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

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

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

      The Barrington Tops, Bucketts Mountain, Rocky Crossing and Barrington and Gloucester rivers absolutely do exist – and it is a stunning region to visit.
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      Dusk descended as Harriet drove through Stroud. She yawned. Only four hours from Sydney’s lower north shore, but the events of the last few days had left her exhausted. The GPS indicated it was forty-five minutes to her accommodation at Barrington Homestead. She’d planned to leave earlier, should have stopped for the night already, but it seemed so close on google maps.

      Dark now, a vehicle travelling behind her sped up and turned their lights to full beam, almost blinding her in the rear-view mirror. Bloody idiot. Driving too fast and lights on full. Harriet slowed, hoping the faster driver would pass her.

      Instead, he flashed his lights. Once. Twice. While simultaneously blaring the horn. Then Harriet saw them. A large mob of kangaroos bounding along the other side of the road. One very large ‘roo veered across the road in front of her. She wrenched the wheel to the left and slammed her foot on the brake. Almost stationary, her car hit the ‘roo with a sickening thud, although it seemed to bounce right off the bonnet. With one wheel in the ditch at the side of the road, her engine revving furiously, Harriet sat in shock, breathing hard.

      The seatbelt was digging in painfully, so she released it quickly. The other vehicle, a large Range Rover, stopped behind her, lights now dimmed. Glancing at her side mirror, Harriet saw the driver striding toward her. He yanked her door open and dropped to his haunches, peering at her in the evening gloom.

      ‘Are you hurt? Can you move?’ He put his arms in to help her out of the car.

      ‘Stop it. Don’t touch me!’ Harriet fought down panic. She just needed to get out of the car slowly and assess how she felt, without this man-giant grabbing at her. She registered pain in her right elbow, and across her chest from the seatbelt.

      He stood up and stepped back. ‘Of course. Forgive me. Take your time.’ He spoke in a deep, modulated tone, which surprised Harriet. More ‘Melbourne’ than country, she thought to herself.

      Harriet turned in her seat, gingerly swinging her legs out first, before carefully standing up. Her elbow was tender, but she felt otherwise intact. Her car, on the other hand, looked like it would need a tow to get it out of the ditch. The bonnet was pushed back several inches and the bumper was hanging off one side. Her heart sank. This was all she needed.

      ‘Drummond Murray.’ He held out his hand. Hesitating for a few seconds before placing her slender hand in his massive paw, she shook firmly. ‘Harriet Russell.’ She clenched her jaw as he looked her over, watching his eyes rove from her too-thin face to the way she was holding her right elbow, supporting it with her left hand.

      Harriet tried to hide her annoyance. She knew he was checking her for injury, but his scrutiny made her uncomfortable. She was on the side of the road, with a car requiring repairs just a half hour from her destination. Taking a deep breath, she returned his gaze.

      Drummond Murray was extremely tall. Broad shouldered. A man-mountain. She blinked. Mid-thirties, well-dressed in moleskins, boots and buttoned shirt. Harriet realized, rather belatedly, he was quite good looking with a strong face, dark hair and ginger chin stubble. With a name like Drummond Murray, she wasn’t surprised, the area had been settled by the Scots more than a century ago.

      ‘I am uninjured Drummond. Perhaps you would rather assess my car? I fear I’ll need a tow into Barrington.’

      Drummond looked momentarily surprised, before turning to her red Alfa Romeo Giulietta. After starting it and checking under the hood, he nodded. ‘You’re right, it’s not drivable. It’s not really suited to country roads. Too low slung.’

      Harriet bristled at his words. ‘This car is perfectly suited to country driving. This is not a dirt road, but a main road, and had you not blinded me by flashing your lights I would not be having this conversation with you.’

      She saw him frown as he glanced at the kangaroo lying in the ditch. ‘This is why I had my lights on full, your lower lights would not have registered the mob in time. I’ll call the local mechanic to see if he can pick it up tonight.’ He quickly made the call and Harriet could hear that it would be a job for tomorrow.

      Sighing, she retrieved her phone from her bag on the passenger seat. It was unlikely she would get a taxi out here, but she had no option, other than to call her host, Rose Gordon at Barrington Homestead.

      While she scrolled through her contacts, Drummond asked ‘Where are you headed?’

      ‘Barrington Homestead. I’m staying there for a few days.’ Harriet found the Homestead number and glanced up.

      He looked again at the kangaroo. ‘As I am responsible for your car leaving the road …’ he paused, and Harriet blushed slightly. ‘I will deliver you to your destination. I live just beyond the Homestead myself. Would you like to retrieve your personal items from your car?’

