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Prologue

2001

‘Chelsea, I’ve told you time and time again, it’s your third 
finger, then thumb under, then fourth finger and thumb 
under for a double octave C major scale,’ said Mrs Maher 
in a frustrated tone. ‘I just seem to keep repeating myself. 
In fact, you might as well pack up for the day. You’re not 
listening, once again.’

Thirteen-year-old Chelsea felt like screwing up her nose 
and crossing her eyes behind Mrs Maher’s back, but since 
the piano teacher was sitting beside her and would prob-
ably see, she decided the punishment wouldn’t be worth it. 
The old dragon would probably insist she practise scales 
for the rest of her life. Boring!

Two weeks ago she’d heard a Madonna song on the 
radio. It had been a live version, played only on the piano, 
and the simple melody had made Chelsea fall in love with 
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it. Some of her friends had laughed, told her she was behind 

the times, but Lily hadn’t. The two girls had spent hours 

dancing in front of the mirror, learning the words and 

singing at the tops of their voices.

Chelsea had tinkered on the piano, working out the notes 

and finally getting the tune for ‘Crazy For You’. Of course, 

if she’d looked hard enough when she’d visited Adelaide 

with her family, there would have been a music shop that 

sold the sheet music, but Chelsea preferred to nut it out for 

herself. The sheet music would’ve meant she had to play 

the piece the way it was written. Working it out for herself 

meant she could play it exactly how she wanted to. Did it 

really matter if her technique wasn’t perfect when she could 

touch the keys on the piano and make them sing sweeter 

than anyone in the school? The music theory was boring. 

She just wanted to play her own way, not the way she was 

told to, or expected to. Her Great-Grandfather Baxter had 

once told her she was unique, and Chelsea planned to keep 

it that way by rebelling against the rules.

Chelsea had heard Mrs Maher tell Mrs Granger, who 

was her English teacher: ‘That Chelsea Taylor, she’s the 

best student I’ve taught since I’ve been here. Very talented.’

‘If you can keep her interested in the piano, you’ll have 

done better than the rest of the teachers here,’ Mrs Granger 

had responded. ‘Chelsea lives in a world of her own. No 

focus at all, staring out the window or lost in her own 

thoughts most of the time. Frustrating, because she’s really 

quite intelligent.’
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‘I’m not sure it’s a world of her own,’ Mrs Maher had 

countered. ‘I don’t think she likes to conform with the 

school rules so she does things her own way.’

The warm glow Chelsea had felt when she’d overheard 

the conversation started in her belly again. Well, until she 

remembered the last thing Mrs Maher had said. What 

would she know? Adults, even if they were right, didn’t 

know anything about kids!

Instead of making a face at her piano teacher, she smiled 

and ran her fingers over the keys, causing a storm of notes to 

erupt, before settling into the beautiful and melodic chords 

of another Madonna song, ‘Live To Tell’. She remembered 

the tune by heart. Learning to read music had always 

seemed a bore to her, especially when she knew she could 

remember the song easily. Perhaps not exactly as it was 

scored, but did that really matter? All the best musicians 

put their own spin on the music they played.

As her fingers ran across the keys, she imagined herself on 

stage in front of a packed audience at the Opera House, just 

like Richard Clayderman. Her Great-Grandfather Baxter 

had listened to the pianist and, although she’d never been 

to one of his concerts, she imagined what it must be like to 

play in front of a huge adoring audience.

Clayderman’s music was continually played on the CD 

player she had saved up for, although neither of her parents 

could understand why she liked solo piano music when 

she could have been listening to good old country music 

like Slim Dusty or Kenny Rogers. Or even Anne Murray. 
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It wasn’t that she didn’t like the country scene; she loved 

all sorts of music.

‘Music is putting a sound to your feelings,’ her great-

grandfather had always said. ‘There is a piece of music for 

every emotion.’

Chelsea had always agreed with that, and it didn’t matter 

to her if it was a modern pop song or a piece written 

hundreds of years ago. If she could feel what the music was 

saying, then she loved it. And the music helped calm her 

when she wanted to scream and yell at her mother, who 

had never understood her.

To her it was neither here nor there that the piano she 

was playing was slightly off key and an upright rather than 

a grand, with worn yellow ivories rather than glossy ones. 

She didn’t hear anything but the music swirling up into 

the rafters of the concert hall and the applause afterwards.

‘All right, all right, that’s enough. I said pack up,’ 

Mrs Maher snapped, bringing Chelsea abruptly back down 

to earth. ‘Is your mother picking you up today?’

