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ONE

Kiah Jayne Stanton, gripped the hard plastic steering wheel in both hands and swallowed bile threatening to upchuck in her throat. Her chest cramped. Dread, with its snake-like tentacles, played Ring-a-Rosies in her stomach. She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t face the tea-drinking, sandwich munching mourners back at the house. All wearing their fake sympathy like a badge, all rabbiting on about what a good, loving, hardworking husband and brave, well-respected policeman Richard Stanton had been; expecting her to break down and cry rivers of tears for the dearly departed when she was actually waving coloured balloons and blowing joyful party poppers inside her head.

Kiah’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. Conflicting thoughts, like fish in a pond, darted through her brain. The road ahead looked much more inviting… 

Heart in her throat, she made a decision. Instead of steering Richard’s ball-breaking Range Rover SUV up George Street, around the square and then into the driveway of the luxury two-bedroom apartment they’d shifted into the day after their wedding, with a decisive wrench of the wheel, she chose the main road out of town. Stomped on the accelerator. Gave a fist-pumping whoopee and kept on driving. 

A bubble of laughter pressed against Kiah’s chest. If only Richard could see her now. His precious and untouchable Range Rover had always been completely off limits. Her finger marks on the exterior once resulting in a week of the silent treatment, one of his favourite punishments. And yet here she was now, crouched behind the wheel of his precious status symbol like a race-car driver, the middle finger of her left hand raised to the sky. 

As Kiah exploded onto the South Eastern Freeway, the judder, the deep growl of the V8 engine under her was both terrifying and freeing. Terrifying, because she’d never driven a vehicle so big, so powerful, so exhilarating. It was a blast. A full-on power trip. She jammed her foot on the gas, taking the first step to freedom, to becoming the woman she aspired to be — a cross between Xena the Warrior Princess and a souped-up joyful Mary Poppins.

Strong and happy.

She could barely remember the last time she’d been either. Maybe in her late teens, early twenties, when she used to parade in the streets wearing holey jeans and slogan-bearing tees, chanting and waving banners stating, Say No to Sow stalls, or Save the Dingos or whichever animal they’d decided to save that week. Or when she was astride her favourite riding-school horse, Queenie, cantering along a country path with like-minded friends. But twelve years was a long time to be married to the late Chief of Police’s son, himself already a Police Lieutenant. A big-bodied, pompous man, who became cold and angry if she didn’t jump to his commands. Kiah’s arms prickled, the fear of him touching her like a ghost tiptoeing across her skin. Strangely, she’d always found Richard’s coldness far worse than his anger. The icy blue eyes that stared right through her. And over the years she’d learned it was far easier to do as she was told, to walk on eggshells whenever Richard was in one of his moods.

And wondered, not for the first time, if she hadn’t decided to leave him that fateful night a week ago today, whether he’d still be alive.

After driving non-stop for close to four hours, leaving the hills behind, passing through regional towns where she had no inclination to stop, Kiah took stock of her surroundings. She’d been driving off the main roads, for the last hour and now appeared to be in the middle of nowhere. Red parched earth disappeared into the distance on both sides of the road. Spinifex grass and thick stunted clumps of silvery green mulga, with their thin black trunks and needle-like drought-proof leaves, the main vegetation. 

Had she unknowingly driven through a time zone and landed on the moon? 

When she had to slow down behind a big rumbling orange tractor that took up most of the road, she also realized, if she didn’t stop for a toilet break within the next few minutes, she’d be in more trouble than a Sphinx cat stuck in a rose bush. 

The tractor turned into a run-down petrol station and rattled to a stop at the nearest pump. Kiah followed and parked at the second of the four petrol bowsers that looked to be circa 1960, a combination of red dirt and cobwebs ingrained on each. Other than the petrol station, the only other structure for miles around was a tumbledown skeleton of a house set in the middle of the scrub, a hundred yards back from the road, the remains not much more than three blackened brick chimneys, half-strangled by the ravenous spinifex. 

Legs crossed, she almost fell out of the Range Rover and immediately opted for toilet first, petrol second. 

The restroom was around the side of the building and the door was locked, a sign indicating she needed to procure the key from the tall gangly teenager with the bad haircut she’d seen propped up behind the till inside the main building.

She blew out a breath of frustration, squeezed her legs together another notch. What were they afraid of? That she’d steal a roll of their crappy toilet paper? 

“Key for the rest room, please?” She held a hand out to the teenager, her teeth and stomach in a clench of desperation. “Now,” she added when he didn’t look up from his phone. 

