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As a reader, you may wonder why some words seem misspelt, but as an Australian writer, I use English spellings rather than American ones. I have used the spell check, but with an Australian slant.

I loved recounting the story of Steph and Nick, and I hope you enjoyed the unfolding tale of their trials and successes.
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Steph turned the corner and frowned; vibrations shook her car. Corrugations made progress slow and uncomfortable, and they seemed to increase each day. As she squinted into the sun, the silhouette of a vehicle came into view. Was it heading straight for her? Steph’s mouth went dry, and her pulse skyrocketed as she realised a collision was imminent.

“Watch out!” she yelled, blasting the horn as she swung the wheel. Her stomach rolled as she anticipated the impact. Her vehicle shuddered and slid sideways as the side of the truck’s cab collided with the front of her ute. Steph screamed. Glass exploded as the truck’s tray sheared off her outside mirror. Shards of glass shot through the open window and showered her with tiny fragments. Her vehicle left the road and lurched over the rough ground. 

Steph wrestled with the steering wheel; she slammed on the brakes. The car came to a standstill, just a metre from a large tree. Steph sat in the ute, unable to move. Her legs were unsteady, and she knew they wouldn’t support her. Her heart pounded, and there was a roaring sound in her ears. Clammy hands gripped the steering wheel, and her body shook with tremors. The noise of the retreating truck and the clatter of its gears filtered back to her.

Tiny pinpricks of blood welled on her arms, and her face stung where the glass fragments had landed. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Ultimately, she took deep breaths and willed her hands to stop shaking. She wiped away the thin sheen of perspiration that glistened on her forehead—the beginning of a headache nagged at her temples.  

“Damn, damn, damn!” she swore. Her fingers, still shaking, fumbled with the buttons on her mobile as Steph waited on the road for the police and tow truck to arrive. 

The driver’s door wouldn’t open; a large mound of dirt held the door in place. Steph released the seat belt and scooted across the seat to look out the passenger’s side window. The passenger door jammed hard against a barbed-wire fence, providing no escape. The situation was ludicrous. Here she was, about one hundred metres from the safety of home, and her damaged car trapped her. 

With a sigh, she reassessed her situation. Would the window provide an escape route? 

Steph lowered the window and assessed the opening size; it would be a tight fit. Sitting sideways on the seat, she manoeuvred her legs up and through the window. The edge of the sill bit into her thighs as she gripped the windowsill above her head and pulled herself forward. Her feet hit the mound of dirt that had imprisoned her. Freed, Steph stumbled towards the road.  

When she heard vehicles behind her, she knew Rob and the tow truck had arrived. As the familiar figure alighted from the police car, Steph burst into tears. He wrapped a comforting arm around her and gave her some reassuring pats. 

“Okay, you’re right now.” 

Embarrassed by her reaction, Steph stepped back and wiped away the tears. With a shuddering breath, she acknowledged the officer.

“Hi, Rob,” she said with a shaky laugh.

“Steph, every time I see you, you’re in strife. At least, this time, you don’t have any placards. Are you ok? Should I call an ambulance to treat those cuts?”

“No, a bit of cream and band-aids will fix the cuts, and a cuppa should settle the nerves.”

“How did this happen?” Rob asked, gesturing toward the vehicle.

“One of those damn mine trucks sideswiped me. They take up the entire road as they come over the rise and don’t move over. Twice in the last month, a truck has forced me off the road, but this time it got me. The driver cannot claim he didn’t see me. The sun was in my eyes, so it was behind him,” said Steph.

“Rob, can I take the ute now?” the tow truck driver asked.

“Wait until I’ve got some photos,” Rob said as he pulled out a digital camera. A few minutes later, the driver loaded the ute, and the man and his cargo disappeared from view.

“Okay, Steph, climb in, and I’ll drive you home. I might even make that cup of tea you need. All part of the service,” he said with a smile as he opened the door of the police cruiser.

Steph felt exhausted. Her skin stung from the glass cuts, and her body ached. Once they reached her home, she excused herself to apply lotion to her cuts and abrasions. She could hear Rob in the kitchen, collecting the things for the cup of tea. Rob walked in, holding a mug and a plate with some biscuits. The sight of the wedding ring on his finger still gave Steph a stab in the heart, and every time she saw it, she felt a sense of betrayal and anger.

