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To kind strangers and to loyalty,
 that invisible web that tethers, guides and helps us as,
together,
we navigate.
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Prologue

Then
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The fishing line whirred, singing up and across the cloud-streaked sky in a high arc, then down, until hook, bait and sinker plopped on the shiny surface of the water and sank.

Circles of ripples swam out in every direction. Nola’s eyes followed the disturbance, expecting to see a rod, but there was only a figure on the flat rock, hands spooling steadily, relaxed, rewinding.

He crouched again, baited the hook, then stood and spun the sinker, faster and faster, and released it. Up it flew again and sank, far from the shore.

Fish after fish flashed silver in the setting sun, but this man was un-fishing. As many fish as he drew out, their frantic bodies coruscating, he tossed straight back, in a flip of sweet delivery.

His dark hair and the economy of his movements drew Nola’s eye. Boys from school were brash and loud. They hooted and puffed up their chests at every catch, but this young man fished alone, surrendering trophy after trophy without fanfare.

The one he kept, he dispatched with a mercifully rapid strike with the back of a short knife. Quickly he cleaned its floppy body and wrapped the fillets in a dark oilcloth, then slipped away from the rocks in silence.

Once, Nola edged closer along the rocks, but he was gone before she reached his fishing spot. 

Three silver scales, round as the rising moon, glinted like tiny coins on the sandstone.
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Chapter 1

Now

Nola
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When the phone jangled, Nola stepped back behind her counter, and reached for the old receiver.

“Burradeer Bay General Store,” Nola said.

“Nola! You’re not busy are you? Want me to hold?” 

“I’m okay for a minute, Erin. What’s up?” Her twin sister rarely bothered her during shop hours. It must be important.

“It’s Bronte, Nola. She’s refused to go to school again.”

“No!”

“She pretends to go, but skives off. I got another call from the principal. She’s been expelled, to ‘set an example.’ Can you believe it? After all that money we’ve paid that school over all these years...”

“She can change schools, can’t she?”

“Says she’s done with it. Insists seventeen is old enough to make her own way. Can’t see the point of staying on and going to uni. Rod’s furious. We don’t know what to do.”

“You want to send her here,” said Nola. Erin was her heart and soul. They’d always stood up for each other, especially since their mother died while they were in their teens. Erin’s happiness was Nola’s.

“Could you really take her, Nola? Just for a few weeks? Rod’s still on the lookout for another job, and I’m working extra shifts to make ends meet.” 

“Of course I’ll take her, Erin. She has to work for her keep, though.”

“Thanks, Nola.” 

“Okay. Don’t worry, Erin, but I’ve got to go. Customers.”

Nola took three orders for fish and chips, checked her watch, and turned to the deep fryer.

When all three customers had gone and the bell jingled again, Nola straightened her apron, narrowed her eyes and brushed her hands along the counter, smooth and cool and clean.

“Hi, I’m Sam Kelly,” said the young woman with long dark hair as she approached. 

“How can I help you today, Sam?”

“Have you ever considered getting the internet, Nola?”

Nola folded her arms.

“Of course I’ve heard of it, but I haven’t needed it so far,” said Nola. “Why get it now?”

“For everything,” Sam said. “Burradeer Bay is beautiful, but it’s an utter backwater. I can’t even use my mobile phone! That’s plain dangerous.”

Nola stayed silent. Something about Sam’s sincerity – verging on alarm – jogged Nola’s memory. Was this woman familiar?

“Landlines simply aren’t enough anymore, Nola. And it’s so simple to fix!”

“What’s it got to do with me?”

“There’s a whole world out there ... and all we need is a tower on your high land to bring it all to you and the bay.”

“I’ve got the telly,” Nola said. “I’ve got books and all the magazines and papers, and the radio, of course.” 

“But there’s so much more, Nola! There’s everything you ever wanted to know, right at your fingertips. You could have Alexa plugged in on that shelf, and show your customers the time and date and temperature and wind direction. Surfers and boaties would love to know the height and direction of the wind and waves on every local beach, at a glance.”

Nola hmphed. Bronte was always on at her about the same thing – how social media was so great – but what was “social” about burying your nose in a phone? And as for this or that “app” – it wasn’t even a word.

Everyone had it wrong. They came to Burradeer Bay – a world-class surfing and hiking destination of unparalleled beauty, where they could forget the rest of the world – and all they wanted to do was find oblivion back in their mobile phones. 

Sam placed a space-age slim black folder on Nola’s counter, opened the lid and tilted a glowing screen towards her.

“Argh!” said Sam. “I can’t even show you, because there’s no coverage!” The young woman’s eyes were shiny with frustration.

Nola took a step back and nodded. Yes. She recognized this woman. She’d arrived recently. Sometimes she came in to shop with that fellow Jake Bannerman, the rock star who’d come back to Burradeer Bay to hide.

Sam’s stare burned right through her.

