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Synopsis

Major Sorla Reardon, wounded in Iraq, returns home to
the family farm in Australia to heal both her body and her soul.
She pushes herself to rebuild her family’s legacy while battling
the PTSD that threatens to overwhelm her.

Local saddler and horse trainer Riley Johnson knows
that to get along in a small town, one simply has to make the best
of what life hands out. Riley’s philosophy is to keep life as
uncomplicated as possible. And falling in love with Sorla is as
complicated as it gets.

As Sorla’s dream is realized, Riley’s predictable,
safe world begins to unravel. Secrets are revealed as prejudice and
ignorance run wild. Having only ever walked through life alone,
Riley must now learn to trust another, as danger dances ever
closer.
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Chapter One

“Bloody flies!” Sorla Reardon swatted wildly and
shook her head in a vain attempt to remove the sticky, annoying
creature from her face. She hadn’t missed them while she’d
been away. Driving through the heat haze rising off the road, the
distant eucalypt-lined hills stood sentinel over the town. They
shimmered in reproachful welcome as if to say What took you so
long? She scanned up and down the street from her truck and
realized not much had changed in nearly twenty years. The main
street of town was still largely the same; even the people looked
the same, hardworking, a little tired and worn around the edges.
She recognized the local grocery store, the hardware place, and
even the local agricultural feed supply and veterinary outlet—the
Stock and Station—was still here. Apart from a lick of paint and
some new signage, it all but looked like time had passed the town
of Stonesend by. For a brief flickering moment, it almost felt like
she had never left the country, like she’d never lived overseas,
never left this quaint little inland Australian town. The return of
the sticky black fly buzzing around her ears reminded her that she
was well and truly home.

Sorla took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.
She knew coming back after all these years would be a challenge.
Beating the odds was something she was used to, but this would be
her biggest challenge to date. She had great plans. All that was
needed was a lot of hard work and a little bit of luck. Jamming her
baseball cap on low, she stepped out of the truck and grimaced at
the assault of heat pressing down on her head and shoulders as she
quickly crossed the road and made her way over to the Stock and
Station. This was the last store on her list for the day. She was
amused to hear a bell announce her arrival as she pushed the door
open. She stepped inside and quickly closed the door to keep the
cool air trapped inside.

The store was divided into various sections, with
animal welfare to the left, clothes to the right. A counter at the
back of the store had two labelled doorways behind it, pointing to
Feed and Saddlery. A big metal fan stood off to the
side, vainly trying to circulate air in the room. Sorla walked up
to the empty counter and looked around. She couldn’t see anyone.
Spying a brass bell, she tapped the metallic top, stealing a chime
to ring out, and waited.

A door off to the side opened, and a man in his late
sixties bumbled down the short walkway towards the counter. Time
had not been kind to him. George Johnson was still a big man but
bent with age. His eyes were rheumy, his nose a large red fleshy
boulder, contrasting starkly against his skin, which carried a
light tan. Sorla had a vague memory of big-time rodeo stories and
wild living. Looking around the walls she spied some old faded
photographs of him riding broncs and bulls, holding up trophies.
Looking back at George, it looked like the years of hard living had
finally caught up with him.

“What can I do for you?”

“Hi. My name’s Sorla Reardon. I live out on Cherry
Hill. I’m looking to do the place up a bit and wondered if I could
place an order here for some supplies. I have a list of things I
need to get started.” Sorla handed him the paper.

Squinting down the list of goods, George nodded and
grunted. “Couple of these things we’ll have to order in, but the
rest we can get for you, no trouble at all. You can either pick ’em
up later this afternoon, or we can deliver it out at the end of the
week.”

Sorla didn’t fancy waiting around town for another
couple of hours. “Delivery would be great, thanks. The address and
phone number are on the paper. If you could just call ahead and let
me know what time you’ll be there, I can arrange to have someone
help unload the truck.”

George squinted at the fancy letterhead on the paper
and then up into Sorla’s face. “You Ged’s girl?”

Sorla squared her shoulders. “I am.”

“You been away awhile.”

“I have.”

“Good judge of horseflesh, your old man.”

“Yes, sir, he was.”

George looked her up and down, grunted, and then
looked back down at the list. “Says here you want some clothes.”
Sorla nodded. “You need to see RJ, next door.” George flicked his
chin in the direction of the saddlery. With that, George turned on
his heel and exited out into the Feed doorway, leaving Sorla
standing at the counter.

I wonder if RJ’s as warm and fuzzy as George is?
Talk about overwhelming customer service. Sorla followed the
sign and walked through to the adjoining saddlery. The further she
went in, the more oppressive the heat became. Off to her left,
there was a work station with some saddle stands. A figure in a
long-sleeved cotton top and jeans was bent over with their back to
her, tapping away on the bottom of an upside-down boot balanced on
a shoe last. Sorla cleared her throat. “Excuse me? I’m looking for
RJ.”

Slowly the figure straightened and turned around.
Sorla’s eyes opened wide in surprise. Facing her was a gorgeous
woman. Her fawn hair was tied up in a bun at the back of her head,
with loose tendrils escaping, but only as far as her long neck,
where they were captured in damp strands. She took some tacks from
her mouth and placed them in her apron pocket. Laying a small tack
hammer down on the bench, she strolled over to where Sorla was
standing. Aegean-blue eyes met Sorla’s.

“I’m RJ. How can I help you?”

“Hi. George said to come in and talk to you about
some clothes.”

“Ah, yes. Clothes are next door. If you want to head
back there, I’ll clean up and come in and give you a hand.”

