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      Two broken people, one cattle station, and a forced proximity romance built on red dirt and quiet trust.

      Abbey returns to her inherited farm injured and grieving, to find a brooding drifter camping on her land with little more than a crossbow and a guitar. Something ignites between them, but as the healing begins danger closes in, and old wounds threaten to unravel their slow-burn rural romance.

      
        
        On a long country road it can be the hitchhikers we collect along the way that make the journey worthwhile.
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      For Biddy, Oigle, Comanche, Trooper, Shorty, Jacko, and all the horses in my life – you each deserve a story.
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      The sound woke him first. Then came rumbling vibrations through the ground beneath his swag. He folded down the flap and raised an arm, his muscular forearm pale and taut in the moonlight.

      Blinking, he focused on his watch’s illuminated dial.

      Almost midnight.

      Wafts of night air carried the sounds closer, and the vibrations became pounding hoof beats. Lifting himself to his elbows, he tilted his head to listen.

      A mob of brumbies going past?

      A small mob at best.

      Glimpsing movement, he rose to his feet and peered into the distance, as the hazy silhouettes of three riders flew toward the ridge.

      Funny time to be out riding.

      He watched until they disappeared and then, rubbing a large, rough-skinned hand over his face, settled back down with a grunt.

      He thought about making a coffee, but it was too early. Sleep was what he needed after the long, tiring hike north.

      The ache in his shoulders was a dull reminder of the two mountain ranges he’d scaled, more as a personal challenge than to take in the admittedly spectacular views. Mounts Dromedary and Colosseum were behind him now, the views already fading into memory.

      He rolled onto his back, the ground hard beneath him. He’d pushed east to find a place to rest, landing here, twenty kilometres in from the coast. Too close perhaps to a place he recalled with a familiar, unwelcome sting.

      The recollections surfaced. He pushed them away.

      Thirty was just around the corner, less an age than a deadline to stop looking back, to build a future. This hike was a start, and this camp, bordered by state forest with a clear creek running through it, felt like another tick in the box.

      He’d scouted the area earlier. Only one homestead nearby, and quiet. Looked like no one was home.

      Perfect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Abbey paused to squint up at the woman standing by the horse’s head. ‘Something bothering you, Margot?’

      Glancing into the dark-ringed, perceptive grey eyes gazing at her, Margot Boyce absently fingered the fancy stitching in the gelding’s bridle. ‘You know how much is hanging on this, don’t you?’ She rubbed the back of her neck with a sun-spotted hand, her eyes fixed on the roller being positioned around the gelding’s stout grey belly. ‘Getting this performance right could change everything.’

      Swallowing a flutter of pre-show nerves, Abbey flicked her manager a fond glance. ‘No, you don’t have to remind me.’ Her voice took on a sing-song quality. ‘This is the Ekka, the chance you’ve been waiting for to show the state what our team can do.’ She gave a teasing grin. ‘How often have I heard those words?’

      ‘Some things deserve repeating.’ Margot crossed her arms over her wiry midriff, making the fringes on her satin shirt swing.

      ‘You’re not nervous, are you Mu— … er … Margot?’ It was the second time that day she’d almost called her manager ‘Mum’. Abbey frowned. She was in her twenties, way too old to be pining for her mother. And yet the subject of family, and her distance from what remained of it, kept surfacing at odd moments, uninvited and hard to dismiss.

      On receiving an unimpressed ‘Humph’, Abbey went back to fitting the roller. ‘Who was it said we should never let nerves get in the way of a first-rate performance?’

      ‘Yeah, I know. I need to take my own advice.’

      When the gelding shifted his feathered hooves in the straw and swished his salt-and-pepper tail at her, Abbey murmured, ‘Steady mate, nearly done.’ After positioning the handles and Cossack stirrups just behind his withers, where they’d be within easy reach from his back, she threw Margot an impish glance and turned to the horse again. ‘Hope you’re not nervous too, Star. One of us needs to keep a level head.’

      Margot arched an eyebrow. ‘Very funny.’

      As though sharing the joke, the chestnut in the next stall gave a snort to clear its nostrils of lucerne chaff and shook itself, flapping its stiff new day rug. The noise reverberated off the corrugated-iron roofing of the day stalls in the Brisbane Exhibition Ground. The warm aromas of horse, hay, and trampled grass filled the air.

