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        For all the horse lovers out there, and readers who enjoy romantic rural stories.
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          The Long Road to Loving Grayson
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        Maggie’s in love, just not with the man she married.

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s a situation the uber-capable HR officer couldn’t anticipate ever facing. And when civil engineer Grayson travels to a remote western Queensland town to relieve for six weeks, he doesn’t anticipate having to summon the Flying Doctors, survive a tropical cyclone, or lose his heart.

        By the time he sets off on the long journey home, Maggie also finds herself on the road … the long road to loving Grayson. And like most of Australia's outback highways there are plenty of road blocks and obstacles to be negotiated along the way, so she’d better buckle up.
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      Maggie took a sip of her rapidly cooling coffee, grimaced, and sat back to give her latest email one final read-through.

      Friday, 7:31:09 AM

      From: Maggie.Perkins@MRClonc

      To: Regional.Director@MRClonc

      Subject: Acting Senior Engineer

      Hi Harry, and welcome back from the latest round of meetings in Brisbane. :-)

      Grayson Reeves, civil engineer (construction) and our soon-to-be acting senior engineer, emailed yesterday to say he’s on his way up from Brisbane. If he has a good run he might call into the office this afternoon.

      His relief period officially commences on Monday and I’ll greet him on arrival, but I assume you’ll want to meet him and discuss the specific tasks he’s to concentrate on during his time with us? On that basis I’ll arrange a meeting on Monday through Samantha - how’s your new PA working out, by the way? I hope you’re being nice to her, it’s hard finding good people out here you know!

      Kind regards,

      Maggie

      HR Advisor

      MR Qld, Cloncurry

      ====================

      

      Just another Metro Office engineer coming for a stint of relief work. I wonder what this one’ll be like.

      Wiping the congealed coffee skin off her lips, she set the cup down on her desk and pushed it well out of the way. Turning back to the computer, she pressed SEND and then submitted a copy of the email to the electronic filing system, her fingers moving over the keyboard and guiding the mouse with practised ease.

      She could almost work through the process of appointing relieving staff without thinking. First call for expressions of interest and then assess the EOIs received, submit a recommendation to the relevant supervisor, and finally make an offer to the successful candidate. Or the only candidate as was often the case. At least this Grayson character appeared to regard remote service as a chance to see more of the state. Understandable for someone new to the country.

      She gave a wry huff. It seemed most staff in Metro or the larger regional offices saw short-term secondment as a penance rather than an opportunity, and were loath to leave the ‘safety’ of their cushy little cubicles, even temporarily. Then again, who was she to criticise? She’d had her own reservations about moving to the state’s remote north west. It had taken weeks of Troy’s pleas to make her leave the coast behind, along with all the big city pleasures and conveniences.

      Leaning back, she stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. What a surprise it had been to feel an immediate connection with Cloncurry, the little country town that was so far from everywhere else, with its hotter than hot climate and its cordial and colourful characters. At least … that was what she’d experienced on their arrival. Who knows what Troy felt. He never spoke about things like ‘feelings’.

      Sighing, she called to mind the heartening welcome and real friendships she’d found waiting for her here. They’d made the upheaval bearable and even eased the void inside her in a way the lukewarm veneer of city acquaintances never had. And now … was it even still there, that hollow ache of loss?

      She closed her eyes.

      Yes, faintly, as though resting between bouts….

      When her desk phone jangled she sat forward with a start.

      ‘Cloncurry office, this is Maggie.’

      ‘I’ve just received an accident report.’ The regional director’s voice was thick with concern, slicing through the background road noise on his car phone. ‘A road train rollover on the Landsborough Highway involving a white dual cab. The caller said the car might’ve had government plates. Could it be one of our vehicles?’

      ‘Oh no….’ She rubbed her forehead. ‘We are expecting someone, Harry. I just this minute sent you an email about it. Grayson Reeves is travelling up from Brisbane to relieve in the senior engineer’s position for six weeks.’

      ‘He’s on his way up here now?’

      ‘Left Brisbane yesterday. Where did the accident happen?’

      ‘North of Longreach.’

      ‘How bad?’

      ‘Don’t have the details yet. It’s only just been reported.’

      She frowned. The department was notified of all highway incidents, with rollovers of multi-trailered semis among the most deadly. ‘Grayson indicated he’d be taking two days to drive here,’ she said slowly, ‘so he would’ve overnighted somewhere along the way.’ A thread of tension crept into her voice. ‘Half way would be around Longreach, or maybe Barcaldine. So I guess it’s possible—’

      ‘If he tried to do the fourteen hour journey without a break I’d want to know why,’ Harry barked. ‘For one thing, he’d be contravening departmental travel policy and fatigue management guidelines.’

      ‘And he’s aware of that, Harry. I remind everyone driving long distances of the relevant safety measures, before they set off.’ She heard a quick exhalation at the other end of the line.

      ‘I know, Maggie, I’m not blaming anyone. I’m just concerned....’

      ‘Understandably, but we could be worrying for nothing. I’ll try to raise Grayson on his mobile but he’s likely to be in an area with no reception.’

      Harry gave a peeved grunt. ‘There are still too many dead spots along the inland highway.’

      ‘So we shouldn’t assume the worst if I can’t reach him by phone. Once I do get hold of him, I’ll let you know straightaway. In the meantime I’m going to think positive. No point worrying ’til we have something to worry about.’

      ‘Yes ... well … keep me informed.’

      After Harry had hung up, Maggie immediately dialled Grayson’s mobile number.

      ‘The number you have called is unavailable,’ a recorded message said primly. ‘The mobile phone is turned off or out of mobile reception range.’

      I’ll just have to keep trying. Damn the mobile reception out here.

      She gave a frustrated sigh.

      Think positive, remember?

      At a computer ping, she turned back to the screen and opened the incoming email. A short message, it was written in all caps.

      ANYONE GOING TO THE ISA THIS SATURDAY?

      Her lips tipped upward. There was always someone wanting a lift to Mount Isa on a Saturday, for a spot of shopping, socialising, water skiing on Lake Moondara, or just to ease a case of small-town ‘cabin fever’. She was rarely able to go on her own, not that she resented the company. Appreciated it, in fact. Troy wasn’t big on shopping trips. He also didn’t care for the place.

      ‘I don’t know why people go to the Isa so often,’ he’d muttered in response to her suggestion they take a drive there one Saturday, ‘it’s ugly. Its most prominent feature is an enormous mine site – makes me feel like I’m at work when I’m there. Nah, I’d rather spend my time here in the Curry.’

      Ugly? Maybe … but without the mine would there even be a town?

      Sitting back, she glanced at her wall planner. How long since her last trip to the Isa? Maybe it was time for another one. She smiled, picturing an early morning drive along the Barkly Highway, snaking through rocky terrain where stone formations curved above the earth, their flinty arcs standing out like dinosaurian backbones against the red, gravelly dirt and the brilliant blue of the outback sky.

      Her smile faded.

      Thinking it might help him enjoy the trip, she had tried sharing her impressions of it with Troy, but her upbeat chatter was met with disinterested grunts or bored silence.

