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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      A family's bonds are tested…

      Set against the backdrop of rural Australia, Rose, a strong and determined heroine, navigates a tumultuous path through the aftermath of Skylab's crash. As NASA's policies regarding space junk unleashes unforeseen consequences on her family, Rose must confront the traumas and sufferings that follow in its wake. With unwavering strength, she embarks on a journey of healing, piecing together the fragments of her shattered life and discovering the transformative power of love and family.

      In this emotionally gripping family saga, explores the profound impact of tragedy and the resilience of the human spirit, a story that will linger in readers' hearts, reminding us that even amidst the fragments, love can endure and heal the deepest wounds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        My love for Linton is like the foliage in the woods: time will change it, I'm well aware, as winter changes the trees.

        …

        So don't talk of our separation again..."

        ~ Quote from Emily Brontë's novel Wuthering Heights.
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        * * *

      

      Linton bent and picked up a stone, hurling it far into the distance. He calculated the chance of smashing Rose’s parents’ window was about the same as being hit by a piece of space junk—one in several trillion. It was too far away to tell for certain. Linton had an uncomfortable feeling that the stone had struck its target—he’d destroyed something else aside from Rose.

      He ran. He wasn’t going to allow anyone to witness his tears.

      The odds were not in his or Rose’s favour. She’d been struck first. Moonstruck at exactly 12.56 pm on July 21st, 1969, Australian Eastern Standard Time, as Linton lay over her on the worn leather sofa, in front of a black and white television set. In the background, the sound of Neil Armstrong’s voice came through the television speakers. “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” Linton and Rose thought their moment was monumental too.
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        * * *

      

      Both sets of parents usually cottoned on to things pretty quick. But, it was the sixties, and the teenagers were exposed more to new ideas than their parents’ generation was at the same age. The parents didn’t have a clue what was going on behind their backs with their kids.

      Rose’s parents, Bess and Ray, assumed that Linton’s parents, Jean and Brian, and older brother, Trevor, along with six-hundred-million people worldwide, would be watching Neil Armstrong walk on the moon on the television in their lounge rooms. But, Linton and Rose were unsupervised.

      It wasn’t the first time they were alone—together. Trevor put them up to lots of stuff; they were his perfect alibi. They protected him so that his parents would not find out he had a boyfriend. You didn’t easily come out and tell conservative parents and wider community you were gay, in the sixties, unless you had a death wish.

      Trevor took Linton and Rose for country drives. He’d pick up his mate, Alvin, once away from their small home town. Then the couples would part, go for separate hikes together, then stop at fast food venues on the way home to dine in different corners.

      As it happened, on the moon landing night, Linton’s mother was visiting a relative out of town, and his father and brother were in a truck carrying a load on a highway heading north. Meanwhile, hostage to teenage hormones, and in love, Rose and Linton got carried away—heading south—heading for trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Parents have ways of finding out about these things. Rose’s pacing back and forth in the garden gave Bess an inkling that something was up.

      Jean took to sniffing sofa cushions—not her scent. Then she smelt Linton’s clothes—Lux laundry flakes. She knew that something was very wrong when her teenage boy washed his clothes and a towel without being asked. Jean spoke to Brian the moment he returned home.

      Linton and Rose were both grounded—parents’ orders. Linton had no idea what was going on or why he was in trouble for doing his own washing. He curled up on the leather sofa, remembering Rose and reading the newspaper about Skylab, the replacement program for the moon mission. Skylab would not be a single structure, but a cluster of four units, three of them designed for human occupation.

      The dimensions and future astronaut intake interested Linton. He wished he could hitch a lift, out of there, to the moon and stars. What a great way that would be to forget about weird parents. Spacemen were real men. Linton allowed his mind to fantasise about occupying the house-size Skylab. He fancied that he would spend his days working—real man’s work—in the cylindrical orbital workshop. NASA would build this from the shell of the propellant tank from the Saturn V rocket’s third stage. The upper part would contain food lockers, refrigerators, water tanks, and spacesuit lockers; enough equipment for a party, even a wedding reception.

      Linton closed his eyes—in his mind’s eye he led Rose to the end of Skylab, to where the Apollo telescope was mounted to create a solar observatory. The other astronauts could look out for the docking ports and spacecraft controls. Linton thought he would love to head all the scientific experiments. He enjoyed science class as much as he loved tinkering with trucks—he would be a great astronaut.

