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Part I: Gabrielle


Chapter One

Sydney, New South Wales, 2006

 


When Gabrielle heard her mobile’s ringtone, she
sighed and put the Sydney Morning Herald, which she had been
trying to read since the ferry had cast off, down on the empty seat
next to her. She was late and knew very well who was calling. As
she rummaged through her little backpack searching for the blasted
phone, she mentally prepared herself for the reproof she knew she
was about to receive. She glanced at the screen to check who was
calling and reluctantly answered.

“Gab, where are you?”

“I’m late, I know. I’m still on the ferry. We just
left Cremorne Point. I’ll be home in ten minutes max.”

“We were supposed to eat out…”

“I know.”

A sigh, then silence on the other end of the line.
Guilt swept through Gabrielle. “Tess.”

Gabrielle couldn’t find the words. What excuse could
she have given to justify being late, again? None, her conscience
whispered. Tess knew perfectly well that Gabrielle didn’t see any
patients after five p.m. unless it was an emergency, and
emergencies didn’t exactly come up every day. If she wanted to be
honest with herself, she had to face up to the situation once and
for all. But how?

“Tess, we need…to talk,” Gabrielle said, firmer but
still hesitant.

“I never thought such simple words could be so
upsetting, and at the same time such a relief,” murmured Tess with
tears in her voice. “Hurry. I’m waiting for you.”

Hearing the dial tone, Gabrielle realised that Tess
had hung up, but as though anesthetized, she kept the phone pressed
to her ear. Did she really just tell Tess they needed to talk
things over? That meant she’d have to explain why for the last two
months she’d been coming home later and later. Explain why, with
the exception of her work, she’d been dragging her feet to do
anything, especially with Tess? She stared out at the stretch of
water, taking a deep breath to try to calm her pounding heart.

She already regretted having left Cremorne Point and
the security of her office. Finally reacting to the monotonous dial
tone, she mechanically turned off the phone before putting it away
in her bag. Ten minutes. In no more than ten minutes she would have
to face Tess. She could already feel the ferry’s powerful
propellers slowing down. Soon, the entire hull would vibrate as the
captain reversed the vessel’s engines to prepare for docking. Then
would come the thud against the pier and the stampede toward the
exit, although describing the handful of commuters left at this
late hour as a “stampede” would be an exaggeration.

Tess had been crying on the telephone. Gabrielle
felt a tug at her heartstrings. She didn’t want to make her cry.
Tess was the love of her life. Meeting her at a party when
Gabrielle was a fourth-year medical student had changed her entire
existence. A flirt, who could never get herself to settle down with
just one woman, Gab had by the end of the evening irrevocably
fallen in love eight years ago.

While getting off the boat, she reminisced about
that time. She had been immediately attracted to this tall, slim
redhead with her svelte, feline gait. Gabrielle had never seen her
before on campus; she had been sure of it. Without a moment’s
hesitation, as if attracted by a magnet, she had headed straight
for this forlorn-looking woman standing alone in a corner, whose
green eyes and beautiful smile had entirely melted Gabrielle’s
heart. Tess, however, had resisted.

Grinning, Gabrielle left the pier and walked down
the little road that led to their house. Six months. It had taken
her six long months to convince Tess of the sincerity of her
feelings. They’d moved in together the year after they met, and
since then, everything had been perfect. Except for these last two
months.

What is wrong with me? I have a gorgeous
woman, an interesting career, a beautiful home, and friends. What
more do I want? Why do I need to make the woman I love cry because
I’m incapable of assuming the responsibility of a decision we’ve
made together…?

8:58 p.m. Standing before the entrance to the house
they’d bought just the year before, Gabrielle stalled for time. The
tall trees and bushes planted around their home had made it a
peaceful haven then, but now they had since taken on a sinister
appearance, tormenting her and reflecting her fears every single
evening before she had to walk through that door. How would she
explain it all to Tess? Seeing the beautiful face through the glass
pane in the front door prompted Gabrielle to take the last few
steps inside.

They stood facing each other. When she saw Tess’s
puffy red eyes she felt like she was being stabbed in the heart.
Staring into them, she softly raised her hand to caress Tess’s
freckled cheek, but Tess immediately took a step back, as if she
had been slapped. Gabrielle looked down and closed her eyes, the
pain of rejection seeping through her. She was getting what she
deserved, but it still hurt.

“I cancelled the restaurant,” Tess said curtly,
turning her back on Gabrielle and walking outside onto the wooden
deck.

Driven by habit, Gabrielle put away her satchel and
bag in the tiny front hall closet. She leaned her head against the
exotic wood of the doorframe, thinking how she would like to bang
it against all the walls to chase her fears away, to force her lips
to utter an explanation. She hated the way she always needed to be
in control, unable to talk about her weaknesses. She had to try for
Tess, for their relationship. She knew that. Taking a deep breath,
she went over to Tess and joined her on the deck. Tess was already
seated in a wicker chair.

Although slightly hidden by the trees, the view of
the Bay of Sydney once again took her breath away. This view had
convinced them to buy this unpretentious house on Mosman Bay,
despite the price. When they had visited the property, they hadn’t
noticed the kookaburras that lived in the eucalyptus trees.
Gabrielle stoically put up with these birds that made it difficult
to sleep late because Tess loved their mocking laughter so
much.

Gabrielle served herself a big glass of tamarind
juice from the carafe resting on the coffee table before sitting
down in an armchair next to Tess.

“You’re leaving me…Is that it?”

Gabrielle opened her eyes wide in surprise at Tess’s
words. The tears that ran down the face of the woman she loved
choked her up so much she couldn’t speak. Panic. Where could Tess
possibly have gotten this idea? She shook her head to refute her
words.

“What’s her name? No. Don’t say anything. How could
you do this to me? And now, of all times?”

As if trying to protect the baby, Tess put her hand
on her belly. Gabrielle was incapable of uttering a sound despite
the thoughts screaming in her head.

She took Tess’s hand, but Tess abruptly recoiled.
“It’s our baby, a baby we both wanted, and now you want to leave
me!”

Tess’s voice was filled with despair. Tears welled
up in Gabrielle’s eyes. Shaking her head, she once again tried to
take Tess’s hand. How could Tess think there was someone else? That
would never happen!

Gabrielle knelt before Tess, grasped her hand, and
squeezed it tight so she wouldn’t escape. This soft hand in hers
anchored her, gave her strength. Gazing deeply into Tess’s green
eyes, she forced herself to speak. “Tess. Stop. Listen to me.”

