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TATE

We were two days past Mason and Steph’s wedding, and it was now the beginning of winter. 

When Mason and Steph left for their honeymoon yesterday, I fully expected Paige to go sleep on the couch at Charlie’s house so she wouldn’t have to stay here alone with me, but she didn't. I knew that was a huge deal for her, so I didn't say anything about it. I’d had lengthy conversations with both Steph and Luke about Paige. I wanted to help her get past her fear of men, then hopefully we’d be able to work on building some sort of relationship. Even though I told Steph I’d be happy with being just friends with Paige, in my heart I wanted more. 

I wanted to see the same Paige that I knew as a kid. Back then, she was funny, cheeky, adventurous, and kind of a mischief maker. I had a feeling if we could coax that Paige back to the front, then she’d open up and see that life could still be fun. I knew I had my work cut out for me. I wasn't a psychologist by any stretch, but I liked to think I was good with people, and that I knew how to make them happy. Ultimately, I guess that was what I wanted, for Paige to be happy, the way she used to be. 

I was up early and in the kitchen when Paige came down the stairs. “Morning,” I looked at her and smiled. “You hungry?” 

“Morning,” she avoided my eyes and went to the cupboard for a coffee mug. “A little I guess. I don't tend to eat much at breakfast.” 

“Well, I'm not much of a cook, but there’s some scrambled eggs, bacon, grilled tomato and toast,” I put the platter of food on the table before turning back to get my coffee. “How about we make a deal,” I looked at her as she sat opposite. “I’ll cook breakfast for everyone, you make lunch, then we both work on dinner together, how does that sound?” 

“Do we need all this food for only the two of us?” just as she finished speaking, Ash, Hannah, and Carter came in through the mudroom. I looked over at her and smiled as they all grabbed plates and sat down to eat. 

“Hi Aunty Paige,” Hannah took the seat next to Paige and looked up at her. “You’re really pretty, you look like Princess Aurora, she’s sleeping beauty, she falls asleep after the evil fairy puts a spell on her and she sticks her finger with a needle, then she has to sleep for one hundred years while she waits for the prince to come and kiss her,” Hannah took a breath, but didn't take her eyes off Paige. “Do you like princess stories? I like princess stories, can you watch Frozen with me? Daddy won’t watch it anymore, he says all the singing hurts his head.” 

“Sure,” Paige looked back at Hannah and smiled. “I haven’t seen that movie yet.” 

“Half your luck,” Ash mumbled from the other side of the table. “Those songs get stuck in your head. I was out rounding up the cattle last week and found myself humming that damn Let It Go song,” he looked at Hannah. “Next movie we watch is going to be a good action movie kiddo.” 

“What did we work out for meals now that Gran’s living with Charlie?” Carter looked around. “I’m happy to help out with dinners.” 

“Paige and I were just talking about that when you guys came in,” I looked over at her again. “I’m good with making breakfast.” 

“I can do lunch,” Paige looked around shyly. “I’m not sure how much longer I'm here for, Gramps doesn't seem to need me now that he has Dot, but I’m happy to pitch in while I'm here.” 

Ash and Carter looked at me, both of them undoubtedly thinking the same thing. That I wanted Paige to stay forever. 

“Great,” Carter looked around at everyone. “I’m happy to do dinners, but I might need a hand every now and again. Depends on what I'm making.” 

“I can help Uncle Carter, I'm good at peeling potatoes aren’t I Big Daddy?” 

“You are kiddo,” Ash reached over and tapped Hannah’s plate. “Eat up or you’ll be late for school.” 

While we ate, Hannah talked non-stop to Paige, and I spoke to Carter and Ash about the cattle round up they wanted to do. It was a slow time as far as the wheat farming side of things went. Between the harvest and the planting season, there wasn't really much Mason and I could do beyond prepare our soil and get the fields ready for spring. We’d gotten most of that done before Mason’s wedding, so I had plenty of time now to help Cart and Ash with their cattle. 

There were also a few jobs I wanted to get done around this house as well. The bathroom tap that kept leaking, the bedroom door that kept jamming and scraping on the floor, they were top of the list. 

