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      Fate. It’s a fickle master. One minute I was riding the wave of happiness and success. Everything in my life was just the way my ten-year-old self had imagined it would be. I had a successful bakery specializing in cupcakes, my days were filled with sugar filled creations and customers lined the streets to buy my wares. I had a gorgeous kind-of boyfriend, and my parents were on a trek to Machu Picchu, their phones out of signal, leaving me alone.

      But was Fate happy? No. It was not. Fate was only happy once it set me up and then ripped the carpet out from under my feet so that I fell flat on my face.

      I’m Tilly Lockhart, and this is my story.
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      Back on my feet.

      Those words played on a loop in my head, like a mantra. It was the only way I could keep moving forward.

      I stood on the pavement and took a deep shuddery breath, adjusting the container I was holding. Looking up at the foreboding building at the top of the steps, I gulped. Two stories of dark brick, and soulless windows glared back at me, daring me to enter. The busy streets of Westport buzzed behind me with vehicles and pedestrians bustling about their day as the threat of rain loomed dark overhead. A bus pulled to a stop at the traffic light, horns blared, and in the distance a siren screamed someone’s pain. But it all fell into the background as the brass sign on the high gloss black door in front of me alerted me to the fact that I had reached my destination.

      
        
        Blackburn & Associates

        Attorneys at Law

      

      

      I’d received a call two days ago from the secretary of Gregory Blackburn the Third, requesting an appointment with me. I did tell her when she called that I thought she had the wrong person, but she confirmed she was after Matilda Mary Lockhart of 76 Ivy Road, Westport. I was only Matilda on my birth certificate, and it was technically my parents who lived at 76 Ivy Road. I was just staying there while I got back on my feet, but there was no doubt that she had the right person and so the appointment was set up.

      My stomach contracted with anxiety as the events of the recent past played through my mind. One month ago, today, I had closed the door on my beloved cupcake shop. The shop that had held all my hopes and dreams, where I belonged and where I could help people.

      Sure, my cupcakes didn’t cure the world of disease, or end wars but they definitely made people happy. I loved seeing the smiles of my regular customers light up when I kept a stash of their favorites aside, just for them. I loved seeing the mums call in after school to buy their children a treat for getting a good report card, and I loved those special occasions like Christmas and Valentine’s Day which gave me the opportunity to create the most amazing, sugar filled delights. To see it all fall in a heap because I sucked at business had broken my heart.

      Baking cupcakes was what I was good at, and I wasn’t good at much. I had a list of failed careers behind me as a testament to that, but hey, no one could say that I hadn’t tried.

      “Look out!”

      I spun on my heel at the sound of a bicycle bell. A Lycra clad cyclist with a beer belly, cursed loudly as he swerved around me, causing me to squeal. My heart missed a beat and the plastic container I was holding slipped from my grasp, my hands fumbling to catch it before it hit the ground.

      “Bugger, that was close!” My entire body shook as I clutched the container tight. Like I wasn’t anxious enough. I did not need to destroy the one thing that may put me on Mr. Blackburn’s good side.

      I’d spent hours last night baking this batch of cupcakes to give to him in the hope that he would go easy on me. I hadn’t been told what this meeting was about, but I was certain that it was to do with my looming bankruptcy which was why I’d decided to sweeten him up with sugar. My plan may not have been perfect, but it was the only one I had.
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        * * *

      

      I stood in front of the floor to ceiling windows inside Gregory Blackburn the Third’s high spec office, watching the rain pelt the glass. Smoothing a few stray locks, I looked around. The glass topped desk glistened under the overhead lights; a high-backed leather chair pushed neatly under it. Dark oak shelving holding many intimidating looking books lined the wall, and the plush white carpet felt luxurious under my feet.

      I slipped off my high heeled pumps and dug my toes into the soft carpet using it like a stress ball. My stomach rumbled. I’d missed lunch, and low sugar levels didn’t help my anxious mood. I loved sugar in all its forms. To be low on it was a terrible, terrible thing.

