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To Be Determined

Charlie Dickerson is desperate to get away from
small-town minds and all the painful reminders of her ex. What
better way than to travel halfway around the world? A wildlife
rescue exchange program in Australia looks like the perfect
solution to her current predicament.

Pip Atkins has an innate affinity for wildlife, but
people are another story. When she’s tasked with looking after an
American wildlife carer on a work exchange, the thought of someone
shadowing her every move for twelve whole months represents the
ultimate nightmare.

Worlds apart, but forced together, Charlie and Pip
struggle to find a middle ground, as they discover they have more
in common than they think.
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Dedication

To all the animals that enter our lives, past,
present, and future—to know, love, and care for you is both a gift
and a great honor. We look forward to carrying your legacies
forward for many, many years to come. This one’s for you, Roothie
and EmmyRoo.


Chapter One

“Ladies and gentlemen, please ensure your seat belts
are secure, your tray tables locked in the correct position, and
your seats upright. The captain has indicated we’ll be landing
shortly.”

Charlie Dickerson opened her eyes and squinted
against the glaring morning sun streaming through her window. The
white reflection of open water over which they were still flying
beat against her tired brain. She barely noticed the monotony of
the plane’s engine any more.

She’d slept somewhat fitfully during the
fourteen-hour flight from Los Angeles. Excitement and nerves kept
her awake, while exhaustion and boredom allowed her to sleep
intermittently. Her neck and back were stiff and achy. She longed
to stretch her legs and get the blood pumping with a nice long
walk. Soon, she reminded herself. She’d have to call on all of her
patience, which was something she had very little of these
days.

The seat next to her was empty so she hadn’t been
forced to make nice with anybody, except the cute flight attendant
who brought her a cup of tea and a package of miniscule chocolate
cookies every couple of hours.

She couldn’t believe it. After years of suppressing
a childhood dream, she was finally going to Australia. She exhaled
a deep breath. Although the opportunity had arisen out of the blue,
she still battled the apprehension of doing it on her own. The
burning tingling began over her scalp and flowed down her body
right on cue. Sweat oozed from her brow and suddenly the plane felt
too closed-in. She pulled her shirt away from her chest and fanned
herself until she felt cool again. Fucking anxiety
attack.

At first she had suspected they were the dreaded hot
flashes that came with middle age. But her shrink said differently.
After a few sessions of analysing them, they’d discovered that they
happened every time she thought about the demise of her
fifteen-year relationship. She was suddenly on her own, had to make
her own decisions, had to make a new life.

She shook her head, determined to focus on what lay
ahead. She certainly didn’t want to meet the director of WREN
reeking of stale body odour. Gooseflesh peppered her skin. Blowing
out a heavy breath, she reached up and redirected the flow of air
from the panel above. She hated the temperature fluctuations of her
body. And Australia was going into their summer. Which meant heat.
Lots of it. Great. Just great.

The portfolio she’d been sent was tucked into the
seat pocket in front of her. She’d read it so many times she could
nearly recite the entire thing word for word. WREN stood for
Wildlife Rescue and Environmental Network. Based in Sydney, there
were branches all over New South Wales and the organization was
devoted to rescuing, rehabilitating, and releasing native wildlife.
While most of the rescuers were volunteers, they had a couple
one-year work-study positions available, one of which she had been
accepted for.

On a whim, she’d applied online when she’d
discovered the internal posting for the employee foreign exchange
opportunity. Her counterpart from Australia was on his way to her
home office at the Wildlife Rehabilitation Service in Cody,
Wyoming. She didn’t know where in New South Wales she’d be going
though. Terese Skeel, WREN’s director, would inform her of the
destination and her assignment in—she checked her watch—three
hours.

Forward focus, Charlie. Forward focus.

* * *

Pip Atkins balanced precariously in the verandah
doorway on one leg, trying to pull her boot off the other. At the
same time she juggled three feeding bottles, a bag of soiled linen,
and a cotton rucksack in her arms, whose contents were wriggling
determinedly.

The phone rang.

“Hang on!” She hopped about, flicked off the boot,
and finally caught her balance. But only fleetingly. She lost her
footing when her socks hit the kitchen lino surface and she
clumsily skidded across the floor.

“Shit.”

As she reached for the phone and activated the
speaker, one of the bottles toppled free of her grip to hit the
floor where the top popped off, spilling its contents. A wriggling
grey velvet head poked its nose out of the bag as her foot slid
into the spilled milk. Her feet flew out from under her.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!”

“Hello? Pip? Is that you?”

She landed unceremoniously on her arse with a grunt
as her teeth clacked together. She grimaced as she felt the milk
soaking into the seat of her trousers. “Bloody hell.”