      To Abbey that was the smell of the ‘Ekka’, Queensland’s premier annual show. She could picture the stands filling with people, the checkerboard rumps of the show horses gleaming under the lights. But here, in Star’s stall, the world narrowed to the familiar scent of saddle-soaped leather, and the gelding’s solid presence beneath her hands.

      Taking hold of the bridle again, Margot clipped the lunge rein to the padded noseband. As she fiddled with one of the neat plaits in Star’s mane she muttered, ‘Just … ace that final movement, okay? We want cameras clicking during the performance, and a standing ovation as you leave the ring.’

      ‘That’s the plan.’ Abbey wrapped her arms around Star’s neck and pressed her full, lightly glossed lips against his velvety greyness in a quick kiss. ‘We know what we’re doing, don’t we mate?’ She turned to give the older woman’s arm a reassuring squeeze. ‘We’ve got this.’

      Margot gave a pensive nod. ‘Just remember there’s bound to be some talent scouts in the audience. And a few cashed-up potential backers if I’m lucky.’ Seeing Abbey’s indulgent grin, her tone grew first defensive and then mildly reproving. ‘Which is why your getting it right is so important. The other girls were good, but you’re the one who can leave the crowd gasping. You’re the one who gets us noticed.’

      With a final tug of her sparkling blue bodysuit, Abbey vaulted onto the gelding’s back. The suit’s short, filmy skirt floated around her slim hips and athletic thighs, and the afternoon sun twinkled off the suit’s sequins and her purpose-made ballet flats.

      Eyeing her, Margot gave a satisfied dip of her head. Not only was Abbey a talented trick rider with sound work ethics, she also had the kind of fresh-faced, unassuming look that sponsors and crowds alike took to immediately.

      As she tipped up the brim of her pink cowboy hat, Margot noticed her protégé smiling down at her.

      ‘I know how much this means to you and the team, Margot, which is why we put in all the preparation and practice.’ Abbey leaned forward to run a loving hand along the horse’s neck. ‘Star and I have it down, and we’re raring to go.’

      ‘Good.’ After tucking her hair behind her ears and straightening her hat, Margot took up the slack on the long lunge rein and led the horse out of the stall. Astride his broad grey back, Abbey did some warm-up stretches and vaults, focusing herself in preparation.

      As they approached the entrance to the show ring, a voice over the PA announced, ‘Now for the event we’ve all been waiting for, the final performance by Margot Boyce’s fabulous trick riding team, The Equestriennes. Let’s hear it for Abbey Rae Miller on Starlifter!’

      With a glance over her pink-fringed shoulder and a quiet, ‘Let’s give ’em a show to remember,’ Margot extended the lunge rein. Jogging to the centre of the ring, she took up position as lunger.

      Clicking Star into a controlled circular canter at the end of the rein, Abbey smiled and raised both hands to wave at the cheering crowd, her legs pressed lightly against the saddle, gripping and guiding. As the sweet notes of Je T’aime flowed from the arena’s speakers, she twirled her arms out to the sides, palms down and fingers arched elegantly upward like she was flying. Closing her eyes as if in rapture, she put her head back and let her long dark hair cascade behind her.

      You and me Star, ‘together as one’.

      A burst of applause greeted the graceful manoeuvre, and before it died, Abbey rose to kneel on the saddle. With Star’s gait steady beneath her, she extended one slim leg behind her and the opposing arm forward in a perfect, elegant line. She lifted her chin, her smile widening at the resulting ovation.

      The announcer’s voice was a distant boom, naming the movements as Abbey performed them: the Flag, Mill, Scissor. For her the world was a blur of colour beyond the circle, the roar of the crowd and Star’s rhythmic breathing and hoof beats loud in her ears.

      For the Mill movement she let go, a moment of pure trust while swinging her legs in a full turn, the wind whipping at her face. Then came the handstand for the Scissors, her muscles straining as she balanced on the moving platform of Star’s back. Coming down facing his tail, she waved at the crowd and then swung forward again.

      Even to Margot’s critical eyes, every transition in the carefully choreographed routine was seamless, every grip precise, Abbey’s smile fixed as she built toward the finale.

      The music changed.

      Je T’aime faded, replaced by the rousing orchestral theme from The Man from Snowy River. As the stirring melody poured from the speakers, Abbey urged Star into a faster canter. He responded, nostrils fluttering and hooves pounding the packed earth of the show ring.

      It was time for the finale.

