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    HEART AND SOUL


    Ben McTavish is besotted when he sees a vixen in striped leggings own a cringe-worthy moment and turn it into a hilarious bit. He can’t stop thinking about her even though he puts his foot in his mouth every time he tries to get to know her. Ben would love to spend some time with this woman who has captivated him, but he needs to get his farm established before the bank takes back the land.


    Kate Bloomington is all about whipping her life into shape, including getting to know her grandmother who she is now caring for. When she meets Ben, also known as Saint McT since he helps all comers, she pushes him away. Somehow, he shows up at every inopportune moment, mortifying her and enticing her at the same time. She learns that he needs help as much as she does, and together they create a love that is unbreakable.
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  For Nanna. You would have loved this.
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  FINALLY HOME


  Chapter One

Whoever coined the phrase that “nothing is certain in life except for death and taxes” forgot to add that people will disappoint you and that life is relentless. I’d been hanging on by a thread for years now, and I didn’t see any relief ahead. But despite how much I didn’t want to leave, now was the time if I was going to make it to my new home sweet home by nightfall. I did what my mother had taught me: put my head down and got on with it.

I didn’t want to move at all, let alone with a horrendous hangover and after having my confidence broken by so-called friends. But destiny, the fickle creature, had other plans for me—tortuous, evil plans. I had a choice: I could either wallow and be consumed, or get angry and use that anger to fuel my action. Today, I was taking door number two. I often gave myself pep talks as I drifted towards despair. When my world had fallen apart five years ago after my parents had died, I’d stood on the precipice of oblivion. That time, I’d opted to shatter and become a sad, pathetic mess until I’d almost lost myself. Since then, I’d decided to skip the shattering part. It was too messy.

I would move to the country to look after a grandmother I didn’t know and who my mum hadn’t spoken to in decades, and get on with it. When bad things happened to me, they happened in a major way. Go big or go home, right? Moving to Harrietville, population 338, had come at me like a slow-motion sledgehammer. I should have prepared, but I hadn’t. I’d been anxious in a way that made my feelings on the subject fuzzy and hard to pin down. I didn’t know my grandmother at all and it was going to be painfully awkward as I moved to a new job, in the place where my mother grew up and fled at eighteen. But then I didn’t love my current job or my apartment, and after last night, I found out I didn’t really have friends either. As lightning bolts of booze-fuelled pain struck my brain, I was even more muddled. The only thing I was sure about was that I was alone.

As I moved my worldly belongings into my car, it felt like one of those nightmares where you need to hurry but you deliberately dawdle. At least I didn’t have to move furniture; I’d given all of it to charity. I felt guilty because it was Mum’s stuff, but I was already carrying enough emotional baggage when it came to my parents. I had no room for couches and dinner sets. When I put the last bag in the boot, I stepped back and looked at the ’93 spearmint-green hatchback. It was ugly as sin and the tinted windows and pearl paint finish didn’t make up for the fact it had a lawnmower engine and sounded like a jet-powered shit box. I’d been so proud when I’d bought it because I’d saved for it myself, and Mum and Dad had been impressed. Now I hated it, because like me, it didn’t belong here, in this upscale inner-city suburb. I also wasn’t sure it would even get me to Harrietville.

I looked in the backseat to see my twenty-five years represented by an old car full of overpriced, baggy black clothing, a hair straightener, a box of celebrity slim meal replacements and some tampons. What did that say about me? Clearly I wasn’t ready for a zombie apocalypse, but maybe a casting call for The Bachelor. With nothing keeping me, I drove away from my home for the last five years. The map application on my phone had me taking a windier route than I remembered, but I had more faith in Google than I did in the memory of my only visit to Nan when I was eight.

As I watched the city shrink in my rearview, it started to rain heavily. My thoughts plummeted as the day and my outlook on life got more and more grey. Needing a distraction, I fiddled with my playlists, bringing up my ‘Menstrual Mix.’ The road started to wind up and over a small mountain range that had been burnt by a bushfire years ago, but the charred black trunks still remained beneath the green leaves. I began to wonder if I would ever sprout new leaves.

