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      A note to readers …

      

      This story was originally published on 25 July 2024. A few minor adjustments have been made to this version.

      

      Light Up My Heart: A Point Perry Christmas is a feel-good, small-town, grumpy-sunshine romance written in Australian English. So, depending on where you’re reading my book, you might find an ‘s’ instead of a ‘z’ or some other spelling variation. There is also the use of Australian slang—‘ambo’ for ambulance and Aussie-specific words like ‘barbie’ for barbecue and ‘road train’ for a multi-trailer truck.

      

      Em dashes are my love language—you’ll spot them everywhere! And yes, this story is 100% me, not AI.

      

      Trigger warnings: in this story, there are scenes and discussions about a panic attack, near drowning, workplace bullying, rejection by parents, abuse and abandonment.
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      The foul, dusty north wind gusts through the door, held open by a customer who seems stuck with their eyes fixed on the road train rumbling back onto the highway. Grit and sand swirl at their feet and across the service station shop floor, which I’ve swept five times already today. This is what you get when living in a small town surrounded by sandy beaches, wild ocean and dry paddocks. I’m on the verge of losing my patience and yelling at them to quit dawdling when I remember working here is temporary, so I take a deep breath and release it with a sigh.

      Besides, I only need to keep up the façade of having returned home for a holiday for a week … until Christmas is over and I can run back to the tatters of my life in Adelaide city.

      Who on God’s earth would be out in this weather, I have no idea. With it being the weekend before Christmas, Point Perry has been abuzz with last-minute shoppers, family visits and gearing up for the Lighting of the Jetty.

      But today, everyone seems to have bunkered down in air-conditioned holiday houses, caravans or shacks. Even the petrol bowsers I’ve been manning for my older brother Curly have been quiet, which is a blessing, as it’s given me time to update my resume, draft a cover letter and reply to some emails about my previous employer in between stacking cans of soft drinks into the service station’s fridges. The things I do to help my brother’s business when he’s down a staff member and he has children to mind.

      Curly has a way of guilt shaming—it’s been five years since I’ve come back to Point Perry, and this is the first Christmas we’ll all be together on the farm. My parents are under the impression that all is well with me and I’ll return to Adelaide and my job before the new year, and given the amount of work and stress they have with the farm, I don’t want to be the cause of additional worry and disappointment for them. And I’m a thirty-two-year-old grown woman who should be able to keep her shit together. Alas, it seems not.

      So, I’m here for a week under a cloud of lies while looking for a new job to pay my mortgage, my credit card and my car loan. No biggy.

      But nothing, not being unemployed or even this sweltering, revolting weather, will sour my Christmas cheer. Choosing not to scold the dawdling door person, I opt for a more festive approach by singing the chorus of ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas’, complete with finger clicking, and enjoy the refreshing gust of cool air from the open fridge door.

      I finish with some drum beats on an empty box before standing with a little spring and coming face-to-face with a wall of blue. Blue legs that go up and up … and up. A Point Perry District Hospital logo sits next to the V neckline of his scrubs shirt, exposing lovely and tanned skin with a sprinkling of hair. I swallow. This guy is … large. He’s as solidly built as Curly, with a physique that could rival a brick outhouse. My head perfectly aligns with his shoulder. Sandalwood and sea salt tickle my nose. My eyes briefly flutter closed, and when my head involuntarily tilts back and I open my eyes, I’m met with a … scowl.

      I jerk back. The scruffy jawline, messy dark hair that stands on end, most likely from the gale outside, and the rugged appearance all contribute to his rough and untamed look. But it’s his eyes that take my breath away. Not because they’re dazzling and bright and sexy but because they’re … sad. Blue eyes that are so incredibly, utterly sad. How could anybody be so morose at such a joyous time?

      ‘Excuse me.’ Scowl Man reaches past and grabs a bottle of water from the fridge, brushing past my shoulder when he retreats.

      His voice gives me goosebumps, or that could be the air con kicking back in now that the shop door is closed. Or could it be that I just can’t stand jerks?

      ‘You’re most welcome.’ The words come out through gritted teeth and a fake smile. I step back, and my foot catches the edge of something … that moves. A black wheel flips around and, as I nearly take a tumble, it goes scooting across the shop floor.

      ‘Oh dear, be careful, love,’ a recognisable voice says. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have parked my walker right behind you.’ A well-weathered and ring-laden hand circles my upper arm. As I turn, I’m met with the familiar sight of dear old Aunt Lilac, who must’ve snuck in when the door was open. Her hair, dyed in a purple rinse, perfectly complements the various shades of purple she wears from head to toe.

      Scowl Man steps around me, latches onto Aunt Lilac’s elbow with one hand, and drapes his other arm around her shoulder. ‘I’ve got you, young lady. Here, let’s get you back on your walker and we’ll pop the brakes on this time, shall we?’

      Aunt Lilac flutters her eyelashes and gives him a blinding smile. ‘You sure do know how to make an oldie like me feel all gooey inside.’

