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As always to Ian, my ever patient and loving husband.

You are always there for me.

“Earth provides enough to satisfy every man's needs, but not every man's greed.”

Mahatma Gandhi
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Darwin - Casuarina Shopping Centre 
‘Mum? What are you looking at?’ Ellie McLaren tried to keep the impatience from her voice as she stared at her mother. At the same time, she attempted to prevent James, her eighteen-month-old son from smearing ice-cream on her cargo pants. 

Honestly, it was easier to control a helicopter in a dive than get a determined toddler to do what he was supposed to do.

‘James, stop it. This instant!’ Ellie snapped as her mother ignored her question, and her son squirmed on her lap, his sticky hands smearing ice-cream over her navy-blue cargos.

‘Give him to me, Ellie, and go and get some paper towel from the restroom.’ Mum’s voice was patient as always, and Ellie wished for the thousandth time she had that same patience.

Rolling her eyes, she passed James across. ‘What were you looking at then, Mum?’

A head shake. ‘Um. Nothing.’ Her mother’s voice held a slight tremble. ‘No one. Go and get the towel for Mr Sticky Fingers here.’ Mum dropped a light kiss on James’s upturned face.

‘More ice-cream, Nanny?’

Ellie smiled at her son as she stood and headed towards the restroom at the shopping centre. She had to queue to get inside; it was a week before Christmas and the crowds at the Casuarina shopping plaza were large, noisy and impatient. By the time she got back to her mother and James, her little boy had a clean face and was resting his head on her mother’s shoulder, his thumb in his mouth.

Ellie’s heart melted as he looked up at her with an angelic smile. ‘Mumma.’ He held his arms out to her.

‘Clean hands first, little man.’ She gently wiped his sticky hands with the damp towel. ‘Now, come here.’ Ellie nuzzled her face into her son’s sweet-smelling neck and breathed in that wonderful smell. As she always did, she found it hard to believe that she and Kane had created this perfect child.

‘More ice-cream, Mumma?’ James insisted.

‘No, it’s time to go home. I don’t know about you, Mum, but I’ve had enough of crowds for the day.’

‘Oh my God! Not again, dear God, not again.’ Her mother’s cry was almost a scream.

Ellie’s head flew around and she caught her breath as she looked at her mother. Jagged fear sliced through her and as she gripped James tightly, he let out a cry. Mum’s cheeks had lost all colour, her eyes were wide, and her bottom lip was trembling. It had been over three years since Ellie had seen that terrified expression on her mother’s face. 

‘Mum, what’s wrong?’ She kept her voice even and soft as she stood, hitched James onto her hip and reached out to touch her mother’s clenched hand. ‘Talk to me. Please.’

‘It’s happened again.’ Mum’s eyes were bleak, and her fingers relaxed and trembled beneath Ellie’s touch. ‘I saw him again.’

‘What has? Who?’

‘Peter. Your father.’ Mum’s voice hitched on a sob. ‘I keep seeing him. Everywhere I go.’ She lifted her shaking hand and pointed to the games shop across the concourse. ‘He just went into that shop. It was him. I think I’m going crazy. Again.’

‘What do you mean? You can’t see Dad. You know you can’t.’ Ellie tried to swallow her fear. Since Dad’s death and the discovery of the truth of his murder, her mother’s mental health had improved and for the last year, it had seemed as though her recovery was finally complete. Knowing that her husband hadn’t committed suicide had been the catalyst for Mum’s recovery. The grieving had started, and Ellie and her sisters, Emma and Dru had made sure that one of them was always with Mum as she worked through her grief. Dru lived in Darwin with Connor, and Emma and Jeremy were still in the Daintree, but they had all been there to support Sandra.

When James had arrived, Mum had eased back into her old self; she was so good with him, Ellie had gone back to casual relief work on the helicopters out of Makowa Lodge where she and Kane had met, while Kane looked after their mango farm.

Thank God, Emma and Jeremy are coming over to the Territory for Christmas. Ellie was no good at this psychological crap. With Emma and her husband both being doctors, Ellie had ready access to good advice on how to deal with Mum on her bad days.

Now Mum’s hand gripped Ellie’s fingers. ‘I’m sorry, love.’ Her eyes were awash with tears as she lifted her head. ‘Of course, I know that. But I’ve seen him a few times. And it scares me. I know Peter is dead. I miss him so much I must be hallucinating.’

‘The man went into EB Games, you said?’

Mum nodded. ‘Just ignore me. I’ll go back to the doctor and get some more medication. Or I’ll wait and see Emma. She’ll be here in a few days.’

‘Here, take James.’ Ellie pushed her son into her mother’s arms. ‘I’ll go to the shop and take a look around. That should ease your mind. What was he wearing?’

‘Jeans and a black T-shirt.’

Without a backward glance Ellie strode over to the EB Games shop and walked through the door. There was a crowd inside, and she stood and scanned the group at the counter waiting to be served. They were mainly young guys, but a taller man in a dark T-shirt at the other side of the display shelves caught her attention as he walked past them towards the door.

Ellie blinked and then stared. He was the same height as Dad had been, and his hair was longer and a lighter blond, but it was the guy’s walk that held her attention. The same loose-shouldered swagger like Dad’s. As she stared, he lifted his hand and smoothed his hair back with his right hand; the same gesture that Dad had used when he was nervous. 

