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Chapter 1
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I take my flight in total silence, lost in the noise in my head. I wonder if I am fleeing from something, or towards something. And if it even matters. Jeffrey is far behind me. The glittering coastline of a new country is before me and there is the deep, comforting thought of my novel – unwritten as yet but perfect, full of hope and potential in my tired, aching, frightened heart.

At Wellington Airport I expect to see my sister Lori, but there is no one to meet me. I wait in the collection area with a growing sense of alarm, until it is obvious no one is coming for me. I have never been to New Zealand before, I barely even know Lori, and I have no idea what to do next.

I take a firm grip on my suitcase and head outside to look for her. Beyond the glass doors there is a cold wind. It nips my ankles and whips my shoulder-length hair across my face. I feel suddenly forlorn. I have changed my life irrevocably in coming here, yet there is no welcome, no fanfare, just an odd sense of failure. I stand irresolute, my stomach churning, as a brief flurry of passengers swirls around me.

The crowd fades and I am left alone. I am distantly aware of a large vehicle noise but I am worried now, upset, I want to look for Lori’s car. I haul my suitcase off the kerb and step out across a narrow service road.

With a deafening hiss of air brakes, an enormous truck screeches to a stop, its towering chrome bullbar barely a foot from my head. I jump back, falling over my Louis Vuitton, and scramble for the kerb.

“Look out!” The voice is masculine, brusque with shock. “Bloody hell, lady, I almost killed you!”

Startled and embarrassed, I can’t look at him. Well done, Kate! Why not get run over on your first day in New Zealand? It occurs to me it would be a fitting end to my crazy, messed up life.

Sunlight glances off the truck’s chrome trim, dazzling me as I tilt my face to the cab. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking. It’s been a long day.”

There is a pause. “You sound English. Are you English?” He sighs. “Of course, it’d have to be you – tell me, is your name Kate?”

“Pardon?”

“Are you Kate Dale, Lorien Henare’s sister?”

“Yes!” I shade my eyes with my hand, trying to see the driver. I am stunned. I don’t know anyone in New Zealand except Lori.

The driver is swinging down from the cab. “I suppose this is one way to find you. You don’t look anything like her, and you’ve got less road sense, I reckon.”

“We’re half-sisters, our father was... Look here, you don’t have to be rude!”

“And we don’t have to be friends.” He jumps off the truck step with easy grace and reaches for my suitcase. “Not immediately. I reserve judgement about people who go round jumping in front of trucks.” He is tall and lean, with tousled, dark hair. His eyes are the colour of chocolate and there is measured strength in his gaze.

My stomach flutters with the long-forgotten tickle of attraction and I am shocked. I had thought that was forever buried. Seriously, Katie, you must be so jetlagged! 

I stare at him, wondering if he is joking or serious, and realise he really is gorgeous. The kind of drop dead gorgeous that could turn me into an incoherent, blithering wreck if I was actually looking for a man. Which I’m not. And I don’t think I ever will again, after...

I clear my throat and muster some stranger danger to avoid swooning into his arms, right here in the service lane. Hands on hips, I open my mouth. “Nngkk.” I blush the colour of my suitcase and try again. “Uh, how do you know my name?”

“I’m a friend of Lori and Gus.” He shrugs, lazy amusement in his eyes. “They asked me to pick you up. If you check your phone, Lori’s probably texted you about it.”

I check my phone. Lori has texted me about it. Her son has fallen out of a tree and she’s had to take him to hospital for X-rays, so she asked her friend Linc to collect me.

I look at the Kenworth towering above us. “Is this your truck?”

Lori’s friend Linc is stowing my luggage. “No, it belongs to Gus. I was collecting it for him from the port today. When Lori couldn’t come, it made sense for me to grab you on the same trip.”

“Grab me?” I am beginning to wonder about Lori’s choice of friends.