Tess froze when she saw Gabrielle’s serious
expression. She could no longer breathe. Waiting for the
inevitable, she wanted to shield herself. She had rarely seen tears
in Gabrielle’s eyes—another clue that her world was falling apart.
Gab had been coming home later and later these last two months,
giving increasingly pathetic excuses. Tess had readily understood:
Gab was going to abandon her.

“Tess…there’s no one else but you. There’s never
been anyone else these eight years we’ve been together. Don’t you
understand that I love you, and I will always love you until I die?
I swear it on everything nearest and dearest to me.”

Tess was totally surprised. What had Gab just said?
That there was no one else? She closed her eyes. Relief swelled in
her heart. No one else…Gab wasn’t leaving her. Had it possibly all
just been a bad dream? Gabrielle quickly wiped away the tears
running down Tess’s face, already softly brushing her cheek. Tess
put her hands around Gab’s shoulders, pulling her toward her.
Gabrielle rested her head on Tess’s belly as they huddled together,
crying all the tears they had kept locked up inside.

“Then why have you been coming home later and later
each day, when I know office hours are over? Why have you stopped
making love to me? Why have you stopped speaking to me? You never
joke or laugh anymore.”

“I’m sorry. I…”

The words were stuck in Gabrielle’s throat, and her
tears started again. She never could have imagined that Tess would
believe she had met someone else. She hated herself for having made
the love of her life suffer. For two months she had obstinately
shouldered her fears and doubts alone—the two longest months of her
life—ever since the tests had come back confirming that the
artificial insemination had been successful.

“Shh. Hold me tight, Gab. I need to feel you against
me.”

Slowly, the minutes passed, accompanied by the
growing silence of night falling, interrupted from time to time by
the sound of a car or a boat hurrying to be moored.

Unable to hold off any longer, Tess sat back. She
needed to see Gab’s eyes to be completely reassured. Gab’s eyes
never lied. Gently, she forced Gab’s face, nestled against her
stomach, to turn up toward hers. Tess gazed deeply into her big,
dark eyes, though under the deck lamp’s soft light it was difficult
to make them out. Overcome with emotion, she ran her fingers over
the outline of Gab’s beautiful face: her prominent cheekbones, fine
nose, and full lips…and tears welled up again in her eyes.

“You’re so beautiful, and I thought I’d lost
you.”

“Please don’t cry, Tess. I’m sorry.”

Gabrielle closed her eyes as Tess brushed her lips
against hers, at first softly. And then, with increasing passion,
she responded to Tess’s insistent kisses. She hadn’t touched her
for two months, hadn’t felt the softness of her skin, hadn’t tasted
the flavour of her lips…

Gabrielle lifted Tess’s T-shirt and stroked her full
breasts, making her moan from this joint adoration of her lips and
breasts. She then broke away from Tess’s lips to take her right
breast fully in her mouth while she sensually played with the
other. Though they were out on the deck where they might be seen
despite the heavy vegetation, Tess, her breathing shallow, closed
her eyes and laid her head against the back of the chair.

Gabrielle explored Tess’s silky-soft skin with her
free hand before sliding down toward Tess’s shorts, which she
expertly unbuttoned. She tenderly let go of Tess’s erect nipple to
taste her other breast. Tess’s moaning increased Gabrielle’s
desire, pushing her to go faster, but she resisted the impulse. She
wanted to take her time. Only Tess counted. Oh, how she had missed
this silky, supple body! She then grabbed Tess’s shorts to pull
them down, and Tess lifted her hips to help, her pelvis brushing
against Gab’s chest. Moans of pleasure.

Gabrielle gazed directly into Tess’s green eyes
burning with desire. Their mouths met again, their tongues duelling
until Gab finally gave in to the fire running through her veins.
She began a trail of tiny kisses from Tess’s mouth down farther and
farther…Sliding her hands under Tess’s backside, she pulled her to
the edge of the chair, inciting Tess to open her legs. Unable to
resist any longer, Gab immediately tasted the sweetness offered
her, provoking an immediate groan of pleasure from Tess. She was
close to coming…very close…

 


* * *

 


Tess lovingly observed the woman sleeping by her
side. The first time they’d met, she’d known this woman could own
her heart and her life if she let her. The young woman who had
approached her that first evening was so beautiful! Intense, dark,
almond-shaped eyes and a determined look on her face lit with a
smile that anyone would sell their soul for another chance to see.
Tess hadn’t had the strength to resist the temptation of running
her hands through Gab’s thick, wavy, black hair, despite her
reputation as a ruthless womanizer. And this woman who was now the
light of her life was still so beautiful. She had been so afraid of
losing her these last months!

Once again, a wave of doubt engulfed Tess. Were
their troubles really over? Tess flinched. Gabrielle had
apologized, but she hadn’t given any reason for her behaviour. Now
that she knew Gab wasn’t cheating on her, Tess had an inkling of
what was bothering Gab, but in order to solve the problem they
would have to communicate. Tess stifled a joyless chuckle.
Communicate? With Gabrielle? Pulling a tooth without anaesthesia
would be less painful.

Tess brushed her hand against Gabrielle’s thick mane
of hair while planting a peck on her shoulder blade. Smiling, she
contemplated the perfect body stretched out beside her. Yes, they
had to talk. Not tomorrow or this evening, but right now, this
morning. Gab’s hand inched across the bed, clearly searching for
Tess’s warmth; she then cuddled up against her.

“What are you doing already awake?” Gabrielle
whispered, nuzzling Tess’s neck.

Tess smiled. They had fallen asleep very late last
night, or rather early this morning. She wouldn’t have given up
this night of lovemaking for anything. Since she’d become pregnant,
her libido had magnified, and satisfying herself was so much less
gratifying.

“I wanted to watch you sleep, but after a while I
couldn’t resist touching you. I’ve been so scared recently, Gab. I
truly thought you were seeing somebody else…”

Gabrielle, perfectly awake now, squeezed Tess in her
arms. “I’m sorry…” Gab hugged her tightly, but still didn’t say
another word.

“I need you so much, Gab. My emotions are all over
the place. My hormones are out of control. I can’t deal with
another situation like the one I’ve had to handle these past
months. It was destroying me,” Tess whispered.

Gabrielle swallowed with difficulty. How could she
explain herself, her awful behaviour? “You know how hard it is for
me to speak about my feelings. The way I was brought up…”

“I know, but I need you to try for me…please.”