“Two dollars deposit,” he droned, still scrolling.

“You’re joking.”

“Company policy. We’ve had three drive-offs within the last six months.”

While scrounging a two-dollar piece from the bottom of her bag, Kiah pushed aside the bizarreness of his words, then snatched the key from his outstretched hand. Would she make it in time? After procuring the key, she jogged back around the building, unlocked the door and slowly, and blissfully, did her thing.

Absolute heaven…

Finished, she washed her hands at the sink, and checked herself out in the spotty restroom mirror. A pale-faced, slightly overweight red head dressed all in black, right down to tights and shoes, stared back at her. She so didn’t look good in black. Most women believed a little black dress in the wardrobe was a must. Not Kiah. Made her look washed out and dumpy. She shifted the fluffy black beret to a different angle, tipped her head to one side for a better appraisal. Nope. Didn’t suit her at all. She dropped the headwear into the battered pedal bin on the floor beside her. If only she’d brought some everyday jeans and a tee, she’d change, then stuff the rest of the morbid funeral attire into the bin along with the beret. 

Kiah studied her reflection in the mirror one more time. Almost forty, and she looked every one of those years. Why was it women were made to worry about wrinkles and sagging body bits as they grew older, yet men didn’t give a hoot about their wrinkles, double chins and beer bellies? When a man’s hair started to go grey, he thought of himself as a ‘silver fox’. When a woman found one grey hair, she immediately rang her hairdressers and booked in for an emergency dye job. Kiah sighed. Stress hadn’t been a friend to her complexion; her eyes looked tired and the wrinkles across her forehead appeared cemented in place. Another reason to become a new person, a woman who stood up for herself and didn’t give a damn about the consequences. 

She added a quick slick of lipstick, tugged her long bushy hair out of its restraining ponytail and then, head held high, marched out of the restroom, locking the door behind her.

After filling the Range Rover with petrol, Kiah went looking for sustenance. Even though it seemed like particles of red dust had worked their way into every crevice of the lone building squatting in the middle of nowhere, the goods on display inside looked fresh and inviting.

“Where am I?” she asked her new friend, the gangly, ginger-haired beanstalk lounging behind the till, hair in one of those spiky updos popular with kids of his age.

His eyebrows shot up so fast they almost bounced off his hairline. “You’re standing right here in front of me, just like you were a few minutes ago. You’re like, at a petrol station.”

Kiah rolled her eyes before swiping her credit card across the terminal. Maybe scrolling continuously on his phone had dimmed his senses. “What’s the name of this place?”

“You’re at the Cowji service station, lady.” His voice, too loud, and with a distinct pause between each word, indicated that in his opinion females over 30 were way old, and way beyond his comprehension. 

As the attendant passed her receipt across, Kiah glanced at a small notice board attached to the side of his little cubicle. The board was covered in fly speckled notes and coloured adverts for events long since passed, like a dance at the United Church Hall three months ago, and a dog show held at the Showgrounds late last year. But one notice, fresher than the others, stood out. She leaned closer to read the small spidery printing: ‘Wanted urgently: Groom and exercise rider for Windsong Racing Stables. Basic pay plus accommodation. Shadow Creek. Phone 0402989777 and ask for Jack Sullivan.’ 

When she was younger, Kiah had been horse-mad. She’d read every pony book she could get her hands on at the library, looked forward to weekly riding lesson at the local stables, dreamed of one day owning her own horse, but before that could happen, she’d said, ‘I do’, and belonged to Richard Stanton, and he hadn’t approved of useless fripperies, like horses.

“How far to Shadow Creek?” Kiah pointed to the notice on the board.

Giving her a quick up and down assessment, the young attendant’s lips quirked. “Can you ride?”

“Would I apply for the job if I couldn’t?”

He lifted one expressive eyebrow. A know-it-all kid not long out of high school assessing the attributes of a slightly overweight, tired looking woman approaching or already in the middle of middle-age country. “Just sayin’, lady.”

“If you could give me the directions to Shadow Creek, I’ll get out of your hair.”

He ripped a sheet of paper from a nearby pad and began scratching out a rough map. “It’s like, another three hours on from here.” 