Twelve months ago, there would have been nothing extraordinary about Rob being in her kitchen. Their connection had been almost instant, and the relationship had developed fast. After their initial meeting, they spent most of their time together. When Rob moved in, she was happy because they could spend their downtime together. Steph had been looking for a future together when Rob pulled back. He spent more time in his shared accommodation, claiming work pressure. Confused and hurt, Steph tried to ignore the signs, but ultimately it became clear that Rob wanted out of the relationship. The reason he gave Steph for ending their liaison was that he needed to concentrate on his career and didn’t think he was ready for a permanent commitment. Six months after their split, Rob announced his engagement to a teacher at the local high school, and three months later, they married. The quick wedding had caused speculation among the townsfolk, but the talk died when there was still no evidence of a baby bump months later.

Giving him a weak smile, Steph took the mug and set the biscuit plate on the old chair’s arm. She took a sip and watched him over the rim of the cup. Tall and stocky, he had an engaging smile and the blond curls of an angel. Just the sight of him caused her pain. It had been long enough for her to move on, but she had just been going through the motions. Today, his usual confidence seemed to have deserted him, and he struggled to say something. Steph knew she could open the conversation by asking a few questions, but let him stew in his juice. He cleared his throat and said,

“Steph, we need to talk.”

Steph wrapped her hands around the mug.

“Rob, whatever you have to say is way too late. We needed to speak before your engagement, but seeing as you didn’t dare to speak then, anything you want to say now is overdue.”

“I want to explain. It wasn’t you-”

“Don’t even go there! That is rubbish. How many thousands of blokes have used that crappy line? Of course, it was you. You were the one who ran away. You were the one who led me to believe we had a future, and you were the one who married a girl just three months after I was dumped. I have one question, and then you should leave. Had you met Bec before we broke up?”

Rob ran his finger around the collar of his uniform, attempting to loosen it.

“Ah, yes, we had met about two or three weeks before we broke up.”

Steph shook her head. “You should have told me you had met someone else. Do you know how long I sat here hoping you’d change your mind? I spent sleepless nights missing you and trying to determine if it was my fault.”

“Steph, I’m sorry. After living together for so long, I didn’t know how to tell you. The last thing I wanted to do was upset you,” Rob said.

“Are you an idiot? We had spent eight months together, and you thought I wouldn’t be upset when you dumped me and married another woman? Now I get to watch you have the happy-ever-after I've always wanted. I get to see you have babies together, and I’m supposed to look pleased for you all the while. I still carry the scar long after everyone else forgot we were a couple.”

“Steph, I don’t know what to say. When I met Bec, I thought you and I had a future, but meeting her changed everything. Can we still be friends? I’ve missed you.”

“Damn it, Rob! I’ve spent the last twelve months trying to avoid you. You may be over me, but I don’t move on that fast. I can’t be friends with you. Watching you in my house still hurts, and I don’t intend to torture myself to make you feel better.” Steph said. “You should leave now.”

After Rob left, Steph sat gazing out over her property. Her focus wasn’t on the view; she was mulling over the implications of her conversation with Rob. How could she remain in town now that he knew how she felt? Every time they met, her confession would be in his mind. Would he go home and share what she had said with Bec? 

The truck's engine rumbled along the road, making her cringe. She realised the trucks and heavy machinery that had first angered her threatened her safety. Steph reflected and understood that the increased traffic had come suddenly. In the beginning, utes and trucks, then machinery, swept past. Their destination was the farm at the end of the track. Talk about town had placed a Coal Seam Gas mining company in the area, but until recently, its final destination had been top secret. When the letters notifying residents of the proposed project arrived, the community moved quickly. Letters were sent to the council and state representatives, and the residents organised a protest at the farm gate. The local news carried pictures of the police removing the protesters. The community outrage had not stopped the project. Steph’s property was now next to a hotbed of activity. Her safety was at stake, and her peace was compromised. Steph hunted around for the paperwork she had amassed concerning the mining venture, and her thoughts returned to the accident. The one positive was that she still had wheels. Despite protests from Amanda and Todd about its roadworthiness, Steph refused to dispose of her old hatchback, which meant the accident did not ground her.

