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      The ad appeared in the local paper in April, the month that shared her name. Farm manager wanted. Generous terms. Apply to Quinn’s.

      Until three months ago, I’d been working for old man McKenna in the job I’d had since I left school, helping him out on the farm that none of his kids had ever wanted but which he couldn’t bring himself to sell. Where I wanted to be was home, on Oakvale, but while the family grazing property was fairly large I was the youngest of four boys and there simply wasn’t room. Dad hoped I’d get a trade. Mum, being Catholic, hoped I’d join the priesthood. Not a chance of that. Not after Kristy Daley let me kiss her under the footy grandstand one blustery winter afternoon.

      So I asked for work at McKenna’s and the old boy and I got on well. He grouched, I said bugger-all. I’m one of those big quiet types your mother warns you about, although girls aren’t in any danger from me. Kristy notwithstanding, half the time I’m too nervous to speak to them.

      I’ve had girlfriends. Two, to be precise. Both ended up leaving town for bigger and better things. Both times we tried to hold it together but distance never helps any relationship. And my brand of shyness isn’t an asset.

      Quinn’s have been my family’s solicitor since Methuselah was a baby, so the week after I saw the ad I called in. Kristy was on the front desk, looking even prettier than she usually did thanks to the glow of a healthy pregnancy. She’d ended up marrying Connor Albrecht, whose family ran the local supermarket, and already had two boys. My guess was she’d keep going until she had a girl, like my mum did.

      I stood in front of her with my hat in my hands, rolling the brim like some dumb fool character out of a John Wayne western, barely speaking beyond ‘hello’, while she nattered away. Finally she stopped trying to coax conversation out of me and instead asked what I was after.

      ‘I wanted to ask about the job.’

      Kristy smiled. ‘I thought you might.’ She tilted her head toward the hall. ‘Junior is looking after it. He’s free. Go have a chat.’

      I nodded my thanks and followed the carpet runner, pausing and taking a deep breath before turning into the open doorway on the right. Junior was leaning back in his chair with his feet on the desk, hands behind his head and his eyes closed.

      When he failed to register my presence after a few seconds, I rapped on the door.

      Eyes snapped open. The feet slid off the desk. A slightly panicked look fluttered across Junior’s face until he clocked who had caught him slacking off.

      A grin spread. ‘Tristan. How’s tricks?’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘Come in. Pull up a chair.’

      I did as ordered, shaking hands with him before sitting down. Junior wasn’t much older than me, a couple of years at most, which made him around thirty. He’d gone away to Melbourne for uni after school and stayed there until a few years ago, when he’d come home to Rannoch.

      Our little town is in the heart of Australia Felix. Which means nothing to most people when you say it, but actually means ‘the heart of fortunate Australia’. Major Mitchell, the explorer who coined the phrase, was right. We are blessed here. This part of far western Victoria is lush, fertile, and grows some of the best wool in the country. We have romantic hills, pretty streams and rivers, and reliable rainfall. We also have plenty of erosion thanks to our forebears’ enthusiasm for land clearing, but that’s another story.

      Still, it’s a hard place to stay away from if your heart’s here. Junior had thought he belonged elsewhere, but one mention from his father of selling up and early retirement and he was back. Apparently, Rannoch without a Quinn as solicitor turned out to be as unthinkable for Junior as it was for the rest of us.

      He grinned at me further. ‘You’re here about the ad.’

      I stopped myself from reaching for my hat. ‘Yes.’

      ‘You heard Rainbow was sold?’

      I nodded, something rustling down in my gut. It was my dream to one day own a property like Rainbow. In two lifetimes I could never have afforded it. There weren’t many with the capital or borrowing power who could. Someone had though.

      Dad had offered a few times to help me to get started with a small place, even to the point of going guarantor for the bank. I always refused. To everyone’s relief I suspect. Money changes things, especially within families. You only had to look at the dust-up that happened between McKenna’s kids when he died. They were still squabbling and firing lawyers at one another, while the property – that I’d worked with as much dedication as the old man for the last eleven years – was going to ruin.

