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Chapter 1- The Storm


The birds fell silent. A brilliant flash of lightning preceded the roll of thunder by a milli-second. In that moment, the countryside lit up with an eerie blue light, ominous and threatening. Trees jutted in stark relief against the skyline.  
A rolling wave of thunder followed, rising in crescendo and portentous of what was to come. At best, it would be a short-lived storm. At worst, it would be an event that left destruction in its path. As the rumble settled to a low and threatening growl, a more rhythmic drumming could be heard, faint at first but growing louder.
Heavy, low-slung clouds obscured the moonlight. Night had settled early, inky black, but tormented by violent gusts that whipped around the sides of hills and seized the trees with long, tentacled fingers. They swayed from side to side at the mercy of the elements. The drumming grew louder and a shape emerged from the gloom.
An animal’s scream rent the air as another lightning bolt lit the scene. The observer huddled closer against the base of the old oak, peering at the moving shadows as they took form. He saw the horse silhouetted against the sky, as it reared on hind legs, skittered sideways a few steps and then wheeled around before galloping up the track leading into the darkness. 
Fat drops of rain fell, sparsely at first and then forming a torrent obscuring the scene for the watcher. He drew his brown, feathery cloak more snugly around him and hunkered down. The riderless horse disappeared from view.

[image: image-placeholder]It could have been worse. The damage was relatively minor, given the strength of the storm. Angus applied the handbrake to the quad bike and climbed off to inspect the crop. Sticky mud clung to the soles of his boots. A fierce wind raced up the valley towards him, tumbling around the around the vines and jittering through the leaves. He pulled his beanie lower to cover his ears.
The grating caw-caw of a crow echoed from neighbouring trees and as he looked up, the black bird flew past on a trajectory that swept low over his head and over the vineyard before continuing on down the valley. It was close enough that he felt the disturbed air from the beating of its wings. That was odd. He didn’t often see crows on the property. 
The grapes shone with moisture. Angus plucked a purple globe from the bottom of a bunch and popped it into his mouth. Sweet. Harvesting soon would be critical. Some fruit had split and if not picked quickly, mould would set in. He could kiss goodbye to this year’s vintage and with that, his entry for next year’s wine show. 
He moved down the row, inspecting the fruit as he went. Large leaves had protected some bunches, but most had been subjected to the drumming of the rain. He picked another grape, squeezing it between his fingers. The rosy juice spurted forth, juice that should be going into the wine, not rotting on the vine. He broke a stem and after snapping off the bunch, carried it back to the bike and dropped it into a carrier bag. He would test the sugar levels later.
He scraped a layer of mud from the soles of his boots before taking his seat again. With the helmet fitting snugly over the beanie, he took off down the hill towards the bottom paddock to check the alpacas, riding carefully so as not to slither sideways over the muddy surface.
Instead of wandering over the grass and grazing at will, the animals clustered together under their shelter shed. They peered with interest at his arrival and jostled each other, grunting and huffing.
“Don’t look at me, you hairy beasts. You’ve plenty of tucker in the troughs.” Their unblinking stare, bordering on indignant, said anything else was always welcome. He checked their water supply and that their food was still dry. The shed had stood up to the buffeting, and that was something to be thankful for. He had other things to worry about. Bringing the harvest forward for a start.
“Bugger!” Not everything had escaped unscathed. A large gum at the bottom of the paddock had dropped a limb, pulling down some of the fencing as well. Accelerating carefully over the slippery surface, he made his way along the rough track around the edge of the paddock to where the tree stood. The limb had probably come down in the wind gusts that tore over the property before the rain hit. 
He climbed off the bike and surveyed the damage. It was a chainsaw job but could wait until later. Hopefully, the alpacas wouldn’t get itchy feet and go wandering. The wire-strand fence wouldn’t take too long to fix. The nuisance factor annoyed him more.
In frustration, he kicked at the offending branch. Stupid. The dense wood felt nothing, but his foot did. It would take a while to cut the fence free, time he could ill afford. A glimpse of grey fur caught his eye. He squatted on his heels, looking more closely. A koala. By the looks of it, a very dead koala. She was pinned to the ground by the branch and hadn’t survived the fall.