      Harriet had to admit Drummond was a gentleman as he assisted her with her bags, placing them on the back seat. He held the passenger door open and waited while she secured the seatbelt, before walking to the rear of the car. Harriet couldn’t see what he was doing, and the sound of the rifle retort somewhere behind the vehicle caused her to jump in her seat. In the rear mirror she saw him drag the carcass of the kangaroo further off the road. She had assumed it was killed by the initial impact. She shuddered.

      They drove in silence for a few minutes. Harriet had time to consider the accident and knew the damage to the car, and herself, would have been far worse if she’d hit the mob at full speed.

      ‘Thank you. I could have encountered a kangaroo at any time after dusk. I had planned to leave earlier. I was just so close.’ Hesitating for a moment, she continued, ‘I didn’t see them until you forced me to stop.’

      Harriet looked at the road ahead as she spoke, hoping he couldn’t see the tension in her jawline and darkness  beneath her eyes. She was exhausted and not in the mood for conversation. Glancing at him, she was pleased when he nodded and drove on.

      They drove slowly along the poplar lined driveway of the homestead. Night had fallen, but a half moon and the headlights lit up the magnificent old house. Harriet drew a breath. She had seen the pictures on Airbnb of course, but they did not do it justice. How she would love to own a home like this.

      A half-grown cattle dog barked from the house yard as they pulled up. The lights were on, and a woman strode out to meet them. This must be her host, Rose Gordon. She seemed surprised to see Drummond, even more so when Harriet climbed awkwardly from the passenger seat.

      ‘Drum, hello. I wasn’t expecting you.’ She looked from him to Harriet.

      Before Harriet could introduce herself, Drummond stepped forward. ‘Hello Rose. This is Harriet Russell, your guest I understand. She hit a kangaroo this side of Stroud, and her car needs repairs. Jim Daly will pick it up first thing tomorrow.’

      Registering the concern on both their faces, Harriet inwardly cringed as Rose stepped closer and looked into her face. ‘Are you hurt Harriet? Perhaps we should get you to the hospital …’

      Almost too loudly, Harriet interrupted. ‘I’m fine Rose, thank you. A little shaken and cranky with myself for not departing Sydney earlier. I should have known better.’

      Harriet met Rose’s gaze, then turned to Drummond and smiled. ‘It was good of you to drive me here, thank you.’

      Rose chimed in. ‘Can I offer you a drink Drum? Angus is still out at the Campbell place, drenching their young stock, but he should be home soon.’
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      Drummond returned Rose’s smile. About to accept, he glanced at Harriet. He could see exhaustion and something else on her face. Discomfort? Pain? He’d assumed she wasn’t injured in the accident, but now wondered if he should have taken her to hospital.

      ‘Harriet, if you’re not feeling well, we can drive straight back into town. I should have taken you there as a precaution, in the first instance.’ He watched her gather herself, her back straight and her chin up slightly. Small in stature, her thick honey-blond hair fell in waves to her shoulders and her blue eyes seemed too large for her thin, pale face. He recognised she was tired, sore and quite probably drawing on a reserve of inner strength, but her manners were impeccable.

      ‘Thank you, Drummond. I’m fine. Just tired. Thank you again for driving me. I will follow up with the mechanic in the morning.’ He wasn’t convinced but accepted her assertion.

      Drummond turned to Rose, who still seemed concerned. ‘Thanks Rose, I will catch Angus in the next day or two. Goodnight to you both.’

      He smiled briefly at both women, returned to his car and drove slowly along the driveway to the road. Looking in his rear-view mirror he saw Rose pick up Harriet’s bags. He noticed the way Harriet favoured her right arm. Damn it! He should have insisted she go to the hospital. He sighed. Not really his problem, but the thought of her potential injuries niggled at him.
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      Ten minutes later Harriet was sitting at Rose’s kitchen bench, hands wrapped around a ‘hot toddy’ – some sort of whiskey, cinnamon and honey concoction, warmed up, that Rose said her grandfather used to brew as a ‘cure all.’

      Rose had shown Harriet to her room. More than a room, a suite with its own entrance; while explaining this was her parents’ quarters when she was young, and her grandparents had lived in the main house. She invited her to come back through the main house for a drink and chat in the kitchen when she was ready.

      Harriet went to the bathroom, which was stunning, with an oversize tub she would delight in later, and quickly inspected her sore spots. She could see redness from the seat belt across her chest and her right elbow was swollen; it must have hit the window or door on impact. Her older wound was reddened and a bit tender, but she expected that after the crash. Nodding to herself in the mirror she acknowledged that her injuries may have been far worse had Drummond Murray not alerted her to the mob of kangaroos by the roadside. She just hoped her car would not take long to repair.