      My gaze fell to the container of cupcakes that sat on the chair. Moving to it, I pulled back the lid and peeked inside to double check they were all safe. Gratitude swept over me as I eyed the rows of deluxe Butterfinger cupcakes with the ganache filling, their red icing balancing the fondant legal scrolls I’d spent hours making.

      The scent of chocolate and sugar filled my senses and a calm enveloped me. My creations were safe.

      Smiling, I adjusted one of the cakes slightly to the left in order for the rows to line up perfectly, just as the door behind me abruptly opened.

      I jumped and the container slipped from my hands. It fell through the air as I fumbled after it. But alas the Gods of coordination had already favored me once today, so instead of an Olympic worthy save, my fingers slipped against the smooth plastic, flipping it upside down. It landed perfectly with a thump. Urgh.

      Mr. Blackburn walked toward me, his made to measure expensive suit molding to his body perfectly, his hand extended for me to shake. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting.” His eyes dropped to the mess on the floor.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” I stammered, dropping to my knees. The red icing and dark rich ganache were oozing their way into the fibers of the white carpet, and the world spun as the blood drained from my face.

      “What on earth...?” His voice faded.

      “They were cupcakes,” I mumbled, hurriedly attempting to scoop the mess back into the container. “I made them for you, but...”

      I looked up and our eyes connected.

      His jaw clenched and his shoulders tensed. I could see how as a lawyer he could intimidate his opposition.

      “That was very thoughtful of you,” he said, tersely.

      I flicked a dollop of icing from my fingers, ready to scoop some more.

      “Leave it! You’re just making it worse.”

      I wasn’t sure it could be worse.

      I sat back on my heels and gulped.

      “I’m sorry. So sorry,” I mumbled.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get my secretary to clean it up after our meeting.”

      “Please send me the bill for the cleaning.” Or add it to the cumulative total, more like.

      “Really, don’t worry about it. It’s not a big drama.” He waved his hand dismissively, yet his eyes belied the truth. “Why don’t you take a seat and I can fill you in on why you’re here.”

      My stomach did a little flip with apprehension.

      He unbuttoned his navy jacket and moved fluidly around the desk, sidestepping my shoes that I’d left near the window.

      Mr. Blackburn wasn’t at all what I was expecting. To be honest I’d been imagining a man who was about to retire and had lots of nose hair. This guy was definitely not old and from what I could see, his nasal hairs were perfectly well-groomed. Just like the rest of him.

      Sitting back on my chair, I licked my fingers to remove the mix of cake and icing, regret momentarily displacing my anxiety. These cakes tasted as good as they looked. Not that Mr. Blackburn would ever know.

      He sat behind the desk, his nose scrunched and his eyes narrowed studying me, before he opened a drawer and offered me a box of tissues.

      “Thank you.”

      He stared at me for a bit before his finger moved to the edge of his lip. “You have ummm, you have some there.”

      Oh geez.

      I swiped at my lip. “You’re younger than I expected,” I blurted out before my brain could stop my mouth.

      He smiled, flashing a perfect set of dimples. “You were probably expecting my grandfather. He retired a few months ago and passed the business to me.”

      I tried to remember to think before speaking next time. But nerves did that to me.

      “I’ve just finished the remodel. Brought it into the twenty first century so to speak.”

      “So, the carpet was new?” Heat flushed my cheeks as I cringed.

      “Ah, yes. Laid just last week.”

      “Did I mention that I’m sorry?” I whispered.

      “Yes, but don’t worry about it. Now, let’s get on to business, shall we? Do you mind if I call you Matilda?”

      “It’s Tilly, actually. But really, I’m not fussy. Just don’t call me late for dinner.” I nervously laughed.

      Gregory Blackburn the Third didn’t seem to get my joke. Oh well, I tried.

      He opened a folder on his desk. “Now you’re probably wondering why I’ve asked you here today?”

      That was an understatement. “Am I in trouble?” My stomach tightened as I prepared myself for what was to come.

      “No.”

      Huh?

      “Quite the opposite, in fact.” He shuffled the papers in front of him and cleared his throat. “You’re here for me to read you the last will and testament of your great aunt, Matilda Mary Lockhart.”

      “You can just call me Tilly.”

      “Pardon?”