Angus shook his head as he walked back towards the bike. The storm had claimed a victim after all. He paused as he was about to mount the bike again. What if the koala wasn’t dead? Perhaps she was just injured. Callous bastard, why didn’t you check?
He walked back to where the animal lay and shoved at the branch. The solid wood barely moved. This was a two-man job, but it was enough to see that this particular koala would not climb a gum tree again. What he hadn’t expected was the high-pitched squeal, more of a shriek really. A small joey sat beside its mother, seemingly un-injured. Perhaps it rode the fall in its mother’s pouch.
It wouldn’t live long without its mother. Angus looked around. He couldn’t see evidence of other koalas, though there must be some. Would they look after this little fella? He peered at the joey on the ground.
“Are you a fella? I have no idea how to tell these things. What am I going to do with you?”
The baby nuzzled at its mother, now making pathetic grunting noises.
“Mum can’t hear you. Sorry mate, the milk shop’s closed.” With a resigned sigh, he scooped up the baby. Unzipping his jacket, he popped the joey inside before zipping it partway up again. “I’ll find someone to look after you.”
His mother, perhaps? He was still debating the issue when he pulled up at the main farmhouse, where his parents lived. After prizing his boots off in the mudroom, he padded into the kitchen. The radio was on, and he found his mother peering into a stock pot on the stove. She replaced the lid and reduced the heat before turning to him.
“How is it out there? Any damage?”
“A branch from a huge gum came down in the alpaca paddock and brought the fence down with it. And that’s not all,” he said, unzipping his jacket. “I found a baby.”
“You found what?” Audrey’s voice rose to a startled shriek.
He held out the joey, emitting mewling shrieks of its own. “The mother was dead. I couldn’t leave it there, so I brought it home to you.”
Audrey wiped her hands on her apron and pushed her glasses up her nose before peering at the tiny bundle cupped in Angus’s hands.
 “Oh, my Lord, I’ve no idea how to look after koalas. They need a special diet. This one isn’t big enough to be out of the pouch.”
“What’ll I do with it?”
“I’ll wrap it up in a towel, and then you’d better take it into Harrow. The veterinary clinic will know what to do. Take it in to that young woman who works there. If she can’t help, there are probably registered wildlife carers in the district.”
She glanced up at the clock on the kitchen wall. “If you leave now, you should get to the clinic before it closes for lunch.”
“If I make the journey with Trojan, I could go cross country.”
“I don’t think so, dear. How would you carry the joey? It would be too cold for it. Take the car. I’ll give you a basket to put it in.”
His mother was right, as always. She was half his size, but the men in the family didn’t willingly provoke her. The farm had been his domain since his father’s accident, but inside the home, Audrey ruled the roost. That was okay. She still had a role to play in his life, regardless of other relationships.
He knew the young woman his mother referred to. He’d seen her around town or at community events but had never spoken to her. An image came to mind of a woman with an easy smile and large eyes reflecting a caring nature. She was known for her way with animals and attracting as much business at the animal hospital as did the vet himself. Perhaps there was attraction for other reasons as well, at least from the male population. Not that he had any inclination to join her line of admirers. One mistake in his life was enough.
Angus picked up his young charge and slipped his boots back on before heading for the car, eyeing the sky warily. He placed the basket on the back seat of his Toyota and secured the seat belt around it to keep the joey safe from further mishap. The baby had stopped crying but looked up at him with such sad eyes.
“Don’t do that to me, y’hear? Someone will take good care of you.” The animal blinked and hunkered down in the towel cocoon. “Blinky Bill, you’ve chosen the worst possible time. I’ve work to do. There’s a vineyard full of grapes to pick and in a hurry at that. Lucky you’re cute or I might have left you to the dingoes.”
He shut the door gently and looked up at the scudding clouds, attempting to read their intent. If they were in for a repeat performance of the night before, it was more important than ever that the harvest started. That required all hands on deck. He swung himself into the driver’s seat.
The change as he left the farm gates was dramatic. Only two hundred metres down the road, the ground was quite dry. He skidded to a halt and stared at the demarcation line across the road, wet on one side and dry on the other. There was no evidence of the previous night’s storm. Angus could almost swear he felt the heat of the sun. The downpour and devastation had been localised.
