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Chapter 1


My hand shot out and punched the round, black button. Now I was truly alone. No longer was annoyingly intrusive music coming from the radio. Now it was just me, the faint noise caused by other road users, and my gloomy, somewhat dark, thoughts. It was four weeks today since Mum had died, and three weeks since I had buried her, leaving little time to decide the path for the rest of my life.
I was being a tad melodramatic, but Mum was the last of my family, friends were few on the ground, and I was fast running out of ideas for what to do next. I had options. Lots of options, in fact. Yet I had no idea what I wanted to do. I mean, I did, but it wasn’t possible, so here I was driving home, wanting to shut out the entire world, and just wallow in the last of the fading daylight. 
I pulled up at home, although it wouldn’t be home for much longer, and carried my bags inside. Plonking them on the kitchen table, I left the lights off, flicked the kettle on, and sank into Mum’s chair. After the briefest of pauses, I pulled her autumn coloured, patchwork quilt around me, snuggled down low, and let the tears spill out over my cheeks.
The sun had long since moved to the other side of the world, and I had cried enough tears to float the Ark. They were my first since Mum had taken her last breath in my arms, never recovering consciousness from a stroke that had caused her to collapse in the front garden, while tending her adored roses. Neighbours had watched on, not one of them coming forward to help her, or me, as I struggled to comfort her while we waited for an ambulance. Even the possibility of death hadn’t breached the gulf that had developed between the neighbours and Mum and I; a gulf which had formed long before my birth because of accusations of Mum being a witch. To this day, I don’t even know myself whether she was or wasn’t. Before I had learnt never to bring the topic up, she would shut herself away from me for days, leaving me to fend for myself and get to school on time. I’d always hoped that one day she would have the strength to tell me about my father’s death and squash the rumours that it was her witchy ways that caused it.
I was a people-person. I really was. Not that anyone here would say that about me. I could remember the first time I was called a witch in my kindergarten days. If Mum was a witch, then I must have been one too. I was guilty by association. They met my tantrums denying any witchy ways with the laughter and ridicule that continued overtly through primary and secondary school, and more covertly through university. 
The only times I most felt like the authentic me were when I got to dress up as the Christmas Fairy. With a name like Christy Fair, it was hardly surprising I was regularly asked!
Parades, parties, plays; I loved dressing up and waving to the children, and my beaming smile was genuine. But I hated the way the parents kept a hand on their offspring’s shoulders, lest I should spirit them away, the sidelong glances, and having to dodge the inevitable ‘are you really a witch?’ questions. 
Getting up, I switched on some lights and put a saucepan on to boil some pasta. Looking at the boxes waiting to be packed and sealed, I knew I had to start on Mum’s room tomorrow. I couldn’t put it off any longer, but first I needed the fortitude that only comes from comfort food, and lots of it. 




Chapter 2


I sat on the floor beside Mum’s bed and looked at the heavy box with trepidation. An envelope with my name was attached next to an address that was two thousand, seven hundred and ninety-three kilometres away. I knew because I’d checked. The box was addressed to someone named Meg, who lived in a town called Cockatoo Bay in southern Tasmania; I had checked that too. The fact that Meg had no last name added to the mystery surrounding the box. Taking a deep breath, I picked at the corner of the tape and carefully peeled it away. Another deep breath, and I slid my finger under the flap and eased the envelope open. I knew if I hesitated I would put it aside for later, so I forced myself to keep going before I chickened out. Mum’s writing paper, with her adored blue wren in the upper right corner, was crammed full of words.
I read it. Then I read it again, and again, and again. I turned the page over. Nothing. Not one word about the one thing I wanted to know more than anything else. Surely in death, she could have mentioned Dad. I would have been happy with one sentence, but no, nothing. No mention of being a witch or not, either. She just wanted me to personally deliver the box to this Meg person, as soon as possible. Screwing up the letter, I threw it across the room where it haphazardly rolled and finally settled under her treasured, blackwood dresser.
I stomped through the house, opening doors and drawers just so I could bang them shut. Not one word! The last thing I wanted was a twelve-hour ferry ride across the strait to our most southern state, with only my own thoughts for company, in order to personally deliver a box to some unknown person. 
I needed a job, and I doubted I could be absent for a week or so, right when the new pharmacy that I hoped to secure a job with, was due to open. I reflected on how far apart my early dreams of opening my own pharmacy, specialising in locally sourced and handmade products that celebrated what nature offered us, were from working in a large discount pharmacy. Plus, I needed to move into my newly rented flat. I retraced my steps and banged a few more doors.
Nuh. Sorry Mum, but the timing made a road trip impossible. Good old Aussie Post it was going to have to be.
What I needed was some fresh air and nature. Changing into my jeans, I thrust my feet into hiking boots, and drove to the outskirts of town. A two-hour loop would get me home in time to prepare for the faculty dinner that night.
[image: image-placeholder]I signed in at the start of the walk, my eyes enviously noting the groups of people that had been out here in the last few days. Families and friends, enjoying the outdoors together. Putting one foot in front of the other, I started out, alone.