“Thanks.”

Sorla made her way back in to the main body of the
store and wandered over to where the clothes were. There was
everything in stock, from gaudy bright-coloured cowboy shirts,
through to plain, heavy cotton drill-work wear. Sorla smelt her
almost at the same time as she heard her approach. Leather and
soap.

“Was there something in particular you were after?”
RJ’s voice was like smoke on the water, dusted with husky
undertones. She had removed the apron and stood before Sorla in a
long-sleeved white cotton top whose grandpa collar opened at the
neck with three buttons and soft faded jeans that hugged her waist
to perfection, the ensemble rounded off with well-worn light tan
boots.

Sorla swallowed and gathered her thoughts. “Some
jeans, work shirts, boots”—Sorla tipped the brim of her baseball
cap—“and a new hat.”

RJ smiled crookedly, looking at the cap. “Yep, caps
don’t help much in weather like this. What say we start with the
shirts? Do you know what size you are?”

Together they picked out some shirts and Sorla tried
on a couple of pairs of jeans. Sorla carefully eyed off the
selection of boots on the shelf, studying the size and height of
the heel, dismissing several styles of boots, until she found what
she was looking for. Selecting one, she sat down and tried the left
one on and walked around in it. “That feels good. I’ll take two
pairs of them too.”

“Don’t you want to try the other one on first?”

“Nah. If it fits my left, then it’ll fit the
right.”

“You sure? I’d hate for you to get home, only to
discover that it’s not right.”

“It’s good. Really.”

“Okay. Now, a hat. Did you have a style in mind?”

Sorla shook her head. She tried a few on, but they
looked too big and over the top.

RJ nibbled her bottom lip thoughtfully. “Hang on. I
got a new shipment in the other day, some Akubras. Nice felt. Good
quality.” RJ got a stepladder and pulled some boxes down from the
top shelf. She stood and looked at Sorla with narrowed eyes and
pursed lips, before selecting and handing over a box. “Try this
one.”

Sorla lifted out a sand-coloured hat. It had a
pinched crown with a broad dipping brim. She put it on and turned
to look in the mirror. It was perfect. The light tone of the hat
set off her dark short bobbed hair and brown eyes. Sorla pulled off
the hat and looked inside. The style name said Cattleman.
How ironic was that? “It’s perfect! How did you know?”

RJ shrugged. “I have to confess, it’s one of my
favourites. I’ve got a tan-coloured one. I’ve tried a few other
kinds of hats, but I end up looking like a pimple with an umbrella
on top. This hat’ll not only do a great job, but it’s softer and
subtler looking. The lighter colour is good in the heat and…it
frames your face and shows off your eyes nicely.”

Sorla tilted her head sideways as she listened to RJ.
I do believe she’s blushing! “Well, I have to say, I love
it. Thank you.”

RJ flashed a perfect set of teeth as she smiled. “A
pleasure. Is there anything else you need?”

“No, I think we’ve covered it nicely for the
minute.”

“How would you like to pay for this?”

“I left quite a list with George earlier, for things
to be delivered at the end of the week. I’ll pay for these now, but
is it possible to set up an account while I’m here?”

“I can do that. If you’d like to follow me to the
counter and I’ll wrap these up for you.” Sorla paid for her clothes
and gave RJ the details for the account. RJ folded the receipt and
handed it to Sorla. “So, you’re at Cherry Hill?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You going to run horses again?”

“Horses and cattle.”

RJ nodded. “Be nice to see the old place up and
running again. If you need help with anything, feel free to give me
a holler. I can point you in the direction of some good workers and
tradies who’ll do a good job for a fair price.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that. Well, I’d better get this
stuff on home.”

“Here, let me help you.”

They each carried a couple of bags out to the waiting
truck. Sorla put her sunglasses on. “Phew! The day’s not getting
any cooler, is it? I’d forgotten how hot it can get here in
February.”

RJ smiled. “It’ll cool off tonight, when the storm
comes.”

Sorla looked up doubtfully into a clear blue sky.
There were no clouds, no wind, and certainly no sign of a change in
the weather. She opened the truck door and hopped in. She wound the
window down and stuck her head out. “Hey, RJ? What does the R stand
for?”

“Riley.”

“Well, thanks for all your help today, Riley. I
really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.”

Waving farewell, Sorla pulled out and pointed her ute
to home.

*

Hearing the front door shut, Claire looked up. “Hi,
stranger. How was town?”

“Hey, Claire. Hot, dusty, and over and done with for
the minute.” Claire had been Sorla’s friend since enlistment at
Duntroon, the Royal Military College. They’d signed up and gone
through basic army training together, meeting up again several
years later overseas when they were selected to join a Special
International Task Force, with Claire a senior officer of the
nursing corps, and Sorla a logistics squadron officer. Over the
years, they had remained the closest of friends.

“Was it that bad?”

“Nah, not really. I managed to get pretty much
everything on the list. Some of the gear will have to be ordered in
and it’ll take a bit longer, but most of it will arrive on Friday.
The store in town offered to deliver it out. I’ve set up an account
too, so if we need anything else we can just charge it up and
they’ll send us the bill at the end of the month.”

“Nice.”

Sorla waggled her eyebrows up and down with a cheeky
grin. “Mm, so was my supply store fashion assistant.”

“Come again?”

“When I went in to order the gear from the Stock and
Station, they had a clothing section and I had a very lovely
assistant help me to select and accessorize my farm attire. Check
out the hat!” Sorla put her new hat on and ran her fingertips over
the brim in a mock salute. “I was told it framed my face
beautifully.”