Before Ellie could step forward, he walked out of the shop and disappeared into the milling Christmas shopping crowd.
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Hilltop Nuts - Byron Bay 
Thursday - Noon.

Dee Peters sighed as she removed the broken brush from the harvester. A breakage was the last thing she needed today. The brushes needed replacing but she’d hoped they’d last the week out. She jumped on the quad bike and rode across to the packing shed, detouring through the paddock where she’d installed the trial nets under three rows of trees. One hundred metre-long strips of thirty percent density shade cloth were angled down at thirty degrees on both sides of the trunks.

Stopping the bike, she reached down and lifted a handful of soil from beneath the net. Below the thick leaf litter the soil was rich with worms and biological activity. The nets acted like a trampoline and the nuts bounced off and into the middle of the row between the trees, away from the tree roots which then remained undisturbed by the impact of the harvester.

Heading off again, she rode through the trees and across the lush green grass towards the sheds, formulating the argument to present to Dad to agree to her expanding the system from a trial to best practice. The experiment had been a huge success, but she knew to implement the system across the entire plantation would be costly—ten thousand dollars per hectare. 

He would argue, but it wouldn’t be as much as replacing their old harvester.

Parking the quad bike outside the main shed, she strode across to the workbench hoping that Dad had picked up the new brushes and left them there.

She wasn’t surprised when they weren’t there; the last thing she felt like was a drive into Byron Bay, but she’d have to go this afternoon. Dad’s interest in the property was almost non-existent these days. Mum said he’d had great plans when they had first moved there, but his interest had palled as the property market had taken off, and he’d turned his attention to his investment business in town. Dee had no memory of him ever working the place; he’d always hired workers. Now that she knew what that cost, she wondered how he’d been able to afford it. Dad was always after the quick dollar, and he’d obviously learned quickly he wasn’t going to make his fortune from slow-growing macadamias. 

Sometimes Dee wondered why she worked so hard; it seemed as though she had been working to get her father’s approval—and love—for most of her life. She sighed as she hurried up to the house to get her car keys, but turned at the familiar rumble of the mail van.

‘Morning, Dee.’ Jenny Ryan, the mail contractor stopped at the front gate as Dee walked over. ‘Still muggy, isn’t it, love?’

Dee walked over to the driver’s side window of the small white van and leaned in as Jenny rummaged through the mail crate on the passenger seat. ‘Sure is. I always reckon March is the worst month.’

‘Started your first harvest this week?’ Jenny passed her a bundle of letters and catalogues secured by a thick rubber band. ‘Dave reckons we’re going to get rain from that cyclone threatening the top of the Queensland coast.’

‘Yeah, I’ve kept my eye on that, that’s why I’ve been working until dark to get the first lot of falls up.’

‘Not too late tomorrow, though, I guess. You’ll be at the awards night, won’t you?’

‘For sure. Although for the life of me I don’t know why the Macadamia Association holds the awards’ night in March when we’ve all started the first harvest of the season.’

‘Most of the locals employ contractors to do it these days,’ Jenny said. ‘You’re one of the few plantations that still does their own harvesting. Bob Kimberley still giving you a hand?’

‘Occasionally.’ Dee preferred to work by herself. She nodded as she slipped the rubber band off and flicked through the mail. Her attention was caught by an official looking envelope addressed to her.

‘Anyway, I’ll see you there. Dave’s the MC for the night.’

‘See you, Jen.’ The van took off and left her standing in a cloud of dust. As much as she didn’t want the rain to come this week, they could do with a couple of light showers to settle the dust. 

Dee looked down at the envelope. With a frown she turned it over and looked at the return address. Baker and Baker, Lawyers & Solicitors, Darwin—she’d never heard of them and had no idea why they’d be writing to her.

Turning it over again, she checked the letter was addressed to her: Ms D. M. Peters. Hilltop Nuts, via Montecollum, N.S.W.

That’s me. She was the only D. M. at their farm in the Byron Bay hinterland. Mum was Catherine Jane, and Dad was Gerard John. Slipping the letter into her pocket and placing the rest of the mail on her lap, she climbed onto the quad bike, drove up to the house, and parked at the gate, copping a spray of water from the sprinklers in the front garden. 

It was a perfect day in the Byron Bay hinterland. As it was named, the farmhouse of Hilltop Farm was set on a ridge that ran parallel with the coast and Dee never tired of the view from the house. To the east, the sea was a deep blue, reflecting a cloudless sky. Between the ridge and the coast, the lush, green landscape was broken by the silver glimmer of creeks and lakes. These days, the land between the farm was a mix of forest and farmland, as more and more dairy cattle properties were converted to macadamia nut farms.

With a frustrated sigh she walked towards the house; as she got closer, she tucked the other mail beneath her arm and pulled the one addressed to her from her pocket. 

Dee ran up the side steps of the farmhouse and threw her battered Akubra onto the table near the open French doors. She looked down at her dusty boots with a frown and decided to risk leaving them on; there was a good chance Mum would be out at one of her ladies’ lunches. 

No such luck.

‘Is that you, Gerard?’ Her mother’s voice came from the kitchen.

‘No, Mum. It’s me. I had to come back for a brush for the harvester, and I got the mail off Jenny at the gate. I think Dad’s still in town.’ 