      As the announcement came over the speakers, Abbey raised her right arm in a flourish for half a circle, before twisting her upper body to grip the roller with her left hand. A hush fell over the crowd and even Margot held her breath, as Abbey lowered herself until lying horizontal, face-up along Star’s bobbing nearside, suspended by one hand and a leg in a harness loop above the fast-moving earth.

      Her sky-blue bodysuit with its sheer, fluttering skirt stood out against Star’s greyness, and her flowing hair made a dark plume against his pale shoulder and chest. As she extended her right hand forward in a ‘ta-da!’ flourish, she was met with a burst of rousing applause and cheers.

      From the centre of the ring Margot watched Abbey begin her final inverted circuit to the roar of the crowd. On scanning the grandstands and seeing people on their feet and cameras flashing, Margot murmured, ‘That’s my girl.’

      She was still peering into the audience, searching for any recognisable journalistic faces, when the lunge rein first slackened in her grip and then jerked taut, throwing her off-balance. As she lurched forward, the rein burning her hands as it tore from her grasp, she glimpsed the disaster unfolding in the arena and gave a strangled cry.

      

      Abbey’s eyes cracked open a slit, only to squeeze shut against the glare.

      ‘Hello there. How’re you doing?’ A reassuring hand touched her shoulder.

      She blinked, trying to focus on the blurry face hovering above hers. It swam in front of her eyes, but she recognised the Aegean-blue uniform and red Maltese cross on the paramedic’s sleeve.

      When she sucked in a lungful of air it was full of the scents of horse, trampled grass, and sawdust. Then she caught a hazy glimpse of a light-coloured horse being led away, limping.

      Star?

      Limping?

      Oh no….

      Through the dusty grit in her mouth and throat she managed to croak, ‘Star?’

      ‘Do you know where you are?’ The words seemed to come from far away.

      She needed to get up….

      The moment she tried to lift her head, pain stabbed down through her skull like a spike.

      At her tortured cry the paramedic put both hands on her shoulders. ‘You need to lie still.’

      His words merged into a compressed hum in her ears as pain dulled her senses. Her breathing quickened as she tried to clear her head of fog, then slowed as she sank into a pain-free blackness.

      

      The next time she surfaced, Abbey managed to focus on her surroundings and frowned at their unfamiliarity. The distinctive smell of antiseptic, the sounds of hushed, urgent voices, and the squeak of hurrying shoes registered individually in her foggy brain.

      Hospital?

      She made to sit up but there was something heavy against her neck. Lifting an unsteady hand, she touched tentative fingertips to the hard sides of a cervical collar. Even that slight movement had pain radiating from low in her back, throbbing up to her neck and into her head. Gasping, she squeezed her eyes tightly shut as her body stiffened.

      All except her legs.

      They felt like dead weight, as if they belonged to someone else. Felt like nothing at all.

      Numb?

      Numb!

      Her eyes snapped open and she clawed at her thigh with a shaking hand.

      Nothing.

      She thumped a fist into her thigh. It made a solid, meaty sound.

      Nothing.

      She hit the other thigh, harder. The impact jarred her hip and sent another stab of pain through her back, but there was no signal, no spark of feeling from the leg.

      A cold dread, heavier than the collar on her neck, settled in her chest.

      Oh no.

      No.

      NO!
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      As daylight inched above the horizon he got the campfire going, set the blackened billy to boil, and dug around in his khaki backpack. Taking out a rolled-up tube of coffee blended with condensed milk, he pressed the last creamy remnant into a battered metal cup.

      Just enough for a morning heart-starter.

      He sucked the last sweet dregs from the flattened tube, and sighed.

      Time for a supply trip.

      He hadn’t restocked for a while. The hiking trail he’d followed had skirted most towns, and some he avoided on purpose….

      At a sudden vibration in his pocket, he took out his mobile and saw another text message on screen, in all capitals this time.

      PLEASE JAX

      WE HAVE TO TALK

      His mouth hardened. Let Johnno stew in it. The time for talk was before he did what he did.

      After deleting the text he checked the battery indicator, snapped the phone closed, and slipped it back into his pocket. He’d need to recharge it next time he was near a power supply.

      When his ears caught sounds of hissing from the fire, he glanced up to see a low grey cloud spreading across the sky. Droplets fell on his upturned face, and a damp breeze ruffled the sun-bleached hairs on his arms and tugged at his cotton shirt.

      The edges of the horizon still held a promising glow, so the rain probably wouldn’t last all day.

      He pressed two fingers against his lips.

      Looks like it’ll be an afternoon trip.