Claire whistled. “As much as I hate to fuel your ego,
that hat does look damn nice. Whoever that girl is, she pegged you
well.”

“How do you know it was a girl?”

Claire grinned at her friend and bumped her playfully
with her hip. “Because you’re drooling.”

Sorla couldn’t help but laugh. “How did you get on at
the hospital?”

Claire nodded. “Pretty good. I don’t know what
Colonel Field wrote in the letter of recommendation, but it must
have been something pretty nice because when I went in and
introduced myself I was treated a bit like the prodigal daughter
returning home. They’re happy to take me on and even happier for me
to pretty much pick the days I want to work.”

“I bet they are. It’s not every day a top-notch
trauma surgical nurse lands in your lap. So have you thought about
what you want to do?”

“I’ve a vague idea, but I want to talk it over with
Ed and see what he thinks before I make up my mind. I was thinking
maybe three or four days a week in town at the hospital, and the
rest of my time here. I could maybe do a clinic one day a week here
later too, if all works to plan. And if I’m not doing nursey stuff,
I can muck in and do bits around the farm.”

“Well, if you’re planning on becoming a real country
gal, perhaps I’d better take you into town next time and get you
kitted out in some decent farm clobber.”

“That depends. Would the trip be to inspire a new
dimension to my fashion wardrobe, à la country? Or would it be an
excuse to chat up your new fashion cutie?”

Sorla wrapped her arm around Claire’s shoulder as
they chuckled and walked towards the house. She playfully put her
free hand over her heart. “You wound me with your cutting barbs,
Major Hanson.”

Claire laughed with her friend. “Oh, I can assure
you, I haven’t even started, Major Reardon.”

As Sorla pushed through the door into the house, they
were instantly wrapped in the cool of the interior. Sorla put her
bags on the floor. “God, it’s nice to be out of the heat. I
love you, air conditioning.”

“How ’bout you dump your bags next door and I’ll
cobble together some lunch?”

“Sounds lovely. I won’t be a minute.” Sorla dodged
the boxes on the floor in the large sitting room and headed off
down the hall. By the time she threw her bags on the bed and
returned to the kitchen, Claire had the makings of lunch on the
table and was pouring some iced tea into two glasses. She handed a
glass to Sorla. “Here, wrap your lips around that.”

“Mm, priceless. Thanks. Wow, you’ve had a busy
morning. Looks like the kitchen’s all unpacked.”

“Pretty much. I figured I’d start with the kitchen
first, so that no matter what else we’re doing about the place, we
can always come in and grab something to eat and drink without
having to work out what box everything is in. I know I said it
before, but this is a remarkable house. It has the weirdest design
I have ever seen, and yet it’s perfect.”

Sorla nodded. “I know. My great-great-grandfather
loved his family, but he also understood the need for everyone to
have their own space. So he designed the kitchen and
dining-cum-family-entertaining-area to be the central hub, where
everyone could come together. Off that, each family had a hall or
passageway that led off to their own living space.”

Claire clinked her glass against Sorla’s. “Novel
concept.” In companionable silence they finished the sandwiches and
stacked the dishes in the sink. “Oh, that reminds me, while you
were out, Ed got a message to say the horses won’t be coming
tomorrow. Something about one of the trucks breaking down and
waiting for parts. They hope to be here on Friday.”

“Did they say what time? That only gives us a day
before the first of the cattle comes in.”

“I know. Ed was trying to pin him down, but until the
parts arrive, it’s a bit of a wait and see.”

“Fair enough.”

“In the meantime, shall we make a start on those
boxes in the lounge room?”

“Lead on, my friend.”

*

“RJ? RJ? Where the hell are you?” George stormed
through the doorway and into the store’s main floor.

“I’m up here, just putting some things away.” High on
the ladder, Riley was putting the last of the hatboxes back on the
upper shelves. She stepped down off the ladder and wiped her hands
on a cloth hanging from her back pocket. “What’s up?”

George handed her the list of items Sorla had given
him earlier. “Need you to sort this out and order in what’s not out
the back. You can add the rest to your delivery run on Friday.”

She looked down the list. There were only a handful
of things they didn’t stock, and if she called through the order
today, they should be in by early next week. “Do you want me to
invoice them with the delivery, or leave it and send an invoice at
the end of the month?”

George scratched his chin. “Invoice ’em now and take
it with you on Friday. Better to see how good they are for money
before they get to thinking to order up too much.”

Riley nodded. “Be nice to see Cherry Hill up and
working again.”

George grunted. “As long as it brings in some
business, don’t much care what they do out there. Speaking of
business, you finished fixing Mickey’s saddle yet? He rang this
morning and wanted to know if it’d be ready for the weekend.”

“It’s as good as done. Just needs a quick polish and
wipe over. It’s the first thing on my list of deliveries to drop
off on Friday.”

George grunted. “See you do.” With that George turned
and ambled back to the office.

Riley shook her head, carefully folded the list and
placed it in her back pocket, and headed towards the phone on the
counter. She dialled Mickey’s number and left a reassuring message
before heading out the back to make a start on the list of items
for Cherry Hill.

*

“Oh God, shoot me now. I swear, I don’t want to see
another box that needs unpacking for a good long while.” Sorla
threw herself down on the couch and tossed her boots up onto the
coffee table.

Claire groaned as she mirrored Sorla, resting her
head on the back of the couch next to her friend. “I know what you
mean. Stick me with a fork. I am so done.”