Chelsea’s fingers itched to keep playing but she knew 

that tone. Reluctantly she took her hands away and placed 

them in her lap.

‘I think so,’ she sighed. ‘I’ve got netball practice this 

afternoon.’ She scowled at the thought of running around a 

court playing a game that held no interest for her. Gathering 

up her sheet music, she stuffed it into her bag. She hated 

netball and the after-school training. It meant time away 

from her horse, Pinto, and the piano. But her mother had 
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been an A-grade goal defence and thought her daughter 
should be exactly like her.

Unfortunately, Chelsea was nothing like her mother, not 
in looks, stature or sporting ability, or in personality. Her 
mum was tall and willowy, which had helped her in playing 
a goal defence. Her shiny black hair was usually tied up 
in a ponytail and she kept fit playing sport and working on 
the farm. Chelsea was shorter, and a little heavier than she 
should be. Her hair was an uninteresting mousy brown like 
her dad’s, but she had inherited his crazy-coloured eyes—
sometimes brown, sometimes blue, depending on what she 
was wearing. Dale, her annoying older brother, said her eyes 
made her look like a madwoman. And, according to him, 
she looked even crazier when she was playing the piano.

‘Get stuffed,’ was her standard reply. Those words were 
exactly what she wanted to say to her mum when she 
dragged Chelsea to after-school practice and yelled advice 
from the sideline.

Wednesdays were a special kind of torture for Chelsea.
Mrs Maher broke into her grumpy thoughts about the 

afternoon’s activities. ‘Where’s your practice book?’
Chelsea fished around in her schoolbag then brought out 

a tattered A4 notebook and handed it over, so Mrs Maher 
could write down all the boring scales and exercises she 
was supposed to do before next week’s lesson—not that 
she did them often.

After a moment of scribbling, Mrs Maher handed it back 
to her, and Chelsea looked at what her next week’s practice 
would be. To her surprise she saw the scrawly handwriting 
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said: Play. Play whatever you like, but make sure you play 
for at least two hours per day. Chelsea blinked as the book 
was snapped shut with such force it sounded like a clap.

‘I’ll see you next week. Make you sure you practise 
everything I’ve written down.’

That was her standard line and Chelsea wanted to ask 
why she’d changed it from tedious chords, arpeggios and 
scales, but instead she shoved the book into her bag 
and hoisted it over her shoulder.

‘See ya!’ she threw over her shoulder as she rushed into 
the bright sunlight and heard a voice calling her.

‘Chels! Have you finished?’ Her best friend Lily Jackson 
was sitting underneath a large pepper tree. ‘I’ve been waiting 
an age.’

‘Yeah, I’m sure she kept me in there longer than normal. 
Got this idea I have to do everything perfectly.’ She slung 
her bag down and pulled out her plastic lunchbox, hoping 
against hope that there was something left in there from 
yesterday. Her stomach had been rumbling ever since she’d 
realised she hadn’t packed her lunch this morning. The 
curried egg sandwich would still be on the kitchen bench 
where she’d left it before she’d ridden her bike to the end 
of the driveway and caught the school bus. It was Dale’s 
fault. He’d distracted her by teasing her about falling off 
Pinto yesterday and landing in a patch of bindi-eye prickles.

Yes! SAOs and Vegemite. They’d be soggy by now, but 
she didn’t care. It was something to fill her stomach and 
distract her from the thought of netball practice.

‘Did you forget your lunch again?’ Lily asked.
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‘Uh-huh,’ she answered around the crumbs.
Without saying anything more, Lily handed her half of 

her ham sandwich. ‘You’re always doing that!’
‘Dale was teasing me, so it’s not technically my fault this 

time. He distracted me.’ Lily gave Chelsea a look which 
included raised eyebrows and disbelief at the ‘not tech-
nically my fault’ excuse. ‘And then when I started riding 
my bike, I had all these notes running through my head. 
Tunes which would sound like rain if I played them, and 
I wanted to get to the school bus so I could write them 
down before I forgot.’

‘And did you?’
‘What?’
‘Get it all written down before you forgot?’
‘Yeah. I wanted to play it to her today,’ Chelsea nodded 

towards the music room. ‘But I knew she wouldn’t listen 
to it. Or she’d tell me off: “You can’t compose music when 
you don’t understand the basics, Chelsea.”’ She imitated 
her teacher’s snooty voice.

A horn tooted and both girls looked up as a mud-covered 
ute pulled up.

