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            THE SECRET READER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When a comment at book club sets a project in motion, more than one secret is revealed.

        The Barrington girl-posse continue their monthly book club meetings, and somehow it becomes an incubator for new business ideas. And relationships.

        Rachael struggles daily with her grief and attends to share memories of her daughter. But book club gives her much more.

        Judith arrives, believing she’s ready for retirement. Or is she?

        Harry Stewart is home from up north, and on the first night he bumps into little Freddie Campbell at the local pub. Except she’s not little any more.

        Millie is happy in the café and with Finn, but her estranged daughter Hanna says she’s coming to visit. Can they mend their relationship?

        And Hanna would rather read than take a chance on a player.

        Over six months, catch up with old characters and new, as secrets are revealed and lives changed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Diane,

      who wrote the first review for the first book.

      Forever grateful.

      

      Susan Mackie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHO’S WHO IN BARRINGTON

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the ninth story in the series but it’s the fifth full-size book. There are also three novellas and a short story.

      While it’s best to read the other stories first - in case you haven’t, or you’ve forgotten who’s who - here is a cheat sheet for you.

      
        
        Rose Gordon Hamilton (writer and Councillor) married to Angus Hamilton (Vet) – we met them in Charlie’s Will.

        Own Barrington Homestead and farm & the Vet practice.

        Son Charlie (pre-school).

        Daughter Harper (infant)

      

        

      
        Steve Webb, Mayor of Barrington and wife Rachael Webb parents of Debbie (deceased) and father-in-law to Jamie Tait (grazier) – we met them in Coffee is my Calling.

        Grandson Warwick (nickname Woz, day care).

      

      

      
        
        Harriet Russell Murray married to Drum Murray (grazier, Councillor) – we met them in A Place to Start Over.

        Own Montrose Homestead and property.

        Harriet’s office is within Evans Real Estate.

        Billie – Drum’s daughter (primary school).

        Hamish - their son (infant)

      

      

      
        
        Meggie Hamilton (Angus’s sister, in business with Harriet) engaged to Max Masters (Vet, Angus’s partner) – we met them in Meggie & Max.

        Meggie’s office is within Evans Real Estate.

        Indiana – Max’s daughter, lives away.

        Tommy – Max’s son  (primary school).

        Debbie-Anne (nickname Dee - their infant daughter)

      

      

      
        
        Melanie Mitchell Evans (Vet nurse) married to Ben Evans Jnr (nickname Little Ben, Evans Real Estate) – all books.

        Tiffany – Melanie’s daughter (primary school)

        Bronte - their infant daughter

      

      

      
        
        Laura Harrison (farmer, bull breeder) dating Ben Evans Snr (nickname Big Ben, Evans Real Estate) – we met them in A Place to Start Over.

      

      

      
        
        Nicole Reid Stewart (accountant, BnB owner) married to Robbie Stewart (builder) – we met them in Ragged Mountain Ranges.

        Harry Stewart – Robbie’s son

        Lucy Reid– Nicole’s daughter (high school)

      

        

      
        Millie Tucker owns cafe and is in a relationship with Finn Anderson (Barrington Ridge Estate) - we met them in The Barrington Book Club.

        Millie’s children - Hannelore & Matthias.

        Finn’s son - Lucas.

      

      

      
        
        Frederica Campbell (Freddie) – 3rd year Vet Science at Uni, daughter of local grazier, works at Vet Clinic in Uni holidays – we met her in Charlie’s Will.

      

      

      
        
        Cathy Laing – retired from the cafe.

        Kristen – Cathy’s daughter – works at cafe.
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            FREDDIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Freddie stood at the bar, tapping her credit card impatiently on the counter. Friday nights at the Top Pub used to be quiet affairs. Locals perched around the bar, sharing yarns, families heading to the bistro for a meal, and country music playing softly in the background. Not tonight.

      The bar was packed. A younger crowd than normal, possibly due to the late fall of snow in the Tops. Snow always brings the punters to town.

      Catching the barman’s eye, she leaned across, shouting above the music and noisy buzz of voices. ‘Light beer please, in a stubby.’

      The barman nodded and Freddie looked over her shoulder to the front door. She was waiting for someone, and if he didn’t show up soon, her older brothers would be in for their Friday night drink and dinner. She didn’t want them to know she was in town. Her family thought she was studying for next week’s exams in Newcastle.

      Reaching up, she tugged her baseball cap a bit lower. Her distinctive long red hair was tucked up underneath. A couple of older locals had nodded to her when she walked in, but although they knew her and her family, they weren’t close friends. And they wouldn’t know she wasn’t supposed to be here.

      Beer in hand, she cruised to a small table in the corner. It had three high chairs around it and she slid onto one of them, crossing her long denim-clad legs as she took a tentative sip of beer.

      Freddie checked her watch. He was late. Damn! Should have met somewhere else.

      More people arrived, and she half stood, trying to see across the heaving mass of talking-laughing-drinking patrons. A movement on the other side of the room caught her eye. A well-built stockman looked right at her momentarily, before shifting his gaze to new arrivals.

