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      While the town of Barrington exists, it is just a small village with a general store, hall and school.

      I’ve imagined elements of nearby larger towns, such as Gloucester, to create the township of Barrington 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, Barrington and Gloucester rivers do exist and it is a stunning region to visit.
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      ‘We’re here Sis. Barrington Homestead.’

      Meggie opened her eyes, stretched, then grinned at her brother before turning to look through the windscreen. The car was still, although she could hear the engine running. Angus had stopped at the start of a long driveway, lined with poplar trees. The setting sun created a golden glow through the tall trees, and with a glimpse of the homestead in the distance she subconsciously ran her fingers through her thick, dark hair.

      ‘Are you ready for this?’ Angus winked before putting the car in gear. ‘You’ll love Rose, don’t worry. It’s wee Charlie that might test you.’ His eyes crinkled at the corners. Meggie hadn’t seen Angus for four years, but she loved how happy and settled he was, with his fiancée, Rose and their small son.

      The paddocks on either side of the driveway were green and lush. They’d had good rain over the summer. The homestead was now fully in view. She’d seen pictures of course, but the dignified lines of the old home took her breath away. She saw Rose run lightly down the steps, waving as they pulled in. They’d spoken many times in the last few years and Meggie hoped the easy warmth they’d shared on the phone and in video catch-ups translated into real life. She could use a friend. A sister.

      Rose was at the car door before they’d fully stopped, yanking it open as Meggie unfastened her seatbelt. Stepping out, Meggie was eye to eye with Rose for the briefest moment, before she was pulled into a tight embrace, Rose’s cheek against her own. Meggie drew her breath in, then hugged her soon-to-be-sister-in-law back with the same degree of fierce, generous warmth. They took half a step back, still holding each other, then Rose pulled her in for another quick, tight, squeeze saying quietly, ‘Oh Meggie, we’re so happy you’ve come home. Welcome to Barrington.’

      Meggie laughed, as Angus stepped between them, an arm around each of their shoulders. ‘Now don’t think for a moment that you girls can gang up on me. I’ve got little Charlie and Woof on my team, so that’s three against two.’

      Cattle dog Woof, hearing his name, promptly joined them, sitting at Rose’s feet, his tail wagging madly against their legs. Meggie knelt down, patting the dog while she composed herself. They’d said she was welcome. Had been telling her so for months. And to stay as long as she liked. But she hadn’t been sure if she’d feel welcome, she’d been overseas for years. But this was a good start. It was as if Rose knew exactly what she needed, in that moment. And Angus. Well Angus had always looked out for her. They’d been close growing up and she knew he’d welcome her. But he was getting married, and she wouldn’t blame him if having her here would be complicated.

      ‘Take Meggie in, show her the house. I’ll bring the bags.’ Angus opened the back of the red Jeep, hauling out two large suitcases. Meggie hadn’t told them she wasn’t returning to California. She was keeping that to herself a bit longer.

      ‘Let me help you Gus. They’re heavy. I almost exceeded the weight limit with those. But I do have some wine for you from the Napa Valley, so be gentle.’ Meggie stepped toward him, but paused as Rose snorted, then laughed loudly.

      ‘Gus? Really? Gus? Is that your nickname? Why do I not know this?’ Still laughing, Rose was now bent over, holding her stomach. ‘Wait until I tell the local lads this one. Oh, that’s priceless.’

      Meggie giggled too. It was her private name for Angus. Only their grandfather and Meggie had ever used it. One or two had tried at High School and been sorry afterwards, Angus hadn’t taken their teasing lightly.

      ‘Rose, where’s Charlie? It’s too late for nap time.’ Angus changed the subject, then chuckled as Rose paled before racing up the stairs into the homestead without a word. Turning to Meggie, he said, ‘Honestly, we can’t leave him unsupervised for a moment. And well, if he’s quiet, that’s all the more worrying.’ Meggie chuckled inwardly at the delight and pride on her big brother’s face. Whatever little Charlie was up to would probably be fine by him. Meggie followed him up the stairs to the veranda, as Rose returned, flushed, holding two and a half-year-old Charlie on her hip. He had crumbs around his mouth, and something firmly gripped in his pudgy right hand.

      ‘He was in the laundry.’ Rose shook her head at Charlie who leaned back in her arms, his eyes focussed on the dog. ‘Woof. Good Woof.’

      ‘And is that dry dog food in his little hand there?’ Angus shook his head in mock disgust, turning to Meggie. ‘He likes sharing his food with Woof ….’

      ‘Is that okay?’ Meggie hesitated for a moment. ‘That he’s eating dog food?’ She looked from Rose to Angus.