      “You can just call me Tilly. You don’t need to keep saying Matilda Mary Lockhart.”

      “I was referring to your great aunt.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your great aunt,” he repeated on a sigh. “She passed away a few months ago.” His brows furrowed. “You didn’t know?”

      “Sorry, but I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Okay, let me start at the beginning, then. Your great aunt passed away and we’re here today to read her last will and testament.”

      “How am I related to this great aunt exactly?”

      “Well, it appears that she and your great grandfather on your father’s side were siblings.”

      “And she kept the Lockhart name?”

      “She never married.”

      “Oh. How old was she?”

      “Ninety-five.”

      “Geez,” I chewed my thumb nail. “You said she passed away a few months ago?”

      “Yes, she passed on October 8th, about ten weeks ago. Probate holds these things up.”

      “How did she die?”

      “Please be assured she passed peacefully in her sleep.” Sincerity shone from his eyes. “She’d had good health and it was old age catching up with her in the end.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s good at least. But why am I the one who’s been called here? Why didn’t you tell my dad or his cousin, Tony?” I pushed my back into the chair and crossed my legs, my foot jiggling.

      “I was instructed to call you as the sole beneficiary of her estate.”

      I sat up straight. Did he just say estate? And sole beneficiary? Now he really had my attention.
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      My heartbeats were fast in my chest as my car idled at the entrance to the property. It was pretty unimpressive, just two rusty iron gates held back by bricks, allowing visitors to pass through. A worn sign advising me this was ‘Dun Roamin’ swung from a white timber mail box. It leaned precariously, the tall grass swaying gently as the breeze moved across the flat plain and I expected a tumbleweed to stop by any second. I looked ahead of me, down the gravel driveway. There, in the distance, was a group of trees. I guessed that was where I’d find my new home.

      Swallowing the anxiety that sat like a heavy lump in my throat, I depressed the accelerator and moved my powder blue Fiat 500 forwards onto the gravel, leaving the safety of the single lane road behind me. The roadside grass disappeared, and crops rose high from the ground obscuring the life I knew from view.

      A cloud of dust billowed behind my car. I shivered. What was I doing? I wasn’t this person. I actually couldn’t remember the last time I’d driven on gravel. And my little car was not appreciating the rough drive.

      Ignoring my racing pulse and the tightness in my chest, I took some deep calming breaths and concentrated on driving, only stopping when my path was blocked by a large cow. Thankfully I wasn’t driving fast, but a trailing cloud of dust surrounded me when I hit the brakes, and the car came skidding to a halt only meters from the cow’s white belted black coat. Once the dust had settled, the cow looked me in the eye, casually chewing a blade of grass hanging from its mouth.

      I swallowed hard against my dry mouth. I’d never been this close to an animal heavier than my car before and if I was completely honest, it scared the beejeezus out of me. Plus, I had no idea what I should do next. The cow didn’t seem fazed by my presence and definitely didn’t appear to be moving any time soon.

      Assessing my options, I wondered what I knew about cows. Hmmm, I knew they were large, gave us milk, that they had the biggest, most beautiful eyes, and according to the nursery rhyme they could jump over the moon. None of which was going to help me now, though.

      Okay, what would David Attenborough do? He’d probably send his camera crew to shoo it away, is what he would do. Without a camera crew to do the job for me, I wondered if I should drive around it. But that would put me in the crop. I could move closer to the cow to see if it took the hint and got out of the way, or I could get out of the car and shoo it. I gave my horn a little toot to see if it would move along. When it didn’t work, I opted for option A and drove around it.

      “Eeeek,” I squealed, flattening the crop. The cow looked me in the eye as I maneuvered past it.

      Only once the cow was clearly visible in my rear vision mirror, I released the breath I was holding, and continued along the gravel path until I reached a T-section. Wondering which way to go, I took a guess, turned left, and followed the path through the tall, pretty flowering oleanders.

      My thoughts raced over the events of the last week. I still couldn’t quite believe how Fate had changed its mind so quickly again. One minute there I was on the verge of bankruptcy and then the next I was an inheritee. I’d never inherited anything before, let alone a farm. Even though Mr. Blackburn had informed me that it was technically half a farm as Matilda had sold the other part off a few years before.

