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        Do you drive by old homes and wonder about the lives of those that built them, lived there, loved and lost?

        Writers tell such stories. Sometimes real, sometimes imagined. Often both.

      

      

      
        
        Susan Mackie

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      While the town of Barrington exists, it is little more than a small village with a general store, hall and school.

      I’ve imagined elements of nearby larger towns, such as Gloucester, to create the township for this story.

      Any similarities to people, living or deceased, are purely co-incidental and a product of my imagination.

      The Barrington Tops, Bucketts Mountain, Barrington and Gloucester Rivers and Rocky Crossing are all very real, and it is a stunning region to visit.
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      A fine layer of red-brown dust settled on the windscreen as Rose followed the line of slow-moving vehicles from the cemetery to the homestead. So much dust – more than she’d ever seen here. It hadn’t rained in months. She braked as the line slowed. Her Jeep was the last vehicle in an odd line-up that was a perfect summary of Charlie’s wide circle of friends. Battered farm vehicles, an ancient Fairlane with a throaty eight-cylinder purr and freshly-washed late-model cars belonging to town folk trailed each other sluggishly up the driveway.

      Rose left her dusty red Jeep down by the stables and walked to the homestead, needing a few minutes to gather her composure. As Charlie’s only living relative, she felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility, and duty, wash over her. She was truly alone now the last of her blood was in the ground, and faced difficult decisions in the coming days and weeks.

      ‘Barrington’ was a grand old home, built in 1895 by Rose’s great-great-grandfather, Scottish immigrant Alexander Gordon, for his wife, the first Rose Gordon. An ancient golden ash stood sentinel a short distance from the front door, its leaves beginning to turn in the early March sunshine.

      The stately home presided over an oasis of green lawn and native shrubs, wattle and bottle-brush in bloom, with tea roses flowering down each side of the path leading to the wide stone steps. The late afternoon air was thick with the scent of roses and buzzing bees, darting from blossoms to lavender bushes planted to one side. The wide veranda stretched around the building and heavy rosewood double doors stood open to the polished hardwood floor of the spacious entrance hall.

      Sitting in the front pew of the church alone, Rose had barely nodded to the concerned faces around her, some familiar and many not. Now she hesitated on the threshold; listening to the rise and fall of dozens of voices, settling in for the wake. Snippets of conversation drifted by as she entered the sitting room, open to the formal lounge and dining areas for the occasion.

      ‘Charlie had a good innings. Eighty-three and still riding that cranky old stallion of his. I thought he’d kill himself on that horse, not go from a stroke …’

      ‘… he was a cheeky blighter, always had a yarn to tell …’

      ‘…the first one to bring a truckload of hay when the shed burnt down … would never have survived that winter without it …’

      Charlie Gordon had been well liked and respected in the district and beyond. He had been quick to help a neighbour in need, provide cattle for the camp draft and hay bales for seating at local events. He had been a cattle and horse judge at district shows and had done a couple of terms on local Council. His forthright manner and strong family values had made him an unofficial arbitrator when friends or neighbours had disagreements. Charlie Gordon had been able to get to the heart of a problem in few words and had a way of helping others find their own solutions. Rose was proud to be his grand-daughter.

      It was true she’d rarely been home to visit in the last couple of years. Busy with her own life and work in Sydney, she phoned every week, but that was not a replacement for a visit, she admonished herself. When she’d come home briefly at Christmas, he’d seemed quieter, more introspective. He’d missed his beloved Vera deeply after her grandmother had passed the year before. However, he’d held himself ramrod straight and managed the farm with little help and attended personally to the house yard and gardens, rampant with his departed wife’s champion roses.

      Walking through the room, Rose acknowledged murmurs of condolence and questions about how long would she stay and she must drop by for lunch and a chat. The CWA ladies were busy in the kitchen, serving platters of homemade scones, cakes and biscuits. Plenty of tea and coffee was on offer, yet Rose noticed some older men had opened a bottle of port and were toasting her grandfather.

