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      Zoe sat up in bed and groaned. Just how much had she drunk last night?  Still, it had been worth it. Without a large dose of Dutch courage, she would never have found the fortitude to give her loser boyfriend his marching orders. A wave of relief helped wash away her hangover. Had she been cruel? No, not cruel, more like direct. But what choice did she have? After all, last night was the third time she’d tried to tell that man they were through. He was just so darn persistent, like a human limpet.

      Zoe contemplated going back to sleep, but her mind was too busy. Why did she always have such bad luck with men? You wear your heart on your sleeve, my girl, her mother would say. There’s your problem. Zoe pulled the pillow over her head. What could she do? That’s just the way she was made. But Zoe had to admit that her system wasn’t working out. Not at all.

      People had warned her about Hugo, but she hadn’t listened. It wasn’t in her nature to be cynical or suspicious, and she liked that about herself. Her friends saw it differently. They said she was trusting to a fault, gullible even. They said she was naïve and no judge of character. Her friends had been right ‒ again.

      The last six weeks with Hugo, for all its dysfunction, was the closest thing to a relationship that she’d had for a long time. Before him there’d been a string of the most appalling, dead-end dates imaginable. She wasn’t blameless of course. She could be recklessly honest, speak her mind without thinking, screw things up, but still ... What about the guy who talked about himself non-stop for so long that she set the stopwatch on her phone, just out of curiosity? Thirty-three minutes straight. She didn’t even have the opportunity to say something tactless with that one. Then there was the guy whose interests were lifted word for word from her Facebook profile. He liked the exact same movies, same books, same bands. It had given her the creeps. There was the cheap date who proudly admitted he’d complained about the food to get their meals for free. Weirdest of all was the one where the man’s wife had joined them half-way through dinner to explain she was dying of cancer and wanted to set her husband up with a nice girl before she gave up the ghost.

      Zoe hauled herself from bed and looked out the window. Down on the street people hurried like ants, an anonymous throng that she was too often a part of. She felt empty, hollow. This wasn’t how she imagined her life would be.

      Zoe glanced at the time. Almost nine o’clock. A sudden sick feeling hit her, until she remembered Monday was her day off. How she hated working at that library. When she finished a degree in zoology at Sydney University last year, she’d hoped to work for Parks and Wildlife, or maybe as a research assistant with the CSIRO. She’d even applied to the Australian Antarctic Division. With a major in marine mammals, she might have scored a job on the Weddell Seal Project, or researching the Southern Ocean Whale Sanctuary. But here it was, end of August, and she hadn’t even made a second round interview. So Zoe was stuck working at the university library. Not even in the zoology department. She would have loved being surrounded by biology books all day. But no, she’d been assigned to the deadly-dull engineering faculty. Technical journals and pimply first years hitting on her. Yuck.

      Zoe wandered from the window towards the kitchen. She craved a greasy hangover-cure breakfast, but the contents of her fridge was disappointing. The Macdonald’s down the road seemed like the best option. Zoe caught sight of herself in the mirror as she pulled on jeans. Her tangled, brown hair already looked greasy, although she’d just washed it yesterday. For years she’d wondered how it would look short, really short. Perhaps today was the day to find out? She paused, frowning at the spare tyre around her tummy and the generous curve of her hips. Her tall frame could usually carry a little extra weight, but six weeks with foody Hugo had tipped the balance. Her stomach rumbled. She could really go a bacon and egg muffin right now. The diet could wait.

      Zoe brushed her teeth and dragged a comb through her hair. What she really wanted was to get away. From her dingy flat, where she wasn’t even allowed to have a cat for company. From the library, and her dreadful dates, and the Macca’s round the corner.

      The phone rang from somewhere in the bed clothes. She fumbled for it, in two minds whether to answer or not. What if it was Hugo, or the library asking her to work today? She didn’t recognise the number. ‘Hello?’

      ‘This is Bridget Macalister, director of the Reef Centre at Kiawa.’ Zoe had applied for a position at the Queensland marine park months ago. The pay on offer had been modest, little more than a keeper’s salary, but she was more than willing to start at the bottom. Hearing nothing, she assumed she’d struck out.

      ‘Congratulations,’ said Bridget. ‘You have the job.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The train’s rhythmic clickety-clack was soothing as a lullaby. Zoe propped in the corner, half-awake and half-asleep, until a change in tempo roused her. She blinked out the window, then checked her watch. Why was it so dark? She checked her watch again. Five-thirty on a September afternoon in Queensland. It should still be broad daylight. Nose pressed against the pane, she stared at the pall lying over the landscape.

      The middle-aged man sitting opposite leaned forward, a helpful expression on his ruddy face. ‘Black snow, luv.’

      ‘Excuse me?’ said Zoe.

      ‘Bundy’s black snow.’ He gestured out the window to the strange grey world. ‘They’re burning the cane.’

      

      Zoe stood on the platform as the other passengers hurried away, fingers curled tight about the handle of her suitcase. First time in Bundaberg. First time anywhere in regional Australia for any length of time. There’d been a few family trips up the coast as a child ‒ magical beach holidays that had inspired her love of the ocean. But apart from that, Zoe was a Sydney girl through and through, born and bred in Bankstown.  A city girl who was determined to embrace this new lifestyle, this new opportunity, this new job.

      Her stomach churned with excitement. She glanced around the old station building with its cream weatherboards and bullnose verandahs.  Full of old world charm, but she was too wound up to appreciate it. Zoe wandered towards the exit, momentarily confused as she caught sight of her altered reflection in a window.  What had she been thinking, getting her hair cut so short? It had seemed such a good idea at the time. A bold new look, practical too, because her new job would entail much swimming and diving. But instead of sassy and stylish, it made her look like a boy with too small a head. A head that looked odd on her generously-proportioned body. She’d have done anything to have her old hair back. Zoe frowned at her reflection, then moved further down the platform to avoid seeing herself. A pinhead, that’s what she was now.