“Well, not exactly grab you. It’s a figure of speech.” There is a glint in his eye and I give him a nervous smile, all my anxiety flooding back. “I’m sorry,” he says, stepping down again and extending his hand. “Let’s start again. Kia ora, Kate. Welcome to New Zealand. I’m Lincoln Brady.”

I shake his hand carefully, and he says, “Sweet,” but it sounds like an acknowledgement, not an endearment. A smile steals into his eyes and he nods at the truck. “You know, Lori would’ve killed me if I’d actually hit you with this thing.”

“I know.” I grimace. I have only met my sister once, when she visited Sydney, but she seems pretty forthright and fearless.

“Gus, too, if you’d dented the chromework.”

Now I know he is laughing at me. I turn away and hastily follow my suitcase into the cab.

Inside, the vehicle is all panelling and polish, a beautiful truck. It conjures a sudden childhood memory for me of riding in my father’s lorry with its gleaming, walnut dashboard and leather seats. I am surprised I can remember it so clearly, I must have been only four or five years old. With the long flight and my removal to New Zealand, and the nagging ache in my heart, this is all too much. I want to curl up in my seat and cry.

My chest burning, my throat tight, I stare out the window as Linc swings into the driver’s seat. He brings the scent of mountains, leather and shaving soap to the cab. I find it inexplicably divine. I embrace the distraction, breathing deeply as he slides the Kenworth into gear and moves slowly away from the kerb.

Have you lost your mind? Get yourself together, Kate.

Ooh, Katie, he’s cute!

“Do you need anything before we leave town?” Linc interrupts my thoughts as we leave the airport and join the flow of city traffic.

“Huh?” I am lost in my memories and the voices in my head.

He looks bemused. “Hungry? Thirsty? We’ve a bit of a drive ahead.”

“No, thankyou. I ate earlier. I think I just need sleep, more than anything.”

“Nothing to stop you.” He leans over and I flinch, but he is reaching behind me into the sleeping compartment. He drags out a pillow. “Here. It will take us a few hours to reach Lori’s farm.”

I stare at him. “Thankyou.”

“All good.” And he settles in to drive, his entire focus now apparently on the road. I wait but he doesn’t say anything else, so I lean on the pillow against the glass and let the scenery roll by.

From Wellington city, Linc steers us around the coast and through the faultline-forged Hutt Valley, lying north-south straight as a die. The truck’s wheels spin down Highway 2, following its curves into the foothills and over the hunched shoulders of the Remutaka Range. Linc is silent and I am left to my thoughts. Half-dozing, I wonder if he senses my pensiveness. I’m not sure I can ascribe much sensitivity to this man, he hasn’t said much and his first words were to scold me. Then I remember the pillow, and frown.

I look outside at the hills, cast golden in the fading light. I watch the truck’s shadow flitting alongside, and marvel at the unknown trees and jagged hills of my new home.

We arrive at Lori’s farm just on dusk. The farm is isolated and Lori is still out, her house dark and unwelcoming. I tap at my cellphone but there is a scant bar of reception here and no new message from Lori. 

Linc hesitates, the truck burbling gutturally in Lori’s driveway. I can’t tell if he is annoyed by the delay, or resigned. “Do you know if you are staying at Lori’s place, or in the old homestead?”

I pull a crumpled note from my pocket and read awkwardly, “Is that Way-, Why-...”

“Waiata. That’s the original homestead for this farm. Named after the Māori word for a song or a chant.” He rubs at his jaw and comes to a decision. “I’ll take you straight there. You can get settled in, and Lori will find you when she gets back.” He swings the truck smoothly round the circle drive, turns left and rumbles on up a gravel track, hauling us deeper into the farm.

My new home is an old, weatherboard farmhouse nestled at the end of a large, treed paddock. As we approach, I expect to feel some kind of excitement but the place just looks cold and lonely. There is a big, unlit bay window, verandahs, a whitewashed chimney over the tin roof, and shadowy pines beyond. I open the truck door and cool, pine-scented air rushes in.

Linc jumps down and totes my luggage onto the back porch. “Back door will be open,” he says briskly. “It always is, here. If you want to lock up, the key will be on the sill.”