      It’d happen for me one day, when I’d saved some more. Which was why the ad and its ‘generous terms’ had me talking to Junior.

      ‘Bought by a woman from Melbourne. An artist.’ Junior tossed me a look. ‘Interesting type.’

      I nodded, a picture forming in my head that wasn’t flattering.

      ‘It’s not really a manager’s job, more a share-farming type arrangement.’ Again that look. ‘For the right person.’

      ‘What are the qualities of the right person?’

      Junior skated his chair back, reached to the shelf behind him and plucked a sheet of paper from a document tray. He rolled back to his desk and propped a pair of glasses onto his nose.

      ‘Usual stuff about pasture and livestock management. You’ve got all that, no worries.’ He rubbed at his chin and I had the feeling Junior was trying to hide a grin. ‘Then there are, ah, other things.’

      I shifted in my seat and tried not to worry that another job was about to go begging.

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Patience.’

      I said nothing. Everyone knew I had that in droves.

      ‘Kindness.’

      I had plenty of that too. Ask anybody.

      ‘Tolerance.’ Junior’s eyes were fairly twinkling by now. ‘And the ability to follow instructions no matter how ridiculous they may seem at the time.’

      ‘Right.’ Wasn’t much more I could say to that list. Who had those sorts of intangible criteria as job specifications? Artists, obviously.

      ‘Think you fit the bill?’

      I shifted again and this time was unable to stop myself reaching for my hat and burying one hand into the crown while the other ran around the soft edge of the brim. I needed this job.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Want to put in a formal application?’ At my nod Junior grinned. ‘I was bloody hoping you would. If you hadn’t I was going to ring you anyway. There’s no one more suited to it than you.’ He stood and reached across to shake my hand again. ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘What? I have it?’

      ‘Only person for the job, mate. Give me a week or two to finalise it with the owner and I’ll be in touch.’

      So that’s how I came to April’s Rainbow.

      If only the rest had proved as easy.
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      It was nearing the end of June when April arrived at Rainbow. I’d been on the property six weeks by then, settled into the two-bedroom, simple limestone cottage that came with the job, which sat a couple of paddocks and a long slope down from the main house.

      Mostly I’d been getting to know the place. Driving around its hills with my kelpie Holly, inspecting the facilities, checking paddock and rainfall records, and buying sheep. Rainbow was just short of a thousand acres, with the main house a late 1800’s single storey bluestone construction with a verandah running all the way round. One of those small but historic houses not uncommon to the area, but renovated to provide modern comforts. Improvements included a three-stand shearing shed, two sets of sheep yards, a couple of silos, and some decaying cattle yards.

      As it turned out, Junior’s generous terms had proved an understatement. The contract had a few weird clauses that had given me pause for all of two seconds, but pause all the same. In layman’s terms, I could run whatever I wanted on my allocation, however I liked, as long as I gave due care for the land and improvements. Sheep, cattle, goats, if I chose. Or nothing. It was up to me because April didn’t know the first thing about farming, and she had other things in mind for Rainbow.

      For her special part of it, anyway.

      The main house was situated off the road on top of one of the property’s many hills. Behind it, a small five or so acre paddock sloped down to the highway. Across from there, another hill rose up, topped with a cairn to mark Major Mitchell’s trail. A tourist drive looped from the road toward it, ending in a small parking space that offered a sweeping view of the land to the north.

      As a local I’d never thought much of it, but a day didn’t pass without someone driving up to the cairn for a look and to be battered by the wind that howled across the unprotected cleared hills for miles.

      April never called to say she was coming. The first I knew was when I saw a metallic red Range Rover parked in front of the house one morning, every one of its doors open. I didn’t know what to expect. Junior hadn’t revealed much and I hadn’t wanted to ask. The only artist I’d known personally was my mum’s cousin Mary, who lived outside of Warrnambool and painted seascapes in thick oils in such a way that it was like the paint formed waves of its own. Two of Mary’s paintings hung in the lounge at Oakvale, given as presents in the days before Mary began to command more than the price of a good secondhand ute for her works.

