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      Jake

      

      I didn’t need to come to a complete stop to read the bold sign nestled at the end of Grandpa Tom’s driveway. Even as the last light from the sun faded to black, the glaring red lettering stood out.

      I pressed my foot down on the accelerator, keeping the car under control as the back end flicked out and the tires slipped on gravel.

      Rational thought escaped me as I sped down the mile-long driveway. What the hell had come over Tom? I’d noticed he hadn’t been himself lately, but this…this made no sense.

      I didn’t wait for the dust to settle before flinging the door open and storming up the path to the house. I didn’t bother knocking—I’d spent more time here than at my own place.

      “Tom. Tom, you in here?”

      Dark thunderclouds, mirroring my mood, blackened the room. I flicked on lights as I moved through the house, not caring if Tom was resting. It wasn’t even that late, despite the early darkness. When I entered the lounge, I wasn’t surprised to find him sitting in his armchair.

      “What the hell is going on? You’re selling the farm?” I didn’t see the point in beating around the bush. Tom never did.

      “Sold, actually.”

      “Already? What about our plans? The Dexters?” I ran my hands through my hair and turned away, struggling to process Tom’s words and the future I’d imagined evaporating before my eyes.

      “Why don’t you grab us a beer and have a seat before you give yourself a heart attack?”

      I wasn’t keen to talk about the for sale sign anymore, so I took my time heading to the fridge outside under the back veranda. Why Tom didn’t keep alcohol inside the house was something I’d never thought to ask. What did it matter now? The farm was gone, and all those little details I’d taken for granted had vanished with it.

      The bottles clinked together as I grabbed two. I slammed the fridge door shut too hard, the contents rattling, but I didn’t bother to check for damage.

      Twisting the cap off both bottles, I dropped them on the kitchen bench as I passed and took a long swig, wishing I’d grabbed a backup. This was going to be more than a one-beer kind of night.

      “A local snap it up?” I held the second bottle out to Tom.

      “Thanks.” He lifted his beer and shook his head. “Nah. Charley Collins. Rolling in dough, from what Alex tells me. Took care of everything over the phone without even looking at the place.”

      “Typical. City money, and no clue about farming.”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge the bloke. You were the one preaching about needing new stock in town.”

      “I was talking cattle.”

      “Well, you never know what he might bring.”

      “It won’t be knowledge, and you know it. If he has so much money, he’s probably too precious to do the hard work himself and will hire half the town to do it for him. What’s the bet he won’t last the year?”

      “Maybe. But at least it’ll give some of our young blokes a job, so we don’t lose them to the mines.”

      “Only until he gets bored and sells the farm. Then what?”

      “As I said before, hold off judging until you’ve met him.”

      I glared at the walls, not really aiming my frustration at anyone in particular.

      “Even you have to admit that city blokes don’t stick. Country air’s too dusty, and they lose all their tack.”

      Tom shook his head. “We need fresh blood around here. How else do you expect this town to grow? You don’t want the rumors about us marrying our cousins to become reality. You never know—this city guy might have a daughter.”

      I scoffed. “Not one I’d be interested in.”

      Tom took a long swig, draining his beer. “Any local girls catch your eye?”

      “I’m too busy to entertain dating. I’ve got a future to plan.”
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      Charley

      

      I was relieved when the three-week settlement suited the previous owner. A tidy deal, signed and settled on my terms, was exactly how I liked to handle business. I needed to see this purchase as a chance to start fresh, to leave my old career behind. It had been a long time since I’d felt excited about doing something for myself. Buying the property based solely on a few photos and a real estate agent’s write-up gave me an unprecedented thrill—an act of self-indulgence I didn’t regret, despite occasionally wondering if I might.

      Driving through the town site of my new neighborhood, I scanned the streets of a place that could only be described as quaint. No other word seemed to fit. It was the polar opposite of my upmarket house in the artsy, ultra-modern inner-city suburb I’d loved but no longer needed.

      I turned into the first driveway on the outskirts of town, marked by a green letterbox with numbers long since faded. The large For Sale sign with its bold red SOLD sticker was the only landmark indicating I had arrived. A pang of dread crept up from my gut, washing over my excitement and settling into a diluted sense of curiosity. I could only hope the transition to my new home would go as smoothly as my dealings so far.

      Alex, the real estate agent, had reassured me the house was in perfect order for moving in, requiring little maintenance. But I couldn’t shake my apprehension. An aged man living alone—what could I expect? My father, with his obsessive-compulsive tendencies, wasn’t a good comparison. He was as far removed from a farmer as one could be.

      Red dust spewed like flames around my new black F-Truck, which I’d purchased only two days earlier. My little silver sports car, a gift from my father, had been left parked in my city apartment’s garage.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, I watched the dust clouds billow like a flare announcing my arrival—a sight I’d need to get used to, along with the absence of a convenient drive-through car wash. I’d have to resign myself to the bucket-and-sponge method of cleaning. It wouldn’t be the easiest transition, but I was up for the challenge.

      The driveway stretched long, but it wasn’t enough to prepare me for what awaited at the other end. I had expected Alex to greet me, possibly with Tom. After all, I’d offered him the use of the granny flat until he was properly sorted—it was the least I could do, considering how accommodating he’d been.