      Message received.

      

      The hours passed with no news of Grayson and no reassuring update on the accident. Maggie left messages with the Barcaldine and Winton depots in case Grayson called in there – he sounded the type to want to familiarise himself with the various locations – and tried again and again to raise him on the phone. Her anxiety grew with every unanswered call, and Harry wasn’t helping. He kept ringing or dropping into her office to see if she’d heard anything.

      In the face of his rising frustration, she thought it prudent to pre-empt what was sure to be his next suggestion. ‘I can’t bother the police with this, Harry. Grayson’s not officially overdue yet.’

      ‘I know,’ he replied gruffly, ‘and the officers have enough on their plates already, dealing with, and I quote the sergeant in charge, “the distances and other demands of a remote location like this”.’ He exhaled loudly. ‘As if our operations aren’t affected by those factors just as much.’

      She allowed a silent moment to pass before saying evenly, ‘So all we can do is wait for the next update and hope for the best.’

      As she watched Harry once more trudge out of her office, Maggie found herself wondering what Grayson would be like. His emails were businesslike though affable, and on the phone his deep voice with its British accent was warm and pleasing to the ear. She pursed her lips. A professional older man perhaps? Or would he surprise her as others had done, by being the complete opposite of what she was expecting?

      Probably.

      Her lips twitched at the thought of that oh-so-male voice belonging to a scrawny ‘Poindexter’ type, with squinty eyes behind thickly framed ‘Coke-bottle’ glasses, pants worn high up under the ribcage, and lily-white lower legs sprouting dark hairs above geeky socks-n-sandals. She gave a shudder and dismissed the cringe-worthy image.

      It doesn’t matter what he looks like as long as he arrives safely and can do the job.

      With a decisive nod, she turned her attention to the paperwork on her desk.

      Right, back to it....

      

      A few hours later, the receptionist poked her head around the door to Maggie’s office. ‘There’s a big guy in reception asking for you, Mags. It’s that new relief engineer.’

      Grayson!

      She jumped to her feet. ‘Oh, thank goodness! Could you make sure Harry knows he’s arrived safely please?’

      ‘I’ll go and tell Samantha.’ The receptionist hurried away, calling for someone to mind the front desk for a few minutes.

      Realising Grayson would find it strange if she raced out to meet him gushing a welcome, Maggie took a moment to tuck a stray wisp of hair behind an ear, smooth her crisp white blouse, and straighten her tailored trousers.

      We might be ‘out bush’, she told herself for the umpteenth time, but there’s no need to look like a ‘bushy’.

      Reaching down to grasp her computer mouse, she closed the complicated workforce planning spreadsheet she’d been staring at in the hope a solution might jump out at her. It hadn’t, at least not yet. She shook her head. It was always stressful trying to balance managers’ requests for additional staff with budgeted workforce allocations, especially when some managers didn’t understand – or chose to ignore – the restrictions placed on Public Service appointments.

      I’ll get back to that later. A fresh eye might help me see something I’ve missed.

      Striding out of her office, she rounded the corner to reception and stopped in her tracks. The man standing patiently waiting on the other side of the counter was certainly no Poindexter. Tall and well built, he looked to be in his early thirties, not much older than Maggie herself.

      Why did I expect an older man? The deepness of his voice maybe….

      The young woman manning reception glanced at her and announced in a loud whisper, ‘Says his name’s Grey something or other.’

      Maggie saw the shadow of a grin cross his face and sighed inwardly.

      Honestly, some of the trainees we get out here....

      Throwing him an apologetic glance, she leaned down to say quietly to the stand-in, ‘It’s Grayson, Leticia, and good receptionists develop tools to get visitors’ names right so they can be announced properly.’

      The young woman looked sheepish and flashed the visitor a rueful glance.

      Straightening, Maggie turned to him with a bright smile and found him gazing intently at her.

      ‘Maggie?’

      There it is, that deep voice….

      Skirting the counter, she strode up to him, hand extended. ‘Yes, Grayson, nice to meet you.’ She couldn’t help adding in a gush, ‘I’m so pleased to see you.’ When this earned her an amused frown, she cleared her throat. ‘Pleased you made it safely.’

      As she spoke her hand was grasped in a firm, warm grip with – thankfully – no hint of finger crush, and his grey-flecked hazel eyes gazed at her with friendly interest. The shape of the dark brows above them made his wide face appear serious, even a little stern.

      And then he smiled.

      Charisma, how nice! Makes a change from the charm-challenged engineering types we normally get. And a real handshake too, not one of those horrid ‘boneless fish’ versions.

      Tick and tick.

      Noticing the unspoken question in his eyes, she said hastily, ‘We were worried you might’ve been involved in a highway accident north of Longreach. I tried and tried to get you on your mobile—’

      ‘An accident?’ There was that frown again. ‘I didn’t see one. Must’ve happened after I passed through there.’

      ‘The report said one of the vehicles might’ve been a Government car, so you can imagine our concern.’

      ‘Oh, right. The fleet vehicle I drove up doesn’t have a mobile phone recharger, and wouldn’t you know it, my battery went flat half way.’ He threw her a rueful grin. ‘I’m sorry to have caused unnecessary worry.’

      ‘No probs, what’s important is that you’re here, safe and sound.’ Maggie beamed up at him. ‘And you’ve chosen a good day to arrive. It’s pay week Friday, so we’ll all be heading to the Stubby Hut after work.’

      ‘I think you mentioned that. Run by your social club, isn’t it?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Why is it called a hut?’

      ‘After the soils laboratory was relocated from what they’d affectionately, or not-so-affectionately,’ and she gave an amused huff, ‘christened “the hut”, it was allocated to the club for use as a base. The committee did a great job with the renovations, transforming the worn-out ex-lab into a quirky nightspot. Now it’s open to members and friends every second Friday. The club serves cut-price drinks and barbeque meals, and organises pool and darts comps, car rallies, that sort of thing. They’re also in charge of our end of year functions.’

      ‘That’s grand. I’m glad I got here on the right day, I could use a cold lager after the long trip. Can hardly speak over all the dust in my throat.’ As he spoke his lips tilted in a wide grin. He had even, white teeth and a strong mouth that smiled easily.

      Maggie returned the smile.

      We might’ve scored a good one here.

      Behind the desk Leticia sat idly watching the pair, noting that Maggie, of above average height herself, had to look up at Grayson. As she ran her eyes over him, Leticia tapped her chin with a finger.

      He was a big dude alright. Looked to be in this thirties, way too old to interest her. Anyway she had a boyfriend, and compared to Grayson he was....

      More like a weasel than a warrior?

      Her brow creased and she hastily dropped her gaze.
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      ‘So, Grayson, it looked like you enjoyed yourself on Friday night.’

      ‘I did. Everyone was right friendly.’

      At his sheepish glance Maggie grinned. ‘Yeah … new starters tend to cause something of a stir.’

      Especially someone like Grayson who, at six foot four, stood out among the Stubby Hut crowd.

      Finance officer Peta had noticed him as soon as he appeared.