I gave myself thirty minutes to cry about how shitty life was, then I knuckled down and began to prepare mentally for what was coming. Because my mum and my grandmother hadn’t spoken in years, I really only knew three things about her. One: Alma was a great cook. My mum had protected the handwritten recipe book that Alma had given her like a family grimoire. I now kept it safe by not using it. Eating? No problem. Cooking? No way. Two: Alma liked to garden, and her lawyer had included looking after her garden as part of my duties. This was another strike for me; I struggled to even keep myself alive, and that should’ve been instinctual. Third: Alma liked a drink. This was based on Mum’s hatred of the stuff and reference to it reminding her of home. At least we could get drunk on sherry at five o’clock as she recuperated from major surgery in the nursing home.

The only other thing I knew was that before whatever happened that split them apart, Mum had loved growing up in the country. Interestingly, she hadn’t talked about my grandfather much, although they must’ve been close because she had a photo of him beside the bed. But as all things with my mother, she avoided talking about anything personal.

A few hours into my trek to the arse end of the earth, I needed to feed my hangover with comfort food. I stopped in the next town, which was called Yarck. It would’ve been more fitting if it was called Farck. Seeing cars parked out the front of a strange place called the Giddy Goat, I pulled up next to a truck the size of a shipping container and a very shiny, sexy-looking motorbike. While I waited for my sausage roll and bucket of Diet Coke, I noticed one of the best-looking men I’d ever seen beside me in the queue. It was unexpected, and my overloaded brain focused in on him. He was tall with a big barrel chest, filling out his grey Henley under a killer, worn-leather jacket. He had dark auburn hair that was a bit too long, the waves framing his handsome face. His denim-blue eyes that were looking at me speculatively were beautiful and rimmed in thick lashes. Wait. Looking at me. Shit. Embarrassed, I gave him an awkward smile, which he returned with a full-blown one, his pearly whites on show. I blushed hard. This was seriously one sexy ginger.

Then I remembered what I looked like—black striped leggings that may have been a little sheer across my generous bottom, designer runners that were covered in mud and an oversized black woolen sweater that dropped off one shoulder. My dark hair was tied in a knot on my head, my fringe was all over the shop and I knew I had panda eyes. My blush deepened, but thankfully the server called my order, giving me a reason to get away from his attention. But my reprieve was short lived.

I’d like to say that what happened next was because the world was conspiring against me. But that wasn’t true. I was an idiot, plain and simple. When I got my sausage roll I was desperate to leave after drooling over the Sexy Ginger and as a result, I grabbed the tomato sauce with too much gusto because PLOP! I had squeezed the plastic bottle so hard, it squirted sauce up in the air, landing on my forehead. I was stunned for a moment, wondering how I’d managed such a humiliating feat. I mean really, I deserved a medal in how to be ridiculous. I stood still, hoping it was a dream, but alas, the cold, viscous substance was in my hair and running towards my temple.

I chanced a look around to see if others had seen. Everyone was looking at me in astonishment. Well, everyone except for the Sexy Ginger. His hand was over his mouth as he tried not to laugh. He was losing the battle because his hot as hell, burly body was shaking. With laughter. At me. Dear God.

Desperately needing to leave so I could finish dying of mortification by slamming my head in my car door, I grabbed the sausage roll out of the bag, and ran it up my head where the sauce was running down towards my ear. Then with a smile aimed at him, I said, “Waste not, want not,” before strolling out the door like I wasn’t a complete moron. No one said anything but I could hear one person who I knew was tall and sexy, boom with laughter.

***

Wow. I mean seriously. WOW. I’d seen the most brilliant thing in my life and no one would believe me when I told them. On this dreary winter’s day in Yarck of all places, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen waltzed into the Giddy Goat, took her time checking me out, then did something that belonged in a Three Stooges movie. She’d managed to coat her head in tomato sauce before wiping it off back on her food. She had a will of iron to not buckle under everyone’s stares, and when she’d played it off like it was on purpose? Comedic genius. Shit, I’d been half in love with her already, but when she sauntered out, her sexy ass swaying in leggings that showed me she liked stripes, I was done for.