I am staring at the house. “The garden looks overgrown – wild, almost.” I can’t tell in this darkness if I love it or hate it.

“She’s an old house but she has a good heart.” He hesitates a moment in the gathering twilight. “Are you alright?”

Not will you be alright, but are you. I bristle. Does he know something about me? “Yes, of course.”

“I know Gus is in Taranaki overnight, and Lori must have been held up with something important. She wouldn’t have wanted to miss you.”

“Yes.” I suddenly want him gone. With his gorgeous eyes and his solicitousness, he confuses me.

“I could help bring in your...” Linc leans reflexively to lift my luggage again.

“No!” I take a deep breath. “No. Thankyou.” I’d rather he was still a brusque and offhand stranger – not this handsome man with kind eyes, enquiring if I’m OK.

Linc gives me a long look, then a smile. “Alright. Goodnight, Kate Dale.” He swings into the cab, fires up the engine and rolls off down the driveway. I stand in the sudden darkness and feel the night close in around me.

This is your new home, Katie.

I step onto the worn timber boards by the back door and run my hand along the wrinkled paintwork of the nearest sill. I open the door of faded blue to reveal a gloomy hallway beyond. There are signs of a kitchen and living rooms to the left, bathroom on the right, then a right-angled turn, presumably leading to bedrooms. Moonlight filters through the tall windows ahead, and musty air speaks of a large, rambling house long left empty. There is a tumble of firewood beside me in the porch and the glint of starlight on glass. I breathe in the night air and find it full of blossom scent, pine shavings and dust.

I feel abandoned, yet I came here of my own free will. I feel lost, yet I hope to find something. Anything.

I am terrified.

This is perfect.

*
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Out on the highway, Linc gives the Kenworth her head. He feels the powerful truck engine surge, barrelling through the Wairarapa night towards his home. His gaze is focussed on the twin headlights scything between the fencelines, dashing over the intermittent white lines reflecting in his eyes.

He feels angry, worried, thoughtful. Is it possible to be all those things at once?

Kate Dale. She’d impressed him at first sight, so small in stature, with bobbed, honey-coloured hair and startling green eyes. She’d stepped off that kerb like she was about to take on the whole world. Yet after his initial shock at almost running her over, he’d sensed fragility in her. When he’d joked around, she looked at him like he might eat her. She had seemed so sad in the cab, and she’d flinched when he reached to get the pillow.

Why had she flinched? Had she imagined he would hurt her? Linc felt terrible. It was not like he could straight up ask about something like that, so he’d made no comment at the time, but he’d thought about it most of the way to Lori’s place.

Now he shifts down a gear to approach a junction, and grimaces. Linc is aware that Kate is not his type. He has always gone for confident women, women with a bounce in their step and a sparkle in their eyes, who will tell him exactly what they want. He knows where he is with that. And he’s definitely not looking for anyone – he’s got Sue to think about.

But, as he veers right at the junction towards home, he can’t get her out of his head.

*
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When I walk into Lorien’s old homestead, the first thing I notice is the silence. The second thing is the sheer darkness of night. I’ve just come from inner city Sydney, where the glare of lights and roar of traffic has been a constant in my life. The incoherent rumble of engines, wheeze of brakes and occasional siren has backfilled my every thought and moment. There, I was surrounded by hundreds, thousands, millions of people, all of us inhabiting the same humming, breathing beast of a city as it sprawled gracelessly from Bondi to the Blue Mountains, trailing glittering tendrils north and south.

And I grew up in London.

To be exposed to silence here, to the rawness of nature and open space without city trappings around me, is shocking. A nature, too, that I do not recognise. The trees seem different here, thicker, darker, the bush gullies too dense to walk through. The homestead garden appears to loom outside my windows. My life is filled with an endless sense of space tonight and I feel threatened.

