
  
    [image: Love on the Sweeping Plains]
  


  
    
      LOVE ON THE SWEEPING PLAINS

      A NOVELLA FROM LOVE IN THE SUNBURNT LAND ANTHOLOGY

    

    
      
        LEANNE LOVEGROVE

      

    

    
      SMALL TOWN PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Love on the Sweeping Plains

        Leanne Lovegrove

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Here’s what reviewers are saying about Leanne’s latest release - A Good Life:

      

      
        A Good Life by Leanne Lovegrove

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Love on the Sweeping Plains Copyright © 2021 by Leanne Lovegrove

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except fo the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Use of words from ‘My Country’

      By Arrangement with the Licensor, the Dorothea Mackellar Estate c/- Curtis Brown (Aust) Pty Ltd

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LOVE ON THE SWEEPING PLAINS

          

          LEANNE LOVEGROVE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      To the fabulous ladies and authors I have met by participating in the Love in A Sunburnt Land anthology. Thank you for your encouragement, support and friendship. It means a lot to me.

      

      Leanne Lovegrove

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Tori Christensen banged on the glass sliding door. It rattled under the pressure, but no one came.

      The dazzling morning sun beat down upon her back and moisture gathered in the dip between her breasts. Her reflection glared back at her and she knocked again, pausing before shading her eyes and squinting to see through the pane.

      ‘Hello!’ she shouted.

      Nothing. Not a shadow, nor a murmur from inside. Glancing around, she registered the sign above the door that read Cedar Creek Plains Vet Surgery in faded red ink. Surely they were open.

      She glanced at her wristwatch. Shit. Maybe not. It seemed later but it wasn’t yet eight o’clock. They’d been driving for hours.

      The two tiny animals she cupped in her other hand didn’t make a sound. She shook them, hoping for a miracle. When had they stopped squeaking? Hiccupped sobs rose from the little girl beside her who gripped her skirt.

      Tori thumped on the glass harder until the crunch of boots on loose gravel behind her caused her to swirl around, her heart hammering hard in her chest.

      A tall, lanky man carrying a bulky camera on his shoulder raced towards her across the carpark, fumbling over his undone shoelaces. If he didn’t fall over his own feet, the size of the camera would topple him at any moment.

      Tori released a breath. It wasn’t Todd. Of course it wasn’t. Thank goodness. She was being ridiculous peering over her shoulder like a nervous ninny.

      But who was this guy carrying a movie camera? And where was his pet?

      As he reached her the man manoeuvred the camera off his shoulder, fiddling with a couple of buttons before positioning the equipment back in place. He loomed the lens so close to her face she veered backwards.

      ‘Who are you?’ And, just in case, she asked, ‘Did Todd send you?’

      Mirabelle howled louder and tugged on her skirt.

      Out of the corner of her eye she caught a shadow move inside so Tori knocked again, rapping until her knuckles hurt.

      The glass panel slid open. Phew. She jostled on her feet, ready to race inside but the figure stepped forward into the daylight and she stopped.

      Zac.

      It took a moment for her brain to catch up. Zachary Coleman. Her mouth opened and shut, her eyes blinking a few times too many.

      He was still here. The quintessential country boy and lad next door. Her first kiss.

      Embarrassment and shame washed over her as if it was yesterday. Heat crawled up her neck and she flushed.

      Of course, Zac was the town vet. That was all he’d ever wanted.

      And now he here was in front of her. And she needed a vet.

      How strange she’d ended up here first. She’d never contemplated making a mad dash to the surgery before arriving in town. Damn pets. How was she to know they might croak it on the trip?

      Neither had she thought coming home would erase all memories of the past, had she? No, but she hadn’t expected them to be thrown up in her face so fast. Welcome home, Tori.

      ‘Victoria?’ He’d always called her by her full name. Always so polite. And she loved the way it rolled off his tongue.

      Zac’s brow creased in confusion.

      He hadn’t changed. Same blonde tousled locks that he wore too long and maybe a few more lines around his eyes and across his forehead. But he still resembled the boy she remembered. Focusing on his face, she saw his lips move. Those lips transported her back in time and she remembered the feel of them against hers and how much she’d enjoyed it.

      Oh God, a thrill raced straight through her.

      ‘Is this the first contestant? I was told they weren’t arriving until this afternoon…’ came a muffled voice from behind the lens.

      ‘What?’ Zac turned his attention to behind her and lifted one hand to place in front of the camera, preventing it capturing the unfolding scene. ‘No,’ he said.

      Undeterred, the cameraman shifted position to avoid Zac’s hand and kept shooting.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Zac asked her.

