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  PROLOGUE



28 Years Earlier 

Lily grunted in the darkness, tears gushing down her cheeks. Sweat dribbled down her back as the small digging shovel slipped from her fingers. She stopped, resting her aching arms and took a deep breath to regain her strength. A slight breeze rustled through the branches, giving her heated cheeks a brief reprieve when it brushed against her moist skin.
She swiped a grubby sleeve across her face before lifting the battery-operated torch from the leaf litter. She swung it over her efforts, inspecting the progress. The torch wobbled in her trembling hand, casting an eerie glow on the forest while her heart thumped with every scurrying noise that sounded nearby.
She carefully positioned the torch against the base of the giant kauri pine tree, the quiet of the dark of night only broken by her heaving breaths. The realisation that her life had changed in an instant struck again, and a sudden bulk of apprehension swept her back, and she collapsed against the rough bark of the ancient tree. The tree’s rough surface poked into her back through her flimsy cotton shirt, but that was the least of her worries. Racking sobs sought escape which she tried to muffle with her still-shaking hand. If the others chanced a late-night cigarette out by the lake, she would need to stay quiet or risk being discovered. 
She moved her hand against her flat stomach, where the tiny seed of a new life was forming. In order to make her choice, she’d need to bury all the memories of the past six months first.
It was what she deserved. No good ever came to those who broke the rules. And she had. Dead was one thing, but there was more. Her secret would need to remain as such forever. 
Biting her bottom lip, she made a herculean effort to stem the flow of tears and harden up. She would bury this memory amongst the roots of this monolith, leaving it behind and picking up her life from where she’d left off. The pain would never go away. She didn’t expect it to.
So, she kept digging. She was intent on going as deep as she could, working around the timeless roots of the giant tree. When she deemed the hole deep enough, she picked up the small box. Nestled comfortably on her palm, she tightened her hold on the memories it represented one last time.
She was seconds away from pushing it into the depth of the hole and covering it with dirt, leaf litter and branches. Moments away from hiding everything that the past six months represented. But she wanted one last look. One last glimpse of the glittering white sapphire. One final moment to experience the rush of what he’d meant to her the day he’d gifted her this precious promise of his love. She’d almost given it all away.
She fumbled with the small catch before prising open the sturdy plastic box. Grabbing the torch again, she held it over the star-shaped gemstone. Shimmering light glittered in the dark forest, piercing her eyes, opening the floodgates once more. Tears dripped onto its clean, geometric lines, accentuating the hard work he’d done to shape and reset the stone he’d found fossicking with his family.
She slammed the lid shut, her fingers closing around the tiny box, her tears laid to rest on the stone for eternity. Shoving the box into the deep hole, she hastened to shift the dirt back in place before feathering the top with leaf debris. Sitting back, she allowed one final wretched sob to escape before rising on shaky legs and walking away.
Leaving everything behind. 






  
  Chapter 1
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Present Day 

Roberta Mintello rounded a bend on the narrow road and slammed on the brakes. Her screeching tyres had her heart beat ramping up as she gripped the steering wheel. “What the heck?” An accident? She raked a shaking hand through her hair before rubbing her tired, bloodshot eyes. Surveying the car only metres away, her heart continued to thump uncomfortably inside her chest. That was too close, dangerously close. She took a moment to calm her breathing by taking small, shallow breaths, her leg still shaking as she put the car in park. She’d given herself five days to make the trek from Melbourne to Malanda, and she should’ve stopped three hours ago for a rest. 
The sounds of Dean Lewis floated inside the car as she engaged the handbrake and eased her foot off the brake. Dean’s music talked to her over the past five days. The ‘I’m feeling sorry for myself, why can’t I get my life back on track?’ pervaded her life of late. The short-lived stint with Antonio from the Frevannini dynasty was the last time she’d felt alive. But that had died a quiet death. Worlds apart and all that.
Which had nothing to do with why she was here. Once she’d made the decision to fulfil her mother’s ridiculous wish, she arranged for time off work. With six months of overdue leave approved, the mantra running around her head for the past two weeks was: pack a bag, sort the playlists, get in the car, drive, get the music blaring, watch for idiot drivers and stop when tired. Simple. If only she could push back the crap of what her mother had told her, including the mission her mother expected her to accomplish. Yeah, right! Her mind and body had gone numb since receiving the news. Nothing like royally screwing up her life.
Roberta squinted into the distance. It didn’t look like she was going anywhere in a hurry. With about a dozen cars already stopped ahead of her, she turned the ignition off along with the music. The quiet inside her reliable Mazda 3 scared her for a moment, sending a shiver down her spine. If she wasn’t careful, it would allow a tiny bit of space to expand inside her head. If she allowed herself to think, even a little, she might go places she wasn’t prepared to, and then all hell would break loose. Don’t think, girl.
