Her eyes widened in surprise. Harry was stretched out there, gaping at her.
Sarah fought to keep calm, realizing she had failed when her voice came out an octave higher than normal. “Hi, Harry. You ready?”
She nodded. “Of course. They told me it was Sally. I’m a friend of the family. Good thing I was home when they rang. I’d just got in from a call-out.”
“Thank god you were. The little girl’s life depends on you. This shouldn’t hurt.” With the ease of years of practice, Sarah slipped the needle into the vein and attached the tube to the bag. “Open and shut your hand a few times. That’s the way. It’ll get things flowing.” Blood began to pump immediately. Sarah settled herself down to wait in the chair beside the bed. She patted the white-knuckled hand. “Shut your eyes and try to rest.”
“Okay, I’ll try.”
She shut her eyes too, determined not to stare, but she couldn’t help herself after a while. She opened her eyes and swept them over the body lying before her. Christ, she is even more gorgeous with decent clothes on.
Harry was dressed in shorts today and a black top which clung to the curves of her breasts. Unimpeded by a bra, her nipples pushed upwards, straining the soft material of her shirt. Sarah closed her eyes again, fighting back the stirrings of desire.
When she reopened them, she found Harry’s eyes fixed on her.
“You look like something the cat dragged in.”
“Hello to you too. Bad day, I’m afraid.”
“Did you eat a bullock raw? There’s blood all over you.”
Sarah sat up straighter. “Sorry. I didn’t have time to change just for you. We’re not on a bloody date.” Then, realizing what she had said, she chuckled. “Technically, I guess it is a bloody date. I’ve got blood all over me and you’ve got it pumping out your arm.”
Harry burst into laughter.
Unable to stop herself, Sarah flashed a huge grin back. “You…” Then, without thought, she reached forward, pushed back a strand of hair from the vet’s face and trailed a finger down the side of her cheek. “You have a great smile, Harriett Roberts.”
The moment was broken by the sound of the door opening and the duty sister bustling in. Sarah jumped back guiltily.
“How’s the blood going, Doctor?”
Crap, I haven’t even bothered to look. She quickly glanced down. “Just about full.” With a twist she disconnected it, clamped the top of the bag, then joined another on and stood up. “I’ll get this started. We’ll need another bag on hand. How’s Sally?”
“BP’s still too low, but she seems to be holding her own. I’ll take that bag to Dr. Morris. He wants you to stay here, to get off your feet for a while. Doctor’s orders. He’ll call you if he needs to.”
Self-conscious, Sarah sank back into the seat as the nurse exited. She remained silent for a moment, then said softly. “How’re you going there? Sorry we have to take a second lot, but you’re the only donor we’ve got.”
A whisper came from the bed. “Just goes to show there’s truth in the old saying—my blood’s worth bottling. I’ll be fine. I really want to help. How bad is Sally? They filled me in about the accident with the school bus when they rang.”
“Not very good, I’m afraid. If she doesn’t improve after the transfusion, I’ll have to operate.”
A sharp intake of breath drew Sarah’s eyes to Harry’s face. It was filled with concern. “How can you operate? You look exhausted.”
She gave a shaky laugh. “I’m used to long hours. You worried about me or the kid?” She regretted the words even before she saw the hurt on Harry’s face. “Damn. I didn’t mean to say that. I don’t think about what I’m going to say sometimes. Bad habit. I guess I’m not used to anyone worrying about me.” She stroked her fingers down the arm on the bed to reinforce her apology.
“You got nobody who cares about you?” Harry said in disbelief.
Sarah felt her face flush and went on the defensive. “No—no, that’s not what I meant. I was referring to work. Some days at the Royal we never stopped for twelve hours straight. It was expected of us.”
Harry gave a small cough. “What about home then? Have you got anyone waiting for you there?”
“That’s a bit personal, isn’t it?”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’m a bit touchy about it, that’s all. I did have someone ages ago. He wasn’t…” Her voice trailed off. God, she was tired. She didn’t want to talk about Craig at all, especially not while sitting next to this woman, who had stirred up in her, in only two days, emotions more complex and intense than she had ever known. Idly, she kept trailing her fingers over the smooth skin of her arm, circling the surgical strips holding the needle in Harry’s vein, down her hand, then up and down each finger. Things took on a dream-like quality, her thoughts becoming more erratic. The soft hand beneath hers was so damn good to touch. She turned it on its side, stroking the soft palm in a circular motion. Round and round. It seemed the most natural thing in the world never having to let it go, never to go back to work…
Work! Holy hell, what am I doing?
She looked down at the bag—it was full. She glanced up at Harry, who was staring at her, perspiration filming her upper lip, a peculiar expression on her face. Sarah’s fingers jerked away to hide in her lap.
She tossed her curls nervously, looking at everything now except the woman on the bed. “Sorry, I was nearly asleep.” She knew it sounded lame, but it was the best explanation her addled mind could come up with. “I better get this blood to the ward.”
Working quickly, she clamped the bag and put it on her chair, then removed the needle and tube, placing tape over the entrance site.
Harry struggled up, dangling her legs over the side of the bed. She was panting as if she was having some difficulty catching her breath, the words coming out as a rasp. “Am I right to go?”
“Sit there for a while. We’ve taken a lot of blood, so don’t stand up quickly because you’ll be a bit woozy.”
“I’m right. I must—must get home,” she croaked. She slid to the floor, took one step forward and then crumpled. Sarah barely had enough time to catch her as she fell. It took all her strength to stay upright when their bodies collided and Harry clutched her shoulders. They ended up entangled, Harry’s arms draped over her back, Sarah’s arms tight round Harry’s waist.
Sarah moaned as the subtle curves of Harry’s body moulded against hers. She smelled the intoxicating perfume of Harry’s hair, sensed the full lips pressed against the inside of her neck, heard the racing heart beating against hers. It was agony.
What on earth’s wrong with me? She’s sick and I’m getting turned on. It’s time I pulled myself together.
“Harry—Harry—are you all right?”
A faint mumble echoed. “I guess so. I feel really giddy.”
“I’ll help you over to the chair.”
With a little manoeuvring, Sarah managed to half drag her into the chair she’d been sitting in. On examination Harry seemed reasonably fine, although her pulse was racing and she was pale and shaky.
Contrition set in. Sarah wondered if the situation could possibly get any worse. Then she realized it could. Harry was sitting on the bag of blood.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I’ll have to get you up again. The blood’s underneath you.”
“Christ, why did you leave it there?” Harry gave a groan.
“You’ll have to put your arms back around my neck again so I can pull you up enough to get it out.”
For a moment Harry looked as if she wouldn’t do it, then she shrugged and grasped Sarah around the neck. Again Sarah found the enticement of the body pressed against hers nearly overwhelming. Her hands fumbled against buttocks and she started to perspire, feeling desperately for the bag. She could feel Harry’s breath on her neck, her hair tickling her chin. When she pulled out the bag, she did the only thing she could think of to keep her sanity. She reached around the beautiful body and pressed the buzzer.
The nurse took a minute to come through the door. “You rang, Doctor?”
“Look after Miss Roberts, will you? She’s feeling a bit faint.” And without another word, Sarah fled the room.
* * *
The wards were in darkness when she got back to them, the patients asleep. She nodded to the night sister at the desk and entered the room reserved for serious cases, located next to the nurses’ station for easy access. The muted light over the bed spread a cool glow over the sleeping child and the man sitting beside the bed. She was surprised to see John still here. Her heart warmed to them, a tired old man and a badly wounded child drawn together by tragedy.
He looked up and smiled. “She’s doing better now. The blood’s done the trick. I think she’s over the worst, though only time will tell. The BP has come up, so I’m hoping any internal bleeding has stopped.”
Sarah reached for his hand, squeezing it so hard she felt his bones. He was a good man. “You look all in. Do you want me to stay for a while?”
“I think we both better get home to bed. The nursing staff can take it from here. Her mother’s outside so she can sit with her now.”
“I can’t say I won’t be pleased to see the back of this day.” In more ways than one.
At the door she looked back at the little girl and thought how tenuous was a person’s hold on life. How fragile too was their hold on emotions. Tired and dejected, she headed for home.



Chapter Four
This time Sarah beat the alarm. Sleep had been fitful, interrupted by memories that flooded back in the cold light of day. She stood at the window sipping coffee, staring out, determined to put it all behind her and start afresh. Looking out over the street, she found it easy to persuade herself nothing she had done thus far would have had much effect on the here and now. Light dew covered the lawn, the sky was blameless blue, impersonal cars drove by, cicadas in the shrub under the window continued to sing their songs in staccato clicks—life was going on as normal.
Best I forget everything that happened. Looks like I’ll be busy with work. Chances are I won’t see Harry again for a quite a while. So yeah, it could have been worse. I could have kissed her.
She looked at her watch. Though it was early, she was anxious to see how the children were doing. She decided to go over to the hospital. No dramas greeted her in the children’s ward, so she headed for Sally’s room. When she entered, her mother was sitting beside her bed reading a book. She greeted her with a shy “Good morning, Doctor.”
Sarah gave a dip of her head. “How’s our girl today?”
“Coming along fine, I think. The nurses seem pleased with her progress.”
She bent down to examine the girl, now awake. The child looked much improved, the pallor in her cheeks now replaced by a healthy pink, which made her eyes seem bluer. Her fine blond hair was shaggy and disordered on the pillow. Sarah gently pushed it back into some kind of order before reaching for her stethoscope. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Mrs. Jenkins watching her intently.
“Is she doing all right?”
Sarah flashed a reassuring smile. “Much better now. Sally’s a real fighter.” Then to her surprise, Mrs. Jenkins rose to her feet, grasped her hand and kissed her warmly on the cheek.
“Everyone’s telling me how wonderful you were. I can’t thank you enough.”
Sarah gave a start, this simple gesture touching her more than she thought possible. Slightly embarrassed, she patted the woman’s hand. “I did nothing any other doctor wouldn’t have done. I have to be going now, but I’ll be doing rounds later on. So I’ll see you both again soon.”
Mary Johnson looked up from the duty desk when Sarah exited the room, shooting a smile in her direction. “Hi, Doctor. You’re here bright and early. I didn’t see you come in.”
“I decided to check on the kids before having breakfast. Sally looks vastly improved.”
“She’s doing well—no hiccups during the night.”
Sarah studied the chart. “You can change the observations to second hourly and start her on a little oral fluid. Just water for a while. We’ll have to X-ray her at some stage—better bring the portable machine down—I don’t want her to start bleeding again. We’ll reduce the IV morphine and see how she goes.”
“I’ll tell the day staff. I’m off now, so I’ll see you in the dining room.”
Breakfast in Arrow Creek, Sarah decided, was a step up from the food she had endured in big hospitals during her training. Minutes later, she was joined by Mary, who settled into a chair opposite with a plate piled with bacon and eggs.
There was silence as they worked their way through their food. Finally, Mary gave a sigh of satisfaction. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was. There wasn’t much time during the night to have a bite.”
Sarah gave a nod. “You would have been extra busy. Hopefully yesterday won’t be repeated—ever.”
“It was dreadful, wasn’t it? Every parent’s worst nightmare is the school bus being involved in an accident.” She gave a smile. “You’re the town heroine now, you realize.”
Sarah’s composure flickered. “God! Why? I only did want anyone would have.”
“That’s not what Doc Morris told the sister-in-charge. It seems he was quite impressed with you. And that’s saying something. He’s not usually one to give much praise.” She gave a laugh. “Of course things like that go round the hospital like wildfire, so you’ll have to get used to the fact you’re on a pedestal now.”
A ghost of a smile lit Sarah’s eyes. “Which will make things a bit hard, trying to avoid falling off it, won’t it?”
“Take it while you can. Which reminds me, Cathy and I were wondering if you’d like to come over to our quarters after work? We’ve both finished nights and are off work for two days. Does pizza and wine sound good?”
“Great. I’d love it. I’ll be over around six thirty.”
* * *
After hospital rounds were over, John took Sarah over to the doctors’ clinic, which was on the far eastern side of the hospital grounds. It was a modern building, comprised of a waiting room foyer, consulting rooms that branched down two sides of a corridor and a minor operation room down the back. As Sarah’s contract at the hospital included the right to private practice, she was pleasantly surprised to see how well her room was set up. She nodded to the people in the waiting room as she walked through to be introduced to the middle-aged receptionists, Jan and Gloria.
“What’s the procedure patient-wise, John? Do I have any booked or will you send over some to me to get started?”
He gave a deep laugh which floated through the clinic. “Do you have anyone on your list? Damn girl, I think every woman in the district has booked in for a Pap smear. We haven’t had a female doctor for years, so when they heard you were coming they came out of the woodwork from everywhere.” He gave a wink. “You’ll have plenty of blokes coming in to check out the young single doctor too, I imagine.”
Sarah coloured, avoiding his eye. “I’d better start then.”
It was hard not to be excited about her first day here; it marked a real step forward in her journey.
She dropped her gear in the corner and settled down in front of her desk. She flipped through the patients’ files stacked there—the day’s consultations. This was going to be a novel experience. Judging by the case histories in the first few folders in the pile, there were going to be more medical problems than surgical ones. Something new to stretch her brain. She welcomed the challenge.
And John was right—she was booked solidly for the whole day. Coming out into the bush was certainly proving to be a big plus now. Friends from med school who were in private practice elsewhere had told her how hard they had to work to build up their clientele base. She didn’t have to worry. She smiled in anticipation and pressed the buzzer for the first patient to be brought in.
When the last patient walked out the door after five, she was completely satisfied, even though she’d barely had time to eat lunch. She didn’t get up from her desk immediately, though, but just sat with her chin resting on a hand, thinking. She’d really enjoyed the day. The interactions with patients here were so much more personal than the surgical consultations she was used to. The diverse range of medical conditions had proved interesting and stimulating as well. She felt completely happy in the work, something she hadn’t experienced for quite a while at the Royal. She was out of her comfort zone and relishing the challenge. She concluded after only this one day that this was the medicine she should have been practising all along.
So—why had she decided to go into surgery in the first place? She twitched. Asking herself that question was one thing. Answering it honestly was another matter entirely. Life as a surgeon certainly hadn’t suited her personality—she was a people person and it was so regimented and filled with rigid functionality. Everything was so damn sterile.
What was it about this place that was making her examine her beliefs and decisions? She had never before questioned why she had chosen the path that she had in medicine. It just had seemed the thing to do—graduating at the top of her class, spurred on by her mother to be the best, the promise of rapid advancement, of being someone of note. Pride, perhaps? Arrogance?
She shook her head, reluctant to probe deeper. Deciding this exercise in self-awareness wasn’t doing her ego much good, she walked out the door, waving to the receptionists as she went.
* * *
Six thirty came quickly, giving her barely enough time to take a shower and drive down to the hotel for a bottle of wine.
Mary opened the door when she knocked, ushering her into the living room with a smile. “Hi, you look great. Your green shirt really sets off the colour of your hair.”
Sarah pushed back her wayward curls self-consciously. “Red certainly limits what colours I can wear.” She gave a nod to the other nurse. “Hi, Cathy.”
“Glad you could make it. I see you’ve come bearing gifts.”
“Oh, yes, the chardonnay. I hope you like it.”
“My favourite. I’ll get the glasses.”
Sarah was ready for a drink now. She took her first mouthful, savouring the taste of dry wine laced with a hint of gooseberries and pepper. She sank back into a chair, relishing the thought of making new friends. The girls proved good company, relaying stories about the town and life in the bush with sly humour, and Sarah found herself relaxing for the first time in months. Two bottles in, the pizzas arrived and were demolished with gusto.
When talk moved to the different personalities in the town, Sarah couldn’t help herself. “Do you know Harriett Roberts?”
“Of course,” said Mary. “This is a small town. Everybody knows everyone. You’ve met her, have you?”
Sarah tried to sound offhand, casual. “She gave blood the other day for Sally.”
“Harry’s great,” said Cathy. “One of those people everyone likes.”
Sarah poured herself a fresh glass of wine, topping the others up while she was at it. They were pleasantly primed now and she was glad she only had to walk over the road to her house.
“She married?” Hell, why did I just blurt that out? “I’m just asking because I didn’t see a ring and she’s very attractive.” Now I’m making it worse.
When the others gave no indication they thought her interest was anything other than idle curiosity, Sarah gave a sigh of relief.
“No, she doesn’t go out with anyone. Not that all the guys haven’t tried. She’s really stunning, model material. The men have dubbed her the Ice Maiden, which I think is rather cruel, just because she doesn’t fancy any of them,” said Mary.
“Who knows,” said Cathy. “Maybe she’s got a lover stashed away somewhere.”
Mary chuckled. “If she has, she’s kept it a damn good secret. I don’t think anyone could keep that gossip quiet in a small town. Somebody would have heard something.”
Conversation wandered off to other topics, and after a while Sarah thought to check her watch. “Good lord. It’s nearly midnight. I’d better go home before I turn into a pumpkin. I really had a great time.”
“We’ll take you down to the pub for a drink one night.”
“It’s a date,” said Sarah, standing up. “I’m afraid I better go or I won’t be able to get up in the morning.”
“There’s a party two weeks from Friday if you’d like to come. It’s at the Arrow Club, the best watering hole in town.”
“I’ll let you know. I could be on call.”
After saying her goodbyes, Sarah wandered back to her cottage, thinking about the night. The two nurses had proved great company. It was nice to be accepted, to be able to readily fit in, something not so easily done in a big city. The glow from the streetlight dappled through the trees onto her patio latticework, welcoming her as she pushed open the garden gate. The night smelled of orange blossoms and warm earth, the wind sighing through the branches of the eucalyptus tree outside her bedroom window. Already the house was feeling like home.
* * *
The rest of the week passed quickly, early mornings spent at the hospital, the remainder of the days in the clinic. The children were all coming along nicely; by Friday all except Sally had been discharged. Sarah had taken to dropping in for a chat with her mother after finishing work and had developed a firm friendship with Alison Jenkins and her husband, Alex, who owned a cattle property twenty kilometres from town.
Her private practice continued to be busy. John had been right—she had done more Pap smears in the last week than she had ever done in her life. Patients came and went, and she found she was becoming adept after a few days in sorting out those who were genuinely sick as opposed to those who were coming to check her out.
The other thing of note to happen was the appearance on Tuesday of the local reporter, who insisted on taking her photo for an article in the district newspaper. The thought of being thrust into the public eye gave Sarah a moment of panic. She had told only her mother where she was going and her only so she wouldn’t worry. She didn’t want to be pressured to go back to Melbourne. If she was to succeed in making a clean break, she figured, as few people as possible could know her whereabouts. So when the reporter began asking questions she was suitably vague, giving only the sketchiest details about her past.
Friday afternoon, Sarah was finished with patients for the day and working her way through the papers in her Out tray in search of those that would need attention the following week when she heard a knock on the door.
John entered. “Will you be okay to attend to out-of-hours patients this weekend, Sarah? I’ve got a visitor and would like to show him round a few places. We share the workload so if you can fill in this weekend, I’ll do the following two to give you a bit of social life.”
“It’s a deal.”
“Judy wants to know if you’d like to have a meal with us tonight.” He gave a smile. “Pot roast night—my favourite.”
She gave a pleased nod. “Love to. I’m looking forward to meeting your family.”
“Judy’s keen to meet you too.”
“Want me to bring anything?”
“Just yourself.”
“It’ll be a pleasure not to have to eat my own cooking for a change.”
He gave a grin. “See you at about seven then.”
The superintendent’s house was a two-story brick home a block from the hospital. Judy Morris met her at the door, a small pretty woman, fair skinned, with dark curly hair cropped around her ears, the blackest of eyes tinged with hazel and an infectious smile. Not standing on ceremony, she gave Sarah a hug. “Welcome, dear. John has told me all about you.”
Sarah gave a nervous cough. “All good, I hope.”
Judy made a noise that might have been a laugh. “He’s been singing your praises all week.” She gave a sly look. “Mind you, he didn’t tell me how pretty you are. Come on, let’s go in. An old friend of John’s is visiting for a few days so the conversation will be lively. He likes a good argument.”
The men, who were sitting in the lounge in brown leather chairs, rose when Sarah and Judy entered. Sarah looked round the room. It was charmingly decorated with a print of Manet on the wall, an extraordinary still life—a bundle of stalks of asparagus on a sheath of long grass set against a dark background. A Gainsborough landscape graced the far wall, with family photos proudly lining the top of the small grand piano. Sarah knew she was going to like Judy; she had an eye for art.
John took her arm. “This is George Parkinson. He’s an old colleague of mine from Sydney. We went to med school together.”
The night passed too quickly. George proved a good conversationalist, a perfect foil for the dourer John, and Judy kept up with her lively sense of humour. Sarah couldn’t remember when she’d had a more stimulating dinner engagement.
After dinner they adjourned to the lounge for coffee. Judy then took George off for a walk round the garden, leaving Sarah alone with John to talk hospital business.
“Your new car has arrived, a Pajero four-wheel drive. You’ll be able to go off road now. The garage will drop it at your house tomorrow.” John leaned forward in his chair. “Are you enjoying the work, Sarah?”
She nodded. “I am. Quite honestly, when I first applied for the job I had my reservations. You were right, you know. I suppose I am running away from things. I was beginning to feel hemmed in, not in control of my life.”
“And now?”
She gave him a thoughtful look. “I think I’ve found my niche. I know that sounds a bit simplistic, but I’m really enjoying the interaction with people. I still want to operate, though, so I hope I can keep my hand in there.”
“The Flying Surgeon comes once a month. I’ll make sure you’re in the operating theatre with him. I know he’ll only be too pleased to hand you over some of the cases. It’ll give him a break. And that’s not all. We’ve scored a major coup for the hospital. The Rural Doctors Association is placing an ENT specialist with us for six weeks. Any ear, nose and throat ops will be done in our theatre.”
“When is he or she coming?”
“They’re advertising next week for someone.”
After saying her goodbyes, Sarah walked home. The next few months promised to be exciting, medicine-wise—she was looking forward to the challenge.
* * *
A gastro case who had to be put on a drip and a child with a button stuck up his nose were the only call-outs during her on-call shift. The boy’s mother was more of a problem than he was, launching into hysterics when Sarah endeavoured to remove the object.
The following week was a busy one in the clinic. Being a GP was not as easy as she had imagined; the days were long and after the last patient had gone out the door she had to wade through reams of bookwork. By Friday, she was ready for a break. When Sally had been discharged Monday, Alison had asked her out for the weekend, an invitation Sarah accepted with pleasure. It would be nice to get out of town and see some of the countryside.
The road from the highway to the Jenkins’s homestead meandered some six kilometres over a grassy flat alive with cattle. Alex was waiting at the wrought-iron gate when she arrived. Their colonial-style home was a large timbered building with wide verandahs on three sides. Surrounded by greens lawn and a modest garden, it gave the impression of a free-and-easy world of open living. White cane chairs and potted ferns, with two squatters’ chairs in the corner, decorated the front porch. Sally greeted her with enthusiasm, her face peeping out from under her blond hair, her startling blue eyes giving extra promise one day she would be a beauty.
Alison came to the door, giving her a hug. “Come in, Sarah. It’s so good to see you. Sally will show you to your room before we have lunch. I’ve just been told I’ve got another mouth to feed so I have to make more salad. When you’re ready, come down to the lounge.”
“You’ve a lovely home,” said Sarah. The interior was spacious, with tongue-and-groove walls that stretched to a high ceiling that towered over polished antique furniture. A brass jardinière full of gladioli stood next to a heavy sideboard in the hallway.
Alison laughed. “It’s certainly big enough for the spiders and geckoes to feel at home, not to mention the green frogs in the toilet.”
The bedroom was delightful. The bed had brass ends with gleaming finials, next to it stood a mahogany dressing table and finely laced curtains hung over big bay windows. She put her overnight bag on a chair and followed Sally, who chattered incessantly, to see where the bathroom and toilet were before they adjourned to the lounge. Alex was there when she entered, talking to someone. Sarah battled for composure when she recognized who it was.
“This is Harry Roberts, Sarah, our local vet,” said Alex.



Chapter Five
They stared at each other, before both slid their eyes away simultaneously.
Sarah gave a small cough. “We’ve met. Nice to see you again, Harry.”
There was no reaction of familiarity from the vet; she merely tipped her head in acknowledgment.
“I’m glad you two have already met,” said Alex. “Harry’s a good friend. Now I believe lunch is on the table.”
While they ate, Sarah cast a few veiled glances at Harry. She was a hard one to read. Although she was polite, her demeanour suggested she was trying to ignore her. Only once did she look in Sarah’s direction to address her, and that was to pass the butter.
Sarah looked at Alex. “What’s on the agenda this afternoon?”
“One of my mares is having trouble foaling. That’s why Harry’s here. We figured since you’re a doctor, you might be interested in having a look.”
“I’d like that, though I can’t promise I’ll be much help.”
Alex stood up. “Right, off we go then.”
The mare was stretched out on straw in the last cubicle of the stables, in a lather of sweat, a man sitting by her side.
Harry squatted down, stroking the horse’s head. “Thanks, Errol, I’ll take over now. How is she?”
He shook his head. “Not much good. She’s been thrashing around a lot.”
“Then I’d better get on with it.” Harry donned a long glove and began an internal examination. “The foal’s well down in the canal, so good news. The mare’s got hip lock, which is the trouble. The foal’s in the right position so all she needs is a helping hand. Alex, can you wash the vulva and udder with warm water and wrap her tail with the bandage from my pack over there? Sarah, the front feet always present first at a horse’s birth. When they come into view, pull them toward her mother’s heels while I hold her legs apart. Sometimes there’s trouble with first foals.”
Using a towel, Sarah wrapped her hands round the small feet when they began poking out, guiding them with a firm motion. The mare gave a whinny as the foal slid onto the straw matting.
Alex gave whoop. “It’s a colt, pretty as a picture too.”
“Keep the little fellow quiet until all the blood comes down from the placenta. When the mare stands up the afterbirth will come away naturally,” said Harry, standing up to wash her hands in the bucket.
Sarah watched the vet cleaning up. The birth had gone smoothly, effortlessly, thanks mainly to her. She felt a pang of envy. Harry was good, damned good, no panic, all professionalism. She seemed a woman at peace with herself, knowing her capabilities. When Harry glanced up, catching her studying her, a couple of seconds passed before Sarah blinked, belatedly realizing she had been staring. Harry ducked her head, looking confused.
“Would you look at a couple of the working dogs for me, Harry, while you’re here? There’s a bull in the yards that needs attention too. Errol will take you over—he can fill you in. I’ll take Sarah with me to do the molasses run. Molasses is a substitute food for the cattle in dry times, Sarah. We transport it here in liquid form from the sugar mills on the coast and store it in tanks. When there’s not much feed, we fill up troughs so the cattle can lick it up. It’ll keep them alive until it rains. Okay, we’ll be off then, Harry. We’ll see you when we get back,” said Alex.
“Will do.”
Sally was waiting for them at the truck, which was loaded with a large fiberglass tank, plus an old blue cattle dog panting in the back. When they drove off, Sarah was struck again how flat the country was—an endless sea of yellow grass growing on chocolate-coloured soil. It took over three hours to fill the long cement containers, which were sited near the watering places. At each stop, Alex attached a hose to the tank on the back and the molasses oozed out in a thick black ribbon.
He dipped his finger in. “Here, taste it.”
She licked a little off. “It’s sweet, yet a little bitter too.”
“That’s the urea mixed in with it. It makes them eat the dry grass and bushes because they still need roughage.”
The biggest challenge was the gates, which were mostly wire and baffling to open and close. Being the greenhorn, she was the designated opener and a constant source of amusement for Sally and her father. They were back by five, and Sarah had had a great time. Harry was inside talking to Alison when they walked in.
Alex threw his hat on the table, wiping his arm across his forehead. “Would you like to stay the night, Harry? Al’s cooking a roast and you could help us entertain Sarah here.”
Harry, looking a little self-conscious, nodded. “I—I’d like to, thanks. I’ve got some fresh clothes in the car.”
Sally clapped her hands. “Goody. We can never get you to stay.”
She smiled. “You know I can’t pass up a roast, Sal.”
* * *
When Sarah came down after changing for dinner, the family were in the lounge nursing drinks.
“Wine or beer?” asked Alison.
“White wine will be lovely.”
Harry appeared minutes later and sat down, crossing one well-shaped leg over the other. There was nothing coquettish in the gesture, Sarah noticed with regret. She didn’t seem to be aware how stunning she was dressed up and out of overalls. This woman was completely unself-conscious. Her red top wasn’t too tight, its cut enhancing the swell of her breasts perfectly, and her jeans were snug over her hips. Sarah took a gulp of wine, trying to smother a jolt of desire. I’d better be careful—this woman is heartbreak territory. Harry was still fairly distant, not looking at her directly unless she had to and then only briefly.
The night flew—the dinner was superb, the conversation excellent and the wine a pleasant vintage—and when it was time to retire she was feeling tipsy and Harry looked bleary-eyed.
Alex tilted his head back. “Have you ever milked a cow, Sarah?”
“I can’t say that particular talent is in my portfolio.”
He laughed. “Then Harry can take you tomorrow morning to milk old Daisy.”
Harry gave him a dubious look. “She’s quiet, I hope.”
“As a church mouse. Come on, we’d better all go to bed.”
* * *
Sarah dragged herself out of bed at eight thirty to find Harry the only one in the kitchen.
She plopped down in a chair. “Where are the others?”
“Gone off to look at a windmill that’s not pumping. Do you want some breakfast?” She sounded grumpy.
“I’ll only have some toast and coffee. Got a bit of a headache.”
“So have I. It was the wine. I usually drink beer.”
They were eating their breakfast when Sarah cocked her head. “What’s that infernal racket outside?”
Harry leapt to her feet. “Crap. It’s Daisy. I forgot all about the milking. Come on, she’ll be cranky we’ve left her so long.”
Daisy was pacing up and down, not looking in the best of humour when they reached the yard. Her calf was bleating in the pen and her udder was bulging. She snorted, tossed her head and bolted down the paddock. Harry dropped the bucket and raced in pursuit, calling to Sarah to circle round the other side. Flabbergasted, Sarah realized she was serious. Her boots were totally unsuitable for this world, making racing over stones downright dangerous. She tottered about, seething, listening to Harry yelling how useless she was. Eventually the old Jersey cow, having made her point, flounced into the yard with a pronounced sway of her bony hips.
It took time to coax her into the head bale. Sarah was fascinated by this contraption. It comprised of standing posts with a sliding beam and one attached to the posts. When the milker put her head through, Harry pulled down the sliding beam and her head was caught in the vise. Daisy in place, Harry approached with the bucket. In a blink of an eyelid, the milker’s back leg lashed out, sending it flying. Sarah screamed in fright, tripping over as she leapt back to avoid the bucket as it flew past. She landed with a thud and a grunt in the dirt.
She struggled up. “This is a freaking nightmare. I thought Alex said she was quiet.”
“We’ll have to tie her leg back,” said Harry.
“How on earth do we do that? She’ll kill us.”
“Just calm down and I’ll make a noose with that piece of wire on the rail over there. Hand it to me, will you?”
Harry edged the noose under the back leg and eventually the hoof slammed down in the circle and she pulled it tight, tying the leg to the rail. She put a stool under the udder, offering the bucket to Sarah. “Want to have a go?”
“No bloody way. You do it. I’m just a doctor, you’re the vet.”
Harry wrenched the bucket back. “For frig sake, give it to me.”
The milking was laborious—Daisy turning mulish, refusing to let down her milk. Sarah craned her head over Harry’s shoulder to see how she was doing it.
“Don’t hang over me. If you’re that keen, come and have a try,” said Harry sharply.
Sarah deliberately leaned further in and rested her chin on Harry’s shoulder. “Don’t be so crotchety. I’m fine looking on.”
Harry twitched as Sarah’s curls tickled her cheeks. When she finally got a flow going, the crafty old cow played her trump card. With an enormous grunt she opened her bowels. A volcano of manure gushed out, cascading down her legs, plopping onto the ground and spraying into the bucket. They leapt back. Daisy, with an extra flourish, began flicking her tail, sending particles of manure in all directions like wet shrapnel. Then the calf, six months old, strong as an ox and thoroughly sick of being denied its morning feed, bunched its muscles and took a gigantic leap, cracking the rails and splitting them apart. It rushed for the udder, knocking into Sarah as it passed to latch on to a teat. She squealed and grabbed Harry by the waist and they fell into the dirt.
They lay there winded—Harry sprawled on top of Sarah, her arms around her waist, their legs entwined. They began to laugh, uninhibited like two schoolgirls, enjoying the joke the cow played on them. Until their eyes met, that is. They stared at each other, the laughter dying in their throats. Sarah was acutely aware of the body on top of her, felt the womanly curves straining against her, the legs sliding against hers. Desire filled her, and it seemed to be reflected in the vet’s eyes looking into hers. For a moment she was sure Harry was going to kiss her, but she blinked and struggled to her feet instead.
She reached down and pulled Sarah up, no longer meeting her eye. “Come on. Let’s go back. The calf’s got all the milk now.”
They walked back to the house in silence, Harry striding to keep ahead of her.
The family had returned in their absence. Alex raised his eyebrow when he saw the empty bucket. “What, no milk?”
“Sorry. The bloody cow was damn uncooperative, plus the calf broke the rails on the pen,” muttered Harry.
Alison gave a chuckle. “You poor things. I told Alex it wasn’t funny. Daisy’s a one-man cow—she won’t tolerate anyone but him milking her. By the look of your clothes, she came out on top.”
Harry opened her mouth, then clamped it shut again. Alex gave her a dig in the ribs. “Got one up on you, girl.”
Sarah gave a titter, quickly turning it into a cough when Harry scowled at her. “You have to admit it was funny.”
Harry reluctantly smiled. “I guess. But you better watch out, Alex. I’ll get one back on you one day.”
“Time for a cuppa,” said Alison.
“I’ll have to get going then,” said Harry. “I’ve got another job to do this afternoon.”
Sarah left after lunch, promising to come back again soon. There was a lot to think about on the way home. It was the best fun she’d had for ages. But most of all she thought about what an enigma Harry was. She’d ignored Sarah a great deal of the time, and then for a moment when they were lying on the ground in the yards she’d been sure Harry was going to kiss her. And God, how she wished she had. When she felt that gorgeous body pressed against hers, her hormones had gone into overdrive. It had taken all her willpower not to reach up, pull Harry’s head down and crush her lips against hers. She’d fantasized about it since they’d been caught in the truck. How it would feel to slip her tongue into her wet mouth, to cup those tantalizing breasts in her hands and suckle the nipples until they were long and hard. She’d never even kissed a woman, and now all she could dream about was ravishing Harry. And the strange thing was, the thought of loving a woman didn’t shock her at all. It seemed so right.
She gripped the wheel tightly, acutely aware of her growing frustration as she drove along. She didn’t know if Harry even liked her.



