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Bec

“That’s the last of it,” I put the heavy bags onto our oversized kitchen dining table. “I put what I could into Charlie’s freezer and this is the rest of it.” 

“Thanks love,” Gran shook her head as she started unloading the food into our fridge. “No sense in having all of Charlie’s food left to spoil while he’s away.” 

Gran was talking like Charlie was away on a holiday, or off having some big adventure instead of being laid up in a hospital bed in Sydney after suffering a heart attack and stroke. I knew she missed him, because I missed him too. Charlie and I had become close over the past few years, well, five years to be exact. Ever since my Gramps passed away, I’d kind of adopted him as a surrogate grandfather. Gran and Charlie had been spending a lot of time together the past few years too. They were good company for each other. 

Landers farm had been in our family for five generations, and it was the same way for the McBride farm that neighboured ours. Only there were five capable young Landers here to carry on the family business, but for Charlie McBride, there was no one. Not that he was totally alone. He had family, just not family who came to visit him. The last time I saw Charlie’s grandkids here, we were all still in school. 

“Have you spoken to his daughter-in-law again?” I looked over at Gran as I passed her the container of eggs. 

“I called Caroline earlier. She said Charlie is still hooked up to some machines, his speech is hard to understand and he’s not able to care for himself yet,” Gran gave me a sad look. “She doesn't sound confident that he’ll ever be able to live on the farm by himself again.”

Gran had that look in her eyes, like the old cogs were ticking away as she came up with a plan. 

“What are you thinking?” Just as I asked the question, Tate, my big brother closest in age to me came sauntering into the kitchen. 

“Thinking about what?” He looked from me to Gran. “Please tell me you’re thinking of making a roast for dinner,” he gave her his best smile, one that always seemed to work on her. 

“No,” she laughed at the look on his face as soon as he realised he wasn't getting his beloved beef roast. “Fine, I’ll cook a roast,” as soon as Gran agreed to cook Tate’s favourite dinner he scooped her up and spun her around. Even though she protested and kept telling him to put her down, you could tell she loved it when he did this to her. 

“Love you Gran,” he put her back on her feet and kissed her head. Gran was short, and getting shorter every year. Tate was twenty-five years old, six foot tall and then some, and built like a grizzly bear, only he was all muscle and no fat. Even though he was the youngest of my brothers, he was easily just as big as the older three. He was the closest in age to me, and probably the closest to me in general. I was close to all of my brothers, but Tate and I had a special bond. We were the youngest two, and only little kids when our parents died, I guess that made us closer.

We clung to each other back then. Tate would let me come into his bed and he’d talk to me until I fell asleep. Sometimes he’d even cry with me when I was really upset. Not that he’d ever let me tell our older brothers about that. He always looked up to them, he still did, and as close as we all were, they’d still give him shit for crying, even if he was a little kid at the time. 

I was seven and Tate was nine when we lost our parents. Mason, the middle child was eleven, but he acted like someone much older. Gran always said he had a wise head for such a young person. Then there was Carter. He was thirteen at the time. It seemed like it happened overnight that he stopped playing with his friends and grew up in an instant, taking on more responsibility around the farm than any thirteen year old should have to. Ashton was the same. He was fifteen, and all of a sudden, his whole future changed. 

Gran and Gramps took us in and raised us from that moment on. We’d lived on a cattle farm not far from here, and after a tense family meeting, it was decided we’d sell our family’s land and move in here with our grandparents. After all, this was our ancestral land too.

In the beginning, Ash and Gramps butted heads constantly. Gramps let a lot of stuff slide because he knew Ash was hurting deep, as we all were, and in the end they started to get along. I think it had a lot to do with the fact that Gran and Gramps handed over a parcel of our land to Ash the day he turned twenty-one. I still remember the look of pride on his face when he held that title deed in his hand. He softened a lot after that, and even made the decision to go to university and study business and agriculture. He had big dreams for Landers farm. He still does. But now his dreams aren’t only for himself. They’re for all of us, including his daughter, Hannah. 

Hannah came to the farm late last year. Ash didn't even know he had a daughter until he got a call from a woman one day telling him about Hannah. Of course, he dropped everything and rushed to Sydney to meet her. Ash and Hannah have only known each other for a few months, so things are still working themselves out between the two, but I have a feeling they’ll become close. Ash is a wonderful man, and you can tell he’s doing his best as far as Hannah’s concerned. He puts her first with everything, and she’s slowly coming around. 