She opened the door, and a rush of cool air eddied around her cheeks. It was time to direct her thoughts to other things. Her fuel consumption had been good on the drive up, and she could thank her dad for teaching her all about that. But—oh heck, that wouldn’t work anymore. Who would teach her new things now? At twenty-seven, she still needed her dad for so much. How was a child expected to learn all the practical stuff a person needed to navigate a full and successful life? 
She had always been so proud of his Italian heritage, except he wasn’t her biological dad. Not anymore. Irrelevant now that he was dead. Too bad some drug-induced lunatic decided to T-bone her dad’s car. So senseless and unfair, it had the power to swamp her under its anger. She had to let it go. Time to steer away from those thoughts.
Thanks to her mum, there was another monster to confront. She had no idea how she was going to go about achieving that assignment. In typical Roberta style, she instructed herself to get up to Malanda and come up with a plan. She had one item on the list and hoped it worked in her favour. Oh, and she had to keep all this from her younger brother for now. Well, half-brother, apparently. 
Thanks, Mum.
She got out of the car, stretched the kinks out of her legs and took a good look around. As she stifled a yawn, she glanced at her watch—it was getting on to three pm. Sally was expecting her soonish, and it would be so good to see her again. Damn! She was so close to the end of her trek, and this would be the first major hold-up the entire drive north. Quit your moaning. It could be a serious accident up ahead.
It’d been nearly two years since she’d visited these parts. Meeting Liz on the train in Italy. Escorting Liz home after her attack and hospital stay in southern Italy. Meeting Liz’s cousin, Sally. Those jewels. What a story that was. What a love story, too for Liz and Connor. She grimaced. Yep, some people have all the luck going around. 
Only moments earlier, her GPS told her she was somewhere along the Palmerston Highway on the way to Millaa Millaa. Then Malanda, the small town where Sally lived. She couldn’t hear any approaching sirens or see anything sinister. Peering up ahead, it didn’t look like an accident. What the heck is going on?
She’d stroll up in a minute if there was no further action and see what the hold-up was. For now, she wanted to declutter her head of the encroaching fatigue that only five days of driving could create. Inhaling a good lungful of fresh, clean air, she rotated a slow three-sixty-degree turn. They weren’t wrong when they described this region as a green, rolling hill kind of place. They were all she could see in every direction if she looked past the thin haze of mist or drizzle or whatever was hanging overhead and connected to the dense clouds. 
No blue sky here today.
Her stomach rumbled; she was due for a food break. Opening the backseat door, she reached in for the small cooler where she kept her snacks chilled. She took out a homemade granola bar and munched on it slowly, trying to think of nothing except for the sound of her chewing.
“Bloody greenies. Don’t they have anything else better to do?”
Roberta swivelled towards the car stopped in front of her. The male driver casually leant against his door and was speaking to a female passenger over the top of the car.
Greenies? Why on a major highway? Didn’t they normally tie themselves to a tree or glue bits of themselves to a footpath?
“How the heck are we supposed to make the doctor’s appointment in time?” The driver’s anger was apparent in his curt and clipped tone. 
“And pick up Annabelle from school.” The female passenger fumbled with her phone, a worried frown between her brows. “I better let the school know we’re going to be late.” 
Roberta quickly picked up on the dilemma. She shut the rear door, grabbing her water bottle resting in the pouch of the driver’s door. After a couple of mouthfuls, she put it back, locked the car and pocketed the keys. 
A glance behind her showed a growing line of vehicles. The idiots blocking the road needed a wake-up call, and if Roberta was riled up enough, she wasn’t one to hold back.
She gave an understanding wave to the couple in front of her as she walked past. “I’ll sort out these clowns for you.”
The male driver grunted. “I just spotted the first police car arrive, but they can’t do a thing. These bastards are too bloody precious, and the police are not allowed to touch them. Too bad there’s no way around the block they’ve put across the road.”
“How do you know this?” Roberta was curious, raising her eyebrows. She’d only just rocked up, and this couple couldn’t have been in the queue for too long.
“I’ve been talking to my brother. His mate is one of the local councillors. The police notified the council of what was going on, and word quickly got around. It’ll make the national news, of course, giving these imbeciles more fodder to work with.”
Roberta nodded, skirting the rough edges of the narrow two-lane major highway. Well, how a major highway looked in these parts. A few metres ahead, the number of potholes had her frowning. If I was the local councillor, I’d be raising this issue next.