Chapter Six
On Tuesday the Flying Surgeon team arrived. John picked them up from the airport and Sarah joined them for breakfast. Jim Stanley, the surgeon, a short, portly man with a dense head of hair the colour of corn, was accompanied by Devin Harley, the anaesthetist, who was thin, tall and three-quarters bald, making Sarah smile. They looked like Laurel and Hardy.
When they were introduced, Jim took her hand. “I hear you’re a surgeon.”
She nodded. “Six years as a surgical resident at the Royal Melbourne.”
“Yes, John filled me in. I’d be only too happy to share the workload with you.” He gave a smile. “It’s not often I have that opportunity.”
“Yes, please,” she said, feeling the buzz of excitement she always experienced before operating.
“Right. Then we’ll go through the list and work out who does what.”
The day passed smoothly—when the last patient was wheeled out, Sarah snapped off her gloves and threw them in the basket. As much as she was enjoying her general practice patients, it had been immensely satisfying getting back into the operating room.
When she entered the change room, Jim tipped his head in acknowledgment. “You did a fine job. If you ever want to get back to surgery full time, I’ll have a position for you waiting with my crew. We could do with another hand.”
She flushed, pleased. “One day I may take you up on that offer. At present I’m enjoying doing something different. I like the interaction with patients on a more personal basis.”
He touched her on the shoulder. “You’re too good to give it up, you know. You’ll find being a surgeon out here is entirely different from doing so in a big metropolitan hospital. As a flying surgeon, you get to know people outside of work, become a part of their lives.” He smiled. “Don’t mention this conversation to John or he’ll think I’m trying to poach you. He’s like a cat with a saucer of cream, smug that he has his own private surgeon.”
She smiled back. “I won’t.”
* * *
The next afternoon John rang just as she was finishing up for the day.
“Could you assist me with an autopsy, Sarah? I want to get it done as soon as possible. The man was from an outlying station. He was dead for over two days before they found him.”
“I’ll be right over.”
The morgue was a small building tucked away at the back of the hospital. When she entered, the combined smells of disinfectant, formaldehyde and perfume hit her at the door. Underneath was the stench of decomposition and death. She donned scrubs and boots, tying the mask firmly over her face.
John handed her a tube of ointment. “Smear this menthol under your nose, give a good lashing. You’re going to need it. He’s pretty ripe.”
The room, which was set up with one bench and four fridges, was brightly lit and had the air-conditioning turned low. The floor was covered with heavy industrial tiles and everything else in the room was stainless steel—the table, the instruments and scales. The body stretched out on the slab was already tinged with the green discolouration of decomposition. Rigor mortis had passed, leaving him in a flaccid state, loose like a roll of putty. He looked to be a young man, somewhere in his late twenties, though the state of his body defied certainty. John slid his hands into a pair of gloves and began the external examination. “He was a station hand, so he could have been kicked by a horse or cow. It’s an occupational hazard for these guys,” he said. After scanning the whole outer area, he shone the light on the back of the right abdominal region and waved her forward. “See here. This is where the main trauma occurred. These marks indicate something sharp hit him rather than a blunt object. If you look closely through all the bruising and swelling, you can make out the shape of a hoof. Now we’ll go in and see what damage it did.”
He sliced a Y incision from the shoulders to sternum to pelvis and folded back the skin. Gas hissed out, the body deflating like a punctured balloon. Sarah’s mouth formed an involuntary “O” as the odour hit her nose. This was going to be unpleasant. She didn’t like postmortems. There was no dignity in death, only permanence, and seeing a human reduced to his or her component parts filled her with sadness.
She rocked back on her heels as he pulled back the flap exposing the inside of the chest and removed the lungs.
“Hand me the basin, please Sarah,” he said.
One by one the upper organs were taken out and thrown in, John giving a running commentary as he examined each one. Throughout the procedure, a stream of water ran down the table to a drain hole, emitting a constant symphony of sucking noises. When he turned the right kidney over in his hand, he exclaimed, “Hell, it’s a proper mess.” Then he repositioned the magnifying lamp over the bottom half of the cadaver. “There’s also severe bleeding in the pelvic area. The hip bone’s completely shattered and the internal iliac artery’s been torn nearly in half. The poor fellow didn’t have a chance—he would have bled to death. Can you weigh the organs and put them back? No need for pathology there.” He stroked the hair of the corpse. “I’ll have to examine your brain now. Sorry, mate.”
She looked at John with admiration, pleased to see he believed the dead merited the same respect as the living. She turned to weigh the organs, documenting each as she went. It kept her busy, helping to block out the grinding sound of the saw cutting through skull bone. When it was over, Sarah went outside and took a deep breath. It felt good to be back again in the land of the living.
She hadn’t long got home when depression settled over her again like some creeping black mist. It was getting worse as time went on. As much as her work was satisfying, her emotional state was sinking into a black hole. At night she was acutely conscious of a deep emptiness regardless of what she did to keep herself entertained. Books had lost their appeal, nothing much on TV interested her, and she had dropped Facebook when she made the decision to change her life, so she didn’t even have that.
As much as she tried to ignore it, she knew what the problem was. It was two-fold. The nightly fantasies about Harry continued, regardless of how she tried to dwell on other things. On top of that, the paper had come out with a half-page spread on the town’s new doctor, complete with a full front photo of Sarah dangling her stethoscope. The reporter had somehow dug up most of her working history. He also had managed to misquote most of what she had said when he interviewed her. Sarah groaned.
So much for bloody anonymity. 
* * *
By Thursday night, she was nearly at screaming point. It was nearly a year since she’d had sex and it hadn’t excited her. She’d only gone through the motions. Now paradoxically, she was extraordinarily aroused by someone she could never have and who would never want her.
She made a decision. She needed sexual release or she’d go insane. She would ring Mary and Cathy and accept their invitation to accompany them to the party. Once there, she would pick the first reasonable-looking man who showed any interest, take him home and get laid. That should, metaphorically speaking, put her demons to bed.



Chapter Seven
It took Sarah an hour to decide what to wear. She surveyed the line of clothes hanging in her wardrobe. The long tailored skirt was a tad dressy, the short green dress was too “city.” In the end, after pulling on and off clothes, she decided on a long, loose black dress with a split up the side past her knee. The top was low cut, showing lots of cleavage. A niggling thought persisted that it was perhaps too low for a country gathering, but she pushed it aside. If she wanted to make an impression, she’d have to go for it. A chunky green throat necklace completed the outfit, nicely setting off her grey eyes. She pinned back her hair at the sides, letting her curls drift out behind her ears, added a touch of eye shadow, lipstick and blush, and she was ready.
A knock on the door signalled the girls had arrived. When she came out, Mary whistled. “Wow, Sarah. Knock ’em dead, girlfriend!”
Sarah blushed. “Not too much?”
“You’re kidding. You look great. Get in and we’ll drive there. We’ll catch a cab home.”
The Arrow Club was a wooden building with old-style panelling along the front that was augmented by metal-framed art deco windows. Two steps led to a set-in carved oak door at the entrance. When they entered, Sarah was charmed. The inside was huge, with a circular polished bar in the centre complete with old-fashioned barstools, a dance floor at one end, table and chairs at the other. The owner had obviously stubbornly resisted a makeover—the Cyprus pine walls and low beams looked the original deal. The main area was already nearly full. Cathy strode forward. “Stay there and I’ll find Warren.”
“Who’s Warren?”
“Her boyfriend,” said Mary.
When they saw her waving, Mary took Sarah’s hand, weaving between people until they reached Cathy’s friends at the bar. Any qualms Sarah had about not knowing a soul disappeared almost immediately. They were a friendly crowd, mostly made up of professionals and people from surrounding properties, and it wasn’t long before she was surrounded by a circle of admirers, each vying to buy her a drink. Sarah was having a great time until she looked down to the end of the bar and noticed Harry glowering at her. Her heart leapt into her mouth. Harry looked spectacular, dressed in black slacks with a cream top that accentuated her breasts. The thought of taking a man to bed vanished instantly. Not that any of them had remotely interested her anyway. She gave a wave, only to see Harry turn her back.
Stuff you, Harry. I can play that game too. 
She began flirting with Steve Maguire, the local stock inspector. A tall lanky guy in his mid-twenties, he had a boyish face, topped by a mop of sandy hair and the most engaging grin she had ever seen. Though his efforts to impress her only succeeded in making him seem even younger, he was safe. She didn’t want complications—she wanted to piss Harry off.
Eleven o’clock came and the band began to play. Before long the dance floor was full. Sarah tapped her foot, loving the beat.
Mary and Cathy appeared at her side. “Come on, Sarah. Let’s dance.”
She allowed herself to be pulled into the crowd, which was wildly rocking to an eighties song. Her body responded with perfect timing and precision; years of ballet school as a youngster had trained her to recognize the subtleties of rhythm. She half closed her eyes, letting herself be absorbed by the music, giving herself completely to the dance. After a while, she became aware of someone in front of her matching her steps with such grace it was unbelievable. She opened her eyes wider, looking for the face. She drew in a sharp breath—it was Harry. They continued to dance, slow, then fast, simple, then complicated steps, always in sync as if they were two halves of the same body. Sarah was only dimly aware the crowd had parted to give them room, all eyes in the room watching. The band continued after the song should have finished, increasing the tempo. They had danced apart so far, but now Harry spun her round, clasping her by the waist before spinning her again and again. As the tune slowed down for the finale, her hands moved to Sarah’s hips, and they moved together sensuously to the beat until, with a clash of the cymbals, the music stopped.
Clapping erupted as they stood together for a long moment, then Harry gave a half bow, turned round and went back to the bar. Sarah stood there blushing, embarrassed and then grateful when Mary threw an arm round her shoulder. “Gee, that was amazing.”
Sarah gave her a half-hearted smile, not saying a word, and mutely followed her back to their seats, looking across at Harry’s back as they went. She was confused, close to tears.
Oh, Harry love, what are you doing to me?
The night had lost all of its sparkle now. She accepted another drink from Steve, whose adoration was beginning to get on her nerves. He asked her for a dance, a slow one this time, but being clasped in his arms was only torment. Nice as he was, she was no longer interested in a casual flirtation, no longer content to be with him. All she wanted was for Harry to at least look her way, to acknowledge she existed. But she didn’t, so Sarah excused herself before the dance was over and went back to her seat.
“Another wine?” This time it was Clive, a station manager who offered.
“Why not?” Sarah was sorry immediately the words were out of her mouth. She didn’t like the man. He had been drinking rum for the last hour, staring down the front of her dress, but the words were out and she couldn’t back out now. She also knew she’d had more than enough to drink herself. She looked around for help. Mary and Cathy had disappeared back to the dance floor and Steve had drifted off, dispirited. While Steve was safe to do a little flirting with, Clive was definitely one to avoid. He was in his early forties, a large fleshy-faced man who looked more like a pub bouncer than a professional.
As she accepted the drink, she said firmly, “Thanks, Clive. I’d better make this my last. It’s time I went home.”
His eyes narrowed. “What’s your hurry?” He leaned forward and grasped her arm. “Maybe I can take you home.”
Sarah pulled back her arm. “No thanks.”
His eyes narrowed. “You need a real man, not that pup you’ve been coming on to all night.”
“Excuse me. I don’t need any man, nor do I want one.”
“That’s not the impression I’m getting.”
When Sarah drew back in her chair, he leant forward belligerently. Her temper began to rise. He was too close, invading her personal space, a tactic this type of man used to diminish women, she knew. Her anger turned to panic as he pressed hard on her fingers, which were resting on the bar. From the look on his face he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. She tried to think of a way to escape without making a scene. Then she felt someone’s hands on her shoulders and heard a familiar voice behind her say, “Hi, Clive. Forgive the interruption. I want to speak to Sarah about something.”
“Bugger off, Harry. Talk to her tomorrow.” He had half risen, his fists clenched.
“Can’t wait, I’m afraid.” Sarah found herself being pulled off the stool and propelled through the crowd. Harry’s grip became tighter as she hauled her down a far corridor to a small room at the back. The inside looked like a storeroom. She heard the door shut firmly, then the click of a lock. When she turned to face Harry, it was clear that she was furious.
“What the hell are you playing at, Sarah?”
“What do you mean? I’m not playing at anything. The girls asked me to the party.” She frowned, defensive, unable to understand what was wrong. The alcohol she’d consumed wasn’t helping either.
“Look at you.”
“What’s wrong with me?”
Harry’s face was white, eyes marbles. “That bloody dress. It’s got ‘come-fuck-me’ written all over it.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my dress. It’s one of my best,” said Sarah, indignant.
“Maybe best for where you come from, but not here. You’re practically falling out of it in front of strangers.”
Sarah snarled. “Mary said it was fine. Anyway, who do you think you are? My mother?”
“Maybe she should be here to give you a lesson on how to behave.”
“So it’s not just the dress, is it? What else have I done, pray tell? What was wrong with my behaviour?”
Harry curled her lip. “Steve happens to be one of my best friends.”
“So?”
“You were coming on to him all night, tying him in knots. For God’s sake, he’s one of the nicest guys you’d ever meet. He can’t handle someone like you.”
“Someone like me? What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
“You really haven’t any idea have you?”
Sarah drew back, confused. “What are you talking about?”
“That you’re beautiful, really beautiful. As well, you’re sophisticated and bright, a lethal combination for anyone to manage. Couldn’t you see what you were doing to Steve? He’s only a boy and a simple, good-natured one at that. You’ve probably scarred him for life.”
“You’re talking a load of crap, Harry.” Sarah was furious now, angrier than she’d been for a long time. “Even if I was so beautiful, which I’m bloody-well not, how can a little harmless flirting scar anyone for life? Anyhow,” she added maliciously, wanting to hurt, “he’s a cutie.”
Harry’s eyes blazed. “Cute! Is that all he is to you? Grow up, why don’t you, and think of someone other than yourself.”
“What gives you the right to lecture me? Who do you think you are?”
“And what about Clive? Christ, he’s the biggest sleazebag in town. How could you have encouraged him? How could you have been so stupid?”
Sarah’s anger vanished abruptly at the mention of Clive. Harry was right. She’d been a total idiot there. “I wasn’t leading him on. In fact, I thought he was an awful man. I—I shouldn’t have accepted a drink from him, that’s all. It was silly of me.”
“Damn right you shouldn’t have.”
“You don’t have to go on and on about it. I said it was a mistake.” Sarah was tired of the fighting now, didn’t want to hear the things Harry was saying about her, didn’t want to see the condemnation in her eyes.
“It’s about…”
“Shut up, Harry. Just shut up,” she interrupted. Then she did the only thing she could think of to stop the arguing: she clasped Harry’s face in her hands and kissed her.
A spark rippled through Sarah right down to her toes when their mouths met. She hadn’t expected it to affect her so acutely. In her dreams she had tried to imagine what it would be like to kiss this woman, but the real thing was overwhelmingly erotic. She felt the seductiveness of the softness of the lips, breathed in the heady, intoxicating scent of skin and hair, tasted the sensual pleasure of her mouth, and desire flooded into every nerve ending of her being. The body pressed against hers stiffened, becoming rigid, then—as she moved her lips lightly, then firmly, caressing and moistening the lips against hers with her tongue—Harry began to relax. Her lips began to move too, slowly at first, then harder until finally they were locked together in a crushing kiss. When Sarah opened her mouth, Harry’s tongue slid in, probing, tickling her top palette, sliding behind her teeth. She flicked in her own tongue, exploring Harry’s mouth, licking her tongue, tasting her saliva.
Fully aroused now, Sarah couldn’t help herself. She moved her hand to the breast pressed against her, cupped it in her hand, and fondled it, squeezing lightly. She massaged the nipple through the fabric with her palm, feeling it tighten, firm, strain to free itself.
“No—no—no, stop, Sarah, stop,” Harry panted, moving abruptly away, grasping her wrists, pushing her hands down. “We can’t do this. God, what have I done? You’ve had too much to drink. You don’t know what you’re doing.”
“Please—please, Harry, don’t push me away.”
“Come on, I’ll take you home. My car’s out the back.”
“Please, Harry.”
“I said I’ll take you home.”
Sarah stiffened, pulling her arms free. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m going back inside.”
“And go home with Clive. Is that what you want?”
Hopelessness spread through Sarah. Her head was pounding and she was beginning to feel sick. “I’ll walk home. I wouldn’t want you to go to any trouble over me. Go back and enjoy yourself. You’ve made it very clear what you think of me.”
Harry opened the door. “Don’t be so bloody pigheaded. You’re in no state to walk anywhere.” She grasped Sarah firmly by the wrist, pulled her out the door and down the back steps to a blue car. “Get in.”
Without a word, Sarah climbed into the passenger seat. She felt extremely nauseated. Too much emotion combined with excessive alcohol was taking its toll. The blast of fresh air was the last straw. By the time they’d driven one block her stomach was turning somersaults.
She retched. “You’ll have to stop. I’m going to be sick.”
Harry zoomed round the corner to a side street, screeching to a halt. “Oh, Christ, get out here.”
By the time she’d heaved everything out of her stomach, Sarah’s morale was at its lowest ebb. She crawled back into the car without saying a word.
“You all right? Do you want any help?” said Harry, her voice rough with worry.
Sarah felt the lowest she had ever felt in her life. She didn’t look at her, merely said in a distant tone, “Just get me home. I’ll be fine. I can put up with you thinking me a whore, Harry, but I won’t accept your pity.”
They drove in silence the rest of the way. When they arrived, Sarah got out without a word.
“I’ll check up on you in the morning,” whispered Harry.
Sarah didn’t turn round. “Don’t bother. I never want to see you again.” She was sobbing by the time she let herself into the house, not aware the car hadn’t driven off until she was safely inside.



Chapter Eight
Sarah woke with one of the worst headaches she had ever experienced. Her mouth felt like cardboard, her stomach still churned and the light of day burned her sensitive eyes. She groaned, padded to the bathroom for two Panadol and then collapsed back onto the bed, rousing herself with effort three hours later to wander to the kitchen. After she forced down three glasses of water to rehydrate, the headache began to ease to an acceptable level. Then she took a long hot shower and two more painkillers. Finally she felt human again. She vowed never to drink so much again—it just wasn’t worth the effort. She satisfied her appetite with a cup of coffee and a small piece of toast, then crawled into a lounge chair to think about the night before.
Memories streamed back—the whole embarrassing debacle—and recriminations and remorse set in. She buried her face in her hands. She was so damn pathetic. She blinked hard, willing the tears not to come. They came anyway—falling unchecked down her cheeks in a flood of self-loathing. While she was debating whether to shoot herself or jump off the nearest bridge, the doorbell rang. Hastily she tried to pull herself together, dashing to the bathroom to sponge her face with cold water. Her reflection in the mirror looked haggard, eyes red between lids swollen with crying. The doorbell chimed again, and when she opened the door, Mary was standing on the porch.
“Hi, Sarah. I’ve come to check up to see if you’re all right. You disappeared last night.”
Sarah went red, conscious she was being scrutinized. “Sorry about that. You were on the dance floor and I felt suddenly sick, so I got a taxi home.”
“You don’t look very well. In fact, you look bloody awful.”
“I had far too much to drink, if you want the honest truth. I’m getting over a humdinger of a hangover. I’m usually cautious about alcohol, especially since I did a lot of overtime at the Royal, so I’m not used to it.”
Mary gave a sympathetic look. “I know how you feel. Been there, done that. You must have been ready for a blowout, though.”
“I guess. Come on in. You’ve saved me from wallowing in a giant pool of self-pity,” she said, gesturing with her hand. She was glad her friend had come, glad of the company to keep her mind off things. She hoped it would help her get everything into perspective. “Let’s have a cup of something.”
They sat over coffee at the kitchen table, analysing the night, Mary doing most of the talking, Sarah only chipping in a strategic word or two. When the conversation came to her dancing performance, Sarah dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “I learnt ballet when I was young.”
“But it was incredible how you and Harry moved together. Don’t you think so?”
Sarah shrugged her shoulders, not wanting to go there. “Maybe she learnt dancing too.” She took a sip of her coffee, determined to steer the conversation down another path. “Have you got anyone you’re keen on?”
Mary looked embarrassed. “I do like someone, but he doesn’t seem to know I exist.”
“Oh! Was he there at the club?”
The nurse looked at her with a strange expression, seemingly reluctant to continue.
“Come on,” said Sarah, curious. “Who is he?”
Mary toyed with her coffee cup, looking at everything except Sarah. “It’s—it’s Steve actually.” She leant forward and patted Sarah’s hand. “Don’t feel bad. I know I haven’t a hope of competing with you.”
Sarah opened her mouth, then shut it again. Words failed her. She felt like a goldfish gasping for breath in an empty bowl. This whole scenario was becoming a Days of Our Lives saga.
If it wasn’t so serious it would be laughable. I realize I’m gay and lusting after a straight woman who despises me, someone who is a good friend of the man I came onto all night. Who turns out to be the man my friend is in love with. How complicated is that? Jumping off the nearest bridge is becoming more attractive by the minute. Can it get any worse?
Then it did.
“You missed the most exciting part of the night,” said Mary. “That dreadful arsehole Clive picked a fight with Steve and punched him in the face, then he yelled he was going to do the same to Harry. The guys had to throw him out of the club. Nobody had any idea what poor Harry had done to upset him because she had gone home, which was lucky for her.”
Sarah blanched. Her headache had returned in epic proportions and she felt she would wail if she tried speaking. Fortunately, Mary looked at her watch. “Good heavens, is that the time? I’d better go as I’m meeting someone shortly. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at eight to go to the markets. It’ll do you good to get out.”
Sarah didn’t even protest, too shocked to argue. “Okay. See you then.”
When Mary left, she swallowed two sleeping tablets and went back to bed. She didn’t want to have to think anymore.
* * *
A good night’s sleep did wonders for Sarah’s morale. She was pleased now that Mary had asked her out, for there was no time to dwell on the events of Friday night, no time to think of Harry. She only had to get through today without seeing anyone from the party and then it was back to work and out of the public eye.
The weather was hot and sultry this Sunday morning, a definite change from the more pleasant days of the last fortnight. On arriving down in town, they could see the markets scattered over the central town park, a colourful variety of stalls, enough to wander through to fill in the morning. By ten they were loaded up with jams, pickles and cakes and ready for something to eat. After depositing their parcels in the car, they headed for the coffee shop in the main street. They had just sat down to read the menu when a familiar voice called out from the door. Sarah closed her eyes, cursing. How complicated was this going to be? It was Steve and he was heading for their table.
He smiled, looking slightly embarrassed. “Do you mind if I join you girls?”
Mary waved at a chair. “Of course not, Steve. We’ve just arrived. Tell me what you both want and I’ll go place the order.”
When she left the table, Steve turned to Sarah. “I think I came on a bit strong the other night. I’m sorry.”
She raised her eyebrows in surprise. She couldn’t believe it. The guy was actually apologising to her. “It was all just a bit of fun, Steve.” She leant forward, placing her hand on his arm. “You know I’m too old for you, right?”
He nodded with a sheepish look. “I know. I just got carried away. You’re really pretty.”
She gave him a wink. “Now Mary’s more your age and she is definitely very good-looking, but don’t tell her I said so.” She leant back in the chair watching the nurse walk back over to the table, satisfied. The seed had been sown.
“I thought you said you were going to help Harry with inoculations out bush this weekend?” said Mary, after she sat down.
He gave a groan. “I did yesterday. Shit, she was in a foul mood. She snarled at me the whole time, then told me to get to town and not to come back until this afternoon. I’ve never seen her like it before. She just about ate my head off when one of the old cows escaped out the gate.”
Mary raised her eyebrows. “Harry did? But she’s always so good-natured.”
“She’s been a bit different these last weeks, preoccupied and moody. But yesterday it was different. She was cranky as hell. I was pleased to get out of there.” He glanced sideways. “And when I said what fun you were, Sarah, Christ, I thought she was going to hit me with the pliers.”
Sarah struggled with her composure. “What did she say when you told her Clive hit you?” she said, her words clipped and tight.
Steve shook his head. “You wouldn’t want to know.”
The calypso sound of her phone ringing interrupted further conversation. She looked to see who the caller was, then stood up. “Sorry. I’ve got to take this. It’s the super.” She left the table. “What’s up, John?”
“Can you get to the hospital straightaway? We’ve got an emergency. I’ll explain when you get here.”
“I’m up town. I’ll see you in five minutes.”
She hurried back to the table. “Do you mind if I take your car, Mary? There’s an emergency at the hospital. I’ll have to get you to drive Mary home, Steve.”
Mary threw her the keys. “Best of luck.” And Sarah ran out the door.
* * *
When Sarah made it to the hospital, she parked the car, threw the keys on the seat and dashed across the courtyard to the emergency room, where she found John packing instruments and medical supplies into a sterile container. He straightened up when he heard her come in. “I’m going to have to ask you to go out on a call, Sarah. It’ll involve some hiking—you ever done much?”
She nodded. “I’m keen on bush-walking.”
He gave a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. I’d go, but I wouldn’t be much use with my arthritic knee. I have difficulty climbing.”
“What’s the story?”
“We got a call from one of the outlying stations. They received a two-way radio message from a gold miner up in the mountains west of them. It seems his mate is in a very bad way, some sort of accident, but the details are a bit sketchy. All we can ascertain is this: the fellow’s leg is crushed and caught under something. Luckily they have a GPS so we’ve got their exact coordinates. It’s at least three hours by road, so you’ll have to get to the foot of the range by helicopter. The only one available is a two-seater, which means I can’t send any of the ambulance staff with you. Kevin Harris, the property owner, will be waiting for you out there.”
“Will he have anyone with him?”
John ran his fingers through his hair. “Only his son. All his staff are away at a rodeo. Isn’t it always the way—nothing’s ever simple. The State Emergency Service and the ambulance are starting out now by road, so by the time you stabilize him, they should be there.”
“I’ll have to dash home and change my clothes. Where will the helicopter be?”
“It’s landing on the football field down the road. When you’re ready, drive there.” He took her arm. “Look, Sarah. I wouldn’t send you out, but he may need to have his leg amputated.”
She gave a wry smile. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be right. Besides, I’ve always wanted a ride in a copter.”
He leant forward, looking troubled. “This is inhospitable country you’re going into—it won’t be a walk in the park. You’ve got to promise me if you get into any trouble you’ll turn back.”
“I promise. Now I’d better get ready.”
The helicopter was waiting when she arrived at the field. They were in the air in no time and landing twenty minutes later in a clearing under the line of mountains. The scenery from the air had been spectacular, the sweeping Australian landscape going on and on, fading gradually into the hazy blue horizon. She had some misgivings when she saw the ranges they had to trek into—they looked wild and unforgiving. A four-wheel drive truck was parked by the first line of trees, and as they landed, a quad bike drove down the track to meet them. The pilot turned off the engine, leapt out, then circled the front to help Sarah out. “Duck your head. The blades are still turning.”
She crawled out, doubling over until she was in open space, the pilot following with the medical supplies. The man driving the bike came over, extending his hand. “Kevin Harris.” He was a thickset, stocky man, muscles taut under his work shirt and a face burnt to a swarthy brown by the sun. “This here’s my son, Jake.”
Jake looked barely into his teens, fresh-faced with a smattering of pimples dotting his chin and a brush of tousled brown hair that appeared when he removed his hat to greet her. He smiled at her shyly, though he didn’t say a word.
“We’d better get started,” said Kevin, taking the medical box and a backpack, tying them on the back tray. “We’ll go on the bike as far as we can, then I’m afraid we’ll have to hike the rest of the way. You sit behind me, Doc, and Jake will have to hang on as best he can.” He nodded to the pilot. “You gunna wait here, mate, for a while?”
“I’ll stay until the ambulance arrives, then I’ll head back. It wouldn’t surprise me if we get a storm tonight. I don’t want to be caught in it.”
The cattleman sniffed the air. “Yep. Chances are we’ll get one all right. We’d better hurry. Hang on, here we go.”
He revved the motor and started up the slope, Sarah gripping his waist tightly to stay on, Jake somehow balancing on the back tray. It was rough going, no wheel tracks, only thin rutted cattle paths as they moved ever higher up the mountain. She looked back. The thick forest at the base of the range had receded into an indefinite mauve, the vehicle parked at the bottom into a grey dot. Eventually they reached a group of bright trees, a small oasis of rain forest. Kevin stopped the bike. “We’ll stop here for a drink. It’s a natural spring.”
“What a strange place to be found in this dry wilderness,” said Sarah in wonder. Glistening ferns and creeping vines grew in abundance, surrounding a pool of crystal clear water alive with frogs and insects. Exotic fungi of all shapes and sizes blossomed in the damp earth, feeding on the rotting vegetation carpeting the ground. She took a deep drink, pouring water over her head. It was getting hotter.
Then Kevin put on his hat. “Right. Better be going. We won’t be able to go much further on the bike. The gorge is another half a kilometre up.”
Ten minutes later they had reached the top. The bottom of the gorge seemed so far down that Sarah gasped, horrified. “God, Kevin. Have we got to go down there?”
“Afraid so. The mine’s somewhere in this gorge. This spot is the safest way down, the only way, really, and we’ll have to zigzag using the trees and big rocks. I’ll use the GPS when we’re at the bottom. Jake and I will carry the gear. You follow closely and watch your step.”



Chapter Nine
The trip down into the gorge was a nightmare for Sarah. They slowly descended, using trees and boulders for support, having at intervals to sidle around sharp crevices slashing through the wall of the mountain. Jake was like a mountain goat, surefooted and at home in this environment. He helped her over one obstacle after another. Halfway down, though, there was only granite and rock with spiky grass-trees to cling to for support. Caves peppered the walls and harsh sun reflected off the cliffs, bleaching them flat and featureless. Kevin tied a long rope to the thick trunk of a tree before starting this difficult part.
“It’ll help us get down and give us traction coming up,” he said.
They inched their way along, testing each foothold before putting their full weight down on it, until, eventually, more trees began to appear and it became safer to pick up the pace. When they reached the bottom, Sarah gasped, panting, “That was horrendous.”
Kevin shook his head. “You think that was bad. It’ll be twice as hard going back up, especially carrying a wounded man.” He took out the GPS, punched in the coordinates, then pointed with his finger. “The mine’s a kilometre north. Let’s go.”
The ravine was a different place entirely from the outside landscape. Rocks lay piled in the dry creek bed, rotting leaves and twisted tree limbs littered the earth and spindly grasses poked out between pebbles and gravel. This was a world of sombre colours, khakis, browns and muted greens, a place where light was dim and veiled. A world without horizons. She shivered—she didn’t like it one bit. With Kevin leading the way, they followed the winding creek bed, over boulders and debris, trees and stumps, at one stage squeezing under the arch of a sheer cliff face, until eventually the floor of the gorge widened and a man could be seen waving in the distance.
The miners’ camp was very basic—a tarp erected over wooden posts, two wire camp-beds underneath, an open fire with a cast-iron pot in the coals and tin plates and pannikins beside it. The miner, a bearded weather-beaten man of indeterminable age, rushed forward to greet them. “Am I pleased to see you folks! I’m Bluey.”
Kevin dumped his knapsack on the ground and looked round. “Kevin Harris, mate. This here’s my son, Jake, and Sarah’s the doc. Where’s the injured bloke? We haven’t got much time if we want to get him back up the mountain before dark.”
Bluey jerked his thumb over to the side of the hill. “He’s in the shaft over there. The bloody ceiling collapsed on us. I managed to get away, but Henry’s leg got pinned by one of the beams.”
Sarah picked up the medical kit. “How bad is he?”
“Fuckin’ awful, Doc. He’s out to it and the leg’s all smashed up. I can’t get him out ’cause I think the whole fuckin’ lot will come down if I try to move the stuff off him.”
“Come on. Show me the way.”
The entrance of the mine consisted of four beams nailed together. The shaft was obviously only wide enough to accommodate one person through it at a time. “How far in is he?” asked Sarah.
“’Bout fifteen metres.”
She turned to Kevin. “I’ll go in first. I’ll need you to follow me to hold the flashlight while I attend to him.”
He touched her arm, concern on his face. “I’ll go in before you—to see if it’s safe. These old mines are death traps.”
She shook her head. “Me first. This is my job now. Jake’s not to come in—I don’t know what we’re going to find in there. Bluey, can you rig up a stretcher for us to carry him out on?”
“Sure, Doc. Be careful now.”
Taking a deep breath, Sarah took the handle of the medicine case in one hand, the flashlight in her other, and carefully made her way into the tunnel. She shuddered, fighting a wave of claustrophobia. It was a cold, dark place, smelling of mould, rotting wood and inescapable age. Dust filtered down, wooden supports groaning in protest as she inched her way along. Then the light picked out a figure sprawled on the floor ahead of her. He was laying face up, the bottom of his left leg completely covered by a large beam. She knelt beside him and did a quick examination. The miner was unconscious, his face grey, breathing laboured. She checked his pulse. It was weak but steady. When she moved the light to his leg, she gave an involuntary gasp. The bottom of it was completely shattered, pieces of bone and flesh sticking out of a pulpy mess. There was no way she’d be able to save it.
She could feel Kevin’s breath on her neck. She spoke slowly and deliberately to keep him calm. “I’m going to have to amputate, Kevin. I’ll explain the steps as I go. The most important thing you have to do is to shine both our torches where I point. Please, the light has to be very steady. You okay with that?”
There was a gulp. “Right, you can rely on me.”
“The first thing I’m going to do is to put in a drip. He has to have fluid or we’ll lose him.”
Working quickly, she inserted the needle in his arm and hooked it to the bag of saline from the emergency kit, injected straight into the vein drugs to combat shock, then antibiotics, and then laid the bag on the top of his body.
“Now I’m going to amputate the leg. It’s lucky he’s unconscious so I don’t have to administer any anaesthetic.” It was going to take all her skill to get it done as quickly as possible. She was thankful she had performed quite a few leg amputations in her time at the Royal. It was new to Kevin, though. When the leg came off, there was an audible hiss behind her.
All told, it took her under an hour to cut off the limb, smooth the uneven areas of bone, seal off the vessels and nerves, cut and shape the muscles, suture the flaps together and bandage the stump, all the time explaining what she was doing to Kevin to keep him calm. Finally it was finished—she had never worked so fast in all her life.
She sat up, stretching her aching back before checking Henry’s pulse. It was still steady, though weaker. “Now we’ve got to get him out of here.”
She felt hands on her back. “You were incredible, Sarah, frigging awesome. You really know your stuff. The best way to move him will be for me to pull him out by the arms. See if you can straddle him and I’ll squeeze him through your legs.”
It was difficult, but they managed it. She shone the torch to show Kevin the way and when he was nearly at the entrance, she picked up the medical kit and followed. Halfway back it happened: she tripped over a rock on the dirt floor and lurched sideways, hitting a supporting beam, which broke with a sharp crack. The tunnel began to groan and writhe, dust and dirt spraying everywhere. Then the passageway erupted. Rotten beams and supports exploded inwards as the ceiling poured downward in an infusion of dirt and rocks. She fell to her knees, scrambling desperately through the thick pall of dust. She sensed, rather than saw that the entrance was only metres away and with a superhuman effort lunged forward, throwing the bag, arms outstretched. Hands grabbed her wrists and she was pulled into the sunlight. As she tumbled to the ground, her boot caught against one of the posts, twisting her foot sharply. Excruciating pain lanced through the ankle. She screamed in anguish, clutching the leg.
Kevin was at her side immediately. “What happened?”
She breathed in deeply, puffing the breath out in short bursts, waiting for the pain to subside to a bearable level. When it eased to a throbbing ache, she gave a long sigh. “Hell, that hurt. My foot caught on a post and my ankle twisted.”
He bent to undo the laces of her boot. She waved her hand sharply. “No—no—leave it on. The foot will blow up and I won’t be able to get the boot back on. With luck it’ll only be a sprain, not a break, but either way the foot has to have support.” 
“You gave us a fright. We thought you were a goner.”
She gave a grimace. “So did I. How’s the patient?”
“Still alive. Bluey took the top off one of the wire beds, which will be ideal to carry him.”
She crawled over to the injured man. Bluey, holding up the saline bag, gave a frown. “Do you think he’s going to make it?”
“He’s got a fighting chance. I had to take off the leg—no hope of saving it, unfortunately.”
“Yeah. I knew it soon as I saw the fuckin’ mess the thing was in.”
“I took the leg off just below the knee at the best place to attach an artificial limb. He’ll be up and running in no time at all. Hand me the stethoscope, will you?”
She did a quick examination. Henry was still unconscious, his breathing laboured, though his lungs seemed clear. His pulse was thready, but his colour had improved slightly. “He’s holding his own, though it’ll be touch and go. The sooner we get him out of here the better. There’s only so much I can do—he needs to get to a hospital urgently. Give me a hand to get up, will you?”
Jake rushed forward to help his father lift her, supporting her body while she tested the foot. Pain sliced through her ankle as it took the weight. She gasped sharply, then looked at Kevin and shook her head. He gave her a nod in sympathy and turned to Bluey and his son. “Come on, you two. There’s no time to waste. It’s past four already and we have to get him up the mountain before dark. I’ve been on the two-way, and the rescue blokes have started the hike up the mountain. They should be there when we’re halfway to the top.” He turned back to Sarah. “Any instructions?”
“Take the medical kit. When this saline runs out, change it with the other one in there. If he wakes, give him a shot of morphine for the pain. I’ll keep a few ampoules for myself in case my pain becomes unbearable.” She reached for the pen and paper in her pocket. “I’ll write a note to the medics telling them what I’ve already given him.”
Jake cocked his head. “Aren’t you coming with us?”
“I can’t walk, Jake. I’ll have to stay here until they can get me out tomorrow.”
He swallowed, visibly upset. “You can’t leave her here, Dad. That’s not fair.”
Kevin placed his hand on his son’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “We have to, son.”
“Then I’m staying with her.”
“No, Jake. It’ll take all three of you to get him up the mountain and one of you has to keep the drip elevated.” Her tone brooked no argument.
The boy started to whimper. “Will you be all right?”
“What could happen to me here? I’ll just lie on the bed and wait.”
Kevin placed a knapsack beside her. “My wife packed enough food for an army, so you won’t go hungry. There’s water in the blue container. Take Bluey’s two-way radio. I’ve got one. Look after yourself now and we’ll see you in the morning.”
Sarah lay back on the bed, watching them jog away until they disappeared from sight. She couldn’t remember when she had felt so lonely.