      Freddie took a breath and pulled her cap lower, partially hiding her face. Bloody Harry Stewart! I thought he was working on a cattle station in North Queensland! She chanced another peek, but he was now in conversation with Little Ben Evans. Phew, he didn’t recognise me. Last time he saw me I was in high school, wearing my hair in pigtails. She grinned to herself. Harry Stewart definitely wouldn’t recognise her these days. She’d grown taller, developed womanly curves and was no longer a rambunctious tomboy, competing with six older brothers on the farm.

      Still distracted, she hadn’t noticed a tall, lean young man enter through the front door. Strong arms wrapped around her waist from behind as he whispered in her ear, ‘You look good enough to eat.’

      Freddie grinned, half-turned on her seat and kissed him quickly on the mouth. ‘I hope you’re not dying for a beer. It will take fifteen minutes just to get to the bar.’ She picked up her drink, took a swig, and passed the bottle to him. He raised it to his lips, sipped, then threw his head back, draining the bottle. He leaned closer. ‘Two of your brothers were parking when I walked in. We need to leave. Now.’

      Freddie froze, then chuckled. ‘They’ve got no idea I’m in town. You go out the front, I’ll slip out the back. I’ll meet you at the usual place.’
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            HARRY

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry focussed on Little Ben’s question, nodding as he answered. Despite his nonchalance, he was hyper-aware of Freddie Campbell on the other side of the crowded room. ‘Drove into Barrington just now, been on the road for several days. Thought I’d have a cold one and something to eat before heading out to Dad’s.’ He grinned at Ben. ‘They’re not expecting me until tomorrow, so I don’t want to arrive right on dinner time.’

      ‘Not that they’d mind when you arrive, Harry. Saw Robbie at the saleyards last week. He seemed more than keen you were coming home.’ The larger man paused. ‘How long have you been up north?’

      ‘Fourteen months. It’s been a great experience and I’ve learned some new skills. But mate, I’m happy to be home. Dad says he has a lot of work lined up, enough for both of us.’ He nodded towards the bar. ‘Can I get you a beer, Ben?’

      ‘Nah, thanks Harry. I’m picking up a couple of wood-fired pizzas from the bistro to take home to my girls.’ Ben began to move away, but turned back when Harry clapped him on the shoulder.

      ‘And I hear congratulations are in order, Ben. A little girl?’ Harry raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Yeah, Bronte. She’s almost eight months.’ Little Ben shook his head, face alight with pride. ‘She’s a rascal too, crawling already.’

      ‘Off with you, mate, don’t let those pizzas get cold.’ As Ben moved into the next room, Harry made his way to the bar, peering again at young Freddie, still settled at the table in the corner. Her hat was pulled low. Is she hiding? From whom? He wondered then if she was old enough to be in a pub, but when he did the maths he realised she had to be twenty, at least. He shook his head at that. He was almost twenty-four himself.

      Harry ordered the beer and paid, then looked across to Freddie again. He was mates with her brothers. He and Callum had been in the same year at school, and they had all played footy and cricket together.

      Drink in hand, he moved through the crowd in her direction, but before he reached her a younger man put his arms around her from behind. Freddie turned and kissed his mouth.

      Harry frowned. He didn’t know the young bloke. He thought he’d amble on over and introduce himself. Before he took another step, they moved quickly from their table. The bloke left through the front door and Freddie through the back. Going to the bathroom perhaps? He continued to the table she’d been at, set himself down on the bar chair and placed his beer down. He’d just ask her who the young bloke was, when she came back.

      A minute passed, then two. Suddenly, a huge hand wrapped around his shoulder, and he was looking into the grinning faces of Callum and Douggie Campbell, two of Freddie’s older brothers. ‘Harry! Mate! When did you get back?’

      ‘Today, Callum.’

      ‘Another beer?’ Callum pointed to Harry’s half-empty glass. ‘Douggie, grab a jug of beer and fresh glasses.’ Callum sat down while his brother pushed through the crowd to the bar.

      ‘I can only have one more Cal. I’m driving out to Dad’s straight after. I’m keen on a feed though. Want to grab a pizza?’

      ‘Good idea. We can go through to the bistro when Douggie gets here with the beer. They do wood-fired pizzas now. They’re not bad.’

      Harry nodded, then looked towards the back exit, where he’d last seen Freddie. She’d be back by now if she was returning. Or perhaps she was meeting her brothers in the bistro.

      ‘What’s young Freddie up to these days Callum?’

      ‘Freddie?’ Callum frowned. ‘She’s doing Vet Science at Uni. Mum spoke to her this afternoon. She’s studying. She has exams next week.’ He made room at the table for Douggie, who had returned with beer and glasses. ‘We’re going to order pizza and eat with Harry.’ Callum had to shout to be heard.

      ‘Pizza. Good.’ Douggie swallowed half the contents of his glass, then stood, picked up the beer jug and holding it aloft he cut a swathe through the crowd with Callum and Harry behind him.