With the folder containing her documents in front of her, Steph reviewed her notes. She knew the road was a council road because of a previous issue with vehicles from a nearby housing estate causing a dust hazard. Would the Main Roads department decide on the use of the road, or would the council? In her previous dealings with them, they had been unwilling to post signs limiting access to local traffic. Would they help now?

Steph rang the regional council for some answers. Shunted from one department to another, Steph drummed her fingers on the table. She gazed out of the window. Her property, nestled in the valley with the ranges beyond, was her haven. How could she protect it from being destroyed?

The transfer of the phone interrupted her train of thought.

“Hi, this is Steph Evans. I live on Johnson’s Road. Recently, the number of heavy vehicles on our roads has been increasing. Can we limit the traffic on the road? After all, it’s not much better than a track, and it’s not wide enough for trucks to use safely.”

“Hmm, Johnson’s Road, you say. Let me look. Those properties out there are all under a mining lease. The farmers and residents protested there a few weeks ago, didn’t they?” said the clerk.

“Yes, it is where the demonstration was. What has that got to do with trucks on the road? Regardless, how do we stop the traffic?” Steph snapped. Her fingers gripped the handset as she paced across the room.

“You can’t stop the traffic. It’s a gazetted council road. The mining company can use all the vehicles it deems necessary. We could ask the council to put a tracker on the road, but if they approve the application, the traffic flow results wouldn’t be available for a month or more.”

“But it’s dangerous! I just got sideswiped by a truck,” Steph said.

“I’m sorry for the trouble, but I can do nothing. Go to your local member. After notifying residents, the state government gave mining companies the legal right to enter properties.”

“You are missing the point. The traffic compromises the safety of the people,” Steph argued.

“Look, lady. I can’t help you.”

“So, I’m just supposed to play Russian roulette with enormous trucks every time I travel on the road,” Steph shouted. Almost speechless with fury, she raked her fingers through her brown, wavy hair and spoke through clenched jaws. 

“As far as I know, the mining company has complied with the rules. The company has clearance to drill twenty wells out there; take it up with your lawyer if you don’t like it,” he replied, banging down the phone.

Steph stalked out onto the veranda and threw herself into a chair. Suddenly, aches and pains made her gasp. At twenty-eight, Steph was in good physical shape, but with a wry grimace, she conceded that her body wasn’t built to withstand the sudden impact of a collision. Having decided to deal with the minor physical injuries, Steph walked to the bathroom.

As she stood under the shower, her shoulder-length brown hair tied up high, she focused the spray on the bruises already forming. Her long, well-toned legs had missed most of the impact, but her torso and arms showed welts from her accident. Grateful that she wasn’t skinny, Steph massaged the sore spots on her body. The pinpricks from the broken mirror stung, but she persevered until the aches had eased.

While she dried herself, Steph thought back to her phone call. She knew she had been unreasonable. It wasn’t the clerk's fault the call went unanswered; the fear of dealing with trucks daily was genuine. The community hadn’t stopped the mine from being approved, and now she couldn’t stop the heavy vehicles. 

The noise of another truck that thundered along the road seemed to taunt her. What could she do? She had had two near misses and an accident. If there was a next time, and that seemed possible, the ute might not be the sole casualty.  For her safety, she recognised the need to rethink her living arrangements. Steph considered her options and decided that she had few choices. Her journey home was no longer safe; renting the house was a slim possibility. With CSG mines along the boundary, the value of her property would plummet, making it unsaleable. The problem of constant traffic and construction noise may persist for months. Steph would stay with her sister for a while. Amanda would be an excellent sounding board and might offer some valuable suggestions. Steph called Amanda to let her know she intended to visit.
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Amanda’s house, tucked away in a housing estate, was in Westbourne. Farms and lifestyle acreages, such as Steph’s, surrounded the regional town of Westbourne in South East Queensland. Westbourne had spectacular views South of the Great Dividing Range, and the tree-lined mountains on the horizon sometimes looked close enough to touch.

With little traffic, Steph had no holdups. It surprised her that there were so many large trucks on the road. Were there always this many, or was she noticing them for the first time? After leaving the highway, she entered tight suburban streets and shook her head in amazement. How could people live so close together? When she pulled into the driveway of a brick home, the front door flew open. Her sister, Amanda, had been waiting for her. Her cheeks flushed, and her eyes shone.

“Hurry and come inside, Steph; I have a surprise.” Amanda grabbed Steph’s arm and pulled her through the doorway.