Just like Ash, the day we turned twenty one, each of us was given our own parcel of land, and eventually the farm was divided into five equal parcels. Of course, we’re all adults now. Ash is thirty one, Carter twenty nine, Mason twenty seven, Tate twenty five and myself, twenty three. Ash and Carter run beef cattle on their land, while Mason and Tate grow wheat. I chose the smart path. I lease my land to Ash so he can run extra cattle. It means I have a cash flow without having to worry about crops or cattle. It's a win for me and a win for Ash, and it’s an arrangement that I'm happy to stick with while I'm studying. 

“Pardon?” I looked at Gran. “Sorry, I was miles away.” 

“I was just wondering if you’d be able to go back to Charlie’s and pick me a bucket of apples so I can make an apple pie to go with tonight’s dinner?”  

“Sure,” I looked at the clock. “I might see if Ash wants me to pick Hannah up from school, then we can go pick apples together.” 

I left Tate and Gran discussing Charlie’s health as I headed out the back door. Ash had built a house on his parcel of land, and while I normally liked to walk there, right now I didn't have enough time. In total, Landers farm was just over twenty thousand acres, so we all had about four thousand acres each, give or take. Ash and Carter were the only ones to have built their own homes so far. We could see their houses from the main homestead but they were far enough away that they still had a degree of privacy. 

From the main house, there were long tracks that led off in each direction, one to Ash’s house, and one to Carter’s. Only five minutes each by car or motorbike, and a little longer by horse, they were easily a half hour walk, or sometimes more depending on my mood. 

I found Ash in the paddock closest to our house. He was fixing a fence some of his cattle had trampled in last night’s storm. “Hey biggest bro,” I pulled on my hat as I walked towards him. “Having fun?” 

“No,” Ash kept working without looking up. “Damn cattle trampled this whole section. Took me a couple of hours this morning to round them up, now I have to replace all this fence,” he stood, stretching his back as he looked along the long line of fence that needed replacing. He looked at his watch and mumbled something under his breath. “What can I do for you?” 

“Gran’s cooking a roast for dinner and she wants me to go to Charlie’s and pick some apples so she can make an apple pie for dessert,” I moved towards him and held the post that he was trying to position in the ground. “Just wondering if it’s okay with you if I pick Hannah up from school and take her to pick apples with me?” 

“That’d be great, it’d give me time to finish the fence this afternoon,” he looked up at me. “Thanks.” 

“No problem,” I looked at my brother. I saw him all the time, but I hadn't really looked at him closely for a while. He looked older, exhausted, and different somehow. “You know I'm happy to help with Hannah whenever you need. I only have three units to go with my course, so this year is a light one for me.” 

“Thanks,” he didn't look up from the fencing wire he was unrolling. “But I got it covered.” 

I looked at him for the longest time. I knew he felt guilty for not knowing about Hannah until she was five years old, but that wasn't his fault. It’s not like he knew about her and abandoned her, as soon as he got that call he was gone. Within hours of finding out he had a daughter, he was by her side. 

“Well, I'm here if you need me,” I patted his arm then turned back to my jeep. “I’ll text you when I'm at the school to let you know I got Hannah okay.” 

Ash gave me a little nod to show that he’d heard me. 

––––––––
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I STOOD OUTSIDE HANNAH’S classroom and waited for her. There were a few mothers standing around, but they were all talking to each other. It wasn't that I expected any of them to talk to me, but they could have at least said hello. 

When the school bell went, the door opened and kids came flooding out. I watched Hannah as she pulled on her backpack and looked around for Ash. I was waving to get her attention when it happened. A boy no bigger than Hannah shoved her in the back, pushing her to the ground, then he laughed at her. 

“Hey,” I yelled as I ran towards them. Both kids looked up at me, only Hannah’s little face was so sad. “That was mean,” I looked at the boy. “What did you do that for?” The kid didn't answer me. “You apologise right now.” 

I helped Hannah to her feet. “Don't you speak to my son like that.” 

I looked over my shoulder to see a woman walking towards me. Great, Christa Watkins, my schoolyard bully. Figures this would be her kid. 

“He pushed her over for no reason, he needs to apologise,” I stood my ground and faced off with her. 

“He doesn't need to do anything,” Christa grabbed her son’s hand and started to walk away. 

“I guess the apple doesn't fall far from the tree,” I called out to her as all the other mother’s watched on with interest. “Bullying runs in the family does it?” 

When Christa turned and glared at me, I stepped closer to her. There was a reason none of the other mother’s spoke to her, she’d bullied most of them in school too. She had no friends. “Listen to me bitch, you stay away from my kid, if you speak to him again I’ll go to the principal, do you understand me?” 

“No,” I called when she started to walk away. When she stopped, I moved right up in her face. “You listen to me bitch,” I waited for my words to sink in. “You keep your kid away from my niece or I will go to the principal and have his bullying arse kicked out of this school, and given it’s the only school in town, I guess you’d get to home school your little delight then wouldn’t you?” I moved closer still. “Do you understand me?”

