

  [image: Cover]




Honey Stone

The Shortcut


Cedar River Book One





  
    First published by Honey Stone Books 2024

  

  Copyright © 2024 by Honey Stone


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  
    All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™




Note that this book uses Australian spelling, which is based on UK English, so you’ll find ‘colour’ instead of ‘color’, or ‘sympathise’ instead of ‘sympathize’.


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 9798230313564
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  





  
    
      For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind.


    

    
      2 Timothy 1:7 (NKJV)


    

  







  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Heart pounding, I peered around the edge of the fraying grey curtains. The black SUV that had “escorted” me home from work yesterday was still parked outside my apartment building.

I should have known better than to ask my boss for proof. After two years working long days and weekends for the startup, I’d never seen any clinical evidence that our flagship product, a personal defibrillator, actually worked. Uneasy doubt had gnawed at my conscience for months, until I’d shared my concerns yesterday, and been frogmarched out of the building by the same goons sitting across the road from my apartment. 

Why were they still here, watching me? They’d made sure that I didn’t take anything that belonged to Therahart when I left. But the goons were the least of my problems now that I was unemployed in the most expensive city in Australia. 

Backing away from the window, I slid down the wall to sit on the plush grey carpet. I wrapped my arms around my knees and closed my eyes, strawberry-blonde hair falling around my head like a curtain as I turned to the One who knew my end from my beginning. “Thank you, Father, that you are with me, and that you give wisdom to everyone who asks you. Please give me wisdom about what to do now.”

Even though nothing had changed, His familiar peace filled my heart, and I just knew that it was time to move on again.

I looked over my furnished apartment with a critical eye. My job hadn’t left much time for shopping, and I didn’t own much more than I had when I’d moved in two years earlier. Even without decluttering, I would still be able to pack everything into my trusty old Corolla and be on the road within a couple of hours. The garage exited onto a laneway at the back of the building, so the goons wouldn’t even know that I had gone.

As I prayed for wisdom about whether to head south into Victoria, or north along the coast, my phone dinged with a message from my best friend, a fellow traveller that I had met when our respective journeys converged in Adelaide a few years earlier.

Pip: Hello, favourite! When can you come and visit me in Brisvegas?

“Great idea, Lord,” I murmured, opening the message to reply. At least being fired meant that I could finally accept the invitation to visit her that I had neglected over the past two years. This would be my first adventure to Queensland.

Me: I’m packing right now. See you tomorrow! My spontaneous, affectionate friend would not bat an eye if I turned up on her doorstep with all of my worldly possessions.

Pip: Hurray! :party emoji:

Returning my attention to the black SUV parked outside my apartment, something prompted me to open the camera app on my phone as I rose to peer out the window from behind the curtain again. I could just see the number plate. Zooming in as close as I could, I took a picture.

* * *

“Oh, no.” Black smoke billowed from under the hood as I pulled to the side of the road. The vehicle shuddered before the engine cut out, and my stomach dropped as the smell of burning rubber filled the car.

I pushed the door open, breathing a prayer of thanks that at least my elderly car had held out until I had made it across the mountain range. Turning inland to escape roadworks on the coastal highway had seemed like a smart idea at the time, but my ‘shortcut’ back to the coast had involved steep hairpin bends on plunging cliffs. The experience had taken a toll on my blood pressure, and apparently my poor car.

“No more shortcuts,” I muttered as I stepped out into the summer heat to lift the hood. Staggering back, I choked on the acrid smoke that enveloped me, and took a photo of the dramatic scene while I waited for it to dissipate so that I could investigate. While most engine problems could be fixed with duct tape and percussive maintenance, the green goo dripping onto the asphalt suggested that whatever had gone wrong was beyond my ability to repair.

Raising my hand against the glare of the noonday sun, I peered through my sunglasses, looking around me for signs of life as sweat trickled down my back and soaked into my lilac cotton dress. Although the map called this a highway, I hadn’t seen another vehicle since my life flashed before my eyes while passing a logging truck on my ill-conceived shortcut.