      Intent on making the most of her temporary freedom from husband and kids, she had arrived early. Dancing up to the bar singing, ‘Let’s get this party started,’ she downed her first drink after raising it in a quick toast to Friday nights. Slamming the empty shot glass onto the bar with a satisfied, ‘Ahh,’ she immediately ordered another two, and two more after that.

      The sweetened alcohol hit her empty stomach with a gratifying fizz, before boogying along her veins to reach her head, fingers, and toes.

      By the time Grayson turned up Peta was on her fifth drink, and buzzing. She spied him making his way to the bar and froze with her glass mid-way to her open mouth. A blurry instant later, having dropped the half-empty glass on the bar and spilling its contents, to the barman’s annoyance, she slipped down from her barstool.

      After taking a moment to steady herself, she pushed off the bar to shoulder through the crowd with the focused determination of an attacking great white shark.

      Positioning herself well within Grayson’s comfort zone she gazed tipsily up at him. ‘’N you are...?’ Without giving him time to answer she launched into a slurred account of her own vital statistics, clumsily avoiding any mention of marital status.

      Maggie watched the scene unfold from where she stood talking to Harry and his wife, and when Peta swayed even closer to put a hand on Grayson’s arm, Maggie wondered how he’d react.

      Would he be a gentleman about the booze-fuelled advances or an insensitive cad?

      The former, she decided, judging by Peta’s longing rather than resentful expression when he manoeuvred his way out of ‘danger’.

      Eagle-eyed Tom Gilmore had helped on that score, by waving a pool cue in the air and calling, ‘Hey, tall dude. C’mon, it’s your shot.’

      Tom to the rescue, once again.
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      And now it was Monday morning, Grayson’s first day on the job. He sat at ease in Maggie’s visitor’s chair, long legs stretched in front of him and the ankles of his work-booted feet crossed.

      ‘So, apart from giving us all a scare,’ she said with a wry smile, ‘did you enjoy the trip up from Brisbane?’

      He nodded. ‘Although it was awfully long, as you warned it would be. Guess I’ll get used to Australia’s distances. Was great seeing the country’s heart instead of hugging the coast, which is pretty much what I’ve been doing since I arrived.’

      ‘How long have you been in Australia?’

      ‘About ten months now.’

      ‘You’re on a Four Five Seven visa?’ Even in casual conversation Maggie couldn’t help slipping into business mode. It was where she felt safest.

      ‘That’s right. I’ve just started my three-year stint and can’t believe how quickly the time is going.’

      ‘You must be enjoying it here, then.’

      ‘How right you are.’ He smiled. ‘This is a great place. Not that the “old country” wasn’t, but there’s a freshness about Australia you don’t get anywhere else. Must be all the blue sky and sunshine. And no long, dreary winters to endure.’

      ‘Yes, well, out here it’s about as fresh – if you can call it that – as it gets, and more blue sky and sunshine than you could ever want.’ They shared a grin and she handed him a booklet. ‘Now I guess we’d better get going on your induction. Don’t feel singled out, every new arrival has to put up with this.’

      ‘I’m sure I’ll survive.’

      Did she imagine it, or was there a warm chocolate coating on those words and a twinkle in the eyes smiling into hers? With an inward frown at herself, she launched into the all-too-familiar induction spiel. When she saw Grayson sit forward in his chair to rest his arms on his bent knees and gaze levelly at her, she felt a rush of gratitude. He was actually listening!

      She sensed he was still paying attention when a short while later he ran a large hand through his close-cropped sandy hair and lowered his gaze. She took the opportunity to look him over.

      Tall, well built, and with an outdoorsy tan – his skin no doubt transformed from British lily-white by the Queensland sun – he had what her best friend Evie would describe as a real man’s figure. His dark polo shirt clung a little to a well-rounded chest and muscular arms, and skimmed over a flat stomach. He wore his blue jeans low – but not too low – on a set of lean hips.

      She gave an mental nod of satisfaction.

      No ‘undies-out-the-top’ for this bloke.

      It was easy to imagine what Evie would say about him.

      ‘Wooh … he’s got the classic V shape, Mags! And doesn’t look like one of those maybe-I’m-a-man-and-maybe-I’m-not metrosexual types, nah-ah. This is a man who could hold even a strong girl close and make her feel safe.’

      When he raised his head to once more meet her eyes, Maggie revised her first impression of him. Grayson didn’t have a stern disposition, just a focused, resolute nature. One highly suited to an engineer.

      She smiled. ‘Right, that’s it. Boring diatribe over. You’re a good listener, Grayson, makes a nice change from most newbies who can’t wait to get away from me – until there’s a problem with their pay that is.’

      He gave a slow smile. ‘I didn’t find it boring by any means.’

      Marvelling again at how the smile transformed his face, she was also disquieted by her response to it.

      The warm, delicious sensation that was somehow also … dangerous.

      She pushed those thoughts aside and rose to her feet. ‘Right, I’ll introduce you to the other staff.’

      As they made their way through the office, Maggie noticed the young – and some not so young – women fussing over their hair and clothes. Easy-on-the-eye and young-enough-to-be-interesting men like Grayson rarely graced the office corridors, so when one came along, especially one with a deliciously Colin Firth-like voice, some preening was to be expected.

      Maggie’s lips twitched and she flicked him a glance from under her lashes. While not classically handsome, Grayson radiated masculinity and strength of character, and had an air of intelligence about him.

      It’s early days, she reminded herself. Who knows what he’s like when not on his best behaviour.

      She hastily focused her gaze forward when he turned to her and asked, ‘Engineering next?’

      ‘If you like.’

      ‘I’m keen to meet my work team.’

      ‘Good for you. We’ll go straight there.’

      Everyone in the Engineering section quickly gathered on their arrival, eager to eyeball the ‘new boy’ who was to be their relieving senior.

      ‘I’ll leave you with this lot, Grayson.’ Turning to the group, Maggie admonished with mock severity, ‘Look after him, you blokes, so he might consider coming to work with us again.’ She glanced back at Grayson. ‘You know where my office is. My door’s always open if you need anything.’

      ‘Thanks, Maggie. Good to know I can call on you while I’m finding my way around.’ This earned Grayson some barely-disguised smirks.

      She ignored them. ‘Glad to help any way I can. We want you to enjoy your time with us. We’re always looking for good engineers up here.’ After flashing him a winning smile she turned on her heel to leave, only to stop and slap a palm to her forehead. Whirling around, she thrust out a hand to gain Grayson’s attention. When it came into contact with his shirtfront instead of his arm she hastily jerked her hand back, but not before registering the solid beat of his heart and the firm, warm strength of his chest beneath her fingers.

      ‘Oh! I….’ She struggled to keep her voice steady. It didn’t help that he was gazing at her with a hint of amused sympathy in his eyes. ‘I … nearly forgot.’ She swallowed. ‘I’m planning a trip to the gulf to visit one of our crews and Harry suggested you might like to come along.’ Her cheeks burned at the breathiness in her voice. She cleared her throat. ‘He believes having engineers visit remote sites is good for staff morale, and it would give you a chance to see “coal-face” operations up there.’