Christa looked like she could spit fire right now, so I kept going. “You need to teach him how to play nice or he’s going to grow up with no friends just like you Christa,” I cocked my head to the side. “You wouldn't want him to grow up with no friends would you?” 

“Stay away from my son,” she yanked on her sons arm and stormed off. 

I knelt down next to Hannah and checked her over for injuries. “Are you okay banana split?” I’d been calling her that since she arrived at the farm, it was a nickname that had stuck after she devoured a banana split on her first night with us. 

“I'm okay,” her voice was barely a whisper. 

“I don't like Dylan,” another little voice spoke from beside me. I looked over my shoulder to see one of Hannah’s classmates standing beside me. “He’s mean to me and Hannah all the time.” 

I looked back to Hannah, holding both her hands in mine. “Does he hurt you all the time?” 

Hannah slowly looked up at me. “Sometimes he doesn't hurt me, but he takes my things and won't give them back.” 

“Right,” I stood and held onto Hannah’s hand. Ash was going to go ape shit when he heard about this. He had so much to worry about already. “Let’s go have a chat to your teacher.” 

“No,” Hannah tugged on my hand. “Don't tell Mr Roth, he doesn't like it when kids tell tales on each other, he said no one likes a dibby dobber.” 

I looked down at Hannah’s face, and saw genuine worry. “Really,” I looked at the classroom, then back at Hannah. “How about you wait here and I’ll go talk to him alone,” I led her to the seat outside the classroom. 

“Ok,” she sat and held her backpack in her lap. “Please don't make him mad at me.” 

What sort of arse has little kindergarten kids so scared? I knocked on the classroom door and waited for him to look up from his desk. “Mr Roth,” I stepped into the classroom, not waiting for an invitation. 

He looked me up and down, a creepy smile growing across his face as he stood and held out his hand. “Can I help you?”

“Yeah, I'm Hannah Landers’ aunty, and you can keep an eye on that Dylan kid and tell him to keep his hands off my niece. The kid’s a bully, he needs to be stopped.” 

The man took a step back and looked me up and down again. “Are you Hannah’s guardian?” 

“No, like I said, I'm her aunty,” he held up his hand, cutting me off mid-sentence. Arrogant pig. 

“Then we’re done here,” he turned to walk back to his desk. 

“Excuse me, we are not done here until you assure me that you will keep an eye on that bully and keep him away from Hannah,” I had my hands on my hips now, and I wasn't budging. 

He sat back at his desk and looked up at me with distain. Who the hell was this jerk? “Look Miss,” he looked at me questioningly. 

“Rebecca, Rebecca Landers,” I glared back at him. 

“Right, Ms Landers, I'm a busy man, I can’t keep an eye on twenty kids every minute of the day,” he let out a long breath. “Besides, learning to deal with bullies makes a kid resilient.” He went back to his paperwork as if this discussion was over. 

“Excuse me,” I stepped right up to his desk. “That’s a load of horse shit and you know it, you’re just a pathetic excuse for a teacher and you’re too lazy to do your job.” I bent down so I was right in front of his face. “Besides, Hannah’s been through enough in her short life, she’s already a resilient kid,” I kept my eyes locked on his. “Now, you do your job and keep that kid away from my niece or the board of education is going to be hearing all about you and your attitude towards dealing with bullies.” I gave him my best smile. “Got me Mr Roth?” I stared him down for a minute then turned and left the classroom. Arsehole. Man I was fired up this afternoon. 

“Let’s go banana split,” I reached for Hannah’s hand and we walked to the car. “We’re going to my friends farm so we can pick some apples,” I looked at her and smiled as I buckled her into her car seat. “Gran’s making a roast for dinner and an apple pie for dessert.” 

“I like roasts,” she looked up at me and gave me a small smile. “So does Uncle Tate.” I had to laugh at that. Hannah had only been in our lives for a few months, but she already knew us so well. She was observant that's for sure. 

So Hannah and I headed for the McBride farm and spent the next hour picking apples. Charlie farmed wheat, but he had a small orchard in the paddock closest to his house. It was a pet project of his late wife Annie. She loved baking, and she loved cooking with the fruit and veg that she farmed herself. 

Just as we were getting ready to go, Taffy came to the fence looking for a treat. “Hey banana split,” Hannah looked at me when I called to her. “Shall we give Taffy an apple?” 

“Yeah,” her little face lit up. 

“You pick one from the bucket.”

