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20 Years Ago
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Her petite form sank slowly, lifelessly, into the murky water of the Garlands’ dam. The sudden stillness made everything almost peaceful again. There was no more splashing, no more screaming, and the children restraining Jack held their breath as they watched. The chirping of birds returned, and in the distance he could hear the soft beat of music wafting across the hillside from his parents’ annual picnic.

Jack’s heartbeat shook his whole body, thumping loudly, deafeningly, in his ears. His stomach throbbed from his sister’s painful punch and the nausea bubbling within. Bruises circled his scrawny arms from where his captors’ small, nimble fingers had locked on, yanking him so viciously away from the edge. But their hold had loosened considerably as they watched someone they’d once called friend slip closer to the very bottom of the large dam.

Wasn’t it just the other day they were rolling down the grassy hills together with the farm dogs? They had been laughing so hard. Breathless. Not a care in the world. But the car accident had changed that, and his mother’s opinion of the Wendall family even more still. It was their fault his father had been injured. They were not to be trusted.

That’s what Jack’s mother had said. Yet Jack’s heart hurt more now than it had in his anger. 

He hated that he’d shared his sister’s rage. Hated that in his blind obedience he’d made a decision he would forever regret. He knew it hadn’t been the girl’s fault, hadn’t been her family’s. Her loss had been greater. But Jack loved his father—an adoration his sister shared—and his family had desperately needed someone to blame. It wasn’t right, but it was all he could do not to lose himself. The accident had been terrifying. But his father had eventually made it home. It was this little girl turned listless sea creature whose father would never return.

An eternity passed as all five children peered over the edge of the jetty into the depths below, watching the jet-black swirl of hair sink lower.

“Help.” It was a quiet squeak of a sound, but it drew all attention to the youngest of the group.

His sister’s cold, violently blue eyes shot to Ella.

The little girl flinched and released Jack. “Help,” Ella said a little louder.

Jack’s final two captors tightened their hold for an instant before releasing him. They both spun to face the traitor as she backed away, her wide eyes flicking between them, like a lamb hunted by wolves.

“Help.” Ella’s high-pitched voice sounded strangled as she began to cry. “Help!” she screamed, stumbling, her tiny feet tripping over themselves. Then she turned and ran along the jetty towards the shore. “Help! Mummy, help!”

His sister nodded for the other two children to follow and then threw the whip-like stick she’d been clutching into the dam. She watched it bob above the sinking child. Then her glacial gaze shifted to Jack. “If you are truly my brother, you’ll leave her and come with us.”

Jack held her stare. She sounded so much like their mother. Full of hatred. Was this the loving family he had betrayed his truest friend to protect? His love for that little girl disappearing into the depths had always been greater than anything he’d ever felt for his sister.

How dare he let himself believe otherwise.

His sister hurried after the others. Jack didn’t wait to see if she’d turn to check if he was following. He just dove into the water and swam towards the whirl of ebony that marked the presence of that drowned mermaid, the sweet friend he’d known as Sophie.
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Wide grassy pastures and lush thickets of bushland whizzed past Sophie Wendall’s window. The natural beauty, still crisp and golden and a little dry from the winter drought, took on a dreamlike quality as Sophie viewed it from the shelter of her mother’s car. It was a familiar landscape, one that called to her in sleep. Vivid memories haunted her, reminding her of a life that had once seemed perfect. Before destiny had intervened.

Dawn had broken over an hour ago, gleaming above the hills behind them, and intense rays of full daylight had burst over the road. Coming alive with the glow of morning, the parrots, kookaburras and lorikeets sang a greeting to the light, excitedly heralding the birth of another blessed day. Even her mother hummed pleasantly to the lively country tune playing on the local radio station as it drifted from the small speakers to fill the atmosphere of the car. It was only Sophie who felt the foreboding, who developed a general malaise the closer their journey got to its end.

“Not long now, darling.” Angelica nodded to the navigation device stuck to the windshield. The little red marker indicating their destination had appeared at the top of the screen.

Bitterbark Creek, her aunt and uncle’s farmstay, was positioned on five hundred acres of heavily treed land. It sat on the outskirts of Moorhenvale, a traditional country town just northeast of Warwick, and had once been the place Sophie had called home.

Although their brief return was in celebration of her cousin Patrick’s upcoming wedding, Sophie feared this immersion into a past life she wished to keep buried. During the twenty years she’d spent living in West End—the eclectic, trendy heart of Brisbane—she had never once considered making the trip back to the place that had stolen her memories and cursed her with heartache.

Her stomach churned as the image of a boy flashed to the forefront of her mind. Jackson Garland. The grin he’d given her when he’d been caught sneaking strands of hay into her braids. His endearing laughter when she’d slapped his hands away. Though she tried to deny it, his name was still seared into her soul. It had made his betrayal hurt even more.

“I’m trying to remember, Sophia.” Her mum’s voice sounded distant, thoughtful. “When was the last time you saw your uncle Nicholas?”

“You mean besides on Skype?” She picked anxiously at her fingernails.

“In person. I can’t seem to place it.”

Sophie gulped back a swirl of nausea. They had seen Aunt Robin, Pat and Laura many times over the years. Her cousin Laura had even stayed with Sophie in Brisbane for a month while she completed the technical exams for her photography degree. As for her Uncle Nick, it wasn’t a surprise that her mother couldn’t remember their last time together. It’s said a person blocks painful memories to protect themselves.