As she walked past the other cars on her way to the dilemma up ahead, others waited outside their cars. Angry outbursts and disgruntled discussions filled the air. The general discontent was palpable. These people had places to go, lives to live and children waiting for them. 
As a chill ran through the air, she tightened her jacket across her chest. She was in tropical Far North Queensland, but someone forgot to mention it up here on the mountaintop. To be stuck on this road on such a blustery day was only going to add to the angst of all those caught up in this debacle. Her included. 
With each step she took towards the confrontation, her state of mind was brewing up something chronic, and when she spotted their roadblock, her jaw dropped. In amongst the confusion of vehicles lined up and the police car parked haphazardly, there was a massive, dirty yellow bulldozer parked horizontally across the road. Its bulk reached past the rough edges on both sides of the broken tarmac. It was impossible for any vehicle to drive around. The protesters chose the perfect site for this ambush, with the banks dipping steeply on either side. It looked dangerous and slippery the closer Roberta came to the scene of the crime. No driver would be crazy enough to attempt to go around the roadblock.
Two police officers stood at a respectable distance from about half a dozen activists. Roberta squinted into the haze, trying to read the placards they held. 
No more windmills. 
Do your research first. 
What about native life? 
What will happen in 25 years when they’re old and broken?
Roberta had seen wind farms—their tall, white windmill-looking structures standing out like a beacon in the countryside—along her drive but hadn’t thought too much about them. As no one halted her progress, she kept marching, making for one male protester who looked to be about her age. At least his hair was not dreadlocked and tatty and his clothes looked like they might’ve been washed at least once in the last month. Unlike the other campaigners with their long flowing pants and tie-dyed shirts that had seen better days.
She dived straight in. “What’s your name?”
The man swivelled in her direction, a look of surprise coming over his face. As she wasn’t wearing a police uniform, maybe this caused his reaction.
He recovered swiftly. “None of your business; now get out of the way.” 
She guessed demonstrators were prepared for anything, but his response peeved her something pretty.
“Excuse me,” she spat, hands on her hips, boring a hole with her glare. Lacking a decent night’s sleep wasn’t helping. “What is wrong with you people? Isn’t this what you lot are driving at? Clean environmental changes so we can close every goddamned coal mine?”
The sandy-blond-haired man towered a good foot above her. He menacingly took a step closer, sending daggers her way. He clipped every single word he spoke. “As you don’t understand much, I suggest you move away.”
“I’m trying to, you dolt, but a bunch of losers are blocking a major highway, just in case you haven’t noticed.” 
The man darted a look over her shoulder, and Roberta flicked a glance behind her. Dozens of trapped drivers were merging on the median strip and striding towards the group of protesters. On closer inspection, they were doing the same from the other direction, too. Shit, this is not going to end well.
“You need to get out of the way, or you’re going to get hurt.” The protester was so close she could smell a hint of coffee on his breath.
“I don’t think so. You and your so-called mates are going to get hurt. I’m here to remind you there are people stuck here with places to go. There’s one couple whose child is waiting to be picked up from school and a doctor’s appointment they’re going to be late for.”
“Get out of the way before you get hurt,” the man growled.
The lack of police numbers was looking like a distinct disadvantage, and this man was probably realising that the activists were outnumbered by the angry mob approaching on both sides.
With a sudden motion, the man grabbed her by the arm, trying to shove her to the side. She held firm by digging her heels in, refusing to be pushed about. A camera flashed in her face at the exact moment she was propelled enough to trip and fall on her backside. He cast her one quick look, swore once and then turned away.
“Everyone, hold up your messages,” the man shouted to the others, and with a synchronised effort, they raised all the placards in the air.
In all the angst, Roberta didn’t notice the arrival of the television crew. She was up on her feet in a flash, angrily snatching one placard and hurling it down to the ground. This was what they were waiting for, their five minutes of fame to get their message across. She was going to make it as hard as possible. Again, someone shoved her to the side, but this time, she couldn’t tell by who. Oh boy, her tired brain was certainly not thinking straight, and she was up again trying to grab another placard.
The wail of sirens sounded close by and what looked like the arrival of more law enforcers. She breathed a sigh of relief. The police would certainly need this extra help as the restless and angry crowd surged closer.
What seemed like an ocean of law enforcers, heavily clad in protection gear, they approached the demonstrators, rounding them up with handcuffs. An officer yanked her from the group, pushed and shoved her before finally restraining one hand in the handcuff and twisting her arm behind her back.
“Take it easy, okay,” the police officer advised. “We’re taking you lot into the local watch house.” 
