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	Dedication

	 

	This book is dedicated to my family. 

	They have been beside me offering silent support since I commenced writing and that is appreciated.

	 

	 


Chapter One

	The evening was balmy, the kind of summer night that Averil enjoyed the most. The heat of the day still permeated everything. The smell of eucalyptus was strong in the air and the breeze so gentle you couldn't even feel it. She relaxed back in her garden chair and stared out across the backyard. 

	Shadow, her little dog, had taken off after a ball Averil had tossed from a holder, done a circuit of the yard, taken a noisy slurp of water from her bowl, and returned to drop her soggy offering at Averil’s naked feet. The ball was now a wet mess for her to throw again – and again.

	Between tosses of the ball, she absorbed the sounds of the magpies chortling and kookaburras laughing, and watched the cheeky willy wagtails flitting around. Most days ended this way; she enjoyed spending time with Shadow outdoors, it helped her to reach an inner peace after a hectic workday. The birdlife around her home was remarkable. The denseness of tree growth made for ideal nesting and provided plenty of food for a variety of parrots: the bright green, yellow and black Twenty-eights, pink and grey Galahs and Sulphur-crested Cockatoos, that were all regular visitors to the area.

	Large trees surrounded the property, and in recent years, Averil had planted bottlebrushes and grevilleas to help attract nectar-eating birds. Gardening, and in particular weeding, was often the last chore on her list. Also, watering was a problem, so that drought-resistant native plants worked best. The Australian native plants complemented the succulents she’d placed close to the house because they needed less moisture, and as much as she loved the English cottage garden look, it was not suited to Australia’s drier climate.

	The relaxation she drew from living in the town of Amiarup was something she acknowledged daily. She knew everyone in the small community, at least by sight. Averil’s time away from Amiarup, to complete her high school education, had made her more determined than ever to come back to where she knew what life would bring. At school she had at least been able to make friends. They had stood by her when she decided to return to small-town living.

	The death of her parents in a car accident five years before meant she had inherited the home that had always echoed with laughter. Now Averil rarely left the town, and then usually only to go shopping in the nearest town of Zamiarup. When she did this, her anxiety levels immediately rose; she experienced claustrophobia when surrounded by too many people. It was much easier to shop online than in-person, and she often conducted her business without having to leave home.

	Amiarup only had three hundred residents. In the immediate surroundings, there were some hobby farms and small stables on country properties of between five and forty hectares. Most residents travelled for work because of the limited availability of career opportunities in the town. When they went on holiday, they turned to Averil Benson to oversee their properties and look after animals and gardens until their return. Her excellent computer and office skills were often called on to create resumés and any other professional documents they didn’t know how to produce. And when they experienced difficulties with bookkeeping, she was their first port of call to solve the muddles they created. 

	In the last few months, the town had assumed she was dating Phil Carlisle; she was still not quite sure how that rumour had arisen. Admittedly, by most women's standards, he was exceptionally good looking, knew how to behave with deference around people and wasn’t afraid to show affection in public. All of which didn't explain her initial reaction to him. For reasons she couldn't have voiced, he had made her feel uncomfortable from the start. Instincts kicked in when they were introduced and told her to be wary and watch herself whenever he was around. 

	She often had friends and neighbours over for a meal; her love of cooking meant she produced far more food than she could eat, and this was how she had found herself making a steak and kidney pie for Phil. It still annoyed her that she had been intimidated into inviting him to that first dinner. They were not an item, but everyone in town still expected her to know where he was and what he was doing at any time; in short, that they were a couple.

	Every time he had come to dinner, she had made sure that there was always someone else present. For his part, Phil expected her to feed him nearly every night, and contributed nothing in return. Her other guests always brought nibbles, drinks, or dessert, but Phil never put his hand in his pocket to spend money, which had increased her uneasiness. It had now been a whole week since she’d seen him, and it felt like a heavy object had fallen from her shoulders. 

