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ELIZABETH

Harmony Homestead

Taylors Creek Station

Far North-Western Australia

A knock sounded on the wooden frame of my bedroom door as I finished checking the dresser drawers to ensure I wasn’t leaving anything important behind. Two suitcases were already packed, locked, and in one corner of the bedroom. 

I would miss my home—a two-story weatherboard Queenslander built in the late 1800s, painted white with a verandah around all four sides. The tops of every window were stained glass in different intricate patterns common to the era. It was situated amongst a grove of coolabah trees on a sprawling cattle station near the small town of Taylors Creek. 

The place I had called home for all of my twenty-four years was in the Kimberley Region of Western Australia and around twenty-two thousand square kilometres. It was one of the largest in Australia and straddled the Western Australian/Northern Territory borders. Dad had inherited the property in the west from his father and added to it over the years by buying land in the territory. Being in the top end, with a coastline border to the north, the property was mostly dry and parched with sandhills and occasionally it was lush and green with deep water mangroves that were a haven for all kinds of water birds, fish, and other critters. 

Taylors Creek, from where the town got its name, was a tributary of the Hudson River, and crocodiles were part of life—saltwater, but more commonly, freshwater. Both were equally dangerous and to be avoided. A watering hole at the bluff, free of the prehistoric monsters, had been the favoured swimming hole of my twin brothers and me. Mathew and Lucas, my burly brothers, were ten years older than me; I'd been a welcome surprise. They doted on their little sister, and I had spent many a hot day performing aerial gymnastics while being tossed between the pair. I loved my brothers dearly and had missed them terribly when they had been away at university in Perth for four years, only visiting for a short time each Christmas. Being isolated as we were, made it a major exercise to come home if not staying for a considerable time. They got to stay for two months at Christmas, and I waited anxiously all year for their return. For a nine-year-old, the age I had been when they'd first left, it seemed they were gone for an eternity. 

After securing their degrees in Farm and Station Management, they returned to help Dad run the place. I'd grown into a young woman by then, something they both struggled to accept, and both of my brothers became over-protective to the point I often felt trapped in a vice. 

The property owned by the family business—Flynn Pastoral Holdings, employed eleven staff and was so remote they all lived on the station. Our foreman, Jake, his wife, and two kids lived in a cute 19th Century cottage. The staff cook, cleaner, and a couple of the married stockmen also had their own cottages. 

Those men and women who were single, ‘youngsters’ dad called them, although two men were in their thirties, lived in dongers, which could get pretty rowdy on birthdays and special occasions, but no one dared drink enough to be hungover the next day. Working around cattle needed our focused attention to keep everyone safe, but we could still have a damn good time. There were twelve dongers in all, with four bathrooms, a large living area/games room, a well-stocked kitchen for snacks, and a dining room. Rooms and bathrooms were cleaned daily, and a cook was provided for the main meals. 

Despite Dad's warnings that there wasn't to be any 'funny business,' he was old-fashioned that way, there was one serious relationship I knew of, but the rest of us were all just good friends. I enjoyed joining them now and again and had never been hit on; no one dared to proposition the boss's daughter. It baffled me why people, mostly aged in their twenties, were happy to spend years on an isolated station where there was next to no chance of them meeting their significant other. I think Mum had hoped my brothers would have met, and become serious with, someone at uni as she had with Dad, but when they'd returned, it was as two very committed single men. Or so it seemed.

Taylors Creek, our nearest town, was thirty kilometres from the station along a dusty 4WD track. It consisted of a small supermarket for emergency supplies and a post office that doubled as the local newsagency where some purchased lotto tickets, hoping a win would see them leaving the place far behind in their rear-vision mirror. There was also a pharmacy and petrol station. All were family businesses run by men and women who had done so for decades. Their kids had long gone to the city and from what I heard, had no intention of returning like a boomerang. It meant there were slim pickings when it came to people of dating age. 

The old community hall, badly in need of a coat of paint, had hosted a few dances over the years. Now it was more likely to host a fiery district meeting where tempers became frayed over something like water distribution or someone's cattle trespassing on another's land on a regular basis and eating the precious feed. The only other public building was St. Godfreys, a non-denominational chapel where a handful of God-fearing people worshipped when the travelling minister was in town. We weren't among that handful, as Dad often reminded us, "The Lord might have ordered the Sabbath to be a rest day, but he obviously wasn't running a cattle station where livestock still needed to be fed, fences fixed, stables mucked, and machinery cleaned and repaired." He had a point.

