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Dedication
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To Ian, my partner in life and love... with me in the place we belong.
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Chapter 1
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A country road . . .

Saturday, December 9th 3.00 p.m.

Violet Valentine eased back on the accelerator of her brand-new four-wheel-drive ute as the gravel road descended into a small, shaded valley. A message had dinged on her phone as the vehicle whizzed effortlessly up the hill, but she hadn’t had a chance to look at it as she concentrated on the unfamiliar—and rough—road. The phone had then rung twice before the phone service dropped out. She’d expected the mobile reception to be patchy out here in the northwest of New South Wales. She wasn’t worried; she knew it would be her sister, Wendy, checking up on her, which she had done at this time every day for the past five days since Violet had left her home state and headed south across the border.

And with much criticism from her big sister.

“Why on earth would you leave a brilliant job with the best horse stud in the whole of Queensland?” her sister had said. “You had a great salary, a job you loved, and fabulous rent-free accommodation. Honestly, Vi, I cannot understand your thinking sometimes.”

Violet had shaken her head and lied to her sister for the first time in her life. “I’m twenty-eight years old, and I’ve worked since I left uni. I have a brand-new ute that will take me off-road and a sense of adventure. I’m going to see some of the country.”

She didn’t mention that she had a job interview in the Hunter Valley next week. It was unlikely, but if Brian, her ex-boss and former partner, did get in touch with Wendy, she wanted none of her plans shared, accidentally or otherwise. Wendy had no idea what Brian was like.

No one did; he was clever. He’d always treated her well when there was an audience.

“The last thing I want is to have no idea where you are,” Wendy said. “I’ll worry myself sick. I’ll call every day.”

“There’s no need. I’m a big girl now, Wen. And I won’t do anything risky.”

“And what about Christmas? We’ll miss you. Maybe you could fly home?”

“No, it’s time I stood on my own two feet. I have no idea where I’ll be in a month.”

The teary farewell had been emotional for Violet as she had no intention of ever going back to Queensland.

“I’ll fly down and visit you wherever you end up,” Wendy had said with a frown when she’d asked how long Violet would stay away.

“Come and visit for my birthday, and maybe I’ll come home for Christmas next year,” Violet said. “If we plan that, we’ll see each other at least once every year.”

“I’ll do it in comfort if I do visit you,” Wendy replied. Rolling her eyes, she gestured to Violet’s ute. “There is no way I could travel like that. That’s what Jerry always wants to do. A swag and a tent in the back of a ute.”

“I know you well.” Violet pulled her sister in for a last hug and blinked to clear the tears that stung at the back of her eyes. “You love your business class flights and your five-star hotels. I love being in the bush. Besides, I have a very comfortable swag, a waterproof tent and a new four-wheel drive, everything I need. Did I show you the fabulous camp chair that I bought?”

“I’m not interested in a camp chair. Stop changing the subject. You just know that I’m going to worry about you.”

Violet glanced back in the rearview mirror before she turned the corner at the end of Wendy’s street and saw her sister wiping away tears.

Violet had shed many tears too over the past couple of weeks, but not all of them had been caused by the thought of leaving Brisbane and her family.

Last night she’d made good use of her new gear, camping east of Armidale at a national park campground. The weather had been kind, and being the only camper, she’d found the quiet and tranquillity she’d craved.

The morning mist had hovered over the valley below as she sipped her coffee and enjoyed the solitude. The song of bellbirds tinkled around her, and an echidna ambled across the grassy flat.

For the first time since she had found the courage to leave, calm trickled through Violet and she managed to put her worries aside. She would never have to see Brian Bailey again. More than anything—and Violet knew she had to get over what had happened—she had to rebuild her confidence. Brian had destroyed her self-esteem, not to mention her confidence in her ability to do her job well.

Last night when there had been phone service, she’d Googled the national parks between Armidale and the Hunter Valley.

The sound of the Akuna National Park to the west had appealed. The website informed her that visitors to the park based their ‘exploration of the park around water activities, such as swimming, fishing, and kayaking. A wonderful spot for long, relaxed bushwalks, birdwatching, nature photography, and self-reliant camping and hiking’; the description sounded perfect for her needs, and she could make use of her small kayak that was on the back of the ute.

Once she’d packed up her campsite in New England this morning, Violet followed the dirt roads to the southwest. It was less than a hundred kilometres to the Akuna National Park and she’d stopped several times to look at the amazing views from the lookouts and to take some photos to text to Wendy.

So far, she hadn’t seen any signs directing her to the national park, and the navigation on her car couldn’t seem to access the satellite, but she knew she was heading in the right direction.

