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Emily

Emily Jansen parked her small station wagon outside the grocery store at the top of the main street in Augathella. She glanced across to the back seat and was rewarded with a beautiful smile from Ophelia, wide-eyed and happy in the baby seat.

Emily opened her door, climbed out, and went around to the passenger side to open the back door. ‘You’re awake, my sweet,’ she said. ‘You’re such a good girl, not a peep out of you for the last two hundred kilometres. You’ve had a huge sleep. I’ll bet you’re hungry, darling.’

There was plenty of food in the camp fridge in the back of their station wagon, and she was thankful that Troy, her late husband, had set the fridge up in the car a couple of years ago. It had made her trip down from Townsville so much easier, being able to have fresh food for both her and Ophelia, and not having to stop frequently to buy food. However, she was getting quite low on supplies and did need to top up here, but first things first. 

Emily unclipped the seat buckles and lifted out her little girl. Her skin was warm as Ophelia nestled into her neck. ‘Mum-mum,’ she said.

‘Yes, darling, Mum-mum is here, and we just have to go and see a lady, and then we’ll go over to that park and have some lunch.’

Emily had smiled when she’d seen the name of the park across the road—Meat Ant Park! She was certainly not in the tropics now and that suited her just fine.

The grocery store was surprisingly busy even though there were no other cars parked outside. Once inside, Emily soon realised that elderly people who lived in town must walk from their homes with carry bags.

Feeling guilty about going in just to ask a question, Emily went to the fridge near the counter and took out two litres of milk. There would be room for that in the camp fridge.

She walked across to the counter and stood behind the two elderly women waiting. An animated conversation was taking place.

‘The new girl is doing an amazing job,’ the shorter one said.

‘No, Beryl, that’s not the new girl I meant.’

‘Yes, it is. That young one who bought old Reg’s place out on the highway. Apparently, the café is going great guns and they say it’s always busy.’

Emily had noticed the Vintage Tea Shop on the highway on her way in; there had been several caravans and quite a few cars parked there. If there was one thing she missed, it was her daily brewed coffee. It was a bit hard to do that with a camp fridge while staying in cabins and caravan parks. Stopping for a coffee had tempted her, but she knew she had things to do first.

‘Yes, and do you know what she’s decided to do?’

‘No, Gladys, but I’m sure you do.’

The patient voice held irritation. ‘Beryl, someone has to keep an eye on what’s happening in town. You know, I couldn’t believe it when old Reg went into the home. I never thought he would. He’s been sitting outside that pub for a lot of years, you know.’

‘Yes, that’s all very well, but tell me what this news is you’re busting to tell me.’

‘Well, you know Jenny Riley’s Spring Garden party that she has every year with the CWA?’

‘Yes, I’ve already started baking for it.’

‘Well, Beryl, this year that newcomer out at the tea shop has almost taken over.  She’s decided to put a big sign out the front saying “CWA fundraiser for the RFDS. Come into town and get your coffee and cake.”

Beryl nodded. ‘That’s good of her.’

‘Yes, that may be, but don’t you think she’s a bit new in town to be getting involved in our town things? She’s not a local yet. But the big thing, Beryl, is that Jenny Riley isn’t calling it a spring garden party anymore.’

‘She has to call it a garden party.’

‘Absolutely. That’s what it is, and that’s what it’s always been. Well, apparently, this Jenna girl reckons that if she makes it a little bit more modern, she’s going to get all those caravans that have been coming into her tea shop.’

‘So, what’s it going be called?’

‘It’s going to be called the Spring Fair.’

Beryl shrugged. ‘I suppose I can live with that.’

‘I’ll be saying my piece at the committee meeting, trust me! And for the life of me, I don’t know why we have to have the meeting out at that girl’s new tearoom! What’s our town coming to! She’ll be running for mayor before we know it.’

Emily hid a smile when she saw the other lady roll her eyes.

‘That will be fifty-six dollars, Mrs. Tingle,’ the cashier said. Gladys handed over her cash, and as the girl packed up her two bags of groceries, Gladys shook her head. ‘Whoever thought I’d be paying twenty-five dollars for one bag of groceries. I don’t know what the world is coming to. Do you, Beryl? With all this COVID stuff, somehow people are putting up all the prices of our groceries.’

Emily switched off as the conversation continued, and Beryl was served by the cashier. Finally, it was her turn, and she stepped forward and put the two litres of milk on the counter. The two older ladies, Gladys and Beryl, were still standing near the door, having a conversation about the state of the world. The cashier smiled at Emily and gestured her head towards them.

‘Don’t worry too much about them, dear. Gladys always has something to whinge about. Just the milk today, is it?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Just passing through?’ the woman asked.

‘Well, I did want to ask you something. I noticed there’s no real estate agent in town. In fact, I thought there’d be a little bit more of a shopping centre here.’

‘Love, we’ve got very little here these days. Sign of the times. You could go up to the rural store behind Anderson’s garage if you’re looking to buy a house. They’ve got a few for the Charleville agents in their window.’ Her eyes narrowed as she regarded Emily. 

‘No. I’m just perhaps looking for a local rental.’

‘Good luck with that. Town’s full at the moment; a lot of investors have bought up the real estate and are renting it out to the stockmen on the properties and the road workers working out on the highway upgrade. I sort of know what’s available most of the time, but I really can’t think of anything at the moment.’

Emily’s heart sank. Her contract at the local primary school started after the spring holidays, and she really needed to be settled before then, plus she had to find somewhere for Ophelia to go during the day. As much as she hated the thought of leaving her with a stranger, Emily needed the work. When she’d seen the one-term part-time contract position at the local primary school advertised in the state education gazette, she’d somehow known this little town in southwestern Queensland was exactly what she needed.