Slipping the map into her pocket, Kiah frowned. Can you ride? Guess that was a fair enough question and the first one this Jack Sullivan would ask. She drew in a deep breath, let it out slowly. Had she taken leave of her senses? How was applying for a job at a racing stable going to find the ‘new Kiah Stanton’? All it would do was make her feel even more useless when this Jack Sullivan guy laughed in her face, or if he did give her a go, say, ‘I told you so’, when she landed in hospital with two broken arms and a busted head before the end of the first day on the job. She hadn’t ridden a horse for twelve years and even then, they were only riding-school horses. Not hot, flighty, thoroughbred racehorses. 

Funny, she’d always had a way with horses, with most animals, actually. They responded to her touch. Like the skittish stray cat only she could handle. The poor thing had hung around the neighbourhood for weeks, until Richard came home early one day and found her feeding it one of the lamb chops intended for his dinner. The following day, two council-employees had rocked up, chased and caught the terrified cat in a net and taken it away in their van. 

Straightening her shoulders, Kiah strode towards the Range Rover and swung herself into the driver’s seat. Sinking into the comfort of the soft leather, she tugged the map with directions to Shadow Creek out of her pocket, screwed the paper in a ball and tossed it on the floor — just because she could. A sense of calm settled over her as she fastened her seat belt. Today was the beginning of her new life. She was looking for freedom, for fulfillment, not some bossy racing guy with bad breath and bowed legs bellowing in her ear, cursing her, because she didn’t know the difference between the conformation of a stayer and a sprinter.

No, she’d push on, enjoy her freedom, maybe even wind up in the top end of Australia, somewhere tropical, like Cairns. Or what about Byron Bay? She could see herself lying on a sunbed on the beach, sunscreen slathered over her body, sipping something sweet and alcoholic and reading a Mills & Boon romance about a millionaire playboy and his feisty housemaid, who was only cleaning his toilet to help pay for her younger sister’s medical bills. 

After all, she could go anywhere, do whatever she liked and there was nothing, or no one, to stop her.

Kiah had switched her mobile off during the funeral service and forgotten to turn it back on. Snaffling her phone from the depths of her tote, she powered it up ready to log onto Google Maps, see where to head next, when about ten missed calls and fifty texts came through, one after the other, in one long ding. 

Two from the funeral director with an invoice attached, but all the rest from Beryl Stanton, her cold, judgmental, lying-through-her-teeth mother-in-law. The woman who never had a kind word for Kiah, even on that awful day, a week ago. 

The first text listed items Beryl insisted Kiah pick up for her from the chemist, the next half dozen furious because Kiah still hadn’t arrived, and the rest seemed to be either demanding to know where Kiah was or complaining that she, Beryl, couldn’t be expected to take care of the guests and pour teas. She was chief mourner.

Kiah switched the phone off and buried it deep inside her bag. Even from the grave Richard had continued to control her. His will stated that although the apartment was now in Kiah’s name, she couldn’t sell it until his mother died. Until then, Beryl, a young sixty-year-old, could live there, rent free and be cared for by her daughter-in-law. Richard’s mother, who already owned her own home, had promptly put it on the market, shifted into Kiah’s apartment, and taken over. 

Her movements jerky, Kiah pressed the ignition button to start the engine and tossed her bag on the floor alongside the screwed-up map. 

The open road was looking more and more inviting…


TWO

After spending the night at a country pub, in a little town she didn’t bother to learn the name of, Kiah woke the next morning to the unearthly crow of a bronchial rooster welcoming the day while in the midst of a coughing fit. 

According to the analogue clock squatting smugly on the bedside cabinet to her right, it was 5 am. Damn rooster — should be in a bucket of KFC! Rolling onto her back Kiah tugged the fringed powder pink candlewick bedspread up higher around her chin and contemplated the dark ceiling.

No way would she get back to sleep now. Not with the forebodings, the doubts, and the anxieties that were rattling around like loose screws in her head. 

5 a.m. The devil’s play time. When all confidence and dignity hit rock bottom and splattered like a carton of eggs on the pavement. When grand ideas and schemes and resolutions disappeared into the gloom. 

Why hadn’t she stood up to her monster of a mother-in-law and told her she’d fight the ridiculous terms of Richard’s will? Kiah let out a sigh that felt like it came from the tips of her toes. Because she’d forgotten how to fight. That’s why. Years of being married to Richard had leached all the fight out of her. 

She stared at the room’s narrow window, where an old-fashioned roller shade, complete with scallops and fringing, hung at half-mast, letting in the lingering remnants of night. Dark unknown shadows that flittered and slid across the shade. The mournful howl of a lonely dog. The disquieting skritch of something — or someone — scraping dead fingernails against the window glass.

