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Chapter One

I

“Damn!” Jade nearly tripped over her two suitcases as they rolled into 
each other again and the long poster tube slipped off her shoulder 
and jammed itself between them.

“Bloody spinner suitcases!” Muttering curses, she yanked the 
poster tube back up onto her shoulder and straightened the suitcases 
up. The conductor was a big man but he was quicker than he looked. 
He had already moved Jade’s trunks onto the platform and folded 
away the boarding ramp, so there was no way she could thank him 
face-to-face. He was closing the carriage door as the train started 
moving. Over the hiss of the train’s air brake, she called out, “Thank 
you. Thank you so much!”

“All good. No worries!” he yelled back.
This is ridiculous! Jade shook her head. At Central Station in 

Sydney, she had been told that her consigned baggage – two camphor 
trunks – had to go in the first carriage so the conductor could unload 
them without holding the train up. But then, half an hour before 
arriving here at Stop and Go, the conductor had announced that 
anyone getting off at the station should move to the third carriage, 
the last one, to disembark. So now Jade was left to get herself, her 
suitcases and the poster tube back along the platform to her trunks. 

The train had seemed extremely long as Jade ran from one end to 
the other, but now its three carriages appeared minute in the wide 
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expanse of open country. It looks like a giant lizard, Jade thought, as 
she watched the silver carriages slither into the distance under the 
afternoon summer sun.

She jumped as a sudden gust of hot wind stuck her sweat-soaked 
shirt against her back.

The platform was empty. The passengers who had waited with 
her to disembark – one young man had kindly carried her suitcases 
to the platform – were gone. Jade felt empty, too. She sat down on 
one of her trunks and fetched a packet of tissues from her handbag. 
As she wiped the sweat from her face her eyes fell on a large sign, 
emblazoned with the name of the station: Stop and Go. “Spot on!” 
she muttered. 

The wind again picked up with a shriek. Jade jumped up and 
looked around in panic. Where is the man Amber said she was 
sending to pick me up?

The station was just a red brick building and a single platform, 
with public toilets at one end and the stationmaster’s office at the 
other. The middle room was labelled Waiting Room. Jade walked 
along, peeping in every window. Not a soul. On the wall next to the 
door to the waiting room, which was locked, was a communication 
machine with two buttons. The red one was for emergencies and 
the green one for information. Jade pressed the green button, 
expecting someone to answer, but she stepped back in surprise 
when a computer-generated male voice blurted out: “There is no 
information available at this point in time. There is no information 
available at this point in time. There is no information available at 
this point in time …” It seemed to be getting louder and louder as 
Jade poked at the buttons to try and stop it. She covered her ears and 
ran to the end of the platform and around to the other side of the 
building, as if that would stop it … but the voice blared on.

There were a few cars in the car park on that side of the station. A 
stand of gum trees screened the car park from a sealed road. On the 
other side of the road was dense bushland.

The robotic voice finally stopped just as the wind dropped. Jade 
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breathed a sigh of relief. She gazed at the trees beyond the car park, 
wishing they were buildings and people instead. The afternoon was 
so hot and windy that even the birds were silent. She took a deep 
breath and walked back to her luggage. As her eyes fell on the two 
trunks, the two suitcases and the poster – the entire content of her 
not-so-young life sitting on the platform, all alone – Jade felt that she 
had reached a dead end. Why am I here in this strange land? 

A dog barked in the distance, breaking the silence. Jade wiped her 
tears away with the back of her hand and said firmly, “Stop feeling 
sorry for yourself! No one forced you to come here.”

l

Two weeks earlier, Jade’s five-year marriage had ended. It had not 
been a surprise, but she was not in a good way, tearful at night and 
distracted at work by day. No divorce was pleasant, but Jade felt the 
pain acutely because she had divorced not only a man, but a lifelong 
ambition of working in high fashion. 

Jade and Gao Ming, her now ex-husband, had known each other 
since primary school, but their marriage had been more about 
separate ambitions than affection. Gao Ming had proposed to Jade 
when he received a PhD scholarship in Australia to work on green-
wall technology, and they got married before migrating to Australia. 
The position was jointly funded by the University of Technology 
and a French firm. Gao Ming needed Jade’s French-language skills, 
while his French connection was Jade’s hope of eventually making a 
fashion career in Paris. Now, without this connection, how on earth 
could she, a laundrette worker, aspire to the world of haute couture? 