      The welcoming party of six, however, was a surprise. Tom’s family, I guessed. Perhaps this was more of a farewell they hadn’t yet come to terms with.

      Alex had mentioned several times that the sale was due to financial hardship, which explained why I got the property so cheap.

      I steered the truck to the edge of the gravel driveway and stopped, giving myself a moment to analyze the situation without appearing judgmental. My father had always drilled into me the importance of being prepared for every situation. Meeting Tom’s family so soon hadn’t been on my radar.

      The dark tint of my windows allowed me a quick glance. My appraisal came to an abrupt halt when my gaze settled on one man who seemed determined to look anywhere but in my direction. "Mmm, not bad," I muttered, taking a deep breath as I opened the door.

      Stiff from sitting too long, I stretched my legs and slid down to meet the ground. With a polite smile firmly in place, I turned to greet the group.

      “Charley.” The suited man, likely Alex, extended his hand with a welcoming grin.

      “Hi, Alex?”

      He nodded.

      “Nice to finally put a face to the name.” Shaking his hand with a firm grip, I turned my attention to the others. “I didn’t expect a welcoming party.”

      “And d’ya think we expected Charley to be a chick?” The tallest man was the first to speak. His comment didn’t crack the stubborn frowns each of them wore, as though my presence and my gender were somehow offensive.

      I shrugged, unfazed. It wasn’t the first time my name had caused confusion, and I was once again grateful for my obviously feminine attributes.

      The awkward silence stretched too long. I shrugged again. “Sorry if you’re disappointed.”

      “We were long past disappointed before you stepped out of that fancy truck,” the man I’d noticed earlier retorted.

      Sexy and feisty. I couldn’t help but smile as his eyes raked over me before locking onto my gaze. Many men had underestimated my petite stature, wrongly assuming it gave them the upper hand. I was used to observing their tactics and refusing to be manipulated. Then again, none of them had known my father or the lifetime I’d spent as his protégé. I often suspected he’d given me the name Charley strategically, to keep people guessing.

      When he didn’t back down, holding my gaze too long, I arched an eyebrow and turned to the elderly man. Closing the distance, I extended my hand. “You must be Mr. Kelly. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Tom, please. Pleasure’s mine, Charley, and welcome to your new home.”

      “Thanks, Tom.” I flashed him a smile. His welcome felt as warm as if I were family, not the stranger who’d bought the home that had been part of his life longer than I’d been alive.

      The bargain price I’d celebrated suddenly lost its zing. Judging by the grim expressions on his family’s faces, they were all mourning the loss of something I’d been so excited to gain.

      Business is business, I tried to convince myself. But somewhere between the city and Bennett Springs, my joy downgraded to guilt. The shiny new truck, far too fancy to call a farm hack, only added to the unease.

      Tom introduced me to his family, who, after recovering from the initial shock that I wasn’t male, politely welcomed me to town.

      Daniel, Tom’s older grandson, shook my hand awkwardly. “Ah, sorry about the chick comment.” His face flushed a deep red—something I hadn’t seen on a grown man before. “Catch ya later. The farm’s not going to run itself,” he muttered, shoving his hands into his jean pockets and walking off toward a four-wheel drive without a proper goodbye.

      “Come on, Jake, we’ll give Charley a hand with those boxes,” Mike, Tom’s son-in-law, instructed rather than asked his remaining son.

      “That’s okay,” I said quickly. “It won’t take me long. But thanks.”

      “A waif like you shouldn’t be lifting boxes.” Mike winked before expertly untying the ropes securing them.

      My father, Adam, might’ve seemed like an indoors type, but he’d insisted on survival training that extended to living off the land—and defending myself. With gunshot accuracy of ninety-eight percent, I’d learned to appreciate his rigorous teachings.

      “I’m stronger than I look, but if you insist.” I gestured toward the boxes, inviting them to help. “Thank you. I’ll make coffee when you’re done, if you have time.”

      Jake brushed past me without a word.

      “That’d be lovely, thank you,” Carol said, while Mike tipped his head, carrying a large box.

      “If the boys need to get back to work, Dad can give me a lift home,” Carol added, glancing at Tom, who smiled warmly. Their brief exchange revealed a sense of family I’d never experienced.

      “Of course. Why don’t you give Charley a quick tour?”

      “I’ll leave you with Tom and Carol if you don’t mind. After all, who knows the property better?” Alex handed me a large wad of keys, extending his other hand for a farewell handshake.

      “Great, thanks, Alex. I’m sure I’ll see you around town.”

      “That you will,” Alex grinned. “Once you see the size of this place, you’ll understand why I’m so certain.” With a wave, he called out his goodbyes and left.

      I was eager to explore the house I’d bought but hadn’t yet seen. I followed Carol inside, acutely aware of how hard this must be for her. Saying goodbye to a home filled with lifelong memories, couldn’t be easy.

      The house was large, the décor dated but tolerable. With a fresh coat of paint and the new furniture I’d bought, it would suffice until I decided whether to renovate or rebuild.

      The neutral tones of the white bathroom tiles and cream sandstone benchtops were a pleasant surprise. Tom’s late wife had clearly been a woman of taste. The home’s cleanliness softened my initial guilt. Alex had mentioned she died a few years ago and that Tom hadn’t been the same since.

      Despite the size of the house, the tour didn’t take long.