      Linton envisioned watching Earth from above with Rose and telling her how he would provide for them and protect her—if she waited for him.

      The deep voice of his truck driver father jolted him back to reality. “Hoy! You—brat!”

      “Huh!” Linton looked up from the paper. “What are you talking about?”

      “Get your kit together. You’re taking your brother’s place out on the road with me, where I can keep my eye on you.” Brian boxed Linton’s ears. “She’s jailbait, you stupid little fool.”

      “Don’t come back home.” Jean handed Linton a packed duffel bag and hugged him tight.

      “But, Mum.”

      “Just do as your dad said and stay away.”
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        * * *

      

      Linton stayed away, although he thought of Rose, and saved his money for when they’d be old enough to tell their families that they planned to marry. His dad took interstate jobs, and Linton, travelling with him, kept busy learning the ropes of loading and unloading cargo, checking the time and stock sheets, and learning the everyday maintenance and management involved in a long haul trucking business.
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        28th September 1969

        c/o Annexe PO

        Dampier

        Western Australia

        6717

      

      

      Hi Rose,

      How are you going these days? It’s almost a month since I’ve seen you but you are always with me in my mind.

      Coming on for October, I should imagine it is getting quite warm in Victoria. It is absolutely beautiful weather over here in Western Australia. Dampier is 1,080 miles north of Perth. I have been over here for two weeks and go for a swim every weekend. It has been that warm. They haven’t had any rain here for months, so the ground is just dust, and a few desert type low bush and grasses.

      Dad has picked himself up a leading hand’s job, which is just supervising, so he doesn’t have to work as hard as he does when trucking, and better pay. He gets one hundred and forty pounds a week. That’s three times what he could earn back home. He’s letting me drive his truck without a licensed driver with me and says I can eventually take over his trucking business. No one seems to care that I’m under age and don’t have my endorsed licence.

      They are so busy here they don’t check your qualifications. As long as a man can do a decent weld he can get work. Later, once the initial set up is done, they’ll start insisting on qualified workers, but I’ll be on my way home to you by then. For now, they just need lots of men who can get the work done, and I’m a good worker and Dad told them I was twenty-one. Dad puts down twenty-one as the age of all the teenagers in his work gang, so that they get an adult wage. None have guessed that I’m only sixteen. Besides, I work as hard as a grown man. I’m working hard for both of us and our future.

      The living conditions are a little crowded as there are four men to a ten-foot by ten-foot room, two lots of double-decker bunks. But that’s better than sleeping in the truck in this climate, and they give me a good feed in the mess room.

      What are you doing with yourself, Rose?

      Well, Rose, I hope you and all your family are all fit and well. If you get a chance, drop me a line sometime and let me know how you are getting on.

      With all my love,

      Linton.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        6th October 1969

        c/o Annexe PO

        Dampier

        Western Australia

        6713

      

      

      

      Dearest Rose,

      Happy birthday, Rose. I hope you like the Tea Rose perfume gift. How could I resist when it was named for a rose?

      I dreamed that I got a letter from you, and I held it close, with my eyes closed, and tried hard to make you real and here with me now.

      I’m thinking of you all day, and you filter into my dreams at night. You’re with me always; you always were and always will be. I’m revisiting all those places in the hills we played as childhood friends. Remember the lyrebird trail? I awake from dreams feeling you with me. Do you often think of me?

      I seem to be liked by all the boys working around me. Of course, Dad has to be a little bit strict with me in front of them. He treats me like the other men he’s in charge of. Otherwise, they might get on top of him. But he’s been great and is letting me save all the money earned from the trucking work. I’m saving everything for our start together, Rose.

      I hope to be finished up here before the wet season and pick up a truck transport load to take to Darwin. Then I’ll bring a load down to Alice Springs, so there will be quite a lot of unsealed roads to cover. I usually carry spare petrol, water and food with me in case of emergencies. On our way up here, Dad and I were held up for twenty-four hours by flooded roads.

      Rose, I live right alongside the ocean. There is a safe spot for swimming near the camp, but other than that you have to keep a close lookout for sharks as there are quite a few large ones around here.

      The plant Dad is working on makes iron ore into small pellets. They are shipped direct from here to Japan to be made into steel.

      Entertainment is laughable up here as there is very little at all. There are about 3,500 men and only about six girls who aren’t married. So you can see that there is no temptation in that way. Not that I would look given that I have you, my girl, back home. Also, I am that shy, if there were loads of girls, and I did not have you waiting for me, I couldn’t do any good for myself. Not that I’d even try.

