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Tess

Tess closed the desk drawer beneath the reception counter and locked it. She looked at the key in her hand, thinking locking the drawer was probably overkill in the office at Ma Carmichael’s resort on Pentecost Island, but events in her former working life had led to a huge lack of trust. Taking the key through to the back office behind reception, she hung it on the hook behind the filing cabinet.

Tess was in a place where she knew she was safe. Looking around the office, she smiled. She loved working here and knew she had found the right solution for her life. Her healing had begun, her confidence had returned; Tess knew she was respected by the rest of the staff—male and female. She was treated kindly and, best of all, she had forged new friendships with women who liked her for who she was, and not what she had or what she could do for them. She would be forever grateful to Cherry for recommending her for the office position on Pentecost Island after they had met up again on Hamilton Island. They had clicked as they had worked together in the bar and when they moved into a shared apartment, Cherry was an easy roommate. 

Working as a casual housemaid on Pentecost Island before she started work in the office had been okay—it was a job, and on an isolated island—but when the part-time office work job had turned into a traineeship, Tess had been ecstatic. Working on the island was the first step in a new career. With Nell being pregnant, there was a chance she would be promoted while her boss was on maternity leave.

Tess had finished up the day’s work in the office, and offered to stay for lock up so Nell could get ready for the staff Christmas party. Nell finished the check ins, and headed off while Tess ran the reports in the back office.

The file server whirred in the background; being Saturday, it was a weekly backup as well, and the run would take a bit longer. Tess glanced at her watch; she had time for a quick call home while she waited for the reports to back up to the cloud and the file server that Nell’s partner Nat had installed a couple of weeks ago. She pulled out her mobile and pressed the speed dial for home. They would have had dinner by now and Mum would be in the kitchen cleaning up while Dad watched the news and the boys went to the pub.

Home was as predictable as sunrise and sunset, as was the time it took for Mum to pick up the call.

‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Hello, love. I was going to call you later. We haven’t talked for a couple of weeks.’

‘Sorry, it’s been really hectic here. And I’ve started my online course, and that keeps me busy at night.’

‘Are you good? Are you eating properly?’

Tess smiled. ‘Yes, I am. I love living on the island and the new job’s fantastic. And I’ve put a bit of weight on too. The food here is too good.’

‘I’m just pleased that you’re not working in those rough hotels anymore. I didn’t sleep the whole year you lived at the Gold Coast. Isn’t it about time you came home?’

Tess rolled her eyes. Just like the predictability of a day in her family home, her mother’s conversation would go down the same track it always did. She waited for the “are you getting eight hours sleep every night” question, but was surprised when Mum hesitated and cleared her throat. 

‘Theresa? I wasn’t going to tell you this, but your father told me I had to.’

‘What, Mum? Are you all right? You’re not sick, are you?’

Her mother’s laugh boomed over the phone. ‘Gawd, no, love. I’m as fit as a mallee bull.’ She hesitated again, and Tess waited.

‘So what do you have to tell me?’

‘That . . . that man has been looking for you. He rang here twice asking to speak to you and then he turned up. Dad had to get the boys to the door to convince him he wasn’t welcome.’

‘You didn’t tell him where I am, did you?’ Tess’s skin started to crawl and she fought the urge to scratch. She’d done enough of that in the middle of the worst time two years ago.

‘No. I’m not silly, love. I recognised his voice. It’s a lovely voice, deep and quite sexy, isn’t it?’

‘Mum!’

‘Sorry . . . but he did take me in the first time I met him, but now I know how he treated you, I’ll give him what for if he shows his snooty rich nose back here. If you’d been charged, I reckon your Dad and the boys would have gone after him. It was all his doing.’

‘So no one said I’m in Queensland, did they?’

Her mother cackled. ‘No, but the boys were ready for him. Ted let slip that you were in Exmouth in Western Australia. They put on a good show. When he did that, Dad clipped his ear and told him he was a dickhead. Hopefully the tosser’s gone off on a wild goose chase now.’

‘How long ago was this?’ Tess’s scalp was crawling now.

‘Oh, about six weeks ago. I wasn’t going to tell you, but Dad’s been onto me every time I hang up the phone from you. Just so you watch your back, he said.’

‘Thanks. Mum and say thanks to Dad for me. Tell him this place is almost like Fort Knox, and being in reservations, I get to see the guests’ names before they arrive. If he turned up, I’d scarper.’

‘Good. You might come home.’

Tess sighed. ‘No, Mum, but I’d have to hide again. I’m over it. I feel safe here. You should come here for a holiday.’

Her mother’s laugh boomed over the phone, and Tess felt slightly better. Her family had her back, that was for sure. 

‘Ha, can you see your father on a beach, and me in a bikini?’

This time Tess couldn’t stop the smile tugging at her lips. ‘I can, Mum.’

‘One more thing. Have you told anyone there what happened? So they know to watch your back too?’

‘God, no. I’m making a totally fresh start. I’m happy, and I’m well. And I’m safe here. That’s all you need to worry about.’