The kangaroo joey, fully emerged from the bag,
blinked its long black eyelashes at her. When it shook its head,
its long soft ears slapped awkwardly against the sides of its face.
It stretched up to nuzzle and suck her chin.

“Pip? You okay?”

Looking into the joey’s big, soft brown eyes, she
couldn’t stay mad for long, even if she was sitting in a
puddle of milk and surrounded by soiled and smelly linen. “Hello,
Terese. This had better be good.”

“And good morning to you too. What happened just
then?”

Disengaging herself from the joey’s soft lips, she
gently guided the tiny marsupial back into the dark recesses of the
bag and tucked the folds of cloth over to block out the light. She
absent-mindedly rubbed the underside of the makeshift pouch in a
mutually soothing motion. A wry half grin pulled at her lips ever
so briefly. “Gravity and I had a quick get together.”

“You okay?”

“Yup, all good. To what do I owe the pleasure of
this early morning call?”

“I need a favour.”

Pip squinted with suspicion. “Why do I get the
impression I’m not going to like it?”

“Look, normally I wouldn’t ask, but plans this end
have fallen through with Jerry breaking a hip. You’ve got the ideal
set up, and with the silly season upon us, you’re the best person
to hook up with.”

“A hook up with what?”

“An American exchange partner for the program.”

“What?”

“You’ll be great—you’re a natural.”

Through clenched teeth she tried to manage a calm
voice. “How long for?”

“Just remember, you owe me.”

A growl started low in her throat. “How. Long.”

“A year.”

“You have got to be joking.”

“Nope, sorry.”

“And what if I don’t want to babysit a Yank?”

“Then you’ll need to get over it. You know I
wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate.”

She and Terese had known each other for many years,
so

she recognized the unspoken stress easily enough in her voice to
know she spoke the truth. And dammit if she wasn’t right. She owed
her good friend big time and payback was on the other end of

the line.

“I know.” She sighed. Her shoulders sagged slightly
with the effort. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it though.”

“Well, you’ll just have to get over it.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because we’ll see you tomorrow. Bye.”

Pip stared open-mouthed at the phone as the buzzing
dial tone mocked her.

* * *

Charlie righted her overstuffed bag on wheels and
shook her hand to regain blood flow to her fingers. She shifted her
weight from one foot to the other, getting more impatient by the
minute. There were people lined up everywhere waiting to be
admitted through customs and border control. Freakin’ hell. Did
all the planes land in Sydney at once?

The family in front of her had eight suitcases and
four children, who all seemed to talk at once. The parents
apparently were used to the constant chatter, which seemed more
noise to Charlie than anything.

There was a time when she’d thought about having
kids. Well, one anyway. But it never seemed to fit into her
lifestyle. She’d regretted it several times when she saw the fun
her brother had with his two kids and then later when she thought
they’d be good slave labour when there was work to do in the garden
and the house needed cleaning. She was always able to justify her
decision when she was able to go home to her dogs. They could be
left alone for a few hours, were happy to eat dry kibble out of a
bowl on the floor, and for the most part, they were quiet. She
could toss them a bone and they’d entertain themselves without
television, video games, and endless piles of toys.

There was obvious commotion as the family moved
their heap of belongings forward when a customs officer directed
them to a different line.

“Do you have an e-passport, miss?” The official’s
voice brought her to attention.

“Yes.” Thankfully she’d renewed her passport a few
months prior and when it was returned, there was a little gold
camera on the front. A little research on her end had confirmed
it.

The officer rerouted her and several others to a
different line. She merely had to insert her passport into a
machine and answer a few questions. Thinking she was free and clear
she walked around a corner only to find she was in another line.
She peered around the people in front of her and watched as the
contents of a suitcase were dumped onto a table. An Asian man
complained as his belongings were sifted through. Good
grief. She mentally went through her baggage to make sure she
was carrying nothing illegal. I wonder how they’ll feel about my
knife. Her dad had given her the Buck knife when she graduated
from college. It’d been her grandfather’s and she carried it
everywhere.

The knife had come in handy over the years from
cutting fishing line, to freeing a tortoise, to prying porcupine
quills out of her boots. Then there was the time she had to whittle
a spear to ward off a wolverine when he tried to claim the dead
moose she was collecting data on. Or the time when—

“Miss, you can go on through.”

Charlie looked up in surprise. She’d been so
engrossed in her thoughts she’d barely noticed the line had moved
more efficiently than the last. She nodded her thanks and breathed
a huge sigh of relief, glad that was over with.

There were several well-dressed stewards waiting
just outside the gate. They held boldly lettered name-cards. Some
had already collected their passengers. Of course Charlie didn’t
recognize a single soul. She paused to see if any of the signs had
her name written on them. Nope. Okay. Now what?

