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Chapter One

‘Omigod, omigod, omigod!’ Sara Sweeney squealed and twirled in the tiny kitchen of her granny flat, and then squealed again when the phone fell off the kitchen countertop, landing with a crash on the faded pink tiles. ‘Sorry, Caro. Are you still there?’

Sara picked up the phone and pressed it to her ear but all she could hear was static. Hurrying to her bedroom she tipped the contents of her handbag onto the bed looking for her mobile.

‘Damn, damn, where is it?’ As Sara spotted it, the ACDC song she’d downloaded for her ringtone filled the small room, and she grabbed for the phone.

‘Caro? Sorry, I forgot I was on the landline and I dropped it and I’ve killed the phone. Did you say what I thought you did?’

The calm tones of her friend’s voice assured her that she had heard her right the first time. Sara flopped onto the bed and put her hand on her chest. ‘That is awesome! When did you make up your mind?’

‘About three o’clock this morning. I figured there was no point staying here.’

‘True.’

‘My contract is coming to an end, and well—as you know—it’s not really a place I want to be.’

‘I know, sweets. Even though the Barossa Valley is a beautiful part of Australia, you’ve done it tough here.’ Sara jiggled her feet on the end of the bed. ‘Oh. My. God. I can’t believe it. You’re coming with me to Second Chance Bay! You know how excited I am about finally going home.’

‘I do, but slow down. I’m just going there to check it out first. I haven’t agreed to the contract yet. Sar?’ Caro’s voice was quiet. ‘I want to ask a favour.’

‘Shoot, love.’

‘You don’t start your job up there in the medical centre for a few weeks, do you?’

‘That’s right, I have a wonderful month of no work after I finish up with Roger the Dodger.’

There was silence at the other end, and Sara waited. Caro was her exact opposite: calm, considered and quiet, while Sara knew that she rushed at life. Like a bull in a china shop, as her grandmother had often told her when Sara was growing up. It would be so good to see Nan when she got back to the Bay. It had been way too long; it would be so good to be home at Second Chance Bay.

‘I was thinking about taking a road trip,’ Caro finally said. ‘I’d like to take my own vehicle up to Queensland. It sounds as though some of the roads up there are rough.’

‘You can say that again,’ Sara replied. ‘You mean a road trip up to Second Chance Bay?’ 

‘Yes, how would you feel about travelling up with me by road instead of flying up? I was thinking about taking the longer route. Taking a trip up through Alice Springs and stopping to have a look at Uluru and Kata Tjuta on the way.’

‘Of course. I’d love to. It’ll be great fun. And I’ve never seen the Red Centre either. I’ve always flown out to Mt Isa to go home.’

‘Excellent.’

‘It’s a long way though. Are you sure you want to be on the road for that long?’

‘It’s over three thousand kilometres, but you know what, Sar? It’s about time I got out of my rut and did something exciting.’

‘And I’m happy to share the driving.’ Sara jumped off the bed and crossed to the window and looked out at the gloomy sky. ‘Where will we stay? There’s not many motels along the way.’

‘Well, speaking of adventures. I was thinking about taking a couple of swags and some camping gear. What do you think?’

‘I think it sounds like a top idea! When will we leave?’

‘As soon as my contract is up.’ 

‘When do you finish at the practice? Same time as me?’ Sara went to her desk and looked at the calendar that was propped up on her small dressing table.

‘Yes, same as you. This Friday. Roger wanted to take us both to dinner on Saturday night to farewell us both, but I told him we would be gone. I hope that was okay. Even if you don’t come with me, it gives you an out.’

‘Good. The less time I spend in his company the better!’

‘I was thinking about leaving as soon as possible, and take my time and have a good look around.’

‘Well then, we need to get organised. I told Mrs Digby that I’d be leaving the flat early next week, but luckily I haven’t booked any flights yet.’ 

‘It’s going to be fun, isn’t it?’ Caroline’s voice was quiet, and Sara frowned. It would be fun, and it would do Caro a power of good. She already had some ideas about how to cheer her up when they arrived in Sara’s hometown. Sara crossed her fingers that she could make it so welcoming that Caro would take the contract she’d been offered as resident doctor at the medical practice. Sara was starting there as receptionist and clinic sister in a month’s time. Sara crossed her fingers that she could make it so welcoming that Caro would take the contract she’d been offered as resident doctor at the medical practice. Sara was starting there as receptionist and clinic sister in a month’s time. It would be great to have Caro in the practice. While she’d loved working as receptionist for Dr Rose before she’d moved away, he could be a bit of a stick in the mud when it came to making the workplace a bit of fun.

He was middle-aged and devoted to his career. On the rare occasion that he smiled, he wasn’t a bad-looking man. Dr Rose kept himself fit and trim and as the local table tennis champion these days, according to Nan.

‘I think we need to get together as soon as we can and start planning this trip.’ Sara looked at the mess of the small amount of packing she’d done. At least if she was in a vehicle, the packing would be way easier. A couple of boxes would hold what she wanted to take home, and she’d leave the rest for Mrs Digby, her landlady. She was going home to stay after eight years away. 

Home. Finally.