      

      She could smell fire. Cinders got up her nose, burned her throat, stung her eyes. So much for fresh country air. A handsome man wearing a bush hat was watching her. Was that him? Was that the man Bridget had sent to collect her? She smiled and smoothed her close-cropped hair. He separated himself from the fence and strolled over. ‘Quinn Cooper. I’m your lift.’ He extended his hand and swept off his hat in an old-fashioned gesture. ‘Welcome to our little slice of paradise.’ Something deep in her stomach flipped over in an all too familiar way.

      ‘Zoe,’ she said. ‘Zoe King.’ His hand-shake was firm, just the way she liked. In fact, on first impressions, there was a lot to like about this man. Attractive in a laconic, sunburnt sort of way. Older than her, about thirty. Lanky and tall, with a dark, close-cut beard, and that hat made him look like an actor from a pioneer movie. Honest grey eyes and a slow Queensland drawl in his voice. She started to thank him, but an embarrassing coughing fit choked away her words.

      Quinn looked concerned. ‘Apologies for the smoke,’ he said, like somehow he was responsible. ‘The wind changed unexpectedly and brought it into town. Best get you a drink.’ His hand brushed hers as he took charge of the suitcase. They set off towards the platform gate, and Zoe swallowed hard, trying to quell the tickle in her throat.

      An elderly station attendant stepped forward. ‘Afternoon Quinn.’ He tipped his hat. Zoe searched in her bag. Where was that ticket?  But the man waved them through to the car park regardless. The train blew its whistle and pulled away from the platform, to continue its seventeen-hundred-kilometre journey north to Cairns.

      ‘In you get.’ Quinn put her bags in the back of the red Jeep Wrangler.

      Zoe reached for the handle but he beat her to it. She was a little taken aback. Nobody ever opened car doors for her back in Sydney. She settled into the passenger seat, eyes drawn  to the faded glory of an old hotel opposite. They swung right into a broad thoroughfare, past buildings flanked by coconut and date palms. Past the unexpected grandeur of Bundaberg’s historic Post Office, with its Italianate Victorian design and imposing clock tower. Quinn pulled over in the main street.

      ‘I’ll buy something to wet your whistle. What’ll it be?’

      ‘Diet Coke thanks.’

      Quinn returned with two bottles of ice tea. ‘Coke’s no good for you.’ Zoe didn’t like tea, ice or otherwise. She took a sip and screwed up her nose. Yet despite the taste, it was oddly refreshing, and did a good job of soothing her irritated throat. Quinn glanced across and nodded approvingly as she took a bigger gulp. ‘I’ll head down Quay Street, give you a look at the river.’

      Bundaberg’s Burnett River was home to one of the world’s rarest living fossils – the lungfish. She’d written a university paper about it. Zoe sat forward, eager to see the waterway for herself. But she caught barely a glimpse across the parkland before they turned and headed out of town.

      Zoe finished her drink and looked for a place to put the empty bottle. She settled for holding it between her bare knees.

      ‘So,’ said Quinn. ‘You’re the new dolphin trainer.’

      ‘Trainer? No, I’m a zoologist. Majored in marine mammals: seals, whales, dugongs ... that sort of thing. Although I do have a special interest in cephalopods.’ She wet her lips with her tongue. ‘Are you on staff at the Reef Centre?’

      ‘Not me. I grow cane out at Kiawa. But I do know your boss, Bridget Macalister. We’re getting married next year.’

      Oops! Just as well she’d sworn off men. Her boss’s boyfriend was about as far out of bounds as you could get. ‘Congratulations,’ said Zoe. ‘I’m really looking forward to working with Bridget. Such impressive research credentials.’

      ‘Bridget’s great, the absolute best.’ Quinn’s eyes shone with pride. How sweet. ‘You’ll love her. Everyone does.’

      ‘Will she be at the centre when we get there?’

      ‘Bridget said to bring you back to the farm. She’s arranged a welcome dinner.’

      Zoe stared out the window to hide her disappointment. She wanted to see the Reef Centre tonight. How could she wait until morning?

      A stiff wind change had cleared the smoke haze. At first, paddocks and orchards flanked the narrow road, giving way to emerald fields of cane as they drove farther from town.  She felt out of place in her black skirt and neat grey shirt. The vivid beauty of this Queensland spring cried out for colour.

      Quinn didn’t offer any further conversation. Half an hour later the car turned into a pair of tall gates hung between bluestone pillars. They passed beneath a gracious arch with the word  Swallowdale emblazoned across it.  A few minutes later a white house came into view on a rise. More of a mansion really. Sweeping lawns and sub-tropical gardens framed the imposing two-storey homestead. Wrap-around balconies featured wrought-iron lacework, and numerous arched floor-length windows gleamed like diamonds in the late-afternoon sun. Tennis courts stretched beside a river on the left, with what looked like stables beyond them. A pretty cottage nestled beside a broad ornamental lake, fringed by trees. Some sort of lookout tower stood near the water. Further afield, a sea of sugar cane stretched to the horizon, topped with feathery seed heads that wafted in the wind like waves. The only blight on the magnificent view was a dark plume of smoke.  Zoe was stunned. People paid to have wedding receptions at places like this. Everything screamed of old money.

      ‘What a lovely home.’ An understatement, but it was all she could come up with. The only time she’d seen anything quite so grand was in a glossy magazine.