      “I’m sure you’ll want a proper look once we leave you to settle in,” Carol said as we walked into the kitchen.

      I spotted a large hamper wrapped in cellophane with a big red bow. “Oh wow, is this for me?” I stepped closer to examine the wicker basket.

      “Alex likes to introduce newbies to local produce.” Carol laughed, picking up a neatly folded newspaper beside the gift. “He’s a nice man. We’ve known each other since school.” Her tone grew wistful. “Some of us don’t know when to leave, I guess.”

      I glanced at her, noting the brief shadow of sadness on her face before her expression brightened as Mike entered, carrying my coffee machine.

      “Perfect timing.” Mike grinned, setting it on the sandstone benchtop, which, like the white tiles, seemed a feature throughout the house.

      “Thanks. You were right—it would’ve taken me much longer. Can I tempt you all to stay for coffee and cake?”

      Mike nodded appreciatively. “I put the cooler bags from your front seat over there, closest to the kitchen.”

      “Thanks,” I said, unpacking coffee pods, sugar, and teaspoons. “I hope I’m not keeping you from more important things.”

      “Not at all,” Mike replied. “We’re due for a break anyway.”

      “Be honest, Dad—you just want to see how well that tiny machine spits out coffee,” Jake quipped.

      I grinned, enjoying their banter, though Jake’s sharp gaze hinted at lingering resentment.
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      Charley

      

      I couldn’t believe how much land I now owned. It was small compared to the other farms surrounding the town, but it was more than I ever imagined.

      Tom and Carol pointed out landmarks and shared stories about their past. Their memories, built over a lifetime, seemed deliriously happy and cherished. Maggie, Tom’s late wife, was at the center of most tales. She came across as someone everyone loved to be around, and the feeling was mutual. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe at the legacy she had left behind.

      I tried to absorb the details Tom offered as he gestured toward dams and a spring-fed creek that flowed year-round. The creek watered the cows and reticulated the gardens. Huge rainwater tanks supplied the house, and Tom mentioned a bore, though I missed the significance of that water source. I figured there was plenty of time to sort out the finer details later. For now, I was content to sit back and enjoy the view.

      “The stables aren’t as pretty as they could be, but they do the job,” Tom said, pointing toward them in the distance.

      I had a mare arriving in the next few days, and in the coming months, a stallion. I was pleased the stables would temporarily house them, though I hoped they wouldn’t feel cramped. With a bit of luck, my plans for new stables would soon become a reality. For now, I reminded myself to focus on the reason I bought the property. It was far too easy to get caught up in the excitement of owning so much land.

      “Do you ride?” I was hoping to find someone who’d join me occasionally.

      Tom shook his head. “I prefer to rely on my own two legs. They haven’t let me down yet.”

      I smiled. It was a bit of a schoolgirl fantasy to assume farmers still depended on horses. I liked the idea of rounding up stock on horseback, turning an otherwise tedious chore into something more enjoyable.

      When the American-style wooden barn came into view, my smile widened. It was exactly as I’d hoped—rustic and charming, even more so than the photograph had suggested. The style was my inspiration for replacing the existing stables and house.

      “Do you use the barn?”

      “Not since—” Tom paused, shaking his head as he shifted in his seat. The emotional toll of the tour was evident. "I’ve been wanting to hold an old-fashioned barn dance, but that was Maggie’s thing. I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      Silence settled between us.

      Tom stopped the car a short distance from the barn’s double doors, large enough to fit a vehicle through.

      I stood back as Tom undid a latch and swung the doors open. I was surprised it hadn’t been locked, but if he didn’t use the space, vandalism probably wasn’t a concern.

      The lower story was spacious, more than big enough for worktables and shelves for art supplies. The sturdy staircase, made from jarrah railway sleepers, added to the character. It only needed a balustrade to comply with safety regulations, and it would be perfect. I’d already decided the second floor would make an excellent bedroom.

      “I’m afraid it needs a bit of work and a good clean,” Tom admitted.

      Stepping inside, I ignored the years of dust that settled like a woolen drop sheet over the barn’s rustic charm.

      “Is there water to this building?”

      “There’s a tank around the back. The roof is new, and I installed gutters, so it should be full after the winter we’ve had. Maggie intended to turn this into a quilting retreat but ran out of time. Plans for a kitchen and bathroom have been council-approved if you want them.”

      I grinned. “I’d appreciate it.” I could already picture the barn tidied up, music and laughter echoing across the lush paddocks. I could hardly wait for my dreams to take shape.

      “May I ask what your plans are for this space?” Carol spoke for the first time since we got out of the car.

      “I’m not entirely sure, but you might see those barn parties yet, Tom.” My intention to establish an art and relaxation retreat felt more certain than ever. Still, I wasn’t ready to discuss it, at least not until my business plan was finalized.

      Tom’s eyes glistened with unshed tears.

      I understood. A man like Tom, a tough farmer, wasn’t comfortable putting his emotions on display. Instead, he nodded once, a gesture I’d noticed both Jake and Mike use earlier.

      “As sad as I am to see the farm sold, I’m curious to see what you’ll do with it,” Carol admitted.