      Chatting in the kitchen, Harriet warmed to Rose immediately. They had spoken via messenger a few times during the course of booking the accommodation, but Harriet had not expected her to be so young. Probably not even thirty yet, while Harriet herself had turned thirty-one the day before, hence her delayed start that day.

      ‘I’m fine. Some bruising but no real damage.’ Harriet took another sip of her medicine. ‘Another one of these and I won’t feel a thing!’

      Rose threw back her head and laughed.

      ‘That’s the spirit! Are you telling me you’re a cheap drunk?’ Rose pushed a small cheese platter a bit closer to Harriet. ‘You must be hungry. And tired. Please, try some cheese, it’s locally made.’

      Looking into her mug as she took another sip, Harriet smiled wanly. How could she tell this lovely young woman just how tired she was? Not tired. Exhausted. Bone weary. Heart sick. Soul sick.

      Instead, she reached for a piece of cheese and a stuffed olive, popping it into her mouth while making an ‘mmmm’ sound. As she did, all hell seemed to break loose. A loud wail from a nearby room had Rose on her feet, while in the same moment the young dog outside began barking madly as headlights swept past the kitchen window.

      Rose left the room for a moment, striding back in with a small child on her hip just as the front door banged open and a slightly grubby, but very good looking, and tall, man strode in. He glanced curiously at Harriet for the briefest moment before sweeping Rose into his arms, the child between them, kissing her heartily on the lips.

      Watching the scene, as wordlessly Rose leaned into him then handed the child over, something shifted in Harriet. A little flare of envy at the easy warmth between the couple was replaced immediately by a stronger flame of happiness. This was it. This was what she wanted. Aspired to. It really did exist.

      She found herself grinning as they all spoke at once, Rose laughingly introducing her partner Angus, ‘We’re not married yet you know. Living in sin,’ and their little boy, Charlie, who was fourteen months old, ‘and a wee devil if you want the truth,’ Angus added, smiling indulgently at his offspring as he flailed his small arms, sending the dish of olives from the kitchen bench to the floor. The dog outside began barking again.
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      Heart pounding, she sensed danger all around, enveloping her like a thick fog. Harriet held her large leather Prada handbag tightly as she hurried toward the train station at Circular Quay. She couldn’t shake a deep foreboding of impending danger.

      Shaking her head in an attempt to clear the darkness she felt around her, she stepped onto the platform. A group of teenage girls chatted loudly at the other end, and an older lady wearing a floral scarf over her hair sat on a bench to her left. Harriet sidled closer to the older woman, glancing over her shoulder. There was no one else about. It was late. Yet the uncomfortable feeling persisted.

      The train approached, its brakes squealing a little as it slowed. The teenage girls stepped into the first carriage, chatting and laughing. One of them was playing a song loudly on her phone.

      Distracted for a moment while watching them, she stepped back to allow the older woman to board before her. Without warning the woman backed off the train hurriedly, pushed out of the carriage by a wild-eyed man in rough clothing. She tripped over Harriet’s foot and fell heavily. Harriet leaned down to help her up, trying to keep an eye on the vagrant at the same time. He was behind her now. The older woman stood, re-boarding the train quickly. As Harriet stepped into the carriage, her handbag was ripped from her grasp by the man behind her. Holding it he stepped back on the platform, watching her cautiously.

      She hesitated for one moment then stepped out, one hand still on the carriage door, grabbed her bag, tugging it from the man’s grasp. He grimaced at her. His breath was foul, what teeth he had were yellow and decaying. His mouth was cavernous, his tongue obscenely red. Then she saw it. The knife. A switch knife, sharp serrated edges. The woman inside the carriage was screaming at her. ‘Let it go! Close the doors! Just let it go!’

      Jumping back into the carriage with her precious bag, Harriet was not quick enough. He leapt forward, burying the knife low in her abdomen, on the right-hand side. So deep it hit her hip bone. She didn’t feel the pain in that first rush of adrenalin. He tore the leather bag from her grasp. Or perhaps she handed it to him. The doors closed, he was standing on the platform, grinning maniacally. He held up his hands. Her bag in the left one, the bloodied knife in the right.

      She fell back, the other woman helped her to a seat and pushed the emergency button. Then the pain began to unfurl in her stomach, her hip, up her right-hand side. Looking down, she saw the blood. Red like her attacker’s tongue. Obscene. So much blood. Then nothing.

      

      Awakened by the nightmare, Harriet lay in bed, listening to the early morning sounds of a kookaburra on a fencepost only metres from her window. Comforting sounds. Tentatively moving her legs over the edge of the bed she sat up, then gasped. Everything hurt. Her chest, her right elbow, the whole of her torso.