The fields of grapevines flanking the road in orderly rows suggested that the next town wasn’t too far away, though. Perching on the edge of the driver’s seat to hide from the glare of the sun, I pulled out my phone, and watched the little blue dot on my maps app waver before settling just south of a town only 4.3 kilometres away – within walking distance, although the late summer heat would punish me for it.

I pulled my strawberry blonde ponytail through the hole in the back of my worn peach baseball cap, slung my bag over my shoulder, and retrieved my sunflower umbrella to shield me from the full force of the sun. With a twirl of my sunflower, I set off for Cedar River.

After a few minutes, I heard the rumble of an engine, the sound growing louder until a dusty white ute with “Cedar River Community Church” emblazoned across the side pulled up alongside me. The window wound down to reveal an older man with salt and pepper hair and a friendly smile, skin weathered as though he worked outdoors.

“Nice brolly! That your car back there, love?” His voice was rough, but his tone was kind.

Returning his smile, I nodded. “I’m afraid so. I’m just thankful that the engine held out until I got out of the hills.” That was an understatement.

The man laughed. “I guess your day isn’t going too badly, after all.” Face turning serious, he tutted. “But if your car breaks down in the middle of nowhere, it’s better to stay with your car and wait for someone to come past.”

While I appreciated his concern, I’d travelled through the middle of nowhere before, and this definitely wasn’t it. “I figured that I’d reach Cedar River before anyone found me.”

“Fair enough. You’re not far from town.” The older man gestured towards the sign on the car. “I’m Pastor Steve, from Cedar River Community Church. Can I give you a lift to sort out a tow truck?”

“Thank you, Pastor. That would be great.” I closed my umbrella, wincing as the full force of the sun hit my face, and climbed into the car, luxuriating in the cool air blasting from the air conditioner. “I’m Rosemary”.

“Where are you headed?”

As we drove past a large wooden sign that read Welcome to Cedar River, I said, “It looks like I’m headed to Cedar River.”

The town was bigger than I’d expected, with red-brick facades that reminded me of the country towns I’d lived in growing up. My adventurous mother didn’t like staying in the same place for more than a year or two, so I’d lived in fifteen country towns scattered across South Australia, Victoria, and New South Wales by the time I graduated from high school.

Pastor Steve parked outside a faded shopfront reading ‘Cedar River Automotive Repairs and Towing’. “Here we are. Come on in. Jimmy will sort you out.”

He led me through the heat towards the door, and we stepped into a small waiting area furnished with two black pleather bucket chairs and a coffee table. Behind a reception desk, an open door allowed me a glimpse into the workshop, the smell of motor oil filling the small room.

“G’day, Jimmy! I need a tow!” the pastor called out.

“Did that old tractor finally give up on you, mate?” The lilting Indian accent that drifted through the doorway was soon followed by a smiling woman in grease-stained overalls, wiping her hands on a rag.

He chuckled “Not yet. She still has a few more harvests left in her. But Rosemary here was passing through, and her car conked out just outside of town.”

“I see.” She turned to me. “Good timing. I was just finishing a job. Please give me five minutes to clean up, and I will get the tow truck.”

“Thank you so much,” I said as she retreated back into the workshop.

Pastor Steve moved towards the door. “I’d better keep moving, but you’re in good hands. God bless, Rosemary.” Taking my outstretched hand in his callused one, he shook it. “Thanks, Jimmy,” he called as he stepped back out into the heat.

A few minutes later, the mechanic stuck her head through the workshop doorway, keys in hand. “Meet me out the front, and I’ll bring the truck around.”

Complying, I waited under the eaves in the shade. From here, I could see an Asian grocer next door, and a medical centre, a lush green park, and a high school situated across the road.

As I looked around for the primary school, a small, dark green tow truck pulled into view, and Jimmy beckoned to me from the driver’s side. “Let’s go and rescue your car.”