“Charlene! Over here. Charlene Dickerson.” A white
card rose briefly from the back and disappeared. It popped into
view again and Charlie realized whoever held it had to be jumping
up and down. She wove her way through the crowd and nearly ran over
the woman who’d been beckoning to her.

“Oh, geez. I’m sorry.” Charlie took a step back and
considered her.

She had a robust frame but was by no means fat,
although because of her height one could mistakenly assume it.
Laugh wrinkles complemented her slate-coloured eyes set in a lovely
tanned face. The thin blouse and shorts that reached just past her
knees matched her feathered cut grey hair.

“I’m so glad you’re finally here, Charlene. I saw
your plane had arrived and got here as soon as I could. Bloody
Sydney traffic. Then I’d forgotten what a drama customs could be.
Anyway, welcome to Australia. I’m Terese Skeel, but you’ve probably
already figured that out.” She extended a hand, which Charlie took
and shook.

Charlie grimaced. “Trust me. I thought I’d never get
out of those lines. I’m so pleased to meet you, and please, call me
Charlie. I’ve been called Charlie for so long, I don’t recognize
myself when someone calls me Charlene.”

“Charlie it is then. Let’s get you out of here so
you can put your feet onto some real Australian soil.”

The heat and humidity soaked through her clothes as
soon as she stepped outside the terminal. She instantly regretted
wearing jeans and not the zip-off pants she’d originally planned,
but that would’ve made for a cold flight. She unzipped her
sweatshirt and wiggled her way out of it as they walked.

“Plans have changed slightly,” Terese said after
paying the parking fee. “I was originally going to partner you up
with Jerry, but he broke a hip. Bit of a shame, as it would’ve been
quite convenient, given he’s only half an hour away, in Paramatta.
But anyway, Pip’ll actually be better because she has a lot more
varied hands-on contact than Jerry. When it comes to native
animals, there’s not much Pip doesn’t know. So we’ll be heading up
there first thing in the morning.”

“Okay. Whatever works. I’m easy.” She was already
fascinated with Terese’s Australian accent.

Terese cocked her head and smiled. “Don’t tell Pip
that. Anyway, are you okay with going straight to your hotel and
having a rest? I’d like to get an early start, to get you up there
and settled before I drive back to Sydney.”

Charlie noted the fast change in subject. “Sure. How
far of a drive is it?”

“Oh, not far. ’Bout eight hours north.”

“Wow.”

“Australia’s a lot bigger than most people realize.
If you like wide-open spaces, then you’ll love it here.”

* * *

A couple of days she could do, a week she wouldn’t
mind too much, and a month would be tough but tolerable, but a
whole year? What was Terese thinking? Okay, granted, she owed
Terese for saving her bacon, but being tied to someone for a whole
year, let alone a bloody American, was really pushing the envelope
of friendship. Surely after this they had to be even.

While cleaning out the cockatoo cage, the birds
sensed her mood and screeched noisily. Her favourite, Old Bill, who
had seen one too many TV reruns, looked at her with his head cocked
sideward. “How you doin’?”

“Crap. How you doin’, Bill?”

“Goood.” He jigged up and down on the
makeshift branch.

Pip grumbled, “Nice to know one of us is.” She
pushed the broom in short, sharp movements around the pen.

Old Bill was reportedly forty-three. He had come
into her care after his original owner had died. He had an
undershot jaw and palsy in one of his wings, meaning he could never
fend for himself in the wild. Under normal circumstances Pip didn’t
keep pets, much preferring to release native creatures back into
their natural habitats, whenever possible. But Old Bill had been
hand raised and had never learned to fend for himself. He was also
a natural show-off so he was not only easy to care for, but a good
assistant on the rare occasions when she would help out at
community educational training sessions offered by WREN.

Pip wasn’t so much a hermit as an individual who
preferred animal company over human any day of the week. Unlike her
experience with people, she’d never met an animal she didn’t like.
She had a small circle of friends, including Terese, but preferred
the simplicity and quiet of her own company. Being on her own was
safer with no one to influence, coerce, manipulate, or use her.

Home was a large two hundred and fifty acre bush
block that bordered a national park and was twenty minutes drive
from the nearest town, nestled between a large freshwater creek and
timbered hillsides. Her nearest neighbour was a good five-minute
walk down the road. There were several homes along her stretch of
road, and all of the residents were well acquainted with each
other, with seasonal get-togethers at Christmas and the onset of
spring. Mostly they kept each to themselves, all of them enjoying
the peace and serenity that the rural lifestyle afforded them. Pip
could go days without seeing and talking to anyone and that was
exactly how she liked it.