We loaded the two buckets of apples into my jeep then went to give Taffy the treat. Hannah climbed up and stood on the bottom railing of the farmyard fence. “Remember to hold your hand flat so she doesn't bite off your fingers,” I held Hannah’s waist to steady her and she giggled. “I’m taking Taffy to our farm tomorrow so we can look after her until Charlie comes home, maybe after school we can take Taffy for a ride.” 

“Really?” Hannah looked at me with wide eyes. “I have to ask Daddy if it’s okay, he said I'm not big enough to ride a horse yet, he said I could ride when I'm seven,” her face dropped again. “I don't want to wait until I'm seven.” 

“How about we ask Daddy together,” I winked at her as I helped her down from the fence. 

I had a feeling Ash would say no. If he’d already told Hannah she couldn't ride just yet, then I knew he wouldn't go back on that. He was a good guy, but he was a stickler for keeping his word. 

“Come on Hannah Bananah, let’s go home,” we swung our arms as we walked hand in hand back to the car. “Are you going to help Gran make the apple pie or do you have too much homework?” 

“I don't have homework,” she gave me a little giggle. “I'm only five.”

“Oh are you, I thought you were twenty,” she laughed at me as I opened the car door for her. 

“I'm not twenty, that’s lots old, and I'm not lots old, I'm just a kid,” she shook her head at me as she buckled up. “How old are you Aunty Bec?” 

“I’m twenty three,” I looked at her in the rear-view mirror as I climbed in behind the wheel. 

“Wow, that’s lots old,” she looked out the side window as we drove along the track between our two farms. “You need to have a husband so you can have some babies before you get too old to have babies,” she was speaking matter of fact. “Do you want to get a husband and have babies?” 

“Yeah, I do,” I looked at her in the mirror again. “Someday.” 

“How many babies do you want? I think you should have ten,” another matter of fact statement. 

“Ten,” I laughed. “Okay, I’ll have ten.” 

“Have you got Frozen music in your car?” 

“What’s frozen music?” I looked in the mirror again. 

“You know, Frozen, like Elsa and Anna and Olaf,” she asked the question like I was an idiot. “It’s from Disney. Daddy got Frozen music for his car so we can sing it on the way to school.” 

We pulled up at my brother’s house and I couldn't stop smiling as I pictured my eldest brother singing along to the soundtrack of a Disney movie.

Hannah said a quick hello to Ash then took off into the house. “Hey, got a minute?” I looked at him. When he took a seat on the porch, I told him about the incident at school with Dylan, and the run in I had with Christa and Hannah’s teacher. By the time I was done, he was furious, but strangely calm. 

“Thanks for sticking up for her with Dylan and Christa,” he stood and smacked his hat on his leg a couple of times. “But I’d appreciate it if you left the teacher for me to deal with,” he looked at me, holding my gaze as he spoke. “She’s my daughter, I should be the one talking to the teacher, not you.” 

“I was only trying to help,” I shook my head at him. “And the man’s an arse, he has a shit attitude for a kindergarten teacher.” I went down the stairs and raised my hand as I walked away. “I’ll see you at dinner.” 

****
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Chapter 2
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Bec

Ash hadn't let me pick Hannah up from school again, instead, he insisted on going there every day, and before he left the school grounds, he’d ask her if she had any issues with Dylan. Things seemed to have settled down after Ash confronted her teacher, then he paid a visit to Christa. I would have loved to be a fly on the wall for that discussion. Christa had always had a thing for Ash, and I don't think she’d put the connection together that Hannah was his daughter. Not until Ash turned up on her doorstep anyway. I was glad things were getting better for Hannah, she’d been through so much, it was time she was happy again. 

“You ready?” Tate called to me from the end of the hallway. “Come on Bec, I want to get to Murphy’s before the place gets too busy.” 

“I'm coming,” I shoved my purse into my little shoulder bag, took one last look in the mirror then headed out. Tonight was my third date with Rick, the new cop in town. Rick had offered to come pick me up, but I didn't want to be in the car with him for that long, so Tate and I were meeting him at the pub. He was okay, but I wasn't really that into him. There was something about him that grinded my gears. He was cocky, and a bit too pushy for me. It wasn't that I was inexperienced with men, well, maybe a little, but he wanted it all on the first date, and that wasn't my style. I only agreed to keep seeing him because pickings in this town were pretty slim, and not only did my brothers usually scare off any potential relationship material, and I was starting to get a bit sick of being single. I’m pretty sure I'm the only twenty three year old virgin left on the planet, and at this rate, I’d still have all my petals in place when I'm eighty. 

