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      Ashleigh Paton’s glance rose from the shimmering, heat-soaked bitumen to the cloudless blue sky above, and she sent silent thanks to the pimple-faced mechanic who, two days earlier, had repaired the air conditioning in her aging car.

      As she sped down the hill leading to the tiny town of Featherwood Falls, the butterflies in her stomach somersaulted wildly. Was it anticipation? Or terror? Had she made the right decision? Three months ago, teaching in a country school had not featured on her agenda. Much easier to remain in the exclusive city faculty where the children were from supportive families, the class numbers small, and the pupils under her guidance were all the same age. If it hadn’t been for that hoity-toity new principal hauling her over the coals in front of the entire staff, she might not have lost her temper and stormed out, spitting her venom—and resignation—at the woman as she stomped past. Okay, she probably shouldn’t have used the principal’s niece as an example of a bully. But … how was she to know they were related? Ashleigh’s only regret in resigning was leaving her class in the hands of another teacher three weeks before the Christmas holidays.

      Too late now. I’m here.

      Lost in thought, she failed to notice the kangaroo bound from the bush until the last second. Wrenching the wheel with a jerk, she swerved, narrowly missing an oncoming four-wheel-drive utility as her car slid into the grassy table drain. She switched the ignition off, thankful that at least she hadn’t hit the animal, and watched it leap away.

      Peering into the rear-vision mirror, surprise replaced her relief. The opposing vehicle had stopped, and the driver’s door was partially open.

      ‘Darn. I hope it’s not a cop. Suppose I’d better apologise,’ she muttered to herself and climbed out before closing the door firmly behind her. Turning, she jumped with shock and pressed her back against her car. The thunderous face of the ute driver stood a bare metre away.

      ‘What the bloody hell were you thinking? Don’t you know you should never swerve for wildlife—especially when there’s oncoming traffic? You could have killed us both!’ he ranted.

      Ashleigh’s initial thoughts of saying sorry vanished in an instant as she met his flashing green eyes. The dark beard and surprisingly good-looking face failed to hide a mutinous glare. Drawing her five-foot-nothing frame to its fullest, she shouted back, feeling her cheeks burn and not only from the hot afternoon sun. ‘What … and hit that creature? It was the size of my car.’

      ‘Don’t exaggerate. It was a male eastern grey, and you wouldn’t have hit it,’ he snapped. ‘If you’d kept your speed down, it would have either turned away or got out of your path.’ He pointed to the road sign behind her. ‘Can’t you read? This is a sixty zone, and you were doing at least ninety.’

      She stiffened. ‘Don’t yell at me!’

      ‘I’m not yelling at you. I’m pointing out the need for you to be wildlife aware.’

      ‘I am …’ she began before reconsidering and closing her mouth. It had been a while since she’d checked her speed and she hadn’t even noticed the sign.

      Meeting his eyes in a frozen stare, she tipped her chin, clamping her lips tightly, silently daring him to continue his tirade.

      His jaw moved as though he was about to say more, but instead, he ducked his head. ‘Right. Well … if you’re going to be travelling around this area, I suggest you take notice of your surroundings. There’s a lot of bush and good farmland—a haven for wildlife.’ Then he gave the slightest nod, turned on his heel, and strode to his vehicle.

      Her gaze followed the stiff, broad back and the ragged brown curls touching the collar of his khaki shirt. A tree graphic decorated the driver’s door with print beneath it. Ashleigh squinted at the writing, able only to make out the word Forestry before the vehicle drove away.

      Sliding into her little car, she glanced down, astonished her hand was quivering on the steering wheel. She huffed out an annoyed breath.

      So much for my resolution to control my temper. Not exactly a good start.

      Her shoulders slumped for a moment before she switched on the ignition. Arching a brow, she swung her gaze around her surroundings, absorbing the peaceful, seemingly lifeless scenery. The rugged, tanned face of the only person she had met flashed through her mind.