Gabrielle let go of Tess and sat on the edge of the
bed with her back to her. Staring into space, she tried to force
the words to come out.

“Tess, I’m afraid…what am I saying? In fact, I’m
terrified. I think about it night and day. The baby…I’m afraid I
won’t be good enough. I’m afraid we did something stupid when…”

Tess would have liked to take Gabrielle in her arms,
but she placed her hand warmly on her back. “Why haven’t you said
anything? You’re very much aware that a child will be an enormous
change in our lives. You see couples every day in this kind of
situation.”

“I didn’t want you to think I was…weak.”

No longer able to resist, Tess wrapped her arms
around Gabrielle. “It would never occur to me that you were a weak
person, Gab. Don’t you think I can see your empathy? The way you
constantly try to hide how sensitive you actually are? Others may
be blind, but I’m not. You will be a fantastic mother. You’ll see.
I’m sure you’ve observed often enough in your practice that fathers
always go through this period of doubt, but when the child arrives,
everything falls into place.”

“You know I’ll never be a father, Tess. Isn’t it
obvious that I’m one member short?” Gabrielle joked to mask her
emotions.

“That all depends…” whispered Tess, with a tease in
her voice now that she was reassured of Gab’s sincerity, “but
you’re right to point out it isn’t a flesh-and-blood member.”

“Tess!”

Tess grinned as she grabbed Gab’s face with both
hands and pulled it closer to slowly kiss her lips before resting
her cheek against her chest.

She was annoyed with herself for not having
understood Gabrielle’s fears and apprehensions about raising a
child. Gab was always so strong and brave, always ready to flag
homophobia or racism across every layer of Australian society. Tess
never would have imagined that their decision to have a child
together could shake up their relationship. Now that she thought
about it, she realised that if she had actually studied the early
signs, she would have been able to understand Gabrielle’s angst.
But she was so indescribably happy to be pregnant that she’d been
blind to anything else.

“I can’t get over it,” Gabrielle whispered. “The
baby is such a shock. I know we discussed it beforehand, that we
both wanted this child, and that’s why it was so important for me
to be the one to do the insemination. But knowing that in six
months it’ll be here, I…I feel lost, crushed by all the
responsibility. And what if we’re not good enough?”

Tess leaned back to better observe Gabrielle’s face.
A gleam of uncertainty was reflected in her dark eyes. “We will be
good enough. I know it. And you know why?”

Gabrielle shook her head.

“Because you’re asking yourself all these questions.
I have faith in us, Gab. If you love me, our child will be happy.
Just promise me one thing. The next time you have doubts, talk to
me, immediately.”

Gabrielle sighed without looking away. “It’s so hard
for me. No one in my family ever spoke about emotions. They are
personal, private, and should stay that way.”

“That’s all bullshit, Gab! You know it as well as I
do. How many of life’s precious moments have you missed because of
this silence? Why don’t you see your brother or your parents
anymore—and I’m not talking about the two yearly phone calls you
dutifully make, but about real visits, Gab, for the pleasure of
sharing something with your family. You go to lunch with my mother
once a month. You know my sister, and you met my father when we
were on vacation in Scotland, even though I can’t stand his new
wife. In the eight years we’ve been together, I haven’t met a
single member of your family. It’s like you’re ashamed of me, of
you, or of what you are, whereas you should be proud, proud of your
personal and professional success.”

Gabrielle slipped out of Tess’s embrace and lay back
down, staring at the white ceiling. How many times had they had
this conversation? Gabrielle sighed.

“You know why, Tess. They’re incorrigible
homophobes.”

“Why do you say that? Because you once heard your
brother and his friends, when they were kids, making fun of
homosexuals? Who hasn’t heard that kind of joke?”

“My father heard them also, and he didn’t react. He
just let it go. And of course my mother didn’t say a word. She
rarely does. From that moment on, I thought of only one thing:
leaving Willowra. Yet God knows how much I loved that place. My
only real regret was leaving my grandmother, Victoria, and her
outspokenness. How could my father, who was raised by her, turn out
that way? They’re complete opposites. And nobody ever talks about
my Aunt Simone, whom I’ve never met. Do you think she’s a lesbian,
and they chased her from the family? That would explain it
all.”

Gabrielle warmed as she recalled her grandmother,
Nan Victoria. How she had loved to listen to her grandmother’s
stories about sheep farming. Those had been the good old days in
Willowra.

“Didn’t you tell me Victoria isn’t really your
grandmother? If she lived with another woman, who knows? Maybe she
is a lesbian and your father knew?”

Gabrielle stared at Tess. “Yeah, right. They became
friends during the war. They must have served together in the AWAS,
and when my grandfather died just after it ended, she gave shelter
to her friend and her children.”

“The whatsas?”

“The AWAS! The Australian Women’s Army Service.
You’re a typical Brit, Tess, who knows nothing about Australian
history. They served in Australia to replace the soldiers who left
to fight the Japanese.”

“And I prefer to believe that they were having a
torrid affair and conveniently disposed of the husband.”

Still lying on her back, Gabrielle burst out in
laughter. Imagining Nan Victoria and Grandma Ginger getting rid of
a burdensome husband was surreal. She shook her head.

“You wouldn’t say that if you had ever seen the
photos in Victoria’s room. Ginger couldn’t have been more than
one-metre fifty and weighed all of forty kilos, and I think
Victoria was in love with a soldier who died during the war and
never got over him.”

“How do you know that? Did she tell you?”

“No. But she has two photos hanging on the wall in
her room. One shows a group of soldiers in the jungle armed to the
teeth, and the second is a portrait of a dashing young man in
uniform who has to be her lost love.”

Gabrielle grew pensive. The photos in Victoria’s
bedroom recounted the history of someone’s life. When she thought
about it, she realised she knew the history of Willowra, but very
little of her own family’s story.

“So what if we went there for a vacation?” Tess
said. “You might find some answers about your two grandmothers, and
you could introduce me to your family.”

Gabrielle immediately sat up, accidentally letting
the sheet that covered her slip, revealing all for Tess to see.
“Are you crazy? You want to go to that country of backward bigots
so we can get lynched?”

Ignoring her outburst, Tess slowly massaged
Gabrielle’s forearm, working her way up to her shoulder.

Gabrielle grabbed the exploring fingers. “I thought
you wanted to talk,” she whispered, her voice husky.

“I thought you didn’t want to,” Tess replied. A
naughty smile appeared on her face as she gently pinched Gab’s
nipple.

“Hey!”