      ‘Only for you, Lilac, and what are you doing out on a day like this? Didn’t you hear the hot weather health warning? With the temperature getting to forty-two degrees, the best place for you is at home, not out and about.’

      Once Aunt Lilac settles on the walker seat, I hand her an open bottle of water. Without hesitation, she takes a generous swig.

      ‘I was actually coming to see this one.’ Her bony finger points to me. My eyebrows shoot up to the bottom of the Santa hat perched on my head.

      ‘Whatever you’re going to rope me into, Aunt Lilac, I can’t do it. I’m only here until Boxing Day, and my dear brother has me working and babysitting my niece and nephew while Justine gets things ready for the Lighting of the Jetty and our Christmas Day festivities out at the farm.’

      Like the star atop a Christmas tree, her eyes shine with a brilliant twinkle. ‘That is perfect. I only need you until Christmas Eve.’

      I purse my lips. Aunt Lilac has her finger in many pies—the CWA, lawn bowls, local theatre group … ‘Go on.’

      ‘I need a lead singer for the town choir because the motley crew I have are … well … let’s just say, you will make it a lot better.’

      That was not what I was expecting. My tummy flips in anticipation. It seems all my Christmases have come at once.

      ‘I’d be honoured, Aunt Lilac. I love singing, and I love Christmas.’
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      I can’t even buy bread and milk from the servo without Christmas cheer being shoved down my throat. Who sings a Christmas carol when they greet their customers … in a voice that sounds like an angel? Scarlett Reynolds, that’s who. There’s no mistaking her long, straight, dark chocolate hair and curious hazel eyes. And those freckles scattered across her cheeks that I would recognise anywhere. I’d heard she was back in Point Perry for Christmas but had no idea she had the voice to rival Taylor Swift.

      No wonder Lilac wants her in the town choir.

      Scarlett’s face lights up in a grin as big as if she’d won Powerball. She holds the door open while Lilac shuffles out. The fluffy ball on the tip of her Santa hat flaps in the wind. Our eyes lock for the briefest moment. There’s no flicker of recognition, though, which sends a stab of annoyance through me, but I don’t blame her; it has been fifteen years since that summer.

      ‘Let me give you a lift home, Lilac. I don’t want to be fixing you up for heat stroke at the hospital later.’ I follow Lilac through the servo door and outside, heading to my station wagon, where I hold the front door open for her. Scarlett trails behind and lingers in the shade.

      ‘Don’t you need to get what you came for?’ Lilac asks.

      ‘I was craving some of Conway’s butterscotch ice cream and need bread and milk, but I can come back later.’

      ‘Okay, then. Thank you for the lift. I am feeling a bit hot and bothered, but I had to catch Scarlett before she headed back out to the farm.’

      Before I can reach her, her eyes roll back in her head, and her body begins to sway unsteadily. I lunge. It all happens in slow motion. Scarlett and I surge towards her. Neither of us makes it. With a wobbly step, Lilac tries to sit on her walker but loses her balance, stumbling and tumbling off. Her arm reaches out to break her fall; she lands on her side, knocking her head on the concrete next to the petrol bowser.

      ‘Aunt Lilac.’ Scarlett is by her side, one hand on the older woman’s leg, the other on her forehead.

      I crouch on the other side. It’s second nature to scan her body and assess the surroundings. ‘Don’t move her. She landed heavily on her arm and banged her head. Can you call the ambulance?’

      Scarlett’s eyes find mine as she pulls a mobile phone from the back pocket of her denim shorts. They are wide with worry, but she does as I ask, conveying my assessments to the operator. The gold glitter adorning her eyelids sparkles, and her Christmas tree earrings flip around as another gust of dusty, sandy wind picks up an empty chip packet and blows it past the bowser.

      Of all the days and all the places for Lilac to have a fall … Sweat pools at the base of my spine and trickles from my temple down my cheek. The wind feels like someone blowing a hair dryer on my face. My mouth is parched. Thank God it’s late enough in the day for there to be shade and the cement, although warm, hasn’t been in the sun, so it won’t burn Lilac’s skin.

      As Scarlett finishes the call, Lilac groans and tries to lift her head.

      ‘Lilac, you’ve had a fall. Just stay still while I check a few things, okay?’ I run my hand down Lilac’s spine from the base of her skull and across her hips. Everything feels in order, and Lilac doesn’t respond to any pain. ‘Where do you hurt?’

      ‘It’s my bloody arm.’ Lilac winces and groans, then attempts to roll over onto her back.

      ‘Just stay where you are, Lilac. Don’t try to move. I think you might’ve broken something. That’s probably why it hurts.’ I hope to God it’s nothing more than her wrist, and a simple break at that—otherwise, she’ll be off to Adelaide for surgery, which is not ideal at any time, but especially at this time of year.

      ‘My head hurts too.’ She tries to lift her head, but it lolls to the side.

      ‘Are you on any medication, Lilac?’ I press my fingers to her other wrist. Her pulse is racing. Adrenaline. Something I’m all too familiar with.

      ‘You work at the hospital. Don’t you know?’