There was an appreciative whistle from the doorway.
“My, oh my. Just what every hot-blooded man needs, two gorgeous
women, powerless, and lying at his feet.” Ed stood before them with
a huge grin on his face and three bottles of icy-cold beer in his
hands.

Sorla rolled her head tiredly in his direction. “The
only reason I’m not jumping up to slap you upside your silly head
is that I am too tired, and I am desperately hoping one of
those beers has my name on it.”

“It does at that, Fender.”

Sorla grinned back at him and reached forward. “In
that case, all is forgiven if you hurry up and hand it over, ya big
dag.”

Ed dutifully gave the girls their beer and stood back
taking in the room and the pile of empty flattened boxes in the
corner near the door. “Jeez, you two sure moved mountains in here
today.”

Claire saluted him with her bottle and took a long
sip. “Mm, that’s awesome, thanks, babe. The only thing we didn’t
get done was the infirmary. We figured we’d do that in the morning
when we can work out what we’ll need to order in. The library and
entertainment rooms are done, guest suite mostly finished, and the
laundry’s all sorted.”

Ed shook his head and looked at each of them,
smiling. “I learned a long time ago that each of you was fantastic,
but together, you’re a force to be reckoned with.”

Claire winked at him. “You better believe it,
gorgeous. Now come and throw your manly self here between us and
tell us all about what you got up to today.”

Ed collapsed on the couch and put his long legs up on
the scarred table alongside their booted feet “Fencing, fencing,
and more fencing. I want to make sure the front boundary line and
yards are right to go, for when we get the deliveries. Speaking of
deliveries”—he turned to Sorla—“did Claire tell you about the
horses?”

Sorla nodded. “Yeah, that’s a bit of a bugger.” She
frowned. “I s’pose it can’t be helped. I was really hoping to have
a bit of time to settle them in before the cattle come. I don’t
fancy working a couple of hundred head on foot.”

Ed patted her on the thigh. “Well, we know that at
least four of the horses from my brother are good to start work
straight up, and we’ve always got the Jeep and the quad bike as
back up. We’ll manage.”

“I know. You’re right. You know me, I hate it when
plans go awry.”

Claire laughed gently at her friend. “You, my dear,
are such a Virgo. Everything has a place and every place has its
thing.”

Sorla kissed her on the cheek as she rose. “And you
wouldn’t want me any other way. How about you two finish your beer
while I rustle us up some dinner?”

Claire waved at her. “Thanks, hon. Holler if you
can’t find anything.”

Sorla wandered into the kitchen and opened the
fridge, retrieving a selection for a quick Thai stir-fry. The
kitchen was too hot and she was too tired to make anything too
complicated. As she set about preparing the ingredients, she
thought ahead to the coming days. There were a few more things
still to sort, including organizing her own suite. Can’t live
out of a rucksack forever.

Then there were the stables. They would need to set
up a space to store feed, and she and Ed would need to sort through
some of the equipment to work out what they had, what worked and
what needed replacing or fixing. Wish you were still here, Da.
You’d have loved the excitement of setting everything up. Then
again, if you were still here, we wouldn’t have to set it
up, you’d have it all spick and span. Shame some of the family
weren’t half as good keeping things going as they were at helping
themselves to what was left after you’d gone. Sorla shook her
sadly. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and squared her
shoulders. Here’s my chance at putting all of what you taught me
into practice, Da. I just hope I do a good enough job.

As she stirred the veggies in the pan, a flash of
light caught Sorla’s eye from out the kitchen window. Turning the
heat on low, she grabbed her glass of wine and stepped outside.
Although it was now dark, the heat and humidity weighed heavy in
the air, quickly wrapping around her shoulders as she stepped
beyond the door. She paused and sipped her wine, felt the chilled
liquid coating her throat, languidly making its way downward.
Leaning against a porch post, she turned her face to the sky. She
closed her eyes and breathed in—the moist air held hints of earth,
grass, and a freshness that she had missed all the years she had
been away. A kookaburra laughed in a nearby jacaranda tree. She
opened her eyes in time to see the sky flash with distant lightning
in the east. A gentle breeze had begun to pick up and she could
smell the promise of moisture on it.

Sorla smiled wryly and toasted the night sky with her
wine glass. Looked like Riley was right after all with the storm.
Pushing off from the post, she returned back inside to finish
dinner.


Chapter Two

Riley pulled up at Mickey’s gate right on seven a.m.
The last of the morning mist had burnt off, and the day’s heat was
beginning to pick up. Climbing out of the truck’s cab to open the
gate, Riley could feel the beads of moisture beginning to form in
her hairline under her hat. Looks like it’s gonna be
another warm one. In no time at all she had the truck through
the gate and was heading down the road that led to Mickey’s house.
A skitter of excitement ran through her as she wondered how Mickey
would like his present. She had worked long and hard on this
particular design and filled it with as much love as she could
muster to honour the man who played an important role in her
growing years. For many years, Mickey had been one of the rodeo
clowns who ran out in front of bulls to protect riders. It was on
the rodeo circuit that Riley first met Mickey and his wife Pearl,
spending many a time sleeping in the back of their caravan while
George was out all night drinking and playing up with his rodeo
mates.

Never a more devoted couple could be found than
Mickey and Pearl. When they looked at each other, it was like
everyone else in the room simply disappeared. Theirs was a love
that most people could only dream of. The only thing missing in
their lives was children. For years they tried, but it was not
meant to be. It ended up being lucky for Riley, in a sense, as they
practically raised her in the early years when George, widowed
young, had no idea how to raise a small girl child. On those nights
when it rained, or when George stayed out carousing with his
rodeo-circuit buddies, Riley could often be found asleep in Mickey
and Pearl’s van.