“That bitch. Won’t she ever let up?” Silly question. It was clear she wouldn’t.
[image: image-placeholder]
“Don’t forget the rep from Rintech Pharmaceuticals is coming this afternoon. Have you made a list of what we need?” Bruce picked up his bag and headed for the door. “I’m making a call out at Johnson’s Farm, but I’ll be back in time for the afternoon session.”
“Don’t be late back,” Elodie called after him. “Keep your phone handy in case I need to call you.”
Bruce gave her a mock salute and disappeared in the direction of the carpark. She locked the door behind him with relief. The morning’s clinic had been full-on and as usual, she was behind schedule. There were cages to clean and medicines to administer, and somehow, between calming traumatised animals, she needed to eat lunch.
“About time you employed more staff, Bruce,” she muttered to nobody in particular. “How long do you think I can keep this up?”
It wasn’t that he was mean or stingy, Bruce was a brilliant vet but totally disorganised. He wouldn’t employ more staff unless she drafted the advertisement and stood over him until he authorised it.
“I’ll do that this evening,” she advised Gideon, the clinic cat. “I’ll tell him I’ll leave if he doesn’t sign it.”
The cat continued his washing routine. Not his problem. Elodie sighed. She flicked the switch for the kettle on in the kitchen and turned her attention to the occupants of the cages while it boiled. She was in the patient room, checking water levels in the cages and dispensing kind words and checking dressings when she heard a banging on the front door.
Can’t you read? Clinic is closed for lunch.
The banging continued. Elodie closed the cage on a dog that was recovering from an altercation with a car and made her way back out to the reception area as quickly as her limp allowed. “We’re closed,” she mouthed through the plate glass, waving a hand towards the sign displaying opening times. She would open the door for an emergency, but he didn’t have an animal with him.
She knew the man by sight. Everyone did. His reputation preceded him. She’d never had occasion to speak to him. He pointed to a basket he was carrying and pulled back a covering to disclose a grey fluff-ball with two button eyes. So, he did have an animal. She turned the latch on the door and barely had time to stand back before he pushed it wide open and stepped inside, bringing a gust of autumn air with him. He towered over her, and his black hair had been ruffled by the wind. That didn’t detract from the magnetic presence of the man—whether it was from his height or from the intensity of the look he gave her, she wasn’t sure.
“Blinky’s mum was crushed when a tree came down in the storm last night. I found this little blighter beside her. I didn’t know what to do with him.” He proffered the basket for her inspection.
Blinky? Really? Elodie moved the edges of the towel aside to expose the joey. It was so tiny, she wouldn’t rate its chances. “This animal will need round-the-clock care. How long ago did you find it?”
“Late morning. I’ve got to get back to the farm, so I need to leave him here.”
She looked up at him, biting her tongue. He was being presumptuous, and it was polite to ask first. She wouldn’t say that, though. The life of a small animal was at stake.
“Yes, of course, but a koala as young as this one is unlikely to survive away from its mother.”
He gave her a curiously direct look. “I know you’ll do your best.”
Don’t think you can pressure me like that. She understood the power behind that look. It spoke of a man who was used to getting his own way. It wasn’t just his expression, with large brown eyes that were quite mesmerising, but in his bearing as well. He carried himself with an air of authority.  He didn’t expect to be challenged and probably rarely was.
The baby emitted a series of short, sharp squeaks, nuzzling at the side of the basket. Elodie stoked it gently, massaging its neck area and making soft shushing noises. The baby quieted and regarded Elodie with trusting brown eyes.
“I’ll see if I can find a volunteer to deliver the round-the-clock care he’ll need. Leave your details and I’ll make sure you get an update on his survival.”
His eyebrows lifted slightly. “I wasn’t expecting daily health reports.”
“Maybe not, but if he lives, at some stage he’ll need to be released again. This may be a cute baby, but he’s a wild animal. He’ll need to establish himself in a viable territory. That will be close to where you found him.”
“Okay.” He nodded an acknowledgement of her logic.