After closing the drawer I’d been rummaging through, I turned to where Mum—Mia, and Dad—Ridge, her husband of thirty-six years, stood in the doorway. 

"Come in; I'm almost finished." Stepping over to the bed where my third suitcase lay open, I closed the lid, secured the zipper, and pushed the two ends into the locking device before spinning the numbered wheels to ensure it was locked. Dad lifted the case and wheeled it to where the others stood before lowering himself to sit beside me on the bed, sandwiching me between my parents. 

“Do you have everything?”

“Yes. I have the new prepaid mobile phone in my handbag, and everything has been printed off and I’ve put it in the travel wallet I ordered." 

The wallet had been delivered to the post office, and I had taken the opportunity to say goodbye to Henry and Marge Cox when I'd picked it up a few days earlier. Out in the middle of nowhere, posties didn't make the trek to people's homes to deliver mail or packages. Instead, it was collected directly from the post office in the nearest town.

There were none of the luxuries city folk took for granted, like town water and power. We depended on rainwater to fill our good old-fashioned concrete water tanks. Solar and generators provided the energy we needed, showers were kept short, and lights out was at 9.30 pm, ready for a 4 am start. Even on party nights the time for bed didn't change. 

Television and computers were a luxury with power being limited. Satellite, our only means of being able to use both, was expensive. I’d been schooled via radio with occasional computer use in years eleven and twelve only. 

Marge and Henry were fortunate to be connected to the network. They were happy to let me use their computer if lengthy time was required because, along with satellite being costly, it also had a habit of dropping out when you were halfway through doing something. Our home computer was used for accounts and recording cattle information because the internet wasn't required for those. I'd used the post office computer to book my plane tickets and after conducting a search, I was fortunate to be accepted when I applied for a room in a three-bedroom tenement house.

I'd been to the small smokes of Perth and Darwin for brief visits, but now I was on my way to the biggest smoke of them all—Sydney. I was well and truly ready to step out into the real world after six years of working full-time on the property. I'd saved a good chunk of money, and Dad had gifted me ten thousand dollars to use in an emergency. 

Along with finding somewhere to live, I'd secured a Zoom interview—once again courtesy of the post office computer and was due to start my new job as a Data Entry Clerk with Jackson Enterprises. What I knew about data entry would have fit on the head of a thimble, and I was a long way from being computer literate, but how hard could it be to punch numbers on a keyboard? Somehow, I had bluffed my way through the interview, and Owen, who was to be my manager, offered me an entry-level job with an annual salary of sixty-eight thousand dollars. I couldn't believe I'd be paid so much for working from 8.30 am til 5 pm Monday to Friday and weekends were off! Did I mention I lived in the middle of nowhere? A part-time job while in high school was a pipe dream for two reasons: there was no high school, and the businesses in town were owned and run by families who took care of their own. So, my experience working when older, and while still being schooled, was collecting eggs, cleaning the coop, mucking stables, and helping muster cattle twice a year ready for trucking to the Darwin Saleyards. I also fixed fences which was fun because it meant I got to act like a lunatic on one of the quad bikes. At muster time, my brothers flew our two white-painted Robinson R22 helicopters while older stockmen and women rode the quads, and Dad, me, and the younger stockmen and women rode horses. 

Cappy, my chestnut-coloured Australian stock horse, was whom I would miss most of all. We'd had a very emotional parting of ways a couple of hours earlier. My goodbye included a lot of hugs and several extra carrots. Lucas loved Cappy almost as much as I did and promised me faithfully that he would make sure she was well looked after. 

“We’ll miss you, girl.” Dad’s voice tore me from my numerous thoughts. He was a big softie at heart and at his happiest when his three children were with him at home.

When I'd first approached my parents about what I wanted to do, Mum had been upset but supportive. Dad had fought me like a lion protects his pride, throwing every reason he could think of at me for why I shouldn't be leaving. But his reaction was nothing compared to how my brothers took the news. 