      “Well, as I said before, I don’t want to see the farm go either. As skeptical as Jake is, I don’t have an ulterior motive. I don’t know what it feels like to have a connection to anything family-oriented, but I imagine I wouldn’t want to lose it if I did. I have a business dream I never thought I’d be able to establish. Now that it’s possible, I have no interest in crushing anyone else’s.”

      Carol’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Why would you be so generous to strangers?”

      I shrugged, feeling a flicker of unease. Would Carol still think me generous when she learned I planned to demolish their family home to build a large Cape Cod-style house in its place? That was a worry for another time.

      “Maybe those strangers will become my friends.” And I genuinely hoped they would.

      Carol held out her arms, but instead of waiting for me to approach, she stepped forward and wrapped me in a warm hug. “I think we’d be friends regardless, but thank you.”

      I returned the embrace, closing my eyes as a wave of unexpected emotion hit me. The gesture brought back memories of what it felt like to receive motherly affection—something I’d almost forgotten. The realization made me miss my own mother more than ever.
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      Jake

      

      “Damn,” I muttered under my breath. It wasn’t the first time I’d fumbled a task since meeting Charley.

      “Come on, Jake, hurry up if we’re going to make it to town before dark.”

      Gathering the wire strainers and spinning jenny, I hoisted them onto the back of the ute. Dan would finish up in his own time. He liked to end the day by riding the perimeter of the paddocks on the quad bike, checking for fences in need of repair. The extra hour of peace and quiet was no doubt part of the ritual.

      With two small children, dinnertime at Dan’s place was always chaotic. I loved the noise and energy, but Dan was more reserved, content with his own company.

      Mike’s eagerness to get to town wasn’t about the hardware store’s closing time but an excuse to meet the boys at the pub for an end-of-day beer. Dan would head home when he was ready. With nothing better to do, I decided to join my father. There was no way I’d grab my usual beer with Tom tonight—not when I felt like an imposter on the land that had been in my family for generations.

      I drove, as I had since I was eleven years old. Today, I welcomed the distraction, something to focus on other than Charley’s unnerving arrival.

      “So, what do you think?” Mike interrupted my thoughts.

      “Of?” I glanced over, catching Mike’s eye roll and head shake.

      “Charley, of course. You’ve been off your game since we got back. Bit of a stunner, isn’t she?”

      I shrugged, feigning indifference. “If you’re into the hardcore corporate type, I guess you could say she’s attractive.”

      Mike laughed. “Get off it. She’d be soft as putty in your hands if you gave her half a chance, and even a blind man could sense that beauty.” He chuckled, turning his gaze to the passing landscape.

      “I’ll take your word for it because I don’t plan on venturing anywhere near that one.”

      Mike dropped the subject, but the conversation played on my mind, tormenting me. Damn my father for being right. The no-nonsense attitude only added to Charley’s appeal—too calculating to be endearing, but alluring and sexy, wrapped up in a tight little body that didn’t look shy of a workout.

      I cleared my throat. “What do you think Tom will do about her offer?” Steering the conversation toward practicality felt safer.

      “He’d be bloody stupid to knock it back. Besides, what choice does he have if he wants to keep farming?” Mike sighed. “Can’t believe he never asked us for help. I had no idea he’d racked up the bank loans.”

      “He knew I was struggling, but he should’ve given me a chance to help.” I slammed my palms against the steering wheel. “Damn, Charlotte.” The agitation from the moment I’d seen the for sale sign simmered inside, threatening to explode. Losing one farm because of her had been bad enough, but now the land I loved—the land I’d wanted to tend for the rest of my life—was gone.

      The pub’s car park was packed with work trucks. Knock-off time always brought a flood of farmers unwinding after a hard day. I rarely joined them, preferring to share a beer with Tom at the farm if I wasn’t already there working.

      Laughter greeted us as Mike pulled open the heavy wooden door. The smell of stale alcohol and cigarette smoke from years past engulfed my senses. Nearby, jeers and taunts accompanied the crack of pool balls.

      “Hey, Jake.” Whitney, greeted me with a wide smile, her makeup caked on in thick layers.

      “Hi, Whitney. Two pints, thanks.”

      “Is that all I get? It’s been ages since you last came to see me, and all you want is two pints?”

      Whitney’s attempts at flirting were as subtle as a sledgehammer, and I wasn’t in the mood. Her reputation preceded her, and in a town as small as Bennett Springs, keeping a distance was the safest bet to avoid gossip.

      “Get Mike to bring them over, will ya?” I winked and walked away before she could dig her claws in further.

      “Jake, what’d we do to deserve this privilege? Thought you’d be at Tom’s, checking out the talent that rolled into town today. Alex tells me she’d melt the rubber off your tyres.”

      I shook my head. “She’d eat you alive, Cooper.” We’d been friends since primary school, and Cooper hadn’t changed—still too eager and always getting himself into trouble.

      “So, are you going to take a shot at her?”

      “Charley Collins is not the sort of chick anyone takes a shot at. Add city-born-and-bred to the mix, and I’m running for the hills. You should know that.”

      “Great.” Cooper grinned.

      New blood in town, and nobody’s cousin. Charley would have them lining up. I cringed as Mike handed me a glass, just in time to stop me from heading back to the car. Even the ice-cold beer tasted foul to me.
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      Charley

      

      The furniture delivery guys arrived late in the afternoon after missing my driveway. Too busy talking, they ended up goodness knows where. The mad rush to unload before the light faded left my house in more of a shambles than I’d anticipated.

