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  Chapter 1
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With everything crossed off her to-do list for the trip into Winton, Kelly Sheppard tucked it away in the pocket of her jeans and instructed Patrick to start driving home. It was good to connect with the outside world every now and then, even if Winton was a ‘big sky, small town’ community in outback Queensland. Relaxed in the passenger seat, Kelly settled back. The breeze rustled in from the open window of the old homestead jeep, causing her hair to billow across her face. She tucked the loose strands behind her ear to clear her view. 
Three hours later, Kelly checked her watch. Yep, out here in the sticks a watch still trumped a mobile phone. She hadn’t bothered to switch hers on after leaving Winton. Reception was unreliable this far out.
With an hour left of the four-hour long drive, she stifled a yawn. It was about this time the drive became wearisome. She would love nothing better than to close her eyes and sleep. Instead, she sat up straighter and rolled her shoulders. Time for a break, Kelly decided, for both her and Patrick, who was only a learner driver.
She raised her voice over the rush of hot breeze. “Okay, Yanko, keep driving for a couple more kilometres, then we’ll stop at Leslie Creek.”
Patrick Van Der Meeliko nodded, a smile playing along his mouth. “Sure, boss. I can do that.” The wind did a good job of whipping his words away, but she caught the teasing in his voice.
Jeez. How had she ended up teaching this upstart how to drive? He was a few years older than her and a bloody long way from home. Why the heck hadn’t he learned to drive in a city like Boston?
It was no secret that drugs were the reason he was at Samdarra Station. Kelly didn’t need reminding how easy it was to lose oneself to temptations. Luckily, she’d discovered the difference between a bad habit and a true addiction before coming to Samdarra, a cattle station doubling as a rehabilitation and detox clinic. Not so long ago she could’ve used its services.
Patrick crunched down through the gears as they approached the creek. Used as the homestead’s ‘get around’ vehicle, the jeep had rust around its edges and a lot of character.
“Any objections to parking in the shade?” Patrick pointed to a cluster of eucalyptus trees only metres away from the creek.
Ugh. Where else would you park in this stinking hot weather? She bit her tongue to stop the retort. “No, Yanko. Have a swim, too, if you want. Best way to cool down.”
Ever since her first meeting with Patrick, he’d frequently irked her with his smart-arse comments. She’d called him ‘Yanko’ when she’d been at her most irritated with him and it’d stuck. It was a play on ‘Yankee’ and his American accent, so alien in outback Queensland. He smiled every time she called him that.
Leaving him to fill his logbook, she opened the jeep door and got out. She stretched her legs, raised her arms above her head and exhaled. Already, she felt more alert.
Secretly, she was pleased with Patrick’s driving skills and how he handled the old girl. For someone who’d never turned a key in an ignition before, it hadn’t taken him long to pick up the skill.
Was she impressed? Yes.
Was she going to share her thoughts? God, no. 
“Hey, Kelly, can you sign off on these hours?”
She turned, taking in his dreadlocked brown hair and his tall, willowy frame. “Sure.”
His hand brushed hers as he handed over the logbook and pen, but she kept her mind on the task, ignoring the temptation to look at him.
She signed before retrieving a small cooler from the back of the jeep. “Sandwich or fruit?”
“Sandwich, thanks.” Patrick took two bottles of chilled water from another ice cooler.
A chance meeting with the station’s counsellor, Janice, at last year’s Winton races had landed Kelly her current job. She was nanny to the station owner’s two children and carried out various homestead chores. For a while before that, she’d roamed from place to place doing similar work, making only enough for food and shelter. She hadn’t cared where she went; by then, she’d lost direction.
Kelly sat in the shade of the trees, leaving room for Patrick. When he sat beside her, she handed him a sandwich.
For patients, rehabilitation at Samdarra meant working on the cattle station. From what Kelly saw, work was tough and the conditions tougher still. It left people dog-tired by the end of each day, where sleep was a luxury before the morning gong sounded for breakfast at dawn.
For some reason, Patrick was always in her face, doing chores closer to the homestead, as though he’d been put on this earth as an extension of her arm. Being asked to teach him to drive was almost the final straw. If she hadn’t liked her station family so much, she would’ve walked away weeks ago.
She looked at him over the top of her sandwich. “So, tell me, why did you never learn to drive?”