After breakfast, Ash left to take Hannah to school, Carter headed back to his house to take care of some paperwork for his farm, which left Paige and I alone. When she started to fill the sink, I went over and offered to do the dishes. “I got this if you have other stuff to do.” 

“I’ll wash, you dry,” she handed me a dishtowel. We worked in silence for a few minutes, and I couldn't take it any longer. 

“Steph said you have a few months off work, will you still stay here even though Charlie doesn't need much help?” I took another dish from the rack and leant against the sink. 

“I’m not sure. I’d like to stay, but at the same time if I'm not needed then what’s the point?” She kept her eyes front, looking out the kitchen window. 

“How long since you had a holiday?” I took another plate. “Maybe you could take some time to relax and focus on yourself for a change,” I shrugged. “Lanica is the perfect place to relax, there’s really not a lot to do around here, and nice fresh country air is good for the soul.” 

“Are you the new tourism spokesperson for Lanica now?” Paige didn't look at me, but I could see her smile. 

“No,” I took another dish to dry. 

“Are you afraid of staying in this house all alone?” She looked sideways at me with a grin. 

“No,” I leant back against the sink and laughed. “Still haven’t lost that smart mouth I see.”

We were both silent for a while, and when Paige pulled the plug on the dish water she looked at me. “Is the track between here and Gramp’s place still there? I might walk back to Gramp’s place and saddle Taffy up for a ride.” 

“Want some company?” I hung the towel over the rack. “I can saddle up Rocket. I promised Mase I’d take him out for a few rides while he was away. You can ride double with me until we get Taffy, or I can walk with you,” I shrugged then went to pull on my boots. “But if you want to go alone I understand. Just be careful, there’s been an explosion in the rabbit population so there’s burrows everywhere.” 

Paige thought about it for a minute, then turned to me. “Some company would be nice. I’d like to talk to you about something, I guess while we’re riding would be the perfect time.” 

“Great,” I stood and grabbed my coat. “Give me ten minutes to get Rocket saddled up and ready to go, I’ll meet you out the front.” 

****
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PAIGE

I hoped I was doing the right thing. My therapist said I needed to find a man other than Luke that I could reach out to. Someone who could help me get over my fear of men. Tate was the only person I felt comfortable taking that step with, but I needed to explain a few things to him first. I needed to tell him the story of my past year, and more than anything, I needed him to understand where my head was at. If our friendship was going to work, he needed to know what he was dealing with. 

Sometimes, like when I was sitting around the kitchen table with Steph and all the Landers men, I would start to think my fear was stupid and irrational. But then I’d be in a situation like out at the pub the other night, and I’d look around at all the men and I’d feel like they were all staring at me, even though I knew they weren’t. It was so annoying, so crippling, and I wanted to move past it so badly. I missed my old life. I missed how I used to be. 

When I stepped out the front door, Tate was waiting with Rocket. “So you want to ride double? Or I can walk alongside if you like.” 

I sucked in a deep breath. This was Tate. He wasn't going to hurt me, and I needed to get that cemented in my head. “Let’s ride double.” 

The shock on his face made me laugh. “Okay,” he got out eventually. “Here, let me help you up.” Tate helped me up into the saddle, then hoisted himself up behind. “How long since you’ve ridden a horse?” 

“I think I was about twelve,” I held onto the saddle horn and tried to keep my balance without leaning into Tate. “It wasn't long after we moved to England. Mum enrolled Steph and I in a pony club that did dressage,” I laughed at the memory. “We both hated it, all we wanted to do was ride, not learn to do all those fancy walks and ride with books on our heads, it was stupid.” 

Tate leant forward and I felt the rumble of his laughter as his chest pressed up against my back. Without thinking, I leant forward to put distance between us, and almost fell straight off the horse. Tate grabbed at my waist to steady me, then he let go. “Sorry.” I know he sensed my wariness for physical contact, and I appreciated that he wasn't pushing me, but maybe that’s just what I needed. “They made you ride with books on your heads?” I could feel him sitting way back in the saddle now, and that had to be uncomfortable for him. 