‘Have you got time for a cuppa? I want to talk to you.’

‘A cold drink would be good. It’s hot out in the trees today.’ Dee stepped into her bedroom, putting the letter next to her laptop. She was curious to see what it was, but it was more urgent to get into town, and back into the plantation. The letter could wait until tonight. ‘I’ll just have a wash.’

By the time she walked back through the house carrying a glass of iced water, her mother was sitting on the veranda outside the kitchen.

‘Darling, how many times do I have to ask you not to wear those boots inside?’ Mum lifted a manicured hand and waved at Dee’s steel-capped boots.

‘Sorry, Mum. I was only inside for a minute. Wasn’t worth unlacing them.’

‘I don’t know why you have to wear such ugly boots, just like I can’t understand why you have to be out on the tractor all day. You know your father can afford to hire workers for the harvest.’

‘I know the farm can afford to, but we don’t have to spend that money. And I prefer to work alone. It gives us more to put back into the net trial next year.’

‘Next year?’ Catherine’s long drawn out sigh spoke volumes; she had not been happy when Dee had taken over the management of the plantation. 

Dee knew Mum would have preferred her to be off lunching and socialising every day like she did.

‘We’re going overseas next year. Probably back to the States. Gerard has some business over there. Anyway, there’s no need to change anything, Dee. The plantation was only ever meant to be a hobby for your father, and we knew if he put you in as manager, you wouldn’t have to move away to get a job. We love having you at home.’

Dee sipped her drink and didn’t reply.

‘You know, once you marry Rodney Andrews, he won’t want you working on the farm.’

Dee raised her eyebrows as she slid onto the cane chair opposite her mother. ‘I didn’t know I was marrying Rodney.’ She held her mother’s gaze steadily and as she put down her glass, she controlled her temper. 

‘Don’t be silly, darling. Of course you will.’ Catherine raised her eyebrows. ‘You’re almost thirty-three years old. It’s way past time you thought about settling down, making your own home and giving away this obsession with the plantation. I’m surprised he hasn’t asked you already.’

‘Well, he hasn’t, and if he does, don’t be so sure I’ll agree. And it’s not what you call an obsession, it’s my career.’

Mum ignored her protest and gave her a coy look. ‘I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I’m not blind.’ Dee’s temper fired, but before she could retort, Catherine waggled her long hot pink nails in front of Dee’s face. ‘I’ve made an appointment for you at Celia’s salon tomorrow. And don’t argue with me. If Hilltop gets an award tomorrow night—and I’m sure we will—you’ll have to be looking your best, and honestly, darling, your hair and nails could do with some attention.’

Dee knew how to pick her battles with her mother, and this was one she could give in to. Draining her glass, she stood and walked around the table and brushed the expected kiss on Catherine’s cheek, hiding the anger that simmered as a result of her mother’s “expectations”. 

Home making! That was the last thing she wanted to do. Having a romance with Rodney had never crossed her mind, let alone seeing him as a future husband. He was ten years older than she was, and Dee had been surprised when he had first asked her out to dinner a few months ago. Since then, their friendship had firmed—and that’s all it was, a platonic friendship; they usually spent Friday nights together somewhere. Sometimes at dinner, and sometimes to see a local band at one of the pubs in the district. The occasional kiss brushed across her cheek at the end of the night was simply affection between friends. Dee shook her head; Mum’s imagination was in full flight. 

‘Okay, Mother dear, tell me what time and I’ll be there.’

‘I made your appointment for after lunch. At two. We can go to Byron Bay in the morning and find you a dress and then have lunch at Panchos. Your father should be home from golf before lunch, and he can get on the tractor for a while.’

‘I have to go to town now to get the parts, and then I’ll work late again this afternoon. I should get this fall collected, then Dad won’t need to worry about it tomorrow.’

‘Good. He’s been working too hard this week.’

Dee hid her eyeroll and headed for the ute.

God, what have I been doing? Lying on the beach reading a book? I wish!

But Mum was right; Dee knew she did need to go to the salon tomorrow. It might all be about appearances, but she should get herself glammed up a bit and do the farm proud. A haircut and some highlights wouldn’t go astray, but she’d draw the line at a manicure. Rodney had offered to be her partner at the dinner, and he would wear a suit, so a new dress was probably required too. Even though the awards ceremony was held in the corrugated shed of the local distillery, like most other venues in the hinterland it was upmarket, and the ticket had said smart casual dress. 

***
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By the time Dee came back from town, installed the new brushes, picked up the fall from the back paddock, and put the harvester in the main shed, the last thing she felt like was arguing with Dad about money.

Talking to him when she was tired would be a bad move. She’d leave it until the weekend. With a yawn she pulled the shed doors closed and locked them. When she crossed the lawn to the house, Mum was sitting on the verandah watching the sunset.

‘Go and have a shower, put something nice on, then sit and have a drink with me.’ Dee frowned as her mother held up a half empty bottle of wine, hoping it was the first of the night.

‘Okay, sounds good. What’s for dinner? I’m starving.’ Dee took her boots off, lifted the lid of the shoebox at the door and put them away.

‘Gerard’s staying in town so I thought we could do every man for himself tonight.’