      A good question. It brought her back to earth.

      The guinea pigs!

      ‘Can you save them?’ Tori held up the duo of what she hoped were not lifeless furry bodies.

      ‘Oh, you have a sick animal. Of course, come on in.’

      Why else would she rock up to the vet surgery at this hour?

      Zac ushered them inside towards a consulting room. Mirabelle was sniffling but trailed behind, followed by the camera guy.

      Zac slammed the clinic door shut and blocked him out. ‘Man, that’s not the deal…’ the cameraman yelled.

      He took the two creatures from Tori. They were tiny in his large hands and he placed them on the examination table with care. Mirabelle moved in closer beside him and peered up with those large round almond eyes of hers. Wet trails made their way down her dirty cheeks and she stifled a further sob before rising on her tiptoes. She was so small she couldn’t see over the table. Zac paused, watched her and then dragged over a chair and lifted her up.

      ‘Are these your pets?’

      The little girl in her fairy outfit nodded. ‘Are they sick?’

      ‘I don’t know. Let’s have a look.’

      The door opened a tiny crack and the camera lens snuck in; the man’s legs visible underneath.

      ‘Get out!’ Zac yelled and Tori jumped.

      ‘Who is that guy?’ she asked.

      Bent over, he glanced up through his long floppy fringe. The gaze that seared into her asked a thousand questions. Tori balanced from foot to foot, uncomfortable with his scrutiny.

      ‘It’s a long story,’ he answered and went back to work.

      ‘I think,’ and this time he addressed Mirabelle, ‘these guys went a little too long without water. So, I’m going to give them a big drink.’

      ‘Oh, thank goodness. They’re going to be okay, aren’t they, Zac?’

      Mirabelle inched closer and leaned her elbows on the table to watch his every move. Tori did too and propped herself against the hard bench.

      Once the guinea pigs were hooked up to some fluid, he said, ‘I think they’ll be okay. They’ll need to stay here for a few hours for observation. Are you in town long?’ This question was for her. He rose up tall and waited.

      ‘Um, yes, maybe. I’m staying at Nanna’s, of course. I’m so grateful. Thank you, Zac. We’d all be very unhappy if these little critters hadn’t made the journey with us.’ She stroked the curly, dark hair of her daughter as she spoke, avoiding Zac’s eye. ‘When should I come back and collect them?’

      Tori tried to focus on the detail of what Zac was saying. Instead, she became intensely aware of every detail around them. Where Zac put his hands. His Adam’s apple as it bobbed when he spoke. How he scratched the itch on his back. The clean medical smell of the surgery. It’s too bright whiteness. The sterile instruments lined up on the side table in the room and the timbre of his voice. And suddenly the room was suffocating her. This town had that effect. She hadn’t been back for five minutes and already it was getting to her. Already she was morphing back into the young woman she once was. The young innocent girl that had once lived in this town.

      And fled.

      Zac chatted to Mirabelle allowing Tori to get lost in her daydream. Every now and then he furtively glanced up as if checking she was still there. Fair enough, she deserved that. In the middle of a sentence, Mirabelle turned to her. ‘Mummy, can we take Puddles?’

      ‘Mummy?’ the words slid off his tongue. She jerked her head up and held her chin too high. Defensive perhaps?

      Yes. Circumstances had changed and so had she.

      ‘Yep. This little rascal is Mirabelle, my daughter,’ and she clasped the girl’s hand.

      Time for them to go. She needed to let her erratic heart calm the hell down and pull herself together. She tugged her daughter towards the door. ‘We can’t thank you enough…’

      Zac strode ahead and reached for the door handle. For a crazy moment she thought he was preventing their exit. Did he want her to stay? Ridiculous. He turned the knob and moved aside to let them go first.

      The doorframe wasn’t large and Tori’s hips brushed against his hand. A rush of warmth spread to her erogenous zones. She glanced up, fearing he could tell. Zac continued to watch her. Did he hold his breath?

      Before the door had fully opened, the guy jumped up from the plastic waiting-room chair, camera in position, the red light on top flashing.

      Her eyes on him, Zac shrugged. ‘It’s a reality TV show.’
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      Tori parked her car off to the side of the long drive to her nan’s B & B. She let the dust settle and focused ahead, on the house. Tears pricked her eyes and a funny excited flutter went crazy in her tummy.

      She hadn’t been home for years. So many, she’d lost count. Long before Mirabelle, four years old, had been born anyway.

      The place appeared the same; worn, but welcoming. Her nan’s house was rusty red and it contrasted against a vibrant blue sky and sat on a pillow of verdant grass. Occasionally there was a spot of white as a duck or a lamb or a goat wandered past.