“Yeah, it was like deportment on horseback,” I laughed and looked around at him. “You can sit closer, I'm fine, I promise,” I turned my eyes to the front and kept talking. “You know, shoulders back, back straight, nose up in the air, it was hilarious. Steph and I were the laughing stock of the club. They called us the Aussie hicks. This one girl, Penelope, she was so stuck up, she used to laugh at me all the time, and she’d call me names, funny thing was she spoke so stuck up like she had a plum in her mouth and I couldn't understand what she was saying to me.” I felt Tate shift a little closer, but he wasn't touching me, which was sweet of him. I think that’s why I trusted him so much, because he respected the way I was, and he didn't push for more. 

“So you learnt to do show jumping and all of that?” He handed me the reins and then rested his hands on his thighs. 

“No,” I laughed. “Steph and I only lasted a few weeks, the instructor told our mother we were beyond help and she was wasting her money paying for lessons. On our last day though, I trotted my horse up to Penelope and slapped her horse’s rump. The thing took off like a bolt of lightning, eventually baulking at one of the jumps, it threw Penelope over the fence and she landed in a huge mud puddle. Steph and I almost wet ourselves laughing. Penelope’s mother started yelling at our mother, the instructor and some of the other students rushed over to Penelope, Steph and I kept laughing, it was pretty funny.”

“I could just picture you doing that too,” Tate pointed towards a rabbit hole. “Watch out for that.” 

“Do you remember the time you and I found a dead rabbit?” I looked over my shoulder at Tate, who was smiling. 

“Yeah I do, and you thought it’d be funny to tuck it up in Steph’s bed and make it look like it was sleeping, you even brushed its ears back so they were sticking up. It looked so peaceful,” Tate laughed again. “Man, you used to get us into so much trouble.”

“Me!” I let out a chuckle. “You were the one who put that giant rubber snake in the chicken coup and scared the crap out of your gran, then you blamed it on me.” 

“Yeah well, if they knew I did it I’d get a hiding, but you just got a talking to, besides, you scored well out of it didn't you? You took my most prized possessions that weekend.” 

“Yeah, I did,” I pulled on the reins as we came to Gramp’s stables. “Here we are.” Tate dismounted first, then reached up and helped me down from the horse. I kept my hands on his arms as I looked up into his eyes. The boy who had been a friend since we were little kids had turned into one of the most gorgeous men I’d ever seen. He had beautiful deep green eyes, nice short sandy brown hair with a little cowlick at the front, and lips that looked like they were made for kissing. Top that off with the broad shoulders, huge biceps, and the solid chest, and Tate Landers was one gorgeous hunk of a man. “Thanks,” I stepped back and rubbed my sweaty palms on my jeans. “I’ll just go find Gramps and let him know we’re taking Taffy out for a ride.” 

While Tate saddled up Taffy, I went in search of Gramps. I found him sitting on the porch with Dot and my mother. “Hey,” I came around the corner of the house and took the porch steps at a jog. “How are you today Gramps?” 

“I’m fine,” his speech was slow, but as usual, he got his words out. “Enjoying...the...sunshine...” he smiled at me with his new crooked smile. Gramps and I had spent so much time together at the hospital that I felt closer to him now than I ever had before. “How...are...you?”

I knew what he was asking. I’d spoken to him about staying at the house on my own with Tate, and Gramps had been the one to encourage me to stay on there. He had a lot of respect for Tate, for all of the Landers boys, and he said he would trust Tate with his life. “I’m good Gramps,” I reached out and gave his hand a squeeze. “Is it okay if I take Taffy out for a ride, Tate’s going with me, he promised Mason he’d take Rocket out a bit while he’s away.” 

“That’s...fine...” Gramps smiled at me. “Be...careful...of...rabbit...holes...” he stopped for a breath. “Can...break...a...horse’s...leg.” 

“I know, Tate told me the same thing,” I reached for his hand again and held it in mine. “I’ll be careful, I know how much Taffy means to you.” 

We were still chatting when Tate came around the corner, leading the two horses by the reins. “Hey Gran,” Tate came up the steps and kissed his Gran on the head. “Hey Charlie, Caroline,” he nodded to them both. “What have you all got planned for the day?”