The landscape around her gradually opened out as the trees thinned. For the last twenty kilometres or so, Violet had followed a ridgeline and caught occasional glimpses of a river winding below. According to the National Park website, the Akuna River bisected the national park, so she had to be close to the boundary of the park.

Taking a deep breath of appreciation, she gazed out onto the landscape; it was almost like a rural painting. To the east, emerald-green rolling hills filled her vision, obviously pasture for some of the sheep and cattle properties she knew were around the district. It seemed they had received a fair bit of rain out here over the winter as the pasture was green and lush. On one hill close to the road, she spotted some black horses in a well-fenced paddock.

The phone beeped again bringing her back to the present. She rolled her eyes and spotted a clearing on the other side of the creek at the bottom of the hill where she could pull over and check her messages. Wendy was being more persistent this afternoon. Violet knew it wouldn’t be anyone else because she had changed her phone number.

As she went down the slight descent, the car shuddered and the gear changed with a loud clunk from beneath the car. She frowned; it was the first time it had done that. She’d run the car around the city and the hinterland for 1500 kilometres before packing up for her trip, so the motor had been run in before she’d set off. Brian had gone to a conference in Sydney for the week, so as soon as Violet got home from work each afternoon, she went for a long drive. Two days before he was due back, her car was parked in a secure parking station, packed and ready to go. Her plans were made and she texted him the day he was due home.

Don’t call in tonight. I’m going to Wendy’s. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.

By the time she was due at work that day, she was over the border, with a new phone and phone number.

The descent levelled out, but the gearbox clunked again. This time, it made a grinding noise too. Horrendous noises continued to come from underneath the ute as she headed for the creek crossing.

Slowly entering the shallow water—it was crystal clear and easy to see the depth to the concrete causeway, Violet tried to ignore the grinding noise.

As she reached the middle of the wide creek, the car made one final loud clunk and then as she hit the brakes, the motor cut out. The water had got a little bit deeper and now came halfway up the tyres, and steam filled the air as the water lapped at the bottom of the engine.

“Great, just great,” she muttered. The water wasn’t flowing hard enough to push her vehicle over the causeway, so that wasn’t a worry. Her immediate concern was what was wrong with her car. She sat there for a minute and tried her usual trick. Her uni friends had laughed when it was her fix for a computer problem: shut it down, wait for five minutes, restart. Violet always said she had the magic touch because, no matter what had happened, the computer always used to work when she did that.

She tried that technique with the vehicle, rolling down her window, turning the ignition off, waiting for five minutes, and then restarting. The steam settled, but every time the water slapped on the bottom of the motor, she could hear a sizzle.

As Violet waited, she reached for her phone and picked it up. She suspected there was no service at all, but she knew that the message that came in a while ago would still be there. She clicked on the message, and sure enough, it was from Wendy. 

Don’t forget to report in today.

She put the phone aside, put her foot on the brake and pressed the ignition. The engine turned over sluggishly but it didn’t fire.

“Well, I do have a problem,” she muttered.

No phone service, no access to the RACQ or whatever it was called here, and stuck in the middle of a creek. No way could she push the car herself. 

She reached down and slipped her joggers and socks off; luckily, she was wearing shorts, so her clothes wouldn’t get wet when she got out.

Making sure the handbrake was on, she tried to put the car in park, but the lever refused to budge. She pulled the slide to release the bonnet; if something had come adrift under there it might be easy to spot and fix.

If I’m lucky.

However, Violet had her doubts about these new, computer-assisted engines. They were very hard to diagnose, unlike in the old days with her first car when she could tighten a cable here, top up the oil there, and keep her old Holden ute running.

Nevertheless, after walking around to the front of the vehicle in knee-deep water and pushing the bonnet up. she still peered over the array of shiny shapes and pristine cables. It all looked fine; even if something was out of place, she didn’t know this vehicle at all and wouldn’t be able to identify what was wrong. She’d been in such a rush to get away before Brian came back from his conference, this was the first time she’d even looked under the bonnet

With a sigh, Violet closed the bonnet, walked carefully around to the driver’s door and reached in for her joggers and socks. She hadn’t passed any houses for the past half-hour or so, so she knew there was nothing behind her, apart from that horse farm about ten ks back. By the look of the landscape, she was probably in the Akuna National Park.

She walked across the creek deep in thought; she’d check out the clearing and then retrieve her tent and swag from the back of the ute, and set up camp for the night.

She had plenty of fuel after filling up this side of Armidale, so it wasn’t a fuel issue. The ominous sound from the gearbox was obviously the cause of the problem, and the computer system had shut the engine down before anything was damaged.

Unless it already was.

At least whatever the problem was would be fixed under warranty. 