      I had to live here for a year before the deed was transferred into my name, and if I left before the time was up, the inheritance would go to the local Arts society. As much as I liked the arts, I couldn’t bear to lose this opportunity. So, I could do this, right? I mean, how hard could it be?

      I pulled to a stop in front of an old timber house and some of the happiness the inheritance had given me evaporated.

      Concerned I may have lost complete blood supply to my white knuckles, I loosened my grip on the steering wheel and leaned my body weight forward, giving myself a better view of the traditional Queenslander with the wide verandas. Its high-pitched roof was more rusty than not. I could see that once upon a time the house had been painted white, but it had peeled away, revealing aged timber beneath it. The five steps leading to the front door were old and rickety, the grass surrounding the building was brown, and the one-eyed dog looking in my direction from the top of the steps looked plain sad.

      This was Dun Roamin? My shoulders sank along with my hopes as a weight settled heavily in my stomach. I’d imagined a sprawling farmhouse, lush gardens, and a dog contentedly sleeping on the airy verandah enjoying the afternoon breeze. I mean it was worth three point six million dollars! For that kind of money in my home town of Westport, you could get a mansion overlooking the ocean.

      I indulged my anxieties for a moment by hyperventilating, before dropping my forehead to the steering wheel and attempting to control my breathing as any confidence I’d had disappeared into thin air. I was a city girl through and through. I loved buildings, and shops, and…and…bitumen roads.

      I lifted my head once again, and the dog made its way down the steps toward my car. I pressed my nose to the inside of the glass window and looked down as it lifted its back leg and peed all over my front wheel. Argh!

      I sat back, rested my head against the car seat, and closed my eyes. A three point six-million-dollar property, plus nearly a hundred thousand in cash. With that kind of money, I’d be able to pay back all my debts, return to Westport and reopen my cupcake shop. I’d loved that shop with all my heart, and I’d cried for weeks when Mum, Dad and the bank had all asked for their investment money back.

      This inheritance had come at a fantastic time. I mean, obviously it wasn’t a fantastic time for Great Aunt Matilda. No, I was sure she would have much rather been here enjoying the money herself.

      The questions I still had about the inheritance zipped through my mind. Why did my great aunt have the exact same name as me—Matilda Mary Lockhart? Why was it that when I spoke to Dad about it, he professed to not knowing anything about her, yet Mum insisted that it was his idea I be given my name? Why did the will state I had to live here for a year before the transfer? And why was it left to me instead of my dad or his cousin, Tony? After all, Matilda was their aunt before she was mine.

      I opened my eyes and looked back at the house. I needed to do this. Not just for the money. I needed not to fail at something. Especially before I’d even tried. And yes, I didn’t know my Great Aunt Matilda, but she obviously wanted me to have this farm for a reason, didn’t she? Who the hell knew what the reason was, but I guessed in time I would figure it out. So, I just needed to stay positive. Sure, the house looked old and dirty from the outside, but it could all be fixed, right?

      I killed the car motor. With a determined enthusiasm, I grabbed my handbag off the seat, plucked up all my courage and opened the car door, stepping my (albeit fake) Louboutin clad foot out into the hot afternoon air, and almost breaking my ankle as my heel twisted on the gravel.

      Immediately a thousand flies swarmed at me, some landing on my shirt, some trying to get into my mouth. I learned pretty quickly that I needed to keep my mouth shut. That wouldn’t be easy for me, but looking around at the farm, I figured nothing about my new life was going to be easy.

      The sound of the wind whistling through the trees brought with it the scent of fresh country air, and I filled my lungs before the dog sniffed at my feet. I had a moment of fear it would cock its leg once again, but instead it wagged its tail and jumped up against me.

      “Good doggy,” I said, tentatively patting its head as it placed its snout on my hip.

      Its short brown hair and skinny body reminded me of a Dingo, while its black snout and deep brown eyes were more like those of a German Shepherd. Its scent was like musk mixed with dirt.

      “What’s your name?” I asked

      He gave a friendly woof and sauntered off toward the shade.