      Walking slowly to the bathroom, she took off the tee shirt she’d worn to bed and looked in the mirror. Bruises now bloomed across her chest and right arm and the area around her old wound was red, slightly raised and warm to touch. Damn. Another infection would mean re-opening the wound, probably another drain bag. She still had a couple of antibiotic repeats, she could get them filled at the chemist and see if that killed any infection before it took hold.

      Showered and dressed she felt better, but her movements were slow and cautious. Her key mission was to sort out the repairs to her car. Rose had invited her to come through to the main house for breakfast, whenever she was ready. While wanting her privacy, Harriet knew she needed some help with a trip to town, perhaps organise a hire car if hers was going to take more than a few days to repair.

      In the kitchen, Rose set a steaming mug in front of her.

      ‘Coffee. Strong. But I can add some rum if you need it,’ she raised her eyebrows.

      Harriet grinned at her. ‘Coffee for now. Maybe rum later.’

      ‘Drum Murray called earlier. Your car is already at the workshop, and he said you just need to let Jim Daly know your insurance details. However, he mentioned that it might take at least a week to source parts for your ‘little Italian number.’ His words not mine.’

      ‘Little Italian number? Really? Does no one drive a European car here? Drummond Murray has a Range Rover himself. That’s English.’ Harriet screwed up her nose.

      In a very English accent, Rose added ‘English is perfectly acceptable here. European. Not so much.’ Harriet snorted into her coffee. Yes, she really likes this woman.

      Harriet rolled her eyes and smiled as she picked at the toast Rose plonked down between them. Charlie was in a high-chair, a chewed-up crust in one hand, teaspoon in the other. He looked a lot like his father, but with Rose’s colouring. Red-brown hair, although not much of it. He banged his teaspoon a couple of times and Rose cut off a piece of crust from her toast and handed it to him. ‘It’s not all about you Charlie. Not right now. Eat your crust.’

      Rose turned her attention to Harriet. ‘I need to know how you are. I can see you’re sore. I’d like to take you in to the hospital, just to be sure.’

      ‘No. No hospital. No need. Nothing that won’t heal with a bit of rest.’ Harriet shook her head.

      Harriet met Rose’s eyes for a moment, then inwardly relaxed as Rose conceded. ‘Okay. I understand. You call the shots. I’m here if you need help.’ Her tone was gentle, but firm.

      Harriet shifted in her chair. ‘Is there a car hire place in Barrington? Or will the mechanic have a courtesy car …’

      ‘Ha! Small town Harriet. No and Joe Daly doesn’t have a courtesy car either. If you don’t mind waiting about half an hour, you can ride into town with Charlie and me. You can check with Joe about how long yours will take to repair. If it’s just a couple of days, you can borrow mine when you need to. If longer we may be able to get a hire car across from Taree for you. I know you only booked three nights, but do you need to get back to Sydney after that? Work commitments?’

      ‘No. I’m on leave. I planned to head north on Wednesday. Was going to stay by the beach for a couple of weeks, somewhere near Coffs Harbour. But I haven’t booked anything up there yet. If I need to change my plans, how long can I stay here? Do you have anyone coming in after me?’

      ‘Nothing booked for the next two months until early January. We only opened the B&B six months ago, and it’s been a bit inconsistent. Longer staying guests are a bit easier to manage, just at the moment.’ She glanced at Charlie, concentrating on his crust. ‘Motherhood has been, um, busier, than I imagined.’

      Harriet was curious. ‘Do you and Angus run the farm together? I understand from last night’s chat he also has a Vet practice with rooms in town. Do you help there too?’

      ‘We do run the farm together, but the B&B and horses are my responsibility, while he oversees the cattle, hay making and so on. I, um, was in publishing before little Charlie came along and you know I grew up here, it’s the family property. Actually, I’m also a writer.’ She glanced at Charlie. ‘When I have time. I’ve just released my first novel.’

      Harriet was impressed. ‘Really? Would I know it? I’ve been reading a lot, recently.’ She frowned for a moment, doing a mental inventory of recent releases by Australian authors. ‘Wait! I thought I knew your name. I know your book, it’s called Controlling something. Controlling Interest. That’s it! I’ve got it on my kindle but haven’t read it yet. Wow, I’m so impressed!’

      ‘It’s early days yet, but I’ve had some promising reviews on Goodreads and Amazon. Thanks.’ Rose turned to sort Charlie out as she spoke, but not before Harriet saw the flush of pleasure her words had provided. Good. Women need to support each other. Lift each other.

      ‘I’ll read it while I’m here and write a review.’ Harriet smiled at Rose, who blushed.