      At least there’s one person out here—even if I didn’t get his name.
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        * * *

      

      After thumping the vehicle into reverse, she shot backwards onto the bitumen. Then, squaring her shoulders, she changed gear and calmly continued into town.

      A quaint general store greeted her, its archaic fuel bowser perched on the road edge of the footpath a bare two metres from the bullnose roof of the shop’s veranda. She slowed, studying the pretty building. An ancient blue heeler dog lay sprawled across the doormat and to the casual observer the animal may have appeared dead—but Ashleigh presumed if that was the case, someone would have removed it.

      Opposite the store, tennis courts and a freshly painted pavilion filled the space between two small paddocks—one containing a few cows and the other, long grass with heavy golden seed heads drooping in the breeze. She wrinkled her nose. Cows in the middle of town?

      As she lowered her speed to a crawl, her gaze shifted to the police sign outside the cream-painted building beside the empty paddock, a clearly marked police vehicle squatting in the driveway. Another sign of life. Shady trees stood tall on either side of the road and pots of petunias decorated the footpath outside the tumble-down pub that crept into view.

      A sign indicating children crossing was planted firmly in the grass verge opposite the pub. At the further promise of life, she blew out a relieved breath, her hopes rising. She braked abruptly and turned onto a wide bitumen strip running parallel with the road before parking in front of the sturdy chain-wire fence. Sitting for a moment, she gazed at the house in the corner of the school grounds before scanning the area for a second dwelling—the one she would call home. There was no sign of a cottage. Only a white steel-clad shed at the rear of the field.

      Her stomach plummeted once again.

      What on earth have I done?
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      Damian Cartwright plodded through the forest, marking the trees to be logged the following week. It wasn’t the most rewarding job he’d ever had, but it provided a good income and he could return home each night to be with Charlie and Dot. The best part was not having to talk to people all day. His team met every Monday, put plans in place and, unless a large plantation or logging job was in full swing, he mostly acted alone.

      As he worked, a vision of a fiery redhead flashed through his mind. The woman he had berated earlier. He chuckled quietly to himself. She’d looked young—early twenties, he estimated, and from the appearance of her upmarket dress and flimsy sandals, she wasn’t a local girl. Not that he was an expert, but the women he’d met since he’d been in Featherwood Falls—young mums he’d run into at the store, and the lady who helped Ned in the pub—lived in jeans and sneakers or boots.

      Probably not a good idea to have been so terse—not that it seemed to have upset her. He chuckled again as he recalled their conversation. She hadn’t hesitated in firing back at him, and he admired strong women. I wonder if she stopped in Featherwood Falls. Nah—probably on the wrong road, given a bum steer by one of those stupid GPS things that don’t factor dirt roads or closed bridges into their directions.

      As he tied the fluorescent pink tape around the rough pine bark, he dragged his mind away from the event and mentally ticked off his recent purchases. Yesterday’s trip to Stanthorpe had equipped Charlie with uniforms, shoes, a backpack, and the books and pencils from the list handed to him at the end of the previous year by Emma, the quiet and efficient teacher’s aide. An ache caught in his chest as he worked. It had never been his intention to keep Charlie so isolated, but they’d moved in with Damian’s great-aunt, Dot Collins, after she’d had a fall only weeks before COVID-19 had hit Australia. Somehow, the simple, peaceful life Dot led had helped him heal while aiding Charlie’s growth into becoming an interested and contented little boy. The only problem was, their lifestyle had become habit, and even after state borders had opened and social mixing was permitted once again, Charlie rarely saw other children. Damian had been busy with his work, and Dot had not been off her bush-clad farm in decades.

      ‘I’m sorry, little mate. Have I been selfish?’ he breathed as Charlie’s face hovered in his mind. How would he cope with school? Would the other children accept his funny ways? His behaviour was good, and he was as bright as a button, but he’d never watched television or played on a computer—or done any of the new-age things most kids did these days. He had no cousins to play with and no close neighbours except grumpy old Bob, who lived on the farm next door and was almost as old as Dot’s ninety-three years.