      ‘To Charlie.’

      ‘To Charlie. May his girth-strap stay firm, and his saddle never shift’.

      ‘To Charlie’.

      Mrs Tait from the farm next door set down the tray of scones and sandwiches she held and swept Rose into a tight hug against her ample chest. ‘Oh Rosie love, so sad to have Charlie pass like that and so soon after your dear grandmother. You will have a lot to deal with over the next days and weeks, but know that we are close by. Call on us for anything you need.’

      Squeezing her back in acknowledgement, Rose smiled sadly. ‘Thank you. It’s comforting to know how well respected Charlie was in the community.’

      ‘Not just Charlie, love. Even though you’ve been away a few years, you are as much a part of Barrington as Charlie. Anything we would do for him, we offer to you.’ Mrs Tait patted Rose gently on the shoulder. ‘I’ve put casseroles in the fridge to get you by for the next couple of days, plus fresh eggs, bread and milk. You’ll have leftover sandwiches and slice after today, too.’ Mrs Tait nodded toward the tray she had set down.

      The kind words were almost her undoing and Rose swallowed a sob, turning it into a hiccup to hide the rawness she felt. Now wasn’t the time. Later – later she could grieve. Turning back into the room, she cleared her throat loudly. Within moments the chatter had quietened, and all looked expectantly at Rose.

      ‘Thank you all for coming today, for honouring Charlie in this way. He wasn’t much of a speech-maker himself, so I will simply say that his funeral service and wake has been exactly as he would have liked. Please raise your glasses.’ Rose accepted a glass of port from old Mr Saunders and raised it.

      ‘To Charlie.’

      All in the room raised the glass or cup in their hand toward Rose while Mr Saunders, a baritone, broke into a stirring rendition of Auld Lang Syne, the entire room joining in after the first line ‘should auld acquaintance be forgot …’
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon was waning as friends and neighbours began to take their leave. Rose slipped out to the back veranda, determined to keep her tears at bay. Despite the large attendance at the funeral, she had never felt so alone. Charlie had been her only living relative and her loss was palpable. Fiercely ambitious, Rose had left home to attend university at eighteen. She knew she often hesitated to get close to people, preferring to keep most as acquaintances and few as friends. Living in Sydney all these years she had never experienced the sense of community she had grown up with yet knew her focus on career and independence had pushed some, who may have become closer, away.

      Somehow, she always thought Charlie would be here for her. His death had been a shock.

      Dusk created shadows in the garden, and she could hear cars driving unhurriedly back down the poplar-lined driveway to the main road to town. She called to Ruff, her grandfather’s old border collie, laying on the veranda. He got to his feet and ambled over, leaning against her leg for a pat. ‘You’re getting on too, old boy,’ she whispered.

      Kneeling, she buried her face in the old dog’s fur and sobbed. She pictured Ruff always at Charlie’s side, trotting at his heel as he walked to the yards, laying by his feet while he gardened and out here on the veranda, his head often resting on Charlie’s knee while he smoked his pipe. Rose would never see Charlie again, hear his voice, listen to his stories and feel his warm gaze, always so proud of her, on her face.

      A movement to one side, where the veranda was already in deep shadow, caught her eye. Rose flinched as a tall male unfolded himself from Charlie’s favourite wicker patio chair.

      ‘Who are you? What are you doing out here? The wake is inside.’ She stood ramrod straight, wiped her eyes with the back of one hand, irritated to discover a stranger making himself comfortable in her grandfather’s domain and embarrassed to be caught crying.

      ‘Angus Hamilton. And you are Rose. Pleased to meet you, Charlie talked about you a lot.’ He held out his hand to shake hers. ‘I am very sorry for your loss.’ Rose strode over, took his hand and shook it firmly, looking up at his tanned face, blue eyes and thick dark hair. She had noticed him at the funeral, briefly wondered who he was. Rose quickly took in long, lean legs in tight moleskins and quality chambray shirt; long sleeves undone and rolled to the elbow. Broad shoulders, she registered, then pulled her hand from his.