Tremors of panic bubbled in her stomach, moving in rapid waves up to her chest, forcing the muscles to tighten, and ice to solidify in her veins. Was that skritching sound caused by the rustle of the wind? A leafy branch from a nearby tree? Or was it Richard, scrabbling to get in? Blaming her for his death? 

She tried to suck in a deep calming breath but all she could manage were rasping gasps that sent sharp pains across her chest. 

Richard can’t get to you any more… 

Gradually her breath returned to normal and the leaden weight pressing down on her chest eased. Kiah closed her eyes. Would she ever escape Richard’s hold over her? 
Was she strong enough, resolute enough, to stand up for herself in her new life? Or would she end up curled in a ball on the side of the road, a mental wreck waiting to be taken into care? Her bottom lip trembled. No…she wasn’t going to cry. Nothing ever helped by crying — only made things worse. She’d found that out barely two weeks into her marriage. 

Kiah switched on the bedside lamp, and, pushing away all negative thoughts, lay back on the lumpy single bed and watched the ceiling fan go through its final juddering death throes. It whirred, it clunked, it groaned, until finally the yellowing fan, fly dirt its only décor, gave one last shudder and jerked to a stop. 

Immobile, the fly detritus on the fan became even more evident. Kiah let out a strangled giggle as a fast fact she’d read on Quora popped into her head: a housefly defecates about 300 times in a single day — once every 4-5 minutes. Her lips twitched. Was it any wonder the poor ceiling fan had finally given up under the weight of all that fly poop?

Rolling back the bedclothes Kiah sat up, back straight, legs crossed and began to meditate. She drew in a deep breath, held it for five seconds, and slowly exhaled to the count of ten. And again. And one more time. Much better. Just for a moment she’d let herself to become overwhelmed — or if she was going to be honest — turn into a woos, a chicken, a yellow-bellied scaredy cat. But somehow, giggling at the thought of that poor overloaded ceiling fan, had successfully kicked her panic to the curb. Allowed her Xena-wannabe persona to sneak back in. 

Scrambling out of bed, Kiah decided to have a long hot shower, change into the comfortable jeans and skivvy she’d bought from a late-night shopping mall on the way to the-town-with-no-name, and get an early start to the day. The sooner she was back on the road, the sooner she’d find out where it was leading.

First stop was at an all-night service station where she breakfasted on a truckie-sized meal of fried eggs, crisp bacon, sausages, and fried tomatoes — who counted calories after the age of 35 — plus two large mugs of sweet milky coffee. 

Couldn’t get a better start to the day than that.

Sipping on her second coffee, Kiah sat back, switched on her phone, and waited while it whirred and buzzed and spewed up a bevy of missed calls and texts. All from Beryl. Refusing to be drawn in by the woman who had never listened or cared for her, she dealt with the situation by adding her mother-in-law’s number to her blocked sender’s list. There. Mission complete. The only other text she’d received was from the physio reminding her of a visit she’d missed the day before and demanding payment. Also, a missed call from a telemarketer. Not one text from anyone concerned, worried about where she’d gone. Richard wouldn’t allow her to have friends, and as for family, her heart sighed and cracked a little more at the memory; both parents had been killed in an auto crash nineteen years ago, when she was 20. She had no siblings, no aunts, no uncles, no cousins. She was on her own now. And that was fine. With no dependents, Kiah was free to do whatever she liked and travel wherever the road took her.

Dropping the phone back in her bag, Kiah added an extra spoonful of sugar to the last of her coffee and watched as another double-B snorted and steamed its way into the petrol station and pulled up beside five other road trains. Truckie-sized breakfasts were in high demand this morning. 

By 8 o’clock, Kiah was back on the open road, the Ranger Rover powering along, transporting her through big and little country towns, past painted silos, sweeping paddocks dotted with grazing sheep, their necks stretching to the ground and their little fluffy tails juddering each time they stepped forward.

On the way through one country town, sporting nothing much more than a general store, a pub and a petrol-station-cum-fodder store, she came across a painted sign propped up on the side of the road — 20 KMS TO CHESTERTON HORSE MARKET — SALE STARTING AT 8 AM TODAY — and an arrow pointing out of town. Horses for sale at a market? The only items Kiah had ever seen for sale at a market were fruit and veg, second-hand books, hot dogs, homemade cakes, and pre-loved clothing — never horses. 