      ‘Right you are. Just let me know when.’

      With a breezy, ‘Great. It’ll probably be some time in the next few weeks,’ she dipped her head at him before turning to stride back toward her office.

      Grayson watched her go. She had a graceful long-legged gait and held her head high as she walked, the mane of dark hair hanging down her back neatly pinned in a silver clasp. Her corporate-wear white blouse and navy trousers sat easily on a set of square shoulders, straight back, narrow hips and firm derriere.

      When she stopped a short way along the corridor for a quick word with a colleague, he studied her profile. Her finely drawn face was well-proportioned and feminine, with high cheek bones, a long, straight nose, full lips, and a precise jaw line. The pretty blush that had infused her cheeks a few moments ago lingered as a rose-pink tint under her clear skin.

      A voice from behind snapped him out of his pleasant scrutiny. ‘So, Grayson, if you can take your eyes off Maggie’s arse for a minute, what’s your story? Not that we blame you for checking her out, of course. We’ve all done it.’

      Turning, he gazed into the curious faces of the engineers who would be his work team for the next six weeks. They stared back at him, some smirking roguishly. He raised a nonchalant eyebrow. ‘My story? Well chaps, I’ve been with the department for about ten months now, in Metro office in Brisbane. Before that I was living in the UK where I worked as a senior engineer in civil construction. So I have a lot of engineering experience but am still getting to know the Australian environment.’

      ‘Yeah, well you’ll get more “environment” out this way then you could ever want, mate!’ The speaker’s exaggerated Australian drawl was greeted by a group chuckle as he went on. ‘And I see you’re gettin’ to know the Aussie sheilas while you’re at it. Fancy havin’ the prospect of a road trip with our lovely Maggie, and after only being here for five minutes. How lucky can one bloke be?’

      Triumph crinkled the corners of Grayson’s eyes but his expression stiffened when the speaker added, ‘Shame she’s married, mate.’

      He hadn’t thought to check her ring finger.

      Hang on … why was he even thinking this?

      He swallowed a scowl.

      ‘So you’re an “intoh” then?’ another in the group piped up. At Grayson’s uncertain expression, he explained, ‘That’s what we call international recruits, like our mate Chandra here,’ and he indicated a slightly built man at the back of the group. ‘He arrived this year from Nepal with his new – and I mean, all of five minutes married – bride.’

      Grayson nodded a greeting at the shyly grinning Chandra as someone else asked, ‘So are you just doing your three years, or are you planning to stay in Australia?’

      He took a moment to answer. ‘That was the plan, to emigrate to Australia and start a new life here.’

      ‘On your own?’

      This met with a quick frown. ‘It turned out that way.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Taking a breath, Grayson said with a lopsided grin, ‘Anyway chaps, how about I ask the questions now?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      As she strode along the empty main street, Maggie glanced at the digital clock mounted high on the pale brick façade of the historic town hall. The 07:05 time display clicked over to show the current temperature, a pleasant twenty-nine degrees Celsius. She smiled, grateful for autumn’s respite from summer’s high forties to low fifties temperatures, which would return all too soon.

      Approaching the office building, she was surprised to see a light glowing from a window in the engineering section. After letting herself inside she dumped her bag in her office, collected her coffee cup, and went down the corridor to poke her head around the door to the senior’s office.

      When he caught sight of her Grayson put down the schematic he’d been studying and leaned back in his chair, smiling a greeting.

      ‘What do we have here?’ She grinned and stepped into the room. ‘Another early starter? I’m used to having the whole building – actually, the whole town pretty much! – to myself first thing in the mornings.’

      ‘Oh? Have I broken some unwritten rule?’ His eyes danced at her. They looked a smoky grey colour in the morning light.

      ‘Not at all. It’s great to see you so keen to get started. And speaking of getting started, I’m heading for the staff room to make myself a ‘heart-starter’ coffee. Would you like one?’

      ‘Sure, I’ll have another cup. Usually it’s tea.’ At her raised eyebrows he gave a chuckle. ‘I’m British, remember? To us tannin is the sixth food group. I’m not properly awake until I’ve had my first ...,’ and he accentuated his British accent, ‘... cup-a-char.’ Rising to his feet, he collected a large black mug bearing the inscription I’m here and I’m awake … what more do you want? from off the desk. ‘I’ll come and make it myself.’

      Seeing her amused glance at the mug he gave a sheepish half-smile. ‘I take this old thing wherever I go, out of habit. It was a gift from my wife … er … ex-wife. That was before—’ His eyes stopped dancing and his expression tightened. When Maggie looked at him curiously, the words tumbled from his mouth. ‘We were all set to emigrate together, only she had second thoughts. Left me at Heathrow Airport as we were about to board the plane to Sydney.’

      Maggie saw a ripple of bitterness cross his face and resisted the impulse to touch a comforting hand to his arm. Had he been a woman, or an older man perhaps … or if the idea of touching him didn’t feel … precarious … somehow....

      She shoved that thought aside. ‘I’m so sorry, Grayson. How long had you been married?’

      ‘A bit over two years, and together for a few before that.’ Taking a breath, he added in a firm, let’s-move-on tone, ‘Such is life, as that famous Aussie once said. The move to Australia didn’t give me time to mope and it offered us both a fresh start. So I guess it wasn’t all bad.’

      Brave words, but when he looked at her Maggie saw pain lingering deep in his eyes, along with something akin to anger. At himself perhaps, for mentioning a painful subject?

      ‘Well, if it’s any consolation, we’re glad that you – and your cup – still came.’ She gave an encouraging smile and was pleased to see his expression lift. As they made their way into the staff kitchen she said briskly, ‘Now, I won’t promise the tea bags or instant coffee here are the best but they’re all we’ve got. At least the water’s hot.’

      He nodded, helped himself to a tea bag from the jar on the counter, and then lined up beside Maggie to wait his turn for the hot water. He gazed down at her bent head and caught the scent of her perfume. It was fresh, unobtrusive, with a soft strength of character.

      Like her.

      Beside him, Maggie spooned dark coffee grains into her mug, covered them with a generous splash of cold milk, and then topped the blend with boiling water from a tap in the sink marked VERY HOT in red letters. After a vigorous stir which left a creamy swirl of froth on top, she took a sip to check for taste, leaving a tiny white moustache clinging to her full top lip. When she deftly erased the froth with a flick of her tongue, Grayson hastily turned away.
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      As the harsh midday sun glinted off a passing car’s windscreen, Grayson turned to eye the man in the driver’s seat beside him, fellow engineer and ‘quasi-local’ Tom Gilmore. Tom enjoyed a chat at the best of times, and wasn’t about to let slip the opportunity to ‘grill’ his acting senior while on a familiarisation drive around the region.

      ‘So, mate, you got any rellies here in Oz?’

      ‘No, my parents and brother are all in the UK.’

      ‘How do you stay in touch with them?’

      ‘Phone and online.’

      ‘What’d we do before the internet, hey?’

      Grayson nodded.