      ‘Did he? Well I have to say, he didn’t mention you at all. How did you know Charlie?’ she demanded, unaware she had drawn herself up to her full height, five foot eight, stuck her chin out a little and pulled her shoulders back, her eyes challenging his for an answer. She winced when old Ruff trotted over to the man and leaned against his knee, seeking affection. He was obviously a frequent visitor for Ruff to know him so well. Turning her grief to anger was better than breaking down in front of this stranger.

      When he didn’t immediately respond, instead looking at her intently, his gaze lingering on her long legs, moving up to her eyes, now darkened with anger. Rose snapped, ‘If you are done looking me over like a heifer at the market, Mr Hamilton, can you please explain your connection?’ Rose was furious. She knew he was checking her out, assessing her. What right did he have? She was accustomed to looks from men. Sometimes she found it amusing. Not today.

      ‘I have this day buried my grandfather. You are in his house, sitting in his chair as if you have a right to and you dare look me over! Please leave. Don’t bother with an explanation, I am no longer interested,’ Rose walked to the door and held it open, molten anger dripping with every word, every gesture.
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      Angus looked down as he slowly gave old Ruff a scratch across his shoulders.

      Charlie was right. He’d said Rose is a cracker of a girl. He had taken in her aggressive posture; the angry tilt of her head, her strong features and wavy, dark auburn hair falling across her shoulders. Strong handshake too. Definitely Charlie’s granddaughter. Her deep brown eyes looked almost black. Charlie said she had a temper. He wanted to smile at that but hesitated to anger her further, fully aware he had interrupted a private moment of grief. Instead, he picked up his Akubra hat from the floor by the chair and walked past her, doffing it as he left.

      He needed to talk to her, owed Charlie that much at least, but it was obvious now was not the time. Somewhat disappointed that their meeting had not gone well, he walked through the house, nodding to some as he left, shaking a hand here and there, before striding outside to his vehicle. He sat for a moment, looking at the beautiful old homestead and her lovely gardens, as the sun began to sink behind her.

      Shaking his head, he started up and drove slowly out. A conversation with Rose Gordon will need to be had, whether she likes it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally alone, Rose went back to the veranda and curled up in the wicker chair with a glass of port in one hand, the other resting on Ruff’s head. She let the tears flow. What would she do without Charlie? He was the last of her family. Her grandmother was gone, and her parents had died six years ago, within six months of each other.

      Her mother’s aggressive breast cancer had taken them all by surprise when Rose was finishing her first year of Uni. She came home to help nurse her through a double mastectomy and chemotherapy, but it was too little too late as the doctors had warned. They stopped treatment in the last two months and tried to make her as comfortable as they could. Rose read aloud and watched many movies, mostly romantic comedies and old fashioned musicals, lying beside her mother on her bed. The time they had was precious. Rose smiled sadly recalling how her mother’s thin face lit up when her father came into the sickroom to spend time with her. It had always been like that, the two of them so close, almost to the exclusion of all else.

      While they became accustomed to the concept of her mother’s death, she planned her own funeral right down to the hymns to be sung and the roses on her casket, the loss of her father just six months later was a shock to Rose and her grandparents. Jim Gordon had been sad, but coping, although he often disappeared for days at a time. The death certificate declared he died in a car accident, but Rose secretly believed he had taken his own life, not wanting to settle for a life without his beloved Helen.

      Thinking about it fuelled a primal anger within her. Had he loved her at all? She could understand his grief, but his act had left Rose an orphan. Her grandparents had always been there, but it was not the same. The farm seemed empty without her parents. It was nothing without her grandparents.

      Rose had a meeting scheduled tomorrow with Douglas Barlow, Charlie’s Solicitor, to sort out the will. He had spoken to her briefly at the cemetery and asked her to call him. She would have to sell the homestead and farm; she could think of no other option.