      ‘Yes, I work at the hospital, but Doctor Cruickshank is the only person who knows your medication.’

      ‘Ah, just my blood pressure tablets.’ Another groan reverberates through her body.

      ‘Scarlett, can you grab a wet towel, a solid cardboard box and the first aid kit? Here.’ I pull my mobile phone from the back pocket of my scrubs, Face ID it and hand it over to Scarlett. ‘Can you call Barb Rogers? You know Barb, right?’ She nods, and the bell on her hat tinkles. ‘Her number is under “boss”. Let her know what’s happened and to be on standby.’

      While she’s gone, I continue my assessment of Lilac, asking her questions to determine if she has a concussion—she passes with flying colours.

      Confident it’s only a broken wrist and a head knock, I carefully roll her onto her back. As the pressure is lifted off her arm, Lilac lets out an almighty scream. ‘You’re okay, Lilac. Try and take a few deep breaths for me.’

      As much as it pains me, I need to keep her awake and talking, keep her mind off the pain until the ambos arrive. So, I ask the only question I know will achieve that. ‘Tell me about the Christmas choir, Lilac. What songs have you got planned?’

      As Lilac lists the carols and places they’ll be singing, Scarlett returns, hands loaded with a pile of sodden face washers, the first aid kit and a flattened Coke box under her arm. She rests a towel on Lilac’s forehead and uses another to dab at her cheeks.

      Using pieces of the box and a bandage from the first aid kit, Scarlett helps with the makeshift splint, supporting Lilac’s wrist before gently resting it on her stomach.

      ‘Lilac’—I gently cradle her hand in mine—‘I need to take all these rings off your fingers as your hand will swell and it’s most likely you’ll need a plaster. Is that okay?’

      ‘Give them to Scarlett, please.’

      ‘Now, you’ll probably be in hospital for a day or two, so I’ll drop your walker back home; you won’t be able to use it for a while.’

      Lilac lets out a frustrated sigh and winces. ‘Okay, then. Bloody hell.’

      With five golden rings removed, and after making her as comfortable as possible, thankfully, it’s only another couple of minutes before the St John’s Ambulance arrives—the bumper of their rig and windscreen wipers covered in gold tinsel. Seems I can’t escape the festive season. I let out a sigh and hand Lilac over to Deb and Bronte—the volunteer paramedics—who load her into the ambulance.

      ‘Scarlett, dear, Ryan said I’ll be out of action for a few days, so you’re in charge of the choir now. Come and see me at the hospital so I can fill you in. You have a busy schedule and a lot of Christmas cheer to share.’

      ‘Oh, Aunt Lilac, okay. I’ll pop in tomorrow.’ Scarlett leans in and squeezes her good hand. ‘You take care, okay?’

      ‘I’m in good hands with the handsome Nurse Ryan.’ As Lilac sucks on the green whistle, a mischievous glint dances in her eyes, followed by a knowing smile.

      ‘I’ll see you there, Lilac.’ I close the ambulance door and tap it a couple of times so Deb knows she can head to the hospital.

      As the ambulance turns onto the main road into Point Perry, Scarlett steps up next to me. ‘Poor dear. Hope she’ll be up and about for the jetty lighting. It’s such a great night. Will you be going?’ She turns to me, her face full of excitement like she’s a kid in a candy store. ‘Oh, and I’m Scarlett. Curly’s younger sister.’

      Her hand is ready for me to shake. I debate whether to take it, still pissed she doesn’t recognise me. Despite my initial hesitation, I eventually relent. ‘I’m someone from your past, fifteen years to be exact, and I hate Christmas with a passion.’
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      ‘Oh, love, what are you doing up there on top of the ladder?’ Mum’s voice is full of concern as she leans against the shed door. ‘You’re not looking for more Christmas decorations, are you? The house and yard already look like Santa’s workshop.’

      Sliding a cardboard box across the metal shelf, I can’t help but chuckle, but in the process, I inadvertently score a mouthful of dirt. ‘I know you secretly love it, Mum.’

      ‘I do, but … your father will be back soon; let him get up there.’

      ‘Mum, it will be safer for me to do it.’ A trail of dried mice droppings sits between the next boxes. A shiver snakes across my shoulders at the memory of the mouse plague and the time when the rodents were in my bedroom. ‘Do you know where my glory box is?’

      ‘Would that be this one on the end of the shelf that says “glory box”?’ Mum lifts onto her tiptoes and taps the edge of the box.

      ‘Smarty pants.’ I carefully descend the ladder and move it along.

      ‘Dare I ask why?’ Mum shuffles over and holds the sides of the ladder as I step up.

      ‘I’m trying to solve a mystery.’ About a guy who said the strangest thing before hightailing to his car and racing off after the ambulance, leaving me no chance to ask him what the heck he was on about. ‘And sorry about my bum in your face.’

      ‘And what a nice bum it is.’ She gives it a cheeky pinch.

      I miss this fun banter we have. The infrequent FaceTime calls aren’t the same. ‘In fact, you would know. Who is the male nurse at the hospital?’