Jade had been working as a clothes mender at Spotless Drycleaning 
at Spot Point for nearly five years. While very sympathetic to what 
Jade was going through, her boss Tim was worried about his 
business. “Sorry, love, you have to pull yourself together. Whenever 
I see you with a hot iron or a pair of scissors lately, my poor heart 
is in my throat,” he declared in a dramatic manner to conceal his 
embarrassment. 
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Spot Point was a trendy area, home to the young and rich or those 
pretending to be young and rich. It was also an international tourist 
hub. Jade’s responsibilities as a clothes mender were considerable. 
She mostly mended top labels and had to match their signature 
needlework, whether she was rebinding collars and cuffs with silk 
trim or repairing damage with embroidery or appliqué. Everything 
had to harmonise with the garment’s original style.

According to Tim, having Jade work with him had been the 
luckiest break of his life. “I’m not just talking about business. Look 
at the upgrade – she’s my personal stylist, too. Her taste and skills 
are nonpareil,” he told all his acquaintances, genuinely expressing 
his admiration as he promoted his business. The two of them had 
got on seamlessly and, as a prominent local figure, Tim went above 
and beyond to help Jade after her divorce. He organised special 
temporary rental accommodation for her at the Passers-by Hotel at 
Kings Cross and offered to help her buy an apartment.

“Forgive me for being nosy. I know you got some money from the 
divorce. Tell me your limit and I’ll find you a good deal.” 

“I don’t want to buy a new home. I need to change my life,” Jade 
had responded sulkily, already determined to get away from Sydney 
and everything from her past. 

“You’re mad,” Tim chided her.
“So be it,” Jade fired back, glaring at him. Tim had walked away 

in a huff. 
A week later, Tim introduced Amber Piper, one of his old friends, 

to Jade. “I hate doing this,” he said in his exaggerated way. “I’m 
basically bankrupting myself by letting you go. But I’m also your 
friend and friendship –” he rolled his eyes “– according to some 
stupid moral standard, is more important than business. What a 
dilemma you’ve put me in!” 

Amber, a woman in her early forties, had red hair and a freckled 
face, and wore rough clothes. She was of average height, but her 
upright posture and commanding presence made her seem tall and 
strong. She used to own the Passers-by Hotel but had sold it and 
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moved to the countryside. She was now co-owner of a country pub 
in a small town called Driftwood, four hours’ drive south-west of 
Sydney, a place she described as “little known and in the middle 
of nowhere”. She offered Jade an unusual job for one year as the 
caretaker of an old wares shop in Driftwood that had belonged to 
an Alice Wong.

“Alice died without a will, and our local authority is obliged to 
spend one year looking for her heirs before taking control of her 
legacy,” Amber told Jade and Tim. “Your Chinese background is 
perfect for the job because some of Alice’s bookkeeping is partly 
in Chinese. Mind you, she was born in Australia, probably third or 
fourth generation Australian. Very strange.”

“Not strange at all,” Tim chimed in. “As we all know, when it 
comes to money, people only trust their native tongue. Anyway, this 
is certainly a perfect job for Jade, in my opinion.” He turned to Jade. 
“It’ll be the change you’ve wanted and it’s temporary. I’ll welcome 
you back in a year’s time and –”

“I must point out …” Amber raised a hand to stop Tim “… the pay 
is basic, no comparison to what you’re getting now as a top clothes 
mender. But there’ll be other benefits.”

Jade accepted the job on the spot. She had no idea what it would 
be like to live in a country town but she wanted a big change. She 
loved the Australian bush and had holidayed in many rural areas.

The following week passed without a moment for her to reflect on 
or regret her decision. Besides sorting out which of her belongings 
to keep and what to abandon, she had to go to work every day to 
train the new clothes mender. By the time she had boarded the train 
that morning, she was on the point of collapse and had slept through 
most of the four-and-a-half-hour train journey. 

Only now, alone on this deserted train station, did Jade begin to 
wonder if she had made a big mistake. The potentially disastrous 
consequences of her impulsive move began to register. 

Something brushed against the back of her legs. Jade turned 
around to see a big German Shepherd staring up at her. The dog’s 
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right eye was missing which made it look fearsome. She took a step 
back.

A voice came from behind her. “He’s very friendly. Tigh, say hello 
to our guest!” 

Tigh wagged his tail, barked a loud “woof ” and sat, offering a paw 
to Jade. 

“Tigh wants to shake hands with our guest, don’t you, my boy?” A 
tall man wearing a pair of large sunglasses appeared in front of Jade. 
“Welcome, I’m Otto, Otto Pound. Amber sent me to pick you up.” 
He held out his hand. 