      As he moved into the next room, Harry took one last look around the bar. Freddie hadn’t returned. She was definitely hiding her presence. And she didn’t want her brothers to know. So just who is the bloke she kissed? He shook his head. She wasn’t his sister, but it still niggled at him. He was mates with her brothers.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later Harry hesitated in the doorway of the kitchen, trying to mask the surprise he felt at his step-mother’s words when he asked where his father was.

      ‘He’s gone to the café to pick Lucy up. She works there after school a couple of afternoons a week, and on Saturday. She’s late tonight, the tennis ladies had their AGM at the café, and Millie asked Lucy to stay a bit longer.’ Nicole flipped the switch to turn the jug on. ‘Coffee Harry? Or a beer? Or dinner?’ She glanced at her watch.

      He sauntered further into the room, leaned down and wrapped his arms around her in a quick hug. ‘Thanks Nik, but I’ve eaten. I didn’t want to get here right on dinner time with no warning.’ He glanced around the kitchen. It seemed smaller than he remembered. Or perhaps he was larger.

      ‘I should have told you I’d be home today.’ He gave her a lop-sided grin. ‘I thought I’d surprise you. And Dad and Lucy.’ If he were honest with himself, he’d hoped they’d be overjoyed to have him home after more than a year in northern Queensland, working on one of the largest cattle stations in the state.

      ‘You could arrive in the middle of the night, Harry, and be welcomed. And fed.’ Nik patted his shoulder, then nodded towards the window. ‘That will be Robbie and Lucy now.’

      Stepping across to the window, Harry looked down to the driveway. A light flicked on at the front of the house, illuminating Robbie as he stepped out of his work truck. Harry chuckled as Lucy bounced on her toes in apparent excitement as she pointed to Harry’s Ute, parked to one side. Lucy looked up and saw him at the window and waved, grinning broadly. She ran into the house and Harry laughed, striding to meet her at the top of the stairs. She flew into the room and almost winded him with the force of her hug.

      ‘Harry! Harry! You’re home! Why didn’t you tell us you were coming today?’ He wrapped his arms around his step-sister, more than a little pleased at her enthusiasm.

      ‘I wasn’t sure I’d get here today, Luce. But I had a good run from the Darling Downs.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘Are you taller? You’re certainly stronger than I remember.’ Harry looked over her head to his father, Robbie. He’d kissed Nik quickly and was waiting to greet Harry. A lump caught in Harry’s throat. He’d missed them all. But his dad. Well. He missed him the most.

      Lucy stepped away, and Harry walked to his father, holding his hand out to shake. They were the same height and build. Tall, broad-shouldered men. Lucy always referred to them as cowboys. Robbie met him and gripped his hand, hard. Then pulled him closer for a man-hug, his other hand on Harry’s back.

      ‘Harry. Son. Good to see you. Really good to see you.’ Harry watched Robbie swallow a couple of times as he spoke. His father’s response matched his own. Just as he hoped it would.
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        * * *

      

      Later, after he’d brought his swag in from the car, Harry caught up on their news.

      ‘We told you about Debbie Tait. And little Scarlett.’ Nicole breathed in through her nose. Yes, they’d told him about the accident. It was five months ago, but he wasn’t likely to forget the shock he’d felt when Robbie called. ‘Lucy had started working at the café for Debbie. Then for Millie, who was the manager there while Debbie…’  Nicole couldn’t finish the sentence and Harry nodded his understanding.

      He spoke gently. ‘I know Nik. Very sad news. I was so sorry to hear that.’

      Trying to lift the mood he turned to Lucy. ‘So you’re the head chef at the café now Luce?’

      Lucy giggled, shaking her head. ‘Don’t be silly Harry. But I’ve been working there for six months and I love it. You have to come and meet Millie. She’s super nice.’

      ‘Good for you Luce. I’m proud of you and I’m keen to meet Millie.’ He meant it. Lucy was such a shy girl when she arrived in the area with her mum just a few years ago and he was happy to see her confidence in herself and her job. Nik had told him she was doing well at school too. Lucy flushed, her pleasure obvious.

      ‘Go and shower, Lucy and get ready for bed, please.’ Nik ushered Lucy from the room.

      Harry turned to his father, looking sheepish. ‘I bumped into Callum and Douggie Campbell tonight. I didn’t want to arrive right at dinnertime, so I had a beer and pizza at the pub first. They mentioned they have work available, if I need it.’

      ‘Campbells?’ He heard the hesitation in Robbie’s voice. ‘Of course. For cattle and horse work. That would be the best place.’ Robbie leaned forward. ‘But son, as I mentioned last week on the phone, I can use you if you want fencing and building work. I’ve got a lot of projects lined up.’