      Not that it mattered what time he went. There was no clock to punch, no one to answer to. Just the day, and what needed doing.

      Jackson Granger was free to do as he pleased, and answered to no one.
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      Abbey’s anguished cry brought a nurse to her bedside.

      ‘My legs!’ She clutched at the nurse’s arm. ‘W-what’s wrong—’ The rest of the words wouldn’t come.

      ‘You’re safe, you’re in hospital.’

      ‘My legs … I c-can’t move them—’

      ‘Don’t worry.’ The nurse patted her shoulder. ‘We’re taking care of you.’

      ‘What….’ Reining in her panic, Abbey sucked in a ragged breath, released her grip and sagged back against the pillows. ‘What happened to me?’

      ‘You don’t remember?’

      At her tearful headshake, the nurse soothed, ‘Just relax, Miss Miller. The doctor’s on his way. After I check your vitals I’ll give you something for the pain.’

      The door swung open and a thin man in a white coat bustled in, his expression purposeful. Striding to her bedside he said crisply, ‘You’re awake, Miss Miller. Good.’

      She watched him pick up her chart, her grey eyes wide and fearful. ‘W-what happened to me?’

      ‘You had a fall and the ambos brought you here, to hospital. You’re in the spinal unit.’

      ‘A fall? Spinal unit?’ She fingered the cervical collar and took a deep breath. ‘How bad…?’

      Without looking up from the chart he said, ‘The initial examination revealed a suspected fracture, along with severe bruising to your limbs and torso. The ER doctor also discovered some abnormalities in your leg reflexes.’ He flicked her a glance. ‘You might’ve noticed some numbness in them?’

      ‘Y-yes.’

      ‘This can indicate spinal trauma. I’m Dr Hughes, resident neurologist.’ He must have seen the alarm on her face, for he added quickly, ‘The collar’s just a precaution.’

      She gulped, her mind struggling to latch onto the words as he continued with a practiced evenness that felt miles away from the terror icing her veins.

      ‘It appears you’ve injured the lumbar sacral region.’ He touched the location on his own back. ‘Trauma to this area tends to have less serious outcomes. Surgery can often stabilize damage and clear clots.’

      Seeing hope creep into her expression, he raised a pale, freshly-scrubbed finger. ‘Before I can confirm anything in your case, though, I need to ascertain the full extent of the injury. I’ve ordered neurological tests, a CT scan and MRI. If the results confirm my initial diagnosis, I don’t expect there’ll be any permanent loss of function. You appear to be in strong physical condition, which will help. However,’ and he fixed her with an intense gaze, ‘you should know that full recovery from any sort of spinal trauma can take some time.’

      Her rush of hope froze. ‘How much time?’

      ‘Weeks, months, possibly even a year or more.’

      Her face crumpled. ‘A year or more?’

      ‘Treatment of spinal cord injuries involves a wait-’n-see approach for the most part.’ Whipping a pen out of his top pocket, he scribbled notes on her chart. ‘I’ll have a better idea of timeframe after I’ve seen the test results.’ He replaced the chart. ‘Try not to worry. You’re in good hands. For now, the best thing you can do is rest.’

      

      Waking from a broken sleep the following morning, she blinked as a familiar face swam into focus. She blinked again and recognised the sharp, concerned eyes staring down at her.

      At her drowsy, ‘Margot?’ the visitor grasped her raised hand. ‘Yes love, I’m here.’

      Abbey blinked and licked her lips. ‘The fall … what happened? Is Star alright?’ Her eyes darted around the room. ‘Is Jesse here?’

      Margot shook her head. ‘Star’s okay, but will be out of action for a while. Took some skin off both front legs and strained his nearside fore. The vet says the strain should heal after a spell, and we’re poulticing the legs to keep the scarring down.’ She paused, her gaze distant. ‘We’ll have to see if he’s still fit for performance. It’s a bad time for him to be out of action.’

      ‘Oh, thank goodness he’s going to be alright. I was worried….’ Abbey let her voice trail off, her eyes dropping to the floor.

      ‘Yeah.’ Margot winced. ‘Having to put him down, what a disaster that would be.’ She blew a breath through pursed lips. ‘All those years of training down the gurgler.’

      Abbey fixed her manager with a probing gaze. ‘So, what happened? I don’t remember any of it.’

      ‘Star stumbled during the finale,’ Margot said grimly. ’‘Caught his foot in the lunge rein. Went nose-first into the dirt, with you still hanging at his side, dangling like a rag doll.’