“Caroline’s taking us into town, we’re going to visit the cemetery, then I think we’re having lunch at the pub,” Dot looked at my mother for confirmation. When Tate chuckled a little I narrowed my eyes at him. While my mother was focused on that man from the pub, she was leaving me alone, something Tate would understand once I explained it to him. 

“That sounds lovely,” I looked at Tate. “You ready to go? I need to be back in time to fix lunch for everyone remember.” 

****
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TATE

We rode through the fields and ended up heading towards the river at the back of Charlie’s property. Paige was a lot more relaxed than I expected her to be, which was nice. 

“You know, if you stay in town we could do this every day,” I looked over at her. “Well, maybe not every day, not once winter sets in and the snow hits, but we could get in a few rides between now and then.” 

Paige looked over at me and smiled. It wasn't one of her full cheeky smiles, but it was a smile none the less. “I’ll add it to the list of pros then shall I?”

“Definitely,” I pulled Rocket to a stop at the start of the jetty. “Want to let the horses rest for a bit?” Once Paige dismounted, we let the horses wander while we walked to the end of the jetty. “So, what else is on this list, do the pros outweigh the cons?” 

Paige sat on the end of the jetty and dangled her legs over the edge while I gathered up some acorns from the base of the eucalypt tree then went to sit next to her. “At the moment, the pros outweigh the cons, but like I said, the list is still growing. I need to make a decision at some point though.” 

“Am I on the list?” I kept my eyes locked on hers as I handed her an acorn. 

After a minute, Paige looked away and threw her acorn into the water. “Yes,” she sucked in a deep breath and held her hands in her lap. “You're at the top of the list.” 

“I'm not sure I want to know the answer, but if I don't ask it will be bugging the hell out of me,” I threw an acorn clear across the river. “Am I a pro or a con?” 

“A pro,” Paige looked at me, and when I smiled, she smiled right back at me. “Why are you still single?” 

That was a question I wasn't expecting. “Uh, I'm not sure, maybe I was waiting for the right girl to come along,” I shrugged. “I’ve had girlfriends in the past, but none of them lasted more than a couple of months.” I looked over at Paige. “What about you, I mean, like Hannah said this morning, you look like a princess, you could probably have any guy you wanted.” 

Paige went quiet as she looked out over the river. “I know Luke told you about,” she sucked in a deep breath. “He told you about why he went to jail,” she looked over at me but she’d lost her smile. “I’d been single for about six months before I was raped, and since then the thought of,” she sucked in a deep breath and stood. “Can we head back now?” 

I stood and reached for Paige’s shoulders. At first, I thought she’d try to pull away from me, but she didn't. She wasn't overly thrilled to have me touching her, but at least she wasn't pushing me away. “Paige look at me,” I held her shoulders until she raised her head and looked at me. “You can trust me. I would never hurt you. I know you’ve been through an awful traumatic experience, something I can’t even begin to comprehend the enormity of, but I’d like to help you move on if I can, if you’ll let me,” when she went to look down, I put my finger under her chin and lifted her head again. “We can go as slow as you like, you set the pace, you tell me what you’re comfortable with,” I ran my thumb over her cheek as she kept her eyes on me. “Just like Luke and Bec, and Steph and Mason, I feel a connection to you. I'm not sure if you feel it too, but if you don't we can be friends at least can’t we?” When Paige went to step back from me, I dropped my hands to my sides. “You can trust me Paige.” 

We stood in silence for a few minutes, and when Paige looked up at me, I knew she was about to take a massive leap of faith. 

“It’s weird, but I do feel it too. I felt it back when we were kids, but I just didn't know what it was back then, and,” she took a step forward, stopping right in front of me. “And I’d like to get to know you again. I’m so sick and tired of being this shell of who I used to be. I want the old me back, and I want to move on. I know it’s going to take some time, and it’s going to be hard, but I need to do it Tate. If I don't, I might as well sit in the corner of a room and curl up and die, and I don't want that. I want me back. Can you help me get me back?” 

“Just tell me what you need from me, and you have it,” I looked at her. “How do you feel about hugging?” 