Patrick chuckled. “Haven’t I answered that question? You only ask it every time you scramble for something to say.”
The heat of a flush crept up her neck. It galled her that he was right. One of her previous attempts at conversation had covered how he’d got around Boston when he couldn’t drive. If she recalled correctly, his answers had been dumb-arse ones like, “My private chauffeur drove me around,” or “I’d catch the next flight to the party,” or “The guests came to my mansion.”
As if. His replies had only managed to vex her further.
She released a frustrated sigh. On the station he was annoyingly close and constantly invading her space. Once upon a time she had never been shy in front of guys. She could chew off their ear with small talk then start chewing off an arm. Around Patrick, she lost that skill.
“Remind me once more.”
Patrick chuckled. “Too much time on my hands, that’s why.”
What the? That answer made no sense. She shook her head and ignored him, turning her attention to her sandwich. Men with long, unkempt hair never appealed to her, especially when she was forced to spend time with them. How had learning to drive escaped him? Maybe things were done differently in Boston.
“So, tell me,” he began, and she shook herself out of her reverie. “With no family nearby, how did you end up in Winton, helping every no-hoper for miles around?”
Fair question, but none of his business.
“Too much time on my hands, I guess.”
He burst out laughing and its infectiousness dragged her in too. If she could quit noticing that his dreadlocks and American accent went well together, she would have no problem keeping her promise to boycott men. Today she needed a reminder of why she’d made that vow.
With her hand resting instinctively against her breastbone, she remembered how the pain had sliced through her. It was a loss she would eventually need to overcome and move on from. What she’d done was irreversible. There was no going back.

      [image: ]Stripped down to his boxers, Patrick sank into the shallow creek and lay on his back. Branches from the eucalypts leaned close to the water’s edge, brown bark dripping off in strips, their leaves shading his face. God, this country is hot.
At the thought, a streak of satisfaction hurtled along his backbone. He loved the dry heat that sucked every bit of moisture from his skin. It made him feel alive in a way he never had before. Boston was a world away, but he was yet to suffer homesickness. That had been another life.
Still wearing his sunglasses, he closed his eyes and floated. It was a relief to cool down and refresh. With a full stomach and feeling proud of his driving skills, he was ready for the final stretch to the homestead. In a couple of months, he’d have accumulated enough hours to sit his driver’s test and finally get his licence.
He opened his eyes and angled his face to better watch Kelly. She pulled a t-shirt firmly past her hips and, settling on the creek’s bottom, wrapped her arms around her raised knees. He was hyperaware of her closeness, but she showed no interest in him.
Still, he couldn’t resist making the lame jokes and irksome comments he knew irritated her, purely so he could get a reaction. He knew it was immature, but he’d never dealt with anyone like her. She was a universe away from the women he associated with in Boston. In this rough outback country, she gave an impression of casual elegance and a hint of something deeper below the surface.
“We better hit the road again, Yanko.” Kelly rose, water dripping down her firm, tanned thighs. It was all it took for his body to harden.
He groaned inwardly but rose from the water, loosening his boxers to lessen what might be visible if she bothered to look his way. She didn’t, so he prepared himself to deliver a lame comment.
“You know what?” He ran his hands down his torso and legs to remove excess water, before hoisting himself onto the bank and reaching for a towel.
She rolled her eyes. “I can hardly wait for this.”
He chuckled at her reluctance to listen. “Of all the Aussie slang I’ve had to interpret to make sense of what you locals are saying, Yanko outdoes them all. I’m very proud of you.”
She burst out laughing and everything about her changed. Her willow-green eyes sparkled, mesmerising him instantly, and her midnight black hair shimmered blue in the afternoon sun.
An elusive thought finally struck home. Sunlight.
It was what he thought of every time he was close to her. If sunlight had a personality, Kelly shared it. Whether the day was hazy, scorching, shaded or cool, she exuded it. As he towel-dried himself, his chest expanded with an uncomfortable fullness at the realisation that, for the first time in his life, he was the shy boy. He fumbled with his clothes before settling into the driver’s seat.
“Once we get to the gate at paddock one hundred and twenty, gun it. Get up to fifth gear, then work the gears down as you approach Riley’s Corner. It’s a tight bend and I want a nice smooth drive around it.”