      ‘Built by my great-great-grandfather,’ said Quinn. ‘Jack Cooper was a pioneer of Bundaberg’s sugar industry. Since then, the eldest son of each generation has taken over the plantation.’ He heaved a sigh, as if the worries of the world lay on his shoulders. ‘My father passed away last year, so the job’s mine now.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Zoe. ‘I mean I’m sorry to hear that you lost your father. I imagine you love running Swallowdale.’

      ‘Of course.’ Quinn swung onto the circular drive and pulled up by the homestead’s rose-covered entrance. ‘It’s an honour for any man to follow in his father’s footsteps.’

      ‘Well, I suppose that depends on the father, doesn’t it?’ said Zoe. Quinn shot her an odd sideways glance before climbing out. He walked around to her side of the car, but by the time he got there, Zoe had opened the door for herself, and was standing triumphantly on the groomed, gravel driveway. ‘Take my dad for instance,’ she said. ‘He drives a school bus. I wouldn’t want to do that.’

      Quinn gave a tight smile and hauled her suitcase from the back. A black-and-white border collie with a magnificent coat came bounding up to them. ‘Meet Captain.’

      The dog propped on Zoe’s feet and trained his beautiful, brown gaze on her. She knelt down to hug his neck. Captain offered a paw.

      ‘You’re honoured. He doesn’t often take to people like that.’

      Out of the corner of her eye Zoe noticed movement on the balcony. Someone was watching them ‒ a teenage boy with dark wavy hair. Quinn followed her gaze. Zoe waved to the boy but he ducked from sight.

      ‘That’s Josh, my kid brother.’ Quinn laid an unexpected hand on her arm, and glanced around as if someone might hear. ‘Josh is well … different. Not quite right. ’ Quinn glanced up at the empty balcony. ‘Cut him some slack, okay?”

      ‘Of course,’ said Zoe, wondering exactly how Josh was not-quite-right. ‘Thanks for telling me. I’d hate to put my foot in it. I do that a lot I’m afraid.’

      Quinn smiled. ‘Well, so does Josh, so you’ll fit right in.’ He gestured towards the house. ‘After you.’ All this chivalry was going to take some getting used to.
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      ‘Zoe tells me she’s a scientist.’ Quinn took a bite of fluffy mashed potato.

      ‘That’s right.’ Bridget’s voice was low and musical. ‘Zoe’s our new research officer, funded by a grant from the Environment Department.’

      ‘So the government pays her salary, eh? That’s a good lurk,’ said Quinn. ‘But doesn’t the centre really need a dolphin trainer, not a researcher?’ A note of concern crept into his voice. ‘Don’t get me wrong, you’re doing a great job with those animals. You have a gift, no doubt about it, but you’re not super-human, Bridge. I worry about you, trying to do everything yourself.’

      ‘Zoe majored in marine mammals,’ said Bridget. ‘She knows plenty about training dolphins, don’t you Zoe?’

      Zoe almost choked on a piece of broccoli. Her knowledge of marine mammals was entirely theoretical, and it most definitely did not extend to training dolphins. She’d read a lot, and watched plenty of Flipper reruns on television — but that was it. Zoe shifted nervously in her seat. What to say? Both Quinn and Bridget had their gaze trained on her face, awaiting her response. ‘I did receive a high distinction for my work on operant conditioning training at the Sydney Aquarium,’ she said at last.

      ‘There.’ Bridget shot Quinn a triumphant glance. ‘I told you so.’

      Zoe concentrated on her plate, hoping nobody would notice the blush of embarrassment creeping up her cheeks. It wasn’t a lie exactly. She had carried out a research project at the Sydney Aquarium in her second year, and it had involved training animals using operant conditioning – only they weren’t dolphins. She could see the title on the paper she’d so proudly submitted at the end of the semester. Associative Learning And Memory In The Common Sydney Octopus. The octopuses had constantly surprised her with their intelligence and problem-solving skills. She’d grown very fond of Gloomy, her main test subject. So fond in fact, that at the end of the project she’d stolen him from his tank and surreptitiously released him under a boardwalk into Darling Harbour.

      An awkward silence had fallen on the room. Zoe gazed out the window to where a rosy sunset flared on the horizon, looking like a picture postcard. Maybe if she changed the subject. ‘Isn’t Josh joining us?’ Main course was almost over, and there was still no sign of the boy. For some reason she hadn’t been able to get him off her mind.’

      ‘My brother is as unreliable with meal times as he is with everything else,’ said Quinn, though his tone was good-humoured. ‘But he usually turns up for dessert.’

      Zoe picked up her dainty crystal wine glass and turned it gently between thumb and forefinger, admiring the fine gold etching.

      ‘An antique,’ said Quinn. ‘The set belonged to my grandmother.’ He topped the glass up with shiraz. Zoe didn’t usually drink red wine, but it was all that was on offer, and it would be rude to refuse. Anyway, the more she drank the better it was tasting. To her delight, Bridget had stopped asking questions and started talking about her work.

      ‘ ... then Koko got the same idea,’ said Bridget,  ‘and soon we had five dolphins doing backflips all at once. The crowd loved it.’

      ‘How many dolphins do you have?’ asked Zoe.

      ‘Six in all,’ said Bridget. ‘Three bottle-noses and three spinners.’

      ‘I can’t wait to meet them. How far along are they in their rehabilitation?’

      ‘I’m afraid none of our current dolphins are candidates for release,’ said Bridget. ‘Five have permanent injuries and our youngest spinner, Baby, was born right here at the centre. He’ll never be able to fend for himself.’

      ‘What a shame,’ said Zoe. ‘That must be hard to come terms with.’