The immediate problem confronting her was getting the damn vehicle somewhere where it could be repaired.
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Joe Rossiter’s farm.

Saturday, December 9th 3.00 p.m.

“Hello? Are you there, Joe?” 

Joe Rossiter jumped and almost dropped the paint roller in his right hand. He leaned back and looked down the hall from the kitchen to the front door.

“Come on in, Holly.”

He climbed down the ladder, and by the time he’d put the roller in the paint tray, Holly had walked down the hall carrying the gift basket he’d ordered for Jac and Ryan. 

Joe had finished painting the living room before lunch, put all the furniture back, and then put the Christmas tree up and decorated it. He grinned; if you could call his effort of throwing tinsel on the she-oak in the bucket of sand, and putting a plastic gold star on the highest branch he could reach, decorating. 

This weekend, his focus was on the house. He had months of work ahead and had to stop going about it as a hit-and-miss project. He needed a plan. Working as a builder’s labourer, some knowledge should have rubbed off, but at first, Joe was too busy thinking about the land he’d bought to look very closely at the house.

But he’d made a plan and followed it through, and now the old farmhouse was looking great. He’d achieved a lot in the three months since he’d moved in, painting through, new carpet, and polishing the floorboards in the three bedrooms and the living room. The kitchen had been a lot of work, especially working by himself. He’d spent last weekend installing new cupboards he bought at Bunnings in Tamworth, and this morning he’d finished painting the living room and then moved to the last room—the kitchen.

He smiled at Holly when she met him in the middle of the hall. “You’re a lifesaver, Holly. Great idea and even a home delivery service.”

Every year since Jaclyn had married his brother, Joe had had the same problem. He had no idea what to buy for them for Christmas. There was only so much hand cream and boxed hankies that a couple could use. It was easy enough to buy toys for Georgia; the post office always made sure there was something suitable there. Jaclyn seemed to have the knack of gifting him something useful every Christmas and birthday.

Holly’s gift baskets were the answer to his problem. Last week in town, he’d spotted an ad on the community noticeboard for the gift baskets. He pulled out his phone and called the number on the flyer straightaway and was surprised when Holly David answered.

“Holly, it’s Joe Rossiter. What are you doing selling gift baskets? I thought you were working at the hospital in Lismore.”

“Is it that long since we last caught up at the pub? It’s almost a year since I left there.”

“Probably, I haven’t been to the pub much lately.” Joe had only been to the pub a couple of times since he’d bought the farm. No time and he was trying to save money. “Are you working in town now?”

“I’ve started my own business with the baskets, and while it gets going, I’m renting out a room in my place to help pay the bills.”

“Good on you,” Joe said. “I hope it goes well for you. I’ll order your biggest size for Jaclyn and Ryan, please.”

“A picnic basket or a gift basket?” Holly had asked.

Joe frowned. “You know Jac. You choose.”

“Well, seeing as they’re going away, I’d say the gift basket. Jac was really looking forward to their trip when I saw her at the Cyprus Café the other day. I couldn’t get over how much Georgia’s grown.”

“She has grown. And yes, Jac is excited. They’re leaving this week and that’s why I want to give them their present this weekend.”

Joe had organised to collect the basket in town on Saturday morning, but Holly had called last night to say she could drop it off

“I’m sorry to inconvenience you, Joe. I was wondering if I could drop the basket off at your new place tomorrow afternoon. You’re out on the Armidale Road, aren’t you? I’m sorry I won’t—” Holly had started apologising, but Joe interrupted.

“No problem at all, Holly. Suits me down to the ground. I can stay home and paint all day now. I’ll get a couple of rooms done, but are you sure it’s not too far out of your way?”

Holly reassured him. “No, I have to come out your way anyway, so it’s only a little detour to come down your road. How far along are you?”

“Exactly fifteen ks to the turnoff to the national park.”

“I can find that. I’ll see you about three, Joe.”

Now Joe glanced up at the clock as she followed him into the living room. Holly was right on time. Her eyes crinkled in a happy smile as she spotted his Christmas tree with brightly wrapped parcels beneath it. She was a pretty girl, a blue-eyed brunette who was always smiling. They had some mutual friends and had spent some time out with the group at the pub over the last couple of years since he’d started visiting Ryan in Bindarra Creek before he too had moved here. When Holly wasn’t working up at Lismore at the hospital, she came to the pub with some local friends.

When Joe had been working as a contract shearer, he’d spent most Saturday afternoons at the Riverside Pub, and when he’d moved to town to work with his brother, and Grant Cummings, the landscaper, he’d joined the social cricket club at the hotel and that meant late fun nights in the bar after the Saturday games. 

He hadn’t signed up this year
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