Mathew had actually locked me in the cellar, where we had the necessary bank of fridges and freezers. We only visited the large town of Whiston, one hundred and sixty kilometres away, once a month to buy food. They had all three major supermarkets where Mum could buy in bulk. Our shopping usually involved twelve trolley loads of supplies, which didn’t include bread, that we bought every couple of days in Taylors Creek, beef, and chicken. These were butchered by Dad and Jake onsite. Most of the vegetables we grew ourselves and what we couldn’t, were purchased in town with bread. 

My brothers stepped into the room, noticed the suitcases, and scowled before turning to face each other. Mathew, the oldest by ten minutes, grinned at Lucas. “You know, Luc, if we don’t take her tomorrow, she has no way of getting to Darwin.”

“Dad,” I whined. I was depending on my brothers to fly me to Darwin airport in our Embraer Phenom 300 plane, and from there, I would catch a commercial aircraft to Sydney. 

"Boys, Liz will be going tomorrow whether you two like it or not. You've had your time out in the world; now it's her turn. If you don't take her, Jake and I will."

“But Dad, what if she decides not to come back?” Lucas argued.

Dad turned and studied my face. “She will. Liz is a girl of the land. Harmony is where her heart lives. She’ll be back.”

I wasn’t so sure. I loved the station, but I wanted somewhere more exciting where I could shop, dine out, and go to the movies without having to hop on a plane or helicopter. 
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HUDSON

Sydney, Australia

One week earlier.

“Get those figures on my desk by three this afternoon, Owen, or I’ll sack the entire data entry division.” I slammed the phone down hard enough that it was a wonder the cradle didn’t shatter. 

“Hudson?” my assistant, Petra, asked somewhat cautiously. 

Pushing to my feet, I dragged the fingers of one hand through my short blond hair as I paced back and forth behind the large oak desk that had been gifted to me by my father. Alistair Jackson, my father, and the founder of Jackson Enterprises, a multi-billion-dollar electronics empire of which I was CEO, had been in my family for five decades. On days like this, the company I usually loved was a pain in my arse. 

“Go downstairs and don’t leave Owen’s side until he has those numbers.”

“Will do.” Petra tilted her head and studied my face.

“What?”

“You’re going to give yourself a heart attack if you keep going at this pace.”

Petra, a woman in her late forties whom I’d inherited from my father—thanks Dad, knew almost as much as I did about the business. Fuck knew how I would manage without her by my side. She was efficient, intelligent, and seemed to know what I needed before I did and didn’t hesitate to call me on my bullshit. Why the hell she was still single I had no idea. When I’d asked her the question a few years earlier, she’d answered that men didn’t seem interested in intelligent women with high-paying positions. My response? What the hell was wrong with the men she was meeting? 

My assistant was tall and slender, with blonde hair she had regularly treated, so no grey hairs were visible, huge blue eyes, and petite features. She wasn’t stunning but with skin free of blemishes and wrinkles, she was very pretty. The lady was like a second mother to me, and since my parents had retired to the sunny warmth of North Queensland, she had filled a void in my life. 

Being the only son, I was close to Mum and Dad, and when my father announced his retirement and elevated me, as his heir, to the position of CEO, I was determined not to let him down. In the four years I’d been in charge I’d taken the company to new heights by branching into electronic kitchen gadgets, and it was more successful than ever. 

Magazines clambered for pictures and interviews, stating people were interested in knowing the ‘richest and most eligible bachelor in Australia,’ but I wasn’t interested and always refused. I was generous with charities, particularly if they involved animals or children, but never attended galas or balls, instead sending a senior executive in my place. I was well aware I was somewhat reclusive; maybe to some appeared rude, but I preferred not to be in the spotlight. 

Sandra, the head of my publicity, marketing, and advertising division constantly argued that lies would be printed if I didn’t give them what they wanted. Of course, I argued back they would print lies anyway and they already had hundreds of photos taken without my permission.

Returning to Petra—I loved the lady, but she drove me crazy about finding someone special. I was thirty-six years old, so I had plenty of time before I considered tying myself down with a wife and kids. When I turned sixty was looking good at this point. Don’t get me wrong, I was a long way from falling into the category of a playboy but enjoyed a regular sexual encounter with no strings attached. I was an expert at picking ladies who would want more than I was prepared to give and avoiding them. I was also careful about discretion and always used a false name. The lack of advertising around me personally meant most of the ladies had no clue who I actually was, and I never took them to my mansion in Elizabeth Bay. If we couldn’t screw at their place, I chose a mid-price hotel so as not to arouse suspicion about my wealth. They were never more than a one-night stand, and if they couldn’t handle that fact when we met, I put them in a cab and said goodnight. 