      ‘Oh, um, he’s not been here long. Just a few months, and I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting him, but Marge and Greta in the café said he’s very good-looking and a lovely man.’

      I steal a quick glance down at Mum. There’s something in her voice … ‘Are you blushing? I can’t believe the three of you. Do you know his name by chance?’

      ‘Ooh, let me think. Raymond or Robert. Starts with an R.’

      ‘Well, you’re no help at all. Maybe next time you can jot this type of important information down so you don’t forget.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Mum lets out a light-hearted laugh. ‘I’ll throw a notepad and pen into my handbag and take them wherever I go.’

      ‘Please do!’

      While I’m grinning at Mum’s retort, my brain flicks through all the people I knew with names starting with R and comes up blank. I set the box on the concrete floor, shoving a rusted tin of nails to the side to make room. After folding a dirty hessian sack in half, I place it on the floor and kneel. When I pull off the box’s lid and give it a shake, a cloud of dust and a few dead flies and millipedes scatter onto the floor.

      The sudden rush of memories takes me by surprise, hitting me in the chest with a bittersweet intensity.

      Sitting on top is a patchwork quilt of faded yellows, creams and florals, made gaudy by the mission brown spacer squares. A couple of moth balls fall to the floor as I gently unfold it. The whirr of the sewing machines in the school home economics room plays in my mind. The teacher’s name … no idea. Why did I keep this quilt? Also, no idea.

      ‘Oh, I remember that.’ Mum peers over my shoulder. ‘Actually, I remember the hissy fit you threw when the haberdashery shop didn’t have the “rust” colour you wanted, and you had to settle for “poo” brown.’

      A little laugh slips out. ‘Trust you to remember that and not the nurse’s name.’

      However, the mission brown sparks a nostalgic memory. Of warm summer days, a boy, a kissing session in the back of Dad’s old Sandman (What happened to that car?), that nearly led to something else. Then didn’t. Then he went home to the city like all the holidaymakers did every summer.

      Under the quilt is my Point Perry Area School year twelve jacket. Red with the black school emblem—wheat and fish—and all our names printed on the back. All fourteen names. The name I’m looking for doesn’t jump out, but a gazillion other things do. Ah, the good ol’ school days.

      I remove three Barbie dolls (and their associated outfits and furniture), a pair of sheep shears, a hand fishing reel still with a squid jig attached but the barbs rusted, and a tissue box cover I lovingly crafted with floral fabric, pink ribbon and copious amounts of craft glue.

      There are six Sweet Valley High books and two diaries (locked and with no key), and last—and what I’m looking for—is a bundle of letters. The faint smell of Impulse body spray is so familiar when I press the letters to my nose.

      ‘Aha. Found them.’

      ‘Found what, love?’ Mum returns from the shelves, a knot of fairy lights in her hand and a deep frown on her face.

      ‘These.’ I hold up a wad of browned envelopes tied together with a white ribbon that’s stamped with red love hearts. ‘I have a hunch the good nurse’s name is in these.’

      Mum looks at me like I’ve grown another head.

      ‘He said he knew me from fifteen years ago. That’s the year I finished school, and that Christmas holiday, I remember we had a lot of bonfires on the beach by the caravan park. I had my Ps and was driving the Sandman.’

      ‘Scarlett, dear, your cheeks have turned the same colour as your name.’

      I press the back of my hand to my cheek, and yes, it’s warm. It’s stifling in the shed. Mum’s eyebrows raise.

      My mouth is suddenly as dry as the northerly. ‘Well, it’s a bit embarrassing telling you what I got up to those summers when I was a teen.’

      ‘You think I don’t know?’ She’s grinning like the cat that caught the mouse. ‘Word always got back to me, and us mums were keeping tabs on you. Small town and all.’

      ‘Muuummm. And all this time I thought you had no idea.’ Because my knees are killing me, I scoot back and settle on my bum. The somewhat coolness of the concrete is a relief in the stuffy shed.

      Mum pulls over an old drink bottle crate, turns it upside down and sits. ‘Hurry up and just yank the ribbon, will you.’ Mum does a ‘chop-chop’ motion with her hands. ‘We have a mystery to solve.’

      Doing as I’m told—which I’m never very good at, and it’s why I’m back home after five years—I untie the ribbon, open the top envelope, pull the letter out and … ‘Ryan Black’.

      The boy I thought I fell in love with during the summer of 2008.
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      Scarlett’s standing in the doorway of the staff lunchroom, hands on hips, that stupid Santa hat still perched on her head. She’s changed into a different pair of short shorts—making her already long legs look longer—and a white tee with a Christmas tree-shaped quote that reads: I’m too hot for ugly Christmas jumpers.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ I mutter under my breath.

      ‘Why didn’t you just tell me who you were … Ryan Black?’ she demands. ‘And why are you moving the Christmas tree behind the door where no one will see it?’