Paige looked at me, and I could tell she was waging an internal battle with her mind. In the end, she stepped forward and let me hug her for the briefest of seconds before stepping back again. “I’m not that good with touching men, it’s one of the things I need to work on. I’m sorry.” 

“Okay, first of all, rule number one, no apologising to me, ever. If this is going to work, you don't apologise for the way you're feeling okay,” she nodded yes. “And second, if I ever overstep the mark, or make you feel uncomfortable, you have to say so, that’s not negotiable either.” 

“Okay,” Paige sucked in a deep breath and looked up at me. “There’s lots I need to tell you so that you understand where I'm coming from with this, maybe tonight when we’re alone at the house?” 

“Sure,” I looked back to the horses. “Want to ride for a little while longer before we head back?” 

“Sounds good,” Paige gathered up Taffy’s reins and climbed up onto the horse. “Tate,” she looked over at me. “Thanks.” 

“No problem,” I tipped my hat to her then climbed up into the saddle. Steph had said half the battle would be getting Paige to agree to opening up and spending time with me. From our conversation just now, it looked like I was a good way to winning the first half of the battle. I just hoped things continued to go this well. Regardless of the kind of relationship Paige and I ended up with, it would be good to have her back to her old self. Good for her, and good for her family. 

****
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PAIGE

I didn't get to talk to Tate last night as I had hoped. After dinner, Ash and Carter stayed on and talked for a while. They wanted to do something for Mason and Steph, as a wedding present. What they had planned was a nice idea, so when they asked me if I wanted to help I said I was in. We only had two weeks to work on the gift, and while Carter, Ash and Tate would be doing the bulk of the work, I’d be pitching in as best I could. 

My knowledge of orchards and vegetable gardens was limited, but I knew who to ask. The men would be doing the manual labour, and they’d tasked me with drawing up a plan of which trees and plants would go where. That’s where Gramps came in. He’d planned out Grans orchard all those years ago, and while I was going to base my design off his, I still had a few questions for him. 

As I came down the stairs, I could smell the bacon and eggs cooking. I loved how the family got together for meals, even if it was a reduced gathering these days. I was thinking of all the times I’d sat in this kitchen and had a meal as a kid. 

“Hey,” Tate looked up from the hotplate and smiled at me. “What’s that smile for? Are you that happy to see me?” 

“I was just thinking about all the times I used to have lunch here with you and your family when we were kids, it was always so noisy,” I laughed a little as I poured my coffee. “I had no idea how your grandparents kept up with you boys, the amount of food you used to eat.” 

Tate laughed a little as he poured all of the scrambled eggs into a huge dish. “Lucky the farm is mostly self-sufficient,” he winked at me. “Still is really. We have chickens for the eggs, Carter and Ash’s cattle for the beef, the veggie patch, your gramps’ orchard,” he shrugged. “What more do we need?” 

I helped Tate carry all the dishes of food to the table, and then poured him a coffee. “Do you remember what I wanted for my tenth birthday?” 

“Yep,” he started dishing himself up some food as he looked at me. “You wanted a dairy cow so you could milk her every day, and you wanted to call her Daisy,” he smiled at me as he sipped his coffee. “You threw the biggest hissy fit and bawled like a baby when you didn't get one.” 

I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms. “Yes, I did want a dairy cow and I did want to name her Daisy, I’m impressed you remember that,” I couldn't help but smile at him. “And there may have been a bit of a tantrum, but I don't remember the bawling like a baby part.” 

We both looked up as Carter, Ash and Hannah walked in. “Carter,” Tate looked at him. “Help me out here,” he looked at me and winked again, and it was the cutest little thing I’d ever seen. “Do you remember that year Luke, Steph and Paige were here for the school holidays and it was Paige’s birthday, the one where she wanted the dairy cow?” 

“Yeah,” Carter laughed as he looked at me. “You threw the biggest tantrum and cried for most of the day, all because you didn't get a cow that you wanted to call Daisy.” 

Tate looked at me with his eyebrows raised, and I thought it was almost as cute as the winking. “See, I think you’re remembering it wrong,” he reached for my plate and served me up some eggs. “Bacon?” 

“Yes please,” he put a couple of pieces on my plate and handed it back to me. “Okay, so maybe there was a little crying that day.” 