Chapter Ten
It was an hour later when she saw them. Dingoes were padding down the creek bed, snouts sniffing the air. She tried to keep perfectly still as she hunkered down to make herself as inconspicuous as possible. Then, without any warning, the pack turned toward her. Her stomach heaved.
Oh dear God, they’ve picked up my scent. Did dingoes attack people? She didn’t have a clue. But she’d heard stories of them savaging livestock, ripping them apart in a feeding frenzy. She counted at least ten turning toward the camp slinking ever closer. Her heart began to thump, nearly bounding out of her chest. What if they did come at her? She tried to stay calm. To work out her options. But she could think of nothing but teeth gouging into her flesh and panic flared to the surface. She had to get away—get somewhere where they couldn’t reach her. Frantically, she took out a vial of morphine, sucked it into a syringe and plunged it into a vein. Almost immediately the throbbing eased. With desperation, she scanned the nearby cliff. Then she saw it. A ledge leading to a small cave about thirty metres up. She’d have to try to reach it. It was her only hope.
The dingoes stopped and squatted down. She pulled on the knapsack, pocketed the two-way, grabbed a piece of rope and stood up. She gave a prayer of thanks when the pain was bearable enough for her to put weight on the foot. With as much speed as her injury would allow, she hobbled from the camp to the bottom of the cliff wall and then anxiously looked back. The wild dogs had moved, breaking into a trot and heading straight for her.
She took a deep breath. It was now or never. She grabbed a tree and hauled herself upwards. Relief flushed through her when she hoisted one leg around the trunk and was able to hang on. She steadied herself, clutching the trunk for dear life. She peered upwards, trying to plan how she was going to tackle the climb. Perhaps it wouldn’t be too difficult. There were enough trees to grasp onto. So she began to pull herself up the cliff using the trees, fear giving her that extra boost to continue. Halfway there, her foot snagged on an exposed root. She floundered, clutching the papery bark of a melaleuca tree and nearly falling as it ripped away from the trunk. She scrambled doggedly, hitching her body with the rope from one tree to the next. Finally, with an exhausted cry, she was on the ledge.
She sank down, panting, jamming her hands between her legs to stop the tremors. It took minutes before her heart stopped racing and her breathing steadied. Only when she had calmed could she bring herself to look back down. The dingoes were still milling around at the base of the hill. After a while, though, they turned and wandered off.
Now the immediate danger was over, she studied her surroundings. The ledge was just wide enough for her to move along it. At the end was a small cave tunnelling into rock, not big, but large enough for her to fully stretch out and have protection from the weather. Sundown was coming, long shadows creeping over the ravine, swallowing the light. Black clouds were moving in from the west. The sound of rumbling thunder in the distance made her think Kevin’s prediction of a storm was probably going to come true. She switched on the two-way radio, listening to the voices crackling over the channel. The news was good. With the help of the Emergency Service men, the boys were nearly at the top and Henry was still alive. She shrugged off the knapsack with the food in it, ate a couple of sandwiches, washed them down with water and then stretched out. The injected drug, combined with the aftereffects of the traumatic day, caught up with her, and she drifted straight off into a deep sleep.
The storm hit just before midnight, rain pelting down as the heavens opened over the mountains in a freak cloudburst. She heard it as a dream. At three in the morning she was woken by pain. She gave herself another injection by torch light and immediately fell back to sleep.
It was after nine when she woke, morning light bringing a semblance of normality. Tentatively, she wriggled her toes, giving a sigh of relief. The ankle protested with sharp twinges—but she could move the foot, which meant it was most likely a bad sprain and not a break. She toyed with the idea of removing the boot, finally deciding against it. Though the pain had lessened considerably, the ankle still ached. It would be wise to leave it on until she got back to civilization. She looked at her watch—it shouldn’t be long before the rescue party arrived.
She found the packet of paracetamol she always kept in her pocket, popped two in her mouth and washed them down with a gulp of water before opening the knapsack in search of food. Kevin had been right. His wife had packed a large amount; she ate a corn meat and pickle sandwich followed by an apple. It was not until after that that she took note of the dull roaring outside. She concentrated, trying to identify the sound. When nothing came to her, she crawled out of the cave to have a look.
The scene below took her breath away. She lay rigid, every muscle tensed. Her mouth opened, but no cry came out. The creek was in full flood, rushing furiously down the gorge in a seething cauldron of trees and debris. She looked over the ledge down the side of the slope. Many of the trees she had used when she climbed were nearly horizontal. Some had even been pulled out by the roots, leaving ugly gaps in the cliff wall. She shivered—judging from the destruction it had left behind, the water had been even higher at some point, not far from reaching her ledge, in fact. And she had slept through the lot. She gazed up at the sky. Misty clouds curtained the gorge, swirling above the mountains, and the screeching of the eagle hawks overhead was bouncing from the walls like three-dimensional intonations.
When the realization hit her of how close she had come to death, blood began pounding in her ears and bile swelled up from her stomach threatening to choke her. If it hadn’t been for the dingoes she would have died. Then she began to comprehend what else it meant. The men wouldn’t be able to get her out today—she’d have to stay at least another twenty-four hours. She crawled back inside, pushed on the button on the radio and spoke into the hand-piece. She waited a minute for the reply. There was nothing. She tried again. Still no answer. She examined it, turning it over in her hand, flicking the button on and off, then realized there was no buzzing sound, no flashing light.
That could only mean one thing—the batteries were dead.
Oh freaking hell, I left the damn thing on all night. What am I going to do now? They probably think I’m dead. 
She propped herself against the wall, a dull throbbing beginning deep in her skull. The thought of having to spend another day in the cave sent her into a panic. She closed her eyes, forcing herself to calm down, to think clearly. It was the safest place for her to be. She’d wait until the creek stopped running, and then, if they didn’t come looking, she would try to make it out by herself. She had plenty of food, and she had two more vials of morphine to handle the pain if she had to climb out of the gorge. She closed her eyes, willing pleasant thoughts to come, something to occupy her mind, to numb her ever-increasing fear that she was not going to get out of this place alive.
As much as she tried, the only image she could conjure up was of Harry. The familiar details flooded back—the black glossy hair, the eyes, green as emeralds, and the full lips that had awakened something in her she could never adequately describe, feelings that refused to be ignored and something she yearned to experience again. After all, Harry had said that she was beautiful. She hoped Harry had really meant it and not just said it to pay her back for toying with the affections of Steve. Tears trickled down her cheeks, blending in with the dust and grime coating her face. Angrily she wiped them away. It wasn’t any use. She had told Harry she never wanted to see her again, when all the time it was all she wanted to do. Eventually she lapsed into an uneasy sleep.
Thunder rumbled around noon and drops of rain pelted down in a tropical burst, waking her up. The clouds had rolled back in. They hung low over the gorge, a grey blanket sucking up light. Water was trickling down the rock face—a chance to fill up the bottle, Sarah realized. The food store was adequate for at least two more days and, with a little manoeuvring, she now had enough water too. There were a few plusses in the minuses.
She anxiously scanned the sky, hoping this was a clearing shower—the creek would never be crossable if this weather kept up. It didn’t rain again that afternoon, but by nightfall a clammy mist had crept over the gorge, infiltrating her clothes and dampening the dirt she lay on. She ate some food, huddled on the floor of the cave, crying softly. She passed out finally from sheer exhaustion, but her sleep was filled with nightmares. In the early hours of the morning she woke to the sound of howling. She covered her ears, willing it to go away. The chorus continued, spine-chilling sounds that curdled her blood, leaving her half-crazed with fear. The dingoes kept it up until nearly daylight, and when they ceased their frightening symphonies she fell fitfully asleep again.
The morning brought a different day. The clouds had vanished, the sun shone brightly, the weather was calm and benevolent—as if nature had done its worst and now was prepared to be extra pleasant. The creek had receded to a steady flow, although it was still high enough to block her way back. She hoped by the afternoon the water would be nearly gone and she would be able to get back to the place where they had climbed down. The likelihood of this was unknown, but the thought of spending another night in the cave was unthinkable, so she decided to go back down to the open space below. After shrugging on the backpack, she tied the rope to a tree and lowered herself gingerly down the slope, using the trees for support, careful not to put weight on her injured foot. The last section was the hardest: the rope was not long enough to stretch to the firm ground beneath. She inched her way along, finding footholds amongst the roots of the trees until finally she reached the bottom. The miners’ camp had disappeared; no trace of any human habitation remained nor an indication that it had ever existed there. Her foot had improved dramatically with the forced rest in the cave, and she was able to hobble without too much pain.
She sat down on a log at the creek’s edge, looking at the water longingly. Her hair was caked with slime, her clothes filthy, and she could actually smell herself. She was rank. It was time for a bath. Probably time now too to take off her boot and examine her foot. After swallowing another painkiller, she untied the laces, easing the shoe off gradually. The whole left side was an angry purplish-black, shiny where the flesh was swollen and tight. She wriggled her toes, flexing the muscles of the foot, finding it only hurt at the ankle when she rotated the foot. She sighed with relief—it was only a sprain. It would have to be x-rayed when—she amended that to if—she got back to the hospital, but she was reasonably sure there were no broken bones.
Deciding it would be too traumatic to remove her jeans, she took off only her shirt and bra, then slid off the log, wriggling her body into the shallow edge of the creek. She lay there, letting the water slide over her, holding her palms up to sky, saying a prayer in thanks. Somehow she had been spared—she was alive. For half an hour she scrubbed everything, her hair, her body, her clothes, until she was satisfied the stench was gone. She knew it was simple to remove the last two days from her flesh and clothes, but cleansing it from her mind wasn’t going to be as easy. It was something she would never forget. When everything was dry she got dressed, put her boot back on, then sat down with a log supporting her back and waited. There was no wildlife to be seen, no dingoes, only birds wheeling in the sky, screeching on the wind.
By four o’clock the level of the creek hadn’t dropped enough to be able to move, which meant she would have to stay in the gorge another night. Her food supplies were adequate for another day, but she had a bigger problem. The thought of spending another night in this lonely place was sending her further into depression and panic as time wore on. She honestly didn’t know if her mind could cope with it.
She was debating whether it would be advisable to inject another shot of morphine to knock herself out when she heard noises way down the creek. She struggled up to sit on the log, then, shading her eyes from the glare to peer into the distance. Her face lit up as she made out figures coming around the bend and saw the smallest one start to sprint toward her. He reached her in under a minute, flinging his arms around her neck and sniffling into her hair. “Sarah, you’re alive!”
“Oh, Jake,” she cried, pulling him close, tousling his hair. “Am I glad to see you!” 
“We thought you were dead.” He was sobbing now, fat tears rolling down his face. “We shouldn’t have left you here.”
She patted his head to soothe him. “I had to stay, you know that.”
Then two boots planted themselves in front of her. “Well, aren’t you the wonder woman,” said Kevin, enclosing her in a bear hug.
She gave him a broad smile. “You two are a sight for sore eyes. I thought I’d be here another day.” Her eyes filmed over and she said in a small voice, “I—I—was worried you’d think me dead and wouldn’t look.”
“Not a chance.” He laughed, jerking his thumb backward. “Anyhow, your mate here would have shot us if we hadn’t come.”
Aware now that there was someone else standing there, she looked over his shoulder. She stared, silent for a long moment before giving a weak smile. “Harry.”
Harry came forward and stood in front of her, fidgeting. “Hello, Sarah.”
“For God’s sake, just don’t stand there. Come here and give me a hug.” In a heartbeat she was engulfed in Harry’s arms, their bodies pressed together. “It’s so good to see you,” she whispered.
“Likewise,” Harry mumbled back.
Sarah let her go reluctantly, turning to Kevin. “How did our patient do? Did he make it?”
“It was touch and go, but he survived. The medics were waiting when we got up the mountain and we drove him down on the quad bike to the ambulance. They called this morning to tell us he’s hanging on. How’s your foot?”
“Much better. I took the boot off today and I’m pretty sure it’s only a bad strain. I still can’t walk very well, but the pain’s settled down.”
Kevin turned to Jake. “You go and get a fire going, son, and we’ll set up camp before dark. We’ll use the tents tonight, too many dingoes around. There’s two tents wrapped up in the big knapsack, Harry. Can you blow ’em up? You and Sarah can go in one, and Jake can come in with me. I’ll get the tucker on, then Sarah can tell us how the fucking hell she survived.”



Chapter Eleven
Over the campfire, Sarah told her story. Jake sat pressed against her, and she felt him shiver every now and then. She put her arm around him; it was easy to forget he was still just a boy. They didn’t interrupt her until she had finished, listening in silence.
“So there you have it,” she said at last. “The dingoes saved me.”
“You’re a plucky girl, Sarah,” said Kevin, his voice gentle with emotion. “I don’t know of too many people who would have the courage to put up such a fight. I think we better get to bed soon, big day in the morning. We still have to get you up that mountain.”
“Are you the only ones to come and rescue me?”
“The SES blokes are downstream. Remember that part of the creek where there was only a narrow opening? The water was high there, so the others stayed, waiting for it to drop. We had to wade through up to our necks. It gave us a few anxious moments as the current was pretty strong.”
Sarah grasped him by the arm. “I’m jolly glad you did. I don’t think I could have taken another night out here by myself. You’re a good man.” She gave Jake an affectionate squeeze. “And this guy here. He’ll do just fine walking in your shoes one day. Anyhow, I’m off to bed. I didn’t get much sleep last night. Which one’s our tent?”
Kevin pointed, giving a grin. “The one over there. I told Harry to put them a fair way apart ’cause I’m a shocking snorer. Or so my wife tells me.”
She had been nervous about the sleeping arrangements ever since Kevin had dropped that bombshell. She hoped Harry wouldn’t be too embarrassed sharing the tent with her. When she entered it, she saw it was one of those blow-up types with the floor and the wall attached together. Two air pillows lay side by side in the tiny space. She lay down and turned on her side facing the wall. She heard Harry enter a little later and felt her body stretching out against hers.
They didn’t say anything for a while. It was Harry who broke the silence. “You comfortable?”
“It’s better than that rotten floor of the cave. You got enough room?”
“Plenty.”
Sarah lay still for a while, plucking up courage, feeling the warmth of the body beside her. Then finally she blurted it out. “Would you do something for me?”
“What?”
She turned over and faced her. Harry was lying on her back, staring at the ceiling. “Will you hold me? I think I need it tonight. I’m really not as strong as you all think I am. I was scared shitless the whole time. It’ll take me a while to get over it.”
Harry turned without a word and took her in her arms. Sarah closed her eyes, snuggled into her warm, beautiful body and sighed. “Thanks. I feel safe now. I’ll be able to sleep now, knowing you’re with me.” As she drifted off, she felt drops fall on her face. As sleep claimed her, she wondered why Harry was crying.
In the early hours of the morning Sarah woke, hearing howling outside, closer than the night before. She hated the sound. It sent shivers up her spine, twisting her stomach in knots. She shuddered, burrowing further against the body beside her. When the arms tightened around her, she realized Harry was awake. “Shhh. They won’t hurt you.”
“Christ, how I hate that sound. All I could hear last night was that freaking howling. I thought they were coming for me.” She started to whimper.
“Shhh. I’m here with you.” She lightly kissed Sarah on the forehead, ghosting her lips down over her eyes, up and down her cheek.
Sarah sighed, feeling the soft lips nuzzling her skin. She moved her head, and their lips brushed together. Harry went still, then she continued moving her lips against Sarah’s, in light feathery touches, caressing softly. It started slowly and sensually, then their lips began to melt together, searching, deepening, finally demanding, and their mouths opened together, their tongues sliding and licking frantically. Sarah groaned deep in her throat as overwhelming arousal spread through her body. She heard Harry moan, then felt a hand stoking her breast, teasing the nipple until it was so hard she thought it would burst through her shirt. Then hands were pulling her shirt over her head, fingers unclipping her bra until her breasts fell free. Sarah gasped as she felt soft lips kiss each nipple, then they were taken into a moist mouth and suckled, nibbled, stretched out, until they became so sensitive it became almost unbearable.
She pushed Harry away, pulled the shirt off over her head, undid her bra and pulled her down again until their breasts were pressed together. Harry’s nipples were as hard as hers, tingling her skin. She moved her palms over her breasts, massaging and stroking, then bent and sucked an erect nipple into her mouth, tickling with her tongue, first one and then the other. Harry’s hands moved over her belly to unzip her jeans, pulling them down to her knees, and doing the same to her own. Her hands moved back up then, sliding under the denim pushing it over Sarah’s thighs, and her fingers moved over her buttocks, massaging and kneading the flesh there with a gentle rhythm. Sarah arched against her until their bodies were fused together and began to grind into the mound at the base of Harry’s pelvis in sync with the strokes on her bottom.
Slowly Harry’s hand slipped off her buttocks, moving round to slide between her legs into her warm wetness. She gasped as her fingers began to move up and down, skimming across her clitoris. At first it was a slow investigation, and then the strokes deepened, becoming faster. Sarah moaned; her sex was swollen, throbbing until she was nearly bursting.
Words murmured in her ear. “I want to kiss you there, but there’s no room.”
She pulled Harry’s hand away and whispered, “Go slower, darling. I want you to come with me.”
Taking Harry’s hand in hers, she put its fingers in her mouth one by one, licking her own secretions off, the salty taste and musky smell arousing her even more. She moved to the pulse point of her wrist, sucking gently, then up her arm, kissing the sensitive inner side gently. She raised her head, grazing her teeth across an earlobe, sucking it, probing inside the canal with her tongue, then back down under the jaw, licking and kissing the soft skin in the hollow of her neck. Harry growled, tightening her arms round her body. She pulled her head down, swept aside the hair and placed her lips over the nape of the neck, nibbling into the flesh, feeling goose bumps flush across the skin. Then she lowered her head, nuzzled up the arm with her nose and began sucking under the armpit. The slight odour of perspiration she found there was the most erotic thing she had ever smelt. She sucked harder, drawing the skin up into her mouth, wetting it with her saliva, doing it over and over again.
Harry was writhing, moaning. “Christ, Sarah. You’re sending me mad.” Her voice was so husky the words were barely audible.
“That’s my intention,” she whispered. She came out from under the arm, gave her an open-mouthed kiss and murmured, “Come on, my sweet, now let’s dance.”
Sarah slid her fingers between Harry’s legs, opening her own for her partner to do the same. There were no words to describe the feeling Sarah experienced when she first touched this soft, intimate part of Harry. It was overwhelmingly erotic, mind-blowing, yet humbling to think this beautiful woman would let her touch there, allow her to give her pleasure. They began to slide their fingers up and down together, long languid strokes, gradually increasing the pace as they became more aroused. Like in a dance, she let her partner lead, matching the moves, never breaking the rhythm. Harry began concentrating on stimulating her clitoris, teasing it, rubbing it, stroking it, and she followed, until the heat and desire inside them were nearly at their peak, building up to the finale. She felt two fingers slide inside her then, moving rapidly in and out, the thumb pressing hard on her engorged bundle of nerves. She did the same, feeling Harry’s muscles tense. Then the panting whisper came. “You ready?”
“God, yes, now!” she cried, letting herself go.
She arched her back as an overpowering orgasm ripped through her, convulsing the muscles of her vagina, sending her into a spasm of such intense pleasure she had to bite her bottom lip to prevent herself screaming out. She fell back on the bed as the throbbing subsided, becoming aware of Harry gasping beside her. They lay back in silence, catching their breaths, and then Harry took her by the hand. “That was amazing. You were incredible.”
Sarah turned her body to look at her, wanting to see her eyes, but only her outline was visible in the darkness. “I never dreamt it could be that good.”
“Nor did I.”
“Wanna go again?”
“You trying to kill me?”
Sarah slipped her fingers between Harry’s legs, feeling liquid slide over them. Harry was saturated, a discovery which brought her back immediately to full arousal. “We’ll skip the foreplay.”
Harry moved quickly, on top now, straddling Sarah. “Let me do this one.”
She bunched her fist, putting it in between Sarah’s legs, then lowered herself onto it, until it was pressing against her as well, then began moving her pelvis faster and faster, pumping the fist into their already sensitive organs. Sarah grasped her hips, moving her body in sync. It took less than a minute for their second orgasms to explode, racking through their bodies in an exquisite surge of overwhelming pleasure.
Harry fell back with a gasp, her breathing erratic.
Sarah took her hand, kissing the palm tenderly, sated and fulfilled. She gave a giggle. “Just as well the tents are so far apart.”
“Hell yes!”
* * *
Sarah woke to find she was alone in bed. She stretched, luxuriating in the feeling of being completely happy. She crawled out of the tent to see Kevin stirring something over the campfire. “Hello, sleepyhead. Breakfast’s nearly ready and then we’ll be off. How’s the ankle?”
“A bit sore, though with a stick I should be able to hobble along by myself.” She took two painkillers out of her pocket and popped them into her mouth guiltily. Last night’s session in the tent hadn’t helped the healing process for she hadn’t even bothered to protect the foot in the throes of her passion. She looked around for Harry, finally spying her with Jake, coming up the creek.
“Hi, Sarah, you look different today, not sad looking at all,” said Jake, bouncing up to her.
She blushed as she caught Harry’s wink behind the boy. “A good night’s rest does wonders for the morale. You sleep well?”
“Naw. Dad snored all night. I don’t know how Mum puts up with it.”
His father heard the remark and growled. “That’s enough from you, young fellow. Breakfast’s ready, so come and eat.” He turned to Harry. “How’s the crossing?”
“No problem getting through now. The rescue blokes are waiting on the other side.”
“Good, then we’ll pack up as soon as we’ve eaten. Grab yourselves a plate.”
Sarah took a serving of the stew, finding a seat on a log next to Harry, who wriggled closer till they were almost touching. Warmth spread through her—it was erotic just sitting next to her. She concentrated on her meal, conscious Kevin was no fool.
Soon they were on their way, steady going with Sarah hobbling along with the aid of a forked stick. They took turns to help her, giving support over rocks and debris left by the flood. Soon they crossed the narrow opening in the rock, meeting up with five men on the other side. The head of the team, a tall bespectacled man with a neatly trimmed beard, introduced himself as Mark Shore. She could see Kevin was annoyed when the man took command automatically—the cattleman was not used to taking orders.
It was quicker going now, with the men carrying her out on a canvas stretcher, and before long they were at the bottom of the mountain. They took just over two hours to make the climb back up it, carrying her some of the way, winching her over the more difficult parts with a pulley. Ropes dangled like spider threads in strategic places, placed there when they descended. Harry and Jake climbed by her side, giving moral support in the more difficult terrain.
At last they reached the top. It was chilly, a north wind knifing across the exposed cliff, much cooler than normal for this time of year. Sarah shivered, though it was not from cold; she was remembering everything that happened down in the gorge. She hoped she’d never have to go to such a dark, grim place again.
The quad bike was parked under a tree, ready for its passenger. “I’ll take Sarah down on the bike and get her to town,” said Mark, stripping off his pack.
Kevin shook his head. “I think Harry wants to do that. She’s earned it.” He gave Mark a ghost of a smile. “My bike, mate.” He turned to Sarah, giving her a hug. “Looks like we part here. You look after yourself now.”
She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re a hell of a nice guy, Kevin. Your wife’s a lucky woman. Thanks for everything.” She turned to Jake, giving him a hug and a kiss. “You look after your dad now, and come and see me when you’re in town.”
The boy blushed. “Will do.”
Harry started the engine, grinning at her. “Jump on the back and hold on tight.”
She smiled back. “I’ve no intention of letting you go, Harry.”
They made their way down in a leisurely fashion, stopping every now and then to admire the view, Harry explaining the parts of the countryside and who lived there. It was a magical trip for Sarah, feeling the wind on her face, snuggling into the only person she ever wanted to be with. When they arrived at the bottom, Harry parked the bike near her vehicle and climbed off. “Hang on and I’ll give you a hand.” Sarah slid into her arms, she pulled their bodies together, and in a heartbeat they were locked in a long, deep kiss.
They parted, panting. Sarah reached up, running her fingers through Harry’s silky hair. “We better get to town. If we keep doing this we’ll never get home.” She smiled seductively. “If you come over tonight, I’ll show you a few more tricks I’ve got up my sleeve.”
A husky laugh rang out. “It’s a date.”
The trip to town seemed to take forever, though they didn’t mind. It gave them a chance to talk. By the time they arrived in town, they’d covered a range of topics, and Sarah felt she was coming to know Harry very well. She was pleasantly surprised they had so much in common. Harry was bright, had a good sense of humour, was not boring in the slightest and was a great conversationalist. She seemed reluctant to discuss anything too personal, which was fine with Sarah. She wasn’t ready for that yet either. If they were going to have a relationship, then that would come later. She pushed aside the worry surfacing in her mind. What would be the repercussions of a gay relationship in a place like this?
There was a crowd of people waiting on the hospital steps when they drove in. She groaned. She didn’t want to talk to people today, she wanted to go home, but she knew she would have to get her foot x-rayed. It was only after Harry helped her out of the vehicle that she noticed him. He came hurrying over, swept her in his arms and kissed her hard, letting his lips linger on hers. She closed her eyes, cursing silently.
For frig sake, why won’t he leave me alone? 
She stiffened her back, acknowledging him with a bland look. “Hello, Craig.”
She turned quickly to Harry. The expression on her face was enough to reveal what she thought. Without a word, she got back into her truck and drove away.



Chapter Twelve
She turned to Craig, her eyes angry and her mouth set in a tight line. Keeping her voice low, she said, “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Come now, Sarah, is that the way to greet an old friend?”
John stepped forward with a look of surprise. “You two know each other?”
Furious, she chewed her lower lip. “We knew each other in another life.” She turned back to Craig. “You haven’t answered my question.”
“I’ve accepted the position as the ENT specialist for six weeks.” He was visibly annoyed now.
John quickly took her arm, attempting to defuse the situation when he saw how angry she was. “You’ll have to excuse us for a while, Craig. Sarah and I have lots to discuss, and I know the staff would like to monopolize her for a while.”
Sarah went through the motions, greeting everyone waiting on the steps, accepting their congratulations until she lost count of the number of times her hand had been shaken. She was pleased to see Mary, who gave her a hug and promised to come over the next night. By the time she made it to the door of John’s office she’d had enough. It was so frustrating. All she wanted to do was chase after Harry and tell her that Craig meant absolutely nothing to her and she was the one she cared about.
The med super guided her into his office, firmly shutting the door behind them, with strict instructions they were only to be disturbed in the event of an emergency.
He gestured to the chair. “Sit down. Where do you want to start?”
Sarah took a breath, reluctant to go back to the gorge, wanting to forget. “How’s Henry?”
“He’s doing well. It was touch and go for a while, but everything’s stable now and he should make a full recovery. I left the bandages on until this morning, I didn’t want to start any bleeding. God, girl, that amputation was remarkable surgery. How long did it take you, and more to the point, how on earth did you do such a good job under such conditions?”
She shuddered, remembering the tunnel and everything that happened there. “Just under an hour. I’ve done quite a few of those ops before, difficult cases that came in from the smaller hospitals.”
He shook his head in disbelief. “That’d be a record.”
“You work fast when a whole bloody tunnel is likely to collapse on you any minute.”
“That bad, eh?”
“It wasn’t a picnic in the park—damn scary, actually.”
“Talk about a scare. When word came the ravine had been flooded, nobody thought you could possibly have survived.” He gave a grimace. “I became the worst bastard in the world for sending you up there. Judy gave me the cold shoulder, Jim rang in the middle of his operations to give me a blast, Julia gave me one of her famous putdowns and Harry came over and told me what she thought of me. Even that old reprobate, Bluey, had something to say when he got here.”
“It was my choice, you know that. It wasn’t your fault.”
“That didn’t make me feel any better. Now what’s up with your ankle?”
“It’s a sprain, I think. I’d better have it x-rayed and strapped up.”
He gave her a long, compassionate look. “Are you up to telling me how on earth you survived?”
“Not now, please. Suffice to say it was horrible, but I’d rather not relive it for a while. I’ll tell you when my nerves have settled down. I’d like to say Kevin and his son Jake were wonderful. Now all I want is to get the foot seen to and go home.”
“Of course. Now about work. Take as much time off as you want. It’ll depend how your ankle feels.”
“Thanks. I’ll rest it tomorrow.” She gave a small smile. “Then I’ll probably be going round the twist, so I’ll come back to work. I’ll be sitting down all day anyhow.”
“Sounds good, but don’t overdo it.” He hesitated before saying, “Just one last thing. What’s with the ENT specialist and you? What’s he done to upset you?”
Sarah was in two minds about whether to take him into her confidence. He caught her look of indecision. “Look, forget I asked. It’s your business,” he said.
She waved her hand. “No. I’d like you to know. Remember the lecture you gave me when I first arrived about running away. Well, he was one of those reasons. To put it in a nutshell—we were engaged, I broke it off a year ago and he’s never accepted it. He’s been trying to get me back ever since, living in some bloody fantasy world where I’m going to fall into his arms again.”
“Good God, if I’d known all this, I would never have given my okay to the board. He was by far the most qualified applicant.”
“He’s very good, one of the best ENT specialists in Melbourne. For someone of his ability to come out here is really a coup for the district. And how were you to know? Besides, my personal life doesn’t come into the equation.”
He took her hand. “The important question is, do you feel comfortable working with him? If I had to choose between the two of you, you’d win hands down.”
Sarah shook her head gravely. “I meant what I said to you. I pride myself on my professionalism, so have no fears there. I’ll work with him to the best of my ability, though I’m going to have to make sure he understands he has no part in my personal life.”
“I know you will. Off you go to x-ray and I’ll tell the technician to get there ASAP.”
The x-ray showed no break. The nurse applied a firm bandage, and Sarah wriggled her boot back on and hobbled home. She sank into a chair there with a sigh, reading her watch—four thirty. Harry would probably be still at work. She chewed her fingernails while looking at the phone, remembering the look on Harry’s face when Craig had kissed her. She drummed her fingers on the chair for a while, then took a deep breath and dialled the vet clinic.
A female voice answered, “Arrow Creek Veterinary Clinic, how may I help you?”
Sarah felt a sharp pang of disappointment—it wasn’t Harry. She cleared her throat. “Umm. Doctor Sarah Phillips, I wonder if I could speak to Harry please.”
“She’s not here at the moment.”
“Oh! When will she be back?”
“She’s gone away, I’m afraid. May I take a message?”
“No message. Can you tell me when she’ll be back?”
“I’m sorry. She’s left town for personal reasons, and she didn’t tell us how long she’ll be away. Her assistant will take all calls for the time being. May he help you?”
“No thanks.” She replaced the phone, putting her head in her hands, tears sliding down her cheeks.
Harry—Harry, why couldn’t you have waited for me to explain? Why didn’t you trust me? 
She gulped, trying to stop the tears; they kept falling. The light in her world had gone out. She cried for the woman she’d hurt and cried for her own loneliness. At the bottom of the hill when she’d gotten off the bike, she’d been close to telling Harry how much she meant to her. The words had hung unspoken. Her mind had warned it was too soon. How she wished now that she had said something. What did it matter she’d only known her a few weeks when she’d been waiting a lifetime to find her? And why hadn’t she told her about Craig on the trip home? Goddammit, all they had done was waffle on about unimportant things. She didn’t even know if Harry thought she’d been using her for sex to get her mind off the ordeal she had experienced, to block out the howl of the dingoes.
Get a grip, pull yourself together, try to think.
She knew absolutely nothing about Harry’s personal life, didn’t even know if she had family. Did something happen to her in the past to make her lose faith so easily? She’d have to find out where she’d gone.
One thing was certain. She was going to fight for her.
Then tears fell again. She scrubbed them away with the back of her hand, confused. What was wrong with her? She despised people who couldn’t keep a grip on their emotions, who burst into tears at the drop of a hat. Damn it, she never cried, but from the first moment she’d laid eyes on Harry her hormones had gone into a tailspin. Now all she could do was cry. If this is love, it’s bloody agony.
She was still sitting in the chair two hours later when the doorbell chimed. A bubble of hope floated. Arranging her curls in some sort of order, she threw open the door, then compressed her lips in disappointment. The bubble burst. Harry wasn’t standing there. It was Craig. She’d forgotten all about him. “What do you want?”
He advanced into the room, pushing her aside. “Is that the way to greet an old friend?”
“I didn’t ask you in.”
“Don’t be so childish. What did you want me to do, stand out on the porch and talk to you?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Come off it, Craig. I’ve made it very clear on numerous occasions I don’t want to see you again. So what the hell are you doing in Arrow Creek? It couldn’t be a coincidence we turn up at the same place. Which, might I add, is in the frigging middle of nowhere, thousands of miles from Melbourne.”
“Why do you think? I applied for the job because you were here.”
“How the hell did you find me? Mother was the only one who knew, and she promised to keep it a secret.”
“Bit of luck really. A friend saw your picture in the Courier Mail and gave me a call.”
She groaned. That stupid reporter must have sold the story to the bigger newspaper. I should never have agreed to the interview. I’ll have to figure out a way to make this arsehole leave me alone.
She changed tactics; fighting had never worked in the past. She met his eye with a level gaze, trying to be civil. “We have to reach an understanding if we’re to work together. My private life has nothing to do with you—end of story. I’ve made a life for myself here and it’s not up for discussion. In our professional lives, I’ll be pleasant to you. That’ll be where it stops. Have I made myself clear?”
His face flushed darker. “What kind of life could you possibly make in a place like this?”
Harry’s image flitted into her mind. She couldn’t help herself. She smiled. “You’d be surprised.”
As soon as she said it, she knew it was a mistake. His voice turned rough and heavy. “Who is he?”
“There’s no he. I’m enjoying life here and I’ve made myself some really good friends.”
“Bullshit. I saw the look on your face.”
She felt herself floundering and was unable to meet his eye. “My private life is none of your concern. I think you’d better go.”
He moved forward, grasping her by the arm, digging in his fingers. “You don’t fit into a hick place like this. You’re a city girl. Come to your senses.”
She wrenched her arm away. “Piss off, Craig. Get out.”
He strode to the door, turning as he opened it. “You belong with me, Sarah.” With that he disappeared into the night.
She sank into her chair, exhausted. What a fiasco. How was she ever going to get rid of the mongrel? She’d have to make some sort of plan before she saw him again. He slipped from her mind then as more immediate troubles resurfaced.
Harry—Harry, where are you, darling?
* * *
By midmorning she’d had enough. Sitting around was doing nothing for her morale. She got dressed, went downtown and entered the Department of Natural Resource building.
The receptionist greeted her with a smile. “Can I help you, Doctor?”
“Would Steve Maguire be in?”
“He’s in his office. I’ll give him a call to say you’re here to see him. It’s second on the left down the hallway.”
Sarah braced herself before tapping on the door, entering when the familiar voice called out, “Come in.”
Steve leapt to his feet, his face lighting up. “Sarah. Golly, it’s good to see you. You gave us a bloody awful scare. How are you?”
She felt her spirits lift, touched by his concern. “Immensely glad it’s all over.”
“I bet. Everyone was on tenterhooks waiting for news. Mary…” His voice trailed off, blushing.
She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t tell me you’ve noticed Mary at last.”
He gave a cough. “She was pretty distraught when they thought you were dead, so I went over to see her and—you know—things kind of happened.”
Sarah suppressed a little stab of jealousy. At least someone was happy. “She’s a great girl. I hope you’re coming over with her to my place tonight.”
“You bet. Now what can I do for you?”
She leant forward, carefully phrasing her words. “I was wondering if you know where Harry is. I’m only asking because she went off before I could thank her properly. I want to give her a little gift for all she did for me.” Damn, that sounds lame. “You know she was one of the people who found me.”
His eyes widened. “No, I didn’t. I haven’t heard much, only the SES got you out.” He scratched the side of his nose. “I wonder why Harry went up there.”
“Maybe she thought she could help. She didn’t say,” she said in a flat, neutral voice. That sounds more pathetic.
He looked sceptical. “I guess.”
This is getting difficult. “Do you know where she’s gone?”
“She gave me a call yesterday afternoon to ask me to keep an eye on her house. She didn’t say for how long—just sounded real upset.”
“Did she say why she went?”
“I presumed something had happened to someone in her family.”
“Have you their address so I can send something to her?”
“Harry’s never talked about her family. She did mention she had a sister once, but it was only in passing and she didn’t elaborate.”
“She’s not from around here then?”
He shook his head.
Sarah sank back in the chair. So Harry had a sister. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask Steve for Harry’s mobile phone number, then she caught the puzzled look in his eye. She’d have to get it somewhere else. She stood up. “Thanks. It looks like I’ll have to wait until she comes back to give my present to her. See you tonight.”
The street was buzzing with cars when she emerged from the building. What to do next? Harry was becoming more of a mystery, and it was looking as if she and Sarah had more in common than their liking of the same things. Harry could be running away from a past life too. She limped over to her car and headed for home. There were a few missed calls on her message bank, mostly people enquiring how she was and one from Mary saying she’d be over with Steve at six thirty and another from her mother. She toyed with returning her mother’s call—she’d obviously heard about the drama, judging from the message—but she decided to put it off till later, knowing what her mother’s reaction would be. She didn’t want to cope with her recriminations yet.
Settling in front of her laptop, she hit the Internet button. When the home page popped up, she Googled in “register for veterinarian surgeons, Qld,” pushed “enter,” then typed in “Harriett Roberts.” It came up blank. She repeated it with every state in Australia. Still nothing. She rocked back in her chair, thinking. So Harry was registered under a different name; things were getting more confusing by the minute. She tried different scenarios, “Harriett” alone, then “Roberts,” nothing again. There was only one possible place the certificate of her credentials might be other than her home. She clicked the off button, went back to her car and headed for the outskirts of town.
The sky was a hazy blue, soft at the edges from smoke, when Sarah picked her way over the line of oblong brown pavers leading to the door of the veterinary clinic. It looked to be a relatively new building, small, neat, the muted colouring of the outside walls blending in with the trees surrounding it. Inside the foyer a desk and a line of chairs faced a wall-mounted TV. An old man was sitting in the corner, hunched over, nursing a miniature poodle. It pricked its ears when it saw her, gave a growl and then flopped down into the lap. She scanned the room before approaching the receptionist at the desk. There were two still-life prints on the wall and a collection of leaflets in an open wire basket, but no certificates hanging.
The girl at the desk was hardly out of her teens, pretty, with a ready smile. “Hello, Doctor, can I help you?”
“I’m a friend of Harry’s. She promised me a look around her clinic. I know she’s away at the moment, but this is the only day I have free and I’m most interested in seeing her surgery setup. I’m a surgeon myself.” She saw her hesitating, so she flashed the girl a bright smile. “If it’s no imposition, that is. I don’t want to interrupt your work.”
The smile did the trick. “Ben’s spaying a cat inside. I’ll see if you can have a look. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
A minute later she poked her head around the corner, gesturing with her fingers. “Come on in.”
The air inside was thick with the smell of antiseptic. The room seemed larger than it actually was—the operating table was in the middle with a mobile light above near a glass cupboard full instruments. An autoclave in the corner was surrounded by nifty little cupboards and shelving, making every use of available space. A young man looked up and nodded. “I’m Ben. Have a look round. I’m almost finished.”
“I’m Sarah. This place is set up well.”
“Yeah. Easy to operate in.”
She peered at the anaesthetised cat, feigning interest. It looked like a stuffed child’s toy, limp and raggedy from too much handling. “Have you been here long?”
“Six months. Harry took me on after I graduated. The practice is busy, so she needed an extra pair of hands.”
Sarah searched the walls. There was no certificate. “Mind if I have a look at your consulting rooms?”
“Go ahead. I’ll clean up here, check the dog outside and we’ll have a cuppa. The animal pens are out the back if you’re interested.”
Sarah wandered into the first room, pushing away the guilty feeling she shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be prying. It was obviously Ben’s, for paperwork littered the desk. Only a painting on the wall. The next room was more spacious, the desk clear, with two sturdy oak cupboards standing against the wall. The object she was looking for was not hanging anywhere.
She cocked her ear, listening. The receptionist was talking to someone in the waiting room; in the operating room she heard the clang of instruments. She hurried round the desk, seeing three drawers. The first and second held office gear, the third, papers. She searched through them quickly and felt a framed object. Bingo! She scanned the name at the top of the certificate—Harriett Isabelle Roberts Payne. After stuffing it back, she sauntered down to the back to look at the pens.
Over the cup of coffee Ben had offered, she gained no more information about Harry’s whereabouts, though, after piling on charm, she did come away with the precious iPhone number. Back home, she dialled it, only to hear a recorded voice say, “This service has been turned off.” Crap!
She looked at her computer longingly. Should she or shouldn’t she? She’d done the unthinkable, invaded Harry’s privacy. What she was considering doing now would only compound matters further.
Her curiosity got the better of her in the end. She turned on the laptop and typed in the name Harriett Isabelle Roberts Payne. Then it morphed on the screen, black and white, all the details, the whole sordid history. It was insane what technology could do, reducing a life story into a composite of articles and summaries. As she read through them, she began to realize the enormity of what she was reading and of what she had done by prying. She had opened Pandora’s box. Harry would never forgive her if she ever found out. She slammed the computer shut, closing her eyes, and willed the room to swallow her up.