Troy’s money—their money—hadn’t come through yet. Probate was taking a long time, and her solicitor said that while the manner of his death was being investigated, matters were even more complicated and the process slower.

Emily’s throat closed, and she swallowed, refusing to dwell on those issues. Augathella was a new start, and she was going to do the best she could to move on. She would find somewhere to live in this town. The contract was only for ten weeks, and then she’d decide where she was going to go next.

‘I heard the ladies talking about the tea shop out on the highway,’ she asked quietly. ‘Do they do coffee out there as well?’

‘Do they do coffee? I’ll say! Jenna makes the best coffee anywhere I’ve been in, love. Even though I’m working in this little town, I’ve had coffee in most places around Australia when Gary and I travelled around in our caravan. Jenna does a great job, and her cakes are amazing.’

‘I might give it a try,’ she said.

‘You won’t be sorry.’

Emily handed over the cash for the milk and walked outside. 

The woman called Beryl stepped forward ‘Hello, love. I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with Dawn in there. I know there’s a room available in one of the three units down in Nelson Street. But you’ll have to share.’

Gladys raised her eyebrows. ‘Who with, Beryl?’

‘Well, it’s that young Alana who came to town with Jenna. She’s moving on.’

‘Oh, is she? That girl did most of the baking at the tea shop, I heard. Made the best cakes. If she’s left it’s doomed unless someone else can keep up to her standard. Where is she going?’

‘Don’t you worry about that now. And you’re wrong. She didn’t cook. Young Jenna does her own baking.’

Beryl turned back to Emily. ‘I heard you say you were thinking about going out there for a coffee. You ask for Jenna. I know she’s got a spare room in her apartment, love.’

Emily nodded. As much as she hated half the town already knowing that she was looking for somewhere to live, it would make it easier if she had some inside information. ‘Thank you very much, ladies. I’ll do that.’

‘What a beautiful little girl.’ Gladys reached over and tickled Ophelia under her chin and was rewarded with a little chuckle. ‘She’s a sweet-looking little one, love.’

‘Yes, she is, isn’t she? Thank you, ladies. I appreciate your help.’ Emily put her head down and walked to the car. Maybe moving to such a small town hadn’t been such a good idea.
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Jenna

‘I’m really, really sorry to leave you in the lurch, Jenna. I know I said I’d stay for a while when we moved here, but—’

Jenna put a hand up. ‘Alana, It’s fine. Rory’s been given this great opportunity, and I don’t mind at all. I’ve got more help here than I need, and the business has settled down now that the local interest has eased off a bit.’

‘But it’s still going alright, isn’t it?’ Alana asked.

‘Between what I’m getting from the caravanners going past on their travels and the locals who are stopping in as they leave Augathella to go down to Charleville to work every morning, it’s really good. Besides, I don’t mind easing back a bit. We’ve worked hard setting up plus it gives me time to think about Jenny Riley’s Spring Fair. Will you come back for that?’

‘How long away is it?’ Alana asked.

‘Two weeks, but you don’t have to. It’s such a long way to travel from Moree back up to here.’

‘No, it’s not.’

Jenna chuckled. ‘You’re turning into a real bushie, Alana. Where’s the woman who found it too hard to drive from Burleigh Heads to Surfers Paradise to work?’

‘Yes, I know, but it’s different out here. The roads are great to drive on, there’s no traffic, and I really enjoy driving with Rory.’

‘I think you just enjoy being with Rory.’

‘I do, and listen, what’s happening with you and Luke?’

Jenna shrugged. ‘There is no me and Luke. I think we’re just going to be friends. I like him a lot, but he hasn’t been here for a couple of weeks.’

‘But is there a spark? ’Alana looked hopeful.

‘No, I don’t think so. I’ve never had a spark so I really can’t tell.  Anyway, I know he’s been busy up in the Northern Territory.’

‘You’ll know straight away when you meet someone and there’s a spark, trust me.’

Jenna chuckled. ‘We’re just friends.’

‘But you do fancy him, don’t you, Jen?’

‘Um, not in that way.’ Jenna shrugged. ‘He’s a nice guy, but look, I’m busy with the business. I don’t need to complicate my life with a partner. And like I said, no spark.’ She folded her arms.

Alana regarded Jenna, a frown on her face. ‘Seriously, just don’t let the business take over your life like you did at the real estate office back on the coast. Look what happened there. Make some time for being happy and socialising.’

‘I’m my own boss here. I’m the only one with expectations. I have never been as happy as I’ve been since we got here. The community is lovely, I’ve made lots of friends, and I’m loving my little business. I will miss you though, Alana. When do you leave?’

‘In the morning. Is that okay with you?’

‘Of course it is. You’ve stocked up the freezer to last me for ages, thank you. Sophie’s happy to come in for a couple of days a week, and Ellie, one of the high school girls who worked for us at the opening is leaving school at the end of term this week. I’ve looked into getting a school-based traineeship for her. She wants to be a pastry chef. I know I haven’t got the qualifications to supervise her, but she can do her work hours here and go to TAFE in Charleville.’

‘Sounds like it’s all working out pretty well.’

‘Yes, Ellie is a lovely young girl, and she enjoys working here.’

Alana shook her head. ‘It surprises me that the young ones in town stay local after they leave high school. I know we’ve seen the coast and we’ve had our years of going out on the town, but you’d think that after growing up here in this quiet little town, they’d want to spread their wings a bit.’

‘Different strokes for different folks,’ Jenna said. ‘She’s happy. Just wants to get her qualifications; she might move to the city then, who knows? Anyway, it’s all getting organised. It’s not definite yet.’

The tearoom was calm and quiet that morning, and that gave Jenna a good chance to get herself organised. She
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