“Okay,” said Nola. “I can see you won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. But the moment another customer comes in, your time’s up.”

Sam smiled and nodded, onto a new attack.

“Let me show you what’s in it for you. You can find out just about anything. What’s something you’ve always wanted to know?”

Nola flushed. She turned her face away and busied herself opening and closing the till. She didn’t have all day, even if Sam was her only visitor right now.

Something she’d always wanted to know? 

Where was Kento?   

“No,” said Nola, patience gone. “That’s enough. If you’re not buying anything, please leave.” 

Nola’s private life was nobody’s business. She emerged from behind the counter and walked towards Sam, a time-honored technique to shoo unwanted visitors out the door, but Sam lifted her head high and smiled, with conviction.

“Please do think about it, Nola. I’ll be back. Oh. And I nearly forgot the cream. Do you like pavlova? I’m feeding Arthur’s chickens and collecting his eggs while that hip heals.”

“Maybe. It doesn’t mean I want your internet.”

Nola rang up the sale of the cream and followed Sam out as far as the newspaper stand. 

She straightened the day’s papers. Gone were the days when she’d read every word, scouring each page for local and international news – for anything to do with Kento, but still, she wondered. 
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Chapter 2
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That evening, when the final customer had left and Nola selected a few of the older vegetables and a small tin of tuna for her dinner, she locked up, turned off all but the night light, and made her way up the stairs to her haven high above the shop.

In her tiny hideaway, she inhaled and relaxed. Burradeer Bay was a silver sheen in the moonlight, dotted with the golden reflections of lit windows all along the waterfront. They undulated like candle flames on the night water, while empty yachts and pleasure boats tugged on their moorings. At the end of the wharf, people fished. They were silhouettes. She stared at them and shook her head. As if one of them would turn out to be Kento...

Sometimes Erin posed the big question, usually by phone, now that she so rarely managed to visit and give Nola a break.

“Not lonely, Nola?”

“Never lonely here, Erin.” Well, that was a lie. But being deeply lonely for one person didn’t count, did it? Nola had more company all day than anyone could possibly want. Everyone in the bay dropped in for milk, or the paper, or a chat, whether or not she had time or the interest to listen, and the visitors only wanted their needs met – their fishing bait or tackle or their food or drink, or a free flip through her magazines on a wet day. 

Customers turned up to meet a need and escape, back to their work, or to catch those fish, go to the beach, bushwalk, or mow their lawns before they rushed back to their city homes and busy lives.

From habit, Nola stared out at the blinking red and green lights of the channel – watching, waiting – for what? For Kento’s small red sailboat to round the point and carry her away?

She gave a bitter laugh. As if. She swallowed and turned her attention to her meal, then sat at the old table, and nodded at the photos on the wall – the ghosts of her parents and her childhood self, welded to Erin. Below them, Erin smiled, arm in arm with her husband, Rod, a decade or so ago. Bronte, only six, stood in front of them – short, no front teeth, guileless, wrapped in a beach towel, wet hair out at all angles.

So, grown-up Bronte was about to move in with her! Nola loved her difficult niece, but she scanned her room with the eyes of a critical teenager, and frowned. She’d always meant to repaint these chairs and rearrange her simple old table or replace it, but when you ran the local shop, and all the action was downstairs from before dawn, by the end of each day it was hard to even stand up again once she’d sat. Some evenings she watched television, but mostly, like tonight, all she wanted was quiet. 

At her cabinet of memories and local history, Nola’s hand hesitated over her scrapbooks. They were so special, those earliest volumes, the memories locked away in the past where they belonged. 

Nola selected an early scrapbook, opened it and flipped the pages at random, backwards, further and further, to the feature on Arthur’s art. “Boat hire dynasty ends in art studio” and ...

“Mother of two drowns.”

Nola laid down her fork and peered more closely at the clipping, yellowed and puckered with age. This was interesting.   

“Holiday mother of two, Esme Kelly, 37, drowned at Burradeer Beach on Saturday. Neither Burradeer Bay Surf Life Saving volunteers, nor Ambulance officers were able to revive her.

She leaves behind husband Bernard and two children, Richard, 13, and Samantha, 7.” 

Nola sat back and remembered that day. All the sirens. All the media and camera crews ordering hamburgers and chips, then disappearing again, and all the talk for weeks afterwards, in her shop and outside the doors. They’d been townies, the Kellys, city people with a holiday house. 

And those poor children. On the day of the drowning, they were in her shop, with their solemn faces and big eyes. They’d stared at each other when the news began, the newsreader’s bland voice describing the grim beach scene to the nation. 

Back then, when Nola reached up and switched off the radio, the silence in the shop was almost as horrifying. Reporters cleared their throats, fiddled with their notepads and shifted their feet as they waited for their chips and hamburgers.

Samantha’s polite “thank you” – the flute-like voice of a motherless child – sent a knife into her heart. She would have cradled that earnest head, brought it to her apron and held it close, but she was stuck behind the counter.