Chapter Thirteen
Mary and Steve arrived on the dot of six thirty, hand in hand. Thankful they were coming tonight, Sarah was composed and ready, her red eyes the only clue she was upset. She’d prepared one of her specialties, balsamic beef with sweet potatoes, green beans and cobs of corn, a dish which was always popular with guests. She opened a bottle of chardonnay, pouring a glass for herself and Mary before handing Steve a beer. “I’m so glad you came over tonight. I was sick of my own company.”
Mary took her hand. “How are you feeling?”
Sarah shrugged. “Getting over it gradually. It’ll take a while. My ankle’s on the mend, which is a relief. I’m starting work again tomorrow. That will keep my mind off things.”
“Do you want to tell us what happened up there? No pressure—sometimes it helps to talk about things.”
“I guess. But let’s have a couple of drinks first then tell you over the dinner. What’s been happening since I’ve been away?”
They talked gossip for a while, and Sarah found it easier to tell her story over the meal. Good food and civility took the edge off the harsh memories. When she had finished, Mary looked appalled and Steve miserable. “It’s something I won’t be forgetting,” murmured Sarah, feeling much of the weight had been lifted off her shoulders. Telling friends put things into a different perspective. She knew she shouldn’t dwell on what happened, only be grateful she survived.
Mary’s eyes were soft with sympathy. “I’m sorry.”
Steve reached over and pressed her hand. “You’re like one of those heroines in the movies.”
“I didn’t feel like one. I know I never want to see another dingo again or a mine shaft. Have you ever been up in those ranges, Steve?”
“Once, with Harry. Not down in the gorges, though. We went up to find a stud bull which had strayed into a neighbour’s property. It’s wild country all right.”
“Actually Harry brought me back down on the quad bike. The scenery was spectacular. I could enjoy it then. Do you know Kevin?”
He nodded. “He’s a great bloke.”
“Yes, he is, and Jake’s a sweetie. I’m going to have to go out and visit them one day and meet Kevin’s wife.” She smiled. “She makes great corn meat and pickle sandwiches.”
“I still can’t get over Harry going to look for you,” said Mary.
Sarah felt a warm glow spread over her face. “She was at the Jenkins’s place last weekend and we spent some time together. We got on famously. She turned out to be a darn good mountain climber, so she probably thought she could help. Anyway, I’m so glad she did. She, Kevin and Jake saved me from another night in that awful place.”
“She’s been a great friend to me. She’s one of those people who helps everyone,” said Steve.
Sarah wondered if Harry was aware Steve worshipped the ground she walked on. “How long has she been here?”
“About five or six years. A bit before my time. I’ve only been here two.” He gave a grin. “She’d make a great mate for you to knock around with, Sarah. You’re about her age and she needs someone who won’t take any nonsense from her, ’cause she can be a bit bossy sometimes.”
Sarah swallowed, lost for words, pleased when they moved onto another topic. They talked into the night, and by the time they left she felt she was truly back in the land of sanity, ready to put it behind her. As they walked out the door, Sarah thought what a handsome couple they made.
* * *
Starting work again felt good. So normal and safe. Henry was sitting up in bed when she entered, beard trimmed, wispy hair plastered down with too much oil. When he smiled, his teeth looked like a yellow fence with half the pickets missing.
“My name’s Doctor Phillips, Henry. I am the one who cut off your leg. How do you feel?”
She pulled back the sheet, bending over to unwind the bandage off the stump.
“Pretty good, Doc.” His eyes were saucers. “Bluey wasn’t fuckin’ kidding when he said you were a fuckin’ good-looker. Lucky bastard, I was out to it the whole time.”
She gave a spontaneous laugh. “Bluey hadn’t seen a woman for a long time.” She studied the end of the leg, surprised it was healing so well. The skin was a healthy pink, the suture line neat with no puckering. She read the chart—no temperature, vital signs normal. This old codger was a tough bird. “Any pain?”
“Not much. Only fuckin’ thing is, there’s pain in the leg that I ain’t got.”
“That’s common, it’s called phantom pain. Your brain tries to trick you, sending out messages the leg’s still there. I’ll give you something for it and have the nurses apply hot and cold packs to the stump, which will help too. The sensation should pass as time goes on.”
Henry whistled. “You don’t say. I thought I was going barmy.”
“I’ll leave the dressing off. The nurse will be along shortly to dress it. Do you have somewhere to go when you get out of hospital?”
“Bluey and me were going to try our luck up north.”
She patted his hand. “Then I’ll keep you in for a few more days. You’ll have to get to a bigger place to get an artificial limb fitted. You boys got a car?”
“An old jeep.”
“Good. I’ll give you a referral letter before you go. You’ll be walking in no time.”
After rounds she headed to the surgery, looking forward to resting her foot. It was improving every day. With luck she’d be able to get into the operating theatre next week when the ENT ops started. The day was busy, which suited Sarah—no time to think. She was packing up to go home when the receptionist rang. “Would you mind seeing another patient? His wife says it’s urgent. She was very upset.”
She sighed. All she wanted to do was get home to a hot bath. “Send him in.”
A tall, thin man appeared and sat down. She studied him—the poor man looked like a lost soul. Her eyes strayed down the chart. It was thin—this man rarely sought medical advice. He was on no medication, aged sixty-three. “What can I do for you, Mr. Brown?”
His eyes became wary. He seemed agitated. “My wife made me come. I haven’t been feeling well.”
“What’s the problem?”
His finger and thumb ran across his eyes, trailing down his nose. “Can’t sleep mainly. Bit of indigestion and headaches.”
Sarah attached the blood pressure machine cuff. His BP was elevated, way above normal limits. “Any chest pain?”
“Not to speak of.”
With her stethoscope, she examined his chest and heart. Both were normal.
“Everything fine at home?”
“Very dry.”
“You have a cattle property?”
He nodded, though he didn’t elaborate.
“Any other problems? Bladder okay, bowels fine?”
He nodded.
“Your blood pressure is far too high. I’m going to start you on a tablet. I’ll ring the chemist to stay open until you arrive to make up the prescription. Take two immediately, then one every morning. Go home and rest and I want you to come back and see me on Monday.”
“Not too much chance of having a rest.” The voice was bitter.
When he shuffled off out the door, Sarah sat for a moment. A thought in the back of her mind itched. Perhaps she should have given this consultation more time, not been so keen to go home. Then she dismissed it—he was coming back Monday after all.
* * *
The rest of her convalescence passed without incident, her weekend filled with well-wishing visitors who didn’t give her much time to dwell on her personal life. Harry hadn’t returned. She had no idea if she ever would. Loneliness became a hair shirt she wore to bed every night, agony she had to endure before sleep claimed her.
The first ENT operations began Monday morning. The anaesthetist, Glen Byron, had been appointed for the six-week duration along with the surgeon. Sarah liked him immediately. He was nearly a local, having grown up down the highway at the bigger regional town of Burragong. He was a brash man in his late thirties with a wicked sense of humour. John had arranged for her to take three mornings off a week from her practice to assist in theatre, so the more complicated operations were scheduled for those days. She hadn’t seen Craig since the night he’d turned up at her home, which was a relief. From the hospital grapevine, it appeared many women staff members had succumbed to his charm and good looks.
The operations went smoothly, Craig seemingly resigned to the fact she didn’t want contact with him outside of office hours. They were cordial to each other and professional in theatre. Sarah was enjoying the challenge; Craig was an exceptional surgeon and she could not help but admire his skill. Glen and she had developed a rapport, a steady banter bouncing between them and adding to the excitement as they operated.
During the next Monday’s operations, Craig seemed distant and remote, frowning and surly when Glen made some outrageous joke. When the last patient was wheeled out, they stripped off their gloves and gowns, the men entering the change room first as was their usual routine, while Sarah helped the theatre sister to clean up. When everyone was gone, Sarah went inside and slipped off her scrubs. She was about to put on her work clothes when she heard the door close behind her. She knew who it was from his aftershave. Standing there clad only in her underwear, she felt vulnerable and alone. She didn’t turn round, saying in a low, steady voice, “Get out, Craig.”
“Why, so you can invite that bastard Glen in with you?”
Anger fizzed under her polite demeanour. “I said, get out.”
This time his voice had an air of cruelty. “You want to fuck him, don’t you?”
She struggled for composure, conscious of how dangerous he sounded. “Glen and I are just friendly workmates. You know that. Let me get dressed now and we can talk like civilized people outside.”
Then his hands were on her shoulders, his breath on her neck. “Come on, you know you want it.”
Her gut constricted. “Take a grip of yourself. Think where you are and what you’re doing.”
His hands were on her breasts now, massaging the nipples, pressing his body against hers. Then one hand plunged between her thighs. She tried to think. Christ, if she didn’t do something fast she was in real danger of being raped. “If you don’t let me go, I’ll scream.”
“You wouldn’t dare. Think what a scandal it’ll cause.” The words grated straight into her eardrum.
“Try me.”
He loosened his grip a little. “Come off it. You’d never do anything to make a scene. You’re always Miss-Fucking-Perfect.”
“So, this isn’t about sex at all, is it?” The words came out like gravel.
He stepped back, hands falling off her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“This is about hurting me for rejecting you.”
“Bullshit.”
“Isn’t it? Look at you. You’ve got it all, good looks, charm, yet you persist in chasing a woman who makes it quite clear she can’t stand you touching her.”
His voice became ragged. “And why is that, Sarah? What’s wrong with me?”
Past caring now, she spat out the words. They had to finish this farce. She wanted her life back. “For a start, you’re an egotistical bastard who has as much empathy for people as a tabloid journalist.”
“Ever looked at yourself in the mirror?”
She turned and sat on the bench, looking up at him. “Yes, I did, Craig. I had a good hard look and didn’t particularly like what I saw. That’s why I came out here.”
His shoulders slumped and he took a seat beside her. “And have you found what you’re looking for?”
Her eyes misted over. “I have. I hope I didn’t stuff it up.”
He sat in silent thought for a moment, his jaw working. “I won’t annoy you anymore. That’s a promise. I can’t say we’ll ever be friends, you’ve hurt me too much for forgiveness. You have to take some responsibility for what’s happened. You should never have accepted my proposal of marriage. But we’ll go through the motions of working together for the term of my contract. Then I’ll be going back to Melbourne where I belong.”
When he left, Sarah drew in a deep breath, letting it sizzle out between her teeth. He’d been close to raping her, but underneath she felt some compassion for him. He was right. Some of the responsibly did lie with her. Then euphoria took the place of guilt. She was free of him at long last.
* * *
It was midafternoon Friday when it happened. Sarah was at her desk ready for her next patient when she got the call. Julia Malouf, the director of nursing, sounded breathless, “Sarah, I’ve received an urgent call from the police. They want you to go down immediately to the Department of Natural Resource building. There’s a man in there with a gun, and his wife told them he was one of your patients.”
“Did they say who it was?”
“Percy Brown.”
“I’m on my way.”
She was out the door and running to the car park when she placed him. Mr. Brown, the cattleman with the high blood pressure, the one she’d dismissed too readily because she wanted to go home. He was supposed to come back the following Monday and she hadn’t left herself a note to follow it up. He hadn’t come back and she’d forgotten about it. Oh God. Two police cars were parked outside the building, a policeman standing in the middle of the street directing traffic away from the area. When he recognized her, he waved her through. A sergeant dashed over as she got out of the car, taking her arm, hustling her off to the side lane.
“Percy Brown’s in there with a shotgun, threatening to shoot everyone in the building. His wife said you were treating him.” He looked like he wanted to be sick.
She tipped her head in acknowledgment. “He is a patient of mine. His blood pressure was extremely high, so I started him on medication. He was supposed to see me again the following Monday, but he never turned up.”
“Did he show any signs of stress?”
Sarah chewed her lip. “Some, though I attributed it to the blood pressure. He didn’t say much. Those patients are hard to read. Do you know him well?”
His voice became gruff. “He’s a good friend of mine. The poor beggar is going through a bad time with drought. He’s lost a lot of cattle already for it’s only a hard block at the best of times.”
“Didn’t he get some rain the other day?”
“None. The storms were only patchy. It’s always the same this time of year. You have to be lucky to be under them.”
“How many people inside?”
“Four. Two rangers, the stock inspector and the desk girl.”
Sarah went cold. Steve was in there. “Let me go in. He might talk to me.”
The sergeant’s face went blank. “No. It’s a police matter. I wanted to know what he was taking, and if there’s a shooting you’ll have to be here to help them. We’re ready to go in.”
Sarah clutched his arm in desperation. “Please, let me try first. I’ve had training in psychology. A friend of mine’s inside.”
He looked undecided. “You’d be putting your own life at risk.”
“I’m willing.”
She could see him wavering, then he snapped upright. “You’ve got fifteen minutes, after that we’re going in. I’m only agreeing because I know Percy. Normally he wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’s a good bloke.”
He signalled to the three other police to step away before rapping on the door. “Dan here, Percy. I got Doctor Phillips outside. She wants to have a talk with you. Can she come in?”
“Tell her to bugger off.”
“I’m coming in, Mr. Brown,” said Sarah, quickly pushing the door open and walking in. She sized up the situation. Four hostages were sitting with their backs to the side wall, hands on their heads. Percy was standing, feet apart, leaning on the front desk, pointing the shotgun directly at her. She stopped, took a deep breath, then began talking slow and softly. “Hi, Mr. Brown. May I call you Percy?”
He frowned. “I guess.” He flicked the gun toward the hostages. “Stand over there so I can see everyone. It’ll only take one shot to get the bloody lot of you that way.”
The receptionist began to cry. Sarah murmured, “Why don’t you let her go, Percy? She’s only a kid. Have you got children?”
“Three.”
“So what about it? I’m here to take her place.”
Fingers of his free hand drummed on the desk. He tossed his head. “Get out then and shut the door behind you or I’ll pull the trigger.”
The girl rose, edged to the door, opened it and disappeared, slamming it behind her.
Sarah gave a small shake of her head when she saw Steve lean forward. He sank back again. “Thanks, Percy. That was kind of you. What’s your wife’s name?”
“Why the hell do you want to know?” He looked wary.
“I don’t think she wants you to shoot anyone. Do you want to?”
“Bloody oath I do!” He was angry, spitting out the words.
“Why?”
“That mongrel wouldn’t give me a permit to let my cattle use the stock route.” He waved the gun at Steve, who went grey.
She turned to Steve. “What’s he mean?”
“The stock routes are the strips of land beside the roads. Because there haven’t been any cattle on them, they usually have a body of grass. People use them in times of drought. They’re called ‘the long paddocks’ in these parts. They’re state-owned so I have to issue a permit.”
“I think under the circumstances you could arrange one, couldn’t you?”
He nodded, without saying a word.
“Why didn’t he give me one in the first place?”
Sarah gave Percy a sympathetic smile. “He’s only young. You know what these government blokes are like—all red tape and no compassion. All the rules are made in the city and by people who haven’t a clue what going on in these places.”
“Too right.”
“So what about it, Percy? Sergeant Dan says you’re a good man. You don’t really want to use that gun, do you?”
He squared his shoulders. “If I have to.”
She looked down at the three men on the ground. They were all young. Too young to die. She would at least have some chance of talking her way out of it. “I tell you what. I’ll make a bargain with you. Let them go and I’ll be your hostage for…How long will it take to get the permit and move the cattle, Steve?” Steve raised three fingers. “I’ll be your hostage for three days. I’ll drive you wherever you want to go. Steve will get the permit and the three of them will start your cattle on the road. Your wife can organize the details. Once they’re there, you can let me go. I won’t press charges.” She looked at them. “Is it a deal, guys?”
They nodded.
She turned back to Percy, holding eye contact. “The police will be coming through the door any minute. You’ve got the offer. What do you say?”
He slid his eyes away. “How do I know they’ll keep their end of the bargain?”
“They’d better or I’m a cooked goose.”
His fingers drummed their tattoo on the desk again, then he moved suddenly, putting the bore of the barrel under her chin. “Right, let’s go. Move to the back. My truck’s out there.” He looked down at men. “See you in three days. Stay for five minutes or I’ll blow her head off.”
They edged down the passageway, Sarah praying neither of them would trip. When they opened the back door, there was a policeman standing there. His eyes widened when he saw them. Percy snarled, “I’ll shoot her if you move. Get on the ground.”
As he dropped, Percy lowered the gun, dragging her to a vehicle parked nearby. He opened the driver’s door, pushing her in. “You drive. The keys are in it.” He ran round quickly, leapt into the passenger seat and laid the gun on his lap, its barrel pointing at Sarah.
She turned the key, and the engine sprang to life. “Which way?”
“Turn right next street. It’ll take us straight out of town.”
Both were silent as they sped over the bitumen. Half an hour out, he pointed to a gravel road at a T-junction. She turned the vehicle in, negotiating a maze of twists and turns down side roads until a tiny house on a clay pan came into view. Sarah was taken aback by the emptiness of the landscape; it was depressing. Percy gave a chuckle. “They’ll never find us here.”
She staggered out, stiff from ride—it had taken them over an hour and a half. The house had a little porch tacked on the front, not much bigger than a cupboard. The inside was one room, a kitchen, a table with three chairs and two wire stretchers along the side of the one wall.
Only then did Sarah speak. “You won’t need the gun. I’ve given you my word. I’ll stay for three days.”
He eyed her morosely. “I think you mean that. Anyone who did what you did would keep their promise. Anyhow, the gun’s not much frigging use. It ain’t loaded.”
She felt her eyes widen in surprise—and anger. “For heaven’s sake, then what was that fiasco all about?”
He shook his head. “I wanted the police to shoot me. I didn’t have the guts to do it myself.”
She banged the table. “Then why didn’t you just run into the police station waving the damn thing.”
“I wanted those government pricks to suffer like I’ve been doing.” He put his face in his hands and began to weep.
Sarah moved to his side, putting her arms around him, pulling him close. “There, there. It couldn’t be that hopeless.”
She rocked him gently. “I’ll get something to eat and then you can tell me all about it. We do have food, don’t we?”
“There are some things in the back of the ute. There should be old stuff left in the cupboard. It was my mate’s mustering camp. He’d dead now and his son uses helicopters to bring in the cattle so it’s just been left to rot.”
“You get the supplies from the ute. I’ll see what’s here.” She stood up, watching him shuffle out the door, sympathy washing through her. He was simply a tortured soul crying out for help. She should have seen through his facade when he came for the appointment.
There were some basic nonperishable supplies in the cupboard, and Percy came back with milk, bread and potatoes.
“Ain’t much I’m afraid.”
“We won’t starve. There’re some cans of stew, baked beans and other odds and ends. Plenty of tea.” She busied herself in the kitchen, finding an old Primus for heating the food. The tap gave a gurgle when turned on, hissing twice before a small stream of water escaped. Now that the churning in her stomach had vanished, she found she was starving. When dinner was cooked, she filled the plates. “Let’s eat, then you can tell me all about it.”
They ate in silence, Percy periodically casting a look in her direction with a puzzled expression. When his plate was empty, he said, “Why did you come, Doc?”
“Please, call me Sarah.”
“Well, Sarah?”
Pushing aside her dish, she gave him a thoughtful look. “There are a few reasons. First and foremost, I should have recognised you needed help when you came to see me. Your wife stressed how serious it was. I made a mistake and it nearly cost lives.”
He squirmed in his seat. “You can’t take any blame.”
She shook her head ruefully. “But I do. It’s what my professional oath’s all about. If I don’t respect that, nothing means anything.”
“And the other reasons?”
“I probably was the only one there with any sort of training in this sort of situation.” She leaned forward. “But most of all, Steve is my mate. I had to help him, had to try. Besides, he is also very dear to two of my best friends and I doubt if they’d have forgiven me too readily if I hadn’t had a go.”
He sat still, silent.
She looked at him sadly. “They were only young people, Percy. You’ve got kids; you should have known better.”
He gulped, looking as if he was about to throw up. “I know. I was a selfish bastard. I was only thinking of what I was going through.”
“And do you have faith they will keep the promise to look after your cattle?”
“Yes. Even after what I’ve done, they wouldn’t let me down. A bush community like this looks after its people. It’s the way of things out here.” Fresh tears trickled down his cheek. “They’re my friends and I had to bloody well do this to them. I don’t deserve any help but I know they won’t let Maggie down. And they know I have you.”
“Will they find us here? They’d have to be pulling out all stops to find me.”
Percy shook his head. “Not likely. Most people don’t even know this place exists. It’s an ideal place to hide out. The bush is bloody big out in these parts and this place is well off the beaten track. If they do find us it’ll take ’em more than three days. The truck’s hidden amongst a clump of trees so they won’t be able to see it from the air.”
Sarah took his hand and pressed into the knuckles. “Tell me all about how you ended up here.”
“It’s the drought. It gets you and wrings out every morsel of hope and pride until you’re just a fucking limp rag, good for nothing. You don’t know what it’s like to watch your cattle perish.” He gave an irritated wave of the hand. “It’s not the money side of it—that’s stressful enough, but watching something you love die becomes too hard to bear.”
She didn’t interrupt, letting him talk about his land, the hard times, his wife, Maggie, his children and his grandchildren until he was spent. “I think we’d better go to bed now. We’re both exhausted. Tomorrow we’ll talk some more. I’ll tell you my story if you like.”
As she lay on the wire bed, she thought about Percy. Yes, he had opened up, the first step in the healing process, though only about his immediate problems. If he was to confront his demons, she’d have to dig deeper. Gaining absolution went beyond mere banal words. She had to get him out of his comfort zone, for she saw in his eyes that there was a deeper, underlying problem.
* * *
The sun was well up when she woke, feeling surprisingly refreshed. I must be getting immune to danger. The episode of the shotgun didn’t stop me sleeping.
Percy was busy in the kitchen, the smell of baked beans wafting in the air. As they ate in a companionable silence, relishing the simple meal, Sarah studied him. He looked better this morning. The haunted look in his eyes had diminished, and the skin on his face was more pinkish, not so grey. Over tea he looked at her expectantly, “Okay, what about you?”
She leaned back in the chair, lacing her fingers behind her head. “I was born in Melbourne, went to school, attended uni and worked there. I’ve never been anywhere else much except when I came up here, which makes me very insular, I guess. My parents are upper middle class, so I never had to struggle. My father’s an accountant for a big firm, spoilt my brother and me rotten, but my mother’s something again. Ambitious for us and strict as hell. I was a surgeon for the last six years.”
“Why did you come to a small outback town? That’s a bit odd.”
She closed her eyes for a moment before continuing. “I looked at myself one day and didn’t particularly like what I saw. It’s not that I was a bad person, but somewhere along the line I’d lost the capacity to connect with people. Can you understand?”
“Of course I can. I’m doing some of the same right now.”
“I guess we all have to look hard at ourselves occasionally.”
“And have you found what you’re looking for here?”
She laughed. “I’ve had more excitement in this short time than I had in my whole life. Now what shall we do today?”
“I’ll take you for a drive around this morning. Not far. It’s very pretty down the creek.”
“By the way, are you taking those blood pressure tablets?”
“Yep. Got them in my pocket.”
“Good.”
The day passed pleasantly, Percy good company now he knew something was being done about his cattle. Occasionally, though, she noticed his eyes cloud over and his mouth droop. In the afternoon they found a pack of cards to keep them occupied. When she deemed he had sufficiently come out of his deepest part of his depression, she decided to broach the subject of communication. Their families would be getting desperate by now.
“Do you think we should ring Maggie to tell her we’re all right? I’ve got an iPhone.”
He looked at her guiltily. “I’ve been worrying about that too. There’s no way we can contact anyone. There’s no phone reception here and I left my two-way in the cattle truck. I’ve got to have another day for the cattle, ’cause it’s probably off to jail for me when I get back.”
As she prepared the night meal, Percy searched the house, soon sidling up to her with a grin. “Look what I’ve found, a bottle of brandy, three-quarters full. Wanna have a few nips?”
“Too right. This doctor orders it. We’ve got more to talk about, so we’ll have it after dinner.”
Though Sarah was seldom influenced by her surroundings, she knew the small house was an ideal setting for an intimate talk, no distractions, away from the world. They sipped the brandy, talking about their relationships. She told him about her failed engagement to Craig, he discussed his daughters’ marriages. She noticed he shied away talking about his son, only mentioning him in passing. Seeing him relaxing, she decided it now was time to dig.
“How do you and Maggie get on?”
He sat stiff-backed, twirling his glass. “She’s a great wife. Always has been, even though she’s had a tough life with me.”
“That wasn’t what I meant. I mean in your sexual relationship.”
Dismay flittered across his face. “That’s a personal question.”
“I know. It’s essential for your frame of mind in hard times, though.”
He looked straight ahead, miserable. “I can’t do it anymore. That part hasn’t worked for a few years.”
“Does it upset Maggie?”
“I guess.”
“Have you ever seen a doctor about it?”
A shake of the head.
She took his hand. “It’s quite common in a man of your age. There’s a lot that can be done to help you. When we get back, I’ll give you a referral to a doctor who specializes in those problems. You go and see him.”
He nodded his head. “It’d be good if I could get it sorted out.”
She leant forward. “There’s something else wrong, isn’t there. It’s about your son.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Does he come home often?”
“Never.”
“Why not?”
“Because I told him to get out and never come back.” He took a gulp of the brandy, not meeting her eye.
Seeing him react like this mystified her, wondering what the boy had done. Drugs? Violence perhaps?
She toyed with her glass, took a mouthful of brandy and made her decision. Fully curing his depression was beyond her capacity here, but if he was to have any chance of getting better, he was going to have to face his deepest demons. There wasn’t any medication to hand out, but a sympathetic ear would be a help.
“I’ll make a bargain with you. You tell me what your son did, and I’ll share my problem with you. Remember, though, what we say in this room remains here. Maggie’s not even to know. Is it a bargain?”
He regarded her thoughtfully. She could see him wavering, then he put out his hand to shake hers. “It’s a deal,” he said firmly, “though I can’t imagine you having any great shattering secret.”
“Why not?”
“Look at you. You’re beautiful and successful. The world’s at your feet.”
She blew a long breath through her teeth. “We’ve all got our secrets. Do you want me to go first?”
He hunched into the chair. “Okay.”
She sucked in a gulp of air and began. “I told you about my broken engagement a year ago. I had a few relationships before Craig as well, but I could never get any of them to work. I knew it was my fault; the passion was never there. As soon as I arrived in Arrow Creek I met someone. Bang, that was it. I’ve never experienced anything like the attraction before. I’ve—I’ve fallen in love.”
A puzzled expression flitted across his face. “What’s wrong with that? It sounds bloody good to me. Love comes to everyone eventually.”
“Ah, Percy, there lies the problem.”
“So he’s married.”
“No.”
“Too old, too young?”
“Neither.”
“What else can it be?”
“I’ve fallen in love with a woman.”
“Hell.”
“Hell all right. I honestly don’t know what to do. Do you think a gay relationship would be accepted in a place like this? They’re so—so behind the times, if you know what I mean.”
He gave a bitter laugh. “And you’re asking me. That’s my problem with Brian, my son. He came home one day and told us he was gay. So I ordered him to get out and never come back. That’s most of Maggie’s and my troubles. She’s never forgiven me.”
They stared at each other. “Let’s have some more brandy,” said Sarah. “Maybe we should drink the whole bottle. Here, fill me up again.”
Percy took another gulp. “Your girlfriend pretty?”
“Hell yes. Beautiful.”
“Do I know her?”
“You old bugger. You’re not getting that out of me.”
“Have another drink. I’ll have her name by the end of the night.”
“Watcha going to do about your son, old fella?”
“Watcha reckon I should do?”
“Crawl on your belly begging his forgiveness. I mean seriously crawl, like from here to town. You prepared to do that?”
“Hell yeah.”
“Any more grog?”
“A nip each.”
“Fill it up. I’m going to have a hangover in the morning. You going to have one?”
“Hell yeah.”