      ‘My old publishing house wanted to publish for me, but with my background I’ve become an Indie Publisher, so I spend a few hours each day on that, if Charlie lets me, plus checking on the horses and attempting to write my second book. And managing Charlie of course, which seems to take up more time and energy every day.’ Rose smiled fondly at her son, who had stuffed the crust in one ear and was busy undoing the front of his onesie.
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      Biting her lip, Harriet walked along the main street from the workshop. It could take up to three weeks for her car to be repaired, depending on parts availability. Should she go back to Sydney and return when her car was fixed or stay on at Barrington Homestead? Damn. But she was escaping Sydney. There was nothing there for her anymore. She certainly didn’t want to run into her dodgy, two-timing ex-husband.

      While recovering from the attack on the train, and the subsequent surgeries, she’d decided she wouldn’t stay in Sydney one minute longer than her thirty first birthday. She would head north. Start a business of her own. Well, she can still do that. She’d stay at the Homestead, hire a car from Taree, and continue to look around for the right location to start over. A regional town. Not as small as this one perhaps, but somewhere with potential. She’d had plenty of time to think about her business concept while recovering, and knew she was on to something. She just had to find the right place. Another three weeks wasn’t going to put her off. She could continue to research and establish plans while she waited for her car.

      Houses for sale and rent displayed in the window of a real estate office caught her eye, particularly a rather charming timber colonial cottage. Stopping to read the listing, Harriet drew in a breath. She knew housing was cheaper in rural areas than in Sydney, but could you really buy a little cottage in a lovely setting at this price?

      Leaning in, she peered at the description. Colonial cottage, two bedrooms, functional kitchen, large block. She looked again at the three photos on the listing card. They were faded; the listing had been in the window for some time.

      ‘No wonder it hasn’t sold,’ she muttered, ‘where’s the sizzle? I thought real estate agents always oversold their listings.’

      ‘That’s how they do it in the city, Missy, but here in the country we deal with the facts.’ Harriet flinched, she hadn’t noticed the tall, grey-haired gentleman stop alongside her.

      Looking up, she gave him a brief nod. ‘The facts are important, but a bit of sizzle wouldn’t go astray. Might fire up the imagination of a potential buyer, help them picture themselves in that little cottage.’

      ‘Sizzle you say? Such as …’ he looked at her expectantly.

      Wanting to make her point, Harriet glanced at the listing again. ‘I’d write, ‘charming cottage with high ceilings and large bedrooms, cosy living area with combustion fireplace, sun-drenched kitchen and period style bathroom with claw foot tub.’ She peered again at the faded photos. ‘Large yard with room for play area and a kitchen garden, close to shops and schools.’’ She looked smugly at the gentleman beside her. ‘And they are the facts as I see them in the photos, which are very poor quality as it is.’

      He looked at her again, eyebrows slightly raised. Holding his hand out, he introduced himself. ‘Benjamin Evans,’ nodding at the sign over the door saying Evans Real Estate, he added ‘Principal.’

      Flushing, Harriet accepted his handshake. ‘Oh. Nice to meet you. Harriet Russell.’

      ‘Just passing through?’

      ‘Yes. No. I planned to visit for a few days but had an altercation with a ‘roo last night and it’s going to take time to get parts. I must get on, I need to pick up some items before getting a lift back to Barrington Homestead. Nice to meet you Mr Evans.’ Harriet smiled tentatively to acknowledge his friendly nod. Was there a glint of amusement in his eyes? Had she offended him? Maybe not.

      Walking smartly into the café a few doors further along, she let out an explosive breath as she arrived at the counter, mentally berating herself for opening her big mouth. A small girl, not more than seven, smiled at her from the other side.

      ‘Good morning’ she said, her curly blonde hair kept back with an Alice band, ‘what can I get you this fine morning?’ Her earnest little face dimpled when she smiled, and Harriet smiled back at her.

      ‘Good morning to you. I would like four pieces of caramel slice to take away please.’ Harriet watched as the little moppet pulled the milk crate, she had been standing on, further to the left, step up on it and stretch to reach the tray of caramel slice. She expertly used wooden tongs to manipulate four pieces into a brown paper bag. Almost disappearing from view as she jumped off the crate, she dragged it back to its original position where her smiling face popped up again, placing the bag on the counter in front of Harriet.

      With a serious expression she said, ‘We don’t use plastic bags anymore. They’re not good for the ‘vironment.’ Frowning slightly, she added ‘the caramel slice is four dollars apiece.’ Punching it into the screen of the cash register, she smiled again, saying ‘that will be sixteen dollars, thank you.’

      Harriet nodded, while internally chuckling, as she reached for her wallet. Cute as a button and smart to boot. Harriet couldn’t see evidence of any adult supervision and wondered if the child was in the cafe alone.