	If Averil gave the matter any thought, she would assume her aversion to Phil was due to the fact she hadn't known him for very long. But then, that logic didn’t apply to the friends she had met at high school, or when she travelled to the nearby town and met new people. Her reaction to new acquaintances varied, but most of the time, she eventually formed healthy friendships or bonds. Averil’s personality was generally outgoing and she liked having friends around; it was only Phil who made her edgy.

	Today the weather was right for a bushfire, the air very still, the temperature soaring. The air had gradually filled with the smell of smoke. A distant fire had been burning for the last week, the smoke drifting over Amiarup, making it uncomfortable to breathe; the heat was like a visible vapour in the air. Weeks ago, she’d put together her bushfire kit of fire blanket, extinguisher, and supplies for both herself and Shadow. Included with a fifty-litre container were the family photos, precious items of her parents’, and her identity documents. With the town surrounded by native foliage that could easily ignite, she’d ensured that her home and business premises were clear of litter. Once a week, she had filled the bathtub with water and let it sit, in case needed in an emergency and a pump wasn’t available. She then siphoned it into the garden where it was most needed.

	 

	It was around three o’clock in the afternoon; Averil was feeling the effects of the heat. Since early morning she’d been hot and sticky despite the fan beside her desk. It was hotter she than could ever remember, so she was glad not to have given in to the temptation that morning to bring Shadow to work. 

	 

	Zoran York had his business premises in Amiarup, a few buildings down from Averil’s. His office had only been set up for a few months, but he’d already been successful. With the community so small, word of mouth referrals had found him plenty of work. It was also how the younger members of the population had learned he was hiring people prepared to do hard yakka.

	He had based his business in Amiarup because the overheads were so much lower than in larger towns. As Your Man to Hire, he employed tradesmen, handymen and gardeners to keep the aging homes of the town in good condition. Clientele, mostly the elderly members of the population, relied on him to ensure their homes and grounds were neat and cleared of debris. The team was skilled and diligent enough to do any work that was required. 

	Zoran also contributed to the community by assisting those most in need. His mother had recently remarried and moved away from Zamiarup; this meant that for the first time in his life, he was living on his own.

	On his first day working in Amiarup, he had noticed Averil. The thing that stood out about her was her constant smile. His curiosity about her was satisfied with one inquiry, when he asked to know who the girl was who walked the dog directly past his business doors every day. However, he hadn’t gathered the courage to do more than say hello as he was locking his premises at the end of each day.

	Her smiling face and nod of greeting sent tingles down his spine, and he would watch her surreptitiously until she turned the corner. Her shiny ponytail was always bouncing and she spoke in a gentle voice to her dog. In her sports gear and running shoes, her figure displayed her neat curves; some might think her overweight, but he thought she was perfect.

	Zoran was awkward when it came to women; he found it hard to start up a conversation, was always inclined to sound a little stilted. Averil wasn’t in the least aware that he was rather fascinated with her. The response she evoked in Zoran was more than simply physical; he’d experienced that in the past. No, this was more about the feelings she awoke in him. Each time he saw her, he wanted to protect her, while at the same time wanting to smother her in kisses. 

	Sometimes, being an organ recipient survivor sucks! Zoran reflected. His experience had taught him that some women reacted weirdly to this detail. All his life, he had worked to ensure that his ability to carry out physical tasks wasn’t affected; it did make him think twice about playing the hero, though. As a kidney recipient, he was at a much higher risk than others, and had to remember that certain situations could be life-threatening to him.

	Several members of Zoran’s team were volunteer firefighters. So, when the risk of fire suddenly threatened Amiarup, he was glad he’d had them check early in the season that the ignitable fuel was stored safely and material cleared from around his business premises. He’d instructed them whenever they were working in someone's yard, to ensure that it was as fire-ready as possible. 

	“We have just received notification that there is a fire north of Amiarup with an Easterly wind; should it change direction, the town will be in genuine danger and likely have to be evacuated. Those of you with families in Amiarup need to go home and make sure everything is secure. If there is a fire, put your plan in place, be prepared for the possibility, and be alert. If you’re on one of the firefighting teams, then you’d best first make sure your family is safe. Let's get going, as you’ll probably be contacted at any minute to attend.” As Zoran stopped speaking to his staff, several mobile phones pinged at once.