She screwed her nose up briefly as she laid out
fresh bedding in the wallaby pen, not relishing the thought of
being stuck with someone chattering away in her face, getting in
the road, following her around like a shadow. Her mood darkened and
a hint of suffocation wafted close in the air. Closing her eyes she
took a deep breath. She took another, and willed herself to relax.
She was out of the habit of dealing with people full-time. Still,
they weren’t here. No point wasting any more time fretting over
what wasn’t here yet.

She opened her eyes and glanced at her watch. She
figured she could be finished with chores by ten. Time would afford
a drive into town to pick up some fresh supplies and spend the
afternoon at the beach, sitting on the headland, the wind and water
guaranteed to calm her ruffled feathers. It had been a while since
she and Chilli, her faithful Labrador, had dipped their toes into
the salty water. She sniffed, then figured it might be a while
before they got another chance to do so. Stretching her shoulders
to relieve the build-up of tension, she smiled at Chilli.

“Wanna go for a drive later on?” The dog’s tail
wagged. “Fancy sharing fish and chips on the beach?”

Chilli barked in seeming agreement.

“Righto then, let’s get this lot sorted so we can
head on out.” Cleaning up the last of the pens, she put the
equipment away, humming in anticipation of the day’s plan as she
and Chilli headed back to the house to get changed.

* * *

Charlie breathed a sigh of relief when Terese
finally navigated the small truck off the chaotic streets of
Sydney. They’d encountered bumper-to-bumper traffic at every turn.
It did her head in with the busyness. Having lived in the foothills
of the Rocky Mountains for the past umpteen years, she’d never seen
such congestion. Unless, she thought, you counted the annual elk
migration through town.

“I can’t even imagine putting up with traffic like
this every day.” She rubbed the stiffness out of her neck. “I think
I’d go nuts, or at the very least be part of some road-rage
incident.”

Terese laughed. “You get used to it. But I will
admit there are days I’d love to leave it all behind and go
walkabout.”

Terese didn’t elaborate further and Charlie didn’t
ask. It seemed this Pip was some kind of character. Whether or not
she could get along with such a person was yet to be
determined.

Although she was an introvert by nature, she found
most people navigated in her direction. Fortunately that usually
only occurred on a professional level when she was involved with
some sort of wildlife project. On a personal level, she would much
rather be left alone with her dogs. When she and Kim had first
gotten together, Kim had accepted her need to periodically have big
space around her. But as the years went by, Kim eventually grew
tired of being alone while Charlie was off in her head, or deep in
the mountains.

Charlie’s dad had been the biggest influence in her
youth. He’d instilled in her his love of the outdoors by taking her
hiking nearly every weekend. She fondly recalled accompanying him
into the wilds of Montana in pursuit of the elusive wolverine.

“Are you originally from Wyoming?” Terese said,
interrupting her thoughts.

“I was born in New Hampshire. Once my mother and I
were discharged from the hospital we left for Montana. My dad had
to start school at the university in Helena the following
week.”

“Right. What was his major?”

Charlie chuckled. “My mother used to ask him that
all the time. By the time he finished his doctorate in wildlife
management, he also had degrees in botany, Latin, and ornithology.
She never knew which one he was working on from one year to the
next.”

“Sounds like your father is a very smart man.”

“Brilliant, actually. And was.” Charlie paused for a
moment. “He died when I was fourteen, doing what he loved. He was
up in Saskatchewan assisting a study of the impact snow geese have
on the tundra.”

“Where is that?”

“Oh, sorry. Canada.”

“No worries. You may find that most Australians are
more familiar with Indonesia and the UK than with the US and
Canada.”

“Mm, I get that. Other than Canada, Australia is the
only foreign country I’ve been to. There’s a lot of North America
to explore and I guess I’ve been content to stay within those
boundaries.”

“I’m sorry about the loss of your father by the
way.”

“Thanks.” Charlie was grateful she hadn’t been asked
to describe the circumstances of his death.

She gazed out the window and watched a variety of
landscapes rush by hour by hour. As they travelled north of Sydney
she watched, fascinated, as the landscape changed. Coastal
communities morphed into pastoral and dairy cattle farms, only to
change the further north they went into banana plantations that
slid up the hillsides. As they continued the land flattened, and
herds of beef cattle grazed within miles of barbed-wire fencing.
Every once in a while she’d get glimpses of the Pacific Ocean to
the east. The amount of state forest land they drove through
impressed her. But her biggest amusement was trying to mentally
pronounce some of the names on the road signs. Charlie assumed
places like Boolambayte, Coolongolook, and Nymboida had Aboriginal
roots. She wasn’t brave enough to try to say them out loud.

“Wow, is that all sugar cane?” Charlie stared out at
the thick expanse of tall green stalks that lined both sides of the
road for as far as she could see ahead.

“Yes. This is about the furthest south you’ll see it
growing. There’s a lot more of it the further north we go.”