A flyer promoting the end-of-year rodeo rustled on
her dashboard with the breeze from the open truck window. Reaching
out to pick it up and stuff it in the glovebox, the rearing horse
and rider logo stared back at her in all its colourful glory. It
was a powerful image, which to this day still visited her in her
dreams on the odd occasion, especially at this time of year as the
big season-ending rodeo drew closer. It was George—his free arm up
to balance himself on the back of a bucking bronc, a flash of
lightning exploding behind him and the horse. The perfect signature
backdrop to mark his last monumental battle, and an iconic award,
known far and wide on the rodeo circuit.

As Riley pulled the truck up beside Mickey’s front
fence, she spied him sitting on an old rocking chair on the front
porch in the sun, waiting for her. Pearl had been gone a good few
years now, and still the loss of her crept up on her at moments
like now, seeing Mickey alone, causing a hitch in her breath and
leaving a dull ache in the middle of her chest. Smiling, he turned
and waved at Riley.

Riley got out of the truck, walked over, and kissed
Mickey’s leathery cheek. Mickey patted her on the face. Riley
grabbed his hand and held it in hers.

“Hey, kiddo. ’Bout time you called ’round. Haven’t
seen ya in ages.”

Riley lowered her lean frame to sit on the edge of
the verandah boards next to Mickey’s chair, swinging her feet back
and forth over the edge. “Sorry. Things have been pretty busy.
How’re you doing?”

“I’m still above ground, so I can’t complain. How’s
your week been? What’s the news ’bout town?”

Riley smiled at the familiarity of their weekly
banter. “Do you remember Ged Reardon, out on Cherry Hill?”

“Nice fella. Good eye for horses, that one. Died too
young. Why?”

“Well, you remember he had a daughter?”

“Yeah, lived with her mother mostly, from memory.
Only saw her in the holidays. Grew up and went overseas I think.
Why?”

“Well, she’s back and is looking to fix up the place
and run cattle and horses on it again.”

Mickey grunted. “Well, I’ll be. Be interesting to see
how much of her old man she’s got in her. Cattle and horses, you
say? It’s a good piece of land, if you know how to make a go of
it.” Mickey looked over at the truck. “Looks like you got a lot of
deliveries in the back there.”

“Uh-huh. Cherry Hill put in a big order. I’m going
there after I finish up here, but I wanted to drop off your saddle
first, as promised, because I know you’ll want to make sure it’s
right for next month. Hold tight and I’ll bring it over.” Riley
fetched the saddle from the truck and brought it back to the porch,
placing it on a stool in front of the old man. He put his glasses
on and looked it over. It gleamed in the morning light. The silver
highlights she had worked into the cantle’s moulded rib at the back
of the saddle winked in the sun. Mickey ran a shaky hand reverently
over the fine detailed decorative work along the front and rear
skirt, with the horn proudly holding court with its finery. Riley
had worked mother-of-pearl along with silver in delicate swirls on
the horn and matching conchos. It was regal and elegant, but it was
on the signature plate at the front of the saddle that Mickey’s
fingers stilled and came to rest.

It was not Riley’s usual signature that she attached
to her crafted saddles. Instead, it was a polished silver plate
with a lily of the valley flower stem, woven through a horseshoe.
He traced the pattern. The flower had been Pearl’s favourite. The
breath caught in his throat and his eyes misted over. He took his
glasses off and wiped his eyes. He fondly patted her hand. “You
have a real gift, girl. And that seat looks comfortable enough to
sleep in. It’s truly beautiful. Thank you.”

Riley didn’t realize she was holding her breath until
she exhaled in relief when Mickey said he liked it. She had spent
months secretly working on the designs. Although Pearl had been
gone now for five years, she knew that she had to incorporate
something of Pearl into the design somehow, so that she would be
with Mickey on his big day.

At this year’s rodeo, Mickey was being inducted into
the association’s hall of fame for his services rendered over the
years both as a rodeo clown and as an instructor for younger clowns
coming through the ranks. The cowboys and girls got all the glory,
but everyone in the industry knew that the clowns were the true
heroes who kept everyone safe and entertained day and night. This
year, in honour and recognition of his award, Mickey would ride in
the grand parade leading up to the ceremony. Riley and George had
talked Mickey into allowing them to provide him with a special
saddle in honour of his big day.

Riley smiled. “Shall we go and see how it looks on
Jeri?”

“Damn straight. Lead on, girl.”

Riley loaded the saddle and a new blanket onto
Mickey’s horse Jericho, a deep dark chocolate gelding. Against the
horse’s deep walnut tones the rich burgundy blanket showed off the
magnificent new saddle. Riley had worked the straps so that they
were supple and supportive for the aged horse. She had come out
months earlier and measured Jeri to get the saddle size and mould
just right. Mickey sat in the saddle and walked the horse around
the house yard several times before pronouncing it to be
perfect.

By the time they finished up and shared a pot of tea,
it was getting close to nine. Back in the truck and waving out the
window in farewell, she promised she would call in the following
week to see if he wanted any adjustments made to the saddle
fitting. Riley had said she would be at Cherry Hill by half past
nine and knew she’d better get her skates on if she wanted to be
there on time.