‘Maybe you should tell one person. That Cherry girl was a good friend to you on the Gold Coast.’

‘No, Mum. There’s no need. Listen, I have to go now. We have the staff Christmas party tonight. Say hello to Dad and the boys for me.’

‘I will, and you look after yourself, love. The chooks miss you too. They haven’t laid anywhere near as well since you left.’

Tess could always depend on Mum to bring a smile to her face, although this smile was brief. The call had shaken her, but forewarned was forearmed. She’d covered her tracks really well when she’d left her job in Sydney; even the media hadn’t found her on the Gold Coast. She’d been big news in Sydney for a couple of weeks, and when she’d disappeared, they’d left her in peace as someone else had made the news. Tess lifted one hand to her head and ruffled her short-cropped hair. 

I will not scratch!

Trying to forget Mum’s words, she convinced herself she was all right.

I am.

She was safe here, but no, she wasn’t going to tell anyone her past history. She hadn’t been charged, and she’d left the city, and it was no-one’s business.

As Tess closed the office door—and locked it—the music from the restaurant drifted across through the glade. It lifted her spirits; there was no point being down. What was in the past would stay there. What upset her the most was despite what he’d done, she still missed him and dreamed about him some nights.

The disco beat pulsed through the forest; Pippa was obviously in charge of the music selection The girls had been teasing Pippa—her boss and owner of the resort—about her music tastes the other day when they’d gathered for sunset drinks on the beach to welcome Sienna, the day spa therapist, back from her time away at a course on another island further north.

Tess’s foot began to tap and before she reached the end of the veranda she was dancing, singing along with the music as the song changed to I Will Survive. That had become her theme song over the past two years. 

Before she reached the turn leading to the side veranda, she stopped dancing, stood straight and put on her professional face. She looked down at her uniform and debated whether to get changed. Yes, she would; tonight she’d let her hair down, have a few drinks and enjoy herself. Every night her eyes scanned the booking sheets for the following day, reassuring herself that she would not be found.

At least it was better here than when she’d been doing bar and hospitality work on the Gold Coast. Every night there, her eyes roamed over the bar patrons, terrified she would see a familiar face. 

But the people she’d worked with in Sydney wouldn’t be frequenting cheap bars on the Gold Coast; they had more upmarket tastes. Her hair was now short and blonde; her long dark hair had been chopped off the day after she arrived at Coolangatta. She’d worried about the three new piercings in her ears, but Pippa hadn’t cared. 

‘Looks fine to me,’ her boss had said with a grin when Tess checked. ‘As long as you do your work well, and fit in with the rest of us, I don’t care what colour hair you have, or how many earrings you wear. We’re pretty laidback here.’ 

Tess grinned as she walked along the veranda. Blonde hair, pierced ears and blue contact lenses. Her parents wouldn’t even recognise her She could just imagine what they would say if they ever saw her new look. Dad would be unbearable.

She shook her head. It was a new look, but it would be a temporary one. Another couple of years, when she was convinced all was well, she’d grow her hair back. She missed long hair brushing on her shoulders.

Before Tess headed to her room, she checked that the guests at the temporary restaurant on the veranda were being looked after by the casual restaurant staff over from Hamo. Jiminy was coming at midnight to take them back across the Passage with the rest of the staff who’d come over for the staff function. 

‘Sounds like a good Christmas party,’ an older gentleman sitting with his wife said as Tess paused to speak to them. ‘We used to disco dance when we were young, didn’t we, love?’

His wife laughed. ‘I danced, Reg. I recall you propping up the bar. You hated dancing!’

Tess smiled at them and went into the kitchen. ‘All good in here, guys?’ she asked.

‘Yep,’ Greg, the temporary chef replied. ‘Mains are done and cleared, dessert’s about to go out.’

‘Great, thanks. Pippa said to make sure you all come over for a drink before Jiminy arrives later. And thanks for stepping in. It meant that all the staff here could have a night off.’

‘What about you? You’re working,’ he said moving a bit too close for her comfort.

‘Me? I’m going to the party now.’

‘Save me a seat, I’ll have a drink with you.’ 

Tess flashed him a non-committal smile, and hurried out of the kitchen and down the back steps.

Her time for romance was done. Casual or long term. Her experience in Sydney had put paid to any dreams of marriage, kids, the white picket fence, and the lemon tree in the backyard. To have that, you had to have trust, and Tess had not one skerrick of that left in her.

Burned once, never again.

This traineeship on Pentecost Island was a new start for her; the beginning of a new career and she was going to give it one hundred percent.

Hurrying to her room, and keeping an eye out for anyone loitering, Tess had a quick wash, changed her clothes, and put on some lipstick. She hadn’t eaten since lunchtime and the aroma of the curries the casual staff had put on for the guests had made her stomach grumble. Pulling her door shut behind her, she made her way along the back lawn to the glade.

The first staff Christmas party on Pentecost Island was in full swing. 