      My biggest concern had been having a place to sleep, but crashing on a mattress in the lounge room for a few days wouldn’t kill me. It was the disarray I couldn’t handle. Organization was non-negotiable.

      Flatpacks had seemed like a good idea at the time—something manageable on my own—but now, surrounded by chaos, all I wanted was for them to assemble themselves. Deciding to start with the lounge area, I began unwrapping the couch and rolling out the rug.

      Cushions and knitted throw unpacked and in place meant one box down, a million to go. I sighed, setting aside the empty box and moving on to the next.

      The flatpacks weren’t difficult, just time-consuming. The instructions were straightforward, but the weight of the assembled pieces posed a challenge.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I needed a man.

      Skipping Google, I turned to the local paper Alex had left on the kitchen bench alongside the welcome gift.

      A carpenter shouldn’t be hard to find in a town like Bennett Springs, where trades were likely nurtured and encouraged. My optimism faded when I saw the only name listed—Jake Taylor.

      I rolled my eyes, unable to shake the feeling that he’d be around every corner. The town was too small for us to avoid each other.

      Flipping the page to H for handyman, I picked up my phone and dialed Cooper.
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      Charley

      

      I was pretty pleased with my decision to hire Cooper. He had the furniture assembled and positioned in every room faster than I expected. His rate was more reasonable than I’d imagined, especially since he’d come out after hours and didn’t leave until close to midnight. One night in, and I’d already made a connection worth keeping in mind for future work on the farm.

      Cooper was good-looking and confident, openly flirting with me while we worked side by side. I didn’t mind; it was harmless enough. I wasn’t interested in getting involved with anyone, but his sense of humor made it hard to resist. By the time he left, my cheeks hurt from laughing—a feeling I hadn’t had since I was a teenager.

      He’d given me the rundown on the local gossip. Who to avoid, who to cozy up to, and the only person he stayed tight-lipped about was Jake. I got the feeling their friendship ran deep, and I wasn’t about to pry.

      The next morning, needing a change of scenery, I decided it was time for my first official trip into town. It’d give me a chance to pick up groceries and maybe get a feel for the place.

      As I drove in, Alex’s words rang true: the town was even smaller than I remembered. No wonder the delivery guys had missed it; anyone who blinked could’ve driven straight through without noticing.

      The shopping center was my first stop. Groceries and beer were all I needed. Inside, the store was surprisingly spacious, which was a relief. Stocking up on supplies I hadn’t thought to bring was my top priority, and I had no plans to head out again anytime soon.

      Tom’s kindness stuck with me. I could imagine him dropping by after work to check on me, the way a grandfather might. Coffee or juice didn’t feel like enough to offer someone like him after a long day. A cold beer seemed more fitting.

      As I wandered through the small strip of stores, I took mental notes of what was available. A beauty salon caught my eye, tucked away in the arcade leading to the supermarket. The sight felt like stumbling across treasure. Even though my unpacking was far from done, the idea of a massage to work out the tension in my back was too tempting to resist.

      The scent of sandalwood hit me as I stepped inside, instantly calming my nerves. A blonde woman appeared from behind a sheer curtain, her bright smile lighting up the space.

      “Hi, I’m Amy,” she said. “Please tell me you’re after an emergency appointment that will save us both?”

      I laughed, already liking her. “Do I look that desperate?”

      “Nah,” she said with a grin. “You look beautiful. I’m the one stuck dusting shelves.” She pulled a face, exaggerating her disgust.

      “How could I say no after that plea?”

      She beamed and gestured for me to follow her. “What can I do for you?”

      “A massage, please,” I said. “Though fair warning, the knots in my back might make that shelf-dusting look appealing.”

      “Never,” Amy said, leading me down a long hallway lined with doors. “I’m guessing you’re Charley. Tourists usually book ahead, and you don’t look like a local.”

      “How do I look different?” I glanced at my jeans and rolled-up shirt.

      “That’s a compliment,” she said, glancing back with a grin. “You look fabulous.”

      I followed her into a cozy room, the sandalwood scent stronger here, with a hint of lemongrass. She handed me a clipboard and asked, “Any allergies or conditions I should know about?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” I said.

      “Perfect. Full body massage it is.”

      Her hands worked magic, easing the tension in my muscles as we chatted like old friends. We talked about my plans for the Cassie farm and the retreat I wanted to open—a space for overworked women to escape and recharge. She seemed as excited about it as I was, throwing out ideas for pamper packages and gift bags.

      When she draped a warm towel over my back, signaling the massage was done, she asked gently, "What about your family? Were they disappointed you left for your country dream?"

      I hesitated, the words catching in my throat. “My dad passed last year,” I said softly. “And I haven’t seen my mum since I was sixteen.”

      “I’m sorry,” Amy said, her tone warm and understanding.

      “Thanks,” I murmured.

      After a quick shower, I felt lighter, ready to tackle the rest of my day.
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      Charley

      

      Jake’s absence from the farm hadn’t gone unnoticed. Tom’s afternoon visits were becoming a regular thing, along with the excuses he made for his grandson. I could hear the disappointment in his voice, even though he always tried to brush it off. But his expression gave him away—he was bothered, no matter what he said.