      There are picture shows on twice a week, other than that there is the pub and a couple of girls from down south who visit there for anyone interested in that line of thinking. Those girls sure draw a long queue of men. Hope you don’t mind my telling you what goes on here. It’s just we always talked about everything; I can’t imagine ever not telling you something because it, well, it mightn’t be a proper thing to say to a girl. I think of us as close buddies, and there isn’t anything you can’t say to someone you love as much as I love you.

      I think I had better finish here, Rose, or else, in my loneliness, I might scribble words to you that I really should not say, just in case your mum reads this letter.

      Sealed with a loving kiss, and you know the rest of my thoughts.

      Linton.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        19th October 1969

        c/o Annexe PO

        Dampier

        Western Australia

        6713

      

      

      Dearest Rose,

      I’ve been going out so often, hoping for a letter from you, that the men here think I’m trying to chat up the young lady at the post office. But you are my only one, Rose. The single girls up here are the nurses that are at the hospital and one or two who work at the post office and store.

      There are quite a few permanent residents moving into Dampier now as the iron palletising plant should be in operation by Christmas.

      The iron is mined in mountainous country just inland from the Pilbara coast. Mount Tom Price, near here, is one entire mountain of the stuff. I’ve been asked to go there on a job when I finish transporting goods around the Dampier Port. But I’m homesick for you. I need to see you again. I want to come home to you.

      It’s certainly been hot here the last week. Monday was 105°F before midday. I’m making the most of it, having half an hour swim at lunchtime and about an hour swim after work every day.

      The place I’m swimming is a section that has been more or less fenced in with rocks when they put in the desalination plant. (Seawater to fresh.) It varies from about twenty-two feet deep to ten feet deep, depending on the tide. It is about one hundred yards long and only about twenty yards wide. Just the spot to have a good time and a little exercise.

      Linton.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1st November 1969

        c/o Annexe PO

        Dampier

        Western Australia

        6713

      

      

      

      Dear Rose,

      I hope this letter finds you in the best of health. I have been to the post office every day for a week looking for a letter from you. I long for the pleasure of sitting down with your letter in my hands. I got to wondering whether you received my last letter, so I took the opportunity to write again in case.

      You know, I haven’t had much of an opportunity to do anything at all last week. Dad is pushing me to complete a driving contract sooner than seems reasonable. He is working fourteen hours a day seven days a week to finish off one section of the job to meet a deadline of the fourth of next month when he says we will be returning home.

      Home, Rose. Back to see you. My love. I don’t mind the long work hours if it gets me to you faster.

      I think we will make the deadline Dad set, then maybe he will tell me what the urgent date we have to be home for is. Maybe you will write to me and tell me. I’ve still not had a letter from you.

      It is just on midnight, and none of the other boys are back from the pub yet. It’s payday over here, and that’s always a good reason for the boys to have a party. I should imagine they will start rolling in very soon. It just seems too quiet here to be true.

      I have given the swimming up so I can complete my work contract sooner, and then get back to my girl.

      Lots of love,

      Linton.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        6th November 1969

        c/o Annexe PO

        Dampier

        Western Australia

        6713

      

      

      

      Rose, Rose, Rose, my love,

      The job is finished and I’m on my way home to you.

      Dad tells me that my brother Trevor is getting out of the trucking business and will be working on your parents’ farm. Dad made it sound as if it would be his farm. I don’t understand that. They promised it to you. I know how you look forward to running your own farm when we marry. How did Trevor get involved?

      I hope you don’t mind I will keep sending you letters on the trip home.

      All my love Linton.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        10th November 1969

        c/o Annexe PO

        Dampier

        Western Australia

        6713

      

      

      My dearest Rose,

      Just a few lines on how things are going up here as I have a few hours to fill in. You see, Rose, all the boilermakers here at the site are out on strike this morning because Dad sacked one of the boys yesterday and they were not going to give him his bonus which is ten dollars a week, and he has been here just over five months. He would have been retrenched next week as the welders, which he is one, will all be retrenched then. It will only leave the full boilermakers employed here.

      The men are talking about going on strike again to get softer toilet paper. Gee, Rose, I need to get out of here least I go mad too from not seeing my girl for so long, too.

      I’m suffering from self-inflicted wounds this morning as I have a very bad hangover. I had a going away party last night; rather got quite merry. I suppose I should be catching up on some sleep now instead of writing this letter as I only had two and a half hours in bed last night.