Chelsea sighed, then waved reluctantly. ‘What is she 
doing here and why is she so embarrassing?’ she muttered 
as her mother opened the ute door and walked towards 
them, pulling her hair back in a ponytail and tying it with 
the ever-present elastic tie she kept on her wrist. Dressed in 
jeans, knee-high boots and a red jumper, she looked like 
she’d stepped out of a fashion magazine. Lily had confided 
once she wished her mum was as trendy as her friend’s. 
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Chelsea had been shocked. She’d never seen her mum in that 
light, but she supposed she was trendier than Mrs Jackson, 
who only wore one of two dresses to church every Sunday.

‘Wow, she looks like she’s stepped out of the Cleo 
magazine I’ve got hidden under my mattress so Mum can’t 
find it,’ Lily said, staring until Chelsea hit her arm gently.

‘Wait until she starts yelling at you to make sure you’ve 
got a clear centre pass at netball. She won’t look so trendy 
then!’ She made a wide-eyed stare, imitating her mum as 
she called from the sidelines.

Lily giggled and shoved some more sandwich into her 
mouth.

‘Hi, girls! Why aren’t you out on the oval playing with 
all the other kids?’

‘Because we never are, Mum,’ Chelsea answered. ‘We 
don’t like sport.’

‘Oh, rubbish,’ Pip said, reaching up and tightening her 
hair tie. ‘Everyone likes running around playing four square 
or dodge ball, don’t they, Lily?’

‘We don’t,’ Chelsea said emphatically. ‘What are you 
doing here, Mum? I didn’t think you were coming in until 
after school.’

‘I’m here for a netball club meeting, and Mrs Maher 
rang to say she wanted to talk to me, so I thought I’d kill 
two birds with the one stone. Any idea why?’

Chelsea stopped chewing and looked up, fear trickling 
through her stomach. ‘No. Have I done something wrong?’

‘I don’t know, have you? Better go and find out. I guess 
she’ll be in the office. Coming?’
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Reluctantly, Chelsea crammed the last of the sandwich 

in her mouth and grabbed her bag. What if Mrs Maher 

didn’t want to teach her anymore? Sure, she didn’t like 

the woman, but that would mean she wouldn’t get to play 

during school hours and the piano was the only thing that 

kept her sane. After all, it wasn’t like her mum understood 

her, because if she did, she wouldn’t gently poke fun at her 

love of all the things that were important to her. Her horse, 

her music, the type of music she liked! Or push her to 

play sports all the time. Her mother didn’t do that with 

Dale. She was always telling him how clever he was and 

how she was proud of the way he’d got the sheep in from 

the bottom paddock.

Her dad didn’t really get her either. He loved music, but 

to him it was a form of relaxation rather than a real job, 

and she’d like to make playing the piano a real job, but 

she didn’t really know how. Anyhow, her dad was always 

in the background saying encouraging things, rather than: 

‘Someone who knows how to pass the ball well doesn’t 

just use their body weight, Chelsea. They use elbows and 

fingers. Come on Chels, I’ve shown you this before . . .’

What. Ever.

Chelsea gave Lily a rueful look as she got to her feet. 

‘See ya in class.’

‘Good luck.’

‘How did your lesson go today?’ Pip asked as she hurried 

Chelsea towards the staffroom.

‘Fine.’
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‘Did you remember to bring your sandshoes for netball 
training? We’re going to be practising passing and ball 
handling. It’ll be great to see how much you girls have 
improved since last week, with the new exercises. I’ve got a 
whole lot more to give you.’ Pip stopped at the front office 
door and looked at her daughter.

Chelsea could read the excitement in her mother’s face 
and felt a rush of annoyance. She hadn’t done any training 
during the week, only played the piano and ridden Pinto. 
Why her mum had to be her netball coach, she did not know. 
Sighing, she followed her mother through the doorway and 
stood behind her, fidgeting while Pip gave the receptionist 
a warm grin and asked to see Mrs Maher.

When the piano teacher arrived, she put her hand up 
to stop Chelsea from following them into the staffroom. 
‘Wait here,’ was all she said.

Chelsea crossed her eyes at Mrs Maher’s back then 
slumped on a couch in the waiting room, her hand tapping 
in rhythm to the tune in her head.

Ten minutes passed before her mother came out, looking 
dazed and holding a shiny folder. She said to Chelsea, 
‘Mrs Maher thinks you’re good enough to get a scholarship 
to the Conservatorium.’
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2018

Chelsea drove slowly through the small country town of 
Barker. Her home town was nestled at the base of the 
Flinders Ranges and had a population of only a few 
hundred people. Her eyes searched the streets to see what 
had changed in the past ten years. The trees that had been 
planted in the middle of the main street were green and 
lush, but the lawn beneath them was dry. So dry she’d 
probably cut the soles of her feet if she ran on it like she 
and Lily had in the middle of one night, the last summer 
she’d lived at home.