      ‘So, what does your brother do? Is he an engineer too?’

      Grayson paused before answering. ‘The plan was for Mark to follow me into the field … well, Dad’s plan anyway. He’s always had high expectations of us. Considers career success the defining mark of a man.’

      ‘I see.’ Tom picked up the acrimonious note in Grayson’s voice. ‘How far off is Mark from graduating?’

      ‘A long way off, as it happens.’ Grayson turned to once more gaze out the window. ‘He dropped out of university part-way through his undergraduate engineering degree … to pursue a career in horticulture.’

      ‘Horticulture? That’s a big shift in professions. How did your father take the news?’

      Grayson gave a derisive snort. ‘Not well. Abandoning a promising career to be what he calls a “low down, grubby gardener” makes Mark a loser, according to dear old Dad.’

      ‘That’s a bit harsh.’

      ‘Yes, well … when he’s not happy, our father makes sure everyone knows it.’ Grayson sighed. ‘And I have to accept part of the blame for his ill temper.’

      ‘How’s that?’

      ‘My marriage broke down around the time Mark dropped out, and I think Dad felt like both his sons were failures. He was most disappointed with Mark but was also royally upset about me and Tina, which is ironic when I think about it.’ Grayson flicked Tom a glance. ‘He’d started calling her “Little Miss Hoity-Toity”, and warned me her expensive tastes would break me if I didn’t take them in hand. It’s a wonder he didn’t revel in the old “I told you so” when things went sour.’

      He gave a grim smile and rubbed a large hand over his chin. ‘I’m more fortunate than Mark, though. I have distance on my side, and a successful career Dad respects. I’m afraid Mark gets to bear the brunt of Dad’s displeasure at both our “failures”. It’s a real shame ’cos my little brother’s always had a green thumb, and I reckon he has the nous to succeed in horticulture.’ Grayson turned away again. ‘I’ve tried telling Dad that but the stubborn old coot refuses to listen, so my only other option for helping Mark from way over here was to provide some financial backing for his nursery venture. Left me a bit short, especially after the divorce settlement, but this is my brother I’m talking about.’

      Grayson blinked and swallowed, and Tom noticed him stiffen, as though self-conscious at having revealed so much to a virtual stranger. With his gaze on the road ahead, Tom asked, ‘So is your marriage kaput or will we have the pleasure of meeting the hoity-toity Tina some time?’

      ‘Kaput,’ Grayson said flatly, ‘absolutely kaput.’ He paused before going on. ‘Anyhow that’s my story, and probably more than you wanted to know. So what about you? Got family here?’

      ‘Yep, you’re lookin’ at one lucky bloke. I was smart enough to slap a ring on Lisa’s finger soon after meetin’ her.’ He threw Grayson a wink. ‘I’ve been glad of that ever since. And now we have two beaut kids.’ His grin broadened. ‘Gotta pinch myself sometimes.’

      ‘Good for you, cobber.’

      The men shared an indulgent moment and then Tom said, ‘I’ll tell you who else is a lucky bloke, only Troy Kerr doesn’t realise it.’ He squinted at Grayson. ‘That’s Maggie’s husband.’

      ‘Oh, right.’ Grayson sat straighter in his seat. ‘So what’s the story there?’

      ‘Well, Maggie’s what you Poms might call a “right cracker”. Clever, capable, and easy on the eye … as I think you’ve already noticed?’ When Grayson shifted uneasily in his seat Tom raised an amused eyebrow. ‘Lisa and I have known her for quite a while now. She’s a good friend and a lovely person, but we find it hard – real hard – to like her hubby. Look, why don’t I just come out and say it. Troy Kerr is a pratt. Dull as dog poo and dumb enough to take a good sort like Maggie for granted.’ Shaking his head, he growled, ‘The fool doesn’t deserve her.’

      ‘Hang on … did you say Kerr? Isn’t Maggie’s surname Perkins?’

      ‘She kept her maiden name when they married. Hey, speaking of names, I hope you won’t mind if the blokes don’t call you “Grayson”. Knowing them, it’ll be Reevers, or Gray, or something like that. They don’t mean any disrespect, it’s just the Aussie way.’

      ‘No bother.’ Grayson shrugged a broad shoulder. ‘I’ve been called worse.’

      ‘I bet you have.’ Tom chuckled and then grew serious as he pointed through the windscreen. ‘See up ahead? That’s the road re-seal I was telling you about….’

      

      After taking Grayson past two more job sites, he turned the car around. ‘That’s about all I can show you for now. The other projects are a day’s drive or further away.’

      ‘Thanks Tom.’

      ‘Anytime.’

      They travelled in companionable silence for a while and then Grayson looked across at him. ‘I’m curious. Why did you say Maggie’s husband doesn’t deserve her?’

      Tom accelerated to overtake a loaded cattle truck before answering. ‘I guess each to his own and all that, and no one can blame a young bloke for wantin’ to get ahead financially, but Kerr works every double shift he can and then spends most of his down-time out pig-hunting or at the pub.’ He gave a disapproving shake of his head. ‘Leaving a hotty like Maggie on her own so much, especially in a small community with a large proportion of single men, is not the move of a smart man.’

      ‘No.’ Grayson stared moodily out the window.

      ‘Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think Kerr’s a bad person, he’s just thoughtless, “insensitive” as my Lisa would say, and short a few roos in the top paddock. That means dumb,’ and Tom tapped his temple with a finger. ‘I overheard him at a work function once, tellin’ the regional director everything he was doin’ wrong in managing the region’s roads – can you believe it? I was so embarrassed for Maggie. It’s no wonder she goes to most functions on her own now.’

      He squinted at Grayson. ‘If you’re wondering how someone like her could’ve hooked up with a loser like him in the first place you wouldn’t be alone. Lisa reckons it was a misplaced sense of obligation on Maggie’s part. See her parents died in a car accident, and after that she got sort of obsessed with making their every wish come true. Apparently at one stage they’d hoped she and Troy might get together, for some reason I can’t fathom.’ Tom accelerated again, this time to overtake a motorhome spewing smoke from its exhaust. He eyed it as they passed, muttering, ‘That poor rig’s seen better days.’

      Grayson gave a distracted grunt.

      ‘Anyhow, if you ask me, Kerr took advantage of her at a vulnerable time, which I guess is the main reason I can’t like or respect the bloke.’

      The crease deepened in Grayson’s brow. ‘Married life can be pretty wretched if shared with the wrong person. Better to be alone than a miserable half of a miserable whole.’

      Even if freedom came at a hefty price, as it had for him.

      Recalling the moment his life and vision of the future shattered in Heathrow’s departure lounge, he sighed.

      If only he’d known what was going on behind his back he would’ve dealt with it, maybe even nipped it in the bud. But would the end result have been the same, regardless? Probably. Where there’s smoke….

      So while he may not have ended up in Australia, in all likelihood he would still have ended up alone.

      Hang on … something was different.

      He frowned.

      Where was the sting that usually accompanied thoughts on that subject?