“The hospital.” Sophie distracted herself with the charming scenery outside her window. “He stayed with me until you arrived.”

He had held her hand in the ambulance, while one paramedic maintained her vitals and the other drove speedily to Warwick Hospital. At the time, they’d told him he was a hero, that she was lucky he’d known how to resuscitate her. But he hadn’t been listening to them. He’d just kept telling her, over and over again, that it was going to be all right.

Angelica swallowed loudly. “Sorry, darling. I didn’t realise.”

The subject was still painful for them both. No one wanted to reminisce about the time their ten-year-old daughter attempted suicide.

Although Sophie’s memories of the actual event were lost, she knew for certain that suicide hadn’t been the case. It had taken years of therapy and arguing to finally convince her mother to discount the rumours that spread through the town. No matter what the Garland family and their ilk had suggested, the sudden loss of Sophie’s father hadn’t broken her young brain. Yet the stigma still haunted them.

Only a few things remained certain. Sophie had nearly drowned in the Garland dam that day. Several children had seen her jump in and not resurface. But why she’d gone into the water alone in the first place was locked in some cave of distant memory. Although she longed to know the truth, she feared the betrayals it might hold.

Now she was hurtling right into the mouth of trouble, and the thought of what her mind may unleash was more terrifying than the reception she expected from the townsfolk.

Beyond Sophie’s window, a herd of Friesian cattle huddled in a paddock, their black and white spots juxtaposed against the dry, honeydew-coloured grass. It was so serene that for an instant she warmed with fondness for the familiar wilderness. She and Jack had chased each other through similar fields, picking dandelions and playing tag. Always smiling and laughing. Never wanting to be apart.

A vision of Jack’s sullen face as Sophie and her mother left that last day filled her mind’s eye. She knew he didn’t want her to leave, but he and his family had given hers no other choice. He had picked their side. He’d kept his distance from her. He hadn’t denied their lies. His choices had broken something between them, a deep connection they had built with trust and love. She could see he longed to have it back, but by that point it was much too late.

Sophie shook away the memory of Jack’s haunted expression and tried to focus on the present. Perhaps she could enjoy this break in the country for what it was and reconnect with her beloved extended family. Her infamy must have transferred to a new victim after two decades. Why would the tiny town dwell on such prehistoric drama anyway?

She pinched the bridge of her nose. Who was she kidding? Small towns thrived on sordid history and gossip. The community probably knew she would be in town for Pat’s wedding, and the Garlands wouldn’t hesitate to fill them in on all the juicy details. Sophie squeezed her eyes shut. It would be a real test of character to remain polite amid the prying, but she wasn’t about to give anyone the pleasure of seeing her squirm.

Sophie felt the car slow and heard the click of the indicator.

“Looks like we have a welcoming party.”

Sophie’s mother steered their navy sedan through the grand entrance of the Bitterbark Creek farmstay. Bronze horse heads crowned each parallel brick pillar. As the car’s tires crunched on the dusty gravel driveway, excited yips rose over the noise to greet them. Boris and Banjo, two young kelpie-heeler crosses, were the second incarnation of the farm dogs she’d known as a child. They raced alongside the vehicle, jumping, trying to sneak a peek through the tinted windows.

Her mother laughed. “You would think they’d never had visitors before.” 

A smile tugged at Sophie’s lips, the first since starting their trip. She glanced up at the long, sprawling ranch-style homestead, made of cream-coloured timber and sporting a corrugated iron roof the same shade as the frosty green grassland. “They’re not the only ones,” she said, catching sight of her family waiting at the top of the short wooden staircase leading to the wraparound veranda.

She waved as her mother parked the car and saw her Uncle Nick—a giant, burly man—hasten down the steps towards the vehicle. His dark brown eyes were friendly, so like her own and her mother’s, and his toothy grin sparkled within the grey of his neatly trimmed beard. Like her mother, he’d let his jet-black hair ashen naturally, but their Italian genes shone through in their straight, regal noses, their raven-haired children and the Mediterranean tan of both families.

He had the door open before Sophie finished removing her seatbelt. Pulling her from the car, he scooped her up into his muscular arms, leaving her boot-clad feet dangling in the chilly morning air. She gasped for breath as his tight embrace caused the bones in her spine to crack loudly.

“Sophia.” His gravelly voice sounded choked. “It’s been too long, Chooky. Twenty years too long.”

Sophie felt winded at his use of the special nickname and struggled to keep her eyes from welling up. Geez, she had missed him dearly. She cuddled him tighter before he lowered her to the ground.

“It’s so good to see you again, Chook.” He left one hand securely on her shoulder as his eyes moistened. “We’re so happy you could make it for the wedding.”

“It’s good to see you too, Uncle Nick.” Sophie clasped his hand in hers before turning to embrace the short shapely woman who had appeared beside them. Her pixie face and blond, almost silver hair gave her a doll-like appearance. “Aunt Robin.”

“Sophie sweetheart, you’re so beautiful.” Robin regarded Sophie’s white blouse and dusky bohemian skirt. “Too cosmopolitan for our little town, and look, you’ve dyed your hair.”

Sophie tunnelled her fingers through her long golden mane. “It was time for a change, I guess.”

“It’s been like that for over a year now, ever since things ended with Mason,” Angelica piped up. She was at the back of the car, greeting Pat, Laura and the two farm dogs.