Chapter Fourteen
Outside, birds were singing, chirping their heads off. Sarah groaned—they were too damn loud. She checked her watch. It was past nine o’clock. What was it with this place? She was either crying all the time or drinking too much. Percy was padding round the kitchen, humming. God, he has a good constitution.
“So you’ve surfaced, have you? How are you feeling?”
“Bloody awful. Are you always this good in the morning?”
He gave a smirk. “Get up and have a cup of tea and some baked beans. You’ll feel better after there’s something in your belly.”
She crawled out of bed, bleary-eyed and feeling squeamish. “I don’t know as I feel like eating, but I guess it’ll do me good. What’ll we do today?”
“I was thinking we might go home. I need to see Maggie and ring Brian. We could sneak round the back way to avoid everyone.” He gave her a pleading look. “Do you think you could wait it out there to give me one night with her before they take me in?”
She slipped an arm around his shoulder. “Of course. Tomorrow I’ll go and see the sergeant and have a talk with him. I said I wouldn’t press charges and I meant it. Don’t worry too much—I’m going to have a go at getting you out of it.”
“Do you think you can?”
“I’m a doctor, aren’t I? Severe depression and anxiety can make people do strange things. Seriously, how are you feeling now?”
“You have no idea. I feel as if a whole bloody house has been lifted off me.” His eyes misted over. “You’re a great person, Sarah. Never sell yourself short.”
“That means a lot to me to hear you say that. And you’re not a bad old codger yourself. There’s one thing you must do though. You’ve got to apologize to those young people from the DNR.”
He nodded. “I intend to.”
“Right, then let’s go. I’m dying for a bath.”
He looked at her slyly. “You do something for me. Tell that girl of yours she’s one hell of a lucky woman.”
She laughed. “I’m working on it.”
The trip to the property seemed to take forever as they drove one back road after another, sometimes navigating only tracks through the scrub. Eventually they passed a dam and breasted a rise to see a house in the distance. A long breath sighed out from Percy. There was only one vehicle in the yard and not a police car in sight. As they drove down the hill, a woman appeared through the door, shading her eyes, peering in their direction, then began to hurry to the front gate. The wheels of the truck were still turning when Percy leapt out, hurried to the house and swept her in his arms. When Sarah got out of the vehicle, Percy’s wife approached her warily.
“It’s so good to meet you at last, Maggie,” she said smiling, giving her a hug.
Maggie looked at her husband and began crying. Sarah patted her shoulder. “It’s all right, dear, everything’s just fine now.” Maggie took her hand, leading her through the door.
When they sat down at the kitchen table, Maggie handed them a mug of tea and sipped from her own. “I think I’ve aged ten years these past two days. It was horrible. The police were here all day yesterday driving around and I had so many phone calls I nearly went mad.”
Percy looked at his wife sadly. “I’m sorry, love. I wasn’t in my right mind.”
She looked at him keenly, “Are you truly better now?”
“On the way, thanks to Sarah. She brought me to my senses. I’m going to try to be the husband you’ve always wanted me to be.” He leant forward to squeeze her hand. “Will you give me another go?”
“Oh, darling, of course I will. You’re my life.”
“And?” said Sarah.
He gave a grin. “And I’d better ring Brian to tell him to come home.”
Maggie began crying again.
“Did the boys get the cattle on the road?”
She wiped her eyes, smiling. “Ten men turned up that afternoon and they had them out in no time. Steve ran round like a man possessed, giving orders left, right and centre.” She looked across at Sarah. “I’m afraid the whole affair made the national news. ‘Doctor Taken Hostage’ was the headline.”
“Damn,” said Sarah crossly. “Now my mother will be carrying on. She was bad enough when I rang her after the mine drama.” She stood up. “I’ll leave you two to talk. The only thing I want right now is a long hot bath and a sleep.”
She woke at six and wandered down to the lounge to see Maggie putting down the phone.
“Who was that?” said Percy.
“Harry. She’s been ringing all the time for news.”
Sarah felt the blush rise to her cheeks and her heart gave a lurch. Harry was back. She looked over at Percy. He was staring at her, then he smiled and gave a wink. “You want to sneak into town for a while. There’s an old jeep in the shed. The keys are in it.”
“Yes, please,” she said, already halfway to the door. “I’ll see you later on tonight.”
“I’ll leave the front door open,” he called out.
It was after dark when she arrived outside of Harry’s home. She knew the way like the back of her hand—she’d driven past it often enough in the last two weeks. It was a pretty weatherboard house, set in bushland not far from the vet clinic. Thankfully the light was on inside. After pushing her curls into some sort of order, she walked up the winding path, hesitating a moment before tapping on the front door. It seemed forever before she heard footsteps and the latch click. Then light shone out and there was her love, standing in the doorway staring at her.
“Hello, Harry,” she whispered.
The door slammed shut and she was engulfed in arms and hugged until she could barely breathe. “Sarah, oh honey.” At once soft lips met hers, moving hard, sucking the flesh, then a tongue forced its way into her mouth, sliding and licking urgently. She closed her eyes, grasping Harry’s buttocks, pulling her close, grinding her pelvis into hers. Then they pulled apart, panting, eyeing each other.
“Damn, Harry. Where’ve you been? I was worried sick. Why’d you run off like that without giving me a chance to explain? Why didn’t you trust me?”
“What about you? Always trying to save the bloody world. You never think about people who care about you.”
Sarah stroked her cheek, not wanting to argue. “I missed you more than I could stand. I’ve been so miserable. Let’s not fight. Kiss me again.”
As she raised her head, a female voice came from inside the house. “Who’s at the door?”
“Just one of my customers,” Harry yelled back. “I won’t be too long.”
A wave of jealousy flushed through Sarah, right down to the tips of her toes. She stiffened, stepping back. “Have you got a woman in there? Was I just a quick shag for you?”
“No—No. It’s not like that, she’s only a visitor.”
“Well, introduce me then.”
Harry shuffled her feet, looking sick. “I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Trust me, I can’t.”
Sarah backed further away, looking at her sadly. “I should walk away, but I won’t. I can’t. I haven’t any pride left when it comes to you. I don’t care if you’ve got a harem in there, I just know I can’t bear it when you’re not with me. You’re so far under my skin it hurts.” She reached forward and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s go over there in the trees where it’s dark.”
She led the way into the night landscape where there was no light, no one near, then pulled Harry’s mouth down to meet hers again. They went slower this time, exploring carefully, sensually. They stripped each other, laid their clothes on the ground and spread themselves over them. Sarah gasped as naked flesh pressed against her. Cradling Harry’s breasts in her hands, she suckled, teasing her nipples with her teeth, pressing her knee up into the groin. Harry moved, sliding on top of her, licking and kissing her breast, moving over her belly before nudging between her legs, kissing and sucking the soft flesh there, then licking over her clitoris in long steady strokes. Sarah moaned, pushing herself onto the tongue until she was almost sobbing with excitement.
“I need to touch you too, Harry. We’re doing this together.”
“God yes, touch me.”
Sarah slid down to Harry’s feet, sucking and nibbling her toes, sliding them in and out of her mouth. She worked her way to her inner thighs, licking her way up from both knees but stopping before the soft cleft. “Roll over, darling.” Low moans erupted when she pounded her sex into the smooth flesh of Harry’s bottom until it was slick and wet. She pushed Harry over again, dipping her head between her legs, sucking, nibbling and licking. As she felt moisture seeping out, she spread over Harry, forcing her pelvis onto hers. Her fingers slipped in, stroking quickly, and she felt Harry’s do the same. They moved in unison, faster, urgent, then pressing down hard, pounding and bracing themselves for orgasm. Oh my God. They arched together as they slid over the edge, their orgasms ripping through in an explosion of pleasure, their hands remaining where they were until they had fully subsided.
They began again, not saying a word, bringing themselves back to orgasm with their fingers sliding inside, then did it again, tickling and slow this time.
Eventually they lay back exhausted, staring at the sky. Harry rolled over on her side to look at Sarah, propping herself with her elbow. She trailed a finger down over a breast and down her stomach. “You’re incredible.”
Sarah turned her head to look at her. “You’re not so bad yourself. Do you want to tell me why you ran away?”
Harry shook her head.
Sarah took her hand. “I’m the faithful type, Harry. I’ve never felt anything for anybody like I feel for you. I should have told you that up in the mountains. I thought it was too soon, but what’s that mean? You either know or you don’t.”
“I can’t explain why I went. Emotion comes hard for me. I can’t take betrayal.”
“Then why did you come back so soon?”
“Because you were in trouble. I couldn’t get you out of my mind.”
“I’m going to say something to you. I don’t expect you to say it in return. I love you, darling. It’s as simple as that. I’ve never said it to anyone before and probably never will again. I realized when you went away I couldn’t be happy without you. You’ve got my heart, so be careful with it. It’s easily broken.”
A whisper escaped from Harry. “You don’t know what you’re saying, Sarah. I don’t know if I deserve love like that. I—I’ve been damaged in the past. You might not like what you hear.”
She hoisted up on her elbow until they were face to face. “Dear god, Harry. Give me a bit of credit. I’m not a teenager. Everyone’s got issues. I’ve just spent the last two days with a man who stuck a shotgun under my chin, for Christ sake. A good bloke who was so emotionally mixed up he wanted to kill himself. I worked it through with him and he came out the other side. He’s a friend now. There’s nothing in your past we can’t work out together. That’s what love means.”
“Why did you go in there when you didn’t have to?”
“Because he came to me at the clinic two weeks before and I didn’t pick it up. Then Steve was one of the hostages. He’s a friend. I also thought you wouldn’t forgive me if I didn’t try.”
“God, you’re so melodramatic sometimes and talk such crap. I’m more likely not to forgive you for going in.”
She gave a laugh. “My girlfriend’s back again, telling me off. Steve told me you were bossy.”
“Did he now? What else did he say?”
“That you and I should knock around together because we’re the same age and you need pulling into line occasionally.”
They started to giggle. “If he only knew,” said Harry.
Sarah got up. “I’d better get going. I’m not officially in town yet. Percy gave me the jeep so I could sneak in. I hope they’re not up when I get back ’cause they’ll wonder why my clothes are so rumpled. Maggie’s bringing us in tomorrow morning. You better be getting back too or that bimbo you’ve got stashed in your house will be wondering where you are.”
“She’ll have to put up with it.”
“Tell her she’s lucky I didn’t come in and hit her over the head with a baseball bat. I’m the jealous type.”



Chapter Fifteen
Maggie gave Percy a peck on the cheek. “I’ll wait outside for you, dear.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll look after him,” said Sarah as she pushed open the door of the police station. Percy followed, dressed in his best suit, looking stiff and brittle as a dried reed. The receptionist showed her into the sergeant’s office, leaving Percy slumped in a chair in the waiting room. She had asked to see him first to give her account as a medical officer, conscious she’d have to be persuasive if Percy wasn’t to be charged.
Dan waved her to a seat, studying her. “Are you all right? He hurt you?”
She shook her head. “He was a gentleman. I was never worried he’d do anything to me.”
“What’s your official stance as a doctor?”
“My honest opinion, medically speaking, it was a case of temporary insanity, and I’m willing to testify to it in court. He was deeply depressed, suicidal, in fact. The gun wasn’t even loaded.”
“What? Then why did he do it?”
She looked at him sadly. “He wanted you to shoot him. He didn’t have the nerve to do it himself.”
“He had a strange way of going about it. Those young people need to have trauma counselling.”
“I don’t want to press charges for myself. All I saw was a lost soul crying out for help. It’s up to you how far it’s taken.”
He scratched his chin. “It was in a public place, which complicates things. How is he now?”
“Much better. We talked about it together, and he’s in a better place now. I expect him to eventually make a full recovery. I’ve prescribed antidepressants and his blood pressure is under control. Plus his wife’s very supportive.” She leaned forward. “Look, you can charge him, but what will it achieve? He needs to be out looking after his livelihood and his family. He will remain under my care until I’m satisfied he’s no danger to himself or anyone else. When it rains, he’ll be a different man. You know what drought does to these poor people. He’s been through purgatory.”
“Okay, Sarah. I’ll take into account what you’ve said. I’d like to thank you for your help. It was a gutsy thing to do. You averted a tragedy and you deserve a medal. I’ll send one of the boys over to take your statement later on. Tell the old bastard to come in on your way out.”
She gave Percy a pat on the shoulder as she left the police station. “Best of luck.”
Maggie dropped her off at her car, which was still parked in the main street, and she headed home. She rang John to say she’d be in to start work that afternoon, ignoring his protests and assuring him she wasn’t at all traumatised. The time with Harry the previous evening was the best tonic she could possibly have had. She was whistling when she went over to the surgery at two o’clock. Her personal life had definitely taken a turn for the better.
* * *
Two days later Sarah was fed up with being in the limelight. She wasn’t getting any time to herself. There was even a call from a disc jockey from a radio station, wanting to interview her on air. After she’d finished telling him what she thought of the idea, he didn’t call back.
It didn’t help that the people she would have agreed to talk to weren’t available. Steve had to keep tailing the cattle on the road and couldn’t get away. Mary rang to say she was on the road with Steve to give support and would see her when she got to town. As for Harry, she had rung while Sarah was at work, leaving a message she’d catch up in a few days. Sarah seethed—that bloody woman obviously was still there in her house. Being in love wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. It was turning her into a jealous bitch.
Following a long day at work Thursday, she had her feet up watching the news when the phone rang. After the one from her mother a short while earlier, she was tempted not to answer. She checked the number first before picking up the phone.
“It’s John. Can you come straight over to the theatre to do an emergency operation? The kid’s in a bad way—from the look of her I’d say her appendix is ready to burst if it hasn’t already done so. Glen’s giving her the anaesthetic now.”
“I’ll be there in a sec.” After putting her shoes back on, she ran out the door.
Panting by the time she reached the corridor leading to the operating theatre, she barely noticed the two women waiting against the wall outside the swinging doors. Once inside she went straight to the basins to scrub up, donned a gown and mask and slid her hands into gloves. A small girl was lying anaesthetised on the table. John, there to assist, had already washed and draped the abdomen. Glen was sitting at the head of the bed, fiddling with the anaesthetic machine. He nodded in welcome. She quickly took the scalpel, sliced through the layers of the abdominal wall and entered the peritoneum. The appendix was swollen, a nasty colour, but still intact.
“Just in time,” she muttered, carefully tying it off and cauterizing the stump. “Another hour or so and the darn thing would have burst. Everything else looks okay, so I’ll suture up.”
When she’d finished, she took off the gown, snapped off the gloves and threw them in the basket. “I’ll help clean up,” said John. “You talk to the mother. She’s waiting outside.”
“Will do. See you all tomorrow.”
She walked outside, clearing her throat in surprise when she recognized who was leaning against the wall. A woman in a nearby chair, somewhere in her mid-thirties, looked up and stood. She looked distraught, red-eyed from weeping. “Is she all right, Doctor?”
Sarah patted her hand. “She’s fine now, so don’t worry. We got it out in time. It was her appendix. Are you her mother?”
She nodded. “Sophie Wells.”
“She’ll be up and running in no time, Sophie.” Sarah walked over to the other woman, rubbed her hand up and down her arm, giving a soft smile. “Hi, Harry.”
“Hello, Sarah.”
“You two know each other?” said Sophie.
“Pretty well,” said Sarah, brushing some lint off Harry’s coat shoulder.
Automatically, Harry pushed one of Sarah’s wayward curls back into place. Both were unaware Sophie was staring at them.
“What about you two coming down with me to the dining room to have a cup of something? They’ll be bringing your daughter back to the ward shortly so you can stay with her for a while,” said Sarah.
“That would be great.”
“Call me Sarah, please.”
Once they were seated with their coffees, Sarah studied Sophie. So this was the mysterious woman she was so jealous of. Harry hadn’t said another word, though Sarah knew she was watching her examine her friend. Something was familiar about the woman. The high cheekbones, the line of the jaw, the full lips. Then it hit her. She looked something like Harry—actually, a lot like her—except for the fair hair. Her features were sharper, though, not so pliable, and there was a haughty look about her. This must be her sister. Harry’s eyes caught hers, saw she’d twigged.
She smiled wider at Sophie. “What’s your daughter’s name?”
“Isabelle. She’ll be four next month.”
“What a pretty name. Where are you from?” Sarah said casually, catching Harry’s frown out of the corner of her eye.
“North Shore, Sydney. We came…”
“Isabelle should be back in the ward by now,” interrupted Harry.
Sarah reached over, stroking Harry’s knuckle with a fingertip. “The nurses will still be getting her settled, so we should give them a bit longer. How long are you here for, Sophie?”
“That will depend on when Isabelle is able to travel. Harry was down for a holiday but came back because she was worried about a friend. I decided to come with her—we seldom ever see her.” She glanced down at the finger still stroking Harry’s, and Sarah calmly pulled it away.
The door opened and Mary entered. She saw Sarah and rushed forward to embrace her. “We were so worried about you. Steve was nearly off his head.”
She chuckled. “I’m fine. Never felt better.”
“Did he hurt you?”
“God no, Percy’s a good man. We got on famously. He was suffering deep depression. We worked through things together. He’s totally ashamed for what he did.”
Mary eyed her closely. “Well, you look great, blooming, in fact. You must be getting used to drama. Steve and I will come over tomorrow night for a drink if that’s okay.”
“Great. I want to have a talk with him about what happened. How’s he been?”
“He doesn’t say much about it. Still a bit shocked, I guess.”
“Then it’s time I sat down with him.”
Sophie leant forward, eyes fixed intently on Sarah. “You’ve been in some sort of trouble?”
“She was taken hostage. Nobody knew where she was for days,” said Mary. “She’s becoming a regular heroine around here.” She turned to the side. “Hi, Harry. What are you doing here? You don’t usually haunt the hospital.”
“Sophie’s staying with me. Her daughter just came out the operating room.”
Mary nodded. “The appendix case. She’s back in the ward and doing well. Would you like to spend the night with her, Sophie? There’s a spare bed beside her, and the nurse can rustle up some sandwiches. I’ll finish my coffee and take you down.”
“I would appreciate it if I could. I’d like to be there when she wakes up.” She cast an enquiring glance at Harry. “Is that all right with you?”
Sarah fiddled with her cup, then interjected, “Harry can come home with me and have something to eat. I haven’t had dinner yet.”
Harry curled her hands, studying her fingernails. “Isabelle needs you to be with her, Sophie, so I’ll go with Sarah. Her place is over the road, close if you need me.”
When they left, Sarah arched an eyebrow. “Wanna fool around?”
“Bloody oath, but remember: You promised to feed me first.”
* * *
As they lay in bed, Sarah gazed at Harry’s face. She was so damn beautiful, her flawless skin made even more exotic by the jet-black hair framing it. Their lovemaking was only getting better and better. The intensity of her orgasm tonight literally had taken her breath away, making her powerless to stop the scream it wrenched out of her.
“What?” said Harry.
Sarah murmured, “I thought you were asleep. How did you know I was looking at you?”
“I just knew. It’s strange, there’s such a strong connection between us I can sometimes sense what you’re doing. Is this what they mean by soul mates do you think?”
“I’ve never thought about it before, but—oh, I don’t know how to describe it adequately—when you’re not close, I feel like part of me is missing.”
“Me too.”
“When did you first feel attracted to me? I was sure you didn’t like me when we met.”
Harry laughed. “You’re kidding me. As soon as I saw you standing there at the airport with your gorgeous red hair flicking around like a fireball and dressed up as if it was a stroll down the main street of Melbourne with those ridiculously high heels, I was smitten. And there was me, dirty as hell, with the same daggy work clothes I’d had on for two days. It was the crappiest moment of my life. Then when you smiled, God, I couldn’t stop looking at those little dimples in your cheeks.”
Sarah ran her finger over the full lips. “I thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Spectacular, actually.”
“After the accident was the worst. When you fell on top of me and climbed all over me trying to get out, I swear I nearly came there and then. I couldn’t even look at you when we got out I was so humiliated.”
“I was too. I nearly kissed you, you know.”
“I was wishing you would. Then every time I saw you, you’d touch me. It sent me mad. You’re a toucher and my family are always so damn reserved. Never show your emotions, that’s their motto.”
“It’s how I express myself. Mine always kiss. So what about the party? You didn’t look at me all night except to dance, then you turned your back on me. So I drank myself silly.”
Harry gave a groan. “I looked at you all right. I thought you were straight, though sometimes I could see something in your eyes. You stared at me a lot too, which got my hopes up, but I told myself it was wishful thinking. Then I saw you in that bloody dress. You looked fantastic. Mind-blowing. I was nearly off my head with jealousy when all those guys crowded round you. I could have killed Steve and he’s one of my best mates.”
“I only encouraged him because he was safe. I was trying to make you jealous.”
“Really?”
“Of course. Then I had to go and throw up in front of you. That’s got to be the biggest turnoff in history. God, I was so mortified.”
Harry laughed. “I knew I was beyond redemption when I thought you were cute spewing your guts out in the gutter.”
“But you ran away when that dickhead Craig kissed me. Even after the night in the tent.”
“God, Sarah, he’s one of the handsomest men I’ve ever seen. Even though my sexual orientations aren’t that way, I can still appreciate beauty when I see it. I didn’t think I had a hope of competing.”
Sarah touched her lightly on the tip of her nose. “You’ve got a lot to learn, pet. Sure, beauty attracts initially—it gets the hormones stimulated, it’s how Mother Nature makes species procreate—but it’s what’s underneath that keeps you interested. Sex without liking can kill your spirit. I should know—been there, done that.”
Harry took her hand and kissed it. “So, when did you realize you were gay? Have you ever been with another woman?”
“I think I’ve always known it in a way. I could never make any relationship work with a man. They never turned me on, although I tried. Sex became something to endure to get an orgasm, a release for tension. I got engaged because it was expected of me, but in the end I couldn’t stand him touching me so a year ago I broke it off. To answer your other question, no, I’ve never kissed another woman. Any tendencies there I ignored.”
“Why?”
“Because of my mother. I didn’t have the courage to tell her, her so perfect daughter thought she was a lesbian. Besides, I’d never met anyone worth going through that agony.”
“But you’re such a good lover.”
She sniggered. “Some things come naturally, you know, and I’m a doctor, remember. And I…”
“You what?”
“I snuck on the Internet and had a look.”
A laugh exploded beside her. “I hope you kept a record of the sites. I’d better have a look to brush up my techniques.”
“Aw, Harry, you wanna kill me? You’re doing just fine, take it from me. Now your turn. When did you know?”
“I’ve always known. I had a serious relationship when I was twenty. It lasted three years. I’ll tell you about it one day, but not now, please. It wasn’t pleasant and I haven’t committed myself to anyone again.”
“You’ve never had sex since? You’re kidding me.”
“I didn’t say I’ve never had sex. In fact, I went at it like a rabbit for a while after we broke up. I said I never had a relationship. One-night stands mostly, a couple of times maybe, but that’s all. After a while, having sex for the sake of it with strangers started making me feel dirty.”
Sarah looked at her curiously. “How long before me has it been since you’ve slept with anyone?”
“About two years. When I came out here, I’d go away every so often to gay bars to pick someone up. Then my practice got busier, I made friends, I was happy. Eventually it wasn’t worth the effort.”
“What, no lesbians in Arrow Creek?”
Harry laughed. “Oh, there’s some here all right. I can pick them. They hide—this place isn’t exactly up with the times. The young gays go to the city as soon as they’re old enough. Besides, I’ve made a life for myself here, and I didn’t want to stuff it up.”
“This is going to be difficult for us, isn’t it?” She put her arms round Harry, pulling her in tight.
“I guess.”
“We’ll just have to think it through, make a plan. I’m not going to give you up, darling.”
“I’m not losing you either, don’t worry, but let’s put it in the too-hard basket for a while and go on like we are. Nobody needs to know. We’re adults; it’s our own business.”
Sarah looked at her dubiously. “It’s all right for you to say that. You’re the ice maiden, always so composed. Me—I wear my heart on my sleeve.”
“You’ll have to stop touching me in public. You’re always doing it.”
A groan escaped from Sarah. “I know. I can’t keep my bloody hands off you.”
“Come on, sweetie, let’s get some sleep. I’ll have to get out of here early so nobody sees me leave.”
“The alarm’s set for five thirty.” Sarah rolled over and mumbled into the pillow. “Oh, pet? I forgot to mention: we’ve got a big problem coming up.”
“What?”
“My mother’s coming next week.”
“The dragon lady. Why did you take so long to tell me that choice bit of news?”
“I’m doing it now.”
“Well, I’m not going to meet her.”
“Oh yes, you are.”
“Sarah, you’re not actually thinking of telling her about us? She’ll kill me.”
“It’s too soon for that. But I want you to meet her, to pave the way so to speak.”
“We’ll see. Go to sleep.”
“And Harry?”
“What now?”
“Your sister’s good-looking.”
“You keep away from her. I mean it. She’ll eat you alive. Now for heaven’s sake, go to sleep.”
* * *
The beeping alarm had a mind of its own, refusing to be ignored. Sarah grunted, dug Harry in the ribs and floated a hand over to jam it off.
A muffled groan echoed. “I heard it. You don’t have to poke me. You getting up?”
“Only to go to the loo, then I’m going back for an hour.” She disappeared into the bathroom, returning to see Harry stretching her naked body on top of the sheets. God help me she’s hot. Graceful like a panther, silky and sleek. I gotta touch.
She launched herself on to the bed. “It’s still dark outside.” Her lips grabbed a nipple, her hands moving incessantly over the body, exploring, stroking, tickling, then sliding sensually between Harry’s legs.
She leapt off the bed. “Gotta go to the loo. Keep that thought.” Then she was back, arching over Sarah, sucking her bottom lip into her mouth. She let it go, eyes glowing. “You want slow?”
“We got time. I know a few more moves. It’ll take some athleticism, though. You up to it?”
“Try me.”
Half an hour later they fell back on the bed, panting. Harry gave a moan. “I don’t want to get up now, I’m totally stuffed.”
“Me too. Damn that was good. My period’s due next week, so it’ll curb us a bit. When’s yours?”
“Next week too. You get PMS?”
“Not much. You?”
“No.”
“Good, we’re in sync with that too. We’ll manage.” She grinned at Harry. “Something less vigorous.”
“It better be. If we keep this up, we’ll be dead in a week.”
Sarah heaved herself off the bed. “Come on. Stay for breakfast and I’ll cook some scrambled eggs. You’ve got a legitimate excuse for being with me, since you wanted to be near the hospital in case you were needed. We’ll have to think of a way of being discreet in the future.”
“Right-oh. I’ll pop in and see Sophie and Isabelle when I leave, then I’d better get back to the clinic. There’s so much stuff piled up it’ll take me weeks to get on top of it.” She gave a sigh. “I won’t be able to see you a lot until they leave.”
“I know. We’ll work something out. I’ll give you my phone number. I’ve got yours.”
After Harry went, Sarah potted round for an hour before heading over to the hospital for morning rounds. She left Isabelle until last, hoping to have a chat with her mother. The girl was asleep when she entered. Sophie was sitting in the chair beside her bed, looking bleary-eyed.
“How’s our little girl today?”
Sophie gave a twist of a smile. “She was awake earlier. They gave her something for pain and she drifted off again.”
Sarah perched on the side of the bed, spreading apart the child’s pyjamas and examining her abdomen. No swelling. She listened to her heart and chest before replacing the clothes.
She smiled at Sophie. “She’s doing well. How are you feeling?”
“A little tired. I might go home shortly to freshen up and come back later.”
“Do you want me to give Harry a ring?”
“No thanks. She’s coming back shortly.” She leant forward, eyes hooded. “You and Harry seem friendly.”
Sarah nodded, wary now. Something about the tone of the words set off alarms bells. They were clipped, as if to show her disapproval. “We’re good friends.”
Sophie raised her eyebrows. “Just friends? You must think I was born yesterday.”
Sarah walked to the door, firmly shut it, then turned to face Sophie. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“What do you think? My sister comes down to Sydney devastated, though she won’t tell us why. Then she rushes back because she’s worried about someone. No name again. Then the other night someone comes to the door, she disappears for a couple of hours, arrives back looking like she’s won lotto. No explanation. You can’t keep your hands off each other at the hospital and then I hear you’ve been missing. Next thing she turns up here in the morning wearing the same clothes she had on the night before. You don’t have to be Einstein to work it out.”
“And does it bother you?”
“The fact my sister has hooked up seriously with a hick doctor in some godforsaken place in the middle of nowhere? Yes, actually, it does.”
Sarah’s expression tightened. “I should tell you to mind your own business, but I think we should talk about what the real problem is here.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I would have thought your sister’s happiness was the most important issue. Harry’s happy, you can see it surely. The fact I’m a ‘hick’ doctor, as you put it, shouldn’t come into the equation.”
“It does. It’s about time Harry thought about who her family is.” The words were spat out.
Sarah tried to stay calm, reasonable, though inside anger boiled. “Why is that, Sophie?”
“Don’t you know who she is?”
“She’ll tell me when she’s ready.”
A curl of the lip. “You don’t know she’s wealthy? That’s hard to believe.”
Sarah gave a start of surprise. When she’d investigated the name on the Internet there was only the sordid story, nothing about the financial status of the family. That put a different slant on things—the bloody sister thought she was after Harry’s money. “So you think I’m a gold digger? That’s rather insulting.”
“What am I to think? We’ve been through this before with her.”
“You don’t think someone could love Harry for herself?” Sarah let the anger flow now, grating it out. “Have you ever bothered to take a good look at your sister? She’s beautiful, intelligent, compassionate and damn good at her job. Why would you presume I need money when you don’t even know me? For your information, I don’t, and what’s more, I can’t tolerate snobbery. If Harry and I decide to commit to a relationship it will be as partners on an equal footing. But get this straight. I love her and you’ll have to answer to me if she’s hurt.”
As she wheeled toward the door, it opened and Harry stood there, looking from one to the other. She went white, distress clouding on her face. Sarah, livid, walked up and faced her. “My mother will look like Mother Teresa after this bitch,” she snarled, then she brushed past and walked out the door.



Chapter Sixteen
All morning Sarah fumed. How dare that woman treat her like that? No wonder Harry didn’t want them to meet—she was some piece of work. Sophie wasn’t the sister, though, who was mentioned in the articles. I’ll have to go on the Internet again tonight and see who the family are, how many damn siblings she has and how bloody rich they are. 
Her mobile buzzed, signalling the arrival of a text message while she was listening to a patient describing her haemorrhoids. Sarah sympathized with her, the analogy striking her—it sounded like her fight this morning: a giant pain in the butt. She waited until the woman waddled out before clicking open the message. It was from Harry. Gotta see you. She texted back. 1 o’clock my place. Only got hour. Don’t be late. 
She hurried through her consultations, impatiently seeing the last patient out the door. She walked home, refining her plan for Sophie. Only one thing would work, she decided. I’m going to have to become my mother. 
Harry was waiting at her doorway, tapping her foot. When she saw Sarah approach, she gave her a strained look, then stepped aside in silence, waiting to follow her in.
Once inside, Sarah eyed her up and down deliberately. “Sit down and I’ll make us a sandwich.”
The corners of Harry’s mouth turned down. “You’re still mad.”
“Yes, I am.”
“What did she say to you? I’ve never seen you so cranky.”
Sarah narrowed her eyes. “That’s between me and her.”
Harry wriggled in the chair. “You’re not going to tell me.”
“No.” The word dripped as an icicle.
“I warned you not to talk to her.”
“Yes, you did. Why’s that, Harry?”
Harry’s eyes slid away. “I—I know what she’s like.”
“Then tell me. I’d like to know.”
“You don’t want to get on her wrong side. If she doesn’t like you, she’ll give you a tongue lashing you’ll never forget.”
“And have you ever been on her wrong side?”
Harry flinched. “Yes. She wants to protect me, that’s all.”
Sarah rocked back in her chair, studying her. Given what she’d read about Harry’s past, she couldn’t totally blame Sophie for trying to protect her. They had that in common at least. But the way she denigrated her instead of being supportive, that was bordering on bullying. Trying to shield her didn’t mean she had the right to interfere in Harry’s happiness. Nor was there any excuse for downright rudeness. The woman was a proper shit. She’d obviously been born with a silver spoon and thought she was entitled to walk over people. Well, she was going to find out she’d met her match with her. And she’d better stop treating Harry as if she didn’t have a brain in her head. Harry was only naive, a goodhearted person who took people at face value. Not worldly at all when it came to personal relationships.
Sarah felt compassion flush through her, her anger vanishing. If Sarah had thought she’d loved Harry before, it was nothing like she felt now. If anyone hurt Harry again, she’d kill them. Her voice gentled. “You don’t know what she’s like at all, my love. Now eat up.”
“You’re not angry with me anymore?” Harry’s expression was apology enough.
To answer, Sarah walked round the table and cuddled into her lap. They sat there rocking gently, Harry’s arms clasped tightly round her with Sarah’s head nestled under her chin. “Not too heavy?” said Sarah after a while.
“Legs are getting a bit numb. You’re not super thin.”
Sarah laughed. “Okay, that was a turnoff.”
Harry gave her a squeeze. “Just right for me, though. I like a woman with curves.”
“None of that talk or I’ll be whipping you up to my bed again. Now sit at the table and have your lunch, because I’ve got something to say to you.”
“Uh, uh. That doesn’t sound too good.”
Sarah stared down at her cup, choosing her words carefully. “It’s time we discussed what each of us expects of the other. We’re both professional women who are successful in our own right. What I want for us is to be equals in every decision we make, down to financial arrangements. I’m not saying we’re not going to argue—because we are, we’re both strong-willed as hell—so we’ll have to work on that. I expect fidelity too, by the way. As I told you, I’m the jealous type.”
“Christ, Sarah, you can get intense. There’s no sit back and enjoy it with you, is there? Sometimes you’ve got to go with the flow.”
“That’s me. A pigeonhole for everything. So what do you expect?”
Harry looked at her thoughtfully. “I’m simpler. I want you to keep on loving me and I expect you to never break my trust, never to be deceitful. As for fidelity—I get jealous too.”
Sarah looked at her watch. “I’d better get back soon.”
“When can I see you again? Stuff Sophie. I’m not waiting till she’s gone. She’ll have to put up with it.”
“I was going to talk to you about that. Mary and Steve are coming over tonight, so I’m committed. I’m coming over to your place for dinner tomorrow night, though.”
Harry gulped. “You’re kidding me. You can’t do that.”
“Oh yes, I can. Sophie and I have some unfinished business to attend to.”
“She’ll eat you alive.”
Sarah’s jaw set in a stubborn line. “Never underestimate me, pet. Your sister is going to find out she can’t walk all over me. I’ll be there at six thirty. Now give me a kiss and we’d better go.”
* * *
Sarah put the leg of lamb in the oven, preparing the vegetables before sitting down at the computer. When the home page flashed on, she typed in the Google box, “Roberts Payne.” There were numerous sites, so she hit the first. When it popped up, she began reading. Members of the family were the main shareholders in Payne Pharmaceuticals, a Sydney-based company that had branches worldwide. The father, James Roberts Payne, was the CEO of the company, while the children, one boy and three girls, held shares in their own right. The estimated wealth of the family was over a billion. Harry was indeed a wealthy woman.
She then searched for Sophia Wells. Thirty-seven years old, corporate lawyer, married to Martin Wells, orthopaedic specialist, lived in North Shore, Sydney. Sarah sat thinking. Formidable wasn’t the word for it. One thing, though: she’d done a stint of surgery with Martin Wells. He’d spent six months at the Royal teaching advanced techniques in hip replacements. It was something. Her mind picked over possibilities to develop her plan of attack before she turned off the laptop and went back to cooking.
Mary and Steve arrived carrying two bottles of wine. Once they were settled in the lounge, she poured the drinks and relaxed. It was so good to see them. As she told them her story with Percy, Steve perched on the chair, obviously trying to relax. He seemed uptight, reluctant to discuss what had happened in the DNR building. She eyed him thoughtfully—he had some symptoms of post-traumatic stress. He seemed jumpy and distressed. She leaned forward, taking his hand. “How have you been, Steve?”
He shrugged. “Not up to my usual self.”
“Sleeping well?”
“Not particularly. Been having bad nightmares. They’re starting to get me down. I get nauseated when I look at food and I sweat more than usual.”
Sarah cast a look at Mary, who gave a small shake of her head. “Want to talk about it?”
He rubbed his nose with a finger. “I know I should, but gee, Sarah, all I can see is him pushing you down the back with the bloody shotgun under your chin.”
“You blame yourself?”
“I should have protected you.”
Sarah took another sip of wine, eyeing him intently. “What about before I came in?”
“I was scared, yes, but that was different. I know Percy well. I didn’t really think he was going to hurt us.”
“And you thought he was going to hurt me? Why, if you didn’t think he was so dangerous before?”
He sat upright in the chair. “Because.”
“Because why?”
“Because you’re a woman, you’re my friend, you went in there to save me and I was so damn weak I just sat there and let him take you away. Harry went up in the mountains to search for you, but I couldn’t get off the bloody floor two metres away.” He began to shake, then sobbed.
When Mary started to get up, Sarah shook her head. She let him go for a few minutes until he settled down, then she handed him a tissue. “I indicated to you in there not to get up, Steve. It would have been worse if you had. You realized it, didn’t you?”
He nodded.
She took his hand. “I went in there for a few reasons. Yes, it was because you were there and the others. Mainly it was because I’ve had training in psychology, possibly the only one outside who has. He came to see me the week before and I didn’t pick up how depressed he was. I take some responsibility for what happened, so you’re not the only one who feels guilty. Nobody can possibly blame you.”
“Harry does.”
Sarah gave a start. “Harry? What did she say to you?”
He hung his head. “She didn’t exactly say anything, just glared at me when she saw me on the road with the cattle. You know the look she gets when she’s totally disgusted with you. She hasn’t bothered to come near me since.”
Sarah gave a small laugh. “I do know why she hasn’t been to see you. She’s got her sister staying with her, who’s a pain in the neck. I had a bit of a run-in with her myself. That’s what’s probably put her in a bad mood.”
Steve looked brighter. “You think so?”
“I’m sure of it. I want you to make an appointment on Monday to see me. If you’re feeling no better, I’ll give you some tablets to take. A deal?”
“Yes, though I feel better already.”
“Come on, let’s have some dinner.” She made a mental note to tell Harry to get over and see Steve as soon as possible. She didn’t seem to have any idea how much the boy worshipped her.
Mary squeezed her arm as they made their way to the table. “Thanks.”
Sarah patted her hand. “He’s on the right track now. He’ll need all the support you can give.”
* * *
The dinner date at Harry’s came too quickly. Sarah was on edge all afternoon, having second thoughts about the whole affair. Did she have the fortitude to carry on like her mother? She’d seen her in action enough times to know exactly how to act the part. Preparation was the key. After soaking in the bath, she took from her wardrobe the dress she planned to wear, laying it on the bed. It was a Marc Jacobs off-the-shoulder white dress which cost a fortune and looked it. The simple line was exquisite, having that rare quality of not making her look overdressed at any gathering. She applied her makeup carefully, pinned back her curls so the hair twirled round her ears, then, for the final touch, added a single strand of pearls. She looked in the full-length mirror. God, I look good. I’m ready to go to war. At the door she put on her Christian Louboutin high heels and walked to the car, on the way to her assignment: buying the most expensive chardonnay the hotel had to offer.
The glow from the light on the porch looked welcoming as she made her way to the front door. It was only a few seconds after ringing the bell the door opened and Harry stood framed in the hallway. Dressed in a tailored black suit with a low-cut red blouse underneath, she looked so sexy Sarah wanted to whip her off to the bedroom there and then.
Harry stared at her. “Bloody hell, you look fabulous.”
Sarah gave her a peck on the cheek. “Stop drooling, pet,” she said, passing the bottle over as she swept into the lounge.
Sophie was seated in the lounge, a wineglass in her hand. She looked visibly shaken as she eyed the dress. Sarah nodded curtly, taking a seat opposite, crossing one shapely leg over the other, the split up the side of her dress falling apart and exposing her thigh. Harry appeared with two glasses, handing one to her and nervously taking a seat on the chair facing the two of them.
“Thanks, sweetheart,” she said, raising an eyebrow at Sophie. “I see you started without me.” It was Mother’s favourite put-down—the implied suggestion of alcoholism if you can’t wait for guests.
Sophie reddened. “It was a long day.”
“Ah, of course.” She put on Mother’s best face, raising her head slightly, lips pressed together with a hint of scepticism. “Do you work, Sophie? I mean when you’re not on holidays?” Another Mother. Implying you’re more often on holidays than working.
“Actually, I’m a corporate lawyer.” Sophie looked relieved; she was on familiar territory.
Sarah gave a bland look. “Oh. What firm?”
She took a sip of wine, looking at Sarah over her glass. “Crisfield and Hanson. It’s one of Sydney’s best. I was lucky enough to get a position there.”
“Are you a junior partner?”
Sophie pursed her lips. “I’m working on it. I can’t imagine you’ve heard of us?”
Sarah moved her haughty expression up a notch. The bitch is saying a hick like me wouldn’t have a clue. Thank God for Granddad. “I have actually. My grandfather, Sir Reginald Templeton, is a great friend of Byron Crisfield.”
A hiss escaped from Sophie. She opened her mouth, then closed it again.
Harry, who had been anxiously following the conversation, looked in confusion at Sarah. “Your grandfather comes from Sydney? I thought all your family was in Melbourne.”
Sarah reached over, rubbing Harry’s knee, leaving it linger there. “He’s my mother’s father, sweetheart. You’ll love him. I know he’s going to like you. I’ll ask him to take us out on his yacht. He’s a great sailor.”
She turned to Sophie. “Do you sail?”
“No.”
The haughty look went up again. Sarah was starting to feel the strain. “A pity. Granddad will call you a landlubber then. He likes people who love the sea.” She turned again to Harry, giving her a soft smile. “Would you like to go sailing? It’s fun.”
“It’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”
“Good, then we’ll do it one day.” She cast her eyes back at Sophie. “What does your husband do?”
“Martin is an orthopaedic specialist.” She spat it out.
Sarah twirled her glass, rubbing her finger over the stem. She unfurled her legs, then crossed them again, changing sides. Harry’s eyes dropped to the slash of white thigh. Sarah’s face tightened into Mother. “Your husband’s Martin Wells? Fancy that.”
Sophie raised her eyes in surprise. “You know him?”
“I worked with him for six months at the Royal Melbourne. I was actually his protégé for much of the time he was tutoring in the new method for hip replacements.”
Sophie looked startled. “You’re not Sarah Phillips?”
“But of course. Who did you think I was?” she said, running her eyes deliberately over her, then with an air of dismissal, smiled at Harry. “What about some dinner now, sweetheart? I’ll help you serve. Get your sister another drink while she’s waiting, no, maybe just leave the bottle.”
As soon as they entered the kitchen, Harry pulled her into a corner, whispering hoarsely, “What are you doing? You’re practically telling her we’re together.”
“Oh, she knows, never fear. It didn’t take the bitch long to work that one out. Come on, let’s get dinner. We’ll discuss it later.”
They sat down for the entree, Harry battling to keep a stream of conversation going. She gave up through the main course, joining the others in silence while they ate.
Sarah finished the last of the fish and sat back, wiping her lips with the napkin. “The dish was superb. Were you the cook, Harry?”
“Yep. I like cooking.”
Sarah focused on her sister. “What about you, Sophie?”
“I leave it to the help, my life’s too busy. I don’t suppose you have time either.”
Sarah gave her a calculating look. “My mother believes a woman is not complete unless she masters the culinary arts. I attended Le Cordon Bleu School in Melbourne at night for three years.”
“And who exactly is your mother?” She looked annoyed.
“Her professional name is Amelia Templeton.”
Sophia gasped, glancing quickly at Harry. “The concert pianist?”
Harry leant forward, staring at Sarah. “You didn’t tell me that.”
“There’s a lot we have to learn about each other yet, isn’t there?”
“Do you play?”
She laughed. “What do you think, with my mother a pianist? Of course. She wouldn’t let me not learn. Another accomplishment to notch up.”
Harry looked pleased. “I play the violin. I was in the orchestra when Amelia performed at the Opera House. It was a long time ago, when I was twenty.”
Sarah stared. What she’d said earlier was truer than she had realized. There was a lot she didn’t know about this woman. She never ceased to surprise her. “I don’t suppose you’ve got your violin here.”
“As matter of fact I have.” She grinned. “And a piano. I still make time to practice. They’re in the drawing room down the hallway. Wanna do a duet? We can have coffee there and I’ll do the dishes later.”
“God, yes.” She looked at Sophie. “Do you play an instrument?”
She shook her head.
“Ah, well. We can’t do everything, can we?” Sarah was tired of baiting her now. The woman looked thoroughly demoralised, so she said more kindly, “Come on in and we’ll put on a concert for you.”
Harry went to the cupboard and brought out some sheet music. She propped it up on the piano in front of Sarah. When Harry started playing, she closed her eyes, mesmerized. She was wonderful. The notes sobbed out, tantalizing the senses, pure and sensual. She began to play softly in harmony, accompaniment for the violin, letting the string instrument take the lead. They played into the night, moving through classical pieces and modern, finally ending with “Killing Me Softly with His Song,” Sarah singing the tune as she played. She ran her fingers over the keys before closing the lid. She looked at Harry, not saying any words—they’d be inadequate to express the poignancy of the moment.
Sophie walked over to Harry, kissed her on the cheek and nodded to Sarah. She looked upset. “I think it’s time for me to retire and leave you two to be together.”
When she left the room, Sarah looked into her lover’s eyes. “I’ll help you clean up, then I want to take you home. I’ll drive you back tomorrow.”
They were silent as they drove along through the sleeping town, Sarah gazing through the windscreen, thoughts tumbling through her head. She should be well pleased with the outcome of the night. She wasn’t, though. She had sunk to Sophie’s level and she didn’t like herself one bit for it. It wasn’t in her nature to destroy someone’s morale so utterly.
Harry’s voice echoed in the darkness. “Who did you become in there? It wasn’t you.”
A tear slid down. “No, sweetheart, it wasn’t. I became my mother.”
“And you expect me to meet her? You were bloody scary. Sophie was just an amateur in the bitch stakes tonight.”
“I’m not proud of myself, but…she’ll leave us alone now.” She put a hand on Harry’s knee. “I did it for you because you’re my life now.” She gave a small laugh. “Besides, she called me a country hick. There was no way I was going to take that.”
“Where’d you get that dress? It nearly blew my head off when I saw you at the door. You’re lucky I didn’t ravish you then and there.”
“I thought you’d like it. Wanna take it off me tonight?”
“I think I’ll let you do that, I don’t want to damage it ’cause I want to see you in it again.”
“There’s something else I want to talk about with you before I get sidetracked. You have to see Steve. He thinks you blame him for Percy taking me hostage.”
Harry looked puzzled. “Why does he think that? I didn’t say anything to him.”
“No, but you glared at him on the road and haven’t been to see him.”
“What hogwash. They were taking their time getting the cattle off the road, and I was in a hurry. Honestly, that guy acts like a moron sometimes.”
“He thinks the world of you. Be kind.”
“I’ll see him tomorrow.”
The houses in the street were settled in darkness when they drove into the garage. Before they went to the bedroom, Sarah sat down at the kitchen table, waving Harry to a seat.
“Do you want to know what Sophie accused me of in the ward, other than referring to me as hick from nowhere?”
Harry looked wary. “Obviously it involved us. You said she guessed we were together, so it’s something more, isn’t it?”
“She said I was after your money. It was grossly insulting and one of the reasons I was so pissed off with her.”
Blood drained from Harry’s face. “She did?”
“Will you discuss it with me? You must understand I’m comfortably well off, so I don’t need financial support. My parents live well, have plenty of assets, and my brother and I are their beneficiaries. Money doesn’t mean a lot to me so long as I can buy and do the things I want to. As I expect to work to contribute equally in our partnership, I feel I’ve got the right to ask you what she meant.”
Harry looked at her sadly. “Can’t we leave it be? I don’t want it to come between us.”
“Why would it ruin what we’ve got? We can live on our incomes very well, you’ve got a good business and I get a very good wage, so you can leave the damn lot in the bank for all I care. So tell me, please, darling. You’re being so bloody minded about this. How rich are you?”
Harry tilted her head back as if seeking inspiration from the ceiling. “My shares in the family company are worth a considerable amount. I’m not going to tell you any more, so don’t ask.”
Sarah threw up her arms in frustration. “Okay. No more questions. But one day very soon, you’re going to have to open up to me. Your problems are mine too now.” She stood up, taking her hand. “Come on, Miss Money Bags. Let’s go to bed and you can take this dress off me, which, incidentally, cost a fortune.”
The lovemaking which followed was gentle, Sarah needing to shed the hardness out of her soul.