      Bob disliked children and wasn’t afraid to show it. Consequently, Charlie was content to keep well away when the old man dropped off the occasional box of groceries and newspapers and sat with Dot for half an hour, drinking coffee and whinging about the world. Damian wasn’t sure how the man kept driving his rusty old Toyota and wouldn’t be surprised if Bob ran the ute off the cliff edge while negotiating the track up to his shack.

      While Damian reflected on Charlie—his knowledge of birds, insects, and other creatures that frequented their home, in addition to his love of books and jigsaw puzzles—he hoped those attributes would be enough for his son to cope with his first weeks of school life.

      Most of all, he prayed the teacher and other staff understood Charlie—and that Charlie never had to go through what Damien had endured twenty-five years earlier. His own parents had spent most of his childhood overseas where his father’s diplomatic status and the social life it afforded them were apparently not suited to a child, especially an only child. Then they had been killed in an air crash and those long terms in the strict, city boarding school had been hell for an introverted boy from the bush. His only remembered joy was staying with Dot and her husband, Thomas, here in Featherwood Falls.

      His mind flashed back to the redhead again, and he snorted. Clearly a city woman, who he doubted would understand life in the country. She’d probably never experienced hardship or loss, either.

      At least Charlie wouldn’t have to deal with city slickers like that. His teacher was really likeable. Although they hadn’t formed a close friendship, Quinn had always been welcoming and chatty when their visits to the pub occasionally coincided. Yep, Quinn Alderton is a good bloke.

      He finished the last tree, loaded his equipment into the vehicle, and spoke to the cheeky magpie sitting on the bull-bar.

      ‘I reckon Charlie will be okay.’
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      A woman stepped out of a colourful perennial flower bed in front of the standard government-style house Ashleigh presumed to be the principal’s residence. The woman’s petite figure and floral shirt blended with the foliage and a wide-brimmed hat shaded her face. She lifted an arm and waved at Ashleigh before stripping off her gloves and striding towards her.

      Extending her hand, she beamed, flashing a row of straight, white teeth. ‘You must be Ashleigh.’

      Nodding, Ashleigh gripped the tiny woman’s hand before shaking it briefly. ‘I am.’

      ‘Joanne Alderton. I’m Quinn’s wife.’ She waved an arm loosely toward the house. ‘This is our place—well, the principal’s residence, I mean.’ She giggled. ‘Come and meet Quinn. He’s in the office catching up on paperwork.’ Turning toward the school, she beckoned Ashleigh to follow.

      Ashleigh trudged along the path toward the old building, a sinking feeling intensifying as the paint-peeled timber boards and iron roof drew closer. The scruffy building bore no resemblance to the neat brick structures of her previous school.

      As they approached the wooden steps leading onto a veranda, she paused to glance around. Bursts of colour filled every corner, highlighting the rich green of freshly mowed lawns and further emphasising the shabbiness of the buildings.

      ‘Nice gardens,’ she said.

      Joanne snatched off her hat and turned her head, stopping abruptly. Ashleigh grabbed the handrail in an attempt not to bump into her.

      ‘Sorry.’ Joanne waved a hand vaguely as the smile in her cheery, round face grew even wider. ‘I love gardening and we’ve been working hard throughout these past couple of rather tough years, trying to get the place looking as nice as possible. The students and their families needed hope, and with the restrictions we had to enforce, it was hard on many of them. They’re mostly country people and are used to spending a good bit of their day outdoors. Of course, they missed socialising too,’ she prattled on. ‘So, by keeping our distances and allowing them to help here, we have avoided many of the issues city dwellers experienced—and, of course, we’ve ended up with this lovely environment.’

      Ashleigh met the grey-blue eyes with a small smile. She pointed to the building. ‘Who’s responsible for painting?’

      ‘That would be the government. As you know, this is a public school, so all maintenance is their responsibility. We’re on the list for a repaint soon—we just don’t know when.’ She laughed, as though the thought was a pipedream. ‘Look over there.’ She pointed to the white hut-like building in the corner of the school grounds. ‘That’s your house.’