      She took a breath. ‘At that speed he could’ve gone rump over nose, but instead ploughed through the dirt on his front knees, trying his damnedest not to hurt you, I’d reckon. Still, as he floundered you were … dragged through the dirt and under his back feet.’ She shuddered at the memory.

      Abbey stared at her, and then raised her eyes to the ceiling as a memory surfaced in fragments: Star’s startled grunt, the dizzying sensation of falling, then gusts of air as his legs flailed past her head, before a sharp blow brought a stab of pain, and then only blackness.

      She bit her bottom lip as Margot continued.

      ‘You got awfully knocked about before Star managed to regain his footing. Then he stayed still as stone while we all rushed over to help you.’ Margot thumped her thigh with a fist. ‘The ground was chopped up from the Clydesdale team. I should have moved you to another section of the ring.’ She sighed, her gaze distant. ‘But that centre position gives the audience the best view.’

      After a thoughtful pause, she added, ‘We’re lucky the horse is going to be okay. And you’re lucky to be alive, kiddo.’

      ‘My back….’ Abbey swallowed to clear the lump in her throat.

      ‘Yeah.’ Margot’s expression grew pained. ‘I guessed as much when they told me you were in the Spinal Unit.’

      ‘The doctor said it’ll be a promising sign if I start to regain feeling in my legs, and … I think I already am … a little.’

      ‘I’m pleased for you, love.’

      ‘Margot … about the team?’

      ‘The insurance will cover your medical bills.’

      ‘I know, but the tour—’

      ‘So you don’t have to worry about the money side of things.’

      Abbey frowned. Why was Margot fast-talking, and why wouldn’t she meet her eyes? Grasping the other woman’s hand, she said again, ‘Margot?’

      ‘I’m … sorry, kiddo.’ The words seemed to catch in Margot’s throat.

      ‘It’s not your fault, accidents happen.’

      ‘Sure, but…’

      ‘But what?’

      ‘You see, love … we … we’ve got to keep moving.’ Margot’s gaze sank to her hands, twisting them together in her lap. ‘The team has other commitments, as you know.’

      ‘What are you saying?’

      When Margot’s eyes finally met hers, Abbey could see the toughness beneath the sympathy. Not hidden exactly, just … held back, the way a hand rests flat on a table before forming a fist.

      ‘I’m sorry, kiddo,’ she said again, ‘but I’m gonna have to leave you here. The team sends wishes for a quick recovery, and asked me to pass on their goodbyes to you.’

      Goodbyes?

      ‘You’re leaving me here?’ Abbey tried to blink away her dismay.

      Neither of them said anything for a long moment.

      Finally Abbey murmured, ‘You have to go … of course. Show commitments.’ She swallowed. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Especially once Jesse gets here. I’m surprised he isn’t already fussing over me.’

      Margot looked away.

      ‘And as soon as I’m fit again, I’ll join you, wherever you are.’

      ‘Sure you will.’

      Margot’s perfunctory tone was like a cold slap, shattering the fragile bravado Abbey had scraped together. It only sank further when the older woman sprang to her feet and leaned in to drop a kiss in the air above her cheek. ‘Get well soon and take care, love.’ She made to pull her hand from Abbey’s grasp only to feel the grip tighten.

      Fixing her with entreating eyes, Abbey croaked, ‘Where’s Jesse? Why isn’t he here with you?’ She saw Margot’s expression harden and went on in a rush. ‘He hasn’t been to see me that I know of, and I’ve only heard from him once … a brief text….’

      The memory of his single, misspelt message … * Hope yor beta soon * … flashed in her mind. No kiss sign-off, no heart. Just words that left a hollow ache. She bit her lip to keep from saying so to his doting mother.

      Still Margot’s reply was stiff with barely suppressed indignation. ‘Jesse was wonderful. Was the first one at your side, phoned the Ambos himself, sat with you the whole time, holding your hand until they carted you away.’ Her tongue darted over her lips. ‘There wasn’t much more he could do after that, love.’

      Despite her efforts, tears welled in Abbey’s eyes. ‘So why hasn’t he come to visit me?’

      ‘You know Jesse. He finds hospitals depressing.’

      ‘That’s no excuse—’

      ‘Sorry love.’ Margot backed away from the bed, tugging her hand free. ‘I’ve … gotta go.’

      Abbey’s arm dropped limply to her side, as she watched the woman she’d regarded as a second mother give a brisk, dismissive little wave and hurry from the room.