Chapter Seventeen
In the morning light, Sarah knew she wasn’t going to win any beauty contest. She hadn’t bothered cleaning off her makeup last night with her haste to bed Harry, which meant her mascara would be smeared everywhere, making her look like one of those ghouls from Zombieland. With a hint of envy, she studied the face next to her, tranquil in sleep. It was pure bloody perfection, of course, creamy skin and long lashes needing nothing to enhance them and lips that had an innate rosy colour of their own. They were like organic fruit from the markets, naturally crisp and succulent.
The clock on the side table read eight o’clock.
She tiptoed to the bathroom, scrubbed her face, then crawled back under the sheets, listening to the little puffs of air tickling the pillow beside her. It was Sunday—she’d let her sleep. Damn, it’s good to share a bed with my lover.
When Harry’s eyes eventually fluttered half open, she stroked her soft cheek, letting her fingers slide to the hollow in the neck. “Love you.”
A murmur echoed. “Love you too, honey.”
Sarah froze. Had Harry actually said the words she’d been waiting to hear? The eyes flew wide open, staring at her, then soft lips touched hers, wandering down to her chin.
“I guess it’s taken me long enough to say it, hasn’t it? I love you, Sarah Phillips, and you’ve no idea how much. You’re my world, my everything.”
“Oh, Harry,” she whispered, cradling her in her arms, holding her close.
“What are we going to do about your mother?” said Harry, breaking the moment.
“I’ve got an idea how to introduce you, so stop doing that with my nipple or I’ll lose my train of thought.”
“You think of something?”
“It wouldn’t be fair to you one-on-one with her, so I’m going to give a small cocktail party—there are people I need to return hospitality to so it’ll kill two birds with the one stone. About thirty or forty guests max, that way everyone can mingle easily. I’ll have to make it a bit up-market Mother-style. I thought I’d get a small band, not guitars, more like a piano with a few instruments. You know any around like that?”
“I do actually. A friend of mine from Burragong has a group who do a few gigs. Four piece—piano, drums, violin and clarinet—they’re good. How does that sound?”
“Ideal. I’d have to get a place with a piano.”
Harry nodded. “There’s a pretty little community hall set in bushland near the football grounds. They got a piano, a kitchen, bar area and dance floor. It’s popular for small weddings.”
“Great. I’ll organize it today and leave you to get the band. My mother’s coming on the Thursday plane, so if everything is available, we’ll have it Friday night. If not, Saturday will do. I’ll have to ring around the invitations.” She looked at Harry thoughtfully. “I’m going to have to invite Craig, Mother loves him, so I’ll get Glen to come along as well. He and I have become good friends.”
Harry stiffened, pulling away. “How good a friend? The bastard will probably be hanging off you all night—you’ve no idea how attractive you are. I thought the idea was for me to meet your mother.”
Sarah patted her hand with soothing strokes. “Now, now, don’t be jealous. I can hardly introduce you as my lover, can I? I’ll make sure we spend time together talking to her.”
Harry snorted. “If I see him putting his hands on you, there’ll be trouble.”
“For heaven’s sake, if that’s the way you’re going to be, I’ll just invite you over one night and let her eat you alive.”
“All right, all right, I’ll behave.”
“Bring your violin. Oh, and one other thing, Harry.”
“What?”
“Wear a dress.”
“Now you are annoying me. Why?”
Sarah gave a smile. “Mother doesn’t like pants on women. And besides, I’ve never seen you in one and I’d like to. You have got a decent one? If you haven’t, one of mine might fit, though the bust will be too big.”
“I suppose I’ve got something in the cupboard that’ll do.” She gave a glare. “Your mother’s becoming one giant pain in the arse.”
Sarah sighed. “I know, pet, but bear with me, she’s only here for a few days. Now we’d better get up, have something to eat and I’ll get you home. Sophie’s probably wondering where you are.”
Harry’s expression hardened. “She and I are going to have a chat. When Isabelle’s better, she can go home.”
* * *
Sarah was on edge all week. The party was arranged successfully for Friday night, everyone accepting her invitation, making forty-two attending. Kevin, his wife and Jake were even coming in—great news—plus Percy and Maggie were bringing Brian and his partner, which was an enormous step for the family and Sarah intended to make sure they were made welcome. Percy had been let off with a warning and a stint of community service after the drought broke. He was in good form at his appointment at the surgery, bringing her a cake Maggie had baked.
Sophie had left Tuesday with Isabelle, though she hadn’t seen her again. Harry came over every night late, disappearing before daylight. It was becoming so damn frustrating having to sneak around when all she wanted to do was shout her out her feelings to the whole town. It was so frigging pathetic at her age to live like this and not being able to acknowledge her partner.
With all bookings transferred over to John until Monday, she drove out to the airport. It was a stinking hot day, the country getting drier, vegetation dry and brown like dried chips and burnt steak. She fanned herself as she waited for passengers to disembark, eyes searching for her mother. When she appeared it was obvious she hadn’t any idea what the weather was like. The long skirt and cashmere top would turn her into a grease puddle by midafternoon. Sarah smiled, remembering the get-up she’d chosen to wear when she came up here. No wonder Harry had been amazed.
As people filed past Sarah, nearly all of them called out to her in greeting. She could see her mother raise an eyebrow when one of her surgical patients even gave her a hug as she walked by.
When she came through the gate, she eyed Sarah askance. “What have you got on, Sarah?”
She rolled her eyes, leaning forward to give her a chaste peck on the cheek. “We don’t dress up out here, Mother. Jeans and T-shirts are the norm. Did you have a good flight?”
“Passable, though the plane was up and down like a yo-yo.” She gave a wave with her fingers. “Those are my suitcases.”
Not that Sarah wouldn’t have known, the white Gucci cases standing out like pieces of Royal Dalton china in Woollies. She lugged them over to the car while her mother stood staring around.
“My goodness, where are we?”
Sarah didn’t reply, meekly opening the door for her mother to step inside. It was going to be a long week. 
By the time she drove into her carport, Sarah was completely exhausted, having to listen to her mother criticize her decision to come here, the weather and most of the things they saw as they sped past. After dumping the bags in the spare room, Sarah persuaded her to rest for a while. The conversation didn’t improve at dinner or during most of the morning the next day. Thankfully, her mother brightened up when she mentioned the party at lunch and the fact Craig would be there.
“He’s such a charming man, dear. I don’t know what’s wrong with you.”
Sarah snapped, fed up. “Give it a break. You know we weren’t suited.”
“I only want you to be happy.”
Sarah couldn’t help smiling. “I love it here. I’ve never felt so alive, so completely fulfilled.”
Her mother eyed her thoughtfully. “You’ve changed. There’s something about you I’ve never seen before. You look perfectly satisfied with your life.”
Sarah took her hand, squeezing it gently. “I am, Mother. I only ever wanted you to accept me for what I am. Being the perfect daughter has been a strain, you know. I know I can never compete with you, but you’ve got to let me get out, spread my wings, soar to the moon if I want to. This is home for me now. I may move on one day, but at this moment I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.”
“You’re so much like your father. I’ve forgotten that’s why I fell in love with him.” She twirled her wedding ring round her finger. “He wasn’t my most eligible suitor by a long shot, but there was something about him, something that made my heart race when he was near and something missing when he wasn’t. I hope you find that one day.”
“I hope so too. Come on, let’s get ready for the party. I want you to meet my friends.”
* * *
By seven the guests began arriving. Sarah introduced them to her mother, who acted like a queen greeting her subjects. When Kevin came through the door she nearly cried, giving him an enormous hug, then clutching Jake in her arms. How good it was to see them both. Thelma, his wife, a small dainty woman, came forward to shake her hand. “I’ve been dying to meet you. The boys think you’re wonderful.”
Sarah blushed. “I think they’re pretty good too. Come and meet my mother.”
She left them to talk, spying Percy and his family arriving. Brian looked a little reserved as he introduced a handsome young man accompanying them.
After the introductions, she hung back with Percy, dug him in the ribs, whispering in his ear. “Brian’s partner’s bloody good-looking.”
“Hell yes. Nice chap too.”
“You happy about it?”
Percy gave a grin. “What’s there not to be happy about? They’re staying until I get out of trouble.”
She was talking to John and Judy when Craig and Glen entered. Glen gave her a sloppy kiss on the lips, putting his arm around her as she led them to her mother. By seven thirty the room was full and Sarah began to fidget. Where was Harry? She was sitting talking to the men with her mother when the door opened and there she was. She sucked in her breath. Harry looked absolutely spectacular, as if she’d stepped out of Vogue magazine. Her hair was piled up on her head accentuating her long neck, and she was wearing a glittering plunging-neck top over a clinging skirt with a long split up the side and high heels. Sarah stumbled forward to greet her, gave her a peck on the cheek, hearing words whispered in her ear. “Look who’s drooling now.”
She mumbled back, “You look flipping fabulous. Come and meet the dragon lady.”
Sarah studied her mother as she introduced them. She was looking at Harry with an appreciative eye, taking in her beauty. Her mother and she shared the same taste in art, and what was not to like about the vision before her? Glen rose, offering Harry his chair next to her mother and pulled another next to Sarah, draping his arm round her shoulder. As she sat down, Harry frowned slightly at the arm. Craig stared at Harry in awe, edging in a chair next to her on the other side.
“Have I seen you before, Harriett? I never forget a face and you look a little familiar.”
Harry smiled. “I played the violin at one of your concerts, though it was a long time ago, Amelia.”
“Ah, yes, at the Sydney Opera House. It was indeed many years ago. You played a solo in between my acts, if I recall correctly.”
Harry nodded her head. “You’ve got an excellent memory.”
“Do you perform now?”
“I gave it up.”
“A pity. You had promise.”
Sarah rose to her feet reluctantly, gazing at Harry, wishing she could stay, but she was the hostess. “I’d better do my duty.” She walked round the room chatting, flashing a look over every now and then. Glen had wandered off after a while, leaving Craig and Harry talking to her mother.
By the time she’d done the rounds, food had been served and the band was playing. Couples drifted onto the dance floor. Sarah was claimed by Glen, an enthusiastic but average dancer. She wrinkled her nose. He reeked of Old Spice, an aftershave she was not fond of. Harry was in Craig’s arms, twirling round elegantly, as if they belonged together on the dance floor. She seethed. They looked bloody fantastic and he was holding her possessively, too close. Harry looked at her over his shoulder and gave a faint wink. Sarah curled her lip and jammed closer to Glen, nestling her head on his shoulder. Harry’s eyes went to slits.
Before the next bracket, she saw Harry talking to the band. When they began again, a tango throbbed out and Harry captured her hand, leading her to the floor. “My turn. I’m getting the band leader to announce it’s a demo so no one will be scandalised by us dancing together.”
After he made the announcement, they began. They swayed, looking into each other’s eyes, then began, slow, not touching, inches apart, moving in sync to the music. They wove through the steps as the tempo increased, as if they were born to dance together, until Sarah forgot where she was, the dance the only thing that mattered, pure and passionate. They dipped, moving through intricate steps, gliding, halting and swaying, never missing a beat. Only at the very end did Harry take her in her arms, twirling her around again and again, then they stopped abruptly, clasped together, as the final note echoed. She pulled away panting, blushing when she heard clapping.
“Come on, let’s get a drink and go over to Mother,” she said, avoiding looking round the room. As she passed Percy, he gave her a wink, which she studiously ignored. 
Amelia looked at them curiously. “You dance well together.”
Harry smiled fondly at Sarah. “Your daughter’s got wonderful rhythm.”
“Come on, Harry,” Sarah said, giving a grin, touching her arm lightly with her fingers, letting them linger. “It takes two to tango, as the saying goes.”
Amelia eyed them for a moment, then leant forward. “Would you like me to play, Sarah?”
Sarah’s eyes widened. Her mother never played at parties. “Would you really? I’d love it.”
“Harry, would you do me the honour of accompanying me with the violin?”
“Sure thing. I’ll go and get my instrument.”
Sarah looked at her mother, totally confused. Not only didn’t she perform privately, she never would allow anyone on the stage with her.
Amelia rose, imperial as always. “Announce us please, dear.”
When she began there was a hush. She started with Chopin, the haunting melody floating through the room, Harry’s violin whispering in the background. Amelia continued through the classics, the music echoing out in a harmony of sensuous notes. Looking at her mother’s face, Sarah finally fully comprehended what music meant to her. She immersed herself in it, donning it like a second skin, her personality morphing into the notes she played. No wonder she was such a great artist.
Just then, astonishingly, Amelia signalled for the violin to take the lead in a piece, accompanying it softly in the background. Sarah’s eyes filmed over. Harry looked so wonderfully regal, eyes closed, sliding the bow over the strings, swaying softly as the music throbbed out. Then, to Sarah’s surprise, her mother beckoned her to sit next to her on the bench, and they played duets until Amelia stopped, tired.
“One more,” whispered Harry, coming round to face them. She began dipping her bow across the strings with long fluid strokes, the strains of “I’m in the Mood for Love” floating through the room. Amelia and Sarah began playing with her, singing the melody softly, until the violin finally finished with a mournful sigh. Harry quickly came round to Amelia, bowed to her, signalled to the guests and began clapping. Sarah rose too, clapping with them, a tear trickling down her cheek, then bent and whispered, “Thank you, Mother.”
Her mother patted her hand. “Now, Harriett, take me back to my seat. Everyone’s starting to leave so Sarah must see them off.”
Eventually the only guests left were Craig, Glen and Harry.
“You girls want to go on to the pub?” said Glen, putting his arm around Sarah.
Harry glanced at the arm before rising to her feet. “I’m off to bed. Good night, Amelia, and thanks for the music. You were wonderful. Goodnight, Sarah, I’ll catch up soon.”
Amelia gave a nod. “It was my pleasure. I hope we shall meet again.”
As she walked out the door, Sarah looked after her wistfully. God damn it, I want you in my bed tonight, Harry.
She snapped back to attention when she heard Glen’s voice. “Would you like to go for a drink? Craig said he’ll drop your mother home.”
“I’m bushed, Glen. Sorry, we’ve had a big day. Come on, Mother, I’ll take you home.”
When they entered the house, she expected Amelia to go straight to bed. Instead she said, “Come and sit with me in the lounge.”
“A nightcap?”
“A small glass of port would be nice.”
Sarah handed her the glass. “Did you enjoy yourself?”
Amelia took a sip, studying her over the rim of the glass. “Very much so. You’re extremely well liked here, you know. I’m amazed at how many people came to me singing your praises. I particularly liked Kevin, a no-nonsense sort of man. He told me what happened in the gorge.”
“He’s a great bloke. I wouldn’t have survived without him and his son.”
“You’re very happy here. I saw it tonight. I talked to John about your work—he thinks the world of you.”
“He’s an excellent boss.”
Amelia twiddled her glass. “Umm, Sarah.”
“Yes.” 
“I’d like you to ask your friend over for dinner Sunday night.”
Sarah frowned. “Look, Glen is a workmate, that’s all. I really don’t want to encourage him, because I’m not interested and never will be.”
“I wasn’t referring to him.”
“Oh.” Sarah gulped, sliding her eyes down to the floor.
“You know who I mean.”
“Do I?”
“Come now, I’m not blind. Every time you looked at her, your face lit up like the sun, and all she did was look at you, though not so obviously. You changed completely when she came into the room. Not that I blame you. She’s a magnificent specimen of a woman. And as for that tango—I don’t what the two of you were thinking.”
Sarah felt herself go red. “It was only a dance.”
An eyebrow shot up. “Only a dance it certainly was not. You two were pure sexual desire out there.”
Sarah tightened her mouth. “I don’t care if you’re disappointed in me, Mother. This time I’m going to fight you for what I want. I’m not giving her up. I love her.”
“I know you do, dear. I’m not particularly thrilled that you chose a woman for your partner in life, but seeing you this happy is all I’ve ever wanted.”
“You don’t object?”
Amelia gave her an exasperated look. “Sometimes, Sarah, you can be so dense. I’ve already given my approval and in public too. Why did you think I asked Harriett up on the stage with me, if not to endorse your relationship? I never share the limelight, you know that. Mind you, she’s very good and one day I wouldn’t mind doing it again with her.”
“Oh, I didn’t realize. I am thick. Thank you.” Sarah peeped at her shyly. “Do you like her?”
“What’s there not to like? You’ve got good taste. She’s stunning, talented and, I imagine, intelligent. I’ll find out Sunday.”
Sarah gave her a dubious look. “You’re not going to give her a hard time, are you? She’s good-natured and I don’t want her hurt.”
“I think she’ll handle me. I’m hoping so. When she played that last tune I knew she was a formidable adversary.”
“Really, Mother, you’re always so cryptic. I’ve no idea what you mean.”
“She was letting me know she was staking her claim on you. Didn’t you see how she was looking at you when she played?” Amelia rose from the chair. “Now I’m off to bed. If I were you, I’d go over to see her now, for I suspect she’s hoping you’ll come. And tell her she can wear pants. I don’t know how many people commented they’ve never seen her in a dress.”
When she left, Sarah sat for a moment reliving the conversation—her mother never failed to surprise her. Then she hurried to the car and drove off, excited and happy. Only the porch light was on when she tapped on the door, though it wasn’t any time at all before it opened. Harry’s face said it all. She swept Sarah into her arms, murmuring into her hair, “Oh baby, I wanted you to come so much it hurt.”
“I’ve got a lot to tell you, sweetie.”
“It can wait. I’m taking you to bed right now and we won’t have time for talking ’cause I’m going to love you until we’re both thoroughly exhausted.”



Chapter Eighteen
Sarah didn’t have much time during the weekend to dwell on Sunday’s dinner. She and her mother spent the day Saturday with Alex and Alison at the property and had dinner with John and Judy that night. Though her mother could be cutting, she was charming and witty, charismatic even, with those she liked. It was evident she was making an effort to treat her daughter’s friends as her own, making Sarah fondly proud. Oddly enough, the next day Amelia appeared genuinely interested when she showed her round the hospital and clinic. This new side of her mother was puzzling. Maybe it had put a strain on her to watch her daughter’s string of failed relationships. Guiltily, Sarah realized she had never really considered her family’s feelings while she grappled with her personal life.
They had afternoon tea at the coffee shop with Percy and his family. Sarah found Brian and his partner good value. They had travelled extensively as well as spending some time in Melbourne, so they were able to converse as equals. Percy, who seemed in awe of Amelia, contributed little to the conversation. However, as they shook hands to say goodbye, he said in a gruff tone, “You’ve got a very special daughter. I hope you appreciate her.”
At home, Amelia eyed her curiously. “Wasn’t Percy the man who took you hostage?”
“Yes.”
“You know, Sarah, since I’ve come here you’ve never ceased to amaze me. I think it’s about time I got off your back and treated you like an adult.”
“I think it’s time too, Mother.” Yes, yes. Good old Percy!
“I’ll go up and have a rest while you prepare the meal. I want to be fresh tonight.”
I don’t bloody like the sound of that. I hope Harry can cope.
Six thirty came, the doorbell rang and Harry stood at the door with a bottle of wine. Sarah ran her eyes over her appreciatively. She looked gorgeous: her clothing was simpler, though the cut of her suit was elegant. Amelia was at her most charming best when they sat down for drinks, keeping them amused with anecdotes of her theatre days. Harry had a natural wit herself, equal to her mother’s sharper tongue. Then her mother’s expression changed imperceptibly, and Sarah knew. Uh, uh, here it comes.
She ran her finger around the top of her wineglass. “What do you do, Harriett?”
“I’m a vet.”
Amelia’s face tightened. “From a violinist to a vet? Inconceivable.”
“It sounds strange, but it’s true.”
The haughty expression went up a notch. “Don’t you think it’s a rather rough occupation for a lady?”
Harry looked unperturbed. “Do you enjoy being a pianist, Amelia?”
“Of course. I like it and I’m good at it.”
“Exactly. I like what I do and I am good at it too. I’ve always had an affinity for animals, and I’m humbled that I’ve been given such a rare gift.” She gave a smile. “I think being a doctor like Sarah is harder. Her patients whinge more than mine.”
Sarah eyed her mother. She hadn’t won that round.
Amelia narrowed her eyes. “Do you think you can support my daughter? She’s expensive.”
Sarah gave a furious gasp. “Mother, that’s not your business.”
Harry gave a wave of her hand. “Your mother’s entitled to ask, honey. Sarah and I have discussed this. Our relationship is going to be an equal one, both contributing to the finances. I’m sure we’ll manage very well, we’ve both got good jobs and we’ve got money saved. You can rest assured on that count.”
Amelia took a gulp of wine. “Does it worry you you’re leading her into a lesbian friendship? It’s frowned upon in many circles.”
“Yes, it is. Especially out here. It won’t be easy, but I hope our love will overcome a lot of obstacles.” She looked at Amelia thoughtfully. “I always wondered why love between two people has to be slotted into a category. The first time I saw Sarah, I thought she was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. I’m honoured she chose me. We look upon each other now as soul mates. Why should what we’ve got be considered so wrong, two adults in a loving relationship? If you study the animal world, you’ll discover there are all sorts of sexuality variations. Some species of worms and fish are hermaphrodites. Hawks and wolves mate for life, while other animals mate indiscriminately. Some males sit on the eggs, rather than the female. Female black widow spiders and praying mantises kill the males after mating. So tell me why humans have to carry on so much.”
Amelia’s mouth formed into an O as she stared at Harry. She pulled herself together and said in a small voice, “What about children?”
Harry reached over, taking Amelia’s hands in hers, squeezing them gently. “Ah, this is the problem, is it, Amelia? You want grandchildren, which is why you’ve been riding your daughter so hard. There is such a thing as a sperm bank, you know. We haven’t discussed it yet, but I definitely want children and I hope Sarah does too. I’ve seen her with them—she’s a natural-born mother. Since we’re equal in everything, what about two redheads and two brunettes? I’m sure we’ll have plenty of male role models to help us along the way.”
Sarah stared in awe at Harry and then looked at her mother to see tears trickling down her cheeks.
Harry stood up. “Come on, sweetie, what about dinner? I want to see if those cordon bleu cooking classes you took were worth the money. I’ll help you serve.”
When they were in the kitchen, Sarah hugged Harry, too emotional to say anything.
By the time the food was on the table, Amelia was composed and all signs of vulnerability had vanished. The repartee flowed as if nothing had happened. After coffee Harry rose to go. “I’m off now. That was a great dinner, Sarah. You can cook for me anytime. When do you head home, Amelia?”
“On the Tuesday morning plane.”
“Would you like to come over to my place tomorrow night, if you haven’t any plans? I can’t promise a meal this good, though.”
“That would be lovely.”
When Sarah showed her out, Harry whispered, “Coming over later?”
“You bet.”
Her mother was waiting in the lounge with two glasses of port when Sarah came back inside. She sat down, crossed her legs and took a sip.
“Well, Mother, you were beaten at your own game tonight. Thrashed, more like it.”
“You annoyed with me?”
“What do you think? You were insulting.” Anger bubbled out. “How come you never went on like this with Craig or the other guys I dated?”
Amelia’s hands fluttered, palms up. “I don’t know. I wanted to see what she was made of.”
Sarah pressed her lips together. “It couldn’t be because she’s gay? That would make you a homophobic prig and you wouldn’t want to be accused of that. Well, I tell you this, she’s worth fifty times more than any of them.”
“I know she is. She was awesome tonight. You’re a lucky girl—don’t ever let her get away; she’s one in a million. I’ll apologise tomorrow night, I promise.”
“You better. Now I’m going over there to grovel on my hands and knees and beg her forgiveness. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Harry was sitting out on the seat outside when she pulled up. Sarah walked over, kneeled down and put her head in her lap. “I’m sorry. That was unpardonable of Mother. I ticked her off after you left so she won’t do it again, I promise.”
Hands stroked her curls. “Honey, don’t cry. She had the right to ask some of those things. When I saw you in action that night at dinner with Sophie, I figured out a way of dealing with her. It was easy—I didn’t react to her barbs. She was stuffed then. It’s no big deal. Actually, it will be better for us now. She’ll be trying to make it up to you and will leave us alone.”
Sarah sniffed. “I guess. Did you mean it about having children?”
“Bloody oath. I hope I didn’t talk out of turn for you. I should have asked first. You’ll make a fantastic mother.”
“Oh, pet, I was so happy when you said it. Of course I want some.”
“Come on then, let’s go to bed, and I’ll get your mind off your mother.”
* * *
Dinner Monday proved delightful. Her mother was on her best behaviour, giving Harry a soft kiss on the cheek when she opened the door. Once inside Amelia launched into a heartfelt apology, making Harry look at her like an adoring puppy. Sarah wasn’t as convinced, but conceded it was good—it even sounded genuine. Harry had outdone herself with the meal, the entree and lamb main dish equal to that at any fine restaurant. Afterward they went to the drawing room, where they played and sang for hours.
When they’d finished, Amelia turned to Harry. “Could I look at your violin? It’s got wonderful tone.”
Sarah saw the reluctance on Harry’s face, though she handed the instrument over.
Amelia turned it over in her hand, exclaiming, “This is a Fagnola. How on earth did you get one of these?”
Harry shrugged. “Family heirloom.”
“It’s very valuable. You want to look after it.”
“Right.” 
Amelia turned to Sarah. “Come, dear, I think we’d better get home. Harry will have to do without you tonight; I’d like you to stay with me. Harry, I expect Sarah will be bringing you down to meet the rest of the family soon, which I look forward to. I’m going home satisfied in knowing you will be looking after her. Don’t make it too long before I see you again, dear.”
Sarah gave Harry a soft kiss as she followed her mother out the door. “Love you.”
* * *
Things got back to normal after her mother left. The ENT operations finished, and Glen and Craig were given a party to say goodbye at the club. Life went on, though Sarah was getting more and more disenchanted with not being able to express her love for Harry except in the bedroom. When they were in public, they were careful to stay at a distance, greeting each other as mere acquaintances, Sarah controlling her urge to touch her lover. She began to notice, though, that Harry was at every function she was invited to, even intimate dinners. She dismissed it as coincidence, and Harry seemed to be at a loss at why it was so as well. Steve got in the habit of asking her opinion about things as well as Harry’s, and Mary often asked her what Harry was up to.
One Saturday morning Harry rang to ask her over to see her surgery. “You’d better come this time. I’ve asked you often enough and I’m getting pissed off you won’t come.”
Sarah had been studiously avoiding the clinic, viewing it was a place she couldn’t go back to, the place where she had betrayed Harry’s trust. If she had to visit, though, she should do so now when, perhaps, there would be no other staff there, it being a Saturday. She’d have to go eventually; Harry was getting upset.
It was blissfully quiet when she drove into the parking area in front of the building, with only Harry’s vehicle in a bay. She was waiting at the door, leading Sarah through the reception down the hallway. The receptionist was not there, much to her relief.
“I’ll show you the operating theatre first.”
Sarah feigned surprise as Harry explained the set-up, pointing out the various features of the room. She was in the act of showing how the overhead lamp swivelled, when the scrape of boots sounded outside. Sarah went cold when Ben entered and gave her a smile. “Hello, Sarah.”
“Hi, Ben,” she mumbled, turning back to the light.
Harry looked bewildered. “You know each other?”
“Sarah came to look over the place ages ago when you were away.”
Harry stared hard at her. “You didn’t tell me that. By the way you’ve acted, I thought this was the first time you’ve been here.”
“I didn’t want to spoil the tour for you. Ben was spaying a cat, so I had a quick look round and left.” She tried to force back the flush she knew must be spreading up the neck to her face.
“She had a look through the offices, then out the back while waiting for me to finish to have a cuppa,” said Ben, oblivious of the expression settling on Harry’s face.
Harry’s eyes narrowed. “So you had a look by yourself, did you?”
“Is there a problem? We all know she’s a friend of yours,” said Ben, looking at her in surprise.
“No, of course not. What are you here for?”
“Just picking up some antibiotics for the Johnston mare. Here’s the box. I’ll be off then.”
When the sound of the door closing came, Harry turned to Sarah. “Would you mind telling me why you were here and why you haven’t told me?”
Sarah slid her eyes away. “I didn’t think it was worth mentioning. It was a while ago.”
Harry’s expression tightened. “I know you like the back of my hand now. You look guilty about something. What are you hiding?”
“What could I possibly be hiding, for heaven’s sake?”
“Why haven’t you come to see the clinic when I’ve asked you repeatedly to come?”
Sarah felt frazzled. “Come on, pet, drop it. You’re getting upset about nothing.”
“Did you go into my office?”
“I said I had a quick look round the place.”
“That’s not what I asked you!”
“There’s no need to shout.”
Harry slammed her fist down on the table. “Answer the fucking question!”
“Yes, I did. Are you happy now?”
“What did you do in there?”
Perspiration gathered on Sarah’s top lip. She could see Harry was furious. “What do you think I did?”
Harry’s teeth clenched tight. “Don’t you start that bullshit psychology crap on me, Sarah. Did you go through my drawers?”
“Well…”
“Did you or didn’t you?”
She started to walk toward the door. “All right, I did.”
“You come back here. Why?”
Sarah took a deep breath, blowing it out through her teeth. Maybe it would be better to come clean. Harry looked like she was ready to explode. “Okay. Let’s go into your office and I’ll tell you what I did and why.”
Harry brushed past her, stalking to the office, leaving her to trail behind. She sat at her desk, arms crossed, so Sarah took the seat facing her.
“It was when you went away after Craig kissed me. I was off my head with worry and trying to get hold of you to explain. Nobody knew where you went and your phone was turned off. I was trying to get an address. Your name wasn’t on the vet registrar, so I figured you graduated under another name. I came over to the clinic to find your graduation certificate. So there you have it.”
Harry’s face went stony. “Did you find it?”
Sarah chewed her bottom lip. “Yes. It was in the bottom drawer of your desk.”
“What did you do with it?” Her voice was dangerously quiet now.
“I—I looked your name up on the Internet.”
“So you’ve known all the time what happened to me.”
“Not all the time. Just since then. I didn’t say anything because…well, because I knew it was wrong to pry and I was waiting for you to tell me.”
Harry leant over the desk, staring at her. “You disgust me. The only thing I ever wanted from you was trust. God knows I’ve had little of that in my life. You’re just like all the fucking rest of them.”
Sarah fought against the wave of guilt, trying to ride it out. “That’s not true and you know it. I love you and I want to help. What’s so bad about that? Why couldn’t you have trusted me enough to tell me about it yourself?”
“So you could analyse me like you do everyone else? Miss Save the World Perfect Doctor Sarah picks the emotional cripple up, dusts the poor bitch down and goes on to the next project?”
Sarah’s anger was starting to rise now. “Harry, you’d better watch what you’re saying. Yes, I betrayed your trust. Like I said, I was out of my mind with worry. I wasn’t thinking straight ’cause it was only days after that ordeal in the gorge and our first night together. But it was done out of love, can’t you believe that?”
“God, you’re pathetic. You have no conception of what love really means, do you?”
“Be careful. You’re going too far now. If we’re going to make it together then there should be no secrets between us.”
Harry’s eyes turned to slits. “That’s no excuse for breaking my trust. As far as I’m concerned, you’re dead to me. I never want to see you again. I’ll leave town and you can have the frigging lot.”
It took a moment for Harry’s words to sink in. Shock was followed immediately by anguish…and then blazing anger. How dare she be so self-righteous. Who did she think she was to heap all the blame on her, when she was the one not trusting her? Did Harry think she could toy with her affections and then just throw her love in her face like a used dishrag? Well, she had news for her. She wasn’t going to hang around here to be pitied. Jim had offered her a job and she was going to take it. The Flying Surgeon position would be right up her alley. “Stuff you, Harry. Don’t bother leaving. I’ve already had a better job offer so I’ll take it.”
“So when were you going to tell me? How long have you been sitting on that one?”
“What do you care?”
“I don’t. I don’t damn-well care anymore, get that into your head.”
Sarah’s anger vanished as quickly as it had come. She blinked back tears, realizing only now what pain her prying had actually caused Harry. She turned quickly to hide her distress. “Great. I’m off. Have a good life.”
By the time she reached the car she was dry retching and sobbing.