Now, in her cosy sitting room, with its view over the bay, Nola nodded. The woman in her shop earlier in the day, who’d asked about the internet? Sam was Samantha Kelly – all grown up. 

Nola shivered.

She too had lost her mother, and more.

A pang hit her stomach that had nothing to do with hunger. 

That internet woman, Sam, had a hide, insinuating Nola had secrets or things she wanted to know. Everyone had secrets, didn’t they? That was an unfair assumption.

But now that the question was out, now that it hovered in the humid night air like a lost moth, was there something Nola especially longed to know? 

Nola bit her lip. When had hope run dry? Hope was the cruellest thing. It never ran dry. It lurked every day, around the edges, along with its shadow – disappointment so deep it kept her company. Hope flared each time the phone rang, every time someone entered the shop with a clang of the bell when her back was turned, every time she glanced out at the channel. 

Yes. Hope was still there, always, that tiny light in the darkness. 

Kento had promised he’d return for her. 
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Chapter 3

Then
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Back then, in her final year of school, when the shop bell clanged, Nola, behind the counter in her blue and white striped apron, had power.

“Come on, Nola. Give us a pack of ciggies,” they’d say. “I’ll pay you back.”

“Throw in a few extra chips, would ya, Nola? We’re starving.”

“A scoop’s a scoop,” her mother would say, as she held up the deep-sided silver spoon, and Nola said it too, even when Fozzo strode in with his surfing mates, all of them sun burnished and gorgeous, blessed by the waves and foam.

Fozzo was king of the waves, and he knew it. He’d tilt his head on one side and give a wink. Nola’d had a crush on him for years at school, where he’d never so much as acknowledged her.

But here at the shop, Fozzo knew who controlled the food and how to flash his best smile at her as he leaned in, with that golden, salt-dusted body sculpted by combat with waves, barely hidden under a worn white t-shirt.

Nola hesitated.

“Go on,” he said again, his voice a croon, just for her. “You coming with us tonight, Noles?” His eyes lingered on the top of her apron then dived into her stare, and she blushed.

“Five dollars,” she said. She wrapped the steaming seafood, salt and carbs in pale paper and pushed them across the counter, as his eyes grazed her, scorched her, drew her in. Maybe she had something else he wanted. 

As he handed across the cash, his fingers brushed hers but she snatched her hand back.

“See you there?” he said. His eyes pinned her and he narrowed them. Was this love?

“Just after sunset,” Fozzo said.

Was this her first date?

At eight o’clock, Nola locked the door, heart pounding. She counted the takings, stacked and rolled the coins, then locked them in the safe.

She wiped the counters, swept the floor, washed her hands and hung up her apron.

Summer darkness came late, but if she was quick she’d make it. Erin was upstairs, studying. Nola flung off her white shirt and shop skirt and dressed in her swimsuit and new denim halter neck dress and grabbed her towel.

“Where are you off to?” said Erin.

“I need a walk, a freshen up, a few moments to myself,” said Nola.

“You know our exams start next week.”

“Give me a break!”

The twins shared shop duties, night on, night off.

Nola sprinted along the road at the edge of the bay. Before she reached the picnic tables, she crossed to the other side, behind the bushy cheese trees, hidden, to avoid her father.

There he was, old Paddy, drinking with his mates, telling some long tale, his Irish accent as strong as the day he and her mother had stepped off the boat in Australia. Surely the locals had heard all his stories by now.

Around the end of the bay she ran through the bush and into the next cove, and there on the beach was the glow, spark and crackle of a fire.
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Chapter 4 
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Disappointment gathered in Nola’s chest like storm clouds as she saw them all. How could she have imagined Fozzo would be waiting on the beach for her alone? Popular Fozzo always had a string of hangers on, the surfer boys and cool girls whose parents let them spend whole summers on the beach.

Brown beer bottles glinted in the firelight.

“Hey Noles.” Fozzo held up a bottle with one arm, as if he could summon her over to him just like that. She settled herself nearby and caught her breath.

“Don’t be a stranger,” said Fozzo. He patted the sand beside him.

On the other side of the fire, Shelly flicked her blond hair and stared daggers at Nola, but everyone knew Fozzo and Shelly were over, their break up the talk of the schoolyard for more than a week. Shelly was supposed to be with Mick now, but Mick’s head was turned away from her as he and Doug argued the merits of car engines.

Nola swallowed and inched closer to Fozzo.

“Here you are,” he said as he offered her a swig from his beer bottle and a proper smile. Finally, at the high table, in the inner sanctum, Nola sat at Fozzo’s right hand. So why did she feel like a stray dog, wary of a kick?

“Go on,” he said. That croon again. She took the bottle, warm from his hand. Firelight flickered on his face and played in the rough curls of his hair. If she was an artist she’d paint him like this, golden.

The yeasty brew was bitter. Fozzo’s court cheered. Was she wrong about them? 

