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DEDICATION


To finding love, even in the dark times.
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ONE

Arrival
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Late September 2015—Spring

Bluey pulled up in front  of the Wilson farmhouse. The drive into the property showed it was neat and well-kept. The farmhouse and veranda continued the theme. Although, like the few potholes on the dirt road in, the place was in need of some attention. And a cash injection. Not surprising, given the owner was a single mother with two—now one—high-school-aged son.

He’d attended the funeral of her younger son, Danny, Daniel Wilson, on Wednesday. He wasn’t sure why. A sign of respect, of support for a woman he’d seen about town with her boys. Their simple joy in each other’s company, the roughhousing between the three of them made their shared love ring clear as a cathedral bell. His heart had given an odd kick. It had taken a minute to realise it was envy. Helen Wilson’s love for her boys had warmed him from across the road.

It hadn’t been enough to save her son.

Knowing the bone-jarring helplessness that comes from losing a child was a large part of the reason he’d accepted her neighbour Brian Anderson’s job offer.

Brian had provided regular seasonal work for Bluey for more than a decade. He’d taken Bluey aside after the funeral and offered to bankroll him for three months to stay in New South Wales and work the Wilson dairy farm.

Only Brian Anderson, Bluey and Mrs. Wilson were party to who was paying his wages—Brian had asked for discretion.

Bluey respected Brian Anderson. He also liked that Brian trusted him around his younger farm-mad daughter, Grace, whose best friend since childhood had been Danny Wilson. Respected and liked Brian enough to abandon his annual pilgrimage from odd job to odd job, a path from the north coast hinterland of New South Wales, where he wintered, to Victoria and on to South Australia.

He also admired what he knew of the woman stepping through the front door of the old farmhouse. A few weeks ago, she’d been doing it tough, wrangling two teenage sons, a dairy farm and part-time work at a café in town. With Danny dead, Ryan, her older boy, had left town. Looking for work was one story, fleeing the gossip surrounding his brother’s suicide was a more malicious take on the situation. Bluey had worked beside Ryan a time or two, a good kid. And Bluey understood the need to get away before you exploded.

The front screen door banged shut and a woman moved from the shadows into the light. Her hands must have been in water by the way she was rubbing them down the sides of her jeans. “Bluey.” She nodded.

“Mrs. Wilson.”

She was an attractive woman, big brown eyes, a straight nose with a rounded chin and rosy, plump lips that inspired kisses. The mess of dark curls clustering on her forehead reminded him he’d always liked the look of her, though her pixie haircut could do with a trim. Probably not on her priority list right now. He mounted the bottom veranda step, dragging his Akubra from his head. “Brian Anderson said you had work for me. Thought I’d drop by to check if that was right by you?”

“Brian called me.” She looked like exhaustion was a distant memory, and she’d entered walking dead territory.

He’d stared at his own face in the mirror enough times over the years to recognise the look when tragedy makes space and time collide in ways almost impossible to comprehend.

“Brian said next week.” She smiled wanly. “I’ve lost track of time.”

“Easy to do. I was at Danny’s funeral. I’m sorry you lost your son.”

She leaned away from him, pain creasing her face, before she replied, “Thank you.”

Bluey was of the school that saying a dead loved one’s name aloud was a necessary confirmation that they’d lived and were loved. It had taken him years to come to that conclusion. So long, there was no one left for him to tell.

“I can start tomorrow. Monday. If that suits?” He held his hat between his hands.

“It’s Sunday, already?” She crossed her arms, cinching in the long-sleeved men’s shirt hanging loosely over her jeans. “Do you want me to call you Bluey? I’m sure your mother gave you another name.”

He’d been given the nickname on his first farm job. A typical Australian nickname for redheads, although the shaving mirror testified to a few grey hairs now threaded through the bright copper. It had suited him to have a new name. A chance to become someone else, because he didn’t like the man who’d left the big city behind. No one else gave his real name a thought, which was probably why he answered her.

“Lachlan, but I’ve been Bluey these last few decades.”

“Bluey”—she waved toward his van—“do you live in the van?”

“When I’m on the road, or if it’s necessary. I’ve been bunking in a room above the pub for the last few months.”

Studying him, she seemed to come to some sort of decision. “We both know Brian Anderson’s paying you for the three months. I’d like to make a contribution.”

He shook his head. “The pay’s fair.”

“Knowing Brian, I’m sure it is.” She straightened her shoulders. “But I have labourers’ quarters available and you’ll eat at the house.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“It is to me.” She dared him to challenge her. She’d fall over if he blew on her.

Then again, maybe not.

“Thanks, Mrs. Wilson. That would be great.”

“I’m Helen, Bluey.” Another challenge, and his respect deepened. She was a decent, hard-working woman who didn’t deserve the trouble that had come to her. “I can show you the quarters now. You can settle in or come back tomorrow.”