      Harry grinned, letting out the breath he didn’t realise he was holding. ‘Really Dad? I left you with no notice. I heard what you said last week but …’

      ‘Robbie Stewart and Son, it says on the side of my truck. If you’re keen, I have the work.’ Robbie stood up, and Harry found himself on his feet, too. Standing eye to eye with his father, he swallowed once, before pulling him into another man-hug. They stood like that for a moment, the strength of their relationship restored, when Lucy returned.

      ‘Harry! I want to talk to you about the horses and show you how I’ve been looking after them.’

      Grinning at his father, Harry turned to his step-sister. ‘I want to hear about the horses Luce. How about we do that in the morning before you go to school?’
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      Millie checked her watch for about the tenth time in as many minutes. Hannelore would be here soon. She swallowed, then ran her hands down her side and over her hips, unconsciously sucking her tummy in.

      The café had only just opened, and Kristen was making coffee for the early regulars. I shouldn’t be nervous. She’s my daughter. And we’ve been speaking on the phone a bit recently. But before that, they’d had no contact for close to a year. The last time she’d seen her, they’d argued. Well. Not exactly argued. Hanna had been angry. At Millie. For the marriage ending. She’d taken her father’s side and had slung cruel barbs at Millie. Words Millie would never forget. She sighed then. Hanna is my daughter and I will always forgive, even if I can’t forget. But she hoped Hanna had matured enough for them to spend a few days together without fighting.

      Movement at the counter caught Millie’s attention. ‘Mr Mayor. Hello.’ Millie greeted Steve Webb warmly as she moved to the coffee machine. ‘Your usual?’ Kristen dashed back into the kitchen to prepare the breakfast orders.

      ‘Yes. Thanks Millie.’ Steve moved to a table just inside the door and snapped open his copy of the local paper. He was reading an article on the Council budget as Millie delivered his coffee.

      ‘I read it online early this morning. The media is focussing on the rate increase, despite it being almost the lowest in the State.’ Millie put her hands on her hips. ‘While we’d all like lower rates, Council has to deliver services. I don’t envy your role, Steve.’

      ‘Thanks Millie. I wish everyone saw it your way.’ He set the paper down and sighed. ‘Rachael was verbally abused in the supermarket yesterday. She was furious. She’s my wife, not the Mayor, but locals expect her to be across every decision Council makes.’

      ‘That’s awful. Rachael doesn’t deserve that.’ Millie shook her head.

      ‘While I have you here Millie, I’ve been approached by a law firm to take over the space upstairs, now that Douglas has retired. I’m meeting with them at eleven and then we’ll drop in here for a light lunch. Can we grab that quiet table right at the back, please? Say, from twelve?’ Steve sipped his coffee, looking over the rim at Millie.

      ‘Of course. Would you like a platter of wraps and sandwiches made up? For how many?’ Millie took an order pad from her pocket, then paused. ‘Did Douglas mention Frances? I haven’t seen her for three weeks.’

      ‘Yes please. Lunch for five people.’ Steve added more softly, ‘Douglas says Frances isn’t doing well at all. She’s having more bad days than good. But he’s determined to keep her at home, with help from nursing and home care. Steve shook his head sadly. ‘She was such a vibrant woman. It’s hard seeing her like this. It’s a terrible disease.’

      ‘I asked Douglas if he’d bring her to book club next week, but he said it may make her anxious, so best not to.’ Millie shook her head, then turned back to the counter when her name was called. ‘Have to dash Steve, but I’ll see you at lunchtime.’

      Smiling, Millie walked briskly towards her daughter. Hannelore smiled back and Millie felt a small amount of tension leave her shoulders. She looks tired. And nervous?

      Millie threw her arms around Hannelore and hugged her tightly. Tears came to her eyes when her hug was returned, with even more gusto than hers. ‘Hanna! You’re here!’ She wiped a tear from the corner of one eye, surprised to see her daughter’s eyes were moist with unshed tears too. Millie suspected there’d been a romance in the west, and Hannelore’s call last month to ask if she could visit had Millie thinking the romance, if there was one, was over.

      ‘Mum! You look wonderful!’ Hannelore took a step back and looked her mother up and down. ‘You’ve changed your hair too.’ She leaned in again. ‘I can see you’ve lost weight Mum, but it’s more than that. You look younger. Happier.’

      Nodding happily, Millie touched her daughter’s face. ‘And you’re just gorgeous, as always.’ She glanced around with a frown. ‘Do you have more luggage?’ She could only see a backpack and one small suitcase. Not enough luggage for a long stay then.

      ‘Don’t look like that Mum. I travel light.’ Hannelore’s gaze swept around the café, before returning to look Millie in the eye. More quietly, she said, ‘It’s lovely, Mum. It’s a gorgeous set-up. And it’s yours?’

      ‘It is. Or it will be.’ Millie saw Steve get up, his paper under his arm. He’d be heading to Council. But she called out, hoping he wouldn’t mind a slight delay. ‘Steve, excuse me. Have you got a moment?’

      ‘Of course.’ Steve walked over and held his hand out to Hannelore. ‘No introduction needed. You’re a lot like your mum.’ He was relaxed and friendly.