	“Looks like that's the signal guys; it’s okay Janice, I know you’re in the volunteer fire brigade as well! All of you get going – now.” There was a mass exodus as his workers left the area. Zoran was satisfied that everything had been done to protect his territory from the encroaching fire.

	 

	At three-thirty, Averil was considering closing for the day, being so uncomfortable in the heat, when her phone pinged with an incoming message. 

	A text had come through to tell members of the town to evacuate, and she stood there, unable to move as tried to absorb the information. 

	Zoran, in the meantime, had spent several hours watering down roofs, clearing solid fuel from around houses and breathing in acrid smoke. He remembered to check-in at intervals to see if there was any evacuation order. He followed his instincts and went to see if everything was okay, and if she needed any help. She stood transfixed, staring at her phone. When he spoke to her, she jumped, and got moving. Despite her protests, he took her home to collect Shadow, before he left to collect two people he would be transporting to Zamiarup.

	 

	“Averil! Averil! We need to evacuate.” The voice belonged to a tall man with unruly brown hair. She knew him by sight, but in her current state, couldn’t place him.

	The man took in her frozen pose, holding the phone, and understood that she was experiencing a form of mild shock.

	“Come on sweetheart, I’ll drive you home so you can collect Shadow.”

	At the mention of her dog, she came back to reality and knew what she had to do. 

	“Thanks, it won’t take me a minute to walk, and I can drive from there. I’ve done all my preparation.”

	“I’ll still drive you. Every minute counts. Come on! Let's go.”

	Averil grabbed her bag and locked up before she followed the tall man out to the four-wheel-drive parked at the front of the building.

	Her body had barely touched the seat when he took off down the road and drew up beside her home. There hadn’t even been time to clip the seatbelt into position.

	“I’m just going to pick up Ernie Wallace and Bobbie Jones. Then I’ll drive past on my way back to be sure you’ve gone before taking them to Zamiarup. Everyone needs to report in at the community hall there so that we know people are safe.”

	“Alright, I’ll get Shadow and go.” She took off at a run for the front door.

	Zoran had received his assignment to drive two elderly members of the town to Zamiarup when he’d called the local fire station after responding to the text. It was how he contributed during emergencies that didn’t put him in imminent danger but allowed him to feel he was doing something worthwhile. 

	Once he’d gone, he was convinced Averil would race around like mad, getting her plan together. He knew she’d want to be away before he was back atb her house again. As he drove, he could see the flames and smoke, the distance closing, the roar and crackle of trees being destroyed in the fire’s path now audible.

	 

	In the couple of minutes it had taken her to run up to her front door Averil had been able to hear the angry roar of the flames, see the swirl of smoke. She was coughing now at the choking taste. Once inside, Averil grabbed her things from the safe and tossed them into the boot. A glance towards the area where the smoke was centred showed the flames eating treetops and sparks flying through the air. She hoped that the man’s passengers were both ready for him.

	“Shadow, come on, we have to leave!” The dog raced around her before jumping into her customary seat next to Averil. 

	Her sports car had a canvas roof, and she sprayed it with water before taking off in the direction of Zamiarup, just forty kilometres away. She’d previously set aside cool-box packed with rolled-up towels, and this she’d filled with water. With Shadow now covered by a wet cloth, Averil hoped the dog would remain calm as they drove through the smoke. The car felt much hotter than usual; the full spray bottle beside her was supposed to help keep both her and Shadow from overheating, but she still didn't want to be in the vehicle for long.

	Averil had barely gone a kilometre when she was waved to pull over by a voluntary firefighter. He told her to take a different road, one that she’d never driven on before. It made her feel disorientated, and she could feel her anxiety levels going up. As she drove, she tried to centre on her whereabouts, which direction she was travelling and how long before there would be a road she knew.

	The feeling of panic started to build inside her, and she had to push herself to concentrate on getting through it, her thoughts racing in chaotic circles.