“What the?” she shouted, trying to twist out of the officer’s hold. “I’m not one of them. Let me go!” She tried to shake them off, the people around her a blur of visions and voices. Over and over she shouted to be freed.
As she shook her head to make sense of the situation, another officer grabbed her arm and painfully tugged. Amidst the chaos of being dragged towards the police wagon, she stole a quick glance at her restrained hand, only to find that he was handcuffed to it.
“Don’t make a bloody scene, you idiot. I told you to keep away.”
Roberta’s blood boiled. There was too much happening lately for her to be rational about anything. This imbecile making out as though this was all her fault was the last straw in a short life that had taken an awful turn of late. She had an urge to hurt someone. Someone in close proximity.
She targeted his feet wearing well-worn Converse sneakers. As they were pushed and pulled towards the police vans, she took the one moment where they were halted for about two seconds to stamp his foot with her trail joggers, being sure to grind the rough edges for good measure.
“Ouch!” He groaned, his face transforming into an ugly scowl. “What was that for?”
A momentary glimmer of success shimmied across her chest. “I don’t know. Why don’t you try and work it out.”
“Stop! Hey, stop. Don’t take her!” 
Roberta turned to the agitated voice, realising it belonged to the male driver of the car who’d stopped in front of her.
“She’s not with this crowd. Let her go.” The driver came to a stop in front of them.
“Look, mate,” the police explained politely, “she was part of the confusion, and they can sort it out at the station.” 
Roberta fished her keys out of her pocket, throwing them in the man’s direction. “Thank you so much. Could you drive my car to the station?”
He caught her keys but fumbled. They dropped to the ground, and he crouched to pick them up. When he looked up, she shrugged before being bundled into a wagon and shoved up hard against him.
As the others were piled in too, there was little chance of moving away. The handcuffs wouldn’t allow it anyway.
Not one to do meek, she locked eyes with him, her meanest look scrunched up on her face. Instead of a similar look returning as expected, she spotted what looked like a hint of amusement wavering at the edges of his mouth.
He couldn’t be that stupid to laugh outright in her face, could he?
She turned away with a huff. On second thoughts, she didn’t need to look at him again.
Ever!






  
  Chapter 2
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Seven people sat squashed in the back of the police wagon. Roberta shifted uncomfortably, her knees almost in her face. She didn’t dare move her arm attached to him by handcuffs. At this point, if she put all her concentration into the task, her skin wouldn’t touch his at all.
“We got the airplay we were after, Nate. That’s one positive for the day.” One of the conspirators spoke up after they’d been driving in silence for about twenty minutes.
Roberta whipped her face up, her hand jostling against Nate’s for a second. So, he has a name.
“Look, Brent, it’s already made the local social media pages. Great going, guys,” another conspirator added as he swiped his phone screen and showed it to the man sitting beside him, the one bragging about the airplay.
“Let’s hold off all discussion until we’re back and away from strangers.” Nate gave Roberta a side eye before focusing back on his buddies.
“How did you manage this?” Another man sitting in the front shadows pointed to the handcuffs joining Roberta and Nate together.
“What is it with you lot?” Roberta burst out. She understood she was a traitor in their midst, but did they have any idea of what havoc they’d caused?
“What exactly do you mean?” Nate turned slightly, the handcuffs jiggling between them. There was no mistaking his ugly frown this time. No niggling sign of mirth or anything human.
“Putting on a stunt like that is so stupid.” She hated they were so well spoken, which meant they were probably well educated—stupidly educated—with no idea of the real world.
“Why would that be the case?” Nate raised his joined hand, raking it through his hair and taking her hand with it.
With a swift motion, she yanked hers back by her side and offered up an evil glare. He could use his other hand.
“Firstly, I came around the bend doing the allowed speed and almost ran into the car stopped in front of me. Trust me, it would’ve gone down a treat if I’d hit them. Just so you know, that same car carried a mum and dad. Their child was waiting to be collected from school so they could make a doctor’s appointment in time.”
Nate harrumphed. 
“You absolute losers have nothing better to do than mill around creating havoc. Even little old me from Melbourne summed up the situation in a flash.”
“That figures. Someone from the city wouldn’t know the first thing about preserving our environment for future generations.”
“But isn’t this what you idiots want? What you keep campaigning for? Green solutions, no coal, no gas. Does someone have their wires crossed?”
“Except they haven’t done their homework properly, that’s what,” Nate spat.
“They’re springing up everywhere, and now you say they haven’t done their homework? Where have you been for the past twenty years?”
“Calm down, you pair,” Brent advised.