      Hannelore shook his hand. ‘Hannelore Tucker, but I prefer Hanna.’

      Tucker? Not Schmidt? Since when? Something she’d need to discuss with Hanna. Later. ‘Steve is our Mayor, and also the landlord here.’

      Hannelore looked quickly from Millie to Steve, then said quietly. ‘I heard about your daughter, Steve. I’m very sorry.’ She smiled gently, and Millie saw that Steve was instantly drawn to her warmth and sincerity. ‘I was just saying to Mum how gorgeous the café is. What I’ve seen so far.’

      ‘Thank you Hannelore. Yes, Debbie left a legacy in this town, but Millie has put her stamp on it too. We’re lucky she came to Barrington when she did.’ Steve touched Millie’s shoulder lightly as he spoke, and Millie flushed at the warmth of his words. She wanted to say she was the lucky one, but Steve was already moving towards the door.

      Turning back to Hannelore, Millie hugged her again quickly. There was a queue at the counter, and Kristen had popped out of the kitchen to serve. ‘It’s getting busy in here. I need to get back to work. I can give you the key to the apartment. It’s just down the street.’ Millie pointed. ‘Above the post office. The second room is all set up for you. Relax, unpack. Wander back down when you’re hungry. I have a few bookings for lunch, and Steve has a business meeting here at twelve, so if you can wait, we can grab a late lunch together, around one-thirty. Okay?’ She pulled the keys from her pocket and handed them across. She hesitated, then placed her hands on Hannelore’s shoulders and looked at her intently. ‘I’m so happy you’re here, and I can’t wait to catch up on your news.’

      ‘Thanks Mum. Me too.’ Hannelore blinked, took the keys, and with a quick smile over her shoulder, wheeled her suitcase out behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Millie saw the group head upstairs just before eleven. A young couple in their early thirties and an older man. All very well-dressed. Very lawyer-ly. Steve and Rachael had gone up a few minutes before. Millie hoped they had small-town experience, or were prepared for it, at least. The city lawyers she had experienced had been very different from her dealings with Douglas.

      Plating up the sandwiches and wraps for Steve’s group at eleven-forty-five, Millie was dismayed when a large coach pulled in. She watched as dozens of senior citizens poured out. She wasn’t expecting the bus. The café was already busy and Kristen was flat out in the kitchen. But a snowfall in the Tops over the last week may have re-routed an outing for the tour operators. She straightened, then smiled as the first customers came through the door. Mainly older women, they arrived in groups and took over every available table.

      Kristen poked her head out of the kitchen. ‘Mum’s away today Millie, or I’d call her. Do you think Melanie can pop down and help?’

      Millie finished the platter, straightened her shoulders and took her notepad out. ‘We’ll be okay. I’ll tell them there’ll be a slight wait, but I’ll start taking orders now.’ She paused. ‘It’ll be scones, cakes and sandwiches. Just start prepping what you can, Kristen.’
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            HANNELORE

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Wow!’ Speaking quietly to herself once she closed the door to the street, Hannelore looked up the staircase. What a grand old building. No wonder Mum loves it.

      She carried her suitcase up the stairs and unlocked the door to the apartment. The main room was filled with light and Hannelore turned around in delight. Big rooms, high ceilings. Gorgeous. ‘What a stately old girl you are,’ she murmured as she found the second bedroom. Large, with a generous wardrobe.

      Placing her suitcase and backpack on the bed, she walked across the hall to the bathroom. Enormous, with an old-fashioned clawfoot tub, but the shower recess was modern and sported an oversized shower head. Her mum had always liked a strong hot shower, and Hannelore was sure this one would be exactly that.

      Taking her coat off, she arranged it over a chair in the corner of the room, then walked back to the living area. It was nicely set up. She didn’t recognise the furniture. Her mother must have started again after the divorce. It suited the apartment. Hannelore found the kitchen, filled the jug and put it on. There were several glass jars of herb tea and a small teapot. Nice. You’re all class, Mum. Making a pot of chamomile and lemongrass tea, Hannelore walked back into the main living area while it steeped.

      Standing at the big front window, she looked up and down the street, noting cars moving in and out of parking spots and people making their way quickly along the pavement. It was cold, there’d been snow in the Barrington Tops overnight, but she noticed some people stopping to chat in the street, waving to each other and two young women coming out of the real estate agency were laughing together.

      The apartment was chilly, but not cold enough to turn the heat on, so Hannelore curled up in a chair by the window and people-watched while she sipped her tea. The tension in her shoulders relaxed and a feeling of optimism began to bubble away inside her chest.

      It had taken several days to get here. The bus from Margaret River to Perth, then an overnight flight to Sydney. She’d stayed with her brother Matthias in Sydney for two nights, before heading to Barrington by train. He was in his last year of university and already had a town-planning internship with North Sydney Council. Matty had only been to Barrington a couple of times since their mother moved here. He said he liked it and it suited her, but it wasn’t for him.