Five minutes later, she stood over my car engine with a furrowed brow. “I need to get this into the workshop to find the problem.” With a sidelong glance towards me, she raised her eyebrows. “There is a lot of duct tape. I suspect that there is more than one problem.” Closing the hood, she hitched up the tow line. “There, ready to go.”

“Thank you,” I mumbled, embarrassed by her reaction to my duct-taping handiwork. It had served me pretty well, until now.

Joining me at the side of the car, she glanced at the bags and boxes in the back. “You’re moving somewhere?”

“Queensland.” At her curious expression, I explained, “I was living in Sydney for a job that didn’t work out.”

She gave me a sage nod. “I see. Many people go down there for work. You didn’t want to stay?”

To be fair, Sydney had been a lot nicer than I had expected. Living in the inner west, my suburb featured beautiful parks, community events, and a densely-populated, multicultural melting pot. But after working for the start-up, with its gaslighting, long hours, and my undignified dismissal, I was glad to be moving on. I didn’t belong in the big city.

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m a country girl.”

“Ah, me too.” With a warm smile, the mechanic walked back towards the truck. “I’m glad that I ended up in Cedar River.”

Back at her workshop, Jimmy set me up with WiFi, cappuccino, and a banana in the waiting area while she examined my car, but she wasn’t optimistic about being able to get it back on the road.

“It’s old.” She raised her hands in a shrug, leaning against the workshop doorway. “It’s not easy to find parts for this model anymore, and they may end up costing more than the car is worth. You should prepare yourself to write it off and buy another one.”

My shoulders slumped at her words. While not emotionally attached to the car, I liked that I was able to fix some things by myself. New cars were mysterious black boxes that required an expert to find a loose wire, or refused to switch on because of software problems. That was why I had held onto the old Corolla for so long. Feeling discouraged, I settled into one of the comfortable bucket chairs to eat my banana, drink my coffee, and pray for a miracle.

Remembering that Pip was expecting me to arrive this evening, I sent her a quick text.

Me: Prepare for a small delay. I attached the photo I had taken earlier of the car billowing smoke.

Pip: :shocked emoji: WHAT HAPPENED?

Me: :shrug emoji: Waiting to find out now.

Pip: :prayer emoji: Praying for you.

Somehow, knowing that my friend was praying for me made me feel a little better.

Two hours later, Jimmy emerged from the workshop with an apologetic look on her face. “It’s not looking good, Rosemary.” She stood at the reception counter, shifting from foot to foot. “I am still investigating, but this car is not going anywhere today. I’m afraid that you’ll need to stay in town for the night.”

“Okay,” I sighed. I’d known that this might be the case, but it didn’t bode well for my car, and I was not looking forward to the impact that car parts – or worse, a new car – would have on my bank account. I’d been able to afford to explore Queensland for a couple of months before looking for a new job, but it sounded like I might need to fast-track the search.

She gestured towards the workshop. “Do you want to get anything from your car?”

“Just my overnight bag.” We had passed a motel featuring palm trees and cheesy lawn flamingos on the way into town, and I longed for a shower and a nap after the day’s excitement.

Jimmy nodded. “Come around this way.” Leading me out through the front door, she directed me around the corner to enter the workshop out the back.

Retrieving my pink duffle bag containing toiletries, pyjamas, and a couple of changes of clothes, I patted the roof of my malfunctioning vehicle before slinging the strap of my bag over my shoulder. “All set.”

“Do you need a lift somewhere?” The mechanic regarded me with a sympathetic expression.

“That’s very kind of you, but I don’t mind walking.” The heat of the day had passed, and a chill had crept into the air, even though it was just after three.

“Okay. I will call you in the morning.” Face lighting up, Jimmy looked past my shoulder, and I turned around to see a little boy with an enormous school backpack walking towards the shop. “That’s my son.” She waved, and the little boy broke into a run, flinging his arms around her legs when he reached her.

“Hi, Ravi. How was school today?” Ruffling his hair, his mother beamed down at him.