      Even without her publishing career, apartment and life in Sydney, she couldn’t run the farm by herself. Two thousand acres of prime farmland, around 400 head of beef cattle, grain and hay crops and the horses her grandfather loved so much.

      He had sold some of the stock before his death and most of the horses; keeping only his old stallion, Topper, two mares in foal and a filly he was beginning to break in. Perhaps the Tait family from next door have an interest in the property? She recalled her grandfather mentioning that young Jamie Tait was getting married. Would they be in a position to acquire more land? The drought was taking its toll and not many would have ready cash; she knew.

      She sighed sadly. No point speculating. She would speak to Barlow tomorrow and decide from there.
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        * * *

      

      At ten minutes to nine Rose strode through the doors of what used to be the Bank of New South Wales, a substantial brick edifice built in the mid-nineteenth century, housing the law offices of Barlow and Maxwell upstairs and a recently opened funky alfresco style coffee shop downstairs.

      Rose barely glanced at the coffee shop as she went by, her head high and back straight. She didn’t see the young woman behind the counter start toward her with a tea towel in one hand and a slight smile on her face. The woman hesitated and Rose was on her way up the polished timber staircase before she had taken a second step. The young woman smiled at a customer as she glanced back to where Rose had been, just moments before.

      Rose hadn’t been in this building since her father’s death, so soon after her mother.

      She was nineteen at the time, but she remembered having her beloved grandparents on each side of her as they climbed these stairs to hear her father’s will. She hadn’t cried publicly then either, preferring to contain her grief until she was alone.

      Taking the stairs two at a time, her riding boots made a satisfying clopping noise on the worn treads of the rosewood steps. Rose hoped Mr Barlow did not mind her arriving in jeans and a pale blue cotton shirt, looking somewhat casual for what was, of course, a solemn discussion. She had been down to the stables before breakfast and fed and groomed Topper, her grandfather’s irascible old stallion, and after showering had changed into riding gear intending to tour the farm after the meeting in town. The stallion had been her grandfather’s pride and joy but looked out of condition and she wondered when he had last been ridden. Not for weeks, if she was any judge.

      Stopping short when she entered the solicitor’s rooms, Rose smiled at Mrs Barlow behind the front desk. Frances Barlow had been her husband’s receptionist and secretary for over 35 years and locals believed she was as knowledgeable about law as her husband and his partner, Thomas Maxwell. Frances looked up from her computer and seeing Rose, stood and walked briskly around the desk, a warm smile of welcome on her lips. A small, well-dressed woman, she gave off a comforting aura of trustworthiness and a hint of Chanel Number Five.

      ‘Rose, so nice to see you. I wanted to speak to you at the church yesterday, but it seemed you had enough to deal with there. This is never easy, but please understand that Douglas and I are here for you, in and out of this office, at any time for any reason. Would you like to come to dinner at our home tomorrow night?’ As she spoke, Frances touched Rose’s arm lightly, emphasising the sincerity of her words.

      ‘Thank you Mrs Barlow, I would like that. You acted for three generations of our family, and I know you were in my grandfather’s confidence. I may need advice in coming weeks, on how to progress,’ Rose smiled down at the older woman.

      ‘Right. That’s settled, Come at six pm tomorrow night. And Rose…?’ ‘Yes.’

      ‘Please call us by our first names.’

      Rose smiled again. ‘Thank you, Frances.’

      Frances walked to the large cedar door of her husband’s office, opened it, and gestured for Rose to enter.

      ‘I’ll bring in a pot of tea, Douglas,’ Frances nodded to her husband behind his ancient timber desk. It had very little on it; just one manila file, a notepad, the phone and a computer to one side. There was another desk against the wall that was covered with files tied together by red ribbons, in neat piles, as Rose remembered. There would not be a scrap of dust; Frances would not allow that.

      Rose smiled warmly at her grandfather’s lawyer, his thick head of hair now quite grey but his hazel eyes bright and interested. He stood as Rose walked further into the room.

      Frances closed the door as she left.