      On the outskirts of Cedar Creek Plains, the farmhouse stood solitary, an upright double-storey timber building lumped in the middle of broad, golden sweeping plains. The plains that had named the town surrounded the area on all sides.

      The smell of bacon wafted out through the open kitchen windows, the aromas mixing in with smoke billowing from the chimney. Her stomach turned. She sure was back on the farm and undeniably in the country. Trying to distract her senses from the frying pork, she listened to the chickens clucking and laying their morning eggs. The familiar sounds of a new day.

      ‘Out,’ Mirabelle sang from the back seat.

      She was home. Her nan’s home anyway. Where she was raised.

      Tori reached in and extracted Mirabelle from her car seat and bunched her up in her arms for a quick cuddle. She checked her daughter’s face. She seemed to be coping okay, but who knew. It hadn’t been very long and her father was unlikely to be a distant memory yet.

      ‘Let’s go and find Nan.’ Mirabelle nodded, giggling as a noisy duck crossed their path, its loud quacks resounding across the yard.

      Entering through the back door, the cooking smell became overwhelming and Tori gagged.

      Her nan was bent over the old-style aga cooker.

      ‘Nan!’ she called out when Rosalie didn’t hear them enter.

      Her nan turned and a broad smile opened up her face. Dropping the spatula onto the bench, she rushed towards them.

      ‘Tori. Mirabelle. What a lovely surprise!’ She squeezed Tori into a tight hug, the type only a loving grandmother can offer, before bending low to Mirabelle and kissing her sweet cheeks.

      The skillet hissed and exploded.

      ‘Oh, bugger. You’ll never believe it. Helena, the girl who helps me out around here, usually cooks and tidies up, hasn’t turned up this morning. I’ve got a few guests in and more arriving today to a full house.’ Rosalie Stanhope fluttered her arms like a bird and turned back to the stove.

      ‘I can help,’ Tori offered and retrieved an apron off the back of the door and searched the pantry for ingredients. ‘You finish off the bacon though, and I’ll prepare something else. Remind me what you usually serve for breakfast?’

      Nan giggled. ‘Are you still on that silly diet?’

      ‘Nan, it’s not a diet. I’m vegan. I don’t belong to a cult. A lot of people don’t eat meat or dairy these days.’

      With her back turned, Nan said, ‘Maybe in the city, but not the country. We haven’t advanced that far yet. A wee bit set in our ways. I’m sure your poor pet would love a rasher of bacon, nice and crispy on a slice of buttered white bread. You used to love it as a child.’

      ‘I loved a lot of things as a kid. Didn’t mean they were good for me.’

      Already she was whisking and mixing. Calm washed over her and happiness at being in the kitchen; anyone’s kitchen, although her nan’s was pretty special.

      ‘Well, the bacon is done anyhow. How about I take little Mirry out to feed the animals and collect the fresh eggs and you can finish up in here?’

      Mirabelle squealed with delight and placed her tiny hand in Nan’s. She’d loved doing the same when she was small. Back then, before. She smiled watching them leave, then opened all the windows to rid the kitchen of the odour of over-cooked pork.
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      ‘Nan, is it okay if we stay for a while?’

      The breakfast rush was over, relaxing, they sat together on the spacious front deck, enjoying a cuppa. Green tea for Tori.

      ‘Will Todd join you?’

      ‘No.’

      Nan waited, maintaining the silence. She was good at that.

      ‘You’ll never believe what happened.’ Tori looked away to hold in the tears that threatened. ‘I busted him having sex with the new Pilates instructor in the change rooms at work. I can’t get the image out of my mind. All bronzed skin and platinum blonde hair and pert breasts! How could he do that to me, Nan? To Mirry?’

      ‘Ouch. The bastard. Can’t say I’m surprised though. He was a nice bloke but a bit light on. Maybe too nice, hey, to all of the girls. What will you do now?’

      ‘Dunno. I’m not sure yet. But I intend to get myself sorted with some good old-fashioned country living for the time being. And maybe lots of Nanna cuddles.’

      Nan turned serious and placed her palm over hers. ‘Oh, Tori. It’s wonderful to have you back. I miss you and you’re always welcome here. It’ll be nice to bring some life back into the old place with some young blood.’

      ‘Yeah, and don’t worry about finding someone else to help out. I’ll do it. That’s how I’ll earn my keep. Obviously I’m skint and have no job, but you won’t turf me out for not contributing will you?’

      It was supposed to be a joke. She thought her nan got it.

      ‘I’ll eat your organic vegetable food if it means you’re cooking,’ Nan offered a cheeky
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