Like most nights, Dee thought. Not that it was fair to expect Mum to cook every night, but occasionally would have been nice.

‘Okay. I won’t be long.’

She stepped into her bedroom, crossed to her desk and picked up the letter she’d put there before she went to town.

Carefully sliding her fingernail beneath the flap, she opened it.

Dee’s breath caught as she read. With a frown she read the letter twice before reading it slowly a third time. Her heart rate picked up and her stomach churned.

‘To confirm your identity and claim your inheritance kindly make an appointment to attend our office at your earliest convenience,’ she read aloud when she got to the end for the third time.

Unbelievable. It had to be some sort of joke or scam. Why did people have to do that? Turning to her laptop she sat on her desk chair, not worrying about the dust on her work pants or the soil grime on her hands.

Family secret. Confidential. Essential that you contact us. Inheritance. At your earliest convenience. The phrases jumped out at her as she skimmed the letter again, her eyes settling on the solicitor’s firm: Baker and Baker, Lawyers and Solicitors, Darwin.

Placing the letter on the desk, she opened Google and typed in the name, soon verifying it was a solicitor’s office, and matched the address on the letterhead. She shook her head; that didn’t prove anything. These days with digital printing anyone could have sent a letter like that and faked an address. 

Scrolling through the firm details on the website, her eyes settled on the name of the senior partner. Frank Baker. The photograph showed an older man with white hair looking at the camera, his expression serious.

Okay, so maybe it was a genuine firm and Frank Baker was a real solicitor. Glancing at the bottom of the screen, Dee realised she should have opened the letter before she went to town. It was too late to ring Darwin now.

Picking up the letter, she read it one more time, and then slipped it beneath the laptop.

***
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Panchos Café - Byron Bay

Friday. Noon.

Dee covered her mouth with one hand as a yawn threatened. She’d insisted on taking her own car to the Bay so Catherine could go home after they had lunch together at Panchos, their favourite café. She’d need the time to think without Mum’s chatter. She glanced down at the bags beside her as they sat waiting for their lunch. Town was busy—being Friday, locals who lived in the hinterland had come to town, and the weekend tourists had already arrived—so she and Mum were parked two streets away from the main shopping area. Dee nodded at the waitress as she put their drinks on the table. ‘Thank you.’

‘No coffee today?’ Catherine looked at her quizzically as she picked up her coffee cup. ‘That’s not like you.’

‘No. It’s too hot for coffee.’ She was preoccupied and wanted to get out of here as soon as she could. They sat in silence for a while, surrounded by the buzz of conversation from the other tables. Tourists filled the café, and their loud voices, a baby crying, and the hiss of the coffee machine, made it hard to have a conversation. Dee put her fingers to her temple; a headache was building behind her eyes; she’d had little sleep last night. As soon as she knew the solicitor would be open in Darwin, she’d gone down to the shed and called them. The confirmation that the letter was genuine had rocked her.

‘I’m pleased you picked the red one,’ her mother said.

‘The red what?’ Dee turned her attention to Catherine and tried to stop thinking about the phone call. About what she was going to do. Vivian, the paralegal at the firm, had insisted that she come to Darwin as it was essential that Dee be there in person as soon as possible.

No way. There was a harvest to be completed. Her stomach still churned and she wasn’t sure if she could even face the light salad she’d ordered.

‘The red dress. It looked beautiful against your olive skin. Don’t get highlights in your hair this afternoon. It’s better dark.’

Dee stared at her mother. ‘Where did I get my olive skin from? Both you and Dad are fair.’

‘From my side of the family. My father and his brothers were all dark. It’s the Welsh heritage. Your great-grandfather used to tell us it was because sailors came ashore from the Spanish ships wrecked off the Welsh coast. They were handsome men and the local women took a fancy to them and a dark-skinned bloodline came into some of the Welsh families. Poppa could sure spin a yarn. Before we emigrated to Australia, we—I—would sit at his feet and listen to his stories whenever we visited them.’

‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen any photos of your grandparents. Or your parents.’

Catherine shrugged. ‘You know me. I hate clutter. Growing up in a small house drove me crazy. That’s why I like everything clean and tidy. You have seen the photo albums though.’

‘Have I? I don’t remember.’

‘Yes, when you were little, you used to ask to see them all the time. There’s one of my grandmother that could be you. Same hair, same olive skin, and the same aristocratic nose.’

‘Aristocratic, hey? I always thought it was called a snub nose.’

‘More like a snob nose.’ Her mother giggled, and Dee felt slightly better.

‘I’ll have to have another look one day.’ Dee put her head to the side. Catherine was being evasive, Dee had no memory of photo albums. ‘Why did you only have me? Didn’t you and Dad want more kids?’

Her mother stared at her, a frown marring her usually smooth forehead. ‘That’s just the way it happened.’

Conversation died as the waitress slid two bowls of salad onto the table. Dee picked at hers with her fork and finally pushed the bowl away.

‘Are you nervous about tonight?’ Catherine asked when she’d finished eating. ‘Has Rodney hinted at something?’

‘Hinted at what?’ Dee was surprised to see colour flare in her mother’s cheeks.

‘Oh, nothing.’ Catherine shook her head and looked away, and Dee narrowed her eyes.

‘Have you been talking to him?’