      I was considering following him when a white and brown goat sprang through the nearby garden bed, a green shirt clamped in its jaws. It quickly disappeared along the side of the house. The dog turned a disinterested eye after it, before making three anticlockwise turns and settling into a divot in the dirt.

      I let out a loud sigh. Was it normal farm behavior for a goat to eat clothing?

      An elderly gentleman came walking hurriedly across the dead grass, swearing loudly, “Get back here, ya mangy bugger!” He stopped abruptly once he saw me. “Oh! G’day!” he said in a wheezy voice, placing his hands on his waist and sucking in some much-needed oxygen.

      “Hello. Um...are you okay?” I squinted at him, my eyes stinging from the hot dry air hitting my contact lenses.

      He straightened up and raised his palm to me. “Yep, yep. I’m fine. You must be Matilda. We were expecting you a bit earlier today.”

      “Yes. That’s me.” I wiped the dog slobber on my tailored shorts and extended my hand toward him, smiling. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be late. I got caught up with packing my car.” I didn’t add that I’d spent hours deliberating over my outfit because I wanted to impress these people.

      He took my hand in a large, almost bear like grip and gave it a hearty shake. “Well, I’m pleased to meet you, Matilda. I’m Wallace. Wallace McKenzie, but you can call me Wally.”

      Mr. Blackburn had explained to me that it was the McKenzie family—Wallace, his son Randall, and his grandson Noah, that had purchased the other half of Dun Roamin’ a few years before. The configuration of the break-up of the land was a strange one, but I was relieved that I wasn’t solely responsible for keeping a farm running.

      “Lovely to meet you, Wally. And please call me Tilly.”

      Wally McKenzie was quite possibly the cutest man I had ever met. Now, I didn’t mean cute as in a I have a thing for old men kind of way. No, I mean he was cute in an adorable kind of way. His false teeth looked slightly too big for his mouth, his ears were long with large, flappy lobes, his skin was wrinkled, and his head was bald. But when he smiled, sunshine and mischief shone from his eyes giving me a glimpse of the man beneath. I liked him already.

      “Sorry about that.” He jabbed his thumb in the direction the goat had disappeared. “Goatie got into the washing again.”

      “Oh! Does that happen often?” The last thing I wanted was for my underwear to be eaten by a goat. Or worse still, left lying around the farm for the McKenzie men to find.

      “More often than I care to think about,” he muttered narrowing his eyes in the direction the goat had ran. He then nodded toward the house. “You found it okay, then?”

      I followed his gaze toward my new home. “Yes. I found it.”

      “She doesn’t look much, but she’s got heart.”

      “It’s not what I was expecting,” I replied quietly, biting my lip with my understatement.

      Both Wally and I stood looking at the house, simultaneously waving our hands in front of our faces, shooing the flies away.

      “Matilda was a stubborn one,” he broke the silence. “Never would accept help keeping up the place. But I’m sure it’s not as bad as it looks.”

      I liked his optimism, but seriously doubted his assumptions. “You really think so?”

      “Nope, but you got to have hope, right?” he laughed, happily slapping me on the shoulder. “Did Matilda ever explain the layout of the land to you?”

      “I’m sorry but I didn’t know her. The solicitor explained it though.”

      “Gregory Blackburn the Third?” Wally’s nose scrunched as if he was saying a dirty word.

      I nodded. “He told me I own two thousand acres of agricultural farm land, the house, some outbuildings, and an assortment of animals.”

      “Good, good. But did he explain how it’s all broken up?”

      “Yes, he even drew me a map.” I opened my handbag and retrieved a piece of paper Greg had used to draw a rough outline of the property. He’d given me the official plans as well, but his hand drawn map was the one I truly understood. I spread it open and showed it to Wally. “He said the farm’s been divided into four one thousand acre lots, with three houses occupying the area in the middle.” I ran my finger around the circle which was drawn around the houses. “You own the two plots on the opposite diagonal, which amounts to two thousand acres exactly,” I pointed to two different areas of land. “This is your house here, and these two are mine.” I looked at Wally to make sure I’d understood everything correctly.