      For Tom’s sake, I hoped Jake would get over himself and whatever childish tantrum he was throwing. I understood the circumstances weren’t ideal, but it was hard to believe Jake couldn’t see how much Tom was struggling with the change, too. Still, I didn’t regret buying the farm or the arrangements I’d made with Tom—for both his accommodation and the farm’s operations. Tom was sweet, always checking in on me, even with his packed schedule. It was obvious he missed Jake, even when he casually mentioned how crazy and demanding farm life could be.

      I threw myself into making the house feel like home, doing everything I could to avoid the tension my presence had stirred up. My original plan to bulldoze and rebuild now felt excessive, even ridiculous. Instead, I leaned into a French country style that softened the space and worked beautifully with the neutral tones and existing fittings.

      For me, chaos wasn’t an option—I couldn’t function in disorder. Establishing some kind of harmony in my surroundings was essential. And once I had everything in place, I could finally focus on the part I was most excited about: planning my business.

      That afternoon, I was deep in concentration, tangled in a mess of cables as I tried to set up my new home theater system. A sharp knock on the door startled me, and relief washed over me. Tom will know how to fix this, I thought.

      “Come in, it’s open.” I called, too engrossed in the cords to get up and answer the door myself.

      The door creaked open, then closed.

      “I’m in the lounge room,” I shouted again, assuming it was Tom.

      “Trying to get yourself electrocuted, I’m guessing.”

      I stood from my crouch and turned, startled to find Jake standing in the doorway. “Oh, hi. Sorry, I thought you were Tom.”

      “Hey.” He stayed where he was, lingering near the entrance. “I came to see Tom, if that’s okay.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” I frowned. “He’s not here, though. If he’s not in the flat, I’m sure you’d know better than me where to look.”

      Jake jammed his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “I didn’t like to go barging around on your property without checking it was okay first.”

      Time away from the place hadn’t made him relax any. No amount of white flag sailing was going to win him over in a hurry.

      I sighed, trying to suppress my irritation. “Come on, Jake, give me a break. You’re free to visit Tom wherever and whenever you want. This situation doesn’t have to be as difficult as you’re making it.”

      He nodded once, a quick, sharp motion. I smiled despite myself—he was so much like Tom.

      “You look like you could use some help,” he said, stepping farther into the room and picking up the instruction manual from the coffee table.

      “Do you mind? Technology’s great when it works, but setting it up? Nightmare.”

      He chuckled, the sound low and a little disarming. “It’s the opposite for me. Step back before you fry yourself.”

      Grinning, I handed him the cables I’d been ready to give up on. “Can I get you a coffee? Or a beer?” I hesitated, unsure if offering alcohol before noon was a faux pas around here.

      “Beer sounds great, thanks,” he said, already focused on the instructions.

      Relieved, I headed to the kitchen and grabbed two bottles from the fridge. When I returned, he’d taken off his jacket and was crouched in front of the TV. I couldn’t help but notice the way his shirt clung to his biceps as he worked. Strong, capable hands moved with confidence and precision.

      “This setup is impressive,” he said, glancing up with a grin as I handed him a beer. “These 3D televisions are supposed to be amazing for football—like you’re on the field.”

      I laughed. “I’ll take your word for it. I’m not much of a TV person, but it’ll be nice for the quiet nights.”

      Something in his expression shifted at that, but he took a swig of his beer instead of saying anything.

      “I didn’t peg you for a beer drinker,” he said after a moment. “Figured you’d be more of a fancy wine type.”

      “What gave you that idea?” I raised an eyebrow, genuinely curious.

      “That flash truck you rolled up in. I’m guessing it’s yours?”

      I nodded my head. Something about his tone made me feel like I was walking into a trap.

      “When did you buy it?”

      Where was he going with this? What my car had to do with my preference of a drink I was clearly going to find out.

      “A week ago.”

      “Did you leave the red sports car in your garage in the city?”

      “What are you, a stalker?”

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      He was baiting me. “I’ve never liked red cars, silver’s my color.”

      Jake shook his head, and his smile faded to a grimace.

      “What?”

      “Nothing else needs to be said. You summed it up perfectly.”

      “And you’re judgmental. I buy a more appropriate car for my new lifestyle, and it explains why you thought I would like wine better than beer?”

      “Forget it, you don’t get it.”

      He connected the last cable and hit the power button. The screen blinked to life, vivid and crystal clear.

      “Thanks,” I said, genuinely grateful.

      He shrugged, standing and grabbing his jacket. “Don’t mention it. I’ll let you get back to…whatever it is you’re doing.”

      “You know, Jake,” I said, stopping him before he reached the door. “Just because I have money doesn’t mean I have everything.”

      His jaw tightened, but he didn’t respond to my comment. “Have a good day, Charley.” He tipped his head, then pulled open the door and left.

      Jake’s dismissive attitude grated on me more than I cared to admit. I shoved the discarded polystyrene and plastic bags into the oversized box the television had come in, my movements sharp with frustration. That’s when I heard it—the faint creak of the kitchen door swinging open.

      “I’m in the lounge room,” I called, my voice echoing slightly in the quiet house. Maybe Tom had come by, spotting Jake’s car and assuming he was still here.

      Silence stretched uncomfortably. No reply.