	Where am I? What am I doing? Concentrate! That’s right. I’m using an alternative route to get to Zamiarup. Then why am I heading east instead of south? Now I’m at a junction, where do I turn? To the east again or west? Oh! To the right I think I can see the highway up ahead, all I can do is follow that. My tension has me gripping the steering wheel so tightly my hands are aching; I need to concentrate on easing off a little, keep watching the edge of the road or what I can see of it through this smoke. If I don’t, I’ll have an accident.

	 

	 


Chapter Two 

	Zoran checked with the fire chief if anyone else needed transport out of town; the evacuation was now in earnest. He knew that not everyone had vehicles. The director asked if he could check on certain houses to see if the occupants were at home, as they hadn’t been able to make contact with them. He called at two houses in the district and collected an elderly couple and a much younger man who lived alone, before again heading to Zamiarup. 

	As he took the detour the fireman directed him to, he saw Averil's’ car ahead of him; so she had got out okay. With all the smoke billowing around, he thought it best not to pass her car, and followed safely behind. She reached the outskirts of Zamiarup and then seemed to be a little confused as to where to go. Zoran had been told to deliver his passengers to the community hall in Zamiarup. One of his passengers now yelled across at Averil, giving her directions to the local hall.

	Zoran made sure she stayed in front of him all the way to the building, where he deposited his passengers as well. It looked like being a long night. Being a resident of Zamiarup, he would have somewhere to sleep, but not everyone would. Before returning to Amiarup he re-fuelled; he had no idea how many trips he would need to make during the night.

	 

	Averil was still a little confused, leaving the town where she had always felt so safe. She sat on the floor of the hall with Shadow beside her. Now I’m safely out of the path of the fire, but what am I going to do with Shadow? She can sleep beside me tonight, but what about tomorrow? What if it’s days before I can go home? Don’t they keep you from returning home until the smoke has dispersed? Oh, there are a few people here that I know, but not everyone will be comfortable with dogs around.

	She could see the people around her were just as confused, some wide-eyed, with tracks of tears on their smoke-stained faces. The least affected appeared to be the children, who were meeting up with friends or making new ones. The noise level at times had Averil covering her ears, trying to pretend that everything was normal. But it wasn’t; when she glanced down, she saw that her hands were shaking again. It was only when she patted Shadow that the shaking stopped.

	Everywhere her eyes landed, there were people: standing or sitting in any space that they could find. The human mass closed her in, making her feel cramped. If she spread out her arms she was likely to slap someone in the face, even lying down on her bedding felt as if she was fighting for her own space. Shadow looked just as confused. 

	Shadow had always been a sociable dog; she knew people and wanted to be friendly. But many of the adults didn’t appreciate her approaches, and most of the children just wanted to play and chase her. There just wasn’t enough room for play. Averil began to sense that most people didn’t want animals in the hall.

	Chaos seemed to reign; everywhere were piles of belongings, people crammed into the space; the cries of the babies – all indicated disorder. There also seemed to be plenty of emergency personnel appearing at regular intervals from out of nowhere, adding to the crush. 

	As each new person entered the building, their details were checked against the Amiarup electoral roll. 

	“Averil! My dear. Did you find somewhere on the floor where you could lay your gear? Everyone is putting whatever food they have towards tonight’s dinner in the kitchen; we will start preparing food shortly. Did you want to help with getting dinner together? Or perhaps with entertaining the children while others help?.” 

	The voice belonged to a member of the Salvation Army; she was in uniform to make it clear where she was from, and there were others with her. How she’d known who she was Averil had no idea; perhaps one of Amiarup fold had pointed her out. She collected some food articles and moved off towards the kitchen.

	Over the next two hours, she worked at chopping vegetables for the large pots of stew that simmered on the stove, washed dirty dishes that were used in the preparation and cooking and generally helped wherever needed. Then she moved into the hall and helped to set up tables with plates, cutlery, and paper napkins for when the food was ready. 