Little did she know that I was following her now, not because I was a creeper, but because it appeared we were headed in the same direction. That was interesting. What was more interesting was the fact that for the first time in a long time, a woman intrigued me. Sure, I wanted to bang her. She was sexy—all curves and big grey eyes, and loads of gorgeous dark hair that I wanted splayed over my pillow, or chest, or, let’s face it, both.

But I didn’t only want to bang her; I wanted to know about her. The way she looked at me was unguarded and honest. She liked the way I looked, and her blush was cute as hell. All that wouldn’t matter though, because if our paths ever crossed again, one of two things would inevitably happen. We would either have one night of amazing sex, or she would tell me about her hopes, dreams and disappointments and want my friendship—nothing more. I liked that people were comfortable sharing with me, but it happened too often. I was a man who could hold a conversation and the word feeling didn’t make me break out in a rash. This was my lot in life: women either used my body, or cried on my shoulder. But this woman? Something about her old-beyond-her-years grey eyes and full, pouty lips made me hope I’d get both.

At least she gave me something good to think about, as opposed to the consulting gig in Melbourne I was returning from. I needed money to get my farm up and running, but my consulting job was sucking my will to live. I’d started fulfilling my dream: a farm that grew a range of boutique crops, had accommodation on site and a sustainable home to raise a family in. But it was slow going, and every cent counted. Occasionally travelling the four hours to Melbourne for work was necessary.

As I approached the turnoff for the Snow Road, I was surprised that she was slowing down, and indicating. I followed her as she drove cautiously off the highway. I kept my distance, not wanting her to think I was a stalker, and it seemed smart because her god-awful green car was blowing smoke. I hoped it made it to wherever she was headed.

As Mt Buffalo came into sight, I smiled. I was getting close to home. I’d been abroad for ten years, during which time the prospect of coming home had elicited mixed emotions. I’d loved growing up here. It was beautiful, there was always something to do and I was part of the community. I got to be close to my mum and two sisters, despite the latter being continual pains in my arse. I had good friends too, especially Erik, my best mate since kindergarten. All that was reason enough to want to be in the Alpine Valleys. But home reminded me of my father. He’d died almost twenty years ago of cancer, and I still missed him. Then there was Sheridan, and all that had gone down between us. She was the reason I’d left like an overly sensitive school boy. While I was happy to be back, I was regularly reminded of things I hadn’t been able to fix.

My phone in my pocket buzzed and while I contemplated not pulling over to check it so I could keep following the mystery woman in her deathtrap on wheels, it may’ve been important. After reading the text from my sister, telling me she had, ‘serious Erik-related shit to talk about,’ I still wasn’t sure. Erik had recently met the love of his life but was fighting it. I’d given him advice that he didn’t want to hear and he was risking losing her forever. He didn’t listen because he’d never understood why I wanted to settle down. Until now. I hoped this shit was positive, because my man was in deep and didn’t know how to hang onto his Annie. I promised myself, again, that if I ever found the one, there is nothing I wouldn’t do to keep her with me.  


  Chapter Two

Turning off the freeway, I’d discovered the valley floor was lush green, dotted by little towns. Impressive mountains rose up around me the closer I got to Bright, reminding me of my mother’s stories about hiking here. I’d wondered if she was lying at the time, because we never did anything like that when I was a kid. Snow now capped the mountains, and the river snaked its way along beside the road and houses with home fires burning. I couldn’t deny it was far prettier than the city.

I arrived in Bright to pick up groceries. Surprisingly the town was pretty big. I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t two roundabouts, two supermarkets, fifteen coffee shops and thirty hairdressers. I walked down the street to the community hub where I started work next Monday. All the lights were on inside, despite it being close to five p.m. I hoped the people at work would be professional and let me get on with my job. I had no interest in making friends and being social; I’d learned my lesson.