      Frowning, I wiped my hands on my jeans and wandered into the kitchen. It was empty, the door hanging ajar. Cold air slipped through the gap, stirring the curtains faintly.

      Jake must’ve left in such a rush he hadn’t bothered to latch it properly. Typical.

      Still, unease curled in my stomach as I crossed the room. The cool draft pricked at my skin, and I hesitated at the threshold. My gaze flicked to the verandah, shadows pooling under the railing.

      “Hello?” I said softly, sticking my head out the door. The word dissipated into the crisp air, swallowed by the stillness.

      The verandah was empty. No lingering figure, no movement. But the quiet felt...  heavy, almost oppressive, like the house itself was holding its breath.

      Shivering, I closed the door firmly and locked it, the deadbolt clicking into place a little too loudly. I glanced over my shoulder as I stepped back into the house, feeling foolish. Of course, no one was there.

      Upstairs, I changed quickly, but the feeling of being watched clung to me like a second skin. With my horse arriving tomorrow, I told myself to focus on the practical—checking the stables, making sure everything was ready.

      I moved to the window and peered out toward Freya’s new home. From here, it looked fine, but I couldn’t shake the sense that something—someone—was just out of sight, watching from the shadows.
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      Jake

      

      I’d been a jerk—no point sugarcoating it. Ever since the For Sale sign went up, I’d been acting like a spoiled brat, letting resentment blind me to the bigger picture. The past few years hadn’t been kind to any of us, and the farm had become my emotional battlefield. Moving forward felt like wading through a relentless headwind, but I was trying. God, I was trying.

      To break the tension, I started chatting with Tom, filling him in on family updates and the usual small-town gossip.

      “How’re the wedding plans coming along?” I was hoping to steer the conversation to safer ground.

      Tom’s face softened. "It’s going to be the event of the year. Ben’s struggling with his vows, though. Says it’s intimidating since Soph’s a writer. Claims it’s too much pressure."

      That got a chuckle out of me. “He’ll figure it out.”

      Tom nodded and went back to work, his focus shifting to the task at hand. But I could tell he was listening; the small grin on his face gave it away.

      “Is Charlotte going to be there?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation alive.

      Before Tom could answer, the sound of Charley’s truck interrupted us. The familiar rumble made me glance toward the barn just in time to see her park and climb out. She waved as she approached, her smile warm enough to make the lingering tension melt away.

      “Hey,” she called. “If I’d known you two were here, I’d have brought some beers.”

      “You trying to get me drunk?” I teased, unable to help myself. Her smile widened, and I felt the corners of my own mouth tug upward despite myself.

      “What are you up to? You look like a kid on Christmas morning,” Tom said, stretching his back as he straightened.

      “Wait until tomorrow,” Charley replied, practically buzzing with excitement. “I just checked out the stables. Freya’s arriving in the morning.”

      Freya? Probably a horse. “You ride?” I attempted to keep my tone neutral.

      Charley tilted her head. “I try.”

      “But you have a horse?”

      “Yes, I have a horse.”

      “What kind?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Is this going the same way as the sports car conversation?”

      I sighed, realizing how I must’ve sounded. “No, sorry. You took me by surprise. I like horses.”

      That seemed to mollify her a little. Her smile returned, albeit faintly. “She’s a Friesian.”

      “Bloody hell,” I muttered. “Don’t you ever just do simple?”

      Her smile disappeared. Damn it. The moment the words left my mouth, I knew I’d overstepped. Again.

      Charley turned to Tom, effectively shutting me out. “Is there a stock feeder in town? Or somewhere you’d recommend for hay?”

      “Sure. Kennedy’s Stock Feeders is good, but we’ve got round bales of oaten hay if you’re interested,” Tom replied.

      “Thanks. I’ll let you get back to it. I’m going to clean the barn.” She smiled again, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes this time.

      Tom tried to lighten the mood. “Geez, the things you do for fun. You need to get out more.”

      Charley laughed softly, but when her gaze flicked to me, the laughter died. Watching her walk away, her earlier buoyancy dimmed, felt like a gut punch. I hated knowing I was the reason for it.

      “Did you have to?” Tom broke the silence.

      “What?” I snapped, though I knew exactly what he meant.

      “You know what.” Tom gave me a pointed look. “She’s had a different upbringing than you. Just because she has fancy things and money doesn’t mean she has everything.”

      I scowled. “What, do you two compare notes in the evenings? She already hit me with that speech.”

      Tom crossed his arms. “Yeah, well, it’d pay to listen sometimes.”
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      Loaded with cleaning products, buckets, a broom, and the bottles of water I’d grabbed last minute from the back of the truck, I got to work. The floor was thick with years of dust and grime, and I knew it would take serious scrubbing to make any progress. My plan was to start at the base and work my way up, even though I’d inevitably end up knocking more dirt down as I went.

      Dust filled the air as I swept, rising in lazy swirls that tickled my nose and made me sneeze. I bent to pick up some old hessian sacks, brittle and tattered from time, when something moved in the corner of my eye. My heart stopped. Scales—mottled and coated with dust—slithered into view.

      A scream ripped from my throat, loud and panicked, as I dropped the sacks directly onto the snake. It had probably been just as startled as I was, woken abruptly from hibernation. Without thinking, I bolted toward the door, colliding with Jake, who must have rushed in after hearing me scream.