      Hannelore didn’t mind small towns, and she’d loved Margaret River. For a while, she thought she might stay there, but her relationship with Anthony-the-two-timer had come to an unpleasant end. They say girls often choose someone like their father. That’s exactly what she did. Anthony was selfish and narcissistic, just like her father, Rudy.

      And now she felt bad. When her parents were struggling in their business and marriage and fighting all the time, Hannelore had often taken her father’s side. She remembered yelling at her mother two years ago, saying no wonder Dad had a girlfriend because you’re fat and ugly. She hung her head in shame. She was only nineteen at the time, but that was no excuse! She couldn’t believe she’d said those words to her mother. Couldn’t believe she’d hurt her like that. But she had. And then she’d left, angry at both her parents, for she’d finally seen her father for what he was, and how he treated her mum. But she hadn’t been emotionally mature enough to deal with it, and she’d struck out for Western Australia, having heard there were good jobs there. When she left, she’d just finished her pastry chef apprenticeship with her father. She’d found work in a bakery, and it had been, mostly, a good two years.

      After her break-up with Anthony-the-liar, she had a small glimmer of what her mother must have gone through with her father. She shook her head again. Her mother had forgiven her, she knew. More than that, she’d never mentioned the argument and the harsh words thrown at her. But Hannelore hadn’t forgotten. She wanted to make amends. Build a new relationship with her mother. She cried for a moment, shivering briefly when she relived that terrible scene in her mind. The pain her words had caused had been clearly visible on her mother’s face.

      Hannelore took her cup to the kitchen and washed it and the teapot. Then she stood under the shower for the longest time. It was strong and hot, and she let it wash over her, imagining it was washing away the last of her childish selfishness. She was determined to be a better person and was hoping Millie would give her a chance here in Barrington, even though, in her heart, she knew she didn’t deserve it.

      Towel-drying her dark blonde, wavy hair, she walked back to the big window overlooking the street. Her tummy rumbled. It was just after eleven-thirty, and Millie wouldn’t be free for a couple of hours. Maybe she could rustle up a snack here in the meantime. Turning away from the window, a large bus caught her eye, and she turned back. Not a bus, a coach and it stopped right in front of the cafe. Women began to pour out of it, heading into the café in small groups, smiling and chatting. Hannelore frowned. Millie had mentioned regulars and a business lunch for the Mayor this morning but nothing about a coach.

      Without thinking it through, Hannelore raced back to her room and pulled out black jeans and a white shirt, slipped her black boots back on then grabbed her coat and the keys and raced out the door. She tied her hair into a high pony as she ran down the stairs two at a time before darting across the road to the café.

      The place was packed when she ran in. Millie was taking orders from the largest group by the window. Hannelore ducked into the kitchen.

      ‘Hi, I’m Hanna, Millie’s daughter. You must be Kristen?’ She could see Kristen was flat out, preparing sandwiches and plating up scones.

      ‘Hi Hanna. Nice to meet you.’ Despite being busy, she grinned, and Hannelore smiled back. She relaxed slightly.

      ‘I’m here to help. Apron?’

      Kristen pointed to a shelf beside the door. ‘Good timing. The bus is a surprise. I’m okay in here, but Millie is swamped.’  She looked past Hannelore out the door. ‘And here’s Mayor Steve with his group. Can you take that platter out to them, then plates and cutlery, and get their drink orders, please?’

      Hannelore had removed her coat while Kristen spoke and tied the cute little apron with the café logo on it around her waist. She picked up the platter of sandwiches in one hand and the five plates and sets of cutlery in the other and backed out through the door. The Mayor had led his group to a table at the back, the only empty one. It had a reserved sign on it, luckily for them.

      Arriving at the table just as the group sat down, Hannelore smiled at Steve as she placed the platter in the centre of the table and set the plates and cutlery down for each of them.

      ‘Hanna! Lovely to see you again.’ Steve turned to the woman beside him. ‘This is my wife, Rachael. Rachael, this is Millie’s daughter, Hannelore.’

      ‘Well, I could see who she was straight away. Welcome.’ Rachael laughed and Hannelore felt a tremor of pleasure at the sound.

      ‘Hello.’ She smiled at Rachael, then looked around the group. ‘May I take drink orders? Coffee or tea?’

      The smartly dressed younger woman at the end of the table nodded. ‘Double shot latte please.’ The rest of them named their drinks, and Hannelore memorised the order. It was one of her special skills. The woman narrowed her eyes at her. ‘You haven’t written that down.’

      ‘I’ve got it.’ Hannelore almost winked at Steve, who was leaning forward. ‘Double shot latte, two flat whites, one on almond milk, one cappuccino, and a skinny mocha for you, Rachael.’ The young woman looked momentarily perplexed, then began speaking to Steve, effectively dismissing Hannelore. She sped back to the counter to find Millie at the coffee machine.

      ‘Mum.’ Suddenly tongue-tied, Hannelore fiddled with a cup and murmured, ‘I saw the bus pull up. Thought I’d come over and help.’ She looked up then to find Millie looking at her, her face flushed but her delight obvious.