      Walking toward Douglas behind his large old desk, Rose stopped, startled, when she saw another person sitting to one side. The angle of the open door had hidden him. She exhaled in horror.

      ‘You!’

      Rose was confused for a moment. Why would Angus Hamilton, the stranger from last night, be here, now? She turned to Douglas Barlow, mentally pulling herself together.

      ‘Sorry, I must have the wrong time since you are busy. I’m not sure why Frances showed me in.’ She nodded to Douglas and without another glance at Angus, strode toward the door.

      ‘Rose, wait.’ Douglas spoke in his usual quiet, considered manner. ‘Angus is here for the reading of your grandfather’s will. I am sorry, I thought Charlie had discussed this with you some time ago. I know he intended to talk to you about it.’

      Working hard not to show how shocked she was, Rose turned around. ‘My grandfather may have been waiting to speak to me in person. I’ve not been home since Christmas.’

      Stepping over to the remaining chair in front of the lawyer’s desk, Rose sat, crossing her long, denim-clad legs. With great self-control she nodded to the lawyer and said ‘Please continue, Mr Barlow.’

      During this exchange, Angus Hamilton had risen from his chair.

      ‘Please stay Miss Gordon. I will leave. You should have this conversation in private. I had no idea you were unaware of your grandfather’s plans.’ He nodded to Rose, then the lawyer, and was at the door in two large steps.

      ‘Angus. Thank you, I will speak to you later,’ Barlow said quietly as Frances re-entered the room bearing a tray with a teapot, milk jug and three fine china cups. She tried to hide her surprise as Angus held the door open for her, before leaving the room.

      Rose kept her breathing steady as she looked directly at Douglas Barlow. She could feel tears gathering and did not want to shed them. Not here. Not now.

      ‘Please read my grandfather’s will, Mr Barlow, I have taken up enough of your time today.’

      Douglas Barlow looked at her kindly, drew several typewritten pages from the file on his desk and began reading aloud.
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      Angus walked slowly down the stairs to the street, where he hesitated before entering the café.

      ‘Hi Angus, your usual?’ the young woman from the café asked.

      ‘Yes, thanks Deb.’

      Angus perched on a stool at the counter while he waited for his coffee. He shook his head, trying to dislodge the feeling that he was somehow in the wrong. Why would Charlie not have told his grand-daughter about his will? Charlie knew his heart was failing, had wanted to lock in the details. He had certainly made Angus very aware of his intentions.

      Did this change anything? Legally? Morally? He wished he knew the best way to progress. The right way. Douglas Barlow would, no doubt, call him back in later in the day. Until then, he had better get to work.

      ‘Here you go. One double shot extra-large long black, with a dash of cream.’ He took his coffee and smiled at the young woman as he stood up.

      ‘Think this weather will break anytime soon?’ she nodded to the clear blue sky, the day already uncomfortably warm.

      ‘Wish it would, Deb. We badly need rain. So many are doing it tough. I heard they are trucking hay up from down near Adelaide to feed stock here. The cost of freight alone makes it hardly worth it. Old Saunders is shutting his dairy at the end of the month, selling off the stock in milk and the breeders. Sad. Fifth generation dairy-farmer. He is hoping that will give him enough breathing space to hang on to the young ones for beef production. Only a few big dairies left in the district now, Saunders was the last of the small ones.’

      ‘Do you think he will sell out to the consortium, now he has stopped milking? His boy was never interested, and the grandkids rarely visit.’

      Angus paused for a moment before he answered. ‘I don’t know. Saunders was close to old Charlie and he was dead against the consortium buying up prime farming land in the area. I reckon Saunders will hang on if he can.’

      Angus shook his head as Deb went to serve another customer. If multi-generational farmers like Saunders can’t make a go of it, what hope does a young farmer have?
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      Just over an hour later Rose walked heavily down the stairs, shocked and bewildered. With stomach churning, she stepped out next to the café bustling with mid-morning customers. She did not register the aroma of coffee or the laughter of a group of young mothers in one corner, happily chatting to each other with babies on their laps.