Heading into the supermarket, I picked up enough supplies for a few days: Panadol, milk, bread, peanut butter, baked beans, dark chocolate and an apple. That right there was the diet of champions. I considered going to see Alma at the nursing home before heading to her house, but I was too terrified. I had only one vague childhood memory of seeing her and a brief conversation at the funeral; that was it. She had called me often since, but I had ignored her until the lawyer called and told me she was recovering from a fall that had almost killed her, and that I had to come and help. So now, here I was. But how on earth was I supposed to do that when we were strangers?

I needed more time, even if it was only a few hours, before I had to face an old woman I didn’t know. I left Bright and continued along the valley floor, towards the alpine mountains where people skied in winter and mountain biked in summer. Dusk had not fully set in, and the warm golden glow of sunlight hit the top of Mount Feathertop, making the white peak look a brilliant pink. It was beautiful, but I felt like a visitor, with no connection to my mother’s childhood home. Gone was the concrete, the sound of trams rattling up Chapel Street, and the smell of coffee, exhaust smoke and restaurants was replaced by green fields, pollen and wood smoke.

I peered at the tall mountains through my windshield, overwhelmed by their size. Mum had often talked about walking the Bungalow Spur Track and I wondered if I was looking at the summit she’d walked to. We weren’t close before she died. She loved and cared for me, but we weren’t like those best-friend mother-daughter duos. Maybe retracing her steps would bring her closer to me. Unfortunately, I was overweight and utterly unfit for hiking.

As houses became more frequent, and large, leafless oak trees lined the road, I paid closer attention. Alma lived on the edge of town. I pulled into her overgrown driveway; it had a rambling, wild sort of appeal. It was a weatherboard house painted soft pink, with white framing the windows and a corrugated iron roof. I drove down the driveway, past the narrow veranda that led to the front door and into the backyard to the shed to park my car. I hadn’t left myself much room to get out, and squeezing into the darkness, I imagined spiders lurking there. I brushed past the side wall, and something soft and sticky rubbed against my skin. I whimpered, rushing out of the shed, my key at the ready. If a possum came near, I would gouge its eyes out. Urgently needing to be somewhere with the lights on, I ran to the front door, but as I stood trying to get the key in the lock, I heard a rustle in the bushes behind me and I froze.

“SHIT,” I yelped when I heard a strange growl. Was that a dingo? My hands shook as I frantically opened the door and fell in, landing on my stomach on top of my handbag. Scooting forward, I managed to sit up and slap blindly at the wall in hope of finding a light switch. With luck I did and when my eyes flew to the door, I found the wild beast. Then I laughed. Sitting in the open doorway was a cute little orange dog wagging its tail. It looked at me in the eye, then trotted over my legs and towards the back of the house like I hadn’t made a complete spectacle of myself for the second time that day.

Working hard to control my breathing, I stood and took in the lounge room. I was assaulted by an extraordinary amount of knick-knacks, doilies and framed photos. This was nothing like the home I grew up in. At least there were two redeeming features that made up for the OTT old lady-ness: a wood fire glowing red, and a large flat-screen television with an Apple TV sitting proudly on a table with the sides folded down. I almost deflated on the spot with relief.

My perusal moved from the entry to a server window into the kitchen where someone had placed fresh flowers. Above were three enlarged photos: one of Mum and Uncle Luca when they were little, a family photo of Alma, Granddad, Mum and Luca and another black and white one of Alma, with some other women taken what must be fifty years ago in front of old tobacco sheds. Based on my mum’s dislike of her own mother, I was surprised to see her in pictures that clearly had pride of place.

The dog barked, making me jump, and I walked through to the kitchen where it sat in front of a microwave. There, I found a note explaining Marmalade belonged to a neighbor who had left me dinner in the fridge, and Marmalade had treats in the tin on top of the microwave. I frowned; people didn’t just do things like that, nice things, the right things. In my experience, people did what was right for them, and didn’t think about anyone else. I got a biscuit from the tin, and gave it to Marmalade who had been patiently waiting. She scarfed the biscuit quicker than I could eat KFC popcorn chicken, then sniffed the air, looked me up and down then trotted back out the front door like she owned the place. Even the dog recognised an imposter.