      ‘It’s heartbreaking,’ agreed Bridget. ‘I’ve dedicated my career to rehabilitating these animals. But it’s not all bad news. We’ve done lots of successful turtle and seabird rescues this year. You’ll meet all our patients tomorrow.’

      Zoe put down her knife and fork. ‘Imagine, living and working at the Reef Centre. It’s a dream come true.’

      ‘Not living there,’ said Bridget. ‘There’s been a change of plans.’

      ‘I thought accommodation came with the job?’ said Zoe

      Quinn drained his wine glass. ‘You’ll be staying here at Swallowdale, in the cottage. Fully self-contained and a cleaner once a week, who’ll also stock your fridge.’

      ‘But why?’ asked Zoe. ‘I mean, that’s very generous of you, but I was looking forward to staying at the centre. You said there was a bungalow right next door. It sounds perfect.’

      ‘Oh, we couldn’t do that to you,’ said Bridget. ‘I had a good look round that old shack last week. It’s more rundown than I realised, so Quinn offered the cottage instead. It’s quite lovely, with a view of the lake.’ She raised the silver serving spoon and turned to her fiancée. ‘More potato?”

      ‘No thanks, hon. Couldn’t fit in another thing.’ Quinn wiped his mouth with the crisp linen napkin and pushed back his chair with a satisfied sigh. ‘Never tasted beef so tender or spuds so fluffy. You’re a miracle Bridge, you know that?  Working all day and then racing over here to organise a slap-up meal? Don’t know how you do it.’

      Zoe’s hand strayed out of habit to push her non-existent hair back behind her ear. ‘Yes, it was delicious.’

      Bridget bowed her head a fraction in acknowledgement. ‘Hope you all left room for dessert.’

      Zoe’s eyes followed her new boss as she slipped from the splendid dining room into the kitchen: tall, tanned, enviably slim, and with the sort of luminous beauty you might expect of an actress or super model. She wore her sleeveless cream blouse, skinny jeans and embossed boots with such flair, Zoe half-expected a camera crew to pop out from behind the curtains. Bridget’s mane of golden hair bounced a little as she walked, as did her shapely bosom. It was apparent that she wore no bra, but her gravity-defying breasts remained horizontal. What a knockout. No wonder Quinn was besotted. Zoe was a bit besotted herself.

      Picking up her empty plate and wine glass, she hurried after Bridget into the kitchen. ‘You’ve gone to so much trouble.’

      ‘No trouble.’ Bridget gave Zoe a warm smile. ‘I love to cook, don’t you?”

      ‘Not exactly.’ Zoe copied Bridget and scraped off her plate into the in-sink garbage disposal. She’d never seen one before. It set up a low whirring sound. ‘Back home I used to eat a lot of  Macca’s.’

      Bridget’s mouth pursed with concern. ‘We don’t have a McDonald’s in Kiawa.’ She wiped her manicured hands on a tea towel. An enormous diamond on her ring finger caught the light, blazing silver and gold. Everything about Bridget was larger than life. ‘There’s a good fish and chip shop, but it’s not healthy to live on that stuff.’

      ‘No, I suppose not.’ Zoe pushed a piece of carrot down the sink, curious to see what would happen.  The Insinkerator gobbled it up. Then a stalk of broccoli met the same fate. She looked around for something else. A fork on Quinn’s plate still held a piece of gristle. Zoe reached for it.

      ‘I could show you some recipes,’ said Bridget as she pulled a multi-peaked lemon meringue pie from the fridge.

      Zoe started to thank her, then stopped. Oh dear. Her arm had knocked the little wine glass into the Insinkerator’s jaws. The whirring sound grew louder as savage, steel teeth crushed the antique crystal, grinding it to pieces. Bridget glanced across, but the shredding sound suddenly stopped. The beautiful wine glass was no more. Zoe stared in horror at the sink. What should she do? Should she say something? It would be too humiliating.

      When she turned around, someone was watching her ‒ the boy from the balcony. A good-looking kid with tousled chestnut hair and clever grey eyes; a younger version of Quinn. Where had he sprung from? Bridget glanced up from arranging the magnificent pie on a china cake stand, and visibly started. ‘Josh, I wish you wouldn’t sneak up like that. You gave me a fright.’

      The boy’s face fell, clearly unhappy to have displeased her. ‘Sorry Bridget.’ The words were uttered in a kind of slow motion, like he had to concentrate to get them out. He wasn’t slow on the uptake though. He knew exactly what had happened to the wine glass.

      Should she pre-empt him, confess her crime? No, a little too much time had passed. It would seem odd that she hadn’t mentioned it earlier. Zoe didn’t breathe. Would he tell? Josh wore a thoughtful  expression, as if he was trying to make up his mind. Then he grinned and something passed between them. She heaved a relieved sigh and shot him a grateful look. For some strange reason she knew her secret was safe.

      Bridget favoured Josh with a dazzling smile. His face lit up with pleasure, like a puppy who’d been patted. She handed Josh the cake stand bearing the magnificent pie and carefully lowered the bevelled glass lid on top, trying not to squash the mountain of meringue. ‘There. Do the honours please, Josh, and I’ll get the cream.’

      The boy carried the dessert into the dining room with exaggerated care. Quinn applauded when  he saw it. ‘Bravo. A masterpiece. I’m a lucky man alright.’

      The room fell silent as they feasted on the lightest, tangiest lemon meringue pie Zoe had ever tasted, complete with dollops of fresh, clotted cream. All except Bridget, that was. She announced that she was already full.