      There’s a stirring in my gut, and it’s not because I missed lunch. I’m so close to her that I can see the sprinkle of freckles kissing her nose and cheeks. They don’t seem to have faded over the years. Her nose squishes like it used to, and a frown wrinkles her forehead when I don’t answer. It’s her ‘impatient’ look.

      ‘Well?’ Her head tips to the side, and her eyes widen, perhaps to emphasise the question.

      Yes, it’s been over a decade, but our brief time together seemed to have left little impression on her, considering she didn’t recognise me immediately. Sure, we had a fun couple of weeks of summer together and did all the things frisky teenagers do. Well, except for one thing. We were sensible, and I admired her for knowing what she wanted and didn’t want. She’s the first girl I had ever crushed on, and I’ve never forgotten her or how she made me feel. She gave me hope—gave me a glimpse of something better. But then⁠—

      ‘Like I told you earlier, I hate Christmas, and this tree is just plain annoying and in your face. I don’t want to spend the few breaks I get looking at the hideous thing when I have to endure all the other “stuff” everywhere else.’ I leave the question about my identity unanswered as I’m loving the way she’s biting her bottom lip and then clenching her jaw. It’s at total odds with her festive outfit that screams over the top. And it’s sexy as hell. I could be in deep trouble here. There was no way of knowing Scarlett would be coming home when I accepted the placement in Point Perry a couple of months ago. I’m considering whether I should request a few more days of annual leave and escape town during this silly season. I make a mental note to check the roster.

      ‘And the Ryan Black thing?’ Her eyebrows shoot up with expectation.

      I release a sigh. ‘I was curious to see if you remembered me. But obviously, that summer was forgettable, and I was just another guy to add to your holiday flings. You probably had heaps of them growing up here.’ Shit, that’s a bit of a low blow, and I probably shouldn’t have said it, but it seems there’s some unresolved resentment happening.

      ‘I can’t believe you just said that. But I’m glad you brought it up. Yes, I’ll admit I didn’t recognise you straight away, but you were familiar, just older and … different. You didn’t have a three-day growth when you were seventeen. And I don’t remember what most of the kids in my class looked like and I saw them all day, every day since kindy, so how am I supposed to remember you?’ It’s her turn to let out a frustrated sigh. ‘And while we’re talking about remembering, you obviously forgot me quick smart too. I bet you went right on home to the big city and got another chick.’

      That, I was not expecting. Why would she think that? I wrote to her for about six months before I gave up. My turn to frown. She frowns back. It’s like a frowning competition. I clench my jaw; she does the same. Neither of us speaks.

      ‘You’re unbelievable.’ Scarlett breaks the stand-off. Hands fly from her hips to the white, fluffy ball dangling from the end of the hat. She squeezes it. A rendition of ‘Jingle Bells’ plays, but the music is muted, a little slurred, as if perhaps her hat is running out of batteries. With determined eyes, she says, ‘I’ll see you around. Or not … Ryan Black. And tell Lilac I’ll be back in the morning.’ And she turns and power walks towards the hospital entrance, all sass and determination. Stopping to look at her phone, she shakes her head and jams it into the pocket on the back of those short shorts.

      What just happened in the space of three minutes? My grumpy arse sent her walking. I scrub a hand over my face, calling, ‘Scarlett, wait.’

      As I step through the door to go after her, the call button buzzer sounds above the nurses’ station. It’s Lilac. When I turn back to the front doors, they are closing behind Scarlett.

      She doesn’t give me a backward glance.
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      ‘Ryan, dear, I’m sorry to bother you when you must be busy.’ Lilac uses the remote control for the bed to raise her head, adjusting her position so that she’s sitting up.

      If only she knew what she’d just interrupted. With her uninjured arm, Lilac fusses about in an oversized leather bag one of the locals must’ve dropped in. It hasn’t taken long for word to get around about her accident and hospital stay. When I go to help, she slaps my hand away. ‘I can do it. I’m not an invalid.’

      I bite my tongue as she pulls out a manila folder chock-full of papers. One slips out and flutters to the floor. When I reach down to pick it up, I notice it’s sheet music for ‘Away in a Manger’. I flinch like it’s a poisonous snake about to strike.

      ‘It’s not going to hurt you, dear.’ Lilac’s tone is matter-of-fact.

      In the short time I’ve been in Point Perry, I’ve come to realise she doesn’t beat around the bush.

      ‘In fact, it might do you good. If you plan on staying in town for longer than the last few locums and nurses, like we all hope you do, being involved in the community is a way of life. You don’t want to get on the wrong side of the locals now, do you? Tongues are probably already wagging about your anti-Christmas antics.’

      Is Scarlett considered a local? I sure as hell have managed to get on her wrong side. Serves me right for being an arse. And I’m more than happy to be involved in the community, join the volunteer firefighters, play footy and cricket, and deliver meals to those who need them—I just want nothing to do with Christmas. I have my limits, and Christmas is a hard no.

      Sheet music in hand, I meet Lilac’s eyes. There’s a glint in them, which is a good sign. My eyes flick to the monitors beside her bed—all good and stable. The bag of saline is nearly finished, and the colour has returned to her face. But a horrible bruise is spreading around her temple and eye. She’s going to look a bit worse for wear for a while to come.

