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      Tillie Matthews stood on the front verandah of her small farmhouse, gazing over the rolling hills of the farm where she lived. The air had a chill to it, even though it was April, and the wind carried a crisp bite that made her tug her jacket tighter around her shoulders. Grey clouds gathering on the horizon promised that winter was coming, sooner than most would expect.

      'Another season change I wasn't prepared for,' she muttered to herself, making a mental note to check the firewood supply.

      Here in Bindarra Creek, the community was getting ready for a variety of celebrations and events, including their Christmas in July celebration, when the cold truly took hold and the winter landscape painted everything in a way that felt just right for the season. It was a tradition that had always seemed charming to Tillie, until everyone started treating it like some magical season for finding love.

      She took a deep breath, savouring the smell of damp earth and eucalyptus trees. There was something calming about the quiet of the land, the absence of the bustle she had grown used to in Sydney. Out here, in the heart of the New England countryside, it was different. The only sounds that filled the air were the rustle of leaves in the wind, the distant cackle of a kookaburra, and the steady creak of the farmhouse settling into the land. It was a rhythm she had known most of her life, one that gave her space to think, to breathe and lately, to doubt.

      She had grown up not far from Bindarra Creek, in the rural New England area, where the open plains stretched out in every direction, framed by low-lying hills that seemed to go on forever. The land was dotted with quiet farmhouses and thick stands of eucalyptus trees, their silvery leaves shimmering in the sun and swaying in the breeze. She could see a similar landscape from here—the green fields that even in winter held their vibrancy, and the distant mountains that rose majestically against the skyline. The rolling landscape was dotted with cattle and horses, the occasional flock of sheep, grazing lazily as the cold air tugged at their wool.

      The quiet beauty of this place was more than peaceful, it was a sense of belonging, a deep-rooted familiarity that wrapped itself around Tillie's heart. Now, at thirty years old, she realised that, as much as she'd once dreamed of leaving the area and living in the city, this farm, this land, was in her blood. Although she had spent her childhood near Armidale with her parents, many of her fondest memories were shaped here, at Misty Hollow, where she'd spent countless holidays with her grandparents.

      As her grandfather used to say, 'These rolling hills are twenty acres of the best Bindarra Creek land.' His voice still echoed in her mind, with that distinctive gruff warmth that had always made her feel safe. Fertile, undulating, and with views so breathtaking that you could never tire of them, he had been right about the quality of the land, and the thought that he and Grandma had been able to spend their final years in the cottage filled her with warmth. They had passed within a year of each other. Grandpa had been ninety and Grandma at ninety-one. It had been their wish that Tillie inherit this place.

      'What would you do, Grandpa?' she whispered, running her hand along the weathered verandah railing thinking about everything that needed doing. A builder she had got in to have a look over the place had given her an estimate to get some of the more pressing maintenance done. The roof repairs alone would cost more than she could make in six months.

      She would never forget the day Grandpa had told her what his and Grandma’s intentions were for the farm. 'It's yours, honey. Your parents don't need it. They've got their own property, and you're the only one we've got to leave it to. We hope you get as much joy living here as we did.'

      In the quiet of the land, Tillie could still feel their presence. It was more than just a legacy; it was a home that had always welcomed her with open arms, and one that, no matter how much time passed, would never truly let her go. Tillie's grandparents had never asked her if she wanted the place. They simply assumed, with a quiet certainty, that she would. It had always been her home in their eyes, more than just the land or the cottage itself, it was connected to her. A part of her, even when she was a child, that would one day carry forward the life they'd built here. No need for discussion. It was just the way things were meant to be.

      When she first moved to Bindarra Creek and Misty Hollow, it had felt right. That was just over a year ago, and although she had settled in, she still had qualms about the direction she was headed. An online administration job with an insurance company helped with her tight budget and allowed her to fix what she could around the property. There were, however, a number of larger projects that needed attention.

      She pulled her battered notebook from her back pocket and flipped it open, glancing over the list she'd been avoiding for weeks. Fences to mend, a roof that leaked in heavy rain, as well as overgrown gardens, trees that needed lopping and... she sighed. If she was to be honest with herself, the list was endless, the problems so large that she had actually stopped writing anything else on it.

      The real estate agent's business card was still pinned to her corkboard in the kitchen. Fourth one this month. 'Just thinking about your options,' he'd said with that practised smile. The offer he'd mentioned was substantial, enough to set her up somewhere new, somewhere without leaky roofs and broken fences.