“Thanks for the overshare, Mum.” Sophie patted Boris and then Banjo before approaching her cousins.

“I didn’t much like that boy.” Uncle Nick sniffed. “Too focused on the social medias from what Laura told us.”

“Dad,” Laura scolded. “Throw me under the bus as the town gossip why don’t you?”

Uncle Nick ignored his daughter’s protest and greeted his sister with a hug. “Angie, you’re so thin. Look at these twiglet arms. Doesn’t that husband of yours feed you? Where is he anyway?”

As Sophie pulled Laura in for a hug, she heard her mother laugh.

“Stuart had a last-minute invite to speak at an architecture conference in Adelaide, but he sends his apologies. I did call earlier in the week to let you know.”

“Remember, Nicky?” Robin asked. “That phone call on Monday? I told you Sophie’s stepfather was called away and wouldn’t be coming.” There was a second of silence as Uncle Nick gave her a blank look, then she laughed. “Sorry, Angie, the past couple of weeks have been a blur.”

“I take it you missed me then?” Sophie coughed, freeing herself from Laura’s painfully tight embrace.

“You’re all Laura’s been talking about for the last year.” There was a teasing glint in Pat’s deep brown eyes. “You, and her time in the city.”

“I’m surprised she hasn’t moved out there yet.” Sophie winked at Laura.

Laura’s cropped black hair, delicate features and petite, tomboyish physique made her seem younger than her twenty-eight years. “Give me time. I’m still saving.”

Pat stretched his arms wide. “Come here,” he told Sophie, pulling her against his rangy body for a brief squeeze. “We’ve all missed you, Soph. It’s good to have you home.”

Home. The word bit into Sophie’s heart like a knife.

“Thanks, Pat.” She sighed shakily. “So, when do I get to meet the bride-to-be?”

“Be careful what you wish for,” he warned. “Marilyn’s at her mum’s today, but tonight is the hens’.”

“It’s going to be wild.” Laura slipped her arm through Sophie’s, yanking her closer. “We’ve even got a stripper.”

They faced the older members of the family, catching the tail end of their conversation.

“You’re at my house now Angie, and that means you’re always going to be well-fed.” Nick wrapped his arm affectionately around his sister’s shoulders. “We knew you’d be hungry after the long drive, so Robbie and I organised brunch. Come on, come inside, and once we’ve all eaten, we’ll get you settled.”

Laura dragged Sophie towards the stairs. “Oh, Soph, there’s so much to catch you up on. I need to tell you everything before the girls meet tonight.” Her eyes were bright with excitement. “April-Rose is going to lose her mind when she sees you. She’s invited to the wedding. Pretty much everyone in town is coming.”

An icicle of fear stabbed through Sophie’s chest. April-Rose Garland? Jackson’s sister? Before Sophie and her mother had left town, she’d seen the young girl blossom into a manipulative, bigoted bully just like her mother, Sheridan. From what Laura had told Sophie, April-Rose hadn’t changed much in twenty years.

As though sensing her cousin’s discomfort, Laura hugged Sophie closer. “Don’t worry, Soph. April-Rose better be on her best behaviour if she wants to keep her invite. You’ll see. It’ll be fine.”

Sophie frowned. If her gut had been telling her anything all morning, it was that the next few days promised to be some of the most difficult of her adult life. She hoped she had the strength to survive them.
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Besides the guest rooms in the main house, Bitterbark Creek had six small self-contained wooden cabins dotted over the property. They perched in peaceful isolation, some on cleared countryside, others nestled between bush or hugging the weaving creek edge. With the wedding looming, all were now occupied with invitees.

As Angelica spun the steering wheel, following Pat’s ute along the crest of another hill, Laura—who had joined them for the ride—tugged on the sleeve of Sophie’s blouse and pointed out the window. “That’s for the reception tomorrow. Think it’s big enough?”

Stretched out on the flat lawn was a huge white outdoor marquee with clear French windows on the side panelling. Chunky timber furniture was arranged outside—high bar tables, picnic settings, a couple of garden benches—with a few hay bales for good measure.

“How many guests are invited?”

Her mother’s voice drew Sophie’s concentration back to the dirt road in front of them. The car passed another cabin and then veered down the hillside. Towering eucalyptus trees, she-oaks and shorter bitterbarks shaded the picturesque valley below. As the tires rolled over rockier ground, Sophie bounced in her seat.

“Almost a hundred.” Laura leaned forward and held onto the back of Sophie’s headrest. “Pat and Marilyn wanted to keep it small, but Mum and Dad invited everyone they could think of.”

“Well, it’s not every day your child gets married.” Angelica slid a hand from the steering wheel to touch her daughter’s knee.

Sophie raised her eyebrow sharply. “I love you, Mum, but if you get any ideas like that come my wedding, I’ll elope.”

Laura snorted at that, and Sophie smiled. With the car back on level ground, they travelled beside Gap Creek, its dark waters slow-moving and pristine.

“The wedding will be held down here, by the creek,” Laura said. “It’s where Pat and Marilyn used to get away from Mum and Dad when they first started dating.”

“How lovely.” Angelica admired the spot. “Before the cabins were built and Sophie came along, her father and I would ride the horses along that track and spend the night out here under the stars. It’s probably where Sophie was conceived.”

“Mum,” Sophie chided, but her mother ignored her.

“It’s a perfect place for a wedding, Laura. Maybe you’ll be having yours here one day too?”