I laughed at that thought. A) who on earth came up with the term deflowering when you took someone’s virginity, and B), how did you pluck off just one petal? You either went all the way or you didn't. Maybe you lost petals based on how far you’d gone with a guy. Like, one petal for kissing and fondling, a second petal for oral, a third for a fingering. All I knew was that it was high time I lost the whole damn flower, but Constable Rick wasn't the man who was going to have that honour. Nope, I was going to give my virginity to someone who I connected with a lot more than what I did with him. No matter how desperate I got, it wasn't going to happen tonight. 

When we got to the pub, I grabbed Tate’s arm. “Hey, don't leave me alone tonight okay,” when he looked back at me I kept going. “I mean, if you hook up with someone can you take her car, then I can take your car home.” 

“You really don't like him do you?” Tate looked at me as we got to the door of the pub. “He’s a good guy Bec.” 

“So says you,” I let out a long breath. “Look, please, just don't leave me stranded here.” 

“Okay, it’s not like there’s likely to be any potential hook ups in here anyway, one of the curses of living in a small town I guess,” poor Tate was in the same boat as me. 

“Oh come on,” I put my arm around him as we walked in. “There’s always Samantha.” 

“No, no way,” Tate had been dodging Samantha since the eighth grade when she moved to town with her family. “I promise not to leave you alone with Rick if you promise not to leave me alone with Samantha.” 

“Deal,” I patted his shoulder as we got to the bar. “First round’s on me,” I ordered two beers then looked around. “Damn it,” I said under my breath when I saw Rick walking our way. 

Before he could get to us, I wedged myself in the middle of the group, which consisted of six guys, all Tate’s age, all of whom I’d known since we were little kids. I knew each of them would have my back tonight. “Hi Becca,” he raised his hand in a small wave. “I’ve got us a table over here,” he pointed towards the other side of the bar. 

All the guys looked at me, no doubt waiting for me to say something to him. They all knew that being called Becca upset me. That was the name my parents called me, and I didn't want anyone else to use that name for me. “It’s Bec remember,” I looked at him. “Not Becca, not ever.” 

“My bad,” he laughed it off, which grinded those gears I was thinking about earlier. No apology, no sign of being the least bit remorseful at all.

“Just don't let it happen again,” I nodded to the rest of the men. “I expect a dance with each of you before the night’s over,” I clinked my beer bottle with Joey’s. “Especially you Mr Boogie Boots.” 

“Sure thing sweetheart,” Joey winked at me, and I noticed Constable Rick clench his fist. 

On the way back to our table, I felt his hand on my back, which made me move a little faster. Unlike every other guy in here who would have waited for the lady to sit first, Rick slid into the booth, scooting all the way over to the wall and patting the seat beside him so I slid into the seat opposite him. “Have you eaten dinner yet?” 

“No,” he looked at me in surprise. “I thought we were on a date, as in a dinner date, so I waited for you.” 

I smiled at him over my menu. Yeah the guy hadn't made a good first impression on me, but maybe I should give him a chance. What if that bad first impression was just because he was nervous? Not that he struck me as the type to be nervous. Cocky and arrogant, yes, nervous, no. But all four of my brothers had met him and all of them thought he was a nice guy, so based on that alone I decided to give him a chance. 

“I’m starving,” I gave him another smile. “I’m thinking the burger with the lot and some fries on the side.” I put the menu on the table in front of me. “So, tell me about your day, what did you get up to?” 

Rick leant forward and started telling me all about his day. Some of his stories were funny, some not so much. I didn't like the way he judged people. He’d only been in town for a couple of months. He didn't know these people, he didn't know their history. 

“What about you, how was your day?” He looked anywhere but at me when he asked, his eyes scanning the crowd for a few moments before he looked at me, which told me exactly how interested he was in my day. 

“Busy, I re-shoed Charlie’s horse Taffy, plus all the horses on our farm, cleaned out the stables, mucked out the chicken coop, helped Gran with the housework,” I shrugged, “not much.” 

“Sounds pretty boring,” he nodded to the waitress approaching with our food. “About time, I was getting ready to go and complain.”

I looked at my watch, then back at Rick. “It’s only been twenty minutes since we ordered and the place is packed, the kitchen’s probably really busy.” I gave Rachel a smile and thanked her for our food. “Thanks Rach, tell Larry I said the burger looks awesome.” 

“Will do,” she winked at me then walked away, swinging her hips. If she was trying to flirt with Rick, she was welcome to him. I’d be sure to mention this to her later. 

“You know,” I looked up at Rick when I finished my mouthful of fries. “If you want to make friends in this town you might want to be a little friendlier,” he raised his eyebrows at me, and I raised mine in return. “Just saying,” I shrugged. “I’ve lived in this town my whole life, first on a cattle farm out the western end of town, and now on Landers Farm,” I shoved another fry in my mouth, finished it, then looked at him. “A friendly smile or a simple nod goes a long way around here.” 