All through breakfast the men talked about what they had on for the day in terms of farm work, and what time they were meeting up at Mason and Steph’s house to start on the orchard. “Fence first I think,” Ash looked around the group. “If the cattle get out they’ll trample the saplings, and it’ll stop the wild pigs from destroying it too.” 

“I’ve got a stack of timber in my barn we can use. I bought it to build a fence around my archery range,” Carter winked at Hannah. “Don't want a certain little kiddo and her pony wandering through there while I’m shooting arrows.” Hannah winked back at Carter, which made us all smile. She was the cutest little kid, with a huge personality. She reminded me a lot of myself as a little kid. “We can use that and I’ll just get some more.” 

“If we all work on the fence today, then tomorrow Paige and I can drop Hannah at school, then we’ll head over to Allenby to get timber to replace yours,” Tate looked at Carter. “And we can pick up all the trees for the orchard.” 

“Sounds like a solid plan,” Ash stood and took his plate to the sink. “Only gives Paige a day to get it all mapped out though.” He looked at me. “That okay with you?” 

“Sure,” I looked over at Tate. “I’m going over to Gramp’s place this morning to pick his brain on the orchard. I’ll have something drawn up for you by tonight.” 

All the men cleared the table, put the dishes in the sink, then headed for the mudroom. “Have a good day at school Hannah,” I gave her a hug before she left. 

Once all the others were gone, Tate turned back to me. “We’ll get a chance to talk later, tonight should be quiet,” he looked unsure now. “If you still want to talk that is.” 

“I do,” to his surprise, I reached out and touched his hand. It was only a brief touch, no more than a couple of seconds, but it was a start. “There are a few things I’d like to tell you.” 

He gave me a little nod, put his hat on, then turned and walked out. 

As I washed the dishes, I thought about how far I’d come in the past few weeks. I’d been around all the Landers men, and at some point I was even alone with them for some of that time, like breakfast this morning, and I was okay with it. Not great, but okay. Being in the house alone with Tate at night was hard at first, I’d hardly got a wink of sleep the first night, but now, even that had settled down. 

I didn't like the fact that I still needed the therapist to help me though. I always thought I was tougher than that, but I was wrong. Sure, at one point in my life I’d been a strong independent woman, afraid of nothing, but now, now I was different, and I didn't want to be. I wanted the old me back. Right then and there, standing at the kitchen sink in the Landers farmhouse, I made a pact with myself. By Christmas this year, Paige McBride would be back, and she’d be back with a vengeance. With a little nod, I smiled at myself. It felt good to set this goal. It felt good to be in control again. 

After doing the breakfast dishes, I did a quick whip around the house with the vacuum cleaner, and then headed over to see Gramps. One of the things I needed to invest in while in Allenby tomorrow would be a jacket. Winter was hitting early here in Lanica, and I wasn't prepared. I pulled on my boots then grabbed a spare jacket that I found hanging in the mudroom. 

It was quicker to drive to Gramp’s farm, obviously, but I preferred to walk. It was only about a half hour, and even though the air was crisp, the sun was out and it felt good to feel the warm rays on my face. The walk also gave me time to think about what I wanted to say to Tate tonight, and what I needed to tell him. Dr Edwards said if I were to go ahead with our plan to get me comfortable with being intimate with a man again, then she’d like to meet Tate, if he were to be the man I chose to proceed with. She said if I didn't feel comfortable using Tate to help me move on, then she could recommend an intimacy coach she’d used with patients before. 

I wasn't sure if I could do this with a stranger. I think in a lot of ways, it would be worse than doing it with a friend. One thing I knew for sure, was that it was so incredibly embarrassing. An intimacy coach. Where the hell did she find these people anyway? Were they trained psychologists who just liked to get a little on the side? Did they have the patients best interests at heart, or did they just like the free sex? 

How did I even explain to Tate that my therapist thinks this is the way I should go? Seriously, why couldn't my head just get with the program and move on? Luke may have taken something from Jackson when he beat him to a pulp, but Jackson had taken so much more from me the night he raped me. But I could pass this test. I knew in my heart and in my head that I could beat this darkness and fear. I could get the old Paige McBride back, and most of all, I could be happy again. 