“Yeah right, Aunty Angie,” Laura scoffed. “Normally you have to date before you get married, and to date you have to meet someone you actually like who is interested in you too. Where in town can I find a nice, normal queer girl who understands that I want more in life than what this little old-school community can offer?”

“You really need to move to the city, Laur,” Sophie advised.

“I know.”

Pat parked his black utility in front of a quaint khaki-green cabin, and Sophie’s mother followed suit.

“Here it is,” Laura chirped as she opened the car door. “I hope you don’t mind being out this far. Mum and Dad tried to keep the elderly guests at the house or in the closer cabins.”

“It suits us just fine,” Angelica said.

The crisp country air hit them as they exited the vehicle, but the warm rays of midmorning sunshine offered a slight reprieve.

Pat strode around the ute’s tray and headed to the trunk of Angelica’s car. “Let’s get you inside and settled.”

Sophie and Laura met him at the rear of the vehicle, just as a sharp whirring noise shrieked through the serenity of the wilderness around them.

Sophie flinched. “What’s that?”

Laura nodded to the last cabin on the property, almost half a kilometre away. It perched on a slope to their right, closer to the winding creek bed. Below the front stairs was a tall dark-haired man, shirtless and bent over a long piece of timber clamped to a pair of sawhorses. He appeared to be wielding a circular saw over the wood.

“It’s just Jack,” Laura explained.

Jack? Sophie went cold. She had expected to see him, knew it was likely unavoidable. But so soon? And here, on her family’s land?

“The maintenance was getting too much for Dad and Pat to do alone,” Laura continued, “especially with Pat working in Warwick during the week. So they hired a handyman. He rents that cabin permanently now.”

“Jack?” Angelica squinted in the man’s direction. “Jackson Garland?”

The sound of his name made her breathless. Sophie stared at the sturdy-looking man in the distance. Was he really the same boy who used to hide blue-tongue lizards in her gumboots, who told her that he liked to be it when playing tag just so he could catch her? She caught a glimpse of his familiar profile, and her heart fluttered. How in heaven’s name had her crush lingered throughout all the pain? Hadn’t his betrayal been enough to extinguish that final flame?

“Yeah.” Pat perked up at the subject, jerking Sophie’s attention back to the conversation at hand. “We took him on when he returned to town after spending a few years in Melbourne. He’s been with us for over a year now. Helped us renovate the cabins and put up new fencing. He’s a very talented carpenter—he built the outdoor furniture for the reception.”

“We saw those pieces as we drove down,” Angelica said. “They were stunning. I bet they set you back a bit.”

“Not at all.” Pat shook his head as his sister snorted.

“No way. Dad let Jack use some of the trees at the far end of the property, the ones we harvest and replant for firewood,” Laura told them. “He cracked the furniture out in his spare time. Wouldn’t accept a cent for them. Said they were his wedding gift to Pat.”

“Oh my, what a sweetheart.” Angelica’s hand went to her heart. “He always was a polite little boy.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Laura scoffed, “but he’s like one of the family. He’s always lending a hand to Mum and Dad.”

Like one of the family. Sophie couldn’t breathe. Her mother and the rest of them knew about Sophie and Jack’s falling out. But the extent of the betrayal and heartache was more than Sophie had ever wanted to share. Then they had left town, and she’d hidden it all away. Twenty years may have passed, but the pain of losing him, of him pushing her away, hadn’t faded.

“Here, I’ll call him over. I’m sure he’d love to say hi and get to know his temporary neighbours.” Without waiting for an answer, Pat started towards the far cabin. “Oi, Jack.”

“No—” Sophie stretched out a hand, but Pat was already out of earshot. She cursed.

“What’s wrong, darling?” Her mother looked concerned.

Her cousin’s face twitched with mischief. She had been hinting at a reunion between Jack and Sophie for months, much to Sophie’s annoyance. “What? I’m sure I told you he’s been staying with us.”

Sophie dug her neatly manicured fingers into the soft fabric of her skirt. “No, you didn’t.”

“Are you sure?”

Sophie could still hear Pat calling out Jack’s name, and then, abruptly, the sharp whirring of the electric saw ceased. The silence quickened the rhythm of her heart, but she refused to look over at the two men.

Please no, she prayed silently. She could face Jack another time. Once she was ready. But would she ever be ready for that confrontation?

Angelica touched her daughter’s shoulder. “Is everything all right?”

Laura stifled a laugh, and Sophie brushed her mother’s hand away. It wasn’t their fault they didn’t know. Some secrets were too painful to share. She just couldn’t tell them that Jack had said he was glad her father had died and not his. She knew he probably regretted it as soon as the words left his lips, but how could they have moved forward from that? How would they have healed a wound that deep? And then he’d pulled away. To protect her heart, Sophie had done the same. Destiny had forced them in different directions, but now they were right back where they had started. The hurtful memories seemed so much more real and painful when she was looking at him.

“I’m fine.” Sophie winced. “But don’t expect me to make conversation.”

“Don’t be antisocial.” Laura hugged Sophie’s narrow waist. “I know he’d love to catch up. He’s always asking about you.”

Sophie pushed out of her cousin’s embrace. She knew Laura meant well, but Jack’s opinion of her hadn’t meant anything for a very long time. “Well, he can just keep on asking. I’m not walking down memory lane with that jerk anytime soon.” She thrust a hand towards her mother. “Please just give me my bags.”