      Ashleigh sucked in a breath, her jaw dropping. When Quinn had phoned the previous week advising the government had delivered her new home, she had envisaged a cottage or one of those smart demountable houses that outback properties often installed when they were unable to attract a builder to an isolated spot. This steel-coated hut, little more than a shipping container with a door and a few windows, was not what she had expected.

      ‘Oh.’ Her voice was barely a whisper.

      Joanne appeared not to have noticed Ashleigh’s dismay as she chatted on. ‘It’s very cute. Air-conditioned and a nice little bathroom at one end. You’ll have all the privacy you want.’ She turned back to the building and walked across the veranda, meeting a slight man with a thatch of black curls standing in the doorway.

      ‘Ashleigh! How lovely to meet you.’ He grasped her hand and shook it enthusiastically, his piercing blue eyes drilling into hers. ‘How was the drive?’

      ‘Okay,’ she replied.

      ‘Good, good. Right.’ He glanced at his watch before shooting Joanne a smile. ‘How about I give Ashleigh a quick tour of the school while you make afternoon tea?’ He turned back to Ashleigh. ‘I know it’s getting late in the day, but I’m sure you’re ready for a cuppa. Tea, coffee, or a cold drink?’

      She nodded. ‘Yes please. Tea would be lovely.’ Her stomach growled at the suggestion, reminding her it had been several hours since she had last eaten—except for the chocolate bar and bottle of water she’d consumed while driving.

      Self-consciously, she ran a hand over her hip. Unlike her willowy sister, Henrietta—who everyone called Netty—Ashleigh had taken after her mother: short, fair-skinned, and prone to gaining weight at the mere smell of food. She hated that Netty could eat whatever she liked, had straight, blonde hair that required nothing more than a wash and brush, and never had to fetch the stepladder to reach a single thing in the cupboards. Instead, Ashleigh wrestled with her copper-coloured curls, firing up the hair straightener each morning and cursing the time it took to tame her mane. She bemoaned the tempting slices and cakes her sister baked when she was bored—and insisted on sharing—despite Ashleigh’s protests.

      Observing the slight, effervescent couple in front of her now, a sliver of hope warmed her. Perhaps here, without being exposed to Netty’s temptations, she might have a chance to lose those extra kilos that insisted on hanging around. After all, there had to be something positive about living in a backwater.
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      Half an hour later, Ashleigh raised an eyebrow as she stood inside her new living quarters. Not as bad as I expected. The dwelling was small, but well organised with a tiny kitchen, table, and bench seat in the middle, a bedroom with a double bed and wardrobe at one end, and a shower, toilet, and handbasin at the other. Rather like a good-sized caravan or accommodation provided on mine sites, she thought.

      She returned to her car to move it next to her little house, her previous observations of village life blurring as two young boys flew past on their bikes, shrieking with delight. Perhaps the absence of people buzzing around was normal in the country. A trickle of satisfaction ran through her. Having anonymity would be a pleasant change. Not that she disliked people. She loved them. But being a politician’s daughter had constantly plonked her in the limelight—leaving her feeling watched and criticised. She grimaced. Her own feisty temper probably hadn’t helped either.

      The evening light was fading, and the warm, pink glow of sunset filtered over the lawn. A young couple strolled past, holding hands, and waved to her. She smiled and waved back.

      After unpacking her car, she stowed her clothes in the wardrobe and the groceries she had stopped to buy in Warwick as she came through the town in the cupboard. Most importantly, she carefully placed the container of chocolate brownies Netty had made on the bench’s corner. With a pint-sized oven and only two gas rings or a tiny microwave to cook her food, it looked as though Netty’s brownies might be the last treat for a while. Her mind flashed to the principal’s house where she had enjoyed crackers and cheese with her English Breakfast tea while something fragrant wafted from the oven. Tonight she was expected to dine with Quinn and Joanne, then tomorrow she and Quinn would set up the classrooms and plan the program for the first term. Except for a regular Saturday-night barbeque at the tennis club, to which she was invited, she would be on her own.