      I hand the sheet back to her, but she doesn’t take it, so I leave it on the bed. ‘How’s your pain?’ I feel her fingers. ‘Can you wiggle these for me?’

      ‘Don’t you go changing the subject with me, young man. I might be old, but I’m not blind.’ She hands me another piece of paper from the folder. ‘My pain is fine, and when can I go home?’

      I check over her chart in the folder, skimming through her obs and notes. ‘Well, I’m thinking Doctor Cruickshank will want you to stay for another day to keep an eye on that nasty bruise around your eye and to make sure you’re comfortable with your arm. He’ll be here for rounds later. He was called out for a home visit.’

      ‘Oh, hope it wasn’t anything serious. And don’t be silly wasting his time. Now the shock’s worn off, I feel fine.’ She makes to swing a leg over the edge of the bed and promptly slumps back against the mattress. ‘Just a bit dizzy.’

      ‘Okay, Lilac, let’s get you comfy again.’ I slip my hand under her leg, lift it back on the mattress and pull up the blanket.

      ‘I think I do need to stay put. Maybe just for tonight, anyway.’ Her eyes flutter closed, and her shoulders slouch for a moment. It’s like she’s thinking, pondering what needs to be done. When they open again, that sparkle is back, and she slips a piece of paper into my hand. ‘I have a job for you, then.’

      When I unfold it, I’m greeted with a very shaky, hand-drawn mud map of Point Perry and some of the outer roads, which I’ve yet to discover. When did she have time to draw this? I only left her fifteen minutes ago.

      On the map, she’s circled the hardware store, the town hall (with a note saying choir practice) and the nursing home (with a note saying choir). The council office (with a note saying: Cr Giles) and jetty, with squiggles that resemble lights and a tree and little squares with ‘market’ written next to them. She’s drawn a line indicating farther out of town, and at the end of a windy road, she’s drawn a star with ‘Reynolds’ scribbled inside.

      No, she is not sending me there. Lilac’s eyebrows flicker up and down, teasing me. I can’t—go there, that is. But a conceding sigh leaves my lips. ‘Lilac, what’s this map for?’

      Although I already know, I have a ridiculous soft spot for Lilac, and I haven’t been able to say no to her yet.

      ‘Well, as you know, I’m the coordinator of the Christmas choir, and the Lighting of the Jetty and the Christmas markets are in a few days. Because I’m stuck in here, I can’t coordinate things, but I need feet on the ground, so to speak … oh, and two working arms.’

      ‘And …’ I raise my eyebrows. ‘You want me to …?’

      ‘For a good-looking nurse, you sure are daft. I might’ve been a bit woozy at the petrol station, but I saw how you looked at young Scarlett. And then Greta—you know her from the café? Gossiping Greta? She brought my bag in—said Scarlett’s only home for a week or so, and you’ve been looking a bit lonely, so maybe you could—what do the young ones say?—hook up.’ She waggles her eyebrows. ‘Give yourself a bit of festive cheer. Spend some time with her and have some fun. She might even show you around. There are lots of lovely places to visit you might not have had a chance to see yet.’

      The scheming—‘What exactly are you asking me to do?’ I have no intention of spending any more time than necessary with Scarlett, especially not after her outburst just now. And especially not while she’s all Christmassy cheer and jingle in my face. I’ll be staying as far away as possible from that.

      ‘Take this map and folder, follow this red line—which is a road if you haven’t gathered—until you get to the star. It’s the Reynolds’ farm. That’s where you’ll find Scarlett. She needs this folder for the choir. Tell her to call me tomorrow or drop in, and I’ll talk her through what needs to be done.’

      My stubbornness kicks in, and, as much as I adore Lilac, she’s pushing the boundaries. The last thing I need is another confrontation with the spritely Christmas elf and her singing hat. I look Lilac dead in the eyes. ‘No can do. I’m rostered on late. And she told me she was coming in to see you tomorrow anyway. Which will be perfect. Then you can chat as much as you want for as long as you want.’

      Lilac reaches over and presses the call button.

      ‘Coming!’ Barb bustles down the corridor, her shoes squeaking on the lino floor, and bursts into the room. ‘Everything okay? You press the buzzer, Ryan?’

      ‘No.’ My answer comes out gruffer than intended. ‘I mean, yes, everything is alright, and no, I didn’t press the buzzer.’

      ‘I did.’ Lilac smirks. ‘Barb, will it be okay if Ryan finishes up early tonight to run an errand for me? All in the name of community?’

      Barb glances at her watch before her eyes meet Lilac’s; she gives her a smile filled with understanding. ‘I can’t see why not unless we get an emergency. Tessa and Bev are here, too. Just make sure your phone is on. I’ll call if needed.’

      Lilac’s smile is as sweet as pie. ‘Well, perfect. Here.’