Frowning, Angelica opened the trunk with a click of a button and handed her daughter a hefty duffle bag and a wheeled suitcase. As Sophie lifted the silver handle free from the luggage case and turned on her heel, she collided with a damp, rigid wall of masculine muscles. Recoiling in horror, she stumbled backwards until the heels of her boots hit the side of her suitcase. As she wobbled, a solid arm slid around her waist, keeping her upright.

“Whoa, there. I’ve had women fall for me before, but not usually this quickly.”

The smooth male voice dragged Sophie’s attention to a familiar gaze. Jack’s cool blue eyes, like the winter sky at dawn, held her captive. The memory of a gentle, secret kiss beneath the shelter of a weeping willow played across her mind, until the beat of his pulse shook her to her senses.

“Hey there, Soph.”

Embarrassed that she’d allowed herself to linger in his embrace, Sophie swiftly withdrew. His hand stayed on her hip, emanating an unsettling but strangely pleasurable tingling, so she smacked it away. “I can stand by myself, Jackson.”

“Just trying to help, Soph.” His stubborn square jaw tightened around the words.

He had changed a great deal from the lanky eleven-year-old Sophie remembered. He stood much taller than her now, easily clearing six feet. While still lean, the bulk of his muscles was intimidating. With that body squeezed into those tight denim jeans, he looked like an off-duty superhero. Yet his flawless face was all charm and polish—like some movie star from the sixties. Only that shock of wavy jet-black hair and those fierce eyes remained the same. It had been that intense, affectionate stare that had mesmerised her back then as well, long enough for him to risk their first and only kiss. She’d wished it had lasted longer.

Sophie bit back her desire to argue with him. She just wanted to escape to the cabin, but he was still studying her. She was about to scold him for gawking when someone behind her giggled.

“This is going to be an interesting weekend.” Laura winked.

Stepping around her niece, Angelica acknowledged the half-naked hunk. “Well, Jackson Garland, haven’t you grown into a handsome young man?”

Jack raked his fingers through his hair. “Not so young anymore, Mrs. Wendall. I hit thirty-one earlier this year.”

“It’s Faulkner now, dear. I remarried. But call me Angelica.”

“Sorry. Angelica. You look exactly as I remember—elegant and sophisticated, with the beauty of a Gustav Klimt painting. I see your daughter has been blessed just the same.” He shot a look of blue fire in Sophie’s direction.

She flushed under the weight of his gaze and then pondered his choice of artistic comparison. She hadn’t known Jack to be interested in the arts.

“Oh my goodness.” Angelica shielded her smile. “You’re a sweet-talker, just like your father. Klimt is one of Sophie’s favourite artists, don’t you know?”

Yes, how did he know? Sophie caught Laura dodging her gaze and thought she’d found her mole.

“There’s nothing sweet about Jack,” Laura quipped. “Don’t let the perfect smile fool you. It’s like I’ve got two cheeky, bull-headed brothers around here now.”

Pat grinned and slung an arm around Jack’s shoulders. “Lucky me. I’ve always wanted a brother.”

Laura poked out her tongue as Angelica laughed.

Sophie gestured to her mother. “I’m going to take my things inside.” As she dragged her suitcase towards the stairs leading to the cabin’s small veranda, she felt warm fingers lock around hers.

“Let me give you a hand.” Jack was at her side again, pulling at the luggage handle.

“No, thank you. I can do it myself.” Sophie yanked the suitcase closer in an attempt to discourage him, but he only followed the movement.

Warmth radiated from his body as he loomed over her, forcing her to raise her chin and meet his eyes. His closeness was so disconcerting. She remembered that kiss again. She wondered what it would be like to kiss him now. Her eyes lingered on his soft pink lips.

“I’m just trying to be neighbourly.” Jack’s smooth voice was nearly a purr.

Sophie yanked her gaze free of his distractingly perfect features and cut a glance back to the others. “Then maybe you should be helping someone who needs it.” Her family stood by the trunk of the car, where several heavy bags still waited.

When she turned back to Jack, Sophie noticed his gaze drift over her body before his beguiling eyes met hers again.

“Don’t worry, there’s plenty of me to go around,” he told her.

His smug grin irritated her. “Get a clue, Jack. I don’t want your help.”

Pain flickered in his expression. “It’s been twenty years, Soph. Talk to me for five minutes.”

“You stopped talking to me first,” she growled, knowing how childish it sounded.

“Sophie,” her mother chided.

Ignoring them both, Sophie jerked the suitcase forward again but couldn’t dislodge Jack’s hold. She tried pulling her fingers from beneath his hand, but his grip only tightened.

“I’m not denying it happened, Soph,” he told her. “But we can’t change the past, and I think we should move on. I know I’m different from the naive boy I was back then. Perhaps you could find it in your heart to try?”

“Perhaps you could start with an apology?” The words left her lips before she’d thought them through. She knew she’d likely cry if he tried to apologise.

“Will that even make a difference?” he grumbled. “You’re clearly not ready to let go of the pain and move forward.”

“Don’t psychoanalyse me, Jack.”

“I just want us to be friends before you leave town again, Sophie. Is that such an unreasonable request?”

She sneered at that. Then his hand was gone, leaving hers alone on the silver handle. When she realised she was free, she bolted for the cabin. She didn’t want anyone to notice the tears welling in her eyes.