Rick shoved a fork full of his steak into his mouth then started talking. Gross. Table manners 101. Don't talk with your mouth full. “I'm friendly,” he pointed his fork at me. “I asked you out didn't I?” He shoved some potato into his mouth and started at me again. “All of your brothers like me,” he looked towards Tate and his group of mates. 

Yeah, I thought, I bet they saw a different Rick to the one I did. “Maybe they do, but they’re only a small portion of this town’s population.” 

I suffered through another half hour of the agonising dinner, then when the band started, Rick practically dragged me to the dance floor. I loved dancing, especially to a good band, but Rick, the man looked like he’d been electrocuted. He was moving like his body was having spasms from being shocked with a thousand volts. After the second song, I was about to leave the dance floor but a slow song started and Rick pulled me in close to him. He smelt of sweat and steak sauce, and it made me wince. Twice I had to move his hand from my backside, but within seconds, it had found by butt again. 

“Mind if I cut in?” I looked up to see Joey standing there. Thank god. I owed him some serious beers. 

“Ah, sure,” Rick looked at me as he stepped back. “I could use a beer anyway.” 

As soon as he was gone I put my hands on Joey’s shoulders and smiled up at him. “Thank you,” I gave him one of my best smiles. “I owe you big time.” 

“Anytime sweetheart, you know I'm always here if you need me,” he had his hands on my hips as we swayed to the slow song. “I’m not really a fan of the new constable.” 

“Me either,” I looked over to where Rick was now standing with Tate and Mason. I knew Carter was here somewhere too, but I hadn't seen him yet. “I want to get going, but it looks like Tate’s in for the long haul, and we came in the same car tonight.” 

“I’d offer you a lift sugar, but I’ve already had too many beers,” he shrugged an apology. “Renee’s coming to pick me up in a half hour, if you can hang out until then we can drop you at home.” 

“Is she working tonight?” Renee and Joey had been an item for almost a year now. Renee came to town to work in the nursing home. She worked shifts. I liked it when she worked days so she could come to the pub with us. 

“Yeah, she gets off at ten,” he had a goofy grin on his face. “If I tell you something, you're sworn to secrecy.”

“Cross my heart,” I linked my fingers behind his neck. “Tell.” 

“I’m going to propose to Renee on Wednesday, it’s the one year anniversary of our first date,” he had that lost in love look again. 

“Oh my god Joey that’s so exciting,” I reached up and kissed his cheek. “Congratulations.” 

“Shhh,” he laughed. “Settle down, people are looking, you're going to give me away.”

“Sorry, that’s just so exciting, she’ll say yes for sure, she’s so in love with you.” When the song finished, I stepped back and held his hand as we walked back to the others. “After she settles down from the excitement, tell her to phone me. I want to know all about the proposal,” I looked up at him. “You only get one shot at it, so make it a good one.”

Instead of standing with Rick, I wedged myself between Tate and Joey. “Your shout big brother,” I nudged Tate. 

“Fine,” Tate ambled over to the bar and got us a couple of beers. By the time he got back, Rick had taken his spot next to me. “Here you go sis,” he handed me the beer and clinked bottles with me. 

“When you finish that beer we should get going,” Rick looked at me. “I’ve got an early start tomorrow. I don't want a late night.” 

I looked up at him in shock. Mostly by his assumption that he got to tell me what to do, but also because he clearly thought I was going home with him. “You don't have to wait for me, I’m hitching a ride home with Joey and Renee.” 

The look on Rick’s face told me that he wasn't okay with this plan. “Becca, I’d prefer it if you left with me.” 

Once again, all of the men looked at me. I looked up at Tate, and could tell that he knew I was about to blow. Not only had I told Rick repeatedly not to call me Becca, but I knew for a fact Tate had told him as well. 

“I’m going home with Joey and Renee,” I narrowed my eyes on him. “And if you call me Becca one more time I will kick you in the balls so hard that you’ll have blood in your piss for the next month at least.” 

Rick looked taken back by my angry statement, but he didn't offer up any apology for calling me Becca. “Okay, I get it,” he shook his head. “Geez, get fired up don't you?” 

I was about to blow my top when I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Hey sis, you need a ride home?” I turned around to see Carter standing behind me. “I’m heading home now.” 

“Perfect,” I kept my eyes on Rick as I answered Carter. I knocked back the rest of my beer and handed the empty bottle to Rick. “See you around.” 

Carter was quiet on the drive home, and I knew something was bothering him. “Want to talk about it?” I turned in my seat a bit so I could look directly at him. 