They were thirty minutes into the last leg and there’d been no need for conversation. The silence wasn’t awkward, just comfortable, with a relaxing afternoon waiting for them at the other end. He knew the corner she mentioned, and now on Samdarra land they were only a couple of kilometres away, with Riley’s corner a stone’s throw from the homestead.
When the gate at paddock one hundred and twenty whizzed past in his periphery, the last stretch of paved road began. The usual corrugated gravel didn’t allow for fast driving, but the onset of paving had a driver naturally picking up speed. This was where he moved up the gears as Kelly instructed.
A thick band of trees huddled around Riley’s Corner. They fed off the creek running alongside the steep embankment to the left, giving their foliage an unusual greenness in the dry landscape.
“Okay, start to slow it down soon,” Kelly instructed.
He pressed gently on the brake pedal, but his foot tangled with it, finding no resistance. He pushed the pedal all the way to the floor, but the jeep showed no signs of slowing down at all.
“Shit, Yanko, I said start slowing down.” Kelly sat up straighter, a hint of worry tainting her words.
The wind whipped against his face. “I’m damn well trying!”
Frantically, he pumped the spongy pedal as they approached Riley’s Corner at an alarming rate. His heart boomed. “The brakes! The freaking brakes aren’t working!”
Kelly reached for the handbrake, a last-ditch effort to slow the jeep, but they’d already reached Riley’s Corner. The vehicle careered off the road. Kelly screamed. The jeep rolled into the ditch and continued tumbling down the embankment. Branches grazed Patrick’s face through the open window. The engine finally cut out when the sudden jerk of the handbrake brought them to a stop on the edge of a steep drop.
Pain exploded behind Patrick’s eyes. His head had taken a hit each time they’d rolled, but pain aside, he was alive. Not much else hurt that he could tell. Still strapped in, he jerked his head in Kelly’s direction and nearly keeled over with pain from the movement. Kelly was conscious but had a gash near her forehead and was rapidly gulping in air. He blinked a couple of times to clear the dizziness, trying to calm his breathing.
“Don’t move, Yanko. One breath of wind and this thing could slide to the bottom of this hill. That will really hurt.”
Shit. How had they managed to stop on the precipice of the rise where Riley’s Corner was cut? At least they were sitting upright.
“You okay?” For the first time, concern for him filled her eyes.
Is this what’s required to get some sort of reaction from her? He almost laughed at the absurdity.
“I am. What about you?” He wasn’t about to mention his sore head.
“I’ll live, but when I find out who was responsible for not checking the brake fluid during the jeep’s last service, I’ll skin them alive. It was only done last week.”
Gingerly, she reached for the two-way radio and made an emergency call to the homestead. A small gust of wind buffeted the sides of the jeep and it swayed dangerously. Somehow, it managed to stay put.
“This is my first accident, ever.” Kelly blinked back tears and turned away.
Patrick swallowed. He didn’t relish the jeep toppling further down the steep decline. “Look, Kelly, I’m sorry. If this thing goes over, I want you to know I’m sorry. I know I say all sorts of stupid things, but I can’t help it. I go a little crazy around you.”
Slowly, she turned to look at him. “Sit steady and we’ll get out of here soon. When we do, you can tell me all the crazy stuff you want.”
Her strong and dependable front made him feel inadequate in this crisis. “You’re not worried?”
She stared through the cracked windscreen as a sigh escaped. “I’m nervous, just nervous, Yanko. I don’t want to end up badly hurt and … and my parents. I never should’ve left like I did.”
It was hard to miss the wretchedness in her voice. The same aura he always picked up on around her, the one that suggested things went deeper for her than she let on, came through crystal clear. She sounded sad and alone, but he had no idea why. In time, if she let him, he would like to find out. He might be the right person to listen. After all, he carried his own demons.
Before his half-sister, who’d been missing for twenty-five years, burst into his life, he never would’ve left Boston to come to a place like Samdarra. Things in his family were a long way from perfect, but at least he had family worth living for.
“What happened?” At moments like this, a person could say the dumbest things.
She chuckled wryly. “A lot, and I regret all of it.”
How did someone dredge up so much despair in one reply? But he knew the answer before he’d even finished thinking the question. Easily. He didn’t need reminding.