      I got up at 6 o’clock to have my breakfast and took the truck to the water main coming from Tom Price to wash it. You’re not meant to wash vehicles here, water is considered too precious, so I couldn’t do it near the camp, and it sure needed a clean before it was fit to drive home in. Before I cleaned it you couldn’t pick it out from the road surface, it was that coated in dust.

      It is terrifically hot at the moment. It has been around 108°F. It’s all right inside of course as it is air-conditioned.

      Looking out my window, I can see some of the other boys swimming. It looks quite inviting as it is nearly full tide.

      I’m definitely going home via Perth as it is still raining higher up, and the inland and far north is flooding. I’ll drive home along the coast via Albany, where I have heard it is beautiful. I wish you could be with me as I know you would like it.

      The Supervisors are happy with my work here. They keep asking me to come back on the next job which is driving a truck at the big iron crushing plant at Tom Price. I don’t think I’m going to accept, as I’d be driving between iron crushing plants and would be covered in red dust all the time. Even here, when they are testing, I get absolutely covered in dust. Me and my clothes are stained red with the stuff. I’ll need to scrub up to make myself fit to see you. Don’t worry. I should have the stain off by the time you turn twenty-one and you walk down the aisle in a beautiful bridal gown to me. With me making good money now, we might be able to get married sooner than we’d planned, if you want to. Rose, I can hardly wait to see you.

      I hear Dad coming, so I’ve got to sign off now and load his gear in the truck. Oh, Rose. I’m coming home to you—we leave to head back home tomorrow. I love you so much.

      Linton.
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      “Next morning, Brian took the wheel. “You know that parcel of land in the Dandenong Ranges you used to visit?” Brian changed gears.

      Linton buckled up his seatbelt. His pulse raced as he looked at his father’s ridged expression. “What, Rose’s family’s land?”

      Neither man spoke for a few minutes. The truck rumbled along the rough road leading out of Dampier.

      Changing gear and accelerating, Brian wriggled deeper into the seat, then glanced across at Linton, who’d not taken his eyes off him. “Sure.” Brian’s eyes scanned the road ahead. “The land that the young girl you were messing with wanted to turn into a berry farm?”

      Linton relaxed, thinking of Rose he smiled. “We were planning to.”

      “There’s no ‘we’.” Brian took his eyes off the road for an instant to witness Linton’s reaction. “Rose and Trevor are getting married.”

      Brian swung his focus back to the road, unwilling to meet Linton’s shocked gaze. “You are to be cool about it. You’re too young to get married, and Rose needs a husband.”

      Linton’s howled, a loud cry of anguish. His hands clawed at his face striving to smother his wail.

      Pull yourself together,” Brian snapped. A lump rose in his throat, and he turned his head to glance in the side mirror least Linton see he cried too. “It’s not that bad a mess,” he murmured. “The women back home have worked everything out. Us men don’t get a say in these things.”

      A wind gust sprang up out of nowhere and buffeted the truck so that Brian needed both hands straining to control the steering. Father and son leant forward to strain to see the road through moist eyes and the red dust.

      Neither man spoke. Brian tried to get some modern music on the radio but could only pick up the ABC.

      As dusk fell, Brian pulled into the Minilya River roadside stop. The dried up river bed, old petrol bowser and lack of facilities other than a verdigris-covered water tap and bucket did little to bolster the men’s disheartened moods.

      Brian made an effort to be cheerful. “Thank goodness it is all bitumen from here to Perth.”

      Linton didn’t answer.

      “That dust got in everywhere.” Brian stripped to his underpants near the petrol bowser. He filled the windscreen wash bucket with water and tipped it over his head. “Wash my back, son.”

      “Wash your own damn back.” Linton strode off, walking to the dry riverbed.

      The discordant noise from hundreds of galahs shrieked at him from the treetops. Linton never heard them. His thoughts were tuned into Rose.

      You are still my girl, Rose. You always were, and always will be. I’ll keep writing to you. My love. My only love.

      Linton walked back to the truck stop ready to take his turn driving.

      Brian’s plans of sleeping were scrapped. A fire, which at first was seen running parallel to them in the distance, gradually moved closer to the side of the road. Linton increased speed hoping to outrun in. It took him an hour before he saw the end of it. By that time the fire was within twenty feet from the road, the road surface was melting, and the air inside the closed truck was acrid and hot.