      Walking toward her car parked outside the cafe, Rose finally turned when her name was called for the third time.

      The young woman from the coffee shop stood before her, tucking a lock of thick blond hair behind her ear. There was a worried smile on her pretty face, flushed from the steam of the coffee maker. Rose hesitated for a moment, registering the person before her.

      ‘Debbie?! Debbie Webb!’ Rose threw her arms around her old friend. They each spoke at once.

      ‘Rose. I was so sorry to hear about Charlie. I sent flowers and a card and came to the church, although it was such a big funeral, I am not surprised you didn’t see me there. I planned to come out to the farm after work today,’ Debbie gestured back toward the coffee shop counter.

      ‘Debbie! I had no idea you were back from London; I would have looked out for you. My last email bounced, and I was going to speak to your Mum next time I came home to catch up on your news.’

      Rose lowered her voice, ‘I haven’t read through the cards yet. I know I should …. I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s OK Rose. I’ve been back for months. I’m engaged.’ Debbie thrust her left hand out for Rose to see the white gold ring with six twinkling low set diamonds.

      ‘Wow! Engaged! Congratulations!’ Rose felt genuine happiness for her old friend.

      They had been inseparable during high school and their first year at university. Rose had studied Communications, Debbie Physiotherapy, and they had planned to go to London together. When Rose’s mother was diagnosed with breast cancer, Rose insisted Debbie go to London, anyway. Then her mother died, and her father not long after. It was a terrible time. She’d thrown herself into completing her studies, intending to go to London after that. Then an opportunity came up in a Sydney publishing house. Rose took it. After that they seemed to email and Skype less, and Rose knew in her heart that it was she who had let the friendship slide. Deep down, she was envious that Debbie had followed through with their shared dream.

      ‘You haven’t asked who I am engaged to …’ Debbie said.

      Rose stood back from her friend, looking into her happy face. Always such a pretty girl, but radiant today.

      ‘Tell me,’ Rose demanded.

      ‘Jamie Tait.’ Debbie giggled.

      ‘Jamie!’ Rose laughed. ‘The boy next door. We used to beg him to let us play cowboys and Indians with him and his brother. The beasts, remember how they always made us Indians and would tie us to a tree and run off and leave us? For hours!’ They were both laughing now.

      ‘Remember when Charlie wanted to untie us, but we insisted we were part of the game and the ‘cowboys’ would be back! Then he told us the boys were at the house, drinking hot chocolate and eating your grandmother’s sponge cake.’

      ‘But we got them back. Many times…’ They were both laughing so much that the group of young mothers had stopped chatting and were watching, smiling.

      Rose straightened up and wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes. Debbie! How wonderful. It felt so good to laugh with an old friend and remember less complicated times. And she was marrying a local and staying in town.

      ‘I have to get back to work, but here’s my mobile number.’ Debbie thrust a piece of notepaper torn from an order book into Rose’s hand. ‘We haven’t had a proper engagement party; we are planning something small next Saturday out at Jamie’s parents' farm. You have to come.’

      ‘I’d love to. I don’t have to go back to Sydney for another week, so it’s perfect.’ Rose smiled.

      ‘Oh. You’re not staying? I thought you might stay…?’

      ‘I only have two weeks off work but turns out it’s more complicated than I expected.’ Rose shrugged, and Debbie wisely chose not to ask further questions in that moment. She knew from old that Rose was struggling to keep her emotions in check and would not like to share private information in a public setting.

      As Rose walked toward her vehicle, she turned and threw a question back at Debbie.

      ‘What happened to physio, I thought you kept studying while working in London?’

      ‘I did. I’m qualified. But I worked at some of the best coffee shops as a student and decided I just love it. Coffee is my calling,’ Debbie called out. She pointed to the sign over the cafe entrance that read ‘Coffee is my Calling’ with a signature across the bottom right corner that Rose instantly recognized: ‘Debbie Webb.’

      Rose looked at Debbie in awe. ‘Your own business? I am so impressed!’