Catherine hesitated too long, and Dee knew she wasn’t telling the truth. ‘No, I haven’t. Your father mentioned something.’

‘About what?’ Dee sat back and folded her arms.

‘You’ll see. It’s a surprise. And I’m not saying another word. Now come on, if you’re not going to finish that salad we’ll go to the salon.’

‘I thought you were going home?’

‘I am, after I make sure that you have a manicure before your hair’s done. I’ve booked you in for nails, but I know what you’re like.’

‘Mum!’

‘And you can take that look off your face, Deanne Peters. You are having a manicure, a facial, and a hot stone massage before Celia does your hair and makeup. I’ve already paid for it.’ Her smile was crafty. ‘And you’ll thank me for it all tonight.’

## 
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An hour later, Dee was lying on her stomach on the massage table, hot stones warming her lower back. ‘You’re a magician, Fiona,’ she said as the masseur kneaded her tight neck muscles and worked her way down her spine. ‘Sitting on the tractor for hours leaning forward to see if the harvester’s missed any nuts isn’t good for my lower back.’

‘Or your neck. When I’m done here, you should be feeling more relaxed.’

‘I am already.’ 

Physically anyway, Dee thought. She’d been up since dawn dehusking the nuts she’d harvested yesterday. They’d soon learned after the first harvest that the outer husk of the macadamia had to be removed within twenty-four hours of collection to stop the mildew forming. If not, the macadamias would be ruined because of the musky taste that came from the mould. 

Dad had been going to help her, but as usual an important call had called him into the office and he hadn’t come back to the farm. She should have known not to expect him to turn up, but it hadn’t bothered her; the way she was feeling she would have blurted out what was bothering her. She wanted to process the letter and the phone call for a while longer before she raised it with her parents.

Her father had bought the plantation from Rodney Andrew’s father, Cec, when Dee was in primary school. He’d opened a financial services consultancy in town, and when Rodney had graduated from university a couple of years later, Dad had offered him a job, and then he’d turned his attention to establishing the macadamia plantation. The property had been a dairy farm since the nineteen twenties, but Gerard had hired local contractors to clear the land and plant hundreds of macadamia trees. By the time they produced their first harvest seven years later, Dee was in her final year of high school, and Rodney was firmly established as her father’s partner in his consultancy at Byron Bay.

Dee had learned a lot in those early years, and she’d loved the work on the farm. She’d never had any interest in doing anything else and had learned the business from the ground up. 

Literally.

After school she’d worked on the plantation in the holidays while she studied for a science degree specialising in agriculture and business in Armidale. Her parents had been keen for her to stay on the farm after she graduated, and she’d turned down a couple of job offers at their suggestion. Now she was beginning to wonder why they’d wanted her to stay.

When she graduated, Dee took on the role of manager of the plantation. She loved the work but had been putting in longer hours over the past two years. Effective management was difficult because Dad still had final say about what happened on the farm. Even though she was manager, any decision had to be run past him, and it seemed to be a constant battle these past three months to get him to agree to any of them.

He had been dead against the net trial.

Dee was worried that he wouldn’t agree with the system expansion. She knew she had to convince him it would save money in the long term. She gritted her teeth as she remembered that conversation. Was she gullible and naive? Was that the only reason she was working here? Had her parents manipulated her into thinking she was important to the “hobby” plantation? And what was this sudden secret Rodney was going to tell her tonight?

Dee closed her eyes and tried to push away the worry that had been at the forefront of her mind since last night. There was no point planning to go to Darwin until after she’d talked to Mum and Dad. A cold feeling spread through her chest and her eyes flew open. Maybe her parents—and Rodney— had known the letter was coming. 

‘Relax, Dee. Your back just tightened again.’ Fiona tapped her lightly on the shoulder.

Taking a deep breath, Dee tried to think of something pleasant, but there wasn’t a lot that came to mind.

Maybe Hilltop Nuts would win an award tonight. She knew she ran the best plantation in the district, hobby farm or not. Their yield was high, and the quality of the nuts superb. Plus she was only days away from securing an export contract. 

That would show Dad.

She hadn’t mentioned the contract yet; she’d wanted to wait until she could present the firm offer to him for his signature, and then she could ask about the nets.

‘That’s better. I felt you relax then,’ Fiona said quietly. ‘Take another deep breath and hold it. Your neck and shoulder muscles are still tight.’ 

‘I’ve been thinking too much,’ Dee said as she let out the breath. 

Fiona removed the hot stones from Dee’s lower back and covered her with a warm towel. ‘Take five minutes, and then call me when you’re ready for the facial. I’ve left a glass of iced water for you on the table.’ The door closed with a quiet snick and Dee took another deep breath.

But it didn’t do any good. No matter how hard she tried to forget it, all she could think of was the final line of that letter.

“To confirm your identity and claim your inheritance kindly make an appointment to attend our office at your earliest convenience.”

Their office. 

In bloody Darwin. Three and a half thousand kilometres away, a long, long way from the life that Dee knew.

The life she had now begun to question.
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Chapter 2
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Benton’s Distillery – Montecollum.
Friday night.

By the time Rodney arrived at the farm to pick her up, Dee had regained most of her composure. She’d convinced herself that she was getting worked up over nothing; the letter was simply a case of mistaken identity.