Charlie laughed. “I have to get my head around the
fact that weather from the south will be cool, and hot from the
north.”

“Ah, it’s the other way around where you’re from,
isn’t it?”

“It sure is. I stay as far north of the equator as
possible.”

Terese threw her a sideways look. “How do you think
you’ll handle the heat? The temperatures might not get as high as
some of the places inland, like Lightning Ridge or Broken Hill,
because you’ll be close to the ocean. But the heat and humidity can
still ramp up and knock you for six during summer.”

Charlie shrugged and smiled. “I guess I’ll deal with
it when it comes then.”

She wasn’t a stranger to harsh climates. However the
extreme temperatures in her experience had always been in the
minus-degrees Fahrenheit.

“Take my advice. Whatever you do and wherever you
go, make sure you always have plenty of water with you. And don’t
let Pip argue with you about eating. You both have to keep your
energy up when it’s hot, even when you don’t feel like putting
anything in your mouth except a cold drink. So always have some
food within reach. Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Charlie glanced over at Terese. Her
words, although light, seemed to have been chosen deliberately and
delivered in a serious tone. She wondered if there was something
about Pip she wasn’t telling her.

In an effort to lighten the mood, Charlie decided to
try to get Terese to talk about herself. She’d noticed the
engagement and wedding rings on her left hand.

“Is your husband involved in wildlife rescue as
well?”

Terese loosened her grip on the steering wheel and
twirled the rings around her finger with her thumb. “Only when he
had to be. That is, whenever I brought something home with me.
Derek’s involvement went as far as cleaning cages and doing
laundry. He liked seeing the animals more than handling them.”

Terese looked at Charlie and must have seen the
confused look on her face as she’d spoken of him in past tense.

“The big goof was a thrill seeker. His biggest love
was skydiving and that’s what killed him. The lines on his chute
ripped off and he free fell for the last hundred metres.”

“Oh God.” Charlie covered her gaping mouth with her
hand. “I’m so sorry. That had to have been terrifying for him.”

Terese surprised her by laughing. “I would’ve
screamed until the ground shut me up. But according to witnesses on
the ground, he started yelling, It’s not a bird, it’s not a
plane, look out everybody, it’s…”

“It’s…?”

“Well he hit the ground right then, so nobody knows
what he was going to say.”

Charlie couldn’t help herself. Despite being
horrified by the story, she barked out a laugh. “I’m sorry.” She
tried to keep from dropping into complete hilarity by pushing her
fist tightly against her mouth, but it was difficult.

Terese threw her head back and laughed. “No worries.
I’m sure Derek knew he wasn’t going to walk or even crawl out of
that tight spot. It was just like him to keep everyone wondering.
He was always the prankster. When I received the phone call, I was
sure it was one of his jokes. Even after his death he couldn’t keep
from pulling tricks.”

“Oh?” Charlie raised her eyebrows and bit her lip in
anticipation.

“Per his wishes, he wanted to be cremated and have
his ashes spread from a plane. So up I went, with him in his little
box. The pilot was a friend of his, so he offered to help carry out
his last wish. After the crew harnessed me in so I wouldn’t meet
the same fate as my husband, they opened the hatch and, despite my
terror, I leaned out and opened the box with all the romantic
intentions of letting him blow away. But of course Derek had to
have the last laugh. Instead of being swept away, his ashes blew
back in my face.”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes. And right into my mouth. I told the bastard
that was the last time he was going to come in my mouth and tossed
the box out and made them close the door.”

Charlie completely lost it at that point. All the
laughter she’d tried so hard to hold back came pouring out. When
Terese cleared her throat and pretended to spit, it made it all the
more funny.

The remainder of the trip was much the same. Terese
relayed stories of her late husband’s pranks. By the time Terese
signalled to exit the highway, Charlie’s face and stomach burned
and ached from laughing.

Terese called Pip from the car and when she
answered, Charlie heard her voice for the first time.

“Hello.”

“Pip, darling, we’re about twenty minutes out. I
wanted to give you fair warning to make sure you were home.”

“I’m in the middle of feeding.”

“Okay. I’ll let you go then. See you soon.”

There was silence on the other end. Charlie assumed
Pip had hung up. Her palms suddenly grew sweaty. This Pip person
sounded like a…well, like a bitch. She hoped she was wrong.


Chapter Two

Chilli heard the car before Pip did and offered up a
cheerful series of barks. Despite her nervousness, she couldn’t
help but chuckle at Chilli’s enthusiasm. “Go on. Go and say hello
to your Aunt Terese.”

The dog bounded off, tail rotating helicopter
fashion in excitement towards the sound of tyres crunching on the
gravel driveway.