      The folder is all but thrown at me. I cautiously raise my hands as if the paper is ablaze and instinctively step back. Nope, not happening. Lilac pokes me in the stomach with the end of the full-to-the-brim folder, and I retreat further. ‘Lilac, she doesn’t want to see me. We had a run-in just a while ago. The last thing she wants is for me to rock up on her doorstep.’

      ‘But you only just met. What could you have possibly done in this short time to piss her off? Sorry about my cussing.’

      ‘I’ll leave you two to finish chatting.’ Barb about turns and squeaks back to the reception desk.

      ‘We …’ I scratch the back of my head. Is Lilac as gossipy as Gossiping Greta? Is it worth the risk to get her off my case? Let’s roll the dice and see. ‘We have a past, Lilac. We know each other, but she didn’t remember me today at the servo, and then she had a go at me for forgetting her and she stormed off. So, that’s why I don’t want to drive all the way out there and see her.’

      ‘Well, young man, I may never have been married in my eighty-odd years, but I know a thing or two, and this’—she shakes the damn folder at me again—‘is the answer. You need to sort it out, and this is the perfect way.’

      I reluctantly step forward and snatch said folder.

      ‘You can thank me later.’ She winks.

      I sigh, thank her, say my goodbyes and head down the corridor towards the break room to get my things out of my locker. When I swing open the break-room door, the damn Christmas tree greets me—seems someone’s moved it back to its prime position.

      As I leave the hospital, ‘The First Noel’ plays overhead, and I grit my teeth.

      I know it’s unlikely, but I wonder if Scarlett’s somehow responsible for this.
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      Bless Mum for investing in a Thermomix. Our trip down memory lane this afternoon has included batches of rum balls, white Christmas, peppermint slice and mini Christmas puddings. The shiny white machine has crunched, whipped and mixed and, as per my usual baking style, there is not a clean patch on any benchtop. And I can’t say just how many balls I’ve consumed.

      My phone vibrates on the counter. Gum Creek ELC pops up on the screen. With a floury finger, I tap the decline button, as I’ve been doing all day, and I’ll continue to do so until my former place of employment gets the message I no longer want anything to do with them.

      ‘So, how is work going?’ Mum flicks her eyes from the phone screen to the oven. She pulls another tray of honey biscuits out and rests it on top of the stove.

      There’s a tone to her voice I’ve not heard before—a mix of curiosity and concern. In an attempt to avoid scrutiny, I busy myself by washing the bowl, splashing water and forming bubbles. I don’t want to lie, but it’s the best for everyone at this point if I do. Just keep it close to my chest. There’s a lot of shit going down, threats being made, and the last thing I want is for Mum or Dad to worry. ‘Fine, demanding, tiring, cranky kids, frazzled parents. You know how it is this time of the year. Glad I could get a few days’ leave, along with the public holidays, to come home.’

      ‘Hmmm.’

      When I turn around, Mum is leaning against the bench, arms crossed. I know this stance. This is her you-can’t-pull-the-wool-over-my-eyes stance. The one I often saw during those last few years of school.

      ‘What?’ After wiping my hands, I mirror her stance. Stick to your story, Scarlett.

      Mum tips her head to the side. I do the same. It’s childish.

      ‘Is this how you’re going to play it?’ Mum walks over to the answering machine (I’m still not sure why they have one when no one rings the home phone anymore) and presses a button.

      ‘Hello, um, Mr and Mrs Reynolds. Sorry to bother you. My name is Stephanie, the owner and director of Gum Creek ELC in Adelaide. We’re trying to get hold of Scarlett without much luck.’ There’s a pause with paper shuffling. Her voice is as nice as pie and I want to reach through the machine and do something unsavoury to her. ‘Scarlett finished up unexpectedly, and we need to finalise her employment and some other matters that have come to hand. Can you please get her to call ASAP. Thank you, and Merry Christmas.’

      Shit, shit, shit. Damn you, Stephanie, for dropping me right into it. And how dare she bring up the other issue in a message?

      When I meet Mum’s eyes, they are glassy. Her bottom lip trembles. This isn’t the reaction I was expecting. I’d predicted disappointment, questions and concern. A lump forms in my throat; swallowing it is hard.

      ‘Oh, Mum.’ I fall into her outstretched arms. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Why are you sorry, dear? You love what you do, and I know you wouldn’t have quit unless you had a good reason to. You’re a determined little bugger.’ She sniffs in my ear.

      I pull back and grab her some tissues from the box on the windowsill. ‘Why are you crying then?’

      ‘Because you’re home for Christmas. Because we can finally spend time together. To chat about stuff and life and your job that you no longer have and what your plans are. And there’s no rush for you to go back to the city now. Maybe you could do some day care here in Point Perry for a while. So many families would benefit.’ She squeezes my hand, then presses the tissues to her eyes.

      ‘No, Mum. My life’s in the city. I have appointments, commitments. I can’t stay here. Everything will work out, I promise.’ I send her a smile, though it feels forced and tight. God, I hope everything does work out. The ‘other matters’ Stephanie referred to could get messy, but I need to see it through.