      The memory of her encounter with the forestry man returned, and she huffed. Will he be at these barbeques? She hoped so. After all, she was determined to make this year a success, and the last thing she needed was a random stranger with the wrong impression of her sticking it to her in public.
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      Ashleigh narrowed her eyes, her organised brain working overtime. The room was small. The entire school was small. But in its past, many more pupils than the current twenty-nine had managed. The problem was, generations earlier, it had been one large room. Now it was divided into two, with an office and kitchen tacked on either end of the back veranda. The room in which she was to teach the thirteen youngest children had been a library, also used for student support. Bookshelves, bean bags, and two small tables with matching chairs filled the space.

      ‘How are you getting on?’ Quinn popped his head around the classroom door, and she jumped.

      ‘Okay, thanks. I think we can make this work.’

      He nodded enthusiastically and grasped one end of a bookcase. ‘Lucky these are on wheels. I reckon we’ll have this sorted in no time.’

      They spent the morning arranging the two classrooms while discussing the curriculum and lesson planning for the term. The corrugated-iron roof crackled overhead as the sun crept higher, and by late morning, Quinn had shut the doors and windows and switched on the newly installed air-conditioning system.

      ‘Isn’t it fabulous!’ he enthused. ‘Not that we need it as much as some places. But hopefully it will keep us all more comfortable during these hot months.’

      Ashleigh nodded in agreement despite not finding the day particularly hot compared to the humid heat of Brisbane.

      ‘You’ll probably find it chilly here in the winter,’ Quinn added, pointing to the bar heaters that ran along each wall. ‘In the colder months, we have these running most of the time, so it’s quite cosy.’ Without waiting for her to answer, he continued, ‘Let’s have a lunch break now. Emma’s coming in this afternoon to meet you so we can go over the daily routine, duties, and we can answer anything else you need to know. Maria, our admin assistant, comes on Tuesdays and Thursdays, so you’ll meet her then. Oh, and on a Wednesday, I spend the day in the office while Lyle, a relief teacher, takes my students.’

      Ashleigh nodded, picked up her water bottle, and followed him to the kitchen. ‘Thanks, Quinn. Gosh, that’s quite a few staff for a small school.’

      ‘Not really. Things have moved on in the last couple of decades, and we have a lot of support. Once the kids are here, you, Emma, and I will take turns on playground and bus duty, and of course when Lyle is here, he helps too.’ He studied her for a moment as though contemplating whether he should ask. ‘What made you apply for this position?’

      What should she say? That she’d overheard her mother discussing an acquaintance’s change of heart about accepting the position in a small country school. That Ashleigh’s eavesdropping had been a stroke of sheer luck—especially remembering her mother’s exclamation of, “I’ve never heard of Featherwood Falls”. Those words had triggered an unexpected desire to escape all she knew and make the change she’d been hankering for. Her spur-of-the-moment application—apparently the only application—had been perfectly timed.

      She shrugged and instead, said, ‘It’s something I’ve always wanted to do. Move to the country, I mean. And when this came up, I decided the time was right.’

      He beamed at her.

      Relief washed over Ashleigh. While neither the school or accommodation were what she had been expecting, at least her welcome and inclusion had got off to a good start.
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        * * *

      

      Butterflies swirled in her stomach as Ashleigh brushed her hands over her hips and waited.

      Quinn and Emma stood at the road gate, welcoming children as they jumped off the bus and hurried into the school grounds.

      She’d taken an instant liking to Emma—a woman she guessed to be a similar age to Quinn and Joanne—fortyish. She was immaculately dressed in a smart black skirt and a pale blue blouse with the school emblem embossed on it, and her soft, calm voice held a reassurance that put Ashleigh at ease. While discussing duties in their meeting a couple of days earlier, Ashleigh had quickly realised that Emma was much more than the teacher’s aide. She was also the first-aider, librarian—and a friend to everyone in town. Ashleigh was yet to meet Maria, but it hadn’t taken Ashleigh long to form a picture of the woman from both the school photos on the wall and the occasional comment made by Quinn. Although middle-aged and apparently from a large family, Maria sounded outspoken and controlling, monopolising as much of Quinn’s time as she could. Ashleigh prayed her assumptions would be wrong.