With a garden hose trailing behind her, Pip leaned
over to turn off the tap and wrap the plastic length around a
stump. Neat and tidy, an important philosophy she lived by. She
just hoped this newcomer wasn’t a slob. Caring for and raising
wildlife centred around good housekeeping principles to reduce
opportunities for infection to arise. She was a stickler for
cleanliness—cleanliness was healthy, safe, ordered, and something
she could control.

She stood still and took a quick deep breath for
courage as she heard the squeak of the side gate opening.
Approaching footsteps morphed into bodies coming around the corner
of the house: Terese smiling, Chilli dancing with excitement beside
her, and a tall, dark curly-haired woman who stopped slightly
behind.

Terese opened her arms and enveloped Pip, holding
her tight against her before relinquishing her grip. She held her
at arm’s-length before turning her around for a full scrutiny. “You
need a haircut and you’re too skinny.”

“And you look revoltingly unruffled and fresh,
considering your long drive, and I’ve missed you too.”

Terese chuckled and gave her a last quick hug before
letting her be. She turned and extended her arm to the woman
standing behind her. “Charlie, this is Pip Atkins, one of our
busiest and most experienced members. Pip, this is Charlene”—Terese
held a hand up in apology—“sorry, Charlie Dickerson, on
exchange from the Wildlife Rehabilitation Service in Wyoming,
America.”

“Hello.” Pip held a hand out and was pleased to be
greeted with a solid handshake. Huh, one tick in your favour for
a good grip.

“Nice to meet you. Thank you for taking me under
your wing while I’m here. It’s a big ask and I am most grateful. In
return, I promise to try and not get in your way, but to learn as
much as I can, to help out as much as I can, and hopefully get lots
of hands-on experience.”

Pip regarded her with one slightly raised eyebrow.
She’s sharp, this one. She might have some potential. Two ticks
in your favour.

Chilli nudged her thigh, sat in front of her, and
looked up. Her hand drifted down habitually to caress the big
square blonde head.

“I was going to show you around first up, but I
think maybe some afternoon tea might be in order, considering your
long drive.”

Knowing that Terese was staring at her, Pip did her
best to ignore her and turned to her guest. “If you’ll all follow
me.”

Pip led them up the back step and into the cool
house, stopping briefly to leave her gumboots at the back door.

Once inside she put the kettle on to boil on an old
but serviceable slow-combustion stove. She waved to a small round
dining table set with plates and mugs. “I just need to wash up.
Terese, you know where the fridge is—can you grab out the fruit
plate and milk please? I’ll be back in a jiff.” Chilli followed
attentively behind her.

The pair returned several minutes later just as the
kettle signalled it had come to the boil. With an economy of
movement Pip produced both a plunger of fresh coffee and a pot of
tea to the table. “I have some cool water and juice if you’d
prefer.”

Charlie shook her head. She closed her eyes and
sniffed appreciatively at the coffee steam. “This will be perfect,
thank you.”

Pip retrieved a covered plate from the cupboard and
placed a plate of cupcakes onto the table. “Don’t think I didn’t
see your nose scrunch up at the fruit, Terese.”

Terese dived on a cupcake and tore into it, humming
with delight. “And that, Charlie, is why I keep Pip as one of my
oldest and dearest friends—because she knows too much.” A
comfortable chuckle went around the table.

Pip rested her elbows on the edge of the table and
cradled a mug of tea between her hands in front of her face. She
studied Charlie as she tasted some of the local fruits. The
American had big square hands with long tapered fingers that spoke
of both strength and eloquence in their fine motor movements,
supported by strong wrists and corded forearms that didn’t appear
shy to hard work, and long arms that swept up to join her lean
frame. As her eyes rose to study the face, hazel eyes caught her
scrutiny and held hers, steady in a wordless challenge before Pip
looked away and sipped her tea.

“You can have your choice of either the spare room
here at the house, or the cabin by the creek. If you’re anything
like me, you’ll enjoy the cabin. It’s only a short walk away, close
as to be handy, but away enough to be private and to have your own
space.”

“Okay,” Charlie said over the top of her mug.

Terese picked the crumbs of cake off her plate with
a damp fingertip and stuck them in her mouth. “I can personally
vouch for the cabin. I came and stayed up here with Pip for a few
months, after Derek died. It’s a truly beautiful and peaceful place
and if you want to get to know the Australian bush, well, you’ll be
surrounded by it.”

“It sounds perfect, thank you.”

Pip tilted her head to one side. “Righto then, I’ll
take you down directly and leave you to settle in. Dinner will be
back here at seven. I’ve taken the liberty of buying you in a few
groceries to kick-start you. There’s a writing pen and pad on the
table—feel free to make a list of the things you want, and we’ll
take a run into town and go shopping in the next day or two.”

“That’s very kind, thank you.”

“No problems. All part of the service.”

“So what sort of creatures do you have in your care
at the minute?”