“Great! We learned about bees today. They help make blueberries. It’s called polin-in-ation.”

Jimmy lifted the backpack from his tiny shoulders. “Is that so?”

Smiling at the sweet domestic scene, I covered the yawn that caught me by surprise. It had been a big day. “Well, thank you for your help.” I offered the doting mechanic a smile. “I’d better go and find a place to sleep tonight.”

“Sleep well. I’ll call you in the morning.” She turned away to lead Ravi inside.

As I walked back down the street towards the motel, I admired the well-maintained red-brick facades of the older buildings. The two-lane main street was wide, lined with trees and benches, and the town was quiet apart from a handful of children looking for after-school snacks. A pleasant change from the frenetic pace of Sydney, I thought as I walked past the lawn flamingos into a beige lobby, where a bored teenage boy checked me in.

Relieved to have a minute to catch my breath, I unlocked my room, and set my duffle bag on the luggage stand before dropping onto the bed to message Pip.

Me: Car is not ok. :sad emoji:

Pip: Fear not, favourite! I’ll come get you :scooter emoji:

The scooter emoji made me laugh. Pip’s 150cc runabout wasn’t even allowed on the motorway.

Me: Ok. See you in 3 months

Pip: Seriously, though. Are you ok?

Me: Will be after shower and nap. :sleepy emoji:

Pip: Ok. Love you

Me: Love you

* * *

A couple of hours later, I fought to wake up from a dream where I was being chased by a giant black mamba snake, feeling exhausted and disoriented. I had missed three calls – one from my mother, and two from unknown numbers. The silent calls had started yesterday after I was fired, and I suspected that the two events were connected.

I called my mother back. “Hello, Mum. I’m sorry I missed your call. Where are you?” After retiring from teaching, she had bought a second-hand RV, and set off to travel around the coastline of Australia. I hadn’t seen her for several years, but we talked on the phone every month.

“Exploring the beautiful Coral Coast. Such glorious sunsets,” she gushed. “You’d love it.”

I would, but I wasn’t able to go anywhere right now. “I’m glad that you’re having a good time.”

“I am.” She hummed. “What’s new with you?”

“You’ll be glad to hear that I’ve left Sydney.” I fidgeted with the strap on my duffle bag, and braced myself for her to say ‘I told you so’.

“Oh, good. I told you not to move to that den of iniquity. Where are you now?”

“Cedar River, in northern New South Wales. It’s on the coastal side of the Range. Have you been through it before?”

She thought for a moment, and I heard the soft roar of waves crashing in the background. “I don’t recognise the name.”

“It’s lovely. Large enough to have two supermarkets, small enough to be friendly, and really pretty. Lots of trees, and vineyards, and red brick facades.” I wasn’t looking forward to telling her about the car. “My car isn’t doing so well, though. It died just outside of town.”

Mum tutted. “Again, I tried to warn you. That car is entirely unsuitable for our lifestyle.”

I opened my mouth to remind her that it had been reliable until today, but I had to concede that it wasn’t really designed for cross country travels. “I know.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “It sounds like it will be expensive to repair, but hopefully less expensive than buying another car. I really wanted to spend some time exploring Queensland before finding another job.”

“Ooh, a sub-tropical paradise would be the perfect place to spend the winter. Maybe I should join you.”

She had waited for years to be able to set out on this particular adventure. “No, no. I don’t want to interrupt your coastal tour. I’ll be fine.”

Tutting again, she said, “Don’t be silly. My only child is stranded. I’ll come and get you.” Excitement coloured her tone as she added, “We can have a mother-daughter adventure across Queensland. There’s plenty of room in my RV. It will be great!”

Her enthusiasm was infectious, but there was still a chance that my car could be revived. “The mechanic may be able to save my car.”

“Is it really worth it, though? Let it go, darling. Let it go.”