      Quinn removed the lid again, and picked up the silver cake server. He raised his brows and looked at Zoe. She was about to say yes please and dig in for a second helping, but the sight of Bridget serenely sipping her sparkling water made her pause. Reluctantly she shook her head. ‘You girls eat like birds,’ said Quinn, heaping up his dish. ‘Just as well, eh Josh? All the more for us.’ Zoe was rather flattered by the description. Nobody had ever said that she ate like a bird before. Far from it. She pushed away the memory of last week’s two-for-one Big Mac deal that she had taken such enthusiastic advantage of.

      There was something very strange in the way Josh shovelled the food in; grunting and chewing with his mouth open, unconcerned as cream dripped down his chin. Wild and uncivilised, like an animal feeding. Zoe poured herself a glass of water from the bottle on the table and tried not to stare. When Josh finished he started to hum loudly, tunelessly. Thank goodness Quinn had warned her. Josh was indeed a strange one.

      When they’d all finished, Zoe stood and picked up her dish. ‘Leave it,’ said Quinn. ‘It’s dark enough. I’ll show you how we burn a cane field. Quite a show.’ He looked about. ‘Anybody else coming?’

      Bridget shook her head. ‘I’ll stay and clean up.’

      ‘Me too,’ said Josh. The laboured affect in his speech could not disguise his eagerness to help, as he set about clearing the table. He was clearly as big a fan of Bridget as his brother was.

      Quinn rose to his feet. ‘Well Zoe, looks like it’s just you and me.

      

      Zoe grabbed the guard rail and hauled herself onto the platform at the top of the floodlit tower. Climbing the lookout’s vertical timber ladder left her dizzy and breathless, but she’d done it - challenged her fear of heights. A flush of pride passed through her. What an inspiring start to her new life.

      Quinn leaped nimbly up behind her, his shadow merging with hers. There wasn’t much room at the top. ‘I’m turning off the lights,’ he said. Zoe blinked a few times and inadvertently moved against him as the world went dim. She shivered slightly in spite of the warm evening.

      ‘There.’ Quinn pointed to the west. Three white jeeps moved in convoy along the edge of a field. Roof mounted spotlights cast bright moving circles on the standing cane. When the vehicles were evenly spaced along the length of the track they stopped. Zoe watched the nearest jeep. Men in orange visi-overalls emerged, carrying containers like giant oil cans with long spouts. Zoe gasped as sudden columns of flame flew from the cans, engulfing the wall of cane before them.

      ‘Drip torches,’ said Quinn. ‘They shoot a mixture of petrol and diesel.’ In a synchronised assault the men ignited the crop. Soon it blazed all the way along the track. Fire climbed into the dark sky, higher and higher, towering over the men. A dramatic sight, orange flames dancing against the black curtain of night.

      ‘Why wait until now?’ asked Zoe. ‘Why not in the daytime? Or is it just because it looks more awesome in the dark?’

      Amusement showed on Quinn’s face in the reflected glow of the flames. ‘Cane fires get pretty fierce,’ he said. ‘We wait until dusk for the temperatures and winds to drop. It’s safer.’ The fire increased in fury, roaring like an angry beast. It took off in a spectacular way across the paddock, leaping four, five, six meters high into the inky blackness. A sight equally frightening and thrilling. Zoe closed her eyes and imagined what she might be doing if she was back in Sydney. Eating takeaway in front of the television perhaps, or updating her Facebook profile.  Quinn took hold of the railing with both hands and leaned towards the inferno. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

      Heat flushed Zoe’s face and an acrid smell assailed her nostrils. She pictured the scorched earth, the billowing smoke, invisible in the darkness, choking everything in its path. She pictured animals and birds and insects, fleeing for their lives. ‘I read somewhere that they don’t burn cane any more,’ she said. ‘That the modern way is to cut it green, and leave the cane tops on the ground, like a kind of mulch.’

      ‘Trash-blanketing?’ said Quinn. ‘Yeah, some blokes do that, but not round here. We’re an old-fashioned bunch in Kiawa.’

      ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Wouldn’t mulching keep down the weeds? I mean, if it was better to cut cane green, why wouldn’t you do it? ’

      ‘You want to know why?’ An edge had crept into his voice. ‘My father burned cane, and his father before him, and his father before him. And that’s reason enough for me.’
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      ‘Well?’ said Bridget. ‘What do you think of our star attractions?’

      Six dolphins cruised around the natural salt-water lagoon of the Kiawa Reef Centre. The three smallest ones were particularly energetic, leaping from the turquoise pool in graceful arcs. Those must be the spinners, Stenella longirostris, literally meaning longbeaks. One of them shot forward and approached Zoe. They lacked the fixed smile of their bottlenose cousins, and were around half their size. More dainty, with slender beaks or rostrums, and soft brown eyes. Almost human eyes.

      ‘This is Baby.’ Bridget sat down at the edge of the water. The sleek little dolphin rolled upside down and presented his pale pink tummy to be scratched. Bridget obliged, then nodded to Zoe. ‘Come and say hello.’

      Zoe knelt down and tentatively stretched out her hand, enchanted by this strange and exotic creature inviting her to play. But she was also a little scared. Truth was, Zoe had never had much to do with real live animals. She’d grown up in a two bedroom flat in Bankstown, sharing a bedroom with her older sister Stacey. Mum worked as a cleaner and Dad drove Greyhound coaches between capital cities. The family seldom had enough room, time or disposable income for pets.

      When Zoe was little it had been fun sharing with Stacey. She’d adored her big sister, who told her stories about princesses being rescued by white knights, and always let Zoe crawl into bed with her when bad dreams came knocking.