The music was louder and had that great beat, and through the trees she could see half a dozen couples on the dance floor. As she walked along the path, she was sure it was Rafe who dipped Pippa almost to the floor in a fancy move. Sienna and Danny were cheek to cheek dancing slowly, despite the disco beat. The tables were full of happy people speaking loudly over the music. Pippa had brought the housemaids and kitchenhands over from Hamo for the party.

It was going to be a great night and Tess was looking forward to letting her hair down for the first time in a couple of years. Well, maybe not her hair, but she’d let her guard down and relax.

And by God, she needed that. The past two years of bar work—where she had met Cherry on the Gold Coast and then followed her to Hamilton Island—had been hard work and so different to what she was used to, but Tess had needed that sort of job to recover. It might not have been exactly what she was qualified for—an honours degree in economics wasn’t exactly a prerequisite for bar work. When she’d been knocked back for the first jobs she’d applied for, Tess had soon learned not to mention her qualifications or where she’d previously worked. After the early sceptical receptions she’d received, she’d soon learned to mention only the waitressing and bar work she’d done when she was at uni. 

But as hard as it was, the work on the Gold Coast and Hamilton Island had been for a reason, and had eventually brought her to Pentecost Island.

She hurried through the glade and was almost to the bar when someone stepped from the rainforest and blocked her way.

‘Theresa.’

Tess put her hand to her throat as her past came rushing back to her with that one simple word. Her name whispered in that deep voice. The voice that had once sent pleasant shivers down her back. Now it was sheer terror that caused the shiver that made her whole body shake. Her ears buzzed, and Tess stepped back as fear consumed her. 

She struggled to speak. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

‘I’ll tell you but first I need you to keep a secret. Please don’t tell anyone who I am.’

Her nemesis stepped closer to her and Tess shrunk away, fighting the faintness that threatened to consume her.
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Two years earlier - Sydney

Theresa Anderson took a deep breath, pushed her umbrella up and stepped out onto George Street. An autumn southerly buster had come barrelling in from the Antarctic just before five o’clock and the gutters in the city were already running like creeks that reminded her more of home than the city.

She stepped onto the wet pavement and shivered as a strong gust of icy wind turned her umbrella inside out and rendered it useless.

That’d be right. A rotten end to a rotten day. Pulling a face as she muttered a curse, Theresa shoved the cheap umbrella into the nearest bin, put her head down and headed for Wynyard Station. She wasn’t looking forward to the long train trip out to Brentwood tonight; her clothes were drenched already, and the air conditioning in the train was always too cold. The last thing she needed was a head cold.

With a sigh, she strode out. As much as it would be more convenient to live closer to the city, Theresa simply couldn’t afford it. 

Not being able to stay in the office and work back really peed her off. Even though she was the first assistant to the executive officer on the trading floor, she hadn’t reached a senior enough level to be allowed to stay in the office after five. It was a ridiculous policy. If she was allowed to, she could have waited until the rain had eased, finished the international transaction she was working on and taken the late train home. As she’d worked through the afternoon, Theresa had lost track of the time, and when the five o’clock bell had rung, she’d been in the middle of a complex foreign transfer.

‘Shit,’ she’d muttered. If she logged off now, she’d have to start again on Monday.

‘What’s up, Reeza?’ Boyd Drummond, the trader opposite her—and son of the CEO of the bank—looked at her around his computer screen. 

‘I didn’t realise the time and I have to leave this Swiss Bank transaction.’

‘Don’t worry, stay logged in and I’ll finish it off for you. Is that the Zurich one?’

‘It is.’

‘Okay, you get going, and I’ll sort it.’ Boyd stood, and not for the first time, Theresa repressed the revulsion that his cold eyes always sent running through her. She was also aware of the admiration in his eyes, and the way he would stand closer than necessary to her in the small alcove where they always seemed to arrive at the same time.

It made her very uncomfortable.

Theresa was focused on making her way up to a senior position, and there was no way she would compromise that by going out with anyone in the bank. Or responding to Brad’s frequent flirting, even if he was the CEO’s son. Any promotion she got, she would earn by exemplary work.

‘Thanks, appreciate your offer, Brad, but it’s okay. It can wait until Monday.’ Reeza forced herself to smile at him, but not so much that he took it as a come on. She reached down and grabbed her bag, slipped on the high heels that she’d kicked off beneath her desk after the last coffee break, and headed for the lift that would take her from the top of the skyscraper near the harbour, and down to George Street.

Being a Friday evening the crowd from the bars would usually spill out onto the street, but because of the rain, the patrons were crammed at tables beneath the awnings. And that meant that most of her walk to the station was in the drenching, cold rain. Within minutes her black corporate suit was sodden, her shoes were ruined and her hair was plastered to the sides of her cheeks. Theresa’s foul temper worsened, as she tottered along on her four inch heels and stepped into a deep puddle where the gutter had overflowed into a dip on the footpath.

‘Bloody hell.’ She stopped, pulled her shoes off, tucked them beneath her arm and walked along in wet stockinged feet. Those shoes had been her one splurge this year—she hadn’t been able to resist them—and she might as well put them in the bin with the umbrella now. 

As she reached Jamison Street, she turned up the steep hill, grateful for the overhanging roof of
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