Now completely alone, I explored the rest of the house. My mother had started from humble beginnings but the house was lived-in and full of character. None of this spilled over into the home she built for my father and me. Our home had taken minimalism to the extreme. I found Alma’s bedroom, with an old wrought-iron frame bed covered in a patchwork quilt, and you guessed it, potpourri and lacework on the bedside table. I sat on the bed, feeling like I was trespassing because I didn’t know her at all but here I was, making myself at home in her house.

After eating lasagna and reading one of Alma’s racy Mills and Boon romance novels—something else my mother hated, frivolity—I went to bed early. The worn white sheets smelled good, and the bed was soft, but when my head hit the pillow, sleep did not come. Anxiety about meeting Alma simmered away in the background, but it was the painful memories of the night before when my friends had showed how little they thought of me that kept me awake.

***

I’d headed straight to Mum’s for a family dinner, only to be bombarded by my sister Melanie who had seen Erik’s girl demonstrating quite clearly that she still loved him in front of the whole shire council. I needed to talk to Erik. While he claimed to be a commitment-phobe, he was in love with Annie and needed to stop fucking about. He didn’t realise how lucky he was.

“Give him some space,” Mum said, coming in on the end of Melanie’s retelling of events.

“Why? He loves us,” Evie said, attempting to put me in a headlock. Melanie was sort of normal, where Evie was batshit crazy. But she was also correct.

“Now that’s out of the way, there’s something else you should know,” Mum said as we sat down for dinner. We all regularly ate together at home, partly because since I lived in a shed on my farm, cooking was limited, but also because we were tight. Meal times were important growing up, and we continued that tradition now we were all older.

“What’s that?” I asked as I dug into her beef, mushroom and red wine casserole. This was a favourite, and I could easily finagle leftovers.

“It’s about Sheridan,” she said and I paused, fork mid-air, cursing Sheridan for interrupting my happiness.

“What about her?” I asked, forcing myself to eat.

“She’s engaged,” Mel said, and they all watched me, worried about how I might react. But I didn’t need to be coddled.

“That’s good, right?” I asked as though it didn’t matter. And it didn’t, or least not in the way they thought.

“I think so,” Mel hedged.

“You think so? Is the guy no good for her?” I asked.

“Trust you to ask that,” Evie said rolling her eyes.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked my youngest sister.

“Evie,” Mum reprimanded, but as usual, Evie kept on coming.

“What? The girl who broke his heart, kept his engagement ring and is a raging bitch is getting married, and he is worried about the man she is going to marry?” Evie was incredulous.

“Evie, it’s not like I still want her, and it’s normal for people to want exes to be happy,” I said.

“There’s nothing normal about you. You’re like some sort of relationship expert to everyone else, but you can’t see yourself, or how hung up you are on Sheridan bloody McCauley.”

I sighed. It wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. The girls were convinced my unhappiness, which I had thought was hidden, stemmed from unrequited love for my former fiancée. They had reason; I’d left after I’d called the wedding off because I’d been heartbroken, and I’d kept away because I hadn’t wanted to be reminded of what had happened. But now? I couldn’t care less about her romantically.

“I’m not hung up on her,” I said honestly.

“Then why are you sad and shit.”

“Evie!” Mum tsked.

“Sad and shit? How old are you?” Mel asked and Evie poked out her tongue.

“I’m not sad,” I lied. “I’m focused on the farm.”

“Of course you are dear,” Mum said disbelievingly and I shot her a look before changing the subject to something that would occupy my sisters—town gossip.

I called Erik on the way to the farm to fill him in on what Mel had learned about his girl. He was hurting, so to cheer him up I told him about the woman I’d seen in Yarck and it made us both smile. I was glad for it, because the discussion about Sheridan, the glacial pace my farm was moving at, and the shit-storm Erik was facing were a surefire way to put me in a hole.

It wasn’t easy hearing that despite being a bitch, Sheridan had found someone, and Erik, who had never wanted a relationship, met Annie. It had always been me who wanted to get married, and who had done right by everyone, but was still alone. I’d given up on the prospect of love for ten years, only partaking in sex or friendship—never both—but it left me empty. I wasn’t built like that. I loved having someone to talk to, share my day with. I wanted a wedding, honeymoon, kids and a dog. Shit, I would even drive a minivan if I needed to. I wanted all that, but no one wanted me in that way. In coming home, I’d thought I’d settle down on my farm and live the life. Instead, I was spinning my wheels.