      “That’s right.” He rubbed his stubbly chin. “Matilda never did explain to us why she broke the land up the way she did, but we’ve been renting these two thousand acres ever since we’ve been here, and it hasn’t caused us any problems. We were hoping you’d be happy to continue the rent arrangement.”

      “You have no idea how happy I am to continue with it.” I beamed.

      I turned to look at the house. “I should probably go inside for a look. The solicitor didn’t have any keys, but he mentioned they may be here.” I looked at Wally expectantly.

      He shrugged. “You don’t need to worry about keys. This is the country. We don’t lock things out here.”

      “You don’t lock your house?” My mouth hung open and I choked on a fly that flew straight in.

      Wally laughed, a deep wheezy sound coming straight from his chest. “Got to remember to keep your mouth closed.”

      “Yes, well…” I couldn’t finish what I wanted to say. I was struggling to control the gagging. The fly was stuck in my throat and tears stung my eyes.

      Was the year up yet?

      “I’ll leave you to have a look around,” Wally said, once I’d gotten control of myself. “Let you get acquainted with the place. Don’t worry about unpacking your car though. As soon as Noah gets home, I’ll send him over to help with the lifting.”

      “No, it’s okay. I can manage,” I croaked.

      “Alright, well I’ll be off then.”

      As he turned to walk away, I looked at the house, and a chill ran over my skin. “Wally?” I called, swiping at the moisture escaping my lashes. “Um…what’s it like in there?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been past the refrigerator in the kitchen.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Matilda wasn’t one for visitors.”

      “But she hasn’t been here for months. Didn’t you have a look around?” I knew I would have done.

      “Nope. It’s not my place.”

      “Well…would you like to have a look now?”

      Wally studied me for a moment. “That’d be great. And how about I chase away that ghost you’re afraid of?” He indicated with an outstretched hand that I walk ahead of him.
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        * * *

      

      The hinges squeaked as I held back the flyscreen door and pushed the solid entry door open. It creaked backward and the smell of moth balls drifted up the hallway toward me, making me sneeze. I blinked, adjusting my eyes to the darkened interior.

      My heels clicked on the timber boards and echoed down the hallway as Wally walked in behind me. Moving slowly and taking everything in, I felt as if I were here to visit a long lost relative. In a way, I guess I was.

      The floor plan was pretty simple. The hallway was central with bedrooms to the left and right, their entrances close to the front door. Walking deeper into the house I came across a room containing a baby grand piano covered with framed photos, and there was a bathroom across the hall. The kitchen and living area were toward the back. The walls were vertical tongue and groove boards painted in a dirty cream color, and the windows were covered with closed floral curtains. I stopped in the kitchen, my breath catching in my throat.

      The will had stated I had to be living here within the seven days of it being read out to me. I’d used the seven days well, using the online search engines until the wee hours of the morning. I’d learned a lot about the surrounding area of Littlebrook. I didn’t read every one of the five hundred and seventy-one million results the search engines had given me on how to run a farm, but I felt as if I now had a basic understanding at least of the nine rules of farming. But mostly I used those hours imagining the large farmhouse kitchen I’d inherited and the time I was going to enjoy baking over the hob.

      In my daydreams, the cabinets were white and made in the shaker style, the oven was large and stainless-steel, and the bench tops were stone. To think I was delusional was an understatement. The only thing in here remotely like I had imagined was the timber floor. Only in reality, it was scarred and worn.

      A row of cupboards ran under the window, holding a dull porcelain sink. The cupboards had no doors, only floral fabric bunched on a wire concealing the contents from me. Above them was a battered wooden shelf holding a radio, several white and blue tins, and a smattering of cobwebs. A small table was pushed against a wall, a lone chair tucked under it. I scanned for the oven only to find it was an old fire heated stove where the floor seemed wonky. I stifled my disappointment and opened the back door to look at the verandah.

      Wally silently followed me.

      “What’s in that building?” I pointed to a small hut only meters from the rear steps.

      “The dunny. A thunderbox to be more precise.”

      My head snapped around to him so fast I kinked my neck. “But…but I saw a bathroom. Back down the hallway,” I stammered.