I smiled as she sang the last words, Elsa-style. That song was her anthem. She had never let small town quirks bother her; she’d just packed us up, and moved us on to the next one. “I’m not holding out too much hope, to be honest. But this seems like a nice place to find my bearings again.” I thought about Jimmy and Pastor Steve. “The people seem lovely.”

She hummed. “It will probably take me a couple of weeks to get there, but it sounds like you’re not in a hurry.”

“I’m not, really. I don’t have another job lined up. It will be great to see you when you get here. Travel safe. Stop to rest. Don’t forget to hydrate.” I stopped short of telling her to wear her seat belt – after all, she taught me the rules.

“See you soon. Love you.” She hung up, and despite Cedar River’s warm welcome, I felt relieved that I wouldn’t be trapped here for long.

My stomach gurgled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since the banana at Jimmy’s, so I pulled my sneakers on, and twisted my unruly hair into a low bun. It was time to explore the culinary offerings of my temporary home.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




The Thai Temptations restaurant was busy for a Wednesday night in a country town. As I peered through the window, a petite woman with a short, bleached-blonde ponytail and a crisp white apron walked past, carrying a bowl of what looked like red curry. I found myself opening the door to trail after her.

She placed the food on a table occupied by a man with dark hair and a short, scruffy beard. Eyes the colour of clouds in a storm looked up from frowning at his laptop, and crinkled as he smiled at her. “Thanks, Holly.”

“Any time, Daniel.” She leaned her hip against the table. “If we weren’t so busy, I would offer to keep you company. We still haven’t had a chance to catch up since you moved back to town.”

She loitered at his table, waiting for him to respond, but his attention had already returned to his laptop. Her shoulders drooped as she turned and almost walked into me. Recovering her composure, she asked, “Table for one?”

I nodded. “Yes, please. Sorry for startling you.”

The waitress led me back across the room to a table for two near the register, and picked up the spare place setting. “Take a seat, and I’ll bring you a menu.”

Trying to not look too obvious, I scanned the tables to see what people were enjoying. Daniel was still focused on his laptop screen, but two other people seemed happy to be eating red curry, which I took to be a good sign. The past couple of days warranted some comfort food.

Dropping a menu on the table in front of me, Holly walked back to her friend before I could order. As she waved her hand in front of his face, he looked up with an irritated expression.

“Daniel, your food is getting cold.” She curved her glossy pink lips into a contrived pout.

The frown lines on his forehead deepened as he dropped his gaze back to his screen. “I’ll eat in a minute, Holly. I need to finish what I’m doing first.”

My eavesdropping was interrupted by a perky girl with a mass of chestnut curls wrangled into a bun on the top of her head. “Hello. Are you ready to order?”

Handing her the menu, I nodded. “I’d like red curry with seafood, and steamed rice, please.”

“Certainly. It won’t be long.” She marched to the back of the restaurant, radiating efficiency.

I glanced back at Daniel’s table to find him alone again, frowning as he tapped away at his laptop. Turning towards the front window, I could see people enjoying the balmy, late-summer evening, with some picnicking in the park across the road, and others walking along the street with ice cream. Tension leaked out of my body at the change of pace compared with the stressed, hurried atmosphere of the city that I had just left.

The efficient brunette arrived with my food and a cheerful smile, and I offered a silent prayer of thanks before devouring the creamy, tangy curry. Holly’s friend Daniel walked past me to pay at the counter as I chased the last scallop with my spoon, and a familiar face stopped at my table.

“G’day, Rosemary.” Pastor Steve stood with his leathery arm around a sweet-faced woman, her black bob streaked with grey. “This is my beautiful wife, Marie.” Cheeks flushing, she nudged him with her elbow, looking up at him with an adoring smile.

Heart warmed by their obvious affection for one another, I smiled up at her. “It’s nice to meet you, Marie.”

“You too, love. Steve told me you had some car trouble, but don’t you worry. If it can be fixed, our Jimmy will sort you out.” The pastor’s wife looked at the remnants of my meal with interest. “How’s the red curry tonight?”