After following more signs pointing her in the direction of Chesterton market, Kiah pulled into the carpark between a large horse truck, paint peeling off both sides, and a small daffodil-yellow hatchback. She had no idea why she was here. Maybe to inhale that addictive horsey smell she’d loved in her younger years? Or for the serenity, the slowing of the heartbeat when caressing an animal’s fur? Whatever. She certainly wasn’t there for the sale itself. She had her own life to sort out before attempting to sort out the life of another living creature. Especially a large dependent animal that couldn’t be squeezed into the back seat of a Range Rover.

Colourful flags and banners fluttered in the light breeze, inviting her down the cement steps and into the marketplace itself. With dust floating up her nostrils and the mixed sounds of horses snorting and stamping and marketgoers calling out to each other, Kiah stood at the top and soaked up the scene. This was a different world. No fruit-and-vegetable stands, second-hand books or trestles loaded with homemade sponges and lamingtons on sale here. Instead, everything was equine related. There were rows of portable yards housing horses and ponies of all shapes and sizes, horse floats, saddles, bridles, rugs, horse-feed, equestrian clothing, and even, at the bottom of the steps, some budding teenaged entrepreneur who was selling horse-shaped pink fairy floss on sticks from a gaudily painted kiosk. 

She couldn’t wait to investigate.

However, after half an hour of wandering along the horse yards, Kiah decided she’d rather be at a fruit and veg market, where the worst that could happen was to slip on a squashed mango and maybe lose your cool. She shivered in the warm air, wrapped both arms around her waist. Okay, at first, she’d been happy to inhale the almost forgotten smells, the sounds, and the visuals of all these horses waiting with numbers stamped on their rumps to be sold. She even got to pat a couple of the friendlier ones. But the overall picture was one of despair. Too many bewildered horses roared up and down their yard, rolling the whites of their eyes in fear, while others were so tired and skinny, so cowed by ill-treatment, they stood in the far corner of their yard, shaking, their heads almost touching the ground.

Kiah had made a mistake coming here. A huge mistake. Time to get back onto the open road and continue looking for her own future. 

On her way back to the carpark, she passed the auctioneer, a weaselly guy constricted by a too-tight white shirt and a gaudy tie. He was standing on a raised dais taking bids on item number 12 — in his words, ‘a quiet, unflappable child’s pony, going by the name of Sweet Sue’ . However, the 13hh grey mare under the hammer was flinging herself from one side of the yard to the other, rearing, screaming out to the other horses, and proving him to be a liar. 

The whole sale-yard scene had turned from exciting to stomach-achingly sad. It seemed tawdry, unfeeling, to subject these beautiful creatures to this environment. 

As she passed the last stall and turned to climb the cement steps leading back to the carpark, a rough voice, loaded with menace, brought her to an abrupt halt.

“Bite me, ya bloody mongrel? I’ll show ya! You’ll be first for a bullet in the head when I get ya back to the meatworks.”

Kiah whirled around in time to witness an overweight, red-faced man in dirty khaki overalls slam his fist into the face of a black horse in the last stall. The horse, so thin its ribs pushed against the skin, shook his head, but stood his ground. 

Oh, you poor darling, she thought, her chest flooding with instant love. You are so much braver than me… 

When the man raised his fist again, all the hurt she’d endured with Richard exploded to the surface, momentarily blinded her, sent her scrambling over the portable fence and into the yard, a human shield between man and horse. “Punch this horse again,” she growled both fists up in front of her, “and I’ll, I’ll…” 

“Slap me?” A coarse grin, revealing a row of broken teeth, crawled across the sweaty face now inches from hers. A pock-marked, cruel face, with marble black eyes that were brazenly undressing her, making her feel dirty. 

Kiah took a shaky breath, felt her heart stutter in her chest. The man was so close his sour breath made her want to gag. So close, she could count the thick ugly hairs up his nose. She licked her lips. Oh, God, he looked a lot bigger, nastier, more dangerous than from the other side of the fence. She tried to stop her hand from shaking as she ran it up and down the horse’s thin neck, calming him, letting him know she was trying to be strong for him. She really was…

“G-get away from me.”

His cruel laugh sent prickles down her spine. Her breath caught in her throat. She couldn’t breathe… 

“You deaf, Cockroach?” A rich chocolatey voice, a voice that could have its owner starring in the next James Bond movie, came from outside the stall. “The lady said to get away from her.”