I arrived at home to find a tree branch had fallen on part of the chicken run. I grabbed a flashlight and checked the structure, relieved it was only minor damage and all the girls were fine, tucked up in the roosts for the night. I couldn’t afford major works but I would need to do some fixing to keep the chooks in and the foxes out. Smoko Farm only produced forty dozen eggs a week, but it was income that I needed.

I checked on the handful of pigs and sheep I had before going inside the small shed I lived in and lighting the fire. I’d saved for the farm while working abroad, but aid work isn’t exactly lucrative, and I’d also made sure Mum had a little extra as she was raising two daughters who had no fucking clue where money came from. I had the acreage I wanted, the views of the snow, access to the river, a shed to live in, a work shed and some basic fencing, but that was pretty much it. I was covering my mortgage repayments, and slowly reinvesting in the land, but I hadn’t been able to progress anything else.

Desperate for sleep, I took a shower, then crawled into my king-size bed, which took up the majority of the small room, and tried to clear my mind of problems that needed fixing. I loved to problem solve, and to make sure the people I cared about were okay, but there were times when it did my head in. At least tonight was different. Tonight, I would think about the girl from Yarck, her sexy body and her sassy attitude. She was fascinating in a way that pushed all my buttons. Maybe my luck would change and I would find her again.


  Chapter Three

When I woke up, I was still groggy from the hangover, but the brilliant sunshine streaming in reminded me that even though my life was a shambles, and I was a friendless, family-less sauce-misfiring lunatic, life still went on. My mother and father, among other things, had raised me to be resourceful, responsible and determined. I’d faltered for twelve months after their death, and since then I’d done my best to make my own way regardless of the obstacles I faced. Rolling over, I looked at my suitcase spilling clothing on the floor, seeing the outfit I’d worn out two nights ago and my positivity wavered.

My watch said nine a.m., which meant I’d slept for at least twelve hours. My body was rested but my mind and soul were still whirring. I could approach my predicament one of two ways. I could wallow in my newfound misery. This was appealing; I’d been hiding my misery for a long time and I was dying to let that monster loose. Or, I could put my head down, bum up and create the life I wanted. It would be lonely, but I could have a career, get healthy and maybe even build a relationship with my grandmother.

Feeling better with a plan, I got myself some breakfast and sat on the back veranda, taking in the winter sun on Alma’s garden. I knew that this was a beautiful place, but I struggled with the idea of me living here. I was alone in a small town where people came as tourists, and the scant permanent population consisted of farmers and a few old fogeys. My resolve was faltering but I couldn’t put it off any longer. I got up, showered and got ready to meet Alma. Well, re-meet.

I left the house and headed to the local bakery, which was full of people, amazing smells and ski memorabilia. Seeing the cabinet full of delicious pastries, I knew this would be a hurdle for my weight-loss journey. I bought vanilla slice for Alma, hoping it would be an icebreaker. She couldn’t hate me too much if I brought pastry, could she? I walked out not sure of anything and drove into Bright.

I pulled up at Rosella Lodge aged care facility, which was attached to the hospital, and was surprised at how beautiful the setting was, with easy sloping hills looking down over the river that was edged with silvery gum trees. I’d been expecting something akin to an institution—Alias Grace style. At reception I was met by the strange smell of naphthalene flakes and the school canteen. I rang the bell then sat in one of the two faded floral arm chairs, noting the largest bunch of fake gladiolas I’d ever seen. I’m no green thumb, but I was pretty sure that flowers didn’t come in rainbow.

“You must be Kate Bloomington, Alma’s granddaughter,” said a short lady with a tight perm, shorts hot off the elna press and a matching apricot shirt showcasing applique doves. Now the gladiolas made sense.

“Um, yes. That’s right, is Alma available?” I said, secretly hoping the answer was no.