      A couple of cars arrived, one behind the other, and mothers were dragging backpacks out while children bounced around chatting excitedly, their high-pitched voices carrying in the fresh morning breeze. Crisp, oversized uniforms announced the new students, while bigger siblings guided the little ones through the gate and up the path toward Ashleigh.

      ‘Hello.’ Ashleigh welcomed each child as they entered the school building, relieved at their friendly responses.

      Two boys dropped their bags at the foot of the stairs and raced straight to the playground, ignoring everyone around them.

      For the next half hour, children trickled in, some on bicycles, some on foot, and some dropped off by mud-splattered four-wheeled-drive vehicles. Apparently, the school bus didn’t bother about day one of the year. Ashleigh didn’t ask why, assuming parents preferred to ensure their children arrived without separation dramas on the first school day of school.

      A small child interrupted her assumptions. The child was sobbing as a tall, gangly girl dragged her along by the hand, appearing totally unconcerned. The two of them stopped in front of Ashleigh.

      Squatting as the older girl shook off the little hand, Ashleigh nodded a quick hello to the tall girl before she shot up the stairs. The younger girl’s face was wet and blotchy, as though this bout of crying wasn’t a new thing.

      Ashleigh held out her hand. ‘Would you like to come with me, and we’ll find somewhere to put your bag? I’m Ms Ashleigh. What’s your name?’

      The girl hiccupped silently as she fiddled with a long, brown plait that hung over her shoulder. A frazzled-looking mother rushed up, grasping a toddler by the hand and with a baby on one hip, her hair in a similar style to that of the little girl. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘We discussed this, and she was fine until we got in the car.’

      Ashleigh stood and smiled at the mother reassuringly. ‘It’s okay and quite normal. I’m Ashleigh Paton, the new junior teacher.’

      ‘Oh. Nice to meet you. I’m Michelle Marsh.’ She nodded toward the little girl. ‘That’s Jessie, my eldest.’

      Ashleigh glanced toward the racks along the veranda where the older girl had dumped her bag and was now talking animatedly to a similar-aged student.

      ‘She’s not your daughter, then?’

      Michelle followed her gaze and laughed. ‘No. that’s Lucy and her buddy, Kate. Lucy and her family live on the farm next to ours and she promised to help Jessie settle in.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Not sure about that, though.’

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll look after her for you.’

      Michelle bent and dropped a kiss on her daughter’s head. ‘Mum’s gotta go now and feed the calves. Ms Ashleigh will look after you and I’ll see you this afternoon.’ Then she turned abruptly, shot Ashleigh an anxious grin, and fled toward the car park.

      Ashleigh grasped Jessie’s hand before the little girl could dissolve into tears again and smiled at her. ‘Come on. Let’s go and meet some of the other children.’

      Soon after, the bell rang and the clatter of shoes on timber steps mixed with children’s voices as they poured inside.

      About to close the door behind them, Ashleigh narrowed her eyes at the ute pulling into the car park. Quinn was only a couple of metres away, but she had to raise her voice over the racket. ‘I think there’s a late arrival.’

      Quinn stepped outside and briefly followed her gaze. ‘Looks like it. I’ll get this lot sorted if you’d like to meet them.’

      Ashleigh nodded and hurried toward the gate. Both driver and passenger doors were now open, and her breath hitched at the familiar broad shoulders and khaki shirt. She slowed her stride, incredulity forcing heat up her neck. Putting a hand to her face, she drew a deep breath and focused on the small boy standing beside the vehicle. His shorts and shirt swam on his small, thin body, and the wide-brimmed hat planted firmly on his head shadowed his face.

      She reached the gate at the same time as the man, meeting his astonished glare.