Elodie pushed a notepad and pen in his direction. “Write down your contact details.” She used her most no-nonsense voice. “Managing an animal rescue service isn’t a cheap exercise for the volunteers. They freely give of their time, but there are always costs for specialty food supplements and any medications or other supports they need. They need safe enclosures and building those incurs expense also.”
He met her eyes and she refused to drop her gaze. Support was important. Normally, she wasn’t so blatant in fishing for donations, but she knew he could afford it.
There was a glint to his eye. “I take it you’re suggesting I put my hand in my pocket,” he drawled.
“Up to you entirely,” she said with faux sweetness. “But all donations over two dollars are tax deductible. The Animal Rescue Service is a registered charity.”
She detected a slight roll to his eyes. “You’re so persuasive. How do I make such a donation?”
She placed the basket holding the joey on the floor and reached for her laptop. Scrolling quickly to the donation page for the service, she turned the screen around so he could see it. “Enter your details here. You can use your credit card or make a bank transfer.”
He removed his wallet from his jacket pocket and retrieved a credit card. Elodie watched as he pecked his way over the keyboard, typing out the required details with two fingers. Not a touch typist then. No doubt he had other talents.
“There.” He hit the enter key with more force that was probably necessary. “All done. Happy now?”
“Thank you, that’s so generous of you…” She glanced at the laptop. “…Angus. A receipt will be emailed to you.” She already knew his name, but out of perversity, didn’t want to let him know that. It would only encourage his sense of self-importance.
“Thank you…” He made a show of reading her name badge. “…Elodie. I hope Blinky is well provided for. If there’s nothing else, I have a busy day ahead of me.”
“No, that’s all.” She picked up the basket again as he turned towards the door. “Oh, and Angus?”
He paused, looking back towards her in unspoken query.
“Thanks for rescuing him.”
He gave her a mock salute before pulling the door open and striding out onto the street. It was only after he left that she appreciated how much his presence had filled the room, which now felt disconcertingly empty. Elodie moved quickly to lock the door again. Hopefully, she could eat a quick lunch before anyone else banged on the door. She still hadn’t made that cup of tea. She flicked the switch on the jug again.
“Come on, you,” she said to the animal who was making pathetic, high-pitched, crying noises. “You’re lucky I happen to have some milk formula on hand. I reckon we could both do with something to eat.”
She rummaged through a cupboard for a small bottle with an appropriate teat and mixed up a small bowl of milk powder. Koalas normally fed on demand in their mother’s pouch and he would be hungry. She scooped him out of the basket and with the towel making a nest on her lap, teased the animal around the mouth with the teat until he sensed the milk it contained and latched on.
As the animal drank, Elodie offered up a prayer on his behalf to the goddess who would be most receptive to the plight of her tiny patient.
“Lady Athena, hear my prayer. Take this baby under your wing, protect and nurture him. Watch over this orphan as he fights for life without his mother. Blessed be.”
His survival wasn’t totally up to the goddess, but with her help, he had a much better chance.
By the time Bruce returned—late, of course—she’d eaten a sandwich, but her cup of tea sat cold and untouched on the kitchen benchtop. She had fed Blinky, attended to the animals and opened the door to admit the first of the afternoon’s appointments. The one thing she hadn’t done was ring the local wildlife carer network.
A steady stream of dogs and cats entered the doors through the afternoon, plus a long-eared rabbit clutched in the arms of a young boy. Finally, the waiting room emptied. She seized the phone and called the first of the numbers on the list.
“Sorry, Elodie, I’m not set up for koalas. Try Cynthia”
“Lovely to hear from you, Elodie. I’m going away for two weeks so can’t take on any new animals.”
After the third rejection, she gave up. Blinky would have to come home with her. The constant feeding requirements meant he couldn’t be left overnight in the clinic. Hopefully she could find a carer in the next couple of days. He needed consistency in his environment, not to be ferried backwards and forwards to work with her.
As she fed him again that afternoon Elodie’s thoughts strayed to the man who had brought Blinky in. Not a man of many words, but contradictory. She appreciated the fact he hadn’t stalled over making the donation. Not everyone would do that. On the other hand, not everyone could afford to, especially not five hundred dollars. 
Bruce wandered into the treatment room, enjoying a small break between clients.