****
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TATE

When I saw Paige walking along the track towards the McBride farm, I smiled. She was wearing my jacket, and damn she looked as cute as hell. The thing was miles too big on her, but she wore it well. 

I’d already told my brothers they weren’t to hang around after dinner tonight. They gave me a bit of shit over it, but I didn't care. Paige wanted to talk, and I wanted to be there for her. I know she wanted to move past her fears, and I was willing to help in any way I could. 

“Oi, dreamboat,” Carter yelled out to me. “You helping load up this timber or are you just going to stand there with that goofy smile on your face all day?” 

I went back into the barn and helped Carter load up the timber for the orchard fence. “Hey Cart, do you still have that punching bag, the one that used to hang in your barn?” 

“Yeah I do,” he looked at me and laughed. “Why? Do you want to try and get into shape to impress Paige?” 

“That’s harsh man,” I shook my head at him. “I’m in better shape than you,” I slapped his gut when I walked past him. “Letting yourself go there old man.” 

“Enough of the old man thanks, I could still kick your arse if I needed to,” Carter loaded up the last of the timber. “Why do you want the punching bag?” 

“For Paige,” I looked at him as we climbed into the cab of his truck. “She has so much pent up anger inside her. I thought the punching bag would be a good way for her to let it all out.” 

Carter gave me a short nod as he agreed with what I’d said. “It might help, but I think there’s going to be more to it than that,” he looked over at me. “Come get it whenever you want. It’s in the spare room that I’ve set up as a gym. I don't use it much, there’s a hook in the barn that you can take, just bolt it into one of the beams in Gran’s barn and you should be good to go,” we pulled up near Mason and Steph’s house. “You might want to buy her some new boxing gloves though. Mine are old, and they’ll be way too big for her anyway.” 

“I’ll buy her some when we’re in Allenby tomorrow,” I reached over and slapped his arm. “Thanks man, appreciate it.” 

For the rest of the morning, Carter, Ash and I worked on the fence to protect the orchard from wild pigs and Ash and Carter’s cattle. The area we had fenced off was roughly the same size as the mini orchard over at Charlie’s farm, so it should end up holding the same amount of trees as the one that Steph had grown to love. 

While we worked on the orchard and vegetable garden, I thought again about having a place of my own. Bec and Luke had their own house over on Charlie’s farm. Mason, Carter and Ash all had their own houses, and while I’d be the only one in the farmhouse once Paige returned home, it still didn't feel like it was my own place. I needed to talk to Gran. I’d come up with an idea for the family home, but I needed to run it by her first. 

Once we were done with the orchard and veggie patch fence, we started on making the raised garden beds for the veggie plants. When I stood to stretch out my back, I took a look around the farm. Ash’s house stood at the top of a rise right at the back of our property, and Carter’s house was off to the right. I spun in a full circle and took it all in. I loved winter. It was my favourite season. Curling up on the couch in front of the fire, rugging up and sitting on the porch watching the snow fall, all of it. I just loved winter. Paige had made a couple of comments about being here through winter, and looking forward to the snow. I’d have to make sure we did some things alone, just the two of us. Getting time alone with so many people around was hard, but I’d make sure it happened. 

The first thing I wanted to do was make sure Paige was happy here. If I could achieve that, then there was a better chance she’d want to stay on even though she didn't need to care for Charlie so much. Gran had taken over that role and she wasn't about to give it up any time soon. Paige and I didn't have the love connection in the past like Bec had with Luke, and Mase had with Steph, she was too young back then. I did have a crush on her, but it always felt like it was something I needed to keep to myself. Paige was only twelve when they left, she was in her first year of high school, and I was in my third. I know two years isn’t a huge age gap, but when one of the people involved is only twelve years old, and the other is fourteen, it just didn't feel like it would have been acceptable. Even though we were never romantically involved back then, I felt close to her, and I still do. From what Luke and Steph had said to me, I think Paige felt a closeness to me too, at least I hoped she did. 