      ‘Well, you can stay here as long as you need and keep me company. I’ve missed you an awful lot since your brothers moved out and started their families and it’s just been your dad and me out here on the farm.’

      It hits me. Mum’s lonely. And although Dad is ‘officially’ retired, he still gets up and goes to work on the farm, doing whatever my other older brother Pete tells him to do. From sunup to sundown most days. And although the farm is only fifteen minutes from town, Mum never really talks about spending time there doing anything with friends other than catching up with Marge and Greta for a coffee every Thursday when she does the grocery shopping.

      Guilt piles on me. Guilt about not being home during the last five years, for letting our relationship become a quick phone call every few weeks and the occasional text.

      ‘So, you’re crying happy tears that I quit my job and came home?’

      She nods and swipes a tear from her cheek, leaving a floury streak. ‘I know it’s selfish, and I have a million questions, and I don’t want to pressure you, but …’

      She’s going to beg me to stay. Right now, my head is a jumble, and all my plans to keep this from my parents have gone out of the window. I have nothing to hide behind.

      ‘How about I whip up a batch of Reynolds’ Family Recipe Eggnog, pop on the carols and I’ll fill you in?’ I have a knack for always finding a way to shift the focus away from the current subject.

      ‘I’d love that. Let me turn the oven off.’

      When I turn back to the counter, bowl in one hand and a dozen eggs in the other, a pair of lights flicker up the dirt driveway.

      ‘You expecting visitors, Mum?’
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      There is no missing the Reynolds’ farm from the highway. It’s lit up like a beacon. The arch over the cattle grid main gate is covered in—I slow and poke my head out the window—bloody mistletoe, with twinkling fairy lights that are flashing on and off in blue, green and red. Really?

      If only my parents had thought to hang up a strand of twinkling lights. It could’ve made a difference. I push those thoughts to the back of my mind as I navigate the potholed dirt road taking me to the house.

      Up ahead, the homestead glows with festive lights: reindeers, a sled, a dancing Santa, candy canes, spinning wheels, igloos, snowflakes, snowmen. Running across the front fence in LED lights is a train and some carriages. There is not a single surface that isn’t twinkling. But the pièce de résistance is a massive blow-up Santa that towers on the house roof. And thank God the northerly wind has dropped, or it would be in Antarctica.

      The temptation to do a U-turn and head back to town, to get as far away as possible from this ridiculous cheer, tugs at me. But I recall what Lilac said. Scarlett is only home for a week. Surely, we can be civil for that short amount of time, and then things will go back to normal when she returns to the city. Life will continue, Christmas will be over, and I can settle into my relatively new job and do the community thing.

      After all, I’m only here to drop off the folder. That’s all I’m required to do. Then I can get back to work and finish my shift. Five minutes, max. No discussion needed. No questions asked. Maybe I can just leave it on the front porch.

      That thought is squashed when the front door swings open and a sucker punch strikes me square in the chest. Scarlett has covered the ‘I’m too hot for Christmas’ tee with a sexy Mrs Claus apron. I gulp a few mouthfuls of water from my bottle. Lick my lips.

      Maybe Christmas isn’t so bad after all.

      I shake that thought from my head. There is nothing that could make this horrid period any better. I suck in a deep breath and open the car door, stepping out just as Scarlett marches down the path, bringing with her a waft of spices and baking.

      ‘What brings you out to the farm, Nurse Ryan? No patients for you to see here, and quick, you’d better get back in your car before the Christmas lights grow tentacles and latch onto your arms.’ Under her breath, it sounds like she adds, ‘Grinch’, but I can’t be sure.

      ‘You would be correct,’ I snap and shove the folder against Mrs Claus’ cleavage on the apron. ‘I have no patience—for you, that is—and now you have this folder, I can get back into my car and leave you to it.’

      And I do just that as her mouth forms an O, poised to say something, probably Christmas related because that’s all she seems capable of.

      The front screen door opens again, and an older woman with similar features to Scarlett hurries down the path and stands beside her. The apron forces me into smiling, and I wonder if inappropriate Christmas aprons are their family tradition.

      I wouldn’t know; I don’t have any. Traditions or family who truly loved me. That familiar stab to the chest returns. The one that reminds me of everything I didn’t have growing up, of everything I always wanted.

      ‘Hello. Going by your name tag, you must be the infamous Ryan who is sending my Lettie into a spin.’

      Scarlett shoves her mother’s shoulder—assuming she is Mrs Reynolds—and growls, ‘Mum,’ between her teeth.

      I hold my hand out. ‘I’m Ryan Black. Lovely to meet you.’

      She wipes her hands down her naked-man apron. ‘I’m Rae, Lettie’s mum. You’re just in time; we’re about to make our famous eggnog. Come into the cool and join us. You don’t mind, do you, dear?’ A knowing glance passes between Rae and Scarlett.

      By the look on Scarlett’s face, she one hundred percent does mind, and against my better judgement, and maybe more to the point, to annoy her further, I agree.

      As I step around Scarlett, she mutters
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