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Chapter One:

Framework

[image: ]


Lydia approached the building site carrying a cooler she’d retrieved from the truck. She stopped to admire Dean, measuring, hammering and glistening in the sun. She loved it when he glistened. His tan was dark and his hair was bleached blonde, with all the time he was spending outdoors. The long scar on Dean’s left cheek suited him; it made him look distinguished and more than a bit badass. Dean had always looked like a guy who could take care of business, but he’d buffed up even more over the last few months. He had been working out each morning like clockwork, doing chin-ups off of rafters and push-ups on the concrete slab. His arms and shoulders were larger than ever and Lydia couldn’t help but stop and squeeze a muscle almost every time she passed the man. More importantly, Dean had strength of character and Lydia knew that he’d always look out for her. Their relationship hadn’t started with a chance meeting at a party, or on a dating site. There had been running and danger and loss of life. He was her protector and she was his. 

The frame of their new house was nearly complete, thanks to some hired hands, but mostly owing to the tireless efforts of Dean’s mate: Ben Kelly. Dean and Ben had worked long days and many nights on the house, a fact that Lydia admired, but she was starting to feel the pinch. She and Dean hadn’t spent much time together, away from the site, not for the last six months at least. Finding the right property had taken a couple of months in itself, then there was the administrative side of things and all sorts of unexpected preparation. Dean had experienced difficulties retaining laborers and of course there was the famous Far North Queensland weather. Storms and strong winds had destroyed the initial build, not once, but twice. Ben had come to the rescue on the third rebuild, after the remaining contractors had walked off the job. Progress came slowly, with Dean caught up in the sourcing of materials, as well as carpentry, plumbing and a little leftover electrical work. He’d funded the land purchase and everything else with the sale of his waterfront home, back in Surfer’s Paradise; he was selfless like that. Lydia loved Dean all the more for his dedication to their new home, but she could see it was all taking a toll on him.

Waning sunlight filtered through a light blanket of cloud and the buzz of crickets had just begun. Fields of sugarcane burned in the distance, an infernal blanket of scorching red. Lydia’s white, linen top clung to her chest and her neck felt almost feverish, even with her chestnut hair pulled up high. She wondered for a moment, if her denim shorts were too short. They weren’t as revealing as the ones she saw the local girls wearing, but she could have sworn that Ben gave her a sly sideways glance as she approached. Lydia shyly looked away and pretended to survey the block. It was a square acre; large for what was still considered a suburb, even though to Lydia, Innisfail was more of a country town. 

Amongst the lengthening shadows cast by palm trees, Lydia spotted a large, furry shape bounding through the long grass toward her. The open mouth, lolling tongue and wide eyes belonged to a hulking, beast of a dog that Dean had named: Captain. The animal skidded to a halt comically and jumped up on Lydia, licking her face eagerly. She scratched Captain’s neck and chest and kissed him on the head. The colossal dog, launched himself off of Lydia’s small frame and disappeared just as quickly as he had arrived. Lydia laughed and shook her head, continuing on toward Dean and Ben.

“Thought you blokes could use a beer,” Lydia called out, whipping the lid off of the cooler for dramatic effect.

“Blokes? You’re more Aussie than me now, Lyds,” replied Ben, tucking his tape measure back into his tool belt. 

Lydia threw a bottle at Ben, which he caught adroitly.

“You read my mind, lady,” said Dean, wiping his brow with the back of his gloved hand.

Lydia kissed Dean and twisted the top off of an icy bottle. She took a swig and then handed the beer to him. “Yes, I did. There’s some wicked stuff going on in there.”

“You guys gonna’ get X-rated? Maybe I’ll head off,” joked Ben.

He took a swig of his beer, most of it disappearing into his thick, brown beard. He leaned forward and let the liquid drip onto the ground. 

“No, no. Not yet anyway. It’s almost ‘tools down’ time for you guys, yeah?” suggested Lydia.

“Guess so,” Dean responded, casting his eyes back over the site.

“Hey. You’ve done enough for today, okay?” Lydia said, turning his head back toward her with a finger on his stubbled chin.

“You’re the foreman,” replied Dean, smiling warmly. “We’ll get that bracing sorted out first thing,” Dean proclaimed to Ben. “Cyclone Season will be here before we know it.”

“Guess I’ll finish up at the pub,” Ben interjected, chugging on his beer.

“Nonsense. Come back to the house with us. There’s a roast chicken with your name on it,” Lydia shot back.

“No offense, but who’s cooking?” Ben queried, tugging at his beard thoughtfully.

“No need to panic, mate. My sister, Brianna’s cooking tonight,” Dean explained with a chuckle.

“Oh, good. Just curious is all, mate,” Ben responded, looking relieved.

A woman with dark hair and skin appeared between a bougainvillea and a frangipani tree. She wore a colorful sarong and carried a large basket full of fruit. The woman, still cradling her cargo, picked a frangipani flower and placed it behind her right ear. 

“Lani!” Lydia called out, waving eagerly.

“Hello everyone,” Lani replied.

“Dean, you’ve met Lolani before and Lani, this is Ben,” Lydia announced ceremoniously.

“Hi,” Ben offered awkwardly.

“I had a lot of extra fruit off my trees that I thought you might like. I know you’re hooked on mangoes, Lydia,” Lolani explained warmly.

“That’s so sweet of you,” Lydia responded, hugging the woman.