“I’ll be seeing you around, neighbour,” Jack called after her, that familiar affection already filling his voice.

Not if I can help it, Sophie thought.
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Jack watched Sophie hurry towards the cabin’s front door, Laura rushing after her with the key. He felt his heart flip-flop with a burst of hope and anxiety. That couldn’t be the same girl he’d made dandelion crowns for—definitely not the cheerful little girl whose hand he used to hold when crossing the creek, simply as an excuse to touch her. When had she become such a . . . woman?

He had seen recent pictures of her. The Santoro family had obliged whenever he’d asked about their beloved niece and cousin. Yet none of those photos had done justice to Sophie’s true beauty. She had become willowy like her mother, with just enough fullness in all the right places. Her glistening black hair, which had fascinated him as a child, was now a striking golden blond. Even her dark brown, nearly ebony eyes had transformed with age. They were fierce and mysterious but hadn’t lost that familiar warmth and softness he remembered.

Sophie disappeared into the darkness of the cabin, and Jack turned away. “I should probably go.”

“Oh, no, Jackson.” Angelica’s kind words held an apologetic lilt. “Please don’t mind Sophie.”

“It’s fine, mate.” Pat slapped Jack’s bare shoulder. “You’ve already proved to us you’re more Santoro than Garland now. You’ll win her over in no time. Stay. I’m sure Aunty Angie would love to find out what you’ve been up to.”

The tightness in Jack’s chest eased at his dear friend’s reassurance. He acknowledged Sophie’s mother with a smile, noting the familial elegance and beauty that was so radiant in her daughter. “Another time, Angelica. I should get back to work. Nick’s new rocking chair won’t build itself.” Jack pointed his index finger assertively at Pat. “And I’ll see you tonight, buddy. Bachelor party. I hope you’re ready.”

Pat kicked at the ground. “Yeah, I’m not sure ready is the right word.”

With a laugh, Jack patted the younger man on the back. He nodded at Sophie’s mother. “Nice to see you again, Angelica. I hope we can find some time to catch up properly.” His attention flicked to the yawning doorway of the cabin, where Laura had materialised. He wished Sophie were with her. “All of us, while you’re both in town.”

“Of course, Jack.” She followed his gaze. “Maybe we could organise something after the wedding?”

“I’d like that.” I really would, he thought, raising a hand in farewell. “You know where to find me.”

Casting a final glance at the bridegroom-to-be, Jack headed back up the slope towards the cosy wooden shack that had become his home. A long-lost memory of daring a little dark-haired girl to jump from the barn loft into the hay pile below came back to him as he walked. She wouldn’t do it alone, so they had jumped together. Back then they did almost everything together. 

Halfway home, the mobile phone tucked in the back pocket of his jeans began to vibrate, interrupting his musings. Whipping it free, he checked the screen. Hellbeast, it read. He’d updated the name a few months back when his sister had renounced him. He’d really hoped she’d meant it that time. He considered the phone for a long moment before finally answering the call.

“What do you want, April-Rose?”

“Really, Jackson? You haven’t heard from me in months, and that’s how you greet me? I don’t know why I even bothered to call.”

“Well, that’s the crux of it, isn’t it? You did call, so you obviously want something. You better be quick, because I’m busy.”

April-Rose huffed in annoyance. “Don’t be like that, Jackson,” she whined. “We’re family and we always will be. You know that I just get . . . upset sometimes. It’s your fault really. You irritate me on purpose.”

Classic April-Rose. The narcissistic manipulator. She’d inherited the trait from their mother. Luckily it wasn’t genetic. Jack rubbed the back of his hand over his eyes. “I’m hanging up now.”

“No.” It was a sharp demand. “Jack, please.”

“Spit it out, April-Rose. I don’t have time for your games.”

She was silent for a moment, and he was sure she was choosing her next words very carefully. 

“I heard the Wendalls are coming to town for tomorrow’s wedding.”

Jack paused and glanced back down the slope. Sophie had come out of hiding. She handed Pat the last bag from the car while her mother and Laura climbed the cabin stairs. As Pat walked back to the cabin, Sophie closed the vehicle’s trunk and then glanced straight up, her eyes locking with Jack’s for an instant before she hurried after her family.

Jack wished the sight of him didn’t send her running.

“You mean Sophie,” he growled into the receiver, “and you’ve known about that since May.”

“Yes.” It was a hiss. “When I tried to ask for your help the first time.”

“It wasn’t my help you asked for, April-Rose. You wanted me to stalk her.” Jack felt his chest tighten. Turning away from the Wendall’s cabin, he took the last few strides to his outdoor workspace.

“Stalk is a strong word, Jackson. I asked you to watch her. Just keep an eye on her. Make sure she doesn’t get too comfortable. We don’t want her getting any ideas about staying here, do we?”

Jack didn’t agree. It had felt good to see Sophie again, to talk to her. God, he’d missed her. He snuck another glance down the hill. No one lingered outside the cabin now. Everything was still, peaceful. He sighed deeply, rubbing a hand over his chest where a dull ache had begun to gnaw at his heart.

“There is no we, little sister. Sophie can do as she pleases. I don’t care.”

“Don’t you?” There was a smug scepticism in her tone. “I just thought you might, considering she has the power to ruin the nice little home you’ve made for yourself with your perfect new family.”