“No, Brent, I can’t. Big mouth here”—he rattled the handcuffs to be certain everyone squashed in the overheating van knew who he was talking about—“obviously doesn’t know much, so she needs to be educated. Like now.”
“Cool it, Nate. We got our media coverage. We can only hope they’ll come to the next meeting prepared to listen.” Brent advised, rattling his own manacled hand.
“Those bastards will never listen because they’re fools like this one.” Nate pointed a finger in her face. She desperately wanted to slap it away.
Instead, Roberta shook the handcuffs. “Watch who you’re calling what.”
“Exactly. This one”—he wasn’t talking to her but over her towards Brent, like she didn’t exist—“what does she understand about how wind farms can only be built in remote locations, which then destroys the visual aesthetics of that landscape? What about the impact they have on our unique local wildlife? Yep, these big corporations don’t give a toss about any of that. What happens in twenty-five years when they’ve lived their useful life and need to be disposed of? Where are they going to dump them all? Christ almighty, there are already so many of them set up around the world it’s going to be a nightmare when the time comes.”
“I know, I know, mate. Try and cool it until they sort us out at the station and let us go,” Brent said.
“Why would they let you go? Who do you think you are?” The audacity of these people to think they could carry out today’s event without facing any consequences. “Do you have any idea what resources you’ve wasted in just the past two hours? I bet you didn’t leave them the keys to the bulldozer either so they could move it along. Of course not! And where did you get it from? Um …” Roberta tapped her mouth with her index finger as though thinking deeply. “Let me guess. Oh, right, you stole it. Yeah, what a good idea. Why didn’t I think of doing that?”
Someone laughed in the back corner of the van. Roberta swivelled towards the sound of the female voice. “Don’t you people have a job? What do you do all day, or is it the poor taxpayer footing the bill for your laziness, too?”
“When they free you, don’t forget to turn back and drive all the way to your ugly concrete jungle and live happily ever after. We don’t need your type up here. We sure as heck don’t need you telling us what’s best for our part of the world. You guys have already destroyed your part of the world, so leave us to take care of ours.” Nate tightened the slack in the handcuff, tugging it towards his chest.
She turned and glared at him, baring her teeth. She knew what he was up to and wasn’t backing down one iota. Not wanting to risk having her hand sit on his lap, she tugged back even though the metal dug into her skin. No different to an arm wrestle, she wasn’t giving him one single inch of chain.
The same female sniggered again, causing Roberta to straighten her back and clench her handcuffed fist. Hissing, she said, “Over my dead body will you tell me what to do.”
There was one small window hatch in the back of the wagon which cast enough light so Roberta could see Nate’s face clearly. His was deadly serious; no doubt hers was too. The connection between his glare and hers strengthened, neither wanting to be the first to back off. 
Until his blue-lake eyes blinked and softened for one second, and she almost plopped into their depths. Her jaw dropped at the same time Nate looked away to cover whatever the hell just happened. She swallowed painfully to cover her confusion, not sure where to look. Their hands went limp simultaneously. When his finger accidentally grazed hers, a bolt of awareness jolted up her arm. She stiffened, not prepared to move another inch until they arrived at their destination.
God, how many more minutes until I’m unlocked from this nightmare?

      [image: ]Someone was listening to her because, within a matter of minutes, the wagon slowed. Which hopefully meant they were close to somewhere. The cloying air of so many cramped bodies was stifling and she breathed in through her mouth only.
After another few minutes, the van came to a halt and the engine cut out. Light flooded the rear of the van when the back doors opened, and she blinked a couple of times for her vision to adjust.
“Okay, everyone,” the police officer said, “make your way inside the station. We’ll get your statements first. Once you’ve been interviewed, you’ll be released from the handcuffs.” 
They all shuffled out of the van and followed the officer, surrounded by another half a dozen flanking their exit. Roberta decided there was no point in trying to make a run for it like they did in the movies. Staying put was the lesser of the two evils. Running away attached to Nate forever would land her in a psych ward within five minutes. 
Now to explain her way out of this mess. Roberta grimaced. Heck, she’d been in worse places in her short life, but this topped the list.
At least her phone was still in the pocket of her jacket. Sally would be at her wit’s end if she didn’t contact her soon, but inside the van hadn’t been the time or place to pull it out. They’d been in touch the entire drive up and when she didn’t turn up on her doorstep soon, Sally would probably think the worst.
Shunted into a small, airless room with one window, they were made to sit on the plastic chairs placed around the stark walls. Roberta looked out of the heavily barred window and fidgeted. All she could see was a tree and one of its branches gently tapping the window with the slight breeze. Nate was tugging at her arm so he could take a seat, but Roberta ignored him. He could wait until she was ready.