She turned away and looked into the steep valley. Tendrils of her dark hair gently lifted around her face. Two drops of blood dripped down her cheek, but he didn’t say a word. He didn’t want to startle her with a sudden movement. If he could have any wish granted at that moment, it’d be to save Kelly. Then he’d capture her image and hide it in a special spot.
His days at Samdarra were numbered and he wasn’t sure what road to take next. If he made a list of the people who made him smile, there wouldn’t be too many names on it. But getting to see Kelly, who put up with his insufferable humour, was one of the reasons he rose from bed each day.
She turned back to him. “How about you?”
“What?” He’d lost the thread of their conversation. “Do I have family, regrets?”
“Yeah, Yanko.” Her eyes latched on to his. “Regrets will do for starters.”
He struggled to hold back the deep well of regret surging up his throat. If it exploded, its force would surely topple the jeep down the embankment.
He held it in—now was not the time to break down. “Probably the reason I turned to drugs. It’s no excuse, but it seemed the only way I could dull the guilt and pain.”
“Fair enough.” She gave a reassuring smile. “Since we have about a fifty-fifty chance of this thing toppling further, you go first. I want to be certain I’m about to die before I spill my regrets.”
Despite the ache coursing through him, he managed to chuckle. “Okay.”
She had a way about her and he’d had plenty of time to relive that twisted day. Since arriving at Samdarra, the counsellor had helped him face what had sent him spiralling. He couldn’t talk about the trauma at first, but she’d encouraged him to write about it.
“It goes like this. When I was eighteen, I told my mother I hated her. I called her weak and accused her of being unable to stand up for herself. I should’ve blamed my bully of a father. He was abusive but not in a way I understood back then. My mother could never bring herself to leave him, but that wasn’t her fault. My father made sure it was impossible for her to start a new life elsewhere.” He halted for a moment. The pain in his temple increased and pounded against his skull. “She … she killed herself that day and … well, I sort of lost it after that.”
“Oh,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry, Patrick. That’s really awful.”
He nodded. If he was about to die, at least he’d told her about the burden that defined his life.
They continued to sit in silence. He wasn’t going to press her. If she wanted to talk, he would listen.
“I suppose you’re waiting for me to talk?”
“Only if you want to.”
She peered into the ravine. “If we don’t die, I’d appreciate it if you kept this to yourself.”
“I promise.”
A strong gust of wind howled through their open windows, causing the jeep to wobble.
“I regret—”
The jeep lurched and Kelly yelped. “Oh, Christ!”
The jeep tilted dangerously, and the next breath of air tipped it on its side into the void.
“No!” she shrieked as the jeep cartwheeled downhill, picking up momentum with each rotation, descending in ever increasing tumbles.
Patrick’s head smacked hard against the inside panel of the jeep and a scream tore from his lips. There was one final hit to the side of his head and then he felt nothing.






  
  Chapter 2
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Two Weeks Later 

Kelly’s hand shook, causing the letter she was holding between her knees to flap. To still her shaking hands she rubbed at the fading bruises visible on her legs.
Janice put her arm around her shoulder and tutted. “How did they find you?”
Kelly gritted her teeth. She couldn’t believe how one weak moment had enabled her parents to locate her. She could admit her mistake.
“I sent one lousy postcard from Winton. I don’t even know why I posted it, except there might’ve been a smidgen of guilt about how I left.” The news in the letter had shaken her. “I didn’t even sign it. Nothing. So how the hell did their letter find me?”
Janice chuckled. “You forget what a small town this is. You’re probably the only Kelly for a thousand kilometres around. Old Marg at the post office would’ve seen your name and dropped it in Samdarra’s mailbag without hesitating.”
Kelly pictured the scene perfectly and managed a lopsided smile. Janice knew the whole sorry tale of her life, but that hadn’t prepared Kelly for the thumping heart beats that blasted her body, rattling it to pieces, when the station manager had called from his office to say she had mail.
“Here, read it.” She shoved it under Janice’s nose.
Janice took it and settled more comfortably on the beanbag, which was too small for two people. Kelly rose and went to sit at the table. It crowded the small donga where Janice lived while on the station.
Dear Kelly,
If this letter finds you, your father and I want to express our never-ending love for you. We miss you terribly and look forward to the day you feel strong enough to come back home. We hope you are healing well.