“I didn’t hear a car. Did you walk all the way here, Lani?” Dean questioned.

“Yes. It’s not so far and It’s a beautiful evening,” she answered.

“See, Dean? Walking. It’s a thing!” Lydia teased.

“Lydia and I work together,” Lolani explained for Ben’s benefit.

“Cool,” Ben replied with his hands on his hips, as he kicked the dirt.

“The house looks great,” Lolani complimented.

“Thanks very much. It’s been a long road, but I think we’re finally getting somewhere,” replied Dean.

“You are very talented. All of you,” Lolani said, looking at Dean, Lydia and Ben in turn. 

“You’re the real talent. You should see Lani’s paintings, Dean. They’re incredible,” Lydia remarked, squeezing Lolani’s arm affectionately.

She winced and pulled away. Lydia, perplexed, surveyed the woman’s arm to find bruising that looked fresh. 

“You okay?” Lydia enquired.

“Oh, yes Lydia. I fell when I was pruning my garden this morning. It’s nothing,” Lolani said smiling. 

“Would you like to come to my sister’s place for dinner?” Dean offered.

“Thank you, but no. I have to get back to Bertie. He’ll starve without me,” Lolani replied with a chuckle.

Lydia’s expression darkened.
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THE TRIO PULLED UP at Brianna’s house with Captain pacing up and down expectantly in the back of the truck. As soon as the handbrake was engaged, the dog sprang out of the tray and onto the grass, barking at the group to follow. 

“Someone can smell tucker,” remarked Ben, spilling out of the backseat and dusting off his flannel shirt and work-shorts.

“Go on, mate. Go say hi to your aunty Bri,” Dean said, pointing to the front door of the stilted house.

Captain hurled himself over the wooden fence and flew up the stairs, through the verandah, barking and scratching at the door.

“Reminds me of someone,” quipped Lydia, sidling up to Dean and threading her arm through his. 

“Only when you make that veal thing. It... ahhh... makes me a little hard,” Dean whispered.

Ben grimaced, “Hey, hey! Innocent party present. If I throw up in there, it’ll insult your sister!” he asserted.

“Mate, you haven’t tried her veal,” Dean volleyed back.

“You know how wrong that sounds, right?” Lydia replied.

“I’m... I’m sticking with it,” Dean affirmed, his straight face faltering until he finally cracked up.

The curtains parted at the window closest to the front door and a small face draped with strawberry blonde hair appeared. The face vanished, the door flew open and Captain disappeared inside, barking excitedly. Out of the doorway spilled a slight figure that ran down the stairs, across the yard finally colliding with Dean and Lydia. 

“Uncle Dean! Aunty Lydia!” 

“Tiny, little Faye, smallest of all beings,” announced Dean, picking up the child and spinning her around.

“How are you, baby?” enquired Lydia.

“Good. I helped Mum make chicken and then I made potato salad and it sucked so I made coleslaw instead,” rattled Faye without taking a breath.

“Are you supposed to say words like that?” queried Dean.

“Like what?” asked Faye.

“Chicken,” answered Dean, winking at Lydia.

“Uncle Dean!” exclaimed Faye.

“I don’t know. We always said ‘chook’ when I was growing up,” Dean responded, flipping Faye around so that he was holding her by the ankles.

Faye planted her hands on the grass and steadied herself, “Uncle Dean, I’m gonna’ do the starfish. Now let go!” she yelled.

Dean released his grip and Faye walked on her hands for a moment before deftly flipping herself upright.

“Uh, how is that a starfish?” whispered Ben.

“Ours is not to question the starfish, but to embrace it,” Lydia responded.

“Well said,” Dean added.

Lydia and Dean clapped and Ben placed his pinky fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly. Faye scrutinized the tall bearded man and ran back into the house.

“Did I whistle outta’ tune?” Ben asked incredulously.

“Nah, mate. She just thinks you’re ugly,” quipped Dean.

Ben began dancing around like a boxer, throwing punches at Dean without connecting. Dean wrapped a muscled arm around Ben’s neck and pretend-punched him in the face repeatedly.

“Guys, guys! Is this for my benefit? I’m swooning, so you can stop now,” pleaded Lydia jokingly.

The two men separated, Ben holding his hands up in mock surrender.

“Alright, mate. You win this one. In my defense, though, I still get plenty of action. Picked up just the other night, in fact. A little lady named: Danica,” oozed Ben.

“Uh huh. Sounds made up to me. Do we get to meet this... what was her name?” Dean asked.

“Danica.”

“Danica. Right.”

“Yep. You can meet her tonight if you want. I might get her to pick me up later, seeing as how my bike’s-”

“In the shop,” Dean and Lydia repeated in unison.

“If it wasn’t for that shop, me and your boyf’ here would never have met. You can’t say that I haven’t had a positive impact on your lives now, can you?” Ben teased.

“Yeah, well Dean should have maybe been more... selective in his choice of bike repair providers?” Lydia said, not completely in jest.

“They’re the best on the coast,” Dean responded with childlike sincerity.

“Anyway, with that bike of yours always in pieces, maybe you can learn to enjoy walking, like me,” Lydia japed.

“Yeah, why is your ride always busted?” Dean questioned.

“She’s complicated,” Ben said smiling.

“Are we talking about Danica now, or the bike?” Lydia questioned.

“My bike,” Ben clarified, sounding a
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