Back and forth they passed the bottle amid the chatter, Nola in awe of the full blaze of Fozzo’s glory, so close. His jaw, his shoulders, the rough laugh.

“That’s the way,” he said. He nestled her beside him. Her mouth was dry.

“Hey, Fozzo! Come in! Water’s warm.” It was Shelly. She ran into the water and stood, waist deep, then flicked out her long blonde hair as she spun back and forth, her fingertips carving arcs in its molten sheen. Everyone stared.

“Betcha won’t jump from the rocks tonight, Fozzo,” Shelly called. She cupped up water and splashed it on either side of herself. Centre of her own show, the smiling mermaid taunted.

Fozzo stared at Mick, then leaped up and huffed out his chest like a gorilla.

“Oh yeah?” he called back. He yanked on Nola’s hand and hauled her to her feet, towards the steep and scrubby slope. “Me and Nola. We’ll jump. We’ll show ya. We’ll jump together.”

Beer bitter in Nola’s throat, she had no chance to say “no.” 
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Chapter 5
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Nola, heart leaping, head fuzzy and spinning with alcohol, tried to yank back her hand from Fozzo’s grip. But if she was Fozzo’s girl now ...

He tugged Nola’s hand again and strode to the steep embankment. In the fading light, Nola lurched in pursuit, up the steep slope, a semi-willing, clueless puppy. 

Her dress snagged on scraggy twigs and she grazed her calf on the rough sandstone rocks. Fozzo’s legs were long and he was strong. She rushed and stumbled to keep hold of his big hand and keep up. 

Up and up the steep slope they scrambled. If Nola glanced down, dizziness and sickness claimed her, so she followed his dark shape until the undergrowth cleared and they stopped, high above the bay on the rock ledge. Wide dark water stretched out below. Above them, the first stars pinned the lavender sky. 

Below them, in the curving crook of the beach, the fire glowed. Shelly cheered from the water, and waved her arms.

“Y’a mad,” Mick called. 

Fozzo, toes already at the edge, laughed like a maniac and pulled Nola closer. As she teetered at the rim, he yanked her hand up to the sky, as if victory was already theirs.

Nola jolted, suddenly sober. Her eyes scanned the water, the drop, the crowd on the beach.

Her heart hammered. She lifted her chin, suddenly repelled by Fozzo and the crazy antics.  

“No,” she said, voice thin, throat constricted with fear.

Fozzo coaxed, his voice softer. “Come on, Noles.”

Noles. Her mother had called her that. From Fozzo, it was wrong.

“I, I just can’t.”

“Safer than sliding back down that track in the dark, I can tell ya.”

Nola stared at the track, if you could call it that. She couldn’t even see the opening, nor one safe spot to place a foot.

Her heart leaped like one of those shining creatures the fisherman released.

From down on the beach came a chant. “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” Is this what the popular kids did every night while she and Erin studied? Popularity was overrated.

Nola closed her eyes. Nightmare. When she opened them again, Fozzo was still beside her, big and dark against the sky, head on one side, impatient, disgusted with her.

“I’m outta here,” he said, all pretence at friendliness gone. “Last chance, Noley.”

“I can’t.”

“No other way down, sunshine.”

Sunshine? So he didn’t care for her after all. It was just another ploy for free chips. Her parents had warned her about people like him – pure users.

“Come on!” His body was huge and threatening. He smelled of salt and sweat. And beer, that sickly sweet smell of her drunken father, a smell to despise, to fear. Would he hurl her over the edge with him?

She shook her head and stepped back, away from the edge.
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Chapter 6
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From the edge, Fozzo sneered back at her, then, with a yell like Tarzan, he leaped into the void. The others laughed and cheered as he splashed down and emerged, shaking his head in a practised arc. Water slewed out sideways. 

Shelly squealed and breast-stroked towards him, and when they reached the shallows together, she grabbed both his hands, and gave him a dramatic, lingering kiss. 

Fozzo and Shelly – the unit from central casting. They’d never really split up. Like young gods in love, or an advertisement for soft drink, summer love and endless youth, they laughed and flicked towels at each other as they found their things and scrambled up the beach path towards home, arm in arm; as all the others followed.

“Hey!” Nola called. “Wait!”

Their laughter faded. They’d left her behind. High on the ledge, she sank down and hugged her knees. She stared at the black water and darkening crescent of beach, impossibly far away.

Silence. Just the crickets and other night insects. A mopoke called. Its mate answered. It was calm up here, beautiful, with the glow of the city far to the south, and slow clouds adrift in the night sky. But she was marooned.

A big moon began to rise. As its light burnished the leaves silver, Nola shivered. Dread dripped into her stomach. She gripped her ankles and willed away panic. 

“You okay?” 

Nola’s eyes snapped towards the voice. Friend or serial killer?

It was the fisherman she’d seen before on the rocks. Moonlight glanced off the sheen of his dark hair as he peered up at her from the silvery beach. He placed his satchel on the beach and put one hand to his mouth.