Without hesitating, Gabrielle reached out hands
first and threw herself on Tess, who tried to escape the
tickles.

“No, Gab. Think about the baby. Tickling isn’t good
for the baby.”

Bursting out with laughter, Tess blocked Gab’s
hands, but the sheet wrapped around her prevented her from making a
clean escape. Taking advantage of the fact that she weighed more,
Tess pushed Gab back onto the bed with all her strength, Gab
finding herself on her back with Tess straddling her.

“And now who’s going to be a good girl?” Tess asked,
firmly holding Gab’s wrists down as she wriggled to try to get
away.

As Gabrielle was trying to catch her breath to
strike back, her cell phone, left somewhere in the living room,
started to ring. Damn phone! Tess grimaced but let go of Gab, who
jumped off the bed.

“Are you on call?”

“No.”

“Let it ring then.”

Tess’s husky voice stopped Gabrielle, persuading her
that she had better things to do than answer her phone.

“You’re so beautiful like that. I should take a
picture.”

Gabrielle traced Tess’s glance back to herself,
noticing that she was standing in the middle of their bedroom
completely naked, her hands on her hips. Her lack of dignity and
Tess’s mocking eyes made her realize how absurd the whole situation
seemed. She stretched her lips into a grin, but just as she was
about to jump back into bed, Tess, with a dignified air, got
up.

“Where are you going?” Gabrielle asked,
disappointed.

“To have breakfast. I’m starving and incapable of
thinking or reasoning with you.”

“Hungry? Already? You’re a walking stomach. We just
ate late last night. You’d think you could wait. I was considering
a brunch at the Rock before meeting up with the girls, but it’s
still a bit early. And why do you need to reason with me anyway? I
thought we were done talking.”

“Gabrielle Abbot! A scrawny cheese sandwich at
eleven p.m. does not constitute a meal. Do I need to remind you
that I am eating for two? And both of us, at this very instant, are
starving. Incidentally, it’s your turn this weekend to make
breakfast. So get your fabulous ass out of this room and into the
kitchen to prepare us something delicious while I take a
shower.”

Gabrielle contemplated Tess, who, arms crossed over
her chest, was waiting for an answer. “How could I possibly refuse
anything you ask me while you’re wearing your birthday suit? If you
could keep it on just a while longer, I can assure you that the
chef would be inspired.”

“Oh, you and your dirty mind!” Tess said as she
walked to the bathroom.

“That’s not what you were saying last night,”
Gabrielle yelled as the door closed.

 


* * *

 


Showered and replete, they finished sipping their
tea on the back deck. It promised to be a beautiful day, and
Gabrielle, holding her mug, watched the sailboats leave their
mooring.

“Have you thought about it?” Tess asked.

Gabrielle was puzzled. Had she missed something in
the conversation? “About what?”

“Spending our next vacation at Willowra.”

Gabrielle was so surprised she almost dropped her
cup. “I thought we’d decided not to go.”

“You decided we weren’t going. I’d like us to
make a mutual decision, Gab.”

Uncomfortable, Gabrielle avoided the soft green eyes
staring at her. Her tendency to decide for both of them had caused
more than one argument between them, especially at the beginning of
their relationship. Gabrielle grinned.

“What?”

“Nothing. I was just thinking that it’s been a long
time since we fought about this.”

“I hadn’t noticed we were fighting.”

“You know what I mean…”

“Yes.” Tess conceded with a smile. “You’ve made
great strides in that area, and now I more often hear you say ‘we’
rather than ‘I.’ But in reference to Willowra…”

“Tess…”

The determination in Tess’s green eyes made
Gabrielle sigh inwardly. She wasn’t going to drop the subject.

“Your parents have the right to know their future
grandchild, don’t you think?”

Gabrielle bit her lower lip before answering in a
hushed voice. “They may not see it that way.”

Tess frowned, so Gabrielle explained. “Even if it’s
our baby, it won’t be their flesh and blood. I’m not entirely
certain they’ll ever be capable of seeing the baby as their
grandson or granddaughter.”

“I thought you told me Victoria wasn’t your real
grandmother?”

“So?”

“Unless I’m mistaken, you and your brother call her
‘Nan,’ don’t you?”

“It’s not the same thing.”

“How is it different?”

Gabrielle opened her mouth to explain but had no
words. She perfectly remembered the conversations and interactions
between her father and Nan Victoria, and with her mother also. As a
child, she’d thought Victoria was really her grandmother, until the
day her father spoke about his mother. What a shock it had been for
Gabrielle and her brother Jeremy to learn that Victoria was in fact
the best friend of their actual grandmother, Ginger, who had died
shortly after Jeremy’s birth in 1972. Gabrielle now realised that
deep in her heart of hearts, this discovery hadn’t changed
anything: Victoria was indeed her grandmother.

“I grew up believing Victoria was my grandmother,
but I’m not sure my parents will ever get over their daughter being
a lesbian, who on top of it got another woman pregnant through
artificial means.”

“You think Victoria didn’t love your father like her
own son because he wasn’t her own blood? Or you and your brother
like her own grandchildren?” Tess asked.

“She loves us, of that I’m certain…Well, at least I
think so.”

Doubt crept into Gabrielle’s mind as she noticed the
tiny victorious smirk on Tess’s lips.

“I’d really like to go to Willowra.”

“I don’t think you’d like it. It’s very hot, and
there’s dust everywhere, hardly any trees, and…”

And you’re scared to death.

Tess’s smirk grew as Gabrielle enumerated all the
reasons they shouldn’t go.


Chapter Two

When Tess heard the front door, she opened it,
filled with joy. It was barely six p.m. and Gabrielle was already
home! She looked up from her medical journal, which had arrived
that very morning. Gabrielle was holding a beautiful bouquet of red
roses, which, to Tess’s embarrassment, immediately brought tears to
her eyes. Blasted hormones.

“Something smells good.”

Gabrielle knew her words were trite, but Tess’s
reaction to her gift embarrassed her, and she couldn’t think of
anything else to say. It had been far too long since she’d given
her flowers. She lightly kissed Tess’s forehead, and all the day’s
stress melted away.

“Tandoori chicken and salad,” Tess said before
pointing at the bouquet of roses. “For me?”

“Who else?” Gab joked. “I saw them just before
getting on the ferry, and they made me think of you. They were too
beautiful to leave on the pier.”