      The fear spread through Abbey the way an infection spreads through a wound, slow and steady and impossible to stop.

      I don’t care that you hate hospitals, Jesse, just hurry up and get here.

      I need you.
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      Sitting in a back corner of the roadhouse, stubbled face in shadow beneath the turned-down brim of his weathered Akubra, Granger took out a hip flask and poured a nip of amber liquid into the cola can in front of him. He was about to take a drink when the roadhouse proprietor turned up the radio and the lyrics of Travelin’ Soldier drifted from the speakers.

      Granger froze, the can halfway to his mouth. That song. It was the only thing that brought Laura to mind anymore. The memory of her letter, and its careful script explaining she couldn’t wait on a man who might not come home.  He hadn’t blamed her. He’d barely thought to include her in his plans back then.

      The breakup had stung, but what came later had burned so much worse that her memory was now just a dull ache, a ghost of a ghost.

      Heaving a sigh, he took a long pull from the can and glanced at his mobile phone. It was almost finished charging….

      At the approaching thumps of heavy boots, he raised his eyes to see three men in dark oilskins saunter to the counter. One of the men grabbed a major newspaper off the stand and opened it, revealing the headline:

      
        
        DROUGHT-BREAKING RAINS FORECAST FOR CENTRAL QUEENSLAND.

        Weerong farmers hopeful but BOM warns falls may be patchy, isolated to coastal fringe.

      

      

      The roadhouse proprietor nodded a greeting at the nearest man. ‘Gidday, mate. That’ll be one-fifty for the diesel, plus the paper.’

      As the man dug a credit card out of his wallet, one of his companions peered into the gloom. ‘Who’s that?’

      All four glanced at Granger, sitting quietly drinking in the corner.

      The proprietor bent over the counter to rest on his elbows. ‘Been comin’ in on and off for a week or so. Youngish bloke, keeps to himself. Spends a bit of money here, so I’m not complainin’.’

      Indicating for them to lean in, he lowered his voice further. ‘Reckon the last bloke to give him grief wouldn’t have got to finish his beer. Just FYI.’ Straightening, he took the card the front man handed him and said conversationally, ‘Say, did ya hear about the accident?’

      When Granger’s eyes swivelled toward the group, he noticed the front man visibly stiffen.

      ‘Local farmer fell off the edge of the escarpment,’ the proprietor went on, launching into the tale without any prompting. ‘Horse ’n all.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Undeterred by his customer’s disinterested tone, he carried on.  ‘In the spot folks call Carson’s Ridge, after the kid who died there back in the late sixties.’ The proprietor gave a sad shake of his head. ‘Long drop from there. A real long drop.’

      Granger saw a glance pass between the other two men while their leader mumbled, ‘That’s no good.’

      ‘Yeah, a real shame. You know, I always reckoned it was only a matter of time before that ridge claimed another life.’ The proprietor finalised the transaction and returned the credit card.

      Taking it from him, the man said smoothly, ‘Yep, damn shame.’

      ‘I’ll say. He was a top bloke.’ The proprietor sighed. ‘Will be missed around these parts.’

      With a dip of his head the man turned and strode out, followed by his two companions. One of them gave an audible snort, which was quickly smothered when it earned him a forbidding scowl.

      Granger watched them roar off in a late model Landcruiser, before rising and approaching the counter. ‘How long ago?’

      At the sound of the deep, gravelly voice the proprietor whirled around, to be met with a level gaze from a pair of hooded eyes. ‘Oh, sorry mate, forgot you were there. What did y’say?’

      ‘When did this happen?’

      ‘The accident, y’mean?’

      Granger nodded.

      ‘A week or so ago.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘On Clearwater Downs, a local cattle station. Think that cursed ridge forms one of the property’s boundaries. Why do ya ask?’

      Granger merely bent his head, touched a finger to the brim of his hat, and left the way he’d come.
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      ‘Hey, Abs.’

      At the sound of his voice, Abbey’s heart gave a thump that reverberated through her whole body. She pressed the phone tighter against her ear. ‘Oh … finally.’ The words came out in a relieved whoosh. ‘I’ve been leaving messages for days—’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jesse cut in, sounding distracted. ‘So, how’re you doin’?’

      ‘Sore, but improving … I think.’

      ‘Great. Look, I can’t really talk right now, just wanted to check you’re doin’ okay.’

      Only a few words in and he wanted to go already?