Smoothing one hand over her dress in front of the mirror, she frowned at her reflection; the neckline was too low. She turned to the side of the antique hallstand that doubled as her dressing table and rummaged through the various necklaces and beads hanging on the side hook. Finally, her eyes settled on a black tourmaline necklace and she clipped it behind her neck before digging out the matching earrings. As she took a last look in the mirror, a car came up the drive.

She’d brushed up okay.

Her parents had left early, arranging to have a drink at a bar with friends on the way to the function. Dee had arrived back from town as they were leaving, and Mum nodded with satisfaction as she examined Dee’s artfully tousled dark curls, her makeup, and red nails. Catherine had bought a bottle of nail polish to match her dress and left it at the salon; Dee had given in and let them put on a set of gel nails and paint them dark ruby red.

‘I’ll be lucky if these last a day,’ she’d said with a grin as she put them under the light.

‘They’re strong and the gel won’t chip. It’ll wear off and grow out before the polish chips. Wear gloves, girl!’ Mandy, the nail technician sighed. ‘I’m green with envy. Think of me while you’re all glammed up. I’ll be home cooking dinner for three tired kids and a husband who hasn’t held a tea towel since the day we got married. You make sure Rodney knows how to help around the house.’

‘Rodney?’ Dee stared blankly at Mandy. ‘Why on earth would I worry about that?’

‘Your mother said there was—’ Mandy put her head down and turned the small fan on. ‘You’re right to go, now. They’re dry enough; they won’t smudge but be careful.’ She stood and picked up the clean towels next to the counter.

‘Mandy? What were you going to say? What did my mother say?’

‘Nothing. Sorry, I must have misunderstood.’ Mandy looked up at the large clock on the wall. ‘You have a wonderful night, Dee. I have to go and pick up the kids from the babysitter.’ Before Dee could say anything, Mandy was out the door to the back room, closing it behind her. Dee shrugged and headed for her ute. As she drove home, she wondered why this week had suddenly become so complicated.

By the time Rodney climbed out of his low-slung sports car, she was waiting on the front verandah.

‘It must be a special occasion for you to bring the black beast out on our dirt road,’ Dee said drily as she walked down the stairs. She usually met him in town because Rodney was precious about his sports car.

‘It is.’ He came around the back of the car and stopped. ‘Wow, Dee, you look amazing.’

Rodney hurried up the three steps and stood in front of her. Her eyes widened when he slid one arm around her back and pulled her in close before his lips touched hers and lingered. ‘No, let’s change that to “you look stunning”.’ His voice held a husky note. 

Heat ran up her neck and into her cheeks and Dee stepped back feeling a little bit uncomfortable with this new close familiarity. ‘Thank you. Mum set me up for a trip to the beauty salon in town.’ She looked down at her clutch bag, unsure of this new Rodney. 

‘I’ve packed a bottle of champagne and a rug in the back of the car. I’d like to spend some time with you after the dinner. I thought we could go up to the top of Monte Hill and watch the moon rise.’ He lifted his hand and touched the loose curls that tumbled onto her shoulders.

Dee folded her arms and stared at him. ‘What’s going on, Rodney? Mum’s full of enigmatic hints, even Mandy at the salon seemed to know something was going on.’ 

‘Sweetheart, don’t stress. I know I’ve taken it slow between us while we got to know each other and you’ve been busy these last months, but I know tonight is the right time to talk about our future.’

‘Our future? I didn’t know we had a future.’ Dee knew her tone was a bit snarky, but she didn’t know what he was on about.

‘Yes, now that your dad is thinking about selling, I thought it would be pretty good to have the land back in the Andrews family.’

‘Dad is what?’ Her voice rose in pitch. ‘Selling the nut farm? I don’t know where you got that, but you’re wrong.’

‘Ssh.’ Rodney put a hand to her back and turned her towards the car. ‘This is a conversation we’ll have after the dinner.’ He opened the door and waited until she was in the passenger seat. ‘The moon rises about eleven. We’ll make sure we’re over at Monte lookout to see it.’

Dee sat there speechless, wondering what the hell was going on. She wasn’t going to say another word until she figured out what Rodney was up to.

##
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‘And the winner of the plantation of the year is . . .’

Dee sat at the table between her father and Rodney, her eyes fixed on Dave, the MC, as he held up the envelope. The distillery restaurant was packed. Over a hundred and fifty guests were seated in the large space. White linen cloths covered the tables, each with a centrepiece of sweet-smelling Asian lilies. Silver cutlery shone in the flickering candlelight, and the mood was buoyant. They’d watched a presentation on the local macadamia industry and how the Byron shire was leading the nation in production and quality. Despite Rodney’s words going around in her thoughts, Dee was proud to see photographs of Hilltop Nuts feature on almost half of the slides. Over the past two years, the property had improved under her management. Rodney’s announcement about Dad selling the farm had left her very concerned; it was one more thing to add to her conversation with her parents tomorrow morning.

No, she wouldn’t leave it until then. She’d wait up tonight and insist on finding out what was going on, and ask if they knew about the letter from the Darwin solicitor. As Dee thought about the last couple of weeks, she realised Dad had been keeping a low profile and Mum had been edgier than usual.

How could things change so quickly? Last week she’d been looking forward to the first of the harvests, enjoying being on the tractor in the plantation, and keen to see how Hilltop Nuts would fare at the awards dinner. Now uncertainty filled her.