      Everything changed though, when Stacey hit her teenage years. She no longer had time for her kid sister. With Mum working nights and Dad away so much, they weren’t allowed to have friends around very often.  Zoe abided by the rules, even though it put her on the outer at school. But it wasn’t long before Stacey was bringing boys home behind their parents’ back. She’d bribe Zoe with lollies or money to get lost. If that didn’t work, she’d threaten harm to Zoe’s most precious possessions. ‘If you don’t give me and Jayden some privacy, I’ll dump those stupid fish books of yours in the toilet. And don’t you dare tell Mum either.’ How Zoe had hated it. Banished from her own room, trapped in the cramped flat, unable to block out the mysterious giggles and thumps coming through the thin walls, no matter how loud she turned up the television.

      When Stacey turned seventeen she moved out and Zoe suddenly had some space to herself. What a luxury. She landed an after-school job at Bankstown public library and soon had enough money saved to set up a small aquarium in her room. She loved her fish, but it wasn’t quite the same as having a dog or a cat. You couldn’t form a relationship with a guppy. Lack of experience had left her timid about connecting with more challenging animals. And yet here was Baby, staring at her with those curious, intelligent eyes, demanding just such a connection.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Bridget. ‘You won’t frighten him.’ She didn’t realise Zoe was the frightened one. Why would she? Dolphins were so universally loved. Like so many little girls, Zoe’s side of the bedroom had overflowed with dolphin stickers and posters, closely followed by those of horses and unicorns. Dolphins, horses and unicorns - symbols of magic, power and fantasy in the life of a lonely child. She drew their pictures all over her school books and wrote sentimental stories and poems about them.

      But she’d since discovered that horses could be scary close up, having fallen off the only time she’d ever ridden one and broken her collarbone. Likewise she’d discovered that dolphins weren’t always the amiable characters of fairy-tale fame, spending their days frolicking happily in the waves and saving people from drowning. They were effective and cunning predators, capable of real aggression, and had been known to bite swimmers when provoked or frightened.  ‘Do not be taken in by dolphins and their winning smiles,’ her first marine mammals lecturer had warned her. Then he told the story of the Brazilian dolphin Tião, who sent twenty-eight people to hospital before eventually killing a swimmer.

      Bridget slipped out of her jeans to reveal bathers beneath. Zoe looked enviously at her boss’s toned, tanned thighs, and then to her own plump white legs emerging from khaki King Gee shorts. Baby uttered a series of swift clicks and whistles. ‘He wants us to join him,’ said Bridget. ‘Come on, you’ll dry off soon enough.’

      Zoe hesitated for a moment then sat down on the concrete edge, trailing her legs in the lagoon. Baby immediately approached, rubbing up and down against her like a smoochy cat. Zoe eased herself into the water. She stretched out her hand to feel skin as slippery and firm as wet rubber. Baby was surprisingly warm, like a living, breathing beach toy. He sidled close and on impulse she wrapped her arms around his sleek, streamlined body. It  throbbed with a strong, steady heartbeat. The dolphin’s physical presence delighted and overwhelmed her, chasing away her doubts.

      Now two more dolphins approached, playfully slapping their tails. One held a rubber dumbbell in its mouth by a little handle, and appeared to be playing keepings off. It hid the toy under its belly and between its fins when the others tried to snatch it.

      As Zoe relaxed, she began to appraise them with the eye of a scientist. Baby was a healthy young male, born at the centre, but according to Bridget the rest all bore injuries serious enough to prevent their return to the wild. The problem was obvious with the smallest bottlenose, whose tail bent permanently to the right, making it a clumsy swimmer. A second spinner nosed its way into her arms. Zoe winced to see a massive shark bite scar on its left side and a bullet hole through its dorsal fin. ‘That’s Baby’s mother,’ said Bridget. ‘Koko.’

      ‘Why hello, Koko,’ said Zoe as the dolphin offered her flipper for a shake. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you.’

      Now the biggest dolphin approached and Zoe drew in a quick, admiring breath. Indo Pacific bottlenoses were large dolphins, she knew that. But such theoretical knowledge hadn’t prepared her for real thing. The animal swimming straight for her was two-and-half metres long and must have weighed well over two hundred kilos. Bridget jumped up onto the paved pond edge. ‘Get out,’ she said. ‘Kane can get grumpy if you don’t have any fish for him.’

      Zoe hurried from the water. The big dolphin cruised by, casting a baleful glance her way as he passed, rolling slightly to reveal an attractive pattern of spots along his sleek, muscled side. The animal looked in good physical shape, apart from a drooping dorsal fin and a bloody laceration on his rostrum.

      ‘What happened there?’ asked Zoe. Several of the dolphins had cuts and scrapes on their skin, but Kane’s nose was by far the worst.

      ‘Kane fights the gates,’ said Bridget. ‘It’s a game he plays.’

      ‘What’s his story?’

      ‘A fisherman found him in trapped in a net, suffering from shark bites and a stingray barb to the jaw. He recovered here at the Centre and we released him into the bay. Kane was a bit of a lone wolf, raiding nets and intimidating swimmers. We took him seventy kilometres out to sea, but he returned within days, cadging fish and biting people. We don’t know why. Our vet, George Fairthorn, thinks the stingray barb may have permanently damaged his jaw so he can’t catch his own fish. Fisheries and Wildlife declared him a public nuisance. So for Kane it’s either the Centre or a bullet.’

      Kane lazily turned and swam past them again. His perpetually-smiling mouth gaped wide. There didn’t look to be much wrong with his jaw, or his gleaming rows of sharp white teeth.

      Further out in the lagoon, keeping its distance, swam another bottlenose, smaller than Kane. A dazzling, graceful animal, coloured in delicate shades of blue-grey with a pale blaze extending from head to dorsal fin. ‘What about that one?’