      Searching inside himself, he discovered a new sense of detachment. Was he finally managing to put the gut-wrenching episode behind him, to collect the shards of his life and glue them back in place? Had time stepped up to its role of world’s best healer?

      Or do some wounds go too deep to ever fully heal?
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      Maggie had the receiver wedged between a smooth cheek and shoulder when Grayson appeared in her doorway. She raised a beckoning hand and he dipped his head in thanks as he stepped inside. Taking a seat he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands together between them. While Maggie continued speaking into the phone, he watched her capable fingers race over the keyboard and columns of figures scroll in a blur across the computer screen.

      ‘You’re welcome. Let me know how you get on.’ After hanging up, she turned and caught a look of open admiration in her visitor’s gaze. ‘Hello, Grayson. How was your first week?’

      ‘Good.’ His mouth split into a wide smile. ‘It’s a great team you have up here, all right friendly and helpful.’

      ‘Glad to hear it. Positive feedback can be hard to get. We often only hear about problems – you know, the old “no news is good news”.’

      ‘Ah yes, that old chestnut.’

      They grinned together.

      ‘So what can I do for you this morning?’

      ‘Just wanted to drop by and check I’m meeting expectations.’

      ‘Conscientious of you.’ She gave an approving nod. ‘Well, I can tell you that Harry’s pleased with how you’ve settled in, and the progress on projects you’ve made in a short time. And from all accounts you’ve also won the respect of the other engineers.’

      ‘Good to know. Harry’s easy to get along with as far as bosses go, and the engineers are a fine bunch.’

      Maggie smiled. ‘And what about Cloncurry? How are you finding the place?’

      ‘It’s not a bad little village.’

      Her grin widened.

      ‘And I’m getting used to the heat and dust.’

      ‘Ah yes, two things I won’t be sorry to leave behind when we eventually return to “civilisation”. Though I can’t complain, we have it pretty good, really.’ She sat back in her chair. ‘I miss having a garden, though.’

      ‘You can’t have one here?’

      ‘Plants have to be tough to survive these conditions. All the care in the world couldn’t save the ones I brought from the coast, the scorching sun and unrelenting heat was too much for them.’ Her face fell. ‘I knew it was a gamble bringing Mum’s potted rose, but I just couldn’t bear to part with it.’ There was a quiver in her voice. ‘Of course later I wished I had left it behind when it bloomed one final, desperate time, before withering in front of my eyes….’

      She swallowed, blinked, and forced a smile. ‘It took me a while to realise that there is life and beauty out here, merely hidden beneath the dust. It happened when I saw the brittle skeleton of a what I thought was a long dead bougainvillea burst into glossy green leaves and bright puce blossoms after a shower of rain. It was a simply breathtaking display. So, while there are hardships to living out here, there are also surprising wonders if you take the time to look.’

      Grayson eyed her for a long moment before speaking. ‘What about your husband? Does he feel the same way about being here?’

      ‘Not quite.’ She gave a wry huff. ‘It’s ironic really. Troy instigated the move but took longer to adapt to our new lifestyle. Oh sure, he enjoys the additional “rural and remote” benefits attached to my public service position and his week-on, week-off job with Red Rock Mine, but grizzles like crazy when the temperature goes over forty degrees Celsius. And with Cloncurry claiming Australia’s highest ever recorded temperature, that happens a lot.’

      She didn’t add the other irony, that the extreme temperatures he claimed to hate didn’t stop Troy from going on regular hunting trips, where he and his mates had to rough-it in the bush for days on end.

      Grayson nodded his understanding. ‘Can I ask something else not work-related?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I’ve noticed a strange smell coming into my motel unit at night, one I can’t quite place.’

      Maggie’s eyes held a flicker of amusement. ‘Is it an unpleasant, sort of chemical smell? Similar to bottled gas?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Then that’ll be gidgee weed, which I think is coming into season about now.’

      ‘Gidgee weed?’

      ‘A plant peculiar to this area, or so I believe. The plants flower after rain and release their “perfume”, typically during the night. I didn’t know what to make of the cloying stench either at first, and even after someone enlightened me, I couldn’t believe such an unnatural smell could originate from the flowers of an otherwise innocuous plant.’

      He pulled a face. ‘It’s certainly in a class all its own.’ He paused while they shared another grin and then said, ‘Say, the chaps ... er ... blokes told me there’s some kind of big event happening here this weekend. “Shindig” I think they called it.’

      ‘I see you’re being coached in Aussie-isms.’

      ‘Too right.’ His grey eyes crinkled at the corners.

      His attempt at an Aussie accent made her smile. ‘Good for you. And yes, the annual Cloncurry rodeo’s on this weekend. It’s a big deal for the region. Like the racing carnival and district show, the rodeo’s held in the cooler months as people venture out of air-conditioned hibernation. So, I hope you brought along some riding boots and an Akubra hat?’

      ‘I did bring a hat but I don’t own a pair of riding boots. I hope these will suffice.’ He stretched out a long, blue-jeaned leg to reveal a leather work boot.

      She gave it a quick scan. Its scuffed ruggedness suited his manly persona rather well. ‘They’ll be fine.’ Her eyebrows twitched. ‘And the steel caps will protect your toes from any dance-related injuries.’

      ‘Dancing?’

      ‘You bet! People out here like to squeeze the fun-juice out of every event, so there’s a “knees-up” in the hall on Saturday night.’

      He gave an amused grunt.

      ‘The fun kicks off this afternoon with a street parade,’ she went on, ‘and then people tend to gravitate to one of the pubs for dinner. The rodeo is on all weekend, followed next Saturday by the first race meeting of the season. You’ll see all the moths and glad rags come out of the wardrobes for that one.’ She liked the way his eyes tilted upward at the corners when he was amused.

      ‘Will you be going to all the events?’

      ‘I expect so.’

      Socialising with newbies after hours was an important part of her job. It helped them settle in, especially the more introverted ones. Although Grayson didn’t strike her as the needy type….

      ‘Well then, I’ll probably see you at this afternoon’s parade.’ He rose and smiled down at her.

      ‘You probably will.’ As she returned the smile their eyes made a firm connection, and she felt something flow between them, a sensation she couldn’t classify. And then her phone shrilled again, breaking the moment.

      Grayson gave her a parting wave as he strode out.

      

      Standing in the shade of a gritty street tree that afternoon, Maggie waved away the odd fly as she watched the gaudy floats begin their slow, noisy procession around the town’s main streets. Troy had opted not to join her, saying it was still too hot to venture out of the air conditioning, for which she’d been secretly pleased.

      More often than not he managed to spoil things, and not only for her.

      The disloyalty of that thought jabbed her and she winced. Bending her head, she watched an ant scurrying about in what seemed like a pointless fashion around the tree’s base. What was it doing? Trying to build a nest? If so, it wasn’t getting far.

      Her lips tightened.

      Futile endeavours … I know how they feel, little ant.

      She recalled staring down at her engagement ring, face aglow, shortly after Troy slipped it on her finger, and felt her insides clench. At the time she’d pictured her future like a well-tended garden bed ready to spring into life and blossom, only to see her incompatibility with her husband drain the life from those early shoots like the hot north-western sun on tender seedlings, leaving the garden empty and barren.