      I guess I’d expected someone like her. Older, a bit crusty and paint splattered. Absent-minded, always looking at people and scenes in a way that made you think they weren’t looking at you or the view at all, but something in their mind’s eye, as if reality was too boring.

      What I got with April was a little of that but much more. So very much more.

      There were two parts of the property dedicated as out of bounds for me, unless in an emergency. The house and the small front paddock. Everywhere else on the farm was, for all intents and purposes, mine to do with as I wished. Incredible, certainly eccentric, but I was to learn that was par for the course with April.

      I parked outside the fence and stared at the house for a few minutes, expecting her to push open the screen door and come for more things from the car. The house remained quiet, the car abandoned, its doors splayed open like a squashed beetle’s wings. I sat for a bit longer, overcome with nerves, until deciding that I had to do something. I collected my hat and jammed it on my head. The day was a fine one for winter, the sun weak but warming and cut by the softest of breezes. A few clouds drifted up high, casting the occasional shadow and causing the light to flicker.

      June days didn’t come much prettier and it livened my mood. I had another truckload of sheep coming tomorrow and was at last feeling like a real grazier, with my own stock and a future that seemed bright with possibility.

      The gate was open. After ordering Holly to stay put I walked through, following the gravel drive toward the Range Rover. At its grill I paused. The duco shone cochineal red, like a bottle of Mum’s icing colour, and contrasted with the green lushness of its surrounds. The back lawn was long and capeweed infested. Several times I’d been tempted to run over it with a mower, but defying a contract clause wasn’t the way to start off a dream assignment, so I’d left it. It annoyed me though, like I wasn’t doing a proper job.

      I listened for sounds from the house. The iron roof gave off an occasional ping as the metal expanded in the sun, and I thought I heard something else. A voice, whispering, almost layered, like in a horror film when the filmmaker wants to alert viewers to the approach of hidden, menacing spirits. Even more nervous, I placed my hand on the bonnet of the car and found it was cool.

      Nerves gave way to worry. I didn’t like this. If she’d been here a while, why wasn’t the car closed up? I stepped to the side and scanned the interior. The rear seats were folded down and suitcases packed into the back. On the passenger seat sat a bright orange handbag, its neck gaping open to reveal a purse and a smartphone.

      I glanced back at the house. ‘Hello?’

      No one answered back. I listened for the spirit whispers again but this time only heard the call of a crow.

      I moved closer to the house. ‘Hello? I’m Tristan. Tristan Blake, the manager.’ I swallowed and looked around me, before focusing back on the screen door. The mesh was too dark to make out anything behind it. ‘Are you all right?’

      After another minute I glanced back at my ute, wondering if I shouldn’t drive off and come back later. Maybe she was in the loo or shower, or doing something else private. But the open car doors and handbag had me worried and she could just as well be hurt as occupied. It might not even be Ms Tremayne – as I called her then. I couldn’t leave until I knew there was nothing wrong, and Holly had an intent look about her. Clever Kelpie ears pricked, body tense, as though she could feel doubt vibrating in the air.

      One of the verandah’s red and cream tiles made a scrape when I stepped up. A quick look showed another couple that appeared to sit uneven and in need of recementing. Something for later, when this was resolved.

      With a last look back at Holly, I took a deep breath and rapped on the timber frame of the screen door. ‘Ms Tremayne?’

      Seconds passed. I shuffled a bit and finally succumbed to the urge to check inside, and cupped my hands against the screen, ready to spy.

      A noise had me turning to the right. A woman was coming around the side of the house. Her head was down, a vast halo of flowing dark hair falling around her face, lifting gently on the breeze. She wore a long skirt; a sort of patchwork thing in different geometric shapes, vividly coloured. Her cropped jacket was bright emerald and seemed expensive in contrast to her skirt, which appeared home-made. One of those down-filled parkas you bought from brand-name hiking or skiing stores and didn’t get much change from three hundred dollars.