	Two large tables had been set aside for the food. There was a third table catering for those who were vegetarian, or had special dietary needs. It was the first time Averil had helped cater for such a huge number of people. Despite her worries, she remembered the small things like adding a curry leaf for flavour to the stew. When it came time to serve the meal, she stood behind one of the pots and handed out loaded plates.

	“Hello beautiful, can I please have some bread to mop up my stew with?” The deep male voice was not one she knew, Averil lifted her head to see a senior man leaning on a walking stick and holding a plate of food.

	“Certainly!, I’ll just check what bread we have left.” Having done a quick look down the table and seeing none, Averil raced into the kitchen.

	“I’m sorry sir, all we have left is this French loaf, but you’re welcome to have several pieces.” Averil offered him the cross-cut slices with a smile. 

	“Thank you for the smile as well, no-one else seems to think they have anything to be happy about, but they are all alive. That’s worth a lot more than being displaced for the night.” He turned and walked away.

	The rest of the day moved on. Fire-fighters, police officers, ambulance drivers and anyone else involved in the fire came in during their breaks to grab a quick meal and check on friends and loved ones. 

	It made for a festive atmosphere at times; the latest news would come with each visit. The fire was advancing on the township, and the outlying farms had also been evacuated. In most cases, everyone had left; there was only the odd family member who had opted to stay to try and keep frightened animals from bolting, or to herd them towards dams. Wooden farm fences that had been standing for decades burned; they also provided sparks to low grasses.

	Now and again, she would catch snatches of conversations, none of which were making sense. The family who had just moved into Bourne Street may have started the fire. Or the Thompsons were currently on holiday, they had left two days ago to attend a family reunion in the north and had hired a couple to house sit while they were away. The northern end of the highway leading into Amiarup was bordered on both sides by farms. The paddocks nearest the road had all been smoking for at least half the day. 

	Areas of eucalyptus were catching fire in the treetops and jumping the roads leading into Amiarup, but hadn’t moved past to the southern entrance as yet. The smoke was drifting towards Zamiarup and would likely cause problems for several days. 

	It was well after midnight before the hall quietened down, and soon only a few people were awake. Averil wriggled into her bedding and cuddled Shadow close for comfort. The wooden floor felt like a rock, and despite checking several times in vain if there was anything under her sleeping bag, Averil couldn’t get comfortable. Her mind seemed to be travelling in six different directions at once. She was having trouble making sense of any of the pathways in her brain. 

	There are so many things to think about! What about the man who came to make sure I had received the message to get out? Is he safe? The neighbours had gone when I left; are they here or out fighting fires? When the smoke came around the car, I was so scared, and I could hardly identify where the edge of the road was; I was frightened of running towards the fire rather than away from it.

	“Shadow, what are we going to do? If the house burns down, we won’t have anywhere to live. I’m scared! What are we going to do?”

	The reassuring lick she received from Shadow calmed her a little, and she slowly lay down, giving in to sleep.

	The next morning Averil stood looking out, but she didn’t really see anything as her inner being took over – I’m trying to come to grips with what’s been happening over the last few days; the only good thing is that I no longer feel as if someone is constantly staring at me. My life has always had a set pattern that made me feel secure, and now it’s just so hard to makes sense of what has taken place. The reports coming in each hour are worse than yesterday, and still no word on when or if we can return home.

	“You know it was only a week ago that I asked my kids to come home for summer this year.” The voice came from behind her, and she didn't need to turn to know it was Wendy Hughes, her neighbour, talking to Heidi Brown.

	“Well, I’m glad that they hadn’t made it to your place yet or you would have been worrying about those grandchildren of yours.”

	Wendy tried to put more enthusiasm into her reply. “You’re right, but I could use their moral support just now.” 

	“Wendy, you’re doing fine. I’m sure that everyone else here will also be okay. We’re going to do a walk around again to see if anyone is missing. Averil! Do you want to come with us?”

	Giving herself a mental shake, she answered. “Not this time, thanks, Heidi. I’ll keep monitoring who comes in the door and check them off the list. We also need to record who has returned home to collect pets and to check on livestock.”

	While the others did a circuit of the room, she sat considering the situation.
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