      “Yep. It was a bathroom alright. Just not a toilet. I know for a fact it’s over there. Noah always tried to convince Matilda to get one put inside, but she wouldn’t. Told him it had been like that all her life, so why change it?” Wally shrugged.

      “So…there’s no inside toilet?” I asked quietly.

      “Nope. Sorry love.”

      I nodded and blinked back the tears. It was all going to be okay. It was all going to be okay. I would call a plumber and have him install an inside toilet pronto. In fact, was now too late in the day to call him? I looked at my watch. Four thirty-five. Hmmm.

      “Wally, can you recommend a local plumber who can install a toilet before it gets dark tonight?”

      Wally laughed his deep wheezy laugh. “Oh my,” he said, holding onto his side. “It’s going to be fun having you around. You’ve got a good sense of humor. I like that in a girl.”

      “So…a plumber won’t be able to get here today?” I closed my eyes hoping I’d misheard him.

      “The closest plumber who can do a job like this is in Westport.”

      And Westport was a good hour’s drive away.

      A small squeak escaped my lips but I covered it with a cough.

      “I’ll leave you to get acquainted with the place,” Wally said. “Noah will feed the animals tonight, just like he’s been doing. You get yourself settled and tomorrow I’ll introduce you to the clan.”

      “The clan? How many are there?” I asked, the weight in my stomach growing substantially.

      “Well, let’s see. You already saw Goatie. That’s Clifford the dog over there. There’s Izzy the cat. You’ve got a chook pen with three chickens in it. There used to be more, but some have died of old age. You’ve got an ex-race horse, a miniature pony, and four cows. Oh, and I nearly forgot the cockatoo.”

      I’m not sure how he nearly forgot the cockatoo who was squawking so loud I almost had to cover my ears.

      I sighed. The chooks, the cows and the dog I expected to find on a farm. Even the cat. But the rest of them were definitely off my radar.

      “Like I said,” Wally continued, “I’ll introduce you to them tomorrow. It’s nearly time for Family Feud so I better get going.” With that he saluted me and made his way through the house and out into the hot afternoon air.

      It was only as he was leaving that I remembered the cupcakes I’d made for the McKenzie’s were on the front seat of my car.

      “Oh, before you go, I have something for you!” I scurried after him, down the front steps which creaked and groaned under my weight. I tiptoed to my car to stop my heels getting stuck in the gravel. I beeped my Fiat unlocked and grimaced as heat rushed out of the open door, hitting me. I said a quick prayer that my cupcakes had survived.

      “I baked these this morning. I hope you like them.” I opened the lid on the container and let out a contented sigh as I looked at my beautifully decorated creations. I’d spent ages on them, making little farm animals and machinery out of royal icing, and I was grateful the heat hadn’t destroyed them.

      Wally accepted the open container and inhaled deeply, his nostrils flared as he peeked inside.

      My stomach flipped. I really wanted him to like me. And my cupcakes of course.

      “Are these red velvet?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Keep this up, girl, and I may just ask you to marry me.” He beamed.

      I giggled. I just wasn’t sure if it was from happiness that he liked me, or hysteria at my lack of plumbing and menagerie of animals that I was about to become responsible for. Whatever it was I made a mental note to bake another batch as soon as I figured out how to use the stove. Or bought a new one—whichever came first. Oh, as if I was even going to try to work that stove out. Nope, tomorrow I’d call the electrical goods store right after I called the plumber. Thank goodness Aunt Matilda had left me some cash.

      As Wally walked away whistling, I grabbed my black polka dot suitcase from the car and tiptoed back to the house. I stood inside the front door and placed the case on the floor, wondering which bedroom to put it in.

      I glanced left to right. Two doors stared back at me, but neither called my name. Making a decision I opened the door to my right.

      Unlike the front door, these hinges didn’t creak. Instead the door slid silently open revealing a room I guessed to be about three meters square. The double sized iron bed with the floral bedspread told me this probably used to be Great Aunt Matilda’s room. I stood on the threshold unsure about whether I wanted to enter or not.

      It was strange. It looked as if she had gotten up that morning and left. From where I stood, I could see her slippers neatly under the bed, her dressing gown was hanging on a hook near the door, and a slight layer of dust covered the floor.