“Where did that little bundle of joy come from?”
“Angus Galbraith brought it in. The mother was killed when a tree came down on their property. Apparently, there was a wild storm out his way last night.”
“Really? Interesting character, Angus.”
Elodie looked up, curious about what he meant but not wanting to ask. She knew if she waited, Bruce would say more.
“The family have been here for a couple of generations. They’ve done well with their vineyard and have been good benefactors to the town.”
She knew this already. It was common knowledge. Why didn’t he tell her something she didn’t know?
He ambled over to the cages lining one wall. Their occupants were mostly snoozing and not interested in a visitor. “Sad about his father. That was a bad accident. Then the fire hit the property – strange how that started. He’s had a few challenges in his life.” He shook his head reflectively then rubbed the side of his nose as he often did when thinking.  “Did the rep from Rintech come?”
“Yes. He’s taken the order.”
“Good. He probably won’t survive, you know.”
“What? Angus Galbraith?”
“The joey. He’s too young.” Having delivered this verdict, Bruce disappeared in the direction of his office.




Chapter 2 - Saving Blinky


Angus stopped at the labour agency at the other end of town. Normally he would walk that distance, but not today. Time was not on the side of the harvest. Hopefully, there were backpackers in the district who wanted work. 
He swung into the parking bay, conveniently vacant at the front of the office. Surprisingly for a country town, parking could be at a premium, especially on weekends when day-trippers arrived from the city. This was the quiet end of town, with the Country Women’s Association Op Shop on one side and a real estate agent on the other. A bench seat in front of the shop bore a plaque in memory of a past association president. A couple of ladies sat there now, shaded from the midday sun by the wide veranda. 
Angus hesitated as he shut the car door, looking back towards the main shopping precinct. He had neither the time nor inclination to get caught up in local chat. He didn’t know either of the two women, but deliberately avoided eye contact. The coast was clear. 
The bells hanging on the back of the door jangled as he pushed it open, drawing the attention of the woman seated at the front desk. She looked up and smiled, swivelling away from her computer screen.
“G’day, Angus. It’s been a while since we’ve seen you. Are you ready to start picking?”
“Yes, and yes. That storm last night has brought things forward. Do you have people on your books at the moment who’re looking for some casual work?”
“Storm? I didn’t notice any storm.”
No, I don’t suppose you would have. “It was localised.” He gestured towards her computer. “Do you have anyone available for an immediate start?”
She turned back to her screen, frowning in concentration as she tapped keys on the keyboard. “Let me look, there should be a few. Same details as last year?”
“That’s right. Long sleeve shirt and long trousers mandatory. Snake bites cause unnecessary delays. Seven-thirty start, meet by the cellar door. If transport is an issue from either Harrow or Mount Kenton, let me know and I’ll send someone out with the minivan. Lunch is provided.”
“I appreciate a man who doesn’t waste words,” she said, her words dripping with irony. “Leave it with me and I’ll check with the back-packer hostel here in Harrow and also in Mt Kenton. I’ll call you later this afternoon and let you know who to expect.”
“Thanks, I appreciate it.” He gave her a small nod as though it made up for his abrupt manner, and then risked the beginnings of a smile. “I know you’ll deliver, Glenys. You always do.”
He caught the eye-roll as he turned back to the door and grimaced. Not her fault if he was feeling under the pump. Couldn’t afford to get Glenys off-side. She looked after him well, always vetting the contract workers before she sent them to him. That saved him a heap of drama.
It had been a while since he’d driven into Harrow, and he glanced towards the town centre. Being a weekday of no particular significance, the town was relatively quiet. Most of the locals liked it that way. Retail businesses clustered along the main street, giving way in the middle to a central park. The town hall and library took prime position on one side, although the tower of the church opposite challenged for height. The church was built from the local bluestone, popular in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and often featured on local picturesque postcards. 
The bell in the tower still rang out during key events, though the congregation had dwindled in recent years. The Harrow Arms on the third side of the park probably had more faithful patronage. Day trippers seeking a classic pub lunch and some rural ambience swelled the weekend trade. The meandering Fyfe River bordered the fourth side of the park, providing a natural magnetic pull for picnickers and those indulging in water activities. 