      Hannelore grinned back, relieved. ‘I have the coffee order for the Mayor’s group. I can use this machine if you want me to make them?’

      Millie added milk foam to the two cappuccinos she’d made, then placed them on a tray. ‘Brilliant, do that. Once you’ve delivered them, you can start on the drinks for this group, and I’ll check on Kristen.’ She paused, her eyes laughing. ‘My girl. Thank you.’
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      Harry stretched, then sat up. He’d slept soundly in his old room. It was early, just on dawn and the temperature lower than he was used to. There’d been snow in the Barrington Tops a few days ago. He shivered, then stood, pulling his jeans on. Certain Lucy would be awake soon, he wanted to be ready to check the horses with her.

      Robbie appeared as he padded into the kitchen and turned the kettle on.

      ‘Morning Dad. Tea?’ Harry grinned. His father always woke up with the sun. it was something they had in common.

      ‘Yes, thanks. Sleep okay?’ Robbie took two large mugs from the cupboard and rummaged around for tea bags, his shoulder brushing Harry’s. Harry leaned into him for a moment and they shared a look.

      ‘Slept well, thanks. A bit cold this morning, though. I couldn’t find my heavy jacket in the back of the wardrobe. Didn’t need it up north.’ Harry poured boiling water over the teabags and watched Robbie add a generous tipple of milk to each mug.

      Robbie grinned. ‘Nik pulled it out last week when you said you were on your way home. She wanted to air it. It’s hanging in the laundry.’ Turning back to Harry he nodded towards the window. ‘There was a frost overnight, but I’d say we’ve had the last snowfall. Days should begin to warm now.’

      Harry leaned against the kitchen counter. ‘What do we have on today Dad? I know it’s Saturday, but I’m happy to start work.’

      ‘No real work until Monday.  But Nik has some ideas about the old carriage shed. Wants to convert it to more accommodation.’ Robbie raised his eyebrows, but Harry could see he was as keen on the project as Nicole.

      ‘Sounds good. Does she have plans?’ Harry sipped his tea.

      Robbie snorted. ‘Plans? Do you not know Nik at all? Of course she has plans!’ Laughing, he rinsed his cup and turned it upside down on the draining board. Harry followed suit, smiling.

      Voices could be heard from the other end of the house. Robbie leaned in. ‘The girls are awake, and Lucy will be keen to take you to the horses. I’d show you the plans for the carriage shed, but I know Nik will want to talk you through them herself.’ Harry barely had time to acknowledge Robbie’s words with a smile and nod, when Lucy burst into the room, a jumper over her pyjamas.

      ‘Harry! Let’s check the horses, our coats are in the laundry.’ As she trotted from the room, she called out, ‘Harry! Come on! I have to get ready for work. And I want to make pancakes for breakfast.’

      Straightening, Harry elbowed his dad briefly, jerking his head in the direction Lucy had gone. ‘Horses. And pancakes. I’m off.’ He slid in his socks to the top of the stairs and waved to Nicole as she stepped out of the master bedroom in a dressing gown, her hair messy.

      ‘Run Harry!’ Her laughter followed him down the stairs, and he felt warmed by the knowledge that he was home with his family. For a long time, it had been just him and his Dad, but Nicole and Lucy had added a whole new dimension to his life, and he freely admitted that he loved it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later, after pancakes and Lucy’s departure, he pored over the plans Nicole laid out on the kitchen table, listening carefully as she explained her concept.

      ‘We’ve finally cleared everything out and we’ve been using it to park the cars. But Robbie has added a carport to the side of The Stables accommodation and we can extend that a bit further for our vehicles. The footprint is about the size of a two-car garage, but the roof is high, so I’m thinking a loft bedroom will work. That gives us room inside for another bedroom, a bathroom and an open-plan living area with a functional kitchen.’ She looked at Harry expectantly. He could see how keen she was.

      ‘It’s good Nik. And you’re keeping the timber-clad exterior and iron roof?’ He glanced at Robbie. ‘Is all the timber okay Dad? And the roof? It’s old.’

      ‘The cladding is mostly rough-hewn vertical split timber, but it’s hardwood and has lasted the years. Around one hundred and forty years, I’d say. There’s no sign of termites or wood rot, but some of the planks have water damage around the bottom, so we need to replace those. The roofing iron is newer, it must have been redone at some time. A small section needs replacing and we will add proper guttering.’ Robbie pointed at sketches on a second plan.

      ‘Inside cladding? Vee-jay panels like the stables conversion?’ Harry was getting excited, he liked working on a building he could be proud of.

      ‘Yes, that’s exactly it.’ Nik moved closer, her enthusiasm evident. ‘We can put the loft at one end, see here,’ she tapped the plan, ‘over the kitchen, bathroom and small laundry. Then the main bedroom and living area will have vaulted ceilings. I’ve asked Robbie if we can keep the beams visible. They’re basically just small tree trunks with the branches cut off.’ Her eyes shone as she looked at Harry and then Robbie. ‘So much character in them. But we’ll add ceiling cladding above that, and insulation in the walls and ceiling too.’