Closing his eyes, Jack pinched the bridge of his nose. The thump of a headache pounded at his temples. He knew the Santoros weren’t aware of every awful detail, but they knew enough, and they had accepted him. He was afraid to jeopardise that.

“How much longer do you think she’s going to keep the truth to herself, Jackson? Twenty years is a long time to hold on to such a secret, and once she finds out that you’ve nestled yourself into her family, into her old life, she’ll do anything to punish you. You’ll see.”

“You’re wrong, April-Rose.” He clenched his free hand into a fist. “Sophie isn’t like that. We don’t even know if she remembers what happened.”

That was a lie. Laura had hinted to him that Sophie’s memory of the incident was hazy. He’d hoped that meant there were some things she would never remember, but it was what she did remember that worried him.

“Don’t be stupid, Jackson. If you want to keep this cushy life you’ve created to escape the Garland name, then you will listen to me and do as I ask.”

“Is that a threat, April-Rose?”

“Of course not. I’m just trying to do what’s best for you, that’s all. If you agree to keep an eye on the little troublemaker and ensure her stay isn’t too comfortable, then you’ll guarantee your secret is safe. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

What he really wanted was for the truth to be out. He longed to be free of the guilt that had eaten at him for years. There hadn’t ever been a right time to tell the Santoros what he’d done. That he had been partly responsible for Sophie nearly dying all those years ago. He could never do enough good deeds—could never help the Santoros enough, love them enough—to make up for his sins.

“Jack?” His sister’s self-satisfied tone cut deeply.

As he stared at the cabin at the bottom of the grassy slope, he thought he glimpsed a flash of ivory on the veranda by the door. Like a flicker of cloth, the shimmer of Sophie’s white blouse. Perhaps he’d imagined it.

“Jackson?” The word was sharper this time.

He cherished the pristine scenery that had become his home, the eucalypts swaying slightly in the wind, the native flowers decorating the edge of the babbling creek and the bright blue sky that opened up to the heavens above him. Only the truth would set him free, but would it cost him everything else?

“Jackson,” April-Rose snarled. “If I haven’t made myself clear enough, I can break it down for you.” There was a brief pause. “If you don’t—”

“It’s crystal,” Jack snapped. “I’ll keep an eye on Sophie, make sure she doesn’t tattle on either of us. Right?” He sighed, his heart heavy. “Now, if you get the urge to call me again, fight it.”

As Jack lowered the phone from his ear, his sister’s screeching reply merged with the musical squawks of the birds in the beautiful bushland around him.
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The syrupy water of Gap Creek trickled along the grassy riverbank and around the ancient grey boulders that guarded its edge. Native flora were spectators along the shore, some standing tall, reaching for the sky, while others arched over, dipping their leaves or petals into the cool liquid below. The honeyed smell of wattle overpowered the spicy scent of the earth and the freshness of the water. Every now and then the tranquillity was disrupted by the excited squawk of a vibrant parrot or the chortle of a magpie.

Sophie sat on a weathered log by the bank, legs crossed, a sketch pad resting atop her knee. A cluster of indigo star-shaped flowers sprouting from a thicket of long emerald blades had caught her artist’s eye, and she had set about capturing the vision in pencil. To her left, the sun’s golden rays slanted through the trunks of the eucalypts and ironbarks, warning her that dusk was approaching.

She estimated there was still an hour or two before she and her mother were due at the ranch house for the hens’ party. While Angelica had already opted out of the wilder events planned for that evening—choosing to join the group for dinner and then retire early—Laura had informed Sophie she wouldn’t be given the same option. Apparently, being the soon-to-be-cousin-in-law of the bride-to-be came with obligations. She just hoped none of them included entertaining April-Rose.

As she tilted the pencil to shade a segment of her artwork, she heard the crunch and snap of a twig on the dry leaves behind her. Knowing it was probably her mother come to check on her, Sophie took her time, carefully etching the final scratch of graphite.

“Laura told me you’re an artist.”

She jumped and scraped a long, solid line across the page. Crap.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” This time she recognised Jack’s silver tongue.

“What are you doing here, Jack?” Sophie shot a scowl over her shoulder but saw only dark denim jeans with a sizeable bulge beneath them. Her mood grew fierier as she followed the black T-shirt–clad bulk of muscular chest upwards. Jack’s smile greeted her at the top. “Do you make it a habit to sneak up on people?”

There was a shimmer of amusement in his eyes. “No, but now I’m enjoying it, so maybe I’ll have to start.” Stepping over the end of the log, he sat down beside her, blocking her easy escape. “I see you still like to draw. Laura told me you were a graphic designer for some fancy fashion company in the city.”

“Sounds like my cousin has told you lots of things.” Sophie had deduced as much after catching Laura’s guilty expression earlier that day. She shifted away from him, but Jack just moved closer. His nearness was something she used to yearn for as a child. Now it was just infuriating.

“Thanks, I needed the room.” He reached towards her. “Show me what you’re working on.” Pinching the sketchpad from her lap, Jack examined the pencilled drawing. “It’s beautiful.”

Sophie snatched it back. “It’s ruined.” She flipped the cardboard cover back in place. “Thanks to you.”

It wasn’t exactly true. The image was salvageable. It was her peaceful afternoon that had been spoiled.

“Hardly. It’s nothing an eraser can’t fix.”

“Like you know art.”

“No. I know sketching. Before I find the timber and get out the tools, I always put my project ideas on paper, to see the full image and work out the dimensions.”