      ‘Mirrhi is from the off-shore Bora Reef pod. Fisheries and wildlife identified her by scars on her dorsal fin. She was washed up two years ago on a sand bar in mangroves, half-dead and tangled in plastic. It’s been a long road to recovery, and sometimes she still has seizures.’

      Zoe jumped as she became aware of somebody standing close behind her. Josh, wearing bathers and swim goggles and holding a towel. ‘Where did you spring from?’ she asked.

      Bridget laughed. ‘He’s always doing that.’ She waved him over, took the boy’s hands in hers and gave him a warm smile. ‘Aren’t you Josh? Always sneaking up on people?’ Josh’s face flushed a little. Zoe didn’t miss how his gaze slipped momentarily to linger on Bridget’s bare, brown legs. It looked like young Josh had a crush on someone.

      There was a flurry of movement in the pool. The dolphins were all crowding around Bridget now, leaping and slapping tails. Even shy Mirrhi seemed excited. ‘It’s getting near time for their training session,’ said Bridget. ‘They love learning new things. It’s all part of the environmental enrichment program we offer here at the centre, to encourage natural behaviour. We use a combination of sight, smell, taste, touch, and physical interaction. It’s as important to provide mental stimulation for the dolphins as it is to provide nutritious, well-balanced diets. Bored dolphins can develop some very negative habits. That will be one of your duties actually Zoe – to dream up some new fun stuff for these guys.’

      ‘I’ll get right onto it tonight.’ Enthusiasm for the task made her heart beat fast. Researching the latest developments in captive dolphin enrichment was a far cry from cataloguing engineering journals. She couldn’t wait to get started, couldn’t wait to prove herself to her new boss. Zoe stared about the sparkling cove and at the brilliant, blue curve of the bay beyond. She closed her eyes and breathed in the salty breeze blowing straight off the wild ocean. Sydney and its crowds and concrete seemed a very long way away.

      Bridget checked her watch. ‘Josh, go ask Karen for a bucket of fish and some of the dolphins’ toys?’ Josh dropped his towel and sprang to his appointed task. Zoe noticed that he wore a whistle on a cord around his neck, identical to one that Bridget was wearing. ‘Such a sweetheart,’ said Bridget. ‘He loves spending time with the animals here at the Centre. It’s a bit of a nuisance of course, but I just can’t seem to say no to him.’

      Zoe compared Bridget’s sunny personality with that of her former boss, old Miss Addis, head librarian at the engineering faculty. She was just plain mean. Petty, narrow-minded, always finding fault. Miss Addis regarded library users as the enemy, and loathed them with a vengeance. In her mind, students existed only to muddle up her nice neat shelves, and disrupt the rigidly organised cataloguing system.

      By contrast, Bridget was friendly and generous. Willing to put herself out, to interrupt her day in order to please an intellectually disabled boy. Did Bridget realise that she might be as much of an attraction for Josh as the animals were? Probably not. She seemed almost unaware of  how charismatic she really was. ‘Can I stay and watch?’ Zoe was determined to make a good fist of this job, and if that meant learning how to train dolphins then she’d learn, and quickly. How hard could it be?

      Bridget gave her an apologetic smile, sunlight glinting off perfect white teeth. ‘Not today I’m afraid. The plan is to hand you over to our head keeper, Karen. She’ll show you around the seaquarium and the rescue centre. Currently we have two pelicans, two turtles and several rays as inpatients. Karen will outline their rehabilitation plans, and also bring you up to speed on our new research project — mapping sea grass meadows and monitoring dugong populations.’

      The tantalising prospect of getting close to some real-life research pushed all other thoughts from Zoe’s mind. Dugongs worldwide were in trouble. Elusive and mysterious, they still held an almost mythical significance in many cultures. But they also faced butchery based on people’s ignorance, much like elephants and rhinos. Myths abounded. That dugong tusks were aphrodisiacs. That their hair and oil had miraculous medicinal value. Even their tears were believed to have magical qualities. To top it off, their meat was a delicacy in many countries. Australia remained the dugongs’ last stronghold, but so little was known about their lives. What an honour, to be involved in research that would help protect them.

      Josh returned with a bucket of fish, followed by a stout middle-aged woman with steel-grey hair and bright, blue eyes. ‘I’m Karen.’ She shook  Zoe’s hand. ‘Been looking forward to getting some help around here. If there’s time later we’ll take a trip out to Turtle Reef. How does that sound?

      

      Zoe followed the keeper towards a low, rundown building on their left, an ugly brick and concrete structure of seventies vintage.

      ‘Might not be too pretty to look at,’ said Karen. ‘But you’ll appreciate it in a cyclone. This place is built to withstand a category four.’ Cyclone? She hadn’t banked on any cyclones. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Karen cheerfully. ‘They don’t happen very often.’

      ‘I’m pleased to hear it.’ A swift look back revealed Bridget, stripped down to a bikini, standing on the edge of the lagoon. Josh stood beside her.

      ‘We use only sand-filtered sea water and natural sunlight in our aquarium,’ said Karen proudly. ‘There aren’t many built that way any more.’ They pushed through the doors, and were immediately bathed in soft aqua light. Fish of various shapes and sizes sailed around,  all in the same direction, behind panes of floor length glass. Snapper, cod, coral trout. A pair of graceful sting rays. A splendid lionfish, bristling with colourful spines. Zoe moved closer until her nose was almost pressed against the window. She gasped with delight as a green sea turtle swam past, mere inches from her nose.

      ‘Wait a moment,’ said Karen. ‘Our new guest should be by any minute ... there. Meet Chopper.’