      ‘Are you the owner of this cafe, young lady?’ Harriet handed across a crisp twenty-dollar note.

      ‘Oh no! I’m just a kid. Aunty Debbie had to run some coffee up to the bank and Cathy is in the kitchen out back, so I’m in charge while she’s gone. I should be at school, but I felt a bit wobbly in the tummy this morning, so Mummy let me stay with Aunty Deb at work ‘til Nanna picks me up.’ She handed the change across the counter.

      Just then a young woman wearing a white baker style apron over an obvious pregnancy, rushed in. Taking in the package on the counter and Harriet putting her wallet back in her bag, the young woman said with a smile, ‘Oh, hello. Has Tiffany looked after you?’

      ‘Tiffany? I thought she was the owner actually, and yes, I have been well looked after.’ Harriet smiled broadly.

      The young woman laughed as she ducked behind the counter. ‘Good job Tiff. Nan will be in to pick you up shortly, so get your bag from out back please.’

      Harriet started to turn away, but the other woman spoke again. ‘Are you just passing through or did you stay in town last night?’

      Friendly town. Friendly people. Or just nosy? ‘Oh. Here for a few days. I’m staying at Barrington Homestead B&B.’

      ‘Good. With Rose.’ The young woman nodded. ‘You’ll be very comfortable there. I might see you in here again. I’m Debbie Tait.’ She smiled and held her hand out.

      Small town friendly. Comforting. ‘Harriet Russell, nice to meet you.’ They shook hands. Harriet nodded at Debbie’s obvious bump. ‘When are you due?’

      ‘Six weeks, just before Christmas. Can’t wait. Getting a bit hard to lug this monster around all day.’ Hands over her tummy, she laughed.

      ‘You’re doing well to keep working.’ Harriet smiled warmly. ‘Thanks Debbie. I’m sure I’ll see you again while I’m here.’ Turning away from the counter, the package in her hand, Harriet walked straight into Drummond Murray as he strode through the door.
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      ‘Ooof!’ Harriet dropped the bag, caramel slice spilling out, while she clutched her side, suddenly light-headed.

      ‘Harriet! Sorry! Thought you saw me there. Are you hurt?’ Drummond put a steadying hand under her swollen elbow, leading her to a chair at the closest table. Debbie rushed out from behind the counter.

      ‘Are you okay? What did you do Drum? Bloody men.’ Harriet knew Debbie was saying it more for her benefit than Drum’s, and now the pain was subsiding she just wanted to get up, walk out and deflect attention from herself.

      ‘Harriet hit a ‘roo with her car last night coming into town. She said then she wasn’t injured. I should have taken her to hospital anyway.’ Drummond was crouching in front of Harriet, one hand on her shoulder, while talking to Debbie, hovering beside him.

      ‘Just sit Harriet. Catch your breath.’ Debbie turned back to the counter and called out, ‘Cathy, bring me a glass of water please.’

      Harriet tried to control her features and straightened in her seat as Debbie spoke to her, feeling embarrassed at all the attention. ‘Shall I call the hospital Harriet. Tell them we’ll bring you in?’

      Shaking her head, feeling ridiculously close to tears at the kindness she heard in Debbie’s voice, Harriet took a sip of the water Cathy offered and muttered, ‘I’m okay. Just winded for a moment. Yes, I’ve got a few sore spots, but it’s just bruising. Honestly, I’m fine.’ Looking up, seeing genuine concern on Debbie’s face and a slight frown on Drummond’s, she straightened her back and tried to smile.

      Placing the water in front of her, Debbie picked up the fallen goods, returning them to the counter just as Rose walked in, Charlie on her hip. Coming straight to Harriet’s side she thrust her chin out at Drummond and said, ‘What have you done Drum?’

      Standing, Drum reached for Charlie, swinging him into the air before tucking him into his side, holding him steady with one gigantic hand. ‘Harriet says she’s okay. I bumped into her as I came in.’

      Rose looked at Harriet and promptly sat down in the chair next to her, taking Charlie from Drum’s arms as she did. ‘Well Okay. I was going to bring you here for coffee this morning and introduce you to Deb. So, Drum Murray, be a good fellow and order some coffee for us. And something sweet. How do you like your coffee, Harriet?’

      While Rose was speaking, Harriet had gathered herself, grateful Rose had noted her embarrassment and given her a moment to do so. ‘What a lovely idea. I’ll have a chai latte please.’

      ‘Caramel latte and chai latte please Drum. Large. And caramel slice to go with it. Harriet can afford the calories.’

      Harriet mouthed ‘thank you’ to Rose as Drum stepped over to the counter, pulling his wallet out of his back pocket as he did.