I muster my courage and set out to explore the house, switching on lights as I go. I leave them all burning – the bare bulb by the back door, the carriage lamps on the front verandah, the living room lights ablaze so they spill through the French doors and the bay window, setting the unkempt rose garden aglow. 

I find there are four bedrooms, one with a little ensuite. I name them each Lavender, Rose, Sunflower and Bluebell, according to their faded wallpapers. I feel too restless to choose one, so I will take turns sleeping in each.

I plump up some pillows on the big old bed in Bluebell, the smallest of the rooms, and climb in, still wearing my clothes. I lie there, trying not to think, visually tracing the decorative plaster on the high ceiling over and over, until I know the patterns intimately.

When I sleep at last, it is fitful. I jump awake every time a breeze gusts through the pines or rattles the windowpanes. I feel raw, exposed, and it isn’t all due to the wreckage I’ve made of my life.

*
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In the morning, Lori turns up full of apologies. She explains that her eldest son had fractured his wrist falling out of the tree and she’d spent the entire afternoon in hospital while it was assessed and treated.

I am so happy to see her I lean into her hug and ask, almost desperately, if she’ll stay for a cup of tea. Lori has left some supplies in my kitchen for my arrival, so she says cheerily that of course she’ll stay.

Lori is smiling and I think then that she is beautiful as I stand there, smiling too. Lori inherited our Māori father’s height and dark eyes, and her mother’s wavy, auburn hair, which she wears in a ponytail. I am much shorter and honey blonde, with the green eyes and more solid build of my English/Irish mother. We are half-sisters, alike in little ways and yet not, still tentatively building a relationship now we’ve found each other after so many years.

There is a garish, 1950’s dining set in the big farmhouse kitchen and Lori perches there while I make the tea. The gas cooker is temperamental and the teapot big enough to serve an entire shearing team, but I manage. I set out tea in mismatched mugs while Lori chatters about her family, their new truck, and the farm.

“Are your boys at school today?” I ask, setting a plate of shortbread on the table.

“Oh, no, it’s school holidays, they’re home for another four weeks.” Lori rolls her eyes. “I sent them the long way round the farm, that’s all, they should be here right about...” And there is a sudden outbreak of scuffling and yelling at the back door as three boys tumble into the hall.

They elbow each other and shove, each trying to be first into the kitchen. “I’m da first!”

“No, me da first!”

“You were both last. I was first.”

“No way! Oh, hi auntie Kate. Yook, Nikki an’ Tommo, here’s auntie Kate!”

“Hi, auntie Kate,” chorus the other two.

“Hello, boys.” I am surprised at the sheer energy and chaos that the three boys bring as they bounce in and head straight for the biscuits. The tallest boy, Tommo, has a plaster cast on his arm and he appears already well adjusted to it. Three-year old twins, Nikau and Taika, scramble into my lap for a brief, chaotic hug, perhaps also to get closer to the shortbread plate.

Lori deftly supervises the rationing, mediates between the twins when they think they’ve been shortchanged a biscuit, then sends them all outside to look for plums in the orchard.

She turns back to me. “That’ll give us five minutes, if we’re lucky. Now tell me, what did you think of Lincoln?” She peers at me over the rim of her mug.

“Um...” I’m not sure why she’s asking, and I feel like a deer in the headlights.

Lori laughs. “It wasn’t a trick question, Kate! It’s just that Linc can be a bit abrupt and I wondered if he was on his best behaviour, like I told him he should.” She sounds amused, almost sisterly, and I wonder at Linc’s relationship with Lori and Gus. Is he an employee or a friend? Maybe it’s both, in this small-town life.

“Oh. Well, he was polite enough.” After he got over almost hitting me with the truck. “To be honest, he didn’t say much.”

“Well, if he does it’s worth listening to. Especially if you like horses. He is an absolute legend with horses, and my boys love him.”

I like horses, I think, musingly – but in typical Lori fashion she is off now on another topic, laughing about her boys’ antics in hospital while the burly, male nurse plastered Tommo’s arm. She says Nikau is now obsessed with playing nurse dressups and keeps trying to ‘fix’ his brothers.