      ‘Hang on, Jesse.’ She tried to keep her tone light, knowing she mustn’t sound needy or accusing. He wouldn’t like that … at all. ‘I can’t wait to see you. When can you come visit?’

      After a highly-charged pause he said, ‘Bit hard at the mo. Lots of bookings thanks to all the attention we got from the Ekka performance.’

      Yeah, publicity for which I’m paying the price.

      As if he could guess her thoughts he said quickly, ‘You know we’ve moved on?’

      ‘You went too?’

      ‘Of course, the troupe needs me. Someone’s gotta handle things behind the scenes, you know that.’

      He sounded defensive. Worse, his tone was offhand, like a stranger’s.

      She swallowed to keep the pleading note out of her voice. ‘It’s only … I thought … you would want to be with me … seeing’s how I’ll be in here for a while.’

      ‘Oh sure, I’d like to be there, but we have to follow the shows. You know that too. And we’re even more short-staffed now you’re outta the picture. Mum needs us all to pitch in and go the extra mile.’

      Out of the picture.

      She clutched at the bedclothes with her free hand. ‘Of course, but—’ Her voice thickened.

      Surely she’d feel stronger if she sat up? But the attempt to haul herself into a seated position left her gasping from an excruciating back spasm. Slumping down again, she lay staring at the ceiling,  fingers curled uselessly against her sides.

      Unaware of her struggles, Jesse drawled, ‘Gotta go. I’ll call again later, okay?’

      ‘Jesse—’ Her voice rose as she battled to keep him on the line.

      ‘Oh, and get better soon, mate.’

      Mate.

      What he’d call another bloke, or someone who meant nothing to him.

      As the phone’s screen went blank, she lay staring at it until it blurred into a watery glow in front of her eyes. Finally, with a strangled sob, she opened her hand and let the phone drop to the bed.

      Not only had the team she’d regarded as family left town, the man who claimed to have ‘fallen for her at first sight’ had gone too.

      She recalled the day she’d arrived in Brisbane, a little country ‘hayseed’ so terrified she’d nearly stayed on the bus for the return trip. Margot had been brisk in her welcome, the other girls in the team openly hostile. She’d been ready to run, digging in her bag for the Greyhound timetable, when Jesse had appeared.

      He’d leaned against a wall, studying her, then offered a wide, toothy grin and a warm, ‘Gidday Abs, welcome to the troupe.’

      His kindness had been an anchor. He’d taken her bag, told her he’d saddled their best horse—turned out to be Star—ready for her first ride, and his easy Aussie drawl had quieted her rattling nerves. It was the only thing that had stopped her from turning tail and fleeing back to the farm.

      Later, when she’d tried to thank him, he’d just laughed it off. ‘It worked, didn’t it?’ he’d drawled. ‘Got me in good with you!’

      She found herself mulling over those words.

      Had his warm welcome been simply a tactic, a way to ‘get in good’ with her? Had he used it on other newbies too, not just her?

      Surely not. We had something special, Jesse and me.

      Abbey blinked the insistent moisture from her eyes.

      I think the pain in my back is sending me crazy.

      She took a calming breath.

      Of course they had to move on. The troupe lived performance to performance, and Jesse was an essential part of the troupe. The horses, the gear, the vehicles, he handled it all. They couldn’t wait for her. It wasn’t a choice.

      She took a shaky breath, clinging to the thought that once she recovered, she would re-join them. Jesse would apologise, and everything would be okay again.

      It had to be.

      

      Two days later…

      ‘I’m seeing definite improvement.’ Dr Hughes raised his eyes from the chart. ‘And the suspected fracture turned out to be just a contusion. You should be pleased.’

      ‘I am.’

      He frowned, thinking she appeared more dejected than pleased. But it wasn’t his job to jolly patients, just to fix their injuries.

      ‘Right. Let me know if you feel any discomfort during my examination.’

      She made no sound while he manipulated her torso this way and that, not the slightest mew of protest. Inside, she was kicking herself for once more giving in to the impulse to phone Jesse. He hadn’t answered … again. On the odd occasion she did manage to reach him, he always seemed distracted and worryingly offhand.

      And what was the deal with Uncle Bill? Why wasn’t he answering his mobile, or the landline?

      ‘Given your improvement thus far,’ Dr Hughes said as he finished his examination, ‘and with plenty of rest over the coming weeks, I’m confident you’ll make a full recovery.’ Replacing her chart, he paused to eye her intently. ‘That’s provided you take things easy and give the injury time to heal. You may also need continued pain management for a while.’