      ‘Bloody men. Clumsy oafs. Drum’s usually pretty quick on his feet, but he doesn’t realise that walking into him is like hitting a brick …’

      ‘Wall?’

      ‘Shithouse, I was going to say. But wall is more ladylike so let’s go with that.’

      Harriet laughed out loud at Rose’s words. Rose gave her a conspiratorial nod, while bouncing Charlie on her lap, who was now fascinated with Rose’s watch, tugging it until she released the clasp and gave it to him.

      Drum returned, caramel slice on a plate and a cookie for Charlie. Turning to Harriet he said, ‘I’ve been to Joe Daly’s this morning too. Just after you were there. He says three weeks, at best, for parts and repairs.’

      ‘Yes. Apparently getting parts for my ‘little Italian number’ may take some time.’ Harriet was trying not to laugh as Drummond looked at her suspiciously.

      ‘Hmm. Yes. Well. I’ve got a spare vehicle you can use. It’s an older model Land Rover. If you’d care to come home with me today, you can pick it up, drive it back to Rose’s.’

      Shocked, Harriet looked at him. ‘Why? Why would you lend me a car? You don’t know me at all.’ Shaking her head in disbelief, Harriet waited for his response.

      ‘It’s just a car Harriet. I’m not using it. You’ll be without one. You may use it until yours is repaired.’ He stood as he spoke. ‘I’ve got a meeting to go to, but I’ll be back inside an hour.’ He ruffled Charlie’s hair, touched Rose on the shoulder, nodded at Harriet and walked out.

      Still shocked, Harriet looked at Rose, eyebrows raised. Rose shrugged. ‘He has a spare car. You need one. You’re not about to drive off in his ten-year-old Land Rover leaving your Alfa behind. It solves one of your problems.’

      ‘Yes, it does.’ Harriet spoke quietly, slightly ashamed by her own reaction. ‘I will thank him. And I will look after his car.’

      ‘Good. Here’s our coffee. Let’s see if Deb has time to join us.’
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      Driving with Drum to pick up his car, Harriet asked how long his family had been in the area. It was obvious Rose and he had known each other a long time, and she wondered if he was also a generational local.

      ‘Murrays arrived in the early eighteen hundreds. Two brothers, timber getters. While others were rushing to the gold fields to make their fortune, they cut and milled timber, taking advantage of the rapid growth of towns outside the main cities. The next generation diversified, started grazing sheep and cattle on the country they’d cleared. They always left timber in the steep valleys and hillsides, not because it was harder to get, but to prevent erosion, provide cover for the stock and allow re-growth of rosewood, cedar and local hardwoods.’

      ‘So, you’re on the Murray family farm, er property, yourself?’ He glanced at her sharply before he answered. Was she being too nosy? No. Damn it. She was interested.

      ‘Yes, I’m in the original homestead. There are Murrays, cousins, further up the valley and another lot of second cousins in the next valley over. We have spread out across the country really, six generations now.’ Drum turned onto a smaller road, heading south-west from Barrington.

      Harriet nodded, sensing Drum had shared as much of his family background as he was comfortable with. She looked to the north, catching sight of an unusual mountain formation. About to ask, Drum anticipated the question.

      ‘The Bucketts Range. Steep, great for bushwalking and rock climbing. Not the Barrington Tops proper though.’ He slowed the vehicle, the road dipped down to a cement bridge over a clear, fast running river. Harriet could see the river was lapping the low bridge that was almost just a causeway.

      ‘Rocky Crossing. Impassable after really heavy rain. The water can rise quickly. Every year we have a tourist or two drive through when the water is too high, too fast. They don’t note the markers and warnings.’

      Harriet wound down her window for a better look at the river as they crossed. Not large, but clear and fast. She wouldn’t like to drive through when it was well over the bridge.

      A few minutes later they turned into a driveway with old, and impressive, stone pillars on either side. They drove up into a valley, a creek winding along beside them. Tall eucalypts lined the driveway, with green fields beyond peppered with large, healthy-looking cattle. Some black, some white. Angus and Charolais, Harriet thought, but didn’t comment. Turning slightly to the left, a cottage came into view. Backing on to the creek, it sat to one side of an enormous, aged oak tree. The timber cottage was old, yet well cared for, painted a rich cream with highlights in deep russet and white trim around windows and doors, veranda rails and front steps and the picket fence all round.

      Harriet was entranced. ‘Oh, your home is so pretty. How lovely. What a beautiful spot, right by the creek.’

      Drum grinned, then drove on. ‘Oh, that’s just a worker’s cottage. You’ll see the homestead in a moment.’

      Harriet looked back at the cottage as they passed, then turned when Drum cleared his throat.