I have time to relax a little. It’s not like I need to worry about what she thinks of Lincoln. After Jeffrey, I’ve sworn off men completely. I am here to rest, heal and write. I have no time for a man, and no interest in one.

*
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Sue swings into the sunlit breakfast room of Summer Homestead, her blonde hair still damp from the shower, her tone light. “Rae rang this morning to chat. She said there’s someone moving into the Waiata Homestead, a relative of Lori and Gus. Do you know who it is?”

“A woman called Kate Dale.” Linc is buttering toast and doesn’t look up. “I dropped her off there last night.”

“Oh?” Sue’s attention is arrested. “What’s she like?”

About your age. Cute as a button. Scared of me. “I think she’s Lori’s sister, but she doesn’t look much like her.” He pauses. “I nearly ran her over with Gus’s truck.”

Sue grins. “So, you haven’t lost your usual charm, Linc darling!”

Linc raises an eyebrow. “I’m not trying to charm anyone, Suse. I’m perfectly happy here with you and Brick.” He looks down at the Labrador lying at his feet and is whacked by a wagging tail. “See? Brick is happy, too.”

Brick rolls upside down, begging, and Sue laughs. “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you both.”

Linc hands her toast and coffee. Sue pours them both orange juice. After a while, Sue muses, “It’ll be good for the old place, to have someone in it.”

“Yes.”

And nothing more is said of Kate – but Linc heads off to the farm still thinking about her.
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Chapter 2
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Lady Hatwick is everything I am not. She is tall and buxom with lively, golden ringlets and a husky, mesmerising voice. She is charming. She is confident. She is bold. As I tentatively dip my toes in the waters of my new life at Waiata Homestead, with its creaking floorboards and sprawling garden, Lady Hatwick unfurls, phantomlike, from my laptop and establishes herself in my heart and imagination.

I wonder – no, perhaps hope! – that in time I can borrow some of her character.

At the quiet click of the door latch, she lifts her head from the rumpled pillows and presses one hand to her breast. Her heart quickens when she sees that it is him. 

He too has not slept. He, also, has recalled their frenzied meeting in the drawing room and tossed unsatisfied in his bed, until he found himself drawn inexorably to her chamber. His eyes now meet hers, glowing and intense in the candlelight. He lifts an eyebrow in silent query.

She rises from the tangled sheets, shakes back her golden hair and loosens the ribbon of her gown with swift, sure fingers. Lace slips over her shoulder and trails across her breast, making her skin shiver and her nipples swell erect.

He hastens forward, reaching for her with strong hands. His lips meet hers urgently, hungrily, and his body...

“Hello?”

I start at the sound of his voice, strong, clear, and startlingly out of place in Lady Hatwick’s crimson-papered bedchamber. I nearly fall off the old chair. Bloody hell, it’s Lincoln! I click ‘Save’ and quickly snap down the laptop lid, jumping to my feet like a naughty schoolgirl caught writing graffiti in the loo.

“Hello,” I bleat huskily. “In the office. Um, the dining room!”

I hear Linc kick off his boots in the back porch and stroll down the hall. He leans his head round the door. My heart is hammering.

“Mornin’,” he says. He catches sight of my face – it feels beetroot red – and he gives me a funny look. “Sorry, am I interrupting something? I can come back later.”

“No, I...” I feel my face flush hotter. I cannot possibly tell him that I’m in the middle of writing about steamy infidelity, that I’m trying to work out just how Lady Hatwick would like it best, and what to call handsome Duke Everland’s huge, throbbing...

“Try Dick,” says Linc.

“Oh, that won’t do... What?” I blink and stare at him in astonishment.

“Dick,” he repeats patiently. “Dick Trelaney. You mentioned the other night that the garden needed trimming and he’s the man, he has a weed eater.”

“A weed, er... Oh, yes! The thing that mows grass, the long thing on a...” I stop talking and lean weakly against my desk. “Trelaney, you say?”