‘A good idea. What are you doing now?’ Caro’s voice interrupted her planning.

Sara grinned. ‘I was supposed to be packing, but let’s meet somewhere for coffee and get this trip organised.’
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SARA WAS SURPRISED when Caro suggested that they go out to one of the vineyards outside the small town of Tanunda where they both lived. Caroline was not usually one to socialise, but Sara was already planning to work on that when they arrived at Second Chance Bay. The trip would be a great opportunity to get to know Caro better, and what she liked to do. Also, Sara knew there was some mystery in the doctor’s past. She always seemed very sad, and maybe moving to Second Chance Bay would give her a new perspective. Sara had never asked what had happened; maybe the trip would lead to some heart-to-heart conversations.

She grinned and thought of her grandmother. 

Yes, Nan, I’m still Mrs Fixit, she thought. I’m just no good at fixing myself.

‘I’ll pick you up, and I’ll drive because I’m on call at the hospital tonight. They do woodfired pizza and red wine out at the Italian one,’ Caro said.

‘Sounds perfect!’

Half an hour later, Sara slipped her warm coat on over her jeans and jumper and ran out to Caroline’s four-wheel drive. A slight shower had left the grass wet, and she shivered as she opened the door. The heater was on in the car and it was toasty warm.

‘Mm, bliss. A much better way to spend a Sunday afternoon than packing,’ Sara said as she secured the seatbelt. ‘I can’t wait to get back to the tropics.’

Caro nodded. ‘It is.’ Her cheeks were pink, her eyes bright and she looked happier than she usually did. She looked curiously at Sara. ‘You really are excited about going back to your hometown, aren’t you?’

‘I’m excited about going home.’

‘What’s so special about it?’

Sara considered her words carefully. She wanted Caro to take the position at the local clinic, and she didn’t want to discourage her. At the same time she didn’t want to build up any false expectations, and have Caro disappointed when she arrived at the Bay.

Sara was receptionist and clinic nurse at the local medical practice and had befriended Caro when she had arrived there as a locum twelve months ago. The doctor Caro had replaced hadn’t returned, and she’d ended up signing a twelve-month contract. Dr Roger Dolman—Roger the Dodger to Sara—was a difficult boss, but Sara knew it wasn’t her place to warn prospective staff that the work environment could be unpleasant. She’d learned to cope with it, and it was a job in a pleasant area that paid the bills. It had always been a temporary stop for Sara as she worked her way home to Second Chance Bay.

The vineyards were a great place to live and there was always plenty to do and see, but nothing compared to the outback paradise of home.

Over the months, and to her credit, Caro had handled Roger well, managing to fend off his advances—never inappropriate, but always on the edge—without jeopardising her job. Dr Dolman knew how hard it was to get doctors in the country and was on his best behaviour—most of the time. Caro and Sara had formed an alliance, and the crusty old bachelor boss had taken the hint and stopped asking each of them out.

‘It’s a quaint little town on the Gulf of Carpentaria.’

‘Quaint?’

‘Maybe not quaint like the pretty little towns down here in the Barossa Valley. Maybe unique is a better word than quaint.’

‘You have me intrigued.’

‘It’s a very small town, but in winter it fills up with retirees and tourists from the southern states. They chase the warmth. Our climate is fabulous.’

‘Hot in the summer though?’ Caro indicated to turn onto the main road.

‘We have air conditioners.’ Sara flicked a sideways glance at Caro. ‘I’m so looking forward to this trip. It’s a great idea to drive up.’

Caro nodded. ‘I figured it was a way to have a holiday and see the country. I’m so pleased you’ve agreed to come with me.’ She changed back a gear as they slowed behind a truck. The vineyards were bare and grey beneath the heavy cloud, but Sara had lived in the Barossa Valley for two years after—

Nope, don’t go there.

The car hummed smoothly along the bitumen and soon they turned into the little boutique winery south of town. ‘I figured if I get called into the hospital while we’re eating it’s close enough for you to get a taxi home.’ Caro parked the car and reached over to the back seat for her jacket.

Sara shivered again while she waited for Caro to button up her jacket. The wind had picked up and it felt like it was blowing off the Antarctic. ‘You won’t need that up at the Bay,’ she said with a grin. 

‘I’m looking forward to heading north,’ Caro said. They walked into the cosy restaurant and snagged a small table next to the open fire. 

‘Coffee or wine first?’ Sara glanced at her watch. ‘It’s after three.’

Caro smiled. ‘It’s a winery. I can have one glass. I need it to warm up.’

Soon they were settled, and Sara leaned back in her chair and looked at the bright flames crackling in the hearth. ‘That’s about the only thing I’ll miss about here. I do love to sit in front of a fire.’ She chuckled. ‘Sometimes in winter when we have a barbie at home, we light a bonfire, but that’s as close as we get.’

Caro lifted her wine glass and the firelight caught the ruby red liquid.

‘And the afternoons at the vineyards,’ Sara added. ‘I’ve been to some great concerts since I’ve been here.’

‘Tell me how you ended up in the Barossa Valley. It’s a long way from the Gulf of Carpentaria.’