      “Pull over at the roadhouse ahead and let’s eat,” Brain said. “I remember from the way up, it was good food, even if rather expensive. You made good time on your leg of the drive, son. We can slow down tomorrow. It’s pretty around Carnarvon. Tomorrow we’ll do a detour to the blowhole and nip down to the beach.” He cast Linton an anxious glance. “Take a dip in the ocean.”

      “I’m not interested in stopping to swim,” Linton said.

      Brian grinned. “Heard there are girls in skimpy bikinis on the beach at Carnarvon.”

      Linton scowled and shook his head. “I just want to get home and talk to Rose.”

      “You’re not to mess things up.” Brian flung his door open and jumped to the ground.

      “I’ll fix a misunderstanding.” Linton folded his arms across his chest and gritted his teeth.

      “Rose will be happy playing house for real,” Brian yelled as he strode around the front of the truck. “Trevor gets his wish to be a sissy and grow flowers.” He flung open Linton’s door. With his brow creased he muttered, “Now, everyone’s happy.”

      “Don’t make me cry.” Linton stared into the distance with his chin tilted high. “I’m hungry—cafe is open—and I can’t go in because I’ve made a fool of myself—crying.”

      “Yes, it’s been one hell of a day.” Brian nodded his head. “Both of us are beat. You did good getting us out of that fire. It came too close for comfort.” He extended his hand and grasped Linton’s arm. “Come on, son. Both of us have watery eyes from the smoke. Let’s eat and find something strong to wash the dust from our throats.”
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      The gathering in the small town church turned at the sound of the organ. There was no maid of honour; no friends stood by her on this day; they were not allowed to mix with bad company. Linton’s eyes locked on Rose as she entered, a small figure in the ill-fitting ivory gown. The dimples he’d loved—gone.

      His gaze strove to drill her forehead, her lips, her throat, seeking her attention. Her response: unflinching and non-receptive. Rose, he screamed inwardly. He silently called to the hidden, happy girl he’d loved to come back and replace the hollow-cheeked teenager. This different Rose’s thickened waist and breasts had developed at the expense of a girl’s once softly curved arms and lovely face.

      The only indications that this Rose was aware of her surroundings were the slow steps she took bringing her towards the altar.

      She was close enough for Linton to smell her perfume. Tea rose—sort of outdoorsy floral and earth—nothing heavy or sophisticated—the scent spoke of youth and freedom, like the Rose he had known, the Rose he longed to see a glimpse of today. If she would only look his way, he’d reach to her and find her. Linton had posted the scent to her when she turned sixteen—same as him. It was the first thing he bought out of his first week’s wages as a truck driver’s assistant.

      The gift came with the best shot he could manage as a love letter. He’d called her his girl. She was meant to know that means a boy loves you and wants a girl to wait for him—to let him grow up a bit more before he can do stuff like getting married. He hadn’t known she was pregnant; no one had told him. Heck, he couldn’t even support himself yet, but he would have stood by her and done everything right. No one had asked him to or given him the chance.

      Linton fought for stomach control—for her. If this were what she wanted, he wouldn’t ruin it.

      “Rose,” Minister McKendrey whispered. “This is where you…”

      Linton’s parents, a tall, blonde forty-something couple, Brian and Jean, sat at the inner front row on the groom’s family-and-friends side of the church.

      In the bride’s parents’ seating, Ray and Bess sat dressed in country tweeds, with matching pepper-and-salt hair poking out of tweed hats.

      Both sets of parents squirmed.

      The wooden seats became harder as the morning sun rose in the spring sky; an abnormally early-season heatwave had arrived. It was rendering the prepared plates of chicken and mayonnaise sandwiches suspect and souring the cream on the wedding banquet desserts.

      The Rose’s parents frowned. She was supposed to know her role. They’d drummed it into her enough. Everything that needed to be said had been said while Linton had been kept away from events of no further concern to him. Linton’s brother Trevor had proved to be a godsend. They’d solved another parental worry—what to do with a son seemingly disinterested in women. Everyone was happy with the arrangement. Well, everyone who mattered, the parents believed.

      It had all been said in the lead-up to this day. Both the bride and bridegroom understood all that was expected of them. As for the best man, Linton, he could put up with how things were to be, shut up and be grateful, and then get back to working as an apprentice to his truck driver father. The eldest son could back out from becoming his dad’s right-hand man in the trucking business. It was a role he had never been cut out for. Trevor could grow flowers now. That was his part of the bargained compromise.