Afraid to take her eyes off ‘Cockroach’ for more than a couple of seconds, Kiah slotted a quick glance at the face belonging to the chocolatey voice and couldn’t help the tiny mmm of pleasure that escaped her lips when her eyes collided with high cheek bones, strong jaw and dark curly hair caressing a set of shoulders that knew hard work. The man was leaning against the gate of the stall, outwardly relaxed, but blue-grey eyes sparking fire. 

The slimy grin slithered off Cockroach’s face. He lurched a step backwards. Wiped at his thick wet lips. “Bloody nag took a bite outta me.” 

Kiah felt the other man’s eyes leisurely assessing her, a scrutiny that had her heart speeding up and a warmth spreading from her face down her neck. He shook his head before answering. “So that gives you the right to threaten a woman at least eight stone lighter and a hundred times prettier than you?”

Pretty? Kiah’s heart gave a double hitch. Even with the scary horse-beater turning her legs into limp celery, Kiah felt her spine stiffen. It had been so long since that word had been directed at her.

Cockroach spat on the ground. “She got in my way.” 

“And I’m telling you to get out of her way. Right now.”

A soft warm muzzle snuffled at the base of Kiah’s neck, tickling her. She turned to run fingers through the black horse’s matted forelock, stroke his soft nose, whisper in his ear, assure him he’d never go without food or be beaten again because he was coming home with her — wherever that might be — and when she turned back, the angry horsemeat man had disappeared.

And so had the guy with the rich chocolatey voice.

Kiah’s shoulders slumped. She’d frozen when challenged by the bullying Cockroach. Made to look needy when rescued by the hunk with the blue-grey eyes. She let out a shaky sigh and scratched behind the black horse’s ears. What did she expect? To turn into a warrior princess after one day of freedom?

*

Jack Sullivan stepped away from the battered Ford Premier and lifted a regretful thumb at his favourite client. “Hey, worth a look, Andy, but with that boxy hoof, there’s always the risk of him going lame the day before a race. Give us nothing but heartache.”

And Andy didn’t need any more of that. Manager of the Best Pals syndicate, a group of young owners who’d pooled their money to buy an unraced three-year old for Jack to train last year were on the lookout for another racing proposition. Their three-year old had proved too slow for racing and was now Andy’s sister’s future eventer. 

“I know, Jack,” he said. “Should have guessed. Why else would a 2-year-old with proven staying bloodlines be here at a lowly market sale, hey?” Andy lifted his lips in a rueful grin. “Owner trying to reel in another sucker.”

“Just keep looking, mate.” Jack slapped his hand on top of the car roof as Andy revved the engine. His chest prickled at the disappointment. A potential stayer by So You Think, would have been a handy addition to his racing stable. Especially as most of his present team were only country prospects, while the others, past city winners, were almost ready to collect their pensions. What Jack really needed was a slew of rich owners banging on his door, but the catch-22 — rich owners had a tendency to entrust their million-dollar horses to proven group-winning trainers. He lifted his chin at the man in the car. “Maybe talk a few more mates into joining your syndicate, Andy. Double your money and I’ll find you something that might win a low-grade race in the city.” 

Jack watched Andy drive toward the exit gate and shook his head. By the roar of the exhaust and the stutter of the engine, he should be spending his money on another car instead of a horse, but Jack knew how addictive racing could be. Nothing beat the thrill of seeing your horse compete on the track. Especially when your mates, all co-owners, were jumping up and down beside you, cheering him on. Jack loved giving his owners that longed for win, but competition in the sport was stronger than ever now.

Losing sight of the beat-up Ford, Jack rammed his Akubra down over his too long hair that should have been cut months ago but he hadn’t the time and raked his eyes over the saleyard. The crowd had dwindled by now. All that remained was nose-clogging dust, dogged flies homing in on steaming manure and a few die-hard stragglers gathered to witness the last two sales of the day. He could hear the auctioneer’s clear voice urging bidders interested in Lot 74, a handy pony club type, to go higher and higher — the higher the price the better the commission — until the gelding was eventually knocked down for $3,000. 

Time to go… 

But before he could leave, there was one last thing Jack had to do.

As he strolled toward the auctioneer’s podium, he could see her standing there. The woman who’d stood up to Cockroach. She was shifting from one foot to the other, waiting for the last sale of the day, Lot 75. Damn. He was right. She was going to bid for that skeletal black horse. A horse she knew nothing about. A horse that’d already attacked Cockroach, although, to be fair, who wouldn’t want to take a bite out of that piece of excrement. Still, there was no future in buying a horse that would take a wad of money just to make it look like a horse again.