Tess’s eyes shone even more brightly, and she wiped
away the tears that were threatening to overflow. “Quite the
charmer, aren’t you, with your intense dark eyes and tender smile?”
She threw herself into Gabrielle’s arms, holding on tight and
obviously overwhelmed by the emotion of the last few days.

Gab could feel Tess’s heart beating wildly and would
have slapped herself if she could.

She’d already berated herself hundreds of times
since Friday evening. How could she have been so engrossed in her
own fears that she couldn’t see the ones gnawing at Tess? Stroking
her soft hair, she murmured reassuring words of love that she felt
deep inside, even if she had difficulty expressing them.

“Give me the flowers so I can put them in water,”
Tess said, seeming to try to get a hold on her emotions.

“The flowers can wait,” Gab whispered, her face
nestled in Tess’s neck.

Tess felt Gabrielle’s lips make a trail of kisses
along her throat with the tip of her tongue. She closed her eyes
and put her hand on Gab’s black mane to keep her head in place. She
could have almost cried from the joy of feeling desired again. She
responded instantly, and every coherent thought faded away.

Suddenly, the telephone’s ring invaded the room.
Tess opened her eyes, and Gabrielle jerked her head up.

“I’m going to throw that goddamn phone into the
bay,” Gabrielle muttered.

“Don’t answer.”

“I’m on call.”

Gabrielle grabbed her phone. “My father.” She sighed
and answered. “Dad?”

Tess watched Gab’s expression transform from
annoyance to surprise. Removing her arm from Tess’s waist, she took
a few steps toward the picture window.

“What’s wrong with her? At her age? But she’s crazy!
Okay. I’m coming, Dad, but I have to get organized. I can’t cancel
all my patients’ appointments in two seconds. I’ll call you back to
let you know which flight I’m taking.”

Was Gabrielle going to Willowra? Tess’s mind was
churning. There must have been an accident. Who? Her mother? Her
grandmother? Was this the right time for her to go with Gab? Not
really.

“Yes. What message?”

Gabrielle’s mouth dropped open, but no sound came
out. Speechless for a few seconds, she stared at Tess. “Yes. I’m
here. I don’t know, Dad. I…Yes. We’ll talk about it, and I’ll get
back to you.”

Gabrielle hung up, feeling completely dazed.

“Gab? Are you all right?”

“Nan Victoria had a horse-riding accident two days
ago. She refuses to go to the hospital, and the doctor thinks she
won’t get better if she doesn’t. But she’s as stubborn as a mule
and now wants the whole family to come see her one last
time…including you.”

“Me? She doesn’t even know I exist.”

“Her message was, and I quote, ‘Gabrielle must bring
the person she lives with, and I’m not accepting any phony
excuses.’”

Gabrielle nervously passed her hand through her
hair. “Darn it. How does she even know I live with someone?”

“It’s an easy assumption to make about someone your
age.”

Tess became very excited. To finally get to go to
Willowra and discover where Gabrielle grew up and meet her family!
She could have kissed Victoria for giving her this opportunity. It
was the perfect chance.

“I don’t know, Tess. I don’t want to risk your being
poorly accepted. What a crazy idea to go horseback riding at her
age! She’s eighty-six years old. Why couldn’t she just peacefully
stay put in her armchair? And why does she want to meet the person
I live with?”

“Your grandmother, who is on her deathbed, has asked
you to come with your companion. You can’t deny her that.”

“She doesn’t know you’re a woman. Otherwise, she
never would have asked,” Gabrielle grumbled between her teeth.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake. If you were a man I’d say
you didn’t have any balls. Muster up some courage and face your
family for once. At least you’ll know where you stand. Apart from
refusing to see you again, what else could they do? It’s not like
we live in a village and are dependent on self-righteous customers
to earn our living.”

Tess’s outburst was followed by a deafening
silence.

“You’re right,” Gabrielle conceded with a sigh.

Tess smiled, victorious—she was finally going to
discover Willowra! “I’ll tend to the flowers and our meal. You take
care of the tickets.”


Chapter Three

Kalgoorlie-Boulder, Western Australia, 2006

 


“Calm down, Gab. At worst they’ll reject you, and
we’ll return to Sydney earlier than planned. But at least you’ll
know.”

Gabrielle was barely listening to Tess’s words as
they walked off the tarmac toward the small building that served as
a terminal for the Kalgoorlie-Boulder airport. She shouldn’t have
brought Tess along, but how could she ignore her grandmother’s last
wishes? Her stomach had been in knots since early morning. Her
parents would be waiting for them at arrivals. If they make even
the slightest remark, we’re jumping on the next plane back.
Tess’s hand brushed against hers.

“Breathe. No matter what happens, we’re together.
And see this glorious blue sky? That alone is worth making the
trip.”

Despite the crowd behind her, Gabrielle stopped to
turn and face her. After she considered her words for a few
seconds, she glanced at the sky, and for the first time since her
father’s phone call, she smiled slightly. Tess was right. Her life
was in Sydney with Tess and the baby, and the sky here was a blue
that existed only in the outback. If worse came to worse and things
were really awful, she’d go alone to see Victoria, and then she and
Tess would return home.

“You’re right. Ready to face the pettiness of the
Australian outback?”

Tess smiled, and Gabrielle’s heart swelled. That
very smile, radiating across Tess’s face and lighting up her
beautiful green eyes, had made Gabrielle fall in love with her. Gab
couldn’t refuse her anything. She looked around but saw no one. All
the passengers had gone into the terminal to pick up their
luggage.

“Let’s go. The faster we throw ourselves into the
lion’s jaws, the faster we’ll know where we stand.”

Once inside the terminal and when her eyes had
adjusted to the change in light, she nervously searched the small
trickle of people waiting for arriving passengers. Were her parents
late? That would be unlike them.

“Gabrielle!” a soft voice called out.

She would have recognised her mother’s gentle,
patient tone anywhere. A grin came to Gabrielle’s lips before she
even saw her mother’s face, as smooth and young as it had ever
been. Without hesitating, Gabrielle hugged her tightly.

How had she not seen them? It was hard to miss the
tall, well-built man with the fair complexion standing next to her
mother. Her father and she cautiously stared at each other before
they awkwardly reached out to exchange enthusiastic hugs and
kisses.

“We’re so happy to see you, Gab. We’ve missed you!
It’s been such a long time. Your mother and I were wondering if we
shouldn’t just pick up and go to Sydney so we could finally see
you. You’re still so beautiful. Just like your mother.”

A tiny cough interrupted Gabrielle as she was about
to stammer out a lame excuse. Her parents both glanced over her
shoulder toward the woman standing slightly behind her.