––––––––
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AFTER DINNER, CARTER, Ash and Hannah headed home, leaving Paige and I alone for the first time all day. I could tell she was a little apprehensive about this, so I tried to keep things light, including the conversation as we did the dishes. 

Once we were done, Paige looked up at me and gave me a small smile. “I guess we should talk,” she sucked in a deep breath and smiled a little smile again. “Let’s do this before I chicken out,” she headed for the lounge room and I followed. 

Paige sat on one end of the couch, and I sat on the other, turning so I was facing her. She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them as she looked at me. “I know Luke told you why he went to jail,” she looked at me when I nodded. “This is hard for me to talk about, but I want to talk to you about it, then at the end I need to ask you something,” Paige sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Everything changed the night Jackson raped me. He did more than rape me sexually. He took everything from me. He stole my life, my confidence, my happiness, my personality,” Paige looked up at me. “In the beginning, all I wanted to do was curl up on my bed and lock the world out. I figured if I didn't leave my apartment I’d be safe. I lost so much of myself, and I was struggling to keep who I was alive,” she gave me a wry smile and shook her head a little as she looked away again. “I’m still struggling with that, but I’m tired of not being me,” Paige looked at me now as she wiped away a tear. “I want the old me back Tate, and if you’re up for it, I’d like you to help me find myself again.” 

I wanted to reach out and pull her into a hug. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and tell her that I’d do anything she asked of me. But I didn't. Physical contact was something Paige still wasn't good with, so I stayed in my seat. “Paige,” I shuffled a little closer to her, being mindful to leave enough space so that we weren’t touching. “Like I said yesterday at the jetty, I’ll do anything I can, you just tell me what you need and I’ll do it.” 

“You know I have an issue with being around men, well, men other than my gramps and my brother, but I’m working on that. Staying here in this house with only you and no one else is a huge deal for me,” Paige laughed a little again. “You have no idea how many intense conversations I’ve had with myself over this. So many times I wanted to leave, but every time I made up my mind to go sleep on Gramp’s couch, you’d do something sweet, or just simply make me feel at ease, so I’d change my mind and stay,” she shrugged a little and looked at me. “I feel comfortable with you Tate, with you and your brothers, but I don't think I'm up to being alone in a room with them yet,” she held up her hand and added quickly. “Not that I’d think they’d do anything to me, it’s a mind game, in my heart I know they would never hurt me, it’s just a matter of getting my messed up mind to understand the same thing.” 

“Hey,” this time I did reach out for her hand. I gave it a gentle squeeze, then let go. “You are not messed up. What that guy did to you is messed up. You’re just a little lost right now, but we’ll get you back on track.” Man, I sounded so lame. I didn't want to sound like a total goof ball, but I didn't know the right things to say to Paige either. There was a fair chance she’d heard all of these placations from her mother and friends, and I wanted to offer her more than that. “So, does this mean you’ll stay here even when Luke and Bec move out of the farmhands quarters?” 

“I’d like to, if that’s okay with you,” Paige looked at me again. “I know it’s only been two nights, but I feel like I’ve achieved something, and I'm so happy with myself for sticking it out. The old Paige would have jumped at the chance to share a house with a hot guy,” she blushed a little and looked away. “I have to go back to Sydney next week to see my therapist. She asked if you’d come with me, so she can meet you, and so she can explain something to you,” now Paige looked worried. “If you agree to help me with something that is,” she kept her eyes locked on mine now. “I need to ask you something, I want you to be totally honest with me, and if you have any doubts, then you need to say no. Don't feel like you have to say yes to me okay.” 

“Okay,” I gave her my best smile. “But I already said I’d help.” 

“That was to the everyday stuff, like the occasional touching, me hanging out with you, you hanging out with me, letting me get used to being around a man other than my brother,” Paige looked at me and squared her shoulders. “This is so embarrassing,” she laughed a little. 

“Please don't be embarrassed,” I reached for her hand again, holding it a little longer than I did last time, before letting go. “Will it help if I tell you something embarrassing about myself?” 

Paige laughed a little and shook her head. “How about I tell you what I need to tell you, and we save your embarrassing stories for a time when I’m more embarrassed than I am right now, because I have a feeling there are going to be more than a few moments like that in the future.” 
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