Pip did a quick mental check. “I’ve got three
eastern grey joeys, two wallabies, four possums, sixteen various
birds, and two koalas.”

“Oh, geez. That sounds busy.”

Pip huffed softly. “The silly season hasn’t started
yet. I expect things’ll pick up in a couple of weeks. You’ll have
your hands full soon enough. Can you drive?”

“Yes.”

“Manual or automatic?”

“If by manual you mean stick shift, then yes, I can
do either.”

“How about motorbikes?”

“It’s been a while, but yes.”

“Good, good. We’ll go out on rescues initially
together, but before the year is up I expect you to be doing solo
runs.”

Charlie agreed with a wave of acknowledgement.

“Well, if we’re finished up here then, let’s go and
pick up your gear and get you settled in.”

* * *

Charlie reached into the truck bed to retrieve the
two suitcases. She mentally cringed. An entire year with this
woman. She wasn’t sure what to make of Pip, although the fact that
she appeared to be in her late forties might help them find some
common ground, aside from the animals. She’d already witnessed the
flash of Pip’s blue eyes beneath her sun-bleached shaggy brown
hair.

“Nah, just leave them in there. It’s too far to drag
them.” Terese opened the truck door on the right side and got in,
which momentarily confused Charlie again, until she remembered the
Australian vehicles were opposite those in the US. That was going
to take some getting used to.

Pip offered a half wave. “I’ll meet you down
there.”

“Okay.” Charlie watched as Pip and her dog
disappeared into the woods, and then took her seat in the
truck.

“Pip’ll warm up to you. She’s just used to being on
her own.” Terese turned the ignition.

“And doing things her way no doubt.”

“Look, don’t we all?”

Charlie pondered Terese’s reply. She was right. In
so many respects, it came naturally. She’d spent a lot of years
studying and working with wildlife. Professionally she had
developed her own discipline of behaviour. God forbid anybody tried
to make her deviate from what she knew to be correct.

Terese started the truck and pointed it down a
barely visible narrow dirt path. High grass in the middle of the
tyre path scraped the undercarriage, while low-hanging leaved
branches and ferns scraped the roof and sides.

After several minutes, the front of the truck
finally broke through the vegetation and the cabin came into view.
It looked to Charlie like they’d just driven into a different
world. Large smooth-barked trees with high canopies took over as
far as she could see. Their bark was mottled and ribbons of dead
bark hung from various parts. The newly exposed bark was smooth and
brightly coloured with orange and yellow. On some, it seemed the
colours had weathered to a mottled grey.

“Wow.”

Terese chuckled. “That’s what I say every time I
rock through here. The colour schemes and bark textures are always
changing.”

“What species are these trees?”

“They’re eucalypts, but you’d probably know them
better as gum trees.”

“They’re beautiful. No wonder the kookaburras like
to sit in them.” Charlie winked at Terese as she made a play on the
childhood song.

“That’s exactly right.” Terese parked next to the
cabin. “Here we are. Your humble abode for the next year. It
doesn’t look like much from the outside. Pip built it so it would
blend in with its surroundings. But the inside is divine.”

Charlie got out and studied the building. It was
built on a hillside and completely supported on stilts. Wide slabs
of nearly black wood comprised the siding. Moss coated the eaves,
contrasting nicely against the portion of the dark-toned tin roof
that she could see. A magnificent staghorn fern clung to a large
tree, level with the window. A ramp with a barely discernable
incline over a lot of air led to the front door. Charlie figured
the drop to be about twenty feet. Fortunately a sturdy railing was
attached on both sides. A window looked out on either side and an
overhang protected the entrance.

Charlie marvelled at the quiet, but for the rustle
of the leaves overhead, disturbed by a soft breeze. Cicadas buzzed
in the background reminding her of late summers in Wyoming.

“We’ll just wait for Pip and Chilli to get here. I’m
actually surprised they’re taking this long.”

As if on cue, the front door opened and Chilli
bounded out to greet them. Pip stood in the doorway. Charlie
thought she looked less than enthused.

“There you are! You should have left the door open
to let us know you were in there.” Terese reached into the back of
the truck and lifted out one of Charlie’s suitcases.

“I had to turn the pump on for the water tank and
make sure the solar panels were charging over here.”

Charlie nodded her approval. “You’re really off the
grid here. I’m impressed.”

“Don’t be. It’s more a state of necessity. I’m too
far out to be connected to town water or have the electricity put
on. So I rely on solar and, when we have a streak of cloudy days, a
generator.”

“Oh. Okay.” Charlie lowered the larger suitcase to
the ground and extended the handle so she could wheel it behind
her. She followed Terese across the ramp and through the front
door.