A lot has happened in the past eighteen months and there are things we need to share with you.
Attached to this letter are the details of the property you recently inherited from your grandfather. We know we didn’t share in much of his life. We’re not even certain if we told you he spent the past eight years in a nursing home with dementia. We didn’t realise the property was still in his name and were certain his second wife had sold it and taken the proceeds.
As it turns out, we have no idea what happened to her and were recently informed he expressly left it to you. The solicitor warns us the property is in a very dire state, but the land will always be worth something.
Kelly, my darling, we need you to make contact, or at least make your way up north to sort this out. There are details attached for the solicitor taking care of your grandfather’s will and a local real estate agent, who is happy to put the property on the market.
Please, Kelly, if there is something we did wrong, give us the chance to apologise. We never disagreed with your decision and we honestly thought you were happy with it too.
Talk to us. Each day you stay away is tearing us apart. The sun cannot shine on our home again until you return. Come home or phone us. We’re always here.
Lots of love,
Mum
“So …” Janice’s eyebrows rose when she finished the letter.
“So.” Kelly rested her face on her hands, her elbows perched on the table.
“Sounds like they were supportive of you.”
Her groan tore along her throat. “That’s the problem. They were, even though I knew they were disappointed in me. They had so much hope for my future.”
Kelly rose and walked around the small room, bumping a chair on her way. “I still don’t understand what came over me when I left. I can’t even remember making the decision. What I do know is that the ball of guilt growing inside grows with each day that passes. I should’ve never left without saying goodbye. How can I face them now, after all this time? They’ve probably aged a thousand years. Mum used to be so outgoing and social. Beautiful. They were the perfect couple in Sydney’s social scene. The darlings of the town. Then along came their daughter who threw it all in their face.”
“Shh.”
“It’s true. They provided every opportunity for me. Sport, music lessons, private schooling, dance training. What else did I need? But in those last few months when I hid from the world, I resented all those privileges and began to hate them. For what? For agreeing with the decision I’d made.”
Janice slumped back, hesitating before saying, “You know what, Kel? With your body changing so much and your mind barely able to keep up, those sorts of confused feelings were normal. Now that everything has settled down, it’s okay to see things differently.”
Kelly flopped onto the beanbag and rested her head against Janice’s shoulder. Thinking about her parents always opened up a barrage of sorrow and took her back to the day her world had changed. She clung to her memories, wishing she could change her mind and take a different route. The pain clutched at her chest and twisted. The same pain was responsible for keeping her awake on many a long, lonely night and brought back memories of tear-drenched pillows.
Regret was unlikely to leave her in a hurry.
“What are you going to do?”
Janice intruded on her pain, and for a second, she didn’t want to leave its familiarity. Her parents’ letter represented new, uncertain territory.
She hunched her shoulders, doubt rattling every skerrick of confidence she possessed. “What should I do?”
Janice took her hand and squeezed it. “Okay, let’s work through the options.”
Kelly smiled.
Janice, the most optimistic person she knew. Janice, who never let her wallow in her sorrow, regardless of whether she might be having a bad a day. Janice was the reason Kelly was now of sound mind. Who knew where her life might’ve taken her if Janice hadn’t stepped in right when she did?
Janice sat up, crossed her legs and forced Kelly to look at her. “First option is to contact your parents and ask them for advice.”
Kelly frowned. “Why?”
Janice chuckled. “Yeah, I wasn’t so sure about that option. Okay, next one is to go see this property and then invite your parents to see it. That way, you’re all away from the memories, all on unfamiliar territory, and you can see whether you can repair your relationship with them.”
This time Kelly arched her brows. Okay, better.
“So, you like?” Janice asked, her satisfied smile stretching across her face.
“I do, but I’ll have to sort some way of getting up there. It’s close to a fifteen-hour drive without any stops.”
“And you’re due for a break, especially after the accident. The station nurse has already told the boss you need another two weeks off duties. By the way, how’ve you been the last couple of days?”
Kelly rubbed her temple. All her bruises had faded to a light yellowish-purple. “I’m still getting the occasional headache, but I came out of it better than Patrick.”
He’d suffered a serious concussion. His half-sister had transferred him from Winton Hospital to Brisbane, where his family could take care of him. If word around the station could be believed, he was due back in a week’s time.