“Delicious. Highly recommended.” I gestured towards the seat opposite me. “Would you two like to join me? I’m sure that we can borrow a chair.”

“Not tonight, love. We’re just here to pick up our order.” The pastor glanced at the door to the kitchen, waving as the efficient young waitress emerged with a smile and a white paper bag. “And there’s Angela now.”

Angela handed him the bag. “Here you go, Pastor Cooper, Mrs Cooper. I hope that you enjoy your evening.” She strode back to the kitchen as Daniel walked past us towards the door, concentration shrouding his face.

The pastor clapped his hand on his shoulder. “G’day, Daniel. How’s things?”

Daniel looked up, startled. “Hi, Pastor Steve. Things are good. Work is keeping me busy, though.” He patted his laptop bag. “Lacey’s at a friend’s place, so it was more efficient to eat here.”

His eyes fell on me, and he regarded me with curiosity. “Hello. I don’t think we’ve met before.”

“You haven’t, love. Rosemary arrived in town today. Steve helped her with some car troubles.” Marie patted my arm. “Lacey’s his niece,” she murmured.

I patted my mouth with my napkin, feeling a little guilty about eavesdropping earlier, and smiled up at him. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too. Good luck with your car.” He looked back at the pastor and his wife with a furrowed brow. “I’d better go. I’ve still got work to do tonight.”

“Alright. Don’t work too hard.” Pastor Steve clapped him on the shoulder one more time before taking Marie’s hand and looking down at me. “We’d better get going, too. Have a good night, Rosemary. Maybe we’ll see you around.”

Angela appeared next to my table as they walked out the door. “Would you like the bill?”

The late summer evening was too inviting for me to sit inside any longer, and I stood up. “No. I’ll come up and pay.” I followed her to the register.

“Cash or card?” The brunette looked at me expectantly.

I had felt led to withdraw more cash than I needed for the two-day trek to Brisbane, but I decided to keep it in reserve for now. “Card please.” I held my phone up to the scanner, but to my surprise, it emitted a loud beep.

Angela inspected the device. “Insufficient funds.”

“That can’t be right.” My bank account had looked pretty healthy last time I checked. Having low expenses and no social life over the past two years meant that I had saved most of what I had earned at Therahart. “Maybe it’s my phone. Let me try my card.”

The scanner beeped again with the same error message. “Insufficient funds.” Angela looked at me with narrowed eyes.

“There must be a problem with my bank account.” With tension building in my chest, I paid in cash, and walked outside to log into my bank app.

As the balance screen loaded, my stomach dropped. This couldn’t be happening.

Vision clouding over in a panic attack, I staggered to the nearest bench, and squeezed my eyes shut. Forcing myself to take a deep breath in, I exhaled slowly, and willed myself not to faint.

When my vision cleared, I logged back into my account to confirm it.

There was nothing there. The money that I had earned with tears and trauma was gone.
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I returned to the motel in a panicked haze, and after spending two hours on the phone with ENB Bank, there was good news and bad news. The good news was that Nina from customer support finally accepted that I had not deliberately transferred my life savings to a scammer, but the bad news was that it might take several weeks for the bank to investigate the theft.

“I’m travelling at the moment. How can I pay for things while you straighten this out? Is there some kind of emergency fund that I can access?” While I had withdrawn more cash for the trip than I really needed, I didn’t have enough money to cover two weeks at the motel.

Nina hesitated, her tone apologetic. “No. You can apply for a credit card, or you can take out a personal loan at a very reasonable 16.99% per month interest rate. Although given your current balance, neither are likely to be approved.” After assuring me that she would do what she could to get this resolved quickly, she hung up.

Flopping back onto the motel bed, I took some deep breaths, trying to look at the situation rationally. The bank was investigating the theft, so that was out of my hands. While it would be frustrating being without a car, Mum was on her way. Maybe I could find a short-term rental at a cheaper rate than the motel. I heaved a sigh. “Please help me, Lord.”