The park itself provided a central village green, where townsfolk came together and public events were held. A farmers’ market every Saturday morning gave local producers and bakers an opportunity to sell their wares. Angus noted the kids on the play equipment, and others enjoying the sunshine. One elderly gent sat on a park bench reading the paper and another, younger and more interested in fitness pursuits, performed a series of squats, lunges and push-ups on the grass. No sign of bad weather here.
Angus ruefully took in the scenario in the few steps between the office and his car. Lucky for some they had the time to sit and enjoy the sunshine. He reversed out of the parking bay and turned in the direction of home.
Galbraith Estate was reached via four kilometres of winding road. As he left the township, the road was bordered by small rural living allotments, some sporting small orchards or accommodating a handful of animals before giving way to stretches of natural vegetation and scrub. 
He reviewed tasks for the next day while he drove. There wasn’t much time in which to get organised. Perhaps he could ring Hamish and suggest he take a few days off from his city life and come and help. It would do his friend good to get away from his desk and do something physical instead. Cheaper than a bootcamp and more fun. Food and accommodation free. What more could the man want?
Well, perhaps a few things. His thoughts strayed to the vet nurse. There was something about her that had stirred a reaction he hadn’t expected. She was confident and he liked that in a woman, but it was more than that. The way she had looked at him had been tantamount to a challenge. If circumstances were different, he’d like to get to know her better, but that would be crazy. He had enough crazy in his life and didn’t need any more. 
Angus slowed to make the turn onto the feeder road leading to the estate, his eyes sweeping over the promotional sign located on the corner. It always gave him a buzz when he saw the billboard. It meant he was almost home. The road was unsealed, and a plume of dust rose behind him before drifting lazily over the roadside verge. 
As he neared the point where the bush gave way to neat, orderly rows of vines and the road surface showed signs of recent rain, he spotted a cherry-red Lexus RC skimming the road towards him. The low-slung sports car was totally inappropriate for country roads, but instead of travelling at its usual speed, the vehicle slowed as it approached and then stopped, hogging the centre of the road.
He might have known she’d show up today. Willow wound down her window as he manoeuvred his Toyota around her vehicle. His gut instinct was to keep driving, but instead he stopped when his window was opposite hers and wound down his side window as well. She flicked back a strand of hair before delivering a sly smirk. 
“Well, hello, Angus. Fancy seeing you here.”
He recognised her mood. Willow, I’m not prepared to put up with your crap. “Enjoy your night of destruction? Come to gloat, have you?”
“Don’t know what you mean, Angus.” She put on a coy voice, tipping her head to one side and opening her eyes wide.
“Don’t mess with me, Willow. You were behind last night’s weather drama. Whatever you thought you’d achieve, it’s not working.”
She laughed, tipping her head back and showing an immaculate set of pearly whites. It was a sound devoid of mirth. It portrayed malice and warning. His hands tightened on the steering wheel. It took all his focus not to clench his jaw, but to appear relaxed and unconcerned.
“You credit me with greater powers than I have,” Willow purred, now giving him a sideways glance that he assumed she believed was alluring. She paused, gripping the bottom of the window frame. “Of course, if I had been responsible—assuming that I was—you’d know how to avoid such episodes. It’s all so simple. I’ve said I’m sorry. I’ve grovelled. What more do you want?”
“How many times… it’s over. You know that. You made your choice when you decided Steve Tonkin was a better prospect than I was.”
“I always get what I want.” Her voice hardened and she gave him a piercingly direct look. “You, more than anyone should understand that.” 
He didn’t need reminding. If she thought the pout would have an appealing effect, she was sadly mistaken. Once, it would have. She was an attractive woman and she’d reeled him in like a fish on a line. It humiliated him to realise he
[image: image-placeholder]



OEBPS/cover.jpeg
(S - 4

\EMILY

TALES FROM HARROW BOOK 2






OEBPS/images/ab8f33c1-f655-4a82-b18a-9238020a93db.jpeg






OEBPS/images/fc389961-0d07-466b-8c77-55e3aa712064.jpeg