“Okay, okay, I’m coming already.”

The sisters walked along a hallway and into the large kitchen. Amanda stepped over the threshold, held out her arms and said, “Ta-dah!” 

Steph squealed and rushed to hug the man sitting at the table. He laughed and stood up, pulling her in close for another hug.

“When did you get here?” Steph asked her brother.

“Just before you arrived in that little buzz box of yours. It’s an unscheduled few days off,” said Todd.

Steph and Amanda looked at each other. Steph pulled a face; she knew that time off midweek meant Todd’s unit was preparing to go overseas. Todd and his best friend, Scott, were in the same group, which heightened the girls’ fear whenever they travelled abroad. Scott was like a surrogate brother to Steph, and he and Amanda had a relationship that ended when Scott deployed with the unit. He had distanced himself from Amanda, feeling that constant contact made matters worse. Amanda didn’t ask Todd whether Scott was part of the deployment; she avoided talking about her former lover —the subject was too painful for her. 

As Steph watched her brother and sister joke together, it was evident they were related. Despite Todd’s buff physique, honed by hours of physical activity, all three siblings shared family traits. They had blue eyes, brown hair, and slight builds. Steph realised the similarities stopped there, pulling a silky strand of hair through her fingers; she looked at her siblings’ tight curls.

As their fooling continued, Steph shook her head and chuckled. Like two peas in a pod, her brother and sister shared a calm, thoughtful nature with a touch of larrikin thrown in. Unlike me, she thought, remembering her anger in the confrontation with Rob and her later phone conversation with the council. Pulling the hair tie from her wrist, Steph scooped up her hair and tied it back.

“So, little sister, Amanda tells me you have a problem,” said Todd, sitting down in the chair next to her. Steph explained what had happened. Todd frowned.

“The pressure you put on the council, and the mining company didn’t help?” he said.

“No. We wrote letters to federal, state, and local officials, and we even held a protest. Nothing made an impression. The mining company just ignored us,” Steph replied with a grimace.    

“What can you do?” asked Amanda.              

“Damned if I know. I rang the shire office, and the clerk said that the council had issued the licenses, and I couldn’t do anything about it,” Steph replied.

“It might be worth contacting a solicitor,” Todd said. “But, it’s not like it will remove the problem soon. These mining companies have millions; they could tie you up in court for years and send you broke into the bargain.”

“Well, what do I do? I can’t live there. The drive home every day is too risky. The scaffolding I can see is a drilling rig, so that traffic will increase, and the noise will also be a problem,” Steph said. 

“You could move in with me. The long drive to work each morning would become tedious,” offered Amanda.

“Thanks, sis, but as much as I love you, we’d soon get on each other’s nerves,” Steph replied.

“Then, can you ask for a transfer?” Amanda asked. “Some remote school no one else wants to go to.”

“I guess so, but transfers don’t come out until the end of the year. What do I do until then?”

“Could you take a leave of absence, move somewhere else, and do something instead of teaching?” Todd queried.

“That might be all right if I had skills other than teaching.”

“You could join me in the forces,” Todd joked. “Change of address, new challenges. Just think, you get paid to travel to some of the hottest spots in the world”.

Steph rolled her eyes. “Very amusing,” she said.

“Great idea!” said Amanda. “I could have a nervous breakdown worrying about all of you. No, I have a better idea. I’ve seen job advertisements in the paper for tutors working on properties and stations out west. That might be worth a try,” she said.

“Ok, maybe we can check online and see if there’s anything available. You realise, Amanda, I’ll have to stay here until I get something sorted?” said Steph. “I can’t go back to dicing with trucks every day.”

Over a dinner of Chinese takeaway, Amanda, Todd, and Steph reviewed the options they had found online and tried to decide on the best prospect. 

“You don’t want to be near Gordon or Mount Fitzroy: they have significant mining developments,” said Todd, waving his fork at Steph.

“Mawson is a better choice than the other two towns,” said Amanda. “It’s still close enough to come home for the holidays.”

“This is just rubbish!” said Steph, slamming her fist on the table, causing the takeaway containers to jump.

“I have to leave home because some greedy farmer sold us out. It’s not fair.”

Amanda leant over to hug Steph; no comforting words would improve the situation.