“Hudson, can we talk?” Bill, the head of research and development for the kitchen division stood in the doorway and I hoped to fuck he didn’t have a problem to add to my already fucked-up day.

“Sure.” I waved my hand, indicating for him to approach. 

Bill strode in and took the seat on the opposite side of my desk. 

“Problem?”

“No, far from one. I wanted to let you know the attachment for the new Juice Magician we’ve been trialling works exactly as we wanted. We have tested and retested it and are confident in its performance. It’s ready to hit the market.”

“Finally, some good news. Email me the paperwork and I’ll get it signed off. Speak with Sandra in marketing to get the ball rolling on an advertising campaign.” 

As Bill left my office, Owen appeared in the doorway, papers in his hand. I waved him inside.

“Close the door, Owen.” This was a conversation I didn’t want anyone else to hear.

Owen did as I asked, closing my door with a soft click, crossed the office, and sat in the chair Bill had just vacated. He had been my best friend since we’d joined the company at ground level, fresh out of gaining a business degree at university—Mine from Sydney Uni, Owen’s from Macquarie Uni. 

“What the fuck is going on down in data? This company needs to operate at maximum efficiency. If I don’t have the manufacturing and output figures, I can’t see where potential problems are so I can put a stop to them before they become major issues. You know this, yet the figures have been late all this week.”

“For weeks I’ve been telling you we’re two people short. My staff is pulling ten-hour days and they’ve had enough. Much more and you won’t need to fire anyone, they’ll quit. The company has expanded with three new divisions added but the staff numbers in data have remained the same.”

“I thought you knew to go ahead and hire the damn staff. Get it done and make sure those figures start getting to me on time.”

“I’ll arrange interviews and get them hired to start immediately. You know, it would be a lot easier for me to email the figures to you instead of having someone walk paper copies up here.”

“I prefer the numbers on paper, they seem more real.”

Owen stood, deciding not to call me on my well-known dislike of computers. “Drink at Flaherty’s?”

“Eight?”

“See you there.”

Owen turned to leave but when I spoke his name, he spun around. “If we need staff in the future, hire them. You’re my closest friend, my general manager, and have been here for fourteen years. Long enough to know what we need. I trust you to do what’s best.”

“Got it, Boss.”

I grinned as he left. Owen was a damn good man, more like a brother than a friend, and I hadn't hesitated to put him in charge of the data division. I'd also promoted him to General Manager and given him a ten per cent interest in the corporation when I'd taken the reins four years earlier. It sounded like a lot of work, but his role with data was supervisory and didn't require a lot of his time, until recently. I was toying with the idea of elevating one of the others to the position to reduce Owen's workload. I needed my general manager by my side, and lately, he was spending more and more time down in data to keep it running. We'd discuss the proposition before any decision was made. 

***

The figures were excellent, there was nothing to be concerned about, and the company was on track for a record profit. 

Glancing at my watch, I saw it was ten minutes to eight, and Flaherty’s was a fifteen-minute walk in the direction of Circular Quay. After hurriedly securing everything in place in my office, I pulled on my suit jacket, shoved the mobile phone from the desk into my pocket, and headed for the lift.

The lift door opened as soon as I hit the illuminated disc on the wall. I stepped inside and pressed the button for the ground floor which was the catalyst for the door to slide shut. The car was whisper quiet as it descended to the lobby from where my office was located on the twentieth floor. Reaching the destination, it came to a stop with the barest of bounces. 

Stepping out onto the black and white marbled flooring of the entrance lobby, I saw it was deserted, as expected, considering the time of night. Only two young security guards were seated at a desk off to one side. When they saw me, one stood, hurried to the glass entry door, unlocked, and held it open for me to step out. After thanking him, I stepped outside into the warm, balmy air of Sydney City. It was rare I used the front door. Usually, I left via the garage, where a car would be waiting after I called my driver. Tonight though, I had called Devon to say I was headed out for a drink and would call him so he could collect me from the bar once I was done. 
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