With her free hand, she unzipped her jacket pocket, taking out her phone. Nate tugged harder this time, and she continued to resist. Quickly tapping on her most frequent phone number, she waited for Sally to answer.
“Can you make an effort to move closer to the chairs?” Nate hissed his demand through clenched teeth.
“Can you wait until I’m ready?” Roberta barked back.
She must’ve accidentally tapped the speaker button because everyone in the room heard Sally say, “Roberta, is that you? Where are you?”
“She’s being a pain in the arse and deserves everything happening to her,” Nate answered Sally.
“Shut up, you nitwit, and mind your own business,” Roberta retaliated, yanking hard enough for Nate to wince.
“Roberta!” Sally sounded hysterical. “Where are you?” 
Before Roberta got another word in, Brent shouted from behind, “She’s at the Atherton watch house, handcuffed to our leader. I don’t think she likes it one bit.” 
Brent and the others chuckled, and Roberta’s lips straightened as she glared at him.
“Sally, I’m fine. They made a mistake. I’ll sort this out soon.”
“She should’ve minded her own business and walked away when I told her to,” Nate said.
“You shouldn’t have done what you did, you bloody moron. I can’t believe I had the misfortune of stumbling across your stupid prank.” Roberta’s voice ratcheted up an octave, and when Sally didn’t reply, Roberta assumed she’d hung up. 
“You had no right to interfere, especially when the television crew turned up. We need every bit of media coverage we can so our message gets out there. You’re an interfering, silly moron who should’ve stayed in your concrete jungle where you came from.” 
Oh boy, Roberta’s face seared at the accusation, her nostrils flaring at the injustice of it. And calling her a moron … “You need to realise the world doesn’t revolve around you. There are a lot of different people, cultures and beliefs that need to be juggled to make the world a happy place. Putting up with the likes of you who believe only your views are correct is what’s wrong with the world.”
They were full on shouting at each other, faces close together, the accusations flying the short distance the rattling handcuffs allowed.
“Quiet!” A gruff shout reverberated around the small room.
Roberta and Nate did just that, their chests heaving as they slumped back into their chairs.
“Aren’t you pair on the same team?” The police officer—with the name tag Officer Molloy—filled the doorway.
“No!” they shouted in unison.
This was the opening Roberta needed to get out of there. “I was caught up with these idiots by mistake. My car is probably still sitting on the highway if you want to go and check. Please unlock me from this man as I have absolutely nothing to do with him or this ridiculous protest.”
“But I was the one who handcuffed you. You were amongst this group.”
“I was trying to ruin their five minutes of fame. Why the heck did you allow them to get that far? You should’ve mowed them down a lot earlier so everyone was able to continue with their busy lives and not be held up because of this lot.”
Nate growled, his seething look brushing her with nasty, angry flames. “One day, when you’re old and miserable and hardly able to breathe because narrowminded people like yourself have completely destroyed the world, you might actually think back on this day and regret every single word you’re saying.” 
“Next!” 
Another police officer opened the door of the interview room, gesturing for the next two protesters to come in and give their statements.
“I think it might be safer if I leave you pair handcuffed for now,” Officer Molloy added with a straight face.
“Noooooo,” Roberta wailed, thrashing and flinging her arms about, causing enough distress that Nate physically had to take her in his arms to calm her down.
“Roberta!” Sally’s voice somehow pierced higher than her wailing. “What is going on?”
Roberta stopped her thrashing and pulled out of Nate’s stronghold, her jaw dropping. How had Sally got here so fast?
“Before you ask, I was already in Atherton and on my way home to Malanda when you phoned.”
“Wait! Wait a minute!” a voice shouted into the mayhem. The male driver of the car parked in front of hers on the Palmerston Highway raced into the room. He shoved Sally aside, dangling Roberta’s set of car keys. Lucky it was a small country station and anyone could just walk in.
In an instant, all the noise dropped, and no one moved. The male driver was heaving like he’d physically pushed her car all the way from the top of the Palmerston Highway to Atherton. “This woman is innocent of any crime. She was parked behind my car at the blockade and walked up to see what the issue was. Her being brought here is wrong. I suggest you release her.” His words came out in a rush, and he had to stop talking for a moment to take a couple of steadying breaths. “She’s done nothing wrong and only had time to fling her car keys to me before she was taken away. Otherwise, her car would be stuck on the highway causing more havoc.”
The male driver took a hesitant step closer, holding out her keys. Roberta yanked her hand enough so Nate was dragged with her as she stepped forward to collect them. “Thank you. I really appreciate this.” 