She hadn’t known he had family in Australia. In fact, she didn’t know much about him at all. The less she knew, the better. The last thing she needed were complications with a man visiting the country temporarily.
Images of Patrick, relaxed and floating in the creek, had occasionally popped up in her mind over the past two weeks. Something knotted in her chest as she recalled the conversation they’d shared before the jeep toppled over.
“Does Patrick need to come back to Samdarra?”
Janice rose and put the kettle on. “You’re joking, right?”
Kelly sat up. “What’s that supposed to mean? He seems to have knocked his drug problem on the head. Now it’s time for him to go back to the States and get on with the rest of his life.”
“Except you don’t live in the States. That’s what I mean.”
She reared back, confused.
“You haven’t watched him, puppy dog eyes and all, trailing you? He can’t keep his eyes off you, even though you ignore him at every opportunity. I’ll give him ten out of ten for persistence.”
“What? Stop being so stupid. We irritate each other. Or more to the point, he aggravates me every second of the day when he’s here. Anyway, look what happened the last time I let a man come too close to me.”
Janice leaned against the kitchen bench and bunched her hands in the pockets of her jeans, clearly exasperated. “Oh, Kelly, look at you. You’re young, too bloody young to have gone through what you did. Go up north, get your grandfather’s property sorted out, get back on track with your parents, and then look at life again. You have so much to offer the world. You’re a strong, brave, independent and very determined young woman. You might be a little cautious and a lot frightened of some things, but hell, have you noticed how damn attractive you are?”
“I don’t care. I’m not making the same mistake again.”
“Okay, okay, calm down. But when Patrick arrives next week, be nice to him. He’s not that bad. Enjoy a little bit of friendship and dare to be young again. I know you won’t make that mistake again, so stop worrying.”
Kelly slumped back into the beanbag, but when her mind drifted to the huge regret Patrick had confessed, her spine straightened and she made a snap decision. She had to leave Samdarra and leave fast. Hopefully, by the time she returned, Patrick would be long gone, back to the States. She had enough problems; she didn’t need to add someone else’s to her list.
“How quickly can we arrange a lift out of Winton, heading north?”
Janice tilted her head, her eyebrow twitching. “I’m going to pretend you’re not running away, but only this time. And I’m going to keep tabs on you for the rest of your life. I’ll overlook it for now, but not forever. Got it girl?”
Kelly laughed. She wasn’t stupid enough to throw this friendship out into the wind. Janice was around for keeps. 






  
  Chapter 3
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Patrick sat in the sterile consultation room at Samdarra opposite Janice, who was reading through his medical notes from his recent hospital stay. The only sound in the small room was the whirr of her desktop computer. 
A photo of Janice and her fiancé took up prime position on her desk. Everyone at the station knew of her coming marriage; she was the poster girl for happiness. Years ago, his mother had told him certain colours surrounded people, according to the aura of energy surrounding them. He wasn’t one of those psychic souls who could tell the colour of a person’s aura, but with dead certainty he knew that black had never tainted Janice like it did him.
He couldn’t help the downcast thoughts running riot in his head. It’d been three days since he’d arrived back at Samdarra and his frame of mind had nosedived. The urge to dull his nervous twitch with a fix was strong. A drug-addicted person would always be in recovery, he was told, but would he always be this pathetic? Sighing, he raked his hand through his short, cropped hair.
Waking up in hospital and learning his dreadlocks had been cut off in preparation for surgery had upset him. He’d been proud of his scruffy hair, having grown it to rebel against how he was raised and expected to look. But if he’d thought a haircut was all that could upset him, his arrival back at Samdarra proved him wrong.
Kelly’s absence easily eclipsed that.
He’d wanted to rush over to the clinic, barge his way into Janice’s room and demand to know where Kelly had gone. Janice would know. They were friends. Instead, it festered like a cancerous sore and a sense of hopelessness assailed him. Was he really this weak? Could one setback like Kelly’s disappearance put him back on the road to destruction?
“You look different with a haircut. Fresh-faced and all that. How are you feeling?”
He sat up, valiantly trying to inject some light into his voice but failed when he asked miserably, “Where’s Kelly?”