After a couple of minutes he started talking. “Do you ever get the feeling that living in this town is pre determining our fate as far as finding love goes?” He looked over at me briefly before looking back at the road. “I mean, it's not like there's a lot of girls to choose from. If you don't find someone to love, someone you’re attracted to, and they feel the same, well it’s not like you can just move onto the next girl you know.” 

“I know exactly what you mean,” I looked out the side window, seeing nothing in the darkness. “If constable Rick wasn't such a dick he could have been the one, but that is never going to happen.” I turned back to Carter. “It’s the same for the single girls in this town, the guys are limited, especially for me.” 

“Why especially for you?” Carter stole another quick look at me as he turned off into our farm. The driveway is long, so we still have a few minutes to go before reaching the house. 

“Well, for starters, four of the town’s most eligible bachelors are my brothers,” I gave him the raised eyebrow look, not that he could see it in the dark cab of his truck. “And to cap it off, you guys scare off any potential candidates.” 

“No we don’t,” he gave me a half-hearted protest, mostly because he knew I was right. “We screen them that’s all, and there is nothing wrong with protecting our baby sister, that’s what big brothers are for.” 

I do love that I have all of my brothers watching out for me, but sometimes it can be a little frustrating. “I feel for Hannah, can you imagine what it’s going to be like for her when some boy asks her out,” I put my head back and laughed at the thought. “Ash will answer the door with a shotgun in one hand and a long list of rules in the other.” 

Carter laughed at that. “He’ll insist on going on the date with them, probably sit in between them at the movies too.” 

I looked at the house when Carter pulled up near the porch. The porch light and the lounge room light were both on, which told me Gran was still up and about. I reached over and rubbed Carter’s arm. “Hang in there big brother, the right girl will turn up when you least expect it,” I reached over and kissed his cheek before opening the door. “Thanks for the ride home, and for rescuing me from the worst date ever.” 

“No problem,” he reached out and squeezed my hand. “I’ll come by tomorrow and we’ll give your jeep a service.” 

“Thanks Carter,” I stepped back and closed the door. Even though we were on our own property, I knew he wouldn't drive away until I was safely inside the house. At the front door, I turned back and gave him a little wave, which he returned before driving off. 

Just as I thought, Gran was still up, sitting on the couch watching a nineteen fifties black and white movie while she knitted. “How was your date love?” 

“Urgh,” I flopped down onto the couch and kicked off my boots. “I think I'm done with dating. There’s no men in this town,” I looked at her and laughed. 

“There’s more to life than finding a man, besides,” she winked at me. “The right man will come along when you least expect it.” 

I laughed at her words. “I just told Carter the same thing about finding a girl.” 

“Well there you go,” she put her knitting down and slowly rose up from the couch. “I think I might have a cup of tea before bed, would you like one?” 

“Sure,” I followed her into the kitchen. “I’ll make them.” 

I watched Gran as she got the mugs from the cupboard and the milk from the fridge. She was getting older by the day. Not only in the way that we all get older, but her physical ability was starting to slow down. She’d had a lifetime of working hard, and it had taken its toll on her body. 

“Gran, how would you like a road trip to Sydney to see Charlie?” 

Gran turned to me, her face lit up with excitement. “That’d be great love, we could go in a few weeks,” she put the milk on the bench and looked at me. “I spoke to Caroline earlier. She said it looks like Charlie will be in the rehab unit for a few months. I want to give him a few weeks to settle in, then if we could visit that would be great.” 

“Sounds fine with me, we can make a weekend of it if you like,” I took our cuppas to the kitchen table and sat down. 

“Caroline said Luke will be coming to look after the farm while Charlie’s away, he’s going to be here Friday next week,” she looked at me while she sipped her brew. Gran knew I’d always harboured a crush on Luke when we were younger, but that was in the past. I hadn't seen him since I was twelve years old. No doubt he’d be married by now, or have a partner at least. 

“That’s good,” I sipped my tea. “The boys can give him the run down on harvest time, I doubt he’ll know what to do.” 

“That's true,” Gran sipped her tea and looked out the window into the darkness. “It’s a shame him and his sisters didn't get to visit more often,” she let her sentence trail off. Gran knew more about the McBride family history than she was willing to let on. But that was Gran for you, she was never into gossip or rumours. She was all about the facts, and she was all about keeping people’s confidence if they’d shared their business with her. I knew her and Charlie had spent many hours together talking, or enjoying a cuppa together. It was only natural they’d talk and share things with each other. 

But it doesn't matter what kept the McBride children away from the farm, and from their grandfather. That was all in the past now. We weren’t the same kids we were back then. Our lives were worlds apart on so many levels. 

****
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Chapter 3
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Bec

After helping Gran cook breakfast for everyone, I did the dishes then loaded up a crate of cleaning supplies, got a couple of buckets, and headed for Charlie’s house. Gran had asked me to go and give the place a spring clean so it was fresh for Luke when he arrived in two days’ time. 