Sara lifted her wine and watched as it caught the firelight too. ‘The warts and all story? I guess we’ve got time.’

As she leaned forward to begin her story, a shadow fell across the table and Sara looked up.

‘Well, blow me down. Sara Sweeney, as I live and breathe!’

‘Maisie! What a surprise. I thought you’d be up in the Bay.’ Sara smiled at the older woman. Maisie had been a regular visitor to Second Chance Bay every winter for as long as Sara could remember.

‘I came here from Melbourne on a bus trip with some other old boilers. I’m flying up to the Bay in a couple of weeks. I leave my van up there these days. I’m getting too old and doddery to tow it all the way from the bottom to the top of the country. I thought it was you, Sara. What on earth are you doing down here?’

‘I live here,’ Sara replied.

‘Married? Kids? Partner?’ She flicked a curious glance at Caro, and Sara bit back a smile.

‘No. None of that. I’m a career girl these days.’ She turned to Caro. ‘Maisie, this is my friend and colleague, Caroline. Caro, this is Maisie who’s known me since I was a kid.’

‘And a pretty kid, she was.’ Maisie shook her head. ‘You broke young Mattie’s heart when you left the Bay, Sara.’

Despite her chuckle, something thick lodged in Sara’s throat. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t a broken heart.’

Maisie nodded. ‘Oh yes, it was. The poor boy is still single.’

Sara swallowed and forced a smile to her face; for a moment going home lost its appeal. ‘I’m sure Matthew McDougal is still enjoying life as much as he ever was. And the poor boy can’t be that far off forty. I’m thirty-five.’

Caro smiled over at Sara. ‘Sounds like you’ve got a reason to go home?’

Sara pulled a face at her. ‘Don’t you start.’ She looked up at Maisie. ‘Caro and I are about to take a road trip. I’ll be back at the Bay in a month. I’m coming home to work at the medical surgery and Caro might be going to work with Dr Rose.’

‘You’re a doctor, love?’ Maisie stared at Caroline and Sara could see that she had gone up in her estimation.

‘I am, and Sara has enticed me to visit the Bay.’

‘Best place in the world.’ Maisie’s blue-rinsed hair bounced as she nodded. ‘I’ll see you both soon, then. Nice to meet you, Doctor.’

Sara giggled as Maisie went back to her table. ‘You’ve hit the big time but be warned. Second Chance Bay will know all about you by the time we arrive now that Maisie knows you’re coming.’

Caro leaned forward. ‘Now tell me about this guy whose heart you broke.’

Chapter Two
Two weeks later

Matt McDougal opened the door of the rusted refrigerator in the small kitchenette. It had sat at the back of the tiny room in the family fish co-op since he was a kid. He’d opened that fridge probably five times a day for the past fifteen years, ever since their father had died. His accountant’s brain kicked in as he reached in and pulled out the carton of milk.

Five times a day, multiplied by three hundred and sixty days—the family business only closed on public holidays—multiplied by fifteen years. He closed the door harder than he usually would and the milk slopped out of the carton onto his hand.

Damn.

His already-strange mood deteriorated further. 27,000 times he’d probably opened the door of that bloody old Kelvinator fridge. The jug boiled and he poured the boiling water onto his coffee bag.

Why did he have to be the one who worried about money? 

He could have bought a new fridge anytime over the past couple of years, and why was he letting it worry him so much today?

Jake’s flash charter boats, Matt’s little brother, Donny’s, new luxury boat out in the Kimberley rivers, and his other brother, Dane’s, fancy new lodge up in the Gulf probably all had good coffee machines, and here he was in a run-down old building with a coffee bag, boiling an old plastic jug.

The rest of his family were settled—in great relationships and financially secure—and he’d let himself get stuck in this old building, worrying about the dollars when there was no longer any need to. It was time to stop burying himself in the business and do something about it. 

But what did he want to do? The one woman he might have settled with had left him—he’d made sure of that—and up until now he’d been content to stay looking after the finances of the family fish co-op, and then as his siblings expanded their interests into other areas, he’d naturally overseen the finances.

Jake was married to Matt’s sister, Jenni, and Matt adored little his niece, Leni, and now there was his nephew, Callen, a relatively new addition to the family. Donny and Claire were working over in the Kimberleys in Western Australia, and Dane and Nicole were up at Staaten River adding two more lodges to their thriving business.

Matt winced as the steam from the jug burned his wrist, and when the coffee was a decent strength, he lifted the bag out and threw it in the sink. As he walked back into this office, the bell above the door tinkled, indicating a customer and he turned and headed out into the shop.

Not only did he look after the accounts for the family businesses, but he was also expected to serve bloody prawns.

‘Bloody Nora, Matthew! Is the milk in that coffee sour? It must be by the look on your face.’

Matt smiled, and his smile was genuine, despite his bad mood. He put his coffee on the counter and hurried around to the other side.

‘Hey there, Miss Maisie. You’re back so it must be winter down south. Give me a hug!’

The older woman hugged him back. ‘Bloody heck, Matthew, you’re getting more like your father every year.’

‘Maybe I look like him, but I’m not like him.’ Matt’s voice was terse as
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