When she turned around, Gabrielle couldn’t help
noticing that Tess’s smile was restrained, her eyes filled with
tension. Despite wanting to come, Tess was obviously nervous. She
hesitantly glanced from Gabrielle to her parents, silently but
clearly indicating that Gab should introduce them, but Gabrielle
had lost her nerve.

“Hello. I’m Aurore, Gabrielle’s mom,” her mother
kindly said, her hand held out. “Welcome to Western Australia.”
Tess shook her hand and beamed at this little woman with dark eyes
and jet-black hair. Her ever-so-slightly Asian features were a bit
more noticeable than Gabrielle’s.

“Tess. Tess McCartney. Pleased to meet you, Mrs
Abbott.”

“This is my husband, Thomas.”

While walking over to Tess, Thomas couldn’t help
throwing a knowing glance at his wife. Only yesterday they had
discussed and concluded—despite Victoria’s arguments to the
contrary—that if Gabrielle had really been a lesbian, she would
have told them a long time ago. They knew that their daughter, with
her strong personality, would never have hidden such an important
part of who she was. Yet, seeing the beautiful young woman standing
next to her, they were now sure that Victoria was right. Thinking
about all the senselessly lost years made Thomas’s smile fade for a
moment. When he shook Tess’s hand, he felt it tense in his, and
seeing the doubt in her green eyes, he immediately grinned
widely.

“Tess, you are more than welcome in our family. And
that’s sincere, believe me.”

Turning to Gabrielle, he added sternly, “You and I
need to have a talk.”

She tensed up all over. “If it’s to criticise my
lifestyle, we’re leaving right away!” she replied, immediately on
the defensive.

“I’m sorry.” Her aggressive answer made Thomas
realise what he hadn’t seen: her fear and uncertainty. He wanted to
kick himself for being so harsh in his choice of words. How could
he explain to her that he was disappointed and hurt only by her
lack of trust in him, not by her lifestyle?

“Gab. Calm down! Give them a little time, and if we
have to talk, we’ll talk.” Tess gently lifted Gab’s chin, forcing
her to look into her eyes.

Gabrielle was still angry, but then Aurore came to
the rescue. “We’ll talk later, Gabrielle, but, like your father
said, not to criticise your lifestyle, though we did have an
inkling about it. What your father was trying to express in his
awkward way is that he doesn’t understand why you never spoke to us
about it. What have we ever done to make you afraid to tell us that
you share your life with a woman? Or that made you never come to
visit us with her?”

Surprised, Gabrielle turned to her mother. Overcome
with emotion, she couldn’t speak up. Her mother’s calm voice was
neither critical nor accusatory, just terribly sad. Gabrielle felt
guilty that she’d never given them a chance.

“Aurore, leave her be. This isn’t the time or the
place for this type of discussion. We’ll talk once we’re back at
Willowra. Do you two have any luggage?”

Without even finishing his sentence, Thomas had
walked over to the baggage carrousel to grab the two big suitcases
that remained. The bags weren’t light, but Thomas lifted them
easily and then calmly walked away toward the exit.

“Your father is both strapping and handsome,” Tess
whispered to Gabrielle as they stood to one side and watched him
leave. “Now I see who you take after. His smile must have made more
than one young girl swoon. He and your mother make a beautiful
couple. Now I’m looking forward to meeting your brother.”

“How’s Nan holding up?” Gabrielle asked her mother,
who had stepped aside while she and Tess whispered together.

“You’ll see for yourself.”

As they were leaving the airport parking lot, Thomas
struck up a conversation with Tess.

“Your accent leads me to believe you’re
British.”

“Yes. Scottish, to be precise. I was born in
Inverness.”

“Victoria will love that,” Aurore softly commented,
and then turning to Tess, she added, “Gab’s Nan, Victoria, well,
her father Jason was born in Inverness. He immigrated to Australia
just before the First World War.”

“How long have you lived here?” Thomas asked.

Gabrielle sighed at the thought of the interrogation
Tess was going to have to endure, but after all, she was old enough
to defend herself.

“About nine years. My mother is Australian. She
returned home after she divorced my father. I decided to come see
what the other side of the world looked like, so I finished my
studies here, and after I met Gabrielle, I decided to stay.”

“Are you a doctor like Gab?”

“Yes, but my speciality is dermatology, not
gynaecology.”

“We’re leaving Kal, the city of gold mines, to take
the Coolgardie-Esperance highway to Norseman,” Thomas said. “It
should take us two hours, and it will give you an idea of the
landscape and local colour. Then we’ll have about an hour to go
from Norseman to Willowra. The road isn’t in great shape. You’ll
see that this entire part of Australia is quite flat, but not
nearly as flat as the Nullarbor Plain that borders Willowra on the
east. I imagine Gab will take you there. More and more tourists are
interested in the place. In fact, we’ve been thinking about
building a few bungalows for holiday rentals.”

“Bungalows for tourists? In Willowra? I can’t
believe my ears,” Gabrielle said. “Who would want to spend their
vacation here?”

“Victoria said the same thing, but one’s got to make
a living, my girl, and the more we vary our sources of income, the
less we’ll be dependent upon the rain to survive. We’ve already
converted half the livestock into meat these last few years. They
require less manual labour since they don’t have to be sheared.
Export prices for mutton have become quite favourable.”

Tess swept her gaze across the semi-deserted
landscape. When they’d gotten out of the plane, and despite the
4x4’s air conditioning, it was even hotter where they were now.

“How many sheep do you have?” Tess asked, interested
in this new aspect of Australian life, of which Gabrielle had
hardly ever spoken.

“Right now, about 30,000 head.”

“30,000 sheep?! That many?”

“That’s not a lot for a surface of 1,700,000 acres.
On good years, we’ve had as many as 40,000. It all depends on the
rain and the water sources.”

In the course of the trip, Thomas pointed out here
and there sites and places of interest while giving short
explanations. Gabrielle was stunned that her father knew so much
about the region’s history. The landscape of her childhood unfolded
before her eyes, and much to her surprise, she realized that she
had missed the bush. Yet although she’d initially been eager to
show this place to Tess, she had quickly succumbed to her
misgivings. She was afraid Tess would hate it all, just as she had
predicted.

As soon as Thomas drove onto the trail that led to
Willowra, Gabrielle grew nervous, and Tess, reassuring, took her
hand.

“It’s very beautiful, Gab. Nothing at all like
Scotland or New South Wales. I hope we’ll have a little time to
visit.”