He shifted his eyes to the red plastic crate over to the side where Cockroach usually sat waiting to bid on any horse no one else wanted. He’d get them for next to nothing and make a profit by selling the horsemeat to kennels. Jack blew out a breath, frowned. Cockroach wasn’t squatted toadlike on his box, like normal. Instead, he was upright, hairy arms folded over his bloated beer belly, the smirk on his face meaner than a hungry snake stalking its dinner. Just as he thought…Barry Cochran, alias Cockroach, was making this sale personal.

For a moment, Jack hesitated. What the heck was he doing? Why had he let his protective nature hijack his common sense? And how come he wasn’t in his truck on his way home right now? His eyes settled on the woman waiting for the bidding on Lot 75 to begin. Okay, she was pretty, and he respected the way she’d defended the horse, but that wasn’t the reason he wanted to protect her. So, why? And then it hit him in the gut. Sent a sharp pain strafing across his chest. This woman with the haunted eyes, determined to save the world, reminded him of Bianca…

When he’d spotted her standing up to Cockroach’s bullying, the scene brought back memories of the first day he’d set eyes on the love of his life. Ten years ago. He’d just turned thirty, single and determined to stay that way, and Bianca was in her mid-twenties. Tiny, barely 5'2", her long silver-blonde hair streaming in the breeze, she’d been berating this giant of a guy who was dragging two skinny, worn-out ponies along the sand at the beach, giving children rides. Bianca bawled the guy out in front of everyone. Threatened to get the RSPCA down if he didn’t look after his ponies. Said she’d check on him every day.

“I know where you live, and I’ll be that persistent bug you can’t swat.” Hands on hips, head tossed back, she’d taken his breath away. “Either retire your ponies in a good grassy paddock, or feed and care for them like working animals.”

He’d stood there transfixed. Couldn’t take his eyes off her and when he’d moved to join her, her smile, wide and fully centered on him, had sent his heart into free fall…

And he’d married the woman three months later.

Jack closed his eyes at the memory. Felt his throat go dry. Sometimes, usually late at night when he couldn’t sleep, it scared him that one day he might forget Bianca’s face; the color of her eyes, the dimples in both cheeks, the cute way she’d wrinkle her nose when she disagreed with him. Barely able to breathe, he’d upend the box of old photos at the bottom of his wardrobe so he could study her details, draw in her memories, savor each one like a fine wine.

By now, the bidding for Lot 75 had reached $1000. Already double Cockroach’s usual limit. Jack straightened his shoulders and tugged at the brim of his hat. Yep, seemed like our beloved horsemeat dealer was in this for payback.

He sauntered up beside her. Leaned closer. “You seem determined to buy that horse,” he growled, his voice gruffer than he intended.

She looked up and a shy smile of recognition lit her face. A smile that made his breath hitch. He hadn’t realized she’d taken notice of him earlier, what with Cockroach’s foul dragon breath blasting in her face. “Yes,” she said, her smile widening. “And I’ve decided to call him Jet.”

Oh, God, what hope did he have of changing her mind now? She’d already named the damn horse. “Look…you’d be crazy to buy that horse. You know nothing of his history.”

The smile slowly slid off her face leaving her with a look of such vulnerability, he wanted to wrap her in his arms, tell her life didn’t suck — well, not all the time. It was as though she had something in common with the neglected horse she was out to save. “I’m not crazy.”

“I’m sorry, that came out wrong.” He could kick himself as he watched her flick her thick dark red hair out of her eyes and blink up at him. “I’m just trying to talk you out of doing something you’ll regret later.”

She shook her head, gaze going back to the dejected looking animal hunched up in the corner of the stall, eyes dull. “You’re only seeing the outside of this horse,” she told him, her voice soft. “Underneath, he has a beautiful soul.”

“But what if he’s a killer?” He blew out a frustrated sigh. She seemed to have switched off, stopped listening to him, but he had to give it one last go. “Come on, there’s plenty of nice horses out there. Why him? Why don’t you buy yourself a nice-looking show horse?”

She turned her back on him, rigid shoulders telling him to go away, mind his own business, and lifted one finger for the auctioneer. “I’ll make it $1200.”

Jack growled deep in his throat. Stubborn. Just like his Bianca. Okay, he couldn’t talk the woman out of buying the horse, so the only thing left was to have a word in the other bidder’s ear. Stop Cockroach from turning this into a three-ring-circus.