      ‘You!’ he said.

      Her cheeks flushed bright pink as indignation rose. Ignoring him, she glanced down at the boy. ‘Hello. I’m Ms Ashleigh. What’s your name?’

      He lifted his face to meet hers, and she gazed into the deepest blue eyes she’d ever seen.

      ‘I’m Charlie,’ he said solemnly.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Charlie. I’m going to be your teacher. Would you like to come with me?’

      He turned his face upwards. ‘Dad? Come too.’

      Ashleigh looked at the man and cleared her throat. ‘I’m guessing you’re Charlie’s father?’

      ‘Damian Cartwright.’ He paused, his voice rising with disbelief. ‘You’re going to teach my son?’

      Ashleigh clenched her teeth, forcing a stiff smile to her lips. ‘Correct.’ Turning abruptly, she began walking toward the school before glancing behind her to check she was being followed.

      Damian caught her glance. ‘I hope your driving has improved?’

      Determined to contain the urge to be churlish, she replied tartly, ‘You’ll be pleased to hear I haven’t been anywhere since my arrival.’ Swallowing hard, she swung her gaze from Damian’s distractingly attractive face and smiled at the child. It wasn’t the boy’s fault his father was a pain in the backside.

      Damian held his son’s hand, his stride slow, in keeping with Charlie’s.

      Ashleigh marched to the foot of the stairs, desperately trying to regain her concentration while she felt the formidable man’s stare burning her back. Perspiration beaded on her forehead.

      ‘Would you like to come with me now, Charlie? We’ll put your hat and bag away, and you can say goodbye to your dad. I’m sure you’d like to meet the other children.’

      Damian gave Charlie a quick hug and waved as he headed back to the car.

      Charlie’s lip quivered, and Ashleigh took him by the hand. ‘It’s okay. We’ll have a lovely time.’

      By the time they entered her classroom, Emma had most of the children sitting down and relatively quiet. There were five new children in the prep class and only one student had moved on to high school at the end of the previous year—generating the catalyst for the school to become a two-teacher facility as it grew to more than twenty-five pupils. Now, with two new families moving to the district, each with more than one school-aged child, the school was finally growing again after years of having the threat of closure hanging over its head.

      The morning flew and Ashleigh was both relieved and surprised when the sound of feet clattering from the room across the hallway announced the lunch break.

      Outdoor play followed the enforced sitting-and-eating time and Ashleigh was pleased to see Jessie and Charlie playing happily alongside one another in the sandpit, even if not actually communicating. Although there were three other prep students, all had older siblings and were familiar with school and all it entailed. Two grade-one boys hovered near the sandpit. Ashleigh was distracted for a moment by a child hanging upside down on the climbing equipment.

      A heartbreaking cry filled the air, its tones of devastation suggesting murder at the very least.

      Ashleigh’s attention had been with the upturned child for merely seconds but it was enough time to have missed the drama. She spun around, locating the cry. A group of children surrounded the sandpit.

      She ran, almost colliding with two of the older students as they reached the group.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Ashleigh had to shout above the ruckus.

      Charlie tipped his stricken face to her and pointed to an older boy. ‘He killed Millie!’ Pale with shock, a tear slid down one cheek.

      Confused, Ashleigh studied the sand in the box, unable to locate the deceased. ‘Who is Millie?’

      ‘My millipede. Diplopoda. I’ve had her for ages—and now she’s dead!’

      ‘How did she die?’ Ashleigh frowned at the grade-one boy attempting to hide behind another student. There was not a sound as the children studied her. ‘Did you stand on her?’ she asked in a firm, quiet voice.

      ‘They’re dangerous. We don’t need them,’ the child retorted indignantly.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Ashleigh asked the older boy.

      Dropping his head, he muttered, ‘Michael.’

      Ashleigh turned to Charlie. ‘How did you bring Millie to school? And why?’

      He pointed to the small jar partially buried in the sand. ‘In her house. And they’re not dangerous. Sometimes they squeeze out watery
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