      His arms wrapped around me, steadying my frantic movements, holding me in place as I clung to him like my life depended on it.

      “Snake,” I managed to blurt out, my voice trembling. Jake’s arms were the only things keeping me from fleeing entirely.

      Tom appeared in the doorway, taking in the scene with an amused grin. “Want me to come back later?” he teased, raising an eyebrow at my grip on Jake.

      Heat rushed to my cheeks as I released Jake, feeling like a schoolgirl caught passing notes in class.

      “Your first encounter with a snake, I’m guessing?” Jake’s grin widening as he crossed his arms.

      I nodded, still trying to calm my racing heart.

      “Good thing he’s sluggish this time of year. Point us in his direction, and we’ll take care of him for you.”

      I gestured toward the hessian sacks in the far corner, where the snake had disappeared.

      Jake grabbed a rusty old shovel as he passed me, and I stayed well back, unwilling to be anywhere near where the snake might emerge. He approached the pile cautiously, using the tip of the shovel to lift one of the sacks. As the sack moved, a large, coiled mass was revealed beneath. My hand flew to my mouth to stifle the gasp that escaped me.

      The tense silence was broken by Jake’s sudden laughter. Startled, I lowered my hand and stared at him, then at the snake.

      “Is it dead?” I whispered, unable to see any humor in the situation.

      Jake crouched down, far too close to the snake for my comfort.

      “Careful,” I warned, my voice tight.

      He moved closer still, then reached out and grabbed the snake behind its neck. My stomach turned.

      “It’s okay,” he said, his voice calm as he supported the snake’s belly with his free hand. “Just a python. Want to pet it?”

      I frowned, torn between skepticism and the lingering adrenaline still coursing through me. “It won’t bite me?”

      “Nah, it’s a constrictor,” Jake said, a mischievous glint in his eye. “He’d crush you to death before he’d bite you.”

      I shot him a glare, refusing to give him the reaction he was fishing for. Summoning my courage, I stepped closer, reaching out with a hesitant hand to stroke the snake’s belly. Its scales were smooth and surprisingly soft.

      “It’s softer than I expected,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Yeah, they’re like that,” Jake said, shifting the snake to one hand as he grabbed the hessian sack with the other. “Best we find him a new home. He won’t be thrilled about being woken up early.”

      With practiced ease, he slipped the snake into the sack, tying the top securely. Turning back to me, he grinned. “I’ll leave you to your cleaning. Just scream if you need anything else.” He winked before heading outside with the sack in hand.

      Tom lingered in the doorway. “You sure you’re okay on your own?”

      I nodded, mustering a smile. “I’m fine, thanks, Tom.”

      He nodded back and followed Jake, presumably to relocate the snake far from the barn.

      Exhaling a shaky breath, I returned to my work, more determined than ever to get the space ready. If I had to face a few more unexpected surprises, so be it.
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      Charley

      

      Eight-thirty-two.

      I stood on the front porch, practically vibrating with excitement as Rob from Professional Horse Transport pulled up in front of the house. I’d been up since the first light touched the horizon, eager for this moment. His truck and float were impressive, the kind of setup that could transport a dozen horses in more comfort than a luxury caravan.

      Rob climbed out of the cab, a man who looked to be in his mid-fifties but carried himself with the strength and agility of someone younger. Years of handling horses had clearly kept him fit.

      “Hello, Charley.” He dipped his head in a polite nod, extending a hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Rob.” I shook his hand, noting the firm grip of someone used to hard work. It was refreshing compared to the polished manicures and smooth handshakes I was used to in the office world. “How’d my girl travel?” I nodded toward the back of the truck, unable to keep the anticipation out of my voice.

      “She’s a beauty and a dream to transport.” Rob led the way to the float, and I followed closely. “I’ll just drop the side down. The door’s heavy, so stand clear.”

      I stepped back as he worked, releasing the latch and lowering the ramp with practiced ease. The horses inside shifted slightly, their hooves scuffing the floor as they adjusted to the change. As Rob moved among them, I couldn’t help but notice the affection they showed him—nudging and nuzzling whenever he came within reach. It was clear he had a way with them.

      When he finally led Freya out of the float, I had to resist the urge to clap my hands and jump like an excited child. She was breathtaking. Her freshly clipped black coat gleamed, her thick, wavy mane hung elegantly down her neck, and her feathered legs and flowing tail gave her a timeless, almost medieval charm.

      “Freya,” I breathed, stepping forward to hold out a hand. She nuzzled it gently, and I moved closer, rubbing her sleek neck. “I’ve missed you, beautiful girl.”

      She brushed her nose against my arm, her warm breath tickling my skin. It was a small gesture, but it filled me with more contentment than I’d felt in weeks.

      Rob handed me the lead rope. “I’ll grab the delivery form from the cab for you to sign, and then she’s all yours.”

      “Thanks.” I barely glanced up, too absorbed in Freya. “Hey, my warrior goddess,” I murmured, planting a kiss on her strong Roman nose. “How do you like your new home, huh?”

      Her eyes seemed to take everything in, calm and assessing. It would be a few days before I rode her—she needed time to settle in—but just having her here felt like a victory. Freya had always been my escape, my sanctuary from the stress of being CFO of Collins Mining Group.

      “Now that’s what I
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