The rancid smell of dried blood and stale sweat threatened to make Jack gag as he approached his second target. How long since the man had showered? Changed his clothes? Jack and the horsemeat dealer were actually old foes. They’d been in the same class way back in high school. And even then, Barry Cochrane was as mean as a fox with its tail caught in a trap. Running scams, stealing, bullying anyone smaller than himself. Jack snapped to a stop beside the man, folded his arms. “What’s the high bid all about, Barry?” he asked. “That horse hasn’t got enough meat on his bones to feed a chihuahua for a week.”

“Get lost, Sullivan.”

“Not going to happen, Cochrane.” Jack moved deeper into the man’s space. “So…unless you walk away now, forget about putting a bullet in that horse’s head because he figured out what a creep you were and bit you, I’m going to the authorities. You’re on your third warning, so if I report you for abusing another horse, there wouldn’t be a sale-yard in Australia that’d let you within a hundred meters of them.”

Cockroach’s face turned into one big ugly sneer. “Oh yeah…out to impress the crazy lady, Jack? Get into her knickers?” He shoved his face so close, Jack had to hold his breath for fear of asphyxiation. “Your word against mine. Mate!”

While slowly shaking his head, Jack dragged his phone from his back pocket, pressed, scrolled, and held the phone up for Cockroach to see. “Well, then, isn’t it lucky I recorded this little film clip. With you as the leading man.”

As he stared at the video, Cockroach’s thick lips twisted, and his face went a brilliant shade of postbox red. “And if you watch it a little longer,” Jack crooned, “you’ll find the movie gets even more entertaining. Not only do you punch a horse in the face but also threaten a bystander — the lady currently in a bidding war for the horse — when she tried to stop you.”

“I’ll get you for this, Jack…” Snatching up his battered plastic crate, Barry Cochrane stormed off in the direction of his large horse van, already crammed with horses too old, too wild, or just plain too neglected by their human owners to have a future.

Arms folded across his chest, Jack watched until the man climbed into his van, slammed the door behind him and juiced up the engine.

Right, his work here was done.

With a nod to the woman who’d bought herself a horse she’d probably regret by the end of the week, Jack tugged the brim of his hat down over his eyes and walked away.


THREE

Three hours later, as Kiah drove through the rustic town of Shadow Creek, a cloud of pink and grey galahs, disturbed from their task of stripping the stringybark gum shading O’Leary’s Shoe Store, rose into the air, their harsh shrieks blotting out all other sounds. On the seat beside her lay a crumpled map drawn the day before by the teenager at the Cowji service station. Luckily, she’d tossed the paper on the floor of the SUV and not out the window, because now, being the brand-new owner of a horse, she needed a stable to put him in. And the only stable Kiah could think of was the one she’d seen posted on the servo’s notice board. The one advertising for a track-rider and groom. And according to the map, Windsong Racing Stables were 2 kms. on from Shadow Creek.

Before leaving Chesterton horse market, Kiah had to not only buy Jet a new wardrobe — summer and winter rugs, plus fly veil, hay net, and leather halter — but also a horse float to hook onto the back of the Range Rover. The chatty seller of the second-hand horse float had helped her load Jet and filled his hay net with oaten hay, so he’d have something to keep him quiet while on the road.

Kiah’s heart gave a sudden twist and thumped against her chest. A horse of her own? A real live flesh and blood horse? Not part of her new life-plan when she’d hit the open road yesterday — but she had no regrets. Jet needed her. She let out a shaky breath and smiled as the thumping in her chest eased, slowed to its regular rhythm. And maybe she needed him even more.

Two kilometres on from the town, Kiah eased the Range Rover to a halt, the unfamiliar horse float swaying precariously as its wheels drifted onto the uneven siding in front of the gateway. If she was going to keep her newest acquisition, towing a horse float was only one of the new experiences she’d need to master.

A sign over the gate swung gently in the breeze, informing her she’d come to the right place, Windsong Racing Stables. Under the bright yellow signage there was a painting of a magnificent chestnut horse in full flight, jockey dressed in green and white racing silks crouched on top, urging him on. 

She stared at the painting. Was the horse, Windsong? Were the stables named after him? And if so, what was the story behind it? 

In smaller lettering at the bottom right-hand corner she read, Proprietor: Jack Sullivan. Ph. 0402989777.

Climbing from the car, she opened the gate and stepped onto a narrow dirt roadway that snaked its way toward a sprawling homestead with a shady veranda wrapped all the way around, like a protective bandage. She shaded her eyes with one hand to see a trial track at the rear of the property and a long red-brick
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