      A three metre shark cruised by. Pointed snout, stout body and underhung  jaw, laden with rows of ragged teeth - a grey nurse. The white-tipped claspers on its belly told Zoe it was male. She frowned at the deep scar encircling the animal’s neck, maiming its first two gills. ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘Tangled in a shark net off Kiawa beach,’ said Karen. ‘The contractor responsible for checking the nets knew these guys are endangered and bought him here. Not before two smaller ones drowned though. On a brighter note, we hope he’ll mate up with our female. There might be the splish-splash of little fins before too long.’

      Grey nurse sharks were known as the labradors of the sea – friendly and harmless. Zoe felt an angry catch in her throat at the sight of the mutilated fish. ‘Shark nets don’t work, she said. ‘They actually have the opposite effect, attracting sharks to feed on the by-catch.  My professor wrote a peer reviewed paper on the topic, backed up by some very solid research.’

      Karen shrugged. ‘Try telling that to the Mayor, Leo Macalister. He says nets are needed to convince tourists that the beaches are safe. If you ask me, it’s all a big publicity stunt.’ She led Zoe out the back of the building and up a flight of stone steps.

      ‘Macalister …’ Zoe turned the familiar surname over in her mind. ‘Any relation to Bridget?’

      ‘The Mayor is Bridget’s father. And what’s more, he owns this whole place, including the cafe over the road and the beach shack next door.’

      ‘I don’t quite understand,’ said Zoe, ‘You mean Bridget’s father owns the Reef Centre?’

      ‘Lock, stock and barrel,’ said Karen.

      Zoe wasn’t sure why she was so taken aback. What was wrong with that? Somebody had to own the place. Maybe, with Bridget’s help, she’d convince the Mayor to look at that research paper on shark nets.

      They emerged onto the roof, offering stunning views across Turtle Reef National Park. Concrete pathways bordered an assortment of large, open air tanks. ‘We’re at the top of the seaquarium.’ Karen pointed to a rusty ladder leading down into the water. ‘That’s the access to the main display tank. It’s how you’ll get in for the shark feedings.’

      Zoe’s jaw fell open. ‘Shark feedings?’

      Karen nodded. ‘Our last girl quit on Friday. There’ve been quite a few disappointed visitors this week, I can tell you. I’d do it myself of course, but my back’s not so good these days.’ Her hands found the small of her spine for emphasis. ‘Gives me grief.’

      ‘I’m a researcher,’ said Zoe. ‘I’m here to, well … research. Not swim with sharks.’

      Broad amusement showed on Karen’s ruddy face, but she stopped short of laughing. ‘Your dive qualifications are up to date, right?’

      ‘Well yes, but …’

      ‘No buts,’ said Karen. ‘We all pitch in here where we can.’ Zoe opened and closed her mouth like a fish, but no words came out. ‘You’re not scared are you?’ asked Karen. ‘You said yourself that grey nurse sharks are harmless.’

      ‘Wasn’t there another shark up the back?’ said Zoe. ‘It didn’t look like a grey nurse to me.’

      ‘Oh, you mean Rosie? She’s our bull shark. Been here for years. Wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

      Zoe did not want an argument on her first day, but bull whalers, along with tigers and great whites, were one of the few sharks dangerous to people. They were responsible for most of the shark attacks in Sydney Harbour, and she had no reason to believe that their Queensland cousins were any more friendly. Still, if Rosie was tame and well-fed …

      There was another, more compelling reason why Zoe didn’t want to become the daily shark feeder. Wet-suits weren’t flattering garments for someone carrying extra weight, and being the centre of public attention wearing only skin-tight rubber would be an exquisite torture. Those things exaggerated a person’s natural physique. Bridget, for example, would look even leaner and more amazing. Of course she would. Zoe, on the other hand, would appear considerably fatter than she really was. She could cope with that on a research dive with a handful of colleagues all focused on their work. But to be gawked at by crowds of strangers? Kids making jokes? Skinny women smugly noting how heavy she was compared to them? Zoe sucked in her stomach. It was straining against the top button of her shorts. She imagined herself swimming clumsily around the tank, resembling a plump dugong, tempting the good-tempered Rosie to make a meal of her.

      ‘Well?’ asked Karen. ‘I’d hate to tell Bridget that you won’t do it. Might even be enough to make her look for somebody else.’

      ‘No problem.’ Zoe blurted the words out so swiftly that she surprised herself.

      ‘Excellent.’ Karen gave her a broad grin. ‘I knew we could count on you.’
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      The cane-train’s haunting whistle filtered through the fog of sleep. Zoe opened her eyes as a knocking sounded at the door. She opened her eyes, checked the clock and groaned. Seven o’clock. This was her day off. She was supposed to have Mondays and Tuesdays free in return for working weekends.  ‘Move over Captain, you big lug.’ The border collie was taking up half the bed. He thumped his tail, but  didn’t move.

      Zoe gave up and stroked his handsome head. She’d always wanted a dog, and had invited him to stay last night when he came to visit. His warm, solid presence was very reassuring. ‘Who needs a man when you have a dog, eh?’ Captain smiled and snuggled further down into the doona. His weight on her left leg had made it go to sleep and when she dragged herself to her feet, she almost fell over. Should she get dressed? The knock came again, more urgent this time. ‘I’m coming.’ Zoe stumbled to the front door.

      Bridget stood in the doorway wearing snow-white breeches, gleaming black boots and carrying a leather crop. She looked like a model from Country Life magazine. Zoe stood agape in her pilled, pink nylon nightie.  ‘We’re riding to the Hump,’ said Bridget brightly. ‘Quinn and me. You’re invited.’

      ‘Riding?’ said Zoe. ‘I’m afraid I can’t ride.’

      ‘Oh, come on. There’s nothing to it.’ Bridget fastened a stray strand of shining hair into
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