Gabrielle didn’t answer. From the beginning, Tess
had always been able to read her with ease.

After an hour’s drive down the dusty road, Thomas
pointed to a grove of trees in the distance. “Willowra.”

Gradually, as they got closer, a few details came
into sight: the windmill, the house, several other buildings, pens.
All the rooftops, as almost everywhere in Australia, were made of
sheet metal, and most of the buildings were also built of sheet
metal or of wood.

“It seems you added a building near the house?”
Gabrielle asked.

“Jeremy wanted some space and independence, so we
built him a small one with two bedrooms and a living-room / office
area,” Thomas said. “You’ll sleep in his old room, the one Jason
added on for me all those years back.”

“Jeremy still isn’t married?”

“He dates a lot, a little too much if you ask me,
and not always particularly nice people. He claims he’s waiting to
meet his soul mate.”

“Thomas!” Aurore softly but firmly interrupted.

“Your mother says to leave him be, but he’s
thirty-four, and we have very few available women in the area.”

Gabrielle felt a bit guilty for cutting ties with
her brother. They didn’t have much to say to one another because
their lives were so different. What common interests could a
gynaecologist and a sheep farmer share? Especially when the farmer
was homophobic. But was he really? The question started to gnaw
away at her. Could she have been mistaken about her entire
family?

Thomas had just turned off the 4x4’s engine when
Gabrielle suddenly heard the sound of a horse galloping toward
them. She was getting out of the car, followed by Tess and her
parents, when the rider rode past the workers’ quarters. Her jaw
almost hit the ground in disbelief when she recognised the
rider.

“Yeah. When Pa explained Nan’s plot to me, I told
him that would be your reaction,” someone said from behind them.
“Hi, Gab.”

Gabrielle swiftly turned around to greet Jeremy, who
had come out onto the porch to welcome them, before proceeding with
a firm step over to the woman who was getting off the horse, which
she had halted near the car. Now fully aware of how she had been
tricked, Gabrielle was angry. Her hands on her hips, she planted
herself squarely in front of this woman decked out in bush
horseman’s gear, who calmly took off her hat and rested it on the
saddle, revealing a shock of short white hair. Her wide, contented
smile enhanced the wrinkles on her face. However, Gabrielle’s anger
merely increased a notch when she noticed the twinkle of joy in her
grandmother’s sparkling blue eyes.

“How dare you, Nan! How dare you make me think you
were on the brink of death?”

“Hello, Gabrielle. I’m happy you could make it to
see your poor grandmother on her deathbed.”

With an amused expression, Victoria glanced over
Gabrielle’s shoulder and skirted around her, stopping right in
front of Tess with a huge grin. Victoria’s appreciative
once-over—as if she were drinking Tess in—surprised Gabrielle, made
her feel slightly jealous. She didn’t want anyone, even her
grandmother, to scrutinize her wife like that.

“Hello. I’m Victoria McKellig, Gabrielle’s
grandmother.”

“Tess McCartney.”

“Why?” Gabrielle, fuming, asked from behind her.

Victoria’s face froze when she turned around to
address Gabrielle. “My brother John died last year. His children
and grandchildren came to the funeral. I wanted to see my children
and grandchildren while I’m still alive. I wanted to meet your
partner, and if I hadn’t forced your father to put this charade
together, you simply wouldn’t have come. Now the only one still
missing is Simone, but once she arrives tomorrow, everyone will be
here except Robert.”

Victoria’s smile returned when she asked Tess, “When
are you due?”

“August.”

“Boy or girl?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“Artificial insemination or natural?”

“Nan!” Gabrielle intervened in reaction to this very
private question.

Tess chuckled. “Artificial insemination.”

“I would have bet my life on it. If Gabrielle is
anything at all like me, then she is very possessive. Now if you’ll
excuse me, I need to go shower and make myself presentable.”

Gabrielle, astounded, watched her grandmother walk
into the house as Tess laughed softly. “Now I know who you take
after. She’s as sharp as a tack and has quite a personality.
Everything you’ve said about her, or rather the little you’ve
imparted about her, hardly does justice to the living picture.”

Gabrielle didn’t have a chance to reply because her
tall, tan brother Jeremy, who’d had no qualms about listening in on
the encounter, said, “I don’t know what she’s like now, but you
should have seen her when we were growing up—the local terror.”

“Since you seem so amused, Jeremy, make yourself
useful by taking our suitcases to our room,” Gabrielle said.

“Ah, just as charming as ever. I’m glad to see some
things never change.”

Without waiting for a reply, Jeremy, with his thick,
black hair and dark-brown eyes so similar to hers, took her in his
arms and gave her a manly hug.

“You!” Gabrielle pulled away and pointed at Jeremy
with an accusatory air. “Traitor!”

He shook his head. “Don’t waste your time blaming
me, Gab. I had nothing to do with it. Pa only told me about it this
morning when he set out to pick you up. I don’t know why they
cooked up this whole scheme, but I’m mighty happy you’re here…and
your girlfriend too, by the way. I’m so glad to get to know the
prettiest woman in Willowra,” he said, leering at Tess
appreciatively. “You know I’m still single.”

Although Gabrielle was astonished by her brother’s
immediate acceptance of the situation, she remained sceptical.

“As long as you keep your hands off,” she warned
him.

“Nan is right. You’re so possessive.”

“You just try me—”

“Children! What is Tess going to think about your
behaviour?” Aurore interrupted the playful squabbling with her calm
but commanding voice as quickly as someone else would have with
loud reprimands.

Tess sniggered slightly, and Gab winced.

“Jeremy, make yourself useful and take these
suitcases to the back bedroom,” Aurore said. “Tess, you shouldn’t
be standing for too long in this heat, given your condition. Come
in for afternoon tea. We have to find you a hat. The sun here is
treacherous.”

In just a few seconds, Gabrielle found herself alone
with her father, who was leaning against the car waiting. As she
turned to follow everyone into the house, he placed his hand on her
forearm to hold her back.

“Do you want to see the horses? We’ve acquired a few
more, including a particularly beautiful stallion.”

Gabrielle couldn’t suppress a smile. She had loved
riding when she was young, but since Tess was afraid of horses, she
had taken up sailing instead.

Gabrielle followed her father, who was walking
toward the stables. The scattered trees, mainly eucalyptus and
acacia, which had been meticulously cared for over the years, still
couldn’t hide the expanse of barren land that spread out into the
distance. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with this hot,
dry air that smelled of warm dust and sand. She noticed an
outbuilding a few hundred metres away, with its shiny new sheet
metal glistening in the sun.