“Of course, we’ve all been waiting for you,” she said handing me the sign-in sheet.

“Really?”

“Yes dear, I know all the good people in town, including your mother and your grandmother, although Alma does keep is on our toes,” she said, laughing conspiratorially.

“Could you show me…” I started to ask but she kept talking, waving for me to follow her.

“I volunteer around town, as well as work here. It’s all about doing your part. Maybe I’ll see you when you’re working at the Hub. I’d be happy to share a sandwich, tell you who is who. Sound good?” she paused momentarily as she rounded a corner, then continued.

“This Hub, well, they have unusual ideas about imports and help people who should help themselves but you can’t stop change, and people who think they can are divusional,” she said. I looked up to clarify what I’d heard, but she was already meters ahead. I hurried to catch up. “Charity starts in the home, I tell my husband all the time. Although, I wish he would not be at home all the time. If he eats any more Iced Vovos, he’ll be obeast—but he doesn’t listen no matter how many times I tell him.” She kept prattling as we took more turns and I struggled to make sense of her rambling. Divusional? Imports? Obeast?

“The Vollies will all tell you city folk don’t understand how we do things. Druggies and layabouts? Well, they need our guidance,” she continued as she looked over her shoulder at me. I blinked and tried on a smile. “You must be tired, you look it.”

“Well,” I managed to get out, but was interrupted because we came to a stop and she knocked on the door.

“Alma, it’s Barbara, and I have a special guest for you all the way from Melbourne,” she sung patronizingly. There was no answer and I was about to turn when she pushed the door open.

“Alma,” she called shrilly as we stepped in.

“Piss off,” an old, cranky voice boomed. I swallowed hard.

Barbara laughed nervously, “That’s no way to greet a visitor who has brought you morning tea.”

I looked anywhere but at my grandmother, not ready to find out how much she disliked me. The large room had a big window with a view down to the river, and the décor was exactly what you would expect in a nursing home: pastel everything. She had a small table and chairs, a TV with rabbit-ear antennas and a bed that rested against the wall, covered in a hand-knitted blanket. The silence clung to the air uncomfortably as I looked around, and Barbara busied herself, snatching the vanilla slice out of my hand and putting it on the table with a plate and a knife. Finally, I looked at Alma, who sat in a big armchair, glaring at me.

“I said, piss off, Barbara,” she said quietly but no less irritably, keeping her gaze fixed on me.

“Oh, aren’t you a trick. Nice to meet you, Kate,” Barbara said laughing nervously as she hurried away. I looked at the door, wishing I could follow.

“Sit down, Kate.”

I sat down like a child in trouble doing my best to hold her gaze, seeing the family resemblance. She didn’t look ancient as I’d expected, just weary. We sat a moment longer, staring, before she broke the tension.

“I need to talk to you.” Those words sounded ominous. I stared down at my feet for a beat, gathering my courage, then I slowly looked up. “So…it takes your mother dying and me to have one foot in to get you up here?”

Wow. Just like that. She slayed me. I wondered how long she’d been waiting to say that as I sat on the bed, with no answer. I hadn’t seen her since the funeral. I could have, but I didn’t. She’d reached out, but I’d not responded. Now I couldn’t speak as tears of anger welled up; she didn’t need to be cruel.

“Well, it’s not like you came to visit me either,” I spat. Her eyebrows raised, and her eyes danced a little.

“I wasn’t invited or welcomed,” she replied.

“You were welcome to help me at the funeral, or were you waiting for a formal invite?” I bit back, cattily. She examined me and I shifted uncomfortably, my heart racing.

“I suppose we were both grieving,” she said on a sigh, giving me a sad, conciliatory smile. Guilt replaced my anger and my face must have communicated my heartache. “Well, at least we can finally battle it out,” she said tiredly and I huffed a laugh. She was a strange bird. “I need you to care for my house. It’s my only possession and it holds all my memories.”

“I will, although I can’t garden,” I said quietly.

“Didn’t your mother teach you?”

“She didn’t garden,” I responded, confused. Our backyard had consisted of grass, a fence and a washing line.

