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Sydney, Friday 12th April

Cleo Ainslie closed the old book with her usual care, her fingers lovingly caressing the soft leather cover, but her mind was elsewhere. As soon as she’d seen Paternoster Row, London, as the place of imprint in the 1798 tome, her thoughts had left the workroom on the bottom floor of the State Library of New South Wales, and rare books were suddenly the last thing on her mind.

It happened every time she saw the imprint, Jonathon Kendall and Co. behind the title page, and she always opened the London published books of this particular era slowly, willing her thoughts to stay focused on the restoration task ahead of her, scared that she’d see that name and be reminded of her heartbreak. Even if it wasn’t a Jonathon Kendall imprint, her thoughts would swoop off in that direction and invariably her day would be ruined. But she’d learned to overcome the sad thoughts, and regrets—Cleo enjoyed her work in the Special Collections department of the library, and if she occasionally was confronted by a name that brought sad memories to the fore, so be it.

As far as she knew it was a coincidence, her Jonathon—oh no, forget that, he hadn’t been her Jonathon for a long five years—had no connection with the eighteenth-century printing house. Jonathon Kendall of twenty-first century Australia was a cattleman in the north west of New South Wales, fifty kilometres outside of Bindarra Creek, the small country town where Cleo had grown up.

And where she had found and lost her first love.

Her only love. She shook her head with a sigh as she placed the book on the side of her desk and pulled off her cotton gloves before glancing at the old-fashioned clock on the wall near the door. It was a solitary occupation, and although she enjoyed her work restoring rare books, she didn’t love it. One day she would follow her dream and start her own business.

Soon.

Enough of the reminiscing and daydreaming, she told herself sternly; she had half an hour to tidy herself up and get to the restaurant at Circular Quay before she was due to meet her friend, Richard Treloar.

Five minutes later, Cleo had walked out of the library onto Macquarie Street and looked around with pleasure. The last of summer was hanging on with a relentless grip, although the last few mornings had held a slight chill when she’d walked around the harbour at sunrise. Sitting at a desk all day necessitated a morning and evening walk, and Cleo had seen a lot of Sydney since she’d started work at the State Library since graduating from university two years ago. 

The early evening sky was a deep blue, darkening as the sun moved closer to the horizon, with shards of golden cloud picking up the fading light. The traffic was heavy as the Friday afternoon commuters made their way home for a weekend of freedom. In the distance she could smell the salt tang of the harbour and hear the squawking of the seagulls that were constantly on the search for food scraps.

As she stood waiting for the pedestrian light to change to green at the corner of Bridge Street her phone trilled in her pocket. She glanced down, surprised to see it was Richard. For a brief moment, she hoped he was cancelling and then guilt trickled through her and she injected a bright note into her voice.

‘Hi, Richard. I’m just walking down to the harbour, now.’

‘Hello, Cleopatra.’ As always, his words were precise and formal, and Cleo frowned. Ever since they’d started seeing each other—friends only and not with benefits, she’d told Chrissie on many occasions— and Richard had discovered that her legal name was Cleopatra, he’d insisted on calling her by her full name.

She held the phone close to her ear as the light changed to green and she set out across the street.

‘Don’t rush, my dear,’ he said. ‘I was late getting out of court, and I have to meet with the judge. A difficult case today, with an unexpected outcome.’

Cleo read between the lines. He must have lost his case, and if there was one thing Richard hated, it was losing. Cleo grimaced; the last thing she felt like listening to over dinner, was the ins and outs of an industrial case that he had said was impossible to lose.

He obviously had, and it would be in the forefront of his mind.

Again, the guilt flowed in. Richard had been very kind to her, since they’d met at a library function last year—his mother was a library patron—and she enjoyed his company. 

Most of the time.

‘I’m fine if you need to cancel,’ she said brightly.

Hopefully.

‘Oh, no. I have something very special planned tonight, and then we’re going across to see Mother after we have dinner. I’ve changed the reservation from six to seven thirty, so you’ve got time to go home now and put something lovely on.’

Cleo looked down at her navy skirt and pale blue blouse. In consideration of Richard’s penchant for fancy restaurants, she’d added a muted paisley scarf to her outfit, and a pair of small gold earrings. The last thing she was going to do was catch the ferry across the harbour to her apartment at Mosman to “put something lovely on.”

‘I’m fine. I’ll see you at seven- thirty.’ Before he could argue—and he was very good at that—she disconnected the call and slipped the phone back into her handbag. Slowing her pace as she walked down the hill, Cleo considered her options. She had time to go back and work for another hour, but the thought didn’t appeal. Ever since she’d seen Jonathon Kendall on the imprint, her thoughts had been in Bindarra Creek. With a brisk nod, she stepped out again; she’d go down to the harbour, sit on the grass in the park under the bridge and call Gran. That would get it out of her system; a few minutes of gossip about Bindarra Creek, what Mrs Lette and Mrs Miller had been up to, would help Cleo settle back into her cosmopolitan lifestyle in the big smoke as Gran always called it.

One thing that Gran knew not to discuss was Jonathon. The first time she had mentioned him when Cleo had left for Sydney, Cleo had made it quite clear that Jon was a no-go topic of conversation. Her friends from Bindarra Creek, Chrissie and Janice, who had moved to Sydney the year before she had, knew that as well. For all she knew Jonathon could have flown to the moon; she didn’t know where he was, what he was doing, who he was with now and nor did she care. 

I don’t.

So why do you spend so much time thinking about him, the little voice of her heart said. It’s been five years girl, get over him.

Yes. I will.

Cleo walked past the ferry terminal at Circular Quay and walked along the pavement in front of the Museum of Contemporary Art. The foreshore was busy with tourists and the Friday night crowd heading for the bars for an end-of-week drink, and by the time Cleo reached the bridge, she decided to go back and sit on one of the benches outside the museum. It was getting a bit too dark to go anywhere away from the crowd.

As she pulled out her phone to call Gran, it buzzed in her hand and she answered the call.

‘Cleo. It’s Chrissie. Have you left work yet?’

‘I have. I’m down at the harbour. Dinner with Richard has been put back a bit and I was just about to ring Gran for a chin wag.’

‘She’s not there.’

‘Where is she?’ Cleo frowned; she really should ring home more often.

‘She and Auntie Bette have gone on some sort of book cruise thing with a group of librarians.’

‘What, from Sydney?’ Cleo looked over at the cruise ship—Pacific Dawn— that was docked across the bay. ‘Which boat?

‘No, out of Brisbane. They left yesterday, a ten-day cruise listening to some guy talking about his book. But listen, enough about that. Jan and I have just knocked off and we need to see you. We’ll meet you at Jacksons at a table outside. See you in ten.’ 

Chrissie disconnected before Cleo could reply, but she didn’t mind. She had been friends with Chrissie and Janice since kindergarten at Bindarra Creek Primary School, and even though they didn’t see each other as much as Cleo would have liked—they were all busy with their respective careers—it was good to know they were around if she needed someone.

With a lighter step than before, she walked the short distance to the popular bar in George Street.
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