“Want to jump, or use the trail?” he called. “I’ll help you.”

“I feel so stupid.”

“They’re the fools.” His smile of encouragement flashed in the darkness. “Can you swim?”

“Yes.”

“Go in feet first, arms out. Don’t panic. You’ll come straight up. I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

“There’s no way I can climb down. Too dark. And my sandals have heels.”

“Throw them here.”

She unbuckled each sandal, pitching one and then the other in a high arc, across to him at the beach. He caught them both. 

In the darkness, quickly she removed her dress, wound it into a lump and tied the straps around it. She tested it from hand to hand.

“Catch,” she said, then hurled it towards him. He placed it carefully near her shoes and her towel, near the remains of the fire. 

Nola and Erin had taken special swimming lessons when they’d first arrived in Burradeer Bay, the too-white twins from Dublin with the funny Irish accent. She even knew about pencil dives. She’d done hundreds in the community pool, though none from a high cliff into dark water.

“Sharks?” she said. They didn’t bother her in daylight, but this was fresh territory. She’d never swum at night.

“You’re okay. You won’t be in long.”

She stood, inhaled the cool evening air and stepped towards the very edge. Adrenalin zinged through her, every cell vibrating. 

Out and down she flew, toes pointed, arms wide, lungs full, holding her breath.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 7
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Cold water slapped Nola’s body. Salt burst into her mouth as the bubbles rushed out. Up towards the surface she rose and broke it, laughing, exhilarated. 

Adrenaline and relief propelled her ashore, and she stumbled up the sand, jubilant. She grabbed her towel and wound it around herself with a shiver. 

“That was okay,” she said as she caught her breath. “But I’m not about to do it again.”

The fisherman stood and nodded and stared across the bay, then turned his back as she pulled on her dress. 

“I need to warm up,” she said. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You did it all yourself.”

“I’m the one stupid enough to go up there in the first place. Can’t believe I just did that. What would I have done if you hadn’t been here?”

“Same thing?”

“You gave me the courage.”

He shrugged and smiled, once politely, the second time more deeply as he held her gaze. Nola smiled back, exhilarated.

From his backpack, he pulled out a bag and a cloth, and unrolled it. There in the folds glistened fillets of fresh fish, pale and silvery.

“Hungry?” he said.

Nola nodded, and they pushed the ends of the charred sticks into the centre of the fire and blew on the coals to revive the flames. 

He pulled out a tiny fry pan and set it on the coals. With a knife, he speared a sliver of fish and slipped it into the pan where it hissed and sizzled. 

Side by side, Nola and the fisherman ate the hot salty pieces with their fingertips as the bay shone, black and glossy.

Nola had never tasted anything more delicious. In the firelight, the fisherman’s face fascinated her, with its smooth planes, high cheekbones and dark eyes framed by jet black hair. 

“Really,” she said. “I’m so glad you came over to help me. Thank you.”

He shrugged and shook his head and smiled. Was he shy?

Occasionally his eyes flicked to hers, but still he gave her privacy. He was considerate. And interesting. Very.

“I’ve seen you fishing before,” she said. “Where do you live?”

“On an old yacht,” he said.

“Here?”

“Mostly in Sydney, in Berry’s Bay, but Sydney Harbour’s busy and noisy. That’s why I sail up here when the wind is right. It’s beautiful. So unchanged.”

Nola surveyed the ridges, black now against the starry sky as the silvery water lapped gently on the beach. 

“What do you do in Sydney?” she said.

“I’m a student. Engineering.”

There was so much Nola wanted to know. 

“Why do you throw so many fish back?”

“I make lures, and test them. The uni workshops are fantastic. You can make anything there.”

Nola’s family sold things. Her rescuer made things.

“You could sell your lures at our shop,” she said.

Now who was fishing?

They swapped names. His name was Kento – so unusual to Nola’s ears, but perfect for him; neat, strong, independent and decisive.

“Does it mean anything?”

“Does ‘Nola’ mean anything?”

“Don’t laugh,” she said, and stared at her feet. She rubbed sand off one foot with the other. “It’s Irish, short for Fionnuala. Means ‘white shoulder.’”

Kento’s glance zeroed in on her shoulders and lingered there. Nola blushed, then burned in the silence, as his eyes brushed her collar bones, her throat, her neck and lips, then dropped back to the fire.

“Kento means ‘handsome rescuer,’” he said, then stared out across the bay, like a movie star.

She studied him. He was good looking in a lean, intelligent way. And he’d rescued her.

But when he turned back to her and caught her eye, he laughed.

“Does not,” she said, and she pushed at his arm.

“Maybe it does,” he said. “In some language. No. I lied. You won’t believe me now, but it does mean ‘happiness, good health and intelligence.’ You can call me Ken, if you prefer.”