Chapter 3


Professor Ruth McIntosh reached out to shake my hand as I entered the faculty hall. She’d been my favourite lecturer during my undergraduate days, and I was forever grateful when she offered to be my supervisor for my Master of Research Project.
She was a brilliant mentor and had stood by my side while I turned my passion for exploring natural remedies into an academic research project. After introducing me to a world-renowned pharmaceutical company, she encouraged me to stay true to my interests, despite their initial attempts to amend my project to concentrate on one of their own products. Working with the company, I was able to develop a natural product based on botanicals, and it was showing great promise for a range of skin conditions. The company was keen for me to join their team permanently. I was tempted. However, I was sure they wouldn’t allow me to continue my own research interests, but rather would expect me to fall in line, which while understandable, was not for me.
‘Congratulations, Christy,’ Ruth said, shaking my hand and then pulling me into a hug. ‘KatPharm are asking for ideas on how they can convince you to join their team. I told them not to waste their time.’ Pushing me out to arm’s length, she looked me up and down. ‘You look gorgeous. Now get out there and network.’
I tried to relax the frown I knew had settled over my face. Swallowing, I looked over her shoulder at the people that were already forming groups in the small hall.
‘It will be fine,’ she continued. ‘You will be fine, and just in case I don’t catch up with you again tonight, I will see you at your place at one o’clock tomorrow. Now go and network, okay?’
‘Not so okay, but yes, I will do my best not to burn any bridges tonight, though that might be a good threat, don’t you think?’ I laughed as I thought back over the number of times I had waved my hand at someone taunting me, threatening to cast some awful spell on them. I still regret those moments of retaliation, but the taunts and bullying had stopped, for a little while at least.
‘Remember you get further with sugar than you do with vinegar, so behave,’ she told me for the hundredth time. ‘Now go and try to have some fun.’ She waved me off as she turned to welcome another guest.
[image: image-placeholder]I took a glass of sparkling rosé from a passing tray and stood by the wall. I spied my classmates laughing and schmoozing, before Sherry caught my eye and came over. I let out a deep sigh and lifted the corners of my mouth. Sherry Ashton was a classical Grecian beauty with her ivory skin, kohl rimmed eyes, and wavy auburn hair. Both of her parents were professors, and like me, she had received a high distinction for her research project. She would have her pick from some prominent positions, even if she stayed in town. 
‘Christy, lovely to see you with your hair down. You really should have it down more often; it suits you.’ Sherry came to a halt beside me, turning to face the room. ‘Aren’t you glad we’re finally finished? I am. These tension headaches I’ve been getting should finally ease,’ she said, rubbing her temples in small circles. Meeting my concerned look, she flapped her hand to ward off any comment, before hitching an eyebrow. ‘Has anyone caught your eye?’ Given the nature of the dinner, some would expect she meant potential employers, but knowing Sherry, I knew she meant potential husbands. Sherry wanted a husband, like now! She couldn’t think of anything better than being a wife and mother, and the sooner both happened, the better.
‘Um,’ I said, as I cast my eyes around the room. ‘Not really. Although Grant still stands out,’ I said, referring to one of our classmates, Grant Thompson. A competitive triathlete on a national scale, Grant was a fitness fanatic, and had the Aussie, sun-bleached surfer-look down pat. Like me, he was returning to study after already working as a pharmacist. Other than their year-long internship, our other classmates had continued their studies straight from high school. I found him an attractive specimen to look at, but that was as far as any attraction went. It appeared Sherry agreed.
‘Really? He’s the best here? No thank you. Too full of himself, and besides, he’s too old,’ she said, screwing up her nose.
‘He’s only thirty.’ Not much older than me, I thought, suddenly feeling every day of my twenty-seven years.
‘I’m only twenty-four. I want someone your age. Old enough to have grown up, but young enough that we can grow old together. Plus, he’d always be eyeing off the beach and gym bunnies. No, I want someone whose eyes won’t always be looking for wife number two, or worse still, a mistress or five.’ 
Her face was serious. From day one, our conversations had revolved around her finding a husband. I couldn’t understand how three years made all that much difference, but hey, I wasn’t the one looking. A genuinely gifted student who enjoyed her academic studies, her heart was not interested in anything other than starting a family. I had once asked her what her parents thought about her dream and was surprised at the warmth in her voice as she told me they would be happy with whatever path she chose, as long as she was truly happy.
A thump on my arm interrupted my thoughts.
‘Hey, what was that for?’ I asked her, rubbing it.
‘You could have told me you were selling the house by the way. I never imagined you would, and so soon after your mum’s death. It would be the perfect home for a family, and not too far from my parents. I would have bought it, you know.’ Her frown and tone of voice showed she was serious. 
‘I’m so sorry.’ I really was. ‘I never thought I’d sell it either, but when Ruth mentioned the difficulties she was having finding a house for her parents, it sowed a seed, and within a few days I’d made the decision. It’s too big for me, plus…’ I stopped. I didn’t want to discuss my thoughts with Sherry. While she might have been the nearest I would ever get to a best friend, and we got on well, we had never taken our friendship outside of the university grounds.
‘It’s okay. I’m over it, sort of,’ she snorted, this time patting my arm gently. ‘I believe it means there’s something better waiting for me around the corner.’ Her hand flew to cover her mouth. ‘Oops, that didn’t sound right. I mean better, as in different. I don’t mean better as in… better.’ Her porcelain cheeks stained with embarrassment.
I held up my hand, ‘I know what you mean. It’s okay, really!’ I added, watching her search my face. She must have been assured, as the colour diffused out of her cheeks, and she turned back to eye the crowd. 
‘Well, I had better get on with finding Mr Right. It won’t happen standing here. You really should mingle, you know. I heard you turned down KatPharm’s offer. What are you going to do?’
‘I don’t see myself standing behind a laboratory bench all day, but there again, if I accept the new pharmacy’s position, I might still end up doing just that. I—’ 
‘You’ll sort it out,’ she interrupted. ‘Now, before I go,’ she hesitated, and looked up at me sideways. ‘I’m going to ask one more time.’
My insides turned to mush. I knew what was coming. I took a steadying breath and widened my stance for added balance.
‘Are you a witch? You can tell me now, you know. What harm would it do?’ She brazened it out, standing taller, looking out over the crowd that was now filling the small hall, giving me space to answer.
Get over it, Christy, I told myself. It’s a simple question.
‘No, I’m not a witch, and neither was my mother.’ 
She turned and looked up at me. ‘Okay. If you ever want to talk about it, let me know. I’ll see you around a bit later. You never know, he might be waiting for me somewhere here.’ With a flick of her hand and what seemed a genuine smile, she was off.
I licked the festering wound that she had reopened. I couldn’t wait for tonight to be over and considered leaving. Ruth would notice though, and I’d have to listen to her lecture me again about the value of networking and rising above the rumours. No, it was easier to stay.