“A new shearing shed?” she asked, pointing to the
enclosures located farther behind.

“I had it built last year. The old one was falling
apart, and the machines needed to be replaced. Come on. Have a look
at this beautiful animal.”

Thomas pointed to a stallion with a shining coat
trotting over in their direction. Gabrielle and her father stopped
before a paddock fence, stepping up onto the lower rung and resting
their elbows on the top rail. The stallion, a few metres short of
reaching them, pirouetted briskly.

“He’s still young and quite mischievous. Nothing
nasty, but if you try to saddle him, you’ll see what I mean.”

Gabrielle watched the handsome animal join the three
mares that were sharing his paddock. She didn’t dare take her eyes
off the horses. Her heart rate quickened in anticipation of having
a serious conversation with her father.

“Gab, why didn’t you say anything?” whispered
Thomas, as he stared at the horses. “On top of it, you’re expecting
a baby…Were you that much afraid of us?”

“You and mum never did or said anything that would
have led me to believe my sexual orientation would be acceptable.
Admit it,” Gabrielle dryly told him. “When Jeremy and our cousin
spoke degradingly about homosexuals, you never said a word to stop
them, as far as I know.”

“Oh. I remember, but that was a long time ago, Gab.
At least fifteen years. Your brother was young and stupid, like all
boys his age. He wanted to impress your cousin who lived in
Perth—”

“He wasn’t that young. He was nineteen.”

Thomas turned to watch his daughter, who was staring
at the horizon. He noticed her hands balled up in tight fists, her
delicate profile, thick head of hair, and beige-coloured masculine
shirt. He was dying to ask a question, but he hesitated to probe
this young woman who, in fact, he no longer knew anything about.
His son always came to him for counsel when it had to do with
affairs of the heart, but Gabrielle had locked herself up in her
solitude because of one single unchecked moment of idiotic banter.
“You already knew back then?”

Gabrielle finally turned her head toward him before
softly replying. “Yes.”

“I’m sorry, Gab. Stupid things adolescent boys say
didn’t seem important to me at that particular time, although I
believe your mother pulled them aside to say something, because I
haven’t heard any other homophobic comments pass their lips
since…She’s very pretty.”

“Who?”

“Tess. Who do you think I’m talking about—the mare
over there?”

Gabrielle blushed. “I’m lucky. I know.”

“Have you been together for a long time?”

“A while…eight years.”

“Eight years? Sweet Jesus! And you’ve never even
mentioned her?”

Thomas’s anger flashed in his light-coloured eyes,
though he made a clear effort to control himself. “Do you know her
family?”

Slightly ashamed now that it seemed that everyone
accepted them naturally, Gabrielle lowered her eyes. “Yes. Her
mother lives in Sydney, and last summer we went for a vacation in
Scotland to meet her father and sister.”

Thomas was clenching the top of the fence so tightly
his knuckles turned white. Gabrielle saw him take several deep
breaths.

“You think we’re some kind of ignorant monsters,
don’t you?”

“I was afraid, Pa. Afraid of being rejected for
something I can’t change. I know so many gays whose families have
disowned them. Some thrown out like they meant nothing to
them.”

Thomas awkwardly wrapped his arm around his
daughter’s shoulders, who, for once, let him. He remembered the kid
who used to follow him around everywhere like his shadow, who
constantly bickered with her brother. How did they get to this
place? How did they sink so far into this lack of communication and
trust?

“If only…” Thomas murmured to himself. “I should
have said something. Come on. Tea must be ready. I think you’re up
to discover quite a few surprising things during your stay.”

Puzzled, Gabrielle broke away from his arm. “What’s
that supposed to mean?”

Thomas shook his head. “It’s your grandmother’s
show. She planned this reunion, and I don’t intend to spoil her
pleasure.”

Together, under the hot afternoon sun, Gabrielle and
her father walked across the dusty courtyard whose earth was as
hard as cement after having been trodden for countless years.

 


* * *

 


Following afternoon tea and a visit of the house and
its surrounding grounds in Aurore’s company, Tess and Gabrielle
went to their large, classically decorated room, with whitewashed
wooden walls. Yellow flowers in a vase near the window brought in a
touch of colour. The minute they shut the bedroom door, Tess smiled
tenderly at Gabrielle.

“Visibly, you were wrong about them.”

“Visibly, you are right.”

Gabrielle walked over to Tess and wrapped her arms
around her. “I still can’t believe Nan put this scheme together,”
Gabrielle whispered while softly kissing Tess’s neck.

They let their embrace linger, the sweetness of
being in each other’s arms calming Gab’s ruffled feelings. Three
light knocks at the door followed by “Time for dinner!” made them
jump.

Gab let go of Tess, who asked, “This early? When
your mother said we’d be eating soon, I didn’t think it meant at
five thirty p.m.”

“My father and Jeremy go back to work when it gets
cooler in the evenings. They’re already behind schedule. It’s a
light meal. The big meal is at eleven thirty, before their naps, in
order to avoid being outside during the hottest part of the day.
After spending some time here, you’ll understand why.”

Gabrielle planted a peck on Tess’s lips and then
headed directly for the door.

In the narrow hallway, Tess pointed to several
black-and-white photos hanging outside their bedroom. “I noticed
these photos earlier. Is this Willowra?”

“Yes.”

“What year was it?”

“I guess the beginning of the century, the
twentieth, I mean.”

“It was1930,” someone behind them said. “They were a
gift to my parents from an itinerant photographer in return for
room and board. During the Great Depression, a lot of people came
through here, and some left souvenirs.”

Victoria pointed out two children among the group in
the photograph. “Aubrey and Philip had just joined our family. You
can see that they don’t look as though they fully fit in with the
rest of us.”

Tess leaned toward the wall to better see the
photograph. Indeed, two of the five children weren’t happy at all.
They stood slightly apart from the others. She then pointed to two
adults standing as straight as could be in the shadow of the
porch.

“My parents, Maggie and Jason. You don’t find those
kinds of people anymore: courageous, honest, hard-working, and
generous.”

Surprised by the emotion in Victoria’s voice, Tess
turned toward her. “Audrey and Philip ‘joined’ the family? Did
their parents abandon them here?”

“It’s a little more complicated than that. But yes.
Essentially they came one day and stayed. Every time a child showed
up, John and I were a little jealous
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