Facing both the paw and the hand, Jade smiled. She took the paw 
first. “Nice to meet you, Tigh.” Then she shook hands with the man. 
“Thank you, Otto, thank you for coming. I thought … I’m Jade, Jade 
Lin.” 

Otto nodded and then addressed the dog. “It’s our pleasure, isn’t 
it, Tigh? Okay then, let’s move.” He picked up one of the trunks and 
walked to the car park. 

Otto drove a station wagon. It was big, but Jade’s last suitcase still 
could not fit into the cargo area. He scratched his head and asked, 
“Tigh, do you mind if I put this next to you?” 

Tigh barked an answer and stretched his big body over the entire 
back seat.

“Come on Tigh, sit up. Make room, please,” Otto pleaded.
Jade was amused. She bent down to meet the dog’s eye and asked, 

“Do you mind my sitting next to you, Tigh?” Immediately, the dog 
sat up, his mouth open as if he was smiling at the idea.

Otto shrugged and put the suitcase on the passenger seat. 
By the time Jade was sitting next to Tigh in the back seat of Otto’s 

car, her mood had improved hugely. The funny relationship between 
the man and the dog and the tidy interior of Otto’s old station wagon 
had cheered her up. Who knows? As one of Mum’s old sayings goes, 
“Trees move to their death whereas people move to revitalise”. 

“No, forget her old sayings!” she muttered, under her breath.
“Sorry?” Otto turned to her as he put his seatbelt on. 
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“Oh, sorry, I was just remembering something,” she mumbled 
and fastened her own seatbelt. 

The road ran between hilly bushland on one side and open 
pasture on the other. Jade noticed the various shades of green in the 
bush and the huge rocks here and there in the fields. The emptiness 
she had felt after the train pulled away and she had wandered around 
the station disappeared. In fact, squeezed against Tigh’s big warm 
body, she felt satisfied, even cosy. 

Despite the missing eye, Tigh was a handsome dog and had been 
well looked after. His fur was smooth and shining and his teeth white. 
He responded to Jade’s touches affectionately with gentle nudges of 
his head. Jade wanted to ask about Tigh’s eye but thought better of 
it. Instead, she said, “How long will it take us to get to Driftwood?”

“How long is it, Tigh? About forty minutes, would you say?” 
“Woof!” The dog barked to confirm Otto’s estimate.
It was mid-afternoon, the hottest part of the day. Jade saw no 

other cars. The only sign of life was cattle gathered here and there 
under the shade of the trees by the roadside. Sometimes the trees 
were planted too close to the road and Otto slowed down in case 
a silly calf suddenly strayed onto the road. The grass was dry and 
yellow, and did not look very tasty – even to Jade. Poor animals, she 
thought. A gust of hot wind from the open car window blew her long 
hair about. She tried to tug it behind her ears but was unsuccessful.

Otto was watching in the rear-vision mirror and pressed the 
button to raise the window on her side. “Sorry, the air con doesn’t 
work.” 

“No, no, that’s no problem at all. Thank you,” Jade said, impressed 
by his attentive gesture. “Is it often hot and windy like this in summer 
here? The grass looks so dry.” 

“I’d say so. Do you agree, Tigh?”
“Woof!” Tigh agreed. 
“The winter here must be cold. I visited Adelaide once in the 

summer. People there told me that a hot dry summer usually goes 
with a cold winter. Is that true?”
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“True enough, but with our thick winter fur coat, Tigh won’t feel 
the cold.”

“Woof!” 
Will he ever answer me directly?
Jade had more questions – about the town, about Alice Wong and 

her shop, even about this train station in the middle of nowhere. But 
it wasn’t going to be easy to get answers out of this Otto. She shut up. 

Back at the station, hurriedly carrying things to the car, Jade had 
not had a chance to take the man in properly. The only thing that 
had struck her was how shabbily dressed he was. He was tall but his 
work clothes seemed to have been made for a much taller, broader 
man. Watching him walk in front of her with her two suitcases, Jade 
had worried that his sloppy trousers would fall at any moment – they 
badly needed altering. 

Now, sitting in the back seat, Jade noticed the man’s roughly cut 
thick blond hair, his sunburnt neck and his broad shoulders. She 
could not tell if he was in his thirties or forties because his face was 
covered by the oversized sunglasses. But she sensed that this Otto 
was a kind person. 