      She gazed up at him hopefully. ‘Will I be able to ride again?’

      ‘Ride?’

      ‘Horses.’

      He thought a while before answering. ‘I should think so, though not until you’re completely healed. Of course you will have to take it slowly at first.’

      ‘Oh.’ Her face fell.

      ‘I’ll look in on you again in a day or so.’

      After he left she lay still, willing herself to be patient. Then her mobile chimed, bringing on a rush of hope.

      It was dashed by the caller’s first words.

      ‘Hey Abs, how’re you doing?’

      The girlish voice didn’t belong to Jesse, Uncle Bill, or Margot. It was familiar though…

      Abbey’s heart fell. ‘Stacey?’

      ‘Yeah. Thought you’d wanna know the team’s new star performer—that’s me, by the way—blitzed the final movement in our latest show. And I didn’t make a fool of myself by falling off in the middle of it.’ Her tone held the relish of victory made sweeter by long-held jealousy. ‘It looks like I’ve scored us a financial backer too. Everyone’s so proud of me, especially Jesse. Oh, and he gave me a message for you. ‘

      Her voice became a triumphant purr. ‘He wants you to quit calling him all the time. We’re very busy, with bookings pouring in. He can’t spend every waking hour talking on the phone. Anyway, he’ll call you,’ she added breezily, ‘if he gets time.’ With an offhand, ‘Gotta go, I’m a busy girl,’ she ended the call.

      Abbey once more lay with the light of her phone’s screen filling her misting vision.

      Stacey must be lying. She’d always had a ‘thing’ for Jesse, the whole troupe knew that. They also knew she could be a vindictive little so-’n-so.

      Only one way to be sure what’s going on.

      Abbey punched in Jesse’s number and got his voice mail message again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Next she tried Margot’s number.

      Same story.

      It didn’t make sense. Margot was devoted to her phone. As the troupe’s lifeline, the deliverer of the all-important show bookings, it was never out of reach, never ignored. So why wasn’t she answering it now?

      The furrow in Abbey’s brow deepened. Why was it suddenly so hard to get in touch with people? Had she become some sort of pariah? Damn caller ID!

      Setting her lips in a mulish line, she tried Margot’s number again.

      And again.

      And again.

      When her call was eventually answered, she didn’t waste time on pleasantries. ‘Stacey rang me, Margot.’

      ‘Oh … right.’

      ‘She said Jesse doesn’t want me to call him, and made out like he’s kind of … moved on … from me.’ She gave a nervous laugh. ‘Of course I figured that’s not true, that she’s just being a little b—’

      ‘I can’t….’

      ‘Can’t what?’

      An awkward silence followed.

      ‘Can’t what, Margot? Talk about it? Can’t say it’s not true? What?’

      A resigned sigh crackled across the phone connection. ‘I’m sorry, Abbey, I can’t get involved.’

      After another drawn-out silence, Abbey snapped, ‘I see. Well then … I guess there’s nothing more to say.’ Still she waited for Margot to speak, to tell her of course it wasn’t true, that Stacey was a vindictive little cow, that Jesse was just exceptionally busy. More than that, she waited for the assurance she was still a valued member of the Equestriennes ‘family’.

      Instead, she heard the click of the call ending.
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      I fell so easily for the Jesse Boyce charm offensive. Margot’s too, come to think of it. What a gullible fool.

      Abbey scowled at the ceiling.

      Everything had been rosy while she was the celebrated trick rider Abbey Rae Miller. But her star had crashed and burned, and in its dying embers she saw the true colours of the people she’d trusted. She should’ve known then: things easily gained were just as easily lost.

      The lump rose in her throat again.

      But was she reading too much into the Boyces’ insensitivity, expecting too much of them perhaps? After all, the troupe was Margot’s bread and butter, and hard-headedness just part of who she was. Anyway, she had the ever-affable Jesse to counter-balance her pragmatism. At least that’s how Abbey saw things … used to see things.

      Had Bill been right about the Boyces? Were they all show and no substance, motivated always by the prospect of personal gain? Was Jesse’s relationship with her merely one of convenience?

      At the time, it felt grown-up and noble to ignore her uncle’s advice and stick up for the Boyces.

      Now…?

      She swallowed.

      Was she overthinking things? Did she just need to give them time? The accident had come as a shock to them all.

      Another of Bill’s sayings sprang to mind. He first recited it to her the day she ran home from school crying, having been ditched by her grade three best friend.

      Tugging a
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