“Why would I do that? I like ‘Kento.’ It suits you, and I believe all of that, about the meaning,” said Nola. “You’ll never guess. I had an uncle Ken, back in Ireland, and he reckoned ‘Ken’ meant ‘handsome.’”

“No joke?”

“Seriously.”

Nola studied him without shame, slowly, in the fading glow of the fire and the rising light of the moon. 

Kento seemed equally comfortable speaking, and remaining silent. He caught her eye again, and gave a half smile, and then that deeper one, eyes crinkling, then stood and stretched. 

He stooped and took the pan and plate and knife with him and rinsed them at the edge of the bay, then ferried water back to tip on the nest of shrinking coals. Steam rose in a cloud like one small smoke signal. When all the embers were doused and cold, he covered them with sand.

“No one wants a bushfire,” he said. He gathered the empty beer bottles left by Fozzo’s gang. “Let’s not leave these here to break. No fun for anyone with bare feet for the next hundred years or so.”

Together they followed the path up to the road.

“Walk you home?” said Kento.

Nola’s way was clear, down the road to the light at the end of the pier.

“Are you going that way?”

“Yes,” he said, and she was glad. “My yacht’s around the next point.”

“Did you actually sail here?”

“Why not? The wind and tide were right.”

Nola hadn’t even learned to drive. She wondered how it would be to set sail anywhere in the world – to have that confidence.

“You should bring your lures into our shop, Kento. See if my father will stock them. When word gets around about how well they work, they’ll make you a mint.”

“Would you like that?” he said as they walked.

She shrugged. Was there more to his question?

“We sell things. I’m sure they’d sell. Or are they just for yourself?”

“I’ll think about it,” he said.

“Come and see me anyway,” she said. “I’m there most afternoons, on and off with my sister, Erin, and soon she’ll be gone – to Sydney to learn nursing, so it will mostly be me. Me and my father...”

He nodded, non-committal. 

As they neared the shop, Nola tried again.

“I really do want to thank you,” she said. “I’ll make you something special, for nothing. A hamburger with the lot, as a change from fish. Would you like that?”

As they neared the shop, Nola slowed her pace. She didn’t want this night to end, with the bay so still.

Erin’s light glowed above the shop. She’d nail those exams and be gone for certain, and soon, off to Sydney to achieve her dream. Nola missed her mother, and her father was more erratic and difficult every day. But Kento? He’d be good company for sure. 

Kento stopped and stared at her, right into her eyes. He was centred, so peaceful and assured, as if he were attuned to the wind and the waves and the moon and the sea — and so quietly confident, as if he had nothing to prove to anyone. This Kento took the world in his stride. 

“Nola,” Kento said. He gave that cautious smile, and then the wider one, so full of joy, it met and answered hers and amplified it, until he shook his head as if this were new for him, too, as if his double smile let her beyond his guard, into the place where his mind raced — an invitation. 

Suddenly, Kento grabbed both of her hands and their eyes locked for so long she lost count of time. She interlaced their fingers, then tilted back her head to gaze in full at the wonder of him, his smooth skin, such strength and agility, his dark eyes magnetic.

How could she ever have imagined Fozzo worthy of her dreams? Only Kento mattered now.  

As he leaned down to her, head to one side, she stretched up on her toes. Yes. The gentlest of kisses, her first, so clumsy, the softness of his lips a surprise, like the flutter of a butterfly. They leaned in closer, for more, for a kiss of destiny, sweet and strong and timeless – a promise.

“So you’ll visit me in the shop?”

“I will,” he said.  
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Chapter 8

Now

Nola
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Bronte arrived at the shop by bus, sullen, in a black t-shirt and torn black jeans – a silly color for the relentless Australian summer sun. She lugged two bulging bags. Half her head was shaved. That ear had seven rings in it. The other was hidden behind an explosion of purple hair.

“Ice cream, Aunty No?” said Bronte.

“Don’t you touch a thing,” Nola said. “Take your bags upstairs, please, wash your hands and come and say ‘hello’ properly.”

“Nice to see you, too, No...la,” said Bronte.

“‘Aunty Nola’ to you, young lady.”

Nola shook her head and kept serving the customers. What had she been thinking, accepting brash Bronte, particularly with no end date? 

Nola sighed. Bronte had never been easy to love – irascible, self-obsessed and lacking social graces – but she wasn’t evil. Everyone was young once. Did one ever grow out of foolishness? Nola often hosted Bronte in school holidays. To herself, Nola admitted she was most fond of her niece when she was fast asleep and unable to hurl insults, but Bronte was now on permanent school holiday by the sounds of it. Nola shook her head. Bronte wasn’t all bad – just spirited. And Erin was her sister, the one constant in her own erratic childhood who’d always offered a listening ear and a kind shoulder. Nola would never let her down.

The bell jangled. Sam again.

“You don’t give up easily, do you?” said Nola.

“Not when the whole community can benefit,” said Sam. “Can I just pop up to the high land behind your shop, please, Nola? I might be wrong about what I think is possible. If so, I’ll stop bothering you.”