II

Jade had pictured “little known” Driftwood as a run-down and 
characterless place, but her first sight of the town proved her wrong. 
Entering from the top end, she could see almost the full length of the 
main street – wide, straight and lined with huge trees. The buildings 
were old and rustic but there was no sign of neglect. The variety of 
businesses all looked charming and well maintained. “What a lovely 
town, so many beautiful buildings!” she exclaimed.

Tigh barked before Otto could make any comment. Jade laughed 
and so did Otto, who seemed to have relaxed once he was on home 
ground. This time he spoke directly to Jade: “Wait till you see Alice’s 
house.” 

As they drove down the main street Jade noticed that, although 
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there were no vacant shops, nothing was open and the street was 
empty of people. “The shops close so early on Friday afternoon? 
Where are the people?”

“It’s the last day of our annual book fair. The prizes for the best 
book and the best storyteller will be announced at four. I guess 
everyone has gone to the theatre to wait for the results. That’s why 
Amber couldn’t pick you up. She and Ashley are the front runners.”

“Really? Amber’s a writer?” Jade was surprised as the rough-
looking image of Amber appeared in her mind’s eye. “Who’s Ashley? 
You have a theatre!?” Her stream of questions obviously confused 
Tigh, who stared at her in frustration and then collapsed on the seat 
with a whine. 

“Sorry, I thought you knew Amber well … Yes, we have a very 
nice theatre at the lower end of the town, more than a hundred years 
old. Our book fair is the biggest in the region because we have the 
best bookstore here, The Dog-Eared Bookshop, that Ashley owns.” 

“It’s called what?” 
“Dog-Eared … it’s a second-hand bookstore. But everything in 

Ashley’s shop is top quality. I’m not a big reader but I’ve been to a 
few of her readings, very interesting. She’s the front runner for the 
storytelling prize, and Amber’s new book, Drifters, is up for the best 
book prize.” 

“I thought Amber was a pub owner.” 
“That’s right, she and Wallace, her bloke, own the pub. But she 

writes too. We’ll all be at the pub tonight to mark the end of the book 
fair and to celebrate the winners – I’m sure that both of them will 
win, even though there were entries from all over the place. Amber 
and Ashley are the best,” Otto said with a touch of pride.

“Right.” Jade paused. “I thought I was moving to a dreary place …” 
“Woof, woof, woof!” Tigh barked fiercely.
Otto laughed aloud and said to the dog, “Not happy to hear that, 

are we? There’s nothing humdrum about Driftwood.” He turned to 
Jade. “Be careful. According to Ashley, Tigh’s English is exceptionally 
good.” 
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Jade was a bit embarrassed by her choice of words. “He’s not just 
good at English,” she said. “I’ve never seen such an opinionated dog.” 

“Well, spoilt rotten. What can you do? Here we are.” Otto raised 
his voice as he made a U-turn and stopped next to a house on a 
corner about two-thirds of the way down the main street. 

As Jade got out, she found herself looking at a grand building 
with many fine features – granite walls, elevated foundations, 
marble stairs and a hardwood veranda. Two floor-to-ceiling display 
windows with stained-glass fanlights under the deep awning of the 
front porch faced the two street fronts. There were French doors 
on both levels, those on the upper-level opening to a wraparound 
covered balcony. A lush ginkgo tree in the front garden screened the 
entire building majestically. 

Otto stood next to Jade. “What do you think?” 
“Incredible! I didn’t imagine an old wares shop could be so …” 

Jade tailed off as Otto took off his sunglasses, revealing a pair of 
dazzling blue eyes and a gentle and innocent look. She quickly 
turned away, gesturing towards the house. “Should we go in?” she 
said. I’ll fix his clothes. 

Entering through the side street’s wrought-iron gate, Otto led 
Jade into the backyard and up to the back door. As he made multiple 
trips moving her things inside, Jade set off to explore the house on 
her own. The back door led to a rear annex. She passed a toilet, a 
laundry, a pantry and a large kitchen before reaching the two-storey 
main building. The entire ground floor – the shop – was diamond 
shaped. A partition wall that concealed the back entrance also 
served as the back of the salesperson’s counter. Parallel to the floor-
to-ceiling windows on both street frontages were numerous shelves 
and counters covered with old sheets. In fact, the whole shop and 
the windows were screened with cloth sheets and newspapers. Jade 
could only imagine the broad street views through the glass panes. 

The staircase, an elaborate timber structure with solid railings, 
ornamental posts and moulded wood panelling was by the back wall. 
Jade went upstairs and found herself standing in a long corridor. 