      She scowled and scuffed the toe of a boot over the dusty pavement.

      Evie had been right.

      In typical style she hadn’t bothered to hide her dismay at her friend’s choice of life partner, leaving Maggie wordlessly gaping at her impassioned outburst. But then Evie was a McGuire, and like the rest of her quirky family, famous for her robust personality and gauche call-it-like-it-is approach to life. Unlike most people, Maggie found her refreshing and stimulating company. That day, however, after Evie gasped at the glint of diamonds on Maggie’s ring finger, she had felt the full force of her friend’s indelicate tongue.

      ‘Oh Mags, no.’ Evie had stared at her with wide, appalled eyes. ‘Tell me you haven’t done something stupid.’ At Maggie’s guilty silence, she groaned. ‘No, no, no. It was never meant to come to this. He was just a date night, a fling to cheer you up, or did you forget that?’ She threw her hands in the air. ‘You’re completely wrong for each other. Just ’cos your families were friends, that’s not enough reason to marry the guy! You’ve said yourself the two of you didn’t have much to do with each other over the years. And no wonder, you have nothing in common!’

      Reaching out to grasp Maggie’s arms, Evie had glared into her eyes and said slowly, as though to drive the message home, ‘We’re talking marriage here, forever stuff.’ She frowned. ‘Well … maybe not forever for everyone, but it would be for you, knowing your over-active do-the-right-thing gene.’ Pausing, she gave Maggie a shake. ‘Troy’s a negative, mind-numbing, intellectual vacuum. He’s not bad looking, I’ll give you that, but let’s face it, Mags, his bad qualities outweigh the few good ones he has. Surely you can see that?’

      She released her grip and let her hands fall. ‘You’re a gorgeous, well-liked, smart career woman, and there’s a wonderful Mr Right for you out there. Don’t cut him out of the picture by chaining yourself to Mr Wrong! And if ever there was a Mr Wrong for you, it’s Troy Kerr.’ When Maggie made as if to protest Evie went on stoutly, ‘I could never forgive myself if I didn’t try to talk my BFF out of doing something she’d regret for the rest of her life.’

      Thrusting both hands on her hips, she frowned into Maggie’s face. ‘Are you sure you’re not grasping at happiness because you’re in a vulnerable place right now? It’s not long since you lost your parents, and I know how much they meant to you. That emotional toll can affect decision-making, and for quite a while too.’

      Evie’s advice was well-intentioned but it had re-kindled the old pain. The sudden loss of her parents, the only people with whom she could drop the professional veneer and be her real self, had left Maggie rocked by shock and grief. Their loss had torn a gaping hole in her life, a wretched inner chasm that time could only ever cover, never fully heal.

      Their loving influence had injected sanity back into her sometimes intense life, so with them gone, she had to seek that calming influence elsewhere. It had seemed fortuitous that when her parents’ friends, the Kerrs, called to pay their respects, they brought their son with them.

      Troy.

      His attentiveness and steadying – Evie would say ‘tedious’ – influence while Maggie handled the funeral and other heartrending arrangements had been a balm to her frayed emotions. It brought to mind the hints her parents had dropped about him in the early days. And so his proposal, mere weeks after the funeral, had felt like a yellow brick road out of Grief Central.

      And then came their wedding day, what she now thought of as the precursor to disaster.

      Maggie squeezed her eyes shut but the memory continued playing.

      First, pouring rain had forced the wedding party to splash through puddles as they charged, dripping, into the church. And then her eyes had alighted on the empty spaces in the church’s front pew normally assigned to the proud parents of the bride – spaces she had specifically requested not be set aside – and tears had mixed with the raindrops on her face.

      Later, at the wedding breakfast, some clumsy oaf – one of Troy’s mates – bumped the wedding cake table and the porcelain bride and groom decoration on top of the cake crashed to the floor, smashing into pieces before everyone’s horrified eyes. And when Maggie, by now going through the motions with gritted teeth, obeyed tradition and threw her bouquet of white roses into the air, they slipped through all the outstretched fingers to fall to the scuffed dance floor, where they became a pathetic little pile of trampled leaves, damp blooms and crumpled satin ribbon.

      That was the last straw for bridesmaid Evie. Choking back a sob, she had bundled up the filmy layered skirt of her gown and rushed to the ladies, hot tears of sympathy for her friend coursing down her cheeks. Witnessing Evie’s tearful exit, Maggie had to swallow her own tears and plaster a smile on her face, knowing it was too late to change her mind, and determined that nothing would stop her granting her parents’ wish.

      It didn’t take long for her to realise what a big mistake she’d made, rushing into marriage with a man she barely knew. Troy’s emotional and intellectual contributions to their relationship – not huge in the first place – pretty much dried up as soon as they left the wedding reception, and when a while later she cautiously suggested they work on getting to know each other better, he’d been affronted.

      ‘We’ve known each other for years and now we’re married, yet you’re saying we’re still strangers? Well that’s just great. I do you a good turn and this is how you thank me. Talk about ungrateful.’ He raised a hand when she made to speak and barked, ‘Discussion over,’ before stalking off.

      And now she was two years into a marriage that felt more and more like a miserable life sentence. While acknowledging that brought on the usual pinch of guilt, there was no denying the fact she didn’t love or respect her husband, not in the way she’d envisaged cherishing the man in her life. But she had taken Troy for better or worse, and her pride, sense of duty, and an obligation born of love for her parents, would see her honour that commitment.

      Maggie sighed. At least he wasn’t interested in having children … yet … and her job brought a measure of satisfaction and fulfilment to her life, along with as much social interaction with her workmates and their partners as she could ever want. And Troy was away a lot, allowing her to be herself, or someone like herself, most of the time....

      A sudden shout close-by startled her. On a passing float, the school principal was calling out her name and holding up sweets to throw her way. She was laughing, waving and dodging flying lollies when Grayson walked up to stand beside her.

      She grinned a welcome at him and chuckled, ‘I’m being showered in sweet booty!’

      ‘Well, we mustn’t let it go to waste. Or should that be w-a-i-s-t?’ His laugh, like his voice, was deep and warm, and made feather-like tingles run up and down her spine.

      When he bent to help her collect the sweets scattered on the ground, she took in his slim-fitting cream moleskin pants, tan leather belt, chambray shirt, and classic, understated brown Akubra hat. The brim was tilted over his eyes, slate-grey eyes regarding her with an amused gleam in their depths.

      ‘So, do I pass?’

      ‘Oh yes.’ She hadn’t meant the words to sound so breathy. Clearing her throat, she straightened and said crisply, ‘You definitely look the part.’

      He also smelled good, fresh and woodsy, but she kept that to herself.

      ‘Why thank you, ma’am.’ He was openly grinning at her now, and she couldn’t resist a snicker at his bad Texan accent tinged with an unavoidable Britishness.