The siblings decided that Steph should contact a prospective employer. A station called Thornton Downs had posted a job vacancy and an email address online. The station wasn’t remote, but parents often had to make special arrangements because it was a 4-hour drive to the closest school. If the response to her e-mails were encouraging, Steph would ask for leave without pay. 

The few days turned into a week, and the time flew by. On Todd’s second-last day, Amanda left to join her friend Myra for their regular horse ride, and Steph quizzed Todd about Scott. 

“I’m never game to bring up Scott’s name when Amanda is here, but is he okay? I worry about him as much as I worry about you. At least I see you sometimes, but I never see Scott.”

Todd sighed. “He’s okay if you mean he’s healthy, but he is grieving for Amanda. I’ve tried to convince him that Amanda will welcome him with open arms if he doesn’t leave it too long. He refuses to see that he is causing Amanda and himself unnecessary distress.”

“I have to ask this: Are there other women?”

“Of course, there are. Scott is like most men. Celibacy for a short time is doable, but it’s impossible for years,” Todd said.

“So, while Amanda lives here like a hermit, only ever seeing Myra or me, Todd is living it up with random skanks or friends with benefits. Doesn’t seem fair, does it?”

Todd shrugged his shoulders. “Trust me, Steph; I hurt for Amanda. Even when she laughs, it rarely reaches her eyes; she is as unhappy as Scott. Maybe she should go to a pub, get tipsy and take some bloke home. You could send photos, which might prompt Scott to change his behaviour. Maybe. I don’t know what to suggest.”

“Where does Scott go when you are here?”

“Steph, you don’t want to know all the details.”

Steph shook her head. “Just tell me he hasn’t got another permanent woman who puts him up when he should come here?”

“Just leave it, Steph.”

Todd’s leave had run out. Steph and Amanda travelled to Brisbane airport to see him off. As he hugged Steph, she wrapped her arms tightly around him. With her face buried against his chest, tears ran down her cheeks, and her stomach churned. He kissed her on the head and pushed her away gently.

“God, I hate this,” she said, dabbing her eyes with a tissue.

Amanda showed a little more control, but it was clear to Steph, watching her sister’s pale face and concerned eyes, that she was no happier. After hugging Amanda, Todd looked into her eyes. 

“Sis, I have a message from Scott. I have to tell you that the next time you see him, he has a surprise,” he laughed and said, “and so do I.”

After his check-in was completed, he walked to the security area. Before he disappeared from view, Todd turned, gave his sisters a smile and a jaunty salute, and then he was gone.

“I wonder what the surprise is?” Amanda said.

“The best surprise would be that they’ve quit the army, but I don’t see that happening soon,” Steph said.

Steph watched her sister’s face at the mention of Scott’s name. Amanda put on a brave face, but Scott’s proclamation that he didn’t want to see Amanda until he could safely commit to a relationship had torn Amanda’s heart out. Whatever the surprise was, Steph thought, it had better bring the smile back to Amanda’s eyes. She had spent so long mourning for her lost love that Steph had feared she might become a recluse. The only saving grace in the entire situation was that Amanda had her work to keep her occupied.
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Amanda and Steph discussed solutions to Steph’s problem. They decided she needed to vacate her house, even if the tutor’s job didn’t go through.  Five days after Todd left, Steph and Amanda travelled to Steph’s house to sort out her belongings. Steph felt a dull ache and a sense of inevitability at the knowledge that she had lost her refuge. 

As the girls neared the house, they could see colossal spotlight towers erected along the boundary of her property. The scaffolding that had been present before had moved, its pinnacle visible above the trees. Amanda’s eyes grew wide as she looked at the enormous structure. “I didn’t know it would look like this! What is the scaffolding stuff for?” she said. 

“The scaffolding is part of the drilling rig. I know that much. The workers relocate it to various locations to drill the wells. It seems to progress at breakneck speed,” said Steph in despair.

“Do those large light towers mean they will work at nighttime?” Amanda asked. Steph shrugged.

They alighted from the car and looked around. Even after her brief absence, Steph could see the damage caused by the heavy vehicles. Trucks had used the nature strip as a passing lane, and the grass and trees she had tended were now nothing more than dirt.

“I think that moving out is the best option. You can’t stay here. Let’s get started with the packing,” Amanda said. 

“I’m undecided,” Steph
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