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      Harriet pushed her glasses up her nose and squinted at the screen in front of her. Did she want to purchase it in fuchsia or bubblegum? They both looked so similar. What was the difference? Which coloured shirt would Hannah prefer? Her granddaughter loved all things pink, but who knew if that would still be true in a few months? Pink might go out of fashion, or she might suddenly like purple more. Or green.

      In exasperation, she clicked the first option and pressed buy. She could always return it, just like she’d returned plenty of the clothes she bought online only to find they didn’t fit right or the style didn’t suit her. Sometimes she missed shopping in stores, especially now she was getting more mature and the clothes that had complemented her brown hair didn’t suit the white strands overtaking them.

      All part of the ageing process. She wasn’t a vain woman but she liked to think she still looked alright for being close to sixty now. She even liked the white hair. The streaks of grey had only lasted a year before all her hair had turned snowy white. Last week she had treated herself to a hair appointment and come out with a stylish, short new cut with layers and a sweeping fringe. Her sister, Beverly, hadn’t stopped commenting on it when Harriet had dropped by afterwards. Beverly’s hair was still mousy brown and she wore it long, past her shoulders.

      She typed in her credit card details and address and finished the transaction. How many presents was that now? Eight for Hannah and two for each of the adults? She counted them out with her fingers as she went through all her children and their partners. Lachie and Abbie, Darcy and Meghan, Noah and Riley. She had also bought something for her yet-to-arrive grandchild. Meghan had just entered her final trimester and wore her round belly with pride. After all she and Darcy had gone through to get this far into a pregnancy, Meghan wasn’t going to take any risks. She had even stopped riding. Molly had come to live at Brigadier Station again and Hannah spent all her spare time with the old mare.

      Harriet stood from the desk in Lachie’s office and made her way down the hall. She paused outside Hannah’s room and grinned. Lachie and Hannah were in town right now, picking up the new curtains and bedspreads which had finally arrived from Brisbane. The walls were freshly painted and the white single bed was very modern and functional with storage and a pull-out trundle bed under it. No doubt the spare bed would get plenty of use when Hannah started inviting friends over for sleepovers.

      Harriet and Lachie had lived together in this house for the last few years. In just a few days, Abbie and Hannah would officially give up the lease on their town house and move to the station permanently. Harriet loved having them here, filling the empty rooms with laughter and giving the adults something else to think about. Something other than this never-ending drought and all it brought with it.

      Her heart clenched as she thought of her dear friend Maddie, now a widow, raising her two children alone in Mt Isa. Her husband, Dylan, had committed suicide earlier this year.

      Lachie and Abbie had found him.

      Their property, neighbouring Brigadier Station, had already been on the brink of bankruptcy, so Maddie had had no choice but to leave and hope a private buyer showed interest.

      There had been rumours in town that international investment companies were snooping around, ready to snap it up at a bargain price. Then another rumour had started—that an Australian family had purchased it and were already moving in.

      That was when Harriet had received the call from Margaret, the CWA president and head of all town news. “Would you mind popping over and welcoming them to town?” she’d asked. “We’re all so curious and I’m sure Maddie would like to know who bought her property.”

      In the kitchen, Harriet checked that her famous blueberry muffins had cooled. If she was going to be the welcoming committee for her new neighbours, she couldn’t arrive empty-handed.

      She chose a plastic container and filled it with the grey and blue muffins. They had left a sugary-sweet smell in the room. Lachie would know exactly what she had spent her morning baking. These were his favourites. Luckily, she had made two batches—enough for her hungry family’s afternoon tea when they arrived home.

      After dabbing on some lipstick, Harriet gathered the container and her keys and headed outside to her Land Cruiser. She opened the door and put her things on the passenger seat before frowning. Something was different.

      She turned her gaze skyward.

      No, it can’t be …

      Are those rain clouds forming?

      The grey shadows over the land and the humidity in the air seemed to agree. Harriet stared for a few more minutes, praying that they wouldn’t suddenly dissipate like they had so many times before. They needed rain. The earth was thirsty and cracked below her feet. The animals needed something more nourishing than the usual cottonseed.

      Please, please let it rain.

      Hope filled her belly but she knew better than to get too excited. They would need a decent drop to start repairing the damage the drought had caused.

      She walked around the vehicle and climbed into the driver’s seat, focusing on the task at hand and not the hope that their fortunes may be about to change.
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      The drive to their nearest neighbour still took ten minutes on the main road. The big yellow For Sale sign was caked in dust, except for the glossy new sticker pasted on top stating it was now sold.