      For his part, he had taken her in from across the road – no hat, well cut Western-style blue jeans, white cotton blouse with a fitted denim waistcoat, and tan riding boots. The jeans hugged her trim figure, and she wore the long sleeves of her blouse rolled up to just below her elbows. Her hair was swept up in a clasp with a few stray wisps dancing around her jawline, while other dark strands clung to the back of her neck.

      Now at closer quarters, he could see the clear skin on her face was devoid of makeup and shone with good health, as did the darkly-lashed and luminous brown eyes he’d admired at their first meeting. She had naturally peach-pink cheeks and wore a light gloss on her full lips.

      ‘You look the part too, Maggie.’ Dragging his eyes away from her mouth he took a deep breath and squinted at the passing parade.

      She too fixed her eyes on the floats, while beneath the soft fabric of her shirt her treacherous heart danced in her chest.
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      As the last floats trundled past, a rowdy bunch of Main Roads staff strolled up to join them, and one of the men nudged Grayson.

      ‘Hey, Reevers, you got a traffic control ticket?’

      Grayson nodded.

      ‘Is it current?’

      ‘Yes. Why?’

      ‘The parade marshal’s looking for someone to control the traffic while he manoeuvres the floats.’ He pointed down the street to where a harassed-looking marshal dashed in and out of log-jammed utes, decorated trailers, horse riders decked out in western gear, school and brass bands, brightly dressed cyclists, and heavy vehicles of all shapes and sizes. ‘He asked us to help, but none of us has a current ticket.’

      ‘Right.’ With a dip of his hat at Maggie, Grayson strode away.

      As she watched him join the marshal, who immediately thumped him on the back and thrust a traffic STOP/GO paddle in his hands, she chewed her lower lip.

      There’s something about Grayson….

      She frowned.

      Maybe it’s just a bonding thing. Lots of new staff members stick close to me when they first arrive. Although … that would explain the vibe I’m getting from him, not my reaction to it.

      She dropped her gaze and stubbed the toe of her boot against the pavement.

      Why am I thinking about stuff like that? I’m a married woman.

      But not a happy one.

      Damn that defiant inner voice!

      She sighed and tried to think about something else. Dwelling on her unhappy marriage didn’t change anything and only made her gloomy.

      She was given a reprieve when Tom Gilmore shouted, ‘Hey, everyone, check out the Not-So-Fat Controller!’ and pointed at Grayson, now wearing a high-visibility vest and already in the throes of directing traffic. His height and the brightly coloured vest made him easy to see even for drivers of the larger vehicles.

      When Maggie saw the watching marshal give a satisfied nod and scurry off to sort out the jumble of floats, her lips tipped in a proud smile.

      

      A short while later, with the traffic at last flowing smoothly, the smiling marshal walked up to give Grayson another slap on the back. ‘Thanks mate, I owe ya a beer.’

      ‘You’re on.’ Grayson shrugged out of the vest.

      The marshal took it and the paddle from him. ‘Right-o, seeya at the pub later.’

      When Grayson re-joined the others he was met with a teasing chorus of cheers and applause.

      Tom checked his watch and held up a hand to get their attention. ‘The sun’s over the yardarm now so how about a drink at the pub?’ This met with more cheers. ‘Okay, let’s head to the PO.’

      The Post Office Hotel, one of the town’s four and a favourite haunt for Main Roads staff, was just around the corner from Maggie and Troy’s departmental house. The air had cooled with the setting of the sun so Maggie peeled off, calling, ‘I’m popping home for a sec, see you at the pub.’

      ‘Mind if I come with you?’

      She gave a start at the sound of Grayson’s deep voice right behind her. ‘Oh! Um….’

      When she looked up at him with a question in her eyes he said quickly, ‘It’s just that I’m … curious to see what staff accommodations are like out here. In case at some future time I consider taking up one of those vacant engineering positions you mentioned.’

      She grinned. ‘Oh, sure. So, do you think that might be a possibility?’

      They chatted on the short walk to the house, and when they got there, she wondered idly what her husband’s reaction would be to her bringing home ‘another’ man, especially one like Grayson.

      Don’t be absurd! Troy isn’t bothered by those kinds of things.

      She felt a flash of annoyance.

      That’s because he doesn’t regard me as precious. If he did he would’ve taken the time to know, understand, and love me for who I really am … but I don’t think he has the capacity for that depth of emotion. For him it’s all about what he can get from a relationship, nothing more.

      Another stab of guilt.

      What’s got into me?

      I’ve worked hard to come to terms with our less than perfect relationship, and I’m not going to allow old regrets to resurface and spoil that.

      With Grayson following close behind she led the way up the stairs. It was only as they neared the top that a sudden thought occurred to her – had the downstairs laundry door been open when they went past? She cringed, picturing the washing she’d pegged out that morning. Had Grayson seen the lacy boy-legs and satin-edged bras hanging pertly on the inside line? Well, it was too late to worry about that now, and she certainly wasn’t going to ask him!

      She looked over her shoulder as they entered the upper floor and saw him run his eyes over the cream leather lounge strewn with cushions, the patterned floor rugs, Middle Eastern statuettes and wall art, and the decorative but obviously well-equipped kitchen.

      ‘Did the house come furnished, Maggie, or is this your gear?’

      ‘Unfurnished. The interior décor is all mine ... um ... ours.’

      He gave an approving nod. ‘Nice.’

      At a sound from the lounge they turned to see Troy raise his head from where he was sprawled on the three-seater couch. He got to his feet when Maggie introduced Grayson and the men shook hands. Shorter by a good six inches, sporting ‘bed’ hair from lying on the couch, and wearing his favourite baggy singlet and football shorts, Troy looked stunted and scruffy beside tall, well-dressed Grayson. That didn’t appear to bother him, but missing a goal by his football team certainly did. Throwing his hands in the air with an annoyed groan, he sank back onto the couch, eyes once more glued to the screen.

      Maggie wondered what impression Grayson would’ve formed of her husband. He was bound to be a good judge of character, having worked with and supervised a lot of men during his career. Why did Troy have to be so bad-mannered, and make his total lack of interest in anyone other than himself so damn obvious?

      She forced a hopeful smile on her face. ‘We’re all going to the PO for a few drinks, Troy. Wanna come?’

      ‘Nah, don’t feel like it.’ He yawned, eyes never straying from the TV.

      ‘What about dinner? I was hoping we’d have something to eat at the pub.’

      ‘I’ll have last night’s leftover spag bols.’ He threw the words over his shoulder, making her feel she was having a conversation with the top of his head.

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘I wouldn’t have said it if I wasn’t.’

      Maggie heard the sliding door onto the patio open and close. Grayson had obviously noticed the acrimonious note in Troy’s voice and tactfully removed himself.

      Leaning closer to her husband, she said quietly, ‘It would be nice if you came along—’

      He flicked her a sharp glance. ‘Don’t start, Maggie.’ His gaze returned to the plasma widescreen. ‘Go have your fun and leave me in peace to have mine. I’ve been hanging out to watch this match all day.’ He waved a dismissive hand in her direction. ‘Seeya when you get home.’

      Maggie sighed and headed out to the patio. When Grayson
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