      ‘Um. He’s eaten worse. We have stories.’ Rose shook her head, then beckoned Meggie. ‘Come in, we’ll show you the house. And you have the whole bed and breakfast section to yourself.’ Rose lowered her voice. ‘Charlie hasn’t worked out how to get that door open yet, so you’ll be safe.’

      Meggie grinned, following them into the house. She stopped for a moment in the grand hallway. It’s polished floors gleamed, a lovely warm contrast to the cream timber walls and white pressed metal ceiling. ‘Welcome to Barrington Homestead.’ Angus and Rose spoke together, little Charlie was now wriggling to get down. Meggie turned around, taking it all in. Yes, she did feel welcome.

      Meggie looked at her brother and Rose. ‘Thank you.’ She said it quietly, but hoped it conveyed how grateful she was to be here, to be welcomed without question.
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      Max glanced at his watch. Almost an hour early. Good, he can stretch his legs and have a look at the town before his interview. Not an interview exactly, a meeting. He’d already committed to the Locum position at Barrington Vet Clinic for the full three months.

      He’d been here before. Two winters ago a late cold snap had dropped several inches of snow in the Barrington Tops overnight. They’d followed a steady stream of vehicles from Newcastle to Barrington. So many happy families. They’d built a snowman, had a snowball fight and roasted marshmallows over a fire in a large drum while the children ran around, jumping in snowdrifts and making friends with strangers. It had been a really happy day.

      Turning, he looked at Tommy, who was gazing around with interest at the locals coming and going.

      ‘Ready mate?’ Max pointed to a café on the other side of the road. ‘We’ve got time for a milkshake if you’re thirsty.’

      Tommy didn’t hesitate, undoing his seatbelt as he spoke. ‘Okay. And maybe some cake?’

      Max laughed, reached over and ruffled his son’s hair. ‘Is there ever a moment when you’re not hungry?’

      Pausing, Tommy seemed to consider his words. He grinned at his father. ‘Nup. Always hungry. Unless its green stuff. Not so hungry for green stuff. Ever.’

      Max laughed out loud, and Tommy joined in. It felt good. Natural. They couldn’t grieve forever. Laughing was therapeutic. He’d read that somewhere. Noting the way Tommy’s face lit up, Max knew they needed to laugh more. And to let Tommy know it’s okay to be happy.

      They walked across the road, busy for a small town on Friday afternoon. Max resisted the urge to hold Tommy’s hand. His son had mentioned recently that eight-year-olds don’t need their hands held.

      Tommy bounced straight up to the counter, peering at the arrangement of cakes and slices. Standing behind him, Max smiled at the woman cleaning the coffee machine.

      ‘Afternoon. Is it too late to get a milkshake and a coffee? We can choose something from the drinks cabinet if you’re already cleaning up for the day.’ He wanted to start off on the right note in this town. Although he’d almost kill for a coffee right now.

      ‘No problem at all. What would you like?’

      Her smile was warm, and he nodded, pleased. Something loosened a little in his chest. He turned to Tommy. ‘Come and order son. Tell the lady what you’d like.’

      Tommy grinned at his father before turning to the woman. ‘A chocolate milkshake. And a piece of apple pie please.’ Max was about to speak when Tommy continued. ‘And Dad will have a large double shot Americano. With a lid please.’

      ‘I like a customer who knows what he wants. I’ll get that started straight away. Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll bring it out in a moment. Would you like cream or ice cream with your apple pie?’ The woman was warm and friendly. And obviously used to children.

      ‘Both please. And two spoons.’ Tommy looked earnestly at the lady. ‘I’m trying to fatten Dad up a bit.’

      Max snort-laughed and nudged Tommy with his elbow. Seeing Tommy relaxed and making jokes almost choked him up.

      ‘Two spoons it is then.’ She was chuckling too and somehow it felt like this little town had just made them welcome.

      They sat at a table on the pavement. Max could see the sign for the Vet clinic further down the street. So the café would be his local for the next three months. Good. Tommy was reading shop signs, asking questions and generally being more communicative than he had in months. Max relaxed.

      ‘Well I see you’ve picked out the best table for people watching. Here’s your milkshake.’ She leaned toward Tommy as she placed it on the table. ‘There’s an extra shot of chocolate in it, you let me know if it’s okay, won’t you.’ Tommy said yes quickly, half-standing to reach the straw with his mouth, taking such a big sip his cheeks were sucked in.

      Smiling broadly, she placed the coffee in front of Max, and set the large slice of pie between them, with two spoons and forks. ‘I’m Debbie by the way.’

      Tommy swallowed. ‘I’m Tommy. Best. Milkshake. Ever.’ He picked up a spoon, then remembered his manners. ‘Thank you Debbie. This is my dad, Max.’