      ‘Long story, but the premises had been empty for a while, so I did a deal for cheap rent and Jamie chipped in for the fit-out expense. He is so proud of me…’ She blushed and hurried back to the counter where customers were lining up.

      Rose sat in her Jeep for a moment before starting it. She was proud of Debbie too. Her own business at twenty-six! Engaged to Jamie Tait. She should have seen that coming, they had been an item on and off during their teens; of course they stayed in touch over the years. Rose felt suddenly left behind.

      Rose started the vehicle and pulled out quickly, driving a little too fast on the way back to the farm.

      Pulling up at the stables in a small cloud of dust, Rose jumped out of her vehicle, gave Ruff a quick pat and walked through to the round yard where she had left Topper earlier that morning. She opened the gate and walked confidently up to the large grey stallion. She had known this horse since she was young, but her grandfather only let her ride him in later years. He was headstrong and unpredictable.

      ‘Want to go for a gallop old boy?’ She slipped her hand through his halter.

      Clipping on a lead rope she led him to the edge of the yard, tying him to the fence. Rose looked at her own stock-saddle, then chose her grandfather’s heavier western-style saddle. It’s what the horse is used to. She threw a clean saddle cloth on first and Topper turned his head and drew his lips back in what looked like a snarl.

      ‘Oh, you’re going to be like that are you? Well, be my guest, I feel like a fight.’ she muttered to the horse as she tightened the girth strap and slipped the crupper around under his tail, doing it up at the back of the saddle. The horse hunched a bit when the crupper went on. He may have a pig-root or buck, but how bad could it be? The horse is seventeen years old.

      Selecting his bridle from the tack room, Rose checked the leathers and buckles through habit, then slipped the bit in his mouth. Sliding the rest of the bridle up over his ears, she did the chin strap up quickly. Rose checked the stirrup length and girth tension before she mounted and managed to squeeze it up another notch. ‘Suck your belly in, old boy, I don’t want a loose saddle.’

      Rose pulled her long hair into a low plait and slapped her old Akubra on her head, before undoing the lead rope from the fence and tying it loosely around his neck. Holding the reins firmly in her left hand, she put her left foot into the stirrup and threw her right leg up and over, settling her backside into the saddle. The seat was a little roomy, but comfortable and well worn.

      Topper stood for a moment, quivering. ‘Deciding whether to buck, are you?’ Rose said aloud. He seemed to sense her mood and stepped out as she nudged him with her heels.

      ‘Stay,’ she said to Ruff as he started to trot after the horse.

      As much as she wanted to gallop, she knew Topper was unfit, so alternated between a quick walk and a trot for the first kilometre while they became used to each other.

      Through the first paddock and onto the track that led down to the creek that ran through the bottom corner of the property, Rose loosened the reins and kicked Topper into a canter. Her Akubra flew off, but she glanced back where it lay and left it, to pick up on the way home. The horse was cantering easily, and she felt the tension loosen from her shoulders and neck. Enjoying the fresh air on her face and the horse moving beneath her, Rose knew she could have spent more time at the farm. Should have. She had forgotten how much she loved it here.

      Rose looked at the farm paddocks as she cantered past. Most of the fences were standing straight, with good tension in the wires. Not surprising, she thought. Charlie had always been meticulous about maintenance.

      A small herd of yearling Herefords stood in one of the paddocks, grazing on hay that had recently been spread out. She frowned. Who had fed the cattle? Neighbours? There was no green feed in the paddocks near the house, but closer to the creek would be better, as they had the right to pump water from the creek to irrigate on the creek flats.

      The big horse seemed to eat up the distance with his easy, long-limbed gait, and suddenly the tree line along the banks of the creek was in view. She slowed to a trot and then a walk as she guided the horse through to the edge of the creek. The grass between the trees was green and lush, even the wallabies weren’t able to keep it down, she thought. Maybe she should move a few head of young stock into this area. The creek was shallow in places, more so with the drought dragging on, and cattle would be able to get
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