Dave pretended to do a drum roll into the microphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, our 2020 winner is . . . Hilltop Nuts.’

With a wide smile, Dee turned to her father, ready to go up with him to collect the award, but before she could move, he was out of his chair and heading for the temporary stage that had been set up for the night. She leaned back and waited for him to speak, feeling a bit left out. It would have been nice to go up to receive the award with him.

Gerard took the microphone. Dee looked over to catch her mother’s eye, but Catherine’s attention was fixed on the stage. A small measure of gratitude trickled through Dee when Rodney reached over and squeezed her hand. At least someone acknowledged her contribution.

‘Well.’ Gerard beamed at the crowd filling the room, and Dee looked around. The tables were filled with fellow plantation owners, and the remainder was made up of members of the local Chamber of Commerce and Shire Council as well as townies from the Bay here for a night out and a good meal. ‘What can I say?’ her father continued. ‘Many years of hard work has paid off. I’d like to thank the local growers’ association for their support, the council for their ongoing promotion of our valley, and a special mention for Rodney Andrews for taking over the work in the company while we focused on building up the property.’

We? Bullshit, Dee thought.

She waited to see if her management merited a mention, and held her breath as her father shook Dave’s hand and then took the silver trophy from the association president before walking off the stage and heading back to the table. Disappointment vied with disbelief, and she plastered a smile on her face as a few of the people sitting at their table looked at her. All the local growers knew who ran the plantation.

A small sigh escaped Dee’s lips and she looked down at her hands clenched in her lap. If she was fair, it was Dad’s plantation, but the fact that she had spent the past ten years almost singlehandedly improving the yield and quality with the latest technology and new methods of improving the crop, while he’d sat in his office, stuck in her throat. If he truly intended selling, she’d stay in the industry and find a managerial job in the district. 

The unfairness of his action and speech—not to mention Rodney’s talk of Dad selling—sent tears stinging at the back of her eyes, but Dee lifted her head and smiled, determined not to show how hurt she was as her father walked towards their table. He paused at each table as other growers congratulated him.

A warm hand touched hers. ‘Can I get you another drink, sweetheart?’ Sympathy filled Rodney’s expression, but she lifted her chin and nodded, forcing a smile to her face. 

‘Thank you, a champagne to celebrate our win would be good. Mum would probably like another one too.’ Dee knew her eyes would be glittering, but she would not verbalise her disappointment. ‘I’ll just go to the ladies’ room while you’re at the bar. Thank you.’ She pressed Rodney’s hand as she stood, determined to get away from the table before Dad came back. She knew she was likely to say something and this was not the right time or place. 

When we get home.

Dee put her head down until she’d crossed the room and pushed open the door of the restroom. Glancing at her reflection, she pursed her lips; her eyes were as hard and bright as she’d known they would be and twin spots of colour almost the colour of her red nails, stained her cheeks.

Crossing to the basin, she pulled a piece of paper towel from the dispenser and held it beneath the tap until it was damp. Lifting it to her face, she pressed the cool paper against her heated skin. Voices came from the corridor as she stood here, and when Dee realised they were about to come in, she bolted for a cubicle and shut the door. 

She didn’t want to talk to anyone. Maybe she was being precious, but it was hard seeing how little her father thought of her. If she was honest, it wasn’t the first time. But this award was an accolade, and anger began to build as she thought about how many times Dad had let her down. They were not an affectionate family—unless it was for show—and she’d often felt unloved when Dad was dismissive of her achievements.

Stop being such a sook, Dee told herself firmly. It’s his farm; you’re only the manager. But a simple public thank you would have been the right thing for him to do.

Quietly closing the lid of the toilet she sat down and pressed the paper towel to her cheeks again. It would be nice to find a back way out and just go home, but that would be childish.

Besides, her ute was at the farm.

To tell the truth, she’d rather be in the shed dehusking the nuts instead of sitting out here waiting to see what Dad, and Rodney, were up to.

A nasty thought gave her a smile. With luck, someone might ask Dad how he’d improved the soil and increased the harvest.

Well, he wouldn’t have a damn clue. Every time she’d tried to talk to him about it, he’d waved her off.

‘I trust you, darling. Just keep doing whatever you’ve been doing. It’s working well.’

Dee bit back the groan that rose to her throat as the door to the rest room squeaked open. 

‘What did you think of her red dress?’ A conversation drifted across as the ladies’ room door closed. ‘She looks a bit brassy, I thought. All that dark hair, and dark skin, and long red talons. Way overdone for a little dinner like this.’

‘Nice one,’ Dee said under her breath. I bet she’s the one I saw in a pair of jeans. She didn’t recognise the voices.

‘She mustn’t know she doesn’t have to try so hard to nab him. Rodney’s determined to get his hands back on his family’s property. If he marries Deanne Peters, he’ll probably get it for a song too.’

A nasty chuckle came from out near the basins. ‘Like a dowry, you mean.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And what about poor Yvonne?’

Yvonne? Dee screwed up her nose. Who the hell was Yvonne?