When Charlie walked in, her mouth dropped. The
interior looked nothing like the exterior. In fact, the inside of
the cabin looked more like a suburban home.

Although the interior was painted white, it was very
stylishly decorated. The main feature however was the trunk of a
gum tree growing through the floor and extending through the
highest part of the cabin. The ceiling was painted to look like a
canopy of leaves with glimpses of branches.

“Wow,” Charlie whispered. “Is that a living
tree?”

Terese laughed. “Sure is. Put your suitcase down and
have a gander. I need to work out a few things with Pip.”

Charlie needed no further encouragement. The door on
the far end drew her forward. She opened it and walked onto a wide
porch that extended out and wrapped around the left corner. She
looked beyond the immediate trees and realized she was overlooking
what seemed to be miles of canopy. A flock of white parrots
screeched and carried on as they darted in and out. She made a
mental note to ask Pip what they were.

She turned around and looked inside from the
doorway. The tree impressed her again. A thick circle of what
looked like rubber surrounded it where it rose out of the floor,
probably to give it room to grow. The ceiling was adapted
identically.

A small kitchen area was to her left. The granite
benches were wide and there was plenty of storage space. The stove
and refrigerator sat at opposite ends of the benches, which were
divided by a spacious sink. Next to that was a very generously
sized bathroom with a huge glassed-in shower.

A glass-topped wooden table, with a map beneath the
glass, served as the eating area as near as she could tell. Charlie
examined it closely. It was a topographical map of the Northern
Rivers area of New South Wales. That would come in handy, she
thought.

A desk sat looking out another window with a stylish
two-shelf bookcase on top. Various field identification guides for
Australian mammals, insects, birds, reptiles, trees, and flowers
crowded the lower shelf. The top shelf contained more folded maps
than she thought she’d ever seen in one place, her office at home
included.

On the right and across from the kitchen area was a
queen-sized bed. The mattress sat upon a foundation of drawers. It
was situated beneath a skylight that opened and closed. A small
screen maintained a barrier against insects.

A half wall divided the bedroom from the sitting
area where she’d entered the cabin.

“Like it?” Terese asked from the couch. Pip sat next
to her but something outside held her attention.

“I love it.” Charlie blinked. “It’s so beautiful I
could hang out here all day.”

“Don’t plan on it. There’s a lot of work to do.” Pip
stood up and without looking back said, “Don’t forget about dinner
at seven. Unless you’d rather stay here.” She walked out, called
for Chilli, and disappeared back into the woods.

Charlie grunted softly in frustration. “Terese, are
you sure there isn’t someone else that might rather work with me?
Pip doesn’t seem like she wants me around.”

Terese flipped her hand as if she were swatting at a
bug. “You couldn’t ask for a more knowledgeable or bush-smart
person to train with. It’ll be fine. Now get yourself settled and
if you want to score points with Pip, show up at her place in an
hour and help her with the feeding. It’ll be a good start for you
anyway.”

“Okay.”

“I have to get going if I want to get back home
before midnight.” Terese opened her arms and Charlie stepped into
them for a hug. “I’m going to keep tabs on you to see how you’re
progressing. Who knows? You may fall in love with Australia and
want to stay permanently.”

“Thanks, but I kind of doubt it.”

Throwing her a quick wink, Terese smiled at her.
“Never say never, Charlie. Just see how it plays out.”

Charlie waved back as Terese stuck her arm out the
window just before the truck disappeared into the thick foliage.
She suddenly felt alone and questioned any sane rationalization
she’d had for coming to Australia.

* * *

Pip scowled and couldn’t care less how it marred the
planes of her face as she and Chilli made their way back up the
wooded path to the main house. She supposed if she were a child,
one would say she was stomping her way back, but she preferred to
think of it as producing a sufficiently loud series of footsteps to
warn any snakes and lizards who might be basking in the last warmth
of the afternoon sun along the path.

Terese hadn’t given her much lead-up time to prepare
anything for the newcomer. Not the house, lists of instructions, a
plan for learning and caring for everything…She nibbled at her
bottom lip. They would both have to wing it on the fly for a week
or two until she had things sorted.

“We just need to get her fed and settled for the
night, Chilli. We can work on a better plan tomorrow.” The Labrador
trotted amiably beside her, looking relaxed, and stopping to sniff
occasionally or listen to nearby sounds in the grass.

Leaning down to ruffle the scruff of the dog’s neck,
Pip couldn’t help but smile back at the grinning canine. “Speaking
of food, let’s get things started for dinner before we come back
outside and feed the hungry horde.” Chilli barked as if in
agreement with the plan.

After preparing the vegetables and putting the
casserole on low to simmer on the stove, Pip moved outside to her
greatest achievement, the prep room. She had lovingly restored the
weatherboard house over a long period of time. But the prep room
she had designed from the
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