      I screamed as something ran past my legs, into the room and up on to the bed. Clifford. He turned anti clockwise three times and then settled down with a sigh. My heart ached with the thought of him missing Matilda.

      I patted his dusty back while I looked around, trying to get a sense of who Matilda really was when a photo sitting on the mirrored dresser caught my eye.

      I’d seen the photo before. It was of a married couple on their wedding day - my great grandparents, Milton and Emily Lockhart.

      I didn’t know a lot about my family history. My dad had completed the family tree when I was a kid, but other than the saga of how my great grandfather Milton had been thrown out of the family once he had married my great grandmother Emily, I didn’t know much more. I don’t think anyone really knew why my great grandmother Emily was hated so much, only from that moment on, our side of the Lockhart family never spoke another word about the family before them. Now, I wondered about the series of events that would have taken place at the time.

      The frame was cool against my fingers as I brushed away the thin layer of dust and looked closely at my heritage. Had my great grandfather left the farm willingly? How long had he lived here before that day? And did he ever regret his decision?

      I returned the photo to its place on the dresser and picked up another which sat behind it. This one was an artificially colored black and white photo of a beautiful young woman with porcelain skin, sitting demurely with her feet crossed at the ankle. Her long dark curls tumbled over the shoulders of her vibrant blue dress which matched the color of her piercing eyes. A gold key hanging on a chain rested low on her chest, and she held a bouquet of peonies in her hand. It had to be Matilda.

      My stomach gave a flip as I looked at her eyes sparkling with youthfulness and vitality and recognized them as my own.

      I ran my finger over the glass and a cool breeze danced across my shoulders, making me break out in goose bumps. I quickly replaced the photo and hurriedly left the room, knowing there was no way in hell I was sleeping in there tonight.
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      A sudden wave of emotion hit me, and I fought back tears as I pushed open the door to the other bedroom. When I’d found out about the inheritance, I’d given a whoop of joy thinking I’d happily live anywhere for that amount of money. But I’d forgotten to think about the reality of it. Now that truth was crashing down around me.

      I’d given up my life in Westport for this. Sure, my shop had failed and I had no job, but I had friends, family and Warwick, the particularly gorgeous policeman who was my kind-of boyfriend. We’d only been dating a few short months, but it was the longest relationship I’d had for a long time.

      The hinges complained as the room opened up, revealing that it was identical to Matilda’s in size and shape, only this one had a single bed in the center of the room with a similar floral bedspread covering it. A dark timber wardrobe stood against the wall and a matching dresser sat under the room’s only window.

      I sighed and placed my suitcase on the bed, my thoughts jumping to the adorable little room in the apartment I’d had above my cupcake shop in Price Lane, Westport. This room was as far from that as I could imagine. Emotion clogged my throat and the smell of moth balls clogged my sinuses.

      I liked familiarity. I liked the feeling of my own sheets, and the scent of my candles. “It’ll be better when I’ve filled this room with my own belongings. Surrounded by familiarity I won’t feel so overwhelmed.” Saying it aloud didn’t help. It just made me sound even more depressed.

      I pulled out my phone from the back pocket of my shorts and dialed Warwick. I knew he’d be too busy to chat for long, but I also knew he’d have the right words to settle the uneasiness swirling in my stomach. Unfortunately, the call failed to connect.

      “Bugger.” It appeared Dun Roamin’ had no mobile coverage.

      I dropped the phone onto the quilt and placed my face in my hands. I let the tears flow for a few minutes but then I flicked them from my lashes and straightened my shoulders, swallowing hard.

      “Stop Tilly,” I scolded myself. “You can do this. Don’t let fear stop you.” I stood and paced the room giving myself the pep talk that I needed. “Fear may slow me down occasionally, but I’m determined to make this work. It has to work. It just has to.”

      A second later, I got startled at the sound of the splintering timber on the front steps.

      “Hello,” a deep male voice called out.

      Well, that definitely wasn’t Wally.

      I hurriedly spun on my heel, catching my reflection in the mirror over the dresser. On the upside to farm life—there was no humidity which meant my hair was
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