      “For God sake, say I do,” Brian hissed at Rose.

      “Nice girls don’t,” came a whisper from a central aisle.

      “Shush!” Ray said.

      The sounds carried through the sparse congregation—family and a few friends who’d felt compelled to attend a wedding proving itself to be about as joyous as a funeral, and a hundred times more embarrassing for the families involved.

      Jean looked pityingly at her youngest son, Linton. She jolted when a hand touched her from behind.

      “It wasn’t his fault,” a lady in a hat encrusted with pink plastic roses whispered from behind Bess.

      “Shush!” Ray glared at the back of Linton’s head. “Lucky rascal that your dad saved you.”

      Linton opened his mouth, saw Rose’s skin turn paler than her dress, and shut it.

      The gossip began as whispers.

      “You only had to see the way she looked at him to know she would get him into trouble,” the groom’s usher muttered.

      Said by the usher on the bride’s side of the aisle at full speaking volume: “Statutory rape!”

      Shouted back by the groom’s-side usher: “Shut up and get on with it!”

      “The slut was under age,” came from the weather-beaten lips of a head just barely visible behind a plastic hat.

      Ray stood, whirled into the aisle, fists up, heading towards the groom’s friends.

      The church was in an uproar. Only Linton and Rose stood silent—she quivered on the spot where she’d stopped, a metre back from the line she’d been told to step up to beside Trevor.

      Linton’s eyes were unable to tear free of willing her to look at him and tell him what she wanted him to do.

      The minister manhandled Rose’s father back to his seat and swung around accusingly to address Linton. “At sixteen, you could have been hauled up on a charge of an act of indecency to a minor. That’s a criminal offence, boy,” he hissed near Linton’s ear. “You’re damn fortunate to have such good parents who have sorted things out for you.”

      McKendrey gripped Rose’s chin, lowered his face several inches from hers and snarled. “The boy could still go to jail if you don’t do what is deemed proper. Now toe the line and obey your parents. Promise to obey this fine young man.” He grasped Trevor’s shoulder and forcibly shoved him at Rose. “Be a man and put some feeling into it.”

      A murmur of approval resounded around the room from Rose’s family, along with a few disparaging comments as to Trevor’s manhood.

      As the comments settled into silence under the stern glare of Minister McKendrey, Rose and Trevor took a half step apart.

      “Nothing left to say aside from ‘I do’.” Minister McKendrey grasped Rose and Trevor’s hands and placed them together.

      A pause in the ceremony thumped by as Rose and Trevor clutched each other.

      Reading the eye dance between Rose and Trevor, Linton wanted to scream, “Break time! They want to talk,” but he continued his fool’s role and waited for someone else to say it—no one did.

      Brian drew a wad of crumpled cotton from his pants pocket and blotted his forehead. “The girl should be bloody grateful.”

      Jean coughed nervously hoping to drown out his whispered aside. She grasped Brian’s handkerchief as he was about to replace it, and dug her nails into the folds.

      Bess’s shoulders tightened. She nudged Ray. He jolted in shock as the minister prompted his girl to say her line.

      Another moment throbbed by before Rose’s barely audible voice was heard.

      “I do.”

      Bess sighed.

      Linton sweated profusely. He’d have grabbed Rose and raced her away with him, if only she had looked at him, told him that was what she wanted. He’d have fought them all for her if she’d needed her freedom protected.

      Trevor placed the ring on Rose’s finger.

      Why hadn’t she asked him for help? Her finger was still too small for a wedding band. She shouldn’t be married; she’d only just turned sixteen. It wasn’t fair. She should be climbing trees with him, going to school with him, riding bikes, frolicking, anything but marrying his brother in this stuffy church. His fault. His dad and Trevor were right about that. God, he’d let her down. Hell! Shit! Linton studied Rose with concern as he pulled his fingers roughly through his hair.

      Jean and Brian’s eyes bore into their foolhardy younger lad as if beseeching him to behave like a man and not disgrace them again.

      Fortunately, they decided, the girl had known her place. She avoided meeting Linton’s eyes and had kept her head bowed, for most of the ceremony, as was appropriate, given the girl’s disgraceful past conduct.

      Minister McKendrey led Trevor and Rose to a side table to sign the Certificate of Marriage and then pointed the way to their escape from the overheated room.

      The parents followed. The mothers embraced.

      “What a beautiful wedding,” Jean said.
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