Chapter Nineteen
For the first week after their fight, Sarah went through the motions at work, telling herself Harry would come over soon and everything would be back to how it was. Many times she’d been on the verge of going to Harry’s herself, but, remembering her anger, she couldn’t gather courage for fear of rejection again. There would be no hope of saving their relationship if that happened.
By the second week, she was beginning to freak out. Harry hadn’t come over and Sarah was left floundering in a state of perpetual anxiety. Since their relationship was secret, she had no friend to confide in, nobody to turn to. Every time she ate, her food turned into lumps, making swallowing difficult. Work became her life—she threw herself into it in desperation, staying late, doing every call. She knocked back all invitations, refused to see anyone, sitting at night alone in the house staring at walls, then crying herself to sleep.
By the beginning of the third week, she was nauseated most of the time, forcing down food only in order to keep going. Her weight dropped off at an alarming rate. She made an attempt at pulling herself together, knowing she’d become emotionally sick, but she didn’t have the energy anymore to fight the overwhelming desire to curl up and die. Her love for Harry was just too deep for her to ever be able to go on without her.
By Tuesday night she was at screaming point, fingers constantly working in her lap—she’d sunk into a black hole so far down she felt she’d never get out of it. She’d been Gretel at the candy cottage and the witch had come. Now she knew how Percy had felt. In a moment of lucidity, she realized she had to do something or she’d never keep her sanity. She made up her mind to accept Jim Stanley’s offer to work at the Flying Surgeon Base. He was due in Arrow Creek tomorrow for surgery.
When the doorbell rang, she ignored it. It buzzed consistently, though, until she could stand it no longer. When she opened the door, Mary took one look at her face, took her arm and dragged her into the kitchen. “For heaven’s sake, Sarah, what’s wrong? You look bloody awful. You’ve been hiding from everyone for over a fortnight, not answering my calls and working yourself to death.”
“Nothing.”
Mary narrowed her eyes. “Well, my girl, I’m not moving from here until you talk to me, so put on the kettle.”
When Sarah got up, Mary exclaimed. “Holy hell, how much weight have you lost? Aren’t you eating properly?”
“I get a bit nauseated sometimes.”
“A bit—that’s the understatement of the year. Now tell me what’s wrong.”
Sarah slid her eyes away, busying herself with the cups. “I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“I just can’t. You’ll have to believe me.”
Mary threw her hands up in frustration. “Forget the tea and come and sit down. I’m your friend, so whatever you tell me stays here with us. Come on, problems are better shared.”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.”
Sarah shook her head mutely, a tear sliding down her cheek.
Mary’s eyes took on a gleam. “You’ve had a fight with Harry.”
Sarah gave a gulp. “Why do you say that?”
“Oh, Sarah, I’m not naive or stupid. Of course I guessed about you and Harry.”
“And you don’t mind?”
“Why should I? It’s your business. You two look fabulous together, especially when you dance.” She smiled. “Both of you are so beautiful and strong-willed I don’t think any man could handle either of you. You’re right for each other. Besides, we mere mortal girls can’t compete with either of you so we’re glad you’re out the way.”
“We—we’ve been trying to hide it. Gay relationships are hardly the norm out here.”
Mary took her hand. “Then you’re paving the way for others. I doubt the town wants to lose the best doctor and vet they’ve ever had, so they’ll come around.”
Despondent, Sarah shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now anyhow. I’ve stuffed it up. She told me she never wants to see me again.”
“Oh yeah, so that’s why she looks worse than you, is it? Steve’s over there now trying to calm her down. He said she even cried one day. Imagine the Ice Maiden crying.”
Sarah straightened her back, jutting out her bottom lip. “I’ve made my decision. I can’t live in the same town loving her like I do and not being able to be with her. Jim offered me a position with him on the Flying Surgeon team and I’m going to accept it tomorrow.”
Mary gasped. “You can’t. You’re wanted here. You’ve made so many friends; it wouldn’t be right to desert them.” She reached over and took Sarah’s hand. “I’d miss you. You’re my best friend.”
“I’m sorry, I have to.”
Mary jumped up. “I’m going over to get Steve; he’ll have to try to talk sense into you.”
“Don’t you dare. He’s a man—he wouldn’t understand.”
“Bullshit. He’s as fond of you as I am. I’ll see you soon.”
When Sarah clutched frantically for her arm, Mary sidestepped and disappeared through the door.
* * *
Sarah checked the clock on the kitchen wall, fidgeting. It was over an hour since Mary left, and they weren’t back, so perhaps Steve had balked at the idea after all. She didn’t blame him. It would be difficult for him to deal with Harry, let alone take her on as well in her present state of mind. When the doorbell rang, she sighed, then squared her shoulders and went down the hallway to answer it, determined not to be swayed by their arguments. Light flooded onto the patio when she swung the door open, and she blinked. Harry was standing there, looking as dejected as she felt—eyes red-rimmed, face pale and drawn. She gulped, lost for words, and merely stepped aside to let her in. Harry slumped down onto a kitchen chair, mournful. Sarah took a seat opposite, on edge and tentative. “Hi, Harry.” It came out as a croak.
They sat looking at each, Harry the first to slide her eyes away. “You look terrible, Sarah.”
“You don’t look so hot yourself.”
“How’ve you been?”
“Awful.” Sarah’s hands began to shake, rattling the saucer on the table. She stared down at them, trying to force them to be still, then Harry’s hands clasped them firmly in hers.
“Oh hell, you’re in a bad way.”
A tear slipped out. Sarah kept her eyes on the hands. “I know. I’m a freaking mess. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, I can’t do anything really, and I certainly can’t go on like this or I’ll be a basket case. I’m leaving, Harry, so you won’t have to see me again. I just want to say how very, very sorry I am for what I did. It was a horrible thing for me to do, and I don’t expect you to forgive me, though I did it out of love. That’s my only excuse.”
Getting a whisper in response, Sarah raised her eyes to Harry’s face. Tears were trickling down her cheeks, darkening her shirt as they dropped off her chin. “I know you did. I was handed something fantastic and I’ve been so bloody stupid not to value what I was given. Love like you’ve given me comes around once in a lifetime and I blew it. I said some unforgivable things to you because I wanted to hurt you, not for what you did, but because you’re a better person than I’ll ever be.”
Sarah sighed with relief. Hope had at last fluttered out of Pandora’s box. She studied Harry—it was fascinating watching her cry. It made her look even more beautiful, she did it so gracefully.
“Now who’s being melodramatic? You were right to be pissed off with me. I should have behaved like a decent human being. I betrayed your love by sticking my nose into your business.”
“Yeah, well, I shouldn’t have reacted like I did. You were right. If you love someone then it should be unconditional. There will be no more secrets between us now.” Harry’s tears dried to a sniffle. She looked at Sarah, serious now. “I’m ready to tell you about it.”
Heart pounding, Sarah rose, clasped her hand and led her to a lounge chair, sitting in the one opposite. “Where do you want to start?”
Harry studied her fingernails. “There are two issues, my ex-partner and what happened when I was younger, which you would have read about. I’ll start with the least difficult, my one fling into a serious commitment. I was twenty, playing the violin for a living, and Karen Andrews—that was the bitch’s name—was also a violinist in the orchestra. She was attractive, blond and fun. There were a few of us knocking round together, partying every chance we could, the usual for that age. I was the one with money—the others didn’t have much, so I paid. It didn’t worry me, they were my friends. I was rapt when Karen started coming on to me and before long we were in bed. I had a nice unit in the city and she moved in, sort of drifted in, really. Her flatmate had gone overseas so she had nowhere to stay. Looking back, the sex was ordinary, but then I didn’t know any different. She was my first.”
She looked up and smiled. “I never realized how good sex could be until you.”
Sarah pushed down the euphoria she felt at hearing the words. She was here to help. “Go on, pet.”
“Things changed after a couple of years. She started going out to bars and bringing home no-hopers. Christ, some of them were awful, all the time expecting me to pay for everything. Then it was money for drugs and by the third year the abuse really started. When I look back, it had been there from the beginning, putting me down in front of people, never considering my opinion, et cetera, et cetera. The classic signs of domestic abuse were there, but I didn’t have a clue. I thought all relationships were like that. My father’s been cruel to my mother all their marriage.”
She gave a gulp, so Sarah stroked her hand. “Tell me about the abuse.”
“When it began in earnest, it was shouting, kicking, slapping, then one night one of her butch friends gave me a real bashing. After that I told her to get out, even packed her bags myself and put them on the street.” She stopped talking, wringing her hands.
“What did she do?”
“She went to my father and asked for a hundred thousand dollars or she’d sue me for broken promises. She wouldn’t have had a chance in court—my friends were prepared to testify about her abuse. You don’t know my family, though. They’re all ‘keep up appearances at all cost, no scandals please.’ So what did my father do? He paid up, gave me an allowance and told me to get out. I gave up the violin, went to vet school and came out here. The bastard didn’t stand up for me, just threw me out as if I were a piece of crap under his foot.”
“What did your mother do?”
“Nothing. She was too frightened of him.”
“Do you see your mother?”
She shook her head. “No, she writes, that’s all.”
“Do you want to?”
Harry nodded. “How can I? He’ll take it out on her if he finds out.”
“We’ll find a way. My mother owes you one.”
Harry sat up stiffly. “You can’t tell her what I’ve said.”
“Calm down. Of course not. This stays in the room. She’ll be able to get your mother away so you can meet her, that’s all. An invitation to a private concert maybe. We’ll work the finer details out later. Now tell me about the rest of your family.”
“You know Sophie—she’s the only one who can stand up to my father. Denis is two years younger than me, soft like Mum. He and Dad never got on, so he took off to France at twenty-one and has never come home. He and I keep in contact. I—I’d like to see him one day. Do you think we could go over?”
Sarah stroked her hand. “I’d love it. So what about your youngest sister?”
“Lilly. She lives in Newcastle, married to a computer analyst.”
“Do you see her?”
“I can’t face her.”
“Why not?”
“That’s a part of the other story.”
“Harry, do you mind if I say something about what you’ve told me?”
“Go ahead.”
“You’ve done nothing wrong in all this, and you don’t have to feel guilty. Domestic abuse is as common as fish and chips, and I’ve heard some bloody awful stories. I did a stint once in a domestic violence safe house and saw battered women and children who had been belted. Just remember a bully is a bully is a bully. End of story. No excuses for them. There’s one thing you must do. Name the beast. Call them a bully. It’s remarkable how it pulls them up and how good it is for your own self-worth. When you think of your father say to yourself, ‘you’re a fucking bully.’ Will you do that for me?”
A smile flitted across Harry’s face. “God, Sarah, you’re good for the soul.”
“There’s an old saying, pet. ‘Nobody can make you feel inferior without your permission.’ Remember it. One more thing…”
“What?”
“Fair warning: If I ever see that bitch Karen, I’ll gouge her eyes out.” Sarah stood up and kissed her on the top of the head. “I’ll get us a cup of coffee and you can tell me all about the other bit.”
In the kitchen, Sarah put her hands on the table, rocking back and forth, breathing deeply. Christ, it had been hard listening to Harry’s story. She was too close. It should be someone else doing this; she wouldn’t be able to stop taking on some of her anguish. She was going to need fortitude for the next session if this one had been the better of the two. Gathering the cups, she took them to the lounge. She leaned forward, smiling at Harry. “You ready, pet?”
She gave a piteous look and nodded. “How much do you know?”
“Just the basic newspaper-type articles. I want you to tell it in your own words.”
“Okay. I was sixteen, Lilly was twelve. One of my father’s friends was a regular visitor in our home. Hal Graham was his name. He always made a fuss of Lilly. She hated him. She never said anything, but I could see it in her eyes. Dad encouraged it, he liked showing off his children like prized animals, making us fetch and carry for his bloody mates. Then one day I’d slipped out for a smoke—someone had given me a packet and I was dying to try one—when I saw Hal taking Lilly into the boat shed way down the back. I snuck down and had a look through the window. God, Sarah, he was raping her. So what’d I do? Instead of going to get help, I barged in trying to stop him. He was a big man, one punch and I was down, flat out, groggy as hell. He left off Lilly, threatening to kill her if she moved, then came for me.”
She stopped, mouth closed hard.
“What happened then?”
“He raped me. I managed to grab an iron bar and I hit him over the head with it. He crumpled, blood spurting out of his skull, and we ran like hell back to the house. They got the cops and the ambulance, and Lilly and I went to Grandma’s. He was in a coma for weeks. The bastard’s still a vegetable. End of story.”
Sarah took Harry’s face in her hands. The eyes looked into hers, then slid away.
Oh, heavens. This isn’t the full story.
“How long were you in the shed for, Harry?”
She went white. “Don’t, Sarah, please.”
“How long were you in the shed for? Why won’t you see Lilly?” Her voice was firm, commanding.
“I don’t know. A while I suppose.”
“What else happened? What’d he make you do?”
Harry began sobbing. “I can’t say it out loud.”
“Say it.”
The shoulders slumped. “He made me do things to Lilly, sexual things.”
Sarah swallowed, fighting back the bile that flooded up as her stomach heaved. She walked over to Harry, took her by the hand and led her into the bedroom. “Take off your clothes and lie on the bed.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to wash it all away.” She filled up a basin with warm water, got a sponge and a towel and began washing Harry. She started with her face, wiping away her tears before moving on to her hands and feet, back, then front, until every part of her was clean. It took her half an hour, sponging and drying each part gently, until Harry was breathing slower, her heartbeat back to normal. “Get under the sheet now, pet.” She took off her own clothes, laid her naked body beside her and took her in her arms, pressing her head to her breast. She stroked Harry’s hair, slowly rocking her back and forth until she felt her relax and go off to sleep.
Sarah drifted in and out of sleep, trying to put the horror out of her mind. Somewhere during the night she felt Harry’s body tense against hers and knew she was awake. Sarah began kissing her gently on the face, roving over her eyelids, down her cheeks over the chin, then onto her mouth, nuzzling it gently. It opened and she slid in her tongue, flicking it around all the crevices. Then she pulled her mouth away and moved down, kissing Harry’s flesh until she came to her breasts and began suckling the nipples as a baby would. She stayed there for a time before running her lips over Harry’s stomach and finally in the cleft between her legs, nibbling, sucking and stroking with her tongue.
Harry’s body arched, her muscles taut, then relaxed, and she took Sarah’s head in her hands.
“I don’t want to dance alone, my love.”
She began kissing Sarah up and down until they were both at fever point. They slipped in their fingers together, exploding into orgasm. It was the longest one Sarah had ever experienced, flowing and throbbing in uncontrollable spasms. She could hear Harry gasping as hers flowed through her, expunging her devils.
Sarah spoke softly. “Let’s don’t do it again tonight. Nothing could compare with that. Let’s go to sleep.”



Chapter Twenty
Harry was awake, propped up on her elbow and staring at her, when she woke.
Sarah smiled. “What?”
“How can I be so lucky?”
“What’s the time?”
“Six thirty.”
Sarah reached over and tickled her. “Good, let’s lie in bed and talk. I’ve missed you in my bed, you gorgeous thing. Harry, we’ve both got strong personalities, right?”
“Yep.”
“There’s bound to be times when we disagree, so chances are good we’ll have some rows. Let’s not get to the stage we got to this time, please. It nearly destroyed us. We’ll have to work on not hurting each other when we fight.”
Harry took her hand and kissed it. “I promise. I nearly lost you and I won’t risk it again. Hey, you didn’t take that job, did you? When Mary came over and said you were leaving, I felt my whole world crashing down around my ears.”
“Huh, you’re lucky. I was going to do it today.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you got an offer?”
“It was early in the piece. Actually, I’d forgotten about it. It wasn’t important enough to mention. Getting off that subject, Mary and Steve know about us.”
Harry gave a laugh. “Steve’s been looking at me funny for some time, making comments about you. Do you think anyone else does?”
“I doubt it. Mary and Steve wouldn’t talk about us, I’m sure. I’m getting sick of this sneaking around, though, so maybe we should come right out and tell everybody.”
“That’s a bit daunting.”
“We’ll wait a bit longer then, but not forever.” Sarah reached up and stroked the cheek in front of her. “You feel better about things now, darling?”
Her eyes filmed over. “You’re wonderful, you know that. I’ll never forget it entirely, but it’s faded already. There must be something in this psychological crap, because when you sponged me, honest to God, it just left my mind.”
“Can I ask you something?”
“Uh…uh. You’re looking serious again. What do you want to know?”
“Did you and Lilly ever get counselling afterwards?”
“We were lucky we went to stay with Grandma when it happened. She made sure we did. We went to a counsellor for six months and had group therapy sessions.” Harry gave Sarah a sad look. “It helped, but it never really goes, you know. I never told them what he made me do to Lilly. Too ashamed, I guess. That’s what’s been eating at me over the years. It’s the shame that always stays long after the actual physical stuff fades in any rape case. I eventually put that part out of my mind and went on with my life. Time does heal in a way, but to this day, I’ve never wanted anyone to know what happened. I don’t want people to pity me.”
Sarah ran her finger down her cheek. “No, pet. I guess it will always be there a little, but we shall have to make sure it never affects your life again. You have me now.”
Then the alarm jangled, and she looked at the clock and leapt out of bed. “Time to get up. Come on. I’m operating today. What’s on your agenda?”
“I’m heading out bush tonight so I won’t be coming over. They’re rounding up the cattle with helicopters early the next morning and I’m hoping to get a ride.”
“See you the next night then. And Harry. Thanks for telling me, love. Now give me a kiss and be off with you.”
* * *
The operating list was long. Sarah was relieved to be kept busy all day. It was liberation from the harrowing session last night, something she needed to put behind her. She’d been acutely affected by Harry’s grief, finding herself caught up personally in the horror—it was hard not to be, seeing the woman she loved looking so devastated. While she was listening to her, she’d had to force herself to focus, to bring out all the sordid facts, when all she had wanted was to stop, take her in her arms and whisper that she loved her and nothing else mattered. She knew too, as much as the impromptu therapy session had alleviated much of Harry’s past agonizing memories, she had something more to face before she could be truly at peace. She had to talk to Lilly. It was the final piece of the jigsaw puzzle, the last piece of blue sky to be put in.
It was going on dusk when she finally went home, humming to a tune as she wandered through the hospital gardens. A busy, satisfying day, it was made even better when she saw Mary standing on the patio, a bottle of wine and a pizza in her hands.
“No need to ask you how you got on last night. I could hear you singing from here.”
Sarah smiled broadly. “That obvious, huh?”
She laughed. “Making up’s always the best fun. Come on and we’ll celebrate.”
They sat back in the lounge drinking wine and eating pizza. Nothing can beat this. A glass of wine and a good friend to share it with. Life’s simple pleasures are the best.
“How did you get Harry to come over?”
“She didn’t want to at first—full of self-loathing and all that crap. Then when I dropped the bombshell you were leaving, she took off like a bloody rocket.” Mary looked at her slyly. “From the look on your face I’d say she got lucky.”
“You mind your manners,” said Sarah. “How are you and Steve getting on? You seem pretty close now yourselves.”
A blush tinged her cheeks. “He’s a darling and that’s all I’m going to say, so no pumping.”
“Okay. So I’ll work on him.” She took a sip of wine, looking at Mary over the rim of her glass. “I wanted to ask you something. Umm—how do you think Harry and I should let people know we’re a couple? To be honest, I’m getting damn fed up concealing it. I want to live with her openly.”
Mary gave her a cryptic look. “I wouldn’t worry too much. It’ll work itself out. I’d better get going ’cause we both have to work in the morning. We’ll do this again soon with Harry and Steve. I’ll see myself out.”
Sarah sat glum in the chair. Mary had been no help at all sorting out their problem.
* * *
Next morning she was writing a script for a patient with dermatitis when the phone rang.
“John here. As soon as you’re free, meet me in the tearoom. I’ll be waiting.”
“What’s wrong?”
“I’ll tell you when you get here.”
She bustled her patient out the door, then hurried down the hallway to the small room at the back of the building. By the tone of John’s voice, it sounded urgent.
He was staring out a windowpane. He turned when he heard her come in and pointed to a chair. “You’d better sit down.”
She took a seat, wary. “This doesn’t sound too good. What’s wrong?”
“Sarah honey, there’s been an accident. The mustering helicopter has come down in the hilly country on Mt. Nigel station.”
She braced herself, goose bumps flushing across her skin which suddenly felt as brittle as rice paper. It wasn’t the words he said that worried her; far more alarming was the look on his face.
He reached down to hold her hands. “Harry was aboard with the pilot.”
Blood drained from her face, her gut convulsed and she fought to control the vomit rising up her throat. She gulped it back, saying in a voice she hardly recognized, “Is she hurt?”
John looked at her with compassion. “They’re trying to get to it now.”
She closed her eyes, willing herself to be calm. “We’d better get the theatre set up.”
He pulled a chair up and sat facing her. “You know you can’t operate. You’re too close to her. I’ll notify Jim to be ready to fly here when there’s news.”
“You know about us?”
“The whole town knows. You can’t keep something like that a secret.” He gave a ghost of a smile. “You’re two high-profile women, and besides, you live next to Mavis Maguire with Joy Walsh in the high house behind, the two biggest gossips in Arrow Creek.”
Her mouth formed into an O. “Do you mind, John?”
“Why should I? It’s your business entirely. Besides, you look good together, you suit each other. We’re not so old-fashioned as you think we are.”
Tears slid down. “How long before they get to the crash site?” Her stomach heaved when she said the words. “Crash site.” It sounded so final. “God, I think I’m going to be sick.”
“Take deep breaths. In, out, that’s the way. About half an hour.”
“How far away is the property?”
“About an hour’s drive.”
“Then I’m going out there.”
He said in a stern voice. “No, you’re not. It’s much better you stay here.”
She rose to feet. “And go stark raving mad? I want to be there when she comes down.”
John lowered his voice. “Honey, they don’t know what they’ll find up there.”
“Damn it. She’s my life. I have to be there if she’s hurt. You’d be doing the same if Judy was out there.”
He shook his head in resignation. “I’ll ring Steve and see if he’s heard. He’ll take you out, and if not, I’ll organize someone.” He took the phone and dialled, spoke for a minute and turned. “Steve’s just ready to leave. He said he’ll wait for you outside his office.”
She was out the door when the last word sounded, dashing through the waiting room and across the road to get to her car. Steve was pacing up and down outside the building when she screeched to a stop.
“We’ll take my car if you like,” she called out.
He ran to her vehicle. “You’re in no condition to drive. Move over.”
They didn’t say anything as they sped out of town, each in their own world, consumed with their own private worries. Sarah stared out the window, working the quicks of her nails back with nervous jabs. The film of tears coating her eyes turned the countryside into a grey blur and the trees lining the road into hazy shapes of an abstract landscape not connected to reality. She blinked, trying to focus, then furiously wiped them clean. Be alive, Harry, be safe.
She glanced after a while at Steve. His mouth was trembling, one eye was twitching, his shoulders were hunched forward and his hands gripped too tightly on the wheel as if he was saving himself from falling. She snapped to attention—the young man was distraught. He needed to calm down or they’d be having an accident themselves.
She patted him on the knee. “How’re you going, mate?”
“Not too good. How about you?”
“Worried sick, of course, but glad you’re with me. You think the world of Harry, don’t you?”
Steve eased back off the wheel. “Yep, she’s the best.”
“How’d you first meet her?”
“I came up here straight from uni where I studied ag science. I was raw as hell and shy. There was this old fellow, a nasty bastard, who was accused of cattle stealing. I had to go and inspect the herd and found a mob of young heifers that weren’t his, all right, nothing like his breed. Anyhow, to cut a long story short, he was giving me a hard time when along comes Harry, tells him to leave me alone or she’d sue him. She’s taken me under her wing ever since.”
“You ever had a thing for her?” Sarah asked, curious.
Steve gasped. “For Harry? You kidding? She’s so far out of my league it never entered my head. She’s more like a big sister, even makes me toe the line sometimes. Gee, just the thought of it makes me sweat.”
“Good,” said Sarah, giving a giggle. “I wouldn’t want to have to whack you over the head with something. I’m the jealous type.” She eyed him shyly. “How do you feel about Harry and me hooking up?”
He gave a shy cough. “It came as a bit of a shock at first, the fact you both were—were—like that—you know what I mean. But it makes sense now. You fit well together, like you were made for each other, so I guess it doesn’t matter you’re two women at all. I reckon Harry’s been biding her time waiting for you to come along, and now she’s happy, so what’s not to like about it?”
“You’re a sweetie, Steve. I’ve been waiting all my life for her too. So what about Mary?”
His face went red. “Let’s simply say she’s more my style.” Then he pointed in the distance. “There’re the ambulances.”
Anxiety roared back immediately. Steve parked the car nearby, and two men who had been shading their eyes from the glare looking up the slope walked over. Sarah, pulling herself out of the wilderness of her misery, alighted and shook their hands. “Any news?”
The ambulance driver looked at her sympathetically. “The rescue party’s coming down now. We can see them in the distance.”
Her hands began to shake. She forced herself to ask. “Are they alive?”
Steve put his arm around her shoulder, his voice quavering. “Come on, sit down. Don’t put Dave on the spot. They have to tell us the proper way.”
Dave waved his hand. “They’re both alive, I can tell you that much. One of them has severe injuries, but I don’t know the condition of the other. I honestly haven’t any more I can tell you. They can’t put names out on the two-way radio until the police get hold of the relatives. It’s an open channel.”
As she watched them slowly descending the hill, the tension inside Sarah began to build, raising a notch each step closer they came. She pressed hard on her forehead to relieve the headache—it was threatening to split her skull apart. As they neared the base of the hill, she could make out ten men filing along in a line and one stretcher in the middle. She got up and walked toward them, Steve following, desperately trying to coax her back. Then she saw the stretcher, on it a body covered with a blanket, but it was not what she was looking at, it was the hat covering the face. Harry’s hat.
Oh, please God, not her.