“Since I’m here, I’ll stay. And if I’m getting room and board, I’ll do the milking tonight.”

This time her smile was sweet. “It’s a deal. Let me grab a hat.” She stretched a hand inside the door and grabbed an Akubra as battered as his own.

If the hall was anything like her neighbour’s, then there’d be a hat rack, probably still stacked with coats and hats from the boys.

She headed toward a building about a hundred metres from the main house. Bluey fell into step beside her, breathing in her soft floral fragrance. He’d never been this close to her before. The jeans and loose-flowing shirt dipping to mid-thigh somehow enhanced his awareness of her as a woman, whereas he reckoned her current available headspace stretched to filing him as a helping set of hands.

“Will this do?” She pushed open a door and ushered him in.

She may have forgotten what day it was, but she’d cleaned his quarters and made up a bed. Given what had happened to her, her capacity to think beyond herself hinted at an inner strength he envied. Feminine with a backbone of titanium.

Maybe his baby Selina’s, death had been no one’s fault, like the doctors had said—sudden infant death syndrome. What the hell kind of world snatched away perfect baby girls? He and Becca had torn each other apart anyway. In all the ways that mattered, Lachlan Murdoch had died in Melbourne twenty years ago. Helen Wilson had had fifteen years of watching her son grow, of loving him, and now he was gone. How was she still standing?

“I’ll be more than comfortable here. Thank you.”

The small kitchenette had tea- and coffee-making gear and a container of what looked like homemade cookies. The quarters were generous. Bedroom, small bathroom, kitchenette and even a small living room.

“Built before our time. The farm once had a full-time worker. Ryan fixed it up in the last few years. The old shearers’ quarters are barely safe.” She sounded defensive.

“Good job you run cows rather than sheep.”

Colour crept up her throat, and she turned toward the milking shed. “I may as well finish the tour.”

It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the changed light in the shed before he glanced around. Similar in style to the Anderson spread next door, although he’d been told the Wilsons ran a smaller herd. Their milk was bought by the same company that handled the whole valley, a company that leaned on the farmers just enough that prices covered costs with a small profit. Not sustainable in the long run, but it wasn’t his business to comment.

“It looks straightforward.” Then something in her expression prompted Bluey to ask for more. “Any music to milk the cows?”

“Ryan and Danny had a playlist. I’d seize up if I had to listen to it.”

“Want me to ask Grace what was on it?”

He wasn’t going to pussyfoot around sudden, tragic death. Too many people had avoided the topic after Selina’s.

As if she hadn’t existed.

As if it was embarrassing or shameful to mention her.

As if she didn’t matter.

He’d lived that, making him the right person to decide that a nice woman like Helen Wilson shouldn’t live in hushed whispers.

* * *
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Helen studied Bluey. He was different up close. Reticent, rather than uncommunicative. Younger than she’d assumed. Maybe mid-forties. In his prime. At least his body was in its prime. She only noticed because that’s what she needed, a strong back and a commitment to work.

She’d seen him around town a time or two. Danny had let slip that Mr. Anderson trusted Bluey with Grace, something she’d forgotten until Brian offered her the labourer for three months. A gift she’d never be able to repay, but leapt at anyway. Not only did Brian and Mary Anderson not trust too many itinerant labourers around their girls, but Ryan had spent time with him, said Bluey knew what he was doing. And that decided the matter for her.

“How is Grace?” she asked.

“Shattered.”

No mealy-mouthed polite nothings for him. “I was at Danny’s funeral. I’m sorry you lost your son.”

“If I read her right,” he added. “She might like to be asked about the playlist.”

“Can you do it?”

“Would it make it harder or easier for you to hear Ryan and Danny’s music?”

“I don’t know.”

Helen looked at her hands. She didn’t know so many things. She’d experienced loss before, but not like this. Not her baby, so despairing he’d taken his own life. She wanted to hate the cruelty and prejudice of spiteful, small-minded people. But Danny wasn’t a hater. Ryan might become one. That’s why he’d had to leave.

“Let me know when you find out,” he said.

“Ryan will be back. No point in changing the music.” Helen clung to the belief Ryan had needed to go, but he’d be back. Ryan was the only one of the three of them who actually loved farming.

“Did the boys handle the cows?”

“Yes. I manage the house, do the accounts.”

“And work part-time at the café, I know.”

“I’ve never seen you there,” Helen said. Was he trying to distract her?

“I don’t socialise much, but I like a good coffee.”

“Would you like one now?”

Was he angling for an invitation? It had been so long since Helen had had a one-on-one conversation with a single adult male she didn’t know, that her stomach was tying itself in knots.