Chapter Three

“I swear there’s more dirt on us than there is on the
floor!” Claire pushed back sweat-soaked bangs from her forehead,
managing to add a smudge of dirt in their place as she straightened
and stretched her back. “I was just thinking, if we run out of dirt
here on the barn floor, we can just scrape it off the benches, or
us for that matter.”

Sorla leaned on a broom and grinned back at her. “I’m
not sure I knew what I was expecting, but I didn’t think it was
going to be quite this big a job cleaning up the old stables. What
a mess—I can’t believe how run-down the place is. Still, if we can
get the basics done, like get some of the stalls ready and a place
to store the tack and feed, we can work away at the rest as we
go.”

Ed came in through the big double-opening barn doors.
“Yo, Fender?”

Sorla stood up. “Over here. What’s up?”

“Your delivery truck’s just turned in to the main
gate. Should be here in a minute or two.”

“Bewdy, thanks.” Sorla put the broom aside and went
to the wash sink in the corner and washed her hands. She dried them
on the legs of her jeans before running her fingers through her
hair. She turned to Claire. “Okay?”

Claire wiped dirt off Sorla’s chin and nodded.
“Okay.”

Sorla and Claire walked out into the sunshine to see
an old forest-green 1960s Ford F-500 truck with wooden slat sides
pull up. Riley stepped out backwards and put her hat on as she shut
the truck door. She turned, looked around, and waved in greeting.
“Morning, Miss Reardon.”

“Please, call me Sorla, and this is my friend,
Claire. Claire, I’d like you to meet Riley Johnson.”

Riley extended her hand. “Nice to meet you,
Claire.”

Claire shook Riley’s hand. “And a pleasure to meet
you too, Riley.”

“Where would you like me to unload your order?”

Sorla looked at the truck and then over at the stable
doors. “Can you back it up over there? We’ll just unload it in the
stables for now. We haven’t quite got things ready yet, so we might
just set the stuff inside and sort it out later, I think.”

“No problems.”

Riley hopped back into the truck and backed the old
Ford deftly in through the open double doors. As Claire and Sorla
followed, Claire playfully bumped her with her hip and leaned over
to whisper in her ear, “I can see why you were drooling when you
came home the other day.”

Sorla swatted her arm. “Cut it out. And I was
not drooling.” Claire snorted as they made their way to the
back of the parked truck.

Stepping from the truck, Riley joined the girls at
the mouth of the barn. “Is there a particular place you want this
stuff?”

Sorla looked into the truck bed at the contents. “We
might put the fencing gear over here to the left in that empty
stall for the minute, the food can just be stacked inside over
there to the right, and everything else can go into the workroom
off behind the tack room at the far end.”

Riley nodded. “How ’bout I winch the pallet of mixed
goods off and you can put that where you want while I unload the
fencing gear?”

Sorla said, “Sounds like a plan.”

“Okay,” Riley replied, “just give me a minute to get
things set up.”

Claire patted Sorla on the back. “I’ll go and make
some room out back. Back in a jiff.”

Sorla only just acknowledged Claire’s departure. She
watched, captivated, as Riley dropped the back and sides of the
truck down, then swung herself effortlessly up into the tray bed to
set up the winch and hook up the pallet. Sorla was never one to
pass up eye candy when she saw it, and she was cheerfully
appreciating Riley’s lithe legs as they balanced over the truck’s
contents. Riley wore a cream long-sleeved heavy cotton drill shirt,
neatly tucked into the waist of a well-fitting pair of faded jeans.
As Riley hooked up the chain on the winch, Sorla caught a gleam of
a silver bracelet fitted snugly around her left wrist, poking out
from the sleeve. Looking for more jewellery, the only other piece
that she could see was a silver thumb ring on her right hand.

Riley picked up a control box and proceeded to lift
the pallet clear of the truck bed. She quickly paused the lift and
hopped down off the truck before finishing lowering the pallet off
to the left of the truck, onto the dirt floor. Sorla watched as
Riley efficiently unhooked the winch chain and returned the arm
back to its resting position behind the truck’s cabin window, then
took her hat off and tossed it into the open window of the cabin to
rest on the bench seat. She looked up and nodded at Sorla with a
shy smile before heading to the back of the truck. As she pulled a
roll of fencing wire to the edge of the truck tray, she bent her
knees and slid the load to her shoulder before straightening and
carrying the roll over to the stall Sorla had indicated
earlier.

Sorla saw how the muscles rippled underneath the
shirt and got a hint of the tone of Riley’s arms and legs. She
quickly turned and felt her chin. She grinned and shook her head.
Claire might’ve been right. She just might be drooling.

“Hey, I found these out the back, thought they might
make carrying this lot a bit easier.” Claire lowered a wheelbarrow
to the ground and unloaded a jump trolley from its tray.

“Good thinking, ninety-nine,” Sorla said. She and
Claire proceeded to load both the trolley and the barrow and
trotted off to the workroom with their first load.

Claire stopped in the doorway. “You want this
anywhere in particular?”

“How about against the back wall over there. We can
sort it out later.” They made a couple more trips back and forth
before emptying the pallet. Riley had finished unloading the
fencing gear and was stacking the last bale of lucerne hay next to
the door.

Claire wandered over to the sink and opened a small
bar fridge that was under the sink’s bench. “Anyone up for a cold
drink? I’ve got Coke, tea, and water.”

Sorla leaned against the tray of the truck and
watched as Riley loaded the now empty pallet back onto the truck
tray bed. “I’d love a water. Riley?”

“A water would be nice, thanks.”

Claire handed drinks all round. She held up a spare
water. “I might just run this over to Ed, and see how he’s doing.
Be back in a minute.”