The clock on my phone informed me that it was after nine. Although I was exhausted from the events of the day, I felt too agitated to sleep, so I pulled on my shoes, and went back outside to walk towards the centre of town.

Walking past the Thai restaurant, I felt like weeks had passed since dining there a few hours earlier. The sign on the door had been turned to ‘Closed’, and through the window I could see Angela and Holly resetting the tables.

I crossed the road to the park, now empty of picnickers, and sat down on a wooden bench. “Holy Spirit, please help me to pray,” I murmured, trying to focus. The question that I wanted to ask was “Why did you let this happen to me?”, but I knew from experience that I wouldn’t be able to receive God’s peace and comfort by blaming Him for someone else’s choices. I had seen God’s hand protect me again and again throughout my nomadic life, and I didn’t know why He hadn’t protected me this time. Maybe there was a reason that I was here.

Paul’s advice to the Philippians came to my mind. Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. Even though I was still grappling with anxiety, prayer and thanksgiving I could do.

“Thank you, Father, that you are with me, and that you cause all things to work together for good for those who love you and are called according to your purpose. Thank you for delivering me safely to this town, and for Pastor Steve, and for Jimmy. Please lead me to an affordable place to stay, and help the bank staff to restore the money that has been stolen. And please send your peace that passes understanding to fill my heart and mind. In Jesus name, Amen.” I remembered my earlier thought. “And if I’m here for a reason, Lord, please reveal it to me.”

As I chose to put my trust in His sovereign power, God’s peace that passes all understanding bloomed in my heart in spite of my circumstances. Comforted, I returned to the motel, and fell into a dreamless sleep.

* * *

I awoke to a shaft of warm sunlight falling across the bed through the curtains, and gave a luxurious stretch before my stomach plummeted as I remembered my hacked bank account.

Taking a deep breath, I resolved that I would not let dread and uncertainty about what I couldn’t control ruin my day, and prayed the same prayer that I’d prayed a dozen times last night before being able to sleep. “I can’t fix this, Lord, so I’m handing it over to you.”

Before last night’s shock discovery, I had been looking forward to exploring the town, so that’s what I was going to do. “God did not give me a spirit of fear, but of power, love, and a sound mind,” I reminded myself, stepping out of bed to shower and dress in a blue cotton sundress, sneakers, and a liberal layer of sunscreen over my pale, freckled skin. After checking out of the motel, I enjoyed a quick complimentary breakfast at the motel restaurant before setting off to explore, duffle bag slung over my shoulder.

The air still held the crisp smell of morning dew mingled with a hint of jasmine, and I breathed deeply as I followed the main road into town, peering into shops that wouldn’t open for another hour. As I passed the Thai restaurant from last night, I wondered Pastor Steve’s friend Daniel was doing in Cedar River. He hadn’t struck me as a country boy, judging by the way that he’d worked through dinner just as I had many times over the past two years, but the pastor seemed to know him well.

Using the camera on my phone, I took a few pictures of things that caught my eye. The red-brick council chambers with elaborate arched windows and doors. A display in the park describing the settlement of Zedernfluss (Cedar River) by German Lutherans seeking religious freedom. A statue of a soldier commemorating townspeople lost in World Wars I and II. All of them joined my camera roll for organising into a ‘Cedar River’ folder later.

As I passed the automotive workshop, I decided to stop in and save Jimmy the phone call. Pushing open the shopfront door, I called out, “Hello?”

The petite mechanic peeked out. “Good morning. I was just about to call you.” Judging from her expression, she did not have good news.

Bracing myself for her next words, I shifted from one foot to the other. “What can you tell me?”

She sighed. “It’s not good. The radiator, head gasket, and timing belt are damaged, and the drive shaft is cracked. A broken axle can be very dangerous.” She raised her eyebrows. “It may seem hard to believe, but breaking down outside of town was the best thing that could have happened to you.”

Jaw dropping, I thanked God that the axle hadn’t broken while I was winding my way across the range. Images of me and my immobilised car being hit by a logging truck and plummeting down a cliff face sprang into my mind, and I shuddered. Talk about being delivered from evil.