‘He thinks he’s being smart’—the louder of the two women continued over the sound of running water—‘but I’ve seen him leave her place just before dawn every day this last week. Her hubby’s on one of his fly-out weeks. Rodney walks over late at night and leaves her place before sun up. It’s only because I’m up for Liam’s early feed that I see him from our front bedroom. The first night I saw him creeping around I thought it was someone up to no good, and I almost called Daryl to go outside and check. That would have shown him.’ She laughed and lowered her voice and even though she felt like an eavesdropper, Dee strained to hear. ‘He always checks to make sure no one’s around. He’s such a well-respected pillar of the community too. I heard he’s going to run for council in the next elections.’

‘What a sleaze.’ 

‘I reckon Yvonne’ll give him hell once he marries that snooty Dee Peters. I was surprised when she married that Chad bloke; she’s always had a thing for Rodney. But I guess she wasn’t good enough for him. No money there.’

‘Good enough to screw, though. Can I borrow your lipstick, love?’

Dee cringed. It was hard to reconcile her friend, Rodney, with the man they were talking about. She leaned forward and put her face in her hands. Could this week get any worse? Not that she cared two hoots about any night visits Rodney was making. More fool him, but it was his business, not hers. She was pleased she’d not fallen for him; there’d always been something that had stopped any romance on her side. Maybe because it had always seemed as though he was in Dad’s pocket was the reason she’d put a barrier up.

But going away to uni and working hard on the plantation had meant that Dee had few friends locally and Rodney’s friendship had given her someone to go out with.

She stood and threw the wad of wet paper in the bin inside the cubicle, flushed the toilet and opened the door. Straightening her shoulders, she flicked a dismissive glance towards the two women whose mouths dropped open, and then had the grace to look embarrassed.

‘It’s fine, ladies. You let Yvonne know she is quite welcome to the lovely Rodney,’ she said as she crossed to the basin.
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Chapter 3
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Friday - 10 p.m.
Hilltop Nuts.

Dee drummed her fingers on her leg as Rodney’s car climbed to the lookout. The last thing she felt like was driving up there and watching the moon rise. She wanted to go home and talk to her parents. Before she did, she’d pull the letter out again and read it with a clearer, more logical head. Until she’d called the solicitor, she had doubted the contents, but on top of Dad’s treatment of her tonight, a few past comments and events had come to mind, and she was starting to wonder if there was some truth in the strange direction her thoughts were taking her.

‘I’d much rather go straight home, Rodney. I’m really tired. It’s been a big week.’

But he’d been persistent. ‘Do you know how hard it was to get the esky in the boot?’

She gave in. It would be a chance to pick his brains about Dad’s intentions. Forewarned would be forearmed when she confronted her father.

The carpark at the lookout was deserted and Dee slipped her high heels off before she got out of the car. While Rodney was the esky out of the boot,, she leaned forward and ran her fingers through her curls, ruffling them and combing out as much of the sticky gunk as she could. The grass was soft beneath her bare feet as she walked across to the picnic tables on the edge of the bluff. Hitching up the calf-length evening dress, she perched herself on one of the tables at the end of the grassed area while she waited. The sky was crystal clear and a mass of brilliant stars twinkled above. In the distance the lights of cars on the motorway flickered red and white against the backdrop of the town lights further down the coast. The air was sweet and cool, and Dee took a deep cleansing breath, calm stealing through her as she looked out over the countryside she loved.

‘Come and sit with me,’ Rodney called. The moon was already up and there was enough light to see where he’d spread a picnic rug on the grass. As she walked over, he opened a small cooler bag and took out a bottle and two glasses. There was a pop and foam ran down the sides of the dark bottle.

‘You don’t want to get breathalysed on the way back to town,’ Dee said as she stood beside the rug.

‘I’ll be fine. I look after the Sarge’s investments for him.’

‘So, one rule for some and another for you?’ Disgust curled in her stomach. It wasn’t the first time Rodney had hinted he was above the law.

‘Don’t be naive, Dee.’ He gestured for her to sit down as he filled the first glass. ‘That’s the way things are.’

She sat down and pulled her knees up to her chin, tucking the sides of her dress beneath her thighs.

‘Here you are, sweetheart.’

Dee took it from him and put her head to one side as he filled the other and then sat close to her. ‘What’s with all the sweetheart stuff tonight, Rod?’

His eyes were large and dark in the shadows and he looked away briefly before he turned his gaze back to hers. ‘You don’t like being romanced? I should have started earlier.’

‘Not particularly.’

‘Wow, you sure know how to hurt a man’s ego.’ 

Dee shrugged. ‘I’m not in a very good mood tonight.’

‘I did notice that.’ Rodney hesitated for a moment before he put his glass down and awkwardly got on one knee in front of her. ‘Dee, it’s been a night of celebration, and I want to draw it to a satisfactory conclusion.’

‘A satisfactory conclusion?’ She couldn’t help chuckling. ‘You sound like you’re in the middle of a deal, not on a mountain in the middle of the night.’

‘Well, you ungrateful wench, at least you’ve noticed the beautiful setting I brought you to.’

‘I have. I just can’t understand why we’re here. Can we go home now?’ Dee drained her glass and handed it back to him. ‘Thank you. That was a very dry champagne.’

‘It’s Veuve Clicquot,’ he said shaking his head with a sigh as he refilled it and handed it back.

‘Why?’

‘To celebrate.’

‘Get up, Rod
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