She fought the urge to roll her eyes. It shouldn’t have been a surprise that Jack shared her favourite pastime. They always had a lot in common.

“Good for you.” Sophie patted his knee patronizingly and regretted it as soon as she saw him acknowledge the touch. She stood. “I don’t have time for this. I have to get back and get ready for tonight.”

As she tried to step around him, Jack stretched out a long jean-clad leg, blocking her exit. He grinned. It was the same look he’d worn as a boy while chasing her around the house, threatening to tickle her if he didn’t get his way.

“What’s the rush? The party isn’t set to start for over another hour. Why don’t you sit back down and talk with me for a little while.”

Sophie crossed her arms. “You can’t keep pretending as though nothing happened between us, Jack.” 

The memory of their kiss resurfaced. It was the day before the accident. Everything had been so perfect. Then she saw Jack’s young face, the hatred etched there when he’d told her he was glad it had been her father who had died. She winced and shook her head. 

“We can’t just go back to the way things were,” she told him.

“Why, Soph? Haven’t we been hurting and hurting each other for far too long? Isn’t it time to put the past behind us?”

How could she when she still didn’t fully remember what that past entailed?

Sophie sighed and eyed the bodily barricade before her. She could step over him. Her escape could be that simple, but she didn’t trust him to behave if she got too close.

“Come on, Sophie. I’m not asking you to act as though everything is fine. Just talk to me. See where we can go from there.”

“It’s the talking that’s the problem. You’re not the same little boy I used to tell all my secrets to.”

“Well, I’m not some stranger.”

“Close enough.”

Jack studied her. “No, I don’t believe it.” He grinned again. “I know you missed me. You wouldn’t still be standing here fighting with me if you hadn’t.”

“Excuse me?” Sophie scoffed. “Did you hit your head too hard falling from your ivory tower? I knew narcissism ran in your family, but I didn’t realise stupidity followed.”

He sighed with satisfaction. “I missed you, too, Soph. Why don’t we hug it out?” He reached for her, and she stumbled backwards in surprise.

“There’s such a thing as consent, you lunatic.”

It was only after she’d regained her composure that Sophie realised Jack hadn’t been serious—and that he’d started laughing.

“Shut up,” she grumbled, feeling a little silly. She bit her lip to stop herself from sharing his good humour. When they were kids, she’d often made Jack laugh so hard he’d caught hiccups. His genuine laughter still warmed her heart. 

“I’ve really missed this, Soph.”

She wouldn’t dare tell him she felt the same. He was making it harder for her to keep hating him. But she wasn’t ready to let her pain go.

Sophie eyed his outstretched leg again. Jack had stopped laughing and now watched her like a confident predator observing its prey.

“Are you willing to risk it?” He nodded towards the route blocked by his outspread limb. “Bet I’m quicker.”

She didn’t doubt it. She’d seen the coiled strength in his muscles.

Sophie put her hands on her hips. “I don’t have time for your games, Jack. Are you going to let me pass?”

With a smirk, he shook his head. “It’s either this, or you sit and talk to me for five minutes.”

Neither option was preferable, but she would rather take a chance at escape than risk opening her heart to him again. “You’re a real jerk, you know that?” She didn’t give him a chance to respond. She flung herself forward, madly dashing for freedom.

He caught her easily, his warm hands locking around her waist pulling her onto his lap with a thud.

“Damn it, Jack.” She slapped her sketchpad against his thigh. “We’re not children anymore.”

“I can feel that,” he told her, cuddling her closer. She wriggled, trying in vain to dislodge his firm grip as his breath tickled the fine hairs on the back of her neck.

Sophie froze as every nerve in her body came to life. It felt good to be in Jack’s arms. He smelled enticingly familiar. Butterflies fluttered within her as that childhood crush burned ever brighter.

He held her there for the briefest of moments, until their breathing synced, and then slid her back onto the log. Sophie held his stare as he gently released her.

With a sigh, Jack rested his hands on his knees. “That didn’t quite go as planned,” he mumbled.

His deep voice snapped Sophie back to reality, and she squirmed further away. She raked fingers through her hair, lifting it off her heated cheeks. “You won,” she panted. “Wasn’t that the plan?”

He frowned, clearly distracted by his own thoughts. “I’d been hoping to convince you to give me a chance, to give our friendship another try, but I’m not off to a good start.”

“Yeah. Not really,” Sophie agreed. She would never admit it to him, but friendship hadn’t been her first thought when she’d landed on his lap. Not even the second. She’d become consumed by something more carnal. Terribly inappropriate thoughts about someone she was supposed to hate.

Jack caught her gaze again, and she could see his disappointment. It tugged at her heart.

He brushed his hand across his forehead. “Maybe this whole thing was a bad idea.” Again, he shook his head, then shot to his feet with a dismissive wave. “I’m sorry if I upset you, Soph. Don’t worry. I’ll try to leave you alone while you’re in town.” Jack headed back towards the path and the cabin beyond.

He didn’t really mean that, did he? Regret swirled uneasily in Sophie’s stomach. She felt ill, her chest heavy. She might not have been ready for the friendship he was after, not yet prepared to forgive him, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t talk—about some things. Like the weather or the wedding?

A blend of remorse and confusion drove her to call out to him around the painful lump in her throat. “Jack.”

His stride never slowed.

Sophie swallowed deeply and tried again, more certain of her decision. The lump in her
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