Drawing my attention back to the problem at hand, the damage was worse than I had expected. “How much do you think it will cost to fix?”

“More than the value of the car,” Jimmy said, her tone blunt. “I’ve emailed you a breakdown of the cost of the parts and labour.”

“Okay.” My shoulders sagged under the weight of disappointment.

She shook her head, her expression sympathetic. “I’m sorry that I don’t have better news for you.”

I was sorry too. A surge of panic rose from the pit of my stomach at the thought of not being able to leave this charming and friendly town, but I reminded myself that my mother was on her way.

Something bothered me about the situation, though. “I got my car serviced back in January, but the mechanic didn’t warn me about any of these issues. Should he have seen any of this coming?” The mechanic around the corner from the Therahart office had charged me $270 for a clean bill of health, and never mentioned seeing any signs of wear or damage.

“The cracks to the drive shaft may have occurred during your journey, but he should have seen the rust and corrosion on the radiator. And the wear on your timing belt.” A disapproving frown settled on Jimmy’s face. 

Another black mark against the big city. You couldn’t afford to do sloppy work in a small town, or word would get around and send you out of business. I shook my head. “Not much I can do about that now, I suppose. What do I owe you?”

Jimmy consulted the computer behind the reception desk. “Three hundred dollars. One hundred and twenty for the tow, and one hundred and eighty for the inspection.”

Not as expensive as repairs or a new car, but a dent in my limited resources nonetheless. At least I had enough money to pay. Thank you, Father, that you are Jehovah Jireh, the God who provides, I prayed as I pulled out my wallet. “Well, thank you for everything.”

“You’re welcome. I’m sorry that I can’t do much to help.” She handed me a printed receipt. “I don’t have anywhere to store your belongings, but you can leave them here in your car for a few days.”

“Thank you so much. I’ll come back for them as soon as I can find a place to stay.” I paused on my way out the door. “I’m taking a walk around the town. Are there any sights within walking distance that you recommend?”

Jimmy nodded. “If you keep following this road, just outside of town there is a hill with a view of the whole town.” She smiled. “It might help you to get your bearings while you’re here.”

I smiled back. “Thank you, that sounds perfect.” I gestured towards the car. “I’ll see you soon.”

Following her directions brought me to a small hill, where a small brass plaque informed me that the charming path lined with native grasses led to the Schuster Park Memorial Lookout. The path would up the hill to bring me to a small viewing platform that rewarded me with a picturesque view, the town nestled amidst gentle hills lined with vineyards and forest with a river winding around the outskirts.

I took a panoramic picture and texted it to Pip.

Me: Welcome to Cedar River

Pip: Ooh, pretty. How is car?

Me: Car is officially dead.

Pip: RIP car. :crying emoji:

Pip: Buy a new one? Or an old one?

Me: Bank hacked. No $$$

Pip rang me. “You mean your actual bank account was actually hacked?” she demanded without giving me a chance to say ‘Hello’.

“Yep.” I took a deep breath in, and exhaled slowly, fidgeting with a loose thread on the strap of my bag. “I’m okay. I should have enough cash to tide me over for a couple of weeks, if I can find a cheap place to stay. But I’m stranded until Mum gets here.” I pushed away the panic that tried to rise up in my chest, focusing my attention on Pip’s voice, the thread between my fingers, and the charming view in front of me.

“Okay. Where is she now?”

I chuckled. “Western Australia. About as far from here as she can possibly get.”

Pip laughed. “Of course she is.” She was quiet for a moment. “Hey, let me know if you need money, okay?”

I was touched by her offer. As an underpaid academic, she didn’t have money to spare. “Thanks, but I should be fine. I’ll just take a little longer to get there, that’s all.”

“No stress. I’ll be happy to see you when you get here, favourite.” I heard a murmured conversation in the background. “I have to get to class. Love you.”

“Love you,” I replied to the blank screen.
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