The town was quiet. The streets were empty and there 
was a total of three cars parked in front of the supermarket. 
The supermarket was the first change she noted. It used 
to be owned by Mrs Chapman; now it boasted the logo 
of the IGA chain.
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The newsagency seemed the same, as did the post office 

across the road. There was a war memorial near the trees in 

the medium strip, and her mouth pulled up in a half-smile 

as she remembered the night she’d stayed at Lily’s place and 

they’d snuck out after midnight to roam the streets. They’d 

thought they were so adventurous and daring. Barker was 

as quiet and safe as a church. Ah, the naivety of youth! 

But the kids had forgotten that Barker was on the main 

road between Perth and Sydney so there were strangers 

passing through all the time. They had just never imagined 

anything untoward could happen in Barker. It was a sleepy 

town where nothing exciting took place.

Chelsea pulled into a spot next to one of the cars 

already parked in front of the supermarket. As she looked 

around, she realised that the chemist, where she’d always 

been given black jelly beans by old Mr Ford, had been 

replaced with a small café. Good, she might be able to 

get a decent coffee when she came into town. As Chelsea 

switched off the engine, she decided she would bet her last 

pay cheque that the cars parked in the street still wouldn’t 

be locked and the keys would be in the ignitions. No one 

ever locked their cars in Barker. Even with the few changes 

on the main street.

‘Mummy?’

The sleepy voice of her four-year-old daughter, Aria, 

startled her and she turned around to face the back seat. 

Her daughter’s black curls were stuck to her head and her 

cheeks were flushed.
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‘Hello there,’ she smiled. ‘I thought we’d stop for an 
ice cream.’

‘Are we at Papa’s place yet?’
‘No, this is the town where I went to school. Do you 

remember how I told you I had to catch the bus from the 
farm to school? Papa’s place is a bit more of a drive yet.’ 
She unclipped her seatbelt and opened the door. Unprepared 
for the blast of furnace-like heat, she gasped and slammed 
the door shut, before walking around to get Aria out of 
her car seat.

‘It’s boiling, Mummy,’ Aria said, pushing her hair back 
from her face. She was hot and sweaty, but still did a couple 
of hops and a jump up onto the footpath.

‘Summer in the Flinders Ranges is always hot, honey. I’d 
forgotten how hot.’ She wiped her long, slim fingers across 
her brow and pushed her hair from her eyes. ‘Come on, 
I think the airconditioner will be on inside the shop.’ She 
pushed open the door and waited for Aria to go in first.

‘Hello,’ said the man behind the counter as she felt the 
first blast of refreshing cold air.

Chelsea tried to keep the look of shock from her face. 
Even though she’d realised Mrs Chapman probably wasn’t 
running the supermarket any longer, she hadn’t expected 
her to have been replaced by a man who looked like he 
came from the Middle East. This was Barker, after all, 
hardly a multicultural hub.

‘Hello,’ she said, gathering herself.
Walking around, she noticed a section dedicated to 

Middle Eastern and Asian cuisine that never would’ve 
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been in stock if Mrs Chapman still owned the store. And 
very different to the chops and three veg that her mother 
used to dish up to her dad every night. She grabbed a few 
essentials then lifted Aria up so she could look into the 
freezer and choose an ice cream.

She put her items on the counter and the man rang up 
the purchases before putting them in a box. No plastic bags 
here. ‘Where’s Mrs Chapman?’ she asked as she handed 
over a fifty-dollar note.

‘Who?’ the man gave her a confused glance.
‘Mrs Chapman. The owner. Or doesn’t she own the 

shop anymore?’ She wondered how well he spoke English.
‘Ah, Gloria,’ he answered fluently, and Chelsea wanted 

to kick herself for making assumptions. ‘She is no longer 
here. I bought the shop from her two years ago.’

‘Right. Of course. I guess she’d be pretty old by now. 
Been a while since I was home.’

‘You used to live here?’
Chelsea nodded and reached down to stop Aria pulling 

on her T-shirt, wanting her icy pole. ‘Wait, honey.’ Turning 
back to the man, she answered, ‘Yeah, I’m Tom Taylor’s 
daughter, Chelsea. Haven’t been home in ten years. I guess 
a lot has changed.’ Unwrapping the icy pole, she handed it 
to Aria and picked up the box.