      ‘Heating?’ Harry peered down at the floor plan, visualising how it would look when finished.

      ‘We thought about putting in a firebox, but they can be problematic with small children. So we’ll put in ducted air. It costs more than reverse cycle units but will be less intrusive.’ Nik looked up. ‘What do you think Harry?’

      ‘It’s great Nik! I love the way you’ve renovated and repurposed all the buildings here. Your ideas are beautiful. And with the building structure already in place, the cost to renovate isn’t prohibitive.’ Harry wished more people in the area had Nicole’s vision. Renovate and repurpose rather than tear down and rebuild. ‘And lots of character, in keeping with the main house, the courthouse,’ he chuckled, ‘and the stables conversion.’

      ‘But the massive doors on the front will have to come off. They’re way too big and heavy. We’ll do a new front façade, in keeping with the style. The timber in the doors can be re-used too. We’ll do a small porch at the front and another on the northern side, off the living area.’ Robbie pointed to a sketch of the proposed front entrance. ‘The roofing iron has already arrived, only six sheets. So I want to do that today while the weather is fine. When we get that finished, we can start on the internal cladding. But the electrician won’t be here until mid-week so we can’t close it up completely, they will need to run conduit in there before we add insulation.’

      Harry nodded. It all sounded good. ‘And Monday? Where will we be then?’

      ‘We’re working on some short-term accommodation out on the Barrington East Road. The original old schoolmaster’s cottage. It needs a new veranda and we’re shifting some internal walls to make a bigger bedroom with ensuite.’

      ‘That’s on the old Forbes farm. Are they still dairying?’ Harry frowned, trying to picture the cottage. He thought it had been used as accommodation for farm workers for many years.

      ‘That’s the one. They’re out of dairying now. Moving into beef, I think. The income from the cottage will be handy for them.’ Robbie pushed his chair back as he spoke.

      ‘Tourism has become a solid economic driver in the area Harry. And we’re working together to market the region. There will be more cottages like this one, to do up in the future.’ Nik reached for the plans strewn across the table, gathering them into a neat pile.

      ‘Great. More work for us, eh Dad?’ Harry nudged Robbie and grinned.
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      Friday night and she’s back in Barrington, waiting. Freddie checked her watch. Again. He’s always late. Why? She sipped her drink, a vodka and orange, and with her cap pulled low she watched the door. Not as busy as last week. If her brothers arrive they’ll spot her straight away. As it was, she’d parked her old Suzuki Jimny behind the Vet clinic and walked around. Just in case.

      Her phone vibrated, and she reached into her pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry! Can’t get away. Family thing. Meet u later? Usual place? 10pm? XX

      

      

      

      

      

      Freddie frowned. He could have told me sooner. I would have stayed at Uni. Studied. She took another sip of her drink, tapping her fingers against the table, while she decided if she wanted to hang around. Her brothers would be here soon, maybe she would head back to Newcastle. She decided not to text him back straight away, make him stew.

      ‘Freddie? Freddie Campbell?’ Startled, Freddie looked up. Bloody Harry Stewart, standing right beside her. She blinked. Bloody Harry Stewart is hot. She’d had a crush on him when she was younger, but oh gosh!

      Decision made, she frowned. ‘Harry Stewart?’

      He laughed heartily. ‘I deserved that. Yes, Freddie. Hello.’ He gestured to the bar chair beside her. ‘May I? Or are you waiting for someone?’

      Freddie narrowed her eyes for a moment. He was in the bar last week. Had he seen her, ah, friend? Maybe. ‘Only my big brothers. Thought I’d surprise them. They usually come in on Friday night for beer and pizza.’ She reached up, tugging her hat off. Her long, curly, auburn hair tumbled over her shoulders. Wide-eyed now, she added, ‘No need to hide now; they’ll see you straight away. You’re ah, quite a big bloke, Harry.’

      His look told her what she needed to know. Yes, he’d seen her last week but he hadn’t told her brothers. And he was looking at her differently. Not like the annoying younger sister of his mates.  She chuckled inwardly. She was flirting with Harry Stewart. And he looked uncomfortable about it. Awkward, but interested. She leaned forward slightly, allowing her shirt to gape slightly, revealing a hint of cleavage. Take that, Harry Stewart!

      ‘Harry!’ Freddie heard the familiar voice and peered around Harry’s large frame. She grinned and waved to Callum and Douggie as they strode across the room. ‘And Freddie!’ Callum was only two years older than her, and they had always been close. He threw his arms around Freddie, then kissed the top of her head. Douggie reached over and tousled her hair. ‘Does Mum know you’re in town? She didn’t say anything.’

      ‘It's a surprise. Thought I’d meet you for dinner, then follow you home.’ Freddie drew in a breath at the pleased looks her brothers gave her. I really should come home more often. She grinned and leaned back. ‘Get yourselves a drink brothers, then
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