I had to admit, since last week when Gran had told me Luke was coming to look after the farm, I’d thought of him almost every waking minute. He was my first love, my first crush. I had it so bad for him it wasn't funny, and I think back then he felt the same. Of course, we were only kids at the time. The last time I saw Luke he was fourteen and I was twelve. 

When I pulled up at the side of the house I looked over at the barn and smiled. I had my first kiss in that barn. Our two families had gotten together for an Easter picnic down by the river that ran through the back of the McBride farm. We’d spent the day splashing about in the water, playing on the big rope swing that hung from the giant eucalypt tree with the branches that spanned out over the water, and eating way too much chocolate. After lunch, everyone had come back here to relax a bit more and Luke and I snuck off to the barn. We were both so nervous. Nervous with the anticipation of our first kiss, and nervous that at any given moment, one or all of my brothers would walk in and find us. 

I shook my head to clear it of memories of Luke, and how he’d captured my heart. I headed up the porch steps, balancing the crate of cleaning supplies on my hip, I reached up above the door for the spare key. As soon as I opened the door, I knew there was something wrong. Someone was in the house, or had been in the house. I listened, but all was quiet. Maybe it was Luke, and he’d decided to come a few days earlier than he originally planned. 

Then I remembered that Constable Rick the Dick had mentioned some of the farms on the outskirts of town had been having trouble with drifters just walking in and making themselves at home when no one was around. Charlie’s house had been empty for four weeks now. I’d been by a few times to pick fruit and to check on Taffy, maybe they saw an empty house and thought they could just set up home. Well, they had another thing coming. 

I put the crate on the floor, making sure not to make any noise. As I looked around, I spotted a pair of well-worn hiking boots by the front door. Nope, they were definitely not the shoes worn by a city boy like Luke. I went into the kitchen, and sure enough. On the bench were a dirty dinner plate and an empty coffee mug. 

I felt my jeans pocket for my phone, but it wasn't there. Damn it. It was in the car. I’d been listening to music on the way here and forgotten to unplug it when I got out. Too busy reminiscing about your first kiss idiot. Okay, so if I went back out to my car the person would probably hear me, then I’d be screwed. What if they were violent? What if they had a weapon? I was considering my options when I heard it. The toilet flushed, then the shower started only seconds later. Think Bec, think. 

Charlie’s gun. That’s it. I went to the gun cabinet in the laundry, carefully removed Charlie’s .22, loaded it up and practically tip toed down the hall. I stopped at the bathroom door, raised the gun, and waited. Only seconds later the sound of a deep voice reverberated from the bathroom. He was singing. This trespasser was singing in the shower, and his voice was deep and sexy as hell. Holy crap, it sounded like one of the Ten Tenors had broken in and was belting out his own little concert in Charlie’s bathroom. Man, I hoped it was the young sexy one. I shook my head. Focus Bec. You are not here to crack onto some vagrant drifter who breaks into people’s houses and makes themselves at home. You are here to defend Charlie’s property. 

As I was mentally scolding myself, the water stopped, and the singing turned to humming. Damn, even his humming was sexy. I steadied the gun against my shoulder and held aim at the door. What was taking this man so long? After a few seconds, I heard the sound of running water again, quickly followed by the tapping of something on the basin, possibly a razor. Was he shaving? OMG, now he’s brushing his teeth. I made a mental note to get Charlie a new toothbrush. 

This guy may have been a drifter, but he sure was thorough with his bathroom routine. He’d been in there for a half hour already, and my shoulder was starting to get sore from holding this gun. The tap squeaked when he turned off the water, and I raised the gun again, parting my legs a little to secure my stance. If he thought he could make himself at home in Charlie’s house, he had another thing coming. 

I watched the handle as it started to turn. I sucked in a breath and put my finger on the trigger. The door swung wide open and I came face to face with the intruder. “Hands up,” I yelled at him. When he started to smile, I raised the gun a little and yelled at him again. “Hands up or I’ll shoot you.” 

The guy looked down at his waist, then at me. He didn't make any move towards me, keeping his feet planted firmly where they were. He was shirtless, and the only thing covering his body was a bath towel that was wrapped around him and secured at the waist. He was well built. He had abs to die for, a bare chest with clearly defined muscles and some of the sexiest tattoos I’ve ever seen. There was a thin spattering of hair that started below his navel and disappeared under the towel. Judging by those arm muscles this guy was into lifting weights, or fighting, meaning he could probably take me down with his pinkie finger and not even raise a sweat. “Put. Your. Hands. Up,” I spoke slowly. “Now.” 
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