      The homestead. It belonged in a Country Living magazine. Harriet had admired Rose’s family home, but this was something else again. It sat proudly on a slight rise, a large, fenced yard with a thriving, well-established English-style garden in front. A sandy path wound through roses and shrubs to the front steps that led up to the veranda. It was a sandstone homestead, single level, with French doors onto the veranda that Harriet felt sure wrapped right around the house. Four large stone chimneys rose above the iron roof and slightly behind Harriet could see the high fence of a tennis court. Outbuildings beyond the house could be seen, and a few hundred metres further away were a series of large modern sheds and silos, cattle yards and farm vehicles.

      ‘Oh gosh. Wow! This is the most amazing home I’ve ever seen up close. What a privilege to live here.’ She turned to Drum, eyes shining. ‘Any chance I can take the tour?’

      Harriet gazed enraptured at the homestead, then glanced at Drum, to note a slight smile playing around his mouth.

      ‘I’ll have to give you ‘the tour’ of Montrose another day Harriet. I’m sorry, I have to go to Sydney today. The Land Rover is just here.’ He stepped out of the car and came around to the passenger side. Harriet had already opened the door, but had turned in her seat, swinging her legs out first, before beginning to step out.

      ‘You’re obviously sore from the accident Harriet. Take my hand.’ Drum held one strong hand out to Harriet, who ignored it and half jumped the last few inches to the ground, causing her to double over as the small jolt sent a sharp pain to her side.
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      His hand below her elbow, Drum steadied her. It was obvious she was in pain, just getting out of the vehicle had winded her. He could also see she was embarrassed. Why? She had been in an accident the day before. He moved closer, placing his left arm gently around her back, encouraging her to lean into his side. She was small in his arms, thin, her head barely reaching his shoulder. Something stirred in him. He felt protective, wanted to interrogate her about the pain, her injuries, but sensed she would back away.

      He felt her stiffen after a moment, then straighten her back. He removed his arm and took a half step away, silently willing her to meet his eyes.

      Drum watched as Harriet took a deep breath, then raised her eyes to his. ‘Thank you. Bit awkward getting out, should have known better. Only bruises, but a bit tender still.’ Her eyes slid away from his, taking in the homestead beside them. She added quietly, ‘I really appreciate the loan of your car. I’ll take good care of it.’

      There had to be more to it, but it wasn’t his place to pry. Her fragility moved him and he wasn’t looking for that. To feel tenderness for a woman. Didn’t need it. Didn’t need any complications just now. Stepping away, he walked toward the white Land Rover parked to one side. He opened the door, took the keys from under the mat on the driver’s floor and handed them to Harriet.

      ‘Probably about half full of fuel. It was serviced a few weeks ago so you won’t have any problems.’ He knew he sounded a bit gruff, but the woman beside him was a contradiction. She had strength, he could see that. Strong will and determination. Yet he sensed a vulnerability too, and that touched him.

      Taking the keys Harriet stepped up into the car. If it caused her pain she didn’t let on, yet her face was pale. Putting the seat belt on she reached her hand to close the door. Looking straight at him, she said quietly, ‘Thank you Drummond.’ Somehow, he felt she was thanking him for more than just the use of the car.

      Nodding he stepped back as she backed out. He was going to give her directions back to town, but there was little chance she would get lost, and she seemed capable enough. He had to get going himself, he was due in Sydney by early afternoon. He watched as the vehicle drove slowly past the homestead, then turned on his heel and strode to the house. Damn. He had enough drama in his life without Harriet bloody Russell getting under his skin. She’d be gone in a couple of weeks, he didn’t have to be any more involved than lending her a vehicle.
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      Next day, other than a quick trip to town to get supplies for her little kitchenette as she didn’t want to bother Rose for all her meals, Harriet spent time on her emails, polishing her business plan and even napped for a while. Feeling relaxed and refreshed by late afternoon, she had a long soak in the beautiful big bathtub, which seemed to take some of the soreness out of her bruises.

      A dreamless sleep saw Harriet up just after dawn. While the bruises were turning ugly on her torso, the swelling in her elbow had receded and the old wound was less tender. She felt energised, as if something had shifted overnight. If she had to stay in the region until her car was fixed, perhaps she could explore and do some research on her business idea.

      It was after nine thirty when Harriet drove into town, her laptop in a satchel on the seat beside her. She decided to take the long way, via Rocky Crossing, telling herself she took the route because it was such a pretty drive. The possibility of bumping into Drummond Murray was definitely not behind that decision.

      Over the bridge, the water had receded somewhat, and up a slight incline she saw a sign on the side of the road indicating caution, cattle ahead. Harriet knew many farmers use the side of the road for cattle feed, droving them along the ‘long paddock’ as it was called. She slowed to first gear
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