Chapter 4


‘Can you believe the school bought into her project. I mean, anyone could see it was just the perfect excuse to practice some of her mum’s spells. She’s not a real pharmacist, and she makes a mockery out of our profession.’
I walked up behind the other students in my group; Grant, Will, and Raymond. It was Raymond who had spoken. Nothing they said shocked me anymore. 
‘Hi guys,’ I said from behind Raymond’s shoulder.
William Applebee, twenty-four, graduating after barely scraping through his master’s project, coughed like he’d been punched in the stomach. He turned and looked at me. I felt like asking him what it felt like to be found guilty by association, but I didn’t. While Will might be too lazy to have an original thought and had less motivation than a sloth to reach the end of any goal, he had not once asked me any questions relating to me or my mum being witches. That put him five rungs ahead of Grant, and about five hundred ahead of Raymond.
‘Hi, Christy. Glad you could make it.’ His lopsided grin sat at the intersection of apologising for Raymond’s slur and his own surprise that I had turned up.
I waited for more, but that was obviously all he was going to say.
Raymond, never Ray, Fairchild, twenty-three, was one of the Fairchild’s. Rich, entitled, obnoxious, and a misogynist to boot. Raking his eyes up and down the length of my body, I watched him calculate the cost of my outfit, a lavender jumpsuit that made my hazel eyes pop, or at least so I’d been told. It came up about two or three thousand dollars short of his own silk-lapelled, woollen tuxedo, worn to impress, while most other men had opted for a more casual open shirt and jacket, over slacks. 
‘Christy Fair, we were just discussing how you turned down the job at KatPharm. Are you sure you can risk not accepting what might be the only job offer that comes your way?’ he sneered.
‘I’m good, thanks Ray. I’m still chewing the fat over another couple of offers, but thanks for watching out for me.’ I couldn’t help being a little crass with him, and I enjoyed the way he bristled when I shortened his name. However, good manners made me regret stooping to his level, so I made up for it by showing interest in his own career prospects.
‘Have you heard the outcome of your interview?’ Much to his disgust, Sherry had happily told us all that she had seen him in the waiting room going over his notes, when she had left an interview with the most prestigious drug research company in the state. 
‘It’s no secret that both Sherry and I have been shortlisted for the position. I’m sure they will weigh up the pros and cons of offering the position to me; I am a Fairchild after all. I expect a phone call anytime.’ He pulled his phone out of his pocket like they were ringing with the good news, but instead used it to check his salon-styled hair. ‘Looking good, Raymond, looking good,’ he said to no one, as he excused himself and moved off to find company more worthy of his time.
We were well acquainted with Raymond’s vanity, and his behaviour was nothing extraordinary. However, even Will found the enthusiasm to shake his head at Raymond’s retreating back. Grant rolled his eyes and brought them back down to settle on me.
‘Sorry about that comment you no doubt overheard.’ He had the grace to look a little sheepish. He took a gulp of water, then ruined any chance of me telling him it was okay when he said, ‘You have to admit, Raymond calls it like it is. To be honest, I’m surprised you got a high distinction though. What spell did you weave to get that?’ On seeing the dagger I threw directly at his right eye, he held his hands in front of his face and quickly added, ‘Jeez, Christy, I was only joking. I took one of those sample jars you had out for my mum, and she swears her eczema has improved.’ 
I could understand why Sherry wasn’t interested; Grant still had some growing up to do. He should know better, but he was harmless. He had accepted a position in a sports medicine
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