      Not wanting to frighten her, I cleared my throat.

      Ms Tremayne looked up, and for a heartbeat I was lost in the saddest gaze I’d ever seen. Then it was gone, replaced with pure sunshine.

      And I knew then that I had found my rainbow’s end.
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      I removed my hat and stepped off the verandah. I wasn’t meant to be in the yard, or near the house. The rest of the farm was my playground and I had no business being here. Except the car, the empty yard and silent house had made me break terms.

      I opened my mouth to say something and only managed to wave my hat toward her car.

      She glanced at the open doors, frowning, and closed her eyes briefly. ‘Yes. Sorry. I was a bit excited and wanted to see the paddock. Left everything as it was. I didn’t mean to worry you.’

      I cleared my throat, aware of how nervous it made me appear, and felt even more self-conscious because of it.

      She cocked her head. ‘You must be Mr Blake.’

      I nodded, working my way up to speak, but it was impossible with her so pretty and warm-looking, like a colourful tropical butterfly suddenly blown south. And it was strange to be called Mr Blake. No one had ever done that before. I wasn’t old enough to be a mister and locals didn’t stand a lot on ceremony, not the ones I associated with. The youngest boy of the Blakes was who I was. No room for mister-ing, even if I was the tallest of the lot.

      The mister revealed a great deal though, about where I stood in the hierarchy of Rainbow and in April’s esteem. I darted another look at the Range Rover, remembered the expensive-looking suitcases, the handbag with its smartphone, and snuck another glance her way. Designer jacket, beautiful hair, long-fingered hands. A million miles out of my social league.

      My hands had started their compulsive brim rolling again. I forced them to stop.

      She approached, studying me. Not quite as impersonally as Cousin Mary, but like I was something beyond biology, something wondrously curious that appealed deeply to her artist’s nature. Her eyes were green. Not murky green but light, with a slightly darker outer ring. Rare and amazing.

      ‘Junior mentioned you were a bit shy.’

      I nodded again, convinced my face had developed a baboon’s bum flush and, using the same will as I’d used to still my hands, forced myself to speak. ‘I saw the car and . . .’ I shook my head and began moving quickly up the drive. ‘Sorry. Not meant to be here.’

      ‘Mr Blake.’

      I halted, a sick feeling in my stomach that I’d screwed up.

      She smiled. ‘It’s all right.’

      I glanced at Holly, who was watching me closely, the way she did sheep, assessing the situation, body almost quivering with the need to jump from the tray and canter to my side. She was a good dog, always eager to help.

      The dog reminded me of my manners. I might be shy but I was still a Blake. Mum would have clipped my ear if I’d walked away. ‘Do you need a hand with anything?’

      Again that intense scrutiny. ‘You have a nice voice. That’s good.’ She nodded to herself. ‘That’s very good.’

      I opened my mouth, closed it, unable to fathom a response.

      She regarded the car and that strange sadness I’d noticed earlier returned. ‘No, I’ll be fine, but thank you. That was kind of you to offer.’

      I lifted my hat in farewell and strode for the ute, still rolling over ‘nice voice’ in my mind. Holly leaned her paws on the tray’s edge, tail wagging madly. I paused to smooth my hand over her head and murmur to her. Funny how I had no problem talking to dogs, or sheep, or cattle, or any other animal for that matter. It was only people that made my tongue dry out. Holly licked my hand and whined a little.

      Suddenly I turned around. April was still by the car watching me. I fondled Holly’s ears. ‘This is Holly.’

      April smiled and raised a hand, twinkling her fingers the way children waved. ‘Hello, Holly.’

      ‘She’s a working dog but friendly,’ I added. It seemed important for April to know. I didn’t want her to be frightened if she met up with Holly alone.

      ‘Can I meet her properly?’