Sorla saluted her with her bottle. “No problems.”

As Riley leaned against the truck’s side, she sipped
the cool water, taking a moment to look around the barn. It had big
double doors at its entrance, where the truck currently stood. The
barn itself was part stone and part wood. The walls, up to about
six feet high, were stone, with wooden frames and cypress boards
making up the rest of the building’s structure. The big high
bloodwood beams looked old, but strong, as they steepled high
overhead. There was a balcony running along the southern long wall
of the barn roof. Underneath and on the opposite side at floor
level were fifteen large horse stalls a side. A doorway led off to
the tack room with a paved floor, which in turn led through to the
workshop, where she had seen Sorla and Claire head off to unload
the goods.

“Thanks for bringing everything out so early,” Sorla
said, interrupting her admiration of the barn. “I really appreciate
it.”

Riley smiled and nodded. “My pleasure. If you don’t
mind me saying, you have a lovely place here.”

“Thanks. Would you like a look around?”

Riley pushed off the truck to stand. “Oh no, I don’t
want to take up any more of your time.”

“It’s no problem, really. Come on, I’ll give you a
quick tour while we cool down.” Riley hesitated. “Unless you have
somewhere else you have to be?”

Riley felt herself blush. “Um, no. You were my last
delivery today.”

Sorla grabbed Riley’s hand. “Well, that settles it,
then. You can be my first touring guest. Come on.” Sorla gave her
the whistle-stop tour of the stables and talked about her family’s
history.

“Long story short, my great-great-grandfather came
out from Ireland and fell in love with this place. He wanted to
make a new beginning for his family in a new land. Several
generations lived and died here. In the end, the big family numbers
dwindled, partly due to the various wars over the decades, and
those who were still alive, most of them moved away to the cities
and lost the taste for living on the land after a string of lean
years with drought and disease going through the breeding herds.
Only Grandad stayed, worked hard, and basically rebuilt things. He
still ran cattle, but he began to specialize in racehorses. Dad
followed in his footsteps. He was a legend. He could spot a horse
with potential a mile away, pay pittance for it, and turn it into a
champion.

“When Mum and Dad divorced, Mum got me and Dad got
the property. Mum was always a city girl—she couldn’t stand it
here. She hated the country life. My dad, on the other hand, loved
it. He used to say that this was where his soul was. That the dirt
was in his veins. I got to come here on holidays. Dad and I, we’re
like two peas in a pod people used to say. I think that’s why Mum
insisted I go with her when she left him. To take me away from my
father was the ultimate revenge. Mum never really wanted me as
such, she just wanted him to hurt. To show him how much he hurt her
when he dragged her off to live in the middle of
Nowheresville.”

“Your poor dad.”

“Mm. She broke his heart. It was this place that kept
him going, that and school holidays. For me too. I couldn’t wait to
get here. It was like I couldn’t really breathe until I came back.
When I finished school, I wanted to come here, but Dad wanted me to
have a trade and to see the world first. So, like so many of my
ancestors, I joined up. Then of course, while we were off
gallivanting around the world playing war games, dementia grabbed
him, and then the business suffered and downscaled dramatically to
what you see today.”

Riley shook her head. “It’s quite a tale.”

“Well, lucky for us, Dad left it all to me in his
will, and here we are, trying to make our own adventure out of it.
I think Dad’d be proud.”

Riley listened intently, asking a few questions from
time to time as they went. “So when you say you want to breed
horses, do you mean racehorses, like your father?”

Sorla shook her head. “No, I was thinking more of
starting off with some stock and cutting horses and see how I go
from there. The cattle will be the main business to start with.
Which reminds me, can I get your opinion on some of the gear in the
tack room while you’re here? I want to know what you think might be
salvageable and what else I might need to get in.”

“I’d be happy to. Lead the way.”

They spent a good half hour in the tack room sorting
the gear into three piles: good condition, a pile that was declared
as needing a little work to bring it up to scratch, and the last
section was stuff that needed replacing.

“I can make a list of the things you’ll most likely
need and can organize to get the middle pile of gear here back up
to working order again if you’d like,” Riley offered, “or I’m happy
to come out and get you up and running and show you how to do it
yourself if you’d prefer.”

Sorla tilted her head and looked at Riley. “If you
showed me how to do it, wouldn’t that be doing you out of a
job?”

Riley shrugged her shoulders and looked down at her
boots as she scuffed her toe on the pavers. “It’s not always about
the money. Sometimes it’s about the enjoyment you get sharing an
experience and learning how to do something for yourself that’s the
important thing.” As Riley looked up, her eyes ran smack bang into
Sorla’s intense deep brown eyes.

Sorla smiled and said, “I know what you mean.”

For a brief moment they both stood looking at each
other.

Riley heard approaching footsteps, and then Claire
popped in, breaking their private moment. “Hey, thought I’d find
you two in here. Ed sent me to tell you he thinks the horses are
here. A truck’s just pulling into the main gate now.” As the three
women walked out of the barn, Riley heard the commotion long before
she saw the truck. Kicking and whinnying noises could be heard
above the engine.

Standing at the yard gate was a tall blond-haired
man, midthirties, broad shouldered and ruggedly handsome from his
hat to his toes. Claire sidled up to him and hooked her arm through
his. “Ed, I’d like you meet Riley Johnson. Riley, this gorgeous man
is my husband, Ed Thornton.”

Ed held his hand out. “How do you do, Ms.
Johnson?”