Janice lifted her hand to tuck a wisp of short, blonde hair behind her ear. She closed the folder and rested it on the desk, indecision on her face. No doubt she was debating how much to tell him. Kelly wasn’t one of her patients, but confidentiality would be ingrained in her.
“Hell, Janice, I don’t even know if she’s okay after the accident. The one I caused.”
“That’s not true, Patrick. She told us exactly what happened and you were not to blame. They found a leak in the old jeep and it’s been fixed. It was an accident. She certainly doesn’t hold it against you.” Folding her hands together, she added, “Kelly came through it relatively unscathed. After a few days she only had bruises to show for it.”
He raised his hands, palms up. “Then why has she left if she doesn’t blame me?”
“Something personal came up. She has a few issues to sort through.”
“Don’t we all?” His face fell and his fingers curled as he tried to reason with the strong urge to find her. They had a conversation to finish. She’d been about to say something important.
His gaze lifted. “Do you know what?” He found it easy to talk to Janice now, ever since she’d encouraged him to write things down, when talking had initially been difficult. “The last three days I’ve been fighting the need for a fix. If I could walk down the road and buy one, I would. I’m not cured at all, and the funny thing is I honestly thought I was. I was so damn certain I’d turned my life around.”
Janice swivelled her chair so she faced him. “Patrick, we’ve had patients who have walked away from Samdarra for that very reason, gotten lost and almost died out there. Your low moments will always be when it’s hardest not to reach out for drugs. That you didn’t is proof your recovery is progressing.”
“How long will she be away?”
She blew out a breath, probably resigning herself to the fact that he wouldn’t give up on Kelly. “A couple of weeks. I can’t be certain.”
“Will you tell me where she is? Did she go north or south?”
Her chair squeaked when she leaned back in it. Joining her hands in front of her chest, she formed a steeple with her fingers while she contemplated his question. “Look, Patrick, I’m worried about where she is.” Her gaze pierced his. “The truth is, I trust you. Though you have insecurities, you’re a very decent person. Given your history, you had every reason to spiral the way you did. But you will rise above it, especially with the family support you have. Also, I know you genuinely care about Kelly, but if she hasn’t returned the attention you seek, she has her reasons.”
“And I suppose you can’t tell me what they are?”
“Correct, but I can tell you where she is. As her friend, I’d like someone to check she’s okay, just in case she needs a hand. Whether she ever tells you her story, well, that’s entirely up to her.”
Janice paused and straightened in her chair. “What I will say—and Patrick, I won’t mince my words …”
He felt the heat of her gaze and knew by the tone of her voice that what she was about to say was something he better not forget.
“If you ever hurt her or make me regret my decision to tell you where she is, I’ll personally tear you to pieces, bit by bit, and that’s a promise.”
For a second, the intensity of her words stung, her protectiveness of Kelly clear. He would’ve scaled mountain peaks to feel one iota of something like it from his father. But when Janice’s shoulders relaxed a smidgen, he swore there was regret and concern in her expression.
A surge of laughter rose up his throat and he couldn’t help lunging across the corner of the desk and giving her a swift hug. “Thanks Janice. I promise I’ll never hurt her. I used to be scared that maybe I was more my father’s son than I wanted to be, but because of your guidance, I’ve come to realise that we’re responsible for our own actions and being aggressive is something we choose.” 
This time he didn’t miss the relief sweeping across her face. “That’s another reason I’m proud of your efforts here and why I trust you. I don’t believe you have a mean bone in your body. But”—she tapped her fingers on the desktop—“my threat still stands, okay?”
He flopped back in his chair. “I still hate my father. I don’t know how to get over that one. Not even his turning up here out of the blue all those months ago can atone for what he did to my mother. My stepsister Ella gets married in ten days, in Port Douglas and she’s accepted dad’s offer to walk her down the aisle. It’s a long story, but she’s the child of dad’s first wife, missing after twenty-five years.”
Patrick had been speechless when Ella told him of her decision to accept their father’s offer. She’d said, “If he wants to walk me down the aisle, he’s going to have to earn it.” She had a take it or leave it attitude and strongly resembled their father in personality. Since coming into their lives, Patrick and his sister Melita had drawn closer to her, and they were now a close-knit family. Ella was one of the reasons he was in no hurry to return to Boston.
“When did you say this wedding is?” Janice asked, interrupting his thoughts.