      I glanced at Holly, straining over the ute, and nodded.

      April approached, coloured skirt swirling, thick black curls bouncing around her shoulders, shimmering with light. I wanted to touch that silky hair, wrap a long tress around my fingers and feel it slide away. Even then, on our first meeting, I’d wanted to touch every part of April. Looking back now, the strength of my reaction to her feels a bit over the top and stalkerish, but I owned one of those hearts that could fall in love in an instant and then spend years broken when it all turned sour. Too sensitive for my own good, Mum said. A bloody great sook, according to my brothers. Maybe I was both, but at least the only person I ever hurt was myself.

      She held out her curled fingers for Holly to sniff. The dog took her scent and began her welcoming ritual that involved a wag that rippled from the tip of her tail to her head. The sound of April’s laughter broke the day in a way that made me think of flowers bursting open in delight at the sun.

      She stroked Holly’s head, cooing and talking nonsense about what a beautiful dog she was, how her coat glowed the colour of Australia’s dry heart, how her ears were special because they could hear the undercurrents of the world. How her eyes were so sharp they saw more than the gods.

      They were strange words and fell away as quickly as they’d begun. April’s gaze shifted to the horizon, past the rolling hills, to the sky beyond. Her fingers absently stroked but her eyes were glazed, her mind travelling elsewhere. Uncertain, I could do nothing but watch and fret a little, while the air swirled with the soft sounds of country and April’s breathing.

      A truck along the road broke the spell. She glanced at me and then away, embarrassed. ‘Sorry. I get a little distracted sometimes.’ She petted Holly one last time and flashed me a quick smile. ‘She’s a lovely dog.’

      I nodded my agreement.

      April stepped back and clapped her hands together. ‘Right. I’d better get myself organised. Thanks for checking on me.’

      ‘Are you sure you don’t need a hand?

      ‘Positive.’ She regarded the horizon once more and instinctively I looked over my shoulder to see if I could identify what had caught her attention, but there was nothing. Green paddocks, blue sky, white clouds. A distant stand of remnant forest. The grey steel sheep yards and shearing shed. A crow sweeping past. The usual scenery.

      Perhaps she wanted to paint it or something.

      ‘Can I borrow you tomorrow?’ she asked suddenly.

      I wanted to make a joke, like my middle brother Jeremy would. Wink and say something clever like ‘I’m all yours’ or ‘You can borrow me anytime’, but talk like that had never been my go. Half the time I was lucky to get a yes out. Not because I didn’t want to talk or was incapable, but because I had a fear of saying the wrong thing. I had every confidence in my livestock and farm management skills, even my mechanical ones when pressed. Talking though, especially to women, was a bugger. Usually it was easier to just ‘do’.

      So I nodded and tried to make it look confident and normal. The way I wanted her to view me. It seemed to work.

      ‘Will early afternoon be okay?’ she replied. ‘Say around one or thereabouts?’

      The sheep were scheduled for mid-morning. Afternoon would be fine. My gut told me another nod wouldn’t be. ‘One’s fine.’

      She breathed out. ‘Good. That’s good.’ The pensiveness left, softening her face. ‘I’ll meet you here.’

      A thought occurred to me. ‘Do I need to bring anything?’

      ‘No. Not yet. But later you will.’ And with that she hugged herself in secret delight, and skipped back to the house like a child, skirt swinging rainbow ribbons in her wake.
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      It was a Tuesday the day I first saw April dance. A Tuesday afternoon in early winter, with a filthy western district wind blowing and clouds as steel grey and menacing as gunships. And there was April, in that same coloured skirt and bright emerald parka, with her beautiful hair cascading like a black waterfall, arms out, twirling in the centre of the sloping paddock like a magical sprite.

      She laughed while she twirled, her head held back, her face to the sky and her mouth open, filling the air with something that sounded to me like pure joy, but that I learned later was something much more complicated, and a hell of a lot sadder.