“He lives on the Rowan farm. I gave him a call, he can drop round tomorrow. Will you be here?”

Yes, I think to myself, I’ll be wrestling with Lady Hatwick’s guilt complex by then. So, I nod.

“Sweet,” he says. “I can’t help ’cos I’m drilling a bore at old Carmichael’s place but don’t worry, young Dick’s primo, he’ll do the job alright.”

“Primo?”

“Sweet as.”

“Oh.” I’m still in the dark about what ‘primo’ means, but this confusion is more welcome than my earlier, cheek-flaming mess. I’m unfamiliar with the Kiwi vernacular. Maybe ‘primo’ is like ‘premium cat food’ or premium cut meat. I blink at the fleeting, mental image of Linc’s hands gliding over Lady Hatwick’s soft skin, interposed with cute lambs leaping about, ‘premium quality’ stickers plastered to their sides.

Kate, you’re losing it.

I frown at the voice in my head. “Thanks for ringing him but you know I could have done it myself. I’m not helpless.”

He gives me a light, quizzical smile. “Did I say you were helpless?” His bare arms are brown, his jeans dusty blue against the cream doorframe.

I lift my chin. “Not as such.”

“Alright then.” Linc pushes himself away from the wall and heads for the back door. He whistles as he pulls on his boots and takes the porch steps two at a time.

I stare after him. The other night? Two weeks have gone by since Linc dropped me here and I mentioned the overgrown garden, but he doesn’t seem to have noticed. Perhaps time passes differently here.

And why were you so rude, Katie?

“Bye,” I say, but needlessly, for Linc has already gone. I cross to the French doors to watch him go, and see him untying a horse from the orchard gate. That’s why I hadn’t heard him coming. Maybe I need a dog, to help guard against more awkward surprises. Yes, something yappy.

That thought is quickly quashed as I feel the silence of the house settle gently around me again. To my writer’s mind it has become a warm, welcoming silence, and I imagine that it would be disturbed forever by the whuffling, pattering presence of a small dog. I trail my fingers along the rimu join between panelling and wallpaper, wandering back to my desk and into Lady Hatwick’s bedchamber...

That evening I make a platter of Brie cheese, cracked pepper wafers and local Featherston olives, and take it onto the front verandah with a Marlborough sauvignon blanc. Dusk is beginning to wane, the far paddocks are shrouded in gloom, and scent from the pink climbing roses on the white timber fretwork hangs heavily in the still air.

The cast iron benchseat feels cold but I kick off my sandals and lean back to watch the last flicker of sunset dissolve into night.

I have a growing sense of peace. Here, watching furred moths dance around the carriage lamps, listening to owls calling in the bush gully, I am far, far from my old Darlinghurst apartment, my old job and Jeffrey. Especially Jeffrey. I have to recall deliberately, almost with a start, that he is no longer in Darlinghurst but has gone back to London. Well, good riddance. And woe betide any poor English soul who falls in love with him.

I wonder briefly if it would be possible to brand a guy with a ‘Beware, Bastard’ sign on his forehead. You know, to warn other women. Why must it be the lot of each new, unsuspecting female to fall for the flowers, expensive gifts and money splashed around, the bewitching spell he weaves with sports cars, shining shoes and aftershave? I can still smell Jeffrey’s aftershave and I flinch at the thought. I so want to show her that beneath that beautiful smile and chiseled jaw lies a heart so cold and jealous, an anger so poorly controlled that her confidence and joy will soon be shattered and her life will become a cage. A fragile, frightening cage. A lonely, hostile cage.

I flinch away from the memories and dig into the Brie. Fuck it. And I hear my mother’s plaintive cry of ‘Language, Katie!’ from the recesses of my mind. So I reach for those memories instead. They are softer, warmer. They are filled with love. And I think that I would give anything right now to have my mum sitting beside me on the bench, reaching for her teapot to pour another cup, feeding morsels of fresh jam and scone to her trembling, ancient fox terrier
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