“No worries, it was a pleasure to meet you. You’re one fierce young lady. I’d be proud to have you on my team. Now I better get going; my wife and child are waiting outside for me.” Turning his gaze to Nate, he added, “There’s been enough inconvenience caused today.”
As he turned to leave, Roberta thought of something. “Hey, how did they shift the bulldozer?”
“A couple of blokes in their utilities used tow ropes to straighten it. Enough for one lane to open and allow the traffic to keep moving.”
“Ah, wait a minute,” Officer Molloy asked, holding up a hand. “What’s your name?”
“It’s Mark Cummins.”
“Thanks, Mark, for your assistance today. Could you please leave your contact details at the counter on your way out in case I need to get a statement from you at some stage?”
“Sure, Officer. No problem.” Mark turned back to her again. “Your car is parked out the front on the street.”
“Thanks, Mark.” 
With that, he turned and left the room. 
“Officer, can you please tell me what’s going on?” Sally directed her question to Officer Molloy who was standing in the middle of the room.
Sally came over and wrapped her arm around Roberta’s shoulder, squeezing her tight. “Nothing like Roberta to announce her arrival in the north with trumpets blaring.”
Roberta chuckled. “Can you ask him nicely to unchain me from this monster?” She thrust her thumb towards Nate. “Then we can go get a coffee, and I’ll tell you everything about my nightmare.”
Sally raised an eyebrow in Officer Molloy’s direction.
“We’ll need a statement from her first. Sorry, but she’s too involved for us to ignore. They can go in next.”
“Do we have to go in together?” It wasn’t beneath Roberta to plead.
“Can you be trusted to stay calm if I release you?” Officer Molloy raised his eyebrows expectantly.
“I’ll only stay calm if you can reassure me these halfwits will pay for the disruption they’ve caused us all.”
“That’s up to the court system to decide their punishment. Our job is to collect all the information and complete our investigations as fully as possible. So, if you want to do your part, be sure to tell them everything you can in your statement.”
“Yes, sir, gladly.”
Officer Molloy turned to Nate, his stern expression causing the room to fill with palpable tension. “I’ve known your family forever, Nate. Unfortunately, you won’t come out of this unscathed. I hope you know what you’re doing. Your grandfather was always a good community man and your intentions have always been good.”
Nate nodded solemnly. “Thanks, Officer.”
“Hold out your arms, you pair,” Office Molloy instructed. “I hope to God you never run into each other again. I don’t want to be responsible for cleaning up that mess.”
Sally chuckled beside her and whispered loud enough for Nate to hear. “He’s cute.”
Roberta looked up at the same time Nate did, their gazes clashing.
A shiver ran up her arm when she was unable to read what she saw in his face. “I’d rather die than admit that, thanks, Sal.” She made sure she said it loud enough for all to hear. The clank of the chain signalled their release and, looking away, Roberta was able to break the connection with Nate and breathe again.
“Okay, let’s keep things moving here.” Another summons came from the police officer still standing in the interview room.
“Off you go, young lady,” Officer Molloy said. “The sooner you’re done, the sooner you can go. Good luck.”
“Thanks, Officer, but I think it’s him you should be wishing all the good luck to. I did nothing wrong, remember?”
“You think?” was Nate’s parting shot as he sent her one last withering look.






  
  Chapter 3
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Giggling, Roberta took another sip of her coffee. “Okay, today takes the prize. Funny, now that I can calmly look back, but Sal, I was furious when they handcuffed me.” 
“I bet you were. Who wants to be branded a criminal?” Sally chuckled.
They’d left the Atherton police station with Sally driving ahead. She chose a delightful café at a strawberry farm for Roberta to calm down with a coffee. The vista from their table looked out over neatly manicured flower gardens, with the strawberry fields further and beyond. 
It was the start of spring, and all the shrubs and greenery looked lush, healthy and eager to leave winter behind. A bit like herself. Beginning to feel better, Roberta inhaled the mixed aroma of coffee, delicious food and the intoxicating smell of rich volcanic earth reaching her inside the open-air café. You’d never find a charming café like this in Melbourne.
The weather was a whole lot better than the blustery conditions at the top of the Palmerston Highway. The warmth from the late afternoon sun tingled along her bare arms as she eyed the startling blue sky from where she sat. Redness from the handcuffs had faded and her wrists no longer stung. Roberta brought her mug up to her mouth again. Before taking a sip, she asked, “Do you know who he is?”
“No idea. I’ve been racking my brain trying to place him. If his grandfather is such a community man, then it shouldn’t be too hard to work it out. I don’t recognise him from our school days, so chances are he must’ve gone to one of the other schools.”