“Not this weekend, but the next.”
“Well, that’s convenient, because Kelly’s gone to a small rural town south of Cairns. You could check in on her on your way through. I’m not sure how she’s coping without a car, and she doesn’t have phone reception. She called me yesterday from a roadhouse to say she’d arrived safely and promised to ring again in a few days.”
Patrick perked up in his seat. “Can you find me a lift to Townsville?”
“Why?”
“I want to buy a car.”
“Um … can you afford one? You need to cover the registration and insurance, too.”
He tried to keep a straight face pretending to think through her advice. In truth, he could afford anything, Samdarra included. “I have some savings and Ella’s been helping me with budgeting. I should be able to afford something small.”
“Okay, well, it sounds as though you know what you’re doing. There’s a cattle truck headed for Townsville leaving later today, but I expect you back after the wedding. I want to know all about what Kelly’s up to. She may call me on occasion but getting all the facts out of her will be as difficult as extracting a tooth. She bottles things up too much and needs to learn to open up. No doubt you’ll hound her with your humour and bad jokes. She could use a good laugh every day.”
His chest expanded to twice its size and he grinned. “Janice, you’re gold. That man of yours is one lucky guy. I’ll go pack a bag.”
As he left the consultation room, he realised the blanket of despair had been magically lifted. He had a plan, though, and only the anonymity of a city could help him.

      [image: ]Patrick glanced at the used cars in the dealership yard and frowned. Unable to pin his finger on what he wanted, he shaded his eyes against the bright sunshine bouncing off the polished surfaces.
A salesman sauntered over and extended his hand. “Good afternoon, I’m Adam. Looking for something in particular?”
Patrick shook the man’s hand. “Well, this is going to sound dumb, but they’re all too shiny for me.”
Adam chuckled. “You mean we shouldn’t wax and polish them before putting them on display?”
Patrick could at least see the humour in his words. “Well, I sort of wanted something with a few dents, some dried-on mud and the colour starting to fade. Know what I mean?”
“Actually, I’m struggling, but you’re looking at our lower end of the market. There are some decent bargains among this collection that won’t cost you a packet. Have you got a budget?”
“Money’s not the issue. It’s … it’s just that I want to make a certain impression.”
Adam’s brow creased. “Ah, well … that’s confusing. You don’t want to over impress a person, is that it?”
“Something like that.”
Adam massaged his chin. “Well, you could go to a scrap yard and pick something off the heap, but that won’t get you a vehicle with a roadworthy certificate. No certificate, no registration. All these vehicles come with one.”
Damn. He hadn’t considered that. And he didn’t have time to search private sales.
“Are you sure there’s nothing here that might interest you?” Adam asked.
Patrick turned on the spot and eyed the parked cars, one by one, hoping he might’ve missed a possible option. He hadn’t.
He decided to try his luck somewhere else.
“About the only option I have that’s close and handy is my beat-up old Camira.” Smiling, Adam added, “By the way, I’m joking.”
Patrick perked up. “Can I have a look?”
Adam’s smile vanished and his eyes widened. “What? Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
Adam shook his head but seemed incapable of moving.
“Please,” Patrick persisted. “I need to get on the road.”
Adam turned and walked towards the rear of the dealership without looking back.
Patrick spotted the orange Camira, which sported an obvious re-paint job done badly. It was faded in patches with enough dents on it to make anyone proud—or worried about the owner’s driving ability.
After a quick inspection Patrick didn’t hesitate. “How much do you want for it?”
Adam’s eyes boggled. “It’s not worth anything, trust me. I’m scraping together enough money to buy something a little more decent.”
“Does it run?”
“Yeah, I know a bit about mechanics, so I know how to keep it running.”
“What if I offered you $5000 for it?”
This time Adam’s jaw dropped. “What? Are you crazy?”
Patrick straightened after peering through the window. “Adam, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
Patrick leaned against the door and folded his arms. “I like your honesty.”
“Just doing my job. I can’t afford to lose it.” He clenched his hands nervously by his side.
“Where’s your boss?”
A flicker of worry crossed Adam’s brow. He pointed towards a cluster of offices inside the main showroom.
“I need to explain to him that I’d like to buy your car for $5000, plus a $1000 commission for him and an extra $1000 for you to escort me to Cairns, today. I need to get to
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