“How did you manage in your own place?” It was Alma’s turn to be confused.

“It was an apartment.” At this, she rolled her eyes like apartments were disgusting.

“I could never live without green around me. It’s why hate being in here so much.”

“I can,” I said but this displeased her and she cleared her throat, then picked up a piece of the vanilla slice and pushed the plate towards me. With nothing for it, I took some, glad to have something to do. It wasn’t a hardship; it was creamy with divine, flaky pastry. I was so absorbed in the sugar rush that her words startled me.

“You can come back tomorrow at 1 p.m. and bring me something decent to eat for lunch,” she said, dismissing me.

“Oh-kay” I muttered as I stood, licking my fingers ungracefully. “Any preferences?”

“Something that requires teeth. Go now, I’m in so much pain I could rip the arm off this chair.”

I said an awkward goodbye then left her room, both relieved and exhausted. I eventually made it back to reception and signed out as Barbara prattled at me, until a young, handsome, well-dressed man walked through the front door. He had dark hair and eyes, with olive skin and perfect, full lips. He was no sexy ginger, but when he smiled at me, I fumbled a smile back.

“Kate, did you hear me?”

“I’m sorry?” I asked, distracted by the man approaching me.

“Are you feeding her? Alma doesn’t eat our food, despite it being top notch,” she said, frustrated.

“Do I need to be?” I heard myself ask.

“You’re family; it’s your duty,” she said getting riled up again, but the Italian Stallion saved my bacon.

“Mrs. Schafer, you look lovely as always. I’m here to see Nonna. How is she today?” he cooed then smiled at Barbara, leaving her mouth hanging open but with no words coming out. Hallelujah.

“She’ll be happy to see you,” Barbara tittered and I fought hard not to roll my eyes.

“Thanks,” he said and then turned to me and smiled. “Sorry to interrupt your conversation.” His chocolate eyes twinkled at me and I blushed. “I’m Frank. You must be Kate, Alma’s granddaughter.”

“Yeah, um, hi,” I stammered.

“Don’t worry, the whole town has been waiting for you; haven’t we, Mrs. Schafer?” he said with a small grin.

“Oh now, Frank, I wouldn’t say that,” she said, giggling.

“I guess your little green car out there will be a permanent fixture around here.” Ugh, the green limousine was at it again, making me stand out when I only wanted to fit in.

“Sure…I mean, thanks.” I sounded ridiculous, but I was nervous under his attentive gaze. To say I was inexperienced with men was an understatement.

“I better go, but swing by our bakery and say hi,” he said, tilting his head and treating me to a crooked grin. I continued to impersonate a lamppost as he walked past and gently put his hand on my shoulder. I jumped, startled at his friendliness.

“Cool,” I finally said.

Cool? COOL? No, not cool.

“He is quite the catch around here,” Barbara said as we watched him walk away. Finally, I was interested in what she had to say. “Very wealthy family, they own the bakery, the biggest fruit farm and lots of holiday accommodations. Good people too. Frank is the only son, and much loved by the family and the town.”

“Good to know,” I said as I walked out, needing some fresh air and dignity.

I headed back to Alma’s restless and uneasy. Our conversation had been intense, and then there was Frank, who couldn’t compete with the Sexy Ginger, but was the first man to pay me attention in, well, forever. Not that anything would happen. My last and only boyfriend was with me as I drank and smoked my way through my inheritance and when I cleaned myself up, he’d left with my True Blood DVDs.

Needing to clear my head, I donned my runners, deciding now was the perfect time to attempt the Bungalow Spur track. I walked from Alma’s but was puffing by the time I got to the end of her street. My confidence took another hit when I arrived at the track; it was like being back in the city with thin, healthy people in matchy-matchy outfits exercising in public, on the weekend. I’d hoped to huff and puff on my own, but as two athletic women strode past, my hopes were dashed. I was unfit and unhealthy, and people were going to notice. Taking a deep breath, I started walking, but before long, there was a sharp incline that would actually kill me. I’d been trying to keep up with the women in front of me, but my lungs wanted to burst and the air felt like razor blades in my throat. Thank God
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