      I hope they’re nice people.

      In the outback, you needed good neighbours. Folk you could rely on in an emergency. People who would look after their boundary fences and firebreaks. Neighbours usually became your best friends too, since you didn’t tend to get to town much and often wouldn’t see another face for days or even weeks.

      Nearing the house, she didn’t notice any vehicles and wondered if they were out. Margaret had said they’d moved in, but maybe she had been misinformed. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      She parked in the same spot she had always parked in when visiting Maddie and got out of the car. The silence was deafening. Harriet hadn’t been back since Maddie had left and that had been months ago.

      With the container in her hands, Harriet wandered around the house calling out, “Yoo-hoo, anyone here?”

      No reply.

      A muffled banging sound had her turning towards the old corrugated shed surrounded by an assortment of other farm buildings. She followed the noise until she spotted a figure dressed in grey coveralls, leaning over the engine of an old tractor. The grease-smeared pants were pulled tight and moulded over strong-looking thighs and buttocks. She took a moment to appreciate the fine specimen of man before clearing her throat.

      When that didn’t work she walked a few steps closer and called out a hello.

      The man’s head shot up in such a hurry, it banged against the lid of the tractor which was opened at a sixty-five-degree angle. He muttered an oath as she rushed forward.

      “I’m so sorry to surprise you. I was calling out but—”

      Holding one weathered hand against his head, the man slowly turned to meet her worried gaze.

      She had expected him to be a young man. A sprightly new ringer or farmhand, not someone more her own age. ‘A silver fox’ she remembered Meghan once saying to describe an attractive older man. The description suited him with his thinning brown hair on top and a section of silver above each ear. The many lines on his face were deep but his brown eyes were kind and somehow familiar.

      “Hi.” He lowered his hand, glancing at it as though expecting to see blood. He must have really hit his head.

      “Are you okay? I can call the flying doctor. Or take you into town; my son’s girlfriend is a nurse at the hospital.”

      He shook his head. “No, no. It’s just a bump. I’ll be fine.” He smiled then and it was as though his whole face lit up. Then he extended his hand for her to shake. “I’m Tom. Tom Carmody.” He extended his hand for her to shake.

      Her heart pounded. It couldn’t be him, could it?

      She placed her hand in his and he squeezed it gently. She let it go on for a moment longer than etiquette required before withdrawing and finding her voice. “I’m Harriet McGuire. Your neighbour from Brigadier Station.”

      A frown creased his brow as he searched her face. The moment he recognised her his eyes widened and glimmered - the same way they had all those years ago.

      “Harriet? Is it really you? After all this time. I can’t believe it.”

      She nodded. “I used to be Harriet Foster when we were at school.”

      “Wow. What’s it been, forty years?” His gaze swept over her. “You look great.”

      She let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. “What are you doing here? Didn’t your family live closer to Hughenden?” She tried to remember the details of their secret conversations.

      He leaned against the tractor. “Yeah, I just passed it down to my son, Brian. He was itching to take it over and I was ready for a new challenge.”

      She tilted her head. “Is this place yours?” She looked around for proof of ownership. “You bought it?”

      He nodded proudly and she wondered if he was wearing rose-coloured glasses. The station had gone deep into disrepair over the years. Without a huge injection of cash and a lot of hard work, it was little more than a flat patch of dust. There weren’t any animals left, not even chooks.

      “I know what you’re thinking.” He smiled. “What the hell am I doing? But I have big plans for this place. Once it rains, I’m going to restock it and turn things around.”

      “But why here? Why this property?” she asked before adding in a lowered voice, “What does your wife think?”

      “My ex-wife thinks I’m nuts. So do our kids.” He straightened and moved so he could gaze out at the empty paddock. “But where everyone else sees desolation, I see potential.” He turned back to her. “And beauty.”

      She took a deep breath and tried to keep her brain focused on their conversation. “So, you’re here alone then?”

      “I am.” He nodded at the homestead. “It’s a real bachelor pad in there, but I have a kettle and tea bags. Would you like a cuppa?”

      Her heart skipped a beat and she remembered the muffins. “I’d love one. I actually brought you some morning tea.”

      “A woman after my own heart.” He winked at her and swept his hand towards the house, waiting for her to lead the way.

      Face burning, hope flaring, she drew in a deep breath.
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