“After lunch, I stick to tea. Coffee keeps me awake. Regarding the work, your boys were juggling schoolwork and farm chores. I’ll be here full-time. Is it okay if I do a few things?”

“What things?”

“That’s not a criticism, Mrs.—Helen. I like to be busy. I can sort out your tool shed. Do inventory on supplies.” He looked past her at the house. “Maybe paint the front porch.”

She was torn between hearing her name murmured in his rumbling bass baritone, guilt at the unexpected tremble of awareness that shivered through her, and shame at the state of the place. “It was on Ryan’s list.”

“From what I saw, he isn’t afraid of hard work.”

“Ryan didn’t abandon me.” She jutted out her chin. “That’s what people in town are saying.”

“Not anyone I talk to. I’ll move in, if that’s okay?”

“Dinner’s at six thirty.”

“I’ll try not to spoil my appetite by eating all those biscuits you left me.”

“I’ve got more,” Helen admitted.

“Don’t tempt me.”

She’d baked yesterday, her usual quantities, as if she still had two sons to feed. They were both gone now. Her heart told that couldn’t be true; her head wasn’t sure she knew how to survive the body blow.
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TWO

Feeling The Way
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“Thanks for dinner.”

Bluey waited until he’d finished eating. She’d barely picked at her food. Probably would have forgotten to eat if he hadn’t been here. Instead, she’d cooked a tasty meal of steak, mashed potatoes and green beans. A meal fit for growing boys. Made with love, and there was that nip of envy again.

“I’ll do the dishes.”

“I’ll let you.” She leaned back in her chair. “The boys were my chief washer-uppers. Crazy that washing dishes makes me cry almost more than anything else.”

She said the damnedest things, sharing bits of herself with him, making Bluey want to share in return, to say aloud words he’d buried for a long time.

“Do you have a family, Bluey?”

“Not anymore.” He busied himself squirting detergent into the hot water.

“Sounds like you’re sure as hell finished with trying to make one,” she said wryly.

“You can’t control all the cards you’re dealt.”

“No, you can’t. I still have a family. Ryan. He’s a fine son and will make a fine man, and I’m guessing he’s carrying a lot of blame and anger and hurt at the moment. If I leave or give up the farm, he’ll blame himself for that too. I won’t do that to him.”

“That’s why you accepted me?”

“Friends help each other. Brian and Mary Anderson have been my friends since before the boys were born. Apart from Ryan, Grace was Danny’s closest friend.”

“Girlfriend?”

The routine was mesmerising in its own way—wash, rinse, stack in the dishrack—but it ensured his back was to her. More chance she’d answer if he wasn’t staring at her.

“I let people make those comments. They bonded as babies. No one was thinking in adult terms. Plus, I knew in my heart he was gay, but hadn’t spoken openly to him. He was barely fifteen, for goodness sake.”

“Did you plan to?” Bluey asked, intrigued by her blunt honesty. There was comfort in hearing the bald truth. At least for him. Becca’s version of the truth had varied with her moods.

“Yes. When he turned sixteen. If he approached me at any time. If I heard whispers in town.” She sighed. “I don’t listen to gossip. I never have. I missed the signs.”

She’d never had the chance to defend her son. Bluey guessed the abuse thrown at Danny had been poisonous and whispered in private. Until the school headmaster called him unnatural and a whole lot worse.

“What did you plan to say?”

“I was going to tell him I loved him and ask him if he was gay.”

“Then what? You didn’t get the chance to tell him. Tell me.”

“Tell him he’d always be my son. That I was proud of him. That this is a tough town for gay people,” she conceded. “There’s a lot of prejudice around. And—”

“And?” He watched the water drain away.

“Ask him if he wanted help to get away.”

“I reckon he knew.” Bluey turned to face her, noted her damp eyes, and hesitated. “Without wanting to speak out of turn, Ryan and he were very close. I reckon they talked.”

“Did you meet Danny?”

“Yeah, but usually with Grace—heads together, thick as thieves. I’ve spent more time with Ryan. We worked casual jobs together. He has a good, strong heart.”

He’d coaxed a small smile from her. He genuinely liked her boys, so talking about them was no hardship. There’d been few stories to tell about his baby, Selina, but he’d recited them all in his head.

The landline rang, putting an end to their conversation.

“Landlines ring at the exact wrong time,” he said. “But this far out of town you still need them for reliable connections.”

Her hand fluttered at her throat, and she glanced at the clock. “That’ll be Ryan. He rings this time every night.”

“I’ll be going then.”

“Breakfast at six suit you?” She already had the receiver cupped to her ear.

“I’ll be here.”

It was obvious to anyone who paid attention that Ryan was Helen’s lifeline.

Bluey had left Sydney all those years ago because he’d had no one on his side.

* * *
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Helen stared at the ceiling, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.

The last day in September
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