‘It is nice to meet you, Chelsea. And you too, little one. 
I am Amal. Enjoy your time being in your homeland.’

Giving him a curious smile, she guided Aria out the 
door. What did he mean, ‘homeland’? How did he know 
she’d been away overseas?
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‘Let me just put this in the car and we’ll go for a quick 

look around,’ she said, placing the box on the back seat, 

then taking her daughter’s hand.

They walked down the main street together, the heat 

rising from the pavement. Chelsea looked in each window 

in the hope of catching glimpses of people she knew—kids 

from school, or their parents. There was no one. How 

could the footpaths be empty with a few hundred people 

living in Barker?

At the end of the street they came to the butcher’s shop 

and Chelsea wondered if she should get some steak for 

dinner tonight. Her dad always liked steak as a change 

from chops. Still, he might see it as a suck-up job.

The door opened and an old lady carrying a string bag 

stepped out onto the footpath. Something about the woman 

was familiar.

She glanced at Chelsea, then down at the little girl, and 

she stopped. ‘Chelsea Taylor? Is that you?’

Chelsea couldn’t place her, so she just nodded. ‘Yes,’ she 

added for good measure.

A look of disgust crossed the woman’s face. ‘Got a 

bit too big for your home town, did you? Well, it’s about 

time you came back. Fancy, never turning up for your—’ 

She broke off and shook her head. ‘Well . . . I can’t say 

that your father will be pleased to see you.’ With that, she 

turned and stalked towards one of the four cars parked 

in the street.

Chelsea blinked, a sliver of anxiety running through her.
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‘Was that lady angry with you, Mummy?’ The icy pole 
was now finished, and Chelsea could see Aria’s hands were 
covered in a sticky mess.

‘Let’s go and clean up those hands and get going out to 
Papa’s. What do you say?’

‘But . . .’
‘Aria, let’s go.’ Chelsea wanted to get off the street and 

away from prying eyes before anyone else could pass judge-
ment on her. Was that what they thought of her now? 
Chelsea, the town darling, had become too big-headed for 
her home. She knew how a small town could have a person 
charged and guilty without any proper evidence, but the 
thought made her sad. If only they all knew . . .

A few minutes later they were back in her little red Ford 
Focus and heading towards the petrol station, which boasted 
three petrol pumps and the best takeaway in the area.

Chelsea’s mouth dropped open as they drove by the site. 
It was gone. Actually, that wasn’t strictly true. The shell 
of the building was still there, but the windows had been 
smashed in and the walls were covered with graffiti. There 
were empty spaces where the pumps had been. Where did 
people get their fuel from?

‘Mummy, what are those bushes? They look really 
prickly.’

Chelsea ignored Aria’s chatter from the back seat and 
concentrated on the road. Now she had left the town 
boundary, she still remembered to slow down as she went 
through the creek, which had an unexpectedly deep dip, 
and to keep an eye out for kangaroos near the grove of 
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saltbush on the side of the road. Her dad had always said 

it was the best place for a roo to jump out and surprise 

them—especially since the roos were the same colour as 

the vegetation.

One kilometre out of town she saw the turn-off to the 

cemetery and lifted her foot off the accelerator.

Was her mother buried there? She didn’t even know. 

Just as she hadn’t known about the funeral. Or about her 

death. Until it was too late.

The lump that had threatened all day finally made its 

way to the middle of her throat and sat like a stone. She 

swallowed. It didn’t move.

Tears were hovering too, but she couldn’t cry in front 

of Aria. She had to be strong. Like she always had been. 

No tears, no emotion, no thinking about things that would 

make her feel overwhelmed by sadness. This was the reason 

Aria’s father was never mentioned either.

‘Mummy?’ The high-pitched voice was now pleading. 

‘Mummy! You’re not listening . . .’

‘What?’ The word came from Chelsea with such anger 

that Aria stopped talking and looked down at her hands, 

her lips trembling.

The cemetery was behind them now and Chelsea pushed 

her foot down and blew out a breath. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ 

she soothed. ‘Look, let’s sing something. To take our mind 

off the trip. It’s been such a long drive and you’ve been so 

good. I know it’s hard being cooped up for hours. What 

would you like to sing? Your choice, honey.’
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‘One hundred green bottles!’ Aria said, her voice 
triumphant, as though she’d been waiting the whole journey 
for this moment.

Chelsea closed her eyes briefly and sent a silent plea for 
patience, then started to sing.