“Alright, but I’ll have to come up with you. This isn’t a ‘yes’ yet, you understand, even if it’s possible,” said Nola. “You can show me what would be involved.”

“Of course.”

Bronte burst through the back door in a short green and white check dress, matching green eye shadow, and a rattan beach bag.

“What’s the Wi-Fi code, Aunty No?” said Bronte.

“Pardon?”

“Wi-Fi. My phone has no signal.”

Nola turned to Bronte and whispered.

“Can’t you see I’m with a customer, Bronte? Mind your manners! You won’t need your phone. You can use the landline if you ask me each time. Call your parents and let them know you’ve arrived, and then you can earn some spending money and buy your own ice cream. Did you wash your hands? Restock the drinks fridge, please. And grab an apron.”

“No thank you, No.”

“You’ll get no free ride here, young Bronte.”

“Oh, I’m sure about that. I’m going to get a job next door. Tata, No. Susanna’s probably even got Wi-Fi.”

“You’ll stop right there, thank you, Bronte. This is Samantha Kelly. She’s actually here to investigate installing a communications tower in my backyard so the whole bay can get the internet. So I’ll thank you to mind the shop here for me for a little while. If a customer can’t find anything, just ask them to wait a few minutes. Then, before you go racing next door to Susanna’s, you and I are going to have a chat. Do you understand?”

“Internet? Finally? Fantastic, Samantha. Thank you!”

“Thank you, Bronte,” said Sam. “But nothing’s agreed just yet. We’re seeing what’s involved.”

Bronte rolled her eyes. Nola glared back at her as she followed Sam out of the shop. 

Sam and Nola turned hard left and made their way up the steep and narrow slope between Nola’s store and the real estate agency. There were no stairs. Rough sandstone rubble and patches of clay afforded toe holds.

Nola puffed as she ascended. She clung to the weatherboards of her shop, up and up past the footings of the second floor and the gutters, up to the high land, the clearest part a tangle of black-eyed susans and scrubby grass. At the sides of the block, her mother’s old camellias and azaleas still struggled. Eucalypts towered above them up to the ridge. 

Only one small tree thrived, near the border with Susanna’s, up on the highest land, its leaves bright green and shimmering in the morning breeze – her Japanese maple. 

How long since she’d been back up here? Years? 

“I don’t own much of this,” said Nola as the land levelled out. As she caught her breath, she stepped towards their tree, its leaves the brightest green of summer. She touched her fingers to the tips of the leaves. They shimmered, as if they welcomed her. So many memories...

“Great view,” said Sam. “Incredible.”

It was glary up here. Nola surveyed the curves of the headlands on both sides of the channel, so familiar to her, the land contoured and the water sinewy, as if it were alive, a slithering sea creature. 

“It’s only this bit we need – the high part,” said Sam. “There’ll be three footings for the tower.”

“Right here?” said Nola. “But this is my tree.” The little tree was more beautiful than ever since her last visit, in winter, her season of despair, when the branches were bare, all the leaves dead and dropped. A familiar pain twisted near her heart. Had Kento also died?

Now, its leaves spread wide as they reached out and up. She loved their tree best when the leaves spangled gold and amber and coral and rusty red and dropped in a carpet on the rough ground. She leaned forwards and grasped the trunk as she pressed some of the soft leaves against her cheek and closed her eyes, remembering. 

Sam cleared her throat and Nola opened her eyes, stood tall and pursed her lips. She didn’t have to explain herself. Sam was on her land. This was her tree. Silence.

Sam perused the slope, then turned and stared at the bay.

“Where’s your side boundary?”

Nola gestured down at the roof of her home above the shop, and the building beside it, Susanna’s Gifts.

“One leg of the tower has to go here,” said Sam. She pointed again at Nola’s tree.

Nola crossed her arms and shook her head.

“No. No tower. Forget it. I need to get back to the shop.”

“Nola, please. We don’t need to make any decisions right now. Let me come back with some drawings. How often do you even come up here? You won’t notice a thing.”

Nola had already started down the slope. She clutched at the gutter so as not to slip, mute. People laughed behind her back and called her “No” but she didn’t care. When you said “yes” it upset everything. 

She shouldn’t have let Sam imagine she might change her mind. So what if Sam had lost her mother when she was a child? So had she. Life moved on. Did it ever. 

Nola remembered when she and Kento had planted that tree, when it was smaller than her hand, placed in the earth with so much love and care and hope. Together, they’d dug the hole and teased out the tiny, balled roots from the pot, placed it gently in the hole and pressed the soil around it with their fingertips. She’d tended it with water she’d lugged up the slope through every hot summer for the first few years. She’d spread leaf litter around the base like a quilt, to keep the moisture in the soil – and now look at it – taller than she was, and such a perfect shape. No. She’d do nothing to endanger it now. No tower.