Chapter Twenty-One
Sarah wheeled around, brushed past Steve, stumbled to the back of the Pajero and wept. Steve appeared at her side, putting his arm around, pulling her close.
He opened the door. “Get in the car and stay there, please. I’ll find out the extent of her injuries and come back. They’re at the ambulance now.” He was crying softly.
She sat there rocking back and forth, not able to fight the despair ripping through her. It was nearly impossible to pull herself together when she heard Steve running back, though she tried, scrubbing her face furiously with the back of her hand. When the door wrenched open, she couldn’t look up.
“How bad is she, Steve?”
“Sweetheart, it’s me.”
She closed her eyes, gulping. “Harry?” She turned, throwing her arms around Harry’s neck and sobbing into her shirt.
Harry gave her a firm squeeze. “This’ll have to wait. You have to pull yourself together. They need you at the ambulance straightaway. Adam’s in a bad way.”
Sarah jumped back, wiped her face on her sleeve, and gave Harry a quick kiss. “I’m right.” Turning quickly, she sprinted to the vehicle and climbed in the back.
“What’s your assessment, Dave?” she said, putting on mask and gloves.
He shook his head. “There’s huge traumas to the chest and neck. I’m not getting anywhere—he’s nearly gone.”
Sarah put out her hand. “Give me the stethoscope.” She swept it up and down the chest. “He’s got multiple injuries, so we’ll work through them. I’ll have to treat him here. He’ll die before you get him to town. First things first. He’s got a pneumothorax, so give me a needle and catheter.”
She plunged the needle into the intercostal space between two ribs, and air hissed out immediately. She taped in the catheter. “The top of the trachea is damaged, which is some of the problem as well. I’ll put in a trachie. Get a drip in, so we can start him on some saline. Then we’ll give him something for the shock and inject antibiotics. Just pray he doesn’t arrest. We won’t be able to do much with his chest in this condition.”
Two hours later she scrambled to her feet, giving the medics a weak smile. “That’s all I can do here. You did well, guys. He’s still alive. You’d better get him to town as quickly as possible.”
She climbed out of the vehicle, blinking as bright sunlight hit her and stretched. Her body felt like it’d gone three rounds with Mike Tyson—hunching over in an ambulance didn’t do much for her back or muscles.
She puffed out a breath of air before addressing the anxious men milling round. “He’s alive and reasonably stable. It was touch and go, and we can only pray he makes it to town. He’s got a good chance if he does, though he’s going to be a very sick man for a while.”
They assembled in line, clapping. I reckon I’ve made new friends today, though it was a bugger of a way to make them. When the last of the cars drove off, she walked back to the two people patiently waiting by the Pajero. Ignoring Harry, she kissed Steve softly on the lips, then embraced him in a long hug. “How are you going?”
A whisper came back. “Better now, but watch it. Someone will be getting ticked off if you don’t let me go soon.”
She dropped her arms, addressing Harry, eyes narrowed. “Now do you mind telling me why your bloody hat was on the stretcher?”
Her eyes flashed. “Do you want to tell me why you rushed out here like a bull at a gate?”
Steve took one look at them and jumped in the car.
Sarah winked, whispering, “Now he’s gone, come here, big girl, and give me a proper kiss.”
“With pleasure, gorgeous.”
* * *
When they reached town, they drove straight to the hospital, anxious for news of the pilot’s condition. Once in mobile range, Sarah texted ahead to tell John they’d be there in ten minutes. The staff were waiting on the steps to greet them, Mary amongst them. Sarah could see her concern as she scanned Steve’s face, which broke into a huge grin when she opened the door. Relief flashed across the nurse’s face. They climbed out to a smattering of clapping. Sarah braced herself. It’s now or never. She took Harry’s hand, raising it in the air, then pulled her face down and kissed her full on the lips. Harry leapt back, aghast, then seeing the smiles, put her arm round Sarah’s waist before leading her up the steps to talk to John.
Sarah grasped his arm. “How’s Adam?”
“Stable. The ambo copter from the coast just flew him out. Come into my office and we’ll have a talk.”
She fished into her pocket for her house keys. “Take Steve back, Harry, and I’ll meet you at my place in ten.”
She nodded, disappearing out the door.
A domestic appeared with two cups of coffee as soon as they sat down. John took a sip, swayed back in his chair, studying Sarah. “You saved his life out there. We x-rayed him as soon as he got here. His chest was in a bloody awful mess, seven ribs cracked, one puncturing his lung, plus three crushed vertebrae. He’s got feeling in his legs so the spinal cord is intact, which is a relief. He was lucky the trauma was on his right side. I doubt if his heart could have survived the impact. We don’t know the extent of injury to the liver, but we’re hopeful. His vital signs improved once we stabilized him. He’ll be transferred to an ICU in Brisbane once he gets to the coast, so we’ll know more in the next twenty-four hours.”
She gave him a told-you-so look. “Then it was lucky I went out there, wasn’t it?”
He threw up his hands. “You’ll be the death of me yet. You’re so damn stubborn.”
“One of my worst vices. I can’t help myself but I’m working on it. Now I’ve got something to ask you.”
“And what’s that?”
“I want to move in with Harry. It’ll be further away from the hospital, though. Will that be a problem?”
He shook his head. “She’s only five minutes away. Go right ahead. The town will be sorry to see it, though—they were having so much fun with the two of you pretending you weren’t close.”
“You’re joking!”
His eyes twinkled. “For two such intelligent women you sure were dumb.”
“Well, on that note, I’m off. Every time we’re out now, I’m going to hang off that darn girl like a leech.”
John’s laughter followed her all the way down the corridor.
* * *
Harry was waiting for her in the lounge, sprawled in a lounge chair, a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket with glasses beside it, two lamps in opposite corners the only lights glowing. It looked so damn cosy. Now that the heat of the chase was over, domestic bliss was the Shangri-la Sarah yearned for, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.
She nestled in beside Harry, sipping from the flute she handed her. “Sweetheart.”
“Umm.”
“I spoke to John today about us. I told him I wanted to move in with you. You okay with that?”
The body beside her shot upright. “You mean it? Oh, honey, there’s nothing I’d like more.”
“Me too. I love your place and it can’t be at my house ’cause apparently there are two old biddies living in the street gossiping about you coming and going.”
“That’d be right. Small-town syndrome—everybody’s business is public property.”
“I’ll move over on the weekend.” She took a gulp from the glass, eyeing Harry. “There’s another matter I want to talk to you about.”
She studied Sarah. “Why has your voice got serious? Am I going to like this?”
“It depends.”
“What’s that supposed to mean.”
“We’ve—we’ve moved past most of your issues, haven’t we? I’ve got an idea that’ll finish it altogether.”
“Honey, why can’t you let things go? You’re like a dog with a bloody bone sometimes. You never let up. What’s still left to do?”
“You’ve got to talk to Lilly and you have to see your mother.” The words came out in rush.
Harry narrowed her eyes and drew back. “That’s not your business.”
Sarah stroked her arm. “Actually it is, since they’re my in-laws and I want to meet them. I don’t want anything to do with your father, so you don’t worry on that score, but your mother’s important to me and you need to see Lilly.”
“No and that’s final. I don’t want to fight with you, so drop it. I mean it.”
Sarah topped up their glasses. “Okay. I did have a great idea, but I won’t mention it again. It’s your decision. Come on, I’ll get us some dinner, then I’m taking you to bed.”
When they undressed for bed, Sarah gasped. Harry was bruised down her right side from under her ribcage to the bottom of her buttock.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were hurt?” Guilt flushed. I’m a twit. I didn’t even ask her if she was injured.
“I didn’t want to annoy you because Adam was so bad.”
“Better let me have a look.” After poking for a while, ignoring Harry’s protests, she said, “Just bad bruising. You should put some ice on it.”
“No way. That’ll cramp my style. I intend on ravishing you tonight.”
Sarah blew in her ear. “Probably too late for ice anyway. I’ll be careful with you, nothing too strenuous.”
Harry’s lips descended on her breasts, worrying the nipples until they stood erect.
“Sweetie, there’s one more thing I wanted to ask you.”
Harry groaned through flesh. “What?”
“Can you get away for a week early December? My mother’s giving a performance and she wants us to come down. Dad, Jason and my grandparents are going so you can meet them.”
“Okay. Now lie back and enjoy.”
* * *
Sarah woke from the thick blanket of sleep and stretched, content. Two weeks now she’d been living with Harry, which she could only describe as pure bliss. She was so good-natured, not a pushover but pliable, and a wonderful lover. They’d developed a routine, taking turns with the domestic chores, fitting in with each other’s workloads. It was early November, time to see John about the week off in December for the Sydney trip. Harry hadn’t mentioned it, and Sarah suspected she’d forgotten. When she approached John as they did rounds, he was only too happy to grant her leave, insisting she take more time off if needed.
After dinner, as they sat out on the porch with coffee, Sarah broached the subject. “John’s okay with me taking the time off for our holiday in Sydney.”
Harry looked at her, puzzled. “What holiday?”
“I asked you the night we got back from the helicopter crash to come down with me for Mother’s concert and meet the family and you agreed. We were in bed.”
“Ah, yes. The night you said you wanted to meet my mother and Lilly. You’re not cooking up anything, are you? I said no and I meant it.”
She raised her eyebrow. “I didn’t say anything about your family. I was talking about mine. You promised to come.”
“Okay. We’ll go down for a week, but lay off them.”
“Sure.” It was time for Plan B.
Next day, Sarah bought bunches of lilies and placed them in vases strategically round the house. Harry raised her eyebrows when she saw them, though she didn’t deign to comment. She put on the video Mamma Mia after dinner, and Harry, not a movie person, retired to bed before it was over. Two nights later she watched Big Momma’s House, which was ghastly, though she saw it to the end knowing Harry was in the bedroom seething. Next week she upped the ante, watching one every night—Mommie Dearest, Mother, Stepmother, and All About Mother. She even managed to get hold of the old movie, Lilies of the Field. She hoped Harry would crack first, because she was scratching round now in the video shop to find any more with relevant words in their titles. Finally at the end of the second week, Harry stormed out of the bedroom, switched off the TV and snarled, “Okay, okay, you win. Bloody well ask them to whatever you want, but for god’s sake come to bed.”
Permission taken care of, Sarah rang her mother the next day confirming everything was right to go. Amelia had agreed to host an intimate concert for her Sydney friends the night before her appearance at the opera house and to invite Harry’s mother and Lilly. Sarah gave her secretary, Ellen, their names and addresses, obtained from the family company registrar. Much to her surprise and delight, her mother asked if she would approach Harry about accompanying her on stage with the violin.
All organized, she prepared a candlelight dinner and cooked Harry’s favourite dish. When they retired to the bed, she swayed from the bathroom wearing the black negligee she’d been keeping for a special occasion and winked. “Wanna take it off me, gorgeous?”
“You’ll be the death of me yet, you minx. Come here.”
“Love you.”
“That’s good,” murmured Harry, “because the damn DVD player is being chucked out tomorrow.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
Sarah looked out of the window of the plane as they circled over Sydney. When it dipped its wing, the coat-hanger arch of the Harbour Bridge came into view and behind it, the winged opera house, its geometrical lines like seashells, glistening white against the blue sea. It was the start of the school holidays, and the airport was choked with people, so it took some time before they were in the cab, heading for the city. They had decided to stay at a hotel for three nights before going on to Sarah’s grandparents, for being alone for the first time in a different place made it a kind of honeymoon. When they were shown to their suite in the Menzies, Sarah felt a frizzle of excitement. She impatiently waited for the porter to exit, wanting to touch Harry’s skin and feel the electricity flow from fingertip to fingertip.
As soon as the door closed, Harry said softly, hesitantly, “Do you want to go out?”
She shook her head, suddenly shy. “Let’s stay in today.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.” Then Sarah was in her arms, and they were breathing each other’s air, arching their bodies together as they quickly fell into a rhythm, legs thrusting between thighs, fingers stroking until they exploded together, orgasm ripping through them in tumbling waves.
Harry fell back, gasping, and then rolled back on her side, trailing the tips of her fingers down the body beside her. “I can’t get enough of you. I’m not used to wanting so much, and it hurts sometimes, needing to hold you, to touch you, to give you pleasure. Never leave me, please. I—I don’t think I could go on without you.”
Sarah pushed her hand up through Harry’s silky hair, pulled her head down under her chin and held her tight. “You’re my life now, part of me, a layer of skin fused onto mine which I’ll never be able to shed. I love you and always will.”
“Let’s stay in bed for the rest of the day. I brought a book of poetry which I’d like to read to you.”
Sarah looked at her in surprise. “Why, Harry, you’re a romantic.”
Her eyes glowed. “I’m full of surprises. There’s a lot you have to learn about me yet.”
“Then it’s just as well I’ve got a lifetime to find out, my love.”
* * *
“What’s on the agenda today?” said Harry, carrying in the breakfast tray.
“Shopping this morning, then we’re having lunch downtown with my parents. The concert starts at seven, so we are going out to buy outfits to wear.”
“New ones? Won’t what we’ve got do?”
Sarah laughed. “No way. I’m not coming to Sydney and not buying a new dress. Besides, I’m going to have fun dressing you.” She winked. “Mother warned you I was expensive to keep.”
Harry glowered. “I’ll be looking at the price.”
“You can frown all you like; there’ll be no expense spared today. I want us to look spectacular tonight.” She studied Harry as she ate. Since the night she’d agreed to it, she hadn’t mentioned the meeting with her mother and Lilly. Sarah debated whether she should tell her they were coming tonight. No, she hadn’t asked, so she decided to let it be a surprise. If Harry carried on about it afterward, it was her fault for not taking an interest. Nevertheless, Sarah was nervous and apprehensive, hoping Harry would be pleased and not pissed off about it.
At nine they sailed off downtown to an exclusive boutique her mother frequented, which stocked a good range of designer clothes.
When they walked in Harry mumbled, “Do you want me to wear a dress?”
Sarah patted her arm. “No, but the pants have to be ultra-feminine.”
It took all morning, but by the time it came for the lunch, Sarah was well satisfied. Harry looked fabulous in soft full-bottomed black pants and a sparkling, sequined, scooped top, and her own long, sweeping blue dress didn’t look half bad either. She ignored Harry’s gasp when she saw the price, paying for them on her own credit card.
When they walked into the Glass Brasserie restaurant at the Hilton, Sarah could see her parents seated beside the glass wall, overlooking an incredible view of the city. Harry seemed nervous about meeting her father, she noticed, so she took her firmly by the hand, leading her to the dining table. They rose as they approached, Amelia beaming. She gave Sarah a chaste peck on the cheek. “Hello, dear.” She then gave Harry a hug, much to Sarah’s surprise and slight annoyance. Her mother was never demonstrative when giving out affection. She had to conceal a tiny flicker of jealousy. Damn, Harry has her eating out of her hand. I’ve never come even close.
Her father made up for it by wrapping his arms around her. “Hello, beautiful. Good to see you.”
“Hi, Dad, it’s so good to see you too. This is my friend Harry Roberts.”
He reached over and took Harry’s hands in his. “It’s great to meet you, Harry.”
Harry’s body relaxed and she gave a pleased smile. “Hello, sir. It’s lovely to see you again, Amelia.”
“Call me Tom,” he said, pulling out chairs for them both. “Amelia tells me you’re an expert on the violin and you’re going to play tonight.”
“I’m honoured to be accompanying Amelia,” she said shyly.
A royal nod was given. “I’ve been looking forward all week to having you on the stage with me again. We’ll blow them out of their seats tonight. We’ll talk in a moment about possible pieces. Now let’s order.”
Sarah sat quietly, watching her lover interact with her parents. Harry was self-confident, answering their questions thoughtfully and with respect. Any qualms she had about her father not liking her disappeared by dessert. He seemed as enamoured with her as her mother, giving Sarah a glance of approval every so often. When they got up to leave, Sarah hung back with her father while the other two went ahead. He gave her a dig in the ribs and whispered, “She’s something, isn’t she?”
“You’re not upset with me for choosing a woman as my partner?”
“She’s right for you. You’re the happiest I’ve ever seen you, so why wouldn’t I give my blessing?” He gave a sly grin. “Besides, she’s got your mother wrapped around her little finger, which makes my life easier.”
Sarah gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Dad.”
Outside, her mother pulled her aside.
“Ellen showed me the guest list and I didn’t see anyone by the name of Roberts on it. Isn’t her mother coming?”
“She’s coming. It’s Harry’s business, so I’ll leave it up to her to introduce you tonight.”
Amelia gave her a baffled look. “Really, dear, you can be so frightfully cryptic sometimes. You’ve pipped my curiosity, so I shall definitely be looking forward to tonight now.”
Sarah didn’t reply, simply strolling over to Harry instead and linking her arm in hers. “Thanks for lunch. See you two at six thirty tonight. We’ll walk home.”
* * *
Sarah gazed in awe at Harry when they were dressed and ready to go. She looked unbelievably beautiful. She felt herself actually panting like an adoring puppy. From the expression on Harry’s face she was feeling the same way about Sarah’s outfit. The bloody clothes were worth every cent she’d spent.
“Christ, you look great.” Harry had the bedroom look on her face.
Sarah’s face flushed with desire. “You look wonderful too. Come on or we won’t be able to drag ourselves out of here. Luckily I’ve ordered the taxi.”
“Just you wait when I get you home.”
They arrived as Amelia commanded, ten minutes before the guests were due to arrive. The concert was being held in one of the smaller venue rooms at the Hilton, four rows of ten chairs arranged in a semi-circle around a floor with a grand piano in the middle. Cocktails were to be served after the performance. Amelia’s eyes widened when they arrived, giving a gracious nod of approval. “You two look absolutely stunning.”
Sarah gave her a look of surprise; she couldn’t remember ever receiving a compliment like that from her. Either she had mellowed or they really did look that good. Amelia disappeared out the back with Harry to discuss the musical arrangements and they didn’t reappear. Sarah spoke to Ellen, asking her to put her father in the front row on one side of her and Harry’s mother and sister on the other.
Sarah was talking to her father when Ellen directed two women to the seats on her other side. She turned and smiled. Immediately next door to her was a young woman in her late twenties who had to be Lilly. Sarah had to stop herself staring. God, she looked so damn like Harry—a little plumper, black hair curlier, but the same facial bone structure, the same chin and nose—and the same quizzical expression on her face when she saw Sarah looking at her. Not striking like Harry, more pretty, if anything. Slightly embarrassed, Sarah turned back to her father, deciding to wait for another opportunity to look at the mother.
It didn’t come. The lights dimmed and a figure walked to the piano stool. A single spotlight flashed on, catching Amelia in a cone of light. Clapping erupted. Then she began playing, fingers tripping a Mozart melody over the keys in a glorious display of magical harmony. She followed with a Beethoven classic.
When this was finished, a second light flashed on and there was Harry, violin poised, waiting for Amelia to begin. Sarah’s heart swelled with pride. She looked magnificent, with her head held high, the violin nestled under her chin as she closed her eyes and began to play in such perfect pitch with the piano they became as one instrument. As they moved into the next tune Lilly leaned forward in her seat. Sarah peeped at her. She sat white-faced, staring intently at Harry with a peculiar expression on her face. As the strains of the melody died off, the light on the piano snapped off, leaving the single cone over the violinist. The bow moved slowly across strings and the haunting air of “Vilia” from The Merry Widow swept over the room. It was mesmerizing. Harry began to move slowly as she played, the spotlight following her until she was standing in front of Lilly, swaying softly. Sarah’s father rose at that point, moved silently to stand behind her mother at the piano and began to sing in a deep baritone voice, “Vilia, oh Vilia, oh Witch of the Wood, would I not die for you, dear, if I could?”
Sarah gulped, fighting back tears. Harry moved back to her mother, then as the song was in the last bar, stood in front of Sarah and bowed. After the clapping subsided, the piano light came on, the violin’s went off and her mother began to play again with her father singing. Sarah stared at them. She had forgotten that her mother had told her years ago that her father had done a stint as an opera singer before becoming an accountant, which was how they met. Then Amelia waved to Sarah to bring her up, and they sat together playing duets.
As they were finishing a song, her mother whispered to her, “I believe it time for you to dance, dear. I know Harry would like to waltz with you.”
Light flooded the floor and Harry appeared at her side and took her hand, and they began to dance to a Strauss waltz. Her mother gave a nod and her father joined in, singing “I Could Have Danced All Night” as they swirled and dipped and spun round the floor. When the song was finished, the four of them stood together and bowed. Harry then took Amelia forward, stepping back so she could take the stage alone. What happened next floored Sarah. Her mother actually brought Harry forward, letting her take a bow by herself.
The scraping of chairs could be heard throughout the room as people stood and began circulating, flocking over to greet Amelia. Sarah studied Lilly. She was on her feet, transfixed, staring at Harry, who was shuffling her feet beside the piano, glancing their way nervously. Seconds ticked by but still neither moved. Finally, Sarah, tossing her head in frustration, went and grasped Harry by the hand and said in her mother’s imperial voice, “Come, pet. I’d like to meet your sister.”
Harry struggled with her composure before meekly allowing Sarah to pull her across the gap separating them. Lilly’s eyes were moist. She had the look of someone who would burst into tears if she tried to speak. Harry appeared the same, though she managed to squeak out, “Hello, Lilly.”
Their mother, upset, stood back watching them in silence.
Disbelief, then a smile of pure joy spread across Lilly’s face. “Hello, Harry.”
Sarah whispered, “Aren’t you going to kiss your sister?”
As Harry leant forward, Lilly suddenly put her arms round her, hugging her fiercely. Harry stiffened, then swept her in her arms too, lifting her off the floor in delight. Sarah’s eyes misted over. She raised them to look at Ann Roberts Payne, who was staring curiously, not now at her children, but at her. She was a woman of average height, features soft, not as angular as her girls, her dark hair seeming lighter because of the many strands of silver flecking through. Her clothing and accessories, though obviously expensive, were muted and unobtrusive, and although she had the air of someone important, she didn’t wear it as a badge but rather as someone trying to fade into obscurity.
Harry now turned to her, saying in a husky voice, “Hello, Mum.”
Ann folded her into her arms, crying softly. “Oh, darling, I’m so proud of you—you were wonderful. How I yearned for this moment to hold you again.”
A sniff came out. “It’s been too long, hasn’t it?”
Her mother stroked her hair. “Yes, it has. Now would you introduce us to your friend?”
There was pride in the voice. “This is Sarah Phillips. My mother, Ann, and sister, Lilly.”
Sarah nodded in welcome, conscious she was being checked out. Both women seemed to be unaware who exactly she was, so they smiled back politely and made small talk. Harry didn’t offer any more information, just stood and looked on with a goofy expression. It was so bloody frustrating. They probably assumed they were both paid performers. She frowned at Harry, who was oblivious to her discomfit. Sarah was tempted to kick her in the shins. Out of the corner of her eye she could see her mother tapping her foot, evidently bursting to come over. Eventually, it got too much for her. She attempted to escape the ring of adoring fans gracefully, but ended up excusing herself abruptly and pushing through them, hurrying over before someone else claimed her.
“Hello, Ann,” she said, giving her a peck on the cheek. “So good of you to come.”
Sarah gave a start. So they knew each other. No wonder her mother hadn’t been able to fathom who belonged to Harry—she must have assumed Ellen had put her on the list because she knew her.
Amelia turned to Harry, an eyebrow arched in disbelief. “Ann is your mother, Harriett?”
“Yes, and I’d like you to meet my sister, Lilly. You and Mum know each other?”
Amelia nodded at Lilly, before turning back to Harry, eyes bright. “We were friends at school. You are full of surprises, my girl.”
Harry gave her a sly grin, eyes gleaming. “You’re not remembering a certain conversation we had regarding ability to support, are you?”
Amelia gave a murmur. “Touché.”
Ann and Lilly were looking at the two of them with bewildered expressions, Amelia having the reputation of never being over-friendly with anyone except her closest friends.
“Come on,” she said, linking her arm with Harry’s. “We shall find something to eat.”
Sarah seethed. Nobody had even damn well looked at her—as if she wasn’t a key player in all this. Harry’s family had dismissed her when her mother came along, and now they were dutifully following her to the cocktails. I’ll flipping kill Harry when I get her home.
She looked for her father, spying him down the end of the room, finishing talking to a couple who now drifted off.
She hurried across. “Hi, Dad.”
“Hello to you too. Might I say you look particularly stunning tonight?”
She gave a curtsy. “Why, thank you, Cap’in Rhett, Sar. Your Miss Scarlet can scrubs up well ’casionally.”
“Where’re your mother and Harry?”
“That Amelia, she’s ’anging off that darn girl like a tick on a dawg.”
The corners of his mouth lifted. “Is jealousy rearing its ugly head?”
“You’re damn right it is. Come on, let’s stir them up. I’m going to be all over you like a rash. That’ll get the old girl going.”
He laughed, twining his arm round her waist, and they sauntered over to where the others were standing, talking. When Harry saw them coming, she looked over and smiled. “So that’s where you went off to, sweetie. Hi, Tom, come and meet my mother and sister, Lilly.”
“How are you, Ann? Hello, Lilly, you look a lot like Harry. Have you met our daughter, Sarah?”
Ann’s mouth rounded and a faint tinge of red stained her cheek. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize who you were before. How do you and Harry know each other? She’s not from here.”
“We both live in Arrow Creek.”
She looked at her in surprise. “You do?”
Harry put her arm round Sarah’s shoulders. “She’s the doctor who operated on Isabelle.”
Lilly gave a start of surprise. “You’re a doctor?”
Harry’s hand tightened on Sarah, pulling her close. “We also live together. We’re a couple.”
Sarah snuck her arm around her waist, waiting for their reaction. Ann’s face broke into a smile. “Why, that’s wonderful. You’re lucky, Harry. She’s beautiful.”
Harry gave a foolish grin. “Damn right I am.”
Lilly gave Sarah a shy kiss on the cheek, whispering in her ear, “Thank you for bringing her back to me.”
“We…” Sarah stopped, feeling the body beside her go hard as a board. She looked at Harry. The blood had drained from her face, and her skin was tinged grey. Her eyes were fixed on a man who was standing at the door, a tall, grey-haired man with an imposing, even arrogant air who was glaring across at them.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Ann followed Harry’s gaze too. Her breath hissed out in short bursts, her face paling as she pulled at Lilly’s dress. Tom looked at them, his brow creasing with worry as he took in their distress. Sarah moved quickly, pulling her father to the side. “I’ll handle this. Give me ten minutes, then come.”
He shook his head. “I’ll go.”
Sarah set her face stubbornly. “I’ve got experience in handling people like him. Give me time, please. It’s important you stop Harry from following.” She grasped his arm, digging in her fingers. “Promise me.”
“Ten minutes only and then I’ll come. I’ll be flat out stopping her, though.”
“You must. It won’t work if she’s there.”
Sarah wheeled round, heading for the man at the door. She hoped he’d respond to reason, but she doubted it. Not from the way Harry had spoken of her father. She’d have to use all her skills, for she didn’t have the physique to be intimidating. Feminine wiles were the only way. And she knew enough about men to know their weaknesses.
She cast a look back, seeing her father grasping Harry firmly by the arm, pulling her back. Amelia, who was talking to someone on the other side of the room, was looking over, puzzled.
When she approached, Payne stepped back, imagining she intended going out the door. Instead, she stood in front of him, folding her arms. “Would you mind coming outside with me for a moment, Jim?”
His eyes focused on her at the use of his first name. “Do I know you?”
“No, though I know all about you.” The way she said the words were designed to gain his undivided attention and did.
“And who might you be?”
“I’m the daughter of the hostess and I’m asking you to give me a few words in private. We can go down the hallway.”
He slowly looked her up and down, stripping her naked with his eyes before he smiled. The way he did it sent the hairs on the back of her neck twitching erect. She swallowed, feeling violated. As she had suspected, this man was a sleaze as well as a bully. The realization helped her decide on a course of action, which, though risky, looked to be the only thing she could think of that stood a chance of working.
He shrugged, waved her through the door and shut it behind them. She walked a little way down the corridor, out of hearing range from the room, before turning to face him. He was tall, in decent shape for his age, still with a good head of hair, with chiselled angular features that made him quite handsome in a hard sort of way. When she stared into his eyes, though, there was something there reflecting back which turned her stomach, something which she could only describe as predatory. She’d seen it before in a psychopath she’d operated on, a cold look, completely devoid of empathy. It wasn’t going to be pleasant, but she had to crawl inside the labyrinth of his mind.
She shook her head. “You can’t go in. You haven’t been invited.”
“Why not? My wife’s in there.”
“All the more reason for you not to be.”
His voice changed, belligerent now. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
Her lips curled in a sneer. “Come now. Everyone knows how you treat her. You bully her, don’t you? Do you give her a touch up every now and then, Jim?”
“That’s none of your business. Who the fuck do you think you are?” The words were spat out.
“I’m someone who doesn’t like bullies.”
“What makes you an authority on my personal life?”
She gave a knowing look. “You can’t keep that secret from the world—a big man like you whacking the little wife to get satisfaction.” She sneered. “I bet you can’t get it up without belting her.”
His eyes turned to slits. “Do you want me to show you? You think you’re so hot. You bitches are all the same.”
She laughed. “You wouldn’t be a man enough for me. You’d have to slap me about first. Do you want to slap me? You’ll be able to feel my skin against the palm of your hand. It’ll feel sooo good.”
He closed his eyes, hands twitching by his side, sweat forming on his upper lip. I’ve almost got him. She ran her hands down the sides of her body sensuously. “Don’t you think I’m sexy, Jim? Wouldn’t it be good to slap me, then rip my clothes off? You’d like to, wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t you?”
Come on, Dad, hurry up.
He snarled and raised his hand. She heard the door open, heard approaching footsteps and braced herself. “Come on, hit me, Jim. I dare you. Slap me, slap me, slap…”
When it came, she was totally unprepared for the force of the blow. The open palm crashed into the side of her face, sending her reeling against the wall of the corridor. Her body cannoned into it, her legs became lead, buckling, and she sprawled in a heap on the floor, her head spinning like a whirlpool. She was only dimly aware of her father grappling with Payne, and then Harry was cradling her head in her arms, wiping away the blood trickling out the side of her mouth. She opened her eyes, trying to focus. She closed them again as a wave of nausea hit her gut. She swallowed, puffing short breaths in and out, fighting to stop the retching. She stayed there with her head in Harry’s lap until it subsided and she felt in control enough to struggle to her feet.
“Take me home, please. I’ll explain it to everyone else tomorrow. I need to put an ice on my face.” She reached up and wiped the tears dribbling from Harry’s eyes.
Harry nodded, helped her walk out of the building and hailed a cab.
She didn’t say a word in the taxi, huddling in the corner. Once inside their room she made up an icepack, went to bed, rolled over facing the wall, put the pack on her face and closed her eyes. She heard Harry climb into bed, and when she felt her arm come over she shrugged it off, wriggling as far away as she could. She felt too dirty to face her. She had deliberately used sex to make Harry’s father hit her. She had taken the blow for Harry, yet she doubted Harry would forgive her easily. He was, after all, her flesh and blood. She tried to drown out the sound of sniffling next to her.
* * *
She woke early, crept to the mirror in the bathroom and inspected her face. It was only a little puffy; the ice had done its job. She had a black eye, though, and the inside of her mouth had a tear from the impact against her teeth. It could be worse. The man really packed a wallop when he hit. If she had known it was going to hurt so much, she might have had second thoughts. Harry was still sleeping when she went back in, so she fished around quietly for her phone, going out on the balcony to ring her father. He answered immediately.
“Hi, Dad.”
“For Christ sake, how are you?”
“I—I didn’t want to see anyone. Besides, I had to get ice on my face. What happened to him? What did you do?”
“A couple of men heard the commotion and came out. I had the mongrel down on the floor and they helped me keep him there. We rang the concierge of the hotel and after I got statements from everyone, he was put in a cab and sent home.”
“You didn’t get the police?”
“In respect for his family, I let him go home, but I intend to go to the station after I see him this morning. I’ve arranged with your grandfather to use his office. The fact that Sir Reginald Templeton is a relation should help put the fear of God into the man.”
“I’ll have it there, though I won’t be pressing charges.”
“Why the hell not? It was a criminal offence.”
“You and Harry were the only witnesses when he hit me. The police haven’t been called in yet.”
“So, you don’t want to do anything? Why the hell not?”
“I’m not saying I’m going to do nothing. I did it so he’d leave his family alone. If he doesn’t, then I’ll slap a charge on him. He’s a bastard, been giving them hell all their lives, a rotten domestic violence shit of the highest order.”
There was a pause at the end of the phone before Tom continued. “What do you mean ‘you did it’?”
“I—I goaded him to hit me. I knew which buttons to push.”
“You made him hit you? Are you out of your mind? He could have killed you or given you a serious injury.”
“I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to strategize, Dad. I did try to auto-suggest him slapping me rather than punching. You’ve got to promise you won’t tell Mother.”
“She’s worried sick about you.”
“Please, Dad.”
“Oh all right, but only because she wouldn’t understand.”
“Where are Harry’s mother and sister?”
“They’re at their hotel. Devastated, of course. Blaming themselves. You played a dangerous game, my girl.”
“I took the blow for Harry.”
“I know. You love her very much, that’s obvious. Now what do you want me to say to Payne today?”
“Tell him I’ll be in touch. Let the bastard sweat for a while. You give him your statement so he can stew over it. Tell him you expect him not to go near his family until he hears from me. I’ll prepare a letter and send it to him with my conditions.”
“Okay. You’d better come over and see your mother today. She’s got her concert tonight and she’s pretty upset.”
“Will do. Love you. See you soon.”
She remained outside looking over the city until the door knock came with the breakfast tray. She went inside to get it. She heard Harry in the shower, so she set up the table ready for them to eat and poured a cup of coffee, settling down with the morning paper. When Harry appeared, she looked up with a brief smile before continuing reading.
Harry’s face was haggard, worry lines crow-footing across her forehead like a road map. She sat down, studying Sarah. “How’s your face?”
“Not too bad, considering. Got a shiner, though.” She looked back down at the paper.
“Are you going to charge him?”
“Nope.”
“Why not?”
“He’s your father.”
Harry snorted. “So the bastard’s going to get away with bashing you, is that what you’re saying?”
“Nope.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“If your mother wants him out of the house, then that’s what she gets. He’s going to leave you all in peace. If he doesn’t, I’ll slap a charge on him quick smart.”
Harry’s eyes narrowed. “You seem to have everything planned out.”
“Yep. Had all night to think about it.” She went on reading the paper.
“Bullshit. You snored all night. I was the one awake.”
A raise of the eyebrow. “I don’t snore.”
“You did last night, probably because of the swelling. I had time to do a lot of thinking. What did you say to him to make him hit you, especially since you were only there a short while?”
“Nothing much.”
Harry leant forward, staring at her. “How come you can talk everyone else out of their troubles, then a cold, calculating man suddenly up and hits you? Not a tap either, but a full blow?”
She wriggled in her seat uncomfortably. “Christ only knows.”
Harry suddenly sat back in her seat, gasping. “You made him hit you, didn’t you?”
She could feel her face go red. “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I want to do that?”
An agonized whisper came. “You did it for me.”
Sarah was silent, her eyes resting on the paper.
“Sarah, look at me.” Her voice was low, gritted out between teeth.
She didn’t want to, but she felt compelled to. She raised her eyes, gazing into the ones staring at her. She could see Harry was furious, so she gave up, throwing her hands in the air.
“Okay, you satisfied now? I made him hit me so he’d leave you and your mother alone. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. It was so you could be free to see your mother whenever you wanted to. Is that so bad of me?”
Harry looked at her aghast. “He could have killed you.”
“Don’t be so dramatic.” She wriggled her jaw. “Though I must admit it bloody hurt more than I thought it would. Look, Harry, I’ll go if you want me to. I don’t want to fight anymore ’cause I’m pretty well at rock bottom at the moment. My face hurts and I feel so dirty about the things I said to him. He’s still your father, after all.”
Harry shook her head in disbelief. “Honey, he’s dead to me. Why can’t you get that into your thick skull? You’re my life. I love you, and I guess you really love me.”
“Of course I love you. Why can’t you get that into your dumb head? How many times do I have to prove it? Come on, eat up. I have to get our statements to Dad. Then we have to see my mother and then your mother. I’ll be all damn day soothing them down. And I better put some makeup on my black eye.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
Her father rang around nine, telling her Ann and Lilly had been invited to lunch, and she and Harry were to be there by twelve thirty. By that time he would have finished with Payne. Her parents were staying with her grandparents at their Rose Bay home, a Georgian-style house overlooking the harbour where Sarah had spent many holidays. Her brother Jason would be there too, which meant Harry would meet the rest of her immediate family. When she’d written her grandparents to tell them about her love life, her grandmother had replied with a long letter back assuring her it was fine with them. Sarah wondered how Jason had taken the news when they told him.
Harry had been extra solicitous all morning, running after her like she was some damn princess. Whilst she was enjoying the attention, she knew too much would get wearing after a while. She liked a bit of spice in their relationship. Still, she laid back and enjoyed it, knowing it wouldn’t last for too long.
As usual, Harry was nervous about having to meet the rest of her family. She didn’t know why—her mother would be bloody fawning all over her so the others would follow suit. They arrived on time, Harry giving a whistle when she saw the house. “Very nice.”
Sarah smiled proudly. “Isn’t it just? I always love coming here.”
Her grandmother opened the door, hugged her with delight and stood back waiting to be introduced. “This is Harry, Grandma.”
She took Harry’s hand in hers. “Oh my, aren’t you a beautiful girl?” She gave Sarah a wink. “No wonder Amelia hasn’t stopped singing your praises.”
Sarah was pleased to see Harry had the grace to blush.
“Come on in, everyone’s on the patio. Jason’s the only one left to arrive.”
When they walked out, Amelia rushed forward, taking Sarah’s head in her hands and studying her face. In the background Ann and Lilly looked on, concerned. “How are you, dear? We were so worried.”
Sarah shrugged, seeing out of the corner of her eye the frown on her father’s face, and said offhandedly, “It’s not so bad. The ice controlled the swelling, so not too much damage done.”
“What possessed him to do such a thing?” Amelia cocked her head, a mystified expression on her face. “You must have done something to annoy him.”
Sarah gave an absent wave. “Not really. I just told him to go away. He must have been having a bad day and took it out on me.” She patted her mother’s hand. “I’m all right, no harm done, so don’t worry. You have to be fresh for your concert.” She caught Ann’s eye. She was looking at her thoughtfully, though she said nothing.
Amelia turned to Harry, ushering her to the seat next to her. Sarah sat down next to Lilly, asking her about her family. She was pleasantly surprised to find she had the same dry wit as Harry. They were getting on famously when Jason strode in and twirled her in his arms. “Hi, sis, don’t you look good. The country air must suit you.”
Sarah smiled at him fondly. He was two years younger, tall and well built, with an engaging personality, and considered a heartthrob by young and older women alike. Much to their mother’s chagrin, he was still playing the field.
He gave Amelia a dutiful kiss. “Hi, Mother.”
She took him by the arm. “This is Ann Payne, Jason, and her daughters, Lilly and Harriett.”
He nodded. His eyes widened when he saw Harry, and he immediately pulled up a chair next to her. Sarah, still talking to Lilly, became aware of the confused look on Harry’s face. She looked round the room. Although they seemed absorbed in their own conversations, her family were casting amused looks in their direction. Then she twigged. They hadn’t told him and were having fun seeing Jason trying to win on to Harry. When he draped his arm around the back of her chair, Harry sent her a beseeching look. Ignoring her, she went on talking to Lilly, who had caught on and was smiling too. Sarah noticed Ann still studying her with a bemused expression. She excused herself and approached her. “Can I show you the garden, Ann?”
“That would be nice.”
As they walked down the steps, she spied Harry glaring after her.
“You love my daughter very much, don’t you?” The words were spoken softly, but there was a strange tone in the voice.
“She’s my life.”
“How fortunate she is to have found love like that. I envy her.”
Sarah said fiercely, “She’s worthy of it.”
“And you’d do anything to protect her?”
“Yes.”
Ann took her by the arm. “Come, let’s sit in the seat over there. It’s a magnificent view of the harbour. You know, Sarah, you don’t live with a man for forty years without knowing him inside out. My husband is very controlled. I’ve never seen him lose it like he did last night. I won’t ask you what you said to him, but I assume you provoked him deliberately so he’d leave.”
Sarah looked at her sadly. “You haven’t been happy with him, have you?”
Her companion gave a startled look. “Why do you say that?”
“Harry told me a few things, in confidence, of course. I’ve been trying to help her get through what happened in the past. She won’t be completely happy unless you are. Why have you stayed with him all these years?”
Ann stared out to sea. “It’s not easy to leave someone if you’re entirely under their control.”
“Would you leave him if there were no repercussions?”
“I’ve been fantasizing about it for years. It’s an impossible dream.”
Sarah took her hand. “It’s not now. I took that hit for Harry, for you. You’re right. I goaded him to do it, to have something on him to free you all. Dad saw him this morning with his statement, and I’m going to make my list of demands which he has to adhere to or I’m going to charge him. From what I’ve heard, that’s the last thing he’ll want to happen. He must stop bullying his family for a start. Now you have to make your decision. Do you want to leave him? If you do, then I’ll include it in my list. He’ll never be able to see you intimately again unless you want the contact.”
Ann stared at her in disbelief. “You made him hit you for us?”
Sarah gave her hand a squeeze. “You’re Harry’s mother, so that makes you my mother too. I protect my family. So what’s your answer?”
A tear trickled down her cheek. “It’s yes, Sarah, yes. He can have the house, I haven’t been happy there. I’ll move away from Sydney, maybe get a place near Lilly.”
“Then that’s settled. I’ll see our lawyers tomorrow and they can draw up a written agreement which he and I will sign. That way he’ll have no come back on you.”
“My daughter’s a very lucky girl to have you.”
Sarah laughed. “I keep telling her that. Come on, we better go back and rescue her from my brother’s amorous advances. My family has a warped sense of humour.”
They walked back arm in arm, Sarah pointing out the various flowers in the garden. When they walked on to the patio, Harry leapt out of her chair and kissed her hard on the mouth, pulling her tightly against her, looking over at Jason. He swallowed, flushing bright red as titters floated about the room.
Sarah grinned at him. “We’re a couple. Didn’t Mother tell you?”
He glared at Amelia. “No, you damn well didn’t, Mother.”
Amelia looked at him with a glint in her eye. “It’s about time you brought home someone as nice as Harry. Maybe Sarah can find someone for you. Now I think it’s time we adjourned to lunch.”
As they walked down the hallway to the dining room, Jason slid next to Sarah, letting the others go ahead. He poked her in the ribs, whispering, “Lesbo, eh?”
“Surprised?”
“Nope. It answers a lot of questions. You look happy.”
“Yep.”
“Any more like her out there? She’s bloody awesome.”
“Maybe. You’ll have to come up to find out.” She rolled her eyes when her mother’s voice rang out. “You can sit next to me, Harry.”
Ann’s voice floated through the room. “I think Sarah would like to, Amelia.” Good old Ann. Yes, yes!
Harry patted the chair beside hers when she came in and they gazed into each other’s eyes for a long moment, smiling foolishly at each other. Harry reached over, unconsciously brushing back her curls. Without thought, Sarah straightened Harry’s crooked collar, then instinctively passed over a glass of water, receiving half a buttered bread roll in return. Harry put her hand on the table, and Sarah automatically stroked it with her finger while she ate the bun. Then she became aware no one was talking, all eyes on them.
“What?”
Amelia smiled. “Nothing, dear.”
Sarah glanced at Harry, who looked baffled too. They both shrugged.
* * *
Amelia’s performance that night was impeccable as always. Ann and Lilly joined them there and afterward they bid them farewell, promising to see each other soon. Her father had seen Payne, who had agreed to her terms, if somewhat reluctantly. Knowing they had him over a barrel, he had signed the agreement in the end.
After another night at the hotel, they moved to Rose Bay, where they spent the days sailing and sightseeing.
Mary rang with the news that rain had come to Arrow Creek at last, buckets full, and Adam was out of ICU and on the mend.
On their last day in Sydney, Sarah led Harry out to the seat overlooking the harbour to watch the sunset. In the distance, the Opera House was tinged pink and the clouds on the horizon deepened into reds and purples as the light faded. Sarah cuddled into the body beside her, feeling its warmth seep into her. It felt so damn good.
“Kiss me, sweetheart.”
Soft lips descended upon hers, nuzzling, not urgently, but with gentle love.
Sarah slipped her hand under Harry’s shirt, stroking the smooth flesh on her back and stomach, not as a prelude to passion, simply to touch, to let her lover know how much she cared.
“Grandma’s asked us to stay a few more days.”
Harry kissed her on the forehead. “Would you like to? Ben will be all right for a while.”
“You know what I want to do.”
“What, honey?”
“I’d like to go home.” As soon as she said it, Sarah felt a burst of emotion. Arrow Creek was her home now—she no longer cared for city life. All she wanted was to live with Harry, care for her and love her. If they had an occasional tiff, well, that only added to the spice of life, didn’t it? And, goddamnit, making up was so much fun.
Harry hugged her tighter. “You mean it?”
“You want to?”
“Hell yes!”
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