      Everything was expensive and she prioritised what needed fixing urgently. The rest would have to wait. Her parents told her that she was entitled to sell the property. They were at a stage in their lives when they wanted to travel, and between that and running their own place, they could only do so much to help her.

      'Think about where you want to live and what you want to do with your life,' her father had said as he squeezed her shoulders last Sunday during their monthly family lunch. His weathered hands were gentle but his eyes held concern. 'It's all very good for Grandpa and Grandma to leave the farm to you, but really that's a lot of pressure. Living at Bindarra Creek may not suit you, or be what you really want in life.'

      'But isn't that giving up on their dream? On what they wanted for me?' she'd asked.

      'They wanted you to be happy, love,' her mother had interjected. 'That's what matters.'

      She pondered, what did she want? Since leaving school she'd had a couple of different jobs. Nothing too career-like, just steady jobs that paid the bills. Living in the city had been fun, and she'd made friends and had a social life, but she hadn't found anything that excited her that much.

      'I always felt like I was just putting one foot in front of the other,' she told her mother, during one of those long telephone conversations that they often had. 'Sydney was lovely but I missed the countryside and space. The traffic and business drove me crazy. Now I'm not sure where I'm meant to be.' Over the previous months she had to admit to herself that once again she was unsettled. Perhaps she should move and try a smaller city; Brisbane or Adelaide.

      'You need a passion, like a hobby or something you really want to be doing when you're not working. Most people are happiest when they're creating something. It might be a painting, or baking a cake, or weeding a garden. Remember when you were younger, you were always so creative. You used to love sewing and making decorative things out of Dad's old timber.'

      She sighed. 'I was so motivated back then. Now I don't even feel like reading or taking photos.'

      'I thought you were going to put a book together of all your photos and Grandpa's.'

      Tillie's gaze drifted to the old trunk in her bedroom where her grandfather's vintage camera and her own digital one sat gathering dust. Those photos captured generations of life on this land, moments she'd once thought precious enough to preserve.

      'I've lost interest. It just seems like a waste of time now.'

      Her camera had remained untouched since she moved in. Once, photography had been her escape, her way of seeing beauty in unexpected places. The thought of all those images, her grandfather's legacy and her own, sitting forgotten, made something twist in her chest.

      At least her parents hadn't said she needed a man. They were happy for her to be independent and single, but they could see that she was unsettled. Her last relationship had ended in disaster. She had thought that she would be with Matty forever. Even though he'd never proposed or suggested buying a house together or any of those other actions that gave a hint of commitment, he had told her he loved her. They'd been happy, or so she thought. When he'd told her he wanted to travel overseas for three months and see the world, she'd been excited, and images of famous landmarks had flashed before her eyes. She was up for that. Her job was just that, and not a career. She could easily resign and find a new job when she came back. She'd rattled off all the places she wanted to visit, but had stopped talking when she saw the look on his face.

      'It's a boys' trip, Tillie,' he'd said, not quite meeting her eyes. 'Five of us who played footy together at Grammar. Like a school reunion holiday. I'll only be gone for a short while. Maybe you and I can plan another trip for next year together.'

      However, there had been no next year together because Matty had not returned to Sydney, their flat, or her. Instead, she had found herself sorting out what belonged to him and putting it in large bags for his brother, Tim, to pick up. She'd left his possessions on the front landing and made sure she wasn't there when they were collected. That part of her life was over. Matty had met someone else overseas and extended his travel plans. A short text from him let her know that her relationship with him was over.

      'Five years wasted,' she muttered, kicking a stone off the verandah. 'Five years of believing in someone who couldn't even break up with me face to face.' Five years for nothing, she thought, and her attitude about trusting men, completely broken. She was over living in Sydney, her mundane job, and lying men.

      At the time, she considered moving back to Misty Hollow good timing and a chance to change her direction in life. Now, however, after a year of trying to fix the place up, juggling work and the property, she wasn't so sure this was what she wanted. The real estate agents who regularly came knocking on her door weren't helping matters either. It was almost like they could sense her indecision or inability to make this new lifestyle work.

      As she stood leaning on an old timber fence, staring out across the paddocks, she took a deep breath. There were decisions that needed to be made. The future of the farm was uncertain, and though tempting offers to sell were on the table, she found herself at a crossroads. She wasn't sure what would come next, but she knew one thing for certain, whatever happened would change everything.