For a moment, Nola almost slipped. Both feet lost traction. She slid as a couple of rocks came loose and tumbled down ahead of her, and her heart jolted as she almost fell on the dank clay. The last thing she needed was a turned ankle or broken hip. That Sam! The idiocy of this whole unnecessary mission!

Back on the pavement, Nola dusted herself off and headed back into the shop.

“Wait, Nola!”

Nola ignored Sam, who eventually gave up. Let her wander away back towards Jake’s place. Conversation over. 

Nola knew people gossiped about her – Fozzo and all her old classmates. Not that she went to reunions, but there was always one or another of them in her shop when they came back to the bay. They’d give her a rundown on their own lives and those of their friends – the qualifications, the new jobs, new houses, all the new partners and babies.

“Still here, Nola!” said the ones from the city, as if she were a heritage tourist attraction.

“Where else would I be?” she said.

“There’s a whole world out there.”

“No place like home.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

“I’ll get a break when Erin comes again.” 

She knew she’d see the world when Kento came back, though she wouldn’t tell them that. Kento was her secret. 

Heart still pumping from her stumble, Nola settled behind her counter, where Bronte licked the ice cream, immersed in deliciousness, a child again.

Nola shook her head, then fixed her eyes on Bronte, who thought twice and had the grace to turn away as she slurped. 

The shop was empty. Nola rarely closed her doors, but today, any new customers would have to wait.

She stepped to the door.

“Come with me, please, Bronte,” she said. She could hardly demand politeness if she wasn’t polite herself.
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Chapter 9

Bronte
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Time for “a chat” with Aunty No? Great. Not. Still, the ice cream was good – the best – creamy and chocolaty and the best kind of breakfast. Bronte grabbed another one before Aunty No flipped that “back in ten minutes” sign over and hauled the old door closed behind them.

What was Nola up to, closing the shop? It had only happened once before that she remembered, in the middle of winter, for stocktaking, when the shop was freezing cold. Then, Aunty No made them both instant cups of soup and they’d gone outside to sit on the bench near the Norfolk Island Pine, in a patch of sun, to warm up. Nola rarely chatted. It was one of the things Bronte liked about her.

Now, in the shade of the pine, Nola patted the bench. Warily, Bronte sat at the other end.

“Your mum tells me you’ve been expelled, Bronte, and that you say you’re old enough to leave school and make your own way. Is that true?”

Bronte nodded and took another bite of ice cream.

“Is that what you want, though?” said Nola. “Want to tell me about it?”

Bronte shook her head. What was there to tell? She was over school, despite her parents’ insistence she was lucky to be there, at a private school, with just girls. All in identical uniforms, gossiping about each other. What were they doing, all those teachers with their rules, locking them up in rooms all day as if they were in jail? She’d done nothing wrong. Only asked a few questions and told a few truths. There was nothing Bronte couldn’t learn from the internet. She didn’t need to be there.

“What’s wrong with leaving school? I was tired of people asking me if I wanted to be a nurse like my Mum. No way. Look what it did to her. She’s always at work. Never stops. Night shift, day shift, extra shift, you name it; she’s doing it.”

“Everyone has to work, Bronte.”

“Yeah. I get it. It’s all I ever hear. ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ It’s practically the only thing anyone ever says to me. What if I’m grown up already? What if I want to ‘be’ Bronte? I might as well be myself, since I’m the only one in the universe. Why is everyone trying to be like someone else? Like a celebrity, like a supermodel, like a forensic scientist or something they see on the television? I want to find out what I want to ‘be’ as I go along. What’s wrong with that?”

“Alright. Nurses are amazing, by the way. Your mum helps hundreds of people every week get better and be more comfortable.”

“I know. But can I help it if I don’t want to be like her?”

“No. I didn’t want to be a nurse, either, not that I had the choice. But your mum did, and I’m proud of her.”

“Yeah. So am I, I guess.”

“You should be. So, Bronte, why are you here? I accept that you want to ‘be Bronte’ but why do you want to be Bronte right here in Burradeer Bay?”

Bronte shrugged. She stared out at the wharf, at a man and two children, the girl in a pink hat and the boy in khaki, as if he was a soldier. Mad world. Humans ruined most of it with factories and fuel and global warming, and the rest of it, they blew up deliberately. 

But it was hard to stay angry on a sunny summer’s day with the waves swirling around the footings of the wharf, seagulls swooping and cawing, hoping for fish scraps or better. One stopped in front of their bench, legs and beak and webbed feet as red as plastic, its feathers pure white with a touch of grey, like a shadow. Nice design.

“No plan, Bronte?”

“As I said, I want a job at Susanna’s Gifts. You know I got a job in Sydney, mowing lawns? Boss was a sadist. Sat in his air-conditioned truck all day and watched me sweat. I chucked it in.”

“Good luck with Susanna’s, Bronte. Why not with me, in my shop? You liked it when you were little.”

“Susanna’s place is always so interesting. She let me change things around a bit in there last holidays. And she likes
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