Riley accepted his hand. “Please, it’s Riley, or RJ.
It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Ed gifted Riley with a wink and a big broad grin
showing perfect teeth. “And I’m just Ed. Looks like you’re just in
time to witness the arrival of the first shipment of horses to
kick-start Cherry Hill’s newest chapter.”

Sorla had her hand shading her eyes as the truck
began to slow, ready to pull up. “Sounds like someone’s not
happy.”

Riley watched as Ed talked to the driver, while Sorla
looked over the clipboard details that the truck driver had handed
her. The whole time, a very unhappy horse was doing its utmost to
bust down the walls of the truck with explosive kicks against the
metal sides. The truck, whose mechanical youth was quite some
decades ago, was closed sided, with an open, grated roof. Riley had
seen the type of truck before and knew that it could house up to
twenty horses packed in en masse or smaller numbers using
separation barriers. Sorla and Ed walked alongside the truck with
the driver, taking turns talking and gesticulating towards the
truck. As the driver passed the head section with the unhappy horse
in it, he thumped the side of the truck. Riley jumped slightly and
winced.

Squinting, Riley turned to Claire who was shading her
face from the sun’s glare with a hand. “How many are you
expecting?”

“Ed said ten. A couple from his brother’s place,
Sorla’s horse, and five green horses Sorla and Ed picked out last
week at the sales.”

They watched as the back door opened down to a ramp,
and the driver went in, returning minutes later to hand out the
first horse to Sorla. She led a chestnut mare out of the truck and
into the holding yard. She patted the mare down and unclipped the
lead rope from the halter. She turned and passed Ed, who was
holding a tall grey gelding. One by one, all bar the last horse,
who was still kicking in protest, were led out. The driver refused
to let Sorla or Ed into the truck and was inside, trying to get the
last horse out. Cursing and swearing could be heard coming from
inside. After ten minutes the driver stormed out of the trailer and
went to the truck cabin and retrieved a length of plastic pipe. He
banged it upside the truck as he returned, only to be answered back
with equally angry kicks from inside.

Riley leapt off the fence and trotted over to the
truck to stand between the ramp and the driver. “Hi. Looks like
you’ve got an unhappy traveller inside.”

The driver rolled his eyes at her. “You don’t say.”
He shook his head. “Damn thing’s been givin’ me grief right from
when it was loaded. Now if you’ll just get outta the way, I’m gonna
sort this out once and for all and be on my way.”

“Do you mind if I have a go?”

“Listen, Pollyanna, this here’s a mean horse and only
listens to a firm hand. Now I’m not gonna ask you again nicely.
Move.”

The driver made to push his way past, but Riley held
on to his forearm and continued to block his path. “What’s your
name please, sir?”

“It’s Greg.”

“Hi, Greg. I’m Riley. I see you work for Springer’s
Transport. You must be new. I don’t think I’ve seen you around
before.”

“Yeah, started last month. Now, if you don’t mind…”
Greg went to push past.

Riley put a hand on his chest and halted him. Her
voice was quiet, but firm. “Actually, I do mind. Unless you want me
to ring your boss, Hugo, and explain that his new driver is being
difficult, it would be in your best interests to back off and give
me a few minutes to see if I can’t get the horse off nicely. You’ve
had a big morning. How about you take five over there in the shade
for a bit?”

While the driver stood red faced and mouth ajar,
Riley quietly stepped to the side and closed the ramp shut. She
turned to Sorla and Ed. “When I ask, can you let the ramp down,
please?” Before they had a chance to open their mouths, Riley had
monkeyed up the trailer side and dropped down inside. The horse
continued to kick and whinny its protests at the intrusion.

Sorla, recovered from her initial shock, reached up
to open the ramp door. “Oh, this is bloody ridiculous, help me open
this up.”

Ed reached over and covered Sorla’s hand with his own
much larger one. “How about we give her a minute, like she asked.”
Sorla opened her mouth to protest but Ed held up his hand. “Let’s
see how it plays out.”

Scowling, Sorla reluctantly agreed. “All right, a
couple of minutes.” She folded her arms, frowning, and waited near
the rear of the truck.

At first, the only sounds were the kicking, snorting,
and stamping of the horse. As the minutes began to build and tick
by, the kicking slowed to stamping, and finally to snorting only.
Sorla looked at her watch. Twenty minutes had passed. And she
realized she could hear a voice offering soft murmuring noises.
Suddenly, there were no more sounds. After so much noise, the
silence hurt almost as much as the deafening kicks echoing off the
metal walls.

Ever so quietly, so that Sorla only just heard it,
came the request. “You can open the door now, please.” She nodded
to Ed, who reached up and released the latch. He lowered the ramp
slowly and they both stood back. Riley stood in the doorway beside
a magnificent dark blue roan mare with a jet-black mane and
tail.

The mare stamped once, as if to announce herself, and
then calmly allowed Riley to lead her off the truck and into the
holding yard to join the other horses. Ed followed, shutting the
gate behind them. Riley gently stroked the mare’s neck as she
unclipped the lead rope. She backed away a few steps before turning
and meeting Ed at the gate, who let her out with a big grin on his
face.

For a few moments, no one said a word as they leaned
on the fence and watched the horses settle in. Finally, Sorla
turned to Riley and bumped her with her hip. “Bit of a ballsy move
back there.”

Riley, looking straight ahead, just shrugged. “Not
really.”

Sorla turned to look at her incredulously. “What do
you mean, not really? That mare could have kicked the shit
out of you.”

Riley stepped off the fence and dusted off her pants.
“Nah. She’d just had a crappy morning and needed
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