      The bank's final notice had come yesterday. She had three months to catch up on the loan she'd taken out for emergency repairs, or they'd have to 'consider other arrangements.' Three months, coinciding perfectly with the Christmas in July celebrations the town was so proud of and events that she was expected to take part in.

      Her thoughts drifted, her gaze landing on the rickety old shed in the distance. The grey, weathered wood stood as a silent witness to generations of memories. The thought of losing it all brought a lump to her throat, but there was a nagging feeling that maybe, just maybe, there was a chance for something new, a new chapter she had never imagined. Maybe a sea-change or a move to a southern city like Adelaide or Melbourne would help her find what she was looking for. She scrunched her face up. What was she looking for?

      The ring of a bicycle bell broke her thoughts, and she watched as two of her young neighbours, Eli and Isla, rode along the road that ran past her house. Both were pedalling quickly, their heads down as if they were racing. She waved back as they looked up and called out to her. Their words were lost in the wind, their aim to get to the end of the street first, causing them to quickly disappear out of view.

      'Slow down before you break something!' she called after them, though not loud enough for them to hear. The motherly instinct surprised her, another sign she'd been here long enough to care.

      There weren't that many properties on Forrest Road, and the two children who had just passed, belonged to the biggest and most prestigious one, Bentley Estate. Bentley Estate was a polo stud farm run by Alex Bentley and his wife Charlotte. The two had only been married a few years, and Charlotte had become an instant mother to Eli and Isla. From observing Charlotte and her new life, Tillie would have thought she had always been their mother. The two children adored her, and she had fitted in easily to the family lifestyle with Alex on his farm.

      Tillie sighed. It seemed like everyone on her road had found love in Bindarra Creek. The houses either side of Bentley Estate also had couples who had met and fallen in love in the previous years. Charlotte's brother Jacob lived next door to her with his partner, Amy. They had taken over the main house when Charlotte married and moved out. The three small cottages they ran as retreats were just visible from her back verandah. Although they were often leased out, she rarely saw the visitors who stayed and enjoyed the beautiful views and bush walks that were nearby.

      'Couples. Always couples,' she murmured, absently twisting a strand of her blonde hair around her finger. 'Like they've all discovered some secret I missed.'

      It wasn't always easy being single, but she far preferred it to the life she had before. At least she could count on herself and didn't have to worry about having to trust or not trust someone. Life was good, and she certainly couldn't complain about her neighbours. Just in this road alone, she had made good friends. Vonnie and Chris lived the other side of Bentley Estate, and they often asked her over to play tennis on their court or join them and some others for a few drinks or a dinner on weekends. Sometimes she joined in with social events, but work and the property were taking up her time, and her finances, more and more.

      Charlotte, Amy, and Vonnie had become like family, and she was thankful for their company when she saw them. They also were busy with life, and Amy seemed to be travelling more these days with Jacob than she was here. They all worked together though and helped each other out with their businesses. The community spirit was one thing she really loved about living here. When she had coffee with Charlotte and Vonnie only last week, they had talked about the advantages of living somewhere like Bindarra Creek. It was a long list, and she had to agree with them that it was a lovely place to live.

      'It's also a great place to find love,' Charlotte had bumped her shoulder against Tillie's, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief. 'Look at Vonnie and me. Who would have ever thought? And Amy. Look at her now. Living the life with Jacob and travelling around the world. They're both able to do what they want and have a wonderful lifestyle when they come back. This place is fabulous for small businesses like the cottages or you might be able to think of another way to make some income.'

      'Like what?' Tillie had asked, genuinely curious. 'Misty Hollow is hardly Bentley Estate.'

      'That's what makes it special,' Vonnie had interjected. 'It's authentic. It's got heart and history.'

      The women were good sounding boards for the problems she was experiencing with the property. As much as she tried to avoid it though, the topic often swung back to romance. 'You know what they say about romance and Christmas time at Bindarra Creek.'

      Tillie had rolled her eyes. 'No. What do they say?'

      'It's when it all happens. Romance.' Charlotte's smile was nothing short of smug.

      'Well, I'm safe then. It's April.' Tillie had tapped the table for emphasis.

      Vonnie had leaned over and smiled. 'Christmas in July though this year. You've got a few months up your sleeve. Anything can happen here, you know. It's all about Christmas and love.'