      I’d spent the morning staring like a gobsmacked fool at my sheep. My sheep. Merino ewes with soft fine wool and wombs that would one day fill with crossbred lambs. At one point I’d even had a smug little giggle, causing Holly to look at me with her eyebrows raised, which shut me up pretty quick. Giggling at sheep was pathetic, but this felt like I was wrapped in luck. This was the biggest step up in life I’d had and I couldn’t remember being happier.

      At one I drove over to the main house and stood by the ute, tickling Holly’s belly while I waited for April. A less shy man would have walked up to the house and knocked, but I was still acutely aware of having breached my contract the day before, no matter how okay she’d said it was.

      She emerged from the house a few minutes later with a wide welcoming smile that made my heart lurch drunkenly and my skin buzz. Her clothes were the same as the day before except for the elastic-sided workboots on her feet.

      She fairly skipped down the gravel drive. An open two-bay shed had been built to the front left of the house as a carport and general junk storage, and the Range Rover was now parked rear-in underneath.

      ‘Hello, Mr Blake.’ She held her hand out for Holly to sniff. ‘Hello, Holly.’

      I nodded. ‘Ms Tremayne.’

      She slid a look sideways at me, a tiny curl to her mouth. Her lips were shiny with gloss and looked even plumper and prettier than yesterday. I wanted her to ask me to call her April but she just gave me that look and didn’t comment. Perhaps she was waiting for me to tell her to call me Tristan. I thought about offering, but the baboon’s bum look was already making a reappearance and I decided to save it for another day.

      ‘Shall we walk?’ she said.

      The main house was surrounded by an inner drystone wall in need of repair, and an outer steel tube and mesh fence to keep stock out of the garden. She followed the edge and I made a mental note to grab a whipper snipper and attack the long grass around the fence before it got even more out of hand. This was outside the restricted area and I’d have no hesitation taking care of it.

      ‘Such glorious country,’ she said as we reached the south side of the house’s boundary where the front paddock began its slope down to the road. Pausing, she closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. ‘You can smell its purity.’

      Her cheeks were flushed with cold, her lips parted, the pale skin of her neck pearly. I could have looked at her like that for an hour, she was so beautiful.

      To me, that is. My eldest brother Laurie came across April in town one day and described her as looking like a crow in drag. I’d had to shove my clenched fists in my pockets to stop from belting him one, but there was some truth to his description. With her long nose and narrow face April did appear birdlike. I could even concede that her black eyebrows and black hair might give a crow-like impression to some, but crows are sly and mean, and April was open and generous. She had their cleverness though. It shone from her sculptures like they had a beating heart.

      She exhaled a long breath. ‘This is so perfect.’

      I wanted ask what it was perfect for. How could this ordinary bit of dirt and grass be perfect for anything? The slope, while not severe, still made the paddock difficult to renovate, and it was south facing, which meant less sun, especially in the winter. Less sun, less feed, sheep that didn’t fatten as well as they could in other paddocks. Definitely not perfect.

      ‘I need to buy some straw. Small bales, dense and very square. It’s sharp edges and clean lines that I’m after.’ She rested those extraordinary eyes on me. ‘Could you source me some?’

      I nodded and then cleared my throat. This stupid nodding business was getting tiring, even for me, and I wanted her to see me as decisive and capable. ‘Yes, I can do that.’

      Even if I couldn’t have sourced the straw I would have answered yes to her question. I would have chased the moon for her when she looked at me like that. Besides, having been forewarned, I’d psyched myself for the unusual request part of this job. Not that straw bales were remotely unusual, but I understood that artists thought in different ways to the rest of us.

      ‘How many do you want?’

      She scrunched her nose a little. Her index finger flicked an invisible counter as she calculated. Across the other side of the road, a car had pulled up at Major Mitchell’s cairn. Two people emerged, hunching against the wind. They stood in front of the cairn with their hands in their pockets, leaning forward to read the brass inscription at the base. Done, they circled the rock pile and stopped back at the front, looking our 
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