      Max held out his hand, taking Debbie’s slender one in his. ‘Nice to meet you Debbie. It seems your milkshake has the Tommy Masters tick of approval.’ He watched as Tommy nodded his head enthusiastically, a bite of apple pie already in his mouth.

      ‘Well that’s good news. Let me know if the pie gets the Tommy Masters tick too. Our baker, Cathy, will want to know.’

      Tommy was nodding and chewing but pushed the plate closer to Max. Picking up a spoon, Max took a large bite, closing his eyes for a moment as the pastry melted in his mouth and the fresh apple and cinnamon taste hit the back of his tongue. His eyes widened. He realised, as he did, that he hadn’t been tasting food for months. Oh, he’d been eating. But not enjoying. Not tasting. The pie was good, really good. He looked up at Debbie. ‘Best. Pie. Ever.’ She laughed and returned to the kitchen. Max watched her. She thought he was being polite but damn it, he meant it.
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      Meggie stretched and rolled onto her back. She’d slept well. Angus had insisted she have dinner with them and stay up, only letting her go to bed when they did, to overcome jetlag. He was right, she’d slept right through the night and felt rested. She picked up her phone. Almost seven, she was sure Angus would be up. He’d said last night he’d feed the horses and check the cattle before he went to the clinic.

      Dressed in shorts and a tank top with her long dark hair in a high ponytail, already feeling the warmth of the Australian summer, Meggie walked from her quarters to the door of the main house. She didn’t want to wake Rose and Charlie, so she opened the door softly. Stepping into the hallway she could smell something cooking. Toast? Walking quietly along to the kitchen she paused. Rose was speaking to someone.

      ‘And you’re going to eat your eggs with the spoon. Not your fingers. The spoon. See, like this.’ Meggie stepped into the room. Rose had a tea towel over her shoulder and a splatter of something, vegemite perhaps, on her tee shirt. Her face was flushed and ponytail lop-sided. Charlie was perched in his high-chair, a Sippy cup in front of him and what looked like scrambled eggs and pieces of sausage. He had vegemite all over his cheek and the child-size fork firmly clutched in his chubby hand.

      ‘Morning Rose, Charlie.’ Meggie kissed her nephew on the top of his head, then patted his ginger hair, before walking across to Rose.

      ‘Morning Meggie. Did you sleep okay?’ Rose picked up the electric jug. ‘Tea? I usually get a coffee from Deb’s when I go into town.’

      ‘Best sleep I’ve had in ages. I’ll pour myself a glass of water, thanks Rose. Coffee in town sounds perfect.’ Meggie glanced out the window. ‘It’s going to be warm, I’ve got to get used to the heat again.’ She watched as Rose wiped Charlie’s hands and face with a damp cloth, then lifted him out of the high-chair. He ran to a large mat in the living area covered with wooden blocks and farm animals and promptly sat down, absorbed in a game of his own making.

      Rose pulled up a stool to the kitchen bench, patting the one next to her for Meggie. ‘We are so pleased to have you home. Thank you for making the trip.’ Rose took a sip of her tea. ‘Your Mum will be here in a few weeks for the wedding, I’m sure she can’t wait to see you.’

      ‘I’m happy to be home Rose. I think I’ve been away long enough.’ Meggie glanced outside, she could see Angus striding toward the house, Woof trotting beside him. Looking back at Rose she added softly, ‘I’m not sure I want to go back, Rose. I think my time there is over.’

      If Rose was surprised, she didn’t show it. ‘Help me get this wedding organised and done, and then think about what you want to do next.’ She stood as Angus walked in. He kissed Rose full on the mouth, then grinned at his sister, giving her a wink.

      ‘Megs. Sleep okay?’ He picked Charlie up, settling him on his hip. ‘What have you been up to Charlie?’

      ‘Great sleep, thanks Gus.’ She sat back as Angus bustled around the kitchen, his son still in his arms while he fixed himself a bowl of cereal. Setting Charlie back on the floor, Angus leant over his bowl, spoon in hand. Charlie wandered back to his blocks.

      Loving the way Rose and Angus responded to each other, chatting about their horses and cattle, their plans for the day, was relaxing for Meggie. Her tourism job had been hyper busy, dealing with events, demanding clients, temperamental chefs, overwrought brides and more recently a disintegrating relationship with her boss. Whatever she did next, she knew it would never be as stressful as her work in Napa Valley.

      Meggie and Rose cleaned up the breakfast dishes while Angus went to shower before going into town to open the Vet Clinic.

      ‘He’s got a meeting this afternoon with a Locum Vet. If all goes well he’ll start next week, staying for three months while we prepare for the wedding and have a brief honeymoon after.’ Rose paused, glancing at Charlie, still playing on
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