      She kicked her boot against the fence paling, ridding the heel of a clump of mud. There had been some recent rain in the area, and some of her property was still wet from the sporadic downpours that had also thankfully greened the paddocks. She kicked her other boot harder than the first. Love. Who needed it? All it had ever brought her was problems and grief.

      The memory of finding Matty's text still stung: 'Met someone else. Sorry. Will get Tim to pick up my things.' Five years reduced to twelve cold words.

      She cast her eyes to the small wooden house across the road. Thank goodness for her close neighbour, Mavis Bentwood, who at eighty years of age was Tillie's best friend. Despite her advanced years, Mavis moved with a surprising suppleness for someone with a slightly bent back. Her face was a roadmap of wrinkles, etched by eight decades of sunshine and laughter, particularly around her eyes that creased deeply whenever she smiled, which was often. Her grey hair, always pulled back in a loose bun that allowed wayward strands to escape, framed a face that radiated warmth and mischief in equal measure.

      If it hadn't been for Mavis, Tillie might not still be living here. Maybe she would have packed up and left the day the plumbing broke in the kitchen and half the house flooded, or perhaps when the cattle from up the road broke into her house yard and ate every plant she had managed to grow since living here.

      It had been Mavis who consoled her when the cattle broke through the fence, then helped her chase them back into their own paddock, wielding a broom and shouting with surprising vigour for a woman her age. Mavis had been the one to bring hot soup and warm lemon drinks when Tillie was laid up with the flu, and it was Mavis who left a bottle of wine and her favourite chocolates on the kitchen table for her birthday.

      The thing that always struck Tillie as strange was that Mavis had been the office lady at the high school in Armidale that Tillie had attended. Even back then, Mavis, or Mrs. Bentwood as they'd called her, had been the one to sew buttons on blouses, hand out band-aids, pass around cough lollies, and listen patiently to complaints about overdue assignments and unfair teachers.

      'You were always bringing in those photographs for the school magazine,' Mavis had reminded her just last week over tea. 'Had quite the eye, even then.'

      Now, Mavis was her neighbour, her friend, her confidante. Fate had a way of bringing people together, Tillie mused, and in her case, it had brought them across the road from each other. Not just any road, but the one that had led her home to the farmhouse, the very one her grandparents had built. She couldn't help but wonder if the universe had been quietly orchestrating this all along. Perhaps it was the whims of fate or the hand of destiny that had crossed their paths in this small corner of the world. One thing was certain: she was glad it had.

      The phone in her pocket buzzed, startling her from her reverie. Another email from the bank, no doubt. Or worse, that persistent real estate agent following up on his 'just checking in' visit yesterday.

      But as she glanced down at the notification, she saw it wasn't either of those. It was from Vonnie.

      'CWA is running cooking classes. Lots of different ones. We should go!'

      Tillie stared at the message for a long moment, her finger hovering over the delete button. The last thing she needed was more commitments when she could barely keep up with what she had. But something stopped her. A memory of her grandmother always being first to join in community events, saying they were 'the heart and soul of country living came to mind.’

      Instead of deleting it, she marked it as unread. Maybe, just maybe, it was time to reconnect with more than just the land. Three months until Christmas in July. Three months until the bank's deadline. Something would have to change by then. She just wasn't sure what.
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      As if drawn by her thoughts, the low rumble of an engine pierced the silence. Tillie turned, watching a small work truck kick up a cloud of dust as it approached the farm. She narrowed her eyes, straining to make out the driver, and then, with a jolt, she saw him. Harry Collins. The carpenter sent to fix the rundown property next door.

      She wasn't surprised to see him. Mavis had mentioned the person hired for the repairs was Harry Collins from Armidale, someone Tillie probably knew as they had both gone to the same high school. It made sense. Apparently, Harry was always in demand as a skilled tradesman and well-known among the locals, but the timing felt uncanny. She hadn't seen him in years, not since their school days. Mavis had absolutely loved telling Tillie all about meeting with him when he'd come to look at the job. The way she'd gone on about Harry's return, practically rubbing her hands together with delight, had been impossible to ignore.

      'Oh, you'll remember young Harry,' Mavis had said, her sun-weathered face lighting up, deep creases forming around her eyes as she smiled. 'I swear, he's even better-looking than back in school, and he's as charming as ever! You probably knew him. He was the one always getting into trouble, but somehow, he'd win everyone over with his cheeky grin.'

      Mavis had chuckled at the memory, leaning slightly on her cane as she adjusted her loose bun of grey
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