Roberta harrumphed. Arrogant bastard. Despite the man’s good looks, which on any other occasion would’ve triggered her womanly wiles, she had no wish to ever run into him again!
“So, tell me a little more about your plans. For the Roberta I know, you’ve been a little vague.”
A mischievous smile crossed Roberta’s face as she chuckled. Sally was spot-on. Unlike her usual chatty self, she was keeping her news close to her chest for a change. Sally already knew about the death of her dad, Sam nearly six months ago, but she wasn’t ready to share the hurt and pain of what she’d recently discovered. But Sally was a good friend. Together with Sally’s cousin Liz, they’d shared some remarkable days between them.
Liz and Connor’s wedding in Canada was memorable and priceless. Their time in Falerna for the unveiling ceremony after the discovery of the lost jewels added to their shared memories. Sometimes Roberta pinched herself. If Liz hadn’t stumbled onto the train that day in Lamezia Terme, with only seconds to spare, who knew how her life over the past few years might have panned out.
Her short but wild experience with Antonio would never have happened. She wrapped those memories warmly within. She never expected it to last, but it was worth every single day she’d spent with him. Oh, what a life it would entail. Wealth and too much money, that’s what. Sounded good on most days, but yeah, nah. She couldn’t live like that. The short stint had been refreshing, and they’d parted as friends.
“I needed some time off to process some news I didn’t like, so I hightailed it out of the big smoke for some downtime up here. Once I get my head sorted, I’ll try and explain.”
“Oh, that sounds heavy. Will you be okay? The offer to stay with me is still open.”
“Yeah, look, I won’t do that to you. I’m a real pain in the arse, and you’d have no choice but to kick me out after the first week.”
“Aw, Roberta, I don’t think so. Whenever you’re around, my life suddenly looks brighter and more exciting.”
“Not anymore, girl. I’m all grown up now. Responsible, hardworking, and I never sleep in till lunch anymore.”
Sally snorted, choking a little on her coffee. “I’d have to see that to believe it.”
They giggled and chuckled like school girls. Being together would be good for Roberta, if she could sort through the crap crowding her head. The irony her mother had once visited a school friend from up this way, only to land in more trouble than what she’d planned, hadn’t gone unnoticed. Yet, she had to be the responsible one!
Roberta inwardly groaned, annoyance settling in the pit of her stomach. Oh, fun times ahead.
“I thought I’d get a part-time job while I was up here.”
“Really?” Sally raised a surprised eyebrow. “Is work stressing you out?”
“Nah, it’s perfectly fine, and I do enjoy it, but I have a hankering for the good old days of when I was a student. It might help pass the time while I’m sorting out my mother’s shit.”
“Oooh, now I’m curious.” Sally raised her hand understandably. “I won’t press for more details. This is Roberta, after all. Queen of no filters. When you’re ready, I know I’ll hear everything. Probably too much.”
This statement was so true it was enough to set them off again. They laughed so much when they were together, and it looked like nothing had changed between them. “I might have a surprise for you too.” Sally tapped her finger against her mouth. “But mum’s the word.”
“Oh, poop, Sal, you know I hate surprises.”
“I do,” Sally said with a mischievous glint, “but I’m still working out the details. You’ll be alright, though, won’t you? All grown up and stuff. Didn’t you say patience was one of your new virtues?”
“No, I didn’t. I said I was older, wiser and more responsible. Nothing about being patient, thank you very much. That’s never gonna happen in my lifetime.”
They continued to chuckle, taking leisurely sips of their coffee. She was spending two nights with Sally but hoped her plans would come to fruition. Everything depended on her interview the next day. This sobering thought had her seriously frowning.
“What’s up?” Sally asked. Roberta winced, damning Sally for picking up on the vibes.
“Nothing much,” she lied, which she hated doing, especially to her fondest friends. “I’ve organised an interview tomorrow at the Lake Barrine Teahouse, and I know nothing about the place.”
“Teahouse? No nursing requirements there.”
“Yeah, I know, but I’m revisiting my old hospitality skills. I hope I’m not out of touch with what’s required these days. But they’re short-staffed and struggling to find replacements, so I’m hoping they’ll take me on warts and all. They even have a small cottage tucked into the rainforest and a room I can use. Which is why I won’t have to impose on you for too long.”
“But you haven’t got the job yet. You might still need to stay with me.”
“She practically gave me the job during the phone interview. I have high hopes.” Roberta flashed Sally a confident smile.
Sally’s frown didn’t budge. “Why the teahouse? We never got the chance to take you there when you were last here, did we?”
“The ad popped up on a job search page.” Not exactly the truth, but close. “I searched for
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